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eteriorating relations 
between the United 
States and Russia are 
likely to complicate 
whatever coopera-
tion existed between 
the two countries in 

the Middle East.
Despite US President Donald 

Trump’s professed desire for better 
relations with Russia, the relation-
ship between the two countries has 
worsened since his election. The 
US Congress, upset over alleged 
Russian meddling in the 2016 US 
presidential election and Moscow’s 
behaviour in Crimea and Syria, 
included Russia along with Iran 
and North Korea in comprehen-
sive sanctions legislation. The bill 
passed overwhelmingly in Con-
gress, prompting Russian President 
Vladimir Putin to order the expul-
sion of hundreds of US diplomatic 
staff from his country.

Trump was opposed to the sanc-
tions bill partly because he believed 
it treaded on presidential pow-
ers and partly because he did not 
want to make relations with Russia 
more difficult than they already 
were. Nonetheless, he signed the 
bill, which he labelled “seriously 
flawed” and “unconstitutional,” 
because he knew that Congress 
would have enough votes to over-
ride a veto. That would have further 
embarrassed Trump after a series of 
White House foibles.

Earlier this year, Trump declared 
that it would be “great” if the Unit-
ed States and Russia cooperated 
in Syria to defeat the Islamic State 
(ISIS). Although the United States 
and Russia have cooperated in Syria 
on some matters — such as bringing 
about a ceasefire in south-western 
Syria and pursuing “de-confliction” 
between US and Russian militaries 
to avoid clashes — the deterioration 
of relations is likely to complicate 
policy in Syria and other parts of 
the Middle East.

The Russians, by backing Iran and 
Syria, do not have good relations 
with much of the Arab world except 
for Egypt. Many Sunni Arab coun-
tries, led by Saudi Arabia, see 
Iran as engaging in destabilis-
ing proxy wars in the region 
and fomenting trouble among 
Shia populations. Because the 
Russians are strong backers 
of the Assad regime, which 
the Saudis want removed 
sooner rather than later, 
Moscow continues to 
be viewed suspi-
ciously by Riyadh 
and others.

Nonetheless, 
Putin has vari-
ous cards he can 
play to put the 
United States in 
an increasingly 
difficult position in 
the Middle East. He 
can deepen relations 
with Iran and provide 
Tehran with more 
sophisticated military 
hardware, for example. 
While Iran and Russia 
historically have had 

troubled relations, Ayatollah Ruhol-
lah Khomeini often referred to the 
Soviet Union as the “Little Satan” 
but the two countries have tempo-
rarily put aside these differences in 
their desire to obstruct US policies.

On Syria, Putin is not likely to 
provoke the United States into a 
military clash but he may resist co-
operation with it on political issues. 
He may facilitate an even more 
substantial Iranian role in Syria and 
not use his influence to change the 
Assad government as the Syrian 
opposition is demanding and that 
would be necessary for a political 
solution to the Syrian crisis.

Concern about Russia’s ties with 
Iran and Syria were underscored by 
Trump’s national security adviser, 
H.R. McMaster, who, in an inter-
view August 6, criticised Moscow’s 
role in the Syrian civil war and its 
support for Iranian objectives in the 
region.

Commentators have said that 
Putin was not particularly wed-
ded to Syrian President Bashar 
Assad and that Putin’s goal was to 
maintain Russia’s important naval 
base in the Syrian port of Tartus on 
the Mediterranean and a friendly 
relationship with the government 
in Damascus.

Putin may put aside thoughts 
about a political solution for Syria 
and more fully back Assad in his 
desire to retake more of the country 
from the rebels, which would likely 
compound the misery the Syrian 
people are facing.

Both Trump and US Secretary of 
State Rex Tillerson have indicated 
that they would like to cooperate 
with Russia. Trump, in a statement 

issued immediately after the 
signing of the sanctions bill, said 

he hoped there would be “coopera-
tion between our two countries on 
major global issues” so that such 
sanctions would no longer be nec-
essary. Tillerson, speaking at the 
State Department, said he believed 
Russia and the United States “still 
can cooperate on Syria and coun-
terterrorism.” After meeting with 
Russian Foreign Secretary Sergei 
Lavrov on the sidelines of a confer-
ence in the Philippines, Tillerson 
said: “We want to work with them 
[the Russians] on areas that are of 
serious national security to us.”

However, there seems to be a 
reassessment of Trump within the 
Russian political hierarchy. Russian 
Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev, 

in a Facebook post, said that 
any hope by Russia for 

improved relations with 
the United States had 
“ended.”

Medvedev described 
the Trump administra-
tion as showing “its total 

weakness” by signing 
the sanctions bill. This 

latter comment is 
especially troubling 
because Russia may 
now be more will-
ing to take risks in 
the Middle East, 
believing that 

a politically 
weakened 

Trump may 
not be in 
a strong 
enough 

position to 
check Russian 

activities. That, 
indeed, is a trou-
bling thought in an 
unstable region.
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New Cold War will 
hinder US-Russian
cooperation in Middle East

Marooned in jihad:
Russian fighters blocked
from returning home
Simon Speakman Cordall
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akhachkala, Dag-
estan’s capital on the 
shores of the Caspian 
Sea, at first sight, is 
indistinguishable 

from any other provincial capital in 
Russia’s southern hinterlands. Cars 
nose through traffic, nudging along 
crowded streets outside the rectan-
gular State Theatre or sit at lights in 
front of the city’s imposing Grand 
Mosque.

