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News & Analysis The war in Syria

In all the turmoil spare a thought for Syria’s victims  

I
t has been a few weeks 
since the terrible Friday the 
13th killings in Paris. Since 
that time terrorist attacks 
have taken place in Mali, 
Tunisia and Bangladesh but 

none provoked the same global 
outrage as the attacks in France.

In the aftermath of the carnage 
in Paris, some Lebanese went 
onto social networks to complain. 
They pointed out that a suicide 
bombing in Beirut only one day 
earlier, in which dozens of people 
were killed, had failed to elicit 
similar solidarity from the world. 
Others spoke of a double standard 
in the subdued reaction to the 
downing of a Russian airliner over 
Sinai.

There was something unbecom-
ing in all this, a way of demanding 
attention at a time of tragedy. But 
there was something true in it as 
well. People around the world will 
always react to a bloodbath in a 
great Western capital differently 
than to one in countries about 
which they know little, where 
political violence is endemic and 
whose values they perceive as 
alien to theirs.

Such indifference is, alas, wide-

spread. For instance, very few 
people in the West — or Lebanon, 
Mali and Bangladesh — paid any 
attention to the genocide in Rwan-
da in 1994, which killed between 
500,000 and 1 million people. All 
men may be equal but all victims 
certainly are not and the shabby 
reaction all around to the refugees 
from Syria is further confirmation 
of this.

What matters is not the public-
ity surrounding a terrorist attack, 
or whether individuals suddenly 
clamour “I am Beirut” or “I am 
Tunisia” but whether there is 
a global sense of shared values 
around which all people can rally 
and express their outrage and 
commonality. For now, that is 
largely absent.

It is hard to recall that the 1990s 
was a decade in which the ideals 
of humanitarian intervention were 
welcomed. So much so that after 
the Rwandan genocide and the 
massacre in the Bosnian Muslim 
town of Srebrenica in 1995, the 
United Nations began pushing 
for adoption of an international 
norm, that of a Responsibility to 
Protect, to defend victims of war 
crimes, genocide, ethnic cleansing 
and crimes against humanity.

It was the Responsibility to Pro-
tect, or R2P, that facilitated NATO 
intervention in Kosovo in 1999, 
to assist ethnic Albanians facing 
the abuses carried out by Serbian 
security forces. A similar ration-
ale led to Western intervention 
in Libya in 2011, precipitating the 
overthrow of Muammar Qaddafi’s 
regime.

The ensuing chaos in Libya did 

much damage to R2P, showing 
that it was not enough to shield 
civilians; what was needed was 
also a smooth post-war transition 
in order to stabilise countries. In 
other words, for R2P to be suc-
cessful it frequently had to be 
accompanied by a major project of 
nation-building.

Yet the Iraq war of 2003 largely 
discredited nation-building. That 
is why President Barack Obama’s 
administration and most Europe-
an governments were so reluctant 
to engage in Syria, fearing it would 
entail a monumental international 
effort, when they were facing 
financial crises and their societies 
were turning inward.

This alignment of factors meant 
that the suffering in Syria for a 
long time disappeared under the 
Western radar. Hundreds of thou-
sands of people have been killed 
in one of the most savage wars in 
the modern Middle East, which 
has had its share of conflicts. Yet 
until Syrian refugees ended up on 
Europe’s doorstep last summer, it 
was a conflict towards which most 
Europeans were apathetic, one 
that seemed far away.

Now Europe knows otherwise. 
The impact of the Syrian chaos 
is being felt in the streets of its 
major cities. In other words, while 
reacting in solidarity with the 
victims of terrorism is laudable, it 
seems strangely insufficient when 
unaccompanied by solidarity with 
the victims of the very conflicts 
responsible for creating the ex-
tremists engaging in the terrorist 
acts.

The problem is that Western 

societies have no appetite for 
reinforcing an international order 
based on rights, humanitarian val-
ues and respect for international 
law. On the contrary, Europe and 
the United States until recently 
seemed detached from much of 
the world, pursuing an ideal of 
consumption and individualism in 
isolation. Self-absorption is defen-
sible but, in an integrated world, 
problems elsewhere can quickly 
become domestic ones.

Perhaps the Western failure to 
grasp this is why the widespread 
sympathy with the dead and 
wounded in Paris disturbed peo-
ple whose own dead and injured 
had been disregarded. But if so, 
the impulse was foolish. Whoever 
seeks solidarity with the aim of 
strengthening an international 
order based on human rights 
and humanitarian values cannot 
legitimately denounce those who 
identify with victims, even if the 
victims are elsewhere.

The West failed in largely 
abandoning the R2P norm in Syria. 
However, having since struggled 
with the consequences, attitudes 
may be changing. No one can 
casually say nowadays that Syria 
is “somebody else’s civil war,” as 
US President Barack Obama did in 
2013. It is now everybody’s war, 
just as the victims in Paris, Beirut, 
Bamako, Tunis, Dhaka and above 
all Syria are everybody’s victims.
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T 

here are disturbing signs 
that the chaotic and per-
plexing war in Syria is 
taking on new dimen-
sions, drawing outside 

powers ever deeper into a conflict 
that seems to constantly change 
complexion and threaten wider 
turmoil.

