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1 Abstract 

This master's thesis explores Russia's involvement in the Middle East, spanning from its 

imperial times to the present day, with a particular focus on its involvement in the Syrian civil 

war since 2011. Investigating geopolitical, economic, and strategic interests, the research delves 

into historical relations and post-Soviet policies, analyzing Russia's role in conflicts. The impact 

of the Arab Spring and Syria's internal strife is examined, emphasizing Russia's intervention to 

safeguard its regional influence, like protecting ports, and counter Western dominance. Military, 

economic, and diplomatic dimensions of Russia's involvement are analyzed, including Russia’s 

media portrayal of its involvement in Syria. The thesis underscores the humanitarian 

consequences of Russia's intervention and evaluates international reactions, offering valuable 

insights into Russia's complex role in the Middle East and its global ramifications. This thesis 

aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of Russia's involvement in Syria, laying a 

foundation for future research in this critical area. 

 

Diese Masterarbeit untersucht das russische Engagement im Nahen Osten von der Zarenzeit bis 

zur Gegenwart, mit besonderem Augenmerk auf die Verwicklung Russlands in den seit 2011 

andauernden syrischen Bürgerkrieg. Unter Berücksichtigung geopolitischer, wirtschaftlicher 

und strategischer Interessen werden die historischen Beziehungen und die postsowjetische 

Politik untersucht, um die Rolle Russlands in den Konflikten näher zu analysieren. Die 

Auswirkungen des Arabischen Frühlings und der internen Unruhen in Syrien werden 

untersucht, wobei die Intervention Russlands zur Sicherung seines regionalen Einflusses, z. B. 

zum Schutz der Häfen, und gegen die westliche Dominanz hervorgehoben wird. Die 

militärische, wirtschaftliche und diplomatische Dimensionen des russischen Vorgehens werden 

analysiert, einschließlich der Darstellung der russischen Einmischung in Syrien in den Medien. 

Die Masterarbeit unterstreicht weiters die humanitären Folgen der russischen Intervention und 

bewertet die internationalen Reaktionen, was wertvolle Einblicke in Russlands komplexe Rolle 

im Nahen Osten und den daraus folgenden globalen Auswirkungen bietet. Ziel dieser Arbeit ist 

es, ein umfassendes Verständnis des russischen Engagements in Syrien zu vermitteln und eine 

Grundlage für künftige Forschungen in diesem wichtigen Bereich zu schaffen. 
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2 Introduction 

Since the beginning of Syria's civil war1 in 2011 profound repercussions were to be found, not 

just within Syria but also across its neighboring regions and worldwide. Syria has for a long 

time held a special significance for Russia2 when it comes to exerting regional influence and 

strength as a main player in Middle Eastern affairs. The increase of military presence and also 

development of complex international networks involved in the civil war in Syria lately have 

had an impact on those affairs. As Russia emerged as a key participant with geopolitical 

interests in shaping the outcomes of this civil war, other international actors also played crucial 

roles; of particular note is the involvement of the United States.3  This situation required Russia 

to further its geopolitical ambitions and protect more comprehensively interests across many 

regions simultaneously, but especially in Syria itslef.4  

This master's thesis will investigate Russia's centuries-long engagement5 in the Middle East, 

from its imperial times up until today. It will also examine Russia’s unique interplay of 

geopolitical, economical and strategic interests that all shape its foreign policy in this part of 

the globe. The research will explore Russia's historical relations with the Middle East, 

especially the post-Soviet Union policy towards Syria6. Furthermore, light will be shed on 

 
1 The term ‘Syrian conflict’ will be parallel used with ‘Syrian civil war’ to refere to the crisis that Syria has been 

suffering from since 2011. Some sources, mostly from the Syrian oppositon side, use the term ‘Syrian Revolution’, 

which will be completely omitted in this thesis due to its bias meaning representing a one sided point of view. The 

same thing applies on terms like ‘Universal Consiparecy’, which has been used by Al-ʔAsad’s regime to describe 

the threats of the Western allies towards it. 
2 Throughout this thesis, the name “Russia” may also be used to denote the “Soviet Union” as well in order to refer 

to the political and international power, whose capital was Moscow, in its communist and federal forms since the 

fall of the Russian Empire till Russia today. 
3 Pengelly, Martin. (2015). “John McCain says US is engaged in proxy war with Russia in Syria”, in The Guardian. 

Last online access 30.08.2023: https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/oct/04/john-mccain-russia-us-proxy-

war-syria-obama-putin 
4 Bartz, Luke. (2016). “Russian-Syrian Relations: Past and Present”, in The Journal of Global Affairs. Vol. 5. Last 

online access 03.09.2023: 

https://shareok.org/bitstream/handle/11244.46/79/9%20Russian%20and%20Syria%20Mar0916_Final_Luke%20

Bartz.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=yAffairs. P.2-6 
5 The term ‘Russian involvement’ will be used in this thesis to indicate not only its political intervention in Syria 

since the beginning of the civil war in 2011, but its military intervention there later in 2015 as well. Russia was 

supporting the Syrian regime politically and in international forums against the Western coalition led by the United 

States, which called for the removal of the Syrian regime and supported the Syrian opposition forces. There are 

other terms, such as ‘military intervention’, which refer to the Russian military presence in Syria since 2015 at the 

invitation of the Syrian regime to confront the opposition factions and the Islamic State (ISIS), which had made 

military field advances at the expense of the regime. In Arabic, the term ‘al-ʔinḫirāṭ ar-Rūsī fī Sūryā’ (for: the 

Russian involvement in Syria) or ‘at-tadaḫḫul al-ʕaskarī ar-Rūsī fī Sūryā’ (for: Russian military intervention in 

Syria) are used. 
6 The impact of the Cold War on the Middle East are seen in the high degrees of polarization in the Region, with 

the Soviet Union aligning with authoritarian nationalist regimes like in Egypt and Syria, and USA supporting 

absolute monarchies in the Arab Gulf States and authoritative regimes in Pakistan, Jordan, Tunisia and Morocco. 

(See: UKEssays. (2018). The Middle East during the Cold War. Last online access 31.08.2023:  

https://www.ukessays.com/essays/history/the-middle-east-during-the-cold-war.php?vref=1) 
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Russia’s active role in various Middle Eastern conflicts from the Arab-Israeli disputes to the 

Iran-Iraq wars, where its involvement played an essential part in maintaining the balance of 

power in the region. Analysis of Syria itself and the effects of the Arab Spring will also be 

explored, noting its influence in sparking internal strife and driving further social-economic 

challenges and extremist groups to surface, thus, further exacerbating this crisis. Russia's 

intervention in Syria will be closely examined to unveil its geopolitical objectives, which 

primarily consist of protecting their regional influence, for example protecting vital ports7, 

challenging Western dominance by being present as an responsible global actor, and 

emphasizing the image of Russia fighting against terrorism as well as supporting the Syrian 

sovereignty.8 Therefore, military aspects will be examined, showing Russia's crucial role in 

supporting Syria and changing the outcomes on the battlefield. Economically, Russia reaps 

benefits in future through potential reconstruction contracts, energy investments and expanded 

trade.9 Diplomacy is used by Russia as part of their foreign policy to deepen relationships and 

extend their influence in the Middle East.10 The diplomatic initiatives that were taken by the 

Russian side in the civil war in Syria will be discussed. Other strategies conducted through 

military, security, economic and cultural instruments used by Moscow in order to achieve its 

policy goals will be analyzed. A chapter of this thesis will be dedicated to the Russian media 

portrayal of the Syrian conflict showing its media representation at home and worldwide and 

how it served as a powerful way of shaping public opinion to its favor and creating the image 

of national pride on an international stage.11  

The analysis of the thesis highlights Russia's complex involvement in the Middle East and also 

offers valuable insights into Russia's role in the region and its global and regional ramifications. 

The deterioration of the humanitarian situation in Syria – prolonged by Russia’s intervention in 

the civil war – will also be emphasized in this thesis.  

 
7 Kramer, Andrew E. (2012). “Russian Warships Said to Be Going to Naval Base in Syria”, in The New York Times. 

Last online access 31.08.2023: https://www.nytimes.com/2012/06/19/world/europe/russian-warships-said-to-be-

going-to-naval-base-in-syria.html 
8 Smagin, Nikita. (2023). “Moscow’s Original “Special Operation”: Why Russia Is Staying in Syria”, in Carnegie 

Endowment For International Peace. Last online access 30.08.2023: 

https://carnegieendowment.org/politika/88958 
9 Noureddine, Ali. (2022). “Russia’s Incursion into Syria’s Economy: A Multi-Purpose Monopoly”, in Fanack.com. 

Last online access 30.08.2023: https://fanack.com/economy/features-insights/russias-incursion-into-syrias-

economy-a-multi-purpose-monopoly~242839/ 
10 Samagin (2023) 
11 Christopher, Paul; Matthews, Miriam. (2016). The Russian "Firehose of Falsehood" Propaganda Model: Why 

It Might Work and Options to Counter It. Santa Monica: Rand Corporation. Last online access 04.09.2023: 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PE198.html 
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A look will also be taken into the reactions of the international community to Russia's 

involvement in Syria , which helps to further explore how Russia’s actions in Syria were 

received by various nations and inlvolved parties in the conflict there, as well as how Russia’s 

actions affected diplomatic relationships and regional dynamics, and also to draw the lessons 

learned from this dimensional interference. 

The effective background and context analysis on the Russian involvement in Syria should 

provide an in-depth knowledge of its significance, which would then lay the groundwork for 

subsequent analyses and findings of research projects on this subject in the future. 

2.1 State of the art 

Literature reviews for this thesis seek to uncover major topics, controversies and knowledge 

gaps by critically reviewing the range of sources available - be they academic papers, books, 

articels or reports, etc. Analysis of multiple sources about Russia's involvement in Syria must 

be done in order to gain an overview of the topic of this thesis. 

Russia's involvement in Syria has caused numerous discussions to evolve leading many 

researchers to study it, starting with Allison's article12, which offers insight into Russia's 

unwavering support of al-ʔAsad’s regime as well as the potential impact of the Syrian crisis on 

Russia’s domestic politics. Luke Bartz’ (2016) study13 provides a thorough historical overview 

of Russian-Syrian ties over time, providing clarity of Russia's response to the Syrian civil war 

as well as showing Russia's willingness to sacrifice wider Middle Eastern and Western relations 

to maintain their relationships with Iran and Syria. Another study from the same year by 

Vladislav Inozemtsev14 analyzes Russia's policy towards Syria, providing insights into Russia's 

quest for recognition while at the same time wanting to prevent Syria from becoming another 

cause of regional instability. Kozhanov's article in 201715 emphasizes Russia's military 

deployment in Syria as an instrument of its diplomacy, seeking to secure its stake in the Middle 

East while shaping Syria's outcome. Some Russian sources will be taken into account like 

Dzhygalyuk's study in 201816, which offers essential historical context for understanding the 

 
12 Allison, R. (2013). “Russia and Syria: explaining alignment with a regime in crisis”, in International Affairs 

(Royal Institute of International Affairs 1944-). Vol. 89(4). P. 795–823 
13 Bartz, Luke (2016) 
14 Inozemtsev, Vladislav. (2016). “The Rationale And Goals Of Russia’s Syria Policy”, in In The Kremlin’s Actions 

In Syria: Origins, Timing, andd Prospects. Atlantic Council. P. 19-27 
15 Kozhanov, Nikolay. (2017). “Main Drivers of Russian Military deployment in Syria”, in International Studies 

Journal (ISJ). Vol. 13(4). P. 21-38 
16 Dzhygalyuk, Nataliya. (2018). “Main Impacts On The Syria’s Crisis”, in Міжнародні відносини, суспільні 

комунікації та регіональні студії. Vol. 2(4). P. 99-107 
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Syrian crisis. She examines its roots by looking back over history while portraying Syria as an 

opposition base - geographically and politically - between key players such as France, Great 

Britain and Russia. Other literature sources that are either from Russian researchers or written 

in the Russian language will be examined as well. The same matter applies to Arabic literature 

sources. For instance, ʔIbrāhīm's study (2022)17 adds perspective on Russia's intervention in 

Syria from an international relations viewpoint, examining both their motives for their 

involvement as an influential international actor as well as any ramifications it might produce.  

The mentioned studies are only a small part of the used literature. Articles from media all around 

the globe, theoretical studies and official government announcements are needed in order to 

complete the picture of Russia’s interests and their realization in Syria.   

 

2.2 Research questions 

To meet the objectives of the thesis, the examination and analysis will address several primary 

aspects: 

1. What are Russia's primary interests driving their participation in Syria's conflict, and have 

these evolved throughout it? 

2. How has Russia's military intervention altered the balance of powers on the ground, and has 

it helped restore control to al-ʔAsad over much of Syria? 

3. Has Russia's economic involvement in Syria contributed to meeting their economic strategic 

objectives both inside and beyond Syria and if so, how? 

4. What was Russia’s policy goals towards Syria and to what extent were they fulfilled? 

5. What are the implications of Russia's involvement in Syria for their relations with other 

regional and global powers, such as the US, Turkey and Iran? 

6. How does Russia's media portray its involvement in Syria's conflict, and what effect has this 

had on public opinion and domestic politics in Russia? 

7. What are the implications of Russia's involvement in Syria for regional and global security, 

and how might this influence broader geopolitics across the Middle East regions and globally? 

 
17 ʔIbrāhīm, Maʕālī. (2022). At-Tadaḫḫul ar-rūsī fī Sūryā: ad-dawāfiʕ w al-maʔālāt. Cairo: University of Cairo. 
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8. What lessons can be drawn from Russia's participation in the Syrian conflict in order to gain 

greater insight into international relations, geopolitics, and foreign policies more broadly? 

2.3 Theoretical Frameworks 

There are various theoretical frameworks which could prove valuable when analyzing Russia's 

geopolitical interests in Syria, including the following: 

Realism is an approach to international relations that stresses the role of power and self-interest 

as drivers of state behavior. Realists maintain that states act to maximize their security and 

national interests through military and economic power.18 An understanding of this framework 

may offer some insight on Russia's objectives in Syria and military involvement therein. 

 

Geopolitics is the study of how geography interacts with politics and international relations; 

specifically, how geography shapes state behavior and international ties.19 Geopolitics may 

provide useful context in understanding Syria's strategic location within the Middle East region 

as it pertains to regional and global security concerns - not forgetting Russia's intention in 

expanding their influence there as well. 

 

Critical geopolitics is an approach which emphasizes the role of power and ideology in shaping 

representations and contestations of territorial boundaries and identities.20 Critical geopolitics 

could serve as a helpful framework in understanding Russia's strategic objectives in Syria as 

well as its overall foreign policy goals. 

 

Constructivism is a theory of international relations which emphasizes the power of ideas and 

norms to influence state behavior, noting how state interests do not remain fixed but are rather 

socially constructed through interaction among actors in international systems.21 

Constructivism could provide useful framework for comprehending Russia's foreign policy 

objectives as they evolve against domestic norms and international ideas. 

 
18 Antunes, Sandarina; Camisão, Isabel. (2018). “Introducing Realism in International Relations Theory”, in E-

International Relations. Last online access 31.08.2023: https://www.e-ir.info/2018/02/27/introducing-realism-in-

international-relations-

theory/#:~:text=Realism%20is%20a%20theory%20that,central%20authority%20above%20the%20state 
19 Pascu, Laura C. (2015). “Geopolitics – A New Framework of Analysis: Global Challenges and Perspectives”, in 

SEA – Practical Application of Science. Vol. 3(1).. P. 439 
20 Sharp, J.P. (2009). “Critical Geopolitics”, in International Encyclopedia of Human Geography. Kitchin, Rob; 

Thrift, Nigel [Editors]. 2009. Amsterdam-Boston: Elsevier. P. 358-362 
21 Finnemore, Martha; Sikkink, Kathryn. (2001). “Taking Stock: The Constructivist Research Program in 

International Relations and Comparative Politics”, in Annual Review of Political Science. Vol.4. P. 391-416 
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Securitization is a framework that emphasizes the role of discourse and language in shaping 

state behavior and defining security threats,22 which can provide insight into Russia's 

involvement in Syria as an issue of national security and thus driving its military and economic 

intervention there. This understanding could assist with better comprehending of the Russian 

involvement. 

 

Dependency theory provides an approach that stresses the role of economic relationships 

between developed and developing nations in perpetuating inequality and underdevelopment 

worldwide.23 This framework could prove invaluable in comprehending Russia's economic 

interests in Syria as well as their effects on both conflict resolution and wider regional issues. 

 

International law provides a framework that emphasizes the role of legal norms and rules in 

shaping state behavior and regulating interstate relationships,24 making this context useful in 

comprehending Russia's military intervention in Syria as well as any implications it might have 

on international law and norms. 

 

Neoliberalism is an economic policy theory that emphasizes market forces and free trade as key 

contributors to economic development and growth.25 Neoliberalism could prove helpful when 

understanding Russia's interests in the Middle East region as it pursues liberalization policies 

there. 

 

Overall, the studying of other theoretical framewokrs could provide with a deeper overview on 

the Russian involvement in Syria, yet the above-mentioned theoretical frameworks are more 

concentrated on the main arguments and points of this thesis, and could offer an enhanced 

perspective on the complex dynamics underlying Syria's conflict and Russia's involvement. 

Furthermore, they might help uncover any underlying drivers causing Russia's actions in Syria. 

 
22 Eroukhmanoff, Clara. (2018). “Securitisation Theory: An Introduction”, in E-International Relations. Last 

online access 31.08.2023: https://www.e-ir.info/2018/01/14/securitisation-theory-an-

introduction/#:~:text=According%20to%20securitisation%20theory%2C%20political,the%20issue%20'beyond

%20politics' 
23 Ahiakpor, James C. W. (1985). “The Success and Failure of Dependency Theory: The Experience of Ghana”, in 

International Organization. Vol.39 (3). P. 535-552 
24 Kapferer, Sibylle. (2002). “Ends and Means in Politics: International Law as Framework for Political Decision-

making”, in Revue québécoise de droit international. Vol. 15(1). P. 101-103 
25 Callison, W. (2021). “The political theory of neoliberalism”, in Contemp Polit Theory. Vol. 20 (Suppl 1). P. 36–

40. 
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2.4 Methodology 

Methodical procedures will be utilized for the investigation of the thesis, following guidelines 

established for conducting rigorous international relations and geopolitic research studies. 

To achieve the objectives of this thesis, the study will draw uponsources that include academic 

literature, policy documents, media reports and theoretical frameworks that combine realist and 

constructivist approaches to international relations. Furthermore, most of this analysis will rely 

on academic and policy literature as well as articles and online resources rather than conducting 

original interviews and fieldwork. 

Several academic databases, such as Google Scholar26, JSTOR27 and ProQuest28 as well as 

specialist journals on international relations, geopolitics and Middle Eastern studies will be 

employed. To guarantee retrieving articles most pertinent to the search, a combination of search 

terms and keywords will also be employed in retrieval attempts. Some key terms include 

"Russia," "geopolitical interests," "Syria," "regional security" and "global security". 

Boolean operators such as "AND" and "OR,"29 will be utilized to efficiently combine multiple 

search terms together. To capture as wide of an array of sources as possible, various forms of 

keywords (synonyms or alternate spellings etc.) will be considered while also performing 

citation searching and reference list examinations to uncover any additional pertinent studies 

the initial search may have missed out on. 

The search strategy is intended to be comprehensive, while taking into account multiple 

information sources and points of view. In doing this, it is crucial to aim at eliminating bias, 

while producing objective analysis. The overarching goal of this search strategy is to collect an 

array of high-quality sources that provide a holistic picture of Russia's geopolitical interests in 

Syria. By employing multiple databases, search terms, and inclusion criteria this strategy will 

ensure pertinent and up-to-date research is included to support the analyses and findings of this 

study. 

 
26 Google Scholar is a web search engine that is freely accessible. It indexes the full texts or metadatas of scholarly 

literature in a range of publication formats and disciplines. (https://scholar.google.com/) 
27 JSTOR is a digital library. It contained originally digitized back issues of academic journals, but nowadays it 

encompasses also books and other primary sources. (https://www.jstor.org/) 
28 ProQuest is a global information-content and technology company. (https://www.proquest.com/) 
29 Boolean logic is a system of logic designed to yield optimal search results. The Boolean operators help to 

construct a logical search. The main two operators that have been used in this thesis where AND and OR. 

(https://libguides.umn.edu/BooleanOperators) 
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2.4.1 Inclusion Criteria 

These are the criteria used to include articles in this review: (1) Relevance to Russian 

geopolitical interests and policy in Syria and their impact on regional and global security; (2) 

Original research and its accessibility. Empirical studies, policy reports or academic analyses 

will be considered. (3) Publication dates up till 2010 or later will be required most of the time 

so as to include up-to-date and pertinent research. (4) The focus on the language of the original 

publication will be primarily on these three languages: English, Arabic and Russian. The articles 

used may portray a biased viewpoint of some states. Eventhough this is acknowledged by the 

author, these articles are still included in this thesis, because propaganda is also an important 

part of the media landscape.  

