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The Syrian conflict stands as one of the most complex and devastating crises of
the 21st century, illustrating the interplay of proxy wars, identity manipulation,
and regional power plays in a fragmented modern Middle East. What began in
2011 as an uprising against Bashar al-Assad’s regime has evolved into a
multifaceted conflict, drawing in a myriad of state and non-state actors, each
pursuing their strategic interests at the expense of Syrian sovereignty. The fall of
Assad’s regime marked a pivotal turning point, creating a power vacuum that
external powers and extremist groups have exploited to carve out spheres of
influence. This paper explores the systemic forces driving Syria’s fragmentation,
from the rebranding of extremist figures like Abu Mohammad al-Julani to the
weaponization of resources and narratives. It examines the humanitarian
consequences of these dynamics, the persistent threat of extremist groups, and
the long-term implications for the Middle East. By unraveling the layers of
conflict, this study highlights the urgent need for accountability, diplomacy, and
reconstruction to address the enduring impact of Syria’s disintegration.
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1. Introduction

The Syrian conflict, which began in 2011 as part of the broader wave of uprisings
known as the Arab Spring, has evolved into one of the most complex and
devastating crises of the 21st century. What started as a series of peaceful
protests against the government of Bashar al-Assad quickly escalated into a full-
blown civil war, drawing in a myriad of local, regional, and international actors.
Over more than a decade, Syria has become a battleground for proxy wars and a
theater of competing regional ambitions, with various powers seeking to assert
their influence over the fractured state.

The recent fall of Bashar al-Assad’s regime marks a pivotal turning point in this
protracted conflict. Assad’s departure, facilitated by Russian protection, has
created a power vacuum that regional actors have scrambled to fill. This collapse
has not led to peace but rather accelerated the fragmentation of Syria, with
competing factions vying for control over territory, resources, and strategic
influence. In the wake of Assad’s exit, the country is now poised to be carved up
into spheres of influence, with external powers asserting dominance and internal
divisions deepening.

At the heart of this crisis lies a combination of external interventions, identity
manipulation, and strategic rebranding that have exacerbated Syria's
fragmentation. The use of proxy forces by the United States, Turkey, Israel, and
other powers has not only fueled the conflict but also reshaped its dynamics. The
manipulation of identity—whether through the infiltration of communities by
intelligence agencies, as seen in historical precedents like Mossad’s Ulysses
Project, or the rebranding of extremist figures such as Abu Mohammad al-Julani—
has further destabilized Syria, complicating any potential path to resolution.
These strategies, combined with the economic exploitation of Syria’s resources
and the imposition of crushing sanctions, have entrenched violence and laid the
groundwork for a divided Syria.

This paper explores how the interplay of foreign interventions, identity
manipulation, and narrative control has contributed to Syria’s descent into chaos
and its likely partition. By examining historical parallels, current dynamics, and
future implications, the study aims to shed light on the mechanisms through
which global powers have turned Syria into a theater of war, perpetuating cycles



of violence and ensuring that the conflict remains unresolved. The thesis of this
paper asserts that the fragmentation of Syria is not an incidental outcome but
rather a calculated result of overlapping geopolitical ambitions, where ideology
and morality have been subordinated to the pursuit of power and strategic
advantage. This ongoing crisis underscores the need for accountability,
diplomacy, and a rethinking of the ethics of intervention in modern conflicts.

2. Historical Foundations of Modern Geopolitical Strategies

The exploitation of identity as a tool of geopolitical strategy is neither a new
phenomenon nor one confined to the Syrian conflict. Throughout modern history,
states and non-state actors have utilized identity manipulation to infiltrate,
influence, and destabilize adversaries. These tactics, rooted in deep-cover
espionage, propaganda, and strategic rebranding, provide critical context for
understanding the dynamics of the Syrian crisis. The use of identity as a weapon
has evolved from clandestine operations, such as Israel’s Ulysses Project, to the
rebranding of insurgent leaders and groups like Abu Mohammad al-Julani and
Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS). This section explores these historical foundations,
their evolution, and their implications for modern conflicts.

