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THE WAR FOR SYRIA

Examining the international dimensions of the Syrian conflict, this book studies external 
factors relating to the Uprising. It explores the involvement of outside powers and the 
events’ impact both on the regional and the international level.

Syria was widely perceived to be essential to the regional power balance, hence it was a 
valued prize to be fought over. The book examines the impact of global and regional pow-
ers in propelling the conflict in Syria; looks at the motives and strategies of the key regional 
and international actors (Hizbollah, Palestinians, Iran, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, US, Russia, 
EU); and analyses the impact of the Syrian conflict on key relations between regional states 
(Turkey–Syria, Turkey–Iran, Iraq–Syria). Finally, several chapters treat the impact on Syria 
of international sanctions and the “Responsibility to Protect” doctrine. This book follows 
on to The Syrian Uprising: Domestic Origins and Early Trajectory, edited by Raymond Hin-
nebusch and Omar Imady (2018). Subsequent volumes will examine the later evolution of 
the conflict.

Taking an innovative and interdisciplinary approach that seeks to capture the full complex-
ity of the phenomenon, this book contributes significantly to our understanding of the Syrian 
conflict and will therefore be a valuable resource for anyone studying Middle Eastern politics.
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at the University of St Andrews, Scotland. He is founder and director of the Centre for 
Syrian Studies. His most recent works on Syria include: Syria: Revolution from Above (2001); 
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The Syrian Uprising: Domestic Origins and Early Trajectory, co-edited with Omar Imady (2018).

Adham Saouli is senior lecturer at the University of St Andrews. He is currently vis-
iting associate professor at the Doha Institute for Graduate Studies. Saouli is the author 
of Hezbollah: Socialisation and its Tragic Ironies (2019) and The Arab State: Dilemmas of State 
Formation (2012). His study “Performing the Egyptian Revolution: Origins of Collective 
Restraint Action,” in Political Studies, was nominated for the Harrison Prize (2015).
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1
THINKING ABOUT THE 
INTERNATIONAL FACTOR  
IN THE SYRIAN CRISIS

Raymond Hinnebusch

This volume examines the external factor in the Syrian Uprising: it looks at how 
the regional power struggle and the role of global powers in the conflict led to competi-
tive intervention in Syria; how the latter affected the Syrian conflict; and how that 
conflict, in turn affected the regional power balance and the global order.

Chapters 2–4 examine the “states system” (international and regional) level, 
surveying the interactions of the main powers contesting over Syria; examining 
the impact of global level and regional powers in propelling the conflict in Syria; 
and showing how they contributed to the sectarianization of the conflict and the 
region. Chapters 5–16 examine the motives and strategies of the key regional and 
international actors (Hizbollah, Palestinians, Iran, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, US, Russia, 
EU) or look at the impact of the Uprising on relations between regional states 
(Turkey–Syria, Turkey–Iran, Iraq–Syria). Chapters 17 and 18 also touch on key 
issues of global and regional importance for which the Syrian case provides evi-
dence and implications, e.g. power balancing, sectarianization, sanctions, and the 
“Responsibility to Protect” doctrine (R2P).

This book follows on from an earlier volume, The Syrian Uprising: Domestic 
Origins and Early Trajectory, which focused on the internal features of the Uprising.1 
The time frame of The Syrian Uprising is roughly the first five years of the conflict. 
The present volume covers the period from the beginning of the Uprising through 
the regime–opposition stalemate after 2012 and touches on the post-2015 period 
when Russian intervention started to shift the balance of power toward the Asad 
regime and the character of the conflict began to change. A snapshot of this period 
is valuable in itself as part of the documentation of the Uprising and also as a case 
study of the impact of external powers on civil wars; but additionally, it sets the 
context for the gradual decline in the intensity of the conflict, a possible negotiated 
solution, a frozen conflict, or a low intensity conflict. Subsequent volumes will 
focus on the later years of the Uprising when the defeat of Islamic State of Iraq 
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and Syria (or Daesh; hereafter, ISIS) in Raqqa seemed to bring the global powers, 
Russia and the US, face to face in a territorially divided Syria, with implications for 
the prospects of settlement and reconstruction.

The international (external) dimension of the Syrian Uprising has been pro-
found. The Uprising made Syria a battleground of a regional power struggle which 
drew in, as well, rival global actors. Phillips, in his magisterial account The Battle 
for Syria (see also Chapter 3 in this volume), judges that without intervention on 
the side of the opposition the Asad regime would have repressed the Uprising early 
on; on the other hand, “balanced intervention,” with multiple rivals competing to 
support each side, produced an intractable civil war. Such “competitive interfer-
ence” encouraged all sides in the conflict to keep fighting, obstructed a diplomatic 
or compromise political solution, and helped produce a partially failing state. Not 
only did external powers profoundly affect the internal Syrian Uprising, but that 
Uprising impacted the whole region, spilling out over the neighbourhood—notably  
in the form of refugees and the ISIS phenomenon. This in turn intensified external 
powers’ attempts to shape the Syrian conflict, notably to confront the expansion of 
ISIS but also to use or block Kurdish ambitions.

Syria was such a valued prize to be fought over because it was widely perceived 
to be pivotal to the regional power balance. As in the original “struggle for Syria” 
of the 1950s, whoever won in Syria was thought likely to prevail in the region; 
also, too, as in the fifties, the warring parties were trying to pull Syria either toward 
or against the West.2 However, while the earlier struggle for Syria was mostly non-
violent (media wars, inciting bloodless coups in Syria) and Egypt’s victory in the 
struggle with Iraq over Syria led to extended Egyptian regional hegemony, in the 
current struggle, massive violence produced stalemate. As Phillips shows, at least 
some of those intervening expected to score a zero-sum win but this proved to 
be a gross miscalculation: no side has been able to sweep the board—an outcome 
actually to be expected in a multi-polar system like the Middle East and North 
Africa’s (MENA).3

This introductory chapter provides the overall context for the chapters that 
follow. It first examines the main durable features of the regional system that 
shaped the power struggle over Syria. The evolution of the regional power strug-
gle, whose main issues and alignments date back to the 2000s, continuing in 
much intensified form after 2011, provides the context for intervention in Syria; 
it is outlined, showing how the Syrian conflict was affected by and affected this 
struggle. Competitive external intervention is then examined, showing how the 
solicitation of intervention by the warring Syrian parties brought the regional 
and Syrian conflicts into alignment; and how this, in turn, led to much increased 
violence and stalemate in Syria. It will be shown, too, how competitive inter-
vention frustrated efforts to resolve the conflict. Finally the consequences of 
intervention are adumbrated—a penetrated and fragmented state, sectarianiza-
tion, empowerment of transnational non-state actors, and challenges to Syria’s 
borders and sovereignty.
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MENA regional politics

Durable features of the regional system

MENA regional politics can only be understood by bringing together the mate-
rial and ideational factors treated in realism and constructivism, respectively, as 
Chapter 2, building on Buzan and Wæver, undertakes to do.4 Firstly, in the 
region’s multi-polar system, inter-state rivalry and insecurity are, as realists expect, 
endemic, although less from anarchy, per se, than the flawed construction of the 
regional system—a function of arbitrary boundary drawing that built irredentism 
and contested borders into the system, leading most states to feel threatened by 
their neighbours. Among the most durable and recurring alignment patterns in 
MENA has been power-balancing among the stronger regional powers, often 
exhibiting a checkerboard pattern—e.g. in the 1990s, Turkey and Israel vs. Iran 
and Syria—which blunted hegemonic ambitions and sustained a multi-polar 
regional order.5

This “realist” inter-state system is, however, embedded in a trans-state public 
sphere. MENA states are exceptionally penetrated by supra-state identities and trans-
state networks that compete with loyalties to the territorial states; and norms rooted 
in these identities constrain, enable, and even shape the pursuit of state interests.6 
These factors inject several enduring and distinctive features into regional politics. 
First, inter-state rivalry for leadership of supra-state communities—the Arab nation, 
the Islamic umma—is endemic, expressed in recurring “Cold Wars”7 in which 
stronger states deploy ideology and identity discourses to win over allies and subvert 
rival governments by manipulating trans-state networks and discourses; with each 
bidding for hegemony by claiming to champion the putative shared interests of the 
identity community. Second, the chief threat that most Arab states face from each 
other is less from armies than subversion—challenging each other’s legitimacy and 
backing disaffected internal opposition by manipulating identity claims. Balancing 
is therefore as much against ideational threats as hard military threats and conse-
quently often takes a “soft” form, i.e. promoting an ideology meant to buttress one’s 
legitimacy and forming alliances with states sharing ideological kinship and shared 
perceptions of threat from an ideological “other.”8 This ideational contest normally 
remains at the level of discourse and low-level subversion, but always has the poten-
tial to help destabilize target states and when this happens the power struggle takes a 
hybrid form—involving discourses and often armed proxies in failing states.

Finally, as realists expect, what order exists in MENA rests largely on a power 
balance but the power struggle, hence the degree of order, may also either be 
enhanced or muted by shared norms; thus, norms constructed out of a widely 
shared trans-state, pan-Arab identity have long constrained the power struggle, 
such that the system approximated a Lockean order, while Arabism’s displacement 
by sectarianism has pushed the region toward a Hobbesian order in which rivals 
are demonized.9
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As such, the struggle for power in MENA has dual dimensions and requires 
dual assets. The main contenders are those states with hard power—population, 
resources, military forces; but ideational power used to win over allies or subvert 
rivals matters just as much. Indeed, while hard power only changes over the long 
term, alliance formation via soft power can much more quickly alter the power 
balance in a state’s favour: Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey have been 
the most enduring players in the struggle for regional hegemony. Smaller, poorer, 
or more identity-fragmented states tend to be the victims of power struggles; 
except for a brief period under Hafiz al-Asad when Syria became a regional player, 
the country has usually been a target, by virtue of both its weakness and its pivotal 
position, of what this chapter calls “competitive interference.”

The evolution of the regional power struggle

A new regional cold/proxy war: the early Arab  
Uprising years

The regional power struggle just before the Uprising—itself a function of the 
destabilizing US invasion of Iraq—pitted the moderate pro-Western Arab regimes 
led by Saudi Arabia and Egypt, tacitly aligned with Israel and the US, against the 
Shi’a-leavened Resistance camp, led by Iran and including Syria and Hizbollah, 
with Turkey balancing between the two camps. Before the Uprising, the power 
balance was tilting toward the Resistance axis owing to two factors: the declining 
soft power of Egypt and Saudi Arabia, as a result of their failure to condemn the 
Israeli assaults on Lebanon and Gaza, and the US pull back from its intervention 
in Iraq and interference in Lebanon, leaving both heavily under Iranian influence. 
Turkey and Qatar were tilting toward the Resistance axis.

The Arab Uprisings reanimated the inter-regional power struggle between 
these blocs, although they were somewhat reconfigured as revolts in Egypt and 
Syria (combined with the prior debilitation of Iraq by the US invasion) knocked 
the historic powers of the Arab core out of the power game, leaving a vacuum 
that those more on the regional periphery—Turkey, Iran, and Saudi Arabia— 
competed to fill. Moreover, because the power balance could potentially be quickly 
shifted through regime change (taking some players out of the game) and conse-
quent changes in alliances, the Uprising opened up massive opportunities for both 
gains and losses in this game. This new cold war initially resembled the classic one 
of the 1950–1960s in the discourse wars initially deployed among the rival con-
tenders; via e.g. Al-Jazeera’s stirring up of protest in Egypt and Syria, and the Gulf 
Cooperation Council’s (GCC) financial and ideological backing of clients, notably 
trans-state Islamist movements. The main battlegrounds were the states that expe-
rienced uprisings: Egypt and Syria were the main prizes but lesser prizes included 
Tunisia, Libya, Yemen, and Bahrain. Yemen, on Saudi Arabia’s southern flank, 
was crucial to its security and Bahrain, although tiny, was also crucial since over-
throw of the Sunni monarchy in a Shi’a uprising could spread Shi’a revolt to the 
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rest of the Gulf and empower Iran. Iraq and Lebanon, although not experiencing  
full-scale uprisings, had unconsolidated regimes and fragmented societies highly 
vulnerable to external penetration and magnets for it.

The shifting power balance in the early Uprising

During the early Uprising years, the power balance shifted from the Iran-led 
Resistance axis toward the pro-Western Saudi-led bloc, as indicated by the defec-
tion of Turkey, Hamas, and Qatar from their tilt toward the Resistance axis. 
The Gulf monarchies turned the GCC into a sort of Holy Alliance to effectively 
block change within the monarchic camp (e.g. intervening in Bahrain) and take 
advantage of the vacuum left by the marginalization of the key Arab republics 
(Egypt, Syria, Iraq) to become the only effective agency in inter-Arab politics; they 
aggressively used their media and financial power to affect outcomes in uprising 
states and brought the Arab League to condemn Asad’s repression of the Syrian 
Uprising. Turkey, initially seen as a model in what then seemed emerging new 
Islamist democracies in Egypt and Tunisia, backed the Syrian opposition in a bid 
to become the main influence in Damascus as well. The Uprising in Syria threat-
ened to replace the Asad regime, the linchpin connecting the eastern and western 
wings of the Resistance axis, with a Sunni ruling group aligned with Turkey and/
or Saudi Arabia. The former soft power of Hizbollah and Iran in the Arab world 
from their stand against Israel was dissipated by their defence of the Asad regime. 
Israel stood to benefit from the weakening of Iran, Syria, and Hizbollah, the only 
regional bloc that balanced against it.

The late Uprising—Hobbesian proxy wars

The arena of the MENA power struggle had significantly altered by the third year 
of the Uprising. The discourse wars of the early Uprising morphed into proxy 
wars—competitive arming and financing of armed client groups. This, together 
with a slew of (at least partly) failing states that had lost control of their borders and 
their monopolies of violence, widespread mobilization of populations into rival 
militias, and the arrival of foreign fighters, led to exceptional levels of violence. As 
the region became awash with weapons and the distinction between civilians and 
combatants blurred, whole populations were made subject to death, displacement, 
and privation in several failing states.

In parallel, rivals increasingly instrumentalized sectarianism in their discourse and 
choice of proxies in competitive intervention. Saudi Arabia framed Iran as Shi’a, 
heretical, and non-Arab, hence unentitled to involvement in inter-Arab politics, 
seeking thereby to benefit from Sunni demographic superiority. Iran, heading the 
minority Shi’a camp, initially continued to portray itself as leader of a Resistance 
axis against US/Zionist imperialism, but, as sectarianism deepened, it assumed the 
role of defender of minorities against Sunni takfiris. It sought to make up for Shi’a 
demographic inferiority via more mobilized, unified sectarian networks and by 
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taking advantage of the greater (soon to emerge) divisions within the Sunni camp. 
The regional normative structure altered with the eclipse of more inclusive identi-
ties (Arabism, Islamism) by Sunni–Shi’a sectarianism, in which norms prescribed an 
uncompromising jihad within the Islamic umma against heresy, precipitating a slide 
toward a Hobbesian order of intense enmity.

But parallel to sectarianization was a growing fragmentation in the “Sunni” 
camp at both the state and non-state levels. Inside states, intra-Sunni contestation 
tended to squeeze out the moderates, such as the Muslim Brotherhood, to the 
advantage of jihadists who then themselves battled for supremacy. At the regional 
system level, each of the Sunni powers sought to promote a version of Sunni iden-
tity that corresponded to regime interests. Thus, the affinity of the ruling Justice 
and Development Party (AKP) in Turkey with the modernist form of political 
Islam promoted by the Muslim Brotherhood, and Qatar’s similar support for it, 
put them at odds with the Saudis and the UAE who, seeing the Brotherhood as a 
threat to the legitimacy of dynastic rule, branded it as a terrorist group and fostered 
against it Wahhabi salafism and secular generals, such as Egypt’s al-Sisi. The al-
Sisi regime in Sunni Egypt aligned with the non-Sunni Asad regime owing to the 
shared Islamist threat to their relatively secular, authoritarian regimes. The 2017 
Qatar crisis, over the latter’s support for the Brotherhood, gave Iran an oppor-
tunity to encourage the defection of Turkey and Qatar from the anti-Iran axis. 
The fracturing of the Sunni camp demonstrated how far the normative power of 
sectarian identities over the foreign policies of Sunni states was being overridden 
by regime/state interests. Turkey had forfeited its claim to regional leadership and 
precipitated a trans-border struggle with the Kurds. Qatar’s excessive ambitions 
were cut down to size and Riyadh fell into the Yemen quagmire. By contrast, for 
the Shi’a there was no leadership alternative to Iran, and although many gave their 
first allegiance to their own states, all were driven together by the threat of Sunni 
takfiris against whom Iranian leadership was indispensible. The greater solidar-
ity of the Shi’a compensated for their considerable demographic inferiority. The 
mobilization of Shi’a militias to fight Sunni jihadists in Iraq and Syria, combined 
with Russian intervention in Syria, re-shifted the power balance back to the Iran-
led Shi’a crescent/Resistance axis. Signs of this included movement away from 
the anti-Iran coalition by Turkey, Hamas, and Qatar, and the defeat of ISIS in 
Mosul, solidifying the inclusion of Iraq in the Shi’a crescent. Nevertheless, Iran 
was able to do little more than checkmate its rivals and had no chance of being 
accepted as a legitimate leading power in an Arab Sunni world deeply resentful 
of its penetration.

More than seven years from the onset of the Arab Uprisings, the states ranged 
along the Arab world’s periphery—both the non-Arab and Arab tribal states—had 
failed to take advantage of the collapse of the historic Arab core to promote their 
hegemony as each checked the other and none possessed the soft power with 
the needed universal appeal; indeed, in a world of sectarian bi-polarization (as 
opposed to one of pan-Arabism or pan-Islamism) no aspirant hegemon could 
hope, by definition, to have such appeal. Compared to the first Arab cold war 
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(1954–1970), when Egypt had emerged as Arab hegemon, now the relatively 
balanced power of the main state actors meant none could sweep the board. 
More than that, all states found the regional arena more intractable, given the 
greater mobilization and militarization of societies and the empowerment of sec-
tarian or ethnic based non-state actors at their expense. The fragmentation of the 
regional system allowed it to be highly penetrated by great power intervention, 
most clearly seen in Syria; but none of these powers could any more control the 
region than could regional powers.

Competitive interference in Syria

Global and regional rivals

The Arab Uprising came at a time when US power appeared to be receding, as the 
invasion of Iraq inadvertently empowered Iran and fatigue at highly costly inter-
ventions led the Obama administration to retreat to offshore balancing. In parallel, 
Russia and China developed stakes in MENA while also promoting a multi-polar 
world, integral to which was respect for state sovereignty and the authority of the 
UN Security Council as keys to constraining Western interventionism: following 
what they saw as the Western abuse of a Security Council humanitarian resolu-
tion to effect regime change in Libya, they deployed these norms to constrain any 
potential US activism in Syria, notably in the Security Council.10 These factors led 
the US to refrain from overt (albeit not covert) intervention in the Syrian conflict 
until the rise of ISIS (See Chapter 13). This left a vacuum which impelled regional 
powers to be more proactive, while, at the same time, those opposed to Asad con-
tinued to seek ways of drawing Washington in.

While the Syria Uprising started as an internal conflict, it was much intensified 
by these regional forces, which turned Syria into a battleground that pitted Iran 
against Turkey and the GCC, which saw an opportunity to break the Resistance 
axis. Qatar’s Al-Jazeera TV encouraged the Uprising and Saudi Arabia financed 
anti-regime tribes and Islamist factions. In November 2011, Qatar and Saudi 
Arabia prompted the Arab League into unprecedented moves to isolate Syria that 
aimed, together with parallel European sanctions, to dry up the regime’s access to 
economic resources; they engineered the suspension of Syria’s membership and 
called for the internationalization of the crisis. When Russia and China blocked 
this at the UN Security Council, the GCC states and Turkey turned to funding 
and arming insurgents. An anti-Asad coalition, led by France, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, 
and Turkey, with the US in the background, and with the collaboration of lesser 
actors, such as the Hariri faction in Lebanon and anti-Qaddafi Libyan militias, 
began financing, training, arming, and infiltrating insurgents into the country, 
escalating the militarization of the conflict. The safe haven provided by Turkey 
to the armed opposition particularly enabled it to “liberate” vast areas bordering 
Turkey from regime control. Somewhat later, transnational jihadists flowed into 
the country, acquiring a dominant position in the east as this area slipped out of 
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government control. On the defensive, Iran sought to create, via Iraq (where post-
US occupation, the move of the al-Maliki regime against Sunni rivals made it more 
dependent on Iran), a corridor linking Iran to Syria and the Lebanese coast, allow-
ing Tehran to supply Hizbollah and providing the Asad regime with a two-sided 
buffer that could help it survive.11

Internal struggle draws in external intervention

Intervention in uprising states was precipitated by invitations from the war-
ring parties to outside supporters. In Syria, from the outset, the possibility of 
external military intervention shaped both opposition and regime strategies. 
The opposition sought to de-stabilize the regime through massive civil unrest, 
to undermine the economy and to spread disorder to the cities and break the 
regime alliance with business. Anti-regime activists, including Syrian expatri-
ates, who were instrumental in initiating and internationalizing the Uprising, 
understood that the success of this strategy required that external constraints deter 
full-scale regime repression—or that the latter would provoke outside interven-
tion. External activists told those on the ground, pointing to the Libya no-fly 
zone, that “the international community won’t sit and watch you be killed.” 
They claimed that another Hama was not possible because “Everything is being 
filmed on YouTube and there’s a lot of international attention on the Middle 
East.”12 Protestors overtly invited foreign intervention with demonstrations such 
as that designated “Friday of the No Fly Zone.”

The regime, for its part, having survived several decades of international isola-
tion orchestrated by the US, but also involving Europe, had always seen itself as 
besieged by foreign enemies; the role played by external exiles and internet activists 
abroad, often Western-funded, in provoking or escalating the Uprising was con-
gruent with its perceptions of conspiracy. This tarnished the indigenous opposition 
with the suspicion of treasonous dealings with foreign enemies, justifying the resort 
to repressive violence. Far from being deterred, the opposition’s call for external 
intervention only encouraged the regime to move toward a “military solution.” 
In mid-2011, the regime felt the need to quickly smash resistance so as not to lose 
control of territory that could be used to stage intervention as had happened in 
Libya; the Libyan precedent thus helped precipitate a transition from the “secu-
rity solution” to the “military solution” that did not spare civilians or shrink from 
use of heavy weapons against urban neighbourhoods, thus accelerating the overall 
militarization of the Uprising.

As Phillips argues, both the internal opposition and its external backers were 
labouring under serious misconceptions.13 The US under Obama had reverted 
to offshore balancing in MENA, but this was not understood by those opposed 
to Asad, who expected to use American power against him. They were misled 
in part because Obama talked the language of hegemony in demanding that 
Asad go, even though he had no intention of intervening to force it. He did not 
want to become involved in another Iraq-like quagmire that would saddle the 
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US with responsibility for reconstruction of another failed state. His anti-Asad 
discourse partly issued from his own misperception that Asad was on his way out. 
Western intervention in Libya greatly amplified misleading messages to Syria’s 
opposition and its regional allies, who failed to see that it was an exceptional case 
and that Russia was determined to block a replication in Syria. Indeed, in so 
overtly appealing for Western intervention against the Asad regime, the Syrian 
opposition unwittingly helped bring on the Russian intervention that would 
turn the power balance in favour of Asad.

The West did become involved in Syria on a scale much short of overt mili-
tary intervention, but this only worsened the situation. It slapped sanctions on 
the regime meant to deprive it of oil revenue, which was indeed a key step 
in the debilitation of the state and its capacity to provide basic services to the 
population, but not of the regime, which found alternative sources of revenue, 
notably from Iran; sanctions materially contributed to the partial state failure in 
Syria that would make the conflict intractable (see Chapter 17). A July visit of 
the US and French ambassadors to support protestors in Hama, followed by an  
18 August 2011 demand by Western countries that Asad step down, and their 
withdrawal of ambassadors from Damascus, encouraged the opposition to con-
tinue big protests on the expectation that intervention was coming. The regime 
tried to calibrate its violence within limits that would not trigger an international 
bandwagon toward intervention, although over time this bar was steadily raised. 
With Western politicians clamouring for military intervention and raising the 
spectre of the International Criminal Court, the regime inner core realized that 
there was no way back for them and that they had to do whatever was necessary 
to survive, including escalating from a security to a military solution. When the 
regime continued to use major violence against protestors, a protest leader, with 
the R2P doctrine in mind, expressed disbelief that the US could stand by while 
atrocities were committed against civilians. Seeming to promise intervention and 
then failing to do so in the Syrian case created the worse of all scenarios. The abuse 
of humanitarian intervention in the Libyan case broke the always-fragile interna-
tional consensus in the Security Council over R2P and made dealing with Syria 
much more difficult (see Chapter 18).

The regional opposition to Asad made similar miscalculations that materially 
accelerated the slide toward civil war. Turkey, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia were con-
vinced that US intervention was coming and conveyed their confidence to the 
exiled opposition in the Syrian National Council, thereby discouraging any com-
promise with the regime. Once it became clear that US intervention was not 
coming, the anti-Asad powers engineered the first big arms transfers to the opposi-
tion at the end of 2011; they thought the US was more likely to intervene if an 
effective armed opposition ready to take over was in existence. However, their 
intervention had the opposite effect: it initially fragmented the opposition between 
the clients of the intervening powers. Later, it drove its jihadization: in order to get 
Gulf funding opposition fighting factions began to reinvent themselves as jihad-
ists; as the jihadists proved themselves better fighters than the secular Free Syrian 
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Army, they received the bulk of external support. Later, Turkey opened its borders  
to a flow of ISIS recruits into Syria while allowing oil to be imported from ISIS-
controlled oilfields. This helped the regime by polarizing the struggle as one 
between the regime and jihadists of the ISIS and Jabhat al-Nusra ilk, and discour-
aging any thoughts of intervention in Washington.

Anti-Asad interference in Syria, even stopping short of overt military interven-
tion, might have toppled the regime had it not been able to draw on its own external 
backing. Its ability to slip out of the tightening external stranglehold depended on 
its links to Hizbollah in the west and, in the east, to Iran and Iraq. It increasingly 
relied on Iran, whose Revolutionary Guard assisted it with electronic warfare and 
which urged Iraq to provide Syria with cheap oil and to stay out of the anti-Asad 
coalition, and later on Hizbollah fighters, whose entry into the fray tipped the 
balance toward the regime in the western areas bordering Lebanon. Later Iranian-
backed Iraqi Shi’a militias flooded into Syria, reinforcing the tottering regime. 
Thus Turkish, Saudi, and Qatari support for the opposition was offset by Iranian, 
Hizbollah, and Iraqi support for the regime; and internationally, American and 
European support for the Uprising was offset by Russian and Chinese support for 
the regime. A de facto partition soon emerged, which no side seemed to have the 
capacity to fully reverse. The resources external powers provided to their Syrian 
proxies was crucial in sustaining and hardening the conflict.

How competitive external intervention frustrated  
diplomacy

As the Syrian Uprising slid toward civil war, several efforts were made to mediate a 
compromise settlement, notably by a moderate Syrian opposition group inside the 
country, by the Arab League, and by UN special envoys, which, however, were all 
rejected by both sides. The Asad regime and the regional anti-Asad powers merely 
went through the motions of supporting the Arab League mission to Syria, with 
the latter jumping at its failure as a necessary stepping-stone to sending the issue 
to the Security Council with the aim of precipitating international intervention. 
The Saudis shunned Kofi Annan’s mission for not insisting on Asad’s immediate 
ouster. When his mission failed, the anti-Asad powers took it as a signal to greatly 
increase their backing for the armed opposition inside Syria. However, the conflict 
was thereby militarized, and more and more blood was shed, generating powerful 
animosities that made it difficult for either side to imagine continued coexistence.

One of the main conditions that makes a civil war “ripe” for political settlement 
is a “hurting stalemate” in which the parties to a conflict come to learn that neither 
can defeat the other and that all lose by continuation of the conflict. While this 
condition clearly did not hold at the outset, it did appear to have been reached by 
at least the third year of the conflict. Yet, each side still continued to hope to win 
by further escalating the level of violence. This was down to the belief on each side 
that the power balance was shifting in its favour and that if only its external patrons 
provided it with more resources or increased their intervention on its behalf, it 
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could defeat the other. Yet, external players continued to provide their clients with 
enough support to keep fighting and avoid defeat but not enough to defeat their 
opponent. On top of this, the fragmentation of the opposition, owing in good part 
to their rival external sponsors, meant no patron could deliver the whole side in 
the event a compromise was in reach; an excessive number of “veto players” and 
many “spoilers” had taken root who had no interest in a settlement, such as jihad-
ists and the warlords that were thriving on the war economy, itself largely driven 
by external funding.

The scene was set for the “Geneva II” attempt at a political settlement by the 
realization in both Washington and Moscow that each of their clients could not 
defeat the other. The parties to the conflict were not, however, ready for a set-
tlement, had to be pressured by their sponsors to attend, and did so only to try to 
demonstrate the intransigence of the other side. The regime insisted on demoniz-
ing the opposition as terrorists; the opposition refused to countenance any solution 
that included a role for the incumbent president. The regional backers of the two 
sides would have had to be brought into the process and pressured to stop their 
support for the conflict, but Iran was actually excluded from the conference and 
Saudi Arabia had no faith in it. Disagreements over key elements—notably over 
whether Asad’s departure was a condition of a settlement—divided the sponsoring 
powers and neither was willing to lean on its clients to force them to compromise.14

With the failure of great power diplomacy, the stage was set for their acceler-
ated competitive military intervention. The rise of ISIS, especially its 2014 seizure 
of Mosul, precipitated Western interventions in Iraq and then Syria followed by 
Russia’s 2015 intervention in Syria. These great power interventions, deploying 
air bombardment on a massive scale, greatly escalated the level of violence. At 
the same time, the power balance started to shift toward the Asad regime as the 
West subordinated his removal to countering ISIS and Russia checked the jihadist 
surge that had threatened to overwhelm regime in early 2015. This empowered 
Russia to bring Turkey and the exhausted opposition fighters to acquiesce in a 
new round of diplomatic negotiations at Astana, from which the US was mar-
ginalized. Washington, however, established footholds in both Iraq and Syria by 
sponsoring proxies against ISIS in the battles over Mosul and Raqqa. The race to 
see who would fill the vacuum in Syria resulting from ISIS’s subsequent contrac-
tion pitted Russian/Iranian proxies against those of the US, with Turkey on its 
own anti-Kurdish tangent, blocking Asad’s ambition to restore sovereign control 
over Syria’s territory. Just as the Syrian and regional powers had earlier checkmated 
each other, so now the intervening great powers reinforced the stalemate but at a 
much higher level of violence than hitherto. No more than the regional powers 
did they seem able to sweep the board in Syria or the region.

The consequences of intervention

Plenty of studies (e.g. those cited in Phillips15) show that external intervention, 
especially if “balanced,” escalates domestic conflicts into civil wars and prolongs 
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them, if the external players don’t pay a high cost and have little incentive to 
negotiate, and if there are many of them. All these conditions obtained in Syria. 
The consequences of such interventions are ably portrayed in Kaldor’s “New 
Wars,” of which the Syrian case betrays all the symptoms.16 In her scenario, state-
weakening empowers transnational non-state actors engaged in identity wars 
and ethnic cleansing, in which the distinction between combatants and non-
combatants breaks down.

Indeed, a vicious cycle set in between sectarianism and state failure in Syria  
(see Chapter 4): as order broke down ordinary people were forced to fall back on 
their primordial communities for protection, amid fears of sectarian “cleansing” 
and massacres. Jihad and martyrdom were embraced as normal life gave way to 
a war economy in which sectarian warlords provided the means of survival; the 
most motivated fighters, those being fired by sectarian zeal and hatred, attracted 
the greatest funding from external patrons.

State failure also opened Syria to routine violations of its sovereignty by external 
powers, all exploiting the identity cleavages between Kurds and Arabs, Sunnis and 
Shi’a to mobilize armed client militias. As the government lost control of many 
external borders, inter-connectedness to neighbouring countries increased with 
cross-border flows of resources, arms, fighters, and refugees—even as internal links 
were fraying, fragmenting the country. Border control became a strategic asset 
for resource extraction and borders fragmented into segments controlled by rival 
groups. Borderlands—boundaries in depth—became havens for fighters, interna-
tional NGOs, and tribes.

New wars spill over to neighbours where insurgents may enjoy safe havens, 
and this was the case in the Syria conflict where Turkey, in particular, harboured 
and encouraged anti-regime rebels. Large parts of the Syrian population, caught 
between the warring sides, were displaced internally or fled to neighbouring 
countries and beyond, impacting negatively on the security of Syria’s neighbours, 
Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan. Multi-sectarian Lebanon was particularly at risk 
of being drawn into the conflict, especially after the Lebanese Hizbollah inter-
vened in Syria on the regime side, thereby inflaming anti-Shi’a sentiment among 
Lebanese Sunnis. These states also carried a heavy budget burden for refugee sup-
port, creating resentment among their populations against Syrian refugees. The 
negative impact of protracted conflicts on economic development in border states 
is well-documented.

However the most dramatic symptom of spillover was the virtual merging of the 
Syrian–Iraqi space into an interconnected field of contestation in which trans-state 
groups moved back and forth as the power struggle dictated and contested state 
borders and ruling regimes in an utterly unprecedented way. In a failing state, trans-
state movements acquired exceptional state-like features—e.g. Hizbollah, Democratic 
Union Party (PYD), and ISIS—assuming governing functions in the vacuum of 
state failure. Furthermore, ISIS and PYD-run Rojava sought to remake state bor-
ders and empower alternative identities—Kurdistan, the Caliphate (see Chapter 10).
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Competitive interference by rival outside powers deepened after 2015, with the 
carving up of Syria into spheres of influence, particularly from the race to fill the power 
vacuum where ISIS was in retreat, between Russia, Iran, Turkey, and the US. 
With no viable solution to Syria’s crisis, they appeared, by 2018, to have settled for 
dividing the country up into spheres of influence from which they aimed to merely 
contain its spillover. Phillips observes that the Syrian conflict was a war everybody 
lost; certainly none of the intervening powers could wholly prevail, but the main 
losers were Syria and Syrians.17

The organization of the book

Following this introduction, the three initial chapters of the book look at the  
systemic impact—that of the regional order—on the Syrian conflict. Søren Schmidt 
uses regional security complex theory to frame the competition between the main 
global and regional actors. He assesses their interests and their relative capacity to 
advance these—a function of their ability to project hard power on the battle-
field and manipulate network relations to clients. He argues that the outcome of 
the Syrian conflict will determine the shape of the future MENA regional order. 
Christopher Phillips then shows how what began as an internal revolt rapidly 
became a proxy war: external states in the year following Syria’s first protests 
helped escalate the Uprising into a civil war, prolonged it, and contributed to a 
destructive stalemate. Konstantinos Zarras examines the sectarian dimension of 
the conflict, showing how the regional powers instrumentalized sectarianism in 
their power competition in Syria, using it to mobilize proxies in the civil war; the 
war, in turn, exacerbated sectarianism and intensified the power struggle across 
the region.

Several subsequent chapters explain the competing players’ policies toward the 
Syrian Uprising. Non-state actors figure in several chapters as the unprecedented 
weakening, even partial failure, of the Syrian (and the Iraqi) state greatly expanded 
the scope for such actors. Adham Saouli examines the causes of Hizbollah’s inter-
vention in Syria, namely the strategic ties that bind it with Syria and Iran in 
the Resistance axis, later reinforced by the threat of Sunni jihadist movements 
and a certain opportunity to broaden the front of its on-going struggle with 
Israel. Valentina Napolitano examines Palestinian refugees’ political mobilization 
in the Syrian Uprising, based on the case of Yarmouk camp, beginning with 
relief activities and evolving into militarization and siege of the camp. Raymond 
Hinnebusch shows how the faltering control of two failing states, Syria and Iraq, 
over their borders made them a single arena of cross-border conflict between 
warring tribes and sectarian movements that also enabled the rise of ISIS strad-
dling their borders.

Regional powers’ foreign policy behaviour in the Syrian crisis is the focus of several 
chapters: Kristian Coates Ulrichsen shows how Qatar’s Syria policy was a function 
of its over-ambitious attempt, decided among a small, closed elite circle, to shape 



14 Raymond Hinnebusch

and ride the wave of the Arab Uprisings and how its intervention provoked rival 
interventions by Saudi Arabia, contributing to the fragmentation of the Syrian 
opposition and the further polarization of the region. May Darwich attributes 
Saudi Arabia’s determination to depose Asad to the failure of the Resistance axis of 
Iran and Syria to recognize its claims to regional leadership, as well as it rivalry with 
Qatar and Turkey for Sunni leadership in Syria. Jubin Goodarzi explains Iranian 
support for the Asad regime as a consequence of the threat that rival states’ support 
for the Syrian opposition could cost Tehran its most important Arab ally and its 
access to Lebanese Hizbollah.

Several chapters show how the conflict changed relations between regional states with 
consequences for alignments and stability. Özden Oktav examines the tensions intro-
duced into Turkey–Iran relations by their opposite stands on the Syrian crisis, as 
well as the rise of ISIS and the Iran nuclear deal. Marwa Daoudy shows how the 
amicable relations between Turkey and Syria that had been constructed in the 
2000s became a casualty of the Syrian Uprising, replacing a key stabilizing alliance 
with a major conflict front.

Several further chapters outline the motives and impact of rival global powers 
on the conflict. Jasmine Gani shows how US policy under Obama was shaped by 
the high costs of intervention in Iraq. Obama’s aim to withdraw from hegem-
onic dominance of the region and the US lack of strategic interests in Syria 
explain Washington’s limited commitment to the opposition. In their chapters 
on Russia, Daria Vorobyeva and Nikolay Kozhanov explain the multitude of 
interests and opportunities that drove Moscow’s policy in Syria—its historic 
stake in the country, f ighting terrorist threats, Putin’s domestic standing, and 
Moscow’s attempt at revalidating itself as a great power in its rivalry with the 
US by making itself an indispensible key to resolution of the crisis and a power 
in the MENA region. Vorobyeva focuses on Russia’s early policy and Kozhanov 
on the 2015 military intervention and after. Francesco Cavatorta and Pierre-
Michel Turcotte chart Europe’s verbal condemnations of the Syrian regime in 
the name of democracy and human rights, and the failure of EU sanctions to 
affect the course of the conflict while inflicting damage on ordinary Syrians; 
the Syrian civil war exposed again the inability of the EU to pursue a unified 
foreign policy, owing to divisions between its constituent states. The spillover 
of the crisis, notably of refugees, generated internal tensions that threaten the 
EU itself.

Two final chapters examine the failure of international instruments to manage con-
flict in the Syrian war case. Ferdinand Arslanian shows why escalating economic 
sanctions, as well as diplomatic and military pressure, imposed on the Syrian regime 
by its external adversaries with the aim of forcing power sharing or regime change, 
failed. Nour El-Kebbi shows how the experience of R2P in Libya debilitated its 
potential for operationalization in Syria and how its failure in Syria has left it in 
tatters. The Syria case seems to further manifest the declining ability of “interna-
tional society,” including “great power management,” to manage an extremely 
disorderly world.
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THE MIDDLE EAST REGIONAL 
SECURITY COMPLEX AND  
THE SYRIAN CIVIL WAR

Søren Schmidt

Introduction

The Syrian conflict involves a bewildering array of external actors, regional as 
well as international. For every year the conflict continues, the more actors seem 
to get involved and their involvement matters more to the outcomes than that of 
the Syrian parties themselves. For a long time, great power diplomacy at Geneva 
sought to shape Syria’s trajectory; more recently (2017), Russia formed a diplo-
matic trio with Turkey and Iran to back peace talks in Astana, Kazakhstan, that 
only selectively involved the Syrian parties.

In this chapter I will analyse the role of external actors in relation to the Syrian 
conflict with a view to identifying the salient issues that need to be settled between 
them in order to agree an end to the Syrian conflict, as well as to try to predict 
some possible scenarios as to its probable outcome. But in order to conduct such 
an analysis, I will first need to present my theoretical framework, namely the 
Regional Security Complex Theory, put forward by Buzan and Wæver.1

The Regional Security Complex Theory (RSCT)

According to Buzan and Wæver, regional security complexes (RSCs) come in 
three variants: the standard RSC, which is dominated by the military security con-
cerns of states; collective security systems; and security communities. The Middle 
East is clearly a standard RSC—that is, an anarchic system of insecure states with 
insecure regimes, whose major concern is military security and where the balance 
of power is the dominant structuring principle.

RSCT prioritizes regional over global security concerns because distance is cru-
cial in security matters. Neighbours pose more of a security threat than distant 
countries. Extra-regional security relations may of course influence regional secu-
rity, but they do so along the lines of existing regional amities/enmities.
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Regional systems can be analysed through a combination of realism and 
constructivism. Neo-realism is useful in indicating the system of relative politico- 
military strength of units and the resulting potential for balancing and bandwag-
oning within this system, while constructivism invites the analyst to look for 
historical and cultural securitized amities and enmities which create the patterns of 
security relations of the system. The term politico-military is used to indicate that 
the strength of the state depends on military capabilities as well as on how well it 
is organized politically in order to project power outside its borders.

The realist focus on relative politico-military strength leads to the classifica-
tion of states into global powers (states with a global reach), great powers (states 
with some reach outside their own RSC, but without global reach), regional 
powers (states dominating their RSC) and other powers in the region (states 
that must either join other states by balancing against or bandwagoning with a 
regional power).

A RSC is to some degree penetrated by global great powers. Such external 
powers attach themselves to existing patterns of amity/enmity within the RSC 
and may alter the relative strength of states within the RSC, but do not create the 
patterns themselves.

This theoretical framework invites the analyst to prioritize regional security 
relations instead of global security relations and to look for objective relative politico- 
military strength in combination with patterns of constructed amity/enmity rela-
tions. It is the combination of these two lenses (realism and constructivism) which 
can help to explain how external actors penetrate a civil war, and thus contribute 
to predicting its outcome.

The specific task in this chapter is to analyse how external actors have affected 
the Syrian civil war (the local level). I will treat the local level as a third level in 
the sense that regional and global/great powers may alter the relative strength of 
Syrian protagonists, but do not in themselves craft the amity/enmity patterns of 
the Syrian civil war.

External state actors influence internal combatants through direct military inter-
vention as well as indirectly through network relations. The availability of such 
network relations is necessary in order to yield indirect influence.2 Sectarian iden-
tity or ideology is important insofar as it gives external actors the opportunity to 
establish such relations with internal actors. While Russia influenced the regime’s 
ability to wage war, the extent of US indirect influence on the relative balance of 
power was long limited to the few secular militias. Saudi Arabia yielded influence 
because it had good relations with salafist rebels, who long dominated the battle-
field, while Israel did not have any relations with internal combatants.

The predominant view of the role of regional actors in the conflict as an expres-
sion of an age-old conflict between Sunni and Shi’a Islam therefore turned the 
causal mechanism on its head. Saudi Arabia supported salafist groups (but not 
groups with an affiliation with the Muslim Brotherhood) as a way for it to yield 
influence, not because they were Sunni Muslims. In the same way, the orthodox 
Shi’a Iran supported Asad because this was a way for it to yield influence, and not 
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because the Asad regime was associated with the heterodox Shi’a minority in Syria, 
the Alawites.3

While external actors at first tend to intervene indirectly in civil wars, they turn 
increasingly towards direct military intervention in the later phases. Thus, Turkey, 
Iran, Russia and the US at first only intervened indirectly in the Syrian conflict, 
but later they, in addition to Israel, intervened directly as well.

Given the framework above, this chapter seeks to examine the Syrian conflict 
in terms of the Middle East RSC, at the extra-regional level, the regional level and 
the level of the unit/state. Following a detailed empirical analysis, the chapter ends 
with a conclusion, which summarizes the main findings and provides the contours 
and dilemmas for future developments.

The Middle East RSC

The Middle East RSC can be defined as the region extending from Egypt to Iran, 
including Turkey. When we look at security interactions and discourses, this area 
can be thought of as a well-consolidated RSC with relatively clear borders with 
adjacent RSCs, such as the Southern Asian RSC, the North African RSC and the 
Euro-Asian RSC. States within the Middle East RSC are linked to each other 
through the security dilemma, where a defensive measure of any state is seen as 
an offensive measure by other states, which is not attenuated by either a collective 
security regime or a security community.4

The RSC has no overarching dominant power, but several competing regional 
powers: Turkey, Iran, Saudi Arabia and Israel. Its structure is therefore decidedly 
anarchic, particularly at present after the US (a global power) retreated from its 
previous role as a sort of unipolar, overseas organizer. In parallel to the retreat of 
the US, Russia (a great extra-regional power) intervened in the region, particularly 
in the Syrian conflict. However, Russia’s role should be seen more as an influencer 
and go-between without the capability of dictating solutions, as the US tried to 
do on several occasions, such as the second and the third Gulf wars. Russia’s influ-
ence derived in part from having better relations with key states than those states 
had between themselves. As an example, Russia’s relationships with Iran and Israel 
were better than the relationship between Iran and Israel, and the same can be said 
with regard to Russia’s relations with Saudi Arabia and Iran.

While non-Arab states like Turkey and Iran previously played only a mar-
ginal role in the RSC, these states have increased their influence and are now the 
dominant regional powers, together with Saudi Arabia and Israel, while Egypt no 
longer plays an important role, as it used to, due to internal conflicts which have 
weakened its ability to project power outside its borders.

The two dominant structures of amity/enmity are the Arab–Israeli conflict, and 
the conflict between Saudi Arabia and Iran in the Persian Gulf. These two conflict 
theatres are increasingly interlinked, particularly since the US occupation of Iraq, 
which gave Iran an opportunity to extend its power projection capability much 
closer towards Israel.
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In addition to the two dominant structures of amity/enmity there exists a host 
of other, lesser regional conflicts, such as the Islamic State vs. the Middle East 
system of states; Turkey vs. Israel; Syrian Kurdistan vs. Turkey; Saudi Arabia vs. 
Qatar; Hizbollah vs. Israel; and Iraq vs. Iran. Moreover, conflicts between Russia 
and Turkey, Russia and Iran, and the US and Russia have also affected security 
relations in the Middle East.

Thus, according to Buzan and Wæver, the Middle East RSC is so interlinked 
that an alliance between any number of powers in relation to one conflict will 
necessarily antagonize a potential friend in relation to another conflict.5 Alliances 
are therefore necessarily fluid and greatly affected by which security concern has 
prominence at any given moment.

The extra-regional level

The US

There are several reasons why the US either cannot, or is not inclined to, micro-
manage the Middle East as it used to. The less influence such a great power has on 
local conflicts, the greater the influence of regional actors.

The first reason for the diminution of US influence in the region is because of 
the end of the Cold War, which terminated its need to balance the Soviet Union 
in regional theatres. A similar, additional reason why the US has scaled down its 
engagement in the Middle East is that its strategic interests in the region have dimin-
ished as a result of its increased reliance on its own oil and gas resources, brought 
about by the shale oil revolution, as well as the global trend towards renewable 
energy. The energy sources of the Middle East are simply not as important to the 
US (and the world) as they used to be because of these new developments.

Second is what is best described as “the rise of the rest,”6 meaning that the per-
centage of US economic production relative to total global production has fallen 
steadily since its height in the immediate period after the Second World War. In 
1960, the GNP of the US represented 40% of total global GNP, while in 2013 
it was only 22%.7 The main reason for this is the relatively higher growth rate 
of China and India. Economic resources can determine how much influence a 
country can have on the international and regional scene, and even if the US is still 
the most powerful country in the world, the world is steadily moving towards a 
more multipolar distribution of power, where influence is wielded by a far greater 
number of actors. The economic crisis of 2008 in the West further reduced the 
inclination of the US to intervene militarily in areas where its own strategic inter-
ests were not threatened.8

A final reason for the diminished influence of the US in the region in recent 
years is the fall-out of failed interventions in Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya, where, 
in spite of overwhelming military power, the US policy of regime change failed 
to create stable successor regimes. The attack on Iraq in particular produced a lot 
of resentment among Muslims and Arabs, as has the US’s unwavering support 
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for Israel, which is still conceived as a colonial power in the region.9 In short, 
because the image of the US has arguably never been worse in the Middle East, 
and because the execution of power today depends much more on legitimacy than 
brute military power, it has become difficult for the US to exercise influence in 
a region where it has contributed to the weakening of traditional state mecha-
nisms of power, and where decentralized social forces—such as sub/trans-state  
movements—have instead been strengthened.10 As the influence of the US on the 
region has weakened, influence has instead partly moved to the regional pow-
ers (Turkey, Iran and Saudi Arabia), which have had a much greater inclination 
recently to go their own ways, regardless of the American view, and trans-state 
movements have been strengthened relative to centralized states, where the US 
was previously able to exert influence far more easily.

Because of the above reasons, as well as the relative weakness of ideologically 
moderate opposition groups on the Syrian battlefield, the US long had a hesitant 
approach to the Syrian conflict. With the rise of the Islamic State, the US increas-
ingly gave priority to its defeat rather than the goal of toppling Asad. It is against this 
background that Russia inserted itself in the conflict and became an important actor.

Russia

As heir to the Soviet Union, Russia has had a long history of alliance with Syria, 
partly as a result of the logic of the Cold War (“the enemy of my enemy is my 
friend”), and partly due to the ideological affinity between the populist nationalism 
which Hafiz al-Asad and the Ba’th party adhered to and communism. Russia also 
has important naval facilities for its Mediterranean fleet in the port city of Tartous. 
Unlike the US, Russia has therefore had interests at stake in Syria, and also intimate 
connections inside the country which it has been able leverage in order to play a 
prominent role in the conflict and its possible settlement.

Russia has greatly expanded its supply of military hardware to the Syrian regime 
and has acted as the protector of the regime at the UN Security Council, where it 
managed to prevent the adoption of resolutions allowing Western military inter-
vention. After mid-2015, Russia dramatically increased its assistance to the Asad 
regime by establishing an air force base near Lattakia and stationing a consider-
able number of special forces and military advisors there. It acquired long-term 
base rights for this air force as well as for the naval base at Tartous. Following an 
incident in November 2015, when Turkey shot down a Russian jet close to the 
Turkish border, Russia deployed the integrated S-300 anti-aircraft missile system 
to Syria (managed by Russia, and not by Syria), establishing a potential no-fly zone 
for Western planes (The Washington Post, 17 October 2017). An indication of the 
impact of Russia’s increased assistance to the Asad regime is that in November 2015 
Russian jets made more sorties against rebel forces in Syria on a daily basis than 
the Western and Gulf coalition forces had made in Syria during the entire month.

Russia has maintained throughout the conflict that the Syrian civil war cannot 
be resolved militarily, and instead proposed negotiations between the parties in 



22 Søren Schmidt

order to arrive at a compromise which would not necessarily involve the removal 
of Asad. This was indeed the actual effect of Russia’s direct military intervention in 
the conflict; its intervention made the idea of establishing a Western no-fly zone in 
the north impossible, and it made the exclusion of Asad as a precondition for peace 
talks unrealistic. In this way, Russia has tried to force the Western powers to accept 
its own strategy for ending the conflict: i.e. a political settlement on Asad’s terms, 
including the participation of Iran, and deferring the question of Asad’s future role 
to a later date. It is on this basis that Russia co-sponsored peace negotiations with 
Turkey and Iran in Astana, Kazakhstan. Russia and Iran are the two actors which 
are able to put the necessary pressure on the Syrian regime in order to arrive at 
a negotiated settlement, and will therefore be necessary participants in finding a 
solution to the Syrian civil war.

Russia’s interests appear to be motivated by the need to resolve the Syrian 
conflict in a way that will allow it to maintain its air and naval bases and scale 
down the costs of its intervention.11 This will require some concessions to internal 
opposition groups, which is also reflected in its proposal for a new constitution that 
includes the devolvement of power from the presidency to other national centres 
of powers, such as the prime minister, the speaker of parliament and the military, 
as well as to the regions. A crucial question is whether this will be satisfactory for 
Iran’s interests in Syria, or whether Iran intends to continue its non-conciliatory 
approach to the Syrian rebels.

Informed analysts, such as Dmitri Trenin, suggest that Russia’s ultimate motive 
for intervening in the Syrian conflict and making itself indispensable for settling 
the conflict is its urge to be treated as a great power by the US in matters of its 
own interests, i.e. Ukraine, Georgia and Afghanistan.12 But as Trenin also notes, a 
country does not ask to be treated as a great power, it is because it is a great power 
that it will be treated as such. And this is precisely the problem for Russia. While 
it is indeed a great power in terms of its military resources and control of land, in 
economic terms it has yet to figure out how to organize its economic system in 
order to develop the country. However, if Russia and the West, particularly the 
US, do not find a way to cooperate, it will not bode well for the settlement of the 
Syrian conflict.

The regional level

Iran

Iran’s overall security perception is that it is surrounded by enemies who want to 
overthrow its regime.13 Even after the international deal on its nuclear programme, 
it still perceived the US as a deadly foe in collusion with Saudi Arabia and Israel; 
the US withdrawal from the deal and Trump’s overt hostility reinforced Iran’s 
view. Iran acknowledges the superior military capability of its enemies, and there-
fore deploys an asymmetric and defensive security posture through linking up with 
non-state actors in the region as well as weak states like Iraq and Syria.
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Syria plays an important role in this defensive strategy and is thus related to 
Iran’s conflict with Israel as well as to its conflict with Saudi Arabia in the Persian 
Gulf. As these two conflict zones have dominated the Middle East RSC for years, 
this is also the reason why Iran’s engagement in Syria has been so extensive and 
intense. As well as investing billions of dollars in support of the Asad regime, Iran 
has lost several hundred of its soldiers in the conflict in Syria, including five Iranian 
generals. The outcome of the conflict will determine if Iran’s investment in Syria 
in blood and money has been worthwhile, and will also shape the regional order 
for many years to come.

As far as Israel is concerned, Iran and Israel are locked in mutual enmity. Israel 
views the Islamic Republic of Iran as an existential enemy and will do almost eve-
rything to rid the region of the incumbent regime in Tehran. For Iran, a staunchly 
anti-Zionist position is an important element of the Iranian regime’s internal legiti-
macy and reinforces its geopolitical defensive posture vis-à-vis Israel. Because of 
this, Iran supports forces in the region which refuse to accept Israel’s occupation of 
the Palestinian territories and its desire to incorporate as much of the West Bank 
as possible.

As long as Israel is dissatisfied with its borders and therefore has an aggressive 
posture towards states and actors countering this desire, the relationship between 
Iran and Israel will remain antagonistic. Both sides know that this conflict will be 
settled on the battlefield—whether it is the present “battlefield” of shadow box-
ing, or a real war. In this perspective, it is of course important for Iran that Syria be 
governed by a friendly regime that remains a member of the so-called “Resistance 
Alliance” vis-à-vis Israel, whose other members include Hizbollah in Lebanon and 
possibly elements of the Shi’a-Islamist government in Iraq. The primary impor-
tance of Syria is that it constitutes the over-land link to Hizbollah, which has its 
weapons directly turned towards Israel, and therefore acts as a deterrent against 
an Israeli attack on Iran.14 While Iran is able to supply Hizbollah with military aid 
by air via Damascus, in the future it might well want to reinforce this ability by 
securing a land route through Iraq and Syria, which could be blocked by anti-Asad 
pro-US forces in the east of Syria.

Iran also sees the hand of Saudi Arabia behind the Sunni-Islamist opposition to 
Asad and more generally behind the promotion of Sunni sectarian hatred against 
Shi’as in the region. Conversely, Saudi Arabia considers Iran as an existential threat, 
and Saudi Arabia’s engagement in the fight against Asad has therefore triggered an 
Iranian desire to support the Syrian regime in order to prevent a deterioration of 
its relative position vis-à-vis the Saudi state.15 This is a classic case of the security 
dilemma, where both sides see their own actions as defensive, while viewing that 
of the other as offensive.

Iran’s support for the Asad regime has, however, been costly. The stable and 
relatively well-functioning Syrian state which existed prior to 2011 is no longer in 
existence, and it is unrealistic to expect Syria to ever return to the status quo ante.16 
Asad is, therefore, not a guarantee for stability, which is important if Syria is to be 
of value for the Resistance Alliance. Also, the lack of a stable political regime in 
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Syria was a contributing factor to the growth of the Sunni extremist organization, 
the Islamic State, which considered all Shi’as as apostates and viewed Iran as an 
enemy to be fought against. Therefore, it is possible that Iran might have preferred 
to have Asad replaced with a regime that could guarantee Iran’s interests in Syria as 
well as represent a broader section of Syrian society, and in this way, be better able 
to govern Syria. However, within the structure of the present regional system, it 
does not seem plausible for Iran to take risks in working for such a solution rather 
than to take direct control of its security interests in Syria, particularly after the 
Trump administration made hostility towards Iran a centrepiece of its Middle East 
policy, which in turn emboldened aggressive forces in Israel.17 As things stand now, 
Iran is left with little alternative but to fully support Asad, or risk seeing the regime 
replaced with an administration hostile to Iranian interests.

In its relations with the US, it was only after the 2016 nuclear deal that Iran 
began to re-establish diplomatic ties. In theory, the US could have used the influ-
ence that it had gained from the agreement to guarantee a deal between Iran and 
Saudi Arabia regarding a negotiated solution to the conflict in Syria and pushed for 
normalization of Iranian–Israeli relations. However, internal politics in the US did 
not allow Obama to pursue these goals at the time, and the new Trump adminis-
tration has now given priority to support for Saudi Arabia against Iran in Yemen 
and elsewhere in the region. Such a negotiated solution would have been better 
for all external actors rather than the present zero-sum game, where the overall 
situation deteriorates whenever an actor pursues its own separate interests without 
coordination with the other actors.

It is indeed crucial to understand the relationship between the game-strategic 
context (negative or positive-sum game) and its effect on how the parties pursue 
their interests in the Syrian conflict. The agreement on Iran’s nuclear programme 
did not radically change Iran’s alliance with Syria, but it may have increased Iran’s 
overall interest in contributing to a negotiated solution in Syria as a way of sta-
bilizing the situation there. However, with the return to an overtly antagonistic 
relationship with the US as well as with Israel, Iran will be less willing to take such 
risks. It will want to continue the Resistance Alliance as long as it perceives itself 
as surrounded by hostile enemies which want to overthrow its regime, and as long 
as the Israeli–Palestinian conflict is left unresolved.

If Iran’s strategy of securing its security interests and not taking risks favours 
repression of the Syrian opposition at the cost of continued low-level instability, 
this may put it at odds with Turkey as well as Russia’s interest in a more bal-
anced settlement, and therefore could be a source of conflict with them in the 
coming years.

Turkey

Until recently, Turkey’s policy towards the conflict in Syria was very clear: 
Turkey was on the side of the opposition and wanted the Asad regime to be 
replaced with a new regime. As a country which combines an Islamic identity  
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with democracy, a market economy and an alliance with the West, Turkey 
was initially a leading star for the moderate Islamist opposition during the Arab 
Spring, not least in Syria. In addition to the soft power which this gave the coun-
try, Turkey also has a strong and efficient military. Given its support for Syrian 
diaspora organizations, such as the Syrian National Council and the exiled Syrian 
Muslim Brotherhood, Turkey was a key regional actor during the first phase of 
the Syrian Uprising.

For Turkey, there were, however, several factors which limited its enthusiasm 
for intervening in Syria. First, Turkey did not want a confrontation with Russia, 
which has become more directly and actively engaged on the side of the Syrian 
regime. In November 2015, Turkey shot down a Russian jet in the border area 
between Turkey and Syria. The ensuing sabre-rattling from both sides gave an 
indication of the degree to which Turkey’s policy could jeopardize its relations 
with Russia, and made Turkey much more cautious in its approach towards Syria 
thereafter. When Russia intervened on a grand scale in Syria, Turkey also needed 
Russia’s cooperation to prevent the creation of a Workers’ Party of Kurdistan 
(PKK)-linked Kurdish entity in Northern Syria.

Second, Turkey also had good relations with Iran, which it was also potentially 
jeopardizing by supporting Iran’s opponents within Syria. Iran is Turkey’s sec-
ond most important supplier of natural gas and delivers more than 40% of its oil. 
Likewise, Iran is one of the main buyers of Turkish manufactured goods.

Finally, there is significant opposition in Turkey against an activist policy 
towards Syria, not least from the large Alevi minority and from the secular par-
ties. This opposition was further strengthened by the increasing number of terror 
attacks conducted by extremist Syrian rebel organizations inside Turkey itself.

At the same time, Turkey’s ability to play an important role in Syria became 
increasingly difficult for several reasons. First, Turkish influence has been limited 
by the de facto collapse of the moderate Syrian National Council in which the 
exiled Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, Turkey’s initial main surrogate in Syria, played 
a decisive role. A second reason is the increased dominance of extremist organi-
zations on the battlefield in Syria, and the final reason is Asad’s partial military 
success in reconquering parts of Syria.

Turkey’s role inside Syria came to consist of the presence of the Turkish army 
in the area dividing the Eastern enclaves of Syrian Kurdistan from its Western 
enclave, until it took over the latter. But it also played a role in facilitating the 
supply of provisions to the rebels in their last stronghold, Idlib province, which 
borders Turkey’s Hatay province. Turkey’s de facto ability to decide whether the 
opposition will continue the fight from Idlib may very well prove to be its strong-
est card in the quid pro quo negotiations with Russia and Iran over Syria’s future.

Finally, Turkey’s conflict of interests with Iran is not restricted to Syria, but also 
exists with regard to the future of what power or powers will fill the vacuum with 
the shrinking of the territory controlled by the Islamic State caliphate. Will this be 
a de facto Iranian controlled area (but formally under respectively Iraqi and Syrian 
sovereignty), a semi-autonomous Sunni-dominated area under Turkish tutelage, 
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or, most alarming for Turkey, as appeared likely in the intermediate aftermath 
of the international attack on Islamic State, will it fall into the hands of hostile 
Kurdish-led forces? Such questions reveal that, for regional actors, the conflict in 
Syria is much more about the future balance of power between the great powers 
of the region.

Apart from its existential interest in preventing a separatist Kurdish entity on 
its southern border, Turkey is not directly enmeshed in the two conflict struc-
tures of the region: the Israeli–Arab conflict and the Iran–Saudi Arabia conflict. 
In combination with its asset of being a sort of buffer state between Europe and 
the Middle East (while at the same time being part of the Middle East RSC), and 
playing an important role in preventing refugees from reaching Europe, this gives 
Turkey flexibility in dealing with all other external actors in the Syrian conflict 
and could enable it to successfully pursue its interests, particularly regarding the 
Kurdish issue.

Israel

Technically, Israel and Syria are still at war. While a ceasefire was signed regarding 
the Golan Heights in 1974, the two countries have never signed a peace agree-
ment. At the same time, Syria has facilitated Hizbollah’s ability to deter Israel from 
attacking Iran. Israel has therefore no warm feelings towards Asad’s Syria, even 
though the iron fist of the regime has delivered peace and stability between the 
two countries on the Golan, at least until the start of the Uprising in 2011.

If the alternative to Asad was a moderate, Western-oriented (and ipso facto 
non-Iran allied) and well-consolidated regime with support from the Sunni-
Muslim majority in Syria, this would of course be preferable for Israel. But such is 
not the case.18 On the contrary, any alternative to Asad would be an implosion of 
the Syrian state which would give a free hand to extremist groups to compete as to 
which was the most anti-Zionist. Such an alternative would clearly be even worse 
for Israel than Asad’s survival as a much weakened actor.

Israel is considered a pariah state in the Middle East, and any political actor 
that was seeking influence in Syria would be de-legitimized by being allied to 
Israel. As a result, Israel has no network relations within Syria, which means that 
it is without effective means to influence the conflict there indirectly.19 However, 
the presence of Hizbollah in the Golan Heights and the prospect of direct Iranian 
influence right on its border has made Israel increasingly resort to direct military 
intervention in Syria by bombing Hizbollah positions and assassinating Hizbollah 
commanders inside Syria.

Israel’s prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, has made several visits to Moscow 
in an attempt to persuade Russia to use its influence in order to counter rising 
Iranian and Hizbollah influence in Syria.20 This puts Russia in a pivotal role as 
the mediator between Iran and Israel and gives it a chance to pressure Israel into 
treating Iran as a normal regional state with legitimate security interests, as well as 
pressuring Israel to be more accommodating towards the Palestinians.
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Saudi Arabia

Saudi Arabia is one of the major powers in the region.21 As a relatively well-
consolidated country with control of its territory and its population, the state is 
well-financed and has a close alliance with the US.

Saudi Arabia has three major interests in this conflict. First, Saudi Arabia feels 
its status in the Persian Gulf is threatened,22 not least by Shi’a Iran’s potential to 
instrumentalize the significant Shi’a minority in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Bahrain 
against Saudi and Gulf Cooperation Council interests as a prop for its security strat-
egy. Second, Saudi Arabia has an interest in isolating Iran in order to prevent any 
Iranian challenge to its hegemony in the Gulf, which rests on its status as the prin-
cipal global oil-producer and its close alliance with the US, whose fleet stationed 
in Bahrain backs Saudi security.23 The intention to limit Iran’s regional influence 
is therefore the reason why the Saudi state supports the rebels in Syria. But Saudi 
Arabia also seems to have an ideological interest in strengthening sectarian Sunni 
actors in Syria.

The political coalition behind the Saudi state is made up of the extended al-
Saud family and the Sunni fundamentalist Wahhabi clergy. The Wahhabi clergy 
and its network inside Saudi Arabia sees itself as a representative of true Sunni 
Islam, and therefore in contrast to and even in direct conflict with Shi’a Islam. 
The material and political support of this clergy for other Sunni-fundamentalist 
movements in the Islamic world is an important reason why sectarian hatred and 
terrorism are gaining ground in the Muslim world today.24 Even if Saudi Arabia 
as a state were to abstain from supporting these activities, this would not prevent 
its citizens and its religious networks from doing so, and in this way, it would, of 
course, still bear de facto responsibility.

From the very beginning of the civil war in Syria, Saudi actors have actively 
supported salafist forces in Syria with weapons, money and a stream of young mili-
tant jihadists. Saudi Arabia has become a safe haven for some of the most sectarian, 
hate-mongering Sunni fundamentalists preachers, such as the popular Syrian televi-
sion preacher Adnan al-Aroor, who is the spiritual father of the salafist groups in 
Syria. Even if the Saudi actors apparently do not directly support either al-Qaida 
in Syria or the Islamic State, there is no doubt that the support which comes from 
Saudi Arabia to salafism allowed these groups to become important.25

In the spring of 2014, Saudi Arabia reviewed its policy towards Syria, fearing the 
potential blowback of extremist groups to the Saudi monarchy itself, as the Islamic 
State has a clear transnational perspective, which also includes fighting what it 
considers the illegitimate Saudi monarchy.26 In April 2014, the chief of the Saudi 
intelligence services and the chief architect behind Saudi Arabia’s activist policy 
in Syria, the influential Prince Abdul-Aziz bin Bandar, was fired and replaced 
with Prince Khalid bin Bandar. At the same time, Saudi Arabia announced that its 
main priority was now to fight al-Qaida’s growing influence in its different shapes 
and forms in the region, although this strategy has not been implemented in any 
practical way.
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However, an important question is: What are the real capabilities of Saudi 
Arabia on the regional scene? Or put differently: Can Saudi Arabia be viewed as a 
strong state, or would it indeed be more correct to see it as something of a colos-
sus on clay feet? The Saudi state does seem rather vulnerable as it has no genuine 
political institutions or efficient executing state agencies, and therefore, to a large 
degree, has to depend on its cheque book to wield influence in the region. A 
compounding factor in its weakness is the present low oil prices, which have left 
a gaping hole in its public finances.27 As a consequence of the innate weaknesses 
and in-built contradictions in its foreign policy, rooted in the conflict between the 
reason of the state and the religious clergy’s promotion of sectarian hatred against 
Shi’a Islam, there will be limits as to how much leadership, and therefore regional 
influence, Saudi Arabia will be able to exert.28

Finally, Saudi Arabia engaged itself in the complex civil war in Yemen, and was 
helped by the US in this, where it saw Iran’s hand behind the coalition between 
the former president, Ali Abdullah Salih, and the Houthi rebels. This further weak-
ened Saudi Arabia’s ability to project influence in Syria. As an indication of this, 
Saudi Arabia was not even invited to the peace talks in Astana that were sponsored 
by Russia, Iran and Turkey. In relation to Syria, Saudi Arabia may not in fact count 
any longer as a great regional power.

Other regional states and actors

Hizbollah

During the first year of the conflict Hizbollah tried not to intervene directly. 
However, after the killing of four officials close to the Asad regime, including the 
minister of defence and the brother-in-law of the president in the summer of 2012, 
when the rebels seemed to be gaining the upper hand, Hizbollah chose to engage 
itself more actively. It was thanks to Hizbollah’s help that the Asad regime was able 
to reconquer the important strategic border town of Qusayr in May 2013, and, in 
spring 2014, to reconquer the equally strategically important Qalamoun mountains, 
which secured the area between Lebanon and Syria for government forces. To 
date, several thousand Hizbollah fighters have been killed in the Syrian conflict.

Hizbollah represents the Lebanese Shi’as, who belong to the orthodox Twelver 
branch of Shi’ism, of which there are very few in Syria (the Alawites belong to a 
heterodox branch, with only a tenuous affinity with Twelver Shi’ism). Like Iran, 
prior to the conflict, Hizbollah had no independent network within Syria and its 
influence was initially exclusively channelled through the regime. However, in 
recent years, it has organized, trained and led several pro-regime militias which 
might now be considered to be its clients.

Hizbollah’s situation is very similar to Iran’s in that its interest in Syria is partly to 
avoid having a hostile Sunni-Islamist regime as its neighbour, and partly to secure 
Syria as a member of the Resistance Alliance vis-à-vis Israel. For Hizbollah, there 
is a close connection between the two objectives.29 Like Iran, Hizbollah seems to 
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have little alternative between the current option of fully supporting Asad at any 
cost or seeing its enemies threaten not only Hizbollah’s relative power position, 
but its very existence. However, for Hizbollah, Asad is only its second best option, 
and a more legitimate and therefore more stable regime in Damascus, combined 
with guarantees for its own strategic security interests (not least its supply of arms 
from Iran), would probably be preferable. If there were a solution which could sat-
isfy Hizbollah’s security interest vis-à-vis Syria as well as lead to a more stable Syria, 
Hizbollah would probably accept Asad’s removal. However, as with Iran, the way 
Hizbollah calculates its security interests could only change if the overall game-
strategic situation changes, which, as argued above, is highly unlikely at present.

Lebanon

Lebanon is a weak multi-religious state, which throughout its history has survived 
as a state by trying to keep clear of the big conflicts in the regions—whether 
Nasser’s conflict with the conservative Gulf states, the Palestinian–Israeli conflict or 
the current cold war between Iran and Saudi Arabia. Lebanese politicians seemed 
very determined to make sure that internal Lebanese conflicts did not get out of 
control and become linked to the conflict in Syria. In April 2014, political parties 
in Lebanon therefore came to an agreement, the so-called Security Plan, which 
gave the Lebanese military and the security services a green light to arrest sectarian 
extremists and to take necessary security measures in areas of high tension, such 
as Tripoli and Arsal.30 Lebanon is not expected to play any independent role in 
the Syrian conflict; rather, Hizbollah’s role inside Syria risks affecting the delicate 
power balance inside Lebanon.

Iraq

As a weak state, Iraq is today more a subject of external actors’ (Iran, Saudi Arabia, 
Turkey, international jihadists and the US in particular) influence on the develop-
ment of the country than an autonomous power centre with the ability to influence 
regional events.31 Iraq has been engaged in a serious internal conflict about the dis-
tribution of power, in the course of which large groups of Sunni Muslims allied 
themselves with the transnational, extremist Islamic State.32 This internal conflict will 
likely continue for many years, and, in the meantime, the Iraqi state is not likely to 
play a significant role in relation to the Syrian conflict, except to continue to allow 
Iranian forces to use Iraqi air space to supply Damascus with arms. The support of 
the Iraqi Shi’as for the Syrian regime has grown over time, in spite of the fact that  
Shi’a-Islamist militias naturally gave priority to the fight against Islamic State in Iraq.33

Qatar

Qatar is a very rich and very small state on the Arabian peninsula. During the Arab 
Spring, it chose to use some of its wealth to support Islamist movements, not least 
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the Muslim Brotherhood. This was also the case in Syria. Qatar plays an important 
role as home to the satellite channel Al-Jazeera, which was instrumental in allow-
ing the Arab Spring to spread as quickly as it did over the whole of the Arab world. 
Al-Jazeera also gives voice to the popular Islamist preacher Youssef Qaradawi, 
who is viewed as the spiritual father of the Muslim Brotherhood and has called for 
Asad’s overthrow.

Qatar’s role in the Syrian conflict has encountered difficulties, partly because 
the rebel groups related to the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood that it supported were 
supplanted by more extremist movements, and partly because Qatar was in conflict 
with Saudi Arabia over its support for the Brotherhood, which Saudi Arabia views 
as a terrorist organization. Qatar now seems to have accepted a secondary role in 
the Syrian conflict.

The Islamic State

In contrast to the al-Qaida subsidiary in Syria, the Islamic State recruited its fight-
ers on a transnational basis and had a global objective: establishing a caliphate for all 
Muslims in the world. However, it could at the same time have been considered a 
proto-state. It is in this last capacity that it will be analysed here.

The Islamic State grew rapidly in importance because it was able to ally itself 
with Sunni Muslim forces in north-west Iraq and eastern Syria. Its strategy was 
very opportunistic, as it basically captured territory from other rebel groups when 
these had been sufficiently weakened by Asad’s forces. At the height of its success, 
it controlled roughly one-third of the Syrian territory and one-fourth of Iraq, with 
a population of more than five million people. Together with Syrian al-Qaida, 
which it ousted from the oil-rich province of Deir Ezzor, it was considered to be 
one of the most potent rebel groups in Syria.34

In the regional game, the Islamic State’s initial success on the battlefield proved 
to be very much a game-changer. As a jihadist movement, it was not only a threat 
to the Syrian and Iraqi regimes, but also to Saudi Arabia and Turkey as well. The 
advent of the Islamic State contributed to Turkey redirecting its support from the 
battle against Asad to that against IS (as well as against the Syrian Kurds).

However, an international coalition led by the US ended its control over much 
of Syrian and Iraqi territory. A major question was, who would control the area 
that fell under Islamic State authority after it was defeated: while most of this fell 
to the US proxy, the Kurdish led “Syrian Democratic Forces,” the regime and its 
allies were able to capture other areas from Islamic State. While Islamic State was 
defeated militarily, it is unlikely that it will disappear completely; rather, it will 
probably re-emerge as a terrorist organization with an important diffused presence 
in the region as well as in cyberspace.

Rojava or Syrian Kurdistan

Rojava is a proto-state inside Syria. It controls a 250-mile stretch of Syria between 
the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in the north-east of Syria. With a population of 
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about two million people, it consisted of the interconnected cantons, Kobani 
and Jazira, and, until it was captured by Turkish forces, the Afrin canton, which 
is separated from the other two cantons by a stretch of about 60 miles. Rojava 
is controlled by the Democratic Union Party (PYD) and its military wing, the 
People’s Protection Units (YPG), which is viewed by Turkey as a subsidiary of 
the separatist Turkish Kurdish organization, the PKK.35 In addition to its enmity 
with Turkey, Rojava also has hostile relations with Iraqi Kurdistan and its military 
wing, the Peshmerga.36 Finally, Rojava is viewed with suspicion by other Syrian 
rebel factions, due to its partial cooperation with the Asad regime, with whom it 
co-manages the towns of Hasake and Qamishly.37

Rojava received aid from the US in the form advice and assistance, as well as 
military supplies, air support for reconquering the border city of Kobani and the 
stationing of US Special Operations Forces. Together with Arab rebel groups, the 
PYD forms part of the Syrian Democratic Forces, which played a major role in 
capturing Raqqa from Islamic State, with US support (and to the alarm of Turkey).

Jordan

Jordan has been, for several reasons a cautious actor in determining Syria’s future. 
On the surface, Jordan seems to be a well-consolidated state which has the pos-
sibility of playing an active role in the region, but this is deceptive. The Jordanian 
monarchy has over the years only survived because of its ability to balance between 
the centrifugal forces in the kingdom: Palestinians, the tribes, Islamists and secular-
ists, while its legitimacy to rule is challenged because of its close and unpopular 
relationship with the US and its peace agreement with Israel. Like Lebanon, it is 
thus crucial for Jordan not to expose itself by siding too overtly with one side or the 
other in order to avoid conflicts within Jordan itself, particularly as long as it was 
unclear what the endgame in Syria would be.38 This led Jordan to tightly control 
the rebel forces that it supported in southern Syria, the effect of which was to neu-
tralize southern Syria from the wider struggle within Syria, and later to abandon 
its support for them.

Conclusion

The conflict in Syria is a civil war, and unlike wars between states, civil wars weaken 
states’ control over their societies and their citizens. Syria is therefore today subject 
to massive intervention from external actors. The vacuums of power which the 
civil war creates automatically attracts one or other external actor, since, under the 
regional security dilemma, refraining from involvement would allow rivals to prevail.

In a civil war, external actors are dependent on network relations with local 
actors—whether sectarian, ethnic or ideological. This means that states that do not 
have such network relations, such as Israel, have difficulty in impacting the con-
flict, although less so now that external actors are increasingly intervening directly 
and relying less on internal proxy forces. A condition for intervening is of course 
that the external actor is in sufficient control of its own territory and population. 
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This excludes weak states such as Lebanon, Iraq and Jordan, and lately also Egypt. 
Finally, very small states, such as Qatar, will face difficulties if they cross strong 
neighbours like Saudi Arabia, which has itself been weakened recently. In contrast, 
Turkey and Iran are well-organized and economically and militarily strong states, 
and therefore will be crucial for stabilizing the situation in Syria.

After the US invasion of Iraq, which greatly benefitted Iran, the US disengage-
ment from the region and Saudi Arabia’s relative decline, the old order among 
members of the Middle East RSC came apart. The settling of the Syrian conflict 
is where a new order is likely to be established, which is why so much is at stake 
for all parties. The new Middle East RSC will no longer be dominated by the one 
remaining true global power—the US—as it was in the past, but will be defined 
much more by the relative power relations among the Middle Eastern regional 
great states: Turkey, Iran and Israel, and by the new role of Russia.

Iran’s role will be pivotal. Yet the new Trump administration’s overarching 
objective in the Middle East seems to be to push back Iran in any way possible, 
as well as to support a more expansionist Israel. In this situation, Iran may be less 
prepared to take any risks by being helpful in stabilizing Syria or by agreeing to 
some sort of negotiated political settlement. Alternatively, Iran could also hedge 
its bets by permanently keeping Hizbollah or other Iranian proxy troops in Syria. 
The balance of power among the regional parties will depend in part on the dis-
tribution of territorial control in eastern Syria in the wake of Islamic State’s defeat, 
among Turkey, Iran via Iraqi and Syrian surrogates, and the US-backed, Kurdish-
led Syrian Democratic Forces.

Much will also depend on how successful Russia is in fully establishing itself as 
the new central power of the Middle East RSC. While the US is constrained by its 
permanent alliances with Saudi Arabia and Israel, Russia is in a much more flexible 
position vis-à-vis all regional parties engaged in the Syrian conflict, and potentially 
able to make use of the criss-crossing amity–enmity relations among the states of 
the region, in particular between Turkey, Iran and Israel—all three of which will 
be crucial for stabilizing Syria and will have plenty of opportunities to spoil an 
agreement to which they do not agree. Russia could try to broker deals to neutral-
ize their spoiler potential, e.g. it could stop Iran from moving its front with Israel 
towards the Golan Heights in return for Israel being more accommodating vis-à-
vis the Palestinians as well as Iran. Russia could also assist the Kurds in establishing 
a northern autonomous Syrian region if Turkey is not forthcoming on other issues. 
Russia’s intent seems to be to use its advantageous bargaining situation to ensure 
that all external actors intervening in the Syrian conflict should leave, except for 
Russia itself.39

But will Russia be able to sustain this more demanding role as a pivotal actor in 
the Middle East in the long run? A prerequisite for this is that Russia is recognized 
as a great power, with intervening rights and capabilities in a neighbouring RSC. 
But with a decreasing population and an economy dependent on natural resources 
and the weapons industry, Russia’s claims as arbiter in Syria might not be materi-
ally sustainable or accepted by other great powers, particularly the US.
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While the Middle East RSC before 2003 had two relatively independent major 
amity–enmity relations, the Arab–Israeli conflict and the struggle for dominance 
of the Persian Gulf, since 2011 the Syrian conflict has been added as a third major 
regional zone of conflict. With all three conflicts interlinked in an all-out regional 
contest for power and influence, the stakes are high, as are the uncertainties of how 
this will play out.
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3
THE INTERNATIONAL AND  
REGIONAL BATTLE FOR SYRIA

Christopher Phillips

Syria’s civil conflict is simultaneously an internal struggle and an international proxy 
war. Domestically, a largely peaceful uprising against the government of President 
Bashar al-Asad that began in spring 2011 mutated into a vicious civil conflict. The 
initial binary struggle between Asad and a collection of loosely bound opponents 
expanded into a multi-front, multi-actor war. After over seven years forces loyal to 
Asad dominated Syria’s west, the most populated region, and were slowly retaking 
the remaining lost territory. Opposition forces, including al-Qaida, other Islamists 
and secularists, were pushed back but retained a pocket in the north. The Islamic 
State of Iraq and Syria (or Daesh; hereafter, ISIS), having once dominated a fiefdom 
in Syria’s mostly desert east, was largely squeezed out of Syria. Meanwhile, Kurdish 
forces dominated by the Democratic Union Party (PYD), having moved into terri-
tory vacated by Asad in the north east, expanded into former ISIS territory.

But the fighting forces were by no means only Syrian. Turkish and Iraqi Kurds 
travelled to aid their Syrian brethren; thousands of foreign Sunni Muslims joined 
Syrian opposition groups, al-Qaida or ISIS, while foreign Shi’a militia fought 
for Asad. State militaries became heavily involved. After 2015, Russia’s air force 
supplemented Asad’s, while Iranian troops and officers played a leading role in 
Damascus’s war effort. Turkish ground troops crossed the Syrian border in 2016 
to carve out a zone of influence in the north west, while US special forces were 
on the ground supporting Kurdish and opposition allies. From 2014, when ISIS 
captured the Iraqi city of Mosul, the US also led a coalition that included 15 other 
countries in an aerial campaign against the self-declared Caliphate. The multitude 
of foreign actors on the ground and air reflected the complex proxy war that 
mapped on to and greatly influenced the domestic struggle. Asad was strongly 
backed by Russia and Iran. Various “mainstream” opposition forces, excluding 
al-Qaida, received support from Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Qatar and western states, 
particularly the US, the UK and France. The US, in its fight against ISIS, lent 
further support to PYD-dominated Kurdish forces and their allies.
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While the early years of the conflict were characterised by academic analysis 
and commentary that focused on the domestic aspect of the conflict, since the 
US’s assault on ISIS in 2014 and Russian direct intervention in 2015, the focus 
has shifted more to the international dimension.1 However, these were not sudden 
shifts but rather the next step in foreign involvement in the war that was present 
from the start. Syria’s conflict is not a domestic civil war that has become a proxy 
war, but rather had an international dimension from its very beginning. This is not 
to deny agency to either Asad or his opponents, nor to indulge in conspiracy theo-
ries that either acted as an agent of a foreign power. The Syrian conflict is complex 
and multiple factors have driven and shaped it. But external factors have played a 
vital role in framing, enabling and facilitating the war from the very start, not just 
getting sucked in later on.

This chapter will offer an outline of how those external factors have played a 
leading role in the conflict, drawing on past scholarship on civil wars. It will firstly 
look at the international and regional environment in which Syria’s 2011 Uprising 
began, arguing that this structural context was key in the transformation from 
uprising to civil war. Secondly, it will examine the agency of leading foreign states 
in the year following Syria’s first protests, suggesting these governments helped 
escalate the Uprising into a civil war. Thirdly, it will explore how external actors 
shaped and prolonged the war in the years after it broke out, contributing to years 
of destructive stalemate.

A changing region

When unrest broke out in Syria in March 2011 it already had an external dimen-
sion, being inspired by similar protests elsewhere in the Arab world at the time. 
The “day of rage” title utilised by protestors in Damascus on 15 March and the 
graffiti slogans that led first to the arrest of teenagers and then the demonstra-
tions against their detention that sparked protest in Deraa were borrowed from 
the Libyan and Egyptian revolutions. However, there was a wider international 
component at play. The changing regional environment in the wake of the 2003 
Iraq war meant that unrest in Syria would be viewed differently by regional and 
international powers, ultimately contributing to Syria’s descent into civil war.

Systemic international relations theorists argue that when a regional order is 
shifting the chances of conflict increase.2 On the eve of Syria’s unrest, the Middle 
East’s regional order—one of US dominance—was coming to an end, with new 
regional powers and non-state actors battling to increase their position in the per-
ceived vacuum. While we should be wary of attaching too much importance to 
a single event, the US’s 2003 invasion of Iraq and its consequences had a huge 
impact in upsetting the post-1991 Gulf War “Pax Americana” regional order. It 
unleashed three interrelated trends: the weakening of the US; the re-emergence of 
regional competition; and the growth of non-state actors.

While the extent of US power between 1991–2003 has been somewhat over-
stated, in this era Washington was still perceived as the sole superpower, with 
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regional actors defining their positions vis-à-vis America. Yet the failures in Iraq 
shifted perceptions of US power in the Middle East. Despite a vast display of 
military resources, the US proved unable to create a stable and prosperous demo-
cratic ally in post-Saddam Iraq. Alongside this quagmire were three related factors 
that shifted the US approach to the Middle East. Firstly, the 2008 financial crisis, 
which in the short term focused political attention internally, and in the long term 
led to cuts in military spending. Secondly, there was public fatigue at deploy-
ing troops and money abroad, particularly in the Middle East. After nearly 5,000 
killed and 45,000 injured in Iraq, and with priority given to the economy, US 
public opinion became more isolationist.3 Thirdly, and in relation to this, was 
the coming to power of Barack Obama as president in January 2009; Obama had 
opposed the Iraq war and approached US regional policy with a different world-
view. Though committed to continuing Bush’s counter-terrorism policies in his 
first term Obama stepped back US activity in the Middle East, hoping to with-
draw from Iraq and Afghanistan and tilt more to Asia.4 The consequent retreat was 
observed by regional powers even before 2011. As Fawaz Gerges noted, “The US 
is no longer seen as omnipotent and invincible.”5

At the same time, the destruction of the Saddam Hussein regime in 2003 and the 
occupation of Iraq shifted the regional balance of power. The major beneficiary 
was Iran. Just as the US was deposing their bête noire, Saddam, internal changes 
in Iran increased the appetite to take advantage of this opportunity. The Iranian 
economy grew dramatically, seeing a near four-fold increase from 2000–2010.6 
Simultaneously, a more radical and regionally expansionist set of politicians closely 
identified with the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) came to power in 
Tehran, confirmed by the election of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in August 
2005. Consequently, Iran bolstered its political ties to the post-Saddam Shi’a elite 
in Iraq, along with actors in Yemen, the Palestinian Territories and Lebanon, while 
growing closer to the Syrian government. It actively courted regional public opin-
ion with populist slogans against Israel and pro-US Arab rulers. If Iran’s increased 
influence was one post-2003 regional shift, Saudi Arabia’s reaction to that rise was 
another. Saudi Arabia perceived both a military and an ideational regional threat 
from Iran. The Saudi leadership historically preferred to use their financial clout to 
steer and balance regional diplomacy from behind the scenes. However, with Iraq 
slipping into the Iranian orbit, Saudi Arabia found itself in the less familiar position 
of leading efforts to balance against Iran.7 Fearful of Tehran’s nuclear programme, 
Saudi Arabia poured money into its military, and its arms imports from the US 
were nine times greater in 2008–2011 than 2004–2007.8 In a foretaste of what was 
to come after 2011, Lebanon and Yemen in particular emerged as low-level proxy 
conflicts between the Saudi-led pro-US bloc and the Iranian-led “Resistance 
Axis.” Many scholars labelled this a new “Cold War.”9

The increased Iranian–Saudi rivalry was only one component of the emerging 
regional order and not the defining feature. The emergence of other independ-
ent regional powers made the new regional sub-system more multi-polar than  
bi-polar. Turkey became more active in the Middle East. The US invasion led 
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to the establishment of the Kurdish Regional Government (KRG), prompting  
greater Turkish interest both in terms of the security threat this might pose 
regarding its own Kurds, but also the commercial opportunities it provided. This 
coincided with its new Justice and Development Party (AKP) government looking 
to the Middle East for the first time since the 1920s, seeing the chance to become a 
regional leader. Qatar also saw opportunities. A wealthy gas state and long-term US 
ally, Qatar did not directly benefit from the Iraq war but from its aftermath. The 
increased rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran provided space for Qatar to take 
on Riyadh’s previous role as regional moderator, raising its profile by high-profile 
mediations in Gaza and Lebanon, all facilitated by its popular television network, 
Al-Jazeera. Russia also took advantage of a more favourable geopolitical and eco-
nomic climate to strengthen its ties to the region after several decades’ absence.

A further feature exacerbated by the Iraq war was the growth of non-state 
actors. Jihadism was transformed into a major regional current. Prior to 2003, 
adherents of Sayyid Qutb’s “offensive jihad” were in relative decline. Al-Qaida, 
formed primarily from Arabs who had fought in Afghanistan, had failed to attract 
substantive support in the Middle East in the 1990s, hence its retreat back to 
Taliban-ruled Kabul.10 It is a tragic irony that the US invasion of Iraq, ostensibly 
to defeat al-Qaida and prevent it from acquiring weapons of mass destruction, 
proved a massive recruiter for regional jihadism. Not only did the occupation act 
initially as a rallying point for Qutbists to flood in and inspire jihad elsewhere, such 
as Saudi Arabia, but American-run Iraqi prisons soon served as a further breeding 
ground.11 The subsequent civil war served to add a more explicit sectarian dimen-
sion to Sunni jihadist ideology. One of the main forces to emerge in this conflict, 
al-Qaida in Iraq (AQI), which had not existed in 2003, was the parent to two of 
the Syrian civil war’s most prominent jihadist forces: Jabhat al-Nusra and ISIS. 
Similarly, Kurdish nationalism was greatly impacted by the Iraq war. The creation 
of the KRG established a self-ruled Kurdish territory for the first time, an inspira-
tion for Kurdish nationalists in neighbouring Syria, Turkey and Iran. Both ISIS and 
the Kurdish movements thrived in Iraq’s ungoverned spaces and would play a key 
role in shaping Syria’s civil war.

Alongside these regional shifts, Syria was particularly badly placed geographi-
cally, making it more susceptible to civil war. Civil war theorists note that civil 
wars are more likely in states neighbouring recent civil wars that share ethnic ties 
with people in those previous conflict zones.12 Syria was positioned neighbouring 
and sharing ethnic ties with three states with recent civil wars: Lebanon, Iraq and 
the Kurdish region of Turkey, meaning that weaponry and weapon supply net-
works were easy to come by. Even before the internal dynamics came into play 
then, Syria’s Uprising broke out in what was already a delicate regional and local 
environment. As shall be discussed, the shifting perceptions of the US’s role and 
the growing ambitions of regional states meant that many actors viewed unrest in 
Syria not with alarm, but as an opportunity. Moreover, some, notably Turkey and 
Qatar, but also Saudi Arabia to an extent, had very little experience of intervening 
in proxy wars, yet were quick to do so, with unforeseen consequences.