2.4.2 Limitations 

While this study employed rigorous methods, two significant drawbacks must be acknowledged 

despite its meticulous approach. Selection bias could have occurred, even though it is aimed to 

be avoided by all means, because this search technique mostly employed electronic databases 

and search engines. Due to a difficult accessibility for Europaens, different Russian-language 

sources were likely overlooked even with numerous databases being checked; as a result, this 

may have limited the inclusion of diverse perspectives and reduced the comprehensiveness of 

results. Future studies may employ alternative means of collecting different Russian 

publications such as reviewing regional databases or speaking to specialists familiar with this 

subject matter. 

Another shortcoming lies within the reliance on published empirical studies, policy papers, and 

academic assessments, which only offer partial coverage of the available information. By 

relying only on these sources, this study could miss first-person reports, interviews, unpublished 

material written in Russian, etc. This would add greater diversity of viewpoints explored, 

providing a deeper understanding about Russia's geopolitical goals in Syria while bettering the 

grasp of regional and global security as a result of the Russian involvement in Syria. Ideally 

future research must take these new sources into consideration to achieve a comprehensive 

understanding. 
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3 Historical Context of the Syrian Conflict and the Russian 

Involvement in Middle East Conflicts 

As mentioned previously, to explain Russian interest in the Middle East its geopolitical, 

economic and security motivations must be analyzed. Going back in time to the Russian 

Empire30, Russia's expansionist ambitions in the region were clear, as it sought, at the height of 

its power in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, to strengthen its influence in the south, 

reaching as far as the Black Sea and the Mediterranean by means of maritime trade routes 

between the warm water ports there. This endeavor was in the interest of Russian expansionism 

in this region; nevertheless, these moves led to direct conflicts with the Ottoman Empire31 and 

other regional powers like Persia, which had consequences on the mutual relations between 

these powers as a whole.32 

Russia also clashed with Persia33, participating in several wars against it with the aim of 

expanding into the Caucasus and Caspian Sea regions and also in order to control regions such 

as Azerbaijan and parts of present-day northern Iran.34  

Later, out of Russia's eternal desire to control Constantinople (now Istanbul) and the Bosphorus 

Strait in order to provide greater access to the Mediterranean, the Russian Empire allied itself 

with France and Britain during World War I against the Central Powers one of which was the 

Ottoman Empire to advance its expansionist interests in the Middle East.35  

According to Dmitry Trenin, the Middle East region continued to play a pivotal role in Russia's 

expansionist interests, as after the Russian Revolution in 1917 and the founding of the Soviet 

Union, Soviet Russia sought to form strong relations with the countries of the Middle East, 

most of which were formed and became independent after World War II, such as Egypt, Syria 

and Iraq. The Soviet Union was providing economic and military aid in this troubled region to 

gain influence there. Moreover, the Middle East played a fundamental role in shaping the 

ideologies between the United States and the Soviet Union in the era of the Cold War, as USSR 

 
30 also known as Imperial Russia, was the final period of the Russian monarchy from its proclamation in 1721, 

until its dissolution in 1917. 
31 Russo-Turkish wars or Russo-Ottoman wars were a series of twelve wars fought between the Russian Empire 

and the Ottoman Empire between the 16th and 20th centuries. It was one of the longest series of military conflicts 

in European history. (See: Dowling T. C. (2014). Russia at War: From the Mongol Conquest to Afghanistan, 

Chechnya, and Beyond. ABC-CLIO.) 
32 Dowling T. C. (2014) 
33 The Russo-Persian Wars or Russo-Iranian Wars were a series of conflicts between 1651 and 1828. The most 

important belligerents of the Persian part were the Safavid and the Qajar empires. 
34 Multiple Authors. (1990). “Caucasus and Iran”, in Encyclopædia Iranica. Vol. 5(1). P. 84 
35 Torkunov, Anatoly V.; Martyn, Boris F.; Wohlforth, William C. (2020). History of International Relations and 
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supported Arab socialist and nationalist regimes, such as those led by Ǧamāl ʕAbd an-Nāṣir in 

Egypt, and al-Baʕṯ Party36 in Syria and Iraq, with the aim of gaining more ideological control 

over the region in order to get a better position in confronting the U.S.37  

Even after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Russian Federation maintained its interests and 

influence in the Middle East, but with diminishing returns, as Russia especially since Vladimir 

Putin assumed the position of the Russian presidency tried to assert its presence within this 

region by becoming more involved in conflicts such as the civil war in Syria, making this part 

of its foreign policy objectives.38 

Historically, expanding geopolitical influence, access to warm water ports, territorial expansion, 

and countering the influence of rival powers in the Middle East have been central priorities of 

Russia in the region. These elements still form an integral part of today's Russian intervention 

in the Middle East. 

3.1 Russia-Syria Relations prior to the Civil War 

Russian-Syrian relations, whose roots go back to the Cold War era, had even before the civil 

war in Syria been long based on a broad strategic relationship. During the Cold War, Syria 

served as one of Russia's key allies, receiving military and economic aid from Moscow, which 

helped further cementing relations between the two sides. In addition to this, Syria was an outlet 

for Russia to extend its influence in the rest of the Middle East, making Syria a primary client 

state for Russia throughout this period. Russia in return supplied Syria with advanced weapons 

as aid, allowing Dimašq to modernize its military forces.39 

Despite the dissolution of the Soviet Union and as a result the decline of Russia's influence in 

the Middle East, Russian-Syrian relations witnessed a period of change, even though their 

strategic partnership remained intact. Moscow provided military and economic aid to Dimašq, 

for example forgiving Syria of $9.6 billion in debt, driven by motives to maintain a foothold 

 
36 The Arab Socialist Baʿath Party (Ḥizb al-Baʕṯ) is a political party that was founded in Syria by Mīšēl ʿAflaq, 

Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn al-Bīṭār, and associates of Zakī al-ʾArsūzī. The party’s ideology consists of a mix of Arab nationalist, 

pan-Arab, Arab socialist, and anti-imperialist interests, which all espoused Baʿthism (from Arabic ‘Baʕiṯ’ meaning 

'resurrection'. See: Agwani, Mohammed Shafi. (1961). “The Baʻth: A Study in Contemporary Arab Politics”, in 

International Studies. Vol.3(1). P. 6–24). 
37 Trenin, Dmitri. (2016). “Russia in the Middle East: Moscow’s Objectives, Priorities, and Policy Drivers”, in 

Task Force On U.S. Policy toward Russia, Ukraine, and Eurasia. Carnegie Endowment For International Peace, 

The Chicago Council on Global AffairsP.2-4.  
38 “Vlademir Putin: The rebuilding of ‘Soviet’ Russia”, in BBC News. (2014). Last online access 28.05.2023: 

https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-26769481 
39 Kreutz (2007). P. 2-4 
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within the region to counter Western influence there.40 In addition, it played an active role in 

helping Syria modernize its economy by providing a helping hand in the investment and 

technical aspect, and assisting in the development of infrastructure as well as in the process of 

extracting natural resources within Syria’s borders. 

In an attempt to counter Western power while strengthening the Russian economy and strategic 

position, in 2000 Russia and Syria signed several economic and military agreements between 

themselves such as arms sales as well as cooperation agreements in the oil and gas sector.41 One 

of the notable agreements was the sale of advanced Russian weapons to Syria, which also 

included combat aircraft and anti-aircraft missile systems in order to increase Syria's defense 

capabilities and strengthen military relations with it.42 As for the oil and gas sector, the 

agreements concluded were aimed at enhancing cooperation in the fields of oil and gas 

exploration, production and trade. These agreements also included the presence of Russian 

companies to provide technical expertise and equipment or invest directly in the energy sector 

in Syria.43 

In light of tense relations with Western countries over issues such as NATO expansion, missile 

defense, human rights concerns, etc., Russia saw the relationship with Syria as one of the key 

elements for maintaining and increasing its influence in the region in response to what it saw 

as aggressive Western policies, making consolidating relations with Syria more important for 

Russia than before.44 

Following the outbreak of the Syrian Civil War in 2011, as Russia initially maintained its 

support for the regime of Baššār al-ʔAsad, it quickly found itself involved in a complex web of 

alliances between regional and global powers in the Middle East, leading to a profound shift in 

Syrian-Russian relations. Over time, these conflicts spiraled out of control and turned into a 

proxy war between various international players and regional factions.45 One of the most 

 
40 „А.Кудрин: Россия простила Сирии $9,6 млрд долгов“, in RBK ¬ РосБизнесКонсалтинг. Last online access 

31.08.2023: https://www.rbc.ru/politics/25/01/2005/5703ba5b9a7947afa08c75be 
41 Meyer, Henry. (2012). “Putin Pins Hope on Syria Cease-Fire to Combat U.S. Supremacy”, in Bloomberg. Last 

online access 31.08.2023: https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2012-04-20/putin-pins-hope-on-syria-cease-

fire-to-combat-u-s-supremacy-1-?in_source=embedded-checkout-banner 
42 Sharp, Jeremy M. (2010). Syria: Background and U.S. Relations. CRS Report for Congress, Washington, DC 
43 Amos (2011) 
44 Weir, Fred. (2012). “Why Russia is willing to sell arms to Syria”, in The Christian Science Monitor. Last online 

access 31.08.2023: https://www.csmonitor.com/World/Europe/2012/0119/Why-Russia-is-willing-to-sell-arms-to-

Syria 
45 Weir, Fred (2015). “Why isn't Russia singling out ISIS in Syria? Because it never said it would”, in The Christian 

Science Monitor. Last online access 31.08.2023: https://www.csmonitor.com/World/Europe/2015/1014/Why-isn-

t-Russia-singling-out-ISIS-in-Syria-Because-it-never-said-it-would 
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important developments in the Syrian civil war was Russia’s military and economic intervention 

within the region to establish itself as a major player both locally and in relation to international 

conflicts outside its own borders. 

Overall, Russia and Syria have enjoyed a lasting partnership founded on shared strategic 

interests and mutual support. These relations were long-term and continued even after the fall 

of the Soviet Union, as Russian support for Syria remained one of the main pillars of its policy 

in the Middle East. 

3.2 Pre-war Political and Economic Situation in Syria 

Syria was going through difficult political and economic conditions that contributed greatly to 

the intensification of the conflict later in the civil war that broke out in the country in 2011. 

According to Dzhygalyuk (2018), al-ʔAsad family came to power in Syria in the early 1970s, 

when a one-party government run by the socialist al-Baʕṯ Party was established.  Economically 

and politically, Syria went through many different stages during the rule Hāfiẓ al-ʔAsad. 

Although Syria achieved some economic success during its growth period in the nineties, there 

were many challenges awaiting it later during the first decade of the twenty-first century, 

especially after the death of al-ʔAsad; the father, when his son Baššār al-ʔAsad unexpectedly 

took over the reins of power in 2000.46 The most prominent of these economic challenges were 

high unemployment rates, widespread corruption, and high levels of poverty.47 Economic 

disparities had since increased thanks to the privatization of state-owned companies and the 

creation of an elite class of wealthy, politically connected businessmen, which has made a large 

number of Syrians frustrated because their government has not solved their economic problems, 

but rather was complicit in making them worse.48  

In Syria's economic history since its independence, although it achieved some economic 

progress, Syria continued to suffer from major social and economic disparities, as 

unemployment levels among youth rose over time and rural areas suffered from poverty on a 

 
46 In 1988, Baššār graduated from medical school and began working as an army doctor. He had few political 

aspirations, and his father had been preparing Baššār's older brother Bāsil as the future president. However, he 

died in a car accident in 1994, which paved the way Baššār’s future presidency. (See also: Wedeen, Lisa. (2015). 

Ambiguities of Domination: Politics, Rhetoric and Symbols in Contemporary Syria. Chicago: US: University of 

Chicago Press. P. 28, 39, 60–61) 
47 Dzhygalyuk, Nataliya. (2018). “Main Impacts On The Syria’s Crisis”, in Міжнародні відносини, суспільні 

комунікації та регіональні студії. Vol. 2(4). P. 99-107 
48 International Crisis Group. (2011). Popular Protest in North Africa and the Middle East (VI): The Syrian 

People's Slow-motion Revolution. Middle East/North Africa Report N°108. Last online access 31.08.2023: 

https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/eastern-mediterranean/syria/popular-protest-north-africa-

and-middle-east-vi-syrian-people-s-slow-motion-revolution 
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large scale. Moreover, its economy has become heavily dependent on public spending with 

crony capitalism providing benefits only to selected elites close to its ruling regime.49 With its 

main sectors controlled by the government, Syria's economy has generally relied on oil and gas 

production,50 textiles, food processing51 and banking activities.52 A notable feature of this 

economy is that there were often shortcomings or lack of direct private sector development, due 

to the dominance of the state public sector over economic activities in Syria, which led to 

economic stagnation for years after the declaration of independence in 1946. 

Politically Syria was a complex landscape before the civil war. Despite the optimism of the 

Syrian people regarding Baššār al-ʔAsad that he had studied in London and learned about 

democratic systems, and so he would lead the nation on a path to political and cultural openness, 

in contrast to the oppression and political persecution that the country experienced during his 

father’s time - the situation became contrary to expectations, while al-Baʕṯ Party had the upper 

hand, as all forms of opposition were severely suppressed, and political pluralism and freedom 

were restricted under an authoritarian regime characterized by state control over the media and 

civil society.53 

To examine political developments in Syria, one must look at the segments of society there. 

Syria is an ethnic and religious mosaic spanning multiple populations and groups, where Arabs 

make up most of the population. Other ethnic groups like Kurds are one of Syria’s main 

minorities, besides the Turkmans and Armenians. Religiously, Sunnis Muslims make up most 

of Syria's religious population while there exist large Alawite, Christian, and Druze 

communities as well.54 Syria's ethnic and religious diversity has seen tensions between the 

different groups as its majority did not share one common ideology and simultaneously had a 

hard time accepting each others’ existence and interests. Sunnis Muslims, Christians, and Kurds 

all battled each other, while Alawite people tried to keep control, especially later after 2011.55 

 
49 International Crisis Group (2011) 
50 International Monetary Fund. (2010). Syrian Arab Republic: 2009 Article IV Consultation -Staff Report; and 

Public Information Notice. Washingon: International Monetary Fund. P. 17. Last online access 27.08.2023: 

https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/scr/2010/cr1086.pdf 
51 CIA. “Syria”, in The World Factbook. Last online access 27.08.2023: https://www.cia.gov/the-world-

factbook/countries/syria/ 
52 U.S. Department of State. (2011). Syria Sanctions. Last online access 16.09.2023: https://www.state.gov/syria-

sanctions/ 
53 Lucas, Scott. (2021). “How Assad Regime Tightened Syria's One-Party Rule”, in EA WorldView. Last online 

access 31.08.2023: https://eaworldview.com/2021/02/how-assad-regime-tightened-syrias-one-party-rule/ 
54 Shoup, John A. (2018). The History of Syria. The Greenwood Histories of the Modern Nations. Santa Barbara-

Denver: Greenwood. P. 6 
55 “Syria's civil war explained from the beginning”, in Al Jazeera. (2017). Last online access 27.08.2023: 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/4/14/syrias-war-explained-from-the-beginning 
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Before the outbreak of civil war in Syria, attempts were made by the government at political 

reform. President Baššār al-ʔAsad initially promised some cosmetic changes that failed to 

address any of the deep-seated grievances within society. Al-ʔAsad allowed a brief period of 

relative media freedom that led to private newspapers being established and some openly 

published criticism directed toward government policies.56 However, this period soon ended as 

government control over media outlets increased once again, suppressing independent reporting 

and criticism.57 

In 2011, the government introduced legislation providing for local council elections58 and 

decentralizing administrative powers,59 while at the same time these decentralization reforms 

were criticized by the opposition as insufficient to meet greater demands of political 

participation and accountability.60 

Baššār al-ʔAsad announced in April 2011 the lifting of the decades-long state of emergency 

law61, which had granted authorities extensive powers of surveillance and detention. However, 

many critics contended that such practices remained through other channels and lifting of 

emergency did little to address wider political or human rights concerns. 

In 2011, a law was passed enabling political parties other than al-Baʕṯ Party to form and 

operate,62 which was in theory increasing pluralism, but actually placed more restrictions upon 

these new political entities, which severely limited their abilities to challenge or oppose the 

regime. 

 
56 “Speech of H.E. President Bashar al-Assad at Damascus University on the situation in Syria”, in SANA - Syrian 

Arab News Agency. (2011). Last online access 27.08.2023: 
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57 Entous, Adam; Nissenbaum, Dion. (2014). “10,000 Bodies: Inside Syrian President Bashar al-Assad's 

Crackdown”, in The Wall Street Journal. Last online access 31.08.2023: https://www.wsj.com/articles/10-000-
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58 “Constitution of the Syrian Arab Republic Approved in Popular Referendum”, in SANA - Syrian News Agency. 

(2012). Last online access 27.08.2023: 
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59 “Presidential Decree on Syria's New Constitution”, in SANA - Syrian Arab News Agency. (2012). Last online 

access 27.08.2023: https://web.archive.org/web/20120229225906/http://sana.sy/eng/21/2012/02/28/403103.htm 
60 Oweis, Khaled Yacoub. (2007). “Embrace Democracy, Syria's top dissident urges Assad”, in Reuters. Last online 

access 31.08.2023: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-syria-dissident-idUSOWE64559820070516 
61 “Syria protests: Bashar al-Assad lifts emergency law”, in BBC News. (2011). Last online access 27.08.2023: 
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In May 2012, elections to parliament were conducted, but were widely seen as neither free nor 

fair. Many opposition groups boycotted them, and outcomes seemed preordained by the 

government.63 

Corruption was pervasive throughout Syria, reaching from government institutions all the way 

through society. Patronage networks existed at all levels to maintain loyalty from key 

supporters, while also simultaneously encouraging nepotism within state institutions.64 Even 

under a regime that sought to suppress dissidence, signs of social and political unrest surfaced 

prior to the civil war. Protests eventually broke out over socio-economic grievances and 

political repression as well as demands for greater freedom and democratic rights. 

As far as Syrian foreign policy is concerned, it was marked by an intricate balance among 

regional and international actors. Syria maintained close ties to both Iran65 and Russia66, and a 

complex relationship with Turkey67 and Lebanon68 as neighbors. However, its relationships 

were still tenuous with Israel over Ǧawlān Heights issues.69 

Overall, Syria's prewar political and economic environment was marked by authoritarianism, 

socio-economic challenges and simmering political discontent. The start of civil war in 2011 

resulted from a combination of these factors as well as regional and global geopolitical 

dynamics, which precipitated a protracted and devastating conflict. 

3.3 Russia’s Role in the Arab-Israeli Conflict 

Russia has always sought to establish stronger relations with the major regional players, and 

since its activity in Syria and the Middle East is in indirect confrontation with the United States 

and its allies, it considers it necessary to assert itself as a major power in the region through 
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direct communication with those US-allies, most notably Israel.70 Considering that Israel is an 

important ally of America, Putin sought to develop Russian-Israeli relations, especially since 

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has historically stood close to America. Vladimir 

Putin and Netanyahu have held numerous meetings and phone calls to discuss regional issues 

and developments, allowing both leaders a way to directly discuss matters important to them, 

such as Middle East security, as Russia and Israel have begun to cooperate closely on security 

matters related to Syria. As events developed and the two countries became militarily involved 

in this conflict zone, communication was crucial to avoid unintended collisions or clashes, and 

to coordinate actions accordingly, thus, enabling their forces to work together without creating 

tensions between them.71 But despite this, Russian intervention in Syria did not prevent it from 

complicating its relations with Israel, because Israel views al-ʔAsad’s rule as an existential 

threat to its sovereignty, therefore, launching air strikes targeting Iranian targets (supportive of 

al-ʔAsad regime and threatening Israel) with implicit Russian support. Despite the complexities 

in alliances, Russia continues to maintain relations with Israel because of their mutual 

geopolitical goals in the Middle East.72 

Joseph Mann (2007)73 points out the importance of the involvement of Syria and al-Baʕṯ Party 

in the Arab-Israeli conflict for their role as drivers of instability and violence throughout the 

region, as Syria has been one of the main participants since 1963 when the al-Baʕṯ Party first 

came to power and has supported various Palestinian factions against the Israeli authorities. 

This Arab-Israeli conflict played a fundamental role in Syria's relationship with Russia, as this 

clash provided Russia with room to exert influence to gain advantages against other regional 

actors, including Israel, by supporting Syria as a means of applying pressure against them. 

Russia has also tried to present itself as a mediator between the Israelis and Arabs to resolve 
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crises between them, as an attempt to demonstrate its ability as a global power to mediate peace 

negotiations.74 

Russia's role in the Arab-Israeli conflict can be explained by its strategic goals in the region, 

where it has developed relations with the main actors in this conflict, including Israel and Syria. 