2.1 Mossad’s Ulysses Project

One of the most striking examples of identity manipulation in modern geopolitics
is Israel’s Ulysses Project, carried out by Mossad during the 1950s. This operation
involved embedding deep-cover operatives within Arab societies under fabricated
identities. These operatives not only adopted local customs and languages but
also married into Arab communities, had children, and lived as integral members
of their adopted societies for years—sometimes up to 15 years. Their primary
mission was to gather intelligence, influence local perceptions, and infiltrate
resistance movements.

The Ulysses Project demonstrated the strategic value of long-term identity
manipulation in conflict zones. By embedding operatives so deeply into target
societies, Mossad ensured that its agents could operate undetected while gaining
access to sensitive information. The success of these operations highlighted the
potential of identity manipulation as a powerful tool for achieving geopolitical



objectives. However, it also raised ethical concerns, as the lives of innocent
civilians were often deeply entangled with the covert activities of these agents.

The implications of the Ulysses Project extend far beyond its historical context. It
set a precedent for modern strategies of identity manipulation, where infiltration
is no longer limited to physical presence but extends into the realm of digital
identities, propaganda, and psychological operations. In conflicts like Syria’s,
similar tactics can be seen in the rebranding of extremist figures and groups to
serve the interests of external powers. Just as Mossad’s operatives blurred the
lines between ally and adversary, the strategic rebranding of groups like HTS
seeks to reshape perceptions and alliances in ways that benefit the agendas of
powerful actors.

2.2 Identity as a Weapon in War

Identity has always been a powerful weapon in the arsenal of geopolitical
strategy. In war, identity can be used to divide societies, create internal discord,
and manipulate public opinion. Espionage, propaganda, and strategic rebranding
are key mechanisms through which identity is weaponized. Historical examples of
such tactics provide valuable insights into their relevance and application in the
Syrian crisis.

In espionage, the manipulation of identity allows operatives to infiltrate enemy
ranks, gather intelligence, and sabotage adversaries from within. From the deep-
cover agents of Mossad to the use of double agents in Cold War intelligence
operations, identity has been a central tool for undermining opponents. In
modern conflicts, this approach has expanded to include digital infiltration, where
false narratives and fake personas are used to sow confusion and discord.

Propaganda takes identity manipulation to a societal level, targeting entire
populations to influence perceptions and behaviors. By exploiting existing
divisions—such as ethnic, religious, or ideological differences—propaganda can
amplify tensions and erode social cohesion. In the Syrian conflict, propaganda has
been used extensively by all sides, with state and non-state actors disseminating
narratives that serve their strategic interests. These narratives often involve
demonizing adversaries while legitimizing allies, regardless of their actions or
affiliations.



Strategic rebranding represents a more nuanced form of identity manipulation,
where the public image of individuals or groups is deliberately reshaped to align
with political objectives. The case of Abu Mohammad al-Julani is a striking
example. Once a key figure in Al-Qaeda’s operations in Syria, Julani underwent a
dramatic transformation to position himself as a moderate leader of Hayat Tahrir
al-Sham. This rebranding, facilitated by Western media and governments, served
to legitimize HTS as a strategic asset in the fight against Assad’s regime. The
parallels to historical examples, such as the rebranding of insurgent leaders during
the colonial era, highlight the enduring relevance of these tactics.

The use of identity as a weapon in war is not without consequences. While it can
be a highly effective tool for achieving short-term objectives, it often exacerbates
divisions and prolongs conflicts. In Syria, the weaponization of identity has
contributed to the country’s fragmentation, making it increasingly difficult to
envision a unified future. The historical precedents explored in this section
underscore the need for a deeper understanding of how identity is used in
modern conflicts and the long-term implications of such strategies. By examining
these foundations, we can better understand the forces shaping Syria’s crisis and
the challenges of resolving it.

3. The Collapse of Assad’s Regime

The collapse of Bashar al-Assad’s regime marked a defining moment in the Syrian
conflict, signaling a shift from a centralized government to a fractured nation
controlled by competing regional and international powers. Assad’s sudden
departure created a power vacuum that exacerbated the already complex
dynamics of the war, inviting opportunistic interventions and further destabilizing
the region. This section explores the rapid fall of Damascus, the key events that
led to Assad’s ouster, and the reactions of regional actors as they moved to assert
control and secure their strategic interests.

