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SYRIAN CRISIS: ROLE OF MAJOR POWERS

Brigadier General Mizanur Rahman Shameem, BP, ndc, psc 

Introduction 

The unrest in Syria started in the early spring of  2011 as a sequel to Arab spring. 
Protestors raised their voice against President Bashar-al-Assad’s government 
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into an armed rebellion within a short period of  time which was overtly sectarian 
in nature between Alawite-dominated govt forces, militias and other Shia groups 
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an extremist group called Islamic State of  Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) started 
taking over large swath of  the country using violence. ISIL also persecuted other 
groups including Christians and Yazidis. Since then.

Syria’s internal politics were entangled with inter-Arab competition and the Great 
Powers’ struggle. U.S. wanted to step down President Assad by imparting training 
to Syrian rebels. At this backdrop, the Russian engagement since September 2015 
has turned the tide in favor of  the Syrian government. Russia’s military operations 
in Syria have triggered many discussions about their intention in the region and its 
effects on the regional political-security equations specially geo-political or global 
standing. With the involvement of  international powers namely Russia and China 
that vetoed UNSC resolution of  Syria in February 2012, the situation seems to 
taken an international dimension from being domestic and regional1. 

The political crisis in Syria has concerned major regional and international actors 
in such a way that, a new political alignment has taken shape at the regional level 
as well as in the international arena in a short period of  time. Two major regional 
powers formed coalition i.e. Russia, Iran, Lebanese Hezbollah and Palestinian 
Hamas form the anti-Western coalition and United States, Turkey, European 
Union and the Persian Gulf  countries are in the opposing side. Peace talks in 
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further peace talk is yet to be decided. 

1.  Singh Priya and Chatterjee Kingshuk 2011,  Interpreting Arab Spring K W Publishers Pvt Ltd New Delhi,  
p108.
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Mapping Major Theories of  International Relations
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IR scholars believe international politics as anarchical because there is no central 
govt and states are sovereign and autonomous. 

Realism, Liberalism and constructivism theories are mapped as major IR theories. 
Since the beginning of  academic IR the dominant theory of  world politics was 
seen in realism that states prevail in a shadow of  anarchy and always compete for 
power and security. The traditional realist emphasizes on the unceasing lust for 
power inherent in human nature. Liberalism referred as utopianism. Liberal ideas 
have profoundly shaped how everyone thinks about the relationship between govt 
and citizens. It seeks to project values of  order, liberty, justice and tolerance into 
IR. Constructivism is a theoretical approach in which states socially “construct”. 

Comparison between the Theories
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are and will be always predominant modes of  interstate interaction international 
politics. The underlying forces of  change are creating opportunities for increased 
cooperation and a greater realization of  peace, welfare and justice.2 Realism 
talks about the role of  the state and national power shaping the foreign policy 
believing in use of  force on state and promoting country’s national interest. 
Liberalism focuses more of  international institution in shaping state behavior 
underestimating the role of  use of  force rather they see the use of  diplomacy 
and negotiation in resolving the disputes. Realism is pessimistic theory whereas  
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when the entire safety is at stake, no consideration of  what is just or unjust,merciful 
or cruel, praiseworthy or shameful, must intervene.’’3

2. R. Thompson William 2001, evolutionary Interpretation of  world politics, Routledge new York and 
London,2001, p 77.

3. Swain James Edgar 1938, A history of  World Civilization, Eurasia Publishing House (Pvt) Limited, Ram 
Nagar, New Delhi, p 384.
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Conceptualizing Syrian Crisis
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turned the battleground for a regional proxy where U.S. and Russia have become 
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Taking realist view argument is that major powers are playing competing role 
for which the war is taking this shape. The UN is having ineffective role because 
major powers interests are not having consensus, talks have become futile as the 
national interests  of  major powers are not compatible to each other. The war 
is prolonging and the humans are humans are having unprecedented sufferings. 
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and Syrian crisis in found to be centre of  gravity of  the ongoing process of  
major powers strategic equation in reshaping the environment. Sectarian 
violence between Shia- Sunni  comes from idealism, identities which are basically 
constructing. Realism fails to appreciate how these differing identities are also 
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discourse in the world.

