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S 

o much for the short-lived 
unipolar world, in which 
the United States ostensibly 
sought to dominate interna-
tional affairs after the col-

lapse of its Cold War rival.
By intervening in Syria, Vladimir 

Putin’s Russia has shown it is con-
fident enough to use its muscle 
beyond its immediate sphere of in-
fluence to produce outcomes that 
correspond to what it sees as its na-
tional interest.

President Putin, who has overseen 
the emergence of a more forthright 
Russian foreign policy in recent 
years, spelled out his position in a 
speech in May at Moscow celebra-
tions to mark the 70th anniversary 
of the victory over Nazi Germany. 
He admonished Washington for ig-
noring the importance of interna-
tional cooperation and attempting 
to “create a unipolar world”.

This new-found assertiveness 
did not come overnight. In defiance 
of its Western partners on the UN 
Security Council, Russia invaded 
Georgian territory in 2008 and from 

2014 it encouraged and supported 
separatists in Crimea and eastern 
Ukraine.

Syria, however, is the first arena in 
which Putin’s Russia has committed 
its military outside the territory of 
the former Soviet Union.

It follows rising tensions between 
Moscow and the West, particularly 
over Ukraine, which stem in part 
from the eastward encroachment of 
NATO since the fall of communism.

Moscow also felt cheated by its 
Security Council partners after it 
reluctantly acquiesced to the crea-
tion of a no-fly zone in Libya in 
2011. That was used by France and 
Britain, with US backing, to justify 
wide-scale air strikes that hastened 
the downfall of Muammar Qaddafi. 
Russia complained that these pow-
ers had exceeded the mandate of a 
resolution on which Russia had ab-
stained.

Frequently acting in tandem with 
China, Russia has acted to block 
UN actions on a range of issues that 
would involve international inter-
vention in the affairs of sovereign 
states. Both countries invariably 
oppose interventions based on hu-
man rights grounds, aware perhaps 
of their own potential vulnerability 
on such issues.

They both vetoed the imposition 
of UN sanctions on Damascus in 
2012 and also blocked a resolution in 
2014 to refer abuses stemming from 
the Syrian crisis to the International 
Criminal Court.

By choosing to intervene directly 
in Syria, Putin may have been em-
boldened by the perception that 
the United States and its allies have 
been weakened by interventions in 
Iraq, Afghanistan and Libya and that 
the American and other Western 
publics have lost their appetite for 
confrontation.

In what, in retrospect, was a 
diplomatic blunder, US President 
Barack Obama helped to foster that 
perception. He said in an unscripted 
reply to a question in 2012 that use 
of chemical weapons by the Assad 
regime would cross a “red line”. He 
failed to act, however, when chemi-
cal weapons use was reported a year 
later. He never repeated his “red 

line” threat. That blunder has been 
compounded by what has been criti-
cised at home and abroad as a direc-
tionless White House policy towards 
Syria and the wider Middle East. The 
failure of US policy on Syria was in 
part acknowledged by the Penta-
gon in October with the decision to 
abandon a $500 million programme 
to train and equip Syrian rebels to 
combat the Islamic State (ISIS).

Putin has clearly spotted an op-
portunity to act unilaterally in Syria 
without risking more than the antici-
pated condemnation from the West. 
Russia and the US-led coalition are 
ostensibly on the same side against 
ISIS, although Russian intervention 
obviously favours the Assad regime 
that had previously appeared to be 
on the brink of military collapse. 

Despite criticism of the action 
from the West, the priority in Wash-
ington and other Western capitals 
appears to be to avoid a further es-
calation of the war or an accidental 
clash between Russian forces and 
the West or its allies.

Whatever his underlying motives 
— protecting the future of Russia’s 
only Mediterranean base, asserting 
Russia’s international role, counter-
ing the spread of Islamic fundamen-
talism on its own territory or simply 

stirring patriotic passions at a time 
of economic problems at home — 
the future is fraught with danger.

Putin’s tactical alliance with Iran 
in Syria risks exacerbating the re-
gional Shia-Sunni conflict. In Syria 
itself, the outcome of the interven-
tion is far from clear. The Assad re-
gime might survive but that in itself 
might merely prolong the war. 

What will be the consequences 
for the fight against ISIS? Russia ap-
pears confident at the moment but 
its warnings to the West about the 
perils of intervention may come 
back to haunt it. Russians remem-
ber their own ignominious retreat 
from Afghanistan a generation ago. 
Debate and analysis has focused on 
the geopolitical consequences of the 
Russian intervention, the impact on 
big power relations and the stance of 
regional players such as Turkey and 
Saudi Arabia. The great unknown, 
however, is what the impact will 
be for the Syrian people after more 
than four-and-a-half years of war.
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How should the US respond to Putin?

