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Introduction: The history of US geopolitical strategy in the Middle East  

How is it possible to define the geopolitical interests of the US in the Middle East? What kind 

of geopolitical strategy is used to enforce such interests? In order to identify intellectual fore-

runners for the post-WW2 conduct of the US in the region, one needs to turn to geopolitical 

theorists broadly associated with the realist tradition in international relations. In this context, 

the writings of Dutch-born Yale University Professor Nicholas J. Spykman (1893-1943) de-

serve particular attention. Spykman developed his views about future US strategy after an 

expected victory in WW2 against the background of earlier geopolitical theorists of sea power, 

namely Alfred Thayer Mahan (1840-1914), and of land power, namely Sir Halford Mackinder 

(1861-1947). In contrast to the former two authors, Spykman argued that US ‘security’ could 

no longer be guaranteed by focusing on regional defense, such as in concepts of a western 

hemisphere, or concerns with the relative dominance of either sea power or land power, such 

as in the relative geopolitical advantage of the US as the leading sea power or of Russia (be-

tween 1924 and 1991 the Soviet Union) as the leading land power. Instead, Spykman suggest-

ed that future US policymakers would have to integrate sea-, land- and air power in order to 

advance a truly global system of American defense. This would mean the removal of posi-

tions of influence of competing powers – including those of countries allied with the US – and 

the construction of a permanent network of military bases to extend US military power to eve-

ry part of the world.  

The global US strategy advanced by Spykman must be understood in the context of 

the traditional realist concern with regional balances of power, particularly in Europe. As an 

external balancer, the US shared many earlier British concerns but intervened in Europe from 

the outside. This was well-put in his statement that ‘[w]e have an interest in the European 

balance as the British have an interest in the continental balance’ (Spykman, 1942: 124). 

Moreover, Spykman shared with Mackinder (1904: 436) the fear that land powers of Eurasia, 

especially Russia and Germany, might form an alliance that would exclude sea powers, i.e. 

the US and the UK, from effective intervention on the Eurasian ‘world island’ (Mackinder’s 

term) with Russia at its core. From Spykman’s point of view, the US had to be concerned 

about any combination of state alliances in Eurasia and elsewhere that would exclude the US 

from direct access to a region. This concern was particularly pertinent in view of the coastal 

regions of Eurasia where most of the global population and economic activity was located in 

the mid-1940s and is still located today. In addition, Mackinder considered it possible and 
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Spykman considered it likely that China would emerge in the long run as the leading power in 

Asia, which would constitute another future challenge to US policymakers. Thus, Spykman 

agreed with Mackinder’s earlier analysis that the territories that separated Russia from the 

maritime regions, namely Scandinavia, Western and Central Europe, North Africa, the Middle 

East, and East Asia including China, were of the highest significance in any global strategy 

and should be under the effective control of the US in cooperation with local allies. 

From the US point of view, the ‘rimland’ (Spykman’s term) or ‘inner/marginal cres-

cent’ (Mackinder’s terms), that reached from Scandinavia via Central Europe, Turkey, the 

Arab states, Central Asia, and India toward Indochina, Korea, and North and East China – 

surrounding Russia as the leading land power – had to be controlled by advancing regional 

balances of power that included the US as the major external balancer. According to Spykman, 

concern with the ‘Eurasian Conflict Zones’ suggested that ‘the United States is obliged to 

safeguard her position by making certain that no overwhelming power is allowed to build 

itself up in these areas’ (1944: 51). Thus, effective veto power in every geopolitical theater, 

and especially the ‘rimland’, was required to allow the US to gain and maintain global he-

gemony.1  

In Spykman’s words, the US main political objective must be ‘to prevent the unifica-

tion of the Old World centers of power in a coalition hostile to her own interests….Balanced 

power on the Eurasian Continent is one of the objectives for which we are fighting and the 

establishment of such equilibrium and its preservation will be our objective when the fight is 

won’ (1944: 45, 60; see also Martin, 2015: 862-3). The crucial point, therefore, is to construct 

and maintain regional state systems that are always internally divided in ways that favor ex-

ternal balancing by the US. From the US perspective, this is a preventive measure to ‘make up 

for the fragmentation and tensions of the European and Asian state systems within a global 

balanced system, in which the relatively weaker position of neighbors or alliance partners is 

in the national interest of the USA’ (Fröhlich, 1998: 140, my translation).2  

                                                           
1 In Spykman’s pamphlet (1944: 52), the Map 46 displays a potential conflict zone titled ‘Heartland versus Rim-

land’, which includes a ring of states in relative proximity to Russia, including Syria, that he considered to con-

stitute the major area of contestation. The very same map could also be utilized to characterize today’s main 

conflict zones between the US and Russia. 

2 Some idealist critics of realism might argue that President Roosevelt seriously pursued a multipolar world order 

on account of his rhetoric about the ‘four policemen’, which stood in Roosevelt’s discourse for the leading role 

that the US, UK, Soviet Union, and nationalist China were supposed to jointly assume after the end of WW2 in 
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Turning now to the analysis of Middle Eastern affairs, Spykman’s strategy was im-

plemented at the regional level as follows. After the end of WW2, the US initiated a step-by-

step hegemonic transition away from the earlier Anglo-French system of regional control. 

This earlier system, i.e. the Sykes-Picot Franco-British diplomatic agreement of 1916 that 

divided the Middle East into French and British zones of influence (Pursley, 2015), was trans-

formed. In the first step, the US formed an alliance with the UK to block the re-entry of 

France into the Middle East. At least partially due to this Anglo-American alliance, Arab na-

tionalists successfully fought off Charles de Gaulle’s efforts to restore a French military pres-

ence in Syria and Lebanon between 1945 and 1946. The country’s subsequent role as the 

main military supplier of Israel resulted in further decline of French influence in the Arab 

world before this position was in turn taken over by the US. 

The period between the end of WW2 and 1956-1958 constitutes the transition period 

during which the US first removed France as a regional power in the Middle East and then – 

following on British policy failures in Egypt and Iraq – replaced the UK as the region’s 

hegemon. To begin with, the Truman Doctrine, announced on March 12, 1947, held that alli-

ances should be formed with regional powers to contain the Soviet Union. In the early Cold 

War, this translated into the US focus on the ‘Northern Tier’ states of Greece, Turkey, and 

Iran. In the case of the former two countries, the US took over the economic and political 

sponsorship role from Britain, since both countries were considered crucial to enforce the 

containment strategy. Yet the lack of any overarching US strategy for the entire Middle East 

region created new geopolitical problems. Lebanon and Syria, the two former French-

dominated entities, had now turned into weak independent states without any clear-cut re-

gional or global alignment. In this period, the regional Arab state system was fragmented be-

tween British clients (Egypt, Jordan, Iraq), a non-Arab neighboring state in which the US and 

UK shared interests (Iran), and Saudi Arabia that had been turned into a US ally during Roo-

sevelt’s diplomacy in WW2. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
terms of the policing of regional zones of influence. However, Roosevelt was in practice not concerned about 

existing spheres of influence of the other powers (e.g. his alliance with King Saud of Saudi Arabia was advanced 

without concern for Britain). To put it differently, ‘idealistic promises of the Atlantic Charter and Yalta Declara-

tion [were due] because, in short, the establishment of such ideals translated into realistic contributions to the 

security of the United States’ (Jones, 2008: 241-2). 
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Due to the Egyptian revolution of 1952 and the subsequent rise of a new kind of Arab 

nationalism under Gamal Abdel Nasser’s leadership across the region, the British position 

deteriorated further. The growing US regional influence at the expense of the UK became 

apparent in the first year of the Eisenhower administration when the 1953 Central Intelligence 

Agency (CIA) led coup in Iran, conducted in collaboration with British intelligence, against 

Iranian Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh reversed the latter’s nationalization of the 

Anglo-Iranian oil company of 1951. The coup restored the Shah to power and subsequently 

brought back western control of the Iranian oil sector. In this context, the former dominant 

role of the British was replaced by the US and the Shah’s Iran turned into a US client state.  

After the Iranian coup, the UK made one final effort to reorganize the regional securi-

ty system in advancing the Baghdad Pact of April 1955. The Pact linked Iraq and Turkey in a 

mutual assistance and defense treaty that was later enlarged to include Iran, Pakistan, and the 

UK. Yet the agreement remained on paper only and the US did not join. In fact, Nasser had 

personally warned US Secretary of State John Foster Dulles against the idea of a treaty-based 

regional security system, arguing that ‘alliances with outside powers were suspect and unpop-

ular with the Arab peoples’ and ‘to try to create them was self-defeating [and] would only 

weaken the Arab governments’ (Stephens, 1970: 145). In 1956, Nasser’s decision to national-

ize the British-controlled Suez Canal triggered the military attacks of Israel, France and the 

UK on Egypt. After their failure to remove Nasser from power, the British position was dam-

aged beyond repair. 

In a phone call, US President Eisenhower reduced British Prime Minister Antony 

Eden to tears in blaming the UK for ‘pulling in the Soviet Union’ by engaging in a military 

operation that failed in every respect, not least on account of further strengthening Nasser’s 

bargaining position and prestige (Jones, 2008: 326). According to Eisenhower, the refusal of 

the US to back military action against Nasser was due to concern that the prestige of the Sovi-

et Union would otherwise rise in the eyes of the Arabs: ‘We could not permit the Soviet Un-

ion to seize the leadership in the struggle against the use of force in the Middle East and thus 

win the confidence of the new independent nations of the world. But on the other hand I had 

by no means wanted the British and French to be branded as naked aggressors without provo-

cation’ (Eisenhower, 1965: 83). One might suggest that Eisenhower’s second sentence was 

delivered tongue in cheek. 
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1) The Eisenhower Doctrine of 1957 and US hegemonic ambition in the Middle East 

In response to the Suez crisis and pointing to the moment of hegemonic transition in the Mid-

dle East from the UK to the US, the American President Eisenhower announced his Doctrine 

on 5 January 1957. The Doctrine was framed in terms of warnings about the Soviet Union’s 

firm intention to dominate the entire Middle East. Yet Eisenhower’s argument lacked histori-

cal validity in the sense that Russia (and later the Soviet Union) had held more modest re-

gional aspirations in the past, namely to control the Turkish Straights (the Dardanelles) and to 

gain a stake of influence in Persia. In fact, the former objective had been encouraged by the 

western powers France and Britain before WW1 and had influenced the 1916 Sykes-Picot 

Agreement, while the latter had produced the US-backed joint British and Soviet invasion of 

Iran in 1941 to secure oil resources and transport routes for the British and Soviet war effort.  