Regional and International Dimension
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movement in favour of  Assad regime and Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Turkey 
behind the rebels. The international community is splited by Syrian crisis into two 
opposite camps. U.S.A, Turkey, France, Britain and other EU countries, The Arab 
League, Saudi Arabia and Qatar and the other front is headed by Russia, The 
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and regional powers who are locked in competing regional and geo-political 
interests.   Realist view  is that it is great powers interest that ultimately shape 
the discourse in this world. Interest of  major powers  are not compatible to 
each other. Because major powers are not agreeing rather they are shaping the 
nature of  war. Eventually this is a state centric and power centric explanation 
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Overview of  the Situation
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who used the sectarian difference as a political tool. Small community became 
the important power block after 1970. Arab revolt unfolded through Tunisia 
and Egypt but Assad’s brutality by security forces put his role in opposite slant.  
Subsequently non state actors took the advantage of  the situation and foreign 
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Sunnis. Besides Jihadist, militant group’s command, proxies of  regional powers 
with vested interests continue to operate in the country. 

Since World War II, the Syrian crisis has turned into worst humanitarian crisis. Due to 
civil war different groups had been active in different parts of  the country. Certainly, 
the interplay of  geopolitics at global, regional and local level is becoming more 
complex than ever4. Syrians Arab tribal groups are committed to protecting their tribes 
and autonomy from both the Syrian state and the armed opposition. Tribalism served 
as a primary form of  communal identity in Syria irrespective of  their location whether 
in rural or urban areas5. The spark of  the Syrian revolution started a predominantly 
tribal area in Dar’a when a tribal delegation met Atif  Najeeb, in Dar’a to request the 
release of  children. By way of  response Atif  took the headbands and threw them into 
the rubbish bin&.  The Country and the economy had stagnated under the repressive 
rule of  army and a party dominated by a minority sect7. 
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demonstrators. The govt use of  force to crush the dissent merely hardened the 
protestors resolve8. Sectarian violence sharply accelerated tensions in neighboring 
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group Islamic State (IS) has added a further dimension. 
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Study, David Fulton Publishers, London, p548.

5. The Jamestown Foundation, 2013, The Tribal Factor in Syria’s Rebellion  <http://www.fairobserver.com/
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Opposition Groups 
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umbrella organization formed by activists in Istanbul on 24 August 2011. In 
contrast, another main group, the National Co-ordination Committee (NCC) 
advocated for dialogue with the government. Another group Free Syrian Army 
(FSA) defected Syrian soldiers executed retaliatory attacks against Syrian forces. 
The formation of  FSA was declared publicly in the summer of  2011 endorsed by 
the Syrian National Council, the main opposition bloc. 
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violence in Syria are stated below:
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�����	�	��� Syria has been suffering from good governance 
and rated as one of  the worst ranking by the World Bank. The breakdown of  
social order maintained through repression by authoritarian rulers. The situation 
was gravely aggravated by the centrally controlled economic system State run 
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Law and Order Situation: The humanitarian situation in Syria continues to 
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human rights and other international law and the obligation to protect civilians. 

External Terrorist Threat: The general course of  the complex war has 
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the Syrian government and the IS evenly matched in terms of  their respective 
capabilities. 

Domestic and Regional Impacts
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civilians were killed and life expectancy has sharply dropped to 55.4 years from 70 
before the war. Prior to the uprising the population in Syria was 21 million out of  
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within Syria.

9. George Alan 2003, Syria Neither Bread nor Freedom, Zed Books Publisher Limited, London and New 
York, p25.
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Largest Refugee Exodus: Syria’s crisis reaches into Europe crossing the 
regional boundary. The latest wave of  fast-moving migrants includes refugees 
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Human Rights Violations: The human right violation in Syria has been 
numerous due to extremist group, IS and government forces, including allied 
militias. IS executed hundreds of  civilians and forced women into sexual slavery.
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of  the civilian state, and many police stations are almost dysfunctional, crime like 
thievery, looting and kidnapping increased in manifolds.

Loss of  Cultural Heritage: The cultural loss threatens to expunge some of  
the lasting reminders of  what binds together Syrians of  all faiths, ethnicities and 
political persuasions10. Destruction of  antiquities has been caused by shelling, 
army entrenchment, and looting at various museums and monuments.  

Global Impacts

Migrant Crisis: The 2015 European migrant crisis, arose through the 
rising number of  refugees and the majority of  the refugees come from Syria, 
Afghanistan and Eritrea.  Thousands of  refugees are attempting desperate trip 
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Rise of  IS: IS is an organization that is built on the foundation of  narrow and 
dogmatic interpretation of  Islam11. IS has established control over vast landlocked 
territory of  Iraq and Syria. Islamists and Jihadists, whose actions were brutal in 
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on foreign aid and black-market food supplies12. By 2013, the terrorist group 
dominated western Iraq and eastern Syria13. With changing strategy of  IS, it 
becomes more and more hotspot of  international terrorist attack. 