The international and regional battle for Syria 41

Fanning the flames

This did not make the transformation of Syria’s unrest into civil war inevitable. A 
huge amount of blame should be attributed to domestic actors, not least the regime 
of Bashar al-Asad, which arguably deliberately militarised and radicalised the oppo-
sition as a survival tactic.13 However, external factors interacted with those internal 
components from the beginning and leading states played a major role. Numerous 
studies have examined how domestic conflicts can be escalated by external powers, 
from providing weapons or finance to either side, to encouraging allies to pursue 
a military solution to a dispute.14 Even the expectation of external support from 
domestic actors can lead them to favour violence over compromise. This clearly 
happened in Syria.

What is remarkable about 2011 is that initially most regional and international 
governments recognized the potential combustibility of Syria, combined with dis-
tracting crises elsewhere in Egypt, Libya and Bahrain, and sought to de-escalate 
the situation. At first western governments condemned Asad’s violence but urged 
him to reform, not resign. On 27 March US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton told 
CBS, “Many of the members of Congress of both parties who have gone to Syria in 
recent months have said they believe he [Asad]’s a reformer.” This was apparently 
off-script and alarmed members of the State Department, but reflected the West’s 
preference of urging Asad to reform.15 In statements on 8 and 22 April, President 
Obama reiterated this line. He demanded that “this outrageous use of violence 
to quell protests must come to an end now,” but still called on Asad “to change 
course now.”16 Regional powers were similarly cautious. Qatar and Turkey, close 
to Asad at the time but soon to turn on him, kept quiet—with Qatar’s television 
station Al-Jazeera waiting until late March before covering the crisis, while Turkey 
sent envoys to Damascus to plead for reform. Riyadh, a long-standing critic of 
Syria, also initially offered Asad support, with King Abdullah telephoning him on 
28 March.17 Syria’s allies in Iran and Russia, and the Lebanese militia Hizbollah, 
publicly urged restraint but privately offered reassurances.

Yet as remarkable is how quickly these states shifted position. As the violence 
increased, the US and EU initiated a series of economic sanctions against Syria, 
Asad and his inner circle. August 2011 proved the key turning point when Obama, 
followed by other western leaders, called for Asad to “stand aside.” Yet Obama’s 
view of the Middle East had not changed: he did not want the US to get sucked 
into another regional conflict. While he had been persuaded by Britain, France 
and Clinton to intervene in Libya, this was an anomaly and, as the North African 
state descended into chaos afterwards, it reinforced the president’s caution. Obama 
made the demand for Asad to go with no intention of following it up with mili-
tary action. The White House miscalculated. There was already a long-standing 
knowledge gap on Syria, being an opaque regime outside Washington’s traditional 
influence that had not greatly interested the US in the past. Some accused Obama 
of making this gap worse by centralizing his foreign policy team and excluding 
State Department officials with better knowledge.18 Even so, by summer 2011 
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Obama’s team believed that Asad’s regime was soon going to crumble, just like 
those in Egypt and Tunisia earlier that year. His advisors insisted he call for the 
Syrian leader to depart before that occurred and appear on “the right side of his-
tory” with domestic and international supporters. Yet, this countered the cautious 
advice of western diplomats in Damascus who, while publicly supporting the 
Uprising, including a controversial trip to support protestors in Hama in July, told 
their capitals that the Asad regime was structured differently and was still far from  
collapse. This illustrated a contradiction in Obama’s Syria policy: despite wanting 
to step back from the region, he repeatedly used the language of the dominant 
power towards Asad. Similarly, a year later, in August 2012 he famously threatened 
Asad not to cross a “red line” on chemical weapons use.

The impact of such language in contributing to the slide to civil war in Syria 
should not be underestimated. Calling for Asad’s departure may have made sense 
for US domestic politics—to appear strong—but it sent the wrong message to both 
regional powers and the Syrians. Many interpreted this statement as a declaration 
that regime change in Syria was now US policy. For Iran and Russia, who were 
both adamantly opposed to any kind of western-led regime change, fearing that 
they might be the next victims, this persuaded any doubters to get fully behind 
Asad, seeing him as a line of defence against US regional expansion. While some 
speculated that Tehran and Moscow could have stomached an alternative to Asad 
as long as Syria remained in their orbit, once the US began to call for his departure 
the Syrian dictator’s position became more totemic: his standing down would now 
be seen as a western victory.

Qatar and Turkey had begun turning on Asad already, followed later by Saudi 
Arabia, with Ankara permitting the embryonic political and armed opposition to 
base themselves inside Turkey, yet all stepped up their anti-Asad activity after 
Obama’s statement. Each believed the US would now send military support as 
it had in Libya, so encouraged newly formed militias inside Syria. Members of 
the Syrian opposition and fighters subsequently stated that representatives of the 
Qatari and Turkish governments told them repeatedly that if they fought and took 
territory, eventually the Americans would come to support them.19 Similarly, con-
vinced that toppling Asad by force and aided by the US was the only option, Saudi 
Arabia and Qatar gave little chance to early peace efforts led by the Arab League 
and UN. Qatar, holding the rotating presidency of the Arab League, had been the 
leading force behind an Arab League peace plan that dispatched a small team of 
monitors to Syria in late December 2011. However, with the Asad regime paying 
it no heed, Saudi Arabia declared the mission a failure and withdrew its funding 
in less than a month. Qatar first revised the plan to include Asad’s removal, and 
then also pulled its support. A month later Riyadh and Doha helped to undermine 
a new peace initiative led by former UN Secretary General Kofi Annan by pub-
licly calling for arming the rebels to ensure Asad’s overthrow the day after Annan 
was appointed joint UN–Arab League envoy to the crisis. Annan’s subsequent 
efforts to pursue peace, including sending monitors into Syria and then arranging 
a peace conference with external parties in Geneva, also came to naught as they 



The international and regional battle for Syria 43

received little more than nominal support from the key foreign powers. Crucially, 
at this point each external power was convinced that military victory was both 
possible and the best option, with Russia and Iran putting little pressure on Asad 
to negotiate, and Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Turkey and the US adopting a confronta-
tional approach. From mid-2011 onwards external powers were therefore all in 
different ways pouring oil on the fire of civil war, and none were taking efforts to 
de-escalate seriously.

Shaping and prolonging the war

As well as contributing to its outbreak, once the war was underway external actors 
shaped and impacted the conflict’s character and, importantly, ensured that it con-
tinued. External actors helped shape the war’s character in manifold ways. One 
example is how anti-Asad states contributed to the divisions within the “main-
stream” opposition. At a political level, the bodies that sought to represent the 
opposition outside of Syria, the Syrian National Council and, after it, the Syrian 
Opposition Coalition, failed to win enough support from oppositionists and fight-
ers inside Syria. While they began in a difficult position, coming together after 
the Asad regime had forbidden genuine political opposition for over 40 years, pre-
existing divisions were greatly exacerbated by Qatar and Saudi Arabia, who backed 
different factions inside the councils. Doha (alongside its ally Ankara) favoured the 
Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, while Riyadh, which perceived the Brotherhood as 
a major threat, strongly backed its opponents. These divisions took years to over-
come, and even though the Saudi side emerged victorious in late 2013, the damage 
had already been done and the coalition was seen as weak, divided and ineffective 
by many Syrians (Al-Jazeera America, 28 February 2014).

A similar story played out with the armed fighters. Again, the starting position 
was weak, with the many locally formed armed groups making it difficult to forge 
a united national leadership. However, Qatar, Turkey, Saudi Arabia and later the 
US exacerbated these divisions by backing different groups independently, often 
bypassing bodies such as the Free Syrian Army Supreme Military Council set up 
to coordinate all external support and forge unity. The rival support coming from 
regional actors deterred cooperation among Syrian militia as they all competed for 
funds from multiple sources. Moreover, it helped the rise of Islamists and jihadists. 
Short of funds, many militia turned to corruption and extortion, which allowed 
Islamists such as Ahrar al-Sham (funded separately, in part by private donors in the 
Gulf) to pose as purer and less corrupt, attracting fighters to their side. As well as 
this, there is evidence that both Qatar and Turkey offered support to Islamist fighters 
opposed to the Free Syria Army, at the same time as they claimed to be backing it.

Interestingly, the changing regional dynamics between allies impacted this too. 
When Barack Obama called off a proposed strike on Asad for allegedly using 
chemical weapons in September 2013, Saudi Arabia in particular was outraged 
and abandoned its previous reluctance to support salafist groups (something the 
US had opposed). As a result, moderates were even more squeezed and Islamists of 
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different stripes came to dominate the armed opposition. This was soon to prove 
ironic: when in 2014 the CIA took a more active role in arming the opposition 
to forge an anti-ISIS (but not anti-Asad) force, it found few capable moderates left 
it could work with. This forced it into the arms of the Kurdish PYD, something 
that outraged the US’s ally, Turkey. Some have argued that a more active role 
early on from the US might have prevented this, but it is questionable whether 
this would have stopped the corruption, flows of private funding and meddling 
from Qatar and Turkey that played a major role in the moderates’ weakness and 
the Islamists’ strength.

On the regime side, Iran shaped the war’s character by contributing to its sec-
tarianization. Asad himself manipulated fears of sectarian violence to persuade 
non-Sunni minorities and Sunni secularists to support him.20 But Iran added to this 
by bringing Shi’a sectarian militia from Lebanon, Iraq and Afghanistan to fight in 
Syria, making the war seem more communalistic. Similarly, in a bid to preserve its 
support in Syria in the long run, Tehran promoted the “Shi’a-ization” of a region 
of South Damascus, near the shrine of Sayyeda Zeynab, encouraging its foreign 
militia to settle there permanently (The Guardian, 14 January 2017).

It was not just states who shaped the combatants. Two prominent non-state 
foreign actors, AQI and the Turkish Workers’ Party of Kurdistan (PKK), facilitated 
the rise, expansion and military success of powerful Syrian actors. AQI’s successor, 
the Islamic State in Iraq (ISI) dispatched agents into Syria as soon as the Uprising 
began. These formed Jabhat al-Nusra soon afterwards, hiding their al-Qaida loy-
alty and successfully winning support among the Syrian armed Islamist opposition. 
Later ISI’s leader, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, dispatched further agents into eastern 
Syria to capture territory, declaring itself a new ISIS and revealing its relationship 
to Nusra. Nusra rejected this and split from ISIS, but declared itself still loyal to 
al-Qaida, not Baghdadi, ensuring that two separate jihadi groups came to hold a 
commanding presence in Syria. The PKK, meanwhile, played a major role in the 
emergence of their Syrian arm, the PYD, as the most powerful Kurdish Syrian 
armed faction. While the PYD did not originally enjoy widespread popular sup-
port in Syria’s Kurdish regions, training and weapons from the PKK in Turkey and 
Iraq allowed the PYD to outflank other, poorly armed rivals when Asad’s forces 
began withdrawing from north eastern Syria in 2012. This external aid gave the 
PYD a head start and allowed them to dominate Syria’s Kurdish regions, declaring 
them the autonomous province of “Rojava” in 2013. This also meant that, when 
the US was looking for an ally on the ground to defeat ISIS, the PYD, packaged 
into the more palatable Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) that included some Arab 
tribes but remained Kurdish dominated, was one of the few viable options.

A second way in which external actors have shaped the war is via forms of 
direct intervention. Past conflicts have shown that while intervention on one 
side can hurry a conflict’s end, a “balanced intervention,” when actors intervene 
on each side, lengthens wars by creating a stalemate.21 That has been the case in 
Syria. Asad’s allies in Russia and Iran gave him the tools to stay in power. From 
2011 to 2018, Russia, alongside China, vetoed 11 separate UN Security Council 
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Resolutions that criticized Asad and might have paved the way for global sanctions  
or censure. Moscow and Tehran provided vital financial support. When EU 
sanctions in 2011 forbade an Austrian bank from printing Syria’s banknotes, 
Moscow delivered over 30 tonnes of new notes, ensuring salaries could be paid 
(The Independent, 26 November 2012). More significantly, in 2013 $4.6bn worth 
of loans was agreed with Iran while further generous credit lines were agreed 
with Moscow for military equipment. This all allowed Asad to pay salaries and 
keep enough soldiers and civilians on side. Weaponry and equipment was another 
key lifeline. Russia delivered a range of weaponry, far beyond the “defensive” 
equipment it initially claimed to be delivering, including Yakhont anti-ship cruise 
missiles, SA-17 surface-to-air missiles, MiG fighter jets, Pantsyr-S missiles, tanks, 
small arms and Mi-24 helicopter gunships (Time, 3 June 2013). Iran’s weaponry 
was even more controversial, given it was forbidden from exporting any arms in 
2007 by the UN as part of its nuclear programme-related sanctions. Even so, west-
ern officials claimed as early as 2012 that Iran was illegally supplying the regime 
with rockets, anti-tank missiles, rocket-propelled grenades and mortars by sending 
them on civilian aircraft and overland through Iraq, Turkey and Lebanon.22

As well as weapons, the allies provided personnel. Moscow deployed its navy to 
Tartous on several occasions: in summer 2012, and again in January 2013 for its larg-
est naval exercise since the fall of the USSR.23 Iran’s contribution in the first few years 
of the war was even deeper. While it deployed a small number of IRGC advisers 
almost immediately, rebel gains from spring 2012 prompted several more substantial 
interventions. The IRGC Quds Force commander, Qasem Soleimani, took a leading 
role in the regime’s war effort. He encouraged Iran’s Lebanese ally Hizbollah to assist 
Asad, something it finally admitted in May 2013. He arranged for other foreign Shi’a 
to fight for the regime, mostly Iraqi militia until 2014 and from as far as Afghanistan 
and Pakistan afterwards. These compensated for the regime’s manpower shortage, 
with defections, desertions and attrition reducing the regime’s military from 325,000 
in 2011 to an estimated 178,000 in 2013, with some claiming its active troops were 
as low as 70–80,000 by mid-2015.24 Iran, with Hizbollah’s assistance, also helped the 
regime make the most of the troops it did have, improving training and equipment 
and directing strategy and tactics. They spearheaded the creation of the National 
Defence Force, a collection of domestic local paramilitaries, to supplement the mili-
tary by manning checkpoints and providing local security.

Despite all this assistance, Asad still suffered setbacks and proved unable to 
reconquer all lost territory. In summer 2015, Soleimani therefore negotiated with 
Russia for a major increase in support, prompting Russia to deploy its air force to 
Latakia that September. This, alongside a surge in Iranian-allied ground troops, 
allowed regime forces to break the deadlock on some key fronts: re-capturing 
Palmyra from ISIS in March 2016 and, more significantly, Eastern Aleppo from 
the rebels the following December.

Asad’s enemies were willing to give the “mainstream” opposition less than this, 
mostly just finance, weapons and limited political support, but for the first four 
years of the war it was sufficient to balance out against the regime. In essence, 
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external players gave the sides enough to keep fighting, but not enough to win, 
creating a stalemate. Indeed, the general pattern of the conflict was of escalation 
and counter-escalation. When the rebels captured territory in 2012, the Quds 
Force and Hizbollah ordered a major reorganization of Asad’s forces. When these 
reforms led to regime gains in late 2013 and 2014, Saudi Arabia and Turkey backed 
a new Jaysh al-Fatah rebel coalition (including Nusra) in northern Syria, result-
ing in the capture of Idlib in early 2015. When this advance looked to seriously 
threaten Asad’s Lattakia heartland, Iran and Russia agreed to Russia’s military 
intervention in September. Almost proving this point, when external dynamics 
seriously changed, so did the conflict. The fall of Eastern Aleppo in December 
2016, for example, came from two external changes. Firstly, the Russians and 
Iranians greatly increased their military support for Asad. Secondly, Turkey cut a 
deal with Russia to allow its invasion of northern Syria to challenge the PYD and 
ISIS and ending its support for the Eastern Aleppo rebels in return. This left the 
fighters isolated and they quickly fell.

It is worth noting that past conflicts have also shown that the more actors involved 
in this balancing, the longer a civil war is likely to last.25 These actors are unlikely 
to cease their involvement until their independent agendas are met and the more 
agendas in play, the more difficult it is for any resolution to satisfy all players. So far, 
the US, other western states, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Turkey, Iran and Russia, plus the 
non-state actors, Hizbollah, the PKK, al-Qaida and ISIS have all intervened in some 
capacity. According to civil war scholarship, any effective peace deal would need to 
satisfy at least the majority of those players to take hold, or else one or more will act 
as spoiler and derail it.26

Asad made gains in 2016–2017, prompting a return to peace talks in Astana, 
Kazakhstan and Geneva. The Astana talks, which notably excluded the US, led to a 
loose ceasefire in 2017 based on Turkey, Iran and Russia overseeing “de-escalation 
zones.” However, this deal still allowed Asad to legitimately target areas controlled 
by either Nusra (now rebranded as Hayat Tahrir al-Sham) or ISIS, which he and his 
allies used as a premise to continue to attack most rebel areas. The US’s campaign 
against ISIS in the east, and its support for the PYD/SDF plus some other rebels, 
continued. In short, despite the rhetoric after Astana, peace in Syria remained a 
distant possibility. This was seen in 2017 by the failure of Geneva talks between 
the regime and the Higher Negotiating Committee, the latest group seeking to 
represent the “mainstream opposition,” a fate suffered by similar Geneva-based 
dialogues in 2016 and 2014.

In short, Syria has not yet reached what I.W. Zartman calls a “hurting stale-
mate”, where protagonists believe they have more to gain through negotiation 
than backing continued conflict.27 Domestic actors might have reached this point 
earlier, but the war was “outsourced” with domestic actors relying on outside 
forces to prosecute their war and not dependent on only local resources. The 
“hurting” must thus be felt on the outside too. However, of the main actors sup-
porting players in Syria, Iran, Russia and Saudi Arabia appear in no such “hurting” 
position. While backing the war is costing them all money when their finances are 
stretched, none is losing enough personnel or facing sufficient internal or external 
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pressure to make them accept an unsatisfactory deal. In 2015–2017, Russia was 
estimated to have lost between 30 and 120 servicemen and private contractors 
(Reuters, 20 April 2017). Likewise, Iran, by utilizing non-Iranian militia, had kept 
its causality list to just over 1000 by late 2016. These numbers are uncomfortable 
but still palatable back home (Reuters, 22 November 2016). In contrast, the West 
and Turkey have suffered more. Western Europe faced the 2015 migrant crisis, fol-
lowed by a series of ISIS terrorist attacks in Paris, London, Brussels and elsewhere. 
Turkey, as well as ISIS and PKK terrorist attacks related to Syria, has seen dozens 
of its own troops killed since intervening directly in 2016. Partly as a result of this, 
both Ankara and western governments softened their previously steadfast anti-Asad 
line and may ultimately accept a deal or partial deal that keeps him in place.

Conclusion

It is essential to understand that international dynamics have been at play from the 
very start of Syria’s conflict, shaping and influencing the nature of the war. This 
does not absolve the regime or the more unsavoury rebel elements for their atroci-
ties, nor does it belittle the struggles fought by the anti-Asad opposition. However, 
they have not operated in a vacuum and their actions have been facilitated and 
influenced by external forces.

In 2018, after nearly seven years of war, it was difficult to be optimistic. The 
balance had tipped more in favour of Asad, with the increase in Russian and Iranian 
support, and decrease in foreign backing for the rebels. However, it still appeared 
a balanced conflict of sorts in that Asad did not seem to have the resources to win 
outright. Foreign support for the rebels had diminished, but had increased for the 
Kurds, more than enough to keep them in the field. Meanwhile, Asad did not 
seem to have enough support to reconquer all of Syria, lacking the troops to take 
and hold the country, and both Russia and Iran seemed reluctant to commit suffi-
cient boots on the ground to achieve this. Supporters of the rebels had long hoped 
that the US would tip the balance by sending more weapons and even imple-
menting a no-fly zone, but the Russian intervention made that unlikely. While 
Obama’s successor, Donald Trump, did launch airstrikes against regime forces after 
their alleged use of chemical weapons in 2017, this was widely viewed as a rap on 
the knuckles rather than the beginning of a major intervention.

Having reconquered Syria’s major western cities Asad acted victorious, but the 
reality was very different. Large chunks of northern and eastern Syria remained 
out of his hands, held by the Kurdish dominated SDF, the remnants of the rebel 
groups and, at the time of writing, the last pockets of ISIS’s Caliphate. While 
the rebels were weakened, their conflict with Asad seemed likely to continue, 
even if the intensity wound down. In the east, as the SDF and Asad separately 
pushed back ISIS, aided by their American and Russian backers, the possibility of 
a direct regime–Kurdish conflict over the Caliphate’s former territory was raised. 
Alternatively, any American withdrawal might see Asad align with the PYD against 
Turkey and its anti-Kurdish rebel proxies. Even if Asad does eventually “win” by 
nominally ruling over the ashes, Syria has been shattered and resembles a failed 
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state on Europe’s doorstep. While it is common in the West to think that this is the 
result of a lack of western intervention, the reality is that from the very beginning 
international actors intervened at multiple points in multiple ways and share a lot 
of the blame for the disastrous outcome.
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THE REGIONAL SECTARIAN  
WAR AND SYRIA

Konstantinos Zarras

Introduction

During his final year-end press conference in the White House, US President 
Obama expressed his desire to see Asad removed from power “in order for the 
country to stop the bloodshed, for all the parties involved to be able to move 
forward in a non-sectarian way.” While sectarianism appears to have negative con-
notations in the present-day situation in the area, this chapter will look at the 
theoretical terrain of the concept and explore whether and to what extent the 
activation of sectarian identities determines political developments in Syria and 
the wider region. Undoubtedly, the outbreak of war in Syria has inflamed sec-
tarian divides across the Middle East that threaten to spill over into violence 
in neighbouring areas. After defining and investigating this complex and highly 
divisive object of analysis from a classical Realist perspective in the first part, the 
chapter will proceed with the study of the dynamic interplay between sectarian-
ism and power politics in the Syrian arena. In light of ongoing developments, the 
focus will then be on the repercussions of the Syrian civil war for the broader 
sectarian rivalry that involves Iran, Saudi Arabia and Turkey and has taken the 
form of a “Shi’a versus Sunni” confrontation.

Sectarianism from a classical Realist perspective

Since the eruption of the Arab Uprisings and the dramatic intensification of vio-
lence in the Middle East and North Africa, the term sectarianism has been more 
broadly applied in international relations literature. The central aim of this chapter 
is to examine if and to what extent sectarian identity has become a prime driver 
of political action and a catalyst for recent developments in Syria and the wider 
region. To proceed with the analysis, it is first necessary to look into the various 
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narratives about this phenomenon. In what follows, I will explore the relationship 
between sectarianism and the political. The main argument of the present chapter is 
that religious doctrinal differences do not by themselves explain security dynamics 
at the regional and local level. The first part will conclude by examining whether 
the concept can be integrated into a classical Realist theoretical framework.

As with almost any other term in social sciences, sectarianism can take differ-
ent meanings depending on how it is used. When exploring the concept, we are 
dealing with emotions and perceptions, and we should keep in mind that identities 
are constantly being renegotiated. From a socio-ontological perspective, sectar-
ian identity falls into the broader category of group identities which are always 
fluid, adaptable and redefining themselves. There are no clearly defined borders 
or categories, and as a consequence generalizations, reductions and simplifications 
become inevitable.

Sectarianism may be broadly defined as the process through which forms of 
religious identity are politicized, and signifies allegiance to one’s religious group 
over national or other identities. On this account, sectarian—together with eth-
nic, tribal or clan—identities can be considered as an alternative form of sub- or 
trans-state affiliation and as antagonistic to state-focused national identity. In the 
Middle Eastern political and historical context, sectarianism refers to adherence to 
a particular religious denomination for political ends and, in most cases, is used to 
describe the conflictual relationship between Sunni and Shi’a, or between Muslims 
and non-Muslims. The equivalent of sectarianism in Arabic is the term ta’ifiyya 
and, in its modern usage, it has been mainly employed to denote the situation in 
which distinct religious groups struggle for power, or to describe a political system 
instituted on a sectarian basis, such as the Lebanese polity.

Sectarianism is often associated with negative connotations, such as discrimi-
nation, hatred and conflict. The citizens of Baghdad, for instance, refer to the 
2006–2007 events of inter-communal violence between Iraqi Sunni and Shi’a 
as “the days of sectarianism” (al ayam al ta’ifiyyah).1 Nevertheless, contemporary 
sectarian identities are much more than their extreme manifestations. Sectarian 
consciousness is not by definition linked with violence or a refusal to coexist with 
other communities. It could be added here that, under specific circumstances, the 
suppression and criminalization of sectarian expression has proved to be an impor-
tant source of violence as manifested in the failure of the nation-building process 
and the chaotic situation in post-2003 Iraq.2

What is essential to emphasize is that the role and importance of sectarian iden-
tity as a driver of political action can be better understood through a classical 
Realist prism of international relations. Sectarianism is inextricably interwoven 
with power politics. Instead of perceiving the phenomenon exclusively from a 
religious prism and linking it with primordial solidarities, “we ought to put politics 
first in order to think of sectarianism as what it is: politics organized along sectarian 
lines.”3 As Makdisi points out, “it is a process through which a kind of religious 
identity is politicized, even secularized, as part of an obvious struggle for power.”4 
Indeed, the political is at the core of modern expressions of sectarian identities 
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throughout the Middle East. The view of sectarianism as an element of the struggle 
for power is not inconsistent with the basic premises of Realism and the concept 
can be integrated in a classical Realist analytical framework.

But what are the principal tenets of classical Realism? Anarchy is designated 
as the overarching ordering principle of international affairs and is considered as 
a core Realist assumption. Contrary to the domestic order of consolidated states, 
the international environment is viewed as a world of collectivities in which the 
shadow of war is omnipresent. Although it is possible to conceive a global hierar-
chical order in theoretical terms, a world-state has never been established in human 
history. In other words, anarchy is a fundamental condition and the starting point 
for Realism, signifying that independent collective actors operate with no central 
authority above them. This premise leads us to two other central features of the 
paradigm: the importance of self-preservation and power. Within the anarchic 
international environment, survival can only be ensured by the inevitable pur-
suit and application of power. At a deeper level of analysis, social reality consists 
of political actors, struggling for survival in a perennially insecure environment. 
Power seeking behaviour of collective entities is rooted in human nature and rep-
resents a permanent feature of international relations. In the absence of a central 
authority, and due to uncertainty concerning the intentions of the others, collec-
tive actors can only rely on “self-help”—the principle governing behaviour. To 
sum up, the Realist vision of international politics emphasizes the competitive and 
conflictual character of social life. The notions of anarchy, self-preservation and 
power are interlinked and lie at its core.

Would it be possible to assume a central role for sub-state identities in a state-
centric approach to international relations such as Realism? It is important to note 
that the fundamental unit of political analysis is the independent collective entity. 
At the basis of this claim, Realist theories are considered to have a broad historical 
scope and can be regarded as sovereign-centric rather than state-centric.5 A purely 
state-centric approach would be incapable of grasping international phenomena 
involving actors with different morphological features, such as the Greek city-states 
and the Persian Empire during the Peloponnesian War for example. In the context 
of bipolarity, certain versions of Neorealism have incorporated the notion of struc-
tural homogeneity (treating states as “black boxes”) to describe the distribution of 
material capabilities and explain international outcomes. This assumption, which 
presupposes a higher level of abstraction and can prove helpful to delineate the 
polarity of a system (international or regional), corresponds to a methodological 
choice rather than a theoretical postulate. When dealing with international politics 
in a region such as the Middle East, methodological flexibility contributes to a 
better apprehension of its complex character. This implies that the exploration of 
domestic dynamics and sub- or trans-state identities should be included into the 
analysis. In this context, a classical Realist approach seems to be more appropriate 
in order to deal with the complexity surrounding the issue.

The emergence and expansion of the modern nation state as a dominant politi-
cal formation is a historical development that occurred after the European states 
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attained global reach. World politics and the fundamental features of the modern 
state were determined by Western global powers. At the same time, pre-modern 
societies of the ex-Third World zone, often victims of both Western colonialism 
and superpower rivalry during the bipolar period, were left politically weak and 
underdeveloped. After the spread of decolonization, these societies launched efforts 
to adapt to the new world order and develop modern state structures to survive and 
become competent in the new international environment. This homogenization 
process was nevertheless incomplete, and in regions such as the Middle East the 
political spectrum includes a variety of actors ranging from regional powers, which 
are regarded as unitary actors, to failed or weak states that lack central authority.  
These grey zones of sovereignty constitute fields for competition and conflict 
between domestic groups struggling for power and are subject to penetration from 
external global and regional powers which aim to maximize their influence. As a 
consequence, this has created a favourable condition for the rise of sectarianism.

In what ways are sectarian identities activated? We can get answers to this ques-
tion if we take a deeper look into the relationship between state and society. In 
the absence of an overarching political authority at the state level, the competitive 
and conflictual political environment (as depicted in the Realist worldview at the 
international level), enhances the gravity of communal politics. The weakness of 
state institutions encourages recourse to alternative forms of identity: sectarian, 
ethnic, tribal or regional.6 As Gause points out, “the salience of sectarianism (and 
other sub-national identities, like tribalism and regionalism) rises as the power of 
the state declines.”7 Moreover, group identities (sub- or trans-state) have been 
instrumentalized in several cases by regional or global powers as a tool for legiti-
mizing or justifying political action that promotes their national interests. Haddad 
identifies the drivers of sectarian identities in “external influence, economic com-
petition, competing myth-symbol complexes and contested cultural ownership of 
the nation,” and states that their relevance advances and recedes depending on the 
socioeconomic and political situation.8

To sum up, classical Realism does not deny the role of group identities in 
international politics; their importance depends on the specific historical and social 
context. In the Middle Eastern political environment, “identification with the ter-
ritorial state has been weak” and therefore the primary political loyalty could be 
to a tribe, a clan or a religious group.9 However, the perpetual struggle for power 
between competing organized political entities remains the fundamental assump-
tion of international life, and as will be highlighted below sectarian identities can 
be instrumentalized during this quest for power by local groups or regional powers 
to pursue their own interests.

After the Arab Uprisings: a shifting strategic environment in 
the Middle East with a prominent sectarian dimension

Having explored the theoretical terrain of our object of inquiry I will now pro-
ceed with a brief analysis of the regional strategic architecture after the outbreak 
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of the Arab Uprisings. It is commonly agreed that the series of events unfolding 
since December 2010 in the Middle East and North Africa will have long-term 
repercussions for regional security dynamics. How important is the sectarian factor 
in the ongoing Middle Eastern conflicts and in what ways has this new regional 
strategic environment affected the Syrian crisis? In what follows, I will first give a 
brief outline of key developments in the area before assessing their impact on the 
Syrian civil war.

In terms of regional sub-systems theory, the Middle Eastern system is consid-
ered as a zone of conflict and its main features are multipolarity and an anarchic 
order.10 Israel, Iran, Saudi Arabia and Turkey possess the required capabilities to 
qualify as regional powers. With regard to the Egyptian state, it should be men-
tioned that domestic turmoil during the last five years has reduced its capacity to 
conduct an assertive foreign policy. Nevertheless, Egypt has the potential to return 
as a regional power. In the hierarchy of power, we could also identify middle-
range powers such as Qatar and the UAE, small powers like Jordan, and fragile 
states, such as post-2003 Iraq and Lebanon. Even though states are the principal 
actors in the Middle East, non-state actors such as Hizbollah in Lebanon have 
gained increasing importance. Where a state’s weakening has left an absence of an 
effective central authority, numerous sub-state entities have had a decisive impact 
on regional affairs.

Over the last few years, regional security dynamics have been determined 
by two interconnected confrontations: (a) the conflictual antagonism between 
an Iran-led axis (that has linked Tehran with the Syrian regime, Hizbollah in 
Lebanon and the Palestinian Hamas) and Israel, backed by its Western allies and 
reinforced by its tactical alliances with Middle Eastern states; and (b) the struggle 
for regional influence between Saudi Arabia and Iran, an “intra-Muslim” conflict 
that has a strong sectarian dimension and is often described as a “Sunni versus 
Shi’a” confrontation.11

The strategic goal of the Iran-led alliance has been to counterbalance the pro-
motion of Israeli and US interests in the region. Tehran is the main provider of 
financial, material and military support to its allied state and non-state actors. Its 
contribution in re-arming Hizbollah after the 2006 war, for example, proved to 
be indispensable for the continuation of the active role of the Lebanese organiza-
tion in the region. Syria, the only Middle Eastern ally close to Iran for decades, 
ensured that the supply routes to Lebanon remained open and, as a consequence, 
that Iran maintained the potential to exercise pressure on Israel and project its 
influence in the Levant. Moreover, until the intensification of civil strife in Syria, 
the Palestinian organization Hamas was another important component of the axis. 
However, as will be described in the third part of this chapter, political develop-
ments contributed to the change in the constitution of the axis and to the relative 
decline in importance of the Iran–Israel competition in favour of antagonism 
between the Sunni and Shi’a regional actors.

With regard to the second conflictual relationship, Gause points out that the 
best framework for understanding what has been going on in the Middle East over 
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the last few years is to conceive regional international relations as a “cold war” in 
which Saudi Arabia and Iran are the protagonists.12 Saudi–Iranian enmity dates 
back to the Islamic revolution of Iran and the fear that was spread by Tehran’s 
intention to export its revolution throughout the region. In the newly formed 
regional political setting, the necessary conditions were created for Iran to assume 
a leading role and expand its influence. The US military interventions in Saddam 
Hussein’s Iraq and in Afghanistan turned the regional balance of power in favour 
of the Islamic Republic, particularly by empowering the Iraqi Shi’a at the expense 
of the Sunnis on whom Saddam’s regime had been based. For the Iranian admin-
istration, a friendly, Shi’a-dominated Iraq is considered as a potentially valuable 
component of the “Axis of Resistance” that will support its strategic objectives in 
the region. In Lebanon, despite the withdrawal of Syrian troops from the coun-
try in 2005, Iran retained its influence through Hizbollah’s dominant position in 
Lebanese politics. Moreover, the presence of Shi’a communities in the Gulf mon-
archies, as well as the rise of the Houthi rebels in Yemen, creates a lever that puts 
pressure on Saudi interests.

The revolutionary upheavals that started in Sidi Bouzid in December 2010 
spread from the Maghreb to the Levant and the Gulf, affecting a number of coun-
tries and causing political transformations at the domestic level.13 The Uprisings 
provoked the overthrow of long-standing regimes and kindled civil wars from 
Libya to Yemen. Spillover effects have spread to Lebanon, as well as to Jordan, 
Turkey and Bahrain. With regard to the two principal confrontations in the region, 
mentioned above, it seems that the transformations caused by the revolts brought 
to the forefront the Iran–Saudi Arabia struggle for power and influence, as well 
as the return of Turkey as a major player in the region and the rise of non-state 
actors. As a consequence, a possible escalation of domestic conflicts into major 
regional confrontation constitutes the greatest single challenge for regional and 
global security.

The regime in the Islamic Republic of Iran demonstrated an initial favour-
able response to the wave of uprisings, branding them as an “Islamic awakening.” 
Tehran searched for new opportunities to expand its regional sway. The fall of 
the Mubarak regime, which was considered as threatening for Israeli interests, 
and the prospect of revolution in countries with Shi’a communities, could have 
strengthened Iran’s relative position in the regional power struggle. Moreover, 
Hassan Rouhani’s pragmatic approach resulted in the lessening of the country’s 
diplomatic isolation, while Tehran remained the most influential external actor in 
Iraq. However, the Syrian Uprising and its transformation into a civil war proved 
to be a major setback and challenge for Iranian state interests.

On the Saudi side, the democratic demands of the revolutionary movements, 
the rise to power of a Shi’a administration in Iraq, the removal of Hosni Mubarak 
from power and the electoral successes of the Muslim Brotherhood across the 
region put the kingdom in a precarious position. The Muslim Brotherhood organ-
ization, which was treated with suspicion and hostility due to its combination of 
political Islam and support for a parliamentary system of government, was seen as a 
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major rival for leadership of Islam and designated a terrorist organization by royal 
decree. Challenges to Saudi security appeared in its immediate neighbourhood 
when protest movements were organized in Bahrain, and to a lesser extent in its 
Eastern Province, by Shi’a communities. Riyadh responded powerfully by spear-
heading an intervention of the Peninsula Shield Forces in Bahrain after a decision 
by the Gulf Cooperation Council and suppressing popular revolt on its own soil.

As regards developments in Egypt, after the so-called “25 January” revolution 
the Egyptian revolutionary movement succeeded in ending Mubarak’s 30-year 
autocratic rule. Despite high expectations for the establishment of a stable and 
democratic system of government, the political situation in the post-revolutionary  
period was far from being stabilized. The country’s first democratic elections 
brought the Muslim Brotherhood to the forefront of the political scene. Mohamed 
Morsi’s rise to power was seen as immensely threatening by regional powers such 
as Israel, which was confronted with the prospect of a southwestern front open-
ing up after three decades of relative calm. Saudi fears derived from the danger of 
a domestic popular uprising demanding democratic reforms. Riyadh’s negative 
reaction and Tehran’s initial welcome of the election of the Muslim Brotherhood 
government seem contradictory to the “sectarian regional war” narrative and give 
credence to the principal argument that strategic interests, which are linked to the 
struggle for power and influence, are the main determinants of regional policies.

If the Muslim Brotherhood administration had managed to consolidate power 
we would perhaps be talking today about a social revolution, such as the Iranian 
revolution of 1979, and a foundational transformation of the Middle Eastern sub-
system. But, one year after his rise to the presidency, Morsi was removed from 
office by a military intervention and a new round of turmoil was initiated. Led 
by General al-Sisi, who was encouraged by a wide range of social and political 
groups, this military-backed removal marked the completion of the first phase of 
a counter-revolutionary process.14 Saudi Arabia responded positively to this devel-
opment and offered substantial financial assistance for the consolidation of the 
newly established regime. For different reasons, Israel and the Syrian regime were 
content at this return to the status quo ante, while Turkey reacted with a public 
condemnation of the coup d’état which resulted in the severe deterioration of their 
bilateral relations.

With respect to the regional power of Israel, the transformation of the region after 
the Arab Uprisings presented numerous challenges for its national security. Tel Aviv 
conceives the developments from the prism of its antagonism with its main regional 
foes: Iran and its allies. In the emerging Saudi–Iranian confrontation, Israel’s interest 
lies with Tehran’s containment, especially after the series of Iranian regional gains 
that strengthened its relative position. As previously mentioned, the Islamist takeover 
in Egypt was perceived as a worrisome development; however, the “Cold peace 
with Cairo” was maintained under the al-Sisi administration. Tel Aviv followed 
events in its neighbourhood with concern and is preparing for the worst case scenario 
that included, as will be analysed below, the possible insecurity spillover effects of the 
Syrian civil war on Lebanon, Jordan and the Palestinian Territories.15
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To conclude, the main point is that the Arab Uprisings substantially transformed 
the Middle East strategic environment and, as a result, the sectarian dimension of 
regional security dynamics became ever more prominent. This evolution is due to 
two main reasons: the use of sectarianism by regional powers for political purposes, 
and the fact that in times of turmoil and violence sectarian identities can be eas-
ily activated and become increasingly important for people fighting for survival 
and seeking safety. The Iran–Saudi Arabia struggle for regional influence, which 
is portrayed as a sectarian war between Sunni and Shi’a, has gained prominence 
compared to the Israel–Iran confrontation. Having the above in mind, I will exam-
ine the impact of this confrontation on the civil war in Syria and, conversely, the 
repercussions of the Syrian conflict for regional sectarian antagonism.

Sectarianism and the Syrian civil war

The historical background of sectarian politics in Syria

After sketching out the framework of Middle Eastern security dynamics I will try 
to shed light on the impact of the wider sectarian war on the Syrian conflict, which 
has become the centre of regional politics. As already mentioned in the first part 
of the chapter, there is a danger of oversimplification when dealing with the role 
of identity and sectarianism in Middle East politics. In the Syrian case, the complex 
nature of sectarian dynamics has its roots in the country’s history and long struggle 
for power.16 During the 20th century and under the impact of Western imperi-
alism Syria suffered an identity crisis, and as a consequence became one of the 
most unstable states in the region.17 Pan-Arabism as a transnational identity, which 
was then modified to a “Syria first” policy, had a prominent role in society and 
was considered as the link between the Sunni majority and the Arabic-speaking 
minorities, mainly the Alawites and the Christians. A Syrian identity, however, 
wholly distinct from Arab nationalism, was never fully developed.18 What was the 
interplay of group identities with power politics at the domestic level?

The transformation of Syria from an unstable, weak state to a middle range 
regional power was determined by a multitude of factors. Hafiz al-Asad’s rise to 
power and the consequent consolidation of his regime was not only due to his 
sectarian ties. The powerful impact of the external environment on domestic poli-
tics; the creation of a repressive security apparatus; the president’s personality; his 
populist-authoritarian tactics; and his flexibility were behind the regime’s successes. 
Before 1970, power struggles took the form of ideological conflicts and debates 
over social policy related issues, between “moderates,” “radicals,” “Nasserists” 
and “socialists.”19 In an insecure and unstable environment, however, political 
actors used all the instruments they possessed. Consequently, sectarian connec-
tions became a valuable tool.20 The strengthening of Hafiz al-Asad’s position was 
preceded by a disproportionate recruitment of Alawites in the army and the Ba’th 
party. As Zisser highlights,21 the crucial factor for the regime’s preservation was the 
dual power structure that linked the inner Alawite core with elements of the Sunni 
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merchant class and the Christian minorities. This power structure was legitimized 
by the rhetoric of pan-Arabism and the “resistance narrative” that targeted Israel 
and the West.

During the 40-year rule of the Asad dynasty the only major challenge against 
the regime came from the Muslim Brotherhood, which applied Islamist rhetoric 
with a sectarian tone. The brutal suppression of the Brotherhood’s revolt, which 
reached its climax in the Hama massacre in February 1982, put an end to any seri-
ous opposition until the outbreak of the Uprising in 2011.

In the recent history of the Syrian state sectarian lines have always been there, 
but the question that can be raised is when and how did these collective iden-
tities move from a passive to an assertive state? In the post-2011 Uprising, the 
revolutionary movement against the Asad government was not exclusively due to 
sectarian reasons. The real grievance was with the corrupt and brutal regime which 
failed to fulfil its promises, not with its largely Alawite composition. However, 
even if Syrians did not conform to sectarian stereotypes, the employment of sec-
tarian rhetoric as a weapon by different elements of the conflict has exacerbated 
religious and ethnic divides.

In March 2011, the conditions for the outbreak of an upheaval were already 
present and the brutality with which the regime responded to peaceful demon-
strations was the catalyst for the development of an armed uprising. Once political 
grievances were channelled into armed insurgency, the non-violent opposition 
that initially led the protests was gradually marginalized. During the Syrian civil 
conflict neither side seemed to be able to achieve a decisive military victory. 
Despite the rapid expansion of rebellion all over the country and the initial opti-
mism of supporters of the opposition that followed, the regime showed remarkable 
resilience. The number of victims and internally displaced people swelled dra-
matically, while around four million people fled to neighbouring countries and 
Europe to escape the conflict. As the war expanded in scope, intensity and brutal-
ity, certain parts of the country descended into chaos. Indiscriminate shelling of 
civilian-populated areas, suicide bombings and kidnappings caused a humanitarian 
catastrophe. In this environment of insecurity, sectarian consciousness and solidar-
ity were exacerbated.

The involvement of Sunni powers in the civil war

In what ways is the Syrian civil war determined by the regional Sunni–Shi’a divide? 
First and foremost, the evolution of the conflict has been heavily influenced by the 
role played by external actors which have sought to determine developments on 
the ground. According to a sectarian narrative, the war is waged by ideologically 
affiliated “proxies” of the Sunni and Shi’a regional powers, namely Iran, Saudi 
Arabia, Turkey and Qatar. Before examining the interventionist policies of the 
competing states, one should keep in mind that it is very difficult to follow and 
ascertain the landscape of the Syrian opposition groups due to the constant splits, 
mergers and overlapping memberships.
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Concerning the Sunni camp, since the outbreak of the Syrian Uprising, Saudi 
Arabia, Turkey and Qatar have thrown their support to the opposition by provid-
ing financial aid, military hardware, training and logistical and intelligence support 
to different groups of insurgents. At the same time, they were actively engaged in 
political initiatives and great efforts were undertaken to establish a unified politi-
cal body that would succeed the Asad regime. Nevertheless, these provisional 
bodies displayed limited ability to control the numerous political and military ele-
ments of the opposition. What proved to be crucial is that, on the battlefield, the 
rebel movement was deeply fractured and various groups rejected the authority 
of exiled institutions, such as the Syrian National Council, and fought to advance 
their own agendas. As a consequence, Asad’s opponents failed to form a unified 
and cohesive political and military front. In the resulting situation on the ground, 
different questions arose regarding the main opposition groups, the cohesion of a 
so-called “Sunni camp,” and the position that the opposition organizations occupy 
in the spectrum of religious ideology that stretches from moderate to salafist-
jihadist groups.

Beginning with the Free Syrian Army (FSA), which was the first recognized 
formation of the opposition, Turkey emerged as one of its main supporters together 
with Qatar and Western states, which viewed its nationalist and moderate rhetoric 
favourably. The FSA’s significance waned over the years as more radical Islamist 
groups gained prominence. Internal divisions as well as the competition with 
extremist rebels further debilitated the FSA’s position in the central and northern 
areas of the country. A newly formed alliance backed by the United States, the 
Syrian Democratic Forces, which grouped ex-FSA elements under Kurdish leader-
ship, gained prominence as a representative of the moderate armed opposition and 
became the main component of the international coalition against the Islamic State 
of Iraq and Syria (or Daesh; hereafter, ISIS). Meanwhile, in the Daraa governo-
rate an FSA-affiliated coalition, the Southern Front, backed by Saudi Arabia and 
receiving support from the US-led Military Operations Center in Jordan, managed 
to exercise control over a relatively large area. However, during the summer of 
2015 it suffered a setback after the failure of the “Southern Storm” operation to 
capture the city of Daraa and it was thereafter defeated by regime forces.

Turkey’s most favoured faction in the war seemed to be Ahrar al-Sham, an 
ultraconservative salafist organization which has fuelled sectarian hatred during the 
conflict. Ahrar al-Sham was considered as the most powerful group after ISIS and 
Jabhat al-Nusra and had a key presence in Idlib and Aleppo. The organization’s 
origins are salafist, and it has closely cooperated with the Syrian al-Qaida offshoot, 
Jabhat al-Nusra. Turkey, together with Saudi Arabia, actively supported the forma-
tion of the joint operations room of Jaysh al-Fatah (Army of Conquest) that included 
Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra, and led to the capture of Idlib in 2015, an event 
which seemed—until the Russian intervention—to prefigure a major retreat of 
the regime. The US administration was cautious and sceptical about supporting the 
group. As a consequence, the organization’s new leadership tried to portray Ahrar 
al-Sham as moderate by changing its flag, slogans and Islamist rhetoric.
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Another important coalition of salafist and Islamist groups, operating in and 
around Damascus for several years, had been Jaysh al-Islam (Army of Islam) behind 
whose formation and funding one finds Saudi Arabia. Being a member of the 
wider Islamic Front, Jaysh al-Islam’s main vision of establishing an Islamic state and 
its hostile position towards the Alawite and Shi’a communities of Syria rendered 
it a significant factor in the growing sectarian tensions in the country. Zahran 
Alloush, the group’s powerful leader, was, until his death, a religious hardliner who 
employed sectarian rhetoric and maintained close ties with Riyadh. His death in 
December 2015 was perceived as a blow for the Saudi-backed opposition, given 
that Alloush was considered a top military commander and an influential leader.

The two main salafist-jihadist groups that exacerbated the sectarian divisions 
in Syria are ISIS and Jabhat al-Nusra. A direct descendant of al-Qaida in Iraq, 
ISIS assumed a leading role among the Syrian opposition groups in a relatively 
short time. After it gained control over certain parts of the country, such as the 
provincial capital of Al Raqqa, the organization tried to establish state institutions. 
Its leaders’ ambitions went further than defeating government forces; they worked 
for the consolidation of the proclaimed Islamic caliphate. ISIS funded its activities 
through private Gulf donations, an extensive extortion network and the exploita-
tion of the oil fields under its control in Syria and Iraq. From the beginning of its 
involvement in Syria, ISIS developed an aggressive policy towards other groups 
and attempted to force al-Qaida’s official Syrian affiliate, Jabhat al-Nusra, into 
a subordinate merger. This move provoked a rift between the two most radical 
organizations in Syria that shared a takfiri ideology (considering all opponents to be 
apostates) and menaced the non-Sunni communities of the country.

The three main regional actors of the Sunni camp, Saudi Arabia, Turkey and 
Qatar, have been involved in a delicate and dangerous game of supporting or tol-
erating these groups of Sunni extremists to promote their own interests in Syria. 
Apart from its support for the Jaysh al-Fatah, which included al-Nusra, the Turkish 
administration came very late in joining the anti-ISIS campaign. But even after 
that, its military actions were mostly directed against the Kurdish militia, rather 
the jihadists of the Islamic State. Ankara’s tolerance of ISIS was explained by the 
fact that the jihadist organization was the main obstacle to the Kurdish aspiration 
of establishing a new state, Rojava, in Kurdish regions of northern Syria. President 
Erdogan stated that Turkey would never allow such a development on its southern 
frontier. With regard to Saudi Arabia and Qatar, their failure to prevent private 
local fundraising for jihadist groups contributed to their strengthening. But these 
organizations posed a threat for the Gulf monarchies as well, despite the fact that 
they were fighting against the monarchies’ Shi’a enemies in the Syrian arena.

The Shi’a engagement in the Syrian conflict

On the Shi’a side of the regional sectarian war, we find the Islamic Republic of 
Iran and its allies, which are heavily involved in the Syrian war and have played 
a crucial role in the preservation of the Asad regime. Iran portrays the Syrian 
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war as a battle between the “Axis of Resistance” (to Israel) and its enemies. But 
at the same time, it has employed religious symbols and narratives in order to 
mobilize the Shi’a. The rise of Sunni salafist-jihadist groups in the Syrian arena 
has helped Iran highlight their menacing takfiri language and recruit fighters from 
the non-Sunni communities. The leading role of Iran is affirmed and promoted 
by different versions of the wali al-faqih theory (Custodianship of the Leader), 
which entails the supremacy of the Ayatollah of Iran and is followed by various 
Shi’a groups. The call for the protection of the Sayyeda Zeinab shrine in south-
ern Damascus was the most characteristic example of Tehran’s sectarian tactics. 
The shrine has significant symbolic importance as a focal point for Iran’s efforts 
to extend its influence among the Shi’a in the wider region. Moreover, the Shi’a 
militias are concerned with safeguarding Shi’a-majority areas and towns, as in the 
case of Nubl and al-Zahraa, north of Aleppo, where they formed a defensive line 
against a long siege by Sunni rebels.

How has Iranian involvement affected the course of the Syrian civil war thus 
far? Since the beginning of the crisis, despite rebel gains and increasing interna-
tional pressure, the Asad government has displayed remarkable resilience, partly 
due to Tehran’s and Moscow’s aid. The Syrian regime received valuable support, 
including direct material assistance and military personnel, from Iran, Hizbollah 
and Iraqi Shi’a groups. This proved to be essential for Asad’s survival due to the 
manpower shortage that the regime faced during the later years of the confronta-
tion. Even though Tehran initially denied any official involvement of its military 
personnel in the war, it was clear that officers from the Revolutionary Guard 
(IRGC) participated in the planning and implementation of military operations. 
Especially after direct Russian intervention in the Syrian arena in late September 
2015, an augmented Iranian involvement was apparent, as manifested by the rising 
number of casualties among commanders of the IRGC.

A number of Shi’a militia-type organizations operated in the Syrian arena with 
Hizbollah the most prominent and effective among them. Groups such as the Iraqi 
Asaib Ahl al-Haqq, the Khorasani Brigades, Kataib Sayyid al-Shuhada, Harakat 
Hizbollah al-Nujaba and the Liwa Abu Fadl al-Abbas network were among the 
most dynamic units in the fight. Iran’s role in mobilizing and organizing the flow of 
Shi’a fighters into Syria was central, while many of the groups imitated Hizbollah’s 
mode of organization. Another important Iranian intervention was the reorganiza-
tion of the Syrian regime’s militias, the National Defence Forces, on the model of 
the Basij militia. Under the authority of Qasem Soleimani, commander of the Quds 
Force, these fighters were trained and equipped to play a decisive role as a volunteer 
reserve component of the Syrian Armed Forces.

Among the Shi’a actors, the one that has contributed most in the exacerbation 
of sectarian divisions is the Lebanese organization, Hizbollah. Hizbollah’s active 
engagement in the conflict was dictated by its close relationship with the Asad 
regime, under the supervision of Tehran. The 2013 capture of al-Qusayr was 
considered as a turning point in the organization’s intervention and signalled the 
deployment of its forces on the Syrian frontline. Even though Hizbollah attempted 
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to avoid, at first, the reignition of sectarian tensions, it was gradually dragged into 
the religious rivalry when its leader, Hassan Nasrallah, framed the conflict as a war 
against the “takfiri jihadists.” On the other side, the activities and rhetoric of Shi’a 
organizations enhanced the Sunni extremists’ narrative about fighting against the 
Rafidah—a derogatory term for the Shi’a.

With regard to the sectarian aspect of the Ba’thist regime policy, Asad sought 
to prolong his own survival by spreading fear among different communities. By 
placing emphasis on the radical character of the most extreme elements of the 
opposition, such as ISIS and the Jabhat al-Nusra, the regime has tried to convey 
the understanding that there is no guarantee for the survival of non-Sunnis in a 
post-Asad Syria. Consequently, in a self-perpetuating cycle of violence, the civil 
strife has increasingly taken a Shi’a versus Sunni dichotomy whose fault lines are 
deepening. The spread of atrocities committed by both sides in the confrontation 
contributed to the emergence of polarization in Syrian society.

How has the regional sectarian environment been  
affected by the Syrian civil war?

At the beginning of 2016 sectarian violence was further on the rise in the Middle 
East as indicated by the severance of diplomatic relations between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia. This development came after an attack on the Saudi embassy in Tehran 
during protests against the execution of sheikh Nimr al-Nimr, an influential leader 
of the Shi’a community in Saudi Arabia’s Eastern Province. Beyond any doubt, the 
Saudi–Iranian rivalry was being exacerbated by events in the Syrian arena, which 
were interconnected with the wider struggle for power that manifests itself in the 
Sunni–Shi’a divide. As already mentioned, the Syrian civil war constituted a new 
front in the regional “cold war” that was also taking place in Yemen, Lebanon and 
Bahrain. The most severe threat for Middle Eastern security would be the outbreak 
of a wider regional war with a direct confrontation between regional powers and 
the involvement of external actors, such as the US and Russia. In the volatile 
and unstable Middle Eastern regional sub-system, the protracted conflict in Syria 
fuelled sectarian tensions, and insecurity was liable to metastasize across the entire 
neighbourhood. The involvement of the two regional powers in the domestic 
affairs of different countries in the region—in Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Yemen and 
Bahrain—and the political instrumentalization of sectarian identities became a dis-
tinctive feature of Middle East politics.

As previously mentioned, after suffering a series of setbacks in its competition 
with Iran, the Saudi kingdom decided to upgrade its involvement in the Syrian 
war. But did this strategic choice proved to be favourable for Saudi interests in the 
regional system? In Iraq, Saudi Arabia failed to gain any political leverage, even 
after the ascent to power of the more moderate prime minister, Haider al-Abadi. 
Insecurity spillover effects from the Syrian war contributed to the strengthening 
of Sunni extremists in the country, and the counter-mobilization of Shi’a militias, 
minimizing Riyadh’s capacity to control developments in Iraq. The same thesis 
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can also be supported regarding the spread of instability in Lebanon and Jordan, 
for example, where the rise of political tension and the growing activity of jihadist 
groups against state institutions menaced the Saudi kingdom as well. Moreover, 
in March 2015, Riyadh launched a military campaign in Yemen in order to keep 
President Hadi in power and halt the Zaidi-Shi’a Houthi rebels, considered to 
be an Iranian proxy, from further advancing in the country. The escalation of 
Saudi–Iranian rivalry in the Syrian arena prompted the Saudis to intervene in this 
already fragmented and weak country, which descended into a complex civil war, 
in which al-Qaida in the Arabian Peninsula and ISIS played a significant role. As 
a consequence, the kingdom, which is the leading front of Sunni states, became 
more entangled in and exposed to regional threats.

At the same time, the implications of the Syrian conflict were critical for the 
Iranian Islamic Republic. A possible collapse of the Asad regime would be det-
rimental to the regional standing of Iran and could weaken the anti-Israel axis 
since the alliance with Syria offered Tehran the practical means to reach its enemy 
through Lebanese soil. Moreover, as Hizbollah became more heavily involved 
in the war, it suffered large numbers of casualties and saw its political legitimacy 
reduced in the Lebanese political environment. Another blow for the “Axis of 
Resistance” came after the coalition lost its Palestinian component, Hamas, whose 
leadership was put in an awkward position. This was a direct consequence of the 
deepening of the sectarian rift in the Syrian war, which forced Hamas, whose 
Palestinian constituency is largely Sunni, to join the Sunni front. In broader terms, 
the intensification of the intra-Muslim conflict after the eruption of the Syrian 
civil war has caused the alteration of the policies of regional powers in a more 
religiously charged political environment.

Despite the fact that the growing sectarianization of regional politics seems to 
work in favour of Israeli interests, the Syrian war brought to the forefront new 
security threats for Tel Aviv. Israel was concerned about the advanced weaponry 
possessed by the regime and its possible transfer to Hizbollah bases in southern 
Lebanon or to the hands of other groups of extremists. Although the fall of Asad 
would signify a blow for the Iran-led axis, it could also pave the way for Sunni 
extremist groups to come to power. Moreover, a totally collapsed Syrian state 
would undermine stability along the Syrian–Israeli border, and the consequent 
“Sinaization” of the Golan Heights would create a new “hot” front for Israel.22 
For the above reasons, and facing the menacing prospect of an outbreak of regional 
sectarian war, the Israeli government remained cautious and had relatively limited 
involvement in the conflict.

Regarding Turkey, the turn in its Middle Eastern policy can be attributed to 
the repercussions of the Syrian war. Despite the Turkish administration’s pre-
war non-sectarian rhetoric as manifested in its “zero problems with neighbours 
policy,” Ankara clearly joined the Sunni camp in order to promote its strategic 
interests throughout the region. Undoubtedly, the export of the “Turkish model” 
and the consolidation of ideologically affiliated Sunni regimes from Tunisia to 
Syria seemed a promising prospect for its regional policies and partly explains 
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its strong position against the Syrian Ba’thist government. Nevertheless, Asad’s  
resilience and the intensification of the civil war plunged Turkey into a precarious 
position. Developments on the ground fostered the aspirations of Syrian Kurds 
for statehood in the northern parts of the country and posed a threat regarding 
Turkey’s top priority issue, Kurdish separatism. Moreover, the situation became 
even more complex because of the relations between Ankara and extremist 
groups. Inside Turkey, the war polarized Turkish society and reignited hostili-
ties between Islamists and secularists. After significant pressure from its Western 
allies and the escalation of the Turkish–Russian crisis, Ankara participated more 
actively in the war against ISIS, which responded by a series of terrorist attacks on 
Turkish soil. Opponents of the Justice and Development Party (AKP) administra-
tion accused Erdogan of allowing the growth of ISIS and giving it space for its 
activities. The Syrian conflict also rendered it difficult for Turkey to assume any 
mediator role in the Saudi–Iranian rivalry and brought the state—for a period—
closer to the Sunni camp.

Beyond the predominant risk of a wider military confrontation between 
regional powers, the Syrian conflict had instability spillover effects into neighbour-
ing states, mainly Lebanon, Turkey, Iraq and Jordan. Sectarian animosity soared 
after the influx of more than a million Syrian refugees into the politically and 
economically unstable Lebanese state and Hizbollah’s participation in the war. The 
Sunni–Shi’a rift became more prominent in Lebanese society, which is divided 
between the Shi’a-led 8 March and the Sunni-led 14 March coalitions. Severe 
incidents occurred between Lebanese security forces and Syrian jihadist groups 
that operate along the Syrian–Lebanese border. These Sunni extremist groups have 
found bases of support in the country, such as in the town of Arsal, which became a 
stronghold for Islamist militants. Consequently, there was an increase in the num-
ber of incidents of inter-communal violence, principally in Tripoli and Sidon, and 
a number of terrorist attacks targeted Shi’a supporters of Hizbollah. This process 
of radicalization in Lebanon due to the emergence of Sunni jihadist groups and 
the expanding role of Hizbollah created an explosive situation. As for Jordan, it 
confronted security threats from jihadists returning home and the rising number of 
extremist elements in the country.

Finally, regional security dynamics were conditioned by the rising importance 
of non-state actors in the context of the Syrian war. New challenges and oppor-
tunities were created for the Kurds and the increased linkage between Kurdish 
politics in Iraq, Turkey and Syria will affect long-term stability in these countries. 
Ankara faced a new cycle of violence with the Workers’ Party of Kurdistan (PKK) 
in its south-eastern provinces. The Syrian war enabled the prospect of the estab-
lishment of an autonomous Kurdish entity in northern Syria (Rojava), which led 
President Erdogan to react by abandoning his conciliatory approach and taking 
military action against Kurdish fighters. In the turmoil that followed the Syrian 
Uprising, we have also witnessed the rise of various salafist-jihadist groups that 
have incited sectarian hatred. Among them, ISIS managed to expand its influence 
and control over a territory that transcends the Iraqi–Syrian border. The jihadist 
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organization’s advance in Iraq against government troops and the Kurdish militia 
caused the mobilization and regrouping of Iraqi Shi’a armed groups and a deeper 
fragmentation in the country. Beyond its strategic upgrading in the Levant, ISIS 
inspired terrorist attacks worldwide and provoked the more active involvement of 
Russia, USA, France and other Western powers in the region.

Conclusion

Having examined the sectarian aspects of the Syrian civil war as well as its impact 
on the regional Sunni–Shi’a confrontation, do the findings support the main 
theoretical thesis that sectarianism is interwoven with power politics? Beyond 
the focus on material interests and power considerations, any investigation of 
international politics should take into account the identity factor. Sectarian iden-
tities are employed as policy tools, but at the same time they mobilize and 
activate political actors and thus create new realities. From this perspective, sec-
tarianism is an important parameter, but not the main driver of regional security 
dynamics. In order to gain a deeper understanding of Middle East politics, we 
should not ignore the reality of power in international relations. Therefore, 
the starting point of the analysis should be the regional standing of the most 
potent states and their competition for influence, not the ideological differences 
of regional actors.

Why would an exclusive application of a sectarian lens oversimplify the expla-
nation of regional dynamics?23 In the Syrian arena, we are witnessing a highly 
localized conflict where an intricate network of shifting loyalties—ethnic, tribal 
and local—are constantly at play. We can take, for example, the Kurdish commu-
nity’s role in the confrontation that adds an important ethnic component into the 
analytical framework of the civil war. There are numerous examples of political 
groups that invoke sectarian narratives in support of their legitimacy or to expand 
their influence, but at the same time pursue policies that may contradict their 
ideology. The ongoing infighting between the two most extreme Islamist organi-
zations, ISIS and Jabhat al-Nusra, which share a common salafi jihadist ideology, 
gives credence to this argument. Moreover, the external backers of opposing fac-
tions have displayed inconsistency as leaders of the sectarian camp by forming 
regional alliances on the basis of state interests rather than ideological affiliation. A 
diplomatic crisis that erupted in March 2014 between Saudi Arabia and Qatar, after 
Riyadh accused Doha of supporting the Sunni Muslim Brotherhood, designated as 
a terrorist organization by the Saudi kingdom, exemplifies this trend. Meanwhile, 
Turkey, the other significant Sunni power in the region, is pursuing its own security 
agenda and has not hesitated to look into re-establishing its relationship with Israel, 
after the severe deterioration of its relations with Russia, before re-establishing  
a working operation with the latter.

Undoubtedly, the Sunni–Shi’a divide has been worsening at the regional level 
over the past few years and Syria has become its focal point. According to Gause, 
“it is the weakening of Arab states, more than sectarianism or the rise of Islamist 
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ideologies, that has created the battlefields of the new Middle East cold war.”24 
Indeed, from this point of view, sectarianism can also be considered a by-product 
of the strategies pursued by Saudi Arabia, Iran, Turkey and other regional powers 
that have led to the weakening of the Syrian state. To conclude, the prime thesis 
about the sectarian aspect of the Syrian war and the broader regional rivalry is that, 
under the current circumstances, local, regional and global actors employ all neces-
sary means—sectarian narratives among them—in their struggle for survival and 
maximization of influence. As a consequence, sectarian identities are reinforced 
and catalyzed by geopolitical considerations and state interests.
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5
HIZBOLLAH’S INTERVENTION  
IN SYRIA

Causes and consequences

Adham Saouli

Towards the end of his book on Hizbollah, first published in 2002, Sheikh Naim 
Qassem, Hizbollah’s deputy secretary general, considered two scenarios that would 
threaten his movement’s survival. The first was a domestic crisis with the Lebanese 
army or other political forces, that would threaten Hizbollah’s status as an armed 
movement; the second, an increase in pressure (international and regional) on Syria 
to abandon the Islamist movement. As Syria is a major ally of Hizbollah, he cau-
tioned, the loss of its backing could expose the party and facilitate the targeting of 
its armed resistance.1 By 2012, Qassem’s fears had materialized.

In May 2013, Hizbollah announced to the world one of its most controversial 
decisions: military intervention in Syria. In this chapter I examine the causes and 
consequences of Hizbollah’s strategic intervention in Syria. I argue that Hizbollah’s 
intervention in Syria was due to the changing military balance in Syria in late 
2012, which threatened to overthrow its ally, the Asad regime, and to dismantle 
the three-decade-old alliance, the “Resistance and Refusal Axis,” which tied Iran, 
Syria, and Hizbollah. Hizbollah’s survival was at stake. Attuned to the Iranian 
strategy in the region, Hizbollah’s military intervention aimed to preserve Asad’s 
regime as a countervailing force against the Syrian opposition (rather than seeking 
victory over this opposition), to control strategic areas on the Lebanese–Syrian bor-
der, and to gradually alter the strategic threat in Syria into an opportunity to fight 
Israel and constrain its actions. The emergence of the “Islamic State” and other 
al-Qaida-affiliated movements in Syria reinforced, but did not cause, Hizbollah’s 
strategic military intervention in Syria.

The chapter is divided into three sections. First, I examine the goals of and 
Hizbollah’s membership in the Resistance and Refusal Axis (henceforth, the 
Resistance Axis). Second, I assess the strategic challenge that the Syrian Uprising 
(notably in the period 2011–13) represented to Hizbollah and its allies against a 
background of strained Lebanese–Syrian relations since 2004. Finally, I examine 
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the impact of Hizbollah’s intervention on the war in Syria and its consequences on 
Hizbollah’s status in Lebanon and the wider Arab world.

Interdependence: Hizbollah and the Resistance Axis

International alliances offer states and armed political movements, such as Hizbollah 
and Hamas, opportunities to combine capabilities and resources to deter and coun-
terbalance shared threats. Alliances emerge when political actors articulate common 
understandings and perceptions of political contexts, including potential threats, 
opportunities, and interests, and then move on to translate these perceptions into 
actual political and military strategies.2 Whilst a common ideology can facilitate the 
emergence of an alliance and contribute to its endurance, alliances can also form 
and consolidate among actors sharing varying ideologies and identities. This is true 
of the self-designated Resistance Axis.

The emergence of the Resistance Axis is due to four overlapping developments 
in the Middle East region. The first goes back to the Islamic Revolution in Iran in 
1979, which toppled the pro-Western authoritarian monarch in Iran and brought 
forth a revolutionary regime that cut its ties to the West, broke its relations with 
Israel, and verbally attacked Western allies in the region. The second relates to Syria’s 
regional isolation by 1978, which was due the deterioration of Syrian–Egyptian rela-
tions in 1975 and its rivalry, and then fallout, with its Ba’thist counterpart in Iraq. 
The third is the Lebanon war that started in 1975 and contributed to Israel’s inva-
sions of Lebanon (1978 and 1982), which sowed the seeds for the rise of Hizbollah. 
Finally, there is the failure of the Arab states’ wars with Israel and of the efforts of 
the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) to recover Israeli-occupied Arab ter-
ritories, which led to the rise of Palestinian Islamist movements, such as Islamic Jihad 
and Hamas, which opposed peace initiatives and engaged in armed struggle against 
Israel. By the early 1990s, these various actors had coalesced into the Resistance Axis.

With the exception of Hizbollah and Iran’s Islamic regime, which share a 
common Shi’a-Islamist doctrine, the main actors of the Resistance Axis come 
from different ideological backgrounds: secular Ba’thist Arab nationalism (Syria), 
and offshoots of the Sunni Muslim Brotherhood (Hamas and Islamic Jihad). But 
despite their ideological differences, these actors share a common perception of the 
regional order and similar, but not identical, goals in the Arab–Israeli conflict. Both 
the Arab nationalist and the Islamist worldviews originate from attempts to revise 
and resist what they perceive as a Western designed and dominated regional order. 
Both champion the Palestinian cause and stand against attempts to normalize Arab 
Muslim relations with Israel.

The two main pillars of the alliance, Syria and Islamic Iran, began to get closer 
in 1979. Under Hafiz al-Asad, Syria pursued a realist-pragmatist foreign policy 
that aimed to diversify its foreign allies (e.g. Soviet Union, Arab Gulf states, Libya) 
to boost external aid, prevent Syria’s regional isolation, maintain regional influ-
ence, and above all balance against Israel. Asad thus viewed Islamic Iran first as 
an alternative to Egypt and an asset in the Arab–Israeli conflict, and second, as his 
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regime’s relations soured with Saddam Hussein’s Ba’thist Iraq, Iran was seen as 
counterbalance to Iraq and other Arab Gulf states.3 Syria was the first Arab country 
to recognize the Islamic Republic.4 For Iran, on the other hand, Syria offered the 
Islamic Republic strategic depth in the region. Syria became particularly important 
for Iran after the Iraqi invasion in 1980. Ayatollah Khomeini’s fear for his revolu-
tionary regime, his attempts to break Iran’s regional isolation, and the search for 
avenues to export the Islamic revolution pushed him towards stronger ties with the 
Syrian regime,5 which ironically was fighting and repressing an Islamic rebellion 
within its own country.6

When Israel invaded Lebanon in 1982, Syria’s need for Iran increased. The threat 
of increasing Western influence in Lebanon led Iran, which by then had turned 
the tide to its advantage in the Iraq–Iran war, to come to the assistance of Syria. 
The Israeli invasion and Iranian–Syrian coordination led to the rise of Hizbollah  
in 1982.7 In Lebanon, revolutionary (especially Shi’a) Islamic movements, such 
as the Dawa Party (Lebanon branch) and Islamists within the Amal Movement, 
refused any accommodation with the Christian-dominated regime (which was 
aligning with Israel) and called for armed resistance against Israel. By the end of 
1982, these factions coalesced into what would later become Hizbollah in 1985. 
These groups shared a rudimentary platform that centred on three focal founda-
tions: Islamist identity; commitment to the religio-political doctrine of Wilayat 
al-Fakih (Governance of the Islamic Jurist) represented in 1982 by Ayatollah 
Khomeini; and armed resistance against Israel.8

Carrying the principles and promises of the Islamic revolution, these groups 
found in the Islamic Republic an opportunity to realize their ideological goals and, 
later, with the Israeli invasion, the spiritual and material means to fight the occupiers.9  
In 1982, a group of Islamist figures visited Tehran first to seek recognition for the 
nascent movement, but also to request immediate material aid, including train-
ing and arms, to fight the Israeli invasion. Iran, in coordination with its Syrian 
ally, dispatched members of the Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corps to the Beqaa 
region to train Shi’a fighters and promote the doctrine of the Islamic Republic.10 
For Hassan Fadlallah, a Hizbollah MP, the “triumph of the Islamic Revolution in 
Iran generated a Shi’a-Islamic emotional outburst.” Lebanon, he recalls, formed 
a “fertile ground” for the accommodation of Iran’s revolutionary slogans and the 
realization of its vision in the Arab–Israeli conflict.11

These regional developments contributed to Hizbollah’s emergence and 
formed the basis for a strategic and interdependent alliance between Iran and 
Hizbollah.12 As with other forms of state sponsorship of armed political groups, 
Iran’s sponsorship of Hizbollah offered financial assistance, sanctuary, material aid, 
and political backing. These elements enabled Hizbollah to “pursue long-range 
strategic planning,”13 including: the ability to raise and maintain a professional 
armed wing; the capacity to provide social services to its constituency, hence free-
ing it from the need to extract resources; the possibility of focusing its attention on 
war-making with Israel and avoiding becoming embroiled in Lebanon’s polarized 
and corrupt politics; and lastly, regional and strategic depth.14
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But Hizbollah’s relationship with Iran has a spiritual and religio-political 
dimension that sets it apart from traditional alliances between states and armed 
political movements. Hizbollah not only shares a common sectarian (Shi’ism) and 
Islamist (revivalist or revolutionary Islamic) orientation, but also abides by the same 
religio-political doctrine of Wilayat al-Fakih. Hizbollah’s ties to Wilayat al-Fakih 
(represented now by Ayatollah Khamenei, Iran’s supreme leader) is described by 
its members as an “organic relationship.”15 Whilst Wilayat al-Fakih offers a wide 
margin of freedom for movements operating within national boundaries (such as 
Lebanon) permitting these movements to manage day-to-day affairs,16 on stra-
tegic matters of war and peace al-Fakih has the final say, since his guidance and 
orders are religiously binding.17 As such, Hizbollah is more than a political party: 
Hizbollah’s being relates to a religio-historical, transnational movement that, 
amongst other things, hopes to prepare the ground for the return of the Mahdi 
(Messiah), the awaited twelfth Shi’a Imam who went into occultation and who 
will return to save and liberate the world.18 Syria’s geopolitical location has enabled 
Hizbollah to maintain strategic ties with Iran. Syria became the main conduit for 
arms to Hizbollah and a politico-strategic bridge connecting Iran to Hizbollah. 
As Hizbollah acknowledges, since the early 1980s Syria has provided the armed 
movement with strategic depth. Geopolitically, according to Qassem, Lebanon has 
limited options: either Israel or Syria.19

By the late 1980s, the Hizbollah–Syria–Iran alliance had a direct effect on the 
power balance in Lebanon and on the Arab–Israeli conflict. The political interests 
Israel aimed to achieve through its military invasion of Lebanon, namely the defeat 
of the PLO, the installation of a friendly regime, the normalization of relations 
with Lebanon, and the weakening and encircling of Syria, began to be reversed.20 
In addition to the rise of armed resistance against Israel, three suicide attacks against 
Israeli (1982), American (1983), and French (1983) targets reflected the common 
goals and impact of the nascent alliance on Lebanon and, amongst other things, 
“precipitated the MNF’s [Multinational Force] withdrawal from Lebanon; paving 
the way for Syria’s eventual return to Beirut.”21

The Gulf War in 1990 and Syria’s backing for the US-led military campaign to 
liberate Kuwait contributed to the end of the Lebanon war, giving Syria unprec-
edented control over Lebanon.22 This strengthened the Resistance Axis, despite 
Syria’s strategic choice to enter into peace negotiations with Israel in the early 
1990s. Notwithstanding Hizbollah’s bloody clashes with Syria and its Shi’a ally, 
Amal, in the late 1980s, Syria’s control of post-war Lebanon reinforced Hizbollah’s 
focus on war-making efforts with Israel.23 Whilst Syria continued to provide the 
strategic depth Hizbollah needed, after 1990, it also offered political backing within 
Lebanon: Syria’s domination shielded Hizbollah from Lebanon’s divisive and cor-
rupt politics and gave the Islamist movement a monopoly in the fight against Israel 
in southern Lebanon. Hizbollah’s armed struggle survived two wars with Israel 
(1993 and 1996) before the latter withdrew in 2000.24 By 2000, the Resistance 
Axis also included Hamas and Islamic Jihad,25 which also opposed political settle-
ment of the Arab–Israeli conflict.
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Israel’s withdrawal from Lebanon in 2000 constituted a strategic advance 
for Hizbollah and its allies. But this placed the alliance in a defensive position 
of seeking to consolidate this advance in the face of attempts in the post-2000 
period by the US, its regional allies, and Israel to either contain this advance or 
reverse it. This had major implications for the political stability of both Lebanon 
and the region.26 First, the US-led invasion of Iraq, which Syria opposed, aimed, 
amongst other things, to alter Syria’s foreign policy and to break its ties with Iran, 
Hizbollah, and the Palestinian armed political organizations based in Damascus. 
The US–French calls for Syria’s withdrawal from Lebanon increased the pressure 
on Syria’s allies and provided an opportunity for its opponents: former allies, such 
as Prime Minister Rafiq al-Hariri and Waleed Jumblatt, and the Christian opposi-
tion (Michel Aoun, Samir Ja’jaa, and Amin Geymayel), which had been excluded 
from political power as a result of Syrian dominance in Lebanon.

The calls for Syria’s withdrawal from Lebanon came with demands for Hizbollah 
to surrender its weapons to the Lebanese state. The US-designated “Moderate 
Axis” in the region, represented by the Gulf states, Jordan, and Egypt, combined 
to oppose the Resistance Axis. This US-led axis and its allies within Lebanon 
(traditionally the Christians and, with the assassination of Hariri in 2005, most 
Sunnis) opposed pan-Arab and pan-Islamist schemes, emphasized state sovereignty, 
and called for a political resolution of the Arab–Israeli conflict. This conflicted 
with the interests of the Resistance Axis and polarized Lebanon into pro-Syrian 
and anti-Syrian camps.27 This polarization deepened in 2004 when the former 
Lebanese Prime Minister Rafiq al-Hariri was murdered after his relations with 
the Syrian regime had deteriorated. Hariri’s assassination shifted the traditional 
Muslim–Christian cleavage into a Sunni–Shi’a divide and led to Syria’s forced 
withdrawal from Lebanon in 2005.28

Syria’s withdrawal generated a political and security threat for Hizbollah. Whilst 
Syria’s opponents saw this as an opportunity to reconstitute the Lebanese political 
regime outside of Syria’s influence, Hizbollah perceived the Syrian withdrawal 
as a political avenue through which the US (and potentially Israel) would seek 
to re-establish influence in Lebanon. To fill the vacuum left by Syria, Hizbollah 
joined the government for the first time in 2005, aiming to be part of the decision-
making in Lebanon in order to block any attempts by the Lebanese government to 
dismantle its weapons and to maintain the legitimacy and legality of its status as an 
armed movement in the country.29

This was the first step in Hizbollah’s political and security expansion. Two events 
would deepen this process. First was the 33-day Hizbollah–Israel war in 2006, which 
Hizbollah perceived as an attempt by the Moderate Axis to defeat it, weaken Syria, 
isolate Iran, and in doing so alter the regional balance of power in its favour.30 Indeed, 
then US Secretary of State Condolezza Rice depicted the war as “the birth pangs of 
a new Middle East” (BBC, 26 July 2006). Hizbollah’s survival in the war—framed 
as a “Divine Victory”—deepened the political polarization of the country.31 Second, 
in 2008, when the Lebanese government, which Hizbollah and its allies had with-
drawn from, made a decision to dismantle Hizbollah’s telecommunications network,  
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which the armed movement treats as “vital” in its war with Israel, Hizbollah struck 
back militarily. Within hours it controlled West Beirut, clashed with Jumblatt’s 
forces, and demanded the quick reversal of the government’s decision.32 Hizbollah’s 
use of violence domestically, which was used by its opponents to delegitimize it, 
aggravated the domestic political and sectarian divide. However, the 2008 offensive 
transformed Hizbollah into one of Lebanon’s most influential political brokers, giv-
ing the movement actual—if not a constitutional veto—power to block any attempts 
to endanger its military and political interests in Lebanon and prevent Lebanon from 
drifting towards the pro-US alliance.33

Strategic threat: the Syrian Uprising (2011–13)

Hizbollah’s military intervention in Syria reflects a continuation of a three decade-
long (1982–2011) process of political and military growth and expansion. This 
politico-military growth was precipitated by Hizbollah’s attempts to deter per-
ceived threats emanating from Lebanon, Syria, and ultimately the Middle East 
region as a whole. Put differently, Hizbollah’s political integration in Lebanon and 
its military expansion in Syria has, amongst other things, attempted to fi ll security 
and political gaps caused by the diminishing power of the Syrian regime, first in 
Lebanon, and then in Syria itself.34

After a decade of strained Lebanese–Syrian relations, which polarized Lebanon 
and paralysed its institutions, in March 2011, the Arab Uprisings reached Syria and 
threatened to topple its regime. The Syrian Uprising presented a golden oppor-
tunity for Asad’s regional and Lebanese opponents: an internal uprising would 
topple his authoritarian (and, as they saw it, predominantly Alawite) regime and 
contribute to the dissolution of the Resistance Axis. What Asad’s many rivals (the 
US, Saudi Arabia, and, by the end of 2011, Qatar and Turkey) perceived as an 
opportunity, Hizbollah and Iran naturally perceived as a mortal threat.35

Whilst Hizbollah celebrated the revolts in Tunisia, Egypt, and Bahrain, in Syria, 
the movement’s stand was more complex. To justify the movement’s support 
for Asad’s authoritarian regime, which contradicted Hizbollah’s belief in libera-
tion from oppression, Hizbollah Secretary General Hassan Nasrallah claimed that 
Hizbollah’s ties to Arab regimes were determined by two criteria: the regime’s 
approach to the Arab–Israeli conflict and its willingness to enact domestic reforms. 
Asad’s position in the Resistance Axis and his (belated) offer of political reform 
satisfied both criteria (Al Mayadeen, 4 September 2012). Whilst this provided some 
discursive justification to account for Hizbollah’s lack of support for the initially 
peaceful Syrian Uprising, it degraded the resistance movement’s legitimacy in the 
Arab world, leading many to accuse it of “hypocrisy” and “double standards.”36

In 2012, Hizbollah’s Lebanese rivals began to accuse it of intervening directly 
in Syria. Initially, the party denied this; however, over time Hizbollah’s grad-
ual intervention in Syria became too visible for the Islamist party to refute. 
In September 2012, in an interview with the Al Mayadeen television station, 
Nasrallah claimed that developments in Syria were worrying, that there was a 
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danger of takfiris occupying the country (i.e. those, especially Islamist jihadists,  
who dubbed religious and political opponents as kafirs, or unbelievers), and 
that Hizbollah would do whatever it took to protect Lebanon (Al Mayadeen,  
4 September 2012). Months later, Hizbollah also claimed that it would intervene 
to protect Shi’a shrines in Damascus (especially that of Sayyida Zainab, sister of 
Imam Hussein), and to protect Lebanese (Shi’a) villages on the Syrian side of the 
Lebanese–Syrian border. These justifications played a key role in mobilizing the 
Lebanese Shi’a community for a large-scale intervention. Protecting Shi’a shrines 
in Syria (and later Iraq) and fighting the “killers of Imam Hussein” (read extreme 
Islamist jihadists), who Hizbollah alleged were in alliance with the US and Israel, 
formed the main slogans that mobilized many Lebanese Shi’a. In one Ashura 
speech, the prominent Hizbollah figure Ibrahim Amin al-Sayyid contended that 
Hizbollah was now fighting “Yezid . . . [who] is back in Nineveh,” referring to 
the fall of Mosul to ISIS (Al-Manar, 31 October 2014). The slogans of Labayki ya 
Zainab (“At your service oh Zainab”) and “Zainab shall not be enslaved again” 
(referring to the first enslavement of Zainab in the Battle of Karbala) were now 
openly displayed on the uniforms of Hizbollah fighters and in Hizbollah’s strong-
hold of Dahiye in the southern suburbs of Beirut.

On the other hand, the sectarian discourse of salafi-jihadist groups, such as Jabhat 
al-Nusra (al-Qaida’s affiliate in Syria) and the “Islamic State,” which perceive and 
treat Shi’as as “infidels” and rawafed (or rejectionist), and the horrendous violence 
they inflicted on minorities and political opponents, reinforced Hizbollah’s narrative  
and mobilization. Many Shi’as and Lebanese Christians, especially supporters of 
Michel Aoun’s Free Patriotic Movement, welcomed Hizbollah’s “pre-emptive 
intervention” in Syria.37 According to Abd al-Halim Fadlallah, history would not 
have forgiven Hizbollah if it had stood watching the “radical and dangerous balance 
of power” shifting to the enemy or to the takfiris, which threatened to undermine 
the sectarian, ethnic, and cultural pluralism of the region.38 In many ways, these 
fears dovetailed with Asad’s narrative, which presented a stark choice between “the 
regime or the terrorists,” a common survival technique of many Arab dictatorships.39 
By 2013, Hizbollah was waging its own war on “takfiris” and “terrorists.”

Notwithstanding these partial interventions and justifications, Hizbollah’s 
ultimate military intervention in Syria was directly linked to the shifting military 
balance against Asad in Syria by late 2012. Once again, the military vacuum left 
by the Syrian regime’s retreat—this time within Syria itself—came to be filled by 
Hizbollah (and at a later stage by Asad’s other allies: Iran, Shi’a militias from Iraq 
and Afghanistan, and Russia). The prospect of Asad’s fall would constitute a fatal 
strategic blow to the Resistance Axis and, Hizbollah calculated, would bring to 
power a pro-US regime: either a Saudi-led or a Turkish-led coalition, both of 
which would seek to curb Iran’s influence in the region. This would cut Iran’s 
regional influence and isolate Hizbollah in Lebanon. In the worst-case scenario, 
Syria would turn into a collapsed state and provide sanctuary for armed al-Qaida-
like movements, which would end not only Syria’s participation in the Resistance 
Axis, but also Lebanon’s stability and its territorial integrity.40 Moreover, regime 



76 Adham Saouli

change in Syria risked strengthening Hizbollah’s domestic rivals, which would 
seek to disarm the movement and degrade its political influence in Lebanon. Such 
a prospect would also create a conducive strategic environment for Israel to either 
defeat Hizbollah militarily, or to extract substantial political concessions from it.41

Beyond these perceptions of strategic threats, Hizbollah’s calculations were 
grounded in a common and coordinated understanding of the members of the 
Resistance Axis and Russia, one that is based on domestic, regional, and inter-
national considerations. Hizbollah’s position was cognisant and in tune with 
Iran’s strategic decision to defend Asad. Iran’s supreme leader, Imam Khamenei, 
claimed that “the Islamic Republic will defend Syria because of its support for 
the resistance front against the Zionist regime and is vehemently opposed to any 
intervention by foreign forces in Syrian internal affairs” (Press TV, 3 May 2012).42 
His decision did not only provide the strategic framework for Hizbollah’s actions, 
but was also religiously binding. Internationally, the Resistance Axis calculated 
that Russia would not accept the fall of Asad, given their historical and strategic 
relations. Russia feared that the fall of Asad and Iran’s regional isolation would 
increase US influence in the region, weakening Russia’s power and, potentially, 
its own territorial integrity.

On 25 May 2013, the day when Hizbollah and Lebanon commemorated the 
“Resistance and Liberation Day” (Israel’s withdrawal from Lebanon in 2000), 
Nasrallah gave a speech to a crowd in Mashgara, a small town in the Western 
Biqaa district. Hizbollah’s choice of location and date signified the movement’s 
new vision: the Islamist movement’s consciousness of and strategy to counter the 
“threat” emanating from the east, i.e. Syria, and the direct connection of this 
threat to the war with Israel in the south. Against Hizbollah’s public policy of 
non-interference in Arab affairs and its focus on war-making with Israel, Nasrallah 
announced a new phase in the movement’s history:

We are celebrating this occasion as Lebanese and as peoples of this region 
as we are facing several threats and dangers, most important of which are: 
the permanent threat that is represented by Israel and its plans and second 
the changes taking place in Syria, meaning in our neighbourhood, at the 
doors of our cities, villages, and homes and the salience of Takfiri groups in 
the [Syrian] arena . . . The most prominent force in the armed opposition 
are the Takfiri groups that are funded and armed by Western and regional 
states . . . Now we cannot talk anymore about a people rebelling against a 
regime . . . We believe that the control of these groups over territories in 
Syria and especially ones that are adjacent to the Lebanese borders constitutes 
a major threat to Lebanon and the Lebanese.

Syria has become an arena for the imposition of an American strategy in 
the region; American strategy is an Israeli strategy.

To be clear, Syria is the bulwark and supporter of the Resistance, and 
the Resistance cannot stand idle as its back [strategic depth] is exposed or 
its bulwark is broken . . . or we will be foolish; the fool is the one who 
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stands idle as he sees death, siege, and conspiracy encroaching . . . If Syria 
falls to the Americans, Israelis, and Takfiris, and America’s proxies in the 
region . . . the Resistance will be encircled and Israel will enter Lebanon 
to impose its wishes . . . and Lebanon will re-enter the Israeli age . . . If 
Syria falls, Palestine will be lost, the resistance in Palestine will be lost; Gaza, 
the West Bank, and the Holy Jerusalem will be lost. There are two sides 
[regional camps]: Hizbollah cannot be part of a front that includes the US, 
Israel, or the . . . Takfiris.43

Consequences of Hizbollah’s intervention in  
Syria (2013–17)

Nasrallah’s speech reinforced Hizbollah’s path-dependent trajectory: its religio-
political identity, its strategic interests, and its interlocking alliance with Syria and 
Iran. If Hizbollah had not intervened, Nasrallah argued, “all the achievements and 
sacrifices [of past years] would [have been] lost” (Al-Manar, 5 March 2016).

Militarily, the gradual intervention was dictated by the changing military bal-
ance on the ground. The higher the threat of the regime’s fall became, the more 
Hizbollah stepped in to fill the void with the necessary backing. Hizbollah offered 
manpower, military advisers, trainers for pro-regime militias, and, crucially for 
combat in urban areas, reconnaissance, sniper fire, and light infantry. Its 30-year 
experience in guerrilla warfare supplemented the regime’s conventional army.44 
Along with Iran, Hizbollah also played a key role in training the National Defence 
Forces, a pro-regime militia formed predominantly of Alawite and other regime 
loyalists. The founding of the militia served to supplement the Syrian army, which 
was “weakened, by years of fighting, defections, and rebel infiltrations.”45

The Syrian opposition and some media reports accused Hizbollah of support-
ing the regime in its repression of protesters or in military battles with the Free 
Syrian Army as early as October 2011, claims which Hizbollah strongly denied.46 
However, it was in the battle for Qusair that Hizbollah’s military intervention 
began to have a direct impact on the war in Syria. Adjacent to the Lebanese bor-
der and located in centre of the country, the strategic town of Qusair connects 
Damascus to coastal areas and to the northern cities of Homs and Aleppo. Its fall 
to rebel hands in mid-2012 threatened to isolate Damascus from the rest of Syria. 
Opposition groups were using the town to smuggle weapons and fighters through 
the predominantly Sunni areas of north Lebanon. For Hizbollah, the fall of Qusair 
and other border towns also threatened to isolate Lebanon from Syria, thus endan-
gering Hizbollah’s own lines of communication with Tehran. Additionally, the 
rebel groups’ control—particularly jihadist groups—threatened Hermel, a strategic 
town in northern Lebanon dominated by Hizbollah. In April 2013, Hizbollah, the 
Syrian army, and pro-regime forces isolated Qusair and took control of surround-
ing areas. Then, in mid-May, as the Syrian army was targeting the town with air 
strikes and artillery, Hizbollah led a ground unit of some 1,200–1,700 fighters and 
attacked Qusair, overcoming fierce resistance. By 3 June 2013, Qusair had fallen to 
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Asad and his allies. In the battle, Hizbollah lost around 200 fighters (The Guardian, 
5 June 2013).47

The fall of Qusair turned the tide in favour of the regime. After Qusair, the 
regime advanced to regain lost territories in Homs, Aleppo, and Damascus. 
Hizbollah played an indirect role in these battles where the regime’s forces and its 
allies would encircle areas controlled by the rebels, hit them by air strikes and artil-
lery, and then carry out a ground attack.48 In Damascus, Hizbollah, and other Shi’a 
militias from Iraq and Afghanistan, fought to defend the Sayyida Zainab shrine in 
south-eastern Damascus. The area strategically ties Damascus city centre (where 
the Presidential Palace is located) to Damascus International Airport, a main line 
of communication between Damascus and Tehran. It is also located between 
Western Ghouta and Eastern Ghouta. The regime, with strong participation from 
Hizbollah, attempted to regain control of Eastern Ghouta, which it had held under 
siege since 2013. On 21 August 2013, it is believed, the regime targeted Eastern 
Ghouta with chemical weapons, killing hundreds of civilians, mostly children (The 
Independent, 20 August 2017).