The dynamics on the field during the Syrian civil war led to the formation of a network of 

tension as well as cooperation in relations between Russia and Israel, as Russia tried to use 

these relations as its winning cards in the face of American influence in international relations, 

especially among its allies in the Middle East. 

3.4 Russia’s Involvement in the Iran-Iraq War 

Russia played an instrumental role in the Iran-Iraq War from 1980-1988. In the beginning, the 

Soviet support went more towards Iraq;75 later however, it began shifting more towards Iran76 

as Russia attempted to maintain influence and prevent either side from winning decisively and 

taking over regional leadership. The Soviet Union's decision to provide military aid to both Iran 

and Iraq was driven primarily by their desire to maintain their influence in the Middle East.77 

This was seen as being essential in maintaining their strategic interests as they struggled against 

an increasing US influence over time. 

Moscow considered Iraq an integral ally within this geopolitical sphere and sought to preserve 

these relationships by providing military equipment, technical and financial aid. They also 

provided tanks, artillery systems, fighter jets, helicopters and naval vessels as well as sending 

military advisors, who assisted Iraq with operations and training its armed forces.78 

However, as the war went on, in order to maintain balance of power in the region and counteract 

US influence in the Middle East, Soviet Russia began shifting its support towards Iran. While 

maintaining long-standing relations with Iraq was important, maintaining good ties with Iran 

as an influential regional power also played a part. During the Iran-Iraq war, Russia provided 

Iran some limited military aid mainly consisting of spare parts for Iranian tanks and aircrafts 
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produced by Soviet factories. Moscow also supported Iran with military hardware, technical 

and financial aid.79 However, it should be borne in mind that Soviet aid to Iran was substantially 

smaller compared to Iraq. Rather than fully align with either side in the conflict, the Soviets 

sought to maintain diplomatic ties with both nations as an attempt to maintain peaceful 

relations. 

The Soviet Union's involvement in the Iran-Iraq War had far-reaching ramifications for the 

regional stability as a whole. Notably, its influence had an important bearing on power dynamics 

across Middle Eastern states and also had dire repercussions for the Syrian al-Baʕṯ party. 

In the initial stages of the war, Syria and Iraq were closely aligned due to shared ideologies and 

desires to maintain balance within their regions. Over time however, Syria shifted towards 

supporting Iran due to their rising influence in their area.80 Changing support had severe 

ramifications for Syria's al-Baʕṯ party. Tensions within the party escalated further leading to its 

ultimate split with Iraqi branch of al-Baʕṯ, which caused increased political unrest across Syria 

and the Middle East as a whole.81 

Overall, Russia played an influential role in the Iran-Iraq War by providing military aid to both 

sides in an effort to maintain balance of power between them. Their military assistance had 

profound consequences on al-Baʕṯ party in Syria as it led to increased tension with its Iraqi 

counterpart due to the Syrian tendencies to improve their relations with Iran, which led to the  

split of the party into the Syrian and Iraqi branches. 

 

4 The Syrian Civil War 

The causes of the Syrian Civil War are complex and multidimensional, stemming from political, 

social, economic, and regional considerations. It began with a wave of protests inspired by Arab 

Spring movement protesters calling for political reforms and more freedom within Syria in 
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March 2011,82 invoking President Baššār al-ʔAsad to violently suppress these demonstrations 

by crackdowns that sparked widespread unrest leading to all out war in the same year.83 

The causes of Syria's civil conflict can be examined from multiple viewpoints, from domestic 

dynamics within Syria itself and regional factors. Within Syria itself, one major factor was the 

authoritarianism and repressiveness of al-ʔAsad regime since 1970; lack of political freedom, 

corruption and economic disparities along with marginalizing certain segments of society all 

created deep grievances among Syrian citizens.84 Initial calls for reform or greater political 

participation were met with violence that further inflamed criticisms, which ultimately lead to 

militarized resistance groups emerging against the ruling authorities.85 

Moreover, Syria is an ethnic and religious melting pot, home to diverse ethnic groups and 

religions. Under President Baššār al-ʔAsad's Alawite rule over Sunnis majority population,86 

conflict escalated along sectarian lines as some factions sought a Sunni-dominated government, 

while others supported Alawite leaderrship. 

Conflict in neighboring Iraq, particularly with regards to ISIS's87 rise, also had significant 

repercussions in Syria.88 Iraq was left vulnerable and powerless following U.S. invasion in 

2003, creating the conditions needed for ISIS extremist groups to establish themselves there. 

They spread across Syria, which further complicated and prolonged the conflict in both 

countries. This phenomenon had profound ramifications both domestically and across 

international boundaries, contributing significantly to the complexity and lengthiness of the 

situation in Syria being an ongoing war zone. As ISIS expanded in Iraq, they took advantage of 

its porous border between Iraq and Syria. After declaring their self-proclaimed caliphate 
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88 The Wallstreet Journal. (2016). “Iraqi militia fighters pour into Syria to support Assad”, in Fox News. Last online 

access 31.08.2023: https://www.foxnews.com/world/iraqi-militia-fighters-pour-into-syria-to-support-assad  



23 

 

spanning through both countries in 2014, ISIS made use of this to move fighters89, weapons90, 

and resources91 between both conflict zones freely - further blurring any distinctions between 

the two countries and making countering its activities much harder than anticipated.92 

Syria was also besieged with complex socio-economic difficulties, including high 

unemployment rates, poverty levels and corruption; issues compounded by limited 

opportunities available for the youth of the country leading to widespread frustration and unrest 

within its borders.93 

Prior to the onset of its civil war, Syria furthermore suffered through an intense drought between 

2006 and 2011, which resulted in agricultural failure and forced many people out of rural areas 

into urban centers, where this forced migration added additional stress on the already struggling 

urban centers.94 

Attempts at finding peaceful resolutions at the beginning of the conflict - including Arab League 

peace plans and UN-brokered talks in Geneva - met significant hurdles and were ultimately 

unsuccessful at creating lasting cessation of hostilities.95 

When it comes to the media language of the government at that time explaining the ongoing 

crisis in Syria, Syrian and Russian media reported differently on the causes of conflict, 

reflecting each government's viewpoints and narratives. Early in the conflict, Syrian state media 

depicted protests as part of an outside conspiracy designed to destabilize Syria; opposition 

parties were seen as terrorists or extremists that needed to be fought. The Syrian state media 

highlighted Islamist militant groups or foreign fighters within opposition ranks, which shows 
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the governmental emphasis that was put on security measures against external threats by 

framing the ongoing conflict as a battle of a sovereign state against terrorism.96 

In order to find sustainable resolutions to the conflict in Syria, it is essential to recognize that 

Syria's civil war is an intricately interwoven conflict due to domestic, regional, and international 

dynamics in its development with numerous factors contributing to its outbreak and ongoing 

existence. 

4.1 Arab Spring and its Impact on Syria 

Syria was strongly impacted by the 2011 Arab Spring uprisings that swept across the Middle 

Eastern and North African Arab countries. This wave of widespread protests - initiated in 

Tunisia and spreading quickly throughout the Arab world - was driven by demands for political 

changes, judicial justice, and an end to authoritarian leadership. A followed-up reaction (and 

mostly a violent one) by the Tunisian government to these demands drove to unrests across 

several Arab countries including Tunisia itself. When this wave arrived in Syria, the situation 

took an entirely different direction, as President Baššār al-ʔAsad responded with severe 

violence against any demonstrations taking place there resulting eventually in full scale civil 

war breaking out. 

Recent research on Syria and the Arab Spring has shed much-needed light on its complicated 

factors, which led to nowadays ongoing crisis. It sheds insight on sectarian conflicts, economic 

grievances, and political persecution, which all contributed to the growing dissatisfaction within 

society at large. According to Mansour and Thompson, the Syrian uprising97 may have its origin 

in longstanding complaints by marginalized individuals, further compounded by massive 

demonstrations sweeping throughout Syria at that time. As part of its Arab Spring aftermath, 

Syria experienced significant upheaval - both inside its borders and throughout the region. Civil 

warfare quickly escalated into a proxy conflict98 backed by numerous regional and international 

entities supporting various opposing forces. This development fueled more violence, while in 

addition competing countries attempted to pursue their strategic interests by also intervening 
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militarily. These military involvements by several powers like Russia and the U.S. contributed 

towards prolonging violence over an already turbulent Syria. 

The Arab Spring had also an immense negative impact on Syria's humanitarian situation. 

Millions had to leave their homes as a direct result of the ongoing fighting and were forced to 

seek shelter elsewhere. The Syrian Civil War, which has entered its second decade, is one of the 

gravest humanitarian catastrophes ever witnessed, impacting millions both within Syria as well 

as refugees living abroad in (neighboring) states seeking for help.99 

UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) estimates indicate that more than 13 million 

Syrians have left their homeland since the war began, including approximately 6.7 million 

internally displaced people (IDPs) inside of Syria, and over 5.6 million registered Syrian 

refugees living outside their home state in Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq, Egypt and other 

countries.100 The displacement of such a vast population has put tremendous strain on host 

countries and the international community's capacity of providing aid and assistance. Refugee 

camps and host communities frequently experience overcrowding, limited access to basic 

services and economic challenges, which in return exacerbate humanitarian crises further.101 

Due to the prolonged nature of this conflict and widespread destruction of infrastructure, 

essential services and humanitarian aid have become significantly limited for Syrians. Syria 

suffered severe shortages in terms of shelter, food, clean water, healthcare services, and 

education, while many areas were besieged or difficult to reach, making the humanitarian aid 

impossible to be delivered in time.102 Humanitarian agencies and organizations usually work 

diligently to deliver emergency aid for victims in crisis areas around the globe.103 Unfortunately, 

ongoing violence, bureaucratic hurdles and security threats present significant barriers in 
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reaching the affected populations in need. Humanitarian workers themselves have even 

experienced attacks, which further impedes aid delivery efforts in Syria. 

It is important not to forget that the evolution of regional security dynamics in the Middle East 

had a dramatic impact on the crisis in Syria. The extremist organizations such as the Islamic 

State (ISIS), took advantage of the power vacuum created by fighting, which further 

destabilized the situation in Syria. Extremist groups' appearances also have worsened the 

humanitarian conditions, as ISIS’ fighters have committed many massacres against innocent 

civilians104, which also had negative repercussions on international levels.105 

In Syria's civil conflict there have been serious violations of both international human rights 

law and humanitarian convention, leading to civilian casualties as well as damage to essential 

infrastructure. Deliberate attacks against civilian areas including hospitals, schools or any vital 

facility have caused immense suffering. Chemical weapons or barrel bombs used without regard 

for civilian lives further increased the number of casualties leading to countless losses among 

civilians.106 Protecting civilians - including women, children and other vulnerable groups - 

remained a massive challenge, where displaced populations are facing increased risks of 

exploitation, trafficking and abuse.107 Not to mention that long term exposure also has 

psychological repercussions for individuals, families, and societies. 

International communities and humanitarian organizations have managed on several occasions 

to provide essential aid for Syrians affected by the conflict. With humanitarian appeals launched 

to mobilize resources and funds needed for meeting urgent needs both inside the country as 

well as other host communities.108 The humanitarian disaster caused by Syria's civil war 

remains a perilous challenge for humanitarian actors worldwide. Urgent action must still take 
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place to provide humanitarian aid quickly to vulnerable civilians, who are still suffering until 

this day, while simultaneously serious international efforts must be brought into action towards 

finding lasting resolution for Syria must be brought into action. 

At the height of the Arab Spring, media and other forms of communication were critical in 

shaping narratives and perspectives about Syria's civil war. Crilley and Chatterje-Doody's 

research from 2020 shows how Russian media channels like RT109 used various tactics - comedy 

included - to legitimize Russian foreign policy in Syria. Shaping public opinion and altering 

narratives presented through media played a pivotal role in this conflict. These narratives 

affected how people worldwide understood the crisis’ events, and what roles foreign players - 

particularly Russia - have played. 

Overall, the Arab Spring has a significant effect on Syria both nationally and regionally. The 

violent government responses to demonstrations calling for political reforms and social justice 

have culminated in full-scale civil war within Syria. Protesters had initially sought changes 

through political activism as opposed to this battle turning into proxy warfare involving 

numerous regional and international powers backing opposing sides. Humanitarian 

consequences from Syria's conflict, such as mass migrations of Syrians and an increase in 

deterioration of their living conditions, have significantly escalated the situation. 

4.2 The Emergence of Opposition Groups 

As a result of the Arab Spring events, opposition organizations formed in Syria shortly, 

thereafter, before the civil war started.110 These developments were consequential and involved 

an intricate chain of events. Syrians took to the streets in 2011 in response to pro-democracy 

upheavals of the Arab Spring, where they demonstrated calling for a shift in political leadership, 

an end of corruption, and increased civil liberties.111 However Baššār al-ʔAsad responded 

violently in order to keep the control of his power by suppressing protestors.112 
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Based on what is known about Syria's early opposition groups, like the Syrian Muslim 

Brotherhood113, Free Syrian Army (FSA)114, Syrian national Council (SNC)115, Local 

Coordinating Committees (LCC)116, Kurdish groups117, and several Salafist and Jihadist 

groups118, one can observe that they encompassed an expansive spectrum of political and 

ideological stances. Secular activists, political parties and armed insurgent groups alike were 

part of this resistance movement.119 Some of them were favoring an Islamic-oriented state over 

one with open democratic ideals - reflecting an assortment of aspirational desires among Syrian 

citizens at this crucial juncture in time. The diversity of oppositional factions mirrored these 
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aspirational desires, as the resistance was made up of groups representing various political 

orientations with different ideologies.120 

As their struggle intensified, opposing sides gradually organized and militarized in response to 

one anothers threat resulting in full-scale civil war.121 Literature provides insights into the 

various stages and dynamics such as territorial gains and losses incurred by various factions, 

extremist organizations and the participation by regional or international forces. During the 

Crisis many opposition organizations like Free Syrian Army as well as Islamist factions 

competed among themselves for influence and power, which resulted in a complex web of 

alliances and conflicts among themselves.122 

Civil warfare served as an incubator for extremist groups like ISIS to form and thrive. ISIS 

created its self-proclaimed caliphate in parts of Syria and Iraq123 also due to the Civil War, 

which has created a power vacuum that gave extremist ideologies space to grow. They recruited 

fighters from around the globe and eventually declaring and expanding their Islamic caliphate 

there.124 Literature examines ISIS, its growth, the effect on this war, and various parties' efforts 

to counter its influence in Syria and Iraq, as extremist organizations' participation not only 

added another level of complexity to an already chaotic civil conflict scenario, but also posed 

grave dangers both to regional and global security. 

The two key effects of the Arab Spring uprisings were the formation of opposition organizations 

and subsequent civil war in Syria. Resistance factions had a substantial influence on how this 

conflict unfolded; each with their own ideology and objectives. The civil war's aftermath is 

marked by widespread civilian deaths and displacement. Meanwhile extremist organizations’ 

proliferation has had strong and lasting ramifications on Syria and its surroundings. 

Understanding the intricate dynamics and repercussions associated with opposition 

organizations' development in Syria during the Civil War are crucial in analyzing Syria's 

ongoing crisis and finding sustainable solutions to it.  

 
120 Phillips, Christopher. (2013). “The Civil War in Syria: The Variety of Opposition to the Syrian Regime”, in 

IEMed Mediterranean Yearbook 2013. Last online access 01.09.2023: https://www.iemed.org/publication/the-

civil-war-in-syria-the-variety-of-opposition-to-the-syrian-regime/ 
121 Britannica, T. Editors of Encyclopaedia. (2023). “Syrian Civil War”, in Encyclopedia Britannica. Last online 

access 01.09.2023: https://www.britannica.com/event/Syrian-Civil-War 
122 Laub (2023) 
123 Mapping Militant Organizations. (2021). The Islamic State. Stanford University. Last online access 01.09.2023: 

https://cisac.fsi.stanford.edu/mappingmilitants/profiles/islamic-state 
124 Reardon, Martin. (2015). “ISIL and the management of savagery”, in Al Jazeera. Last online access 01.09.2023: 

https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2015/7/6/isil-and-the-management-of-savagery/  



30 

 

4.3 The Role of External Actors in the Syrian Conflict 

The Syrian Civil War has seen the involvement of various external actors with distinct agendas 

and interests, each playing an influential role in shaping the country’s trajectory and dynamics. 

These external actors' involvement has had an enormous effect on shaping how the situation 

has progressed thus far. 

Since its initial stages, the U.S. has been deeply engaged with Syria's conflict by providing aid, 

training and air support for opposition groups, while advocating for political transition and the 

removal of President Baššār al-ʔAsad.125 Additionally, military aid was given to moderate rebel 

factions fighting both government forces and extremist organizations. This approach has 

encountered some obstacles like fragmented opposition groups as well as extremist 

organizations like ISIS that strongly emerged on the battlefield. 

Israel has made the Syrian conflict its top concern by prioritizing safeguarding its own security 

interests, particularly with regard to Iranian-backed forces present and their transfer of 

sophisticated weaponry to Ḥizbullāh in Lebanon.126 They have conducted airstrikes against 

Iranian and Ḥizbullāh targets within Syria in order to stop further proliferation of weapons that 

is threatening their safety directly, while simultaneously seeking balance, remaining their 

distance from any direct involvement in the conflicts, and protecting themselves at an optimal 

level.127 

Iran on the other hand has played an instrumental role in the Syrian civil war, providing aid and 

assistance to al-ʔAsad's regime and supporting pro-ʔAsad militias like Ḥizbullāh128, which 

helped the regime reclaim control over key areas, and has allowed the Syrian army retaking 

control over locations more quickly than anticipated.129 They view Syria as both an ally and 

partner for their regional agenda, specifically, against Israeli and Western influence in this 

regard.  
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Turkey has played an evolving role in Syria. At first, they provided opposition groups with a 

safe haven and logistical support;130 later however as the conflict advanced, Turkey focused its 

attention more closely on countering Kurdish groups such as People's Protection Units 

(YPG).131 In order to stop the spread of the Kurdish influence in northern Syria, Turkey 

launched military operations such as Euphrates Shield132 and Olive Branch133 against these 

Kurdish groups along its border region.134 

Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states have played an active role in aiding various rebel groups 

fighting al-ʔAsad regime, providing both financial and military assistance.135 Their influence 

was eventually diminished when extremist groups emerged gaining prominence and regional 

rivalries threatened unification of support among opposition factions. 

Russia has played a leading role in the Syrian civil war as will be explained in this thesis. 

Moscow has provided extensive military and diplomatic backing for al-ʔAsad's regime with 

Russia's military intervention in 2015,136 which helped it regain significant territory from rebel 

control. Russia's involvement has also served its own strategic interests by countering extremist 

threats, while projecting power across borders and challenging Western influence in Syria. 

These are only some examples of external actors involved in Syria's civil conflict, with others 

such as United Kingdom, France, Jordan, and various regional and international organizations 

also playing key roles. Their complex web of involvement has contributed significantly to 
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protracting and intensifying war efforts, while shaping political, military, and humanitarian 

dimensions of the conflict. 

 

5 Russia’s Motives, Interests and Concerns in Syria 

5.1 Russia’s Strategic Interests  

Russia's involvement in Syria can be explained through various strategic goals that each have 

significant ramifications on Russia and the world at large. Russia values the Middle East for its 

historical ties, geographical factors and strategic advantages. Borshchevskaya asserts that due 

to Syria being situated between three continents (i.e. Europe – Asia - Africa), it serves as an 

essential ally in fulfilling Russia’s foreign policy broader aims by exerting influence and 

maintaining regional power stability efforts.137 

Russia's primary strategic interest in Syria before the civil war started was preserving and 

protecting access to warm-water ports in the Middle East. Russia had extensive interests there 

that span over multiple domains. According to Kramer, the Ṭarṭūs naval facility provides its 

sole outpost outside former Soviet borders in Mediterranean.138 Retaining this access could 

effectively deploy naval strength, which may compromise greater strategic objectives of Russia, 

thus justifying an engagement aimed at maintaining and improving marine capabilities which 

are essential in keeping hold of geopolitical dominance in this region.  

Russia saw the regional crisis in Syria as a conflict abroad dominated by external forces led by 

the United States and its allies, where Russia itself also was playing an essential role. By 

actively participating in the Syria crisis as a part of their strategy to position themselves as a 

significant player and counterbalance other parties' influence, Russia demonstrated that it can 

conduct military operations outside its boundaries, therefore strengthening their standing on the 

international stage thereby promoting Russia's goals of multipolarity in world politics.139 

Russia's engagement in the Syrian conflict also allowed it to extend its regional reach and build 

closer ties with key entities. Russia has played an instrumental role in supporting Baššār al-
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ʔAsad's administration by lending and backing it up before and during the Syrian conflict, which 

fulfills one of their main strategic interests. This would have worked for Russia through 

supporting the leading party in Syria, which was a continuum of the previous long and good 

relationship between the two countries.140 Russia did not rely on other alternatives in power in 

the Syrian conflict, and was clear and decisive from the beginning that it stood with the Syrian 

regime;141 a position that served its initial interest and would give Russia leverage over political, 

economic, and military issues occurring throughout Syria - something that  maybe 

advantageous for Russia in accessing key resources, while expanding armaments exports and 

building strategic relations with Syria. 

