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The Institute for the Study of War (ISW) and the Critical Threats Project (CTP) at the American Enterprise Institute conducted
an intensive multi-week planning exercise to frame, design, and evaluate potential courses of action that the United States
could pursue to defeat the threat from the Islamic State in Iraq and al Sham (ISIS) and al Qaeda in Iraq and Syria. ISW and
CTP will publish the findings of this exercise in multiple reports. The first report examined America’s global grand strategic
objectives as they relate to the threat from ISIS and al Qaeda.1 This second report will define American strategic objectives in
Iraq and Syria, identify the minimum necessary conditions for ending the conflicts there, and compare U.S. objectives with
those of Iran, Russia, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia in order to understand actual convergences and divergences. The differences
mean that the U.S. cannot rely heavily on international partners to achieve its objectives. Subsequent reports will provide a
detailed assessment of the situation on the ground in Syria and present the planning group’s evaluation of several courses of
action.
The key findings of this second report are:
•

The U.S. must accomplish four strategic objectives in Iraq and Syria to achieve vital national interests and secure its
people: 1) destroy enemy groups; 2) end the communal, sectarian civil wars; 3) set conditions to prevent the reconstitution
of enemy groups; and 4) extricate Iraq and Syria from regional and global conflicts.

•

Any American strategy must take urgent measures to strengthen Iraqi Prime Minister Abadi and prepare contingency
efforts for his fall. The collapse of the Abadi government and return of his predecessor Nuri al Maliki would be disastrous
for the fight against ISIS.

•

Ongoing international negotiations within the Vienna Framework are bypassing essential requirements for long-term
success in Syria. Re-establishing a stable, unitary Syrian state that secures American interests requires the U.S. and
its partners to 1) destroy ISIS, Jabhat al Nusra, and foreign Salafi-jihadi groups in Syria; 2) identify and strengthen
interlocutors representing the Syrian opposition; 3) facilitate a negotiated settlement between the Syrian regime and
opposition; 4) obtain regional acceptance of that settlement; 5) establish peace-enforcement mechanisms; and 6)
reconstruct state institutions.

•

The Salafi-jihadi militant base in Syria poses a threat to the U.S., but the U.S. must not simply attack it because that would
put the U.S. at war with many Sunnis who must be incorporated into a future, post-Assad inclusive government. The
U.S. must separate reconcilable from irreconcilable elements. These other Salafi-jihadi groups must meet the following
conditions essential for core U.S. security objectives in order to participate: 1) break with Jabhat al Nusra and ISIS; 2)
accept the principle of a future pluralistic and unitary Syrian state; 3) reject violent jihad; 4) commit to disarming to a
policing and defensive level; 5) and commit to the elimination of the current shari’a court system and the establishment
of political institution-based governance.

•

The superficial convergence of Iranian, Russian, Turkish, and Saudi strategic objectives with those of the U.S. on ISIS as a
threat masks significant divergences that will undermine U.S. security requirements. Iran and Russia both seek to reduce and
eliminate U.S. influence in the Middle East and are not pursuing strategies that will ultimately defeat al Qaeda and ISIS in
Syria or Iraq. Turkey’s support for the Muslim Brotherhood and other Islamist groups, some linked to al Qaeda, stem from the
ruling party’s intent to reestablish itself as an independent, Muslim, regional power. Finally, Saudi Arabia’s objectives remain
shaped by perceived existential threats from Iran and a growing succession crisis, causing key divergences, especially over
support to Salafi-jihadi groups. The U.S. must lead efforts to resolve the crisis in Syria and cannot outsource them to partners.
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AMERICAN STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES
IN IRAQ AND SYRIA
The United States is at risk of an escalating wave of
terrorist attacks at home and against American targets
abroad. Europe faces an even greater risk of such attacks.
The tide of refugees from Middle Eastern wars combined
with the terrorist threat is undermining central pillars
of the European idea, particularly the free movement of
peoples throughout the European Union. Fear of Salafijihadi attacks is fueling anti-Muslim sentiment in both the
U.S. and Europe, threatening the ideals of tolerance and
diversity that are core tenets of both societies. Growing antiMuslim sentiments will cause more Muslims on both sides
of the Atlantic to feel marginalized and alienated, which will
drive even more terror attacks. This cycle is precisely what
the Islamic State of Iraq and al Sham (ISIS) is counting on
to allow it to bring its fight into the heart of the West.1 Al
Qaeda will benefit as well. The West must act thoughtfully
and decisively to avert the danger now confronting us.
Eliminating the threat to American security from Iraq
and Syria requires that Jabhat al Nusra, al Qaeda’s affiliate
in Syria, and ISIS be destroyed and conditions set to
prevent them from being reconstituted either in their
present forms or as new groups with the same objectives.
America cannot ensure the security of its territory
and people from the threat of Salafi-jihadist military
organizations while these organizations control extensive
terrain, population, and resources in the Middle East.
Such organizations organically possess the capabilities
needed to conduct numerous and serious attacks within
the West, as we have seen. The Salafi-jihadi ideology,
moreover, generally inclines them to support such attacks.2
Defensive measures will not see us through this crisis, as we
have seen in our examination of the nature of the enemy and
of our own grand strategic objectives in the first report of
this series, Al Qaeda and ISIS: Existential Threats to the U.S. and Europe.3
We cannot close our borders so thoroughly that the skilled
operatives of al Qaeda and ISIS cannot penetrate them.
We must not adopt the police-state measures that would be
needed to monitor all the communications and activities
of all of our people all of the time, for that action would
destroy our free society faster than any number of bombs.
UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG

Sensible border policy and a rational, deliberate,
and accountable expansion of the ability of our law
enforcement and intelligence agencies to collect and analyze
information are needed, but they will not suffice. As long
as our enemies have military organizations and control
significant territory and populations they will be able to
throw attacks at us faster than we can hope to catch them.

The United States and Europe can assure the
physical security of their peoples and preserve
their values and way of life while controlling
the continued threat from Salafi-jihadi
military organizations through the normal
law-enforcement means appropriate for
democratic societies at peace.
Considering the current threat of al Qaeda and ISIS in
this context enabled the planning group to define a clear
endstate with regard to that threat. American efforts
against al Qaeda and ISIS will have succeeded when:
The United States and Europe can assure the physical security
of their peoples and preserve their values and way of life
while controlling the continued threat from Salafi-jihadi
military organizations through the normal law-enforcement
means appropriate for democratic societies at peace.
Translating these objectives and this endstate into specific
strategic requirements demanded a detailed examination of
the nature of the enemy groups, which we presented in Part I.
That examination made it clear that meeting America’s vital
security requirements and achieving our grand strategic goals
requires eliminating the regional support bases that al Qaeda
and ISIS currently enjoy in Iraq and Syria as the top priority.
Efforts to disrupt or stop attacks against the West through
network targeting, law enforcement, and immigration controls
will fail as long as the enemy has regional bases in which to
reconstitute attack groups, conduct research and development,
gather intelligence, plan, and amass resources on a large
scale. The planning group assesses that local governments or
regional forces will be unable to eliminate these support bases
in a timeframe or a manner acceptable for American security.
9
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America’s experiences with these enemies over the past 25
years demonstrate the critical importance of follow-through,
moreover. Clearing Salafi-jihadi groups out of safe havens
temporarily is not an acceptable goal, for they have repeatedly
shown the ability to reconstitute and emerge stronger after
American forces and attention are withdrawn. Thus al Qaeda
and the Taliban grew into the void left by the withdrawal of
U.S. interest and non-military support from Afghanistan
after 1989.4 The Islamic State of Iraq (formerly known as al
Qaeda in Iraq) recovered from a crippling defeat in 2007
through 2010 after the departure of American troops and
political attention in 2011.5 The Taliban and al Qaeda are both
regaining strength in Afghanistan as U.S. troops have been
drawn down to minimal garrison levels and U.S. political and
diplomatic effort has been focused elsewhere.6 The pattern
of history is clear: the U.S. must not only destroy the enemy
groups, but must also commit to the effort needed to create
conditions that will prevent their return or reconstitution.

The pattern of history is clear: the U.S.
must not only destroy the enemy groups,
but must also commit to the effort needed
to create conditions that will prevent their
return or reconstitution.
STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES IN IRAQ AND SYRIA
To achieve its vital national interests and secure its people, the
United States and its partners must accomplish the following
objectives in Iraq and Syria:
Destroy enemy groups. The military doctrinal definition of
“destroy” is to “render an enemy force combat-ineffective
until it is reconstituted” or to “damage a combat system so
badly that it cannot perform any function or be restored to a
usable condition without being entirely rebuilt.” This concept
differs from defeat, which means to deprive the enemy of the
will or ability to continue to fight, in that defeat is a temporary
condition.7 An enemy that has lost its will or ability to fight can
regain either with time, in principle. An enemy that has been
destroyed, however, must be reconstructed before it can fight
again. The requirement to achieve an enduring resolution
to the threats from ISIS and al Qaeda translates into the
objective of destroying those groups in this technical sense.
Salafi-jihadi groups such as Ahrar al Sham that are not
formally part of Jabhat al Nusra but are deeply intertwined
with it pose a dilemma. Such groups have significant
popular support and provide governance in parts of Syria.
Attacking to destroy them risks mobilizing a substantial part
of the Sunni Arab population against the West while pushing
them into an even tighter embrace with. The Salafi-jihadi
10

ideology of these groups will create conditions propitious
to the reconstitution of Jabhat al Nusra and ISIS, however.
Simply adding groups such as Ahrar al-Sham to the list of
Salafi-jihadi organizations that must be destroyed would
entail unwisely going to war with a sizable part of the Sunni
Arab population of western Syria. Doing so would make
finding a political settlement acceptable to Syria’s Sunnis
nearly impossible. Fragmenting these Salafi-jihadi groups
in order to separate the hard-core leadership committed
to the Salafi-jihadi ideology from the mass of members
who support the groups for other reasons, therefore, is by
far the preferable alternative if it is feasible. The planning
group assesses that it is. Ahrar al Sham in particular
is large and complex enough that it may be possible to
splinter the group into factions willing to give up jihad and
specific forms of governance in return for internationallyaccepted participation in a post-Assad government.
The strategic objective toward these groups, therefore, is to
persuade and coerce as many of their members as possible to
renounce jihad; abandon governance through sharia courts;
reject ISIS, Jabhat al Nusra, and other foreign Salafi-jihadi
groups; expel the members of those organizations from Syria;
expel their own al Qaeda-linked leadership; and prevent their
return. Some members of Ahrar al Sham will refuse to accept
these conditions.8 These members will then fall into the
category of groups that must be destroyed alongside al Qaeda
and ISIS. The rest of the group may be reconcilable and the
U.S. should pursue its integration into other opposition
structures once the conditions listed above are met.
End the communal, sectarian civil wars in Iraq and Syria.
The continuation of sectarian warfare in Iraq and Syria will
prevent the U.S. from destroying ISIS and Jabhat al Nusra
and preclude their return or reconstitution. The wars will
continue to generate ungoverned spaces and security vacuums
in which ISIS and Jabhat al Nusra or their successors will
concentrate even if they are severely defeated in their current
safe havens. Ongoing large-scale military conflict will also
make it impossible to establish reliable non-sectarian military
and police forces that could sustain a defeat of the Salafi-jihadi
groups and translate it into the permanent destruction of those
groups. The brutal sectarian nature of the conflict, which has
become an existential communal struggle in many areas, will
remain an extremely powerful force driving passive and active
support for al Qaeda and ISIS. These groups intentionally
exploit such conditions by portraying themselves as the only
reliable defenders of the Sunni Arabs in both countries. The
atrocities the Assad regime is committing against Syria’s Sunni
majority are in fact mobilizing the global Salafi movement
to support Salafi-jihadi groups such as Jabhat al Nusra and
Ahrar al Sham, as we discussed in the first report.9 The
continuation of sectarian war in Iraq and Syria will create
headwinds strong enough to drive any strategy aimed only
at destroying our enemies completely off-course over time.
UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG
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Set conditions to prevent the reconstitution of enemy
groups. The destruction of Salafi-jihadi groups in Iraq and
Syria must be lasting. Neither the U.S. nor the region can
afford the price of a continual cycle of American engagement
and disengagement that is accompanied by the defeat and
resurrection of Salafi-jihadi groups. Each engagement

The destruction of Salafi-jihadi groups
in Iraq and Syria must be lasting.
will be more difficult and fraught than the last; each
disengagement will increase the mistrust and resentment of
Americans who will come to be seen as completely unreliable.
Allowing al Qaeda and/or ISIS to create a phoenix-like
mythos—which they are already trying to cultivate—will make
ultimately destroying either group an order of magnitude
more difficult. People will come to expect the groups to
rise from their own ashes each time the cycle is repeated,
likely creating a self-fulfilling prophecy of resurrection.
These considerations impose four requirements on
American strategy in Syria and Iraq:
•

Ensure that security forces are established and expanded
that are sufficient to prevent the return of Salafi-jihadi
groups;

•

Ensure the composition, organization, and behavior of
the security forces will strengthen negotiated political
settlements and will not generate grievances among the
population that would tend to unravel them;

•

Directly support and facilitate the reconstruction of
local economies; and

•

Facilitate the return of refugees, the resettlement of
internally displaced persons (IDPs), and the efforts of
local governments and international organizations to
assist in that process.

The risk that local security forces could be organized or
behave in ways that undermine a negotiated settlement is
obvious. The risks that mismanaged or ill-conceived efforts
at rebuilding local economies and helping refugees return
could do so is less obvious to many. Yet the experiences of
the international community in Afghanistan in particular
have shown how much damage can be done to a political
settlement by well-intentioned but poorly thoughtout economic and refugee-resettlement assistance.
People traumatized by brutal communal warfare are
even quicker than most to perceive and resent apparent
injustices in the provision of humanitarian assistance.
Aid organizations nonetheless generally seek to provide
help wherever they can without recognizing that rivals on
UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG

the ground often attempt to create conditions that will
drive them to give aid disproportionately to one side at the
expense of another. Syrian President Bashar al Assad, for
example, is attempting to shape the provision of aid in this
manner at this very moment, allowing food and other forms
of relief into some areas and preventing it from going into
others.10 Local security forces can often manipulate the
provision of aid simply by deliberately allowing violence
to continue in areas they wish to deprive of help. Armed
groups meanwhile leverage humanitarian aid deliveries to
achieve local legitimacy, using this legitimacy in some cases
to undermine attempts to reach a negotiated settlement as
Jabhat al Nusra is doing.11 Humanitarian assistance efforts
must therefore be developed and executed in direct support
of the political settlement and in close coordination with
all local actors and with international actors—such as the
U.S. and its allies—seeking to strengthen that settlement.
Large-scale economic reconstruction is even more difficult
to keep neutral. Rebuilding power grids, road systems,
water and sewage systems, agricultural areas, and other large
infrastructure projects require some considerable degree
of central and local government involvement. Americans
learned the hard way in Iraq, however, that providing aid to
ministries controlled by sectarian actors is one of the fastest
ways to unravel a settlement and fuel sectarian violence.12
That problem has re-emerged in Baghdad as Iranian-proxy
Shi’a militia groups now control important ministries. The
emergence of a cross-sectarian post-Assad government in
Damascus will surely pose similar challenges. The cooptation
of local governance by Salafi-jihadi military organizations
in significant portions of Syria poses the same problem
at a lower level. Flowing aid through Alawite-controlled
ministries will fuel Sunni resentment. Sending help through
Salafi-jihadi-controlled local governance will empower
precisely those who must be defeated. Humanitarian aid
and reconstruction efforts will require the development
and execution of a detailed and coherent strategy that will
be at least as complex and difficult as any military plans.
The same comments apply to refugee-resettlement efforts.
Extricate Iraq and Syria from regional and global conflicts.
The deployment of Iranian military forces into Syria and
Iraq and the establishment of a major Russian military base
in Syria has transformed those countries into theaters of
competition and potential conflict among external actors.
This phenomenon is not accidental, as we shall see when
we examine the objectives of Moscow and Tehran in the
following sections. Both Putin and the Iranian regime intend
to marginalize and ultimately expel the U.S. from the Middle
East and are using their forces to further this aim, as well as
to accomplish local objectives in Iraq and Syria. They are also
both wholeheartedly backing Assad and the more radical Iraqi
Shi’a groups that are fueling sectarian conflict in both states
11
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and preventing the emergence of viable political settlements.
The Iranians are doing so because radical sectarian
Shi’a (and Alawites, whom they regard as Shi’a for this
purpose) are their most reliable allies and tools. The
Iranian regime is also unable to escape from a very
strong pro-Shi’a pull despite its pan-Islamist rhetoric.
Putin does not have any particular sectarian or ethnic
preference, but he is supporting Assad and the Alawites
unequivocally because only they can provide the strategic
objective he is seeking through his intervention—an air and
naval base on the Mediterranean coast. He is readily falling in
with Iranian support for sectarian Shi’a actors in Iraq because his
interests there are secondary, and Iran is his essential partner.
Constructing a settlement in Iraq and Syria that will be
stable and will support America’s vital national security
interests, however, requires that the external guarantors of
that settlement be seen as neutral among the parties. The
very fact that the Iranians and Russians are so completely
committed to one side of the conflict makes their
participation in the conflict’s resolution damaging if not fatal
to international attempts to negotiate a settlement of the war.

The very fact that the Iranians and Russians
are so completely committed to one side of
the conflict makes their participation in the
conflict’s resolution damaging if not fatal
to international attempts to negotiate a
settlement of the war.
Russian aggression in Europe and against Turkey, moreover,
is regrettably shifting Russo-American relations back toward
a Cold War model of hostility. Iran’s repeated violations
of the UN Security Council Resolution endorsing the
nuclear deal, particularly the sections calling on Iran not
to develop, test, or field nuclear-capable missiles, are
increasing tensions between Tehran and Washington despite
the nuclear agreement.13 The recent storming of the Saudi
embassy in Tehran and consulate in Mashhad by angry crowds
after the Saudis executed Shi’a cleric Sheikh Nimr al Nimr
has led a number of Arab states to follow Riyadh’s lead in
breaking off or downgrading diplomatic relations with Iran.14
Iraq and Syria are unlikely to be able to establish stable
and durable political settlements while they remain in
the middle of all of these tensions and conflicts with the
military forces of all of the players operating on their
12

territory. Withdrawing all American forces would be one
option for resolving this dilemma, of course, but it would
do so at the expense of all other American national security
requirements. The alternative is that the U.S. insist on
the withdrawal of Russian military forces from Syria and
Iranian military and law enforcement forces from both
Syria and Iraq. That is the alternative the U.S. must pursue.
The very argument with Russia and Iran about such a
withdrawal, if there is one, will be informative about the
true motivations of the various actors for their military
involvement in these conflicts. Putin should, according to his
own rhetoric, be satisfied with a political settlement acceptable
to the Alawites as well as to the Sunnis and Kurds, and should
happily remove his ships, planes, and troops from Syria when
it has been completed. The Iranians should be equally willing
to pull back the elements of the Iranian Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps (IRGC) and the Law Enforcement Forces now
deployed in Syria, and to curtail the activities of the Qods
Force in both countries, if their current rhetoric is honest.
Neither Tehran nor Moscow is likely to be amenable to such
withdrawals, however, particularly if a military force of
American troops and allies is to remain. The Russians and the
Iranians are likely to make arguments based on fairness, equity,
parity, and, in the case of Iran, the principle that extra-regional
powers should have no presence in the Middle East. The U.S.
and its partners must reject and defeat these arguments,
which are actually without merit. Russian and Iranian policies
in Iraq and Syria are themselves unequal, unfair, and favor
one group at the expense of others in a way that will cause
peace to fail. The U.S., however, can and should maintain
neutrality, but Americans cannot accept the premise that Iran
has a unique right to deploy its forces into the Arab world in
pursuit of its aim of expelling the U.S. from the region entirely.
The Iranians are likely to make one reasonable counterdemand, however, which the U.S. should accept and support—
namely that the Gulf States cease supporting Salafi-jihadi
groups in Iraq and Syria and focus their assistance instead
on inclusive governance structures set up to strengthen and
perpetuate a peace settlement. The U.S. should make that
demand on its own initiative, even if Tehran somehow does not.
Extricating Iraq and Syria from the regional and global
conflicts is not simply a matter of expelling Iranian and
Russian forces, but also requires destroying foreign Salafijihadi organizations that are operating in Syria. There are
distinctive Chechen, Uzbek, Uighur, Moroccan, and other
military units inside of Syria.15 Such groups are sometimes
aligned with ISIS or Jabhat al Nusra, but they nevertheless
represent a distinct threat. They seek to bring their fighters
back to their home countries enhanced by the training they
received in Syria and enriched by resources earned from their
support of a global movement. They pose a distinct danger, and
UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG
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their destruction, rather than their expulsion, must be sought.
The insistence on the departure of Russian and Iranian
troops from Iraq and Syria will seem to some an extraneous
and even unreasonable demand. It is, on the contrary,
an essential prerequisite for the long-term settlement of

Iraq and Syria will not survive a
Cold War-style partition by the
great powers.
conflicts in those states. Iraq and Syria will not survive a Cold
War-style partition by the great powers. The requirements
for stabilizing the disintegrated, partitioned components
are high and tend to exacerbate the likelihood of safe havens
for ISIS and al Qaeda, because Sunni political and social
structures are weak and under threat from both Sunni and
Shi’a extremists. Germany, in contrast, boasted no skilled
and violent insurgency after World War II to take advantage
of the seams and tensions partition created. Americans must
equally resist the doctrines of moral equivalence that will be
advanced against any insistence on maintaining a U.S. and
NATO presence while excluding that of Russia and Iran.
There is no moral equivalence here, for the aims of Western
strategy are very different from those of Moscow’s or Tehran’s.
Our aim is to destroy Salafi-jihadi groups and mediate and
then support a stable peace acceptable to all sides. We have
no other interest in Iraq and Syria. That is why we must
insist on a predominant role in that mediation and support
while marginalizing those with particularistic objectives.

CONCLUSION
American strategic objectives in Iraq and Syria are easy
enough to write down. They were not easy to define
precisely, however. The immense complexity of these
conflicts, particularly the war in Syria, make determining
exactly what the U.S. must accomplish in order to fulfill the
requirements for its own security against al Qaeda and ISIS
very difficult. Even choosing the right verb for the objective
of destroying (rather than defeating) ISIS and Jabhat al
Nusra required careful consideration and explication.
Deciding how to approach the heavily-radicalized Syrian
opposition is even more complicated and open to debate.
The planning group hypothesizes that fragmenting Ahrar
al Sham and reconciling many of its members to an
acceptable post-Assad state is possible, but there can be no
certainty until conditions are set and the attempt is made.
Arguing for a possible American and European military
presence but insisting on the withdrawal of Russian and
most Iranian forces will surely be controversial in Tehran
UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG

and Moscow, and probably in Washington and Brussels as
well. Some readers may question whether this demand is
truly necessary and whether it does not needlessly force
confrontation over secondary matters with Russia and
Iran. The planning group has considered this matter in
considerable detail and finds that the continued presence
of Russian and Iranian troops in Syria, and of powerful
Iranian-controlled militias in Iraq, is incompatible with
a stable settlement of either conflict. It also assesses that
driving the U.S. out of the region is one of the main purposes
for those deployments, and so finds them also incompatible
with core American interests beyond resolving these wars.
The frustration of many Americans attempting to find a policy
to advocate in Syria and, to a lesser extent, Iraq, is palpable
and understandable. The challenge is difficult enough that
this planning group has chosen to articulate its path to such
a policy clearly and deliberately rather than cutting to the
chase as the best practices of Washington report-writing
would have suggested. Agreement on the strategic objectives
the U.S. must achieve in Iraq and Syria is a vital prerequisite
for any sensible discussion of what the U.S. should do.
The group thus invites reasoned argument regarding
the objectives advanced above as it continues its work.