3.1 The Rapid Fall of Damascus

The fall of Damascus was the culmination of years of civil war, marked by internal
dissent, international sanctions, and escalating proxy battles. Assad’s
government, once supported by robust alliances with Iran and Russia, found itself



increasingly isolated as rebel groups and extremist factions gained momentum.
Key events that led to Assad’s ouster include:

Escalation of Rebel Offensives: By late 2024, a coalition of rebel groups,
including remnants of the Free Syrian Army (FSA), Hayat Tahrir al-Sham
(HTS), and other militias, launched a coordinated assault on Damascus.
Armed with Western-supplied weaponry and bolstered by external funding,
these groups overwhelmed Syrian government forces, forcing a retreat
from key districts in the capital.

Diminishing Support from Allies: Iran and Russia, Assad’s most reliable
backers, faced mounting challenges that limited their ability to provide
military and economic support. Iran, strained by economic sanctions and
domestic unrest, struggled to sustain its presence in Syria. Meanwhile,
Russia, embroiled in its own geopolitical struggles, including tensions in
Ukraine and economic pressures from Western sanctions, scaled back its
involvement in the conflict.

International Sanctions and Resource Starvation: Years of economic
sanctions imposed by the United States and European Union crippled
Syria’s economy, leaving the government unable to maintain its military
apparatus or provide basic services to its population. The loss of critical oil
and agricultural regions to rebel factions further weakened Assad’s hold on
power.

Assad’s Flight to Moscow: In a dramatic turn of events, Assad fled
Damascus in December 2024 under Russian protection, seeking asylum in
Moscow. His departure marked the end of his 24-year rule and left a
leadership vacuum that rival factions rushed to fill. Assad’s flight also
symbolized the waning influence of his regime and its inability to withstand
the combined pressures of internal rebellion and external opposition.

The fall of Damascus did not bring an end to the conflict but rather accelerated
Syria’s descent into chaos. The resulting power vacuum created opportunities for
regional actors to pursue their ambitions, leading to increased militarization and
the fragmentation of Syrian territory.



3.2 Regional Reactions to the Fall

The collapse of Assad’s regime prompted swift and strategic responses from
regional powers, each seeking to capitalize on the chaos to secure their interests.
The reactions of Israel, Turkey, Iran, and Russia illustrate the competing ambitions
and shifting alliances that define the Syrian conflict.

Israel: Military Incursions, Airstrikes, and Buffer Zones

Israel responded to Assad’s fall with a mix of military aggression and
strategic positioning. Long concerned about the presence of Iranian forces
and Hezbollah in Syria, Israel intensified its airstrikes on what it claimed
were Iranian and Hezbollah targets. These strikes extended deep into
Syrian territory, signaling Israel’s determination to prevent any hostile
forces from gaining a foothold near its borders.

In addition, Israeli forces moved into the demilitarized buffer zone along
the Golan Heights, citing security concerns over extremist groups operating
in southern Syria. Defense Minister Israel Katz announced plans to establish
a “sterile defensive area” to safeguard Israel from potential threats,
effectively creating a de facto occupation of parts of Syrian territory. While
these actions drew condemnation from Arab states and international
organizations, they faced little resistance from Western powers, which
tacitly endorsed Israel’s security measures.

Turkey: Expansionist Ambitions and Targeting Kurdish Forces

Turkey, under President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, seized the opportunity to
expand its influence in northern Syria. Ankara’s primary objective was to
eliminate the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG), which it considers a
terrorist organization linked to the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK). Turkish
forces launched multiple operations into Kurdish-controlled areas,
displacing thousands of civilians and consolidating control over key regions
near the Turkish-Syrian border.

Beyond its anti-Kurdish agenda, Turkey also sought to position itself as a
dominant player in post-Assad Syria. By maintaining a military presence and
backing proxy groups in northern Syria, Ankara aimed to secure a lasting
foothold in the region, leveraging its role as a NATO member to navigate
international scrutiny.



« Iran and Russia: Strategic Losses and Diminished Influence
The fall of Assad represented a significant blow to Iran and Russia, both of
which had invested heavily in supporting his regime. For Iran, Assad’s
ouster disrupted its “axis of resistance,” which sought to create a
continuous corridor of influence from Tehran to the Mediterranean. The
loss of Syria as a key ally weakened Iran’s regional position and raised
concerns about the survival of its proxy forces, including Hezbollah.
Russia, which had provided critical military support to Assad through
airstrikes and ground operations, found its investments in Syria
jeopardized. While Moscow facilitated Assad’s asylum, the regime change
forced Russia to recalibrate its strategy, shifting from supporting a
centralized Syrian government to managing fragmented territories
controlled by competing factions. The diminished influence of both Iran and
Russia opened the door for other powers, including Israel and Turkey, to
assert greater control over Syria’s future.