In overstating the case that the Soviet Union was interested to take over the entire 

Middle East, the US President gained in turn an excuse to offer US assistance to every state in 

the region, namely ‘to employ the armed forces of the United States to assist to defend the 

territorial integrity and the political independence of any nation in the area against Com-

munist armed aggression’ which was in turn clarified to include ‘aggression from any nation 

controlled by International Communism’ (Eisenhower, 1957, capital letters in the original).  

Notably, the Eisenhower Doctrine was unilaterally announced and entered into force 

after agreement in the US Congress. Thus, it was a statement of intent for the entire region 

that differed in style and substance from the British tradition of making local dependent re-

gimes sign ‘mutual treaties’. In fact, the new Doctrine amounted to a guarantee to maintain all 

the existing anti-Communist regimes in the region, in particular the various royal families that 

the British had historically worked with in Jordan, Iraq, and the Gulf. Yet it left open the 

question which of the regional states would not fall under the newly extended US defence 

guarantees. A debate arose about whether Nasser was ‘controlled’ by ‘International Com-

munism’ and the discussion quickly produced US plans to block the expansion of Nasserism 

and of other currents of Arab nationalism in Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan. 

However, the final blow for the British position in the Middle East – after which the 

US no longer had to seriously negotiate with powers other than the Soviet Union – was the 

Iraqi revolution of July 14, 1958. When looking back, this event must be considered of nearly 

equal significance with the Egyptian revolution of 1952 and as a major turning point in Mid-

dle Eastern history. The revolution produced the complete destruction of the British-backed 

regime and underlined that US and UK observers had failed to act on their own intelligence 
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about the extreme disconnect between the Iraqi royal regime and the population at large (King, 

2014: 272). Directly after the revolution, the Saudi, Iranian, and Turkish leaderships all de-

manded US military intervention to topple the new Iraqi leadership. However, Eisenhower 

refused to intervene on account of the domestic popularity of the new Iraqi nationalist leader-

ship and the complete absence of resistance on the part of the old regime (Palmer, 1992: 79).  

Yet in order to show that his Doctrine had teeth, he agreed within 24 hours of the Iraqi 

revolution a request for the dispatch of US troops to Lebanon from the country’s pro-western 

President Camille Chamoun to protect the latter against local Nasserist challenges. This event, 

the first large-scale military intervention of the US with ground troops in the Middle East, 

established a pattern for future US regional conduct. Namely, the US approaches each state 

unit of the Middle East in the manner of a ‘cybernetic’ external balancer: in order to influence 

events in country A, intervention in country B might be required. The entire region is always 

considered as a single theater, which differs from the earlier Sykes-Picot system, in which two 

external balancers controlled two distinct regional blocs. 

The US management of the regional balance of power in the Middle East since the late 

1950s until the present has been based on a system of bilateral alliances with some major re-

gional powers, namely Israel, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and Iran (until 1979). In the context of 

US alliance partners, Egypt is a special case and less significant: the country’s military is 

since the late 1970s principally concerned with domestic policing rather than the exercise of 

an Arab leadership role.3 The US alliance partners are supposed to remain dependent on US 

patronage at all times, and any conflict amongst them helps to further increase US leverage. 

Close monitoring of the behavior of each aligned state’s core executive by the US goes hand 

in hand with the management of the relative power of each state unit in order to make them 

balance each other.  

Crucially, US regional alliances in the Middle East are balanced in an asymmetric 

manner: Israel has been guaranteed a large military and technological edge by the US over all 

                                                           
3 Nasser’s doctrine of the ‘three circles’ (i.e. the effort of Egypt to exercise influence in the Arab, African, and 

Islamic world) and his reliance on military assistance from the Soviet Union allowed the country to gain auton-

omy from the western powers and to assume a leadership role in the Arab world. This role was abandoned after 

the US succeeded in ‘turning’ his successor Anwar al-Sadat. Following Sadat’s unilateral decision to remove his 

country from the Arab line-up, by signing a peace treaty with Israel in 1978 (the Camp David agreement), the 

US assumed the role of sponsor of the Egyptian military which it continues to exercise today. Egypt has since 

lost its earlier influence on the Arab peninsula. 
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other regional allies, especially since the 1967 and 1973 Arab-Israeli wars (Dehn, 2010: 34). 

This US policy has been implemented by combining measures such as allowing Israel privi-

leged access to the latest US military technology (not available to the other three powers), a 

willingness to tolerate Israeli spying/technology transfer, and by tolerating the subsequent 

domestic ability of Israel to manufacture advanced weapons systems locally or to engage in 

their reengineering (Landay, 2015). In 2008, this approach was further formalized when the 

US Congress ‘enacted a law … requiring that arms sales allow Israel to maintain a “qualita-

tive military edge” in the region. All sales to the Middle East are evaluated based on how they 

will affect Israeli military superiority’ (Mazzetti and Cooper, 2015).  

At certain times, the US has sold more weapons to regional clients other than Israel in 

budgetary terms, namely the Shah of Iran appears to have received more supplies than Israel 

during some periods in the 1970s, while US arms deliveries to Saudi Arabia have more than 

doubled during the two Obama Presidencies, turning the Wahabi Kingdom into the world’s 

fourth largest arms market (Gates, 1980; Mazzetti and Cooper, 2015).4 However, this has 

never questioned Israel’s status as the only regional military superpower with an independent 

nuclear arsenal, nuclear-capable submarines, advanced ballistic missiles, and other weapons 

of mass destruction. 

                                                           
4 Gates (1980) charges that ‘[d]uring the decade of the 1970s, the United States sold more arms to Iran than any 

other country’ before qualifying this assertion with the statement that ‘[n]o attempt is made to analyse these arms 

acquisitions in terms of sophistication or practicality as the question is not what weapons were purchased but 

how much was paid’ (4, 20-21, emphasis added). More recent data sources such as the SIPRI data base on arms 

transfers suggest, however, that Israel has received more weapons (even in budgetary terms) at various points in 

the decade (see http://www.sipri.org/databases/armstransfers for historical information on the arms trade). Cru-

cially, this highlights methodological problems in defining military strength in quantitative academic research. In 

fact, Israel and the US have both made efforts to obscure the degree of military transfers and Israel receives arms 

deliveries at discounted prices or for free. Thus, any quantitative data is bound to give only a partial picture of 

reality with regard to Israeli technological dominance in the military field.  

Another interesting qualification in terms of US balancing of client states in the Middle East is McGlinchey’s 

suggestion (2014: 174-5, original emphasis) that ‘[t]here was never a genuine plan to establish a twin pillar sys-

tem with Saudi Arabia and Iran [during the 1970s]. Nor was there a serious intention to empower other Arab 

states.’ The same author holds that collaboration with Iran was the ‘essence’ of ‘the entire US approach to the 

Gulf” and that ‘Nixon established Iran as the pillar of US security in the Gulf, the opportunity to invest in Saudi 

Arabia in a comparative sense was put on the back burner. Saudi Arabia languished in relative military primi-

tiveness through the 1970s (…).’ 

http://www.sipri.org/databases/armstransfers
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In terms of the other three major US allies in the larger Middle East region, only one 

has been an Arab state (Saudi Arabia) while the other two, Turkey and Iran under the Shah 

until 1979, have acted as additional external balancers on Arab politics. This allowed the US 

to pursue different agendas with different clients and to keep them in a relationship of close 

direct dependency. In addition, the US could afford to be less interested in some of the weaker 

state entities in the Middle East that have been of lower significant in the context of intra-

Arab and Cold War conflicts. This concerned in particular Lebanon, in which the different 

pro- and anti-western actors balanced each other out, and Jordan, where the historical links 

between Britain and the Hashemite royal family have continued to a certain extent because 

the US did not consider Jordan as a significant independent actor. 

However, this still left a formidable number of Arab states that did not belong to the 

US sphere of influence. These states were considered hostile from the point of view of the US 

as expressed in the Eisenhower Doctrine. The list of major opponents of the US in the Middle 

East region includes Egypt between 1956 and 1978, Syria between 1956 and 1961 and from 

1963 until the present, Iraq between 1958 and 2003 (and to an extent until the present due to 

the alliance between the current Baghdad government and the Islamic Republic of Iran). Most 

importantly, these states gained their autonomy from the US by turning to the Soviet Union, 

thereby taking advantage of the Cold War to pursue their own nationalist agendas. This de-

velopment started with Nasser’s shift toward the Soviet Union in 1956 to access economic 

and military assistance, which was in turn motivated by the earlier US refusal to grant such 

assistance for Egypt. Nasser’s move produced a new kind of Arab state, namely the ‘garrison 

state’ in which the military turned into the backbone of all other state institutions. This new 

kind of regime was characterized by the state executive’s control – representing the military 

or a combination of the military and Arab nationalist elites – of resources and their distribu-

tion according to political rather than market criteria (Elsenhans, 1984; Dostal 2014).  

Subsequently, the garrison state gained stability and some degree of legitimacy due to 

charismatic leadership in the case of Nasser and later of Hafiz al-Assad in Syria and, in the 

case of Syria and Iraq, the rapid expansion of oil rents since the 1970s, which further expand-

ed the state executive’s autonomy. Nasser’s ‘Arab socialism’, therefore, combined political 

leadership from above with efforts to develop the economy in order to satisfy the material 

demands of popular constituencies. His political project, soon copied elsewhere, allowed for 

the emergence of an ‘authoritarian bargaining’ between state executives and the broader 

population, based on the distribution of oil and political rent income to the population. This 
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bargain could be maintained and further expanded as long as the distribution of rent income 

by the state translated into upward social mobility of the majority of the population. The for-

mula generally worked in Syria and Iraq during the 1970s when oil revenue skyrocketed and 

allowed for a quickly expanding ‘state class’ and public sector, but was less applicable in oth-

er cases and at other times (Dostal, 2015a: 181). On the other side of the equation, the nation-

al bourgeoisie and civil society remained underdeveloped due to the dominance of the state 

sector which was in turn based on rent income from mineral wealth. 