FRAMEWORK FOR DEVELOPING
COURSES OF ACTION
Charting a clear roadmap from the present to success
is impossible, but we must be able to recognize success
when we see it. We must, even more importantly, be able
to discern and avoid the many traps along that road—the
“solutions” that seem good enough but that will actually lead
to failure. Understanding American objectives, the nature
of the enemy, and the goals of other important actors does
not provide a sufficient basis for developing and assessing
possible courses of action. The complex structure of the
environment in which those courses of action must function
requires consideration in its own right. We must incorporate
relevant lessons from previous conflicts including especially
those of the last 15 years. Defining the characteristics of
settlements of the conflicts in Iraq and Syria that could satisfy
American vital national security interests is, finally, essential.
Underestimating the requirements for resolving the conflict
in Syria in a way that sustains American vital national interests
over the long term is the most immediate and serious trap into
which U.S. policy is already falling. Stitching together some
collection of local ceasefires with a haphazard international
negotiation will produce no durable peace if it produces
anything at all. The current negotiations process prioritizes
getting the various non-Syrian actors to the table, sidelining
a great many important Syrian players in aid of that goal. The
gaps between the regional actors are so great that a meaningful
agreement among them is extremely unlikely. Such an
13

U.S. GRAND STRATEGY | COMPETING VISIONS FOR SYRIA AND IR AQ: THE MYTH OF AN ANTI-ISIS GR AND COALITION| KAGAN & KAGAN | JANUARY 2016

agreement would have limited relevance in Syria even if it could
be obtained, moreover, because none of the external actors
actually control the actions of the fighting groups themselves.
Pursuing a negotiated settlement at the present time is,
in fact, contrary to American interests. Conditions on
the ground strongly favor the factions most inimical to
those interests—the Assad regime on the one hand and
Salafi-jihadi fighting forces on the other. A settlement
that empowers those groups, as any settlement concluded
at this moment surely must, would be disastrous.

•

Destroy ISIS, Jabhat al Nusra, and foreign Salafi-jihadi
groups in Syria;

•

Identify and strengthen effective interlocutors that
represent the (predominantly Sunni) Syrian opposition;

•

Facilitate the negotiation of a settlement between the
Syrian regime and its opponents that includes:17

Arriving at a settlement that does not empower the
Assad regime or Salafi-jihadi organizations, however,
requires fundamentally altering the situation in Syria.
This prospect is so daunting that few have been willing
even to articulate its requirements, let alone identify a
course of action to fulfill them. There may be no solution
in Syria achievable at a price the U.S. and its allies are
willing to pay. There is no way to know, however, if we do
not even decide what such a solution would look like. The
planning group has turned to that task in this section.

•

Fundamental reform of the Syrian security
services;

•

Full regime-change acceptable to all major
population sub-groups;

•

Mutually-agreed upon measures for
accountability and amnesty;

•

Disarmament, demobilization, and
reintegration (DDR) mechanisms;

•

The withdrawal, replacement, and/or
regularization of foreign military forces; and

•

Resettlement of refugees.

MINIMUM REQUIREMENTS FOR RESOLVING
THE CONFLICT IN SYRIA

•

Obtain regional acceptance of the negotiated settlement
and its outcome;

The international community has seen many examples of
successful negotiated settlements to conflicts relevant to
the one raging in Syria.16 The most informative include the
Balkan settlements—both the 1995 Dayton Accords and the
resolution of the 1999 Kosovo war—and the replacement
of the Afrikaner regime in South Africa by a representative
government. A number of failed attempts to establish stable
political orders following changes of regime or protracted civil
wars also offer valuable lessons, particularly the experience of
Iraq after 2003 and Afghanistan from the Soviet withdrawal
in 1989 through the present. These historical examples
highlight a number of features common to almost any attempt

•

Establish peace enforcement mechanisms; and

•

Reconstruct state institutions, including effective
security services.

Attempts to bypass or short-circuit the
requirements for a stable settlement
that emerge from historical examples
are almost guaranteed to fail.
to find a stable resolution to a bitter and protracted communal
conflict. Attempts to bypass or short-circuit the requirements
that emerge from this history are almost guaranteed to fail.
Re-establishing a stable, unitary Syrian state that secures the
American people from Salafi-jihadi military organizations
based there requires that the U.S. and its partners:
14

Regime change agreeable to all parties. A negotiated
settlement requires that the principal military forces agree to
stop fighting permanently before one has completely defeated
the others either by breaking their wills or by depriving them
of the means to continue fighting. It also usually requires
that all sides decide to accept an outcome that is less than
they might hope to achieve through outright military victory.
When the conflict results from the rejection of the ruling
government by a substantial portion of the population willing
to take up arms against it, a negotiated settlement must generally
result in fundamental changes to the nature of that government.
The settlement would otherwise be merely a mechanism by
which the government accomplishes its objective—remaining
in power unchanged—through non-military means.
The international discourse about Syria has obscured the
real political stakes and requirements for the various actors.
The U.S. and its Western allies focus heavily on whether
Bashar al Assad will personally remain in power or depart,
suggesting implicitly or explicitly that his departure from
power would (or should) satisfy the key political demands of
the opposition fighting him. But if the political transition
is from Assad to someone in his inner circle, then it is
merely a form of succession within the same regime rather
UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG
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than a true transition. The opposition is not demanding
succession within the Assad regime, however, but rather the
departure of that regime and the creation of a new one.18

everyone either explicitly or by ignoring the issue is doomed to
fail. Individuals on all sides of the conflict will seek vengeance
against those they hold responsible for crimes against their
families. Communities will avenge past injuries, creating a
new cycle of violence that is likely to unravel any ceasefire.

If the political transition is from Assad
to someone in his inner circle, then it
is merely a form of succession within
the same regime, but the opposition is
demanding the departure of that regime
and the creation of a new one.

South Africa has long been held up as an example of how to
manage such problems through its Accountability and Justice
Commission, although even that undertaking has not been
without challenges. Settlements of the Balkans conflicts
depended in part on commitments by the international
community to search for, arrest, and try individuals
accused of war crimes. The American decision in 2003
to exclude from any future role in the state or military an
excessive number of Ba’ath Party members, including many
thousands who held positions of little importance and who
had no part in Saddam Hussein’s atrocities, was an attempt
at a simplistic solution to this problem that failed utterly.

That demand, in turn, concerns Syria’s Alawites, who
fear that any new regime would be dominated by Sunni
oppositionists eager to repay them for decades of oppression.
Shi’a vengeance-taking after the fall of Saddam Hussein
in Iraq is a model that could easily be repeated in Syria by
Sunni. Many Syrian armed opposition groups publicly
declare their intent to protect minority populations and to
preserve state employees, but the penetration of the armed
opposition by Salafi-jihadi elements means that most of
Syria’s opposition cannot actually provide such guarantees.19
The real challenge for international mediators is therefore
to help the Syrian opposition and the Alawite community
come to an agreement on the shape of a post-Assad regime
that all can accept, and then provide sufficient mechanisms
to guarantee adherence.20 That challenge is daunting
to say the least, and it is difficult to imagine meeting it
without the deployment of international peacekeeping
forces in some numbers and for a considerable time.
Accountability and amnesty. Syrians on all sides of the current
conflict have committed atrocities and war crimes against one
another in addition to crimes they accuse each other of having
committed before the outbreak of the current civil war. The
Assad regime is responsible for the most numerous and the
worst of these—using chemical weapons, mass-starvation, and
the widespread deliberate bombing of civilians, for example.
The opposition has also committed atrocities and war crimes,
particularly ISIS and Jabhat al Nusra.21 The West may find
it easy to separate ISIS and Nusra atrocities from the larger
Sunni Arab community and hold the latter blameless for them,
but traumatized Alawites may find it much harder to do so.
The atrocities committed by the Assad regime against the
Syrian majority population render accountability and amnesty
a particularly vital issue for most anti-regime elements in
Syria. Many armed opposition groups call for the regime to
be held accountable for its crimes as a necessary component
of a negotiated settlement.22 A settlement that simply absolves
UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG

Syria will certainly require some more intelligent form of
de-Ba’athification, and the opposition groups that signed the
Geneva Communiqué committed to allowing government
employees not complicit in regime crimes to retain their
jobs.23 The process for determining which employees were
or were not complicit, however, is likely to be complex
and fraught. Syria will likely also require an international
commitment to hold accountable at least those responsible
for conducting chemical weapons attacks and attacks
deliberately targeting civilians—the latter group including
both regime fighters and members of some opposition
groups, particularly ISIS and Jabhat al Nusra and their
closest associates.24 This undertaking is also likely to prove
difficult given the refusal of Iran and, more importantly,
UN-veto-wielding-Russia, to admit that Assad has carried
out the chemical attacks or committed other atrocities.
Security force reform and reconstitution. A real change
in the Syrian regime and serious accountability and amnesty
measures will automatically require fundamental reform of
the Syrian security forces, since they were designed to keep
this particular regime in power and they include those most
responsible for the atrocities committed at Assad’s behest.
This requirement includes both the intelligence services and
the pro-regime fighting forces. Attempts to patch together
some amalgamation of the current Syrian armed forces,
minus a few leaders, with the current opposition forces,
suitably altered, will almost certainly fail. These forces have
been shaped to fight each other to the death, not to cooperate
with one another. Merging them into one nominally unified
force will simply ensure that all sides retain organized fighting
forces to use when the agreement breaks down—and the simple
fact that such forces remain will accelerate that breakdown.25
Demobilization, disarmament, and reintegration (DDR).
Hundreds of thousands of soldiers are now fighting in
15
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Syria, many in informal groups loosely connected with one
another. The return of peace to Syria will require that most
of those soldiers go home in an orderly fashion and without
their weapons. This is a moment to learn the lesson of one
of the disastrous post-2003 U.S. decisions in Iraq, namely
instructing Saddam’s army simply to disband and its members
to return home with their weapons and skills. DDR on this scale
is a massive task, however, that requires extensive planning and
careful execution, almost certainly supervised by international
experts backed by international forces. It is also a process that
will take years to complete, but that must be agreed-upon
in all of its details up front as part of a peace settlement.

Attempts to patch together some
amalgamation of the current Syrian
armed forces with the current opposition
forces will almost certainly fail.
America’s extensive experience with these problems in Iraq
demonstrates the risks in one of the most obvious short-cuts
around this problem, namely trying to bring the fighting
units into the new security services. Integrating Shi’a militia
groups into the Iraqi Security Forces early on simply turned
the ISF into a sectarian killing machine that drove accelerated
sectarian conflict and caused Sunni Arab Iraqis to accept
and even support al Qaeda in Iraq as their defenders.
Efforts to integrate Sunni irregulars (the “Awakening”
fighters) into the Iraqi Security Forces faced enormous
resistance from Shi’a sectarian actors and ultimately failed
as American troops withdrew when the highly sectarian
Prime Minister Nuri al Maliki stalled and then reneged on
his commitments to these fighters.26 DDR and the creation
of new security forces must proceed along separate parallel
tracks without the one feeding directly into the other.
Resettlement of refugees. The conflict in Syria has created
millions of refugees within the country and driven millions
more beyond its borders. The homes of many of these refugees
have been destroyed or occupied. Syria cannot be a viable
country again until some significant portion of its refugees
return either to their homes or to dwellings elsewhere in
which they are willing to remain. The thorny problems of
refugee resettlement are inter-connected with the issues of
accountability, amnesty, regime-change, and DDR outlined
above. As international experience in Afghanistan has
demonstrated, the task of resettling refugees can take decades.
It can also create renewed conflict if it is not carefully
managed. A peace settlement need not necessarily include
all of the details of a refugee resettlement policy, but it must
include the outline of a process for determining those details.
16

History also shows that a mass refugee exodus in response to
one crisis can create an enduring cycle of refugee flight in
response to perceptions that a settlement that had prompted
some refugees to return is breaking down. Afghan refugees
did flow back to their home country in large numbers in the
first decade of the 2000s, but began flowing out again as
the security situation deteriorated after 2010. Iraqi refugees
also returned following the reductions of violence in 2007
and 2008, but began to leave again as sectarian tensions and
violence rose once more in 2011. The departure or significant
reduction in the American military presence played an
important role in driving refugee flight in both cases.
Refugee recidivism is a problem in two ways. First, it adds a
layer of instability to any settlement inside the state. Large
movements of a population are always destabilizing even if
managed well, and fractured states recovering from war can
hardly manage them at all. The very fact that significant numbers
of people begin to flee a state after a settlement can itself
undermine general faith in the settlement, even if the fears of
the refugees are unfounded. Second, the flow of refugees into
Europe is one of the principal reasons why a settlement of the
Syrian conflict is required. If returnees to Syria begin to flee
once again in response to real or imagined threats to their
safety then the benefit of the settlement in this regard is lost.
Status of foreign military forces. Iranian, Lebanese
Hezbollah, Russian, and a small number of American forces
are in Syria today. Which, if any, will remain after a negotiated
settlement has been concluded? This issue concerns the
Syrian parties to the conflict but also the regional parties. The
Iranians are very unlikely to accept a resolution of the conflict
that requires them to withdraw all of their forces from Syria,
which has been Tehran’s principal base of operations in the
Levant for decades.27 Both they and Lebanese Hezbollah will
likely resist any agreement that completely expels Hezbollah
forces as well. Nonetheless, this withdrawal is a core demand
of many of Syria’s most powerful armed opposition groups.
Russia may or may not be willing to withdraw its forces from
Syria, depending on what Vladimir Putin’s objective was in
putting them there in the first place. If his aim was to establish
a permanent Russian military base on the Mediterranean, then
he will likely resist being forced to abandon it. But will Syria’s
Sunni opposition accept the continued presence of the military
forces that have been backing Assad and attacking them? Will
they demand the complete withdrawal of those forces, or will
they instead demand that the U.S., other Western states, or
regional powers deploy forces into Sunni or contested areas
to offset any continued Russo-Iranian-Hezbollah presence?
Negotiations will have to resolve these questions as well.
These considerations must inform our expectations of
any attempt to arrive at a negotiated settlement of the
Syrian conflict. They must also shape our approach to
UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG
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courses of action that are not aimed at an immediate
settlement but that ultimately seek a unitary, stable Syria.
Any permanent resolution of the conflict will have to
address these challenges. Steps we take in the interim can
greatly ease or enormously complicate efforts to do so.

NEGOTIATIONS AND FIGHTING
It is impossible to separate the negotiations from the
situation on the ground. Current conditions strongly favor
the groups most dangerous to American interests, as we have
noted. The negotiations themselves drive fighting and shape
military campaigns as all sides maneuver to ensure that they
occupy the territory that is important to them if and when
a ceasefire enters into force.28 The talks also drive efforts to
secure important ground through localized ceasefires and
territorial trades, which in Syria are generally a product
of acute regime pressure on civilian populations to coerce
armed opposition forces to agree to such local deals.29

The international mediation process
can come to be seen as unfair and
can become completely dysfunctional
if “getting people to the table” is
seen as an end in itself.
The various actors calculate whether and when to agree to
certain political terms based on their military positions
and prospects. These calculations can easily create perverse
incentives. Actors who are relatively satisfied with their military
positions are more likely to be willing to agree to ceasefires
and enter into a political process. International mediators
whose aim is to establish ceasefires and start a process tend
to reward those who appear most amenable and to push
harder against those who appear resistant. The mediators can
easily find themselves unwittingly backing aggressors against
their victims, however, if they do not pay careful attention
to how the situation on the ground has been changing. The
entire mediation process can come to be seen as unfair and
can ultimately become completely dysfunctional, particularly
if “getting people to the table” is seen as an end in itself.
Mediation undertaken without regard to the military
situation will also miss important opportunities to change
the calculations of the various sides by helping one or
another improve its position on the ground with an eye to
gaining concessions from it at the negotiating table. Outside
forces can also, of course, oppose attempts by some actors
to strengthen their positions as a way of persuading them
that they will not be able to achieve their goals by force and
therefore must accept sub-optimal negotiated outcomes.
UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG

Russia and Iran are helping Assad shape conditions on the
ground so as to guarantee him (or his successor) a favorable
negotiated settlement. Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and the Gulf
States are working with the opposition forces in a similar
fashion, although they are preferentially supporting Salafi
and Salafi-jihadi groups and so their net effect is actually
detrimental to U.S. interests even if it helps balance the
military state of play. But the U.S. and its allies are taking no
action to assist the opposition against Assad or to weaken Assad
directly in a way that might make the Alawites more amenable
to the kind of settlement that American national security
requires. This is one of the most important factors that led
the planning group to conclude that the current negotiations
will not achieve core American security requirements.

ASSESSING THE CURRENT U.S.
DIPLOMATIC STRATEGY IN SYRIA
Current U.S. policy seeks a negotiated settlement to the
Syrian Civil War that produces a new Syrian government
including both regime and opposition elements. Twenty
regional and international powers including Saudi Arabia
and Iran met twice in Vienna in late 2015 as part of a Russianled initiative to create an agreed-upon framework for
negotiations between the Syrian regime and its opponents.
The framework called for negotiations between the Syrian
regime and elements of the Syrian armed opposition,
now scheduled to begin on January 25, 2016, and aimed
to establish a transitional governing body by May 2016,
after which new presidential elections would be held.30
The current framework adopted at the Vienna Talks will
likely permit Assad to retain his power throughout the
transition period preceding new elections if he and his
patrons and entourage so choose. It will also likely allow
him to run in those elections. He will probably win them if
he does run, in fact, if the past offers any sort of precedent—
he was re-elected in 2014, after all, in a vote dominated by
the pro-regime populations, partly because war continued
to rage unchecked in Sunni areas.31 This framework thus
offers little hope even that Assad himself will depart, let
alone that the nature of the regime in Damascus will change
fundamentally. It gives the Alawites enormous leverage
if they—or Russia and Iran—decide to trade his personal
departure for an internationally-sanctioned intra-regime
succession. It thus gives the armed Syrian opposition little
incentive to favor a political settlement over continued
war. Parts of the opposition appear to have come to
the same conclusion: opposition powerbroker Ahrar al
Sham withdrew from talks in Riyadh on December 10.32
Russia’s intervention in Syria gravely compromises the
prospects for a negotiated resolution to the war even were
the Vienna framework compelling. Russia does not accept
the division of rebel groups into blocks of different kinds,
17
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but rather lumps all of the opposition forces in central
and northern Syria together with Jabhat al Nusra and ISIS
(and does not distinguish between those two groups in any
meaningful way either, despite the open military conflict
between them).33 The continued Russian air campaign
will thus likely make the opposition more intransigent and
less willing to accept the persistence of the Assad regime
under Bashar or a successor. A small number of formerly
independent Salafi-jihadi groups and opposition groups have
in fact already declared loyalty to Jabhat al Nusra or to Ahrar
al Sham, respectively.34 The continuation of the Russian
military approach is likely to continue to drive opposition
groups together with the Salafi-jihadi military organizations
that field the most combat power in much of Syria.

The continued Russian air campaign
will thus likely make the opposition
more intransigent and less willing to
accept the persistence of the Assad
regime under Bashar or a successor.
Russian support to Assad is also likely to reduce the willingness
of the Alawites to make major concessions, since it greatly
improves their military situation on the ground, and thus
their bargaining position, while simultaneously raising the
threat posed by jihadist groups to Alawite survival. Moscow
would have to be willing and able credibly to threaten to
withdraw its support from the Alawites to drive them to accept
fundamental regime change in the current circumstances, but
there is nothing in Russian statements or actions to suggest
that Putin is willing to contemplate such a course. These
roadblocks are likely to preclude a negotiated end to the Syrian
Civil War and perpetuate the conditions that allow ISIS,
Jabhat al Nusra, and other Salafi-jihadi military organizations
to maintain – possibly grow – their safe havens in Syria.
Pursuing the current negotiating framework therefore
entails significant risks from violent spoilers, even as it
fails to eliminate Salafi-jihadi safe havens. ISIS, Jabhat
al Nusra, and other irreconcilable Salafi-jihadi military
organizations will almost certainly attempt to spoil the
negotiations and derail any negotiated settlement, leading
to increased violence over the near term. These groups are
implacably opposed to any settlement that leaves a secular
government in power, whether Assad’s or some compromise
transitional state including the moderate opposition. They
oppose any settlement at all that does not give them control
of Syria, in fact. The current international process rightly
excludes ISIS and Jabhat al Nusra from the negotiations
and from any ultimate settlement, and, in fact, specifically
authorizes continued attacks against those groups even
18

during the ceasefire.35 ISIS and Jabhat al Nusra, therefore,
have every incentive to continue fighting and to escalate their
attacks in order to disrupt the entire negotiating process.
If the process yields a transitional government, Salafi-jihadi
groups would almost certainly conduct targeted assassinations,
kidnappings, spectacular attacks against symbolic targets,
and use other forms of coercion to undermine its authority.
Jabhat al Nusra would likely launch attacks against pro-regime
territory.36 ISIS is also likely to spoil confidence-building
measures such as ceasefires, as its actions have shown.37 ISIS,
Jabhat al Nusra, and other Salafi-jihadi military organizations
could also seek to expand their operational footprint into
the neighboring states of Turkey, Lebanon, Iraq, and
Jordan in response to an imposed political settlement.
Syrian Alawites, Syrian Kurds, or other minority factions
could also spoil a settlement by electing to prolong the conflict
rather than concede to a Sunni Arab-led government. Syrian
Alawites could fight to preserve a rump state along the Syrian
coast if a political settlement fails to provide a clear role for
minorities in a post-regime Syrian state. This rump state
could receive military support from Russia and Iran. Syrian
Kurds could also undermine peace efforts by seizing additional
territory along the Turkish border, prompting a military
response from Turkey. Arguments within the Syrian opposition
over ideology or general struggles for influence would open
seams that could be exploited by ISIS, Jabhat al Nusra, and
other Salafi-jihadi military organizations operating in Syria.
Current diplomatic efforts attempt to bypass and short-circuit
almost all of the issues identified in the previous section as
central to any stable resolution of a conflict such as the one
that has been raging in Syria since 2011. There is virtually no
chance that these efforts could produce a durable outcome

The likelihood that the international
community will succeed in reaching a
long-term solution to the Syrian Civil War
through the current approach is miniscule.
in the long run even if they were successful in pacifying
Syria over the next couple of years (which is itself unlikely).
Advocates of the current negotiations argue that they are the
necessary first phase in a process that will ultimately lead to
a final resolution of the conflict. This argument reflects a
broader sense among many that beginning a political process
is inherently good and carries no risks in itself, and that
even small agreements in such a process can snowball into
a final resolution of the problem. The search for a ceasefire
in Syria, in particular, reflects the growing sense of urgency
UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG
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in the international community that something must be
done to stop the violence in Syria. But the U.S. and the
West are taking no action to mitigate the many risks posed
by violent spoilers, while Russian operations are radicalizing
more moderate forces that might in principle be open to
talks. The likelihood that the international community
will succeed in reaching a long-term solution to the Syrian
Civil War through the current approach is thus miniscule.