The collapse of Assad’s regime underscores the fragility of Syria’s political
landscape and the extent to which external actors shape its trajectory. The
reactions of regional powers highlight the competing ambitions that have
transformed Syria into a fragmented and contested space, setting the stage for
prolonged instability and violence. These developments serve as a stark reminder
of the costs of external interventions and the challenges of restoring sovereignty
to a nation torn apart by war.

4. The Role of Proxy Wars in Syria’s Destabilization

The Syrian conflict has become a battleground for proxy wars, where regional and
global powers compete for influence and resources under the guise of countering
extremism or promoting stability. These wars, fueled by covert operations, arms
transfers, and strategic alliances, have turned Syria into a fragmented and
destabilized landscape. This section examines the roles of the United States,
Israel, and Turkey in exacerbating Syria's disintegration through proxy tactics,
with each actor pursuing its own strategic goals while further complicating the
conflict.



4.1 The United States and HTS

The United States' involvement in the Syrian conflict reflects its broader strategic
objectives in the Middle East, including countering perceived adversaries like Iran
and Russia and maintaining regional dominance. One of the most controversial
aspects of U.S. policy in Syria has been its relationship with Hayat Tahrir al-Sham
(HTS), an extremist group formerly affiliated with Al-Qaeda.

Rebranding Abu Mohammad al-Julani and HTS

The rebranding of Abu Mohammad al-Julani, the leader of HTS, illustrates
the U.S.’s pragmatic approach to proxy warfare. Once a deputy to ISIS
leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and a key figure in Al-Qaeda’s Syrian
operations, Julani underwent a media-facilitated transformation,
positioning himself as a moderate leader focused on Syrian nationalism
rather than global jihad.

Through interviews with Western outlets like CNN and the BBC, Julani
sought to legitimize HTS, claiming to have no intention of harming Syria’s
minorities. This rebranding was not just Julani’s effort but part of a larger
strategy by Western powers to portray HTS as the “least bad option”
among the various factions in Idlib. U.S. Special Envoy James Jeffrey openly
described HTS as a “strategic asset” for countering the Syrian government,
illustrating the extent to which Washington was willing to align with
controversial actors to achieve its goals.

Support for Opposition Forces

Beyond HTS, the U.S. provided extensive support to opposition forces,
including the Free Syrian Army (FSA). Under programs like Operation
Timber Sycamore, the CIA funneled weapons and funding to anti-Assad
groups. However, these arms often ended up in the hands of extremist
factions, including HTS, further destabilizing the region.

In addition to arming opposition forces, the U.S. imposed severe economic
sanctions on Syria, crippling the country’s economy. While these sanctions
were framed as measures against Assad’s regime, their broader impact
devastated civilian populations, leading to widespread suffering and
resource shortages. These policies illustrate how the U.S.’s proxy tactics not



only targeted the Assad government but also contributed to Syria’s overall
destabilization.

4.2 Israeli Support and Intervention

Israel’s involvement in Syria has been shaped by its long-standing security
concerns, particularly regarding the presence of Iranian forces and Hezbollah near
its borders. While officially neutral, Israel has played a significant role in Syria’s
fragmentation through covert and overt interventions.

Covert Aid to Rebel Groups

Israeli support for rebel groups, including HTS, has been well-documented.
Reports indicate that Israel provided logistical assistance, light weapons,
and even medical aid to fighters operating near the Golan Heights. Militants
from groups like HTS revealed that Israel paid salaries to rebels and
facilitated their operations in southern Syria. These actions, though denied
by Israel, align with its broader strategy of preventing Iranian and Hezbollah
forces from consolidating power in Syria.

The Financial Times also reported that Israeli airstrikes targeted Syrian
government forces during clashes with rebel groups, effectively tipping the
balance in favor of the opposition. By weakening the Assad regime and
supporting fragmented rebel factions, Israel ensured that no single entity
could dominate Syria, thereby reducing threats to its own borders.