In late 2013, Hizbollah and regime forces targeted the mountainous 
Qalamoun area, which ties Damascus to Homs. As with Qusair, Qalamoun 
threatened Hizbollah’s stronghold in the Bekaa region. From mid-2012, opposi-
tion groups controlled the area and used it as a zone to transit weapons to and 
from Arsal, a Sunni town in the Bekaa region. Hizbollah led the ground offen-
sive in Qalamoun, accompanied by regime air strikes and bombardments. By 
March 2014, Qalamoun and Yabroud, a stronghold of al-Qaida affi liates, fell to 
Hizbollah and regime forces.49

In 2013 it was estimated that Hizbollah had a force of between 3,000 and 
5,000 fighters.50 However, as the war progressed, and as Hizbollah’s role deepened, 
Hizbollah must have deployed many more troops than first thought. By 2017, 
according to unofficial estimates, Hizbollah had lost around 1,800 fighters.51 This 
is a huge loss compared to the losses Hizbollah incurred in its war with Israel in 
1982–2000. But the figure remains much lower than the estimated losses of the 
Syrian army and its paramilitary forces, which in 2014 stood at around 50,000.52

By 2016, Hizbollah’s strategic goal of preserving Asad’s regime and securing 
Lebanese–Syrian border areas had been realized. But its military intervention was 
only one element in this outcome. The Syrian war, involving regional and interna-
tional powers (Russia, Iran, the Syrian regime, Hizbollah, and Iraq’s Shi’a militias 
against Turkey, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the US) transformed Syria from a regional 
power in 2010 to a battlefield by 2012–17.53 In one of its many manifestations, the 
war involved an Iranian–Saudi rivalry which heightened the Sunni–Shi’a sectar-
ian divide in the Middle East and beyond. Russia’s military intervention in 2015, 
enabled by President Obama’s cautious and ambivalent attitude towards the Syrian 
war, further shifted the balance of power towards Asad and his allies, helping them 
to reassert control over the main cities, such as Aleppo, which fell in December 
2016. Divisions within the Syrian opposition, the absence of a clear political plat-
form, regional rivalries for control of the opposition, and its further split with the 



Hizbollah’s intervention in Syria 79

emergence of the “Islamic State” in Iraq and Syria contrasted with the greater 
coherence and clearer objectives of the Iran-led alliance.54

Beyond its military battles against the Syrian opposition, Hizbollah has sought 
to transform its presence in the collapsed state into an opportunity to fight Israel. 
As early as 2013, Nasrallah expressed his willingness to support a “popular resist-
ance” against Israel in Syria. Hizbollah and Iran wanted another springboard, in 
addition to south Lebanon, to fight its Zionist enemy. Hizbollah dispatched sev-
eral exploratory missions to the area surrounding the Golan Heights. Playing a 
key role in these missions was Samir al-Qantar, who was freed in an exchange 
of prisoners between Hizbollah and Israel in 2008 after a 30-year detainment in 
Israel. According to Naim Qassem, al-Qantar wanted to “open new horizons” for 
Hizbollah.55 Israel, on the other hand, wanted to foil these attempts. Since the war 
began in Syria, Israel has targeted what it claims are Hizbollah military sites and 
convoys; the aim is to stop Iran from developing a stronghold in southern Syria 
(The Guardian, 16 October 2017). In January 2015, an Israeli air strike targeted 
a Hizbollah convoy, which was surveying the province of Quneitara, near the 
occupied Golan Heights, killing, amongst others, 20-year old Jihad Mughniyeh, 
the son of the late Imad Mughniyeh, Hizbollah’s former military chief (Daily Mail,  
18 January 2015). In December 2015, al-Qantar was killed when a suspected Israeli 
air strike hit his compound on the outskirts of Damascus.

Hizbollah’s military intervention in Syria had a lasting effect on the Islamist 
movement in Lebanon and the wider Arab world. The intervention deepened the 
Sunni–Shi’a divide in Lebanon and the region. For its political opponents, Hizbollah 
was realizing its long-term goal of preserving and deepening Iranian infiltration into 
the Arab world in the hope of creating a “Shi’a” or “Persian” crescent that ties 
Beirut to Tehran. Hizbollah’s seemingly sectarian slogans, its alliance with Shi’a 
militias from Iraq and Afghanistan, and its support for the “Alawite” regime in Syria 
all reinforced the narratives of the anti-Hizbollah 14 March coalition.56

In Lebanon, Syria, and Iraq (where Hizbollah also intervened) many refer to 
Sunni “marginalization” and Shi’a “repression” of Sunnis. Hizbollah’s growth in 
Lebanon and perceived repression of Sunni rebels in Syria, galvanized Lebanon’s 
Salafis. One Salafi leader threatened to issue a fatwa to urge Sunnis to defect 
from the Lebanese army. Another, Sheikh Ahmad al-Assir, called for a rebellion 
against Hizbollah, adopting both political and violent means in expressing what 
he perceived as Sunni grievances. For several months in 2013, Assir blocked a 
number of roads into Sidon in the south and mounted an unprecedented attack 
against Hizbollah.57

The rise of these Islamist factions was exploited by the anti-Hizbollah 14 
March coalition in Lebanon to present Hizbollah as a Shi’a extremist group that 
was provoking Sunni extremism. On one occasion, the coalition announced that: 
“We reject some Shi’a hardliners who have come from Tehran through trans-
national [ideology of] Wilayat al-faqih, which has repressed, excommunicated, 
bombed, and killed.”58 According to one Salafi leader, the fall of Qusair placed 
many Islamists “in a state of emergency to stop [the] Farsi-Crusader invasion.”59
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In 2013, Hizbollah’s stronghold of Dahiya was the target of terrorist attacks by 
Islamist jihadists who hoped to take the the battle to their Shi’a rival’s heartland 
and to punish it for its military intervention in Syria. In one attack on 15 August, a 
suicide bomber exploded his car in a busy area, killing 22 and injuring more than 
200. A previously unknown group, the “Battalion of Aysha” (named after the 
wife of the Prophet, who Shi’as believe hated Imam Ali) claimed responsibility for 
the attack against the “Iranian colony.” On 19 November, two suicide bombers 
targeted the Iranian embassy in Beirut, killing 22 people, including the Iranian cul-
tural attaché, and injuring 140 others. Eager to deepen the Sunni–Shi’a divide in 
Lebanon, al-Qaida’s Abdallah Azzam Brigades claimed responsibility for the “dou-
ble martyrdom operation” carried out by what it claimed to be “two heroic Sunnis 
of Lebanon.”60 For Hizbollah, the attacks reaffirmed its narrative about the takfiri 
threat coming from Syria and the necessity for a “pre-emptive” war to thwart the 
Israeli–American–Saudi plot to fight the Resistance Alliance. Fighting the takfiris 
in Syria, Iraq, Yemen, or “wherever necessary” was both a “national” as well as a 
“religious” duty, according to Hizbollah. For Hizbollah’s Lebanese and Arab crit-
ics, the attacks were the result of the Shi’a movement’s military intervention in 
Syria and its sectarian goals. Hizbollah’s actions, they contend, had discredited its 
claim to be a liberation movement fighting for Lebanon. In this view, the Shi’a 
movement is an Iranian proxy that recognizes no borders and works to realize 
Iranian ambitions in the Arab world; in Syria, Hizbollah had become little more 
than an “occupying power” (Al-Araby Al-Jadid, 23 June 2016).61

By 2016, the Syrian war had caused the deaths of around half a million peo-
ple and displaced more that 40 percent of the population (The Guardian, 11 
February 2016).62 Hizbollah’s role in the war has raised questions about the ethi-
cal basis on which the former populist movement now stands. In a video posted 
on Facebook in 2013, M’oaz al-Khatib, a member of the Syrian opposition, 
urged Nasrallah to withdraw his troops from Syria to avoid a “Sunni–Shi’a f i tna  
[sedition].”63 Sheikh Yusuf al-Qardawi, an influential Sunni religious scholar 
and a former supporter of Hizbollah, condemned “the party of Satan” for its role 
in Syria (Financial Times, 6 June 2013). Popular support for Hizbollah on the 
Arab street has also declined.64

In 2012, Hamas, lured by the prospect of the Muslim Brotherhood reaching 
power in various Arab states (Syria, Egypt, Tunisia, Yemen), and concerned about 
its own legitimacy as a Sunni-Islamist party, gradually abandoned the Resistance 
Axis.65 Hamas’s withdrawal seemed to expose the Resistance Alliance as a purely 
Shi’a axis. In March 2016, acting on a Saudi proposal, the Gulf Cooperation 
Council, followed by the Arab League, designated Hizbollah a terrorist organiza-
tion (Iraq and Lebanon voted against the decision) (The Independent, 12 March 
2016). Later on, Arabsat and Nilesat, Saudi and Egyptian satellite companies, sus-
pended transmission of Hizbollah’s TV channel, al-Manar, because of its role in 
“provoking sectarian strife” (An-Nahar, 6 April 2016). These decisions came in 
the wake of more than two years of Saudi–Hizbollah media wars. In the period 
between 2014 and 2017, Nasrallah waged an unprecedented campaign against the 
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Saudi monarchy, accusing it of sponsoring al-Qaida and “IS”; the Saudis’ Wahhabi 
religious thought, he claimed, formed the basis for the jihadi-salafism that was 
destroying much of the Arab world.66 Similarly, Saudi Arabia was said to be wag-
ing a campaign against Hizbollah, accusing it of interfering to support Saudi rivals 
in Iraq, Syria, and Yemen.

All of this reflected Hizbollah’s increasing influence in the region and the 
Iranian–Saudi rivalry in the divided societies of the Arab world. The fall of Mosul 
to IS in 2014, and the threat this posed to Iraq’s predominantly Shi’a rule, offered 
Iran and Hizbollah the opportunity to transfer weapons, knowledge, and fighters to 
Iraq, and, ultimately, to re-shape the balance of power in their favour (Al-Akhbar, 
18 August 2017f). Fearing IS’s expansion in Iraq, Ayatollah Sistani, Iraq’s most 
prominent Shi’a cleric, issued a fatwa to resist IS, giving birth to the Hached al-Shaabi 
(Popular Mobilization Forces)—a Shi’a umbrella group including Badr Brigades, 
Asaib Ahl al-Haq, and Kataib Hizbollah.67 Despite America’s contributing role in 
the battle with IS, its defeat in 2017 served the interests of the Resistance Alliance. 
A meeting of Iraqi and Syrian forces in the Abu Kamal border region in late 2017 
seemed to reflect a strategic transformation in the Middle East: the carving out of a 
Tehran–Baghdad–Damascus–Beirut land route. The images of Qassem Soleimani, 
commander of the Quds Force (a unit of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards, which 
reports directly to Imam Khamenei) on the ground in Syria and Iraq helped to 
demonstrate Iran’s influence.68 These advances led Nasrallah to announce “vic-
tory” against IS and their backers in Syria (and the region). Hizbollah’s allies hailed 
the strategic depth that now tied all members of the Resistance Alliance. In a 
future war with Israel, Nassrallah warned, “hundreds of thousands of fighters from 
all over the Arab and Islamic world [would] participate—from Iraq, Yemen, Iran, 
Afghanistan and Pakistan” (Reuters, 23 June 2017).

But the realities on the ground in Syria were more complex. In addition to 
Iran’s salient presence, by 2017, Syria was host to several Russian, Turkish, and 
US military bases, which manifested the various actors’ spheres of influence in 
the war-torn country. The strategic corridor that tied Tehran–Damascus–Beirut 
was contiguous to US air and military bases in southeast and northeast of Syria  
(controlled by the opposition and the Kurdish armed groups respectively) 
(Al-Jazeera, 13 December 2017; Newsweek, 18 July 2017; Reuters, 6 March 2016).

Conclusion

This chapter has examined the causes and consequences of Hizbollah’s military 
intervention in Syria. It has shown that Hizbollah’s controversial decision to 
intervene in the Syrian war was premised on a fear of the Syrian regime’s fall, 
which would have threatened Hizbollah’s regional depth and then led to the dis-
memberment of the Resistance Alliance that Hizbollah considers so crucial for 
its war-making capability with Israel. The military intervention in Syria contrib-
uted to the preservation of Asad’s regime and helped to maintain the influence of 
Iran and Hizbollah in the country. Hizbollah tried to capitalize on this influence 
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to transform the strategic threat in Syria into an opportunity to open up a new 
front against Israel and increase its strategic ties with Iraqi Shi’a militias under 
Iranian influence.

But Hizbollah’s intervention in Syria has also generated a negative impact for 
the Lebanese and Islamist movement. The intervention exacerbated sectarian and 
political divides in Lebanon, which Hizbollah had always attempted to avoid, and 
paralysed state institutions. In the Arab world, the intervention raised ethical ques-
tions for Hizbollah, which has historically presented itself as a liberation movement 
fighting against oppression. Hizbollah’s critics accused it of becoming an “occupying”  
force in Syria that sides with oppressive regimes against a repressed people.

Hizbollah’s intervention in Syria was ultimately generated by the movement’s 
religio-political identity and interests that have since its birth connected it inextrica-
bly with Syria and Iran. The intervention reflects an actor that is endlessly searching 
for survival in an anarchic regional (dis-)order that has, with time, absorbed and 
shaped all actors—states or movements—into conformity with its dictates.
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6
PALESTINIAN REFUGEES AND  
THE SYRIAN UPRISING

Subjectivities, mobilizations  
and challenges

Valentina Napolitano

Before the protests against the al-Asad regime began in March 2011, Syria had 
been hosting a community of nearly half a million Palestinian refugees, officially 
registered by United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA)1 and living 
principally in 12 camps built near Syrian urban centres (Damascus, Deraa, Homs, 
Hama and Latakia). The majority of these refugees were descendents of those who 
arrived in the country as a result of the 1948 war,2 which led to the creation of 
the state of Israel on the historical territory of Palestine, provoking the exodus of 
thousands into neighbouring countries. Other migration waves occurred after the 
war of June 1967, which brought about the occupation of the West Bank and the 
Gaza Strip by the Israeli army, and as a consequence of other regional conflicts that 
broke out in Arab countries hosting Palestinians.3

Compared to refugees in Lebanon and Jordan, Palestinians in Syria were 
known for their upward mobility and integration in the host country. In fact, 
they enjoyed a favourable legal status, fixed by Law 260 adopted in 1956, which 
granted them the same rights as Syrians in the areas of education, work and military 
service while allowing them to keep their original nationality.4 Yet, the egalitar-
ian status of Palestinians did not hamper the emergence of a collective sense of 
belonging to a different national community. This explains why Palestinians in 
Syria participated in the mobilization to liberate Palestine and gain the right to 
self-determination that had arisen within their Arab host country, despite the 
restrictions increasingly imposed on political activism in the country, especially 
under the rule of Hafiz al-Asad (1970–2000). Indeed, the main Palestinian politi-
cal actors (Fatah, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), the 
Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP), Hamas and the Islamic 
Jihad Movement in Palestine) were able to establish offices and institutions in 
Syria,5 thus maintaining a certain degree of politicization in refugee camps. This 
was truly exceptional in the Syrian context, which was characterized by political 
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demobilization as a consequence of the regime’s interdiction of any form of political  
expression and opposition.

While for many decades Palestinians were able to manage their lives in har-
mony with the Syrian host society, their legal status as refugees and their different 
national affiliation became a relevant issue at the start of the Syrian Uprising. 
Many Palestinians suddenly found themselves caught between the feeling of pre-
cariousness linked to their refugee status (synonymous with dependence on the 
host authorities), and their solidarity with the Syrian people in their quest for 
“freedom” and “dignity.” Indeed, the timing and modes of Palestinian integration 
into the Syrian protests, which later turned into a civil war, have been shaped by 
the importance of their specific subjectivity and collective history.

This chapter gives an insider’s account of the Syrian Uprising from a 
Palestinian refugee point of view, addressing in particular the forms of mobi-
lization and engagement adopted by refugees following the evolution of the 
Uprising from the peaceful protests of the early days, with their information 
and relief activities, to the gradual transformation into a military conflict. I 
will argue that the mobilization of a proportion of the Palestinians in Syria in 
favour of the Uprising contestation followed a specific dynamic shaped on the 
one hand by their refugee status and on the other by the existence of a well-
structured Palestinian political and social network in the refugee camps. I will 
show how these organizations, which once served to mobilize refugees for the 
Palestinian national cause, in certain cases underwent a process of transformation 
and conversion, becoming a support for refugees who became part of the Syrian 
anti-regime mobilization.

This chapter concentrates on the specific case of the Yarmuk camp, situated 
in the southern suburbs of Damascus. This accommodated the biggest concentra-
tion of Palestinians in Syria, numbering, before December 2012, nearly 150,000 
Palestinians officially registered by UNRWA.6 Yarmuk was also the main centre 
for Palestinian political and social activities. It was here that the main Palestinian 
political organizations had their offices and social institutions.

The information analysed in this paper was collected in two periods. The first 
was during fieldwork carried out in Yarmuk Camp between 2008 and 2011, as 
part of my doctoral dissertation dealing with the sociology of Palestinian mili-
tancy in Syria.7 During this stay I met leaders and members of Palestinian political 
and social organizations based in the camp, who were later involved in different 
kinds of activities (information, relief assistance, protests, etc.), from the start 
of the Syrian Uprising. This chapter does not claim to exhaustively cover all 
Palestinian opinion and only briefly touches on Palestinian armed groups whose 
interests or strategic needs tied them to the regime. In June 2011, I left Yarmuk 
and followed the evolutions which took place in the camp by keeping in regular 
contact with Palestinians whom I had previously met in the camp and who were 
still residents there. I also carried out many interviews with Palestinians who, fac-
ing the growing violence of the conflict, had been forced to move to Lebanon 
or France.
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An impossible neutrality

When popular protests started in Tunisia and Egypt between 2010 and 2011, which 
brought about the fall of the two ruling presidents, Palestinians in Syria welcomed 
the events with enthusiasm and optimism. They hoped that these revolutions 
would also benefit their national cause. However, when protests reached Syria, the 
Palestinian reaction was moderated by fear of a violent regime response. As a popu-
lation of refugees, Palestinians were worried about the impact their participation 
in the conflict would have on their future in the host country. Palestinian collec-
tive memory is marked by many violent conflicts in Arab host countries which 
directly affected them. During the events of “Black September” in Jordan (1970), 
the Lebanese civil war (1975–90), the Gulf War (1990–91) and the American inva-
sion in Iraq (2003), Palestinians resident in those countries suddenly became seen 
as “internal enemies.” This explains why the first stance of many Palestinians in 
the Syrian Uprising was to stay neutral: they hoped to pre-empt any attempt by 
the regime to turn them into scapegoats responsible for the “conspiracy” organized 
against the government. The account of Basela, a 45-year-old humanitarian activ-
ist, shows the different representations which led Yarmuk Palestinians to adopt a 
cautious position vis-à-vis the Syrian protests.

When the Syrian Uprising began, everybody was worried about any 
Yarmuk involvement. Some said: “We have to participate and organize 
protests!” Others said: “We have to keep the camp neutral!” And yet others 
thought that what was happening in Syria did not concern us. Others also 
remembered what had happened to Palestinians in Jordan, Lebanon, Kuwait 
and Iraq. People were scared of being expelled. They were scared of the 
Syrian regime.8

In this context, the statements by Buthaina Shaaban, an advisor to the Syrian presi-
dent, Bashar al-Asad, accusing Palestinian refugees in Deraa and Latakia camps 
of being responsible for the anti-regime protests and for spreading chaos in these 
towns (Al-Watan, 27 March 2011) was seen as proof by Palestinians of the regime’s 
attempts to hold them responsible for the crisis. This episode strengthened the 
collective feeling among Palestinians of precariousness inside their host country.

The Palestinian attempt not to get involved in the conflict was thus jeopardized 
by being directly impacted by the regime’s campaign of repression. The Yarmuk 
camp did not get involved in the violence during the first year because of its prox-
imity to Damascus, which was tightly controlled by the regime and its historical 
Palestinian allies, the PFLP-General Command (PFLP-GC) and Fatah al-Intifada,9 
which formed armed militias known as “Popular Committees” (lijaan sha’abie) to 
avoid the spread of protests to Yarmuk; however, other Palestinian camps were 
affected by regime repression early on. These camps are integrated into the urban 
districts of the Syrian towns where the anti-regime protests began. The camp 
of Deraa is close to the district that is home to the al-Omari Mosque, which is 
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considered the “cradle” of the Uprising.10 The camp of Al-Ramle al-Filastini in 
Latakia is located in the Sunni district of Al-Ramle, where the first protests were 
organized.11 This spatial proximity explains why Palestinians were targeted by the 
Syrian regime even before their community had begun participating in large num-
bers in the protests. Deraa camp was partially destroyed by regime bombing from 
the first month onwards, forcing its inhabitants to leave. Al-Ramle al-Filastini was 
also hit by a regime attack, in August 2011, which caused many casualties and the 
temporary displacement of its inhabitants.

The proximity of Palestinian camps to urban revolutionary districts in Syria also 
explains the forms of mobilization adopted by Palestinians in the first phase of the 
Uprising. Palestinians were involved in the relief effort to support districts under 
attack by the regime’s army, providing food and medical assistance. This was the 
case in the Deraa, Homs and Hama camps,12 which welcomed injured Syrians 
into their hospitals. Moreover, as the protests spread over the country13 and the 
Syrian state increasingly employed violence to suppress them, many Palestinians 
began joining protests, but they chose to mobilize individually to avoid the entire 
Palestinian community being stigmatized.

Individual engagements

During the first months, Yarmuk was not involved in collective protests, except 
for sudden protests known as “flash mobs” (al-mouzaharat al-tayyara), which quickly 
dispersed to avoid being put down by the regime. However, many Palestinians 
individually participated in collective protests in the districts surrounding the 
camps, such as Midan to the north and Hajar al-Aswad to the south, and in the 
old town of Damascus. This strategy allowed them to show their solidarity with 
the protest movement, while at the same time avoiding retaliation by the regime 
against their community. Among those who participated in the protests in the 
districts of Damascus was Hossam, a 39-year-old university lecturer. Interviewed 
about the reasons for his involvement in the Syrian protest movement, Hossam 
explained that he had started to take part in information activities and meetings 
with Syrian activists. He also based his involvement on what he perceived as the 
justness of the protesters’ demands and on his sense of belonging to the country 
where he had grown up.

I am a teacher who teaches his students to be critical . . . so I had to set an 
example and substantiate my lessons. This is why I became involved in the 
Revolution. What is more, I am Palestinian, but I feel a sense of belonging 
to Syria. Syrians have given me a lot, and me too, I have given them a lot. 
We Palestinians, we are an integral part of Syria’s social and cultural envi-
ronment. It was our duty to take a stance in favour of the Uprising using all 
possible means. Then who knows . . . the liberation of Palestinian will prob-
ably begin with the fall of the Syrian regime!14
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Other reasons which explain the involvement of many Palestinians in supporting 
the Syrian protest movement are linked to the historically tortuous relationship 
between the al-Asad regime and the Palestinian National Movement (PNM). 
Despite the fact that the Syrian regime presented itself as the main defender of 
the Palestinian cause in the region, at many times it has nonetheless attempted 
to impose is control on the PNM, exacerbating its internal divisions and even 
militarily confronting elements, such as Fatah in Lebanon. Salame, a 60-year-old 
Palestinian Marxist activist argued:

The majority of Palestinians hate the Syrian regime because of its attempts to 
destroy the Palestinian national project during the civil war in Lebanon and 
to suppress and control refugees in Syria.15

After being involved in information activities and protests, Salame, who did not 
hold a Syrian “travel document” unlike most Palestinians in Syria because he origi-
nally came from Iraq in the 1980s, was expelled from the country.

Palestinian collective mobilizations

In parallel with the individual forms of engagement adopted by Palestinians in 
favour of the Syrian Uprising, two mass protests took place in Yarmuk during the 
first month of turmoil. Two demonstrations were organized in the Golan Heights 
in May and June 2011 to mark the Nakba and Naksa.16 By the time they had 
finished, at least three people had been killed by Israeli army fire during the first 
demonstration, and 23 during the second.17 In the days after the commemorations, 
marches and funeral processions were organized in the streets of Yarmuk, which 
mobilized thousands.

The Nakba and Naksa commemorations need to be analysed as a consequence 
of the local context of the Syrian turmoil, but also as a specifically Palestinian 
political situation. On the one hand, the Syrian regime attempted to manipu-
late the Palestinian demonstrations, which were organized in coordination with 
Palestinians in Lebanon, Jordan and the Occupied Territories, who also organized 
protests on the frontiers with Israel. This was the first time since the signing of 
the 1974 ceasefire agreement between Syria and Israel that the Syrian regime had 
authorized Palestinians to travel to the border village of Majdal Shams. The regime 
wanted to demonstrate to the international community its vital importance for the 
security of the region and intended the protests to divert attention from the grow-
ing internal crisis.

Additionally, the processions organized after the Naksa march afforded 
Palestinians the opportunity to show their discontent with both their political rep-
resentatives and the Syrian regime. Protesters chanted slogans accusing Syria of 
manipulating Palestinians (“The people want the fall of the profiteer!”) and of 
ignoring the Israeli violation of its national territory (“Where is the Syrian army?”). 
The PFLP-GC was accused of manipulating Palestinians in the interests of the 
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regime and of sending them to be killed. The protests culminated in an arson 
attack on the PFLP-GC’s office in Yarmuk. The subsequent clashes between refu-
gees and PFLP-GC guards resulted in the deaths of at least three people. While 
the protests organized after the Naksa commemoration directly concerned the 
PFLP-GC, other political groups have also been affected. The most frequently 
chanted slogan—“The people want the fall of the factions!”—provides an insight 
into the protesters’ mindset. When Maher al-Taher, leader of the PFLP, tried to 
give a speech during the funeral of the Palestinian victims, the audience threw 
stones at him. At the same time, both Fatah and Hamas tried to profit from the 
situation by presenting the Palestinian “martyrs” as partisans of their organizations. 
However, the refugees responded by putting up posters on the camp wall stating 
that the dead were not affiliated with either organization. The Palestinian factions 
have been severely criticized for their inability to protect the refugee camps from 
the regime crackdown.

Processions organized for the Nakba and Naksa commemorations proved the 
specificity of the Palestinian position within the Syrian Uprising. Palestinians are 
both implicated in the local mobilizations and still have their specific claims and 
quests linked to their national cause and political representatives.

Yarmuk: from a Palestinian refugee camp to a shelter  
for Syrian displaced persons

Faced with the growing humanitarian crisis caused by the Syrian army’s sup-
pression of protests, the Yarmuk camp was transformed into a huge shelter for 
displaced Syrians who had fled the bombed surrounding areas but also came from 
towns, such as Homs, which had been strongly impacted by the regime’s bomb-
ing campaign since February 2012. Yarmuk camp was in fact considered a secure 
sanctuary by Syrians. They believed the regime would never attack the camp and 
risk being at odds with its policy of supporting the Palestinian cause. Indeed, to 
manage the crisis provoked by the flow of thousands of Syrians into Yarmuk camp, 
many humanitarian and solidarity organizations were created. Basela, who was a 
part of this solidarity mobilization, described the growing Palestinian involvement 
in relief activities and their desire to show Palestinian loyalty to their host society. 
The lack of mass protests in Yarmuk and the Syrian regime’s historical discourse 
about its favourable policy towards hosting Palestinian refugees and its engagement 
on the side of the struggle against Israel spread among Syrian people the idea that 
Palestinians would stay on the side of the regime. Through their mobilizations 
some Palestinians wanted to dispel this popular belief. “We founded the organiza-
tion for Syrian–Palestinian contact,” Basela said,

because we wanted to do something to show that Palestinians were active 
in the revolution. There we started to distribute food baskets to the dis-
placed persons, under which we taped signs which read “Syrian–Palestinian 
Contact.” We wanted to change the image that Syrians had of us. We started 
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to collect donations from the camp shops . . . At that time, there were many 
who worked individually, simple people, about the same age as my mother, 
who went to collect donations from the houses of friends and parents.18

In parallel with the formation of new humanitarian organizations, the crisis of 
displaced persons also led to the transformation of already existing Palestinian asso-
ciations.19 This is the case of the Jafra youth centre, which was founded in the 
2000s as an independent association, but known for its proximity to the PFLP. The 
principal objective of the Jafra centre was to offer social and educational services 
to young people. When the Syrian Uprising erupted, Jafra youth found themselves 
confronted by new priorities generated by it. After the shelling of the neighbour-
ing Tadamon district in July 2012, which caused large numbers of civilian victims 
among Palestinians, the group decided to restructure itself and engage in providing 
humanitarian aid, as Mohammad, a man in his thirties and a veteran member of 
the group explained,

After the shelling of Tadamon, we realized that there was a need for help 
and that this would be an organizational effort. We also wanted to attract the 
youths into humanitarian work while at the same time distancing ourselves 
as much as we could from the armed action.20

The group decided to keep the name of Jafra for the new organization, which was 
renamed the Jafra Foundation for Relief and Youth Development (Mouassasat Jafra 
li-lighathe wa al-tanmie al-shababiyye). This choice allowed them both to preserve 
the relationship of trust they had established with camp residents and the Syrian 
regime, and to maintain strong relations with international NGOs, with whom the 
group had worked. Activities organized by Jafra within the context of the Uprising 
included cleaning the camp streets when local authorities stopped being responsi-
ble for the collection of garbage. The group also organized psychological support 
activities for children, hosted displaced families coming from the neighbouring 
districts, provided medical care for the injured and distributed food boxes.

The militarization of Yarmuk and the second Nakba

The creation of an increasing number of civil organizations during the first phase 
of the Uprising proves that Yarmuk camp was fertile ground for civil society activi-
ties, which were also favoured by the late militarization of the camp compared to 
other regions where the contestation shifted towards an armed conflict in response 
to the Syrian regime’s repression as of autumn 2011.

The first signs of the militarization of the camp appeared with the formation of 
pro-regime armed militias, mainly staffed by members of the PFLP-GC and Fatah 
al-Intifada, which aimed to implement an “intra-Palestinian” repression within the 
camp to ensure that protests and support for the opposition were suffocated. In 
response, large parts of Yarmuk’s population pleaded for all Palestinian Liberation 
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Organization (PLO) factions to establish joint armed forces that would guarantee 
the protection and neutrality of the camp, but these appeals remained unanswered.21 
Moreover, the militias attempted to isolate the camp from its surrounding districts 
by spreading rumours claiming that Hamas members had participated in clamping 
down on anti-regime demonstrations. In the suburb of Hajar al-Aswad, which 
adjoins Yarmuk, members of the Syrian security services were spotted wearing 
scarves with Hamas’s symbol while suppressing protests. Through this strategy of 
divide et impera, the Asad regime attempted to incite Syrians against Palestinians in 
Yarmuk and thus pre-empt their involvement in the Uprising.

In September 2012, the Free Syrian Army (FSA) carried out an armed opera-
tion, shelling the south of Damascus, including Yarmuk, where it took control of 
the police station and pushed pro-regime factions and the Syrian army into the 
extreme north of the camp. After that time, Yarmuk became a battlefield between 
the armed opposition on the one hand, and the regular army and its Palestinian 
allies on the other. In this context, Palestinians started to join the Syrian armed 
groups and even formed their own armed militias inside the camps. The Aknaf 
bait al-Maqdes—staffed by former fighters from Hamas—became one of the most 
important Palestinian militias. Hamas, which was an ally of the regime as part 
of the “axis of resistance and refusal,”22 broke its partnership with the regime 
in February 2012.23 Different from the other pro-regime Palestinian movements, 
which are historically based in Syria, Hamas has its main centre in the Gaza Strip 
and its presence in Syria was mostly linked to its regional policy and propaganda. 
After the closure of its offices in Damascus and Yarmuk, Hamas’s leaders left Syria, 
but the local members who stayed in Yarmuk attempted to exploit their connec-
tions with the organization and their resources to promote relief activities and later 
to form a military organization with the aim of defending Yarmuk’s inhabitants. 
The other Palestinian political actors, such as the leftist PFLP and DFLP, adopted 
a pro-regime stance, and Fatah also re-established its relationship with Syria after 
having been outlawed there since 1983.

In December 2012, the Syrian army’s shelling of the camp intensified. An air 
strike on the Abd al-Qader Mosque and a UNRWA school in Al-Jaoun Street 
sheltering displaced Syrians caused many civilian casualties.24 During this inci-
dent, the majority of Yarmuk’s inhabitants fled the camp, an episode which has 
been collectively compared to a second Nakba. Many Palestinians found shelter in 
neighbouring Damascus districts that were not affected by the armed clashes, such 
as Al-Qudseia, Jaramane and Sahnaya, while many others went to neighbouring 
countries.25

Self-management and resistance actions in  
besieged Yarmuk

Faced with the impossibility of retaking control of Yarmuk and the southern and 
eastern fringes of Damascus, Asad’s forces adopted a blockade tactic (which has 
since been applied in other Syrian towns too). Thus, in January 2013, the regular 
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army and PFLP-GC established a checkpoint on Yarmuk’s northern entrance and 
imposed controls on the movement of people and food. The regime’s aim was 
to wear out the pro-opposition armed groups and impose collective punishment 
on the camp’s inhabitants. In July 2013, the blockade became a total lockdown, 
which caused the deaths of nearly 190 people from starvation.26 Only controlled 
aid convoys were allowed to enter the camp, while water and electricity remained 
cut off. Moreover, after the entry of the armed opposition into the camp, govern-
ment institutions suspended their services to its population and UNRWA decided 
to withdraw its employees and close its institutions.

Against this backdrop and the isolation of the camp, Palestinians were forced 
to manage different aspects of social life and the humanitarian crisis in the camp 
themselves, adopting many forms of collective organization and resistance. In com-
mon with other Syrian regions that have come under opposition control (especially 
in the north, where a fully functioning administration was set up by opposition 
groups), Yarmuk saw the emergence of different kinds of civil organizations. A 
local coordinating committee (lajne al-tansiqyyie al-mahallie) was created in the 
summer of 2011, with the aim of exchanging information with neighbouring 
committees. However, this organization did not become as important as commit-
tees in other Syrian areas because of the late mobilization of the camp and because 
a network of Palestinian political and social organizations already existed to manage 
the camp. Representatives of these organizations met and formed a local council 
(majlis mahlli) that also included representatives of Syrian and Palestinian armed 
groups; it became responsible for the camp administration and for liaising with the 
Syrian regime.

To deal with the humanitarian crisis confronting the camp, relief organiza-
tions were set up. One of the most active was the Charity Relief Organization 
for Palestinians (al-Haya al-khayrie li-lighathe li-lsha’ab al-filastinyyi), founded by the 
PIJM. This movement adopted a neutral political stance towards the regime and 
for this reason was able to keep its social organization openly playing a relevant 
relief role.27 During the blockade, Yarmuk’s Palestinians attempted to tackle the 
lack of food by establishing small gardens between buildings or on roofs. The 
Basma Foundation, created in 2012, is one of the relief organizations which have 
been particularly involved in this kind of activity.

Another example of the civil organizations created to self-manage the camp 
was the “alternative schools,” which were opened to compensate for the closure 
of UNRWA institutions. Khalil, a 48-year-old teacher, is the principal founder of 
the project: “During the summer of 2012, there were many massacres causing the 
deaths of many Palestinians, among them many young students,” Khalil said.

At the start of the school year, all parents were afraid to send their children 
to school. My wife and I are both teachers, we did not want our children to 
stop their studies. For us Palestinians, education represents the only means to 
secure our future. For this reason, we decided to give lessons to our children 
and those of our friends in a room of our house.28
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As a consequence of the siege imposed on Yarmuk, the number of children in need 
of schooling rose quickly, and Khalil decided to set up a school with other volunteers.

We started to search for a safe place to set up a school, and found a former wed-
ding hall underground where we opened the al-Dimashqiyye school . . . When 
we announced we would be opening, 1,100 students registered!29

Two other alternatives schools were founded to tackle the growing need for edu-
cation. The success of the initiatives has also led UNRWA to recognize these 
schools and allow students to validate their diplomas. The agency did not, how-
ever, become involved in sponsoring these initiatives, according to Khalil, who 
explained that all funding comes from Palestinian relief organizations.

From the Islamic State incursion to the camp’s  
destruction

Military developments increasingly menaced this semblance of civilian life in 
Yarmuk camp which had been created by the efforts of many Palestinian activists. 
During 2013, the changes taking place in the Syrian landscape as a whole gradually 
impacted the camp. The al-Nusra Front, a Syrian armed group affiliated with al-
Qaida, gained the upper hand over the FSA and became one of the main military 
forces within the camp, along with the Aknaf bait al-Maqdes militia. On the other 
hand, Islamic State (IS) appeared in the Yalda region south of Yarmuk and, in July 
2014, attempted to enter the camp for the first time. A month later, faced with 
opposition from the camp population, which refused to tolerate its presence, and 
following many altercations with Aknaf bait al-Maqdes fighters, IS quickly left the 
camp. It then retreated to the Hajar al-Aswad neighbourhood, on the south of 
Yarmuk, where it established its bastion.

In April 2015, IS organized a second incursion into the camp, which was 
preceded by a series of murders targeting Palestinians involved in civilian organiza-
tions. Amongst the victims was Yahya Hourani, a former Hamas member, who 
was known for his humanitarian commitment. According to some of Yarmuk’s 
inhabitants, these murders were organized by IS to remove the camp’s political 
leaders, and—apparently—also to undermine civilian life, which it would not 
readily be able to control. For others, the responsibility for these assassinations lay 
instead with the Syrian regime as an attempt to fuel conflict between the different 
armed groups and so mutually weaken them. Either way, this episode directly trig-
gered an IS incursion into the camp following the arrest of an IS member by the 
Aknaf bait al-Maqdes militiamen.30

Several hypotheses have been put forward to account for IS’s decision to enter the 
camp after retreating a few weeks earlier. Contrary to the explanations given by more 
than one media outlet, this incursion did not demonstrate a strategic advance towards 
the heart of the Syrian capital. In fact, as in other regions of Syria, IS took over ter-
ritories that were already under the control of the Syrian opposition (in this case the 
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southern and eastern periphery of the capital), thus avoiding in an increasingly obvious  
manner any confrontation with the regime. Its intervention rather seems to have been 
motivated by a desire for revenge against the Aknaf bait al-Maqdes group, which had 
been responsible for its eviction from the camp eight months earlier. It could also have 
been an attempt to bring about the failure of the negotiations that had been taking 
place over the previous months between Aknaf bait al-Maqdes, the Palestinian politi-
cal factions represented in Syria and the Syrian regime. These negotiations could have 
led to an agreement on implementing a truce, as well as the establishment of a neutral 
zone in the camp under the control of a joint coalition of Palestinian factions. This 
would have allowed the regime to regain territory, or at least to take it away from the 
opposition, as had been successfully done in other regions of the country.

Another hypothesis implicates the Syrian regime in the affair. The regime has 
been accused by many Palestinians and Syrian opponents of facilitating the IS 
incursion into the camp, or at least of allowing IS to supply itself with weapons in 
this region, which had been locked in by government forces for months. When the 
terrorist threat clearly materialized a few kilometres away from the Syrian capital, 
the regime had a pretext to bomb Yarmuk for the first time with TNT barrels, 
causing civilian casualties. Meanwhile, the impressive bastion established by IS in 
Hajar al-Aswad remained safe from attack. Moreover, IS’s entry into the camp 
gave the Syrian regime a new bargaining chip with the Palestinians. To repel the IS 
advance, the regime offered help to Aknaf bait al-Maqdes via the PFLP-GC. Some 
PFLP-GC military contingents were then called upon as back-up to lead this oper-
ation. This allowed the regime, on the one hand, once again to “Palestinize” the 
Yarmuk conflict by transforming it into a struggle for the survival of Palestinians 
against IS and, on the other, to dominate the situation locally by imposing control 
by its Palestinian allies on the camp and by presenting itself to the international 
community as the only solution to stand up to the IS advance.

After several days of fighting in the first week of April, IS had taken control 
of the majority of the camp, except for the northern neighbourhoods bordering 
the zones controlled by the regime. Here, Aknaf bait al-Maqdes fighters had bar-
ricaded themselves in. Faced with losses, the fighters accepted the offer of support 
from the PFLP-GC. Allowing this involvement of Palestinian supporters of the 
Syrian regime was considered a “betrayal” by many anti-regime Palestinian activ-
ists. Ultimately, however, it was the lesser of two evils. The Aknaf bait al-Maqdes 
militiamen did not receive significant support from the Syrian opposition groups 
based in the neighbouring regions, such as Yalda, Babila and Bait Sahem, and pre-
sumably felt they had no other choice.

Three weeks after IS’s incursion into Yarmuk camp, it retreated by delegating 
the control of its effective territorial gains in the camp to the al-Nusra Front. This 
withdrawal, and the recapture of a part of the camp by Aknaf bait al-Maqdes, was 
announced by the leader of the PFLP-GC, Anwar Raja, as a victory in the camp’s 
“liberation struggle.”31 Ultimately, the IS incursion played into the hands of the 
Syrian regime by pushing Palestinian armed groups into seeking an alliance with it 
and turning Yarmuk into a buffer zone.
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In April 2018, after an intensive bombing campaign, the Syrian regime won 
back control of the camp, but much of its infrastructures had been destroyed and 
the camp effectively emptied of its former imhabitants. A few thousand people are 
still resident in the neighbouring district of Yalda; some fighters and their fami-
lies were displaced to the north-west of the country in the region still under the 
control of the Syrian armed opposition. Many of those who were able to cross the 
Turkish border found shelter in camps such as that of Deir Ballut, where living 
conditions are very precarious.32 Many families that were displaced to Damascus’s 
other neighbours were able to visit their houses in the camp with the authorization 
of the Syrian army, which controls the area.

Consequences of the Uprising on the Palestinians: an 
uncertain future

Seven years after the outbreak of the Syrian Uprising, the future of the country, 
ravaged by a brutal war, remained uncertain. For Palestinians in Syria, precarious-
ness was once again accentuated by their particular status as refugees. Contrary to 
Palestinian expectations, the Syrian Uprising did not integrate them into a process 
of transformation which, in the long term, would lay the foundations for a new 
political and societal life. Rather, it revealed their situation to be one of collective 
impasse. On the one hand, facing growing violence and repression by the Syrian 
regime, many Palestinians felt completely abandoned by their political representa-
tives, such as the PLO, which is supposed to represent Palestinians wherever they 
reside, and which they accused of being incapable of defending their interests and 
being subject to the will of the Syrian regime. Moreover, Palestinians in Syria 
were surprised by the lack of solidarity mobilizations among Palestinians inside the 
Occupied Territories, especially during the blockade, an episode which demon-
strated the distance which separated them from other components of the Palestinian 
nation. On the other hand, from the very start of the Uprising, Palestinians never 
felt a legitimate part of the Syrian mobilization because the Syrian political opposi-
tion failed to recognize their efforts and losses, and it never mentioned what the 
place of Palestinians would be in the future Syria. Moreover, during the Yarmuk 
blockade, the opposition armed groups that controlled the Syrian districts border-
ing Yarmuk hampered the transport of humanitarian aid, and traders in these areas 
exploited the situation by raising the price of food in the camp.33

Moreover, as with a large part of the Syrian population, many Palestinians were 
forced to emigrate to neighbouring countries. There they were confronted with 
different kinds of treatment because of their specific legal status. Unlike Syrian ref-
ugees, in neighbouring Arab countries Palestinians are not under the responsibility 
of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, but of UNRWA, which 
has been affected by a budget crisis and is incapable of managing the refugee crisis. 
Moreover, each country has adopted different sorts of restrictions and discrimina-
tion towards Palestinians, sometimes going so far as to ban them. This is the case 
in Jordan, where, since the first month of the Syrian Uprising, Palestinians have 
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not been accepted, forcing them to enter the country using false documents. Since 
summer 2014, Lebanon has not renewed Palestinian residence permits. Egypt 
has also refused to grant residence permits to Palestinians, and only those coming 
directly from Damascus have been allowed to enter Egyptian territory. Against this 
backdrop one can understand the increasing number of Palestinians who attempt 
to make their way to western countries, whether by legal or illegal means.

Conclusion

By following the evolution of the involvement of Palestinian refugees in the Syrian 
Uprising and war, this chapter has highlighted the dynamic interaction between a 
refugee population and a situation of conflict, not inside its homeland, which is a 
more common configuration, but in its host country. This chapter has shown that 
the Syrian conflict aroused specific representations, stances and forms of engage-
ment among Palestinian refugees which were directly connected to their juridical 
status as refugees and their political history and nationalist mobilization. At the 
beginning of the Uprising, Palestinians adopted individual and discrete forms of 
mobilization because of the fear of being stigmatized as “internal enemies.” This 
phase was followed by collective mobilization under the weight of regime repres-
sion and the formation of civil society organizations, partially based on pre-existing 
Palestinian social and political networks which had undergone a process of con-
version and transformation. While Palestinian camps each had specific political 
dynamics, the militarization of the conflict and their consequent transformation 
into a battlefield, explain their integration in the general dynamics of the Syrian 
conflict. Yarmuk, which was a political symbol for Palestinians in Syria and abroad, 
called the “capital of the diaspora,” experienced the same destiny as other cities 
and villages in the south of Damascus, that is, it fell under the control of different 
opposition groups before being taken back by the Syrian army.

Therefore, the separation of Palestinian refugees from their camps, and the 
destruction of their material space as a consequence of the conflict, represents a 
real threat to the survival of the refugees’ political cause. Camps have historically 
been considered proof of the refugee issue, and as the materialization of refugees’ 
collective memory. This also explains why, during the blockade, many inhabitants 
refused to leave their homes: to do so would have been to renounce their “right 
of return” to their homeland. The process of a second forced migration and the 
redefinition of identities and political allegiances that have been engendered by the 
Syrian war will certainly have a long-term impact on the Palestinian refugee issue 
in the region.

Notes

 1 UNRWA was created in 1949 and is responsible for Palestinian refugees in the neigh-
bouring Arab host countries and inside the Occupied Territories. According to statistics 
published by UNRWA, in December 2012 the number of Palestinians in Syria was 528,700.

 2 Between 85,000 and 100,000 Palestinian refugees arrived in Syria at this time.
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 3 Many Palestinians arrived in Syria as a consequence of “Black September” in Jordan in 
1970, the Gulf War in 1990 and, more recently, the American invasion of Iraq in 2003.

 4 Ibn Khadra, Surya wa al-lagi’un al-filastiniyyun, 115. For further information see also 
Brand, “The Palestinians in Syria.”

 5 The PFLP is a left-wing organization established in 1967 by George Habash following 
the collapse of the Arab Nationalist Movement. The DFLP was established as a result of 
Nayef Hawatmeh’s split from the PFLP in 1969.

 6 The camp was also inhabited by Syrians. According to informal sources the total popula-
tion of the camp was nearly half a million people.

 7 Napolitano, “S’engager à Yarmouk.”
 8 The first meeting with Basela was in Yarmuk in 2010 where she worked as a teacher. 

I interviewed her about her experience during the Syrian Uprising after she became a 
political refugee in France in September 2013.

 9 The PFLP-GC was founded in 1968 as a splinter group from the PFLP and is headed 
by Ahmed Jibril, a former captain in the Syrian Army. The organization became the 
main Palestinian ally of the Syrian regime, and was the principal instrument used by the 
regime to divide the Palestinian political field and counter the policies of Yasser Arafat, 
a long-standing enemy of Jibril’s. Fatah al-Intifada is a breakaway faction created follow-
ing an internal split in Fatah in 1983. The group was supported by Syria, which banned 
Arafat loyalists from its territory and gave the movement’s offices and civil institutions to 
the secessionists.

 10 The camp in Deraa city was built in 1950–51 and hosted some 10,500 Palestinians 
according to statistics published by UNRWA in 2010. www.unrwa.org/where-we-
work/syria/camp-profiles?field=16

 11 Built in 1955, the camp of Al-Ramle al-Filastini accommodated more than 10,000 
Palestinians according to statistics published by UNRWA in 2010.

 12 The al-Aidin camp in Homs, founded in 1949, was home to nearly 22,000 Palestinians 
according to statistics published by UNRWA in 2010. The Hama camp, established in 
1950, hosted 8,000 Palestinians according to statistics published by UNRWA in 2010.

 13 Majed, Syrie, la révolution orpheline.
 14 I first met Hossam in Yarmuk in 2010 and I interviewed him about his involvement in 

the Syrian Uprising through Skype in January 2012.
 15 Interview held in Paris in January 2014.
 16 Nakba is the Arabic word for “catastrophe.” The term has been used since the 1950s to 

describe the creation of the state of Israel in 1948 on the territory of historical Palestine, 
which brought about the exodus of thousands of Palestinians to neighbouring Arab 
countries. Naksa is an Arabic term meaning “setback” and refers to Israel’s victory in the 
Six-Day War of June 1967.

 17 For a detailed description of these two mass protests, see Bitari, “Yarmuk Refugee 
Camp.”

 18 Interview held in France in September 2013.
 19 Napolitano, “Palestinian Civil Organizations.”
 20 In 2008, I met members of Jafra centre. Mohammad is one of those who fled the war to 

Lebanon, where I met him in July 2014.
 21 Interview held in Paris in April 2014 with Maher, a 13-year-old FDLP activist who left 

Yarmuk in 2013.
 22 An alliance formed by Syria, Iran, the Lebanese Hizbollah and the Palestinian Hamas 

mainly based on opposition to Israel and the Western countries. See Mohns and Bank, 
“Syrian Revolt Fallout.”

 23 Napolitano, “Hamas and the Syrian Uprising.”
 24 Nearly 25 people were killed. For further information see www.euronews.com/ 

2012/12/16/syrian-planes-hit-yarmouk-mosque-killing-dozens
 25 According to UNRWA, approximately 270,000 Palestinian refugees have been displaced 

in Syria as a consequence of the conflict. Moreover, 10,687 Palestinians have regis-
tered with UNRWA in Jordan, 50,800 in Lebanon, and 6,000 are resident in Egypt. 

http://www.unrwa.org
http://www.euronews.com
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For further information see www.unrwa.org/syria-crisis and Al Husseini and Doraï, “La 
vulnérabilité des réfugiés palestiniens.”

 26 For further information about the Yarmuk siege, see the Amnesty International report 
“Squeezing the Life out of Yarmuk: War Crimes against Besieged Civilians,” www.
amnesty.org/fr/documents/mde24/008/2014/en

 27 For further information about the stance of Palestinian political actors regarding the 
Syrian Uprising, see Dot-Puillard, “Le mouvement national palestinien.”

 28 Interview held in May 2014.
 29 Ibid.
 30 Information obtained during a second Skype interview held in April 2015 with Khalil.
 31 Interview with the leader of the PFLP-GC on the Lebanese and pro-Syrian regime 

satellite channel al-Mayyadin, 20 April 2015.
 32 For further information see www.thenational.ae/world/mena/assad-s-evacuation-deals-

leave-bitter-taste-for-displaced-syrians-1.738572
 33 Interview with Khalil, April 2015.
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7
QATAR AND ITS RIVALS IN  
SYRIA’S CONFLICT

Kristian Coates Ulrichsen

This chapter will examine how and why Qatari policy toward the Syrian Uprising 
developed as it did. Focusing primarily on the period up until the handover of 
power from Emir Hamad to Emir Tamim in June 2013, individual sections will 
analyse the formative influences on Qatari policymaking during the critical open-
ing two years of the Uprising. Broader contextual factors that will be considered 
include the Qatari attempt to shape the direction and pace of change in the Arab 
world following the outbreak of the “Arab Spring”; the importance of the highly 
concentrated networks of key decision-makers who dominated Qatari policymak-
ing during this period; and the legacy for Syria of Qatar’s ostensibly successful 
military intervention in Libya in 2011. The second half of the chapter will examine 
the growing pushback both within Syria and across the region against Qatari policy 
and assess how the rolling back of the Arab Spring after mid-2013 impacted on 
Qatari approaches to Syria. The chapter emphasizes the difficulty of ascribing any 
one impulse in the framing of Qatari policies toward Syria and instead highlights 
the range of influences that lay behind an ad hoc, reactive, and largely opportunis-
tic set of policy developments in 2011 and 2012, whose ill-thought-through nature 
continues to resonate.

Understanding Qatari foreign policy

Qatari responses to the Arab Spring did not emerge suddenly as if from a vacuum; 
rather, they represented the continuation of deeper domestic and foreign policy 
trends that pre-dated 2011. The delicate balancing of ostensibly competing forces 
that had formed the hallmark of Qatar’s foreign policy since the 1995 accession 
of Emir Sheikh Hamad was also very much in evidence after 2011. Doha posi-
tioned itself as the West’s partner in the Arab world in pushing for humanitarian 
intervention in Libya and political settlement in Yemen. Similarly, the decision to 
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throw its weight behind regional Islamists—frequently affiliated with the Muslim 
Brotherhood and its regional offshoots—also represented the culmination of 
longer-term developments in Qatari foreign policy. These had their roots in policy 
trends that, in some cases, pre-dated Sheikh Hamad’s rise to power but which 
accelerated after he became Emir in June 1995.

Among the most important drivers of Qatari foreign policy that came together in 
the 2000s were the Qatari government’s practice of offering refuge to Islamists and 
political dissidents from across the Arab and Islamic world (with Yusuf al-Qaradawi 
both the longest-standing and most famous example), the pragmatism in Qatari 
regional policy calculations, the constitutional enshrinement of diplomacy as a 
cornerstone of foreign policymaking, and an intensely personalized style of decision-
making centred on the longstanding foreign minister, Sheikh Hamad bin Jassim Al 
Thani, who held that office between 1992 and 2013. Sheikh Hamad bin Jassim was 
the dominant figure in Qatari foreign policy for a generation and, along with Emir 
Hamad, was the architect of the strategy that so firmly marked Qatar as a regional 
actor with international reach. Hamad bin Jassim had an intensely personalized style 
of policymaking and a vast range of contacts to draw upon, and actively involved 
himself in regional mediation efforts during the 2000s. Mehran Kamrava captured 
these personal traits in action in his description of how Hamad bin Jassim facilitated 
the protracted negotiations between disputant Lebanese factions that resulted in the 
Doha Agreement, which resolved a protracted political impasse in 2008: “he played 
a key role in fostering a collegial and friendly atmosphere, doggedly persisted in 
moving the talks forward despite days of deadlock, and diffused tensions when the 
talks came close to collapsing.”1

Qatari diplomacy and mediation therefore followed a set of highly personalized 
and elite-level dimensions under Hamad bin Jassim and Emir Hamad. Article 7 of 
the Permanent Constitution, which was drawn up and approved in 2003, mandated 
specifically that Qatari foreign policy “is based on the principle of strengthening 
international peace and security by means of encouraging peaceful resolution of 
international disputes.” For Anders Gulbrandsen, a Norwegian diplomat who cov-
ered the Qatari interests desk from Abu Dhabi, this made Qatar “one of the few 
countries in the world which has ‘peaceful resolution’ of disputes inscribed in its 
actual constitution.”2 Emir Hamad expanded on the rationale behind Qatari support 
for a more interventionist approach toward the region in 2007, as he told the annual 
General Debate of the United Nations General Assembly that “the major conflicts in 
the world have become too big for one single power to handle them on its own.”3

More by accident than by design, Doha had also become host, by 2011, to 
a wide array of political dissidents and opposition activists seeking refuge from 
oppression at home. This appears to have operated largely on an ad hoc basis 
rather than as part of any long-term initiative. The most notable of these relation-
ships was with Yusuf al-Qaradawi, who has been based in Qatar since 1962 and 
whose presence in Doha gave breadth and depth to Qatari connections with the 
Muslim Brotherhood. High-profile Libyan exiles also made their way to Doha 
during the 1990s and 2000s, including one of Libya’s most influential clerics, Ali 
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al-Salabi, who, together with his brother Ismael, rapidly rose to prominence within 
the National Transitional Council (NTC) that emerged during the revolutionary 
upheaval that toppled Colonel Qaddafi in 2011. These connections proved use-
ful in establishing a distinctly personal set of political relationships between Qatari 
leaders and individuals who went on to wield influence in states that experienced 
regime transition as a result of the Arab Spring.4

Qatar’s response to the Arab Spring

These factors converged in policy responses to the outbreak of the region-wide 
political upheaval in 2011, which drew attention to the ostensibly close relation-
ship that had developed between Qatar and political Islamist groups, in particular, 
the Muslim Brotherhood. Although Qatar subscribes officially to salafism and 
adheres to the Hanbali School of Islamic Law, whose emphasis on political obedi-
ence of subjects to their ruler differs radically from the populist and activist nature 
of the Muslim Brotherhood, close ties nevertheless built up between Doha and the 
international Brotherhood movement. These had historical depth stemming from 
the influx of members of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood fleeing persecution 
from nationalist and socialist movements in Nasser’s Egypt in the 1950s and 1960s, 
and those from Syria after Hafiz al-Asad’s massacre of the group in Hama in 1982. 
As in Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE, many of the newcomers worked as 
teachers and civil servants and were instrumental in shaping the political views of 
a generation of youth across the Gulf.5 However, Qatar extended and diversified 
its ties with the regional branches of the movement while keeping a firm lid on 
any activities at home. While Yusuf al-Qaradawi and others were given a vocal 
platform on Al-Jazeera after its formation in 1996, they and other Brotherhood 
exiles were accommodated in Doha on the tacit understanding that they refrained 
from intervening in, or commenting on, local issues. Indeed, the Qatari branch 
of the Muslim Brotherhood voluntarily dissolved itself in 1999. Thus, as Bernard 
Haykel has noted, “Qatar has done a [good] job of managing the energies of the 
Brotherhood and channeling these towards the outside world.”6

In addition to feeling far more comfortable than most neighbouring states with 
the direction of political transition in the Arab world, what set Qatar apart in 2011 
was the near-total absence of any sort of political demands, whether organized or 
informal, emanating from Qatari nationals. Almost uniquely in the Middle East and 
North Africa, the resource–demand equation in Qatar was so favourable in 2011 
that it ruled out any prospect of local economic or meaningful political discontent. 
With per capita levels of GDP among Qatari nationals exceeding an astonishing 
US$440,000, the country’s extreme wealth provided powerful insulation from the 
spread of Arab Spring unrest. It also led inevitably to a degree of political apathy 
and a stifling of democratic aspirations, as few Qataris felt inclined to rock the boat 
by challenging the status quo; the results of an annual Arab youth survey found 
that the proportion of respondents who ranked democracy as important more than 
halved from 68 per cent in 2008 to just 33 per cent in 2010.7
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Hence, the outbreak of the Arab Spring in late December 2010 and early 
January 2011 found Qatar in a fortuitous position. Following the success of the 
2022 World Cup bid and with its international recognition soaring, the emirate 
and its leadership seized on the opportunity to mark Qatar as distinct from the 
troubles aff licting the wider region. The tiny size and relative wealth of Qatar’s 
population meant there was little prospect of it being affected by the contagious 
spread of the socio-economic unrest from North Africa, and the largely homoge-
nous nature of Qatari society meant that it was on the whole unaffected by political 
or sectarian divisions as well. Qatari expressions of declaratory and material support 
for opposition movements elsewhere were unlikely to rebound domestically, while 
they also played into Qatari efforts to be taken seriously as a responsible participant 
on the regional and international stage. Finally, the longstanding and transactional 
relationship between the Qatari leadership and the political exiles and religious 
figures based in Doha meant that Qatar felt comfortable with the direction of 
change in 2011.

After an initial period of caution in January 2011, Qatari officials quickly recog-
nized the changing contours of the Arab Spring and pragmatically readjusted their 
policy responses. The lack of domestic constraints on decision-making enabled 
officials, led by the emir and the prime minister, to reposition Qatar (somewhat 
improbably) as a champion of the popular uprisings in North Africa and later as a 
key external player in the Syrian civil war. In the first cathartic year of the Arab 
Spring Qatar’s actions became highly assertive and forceful toward countries and 
regime types deemed “dispensable” (unlike the fellow ruling Al Khalifa family in 
neighbouring Bahrain). At the same time, the emir and the prime minister also 
sought to lessen Qatar’s vulnerability to any criticism of its lack of political liber-
alization at home.8

The impact of Libya

Beginning in March 2011 in Libya, Qatar embarked upon a decisively new role 
in its efforts to exert leadership in the Arab world. The emphasis of Qatari policy 
underwent a groundbreaking shift away from diplomatic mediation and invest-
ment in post-conflict reconstruction and recovery toward an activist and even 
interventionist approach to the Arab Spring. During 2011 and 2012, the focus of 
the emir and the prime minister was assisting, if not facilitating, an armed interven-
tion in two of the bloodiest theatres of upheaval, Libya and Syria. Qatar’s role in 
the campaign to oust Libya’s longstanding dictator, Colonel Muammar Qaddafi, 
in 2011 indicated a new direction in Qatari regional and foreign policy with the 
unprecedented use of political, economic, and both direct and indirect military 
support. While the apparent success of this policy in toppling Qaddafi in August 
2011 represented the zenith of Qatar’s perceived power and influence in the Arab 
world, subsequent developments in Syria and across the region underlined how 
Qatari officials had overplayed their hand and overestimated their ability to trigger 
far-reaching changes to regional structures. This is likely due to the fact that Qatari 
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policymaking appeared to lack coordination and planning and was instead largely 
opportunistic and reactive to developments as they arose.

From the outset, Qatar—along with France and the United Kingdom—was 
pivotal in mobilizing the international community to action in Libya. Crucially, 
Qatar rallied Arab support through the Arab League for the imposition of a no-fly 
zone (NFZ) over Libya. Hamad bin Jassim engineered Libya’s suspension from the 
Arab League and subsequently secured a unanimous vote of support in favour of 
the NFZ after a confrontational battle with Algeria. As foreign minister (and, from 
2007 to 2013, the prime minister also), he justified Qatar’s position as important 
not merely for humanitarian reasons but also “to encourage the hope that the Arab 
League can be a mechanism to prevent these things from happening.” Declaring 
that “the politicians of the Arabs should be more serious,” he asserted that Arab 
League and UN support for the NFZ constituted “an example of how we can 
cooperate,” adding that “we told them [the Arab League], what is the alternative—
to leave people subject to Qaddafi or to go to the UN” (Gulf States Newsletter,  
8 April 2011, 898: 1).

Qatar’s interests in Libya were projected by personal connections, soft power, 
and awareness that the campaign offered a marketing of the Qatari “brand.” In 
addition, the state capitalist model and the small apex of senior decision-makers 
in Doha enabled them to pull together the different elements of state power to 
push through a multifaceted intervention in Libya. The chairman of Libya’s NTC, 
Mahmoud Jibril, was largely based in Doha throughout the revolution, finding it 
easier to coordinate action from there rather than from the ostensible rebel strong-
hold of Benghazi. Non-military forms of assistance were also crucial, and included 
more than US$400 million in financial aid, supplies of water, heating gas, and 
essential goods, and help with selling and marketing Libyan oil from eastern ports 
under rebel control.9 In addition, Qatar organized and hosted the first meeting of 
the International Contact Group on Libya in April 2011 and a follow-up gathering 
in August, and periodically attempted to restart mediation talks between repre-
sentatives of the Qaddafi regime and opposition groups (Gulf States Newsletter, 2 
September 2012, 907: 3).

Qatar’s policy of identifying and picking winners (which invariably hailed from 
Islamist groups) seemed at first to have paid off in August 2011. The most con-
troversial aspect of Qatar’s newly flexed military strategy was the deployment of 
Qatari troops to support rebel groups in the vital last weeks of the campaign to 
oust Qaddafi. Qatari Special Forces reportedly assisted the rebels as they swept 
out of the Nafusa mountains and converged on the capital, and were active on 
the frontlines of the final showdown at Qaddafi’s Bab al-Aziziya compound in 
Tripoli in August 2011. The sight of Qatar’s maroon and white flag flying along-
side the free Libya flag in the captured ruins of Qaddafi’s compound was thus as 
symbolic as it was revealing. Indeed, it was only after the fall of Qaddafi that the 
extent of Qatar’s military involvement in the campaign became widely known. In 
October 2011, the Qatari chief of staff, Major-General Hamad bin Ali al-Attiyah, 
claimed that:
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The numbers of Qataris on the ground were hundreds in every region. 
Training and communications had been in Qatari hands. Qatar . . . super-
vised the rebels’ plans because they are civilians and did not have enough 
military experience . . . We acted as the link between the rebels and 
NATO forces.

(The Guardian, 26 October 2011)

In gratitude for Qatari involvement, which was also reported to have included 
the provision of infantry training and advanced communications equipment to 
Libyan fighters in the Nafusa mountains, the newly governing NTC imme-
diately renamed Algeria Square in Tripoli as Qatar Square (The Guardian,  
26 October 2011).

Intervention in Syria

The Uprising in Syria prompted Qatar’s second intervention in the Arab Spring. 
However, a world of difference separated the cases of Libya and Syria as flashpoints 
in the unfolding regional upheaval. Whereas Qaddafi’s regime was diplomatically 
isolated and politically (and physically) remote from major regional actors, Syria lay 
at the geopolitical heart of the Middle East. The multicultural fabric and sectarian 
balance within Syria combined with its cross-regional tribal links and political alli-
ances to ensure that the civil unrest that started in March 2011 was not contained 
purely within the country. Syria became the battleground for proxy wars waged 
with increasing intensity and ferocity by groups linked to both sides of the primary 
Sunni–Shiite divide. Within this series of lethal and overlapping conflicts it was 
fanciful to suppose that any one country could hope to influence, let alone control, 
developments on the ground. Yet, whether by accident or design, or simply flush 
from their apparent success in Libya, this is precisely what the Qatari leadership 
attempted to do in late 2011 and throughout 2012. And yet, Syria was not another 
Libya and Asad was not Qaddafi, bereft of regional allies and international partners. 
On the contrary, the Syrian regime could count on longstanding geopolitical sup-
port, whether from Iran with whom it has historic ties, Hizbollah, or a surprising 
new ally in Iraq, where Nuri al-Maliki’s government had overturned its previous 
hostility to Damascus to fall in with Teheran’s line; or as a result of the ambivalence 
of UN Security Council members Russia and China to any new intervention into 
the domestic affairs of a sovereign state so soon after Libya.10

Qatar was one of the first Arab states to suspend diplomatic relations in Syria. 
It did this (alongside the freezing of Qatari investments in Syria) in July 2011 after 
the Qatari Embassy in Damascus was attacked by protestors angry at Al-Jazeera’s 
“exaggerated and dishonest” coverage of the growing violence. The move was 
significant in that it contributed to the Asad regime’s growing isolation from the 
West (France 24, 8 August 2011). It also marked an important about-turn in Qatari 
policy toward Syria, ending a period of rapprochement that had seen flows of 
Qatari investment into Syria and a warming of relations between the Qatari ruling  
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family and President Asad, who reportedly took family holidays in the Gulf emirate.  
Moreover, as Emirati commentator Sultan Sooud Al-Qassemi noted, the two 
countries were geopolitical bedfellows for a period before 2011: “Both states, 
along with Iran, Hizbollah, and Hamas, were seen as a regional counterbalance 
to the pro-Western axis of Egypt, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE.” Indeed, 
in January 2009 the other Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states refused to 
participate in a Qatari-organized summit to discuss the aftermath of the Israeli 
bombardment of Gaza, leaving Syria (and Hamas) as its only supporters (Foreign 
Policy, 21 July 2011).

A key influence on Emir Hamad’s early policy toward Syria was Azmi Bishara, 
general director of the Arab Center for Research and Policy Studies in Doha and 
the protagonist behind the new Doha Institute that was formed late in 2013. A 
Palestinian intellectual, academic, and politician, Bishara was a member of Israel’s 
Knesset between 1996 and 2007, when he resigned his seat and went into exile in 
Doha after he was accused of providing Hizbollah with information on strategic 
locations in Israel during the July 2006 conflict in Lebanon. Credible reports in 
Doha indicate that Bishara developed a close relationship with Emir Hamad and 
was instrumental first in deciding that the Asad regime was incapable of peaceful 
reform after the failure of early Qatari attempts to urge President Asad against a 
violent response to the initial demonstrations, and subsequently in putting together 
the Syrian National Council/Coalition (SNC) (Financial Times, 17 May 2013). In 
July 2011, Bishara organized a major two-day symposium, held under the auspices 
of the Arab Center for Research and Policy Studies, during which he stated that 
regime change in Syria was a certainty and added that the only issues in question 
were “the type of regime change and the way in which it would take place.”11

The international community made repeated attempts to end the violence 
that was directed against civilian protestors and halt the slide toward civil war. 
However, in almost all cases, these efforts proved disappointing, with blockage at 
the United Nations preventing any firm action to end the crackdown. Here, the 
unintended legacy of Security Council Resolution 1973, authorizing the crea-
tion of the NFZ in Libya, became apparent. That resolution had passed with five 
abstentions, from Russia, China, Germany, Brazil, and India—a combination of 
emerging economies and regional powers that shared deep misgivings about the 
haste with which advocates of intervention in Libya had made their move. Such 
concerns were subsequently reinforced by the extent to which NATO exceeded 
the initial mandate for humanitarian protection. Richard Falk, the UN Special 
Rapporteur on Palestinian human rights, noted presciently that the limited man-
date was disregarded almost from the beginning and suggested also that countries 
such as Russia and China would almost certainly not have merely abstained had the 
true intent of NATO (and Qatari) objectives been explicitly made clear at the time 
of the resolution. This made it far more difficult to envisage that sceptical members 
of the Security Council might authorize a new intervention in Syria so soon after 
(Al-Jazeera Opinion, 22 October 2011). Sergei Lavrov, the Russian foreign minis-
ter, confirmed as much in an interview with ABC Australia in January 2012, when 
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he stated that “the international community unfortunately did take sides in Libya 
and we would never allow the Security Council to authorise anything similar to 
what happened in Libya.”12

Rallying the Arab League

In the absence of international action, the Arab League—usually known more for 
its ineffectiveness than spasms of decisive action—took the lead in early peacemak-
ing initiatives. The League first reacted by proposing a peace plan that included 
provisions for the withdrawal of government forces from cities, and called for the 
government to enter into talks with opposition groups. Although the Syrian gov-
ernment agreed to the plan on 2 November 2011, the following day its security 
forces were accused of killing 11 people in Homs as the onslaught against civil-
ians continued apace. Following the Syrian government’s evident disregard for the 
plan, Arab states voted to suspend Syria from the Arab League at an emergency 
session of 22-member organization in Cairo on 12 November. Simultaneously, the 
Arab League imposed targeted economic and political sanctions on Syria over its 
failure to halt the violence, in moves supported by 18 members, with three coun-
tries (Lebanon, Yemen, and Syria) voting against the measures and Iraq abstaining. 
The measures included the freezing of Syrian government assets in Arab countries, 
halting trade dealings with Syria’s central bank, and ending Arab investment in the 
public and private sectors in Syria (The Guardian, 12 November 2011).

One reason for the greater assertiveness of the Arab League during this forma-
tive period at the start of the Arab Spring was that Qatar held its rotating presidency 
for an unprecedented second term in 2011–12. The country that hosts the Arab 
League summit at the start of its annual term traditionally holds the presidency; 
thus, following the Doha Summit in March 2009, Qatar assumed the League’s 
leadership for 2009–10 before handing over to Qaddafi’s Libya at the Tripoli 
Summit in March 2010. Then, in February 2011, just weeks before the next Arab 
League was scheduled to take place in Baghdad (with Iraq’s al-Maliki taking over 
its leadership), Libya was suspended from the League. The summit was postponed 
and the decision was taken to revert the presidency back to Qatar rather than pro-
ceed to al-Maliki, whereupon Prime Minister Hamad bin Jassim once again took 
over on 22 February 2011 for a further year at the helm of the organization.13

This unanticipated, and for Qatar, fortuitous turn of events positioned Hamad 
bin Jassim to play an organizing role in the Arab response to the carnage in Syria. 
In the summer and autumn of 2011, Qatari self-confidence was at its height in the 
aftermath of the removal of Qaddafi after 42 years of power in Libya. This trans-
lated into a feeling among Qatari policy leaders that practically anything might be 
possible, and suspicions of “hubris” were epitomized by reports of a dramatic alter-
cation over the line to take on Syria between Hamad bin Jassim and the Algerian 
delegation at an Arab League ministerial meeting in November 2011 (Gulf States 
Newsletter, 9 December 2011, 914: 1). According to diplomatic sources cited in 
the Gulf States Newsletter, Algerian Foreign Minister Mourad Medelci requested 
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that a closed meeting be convened “to treat the Syrian case more wisely and to 
review the decision to suspend Syria’s Arab League membership as that would 
provoke a more complicated situation.” To this, Hamad bin Jassim was alleged to 
have responded: “Stop defending Syria because your turn will come, and perhaps 
you will need us.” The reporting of such an (albeit unsubstantiated) display of the 
arrogance of power prompted one Algerian newspaper to ask, “Isn’t it time to stop 
this micro-country from thinking it is allowed to do what it pleases?” (Gulf States 
Newsletter, 9 December 2011, 914: 1). Behind this condescending remark lay a 
feeling of incomprehension at the ability of such a small state to project a degree 
of power and influence far out of proportion to its size, as was also seen in the 
reported description in 2013 by the head of Saudi intelligence, Prince Bandar bin 
Sultan Al-Saud, of Qatar as “nothing more than 300 people . . . and a TV channel” 
(Reuters, 29 August 2013).

Thus, it was Hamad bin Jassim who issued a public statement following the 
Arab League decision to suspend Syria and impose political and economic sanc-
tions in November 2011. After claiming that “Syria is a dear country for all of 
us and it pains us to make this decision,” he added: “We are calling all Syrian 
opposition parties to a meeting at the Arab League headquarters to agree a uni-
fied vision for the transitional period” (The Guardian, 12 November 2011). At this 
point, still early in the Uprising, it seems likely that Hamad bin Jassim and Emir 
Hamad anticipated a swift repeat of the Libyan scenario, where they had man-
aged to rally political opponents against Qaddafi and work with supporters in the 
international community. Five weeks later, on 18 December 2011, after several 
extended deadlines were met with repeated stalling from the Syrian government, 
the Arab League threatened to take the matter to the UN Security Council, which 
was at that time in the process of negotiating a resolution on Syria proposed by 
Russia. The pressure had an effect in that it persuaded Asad’s government to allow 
international observers to enter the country to monitor the situation.14 However, 
the Arab League observer mission that subsequently spent a month in Syria in 
January 2012 was mired in controversy and failed to achieve any noticeable results; 
moreover, it tarnished further the organization’s reputation for inefficiency, par-
ticularly after it emerged that the mission’s head, General Mohammad al-Dabi, 
was himself suspected of involvement in Sudanese government atrocities in Darfur 
(BBC News, 12 February 2012).

Amid the Arab League’s floundering mission, which was suspended in late 
January and finally recalled in mid-February 2012, the emir of Qatar called for 
armed intervention in the Syrian Uprising. As with his earlier leading from the 
front over Libya, Emir Hamad became the first Arab leader to publicly support 
the dispatching of foreign troops to Syria to try to stop the bloodshed, telling CBS 
News’s 60 Minutes programme that “for such a situation to stop . . . some troops 
should go to stop the killing.” He added that Qatari policy toward the Arab Spring 
uprisings was to side with “the people of those countries . . . asking for justice 
and dignity . . . I think this is a healthy influence. I think all the world should 
support this” (Al-Jazeera Online, 14 January 2012). However, in spite of this and 
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similar support for arming the opposition from Saud al-Faisal Al-Saud, the foreign 
minister of Saudi Arabia, the violence in Syria continued unabated. Moreover, an 
inaugural meeting of a Friends of Syria group held in Tunisia in February 2012 
ended in disarray as the Saudi delegation walked out in protest at the inability to 
agree on a common stance, despite Hamad bin Jassim using the occasion to call for 
the creation of an Arab force to “open humanitarian corridors to provide security 
to the Syrian people” (The Guardian, 24 February 2012).

Following this renewed failure, the fragile unity of the Arab League, previously 
upheld by Qatar, faltered. Hamad bin Jassim himself admitted (in a meeting with 
UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon in January 2012), “there were some mis-
takes” in the way the Arab League mission had been organized and deployed (Daily 
Telegraph, 6 January 2012). Yet, such ineffectiveness came as a significant blow to 
the Arab League, and also to Qatar, given its highly visible commitment to keeping 
the problem under “Arab control” during its year of leadership.15 As a result, the 
March 2012 Arab League summit in Baghdad (that should have taken place in the 
Iraqi capital a year earlier) was characterized by tension, division, and a resultant 
weak stance on Syria, as Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki pleaded for external 
actors not to intervene (BBC, 29 March 2012). Qatar made clear its distaste for the 
reluctance of countries such as Iraq and Lebanon to act decisively, and began to 
take a progressively harder line on Syria, calling again for the mobilization of Arab 
troops to stop the killing and publicly imploring the international community to 
support and arm the opposition to the Syrian government. Furthermore, in March 
2012, it emerged that the Qatari authorities may have provided a covert US$100 
million “donation” to the rebel cause sent through Libyan coffers, following the 
establishment of a military council to coordinate arms donations from the interna-
tional community by the SNC (The Guardian, 1 March 2012).

Analysts touted such overt calls for arming the opposition as a turning point that 
would pave the way for external intervention on the side of the anti-government 
forces in the war in Syria. Yet many in the international community, including 
members of the Friends of Syria group, made up of around 80 Arab and Western 
states, openly rejected Qatari calls for providing arms or outright intervention. 
The reason cited was often the fear of fuelling civil strife, as the initially peace-
ful Uprising gave way to a growing sectarian civil war marked by acts of extreme 
brutality on all sides. By early April 2012, it appeared for a moment as though a 
diplomatic solution might be achievable, as Asad agreed to a United Nations six-
point peace plan proposed by the UN peace envoy (and former secretary-general) 
Kofi Annan. However, both in the United States and in Qatar, analysts and policy-
makers remained sceptical as to the good faith of the Syrian government.16

The long-awaited outcome of the Syria crisis therefore remained unresolved 
as the conflict entered its second year. Qatar’s vocal, flexible, and proactive role 
in the crisis had not triggered an immediate or far-reaching impact as it had in 
Libya the year before. In the face of evidence that the Qatari star was wearing 
thin, policy pronouncements from Doha became more strident and desperate. 
In October 2012, Hamad bin Jassim accused the Syrian government of genocide 
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after the failure of yet another four-day ceasefire attempt. The Qatar News Agency 
quoted Hamad bin Jassim as stating explosively that,

What is happening in Syria is not a civil war but a genocide, a war of extermi-
nation with a license to kill by the Syrian government and the international 
community . . . Everything that is happening now is a waste of time and just 
buying time to kill the Syrian people and to destroy the Syrian infrastructure.

(CNN, 30 October 2012)

As the focus of multilateral initiatives shifted back from the Arab League to the 
United Nations with the appointment first of Kofi Annan and later of veteran 
mediator Lakhdar Brahimi as UN peace envoy, the Gulf States began to adopt 
unilateral and largely unregulated policies toward Syria. In the views of Qatari 
and other Gulf officials, the decision to channel arms and funding to opposi-
tion groups was a natural progression following the successive failure of calls for 
internal reform, diplomatic mediation, and the multilateral Arab League/United 
Nations approach.17 Such a reversion to unilateralism was not uncontroversial, 
however, with American officials expressing particular concern for the possibility 
that arms might end up in the hands of terror-designated groups. This led to pres-
sure being placed on the Gulf States to limit the transfers of weaponry to small arms 
rather than heavy weapons or shoulder-fired missiles. This occurred as US officials 
claimed that “The opposition groups that are receiving the most of the lethal aid 
are exactly the ones we don’t want to have it” (New York Times, 14 October 2012).

Tensions with Saudi Arabia

During 2012, with the numbers of deaths in Syria multiplying to more than 60,000 
by the year’s end, allegations persisted that Qatar, along with Saudi Arabia and 
Kuwait, were channelling financial aid and small arms to opposition fighters and 
groups. In September, Time magazine conducted an in-depth investigative report 
into the matter. It found that Qatari and Saudi funding and weaponry was finding 
its way to competing factions within the Free Syrian Army. Whereas Qatar was 
reported to have developed close links with the Muslim Brotherhood of Syria (in 
line with Qatari support for the organization and its offshoots in North Africa), 
other Gulf networks were alleged to have favoured salafi groups said to form part 
of broader Islamist networks of fighters in Syria. The report concluded that Qatar 
and Saudi Arabia were engaged in “a game of conflicting favourites that is getting 
in the way of creating a unified rebel force to topple the Asad regime” (Time,  
18 September 2012).

With a lack of consensus both within the Syrian opposition and among the 
international community over the shape that any political settlement would take, 
Qatari involvement in the country was increasingly vulnerable to reputational 
risk as the absence of a “Plan B” became glaringly apparent. Michael Stephens 
of the Qatar-based branch of the Royal United Services Institute think-tank 



112 Kristian Coates Ulrichsen

warned, as early as September 2012, that “Syria has the potential to discredit 
Qatar in a big way . . . Qatar thinks it’s Libya all over again. But at this point, 
they cannot just insert themselves into the diplomatic process and appear free of 
an agenda” (The National, 24 September 2012). Writing again several months 
later, in February 2013, Stephens suggested that local and regional suspicions of 
Qatar’s perceived motivations in supporting regime change in Syria and other 
Arab Spring states were compounded by Doha’s shortcomings in public diplo-
macy and institutional depth:

When the rumours get so large that answers are demanded they are met with 
walls of silence, not because Qatar has anything to hide, but because that is 
the culture of governance here . . . regional leadership needs more than a TV 
station and five people at the top of the government making all the deci-
sions. It is impossible with the number of world problems in which Qatar is 
involving itself for five people to possess the information necessary to deal 
with them adequately . . . In short, Qatar’s culture of silence is beginning to 
backfire badly.18

This notwithstanding, Qatari leaders continued in their efforts to resolve the 
Syrian crisis. In November 2012, a meeting of Syrian opposition leaders was con-
vened in Doha to try and iron out their many differences and competing agendas. 
As was the pattern with Qatar’s pre-2011 mediatory initiatives, delegates met at 
two of Doha’s glitziest hotels—the Sheraton and the Ritz—in an atmosphere far 
removed from the violence and suffering of the people they claimed to represent. 
Participants used the meeting as an opportunity for grandstanding, with the New 
York Times reporting a preponderance of “flowery speeches about nationalism 
rather than addressing unity” (8 November 2012). After four days of intense nego-
tiations, the delegates agreed to establish an umbrella organization, the National 
Coalition of Syrian Revolutionary and Opposition Forces, to unite the multiple 
ethno-sectarian and regional-based opposition factions under one body, and estab-
lish political coordination over the disparate military wings (New York Times, 11 
November 2012).

Although Hamad bin Jassim joined US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton in 
welcoming the outcome of the Doha meeting, it was not at all clear how the new 
group would be any more effective than the already existing SNC. The Wall Street 
Journal summed up the difficult task facing the new coalition: “It faces a chal-
lenge in controlling the sprawling patchwork of rebel militias and councils fighting 
regime forces and, in some parts of the country, already governing rebel-held 
areas” (11 November 2012). Moreover, the tensions that had plagued the opposi-
tion for months remained close to the surface even as the conference proceeded, 
with the Qatar-supported Muslim Brotherhood of Syria drawing particular ire 
from other delegates. The head of the Revolutionary Council in the town of 
Idlib stated that the “haphazard financing coming from abroad was demoralising, 
especially because it was distributed on a political basis,” adding caustically that 
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the SNC had appointed a member of the Muslim Brotherhood in his sixties as 
the “youth envoy” for Idlib: “The guy had not been there for 32 years . . . If you 
dropped him at the edge of town, I doubt he could find his old house” (New York 
Times, 2012).

The new coalition failed to establish any great credentials as a political power 
broker or a central hub for coordinating military or financial aid to the Syrian 
opposition. Its inability to do so did further harm to Qatar’s attempts to reach a 
multilateral solution to the crisis, and increased the likelihood of unregulated and 
destabilizing flows of unilateral support by Gulf governments to selected groups of 
rebels. Moreover, it added to the growing chorus of critics of Qatari policymak-
ing that pointed to Doha’s lack of institutional depth in following through and 
implementing its regional initiatives. It might have been thought axiomatic that 
a country of such socio-ethnic and geopolitical complexity as Syria was beyond 
the “management” of any external actor, but this caution was not readily appar-
ent as the Qatari leadership advocated a policy of intervention in 2011 and 2012. 
The result, as the conflict entered into its third year in 2013, was a weakening of 
regional and international resolve on Syria that was beginning to look powerless to 
alleviate or end the human suffering.

By early 2013, the trend in unilateral approaches to Syria was clear. Private fun-
draising events had become common spectacles in GCC states and even developed 
into a form of one-upmanship as individual tribes and organizations competed 
with each other to raise money and support. An investigation by The National 
newspaper in Abu Dhabi found that Kuwait (again, by accident rather than design) 
“has emerged as a central fundraising hub for direct financial support for insur-
gents” fighting in Syria, alongside estimates that tens of millions of dollars had been 
provided in humanitarian aid alone (The National, 5 February 2013). However, 
much of the aid was said to be bypassing the UN and international aid agencies, 
and was instead being sent directly into rebel-held areas, utilizing ties of tribal kin-
ship and local networks that were unavailable to the international organizations.19 
The difficulty of tracking such flows of fighters and funds was compounded by 
the opacity, lack of transparency, and absence of monitoring that have long been 
features of Gulf governments’ overseas aid and assistance policies in other conflict-
affected environments.20

The persistence of unilateral approaches to both military and humanitar-
ian support undermined the collective effort to resolve the Syrian crisis and was 
exacerbated by Qatar’s aggressively unilateral approach to Syria. Saudi Arabia, in 
particular, stepped up its own involvement in response to rising tension in Gulf 
capitals, particularly Riyadh and Abu Dhabi, caused by the Qatari practice of 
“picking winners” and seeking to determine the direction of change in countries 
affected by the Arab Spring. Moreover, as the political and military stalemate in 
Syria continued, Qatar’s support for the Muslim Brotherhood faction was increas-
ingly seen as a major cause of the persistent divisions within the Syrian opposition; 
a lengthy investigation by the Financial Times found that opinions on Qatar among 
the Syrian opposition had polarized and in many cases become extremely critical 
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and negative. One rebel commander interviewed by the report’s authors stated 
simply that, “after two years it is time for everyone involved in Syria to review 
their actions and engage in self-correction” (Financial Times, 17 May 2013).

Subsequent events during the spring and summer of 2013 provided further 
evidence of both the fragmentation of international policy toward Syria as well as 
the waning of Qatar’s regional influence. Over the course of the spring, primary 
responsibility for leading the Gulf States’ engagement with the Syrian opposi-
tion was passed from Qatar to Saudi Arabia. Tortuous negotiations were held 
in Istanbul in May to expand the 63-seat SNC by adding an additional 43 seats, 
with particular emphasis placed on including a liberal bloc headed by Michel Kilo 
and backed by Western and Arab governments. This was widely seen as a Saudi-
led attempt to dilute the influence of the (Qatar-backed) Syrian branch of the 
Muslim Brotherhood in the council by broadening its membership and compo-
sition. When 12 delegates from Syria’s Muslim Brotherhood met (surprisingly) 
with Saudi Arabia’s foreign minister, Saud al-Faisal Al-Saud, in May 2013, they 
received a pledge of increased Saudi political and financial support for the SNC if 
it expanded to include “moderate,” minority, and salafi groups as a counterweight 
to the influence of the Brotherhood and radical jihadi groups in opposition politi-
cal and military bodies (Financial Times, 17 May 2013).

However, the coalition’s Qatar-backed secretary-general, Mustafa al-Sabbagh, 
resisted the mooted expansion. An initial proposal to award 22 seats to Kilo’s 
grouping was blocked by the Islamist-dominated council, which instead offered 
the liberals a mere five seats before settling on a compromise of 14. This laid bare 
the divisions within the council and their respective external connections, as al-
Sabbagh was appointed the political head of the opposition at the Doha meeting 
in November 2012 that created the coalition. Along with Turkey (the other major 
regional backer of the Muslim Brotherhood), Qatar then orchestrated the selection 
of Ghassan Hitto, a naturalized US citizen and long-time resident of Texas, to head 
a so-called Syrian interim government in March 2013. This produced a further 
backlash as Saudi anger at his appointment prompted them to get directly involved 
in opposition politics in Syria, while several figures suspended their membership 
of the opposition coalition in protest, meaning that Hitto was unable to form a 
provisional administration.

A combination of rising Syrian, regional, and international pressure (as noted 
below) on Qatar culminated in the “transfer” of responsibility for the “Syria file” 
from Doha to Riyadh in April 2013. Qatar’s policy of “picking winners” among 
Islamist groups linked with the Muslim Brotherhood had come in for intense 
scrutiny and criticism in the wake of the crisis in Mali in early 2013. Tensions 
with Saudi Arabia and the UAE also grew as the differences in policy approaches 
toward the Muslim Brotherhood widened (Gulf States Newsletter, 9 May 2013, 
946: 3–4). Finally, the emir’s visit to the White House in April was to some extent 
overshadowed by pressure from US officials on Qatar to ensure that none of the 
weaponry Qatar was sending to Syria ended up in the hands of Jabhat al-Nusra or 
other extremist jihadi groups. Signs of friction in the Qatari–US relationship also 
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appeared as Hamad bin Jassim declared himself exasperated with the lack of action 
by the international community: “You know, we put a lot of red lines. Scud, he 
[Asad] used Scud. Chemicals, he used chemicals. And there is evidence. But he 
used them in pockets, small pockets. He wants to try your reaction. No reaction? 
He will escalate” (National Public Radio (US), 26 April 2013).

Hamad bin Jassim also claimed, somewhat implausibly given the evidence, that 
Qatar had not sought the international limelight on Syria, asserting: “We did not 
want to take the lead. We begged a lot of countries to start to take the lead and we 
will be in the back seat. But we find ourselves in the front seat” (National Public 
Radio (US), 26 April 2013). During the spring of 2013, Hamad bin Jassim’s min-
ister of state for foreign affairs, Khalid bin Mohammed al-Attiyah, became more 
prominent in Qatar’s foreign policymaking and played a key role in trying to repair 
Qatari–Saudi relations and align approaches to Syria, prefiguring his subsequent 
replacement of Hamad bin Jassim as foreign minister in June. Shortly after the  
26 June handover of leadership in Qatar, a transition of power also occurred among 
the SNC as it replaced Mustafa al-Sabbagh and Ghassan Hitto with Ahmad Jarba 
on 6 July. A tribal figure from the powerful Shammar tribe—which extended from 
Syria into Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Iraq (with Saudi king Abdullah bin Abdul-
Aziz Al-Saud himself descended from the Shammar through his mother)—Jarba 
enjoyed close connections with Saudi Arabia, and his victory was seen as reinforc-
ing Saudi influence over the fractious opposition coalition (Reuters, 6 July 2013).