Following Nasser‘s example, Syria also opted for Soviet economic and military assis-

tance under the National Front government since 1956, while Iraq joined the fold, although in 

a more delayed fashion, after the revolution of 1958. What made Soviet assistance so attrac-

tive was that the country, contrary to Eisenhower’s claims, had no earlier political footprint in 

the Arab world and appeared to offer increased autonomy for nationalist regimes, who felt 

threatened by the US and its regional clients rather than by the Soviets as relative regional 

outsiders. In addition, the Soviet Union was in a position to offer Nasser and those following 

his example in Syria and Iraq advanced military hardware to turn each country’s military into 

a serious force and to balance out the military might of Israel. In particular, the willingness of 

the Soviet Union to deliver advanced jet fighters (the cutting edge military technology of the 

1950s) allowed the Egyptian and Syrian military to quickly become serious regional power 

factors. This, in turn, strengthened their position in the regional state hierarchy and created a 

divided yet at the same time relatively stable system of state entities. 

The rise of two regional camps (one US-backed and the other Soviet-backed) did also 

‘lock in’ certain regime types and features of political economy in these countries, particularly 

authoritarian government (on both sides of the divide) and (neo-) patrimonial patron-client 

relationships between state executives and the local population. Differences in the regime 

types were due to objective factors, such as the size of oil or political rents that were at the 

disposal of state executives, and the political background of the regime. In the case of US-

backed regimes, the various sets of royal families, such as the one in Saudi Arabia, did per-

haps not even qualify for the term neo-patrimonial as they failed to accommodate to modern 

mass politics. The Soviet-backed Arab nationalist regimes, on the other hand, engaged in the 

construction of political systems that appealed in rhetoric and sometimes in reality for ap-

proval from broader sections of the population, such as in the case of ‘authoritarian populism’ 

in Egypt, Syria, and, to a lesser extent, in Iraq (Hinnebusch, 2001). 
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Crucially, the management of the Cold War in the Middle East was based on the 

maintenance of the existing state system by both major external actors.5 The regional actors 

were not allowed to take each other over, and efforts of regional actors to challenge the exist-

ing state system resulted either in quick failure (e.g. Syria’s intervention in the Jordanian civil 

war in 1970) or in lengthy and inconclusive wars (e.g. Nasser’s intervention in the Yemen and 

Saudi countermoves for much of the 1960s). This basic stability of state units did not, howev-

er, mean the absence of wars. Rather, the 1967 and 1973 Arab-Israeli wars and the War of 

Attrition between Israel and Egypt between 1967 and 1970 were conducted by the regional 

actors based on their external military alliances. In this context, the most dramatic point was 

the 1973 war, which one observer described as ‘the first high-tech war in the history of hu-

manity’ suggesting that ‘military attaches from all over the world were swept away by the 

efficiency of modern weapons systems and keenly took notes’ (Elten, 1994: 64, my transla-

tion). 

The 1973 Arab-Israeli war differed from the previous ones in the sense that the Arab 

states displayed their ability to use advanced Soviet weapons technology in an effective way 

making the outcome of the war inconclusive. On the one hand, Arab losses were still signifi-

cantly higher than the Israeli ones. On the other hand, the display of Arab solidarity was much 

more effective than in previous conflicts. Crucially, the Soviet Union did not encourage the 

Arab states to engage in military action but suggested caution. In 1973, Brezhnev personally 

counselled the Egyptian leadership against war, stating that ‘we are of the opinion that Egypt 

is not prepared’ (Meining, 2008: footnote 3). Thus, the Soviet Union behaved as a status quo 

power in the Middle East – quickly rearming its Arab clients after successive defeats but not 

allowing for Arab states to achieve full balance with US clients, especially Israel. In fact, the 

Soviet leadership assumed that a full-scale challenge of existing US clients, especially Israel, 

could trigger a global war.  

On the Israeli side, in turn, the experience of the 1973 war and the degree of Arab sol-

idarity on display (Iraq entered the war on the Syrian side, contributing to a stabilization of 

the frontline against Israel in the occupied Syrian Golan) resulted in the long-standing Israeli 

effort to ‘deconstruct’ the Arab states in order to avoid any repetition of the effective Arab 

military alliance building. This included the openly acknowledged Israeli long-term efforts to 

                                                           
5 The case of the ‘United Arab Republic’, the unified state of Egypt and Syria between 1958 and 1961, was the 

exception that proved the rule.  
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break up Syria and Iraq as unified states and to replace them with smaller units that would be 

easy to control, while also allowing for further consolidation and expansion of the Israeli set-

tlements in occupied Arab territories, such as the West Bank and the Syrian Golan (Yinon, 

1982: 5-7; Shuttleworth, 2015). 

 

2) Major past episodes of political destabilization in Syria 

Every analysis of the conflict in Syria since 2011 must be historically embedded. Syria has 

always suffered from deep internal divisions and belongs to a divided Arab state system that 

is in turn dominated by outside powers. Thus, for the purpose of analysis it is useful to put 

forward a matrix with a temporary axis that accounts for short-, medium-, and long-term fac-

tors, and a spacial axis that takes account of local Syrian, regional Arab, and global political 

factors. These factors, i.e. a matrix with nine fields, must all be considered to explain the vio-

lent escalation in Syria since 2011 analytically (see Table 1). The current paper tries to pre-

sent at least a rough summary of the major factors in fields 1 to 6 and a brief sketch of geopo-

litical reasoning of the external powers as located in field 9. It should be stressed that all fields 

of the matrix are loosely coupled with each other. Thus, any analysis of the Syrian crisis that 

focuses only on single fields (such as field 1, which inevitably dominates the coverage of the 

Syrian war in the news media) fails to produce a better understanding of why Syria has turned 

into a transnational battlefield.  
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Table 1: Analytical perspectives on the Syrian conflict 

  

local Syrian political 

factors (state level 

and below) 

regional Arab and 

Middle Eastern po-

litical factors 

Global political  

factors (international 

system) 

short-term 

(less than a decade) 

1 2 3 

medium-term 

(decade or more) 

4 5 6 

long-term (Middle 

Eastern geopolitical 

regime, i.e. 1920s to 

1958; 1958-1991, 

and since 1991) 

7 8 9 

 

In terms of earlier time periods of destabilization in Syria, one must highlight the following 

major events: 1949, 1957, 1976-82 and since 2000 (with the advantage of hindsight, the entire 

period of the presidency of Bashar al-Assad and the push against Syria’s regional position in 

Lebanon in 2005 and 2006 relate to the current crisis and must be re-evaluated in the regional 

and global context). This section now briefly discusses these four main episodes of past de-

stabilization.  

To begin with, Syria gained its independence and emerged as a postcolonial state in 

1946 under the leadership of the traditional Sunni landowning class. In the context of a not-

yet developed system of modern mass and party politics, the first democratically elected Syri-

an president, Shukri al-Quwatli, relied on his personal relationship with the Saudi King in 

order to bolster his position against potential destabilization from regional competitors, espe-

cially the British-backed Hashemite royals in Jordan and Iraq. However, the Syrian president 

was removed in a military coup in 1949. The coup (the first of three in the same year) was due 

to a combination of global, regional, and local factors. In terms of the global factors, the slug-

gishness in which Quwatli answered to US demands to grant right of way for the Trans-

Arabian Pipeline (Tapline) was the main reason for local CIA involvement in his removal 
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from office. Between 1947 and 1949, Tapline was constructed on behalf of the US-owned 

Arabian-American Oil Company (Aramco) as the largest US regional construction project in 

order to pump oil from Saudi Arabia via Syria to western European markets.  

The CIA was also involved in at least one of the two other coups in the same year (Lit-

tle, 2004: 670-1). In fact, practically all domestic actors in Syria looked for outside backup to 

advance their bids for power, and their behavior could only be understood in the larger re-

gional and global context (Seale, 1965). Yet when the most sophisticated of the strong men 

then emerging from the Syrian military, Adib Shishakli, who assumed the presidency follow-

ing another coup and controlled the country until 1954, offered the US a privileged alliance 

with Syria on condition of a more balanced approach in the Arab-Israeli conflict, this offer 

was rejected by Eisenhower (Dostal, 2015b: 25). At this time, Syria appeared to offer nothing 

of strategic significance compared to the pre-existing US alliance with the Zionist state. 

In 1956, an alliance of Baathists, Communists, and Nasserists gained the ascendancy 

and assumed control of the Syrian government. The US duly changed their approach to Syria 

and considered to bring back Shishakli, who had in the meantime been exiled from the coun-

try. During 1956 and 1957, the US and the UK engaged in efforts to bring down the govern-

ment in Damascus as part of some broader offensive to stop a Nasser-style expansion of Arab 

nationalism, which was in turn interpreted as a front for ‘International Communism’ in line 

with the rhetoric of the Eisenhower Doctrine. The joint intelligence operations of the US and 

the UK proceeded under different code names – Operation Straggle, Operation Wappen, and 

Preferred Plan, to name but a few – and included at various times France, Saudi Arabia, and 

other Arab client regimes in efforts to link up with Syrian rightist forces willing to lead a coup 

to remove the leftist government from office (Rathmell, 1995: ch. 5). In this context, the Brit-

ish preferred their Hashemite allies in Iraq and/or Jordan to take over Syrian politics, while 

the Americans wanted to coordinate with Syrian tribes and minority communities in a ‘Free 

Syria Committee’ to engineer a domestic uprising in line with the CIA’s earlier covert action 

that had forced out Prime Minister Mossadegh of Iran in 1953 (Jones, 2004: 406).  

The US and the UK shared a pragmatic outlook in the sense that plans for a takeover 

of Syrian politics were made and discarded quickly – a long-term strategy was noticeably 

absent. Ultimately, the various plots triggered the ‘Syrian crisis’ of August-October 1957, 

which started due to Turkish preparations to invade Syria militarily to bring down the Syrian 

government. However, this move resulted in the quick breakdown of the anti-Syrian coalition 

since the pro-western Arab clients, led by Saudi Arabia, were opposed to a Turkish invasion 
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of an Arab country. Following Soviet counter-threats against Turkey, a diplomatic effort on 

the part of the US and the Soviet Union occurred which succeeded in negotiating a closure of 

the crisis by withdrawing the mutual threats. In summary, the Syrian crisis of 1957 underlined 

that a balance of power had emerged in the Middle East that was now policed by the two su-

perpowers and that the domestic stability of each Arab state unit depended on security guaran-

tees from outside. 