ASSAD’S INABILITY TO REGAIN CONTROL
OF SYRIA AND DEFEAT ISIS AND JABHAT AL
NUSRA
The complexities of a negotiated settlement and the risks of
its collapse—or, alternatively, the danger that it will actually
empower the Salafi-jihadi groups that the U.S. must destroy—
has created another trap for American policy: the myth of Assad
as a lesser evil against ISIS.38 Members of the planning group
have argued elsewhere about the problems with embracing
Assad as a partner resulting from his prominent role in driving
the sectarian war.39 But the notion of working with him or,
perhaps, a less-sectarian successor, deserves careful evaluation
given the lack of palatable alternatives. That evaluation must
include an assessment of the feasibility of Assad actually
regaining control of Syria and destroying ISIS and Jabhat
al Nusra— and preventing their return or reconstitution. It
must also consider the regional consequences of aligning the
U.S. with the Alawite regime. Both considerations militate
powerfully against seeing Assad as a potential partner.
The Alawite regime does not have sufficient combat power
to defeat ISIS and Jabhat al Nusra, let alone to hold the
areas they now control. Assad has tried to conduct multiple
simultaneous or successive major military campaigns against
rebel forces in the past and has continually encountered the
same fatal dilemma—he can either hold the ground he wins in
one area with the forces he sent there, precluding operations
elsewhere, or he can move his clearing forces to another front
and lose the gains he has made.40 He can only hope to resolve
this dilemma by finding additional forces and in considerable
numbers. Russian military intervention has not dramatically
transformed the military landscape in northern and western
Syria, and therefore has not sufficiently helped Assad to enable
him to reconquer Syria. Regime forces taking advantage of
Russian air support have made some gains, notably relieving
the siege of Kuweires air base northeast of Aleppo, but they
have not been able yet either to surround or to take Aleppo,
nor to drive ISIS from Palmyra, another objective they are
pursuing. Campaigns in both areas may yet succeed, but the
time they are taking and the difficulties they are encountering
suggest that they will mainly have the effect of moving the lines
on what will remain a dynamic but stalemated battlefield.
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There is no apparent source of significant additional
manpower for Assad at this point. Iranian forces are
stretched to sustain current deployment levels, as the Islamic
Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) is not configured to
maintain combat units in protracted conflicts beyond Iran’s
borders.41 Lebanese Hezbollah is already keeping several
thousand fighters in Syria even as Lebanon continues to
slide further into instability. It is extremely unlikely that
Hezbollah will mobilize large numbers of additional troops
to fight for Sunni territory in Syria on behalf of Assad.

The Alawite regime does not have
sufficient combat power to defeat ISIS
and Jabhat al Nusra, let alone to hold the
areas they now control.
It is improbable in the extreme that Putin will deploy major
combat forces to help Assad either. Such a deployment
would, indeed, risk turning Syria into another Afghanistan.
It would also divert forces from operations in Ukraine
that are far more important to Putin than fighting ISIS.
The movement of Russian combat forces to the Syrian
coast and then to bases in eastern Syria would be an
unprecedented projection of Russian force, moreover, for
which there is no reason to believe the Russian military is
actually prepared or preparing. It goes without saying that
Sunni Arab countries like Saudi Arabia might be willing
to send combat forces into Syria in such a situation—but
only to fight alongside the opposition against Assad. They
will never commit military power to an alliance with him.
Assad could optimistically hope, therefore, to reconquer
most of western Syria while accepting the persistence of an
insurgency within that area as well as of ISIS sanctuaries in
the east. That outcome is entirely inconsistent with American
interest and national security requirements in Syria.
The U.S. is thus the only potential source for the many
thousands of additional troops that would be required
to support Assad in a way that achieves our core national
security objectives of eliminating the main ISIS sanctuaries.
It is almost impossible to imagine a scenario in which an
American president would order U.S. troops into Syria in
support of an Assad-Iran-Russia-Hezbollah coalition. It is
almost equally difficult to imagine a coalition permitting the
deployment of such forces. Keeping American troops out of
the region is a major objective for both Russia and Iran.42
Backing Assad is also strategically problematic. Any course of
action that preserves the regime would allow Iran to maintain
key supply routes for transferring weapons to Lebanese
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Hezbollah via Damascus. U.S. intervention could also open
opportunities for the IRGC and other Iranian-backed
foreign terrorist organizations to secure a foothold along
the Golan Heights on Israel’s border. Russia would receive
international validation and a bolstered claim to leadership in
global counter-terrorism operations if the U.S. concedes to
its demands for a partnership with Assad. Russia would likely
move to secure the long-term presence of its military forces
on the Syrian coast in order to challenge the U.S. and NATO.
The U.S. could also irreversibly damage its relations with
critical regional allies. Turkey and the Gulf States have
provided direct support to anti-regime forces since the
start of the Syrian Revolution. Any decision to intervene on
behalf of the Syrian regime would place the U.S. in direct
opposition to its regional partners. It would solidify the halfconscious reorientation of the American alliance system in
the Middle East away from the Sunni Arab states and Israel
and toward their regional adversaries. Whatever the wisdom
of such a reorientation, it must not be undertaken simply
in the hope of finding an easier solution to the challenge
of ISIS in Syria—particularly considering the very high
probability that it will fail to deliver any such solution.

MINIMUM CONDITIONS FOR
COOPERATING WITH SYRIAN SALAFIJIHADI GROUPS
The requirement to find a settlement of the Syrian conflict
that does not empower Salafi-jihadi groups immediately
runs into the problem posed by organizations such as Ahrar
al Sham, which is one of the largest and most powerful
fighting forces among the opposition. It benefits from
popular support and participates actively in local governance
in many areas. It is also thoroughly entwined with Jabhat
al Nusra and committed to a vision of Salafi-jihadism and
Salafist governance, yet it is not actively planning or directly
supporting attacks against the West and claims that it is
uninterested in doing so.43 Allowing Ahrar al Sham to retain
its military and political power virtually ensures that Jabhat al

Treating Ahrar al Sham as identical with
Jabhat al Nusra, as the Russians do, puts
the U.S. at war with many Sunnis who
can and must be incorporated into a
future, post-Assad inclusive government.
Nusra will retain a foothold in Syria and, furthermore, that
conditions will be set for its reconstitution into a major force
even if it is once destroyed. But treating Ahrar al Sham as
20

identical to Jabhat al Nusra, as the Russians do, puts the U.S.
at war with many Sunnis who can and must be incorporated
into a future, post-Assad inclusive government. It is vital,
therefore, to identify precisely what the U.S. and its allies
must demand of Ahrar al Sham and other Salafi-jihadi
groups that are not yet part of al Qaeda or ISIS in return for
allowing the bulk of their members to participate in a political
settlement and the government that it will ultimately produce.
The minimum conditions that the Syrian Salafi-jihadi
groups–excluding Jabhat al Nusra and ISIS—must meet in
order to participate in a post-war Syria compatible with core
American security requirements are to:
•

Break with Jabhat al Nusra and ISIS and either expel the
leaders of those groups or turn them over to the Western
coalition;

•

Accept the principle that the future Syrian state will be
pluralistic and unitary;

•

Reject violent jihad, including against ISIS, and abjure
future offensive military operations outside of the local
areas they protect;44

•

Commit to disarming to the minimum level required
for them to police and defend areas in which they will
continue to dominate or govern (a condition that all
parties to the settlement will have to meet); and

•

Commit to the elimination of the current Shari’a court
system by which they govern, to the formation of new
local governance structures that exclude current and
recent officials of Shari’a courts, and to the holding
of local elections in which Shari’a court officials will
not participate either as candidates or as vetters. The
governance of Syria must rest on political institutions
rather than on Shari’a courts from localities upward.45

Groups that commit to and fulfill these requirements can
expect to retain control of local governance as long as they can
win local elections under these conditions. They can also expect
to retain some police and military forces at levels and with
weaponry to be negotiated depending on the security conditions
in the country. These demands are likely to fracture the
groups and help separate the reconcilable from irreconcilable
elements, although a violent struggle will likely ensue between
the factions. A sound counterinsurgency approach must
separate them, however, and destroy irreconcilable elements.
The commitment to and implementation of these
commitments would need to be phased. The groups must
commit up front to all five conditions. They must fulfill the
first condition—expelling or handing over ISIS and Jabhat al
Nusra leaders—before any agreement could come into effect.
The U.S. may have to allow them to delay ending the jihad for
UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG
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some limited time after the implementation of an agreement,
recognizing that the security situation will not likely resolve
itself instantly. ISIS in particular will seek to exploit a
change in the status quo in western Syria, and the members
of Ahrar al Sham and other anti-ISIS groups will have to be
able to defend themselves until some other forces arrive to
assist. There will also have to be a limited transition period
from the current shari’a court system of local governance to
a new structure as outlined above. Disarmament will likely
require a longer agreed-upon timeframe. It is imperative
that the U.S. and its partners prevent Salafi-jihadi groups
from protracting agreed-upon transition periods or
using force during those periods to change conditions on
the ground to their advantage. International troops will
almost certainly be required to uphold that imperative.

VULNERABILITY OF IRAQ
Syria’s challenges are so enormous that they sometimes
obscure the structural difficulties confronting American
strategy in Iraq. The recent recapture of most of Ramadi by
Iraqi Security Forces (ISF) was an important step forward
in the struggle against ISIS, but it was only a step. The ISF
still faces an uphill climb to clear the rest of the Euphrates
River Valley east through ISIS-held Fallujah to Baghdad
and west to the Syrian border. It must also fight its way
through the rest of Salah-ad-Din Province into Ninewah
Province to regain Mosul and the portions of Ninewah not
under either ISIS or Kurdish control. These fights will not
be easy. Their difficulty will be enormously compounded
by the growing vulnerability and fragility of the Iraqi
government and its leader, Prime Minister Haider al Abadi.

American strategy for destroying ISIS
in Iraq must therefore reckon with
the extreme fragility of one of its most
important pillars.
Iraq is suffering from serious economic problems resulting
from the collapse in the price of oil and the consequent
major reductions in the state budget. Such reductions have an
immediate effect on the legitimacy of the government when
citizens are accustomed to receiving direct support from the
state in various forms, including employment and other topdown wealth transfers. These reductions have also exacerbated
conflicts about who will pay and support militia forces
operating outside of state control that have been driving an
influx of Iranian-backed militia leaders and fighters into the
ISF. This influx, in turn, undermines Abadi’s independence
from Tehran and the ISF’s independence of the militias.
UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG

Prime Minister Abadi is also attempting to combat the
rampant corruption and mis-governance in Iraq that has
risen to the level of a national crisis in the context of these
severe budgetary constraints. These efforts have run him afoul
of many entrenched interests and even weakened the public
support of his most important backer, Grand Ayatollah Ali
Sistani.46 Abadi’s increased vulnerability is encouraging his
predecessor and principal rival, Nuri Kemal al Maliki, to
maneuver more aggressively in preparation for unseating Abadi
and re-establishing himself in power. Maliki’s maneuvers
rely heavily on the support of Iranian-controlled militias,
which would also benefit greatly from Abadi’s departure.

These internal Iraqi matters are important
to America because they can undermine
or even collapse Iraqi efforts against ISIS
while simultaneously preventing the U.S.
from trying to assist in that fight.
These internal Iraqi matters are important to America
because they can undermine or even collapse Iraqi efforts
against ISIS while simultaneously preventing the U.S. from
trying to assist in that fight. A serious attempt to remove
Abadi from the premiership would likely paralyze the Iraqi
government and derail ongoing campaigns against ISIS. A
rapid resumption of power by Maliki is unlikely to lead to
an equally-rapid resumption of those campaigns, however.
Maliki has moved steadily into the Iranian orbit since losing
power. His dependence on Iranian-controlled militias
and their political wings would reinforce this drift once he
regained control.47 Iranian interests and objectives do not
align with America’s in fundamental ways. Tehran desires
to drive the U.S. out of Iraq entirely, for one thing, and is
content to protect the metropolitan Shi’a areas of Iraq without
putting forth too much effort to drive ISIS out of the Sunni
heartland. The Iranian regime holds a largely undifferentiated
view of Iraq’s Sunni population, moreover, as does Maliki—
it views almost all Sunni as at least tacit supporters of ISIS.
A Maliki-driven anti-ISIS campaign will thus likely
look very different from the one that Abadi is currently
conducting with American assistance. It would not include
any significant effort at outreach to the Sunni community—
Maliki’s tenure was known for his refusal to reach out with
much other than force, except when Americans cajoled him.
It would very likely not include significant U.S. assistance
either. Maliki can be expected to order some or all U.S.
combat forces out of Iraq and/or to seriously curtail their
activities. It probably would include the incorporation of
even more Iranian-controlled militias and other sectarian
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fighting forces into the ISF, which, in turn, would likely take
up its old sectarian ways, finishing the sectarian cleansing
of Baghdad and its environs in part through sectarian
killings. Maliki’s campaign against ISIS, therefore, would
very likely make the problem much worse, rather than better.
Facilitating Maliki’s departure from power was an important
achievement of the U.S. administration in 2014, enabling
a transformation in the way the Iraqi government and the
ISF prosecuted the struggle against ISIS. Maliki’s return to
power would be disastrous. Even the collapse of the Abadi
government and the transition to someone other than Maliki
would do serious damage to the current campaign. American
strategy for destroying ISIS in Iraq must therefore reckon
with the extreme fragility of one of its most important pillars.
It must avoid actions that would further weaken Abadi while
contemplating a series of urgent measures to strengthen
him. It must also prepare for the unhappy contingency
of his fall, since the collapse of Abadi’s government would
not make the destruction of ISIS in Iraq any less vital
to American national security. We shall consider these
matters in detail when presenting specific courses of action.

al Qaeda and ISIS, and growing resentment against the
West that will support increased direct attacks on Western
soil. The conflicts in Iraq and Syria are not contained
and are not containable. They generate direct and potent
threats to the security of the American and European
homelands, and they must therefore be ended on terms that
protect our peoples regardless of the difficulty of that task.

IRANIAN OBJECTIVES
Iranian objectives in Iraq and Syria overlap with those of Russia
in complicated ways. They are almost entirely antithetical to
the objectives of the United States and the West, Tehran’s fear
of and opposition to Salafi-jihad groups notwithstanding.
The grand strategic objectives of the Iranian regime are to
maintain its power, preserve its revolutionary character

IRANIAN OBJECTIVES
Iranian Grand Strategic Objectives

CONCLUSION

>Preserve and export revolution

Crafting a viable solution to the Syrian Civil War while
supporting and strengthening an Iraqi government with some
independence from Tehran will be enormously difficult. It will
require a superb understanding of the dynamic situation on
the ground, a strategic perspective that takes the long view of
America’s interests, and the ability to articulate many separate
but interwoven lines of effort in the military, economic,
political, diplomatic, and governance arenas. Executing
such an approach will also require patience and commitment
over time. Wounds such as those inflicted on the Syrian and
Iraqi peoples heal very slowly. Conflicts such as these tend
to re-emerge after initial settlements appear to get them
under control. Any quick-fix solution will fail, as will any
solution built on a simplistic understanding of the problem.

>Establish regional hegemony

The conflicts in Iraq and Syria generate direct
and potent threats to the security of the American
and European homelands, and they must
therefore be ended on terms that protect our
peoples regardless of the difficulty of that task.

>Expel the U.S. from the Middle East
>Eliminate the state of Israel
>Defeat Islamist threat to Iran and allies
>Lead the Muslim world
>Protect Shi’a globally

Iranian Strategic Objectives
>Deter U.S. or Israeli attack
>Harass Israel
>Reshape regional governments
>Support and expand regional proxies and allies
>End isolation
>Matintain strategic depth
>Increase economic resiliance
>Engage the West on Iran’s terms

The U.S. and its allies must embrace this challenge, however,
because the problems will not go away by themselves.
Continued civil war will generate continued refugee flows,
global sectarian mobilization and radicalization, increased
foreign-fighter movements, persistent safe havens for
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>Challenge Saudi regime
Divergent with U.S. Objectives
Convergent with U.S. Objectives
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in keeping with the ideals of former Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Khomeini, and export those ideals throughout
the Muslim world. It also aims to establish Iran as the
hegemon of the Middle East, thus regaining what it believes
to be Iran’s rightful legacy as heir to the Persian Empire.

Iranian objectives are almost entirely
antithetical to the objectives of the
United States and the West.
Former Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khomeini’s ideology
was explicitly anti-American and anti-Zionist. The current
regime thus strives to expel the United States, Great Britain,
and their allies from the Middle East entirely as well as
to eliminate the state of Israel. Iran is a Shi’a theocracy,
and its leaders view the defense of Shi’a populations
around the world as its right and obligation. Moreover,
these leaders seek to guide, represent, and ultimately
lead the entire Muslim world, both Sunni and Shi’a.48
Iran’s leaders pursue a number of strategic aims in support of
these grand strategic objectives:

IRANIAN MEANS

Axis of Resistance
Iran has created a regional coalition on which it relies to
pursue its strategic and grand strategic objectives. This
“axis of resistance” includes the Assad regime in Syria,
Lebanese Hezbollah, Shi’a militias in Iraq, some parts
of the Iraqi government itself, HAMAS, and Palestinian
Islamic Jihad. Iranian officials periodically include the
Yemen-based al Houthi movement in this list as well.50
The “axis of resistance” concept long predates the rise of ISIS.
It is primarily meant to be the alliance under Iran’s control
of military and para-military forces confronting Israel, the
U.S., and their regional allies and partners, including Saudi
Arabia. Lebanese Hezbollah and the Assad regime have
historically been the two most important members of the axis.

Lebanese Hezbollah

Hezbollah poses the greatest and most immediate threat to
Israel by virtue of the advanced, long-range rockets which
Iran has provided. It also gives Iran access to a group of
highly-trained an loyal Arab partners through whom Farsispeaking Iranians can interact with other groups in the
Arab world. Hezbollahi leaders thus played important
roles in helping Iranian forces train and support Iraqi
Shi’a militias after 2003 and in helping them integrate
with Syrian forces after 2011.51 The preservation of
Hezbollah’s political and military power is a core national
security interest of Iran that Tehran will fight to defend.

•

Deter a U.S. or Israeli attack on the regime or the
nuclear program;

•

End the international sanctions regime;

•

Increase Iran’s domestic economic independence and
resilience;

• Maintain Assad-type regime in Syria

•

Re-integrate into the global economy on Iran’s terms;

•

Challenge Saudi regional power and influence;

• Maintain pro-Iranian and anti-U.S. government in
Iraq

•

Keep Israel fully occupied defending itself;

• Expand interoperable military coalition with Hezbollah,
Syrian forces, and Iraqi militias

•

Support and strengthen Iran’s regional partners and
proxies;

• Support Hezbollah, HAMAS, and PIJ

•

Build a regional coalition under Iran’s leadership to
“resist” Israel and the U.S.49

These strategic aims require a series of concrete undertakings
that the Iranian government and armed forces pursue in the
region and globally.

Iranian Methods

• Maintain and expand conventional military threat to
U.S. and Israel in the region
• Stabilize economy
• Expand energy trade but also diversify economy
• Develop “industrial-scale” nuclear enrichment and
energy-production program
• Transform government of Bahrain
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Iranian foreign and military policy is controlled by Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and executed primarily by the Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps (IRGC). President Hassan Rouhani and his cabinet, including Foreign Minister Javad Zarif and Defense Minister General Hossein
Dehghan, have opinions about what Iran should or should not be doing militarily in Syria, but they have little ability actually to influence the policy.
Iranian regional strategy is thus in the hands of Khamenei, IRGC Commander Major General Mohammad Ali Jafari, and Qods Force Commander
Major General Qassem Soleimani. The most significant advisers in this policy-making are former IRGC Commander Major General Yahya Rahim
Safavi (Khamenei’s senior military advisor) and former foreign minister Ali Akbar Velayati (Khamenei’s senior foreign policy advisor). Retired
Admiral Ali Shamkhani, the secretary of Iran’s Supreme National Security Council (SNSC), helps coordinate Iran’s all-of-government approach
to the fight. All of these individuals are committed hard-line revolutionaries who should not be seen as “reformists.”

Assad Regime

The Assad regime was a critical ally before 2011 because it
provided Iran a state base for its support to both Hezbollah and
HAMAS, whose headquarters were in Damascus until Assad’s
sectarian brutality against his Sunni majority population forced
HAMAS to decamp. Syria provided the physical infrastructure
Iran used to supply Hezbollah with weapons and move
personnel. It also provided a safe haven that Israel would not
attack even when it was hitting Hezbollahi targets in Lebanon.
Assad continues to be an important ally for Tehran, but
the relationship is now reversed—Iran has been forced to
deploy its own forces, Hezbollahi troops, and Iraqi Shi’a
militias to fight in Syria simply to keep Assad in power.

Tehran seeks to be known as a state that
remains loyal to its partners, hoping to
benefit, among other things, from the perception that the U.S. is not a reliable ally.
Iran continues to support Assad because it still needs the
base that the Alawite coastline and Damascus environs
provide to support Hezbollah in Lebanon. Tehran’s longterm goal is likely to stabilize Alawite control of that area
sufficiently to allow Hezbollahi fighters to return to Lebanon
and still rely on Iranian logistical support flowing through
Damascus International Airport and the Syrian ports.52
If those lines of communication are permanently disrupted,
Iran will face much greater risks in having to supply Hezbollah
entirely through Lebanese territory. Lebanese infrastructure
is much more vulnerable to Israeli attack, for one thing,
as Israel demonstrated during the 2006 war.53 The use of
Lebanese lines of communications, moreover, depends
on Hezbollah’s ability to maintain its predominance in the
unstable equilibrium that is Lebanese internal politics.
Iranian support for Assad has also become a matter of national
policy and honor, as well as a personal honor of the Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. Tehran seeks to be known as
a state that remains loyal to its partners, hoping to benefit,
24

among other things, from the perception that the U.S. is not
a reliable ally. That principle was tested in 2014 as Iraqi Prime
Minister Nuri al Maliki sought to retain his seat despite intense
opposition among Iraq’s Shi’a. Supreme Leader Khamenei
appears to have maintained his personal support for Maliki to
the end, but allowed himself to be talked into letting the regime
abandon him by more pragmatic subordinates.54 Maliki left
power and was replaced by Haider al Abadi, who has generally
been much less enthusiastic about pursuing Iran’s interests
and keeping his distance from the U.S. That experience has
likely re-cemented Khamenei’s already strong commitment
to back Assad, or at least a successor of Bashar’s choosing.55
Iranian officials, in any event, have been vociferous in their
insistence that Assad will not be forced out against his will.56

Iraqi Militias

Iran has recruited, trained, supported, and directed paramilitary forces drawn from Iraq’s Shi’a population since the
Iran-Iraq War. Tehran expanded its network and support
dramatically after the U.S. overthrew Saddam in 2003.57 The
Badr Corps, later renamed the Badr Organization, was the
original Iranian proxy formed to fight against Saddam in the
1980s. Iran re-injected that force into Iraq in 2003, where
it aggressively infiltrated Iraqi Security Forces, particularly
the Iraqi National Police. Tehran also helped Moqtada al
Sadr, son of a major Shi’a cleric murdered by Saddam in
1999, form another proxy after the U.S. invasion, known
initially as the Jaish al Mahdi (JAM, or Mahdi Army).
Qais al Khazali, one of Sadr’s lieutenants, broke from
Moqtada in 2004, and formed a separate organization
known as Asa’ib Ahl al Haq (the League of the Righteous)
in 2006. The Iranian Qods Force also maintained a small,
elite, and highly-lethal arm known as Kata’ib Hezbollah.
These forces all continue to operate in Iraq with considerable
Iranian support and direction, and they came to the fore
as the Iraqi Security Forces collapsed in Mosul and ISIS
captured the city in June 2014. The Badr Organization
works closely with Kata’ib Hezbollah, Asai’b Ahl al Haq,
and other proxy militias to wrest command and control
of operations against ISIS from Prime Minister Abadi
and Iraqi institutions that are seen as too pro-American.
The Iraqi Security Forces in many areas respond to the
guidance of Qods Force commander Qassem Soleimani
via the Badr Organization’s own leader, Hadi al Amiri.58
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The Jaish al Mahdi has gone through a number of
transformations and was ultimately stood down by
Moqtada al Sadr in 2008. It has been replaced by the Peace
Brigades, which he still controls. Sadr is not a reliable

Iran has recruited, trained,
supported, and directed para-military
forces drawn from Iraq’s Shi’a population
since the Iran-Iraq war.
partner for Iran (or anyone), and competes with the Badr
Organization, Kata’ib Hezbollah, Asai’b Ahl al Haq, and
other Iranian proxies for influence in Iraq. The Peace
Brigades are focused on the fight against ISIS in Iraq.
Kata’ib Hezbollah has sent support to Syria, however, along
with Asai’b Ahl al Haq and a number of relatively newer Iraqi
militias including the Nujaba Movement (NM, also known as
Saraya al Difa al Shabi), Kata’ib Sayyid al Shuhada (KSAS),
Kata’ib Imam Ali (KAIA), and Talia Saraya al Khorasani.
The appearance of elements of these militias on Syrian
battlefields demonstrates that Iran has created the capability
to mobilize external groups, move them from Iraq to a
foreign theater, and integrate them into a coherent fighting
force there, along with the military and para-military
forces of Assad and Lebanese Hezbollah. Many returned
to the Iraq battlefield after the fall of Mosul, proving that
Iran could also redeploy these forces back en masse. Iran
subsequently redeployed some Iraqi proxy contingents back
to Syria in the summer of 2015. The axis of resistance has
thus become a military coalition that can be formed and
reorganized in a modular fashion and deployed across the
region to theaters in which Iran has established command
and support infrastructure. The creation of such a military
coalition has likely been an Iranian objective for some
time, judging from its operations in Iraq since 2003.
Expanding and protecting that coalition is probably
a core national security objective for Tehran today.