Syria policy under Emir Tamim

The carefully managed handover of power in Qatar on 25 June 2013 changed the 
style more than the substance of Qatari foreign policy, which also had to evolve to 
take into account the dramatic changes on the ground in Syria with the rapid rise of 
the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria. The abdication of Emir Hamad and the replace-
ment of Hamad bin Jassim as prime minister and foreign minister removed the 
two architects of Qatar’s strategy of aggressive internationalization and the young, 
new Emir Tamim took immediate steps to recalibrate Qatar’s regional policies that 
particularly addressed policy overreach in Syria. As heir apparent, Sheikh Tamim 
had been entrusted by his father, Emir Hamad, with mending the damaged Qatari–
Saudi relationship, and he had built up a close working relationship both with 
King Abdullah and with Crown Prince Salman. During the spring of 2013, imme-
diately prior to his succession as emir, Tamim made several visits to Riyadh and 
worked closely with his Saudi counterparts, including Salman, to align Qatari and 
Saudi policy toward Syria and the various opposition groups. Once in power, Emir 
Tamim also adopted a more cautious foreign policy that lacked Hamad bin Jassim’s 
adventurism and opportunistic zeal and prioritized multilateral initiatives within 
a GCC-wide framework.21 Notably, within two months of Tamim’s accession, 
Qatar became the first GCC state to ratify the internal security agreement reached 
by GCC interior ministers in 2012. Meanwhile, the dispatch of Qatari forces to 
assist the Saudi-led coalition in Yemen in 2015 symbolized the temporary repairing 
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of the relationship between Qatar and its GCC neighbours that had fractured so 
heavily between 2011 and 2013.

Relations with Saudi Arabia and other GCC states did not warm immedi-
ately as it took the new leadership in Doha several months to clear the remnants 
of Hamad bin Jassim’s “allies” from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. However, 
ties did improve significantly in the aftermath of the April 2014 security agree-
ment reached by Qatar and its GCC neighbours in the wake of the withdrawal of 
the Saudi, Bahraini, and Emirati ambassadors from Doha the previous month in 
protest at Qatari policy (Al-Jazeera Online, 17 April 2014). As Qatari–Saudi rela-
tions improved, the advent of King Salman ascending to power in Saudi Arabia in 
January 2015 led also to a warming of Saudi ties with Turkey and a growing “rap-
prochement” among the three major external backers of Syrian opposition groups. 
This translated into greater policy coordination over the flow of weaponry and 
material support to groups in Syria through the creation of a new, unified opposi-
tion coalition, the Army of Conquest (Washington Post, 12 May 2015), that had 
immediate positive consequences for opposition effectiveness, marked by its cap-
ture of Idlib from the government. However, rivalries between Qatari and Turkish 
backed groups and those supported by Saudi Arabia and the UAE persisted. The 
outbreak of the crisis engineered by the latter against Qatar in 2017–18 coincided 
with a substantial withdrawal of the Gulf powers from their intervention in Syria, 
after Russia’s September 2015 military intervention blocked and reversed the suc-
cesses enabled by their brief unity earlier that year.

It is difficult, for external observers and Qatari officials alike, to pinpoint with 
certainty the full nature and extent of the country’s role in Syria’s conflict. This is 
evident in the question of Qatari funding for Syrian opposition and rebel groups. 
On the one hand, the Qatari government had set up formal mechanisms for dona-
tions to Syria, in part due to growing pressure from the US Treasury Department 
to do so. All charitable donations were required to be funnelled through official 
organizations such as Qatar Charity and the Qatar Red Crescent, or via secure 
donations on the websites of major Qatari companies such as Qatar Petroleum and 
others.22 These formalized structures mean there were then fewer private or unreg-
ulated channels for sending money to Syria as, for example, existed in Kuwait, 
where lax financing and money laundering laws mean charitable and private fun-
draising was far less subject to official controls. Qatar additionally took part in the 
first and second humanitarian pledging conferences that took place in Kuwait City 
in January 2013 and January 2014, pledging US$100 million and US$60 million 
respectively for Syria.23

Nevertheless, the foregoing does not mean that there are no unregulated Qatari 
flows; money collected privately in Qatar often is sent to Kuwait for onward 
transfer to recipients in Syria through third-party intermediaries in Turkey or Iran 
(owing to the tightening of regulations in all Gulf States on direct financial trans-
fers to Syria). Allegations have persisted that other charities in Qatar have acted 
as fundraisers for radical groups in Syria; one such charity, Madid Ahl Al Sham, 
was cited by Jabhat al-Nusra in August 2013 as one of the preferred conduits  
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for donations intended for the group, while in December 2013 US Treasury 
Department officials named Abdulrahman al-Nuaimi, a former president of the 
Qatar Football Association and founding member of the government-backed 
Sheikh Eid bin Mohammed Al-Thani Charitable Foundation, as a major finan-
cier of al-Qaida and its regional affi liates in Syria and Iraq. Al-Nuaimi had advised 
the Qatari ruling family on charitable giving but was accused by the US Treasury 
of pursuing a dual role, promoting humanitarian causes and civil rights while 
simultaneously supporting extremist groups and acting as an interlocutor between 
al-Qaida and Qatar-based donors.24

Other major concerns about Qatar’s financial support of the Syrian opposition 
continued to focus on the lack of adequate oversight over the amounts of money 
being transferred and an absence of sufficient information with regard to the flow 
of money once inside Syria. Simply put, the lack of basic monitoring data means 
Qatari officials could not easily compute how much in total was being transferred 
to Syria, with some reports putting the figure in excess of US$3 billion, or even 
say how much money has gone to which groups (Financial Times, 17 May 2013).

As such, the primary challenge facing Qatari (and Saudi and Turkish) policy-
making on Syria was how to exert any degree of “control” or even influence over 
recipient groups in the chaotic Syrian battlespace. One of the strongest critiques of 
Qatar’s interventionist regional policies after 2011 focused on the relative lack of 
diplomatic depth or professional expertise within the Qatari Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. Indeed, two points dominate any analysis of Qatar’s evolving role in Syria 
over the five years of war and revolution. The first is that the number of Qatari 
actors has been, and remains, very small and concentrated among the top echelons 
of the ruling family and its immediate advisors, consistent with the top-down 
and largely closed nature of policymaking structures in Doha. This allowed key 
individuals to shape the direction of policy largely through a series of personalized 
decisions that were not necessarily thought through. This leads onto the second 
point, which is the paucity of official information or statistics evaluating or meas-
uring Qatar’s involvement in Syria, again consistent with broader shortcomings in 
Qatari public diplomacy (explaining and justifying why actions have been taken 
and for what purpose) and transparency and accountability with regard to making 
information on state policy publicly available.
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8
SAUDI POLICIES IN THE  
SYRIAN CRISIS

May Darwich

Introduction

Ever since the formation of the modern states of Syria and Saudi Arabia, the rela-
tionship between the two countries has constituted a “paradox” in Middle East 
international relations. One the one hand, the two have often stood on opposing 
sides, represented diametrically opposing ideologies, clashed through proxies across 
the region, and taken divergent alliance decisions during major regional wars. On 
the other hand, the relationship between the Asad regime and the Al Saud dynasty 
evolved over time into an enduring entente, at times reaching the status of an 
uneasy alliance that shaped inter-Arab politics over decades. For example, in the 
last two decades, and particularly since the 2003 Iraq war, Syria has been a constit-
uent part of the so-called “resistance axis,” including Iran, Hizbollah, and Hamas.1 
The Saudi kingdom, meanwhile, has been in the opposing camp, alongside Egypt 
and Jordan.2 Nevertheless, the Saudi kingdom maintained outwardly amicable 
relations with the Asad regime. The Al Saud had long calculated that isolating the 
Asad regime or trying to overthrow it would be counterproductive, likely leading 
to its further radicalization and the consolidation of its alliance with Iran. Although 
former President Hafiz al-Asad maintained relatively amicable relations with the 
Saudi kingdom, especially after Asad’s decision to join the US coalition during the 
Gulf war (1990–91), the relationship under Bashar al-Asad has been less cordial. 
Initially, when Bashar succeeded his father in 2000, the Saudi kingdom supported 
the young ruler and saw an opportunity to pull Syria away from Iran. With the 
assassination of the former Lebanese prime minister, Rafik al-Hariri, in 2005, 
the relationship between Asad and King Abdullah soured, reaching a nadir with 
Asad calling King Abdullah and other Arab leaders “half-men” for not supporting 
Hizbollah during the 2006 Lebanon war.3 Still, despite the strains in their relation-
ship following the 2006 Lebanon war and the 2009 Gaza war, prior to 2011, the 
kingdom expressed willingness for a détente with Bashar al-Asad.4
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When the Syrian Uprising ignited in March 2011, the Saudis were unsure of 
the course to adopt and were rather cautious in their approach towards the crisis. 
Some scholars have attributed the kingdom’s initial cautious reaction to domestic 
factors. In the context of the Arab uprisings, the primary goal of the kingdom 
was to prevent the protests from reaching the Gulf (ABC News, 30 September 
2015). Consequently, the Saudis played the role of a counter-revolutionary force, 
opposing any change to their long-standing allies in Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen, and 
Bahrain.5 These counter-revolutionary efforts intensified further with the rise to 
power of the Muslim Brotherhood in North Africa. Additionally, the Saudis per-
ceived Asad to be a resilient leader who had survived isolation, rebellion, and 
US policies in Iraq; he earned good will from the kingdom by refraining from 
condemning the Saudi intervention in Bahrain in March 2011. As a result, dur-
ing the early stages of the Syrian Uprising, Saudi Arabia remained favourable to 
Asad’s regime and encouraged Asad to adopt reforms and desist from repressing 
protests. The initial approach was to support Asad in exchange for limited conces-
sions, mainly distancing Syria from Iran. King Abdullah sent his son Abdulaziz 
bin Abdullah Al Saud, the then deputy minister of foreign affairs, to meet with 
Bashar al-Asad three times in an attempt to offset Iranian influence over Syria. On 
all three occasions, however, Asad refused to meet with Abdulaziz, rendering the 
Saudi initiative futile.6

Partly as a result of these frustrated policies, by late summer 2011 the Saudi 
approach towards the Syrian crisis shifted from attempting to bring Syria under 
Saudi influence to seeking the overthrow of Bashar al-Asad’s regime. As it became 
clear that Asad was unable to deal with the crisis despite heavy-handed tactics, the 
Saudi kingdom perceived a geostrategic opportunity to disrupt the Syria–Iran axis. 
In August 2011, King Abdullah issued a warning indicating this radical shift in the 
Saudi approach towards the Syrian regime:

What is happening in Syria is not acceptable for Saudi Arabia . . . Syria 
should think wisely before it’s too late and issue and enact reforms that are 
not merely promises but actual reforms. Either it chooses wisdom on its 
own, or it will be pulled down into the depths of turmoil and loss.

(Al-Jazeera, 8 August 2011)

Following this warning, the Saudi kingdom withdrew its ambassador to Damascus. 
Against the history of containment and implicit entente between the Saudi king-
dom and the Syrian regime, the decision to seek the overthrow of Asad constituted 
an important development in Saudi policies in the region. Conveying the impres-
sion of intervening in the conflict for humanitarian purposes, King Abdullah urged 
Asad “to stop the killing machine” (Daily Beast, 9 August 2011). In addition, the 
Saudi kingdom adopted several strategies and tactics over time to overthrow Asad 
(BBC, 14 June 2013),7 including supporting the Syrian National Council (SNC); 
playing a dominant role in the National Coalition for Syrian Revolutionary and 
Opposition Forces (SOC); arming the Free Syrian Army (FSA); supporting the 
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Islamic Front; pledging to send troops to Syria; and hosting various Syrian armed 
groups in 2015.8 Despite the evolution of the conflict and the rise of extremist 
groups—particularly Jabhat al-Nusra and the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (or 
Daesh; hereafter, ISIS)—the Saudis remained determined to depose Asad. Amid 
international talks intended to unite efforts in fighting the rise of extremism, Saudi 
Foreign Minister Al-Jubeir insisted that “Bashar al-Assad must go or face [the] 
military option” (ABC News, 30 September 2015). Importantly, despite changes in 
Saudi leadership in 2015, Saudi foreign policy towards the Syrian crisis remained 
largely unchanged.

This chapter examines the motives driving Saudi policies against Asad’s regime 
while exploring the key changes in these policies over the period from 2011 to 
2017. The existing literature presents various explanations for Saudi behaviour in 
the Syrian crisis. The first strand of explanations present a primordial reading of the 
conflict. Scholars of this approach characterize the war as fundamentally a sectarian 
conflict between Sunnis and Shiites on both domestic and regional levels, where 
regional actors from both sects have contributed to fuelling this perception.9 These 
scholars have relied on primordial approaches to identity formation in analysing 
the Sunni–Shiite divide as the primary driver of the conflict. The second strand 
in the literature belongs to the realist view in international relations. With the 
involvement of several international and regional actors, namely Russia, Iran, and 
Hizbollah, the Syrian crisis is often characterized as a proxy war. Realist scholars 
focus on geopolitical factors, especially the troubled relationship between Saudi 
Arabia and Iran. Accordingly, the Syrian civil war is viewed as a proxy war where 
Saudi Arabia and Iran are vying for regional influence.

This chapter seeks to challenge both primordial and realist explanations of 
Saudi behaviour while offering a comprehensive approach towards understanding 
what appears to be a growing Saudi assertiveness against Bashar al-Asad’s regime 
amidst the increasing intensity of threats from extremist groups. The chapter 
argues that the dynamics of the Saudi involvement in Syria can be understood as 
part of a larger regional contest over leadership, which fuses ideational and mate-
rial elements. Drawing on the concept of recognition in international relations, I 
argue that the Saudis have been struggling to acquire recognition for their identity 
narrative that claims the leadership of Sunni Islam in the region. This quest for 
recognition is reinforced and enabled by growing Saudi military and economic 
capabilities. As the Saudis have, so far, failed to acquire this aspired recognition 
from regional and international actors, their reaction has been aggressive and vio-
lent in an attempt to achieve the desired acknowledgment of their power and rank 
by force if necessary.

The chapter is divided into three sections. First, while I examine alternative 
explanations of Saudi involvement in the Syrian conflict, I present the concep-
tual framework that I use in support of my argument, outlining the concept of 
recognition and how it operates in state behaviour at the international level. 
Second, I present an analysis of Saudi involvement in the Syrian conflict as part 
of its larger regional ambitions in the Middle East. Third, I trace the key changes 
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in Saudi policies towards war-torn Syria over time, from overt diplomatic actions 
to military assistance to anti-Asad groups. I also explore the impact these policies 
have had on the Syrian crisis and how they have shaped the conflict’s evolution 
in the process.

Theorizing Saudi policy in Syria

Understanding the dynamics of Saudi Arabia’s involvement in the Syrian conflict 
requires an examination of existing explanations. While few analysts dispute the 
centrality of Saudi Arabia’s role in the Syrian crisis, there is, however, scholarly 
disagreement on the factors shaping its behaviour towards Asad. Simply put, there 
are two divergent explanations. The most common of these is sectarian, treating 
the Sunni–Shiite divide as a primary factor driving Saudi animosity against Asad 
and his allies—namely Iran and Hizbollah. The second explanation adopts a real-
ist perspective, according to which the Syrian conflict is a proxy war, in which 
Saudi–Iranian rivalry plays a determining role, with sectarian narratives as mere 
instruments of a power struggle.

Although observers continue to stress that multiple factors shape Saudi policies 
in Syria, the Sunni–Shiite divide has come to dominate media analyses and policy 
reports (The Independent, 20 February 2014).10 These analyses belong to a primor-
dial approach that emphasize culture and identity as the determinants of conflict 
and cooperation between actors. Primordialists view the Sunni–Shiite divide as 
the core conflict dominating the region, originating in the seventh century and 
still pertaining to current political dynamics.11 It is true that sectarianism is an 
undeniable element in Saudi policies generally speaking (International Policy Digest,  
26 May 2014). In the 1980s, the most important period of sectarian bitterness 
growing out of the challenge of the Iranian Islamic Revolution (1979) to the Sunni 
Arab monarchies, the kingdom actively used the Sunni–Shiite divide to counter 
the revolutionary message of Ayatollah Khomeini (As-Safir, 22 December 2014). 
While there was no official sectarian discourse, the kingdom tacitly endorsed 
sectarian narratives at the time.12 As Jones claims, “managing and strategically 
deploying anti-Shiism is . . . an important part of [King Abdullah’s] government 
political calculus.”13

Yet, an exclusive focus on sectarianism as a motive seriously distorts the analysis 
of Saudi policies in Syria, and elsewhere. Although the kingdom has manipulated 
sectarian discourses to legitimize its regional policies—especially in Syria, Yemen, 
Bahrain, and Iraq—the motives driving these policies are far from sectarian. 
Riyadh has crossed the sectarian fault line in seeking regional allies and proxies 
across the region, Syria included. Despite opposing some groups with a Shiite 
background—such as the Houthis in Yemen and Hizbollah in Lebanon—the 
Saudis have not limited their alliances to fellow Sunnis, nor have they supported 
every Sunni group in the Middle East. In Iraq, Riyadh backed secular parties 
during the elections of 2005 and 2010, such as the Iraqiya party led by Iyad 
Allawi. From a sectarian perspective, the Muslim Brotherhood was the natural 
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ally of Saudi Arabia in Syria and Egypt. Nevertheless, the kingdom demonized 
the Brotherhood in Egypt, Tunisia, and across the Gulf (Washington Post, 20 
March 2014). Similarly, sectarianism has hardly been the basis upon which the 
Saudis have sought regional allies or local proxies in Syria.14 Initially, the Saudis 
supported the least sectarian groups involved in the conflict—such as the FSA. 
Following the failure of the FSA to make military progress, the Saudis moved to 
supporting the Islamic Front as well as other salafi groups.15

The second common explanation for Saudi policies adopts a realist approach. 
Realists often argue that states seek security and survival and that their decision in 
resorting to armed violence is based on a rational cost–benefit analysis.16 Realist 
scholars, therefore, argue that grasping the nature of the Iranian–Saudi struggle is 
central to understanding Saudi policies in Syria. The conflict in Syria is explained 
as an extension of the proxy war between Saudi Arabia and Iran (The Guardian,  
30 August 2013).17 The Saudi kingdom has made it clear that it perceives the Syria–
Iran–Hizbollah axis as a source of threat and instability in the region. From a realist 
perspective, this threat perception is driven by geopolitical interests, where identi-
ties are only instruments masking geopolitical rivalry over influence in the Gulf, 
Lebanon, and Iraq.18 From this point of view, Riyadh considers regime change 
in Syria to be a crucial opportunity to weaken Iran’s influence in the region and 
abolish the Syria–Iran axis. As a Saudi official stated, “Syria is Iran’s entry into the 
Arab world . . . take down al-Assad and you inflict a strategic blow on Iran” (Gulf 
News, 8 October 2012).

Although this realist view of the conflict is understandably convenient, it is ana-
lytically problematic. A pure geostrategic explanation claims that actors not only 
use material means to achieve their goals but that they also have fixed preferences, 
namely the maximization of power and security. Their interests are determined by 
and would shift with changes in the relative power distribution. Strategic explana-
tions cannot account for the shift in Saudi intentions towards Asad. Until August 
2011, the Saudi kingdom pursued a regional policy favouring stability, including 
the survival of the Asad regime. In this context, strategic explanations alone cannot 
explain why the Saudis initially supported the Asad regime after the 2011 Uprising 
and then switched to a policy dedicated to overthrowing him (since August 2011). 
While the 2011 Arab uprisings have reinforced the prevailing view that Iran is 
finding opportunities in Arab instability to fulfil its ambitions of regional hegem-
ony, the regional configuration provides serious constraints on Iran’s ability to 
project its power. According to at least some scholars, Iran’s military capabilities 
are limited and often exaggerated.19 Iran’s conventional military capabilities are far 
less than those of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states.20 In 2014, it was 
estimated that the GCC states spent US$114 billion on defence compared to Iran’s 
US$16 billion. Moreover, the GCC states have a significant qualitative advantage, 
in that US support and technology transfer to the GCC is far superior.21 In short, 
the Syrian–Iranian axis has persisted over decades, and the balance of military capa-
bilities has not changed in the post-2011 order, making a realist explanation of 
Saudi policy shifts problematic.
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Against this backdrop, this chapter claims that neither pure strategic interests 
nor solely sectarian elements explain Saudi policies in Syria. Instead, the chapter 
offers a reading of the kingdom’s involvement in Syria as a bid for regional leader-
ship fusing material and social elements of power contestation in the Middle East. 
The sudden possibility of Asad’s fall emerged as an opportunity for the kingdom 
to destroy the Syria–Iran axis and assert its leadership in the region. The remainder 
of this section examines the concept of “recognition” as a theoretical lens that 
can provide a comprehensive explanation of Saudi policies in the Syrian crisis. I 
present the “recognition” concept by integrating a “thin constructivist” perspec-
tive into the strategic dimension of security interests.22 I argue here that the quest 
for recognition of regional status and the search for material power and security 
usually go hand in hand and reinforce each other. On the one hand, aspiration for 
symbolic superiority invites and encourages the quest for material power. On the 
other hand, recognition can serve as an instrument to advance material interests. 
In empirical terms, the Saudi kingdom pursued aggressive policies in Syria with an 
eye towards establishing itself as a regional leader. At the same time, the kingdom’s 
quest for such leadership is inextricably related to material capabilities and the pur-
suit of physical security.

Studies in philosophy,23 social psychology,24 sociology,25 and political science26 
have demonstrated the importance of non-material needs in social relations. Identity 
has an intersubjective nature, i.e., actors operating in a social system need to present 
an identity narrative that describes who they are and where they stand in relation 
to others; they also need to have this narrative accepted by others around them. 
In this sense, actors are in constant negotiation with the surrounding social struc-
ture. In the realm of international relations, this theoretical viewpoint suggests that 
states have a need to be recognized. Furthermore, as states are in a relentless strug-
gle to form their identity and to force others to affirm their subjective narratives, 
recognition is related to the quest for material power. The relationship between 
symbolic and physical dimensions of power is twofold. The first aspect exhibits 
an instrumental, utilitarian logic, according to which recognition advances mate-
rial interests.27 States seek recognition to in order to demonstrate their power and 
achieve dominance. In other words, the demonstration of superiority might itself 
be a source of material power.28 The second is psychological, according to which 
recognition is an intrinsic need related to human nature—and it includes other 
symbolic dimensions such as honour, prestige, glory, or reputation.29 Therefore, 
material interests can be the means to achieve this human motive that is intrinsic to 
the elites responsible for a state’s foreign policy.30

It should be noted that any apparent dichotomy between instrumental and 
psychological logics is artificial. Symbolic and material dimensions of power go 
hand in hand. States have the need for material power as well as recognition. 
Material and symbolic dimensions of power can interact in various ways. A state’s 
aspirations for symbolic superiority and recognition encourage the quest for mate-
rial power. It is easier to force others to recognize one’s identity narrative when 
one possesses the means. In the meantime, the demonstration of power may be a 
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source of material power. Any form of material power requires an intersubjective 
agreement on its reality.31 Highlighting these symbolic and material dimensions of 
recognition, scholars argue that lack of “recognition” can lead to aggressive reactions. 
In some cases, states stand firmly in defence of their self-description and are ready 
to fight to prove that it is correct.32 As recognition is inextricably related to material 
power, actors can perceive a lack of recognition as a threat to their material ambi-
tions. The urge to redress this insufficient status recognition can result in violence.33

The above theoretical framework will provide an explanation that unravels the 
drivers of Saudi policies in Syria. In the next section, I examine the growing mate-
rial capabilities of the kingdom and how it reinforced the Saudi claim of leadership. 
The constant struggle of the Saudi regime to be recognized as a leading actor has I 
believe largely failed, igniting violent and aggressive reactions, especially in Syria.

Drivers of Saudi policies in Syria

By employing the concept of “recognition,” this study posits that the Saudis, for 
quite some time, have felt that their economic wealth and religious status entitle 
them to a top-rank position in the regional system. This perception of power 
has emerged alongside a hubristic identity narrative claiming Saudi religious 
and normative superiority in the Arab world, i.e., the leadership of Sunni Islam. 
Nevertheless, this narrative of superiority has not been widely recognized and has, 
in fact, been challenged by other Sunni actors. In response, the Saudis have felt the 
urge to redress this insufficient status recognition through aggressive countermeas-
ures in Syria, and recently in Yemen.

The oil-rich kingdom wields far greater influence and power today than it did 
half a century ago. Based on its significant fiscal resources and growing military 
capabilities, it has adopted a self-depiction as a regional power shaping outcomes 
in the Middle East. Saudi material power has two dimensions: fiscal and military. 
Donating money for political purposes to other regimes and groups throughout the 
Middle East is a tradition that has been referred to as Saudi Riyalpolitik. In addition, 
the kingdom has significantly increased its military capabilities. Military spending 
has more than doubled in the last decade, reaching US$67 billion per year.34 As 
recent estimates from the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute show, 
the Saudi kingdom is now fourth behind the US, China, and Russia in terms of 
military spending. In fact, it is the biggest buyer of foreign weapons and security 
systems in the world.35 Although there are considerable doubts regarding the real 
efficiency of Saudi military forces, it has been able to demonstrate its capabilities in 
Libya, Yemen, and Bahrain.

Saudi decisions since the outbreak of the Arab uprisings provide strong evidence 
that the kingdom wants to be perceived as a regional actor shaping the course of 
events according to its own preferences and interests. The post-2011 order has 
provided it with the opportunity to expand its power and influence across the 
region. In the present situation, it is clear that no other Arab country has been 
capable of achieving the status of dominant or sole regional leadership, particularly  
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as Egypt became focused on its own domestic problems and Syria descended into 
civil war. From this point of view, it might be argued that Saudi Arabia has sought 
to fill this wide open void in Arab power. Nevertheless, the Saudi strategy of 
supporting the Syrian rebels is in fact linked to its seemingly waning regional influ-
ence in favour of non-Arab actors, namely Iran and Turkey. On the one hand, 
Riyadh has consistently perceived Iran’s influence in the region to be threatening, 
especially its influence in Iraq, Lebanon, and the Palestinian territories.36 On the 
other hand, Turkey has competed with the Saudis on many regional issues, espe-
cially the thorny question of the Muslim Brotherhood’s position in Egypt. In this 
context, the Syrian conflict presented an opportunity for the Saudis to assert their 
material power in the Middle East and to convey the image of a regional power 
capable of shaping outcomes in its vicinity. Overthrowing Asad and replacing his 
regime with one friendly to the Saudis meant further isolating Iran and depriving 
it of its main ally. Moreover, as Syria is located at the heart of the Arab world, the 
establishment of an allied regime would enable the Saudis to exert more influence 
in Iraq and Lebanon.37

To further promote its standing in the region, the Saudi kingdom has relied 
on its designation as the Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques to enhance its self-
ascribed status as the symbolic leader of the Sunni and Muslim worlds. This type 
of identity has in fact historically granted the kingdom a symbolic status in the 
region. This, combined with its tremendous financial resources and the growth 
in the its military capabilities over the past decades, has contributed to a feeling 
among Saudi elites that the state is not accorded its “appropriate” status, as regional 
and international actors have not recognized the emergent Saudi de facto regional 
leadership. I argue that this lack of recognition is at the origin of what scholars have 
observed as a “shift from traditionally cautious and conciliatory [Saudi] foreign and 
regional policy towards a sharper affirmation of [Saudi] interests.”38 In the context 
of the Syrian crisis, the Saudis saw deposing Asad as an opportunity to redress 
this situation, through providing a definitive demonstration of their influence and 
capabilities in the Middle East.

The Saudis have made many attempts to assert themselves as regional leaders, 
specifically as hegemon of the GCC. For example, in the Gulf, Saudi Arabia sent 
troops to support its Bahraini ally King Hamad Al Khalifa against internal protests, 
which signalled Saudi determination to take the lead in protecting the Gulf from 
the effects of the Arab uprisings.39 Moreover, Saudi Arabia proposed that the GCC 
be expanded to include Jordan, Morocco, and Egypt, an idea that was not wel-
comed by all GCC members (MERIP, 15 April 2015). On many occasions, the 
Saudis have proposed the institutionalization of an expanded, tighter, and greater 
union of the GCC under their command. However, these initiatives have not 
gone unopposed. King Abdullah’s proposals for greater political integration in the 
Gulf collapsed with Oman’s opposition and Kuwait’s reluctance. In December 
2013, Oman opposed Saudi plans for a unified command structure for the armed 
forces of the six states (Al-Monitor, 22 December 2013). Kuwait refused to sign a 
GCC internal security pact, as it would have compromised its political liberalism 
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and its exceptional constitutional principles within the Gulf (Al Arabiya, 12 May 
2013). The emergence of Qatari–Emirati animosity over Libya and the Muslim 
Brotherhood in Egypt made Saudi ambitions further unattainable (Al-Monitor,  
28 July 2014). The most important challenge to the Saudi attempt at acquiring rec-
ognition of its regional status in the Gulf was Qatar’s foreign policy that explicitly 
opposed Saudi policies in Egypt and Syria.

The Saudi claim of regional leadership received another hit as it failed to build 
a coalition against Iran (Washington Post, 3 June 2015). Iranian influence in Iraq, 
Syria, and Lebanon has long rankled with the Saudis, as it empirically counteracted 
their claim to regional hegemony. The kingdom has, in recent years, attempted to 
counter the vexing Iranian presence by relying on its Islamic identity, and placing 
itself at the centre of a regional coalition (or in sectarian terms a “Sunni” coalition)  
aimed against Shiite Iran. Yet, despite these efforts, every GCC state except Saudi 
Arabia and Bahrain approved the interim nuclear agreement between the US and 
Iran in November 2013 and received Iran’s foreign minister (Le Monde Diplomatique, 
1 May 2014). Furthermore, Oman secretly hosted the initial preliminary deals 
between Iran and the US, which led to the nuclear talks. Further, Turkey, which 
seemed a natural member of a “Sunni” coalition against Iran, challenged the Saudi 
kingdom’s policies towards the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. These apparent 
rejections of its bid for leadership moved the Saudis to feel that regional actors 
did not “appropriately” recognize their self-ascribed status. As Khalid al-Dakhil, a 
prominent Saudi sociologist and commentator stated: “During King Abdullah, we 
did not have a foreign policy, and just watched events unfold in front of our eyes” 
(Wall Street Journal, 29 April 2015). This need for recognition has greatly intensi-
fied under the leadership of King Salman. Some observers speculate that the new 
leadership blames the late King Abdullah’s cautious foreign policy for the loss of 
the kingdom’s prestige and its status misrecognition.

Furthermore, the Arab uprisings challenged not only the kingdom’s regional 
status (whether self-perceived or real) as the leader of Sunni Islam but also the 
credibility of its identity narrative. The rise of the Muslim Brotherhood across the 
region as an alternative to the collapsing regimes constituted an important challenge 
to the kingdom’s narrative as the leader of Sunni Islam (Al-Monitor, 4 July 2013). 
In response, the kingdom attempted to build a regional coalition that criminalized 
the Brotherhood and pressured other regional actors to join its proclamation of the 
Brotherhood as a terrorist organization. Nevertheless, some states with strong con-
nections with the Brotherhood—such as Jordan and Kuwait—refused to comply 
with these demands (Al-Monitor, 3 February 2015, 10 March 2014). Meanwhile, 
by scoring important victories in Iraq and Syria, ISIS put the Saudi claim of Sunni 
leadership under further pressure. The kingdom’s quest to place itself at the centre 
of a regional coalition to counter ISIS did not resonate in the region. In December 
2015, the Saudis announced a counterterrorism coalition including 34 Muslim 
countries. Yet, the main countries involved in the conflict—namely Iran, Syria, 
and Iraq—did not join the coalition, which constituted a blow to the kingdom’s 
quest for regional leadership (CNN, 23 December 2015).
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Moving to another level of analysis, internationally, the kingdom has felt that 
its regional interests and ambitions have been met with “disrespect,” especially 
from the US. Since its foundation, the kingdom has relied on external powers, 
first the British and then the US, to ensure its security. Such dependence was 
exemplified in 1990 when it relied on the US for protection against Saddam 
Hussein after he invaded and annexed Kuwait. Following the 2011 uprisings, the 
Saudis became convinced that the divergence between Riyadh and Washington 
hindered the kingdom’s regional interests. The Saudis perceived Obama’s policies 
in the region not only as abandoning the US’s historical responsibilities towards 
preserving the kingdom’s security but also as a clear act of disrespect to the king-
dom’s interests.40 With the 2011 Arab uprisings, the US’s reluctance to support 
longstanding autocrats in Tunisia, Egypt, and Yemen caused a rift in US–Saudi 
relations. The kingdom felt the need to shape an independent foreign policy in 
the region. Such a drive became further confirmed following the US’s reluctance 
under Obama to intervene in Syria and its attempt to forge amicable relations with 
Iran; moreover, the nuclear deal with Iran coincided with the realization that US 
interests overlapped with Iranian ones in fighting Sunni extremism in Iraq and 
Syria. The Saudi kingdom therefore discarded its traditional US-centred defence 
doctrine and attempted to rely on its own resources for security. In this context, 
insisting on deposing Asad constituted a reaction from the Saudis meant to redress 
their claim of recognition as a regional power able to control outcomes in the 
region. The following section examines the various tools deployed by the Saudi 
kingdom in Syria and how they evolved over the course of the crisis. Furthermore, 
the section discusses the implications of Saudi policies for the Syria crisis.

Instruments of Saudi policies and their implications

In its endeavour to depose Asad, the Saudi kingdom deployed various policies: 
diplomatic, financial, and ideational. The initial tool involved diplomatic and 
economic pressure on Asad. After withdrawing its ambassador from Damascus in 
August 2011, the Saudi kingdom played an active role in the Arab League to pres-
sure Asad to resign (Washington Post, 2 November 2011). Although the Syrian 
regime initially showed a willingness to conform to the League’s demands, domes-
tic violence continued to escalate. Following the failure to implement this plan, the 
Saudi kingdom engaged actively with the Arab League to propose the “Arab Peace 
Plan Initiative” in November 2011, a plan centred on the handover of power from 
Asad to his deputy and the formation of a unity government (Reuters, 22 January 
2012). Simultaneously, the League imposed economic sanctions on Syria. Given 
the close economic ties between Iraq, Lebanon, Iran, and Syria, these sanctions 
were symbolic rather than playing an effective role in pressuring Asad.41

Deeming diplomacy at the regional level inefficient, the Saudis called upon the 
international community to put greater pressure on Asad, while encouraging the 
US to take an active role and calling for military intervention. In January 2012, 
the Saudi foreign minister, Prince Saud al-Faisal, accused the Syrian regime of  
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acting in bad faith in not implementing the Arab League’s proposal. The kingdom, 
alongside Qatar, called for international action in Syria, with Saud al-Faisal issuing 
a statement: “We are calling on the international community to bear its respon-
sibility, and that includes our brothers in Islamic states and our friends in Russia, 
China, Europe, and the United States” (The Guardian, 22 January 2012).

When the Asad regime reportedly used chemical weapons in August 2013, the 
Arab Gulf countries—led by Saudi Arabia—tried to persuade Washington that 
Asad had crossed the line set by President Obama and that military intervention 
deposing him was the most appropriate response. Furthermore, Saudi intelligence 
presented the US with what it claimed was proof in February 2013 that the Syrian 
regime had deployed chemical weapons (Wall Street Journal, 25 August 2013). Saud 
al-Faisal claimed that: “Any opposition to any international action would only 
encourage Damascus to move forward with committing its crimes and using all 
weapons of mass destruction” (The Telegraph, 2 September 2013). But this call for 
Western intervention created a divide between the Arab states. Whereas Saudi 
Arabia and Qatar, among other GCC countries, perceived such intervention as 
necessary, Algeria, Iraq, and Lebanon were not convinced. In addition, Egypt 
under President Mohamed Morsi announced its reluctance to support military 
intervention in Syria. In the meantime, the US, under Obama, remained reluctant 
to adopt direct military action aimed at toppling Asad.42

With the failure of diplomatic means to exert substantial pressure on the Asad 
regime, the Saudi kingdom resorted to other instruments, privileging military and 
political pressure. Yet, diplomatic means returned to the forefront, intermittently 
at least, during later stages of the conflict. In 2014, the US swayed the Saudis to 
join the diplomatic track and engage with the UN-sponsored Geneva II peace 
process.43 In 2017, a new round of Russian and Turkish-backed negotiations was 
launched in Astana, Kazakhstan. This round was mainly driven by Russia, Turkey, 
and Iran with limited influence from the US, reflecting the shift in the balance of 
power in the war.44 In this context, the Saudi kingdom did not participate in the 
conference, while Saudi media outlets characterized the gathering as an “attempt 
by regional actors to pursue their own interests” (BBC, 24 January 2017).

Alongside diplomatic means, the kingdom employed its traditional policy of 
using financial resources to influence the outcome of the Syrian crisis. Indeed, the 
fortification of Riyalpolitik rose to new heights in the Syrian conflict. In January 
2012, due to the failure of sanctions to exert significant pressure on Asad, the 
Saudis started giving financial support to the SNC. As the crisis in Syria descended 
into an armed conflict in 2012, the Saudis departed from Western policies and 
forcefully supported the rebels (Foreign Policy, 27 February 2012). In the process, 
the Saudi rulers relied on personal ties and tribal connections to distribute arms 
and funds; in the background, the kingdom relied on the personal contacts of 
Intelligence Chief Prince Bindar bin Sultan.45 When the US secretly began arm-
ing Syrian rebels in 2013, it relied on Saudi Arabia as its primary partner and the 
largest contributor, among other regional actors, in its operations in Syria. While 
the Central Intelligence Agency took the lead in training the rebels, the Saudi 
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intelligence agency provided money and weapons, including anti-tank missiles 
(New York Times, 23 January 2016).

These Saudi policies in Syria created other challenges to the kingdom at the 
regional level. A rift with other Gulf states, Qatar in particular, emerged over the 
Syrian crisis. Riyadh and Doha chose to support competing factions within the SNC 
and, after 2012, the SOC. Whereas Saudi Arabia relied on tribal ties, Qatar has 
used its pre-existing links with the Muslim Brotherhood to play an influential role 
in Syria. Moaz al-Khatib, first president of the SOC, resigned after five months 
due to their rival interference. Since his resignation, both Saudi Arabia and Qatar 
began to push their affiliated clients into prominent positions. Qatar promoted its 
Brotherhood candidate, Ghassan Hitto, causing nine members of the SOC to resign. 
From July 2013 to July 2014, Riyadh managed to sustain its own client, Ahmed 
Jarba, as president of the SOC.

These divisions were more visible and pronounced over the support of armed 
groups. Initially, until 2013, the Saudis supported the FSA, even going so far as 
to pay the salaries of FSA fighters (Reuters, 23 June 2012). With the perceived 
weakness of the FSA in making any progress against Asad, the Saudis shifted their 
support to Jaysh al-Islam (the Army of Islam, or JAI), a group of salafists that 
operated independently from the FSA (The Guardian, 7 November 2013). In 
November 2013, JAI along with other Islamist militias formed the Islamic Front, 
both disassociating themselves from the FSA and opposing ISIS. In the meantime, 
Qatar initially backed groups affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood, such as Liwa 
al-Tawhid, part of the FSA. Later on, Qatar moved to support some of the radical-
ized groups such as Jabhat al-Nusrah.

In addition to directly assisting and arming anti-Asad forces, Saudi financial sup-
port to these groups flowed through private money that Saudi citizens sent to salafi 
charities and popular committees in Syria. One of the primary recipients of dona-
tions from the Gulf was the Popular Commission to Support the Syrian people, 
which funnelled millions of dollars in funds and humanitarian aid to salafi militias, 
such as Ahrar al-Sham, to buy weapons and recruit local support. The degree of 
complicity of the Saudi government is open to debate. Although it implemented 
anti-terror financing laws to prevent funds from reaching the Asad regime, no 
official action was taken to stop them from reaching the opposition radical militias.

The final tool deployed by the Saudi government was the “ideational” support 
provided to the opposition. The Saudi elites own Arab satellite television chan-
nels, such as Al-Arabiya, along with key newspapers, such as Al-Hayat and Al-Sharq 
Al-Awsat. Through these outlets, the kingdom promoted to their audience in the 
Sunni world an anti-Asad and anti-Iranian narrative on the Syrian crisis. Saudi cler-
ics also often promoted a sectarian narrative about the conflict, describing Asad as 
anti-Sunni, with some of them calling for jihad (Reuters, 5 October 2015). These 
narratives helped to amplify the self-proclaimed Saudi position as the guardian of 
Sunnis in the region.

Changes in Saudi leadership in 2015 brought a new generation to power, which 
led to significant changes in the kingdom’s foreign policy. Nevertheless, there were 
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no major changes to Saudi policies in Syria. Saudi support for rebels continued and 
diplomatic efforts to overthrow Bashar al-Asad persisted. Syria did, however, drop 
in Saudi regional priorities with the launch of the Saudi-led coalition in Yemen in 
March 2015. Winning the war in Yemen became the major priority for Crown 
Prince Muhammed Bin Salman.46

It would be easy to assess Saudi policies in Syria as a failure. Diplomatic and 
economic pressure exercised on Bashar al-Asad did not led to his demise. The mili-
tary and financial support given to the armed opposition groups did not produce 
remarkable military progress and failed to persuade the US to intervene in Syria. 
Instead, the conflict in Syria persisted and, like other international actors, Saudi 
Arabia miscalculated the resilience of the Syrian regime, which has successfully 
turned to Iran, Russia, and Hizbollah for survival. Saudi Arabia was by no means 
unique in its negative impact on the conflict, but it is safe to say that Saudi involve-
ment was particularly negative in a number of ways.

First, Saudi policies in Syria were impulsive and lacking in any grand strat-
egy. This lack of strategic planning was evident in the hasty backing of armed 
groups without established intelligence, while tribal and private contacts were at 
the root of the relationship with the opposition groups with the result that the 
Saudis backed groups (mostly FSA elements) which had little power on the ground 
and little popular support.47 When these groups proved ineffective in achieving 
victory, the Saudis swiftly redirected their support to other, more salafist/jihadist  
groups. As a result, the Saudis, in their support of rebel groups, failed to create 
successful patron–client relationships and only unreliable partnerships with actors 
who, lacking any ideological fervour or coherence, were highly opportunistic in 
their manoeuvres against Asad’s regime. In short, the Saudis embarked on involve-
ment in a conflict without having an adequate understanding of the political and 
religious diversity of the Syrian people or even a strategy to manage it. This lack 
of strategy had a significant impact on the fragmentation of the opposition and its 
inability to forge a viable unified military front against Asad.

Second, in their struggle for recognition of the kingdom’s supposed power-
house status, the Saudis preached sectarian discourses at domestic and regional 
levels. During the Syrian crisis, this sectarian discourse acquired a security dimen-
sion. The kingdom portrayed the Asad regime as an existential threat that fostered 
Shiite encroachment in the Arab world. Although this sectarianism was promoted 
for instrumental, political ends, it was internalized and accepted at domestic and 
regional levels. Before 2011, and despite unsuccessful Saudi efforts in peeling Syria 
away from Iran, the Syrian regime was never identified as an enemy or a threat 
in Saudi narratives, but merely as an Arab rival, with which the kingdom still 
shared interests in Lebanon and the Palestinian–Israeli conflict (Al-Sharq al-Awsat,  
8 October 2009). This discourse, however, underwent a significant change after 
the outbreak of the Syrian Uprising. In the Saudi narrative, the Syrian regime 
shifted from a mere rival to a Shiite enemy that posed an existential threat to Sunni 
Islam in the region. By linking this sectarian discourse to a security dimension, the 
Saudis further inflamed sectarian tensions in the Middle East.
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Third, using violence and conflict to achieve recognition had far-reaching 
implications on the Syrian crisis and the region. The Saudi involvement in the 
Syrian conflict led to a significant change in regional geography that will be dif-
ficult to reverse. As the scope of Saudi involvement is beyond the kingdom’s 
capabilities, it faces limits in both structuring the region and determining the course 
of developments in the way its leadership desires. This inability to achieve victory 
may make the Saudis more persistent in their efforts to prove that they are capable 
of influencing the region, which would only push the region into further disarray.

Alongside the negative impact of Saudi involvement on the Syrian conflict, 
the Saudis have put themselves into a vulnerable situation. The increased sectar-
ian tone at the regional level risked inflaming domestic tensions between Sunni 
and Shiite communities in the Gulf as well as in the kingdom. The rise of radical 
jihadist groups, such as Jabhat al-Nusra and ISIS, had the potential to penetrate the 
kingdom itself. Inside Syria, the Saudis aimed to remove Asad, but risked empow-
ering opposition groups, such as the Muslim Brotherhood or Islamic State, which 
it also feared.

Conclusion

Saudi Arabia’s policies towards the Syrian crisis have evolved since 2011. Initially, 
King Abdullah attempted to reshape Asad’s regional policies and pull him away 
from Iran and back to the Arab sphere, and initially encouraged Asad to adopt 
reforms to cope with the Syrian Uprising. With Asad’s unwillingness to follow the 
Saudi lead, the kingdom’s policy towards Syria became shaped by one objective, 
that is, to depose Asad and shift the country towards the Saudi Arabian orbit. This 
chapter has argued that this change in behaviour is related to a symbolic driver, 
that is, the struggle for Saudi recognition of its regional leadership. As the kingdom 
saw its military and financial capabilities rising in the last decades, it attempted to 
acquire a commensurate leadership status recognized by other Arab states, espe-
cially in the context of regional competition with Iran.

As Saudi policies towards Asad regime evolved from encouraging reform to 
overthrowing the regime, the kingdom adopted a wide range of instruments, 
including diplomatic, military, and financial tactics, such as backing an insurgency 
against Asad. With the rise to power of a new leadership in 2015, the kingdom’s 
policies towards the Syrian crisis remained officially unchanged, but as its priori-
ties shifted towards the war in Yemen, and Russian intervention tilted the balance 
in Syria against the opposition, in practice, the kingdom withdrew from active 
involvement in Syria.
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9
IRAN AND THE SYRIAN CIVIL WAR

Jubin M. Goodarzi

Introduction

There is no doubt that one of the most intriguing developments in modern Middle 
East politics has been the emergence and continuity of the Syrian–Iranian alli-
ance since its formation in 1979. Generally speaking, there are three reasons for 
the importance of the Tehran–Damascus axis. Firstly, the alliance has had a sig-
nificant impact on Middle East politics since its inception, as witnessed from the 
very outset during the Iran–Iraq war and the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in the 
1980s, throughout the 1990s, and during the 2006 Lebanon war which pitted Israel 
against the Syrian and Iranian-backed Hizbollah movement. Iran’s support for the 
Asad regime since the eruption of the Syrian crisis in 2011 fits the same pattern. 
Secondly, it has proven to be an enduring relationship that has lasted four decades 
in spite of the many challenges that it has faced and periodic strains in the relation-
ship. This is quite extraordinary when one takes into consideration the volatility of 
alliances in the Middle East. Indeed, the trials and travails that the alliance has faced 
have made the relationship stronger. Thirdly, the alliance is of enormous impor-
tance since both countries are situated in key locations in the Middle East, thereby 
contributing immensely to its geopolitical significance. With regard to Syria, in 
his classic work The Struggle for Syria Patrick Seale argued that those who aspire to 
control the Middle East must first win over Syria. According to him, “whoever 
controlled Syria or enjoyed her special friendship could isolate [other Arab states] 
and need bow to no other combination of Arab states.”1 As far as Iran is concerned, 
many view it as the strategic prize in Southwest Asia and the Persian Gulf region. 
The country’s critical position is poignantly conveyed in Graham Fuller’s work on 
the geopolitics of Iran, entitled The Center of the Universe.

Furthermore, it should be noted that both Ba’thist Syria and Islamist Iran have 
been fiercely independent states, whose political elites share certain perceptions 
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and world views, and in fact their secular and fundamentalist ideologies, seemingly 
contradictory, overlap in certain respects. While Iran has tried to use its brand of 
revolutionary Islam to transcend nationalism, create Muslim unity in the region 
by surmounting Arab–Iranian political divisions and Shi’a–Sunni religious differ-
ences, and demonstrate its solidarity by actively participating in the Arab–Israeli 
struggle, Syria, as the self-proclaimed birthplace and heartland of Arabism, has 
striven to overcome the political fragmentation of the Arab world by acting as a 
vehicle for Arab unity. Hafiz al-Asad, Ruhollah Khomeini and their successors 
have viewed the Middle East as a strategic whole and regarded their alliance as a 
vital tool to assert themselves, to further what they see as in the Arab and Islamic 
interest, and to increase their room for manoeuvre by diminishing foreign— 
particularly American—influence in the region. As a result, to advance their com-
mon agenda over the years and decades, both regimes have put their longer term 
interests before short term gains.2

Iran, the Arab Spring and the outbreak of the  
Syrian crisis

When the Arab Spring first began, in the winter of 2010–2011, with the initial 
wave of popular protests in Tunisia which subsequently spread to neighbouring 
Arab countries, Tehran declared its support for the demonstrators, who were 
largely challenging the authority of conservative, pro-Western regimes. Iran’s 
state-controlled media portrayed the opposition movements as Islamist, and the 
Iranian leadership confidently declared that the Arab Spring would usher in a 
new pan-Islamic era in the Middle East and North Africa in which authoritarian 
regimes would be supplanted by Islamist governments. From Tehran’s perspec-
tive, the tide had turned against the West and its regional allies. History seemed to 
favour Iran and its supporters (Los Angeles Times, 4 February 2011).

All this changed with the eruption of the protests in Syria in March 2011, which 
not only surprised Iran and caught it off guard, but, moreover, put the clerical 
regime in an extremely awkward position. Tehran faced three unattractive options. 
If it chose to stand by its most valuable Arab ally, which was violently repressing 
peaceful protests, it would be viewed as hypocritical and opportunistic by the masses 
in the Arab-Muslim world. On the other hand, if it stood by idly and refrained from 
supporting Damascus, it would incur the wrath of the Asad regime. Furthermore, 
there was no guarantee that if a new government came to power in Damascus, it 
would cultivate close ties with Tehran. Moreover, if Iran performed a volte face, 
opting to back the opposition, it would still have been uncertain if the latter would 
prevail in the struggle against the Syrian Ba’th. The Iranian government recalled 
the brutality and determination of Damascus to crush the revolt led by the Syrian 
Muslim Brotherhood in the spring of 1982, just prior to the formalization of the 
Syrian–Iranian alliance. In addition, abandoning its longstanding ally could be inter-
preted in some quarters as a sign of the Islamic Republic’s weakness and unreliability.
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While the Iranian leadership was aware that the initial demonstrations in Syria 
calling for political reform and liberalization were primarily a response to politi-
cal oppression and socio-economic disparities, and inspired by the Arab Spring, 
they strongly suspected that foreign hands were also exploiting the situation and 
attempting to destabilize Syria. From Tehran’s perspective, for a number of years, 
Syria’s regional and international adversaries had initiated covert efforts to under-
mine the Asad regime and also to break the Syrian–Iranian axis. These policies 
were pursued in the aftermath of the 2003 Iraq war. In the case of Syria, this 
was partially motivated by the aim to punish Damascus for fuelling the insur-
gency in Iraq in the years that followed.3 During the 2006 Lebanon war, the Bush 
administration found it expedient to delay the adoption of a UN Security Council 
ceasefire resolution for over a month, hoping that the Israeli military onslaught 
would destroy Hizbollah—one of the trump cards held by Damascus and Tehran 
in the regional power struggle. Other instances included the assassination of senior 
Syrian, Iranian and Hizbollah commanders, most notably of the Syrian General 
Mohammad Suleiman and the Lebanese operative Imad Mughniyah in 2008.4 As 
far as Tehran was concerned, any outside meddling and the toppling of the Asad 
regime was unacceptable and had to be resisted vigorously.

Given the circumstances, Iran chose to throw its weight behind the Syrian 
regime. One senior Iranian official speaking about the beginning of the Arab Spring 
and the eruption of the unrest in Syria confessed: “Syria tripped us up.”5 This deci-
sion not only tarnished the Islamic Republic’s reputation in the Middle East, but 
also that of its Lebanese ally, Hizbollah, which backed the Syrian government. 
Moreover, it had far-reaching consequences for Iran’s power and influence in the 
region as the crisis unfolded. For example, by 2013, as the conflict in Syria increas-
ingly assumed a sectarian dimension, pitting Sunnis against Shi’as in Syria and the 
Middle East, the prominent Egyptian Sunni cleric, Sheikh Yusuf al-Qaradawi,  
formerly a backer of Hizbollah, called on all Sunnis to join the fight in Syria against 
Shi’a Iran and Hizbollah—referring to the latter as the “Party of Satan” (BBC 
News Middle East, 1 June 2013). Others depicted Shi’as as a greater threat to the 
Arab world than Israel (Wall Street Journal, 24 March 2012). The popularity of Iran 
and Hizbollah, which had peaked in the aftermath of the 2006 Lebanon conflict, 
reached an unprecedented nadir in the Arab-Muslim world due to their steadfast 
support for the suppression of the Syrian revolt. Furthermore, relations between 
Tehran and Hamas became strained in the winter of 2011–2012 when the leader 
of the Palestinian Islamist movement, Khalid Mashal, left Damascus and declared 
his support for the Syrian opposition.

Tehran initially hoped that by assisting the Ba’thist regime Damascus would be 
able to ride out the crisis within a short time. As a result, Iran staunchly supported 
Asad’s efforts to crush the protests by providing technical support and expertise 
to neutralize the opposition. The Iranians provided advice and equipment to the 
Syrian security forces to help them contain and disperse protests. In addition, they 
gave guidance and technical assistance on how to monitor and curtail the use of 
the internet and mobile phone networks by the opposition.6 Iran’s security forces 
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had plenty of experience and had learned valuable lessons in this regard since the 
violent crackdown against the opponents of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 
following the disputed 2009 Iranian presidential elections. At the same time, 
according to reports, the Iranians disapproved of the clumsy and heavy-handed 
approach adopted by the Syrian regime to quell the initial protests. Nonetheless, 
as the revolt transformed into an armed insurrection, specialist personnel and units 
from the Iranian security apparatus—including the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps’ (IRGC) elite Quds Force—police and intelligence were dispatched and 
deployed in Syria to assist in defeating armed opposition fighters from the Free 
Syrian Army and foreign Sunni Islamist groups (Daily Telegraph, 6 September 2012; 
The Guardian, 16 September 2012).7 However, their numbers were limited, at 
most in the hundreds (at least in the two years that followed), and not as opposi-
tion sources claimed in the thousands. It is noteworthy that one of the continuous 
threads regarding Iran’s involvement in the Syrian conflict since 2011 was Tehran’s 
attempts to downplay its role in Syria whenever possible, while the Syrian oppo-
sition consistently exaggerated the scale and importance of Iran’s presence, with 
some claiming that Tehran was calling the shots in the suppression of the rebellion, 
and, in fact, controlling decision-making in Damascus.8

During the summer of 2011, as the confrontation in Syria turned into a pro-
tracted affair with no end in sight, the Iranian leadership began to worry that it 
might be on the wrong side of history and had growing doubts about the wisdom 
of its policy. In order to hedge its bets, Tehran approached some Syrian opposition 
groups (which were Islamist or did not advocate the toppling of the Asad regime) 
to assess their stance on various issues relating to Iran, Israel, Lebanon and the US. 
However, nothing substantive resulted from these and subsequent overtures in 
2012 (Financial Times, 19 September 2012).9

The beginning of mediation efforts and Iran’s stance

As the Syrian crisis continued into the autumn of 2011 and the winter of  
2011–2012, it increasingly assumed both a regional and international dimension. 
A proxy war began to emerge involving both regional and international actors. 
Turkey, Saudi Arabia and other Gulf Arab states began to provide material and 
financial support to the Syrian opposition. As a result, Iran, Hizbollah and to some 
extent Iraq felt compelled to throw their weight fully behind the Asad regime. 
Tehran saw the Syrian crisis as providing its regional rivals with a golden opportu-
nity to deprive it of its most valuable ally, and to diminish its power and influence in 
the Middle East. On the international level, the US and the European Union closed 
ranks to exert pressure and isolate Damascus. Moscow, which had traditionally been 
the main supplier of weapons to Syria and possessed a naval facility in the Syrian 
port of Tartous, continued to ship arms to Damascus. Concomitantly, in the UN 
Security Council (UNSC), Russia and China consistently thwarted Western efforts 
to punish Syria and blocked any move that could lay the groundwork for for-
eign military intervention in support of the Syrian opposition. (Both Moscow and 
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Beijing were determined to avoid making the mistake they had made with regard to 
Libya in 2011 when they did not oppose UNSC Resolution 1973, with the West 
using the pretext of the responsibility to protect civilians to intervene militarily and 
facilitate the toppling of the Qaddafi regime). Iran and its allies increasingly came 
to view the situation in Syria as a zero-sum game, fearing that the ouster of the 
Syrian Ba’th could pave the way for the emergence of a new regime in Damascus 
that would be hostile toward Tehran. Consequently, the Iranian leadership made 
a strategic decision to support Asad fully by providing arms, oil and financial aid 
(Financial Times, 18 May 2012).

In 2012, when the UN and the Arab League appointed Kofi Annan (who was 
later succeeded by Lakhdar Brahimi and then Staffan di Mistura) as special envoy 
to mediate and resolve the Syrian conflict, Iran welcomed these moves. In view of 
the protracted nature of the Syrian crisis and Asad’s inability to bring the situation 
under control, Tehran decided that it was imperative to be part of any multilateral 
initiative aimed at ending the crisis and to have a role in shaping Syria’s political 
future. However, initially, the US and its allies excluded Iran from the Geneva I 
and II talks that took place in 2012 and 2014. It was only after the conclusion of 
the agreement in July 2015 between Tehran and six major powers limiting Iran’s 
nuclear activities that Washington became amenable to including Tehran in the 
Syrian peace talks.

In general, Iran’s interest in a political dialogue and possible diplomatic solu-
tion increased as the conflict in Syria dragged on into 2013 and 2014. During this 
period, neither the Syrian regime nor the opposition seemed to have the abil-
ity to deal a knock-out blow. In spite of Iranian aid, Bashar Asad lost control of 
many parts of the country. Large swathes of territory in the north and east of the 
country fell into the hands of armed groups, including Syrian Kurdish and foreign 
Islamist militias. Tehran grew increasingly apprehensive, and looked for other pos-
sible options to cut its losses and ensure that, irrespective of the outcome of events 
in Syria, an anti-Iranian government would not come to power in Damascus. 
For example, as early as the autumn of 2012, Tehran proposed a six-point peace 
plan to end the crisis. It called for an immediate end to hostilities, the lifting of 
sanctions, the release of political prisoners, a national dialogue, the formation of a 
transitional government, and elections for a parliament, constituent assembly and 
the presidency (Hurriyet Daily News, 19 December 2012). However, the plan was 
rejected by the Syrian opposition outright since it did not fulfil one of their key 
pre-conditions, namely the removal of Bashar Asad from power. In February 2013, 
then Iranian Foreign Minister Ali Akbar Salehi held talks with the head of the 
Syrian National Coalition, Ahmad Moaz al-Khatib, at the global security confer-
ence in Munich, Germany to discuss a political solution to the Syrian crisis (The 
Guardian, 3 February 2013). At the same time, Iran continued to provide military 
assistance to prop up the Asad regime in order to bolster its chances of survival and 
to strengthen its bargaining position in the event of a substantive political dialogue 
with its opponents. From Tehran’s vantage point, if the opposition failed to topple 
the Syrian Ba’th, it could eventually be amenable at the very least to some form of 
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transitional government that contained some elements from the Syrian Ba’th. In 
essence, from 2012 onward, Iran pursued a two-track policy by trying to engage in 
diplomacy to resolve the Syrian debacle politically and, concomitantly, continuing 
to provide military support to prop up the Asad regime.

It should be emphasized that, with the passage of time, Tehran saw a number 
of advantages to a negotiated settlement to the Syrian crisis. First, it realized that 
the pre-March 2011 political status quo ante could not be restored. It concluded 
that the Asad regime would be unable to reassert its control over all of Syria. The 
regime in Damascus had lost much, if not all, of its legitimacy, and its power was 
gradually being eroded due to the protracted and costly nature of the conflict. 
Therefore, the clerical regime aimed to contain the damage and extricate itself, if 
necessary, in a face-saving manner. Second, it was genuinely concerned that the 
prolonged fighting in Syria would have a knock-on effect and destabilize Lebanon 
and Iraq. This could further undermine the position of Hizbollah in Lebanon and 
the Shi’a-dominated government in Iraq. (This indeed had happened by 2014, 
with the meteoric rise of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, ISIS, and its ability to 
seize large swathes of territory in eastern Syria and northwestern Iraq, including the 
city of Mosul). Third, in view of its regional and international isolation due to its 
stance on the Syrian conflict and the imposition of Western sanctions because of 
the dispute over its nuclear programme, Iran aimed to demonstrate its importance 
as a key regional actor involved in helping attain peace in Syria. Fourth, the Islamic 
Republic became extremely concerned about the growing sectarian polarization 
and the possible transformation of the conflict into a regional war pitting Sunnis 
against Shi’as, since this would undermine its efforts to export its revolutionary 
ideology and achieve Muslim unity. Although the gradual transformation of the 
war into a sectarian conflict enabled Iran to rally Shi’as, and recruit many from 
Lebanon, Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan and elsewhere to fight in Syria, the clerical 
regime’s overall standing in the Arab-Islamic world was diminished. Fifth, Tehran 
knew that it could not indefinitely provide financial and material support to the 
Asad regime due to its own economic woes and foreign sanctions. The Islamic 
Republic’s oil revenues had decreased markedly and its economy had begun to 
contract by 2011–2012. Sixth, although not considered an ideal solution, Iran may 
have concluded that in the final analysis, it would be more prudent to facilitate 
the emergence of a national unity government in Damascus that would not be 
Tehran’s ally, but at minimum would not be hostile to it either.

The continuation of the Syrian conflict and Iran’s role

As the Syrian conflict transformed into a war of attrition and the Asad regime 
seemed to be withering gradually, in 2013, with Iranian assistance, the Asad regime 
began to unify and consolidate its various paramilitary and militia formations into 
a new force known as the National Defense Forces—NDF (Quwat al-Difa’a al-
Watani). While the initial aim was to build up a force which was at least 50,000 
strong, by 2015, it had grown to 100,000 (Agence France Presse, 21 January 2013; 
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Washington Post, 10 February 2013; Reuters, 14 March 2013; BBC News, 20 
October 2015). For Iran the purpose of the NDF seems to have been two-fold: 
first, to ensure the survival of the Asad regime; and second, in the event of its 
overthrow, to have a viable, armed proxy in a post-Asad Syria. In other words, part 
of Tehran’s objective was to ensure that if it could not have Syria as an ally in the 
Middle East, it would have a surrogate to prevent others from instrumentalizing 
Syria against Iran in the regional power struggle.10

In April–June 2013, pro-government forces were able to wrest the key strategic 
town of al-Qusayr, situated near the Lebanese border, from the rebels, and follow 
up with further successes in Homs and Yabroud (Reuters, 5 June 2013; Wall Street 
Journal, 18 September 2013, 2 May 2014). Indeed, by the middle of that year and 
in early 2014, Damascus was able to recoup some of it losses and regain the ini-
tiative in the fighting, in part, due to substantial support from its long-time ally, 
Iran, and the Lebanese Hizbollah (Reuters, 14 March 2013; Reuters, 21 February 
2014). Asad appeared to have weathered the worst part of the storm, and his posi-
tion seemed relatively secure. However, by the spring of 2014, the pendulum had 
swung once again in favour of his opponents. With the ascendance of ISIS, its 
fighters were able to overrun large swathes of territory in Iraq and, moreover, in 
northern and western Syria at the expense of the regime and other armed opposi-
tion groups. In the closing weeks of 2014, for example, the government lost its 
largest military base in northern Syria, Wadi al-Dhaif, to the opposition. This trend 
accelerated in the first half of 2015 as the main regional benefactors of the Syrian 
opposition—Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Qatar—overcame their differences, closed 
ranks and coordinated their efforts to provide vital military assistance to the armed 
opposition, most notably, a coalition of mainly Islamist groups known as the Army 
of Conquest (Jaysh al-Fatah) led by Ahrar al-Sham and al-Qaida affiliate Jabhat al-
Nusra (Foreign Policy, 28 April 2015).

After March 2015, when an agreement was reached between Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, Saudi King Salman and the leaders of other Gulf Arab 
states to provide support to the Syrian opposition, the military situation on the 
ground began to change steadily. In the north, the Army of Conquest was able to 
dislodge pro-government forces from Idlib and Jisr al-Shughur, thereby threaten-
ing to cut off the link between Damascus and Aleppo and also positioning it to 
advance on the key port city of Latakia, situated in the Alawite heartland (The 
Observer, 24 May 2015). In the south, the opposition succeeded in taking Bosra 
al-Sham, the Nassib crossing point with Jordan, and later the base of the 52nd 
Brigade in Harak (Foreign Policy, 28 April 2015; Reuters, 9 June 2015). In the east, 
ISIS seized the city of Palmyra, placing it in a more advantageous position to march 
on Homs and Damascus (Reuters, 22 May 2015).

These reverses could be attributed to increased support by Asad’s regional 
adversaries to the armed opposition, but also to the acute manpower shortage fac-
ing the regime and its dwindling resources which had made it more reliant over 
time on Iran and its allies. It is estimated that in the four-year period from 2011 to 
2015, between 80,000 and 100,000 government soldiers were killed or wounded 
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in action. Many others simply deserted. Furthermore, in view of the setbacks on 
the battlefield and with no end in sight to the fighting, morale among Syrian 
government forces reached a nadir (The Economist, 4 April 2015; Christian Science 
Monitor, 27 April 2015; Reuters, 22 December 2015). These developments sounded 
alarm bells in both Damascus and Tehran. Consequently, there was a flurry of dip-
lomatic activity during the spring and summer of 2015 with senior officials from 
both countries visiting each other’s capitals for consultations.

In April 2015, Syrian Defence Minister Fahd Jassem al-Freij visited Tehran and 
met with his Iranian counterpart Hossein Dehghan and other high-ranking offi-
cials to discuss the deteriorating military situation on the ground and other related 
issues (Reuters, 28 April 2015). This was followed in May in quick succession by a 
series of visits by Iranian officials to Damascus, most notably, those of Ali Akbar 
Velayati, foreign affairs advisor to Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, Alaeddin Boroujerdi, 
head of the Majles (Parliament) Foreign Policy and National Security Committee, 
and an Iranian economic delegation (Agence France Presse, 19 May 2015). In June 
2015, the speaker of the Syrian People’s Assembly, Mohammad Jihad al-Laham, 
and Syrian Interior Minister Major-General Mohammad Ibrahim al-Sha’ar trav-
elled to Iran, while the commander of Iran’s IRGC Quds Force, Major-General 
Qassem Soleimani, arrived in Syria and toured the front lines in the Latakia region 
(Reuters, 2 June 2015; Daily Star, 4 June 2015; Mehr News Agency, 22 June 2015; 
Tehran Times, 24 June 2015).

The reversal of fortunes for the Asad regime on the battlefield and the rapid rise 
of ISIS in Syria and Iraq caused a great deal of consternation in Tehran. In spite of 
Iranian efforts, including sending military advisors, equipment and providing bil-
lions of dollars in aid and oil supplies since 2011, Asad seemed to be in dire straits. 
In the weeks that followed, Tehran took decisive steps to shore up the position of 
the Syrian regime. There were numerous reports that Iran had dispatched some 
7,000–15,000 fighters to Syria to defend the Damascus region and to take part in 
offensive operations to retake Jisr al-Shughur in Idlib province. Reportedly, these 
forces were composed of Iranians and also Iraqi and Afghan Shi’a militiamen (Daily 
Star, 4 June 2015; Middle East Monitor, 5 June 2015; BBC News, 18 June 2015).11 
The turning of the tide in the war and Iran’s limited capabilities prompted Tehran, 
in the spring of 2015, to beseech Moscow to enter the fray.12 In late July, Qassem 
Soleimani, who had overseen the Iranian effort to provide support to Asad since 
the beginning of the unrest in Syria, travelled to Moscow, where he met with 
senior Russian officials and warned that unless drastic measures were taken, the 
Syrian regime would fall (The Guardian, 14 October 2015). In early August, Syrian 
Foreign Minister Walid Mouallem visited Tehran, where he held talks with his 
Iranian counterpart, Mohammad Javad Zarif, and Russia’s special envoy to the 
Middle East, Mikhail Bogdanov (Reuters, 4 August 2015).

Iranian efforts seemed to have borne fruit within a short period of time. Within 
weeks, there were clear signs that Russia was increasing its military presence in 
Syria and building an airbase in the Latakia area (BBC News, 14 September 2015; 
Financial Times, 21 September 2015). By September, Moscow had established 
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an air bridge, flying supplies into Syria through Iranian and Iraqi airspace, and 
Baghdad publicly stated that it was engaging in intelligence and security coopera-
tion with Iran, Russia and Syria to counter the threat emanating from ISIS (United 
Press International, 14 September 2015; Reuters, 27 September 2015). While Iran 
began a troop build-up in Syria during the summer and fall, Russia had completed 
moving air assets by the end of the September, when it began a sustained air cam-
paign targeting Syrian opposition forces on the ground. The Kremlin’s decision 
to intervene directly in the Syrian civil war came as a huge relief to Iran. Prior to 
Russia’s involvement, there had been lingering suspicions in Tehran that Moscow 
had written off Asad, and was willing to trade him in order to obtain concessions 
from the West, in view of the crisis in relations with the US and its European 
allies since the eruption of the Ukraine conflict and the imposition of Western 
sanctions on Russia.13 Due to Iran’s protracted involvement in the Syrian conflict 
and its limited capabilities compared to Russia, particularly in terms of air power, 
Moscow’s military intervention was a major watershed. According to Ali Akbar 
Velayati, “Russia’s presence in Syria is important and effective . . . we have sup-
ported Bashar al-Asad for more than four years and will continue to do so” (The 
Guardian, 14 October 2015). In late November 2015, Russian President Vladimir 
Putin visited Tehran and held talks with Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 
and other members of the Iranian leadership on the Syrian war and international 
efforts to end the hostilities through a negotiated settlement. He praised Iran’s col-
laboration with Russia in the military campaign, stating: “all that has been done in 
coordination with our Iranian partners and without their help it would have been 
impossible” (Associated Press, 23 November 2015).

Within a short period during the autumn, it became evident that there was 
a clear division of labour between the Russians and Iranians in the military 
campaign. While Russian ground attack aircraft tried to degrade the strength 
of Syrian opposition forces through aerial bombardment, Syrian government 
forces, backed by IRGC units, Lebanese Hizbollah fighters and Iranian-trained 
Shi’a Iraqi, Afghan and Pakistani militiamen launched attacks to dislodge 
the Syrian opposition from the positions they held on the ground (Reuters, 1 
October 2015; The Guardian, 14 October 2015). Qassem Soleimani returned to 
Syria in October to oversee preparations for offensive operations in the Aleppo 
region (New Yorker, 26 October 2015). The deployment of sizeable numbers of 
Iranian and Iranian-trained forces and their participation in ground operations 
as Russia carried out air strikes against rebel strongholds also coincided with a 
rising number of casualties incurred by Iran and its allies. In early October 2015, 
Brigadier-General Hossein Hamedani, who had played a key role in the creation 
of the pro-regime NDF, was killed in combat near Aleppo, where there was 
heavy fighting (The Guardian, 9 October 2015; BBC News, 20 October 2015). 
In the latter part of the month, another key senior Iranian figure, Brigadier-
General Reza Khavari, who had commanded the Iranian-trained Afghan 
Fatemioun Division, was killed in fighting near Hama (New Yorker, 26 October 
2015; The Guardian, 5 November 2015).
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During the autumn, it became increasingly evident that hundreds of Iranian and 
Iranian-trained fighters were dying in combat in Syria, including several senior 
Iranian military commanders. Ceremonies held to commemorate the fallen became 
commonplace in Tehran and other cities (New York Times, 9 July 2016).14 While 
in the past, high numbers of Iranian casualties may have caused a backlash at home, 
by now, this was no longer the case. Since the outbreak of the Syrian civil war, 
there had been a gradual shift in public opinion and attitudes toward the Islamic 
Republic’s support for the Syrian Ba’thist regime. During the initial years following 
the outbreak of the Syrian conflict, the majority of ordinary Iranians seriously ques-
tioned the clerical regime’s backing of Asad. They opposed Tehran’s role in assisting 
efforts to suppress the Syrian people in principle. Furthermore, they believed that 
the government was expending resources in Syria that were needed at home, and 
that, ultimately, Asad’s days were numbered. Hence, Iran was engaged in an exer-
cise in futility.15 However, by 2014, with the rise of the vehemently anti-Shi’a and 
anti-Iranian ISIS and its territorial gains not only in Syria but moreover in neigh-
bouring Iraq, a change in popular perceptions occurred. This was also facilitated by 
the coverage of ISIS in Iran’s state-controlled media. While there is no admiration 
for Syria’s dictatorship among the Iranian populace, the fact that ISIS seemed to 
pose a clear and present danger to Iran made Tehran’s policy of backing Damascus 
more palatable. In essence, the Asad regime was seen as the lesser evil from the 
Iranian perspective. In words of one observer: “no one wants Iranian blood to save 
the throne of Bashar al-Asad, but everyone hates Islamic State” (Reuters, 22 October 
2015; Washington Post, 27 November 2015).

Throughout the latter part of 2015, prior to and after the Russian intervention, 
there were reports that, due to an increasing number of Iranian casualties and the 
inability to achieve any significant breakthroughs in the ground campaign, Tehran 
was attempting to cut its losses and withdraw its forces from Syria. However, these 
accounts proved to be unfounded. Indeed, since the beginning of the Syrian con-
flict, Western and Arab observers have repeatedly underestimated the durability of 
the Tehran–Damascus nexus, and the Islamic Republic’s determination to shore 
up the position of the Ba’thist regime, thereby ensuring its survival. Furthermore, 
as previously mentioned, while there has been a distinct tendency by the Syrian 
opposition to exaggerate Iran’s role and involvement in the conflict, until the 
closing months of 2015, the Iranian government downplayed its presence and 
activities in Syria (The Guardian, 22 September 2015). Overall, the rise of ISIS and 
the deteriorating position of the Asad regime brought about a change in official 
Iranian discourse, highlighting the danger posed by ISIS and the need to ensure the 
survival of the Asad regime in order to avert regime collapse, chaos and instability, 
and radical Sunni movements from wreaking havoc in the Arab East.

With the Russian intervention and greater Iranian involvement in the conflict, 
in early November, Syrian government forces were able to achieve their first 
major victory by breaking ISIS’s two-year-long siege of the Kweiris airbase east 
of Aleppo (Daily Telegraph, 10 November 2015). In the weeks and months that 
followed in the winter of 2015–2016, pro-government forces tried to regain more 
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lost ground, particularly in the Aleppo region bordering Turkey, in a bid to besiege 
Syria’s largest city and eventually capture it. It is evident that, without valuable 
support from Russia and Iran, Damascus could not have undertaken such ambi-
tious military operations (Wall Street Journal, 18 October 2015).

A zero-sum game: to the bitter end?

In general, Iran had been alarmed with the evolution of the overall situation in 
Syria between 2011 and 2015. At the outset, it had been critical of the Syrian 
regime’s handling of the initial protests and the military efforts against the armed 
opposition afterwards, deeming them to be ill-conceived and excessive. Overall, 
Tehran feared that the pre-March 2011 political status quo ante could not be 
restored and that Asad’s long-term prospects were bleak. Syria seemed to have 
ceased to exist as a unitary state and a reliable ally of Iran. However, the Islamic 
Republic had gone down the path of supporting the Asad regime for some time, 
and it did not seem to have any viable alternatives. There was deep concern in Iran 
that if the regime was toppled, the last vestiges of the Syrian state and its institutions 
would collapse and chaos would ensue, with Sunni Islamist extremists becoming 
the main beneficiaries.16 Moreover, it should be underscored that as the crisis 
continued, a number of important factors and developments reinforced Iranian 
thinking that the Syrian conflict was a zero-sum game.

First, as previously mentioned, from the winter of 2011–2012 onward, as the 
Syrian crisis transformed into an armed conflict and proxy war, with Saudi Arabia 
providing aid to the Syrian opposition, Tehran viewed the situation in Syria as 
part of a broader regional power struggle against Riyadh and the fight against 
Sunni extremist Wahhabism and salafism. Iran was concerned about Saudi activi-
ties that fanned sectarianism and Sunni fundamentalism, including among the 
Baluchi population that inhabit Iran and Pakistan.17 Furthermore, Riyadh’s mili-
tary intervention in Bahrain in 2011 to suppress the popular protests against the 
authorities had caused immense umbrage in Tehran. It is noteworthy that Iran’s 
role in Yemen should also be understood in the context of Saudi involvement 
in the Syrian crisis. From the vantage point of Iranian policymakers, they had a 
longstanding alliance with Syria and Riyadh was attempting to change the political 
status quo ante between the two allies. Hence, Tehran took the decision to inter-
fere in Saudi Arabia’s backyard in the Arabian Peninsula by providing support to 
the Houthi rebels in Yemen. Although Iranian assistance for the Houthis cannot 
be disputed, the degree of Tehran’s involvement and aid has been overstated. The 
fact that King Salman decided to intervene militarily in Yemen in March 2015, 
the outcome of which has been inconclusive, has generated some satisfaction in 
Tehran. Unless Tehran and Riyadh are able to overcome their differences, the 
Islamic Republic would look favourably upon the Saudis getting entangled indefi-
nitely in the Yemeni quagmire.18

Second is the initial rise and success of ISIS between 2014 and 2016 (and other 
Sunni extremist groups) in the Middle East. Since they did not consider Shi’as to 
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be Muslims and persecuted those who do not adhere to their version of Islam, 
Tehran viewed the Sunni extremists as a major threat. This perception had been 
accentuated by ISIS’s battlefield victories in Syria, and also Iraq—which shares a 
1,500-kilometre border with Iran. Iran feared that if the Asad regime was toppled, it 
would be supplanted by Sunni extremists since they have emerged as the dominant 
force among the Syrian opposition groups fighting on the ground. Therefore, Iran 
assumed an active role in the military campaigns in both Syria and Iraq against ISIS 
and other radical Sunni Islamist groups, including those that were part of the Army 
of Conquest.19 The concern about ISIS was reflected in the poignant comments of 
Qassem Soleimani in May 2015, when he expressed his concern and frustration by 
stating that “ISIS is a plague and major catastrophe,” and criticized the US for not 
having done “a damn thing” in the fight against ISIS (Financial Times, 25 May 2015).

While some Iranian officials and the state-controlled media made wild accusa-
tions that the US had created ISIS in order to destabilize Syria and erode Iran’s 
position in the region (International New York Times, 10 September 2014), there 
were others in the ruling circles who believed that the mere existence of ISIS and 
its activities had helped further Washington’s objectives in three respects. First, 
ISIS’s success in northern and western Iraq had enabled the US to gain greater 
leverage over Iraq in view of Haidar al-Abadi’s dependence on American military 
assistance. Second, in Syria, ISIS’s campaign proved to be a drain on Iran as Tehran 
continued to pour in men, money and materiel to prop up Asad. Third, the bat-
tlefield successes of the rebels, including ISIS, were contributing to the erosion of 
the Damascus regime, and could ultimately hasten its downfall.

Third, prior to the conclusion of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA) between Iran and six major world powers in July 2015, Tehran had been 
excluded from the UN-sponsored Geneva I and II peace talks on Syria due to the 
insistence of the Syrian opposition and the Western powers. Since it had repeatedly 
been excluded from the political track and any diplomatic negotiations to end the 
conflict, Tehran saw the military option as the only viable alternative open to it. 
To add insult to injury, statements by then US Secretary of State John Kerry that 
Tehran could play a role on the sidelines or margins perplexed and infuriated the 
Iranians, since they saw themselves as a major regional actor and a key player in 
the Syrian equation (Washington Post, 5 January 2014; Reuters, 5 January 2014). As 
mentioned earlier, subsequent to the resolution of the dispute over Iran’s nuclear 
programme, Washington changed its stance and welcomed Tehran’s participation 
in the UN-sponsored peace talks. Toward this end, Iran proposed a four-point 
initiative aimed at ending the Syrian civil war, calling for an immediate ceasefire, 
the formation of a national unity government, constitutional amendments guaran-
teeing minority rights and free elections to be held under international supervision 
(Asia Times, 6 August 2015). However, several rounds of negotiations from 
October 2015 onward in Vienna, Geneva, Astana and other venues failed to yield 
any major breakthroughs, much to the chagrin of all the concerned parties. Hence, 
the warring parties, particularly the Russians and Iranians, continued the military 
campaign with determination and vigour. It should be underscored that the rebel 
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rout in Aleppo—Syria’s largest city—at the end of 2016 by pro-government forces 
with Russian and Iranian support was seen as a major turning point in the conflict 
by the Asad regime and its allies (The Guardian, 14 December 2016).

Fourth was the belief and general consensus among Iranian policymakers that 
there was no viable alternative to Bashar Asad. In fact, the fate of the Syrian leader 
had also been the main bone of contention at the UN-sponsored peace talks. 
While most Syrian opposition groups demanded the removal of Asad, Tehran 
remained steadfast in supporting him. They maintained that if the current regime 
was toppled, the last remaining vestiges of the Syrian state and its institutions would 
collapse, ushering in chaos and instability in Syria and its immediate neighbourhood 
for the foreseeable future. The Iranians were also highly sceptical that the Syrian 
opposition, or any other group for that matter, could fill the political vacuum, and 
restore peace and order. They believed that the more likely scenario was a Sunni 
Islamist takeover, or Syria becoming a failed state (Foreign Policy, 17 April 2015).

Russia enters the fray in Syria: blessing or curse for Iran?

There is no doubt that the Russian intervention in September 2015 was greeted 
with great relief by the Syrian regime and its Iranian allies. Moscow and Tehran 
subsequently closely coordinated their military efforts to support Damascus. Their 
collaboration and military operations turned the tide of the war against the opposi-
tion. However, in spite of the convergence of their interests to prevent the defeat 
of the Asad regime, Russia and Iran view Syria differently, and their policies have 
gradually diverged. Tehran views Syria as a longstanding ally, and the relationship 
with Damascus has been the centrepiece of Iranian foreign policy for more than 
four decades. Iran sees the bilateral relationship as inextricably linked to the fate 
of Bashar Asad. In the words of Ali Akbar Velayati: “Bashar al-Asad is the Islamic 
Republic of Iran’s red line because he was elected president by the Syrian people” 
(Reuters, 6 December 2015). Moscow, on the other hand, sees Syria as a pawn in 
the global chess game to increase its power and influence not only in the Middle 
East, but also to assert itself internationally vis-à-vis the US and its allies. The 
Kremlin values its links with the Syrian Ba’thist regime due their longstanding mil-
itary, strategic and political ties, including arms sales to Damascus and the Russian 
naval base in Tartous. However, it does not attach the same value as Iran to the 
fate of Asad. For example, in December 2015, subsequent to the Syrian peace talks 
in Vienna, the spokesperson for the Russian foreign ministry, Maria Zakharova, 
stated that Bashar Asad’s survival did not constitute a red line for Moscow (Asia 
Times, 10 December 2015).

There have also been repeated hiccups in Russo–Iranian relations. In August 
2016, Tehran was enraged when Moscow publicly revealed that Iran had allowed 
Russian Tupolev TU-22M3 bombers and Sukhoi Su-34 fighter-bombers to use 
an airbase in Hamadan in western Iran as a staging point to conduct bombing sor-
ties against ISIS and the al-Qaida affiliate Fatah al-Sham in the Syrian provinces of 
Aleppo, Idlib and Deir al-Zour. Tehran did not want to reveal the fact that it had 



Iran and the Syrian civil war 151

given a foreign power access to its military bases and the operations were reportedly 
discontinued (New York Times, 22 August 2016; Wall Street Journal, 22 August 2016).

Furthermore, while Russia’s military intervention has completely transformed 
the military situation on the ground, it has also enabled it to have greater leverage 
over both Iran and Syria, particularly the latter. Moscow’s decisive military role 
in Syria gave it greater political clout, enabling it to engage in diplomacy and to 
negotiate with all the major Syrian, regional and international stakeholders in the 
conflict, including the Syrian opposition, Turkey, Saudi Arabia and the US. As a 
consequence, Israel has been very keen to seek Russian cooperation to limit Iran’s 
presence and room for manoeuvre in the Syrian arena. Tehran’s growing pres-
ence in Syria has caused deep consternation in Israel, since there is great concern 
that Iran is increasing its military presence and building up its assets in Syria with 
a view to launch a second front against the Israelis if circumstances necessitate. 
Between 2012 and 2017, Israel launched over 100 air strikes against Iranian and 
Hizbollah targets in Syria, including military convoys and personnel in southwest-
ern Syria near the Golan Heights.20 In one notable instance in January 2015, the 
Israelis carried out an air strike against a convoy of vehicles near Quneitra, killing 
IRGC General Mohammad Ali Allahdadi (a ballistic missile expert) and several top 
Hizbollah commanders (Associated Press, 19 January 2015; United Press International, 
6 September 2016). From Tehran’s vantage point, the importance of the Golan 
Heights and southern Syria was further compounded by what was viewed as Israeli, 
Jordanian and American support for rebel groups, including Sunni extremists affili-
ated with al-Qaida, fighting against Syrian government forces in the region (Foreign 
Policy, 25 March 2015; The Times, 30 March 2015).

By early 2018, Iranian forces were present in 11 bases in Syria, while Lebanon’s 
Hizbollah had 15 bases and other foreign Iranian-backed militias were operating 
out of nine bases.21 In spite of the joint efforts of Moscow and Tehran to defeat 
the Syrian opposition as the conflict ostensibly entered its final stages, the Kremlin 
was wary of Iran’s broader aims in Syria and the Levant. Russia desired the restora-
tion of a strong, secular, centralized state in Syria, while Iran, in view of its huge 
investments in blood and treasure since 2011, wanted freer rein in Syria with a 
greater role for itself and its Shi’a allies.22 In this regard, another point of conten-
tion between Tehran and Moscow in recent years has been Tehran’s policies to 
change the demography of parts of Syria, especially around Damascus, Homs and 
the Lebanese border, by settling Iraqi Shi’as in depopulated areas that were previ-
ously inhabited by Sunnis.23

In the run-up to and after the Trump administration’s announcement to with-
draw from the JCPOA in May 2018, Israel launched extensive air strikes against 
Iranian assets in Syria; the most intensive that it had launched against targets in Syria 
since the 1973 Arab–Israeli war. They came on the heels of a visit by Israeli Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to Moscow, where he had attended the May Day 
victory celebrations alongside President Putin. According to reports, Putin had been 
forewarned of the impending Israeli strikes and Tehran was kept in the dark by 
the Russians.24 From Iran’s vantage point, to add insult to injury, Russia did not  
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condemn the Israeli onslaught and, along with Britain, France and Germany, only 
urged restraint on both sides.25 After repeated Israeli strikes, Iran responded in a care-
fully calibrated manner by firing a number of missiles at targets in the Israeli-occupied 
Golan Heights. Tehran’s riposte was restrained for two key reasons. First, it did not 
want an escalation of the conflict against Israel since its current priority is to win the 
war in Syria. Second, any intensification of the fighting with Israel may have led sup-
port for Iran from the European Union, with regard to salvaging the JCPOA, which 
US President Trump seemed determined to scuttle, to evaporate quite quickly.

Overall, the Islamic Republic was displeased with what it perceived as Putin’s 
double dealing. The Iranians were further infuriated again in May 2018, when 
Putin met with Bashar Asad in the Black Sea resort of Sochi, congratulating his 
Syrian counterpart on the recent victories scored against the opposition, and calling 
for the eventual withdrawal of all foreign forces from Syria. Tehran resented being 
equated with the US and Turkey, which had deployed forces in Syria without the 
consent of Damascus. In a sharp rebuke, the Iranian foreign ministry spokesman 
Bahram Qassemi asserted that

Iran is an independent country that determines its own policies. The pres-
ence of Iran is at the invitation of the Syrian government to fight against 
terrorism and defend the territorial integrity of Syria, and will last as long as 
the Syrian government wants Iran to help it. Those who have entered the 
country without the consent of the Syrian government must leave Syria.26

In general, although Tehran and Moscow have collaborated in many areas since 
the end of the Cold War, the relationship has always been awkward. Iran has 
been repeatedly disappointed by Russia’s failure to fulfil its obligations and com-
mitments to Tehran on a number of occasions (for example, regarding the timely 
completion of the Bushehr nuclear reactor and delays in the delivery of the S-300 
anti-aircraft missile system). There is a strong anti-Iran camp in Moscow, par-
ticularly in the Russian foreign ministry, which views Iran only as a card to be 
played in great power politics with the West.27 Conversely, there are important 
Russophiles among the hardline elements and the IRGC leadership in Iran.28

Russia intervened in Syria in the autumn of 2015, in part due to intensive 
Iranian lobbying. Paradoxically, though, Russia’s entry into the fray has led to the 
eclipse of Iran to some extent. Prior to Moscow’s decision to intervene in the con-
flict, all attention was focused on Tehran as the main foreign backer of Damascus. 
Depending on future developments, Russia’s prominence may further overshadow 
and sideline Iran as a political and military actor in the Syrian crisis. As a result, the 
two partners may increasingly find themselves at loggerheads in Syria.

Conclusion

Iran has stood by the Asad regime through thick and thin since the eruption of the 
Syrian crisis in 2011. Iran values its relationship and alliance with Ba’thist Syria for at 
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least four key reasons. First, it has been Iran’s most important and only longstanding  
Arab ally for over four decades. Second, it has provided Tehran with access to the 
Levant and the Arab–Israeli arena in order for the Islamic Republic to demon-
strate its solidarity with the Arab-Palestinian cause in the struggle against Israel, and 
project its power in the eastern Mediterranean. Third, Syria has served as a major 
conduit since the 1980s for Iranian arms and assistance to Hizbollah in Lebanon. 
Outside of Iran’s borders, the emergence and continued existence of the Lebanese 
Shi’a movement over the past three decades has been the only revolutionary “suc-
cess story” for the clerics in Tehran.29 Fourth, the nexus with Damascus has been 
an enduring example of Arab–Iranian cooperation in several important areas in 
terms of political, military and economic collaboration. These are all of political and 
ideological significance from the viewpoint of Iranian policymakers.30

Due to the transformation of the Syrian conflict into a proxy war, Tehran feared 
the toppling of the Syrian Ba’th and the emergence of an anti-Iranian belt stretch-
ing from Turkey to Syria, Jordan, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. The 
nightmare scenario for Iran would have been for the Syrian Ba’th to be replaced 
by a Sunni fundamentalist regime that was staunchly anti-Iran and anti-Shi’a, and 
closely allied with Tehran’s regional rival, Saudi Arabia. To date, Iran has done 
all it can to ensure that Bashar Asad will not be overthrown by pouring in men, 
materiel and money to bolster his position. After a string of Syrian government 
victories in the south in the provinces of Dera and Quneitra, the prospects for the 
survival of the Asad regime and its ability to reassert control over much of Syria 
(in large part also due to Russian and Iranian assistance) seemed much improved. 
It is unclear how much Iran has devoted in terms of financial resources, including 
military and economic aid to Syria. Estimates vary from US$30 billion since 2011 
to US$15 billion annually, while others put it as high as US$105 billion in total.31 
The number of Iranian personnel and that of foreign allied fighters who have been 
killed in combat is believed to be in the thousands, but not tens of thousands.