The Syrian crisis of 1976-1982, the first extensive domestic destabilization of Syria 

before the 2011 conflict, was triggered by the uprising of a faction of the Syrian Muslim 

Brotherhood against the Baath regime of Syria’s President Hafiz al-Assad. The uprising was 

due to a combination of domestic disenchantment of the Brotherhood with the regime and 

criticism of Syria’s intervention in Lebanon, which was seen as biased in favor of non-

Muslim groups. The uprising consisted of a campaign of urban terrorism against representa-

tives of the Syrian state targeting in particular members of the Alawite community, a religious 

minority to which the Assad family belongs. A first peak of sectarian violence was reached on 

16 June 1979, when a commando aligned with the Brotherhood killed a large number of un-

armed Alawite cadets at the Aleppo Artillery School. Between 1979 and 1982, the violence 

further escalated for geopolitical reasons. The Brotherhood was considered a valuable proxy 

in efforts to weaken Syria’s regional position by neighboring countries and in particular from 

Saddam Hussein’s Iraq (Defense Intelligence Agency, 1982).6  

When Saddam decided to go to war against neighboring Iran in 1980, the Brotherhood 

appeared as a useful counterweight against the emerging Syria-Iran defense alliance. Addi-

tional support for the Brotherhood came from Jordan, Turkey, and anti-Syrian factions in 

Lebanon. Ultimately, the Brotherhood campaign failed due to its limited domestic support 

base when the Syrian military crushed the organization’s uprising in the city of Hama in 1982. 

Most western accounts focus almost exclusively on this event (the ‘Hama massacre’), but fail 

to take account of the Brotherhood’s terrorist activities beforehand.  

Moving on to the period of 2000-2011, the transition of the Syrian presidency after 

Hafiz al-Assad’s death in office to his third son, Bashar al-Assad, could be understood as an 

effort of the part of the Syrian regime to avoid internal conflicts. Looking back at the transi-

                                                           
6 The DIA report of 1982 refers to the Brotherhood as a ‘Sunni Muslim Islamic fundamentalist organization’ and 

suggests further that most Syrians ‘would probably admit that the current level of tension in Syria is a result of 

Brotherhood actions’ (iii, 8). 
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tion with the advantage of hindsight, it appears that there were domestically-oriented factions 

(the majority), while there were also factions (or at least certain high-ranking Syrian officials) 

that had built up connections with conservative Arab states, such as Saudi Arabia, and hoped 

to use their connections to shift the regime in their favor. Yet the transition to Bashar pro-

ceeded smoothly and he quickly became the main representative of the regime, while many 

older Baathists retired and generational renewal took place. However, the resignation of long-

standing Vice President of Syria Abdul Halim Khaddam, a prominent Sunni and long-term 

associate of Hafiz, in mid-2005, followed by his departure to Paris at the end of the same year 

to link up with the Muslim Brotherhood in exile to found a ‘National Salvation Front’ under-

lined that some degree of infighting must have occurred. 

The two major challenges in the first period of Bashar’s time in office were external, 

however. First, the US had during the Bill Clinton presidency officially committed to a policy 

of regime change in neighboring Iraq (the so-called ‘Iraq Liberation Act’ of 1998). Second, 

this policy followed up on earlier economic sanctions against Iraq that had according to some 

observers resulted in the dead of around a million Iraqi citizens during the 1990s due to the 

sanctions-imposed breakdown of the Iraqi economy, health care, and education systems (Lü-

ders, 2015: 44). Ultimately, the US invasion of Iraq in 2003 took out Saddam’s Sunni-led 

regime. The destruction of the Iraqi Baath regime subsequently produced a Shia-dominated 

Iraqi government in Baghdad with close relations to neighboring Iran, i.e. the remaining most 

powerful US opponent in the region. Thus, US military action allowed, for the first time in the 

postcolonial histories of Syria, Iraq, and Iran, the emergence of a triple-alliance between the 

three states by adding Iraq to the pre-existing Syria-Iran defense alliance. Because of this un-

intended outcome, US state executives in the Bush, Jr. and Obama administrations advocated 

for another round of rebalancing – this time by shifting to coalition building with Sunni forces 

in Iraq and other Arab countries to isolate the ‘triple alliance’ of Syria, Iraq, and Iran (Hersh, 

2007).7  

                                                           
7 This paper uses the terms ‘Sunni’ and ‘Shia’ to explain geopolitical alignments rather than religious issues. 

While state executives might use religious identities in order to mobilize for political purposes, they will often 

accept that geopolitical concerns overrule other potentially significant cleavages, such as religion or ideology. 

For example, the close links between Armenia and Iran are due to geopolitical reasons overruling other cleavag-

es. 
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From today’s point of view, regime change in Iraq was part of a larger US agenda, 

started under Clinton and continued by the so-called ‘neocons’ that came to dominate the 

Bush, Jr. foreign policy agenda, to replace governments in seven countries, namely Iraq, Syria, 

Lebanon, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, and Iran (Lang, 2004; Clark, 2007; Dostal 2015a). In the 

build-up to the US occupation of Iraq, Bashar followed a mixed strategy. On the one hand, 

some collaboration in the US-declared war on terrorism was offered, while the alliances with 

Iran and the Hezbollah movement in Lebanon, rightly seen as the backbone of Syria’s region-

al position, were also entrenched.  

Following the assassination of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri, a politi-

cian strongly linked with France and Saudi Arabia, in February 2005, Syria was blamed in the 

western media and by pro-western factions in Lebanon, although no evidence has ever since 

been presented to solve the case. The Hariri assassination acted as a catalyst to increase the 

pressure on Syria to withdraw its troops from Lebanon, where they had been stationed since 

the end of the Lebanese civil war in 1990. The decision of Bashar to withdraw the Syrian 

troops, in response to the UN Security Council Resolution 1559, in April 2005 weakened the 

country’s regional position to a large extent. Removing troops under external pressure, which 

Russia did not oppose at the time, might have been considered a sign of weakness by observ-

ers keen to consider Syrian regime change scenarios. Directly following on the Syrian with-

drawal, the 2006 34-day war between Israel and Hezbollah took place in July and August of 

2006. The war was inconclusive, resulted in Israeli withdrawal after large-scale devastation of 

the Shia regions of Lebanon, and strengthened the position of Hezbollah in the context of 

Lebanese politics. From today’s point of view, the period after the end of the 34-day war 

might be considered the high point of Bashar’s presidency, as it appeared that the Syrian in-

fluence in Lebanon did not, ultimately, depend on troops, but could also be exercised in a 

more indirect manner. 

Next, there was the interlude of the European Union’s (EU) offering to Syria of a so-

called ‘Euro-Mediterranean Partnership Agreement’. This Agreement would have opened the 

Syrian market for EU products and investments and was perhaps expected to trigger a major 

shift in Syria’s domestic political economy away from a state-led system toward a ‘social 

market economy’ (a term that was popular with some Syrian government officials for some 

time). During the negotiations, Bashar was invited to Paris by then French President Nicolas 

Sarkozy in 2008, which could be considered the high point of external recognition of the Syr-

ian regime. However, the entire EU policies in the region had little impact and were poorly 
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though through. Ultimately, the Syrian regime could not realistically be expected to open its 

market for EU products without undermining its domestic economic structures (Dostal, 2008: 

18-20).8 This interlude, just like the short flourishing of friendly relations between the western 

powers and Libya around the same time, served as little more than a distraction.  

Once the Syrian domestic conflict began in March 2011, the regime change discourse 

reappeared in the context of US and EU announcements. These took place in the context of 

inappropriate comparisons with the situation in other Arab countries. The starting point was 

the long-standing commitment of the US to regime change in Syria, sometimes acknowledged 

and at other times covered, during the Bush, Jr. administration, which started out with the 

‘Syria Accountability and Lebanese Sovereignty Restoration Act’ announced in December 

2003. In the period directly after the US invasion of Iraq, there was fear in Damascus that 

Syria would be next on the agenda. This fear resided when the US started to visibly fail to 

gain the ascendancy in Iraq in terms of enforcing direct political control and had to fall back 

on Shia political forces in the country that were close to Syria’s main ally Iran. In fact, US 

pressure helped the regime to organize strong pro-Bashar and pro-Syrian nationalism rallies 

across the country that showed that many Syrians were keen to avoid domestic conflict by 

backing the existing state. The general feeling was that Syria was surrounded by danger zones, 

especially in Lebanon and Iraq, and that everything should be done to avoid a spillover of 

conflict into Syria. The visible presence of large numbers of Iraqi refugees all over Syria also 

added to the feeling of immediate danger that was expressed by Hezbollah leader Hassan 

Nasrallah in a 2007 interview, when he suggested that ‘chaos and internal battles like in Iraq’ 

could also happen in Syria (Nasrallah, quoted in Hersh, 2007). 

In 2007, the US media acknowledged that the Bush, Jr. administration had launched a 

campaign against the Syrian regime, which was apparently run by Elliot Abrahams, described 

as ‘a conservative White House aide in charge of pushing Bush’s global democracy agenda’ 

(Strobel, 2007; compare also Roebuck, 2006). In July 2008, the Syrian leadership took the 

                                                           
8 Another interesting feature of the period between 2005 and 2011 was the insistence of the International Mone-

tary Fund (IMF) that Syria would soon run out of oil and gas deposits. The IMF held that the Syrian government 

had to urgently cut domestic subsidies and levels of state employment. With the advantage of hindsight, it ap-

pears that the IMF pushed this line at a moment in time when it had already become clear that Syria was in fact 

likely to have access to significant new gas fields on the Mediterranean coastline. These new assets might have 

influenced deliberation amongst western strategists on how to deal with Syria (Ahmed, 2015). 
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initiative to have the Syrian ambassador in the US call for new negotiations with Israel over 

the issue of the occupied Syrian Golan and the other conflicts. While details are still difficult 

to confirm, it should be stressed that Syria had engaged with Israel concerning a settlement of 

the conflicts between the two countries for much of the 1990s and during the early 2000s. 