5.2 Russia’s Military Interests 

Russia's military involvement in Syria is multidimensional, comprising various tactics and 

capabilities that were used to support Syrian government institutions, while safeguarding 

Russian strategic interests in the area. Kozhanov (2017) writes that since Russia intervened in 

Syria's crisis in September 2015, their military has played an influential role in shaping its 

direction and results. Maintaining Russia's influence over Middle Eastern affairs as well as 

protecting the Syrian regime and re-establishing the military and political capacities of al-

ʔAsad’s regime were central tenets of this engagement by the Russian military personnel - thus 

keeping their influence strong throughout the region.142 

Russia had the intention to strategically utilize its air power as part of their military 

commitment. According to Charap, Treyger and Geist, their air force has later on conducted 

airstrikes against rebel-held areas, opposition groups, and terrorist organizations like ISIS, 

which greatly assisted Syria with taking back key territories, while weakening opposition 

troops.143 With these strikes the so created power imbalances favoring al-ʔAsad’s administration 

and helping counter extremist organizations - such as ISIS that reemerged as a threat - were 

main military interests readily apparent. 

The desire to carry out field military operations on a war field, such as the Syrian conflict offers, 

would provide Russia with the opportunity to test its military capabilities, especially with regard 
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to the Russian soldiers who are actually on the battlefield.144 Therefore deploying ground troops 

into Syria, including special operations soldiers145, military advisors and air power would 

showcase the limits of the Russian military, when it comes to direct battle stages. These 

deployed individuals would also provide essential training, aid and guidance for Syrian army 

soldiers against opposition groups to be more successfully. Furthermore, this presence of 

Russian ground soldiers would strengthen the morale of Syrian government forces as evidence 

that Moscow would remain committed to supporting al-ʔAsad's regime, thus empowering the 

strategic and military interests simultaneously. 

Russia's military interests in Syria can best be summarized by their intention of executing a 

number of operations that consist of massive air power maneuvers, ground deployments and 

naval operations to defend regional strategic interests. These interests could be obtained through 

a direct engagement in combat against extremist organizations in order to empower the Syrian 

regime against its opposition. Russia has been aware of the fact that these efforts would also 

strain relations with Western nations further, and their military involvement would have far-

reaching ramifications extending far beyond just Syria itself, yet they were willing to take 

actions that serve their interests in the region. 

5.3 Russia’s Security Concerns 

Borshchevskaya (2020) asserts that Russia's engagement in Syria can be understood in terms 

of various security concerns that have driven Russia's strategic calculations in this area, thus 

impacting their involvement there. Russia placed great significance on protecting itself against 

extremist organizations linked to ISIS as they are presenting one of its top security 

challenges.146 Moscow has expressed serious concerns at any possibility that terrorist acts or 

radicalization might spread into the North Caucasus region, where Russia has long struggled 

against separatist groups and Islamist insurgencies, raising alarm bells in the Kreml.147 

Therefore, Russia would support the Syrian government to combat the expansion of extremist 
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organizations as well as stop any formation of strongholds for militant jihadism near Russia's 

borders. 

Kofman and Rojansky note that Russia faced various security concerns related to Syria, such 

as its potential impact on instability and terrorism elsewhere in the Middle East and Central 

Asia, where many foreign combatants from different nations - including Russia – are 

prevalent.148 Moscow had the fears that these fighters would come back home bearing extremist 

beliefs, ideologies and expertise with them, so its involvement in Syria would be the 

justification that the direct interference in Syria would serve to stop instability from worsening 

as well as reducing terrorism's spread to its own regions.149 

Kofman and Rojansky assert that Russia would use Syria not just to maintain strategic presence 

in the Mediterranean but also as an opportunity to project influence beyond this region. The 

Syrian ports, where Russia has stationed its naval basis such as Ṭarṭūs, would serve an integral 

function in this regard. Russia would have to ensure the continuation of naval presence by 

protecting ʔAsad’s government as it would protect maritime access and influence. Russia hoped 

this geopolitical issue would add up to its goal to counteract Western countries, specifically 

United States influence, in the area.150 However, concerns have been expressed by analysts over 

the prospect of Syria's turmoil affecting neighboring nations or intensifying and leading to 

wider regional conflicts, if this conflict would escalate further. Unrest already affects Lebanon, 

Jordan and Iraq with Russia seeking to prevent regional warfare as this would have serious 

consequences for Russia's security as well as those of its allies such as Jordan.151 By exerting 

influence in Syria, Russia hoped to shape how conflicts in this region unfold, while keeping it 

within borders rather than spreading beyond them - acomplicated process that Russia was 

willing to carry out, while being strategically, military and diplomatically alert. 

Russia's security interests have also been called into question due to an unprecedented wave of 

migrants. The data indicated that the situation was heading towards a humanitarian crisis in 

Syria, according to observers and analysts. The massive displacement from Syria would place 

additional strain on neighboring nations as they attempt to accommodate millions of displaced 

individuals.152 Social and economic tensions would also worsen, while instability could 

increase across the region. Whether it was in Russia’s intention or not to stabilize Syria, it was 
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concerned to address core causes for refugee crisis and a relief by shifting burdens from nations 

that hosted the Syrian refugees, specifically its allies Lebanon and Jordan, in order to further 

regional stability.  

In a general sense, Russia's security concerns in Syria can also be linked to their more extensive 

geopolitical competition with the United States and its allies. Western actions are seen by Russia 

as a direct challenge to its position as a global power, so Russian aid for the Syrian regime 

would become an integral part of an effort to counter the Western influence as well as the rise 

of extremist groups. Russia viewed Western involvement in Syria as a direct threat to their local 

interests, while this regional security issue was also closely tied to their larger geopolitical 

ambitions to establish themselves as a significant players on the world scene. Therefore, the 

security concerns can be directly linked to their larger geopolitical goals in order to make them 

a strong pole that can change the direction of the outcome of this conflict to their favors, despite 

the results maybe complicating the diplomatic relations with allies in the region and putting the 

lives of many Syrians in a danger of seeking refuge. 

5.4 Russia’s Economic Interests 

Russia has used economic interests as the basis of its involvement in Syria, in an attempt to 

maintain existing business ties, protecting energy resources, taking advantage of post-conflict 

reconstruction opportunities and advancing broader economic goals in the Middle East. Russia's 

primary financial interest in Syria was to preserve preexisting commercial alliances and 

business ties that existed prior to the crisis, particularly within industries like energy production 

and arms sales. Therefore, Russia would be willing to invest significantly in Syria's oil and gas 

fields, power plants, and transportation networks through Russian firms.153 

Nikita Sogoloff (2017) asserts that Syria's unique location at the crossroads of key energy transit 

routes and large oil and gas deposits makes it an ideal partner for Russia to meet its energy 

goals. Energy security remains of vital significance to Russia. Being one of the primary 

exporters worldwide, they strive to maintain influence in global energy markets, while 

guaranteeing reliable access to resources. With the help from ʔAsad's regime, Russia could 
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remain present within Syria's energy sector, safeguarding its long-term economic interests as 

well as negotiating favorable energy agreements that would benefit both parties involved.154 

Russia recognizes Syria's post-conflict reconstruction phase as an opportunity to participate in 

and profit from infrastructure projects, particularly due to years of violence, which caused 

massive devastation of roads, bridges, utilities and other forms of infrastructure.155 Lucrative 

contracts available through Syrian government's offerings for the repair of infrastructure would 

promise Russia an edge over competitors, during the rebuilding phase thus, serving Russia’s 

economic influence and interests, while also shaping Syria's post-war future through active 

engagement. 

Russia has set ambitious economic and commercial objectives in Syria that align with their 

larger commercial goals in the Middle East. Eugene Rumer states that Russia saw this region 

as having potential for increasing exports, attracting investments, diversifying outside of 

Western markets, as well as keeping its presence visible through maintaining an engagement in 

Syria, which expands the economic footprint in the Middle East and creates deeper business 

links among players within this area.156 

Moshe Ma’oz emphasizes in one of his interviews with The National Post that the need to 

recognize Russia's economic objectives in Syria go well beyond short financial returns alone. 

Russia viewed its involvement in Syria as a strategic move aimed at increasing geopolitical 

influence and challenging Western dominance over this area, thus strengthening Russia as an 

actor within Middle Eastern politics, while building economic relationships and becoming 

reliable ally for other nations through showing its economic abilities and dedication towards 

supporting Syrian political institutions.157 

Overall, Russia's economic interest in Syria encompasses several objectives, such as 

maintaining existing commercial links, securing energy resources, capitalizing on post-conflict 

rebuilding opportunities and furthering larger regional aims. Russia hoped to preserve economic 
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assets, while expanding its political influence on Syria, which in return would entwine with the 

economic aspects making its involvement there multidimensional. 

6 Russian Policies158 in the Syrian Conflict 

"Interest" and "policy goal" are related concepts in international relations; however, each refers 

to distinct aspects of an entity or country's actions or motivations. 

Interests represent the core needs, wants, or concerns of any country, government, or entity. 

They symbolize what a nation values and seeks to protect, advance to or achieve in order to 

further its well-being and security. They can span economic considerations, political issues, 

security threats or strategic opportunities. Interests also refer to the core priorities of a nation 

over time and may include aspects such as national security, economic prosperity, sovereignty, 

territorial integrity and accessing resources for growth or stability in the region.159 

On the other hand, policy goals refer to specific objectives that a country or entity sets as part 

of their actions and decisions attained through execution and planning, representing tangible 

steps or outcomes they hope to reach in order to further their interests. They tend to be more 

precise and measurable than interests. Their outcomes, though still variable, are depending on 

the circumstances. Policy goals could include reaching a trade agreement, stopping nuclear 

weapon proliferation, increasing democracy in certain regions or providing humanitarian relief 

in conflict zones.160 

Overall, interests refer to broader motivations and concerns that drive international actions of 

countries; policy goals – though representing tangible objectives to a country – are sought to be 

attained in order to advance those interests; they serve as specific steps taken toward fulfilling 

and furthering those interests. Their formulation should take account of the understanding of 

both the interests as well as the context in which these policy goals operate. 
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Over many years of the Russian intervention in Syria, one might still question the reason behind 

Russia's involvement, which many find impractical and irrational, given their economic crisis 

and ongoing war with Ukraine today. Besides the strategic, military, economic and security 

interests that have been mentioned in the previous chapter, Russia officially gave two reasons 

for its involvement. One was its role in combatting ISIS-associated international terrorism;161 

the Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov stated that Russia supported Syrian efforts against 

terrorist attacks, while also offering military aid as needed.162 The second explanation given 

aimed to restore Syria’s sovereignty and unity. Putin reiterated the goal of defeating ISIS and 

creating safe living conditions for all Syrian citizens regardless of ethnicity or faith, while 

supporting Syria’s economic and social revival. All this was linked with the propaganda that al-

ʔAsad had been democratically elected by his people.163 These two goals might be seen as the 

basis of the Russian policy towards the conflict in Syria. Only the afterward development of 

events will confirm whether Russia has reached its goals or not. 

However, Russia's immediate military intervention in Syria does not appear to be completely 

justified by these official explanations. Terrorist organizations such as al-Qāˁida had long 

operated within Syria and Iraq, and many nations worldwide required outside help in order to 

restore sovereignty. There may be other underlying motives, which have been discussed in the 

previous chapter, behind Russia's actions that relate more closely with geopolitics or domestic 

factors than the only official explanations for their operation in Syria.164 Further analysis is 

required in order to fully grasp these motivations behind Russian military involvement and their 

effects on regional and global dynamics. 

6.1 Russian Geopolitical Policy 

Russian military operation in Syria represented an opportunity to advance Russia's interests in 

this region and achieve their objectives there, marking another step forward for its foreign 

policy development. With Russia's intervention announced, developments both external and 

internal have seen dramatic shifts. Western policymakers were taken aback when Russia made 
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this important move, but closer examination reveals that it fits neatly within Russia's quest for 

international respect and Vladimir Putin's “survival instincts”. Although some could predict 

Russia's interventions by analyzing previous hints about their intentions in Syria and what 

Moscow desired from these endeavors - including clear indications that they wanted their 

interests met there - their goals had still to be defined and comprehended in order for any 

undertaken mission in analyzing their behavior to succeed.165 

The Russian government's goals in Syria, like their interests previously, may be divided into 

geopolitical, security, economic (and also cultural) considerations. Russia has prioritized 

national security concerns due to the war in Syria being an incubator of terrorist activities, 

which threaten its national interests directly.166 

This examination of Russia's military intervention in Syria highlights actions undertaken to 

advance Russian interests within Syria and the region with  the infamous Cold War taken into 

consideration. Because Russia's involvement in Syria stems primarily from their opposition to 

a "unipolar world", dominated by the US.167 Following the end of the Cold War, Russia felt 

marginalized from international politics; consequently their leadership, including figures like 

Putin, desired to restore Russia as an influential international actor. They tried to achieve their 

goal partially by projecting their military might into Syria, while American power in that region 

appeared low; they thus asserted themselves as significant players on the Middle Eastern scene 

by intervening militarily there.168 

Following the Cold War, Russia retained its dominant regional status, but saw its influence 

increasingly challenged by Western actions - such as the NATO expansion along its western 

borders or Ukraine moving toward Western influence. So supporting Syria provided Russia 

with an opportunity to find new reasons for an alliance between itself and Iran as well as 

demonstrating their military reach across the region, thus increasing their global leverage and 

increasing regional dominance.169 
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Russia's response to the Ukrainian Crisis in 2014-15 led near to its total political and economic 

isolation from Western nations.170 Following its loss of Western support, Russia set out to 

demonstrate it could survive on its own by developing closer ties with China and banking on 

rising oil prices as means for survival. Due to China's limited support and fluctuating oil prices 

however, Putin sought the cooperation with Western nations on certain matters.171 This situation 

besides Russia’s presence in the Middle East offered him a way back into a dialogue with 

Western powers, while simultaneously showing Russia's willingness to cooperate and seek 

respect on an international stage. 

Syria holds special significance due to the historical links and strategic location; as it was 

mentioned in Chapter 4, also regarding their ports.  The Ṭarṭūs naval station for example 

provides Russia with an outpost in the Mediterranean Sea with access to warm-water ports 

which enable projecting their military force, while safeguarding maritime interests and 

protecting naval assets of Russia's maritime realm.172 It signifies its desire for recognition as an 

international power, regional dominance maintenance efforts, and attempts at breaking free of 

the isolation by the West.  

Russia’s aim of not living in an unipolar world shaped its strategy in Syria by counterbalancing 

Western political, economic and even cultural influence in the Middle East. By supporting and 

participating actively in Syria's civil war, Russia sought to challenge Western supremacy, while 

becoming an alternative power broker in this volatile region.173 

In conclusion, going through and analyzing the Russian policy goals that are strongly linked to 

their long-term interests, emphasizes that Russia's intervention in Syria was no random act but 

instead an intelligently calculated response to multiple geopolitical, regional and domestic 

factors. 

6.2 Russian Military and Security Policy 

According to Borshchevskaya, Russia's primary objective in conducting their military operation 

against Syria was to support Baššār al-ʔAsad and ensure his regime could survive against 

 
170 Trenin, Dmitri. (2014). The Ukraine Crisis And The Resumption Of Great-Power Rivalry. Moscow: Carnegie 

Moscow Center. P. 15-23 
171 Trenin (2016). P. 2-5 
172 Kramer (2012) 
173 Clark, Mason. (2021). The Russian Military’s Lessons Learned In Syria. Washington: Institute for the Study of 

War. P. 14-16 



42 

 

increasing pressure from opposition groups.174 Russia aimed to offer direct military aid and play 

an instrumental role in regaining territory losses, while weakening opposition organizations 

using air power, ground troops and modern weapons.175 

However, Russia was aware of the possible reaction of the rebel groups, who have shown 

resilience and adaptability by holding back regime advances in certain areas. Even amid 

significant internal divisions, challenges within their ranks, advances by regime allies and other 

obstacles faced during the conflict, rebel factions managed to maintain pockets of control such 

as ˀIdlib in northern Syria by using tactics such as the guerrilla tactics and underground 

networks alliances.176 

According to Clark (2021),177 Moscow wanted to demonstrate its ability to project their forces 

beyond its immediate borders and maintain its influence in the Middle East through its military 

activities in Syria. Their campaign highlighted their updated military capabilities - employing 

advanced aircrafts, precision guided weapons and sophisticated command and control systems 

- deterring potential rivals, while showing Russia's commitment in protecting strategic interests 

in this region. 

An important military development over the last several years has been the rise and subsequent 

fall of extremist groups like the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), which emerged as an 

immensely powerful force, capitalizing on the chaos in Syria to seize vast territories by 2014 

using brutal tactics, territorial control measures, and recruiting foreign fighters - drawing 

international notice at every turn.178 However, an alliance comprised of Syrian Democratic 

Forces (SDF)179, Kurdish militias, and international partners launched several offensives 

against ISIS that led to significant territorial losses and the weakening of the terrorists group. 
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Liberations of key cities like ar-Raqqa180 and Dēr az-Zōr181 marked major milestones in this 

fight, though ISIS continues to remain dangerous through sleeper cells and insurgency tactics 

despite losing much of their territory control.182 

All of these developments have attracted the Russian military interests, which have provided 

Moscow with an environment to test and improve its strategies and tactics in ways more 

reflective of real combat. As an active part in  Syria's conflict, Moscow aimed to be able to 

assess its military hardware, operational ideas, and command structure against rapidly shifting 

battleground conditions - an invaluable opportunity that helped their ongoing military 

modernization efforts.183 These lessons that could be learned throughout that fight might make 

the Russian military  in future better prepared and more capable than ever for combat 

engagements. Deployment of military assets such as an airfield in al-Lāḏiqiyya184 and the naval 

station in Ṭarṭūs would create long-term strategic footholds in the Mediterranean region for 

Russia which ensures the  better projecting of power and interests in this area.185 

By being militarily involved in Syria, Russia would gain significant geopolitical leverage, 

strengthen its negotiation position and influence political decisions on the world scene.186 

Supporting military presences within negotiations and peace talks discussions in the meantime 

would also put them as a vital participant on the international diplomatic table. By exerting such 

power over the political process and the shaping of the future of Syria, Russia would establish 

itself as a key power broker and player within the region.187 

Overall, Russian military and security policy goals in Syria have proven essential in attaining 

key objectives, such as supporting al-ʔAsad’s government, showing Russia's military 
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capabilities, testing and refining their military doctrine, increasing the geopolitical power and 

strengthening their regional relationships. Russia wanted to demonstrate both its dedication to 

protect its geopolitical interests in the Middle East, as well as their will to use forceful means 

to attain its desired ends, both qualities made evident later on in conflict. 

6.3 Russian Diplomatic Policy 

Russia's diplomatic efforts and peace negotiations for Syria had multiple goals that aligned with 

both the immediate and long-term interests of their nation. Russia sought to maintain its 

influence in Syria through an active participation in peace negotiations and actual attempts to 

make the fighting parties sit on the same table. These goals included maintaining an influential 

presence in the region, encouraging political solution and regional stability, while at the same 

time restricting Western influence, especially the one of the US, and promoting multipolarity.188  

Both Russia and the US seek to portray themselves as peacemakers and influential global 

players. Each pursues this aim with their own strategies and narratives.189 Some of the American 

interventions in other countries’ internal affairs, and even sometimes its military invasion into 

the territory of those countries under the pretext of spreading democracy and peace, ended up 

with heavy losses,190  long-term problems and tensions within the country in question (such as 

the invasion of Iraq)191, so that many political analysts see it as causing trouble rather than 

bringing peace (especially biased analysts).192 Despite this, America is always trying to show 

the world that it is the savior and fighting terrorism, trying to promote stability and spread peace 

in  troubled countries.193 That image was born out of the struggle with the Soviet Union during 

the Cold War and until today against the Russian Federation, in an attempt by both countries to 

mitigate the geopolitical and regional influence of the other, and to strengthen its control and 

international hegemony by harnessing all means to achieve their previously set political, 

economic, military, diplomatic and cultural goals. 
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In order to achieve that, the United States prides itself on advocating democracy, human rights, 

and freedom worldwide. They emphasize their dedication to spread values that foster peace and 

stability around the globe.194 The United States actively engages in multilateral organizations 

and international fora, showing its willingness to utilize diplomatic measures as part of an 

attempt to resolve international tensions and meet global challenges. It also regularly assists 

countries impacted by natural disasters or conflicts by providing humanitarian aid, which shows 

their dedication to alleviating suffering and maintaining stability.195 

The United States frequently forms coalitions with like-minded nations (which in return 

disturbs Russia) to tackle international problems like terrorism, climate change and public 

health, demonstrating its capacity for leading collaborative efforts toward peace. US diplomats 

utilize diplomatic negotiations in an attempt to address international conflicts through 

communication or mediate between disputant parties - often acting as arbitrators between them 

if necessary.196 The Camp David Accords197 and the Dayton Agreement198 are considered by 

the United States to be examples of the US being a peace broker in regional and international 

conflicts.199 

On the other hand, Russia aimed to consolidate its role as an essential mediator and power 

broker in the world and the Middle Eastern region, in particular by taking an active part in 

diplomatic initiatives. Russia advocated for a political solution for Syria, which aligned with 

their interests, while guaranteeing continuity for Baššār al-ʔAsad's rule - in contrast to Western 
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powers and other regional actors, which have demanded his removal.200 Moscow desired that 

any transition of power did not lead to al-ʔAsad being replaced, since the Syrian regime has 

been their strategic ally for decades. Russia wanted to strongly demonstrate its intention on the 

international stage of fighting instability by focusing on confronting terrorism. Therefore, it 

sought to strengthen international cooperation against terrorist threats such as ISIS through 

active participation in military operations and diplomatic initiatives that showed its dedication 

towards combatting extremism and terrorism.201 Through such participation Russia attempted 

to project an image of both responsibility and pragmaticism when approaching complex 

conflicts. Later peace initiatives like the Astana Process might be regarded as the end product 

of their diplomatic policy goals.202 

In order to keep up with the American image of being the “superhero”, Russia sought to assist 

Syria with humanitarian assistance and reconstruction after the civil war had concluded. It 

aligned this goal with its interest of maintaining stability and shaping reconstruction processes 

to their advantage, which eventually serves their initial economic policy goals as well.203 

Russia's diplomatic policy goals towards Syria were fundamentallytied with its overall foreign 

policy, which consists of maintaining influence in the region and increasing military dominance 

in order to counter Western supremacy by offering diplomatic initiatives and alternatives. This 

policy would allow them to be seen as a reliable partner in regional and global affairs. 