10. Eaton Tim 2015, Destroying Cultural Heritage: The End of  (Syrian) History <https://www.chathamhouse.
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12. Islamic State group: Crisis in seven charts <http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-27838034> 
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Increasing Number of  Foreign Fighters (FF): According to data provided 
by the soufan group between 27000 and 31000 people have travelled to Syria and Iraq 
to join the IS and other violent extremist groups in the region14. Foreign Fighters from 
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Rise of  ‘Lone Wolf  Terrorism’ in the West: IS ideology possessing terrorist 
groups of  Western countries are increasing their lone wolf  attacks.  Europe has been 
also rocked by a series of  shocking terrorist attack perpetrated by lone individuals.

General

The US and Russia, the two main powers got embroiled in Syria, remaining on 
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Russian President includes Assad regime, Iran-backed Shia and Hezbullah axis.  

Strategic Orientation of  USA

USA came forward in 2011 to step down Assad  but they started training Syrian 
rebels in the following year in Jordan. U.S. led coalition launched air strikes in 
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withdrawing troops from Iraq and Afghanistan . Again limited intervention in 
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intervention in Syria may not bring positive result. USA did not want to alienate 
Russia when it was looking for lot of  cooperation on different issues. 
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The Russian military intervention started on 30 Sep 2015, Russia waited till the time 
was ripe. However, Russian strikes killed mostly the western backed rebels including 
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Brookings Institution Press, Washinton, D.C,Page 278.
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civilians as claimed by opposition party. Russia decisively backed Assad regime 
due to close political link with Syria. Syria enjoyed close ties with the soviet union 
as a means of  countering the west’s apparently open-ended support for Israel17. 
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The Russian quick and determined action not only prevented the oppositions to 
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Russia is determined to ensure that the Iraq episode is not repeated in Syria and 
that the present Syrian govt continues20. The West shows no desire to go to war 
with Russia over Syria since counter escalation might lead to more violence, 
extremism, breakdown of  state and refugees. Putin’ gave a clear message to the 
West through his bold action that Russia is a world power to be reckoned with 
and Russia is ready to use its military power for achieving its diplomatic goals21. 

Regional Actors of  ME

Saudi Arabia

Diplomatic ties between Saudi Arabia and Syria have long been strained by major 
events in the region. Saudi Arabia is a closest ally of  USA, but remain historically 
antagonistic against Israel. In order to undermine the Iran-Syria alliance, the 
Saudi leadership declared its support for the opposition in Syria22. Saudi Arabia 
has begun supplying the U.S backed rebel Free Syrian Army (FSA)  in order to 
shift a balance of  regional power. Sending ground troops by Saudis is aimed at 
drawing the U.S into a more direct involvement to confront IS  to keep Syrian 
president Basher Al Assad in power23. 

17. George Alan 2003, Syria Neither Bread nor Freedom, Zed Books Publisher Limited, London and New 
York, p18.

18. Hokayem Emil 2013, Syria’s Uprising, Routledge Publisher Limited, p172.
19. Syria crisis: Where key countries Stan, 2015,  <http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-23849587> 
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Iran

Iran have propped up the Alawite-led government of  President Assad by 
������	���	��������
��� �/�����
������������
���
�	������	�����������!|��
��
�
and would take on what it considered to be its rightful role in the affairs of  the 
region24. Iran maintains a strategic relation with both Hafez and Bashar for more 
than three decades. From geopolitical perspective and balance of  power in the 
region. Iranian-Turkish relations have become more complicated since the Arab 
spring uprising began four years ago.
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Development in Syria which was a test case for the limits of  Turkey’s power 
projection led it to revising its approach more than once. Turkey beefed up 
its military presence on its border with Syria and provided the Syrian rebels 
all material and moral support. The wave of  protests spread throughout the 
Arab World, the Turks, like their regional rivals in Tehran, found themselves 
increasingly embarrassed by the strong and determined to the rule of  their friends 
in Damascus and the regimes brutality, violent reaction to the opposition25.    

Israel
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Focusing on Hezbollah in Lebanon, Israel looks at the Syrian war through the 
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sophisticated weapons from Syria to Hezbollah.  