Syrian Irregular Forces
The IRGC and Qods Force see their activities in Iraq as a model
to be replicated, and they have done so in Syria. IRGC Major
General Hossein Hamedani, killed in Syria in October 2015,
helped form Alawite militias modeled on Hezbollah and Iraqi
militias as auxiliary forces to the conventional Syrian Arab
Army (SAA) that was in danger of collapse.59 These National
Defense Forces (NDF) were formed outside of the SAA and
interact with it in a manner similar to that of Hezbollah and
Iraqi militias. The creation of the NDF and this manner
of integration into the larger axis of resistance rather than
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into the Syrian armed forces show Tehran’s commitment to
the principle of retaining and expanding an inter-operable
Arab-Persian military coalition that it controls and directs.

Relationship with Russia

Maintaining and deepening Iran’s relationship with Russia is
another core strategic requirement for the Iranian regime.
That relationship has long been troubled, and Iranian
leaders have learned not to trust Russia completely even to
keep commitments it has made to them, let alone to help
them pursue their interests. Russia promised to sell Iran the
advanced S-300 air defense system in 2007, for example,
but did not deliver it. Tensions over Moscow’s prevarications
on this issue led Iran to begin court proceedings to claim
financial damages from Russia for failure to deliver the
system.60 These tensions regularly evoked bitter complaints
against Moscow’s unreliability and duplicity from Iranian
regime figures. Oscillations in rhetoric about the IranRussia relationship as well as in the relationship itself are
not new, therefore, and are likely to persist indefinitely,
even if the missiles arrive as the Kremlin has promised.61
Iran nevertheless requires a strong relationship with Russia
because of the capabilities Russia alone could provide Tehran.
Iran has been developing its indigenous arms industry
aggressively, but it needs foreign assistance to bring its
conventional military capabilities up to the level at which they
could reliably deter the U.S. and Israel. It is looking primarily
to Russia for this assistance, and various defense officials have
publicly discussed plans to purchase Russian combat aircraft
and advanced T-90 tanks.62 Both Russian and Iranian officials
are now saying that delivery of the S-300 is underway, although
Iranians and foreign analysts would be justified in remaining
skeptical until the system is actually visible on Iranian soil.63
Iran also relies on Russia to advance its interests through
international negotiations. Russia has played a pivotal role in
the nuclear negotiations, in stopping numerous UN Security
Council Resolutions against Assad, in getting Iran a seat at the
table in international negotiations about Syria’s future, and
most prominently in helping President Obama abandon the red
line he had drawn regarding Assad’s use of chemical weapons.
Russia is also providing Iran with asymmetric military
capabilities it desperately needs to pursue its objectives in
Syria. Iranian expeditionary military forces are primarily
light infantry units. The Iranian air forces have no ability
to conduct precision strike missions, and Iranian Special
Forces units generally do not appear able to conduct targeted
kill-capture missions or brief-but-intense ground combat
operations as would American SOF or Russian SPETSNAZ.
The deployment of Iranian military advisors and then limited
combat forces into Syria, therefore, has had a largely linear
effect on the battlefield. It helped keep Assad’s forces going
and has improved their capabilities somewhat, but it has
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not been sufficient to give Assad the upper hand against
forces whose capabilities are also continuously improving.
Russian military intervention in Syria has been more gamechanging. The Russian air force has limited precisionstrike capability, but even that limited capability has made a
significant impact on Syria’s stalemated battle-lines. Russian
attack helicopters and aircraft dropping “dumb bombs”
have also changed the balance of combat power much more
significantly than any deployment of Iranian airframes could
have done. Russia may also be providing assistance in designing
and coordinating more complex military operations than
the IRGC is capable of, and there are indications that some
Russian SPETSNAZ units are operating in Syria as well.64
Iran and Assad are becoming dependent on Russian direct
military support. Assad is unable to generate military power
to replace what the Russians are providing, and the Iranians
do not appear to be attempting to do so. Both will thus remain
dependent on Moscow until and unless they are collectively
able to weaken the opposition to a point at which they can
continue operations without Russian assistance. Such a
development does not seem in any way imminent. Protecting
and strengthening the Russian alliance is thus a central
requirement of Iranian regional, as well as global, strategy.

Iran on al Qaeda and ISIS

The Iranian regime sees al Qaeda and ISIS as dangerous foes that
must be defeated. It is providing military support, including its
own troops, to the fight in Syria and Iraq against these enemies
among others.65 This fact has persuaded some in the West that
Iran is a natural ally in this fight, just as Putin’s propaganda
has persuaded some that Russia is a natural partner.66 The
myopic focus on the fight against ISIS leads some analysts
and policymakers to overlook fundamental incompatibilities
of the Iranian regime’s grand strategic objectives with those
of the West and to favor a grand coalition that includes
Iran. This sentiment has grown significantly following the
conclusion of the nuclear agreement, which some hope could
be the basis for a fundamental resetting of American relations
with Iran and the establishment of a broader partnership
for dealing with regional problems including terrorism.67
This notion founders on the reality that Iran’s national security
decision-making apparatus remains committed to its policy of
enmity toward the U.S. and the expulsion of the U.S. military
from the region. It also encounters the same definitional
problem as the idea of partnering with Russia in this fight,
moreover, because the Iranian regime’s classification of these
enemy groups is fundamentally different from the West’s.
The Supreme Leader and the IRGC have persuaded
themselves that ISIS is a creation of the U.S. for the
purpose of sowing disorder in the Middle East.68 They
do not believe that the U.S. is serious about fighting
26

ISIS for this reason. They are also inclined, like Putin, to
lump almost all armed Sunni opposition groups together
with terrorist organizations and Salafi-jihadi groups.

The myopic focus on the fight against ISIS
leads some analysts and policymakers to
overlook fundamental incompatibilities of
the Iranian regime’s grand strategic
objectives with those of the West.
Iranian Sectarianism

The leaders of the Iranian revolution from Khomeini to
the present have always claimed that their ideology is panIslamist and not Shi’a-focused. There are, indeed, elements
of the ideology that transcend sectarian bounds, but its core
teachings require a Shi’a logical and theological infrastructure.
Abstract debates about the inherent sectarian nature of the
Iranian regime aside, Tehran acts in the real world in an
almost completely sectarian fashion. It continually champions
the rights of Shi’a and Shi’a sects such as the Alawites in Syria
or the al Houthis in Yemen against Sunni governments. The
proxies through which it operates in the region, moreover, are
highly and militantly Shi’a sectarian groups with the exception
of HAMAS and Palestinian Islamic Jihad, which are Sunni.
These proxies have become steadily more sectarian over
the past decade, moreover. The Badr Organization reentered Iraq in 2003, as we have seen, and infiltrated the
Iraqi Security Forces. Proxy groups used their positions in
those forces to turn Iraqi Security Force units into sectarian
killing machines, avenging the oppression Saddam had
inflicted upon Iraqi Shi’a by murdering innocent Sunni.
Sadr’s Jaish al Mahdi forces conducted their own sectarian
cleansing campaigns, while Kata’ib Hezbollah performed
more targeted attacks on American targets and on targets of
particular interest to the Iranian regime, such as Iraqi air
force pilots who had bombed Iranian cities during the IranIraq War. The sectarian activities of these groups helped drive
Iraq’s Sunni into the arms of al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) and the
Ba’athist insurgency even before the full evolution of AQI’s
own campaign of sectarian attacks and murders that climaxed
with the destruction of the al Askaria Shrine in Samarra in
February 2006. These groups generally supported Prime
Minister Maliki’s efforts to marginalize Sunni Arabs during
the draw-down and withdrawal of American forces from Iraq
and then to target the peaceful Sunni protest movement that
emerged in 2011. They have been active in Syria and were
fully revived as para-military groups in Iraq as the Maliki
government lost control of areas south of Baghdad, Fallujah,
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and Mosul to ISIS. Some of these groups now continue and the methods he has used to pursue them revolve around
campaigns of sectarian cleansing in the areas they control.69 a central concept of aggressive competition with the U.S.
Putin’s grand strategic objective to reassert Russia as a great
Lebanese Hezbollah, Iran’s oldest and most reliable proxy, power rival to the U.S. is nested within his vital interest in
has always been an overtly sectarian organization and claims preserving his own rule. Putin’s confrontation with the U.S.
to represent Lebanon’s Shi’a community. The Assad regime serves his grand strategic objective of regime preservation by
has also always been sectarian in the sense that it jealously kept mobilizing domestic support against a foreign enemy and
control of the Syrian state in the hands of the Alawite minority, insulating Russian society from U.S. influence. Putin seeks
using brutal oppression to prevent Syria’s Sunni from to diminish U.S. power directly, including by expelling
contesting that control. The Arab Spring and the Syrian Civil sources of Western influence from Russia and by building
War have made the regime even more explicitly and violently
sectarian, however, to the point that it is almost inconceivable
RUSSIAN OBJECTIVES
that a primarily Alawite government could be accepted as
legitimate by Syria’s Sunni majority. Even in Yemen, where
sectarianism has been largely absent, the al Houthis are
Russian Grand Strategic Objectives
increasingly embracing the pan-Shi’a cause, at least rhetorically,
>Regain lost territory and spheres of influence
while the Gulf States backing their opponents portray
70
them (with great exaggeration) as Shi’a puppets of Iran.
>Diminish U.S. influence globally
Iranian military and political engagement in Iraq, Syria,
and throughout the region is thus highly sectarian, whatever
the intentions or feelings of Iran’s leaders. The groups Iran

>Re-establish Russia as a global power
>Preserve Putin’s regime
>Preserve Russian territorial integrity

The more Iran engages in regional conflict, the
more the sectarian nature, violence, and radicalization of that conflict will increase.

>Rebuild Russian military power

Russian Strategic Objectives
>Prevent emergence of robust political opposition
>Diminish Western influence in Russia

supports engage in sectarian cleansing and support sectarian
retribution attacks that in turn radicalize Sunni populations.
These sectarian actions support the narrative that only
groups like al Qaeda and ISIS can and will defend the Sunni
against the Iranian-backed Shi’a threat. The more Iran
engages in regional conflict, the more the sectarian nature,
violence, and radicalization of that conflict will increase.

>Deter Western action against Russia

RUSSIA’S OBJECTIVES

>Increase leverage over U.S. and its allies

Russian President Vladimir Putin’s pursuit of political
longevity shapes Russia’s current grand strategic and
strategic objectives. Putin seeks to prevent the emergence
of a robust opposition that could threaten his increasingly
absolute rule over Russian society. Putin’s geopolitical
grand strategic objectives, including his desired reversal
of the outcome of the Cold War, are intertwined with
his primary domestic objective of regime preservation.
Putin views the U.S. as a threat to the preservation of his
regime and the primary obstacle to the expansion of his power.
The majority of Putin’s grand strategic and strategic objectives
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>Divide & Deter NATO
>Divide and weaken EU
>Expand influence in Middle East and Europe
>Expand freedom of action in former Soviet Union
>Preserve façade of Russian international
legitimacy
>Expand Russian military footprint in Arctic,
Pacific, Middle East, and former Soviet Union
>Contain North Caucasus insurgency
>Prevent proliferation of nuclear weapons
>Modernize military & develop asymmetric
capabilities
Divergent with U.S. Objectives
Convergent with U.S. Objectives

27

U.S. GRAND STRATEGY | COMPETING VISIONS FOR SYRIA AND IR AQ: THE MYTH OF AN ANTI-ISIS GR AND COALITION| KAGAN & KAGAN | JANUARY 2016

partnerships to counter the U.S. abroad. He also seeks to
diminish U.S. power indirectly, by revising the rules of military
engagement and driving wedges between U.S. allies, among
other methods. Putin’s December 2015 national security
strategy and December 2014 military doctrine demonstrate
his equation of Russian security with regime survival and his
underlying view of the U.S. as the primary threat Russia faces.71

implemented domestically and exported abroad. Domestically,
and in some pockets of the former Soviet, he uses Russian
orthodoxy, conservatism, and nationalism as rhetorical tools
to distinguish Russian society from liberalizing Western
forces. He uses kleptocratic authoritarianism, described as an
alternative “development model,” to shield Russian society and
Russia’s international partnerships from Western influence
while keeping Russian power-players dependent upon him.79

Putin’s grand strategic and strategic objectives
and the methods he has used to pursue them
revolve around a central concept of aggressive
competition with the U.S.

Putin views the potential for a pro-Western revolution in
Russia as a key threat to his regime’s survival.80 He has taken
several actions domestically and abroad to diminish Western
influence in Russia since his return to the presidency in
2013 amidst major opposition protests.81 He has targeted
Russia’s liberal opposition, cutting off sources of support
from Western and Western-backed non-governmental
organizations (NGOs), cracking down on opposition leaders,
curbing political freedoms, and targeting independent
media.82 He utilizes propaganda about Western efforts to
orchestrate a revolution inside Russia and its neighbors to
justify his expanding control over Russian civil society. He
invaded and continues to destabilize Ukraine to prevent
the emergence of a prosperous pro-Western Ukraine
independent of Russian influence. He exploited the
preexisting national identity gap between Ukrainian and
Russian-speakers in order to present Ukraine’s pro-Western
revolution as an intrinsically anti-Russian movement, thus
reinforcing his efforts to stifle liberalizing forces at home.

Putin views NATO and the European Union (EU) as vehicles
for U.S. influence in Europe and seeks to weaken both
organizations.72 Putin portrays NATO expansion, capacity
building, and force projection as major threats to Russian
security.73 He opposes NATO’s eastward expansion because it
denies him access to historical spheres of influence in Europe
and serves as a humiliating reminder of Russia’s Cold War
defeat.74 Putin has halted further expansion of the EU and
NATO in the former Soviet Union (Ukraine and Georgia
in particular) by coercing his allies and destabilizing his
opponents, in several cases using frozen conflicts as sources
of leverage. He pressures NATO by violating the airspace
of NATO states and their non-NATO partners, including
Sweden, Finland, Norway, the Baltic States, and, most recently,
Turkey in order to test the alliance’s limits and demonstrate
its ineffectiveness. He exploits divisions within the EU by
supporting far-right and far-left European parties that seek
to devolve power from Brussels to national governments.75
Putin has stressed geographical divisions within NATO and
the EU by threatening eastern members, such as the Baltic
States and Poland while maintaining friendly relations with
other members, including Italy, Greece and Hungary.76 He
seeks to maintain and expand Russian influence in Europe
by building robust bilateral partnerships and increasing
European dependence on Russian energy. Russia’s latest
national security strategy claimed that NATO and the EU
were unable to combat the “spectrum of modern challenges
and threats” and called for the formation of an “open system
of collective security on a clear contractual and legal basis.”77
This rhetoric suggests that Putin ultimately seeks to present
Russia as a rival center of power for European security.
Putin seeks to establish Russia as an accepted great power in
a multipolar world order so as to preserve and expand his
freedom of action in Russia and the former Soviet Union.78
He seeks to create a new sphere of influence that is impervious
to Western influence. Unlike the Soviet Union’s, Putin’s rule is
not defined by a single ideology to counter the U.S. that can be
28

PUTIN’S VIEW OF TERRORISM
Russia’s national security strategy lists terrorist groups
alongside foreign intelligence services and foreign NGOs
as threats to Putin’s rule, euphemistically described as the
“constitutional system,” “the internal political and social
situation,” and “traditional Russian spiritual and moral
values.”83 Putin’s regime portrays armed opponents of its
client states as terrorists and extremists, labelin the U.S. and
its allies as their backers. Putin’s sweeping demonization of
protestors involved in Ukraine’s 2013-2014 “Euromaidan”
as fascist radicals is similar to his blanket characterization of
most of Syria’s armed opposition as terrorists. Putin blames
the U.S. and its allies for supporting Ukraine’s radicals and
Syria’s terrorists as part of his broader propaganda effort
to cast U.S. influence as the cause of global insecurity.84
Putin’s conflation of terrorism and radicalism with U.S.
influence and regime change serves to condition his domestic
population against the primary threat facing his rule, namely
the emergence of a robust pro-Western Russian opposition.
Putin does, however, view terrorism in Russia as a real threat
to his image as a necessary stabilizing force in Russia. Putin’s
military doctrine defines terrorism in Russia as a threat to
Russian sovereignty, unity, and territorial integrity.85 He
UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG
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founded his strongman cult of personality during his rise
to power in 1999 through his brutal use of military force
in Chechnya. He presented the war as a counter-terrorism
campaign when in reality Putin was pursuing his grand strategic
objectives of bolstering his regime, regaining lost territory,
and preserving Russian territorial integrity against separatist
forces.86 Russian Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev hailed
Putin’s quelling of the Chechen insurgency as a “business card”
for Russia’s counter-terrorism capabilities while a 2014 poll
indicated that a majority of Russians also viewed the campaign,
which was marked by egregious atrocities and human rights
violations, as successful.87 Putin’s rhetorical championing of
the anti-ISIS fight thus directly builds on his existing image
as a stabilizing force against insurgents, which remain active
in Russia’s restive North Caucasus. ISIS’s expansion in the
North Caucasus has the potential to accelerate the insurgency,
threatening Putin’s strategic objective of containment.

Putin views the emergence of ISIS as an
opportunity to re-establish Russia as a
great power rival to the U.S.
Putin views the emergence of ISIS as an opportunity to
re-establish Russia as a great power rival to the U.S. He
presented his intervention in Syria as a counterterrorism
effort designed to preempt the escalation of the low-level
insurgency in the North Caucasus.88 ISIS does threaten
security in Russia with the group’s declaration of a wilayat,
or governorate, in the North Caucasus in 2015 and the
presence of an estimated 2,000 foreign fighters from the
region fighting in Iraq and Syria. While Putin does likely seek
to degrade Caucasian groups fighting in Syria, his rhetoric
about ISIS and the need for international cooperation
against the group is grounded in his grand strategic objectives
of diminishing U.S. influence and asserting Russia as a global
power, not defeating Russia’s domestic insurgency. Russia’s
latest revision of its national security strategy, released three
months after the intervention in Syria, blames the actions
of the U.S. and its allies for turning the Middle East into a
hotbed of terrorism and enabling the expansion of ISIS.89 By
contrast, Putin falsely presents himself as a unifying global
leader in the fight against terrorism, capable of bridging the
Russia-NATO, Sunni-Shi’a, and Syrian regime-opposition
divides.90 Putin has demonstrated his intent to exacerbate
these divides, however, while simultaneously leveraging his
forward position in Syria to draw partners out of the United
States’ orbit, from France and Jordan to Syrian Kurds.91
Putin has demonstrated that he views diminishing ISIS’s
ability to escalate Russia’s domestic insurgency as a tangential
goal by targeting the Syrian opposition with the majority
of Russian airstrikes.92 His efforts to weaken and divide
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NATO and the EU with pressure applied from Syria in
fact align with ISIS’s objectives of destroying the current
states system and international order. His support for
anti-immigrant factions in Europe is also assisting the very
groups that ISIS seeks to empower as part of its strategy to
provoke oppression of European Muslims, thereby making
them more open to ISIS expansion, as we shall see.93
Putin intervened in the Syrian Civil War to achieve an array
of geopolitical strategic objectives unrelated to countering
terrorism. The Russian intervention has allowed him to
establish a forward military base in the Middle East, to
solidify an alliance with Iran that alters the geopolitical
balance of the region in his favor, and to keep Russian
society mobilized behind his regime. His campaign in Syria
has given him greater leverage to exploit divergent interests
within both NATO and the EU. Russia aims to divide NATO
by simultaneously threatening its eastern and southeastern
flanks while lobbying the West to reengage Russia as a partner
against ISIS. Putin is undermining security and straining ties
within the European Union by accelerating the Syrian refugee
crisis with his deliberate targeting of opposition safe havens.94
He aims to compel Europe and the U.S. to partner with him
in the fight against ISIS, partly to gain leverage that will
allow him to undermine the sanctions regime imposed on
him for his actions in Ukraine, partly to shape, marginalize,
and control American military operations in the region,
and partly to compel the West to accept the establishment of
a permanent Russian military presence in the Middle East.

Putin has demonstrated that he views
diminishing ISIS’s ability to escalate
Russia’s domestic insurgency as a tangential
goal by targeting the Syrian opposition with
the majority of Russian airstrikes.
The Kremlin’s reaction to ISIS’s October 31 downing of a
Russian airliner over the Sinai Peninsula demonstrated that
Putin does not see international terrorism as a threat to vital
Russian interests. He views it, rather, as both a challenge to
his image as a strong leader and as a geopolitical opportunity.
Domestic dissent over Russian military casualties represents
a constraint on Putin’s freedom to aggressively pursue his
revanchist agenda, as demonstrated by his actions to silence
reporting over Russian losses in Ukraine.95 ISIS’s attack on a
civilian airliner just weeks after Putin’s intervention in Syria
threatened to deflate popular support for the campaign,
presented domestically as an anti-ISIS effort. Moscow initially
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discounted assessments by Western governments that a bomb
downed the airliner, therefore, and warned against connecting
the incident with Russia’s intervention in Syria.96 Putin only
acknowledged the terrorist attack after the November 13
ISIS attacks in Paris, despite the fact that Russia suspended
flights to Sinai within a week of the plane downing.97 The
Kremlin recognized the Sinai crash as a terrorist attack on
November 17 in order to pose as a natural partner for France,
which agreed to coordinate airstrikes in Syria with Moscow,
advancing Putin’s objective of dividing NATO.98 Putin then
immediately introduced strategic bombers in Syria as a show
of strength to his domestic audience and as an escalation
to deter Western military action against ISIS that did not

Russian Methods
• Suppress political freedom and freedom of
information in Russia
• Propagate anti-Western Russian conservatism
• Expel sources of Western influence from Russia
• Maintain Putin’s image as a necessary stabilizing
force
• Build robust international partnerships insulated
from U.S. influence
• Build interoperable counter-U.S. military coalition
with Iran and Iranian allies
• Establish military base in Syria and preserve client
regime in Alawite areas
• Exploit ethno-religious divisions while cultivating
appearance of neutrality
• Direct Western decision-making with strategic
deception, reflexive control, and campaign phasing
• Bend rules of military engagement
• Support Euroskeptic movements in EU
• Destabilize pro-Western former Soviet republics
• Deepen integration with allied former Soviet
republics
• Project force against NATO’s eastern and southern
flanks
• Test and demonstrate new military hardware and
capabilities
• Export Russian military equipment and fossil fuels
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involve coordination with Russia.99 The timing of Putin’s
acknowledgement allowed him to assure the Russian people
that ISIS’s bombing of the airliner was not a targeted response
to his operation in Syria but an example of the growing threat
of global terrorism that he had used to justify the intervention.

RUSSIAN METHODS
The Russian military remains unable to seriously challenge
the United States and NATO forces in a conventional fight.
A single American carrier air wing could destroy the small
force of aircraft and helicopters Putin deployed to Syria
rapidly and with little risk. Putin is therefore calculating
that the U.S., NATO, and their regional partners will
allow the fear of any military confrontation with Russia—
even one that they could easily win—to deter them from
actions (i.e. removing Assad from power) Putin wishes to
prevent. His calculation is paying off handsomely so far.
Putin has taken a page from the Soviet book on how to cause his
opponents to follow courses of action that advance his interests
and subsequently weaken themselves. Putin is employing the
Soviet doctrine of “reflexive control” in Ukraine, as Maria
Snegovaya has shown, and has now expanded the use of
this doctrine to Russian operations in Syria and the Middle
East.100 Reflexive control involves “conveying to a partner or
an opponent specially prepared information to incline him to
voluntarily make the predetermined decision desired by the
initiator of the action.”101 The process includes using military
force and diplomacy, placing disinformation, influencing the
opponent’s decision-making itself, and causing the opponent
to misread the situation and make a decision hastily.102
Putin is using all of these methods in his operations to
weaken NATO and to shape U.S. and Western policies
and strategy in Syria. He is also relying on a fundamental
principle of judo, his favorite sport, by seeking to drive
his opponent – President Barack Obama – in a direction
in which he already desires to go, namely inaction.