In conclusion, to date, the Syrian civil war has been a major investment and 
drain on Iran. Tehran and its regional allies have also lost a great deal of the political 
capital they possessed in the Arab-Muslim world due to their steadfast support for 
the Asad regime and its brutal suppression of the Uprising. Iran’s role in the crisis has 
strained relations with many neighbouring Arab states and Turkey. Furthermore, it 
has polarized the political landscape of the Middle East and accentuated the Sunni–
Shi’a schism, much to the chagrin of policymakers in Tehran. That being said, on 
the other hand, the resilience of the Syrian–Iranian alliance and its ability to survive 
major crises should not be underestimated: those who dismiss its strength and capa-
bilities, do so at their own peril. The Tehran–Damascus nexus has always been able 
to thrive and surprise its opponents, especially when it has been on the defensive. 
This has consistently been the case over the past four decades. When the unrest in 
Syria erupted in early 2011, no one predicted that Bashar Asad would be able to 
cling onto power for many years as a direct consequence of stalwart and consistent 
support from Iran—and Russia since 2015. Many believed that his regime would 
quickly meet the same fate as those of Ben Ali, Qaddafi and Mubarak. Irrespective 



154 Jubin M. Goodarzi

of how much longer the Syrian–Iranian axis endures, the alliance has left its mark 
on the political landscape of the contemporary Middle East.
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10
IRAQI–SYRIAN RELATIONS AND  
THE SYRIAN UPRISING

Raymond Hinnebusch

The impact of Syria–Iraq relations on the Syrian Uprising is an indicator of the 
state of the regional states system. While the conventional realist narrative imagines 
a world of uncontested sovereign “Westphalian” states corresponding to distinct 
nations (nation-states), the Levant experience is very different. It is better seen 
through the lens of historical sociology, which sees the Westphalian order as histor-
ically constructed by—or path dependent on—the interaction of external and internal 
forces. Rather than an inevitable or natural outcome, the MENA states system, 
given the frequent incongruence between state (territory) and identity (nation) is 
very much contingent (with state formation describing a bell shape curve—rise and 
decline—rather than a linear progression).

This chapter examines current Iraqi–Syrian inter-relations, with a focus on their 
impact on the Syrian Uprising (but also considering the impact on Iraq insofar as 
this feeds back on Syria).

1) The chapter first locates current developments in the historical context of the 
dialectic between state formation in Syria and Iraq, which, from the time of 
their simultaneous “birth” in the “peace to end all peace” after World War I,1 
made each inter-penetrable by the other and incentivized each to seek to influ-
ence outcomes in the other.

2) Prior to the Syrian Uprising and during its early stages, the impact of the two 
states on each other came via both trans-state networks and government-to-
government relations; the chapter therefore turns, secondly, to a focus on this 
agency, looking particularly at how the two governments reacted to chaos in 
the other unleashed by the US invasion of Iraq and intensifying after the out-
break of the Syrian Uprising.

3) As the Syrian conflict proceeded it became intimately intertwined with a simi-
lar conflict in Iraq and, as both governments lost control over large parts of 
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their territory to jihadists, neither could any longer be said to be unitary states 
with a single policy toward each other; rather, the two regimes in power 
in Baghdad and Damascus were aligned against their Sunni oppositions that 
controlled parts of western Iraq and eastern Syria. The chapter charts the 
consequent inter and trans-state spillover of the two conflicts on each other, 
focusing on the trans-state movement of actors—tribes, Sunni jihadists, Shi’a 
militias, Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS)—back and forth across highly 
permeable borders.

4) In parallel, the two states became a nearly single arena for the conflict of 
regional states, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey, which were instrumentalizing 
sectarianism in their conflicts, thus imparting and accelerating the trans-state 
sectarian dimension to the Syrian–Iraqi space. The chapter shows how their 
competitive interference in the Syrian and Iraqi failing states generated security 
dilemmas that sectarianized identity at the grassroots level. It then assesses the 
opportunity this opened for irredentist actors to pursue state (and boundary)  
remaking attempts to upend the post-World War I “settlement.”

5) The chapter concludes by showing how this recent history exemplifies the 
flaws—and the resilience—in the historical co-construction of the Levant 
states and state system.

The background of Iraq–Syria relations: tied siblings

Iraqi–Syrian relations have always been intimate owing to geographical contigu-
ity, shared identity, and similar state-formation (and de-formation) experiences;2 
however, their nature altered in parallel to the bell-shaped curve described by state 
formation in the two.

First, the two states were siblings “born” simultaneously, as weak, identity-
fragmented states, their borders imposed from without, hence reflective more of 
the interests and compromises of Britain and France than indigenous wishes.3 This 
built irredentism into their political fabrics: movements aiming to abolish their 
contested borders were strong in both states. In the early independence years, 
they were highly permeable to the other, with leaders in each trying to affect the 
political trajectory in the other, especially Iraqi politicians, who regularly supported 
clients in Syria in the fifties and promoted confederation with Syria under the so-
called “Fertile Crescent” scheme.4

Second, from the sixties, the two states underwent parallel state consolidation 
under Ba’thist authoritarian regimes via a combination of party-building, oil, and 
war. Being contiguous, their simultaneous military build-ups potentially posed 
threats to the other—and the weaker of the two, Syria, had reason to feel threat-
ened; yet identity-shaped patterns of amity and enmity interacted with this material 
power balance to produce quite complicated and ambivalent relations. Ironically, 
although ruled by branches of the same Ba’thist pan-Arab party and hence adher-
ing to the same ruling ideology, they became rivals over the leadership of Arab 
nationalism, and seldom cooperated in pursuit of shared ideological goals. To be 
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sure, at key junctures they came together against the common Israeli enemy (e.g. 
during the 1973 war when Iraq sent troops to the Syrian front, or in the period 
after Sadat’s move toward a separate peace left Syria exposed). But such amity 
remained episodic and the more regular relation was the use by each of existing 
trans-state interdependencies against the other (e.g. the flow of Euphrates water 
to Iraq by Syria and the rupture of the Kirkuk to Banyas oil pipeline by both at 
different times), and mutual interference in the other’s internal power struggles by 
each backing dissidents in the rival branch of the Ba’th Party.5 As in the 1970s, 
both states used oil revenues and expanding armies and bureaucracies to incorpo-
rate constituencies, including new bourgeoisies;6 thereby becoming, to an extent, 
“hardened” against trans-state penetration, their relation took the form of classi-
cal power balancing against each other, (e.g. Syria’s alliance with Iran) although 
attempted mutual domestic interference never disappeared.

This 1970–90 period of apparently “strong,” less permeable states would, how-
ever, prove to be a temporary interlude before another period of state weakness. 
The mix of patrimonial and bureaucratic practices used to consolidate Ba’thist 
rule had created neo-patrimonial regimes with built-in vulnerabilities that would 
generate opposition that could be exploited by external intervention.7 State de-
formation was ushered in by the US wars against Iraq, beginning in the post-1990 
period but especially after its invasion of Iraq in 2003; it was accelerated toward 
partial state failure a decade later when the Syrian Uprising broke out. As varying 
combinations of internal revolt and external intervention led to degrees of state 
failure on both sides of the border, each regime again became involved in trying 
to affect outcomes in the other state, with first Damascus (after 2003) and then 
Baghdad (after 2011) using proxies to intervene in the other’s civil war. Particularly 
with the rise of a hostile “Islamic State” straddling their borders, the fate of the two 
ruling regimes became intimately intertwined.

Syria and the Iraq war: Asad between the US and Iraq 
(2000–10)

In the 1990 Gulf war, Hafiz al-Asad had joined the coalition against Syria’s Ba’thist 
sibling, Iraq, and until his death in 2000 Syria–Iraq relations remained bad. His 
son and successor, Bashar, initially accelerated Hafiz’s 1990s policy of opening the 
economy and westward foreign policy realignment.8 However, the failure of the 
US-brokered Syrian–Israel peace process in 2000 and the election of the George 
W. Bush led to an inexorable decline in US–Syrian relations; this would be paral-
leled by a reversal of Syria’s bad relations with Iraq under Hafiz.

Indeed, a remarkable realignment took place in Iraq–Syria relations. In the early 
2000s, Iraq, suffering under Western sanctions, was seeking a way to evade them 
by exporting oil outside the UN-imposed oil-for-food programme. Syria, with 
the failure of the peace process—and with it the prospect of investment from the 
West—was in dire need of new resources to sustain the regime. This drove the 
Asad and Saddam regimes to a modus vivendi after decades of rivalry: they opened 
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the long-closed Kirkuk–Banyas pipeline between their countries, enabling Syria 
to obtain Iraqi oil at a discount, while exporting its own at international prices, 
which produced perhaps US$1 billion/year in revenue for the government, about 
5 percent of Syria’s gross domestic product. In addition, Syrian business coveted 
the prospect of monopolies over the Iraqi market and sought to establish a foothold 
there at a time when an end to the Iraq sanctions regime seemed on the horizon.9

This was a decisive factor in starting Syria on a collision course with the US. 
Even as the new George W. Bush administration sought to isolate Iraq (prepar-
ing the ground for possible regime change even before 9/11), Syria’s receipt of 
Iraqi oil outside the UN oil-for-food regime became a bone of contention, even 
though the US had approved similar arrangements for its Turkish and Jordanian 
allies. US Secretary of State Colin Powell visited Damascus and mistakenly 
believed that he had obtained Bashar’s agreement to put the proceeds from Iraqi 
oil in UN escrow accounts; when this did not happen Powell professed to find 
Bashar untrustworthy.10 The Syrians also made cooperation with Washington’s 
proposed “smart sanctions” against Iraq contingent on “firm positions regarding 
the Israeli aggression against the Arabs”: Syria hoped to extract a price for coop-
eration in keeping Iraq isolated at the expense of its own economic interests in 
Iraqi ties,11 namely US re-engagement in brokering a settlement with Israel.

The US (2003) determination to invade Iraq was the immediate catalyst of a 
further deterioration in US–Syrian relations. Syrian diplomacy attempted, at the 
UN (where Syria was on the Security Council) and in the Arab League, to build a 
coalition to block or at least withhold legitimation from a US invasion. Yet Syria, 
keen not to be isolated from “international legitimacy,” voted for UN Security 
Council Resolution 1441, mandating the renewal of UN weapons inspections in 
Iraq, in the hope that this might deprive the US of an excuse for war. On the eve 
of war, Syrian Foreign Minister Farouk al-Sharaa told parliament that the US was 
going to war in defiance of international law and the UN, and that Syria had a 
national interest in the defeat of the invaders. Syria’s Grand Mufti, Ahmad Kaftaru, 
urged Muslims throughout the world “to use all means and martyrdom operations 
to defeat the American, British, and Zionist aggression on Iraq.” Some half a mil-
lion Syrians protested the impending invasion in Damascus.12 Bashar, in a famous 
interview with al-Safir (27 March 2003) observed: “No doubt the US is a super-
power capable of conquering a relatively small country, but . . . the US and Britain 
are incapable of controlling all of Iraq.” This was widely interpreted in Washington 
to put Syria on the wrong side of the “with us or against us” dictum laid down by 
the Bush regime. But, of course, it proved very prescient.

Syria did little to actually oppose the US invasion and to the extent it did, acted 
covertly, half-heartedly, and quickly backed away under US threats. Expecting 
that Iraqis would defend the regime for months, Syria allowed the movement of 
volunteers (officially discouraging it, yet tacitly giving it the green light or even 
facilitating it) to Iraq to join the resistance, and though thousands of the volunteers 
came from all over the Arab world, many were from northern Syria with its close 
ties to Iraq and its concentration of Muslim militants and border tribes that were 
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extensions of those fighting the occupation in Iraq. Once the Saddam regime 
fell, Syria also gave refuge to some senior Iraqi officials fleeing Iraq. Not only did 
this bring further US animosity, but Damascus also dangerously allowed militant 
trans-state Islamic discourse and activation of jihadi forces in Syria, albeit encour-
aged to exit to Iraq where many would be killed; this contributed to the formation 
of forces that would boomerang on the Syrian regime after the Uprising began 
in 2011. In this post-Cold War period the intrusive US hegemon thus became a 
decisive factor in the two states’ relations and trajectories, particularly in weakening 
and then destroying the Saddam Hussein regime in Iraq.13

After the 2003 invasion, Syria refused to recognize the US-installed Iraq 
Governing Council and campaigned in vain to prevent other Arab states from 
doing so. Yet Syria voted for UN Security Council Resolution 1511 in October 
2003 that affirmed the Governing Council to embody the sovereignty of Iraq in 
the transition until an internationally recognized representative government was 
established and which called on neighbouring states to prevent the transit of “ter-
rorists” to Iraq. At the same time, though, Syria openly received delegates of Iraqi 
Sunni groups overtly opposed to the occupation and the Governing Council. By 
the end of 2003, as debate raged in Iraq over the transition to self-rule, Syria sup-
ported those, notably the Shi’a, demanding elections against the US attempt to 
manipulate representation to an Iraqi constituent assembly. Syria, Bashar affirmed, 
would recognize Iraq when elected and autonomous, not imposed, governing 
institutions were in place. Yet, keen to get the Iraqi government to acknowledge 
that it needed Syrian cooperation to stabilize the country (and desiring to re-open 
the Kirkuk–Banyas oil pipeline, which was closed after the invasion), Damascus 
later received interim Iraqi Prime Minister Iyad Allawi and signed a border security 
agreement with him: Syria’s information minister declared that the more the Iraq 
government liberated itself from American control, the more Syria would cooper-
ate with it.14 But in May 2005, Syria announced diplomatic ties would be restored 
with Iraq after a 25-year abeyance, even though the Iraqi government remained 
dependent on the occupying forces. The Syrian regime was caught between, on 
the one hand, its reluctance to acknowledge the principle of regime change and 
occupation in Iraq, and, on the other hand, its need not to be outside UN legiti-
macy, its desire to salvage some of its interests in Iraq, and its wish to use the 
American predicament in Iraq to extract concessions on US–Syrian relations. It 
was also torn between its revulsion at dealing with what it saw as Iraqi collabora-
tors working with the Americans and its interest in rebuilding relations with Iraq’s 
rulers, most of whom—Kurds, Shi’a, and anti-Saddam Ba’thists—it had supported 
in the Saddam era; alienating them risked the potential that Syrian influence in Iraq 
could (together with that of its ally, Iran) counter that of the US. Syria’s borders 
remained open to Iraqi refugees fleeing the violence, as well as elements opposing 
the invasion, especially members of the Iraqi Ba’th Party.

Watersheds in the restoration of post-invasion Syria–Iraq relations were Allawi’s 
2004 visit to Damascus (which the Syrian opposition protested, regarding him as 
a US puppet); the first landing of an Iraqi plane at Damascus airport in decades; 
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agreements on a railroad from Mosul to Aleppo; and the resumption of diplomatic 
relations in 2006.15 After the 2005 elections brought Shi’a politicians to power, 
Syria also received Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki, Iraqi officials, tribal leaders, and 
anti-occupation leaders such as Muqtada al-Sadr and the pro-Iranian Abdel-Aziz 
Al-Hakim. In 2009, the Syrian and Iraqi prime ministers exchanged visits and 
signed economic and political cooperation agreements. However, in late 2009 
al-Maliki accused the Syrian-based Iraq Ba’th Party, on the basis of video-taped 
confessions, of plotting a series of devastating bombings in Baghdad, recalled Iraq’s 
ambassador, and demanded that Damascus hand over a hundred Iraqi Ba’thists liv-
ing in Syria, which Syria refused.

Before and after Iraq’s 2010 parliamentary elections, Syria became a venue for 
bargaining by rival Iraqi leaders. The leaders of the cross-sectarian Iraqiyya bloc, 
Allawi and Tariq al-Hashimi, who were the main threat to al-Maliki’s hold on 
power, courted Syrian support and the Iraqi refugee vote; and after the vote, Asad 
initially supported Allawi and brokered a meeting in Damascus with opposition-
ist Shi’a leader Muqtada al-Sadr to explore a coalition between them. The Syrian 
regime also permitted a public conference of the Yunis Ahmad wing of the banned 
Iraq Ba’th Party, which supported Allawi and which sought the reintegration of these 
Ba’thists into Iraqi politics (Asia Times, 5 March 2010). The Saudis were also backing 
Allawi, so this put Syria on the Sunni side of a regional power struggle depicted in 
sectarian terms. Although Allawi’s party received the most votes, al-Maliki clung to 
power by using the fear of a Ba’thist resurgence to rally all Shi’a parliamentary fac-
tions behind him. In the end, Asad switched his support to al-Maliki, earning him 
al-Malaki’s gratitude, which would pay off when the Syrian Uprising began.

Iraqi policy toward the Syrian Uprising

The Iraqi government tilts toward Bashar

The Iraqi government initially attempted to balance between competing demands 
on it over the Syrian Uprising, taking a minimalist position rather than a partisan 
stand which would have been incompatible with the fragmented identities of Iraq’s 
main political players and would have inflamed the sectarian cleavages within the 
Iraqi population. The government of al-Maliki had only recently accused the Asad 
regime of involvement in terrorism in Iraq, but its fear that Asad’s replacement by 
a Sunni-dominated government in Damascus would strengthen the already alien-
ated Sunnis in Iraq’s western provinces soon became its overriding consideration. 
Iraq abstained from the Arab League vote in 2011 to suspend Syria’s membership. 
It rejected the US call for Asad to go, and opposed further sanctions on Syria. It 
declared that it opposed the overthrow of the Syrian regime by force and argued 
that the crisis should be resolved by political reforms. Al-Maliki justified his policy, 
arguing, “I’m not defending the regime. Change must take place. But if Bashar is 
toppled and Salafis come to power, Iraq will face a sectarian war” (Daily Telegraph, 
4 December 2011).
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In order to secure the Arab League summit in Baghdad, al-Maliki had to lean 
toward the League’s position, and in March 2012 Iraq condemned the “regime’s 
bloodshed against civilians” and called for a power transition, while also denounc-
ing armed support for the opposition and foreign intervention. Iraq kept its lines 
of communication open with both the regime and some opposition groups with 
whom al-Maliki met. Foreign Minister Zebari rejected claims that Iran was shap-
ing Iraq’s policy toward Syria. Yet while other Arab states downgraded ties with 
Asad, Iraq moved in the opposite direction, hosting official visits, expanding busi-
ness ties and providing material support. According to a Syrian defector, the Syrian 
regime received 28 million Euros in financial aid from the Iraqi government to pay 
the Shabiha (regime militias involved in violently quelling the anti-government 
protests) and Iraq also provided much needed diesel fuel to Damascus.16

Iraqi policy toward Syria cannot be discussed without reference to Iran’s policy 
toward both. Iran implicated Iraq in the struggle over Syria by shipping mili-
tary equipment and personnel to the Syrian government over Iraqi airspace. Iran’s 
Quds Force, a branch of the Pasdaran (Iran’s Revolutionary Guards), employed its 
long experience and expertise in asymmetric warfare to create defensive militias 
in Shi’a communities threatened by the rise of Sunni jihadists, in both Iraq and 
Syria.17 Al-Maliki’s victory over Allawi had owed something to his support by 
Iran and Iranian-linked militias and his foreign policy began correspondingly to 
tilt toward Tehran. Particularly remarkable was Iraq’s willingness to evade US and 
EU demands that it cut Iranian arms deliveries to Damascus. The US had already 
accused the al-Maliki government of helping Iran circumvent the international 
sanctions on it and Washington wanted regular inspections of Iranian planes cross-
ing Iraqi airspace to intercept arms bound for Syria. Both the US and EU warned 
that aid was contingent on this cooperation. To ward off these pressures and the 
dependency that the US could use as leverage over him, al-Maliki signed a US$4.2 
billion arms deal with Russia. Having invested so much in Iraq, the US could not 
readily cut off aid without sacrificing its remaining positions in the country (BBC, 
11 October 2012).18 Iraq became the Asad regime’s lifeline, with 70 percent of 
goods to Syria coming from Iraq, including finances and arms from Iran.

Trans-state spillover

Convergence in the desert: Sunni tribes against non-Sunni 
regimes

As al-Maliki feared, Syria’s conflict rapidly spilled over into Iraq, which was symp-
tomatic of the trans-state extensions of shared identities between the two states. 
The first manifestation of this was the rallying of cross-border Sunni tribes against 
Bashar al-Asad. The Euphrates River Valley intimately connected Syrian and Iraqi 
tribes, with Syrians along the river speaking an Iraqi dialect. During the US occu-
pation of Iraq, the tribes and mosques of Deir al-Zour had provided significant 
numbers of fighters, weapons, and other forms of support to anti-US insurgents in 
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Anbar province; now the situation was reversed. Veterans of the Iraq insurgency  
against the US occupation travelled to Syria where they imparted their skills in 
guerrilla warfare to the anti-Asad “Free Syrian Army.” Public opinion in the west-
ern, Sunni-majority provinces of Iraq, notably in Sunni cities such as Falluja and 
Ramadi, was highly supportive of the Syrian Uprising and increasingly sectari-
anized. Euphrates Valley tribes from Anbar province sent money, weapons, and 
thousands of fighters to support their anti-regime Syrian cousins in Deir al-Zour. 
With historic familial and financial links to ruling elites in Gulf states, cross-border 
tribes were vehicles of Riyadh’s anti-Asad and anti-Iranian policy and crucially 
served as conduits for arms sent to the Syrian insurgents. The Iraqi government 
tried to crack down on western Iraqi support for the Syrian insurgency and dis-
suaded the powerful Shammar confederation in Nineveh province from also 
becoming involved against Asad. The fighting in eastern Syria also spilled over into 
Iraq when Syrian insurgents attacked Syrian regime forces taking refuge on Iraqi 
soil, even killing Iraqi troops. There was a refugee flow into Iraq of Syrians fleeing 
the fighting, but also of Iraqis who had fled civil war in Iraq and were fleeing again 
from a similar scenario in Syria.19

Trans-state Sunni jihadists

The Syrian opposition took on an ever more jihadist flavour as Sunni militants 
operated trans-state, seeing the struggles against non-Sunni rule in Iraq and Syria 
as inseparable. Thus, Iraqi Sunnis from Mosul joined the Syrian Jabhat al-Nusra 
and passed on the technology of car bombings and improvised explosive devices 
that they had learned in the Iraqi insurgency against the US occupation. Jabhat 
al-Nusra declared that “fighting against the Shiite Iraqi government in Baghdad is 
a jihad and sacred religious duty in order to liberate it from the Magi” (referring 
to Zoroastrian Persians).20 Giving a yet greater sectarian dimension to the struggle 
was the internationalization of the Syrian conflict as Sunni jihadists from outside 
the Levant flocked to Syria to fight the Asad regime, recruited particularly by the 
two trans-state al-Qaida avatars, Jabhat al-Nusra and ISIS. By 2015, around 27,000 
foreign Sunni fighters from 86 countries were fighting the regimes in Iraq and 
Syria, with 16,000 from MENA, 5,000 from Europe, and 4,700 from the former 
Soviet republics (The Guardian, 8 December 2015), many of them armed, funded, 
or given transit routes into Syria by the Sunni powers opposed to Asad—Turkey, 
Saudi Arabia, Qatar—and also funded by rich nationals of the Gulf states.

Shi’a militias in Iraq, then Syria, and again Iraq

Shi’a militias in Iraq and Syria fed on the parallel conflicts in both states, emergent 
first in Iraq, but thereafter empowered by the conflict in Syria, and then re-emerging  
in Iraq as the rise of the anti-Shi’a ISIS bridged both states. Indeed, indicative 
of how the trans-state arena had eclipsed state-bounded ones was the way these 
militias surged back and forth between Iraq and Syria to confront their Sunni  
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opponents as the strategic situation dictated, with Iran’s Quds Force commander, 
Qasem Soleimani, masterminding their movements.

Shi’a militias in Iraq were empowered by the US invasion when the Americans’ 
dissolution of the Sunni-dominated Iraq army and Ba’th Party allowed them to 
take over the remaining shell of the Iraqi state. The leaders of many of these, such 
as the Badr clan-led Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI), 
had been based in Iran before the fall of Saddam and continued to maintain strate-
gic ties with it. In parallel, the largely Sunni insurgency against the US occupation 
took on a sectarian hue in that it also targeted what were seen by the insurgents 
as collaborators with the US in the Shi’a-dominated new regime that had been 
put in power by the occupation; Shi’a militia activity was a response, too, to this. 
And the post-invasion chaos in Iraq also provided fertile ground for the emergence 
of al-Qaida in Iraq (AQI) under the Jordanian extremist Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, 
which deliberately set out to stir up a sectarian war. Its bombing of the revered 
Shiite shrine in Samarra precipitated an unprecedented sectarian mobilization that 
was never to be reversed. After the parliamentary election of 2005, which empow-
ered a Shi’a majority while largely excluding the Sunnis, the insurgency against the 
occupation power was eclipsed by inter-Iraqi sectarian violence between militias 
on both sides, in which thousands died during 2006 and 2007.

The scope of operations of the Shi’a militias shrank, however, as the civil war 
died down after 2010 (without ever wholly ending). Some were incorporated 
into the new security apparatus, with SCIRI turning the interior ministry into its 
fiefdom, and others recruited to the army; in this way, they acquired some stake 
in stability. On the other hand, the al-Maliki government, which won the 2009 
provincial elections with a promise to curb the militias, cracked down on them, 
notably the Mehdi army led by Muqtada al-Sadr, who had mobilized Shi’a resist-
ance to the US occupation.21

However, after the Syrian Uprising, as thousands of Sunni jihadists poured 
into Syria to fight the Asad regime and, backed by Gulf funding and arms, came 
to dominate the Syrian opposition, both the Iraqi government and Shi’a militias 
perceived a rising threat. This precipitated a remobilization of the Shi’a militias 
and their intervention in Syria. In response to the jihadist threat, not only did 
Lebanon’s Shi’a movement, Hizbollah, become increasingly active on the regime 
side in Syria, but so too did Iraqi Shi’a militias. They travelled to Syria ostensi-
bly to defend Shi’a mosques and neighbourhoods from attacks by taqfiris—Sunni 
jihadis who consider Shiites heretics who deserve to be killed. Jihadist attacks on 
the Sayyida Zaynab mosque near Damascus in September 2013, for example, fed a 
narrative that the Shi’a were on the defensive, and that this existential threat justi-
fied martyrdom for the cause. Sayyida Zaynab was the feminine image of Shi’a 
martyrdom while the Sunni jihadists were identified with Yezid, responsible for 
the murder of Hussein (Reuters, 16 October 2012).22 The Liwa Abu Fadl al-Abbas, 
a network of overlapping groups, was formed initially of Shi’a settled around the 
Sayyida Zaynab shrine, including Iraqis from the Mehdi army who had taken ref-
uge in Syria when the Iraqi army turned on it; they provided most of the leaders, 



Iraqi–Syrian relations and the Syrian Uprising 165

while training was provided by the Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corp (IRGC). 
Iraqi militants were mainly from the Badr organization, but also from Sadrist 
splinter groups such as the Iranian-financed ‘Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq, (despite Muqtada 
al-Sadr’s refusal to endorse it); some had been involved in fighting against the US 
occupation and/or sectarian cleansing against Sunnis. Another Iraqi militia named 
itself after a Shi’a mosque destroyed by Sunni jihadists in Raqqa.23 The defence of 
shrines in Syria resonated in Iraq because of the al-Qaida destruction of the golden 
mosque in Samarra.

However, the Iraqi Shi’a militias soon also became involved in defence of the 
Syrian regime at a time when it was very much on the defensive, with some 
5,000–10,000 fighting alongside Hizbollah and contributing materially to tilt-
ing the power balance back toward the regime, particularly at the 2013 battle of 
Qusayr. While in 2012 Iraqi Shi’a militias had been reluctant to be seen to “inter-
vene” in Syrian affairs (Reuters, 16 October 2012), by 2014–15, they boasted of it, 
as the two countries were now considered parts of an inseparable regional conflict 
stretching from Yemen to Lebanon (Los Angeles Times, 16 October 2016; al-Monitor, 
8 August 2016). New fighters for Syria were recruited in Iraq, via a discourse 
of martyrdom, via the internet, and from pilgrims to the holy cities of Karbala 
and Najaf, trained by the Iranian Quds Force, and flown to Syria via Iran. Some 
fighters were seconded from Iraqi army units, especially Shi’a special forces units, 
suggesting the complicity of al-Maliki’s government. Hizbollah even had an Iraqi 
branch—Kataib al-Hizbollah (BBC, 2 May 2014), flying a variant of its yellow 
and green flag, that became involved in Syria. Hardened and zealous veterans of 
urban warfare, Shi’a militias soon became shock troops spearheading Syrian regime 
offensives against Sunni insurgents. Iraqi militants ended up fighting in Aleppo 
Province in defence of besieged Shi’a villages and, later yet, took a prominent role 
in the regime’s December 2016 re-conquest of east Aleppo. When, with the ISIS 
conquest of Mosul, many Shi’a militia that were fighting in Syria returned to Iraq 
to contain ISIS leaving Asad with a more acute manpower problem,24 General 
Soleimani worked to replace them with Afghan Shi’a fighters. Many would turn 
the combat experience gained in Syria to the battle against ISIS in Mosul. At the 
same time, Iran and Hizbollah were engaged in a certain reconstruction of the 
Syrian regime, by incorporating the plethora of pro-regime local militias, whether 
Shi’a, Christian, or Alawis, into a “National Defence Force,” trained and advised 
by Hizbollah and IRGC officers, thereby propelling a certain “Shi’aization” of 
Asad’s decentralizing regime. Needless to say, this spurred increasing resentment 
among the opposition in Syria. A Syrian jihadist website warned the Shi’a militias 
in Syria: “This land is forbidden to you. This is the land of Omar and Abu Bakr” 
(Los Angeles Times, 16 October 2016).

In Iraq, the Shi’a militias were not only revived but acquired unprecedented 
weight in the Iraqi political landscape after the 2014 ISIS seizure of Mosul. Their 
revival first began when al-Maliki struck an alliance with Badr and Iran in his 
struggle with the cross-sectarian Iraqiyya Party in the 2010 elections.25 After 
defeating the Iraqiyya Party leader, Iyad Allawi, in the competition to form the 
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Iraqi government, al-Maliki increasingly used the army against Sunni protestors, 
inflaming them against the government. In his struggle against pre-ISIS Sunni 
resistance, al-Maliki adopted a sectarian discourse to rally his Shi’a sectarian base, 
but at the cost of further alienating Sunnis and making them vulnerable to ISIS 
blandishments. Thus, al-Maliki portrayed his planned military campaign against 
insurgents in Anbar province as a war between “the followers of Hussein and the 
followers of Yezid,” he shut down a popular protest camp in which thousands of 
Sunni Iraqis rallied for peaceful change for months, and arrested many powerful 
Sunni politicians. Indicative of Sunni alienation from Baghdad was not only the 
lack of resistance to the ISIS takeover of Sunni parts of western Iraq, but Sunnis’ 
initially greater fear of a government re-conquest than of jihadist rule. New Iraqi 
parliamentary elections went ahead in 2014 in spite of significant parts of the Sunni 
provinces having fallen to ISIS control. Shi’a dominance was confirmed, with 
Shi’a parties winning 160 seats to 38 for Sunni parties and 21 for Allawi’s secular 
coalition. The continued replication of sectarian majoritarianism in the Iraqi politi-
cal system reconfirmed Sunni marginalization, a major explanation for the appeal 
of ISIS.

After the ISIS surge, al-Maliki set up the Hashd al-Shaabi (Popular Mobilization 
Units or PMU) to coordinate the Shi’a militias, and a fatwa from Ayatollah Sistani 
calling upon Iraqis to defend the state inadvertently encouraged recruitment to 
them. In the re-conquest of Tikrit, the Iranian-linked Shi’a militias and Quds 
Force Commander Soleimani took the lead, but could not capitalize on it since 
they had to pull back to allow US airpower to soften up ISIS. Although al-Maliki 
was replaced in 2014, under US pressure, by a new prime minister, Haidar al-
Abadi, who spoke the language of inclusion, with the failure of the professional 
Iraqi military to stand up to ISIS in Mosul, the Shi’a militias were re-empowered 
to fight it, with ever increasing Iranian support. The formation of the PMU pro-
ceeded apace, building on Shi’a militia leaders’ experience of recruiting for the 
conflict in Syria. A power struggle soon emerged between pro-Iranian Iraqi forces 
and Prime Minister Abadi, who sought, with some success, to bring the PMU 
under his government’s control, backed by Iraqi nationalist oriented Sadrists.26 
One main issue dividing them was whether the PMU should extend the fight 
against Sunni jihadists to Syria.

The rise of ISIS

The phenomenon of the Islamic State (IS) exemplified the highly de-stabilizing 
consequences of US intervention in spurring state de-formation in the Levant 
space. IS was an offshoot of al-Qaida, originally fostered by US/Saudi aid to the 
mujahidin fighting the Soviets in Afghanistan. This US proxy was, however, 
turned against America by its successive wars on Iraq; the basing of US forces 
operating against Iraq in Saudi Arabia in the 1990s so antagonized Osama bin 
Laden that he engineered the 9/11 attack on the US. The US response, the inva-
sion of Iraq, created anarchy in which AQI flourished. The first iteration of AQI, 
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under the leadership of Jordanian Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, was defeated by its own 
extremism. Its attacks on ordinary Shi’a civilians and shrines earned the approba-
tion of al-Qaida central, which wanted to forge a cross-sectarian coalition against 
the US occupation; by picking a fight with the Shi’a, AQI destroyed the potential 
coalition of Sunni insurgents with anti-American Shi’a insurgents led by Muqtada 
al-Sadr, which might have made the US occupation untenable. AQI also alienated 
the Sunni tribes of western Iraq by forcing the young daughters of locals to marry 
their foreign fighters, flogging people for offences such as smoking, outlawing tra-
ditional religious and cultural practices, and cornering economic perquisites tribal 
elders considered their own; this enabled the US to sponsor the so-called Sahwa or 
tribal rising against AQI, enabled by Saudi and US financial support of the tribes. 
Nevertheless, AQI’s extremism would be resurrected with its second iteration, the 
Islamic State.

When AQI was defeated by the US in Iraq its remnants found safe haven in 
Syria, and the later collapse of Syrian state control over eastern parts of the country 
allowed it, now rebranded ISIS, to seize Raqqa and other parts of the east. ISIS was 
a coalition of anti-US, anti-Shi’a forces. It combined AQI with ex-Iraqi Ba’thists 
(originally displaced by the US 2003 invasion). Ironically, many of the supporters 
of ISIS were Sahwa veterans who had been trained and armed by the US in the 
late 2000s to fight against AQI. Given its heterogeneous composition, ISIS needed 
a common appeal. If this had previously been opposition to the US, its narrative 
now stressed the perceived existential threat to Sunnis from the Shi’a; hence it had 
an interest in provoking sectarian conflict, a main reason for its egregious violence 
against Shi’as.

In 2014, ISIS seized Mosul and proclaimed a caliphate straddling western Iraq 
and eastern Syria. It rapidly acquired some of the attributes of statehood including 
heavy weaponry, oil resources, control over cities, the ability to enlist wide Sunni 
disaffection—from tribes to ex-Ba’thists—and, most remarkably, the 2014 defeat 
it inflicted on the Iraqi army from which it emerged heavily armed with captured 
US supplied weaponry.

In Syria, after having been weakened by attacks from more Syria-centric ele-
ments of the Islamic opposition, including al-Qaida avatar, Jabhat al-Nusra, ISIS 
turned the momentum acquired in Iraq after Mosul to surge back across the border 
and put its Syrian rivals on the defensive. It benefited from a bandwagoning effect, 
as many disparate Syrian Islamist groups opposed to Asad pledged fealty: ISIS had 
superior material resources, financial and military, provided by Gulf donors or 
seized from the failing Iraqi and Syrian states. It had a powerful religious mes-
sage, a claim to protect Sunnis, and to provide a modicum of order and welfare 
where it governed. Many also submitted out of fear of ISIS’s murderous reputa-
tion. Indicative of the high level of inter-state permeability was the penetration by 
ISIS fighters as far west as Lebanon.

The rise of ISIS, as the most formidable jihadist movement, posed a common 
threat to the Syrian and Iraq regimes and tied their fates together, making what had 
been hitherto an alliance of convenience into a strategic one; moreover, the role 
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of Iran in coordinating the defence of both regimes against Sunni jihadist threats 
further intertwined their interests. The two arenas had become one: thus, the Syrian 
air force began pounding ISIS’s bases in Raqqa and Hasakeh “in coordination with 
the Iraqi authorities” after ISIS “brought into Syria heavy weapons including tanks” 
captured from the Iraqi army.27

The regional power struggle and the sectarianization  
of the Levant space

One outcome of civil war in both Iraq and Syria was the intensification of sec-
tarianism, with sectarian civil war in both states spilling over and aggravating it 
in the other. This was fuelled, in the first place, from the regional level, where a 
power struggle had been going on since the 2000s between an Iran-led “resistance 
axis” and the pro-Western Gulf Cooperation Council led by Saudi Arabia aligned 
with Jordan and Mubarak’s Egypt, which combined against what they called the 
“Shi’a Crescent.” This regional rivalry was initiated by the US overthrow of the 
Saddam Hussein regime in Iraq, which inadvertently empowered the Iraqi Shi’a 
and brought Iraq into Iran’s sphere of influence to the alarm of Riyadh; it was then 
inflamed by their contrary positions on the Hizbollah–Israel war in Lebanon in 
2006. With the Syrian Uprising, the two sides became engaged in a “new strug-
gle for Syria” because the outcome there—Asad’s survival as an Iranian ally or the 
triumph of a Sunni-friendly regime likely to align with Turkey or Saudi Arabia—
was perceived as decisive for the regional struggle for power. What was at stake 
was whether Iran could consolidate a Shi’a-dominated corridor running through 
Iraq and Syria to Hizbollah in Lebanon or whether the Sunni powers could drive 
a wedge between Hizbollah and Iran by putting a Sunni Islamist regime in power 
in Damascus as part of a pincer move against Iranian influence in Iraq.

In their struggles, the rival regional powers overtly instrumentalized sectarian-
ism in their discourse and through their backing of proxies in the Syrian and Iraqi 
civil wars. For the Sunni powers, painting Iran as Shi’a would blunt its pan-Islamic 
appeal as a resistance force against the US and its regional proxies. This appeal, 
when combined with Arab nationalism by Hizbollah, had proved highly potent 
in the mid-2000s when Nasrallah, Asad, and Ahmadinejad had attained unprec-
edented popularity on the Sunni street during showdowns with Israel. The Sunni 
powers’ attempt to sectarianize the regional power struggle at this time initially 
found little resonance among ordinary Sunnis for whom the resistance narrative 
was more compelling. However, the Syrian civil war in which a non-Sunni Asad 
was killing mostly Sunni protestors, and was backed by Iran and Hizbollah, pre-
sented a perfect opportunity for the Gulf Sunni regimes to turn the tables in the 
discourse war and destroy the soft power of Iran and Hizbollah.

Iran and Hizbollah fought back, via a specifically non-sectarian discourse to 
justify or divert attention from their involvement in sectarian-tinged wars in Syria 
and Iraq. Hizbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah declared that, unlike Sunni jihadists, 
Shi’a Hizbollah remained committed to the Palestine cause, and pointed out that 
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takfiris had killed more Sunnis than Shiites; while Nasrallah incorrectly painted all 
the Syrian rebels as takfiris, the dominance of Jabhat al-Nusra and IS in the anti-
Asad camp gave some credibility to this claim. Ayatollah Khamenai’s narrative was 
similar: the Sunnis are our brothers but the takfiris in alliance with the US, Saudi 
Arabia, and Israel are trying to split Islam along sectarian lines.28

Yet, in parallel, Iran, according to Smyth, was instrumentalizing Shi’a sectarian-
ism in order to empower its trans-state Shi’a leadership by exploiting the defence 
of shrines to arouse a pan-Shi’a solidarity.29 Sunni takfiris were the perfect enemy 
for Tehran to pose as protector of Shi’as, while Syrian Sunni jihadists as well as 
Saudi Wahhabists were easily branded as takfiri. Asad was defended on the grounds 
that his regime would be replaced by a takfiri one. At stake for Iran in the Syrian 
conflict was its corridor of influence in the Levant running through Iraq and Syria 
to Lebanon.

The top-down instrumentalization of sectarianism by the rival regional pow-
ers intervening in Syria translated into armed social movements in Syria and 
Iraq that recruited large numbers of fighters on sectarian grounds who saw 
themselves engaged in a sectarian conflict. Independent of state sponsors, these 
militias fuelled a certain “bottom-up” sectarianization that spread across borders. 
Sectarian murders and cleansing by all sides became more intense, shrinking the 
mixed areas remaining in the two countries, with minorities driven out by fear of 
the “other.” The Asad regime targeted Sunni communities held by rebels, reduc-
ing them to rubble, notably in Homs, the Damascus suburbs, and later Aleppo, 
or used siege tactics to force the withdrawal of Sunni fighters from these mixed 
areas. Since 2003, AQI and later ISIS had systematically targeted Shi’a mosques 
and marketplaces. When ISIS took control of northern and western Iraq, its 
fighters fi lmed themselves executing 1,700 young Shi’a military recruits near 
Tikrit. In August ISIS raped, murdered, and enslaved members of the Yazidi 
minority. Captured Syrian soldiers were ritually decapitated. In 2013, civilian 
deaths in Iraq exceeded the numbers killed yearly in the mid-2000s sectarian civil 
war (7,157 in 2013 compared to 6,787 in 2008) (BBC, 28 December 2013); this 
hardened the sectarian partition of formerly mixed cities such as Baghdad (The 
Independent, 27 December 2015).

It was the parallel state failures in Syria and Iraq that allowed the militias to 
drive sectarianism down to the grassroots level. The impact of external agency 
was decisive here: whether it was the US destruction of the Iraq army or the 
external provision of Syrian insurgents with a cornucopia of arms, including game-
changing American anti-tank weapons, once the Iraqi and Syrian states lost their 
monopoly of legitimate violence, the terrain became favourable to sectarianism. 
The insecurity caused by the civil war, notably fighters on both sides of the sec-
tarian discourse demonizing the other and instances of sectarian massacres and 
cleansing of neighbourhoods, led to intense fear of the sectarian “other” on both 
sides, while the breakdown of law and order created a “security dilemma” in 
which everyone came to rely on their own sectarian group for protection, with 
neighbourhood self-defence militias a symptom of this. What started as a strategic 
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tool of geopolitics by rival regional powers penetrated the grassroots and began 
to change the very identities of ordinary people, marginalizing inclusive identities 
such as Iraqi and Syrian nationalism and pan-Arabism.

Sectarian affiliation did not determine all alignments and some on both sides 
resisted the tendency to merge Syria and Iraq into a single arena of sectarian conflict. 
Shiite leader Muqtada al-Sadr favoured the (mostly Sunni) Syrian revolutionaries, 
quarrelled with Hizbollah over its support for Asad, supported cross-sectarian anti-
Maliki protests, and opposed intervention in Syria:

My views on wars taking place outside Iraq are well known: Every country 
has the right to self-determination. We should not interfere in their affairs, 
whether it is Syria or any other country, such as Yemen, Bahrain, or even 
Egypt and the “Arab Spring” countries. People used to say that we would 
fight in Syria to prevent terrorism from coming here. But I said, right from 
the beginning, that if we fight in Syria, it will lead to terrorism here. They 
did not believe me, but what I predicted came true . . . I have heard declara-
tions [from the PMU] such as: “Just as we liberate Mosul, we shall liberate 
Aleppo.”. . . The PMU must not intervene in wars abroad.

(NTR TV, Iraqi Kurdistan, 18 January 2017)

But those resisting sectarianization found themselves pressured to take sides in 
a war in which the warring parties accepted no neutrality. In al-Sadr’s words: 
“you couldn’t find moderates even if you searched with a lantern, because they 
are afraid.”

State remaking?

The merging Iraqi and Syrian conflicts had potential state remaking implica-
tions.30 In Syria, with the collapse of order, many Syrians sought protection 
in contrary sub-state or trans-state identities, such as Syrian Alawi vs. Sunni 
Islamist. In Iraq, in parallel, the growing exclusion of Sunnis from the al-Maliki 
regime propelled them into the hands of radical Sunni Islamists. The conse-
quence in each case was to debilitate identif i cations with the two states. To be sure, 
only minorities in either state wanted a re-drawing of the boundaries of their 
states, most retained some identification with them, and even trans-state groups 
remained focused on the struggle over power in their own states of origin (e.g. 
Shi’a militias backing Asad returned to fight in Iraq after ISIS seized Mosul). 
Nevertheless, to a considerable extent, Syria and Iraq became, over time, a single 
arena of political contestation, with trans-state groups moving back and forth as 
the balance of power dictated.

Moreover, armed and proactive minorities took advantage of the debilitation of 
states’ territorial control and the weakening of popular loyalties to them in order 
to advance boundary-busting projects. ISIS—(later IS) famously straddled—and 
boasted it would obliterate—the “Sykes–Picot”-drawn Syria–Iraq border in favour 
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of a trans-state Caliphate, initially inclusive of eastern Syria and western Iraq. It 
was the state failures in both Syria and Iraq that allowed it to establish state-like 
governance on large swathes of their territory and to seek further expansion at 
their expense. While IS proved unable to survive the combined military assault of 
regional and global powers, in which ironically the US hegemon and its regional 
nemesis, Iran, were the most active forces, it’s rise was an indicator of the lasting 
appeal that an overthrow of “artificial” imperialist-imposed boundaries retains in 
the thinking of some Muslims.

In parallel, Iraq’s loss of control over Kurdish regions, sponsored by Western 
intervention beginning after the 1990–91 Gulf war, was the first step in the 
effective re-design of territorial boundaries to concede self-government to the 
Kurds, whose national aspirations had been ignored by the post-World War I 
regional settlement. Then, the Syrian Uprising strengthened the Kurds’ separatist 
ambitions across the border in Syria. Syrian Kurdish regions became effectively 
autonomous under the Democratic Union Party (PYD), in parallel with the more 
consolidated autonomy enjoyed by the Kurdish Regional Government in Iraq. 
Moreover, Iraq’s Kurds took advantage of the defeat of the Iraqi army by ISIS to 
seize Kirkuk and raise the spectre of independence from Baghdad, which, com-
bined with possible demonstration effects among Kurds in Turkey and Iran, was 
a potential first step toward carving a new Kurdistan out of the state system that 
a hundred years ago had denied Kurdish national aspirations. Much depended on 
whether the Kurds could parlay their value as an effective ally in fighting IS into 
international support for this. Thus, Kurdish and ISIS “separatism” fed on each 
other. Before long, however, the resilience of the existing states system manifested 
itself in the Kurdish case, especially when the Kurds were seen to overreach them-
selves in their territorial claims: with Iranian help the Iraqi Kurds were pushed out 
of Kirkuk in 2017 when their leadership staged an independence referendum. In 
Syria, where Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces fought against ISIS, backed 
by US air and special forces, and filled the governance vacuum as ISIS retreated, 
it thereby came to rule over wide, Arab-populated areas in eastern Syria, includ-
ing Raqqa, and dominated Syria’s border regions with Turkey. This not only 
stirred Arab resentment but activated a push-back by Turkish forces intervening 
in northern Syria.

All of this reflected the thin normative underpinnings of the Westphalian order 
imposed after World War I, with its elevation of state sovereignty over the region’s 
supra and trans-state identities. Indeed, this order has had to be constantly defended 
against revisionist regional powers and movements by the intervention of Western 
powers or their regional proxies. State failure in Syria and Iraq demonstrated that, 
far from being consolidated by a century of state formation, the regional order 
remains deeply contested. Yet, the quick counter-mobilization by both global 
and regional powers against both IS and Kurdish irredentism demonstrated the 
continued robust defence of the Versailles-imposed Westphalian settlement in the 
Levant by those—particularly regimes—with a stake in it. Its remaking is therefore 
unlikely, albeit no longer unthinkable.31
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Conclusion: Iraqi–Syrian relations and the regional  
states system

The outcome of the Western imperial imposition (via the post-World War I 
Versailles “peace to end all peace”) of a Westphalian state system (fixed boundaries, 
national identities) was very much contingent, and shaped, via path dependency, 
by the system’s on-going interactions with pre-existing identities (supra-state 
communities—Arab nation, Islamic ummah) and regime builders’ deployment of 
practices (e.g. patrimonialism), producing hybrid regimes of varying stability to 
assert a monopoly of violence over fixed territories. The fragility of the state system 
was betrayed by its need of regular coercive reinforcement by periodic Western 
intervention (most recently via the Iraq wars) that, ironically, only further under-
mined the regional order (requiring yet another round of intervention against IS).

Since their founding, the intimate connections of the Iraqi and Syrian sib-
lings have meant events in one inevitably impacted on the other, giving actors in 
each the incentive and means to intervene in the other. The similar de-formation 
inflicted on each at their “birth” under the Sykes–Picot Agreement led to similar 
instability and a similar rise of the pan-Arab Ba’th Party to power in both, a trans-
national movement that championed the overthrow of the Westphalian order, but 
ended up reinforcing it. The latter ironic result, which started as Ba’th rule in both 
states, became a major conduit of mutual interference of each in the other state’s 
politics, generating a feeling of vulnerability to the other, while their leadership 
rivalries pulled them apart under Hafiz and Saddam, thereby incentivizing state 
building that erected less permeable “sovereignty walls” making the two regimes 
less vulnerable to mutual interference.

State formation in the region was inseparable from the global-level distribu-
tion of power, notably the shift from bi-polarity to US hegemony. At the height 
of their state formation curves in the 1970–80s, both Syria and Iraq, in the name 
of pan-Arab nationalism, became, along with Islamic Iran, the most tenacious and 
effective resistance to US interference in the region; however, their failure to coop-
erate gave the US openings, notably in the Iran–Iraq war, into the region. Their 
anti-imperialism stirred up animosity toward both in Washington, and the conse-
quent common threat experienced from US interventionism in the 2000s (peaking 
with the 2003 invasion of Iraq, after which Syria figured to be the next target of 
regime change), again drew them together. But in a uni-polar era, with few con-
straints on US interventionism, the US destruction of the Iraqi regime unleashed 
a regional turbulence that would upend state order in both Syria and Iraq. Thus, 
although there were profound flaws built into their state-building experiences that 
made them susceptible to opposition from within and interference from without, 
state failure was by no means inevitable, and only the mutual reinforcement of inter-
nal rebellion and external intervention broke the state monopoly of force over 
their territory.

Partial state failure, heightened by the combination of internal insurgency and 
external intervention, tore down the sovereignty walls between Syria and Iraq, 
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and turned them, from 2003 onward, into a nearly single arena of competitive 
interference wherein Iran and its Sunni rivals fought out their regional power 
struggle. These rival powers utilized trans-state movements and proxies that oper-
ated across boundaries, further eroding sovereignty in the two states and opening 
the door to the rise of IS and Kurdish separatists seeking to remake boundaries and 
upend the Sykes–Picot division of the region. Equally fragmenting, the instru-
mentalization of sectarianism by rival states was reflected in warring, trans-state 
sectarian movements and, reaching the grassroots level, threatened to sectarianize 
identity in both states at the expense of the more inclusive identities needed to 
reconstruct effective states.

Amidst the turmoil of state failure, the Iraqi and Syrian regimes had the incen-
tives and means to try to affect outcomes in the other; after 2003 Syria tried to affect 
Iraqi outcomes and, after the Syrian Uprising, Iraq, albeit together with Iran, took 
the initiative in Syria. It was particularly ironic that the Iraqi regime that was put in 
place by the US invasion so opposed by Damascus, and which came to be headed 
by Nuri al-Maliki who had accused Syria of de-stabilizing his regime, should have 
become a defender of the Asad regime after the Syrian Uprising. But the shared 
existential threat to both regimes from the rise of trans-state jihadist movements 
drove them together: jihadi success in one would inevitably spill over into the other.

Although the regimes in Damascus and Baghdad survived the turmoil unleashed 
by the Arab Uprising, they had changed from “players” to “playing fields” in the 
regional power game, with profound consequences for the whole regional order: 
with the debilitation of two of the Arab world’s main republican powers (Egypt 
was the third), the Arab world’s core became a fragmented arena that was vulner-
able to the interference of the culturally retrograde Gulf monarchies and of the 
non-Arab states—Turkey, Iran, and Israel—on its periphery. In the process, the 
dreams of Arab nationalism once nourished in Damascus and Baghdad were deci-
sively shattered.

Notes

 1 Fromkin.
 2 Hinnebusch, Syria–Iraq Relations.
 3 Tauber, Formation of Modern Syria; Dodge, Inventing Iraq.
 4 Seale, Struggle for Syria; Maddy-Weitzman, Crystallization of the Arab State System.
 5 Kienle, Ba’th vs. Ba’th.
 6 Khafaji, Tormented Births; Mufti, Sovereign Creations.
 7 Saouli, Arab State.
 8 Hinnebusch, “Globalization and Generational Change.”
 9 Hinnebusch, Syria after the Iraq War.
 10 Leverett, Inheriting Syria, 134.
 11 Feldner, “Escalation Games: Part II.”
 12 Stalinsky and Carmeli, Syrian Government.
 13 Hinnebusch, “Defier l’hegemonie americanie.”
 14 Allaf, “Point of No Return?”
 15 Wieland, Syria.



174 Raymond Hinnebusch

 16 Dukhan, “Al-Maliki Plays Regional Power Games.”
 17 Shroder, Shi’a Precedent.
 18 Kinninmont, Stansfield and Sirri, “Iraq on the International Stage,” 33–5.
 19 Knights, Syria’s Eastern Front; Abeer, “Sunni-dominated Anbar Province”; Wieland, Syria, 

206; El-Hamed, Trouble on the Border.
 20 El-Hamed, Trouble on the Border.
 21 Dodge, Inventing Iraq.
 22 Smyth, Shiite Jihad in Syria.
 23 Ibid.
 24 Phillips, Battle for Syria, 150.
 25 Hassan, More than ISIS.
 26 Sowell, Rise of Iraq’s Militia State.
 27 Hassan, More than ISIS; Wehrey, To Beat ISIS.
 28 Smyth, Shiite Jihad in Syria.
 29 Ibid.
 30 Stansfield, Remaking of Syria; Barkey, “Spinoff.”
 31 Middle East Briefing, Is the Partition of Iraq and Syria Still Avoidable?

Bibliography

Abeer, Mohammed. “Sunni-dominated Anbar Province in Aid Fundraising Drive in 
Support of Syrian Rebels,” GroundReport, 10 February 2012. www.groundreport.com/
western-iraqi-province-sides-with-syrian-uprising

Allaf, Rime. “Point of No Return? American Relations with Syria.” The World Today, 
November 2004.

Barkey, Henri. “Spinoff: The Syrian Crisis and the Future of Iraq.” The American Interest, 
26 December 2012.

Dodge, Toby. Inventing Iraq: The Failure of Nation Building and a History Denied. New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2003.

Dodge, Toby. “The Resistible Rise of Nuri al-Maliki,” Open Democracy, 22 March 2012. 
www.opendemocracy.net/toby-dodge/resistible-rise-of-nuri-al-maliki

Dukhan, Haian. “Al-Maliki Plays Regional Power Games in Syria.” Global Politics, 10 
February 2013. http://global-politics.co.uk/wp/2013/02/10/al-maliki-plays-regional-
power-games-in-syria/

Feldner, Yotam. “Escalation Games: Part II: Regional and International Factors between 
Washington and Damascus: Iraq.” Middle East Media Research Institute, 25 May 2001.

Fromkin, David. A Peace to End All Peace: The Fall of the Ottoman Empire and the Creation of 
the Modern Middle East. London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2004.

El-Hamad, Raed. Trouble on the Border. Sada—Middle East Analysis, Carnegie Endowment, 
2013. http://carnegieendowment.org/sada/2013/07/18/trouble-on-border/gfy2

Gambill, Gary C. “Assad’s Desperate Diplomacy.” Middle East Intelligence Bulletin 6, no. 1 (2004).
Hassan, Hassan. More than ISIS, Iraq’s Sunni Insurgency. Sada, Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace, June 2014. http://carnegieendowment.org/sada/?fa=55930
Hinnebusch, Raymond. “Defier l’hegemonie americanie: La diplomatie Syrienne de l’Irak 

au Liban.” Les Cahiers de L’Orient 87, September 2007.
Hinnebusch, Raymond. “Globalization and Generational Change: Syrian Foreign Policy 

between Regional Conflict and European Partnership.” Review of International Affairs 3, 
no. 2 (Winter 2003): 190–208.

Hinnebusch, Raymond. Syria after the Iraq War: Between the Neo-Con Offensive and Internal 
Reform. DOI focus, Deutches Orient Institute, 14 March 2004.

http://www.groundreport.com
http://www.opendemocracy.net
http://global-politics.co.uk
http://carnegieendowment.org
http://carnegieendowment.org


Iraqi–Syrian relations and the Syrian Uprising 175

Hinnebusch, Raymond. Syria–Iraq Relations: State Construction and Deconstruction and the MENA 
States System. London School of Economics Middle East Centre Paper Series, no. 4, 2014. 
www.lse.ac.uk/middleEastCentre/publications/Paper-Series/SyriaIraqRelations.aspx

al-Khafaji, Isam. Tormented Births: Passages to Modernity in Europe and the Middle East. London: 
I.B. Tauris, 2004.

Kienle, Eberhard. Ba’th vs. Ba’th: The Conflict between Syria and Iraq. London, I.B. Taurus, 1990.
Kinninmont, Jane, Gareth Stansfield, and Omar Sirri. Iraq on the International Stage: Foreign 

Policy and Identity in Transition. London: Royal Institute of International Affairs, Chatham 
House, 2013.

Knights, Michael. Syria’s Eastern Front: The Iraq Factor. Washington Institute Policy Paper, 6 
July 2012. www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/syrias-eastern-front-the-
iraq-factor

Leverett, Flynt. Inheriting Syria: Bashar al-Asad’s Baptism of Fire. Washington, DC: Brookings 
Institution, 2005.

Maddy-Weitzman, Bruce. The Crystallization of the Arab State System, 1945–1954. Syracuse, 
NY: Syracuse University Press, 1993.

Middle East Briefing. Is the Partition of Iraq and Syria Still Avoidable? 25 June 2015. http://
mebriefing.com/?p=1786

Mufti, Malik. Sovereign Creations: Pan-Arabism and Political Order in Syria and Iraq. Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 1996.

Phillips, Christopher. The Battle for Syria: International Rivalry in the New Middle East. New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2016.

Ryan, Curtis. “The New Arab Cold War and the Struggle for Syria.” MERIP Middle East 
Report 42, no. 262 (Spring 2012).

Saouli, Adham. The Arab State: Dilemmas of Late Formation. Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2012.
Seale, Patrick. The Struggle for Syria. London: Oxford University Press, 1965.
Shroder, Landon. The Shi’a Precedent: A Focus on Iran in Syria. International Affairs 

Forum, 19 September 2012. www.ia-forum.org/Content/ViewInternalDocument.
cfm?ContentID=7962.

Smyth, Philip. The Shiite Jihad in Syria and its Regional Effects. Washington Institute, Policy 
Focus 138, 2015.

Sowell, Kirk. The Rise of Iraq’s Militia State. Sada: Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, 23 April 2015. http://carnegieendowment.org/sada/?fa=59888

Stalinsky, Steven and Eli Carmeli. The Syrian Government and Media on the War in Iraq. 
MEMRI, 21 April 2003.

Stansfield, Gareth. The Remaking of Syria, Iraq and the Wider Middle East. RUSI Briefing 
Paper, July 2013.

Tamimi, Ayman Jawad. Shia Militias in Iraq and Syria. Rubin Center, 29 July 2015. www.
rubincenter.org/2015/07/shii-militias-in-iraq-and-syria/

Tauber, Eliezer. The Formation of Modern Syria and Iraq, Ilford, UK: Frank Cass, 1995.
Wehrey, Frederic. To Beat ISIS, Exploit its Contradictions. Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace, 17 June 2014. http://carnegieendowment.org/2014/06/17/to-
beat-isis-exploit-its-contradictions-pub-55936

Wieland, Carsten. Syria—A Decade of Lost Chances: Repression and Revolution from Damascus 
Spring to Arab Spring. Seattle, WA: Cune Press, 2012.

http://www.lse.ac.uk
http://www.washingtoninstitute.org
http://www.ia-forum.org
http://mebriefing.com
http://carnegieendowment.org
http://carnegieendowment.org
http://www.unrwa.org/syria-crisis


11
TURKISH–IRANIAN RELATIONS  
IN SYRIA

Between rivalry and engagement

Özden Zeynep Oktav

In July 2015, Iran, the P5+1 and the EU signed a landmark nuclear agreement 
which caused great concern and even alarm in many Arab states and regional coun-
tries, including Turkey. The agreement, as well as President Rouhani’s enthusiasm 
towards liberalizing the economy, signalled Iran’s integration into the international 
community. In the recent past Turkey had actually favoured these outcomes, urg-
ing the removal of sanctions on Iran and spending a great deal of effort on trying 
to broker a nuclear deal. Yet, by then, the increasing divergence of interests in 
the Syrian civil war that put the two states in opposing camps had led to Turkey’s 
reservations regarding the nuclear agreement and Iran’s likely rehabilitation by the 
international community. Turkey feared the rise of Iranian influence in the inter-
national system as a result of the nuclear deal, especially when combined with its 
new elevated status after 2014 as an effective fighting force against ISIS (Islamic 
State of Iraq and Syria, or Daesh) in Iraq, with the strengthening of its hand in 
Iraq seen to bolster Iraq’s Shi’as over its Sunnis. Finally, it was also believed that 
the agreement would weaken Turkey’s bargaining power in the Syrian conflict by 
providing Iran with strategic depth and encouraging Asad to remain intransigent at 
the negotiating table. This episode exposes the deep-seated ambiguity in Turkey’s 
relations with Iran, which has been underlined by their mix of rivalry and coopera-
tion in Syria.

This article sets out to examine the changing dimensions of Turkish–Iranian 
relations by focusing on the following questions: What factors influenced Iranian–
Turkish relations after the outbreak of the Syrian crisis? Is the Syrian civil war 
causing a permanent a split between the two sides, or could it lead to renewed 
engagement? To what extent will Turkey and Iran emerge as “cooperative rivals” 
as they were during the 2000s? And what are the prospects for the future of 
Turkey–Iran relations in Syria?
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A brief evaluation of relations until 2013

Prior to the Syrian Uprising, Turkey–Iran relations had improved in an unprec-
edented way as the two sides turned a blind eye to their diverging strategic interests 
both on the global and regional level. However, this was quite short-lived, lasting 
only for a decade. The Syrian Uprising clarified the limits of Turkey’s efforts to 
reinstate mutual trust with Iran as the spillover effects of the Syrian civil war on 
Turkey’s internal/foreign policies increased in a negative way. If there was one 
single issue that most bedeviled Turkey–Iran relations, it was the two sides’ oppos-
ing views about the fate of the Asad regime. While Tehran did not want Asad to 
fall to Turkey-backed Sunni opposition groups, Ankara believed that the blame 
for the killings in Syria, the ongoing the influx of Syrian civilians into Turkey, and 
the deepening of the sectarian conflict was due to the insistence of regional (Iran) 
and global powers (Russia) on helping the Asad government evade accountability 
for its crimes. Tehran never gave up investing in the Asad regime and succeeded in 
securing Asad’s survival, even at the expense of its relations with Turkey. This both 
enhanced the threat perception of the Sunni Arab elite concerning Iran’s potential 
to destabilize their own domestic politics, a concern partly shared by Turkey, and 
proved Iran’s centrality in finding a solution to the Syrian crisis.

Yet, despite many cleavages, relations between Ankara and Tehran were still 
pragmatic enough to maintain amity rather than enmity for a number of reasons. 
First was the fact that Ankara was quite disappointed by Washington’s disengage-
ment from the Syrian issue. From October 2012 onward, Turkey therefore sought 
ways of cooperating over Syria not only with Iran, but also with other neighbouring 
countries, such as Egypt and Russia (Hürriyet, 8 January 2013). Second, as the Asad 
regime weakened, Tehran felt increasingly encircled by threatening neighbouring 
countries following the deployment of patriot missiles on Turkish territory and the 
expansion of American military influence in the Gulf,1 and, as a result, hoped to 
mend relations not only with Turkey, but also with the other dominant Sunni state 
in the region, Egypt under Morsi, to ameliorate the rising threat. Iranian President 
Ahmedinejad therefore became the first Iranian president to visit Egypt since the 
Islamic revolution. Third, both Turkey and Iran wanted to continue their bilateral 
trade relations. Turkey was an important gas market for Iran, while Turkey’s vol-
ume of trade with Iran had increased a lot when Iran was under heavy sanctions.2 
The fourth reason relates to Turkey’s escalating security concerns, especially after 
the spillover effect of the Syrian civil war became evident with attacks on Akçakale, 
Cilvegözü and Reyhanlı. Turkey felt insecure because of these border violations 
but even more so owing to the emergence of the PYD (Democratic Union Party 
in Syria)—the Syrian branch of the Workers’ Party of Kurdistan (PKK)—as a pow-
erful new threat, when Turkey was also unsure whether it could rely on NATO 
against these threats (NATO Secretary General Rasmussen stated that “NATO 
cannot act like a policeman of the world,”). For security reasons both Turkey and 
Iran saw advantages in continuing cordial relations.
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The proxy war in Syria and Turkey–Iran relations

However, with the election of Rouhani to power in 2013 and the 2014 tacit alli-
ance between Iran and the United States in the battle against ISIS, combined with 
their 2015 reconciliation over the nuclear issue, the door was opened to the rise 
of Iranian influence in Iraq, and potentially Syria. In both states proxy wars were 
raging, sharpening the region’s Sunni–Shi’a cleavage, with Tehran and Ankara on 
opposing sides and increasingly framing the conflict in Sunni–Shi’a sectarian terms. 
Put simply, the apparent change in the power balance in Iran’s favour after the 
nuclear deal further crystallized their diverging interests in Syria as the proxy war 
being played out between Iran and Turkey gained momentum.

Iran has long used proxy war as a tool of foreign policy. Under Ayatollah 
Khomeini, Iran adopted a strategy that relied upon a network of non-state armed 
groups (NSAGs) in order to expand the influence of its Shi’a version of revolu-
tionary Islam and overcome hostile encirclement by pro-Western neighbours, 
such as Turkey and the Gulf states.3 This strategy served a number of interests. 
For example, by touting the country’s revolutionary credentials to impress sym-
pathizers abroad, Iran aimed to both legitimize its theocratic regime at home and 
address the power asymmetry that stemmed from the advanced weapons technol-
ogy of the West. A war of ideas, rather than technology, by means of ideologically 
motivated NSAGs provided Iran with soft power and an inexpensive power pro-
jection capability.

Iran’s commitment to the use of NSAGs—i.e. proxy war—is also based on its 
desire to be the leader in the struggle between the “oppressor,” namely the United 
States and Israel, and the “oppressed,” Palestinians and Shiites. In order to achieve 
this goal, historically, Tehran has not employed overt aggression. Instead, it has 
always chosen “to back groups that, if they ascended to power, would be indebted 
to Iran.”4 For example, after the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982, Iran provided 
logistical support and trained Shiite fighters there, which ultimately gave birth to 
Hizbollah. The creation of Hizbollah, according to Norton, was “a realization of 
the revolutionary state’s zealous campaign to spread the message of the self-styled 
Islamic revolution.”5

In this context, the Arab spring, from Tehran’s perspective, was an opportunity 
to “support the just struggles of the oppressed against the oppressors in the Middle 
East, to challenge the unjust status quo”6 and to stand against “the standard of 
civilization which creates a pressure for conformity with Western values/practices 
and poses a demanding cultural challenge to the non-West.”7 In other words, Iran 
regarded the mass protests on the Arab streets as an “Islamist awakening” against 
Western-backed autocrats.

However, the Syrian crisis demonstrated the limits of Tehran’s appeal to the 
Arab world for several reasons. One was the obvious factor that Tehran was no 
longer able to maintain its policy of championing the rights of oppressed Muslims 
regardless of sectarian division, as the Syrian crisis led to a sharp polarization between 
Sunnis and Shiites. Second, the duality and ambivalence that were prevalent in 
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Iran’s approach to the Arab uprisings also led to a diminishing of its plausibility and 
credibility, since it failed to recognize the legitimacy, potency and wide popular 
base of the Syrian revolution. While supporting insurgents in Bahrain, Yemen and 
Egypt, its policy of differentiating Syria’s upheaval from those elsewhere in the 
Arab world, and its portrayal of the Syrian revolution as the work of violent local 
actors who had been manipulated by foreign powers (namely, the West, the Gulf 
states and Israel) (Reuters, 12 April 2011), in Hokayem’s words, “alienated a wide 
range of Islamist actors. These included not only predictably hostile groups, such 
as the salafist movements that saw Shiites and Alawites as heretics, but also the 
Muslim Brotherhood and moderate Islamist movements with an affinity for Iran’s 
style of governance.”8

Because the fall of the Asad regime would have decisively led to a new dispensa-
tion of power in Syria, limiting Iran’s reach in the Levant by severing the link to 
Hizbollah, Iran first searched for a “Syrian Karzai” in an attempt to softly depose 
Bashar al-Asad.9 However, it soon became apparent that the fall of Asad would 
almost certainly weaken Iran’s security and obstruct the spread of Iranian influ-
ence not only in Syria, but also in Iraq, Bahrain and Yemen. Tehran, therefore, 
backed the Syrian regime unreservedly. Beginning in May 2012, Iran not only 
conducted operations alongside Asad’s forces by sending the Quds forces (an elite 
group within the Iran Revolutionary Guard Corps) to Syria but also convinced 
the Iraqi prime minister, Nouri al-Maliki, to assist in the movement of goods and 
weapons through Iraqi territory, and to facilitate Syrian trade and finance through 
Iraqi banks. This helped Asad resist the sanctions imposed by the United States as 
well as regional countries, such as Turkey and the GCC states.10

When compared with Iran, Turkey has had little experience in waging proxy 
war and using NSAGs. On the contrary, Ankara has traditionally looked on 
NSAGs as a potential threat to a state’s national security and its territorial integrity, 
and mostly defined these groups as terrorists or insurgents. With the deepening of 
the civil war in Syria in 2012 and 2013, however, Turkey felt obliged to recalibrate 
its strategy towards the different non-state actors acting independently in war-torn 
Syria. The real motive behind this was the Western failure to keep promises of 
intervention in Syria or to support the oppressed Syrian opposition. In the face 
of increasing disappointment regarding Washington’s passive role towards Syria, 
NATO’s inactivity and Moscow’s blocking of UN action,11 Ankara, whose prior-
ity was a quick regime change in Syria, sided with Syrian opposition groups and 
held the “Friends of the Syrian People” summit in Istanbul on 1 April. Foreign 
ministers from more than 70 Western and Arab countries sought to increase pres-
sure on Syria at the meeting in Istanbul. However, two veto-holding members of 
the UN Security Council, Russia and China, as well as Iraq, the presiding member 
of the Arab League, boycotted the Istanbul talks, while key players, such as Kofi 
Annan, the European Union foreign policy chief, Catherine Ashton, and Iran 
remained absent. During the summit, the Syrian National Council was recognized 
as the “legitimate representative” of all Syrians; Kofi Annan was asked to deliver 
a message to Asad that time was running out for pressing reforms in Syria, and 
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Hillary Clinton announced that US agencies would provide the Syrian opposition 
with communications equipment (Milliyet, 2 April 2012).

However, despite this, the summit revealed Washington’s reluctance to take 
any bold initiatives, such as the setting up of a “buffer zone” inside Syria to protect 
Syrian refugees (Milliyet, 13 February 2012). This compelled Turkey to seek a 
solution based on diplomacy and although it would continue its political backing 
of the Syrian opposition, and provision of safe haven for the anti-Asad Free Syrian 
Army,12 this dashed the hopes of the Syrian opposition groups for Turkey’s more 
active involvement in toppling the Asad regime.

In response to Turkey’s involvement, as the Asad regime lost control over war-
torn parts of Syria, it saw the Kurds in Syria as a form of leverage to prevent 
Ankara’s support of the Free Syrian Army. Some of the Kurdish Democratic Party 
and PKK forces were used by Asad’s forces as “al-Shabiha” (pro-Asad regime armed 
thugs and mobs) and granted further backing by Asad’s government.13 From the 
second half of 2012 onward, the Syrian Kurds adopted a negative attitude towards 
Turkey’s active involvement in the Syrian Uprising because of their distrust of the 
Syrian National Council, owing in particular to its unwillingness to support their 
demands for autonomy in a post-Asad era, and disputes concerning the number of 
seats the Kurds would hold in the Syrian National Council.14 Most important of all, 
Ankara’s tilting towards the dominance of the Islamist Muslim Brotherhood in the 
opposition to Asad’s regime helped propel the rise of the PKK’s Syrian branch to 
dominance over Syrian Kurdish areas and its tacit alignment with Asad.

Added to the growing number of Syrian refugees fleeing from the repres-
sion of the Asad regime, the rising status of the Kurds in Syria set off alarm bells 
in Ankara for two reasons. First, the Kurds were promised by Asad post-civil 
war autonomy in an area covering six districts in the region (Rojava), includ-
ing Haseki, Ras al-Ain, Afrin, Darbasiyya, Ain al-Arab, and Kamishli (Today’s 
Zaman, 19 July 2013), which Turkey feared would trigger the foundation of an 
independent Kurdish state. Second, in a region under PYD control, the PKK 
would have the ability to establish a strong foothold, leading to a serious border 
security issue for Turkey.

In parallel, a change of attitude by Iran towards the Kurds enhanced Turkey’s 
feeling of encirclement. By the end of 2011, Iran had agreed to a ceasefire with 
the PJAK (the Iranian branch of PKK), and given up providing Turkey with intel-
ligence about the PKK. The PJAK evacuated its camps in Iran following the release 
of the PKK the leader, Murat Karayilan, by the Iranian government in August 
2011.15 Several reasons account for this change in Iran’s attitude towards the PKK 
and the PJAK. First, Tehran was very much concerned by the potential spillover 
effect of the Arab revolts within Iran and wanted, therefore, to avoid such a situ-
ation by solving its own Kurdish problem. Second, the Kurds (PYD and People’s 
Protect Units—YPG) were seen as a natural ally by Tehran as they were fighting 
against the Islamist Sunni groups in northern Syria, principally al-Nusra and ISIS. 
Third, Iran wanted to cooperate with the PYD because it was tacitly aligned with 
the Asad regime in Damascus.
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In 2014, two developments drew Turkey deeper into the Syrian conflict and 
imparted to it a new complexity, going beyond the struggle between the Syrian 
regime and the anti-Asad opposition. One was the occupation of Mosul and of 
Turkey’s Mosul consulate by ISIS in June 2014 as part of its drive to establish a 
cross-border Caliphate embracing parts of Syria and Iraq, thereby introducing a 
third actor into the Syrian civil war. The second was Turkey’s impasse in the face 
of the ISIS advance on Kobane, a Kurdish town on Syria’s northern border (The 
Economist, 11 October 2014). The threat to Turkey from both ISIS and the PYD 
was on the rise, threatening to overshadow Turkey’s interest in removal of the 
Asad regime. At the same time the strengthening of both took pressure off the Asad 
regime. Also, the ISIS threat allowed Iran to pose as warriors against Sunni extrem-
ism while the Sunni countries—Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Turkey—suffered damage 
to their credibility because they prioritized the ouster of Asad over the elimina-
tion of Sunni extremism. From Turkey’s perspective, the rise of Iranian influence 
in Iraq was particularly alarming. The ISIS threat appeared as an opportunity for 
Iran to cultivate its image as the saviour of regional religious minorities, including 
Shiites, Christians and Yezidis; Iran therefore publicized its efforts to arm proxy 
groups in Iraq and to provide political, military, economic and humanitarian aid 
to key stakeholders, such as the Shiites and the Kurds. As Esfandiary and Tabatabai 
note, “the public relations campaign conducted by the Quds Force Commander 
General Qassem Soleimani on social media, including photos of him in Iraq engag-
ing with various groups, is evidence of these efforts.”16

Furthermore, the ISIS advance in Iraq led to a dramatic change in the style and 
substance of Iranian policies towards the West, primarily the United States. Simply 
put, Tehran, while questioning the effectiveness and legitimacy of the US-led 
international coalition in dealing with ISIS in Iraq,17 found its interests converging 
with those of the United States. Were ISIS to prevail in Iraq, Tehran’s stake in 
Syria would also be at risk. The substantial advance of ISIS towards Kermanshah 
(a city in western Iran), and the fact that ISIS sought the annihilation of Shiites, 
also, drove a covert alignment between the Iranian ruling elite and the United 
States. This became most evident in the liberation of Tikrit—Saddam Hussein’s 
hometown, an iconic Sunni city—through the joint efforts of the Iraqi army and 
Iranian-backed Shiite militias with the de facto support of the US Air Force (Irish 
Times, 30 March 2015).

Iran’s supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei’s response to President Obama’s 
secret letter which suggested the possibility of US–Iranian cooperation in the fight 
against the Islamic State if a nuclear deal was secured (Huffington Post, 13 February 
2015), and the subsequent signing of the July nuclear deal, are striking examples of 
the extent to which Iranian leaders were willing to change the style and substance of 
Iran’s foreign policy. At the same time, the new president, Rouhani, did not want the 
economy to pay for politics anymore, and aimed to put foreign policy in the service of 
the economy. This change of Iranian foreign policy, prioritizing the economy rather 
than politics, was welcomed by Ankara as it had already supported the removal of 
sanctions and sought to increase the volume of trade with Iran to some US$30 billion.
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However, competing Turkish–Iranian interests and efforts to influence the 
opposing sides in Syria continually obstructed an effective détente between the two. 
For example, at this time there was a f lurry of mutual accusations. While President 
Erdoğan accused Iran of trying to dominate the Middle East and called for Tehran 
to withdraw its support from Yemen, Iraq and Syria, Iranian media accused Erdoğan 
and Turkey of assisting ISIS, and denounced the train-and-equip programme to 
assist Syrian rebels18 as seeking to create more chaos in Syria and weaken the gov-
ernment of President Bashar al-Asad rather than targeting ISIS (Kayhan, 29 May 
2015). The Iranian media’s allegation that Erdoğan’s daughter, Sumeyye Erdoğan, 
had visited wounded ISIS militants in a Turkish hospital near the Syrian border also 
led to a crisis in bilateral relations (Sözcü, 12 August 2015; Al Monitor Turkey Pulse, 
18 August 2015); Ankara became increasingly uneasy about the defamatory cam-
paign against Turkey in the Iranian media. Interestingly, however, Erdoğan’s visit 
to Tehran in the midst of this media war in April 2015 showed the efforts made by 
both sides to contain tensions (New York Times, 7 April 2015). In addition to over-
lapping economic and energy interests, both Turkey and Iran preferred to engage 
with each other throughout the Syrian civil war due to important political reasons, 
as the following secton details.

What makes Turkey and Iran engage with  
one another?

From Turkey’s perspective, the foremost reason for engaging with Iran was 
related to Ankara’s reluctance to damage its relations with Tehran completely at a 
time when it was waging a war against the two NSAGs that were in conflict with 
one other, the PKK-affiliated Syrian PYD/YPG and ISIS. The Kobane crisis best 
illustrated the grave dangers to Turkey’s national security, which stemmed from 
the fact that the two new neighbours at Turkey’s border (the PYD and ISIS)  
had the potential to provoke an issue of major concern to Turkey’s domes-
tic politics: the Kurdish question. The Kobane crisis, for example, showed the 
vulnerability of Turkey’s border security and became a litmus test for Turkey’s 
posture towards ISIS. This was because Ankara was widely accused of having a 
tacit alliance with ISIS, which was fighting against the PYD and the PKK. In 
parallel, the PYD had seized the initiative by taking control of three areas in 
northern Syria: Jazeera, Kobane and Afrin. However, once Arabs started join-
ing ISIS in large numbers, and after the attempt by ISIS to occupy Kobane, the 
Turkish government was pressurized by the Kurds, as well as Iran, to open a cor-
ridor to allow for the flow of Kurdish militants and heavy weapons from Syria’s 
Kurdish enclaves and northern Iraq (Hürriyet Daily News, 10 October 2014). 
The PKK also reportedly asked its supporters in Turkey to stage violent street 
protests with the aim of pressuring the Turkish government.19 Ankara’s consent 
to the Peshmerga’s passage to Kobane to fight alongside their ethnic brothers 
and to opening its borders to 200,000 Syrian Kurds in the space of one night 
(The Independent, 20 October 2014) is important for understanding of Ankara’s 
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dilemma, caught between its reluctance to antagonize ISIS and its fear of a pincer 
movement from the Kurds inside and out. From October 2014 onward, Prime 
Minister Davutoğlu clarified Turkey’s approach to ISIS as well as to the PKK 
and the Asad regime by stating that: “We don’t want to see the regime, ISIS and 
PKK on our border” (BBC Türkçe, 28 October 2014). As Parlar Dal notes, “this 
policy, however, narrowed Turkey’s manoeuvring capability in Syria as well as 
marginalized Turkey vis-a-vis its allies and other regional countries forming an 
international coalition against [the] ISIS threat.”20

From the Iranian perspective, engagement with Turkey increasingly gained 
importance as Iran felt under pressure in Syria. The deployment of 7,000 Iranian 
and Iraqi fighters in Syria for the defence of Damascus, and Iran’s involvement 
in Iraq and Yemen became very costly for the Iranian economy. By 2015, Iran 
had also lost at least three generals in Syria. Moreover, Syrian opposition sources 
claimed that Iran had spent as much as US$15 billion in aid, much of it in the form 
of fuel, to prop up the Syrian regime (The Economist, 3 January 2015). In spite of 
Iran’s investment in defence of the Asad regime, it suffered a large loss of territory 
in several parts of Syria to an alliance of largely Islamist groups, including Jabhat 
al-Nusra, and to the Islamic State. In the south of the country as well, a more mod-
erate rebel alliance made steady gains in 2015, leading to speculation that the Asad 
regime was nearing its demise (Israel National News, 6 March 2016). Under these 
circumstances Iran pursued engagement with Turkey, which it valued as a very 
important gas market as well as a non-Arab regional actor whose support would 
strengthen its hand, especially in the Gulf.

The Syrian crisis continued, however, to provoke divergences in the interests 
of the two states with the Kurdish issue the most divisive, since Iran, according 
to Turkish officials, was in alignment with the PYD and the YPG at the expense 
of its relations with Turkey. For example, Russia and Iran boosted their military 
presence in the Afrin region to support the PYD’s entrance into Jarablus, which 
would help to unify Afrin with other Kurdish cantons in the east. This meant that 
the territory under PYD control would amount to more than 500 kilometres of 
border with Syria leading to the formation of a Kurdish belt—a viable, united 
Kurdish statelet along Turkey’s border with Syria (Cihan News Agency, 27 January 
2016). For Turkey, the PKK/PYD is its primary national security threat. Since 
the resumption of clashes between the PKK and the Turkish state in July 2015, 
which ended the peace process, Ankara has believed the Kurdish statelet could be 
used by the PKK in future to gain recruits. Such a Kurdish entity would have the 
potential to incite Turkey’s ethnic based problem, thus threatening Turkish ter-
ritorial unity.21

Although Iran and Turkey took opposing stands in rival coalitions battling over 
Syria, their common distrust of the West, particularly Washington, did mitigate 
the cleavages between them (Sabah, 15 December 2015). Washington’s percep-
tion of the PYD as a moderate force combating ISIS, in contrast to Turkey’s view 
of it as a terrorist organization, was a major bone of contention between Ankara 
and Washington. Thus, according to the deputy special presidential envoy for the 
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global coalition against ISIS, Brett McGurk, “the PYD and the People’s Protection 
Units (YPG) within Syria have been very effective against Daesh.” This seemed to 
strengthen the Turkish belief that Washington supported PYD and YPG whose 
parent organization in Turkey is the PKK (Today’s Zaman, 17 August 2015), even 
though the PKK (but not the PYD) is listed as a terrorist organization under US 
law. Washington nominally agreed with Turkey’s clearly drawn “red line” in 
Syria, namely to prevent the YPG from linking all of Syria’s Kurdistan (Rojava) 
cantons together into one contiguous quasi-autonomous entity. But Washington’s 
policy of favouring the PYD leader’s participation in the Geneva conference over 
Syria clarified the divergence between the two countries (Hürriyet Daily News, 
25 January 2016). Washington’s reluctance to accept Turkey’s suggestion for the 
establishment of a safe or buffer zone in Syria to curb the refugee flow to Turkey 
also revitalized suspicions and concerns that America, in reality, sought to create a 
Kurdish enclave in the region.

Moreover, at a time when Israeli Justice Minister Ayelet Shaked was pro-
posing the foundation of a new Kurdish state between Turkey, Israel and Iraq, 
Ankara preferred to follow engagement policies towards Iran (Daily Sabah, 20 
January 2016). The foundation of an independent Kurdish state in the region—
with the potential to ally itself with Israel—would be a red line for Tehran as 
well, as the perceived threat from Israel would be considered serious for Iranian 
officials. The shared threat perception moved Turkey and Iran towards each 
other: for example, official circles in Tehran stated their willingness to cooperate 
with Turkey’s “moderate” allies in Syria, with the exception of jihadist groups 
such as Ahrar al-Sham.22 Moreover, ISIS was viewed as a by-product, terrorist 
organization of the United States. According to Tehran, Washington’s aim was 
to keep Syria in turmoil, thereby enhancing Israel’s room for manoeuvre and 
enabling it to search for natural gas in the Eastern Mediterranean sea.23

Rapprochement in Turkey–Iran relations was accelerated by the 15 July 2016 
coup attempt in Turkey; Turkey was estranged from its Gulf allies, and the United 
States who remained silent in the face of the coup, whereas the Iranian and Russian 
leaderships publicly condemned the coup attempt within hours24 and supported 
Erdoğan unreservedly.25 Deep mistrust of the United States under Trump con-
tinued to push Turkey and Iran towards each other. The United States denied 
repeated requests from Ankara for the extradition from the United States to Turkey 
of the Gulen movement’s leader, who Turkey accused of masterminding the coup, 
citing a need for evidence of his involvement. Added to this, Washington dis-
patched trucks of arms to the YPG “terrorists” “three days after President Donald 
Trump promised that the superpower would not supply any more weapons to 
the Syrian Democratic Forces” (Daily Sabah, 28 November 2017). Washington’s 
policies pushed Turkey straight into the arms of Russia and Iran. In a similar vein, 
Trump’s tilting towards Israel, pulling out of the Iranian nuclear deal and reimpos-
ing sanctions on Iran also played a role in Tehran’s seeking cooperative relations 
with Turkey. Iran, in parallel, lost its interest in cooperating with YPG against ISIS 



Turkish–Iranian relations in Syria 185

as the latter steeply declined and the YPG came to act as a client of the United 
States in controlling large parts of eastern Syria.

Turkey and Iran also shared ambivalent relations with Russia that created a 
potential interest in cooperation. Turkey, for example, held Russia responsible for 
killing Turkomans, following Russian airstrikes on Turkoman villages. Turkey’s 
downing of a Russian airplane on 24 November 2015 also exacerbated the deterio-
rating relations between Turkey and Russia (The Telegraph, 9 December 2015). The 
differences between Iran and Russia were also notable (Al-Monitor, 10 November 
2015). Iran’s attempt to expand its influence in Syria conflicted with Russia’s goal 
to exert its own authority in the country. Most important of all, in the long term 
Russia does not want Syria’s future political system to maintain an anti-Israeli pos-
ture whereas Iran aims to keep the country firmly in the anti-Israeli camp, using 
Syria as a bridge between Iran and its Lebanese proxy, Hizbollah. Maintenance of 
the Asad regime is perhaps the only short-term objective which ensures the current 
Iranian–Russian unity. With the start of negotiations on the transition of power in 
Syria, diverging interests and differences between Iran and Russia were likely to 
become more evident. Therefore, Tehran needed the support of a neighbouring 
country, namely Turkey, in the transition period.

These developments matured into the remarkable tripartite partnership 
between Russia, Iran and Turkey to effect a ceasefire in Syria beginning with 
the Astana process in January 2017, and continuing with the Sochi meeting 
in November 2017 and the Ankara summit in April 2018, taking the Syrian 
conflict-resolution process out of global venues dominated by the West. In this 
context, Turkey followed two parallel policies: one was to keep the tripartite 
partnership so as to create de-escalation zones, the other was to clear Afrin and 
Menbij of YPG militants and to create security along its border with Syria. 
Despite the Astana process, Iran openly called on Turkey to stop its military 
operation in the northern Syrian enclave of Afrin (Al-Jazeera, February 2018) 
This epitomizes the conditional nature and tacit tension that still prevailed in 
Turkey–Iran relations despite developments after Astana. According to some 
analysts, Turkey and Iran are neither allies nor open enemies, their relationship 
is best described as “bitter frenemies.”26

Conclusion

Syria has been an important litmus test for the ability of Turkey and Iran to maintain 
amicable relations. Despite sharp divergences concerning the Syrian crisis, there are 
numerous reasons for Turkish–Iranian cooperation, including mutual mistrust of 
the West; joint economic and energy interests; the damaging effect of the long-
lasting Syrian war and the potential for spillover on their own societies; and the 
anti-Israeli policies of these two non-Arab, neighbouring states. Yet, whether these 
factors are strong enough to cement strong bilateral ties between Turkey and Iran, 
in a way that would positively impact on their mutual security, remains unclear.
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THE 2011 COLLAPSE OF SYRIA–
TURKEY RELATIONS

Through a realist-constructivist lens1

Marwa Daoudy

Introduction

Inspired by the Arab uprisings, popular protests on an unprecedented scale swept 
Syria after March 2011. In the space of a few months, the Turkey–Syria relation-
ship, which had improved after the 1998 Adana Accords and evolved into high 
levels of cooperation between 2004 and 2011, ended in a complete reversal and 
return to enmity.

This unpredictable turn of events in 2011 raises an interesting theoretical and 
empirical puzzle: Why did the relationship between the two neighbours and their 
intensive political and economic ties suddenly collapse? How and why did rapid 
and unpredictable shifts from cooperation to conflict take place? The debate on 
the evolution of Syria and Turkey’s relationship tackles challenging issues relating 
to major debates in international relations theory on the determinants of foreign 
policy, notably the relative weights of the systemic, regional and domestic levels of 
analysis. The discussion outlines the merits of a hybrid theoretical perspective by 
elaborating on Barkin’s idea of “realist constructivism,” which draws on two rival 
traditions: realism and constructivism.2

This chapter suggests that a combination of structural and identity-based factors, 
at regional and domestic levels, induced the collapse of the amity forged between 
Syria and Turkey since 2002, and, more broadly, foreign policy outcomes. The 
interplay between context, identity and policy factors captures interactions at mul-
tiple levels of analysis, specifically relating to the weight of ideational and material 
factors in determining foreign policy choices. From a structural perspective, the 
relation between Syria and Turkey considerably benefited from the need to 
find common ground in a changed regional context, after the establishment of 
an autonomous Kurdish province in northern Iraq following the US war in Iraq 
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(2003). Yet their relation would never have gone beyond détente without an idea-
tional transformation accompanying the rise of new leaders.

The Syria–Turkey amity quickly devolved into enmity after 2011, which 
shows the undeniable importance of human agency and ideas, or the capac-
ity for individuals to act and think independently of structures. The structure 
of mutual interactions incurred no major shift; rather, domestic agency within 
Syria created a situation that leaders on both sides reacted to with different 
policy choices. The mass protests in Syria and the regime’s ensuing repression 
led Turkey to sacrifice the material advantages of relations with Syria, from 
profitable trade to the joint containment of Kurdish separatism. This decision 
stemmed from the particular worldview of the Justice and Development Party 
(AKP, Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi).