At the same time, the Islamic 
State (ISIS), which is increasingly 
the target for foreign powers — 
some of them on opposing sides 
in a war that sometimes seems be-
wilderingly unfathomable — has 
sharply escalated its attacks on a 
global scale, hitting countries as far 
afield as France to Bangladesh and 
there are fears in Thailand that it is 
plotting attacks there as well. That 
can only fuel the Syrian conflict.

In Syria, the Russians, who con-
ducted an armed intervention in 
September to rescue their key Arab 
ally, Syrian President Bashar Assad, 
from certain military defeat, have 
expanded their initial air base out-
side the Mediterranean port of Lata-
kia from where they have launched 
air strikes against rebel forces.

In recent days, Russians have also 
taken over and extended a Syrian 
Air Force base at Shaayrat outside 
the strategic central city of Homs 
to step up air strikes in that region. 
The aim is to prevent ISIS cutting 
the critical M5 highway linking 
Homs and Damascus.

The Syrian Observatory for Hu-
man Rights, which monitors the 
conflict, said the Russians have 
been extending the runway at the 
military airport at Shaayrat, 40km 
south-east of Homs city, and are 
building another runway.

This indicates Moscow plans to 

step up air strikes in the central re-
gion where ISIS is active. Kuwait’s 
Al Rai daily reported that Moscow 
wants its ally Iran, which has thou-
sands of fighters from Hezbollah 
and Shia militias made up of Iraqis, 
Afghanis and Pakistanis in Syria 
and led by senior Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guards Corps commanders 
backing Assad, to take the ISIS-held 
towns of Qaryatayn and Palmyra 
that can threaten Shaayrat.

Russian officials said November 
30th their top-line Su-34 fighters, 
for the first time, carry air-to-air 
missiles for self-defence after Turk-
ish F-16s shot down an Su-24 for vi-
olating its airspace six days earlier. 
Russia has also deployed its formi-
dable S-400 air-defence system to 
protect the Latakia base from pos-
sible Turkish, or even US, air attack 
if the crisis deteriorates.

On November 17th, Russia called 
in its strategic bomber force to 
pound rebel strongpoints with 
bombs and cruise missiles in long-
range missions from southern Rus-
sia, in a significant military escala-
tion. These have been augmented 
by missile salvos from Russian war-
ships in the eastern Mediterranean 
and the Caspian Sea.

There was another strike on De-
cember 8th with at least two Kalibr 
cruise missiles fired from the Kilo 
class submarine Rostov-on-Don 
in the Mediterranean against ISIS 
targets in the Syrian city of Raqqa, 
the first combat launch of cruise 
missiles from a Russian submarine. 
These weapons could be deployed 
again if Russia maintains the in-
creasingly hectic tempo of its air 
war.

In recent weeks, Russia has more 
than doubled its fleet of combat jets 
to 70 and increased the number of 
warships in the eastern Mediterra-

nean from seven to ten, including 
a cruiser armed with the S-400 and 
capable of covering all of Syria.

According to US sources, Russia 
has as many as 5,000 military per-
sonnel in Syria, more than double 
the original deployment. Hundreds 
of military advisers are reportedly 
embedded with Syrian regime forc-
es, and officials are talking about 
an operation that could last years 
rather than the few months cited in 
September.

In recent days, Russian air strikes 
have been expanded to the front in 
southern Syria bordering Israel and 
Jordan.

All of this suggests the Russians 
will be supporting major regime 
offensives in the coming days. It 
means Russian President Vladimir 
Putin, incensed by Turkey’s Novem-

ber 24th plane downing, is throw-
ing his forces into ground combat, 
reversing a pledge not to put boots 
on the ground in Syria.

US President Barack Obama 
seems to be doing the same thing, 
deploying a 100-man special opera-
tions force in Iraq to operate inside 
Syria to kill or capture ISIS leaders 
and planners — reversing his much-
criticised policy of not committing 
troops to another Middle East im-
broglio.

In what appears to be an acknowl-
edgement that the US-led campaign 
of air strikes against ISIS, unleashed 
in August 2014 after a jihadist blitz-
krieg, cannot alone crush ISIS, 
Obama’s new focus on ground forc-
es “cracks open the door” for wider 
US combat operations in Iraq and 
Syria, as one senior US official told 

NBC News on December 2nd.
With Russians and Iranians, as 

well as Hezbollah and Tehran’s 
international brigade of Shia mer-
cenaries, battling across Syria, the 
war can only get more complicated.

With the entry of British and 
French strike jets triggered by the 
November 13th ISIS slaughter in Par-
is and reports that the United States 
is preparing an air base of its own at 
Rimelan in north-eastern Syria as a 
conduit for supplying Kurdish-led 
rebel forces, the skies too are be-
coming increasingly perilous.
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The Russian Navy large landing ship Yamal is escorted by a Turkish Coast Guard boat as it sets sail in 
the Bosphorus, on its way to the Mediterranean Sea, in Istanbul, on December 9th.
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