Ultimately, Israel always refused to make concessions with regard to the substantial issues. 

Three days after the 2008 initiative, an Israeli commando entered Syria and assassinated a 

Syrian general, which was described in a US National Security Agency report as the ‘first 

known instance of Israel targeting a legitimate government official’ (Cole, 2015). 

Under the Obama administration, the funding of Syrian opposition groups continued. 

There was also a noticeable, although poorly documented, steady rise in armed clashes be-

tween Islamist groups and the Syrian army and security forces in the run-up to March 2011, 

when the uprising in the southern Syrian city of Daraa started the current conflict. Neverthe-

less, the most crucial geopolitical reason for the shift in US strategy on Syria, from covert 

action to acknowledged efforts at regime change, must be found in the larger regional context. 

In particular, Obama’s decision to withdraw most US troops from Iraq in 2011 made the US 

lose its direct military veto position against efforts to consolidate the triple alliance of Syria, 

Iraq, and Iran. This was certainly the most unfortunate geopolitical outcome of the Iraqi inva-

sion from the US point of view. On the other hand, regaining direct military access to Iraq – 

US troops returned in mid-2014 to ‘fight Islamic State’ – and removing the Syrian govern-

ment from office constituted another US effort to realize geopolitical gains from the post-

2003 Iraqi occupation.  

One of the political expressions of a potential consolidation of the triple alliance was 

the refusal of Bashar, in 2010, to agree to the construction of the ‘Qatar-Turkey Pipeline’ 

across Syrian territory. He also refused to allow an extension of the already existing ‘Arab 

Gas Pipeline’ across Syria toward Turkey. The former project, jointly pushed by Qatar, Saudi 

Arabia, and Turkey, concerned plans to construct a Qatari and Saudi oil and gas pipelines 

across Syria to reach Turkey and the EU markets (Lin, 2015). The latter project concerned an 

extension of an existing gas pipeline that currently connects Egypt and Jordan with Syria and 

Lebanon, and, crucially in geopolitical terms, could have been extended from its current end 

point in the Syrian city of Homs toward Turkey (Robinson, 2013). The two projects would 

have served the interests of the pro-US conservative Arab states. Conversely, they would 

weaken Russia’s position in the European energy market in the medium and long term and 

negatively affect the future prospects of Iran to sell energy resources internationally. 
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Crucially, the triple alliance states advanced an alternative project, the so-called 

Friendship pipeline (termed the ‘Islamic Pipeline’ in western accounts), that would connect 

Syria, Iraq, and Iran with the Mediterranean and the Persian Gulf. This plan excludes the 

Sunni states and could also potentially serve as part of a larger ‘Silk Road’ strategy of linking 

with China and other expanding oil and gas consuming markets in Asia. In this context, a 

meeting between the then Iranian President Ahmadinejad and Bashar in February 2010, un-

derlining the close geopolitical alignment between both countries, must have been considered 

provocative by US policymakers (Black, 2010). The subsequent rejection of Bashar to do 

business with Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar is the most crucial regional factor to explain 

the support of the Syrian insurgency by the regional opponents of Syria. In addition, the US 

withdrawal from Iraq, although incomplete, is the most crucial reason for US interest at re-

gional rebalancing by removing the Syrian President from power. This could also mean to 

send new US troops into the Arab world, including Iraq, and such policies are openly 

acknowledged in the US media as an ongoing concern (Mazzetti and Schmitt, 2016).9 

 

3) The political nature of the Syrian uprising at the domestic level 

It is certainly true that geopolitical analysis delivers only a partial picture of reality. However, 

the events of the so-called ‘Arab spring’ have underlined that accounts stressing domestic 

drivers of uprising in Arab states and North Africa were equally unable to provide convincing 

analysis. Although this paper focuses on geopolitical factors, the current section attempts a 

brief and ‘neutral’ description of the domestic origins of the Syrian uprising.  

To begin with, propaganda works generally by selecting (apparent) ‘facts’ that become 

isolated from the larger context to which these ‘facts’ belong. Such ‘facts’ are used to con-

struct simple narratives following a logic of good versus evil in which critical scrutiny is con-

sidered unnecessary in order to establish the ‘essence’ of events. The major element of propa-

ganda is patient repetition of apparent ‘facts’: they are turned over time into established facts 

by the very process of repetition. An example is the claim that the Syrian army has used 

chemical weapons against domestic opponents, which is generally treated as an uncontested 

‘fact’ by the western media. Thus, discursive repetition produces the exclusion of counterfac-

                                                           
9 In this context, the current Emirati ambassador to the US, Yousef al-Otaiba, is quoted stating that ‘Americans 

and the Emiratis were in agreement about the need for intervention in Yemen – and more specifically about 

having a military presence in Aden’ (ibid.). 
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tual evidence and reality, as filtered by media discourse, produces an ‘essence’ of events that 

becomes accepted as the foundation for any further discourse. 

 In the context of the Syrian uprising, the following claims were turned into facts by the 

exclusion of counterfactual evidence: (1) the Arab Spring is a pro-democracy movement 

across the Middle East; (2) the Syrian opposition is part of the pro-democracy movement; (3) 

the Syrian regime has lost the support of ‘the people’ and ‘the people want the fall of the re-

gime’; (4) the Syrian regime is based exclusively on repression and cannot be reformed do-

mestically; (5) support for the opposition will break the regime, which is isolated from the 

people, and will issue in a more democratic state in Syria. Very briefly, each of these ‘facts’ 

has never been more than a claim, and counterfactual evidence has been written out of the 

western media discourse. To begin with, most Arab Spring movements were ad-hoc coalitions 

of Islamist, leftist and liberal democratic forces, challenging various authoritarian regimes 

that were in turn very different in each case. In all states other than Tunisia, the movements 

were either quickly repressed (Bahrain), produced a renewal of military rule (Egypt), or re-

sulted in failed statehood (post-Gaddafi Libya).  

 In the Syrian context, the five ‘facts’ indicated above need to be clarified as follows: 

(1) the profile of the protest movements in the streets of Syria was from the beginning Islam-

ist and the slogan ‘No to Iran, no to Hezbollah, we want a leader who fears god’ [i.e. a Sunni 

Islamist figure, rather than Bashar] expressed the movement’s intention to create an Islamist 

state that would exclude Syria’s minorities. The support for the protests in the streets, which 

included almost from the beginning armed attacks on the Syrian state, was strongly concen-

trated in rural areas and in parts of Syria in which local Sunnis had tribal links with neighbor-

ing conservative Arab countries opposing the Syrian leadership. At no point did the majority 

(or even a large share) of the Syrian Sunnis join the opposition, nor did the movement enjoy 

support from any of Syria’s religious and ethnic minorities with the exception of a tiny minor-

ity; (2) the Islamist nature of the opposition movement meant that leftist and liberal democrat-

ic components failed to play any significant role. Some of the leftist and liberal groups sup-

ported the Syrian government, either as part of the ‘official opposition’ engaging in dialogue 

with the regime or in joining the government directly, while other elements, especially the 

liberal democrats, could not break out from their own political isolation10; (3) the Syrian re-

                                                           
10 The group ‘Building the Syrian State’ appears to represent a liberal-democratic program. It neither followed 

the regime nor did it join the insurgency. Yet it never received any attention from those claiming to advance 
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gime has engaged in impressive mobilizations across the country, notably the pro-government 

street rallies of the years 2011 and 2012 that were the largest political rallies in the history of 

the country, in the 2012 constitutional referendum and parliamentary elections, and in the 

2014 presidential elections. On each of these occasions, the degree of political mobilization 

for the government was very high, especially when compared with developments in other 

Arab countries, such as the 2014 Egyptian presidential elections, in which rates of participa-

tion were very low.11 In comparison with pro-government rallies, opposition rallies were 

much smaller and also small in comparison with the ‘Arab Spring’ mobilizations in other 

countries. This observation was either explained away by claiming that government repres-

sion was to blame (even at times, when the Syrian state had withdrawn from opposition terri-

tories, such as in the city of Homs at various points), or by claiming high numbers of partici-

pants in fictitious opposition rallies; (4) domestically-driven democratic reforms were never 

explored. Contrary to western claims that the regime offered ‘too little too late’, one needs to 

stress that reform projects and efforts to engage in dialogue were taking place directly after 

the uprising started. For example, the ‘Consultative Meeting for National Dialogue’ in Syria 

issued a resolution that supported ‘Dialogue [as] the only way leading the country to ending 

the crisis’, and the Syrian Vice-President Farouk al-Shara said on this occasion that he hoped 

to see the ‘transformation of Syria into a pluralistic, democratic state where its citizens are 

equal and participate in the formation of their homeland’s future’ (Syrian Arab News Agency, 

2011). However, there was never any willingness on the part of the Islamist forces to engage 

in dialogue with the state, which in turn weakened those parts of the regime that genuinely 

intended to offer it; (5) finally, western and conservative Arab state’s financing of the opposi-

tion always amounted to support for Islamist groups rather than support for democracy. 

 To sum up, the Syrian conflict would have ended a long time ago with the reassertion 

of the Syrian government’s authority, based on its superior domestic support base, if the geo-

                                                                                                                                                                                     
‘democratization’ in the Middle East, nor has it gained recognition in western media discourse. In short, the 

failure of the group to influence events shows the weakness of liberal democratic forces in Syria. 

11 The pro-government bloc in Syria is much larger than the highly factionalized armed insurgency with its large 

non-Syrian component or any of the opposition groups. It might be argued that many Syrians do no longer sup-

port any political current, since people must spend all their energy in order to survive poverty and devastation 

issued in by the war. Certainly, the long-term political future of Syria will be shaped by the Syrian people’s 

judgement about who is to be blamed for the country’s destruction. 
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political factors would not have motivated the US and the regional Sunni powers to deliver 

arms and offer political support for the Islamist groups to turn the domestic Syrian conflict 

into a full-scale transnational war with ongoing local, regional, and global repercussions. 