RUSSIA’S MIS-DEFINITION OF ISIS AND JABHAT
AL NUSRA
Putin’s definition of the opposition in Syria diverges
significantly from that of Western analysts and strategists.
Russia’s portrayals of the warring groups overly simplify
complex ground relationships, showing only five organizations
controlling territory and fighting one another within Syria:
the Assad regime, the Free Syrian Army, Kurdish forces,
ISIS, and Jabhat al Nusra. Russian defense ministry and
state media maps (see Appendix) erroneously show ISIS
and Jabhat al Nusra controlling all territory in northern
Syria not held by the regime or the Kurds, implicitly and
incorrectly folding forces such as U.S.-vetted opposition
groups that have received TOW missiles into either ISIS
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or Jabhat al Nusra.103 The Russian simplification also
obscures key differences and relationships within Syrian
opposition forces, primarily the difference between true
terrorist groups and Islamist groups that might be brought
into a Western-backed faction. The Institute for the Study
of War (ISW) has assessed from the spread of airstrikes
that Russia is primarily targeting U.S.-backed groups
and anti-Assad groups rather than ISIS, demonstrating
the divergence between U.S. and Russian objectives.104

Putin is therefore calculating that the U.S.,
NATO, and their regional partners will
allow the fear of any military
confrontation with Russia to deter them
from actions Putin wishes to prevent.
This misrepresentation of the relationships among various
opposition groups and between those groups and al Qaeda
and ISIS supports Putin’s false narrative that all of Russia’s
airstrikes are aimed at terrorists, even as they weaken groups
that the United States and its allies have been working to
empower. It also supports Putin’s narrative, shared by
Iran and the Syrian regime, that the U.S. and its allies are
themselves providing resources to al Qaeda and ISIS.105
Putin may in fact believe his own propaganda or he may
be cynically misrepresenting the situation on the ground in
support of his larger objectives. The effect is the same in any
case: Putin’s military operations in Syria weaken all of the
groups that are fighting against the Assad regime regardless
of their relationship to al Qaeda or ISIS. His propaganda
is affecting the debate in the United States and Europe,
moreover. Many political leaders, analysts, and journalists
uncritically accept Putin’s claims that he is fighting ISIS even
as the majority of Russian airstrikes have struck territory
held by the Syrian armed opposition.106 They argue that
Putin’s aims in Syria are congruent with the West’s and
should form the basis of a grand coalition against terrorism.
Putin’s information operations, therefore, are persuading
his opponents to ignore fundamental incompatibilities
between his goals and interests and their own, accomplishing
his objectives of reflexive control. Joining a grand coalition
with Russia runs counter to U.S. objectives and will
run counter to U.S. anti-ISIS efforts in the long term.
Russia and the West can only jointly pursue their shared
counter-terrorism interests in Syria if the West is prepared
to commit to supporting the regime of Bashar al Assad or
his successor in its efforts to crush the Sunni opposition to
its rule and reestablish its control over Syria by force and

UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG

oppression. The situation in Syria and the options available
to the West are so poor that even some responsible people
recommend doing precisely that: “recognizing the reality” that
Assad is the best bet for containing the terrorist threat at least
at this time. The planning group considered this possibility
in detail, evaluating the feasibility and requirements of
supporting Assad in his efforts to reconquer Syria. It concluded
that Assad cannot reconquer Syria, even with the support of
Russia and Iran, and that the additional military requirements
for the U.S. and the West to back the regime successfully
are far beyond what the West would or should be willing to
provide for such an effort. This contingency is discussed in the
“Framework for Developing Courses of Action” section above.

SAUDI OBJECTIVES
Saudi Arabia’s grand strategic objectives are to preserve the
House of Saud regime through the current succession crisis,
maintain domestic security, lead the Muslim world, and be a
regional hegemon. The Saudi royal family envisions itself as
the rightful leader of the Muslim and Arab world, protector
of the Muslim holy sites, especially Mecca and Medina, and
defender of the Sunni globally. It therefore must preserve the
Islamic way of life as the regime defines it, both domestically

SAUDI OBJECTIVES
Saudi Grand Strategic Objectives
>Promote Salafism
>Strengthen U.S. commitment to its traditional
partners in the region
>Prevent Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons, or
acquire nuclear deterrent
>Stop Iran’s rise
>Maintain domestic security
>Regime preservation through succession

Saudi Strategic Objectives
>Replace Assad with Syrian government(s) that are
not proxies of Iran
>Drive Iranian forces and proxies from Syria, Iraq,
and Yemen
>Maintain strong alliance with United Arab
Emirates (UAE)
Divergent with U.S. Objectives
Convergent with U.S. Objectives
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and internationally, and protect Saudi Arabia’s territorial
integrity and economic welfare.107 Secularism and counterreligious movements present a threat to Saudi Arabia, as
do major inflections in the global economy. The Kingdom
is also in the throes of a major succession crisis that is both
distracting attention from and driving its foreign policy.
The Saudis identify Iran as the principal threat to their
security and position in the region and in the Muslim
world. They have been deeply concerned by the expansion
of Iran’s nuclear program and determined either to prevent
Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons or to acquire a Saudi
nuclear deterrent. How much the Iranian nuclear deal has
allayed these concerns is not yet clear. The deal and the
apparent U.S. shift toward closer relations with Iran at the
expense of Saudi interests, however, has given rise to a real
fear of American abandonment and even regional strategic
realignment based on an entente with Iran.108 Riyadh thus also
seeks to prevent and hedge against a realignment of American
partnerships in the region. The lifting of sanctions against
Iran on January 17, 2016 gives Iran much greater scope to
rebuild its economy and expand its influence throughout
the Middle East. The Saudis thus seek to stop or at least slow
Iran’s rise in the region with greater urgency than before.

STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES
Saudi Arabia is pursuing a number of strategic goals to
support these grand strategic objectives:
•

Replace Syrian President Bashar al Assad with a Syrian
government or governments that are not Iranian
proxies;

•

Drive Iranian forces and proxy forces from Syria, Iraq,
and Yemen;

•

Lead a broad-based Muslim coalition against Islamist
threats, particularly ISIS; and

•

Maintain a strong alliance with the UAE and Sunni Arab
states generally.

These goals prescribe certain policy decisions and lines
of effort that Saudi Arabia is visibly pursuing regionally
and within the Muslim-majority world. Sunni Arab states
perceive a common threat from Iran and from some Islamist
extremists that has largely united them behind Saudi Arabia.
This alignment is unlikely to be permanent because there
are clear differences among these states regarding their own
strategic objectives, but it will have a significant impact on
the course of events in the Middle East in the near term.
The House of Saud’s view of the threat from Salafi-jihadi
groups is complicated by the tight interweaving of Wahhabis
and the ruling family. Muhammad bin Saud, the founder
of the first Saudi state, allied with Muhammad Ibn Abd al
32

Wahhab, a Salafist preacher, in the mid-18th century; the Saudi
family has remained closely tied with the Wahhabi movement
ever since. The Wahhabi clergy provides critical religious
legitimacy to the Saudi regime, which helps explain why the
Saudis have been either unwilling or unable (or both) to stop
Wahhabis from supporting the spread of Salafism globally and
funding even Salafi-jihadi organizations such as al Qaeda.109
Osama bin Laden forced the Kingdom to adjust its views on
Salafi-jihadi groups, however, by declaring the Saudi regime
apostate and declaring war on it. He called for the overthrow
of the monarchy shortly before the U.S. invasion of Iraq in
2003 and launched a terrorist campaign in the Kingdom
almost immediately. The Saudis responded aggressively,
suppressing the insurgency, denouncing al Qaeda as
heretical, and beginning a reeducation program as well as
expelling many al Qaeda members from the Kingdom.110 The
royal family has regarded al Qaeda as a threat and an enemy
ever since then, although it has not succeeded in bringing all
of its members, let alone the Wahhabi clergy, along with it.
The Islamist threat, as seen from Riyadh, is nevertheless
confined to al Qaeda and ISIS and does not extend to Salafi
groups that do not threaten the House of Saud.111 Saudi Arabia
thus seeks to prevent al Qaeda from gaining a base of support
inside of the Kingdom or being able to conduct successful
attacks against Saudi targets, but is prone to support other
Salafi-jihadi groups without fully considering the degree
to which that support transfers to Riyadh’s enemies. The
Saudis see ISIS as heretical and as an existential threat to the
Kingdom and thus find opposing it more straightforward.
The fact that ISIS does not integrate with other Salafijihadi groups makes it easier for the Saudis to concentrate
on fighting it than on, for example, Jabhat al Nusra, with
its tentacles wrapped all through the Syrian opposition.
ISIS’s declaration of a caliphate also poses a more significant
problem for Saudi Arabia than might be apparent in the
West. President Obama and others have been at pains to
deride the declaration of the caliphate and mock both the
Islamism of ISIS and its claim to a state. But the concept of
the caliphate is central to the history and religion of Islam
and the word has great resonance. The Saudis naturally
reject the legitimacy of the ISIS claim, but the claim
raises a question: If there were to be a new caliphate, who
would be the rightful caliph? The raising of that question
puts subtle and interesting torques on Saudi thinking.
The nature of the Saudi regime thus makes Riyadh a complex
partner in fights against Salafi-jihadi groups. The Saudis
themselves can be relied on to fight ISIS and al Qaeda.
Their inclinations to support other Salafi and Salafi-jihadi
groups, however, run counter to the requirements for
Western national security in the region. The West cannot
parse the Salafi-jihadi movement as the Saudis do, but
UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG
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the Saudis will have great difficulty rejecting the entire
movement as the West does. Important as the alliance
with the Kingdom is, the U.S. must not imagine that it
can subcontract fighting Salafi-jihadi groups to Riyadh.

The Saudis themselves can be relied on to fight
ISIS and al Qaeda. Their inclinations to
support other Salalfi and Salafi-jihadi groups,
however, run counter to the requirements for
Western national security in the region.
SUCCESSION CRISIS
The Saudis are becoming a problematic partner for another
reason: The House of Saud is facing the most significant
succession crisis it has seen in decades. King Salman is the
last of the sons of King Abdulaziz who founded the modern
Saudi state. Abdulaziz died in 1953, and succession has
passed only among his sons, of whom Salman is nearly
the last.112 Salman is old and reportedly unwell, and so
the House of Saud faces the long-delayed moment when
succession must pass from among the sons of Abdulaziz
to the next generation. This generational transition will
have enormous ramifications within the royal family, as it
will empower the sub-clan of one of the sons of Abdulaziz
over all the others with the wealth of the Kingdom at stake.
King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz attempted before his death
in January 2015 to ensure that Prince Mohammad bin
Nayef would succeed Salman. The 56-year-old bin Nayef is
the current Interior Minister and is well thought-of as an
experienced and competent leader who can help the Kingdom
navigate the immense social and economic challenges it is also
facing. But King Salman desires his own son, Mohammad
bin Salman, to succeed him. The roughly 30-year-old
bin Salman is currently the Defense Minister and would
become the heir to the throne after bin Nayef succeeds.113
The stakes for the U.S. and the West in this succession drama
are low in a certain sense as the candidates for succession
do not appear to hold materially differing views on Saudi
Arabia’s objectives or interests. The threat of Iran’s rise, fear
of American withdrawal, and concern about both ISIS and al
Qaeda all tend to push members of the royal family toward
a common view of foreign and national security policy.
But the succession crisis is reportedly heating up as King
Salman appears to be maneuvering to bypass Mohammad
bin Nayef and arrange for his own son to succeed him
directly.114 This maneuver would require removing
Mohammad bin Nayef from his position as Crown Prince
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and also, most likely, as Interior Minister. The latter
position is of extreme importance in the Kingdom,
because it controls the Saudi Arabian National Guard.
The National Guard is responsible for internal security, border
security, and providing support to the Ministry of Defense as
needed, among other things. It consists of around 100,000
troops organized into five mechanized and six infantry
brigades with supporting units.115 It also has a large, triballybased militia. It is somewhat larger than the Saudi army,
although the latter is more heavily armed.116 These statistics
may matter if King Salman attempts to sideline bin Nayef and
the latter resists. It is by no means clear that the young, brash,
and inexperienced Mohammad bin Salman could defeat bin
Nayef’s forces if matters came to a violent head, nor is it clear
that the army would fight for bin Salman in such a scenario.
Reports of King Salman’s intentions remain rumors that may
be unfounded. The King might succeed in drawing enough
of the other princes to his side that bin Nayef would step
aside gracefully in favor of bin Salman, avoiding a drawnout and dangerous crisis. Uncertainty over the intentions of
both men, however, is having a number of important effects
on Saudi foreign and national security policy. It is placing
great pressure on Mohammad bin Salman to win the conflict
in Yemen that is seen very much as his war. It also virtually
ensures that both bin Salman and bin Nayef will keep the bulk
of their armed forces in the Kingdom until the succession
is finally decided, thus ruling-out the deployment of any
significant Saudi military forces to Syria. The succession
struggle is thus driving Saudi foreign policy in directions that
diverge from U.S. interests and requirements, particularly
in Syria, and that divergence is likely to last for some time.

Mohammad bin Salman’s War in Yemen
Saudi Arabia has not fought a war beyond its borders since
1991 and has not commanded an external war for decades.
Its military intervention in the Yemeni Civil War in March
2015 thus marked a significant inflection in the Kingdom’s
foreign and security policies. The timing of the intervention—
two months after Salman ascended the throne—was not
accidental, nor was the choice of leadership: Mohammad
bin Salman, who had taken over the Ministry of Defense
the day his father took power.117 Bin Salman’s reputation is
now inextricably linked with the outcome of this operation,
which means that the Saudi army is unlikely to focus
heavily on other matters for the duration of this conflict.
Saudi Arabia began conducting airstrikes targeting al Houthi
positions in Yemen on March 26, 2015, under “Operation
Decisive Storm.”118 The military intervention began just
after Yemeni President Abdu Rabbu Mansour Hadi fled
the country and his government’s last holdout in Aden was
about to fall to the al Houthis and their allies.119 Within a
month, Saudi Arabia’s coalition included pledges of combat
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forces from at least eight countries and had received public
backing from others.120 The launch of “Operation Golden
Arrow,” a ground campaign to regain control of Aden, and
the subsequent deployment of Saudi troops into northeast
Yemen further committed Saudi Arabia and coalition
members, particularly the UAE, to the war in Yemen.121
The Saudis view the al Houthis as Iranian proxies, an
assessment that is very likely over-stated. The al Houthis do
have strong ties to Iran and receive some Iranian support,
but they are not yet Iranian stooges under Tehran’s full
control, as the Saudis appear to believe.122 The Saudi
objective in Yemen is nevertheless the destruction of the
al Houthi movement as a potential Iranian support vector
in Yemen, and the installation of a central government
in Yemen that is stable and responsive to Saudi policies.123
A secondary objective is the defeat of ISIS, which is part
of Saudi Arabia’s broader efforts against the ISIS threat.
Countering al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) will
not be among Saudi priorities unless AQAP fully constitutes
the capability to generate a threat inside of the Kingdom.
The Saudi coalition, and particularly Mohammad bin Salman,
requires a victory in Yemen. A loss, read loosely as a win for
Iran, would set the stage for a full collapse of the Yemeni state
that produces expanding safe havens for ISIS and AQAP, and
would be a mark against the prospects of a strong Sunni Arab
joint military force. Saudi decision-making on the Yemeni
conflict is thoroughly entangled now in the succession struggle,
as Mohammad bin Salman’s reputation and ability to build
support for his line of succession rests in considerable part on
how the coalition, particularly Saudi Arabia, fairs in Yemen.
The prospect of a significant Saudi land force being part of
an “Arab army” in Syria is thus badly undermined by the
intervention in Yemen. Saudi forces are caught in a Yemeni
civil war that has no foreseeable peace deal or prospect of
transition to local forces. There has not been a decisive military
action in Yemen, and it is not clear what one would be now.
The coalition will not be able to advance much farther than
the current front line of fighting due to a natural fault line in

Saudi Methods
•
•
•
•
•
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Financial support to opposition groups in Syria
Financial support to Jordan and Egypt
Convene Syrian opposition
Expel Iranian proxies from Yemen militarily
Expand quality of Saudi military forces

the human terrain. Nor is it likely that coalition-backed forces
will lose the gains made since summer 2015.124 In effect, the
Yemen fight is stalemated and the Saudi army is committed.

Losing Petroleum Power

The House of Saud has relied on its oil wealth rather than
its military as the basis of its influence throughout the
region and the world for many decades. It controls 18
percent of known global oil reserves.125 It has historically
used that wealth to punish adversaries reliant on oil
revenues to finance national and subnational actors whose
objectives align with the Kingdom. The Kingdom’s wealth
remains one of its fundamental foreign policy tools.

The prospect of a significant Saudi land force
being part of an “Arab army” in Syria is badly
undermined by the intervention in Yemen and
the succession crisis.
That tool is now in jeopardy, however, due to a perfect storm
of extremely low oil prices, expanding domestic spending
requirements, and the costly war in Yemen. The International
Monetary Fund estimated in October 2015 that the Kingdom
would run out of cash within five years at then-current levels
of expenditure and projected oil prices.126 The Saudis are
taking steps to meet this challenge, announcing in their 2016
budget plans to reform subsidies, privatize, and introduce
a value-added tax. That budget nevertheless projects a large
deficit for the second year in a row.127 The impact of these
reforms on a regime that has relied on using its wealth to rent
the support of its people is unclear, particularly in the context
of ongoing social unrest amidst generational turnover.
The Kingdom’s ability to throw money around the region
to purchase influence will be increasingly undermined.
Any reduction in Riyadh’s ability to use money as a tool
of foreign policy can profoundly affect the stability of
important front line states in the fight against ISIS and
al Qaeda, as well as the contours of the Syrian opposition.
Jordan. Saudi-Jordanian relations are extensive and Saudi
Arabia has historically provided budget security to Jordan.128
A strong Jordan provides Saudi Arabia with security to its
northwest, but the Jordanian state is now weak.129 A faltering
economy, exacerbated by a declining tourism industry, and
the government’s apathy over meaningful reform drive
domestic grievances.130 Moreover, spillover from wars in
Iraq and Syria and the spread of ISIS directly threaten the
survival of the Jordanian state. Jordan has absorbed hundreds
of thousands of Syrian refugees as well as Iraqis and is a key
partner in the fight against ISIS. It may also face internal
UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG
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threats from Salafists linked to al Qaeda or ISIS in Syria.
Saudi support to Jordan sustains the Jordanian monarchy
and helps preserve Jordan as a buffer state against the turmoil
in Iraq and the Levant. The fragile Jordanian state probably
cannot survive the loss of any significant amount of Saudi
funding unless the U.S. and Europe are willing to cover it.
Egypt. Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates
(UAE) each pledged $4 billion in investments to Egypt
in March 2015, to help shore up Egypt’s flagging economy
and support President Abdel Fattah al Sisi’s government.
Saudi Arabia pledged additional support to Egypt’s economy
in December 2015, agreeing to invest $8 billion.132 Saudi
and Egyptian relations had been strengthening rapidly in
the face of common threats, though the two governments
disagree on the full definition of the Islamist threat and
how to address Iran’s newfound influence.133 ISIS’s affiliate
in the Sinai is waging an insurgency against the Egyptian
state, and has brought terrorism once again to Cairo and
Egypt’s prized tourist sites.134 Saudi Arabia and Egypt signed
the “Cairo Declaration” on July 30, 2015, which lays out
six points of cooperation within the military, economic,
and political sectors.135 The pact lays out the objective

of establishing a joint Arab military force, with the
specific objective of combatting terrorism. The SaudiEgyptian partnership further bonds the two states in
the fight against ISIS and adds another state in support
of Saudi Arabia. The partnership rests much more on
Saudi cash than on shared values and interests, however.
Reductions in Saudi financial support could leave
Egypt open to other bidders, such as Russia or even
Iran, although it is more likely that the Emiratis would
come to Cairo’s rescue at least in the first instance.
The Syrian Armed Opposition. Saudi Arabia is
one of the largest sources of financial support for the
Syrian armed opposition, and uses its partnerships
with opposition groups to counter Iran’s growing
influence in Syria. Saudi Arabia has funded individual
and often competing opposition factions over the
first nearly five years of the Syrian Civil War, often
bypassing joint opposition coordinative structures
to provide direct support to preferred groups. Saudi
Arabia is a prominent benefactor of two major Salafijihadi powerbrokers within the Syrian opposition: the
Damascus-based Jaysh al Islam and the major cross-front
actor Ahrar al Sham (Harakat Ahrar al Sham al Islamiya
or HASI). Saudi Arabia’s partnership with Jaysh al Islam
provides Riyadh with influence in Syria’s capital, which
it can use to block Iranian proxies from dominating
any ultimate resolution of the Syrian Civil War.136
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Turkey has increasingly complemented Saudi Arabia’s
support to Ahrar al Sham since late 2014, reflecting a
renewed partnership between these two countries.137
Saudi Arabia and Turkey provided major financial
support to create a new joint opposition military
coalition led by Ahrar al Sham alongside Syrian al
Qaeda affiliate Jabhat al Nusra.138 Saudi Arabia appears
to consider its support and empowerment of Ahrar al
Sham as an effective means to contain Jabhat al Nusra’s
influence in Syria while exploiting Jabhat al Nusra’s
military capabilities against the Assad regime and its
Iranian backers. The support for the coalition therefore
represents Riyadh’s pragmatic resolution to the competing
requirements of checking al Qaeda, supporting the
Syrian opposition, and blocking Iranian aspirations.
Major Saudi reductions of financial support to the
opposition are unlikely given the relatively low cost
of the undertaking and the importance the Saudis
attach to fighting Iran. Saudi financial woes could,
however, offer the West some leverage in efforts to
direct Saudi financing toward some groups and away
from others. They could also create an opportunity
for the Emiratis to expand their financial influence in
Syria, a development that would likely be beneficial to
the interests of the West because the Emirates do not
share Riyadh’s predilection for Salafi-jihadi groups
and regard the Muslim Brotherhood as an enemy.

Organizing the Syrian Opposition

Saudi Arabia, in any event, is using its influence over major
powerbrokers within the Syrian armed opposition to shape
the Syrian opposition into a more cohesive, and therefore
effective, bloc. Saudi Arabia was a driving force behind
recent efforts to coalesce a coherent and unified front for
the Syrian opposition ahead of internationally sponsored
negotiations between the Syrian opposition and Syrian
regime planned for January 25, 2016. Saudi Arabia hosted
a conference for over 100 representatives of the Syrian
armed and political opposition in Riyadh in December 2015.
Saudi-funded armed opposition groups dominated the
small list of 12 delegates from the Syrian armed opposition
invited to the conference, which was dominated by Syrian
political opposition figures. The conference participants
agreed on a unified negotiating position and formed a
“High Committee for Negotiations” to be made up of
representatives from both the political and armed opposition
blocs, although Ahrar al Sham withdrew from the process.139
This convening power positions Saudi Arabia to shape
the character of the opposition delegation while its direct
proxies provide Saudi Arabia with strategic military parity
with Iran in Syria. The current international framework for
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negotiations in Syria calls for international parties to agree
on a list of designated terrorist organizations in Syria that can
be targeted even during a ceasefire, which both Saudi Arabia
and Iran are attempting to leverage in order to blacklist the
others’ local proxy forces. The negotiations are unlikely to
end the war in Syria—even if an agreed upon terror list was
feasible—rendering the Saudis’ local proxies an important
long-term vehicle to block Iranian objectives in the region.140

CONCLUSION
Saudi Arabia is unquestionably a pivotal player in Syria and in
the larger regional struggle against ISIS and al Qaeda. Riyadh’s
interests run more closely parallel to those of the U.S. than
almost any other major actor, yet they diverge at important
points. The U.S.-Saudi relationship is particularly fraught
because of the way in which the current U.S. administration
appears to define and pursue America’s interests in the region,
moreover. Washington has appeared to favor rapprochement
with Iran over ties with the Kingdom, abandoning (from
the Saudi perspective) Riyadh’s interests in the nuclear deal
almost entirely. The U.S. has not engaged directly with the
Sunni Arab populations in either Iraq or Syria in any serious
way, working through the Shi’a-dominated government in
Baghdad on the one hand and through Kurdish forces in Syria
on the other. A U.S. policy more in line with the American
interests identified in the previous report and this one would
address these tensions, but divergences would still remain.