6.4 Russia’s Economic and Cultural Policy 

Russia's initial policy in the Syrian conflict from 2011 were driven by strategic, geopolitical 

and regional considerations. While their goals adapted with changing dynamics over time, some 

consistent themes and objectives can still be distinguished. 

An ultimate Russian policy goal had an enormous impact on their interests in Syria: namely the 

economic one, which was driven by strategic, commercial and geopolitical considerations. 

Although economic involvement was not its sole motivation, still, its influence played an 

essential part in shaping Russia's actions and interests during the Syria conflict. Russia had 
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sought to secure its economic interests in Syria in sectors like energy, arms sales and 

infrastructure development.204 By maintaining an ongoing presence there, they hoped to take 

advantage of any post-conflict reconstruction opportunities, which might present themselves.205 

Russia's state-owned energy companies206 expressed an interest in participating in Syria's 

energy sector - specifically oil and gas exploration/extraction and infrastructure development 

projects - during the ongoing conflict in Syria, in terms of exploration contracts or potential 

cooperation post conflict energy projects.207 Russia would eventually sign an agreement in 2017 

to help modernize and expand an oil refinery located near Syria's coastal city of Ṭarṭūs in an 

attempt to increase Syria's refining capacity and domestic processing of crude oil, which is a 

fulfillment of Russia’s initial economic policy goal.208  

Syria has historically been one of the greatest purchasers of Russian arms.209 To enrich the 

economic profits, Russia aimed not only to maintain these deals, but also to expand them. Even 

during this conflict (which will also be discussed later in this thesis) Russia continued supplying 

weapons and military equipment directly to the Syrian government - supporting their arms 

industry economically.210 

Russia expressed interests in exploring and extracting Syria's mineral resources, specifically 

those related to phosphate mining for agricultural fertilizers and the industrial manufacturing 

production.211 These essential resources make up one of the cores in modern agriculture and 

industry alike.212 Phosphate deposits are essential components of agricultural productivity and 
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Russia likely sought access to these reserves, so it could sustain both its own agricultural 

industry and potentially export fertilizers abroad. Phosphate mining is an expensive long-term 

undertaking requiring substantial investments in infrastructure, technology and extraction 

processes.213 Although specific agreements might not have been struck during the conflict, 

Russia could have sought to establish a long-term cooperation on extracting phosphate once 

stability has returned in Syria. 

Russia has proposed its involvement in reconstructing Syria's infrastructure, such as roads, 

bridges and utilities. Russia has used international forums and discussions about Syria's future 

to demonstrate their intention of participating in its reconstruction, such as those held within 

the framework of UN and other organizations.214 

Russia's participation in rebuilding key infrastructure elements could serve to showcase its 

engineering and construction expertise and attract future partnerships for similar projects 

worldwide. Russia's involvement in reconstruction could create investment opportunities in 

Syria's infrastructure sector for Russian firms - this may include contracts related to 

construction, engineering services or equipment provision.215 While specific projects might 

have not come to fruition due to continued conflict in Syria, Russia nevertheless sought a stable 

position within reconstruction efforts in  Syria as an integral player. 

As far as the cultural policy goals are concerned, Russia aimed to have an immense cultural 

influence in Syria for years to come through diplomatic relationships, educational exchanges, 

artistic collaborations and shared historical ties.  

Cultural influence plays a pivotal role in international relationships and power dynamics, 

particularly when an influential nation attempts to exert their power over smaller ones. It is one 

element of soft power - or the capacity to affect people through appeal and attraction rather than 

coercion.216 By projecting its culture, values and way of life to smaller nations, dominant 

nations can build positive perceptions among local citizens as they portrait positive images of 

themselves and increase the goodwill. While smaller countries might be at first negatively 
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influenced by unpleasant narratives about dominant nations, cultural influence can offer another 

perspective and overthrow preconceived notions.217 

Cultural influence can help dominant countries establish legitimacy and acceptance among 

smaller nation's populations. When smaller nation residents feel an affinity or admiration 

towards dominant country policies and actions, their opinion can become more favorable 

toward such actions taken by it.218 

Cultural diplomacy uses cultural elements like arts, music, language and education to foster 

international relations. Engaging in cultural exchanges, educational programs or artistic 

collaborations allow a dominant country to build mutual understanding and cooperations with 

smaller countries.219 Dominant countries tend to establish cultural norms and values they wish 

to spread around the globe through cultural influence. In the meantime, cultural exchange is 

used as a method for this distribution process and could result in smaller nations adopting 

practices or beliefs over time . 

An influential nation can use cultural influence to form narratives and construct perceptions 

about themselves and the world, thus shaping how its actions and intentions are understood in 

the international arena, shaping smaller nations' perspectives on certain matters.220 This creates 

long-term bonds rooted in shared cultural values and connections that extend far beyond 

political change and contribute to stability and cooperation between dominant and smaller 

countries.221 

Cultural relations can also open doors to economic cooperations and trade. When people in 

smaller nations learn and appreciate the culture of dominant countries, it often fosters 

commercial ties that lead to business partnerships between both nations.222  
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Culture plays in general a significant role in building up national identities and prestige. Being 

recognized and celebrated for cultural contributions increases the global standing and 

influence.223 

After World War II, Syria achieved independence from French governance in 1946,224 and 

diplomatic ties were immediately established with this newly independent nation by the Soviet 

Union.225 

In order to keep this decades long cultural influence alive, Russia set a policy goal to expand 

on its cultural presence in Syria during and after the end of the civil conflict. They sought to 

enhance cultural and educational ties between the two nations, particularly through programs 

offering scholarships to Syrian students to study in Russia as well as cultural exchange 

programs.226 Russia knows how effective a language can be to deliver their cultural and literary 

messages in order to make the Syrian people tied to their own cultural values and standards. 

Therefore, Russia would encourage Syrians to learn Russian as both an act of cultural exchange 

and as an avenue for educational advancement in Russia.227 Their diplomatic missions had to 

do an enormous job and engage actively in cultural diplomacy events to foster a mutual cultural 

understanding and friendship between the two countries.228 

Overall, Russia's economic and cultural policy goals in Syria involve strengthening diplomatic 

ties, expanding regional influence, and creating a mutual understanding between the two 

nations. Russia views these efforts as part of their overall plan and other policy goals to remain 

strategically present within the Middle Eastern region, while becoming an integral player under 

its own political, economic, military and cultural standards. 
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7 The Russian Media Portrayal of the Syrian Conflict229 

Russian media landscape is defined by a significant amount of state control and influence, 

raising questions of media freedom and independence. Many major media outlets in Russia are 

either directly state owned 230 or have close ties to the Russian government.231 As a result, 

official narratives and viewpoints tend to dominate the media landscape, while any alternative 

opinions can face restrictions or persecution from authorities.232 

To the most important characteristics of the Russian media belong state influence, limited (or 

lack of) pluralism, censorship and restrictions, propaganda and disinformation, nationalism and 

patriotism.233 Although independent media outlets exist in Russia, their reach and influence can 

often be insignificant  in comparison with state-controlled outlets. Independent voices may 

struggle to compete with the resources and reach of state media.234 

Critical reporting, particularly on contentious subjects like government corruption or human 

rights abuses, can result in censorship, harassment or legal actions being brought against 

journalists and media outlets - with some facing physical harm or even death for their work.235 
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Russian state media outlets have long been accused with spreading propaganda and 

disinformation both domestically and abroad, by pushing alternative narratives on international 

events or shaping the public opinion to support Kremlin-centric goals.236 

State-controlled media often emphasize Russian nationalism and patriotism, portraying Russia 

as a strong and resilient global power. Unfortunately, their dominance in the media landscape 

can limit the diversity of viewpoints and diminish open discourse around controversial issues.237 

It is important to note, independent media outlets and journalists in Russia play an integral part 

of its media environment - they strive to deliver a more accurate reporting despite the risks and 

pressures they must navigate daily.238 It should also be remembered that while state-controlled 

media are important sources, operating independently in such an environment may present its 

own set of challenges and restrictions, such as limited access to sources and financing. 

Most likely inspired by the Russian model239, the Syrian media landscape has long been heavily 

controlled and manipulated by its government, particularly under al-ʔAsad’s reign. State control 

over media has been used as a weapon to spread propaganda, shape public opinion and crush 

any possible opposition movements or suppress dissenters.240 Recently however, Russian media 

have also made inroads into Syrian media outlets following Russia's involvement in Syria’s 

conflict. 

As in Russia, Syria government under Al-Asad's regime has tightly managed and directed the 

media. State owned outlets serve to advance the regime’s agenda and portray it in an ideal light. 

Syria’s media outlets have long served as tools of propaganda for their ruling elite . Independent 
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journalism is severely restricted; journalists frequently face intimidation or violence for doing 

their work independently.241 Syrian media tends to view itself as a protector against "terrorist" 

threats to society. Coverage of Syria's civil conflict typically highlights government victories 

and characterizes opposition groups negatively.242 Remaining independent and opposition 

media outlets operating inside Syria have faced incredible difficulties operating effectively due 

to threats, harassment and repression, while many media professionals have already left due to 

threats and oppression.243 

Since the two countries aim to protect the same interests, it is important to unite their media 

efforts to deliver the same message to the people who support them. A repetition of propaganda 

sentences that stress the importance of the war against terrorism can be seen in the Syrian media. 

The same pretext is used by the Russian media for its military intervention in Syria. In this 

thesis, a technical, media, or journalistic analysis of the Russian and Syrian media by the author 

will not be done, rather the focus will be on presenting the common characteristics and features 

between the two medias, and how they were described and analyzed by specialists in this field. 

The most important aspect in the present thesis as for this subject is to focus on the topics 

covered by the Russian media regarding its presence in Syria and how it reports the events 

there. However, specific examples will not be addressed per se; this is due to the difficulty or 

inability to access media materials issued by the Russian authorities, due to the ban by the 

European Union of most Russian channels that tend towards the Russian government, including 

Russia Today and Sputnik. Rather the aim is to give a general picture of what the Russian media 

is trying to spread to its people and the world. 

7.1 Russian Media Coverage of the Syrian Conflict 

How the Russian media has covered the Syrian civil war had an important effect on public 

opinion and narratives surrounding this conflict, shaping the point of view across Russia.244 

Diana Darke contends that Russia has utilized state-controlled media channels such as RT and 

Sputnik as key platforms to disseminate their perspective of the war to their populations. Media 

coverage often features stories highlighting Russia's fight against terrorism and the support of 

al-ʔAsad's legitimate government as central themes. They emphasize extremist organizations as 
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major security risks in Syria and portray Russia's military participation as essential to defeat 

them and protect Russia's interests in Syria.245 

This version characterizes the Syrian crisis as an intricate geopolitical struggle involving parties 

outside its borders, including America and its allies, that must be won over through international 

coalition. Russian media outlets tend to downplay or ignore news of human rights atrocities 

committed by the Syrian government members and supporters; instead, they stress extremist 

organizations activities as essential obstacles towards a stabilization.246 Through this strategy it 

was desired to improve the view of Russia as an advocate of sovereign rights in order to 

counterbalance Western hegemony. 

Russian media coverage of the Syrian crisis sought to build domestic support for Russia's 

military involvement and portray it as a successful operation - this helped maintain national 

pride and justify Russia's prolonged engagement in this fight.247 Successes were highlighted 

like the provision of humanitarian supplies and the liberation of major territories from the 

extremist grip. 

Russian media sources generally portrayed al-ʔAsad and the Syrian government in a favorable 

light, portraying them as legitimate authorities, who protect stability against external an 

invasion.248 Russia offered assistance for Syria through collaboration in counterterrorism 

measures as well as humanitarian supplies. These images attempted to reduce criticism directed 

against al-ʔAsad in the international media for his administration's corruption while 

simultaneously emphasizing his role as an effective leader fighting terrorism and trying to 

restore order.249 

Russian media coverage of the Syrian civil war sought to challenge and debunk Western 

narratives and representations of it, frequently accusing Western outlets of providing biased 

reporting and coverage and disseminating disinformation. The parotitic media  intentionally 
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frames Russia's participation as a necessary reaction for protecting civilians against terror 

attacks, while questioning Western positions.250 Such an approach also seeks to discredit 

Western narratives, meanwhile elevating Russia-based outlets as sources of alternative (and 

more truthful) analysis and information. 

Concerns have been expressed over the authenticity and impartiality of material broadcasted, 

since Russian medias portrayal of the Syria war has been heavily criticized for downplaying 

violations to human rights and civilian suffering caused by Syrian government supporters.251 

While alternative narratives might appeal to particular audiences because of their different view 

of Western interventionism in Middle East regions,  it often offers results in a politicization of 

perspectives on crisis. Thus, demonstrating why in-depth studies using multiple data sources is 

required in order to gain a full understanding of the Syria civil war conflict. 

In general, Russia's involvement in Syria met little domestic resistance at home, rather most 

citizens - including political opponents - accepted their government's message that its 

intervention aimed at combating terrorism. Reports regarding chemical weapons usage by 

Syrian forces and civilian casualties have not drastically shifted the public opinion. This 

demonstrates a resilience of the public view because of government's narrative control over 

media information distribution.252 Similarities to Russia's misguided involvement in 

Afghanistan in the 1980s arose as well - an involvement that led to political and economical 

problems and significant casualties for the Soviet Union.253 Older Russians fear such a scenario 

repeating itself again in Syria which would erode public sentiment negatively. Recent 

conversations regarding government’s reporting of casualty numbers suggest that official 

reports may have underestimated them - likely in an attempt to alleviate public anxieties and 

prevent comparisons to the intervention in Afghanistan. The Kremlin's announcements of small 

victories and partial troop withdrawals from Syria at that time were intended to give an 

appearance that the conflict was winding down. However, Russian forces remain on the ground, 
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suggesting an element of inconsistency of these announcements.254 Public fatigue with Syria 

has increased steadily among the Russian society. A poll conducted in 2019 showed that most 

respondents preferred the ending of military operations there due to internal challenges and 

other foreign policy priorities in Russia.255 Nowadays, it can be noticed that Russia is 

increasingly shifting its foreign policy focus away from Syria towards other regions and 

conflicts, such as Belarus' political crisis256 or more importantly the war in Ukraine257. 

Consequently, the Syrian conflict seem currently less urgent for Russia's foreign policy 

considerations in its media.258 

In conclusion, the Russian media coverage of Syria acts as an invaluable instrument in shaping 

narratives, public opinion and furthering Russia's geopolitical goals. Support is shown for 

Syria's regime, and the critical viewpoints from Western sources are dismissed partially or even 

entirely. Domiestic support remains intact, while the Russian military participation conintues. 

However, critizisme on the active role in Syria arises as Russian’s focus point is begining to 

shift to Europe. Domestic support remains intact, while Russia maintains military participation 

through domestic funding streams. However, it has also been criticized for appearing to 

minimize breaches of human rights standards, since some experts question its objectivity. For 

a more accurate overall picture of the situation in Syria, individuals must engage in critical 

analysis and research various information sources as well as media materials.  

 

8 The Realization of Russia’s Objectives in Syria 

Even though Russia's operation in Syria has come under considerable criticism, they have met 

many of their goals successfully. It is alleged that Russia is often blamed for providing support 

to al-ʔAsad’s regime, which has been accused of committing war crimes and violating the 

human rights of its own citizens.259 Russia's involvement enabled it to strengthen the regime’s 
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position and gain back key territories - fulfilling their goal of keeping their strong allies within 

their regional strategy until this day.260   

However, al-ʔAsad’s regime is still facing considerable difficulties in Syria, despite the fact that 

Russia has played an instrumental role in helping it gain back control of many key areas in 

Syria, including major cities like Ḥalab261 and Ḥumṣ262, which has resulted in a significant 

reductions of opposition military capabilities. Still, conflict and instability exist across various 

regions of Syria despite these gains.263  

The Russia-allied regime has faced resistance from various rebel groups and Kurdish forces. 

Extremist groups including ISIS and Hayˀat Taḥrīr aš-Šām (HTS) still operate in some 

regions.264 If the The relativly small military victory put aside, the Syrian regime remains 

incapable of restorting order in some regions like the North-East, solving humanitarian crises 

upon the Syrian refugees outside of Syria (who were forced to flee due to the ongoing war) or 

improving the internal conditions for its people who suffer particularly because of the prolonged 

warfare.265 As for Russia, it has achieved its strategic goals, making Syria subject to achieving 

its other goals, such as economic and cultural in future.  

8.1 The Realization of Russia’s Security Objectives 

Russia's involvement in combatting ISIS and other extremist groups contributed to the change 

of the situation and limit terrorist organizations from expanding to a certain extent, which 

enhanced Russia's reputation as a responsible global player in fighting terrorism.266 Russia 

established a permanent military presence in Syria through its intervention, further cementing 

its influence and providing it with a platform from which it could project its power into the 

Mediterranean region.  
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On the other hand, Russia's intervention in Syria further escalated geopolitical tensions and 

rivalries among regional and international powers, particularly between it and other main 

powers such as France, the United Kingdom or the United States. Syria became a proxy 

battlefield, where competing interests - most prominently between Russia and USA - are 

colliding. These interactions further complicated existing security dynamics by adding 

additional activities and competing goals from outsiders, which in return increased chances for 

accidentally escalating incidents that may in turn have greater repercussions for the security 

and international safety overall.267 

While Russia could benefit by strengthening its anti-terror capabilities and consolidating 

military footing in the region, as well as projecting more of their force, risks and challenges 

became more likely as security calculations became affected by various aspects such as the 

complex security situation, potential attacks against Russian forces, returning foreign fighters 

and their impact on geopolitical tensions. These radicalized individuals in particular, having 

gained both combat experience and ideological training due to participating in the Syrian 

conflict, presented a major threat to Russia and neighboring states. The risk posed by terrorist 

activities or destabilization has become of great concern in terms of national security for Russia 

itself and bordering/adjacent countries alike.268  

8.2 The Realization of Russia’s Military Objectives 

Russia's military operations in Syria featured both conventional and unconventional strategies 

that demonstrated Moscow's multifaceted approach for meeting their objectives in Syria. The 

initial stage of the operation in Syria consisted of an intensive air campaign designed both to 

directly assist al-ʔAsad’s administration forces, while also striking opposition troops en 

masse.269 Russian airstrikes involving various aircrafts like fighter planes, bombers and attack 

helicopters have proven invaluable in degrading rebel groups' capabilities and opening the way 

for ground offensives. These airstrikes utilize both precision-guided bombs as well as unguided 

ones, thus providing various operating options.270 
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Russia provided support for the activities of the regime not only through an air campaign, but 

also through the deployment of ground soldiers, and establishment of military bases.271 Not 

only have Russian Special troops engaged directly in battle, but their work also included   

training, advices, and assistance in direct combat operations with Syrian government troops.272 

Russian ground troops have participated in offensive operations against opposition-held 

territories alongside Syrian government troops and allied militias, providing significant 

reinforcement for al-ʔAsad's military forces and helping it recapture control over key regions 

and strongholds.273 

Spetsnaz are among the key troops deployed by Russia in Syria and are widely recognized for 

their high level of training in reconnaissance, sabotage and direct-action missions. Spetsnaz 

units played an indispensable part in providing advice and assistance to Syrian government 

forces as well as conducting covert operations against various armed groups.274 

Spetsnaz special forces worked closely with GRU Special Forces (Spetsnaz GRU), a part of 

Russia's General Staff Intelligence Directorate that operates its own special forces units and 

was involved with intelligence gathering, target selection for airstrikes and training Syrian 

troops. These Spetsnaz GRU units provided intelligence gathering capabilities as well as target 

identification services during missions undertaken.275 

The most well-known ground troops that were involved in Syria were part of the Wagner Group, 

which is a private military company (PMC) closely tied to the Russian government that operated 

in conflict zones all over the world on behalf of Russian interests, often including offensive 

campaigns that protected nationalist sentiments and Russian national pride. It is comprised 

mostly of former military personnel who often operated overseas. Wagner Group fighters 

played an essential part in combat operations in Syria.276 Noteworthy is how Russia used private 

military companies such as Wagner Group to maintain plausible deniability regarding its 
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activities in Syria. Although these units operated with some autonomy, their actions often 

aligned with Russia's strategic goals in the region.277 

8.2.1 Russia’s Military Operations in Syria 

Some of the key military operations and offensives conducted in Syria with Russian support 

included the Aleppo (Ḥalab) Offensive (2016). Since Ḥalab has a significant status of 

importance to Syria and the Syrian people, being the second most important Syrian city after 

Dimašq and an important economic center for the whole country, it was a striking operation 

that would increase the regime’s-side fighting spirit in the regions retaking process. With strong 

support from Russian air power and advisors, the Syrian government launched a major 

offensive to recapture Ḥalab from rebel forces.278 This marked a turning point in the conflict as 

they managed to regain control of eastern Ḥalab, which had previously been held by opposition 

groups for some time. 