Long-Term Objectives: Securing the Golan Heights and Destabilizing Unity
Israel’s actions in Syria are part of a broader strategy to solidify its control
over the Golan Heights, a territory it has occupied since 1967. By fostering
instability in Syria, Israel can justify its continued occupation as a security
measure. Additionally, a fragmented Syria serves Israel’s interests by
preventing the emergence of a unified state capable of challenging its
regional dominance.

While these actions have drawn criticism from Arab states, they have faced
little pushback from Western powers, many of which tacitly support Israel’s
security rationale. This lack of accountability underscores the international
community’s complicity in Syria’s destabilization.
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4.3 Turkey’s Dual Role

Turkey’s role in the Syrian conflict is characterized by its balancing act between
NATO obligations and its own regional ambitions. Under President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan, Turkey has pursued an aggressive policy in northern Syria, targeting
Kurdish forces while simultaneously asserting itself as a key player in the post-
Assad landscape.

Balancing NATO Obligations and Regional Goals

As a NATO member, Turkey has aligned itself with Western powers in
opposing the Assad regime. However, Ankara’s primary focus has been on
countering the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG), which it views as a
terrorist organization linked to the PKK. This agenda has often put Turkey at
odds with its NATO allies, particularly the United States, which has
supported Kurdish forces in their fight against ISIS.

Despite these tensions, Turkey has managed to maintain its position as a
crucial NATO ally, leveraging its geopolitical importance to secure Western
backing for its operations in northern Syria. This balancing act has allowed
Turkey to pursue its regional goals without facing significant international
consequences.

Influence in Northern Syria and Coordination with NATO and Israel
Turkey’s military incursions into northern Syria, including Operations
Euphrates Shield and Peace Spring, have effectively created Turkish-
controlled zones along the border. These zones serve multiple purposes:
eliminating Kurdish forces, resettling Syrian refugees, and expanding
Turkey’s influence in the region.

Turkey’s actions have also aligned with Israeli and NATO interests in
weakening Assad’s regime and countering Iranian influence. While these
alliances are often unofficial, the coordination between Turkey, NATO, and
Israel highlights the interconnected nature of proxy wars in Syria. Turkey’s
actions have contributed to Syria’s fragmentation, ensuring that no single
actor can dominate the country’s post-Assad future.
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Conclusion

The role of proxy wars in Syria’s destabilization cannot be overstated. The United
States, Israel, and Turkey have each pursued their own interests through a
combination of covert operations, arms transfers, and strategic alliances. These
actions have not only prolonged the conflict but also deepened Syria’s
fragmentation, making it increasingly unlikely that the country will achieve
stability or unity in the near future. The weaponization of proxy forces has turned
Syria into a battlefield for competing ambitions, with devastating consequences
for its people and its future as a sovereign state.

5. Economic Exploitation and Resource Control

The Syrian conflict is not just a battle for political control but also a fierce struggle
over the country’s vast natural resources, including oil, water, and agricultural
assets. As the war has progressed, these resources have become critical tools for
domination, financing warring factions, and influencing the conflict’s trajectory.
Simultaneously, economic sanctions imposed by Western powers have further
devastated Syria's civilian population, exacerbating the humanitarian crisis. This
section explores the economic dimensions of Syria’s war, focusing on the
exploitation of resources by regional and international actors and the debilitating
effects of sanctions on the Syrian people.

5.1 The Struggle for Syria’s Resources

Syria's abundant natural resources—particularly oil, agriculture, and water—have
been at the heart of the conflict, fueling the agendas of both internal factions and
external powers. Control over these resources has proven essential not only for
financing military operations but also for asserting political dominance in a
fragmented Syria.

« Control of Oil Fields
Syria’s oil fields, concentrated in the eastern part of the country, have been
a focal point of contention. Before the war, Syria produced approximately
385,000 barrels of oil per day, with revenues forming a significant portion
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of the government’s budget. However, as the conflict unfolded, these oil
fields became strategic prizes for various factions.

The Islamic State (ISIS) initially seized many of these fields, using the
revenues to finance its operations. Later, the U.S.-backed Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF), led by Kurdish militias, took control of these
resources. Despite being framed as part of the fight against ISIS, this shift
effectively transferred Syria’s oil wealth into the hands of a U.S.-aligned
faction.