This chapter not only accounts for the changed Turkish–Syrian relations, and 
the determinants of foreign policy-making in the Middle East, but also paves the 
way for understanding the sudden shift from cooperation to conflict. It intro-
duces the theoretical framework, then discusses the merits of a hybrid theoretical 
perspective, and subsequently deploys the framework to explain the double trans-
formation in the relationship, considering especially the return to conflict after 
2011. In order to capture the evolution of elite interactions and policy shifts since 
the Syrian tragedy began to unfold in 2011, the chapter draws extensively on offi-
cial statements on both sides, the author’s interviews with key figures, as well as 
secondary sources on Syria and Turkey.

Theoretical framework

Several contributions to the study of Syria’s and Turkey’s foreign policy have 
explored the rise and practices of cooperation between Turkey and Syria in the 
2000s. While the present research elaborates on these findings, it also addresses the 
sudden collapse of bilateral relations following the Syrian Uprising, and designs 
a conceptual framework that successfully captures inter-linkages at all levels: sys-
temic, regional and domestic.

Hinnebusch and Tur’s 2013 collection of essays provides important insights 
from Syrian and Turkish perspectives on the economic, cultural and strategic 
dimensions of amity and enmity. Previous research has also explored Syria’s 
domestic and regional politics,3 Turkey’s foreign policy since the 2000s,4 changes 
in broader regional power,5 mutual power asymmetries,6 and strategic and eco-
nomic cooperation.7 Several authors have outlined the impacts on foreign policy 
decisions of changes at both the domestic and systemic levels,8 concluding some-
times that domestic impacts prevailed.9 Han has analysed the transformation of 
Turkey’s foreign policy since the early 2000s from a neo-realist perspective, 
outlining the importance of domestic elites’ policies being congruent with the 
balance of power.10 His research has shown how the opposing beliefs and world-
views held by AKP and traditional (Kemalist) elites considerably impacted foreign 
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policy choices.11 While accounting for the role of domestic elites in Syria and 
Turkey, the framework developed in this chapter establishes links with structural 
changes at regional and international levels.

In Figure 12.1, these variables are shown to interact reciprocally. Structural 
power distributions at global, regional and also domestic levels, when filtered 
through the identity-shaped notions of enmity or amity, determine foreign policy 
outcomes; these policies range between different levels of intensity in cooperation 
and conflict dynamics.

Allowing for the role of agency implies that one recognizes the power of 
domestic actors to respond to systemic change in various ways depending on 
identity-shaped perception of threats and opportunities; they also, in turn, affect 
the systemic structure. In the case of Syria and Turkey, and more broadly the 
post-Arab Spring Middle East, non-state actors have also increasingly impacted 
regional and domestic structures. Domestic policy processes, therefore, also 
become drivers of foreign policy outcomes, while changing identities that are 
congruent with shifts in systemic (global or regional) power distributions tend to 
precipitate new regional alignments.

Hence, the determinants of foreign policy changes that are outlined in the 
framework lead us to examine the role of identity in Syria and Turkey’s interac-
tions before and in the immediate aftermath of 2011. The previous key periods 
provide the context for understanding the collapse of 2011—a time frame during 
which conflict had turned remarkably into active cooperation. Figure 12.2 sum-
marizes key moments in the bilateral relationship since Turkey joined NATO in 
1952 until the Arab Spring, with shifts from enmity to détente, rapprochement, amity, 
and reversion to enmity.12 The latter sections of the study provide a detailed analy-
sis for each sub-period.

Policy
Con�lict/Cooperation

Enmity/Amity

Structure

Systemic, regional,

domestic contexts

Identity

Elite Interactions

(Inclusionary/

Exclusionary)

FIGURE 12.1 Determinants of Foreign Policy Changes in the Middle East
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Having introduced the framework and timeline, the following section discusses 
the merits of a hybrid theoretical perspective.

Realist constructivism and Syria–Turkey relations

The literature on the international relations and politics of the Middle East dem-
onstrates that factors at multiple levels of analysis, specifically the intervention of 
global-level actors and varying responses by regional states, and the interaction 
of identity and security in foreign policy-making, drive the emergence of the 
regional states system.13 The need for a multi-layered framework for understand-
ing the rise and fall of Syria and Turkey’s moment of amity remains paramount 
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to comprehend the delicate balance of power between states within the Middle 
East. In order to explain whether the negotiation of preferences leads to con-
flict or cooperation, the research draws upon two rival traditions, realism and 
constructivism. Some may consider that polarization between realism and con-
structivism belongs to the past. Lively debates continue, however, to characterize 
discussions on the incompatibilities or compatibilities of these two different 
schools of thought.

Applied separately, each theoretical perspective fails to provide sufficient 
explanatory power for the sudden breakdown in Turkey–Syria relations. Broadly 
speaking, realism tends to focus on the structural distribution of power and state 
maximization of interests, whereas constructivists identify interrelated sources of 
change, particularly agency, process, structures and practices.14 Norms define stand-
ards; they get crystallized in a process of internationalization and internalization.15 
They constrain behaviour but, similarly to identity, norms are also connected to 
a sense of self. As relationships between political elites transform, they, in turn, 
reshape political identities.

On the one hand, realist insights help us to understand foreign policies by map-
ping state location in the material power balance at the system level. But their stress 
wholly on the primacy of states and material capabilities limits their applicability 
to our case study. Structural (neo-realist) interpretations of balance of power do 
not adequately account for the role of domestic elites and definitions of identity 
in effecting regional changes.16 By stressing the primacy of the structure of the 
international system, whether bipolar, unipolar or multipolar, neo-realism tends to 
lock foreign policy into a fixed interaction between the international distribution 
of power and national interests.17

On the other hand, an ideational approach that focuses solely on domestic 
and identity-based drivers without accounting for the impact of systemic change 
at the global and regional levels falls short of fully explaining the sudden tran-
sition to enmity—a contribution made by this chapter. Constructivism stresses 
the centrality of inter-subjectivity, a process in which agents and structure are 
mutually constitutive. For constructivists, identities evolve over time as social 
interactions develop and contexts change.18 While conventional constructivists 
analyse identity as a stable element driving state behaviour and understandings 
of security,19 this research draws on critical constructivism by seeing identity as 
continuously re-interpreted through evolving representations of threats which, in 
turn, determine security dynamics.20 The politics of identity reflect the revisionist 
and irredentist processes driven by various “frustrated” ethnic, linguistic, religious 
and tribal identities.21 Within this exceptionally diverse regional system, identity-
based narratives define domestic and foreign policies, determining the rise and 
decline of state power.22

Barkin’s conceptualization of “realist constructivism” captures the comple-
mentarity between these two rival traditions by emphasizing the role of power 
in the construction of social reality. He compares and contrasts the relationships 
between agency, embodying ideas and structural constraints, and shows how power 
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relationships produce norms, which, in turn, change existing power structures.23 
This perspective echoes the ongoing debates on the sources and nature of “power 
resources” versus “relational power.”24 Mutual perceptions, rather than simply 
given material power distributions, are an important part of power and identity; 
they are shaped by the specifics of history and geography in individual cases.25

This combined perspective offers the opportunity to address strategic factors, 
while accounting for power based on agency driven by ideational factors. Barkin 
outlines the potential for overlap between classical realism and constructivism, reject-
ing the “misleading opposition between idealism and materialism” and the mutual 
exclusivity of the logics of consequences by actors pursing interests, and the logics 
of appropriateness of actors playing roles.26 A promising meeting of minds between 
the two traditions is found in Buzan and Weaver’s joint research, which combines 
the structural balance of power with identity-rooted patterns of enmity and amity to 
explain regional conflict and cooperation.27 This framework serves to explain pat-
terns of amity and enmity between Syria and Turkey.28

The discussion around the agent–structure problem, the need to understand 
how agents and structures relate to each other, is a key to understanding sudden 
shifts in relationships between states. This debate reflects on the extent to which 
systemic structure constrains state behaviour and how far domestic non-state actors 
also become agents of change. The framework developed in this chapter takes the 
analysis beyond the (neo) realist primacy of the international structure by adding 
regional and domestic layers, and acknowledging the role of identity and ideology. It 
also moves beyond constructivist perspectives by accounting for material/structural  
realities in power relations and the need to provide historical contextualization.

This debate raises the question of how far exogenous factors have constrained 
Syria and Turkey’s foreign policy choices since 2011, compared to how far endog-
enous variables at the level of regional and domestic actors, such as elites and their 
ideology, and non-state actors, have also impacted on decision-making processes. 
The following sections explore the empirical reality of these different theoretical 
perspectives through the Syria–Turkey case. They start by outlining the structure 
and identity-based factors that fuelled enmity during the Cold War and until 1998, 
and the shifts propelling amity after the rise of Syria’s new leadership under Bashar 
al-Asad and Turkey’s elected AKP.

From enmity to amity in the 2000s

Analysts of Turkey are divided over whether structural factors primarily shaped 
Turkey’s foreign policy from the Cold War,29 or whether a dual process transpired 
in which domestic factors interacted with regional developments in the post-Cold 
War era until the late 2000s.30 This research argues that, during the Cold War and 
post-Cold War eras, structural shifts from bipolarity to unipolar US power in the 
Middle East intertwined with domestic factors to determine the nature of mutual 
relations between Turkey and Syria.31
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The Cold War and beyond

During the Cold War, the two states of Turkey and Syria were on opposing sides. 
Domestic concerns over sovereignty and elite survival arguably oriented Turkey’s 
foreign policy towards the West in the Cold War and post-Cold War era.32 In 
part due to their contrary identities leading them to opposite strategic alignments, 
Turkey’s pro-Western, Kemalist military establishment and Syria’s pan-Arab/
Ba’thist identity induced the two neighbours to balance against each other and 
seek support from their respective allies in Washington and Moscow.

In the post-Cold War era, alignments became more complex; they were 
driven by regional and international structural shifts. Turkey’s increased align-
ment within NATO, its active participation with a US-led coalition against 
Iraq in 1991 and its Military Training Agreement with Israel in 1996 seemed 
congruent with Syria’s similar bandwagoning with the US in the aftermath of 
the 1991 Gulf War.33 However, this new foreign policy focus at the global level 
contrasted with mutual balancing at the regional level. On the one hand was 
Syria’s mid-1990s effort, originating in security threats, especially from Israel’s 
1982 occupation of South Lebanon, to counter perceived Turkish–Israeli encir-
clement by joining Iran and Hizbollah in a common front. On the other hand, 
Turkey’s active deployment in northern Iraq aimed at containing a spillover 
of Kurdish influence there, while Syria, beginning in 1984, supported Kurdish 
insurgency within Turkey, through the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK, Partiya 
Karkaren Kurdistan) and its leader Abdullah Öcalan, to force an agreement over 
the shared waters of the Euphrates and Tigris that was resisted by upstream 
Turkey.34 Syria’s decision to back the PKK did not stem from a sense of shared 
identity, but rather constituted a card in its power struggle with Turkey. The 
latter, in turn, perceived Syria’s support for the PKK as a threat to its border 
security. Hence, trans-state interdependencies between Turkey and Syria over 
the shared Euphrates waters and Kurdish insurgency through the PKK in Turkey 
gradually locked them into conflictual inter-relations. Securitization through 
negative tit-for-tat, with back and forth retaliatory strategies, became the domi-
nant strategy across their mutual borders.35

In 1998, empowered by its alliance with the US and Israel, Turkey threat-
ened military action over Syrian backing for the PKK and mobilized troops at 
the border. This forced Syria to move against Kurdish militancy on its soil and 
expel the PKK’s leader, Öcalan, from Syria.36 Thereafter, the two rival neigh-
bours reached an understanding over security and borders by signing the Adana 
Security Treaty.37 They initiated a period of mutual détente as soon as the Kurdish 
issue and the Euphrates waters no longer stimulated negative tit-for-tat in their 
mutual interactions.38 In July 2000, Turkish President Sezer attended Hafiz al-
Asad’s funeral.

So far, the narrative is congruent with realistic assessments: structural changes 
lead to power balancing and, at best, détente between rival powers. But the nas-
cent cooperation between Syria and Turkey deepened as changed domestic elites 
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rose to power in Turkey, and a new vision for its foreign policy developed. From 
2002 to 2011, shifts in identity and structure brought policy outcomes evolving 
from rapprochement to amity.

From rapprochement to amity

“A common destiny, history and future”—this slogan characterized the relation 
that linked Syria and Turkey in the years that preceded the Syrian Revolution.39 
On the 1 March 2003, the Turkish Parliament’s historic decision to reject any 
military attacks on northern Iraq by Anglo-American troops from Turkish terri-
tory represented a turning point in its strategic relationship with the US. Following 
the US-led invasion of Iraq, a shared fear of US-backed regional Kurdish separa-
tism in Iraq intensified normalization between Syria and Turkey. The Tripartite 
Alliance between Turkey, Syria and Iran aimed at balancing against the perceived 
destabilization of the region brought on by the close alignment, under the Bush 
administration, of US policy with Israel.

By the second half of the 2000s, the structural shift away from unipolarity 
created conditions that transformed the initial normalization into rapprochement 
between Turkey and Syria. This trend intensified when Turkey resisted Western 
pressure in 2005 to isolate Syria over the killing of Lebanese Prime Minister Rafiq 
al-Hariri.40 Contestation of American hegemony deepened, as a result, in good 
part, of the failure of US policy in Iraq. The recession of US power left a vacuum 
in which its unipolar hegemony over the region started to be contested by the 
emergence of rival poles of regional power, and especially by a “trilateral” align-
ment through which Turkey, Syria and Iran counterbalanced US policy and its 
destabilizing consequences in the region. In addition to Iran becoming Turkey’s 
second major supplier of natural gas after Russia, Erdogan also aspired for Turkey 
to act as a mediator in the Iranian nuclear issue.41

These regional structural changes, combined with alterations in identity at the 
domestic level, led further from rapproachment to a deepening amity between the 
two states. Both sides expressed ambitions to integrate into a common regional 
space, opening the door to intensive trade relations and open border policies. 
Tourism flourished in Damascus, Aleppo and Ankara, and positive images through 
the media and soap operas replaced negative ones.

Turkey’s new elites

Turkey’s new elites designed new foreign policy goals along cultural and ideo-
logical lines, in parallel with ambitions to find new markets for the soaring export 
capacity of AKP’s constituencies, mainly the “Anatolian Tigers” or merchants, 
through economic integration with neighbours, including Syria. These foreign 
policy choices helped to promote domestic legitimacy, winning, in particular, 
the support of middle-class business networks in Anatolia.42 More broadly, AKP 
wanted Turkey to reach the status of one of the ten largest economies in the world 



The 2011 collapse of Syria–Turkey relations 197

by 2023.43 Personified by its leader, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, the new Turkish 
leadership promoted a system of government based on the representation of Islamic 
values and democratic rule.

Rejecting Kemalist perceptions of Turkey’s historical and geo-strategic loca-
tion within the West, and moving away from previous aborted attempts to join 
the European Union, the AKP-ruled government sought to engage with its 
non-European neighbours, especially in the post-Ottoman Arab areas.44 Based 
on a sense of “historical responsibility and geographical continuity,”45 as well as 
“exceptionalism” drawn from its Ottoman heritage and its identification with the 
Ottoman-Islamic history, culture and values,46 Turkey aimed to address the power 
vacuum and ingrained instability left behind by the fall of the Ottoman Empire47—
the latter being greatly exacerbated, as the AKP saw it, by the policies of the Bush 
administration through a sustained US-led destabilization of the region from 2003 
until the withdrawal from Iraq in 2011 by the Obama administration. However, 
Foreign Minister Davutoglu, the intellectual figure behind AKP’s new foreign 
policy vision, publicly rejected the label of “neo-Ottomanism,” possibly to appease 
Arab sensitivities on the issue.48 In place, Turkey promoted a Middle Eastern iden-
tity, as well as a “civilizational self-perception.”49 A new language of cooperation 
shaped Davutoglu’s “zero-problem policy,” enshrined in his aim to resolve all 
pending and potential conflicts with Turkey’s neighbours. The objectives con-
sisted of stability, security and “soft power” in the region.50 Turkey, therefore, 
projected itself as one of the region’s main powers, actively engaged in regional 
and economic integration, as well as mediation.51 For this purpose, Syria became 
the entry point to the wider Arab world. This alteration in perceived self and 
mutual identities favoured movement well beyond the mere rapprochement between 
the respective elites that the Pax Adana (1998) had allowed. Negative tit-for-tat 
transformed into positive trade-offs, and past territorial claims were put to rest.52 
The change of leadership on both sides paved the way for new ties. A combination 
of structural changes, such changes in US hegemony in the Middle East after the 
2003 Iraq War and the rise to power of an apparently modern heir to the Syrian 
presidency, allowed for a shift in mutual interactions.

Syria’s new elites

At the bilateral level, under its new president, Syria initiated a series of contacts 
with its powerful neighbour. Benefiting from a positive image as former president 
of the Syrian Computer Society and public advocate of modernization, Bashar 
al-Asad conducted in January 2004 the first ever visit to Turkey by a Syrian presi-
dent since Syria’s independence in 1946. His visit included a trip to the Sanjak of 
Alexandretta or Hatay province, traditionally claimed by Syria, which had con-
sidered its annexation by Turkey in 1939 as illegal.53 In December 2004, Prime 
Minister Erdogan reciprocated with a visit to Damascus.

Domestically, however, Bashar al-Asad’s personal popularity in the early 2000s 
allowed the regime to limit the scope of internal reforms and preserve the power of 
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the security services over society. In 2005, the “new” Asad regime opted to move 
away from a centrally planned statist type of economy by liberalizing major sectors, 
such as banking and education, to the detriment of Ba’thist social constituencies in 
the rural peripheries. In doing so, the regime privileged the urban middle classes, 
favouring the rise of new governmental and business elites from all religious affili-
ations, but also increasing levels of poverty in marginalized communities.54

The secret services gained enhanced control of administrative and economic 
decisions, and new monopolies emerged.55 The regime’s new focus on political 
economy motivated the pursuit of enhanced economic relations with Turkey. 
While Hafiz al-Asad’s power drew mainly on the security services and the army, 
Bashar al-Asad’s grip on all economic sectors impacted many levels of society, 
from the richest merchants in Damascus and Homs to shopkeepers and ordinary 
citizens.56 Corruption weighed on daily life within rural areas in the years that 
preceded the 2011 revolution.57

Amity: inter-state and transnational processes

Increased business networks between merchants in the major cities of Aleppo, 
Damascus and Anatolia led the two neighbours to de-securitize their trans-state 
interdependencies and sign, in December 2009, over 50 protocols.58 As its oil rev-
enues began to be depleted, Syria, for its part, chose to overcome regional isolation 
and the decline in economic rents by increasing strategic cooperation and strength-
ening cultural, economic and strategic ties with its powerful northern neighbour.59

Turkey coupled its regional economic integration with free movement of peo-
ple from the Arab world. In 2009, visas for Syrian (together with Jordanian and 
Lebanese) nationals were lifted, increasing entries from the Arab world by 62% 
within two years.60 Turkey became Syria’s biggest trading partner when trade rose 
from US$797 million in 2006 to US$2.3 billion in 2010.61 In 2010, the Syrian 
president referred to links with Turkey as “the birth of a new alliance based on 
common interests” (Syrian Arab News Agency (SANA), 26 May 2010). The con-
struction of opposing Turkish and Arab nationalist identities undertaken at the 
collapse of the Ottoman Empire was reversed, and a shared cultural identity was 
recognized in both capitals. In parallel, Syrian media redefined the Ottoman period 
from one of regression and domination to one of shared history.62

Asad’s regime also sought to use its relationship with Turkey to muster support 
among, in particular, Sunni merchants, especially those in Aleppo with their tradi-
tional business relations with Turkey. The Arab street praised Turkey as an Islamic 
democracy and for its defence of the Palestinians against, notably, Israel’s assault on 
Gaza in 2009–2010. Erdogan’s popularity reached a peak in Syria, where public 
opinion cheered him as another Gamal Abdel Nasser.63

To conclude, regional developments linked to 9/11 and the US-led war in Iraq 
initiated a shift in regional power balances, which, together with changes in elites that 
promoted new identities, transformed Turkey–Syria relations from enmity to amity. 
The post-2011 collapse of amity offers a sharp contrast with the previous decade.
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The 2011 collapse in relations

While studies of the region have traditionally paid more attention to structural 
factors, whether the constraints on the ambitions of regional states from the power 
balance with neighbours or the seeming durability of authoritarian regimes, the 
Arab Spring’s effects brought human agency to the forefront. Domestic factors 
changed bilateral relations; they also impacted on domestic and regional struc-
tures. The power of agency to remake regional structures was exemplified in the 
way the decisions of actors—the Syrian protestors, the Asad regime and the AKP  
government—quickly led to a surprising unravelling of these structures. Not only 
did the Syrian Revolution put the regime’s survival in question, but it also altered 
the regional balance of power between the two main rival alliances, the pro-Western 
and anti-Western dominated axes. Turkey gradually shifted away from the latter 
and toward the former.

Starting in March 2011, the popular uprisings in Syria represented another turn-
ing point in Syria’s relationship with Turkey. The Syrian Uprising was triggered by 
the arbitrary imprisonment and torture in the small town of Deraa of school chil-
dren for drawing graffiti inspired by the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions; a chain 
of unpredicted events spiralled into a full-blown uprising when groups of individu-
als took action for change and popular protests spread to the rest of the country, 
countered by increasingly brutal repression from the Asad regime. In the wake of 
the Syrian Uprising, the amicability with Turkey gradually eroded, as perceptions 
of identities shifted on both sides of the borders, leading to negative tit-for-tat over 
territorial claims, Syrian opposition groups and the Kurds.

When Erdogan’s party won another term in the elections of June 2011, the 
Syrian Uprising had been ongoing for more than three months. The main driv-
ers of Turkish policy towards Syria had previously centred on the question of 
Kurds in Iraq and, later, economic interests. However, following the Arab Spring 
and the initial success of the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions, norms relating 
to social justice, human rights and accountability disseminated regionally, which 
necessitated a response from Turkey; its regional soft power had been damaged 
by a response to the Libyan revolt that seemed to prioritize economic interests.64 
Ankara rapidly recalculated its position to align with the new normative climate. 
Confident about his personal ties with the Syrian president and reluctant to wit-
ness the deterioration of relations with Syria, which had been the centrepiece of 
Turkey’s regional engagement, the Turkish leader called for political reform and 
national dialogue with the demonstrators in Syria. He later denounced continu-
ing repression of the peaceful demonstrations. As his warnings failed to be heard, 
Erdogan took umbrage, and the tone of Turkish discourse toward Syria became 
more hectoring.65

As repression intensified in Syria, Turkey’s main strategy consisted of the dan-
gerous game of intervention in the Syrian conflict. Ankara renounced the country’s 
traditional defence of the principle of sovereignty, and the repercussions resounded 
both at domestic and regional levels.
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Turkey’s foreign policy calculations

In its involvement in the Syrian conflict, the AKP sought to demonstrate its adher-
ence to the globally dominant liberal norms of democratization and humanitarian 
protection. Additionally, however, Turkey anticipated that the rise of kindred, mod-
erate democratic Islamists across the region and in Syria would give a major boost to 
Turkey’s soft power in the region. For Erdogan, Asad became a despot spearheading 
the attacks on his own people if they did not align with his tyrannical agenda.

Negative, tit-for-tat moves by the respective elites reconstructed exclusionary 
definitions of identity. Gone were references to a common history and future. 
Erdogan’s domestic position also mirrored the tangent of his foreign policy, which 
became contentious in Turkish politics. As such, Erdogan’s policy remains best 
understood through the altered identity lens by which the AKP calculated the 
opportunities and risks that Turkey encountered.

For Davutoglu, Asad had “come to the end of the road” (BBC, 30 November 
2011), and, anticipating that his regime would soon fall, Turkey opted to host 
the Muslim Brotherhood-led Syrian National Council (SNC) leadership-in-exile 
with which it had forged a close relationship. Some months later, defectors from 
the Syrian army were also allowed to use Turkish territory to group themselves 
into the Free Syrian Army, from where they began to engage with Asad’s forces. 
Turkey organized the second Friends of Syria meeting in April 2012, which sought 
international designation of the SNC as Syria’s legitimate government-in-exile.

The end of Turkey’s “zero problems” policy

The collapse of Turkey–Syrian relations ended the de-securitization of trans-state 
interdependencies between the two countries, such as open borders and intensive 
trade agreements, that had been established in the period of amity. While the early 
success of the zero-problems policy that was initiated by Davutoglu, of which Syria 
was the emblem, had helped elevate the AKP’s domestic standing, the return to 
conflict and the failure of this policy left Erdogan more vulnerable to his oppo-
nents. Domestically, the AKP government confronted public opinion that was 
increasingly concerned by the influx of hundreds of thousands of Syrian refugees, 
and the potential revival of PKK insurgency stimulated by Kurdish empowerment 
as the control of the Syrian government over Kurdish areas contracted amidst the 
Uprising. The Syrian Uprising, rather than leading, as Turkish leaders expected, to 
the removal of Asad, morphed instead into a full-fledged war on Turkey’s doorstep. 
This outcome became the object of increasing criticism by the Kemalist opposi-
tion, the Republican People’s Party, which attacked the policy of choosing sides 
and interfering in Syria’s internal affairs. Secularists and Turkey’s Alevi minority, 
and especially the Alawite Arabs of Hatay province were also alarmed at Erdogan’s 
rapprochement with Sunni Islamists in the war in Syria and tended to support Asad.

Once Turkey had burned its bridges with Asad, “zero-problems with neigh-
bours” could not be restored without regime change in Syria. Turkey now 
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considered the Asad regime to be an obstacle to its ambitious programme of 
regional leadership and economic expansion.66 The post-Arab Spring official 
discourses by Davutoglu and Erdogan reflected this ambition, when they advo-
cated Turkey’s achievements and leadership in the Middle East.67 The Turkish 
leadership perceived a rise across the region of various avatars of the Muslim 
Brotherhood with which the AKP had an affinity and expected the Syrian 
Brotherhood could bring a friendly and identity-congruent regime to power 
in Damascus.68 Strategic concerns for increased regional leadership through the 
export of a “Turkish model” of an Islamic/Sunni type of democracy reinforced 
the Turkish/Islamic identity promoted by the AKP inside and outside Turkey, 
accentuating, in that respect, a growing (sectarian) identity divide from the Syrian 
regime and its Iranian ally. As a result, the Syrian crisis also reignited Turkey’s 
competition with Iran for regional leadership.69

Syria’s threat perception from Turkey

In Syria, regime survival became the priority for the ruling elites. In an interview 
with Turkey’s Cumhuriyet newspaper in July 2012, the Syrian president blamed 
Turkey for the collapse of their relationship (SANA, 5 July 2012). Although at one 
point he hinted at a possible restoration of relations with Turkey, “if in the interest 
of the Syrian people” (SANA, 20 January 2014), his minister of foreign affairs later 
accused Turkey of instigating the Syrian conflict (SANA, 26 September 2014) and 
contributing to a “triangle of conspiracy” (SANA, 8 October 2013), by supporting 
“terrorists” (SANA, 13 September 2013).

As reinforcing identity divergences mounted, the material interdependencies 
painstakingly constructed in the period of amity unravelled. Turkey suspended 
the High Level Strategic Council and ceased all trade with Syria, effectively 
ending a decade of economic integration. Borders, which had just been de-
securitized and turned into joint economic zones, were re-militarized. Although 
not specifically mentioned in official discourses, territorial claims over the pre-
viously claimed Sanjak of Alexandretta or Hatay province re-emerged in Syrian 
official media.70 Turkey was again a “neo-Ottoman imperialist” power with 
an Islamist agenda favouring the exiled Syrian Muslim Brotherhood against the 
secular Syrian regime.71

For Asad, Erdogan promoted an extremist Sunni-Islamist agenda that threat-
ened the very survival of his secular, Alawite-dominated regime. In the beginning, 
religious identities drove neither the Syrian Revolution nor the deterioration in 
Turkey–Syria relations, although they would later acquire more salience. Asad, 
however, quickly relied on the support of Alawi core supporters in the security ser-
vices and blamed demonstrations and opposition to the government on foreign-led 
jihadi and Islamic groups with whom he indiscriminately identified all opposi-
tion, thereby justifying the brutal repression of protesting, unarmed civilians. This 
propelled an increasing sectarian discourse on both sides in Syria; many within 
the armed resistance turned to Islamic discourse to mobilize support. Over time, 
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Islamic militias took the lead in the Uprising and conquered areas in the north and 
north-eastern parts of the country where they imposed a practice of religion quite 
foreign to the country’s tradition of moderate and tolerant Islam.

The Islamization of the armed insurgency intensified with external funding 
originating from Arab Gulf states. The alteration in alliances—with Syria’s regime 
dependent on Iran, Hizbollah and Iraq; and Turkey in alignment with Saudi Arabia 
and Qatar—paralleled a region-wide discourse of Shi’a against Sunni which began 
to re-shape identities and enmities, not only at the level of leadership but also at 
popular levels. Sectarian identity did not drive elite relations but rather emerged 
from geopolitical rivalry; yet the use of this tool risked creating enduring enmities, 
a new structural situation that threatened to lock Syria, Turkey and the Middle 
East into an era of protracted conflict. The collapse of the relationship triggered a 
revival, on each side of the Syrian and Turkish border, of hard balancing through 
inter- and intra-state dynamics.

Asad’s regime proved to be more resilient than Erdogan had expected. More 
than four years after the Syrian Revolution, Turkey continued to deal with a tur-
bulent and insecure border, with warring Kurdish and Islamist factions on both 
sides. As in the 1990s, the Turkey–Syria conflict transformed the Kurdish question 
into a bargaining chip for the Syrian regime; Kurds situated within both countries 
took advantage of it for their own agenda in the period that followed the collapse. 
The Syrian president officially denied the accusation of supporting the PKK and 
blamed “security failure in Turkey” on “the policies of the Turkish government” 
(SANA, 8 October 2012). But as Turkey hosted the Free Syrian Army and the 
Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, Syria provided carte blanche to PKK’s Syrian affili-
ate, the Democratic Union Party (PYD), after Asad withdrew his forces from the 
Kurdish populated north-eastern parts of the country. In November 2013, the 
PYD established effective military and administrative control in three border areas 
(Afrin, Kobani, Jazira), and declared an autonomous Western Kurdistan (Rojava) 
region. In 2015–2016, extensive polls carried out across Syria by a Syrian civil 
society group showed rejection of federalism (giving the Kurds autonomy within 
the Syrian state) by Arabs (79.6%) and support by Kurds (91.7%)—with popula-
tions “strongly” opposing the project in both regime (57%) and opposition-led 
areas (44%).72 The (Kurdish) self-administered areas of Syria displayed very strong 
support in favour of federalism (79.6%).73

Conclusion

Syria–Turkey relations illustrate how interactions between material structure and 
idea-driven agency determine foreign policy outcomes in the Middle East. By 
embedding the interplay between structure, identity and policy outcomes, the dual 
framework, which draws on “realist constructivism,” captures the multiple layers 
and inter-linkages leading to the collapse of their relations in 2011.

Changes in both structure and identity weighed on mutual interactions, in a 
way that is similar to the post-World War I deconstruction of shared Ottoman 
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Islamic identity and the construction of mutually antagonistic Arab and Turkish 
nationalist identities, buttressed by Cold War bipolarity. In the 1990s, Turkish and 
Syrian foreign policies responded to structural distributions of power. Hard power 
balancing led the two neighbours to use their interdependencies from transnational 
populations (Kurds) and regional resources as leverage over the other.

In 1998, the movement towards rapprochement started in a near military show-
down, which led Syria, facing the military power of Turkey, to abandon its support 
for the PKK, triggering a period of détente between the two former foes, reversing 
their negative tit-for-tat dynamics. From a realist perspective, the ensuing rap-
prochement between Ankara and Damascus in the early 2000s resulted from US 
behaviour in Iraq, the threat posed to Damascus as the next possible target of the 
Bush administration and to Turkey from Kurdish empowerment, and the parallel 
shift from a bipolar to a unipolar world.

Yet, as long as political identity remained unchanged, foreign policy out-
comes tilted between cooperation and conflict but fell short of producing sudden 
changes towards either amity or enmity. In the 2000s new leaders in both coun-
tries, together deconstructed antagonistic identities in favour of more inclusive 
ones based on visions of shared historical, cultural and religious values. The rise to 
power of the AKP in Turkey, drawing its constituencies from the pious merchant 
elites of south-east Anatolia, induced a positive change in foreign policy discourses 
and mutual elite interactions after 2002. The analysis has also shed light on the 
process by which Syria’s new identity under Bashar al-Asad—geared towards neo-
liberal reforms for the benefit of predominantly new urban elites—intertwined 
with regional structural changes to foster political ties and economic integration.

Elites across the border started engaging with each other by developing mutu-
ally inclusive processes of economic and cultural integration. This transformation 
allowed interdependencies to evolve into opportunities for mutual gain rather than 
vulnerability to the other, as the two former foes de-securitized their borders, ini-
tiated free trade, established cooperation over shared river waters and developed 
people-to-people relations until 2011. Syria’s new regime, which had hitherto 
seen its much larger neighbour as a source of conflict, started, after their amity 
grew in the 2000s, to see Turkey’s superior power as an asset that could benefit 
the regime in buffering against the attempts of the US and Europe to isolate it. And 
Turkey, which once prioritized the demands of its NATO partners in dealing with 
Syria, now instead protected its relations with Syria.

This chapter’s dual framework also offers explanations for the sudden collapse 
of 2011. When the Syrian Uprising erupted, Turkey’s regional soft power had 
been damaged by a response to the Libyan revolt that seemed to prioritize eco-
nomic interests. The AKP officially adhered to the globally dominant liberal norms 
of democratization and humanitarian protection. Ankara aligned with the new 
normative climate, quickly adapting to structural and identity changes within the 
region. Erdogan’s foreign policy decisions contradicted the Kemalists’ traditional 
preference for non-involvement in the turmoil of the Middle East combined with 
defensive and hard power balancing against potentially threatening neighbours.
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Additionally, however, Turkey anticipated that the rise of kindred, moderate  
democratic Islamists across the region and in Syria would give a major boost to 
Turkey’s soft power in the region. For Asad, Erdogan promoted an extremist 
Sunni-Islamist agenda that threatened the very survival of his secular, Alawite-
dominated regime. As reinforcing identity divergences mounted, the material 
interdependencies painstakingly constructed around cultural and economic inte-
gration in the period of amity unravelled. Similarly to the 1950s and 1990s, elites 
mutually demonized each other and clashed over water, borders, Syrian opposi-
tion groups and the Kurdish issue. Impacted by structural factors, such as Turkey’s 
alliance with NATO since 1952 and Israel in 1996, and the eruption of the Arab 
Spring in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya in 2011, such negative elite perceptions induced 
a sudden change towards enmity. Ironically, the Syria–Turkey relationship, which 
had in the 2000s been promoted by its advocates as the key to an indigenous sta-
bilization of the region against the US hegemon and a prototype of soft power 
integration, became after 2011 the opposite: a main driver of regional instability, 
which was fuelled by structural and identity based factors.

Yet, this was not to be the end of the story. In September 2017, the Ankara 
talks between Turkey and Russia, Asad’s main ally, initiated yet another change in 
Turkey’s official language and approach to the Syrian regime. This change is beyond 
the scope of this chapter and, in any case, it is still too early to assess whether it will 
initiate a new chapter in Turkey–Syria relations, what consequences lie ahead for 
Syrian opposition groups and refugees in Turkey, and whether this turning point 
will lead to détente, rapprochement or amity between the two neighbours. However, 
in 2018 their relationship still seemed suspended between enmity and détente.
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13
US POLICY TOWARDS THE SYRIAN 
CONFLICT UNDER OBAMA

Strategic patience and miscalculation

Jasmine Gani

Introduction: American role-conception

As the Obama administration drew to a close, analysts rushed to identify achieve-
ments and failures during Barack Obama’s two terms in office. Obama was keen 
to present the Iranian nuclear deal as his defining legacy—unsurprising since he 
began his term in office seeking to create a distance from his predecessor by por-
traying himself as a man of diplomacy rather than a man of war. Moreover, the Iran 
deal presented the US with one of the most realistic opportunities for any type of 
foreign policy achievement in the Middle East. That this was the case, when Iran 
had been one of the most intransigent foreign policy issues for the US over the past 
few decades, tells us a great deal about the current state of American Middle East 
policy. However, it is the conflict in Syria that is most likely to define the Obama 
administration for years to come.

Critics see the conflict in Syria as providing an especially unflattering set of epi-
thets for the Obama administration: failed diplomacy, lack of leadership, weakness, 
over-cautiousness, incoherence and indecisiveness. The allegations of US confusion 
bear some truth. However, initially at least, there was a good deal of strategic ration-
ale and historical justification for the US’s Syria policy, but it unravelled due to wide 
miscalculations regarding the Asad regime, the opposition and the shift in global 
power dynamics. Overplayed rhetoric, and a prolonged “wait-and-see” approach, 
during which time other actors took advantage of an emerging power vacuum, 
caused the US to become a reactive rather than a proactive party in the crisis. This 
undermined the US’s agency; thus, what was initially a deliberate policy eventually 
became an enforced one, a reflection of tied hands rather than strategic caution.

To understand the US’s predicament in Syria there is a need to historicize the 
US’s presence in the region. Much of the blame for US policy tended to focus 
on Obama’s administration alone, highlighting its apparent lack of decisiveness 
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and leadership. Obama’s cautiousness appears accentuated when compared with 
the hyperactivity of the preceding Bush administration, feeding the notion that 
his policy reflected a major departure for American foreign policy in the Middle 
East. However, a comparison of recent US administrations gives us a severely lim-
ited, short-term view of the crisis, and tends to condense the debate to bipartisan 
point-scoring.

In reality, the US has a notable record of selective inactivity when it comes to the 
region; indeed, “the reality of Obama’s Middle East policy carried more continu-
ity than change.”1 This reluctance was most apparent during the last century when 
the US was first emerging as a superpower. While Europe was embroiled in world 
wars that decimated its populations and economies, the US was able to enhance its 
own position as both the inheritor and challenger to Europe’s global power.

America’s image as a moral foreign policy actor was cultivated via its laud-
able rhetoric. Famous statements by Woodrow Wilson are still espoused today as 
symbols of the US’s righteous intentions. And yet, the US held an isolationist posi-
tion throughout the interwar period, overlooking British and French imperialist 
transgressions, while only engaging with the Middle East to secure its commercial 
interests in the newly emerging oil industry in Saudi Arabia. Little had changed in 
US policy by 1946, when Syria gained independence from the French. Members 
of the State Department deployed in the Middle East were increasingly aware of 
the need for more direct and practical support to foster stability in the Arab world, 
arguing for a yearly allocation of funds by the State, War and Navy Departments 
to states such as Syria “in the interests of peace and security.”2 However, they were 
unable to persuade the administration to provide any real support to those Arab 
states challenging colonial rule. The following memo by Gordon P. Merriam, the 
head of the US Near East Department, summed up his frustration at his govern-
ment’s inaction:

[O]ur policies in these situations are not worth the paper they are written 
on because we have not prompt and effective means of carrying them out.3

It was telling that the US only came forward offering financial and military aid 
with the onset of the Cold War, when stronger alliances with Syria and the 
Arab states suddenly became strategically valuable in the fight against the USSR. 
Inducements were offered via the Point IV economic assistance programme and 
military partnerships, such as the Middle East Command. By then, however, the 
US had squandered valuable early assets of trust and reliability. US promises of 
support were by that stage perceived in Syria as self-interested, conditional and 
inconsistent. Furthermore, contradictory actions by the US, in which it promoted 
democratic values but supported several coups in Syria (actual and attempted), in 
1949, 1952 and 1957, plus its emerging alignment with Israel, confirmed a new 
and lasting perception of the US as “second-generation imperialists.” It was in this 
context that Syria turned to the Soviet Union as its strategic partner, having lost 
faith in the US.
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This history between the US and Syria provides examples of mismatched rhetoric  
and praxis, as well as missed opportunities by the US. Ironically, if the US had 
remained neutral and had not intimated greater support for Syrian independence 
and agency, it would have faced less criticism and fewer accusations of double 
standards. And yet, the need to export a benevolent image of a global power that 
was on the right side of history continued to produce public statements without 
active implementation.

Evidently there are parallels here with the US’s approach to the Syrian conflict. 
It would be simplistic to suggest that history repeats itself—it does not, for history 
on its own does not have agency. But it is possible to identify consistent principles 
and constraints that affected the US both then and now. History lays out the pos-
sibilities of action; on a behavioural level, it contributes to habitual practice.

Recognition of the role of ideology and a constructivist framework can point to 
the way in which historical values and previous foreign policy behaviour can incre-
mentally shape future foreign policies, and produce what Holsti termed “national 
role-conception.” Adhering to role-conception is a regular feature of state behav-
iour, particularly for great powers that utilize their identities and historical records 
to assert their legitimacy and competence as global leaders.4

For the US, that role-conception emerged as one of a global hegemon. 
Borrowing from various frameworks of hegemony, I argue that the US has had 
to buttress its role-conception in praxis, via three factors: capacity, willingness and 
legitimacy.5 Capacity to lead as a hegemon has over the years been upheld by US 
military spending, strategic bases and economic growth via a global market econ-
omy. Willingness to lead on the world stage has been articulated at least in rhetoric 
by every US president from F.D. Roosevelt to Barack Obama, without which the 
impression of hegemony could not be maintained even if the capacity was intact. 
It is in the realms of legitimacy that the US has arguably faced the hardest task, but 
it has also been one of the US’s greatest strengths and facilitators for continued 
hegemony.6 One of the means of accruing this legitimacy has been the consistent 
projection of a strong ideological identity for both domestic and external consump-
tion, which has been reiterated at important historical junctures. That identity has 
often been summarized as American exceptionalism: that is, the belief that the US 
is meant to play a unique role in world history,7 and indeed (given its God-chosen 
uniqueness) that it has a duty to be a “Good Samaritan of the entire world.”8

The (re)assertion of American exceptionalism and liberal missionarism was 
apparent at the end of the two world wars, during and after the Cold War, and 
at the turn of the century after 9/11.9 A failure to adhere to this constitutive 
ideological vision would mark a major departure in US identity and foreign 
policy behaviour. This helps to explain why US administrations routinely feel 
compelled to make robust, public pronouncements on their commitment to ideo-
logical goals, for the US and other states, with the intended implication that it has 
both the capacity and willingness to offer appropriate leadership when and where 
necessary. In line with his predecessors, Obama announced on the presidential 
campaign trail in 2007:
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I’ll be a president who finally sends a message to the black, white, and brown 
faces beyond our shores; from the halls of power to the huts of Africa that 
says, “You matter to America. Your future is our future. And our moment 
is now.”10

Obama’s willingness to lead showed an assumption of legitimacy, and a confidence 
in capacity—in rhetoric at least. It should be noted that these three spokes of the 
hegemonic wheel have often been mutually reinforcing and worked in harmony 
for the US. However, there are occasions on which two or all of the three goals are 
in conflict with each other—i.e. there may be the capacity or willingness to lead, 
but short supply of legitimacy. In such circumstances, the US has had to adopt a 
complex balancing act in which it seeks to mitigate such an incongruence without 
severely damaging its role conception and international image as a global hegemon. 
This balancing act was particularly evident with the Obama administration’s cau-
tious response to the Arab uprisings.

The rest of this chapter will look at the key phases of Obama’s Syria policy 
through the lenses of these three aspects from the start of the crisis until the 
emergence of ISIS (the “Islamic” state of Iraq and Syria). The next section will 
locate the justifications for, and advantages to, Obama’s “strategic caution” for 
the administration’s domestic and external interests. It will also highlight the 
dilemmas faced by the US administration as it attempted to straddle its norma-
tive and strategic demands. The final two sections will address two key turning 
points (one of inaction, the other of intervention) that emerged, in part, due to 
the US’s deliberate cautiousness, but more so due to the inconsistency between 
rhetoric and action, which laid bare the limitations of US power and caused it to 
become a reactive player in the crisis. The net result was increased destabilization 
of the region, conflagration of the conflict and an unanticipated shift in the global 
power balance.

Obama’s “strategic patience”: justifications and  
dilemmas

Obama’s decision to minimize the level of US military engagement in the Arab 
uprisings was in part due to a major recovery plan since the Bush administration. 
Capacity, legitimacy and even willingness among the domestic public were all on 
the wane. In reference to the flurry of academic comment on the subject dur-
ing the Bush administration,11 it is worth noting that this was a period of relative 
decline for the US, not absolute decline: it stood at a critical juncture, while still 
at a vantage of power.

The financial crisis of the late 2000s, and the huge economic costs of the Iraq 
War, at US$1.5 trillion, forced a policy of retrenchment; moreover, Obama made 
clear on coming to power in 2009 that US foreign policy would renew its efforts 
at multilateralism in recognition that, for all its power, it was not omnipotent. This 
was reiterated in the National Security Strategy of 2015, in which it was stated:
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The threshold for military action is higher when our interests are not directly 
threatened. In such cases we will seek to mobilise allies and partners to share 
the burden and achieve lasting outcomes.12

As testament to the above, the US resolved to rely on surrogate warfare in which 
the burden of war is externalized to other actors instead of a direct deployment of 
US ground troops.13 Commitment to any crisis would have to be better negotiated 
between the urgency of intervention in the face of direct security threats and the 
political costs in public opinion at home. As it happened, the American public was 
war-weary after a decade of involvement in Afghanistan and Iraq, which involved 
two million servicemen and women, resulted in 6,000 American deaths and 40,000 
wounded.14 As some of the uprisings transcended into full-blown conflicts, the 
domestic political costs of intervention and involvement in a regional conflagration 
were considered to be too great with relatively few returns for US national interests.

Moreover, as Krieg argues, such an approach allowed room for deniability.15 
The outcome of the uprisings was still uncertain, and any attempt at overt regime 
change by the US would have faced heavy criticism, whereas delegating combat to 
surrogates on the ground would, it was hoped, defray the link between any nega-
tive consequences and the US, shielding it from the type of condemnation and 
embarrassment faced after Iraq. It was also considered a viable route to prevent the 
loss of legitimacy among local civilians—had the US committed ground troops or 
engaged in direct firepower against those regimes, it would have been seen to be 
exploiting the crisis to carve out an occupying presence.

Thus, in the early months of 2011, Obama preferred to stick with a cautious 
policy of either staying out of the crisis altogether, or “leading from behind” via a 
reliance on surrogate actors; he simultaneously hoped to boost US legitimacy by 
dressing up this policy as a desire to give Arab populations greater agency. Both 
options were pursued, depending on the US’s strategic interests. For example, with 
the uprisings in Egypt, Obama was highly reticent about the US’s preferred out-
come to the crisis. Just a few days before Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak was 
removed in early February, Obama still shied away from openly calling on him to 
step down, using mild diplomatic-speak instead:

He needs to listen to what is voiced by the people and make a judgment about 
a pathway forward that is orderly, that is meaningful and serious . . . My 
hope is he will end up making the right decision.

( BBC, 5 February 2011)

His only overt support to the protestors was to reassure them that the US was 
hearing the voices of the Egyptian youth (ABC News, 1 February 2011). With 
the protests in Bahrain, Obama merely expressed “deep concern” at the regime’s 
repressive tactics and welcomed a national dialogue.16 Surrogate warfare was the 
preferred option for Libya, however: the US administration took the decision after 
two months of protests and bloody crackdown to publicly call for the removal 
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of Colonel Qaddafi. Even so, Obama was keen to point out that “[b]roadening 
our military mission to include regime change would be a mistake” (Reuters, 29 
March 2011). Despite this overt commitment to the removal of Qaddafi, Obama 
was still careful to maintain deniability, restraining US rhetoric in the interests of 
legitimacy, while still engaging in military intervention behind the scenes to dem-
onstrate its willingness and capacity to act as a global hegemon.

In practice, this caution and retention of deniability was similarly applied to the 
Syrian Uprising. With time, a further useful consequence of US non-intervention 
also emerged as Hizbullah and Iran entered the fray, in part against Sunni jihadists, 
producing a tacit recognition that a war of attrition contained within Syria’s bor-
ders could advantageously drain and weaken all of the US’s main enemies in the 
region (Foreign Policy, 17 April 2015; Huffington Post, 6 August 2014; Jerusalem Post, 
20 June 2013). Overt US involvement could have served to unite the opposing 
actors against the US; furthermore, the one area of the US’s Middle East policy that 
contained seeds for potential breakthrough, the Iranian nuclear deal, would have 
been jeopardized if the US were brought into direct combat with their interlocu-
tors on the battlefield. Thus, it was not only caution but also expedience which 
pushed for a wait-and-see approach. With these calculations at play, US military 
intervention and greater financial assistance to the opposition were firmly off the 
agenda in the initial stage of the Syrian Uprising.

However, the caution in practice was not matched by the emphatic public 
and private encouragement given to the emerging opposition in Syria, and it is 
here that some of the contradictions in US policy began to surface. The rhetoric 
employed differed widely from the rhetoric towards Egypt and Bahrain, and of 
course appeared to mirror US policy towards Libya.

First, evidence emerged that the US had been funding anti-government groups, 
such as the Movement for Justice and Development, since the Bush administra-
tion, a policy that continued under his successor. In 2011, Tamara Wittes of the 
US Bureau for Near Eastern Affairs gave a generic confirmation by stating: “There 
are a lot of organizations in Syria and other countries that are seeking changes from 
their government. That’s an agenda that we believe in and we’re going to support” 
(Washington Post, 17 April 2011). As expectations for the swift removal of Asad 
remained high at the time, other US officials came out with public confirmation 
that the US was indeed funding democracy movements on the ground in Syria 
(CBS News, 18 April 2011), hoping to demonstrate the indispensability of the US 
and cultivating a role for itself in the new political future for Syria.

This support for civilian groups was soon extended to armed rebel forces, 
loosely brought together as the Free Syrian Army (FSA), the military wing of the 
Syrian National Coalition (SNC). The State Department took charge of supply-
ing non-lethal aid, including food rations and pickup trucks, to the opposition 
(New York Times, 9 January 2014). While it would not yet take the decision to 
arm the rebels, the CIA was involved with covert operations to vet the opposi-
tion groups, and provided training and communications from the Turkish and 
Jordanian borders (Wall Street Journal, 13 January 2012). Despite its support for 
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the rebels, Washington at first refrained from openly calling for Asad to go. This 
changed in August 2011 when Obama made the following statement:

The future of Syria must be determined by its people, but President Bashar 
al-Assad is standing in their way. His calls for dialogue and reform have rung 
hollow while he is imprisoning, torturing, and slaughtering his own people. 
We have consistently said that President Assad must lead a democratic transi-
tion or get out of the way. He has not led. For the sake of the Syrian people, 
the time has come for President Assad to step aside.17

In contrast to the dilemma that Mubarak and even Qaddafi posed for Washington, 
the removal of Asad appeared uncontroversial and viewed as an opportunity for a 
favourable geopolitical realignment in the region. Despite all the above reserva-
tions behind intervention, the US—particularly the State Department—started to 
buy into the notion of the Arab Spring as an unstoppable force sweeping through 
the region, identifying it as a point of rupture and anticipating the swift removal 
of the Asad regime. If old allies had to fall, such as Egypt and Tunisia, then old 
enemies might fall as well and present the US with renewed security options. 
Indeed, it was hoped that the fall of Asad would in turn isolate Iran, push it closer 
to the west and precipitate a quicker resolution to the nuclear negotiations. The 
US wanted some part to play in Syria’s (and potentially the region’s) reconfigura-
tion, without direct or costly commitment. The call for Asad’s removal opened 
the way for American recognition of the SNC as the de facto government of Syria, 
facilitating the appointment of opposition ambassadors in various allied countries.

US political support for the opposition was not yet matched with material mili-
tary support—that was to come later. But though it was reluctant to supply arms 
and greater funding, it continued to give the public the impression it would do so 
if the FSA could prove it was a united, competent and reliable ally—not just mili-
tarily, but ideologically as well (Reuters, 8 July 2013). This conditional promise of 
arms and training was meant to act as a buffer between the FSA and more extreme 
elements which were now emerging in the Syrian quagmire. In the meantime, the 
US supported and facilitated the supply of weapons from other actors, one example 
being the Syria Support Group, which was provided with a licence in July 2012 
to fund the FSA. The restriction on arms appeared to have changed the following 
year in June 2013, when US officials announced they had approved the provision 
of lethal arms to the opposition’s Supreme Military Council (USA Today, 13 June 
2013)—this was to consist of small arms and ammunitions but not yet the anti-
aircraft weapons often requested by the opposition, which started to filter through 
from the Gulf in 2015–16.18

However, a pattern was beginning to emerge—there were numerous pledges 
to increase funding to civilian groups and to the FSA, but the prospective timing 
was never concrete. Moreover, on the one occasion when supplies had been pub-
licly confirmed by the US in summer 2013, the actual delivery was then publicly 
refuted by the rebels. Salim Idris, the then-head of the FSA stated in an interview:
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They [the US] say that they will go back with these ideas to Washington and 
discuss that with the administration, and then we will get an answer. We are 
in contact with our friends, American friends here. But till now, honestly 
and frankly, there is no military support.

(National Public Radio, 12 September 2013)

It was only after the US had already politically committed itself to the uprisings, 
the rebel forces and eventually regime change that the doubts crept in. Moreover, 
the perennial notion that Arabs would not opt for democracy if given the oppor-
tunity began to resurface as the Islamist bogeyman appeared on the horizon.19 
As was the case with the struggles for Arab independence at the start of the 20th 
century, when US support was conditional on Arab pursuit of a western-styled 
nation-state, the Syria conflict saw US support for the rebels conditional on their 
avowed secularism, regardless of how unrealistic and impractical this might be. As 
occurred during the Cold War, when neutralism in the Arab world was mistakenly 
conflated with Communist sympathies, any form of Islamic affiliation in the Syrian 
conflict was interpreted as a sign of radicalism. In the meantime, hopes given to 
the FSA and SNC of even greater US military support that might actually tip the 
balance in their favour helped entrench the conflict, as both sides—regime and 
opposition—dug their heels in: the former because it recognized it now faced an 
existential threat, with possible US intervention on the horizon, the latter because 
it believed aid would come if they could prove their stamina and competence. 
Already by this stage it was becoming clear the US was not willing to fully commit 
to expectations it generated via its rhetoric of regime change in the early stages of 
the conflict, and yet it appeared unwilling to admit to this change, neither publicly, 
nor to the rebels.

Had the conflict remained at a low-intensity level, contained within Syria’s bor-
ders, with relatively little global attention, the US could have overridden the costs 
to its reputation, much as it did in the interwar period when the western public’s 
gaze was centred on developments in Europe. However, three important estima-
tions were overturned as the conflict in Syria intensified, exposing the dualism 
and limitations of the US in a way that has fundamentally undermined America’s 
standing in the world. The first was the US expectation that there would be a swift 
fall of the Asad government following the pattern of other key Arab states. Though 
dissatisfaction with the regime was high, the US underestimated the level of loyalty 
and support it was still able to command—inspired in part by fear, clientalism or 
sectarian affinity. Second, and relatedly, the US overestimated the level of support 
and mobilization commanded by the opposition.20 And finally, the US, just like 
many observers around the world, including Syrians, failed to predict just how 
deadly, entrenched and far-reaching the war would be.

By the summer of 2012, the death toll was at 20,000, exceeding even the 
worst predictions (The Guardian, 22 July 2012). Targeted killings by regime 
forces at protests and funeral gatherings had turned into indiscriminate shelling 
of entire villages and towns using barrel bombs. Leaked images of gruesome 
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tortures and reports of massacres by regime-sponsored Shabiha militias filled 
the media. Meanwhile, the mass exodus of people fleeing the conflict took the 
number of refugees beyond the UN High Commission for Refugees’ estimates 
of 200,000, leading to camps as large as cities opening in Turkey, Iraq, Lebanon 
and Jordan.21

The debilitating stalemate at the UN and the lack of action from the US pro-
duced palpable anger and incredulity. Asad’s immunity to global condemnation, 
and the lack of more noticeable punitive measures from the US (apart from the 
hike in sanctions) did not yet undermine perceptions of US capacity. But the 
increasingly obvious lack of willingness to act, despite rhetoric giving impressions 
to the contrary, was damaging to its legitimacy. “Polite decline” was looking 
increasingly unfeasible;22 rather, the message it gave, that the US needed to man-
age its own house first while Syrian civilians were dying in their thousands, was 
deeply offensive to the very opposition figures whom the US had been courting 
for over a year. The strategic calculus had not changed, yet something had to 
be done to offset pressure from the opposition and global public opinion, and 
to demonstrate the US had a plan. Thus, Obama sought to assuage criticism by 
finally committing the US to concrete action; but he deferred it beyond a line of 
transgression that he anticipated would not be crossed by the Asad regime given 
the likely consequence, stating:

We have been very clear to the Assad regime, but also to other players on the 
ground, that a red line for us is we start seeing a whole bunch of chemical 
weapons moving around or being utilized. That would change my calcu-
lus . . . that would change my equation.

(Washington Post, 20 August 2012)

Turning point I: Ghouta

The US’s aversion to a direct conflict with the Syrian regime was exposed in 
the summer of 2013. On 21 August, a devastating chemical weapons attack 
was launched against the civilian population in Ghouta, just south of Damascus, 
killing an estimated 1,729 people—many of them children. Global attention 
immediately turned to the US and Obama’s “red line,” set out exactly a year 
before.

Initially, it seemed military intervention was a question of when, not if 
(Al-Jazeera, 27 August 2013). Obama stated the following:

It’s important for us to recognize that when over 1,000 people are killed, 
including hundreds of innocent children, through the use of a weapon that 
98 or 99 percent of humanity says should not be used even in war, and there 
is no action, then we’re sending a signal that that international norm doesn’t 
mean much . . . and that is a danger to our national security.

(CNN, 30 August 2013)
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In statement on 26 August 2013, US Secretary of State John Kerry also made an 
emphatic call for military action. By elaborating on the consequences of inaction 
for US credibility, he issued not only a warning but helped to negatively shape 
international perceptions of the US in the aftermath:

[I]t matters deeply to the credibility and the future interests of the United 
States of America and our allies. It matters because a lot of other countries 
whose policies challenge these international norms are watching. They are 
watching. They want to see whether the United States and our friends mean 
what we say . . . It matters because if we choose to live in a world where a 
thug and a murderer like Bashar al-Assad can gas thousands of his own peo-
ple with impunity, even after the United States and our allies said no, and 
then the world does nothing about it, there will be no end to the test of our 
resolve and the dangers that will flow from those others who believe that 
they can do as they will.

(Daily Telegraph, 30 August 2013)

The Obama administration had unexpectedly been caught in a bind and the Syrian 
regime was calling its bluff. It was clear at the time, and in retrospect even more 
so given US inaction since then, that the government did not want to engage 
in “game-changing” military intervention. However, such was the risk to US 
hegemonic credibility if it did not follow up on its promise that it was willing to 
pursue a dangerous strategy of intervention—even if merely posing the question 
undermined the president’s popularity. This was testament to the importance of a 
global perception of US willingness and capacity. However, several developments 
altered the American calculus shortly after the chemical attacks, notably increased 
public opposition in the US; the lack of greater international support; and uncer-
tainty within the US administration over its strategic objectives.

First, public opinion was not on Obama’s side. In contrast to their usual ambiv-
alence to foreign policy, the majority of the American public were at the time 
strongly opposed to any military involvement. According to a joint poll by the 
Pew Research Centre and USA Today, 48% were opposed to military involve-
ment at the time of the Ghouta attacks; in the weeks that followed, ironically amid 
intense lobbying from the US administration, this figure went up to 63%.23 Iraq 
and Afghanistan had made the American public war-weary but also war-wary; this 
scepticism was filtered through to their representatives in Congress. While the vote 
on military strikes by the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations was close—at 
10–7 in favour—members of the House of Representatives were at pains to express 
their opposition: a poll carried out in the midst of heated debates at the time indi-
cated 230 of the 433 members were considering voting against any motion to go to 
war (BBC, 9 September 2013). Obama well knew that if he were to lose the vote 
it would be a massive blow for his authority and credibility, at home and abroad. 
Such an outcome would have been politically disastrous for his administration and 
would have had serious implications for the rest of his second term.
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Second, lukewarm international support, made apparent at the G20 summit, 
did not just put the brakes on US intervention but negatively affected collective 
US confidence as to whether it was in fact the right course of action. Britain, 
normally the first to confer legitimacy on the US, delivered Obama an unex-
pected set-back with a parliamentary vote against intervention. Though Kerry 
was keen to minimize its significance in a statement the following day, unde-
cided members of Congress stated that it did have a bearing on their position, 
generating doubt over intelligence that evidently was not good enough for their 
British allies.24 Moreover, the rushed vote in the UK put pressure on the US 
and France to similarly consult their respective assemblies, despite the fact that 
Obama and French President Francois Hollande were not constitutionally bound 
by any such vote. The UK effectively slowed down the momentum for military 
intervention, allowing room for deeper scrutiny of US policy and with that 
growing domestic scepticism.

Finally, the crisis sharply exposed the lack of direction and lack of unity over 
Washington’s policy in Syria. Obama and his government did not seem to know 
themselves what the defining objectives of military action were (or at least how to 
sell them), nor how to proceed in the aftermath. Hence the constant dual messages 
in an effort to win over both hawks and sceptics of war, at home and abroad.

This was reflected by the shifting emphasis in goals: initially Obama and Kerry 
focused heavily on national security interests—the credibility of the US and its red 
lines, reassurance to its allies in the region, namely Israel and Jordan, and a warning 
to its enemies Iran and North Korea.25 With his counterparts abroad wondering 
why they should go to war to save face for the US, Obama deftly refocused on 
humanitarian goals and international norms in the run-up to the G20 summit: it 
was the international community’s credibility on the line, not the US’s, he argued 
(New York Times, 4 September 2013).

This did seem to make some headway; Russia cautiously accepted there might 
be a case for intervention if it was proven the Syrian government was behind the 
chemical attack, while the UN hastened the timetable for the weapons inspec-
tors’ report for fear of appearing redundant. But Obama’s rhetoric also served 
to provoke questions by anti-war activists and left-wing journalists, particularly 
outside of the US, over inconsistency towards the use of chemical weapons—why 
was action being urged now when other states, namely Iraq and Israel, had alleg-
edly used chemical weapons in the past with apparent impunity (Foreign Policy, 10 
September 2013)?26 Coincidentally, in the same month, declassified CIA files con-
firmed that the US aided Saddam Hussein’s use of chemical weapons against Iran 
in 1988 (Foreign Policy, 26 August 2013). Opponents to intervention highlighted 
this inconsistency, arguing that it undermined Obama’s calls for urgency and raised 
questions over US motives behind a military attack.

Beyond the mixed motives, there also emerged a deeper ambiguity over the 
US’s intended strategy. Aiming his comments at the opponents of intervention, 
Obama declared any military strikes would be limited, merely to punish the 
Asad regime, not to remove it from power. On the other hand, when probed 
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by interventionists at the Foreign Relations Committee, Kerry argued the strikes 
would indeed destabilize the regime and might be the first step in Asad’s removal 
from power; in the debate, he even briefly opened the door for the deploy-
ment of ground troops in the future, which he then swiftly retracted (Reuters, 3 
September 2013). The US government was attempting to straddle both camps, 
while concerns about collateral damage, the dangers of striking chemical weapon 
facilities, and of regional consequences, were not adequately answered. The net 
result was a highly unconvincing account of strategic objectives and post-inter-
vention planning; thus, the risks of military involvement looked even greater for 
the US than they had before the chemical attacks. For all of Obama’s assertions 
that any intervention would not be a repeat of Iraq, its shadow continued to loom 
large over Washington’s foreign policy decisions.

All of this served to bring home, in a very public way, the reality that the US 
lacked the willingness to lead over Syria even in a vacuum of leadership, and 
crucially that it could not command international or domestic legitimacy for 
any decisive military action against a Syrian regime that had transgressed clear 
boundaries of international law. This weakness was dramatically emphasized when 
a seemingly throw-away remark by Kerry opened the door for a non-military 
response to the deadly chemical attack of 21 August. In a press conference at the 
British Foreign Office on 9 September 2013, in response to a question on whether 
anything could cancel military action at the eleventh hour, Kerry remarked:

If he [Asad] could turn over every single bit of his chemical weapons to 
the international community in the next week—turn it over, all of them— 
without delay, and allow full and total accounting for that; but he isn’t about 
to do it.

(The Guardian, 9 September 2013)

Russia and Syria, seizing on the comments, tabled a proposal to place Syria’s chem-
ical weapon stockpiles under international control in an attempt to avert military 
action. It may have simply been a delaying tactic, or an attempt to embarrass the 
US by calling its bluff, but the suggestion received surprisingly swift considera-
tion by the US, with Obama stating in an interview that such a resolution would 
“absolutely” take military action off the table (ABC News, 9 September 2013). In 
the immediate drama of the incident, Obama sought to downplay Kerry’s remarks, 
revealing that he had already discussed the matter with Russia at the G20 summit 
the previous week; whether or not it was a blunder from his Secretary of State, or 
was a calculated ploy, remains unclear—even if it had been an error, a slip of the 
tongue, it was nevertheless a convenient one that provided the US with a way out 
of a problematic, and by now, unwanted commitment to military action.

Given the above developments, Russia’s proposal for dismantling Syria’s 
chemical weapons offered a timely opportunity for the US to back down from 
a risk-laden intervention without having to entirely give up on Obama’s notori-
ous red line of 2012. The removal of Syria’s chemical weapons provided a clearer 
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and more limited goal for the US to work towards; crucially it was a policy that 
could be pursued through the UN, avoiding some of the controversies pertain-
ing to unilateral military intervention. The Obama administration pointed out 
that they achieved a tangible result, and appropriately used the threat of force to 
bring it about. In one of the few articles to support Obama’s approach, Phil Arena 
argued that the demonstration of flexibility and indeed unpredictability from the 
US actually put Syria and Russia on the back foot and forced them to grant some 
concessions, where previously they had agreed to none.27 To some extent, one 
could argue this was a masterful stroke in diplomacy, and reflected a welcome 
return to caution in a situation of unknown consequences.

Nevertheless, it marked a detrimental turning point for US credibility. The 
episode exposed the realism of US policy over Syria, one which very obviously 
did not tally with its public statements. Ironically, prior to the Russian deal, state-
ments by Obama and Kerry pre-empting the loss of face for the US served actually 
to articulate and crystallize negative perceptions once it became clear no action 
would be taken. The tags of apathy, impotence or (especially among Syrian critics) 
duplicity were severely damaging—not only for the credibility of the US, but also 
for its capacity to mobilize and unite regional and international efforts in search of 
a resolution. The longer international actors waited to see whether or not the US’s 
backtracking was a case of a strategic genius, the more it became apparent that it 
was not; the US did not appear to have a constructive plan to follow it up. The 
Geneva II talks that ensued in the autumn made it very apparent that the chemical 
weapons agreement had in fact strengthened Asad’s hand in the war and reasserted 
his authority. The frustration and weariness of then UN peace envoy Lakhdar 
Brahimi summed up the lack of any progress as a result of earlier US–Russian 
diplomacy, while the US did little to hide its lack of ideas having mismanaged its 
key asset: the threat of force.

The next significant development in US policy came three months after the 
Ghouta attacks, producing a mismatch between the prevailing discourse, which 
focused on insufficient US military support to the rebels (an impression even the 
head of the FSA did not try to contradict), and the real nature of US military 
support. In November 2013, the Obama administration initiated a covert CIA 
programme to supply weapons and train Syrian rebels that would eventually cost 
US$1 billion over four years and would go on to produce some success, not least 
in pushing back the regime in Raqqa in 2015.28 However, this was only publicly 
admitted once it was terminated by the incoming Trump administration in 2017. 
By that stage the programme’s successes had begun to flag, with reports of weapons 
falling into the hands of Al-Nusra. Yet, at its height it did demonstrate the capacity 
to shape events on the ground in the rebels’ favour. The need to conceal the extent 
of US military support for the rebels, despite its potential for modest success, was 
clearly shaped by the public reaction during the chemical weapons debacle. At a 
congressional hearing, Chuck Hagel confirmed that the US administration had not 
openly admitted to its covert sponsoring of the Syrian FSA for fear of public oppo-
sition and further unpredictable and uncontainable reactions from the regime and 
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its allies. Ironically, had the administration admitted to the programme, it would 
have enabled the US to counter the charges of indecisiveness that were so under-
mining their credibility in the conflict and provided greater material reinforcement 
to its diplomatic efforts vis-à-vis Russia.

US reticence over the actual levels of its military support are a stark reflection of 
the administration’s unwillingness to lead, and fears over the legitimacy of its for-
eign policy decisions at home and abroad. This episode gave a further green light 
to other actors to become embroiled in the war, either to fill the apparent vacuum 
of power left by the diplomatic impasse, or to capitalize on the increased rebel sup-
port, thereby sowing further seeds of conflict. Regional actors Saudi Arabia, Iran, 
Qatar, Hizbullah, Turkey and significantly ISIS increasingly began to shape devel-
opments on the ground, regardless of US decision-making. Moreover, it became 
clear that Russia was now just as important a power on the international scene, 
carrying as much leverage on the Syria crisis as the US.29 Despite the US’s attempt 
to regain the upper hand via the covert CIA programme, the Ghouta attacks and 
their aftermath represented a significant blow for America’s reputation and hegem-
onic standing.

Turning point II: ISIS

For all the vacillating in 2013, Obama finally announced plans for military opera-
tions on 10 September 2014; however, the intervention was not against the regime 
but against ISIS in Iraq and Syria. In the context of US reluctance to offer an active 
strategy for Syria in the previous three and a half years, the decisiveness of its military 
intervention against ISIS marked an obvious change. Previously, the US was accused 
of being bereft of ideas and failing to provide the leadership needed to end the dev-
astating conflict. Did this latest wave of military intervention reflect a rediscovered 
purpose and clarity in US strategy over Syria and the Middle East in general?

In one sense, ISIS did provide Washington with an opportunity to recover both 
its strategy and reputation over Syria. Its attempt to do so over the chemical attacks 
was beset with problems: lack of clear goals; lack of clear linkage with US inter-
ests or legal justification; fears of a repeat of Iraq under George W. Bush; and the 
failure to convey a coherent message to the American public and the international 
community—all this stalled military strikes that were intended to show the world 
that the US was doing something. This time, with the target being ISIS, Washington 
was more successful in conveying a narrowed set of goals that sat within the famil-
iar framework of counter-terrorism—seemingly less ambitious and less contentious 
than regime change. The US made early progress, militarily by destroying ISIS 
bases and halting their advance in northern Syria, and politically by rallying a coali-
tion of Arab states to offset allegations of unilateralism.

However, any gains made from the airstrikes were soon being judged against 
the negative consequences, which had a greater bearing on the next phase of the 
Syrian conflict, and in turn on US policy. Four key developments as a result of US 
airstrikes against ISIS can be identified.



US policy towards the Syrian conflict under Obama 223

First, the airstrikes appear to have inadvertently worked in Asad’s favour. 
While the regime believed it had come out as the winner after the chemical 
weapons agreement, reasserting itself as the de facto government of Syria, with 
whom the international powers had to do business, it later suffered substantial 
losses in territory and personnel at the hands of ISIS, with a particularly humiliat-
ing defeat in Raqqa in the summer of 2014 (The Telegraph, 13 September 2014). 
Moreover, rising criticism from Asad’s own Alawi community, accusing him 
of failing to safeguard their security,30 and signs of dispute within the regime, 
reflected its growing vulnerability. There were signs that some of his supporters 
were now starting to see Asad as a part of the problem, rather than a rallying fig-
ure. American airstrikes deflected some of this pressure from the regime by taking 
the fight with ISIS off the regime’s hands—in the summer of 2013, Asad was 
their target; a year later the US and its allies had turned their firepower on one 
of Asad’s most significant opponents. US strikes against ISIS enabled the regime 
to regroup and galvanize its support base with renewed accusations of a western 
conspiracy to destroy Syria and the “resistance” axis (SANA, 4 October 2016). 
The direct involvement of Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states, already despised by 
the Ba’th and its supporters as puppets of the US, provided further ammunition 
for the regime’s ideological narrative.

A second consequence was the rise in extremist opposition towards the US. The 
Obama administration had already been frustrated in its attempts to cultivate a reli-
able, moderate opposition, but with its intervention against ISIS the problem only 
doubled. Groups that had been focused on fighting regime forces now turned their 
attention to the US. For example, Jubhat al-Nusra’s bases in Idlib were bombed 
early on as the US expanded its targets beyond ISIS. Designated as an extremist 
group by the US, it also attracted large swathes of support from Syrian civilians 
for its effectiveness in pushing back both regime and ISIS forces, and not least 
because it was largely made up of local Syrian fighters. But with these airstrikes, 
Al-Nusra added the US to its list of enemies, making it harder for more moderate 
rebel groups to openly ally with the US (New York Times, 28 September 2014). 
Meanwhile, reports of rising civilian casualties, and the bombing of food stores and 
market places, led to large civilian protests across Syria denouncing the US, further 
denting the US’s legitimacy and role as an ally to the opposition and the Syrian 
people (Wall Street Journal, 26 September 2014). Worse still for Washington, ISIS 
boasted that it was likely to gain more recruits as a result of the US-led campaign, a 
promise that was fulfilled. Shortly after the strikes began, Obama admitted that US 
intelligence had underestimated the threat of ISIS (Reuters, 28 September 2014). It 
also became apparent that the administration had also underestimated the extremist 
blowback against its latest military venture.

Third, the group that had the most to lose from America’s bombing campaign 
was, ironically, the US’s allies, the FSA and the National Coalition for Syrian 
Revolution and Opposition Forces, in direct contradiction of Washington’s pub-
licly stated long-term game plan. Its then leader, Hadi al-Bahra, publicly supported 
the US strikes at a time when his compatriots (including FSA affiliates) were turning  
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in the opposite direction (The Guardian, 11 September 2014; Wall Street Journal, 
26 September 2014). Furthermore, the Opposition Coalition’s assertions that the 
strikes against ISIS would in some way help remove Asad were highly tenuous at 
the time and have been proved wrong. The US’s deliberate concentration on ISIS 
instead of the regime only fuelled criticism of the Opposition Coalition, and the 
diminishing returns of its alliance with the west. This was exacerbated when, in a 
congressional hearing in the same month that airstrikes had been launched, then 
Secretary of Defence Chuck Hagel was asked by Senator John McCain whether 
the FSA would be granted military aid if attacked. Hagel, with no clear directives 
from above, was unable to answer in the affirmative—a glaring omission that 
prompted him to starkly admit in a private memo to Kerry, Susan Rice and the 
president that the US did not have a policy on Syria (Foreign Policy, 18 December 
2015). This impression of a “non-policy” was exacerbated in October 2015, when 
the US officially announced the end of the Pentagon’s US$500 million pro-
gramme to train and equip Syrian rebels to fight ISIS (New York Times, 9 October 
2015)—effectively an admission that the programme had failed to achieve its goals, 
but in direct contrast to the continued support being funnelled via the CIA. Thus 
inconsistencies existed not only between rhetoric and actual policy, but also within 
actual policies conducted via different departments.

By this stage the Opposition Coalition’s capacity to speak for the wider opposi-
tion movement and its legitimacy on the ground was already in question; but the 
US’s airstrikes on ISIS, and its failure to publicize the military aid provided by 
the CIA, further undermined the opposition’s credibility among the local Syrian 
population and the value of its US connections. It created an even greater polariza-
tion between the warring factions, making a political settlement even more distant. 
US actions against ISIS were widely compared to US inaction on the regime’s 
alleged crimes in Ghouta. The willingness of the US to pursue (and publicize) lim-
ited goals that fitted within the existing “War on Terror” framework, compared 
to its deep reluctance to pursue and admit to game-changing intervention against 
the regime, exposed the risk-averse, self-interested nature of the US’s strategy 
towards the Syrian conflict. This risk-aversion and diminished political leadership 
emboldened other actors, notably Russia, to capitalize on waning US legitimacy 
and willingness to take control.

Conclusion

The underlying strategy of the Obama administration was highly realist and cau-
tious. It prioritized national interest and retrenchment after Bush’s overreach, and 
deemed both humanitarian intervention and democracy promotion as too risky, 
replete with potential unforeseeable consequences—arguably sensible for the US 
in light of its foray in Iraq and the complexity of the Syrian crisis, but jarring with 
America’s self-identity and the image it wished to portray of itself on the world 
stage. This dilemma came to be reflected in policy incoherence, in which the US 
government’s realism was undermined by public statements committing itself to 
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action, and regular promises of an imminent policy change in favour of arming 
the rebels; this rhetoric was intended to keep the rebels on-side, maintain pres-
sure on Asad and deflect domestic and international criticism of US apathy, yet 
the US appears to have failed on all three counts. Ghouta in August 2013 marked 
a watershed when these developments became apparent to an international audi-
ence, emphatically exposing the limitations of US hegemony. The weakness in US 
legitimacy had been growing for some time—a legacy of the Bush administration’s 
War on Terror—and in turn contributed to US unwillingness to lead. However, as 
highlighted in this chapter, this is not unprecedented in US foreign policy behav-
iour. Notable parallels can be identified between contradictions under the Obama 
administration and the divisions afflicting US administrations in the interwar period 
when America’s global strategy was still in gestation. At that time, the US faced 
uncertainty and manifested incoherence as it wrestled between isolationism and 
an aspiration to rise in global power; a century or so later, the US has manifested 
similar foreign policy traits, but this time as it sought to manage its descent.
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RUSSIAN FOREIGN POLICY IN THE 
EARLY SYRIAN CONFLICT

Traditional factors and the role of Syria  
in the Kremlin’s wider domestic and 
international goals

Daria Vorobyeva

Introduction

Russian historical economic, political and other interests in Syria before 2011 can be 
seen as important foundations for the formation of Russian foreign policy towards 
Syria from the beginning of the Syrian Uprising. Yet, a number of other factors, 
which can be found in an analysis of Russia’s more recent domestic socio-economic 
and political situation, and the general foreign policy aspirations of the modern 
Russian state, were also crucial in defining Russia’s relations with Syria post-2011. 
Therefore, the Russian position towards Syria can be fully understood only by tak-
ing into account a combination of domestic, regional and international interests 
of the state. Furthermore, it should be noted that the importance of each of these 
factors has altered over the course of the Syrian crisis. At the beginning, domestic 
interests were likely to play a more important role, while, later, regional security 
concerns and considerations linked to Russia’s international interests and goals came 
to the fore. Finally, Russian strategy settled on a combination of pragmatic nation-
alism and international considerations concerning the return of Russia as a great 
power. The main argument of this chapter is that a combination of both groups of 
factors should be seen as the foundation for Russian involvement in the Syrian crisis.

As Russian–Syrian relations date back centuries and the results of these relations 
do, to some extent, play a role in the present, the chapter will first briefly discuss the 
history of Russian–Syrian relations until the fall of the Soviet Union. Second, it will 
look at the state of Russian–Syrian relations on the eve of the Syrian Uprising and 
discuss Russia’s main interests in Syria, with regards to the economic, military, stra-
tegic and social spheres. These factors will be explained in terms of their significance 
to the formation of current Russian foreign policy towards the country, but they do 
not constitute the determining factors. Third, the internal dynamics of the Russian 
state will be discussed; this includes such factors as Putin’s legitimacy, public opinion 
and state security concerns. Fourth, regional and international interests in relation 
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to Syria will be analysed, including Russia’s desire to return to the international  
political arena as a major player, and Russia’s isolation (due to its position on Ukraine 
and the annexation of Crimea) amongst others.

Brief history of Russian–Syrian relations and their role  
in the formal legitimacy of Russian involvement  
in the Syrian crisis

The Middle Ages and Imperial Russia to the Soviet Union

Russian interest in the historical territories of Syria has very long roots, with the 
first written record dating back to 1106–1107, due to its importance as the birth-
place of Christianity.1 Most of the early records and interest about the country are 
therefore related to Christianity and church relationships. This tradition of close 
ecclesiastical ties between the two countries has continued to the present day. For 
example, in 2013, when it became known that Syrian Orthodox and Syrian Greek 
Orthodox bishops had been kidnapped by an Islamist group around Aleppo, the 
Russian Orthodox Church expressed its condolences and called on the interna-
tional community to take part in attempts to free the bishops. Moreover, in a 
letter written by the Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia, Kirill, to the Russian 
President, Putin, the Russian Orthodox Church “ask[ed] Moscow to take every 
measure to ensure the early release of the Syrian bishops.”2

In the 18th century, the first secular essay on Syria, entitled “Daily Notes,” was 
written by a Russian officer, Pleshchev. From the beginning of the 19th century, 
various in-depth scholarly works on Syria started to emerge, while some interest 
from Syria towards Russia was also apparent from the 16th century. It is generally 
claimed that Russian scholarly interest in Arab studies started from Syria, Lebanon 
and Palestine, and the first teachers of Arabic in Russia were from Syria. Until 
1914, Russia had seven consulates in Syria, including those in Damascus, Aleppo 
and Latakia. In terms of economic relations, by the mid-19th century, Russia was 
the fourth largest exporter to Syria after the UK, France and Egypt.

Soviet–Syrian relations developed rapidly in parallel to the rise of anti-Western 
nationalism in Syria and, in particular, with the rise of the Ba’th party, which sought 
a Soviet alliance to counter what were seen as Western and Israeli threats. One 
watershed was the development of a Soviet naval base in the region of Latakia–
Banias, long-considered a Soviet goal.3 In 1981, the Soviet Logistics Support 
Division was created in Tartous, as well as an air defence missile regiment for its 
protection. In the years that followed, more military air forces were deployed in 
Syria.4 As Wākīm states:

Russia’s relationship with Damascus had formed the cornerstone of Russian 
strategy in the Middle East since before the era of President Hafez al-Assad and 
Syria had afforded it a strong base on the eastern shore of the Mediterranean, 
something it had aspired to since the days of Peter the Great.5
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Later still, Russia also acquired access to the western Mediterranean through 
Tripoli, where it retained a presence until the overthrow of the Libyan leader, 
Colonel Qaddafi, in 2011. Although with the development of new technologies 
and communication the importance of such ports has decreased to some extent, 
it would not be correct to underestimate their symbolic importance and practical 
relevance in the event of crisis and instability. Crucially, in 1980 an agreement of 
friendship and cooperation between the Soviet Union and Syria was signed, which 
in addition to their willingness to cooperate in a number of social and economic 
areas, stated that:

in the event of situations threatening the peace or security of one of the 
parties or threatening peace or breach of peace and security throughout the 
world, the High Contracting Parties will immediately come into contact 
with each other in order to coordinate their positions and cooperation in 
order to eliminate the threat and restore peace.6

It is important to note that the agreement is still valid today and has played an 
important formal role in legitimizing Russian involvement in the Syrian crisis.

Revitalization of relations with Syria after the collapse of the 
USSR, and Moscow’s interests in Syria

After the fall of the USSR, for a number of years Russia lost most of its interest in 
Syria due to significant internal socio-economic problems. One of the main rea-
sons preventing the development of cooperation in the 1990s was the US$14–15 
billion Syrian debt to Russia (the USSR’s successor). However, from the begin-
ning of the 2000s, with the rise of Putin to power, the situation changed. In 
2005, Putin and Asad agreed that 73% of the debt would be written off, with the 
rest to be partly repaid during the following ten years, and another amount to be 
converted into Syrian currency and used for Russian investments in Syria.7 This 
became the starting point for a new phase of Russian–Syrian relations.

At the same time, it would be a mistake to overestimate the strength of the rela-
tionship. First of all, prior to 2011, Asad was more interested in the improvement 
of relations with the West, rather than Russia; only as the regime became a target 
of sanctions, before but especially after 2011, did it seek to diversify its relations, 
first with Turkey then with Iran, Russia and some Asian states, in order to mitigate 
the effect of such sanctions. Furthermore, it is also known that Putin and Asad did 
not have any kind of personal friendship. From the Russian side, an analysis of 
Russian foreign policy goals prior to the Syrian Uprising reveals that the Middle 
East in general, and Syria in particular, were not seen as high priority regions, 
with Syria only ever mentioned as a country of interest in relation to its role in 
the Arab–Israeli conflict, and never on its own terms. Russia concentrated more 
on improving relations with its economic partners, such as the Asian Tigers (Hong 
Kong, Singapore, South Korea and Taiwan), the Commonwealth of Independent 
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States (the nine countries which were part of the USSR), ASEAN members and 
the European Union.8

Main areas of Russian interest in Syria on the eve of the 
Syrian Uprising

Russian–Syrian trade and military sales

After the 2005 Russian–Syrian agreement, commerce between the two countries 
grew steadily. By the end of 2008, total trade amounted to US$1,979.4 mil-
lion, which was mainly due to an increase in Russian exports. From 2003 to 
2008, Russian exports to Syria increased almost tenfold (from US$219 million to 
US$1,979.4 million), while imports increased a little less (from US$14 million to 
US$39 million in the same period). In 2010, turnover amounted to US$1.3 billion.9 
The main Russian goods exported to the Syrian Republic included machinery and 
transport equipment, food, livestock, metals and metal products, chemical prod-
ucts, plastics and paper. The main imports were fruits and vegetables, textiles and 
textile products and shoes, as well as plastic products.10 Therefore, it can be seen 
that Russian–Syrian economic relations had started to improve before the Syrian 
Uprising, but at a relatively low level.

Yet, as Iran, another partner of Russia in the region, was under international 
sanctions, which included a prohibition on the sale of a significant range of mili-
tary products, Russian–Iranian military trade was limited, thus making Syria seem 
even more of a valuable partner for Russian investment. As a result, in 2013, 
Russia’s existing agreements with Syria in the military-technical sphere were worth 
some US$3.5 billion. More than 80% of Russia’s military exports came from the 
country’s largest exporter of military products, “Rosoboronexport,” which agreed 
around 10% of its contracts with Syria. At first glance, this and previously men-
tioned figures appear high, leading a number of academics and media sources to 
conclude that Syria was very important for Russia and its military sales. However, 
if analysed in greater detail, the conclusions are less obvious.

Syria has not been able to pay for a large percentage of the military products it 
has received. For example, in 2005, only US$1 billion was paid by Syria to Russia 
for the relevant goods, instead of the US$5.5 billion which should have been paid 
according to the contracts.11 This situation has remained more or less unchanged, 
with Russia even having to suspend or change delivery times as Damascus was 
unable to pay for the goods it received.12 At the same time, there were, of course, 
many positive benefits for Russia, particularly in the long term, as all the equip-
ment sold to Syria would need to be updated; new technical details and elements 
would have to be bought; new training would be delivered; and it is likely that 
the Syrian army would prefer to buy equipment which its soldiers are familiar 
with, enabling Russia to secure its position in the area of military sales in the 
country for a long time to come. However, in terms of sales, according to Jane’s 
Intelligence Review, Russia has made an overall loss from its military trade with Syria 



232 Daria Vorobyeva

in the form of lost profits compared to that which it could have made from the 
paying Arab arms market.13 Thus, the arms trade with Syria was a double-edged 
sword, with Russia incurring both advantages and disadvantages, which suggests 
that, while important, this aspect can only be seen as one of a number of factors 
determining Russian policies towards Syria since 2011.

Economic interests in other areas: oil and gas exploration, 
electricity and other sectors

From 2005, Russian companies established several large projects in Syria, including 
the construction of a 320-km-long gas pipeline from the Syrian–Jordanian border 
to the Al-Rayan station close to Homs. Other projects included the construction 
of a gas processing plant, with a capacity of 2.5 billion cubic meters per year, and 
related facilities in the area of south Palmyra in 2008; a gas processing plant in north 
Palmyra; and the commissioning of the country’s largest gas processing plant by the 
Russian company “Stroytransgaz” in 2009.14

Russian companies were also engaged in the exploration, development and pro-
duction of hydrocarbons in several oil exploration blocks and have partial rights for 
these products. Moreover, Russian and Syrian companies have several contracts in 
the electricity sphere. Such contracts included the company Zarubezhenergostroy, 
which provided operations for the Euphrates and Al-Baath hydro-power stations, 
while also providing specialists for the Tishreen power station. Another Russian 
company, Neftegazexport, signed an agreement establishing a joint venture for 
the construction of power lines, which included lines in neighbouring countries.15 
Additionally, there were also some contracts and agreements that were signed 
between Russia and Syria with regard to irrigation, agriculture, tourism and the 
banking sectors, but these were of secondary importance as far as relations between 
the two countries are concerned.

Russian strategic economic interests

It is well known that the Russian economy has been largely dependent on extrac-
tive industries, in particular oil and gas. It is for this reason that the Kremlin 
appreciated Bashar al-Asad’s refusal in 2009 to sign an agreement with Qatar con-
cerning the construction of a gas pipeline that would have gone from Qatar’s 
north field through Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Syria and Turkey in order to supply 
European markets.16 This would have negatively affected the Russian economy, as 
the European Union is the country’s main importer of gas. In 2012, for example, 
almost 80% of Russia’s total export of gas went to Europe.17

Instead, Asad agreed to the construction of a pipeline with Iran, running 
through Iraq and Syria and ultimately to the European markets18. This option was 
seen as less damaging for Russia, as European–Iranian trade was not likely to reach 
the possible level of that with Qatar for a number of reasons, including the fact 
that there were fewer oil and gas reserves in Iran, sanctions still remained in place, 
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and there was general mistrust and coolness in relations that existed between Iran 
and the West. Even if cooperation did reach a high level, it was possible that this 
would still have been positive for Russian regional interests, as the deal would have 
strengthened the international positions of both Iran and Syria—two of Russia’s 
key allies in the region.

In general, while all the agreements mentioned were not crucial for the Russian 
economy, together they were likely to have had some influence on the Kremlin as 
to its position on Syria. At the same time, it may be true that if Russia had supported 
regime change at the beginning of the conflict, it could have been possible to secure 
at least some of these interests for Russia if another government had come to power.

Tartous port

After the downfall of the USSR, the Logistics Support Division (technically not a 
naval base, as it is commonly referred to) in Tartous remained, but fell into a state 
of disrepair up until 2006 when renovation works started and were projected to 
continue to 2012.19 In 2008, the Russian deputy ambassador to Syria stated that 
“Russia intends to significantly increase its military presence in the Mediterranean, 
and Russian warships will become frequent guests in the ports of Syria and other 
friendly countries of this basin.”20 At the beginning of the Syrian crisis, the port 
was still modest, with only a few people working there and two non-stationary 
110-metre floating piers, one of which was not operational, and several coastal 
warehouses.21 Tartous could be used as a port for Russian ships (both military 
and civil) to refuel and restock or to make necessary repairs. Yet, this could also 
have been done at the port of Limassol in Cyprus, where the Russian military are 
allowed to use the port and air base.22 Additionally, Russia might have arranged 
long-term rental agreements with Israel, Lebanon, Egypt or other Mediterranean 
countries, and could also likely have reached an agreement with a post-Asad gov-
ernment had Russia remained uninvolved in the conflict. Still, the question would 
remain as to how reliable access to these ports would be in situations of crisis or 
instability. Moreover, for ten years the Russian navy had learnt to do without 
on-shore supplies abroad, which reduced the functionality of Tartous to a certain 
extent. However, as the main purpose of Tartous is perhaps in its symbolic value—
demonstrating Russia’s presence in the Middle East and its legitimacy to participate 
in the politics of the region—with increased tensions in relations between Russia 
and the countries of the West, the importance of the port has remained, or some 
would say even increased.

Ethnic Russians in Syria

Prior to 2011, there were around 70,000 Russians in Syria. Most of them had 
arrived in the country through marrying Syrian students who were studying at 
Russian universities during the Soviet period and also in more recent times. 
This could be seen as an additional factor explaining Russian interest in Syrian 
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internal politics, and to some limited extent, its involvement in the Syrian  
conflict. Once Russia was committed to defending the Asad regime, it became 
very likely that, had Islamists come to power in Syria, those Russians would 
have faced serious dangers because of their religion, but even more so because 
of their nationality. At the same time, already more than half of Syria’s Russian 
civilian population had left the country, and so it would be incorrect to over-
estimate the importance of this factor on its own.