Another important operation was the Palmyra (Tadmur) Liberation in 2016. Again, thanks to 

Russian air support, Syrian government forces managed to capture Tadmur back from ISIS with 

much symbolic significance, showing off both armies' capabilities together.279 Tadmur has an 

ancient cultural and historical status for the Syrians. The victory in Tadmur was being promoted 

by the Syrian media as a victory for the Syrian identity and history over the terrorists and the 

destroyers of civilization. 

Another operation against ISIS was the Deir al-Zour (Dēr az-Zōr) Siege Break in 2017. Syria 

knew that taking the province of Dēr az-Zōr back would be like the break in the chain for ISIS, 

since its location serves as a bridge between the centers of influence of ISIS’ fighters between 

Syria and Iraq. Russia was important in breaking ISIS's siege on Dēr az-Zōr city and lifting 

their blockade, providing space for further advances against ISIS across eastern Syria.280 This 
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operation liberated residents and opened new avenues against ISIS’ fighters, as they have lost 

much ground over the coming months. 

Moving closer to the capital and again with Russian assistance, Syrian forces launched an 

offensive to recapture rebel held Eastern Ghouta (Ġūṭa) near Dimašq in 2018 - a campaign of 

intense bombardment and ground advances which eventually resulted in its recapture.281 

To regain control of the Idlib (ˀIdlib) province - which had long been held by opposition forces 

- Syria launched a major offensive with Russian air power's assistance that ultimately resulted 

in several towns and villages falling back under government control. While facing significant 

obstacles and criticism internationally, their goal was accomplished.282 

Moving in all directions, this time the South was the next destination, where the Southern Syria 

Offensive in 2018 took place. Backed by Russian troops, the Syrian government launched an 

offensive to recapture areas near Jordan’s and Israel’s borders in an area held by both rebel 

groups and ISIS-affiliated militants.283 

The Kurds had played an important role in the conflict, especially a military one, as they 

gathered themselves and created a defensive line mostly against ISIS fighters and those of the 

Syrian opposition fighting groups that had been supported by Turkey in North Syria.284 The 

regime’s military took their time to regain that area, moreover there were speculations (and 

criticism from the Syrian opposition) that the Kurdish militias were indeed working with al-

ʔAsad, and that there was an agreement between both parties.285 The Northern Syria Operations, 

that were conducted in 2019-20, enabled with Russian support the Syrian government to gain 

ground previously controlled by Kurdish forces after the withdrawal of US forces and reaching 

an agreement between Russia and Turkey regarding this region.286 
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8.2.2 Russia’s Enhanced Military Technology and Weaponry in Syria. 

As far as the used methods are concerned, Russia used hybrid warfare tactics and information 

operations to manipulate narratives and influence public opinion, exerting considerable control 

and  an outsized effect over public sentiments. According to Verrier (2023) Russia's actions in 

Syria have been notable for including elements like misinformation campaigns, propaganda and 

media manipulation through state-controlled channels like RT. Their aim has been to portray 

the Syrian civil war as a struggle against terrorist groups while projecting Russia as the protector 

of stability and sovereignty - attempts that aim at gaining support from the global population 

for Russia's involvement in Syria.287 

Arms deals and military cooperations between Russia and Syria have long had historical roots 

that predated this most recent conflict. Syria had long been an avid buyer of Russian arms even 

prior to the beginning hostilities. These deals not only gave Syria military equipment but also 

deepened strategic ties between both nations.288 Due to their sensitive nature, all details 

regarding Russian arms deals with Syria during this conflict remain unavailable for now.  

Weaponry deals between Russia and Syria included mainly air defense systems and ground 

force equipment.289 Russia provided the Syrian army units with tanks, armored personnel 

carriers and other ground-based military vehicles that would bolster their abilities on the 

battlefield, artillery pieces and rocket systems for the use during combat operations as well as 

ammunition and small arms that have become vital parts of ground military operations. In 

addition to providing direct arms supplies, Russia provided training advisers to assist Syrian 

armed forces use equipment effectively.290 

Russia has enhanced their operational abilities in Syria through cutting-edge military 

technology and sophisticated weapons291 such as S-400 Air Defense Systems292, Pantsir Air 
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292 S-400 Air Defense System is an advanced long-range air defense missile system designed to counter an array 

of airborne threats such as aircrafts, missiles and drones -with a maximum range of 400 kilometers and the 

capability of multiple target engagement simultaneously. (See: Binnie, Jeremy; O'Connor, Sean. (2017). “Military 
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Defense Systems293, Kalibr Cruise Missiles294, Su-35 and Su-57 Fighter Jets295, Unmanned 

Aerial Vehicles (UAVs)296, Electronic Warfare (EW) Systems297, T-90 Main Battle Tanks298 and 

Krasukha Electronic Warfare System.299 These protect Russian forces and those of al-ʔAsad’s 

regime, dissuading opponents from launching airstrikes and providing protection from further 

hostile assaults. Furthermore, these weapons demonstrate Russia's anti-access/area denial 

(A2/AD) capabilities300 that limit operational flexibility of other parties involved fighting in 

this battle. 
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forces there. (See: Roblin, Sebastian. (2018). “What Happened When Russia Sent Its T-90 Tank To Syria?”, in The 
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Furthermore, although details regarding specific naval deals might remain confidential, yet 

Russia maintains its naval presence in Syria and may have provided equipment and vessels to 

the Syrian navy.301 

However, it is also worth mentioning that Russia's involvement in Syria came with its own 

difficulties and risks. Due to Russia's continued involvement on both fronts, by land and air,  of 

this armed conflict - in terms of resources both monetarily and personnel- Russian military 

capabilities have come under strain due to losses of personnel as well as costs related to 

maintaining its military presence there.302 

Overall, in order to achieve its military policy goals, Russia employed an array of strategies and 

tactics in Syria during their military engagements, both conventional and unconventional, 

during both airstrikes and ground troop operations, the use of cutting-edge military 

technologies, hybrid warfare strategies as well as diplomatic efforts supporting al-ʔAsad’s 

government, while also shaping war narratives to successfully meet their strategic objectives 

and bring closer the realization of their goals in Syria. 

8.3 The Realization of Russia’s Diplomatic Objectives 

As mentioned before, Russia collaborated with other international actors to establish de-

escalation zones and enforce ceasefires, helping foster conditions necessary for apeaceful 

resolution of the conflict.303 Russia has achieved agreements to reduce violence and address 

humanitarian needs in certain parts of Syria through diplomatic discussions and cooperation 

with multiple stakeholders, reaching these agreements through bilateral talks between these 

stakeholders.304 Russia has utilized these measures to stabilize some areas in Syria, which has 

allowed it to portray itself as mediator and peacemaker during this war, contributing to greater 

regional  stability as a result of these initiatives. 

 
301 Due to the diplomatic sensitivity associated with arms sales and purchases, certain details of some arms deals 

might remain concealed from public view. The examples listed above provide an idea of the types of military 

equipment and weaponry traded between Russia and Syria during the conflict in Syria. 
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syria-reports-a69139 
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8.3.1 Russia’s Relations with the Involved Actors305 in Syria 

One of the main results of Russia’s engagement is an expansion in relations between the 

involved actors in Syria, most significantly between Russia and Iran. Both nations shared an 

interest in upholding Syria's status quo by supporting Baššār al-ʔAsad as the legitimate 

president of Syria. Their collaboration strengthened both strategic partnerships significantly, 

when Russia provided military backing, while Iran gave proxy militia support and financial 

help. This enabled both to pursue their individual agendas, while counterbalancing each other 

and pose threats against other regional and global powers in Syria and the surrounding 

regions.306 

Russian participation in Syria has also impacted Turkey. At first, Turkey supported several 

factions of Syrian opposition forces, which caused tensions with Russia. However, things 

changed following the  shooting down of a Turkish fighter plane in 2015. Through diplomatic 

efforts and collaboration on Syria-related issues, both nations managed to repair relations and 

join military operations together in northern Syria with simultaneously impactful repercussions 

in both terms of military operations as well as regional politics and effects in neighboring 

regions.307 This reconciliation not only altered the political landscape but had long-lasting 

results beyond its borders repercussions as well. 

Russia's engagement in Syria also affects relations between itself and other regional actors such 

as Saudi Arabia and Israel. Saudi Arabia supported various branches of the Syrian opposition308 

but engaged actively with Russia diplomatically to find an amicable resolution of their 

conflict.309 Russia's growing presence in the region allowed it to play an ever-increasing role in 

shaping relations with Saudi Arabia.  

Israel's military actions raised similar worries over Iranian influence and security implications 

along its northern border, given Russia's operations taking place there. Out of concern for 

 
305 Not all the actors, whether they were countries, organizations or militias, will be considered in the following 

chapter, but the main ones, namely those who had, according to analysists, the main impact on the Syrian Civil 

War. 
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potential clashes arising between them both, Russia and Israel decided to begin speaking and 

coordinating their actions to minimize conflicts that might otherwise arise unexpectedly.310 

Russia's intervention in Syria had far-reaching ramifications for power dynamics across the 

Middle East region. With military actions and diplomatic initiatives from Moscow showing its 

ability to project strength beyond its immediate vicinity. This shift led to more multipolar 

regional orders by dethroning Western dominance and offering other regional actors, like Egypt, 

an opportunity to revisit their relationships with Russia, while exploring possible collaboration 

opportunities together.311 

However, other regional powers - particularly the United States and its allies - have become 

concerned and unnerved by Russia's engagement in Syria. Growing geopolitical competition 

and tensions between them resulted from diverging views and interests regarding Syria’s war 

that span beyond Syria itself and affected other conflicts like proxy warfare erupting nearby 

e.g., Yemen proxy conflict.312 

Overall, Russia's intervention in Syria had considerable repercussions for its surrounding area. 

Russia strengthened ties with Iran and Turkey, while their relations with Saudi Arabia and Israel 

were negatively impacted, altering regional power dynamics significantly and upending 

regional alliances and power structures within the Syria's civil war. Although Russia increased 

their sphere of influence within this region it also caused tension and competition with other 

regional and international states. Russia's intervention brought sharply int focus how complex 

power structures and shifting alliances are in this part of world - namely the Middle East; which 

in result leads so often to thus many nations  getting involved in conflicts. 

8.3.2 Russia’s Diplomatic Efforts for Syria313 

By advancing on the battlefield, Russia also managed to progress diplomatically outside the 

combat area. Russia's diplomatic efforts for Syria have had an immense impact on its 

geopolitical aims there and have significantly altered the path of war there.314 Russia has 
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emerged as an effective mediator and broker of peace by engaging in both bilateral and 

multilateral diplomacy efforts such as the Astana process, which launched in 2017.315 Russia 

also tried to work through a partnership with Iran and Turkey, which were chosen as guarantors 

of ceasefire accords, which in turn helped facilitate the de-escalation of violence at certain spots 

due to this diplomatic push by Moscow.316 These steps provided to a certain point direct 

dialogue channels among the fighting parties. Furthermore, these diplomatic efforts allowed 

Russia to position itself to play such a role and further its geopolitical objectives. 

The Astana process (also referred to as Astana talks or Astana format) refers to a series of 

diplomatic negotiations designed to bring an end to Syria's civil war. It was first initiated in 

December 2017 by Russia, Turkey and Iran as an alternative platform for peace talks alongside 

the United Nations-led Geneva discussions. It provided additional negotiating avenues 

alongside existing diplomatic efforts from various stakeholders, and presented more 

opportunity for negotiation than those offered through Geneva talks alone.317 

One of the main accomplishments of the Astana talks has been to establish a de-escalation zones 

across Syria, in an effort to both decrease violence and facilitate humanitarian assistance 

efforts.318 Four de-escalation zones were initially established: the ˀIdlib province, parts of the 

northern Ḥumṣ province, Eastern Ġūṭa and portions of Southern Syria. The Astana process 

facilitated discussions on humanitarian aid delivery to conflict-affected areas. Negotiations 

sessions sought to secure safe access for humanitarian organizations that provide aid directly to 

civilians in need.319 These talks have also helped facilitate several ceasefire agreements among 
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conflicting parties. While not necessarily long-lasting or comprehensive, these ceasefires were 

nonetheless helpful in reducing violence and improving humanitarian situations in certain areas. 

Negotiations during the Astana Process also explored issues surrounding prisoners and 

detainees held by various parties involved in the conflict, with agreements reached for exchange 

and release orders among various prisoners held captive by sides who had been involved in 

fighting over land ownership disputes.320 

Astana provided a room for direct talks between representatives of Syria's government and 

opposition groups in direct communication, making negotiations possible through conversation 

and dialogue. Reaching comprehensive agreements may have proven difficult; nonetheless 

these talks allowed for organized communication among participants. Thus, this process 

contributed to building confidence between warring parties and external allies.321 These 

discussions allowed face-to-face interactions on matters of mutual concern. 

While the primary focus of the Astana process was de-escalation and humanitarian concerns, 

discussions also included wider political matters regarding Syria's future political structure, 

governance reforms, and constitutional revision. The Astana process highlighted Russia's 

effectiveness as a mediator and demonstrated its capacity to mobilize regional actors such as 

Turkey and Iran towards finding an endpoint to the Syrian conflict through political solution-

finding negotiations, thus expanding Russia's diplomatic footprint across the region. Although 

the Astana process provided some positive outcomes for Syria's conflict resolution process, 

many challenges still persist due to conflicting interests of the various parties involved and 

ongoing events on the ground. It was widely criticized for failing to address some root causes 

behind the ongoing struggle and progress (of the conference) has been uneven.322 Yet Russia 

demonstrated their readiness and made diplomatic efforts for solving the conflict a central 

theme within their peace efforts in Syria, contributing significantly toward shaping an overall 
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peace process within Syria’s  borders, thus reaching their initial policy goal of becoming or 

giving the picture of being a peace maker in the region. 

At the same time as it was emphasizing a dialogue between the Syrian government and 

opposition organizations, Russia has actively tried to engage regional and worldwide parties to 

garner support for its strategy. Dialogue is still the primary mean, yet Russia has also engaged 

further relations with countries like Iran, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia through diplomatic outreach 

in an attempt to form alliances that may alter the course of the conflict. Likewise, using its 

position within the United Nations Security Council, Russia shaped the international discourse 

around Syria.323 

Russia's diplomatic operations in Syria include portraying itself as a mediator and advocate of 

political solutions, as is evident  by their participation at the 2018 Sochi Conference324, bringing 

together various Syrian political groups in an attempt to find compromised solutions. Russia is 

giving the picture that it is committed325 to a diplomatic engagement as it strives to shape Syria's 

future through inclusive political procedures that focus on inclusive leadership structures; yet 

complete solutions remain out of reach. Nevertheless, these initiatives demonstrate Russia's 

diplomatic vigor and engagement that bring them closer to the realisation of their strategic 

goals. 

Robinson (2023) explores Russia's humanitarian diplomacy activities by providing support for 

Syrian civilians affected by the conflict. Russia provided relief supplies as well as assisted with 

returning refugees and IDPs (Internally Displaced People) back home. It achieved all this while 

portraying itself as a humanitarian player, simultaneously solving urgent needs and  supporting 

stability326 - an aspect aligning well with Russia's larger diplomatic goals. This dual focus also 

strengthened their image as a responsible and influential regional actor. 

At their core, Russia's diplomatic efforts in Syria have covered an wide spectrum and been 

designed to achieve various policy goals. Russia has attempted to influence the war narrative, 

arbitrate between parties involved, protect strategic interests through various diplomatic 
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avenues including the Astana process involvement with regional and international actors 

advocacy of political solutions information campaigns humanitarian diplomacy, although its 

effects remain unpredictable. Notably, however, is that the situation in Syria remains highly 

complex and fluid and that achieving long-term peace remains difficult to attain. While Russia 

has made strides towards fulfilling their interests in Syria, their long-term consequences and 

implications will only emerge over time. 

8.4 The Realization of Russia’s Economic Objectives 

Working simultaneously on many sides including geopolitical, security, military, regional and 

diplomatic affairs, helped Russia to achieve one of its most significant goals in Syria, namely 

the economic ones. Russia took advantage of their involvement in Syria by seeking various 

economic interests that may benefit Russia despite the destructions caused by fightings and the 

current economic ruin in Syria. Received lucrative restoration contracts could economically 

prove extremely advantageous for Russia.327 One key goal was the gain of potentially lucrative 

contracts to rebuild Syria by Russia, because as the battle drew to an end, Russia saw itself as 

a potential partner in rebuilding. They planned on capitalizing on extensive rehabilitation 

projects necessary in the war-ravaged country.328 Russian businesses operating in the 

construction and energy sectors had predicted that there would be opportunities for lucrative 

contracts related to infrastructure building, oil exploration and power production.329 Russia and 

Syria recently signed several agreements designed to foster economic cooperation through trade 

and investment ties, creating the groundwork for potential economic ties once stability returns 

to Syria.330 

Russia's potential post-conflict reconstruction deals indicate successful steps taken towards 

furthering their economic interests in Syria. Furthermore, immediately profitable deals were 

made, as far as the arms sales are concerned. Russia’s involvement in Syria has provided it with 

the chance to increase military sales across the Middle East region, also serving as an 
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opportunity to test out weapons they could sell as demonstration pieces in battle zones like 

Syria.331 Russian weaponry's efficiency and dependability, through the deployments of 

equipment/weapons/means such as aircrafts and missile systems, have increased Russia's allure 

among regional entities - potentially translating to greater export sales of weaponry resulting in 

economic gains for Russia through export sales.332 

The battle in Syria provided Russia also with an opportunity to expand its energy presence in 

the region. Russia has long been an influential participant in global energy markets and its 

engagement in Syria was a chance for them to increase energy cooperation - such as oil and gas 

exploration agreements or accessing Syrian energy resources and creating transit routes to the 

European market333 - strengthening Russia's position as a significant energy supplier in Europe 

and diversifying its export routes in the world in general. 

Russia's engagement in Syria had furthermore far-reaching economic and trade implications. 

Russia improved its relations with countries in the region such as Iran334 and Turkey335 who had 

also previously sought closer economic ties - this included business deals, investment 

opportunities and collaborative initiatives that promoted regional cohesion through expansion 

and collaboration with organizations that promoted greater prosperity.  

It must be remembered though, that Russia's economic gains through its engagement in Syria 

did not come without risks of its own. Due to the battle itself, economic conditions became 

unstable and turbulent - making realizing economic gains challenging in the short-term. 

Substantial destruction, population dislocation and ongoing security concerns further 

undermined any attempts at development or restoration operations; additionally international 
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sanctions levied against Russia due to its actions in the Ukraine affected its economical 

involvement in Syria as well.336 

In conclusion, Russia's economic interests in Syria spanned numerous areas during this conflict, 

from seeking lucrative reconstruction contracts and arms sales expansion, strengthening energy 

links and developing expanded commercial relations with regional partners to reaching the full 

economic potential of its presence there. But the limitations due to international sanctions 

imposed as part of its going warfaremade reaching this full economic potential more 

challenging and riskier. It is also noteworthy that Syria's economic condition has been 

significantly damaged due to the longstanding conflict, sanctions and destruction of 

infrastructure. Russia has expressed intentions of helping Syria recover financially; however 

due to the complex geopolitical and economic landscape this could pose difficulties when 

implemented, and only the future will show the effectiveness of the economic deals that have 

been made between both countries. 