 

4) Transnational war in Syria: local, regional, and global factors 

This section provides a short analysis of the major periods of the Syrian conflict, which start-

ed in mid-March 2011 with protests against the Syrian government in some cities, especially 

the Southern Syrian city of Daraa, and has subsequently escalated into a large-scale and sus-

tained transnational war. This conflict has been described at various times as a civil war, in-

ternational civil war, proxy war, and as Syria’s global war. The number of parties in the 

armed conflict has increased over time, while the political meaning of the conflict has become 

increasingly contested. In particular, the initial division between pro- and anti-government 

forces has been replaced by a number of parallel wars. At present, one might identify wars 

between the Syrian government and Islamist insurgents; wars between different groups of 

Islamist insurgents; wars between Islamist insurgents and the so-called ‘Islamic State’ (IS) 

terrorist organization; wars between the Syrian government and IS; air strikes of the US 

against IS in Iraq and Syria that appear to have had no impact while more recent Russian air 

strikes appear to have had a significant impact; air strikes of Turkey on Kurds in Syria and 

Iraq; wars between ethnic and sectarian militias; air strikes of Israel on Syrian government 

targets, to name but a few. In addition, one must also stress the ‘hybrid’ nature of the conflict, 

in which military escalation proceeds in parallel with propaganda warfare, economic sanc-

tions, and permanent rebalancing of the groups fighting on the ground by external powers, 

especially Russia, Hezbollah and Iran on the side of the Syrian government, and the US and 

the Sunni conservative Arab states on the side of the insurgents. 

The rebalancing is in turn balanced, i.e. the outside powers know that they essentially 

maintain the ability of the different groups to sustain the fighting on the ground, rather than to 

allow any of the parties to ‘win’. In fact, the high number of actors in the Syrian war makes it 

logically difficult to conceive any clear-cut outcome of the conflict. The scenario of a failed 

state is therefore the default option, which will in turn destabilize neighboring countries, as 

demonstrated in the case of Libya. In addition, the Syrian refugee crisis inflicts high costs on 

neighboring countries and, more recently, many EU countries, both economically and in 

terms of future efforts to stop the cross-border proliferation of Islamist groups. Notably, the 

US, Russia, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar remain unaffected by the Syrian refugee crisis as they 
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have refused to open their borders.12 In sum, it is currently impossible to predict if the conflict 

will end soon or will continue for another decade or more. This section provides a brief peri-

odization of the conflict and explains how local, regional, and international factors have inter-

acted in each period. 

 The following periodization is suggested: (1) initial protests and slow-scale militariza-

tion (March 2011-July 2011); (2) the NATO bombing campaign in Libya produces the de-

struction of the Gaddafi regime and subsequent state failure. The result is large-scale prolifer-

ation of arms from Libyan depots to Islamist groups and especially the Syrian insurgents, un-

der the guidance of western and Arab intelligence agencies and delivered via Turkey. In turn, 

a steady escalation toward a full-scale war-like situation in many areas of Syria follows due to 

the increased military strength of the Islamists. Finally, the assassination of the Syrian De-

fense and Deputy Defense Ministers and of other high-ranking Syrian government officials in 

an explosion in Damascus is expected to issue in the ‘Syrian revolution’ but fails to have the 

expected impact (August 2011-July 2012); (3) further escalation of fighting across the country. 

This produces the growth of pro-government militias to balance out the increased strength of 

the Islamists and ends with the recapture of the strategic city of Qusayr by the Syrian army 

and Hezbollah (August 2012-June 2013); (4) further escalation and proliferation of Islamist 

groups. The US military supplies for the insurgents are openly acknowledged for the first time 

(July 2013-December 2013); (5) IS enters the Syrian war (January) and the Nusra Front (i.e. 

Al Qaeda in Syria) engages in sectarian attacks on the Syrian-Armenian town of Kessab from 

bases in Turkey (March); the Syrian army recaptures Kessab and Syrian multi-candidate pres-

idential elections take place (June) (January-June 2014); (6) US air strikes on IS in Syria and 

Iraq and destruction of the Syrian oil fields, starting in September 2014 and ongoing; some 

further Syrian government military advances until app. February 2015 (July 2014-February 

2015); (7) increased coordination of Islamist insurgency groups financed by Qatar, Turkey, 

and Saudi Arabia, e.g. ‘Southern Front’ (supplied from Jordanian territory), Nusra Front and 

‘Army of Conquest’ (supplied from Turkish territory), pointing to the tactical realignment of 

different Islamist currents on the ground (March 2015-September 2015); (8) the Russian mili-

                                                           
12 The Gulf sheikdoms and Saudi Arabia claim, against their own better knowledge, that they house Syrian refu-

gees on their territory. In fact, they count pre-crisis Syrian migrant workers employed in construction and ser-

vices as ‘refugees’ in order to obscure their political role in the Syrian crisis. 
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tary mission enters Syria based on an invitation by the Syrian government and targets IS and 

other Islamist groups with airstrikes (September 2015-March 2016). 

 Looking at the periodization – that is only indicative, highlighting some of the major 

events – one should stress that the conflict would have already ended a long time ago with a 

‘victory’ of the Syrian government in the absence of foreign intervention. The Syrian gov-

ernment is the only actor with a conventional army, air force, superior local intelligence, and 

deep roots in state and society. However, the western mainstream media always claimed that 

the Assad regime was just about to break down, thereby inviting further efforts to tip the bal-

ance by military means and by linking up with Islamist forces. In this context, the western 

media was in turn influenced by large-scale spending and efforts of the conservative Sunni 

states to engage in psychological warfare by misrepresenting the situation in Syria and by 

inventing news about Syrian events that had never taken place. It is therefore significant to 

stress that external balancing in different fields (not just with regard to the military situation) 

constitutes the major mechanism to regulate the Syrian war. Any meaningful peace talks (at 

the moment of finishing this paper, the Geneva III round had just started) would demand that 

all fields of the conflict at the three levels (local, regional, and global) would have to be ad-

dressed.  

 The remainder of this section briefly highlights the main developments in each of the 

periods outlined above, looking in turn at local, regional, and global factors. In the first period 

(March-July 2011), the anti-government rallies were claimed to amount to a ‘peaceful revolu-

tion’ in Syria. At the local level, anti-government mobilization was said to be met on a large 

scale with government repression. This description of the situation was quickly accepted in 

the western media discourse and constitutes the greatest – and only ever – political success of 

the opposition groups. This ignored the fact that the opposition rallies entailed nearly from the 

very beginning violence against representatives of the Syrian state and large-scale casualties 

amongst the police force, the military and pro-government civilians. For example, on March 

20, 2011 (three days after the first anti-government rallies), ‘seven police officers were killed, 

and the Baath Party Headquarters and courthouse [in the city of Daraa] were torched’ (Kahn, 

2011; Anderson, 2013).13 In the western media, ‘peaceful opposition rallies’ and ‘government 

                                                           
13 It is still difficult to reconstruct the actual events in Daraa in late March 2011. The Israeli source quoted here 

might be explainable by efforts at the time to make the Syrian authorities look weak. This is also suggested by 

another source, arguing that ‘[a]t that time, the [Syrian] government did not want to show they are weak and the 
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repression’ quickly became the only news worth reporting. In this context, the Qatar-based 

and royal family-financed Al Jazeera TV station became so one-sided in its news coverage 

and so shameless in pushing freely invented news about events in Syria that many journalists 

resigned in protest from the station and its reputation was damaged beyond repair (Haran, 

2016: 11). 

 In the second period, the Gaddafi regime in Libya was brought down in August 2011, 

following on the NATO bombing campaign. This resulted in the proliferation of weapons 

from Libyan arms depots across the region. In parallel, US President Obama demanded in a 

‘rhetorical escalation’ on 18 August for the first President Assad’s resignation (Wilson and 

Warrick, 2011). There was a permanent increase in the levels of violence in Syria that must be 

attributed – at least to a large extent – to the delivery of weapons to the insurgents: ‘With help 

from the C.I.A., Arab governments and Turkey have sharply increased their military aid to 

Syria’s opposition fighters … expanding a secret airlift of arms and equipment for the upris-

ing against President Bashar al-Assad … The airlift, which began on a small scale in early 

2012 and continued intermittently through last fall, expanded into a steady and much heavier 

flow late last year, the data [based on air traffic control] shows’ (Chivers and Schmitt, 2013, 

emphasis added).14 The insurgents generally hoped that the US and/or NATO would engage 

in air strikes to destroy the Assad regime. This hope was due to the sponsorship of western 

governments for meetings of the so-called ‘Friends of Syria.’ During these meetings, western 

government officials mingled with Syrian opposition groups that were financed by the Sunni 

states and controlled by their intelligence agencies. However, the decision of EU states to 

recognize claims of such bodies to form the ‘legitimate’ government of Syria never produced 

any political unity on the part of the opposition. Instead, the opposition bodies subsequently 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
opposition did not want to show they are armed’ (Daraa citizen, quoted in Narwani, 2014). What is uncontested 

is that the local Baath Party headquarters was burned down 72 hours after the first anti-government rallies took 

place and that there were casualties on both sides. 

14 The two quoted New York Times journalists failed to follow up on their own story, which subsequently 

dropped from public attention. The same paper has ever since been filled with reporting about ‘non-lethal aid’ to 

the insurgents and other disinformation. Clearly, the role of the Times as the ‘paper of record’ in the Syrian crisis 

has been the opposite of what it claims to do, i.e. actual news about the possibly largest ever covert action of the 

CIA in alliance with other intelligence agencies in the Middle East and the large-scale spending that was under-

taken in pursuit of regime change in Syria is only covered after the event, reluctantly, and in response to other 

sources that have already removed ‘plausible deniability’ (cf. Veldkamp, 2015). 
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dropped from international attention and have not had any impact on the situation within Syr-

ia since then. A new climax in the crisis was reached on 18 July when the Syrian Defense 

Secretary, Deputy Defense Secretary and others died in an explosion in Damascus. On 19 July, 

the battle for Aleppo started when insurgents entered the city from the surrounding country-

side. This subsequently resulted in the large-scale devastation of Syria’s largest city that had 

not previously been affected by the violence elsewhere. The western media discourse by now 

suggested that the Syrian regime was about to dissolve due to defections, while the Syrian 

army was claimed to break up along sectarian lines, with the Sunni sections turning against 

the regime. 

