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A 

t the end of 2015, it was 
increasingly evident 
that the fight for the 
future of Syria is an ex-
tension of a much wider 

battle for the fate of the wider Mid-
dle East.

2015 was a pivotal year in the 
fight against the regime of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad, although 
the struggle by the United States 
and its regional allies to contain 
the Islamic State (ISIS) and find 
the right balance in commitment 
of military hardware and troop de-
ployment remains mired in lack of 
strategic coherence.

Russia permanently altered the 
regional order with its massive in-
fusion of attack aircraft, military 
advisers, advanced intelligence 
and reconnaissance platforms and 
conventional forces into Syria.

The relationship between the ar-
chitect of Iran’s strategy in Syria, 
General Qassem Soleimani, Assad 
and Russian President Vladimir Pu-
tin established a new power axis. 
Despite attempts by the United 
States to develop an understand-
ing with the Kremlin based on per-
ceived mutual interests, this axis is 
fundamentally anchored by oppo-
sition to the West and to the inter-
ests of Arab coalition forces.

2015 was punctuated by Moscow 
and Tehran cementing military and 
strategic bonds. Syria was the cru-
cible in which Putin and Soleimani 
chose to forge a unique joint force, 
alongside Lebanese Hezbollah and 
auxiliary Shia militant fighters. The 
multiple fronts in Syria drove his-
torically hostile states together.

Russia once feared the effects 
and spread of Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini’s Islamic revolution but 
now regularly flies its weaponry 
over Iranian airspace and coordi-
nates with Islamic Revolutionary 

Guards Corps (IRGC) officers in 
Syria.

2015 was also the year that the 
Iranian regime struck a deal on 
its nuclear programme that has of-
fered it almost unfettered space 
to expand its unconventional war-
fare throughout the Levant and the 
Gulf.

In fairness, the White House 
stressed that it would work with al-
lies in the region to counter Iran’s 
asymmetric destabilising activities. 
Though Washington is spending 
the bulk of its strategic bandwidth 
to ensure implementation of the 
nuclear deal rather than taking 
countermeasures that would risk 
Iranian cooperation on the nuclear 
front.

As a result, IRGC generals have 
been seen on the front lines in 
southern Aleppo, making a re-
newed push to capture the city 
with the new air cover provided by 
Putin’s expansive arsenal.

The 11th-hour intrusion of Rus-
sian forces seemed to provide a 
lifeline to the Assad regime’s ailing 
national defence and Alawite mi-
litias when they were fighting for 
the very gateway into their coastal 
heartland.

Putin’s image now joins Assad 
and Hezbollah leader Hassan Nas-
rallah in posters created by sup-
porters. It may prove to be a Faus-
tian bargain. Russian state media 
continue to define the steady ex-
pansion of its military role in Syria 
as necessary due to the “invitation” 

offered by the Assad regime to fight 
“terrorists”.

History has a dry sense of humour: 
Soviet state media once reassured 
its citizenry that Russian soldiers 
would merely be in Afghanistan for 
two months to help the “brotherly” 
government stabilise against “West-
ern-backed” subversives. 2015 may 
prove to be an echo of 1979 as new 
seismic forces, with Syria as the epi-
centre, bring new forms of warfare 
to a war-weary world.

The Assad regime sought to uti-
lise a familiar tool in its effort to 
gain international legitimacy. Offi-
cials in Damascus have had some 
success in convincing global audi-
ences that its survival is the sole 
solution to combating extremism, 
which seems much closer to home 
for Western politicians who had 
once seen Syria as a tragic but dis-
tant affair.

To borrow a term from interna-
tional spy craft, the Assad regime 
attempted a “dangle” to the West, 
offering its service in the fight 
against Islamic terrorism. A dangle 
is a Trojan horse that provides an 
enticing illusion that seems to be 
beyond reproach as a means to bind 
and infiltrate the unwitting target.

Assad wants international recog-
nition as the legitimate sovereign 
over the remnants of the Syrian 
rump state. As he has done since 
2004, by opening the Pandora’s 
box to allow Islamic militants ac-
cess to eastern Syria while offering 
the United States and Europe intel-
ligence cooperation, Assad believes 
the dangle might just work, that 
the fear of ISIS will be sufficient to 
return his regime to the fold of the 
international community.

Negotiations scheduled for 2016 
in Vienna are not predicated on As-
sad leaving power and the narrative 
surrounding the talks is increas-
ingly defined by the need to fight 
an illusively defined “terrorism”, 
despite the instance of a broad coa-
lition of rebel armed and political 
opposition groups.

2015 was a year in which Assad’s 
dangle, Iran’s hegemony, and Pu-
tin’s gamble in Syria converged into 
a singular force that the Americans 
and the Arab allies will have to find 
innovative ways to reject or other-

wise fold in acceptance of a new or-
der in the Middle East.
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The Putin factor. Russian President Vladimir Putin speaks to the 
media in Moscow, last December.
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Moscow and the Middle East:
Return of the Cold War?