Saudi Arabia can be helpful in Syria,
particularly with American leadership, but
Riyadh’s policies will not naturally or automatically support American interests
there or in Iraq.
The Saudi royal family simply cannot just cast off its ties to
and support for Salafism without risking the destruction of
its religious legitimacy. It can and likely will work to shape
that support to reduce the resources flowing to al Qaeda
and ISIS, and it can actively fight against both groups within
the Kingdom and throughout the region, as it has been
doing. But individual Saudis will continue to support the
terrorists, and the Saudi state will retain its proclivity for
supporting non-al Qaeda, non-ISIS Salafi-jihadi groups
that it does not see as threats to its interests or security.
The more clearly the U.S. recognizes that even those
Salafi-jihadi groups are a core part of the threat to its own
security, the more that Saudi tendency will be problematic.
American policy-makers must also divest themselves of the
hope that tens of thousands of Saudi troops will provide
the Arab army they would prefer to see fighting ISIS in
36

Syria. Conditions could change—the Saudis could somehow
extricate themselves from both Yemen and the current
succession crisis so as to make forces available—but not likely
in any short period of time. Nor is the current Saudi military
operation in Yemen encouraging as to the likely performance
of Saudi armed forces against the battle-hardened forces
in Syria. It is absolutely vital to recognize, moreover, that
the principal target of Saudi military operations in Syria,
according to Saudi interests, would be Assad rather than
ISIS. The regional struggle with Iran is far more urgent in
Riyadh than that against ISIS, and prosecuting it will take
priority in the minds of Saudi rulers almost every time.
Saudi Arabia can be helpful in Syria, particularly with
American leadership, but Riyadh’s policies will not naturally
or automatically support American interests there or in Iraq.
Under no circumstances can the U.S. hope to have Riyadh
lead the effort in either country to anything other than
disaster. Rebuilding the tattered U.S.-Saudi relationship
is important in that it can help Washington regain leverage
in Riyadh that is badly needed to shape Saudi policies in
ways that are constructive for American objectives. The
U.S. must accept the reality even then, however, that
Saudi power may well have peaked and started to fall, a
fact that would have profound and largely unfortunate
consequences for Western interests in the Middle East.

TURKISH OBJECTIVES
NEO-OTTOMANISM
The grand strategic objectives currently pursued by Turkey
find their source in the unique policies of Neo-Ottomanism
espoused by the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP)
of Turkish President Recep Erdogan. Neo-Ottomanism
leverages the historical legacy of the former Ottoman Empire
to promote the resurgence of Turkey as an independent
regional power. Turkey desires to reassert its economic,
cultural, and political dominance over the former Ottoman
territories of the Middle East, North Africa, and the Balkans
as well as its ethnic counterparts in Central Asia. This
quasi-imperial sphere of influence would be bound under
a new political community united by a shared Islamic and
Ottoman identity. Turkey will pursue this vision of renewed
imperial grandeur under the AKP even at the cost of its
security and foreign policy ties with the U.S. and Europe.
Current Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu outlined
the contours of this new vision of Turkey in his book Strategic
Depth, published in 2001.141 Davutoglu highlighted the
“fundamental contradiction” between Turkey’s imperial
legacy as a “political center of its civilizational environment”
and its current conception as a nation-state, arguing that
Turkey had abdicated its regional leadership in favor of
subservience to the U.S. and NATO. Davutoglu contended
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that Turkey should balance its foreign relationships and
avoid dependence on any one actor in order to maintain
“strategic depth” on the international stage. Davutoglu also
called for Turkey to conduct proactive foreign policy in its
“indispensable hinterland” of the Middle East and North
Africa in order to complement its existing ties with the West.
This pivot towards the East provides Turkey with new markets
to fuel its economy and new partners for regional outreach.
The wave of popular unrest in the Middle East and North
Africa unleashed by the Arab Spring in 2011 gave Turkey an
opportunity to try to establish a new regional order responsive
to Ankara, Turkey’s capital. Turkey expanded its assistance to
the Muslim Brotherhood and other Sunni Islamist groups
as a means to bring about new regimes similar in outlook
to the Justice and Development Party (AKP). In Egypt,
Turkey provided strong political support to former Egyptian
President Mohammed Morsi of the Muslim Brotherhood and
condemned his ousting by a military coup, fueling tensions
between the two countries.142 Meanwhile, Turkey granted

TURKISH OBJECTIVES
Turkish Grand Strategic Objectives
>Reassert role as independent regional power
vis-à-vis the U.S. and NATO
>Reestablish a quasi-imperial sphere of influence
over the former Ottoman Empire
>Promote the formation of Sunni Islamist
governments across the Middle East
>Achieve a position of leadership over the Islamic
world
>Restore the former imperial grandeur of Turkey
>Advance Turkey as a model for successful Muslim
democratic leadership

Turkish Strategic Objectives
>Achieve economic dominance over former
Ottoman Empire
>Promote the formation of new Sunni Islamist
governments in Syria and Libya
>Challenge regional influence of Russia and Iran
>Achieve integration into European Union to
maximize strategic flexibility
>Prevent the establishment of an independent
Kurdistan
Divergent with U.S. Objectives
Convergent with U.S. Objectives
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military assistance to Sunni Islamist rebels in both Libya
and Syria, including several groups with links to al Qaeda.143
Turkey also appears willing to turn a blind eye to more extreme
militant groups – including the Islamic State of Iraq and alSham (ISIS) and Syrian al Qaeda affiliate Jabhat al Nusra (JN)
– so long as their activities advance Turkish strategic objectives.
Turkey’s activist interests abroad have brought the country
into increasing alignment with Saudi Arabia and other
conservative Gulf States. Turkey and the Gulf States have
cooperated extensively to provide financial, military, and
political support to Sunni Islamist factions in the civil wars
in Libya and Syria. Turkey also announced in December
2015 that it will establish a military base in Qatar – another
key backer of the Muslim Brotherhood across the Middle
East and North Africa.144 Turkey has simultaneously
bolstered its appeal across the Sunni Arab world through
an increasingly belligerent stance towards Israel.145 Turkey
will continue to leverage the tools of military force and
‘soft power’ in order to assert its leadership over a NeoOttoman geopolitical space dominated by political Islam.

TURKEY AND RUSSIA
Russia occupies a historic role as a regional competitor to
Turkey dating back several centuries. Davutoglu identified
the “historic Ottoman/Turkish – Russian/Soviet/Russian
rivalry” as a key challenge to Turkey’s efforts to reassert its
status over its former Ottoman sphere of influence. Turkey
and Russia continue to engage in tit-for-tat competition
across Central Asia, the Caucasus Mountains, the Black
Sea, and the Middle East through venues as diverse as the
Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict in Azerbaijan, the Crimean
Tatars on the occupied Crimean Peninsula, and the
Syrian Civil War.146 Davutoglu asserted that the “countercultural resistance power provided by Islam” constituted
the “greatest element” to overcome Russian influence.
The competing neo-imperial ideologies of Russian President
Vladimir Putin and Turkish President Recep Erdogan have
spurred further breakdowns in the relationship between the
two countries. Although Turkey maintains strong economic
ties with Russia and removed the country from its list of
threats in its revised national security strategy in 2010,147
the divergent interests of Russia and Turkey in the Syrian
Civil War have undermined any potential for a cooperative
relationship. Russia began a military intervention on
behalf of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad in September
2015, posing a direct threat to the Turkish vision of a NeoOttoman political order. The downing of a Russian fighter
jet by Turkish warplanes in November 2015 was a result of
these burgeoning tensions.148 This conflict will only further
escalate as Turkey moves to defend its regional ambitions
despite pressure to reduce tensions from the U.S. and NATO.
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TURKEY AND THE KURDS
Turkey maintains a multifaceted Kurdish policy in line
with its conception of Neo-Ottomanism. The Justice and
Development Party (AKP) ultimately conceives of a new
regional order derived from shared religious and historical
characteristics rather than exclusively ethnic nationalism. The
AKP thus initially appeared more willing to incorporate Kurds
into its vision of a future Middle East than other nationalist
Turkish political parties like the Republican People’s Party
(CHP). Political analysts estimate that up to half of all Turkish

Turkey perceives the risk of
Kurdish separatism as a graver threat than
that posed by ISIS or Jabhat alNusra. This
stance has placed Turkey increasingly in opposition to the U.S.-led anti-ISIS coalition.
Kurds support the AKP in nationwide elections due to their
shared conservative religious stance.149 Turkey also developed
positive ties with the Iraqi Kurdistan Regional Government
(KRG), particularly the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP)
of KRG President Masoud Barzani.150 Turkish President
Recep Erdogan even spearheaded a historic ceasefire process
with the outlawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) in 2013.151
Turkey nonetheless remains vehemently opposed to the
establishment of an independent Kurdistan that would

Turkish Methods
• Support Muslim Brotherhood and allied
movements
• Provide military aid to Islamist rebel groups
• Strengthen economic ties with Middle East,
Central Asia, and the Balkans
• Establish new regional military bases
• Insert Turkey into Arab-Israeli Conflict
• Leverage Syrian Civil War to extract concessions
from U.S. and Europe
• Reopen conflict with Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK)
• Bolster Iraqi Kurdish alternatives to the PKK
and its affiliated movements
• Assert capacity for regional military intervention
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splinter the country along ethnic lines. Turkey perceives the
risk of Kurdish separatism – including both the PKK and the
affiliated Syrian Kurdish Democratic Union Party (PYD) – as
a graver threat than that posed by ISIS or Jabhat al Nusra (JN).
This stance has placed Turkey increasingly in opposition to the
U.S.-led anti-ISIS coalition, which provides direct military
support to Syrian Kurds as an effective ground partner against
ISIS. Turkey reopened hostilities against the PKK in July 2015
in response to mounting Kurdish gains along the SyrianTurkish border.152 Turkey has subsequently attempted to limit
or block further gains by Syrian Kurds along its borders,
driving some observers to accuse the AKP of providing
direct or indirect support to ISIS. These concerns – when
combined with the desire to chart an independent foreign
policy as befitting a regional power – will apply further strain
to relations between the U.S. and Turkey in coming months.

CONCLUSION
The persistence of a Salafi-jihadi regional base in Iraq
or Syria poses a clear and present danger to the United
States and Europe. Targeted strikes cannot destroy military
organizations with many thousands of fighters living among
a population that tolerates their presence. That toleration
will continue as long as people perceive a threat to their
existence and see the Salafi-jihadis as essential to their
survival. The perception of an existential threat will last
as long as the communal sectarian civil war is ongoing.
Eliminating the Salafi-jihadi base thus requires ending
that sectarian struggle on terms acceptable to all parties.
Ending the communal civil war is only part of the battle,
however. Such conflicts tend to flare up again if their settlements
are not constructed with care and based on well-established
historical patterns for ending internal conflicts. Those
settlements often require the introduction of international
peacekeeping forces and the attention of the international
community for a long time. They must involve political and
economic reconstruction, security force reconstitution,
the resettlement of refugees, and the disarmament and
demobilization of armed groups. History offers many
lessons in these areas as well that must be taken into account.
These requirements, in turn, would benefit from a broadbased international coalition and, ideally, the support of
the United Nations and other international organizations.
They imperatively demand coherent whole-of-government
strategies from every participating nation that coordinate
political, military, economic, and diplomatic efforts in
national capitals and on the ground. They require that
the activities of all of the various participating states and
international organizations aim at a common vision
of the endstate with an agreed-upon set of objectives.
Here the logic of the case runs aground on the realities
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of the significant interest misalignment among the key
external actors in Iraq and Syria. Russia, Iran, Turkey, Saudi
Arabia, the U.S., and Europe agree only that ISIS and al
Qaeda are threats against whom action must be taken. They
disagree on the importance of those threats relative to other
national security interests and objectives. They disagree on
the means by which to address those threats. Their desired
endstates in Syria and Iraq diverge profoundly and are, in
fact, mutually-incompatible with one another and with
ours. They even have opposing visions of the relationship
of external states to the region: Russia and Iran seek to
drive the U.S. from the Middle East entirely, while Saudi
Arabia and Turkey hope to re-consolidate their alliances
with America and the West. The U.S., of course, aims to
retain its position and influence in this critical region.

The persistence of a Salafi-jihadi regional
base in Iraq or Syria poses a clear and present
danger to the United States and Europe.
The methods by which the various external actors operate
in Iraq and Syria are mutually-destructive, reflecting the
divergence of their interests and goals. Russian airstrikes
and Iranian ground forces attack opposition groups that the
U.S., Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and Europe are supporting and,
in some cases, arming. The U.S. seeks to focus attention
against ISIS strongholds that are largely in eastern Syria.
The Russian air campaign and Iranian deployments have
been largely confined to non-ISIS targets in western Syria.
The U.S. sees Iraqi and Syrian Kurds as excellent allies and
a good source of ground forces against ISIS, while Turkey
opposes strengthening Kurdish forces, particularly those tied
to Kurdish terrorist groups that have attacked it. Saudi and
Turkish proclivities to supporting Salafi and even Salafi-jihadi
groups undermine American and European requirements
to strengthen more moderate opposition factions. It is no
wonder that the situation in Syria is drifting violently sideways.

Such is, in fact, the normal state of international affairs.
Situations in which all major states agree on goals and means
are extraordinarily rare. This fact makes a hard problem
harder, but it does not make finding a solution impossible. It
does mean that Americans and Europeans must be prepared
to immerse themselves in the complex local, regional, and
international dynamics of Syria and Iraq and stop seeking
arms-length answers through precision strikes or premature
and ill-prepared negotiations. It also means that we must
gird ourselves for a long involvement with these problems.
That is not to prejudge whether American or allied military
forces will be required or, if so, in what numbers and for
how long. This planning group will present a number of
courses of action at various levels of military commitment
in subsequent reports. But the U.S. policy debate must
stop equating involvement with military deployments.
The first major commitment we must make is intellectual—
the commitment to grasping the problem in its complexity,
significance, and nuance and wrestling with the various
possible ways of solving it. The second major commitment
is temporal—we must accept that solving a problem of this
magnitude will take time. The final major commitment is
philosophical—we must ground ourselves in the realities of
the situation in Syria, Iraq, the region, and the world. We
must stop chasing magical solutions and the chimeras that the
skillful disinformationists of our rivals and enemies present
us. There is no simple solution that we are all somehow missing
that would manage our problems if only we could find or accept
it. There is, however, a best way forward to secure our people
and values and advance our interests. The continuing reports
of this planning group will help find and articulate that way.

The only obvious step to take in response to this set of
circumstances is to recognize that these opposing actions
and objectives cannot be organized into a grand coalition
or international partnership. The willingness of the U.S.
to work with Russia or Iran is not the issue. We can be as
willing as we please, but that will not change the fact that
our aims and interests are fundamentally at odds with
theirs in Syria and Iraq. Americans must face the reality
that our declarations that defeating ISIS is our overriding
priority and should be everyone else’s do not make it
so. We must design and execute strategies to achieve our
vital national security objectives in Syria and Iraq within
the context of competing interests and opposing forces.
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APPENDIX: MAPS OF SYRIA RELEASED BY RUSSIAN STATE MEDIA

Referring to the map, deputy chief of staff of the Russian military Andrey Kartapolov said, “As I hope you can see, we
are striking only the facilities of internationally recognized terrorist organizations such as ISIS and Jabhat al Nusra.”153

This map shows a large concentration of Russian airstrikes (circles) against rebel-held territory in Northwestern Syria
falsely portrayed as under the control of Jabhat al Nusra (green). The map also displays the Free Syrian Army (blue) in
Southwestern Syria, the only Syrian rebel group portrayed as a non-terrorist group. The characterization of the rebels
in the northwest as al Qaeda affiliates suggests Russia will continue to target these groups, while the distinction made for
the Free Syrian Army serves to deflect criticism that Russia does not discriminate between armed opposition groups.154
UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG

40

U.S. GRAND STRATEGY | COMPETING VISIONS FOR SYRIA AND IR AQ: THE MYTH OF AN ANTI-ISIS GR AND COALITION| KAGAN & KAGAN | JANUARY 2016

NOTES
1. Harleen Gambhir, “The Islamic State’s Trap for Europe,”
The Washington Post, November 15, 2015, https://www.
washingtonpost.com/opinions/hating-muslim-refugees-isexactly-what-the-islamic-state-wants-europe-to-do/2015/11/15/
d f e 0 c a 8 4 - 8 7 d 1 - 1 1 e 5 - b e 3 9 - 0 0 3 4 b b 5 7 6 e e e _ s t o r y. h t m l .
2. For more on this concept, see Part I of this series: “Al
Qaeda and ISIS: Existential Threats to the U.S. and Europe,”
Institute for the Study of War and AEI’s Critical Threats
Project, January 20, 2016. http://post.understandingwar.org/
report/al-qaeda-and-isis-existential-threats-us-and-europe.
3. “Al Qaeda and ISIS: Existential Threats to the U.S. and
Europe,” Institute for the Study of War and AEI’s Critical Threats
Project, January 20, 2016. http://post.understandingwar.org/
report/al-qaeda-and-isis-existential-threats-us-and-europe.
4. The Taliban is a Deobandi rather than a Salafi group,
but the distinction is immaterial for the purpose of this
specific discussion about the resilience of jihadi groups.
5. See Jessica D. Lewis, “Al-Qaeda in Iraq Resurgent,” Institute
for the Study of War, September 10, 2013, http://www.
understandingwar.org/report/al-qaeda-iraq-resurgent, for an
assessment of how the group was able to reconstitute inside of Iraq.
6. Lauren McNally and Paul Bucala, “The Taliban Resurgent:
Threats to Afghanistan’s Security,” Institute for the Study of War,
March 2015, http://www.understandingwar.org/report/talibanresurgent-threats-afghanistans-security. See also: Jessica Lewis
McFate, Rob Denaburg, and Caitlin Forrest, “Afghanistan Threat
Assessment: the Taliban and ISIS,” Institute for the Study of
War, December 10, 2015, http://www.understandingwar.org/
backgrounder/afghanistan-threat-assessment-taliban-and-isis.
7. Army Doctrine Reference Publication No. 1-02, “Terms and
Symbols,” Department of the Army, December 7, 2015, http://
armypubs.army.mil/doctrine/DR_pubs/dr_a/pdf/adrp1_02.pdf.
8.
See
the
next
section
for
a
more
detailed
consideration
of
this
leadership.
9. Frederick W. Kagan, Kimberly Kagan, Jennifer Cafarella,
Harleen Gambhir, and Katherine Zimmerman, “Al Qaeda
and ISIS: Existential Threats to the U.S. and Europe,”
Institute for the Study of War and AEI’s Critical Threats
Project, January 21, 2016. http://post.understandingwar.org/
report/al-qaeda-and-isis-existential-threats-us-and-europe.
10. “Living under Siege: the Syrian Arab Republic,” United
Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner,
February 2014, http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Countries/
SY/LivingUnderSiege.pdf; and “Slow Death: Life and Death
in Syrian Communities under Siege,” The Syrian American
Medical Society, March 2015, http://syriaundersiege.org/
w p - c o n t e n t / u p l o a d s / 2 0 1 5 / 0 3 / Fo r - w e b - _ R E P ORT. p d f.
11. Jabhat al Nusra actively opposes a negotiated settlement in
Syria, but allows humanitarian aid deliveries to occur in parts of
Syria under its control. Jabhat al Nusra’s leader Abu Mohammad al
Joulani frequently articulates both policies in media appearances.
See: Interview with Abu Muhammad al Joulani, leader of al QaedaUNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG

affiliated Jabhat al Nusra, by al Jazeera reporter Taysir Alluni.
Originally aired as part of the program “Today’s Encounter,” place
and date not specified. Available in translation: “Syria’s Al-Nusrah
Front leader interviewed on conflict, political vision,” BBC Monitoring
Middle East, December 22, 2013; Abu Mohammad al Joulani gave a
two-part interview with al Jazeera on May 27, 2015 and June 3, 2015.
Translation for the first half was provided by a Jabhat al Nusra fighter
available by subscription through SITE Intelligence Group at: http://
ent.siteintelgroup.com/Statements/translation-of-interview-withnf-leader-provided-by-fighter.html; [First time on Orient news …
statements from Jabhat al Nusra leader Abu Mohammed al Joulani],
Orient News, December 12, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=xXgeoFlUY8Y. Excerpted translations available at: https://
abujamajem.wordpress.com/2015/12/19/jabhat-al-nusrahs-abumuhammad-al-jolani-of-course-we-wont-be-bound-by-riyadh/.
12. Hard Lessons: The Iraq Reconstruction Experience, compiled by the
Special Inspector General for Iraq Reconstruction (SIGIR)
under Stuart W. Bowen, Jr., details examples of this during
the Iraqi reconstruction, particularly with the Ministry of
Interior. The book concludes with an overview of the impact
of reconstruction and perceptions that vary by sect rather than
actual service delivery (pp. 318-319). See also General (Ret.)
James L. Jones, “The Report of the Independent Commission on
the Security Forces of Iraq,” September 6, 2007, http://csis.org/
files/media/csis/pubs/isf.pdf, pp. 44 and 88, cited in Hard Lessons.
13. White House Press Secretary Josh Earnest confirmed
that an Iranian nuclear test in early October 2014 violated
the UN Security Council resolution in a press briefing
on October 13, 2015. Full transcript available at: https://
w w w. w h i t e h o u s e . g o v / t h e - p r e s s - o f f i c e / 2 0 1 5 / 1 0 / 1 3 /
press-briefing-press-secretary-josh-earnest-10132015.
14. Thomas Erdbrink and Somini Sengupta, “3 Sunni-led
States Join Saudi Arabia’s Diplomatic Feud Against Iran,”
The New York Times, January 4, 2016, http://www.nytimes.
com/2016/01/05/world/middleeast/bahrain-sudan-unitedarab-emirates-join-diplomatic-feud-against-iran.html.
15. These groups include Junud al Sham (Chechen), Katiba
Imam al Bukhari (Uzbek), the Turkistan Islamic Party
(Uighur), Harakat Sham al Islam (Moroccan), Katibat alBattar (Libyan), and Katibah Nusantara (Southeast Asian).
16. For a consideration of the historical lessons, see: Kenneth M.
Pollack and Barbara F. Walter, “Escaping the Civil War Trap in
the Middle East,” The Washington Quarterly, Summer 2015, https://
twq.elliott.gwu.edu/sites/twq.elliott.gwu.edu/files/downloads/
Pollack-Walter_Summer%202015.pdf; Daniel L. Byman and
Kenneth M. Pollack, “Things Fall Apart: Containing the
Spillover from an Iraqi Civil War,” The Brookings Institution,
January
2007,
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/
files/papers/2007/1/01iraq-byman/01iraq_byman.pdf.
17. The requirements for an effective negotiated settlement
outlined below are derived from the many historical examples
of such settlements that have succeeded and those that have
failed. See below for a more detailed discussion of these issues.
18. “Syrian Coalition Declaration of Political Outlook,” National
Coalition of Syrian Revolution and Opposition Forces website, http://
41