Western powers have maintained control over these resources through a
combination of military presence and alliances with local actors. This
control has not only deprived the Syrian government of critical revenue but
also undermined its ability to rebuild and stabilize the country. As one U.S.
official noted, “keeping the oil out of Assad’s hands” was a deliberate
strategy to weaken the regime.

Agriculture as a Tool of Domination

Agriculture, another pillar of Syria’s economy, has also been weaponized in
the conflict. Syria’s fertile plains, once known as the “breadbasket of the
Middle East,” have been devastated by war and drought. Armed groups and
external powers have seized control of key agricultural regions, using food
as a tool of coercion.

For instance, regions under Kurdish control in northern Syria hold much of
the country’s wheat production. By withholding or restricting access to
these resources, factions have gained leverage over their rivals. Similarly,
international sanctions have hindered the import of agricultural machinery
and fertilizers, further crippling Syria’s food production and pushing
millions into food insecurity.

The Role of Water

Water has emerged as another critical battleground in the conflict. Syria’s
major rivers, including the Euphrates, are vital for drinking water, irrigation,
and electricity generation. Turkey, which controls the upstream flow of the
Euphrates, has used water as a geopolitical weapon. By constructing dams
and restricting water flow, Turkey has limited access to water for areas
controlled by Assad’s forces and Kurdish factions, exacerbating the
humanitarian crisis.
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Control over water resources has also fueled local disputes, with rival
factions fighting for access to wells and irrigation infrastructure. The
weaponization of water underscores the extent to which basic resources
have been exploited to further political and military objectives in the Syrian
war.

Exploitation by Regional and Western Actors

External powers have played a significant role in exploiting Syria’s
resources. The Financial Times reported that EU foreign ministers lifted an
oil embargo on Syria to allow rebel groups to sell crude, ostensibly to fund
their operations. However, much of this oil ended up in the hands of
extremist groups like the Nusra Front (HTS) and was smuggled into Turkey
for refining and export.

Similarly, Israel has sought to secure access to resources in the Golan
Heights, a region rich in water and fertile land. By creating buffer zones and
supporting rebel groups in southern Syria, Israel has strengthened its
control over this contested area. These actions demonstrate how regional
and Western actors have used Syria’s resources to advance their strategic
interests, often at the expense of the Syrian people.

5.2 The Impact of Sanctions

While resource exploitation has enriched certain actors, the imposition of
crushing economic sanctions on Syria has brought widespread suffering to the
civilian population. These sanctions, imposed primarily by the United States and
the European Union, were intended to weaken Assad’s regime but have had
devastating unintended consequences.

Sanctions and Their Devastating Effects

The sanctions have targeted key sectors of Syria’s economy, including oil,
banking, and construction. By restricting the import of critical goods, such
as fuel, medical supplies, and agricultural equipment, the sanctions have
crippled Syria’s ability to provide basic services.

The Caesar Act, enacted by the U.S. in 2020, further intensified these
measures, targeting anyone who engaged in economic activities with the
Assad government. While these sanctions were framed as tools for
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pressuring Assad, their primary victims have been ordinary Syrians.
Hospitals have faced severe shortages of medical supplies, factories have
shut down due to lack of fuel, and inflation has skyrocketed, plunging
millions into poverty.

International organizations have warned that these sanctions amount to
collective punishment, exacerbating an already dire humanitarian crisis.
According to the United Nations, over 90% of Syria’s population now lives
below the poverty line, with millions dependent on humanitarian aid to
survive.

« Parallels to Iraq’s Sanctions in the 1990s
The effects of sanctions on Syria bear a striking resemblance to the
sanctions imposed on Iraq in the 1990s. Under the UN Qil-for-Food
Program, Iraq faced severe restrictions on its economy, leading to
widespread malnutrition, disease, and the deaths of an estimated 500,000
children. While the stated goal of these sanctions was to pressure Saddam
Hussein’s regime, their long-term impact was to devastate Iraqg’s civilian
population and infrastructure.
Similarly, Syria’s sanctions have undermined efforts to rebuild the country
and address the needs of its people. Just as Iraq’s sanctions contributed to
long-term instability and the rise of extremist groups, Syria’s sanctions risk
perpetuating cycles of violence and poverty. These parallels highlight the
ethical and strategic failures of sanctions as a tool of foreign policy, raising
qguestions about their effectiveness and morality.