R
ussian involvement 
in the Middle East 
increased dramati-
cally in 2015. Moscow 
was deeply involved 
in the negotiations 

that led to the Iranian nuclear 
accord and there were meetings 
involving Russian President 
Putin and Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov with high-level officials 
from several Middle Eastern 
countries, including Iran, Egypt, 
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates and even Syria.

In September, Moscow deep-
ened its involvement in the 
Syrian conflict by initiating direct 
military intervention that shows 
no signs of abating. Russia also 
launched a diplomatic campaign 
aimed at rallying countries with 
otherwise divergent interests to 
form a united front against the 
Islamic State (ISIS), reminiscent of 
the united struggle against Hitler 
in World War II.

Russian military support for Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad greatly 
reduces the likelihood that Syrian 
opposition forces can topple his 
regime, a possibility that seemed 

increasingly likely before Mos-

cow’s military intervention began. 
Further, Russian support for Assad 
reduces the ability of those calling 
for him to relinquish power to ob-
tain this goal through the ongoing 
diplomatic negotiations in which 
Moscow has claimed a central role.

Perhaps most remarkable of 
all, even those Middle Eastern 
governments that disapprove of 
Russian policy towards Syria have 
increasingly sought to engage with 
Moscow.

It is no exaggeration to say that 
during 2015, Russia became more 
influential in the Middle East than 
it has been since the Cold War era.

Yet, while Russian influence in 
the region has grown, and may 
well grow further, the experience 
of the more powerful Soviet Union 
in the Middle East during the Cold 
War suggests limits that Putin 
might face.

During that time, Moscow 
had far more allies in the Middle 
East than it does now. Of course, 
Moscow lost some of those allies 
(most notably Egypt and Somalia) 
and could see some of its current 
partnerships deteriorate as well. 
Already, Moscow’s relations with 
Turkey — with which it enjoyed a 
substantial trade relationship — 
have deteriorated markedly over 
the shooting down by Turkish 
forces of a Russian bomber flying 
close to the Syrian-Turkish border.

Regardless of whether Ankara 
should have taken this action, it 
would not have occurred if Rus-
sian aircraft had not been flying so 
close to the border and Putin’s bel-
ligerent response has only driven 

Turkey closer to the United States 
and Europe, thus vitiating his ear-
lier success in supporting Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan in 
his differences with the West.

Will Putin act in a similar way if 
Syrian opposition forces backed by 
Arab states such as Saudi Arabia 
and Qatar attack Russian person-
nel based in Syria?

During the Cold War, Moscow 
provided weaponry to several 
Middle Eastern allies and its pilots 
flew occasional combat missions 
during the North Yemeni civil war 
and in the Arab-Israeli theatre.

Soviet military support, though, 
was not sufficient to allow its al-
lies to prevail militarily over their 
regional adversaries, which were 
also receiving external military 
assistance. Similarly, Russian 
military assistance to the Assad 
regime may prevent it from being 
overthrown but so far is well short 
of enabling it to overcome its ex-
ternally backed opponents.

Also during the Cold War, 
Moscow frequently attempted to 
drum up support for its vision of a 
“comprehensive” diplomatic solu-
tion to the Arab-Israeli conflict. 
Moscow, though, was never able to 
coerce its adversaries or cajole its 
allies into making the concessions 
needed to achieve this.

Moscow’s current efforts to 
bring about a negotiated solution 
to the Syrian civil war are encoun-
tering similar obstacles: Russia 
is not in a position to coerce its 
adversaries or persuade its allies 
to make sufficient concessions to 
bring about an agreement and, if 

that is the case, those Arab govern-
ments that have recently been 
courting Moscow may no longer 
find it worthwhile to continue 
doing so.

One difference between the Cold 
War and now, some might point 
out, is that Soviet policy faced 
vigorous US opposition, while US 
President Barack Obama’s admin-
istration has prioritised reducing 
US involvement in the region after 
the traumatic experiences of Iraq 
and Afghanistan.

But as the US experience in 
both those countries shows, the 
strength of regional and local op-
position to external intervention 
can be highly effective. Russian 
intervention in Syria or its ability 
to influence the Middle East as 
a whole, then, faces significant 
obstacles even if it does not face 
the sort of vigorous American op-
position that it did during the Cold 
War.

Moscow’s increased involve-
ment in the Middle East in 2015 
has led to a renewal of the Cold 
War that will continue into 2016 
and perhaps many more years. 
This is not good for those who 
oppose Putin’s policies in the 
region. Moscow’s past Cold War 
experience, though, suggests that 
a renewed Cold War in the Middle 
East will not benefit Russia either.
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