8.5 The Realization of Russia’s Cultural Objectives 

In order to be intellectually present in Syria, Russia had to offer cultural alternatives to Syrian 

people to those from the Western countries, especially from the US. Cultural ties between Syria 

and the Soviet Union expanded even during the Cold War period with educational exchanges, 

scholarships, and cultural events strengthening the cooperation between both sides. Soviet 

Russia and later Russia established cultural centers in Dimašq, providing language courses337, 

art exhibitions and cultural events showcasing the Russian literature, music and arts.338 Russian 

musicians and performers were invited to Syria as an introduction for the local population to 

Russian musical and theatrical arts.339 Moreover, Russian literature works were translated into 

Arabic, which made classic Russian literature more accessible for Syrian Arabic readers.340 The 
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https://sana.sy/en/?p=214668 
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establishment of cultural centers, educational exchange programs and collaborations in various 

cultural fields have greatly strengthened the ties and understanding between both nations. 

Russia has indeed managed to promote its language in Syria by supporting Syrians learning 

Russian as a cultural exchange and educational opportunity - offering scholarships to Syrian 

students studying in Russia, provided for cultural immersion and academic exchange.341 The 

Russian language has also become a subject at Syrian schools,342 introducing their literature 

and language in an educational and systematic manner, which demonstrates the fulfillment of 

the Russian cultural policy goals among Syrian young generations. 

In order to attract and influence the upcoming generations on an academic level, Russia had to 

make important educational partnerships, and academic and research collaboration. Educational 

institutions from both nations collaborated on joint research projects; academic exchanges and 

conferences aimed at strengthening cultural and educational cooperation between their two 

nations. Intellectual discussions and seminars enabled scholars and thinkers from Syria and 

Russia to participate in cross-cultural conversations.343 

Russia has granted scholarships to Syrian students so they may pursue higher education at 

Russian universities, furthering academic exchange and creating long-term educational ties 

between Moscow and Dimašq.344 

Some of the cultural collaborations between Russia and Syria include organizing literary events 

such as book fairs and author readings to bring writers, poets and intellectuals from both nations 

together for interactions that foster mutual appreciation and a dialogue on literature and ideas.345 

Additionally, Periodic Russian Cultural Weeks have been organized in Syria, featuring various 
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performances, art exhibitions, film screenings and lectures designed to celebrate Russian 

culture and encourage intercultural exchange.346 

Cultural diplomacy worked as Russia planned for, as their diplomatic missions in Syria engaged 

actively in cultural diplomacy by organizing events designed to foster cultural understanding 

and friendship between different groups in the society. Cultural delegations visited Syria to 

meet local artists, intellectuals and cultural figures and strengthen cross-cultural discussions 

through meaningful encounters and engagement opportunities.347 

Russia also acted as “a cultural hero”, as far as the heritage preservation and restoration of the 

Syrian culture is concerned, as Russia actively participated in efforts to preserve Syria's cultural 

heritage sites, such as historical monuments and archaeological sites, with joint initiatives 

focused on renovating historical buildings and artifacts as a demonstration of Russia's 

dedication towards safeguarding Syria's rich history.348  

Russia was instrumental in the restoration of Tadmur after it was recaptured from ISIS control 

by the Syrian forces with Russian support in 2016. A team of specialists provided expert help 

for reconstructing the Tadmur Arch and the rehabilitation of other important structures within 

the Tadmur city limits.349 

Russia collaborated with UNESCO in protecting Syria's cultural heritage, through the sharing 

of informations about heritage sites' statuses as well as supporting documentation and 

restoration initiatives.350 Moreover, Russian experts have taken an active part in documenting 
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and researching Syria's cultural heritage to better comprehend the  extent of damage done by 

ISIS, as well as to develop effective restoration plans. Russia has used media platforms to spread 

awareness about Syria's cultural heritage and raise awareness of its need to be protected, 

garnering international support for the preservation efforts.351 

Russia was aware of the benefits of their diplomatic cultural goals in an effort to gain Syrian 

people actively on its side by preserving their most beloved historical sides, which act as a part 

of the Syrian cultural identity. By taking initiatives like these, Russia did not guarantee that the 

whole Syrian population would stand on its  side but could see the benefits long-term among 

the new generations, provided that their ally - al-ʔAsad’s regime - remains in power. Overall, 

Russia's cultural achievements in Syria have not only strengthened Russia's image as an 

advocate of cultural exchange and academic collaboration but have also served to bolster Syria's 

cultural resilience and identity. They demonstrate the efficacy of cultural diplomacy in forging 

lasting relationships, mutual respect, and an appreciation of arts, history, and knowledge that 

benefit everyone involved.  

 

9 The Worldwide Perception of Russia’s Involvement in Syria 

Russia's engagement in Syria's conflict has significantly elevated regional tensions and 

intensified competition between Washington and Moscow's allies. This involvement also 

further escalated hostilities  within an already volatile area, increasing instability further which 

might be leading to new wars or proxy conflicts erupting across this part of the world.352 

One of the critic points towards Russia is that its engagement in Syria has contributed to 

prolonging the conflict and hindered attempts at finding peaceful resolutions due to its military 

aid provided directly to al-ʔAsad’s regime, which bolstered his capabilities against opposition 

groups. This led, according to the critics, to protracting the fighting, which has been highly 

destructive. This resulted among other consequences in the displacement, loss of lives and 
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limited access to essential resources for millions of Syrians, who are remaining living under 

cruel circumstances till this day.353 

Another critical argument against Russia's intervention in Syria is that it has come under 

scrutiny due to the profound changes it is having on regional politics and for its lasting 

repercussions. Russia's involvement has not only escalated tensions between global powers like 

Russia and the US, but has also caused regional relations to fracture, leading to a complicated 

network of alliances and rivalries between governments and groups, who support various 

factions, fighting one another, which could have long-term effects for the peace and security of 

the Middle East as fragmentation increases due to Russia's and America’s engagement.354 

Russia being furthermore a factor in Syria's humanitarian situation has come under considerable 

criticism, specifically regarding the airstrikes conducted by its military, which resulted in 

civilian casualties and the damage of essential infrastructure like hospitals, schools and housing 

areas being completely demolished. Such attacks raised serious allegations regarding violations 

to international humanitarian law standards and human rights observance. 

Overall, Russia's involvement in Syria has drawn considerable scrutiny due to various aspects 

of its engagement there, from supporting the Syrian regime’s forces, disturbing regional power 

balances and prolonging the conflict to intensifying the humanitarian catastrophe. However, to 

end the violence in Syria, a political solution should be found that is both inclusive and 

welcoming to all sides. As lives continue to be lost and people suffer greatly in war's 

continuation, addressing any critiques or challenges related to Russia's engagement is 

paramount if long-term recovery and reconciliation in Syria are to succeed. 
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9.1 Comparison with Other Interventions in the Region355 

Russia's involvement in Syria parallels two other major operations conducted in the Middle 

East, which were America's invasion of Iraq in 2003356,  and NATO's attack on Libya in 2011357. 

Though these interventions and military actions share many similar features, each has distinct 

goals, methods and results that distinguishes it.358 

First and foremost, all three interventions resulted in civilian casualties and damage to the 

infrastructure, with military actions leading to unintended harm for civilian populations and 

being met by varied degrees of international criticism.  

Although these interventions in Iraq and Libia aimed at uprooting authoritarian regimes and 

advancing democratic ideals359, their unexpected effects caused a destabilization to spread 

throughout both nations360 – for example the breakdown of state institutions and the formation 

of extremist groups, which led to a destabilized environment with widespread anarchy. On the 

other side, Russia's involvement in Syria has focused mainly on protecting Syria's territorial 

integrity and maintaining the authority of its government, through military assistance provided 

to al-ʔAsad's regime. Unfortunately, many lives have been lost in course of  these three 
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interventions while millions were displaced resulting in significant financial costs being borne 

by all sides involved.  

Russia's involvement in Syria has increased instability and bloodshed across the region(the 

same outcome applies on the other two interventions)361, heightening tensions with other 

nations, while at the same time increasing Moscow's power, which in return prolonged the 

conflict to such an extent, that finding lasting political solutions is getting more difficult.  

Comparative to the operations in Iraq and Libya, Russia's strategy in Syria has placed greater 

importance on maintaining stability within Syria's preexisting political order than on trying to 

overthrow an old government or introduce democratic reforms into it. Although this strategy 

ensured the continuity of the Syrian government, it also extended the conflict and hindered 

efforts at finding a peaceful resolution.  

When it comes to further differences between these three military interventions, the American 

invasion of Iraq in 2003 caused considerable debate due to lack of clear United Nations 

authorization and the intelligence miscalculation regarding weapons of mass destruction 

(WMDs).362 NATO's Libya intervention was justified on humanitarian grounds under the 

Responsibility to Protect (R2P)363, while Russia entered Syria formally upon invitation by their 

government.364 

The American-led invasion of Iraq was predominantly a unilateral action taken by a coalition 

of countries willing to intervene, with others opposing it.365 The NATO's intervention in Libya 

had a wider international coalition366, while Russia's intervention into Syria was in coordination 

with al-ʔAsad’s regime forces and their allies. 
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These interventions produced diverging outcomes: Iraq was beset with sectarian strife, 

insurgency and political instability following its war with Ṣaddām Ḥusayn.367 Libya 

experienced a power vacuum and continued instability that eventually resulted in conflict and 

fragmentation;368 Syria experienced considerable destruction, despite restoring many territories 

under the control of the old Syrian regime with  Russian aid. 

The American-led invasion of Iraq and the NATO intervention in Libya both involved ground 

troops occupying physically controlled land areas directly,369 while Russia's involvement in 

Syria consisted primarily of air support, military advisors, and limited ground troops. 

Overall, while these interventions share many similarities in terms of military action and 

unintended outcomes, their legal justification, international support, long-term outcomes, extent 

of involvement and impact on regional and global dynamics differ considerably. Military 

operations conducted in Iraq, Libya and Syria shed light on the intricate workings and 

unintended ramifications of foreign military participation in these regions. Invading Iraq led by 

the US and the attack on Libya led by NATO were intended to topple autocratic regimes and 

advance democracy; yet their outcomes have resulted in chaos, instability, and the formation of 

extremist groups. Russia has taken an interest in Syria with the intent of supporting and 

stabilizing its current government; yet their involvement has only contributed to prolonging this 

conflict and heightening regional tensions. Each intervention has had unique consequences that 

together have changed the political and security landscape in the Middle East. 

9.2 Reactions to the Russian Involvement in Syria 

There were conflicting opinions and statements about the Russian intervention in Syria, which 

depends on the public interests of the source of this criticism or support. It is worth noting that 

there are some states, who believe that the Russian intervention in Syria has been positive. On 

the other hand, there were those countries, which strongly criticized the involvement and 
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supported the opposition groups. There was a group of countries that was more pragmatic or 

even neutral in their reactions. It is important to keep into consideration that these responses to 

the Russian involvement in Syria vary according to the individual geopolitical interests, 

historical ties, regional security concerns and ideological positions. 

Starting with the country that sought for the Russian intervention to begin with, Syria. The 

Syrian regime has promoted the Russian military intervention as a cooperation with an 

international ally to help it eliminate terrorism and restore stability and security in the country. 

Riyāḍ Ḥaddād, the Syrian ambassador to Russia, issued a statement in October 2015, declaring 

that Russia is operating its air force in complete harmony with Syria's army and asserted the 

legality of their involvement as per international law, while simultaneously  inviting other 

nations to support this "non-criminal" intervention into Syria.370 Baššār al-ʔAsad welcomed 

Russia's involvement as a vital lifeline, seeing military support as essential in maintaining 

stability within Syria and combatting rebel groups.371 

The first ally of Syria in this conflict - Iran - expressed its positive and supportive reaction to 

the Russian involvement.372 Iran and Syria share common interests in maintaining al-ʔAsad’s 

regime, combatting rebel groups, and restricting Sunni extremist influence in Syria. Both have 

welcomed the Russian intervention as strategic allies. 

China as one of the major players in world politics has welcomed Russia's military involvement 

in Syria as an effective measure against terrorism worldwide.373 China sees Russia's 

engagement as contributing towards international anti-terror initiatives. While China did not 
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intend to join Syria's military activities directly, their special envoy for Syria lauded Russia for 

their contribution in helping resolve this conflict.374  

An important neighbor, which shares a long history with Syria and suffered extremely from 

similar crisis as Syria, is Iraq which emphazised their positive reactions to the Russian 

involvement in Syria. A country, in which the Shi’is play an important role in politics nowadays,  

less surprisingly stands with the Alawite counterpart in Syria in order to face the Sunni 

opposition. Iraq's government, while committed to fighting ISIS independently, recognizes 

Russia's contribution in combatting regional terrorism. Their strong relationship with both 

Russia and Iran influences how they view the conflict in Syria.375  

As far as the main player in this involvement is concerned, Russia has taken measures to avoid 

repeating the humiliating conditions that marked the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan. 

Official Russian casualty figures for troops and private military contractors (PMCs) in Syria 

have been intentionally reduced or remain hidden from public view.376 Concerned about the 

possible ramifications of its extended involvement in Syria, Russia has taken proactive steps in 

declaring small victories periodically and creating the impression of impending peace within 

this conflict. Putin announced two times the "withdrawal of Russian troops," first in 2016 and 

again in 2017, due to their continued presence in Syria.377  

Reports in US mainstream media indicated in May 2012 that Russian Orthodox Church, headed 

by Patriarch Kirill I and run by its leadership, expressed support for Syria's current government, 

while raising concerns regarding any threat posed to the Christian minority - approximately 
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10% of Syria's total population at that time.378 In September 2015, Russia’s Chief Mufti Talgat 

Tadzhuddin379 gave his full support to Russia's military deployment against international 

terrorism.380 

By November 2015, Tadzhuddin released a public statement claiming he had pitched Vladimir 

Putin the idea of Syria's annexation as well. In early January 2016, Patriarch Kirill openly 

supported Russia's military engagement in Syria as "protection of the fatherland".381 

As the military intervention becomes a prolonged affair, there has been widespread weariness 

about the war in Russian society.382 As was mentioned before, at first many Russian people 

supported Russia’s involvement in Syria; however, over time their opinions have evolved, in 

spite of attempts by the Russian media outlets to exploit national pride when discussing counter-

terrorism operations. Moving forward to May 2019, The Moscow Times reported that 55% of 

Russian respondents indicated in the Levada Poll (August 2017) that they believe the country 

should end its military involvement in Syria - an increase of 49 % at that time. This poll results 

revealed that only relatively few Russians consider Russia's military intervention into Syria's 

civil war as successful.383 

Moving on to the critical and oppositional reactions, the United States has strongly condemned 

Russia's intervention, viewing it as an attempt to prop up Baššār al-ʔAsad and expand Russia's 

influence in Syria. Additionally, Washington accused Moscow of targeting moderate rebel 

groups instead of solely ISIS extremism. In early October 2015 the former president Barack 

Obama granted authorization for the resupply of 25,000 Syrian Kurds and 5,000 members of 

the Syrian opposition fighting ISIL, in particular in the period in which Russia had entered the 
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conflict. Obama stressed his country's dedication to continuing its support despite Russia 

entering, explicitly rejecting any idea of military collaboration between both nations in Syria.384 

In October 2016, President Obama made the decision public to abandon any further efforts at 

creating a rebel force within Syria to combat the Islamic State, acknowledging its 

ineffectiveness through spending $500 million to train numerous fighters and recruit more 

rebels. Instead, their administration announced they will redirect these funds toward providing 

ammunition and weaponry directly to groups already engaged in the battle against ISIS.385 

In November, in response to Turkey shooting down a Russian bomber that briefly violated 

Turkish airspace near the Syrian border for only 17 seconds, President Obama stated that Turkey 

has the right to defend their territory and airspace. He further noted that Russia appears to be 

targeting moderate opposition groups supported not only by Turkey but by various other nations 

as well.386 The US-led coalition was conducting airstrikes against ISIS when Russia targeted 

other entities as well. Furthermore, they objected to al-ʔAsad’s participating in an intelligence 

sharing despite having subjected his citizens to brutalization under his regime, said Col. Steven 

H Warren from US-led coalition.387 

Further important players on this critical side were the EU member states, which have voiced 

serious reservations over Russia's intervention into the regional stability and humanitarian 

affairs of the Middle East, rather prompting a debate within Europe as to whether Russian 

involvement actually compounds or helps resolve conflicts. The same thing applies to the 

NATO, which has strongly condemned Russian air strikes388, called on Moscow to cease 

supporting al-ʔAsad and issued renewed assurances in light of the "escalation in Russian 

military activities”.389 
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Saudi Arabia and some Gulf states - with Sunni majorities - have also strongly denounced 

Russia's support of al-ʔAsad and Iran in Syria. They considered these actions as exacerbating 

the conflict further by contributing to its continuation.390 

Moving to the third group of reactions: mixed or pragmatic, where two significant countries are 

to be listed. Starting with Turkey, it is important to mention that Turkey has strong concerns 

regarding the Kurdish actions in Syria, which have had an impact on how they respond to 

Russia's actions in general.391 In early October 2015, a Russian military aircraft had made 

several reported incursions into Turkish airspace and President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 

expressed concerns that Russia's actions in Syria may sever bilateral relationships between both 

nations.392 

Recep Erdogan first took steps towards healing the relations between Turkey and Russia in June 

2016, by offering his regret over the shooting down of a Russian military air plane by the 

Turkish aircraft.393 On June 29th, Putin and Erdogan engaged in an impactful telephone 

dialogue that Russian and Turkish government officials thought was productive. Following this 

meeting, travel restrictions for Russian visitors visiting Turkey were lifted as well as measures 

taken by Moscow to normalize the trade between the two nations.394  

The second country in this pragmatic group is Israel. At the outset of Russia's intervention in 

Syria, both the Israel Defense Forces and the Russian military established a collaborative task 

force dedicated to coordinate their respective actions on Syria across different categories such 

as air, maritime activities and electromagnetic operations.395 Israel sought to protect its security 

interests by avoiding potential alliances between Ḥizbullāh and Russia which might pose 
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negative implications for Israel’s  own interests.396 Israel has expressed concerns regarding an 

increase of Iranian-backed forces in Syria due to Russia's involvement. While not directly 

opposing Russia's involvement, Israel has taken measures to safeguard its own security interests 

by targeting Iranian positions within Syria.397 

As far as the neutral or non-interfering reactions are concerned, many Latin American and 

African countries have not prominently  taken a side on Russia’s involvement in Syria, as this 

conflict seems distant and innocuous to their interests; many simply remain disengaged from 

it.398 

A major Asian player - India - has taken an indirect and relatively neutral stance towards Syria's 

conflict and terror rise; instead focusing on finding political resolution, while raising alarm over 

terrorist activities and maintaining good relations with both Russia and the Arab states.399 

Russian involvement in Syria also brought on diverse responses among fighting militias and 

religious actors present there, due to an intricate web of alliances, rivalries, and ideologies 

present among factions involved, extending beyond only the relations  to the major countries 

involved. 

Opposition rebel groups in Syria had mixed responses to Russia's intervention. Many saw 

Russia's intervention as further exacerbating the conflict, making their goals harder to attain, 

while some saw it as an attempt by al-ʔAsad’s regime forces to subvert opposition efforts and 

undermine resistance movements' work. Meanwhile other factions saw Russia's participation 

as evidence of vulnerability, believing that increased international pressure might bring 

negotiations or political solutions that would be conducive for peacemaking efforts in Syria.400 
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Kurdish militias such as the People's Protection Units (YPG) and its political wing, the 

Democratic Union Party (PYD) however, were wary about Russia's engagement. Although ISIS 

were common enemies between them both, they feared potential implications from Russia 

collaborating with al-ʔAsad's regime, particularly in terms of strengthening their autonomous 

regions and reaching an acceptable political settlement that respected their rights.401 

The extremist group ISIS saw Russia's intervention as yet another obstacle to their ambitions, 

particularly as ISIS focused largely on creating its self-proclaimed caliphate. Russia’s airstrikes 

targeted positions occupied by ISIS, which compromised their territorial control and ability to 

launch offensives. Yet these strikes also gave ISIS another excuse for rallies across their 

territories, which  eventually gave Russia further propaganda benefits about them fighting a 

huge web of international  terrorism.402 

Militant groups such as Ǧabhat an-Nuṣra (now Hayˀat Taḥrīr aš-Šām) were critical of Russia's 

intervention, since they saw it as an effort by an outside force to support an authoritarian regime 

opposed by them, therefore seeing Moscow as an opponent.403 Further animosity emerged due 

to airstrikes conducted both by Moscow and the Syrian government that often fell on these 

militant groups as well. 