 In the third period between August 2012 and June 2013, it became clear that the Syri-

an government did in fact not suffer any significant defections. Moreover, the Syrian army, 

increasingly backed up by Hezbollah and rising numbers of pro-government militias, contin-

ued the fight against the insurgency despite of very high casualty rates. The period started 

with US President Obama’s announcement, in August 2012, of a ‘red line’ in case of the Syri-

an government’s use of chemical weapons that would change his ‘calculus’ on the conflict. 

There were subsequently many claims by the insurgents that Syrian government forces had 

used chemical weapons on the battlefield, but none of these claims was backed up by conclu-

sive evidence. The recapture of the strategic city of Qusayr in June 2013 by the Syrian army 

and Hezbollah ‘raised fears in Washington that large parts of the rebellion could be on the 

verge of collapse’ (Mazzetti, Gordon, and Lander, 2013). This potential turning point in the 

conflict resulted in a major push on the part of the US and the Sunni states to resupply the 

insurgents with new weapons. These weapons deliveries were now also publicly acknowl-

edged for the first time; although they had already been in place since at least January 2012. 

Between August and December 2013, the war escalated further and it appeared that di-

rect US intervention with airstrikes on Syrian government targets, or even clashes between the 

US and Russia over Syria, would be possible. The US and Russia engaged in parallel in a 

naval build-up on the Syrian coast. At the same time, claims about the use of chemical weap-

ons on the part of the Syrian government further proliferated in the western media, while oth-

er observers of the situation in Syria pointed out that the insurgents might have conquered 

facilities to produce chemical weapons, or could have been supplied with such weapons by 

Turkish intelligence keen to draw the US into direct intervention on the ground (Baker, 2013; 
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Hersh, 2014).15 The major turning point was Obama’s apparent willingness to go to war over 

Syria that was only stopped after the surprise diplomatic initiative on the part of Russia to 

advance a deal between Putin and Obama on the decommissioning of the Syrian chemical 

weapons under international supervision. This deal was immediately accepted by the Syrian 

government, on 10 September, and resulted in the subsequent decommissioning of these 

weapons. From the Syrian point of view, the handing over of the chemical weapons was one-

sided, since these weapons had been procured as a deterrent against possible ground attacks 

on the country by the superior Israeli army that in turn had access to a large WMD arsenal. 

With the advantage of hindsight, the Syrian leadership acted wisely since the weapons had 

little value as a deterrent and could have potentially fallen into the hands of the insurgents. In 

any case, the deal ended the mutual standoff between the US and Russia and avoided further 

escalation of the conflict in the direction of a large regional or global war for the time being. 

At this point, western analysts had also become fully aware that the insurgents were over-

whelmingly Islamist, often of non-Syrian origin, and that they were not controlled by any set 

of civilian opposition leaders (IHS Aerospace, Defence & Security, 2013). Thus, the market-

ing of a ‘war for democracy’ was no longer credible. 

In 2014, the IS terrorists joined the insurgency in Syria on a larger scale and started 

fighting the Syrian government and other insurgents. In March, the Nusra Front (the Syrian 

branch of al-Qaeda) entered Syria from Turkey and attacked the Syrian-Armenian town of 

Kessab, located in close proximity to the Turkish border. The intense collaboration between 

Turkish intelligence and the Islamist terror groups became well-documented, although the 

western media failed to further inquire into these connections. In June 2014, Bashar was re-

elected in presidential elections that were characterized by a fairly high degree of popular 

participation. Following the elections, which underlined that the government continued to 

enjoy significant levels of support, the violence further escalated and the US started to engage 

in air strikes against IS in Syria since September 2014. Since IS had earlier moved into the 

                                                           
15 The article by Baker (2013), claiming to be based on interviews with Syrian informers, quotes Mohammad 

Sabbagh, owner of the ‘only chlorine gas manufacturing plant in Syria’ stating that his factory was now occupied 

by insurgents. The story was not subsequently followed up in the western media, which has instead relied on 

sources originating with the insurgents, who claimed in turn that the Syrian government had used chemical 

weapons. These stories have proliferated even after the Syrian government decommissioned the country’s chem-

ical weapons program. 
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Syrian oil fields, mostly located in the northern Kurdish region of Syria and close to the Iraqi 

border, these bombardments resulted in the destruction of Syria’s oil infrastructure, thereby 

further undermining the country’s economic foundation. 

Finally, the period since March 2015 witnessed further adjustment of western narra-

tives about the Syrian conflict. First, the capture and subsequent large-scale destruction of the 

historical sites in the ancient Syrian city of Palmyra by the IS terrorists showed that the Syrian 

government and military were increasingly weakened. Second, it became obvious that Er-

dogan’s Turkey had been engaged in a long-standing program of arms supplies to the Islamist 

groups, including IS, and had accepted oil smuggling from Syria to Turkey on a large scale, 

which in turn financed IS terrorism (Philips, 2015). While this support might have proceeded 

in an indirect manner, by supplying groups that in turn supplied IS, it was now clear that IS 

received its logistical and military supplies from networks in Turkey and Iraq. These networks 

were in turn connected with other conservative Sunni states on the financial, military, and 

intelligence planes. 

This increased transparency about the role of Turkey and its intelligence agencies in 

the logistical and military supply of the Syrian insurgency was in turn partially due to a battle 

of two lines within the Turkish state apparatus (Hürriyet, 2015). On the one hand, Erdogan 

and his Justice and Development party (an organization with close links to the Muslim Broth-

erhood in other countries) used the resources of the Turkish state to supply the Syrian insur-

gency. On the other hand, the three other main political parties in Turkey all oppose Er-

dogan’s Syria policy, and he has also fallen out with the Gülen movement, a Sunni religious 

reform group named after its leader Fethullah Gülen. The latter used to collaborate with Er-

dogan but has been opposed to him in recent years. This conflict produced in turn a campaign 

by Erdogan to exclude Gülen supporters from the state apparatus. It also resulted in Erdogan’s 

decision to take over Today’s Zaman, a Turkish newspaper with links to Gülen and a remark-

ably well-balanced editorial line on the Syrian conflict, on March 4, 2016, in order to turn it 

into a government mouthpiece. 

The outcome of the Syrian tragedy as it stands today is as follows: the arming of the 

Syrian insurgency has been coordinated by Washington acting in its traditional role as princi-

pal of the Sunni regimes since at least the beginning of 2012. The US media has failed to re-

port on US policy and has instead been keen to follow up on made-up news about the supply 

of ‘moderate’ rebels with so-called ‘non-lethal assistance’. In a debunking of the official US 

media discourse, worth quoting at length, it was pointed out that ‘the scale of the material aid 
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reportedly delivered to the armed Syrian opposition by the U.S. and its allies…dwarfs any-

thing discussed in the government’s public narrative. Exact figures are not available…but a 

few comparisons are illuminating. The delivery of just twelve antitank missile launchers to 

Harakat Hazm [so-called ‘moderate’ insurgents] consumed nearly a month of press coverage 

in the public narrative in early 2014. In contrast, if the figures from SIPRI [Stockholm Inter-

national Peace Research Institute] are to be trusted, the CIA helped organize the airlift of 

3,500 tons of heavy weaponry in a single operation from January 2012-March 2013’ 

(Veldkamp, 2015: 11, original emphasis, footnotes omitted).  

The same author suggested that the difference between the public narrative about re-

luctant US involvement in Syria and the reality of US direct and indirect arming of the insur-

gency was due to the following reason: ‘If the U.S. began cautiously trickling arms to trusted 

groups in Syria in June or September 2013, after nearly two and a half years of civil war, then 

it is a responsible actor grappling with a difficult situation. If the U.S. helped deliver thou-

sands of tons of weapons to the opposition from (at least) nearly the beginning of the armed 

conflict, an opposition that quickly became dominated by extremists, then it is a party to a 

vicious proxy war with sectarian overtones’ (ibid.: 14).  

In the context of the US strategy, all local Sunni regimes (Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and 

Qatar) have been weakened by their lengthy and so far failed campaign to destroy the Syrian 

regime. In the case of the latter two states, this weakening has been acknowledged by the re-

tirement of the older generation within the royal courts and their replacement with a younger 

generation of princes. In the case of Erdogan, his political survival appears to depend on esca-

lating the conflict with Kurdish nationalists in order to produce a Turkish national unity wave 

to keep him in office. The very fact that this ‘plan’ has been discussed at length in the until 

recently still relatively free Turkish media makes any success less likely.  

As for Russia, Iran, and the Baghdad government in Iraq, these countries are aware 

that a breakdown of the Syrian state would issue in a failed state and would result in the 

break-up of the geopolitical alliance that has kept Syria out of the western sphere of influence 

since the mid-1950s. The breakdown of the Syrian regime would also question the continuing 

existence of Iraq as a unified state, would result in efforts to remove the Hezbollah movement 

as a significant factor in Lebanon, and would put further pressure on Iran. In any case, the 

destruction of the regional power balance would issue in new conflicts that would further 

weaken all regional powers other than Israel. 
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Conclusion: From the Eisenhower Doctrine to the transnational war in Syria 

The conflict in Syria since 2011 has turned into the most dramatic power contest in post-Cold 

War history. It points to the continuity and further escalation of local, regional, and global 

geopolitical conflict in the 21st century and questions humanity’s ability to use the remaining 

global resources in a manner that will sustain a future worth living. At the moment of writing, 

the outcome of the crisis is the multi-dimensional destruction of Syria. To put it differently, 

what is being fought over has been broken and humanity’s heritage, as represented by Syria’s 

unique past going back to the earliest high cultures, is being dismantled. What is the ultimate 

reason for this disaster? 