In short, it can be concluded that Russia has certain rather important economic 
and strategic interests in Syria, but these factors cannot, by themselves, explain 
Russian involvement in the Syrian conflict.

Russian perceptions and policy in the early Syrian crisis

An analysis of the official Russian position since the beginning of the Syrian 
Uprising shows that Russia did not unconditionally support Asad per se, and was 
openly critical of the regime’s actions. From 2012, Russian Foreign Minister 
Sergey Lavrov repeatedly criticized the Syrian government for its intransigence. 
For instance, asked in an interview about his impressions of the Syrian president in 
February 2013, Lavrov stated that:

he [Asad] is not really getting in line with the events. He was a bit more in 
the thinking that history is on his side. He was responding to our appeals 
to spread . . . the reforms. And he said that this will be done, “this is on 
my plan, this is on my schedule,” but unfortunately, he announced these 
reforms only few months later. Well, February was already late for the 
reforms. Had the reforms been announced in the summer of 2011, things 
might have . . . [gone] [in a] different way.23

For Lavrov, this constituted a very strong and critical statement showing serious 
signs of disagreement with the actions of the Syrian president. Similar criticism of 
Asad was repeated by Lavrov on several other occasions, including his address to 
the Russian Duma (parliament) in March 2012.24 Even earlier, in February 2012, 
there was a rumour that Lavrov had gone to Syria to meet Asad in person to discuss 
his resignation. However, this has never been confirmed officially, and, in any 
case, agreement over Asad’s resignation was never reached.25

Critically, Asad was also widely condemned by leading Russian academics. 
Castigating the regime for its response in Daraa, the prominent Russian orientalist 
and President of the Russian Institute of Middle Eastern Studies Professor Evgeny 
Satanovsky claimed that “the way they behaved in Daraa was unacceptable for the 
area. The town mainly consists of former Bedouins and one should not behave this 
way with this type of people.”26 Another prominent Russian orientalist, Leonid 
Isaev, also criticized Asad in an article, saying that the brutal military actions of the 
Asad regime at the beginning were a serious mistake. The regime should have learnt 
the lesson from Tunisia and Egypt that “undue use of force is capable of producing  
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an effect opposite to that expected.”27 The army and Special Forces discredited 
themselves in the eyes of the people, giving the opposition an opportunity to gain 
popularity.28 Considering these and various other examples, it would not be correct 
to say then that the Russian state fully supported Asad, his actions or his administra-
tion. Instead, it has to be considered that although Russia has had a noticeable effect 
on the Syrian regime, one should not overestimate the extent of Russian influence.

In 2013, Lavrov asserted that: “Assad is not going to move. He said this pub-
licly. And he would not listen to us, to the Chinese, to the Iranians—to no-one.”29 
According to Russian television, following the events in Ukraine, Asad was 
reported to have said: “I will never be Yanukovych! I will stay here until the 
end!”30 This seems to sum up Asad’s position, and it is unlikely that the Syrian 
leader would ever change his stance (least of all because of Russian pressure). 
This means that even if Moscow were to stop supporting the Syrian president, 
Asad would nonetheless seek to remain in power until the very end. This in turn 
rules out the possibility that the country would go through a relatively peaceful 
transitional period, and raises the prospect of successive coups or mid to long-
term political instability. Considering the presence of ISIS and other groups in the 
region, this would likely mean chaos and the rise of Islamist opposition for some 
time to come, which goes very much against Russian regional and domestic secu-
rity interests, as will be explained later in the chapter. Moreover there was a risk 
for the Kremlin of the emergence of a new pro-US regime (similar to that in Iraq), 
which would be unable or unwilling to cooperate with Russia.

Another reason, explaining Russian policies towards Syria, has been the lack 
of a legitimate and cooperative opposition group in Syria. It can be claimed that, 
at least since the end of 2012, if there had been a non-Islamist opposition in Syria 
which was able to provide some level of security and stability in the country, as 
well as to keep alive certain Russian interests, including the need to deal with 
extremists from both Russia itself and the former Soviet states, there is little doubt 
that such an opposition group would have been supported by Moscow. As it was, 
no single leader or opposition group emerged that was able to agree to a transi-
tional period in the Syrian political system (to enable Russia to save face in the 
situation), or keep the country united and gain at least the same level of control 
over the events in Syria that the Asad regime arguably had.

According to the Russian foreign affairs ministry website (mid.ru), since 
October 2011, meetings with representatives from a number of opposition groups 
were held in Moscow and other cities and countries. Among those who agreed to 
meet officially with Russian representatives were a delegation from the Popular 
Front for Change and Liberation, headed by Qadri Jamil;31 international opposition 
unions, such as the Syrian National Council and the National Coalition for Syrian 
Revolutionary and Opposition Forces; and Kurdish groups, including the Kurdish 
Democratic Union, and the Kurdish National Council, amongst others. Although 
after some meetings general statements of understanding were announced regarding 
the necessity to stop the violence in the country, overall these meetings did not lead 
to any significant results. The only consensus reached was the need for dialogue 
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and national reconciliation in order to save the country from “total destruction.” 
Regarding the various proposals put forward, Lavrov stated that:

When the opposition says [they are] rubbish, we don’t accept this. Maybe 
they don’t like this proposal much, maybe they don’t like it at all. But the 
opposition is not offering any political alternative. The only thing which is 
uniting the opposition is toppling the regime and this could also be under-
stood. They don’t like this regime, they are tired of this regime, but the 
opposition during almost two years never produced any constructive plat-
form. When this national coalition was formed in Doha . . . they declared 
the creation of this coalition as a unifying mechanism and they adopted 
a statement saying that the main goal of this coalition [was] to topple the 
regime and to dismantle its structure.

This goes against the agreements reached in Geneva, where it was established that a 
transitional period had to take place, but the structures of the country must remain 
untouched in order not to repeat the Iraqi scenario. Lavrov claimed that it was not 
enough to wish to bring down the regime; the ministry would ask the opposition 
groups visiting to “spell out [their] political vision of how [to] get a new Syria . . . 
and they so far, for two years, failed to produce one.”32

Finally, it should be noted that, until recently, Russia viewed Asad’s ability 
to stay in power as unlikely in the long term, especially before Russian military 
involvement. As Satanovsky put it:

[In the case of Asad] we do not have good or bad scenarios. We had a 
bad scenario, a very bad scenario and a catastrophic [one]. The question for 
Assad is whether he wants to be lynched like Qaddafi, whether he wants 
to be judged like Mubarak, whether he wants to be sentenced to long term 
imprisonment and have his property confiscated. Today he has this choice.33

The most recent peace plan proposed by Russia does not claim that Asad should 
remain in power and states that “the president of Syria will not chair the con-
stitutional commission,”34 the creation of which is part of the plan. However, it 
would certainly be wrong to expect Moscow to go against Asad, unless a firm plan, 
accepted by all the main regional and international players and answering Russian 
interests, is established.

Explaining Russian policy in Syria

Internal factors

When it comes to the Russian position on Syria since 2011, it is essential not to 
separate domestic and external interests of the country as they are closely related. 
This section will present the main domestic and international factors framing the 
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Kremlin’s policies towards the Syrian crisis. When the Syrian Uprising started in 
2011, it was not clear until the end of the year or maybe even the beginning of 
2012 that the crisis would escalate into a full-scale war. Russia at that time was 
in the midst of preparing for presidential elections and no significant change in 
Russian foreign policy was expected until the elections had taken place. Taking 
these factors into consideration, the Russian position on Syria will be discussed 
mainly starting from 2012.

First of all, it should be remembered that 2012 was a difficult year not only 
for Syria, but also for Russia. Hundreds of thousands of people had taken to the 
streets throughout towns and cities in Russia, including Moscow, opposing many 
of Putin’s policies and the government in general. For many, Russia seemed to 
be experiencing its own “Russian Spring.” In such a situation, support for the 
Western position on Syria, which would have been deeply unpopular among 
Russian people, would have cost further public support.

This can be seen by examining public opinion concerning the country’s posi-
tion on Libya, another Russian ally since the Soviet period. Looking at Libya, it 
becomes clear that the majority of people in Russia were either neutral or sup-
ported the Qaddafi regime. When Russia failed to veto UN resolution 1973 on 
Libya, which led to military intervention for the first time in ten years, the popu-
larity of Russia’s rulers plummeted as the government was seen as acting against 
the interests of the Russian state. Some evidence suggests that it was not only the 
general public, but also a number of diplomats who did not support the actions of 
the Russian government over Libya. Although Dmitry Medvedev was president at 
the time, many people regarded Putin, the Russian prime minister, as the person 
who in reality had most power and influence in the country. Russian failure in 
Libya was therefore largely seen as Putin’s own failure. Although it remains unclear 
what made Russia adopt the position it did, what is certain is that the lesson was 
learnt fast, and appropriate policy changes followed.

The case of Libya was the first time that the opinions of the president, 
Medvedev, and the prime minister, Putin, totally diverged (at least in public). 
During an interview, Putin was asked his opinion on the UN Libyan resolution 
and the events in the country. He called the resolution “certainly incomplete and 
flawed” and referred to the actions organized by the Western countries as being 
similar to the “Crusaders’ March.”35 In stark contrast, in an interview several days 
later, President Medvedev argued that Russia agreed with the Western position for 
a number of reasons, and asserted that it was not appropriate to talk about events in 
Libya as the “Crusaders’ March.” Many Russian citizens sided with Putin, under-
mining Medvedev’s position in the eyes of his own people, which contributed in 
part towards Putin’s success in the 2012 presidential elections.

A further foreign policy consideration needs to be highlighted here before 
moving on to Syria. Successful and effective foreign policy has always been fun-
damental to Putin’s popularity inside Russia. An improvement in Russian–Arab 
relations, especially with regards to Syria, has been Putin’s personal achievement 
in the eyes of many Russians. Two weeks after the presidential elections, when 
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Putin became president again, the Russian agency the “Levada Centre” conducted 
several surveys into people’s expectations during Putin’s new administration: 67% 
of respondents expected a strengthening of Russia’s position in the international 
arena, which suggests that even those who did not vote for Putin expected Russia’s 
resurgence as a dominant power, with only 15% expressing doubts.36 This helps 
to explain why losses in foreign policy, including the loss of a long-standing Arab 
partner, such as Syria, would have damaged Putin’s image in Russia, compounding 
the country’s domestic difficulties.

Proof that Putin was in fact in tune with public opinion on the Syrian Uprising 
is evidenced by a survey conducted in March 2012. Asked for their opinion on 
the Syrian conflict, 28% of respondents identified Syrian rebels as “terrorists,” 
“incited by the West, [to] lead a bloody fight against the legitimate government,” 
while only 6% thought that “the Assad regime [was] conduct[ing] massacres on 
those who oppose him”; 25% were “definitely against” intervention similar to the 
Libyan case, with only 3% “definitely for” intervention.37 This means that there 
were far more people who would have rejected any decision by Moscow to reverse 
its position on Syria.

External factors

There is no doubt that Putin aimed to strengthen Russia’s existing position in 
international politics, expand its influence and return Russia to the international 
political arena as a strong and respected state. Syria should be seen in this light. As 
Moscow’s only ally in the region, together perhaps with Iran, Syria was important 
for furthering Russian goals to insert itself in the Middle East, participate in the 
Arab–Israeli peace process and demonstrate Russia’s return to international politics 
as an influential player. This dimension has both domestic and foreign policy sig-
nificance for the Kremlin.

In terms of domestic politics, Putin, who was well aware of the importance of 
soft power given his professional background, may well have forged state policy on 
Syria in the interests of his own government and its stability. For the first time since 
the overthrow of Qaddafi in Libya, Russians could now see on television (RT, 
Russian television channels, etc.) and the internet, and hear on the radio, how 
strongly their government defended its position concerning a long-standing ally, 
and how the Syrian people were seemingly grateful for such support—statements 
that resonated well with the Russian public. For a country with a long tradition of 
power and ambition, Russia’s strong stand on Syria helped to overcome the state’s 
weakness and vulnerability of the 1990s in both the domestic and the international 
realm, and demonstrated a partial return of state power. Furthermore, it must also 
be noted that the aggressive attitude of the West and the idea of external interven-
tion, strongly opposed by a majority of Russians, even those who were against 
Putin, helped to rally the nation around a common enemy (mainly the US), and 
strengthened feelings of national pride.38 In short, Putin’s position on Syria enabled 
Russia to move ever closer to its three main goals of maintaining internal stability, 
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strengthening domestic cohesion and returning Russia to the international stage as 
a dominant power.

In part, this had also been achieved by Russia’s stance in Ukraine. In terms 
of domestic politics, the reunification of Crimea with Russia evoked a sense of 
national pride, and boosted the popularity of Putin in particular. However, despite 
this foreign policy success, serious underlying economic problems remained in the 
country. This was largely due to Western sanctions imposed on Russia following 
the annexation of Crimea, the drain on resources as a result of the need to prop up 
its new territory and a fall in the price of oil. Under these circumstances, Russia’s 
policy in Syria allowed the government to renew its popularity and legitimacy, 
and helped to offset anxiety at Russia’s increasing international isolation following 
the Ukrainian invasion. Although relations with the East were developing, the 
Kremlin had little interest in being isolated by the West completely. If Russian 
involvement in the Ukrainian crisis made it hard for the international community 
to fully isolate Russia, deemed a powerful international player whose interests 
and opinions could simply not be ignored, its actions towards Syria made it even 
more so. Thus, while Russia was unable to compete with Western countries in 
economic terms, Syria and Ukraine made it possible for Russia to flex its muscles 
in a political capacity.

In terms of soft power then, and in regard to international politics, it is clear that 
Russia’s stance in Syria elevated its status, especially that of Putin. This can be seen 
in the widespread publicity received by an open letter from Putin to the American 
people published in the New York Times.39 Further illustrations of the high media 
profile Russia received are Putin’s nomination for the Nobel peace prize, and the 
naming of Putin as the “the world’s most powerful” person by Forbes magazine.

As well as revealing an elevated sense of political power, disproportionate to 
its economic capabilities, Russia’s operations in Syria also helped to demonstrate 
to the Russian public and the world at large Russia’s military capacity and the 
strengthening of its army. Russia’s involvement in Syria provided the army with a 
rare opportunity to test its readiness for combat and to carry out important practical 
training. Finally, the operations served as a good opportunity for Russia to display 
its military technology, which helped to boost the export of its military products 
to Arab countries and to other states.

Danger of the spread of radical Islam

Russia has the largest Muslim population in Europe, which consists of approxi-
mately 16–20 million people,40 or about 11–15% of Russia’s total population.41 
It borders a number of Muslim states, millions of whose citizens work in the 
Russian Federation.42 It is for this reason that Russia sees the spread of radical 
Islam in the Middle East as a serious potential threat to its own security and the 
security of its “near abroad” region (mainly in the Caucasus and Central Asia). By 
the end of 2015, over 2,700 Russians, and many citizens from the former Soviet 
states bordering Russia, had joined ISIS and other Islamist organizations in Syria.43  
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At present, due to the level of security and military cooperation between Russia 
and the Syrian regime, Russia can, to a large extent, control the movement of the 
Russian, Caucasian or Central Asian radical Islamists in Syria, and take steps to 
eradicate them, if necessary, without official international condemnation.

However, it is the return of radical Islamists to Russia or neighbouring repub-
lics, especially Muslim-dominated republics such as Chechnya and Dagestan, that 
poses a direct threat to the security situation inside Russia itself. Many of these 
Muslim-dominated republics, in particular Chechnya, have a rather fragile security 
situation and the rise of powerful radical Islamist groups would inevitably disrupt 
this security. While Chechnya currently enjoys a state of peace, this has come 
at considerable cost to the central government of Russia in terms of financial 
investment, as well as ideological concessions and diplomatic efforts. Were this 
balance to be challenged, Russia would have to increase its spending significantly, 
and it would constitute a serious political, economic and security nightmare for 
the country, especially at a time when Russia already faces an acute economic 
crisis and international isolation. Conflicts in Russia and the region tend to be 
long and violent, and there is little reason to expect the spread of Islamism to be 
any less so. Although the rhetoric of protection from terrorism and extremism 
would provide the Russian state with a pretext to exert greater control over its 
own people, it is worth remembering that “in Russia, military power, territorial 
issues, threat perceptions, and notions of strategic balance have [always] assumed a 
prominence unmatched anywhere else on the planet.”44 Even Boris Yeltsin, who 
proved to be incapable of building up a general development strategy for Russia, 
paid particular attention to security matters.45 Therefore, it is crucially important 
for Russia to keep a pro-Russian or allied regime in Syria. If Russia were to lose 
this relationship, it would almost certainly lose control in the region. Under such a 
scenario, it would be possible for the US to “use Turkey to infiltrate the Caucasus 
and Central Asia and thus destabilize Russia itself by encouraging separatists in 
Chechnya, Mongolia and Siberia.”46 Syria, then, and its future appears inextricably 
linked to Russia’s domestic and regional security interests.

Conclusion

This chapter has discussed a brief history of Russian–Syrian relations, demon-
strating continuity in the relationship and the existence of well-established social, 
economic and military ties between the two states. Russian economic, political and 
military ties prior to the Syrian Uprising helped to shape the Kremlin’s response 
and the decision-making process after 2011. But it is the existence of a number of 
other factors, including the larger picture of Russian domestic and international 
goals, that is also of significant importance. Moscow’s current position vis-à-vis 
Syria can be summarized as being influenced by the following: Putin’s considera-
tions and strategy for domestic stability, including maintaining his own high status; 
Russia’s security concerns for regional stability; the Kremlin’s goal to instrumental-
ize the Syrian Uprising in order to improve its own image and that of the country, 
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both inside and outside Russia; the need for Russia to reduce its isolation from the 
West after the events in Ukraine, and return to a level of cooperation with both 
the US and the EU; opposition to international intervention in Syria (unless per-
haps authorized by the UN Security Council or agreed with Russia) to guarantee 
Russia’s control of its “last foothold in the Middle East” and prevent “the region 
from becoming a totally Western region.” 47
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15
FROM RUSSIA’S MILITARY 
DEPLOYMENT IN SYRIA TO  
THE ASTANA PROCESS

Nikolay Kozhanov

Introduction

Russia’s large-scale, 2015 military deployment in Syria has proven to be a game 
changer in the country. How should we understand it? First, it should be seen as 
one instrument in a wider game of “geostrategic poker,” wherein the Asad regime 
is logically considered Russia’s main stake. This stake allows Russia to influence 
the situation on the ground and demonstrate its importance in the international 
arena by positioning Moscow as one of the players without whom the Syrian 
question cannot be resolved. The Russian stance on Syria is determined by the 
interplay of complex factors, among which growing security concerns are of prin-
cipal importance. The Kremlin is worried that the fall of Bashar al-Asad would 
inevitably bring radical Islamists to power in Syria. This, in turn, would lead to the 
further destabilization of the situation in the Middle East, inevitably affecting the 
Muslim regions of Russia. This does not mean, however, that Moscow supports 
Bashar al-Asad as a person. On the contrary, the Kremlin accepts the possibility of a 
post-Asad Syria, and Russian contacts with the Syrian opposition also demonstrate 
that Moscow is open to dialogue.

By September 2015, on the eve of Russia’s dramatic military moves, the 
Kremlin feared that Asad’s regime was on the verge of collapse. The assessment was 
that the existing levels of military, technological and financial assistance by Russia 
to the Syrian regime would only prolong its agony and not save it. Moscow could 
not afford to lose its stake in the Middle East. Intervention was based on a choice 
between a “bad” and a “very bad” scenario: either a costly military operation to 
support Asad, or doing nothing as his power crumbled. The Russian leadership 
was also motivated in part by its perception of what had happened in Libya and 
Iraq, where—in its view—nothing good had come of the complete destruction of 
the old regimes. It did not want to see the same thing happening to Syria as, from 
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the Kremlin’s point of view, this would mean turning Syria into another regional 
source of instability and jihadist threat.

Preventing the rise of jihadists at any cost

Even before September 2015, the Kremlin had warned the international commu-
nity that the leadership of the anti-government uprising in Syria could be hijacked 
by radical forces. To support this, the Russian authorities referred to the experi-
ence of post-Qaddafi Libya. Yet, initially, these statements were part of a Russian 
propaganda campaign that intended to position the West as a force whose involve-
ment in Middle Eastern affairs brought nothing but harm.

However, the jihadist threat had become a reality by 2015. In June 2013, the 
head of the FSB (the Russian counter-intelligence service), Aleksandr Bortnikov, 
officially stated Moscow’s concerns that the Syrian conflict could negatively affect 
the security situation in Europe, the post-Soviet space and Russia. He argued that 
Syria was becoming a training camp for extremists and religious radicals from all 
over the world. According to Bortnikov, it was logical to expect that these people 
would not stay in Syria but would return to their home countries to begin the 
struggle against their own governments. Since then, the FSB has been periodically 
reporting on the capture and neutralization of jihadist emissaries from the Middle 
East recruiting volunteers in Russia for the struggle in Syria and Iraq.

Indeed, by September 2015, the number of foreign fighters from Europe, 
Russia, the Caucasus and Central Asia who were joining the Islamic State of Iraq 
and Syria (or Daesh; hereafter, ISIS) and other radical Islamists groupings in Syria 
and Iraq was growing. Thus, according to the EU Justice Commissioner, Vera 
Jouriva, by April 2015, around 5,000–6,000 Europeans had left Europe for Syria 
(Business Insider, 13 April 2015). Estimates of the number of Russian-speaking 
jihadists fighting in the conflict varied. On 28 May 2015, Russian Deputy Foreign 
Minister Gennady Gatilov argued that some 500 Russian citizens (mostly from the 
Northern Caucasus) were fighting for ISIS (TASS, 28 May 2015). On 27 May 
2015, Russian society was shocked by news about a Russian teenage girl, Varvara 
Karaulova, from Moscow who had left her family to join ISIS in Syria. This was 
a case of a well-educated girl from a middle-class family, who was also a student 
at a prestigious Russian university, who had suddenly converted to Islam and fled 
to a war-torn country. Varvara’s story had a happy end. She was stopped at the 
Turkish–Syrian border and returned home. However, her case was not unique.

All in all, Russian security services and independent analysts believe that, by 
2015, there were about 1,500–2,000 Russian-speaking nationals from the Northern 
Caucasus, the Russian mainland and the Chechen communities of Georgia, Turkey 
and the EU fighting on the side of different Islamic groups in Syria, including 
Jabhat al-Nusra and Ahrar al-Sham (Bloomberg, 30 March 2015).1 Apart from these 
fighters, several hundred people from Azerbaijan and the ex-Soviet republics of 
Central Asia, such as Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, were also thought to be found 
among jihadists in Syria and Iraq (Today’s Zaman, 15 January 2014; Regnum News 
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Agency (Russia), 12 December 2014). According to the director of the Kazakhstan 
Institute for Strategic Studies, Erlan Karin, by 2015 there were up to 500 Uzbeks, 
360 Turkmens, 100 Kirgiz and 190 Tajiks in Syria. Kazakhs were also said 
to be taking part in the Syrian war on the side of the insurgents (Radiotochka,  
16 September 2014). A leading Russian expert on Syria at the Institute of the 
Middle East in Moscow, Yuri Shcheglovin, claimed that by mid-2014 there were 
at least 1,500 Chechens, 200 Dagestanis and about 100 people from other Russian 
regions fighting in Syria.2 Other sources have reported the presence of Russian 
citizens from Ingushetia, Kabardino-Balkaria and even the mainly Orthodox 
Christian Northern Ossetia among Syrian and Iraqi Islamists.3 Finally, apart from 
those from the Northern Caucasus, the so-called Russian grouping of jihadists 
also included people from the Volga region. Some evidence, for example, refers 
to the participation of Tatars from the extremist organization Jamaat Bulgar in the 
Syrian conflict, and even ethnic Russians. In the latter case, media reports about 
Russians who have converted to Islam and fled their homes to join the Islamists in 
the Middle East have become relatively common (Huffington Post, 2 June 2015).

Such participants do not always see IS’s or Jabhat al-Nusra’s cause as their 
own. For some of them, this struggle is just a preparatory stage on their way back 
to their home countries where they can start their own battle. For instance, the 
ex-commander of the Tajik OMON (police special operation force), Gulmurod 
Khalimov, who defected to ISIL (allegedly with some other Tajik officers) in 
May 2015, officially declared his intention to bring the Islamic Caliphate back to 
his home country and threatened both Russia and the US. In September 2014, 
Russian-speaking fighters in ISIL released a video on the internet which promised 
to “liberate” the North Caucasus.

A Syrian connection was allegedly found by Russian authorities during 
their investigation of the terrorist attack on Grozny in December 2014. On the 
other hand, some of the militants in Russia and Central Asia have linked their 
movements to jihadists in the Middle East.4 Thus, in late 2014, several leaders 
of separatist movements and religious preachers in Dagestan and the Northern 
Caucasus declared their loyalty to ISIL. Roughly at the same time, the leadership 
of the Islamic movement of Uzbekistan also stated their intention of joining the 
global ISIS network (Regnum News Agency (Russia), 19 February 2015). In June 
2015, the leadership of the Emarat Kavkaz movement located in the Northern 
Caucasus allegedly declared its allegiance to ISIL. Under these circumstances, the 
Russian authorities believed that the only way to stop the spread of instability in 
the post-Soviet space was to address the source of the issue and stabilize the situ-
ation in Syria.

According to decision-makers in Moscow, the fall of the Asad regime would 
inevitably mean the further radicalization of the Middle East and the exporting of 
Islamic radicalism to Russia, the Caucasus region and Central Asia. The Russian 
authorities genuinely believed that by helping Asad they were protecting their 
national security interests. In August 2014, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov 
called radical Islamists “the primary threat” to Russia in the region. According 
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to Russia, Asad was the only person able to guarantee the integrity of the Syrian 
state and the military institutions needed to fight ISIS and other radical Islamists. 
Although Moscow did not exclude the possibility that Asad could be replaced in 
the future, this could only happen when there was confidence that any new leader 
would be able to control the situation in Syria.

Fighting against terrorists, but bombing Asad’s  
enemies

At the same time, Russia never intended to take the burden of fighting against 
terrorism in Syria or saving the regime solely on its own shoulders. Instead, one of 
the main goals of the Russian military deployment in Syria was to re-establish the 
military and political capacity of the Asad regime. Consequently, any group (not 
necessarily Islamist radicals and terrorists) that posed a serious threat for Damascus 
immediately became the target of Russian airstrikes, although the Kremlin never 
acknowledged this and kept insisting that its main goal in Syria was to bomb ISIS.

Russia’s military presence in Syria clearly increased the regime’s chances for 
long-term survival. Apart from that, the Russian military presence made any 
Western military intervention in Syria extremely unlikely. Previously, Moscow 
had suspicions that the US-led coalition conducting anti-ISIS operations could 
be used to overthrow the Asad regime. The deployment of the Russian air 
force in Syria allayed Moscow’s concerns. At the same time, by exchanging 
information and trying to coordinate its military efforts with other countries, 
Moscow continued promoting its idea of an anti-IS coalition that would involve 
the Syrian regime, and, thus, bring Asad back from international isolation.5 
Deploying its air forces at the Khmeimim airbase also strengthened Russia’s own 
diplomatic position by proving that any decision on Syria could not be taken 
without Moscow’s participation.

Russia’s ultimate goal in Syria was much more ambitious than just strengthen-
ing the Asad regime. The Kremlin remained extremely interested in the end of the 
Syrian war and, in the mind of Russian strategists, this settlement was only possible 
through initiating a national dialogue between the regime and anti-government 
forces (excluding radical Islamists and foreign fighters).6 However, the Kremlin 
wanted to launch this reconciliation process on its own terms. These conditions 
included the preservation of the territorial integrity of Syria, the immediate forma-
tion of a united anti-IS coalition, the preservation of the remaining state structures 
and the transformation of the Syrian regime only within the framework of existing 
government mechanisms. Thus, in 2016, Vladimir Putin continued to insist on a 
peace settlement in Syria based around the existing Syrian state structures and insti-
tutions, and with some sort of power-sharing between the Damascus regime and 
“acceptable” elements within the opposition. Moscow also insisted that the removal 
of Asad from power should not be a precondition for beginning a national dialogue.

This vision of the situation drastically differed from that of the West and many 
Middle Eastern powers that considered Asad as the source of the Syrian problem 
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rather than its solution. Yet, the Kremlin was determined to change international 
opinion. Consequently, the Russian authorities adopted a two-track approach. 
On the one hand, from spring 2015 onwards, the Russian authorities intensi-
fied their dialogue with the international community. The Kremlin sought to use 
dialogue in order to impose its view on the conflict settlement. This step made 
some Western policy-makers mistakenly think that Moscow was looking for ways 
to trade Asad for some economic and political concessions, for example, over 
Ukraine. On the other hand, Russia also increased the volume and quality of mili-
tary supplies, as well as launching their military operation in the country to weaken 
the Syrian opposition and to guarantee that the Syrian regime would survive long 
enough to see the moment when the Kremlin achieved a breakthrough on the 
diplomatic track.7

In the end, the Russian plan worked. The Syrian regime stayed in power. 
Moreover, by March 2016, the Russian idea of establishing an anti-IS coali-
tion with the participation of the Syrian regime found support outside Russia. 
Even before the beginning of the Russian military deployment in Syria, Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi openly expressed his support for the Russian initia-
tive. Some Western politicians also started to voice their opinion that the West 
should probably deal with Damascus in its anti-ISIS struggle.

Changing the vision

However, the Russian vision of the future of Syria was also changing. By January 
2016, Moscow had finally stopped labelling all fighting opposition forces as “ter-
rorist” and recognized at least some of them as legitimate players. Previously, Russia 
had agreed to deal only with the political wing of the Syrian (preferably, official) 
opposition. Yet, after the beginning of its military operation in Syria, Moscow 
strengthened its relations with the Syrian Kurds. Earlier, on 9 and 13 September 
2015, the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs had announced Moscow’s readi-
ness to include in the anti-IS coalition Syrian moderate opposition groups and 
those Syrians who were not foreign fighters or international jihadists.8 This state-
ment allowed the legitimization in Moscow’s eyes of those moderate Islamists 
who had serious influence on the ground but with whom Russia had previously 
avoided dealing with. Consequently, the Kremlin included some of them (such 
as the Muslim Brotherhood) in the list of groupings that could take part in the 
intra-Syrian negotiations. Finally, in early October 2015, the Russian Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs openly declared Moscow’s willingness to negotiate with the Free 
Syrian Army (Sputnik, 7 October 2015).

By January 2016, Russian officials had also became more open to the possibility 
of political reforms in the country and the emergence of a post-Asad Syria. While 
insisting on preserving Syria within its current borders, the Kremlin did not exclude 
the scenario of the country’s federalization. Russian authorities still considered Asad 
to be the only person capable of guaranteeing the integrity of the remnants of 
the Syrian state and military institutions which had survived the previous years of  
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conflict and of fighting against ISIS. Yet, Moscow did not exclude the possibility 
that Asad could be replaced in the future. Ultimately, Moscow sees the gradual 
transformation of the regime as inevitable.

Revitalizing the diplomatic track

Less than a month after beginning its military operation in Syria, Moscow started 
to flesh out ideas for the next phase of its involvement in the conflict. Harbouring 
no illusions about the feasibility of a military victory in the country, Russia wanted 
to put itself at the centre of a political process. The chief goal of the first phase 
of Russia’s military intervention had largely been achieved: by November 2015, 
opposition groups in Syria representing the main threat for the regime had started 
to lose ground. At the same time, Asad’s forces and his Iranian allies were able to 
stabilize their front lines and made a number of territorial advances (Indo-Asian 
News Service, 31 October 2015). Yet, Moscow was, at this point, unwilling to 
invest the sizeable military resources that would be required to tip the scales deci-
sively in Damascus’s favor. A protracted military operation could be very damaging 
for Russia. There were potential military losses and economic costs to be consid-
ered; by 2016, the cost of the operation was estimated at upwards of US$1 billion 
per year (Moscow Times, 20 October 2015). There was also the threat that Russian 
public opinion on the intervention would cool, although the Russian elite was 
still united in support of it. Finally, there were additional political risks for Russia’s 
position in the Middle East. By November 2015, Moscow was severely criticized 
in the region itself—this culminated in a tragic incident on 24 November 2015 
when a Russian bomber was shot down by a Turkish fighter jet.

Under these circumstances, Russia intensified its attempts to revitalize interna-
tional negotiations on Syria and to launch the process of national reconciliation. 
This was seen as the only way for the Kremlin to pull back from the conflict it had 
become embroiled in. Subsequently, Moscow’s diplomatic effort led to the rela-
tively productive multilateral talks in Vienna on 30 October 2015 (The Economist, 
31 October 2015). This meeting was held with the participation of China, the EU 
authorities, France, Germany, Iran, Iraq, Italy, Jordan, Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, 
Russia, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, the UAE, Britain, the UN and the US. Moscow 
was pleased that the final communiqué in Vienna supported many long-standing 
Russian positions.9 It restated international support for Syria’s territorial integrity, a 
continuing secular government, the need to protect the country’s remaining state 
institutions and the refusal to negotiate with ISIS, as well as calling for a continu-
ation of the fight against any other groups in Syria listed by the UN as a terrorist 
organization. Two weeks later, all sides met again. On 14 November 2015, the 
participants of the second meeting came up with a peace plan for Syria. They 
agreed to ensure a Syrian-led and Syrian-owned political transition based on the 
2012 Geneva communiqué; to implement a nationwide ceasefire in Syria; to con-
vene Syrian government and opposition representatives in formal negotiations with 
a target date of 1 January 2016; to defeat ISIS, Jabhat al-Nusra and other terrorist 
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groups; and to authorize the government of Jordan to prepare a comprehensive list 
of terrorist organizations acting in Syria.

The results of the Vienna meetings were a notable achievement for Russia. 
First of all, the launching of the UN-sponsored talks in Vienna involved a wider 
range of parties than ever before (including Iran) which were committed to meet-
ing more often. In spite of the great tension between Russia and the West, the US 
Secretary of State, John Kerry, and the Russian Foreign Minister, Sergei Lavrov, 
seemed to find a common language. At the same time, Moscow demonstrated its 
willingness to talk to other regional countries. In spite of existing contradictions, 
Saudi Arabia and Qatar clearly expressed their intention to continue the dialogue 
with Moscow. Shortly before the Vienna meeting, Russia and Jordan agreed on 
the establishment of a coordination centre that would allow the two countries to 
exchange information and coordinate their efforts in the struggle against ISIS. This 
was the second centre of its kind created by Moscow in the region (the first had 
been established in September 2015 in Baghdad to facilitate the exchange of infor-
mation between Russia, Iraq and Iran).

However, Moscow also had to pay a price for the organization of the Vienna 
meeting by reconsidering some of its approaches towards Asad’s future. Thus, 
Russia’s invitation to the Syrian president to visit Moscow on 20 October 2015 
had two goals (The Atlantic, 21 October 2015). While discussing the strategic 
parameters of military cooperation between Moscow and Damascus, Putin also 
wanted to assess whether Asad would agree to stick to Moscow’s plan for a political 
settlement. This would involve the gradual transformation of the Syrian regime by 
making it more inclusive. Moreover, on 3 November, Russian Foreign Ministry 
Spokesperson Maria Zakharova said that keeping Asad in power was not a matter 
of principle for Moscow, and that it was up to the Syrian people to decide whether 
President Asad should leave.

The Vienna meeting did not eliminate all contradictions between the countries 
involved in the conflict, although it did lead to a reduction in the degree of mis-
understanding. Thus, the first and most contentious issue was the fate of Bashar 
al-Asad. Western countries wanted a timetable for him to leave, his regional adver-
saries wanted him to quit immediately, while Russia was reluctant to set any time 
frame for his departure. Second, there was disagreement as to what constituted a 
“terrorist organization” in Syria, and who therefore was a legitimate target for air-
strikes. Part of the problem was the near-complete lack of trust between Moscow 
and Western governments active in the anti-ISIS coalition. Russian officials stated 
that they wanted help in compiling a precise list of groups that did not fall into this 
category (Moscow Times, 1 October 2015). For their part, members of the US-led 
coalition were adamantly opposed to any sharing of information for fear that this 
could be used to target Asad’s many opponents.

Yet, it remained unclear how negotiations between the Syrian regime and the 
opposition could be organized. On the one hand, Moscow and Tehran would 
have to work on Asad, who was well known for his obstinacy and political inflex-
ibility. On the other hand, the standard Russian line was that it was not obvious 
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whom Asad would need to negotiate with. The Syrian opposition was fragmented 
and it would take a lot of effort to form a group that would be seen as a viable 
negotiating partner. Moreover, there was still a great deal of mistrust between the 
different players at the table. The continuing deep hostility towards Iran held by 
leading Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) members made it almost impossible for 
them to agree on Syria. The US and Russian military elites also saw each other in 
extremely hostile terms and there was no appetite for working jointly.

Nevertheless, the Vienna meeting revitalized the process of international 
dialogue on conflict settlement in Syria and brought significant results. On 18 
December 2015, the UN Security Council unilaterally adopted Resolution 2254, 
which reaffirmed the accords that had been achieved during the Vienna meetings. 
It entitled the UN to control the process of conflict settlement and declared the 
International Syria Support Group, comprised of the participants of the Vienna 
meetings headed by the US and Russia, as the main framework for the conflict 
settlement process under UN auspices. In addition, the document also laid down 
a time frame for new elections in Syria and the beginning of constitutional reform 
in the country (RBC News (Russia), 19 December 2015). This in turn created the 
necessary legal base for the intensification of international efforts aimed at con-
flict settlement. Subsequently, on 21 February 2016, Russia and the US managed 
to agree on the principles of a ceasefire between Damascus and the non-radical 
opposition (i.e. excluding terrorists and Islamists), which was implemented on 27 
February 2016.

Pulling back in 2016?

The revitalization of the diplomatic track and the beginning of a limited cease-
fire in Syria allowed Putin to make another bold move. On 14 March 2016, 
he declared a partial withdrawal of Russian military forces from the country. 
However, Moscow’s move was anything but a real military pullback. The with-
drawal of the Russian forces was only partial and limited to a certain portion of the 
aircraft deployed in the country since 30 September 2015. As confirmed by the 
Russians themselves, they planned to keep both Tartus and Khmeimim military 
bases fully operational and provide the Asad regime with the necessary equipment, 
training and military support. Moscow would still keep in Syria for an unspecified 
period a number of advanced fighter jets, which continued making airstrikes after 
the start of the official withdrawal. Apart from this, the Kremlin also left its strik-
ing helicopters and modern air-defence systems, which were officially supposed 
to guard Russian military installations. In practice, there are some reports of the 
Russians using helicopters to support the advance of the Syrian army, while S-400 
systems allowed them to close Syrian airspace to unwelcome visitors.

The Russian withdrawal clearly demonstrated that Moscow’s military inter-
vention in Syria was largely about keeping the regime in power and making the 
West look flat-footed rather than fighting the so-called Islamic State, as had been 
repeatedly claimed. The military pullback was declared by Putin while ISIS still 
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controlled a large part of Syrian territory. It was no surprise that, in 2015, the ter-
ritorial losses of ISIS in Syria were only between 14 and 20%: the Russian air force 
never considered ISIS as a major military target. Instead, they concentrated their 
firepower against those opposition groups that represented the greatest threat for 
the Asad regime itself.

Under these circumstances, Russia’s statements on the beginning of the mili-
tary retreat may be considered as just another political manoeuver made by the 
Kremlin aimed at saving the Damascus regime and retaining a high degree of 
Russian influence in the region. Since September 2015, Moscow has basically 
been trying to stay in control of the Syrian conflict settlement process by periodi-
cally putting the international community in a situation where it has to adjust to 
new Russian moves instead of working out its own solutions. Putin used this tactic 
for the first time when he unexpectedly brought his army into Syria. While the 
West and regional powers were stunned by this bold move and were trying to 
understand how to respond, Moscow managed to achieve a number of results on 
the Syrian front. Yet, by mid-March 2016, the shock effect of the Russian military 
deployment had started to wear off. The international community began to accept 
Moscow’s military presence in Syria as a new geopolitical reality and subsequently 
planned its responses accordingly. Russia had also exhausted most of the opportu-
nities provided by the situation, and the negative effects of its military presence on 
such a scale started to outweigh any positive benefits. First of all, Asad managed 
to stabilize control over the territories that were held by Damascus by September 
2016. Yet, even with Moscow’s support it took the regime almost two years to 
achieve major military victories during its offensive operations launched after the 
Russian military deployment, although, initially, the Kremlin expected to restore 
Asad’s control over Syria by spring 2016. The Russians had clearly not expected 
such weakness from its ally on the ground. In order to boost further advances of the 
Syrian army, Moscow was compelled to bring additional forces and, thus, risked 
sinking deeper into a protracted conflict with the possibility of incurring higher 
losses. At the same time, Asad became more self-confident and less ready to look 
for a conflict settlement via negotiations and dialogue with the opposition, which 
was seen by Russia as the only way to resolve the conflict.

As a result, the Kremlin once again decided to change the rules by declaring its 
partial withdrawal in March 2016. First and foremost, this move was expected to 
affect the process of the peace talks. Moscow sent a clear signal to Asad that the 
Kremlin was not going to repeat the Soviet experience in Afghanistan and keep 
him in power in the same way that the USSR had kept the Kabul government 
going from 1979 to 1992. Consequently, in order to save his regime, Asad would 
have to be more flexible during the negotiations and to look for compromise with 
the opposition and its sponsors. Second, the beginning of the Russian withdrawal 
was intended to appease the West and the Syrian opposition, sending out a message 
that Moscow was not going to deal with the situation in the country by military 
means alone. Finally, the Russian decision to decrease the number of its forces in 
Syria presented Turkey and some of the GCC states in a negative light for their 



254 Nikolay Kozhanov

attempts to seek a greater military role in the conflict, formally placing part of the 
responsibility on them for the possible failure of negotiations.

The subsequent events of 2016 clearly demonstrated that Russia did not intend to 
effect a real military withdrawal from Syria. All in all, in 2016, Russia continued the 
implementation of its dual strategy that involved, on the one hand, increased military 
pressure on the anti-Asad forces and, on the other, the revitalization of the negotia-
tion track. Thus, in September 2016, Moscow and Washington managed to achieve 
an understanding on the principles of conflict settlement in Syria. Yet, the failure 
to implement these principles in practice led to the intensification of the bombing 
of Aleppo, which was besieged by government forces in September and October 
2016. Russia simply believed that in order to make the US more inclined to accept 
its vision of the situation it needed to intensify its military efforts on the ground.

The approach implemented by Moscow during the recapture of Aleppo by 
Asad’s forces clearly demonstrated that Russia understood that the Syrian conflict 
could not be resolved without negotiations and that no party was strong enough 
to resolve it by force. Yet, Russia believed that its allies on the ground would be 
able to force the international community to accept its vision of the parameters 
of a diplomatic solution. This accounts for Russia’s decision to continue to fight 
resolutely against the Syrian opposition and to weaken Asad’s adversaries on the 
battlefield. At the same time, it periodically faced the opposition’s patrons in the 
Middle East and in the West with the choice between peace on Damascus’ terms 
or further Russian military onslaught.

The idea that saving the regime from complete collapse was the only way to 
prevent Syria from going the way of Libya and Iraq underlined Russia’s military 
tactics. Its air force never identified ISIS as the major target. Instead, it concen-
trated its firepower against opposition groups that represented the greatest threat 
for the Asad regime. Nor was Moscow concerned about the collateral damage 
of its bombings. Reports of civilian casualties clearly demonstrated that little had 
changed in Russian tactics since the second Chechen war of 1999–2000.

Feeling confident

The subsequent fall of Aleppo in December 2016 made Moscow confident that it 
could shape the development of events in Syria and the region. Even the changes 
in the US political landscape after the election of Donald Trump as president did 
not change Russian perceptions of its own role in Syria.

The US airstrike on the regime-controlled al-Shayarat airbase in April 2017 
could have changed this situation: it was meant to signal to Moscow that Trump 
was much more decisive about using force than Obama. In this first US attack on 
Syrian forces, cruise missiles were fired at a Syrian air force facility in response to 
what President Donald Trump said was a chemical weapons attack on a rebel-held 
town three days before. The airstrike also showed Asad that Russian support did 
not guarantee the full protection of Damascus if it continued aggressive moves 
against the opposition and the Syrian population. Yet, the al-Shayarat incident did 



From Russia’s deployment to the Astana process 255

not become a game changer; neither the Syrian regime, nor its Russian and Iranian 
allies changed their strategy in Syria. The main reason for Russia’s refusal to modify 
its position was the absence of any follow-up after the al-Shayarat airstrike. During 
the first days after this event, Moscow was preparing itself for potential changes 
in US approaches to Syria, including the further increase in American military 
pressure on Asad and the end of any hopes of dialogue with the West. Yet, noth-
ing happened. Moreover, US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson did not cancel his 
April visit to Moscow as his UK counterpart, Boris Johnson, had done (which is 
probably what the Kremlin would have expected). This helped to assuage Russian 
concerns, making the Kremlin believe that while Trump was more prepared to 
use force, he, like his predecessor, did not want to get too deeply embroiled in 
the Syrian quagmire. Consequently, Moscow was still able to see itself as the main 
player in Syria.

Even a couple of months after the al-Shayarat incident, when President Trump 
threatened to repeat military action against the Asad regime if it used chemical 
weapons again, Russia remained confident in its capacities to influence the devel-
opment of the situation in and around Syria. The Kremlin continued to believe 
that its position in the Syrian conflict was stronger than that of the West. The 
activity of the US-led coalition in Syria in May–June 2017 did not concern the 
Kremlin to a great extent, although the shooting down of a Syrian fighter jet by 
the US-led coalition air forces did cause some alarm. For the most part though, the 
Russian leadership was largely convinced that Trump’s decision-making process 
on Syria remained chaotic and the US administration was struggling to work out 
a long-term strategy in Syria. For many in the Kremlin, Trump’s warning that 
he would respond to any use of chemical weapons by Asad’s regime was mere 
grandstanding ahead of a possible meeting with Putin on the sidelines of the G-20 
summit in July 2017, to demonstrate that Trump was different from Obama and 
was ready to be tough if necessary. As a result, Moscow tried not to react to the 
provocative statements. Instead, it wanted to hear what Trump would say to Putin 
during the talks, and only then would Moscow take the next step in the US–
Russian dialogue on Syria.

In order to maintain any semblance of credibility, by July 2017 it was therefore 
necessary for Trump to demonstrate that the US did have a new strategy on Syria 
that laid out Trump’s vision for the future of Syria and America’s willingness to 
protect it. This was the main precondition for the launch of a real and effective 
discussion between Washington and Moscow on Syria. Lack of a clear strategy 
would be taken by Moscow as a sign that the US was not serious about finding an 
endgame in Syria. In fact, Trump failed to present any new US strategy on Syria 
at the G-20 meeting. However, the two countries did agreed on the establishment 
of the de-escalation zone in southern Syria. Pro-government analysts reacted posi-
tively to this US–Russian agreement; yet, they emphasized that, in reality, the US 
administration had little option but to accept the fact that it had to cooperate with 
Russia: Washington did not want to get too deeply involved in the Syrian conflict, 
and it had limited capacity to affect the situation on the ground,.



256 Nikolay Kozhanov

Another attempt to revitalize the negotiations track

By 2017, the Russian authorities had managed to achieve one of their primary 
goals in Syria—to save the Asad regime and ensure its success in retaking a cer-
tain part of the Syrian territory. Yet, the endgame was still far away for Russia. 
Moscow would have liked to put an end to the civil war in Syria, or at least to 
have ensured a sustainable ceasefire was enforced over a large part of the country 
in order to facilitate partial Russian military withdrawal (Moscow intends to keep 
its presence in the Tartus naval base and Khmeimim airbase after the end of the 
war in Syria). However, this was only possible through the revitalization of the 
political process, something towards which Moscow had failed to make substan-
tial progress.

Consequently, Russia put forward the idea of a new negotiation platform 
in what became known as the Astana talks (which took its name from the 
Kazakhstan capital where the negotiations were conducted). The main task of 
these talks was to discuss the ceasefire options between Damascus and the oppo-
sition. The negotiation format also implied direct talks between Russia, Iran 
and Turkey, which was definitely a step forward in the process towards a peace 
settlement as, previously, Turkey and Iran had not been fully involved in the dip-
lomatic track of conflict resolution despite their importance as regional players 
in the Syrian war. These negotiations, which started in early 2017 in accordance 
with the Russian initiative, were welcomed by the international community. 
Moreover, the talks were seen as a serious attempt to launch a full-fledged peace 
settlement; in contrast to other existing negotiation formats, they were primarily 
focused on establishing a ceasefire and, later on, the creation of the de-escalation 
zones. Finally, the negotiations also included a substantial part of the Syrian 
military opposition as participants (something that had never properly happened 
in Geneva).

In 2017, Moscow launched another political initiative in Syria: the establish-
ment of de-escalation zones in which regime and opposition would move towards 
ceasefires. From the Russian point of view, the introduction of these zones helped 
to further several goals. First, by putting this idea on the negotiating table, Russia 
ensured that it was still taking the lead in the process of finding a political settle-
ment in Syria. Moscow also diverted other international players from working 
out their own strategies for settling the Syrian conflict by compelling them to 
spend all their attention on discussion of the Russian initiative. Second, Moscow 
was concerned about rumours that the Trump administration would introduce its 
own no-fly zone in Syria and, thus, support the fragmentation of Syria into sev-
eral areas. As a result, the Kremlin pushed forward the Russian alternative, which 
implied the creation of protected Sunni enclaves/reservations; instead of splitting 
the country the de-conflict zones would be under the control of Damascus’s allies. 
Third, the creation of the de-escalation zones would regionalize the Syrian conflict 
and help to isolate the most hostile military groups within those areas of no con-
flict. Russia also expected that the pro-Turkey groups and al-Nusra (Jibhat Fath 
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ash-Sham) forces, which were locked in by the de-conflict zones, would fail to 
find a common language and start fighting one other. It is reported that in April 
2017 Damascus deliberately released several hundred Ahrar al-Sham fighters from 
prison and transferred them to Idlib to strengthen the positions of this grouping 
against al-Nusra. It is also notable that Russia largely excluded al-Nusra from its 
anti-terrorist rhetoric and switched its attention to ISIS. Some experts say this was 
deliberately done: Moscow unofficially acknowledged that al-Nusra would be one 
of the forces controlling the situation in the de-conflict zones. This, in turn, would 
inevitably lead al-Nusra to clash with other groups.

Finally, the creation of relatively functioning de-escalation zones would keep 
the Syrian opposition busy with the struggle for power inside them. Meanwhile, 
Moscow would be able to concentrate its attention on the struggle with ISIS and 
those radical groups that could not be negotiated with. When proposing the plan 
for the de-escalation zones, Moscow was encouraged by its past experience of 
establishing local ceasefire agreements between Damascus and local communi-
ties through Russian intermediaries. This local success contrasted sharply with the 
failure of political processes on a global level, such as the Geneva or Astana nego-
tiations. Consequently, given this past experience, Russia was determined to focus 
on the implementation of the de-escalation zones (which was also seen in Moscow 
as a variation of local ceasefire agreements).

The beginning of the practical implementation of the de-conflict zones was 
largely a successful strategy for Moscow. This allowed Russia to launch a full-
scale offensive on Deir-az-Zour, the fall of which was presented by Moscow as 
a victory over ISIS and the formal accomplishment of Russian military goals in 
Syria. Moscow was portrayed in Russian propaganda as a victor, in contrast to the 
West with its “slow progress” in fighting ISIS in Iraq. Support for the offensive 
by Asad’s forces on the eastern shore of the Euphrates became the key priority for 
the Russian government in Syria. Russian strategists insisted that Damascus should 
do its best to establish control over the east of Syria in order to recapture local oil 
fields as soon as possible, 80% of which were controlled by local tribes and ISIL. 
Moscow was concerned that, if not recaptured by Damascus, these oil wells might 
fall under the control of pro-US forces, and later be transferred to the hands of 
the legal opposition. This in turn would strengthen the US economic position and 
put Russian plans to acquire control over large parts of the Syrian oil sector under 
question. Apart from that, Moscow also wanted to help the regime to establish 
control over the Syrian–Iraqi border and, thus, to build a logistics corridor con-
necting Damascus with Iraq. This strategy carried a risk of confrontation with the 
US, since Russia would be bombing pro-American groups and testing the limits 
of American patience. As it turned out, Russia and the regime lost the race to 
control most of Syria’s oil fields, which instead were captured by the US-backed, 
Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces. This could be considered the first major 
setback suffered by Russia since its 2015 intervention and seemed to signal that the 
US would obstruct Moscow’s plans to slowly reassert Syrian government control 
over the country.
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Conclusion

2012 onwards saw a period of intense diplomatic activity by the Kremlin in the 
Middle East, unprecedented since the fall of the USSR. Existing records of diplo-
matic and political contacts show an increased exchange of multilevel delegations 
between Russia and the Middle Eastern countries. Moscow attempted to establish 
deeper involvement in regional issues and cultivate ties with those forces in the 
region which the Kremlin considered to be legitimate. Under these circumstances, 
the Russian military deployment in Syria should be considered as a serious attempt 
undertaken by Moscow to reclaim its status as an influential regional power. To a 
certain extent, this attempt was successful: Russian involvement did indeed become 
a “game changer.” It managed to prevent the Asad regime from falling and ensured 
Russia’s recognition as a legitimate participant in the conflict settlement process. 
Russian involvement in Syria has also minimized the chances of direct foreign 
military intervention with the goal of Asad’s removal from power. Meanwhile, 
the process of conflict settlement was firmly placed within the framework of UN 
mechanisms, which Russia utilized for its own ends. Moscow managed to launch 
the sluggish process of intra-Syrian negotiations and establish a limited ceasefire 
regime in the country. Finally, by bringing military forces to Syria, the Kremlin 
forced the West to talk to Russia and take its opinion into account, in spite of 
promises previously made by the US and Europe to keep Moscow in political 
isolation for its actions in Ukraine.

Moscow’s stance was determined by the interplay of complex factors, among 
which growing security concerns are one of the most important. The Kremlin is 
worried that the fall of Asad will inevitably bring radical Islamists to power in Syria. 
This, in turn, will lead to further destabilization of the situation in the Middle East, 
inevitably affecting the Muslim regions of Russia. Russian confrontation with the 
West has also played an important role in shaping Moscow’s stance on the conflict. 
The unprecedented (since, at least, the end of the Cold War) scale of the current 
tensions between Russia and the US/EU has meant that Moscow saw its diplomacy 
in the Middle East as another means that could be used in the confrontation with the 
West. Thus, Russian authorities believed that they could exercise additional pres-
sure on the US and the EU via its contacts with regional pariah states. Under these 
circumstances, Russian ties with Asad have special importance for the Kremlin.

Russian initiatives to establish an all-embracing Syrian dialogue had limited 
success. Russia established itself as the only country that was capable of talking 
with both the opposition and the regime, as well as being able to offer grounds for 
dialogue between them. At a minimum, Moscow created the conditions to allow 
the belligerents to determine whether the gap between them could be bridged.

Notes

1 Shcheglovine, “Uchastiye Vykhodtcev iz Chechni v Siriyskom Konflikte.”
2 Ibid.
3 Kavkazskiy Uzel, “Situatciya v Zone Konflikta na Severnom Kavkaze.”
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4 Magomed Tuayev, “Eksperty Svyazali Prisyagu Abu Khalida IG s Rostom Protesta v 
Islamskoy Umme.”

5 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, “Comment by Foreign Ministry 
Spokesperson Maria Zakharova.”

6 Kremlin.RU, “Interview with Vladiir Solovyov.”
7 Ibid.
8 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, “Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov’s 

Interview.”
9 European Union External Action Service, “Final Declaration.”
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THE EUROPEAN UNION  
AND SYRIA

From constructive engagement to 
marginalization and back?

Francesco Cavatorta and Pierre-Michel Turcotte

Introduction

With some notable exceptions,1 Syria did not figure prominently in the litera-
ture on European Union (EU) external policy-making before the 2011 Syrian 
Uprising because relations between the two were fraught with difficulties and 
scholars preferred to focus their attention on cases where EU engagement was 
deeper and more substantial. In fact, until the late 1990s, the Syrian government 
did not engage much with the EU and maintained its diplomatic focus on devel-
oping bilateral relations with the United States and individual members of the 
EU, such as the UK and France. For its part, the EU did not have, according to 
Hanau-Santini, a “coherent and comprehensive approach to Syria” (EU Observer, 
8 August 2007). This was largely due to the fact that Syria had what the EU con-
sidered an antagonistic and radical foreign-policy stance despite being a partner in 
the Barcelona Process—launched in 1995 to create an area of shared prosperity 
between the EU and the Mediterranean countries of the southern bank. In the 
late 2000s, after relations reached a low point with the assassination of the former 
Lebanese prime minister, Rafik al-Hariri, things began to improve considerably 
with both actors attempting to strengthen their ties. The EU foreign-policy estab-
lishment, having witnessed the disastrous US-led invasion of Iraq, became even 
more convinced that constructive engagement was the only way to stabilize the 
region, and believed that the EU was uniquely positioned to deal with authoritar-
ian Arab regimes to promote incremental political and economic change. Where 
military invasion had not worked, constructive diplomatic engagement, might, it 
was thought, have better results. Thus, Syria became a somewhat privileged part-
ner and an important case to “test” the normative assumption that engagement 
was far better than military might if stability, economic development and even 
some form of democratic accountability were to be achieved in the Arab world. 
For its part, Syria had been hit with US sanctions in 2004 and needed to improve 
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relations with the EU in order to partially offset US pressure. In addition, it was 
believed that the economic reforms Bashar al-Asad was implementing at the time 
could benefit from European financial aid and expertise. Constructive engage-
ment therefore became the policy of both the EU and Syria despite the absence of 
an association agreement (AA), which would have provided a much clearer and 
broader legal framework for the relationship.

The Syrian Uprising against Asad put a swift end to the policy of constructive 
engagement, with the EU quickly turning on the regime and accusing it of being 
no longer the legitimate representative of the Syrian people. Sanctions against the 
regime and many of its leading figures followed diplomatic pressure on Asad to 
resign. In short, the EU quickly marginalized the Syrian regime, believing that the 
Uprising would unfold as it had in Tunisia and Egypt: the dictator would either flee 
or resign and a process of democratic transition would begin. This, however, did 
not occur. The regime demonstrated that it was much more resilient than many had 
foreseen, and through a combination of external support and domestic resources it 
managed not only to survive, but also to re-acquire a degree of international legiti-
macy due to developments on the ground which saw the rise of extreme radical 
rebel groups—or terrorist entities—such as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) 
that Western countries feared more than Asad’s regime. Faced with the survival of 
Asad and the threat of ISIS, in addition to the refugee crisis, the EU reverted to type 
with member states adopting radically different policy positions and therefore leav-
ing the EU with a weak and divided voice in the face of one of the most significant 
crises of the new century. First, member states were divided on whether Syria could 
be a repeat of Libya, with some countries—France and the UK—favouring military 
intervention to help the rebellion, and others—Germany and Italy—opposed to 
it. Second, member states split on the issue of how to deal with the refugee crisis, 
with some countries—Germany and Sweden—taking them in, and others refus-
ing them entry—Denmark, Hungary and Poland. Finally, member states agreed 
to disagree on the best way to deal with the Syrian civil war. Thus, the EU was, 
and still is, unable to adopt a coherent and unified position, and therefore deferred 
to the United States for leadership. The initial harsh rhetoric of condemnation of 
the Syrian regime that emanated from Brussels in early 2011 progressively faded, as 
member states began to read the Syrian crisis differently. For instance, some mem-
ber states, notably France, never ceased criticizing those international actors that 
argued for a rapprochement with Asad’s government. Other member states, notably 
Germany, welcomed instead a degree of pragmatism in dealing with Syria. In a way, 
the foreign policies of Russia and the United States, which were involved to differ-
ent degrees in their own versions of constructive engagement with Asad, shaped the 
broader diplomatic environment to which the EU and its member states responded.

Before the Arab Spring

The turning point in the relations between Syria and the EU was the arrival of Bashar 
al-Asad in power. Once he managed to consolidate his position after replacing  
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his father at the helm of the country, Asad was confronted with a series of  
significant challenges. On the international front, he had to deal with the US-led 
invasion of Iraq and threats emanating from Washington that he would be the 
next dictator to go unless he conformed to the requirements of a Western-led 
international community. In addition, he had to confront increasing opposition 
to the Syrian presence in Lebanon. Both crises required careful diplomatic skills, 
and despite his relative inexperience Asad managed to ensure the survival of his 
regime against Washington’s pressure and was able to extricate Syria from Lebanon 
without completely losing control of the political dynamics in Beirut.2 On the 
domestic front, Asad faced considerable economic challenges and was aware of the 
necessity of improving Syria’s economic performance. In order to do so, he set out 
an ambitious programme that would see Syria adopt a number of market-oriented 
principles and institutions.3 In addition, he had to contend with a large and inef-
ficient state bureaucracy that also needed reforming. In part, the solution to these 
international and domestic challenges rested on improving Syria’s relationship with 
the EU significantly. Thus, as Hinnebusch highlights, “a major alteration in Syria’s 
policy under Bashar was the strategic priority given to relations with Europe.”4 
Strengthening ties with the EU would allow Syria to partially offset US hostility 
and would secure the financial and expert aid that was needed to proceed with 
domestic reforms. Asad’s opening towards the EU coincided with the EU’s effort 
to recapture a leading role in the Middle East and North Africa after it became clear 
that the US-led invasion of Iraq had greatly destabilized the region. The members 
of the EU were divided over the invasion of Iraq, with Britain and Spain support-
ing the US, and France and Germany opposed to military intervention.5 Due to 
these divisions, EU officials and foreign-policy makers adopted a very low profile, 
although they remained convinced that military action would not bring about 
democracy or stability. Once it became apparent that the invasion of Iraq was a 
major foreign-policy blunder, the EU attempted to take the lead in offering a dif-
ferent path of engagement with regimes “hostile” to the West in the region. Thus, 
while acknowledging the profound differences that existed between Western 
countries and Syria on a number of foreign-policy issues—dialogue with Israel, 
Syria’s role in Lebanon, its support for Hamas and Hizbollah, its indirect support 
for Iraqi insurgents and its strategic partnership with Iran—the EU believed, as 
was its constitutive nature,6 that only constructive engagement would contribute 
to solving some of the problems affecting the Middle East. In addition, the EU 
saw the provision of aid and expertise together with the progressive opening up of 
trade as instruments through which closer relations could be had with Syria, which 
would eventually have a positive spillover effect on political and strategic matters.

While stops and starts characterized this policy of EU–Syria rapprochement 
until late 2006 due to the instability of the external environment (the US embargo 
on Syria, Hariri’s assassination in 2005 and the 2006 Israeli war on Lebanon), only 
in 2007 did the EU and Syria finally take a firm step in favour of mutual construc-
tive engagement. In the context of the European Neighbourhood Policy, the EU 
published a strategic paper in 2007 listing the different problems that Syria faced in 
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the political, economic and social realms. The document then presented ways in 
which closer collaboration with the EU would help Syria in solving such problems. 
Interestingly, political problems of the country, both international and domes-
tic, took up three pages, while socio-economic ones took up ten.7 This indicates 
that, as usual, the EU preferred to focus on economic integration through market 
reforms and free trade, in the hope that a better performing economy would have 
a democratizing effect on the political system while delivering significant eco-
nomic benefits to the EU in terms of balance of trade. The strategic paper reprised 
many of the issues that Syria and the EU had been discussing on and off since 
1998 when the idea of an AA between the two was first put forward. In fact, the 
strategic paper was seen as a crucial step in rekindling negotiations over the signa-
ture of an AA that would provide a new legal framework for bilateral EU–Syria 
relations. The centrepiece of the AA was the creation of a free trade area, which 
would deliver economic benefits to both signatories and was the standard instru-
ment the EU employed in the region to attract partners. Negotiations proceeded 
well, and by 2009 EU External Relations Commissioner Ferrero-Waldner went to 
Damascus to “commend Syria’s positive and vital role in the region” and praised 
“the efforts exerted from both sides for signing the agreement, which would take 
place in the near future” (CBS News, 16 February 2009). The election of Barack 
Obama and his new vision for the Middle East made it easier of course for the EU 
to engage with Syria, but the EU could also legitimately claim that its collaborative 
approach was working in improving the Syrian economy—when one looked at 
macroeconomic indicators—and in defusing regional tensions through its privi-
leged access to Damascus.

Efforts to bring Damascus back from the cold did not however lead to the 
changes that the EU had hoped for. This was due in part to the ability of the Syrian 
regime—like many other Arab regimes associated with the EU—to deflect some of 
the pressure coming from the EU.8 While the EU saw the reforms as indicators of 
considerable change, the regime often talked them up and used them to “upgrade 
its authoritarian nature.”9 The failure of the EU to have a genuine influence on 
Damascus was also due to the fact that other and more politically relevant actors 
recognized that Syria was an indispensable interlocutor in the region. Russia and 
Iran had always maintained a strategic partnership with Damascus. Turkey and 
Syria had been strengthening their ties since the late 1990s and agreed on a free 
trade area between the two countries in 2007. Crucially, the United States under 
Obama changed its tune about Syria quite radically, while both France and the UK 
made significant gestures to Damascus, with French President Sarkozy for instance, 
officially inviting Bashar al-Asad to 14 July celebrations in Paris. Syria did not seem 
to need the EU as much it had a few years earlier. Finally, the EU belief that bet-
ter macroeconomic indicators were to be taken as evidence of an improvement 
in the performance of the Syrian economy was misplaced because it failed to take 
into account the way in which inequalities had grown and how severe droughts 
had affected agricultural production, leaving the people in the countryside in seri-
ous difficulties. Despite its rhetorical commitment to reforms, the Syrian regime 
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was aware of these economic problems and was not ready to push on with further 
economic openings. For all of these reasons, Syria ultimately refused to sign the 
AA with the EU, despite an official invitation to do so at an EU summit held in 
Sweden in October 2009. In a report on Syrian–EU prospects for future collabo-
ration, Delattre outlines the three official reasons why Syria declined to sign the 
agreement: “Syria believed the invitation had been made inappropriately; 2) the 
period between the announcement of the signing ceremony and the date itself was 
too short; and 3) Syria had not been consulted beforehand when a decision was 
reached about the date of signing.”10 These official reasons hide the real motives 
behind Asad’s decision. The reality is that the provisions of the agreement regard-
ing both political and economic measures that Syria had to adopt were considered 
to be too costly. The emphasis on human rights and democratization together 
with “exceptional” measures related to security arrangements—the first time the 
EU had pushed for this type of provision in an AA—was disturbing for Damascus 
because there was no genuine intention to democratize the political system or 
radically alter what Syria thought about its own security. It had become apparent 
to Damascus that Syria would have had to give up its non-conventional deterrent, 
while Israel, also locked in an AA with the EU, was not asked to do the same. The 
emphasis on fast-paced liberalization and the rapid setting up of a free trade area 
were also a concern because Syria believed its domestic industries would be wiped 
out by European competition, and the financial safeguards in the agreement were 
not deemed sufficient to offset the potential losses. All of these provisions in the 
agreement and the “sacrifices” Syria had to make in order to formalize the relation-
ship with the EU came as no surprise to Syrian negotiators or Bashar al-Asad, but 
they were only deemed necessary when the country was isolated and shut off by 
the West. In short, signing the AA was a price worth paying when Damascus had 
first begun to negotiate seriously with the EU. Over time though, and in particular 
between 2008 and 2009, Syria had become a much more important and even vital 
interlocutor for Western countries (Le Figaro, 24 February 2009; The Guardian, 
10 September 2011; Le Nouvel Observateur, 30 October 2011), and therefore by 
the time it came to signing the agreement, Syria was no longer under threat or 
marginalized. This allowed Syria to refuse to sign an agreement that would have 
undermined the regime and harmed the economy. On the European side, the 
Syrian rebuff did not modify the overall attitude of the EU towards the necessity of 
continuing to engage Syria constructively, and in March 2010 the EU high repre-
sentative visited Damascus to confirm that cooperation between the EU and Syria 
would continue while matters related to the AA would be discussed.

In short, before the Uprising, the EU and Syria were still engaged in a process 
of constructive engagement, although they held mutual suspicions. The Syrian 
regime did not want to be locked in a strict legal framework—the AA—for fear of 
losing out economically and politically. However, it saw some financial benefits 
from closer links with the EU and did not want to end its relations entirely. For 
its part, the EU felt that Damascus was “using” it to obtain political and financial 
kudos, but was also convinced of the necessity of engaging Damascus rather than 
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being antagonistic because more assertive options would have failed and “discon-
nected” Syria from the EU for good.

The EU and the Syrian Uprising

The Arab uprisings took European policy makers by surprise, although scholar-
ship on EU–Middle East relations should have alerted them to some of underlying 
problems given the criticisms that had been made of the shortcomings of EU 
policies and initiatives in the region for quite some time. To be sure, the schol-
arly consensus was that the EU’s constructive engagement with authoritarian Arab 
regimes was a much better strategy to achieve change than the more muscular 
strategies the United States tended to employ. Scholars were not therefore critical 
of constructive engagement per se, but of the way in which it was conducted. In 
particular, two points emerge strongly from the vast majority of analyses of EU–
MENA relations.

The first is the marginalization of issues related to democratization and human 
rights. While the rhetoric emanating from Brussels and the legal documents 
signed with Arab partners emphasized the need for democratic reforms and called 
for respect for human rights, the EU never took any measure to “punish” coun-
tries that did not make any progress in this regard. In fact, the EU was often 
accused of turning a blind eye to the retrenchment of authoritarianism in the 
2000s, selling out its principles in the process. In genuine realist fashion,11 rather 
than using its influence and economic might to push Arab partners to implement 
genuine democratic reforms, the EU preferred to “exchange” its democratic 
principles with the misplaced notions of security and stability that authoritarian 
regimes provided.12 Thus, negative conditionalities were never triggered in over 
two decades of engagement with some of the most authoritarian regimes in the 
world, whose cooperation in the “war on terror” against Islamic radicalism since 
the early 1990s was valued.

The second is the unshakable belief that free trade and market-oriented reforms 
would be the panacea for the political, economic and social problems of the Arab 
partners. In this instance, the criticism of scholars focused on the fact that the pro-
motion through legal instruments of a free trade area did not take into sufficient 
account the negative side effects for local industries and workers, neglecting in the 
process the growing inequalities that authoritarian governance also contributed 
towards. While macroeconomic indicators seemed to suggest that economic open-
ings benefited the Arab partners and the EU, it became apparent to many scholars 
that the impact of such reforms impoverished the great majority of citizens.13 
Rather than promoting democratization and economic development as its rhetoric 
suggested, the EU had to contend with the fact that the Arab uprisings were in part 
a popular reaction against the very policies, notably in the economic sphere, it had 
supported for over two decades. In addition, it transpired quite quickly that ordi-
nary Arab citizens did not see “constructive engagement” with dictators in quite 
the same manner and did not see the EU as a pro-democracy actor.14
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With all this in mind, in the wake of the early uprisings in Tunisia and Egypt, 
the EU had to rethink quite quickly its role and its policies in the region, and to 
an extent a degree of self-criticism and soul-searching occurred. If the endgame 
objective of constructive engagement was the establishment of democratically 
accountable governments and greater economic prosperity across the Middle East 
and North Africa, the strategies employed thus far had to be revised. Thus, the 
debate about EU assistance to the region after the uprisings became more “idealis-
tic” in some respects, and more focused on “what ordinary Arab citizens wanted” 
and how the EU could help. Listening to Arab citizens would then, it was now 
thought, bring about genuine regional stability and not the sham, temporary stabil-
ity that dictators pretended to ensure. As Seeberg and Shteiwi state in their analysis 
of EU documents of the time:

an affirmative wording became part of official EU documents, as it for 
instance could be seen when in 2011 the EU launched its renewed European 
Neighborhood Policy (ENP), stating that the “EU needs to rise to the his-
torical challenges in our neighborhood.” This new version of the ENP 
was characterized by two significant elements. First of all, the new policy 
allowed for an increased differentiation regarding the links between each 
ENP-partner and the EU as to cater to the needs and aspirations of the spe-
cific Mediterranean state. The principle of “more for more” was the second 
central pillar of the reformulated ENP, together with the opposite, a princi-
ple of “less for less”. The latter signaled that the EU intended to downgrade 
its relations with regimes which violated human rights, including making use 
of targeted sanctions.15

Actual practice and policies did not seem to radically change when it came to 
economic liberalization,16 but the discourse on political change emanating from 
Brussels did for a period. To be sure, as Teti suggests, the EU’s short-lived soul 
searching did not lead officials to question the promotion of market-oriented 
reforms and a neo-liberal style of governance, but it did have an influence on 
the way in which the EU thought it should respond to human rights abuses and 
authoritarian behavior.17 Before the Arab Spring, issues related to human rights and 
democracy were relegated to the margins and were, at best, brought up in private 
meetings with Arab decision-makers to secure the release of a few political prisoners.  
Extensive public criticism was the exception and even when it occurred it was 
never followed through with “punishments” despite the legal accords providing for 
that possibility. This change within the EU coincided with policy revisions taking 
place in member states as well, notably France and the UK. While the Scandinavian 
countries, Holland and Germany were always more vocal about the necessity for 
the EU to have a stronger voice on human rights and democratization when dealing 
with Arab regimes, the greater foreign policy weight of France and the UK ensured 
that the EU would not push that hard on those issues. In the aftermath of the upris-
ings, France and the UK became supporters of “political change” in the region. 
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This change was all the more evident after the French political blunder regarding 
Tunisia, when the French foreign minister suggested that France help the Ben Ali 
regime deal with the protesters before being sacked once it became apparent that 
the French position was out of step with the developments on the ground. Thus, 
except in the case of Bahrain, the EU and its member states championed the pro-
testers’ demands for accountability and freedom. In fact, they welcomed both the 
Tunisian and Egyptian transitions, they hailed the foresight of the Moroccan king in 
meeting the demands of protesters by revising the constitution, and they approved 
of Algeria’s lifting of emergency legislation and holding local elections. When the 
protests spread to Libya, France and the UK went as far as getting NATO to inter-
vene to help the armed rebels counter Qaddafi’s repression.

In this context of enthusiasm for the uprisings and for the “end of history” 
in the Arab world, it is not surprising that the repressive policies of the Syrian 
regime in response to demands for political change were met with widespread 
condemnation in Brussels and “restrictive measures” were initiated in May 2011. 
By August of the same year, the high representative of the EU declared that “the 
EU condemns in the strongest terms the brutal campaign Bashar al-Asad and his 
regime are waging against their own people,” adding that “the EU is moving ahead 
with discussing further restrictive measures that will broaden its sanctions against 
the Syrian regime.”18 A few days earlier the president of the European Parliament 
had stated: “I condemn the military invasion of Hama and of other cities in the 
strongest possible terms. The use of heavy weaponry and the indifferent killing of 
innocent civilians cannot be justified under any circumstances.”19

Despite the rumblings of some member states, such as Bulgaria and Romania, 
about the speed with which the EU decided to declare Asad an illegitimate ruler 
and to impose a severe package of sanctions,20 the EU wanted to act on its principles 
of supporting democracy and human rights. In fact, the rhetorical condemnation 
of the repression in Syria was accompanied by unilateral measures the EU put in 
place to show its determination on no longer supporting or tacitly consenting 
to the widespread abuse of human rights. Reneging on the notion of construc-
tive engagement, which was no longer considered apt for dealing with the Syrian 
regime, on 9 May 2011, as mentioned earlier, the Council of the EU adopted a 
number of punitive measures against Syria and members of the regime accused of 
being instrumental in the repression against the demonstrators, including Maher 
al-Asad and Rami Makhlouf, the president’s brother and cousin, but crucially not 
Bashar al-Asad himself. At this stage, the EU still hoped that its sanctions would 
serve to coerce the regime to change its behaviour and ultimately come to an 
agreement with the opposition for a process of transition to democracy. Later on, 
Asad was added to the list, and sanctions were enforced to deprive the regime of 
oil revenues, suggesting that previous attempts by the EU to constrain the regime, 
coercing it into doing something it obviously did not wish to do, had not worked.21

The sanctions against Syria, aside from rhetorical condemnations of specific 
episodes of violence, were the principal instrument through which the EU wanted 
to live up to its principles, and member states, for once, were all on board with 
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this strategy of coercing and constraining. The regime of restrictive measures the 
EU put in place became progressively harsher as the civil war intensified. It began 
with a ban on the sale and supply of weapons, together with sanctions on financial 
measures that could benefit prominent political and economic actors, including 
Asad, heads of different security services and members of the Makhlouf family, 
including Rami. It continued in the summer of 2011 with the freezing of assets 
and travel bans on a number of military and economic actors close to Asad. The oil 
embargo came into effect in the autumn of 2011, together with restrictive meas-
ures against a significant number of businesses. In early 2012, the EU targeted the 
Syrian Central Bank, imposing an asset freeze and a ban on the sale of gold and 
precious metals. Every few months the EU expanded its punitive measures in the 
hope that it would lead Asad to bend, but the sanctions regime quickly encoun-
tered a number of difficulties and ultimately failed to achieve its objectives.

A number of explanations have been put forward to account for this failure. 
Giumelli and Ivan argue that “sanctions are unlikely to change the fate of a civil 
war, especially when targets have significant external support,”22 highlighting how 
Syria could, in part, offset the negative impact of sanctions by relying on its strate-
gic allies, notably Russia and Iran. This is indeed what happened, particularly when 
the sanctions hit the energy sector and both Russia and Iran were able to provide 
the regime with an alternative source. For Moret, sanctions of this type very rarely 
work and the Syrian case simply confirms this because the regime was able to 
shift the resources it still had available to ensure its survival while ordinary Syrian 
citizens suffered.23 Moret’s study focuses specifically on the socio-economic well-
being of Syrians and argues that the EU did not think its sanctions regime through 
before imposing them, allowing the Syrian government to shift the blame for the 
state of the country in part to external actors. There is a degree of validity to this 
explanation in so far as the sanctions were designed to obtain rapid outcomes, but 
this did not occur and the effects on the population grew worse, particularly when 
one also adds in the degree of violence that has characterized the Syrian civil war. 
There is widespread agreement in the literature on the devastating impact sanc-
tions have on ordinary citizens and on the ability of the state to deliver necessary 
services, but in a stance reminiscent of the one the West had on Iraq in the 1990s, 
it was believed that the human suffering of ordinary Syrians was a price worth 
paying to weaken Asad. As was the case in Iraq, the sanctions did not produce 
the outcome expected. A final explanation for the failure of sanctions is that they 
were poorly designed and overestimated the reliance of the Syrian regime on its 
trade with the EU. Seeberg emphasizes that sanctions affected the regime and its 
supporters, undermining “the possibility for maintaining the structure of privileges 
and meritocracy attached to membership of the Ba’ath party,”24 but ultimately the 
regime did not collapse.

First, the end of trade between the EU and Syria did not make the regime 
crumble as other sources of revenue and support, however limited, were found, 
particularly with the help of Russia and Iran. Second, the arms embargo did not 
constrain the regime because its weaponry largely did not come from EU countries. 
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Third, the travel bans and freezing of assets did not lead to significant defections 
because other factors—family or sectarian ties for instance—were more relevant 
in securing allegiance to the Asad regime. All these explanations suggest that the 
reason sanctions failed was the ability of the Syrian regime to find ways around 
them.25 This is a powerful argument because it connects with a growing literature 
on what Heydemann and Leenders refer to as “recombinant authoritarianism.”26 
The concept describes the ability of authoritarian regimes under severe chal-
lenges to “reorder and recombine existing institutional, discursive, and regulatory 
arrangements to create recognizable but nonetheless distinctive solutions to shifting 
configurations of challenges.”27 The argument fits the negative mood that sur-
rounded the Arab Spring after the initially enthusiastic support for it across the 
region and in the West. By the time sanctions kicked in, Syria was dangerously 
close to an all-out civil war, Yemen was in the midst of chaos, Islamist parties in 
Tunisia and Egypt were on the verge of taking power and post-Qaddafi Libya did 
not seem to be able to progress towards a genuine democratic transition. There are, 
however, two further aspects that need to be analysed in order to provide a full 
account of the inability of the EU to influence the events in Syria, which speak to 
its weakness in a time of crisis despite the significant resources invested in the crea-
tion of an external affairs service. The next section will delve into these two aspects.

The EU institutional failures

When one examines the ability of the EU to shape its external environment and 
carry out an autonomous foreign policy capable of upholding the normative liberal 
principles upon which it was founded, it appears that the EU’s “independence of 
action” is in reality limited, particularly when it comes to foreign-policy crises 
within its own immediate neighbourhood. Despite having strengthened over time 
its institutional resources and having secured the commitment of member states 
that crucial foreign-policy decisions would be somewhat “delegated” to the new 
supranational structure created through the treaties, the EU is still not a wholly 
autonomous actor in foreign policy. The EU designs and implements important 
external policies, and it has been very active in the Middle East and North Africa 
since the mid-1990s, but members states have hampered its role and prevented it 
from genuinely speaking with one voice. This has impacted on the effectiveness 
of EU actions because target countries can employ their own diplomatic channels 
to engage bilaterally with member states of the EU, therefore bypassing the EU 
altogether. To a certain extent, this is perhaps what Syria was doing, although it 
was the “facts on the ground” that inevitably led to a rethink of the Syria strategy 
in Washington and other capitals, including Brussels. Thus, at times of profound 
international crises, the EU falls victim to the divergent interests and beliefs of its 
constituent parts. This was the case when the former Yugoslavia broke up at a 
time when a common foreign and security policy was barely in its infancy, but it 
also occurred in the case of the US-led invasion of Iraq, the Russia–Georgia war 
and the Syrian civil war. In fact, when one looks more closely at the relationship  
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between the EU and its member states in the Middle East and North Africa,  
divisions among member states occur much more often than one would expect.28 
Thus, moments of crisis in the region simply emphasize a pattern of divergence 
whereby member states either attempt to employ the EU to serve their national 
interests, or undermine its work when they believe that it is not sufficiently 
attuned to their needs. It follows that the EU can only be effective when there is a 
consensus among all the member states on how a specific issue should be tackled. 
It should be added to this that, despite rhetorical suggestions to the contrary and 
the reality of “legal equality,” some member states carry more weight than others 
in matters of foreign affairs because of their global interests, resources and linkages 
with other countries.

In the case of EU–Syria relations, as mentioned above, not all member states 
were enthused when the EU established a policy of constructive engagement with 
Syria because of the country’s abysmal human rights record and the belief that very 
little could be achieved in dealing with such a problematic regime. Holland was 
notably vocal on this. However, these divisions were eventually overcome when 
it became apparent that rapprochement was compatible with the way in which the 
EU conducts its foreign policy. The main powers within the EU were largely in 
favour of this strategy, and the “dissenting” countries did not feel strongly enough 
to oppose what was being suggested. Constructive engagement enjoyed broad 
consensus and a consensus on its termination was also shared in the months after 
the Syrian Uprising started. Despite some reservations on the part of some states, 
members initially agreed on the tough stance of the EU and on the punitive meas-
ures put in place. Four significant events, though, can be highlighted, identifying 
cracks that began to appear when it became apparent that the Syrian regime was 
much more resilient than expected.

The first had to do with the issue of the arms embargo. While all members 
states continued to support sanctions against Syria, including a total embargo on 
arms shipments, and voted for their renewal when the date came up, the brutal-
ity of the repression encouraged France and the UK to seek an end to the arms 
embargo on the rebels in the spring of 2013. By then, the conflict had become 
entrenched and a number of countries had made it clear that they were support-
ing politically and materially the rebellion against Asad. The argument for lifting 
the embargo was a humanitarian one, with French President Hollande declaring 
that “we cannot allow a people to be massacred by a regime that for now does not 
want a political transition.”29 The British foreign office also talked about lifting 
the embargo as a means of stopping the suffering. This proposal met with strong 
German resistance, with the majority of the remaining EU members also criticiz-
ing France and Britain. Leaving aside the merits of arguments for or against the 
pouring of more weapons into an already brutal conflict zone, the conflict between 
member states is indicative of how the EU operates and accounts for its inability to 
speak with one voice. On 1 June 2013, the EU decided that member states were 
now free to ship arms to Syria, although they would commit not to do so immedi-
ately and they stated that the weapons would only be delivered for the protection 
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of civilians. The negotiations that led to the decision highlighted divisions among 
member states, with Austria and Holland particularly disappointed that the EU was 
now being perceived as betraying its own values by taking sides in a civil war. The 
Austrian foreign minister stated to the press that the EU was a peace organization 
and that the decision would fundamentally alter the nature of EU foreign policy. 
The issue of the arms embargo also illustrates clearly how the dynamics of the 
Syrian conflict shaped the perceptions and policies of external actors, forcing them 
to constantly revise and reconsider the way in which they engaged in the conflict.

The second event that triggered internal EU conflict had been simmering since 
the Syrian regime was accused of employing chemical weapons against civilians in 
its effort to recapture some of the suburbs around Damascus. The United States had 
threatened Syria with military intervention in the event that its “red line” on the 
use of weapons of mass destruction was violated. In the wake of that declaration, 
France tried to gather support in Europe for a Libya-style military intervention. 
This attempt, seconded for a while by Britain, encountered opposition from the 
vast majority of members of the EU and was eventually dropped by France when 
it became apparent that the US would not match its tough rhetoric with actions. 
The UK parliament even voted down military intervention in the country. In any 
case, the discussion over military intervention showed once again how “marginal” 
the EU was in the development of the Syrian civil war because it was not built to 
discuss military interventions, let alone carry them out. The deterioration of the 
situation in Libya made most European countries wary of another, much more 
complex military adventure. The EU therefore stuck with the renewal of sanctions 
and calls for the end of repression on the part of Bashar al-Asad.

The third event that illustrated the EU’s internal divisions and eventually led to 
a change in rhetoric was the progressive rise of extremist actors on the rebel side. 
The prominent role in the Syrian civil war of the Nusra Front and ISIS altered 
the way in which EU officials saw the crisis. In many ways, Asad’s strategy of 
painting the rebellion as terrorism and invoking international support in order to 
fight a scourge that would also soon target the West began to pay off. The Nusra 
Front and ISIS became, for policy makers in Europe and for public opinion, a 
more worrying threat than the continuation of Asad’s rule. While the EU renewed 
sanctions against the regime in May 2015 for another year, the Council of the EU 
abandoned the harsh anti-Asad language of the early days of the crisis. On the first 
page of a communiqué released to the press when the renewal of sanctions was 
announced, there was no longer any mention of Asad’s legitimacy, a position that 
had progressively faded in EU documents as the crisis continued. In March 2015, 
the Council of the EU firmly stated that ISIS was its enemy, although it blamed 
its rise on Asad’s policies. The document went on to say that Asad could not be 
a partner in the struggle against ISIS because of the war he had conducted against 
his own people, but crucially dropped the question of Asad’s right to rule. In fact, 
since December 2014 the EU had called for a durable solution to the conflict, 
which can only be found in a political process that Syrians are in charge of and 
which could lead to a transition,30 without mentioning that Asad should have no 
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role in the process. This position was the outcome of negotiations among EU 
member states, with France attempting to pursue its anti-Asad policy at all costs, 
while other members privileged a silent accommodation with Asad in order to 
defeat ISIS.

Finally, it is worth mentioning that divisions have also plagued EU member 
states on the issue of refugees. The refugee crisis is intimately linked to the war in 
Syria, and in part to the collapse of Libya. Prior to the Uprising, no one would 
have questioned the EU’s ability to deal with such a crisis because it goes to the 
heart of what the EU is supposed to be capable of doing well—delivering aid, 
upholding human rights and enforcing asylum legislation. The reality, however, 
has been the opposite with member states openly defying each other and the rules 
that had been commonly set up. No genuine plan for helping refugees was put in 
place as countries profoundly disagreed on how to deal with the crisis and were 
torn between welcoming impulses and rejection. The costs of the EU’s inability 
and unwillingness to deal seriously with the crisis have been enormous both politi-
cally and socially, undermining its very stability. In this respect, the Syrian crisis 
has revealed the profound fracture lines that affect the EU as a social and political 
construct, coming soon after splits that occurred regarding economic policy.

What is even more worrying from the perspective of the EU is its inability to 
develop knowledge of the Middle East and North Africa, autonomous of that of 
member states, which could better inform its common policy. This compounds the 
divisions among member states and has led to the ineffectiveness of EU policies in 
external affairs. EU officials do not seem to have a clear grasp of the realities on the 
ground in most of the Middle East and North Africa. Despite having delegations 
in each country that are tasked, amongst other things, with getting to know what 
is actually occurring, the EU has displayed over time either naivety or cynicism. 
While the early enthusiasm for the protests in Syria was probably understandable, the 
reading of the reactions of the regime and the lack of knowledge regarding Syrian 
society hampered a fuller understanding of how the crisis would develop, leading 
to mistaken assumptions about the strength of the regime, the presence of extremist 
thinkers and forces, the sectarian balance, and the international connections in place.

Conclusion

In a review of EU strategy in the Middle East and North Africa in the aftermath of 
the 2011 uprisings, Borzel et al. argue that “particularly in the Syrian case, the EU 
and its member states did little to prevent state failure and massive human rights 
violations, both resulting in negative externalities for stability and security.”31 This 
harsh evaluation is, however, only partly correct. As we have detailed, the EU can 
only be a “player” in international affairs if its constituent parts allow it. Despite 
having strengthened its institutional structures dealing with foreign policy, the EU 
is still unable to formulate an autonomous foreign policy and take decisions that 
would bind all members. While the EU and its officials can be rightly accused of 
not seeing or wanting to see the reality of the societies they engage with and the 
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spillover effects of the policies that the EU attempts to implement, it is imperative 
to underline that it is the member states which dictate the way in which foreign 
policy is conducted. Borzel et al. are correct in arguing that stability and security 
have not been achieved, but the EU can hardly be held responsible for an inef-
fectiveness that is institutionally in-built.

There is also another aspect that should be highlighted. The EU did not play 
the game alone. The Syrian regime had considerable resources that it brought to 
the table to ensure its survival, forcing the EU and member states to reconsider 
their policy of marginalization. While Asad has yet to be welcomed back into the 
international community, he still remains a central figure with whom both the 
domestic opposition and external actors have to deal.
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17
CONTEXTUALIZING ECONOMIC 
SANCTIONS ON SYRIA

Ferdinand Arslanian

Introduction: the debates in the literature on sanctions

The question of why economic sanctions are frequently applied if they rarely tend 
to be effective is one the key debates in the literature on economic sanctions. The 
salient problem in this debate is related to defining what exactly is meant by effec-
tiveness, which, in turn, is related to defining the objectives or the functions of 
economic sanctions. The initial case studies on economic sanctions assumed that 
they necessarily possess a coercive function aimed at altering the target’s behaviour 
in a disputed issue.1 However, the failure in detecting any success in coercing the 
target led scholars to assume a symbolic function of sanctions—in the sense that 
“something must be done” when a norm is violated. The next wave of scholars 
stressed the multiplicity of objectives ranging from symbolism to economic depri-
vation to deterrence and ending with compliance.2 Baldwin went further, arguing 
that economic sanctions are merely a single tool within the statesman’s toolbox 
of propaganda, diplomacy, economic statecraft and military statecraft.3 Thus, 
understanding their function implies understanding the context of their imposi-
tion among other tools. However, Baldwin’s publication coincided with Hufbauer 
et al.’s 1985 classic Economic Sanctions Reconsidered. This book represented the most 
comprehensive empirical study on economic sanctions. It re-emphasized the coer-
cive function of economic sanctions and set forth the direction for later research 
on economic sanctions towards statistical methods and game theory. The multiple 
objectives approach was rendered obsolete and was only revived with Giumelli, 
and Giumelli and Ivan.4 Giumelli identified the three functions of economic sanc-
tions as coercive, constraining and signalling,5 while Giumelli and Ivan attempted 
to assess their efficiency through firstly determining their function according to 
the context of their imposition, and then by defining their comparative utility 
through comparing the costs and benefits of different counterfactual scenarios of 
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different foreign policy tools.6 In their study, four cases of EU sanctions were 
assessed including the current case of Syria.