U.S. GRAND STRATEGY | COMPETING VISIONS FOR SYRIA AND IR AQ: THE MYTH OF AN ANTI-ISIS GR AND COALITION| KAGAN & KAGAN | JANUARY 2016

en.etilaf.org/coalition-documents/declaration-by-the-nationalcoalition-for-syrian-revolutionary-and-opposition-forces.html.
19. “Southern Front Statement No. 4: Transitional
Phase,” RFS Media Office, October 12, 2014, https://
rfsmediaoffice.com/en/2014/12/15/6424/#.VljcXecby94.
20. This is true unless one or more external actors choose to
use military force to compel all sides to accept an agreement
they find unsatisfactory. The planning group did not consider
such scenarios because of their extreme improbability.
21. The Independent International Commission of Inquiry
on the Syrian Arab Republic identifies cases of the violation
of human rights or international humanitarian law in regular
reports submitted to the U.N. Security Council. For example,
the commission listed violations documented between July 15,
2014 and January 15, 2015 in a report published in February
2015, which included violations by government forces and “antigovernment armed groups,” ISIS, and the Kurdish People’s
Defense Forces (YPG), “Report of the Independent International
Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic,” A/
HRC/28/69, February 5, 2015, http://daccess-dds-ny.un.org/doc/
UNDOC/GEN/G15/019/37/PDF/G1501937.pdf?OpenElement.
22.
Genevieve
Casagrande
with
Jennifer
Cafarella,
“The Syrian Opposition’s Political Demands,” Institute
for the Study of War, December 29, 2015, http://
w w w. u n d e r s t a n d i n g w a r. o r g / b a c k g r o u n d e r / s y r i a n opposition%E2%80%99s-political-demands.
23.
Genevieve
Casagrande
with
Jennifer
Cafarella,
“The Syrian Opposition’s Political Demands,” Institute
for the Study of War, December 29, 2015, http://
w w w. u n d e r s t a n d i n g w a r. o r g / b a c k g r o u n d e r / s y r i a n opposition%E2%80%99s-political-demands.
24. The recommendation of the Independent International
Commission of Inquiry for the Syrian Arab Republic is that
the U.N. Security Council refer the matter to the International
Criminal Court for investigation and trial where appropriate.
25. See: Kenneth M. Pollack and Barbara F. Walter, “Escaping
the Civil War Trap in the Middle East,” The Washington Quarterly,
Summer 2015, https://twq.elliott.gwu.edu/sites/twq.elliott.gwu.
edu/files/downloads/Pollack-Walter_Summer%202015.pdf;
Daniel L. Byman and Kenneth M. Pollack, “Things Fall Apart:
Containing the Spillover from an Iraqi Civil War,” The Brookings
Institution, January 2007, http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/
research/files/papers/2007/1/01iraq-byman/01iraq_byman.pdf.
26. “Baghdad’s misguided crackdown on the Sons of
Iraq,” Shawn Brimley and Colin Kahl, Los Angeles Times,
August
26,
2008.
http://www.latimes.com/world/
m i d d l e e a s t / l a - o e - b r i m l e y 2 6 - 2 0 0 8 a u g 2 6 - s t o r y. h t m l .
27.
The
following
section
of
this
report
presents
Iran’s
regional
objectives.
28. Russian-supported regime offensive operations have seized
terrain from Syrian armed opposition forces and Jabhat al Nusra
in Aleppo, Damascus, Latakia, and Dera’a Provinces in the leadup to negotiations on January 25, 2015. See Jennifer Cafarella,
Genevieve Casagrande, and Jodi Brignola, “The Military
42

Situation in Syria’s Aleppo Province,” Institute for the Study
of War, December 31, 2015, http://www.iswresearch.blogspot.
com/2015/12/the-military-situation-in-syrias-aleppo.html; See
also the Weekly Intelligence Summaries published by the Institute for
the Study of War. Copies available from the authors upon request.
29. Jennifer Cafarella, Katie Menoche, and Genevieve
Casagrande, “U.N. Push for Ceasefires in Syria Achieves
Results, But Empowers Regimes,” Institute for the Study of
War, December 31, 2015, http://www.iswresearch.blogspot.
com/2015/12/un-push-for-ceasefires-in-syria.html.
30. “Joint Statement: Final declaration on the results of the
Syria Talks in Vienna as agreed by participants,” European Union
External Action, October 30, 2015, http://eeas.europa.eu/
statements-eeas/2015/151030_06.htm; U.S. Department of State,
“Statement of the International Syria Support Group,” November
14,
2015,
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2015/11/249511.
htm; “U.N. Envoy Says Syria Peace Talks Still on for January
25,” Reuters, January 13, 2016, http://www.reuters.com/article/
us-mideast-crisis-syria-un-idUSKCN0UR2MJ20160113.
31. Valerie Syzbala, “The Grim Spectacle of Syrian Faux-lections,”
Institute for the Study of War, May 29, 2014, http://iswresearch.
blogspot.com/2014/05/the-grim-spectacle-of-syrian-faux.html.
32. Ahrar al Sham withdrew from the Riyadh conference,
which intended to cohere an opposition delegation to attend
negotiations with the regime, on December 10, 2015 in a
statement distributed via Twitter. The statement is available
with translation through the SITE Intelligence Group at:
https://news.siteintelgroup.com/Jihadist-News/ahrar-alsham-announces-withdraw-from-riyadh-conference.html.
33. Hugo Spaulding, “Russia’s False Narrative in Syria:
December 1, 2015,” Institute for the Study of War,
December
1,
2015,
http://www.understandingwar.org/
backgrounder/russias-false-narrative-syria-december-1-2015.
34. Caleb Weiss, “Uzbek Group Pledges Allegiance to al Nusrah
Front,” September 30th, 2015, http://www.longwarjournal.
org/archives/2015/09/uzbek-group-pledges-allegianceto-al-nusrah-front.php; “Officially, ‘Abu Amara’ battalion
joins Ahrar al Sham and calls on Aleppo factions to unify,” el
Dorar, October 20, 2015, http://en.eldorar.com/node/405.
35. U.S. Department of State, “Statement of the
International Syria Support Group,” November 14, 2015,
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2015/11/249511.htm.
36. Jennifer Cafarella, “Syria 90-Day Strategic Forecast: Jabhat
al Nusra (JN),” Institute for the Study of War, September
22,
2015,
http://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/
syria-90-day-strategic-forecast-jabhat-al-nusra-jn.
37.
“Syria
Conflict:
‘Islamic
State’
Homs
Bomb
Attack Kills 16,” BBC, December 12, 2015, http://
w w w. b b c . c o . u k / n e w s / w o r l d - m i d d l e - e a s t - 3 5 0 8 4 6 3 3 .
38. France began to propagate a similar myth after the ISIS Paris
attacks on November 14, 2015, calling for partnering with Russia
against ISIS and essentially conceding that Assad or a successor
should remain in power. U.S. presidential candidates have repeated
the narrative that Assad should stay in public debates, demonstrating
its resonance with the U.S. public. See “AP Conversation: Cruz: U.S.
UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG

U.S. GRAND STRATEGY | COMPETING VISIONS FOR SYRIA AND IR AQ: THE MYTH OF AN ANTI-ISIS GR AND COALITION| KAGAN & KAGAN | JANUARY 2016

More Secure with Assad in Power,” Associated Press, December 2, 2015,
http://bigstory.ap.org/article/222e03b4b7c241bb9743f5d4cc57d
0f1/ap-conversation-cruzs-ambitious-foreign-policy-has-limits.
39. Jennifer Cafarella, “The Myth of Partnering with Assad,
Russia, and Iran against ISIS,” The Hill, December 7, 2015,
http://thehill.com/blogs/congress-blog/foreign-policy/262164the-myth-of-partnering-with-assad-russia-and-iran-against.
40. Assad admitted to his manpower challenges in an interview in
July 2015. Christopher Kozak, “The Assad Regime Under Stress:
Conscription and Protests Among Alawite and Minority Populations
in Syria,” Institute for the Study of War, December 15, 2014,
http://www.iswresearch.blogspot.com/2014/12/the-assad-regimeunder-stress.html; Christopher Kozak, “An Army in All Corners:
Assad’s Campaign Strategy in Syria,” Institute for the Study of
War, April 2015, http://understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/
An%20Army%20in%20All%20Corners%20by%20Chris%20
Kozak%201.pdf; Bassem Mroue, “Syria’s Embattled President
Admits Manpower Shortage,” Associated Press, July 26, 2015, http://
bigstory.ap.org/article/baec72e0fbe34cea9fb18b61327c926e/
syrian-president-says-he-supports-dialogue-end-civil-war.
41. The IRGC was reconfigured in 2007 as a force distributed in small
packets throughout Iran in order both to manage internal dissent
and to survive an American decapitation attack relying primarily
on airpower. See Michael Connell, “Iran Primer: Iran’s Military
Doctrine,” PBS Frontline, October 21, 2010 http://www.pbs.org/
wgbh/pages/frontline/tehranbureau/2010/10/iran-primer-iransmilitary-doctrine.html; Ali Alfoneh, “What do structural changes
in the Iranian Revolutionary Guards Mean?” American Enterprise
Institute, September 23, 2008, https://www.aei.org/publication/
what-do-structural-changes-in-the-revolutionary-guards-mean/.
42. As examined in the following section of this report.
43. Charles R. Lister, The Syrian Jihad: Al-Qaeda, the Islamic State and the
Evolution of an Insurgency (London: Hurst & Company, 2015), 146.
44. These groups must cease conducting jihad in the sense
of war against unbelievers. Muslims pursue jihad in its more
basic sense of personal struggle to behave rightly, and there
is no need to ask them to abandon that meaning of the word.
45. This provision is not meant as a principled or lifetime
declaration that shari’a court officials may never participate in
government, but rather as a specific requirement for a period
of time to protect a delicate transitional government and its
institutions from the contrary aspirations of Salafi-jihadi groups.
46.
[“Sistani calls on the Iraqi government to
reconsider the new salary scale,”], Shafaq News, October
23,
2015.
http://www.ara.shafaaq.com/35036.
47. [“Maliki and al-Amiri address protestors: We will resist any
foreign interference… and we support cutting ties with Turkey,”],
Nasiriyah.org, December 13, 2015, http://www.nasiriyah.org/ara/
post/67303; [“Maliki leaves for Iran on an official visit,”], AlSumaria News, August 14, 2015, http://www.alsumaria.tv/news/14
3315/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8
3%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D8%BA%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%B1% D 8 % A 7 % D 9 % 8 4 % D 9 % 8 9 %D8%A5%D9%8A%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%86-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%B2%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A943

%D8%B1%D8%B3%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%A9/ar;
[“Maliki
during the funeral of the martyr al-Muhammadawi: These men
will achieve victory,”], Al-Ghadeer Press, July 14 2015, http://www.
alghadeer.tv/news/detail/29296/; [“Vice President #Nouri_alMaliki meets a delegation from the Islamic Resistance #Kata’ib_
Hezb_Allah,”], Sumerian 313, Twitter, November 3, 2015,
https://twitter.com/Sumeri313Iraq/status/661562333559455744.
48. See J. Matthew McInnis, Iran’s Strategic Thinking: Origins and
Evolution, American Enterprise Institute, May 2015, https://www.
aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/Irans-Strategic-Thinking.
pdf, for an exposition of Iranian strategic calculus and its origins.
49. Resistance has a specific meaning in the context of Iranian
national security discussions. It describes the struggle, both military
and non-military, against Israel and the United States, whose actions
are always portrayed as aggression. See Mehdi Khalaji, Tightening
the Reins: How Khamenei Makes Decisions, The Washington Institute for
Near East Policy, March 2014, http://www.washingtoninstitute.
org/uploads/Documents/pubs/PolicyFocus126_Khalaji.pdf, p. 17.
50.
McInnis,
Iran’s
Strategic
Thinking,
p.
5.
51. Will Fulton, Joseph Holliday, and Sam Wyer, Iranian Strategy
in Syria, Institute for the Study of War and AEI Critical Threats
Project, May 2013, pp. 19-25, http://understandingwar.org/
sites/default/files/IranianStrategyinSyria-1MAY.pdf;
U.S.
Department of the Treasury, “Treasury Targets Hizbollah for
Supporting the Assad Regime,” August 10, 2012, https://
www.treasury.gov/press-center/press-releases/Pages/tg1676.
aspx; Marisa Sullivan, “Hezbollah in Syria,” Institute for the
Study of War, April 2014, http://www.understandingwar.
org/sites/default/files/Hezbollah_Sullivan_FINAL.pdf .
52.
McInnis,
Iran’s Strategic Thinking,
pp.
17-18.
53. Sarah E. Kreps, “The 2006 Lebanon War: Lessons
Learned,”
Parameters,
(Spring
2007),U.S.
Army
War
College,
http://strategicstudiesinstitute.army.
mil/pubs/parameters/Articles/07spring/kreps.pdf.
54. Frederick W. Kagan, “Khamenei’s Team of Rivals: Iranian
Decision-Making, June-July 2014,” AEI’s Critical Threats
Project, July 29 2014, http://www.irantracker.org/sites/default/
files/imce-images/Khameneis_Team_of_Rivals_20140729.pdf.
55. The Iranian regime explicitly compared Assad’s situation
with Maliki’s in the summer of 2014 with Principlist
parliamentarians calling for Iran to stand by Maliki as it had
stood by Assad. See Kagan, “Khamenei’s Team of Rivals,” p. 17.
56. Such rhetoric can be seen in the statements of the Supreme
Leader’s Foreign Policy Advisor Ali Akbar Velayati and Deputy Foreign
Minister for Arab and African Affairs Hossein Amir Abdollahian.
For Velayati’s comments, see “Iran News Round Up, December 2,
2015,” AEI’s Critical Threats Project, December 2, 2015, http://
www.irantracker.org/iran-news-round-december-2-2015 . For
Abdollahian’s comments, please see “Iran News Round Up, November
2, 2015,” AEI’s Critical Threats Project, November 2, 2015,
http://www.irantracker.org/iran-news-round-november-2-2015.
57. Kimberly Kagan, “Iran’s Proxy War against the United
States and the Iraqi Government,” Institute for the Study
of
War,
August
2007,
http://www.understandingwar.
org/sites/default/files/reports/IraqReport06.pdf.
UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG

U.S. GRAND STRATEGY | COMPETING VISIONS FOR SYRIA AND IR AQ: THE MYTH OF AN ANTI-ISIS GR AND COALITION| KAGAN & KAGAN | JANUARY 2016

58. Ahmed Ali and Kimberly Kagan, “The Iraqi Shi’a Mobilization
to Counter the ISIS Offensive,” Institute for the Study of War,
14 June 2014, http://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/
iraqi-shi%E2%80%99-mobilization-counter-isis-offensive.
59. Sam Dagher and Mohammed Nour al-Akraa,
“Iranian General Killed in Syria,” The Wall Street Journal,
October
9,
2015,
http://www.wsj.com/articles/iraniangeneral-killed-by-isis-in-aleppo-1444384644.
60. Dave Majumdar, “Israel’s Nightmare: Iran Buys Russia’s
Lethal S-300 (Again), The National Interest, November 10,
2015
http://www.nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/israelsnightmare-iran-buys-russias-lethal-s-300-again-14306.
61. Michael Kaplan, “Russian Military Russian Military Weapons
To Iran: S-300 Missile Defenses Delivered To Tehran Ahead Of
Sanction Relief,” International Business Times, November 24, 2015,
http://www.ibtimes.com/russian-military-weapons-iran-s-300missile-defenses-delivered-tehran-ahead-sanction-2198251
62. “Iran News Round Up, December 9, 2015,” AEI’s
Critical Threats Project, December 9, 2015, http://www.
i r a n t r a c k e r. o r g / i r a n - n e w s - r o u n d - d e c e m b e r - 9 - 2 0 1 5
63. “Iran News Round Up, December 28, 2015,” AEI’s
Critical Threats Project, December 28, 2015, www.irantracker.
org/iran-news-round-december-28-2015
and
“Russia
to
provide Iran with S-300 defence missiles,” BBC, November
9, 2015, http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-34767012
64. Thomas Grove, “Russia Said to Redeploy Special-Ops Forces
From Ukraine to Syria,” The Wall Street Journal, October 23, 2015, http://
www.wsj.com/articles/russia-said-to-redeploy-special-ops-forcesfrom-ukraine-to-syria-1445636834; see also claims of officers from
the Russian 58th Army leading operations in Latakia Province: Siobhan
O’Grady and Reid Standish, “Russian Troops in Syria Will ‘Stay
Until the End,” Foreign Policy, October 22, 2015, http://foreignpolicy.
com/2015/10/22/russian-troops-in-syria-will-stay-until-the-end/
65. There has been a steady drum-beat of reporting that Iran is
withdrawing its forces from combat in Syria (see http://www.
bloombergview.com/articles/2015-12-10/western-officials-iranretreating-from-syria-fight for the most recent and balanced account
of this view). Openly-available evidence about Iranian casualties and
the continuing ground operations in Syria do not support this view.
66. Ian Bremmer stated that “Iran is the more natural
ally” against “Sunni jihadi groups, ISIS and others, for
example. See Ian Bremmer, “Will Iran Become America’s
New Saudi Arabia?” The National Interest, July 27, 2015, http://
nationalinterest.org/feature/will-iran-become-americasnew-saudi-arabia-13424; See also Former Secretary of
State James Baker’s comments in http://www.newsmax.com/
Newsfront/Jame-Baker-ISIS-Iran-ally/2014/10/12/id/600185/
67. President Obama did not go this far in his speech on the occasion
of the lifting of sanctions, but did hold up the exchanges of prisoners
and a number of other matters as evidence that “by working with Iran
on this nuclear deal, we were better able to address other issues.”
http://www.c-span.org/video/?403378-1/president-obamastatement-iran&gclid=CNnOy8D-tMoCFVU8gQodUxsDVA
68. Khamenei referred to the U.S.’s “creation” of terrorist groups,
including ISIS, as evidence that the U.S. is seeking to “create
44

discord among Muslims; he has stated that the West’s “main
goal” is to “create internal wars among Muslims and destroy the
infrastructures of Muslim states.” See Iran News Round Up,
December 29, 2015,” AEI’s Critical Threats Project, December
29,
2015,
http://www.irantracker.org/iran-news-rounddecember-29-2015; See also Basij Commander IRGC Brigadier
General Mohammad Reza Naghdi’s comments in “Iran News
Round Up, July 10, 2014,” AEI’s Critical Threats Project, July 10,
2014, http://www.irantracker.org/iran-news-round-July-10-2014.
69. Notable recent examples of Iranian proxy militias engaging
in sectarian cleansing of predominantly Sunni areas have been
noted in the provinces of Salah al-Din and Diyala. Alice Fordham,
“After Retaking Iraqi City, Shiite Militias Accused of Targeting
Sunnis,” NPR, April 7, 2015, http://www.npr.org/sections/
parallels/2015/04/07/398004441/after-retaking-tikrit-shiitemilitias-accused-of-violence-against-sunnis; “Iraq: Barwana
Massacre – Botched Investigation, Families Waiting for Justice,”
Amnesty International, June 9, 2015, https://www.amnesty.org/en/
documents/mde14/1812/2015/en/; [“Iraq: Sunni Forces announce
the start of a move to internationalize the issue of militia attacks
in Diyala,”] Al-Quds al-Arabi, January 17, 2016, http://www.alquds.
co.uk/?p=467303; “Staggering civilian death toll in Iraq – UN
report,” United Nations Iraq, January 19, 2016, http://www.uniraq.
org/index.php?option=com_k2&view=item&id=5098:staggeringcivilian-death-toll-in-iraq-un-report&Itemid=605&lang=en.
70. “Yemen’s President calls Shiite rebels ‘puppets of Iran’,” Portland Press
Herald, March 28, 2015, http://www.pressherald.com/2015/03/28/
yemens-president-calls-shiite-rebels-puppets-of-iran/.
71. [“Decree of the President of the Russian Federation from
December 31, 2015 N 683 ‘On the National Security Strategy of
the Russian Federation’”], Rossiyskaya Gazeta, December 31, 2015,
http://www(.)rg(.)ru/2015/12/31/nac-bezopasnost-site-dok.
html; [“Russia’s New Military Doctrine. Full text”], REGNUM,
January 1, 2015, http://regnum(.)ru/news/polit/1882090.html.
72. [“Putin: Europe gave up part of its sovereignty not even to
NATO, but to the U.S.”], RIA Novosti, December 20, 2015, http://
ria(.)ru/politics/20151220/1345600723.html; [“Putin: crisis with
migrants in Europe caused by mistaken policy of West”], TASS,
September 4, 2015, http://tass(.)ru/politika/2234730; “Putin:
Europe should be more independent, defend own interests,” RT,
July 28, 2015, https://www(.)rt(.)com/news/310908-putin-euus-politics/; [“Naryshkin: U.S. pressure on European Union
on the issue of sanctions continues”], RIA Novosti, December
21, 2015, http://ria(.)ru/world/20151221/1346176829.html.
73. [“Decree of the President of the Russian Federation from
December 31, 2015 N 683 ‘On the National Security Strategy of the
Russian Federation’”]; [“Russia’s New Military Doctrine. Full text”].
74. “Transcript: Putin’s Prepared Remarks at 43rd Munich
Conference on Security Policy,” The Washington Post, February
12,
2007,
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/
content/article/2007/02/12/AR2007021200555.html.
75. “Russia’s European supporters: In the Kremlin’s pocket,” The
Economist, February 14, 2015, http://www.economist.com/news/
briefing/21643222-who-backs-putin-and-why-kremlins-pocket.
76. Dalibor Rohac, “Putin’s best EU friends,” Politico, June, 16,
UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG

U.S. GRAND STRATEGY | COMPETING VISIONS FOR SYRIA AND IR AQ: THE MYTH OF AN ANTI-ISIS GR AND COALITION| KAGAN & KAGAN | JANUARY 2016

2015, http://www.politico.eu/article/putin-friends-renzi-tsipras/.
77.
[“Decree of the President of the Russian
Federation from December 31, 2015 N 683 ‘On the
National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation’”]
78. [“Decree of the President of the Russian Federation
from December 31, 2015 N 683 ‘On the National
Security
Strategy
of
the
Russian
Federation’”]
79. “Read Putin’s U.N. General Assembly speech,” The Washington
Post, September 28, 2015, https://www.washingtonpost.com/
news/worldviews/wp/2015/09/28/read-putins-u-n-generalassembly-speech/. The kleptocratic nature of Russia’s elite makes
each of its members vulnerable to charges of criminal behavior
should they fall out of favor or begin to threaten Putin. He has
used this leverage against several powerful figures in recent years.
80. [“Decree of the President of the Russian Federation from December
31, 2015 N 683 ‘On the National Security Strategy of the Russian
Federation’”]; Darya Korsunskaya, “Putin says Russia must prevent
‘color revolution,’” Reuters, November 20, 2014, http://www.reuters.
com/article/us-russia-putin-security-idUSKCN0J41J620141120.
81. Tom Parfitt, “Anti-Putin protesters march through Moscow,” The
Guardian, February 4, 2012, February 4, 2012, http://www.theguardian.
com/world/2012/feb/04/anti-putin-protests-moscow-russia.
82. “Laws of Attrition: Crackdown on Russia’s Civil Society
after Putin’s Return to the Presidency”, Human Rights Watch,
April 24, 2013, https://www.hrw.org/report/2013/04/24/lawsattrition/crackdown-russias-civil-society-after-putins-returnpresidency; “Russia Lenta.ru editor Timchenko fired in Ukraine
row,” BBC, March 12, 2014, http://www.bbc.com/news/worldeurope-26543464; Maria Tsvetkova, “Kremlin critic Navalny
given suspended sentence, brother jailed,” Reuters, December
30,
2014,
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-crisisnavalny-idUSKBN0K80AA20141230; Carl Gershman, “Russia’s
crackdown on civil society shows the regime’s weakness,” The
Washington Post, July 28, 2015, https://www.washingtonpost.com/
opinions/putins-fear-of-civil-society/2015/07/28/3d873d0a3569-11e5-8e66-07b4603ec92a_story.html .
83. [“Decree of the President of the Russian Federation
from December 31, 2015 N 683 ‘On the National
Security
Strategy
of
the
Russian
Federation’”].
84. [“Decree of the President of the Russian Federation
from December 31, 2015 N 683 ‘On the National
Security
Strategy
of
the
Russian
Federation’”].
85. [“Russia’s New Military Doctrine. Full text”].
86. Vladimir Putin, “Why We Must Act,” The New
York Times,
November
14,
1999,
http://www.nytimes.
com/1999/11/14/opinion/why-we-must-act.html.
87. Jackson Diehl, “Putin’s Model of Success,” The Washington Post,
October 11, 2015, https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/
putins-model-of-success/2015/10/11/4cb3a592-6dcd-11e5-aa5bf78a98956699_story.html; Simon Saradzhyan, “The West should
not count on Russian sensitivity to casualties to deter Putin,” The
Washington Post, February 24, 2015, https://www.washingtonpost.com/
blogs/monkey-cage/wp/2015/02/24/the-west-should-not-counton-russian-sensitivity-to-casualties-to-deter-putin/; “War Crimes
In Chechnya and the Response of the West”, Human Rights Watch,
45