Ḥizbullāh, an Iranian proxy, supported Russia's intervention and shared an interest in 

maintaining al-ʔAsad’s regime and preventing its collapse in order to lessen the Sunni influence 

over regional affairs. Russian support provided strategic air cover for Iranian-affiliated militia 

operations.404 

In conclusion, Russia's involvement in Syria has generated an intricate international reaction, 

which can best be described as complex. Its perception varies depending on individual strategic 

interests, historical relationships and regional dynamics. Some nations and fighting militias and 
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religious groups openly supported or opposed Russia's actions, while others take a more 

pragmatic or neutral position based on their own considerations and benefits. 

 

10 Findings 

As to summarizing the findings of this thesis, it is essential to acknowledge that not all relevant 

literature on this topic was included. However, a substantial body of literature was consulted to 

construct an overview that serves as a foundational research base for the future expansion of 

this topic and related subjects in a subsequent PhD thesis on Russian policies.  

The relations of Russia and the Middle East go back centuries. Geopolitical considerations and 

economic opportunities were central factors guiding Russian monarchy interests in the Middle 

East during Tsarist rule. Their main objectives included geopolitical influence in the region and 

the control of ports in the Black and Mediterranean Sea as well as economic interests - like 

reaching new markets for their goods and becoming an import supplier for textiles and spices. 

They also wanted to support the Orthodox Christian communities in the Middle East. These 

motives put Imperial Russia on the front line of confrontations with regional powers like the 

Ottoman Empire and Persian ruling dynasties. 

In the Soviet Union era during the Cold War, the Russian interests in the Middle East have been 

expanded, which extanted the Eastern camp led by the Soviet Union. This camp also included 

countries like Syria and Egypt confronting the Western camp that was led by the US. Despite 

the changes of the global power balance after the two World Wars and the Cold War, Russia in 

its federational form remains committed today to its interests in the Middle East. 

Russia's role in the conflicts in the Middle East, such as the Arab-Israeli conflict, or the Iran-

Iraq War, can be explained by its strategic goals in the region, where it has developed its 

relations with the main actors in this conflict. Field developments during these conflicts led to 

the formation of a network of tension and cooperation in relations between Russia and these 

actors, as Russia tried to use these relations as its winning cards in the face of American 

influence in international relations, especially among its allies in the Middle East. Russia played 

an influential role in these conflicts by providing military aid to all/ some fighting sides in an 

attempt to maintain the balance of power between them. 
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Russia and Syria have enjoyed a longstanding partnership founded on shared strategic interests 

and mutual support. These relations were long-term and continued even after the fall of the 

Soviet Union, as Russian support for Syria remained one of the main pillars of its policy in the 

Middle East. 

Syria's prewar political and economic environment was marked by authoritarianism, socio-

economic challenges and simmering political discontent. The start of the civil war in 2011 

resulted from a combination of these factors as well as regional and global geopolitical 

dynamics, which precipitated a protracted and devastating conflict. 

The Arab Spring had a significant effect on Syria. The violent government response to 

demonstrations calling for political reforms and social justice, culminated in a full-scale civil 

war within Syria, while simultaniously turning it into proxy warfare involving numerous 

regional and international powers backing opposing sides. The humanitarian consequences 

from Syria's conflict, such as mass migrations of Syrians and a deterioration of their living 

conditions, have significantly escalated the situation. 

The aftermath of this conflict is marked by widespread civilian deaths and displacement. 

Meanwhile the spreading of extremist organizations has had strong and lasting ramifications on 

Syria and its surroundings.  

Furthermore , the Syrian civil war has seen the involvement of various external actors with 

distinct agendas and interests. These external actors' involvement has had an enormous effect 

on shaping how the situation has progressed thus far -Russia being a crucial one. 

Russia had numerous interests and policy goals that drove its involvement in Syria, the most 

important one being to keep intact  and even increase their influence and presence in the Middle 

East in order to counterbalance the influence of the Western powers, especially of the United 

States. Russia held on to Syria as an essential partner that offered access to warm-water ports 

as gateways into the Mediterranean Sea. In return, Russia provided assistance to the Syrian 

government to defend its regional geopolitical interests and long-term policy, as Moscow had 

to prevent the overthrowing of al-ʔAsad’s regime by the opposition groups and Western powers. 

The removal of al-ʔAsad might have threatened Russia’s strategic footing in the region and 

eventually the fulfillment of its stated objectives there. Russia tried to use Syria's civil war as 

an opportunity to establish itself as a central figure in shaping its political future and exerting 

its influence over wider regional dynamics in the Middle East.  
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Russia gave officially reasons for its actions in Syria in an attempt to justify its military presence 

there to its population and the international community. One of the reasons being their goal of 

fighting terrorist organizations and upholding the regional peace. Russia insisted on showcasing 

its dedication to combat extremist organizations like ISIS and stopping its spread into its own 

borders. 

The Russian military engagement in Syria's conflict has had an outsized and considerable effect 

on its balance of power, fundamentally altering the dynamics of fighting on the battlefield. 

Russia basically helped the Syrian regime restore control to a significant portion of Syria, 

including major cities and other key locations -an outcome that shows how powerful Russia as 

a game changer has been throughout this war. 

Russia's military interests in Syria can best be summarized by their intention of conducting a 

number of operations that consisted of massive air power maneuvers, ground deployments and 

naval capabilities to defend regional strategic interests. Since 2015, Russia's involvement has 

been marked by an aggressive and destructive air assault by their Aerospace Forces on 

opposition-held territories, as massive airstrikes meant to reduce the military capabilities and 

infrastructure of opposition groups, while at the same time degrading resistance troops' 

capacities opposing the regime. Such strikes caused many losses among opposition troops. 

Russia played an essential role in changing military dynamics to favor al-ʔAsad by achieving 

overwhelming air dominance. 

Russia's direct ground support has also played a pivotal role in helping the regime make 

significant advances on the battlefield. Advisors, special forces and paramilitary organizations 

from Russia have been sent directly into Syria in order to train and assist government troops 

there. As a result of Russia’s financial support, the regime's military capabilities have seen 

dramatic improvements that included granting access to advanced weaponry, information and 

tactical skills.  

Russia employed an array of strategies and tactics in Syria during their military engagements, 

both conventional and unconventional, through airstrikes, ground troop operations, the use of 

cutting-edge military technologies and hybrid warfare strategies -an attempt to showcase its 

military capabilities in a proxy confrontation with the Nato and Western powers. 
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Russia's economic gains in Syria spanned numerous areas during this conflict, such as lucrative 

reconstruction contracts and arms sales expansions, the strengthening of energy links and 

developing expanded commercial relations with regional partners. 

Russia gained through its involvement in Syria long-term economic advantages. It achieved its 

economic objectives via various projects and partnerships. Russia has made significant 

investments in Syria's oil and gas sectors through major energy corporations. Such investments 

helped it achieve multiple objectives simultaneously. 

Russia secured and diversified its energy sources through accessing Syria's resources, giving 

Russia more energy options, while increasing its economic power over al-ʔAsad’s 

administration by controlling oil and gas resources, which gave Russia greater economic clout 

as oil-and-gas control translates directly into economic dominance in the world, especially in 

the European market. Russia also managed to position itself as essential partner in the economic 

recovery of Syria through integration of their companies into repair efforts of the demolished 

infrastructure in the country, including roads and bridges, in a future post-war reconstruction 

period. 

Russia also worked on its diplomatic policy goals towards Syria, which were integrally tied 

with its overall foreign policy, which in turn consists of maintaining influence in the region, 

andincreasing military dominance in order to counter Western supremacy by offering 

diplomatic alternatives. 

Russia's other policy goals in Syria, such as the cultural ones, involved strengthening diplomatic 

ties, expanding regional influence, and creating mutual understanding between the two nations. 

Russia viewed these efforts as part of their overall plan and other policy goals to remain 

strategically present within the Middle Eastern region, and become an integral player under its 

own political, economic, military and cultural standards. 

Concerning Russia's involvement in Syria, media representation of it has played an essential 

role in shaping both the public opinion and politics at home. Narratives depicting Russia as a 

responsible global power have been highlighted. Its military activities depicted as necessary for 

fighting terror or protecting national interests are showcasing the enormous control the Russian 

state has over the media in its country, and how it can manipulate the public opinion for its own 

advantages. 



91 

 

Russian state media coverage of the Syrian War frequently emphasizes Russia's participation in 

fighting terrorism as one of its key themes. Often emphasizing danger posed by extremist 

organizations present there and justifying Russia's participation through these narratives. Such 

stories strike an emotional chord among Russian population, who has experienced horrific acts 

of terrorism, which Russia exploited very well in order to further justify its military engagement 

in Syria. 

Russian state media portray Russia's participation in Syria as an effort to uphold international 

law and safeguard Syria's sovereignty, emphasizing their championing role for national 

sovereignty and denouncing western interventionist actions as invaders of sovereignty - striking 

an emotional chord among Russian citizens, especially those with deep national pride. This also 

served to counter allegations regarding Russia's activities by portraying them as legitimate and 

meeting international standards - something Russia has been doing regularly when responding 

to criticism about their activities in Syria and Ukraine. 

Through its involvement in Syria Russia has had far reaching repercussions for its relations 

with other regional and global powers such as the US, Turkey, Iran, among many others. Russia 

due to war's complex dynamics have surfaced between these nations; particularly their 

relationship with US has suffered significantly. Increased tensions and diminished diplomatic 

ties are two direct results from their involvements in Syria, furthering competition between 

them both. The United States of America has heavily criticized Russia for supporting al-Asad's 

regime and has accused Russia of violating human rights and committing war crimes. Their 

diverging views regarding Syria has further inflamed tensions; with America providing support 

to rebel organizations fighting al-ʔAsad while Russia providing military aid directly to the 

regime.  

Russia's involvement in Syria has had an enormous influence on its relationship with Turkey in 

several keyways. Their interests during the Syrian crisis were often diametrically opposed, 

showing support for opposing sides; but both nations also participated in diplomatic initiatives 

designed to ease tensions and identify areas in which they might reach agreements, such as 

joining Iran on the Astana peace process to negotiate ceasefires and set de-escalation zones 

within Syria. However, there have been instances of direct military conflict between Russian 

and Turkish troops. Yet these nations have managed to maintain an advantageous balance of 

cooperation and competition within their bilateral relationship despite these obstacles. 
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Russia's engagement in Syria has had an unpredictable influence on Iran-Russia ties as both 

work to maintain and preserve al-Asad's administration. Russia and Iran remain competing 

powers with an inherent sense of competition and friction, competing for influence in Syria and 

the wider Middle East, while having goals, which do not always align. However, their military 

operations and aid to Syria has been greatly expanded through cooperation, strengthening their 

alliance and leaving an even larger mark in the region. 

Another thing to state is, thatthere are conflicting opinions and statements about the Russian 

intervention in Syria, and this depends on the public interests of the source of this criticism or 

support. Russia's involvement in Syria has generated international reactions, which can best be 

described as complex. It varies from country to country depending on the strategic interests, 

historical relationships and regional dynamics. Some nations, fighting militias and religious 

groups openly supported or opposed Russia's actions, while others took a more pragmatic or 

neutral position based on their own considerations and benefits. 

10.1 Conclusions 

From the Tsarist era through the Cold War in Soviet Russia to the modern Russian Federation, 

Russia's engagement in the Middle East has spanned centuries, always being driven by 

geopolitical and economic interests reflected in its foreign policy, which has always viewed this 

region as being of critical importance to it. Even after the fall of Soviet Russia, Russian support 

for Syria remained central to its policy in the Middle East. Driven by strategic objectives within 

the region, Russia has developed relations with key actors involved in the Middle East conflicts 

such as the Arab-Israeli conflict and the Iran-Iraq war, providing military assistance and 

logistical support to the conflicting parties in order to maintain the balance of power in the 

region.  

The Arab Spring played an influential role in provoking violence in Syria, as it resulted in the 

formation of opposition organizations, some of which were also armed to confront the Syrian 

regime, which ultimately led to a large-scale civil war in the country. The social and economic 

challenges faced by the Syrian people, and the growing discontent that reached its peak right 

before the Arab Spring passed through Syria. What has further complicated the matter is the 

spread of extremist groups throughout Syria and in the wider region. This conflict had profound 

and lasting repercussions at the local and regional levels. Russia aimed to avoid an uprising 

against al-ʔAasad that might threaten Russia's strategic foothold in the Middle East. Russia's 

involvement in Syria can be explained in terms of its political goals: maintaining regional 
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influence, protecting warm-water ports, and combating Western hegemony. Combating 

terrorism and maintaining regional stability were among Russia's most prominent justifications 

for its operations in Syria, where it was able to impose itself as a responsible global player that 

supports international law and Syrian sovereignty. Massive Russian airstrikes, ground support, 

and the provision of advanced weapons have helped bolster the capabilities of the Syrian 

regime, with the hybrid warfare tactics being used by Russian soldiers on the international stage 

as evidence of Russia's strength and prowess. The Russian military intervention in Syria has 

had an undeniable impact on the balance of power there. Economically, Russia has gained 

benefits from its involvement in Syria through reconstruction contracts, investments in the 

energy sector, and expanded trade relations, as they have gained access to Syria's oil and gas 

reserves that have increased their economic power. On the diplomatic front, Russian cultural 

diplomacy efforts were aimed at strengthening relations and expanding influence - this fit with 

their larger goal of regional hegemony – as well as providing diplomatic alternatives against 

the Western hegemony. Media representation has been an effective force in shaping public 

opinion and politics in Russia, especially narratives highlighting Russia's efforts to combat 

terrorism and uphold international law, as these narratives have been used strategically to 

generate support both at home and abroad. Russia's involvement in Syria has had serious 

repercussions on its relations with global and regional powers, most notably with the United 

States. Tensions escalated into criticism and allegations of human rights violations as both 

supported opposing sides in the Syrian civil war.  

Russia's involvement in Syria has been multidimensional, driven by geopolitical, economic, 

and strategic interests spanning from geo-economic to strategic to cultural ones. Russia has left 

its mark in Syria during the tense conflict there - - a conflict from which millions of Syrians 

and countries in the region are still suffering. It has even had repercussions on Europe and 

Western countries, especially after the “wave” of refugees coming to the European continent 

also caused by the developments of the military events in Syria. Improving the current situation 

in Syria by finding practical and effective solutions in the Middle East is considered one of the 

most important challenges for the great powers, especially after all the political and military 

complications witnessed by the Syrian crisis. Only time will be the decisive factor in knowing 

what things will lead to in the region, with the hope that it will be for the better for the entire 

Syrian people with all its spectra. 
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10.2 Lessons That Can Be Drawn from Russia’s Involvement in the Syrian Conflict 

to Further Study International Relations, Geopolitics, and Foreign Policy  

Russia's involvement in Syria offers numerous invaluable lessons that may be applied to 

international relations, geopolitics and foreign policy studies more generally. First it illuminates 

how crucial strategic interests are in shaping any nation's foreign policy choices - Russia 

became involved in the Syrian conflict due to several considerations including geopolitical 

power maintenance, combatting terrorism and protecting military facilities - just to name some 

motives behind their involvement. When studying state actions within an international setting 

it is important that one has an accurate picture of these hidden interests and objectives that drive 

states' foreign policy, otherwise one may miss crucial analytical elements. These interests 

usually require further exploring and examination! 

Second, Syria illustrates both the difficulties and importance of multilateral diplomacy as well 

as alliances in shaping international policy results. Russia's success at reaching its objectives in 

Syria can largely be credited to their ability to maintain effective ties with regional and global 

powers such as Iran and Turkey - an affirmation of how powerful alliances can be if used 

effectively to further national interests while shaping battle outcomes. This highlights why 

creating alliances should not only be encouraged but should be leveraged effectively to advance 

main objectives outside one’s borders. 

In addition, Russia's involvement in Syria also serves to highlight the evolving nature of 

military operations in the 21st century, drawing the attention to their changing character 

compared to older, more common forms. The Russian approach incorporated classic military 

operations alongside supporting local proxy forces and sophisticated information warfare 

strategies. By employing this multifaceted strategy they demonstrated its growing relevance as 

a way of exerting influence or reaching objectives in current conflicts. 

Syria has served to illustrate both the challenges and limitations involved in intervening from 

outside in civil battles. Russia, despite their military engagement, has had difficulty reaching 

an agreement that will bring an end to this civil conflict once and for all, despite having an army 

presence there and despite sectarian splits and multiple players with competing interests within 

Syria's boundaries. Military action alone cannot achieve a lasting political resolution since it 

requires adopting an inclusive holistic strategy, which addresses core causes as well as key 

players involved. 
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How the Russian media portrays Russia's role in Syria provides some fascinating insight into 

how information and propaganda may be deployed as tools of influence. Russia has utilized 

state-controlled media sources to shape the public opinion and push its narrative on Syria - 

showing just how influential informational sources such as media can be when used for this 

purpose. Furthermore, such practices raise fundamental questions concerning their use during 

modern wars, and regarding their influence as instruments of global politics. 

The ey to effective conflict management lies in taking an all-inclusive approach that addresses 

core issues, involves all relevant parties and supports inclusive political processes. International 

parties should focus on diplomatic efforts, mediation and dialogue to facilitate negotiations 

leading to political settlements. Lessons learned from the Syrian crisis have shown the 

importance of understanding and taking into account important stakeholders' interests and 

regional dynamics when making strategic decisions. Policymakers need to take extra 

precautions when making decisions that could impact those dynamics by engaging diplomatic 

initiatives that aim at mitigating any conflicts of interests and creating stability. 

Additionally, propaganda and disinformation used as methods of influence during the Syrian 

crisis have demonstrated its relevance for policymakers and international organizations to 

invest in combatting misinformation campaigns, supporting independent journalism, fostering 

media literacy education programs, as well as increasing an informed view of conflicts by 

expanding an information eco-system that enhances more a nuanced understanding and 

peaceful solutions. 

Russia’s involvement in Syria also highlights the value of global coordination and cooperation 

when it comes to resolving disputes. Navigating through various parties with competing 

interests, regional and international powers and non-state actors alike – can be dauntingly 

complex, yet improving coordination structures like multilateral forums or dialogue platforms 

may promote a improved communication, foster greater collaboration, and increase chances 

that issues will be resolved successfully. 

These findings also underscore the significance of long-term planning and successful post-

conflict reconstruction initiatives as millions have been uprooted by Syria's civil war, creating 

severe humanitarian hardship. To aid the recovery in post-conflict times and avoid its 

reappearance, international actors should prioritize aiding infrastructure repair projects, 

providing humanitarian relief assistance, and encouraging socioeconomic development 

initiatives as key priorities in post-conflict recovery initiatives. 
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Russian involvement in Syria provides instructive lessons to international relations, geopolitics 

and foreign policy studies alike. It offers insight into strategic interests, alliances, military 

operations, civil conflicts and the media’s power of exerting influence. Students, scholars and 

politicians may gain greater insights into modern conflict dynamics by examining this 

involvement further and deeper, and also discover new perspectives for possible solutions more 

successfully. 

10.3 Future Research Direction 

As one considers Russia's involvement in Syria's crisis, it is imperative to look ahead and 

investigate some critical areas. Future research should examine how Russian military 

interventions altered regional power dynamics and relationships among key actors like the 

United States, Turkey and Iran. one must determine whether Russia has increased regional 

influence through increased power projection. Russia's participation may have far-reaching 

ramifications on the international stability that should also be explored further. 

Russia's role in controlling Syria's economy is an essential area of study. This will involve 

researching both positive and negative economic effects. Investigating its motivations behind 

their economic involvement further may reveal more confidential details to the economic 

agreements and arms deals that have been held between Russia and Syria. 

The non-state actors' roles and connections to Russia in Syria is another subject worth 

investigating further. Russian ties to Syrian government forces, opposition groups and extremist 

organizations should be investigated thoroughly to gain greater insight into Russian tactics, 

goals and obstacles within Syria's crisis.  

Future research should examine the effects of Syria's conflict on humanitarian assistance and 

post-conflict reconstruction efforts, with particular attention paid to assess the international 

humanitarian aid effectiveness as well as challenges encountered when providing it directly to 

the affected populations. Also important is looking at the reconstruction process with particular 

interest on the involvement of different actors (Russia included) rebuilding the infrastructure, 

restoring governance structures and encouraging socio-economic development as a part of 

measuring prospects for long-term stability and recovery. 

Media plays an immense role in shaping the public opinion and narratives; therefore, further 

research should explore its influence on the perception of the Syrian conflict coverage in various 

media outlets. This can be done by evaluating the framing and representation practices across 
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media sources and considering the role of propaganda and disinformation techniques used 

during the conflict. Further research should also include the impact assessments for media 

narratives on attitudes and public debates. An understanding of the media influence will offer 

invaluable insight into information warfare challenges encountered during various conflict 

situations. 

There are many topics related to this thesis that need to be researched and elaborated on further, 

some of which will only be possible in the future with hindsight The main objective of this 

research was to give a general picture of several key points related to the Russian interests and 

policy in Syria, specifically with regard to the Syrian civil war since 2011. A further expanding 

on this topic will be sought in a PhD thesis in the future. 
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