However, throughout the city 
stand the heavily armed police and 
Federal Security Service (FSB) offic-
ers of the Russian state, clear indi-
cators of a city under occupation.

The rich fields that cover this 
small, mountainous country seem 
to belong in a different world to 
the killing fields of Syria and Iraq. 
However, legions of young men 
and their families from Dagestan 
and throughout the former Soviet 
Union have gone to the Middle East 
to build the Islamic State (ISIS) ca-
liphate. Now, in the face of military 
defeat and conscious of the brutal 
welcome awaiting them at home, 
they are considering a future un-
tethered to the geographical con-
fines of their caliphate.

The most recent figures from the 
Russian Civic Chamber estimated 
that approximately 2,500 Russian 
nationals and 7,000 others from 
post-Soviet republics were engaged 
with ISIS in Syria and Iraq. Interpol 
said in 2015 that Russian passport 
holders made up about 8% of ISIS’s 
total.

“Caucasian Muslims left for the 
Islamic State because they shared 
its ideas and ideology,” Alexey 
Malashenko, chief researcher at the 
Dialogue of Civilisations Research 
Centre, said in e-mailed comments. 
“They wanted to continue to fight 
because their struggle in the Cau-

casus became senseless. They were 
almost defeated. In the Middle East, 
they received more opportunity for 
self-realisation.”

Russia has been fighting a grow-
ing Islamic insurgency along its 
southern border since separatist 
nationalist rebellions of the North 
Caucasus morphed into a move-
ment dominated by jihadist dogma. 
This growing religiosity found ex-
pression with the proclamation of 
the Caucasus Emirate in 2007 and 
ISIS’s thriving Wilayah Caucasus, 
which spreads the word of jihad 
through southern Russia.

In the build-up to the 2014 Win-
ter Olympics in Sochi, Moscow un-
leashed the full fury of its security 
apparatus upon its volatile south in 
response to attacks thought to have 
originated there.

“It was quite tough. They closed 
mosques. They would detain 50, 
80, 100 people in a single security 
sweep and these were not suspect-
ed fighters but non-violent Salafis,” 
former Crisis Group analyst Ekat-
erina Sokirianskaia said during a 
telephone interview.

“In parallel frequent security 
operations against Caucasus Emir-
ate essentially paralysed it. They 
couldn’t do anything.”

The emirate’s incapacity quickly 
turned to ISIS’s advantage, with its 
slick propaganda machine deriding 
their domestic rivals and calling to 
Russia’s frustrated jihadists often 
in their own language, citing their 
own grievances and enticing them 
to join “the five-star jihad” in Syria 
and Iraq.

Russian-born fighters soon rose to 

prominence in ISIS’s ranks. An eth-
nic Chechen from Georgia, Tarkhan 
Batirashvili, with the nom de guerre 
Abu Omar al-Shishani, was appar-
ently ISIS’s minister of defence be-
fore being killed in July 2016. Siberi-
an-born Anatoly Zemlyanka gained 
notoriety when he was shown be-
heading a fellow Russian in a 2015 
execution video.

Those fighters’ reach exceeded 
the boundaries of their adopted 
homeland. In June 2016, an ISIS at-
tack on Istanbul Ataturk Airport in 
Turkey, in which 44 people were 
killed, was thought to be carried 
out by three former Soviet nation-
als and orchestrated by a Chechen, 
Akhmed Chatayev.

“They’re known to be fearless, 
especially the Chechens,” Sokiri-
anskaia said. “They’re very visible 
within ISIS and have reputations as 
good fighters.”

Following the collapse of much of 
ISIS’s caliphate, many of those fight-
ers and the families who travelled 
with them are considering a future 
beyond Syria and Iraq. “Not many 
will go home. They know what’s 
waiting for them there. Torture is 
widespread and jail sentences are 
long,” Sokirianskaia said.

Like thousands of others left in 
the vacuum of ISIS leader Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi’s diminishing promised 
land, Russia’s lost sons and daugh-
ters are weighing their options.

“Some will try and get to Turkey, 
though staying there is getting very 
difficult. Some will try and get to 
Ukraine. Most will stay in Syria to 
fight and die,” Sokirianskaia said. 
“They can join ISIS operations else-
where. A Chechen was recently 
killed in the Philippines.”

Denied everything but the belief 
system that drew them to Syria’s 
civil war, Russia’s orphaned jihad-
ists fight on.
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On alert. 
A Mi-35MS 
helicopter 
lands on 
Russia’s 
Federal 
Security 
Service (FSB) 
headquarters 
in Moscow.       
                           (AFP)

Russia may now be 
more willing to take 
risks in the Middle 
East.