Solution to the Crisis

The peace process has been moderated by the AL, the UN peace envoys on 
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	�3� *���	�� ���� �̀���
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���	�� ��� �� ���
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initiatives to resolve the ongoing civil war in Syria. The negotiating parties are 
represented by the Syrian Baathist govt, and the opposition while the Western 
backed Kurdish forces have stayed out of  the negotiation framework#&. AL tried 

24.� �����Z	���X������������	�	�X����	��#$$�3�/
���	������#%��������
�3�6�
	�	��3�|�����	���������	��3�
6��
	��������#$$�3����������%=&�

25.� /���
�|�
�	��#$%�3�����'
�����
	��3�?����
������������
	��3�?�����	������	���
���	���
�
��	����	���3�
6��
	��������*���
����3����
�
���]
���	��"
���3�V����������������
�3��%\�

#&� <http://ch.wikipedia.org/wiki/syrian.peace.process>.
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twice to accomplish an end to Syrian government and opposition violence and 
����	�����������
�	���������
����
���	��������� �����	��27. 
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�28. Lakhdar Brahimi, was appointed 
as the new U.N.-AL special representative for Syria.  Government and most of  
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��
short, according to Brahimi, after which both parties accused the other of  not 
having stopped its violence. Lakhdar Brahimi, tried to pursue the conference 
in close cooperation with the U.S. and Russia, but ended on 31 January without 
reaching any agreement.

UN Security Council agreed on Syria peace plan draft resolution calling for peace 
�����
����� 	�� {����
�� %&� ���� ������
�� �������� ����	����
�� ��� �����	
��� %+�
members in ending the war. All 15 members agreed to approve the text which 
came after hours of  negotiation between world powers29. International Syria 
Support Group (ISSG) was formed following a meeting in Vienna. 
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the to keep the momentum. Fresh date of  resuming further peace talk is yet to 
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to an end. For the sake of  global security and stability U.S. need to have more 
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term interest. 

Recommendations

�� Constant engagement of  U.S., Europe, Russia and the regional allies in 
constructive dialogue may be ensured for attaining a political solution. 
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Jordan, Turkey and Lebanon, the humanitarian practices and the policy issues 
need to be reviewed.

27. lbid.
28. lbid.
29. Aljazeera, UN Security Council agrees on Syria peace plan, 19 February 2015, < http://www.aljazeera.

com/news/2015/12/security-council-agrees-syria-peace-plan-151218210833550.html>
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and characteristics. 

�� For  the sake of  global security and stability de-escalation and freezing of  the 
����	�������
�������
���
���������

�� A humanitarian corridor should be formed to ensure the healthy delivery of  
aid to the battered city or crisis zone. 

�� Beyond the plan of  the U.S. and Russia, an attempt may be made to form the 
basis for a mediated solution which will address the main drivers including 
�������������� ���������	���

�� An informal multilateral arrangement may be made with the help of  major 
powers.

�� Syria should not be dragged to a situation to be fragmented into pieces rather 
the integrity of  the country need to be maintained having conscientious of  
all international and regional powers.

Conclusion

The multi-ethnic and multi-confessional Syrian society has now been profoundly 
and irreversibly torn apart by civil war. The power vacuum in Syria has opened the 
���
���
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���� �/�/V�	�������������
�����������	���	����
	���������������
	����
of  the Syrian people is showing no sign of  abating. The scale of  the tragedy is 
now the world’s largest humanitarian disaster with no parallel in recent history. 

Following the unrest in Syria USA govt involved in Syria and started hunting down 
the terrorist by air campaign in order to degrade and ultimately destroy ISIL. U.S. 
provided training, besides cash and intelligence to the Syrian rebels Assad to leave 
the power. In order to arrest the destruction of  Syria and protect US security the 
USA sought both to defeat ISIS and to remove the Assad regime from power.

Russian involvement in the Syrian civil war began in September 2015 which 
consisted of  air strikes to help the Syrian Govt retake the territory from various 
�����	�	��� �
������ � ���� ����	��� 	�� ��
	�� ���� ������� ���� �� � ���� �
�������
humanitarian disasters of  recent times.  Unless a major geopolitical shift brings 
change in the prevailing situation inside Syria.
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This war isn’t over yet. The rebels who mostly hail from Syria’s Sunni majority 
are not strong enough to take Damascus, but nor are they in any mood to 
withdraw. And the The Alawite minority to whom Bashar al-Assad belongs to 
won’t surrender, out of  fear ; they ‘ll lose their property and lives if  the regime 
��

���|���� 	� �_����
��
�'������	���
� ������������
�	��3���
	����	

� �����������
�
showdown of  a profoundly sectarian nature30.
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about the fate of  their Naval base in Tartu’s and the lucrative market of  their arms, 
Iranians for losing one of  its best allies in the regional power game, Americans, 
on the cannot wait for Assad to go to grab the next big market for their arms 
the Saudi, Qatar, are waiting for a post-Alawites regime to shift the balance of  

��	���
���
	�	��3���	
��/�
��
����
��������
��������������������
��� �	�����
�������
down without costing it a single bullet. 
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