 The geopolitical view suggests that disturbances in the balance of power issue in con-

flicts if actors believe that they can realize gains at the expense of others. In the Syrian con-

text, there are multiple starting points to explain why the domestic actors in Syria have be-

come victims of forces that are related to the larger regional and global planes. These start 

with the direct political environment of Syria, i.e. the Zionist colonization in neighboring Pal-

estine and the foundation of the Zionist state as an ally of the US, when the latter emerged as 

the new main power in the Middle East in the post-WW2 period. Syria therefore lacked a ge-

opolitical patron in the period between decolonization and the emergence of the Cold War in 

the Middle East. This left the country vulnerable in comparison to most of its neighbors and 

triggered the subsequent alignment with the weaker of the two superpowers, the Soviet Union, 

due to the lack of any viable alternative (Dostal, 2015b). The demise of the Soviet Union in 

1991 once again resulted in the loss of geopolitical patronage and the decision of US policy-

makers to destroy the Iraqi Baath regime further isolated Syria in the region. Last but not least, 

the long-standing effort on the part of Israel to ‘deconstruct’ Syria and Iraq, the two last Arab 

contender states still challenging Israel’s conquest of Arab lands, must be seen as crucial to 

understand how Syria’s internal conflict has played out. 

 What, then, explains the escalation of the Syrian conflict from a geopolitical point of 

view? To be sure, any singling out of ‘main factors’ is bound to reduce complexity and fails 

to fully represent reality. However, it is possible to deduce a hierarchy of motivational factors 

to explain the behavior of the seven most important state executives with regard to the Syrian 

conflict, namely of the US, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Qatar, and Israel on the side of the chal-

lengers of the Syrian regime; and of Iran and Russia on the side of its defenders (see Table 2). 
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 Table 2: Geopolitical goals of seven countries in the Syrian conflict 

  (1) US (2) Saudi Arabia (3) Turkey (4) Qatar (5) Israel (6) Iran (7) Russia 

Ideal result (first 

preference) 

replacement of Assad 

regime wilh Sunni 

pro-US regime 

replacement of Assad 

regime with Sunni-

Wahabist regime 

replacement of Assad 

regime with Muslim 

Brotherhood regime 

replacement of Assad 

regime with Muslim 

Brotherhood regime 

split-up of Syria into 

cantons along ethnic 

and sectarian lines 

protection of Iran's 

position in Syria 

protection of Russia's 

position in Syria 

Acceptable result 

(second preference)  

break-up of the triple 

alliance between 

Syria, Iraq, and Iran  

same same same same 

maintenance of triple 

alliance between 

Syria, Iraq, and Iran 

Collaboration with 

the triple alliance as a 

means to check US 

regional dominance 

  

a very weak Syria 

that ceases to be a 

local geopolitical 

actor 

same same same same 
maintenance of a 

unified Syrian state 

maintenance of a 

unified Syrian state 

Other important 

factor 

increasing level of 

arms sales to the Arab 

oil monarchies 

anti-Shia campaign 

across the Middle 

East 

creation of a Turkish-

controlled buffer zone 

in Syria to control 

Kurdish nationalism: 

avoidance of 'de-

facto'Kurdish state 

  

maintenance of 

lobbying power with 

US state executives 

improvement of Iran's 

bargaining politics in 

the Middle East and 

with the great powers 

improvement of 

Russia's bargaining 

position in the Middle 

East 

  

 tactical use of some 

sectors of Kurdish 

Nationalism 

military build-up 

against Iran 
    

maintanance of 

regional military 

dominance 

strengthening of the 

triple alliance with 

Iraq and Syria 

to balance Saudi 

Arabia 

maintenance of Syria 

as Russia’s oldest 

geopolitical ally 

(since 1955) in the 

Middle East  

  
 pipeline projects 

across Syrian territory 
same same same 

continuation of the 

occupation of the 

Syrian Golan Hights 

    

Actual results until 

March 2016 

failure to turn local 

'moderate rebels' into 

a significant force 

military overstretch 

(Yemen) underlines 

military weakness 

destruction of Syria's 

economy removes 

potential economic 

competitor 

decline of soft power 

due to the loss of 

credibility of Al 

Jazeera 

further strengthening 

of Israeli military 

superiority 

further strengthening 

of Iran's position with 

Bagdad government 

introduction of Rus-

sia's naval force into 

the Mediterranean 

 

increased power over 

conservative Sunni 

states 

potential spillover of 

external failure to the 

domestic polity 

new war against 

Kurdish nationalism 

in Turkey, Syria and 

Iraq 

loss of regional influ-

ence due to the failure 

of the Muslim Broth-

erhood ally in Egypt 

further expansion of 

Jewish settlements in 

the occupied territo-

ries 

increase in regional 

geopolitical strength 

Russia exercises 

diplomatic leadership 

on Syria 
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From the point of view of today’s US policymakers, the main factor that points back to the 

Eisenhower Doctrine is the effort to defend the country’s position as major, and ideally only, 

external balancer in the Middle East. In the current context, the main danger for the US re-

gional position would be the consolidation of the triple alliance between Syria, Iraq, and Iran 

that was in turn only made possible due to the US decision, under the Bush, Jr. administration, 

to take out Saddam’s Sunni regime in Iraq. Yet the 2003 invasion triggered the rise of a Shia-

dominated and pro-Iranian Iraqi government. This development provided the missing link for 

the geopolitical emergence of a land bridge reaching from Syria via Iraq to Iran and from the 

Mediterranean to the Persian Gulf. Further consolidation of the triple alliance would certainly 

be the worst case scenario from the US point of view, amounting to full-scale geopolitical 

failure in the region. Thus, the tactical withdrawal of US troops from Iraq during the second 

Obama presidency – that might be quickly reversed in future scenarios – made the effort to 

‘turn’ Syria and to break it from its allies all the more urgent. (In this context, many US poli-

cymakers still remember how they regained control of Egypt in the late 1970s and would like 

to repeat the scenario.)  

For the US, the ideal outcome of the Syrian war would be the construction of a region-

al system in the Middle East, in which all Arab state units would have to accept permanent 

US military bases. While such full-scale military cover would not question the ability of other 

major powers, particularly China, to enter the Middle East on the economic plane, it would 

make these powers depend on previous agreements with the US as the guaranteeing power. 

The US instrument to achieve and defend regional hegemony in the Middle East is the contin-

uation of the asymmetric alliance system, first and foremost with Israel and secondly with the 

Sunni states and Turkey. As in the past, this system remains balanced in favor of Israel. Over-

all, the US much prefer weak allies to strong ones, and this attitude certainly also applies to 

the relationship with EU states. The latter have played only a very limited role in the Middle 

East and have mostly followed the US line to the letter.  

 Looking in turn at the goals of the Sunni alliance made up of Turkey, Saudi Arabia, 

and Qatar, it is important to recognize that the US has no particular preference with regard to 

future Syrian domestic arrangements, other than a Syrian leadership that stops to challenge 

US regional goals. The Sunni states, on the other hand, are divided between those supporting 

a Muslim Brotherhood-type leadership in Syria (Qatar and Turkey) and Saudi Arabia, which 

would prefer the export of its own style of Wahabism. This division, in which all three powers 

are actually fairly weak to project their power for domestic reasons, results in internal conflict 
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between the Sunni powers about which Syrian Islamist group to back politically and militarily. 

The fallback common position, in the absence of agreement about the political future of Syria, 

is that the country must be removed from the triple alliance with Iraq and Iran. Only then will 

space open up for Saudi and Qatari pipeline projects to reach Turkey. Once again, US poli-

cymakers appear to have no particular strong preference in this context other than to strength-

en their own role in the region. Weakening allies might serve this purpose just as much as a 

weakening of opponents, and this is what Spykman recommended in terms of a geopolitical 

‘pluralism’ in the Eurasian rimlands to which Syria and her opponents jointly belong (Hoff-

mann, 2012: 36). 

From the Israeli point of view, the ideal outcome is the division of Syria along ethnic 

and sectarian lines. This was openly acknowledged in the country’s media as recently as Sep-

tember 2015. In this context, Israel could consider – jointly with the US – to support some 

faction of Kurdish nationalism, especially with regard to a potential future division of Syria 

and Iraq. On the other hand, Israel does not have to do anything and can just stay put, as the 

ongoing Syrian war weakens all other regional powers. Ultimately, the Israeli position de-

pends less on regional factors and more on maintaining a strong position in dealings with the 

US core executive – this remains Israel’s most crucial concern in the current context. It is al-

ready very likely that the next US President (probably Clinton II or Trump) will follow the 

example of the Obama administration and will not put any pressure on Israel to stop its ongo-

ing policy of expansion of settlements in the occupied Palestinian territories.  

As for the opposing camp, namely the triple alliance of Syria, Iraq, and Iran, these 

states must defend the status quo and will aim to further strengthen their alliance. In some 

respect, they are outnumbered on the military and financial planes in comparison with the 

conservative Sunni states. The same applies to Russia as the weaker of the two external bal-

ancers in the Middle East, which is merely trying to maintain Syria as its most long-standing 

Arab ally. Yet one should not underestimate the relative strength that remains available to 

these states at the local, regional, and global level, as has been just underlined by the forceful 

Russian intervention on the side of the Syrian government in late 2015 and early 2016. More-

over, a unified Iraq, based on mutually satisfying domestic agreements between Sunnis, Shias, 

and Kurds, could still have the potential to quickly recover as the major Arab state in the re-

gion. In fact, Iraqi oil production has reached new historical records in recent years, regardless 

of the IS terrorism, and the country would quickly consolidate its position in the regional con-

text if it could regain domestic stability. From Iran’s point of view, in turn, the recent signing 
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of an agreement with the Obama administration on nuclear issues, immediately challenged by 

Republicans in Congress and the Israeli Lobby in the US, is not worth much as a ‘bargaining 

chip’. The country is unlikely to place much faith in agreements that are not backed up by its 

own local and regional strength. 

Summing up the Syrian conflict, it is based on the logic of ‘the proxies of my proxies 

against the proxies of your proxies’. This has become abundantly clear in the writings of US-

based analysts. The memo of the Defense Intelligence Agency (2012), predicting the rise of 

IS and, at the same time, the likelihood of President Bashar al-Assad to remain in control of a 

core region of Syria, which went against everything issued by US policymakers in public at 

the time, as well as the casual and honest statement that ‘the vast majority of the Syrian insur-

gency has coordinated closely with Al-Qaeda since mid-2012’ underline that the current chap-

ter of the Eisenhower Doctrine does not need ‘International Communism’ any more (Lister, 

2015). There are always new challenges to the US hegemon, all the better if they are useful at 

the same time.  
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