Moving to the case of economic sanctions on Syria, the EU oil ban imposed 
on Syria in September 2011, following several rounds of asset freezes and travel 
bans, triggered many think tanks and experts to express their opinion on the issue. 
Overall, economic sanctions were viewed as a means of achieving regime change. 
The precise mechanism was attributed to their destabilizing effects and their role 
in changing the domestic balance of power, with the business elite expected to 
sever their ties with the regime and putting their weight behind the opposition.7 
With the resilience of the Syrian regime, the functions of the economic sanctions 
as perceived by later authors changed towards more modest objectives. The sym-
bolic function was emphasized by Zintl, who referred to economic sanctions as a 
“stopgap solution” between the failure of diplomacy and the costliness of military 
intervention.8 Similarly, Portela stresses this function as the only available tool “in 
the absence of policy alternatives,” in addition to the role of sanctions in demon-
strating sympathy with the humanitarian and democratic ideals of the Arab Spring.9 
The constraining argument is put forth by Friberg Lyme, who states that “the sanc-
tions regime has increasingly turned to limiting the manoeuvre room of the regime 
and, in practice, to weaken it.”10 Giumelli and Ivan have argued that overall EU 
policy shifted from trying to alter the regime’s behaviour towards weakening and 
isolating Asad.11 During the first phase, official statements and economic sanctions 
were the two main policy tools, whereas in the later phase diplomacy, both in the 
negative sense of reducing diplomatic contacts and in the positive sense of sup-
porting initiatives for a political solution, was pursued in addition to toughening 
economic sanctions. As such, the function of sanctions shifted from being coercive 
towards being constraining, with the sanctioning of President Asad in May 2011 
as the turning point. Overall, Giumelli and Ivan conclude that economic sanctions 
failed in preventing the outbreak of civil war, although they stress their symbolic 
significance.12 Finally, Seeberg, benefiting from a longer time span, periodizes the 
EU sanctions regime.13 In describing the first phase, Giumelli and Ivan’s argu-
ment that sanctioning Asad shifted the objective from coercing to constraining is 
re-iterated; while the second phase, seen to begin with international calls for Asad 
to step down in August 2011, Seeberg explains through the initial arguments that 
sanctions were aimed at creating “a rift between Syria’s rulers and the political elite 
supporting them.”14 The third phase (July 2012–April 2013) is viewed as a period 
of inaction, with the sanctions regime losing momentum. The time frame for the 
last two phases is quite blurry with the fourth phase being related to the partial lift-
ing of the oil ban in opposition-controlled areas in mid-2013, while the sanctions 
regime in the fifth phase is embedded within the EU’s comprehensive strategy 
following the rise of radical jihadist groups.

In summary, one can note that there was initially a stress on the coercive and 
destabilizing function of economic sanctions, which then shifted towards arguments 
of symbolism and constraining following the resilience of the Syrian regime. As for 
Giumelli and Ivan,15 their attempt to contextualize EU economic sanctions within 
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its overall foreign policy ignores the fact that the EU’s foreign policy towards Syria 
functions within the framework of an anti-regime coalition consisting of the US 
and regional adversaries. Therefore, there is a risk of missing the link between eco-
nomic statecraft and military statecraft. One may extend Baldwin’s argument to the 
case of Syria by stating that EU sanctions can only be understood within the con-
text of the overall policies of all Syria’s adversaries. Finally, Seeberg benefits from 
a longer time span, periodizing the sanctions episode and managing to stress their 
changing function.16 Nevertheless, his periodization lacks a clear criterion (being 
the overall policy objective for the first two phases as compared with the level of 
activity in the third and fourth phases). It is also confined to the tool of economic 
sanctions deployed by the EU thus depriving the analysis from the in-depth com-
prehension to be had from locating it within the wider array of pressures brought by 
Syria’s adversaries. For example, the identification of the third phase as a period of 
inaction correlates with the escalation of military confrontation towards a full-scale 
civil war backed by regional adversaries suggesting a substituting relation between 
economic sanctions and military statecraft.

Accordingly, this chapter will seek a detailed contextualization of economic 
sanctions among other foreign policy tools (propaganda, diplomacy and military 
statecraft) of the main adversaries of the regime (US, EU, Turkey, Qatar and Saudi 
Arabia), with the aim of enhancing our understanding of the functions of eco-
nomic sanctions on Syria.17 For this purpose, Giumelli and Ivan’s contextualization 
approach will be combined with Seeberg’s periodization, while adopting a clear 
criterion related to the change in foreign policy objectives.18

The development of the sanctions regime

The first phase: inducing political reforms (March 2011– 
August 2011)

The foreign policy tools for inducing political reforms

The initial international response to the Syrian Uprising emerged around ten days 
after the initiation of the protests. Initially, the Arab countries displayed outright 
solidarity with the Syrian regime as President Asad received several supportive 
phone calls from the rulers of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, UAE, Qatar and 
Iraq in late March (Syria News, 27 March 2011; Day Press, 29 March 2011). On 
the other hand, the response of Turkey and Western countries seemed to be a 
combination of condemning the violence and encouraging reforms. Turkish Prime 
Minister Erdogan urged Asad to undertake “swift action on social and economic 
reform” (Financial Times, 28 March 2011), while the EU issued a statement con-
demning the violence and encouraging dialogue and political reforms. Hillary 
Clinton, US secretary of state, initially stressed the reformist nature of Asad, only 
to condemn the “brutal repression of the security services” a day later (Bloomberg, 
28 March 2011; Reuters, 29 March 2011).
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Statements, henceforth, would escalate in tone and the Obama administration 
released two official statements of condemnation during April. The first was in 
response to Asad’s first public speech, and the second followed the brutal crack-
down of Good Friday 2011, which witnessed the highest death toll since the 
beginning of the Uprising (Reuters, 1 April 2011; BBC, 22 April 2011; CNN, 25 
April 2011). Consequently, the European members of the UN Security Council 
(UNSC) (France, Britain, Italy and Portugal), with the support of the US, circu-
lated a draft UNSC press statement condemning the violence of the Syrian regime 
and calling for a political reform process (EU Observer, 26 April 2011). Nevertheless, 
these condemnation efforts were thwarted by both Russia and China, who feared 
that the Syrian crisis would escalate towards a Libyan-style intervention, which was 
perceived to have exceeded its mandate (RFERL, 28 April 2011).

The failure to achieve a breakthrough through the UNSC prompted the US 
to impose its first round of sanctions, and three weeks later the EU followed suit 
(New York Times, 25 April 2011; The Guardian, 9 May 2011). The first round of 
sanctions involved smart sanctions comprising asset freezes and travel bans on secu-
rity officials directly involved in the crackdown, including the president’s brother 
Maher al-Asad, while the second round of sanctions was imposed during May and 
was extended to the president himself, among others (Washington Post, 19 May 
2011; The Telegraph, 23 May 2011). Overall, throughout the summer of 2011, the 
US imposed five rounds of smart sanctions, while the EU imposed four, target-
ing primarily security officials and entities (US Executive Orders 13572 & 13573; 
US Department of the Treasury Press Releases, 29 June 2011, 4 August 2011, 8 
August 2011; EU Council Regulation No. 442/2011; EU Council Implementing 
Regulation No. 504/2011, No. 611/2011, No. 755/2011).

Several statements were released in this period revolving around two issues: ces-
sation of human rights violations and the initiation of political reforms, outlined as 
forming a more inclusive government. Furthermore, there was an escalatory tone 
in these statements, signalling the narrowing of opportunity for Asad to undertake 
demanded reforms.

On the regional level, both Turkey and Qatar, “capitalising on their strong ties 
with Assad,” pursued diplomatic engagement “to arrange a political soft landing,” 
whereas the official stance of Saudi Arabia was that of silence given its initial aver-
sion towards the Arab spring (Reuters, 5 July 2011).19 The Qatari prime minister, 

TABLE 17.1 Key Themes of Statements from US Officials

1 April Violence is not the answer (Reuters, 1 April 2011)
22 April Use of violence must come to an end (CNN, 25 April 2011)
19 May Asad to lead transition or step aside (Reuters, 19 May 2011)
2 June Nearly running out legitimacy (Reuters, 2 June 2011)
12 July Asad not indispensable (BBC, 12 July 2011)
13 July Asad losing legitimacy in the eyes of his people (The Telegraph, 13 July 2011)
31 July Bashar al-Asad ensuring being left in the past (Al Arabiya English, 31 July 2011)
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Hamad bin Jassim, visited Damascus twice during May, while Turkey sent a del-
egation to Damascus in order to advise on political reform issues (CNN, 29 April 
2011; Reuters, 8 June 2011). Nevertheless, Syria’s relations would take a downturn 
with both countries. Turkish statements, as in the case of Western countries, esca-
lated in tone, indicative of a growing frustration with the Syrian regime. Turkey 
increasingly provided a platform for the Syrian opposition, with several conferences 
and meetings being held in addition to its direct role in creating and providing a 
safe haven for the Free Syrian Army (FSA).20 As for Qatar, the development of 
events was more ambiguous, with speculations that Asad refused to meet any fur-
ther Qatari delegations amid a shift in the media coverage of Al-Jazeera, in addition 
to having Qatari businesses freeze their investments in Syria (Al Akhbar, 22 July 
2011; Syria Life, 6 June 2011).21

The July 2011 visit of both the US and French ambassadors to the city of 
Hama and their meeting with representatives from the protest movement fur-
ther escalated the tension. In retaliation, pro-regime demonstrators attacked their 
respective embassies in addition to attacking the Qatari embassy, whose ambas-
sador was recalled in response (BBC, 11 July 2011; The Guardian, 21 July 2011). 
The final blow was the Hama massacre on 31 July, which resulted in around 
100 deaths (The Telegraph, 31 July 2011). This massacre had tremendous foreign 
policy repercussions. To begin with, it led to the fourth round of sanctions and 
prompted the US to consider expanding sanctions towards Syria’s oil and gas sec-
tors. Furthermore, it led Italy to recall its ambassador from Damascus and, more 
importantly, it enabled the UNSC to condemn the violence for the first time (EU 
Observer, 2 August 2011; The Telegraph, 2 August 2011; UN News Centre, 3 August 
2011). A few days later, on 8 August, Saudi Arabia dropped its silence and King 
Abdullah called on the Syrian government to undertake reforms, while its ambassa-
dor, along with other Gulf countries’ ambassadors, was recalled (Al Arabiya English, 
8 August 2011). The final attempt at diplomacy was the Turkish Foreign Minister 
Davutoğlu’s visit to Syria, which resulted in Erdogan declaring a 15-day deadline 
for the cessation of violence and the withdrawal of the Syrian army from the main 
cities (Reuters, 10 August 2011). With the failure of Turkish diplomacy, the leaders 
of the US, the UK, France, Germany and the EU undertook a coordinated call 
for Asad to step down (New York Times, 18 August 2011). As such, the attempts to 
induce the Syrian government to undertake political reforms were exhausted and a 
new phase in international foreign policy towards Syria was launched.

TABLE 17.2 Key Themes of Turkish Prime Minister Erdogan’s Statements

28 March Urging reforms (Financial Times, 28 March 2011)
1 May Not wanting to see another Hama (Al Jazeera, 1 May 2011)
10 June Accusations of inhumane actions (The Telegraph, 10 June 2011)
7 August Syria as an internal Turkish affair (The Guardian, 7 August 2011)
17 August Likening the situation to Libya (Al Arabiya, 18 August 2011)
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Contextualizing economic sanctions in the first phase

The huge stake in regime change for Western countries and their regional 
allies—associated with the shift in the regional balance of power away from the Iran–
Syria–Hizbollah axis—was offset by the perils of military intervention in light of the 
Iraqi experience.22 These perils were reinforced by the reluctance to “reverse [the] 
course” of the recent rapprochement with the Syrian regime by Western countries 
following a turbulent relationship after the invasion of Iraq.23 To add to the above, the 
Obama administration’s emphasis on multilateralism, as manifested in Libya, enticed 
Clinton to cite the existence of a UNSC resolution and an Arab League “call for 
action” as a pre-requisite for intervention (Bloomberg, 28 March 2011). As such, the 
Western response was incremental and initiated with mere condemnation statements. 
The failure to issue a simple UNSC press statement triggered the first of round of 
sanctions by the US, which was soon followed by the EU. Overall, smart sanctions 
and official statements were the two main foreign policy tools adopted by the West in 
this phase. As for the regional countries, there was a clear contrast between the stance 
of Turkey and Qatar in capitalizing on their diplomatic leverage, and that of Saudi 
Arabia, which remained silent given its initial fear of the Arab Spring.

In analysing the different functions of economic sanctions during this phase, 
the symbolic nature of these sanctions as a “something has to be done” measure in 
response to human rights violations can be well observed, especially given that the 
very first round of US sanctions was a direct response to the failure of the UNSC 
to issue a condemnation. Nevertheless, it would be incorrect to limit the analysis 
to the symbolic function as they also possessed various signalling qualities as well. 
To begin with, and given the US insistence on multilateral action, the US was try-
ing to persuade its allies to follow suit, an outcome realized in the case of the EU 
but not by the regional countries. Furthermore, given the escalation in the tone of 
the accompanying official statements and the escalatory nature of the sanctioning 
process itself, it can be concluded that economic sanctions were signalling to the 
Syrian government a willingness to escalate.24 Yet, applying heavier tools was still 
constrained by the absence of willingness to escalate from the regional countries 
that were either trying to engage with the regime diplomatically or still refraining 
from involvement in the Syrian affair. Both domestic (the expansion of the protest 
movement and the exhaustion of diplomatic initiatives) and regional developments 
(the ascension of the Muslim Brotherhood and the change in the military landscape 
of Libya in favour of the rebels) triggered a change in the position of these coun-
tries which prompted the end of the first phase.

The second phase: coercing the Syrian regime to concede  
power (August 2011–July 2012)

The foreign policy tools for coercing the Syrian regime

As mentioned, the coordinated calls for Asad’s ouster from Western leaders that 
unfolded in this period represented a significant change in the foreign policy 
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objective of Western countries from inducing the Syrian regime to undertake 
political reforms towards coercing the regime to concede power. While this shift 
was unleashed by the change in the position of the regional countries on the Syrian 
crisis, these countries initially fell short of issuing a similar demand. Nevertheless, 
there was a clear escalation in their tone towards the Syrian regime, as Erdogan 
warned that “those who repress their own people in Syria will not survive,” while 
the emir of Qatar, Hamad bin Khalifeh, stated that “the Syrian people won’t back 
off from their demands” (Al-Jazeera, 26 August 2011; Reuters, 11 September 2011). 
With the change in the stance of the regional countries, Western countries sought 
to exploit this development in order to challenge the Russians and the Chinese in 
the UNSC, and in August 2012 circulated a draft UNSC resolution that entailed 
sanctioning the Syrian regime (Voice of America News, 24 August 2012).

As for economic sanctions, the call for Asad’s ouster was accompanied by the 
US imposing an oil ban on Syria and calling on others to follow suit (New York 
Times, 18 August 2011). The EU responded immediately by imposing additional 
travel bans and asset freezes on military and security personnel and, in September, 
imposed a ban on trade, finance and investment in the Syrian oil sector. The oil 
ban was envisaged as a severe blow to the Syrian economy since the EU imported 
around 90% of Syria’s oil exports, which, in turn, represented around one-third of 
Syria’s exports. Furthermore, the EU began to target big businesses as well as the 
financial sector (Reuters, 24 September 2011; Syria Comment, 4 September 2011; 
Wall Street Journal, 3 September 2011).

On the regional front, various diplomatic measures were undertaken. The Arab 
League issued its own initiative to resolve the Syrian crisis. The initiative entailed 
the cessation of violence and the release of political prisoners, to be followed by a 
national unity government and then by multi-nominee presidential elections to be 
held in 2014; all to be accompanied by the dispatch of a mission from the League 
to monitor progress on the ground (Al-Jazeera, 6 September 2011).

The numerous opposition meetings that took place in Turkey and Qatar paved 
the way for the formation of the Syrian National Council (SNC) as a unifying 
political body for the Syrian opposition under Turkish patronage.25 From late 
August until early October 2011, the Western draft UNSC resolution continu-
ously got watered down with the hope of getting the Russians and the Chinese 
on board. As such, the final draft resolution refrained from the explicit threat of 
imposing sanctions and called instead for targeted measures. Nevertheless, all of 
these toning-down efforts were rendered futile as the draft resolution was met with 
a double veto from Russia and China on 4 October 2011 (BBC, 5 October 2011).

With the doors locked towards adopting a UNSC resolution, Western coun-
tries delegated the political initiative to the regional countries, and the Arab League 
initiative gained centrality in diplomatic efforts. Statements by Western officials in 
this period were confined to repudiating the replication of a Libyan-style military 
intervention, stressing the complexity of the Syrian case as well as the absence of 
international consensus on the issue (National Post, 14 November 2011).

However, the EU continued with economic sanctions: several rounds of 
sanctions were imposed and the scope broadened. Asset freezes and travel bans 
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continued to target military and intelligence personnel and were extended towards 
cabinet members. Measures were taken to complement the oil ban through increas-
ing financial restraints on the Syrian oil sector and targeting Syrian oil companies. 
Most importantly, financial sanctions, including sanctions on the public banking 
sector and on the provision of insurance and re-insurance to the Syrian public 
sector, were applied as a new tool to further strangulate the economy (Financial 
Times, 13 October 2011; Official Journal of the European Union, 1 December 2011, 
18 January 2012; Reuters, 3 December 2011).

As for the regional countries, Turkey reacted to the UNSC veto with intensive 
escalation. Erdogan’s statement that “We are not like Europeans, the USA, China 
and Russia. We have 910 km of joint border and we have family ties. We can’t just 
stand and watch,” reflected the Turkish attitude and the perceived threat conse-
quent on inaction (Al-Akhbar English, 10 October 2011). Subsequently, a roadmap 
for Turkish sanctions was announced and military exercises were taken along the 
Syrian border (Al-Arabiya English, 7 October 2011).

Meanwhile, the Arab League initiative was revived on 16 October and a deadline 
of 15 days was set for the Syrian government to initiate dialogue with the opposi-
tion. The Syrian government accepted the initiative on 2 November. However, 
on 12 November, the Arab League threatened the suspension of Syria’s member-
ship from the League unless the crackdown was halted within four days and, on 
16 November, the suspension came into effect (New York Times, 12 November 
2012).26 The suspension of Syria’s membership further emboldened Turkey to take 
additional measures, including suspending joint oil explorations, threatening to cut 
electricity supplies, discussing the establishment of a buffer zone inside Syria and 
calling for Asad to step down (New York Times, 22 November 2011; The Telegraph, 
15 November 2011). This was followed by the near simultaneous announcement 
of sanctions from both the Arab League and Turkey. Both sanctions comprised 
of travel bans and asset freezes on government officials in addition to suspending 
financial dealings with the Syrian government, including state banks (BBC, 30 
November 2011).

The threat of imposing additional sanctions as well as referring the case to the 
UN compelled the Syrian government to allow the Arab League to send observers 
into Syria in late December (Al-Jazeera, 20 December 2011; CNN, 4 December 
2011; CNN, 17 December 2011). After a month, the observers’ report did not 
satisfy the Gulf countries as it acknowledged the existence of an armed opposition 
and held both sides responsible for the violence.27 A day later, the Arab League—
inspired by the newly implemented deal in Yemen—called on Asad to relinquish 
power to his deputy (Al-Jazeera, 22 January 2012). The Syrian government was 
quick in rejecting this new initiative and, as a response, Saudi Arabia withdrew its 
observers and other countries followed suit, leading to the suspension of the mission 
(BBC, 23 January 2012; BBC, 28 January 2012). This new demand was referred 
to the UNSC where it was met by another double veto (BBC, 4 February 2012).

The response to the second double veto was escalation on many fronts. In terms 
of UN diplomacy, the same UNSC draft resolution was transferred to the General 
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Assembly where it was passed by 137 votes to 12; a victory that was “a moral 
boost to the drive to put international pressure on Syria” in the eyes of Western 
diplomats (The Telegraph, 16 February 2012). On the same front, discussions were 
initiated between the UN and the Arab League with the aim of creating a joint 
observer mission and, by late February, the UN Security General, Ban Ki Moon, 
had appointed Kofi Annan as a joint special envoy on Syria (Reuters, 23 February 
2012; UN News, 8 February 2012). On the national diplomatic front, the Friends 
of Syria (FOS) meeting was convened in Tunisia with the aim of increasing the 
international legitimacy of the SNC, while Western countries recalled their ambas-
sadors and suspended their embassies’ operations in Damascus (Syria Report, 13 
February 2012).

As for economic statecraft, the EU attempted to further strangulate the Syrian 
economy by deepening its financial sanctions through targeting the Central Bank 
of Syria and trade in gold and precious metals, as well as through imposing a ban 
on cargo flights (The Telegraph, 27 February 2012).

The FOS meeting held in Tunisia witnessed a call by regional countries for 
military measures as necessary and complementary for ousting Asad from power. 
In this regard, Hamad bin Jassem called for the creation and deployment of a joint 
Arab army as well as the establishment of humanitarian corridors inside Syria, while 
the Saudi foreign minister, Saud al-Faisal, left the meeting in protest at its failure to 
discuss the arming of the rebels (Al Arabiya English, 24 February 2012; Al-Jazeera, 
24 February 2012).

From the side of the Syrian regime, the second veto encouraged the use of 
heavy weaponry in urban warfare and thus the campaign to recapture the opposi-
tion stronghold in the Baba Amr district of the city of Homs was launched (The 
Telegraph, 6 February 2012). The Syrian army managed to capture the district in 
early March, and subsequently managed to recapture the city of Idlib, another 
opposition stronghold in the northwest of the country (BBC, 15 March 2012; The 
Guardian, 2 March 2012).

The fall of Baba Amr further escalated the response from the regime’s adversar-
ies. Turkey and several European countries closed their embassies in Damascus 
(Syria Report, 5 March 2012; Syria Report, 26 March 2012). The EU imposed 
sanctions on the female members of Asad family, which was followed by a ban on 
the export of luxury goods (BBC, 23 March 2012; The Telegraph, 23 April 2012).

The second FOS meeting recognized the SNC as the legitimate representative 
of the Syrian people. More importantly, however, more explicit support for the 
rebel movement was displayed, though it fell short of reaching an agreement on 
officially arming the rebels, with the Gulf countries instead pledging to pay the 
salaries of rebel fighters, and the US announcing its decision to send communica-
tion equipment (New York Times, 1 April 2012).

As for UN-related diplomacy, Annan’s mission was operationalized in the Annan 
plan (or the Six Point plan). The plan was committed to “an inclusive Syrian-led 
political process” but refrained from mentioning the fate of the president. It also 
entailed the cessation of violence, the provision of humanitarian assistance and the 
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release of detainees, as well as ensuring the freedom of movement for journalists 
and the right to demonstrate (United Nations Meetings Coverage, 21 April 2012). 
The anti-regime camp was highly negative towards the plan. Hamad bin Khalifah 
declared that the chances of its success were not greater than 3%, while Erdogan 
was quick to declare its death after weapons fire crossed the border (Al Arabiya, 17 
April 2012; The Telegraph, 9 April 2012). Even France and the UK issued military 
threats in case of Syria’s non-compliance (BBC, 25 April 2012; The Telegraph, 1 
April 2012).

While direct arming of the rebels by the regional countries can be traced 
throughout the first half of 2012, it was around May that a system for arming 
the rebels clearly developed. The Gulf States provided the arms and Turkey the 
platform, while the US monitored the whole process (New York Times, 25 March 
2012; Washington Post, 15 May 2012). As such, the Annan plan was already falter-
ing when the Houla massacre dealt it its final blow in late May.28 Annan, realizing 
his plan was faltering, managed to create the Action Group for Syria, which 
consisted of the major international and regional stakeholders in Syrian affairs 
with the exception of Iran (Washington Post, 27 June 2012). The group met in 
Geneva on 30 June and agreed on what would be referred to as the Geneva com-
munique or Geneva I. The core of the Geneva communique was the creation of 
a transition government comprising representatives from both the government 
and the opposition, albeit refraining from mentioning the fate of the president 
(Washington Post, 30 June 2012). Nevertheless, this did not change the stance 
of Western countries, as they insisted that Asad ought to leave (The Guardian, 1 
July 2012; Washington Post, 30 June 2012). The subsequent, third FOS meeting 
reaffirmed this positon and drafted a UNSC resolution that put both the Annan 
plan and the Geneva communique under Chapter 7 of the UN Charter, albeit 
without using the threat of military force but rather “economic, diplomatic, travel 
and communication measures” based on Article 41 of the UN Charter (BBC, 6 
July 2012). The date set for the UNSC voting on the new resolution, 18 July, 
was postponed to the following day after the bombing of the Syrian national secu-
rity headquarters in which several of the regime’s top officials were killed. The 
resolution was met by the third and last double veto, which coincided with the 
rebels’ offensive towards the capital Damascus as well as the takeover of several 
border crossings, thus launching a new phase in which military statecraft would 
have the upper hand (BBC, 19 July 2012; Reuters, 19 July 2012; Russia Today, 18 
July 2012).

Contextualizing economic sanctions in the second phase

The calls for Asad’s ouster represented a major shift in the foreign policy objec-
tive of the Western countries. The main strategy was to adopt a UN-based 
sanctions regime within the framework of a UNSC resolution that adopted a 
power-conceding initiative—an outcome that was not realized due to persistent 
vetoing from both Russia and China. As such, the measures undertaken by the 
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coalition of Western and regional countries played the dual role of creating an 
alternative to the paralysis at the UN as well as acting as a means to pressure both 
Russia and China to change their position on Syria.

With the change in objective, fundamental changes in the implemented tools 
followed suit. Economic sanctions shifted from smart sanctions towards more 
comprehensive forms targeting mainly the oil and financial sectors and aimed 
at constricting the economy as a whole. Diplomatically, efforts to support the 
Syrian opposition shifted from hosting opposition conferences towards forming a 
political body representing the opposition, while isolating the Syrian regime. On 
another diplomatic level, several power-conceding initiatives were proposed by 
the UN and the Arab League resulting in the loosely termed Geneva communique. 
Gradually, military statecraft gained prominence as a foreign policy tool, beginning 
with discussions on various means for limited direct intervention and settling on 
providing financial and logistical support to the Syrian rebel groups.

Within this context, Western economic sanctions were the primary tool for 
coercing the Syrian regime towards power-conceding diplomatic initiatives, 
whereas the Arab League and Turkish sanctions, as a one-off deal, possessed the 
function of signalling to the Syrian regime their resolve, and, to the West, the con-
vergence of their interests towards Syria. Both the failure to impose a UN-based 
sanctions regime and the failure to gain any concessions from the Syrian regime 
or to weaken its position vis-à-vis the Syrian armed opposition led to the creeping 
reliance on military statecraft in the form of military support to the armed opposi-
tion. The later sanctions on luxury goods and those directed at the female members 
of the Asad family represented a shift in the function of economic sanctions from 
coerciveness to symbolism.

The third phase: experimenting with the military solution  
(July 2012–May 2013)

The foreign policy tools towards a military solution

Following the third veto, arms gained the upper hand. With the battle for the two 
metropolises of Damascus and Aleppo, the Syrian army was put on the defensive. 
Rebel military gains were evident in the rural north, with the Syrian army retreat-
ing from areas deemed not strategic in order to defend its urban core.29 The series 
of rebel military successes can be attributed to the establishment of a command 
and control nerve centre in the city of Adana in Turkey as a more sophisticated 
system than that developed two months previously (Reuters, 27 July 2012). The 
role of the US was indirect, confined to supervising the operations of the nerve 
centre, as well as setting the use of chemical weapons as a red line which would 
prompt direct intervention (Reuters, 27 July 2012; The Telegraph, 20 August 2012). 
Turkey undertook other secondary measures to fortify its military position. It 
deployed army brigades and anti-aircraft missiles along the Syrian border and, 
later on, authorized military action in Syria following cross-fire into its territories, 
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in addition to intercepting Syrian-bound planes in search of weapons (BBC, 15 
October 2012; New York Times, 4 October 2012; Russia Today, 22 July 2012).

While no evidence can be traced that achieving a military victory was a clear 
objective from the beginning, the initial military victories of the rebels made it 
appear more likely and optimism prevailed. Erdogan declared that he would soon 
be praying in the Umayyad mosque in Damascus, while US officials were quoted 
as saying that “Assad’s days are numbered” (BBC, 26 July 2012; Hurriyet Daily 
News, 7 September 2012).

With the prominence of military statecraft, the role of other foreign policy 
tools subsided. In terms of diplomacy, Annan was replaced by Lakhdar Brahimi 
who himself had low expectations from his mission, and the fragile Eid al-Adha 
ceasefire that he brokered did not develop into any further tangible diplomatic 
action (BBC, 1 September 2012; BBC, 26 October 2012). Economic sanctions 
consisted of additional asset freezes and travel bans on members of the cabinet, 
military and security officials and some state-owned companies, as well as impos-
ing an aircraft ban following Turkey’s plane interceptions (BBC, 15 October 
2012). Nevertheless, the effectiveness of military support was gradually exhausted. 
From one side, there were increasing concerns over the growing presence of radi-
cal Islamist elements, specifically al-Qaida, among the rebels (CBS News, 31 July 
2012). These concerns increased after the Benghazi attacks which led to death of 
the American ambassador, Chris Stevens, in September 2012, and the following 
investigation of the links between the rebels in Syria and the attack (Business Insider 
UK, 19 October 2012). From another side, the limits of the military efforts led by 
the regional countries became more visible also, as the regime, although weak-
ened, managed to survive, leading to calls for direct military intervention from 
the West (Hurriyet Daily News, 26 September 2012; US News and World Report, 
23 September 2012).

Responding to these challenges, the US embarked on a new approach which 
entailed a more direct involvement in the Syrian conflict. The outline of this new 
approach was made apparent during Clinton’s press conference in Zagreb on 31 
October 2012. Clinton questioned the SNC as a viable representative of the Syrian 
opposition, stressing both its detachment from those dying in the frontline and its 
inability to represent all segments of Syrian society. As such, a new political struc-
ture was envisioned that could address these shortcomings and “resist the efforts 
of hijacking the Syrian revolution” (Reuters, 12 October 2012). Changes in the 
structure of the opposition’s military and political institutions were soon to follow. 
Ten days later and following a meeting in Qatar, the SNC transformed into the 
Syrian National Coalition for Opposition and Revolutionary Forces (NC), which 
was designed to curb the dominance of the Muslim Brotherhood and increase 
the representation of other groups (Reuters, 12 November 2012). The following 
month, the Supreme Military Council (SMC) was founded as the highest military 
leadership of the FSA, while the Syrian branch of al-Qaida, Jabhat al-Nusra, was 
designated a terrorist organization (The Guardian, 11 December 2012; New York 
Times, 8 December 2012).
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This more direct involvement in Syrian affairs coincided with Obama’s second 
term of presidency, leading to widespread anticipation among US allies that a bolder 
strategy in Syria would be pursued. Consequently, the UK and France spearheaded 
the initiative for reviewing the EU arms embargo on Syria in order to directly arm 
the rebels, while Turkey requested from NATO the stationing of patriot missiles, 
which was perceived as a pre-condition to imposing a no-fly-zone (NFZ) (BBC, 15 
November 2012; The Guardian, 8 November 2012). By 18 December, commenc-
ing the fourth FOS meeting in Morocco, the NC managed to receive recognition 
from the anti-regime camp as “the legitimate representative of the Syria people,” 
albeit falling short of being recognized as the potential successors of the current gov-
ernment (BBC, 20 November 2012; BBC, 12 December 2012; New York Times, 
19 November 2012).

As for the developments on lifting the EU arms embargo, the UK and France 
managed to have sanctions renewed for three months instead of the standard one 
year, with the hope that by the end of this period the arms ban would be lifted 
(Al-Arabiya English, 10 December 2012). Although an agreement was reached 
during this period to lift the arms embargo, other countries in the EU were 
quick to rebuff the agreement (The Independent, 27 February 2013; The Telegraph, 
14 March 2013). More importantly, there was a surge in shipments and airlifts 
of weapons to the rebels in which regional countries were responsible for the 
purchase while the CIA was responsible for supervising the operation. Although 
these operations carried on throughout 2012, the main change was the increase 
in their sheer numbers as well as the alteration in their route, with Croatia being 
the main source of arms and Jordan becoming an increasingly important destina-
tion besides Turkey (New York Times, 25 February 2013; New York Times, 24 
March 2013).

Overall, the anticipated bolder strategy was not realized. Although NATO 
deployed patriot missiles along the Syrian–Turkish border, the NFZ was never 
implemented (Reuters, 26 January 2013). Instead, Obama questioned the utility 
of direct intervention, as well as stressing his concerns over growing extremism 
(Reuters, 27 January 2013). Rather, with the beginning of 2013, international 
diplomacy made a creeping comeback, and the notion of a political solution to 
the Syrian crisis was gradually re-introduced into the rhetoric of Western officials 
(BBC, 13 March 2012; Huffington Post, 17 March 2012; The Telegraph, 14 March 
2012). Several meetings took place between Russian and US officials, albeit with-
out any tangible results (New York Times, 11 January 2013; Reuters, 26 February 
2013, Reuters, 10 April 2013). The underlying factor behind this comeback was 
the realization that the military situation on the ground, rather than being one of 
imminent regime collapse, was more a military stalemate that funnelled Islamic 
extremism into Syria, especially after its spread to Mali, fuelled by Libyan arms 
(Reuters, 9 April 2012).

From another side, the US–Russian rapprochement alarmed not only the 
regional countries but also France and the UK. As a pre-emptive measure, the 
latter supported the unilateral announcement of a Syrian interim government by 
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the Syrian opposition, much to the consternation of the US (Al-Akhbar English, 21 
March 2013; Huffington Post, 17 March 2013). Furthermore, the NC was offered 
Syria’s seat in the Arab League and its embassy opened in Qatar (Al-Jazeera, 28 
March 2013). Whereas EU members failed to reach an agreement on the lifting 
the arms ban, they managed to ease the oil ban in favour of the Syrian opposition 
(BBC, 22 April 2013).

By spring 2013, the situation on the ground got even messier. A chemi-
cal assault took place in Khan Assal near Aleppo, Israel launched strikes inside 
Syria and the Iraqi branch of al-Qaida announced its merger with Jabhat al-
Nusra (The Times, 20 March 2013; New York Times, 7 May 2013, 9 April 2013). 
Furthermore, the Boston bombings marked the extending of the spillover effects 
of Islamic extremism to the US itself (Wall Street Journal, 23 April 2013). All of 
these factors combined gave the modest US–Russian rapprochement a boost as 
John Kerry, the US secretary of state, and Sergei Lavrov, the Russian foreign 
minister, announced from Moscow their commitment to a political solution 
(BBC, 7 May 2013).

Contextualizing economic sanctions in the third phase

The third phase witnessed a dramatic shift in the objective, tools and weight of 
the countries involved. The objective shifted from coercing the Syrian regime to 
participate in power-conceding diplomatic initiatives towards achieving an out-
right military victory. Intuitively, the shift towards achieving a military-oriented 
objective implied having military statecraft, embodied by providing support to the 
rebels, as the main foreign policy tool. This shift from economic coercion towards 
military statecraft coincided with the shift towards regional countries having a lead-
ing role while Western countries took a back seat. Nevertheless, the confluence 
of the growing prominence of a jihadist component within the rebel movement 
and the resilience of the Syrian regime necessitated a change in the calculations 
of Western countries towards getting more involved in the military and political 
affairs of the Syrian opposition and gradually returning to efforts at a political solu-
tion to the Syrian crisis.

As economic sanctions were rendered secondary in the face of military state-
craft, their role, type and function changed accordingly. They were imposed less 
frequently and ceased to be of a coercive nature, but rather were an accompanying 
measure for other tools. The sanctions on the cabinet were of a symbolic nature 
in protest against the illegitimacy of running parliamentary elections and forming a 
cabinet. The ban on flights was related to the preceding incidents of plane intercep-
tions and therefore was more of an accompanying measure to the military embargo 
than an economic measure. Finally, the partial lifting of the oil embargo came 
within the context of empowering the Syrian opposition. Overall, the aggregate 
function of the sanctioning process shifted towards constraining the Syrian regime.
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The fourth phase: restoring the political solution  
(May 2013–June 2014)

The foreign policy tools towards a political solution

With the Kerry/Lavrov meeting, a new phase was launched that re-endorsed a 
political solution to the Syrian crisis, as the alternative was perceived—in Kerry’s 
words—to be “even more violence.” As such, the Geneva communique was rein-
stated as the foundation for a political settlement and an international conference 
was convened as the means to reach it (BBC, 7 May 2013).

Paradoxically, the announced endorsement of a political solution was followed 
by the partial relaxation of Western reservations over directly arming the rebels, 
ostensibly to increase their bargaining power in any negotiations towards a settle-
ment. Following allegations of the use of chemical weapons, the US announced its 
intention to directly arm the rebels, only for Obama to later reaffirm his reserva-
tions about getting deeply involved in the Syrian conflict (BBC, 14 June 2013; The 
Telegraph, 18 June 2013). A similarly hesitant approval of arming the rebels was 
reflected in EU policy, as its decision not to renew the arms embargo was accom-
panied by restraining its members from providing arms to the rebels (BBC, 28 May 
2013). This was translated into having arms provision contingent upon the Syrian 
regime’s failure to participate in the political process (EU Observer, 3 June 2013). 
The FOS meeting in Qatar further clarified the strategy. In the words of Hamad 
bin Jassim, “providing arms may be the only means of achieving peace” and thus 
“a balance must be achieved on the ground so the regime can accept negotiations” 
(BBC, 22 June 2013). As such, the main strategy was to coerce the Syrian regime 
to the negotiation table, as well as improve the negotiating power of the opposition 
through arming the rebels, especially against the Syrian army, changing the military 
balance on the ground in their favour, counterbalancing the increasing involve-
ment of Hizbollah on the regime side. This change in strategy was paralleled by a 
change in the political weight of the regional countries. A few days following the 
FOS meeting, Qatar’s Prince Hamad Bin Khalifah stepped down in favour of his 
son, Tamim, and Saudi Arabia replaced Qatar as the main patron of both the politi-
cal and armed opposition (BBC, 25 June 2013). These changes were reflected in 
the structure of the Syrian political opposition. The NC was expanded to include 
the Saudi-backed liberal bloc, which in turn facilitated the rise of Ahmad Jarba, a 
pro-Saudi Arabian tribal leader, as its head, thus undermining the influence of the 
Turkish/Qatari sponsored Muslim Brotherhood within the NC (Huffington Post, 
12 July 2013).

With the al-Ghouta chemical attack on 21 August, Obama’s red line was crossed 
and the whole world was anticipating his response. A few days later, Obama 
announced his consideration of military strikes in Syria. Nevertheless, he empha-
sized undertaking action in compliance with international law and in coordination 
with others (The Telegraph, 23 August 2013). Furthermore, he announced that any 
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military strike would be limited, serving as merely a symbolic gesture in punishing  
the Syrian regime (BBC, 29 August 2013). Obama’s multilateral efforts did not 
yield many results, as—with the exception of France—other countries were 
reluctant to participate directly. To begin with, adopting a UNSC resolution for 
intervention was, as usual, impeded by Russia and China (BBC, 29 August 2013). 
On the one hand, the regional countries, unwilling to bear the repercussions of 
the strike, were reluctant to get deeply involved despite their support (The Atlantic, 
29 August 2013, 3 September 2013). The UK’s refusal to join the strike follow-
ing its parliamentary vote represented an important blow to Obama’s multilateral 
efforts and the case was referred to Congress (BBC, 30 August 2013; New York 
Times, 31 August 2013). When his final attempt for multilateral action failed dur-
ing the G-20 meeting in Moscow, Obama accepted a Russian proposal in which 
Syria would destroy its stockpile of chemical weapons in return for cancelling the 
airstrike, an agreement that was translated into a unanimous, binding UNSC reso-
lution by the end of September (BBC, 10 September 2013; BBC, 28 September 
2013; The Guardian, 7 September 2013).

The chemical deal provided a new impetus for the convening of Geneva II (The 
Telegraph, 7 October 2013). However, preparations for the conference were met 
with fierce resistance from the regional countries, which felt betrayed and frus-
trated by the chemical deal. This frustration was best manifested in Saudi Arabia’s 
rejection of its UNSC seat as a protest against the impotence of the UN in resolv-
ing world affairs and especially the Syrian crisis (The Telegraph, 18 October 2013). 
The temporary nuclear deal with Iran, reached in November 2013, further fuelled 
these existing tensions, prompting US officials to make assurance visits to Qatar 
and Saudi Arabia (BBC, 4 November 2013; Reuters, 10 December 2013). Another 
source of tension was the change in the rebel landscape in the favour of jihadist 
groups. With the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), an al-Qaida offshoot, taking 
over Raqqa and the Islamic Front’s takeover of the Bab al-Hawa border post from 
the SMC, the role of the regional countries in supporting or, at least, tolerating 
these groups was spotlighted (Christian Science Monitor, 11 December 2013; Politico, 
2 January 2014; Reuters, 11 December 2013). When the Geneva conference was 
finally convened in January 2014, it took only two rounds of talks for Brahimi 
to announce its failure, which eventually led to his resignation in May 2014 (The 
Guardian, 15 February 2013, 13 May 2013).

Within this diplomatic/military quagmire, the role of economic sanctions was 
confined to the prohibition of trade in assets with historic and cultural value (as a 
response to the increase in the trade in antiquities to fund the war, especially with 
the rise of ISIS), in addition to allowing exemptions on financial dealings with 
the Commercial Bank of Syria in issues of a humanitarian nature (EU Council 
Decision 2013/760/CFSP).

The failure of Geneva II and the rise of ISIS facilitated the convergence of 
interests between the US and Saudi Arabia. The US increased its military support 
to the rebels as a means of punishing Asad for the failure of the Geneva talks as well 
as bringing him back to the negotiation table, whereas Saudi Arabia replaced the 
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hawkish Bandar Bin Sultan with the anti-al-Qaida Prince Mohammed Bin Nayef 
to be in charge of the Syrian case (The National, 25 February 2014; The Telegraph, 
15 February 2014).

Regarding economic sanctions, the EU exempted the asset freeze on Syrian 
government funds in order to finance the destruction of the chemical weapons 
(EU Council Decision, 2014/74/CFSP). After a long pause, the US resumed its 
sanctions, targeting Syria’s two oil refineries and, for the first time, a Russian bank, 
Tempbank, was blacklisted for its financial dealings with the Syrian government, 
in line with Jarba’s visit to the US (Syria Report, 12 May 2014). This phase was 
terminated with a game changing shock that occurred in June 2014 in neighbour-
ing Iraq when ISIS took over Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city, along with nearly 
one-third of the country; two weeks later it announced the Caliphate (BBC, 30 
June 2014; The Conversation, 13 June 2014).

Contextualizing economic sanctions in the fourth phase

With the political solution for the Syrian crisis re-embraced, diplomacy was 
restored through seeking the convening of Geneva II. As in phase three, arm-
ing the rebels was the main policy tool implemented by the regime’s adversaries. 
The main change between the two phases was related to the objective, as military 
support to the rebels was sought to change the balance of power on the ground 
in order to coerce the Syrian government to concede political power. Therefore, 
arming the rebels played the same role that economic sanctions had played dur-
ing the second phase. Similar to the third phase, economic sanctions were rarely 
enacted and were oriented towards exemptions, whether for humanitarian pur-
poses or for the purpose of financing the destruction of chemical weapons.

The fifth phase: de-prioritizing the conflict with the  
Syrian regime (June 2014–March 2015)

The foreign policy tools associated with de-prioritizing 
regime targeting

Despite the declaration of the “Caliphate,” the initial response from the US was 
in line with its previous reluctant involvement. Two measures were taken: in 
Iraq, US Special Forces were dispatched for non-combat advisory purposes, while 
in Syria, Congress approval was sought for a US$500 million programme, train-
ing and equipping the “moderate” rebels (BBC, 26 June 2014; The Guardian, 22 
June 2014). Nevertheless, US calculations changed with ISIS’s approach of the 
Iraqi Kurdish city of Irbil, as this impelled the launching of airstrikes on ISIS in 
Iraq (The Guardian, 8 August 2014). This was followed by the creation of a coali-
tion by the US for fighting ISIS, comprising several Western countries as well as 
Turkey, together with the authorization of surveillance flights over Syria (BBC, 
26 August 2014; The Guardian, 5 September 2014). The looming extension of 
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the airstrikes against ISIS to Syria prompted the Syrian government to attempt to 
join the coalition against ISIS (The Independent, 25 August 2014). Nevertheless, 
the attempt fell on deaf ears as the US authorized airstrikes without such coordi-
nation (The Guardian, 11 September 2014). Conversely, the US sought military 
cooperation with the regional countries which, from their side, sought to trade 
their support for the US war against ISIS for a US commitment to undertake 
tougher measures against the Syrian regime. The end result was a coalition of ten 
Arab countries joining in return for increased support for “moderate” Syrian rebels 
(BBC, 11 September 2014; Financial Times, 14 September 2014; The Telegraph, 11 
September 2014).

The change in priority was reflected in the statements of Western officials and 
official press releases that quietly dropped the demand for Asad to step down. 
Although the EU still criticized the Syrian government heavily and emphasized the 
necessity of a political transition, these issues were only mentioned in later points of 
its press releases after discussing developments related to ISIS. On the other hand, 
de-prioritization did not imply by any means the restoration of relations with the 
Syrian government (Council of the European Union Press Office, 20 October 
2014). Even following the Charlie Hebdo attacks, a joint statement by the UK and 
France made that clear (Reuters, 27 February 2015). However, parliamentary del-
egations from Western countries began to make visits to Damascus while Western 
journalists conducted interviews with Asad (BBC, 10 February 2015; CBS, 29 
March 2015; Foreign Affairs, 25 January 2015; Hurriyet Daily News, 3 March 2015; 
Middle East Eye, 25 March 2015; Reuters, 25 February 2015). Furthermore, the 
Syrian embassy was re-opened in Kuwait (Al-Jazeera, 30 December 2014). In terms 
of UN diplomacy, Staffan de Mistura replaced Brahimi as head of the UN mis-
sion and announced his plan to freeze the conflict in Aleppo towards the end of 
October 2014, which was rejected by the rebels (Al-Jazeera English, 2 March 2015). 
Both Russia and Egypt undertook diplomatic initiatives, attempting to boost their 
brand of the opposition and challenging the domination of the Western-supported 
mainstream opposition (Al Akhbar English, 23 January 2015; Carnegie Middle East, 
30 December 2014).

As for economic sanctions, this phase witnessed a surge in the sanctioning pro-
cess after its slowdown during the third and fourth phases. Sanctions were initially 
imposed on the Syrian cabinet that was formed in light of the presidential elec-
tions that took place in June 2014 (Syria Report, 23 June 2014). More importantly, 
economic sanctions imposed by both the US and the EU targeted the oil supply 
chain of the Syrian government targeting both local companies and personnel as 
well as the foreign companies involved (Syria Report, 16 July 2014, 20 October 
2014, 21 October 2014, 27 October 2014, 27 December 2014, 9 March 2015, 16 
March 2015).

The disparity in priority between international and regional countries reached 
its zenith in light of imminent talks to discuss the framework for the Iranian 
nuclear deal. As a pre-emptive measure, the regional countries set aside their dif-
ferences and supported the creation of a rebel coalition, the “Army of Conquest”, 
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spearheaded by Jabhat al-Nusra, paving the way for the takeover of the provincial 
centre of Idlib (Washington Post, 26 April 2015). Although this measure did not 
necessarily represent an end to the discussed phase it can be viewed as a suitable 
point to end the analysis.

Contextualizing economic sanctions in the fifth phase

The ISIS takeover of the Iraqi city of Mosul shifted the priorities of the Western 
countries towards facing ISIS. The challenge was to confront ISIS without rec-
onciling with or providing any concessions to Asad. Towards this aim, the US 
launched a campaign of airstrikes against ISIS. Regional countries resumed their 
military support to the Syrian rebels while attempting to make a bargain with the 
US of joining the coalition against ISIS in return for the US adopting a more 
aggressive stance against the Syrian regime. In balancing these different objectives, 
the Western countries sought to increase their pressure against the Syrian regime 
and thus economic sanctions played a more important role in comparison to the 
third and fourth phases of the conflict. Therefore, the targeting of the oil supply 
chain had primarily a constraining function as it represented an attempt to make 
it more difficult for the Syrian government to procure oil supplies. On a second-
ary level, these sanctions possessed a symbolic function as a means of emphasizing 
that the fight with ISIS did not imply a change in the position towards the Syrian 
regime. Whereas sanctions on the Syrian cabinet following the presidential election 
were primarily symbolic in nature as they indicated disapproval of the election.

The 2015 Russian military intervention in Syria coincided with the aggravation 
of the refugee crisis and the surge in ISIS terrorist attacks in Western countries, and 
unleashed a renewed international diplomatic process. However, the global process 
proved futile and was outweighed by a more regional-oriented diplomacy com-
prising Turkey, Iran and Russia, which allowed the shift in the balance of power 
towards the regime. Western sanctions focused on disrupting the regime’s energy 
supply chain, financial networks, chemical programme and reconstruction efforts, 
while the question of Syria’s reconstruction became a new source of leverage for 
Western countries with its contribution being dependent on the regime undergo-
ing a political transition.

Conclusions for the sanctions literature from the  
Syrian case

By applying a detailed contextualization of economic sanctions among the foreign 
policy tools of Syria’s adversaries, five phases have been identified in terms of the 
overall objective that dominated the time period. The initial objective, which was 
related to inducing the Syrian regime to carry out political reforms, shifted towards 
coercing the Syrian regime to concede power, with calls for Asad to step down 
in August 2011. Following the Geneva communique in June 2012, a third phase 
was realized, when weight was put behind military statecraft. With the growing  
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complexity and spillover potential of the Syrian conflict pursuit of a political 
solution to the Syrian crisis was resumed in May 2013, while the conflict with 
the Syrian regime as a whole was de-prioritized with the declaration of the ISIS 
Caliphate in June 2014. As for the context of economic sanctions within each 
phase, they played a primary role in the first two phases, while being undermined 
in the third and fourth phases by the prominence of military statecraft, only to 
make a comeback during the fifth phase.

This evidence casts doubt on the argument of Giumelli and Ivan that eco-
nomic sanctions have first a coercive and thereafter a constraining function.30 On 
the contrary, imposing economic sanctions as a means of coercion was initially 
only of secondary importance since imposing more restrictive measures was cur-
tailed as long as regional countries were reluctant to get involved or were pursuing 
diplomatic engagement. Therefore, and in addition to their symbolic function, 
economic sanctions in the first phase possessed a signalling function for both the 
Syrian regime and regional countries, indicating the willingness for escalation. The 
coercive function of economic sanctions was only realized in the second phase 
with the calls for Asad to step down and the initiation of diplomatic initiatives. The 
exhaustion of potential economic leverage paved the way towards increasing mili-
tary involvement in the conflict—first as a means for effecting regime change, then 
as a means of coercing the regime to concede power after the revival of the political 
solution—in which the regional countries became the main actors. As such, rather 
than arguing that economic sanctions failed to prevent a civil war, as Giumelli and 
Ivan do, I specify that it was the failure of economic sanctions to coerce the regime 
that drove militarization of Syria’s civil war. Finally, the de-prioritization of the 
conflict with the Syrian regime, which was associated with the rise of ISIS, was 
paralleled with a resurgence of economic sanctions that targeted the Syrian oil sup-
ply chain and extended to foreign companies as a means of constraining the regime 
while concentrating the Western aerial bombing campaign on ISIS.
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THE RESPONSIBILITY TO PROTECT 
(R2P) IN SYRIA

A critical analysis of R2P as an  
interactional process

Nour M. El-Kebbi

Introduction

In the last 30 years, the international community has witnessed and too often 
stood idly by as acts of genocide and other mass atrocities wreaked regional havoc, 
destroying thousands of lives. Between February and September 1988, between 
50,000 and 100,000 Iraqi Kurds were systematically and brutally murdered, tar-
geted by Saddam Hussein’s regime solely on the basis of their ethnicity.1 Over 
approximately 100 days, beginning on 6 April 1994, nearly 800,000 Rwandans 
were massacred—a killing campaign organized by top government, media, 
and military leaders and carried out by Hutus in the thousands.2 In the former 
Yugoslavia, 250,000 people were murdered in a process that produced the term 
“ethnic cleansing.”3 Sudan’s Darfur region continues to suffer a brutal conflict that 
has claimed more than 300,000 lives and displaced more than two million people.4

In this tragic context, a crucial step towards a cohesive international commitment 
to prevent such crimes was introduced through the creation of a new international 
principle, the Responsibility to Protect (R2P). R2P was developed by certain key 
United Nations (UN) member states in the early 2000s, and was officially adopted 
by all member states at the UN’s 2005 World Summit. R2P stipulates that states 
must take action to protect their citizens and prevent four key crimes within their 
borders—genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity. 
R2P also provides that if a government fails to uphold this charge, then the respon-
sibility shifts to the international community, which must intervene.

In the conflict over Syria numerous atrocities were committed against the Syrian 
people, including war crimes and crimes against humanity, claiming nearly half a 
million lives by 2017 (Reuters, 13 March 2017). Yet, despite these clear violations 
of international law, and perhaps the clearest example of a crisis in which R2P 
was meant to be triggered, international intervention in Syria has not come about.  
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As the death toll rose, world leaders continued to dither as to whether to intervene 
in Syria, and if so, how. R2P, as it is currently constructed, seems to be failing the 
purpose for which it was created.

Defining and constructing R2P

In his Millennium Report 2000, former UN Secretary General Kofi Annan chal-
lenged UN member states to find a way to reconcile humanitarian intervention 
and state sovereignty.5 In response, the International Commission on Intervention 
and State Sovereignty (ICISS) was established in December 2001. In its July 2002 
report, The Responsibility to Protect, the ICISS coined the phrase “Responsibility to 
Protect” and established its three pillars: to prevent the four crimes, react to their 
perpetration, and rebuild following conflict.6 R2P was unanimously adopted by 
world leaders into the 2005 World Summit document, which declared that all 
states have a responsibility to protect their citizens from genocide, war crimes, eth-
nic cleansing, and crimes against humanity; the document also stated that should a 
state manifestly fail to do so, the international community stood ready to take col-
lective action.7 The UN Security Council (UNSC) unanimously reaffirmed R2P 
and stated that it was prepared to adopt the appropriate measures it necessitated, 
should the need arise.8

However, this support for R2P came after six months of negotiations, bar-
gaining, and wording debates between world leaders and certain individuals who 
dedicated enormous amounts of effort bringing R2P to life. Through a process 
of contestation, negotiation, and revision, the version of R2P that was eventu-
ally officially adopted in 2005 was drastically different from that which had been 
proposed in the 2002 ICISS report. The several key components that were lost in 
the process were characterized as necessary changes to achieve broad consensus and 
acceptance.9 Both the individuals who diligently promoted R2P—actors known 
as “norm entrepreneurs”10—and those who contested it played a crucial role in its 
construction and consequent acceptance, thereby initiating R2P as an emerging 
norm of international relations.

The adoption of R2P in the 2005 World Summit Document as a budding inter-
national norm was an achievement driven by several powerful advocates, norm 
entrepreneurs such as Michael Ignatieff, then President of the General Assembly, 
Jean Ping, and then UN Secretary General Kofi Annan.11 R2P was heavily socially 
constructed from its inception, with many actors and their various interests engag-
ing in bargaining, strategic framing, and construction through compromise. Over 
the course of these negotiations, key changes were made to R2P that have had 
lasting effects on its development and application.12 Two examples are limiting 
the scope of protection to four international crimes (genocide, war crimes, ethnic 
cleansing, and crimes against humanity), and the deletion of a clause urging the 
five permanent members of the UNSC (the US, the UK, France, Russia, and 
China—known as the P5) to not veto action intended to halt or prevent genocide 
or ethnic cleansing. The deleted clause on veto abstention has taken on renewed 
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relevance as a result of the Syrian conflict, as more than one third of UN member 
states, notably France, called for veto restraint in mass atrocity situations.13

Additionally, the wording was changed from a member state being “unwill-
ing and unable” to protect their populations to “manifestly failing” to do so; this 
change was rooted in concerns about the high level of proof necessary to legally 
establish whether a government was in fact “unwilling and unable,” since such a 
finding requires judgments on motives rather than empirical observation. Lastly, 
the wording changed from “obligation to protect” to “responsibility to protect” due 
to demands by then US Representative to the UN John Bolton.14 Changing the 
wording from “obligation” to “responsibility” fundamentally undermined R2P as a 
legally binding norm. An “obligation” presents a legal duty, whereas a “responsi-
bility” is merely a moral appeal—a far weaker case than legally obligated action.15 
This modification reduced R2P to a plea to prevent mass atrocities, rather than a 
concrete legal responsibility to take action.

This continues to be a stumbling block for R2P, as it was originally conceived 
to require action to prevent mass atrocities, but has failed to consistently wield the 
authority internationally to do so. By asserting in its text that action under R2P 
must conform to the UN Charter (which states that a situation must constitute a 
threat to international peace and security to justify UN-sanctioned action), R2P 
leaves too much space for political assessments that may hamper efforts to act.16 
Such obstructive politics are evidenced by Russia’s consistent veto (often along 
with China) of numerous Syrian resolutions, on account of its firm ties to the Asad 
regime (New York Times, 4 February 2012).

This chapter addresses three questions: How does studying R2P through an 
interactional lens provide a new understanding of: (1) the norm itself; (2) what 
remains in the way of its effective operationalization in crisis situations; and (3) 
how its use in Libya in 2011 affected the norm’s development, its effect on the 
Syrian crisis, and jeopardized its potential for future operationalization? The chap-
ter concludes by discussing R2P’s status as a legal instrument, and argues that its 
further legalization is pivotal to its future viability as an international norm.

This chapter relies on a two-part constructivist, interactional model of norm 
development to offer a re-conceptualization of R2P and its continuing evolution 
in the international sphere. Firstly, Sandholtz’s cyclical model of norm develop-
ment dynamically charts norm development through the norm’s interactions with 
individual actors, world events, and other norms.17 It provides a further explana-
tion for R2P’s continued failure to meet some of Fuller’s criteria for consolidated 
law.18 Secondly, Brunée and Toope’s framework for international law creation 
and the empirical findings of this chapter undergird the argument that legalization 
would further R2P’s consolidation as an international legal norm.19

Sandholtz’s cyclical model of norm development posits that norm change is 
not the result of abstract arguments but of practical disputes arising from spe-
cific actions, occurring in cycles that are linked, both forward and backward, in 
an extensive historical dynamic.20 Disputation is the driving mechanism of norm 
change through a process of “continually modifying social rules,” emphasizing that 
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norms neither emerge nor evolve in a vacuum—they are constantly competing 
with other norms and interacting with many actors.21 Sandholtz’s model theorizes 
that norm structures provide knowledge to actors on how to act one way versus 
another, thus guiding actor choices; this shapes the actions an actor chooses to 
take, which then triggers disputes; contestation forces on both sides make argu-
ments for or against such action, which leads to the modification of these rules; 
this leads to rule change, and as the modified rules are accepted they alter the rule 
structure from which they initially emerged.22 This model is represented graphi-
cally in Figure 18.1.23

Sandholtz highlights how each cycle influences the future context in which the 
norm operates and provides precedence for future norm interpretation and possible 
change.24 Accordingly, this chapter analyzes the direct connection between R2P’s 
application in Libya and its failure to be applied in Syria—exemplifying how one 
application (Libya) constrained a later application (Syria).

By re-conceptualizing R2P not as a static norm but one constantly respond-
ing and adapting to new pressures, situational contexts, and power politics, we 
obtain a more thorough understanding of R2P and how best to consolidate it 
as an international norm. More importantly, we gain further insight as to why 
R2P was not operationalized in response to the Syrian conflict. Focusing on the 
debates surrounding R2P in the Syrian conflict, this chapter aims to provide a 
more nuanced understanding of why R2P did not form the basis for intervention 
in Syria, although US airstrikes in April 2017 may have signalled a possible nod 
to this principle. Such an analysis, which refracts normative development theory 

Rule 
Structure

Actions

Arguments

Rule Change

FIGURE 18.1 The Cycle of Norm Change
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through an interactional lens, seeks to put a spotlight on the remaining obstacles to 
R2P’s effective operationalization in Syria and beyond.25

Previous implications of R2P and the effect on Syria

Pre-Libya, the defining event for R2P was the crisis in Darfur. Despite the UN 
Human Rights Council (UNHRC) findings that the government of Sudan had 
both manifestly failed to protect the people of Darfur from mass international 
crimes and participated in executing these crimes—which should have resulted in 
the international community being obliged to exercise R2P26—the UNSC con-
tested the legitimacy of these findings and resolved to only “take note” of the 
report, without R2P being particularly discussed.27 Perhaps the greatest setback to 
the prospect of intervention was the US statement in 2004 that labelling the Darfur 
crisis a genocide created no specific legal obligations on behalf of state parties to 
intervene—a clear disregard for international law concerning genocide, and, in 
particular, the Genocide Convention (GC).28

Under GC Article I, signatory states (which includes the US) have an obligation 
to both prevent and punish genocide,29 rendering the US statement a flagrant disre-
gard of its treaty obligations. Interpreting GC Article I to not include intervention 
is inconsistent with the object and purpose of the treaty, an interpretive principle 
from the Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties (VCLT). As of 3 June 2017, 
the US Department of State stated on its website that the US recognizes that many 
of the provisions of the VCLT constitute customary international law on the law 
of treaties. As such, the refusal of the US to intervene in Darfur not only hampered 
the entrenchment of R2P as an international norm, but also undermined the GC 
by setting a precedent that a finding of genocide would not necessarily trigger a 
legal obligation to intervene. This constituted a double blow to the progression of 
international intervention in genocidal and other mass atrocity situations.

However, R2P has been applied in the past, most notably in Libya. Following 
mass demonstrations in Libya that were met by its then leader Muammar Qaddafi’s 
regime with shocking brutality and violence, the international community took up 
the R2P and launched a North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) led air cam-
paign to incapacitate the regime, fearing greater destruction and civilian deaths.30 
The indiscriminate attacks by the Qaddafi regime made up the bulk of what the 
International Criminal Court (ICC) determined to be crimes against humanity 
committed by Qaddafi.31 By finding the perpetration of crimes against humanity, 
the ICC established the basis for R2P’s applicability, and consequently the NATO 
bombing campaign, as crimes against humanity are one of the four international 
crimes that trigger R2P.

The Libyan effect on R2P: setting the stage for Syria

This environment fomented debates in the UN regarding how to respond to Libya, 
with two key outcomes: UNSC Resolution 1970, condemning the regime’s use 
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of force against civilians, calling for the halt of such violence, and asset freezes 
and travel bans on key members of the government and the Qaddafi family; and 
UNSC Resolution 1973, authorizing intervention, including military interven-
tion, in Libya.32 Resolution 1973 made clear references to R2P language, such as 
“Reiterating the responsibility of the Libyan authorities to protect the Libyan popu-
lation”; “reaffirming that parties to armed conflicts bear the primary responsibility to 
take all feasible steps to ensure the protection of civilians”; and “Considering that the 
widespread and systematic attacks . . . against the civilian population may amount 
to crimes against humanity.”33 Regional support for foreign intervention from 
organizations such as the Gulf Cooperation Council and the League of Arab States 
provided political legitimacy for UN Resolution 1973, which established a no-fly 
zone over Libya and authorized member states to take “all necessary measures” to 
protect “civilians under threat of attack” in Libya.34

This inclusion of R2P language would seemingly have aided R2P’s develop-
ment as an internationally accepted norm. In Sandholtzian terms, the proposal 
of this R2P language would constitute an action, and its successful inclusion in 
Resolution 1973 would seemingly signify rule change—i.e. that in the face of 
evidence of mass atrocities, the UNSC would authorize intervention according to 
R2P—a stark shift from the Darfurian experience.

However, the lack of R2P action in Syria makes clear that no such defini-
tive norm change occurred. This is due to the fact that another Sandholtzian 
cycle of norm change, backsliding, occurred during the actual implementation of 
Resolution 1973, when Allied forces went beyond protecting civilians to focus-
ing instead on ensuring regime change (Foreign Policy, 22 March 2016). This 
action sparked another round of arguments that regressed R2P’s international 
acceptance—Russia and China argued that the US-led coalition had used force 
under the banner of R2P to inappropriately end Qaddafi’s regime (The Economist, 
19 May 2011). This tainted R2P’s legitimacy and threatened its future applica-
bility in mass atrocity situations, as world powers such as Russia and China now 
harboured scepticism, doubts, and outright hostility to invocations of R2P. While 
Resolution 1973 may have been a step forward in R2P’s normative development, 
its execution, which prioritized regime change over protecting civilians, brought 
R2P two if not three steps back.

Syria: suspended in Libya’s dust

Background

The Uprising in Syria took the international community by surprise—academics 
and politicians alike. It was one of the states in which an uprising was unexpected, 
given the relative domestic and regional support President Bashar al-Asad enjoyed 
and the strength of his regime’s hold on the country.35 As in Tunisia and Libya, the 
protests began not in the capital of Damascus, but in the provincial city of Deraa, 
where several young teenagers were arrested for writing “Down with the Regime 
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(nizam)” on a wall.36 After fighting for their release for two weeks their families 
took to the streets in protest and were met by government forces firing live ammu-
nition, killing several unarmed civilians.37 Their funeral procession the next day 
drew 20,000 protesters out into the streets, chanting anti-government slogans and 
attacking government buildings.38 This spark in Deraa lit a fire of uprising across 
Syria, with mass protests spreading to the other cities of Latakia, Homs, Hasaka, 
and Qamishli, and eventually to the small towns surrounding Damascus.39

The Uprising thereafter devolved into a protracted and bloody civil war. From 
the start, the regime responded with the same brutal force that it had displayed 
numerous times in the past in response to any type of anti-government activity, 
such as the 1982 devastation of the town of Hama and the massacre of 10,000–
25,000 of its inhabitants.40 Violence engulfed Syria, with atrocities committed by 
both the regime and opposition forces. The UN stopped officially recording casu-
alties in January 2014, as conditions on the ground made it impossible to deliver 
accurate estimates; but according to the Syrian Center for Policy Research, as of 
February 2016 at least 470,000 had been killed, and according to the UN Office 
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs more than half of Syria’s pre-war 
population of 22.4 million had either been internally displaced or fled abroad, 
notably to Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon (The Guardian, 21 January 2017).

Syria and R2P: trapped in Libya’s shadow

The scale of violence, death, and devastation in Syria has well surpassed that 
witnessed in Libya and yet the international community remains paralyzed by 
inaction. Russia’s and China’s continued support for the Asad regime and vetoing 
of resolutions that would authorize any sort of active intervention in Syria’s civil 
war—whether by economic sanctions, investigation of key atrocities, or armed 
intervention—drew international criticism, particularly from Western pow-
ers (The Guardian, 19 July 2012). Crucially, these vetoes emboldened the Asad 
regime, with each veto followed by renewed and greater violence aimed at civil-
ians by regime forces.41 Russia’s and China’s perhaps most controversial veto—of 
the referral of Syria to the ICC for possible prosecution of war crimes and crimes 
against humanity—illustrated both the Council’s continued disunity and the ina-
bility of the international community to respond to the Syrian crisis.

Syria had only signed but not ratified the 2004 Rome Statute of the ICC—a 
failure that has been attributed to the US refusal to ratify the statute (as it embold-
ened states internationally to follow suit), but nevertheless Syria is still obliged 
under the VCLT to refrain from acts that would “defeat the objects and purpose 
of [the] treaty” (Bloomberg View, 16 May 2017).42 Nevertheless, because Syria is not 
a state party to the ICC, the ICC Prosecutor cannot investigate the Syrian case 
without a UNSC referral or Syria accepting the jurisdiction of the ICC (which is 
even less likely than an UNSC referral) (Reuters, 23 May 2014). As R2P is limited 
to the four crimes stated in its text, without an investigation to produce reliable 
findings of such acts, R2P has no teeth. Libya’s successful referral by the UNSC 
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to the ICC for investigation produced credible evidence of such crimes in Libya, 
thereby substantiating the legitimacy of outside intervention under R2P. Despite 
the UNHRC’s early 2012 report documenting in detail the atrocities committed 
in Syria, harkening specifically to R2P by stating that: “The [Syrian] Government 
has manifestly failed in its responsibility to protect its people”43 and thereby sig-
nalling the basis for R2P intervention, Russia and China continued to veto any 
UNSC attempts to intervene in Syria (The Nation, 28 February 2012).

What kept driving Russian and Chinese vetoes on Syria, and how did this 
connect to R2P? Russia’s long-held alignment with the Asad regime and China’s 
general suspicion of UN-sanctioned intervention in state affairs are one part of the 
answer (Christian Science Monitor, 15 August 2012).44 In addition, Russia and China 
continue to be concerned that Washington and its allies want to use R2P as a jus-
tification for regime change as they did in Libya, a fear strengthened by the US’s 
firm demand that Asad step down from power.45 In addition to these geopolitical 
reasons for the Russian and Chinese vetoes, the string of events and actions taken 
in regards to Libya that led to Resolution 1973 and the consequent overextension 
of its mandate fundamentally altered R2P as a norm and its international status. The 
tensions that arose after Libya lie at the heart of Russia’s and China’s resistance to 
any authorization of intervention under R2P, and contributed to their opposition 
to authorizing any action that could lead to intervention. While explicit references 
to R2P have faded from international discourse over Syria, implicit allusions to its 
principles are made and refuted by actors on different sides of the conflict.

These implicit references are evidence of internationally shared understandings 
of the responsibilities of sovereign states and the international community to pro-
tect civilians in armed conflicts. By using language that is meant to either refute 
or support such intervention, both opponents and proponents of intervention in 
Syria are in fact strengthening R2P’s normative power by embedding it deeper 
in international normative culture. Thus, R2P is progressing towards attaining a 
“taken for granted” quality in applicable situations,46 even if as in Syria such action is 
being barred for largely geopolitical reasons. In other words, the debate now is not 
whether the international community has a responsibility to protect citizens when 
their government fails to do so—that appears to be internationally understood—
instead, the debate is whether a situation and the government in question deserves 
such a judgment from the international community.

Should a situation meet the requisite criteria, then the international community 
does have the responsibility to act, to prevent, and—if need be—to intervene. In 
other words, should a crisis qualify, a string of actions are theoretically initiated that 
will result in forcing the government to live up to its responsibilities or be faced 
with outside intervention. There is strong evidence that the crisis in Syria should 
have qualified for international intervention under R2P or a number of other 
international instruments that are more recognized as customary international law, 
such as the prohibition on the use of chemical weapons.47

The atrocities that have been documented in Syria constitute the crimes that fall 
under R2P’s purview. In January 2014, a Syrian government-appointed photographer  
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defected and fled Syria, smuggling out with him more than 53,000 photos, more 
than 28,000 of which document the deaths of people in government custody that 
bear evidence of torture, starvation, beatings, and disease—which fall within the 
definition of crimes against humanity.48 Throughout the entire conflict, the Syrian 
government has engaged in heavy and indiscriminate shelling of civilian areas, 
especially Aleppo in late 2016,49 and systematic and widespread denial of food, 
water, aid, and access to medical treatment, all in violation of humanitarian law 
and constituting war crimes.50 The Syrian government and its Russian allies tar-
geted hospitals and schools,51 which are also protected under international law and 
therefore this is a further perpetration of war crimes. Last but certainly not least, 
horrific chemical attacks against civilians are further evidence of war crimes, most 
notably the attack in Ghouta on 21 August 2013 that killed over 800 people52 and 
the attack on Khan Sheikhoun on 4 April 2017 that killed an estimated 92 people, 
30 of whom were children, with hundreds more injured (Aljazeera, 5 April 2017). 
These atrocities constituted war crimes, crimes against humanity, and violations of 
customary international humanitarian law, and therefore fell under R2P.53

Despite the international outrage, furious debates, and harsh condemnations of 
the Syrian government that these appalling acts garnered, the international com-
munity languished in its response. Russian and Chinese officials continued to 
block any meaningful action in Syria by the UN, making painfully evident the 
deleterious effect of the UNSC veto power, and also causing the General Assembly 
to seriously question the UNSC’s legitimacy, credibility, and effectiveness.54

Geopolitical concerns aside, where does R2P as a norm stand after Syria? 
To begin with the first step in Sandholtz’s model, we need to examine the rule 
structure in which R2P was operating when debates about the situation in Syria 
began. As discussed previously, R2P took on a new, split identity after Libya—
one fraught with scepticism from states such as China and Russia, who felt 
hoodwinked by the Libyan mission’s implementation, and the other gilded with 
optimism by supporters of R2P, such as the US, the UK, France, and Secretary 
Ban Ki-moon, who praised it as a new chapter in humanity’s ability to inter-
vene in humanitarian crises.55 One of R2P’s greatest supporters, Ramesh Thakur, 
wrote that it was too soon to determine whether Libya had promoted the con-
solidation or softening of R2P as a norm (Canberra Times, 18 September 2011). 
However, it would appear from the divide in opinion on the Libyan experience 
that the result has been the latter. Past disagreements, as Secretary Ban Ki-moon 
predicted, lived on in the minds of the member states troubled after Libya. The 
weaknesses exposed by Libya in R2P’s operationalization, particularly the pos-
sibility for regime-change efforts to sneak in alongside civilian protection, were 
left unresolved. Failure to address these much needed changes and to universally 
condemn overstretching the R2P mandate in Libya warped R2P’s international 
acceptance, giving those who had opposed its implementation the power to con-
strain the very actors R2P had once enabled.

As of mid-2017, over 20 resolutions had been proposed in the UNSC regarding 
how to respond to Syria, most with unanimous backing (CNN, 13 April 2017). 
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The first successful resolution (S/RES/2118), in September 2013, was a vote to 
destroy Syria’s chemical weapons arsenal. The second (S/RES/2139), in February 
2014, called for the unrestricted access to humanitarian aid for all Syrians in need. 
The third (S/RES/2165), in July 2014, authorized the delivery of humanitarian 
aid to rebel-held areas without the Asad government’s consent, a move resulting 
from noncompliance with the previous resolution on unfettered aid. This resolu-
tion was the most politically interesting as it signified a diplomatic blow to the 
regime from Russia, Syria’s most consistent supporter until then (New York Times, 
14 July 2014).

Aside from Russia’s and China’s history of support for the Asad regime, their 
votes in favour of aid resolutions are momentous for two reasons. First, because 
Syria had explicitly stated in a letter to the UNSC (S/2014/426) that the delivery 
of aid without government consent constituted an attack on their country. Russia, 
as Asad’s staunch ally, and China to a lesser extent, would have been expected to 
immediately veto such a proposition. Second, China had stated that the wishes and 
sovereignty of a state involved in a conflict must be respected first and foremost, 
with interaction between the UN and non-state armed groups carried out with 
the consent and cooperation of the government concerned, and the UN refraining 
from any forcible intervention.56 Thus, China voted in favour of a resolution that 
explicitly violated what was previously seen as a core tenet of China’s view on the 
responsibility to protect civilians in armed crises. Both Russia and China justified 
their vote in favour of this resolution, and their deviations from previous policy 
positions, by pointing to the regime’s repeated noncompliance with the previous 
resolution in February calling for unfettered access to aid for all (New York Times, 
14 July 2014).

The other successful resolutions predominantly concern condemnations of 
terrorist groups operating in Syria; condemnations of the use of toxic chemi-
cals (though without assigning blame); authorizations of continued cross-border 
humanitarian aid delivery and calls on the Syrian government to allow access; and 
the establishment and continued mandate of investigatory bodies to observe and 
document the conflict.57 The type of resolution that is conspicuously missing from 
the approved list is any resolution that includes any outright or allusive condemna-
tion of the Syrian regime’s actions against its people. The draft resolutions, eight 
to be precise, that contained such language were consistently vetoed by Russia—
often alongside China. Their vetoes reveal the impact of Libya on the Syrian case 
for R2P, and the ways in which the norm came to constrain the actors it had 
previously given licence to act.

In Sandholtzian terms, these vetoes constitute actions that reflect changes in the 
rule structure post-Libya, and have generated the disputes and argumentation that 
form the driving forces of norm change.58 R2P’s weakness, which Libya’s disputes 
and arguments revealed and Syria further heightened, is the urgent need for an 
internal mechanism to monitor R2P implementation and apply consequences for 
deviations. Failing to craft such an internal mechanism resulted in the same, some-
what crippled R2P being run through the mill again in response to Syria, but the 
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norm was unable to garner the support it previously had now that its flaws were 
evident after Libya. The wariness caused by discrepancies in Libya’s stated mission 
mandate and the actions actually taken on the ground is one of the driving forces 
behind Russia’s and China’s vetoes of eight resolutions concerning Syria.

The first of these vetoes, on a resolution drafted by France, Germany, Portugal, 
and the UK, was over a condemnation of the Asad regime’s attacks on protest-
ers and other civilians and a call to halt violence on all sides; it was vetoed by 
Russia and China (CNN, 13 April 2017).59 The next was Resolution S/2012/77, 
drafted by Bahrain, Colombia, Egypt, France, Germany, Jordan, Kuwait, Libya, 
Morocco, Oman, Portugal, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Togo, Tunisia, Turkey, the 
United Arab Emirates, the UK, and the US, which expressed “grave concern at 
the deterioration of the situation in Syria,” and “profound concern at the death 
of thousands of people . . . calling for an immediate end to all violence.” This was 
once again vetoed by Russia and China (CNN, 13 April 2017). The third, drafted 
by France, Germany, Portugal, the UK, and the US, expressed support for Asad’s 
stepping down from power and threatened the imposition of economic sanctions 
against him and his regime for failing to carry out a peace plan and transition from 
power—vetoed again by Russia and China.60 The fourth, drafted by over 65 coun-
tries, called again for Syria’s referral to the ICC for possible prosecution for war 
crimes and crimes against humanity, a step that was taken in Libya and precipitated 
the later authorization for intervention.61 This draft was also vetoed by China and 
Russia (CNN, 13 April 2017).

More than two years later, in 2016, Russia alone vetoed a draft resolution 
drafted by nearly 50 countries to express “outrage at the alarming number of 
civilian casualties caused by escalating level of violence and indiscriminate aer-
ial bombings in Aleppo,” with China abstaining (CNN, 13 April 2017).62 In 
December 2016, China and Russia once again jointly vetoed a draft resolution by 
Egypt, New Zealand, and Spain calling upon all “parties to the Syrian conflict” 
to “cease . . . any and all attacks in the city of Aleppo to allow urgent humanitar-
ian needs to be addressed for a period of seven days” and to allow the UN and its 
partners “unimpeded humanitarian access” (CNN, 13 April 2017).63

The seventh veto, in February 2017, of a resolution drafted by over 40 member 
states, called on the UNSC to vote to impose “sanctions on entities and individu-
als deemed to have been involved in the production or use of chemical weapons 
in Syria,” which was vetoed by China and Russia (CNN, 13 April 2017).64 The 
eighth of the vetoed draft resolutions condemned the Khan Sheikhoun chemical 
attacks and called for an international investigation into the perpetrators, which 
was vetoed by only Russia (China abstained).65 Similar UNSC resolutions and 
statements condemning actions by Qaddafi and his regime had passed, and even-
tually resulted in an intervention that neither Russia, China, nor the remaining 
abstaining states had desired or supported.

The clearest evidence that vestigial disputes from the Libyan experience drove 
UNSC paralysis over Syria lies in Russia’s stated reasons for vetoing the first three of 
the eight vetoed resolutions. In the veto of Resolution S/2011/612, Russia explicitly  
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harkened back to the Libyan experience as driving their veto: “Our proposals for 
wording on the non-acceptability of foreign military intervention were not taken 
into account, and, based on the well-known events in North Africa, that can only 
put us on our guard.”66 In remarks regarding Resolution S/2012/538, Russia stated 
it “simply cannot accept a document . . . that would open the way for the pressure 
of sanctions and later for external military involvement in Syrian domestic affairs,”67 
referencing how sanctions against Qaddafi had eventually led to military interven-
tion against his regime. Finally, in explaining their third veto of Syria’s ICC referral, 
Russia explicitly referenced Libya:

One cannot ignore the fact that the last time the Security Council referred a 
case to the International Criminal Court (ICC)—the Libyan dossier, through 
resolution 1970 (2011)—it did not help resolve the crisis, but instead added 
fuel to the flames of conflict . . . The draft resolution rejected today reveals 
an attempt to use the ICC to further inflame political passions and lay the 
ultimate groundwork for eventual outside military intervention.68

Thus, Russia justified their refusal to refer Syria to the ICC because of the out-
come such a referral had in the case of Libya—laying the foundation for outside 
military intervention, to which Russia is staunchly opposed.

Fast-forward to 2017, and in the discussion following the seventh vetoed reso-
lution, Russia was still referring to its dismay with the Libyan experience as the 
driver of their veto. The Russian representative, Vladimir Safronkov, stated that 
Russia voted against the draft resolution “because its authors’ concept, which by 
its very nature is offensive and flawed, is totally unacceptable . . . The statements 
we have heard have left us in no doubt that the draft resolution was based on the 
Western capitals’ anti-regime doctrine.”69 This statement reflects the suspicion that 
the use of humanitarian intervention to secure regime change remained a key 
concern of Russia, which was also its principle criticism of R2P’s application in 
Libya. China’s scepticism over the resolution also appears to refer to its misgivings 
about the true intentions of the drafters in putting forth the resolution, suggesting 
that “certain countries are using rhetoric as a means of last resort and with ulterior 
motives.”70 While neither China’s nor Russia’s statements specifically mention 
Libya, both statements are consistent with the concerns and criticisms these states 
raised following the implementation of R2P in Libya.

Interestingly, with regard to the eighth veto, it was Syria which raised the 
Libyan experience, accusing France, the UK, and the US of becoming

used to incorporating similar language in previous draft resolutions, lead-
ing to their misues [sic] later on by those States to justify intervention in the 
internal affairs of other States and military aggression against them, as was 
the case in Libya and other countries. Whoever reads today’s draft resolution 
(S/2017/315) carefully will see that its true objective is not to uncover the 
truth but to absolutely violate Syrian sovereignty.71
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Russia echoed these sovereignty and international law violation concerns, charac-
terizing the US strike on a Syrian air base prior to an investigation to determine 
the perpetrators of the Khan Sheikhoun attack as a “violation of international law.” 
They also declared that voting “in favour of the Western troika draft resolution 
would have meant legitimizing those illegal actions, which from the point of view 
of international law . . . is absolutely unacceptable.”72

The Syria vetoes are thus connected inextricably to R2P’s implementation 
in Libya, which gave opponents the ammunition to constrain, by veto, the very 
actors who had previously used R2P to push forward resolutions and eventually 
intervention. This is the facet of the interactive model that illustrates how the norm 
itself, albeit a previous version and application of it, can come to interact with a 
newer version of itself. The lack of a reformed R2P after Libya is obstructing its 
current, and future, operationalization in Syria. As the Syrian conflict continues, it 
is too soon to draw conclusions on how the last phase of Sandholtz’s model—rule 
change—can be measured in regard to R2P. Many have written that Syria has 
sounded the death knell for R2P, or at the very least, lethally challenged its norma-
tive legitimacy.73 It is premature to conclude that Syria has killed R2P, but it has 
certainly brought into sharp relief the need for its reform—the continued evasion 
of which may lead to R2P’s gradual demise.

What now? The need to legalize R2P

R2P was originally crafted to spur the international community into action when a 
state fails to uphold its responsibility to protect its citizens from one of four interna-
tional crimes. As such, a crucial question is why R2P, which rests on pre-existing 
international legal obligations and norms, continues to face such difficulty in gain-
ing influence in real world politics, particularly in Syria? In theory, no new law 
need be created—R2P is essentially a formalization of existing international legal 
obligations—and therefore intervening under R2P should already be acceptable 
state practice. When evidence of the genocide occurring in Darfur came before the 
UNSC that report should have triggered R2P-based intervention, had R2P pos-
sessed a stronger legal character. And yet, action under the R2P banner continues 
to stall.

Fuller, a prominent legal theorist, compiled a list of eight legality criteria that 
assess the strength of a norm or concept’s legality.74 The more a rule or proposed 
norm embodies these eight criteria, the greater its strength as a law or legal princi-
ple. Despite its reiteration of existing law and legal obligations, R2P fails to meet 
the criteria of legality because of its inconsistent and ambiguous application.75 This 
undermines its influence and legitimation as a legal norm, resulting in its failure to 
become embedded in state practice.

R2P already possesses a somewhat legal character because it mandates certain 
behaviour—that a state has a responsibility to protect its civilians—and that a state’s 
failure to live up to such a charge shifts responsibility to the international commu-
nity to undertake collective or unilateral action.76 Thus, violation of R2P, like any 
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legal norm, should lead to the imposition of some type of sanction on the offending 
state—namely, international intervention to protect its civilians. Violations entail 
penalties. Greater legalization of R2P could make this punitive mechanism more 
explicit, and drive more effective operationalization.

Legal exceptionalisms made by powerful states to prevent the application of 
R2P in certain situations—such as Darfur, Sri Lanka, and now Syria—have been 
particularly corrosive to R2P’s ability to gain normative legitimacy.77 This cor-
rosion is especially heightened when powerful states, such as the US, commit 
norm-undermining behaviour, because these states have more influence interna-
tionally to drive norm acceptance and internalization.78 For example, the US’s 
refusal to recognize a duty to act in the genocide in Darfur, and then again in fail-
ing to meaningfully condemn and act following the 2013 chemical attacks against 
civilians in Syria, undermined the legitimacy of duties under both the GC and R2P 
to prevent certain humanitarian crisis situations. Russia’s and China’s continued 
vetoes similarly chip at the norm’s legitimacy. Commitment to a legal principle 
cannot be generated when explicit rules are bent and rendered irrelevant to how 
states and other international actors behave.79

Empirical analysis of debates surrounding R2P in Syria bring into sharp focus 
the need for an internal legal structure that can regulate, monitor, and if nec-
essary penalize violations of an R2P mission mandate. A set of reforms that 
aim to address the issue of greater accountability under R2P already exists in 
the form of Brazil’s 2011 proposition, the “Responsibility While Protecting” 
(RWP), a strong first step towards reforming R2P. One of the chief reforms 
RWP proposes is the instalment of a formal monitoring and review mechanism 
that would oblige the UNSC to discuss and debate the implementation of any 
ongoing R2P action.80

While this reform will undoubtedly be met with hostility from the P5, as it 
requires states to submit to an ongoing assessment mechanism, the Brazilian pro-
posal may be the key to bringing sceptical governments (i.e. Russia, China) back 
into R2P’s fold (The Atlantic, 13 June 2013). Instituting such reforms as RWP 
would further legalize R2P, according to Fuller’s legality principles, by providing 
greater clarity and accountability, thereby facilitating its entrance into legal practice 
and its entrenchment as an international legal norm.

Syria exemplified that R2P would most benefit from a codification of the 
circumstances under which the UNSC is bound to produce an ICC referral and 
the creation of explicit legal obligations to act should ICC findings provide evi-
dence of one or more of the four crimes under R2P. A stricter vetting process 
of member states’ implementation of UNSC resolutions under R2P would also 
improve its application, such that if mandate violations occur, sanctions would be 
applied against the offending member state(s). This would assist in consolidating 
R2P internationally by facilitating the ability of international actors to reason with 
R2P, as it would embody clear, meaningful standards—key to transitioning R2P 
into legal practice.81
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Conclusion

The discussions surrounding the application of R2P in Syria were substantially 
guided by the changes wrought upon R2P from its implementation in Libya, 
which constricted the possibility of its application in Syria. The disputes following 
the NATO-led implementation of Resolution 1973 in Libya, and the political 
split it rendered between the P5, left lasting bruises that resulted in the UNSC’s 
inability to respond effectively and promptly to Syria. R2P’s normative consoli-
dation was weakened by the Libyan experience due to disputes concerning the 
implementation of Resolution 1973, in which burgeoning superpower states such 
as the “BRICS” (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) accused Western 
powers of violating their R2P mandate to only protect civilians by effecting actions 
aimed at regime change. The dismissal of all criticisms concerning the Libyan 
mission by Western powers, and the failure to reform R2P accordingly, rubbed 
salt in the wounds of these frustrated member states, leaving political scars that 
resurfaced in the debates on Syria.82 In short, R2P as applied in Libya convinced 
powerful states like Russia and China of R2P’s openness to political manipulation 
and its potential for use as a new tool to justify Western interference in order to 
secure regime change.83 The disputes over R2P’s operationalization in Libya and 
its non-application in Syria support the need for its reform and greater legalization. 
Legalization would mend the divide over R2P post-Libya and Syria by entrench-
ing a framework that would provide greater clarity as to when and how to act 
under R2P and enhance accountability for R2P-driven interventions.

R2P’s role in the UNSC debates on Syria illustrates how R2P post-Libya 
fuelled paralysis over Syria—most notably in Russia’s statements justifying their 
vetoes. With the sour taste of post-Libya disputes still in the mouths of many 
UNSC members, power politics, indecision, and distrust were formidable obstacles 
to R2P’s operationalization in Syria. Syria devolved into a civil war with atrocities 
committed on both sides of the conflict,84 and thus the window for action under 
R2P seemingly closed.

With that said, commentators (though not the US itself) have argued that the US 
airstrikes on Syrian airfield bases following the April 2017 chemical attack on Khan 
Sheikhoun were justified under R2P and humanitarian law (Politico, 13 April 2017),85 
thereby creating the slight chance of re-awakening discussions on R2P-based inter-
vention in Syria. President Trump stated that it was in the US’s “vital national security 
interests” to “prevent and deter the spread and use of deadly chemical weapons,” but 
his language also implicitly pointed to R2P when he stated that the impetus for the 
US strike was the Syrian government’s “horrible chemical weapons attack on innocent 
civilians . . . [that] choked out the lives of helpless men, women, and children . . . No 
child of God should ever suffer such horror” (Boston Globe, 7 April 2017). This is not 
to suggest that the US is re-emerging as a proponent of R2P-based intervention in 
Syria, but rather demonstrates that, perhaps ironically, its justification for the airstrikes 
was undergirded by language reminiscent of R2P.
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Nevertheless, the inability of the international community to mobilize a success-
ful response to Syria reflects that R2P’s current construction remains plagued by 
ambiguity and the consequent scepticism of a few but very powerful states. Without 
modification, R2P’s consolidation into an international norm and entrenchment 
as an obligatory response to humanitarian crises will continue to prove elusive. 
Operationalization is a crucial hurdle for R2P that must be overcome in order for 
the international community to respond in a timely and decisive manner to save lives 
in future humanitarian crises. Humanity’s increasing interconnectedness, spurred by 
globalization, reinforces that we all share one world and increasingly form one global 
community, and that the tragedies of one seemingly remote corner of the earth can 
and will affect us all. Humanity cannot afford another Rwanda, Srebrenica, Darfur, 
or—as has become painfully evident—another Syria. A legalized, reformed R2P 
could prove pivotal to ending the chapters of genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, 
and acts against humanity that have darkened our shared history.
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