February 29, 2000, https://www.hrw.org/news/2000/02/29/
war-crimes-chechnya-and-response-westhttps://www.hrw.org/
news/2000/02/29/war-crimes-chechnya-and-response-west.
88. “Read Putin’s U.N. General Assembly speech.”
89. [“Decree of the President of the Russian Federation
from December 31, 2015 N 683 ‘On the National
Security
Strategy
of
the
Russian
Federation’”].
90. [“Putin: Russian Federation does not intend to meddle
in interreligious conflicts in Syria”], RIA Novosti, October 11,
2015, http://ria(.)ru/syria_mission/20151011/1300131591.html;
“Interview to German newspaper Bild. Part 2,” Kremlin, January
12, 2016, http://en(.)kremlin(.)ru/events/president/news/51155.
91. “Russia, Jordan agree on military coordination on Syria,” Reuters,
October 23, 2015, http://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideastcrisis-syria-russia-jordan-idUSKCN0SH1ER20151023; Yaroslav
Trofimov, “Russian Intervention Emboldens Syrian Kurds,” The
Wall Street Journal, January 14, 2016, http://www.wsj.com/articles/
russian-intervention-emboldens-syrian-kurds-1452773070;
92. “Russian bombing in Syria ‘fuels refugee crisis’ says US
official as airstrike kills 39,” Reuters, January 9, 2016, http://
w w w. t h e g u a rd i a n . c o m / w o r l d / 2 0 1 6 / j a n / 0 9 / i m p re c i s e russian-bombing-syria-fuelling-refugee-crisis-us-official.
93. Harleen Gambhir, “The Islamic State’s Trap for Europe,” The
Washington Post, November 15, 2015, https://www.washingtonpost.com/
opinions/hating-muslim-refugees-is-exactly-what-the-islamicstate-wants-europe-to-do/2015/11/15/dfe0ca84-87d1-11e5-be390034bb576eee_story.html; Jason Linkins, “What ISIS Wants: To
Destroy the ‘Gray Zone of Coexistence,’” Huffington Post, November
20, 2015, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/what-isis-wants_
us_564e3214e4b031745cf07f95; Zack Beauchamp, “Turning back
Syrian refugees isn’t just wrong—it helps ISIS,” Vox, November
17,
2015,
http://www.vox.com/world/2015/11/17/9747042/
paris-attacks-isis-refugees; Reena Flores, “Biden: Rejecting
refuges would “play right into the terrorists’ hands,’” CBS News,
November 21, 2015, http://www.cbsnews.com/news/bidenrejecting-refugees-would-play-right-into-the-terrorists-hands/.
94.
“Russian
bombing
in
Syria
‘fuels
refugee
crisis’
says
US
official
as
airstrike
kills
39.”
95. Paul Roderick Gregory, “Russia May Have Inadvertently
Posted Its Casualties in Ukraine: 2,000 Deaths, 3,200
Disabled,” Forbes, August 25, 2015, http://www.forbes.
c o m / s i t e s / p a u l r o d e r i c k g re g o r y / 2 0 1 5 / 0 8 / 2 5 / k re m l i n censors-rush-to-erase-inadvertent-release-of-russiancasualties-in-east-ukraine/
2715e4857a0b6f83ae1d5b26.
96. “Sinai plane crash; Russia and Egypt urge caution on
bomb theory,” BBC, November 5, 2015, http://www.bbc.com/
news/world-europe-34732213; [“Peskov said not to connect
the operation in Syria with air catastrophe in Sinai”], Interfax,
November 3, 2015, http://www(.)interfax(.)ru/russia/477199.
97. Olga Tanas and Anton Doroshev, “Putin Says Sinai Plane
Crash Was Caused by Terror Attack,” Bloomberg, November 17, 2015,
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-11-17/putinsays-terror-attack-caused-russian-plane-crash-in-egypt; Andrew
Roth and Griff Witte, “Russia halts Egypt flights amid widening

UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG

U.S. GRAND STRATEGY | COMPETING VISIONS FOR SYRIA AND IR AQ: THE MYTH OF AN ANTI-ISIS GR AND COALITION| KAGAN & KAGAN | JANUARY 2016

probes into Sinai crash,” The Washington Post, November 6, 2015
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/confusion-reigns-ategyptian-airport-amid-british-evacuation/2015/11/06/6cb177c0840c-11e5-8bd2-680fff868306_story.html.
98. “France and Russia agree to ‘coordinate’ strikes against IS,” Agence
France-Presse, November 26, 2015, http://news.yahoo.com/russiafrance-agree-intensify-fight-terrorism-putin-200237901.html.
99. David Cenciotti, “25 Russian long-range strategic
bombers in action over Syria for the very first time,”
The Aviationist, November 17, 2015, http://theaviationist.
com/2015/11/17/russian-tu-22s-joined-the-syria-air-war/.
100. Maria Snegovaya, “Putin’s Information Warfare
in Ukraine,” Institute for the Study of War, September
17,
2015,
http://understandingwar.org/sites/default/
files/Russian Report 1 Putin’s Information Warfare in
Ukraine- Soviet Origins of Russias Hybrid Warfare.pdf.
101. Timothy L. Thomas, “Russia’s Reflexive Control Theory
and Military,” Journal of Slavic Military Studies, 2004 https://www.
rit.edu/~w-cmmc/literature/Thomas_2004.pdf,
cited
in
Maria Snegovaya, “Putin’s Information Warfare in Ukraine.”
102. Thomas, “Russia’s Reflexive Control Theory and Military.”
103. Hugo Spaulding, “Russia’s False Narrative in Syria:
December 1, 2015,” Institute for the Study of War,
December
1,
2015,
http://www.understandingwar.org/
backgrounder/russias-false-narrative-syria-december-1-2015.
104. See the Institute for the Study of War’s regular graphics
on Russian airstrikes in Syria at understandingwar.org.
Examples: Genevieve Casagrande, “Russian Airstrikes in Syria:
September 30- October 3, 2015,” Institute for the Study of
War, October 4, 2015, http://www.understandingwar.org/
map/russian-airstrikes-syria-september-30-october-3-2015;
Genevieve Casagrande, “Russian Airstrikes in Syria: November
4-November 15, 2015,” Institute for the Study of War, November
16,
2015,
http://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/
russian-airstrikes-syria-november-4-november-15-2015.
105. “Putin lashes out at US, West for destabilizing world,”
RT, October 24, 2014, https://www(.)rt(.)com/news/198924putin-valdai-speech-president/; Brian Walker and Ralph
Ellis, “Moscow says Turkey shot down plane to protect oil
trade with ISIS,” CNN, December 1, 2015, http://www.cnn.
com/2015/12/01/europe/syria-turkey-russia-warplane-tensions/.
106. “Russian bombing in Syria ‘fuels refugee crisis’ says US
official as airstrike kills 39,” Reuters, January 9, 2016, http://
w w w. t h e g u a rd i a n . c o m / w o r l d / 2 0 1 6 / j a n / 0 9 / i m p re c i s e russian-bombing-syria-fuelling-refugee-crisis-us-official.
107. David E. Long (2002). Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. In David E.
Long and Bernard Reich (Eds.), The Government and Politics of the Middle
East and North Africa (pp. 72-101). Cambridge, MA: Westview Press.
108. Angus McDowall, “Saudi Arabia alarmed, in private, at Iran’s
sanctions relief,” Reuters, January 18, 2016, http://www.reuters.
com/article/us-iran-nuclear-sanctions-saudi-idUSKCN0UW1FJ.
109. “Saudi Arabia Backgrounder: Who are the Islamists?”
International Crisis Group, September 21, 2004, http://www-tc.pbs.
org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/saud/themes/backgrounder.pdf.
110. Bruce Riedel and Bilal Y. Saab, “Al Qaeda’s Third Front:
UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG

Saudi Arabia,” The Washington Quarterly, Spring 2008, http://
www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/articles/2008/3/
spring-al-qaeda-riedel/spring_al_qaeda_riedel.pdf.
111. The UAE includes Salafi-jihadi groups and some political
Islamist groups within its definition of Islamist extremists, which has
been a point of disagreement between Saudi Arabia and countries
like Turkey under Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and Qatar, and the UAE
and countries like Egypt. For further discussion of Islamists in Saudi
Arabia, see Toby Matthiesen, “The Domestic Sources of Saudi Foreign
Policy: Islamists and the State in the Wake of the Arab Uprisings,”
The Brookings Institution, August 2015, http://www.brookings.
edu/~/media/Research/Files/Reports/2015/07/rethinkingpolitical-islam/Saudi-Arabia_Matthiesen-FINALE.pdf?la=en.
112. Prince Muqrin bin Abdulaziz is the last living son, and
he was Crown Prince (heir to the throne) briefly following
Abdullah’s death. Salman caused him to be removed from the line
of succession, however, in order to bring his son Mohammad bin
Salman into the succession. See, e.g., Johnlee Varghese, “‘Political
Earthquake’ in Saudi Arabia: Prince Muqrin’s Yemeni Lineage Cost
him the Crown?” International Business Times, April 16, 2015, http://
www.ibtimes.co.in/political-earthquake-saudi-arabia-princemuqrins-yemeni-lineage-cost-him-crown-630774. The desire to
bring Mohammad bin Salman into the line of succession was almost
certainly the cause of Muqrin’s dismissal, rather than his lineage.
113. See Ali AlAhmed, “Exclusive: Saudi King to Abdicate to
Son,” Institute for Gulf Affairs, January 13, 2016, http://www.
gulfinstitute.org/exclusive-saudi-king-to-abdicate-to-son-2/;
Fiona Keating, “Saudi Arabia: Succession of Crown Prince
Mohammad bin Salman could destabilise Middle East,” International
Business Times, January 17, 2016, http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/saudiarabia-succession-crown-prince-mohammed-bin-salman-coulddestabilise-middle-east-1538412; and Simon Henderson, “The
Next King of Saudi Arabia,” The Washington Institute for Near
East Policy, January 8, 2016, http://www.washingtoninstitute.
org/policy-analysis/view/the-next-king-of-saudi-arabia
for
discussions of the succession, the players, and the current crisis.
114. Ali AlAhmed, “Exclusive: Saudi King to Abdicate to Son.”
115. U.S. Army Office of the Program Manager – Saudi Arabian National
Guard,
http://www.usasac.army.mil/OPMSang/about.html.
116. “Saudi Arabia: The Gulf’s Best-Equipped Military,” Agence
France Presse, March 26, 2015, http://www.defensenews.com/
story/defense/international/mideast-africa/2015/03/26/
saudi-arabia-gulfs-best-equipped-military/70494532/.
117. “About Saudi Arabia,” Royal Embassy of Saudi Arabia, 2016, http://
www.saudiembassy.net/about/Biographies-of-Ministers.aspx.
118. Alexis Knutsen, “2015 Yemen Crisis Situation
Report: March 27,” AEI’s Critical Threats Project,
March
27,
2015,
http://www.criticalthreats.org/yemen/
yemen-crisis-situation-reports-march-27-2015.
119. See, for example, Alexis Knutsen and Daniel O’Keefe,
“2015 Yemen Crisis Situation Report: March 25,” AEI’s Critical
Threats Project, March 25, 2015, http://www.criticalthreats.
org/yemen/yemen-crisis-situation-reports-march-25-2015.
120. Charles Caris, “2015 Saudi-led Intervention in

46

U.S. GRAND STRATEGY | COMPETING VISIONS FOR SYRIA AND IR AQ: THE MYTH OF AN ANTI-ISIS GR AND COALITION| KAGAN & KAGAN | JANUARY 2016

Yemen: Order of Battle,” AEI’s Critical Threats Project,
April
23,
2015,
http://www.criticalthreats.org/yemen/
caris-saudi-intervention-order-battle-april-23-2015.
121.
Katherine
Zimmerman,
“2015
Yemen
Crisis
Situation Report: July 15,” AEI’s Critical Threats
Project,
July
15,
2015,
http://www.criticalthreats.org/
y e m e n / y e m e n - c r i s i s - s i t u a t i o n - re p o r t s - j u l y - 1 5 - 2 0 1 5.
122. The al Houthis denied reports of Iranian support until fall
2014, when they seized control of Yemen’s capital and both Iranian
and al Houthi officials discussed Iranian support to the group.
See Alexis Knutsen, “Iran and al Houthi Proxies Threaten the
US Counter-Terrorism Policy in Yemen,” AEIdeas, December
19,
2014,
http://www.aei.org/publication/iran-al-houthiproxies-threaten-us-counter-terrorism-policy-yemen; and for
more on the al Houthis’ relationship with Iran, see Katherine
Zimmerman, “A New Model for Defeating al Qaeda in Yemen,”
AEI’s Critical Threats Project, September 10, 2015, http://
www.criticalthreats.org/yemen/zimmerman-new-model-fordefeating-al-qaeda-in-yemen-september-10-2015, pp. 8-17.
123. The UAE is a core contributor to the coalition in Yemen, but
its objectives are not fully in line with Saudi objectives. The UAE
seems to prioritize the stabilization of the country and reduction of
al Houthi influence, as well as the defeat of Salafi-jihadi groups in
Yemen, including both AQAP and ISIS. The Saudi destruction of
the al Houthi movement does not necessarily mean the elimination
of all al Houthi members or leaders; rather, the destruction of the
movement as it stands in its current iteration. The formation of a
Zaydi Shi’a political minority group by members of the al Houthi
movement who have disavowed ties to Iran would likely be acceptable.
124. See AEI’s Critical Threats Project’s Yemen Crisis Situation
Reports, available: http://www.criticalthreats.org/yemen/yemencrisis-situation-reports-2016, especially Emily Estelle, “2015
Yemen Crisis Situation Report: November 5,” AEI’s Critical Threats
Project, November 5, 2015, http://www.criticalthreats.org/yemen/
yemen-crisis-situation-reports-november-5-2015.
See
also,
Zimmerman, “A New Model for Defeating al Qaeda in Yemen,” pp. 14.
125
“OPEC
Annual
Statistical
Bulletin,”
Organization
of
Petroleum
Exporting
Countries,
2015,
http://www.opec.org/opec_web/static_files_
p r o j e c t / m e d i a / d o w n l o a d s / pu b l i c a t i o n s / A S B 2 0 1 5 . p d f .
126. “The Middle East and Central Asia Regional Economic
Outlook,” International Monetary Fund, 2015, http://www.imf.org/
external/pubs/ft/reo/2015/mcd/eng/pdf/menap1015.pdf, p. 72.
127. Angus McDowall and Andrew Torchia, “Saudi
plans spending cuts, reforms to shrink budget deficit,”
Reuters,
28
December
2015,
http://uk.reuters.com/
a r t i c l e / u k- s a u d i - bu d g e t - i d U K K B N 0 U B 1 4 U 2 0 1 5 1 2 2 8 .
128. Laurie A. Brand, Jordan’s Inter-Arab Relations: The Political Economy
of Alliance-Making, (2013) New York: Columbia University Press.
129. Robin Wright, “Beyond ISIS Turmoil, Jordan is
Flush with Problems,” The Wall Street Journal, February 4,
2015,
http://blogs.wsj.com/washwire/2015/02/04/
b e y o n d - i s i s - t u r m o i l - j o rd a n - i s - f l u s h - w i t h - p r o b l e m s .
130. Jeremy Sharp, “Jordan: Background and U.S.
Relations,” Congressional Research Service, September 10,
UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG

2015,
https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/mideast/RL33546.pdf.
131. “Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, UAE Pledge $4 Billion
Each at Egypt Conference,” Reuters, March 13, 2015,
h t t p : / / w w w. r e u t e r s . c o m / a r t i c l e / u s - e g y p t - e c o n o m y investment-gulf-idUSKBN0M91T520150313.
132. Abdel Latif Wahba and Ahmed Feteha, “Saudi Arabia Promises
Egypt More Aid, Could Buy Local Debt,” Bloomberg, December 15,
2015,
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-12-15/
saudi-arabia-may-help-egypt-by-buying-local-debt-official-says.
133. Egypt’s current government is taking a hardline position
on the Muslim Brotherhood, which Saudi Arabia still supports.
Egypt also takes a softer stance on Iran and has welcomed Russian
military operations in Syria, which Saudi Arabia denounced. See
Yoel Guzansky and Ofir Winter, “Last Alliance Standing: Egypt
and Saudi Arabia Strengthen Relations Despite Differences,”
Foreign Affairs, November 24, 2015, https://www.foreignaffairs.
com/articles/egypt/2015-11-24/last-alliance-standing.
134. Harleen Gambhir, “Meet ISIL’s Most Dangerous
Affiliates,” Politico, December 14, 2015, http://www.politico.
com/magazine/story/2015/12/isil-paris-san-bernardinoaffiliates-213438; and “IS Affiliate in Egypt Claims Attack on
Hotel Near Pyramids,” Associated Press, January 8, 2016, https://
www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/is-egypt-affiliateclaims-attack-on-hotel-near-pyramids/2016/01/08/8d963dd4b604-11e5-8abc-d09392edc612_story.html.
135. “Saudi Arabia and Egypt Sign the ‘Cairo Declaration,’” Al Jazeera
English, July 31, 2015, http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/07/saudiarabia-egypt-sign-cairo-declaration-150731005229377.html.
136. Hassan Hassan, “The Army of Islam is Winning in Syria,”
Foreign Policy, October 1, 2013, http://www.foreignpolicy.com/
articles/2013/10/01/the_army_of_islam_is_winning_in_syria.
137. Aron Lund, “The Levant Front: Can Aleppo’s Rebels Unite?”
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, December 26,
2014,
http://carnegieendowment.org/syriaincrisis/?fa=57605.
138. Desmond Butler, “Turkey, Saudi in pact to help antiAssad rebels,” Associated Press, May 7, 2015, http://bigstory.
ap.org/article/97e2ec0b591c4a43a319ff2fd895dc4e/
apnewsbreak-turkey-saudi-pact-help-anti-assad-rebels.
139. Genevieve Casagrande with Jennifer Cafarella,
“The Syrian Opposition’s Political Demands,” Institute
for the Study of War, December 29, 2015, http://
w w w. u n d e r s t a n d i n g w a r. o r g / b a c k g r o u n d e r / s y r i a n opposition%E2%80%99s-political-demands.
140. Jennifer Cafarella, “A Political Settlement in
Syria?” Cipher Brief, December 1, 2015, https://www.
thecipherbrief.com/article/political-settlement-syria.
141. Joshua Walker, “Introduction: The Sources of Turkish
Grand Strategy – ‘Strategic Depth’ and ‘Zero-Problems’ in
context,” LSE IDEAS, SR007, London School of Economics
and Political Science (2011), http://www.lse.ac.uk/IDEAS/
publications/reports/pdf/SR007/introduction.pdf;
Malik
Mufti, “The AK Party’s Islamic Realist Political Vision: Theory
and Practice,” Cogitatio, October 8, 2014, http://www.ischolar.in/index.php/PAGCP/article/view/58340/49332.
142. Soner Cagaptay and Marc J. Sievers, “Turkey and Egypt’s
47

U.S. GRAND STRATEGY | COMPETING VISIONS FOR SYRIA AND IR AQ: THE MYTH OF AN ANTI-ISIS GR AND COALITION| KAGAN & KAGAN | JANUARY 2016

Great Game in the Middle East,” Foreign Affairs, March 8,
2015,
http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/
view/turkey-and-egypts-great-game-in-the-middle-east
143. “Turkey pledges $200 million to Libya’s rebels,” DW, April 7, 2011,
http://www.dw.com/en/turkey-pledges-200-million-to-libyasrebels/a-15208123; Desmond Butler, “Turkey officials confirm pact
with Saudi Arabia to help rebels fighting Syria’s Assad,” Associated
Press, May 7, 2015, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/05/07/
turkey-saudi-arabia-syria-rebels-pact_n_7232750.html.
144. Tom Finn, “Turkey to set up Qatar military base to face ‘common
enemies,’” Reuters, December 16, 2015, http://www.reuters.com/
article/us-qatar-turkey-military-idUSKBN0TZ17V20151216.
145. Sebnem Arsu and Alan Cowell, “Turkey expels Israeli envoy
in dispute over raid,” The New York Times, September 2, 2011, http://
www.nytimes.com/2011/09/03/world/middleeast/03turkey.html.
146. Laura Mills, “Crimean Tartars test Russian power,” The
Wall Street Journal, December 1, 2015, http://www.wsj.com/
articles/crimean-tatars-test-russian-power-1449106688;
Sara
Khojoyan and Anthony Halpin, “Frozen war thaws in Russian
backyard as Karabakh flares,” Bloomberg, October 22, 2015,
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-10-22/frozenwar-thaws-in-russian-backyard-as-nagorno-karabakh-flares.
147. Joe Ribakoff, “Turkey’s red book,” Examiner.com, November
12, 2010, http://www.examiner.com/article/turkey-s-red-book.
148. Jennifer Cafarella with Christopher Kozak, Hugo Spaulding,
and Genevieve Casagrande, “Turkey Shoots Down Russian
Jet Supporting Syrian Regime Offensive,” Institute for the
Study of War, November 24, 2015, http://www.iswresearch.
blogspot.com/2015/11/turkey-shoots-down-russian-jet.html.
149. Umit Necef, “’The June Earthquake’: Why Did the AKP Lose Many
Votes at the June Elections?”, Center for Mellemoststudier, August
2015,
http://static.sdu.dk/mediafiles//6/E/A/%7B6EA0F86CD83A-4B3A-8796-DAED8E8CD7B4%7D150727_Necef.
pdf; Soner Cagaptay, “Kurds can go their own way,” Foreign
Affairs, September 22, 2015, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/
articles/turkey/2015-09-22/kurds-can-go-their-own-way.
150. Soner Cagaptay and Tyler Evans, “Turkey’s Changing
Relations with Iraq,” The Washington Institute for Near East
Policy, October 2012, http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/
uploads/Documents/pubs/PolicyFocus122_CagaptayEvans.pdf.
151. Constanze Letch, “Kurdish leader Abdullah Ocalan
declares ceasefire with Turkey,” The Guardian, March
21,
2013,
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/
mar/21/pkk-leader-ocalan-declares-ceasefire.
152. Christopher Kozak, “Turkey Expands Campaign against
ISIS and the PKK,” Institute for the Study of War, July 25, 2015,
http://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/turkey-expandscampaign-against-isis-and-pkk
153. [“Military Reports of the Russian Air Force from Syria.
Situation in Syria and Military Map”], YouTube video, October
16, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=96TdBEGZA18.
154. [“Russia’s Airstrikes on the positions of ‘Islamic State’ (IS)
militants in Syria”], RIA Novosti, October 9, 2015, http://ria.ru/
infografika/20151009/1299382337.html

UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG

48

NOTES

WWW.UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG
1400 16TH STREET NW, SUITE 515 | WASHINGTON, DC 20036 | WWW.UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG | 202.293.5550
1400 16TH STREET NW, SUITE 515 | WASHINGTON, DC 20036 | WWW.UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG | 202.293.5550

50