R 

ussia has deployed a 
forward operating 
base and ground 
troops in Syria, 
bombarded opposi-
tion forces that the 

United States supports, allegedly 
attacked hospitals, violated 
Turkey’s air space and launched 
long-range cruise missile attacks 
from the Caspian Sea. Russia is at 
war in Syria and signalling 
determination to win at any cost.

How should the United States 
respond?

Direct military action such as 
destroying the Russian base near 
Latakia is out of the question. The 
United States will not go to war 
with Russia over Syria. Great 
power wars have a way of spin-
ning out of control, with unin-
tended consequences — such as a 
possible nuclear confrontation. 
But short of a direct attack on 
Russian targets, what options 
does the Obama administration 
have?

1 - Do nothing.  Continue to 
denounce Russian behaviour as 
self-defeating and counter-pro-
ductive and warn Moscow that it 

is entering a quagmire from 

which it will be difficult to emerge 
without costly consequences. The 
problem with continuing this 
policy is that it projects an image 
of weakness and invites more 
Russian aggression. And it is not 
likely to do much for US President 
Barack Obama’s legacy, either.

2 - Pressure the Syrian opposi-
tion to reach a negotiated solution 
that leaves Syrian President 
Bashar Assad in place. Some close 
to the administration have argued 
for this. It is the most likely result 
of current UN mediation efforts. 
But it would effectively surrender 
Syria back to Assad and solidify 
Moscow’s and Tehran’s holds on 
the country. Worse, it is unlikely 
to end the war, because a large 
part of the opposition — especially 
its most extreme elements — will 
continue fighting. To the broader 
Sunni world, this outcome would 
confirm America’s bad faith, 
dramatically reducing Washing-
ton’s influence in the Middle East.

3 - Mirror Russian behaviour in 
Ukraine. Moscow has installed a 
forward operating base in a third 
country and is acting against 
US-supported forces at the request 
of a friendly government in 
Damascus. The United States 
could respond by installing a 
forward operating base in Ukraine 
and even act against the rebel 
forces Russia supports, at the 
request of the friendly govern-
ment in Kiev. This would risk a 
direct clash with Russian forces 
but it is interesting that Russian 
President Vladimir Putin calmed 
the war in Ukraine before striking 
in Syria, suggesting that Moscow 

doubts its capability to act in both 
places at the same time. The US 
military would not have the same 
problem.

4 - Mirror Russian behaviour in 
Syria. Like Moscow, Washington 
could strike against people it 
considers terrorists inside Syria: 
Hezbollah and the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps are 
both designated by Washington as 
terrorist organisations and both 
operate inside Syria. There is no 
logical reason to limit US action to 
Sunni extremists; the Shia variety 
is no more appetising. Moscow’s 
action will make it an enemy in 
the Sunni world. The United States 
is already an enemy in Iran and 
has little to lose there. And some 
Iranians would be happy to see the 
more extreme elements of their 
Islamic Republic forced to 
withdraw from Syria. 

5 - Ratchet up sanctions. Putin 
is upping the ante in the hope of 
proving himself indispensable to a 
solution in Syria and then using a 
political solution there to wriggle 
out of sanctions. The United 
States should not allow him to get 
away with this. Washington could 
instead work with European allies, 
who likely will face an even 
greater refugee influx as a result of 
Russia’s military action, to double 
down on sanctions.  Moscow is 
feeling the pinch of both sanctions 
and lower oil prices. If the 
Europeans and Americans stick 
together, Putin will either break or 
the Russians will break him.

6 - Prevent Syrian helicopters 
from flying. The Syrian Air Force 
drops its barrel bombs on civilian 

areas from a relatively few 
remaining helicopters. The UN 
Security Council has demanded 
that it stop. Making clear that if 
the helicopters fly they will be 
destroyed, either in the air or on 
the ground, would be a relatively 
easy move and would rebalance 
the military equation in the 
opposition’s direction.

7 - Increase support for the 
Syrian interim government. The 
war in Syria is unlikely to be won 
or lost on the battlefield. Who 
governs best will win in the end, 
both at the negotiating table and 
in the hearts and minds of the 
Syrians. US allies in the Syrian 
opposition need a much more 
concerted effort to help win the 
civilian contest. Their capabilities 
have improved but support arrives 
fragmented and irregularly. It 
should be constant and unified. It 
would require perhaps hundreds 
of millions of dollars per year to 
make a real impact — but that is a 
lot cheaper than war.  

Options 5, 6 and 7 seem the most 
realistic, and option 4 is also 
worth exploring. All of these 
options should be on the table. If 
Putin keeps pushing, sooner or 
later the United States must push 
back. Force is a last resort but it 
should not come too late to make a 
difference.
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