Conclusion

The economic dimensions of the Syrian conflict reveal the stark reality of how
resources and sanctions are weaponized in modern warfare. Control over oil,
agriculture, and water has become a critical tool for domination, exploited by
both internal factions and external powers. At the same time, economic sanctions
have compounded the suffering of Syria’s civilian population, undermining the
country’s prospects for recovery and stability. Together, these dynamics illustrate
the devastating impact of economic exploitation and highlight the urgent need for
international accountability and a more humane approach to resolving conflicts.
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6. Syria’s Fragmentation and Future Prospects

The collapse of centralized governance in Syria, exacerbated by years of war and
foreign interventions, has left the country fractured and vulnerable to prolonged
instability. The future of Syria appears to be one of fragmentation, where zones of
influence are carved out by external powers and internal factions. This section
explores the likely divisions within Syria, the persistent threats posed by extremist
groups, and the long-term implications of proxy wars on the country and the
region.

6.1 A Divided Syria

Syria’s territorial integrity has been severely undermined, with the country now
poised to be divided into distinct zones of control. This fragmentation reflects the
competing interests of regional and international powers and their inability to
agree on a unified vision for Syria’s future.

« Israeli-Controlled Buffer Zones
In southern Syria, Israel has established a de facto buffer zone along the
Golan Heights under the pretext of security concerns. By supporting rebel
groups and launching frequent airstrikes, Israel has ensured that no
significant hostile forces, such as Iranian or Hezbollah fighters, operate near
its borders. These actions have created a strategic barrier, effectively
expanding Israel’s sphere of influence while undermining Syrian sovereignty
in the region.

o Turkish-Administered Regions
In northern Syria, Turkey has seized control of several key areas under the
guise of countering Kurdish forces and ensuring border security. Operations
such as Euphrates Shield and Peace Spring have allowed Turkey to create a
corridor of influence, resettling refugees and cementing its dominance over
northern Syria. These Turkish-administered regions operate with little
oversight from Damascus and serve as a foothold for Ankara’s broader
regional ambitions.

« lIranian and Russian Influence
Despite the loss of Assad’s central authority, Iran and Russia retain
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influence over portions of Syria. Iran continues to support militia groups
and maintain a presence in key strategic locations, viewing Syria as a critical
link in its “axis of resistance.” Russia, though diminished in its overall role,
still controls critical military installations and retains sway over coastal
regions. These remnants of influence highlight the enduring stakes for
Tehran and Moscow in the Syrian conflict.

This likely partition of Syria into spheres of influence reflects the extent to which
the country has become a battlefield for external powers, with its sovereignty
eroded and its future dictated by competing agendas.

6.2 The Role of Extremist Groups

Even as foreign powers carve out zones of control, extremist groups like Hayat
Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) and ISIS remain potent destabilizing forces. Their continued
presence threatens both Syria’s stability and the broader region.

Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS)

HTS, which evolved from the Nusra Front, continues to dominate parts of
Idlib province. Despite efforts to rebrand itself as a moderate opposition
group, HTS remains rooted in extremist ideology and maintains a
stranglehold on the region. Its ability to govern local populations while
maintaining military capabilities ensures that it will remain a key player in
Syria’s conflict. HTS’s survival has been bolstered by external actors who
view the group as a counterbalance to other factions, further complicating
efforts to neutralize its influence.

ISIS’s “Army in Waiting”

Although ISIS has lost its territorial “caliphate,” it remains a significant
threat through sleeper cells and underground networks. The existence of
detention camps housing thousands of ISIS fighters and their families
creates the risk of future uprisings or mass releases. In July 2024, the
release of 1,500 ISIS detainees by American-backed Kurdish forces
underscored the persistent danger of the group’s resurgence. ISIS’s
ideology continues to inspire violence, posing a threat not only to Syria but
also to neighboring states and global security.
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Risks of Regional Spillover

The continued activity of extremist groups increases the likelihood of
violence spilling beyond Syria’s borders. Neighboring countries, including
Iraq, Lebanon, and Jordan, face the risk of destabilization as militant groups
exploit porous borders and weak governance. This spillover threatens to
further entangle regional powers in the Syrian conflict, perpetuating cycles
of violence and instability.

6.3 The Legacy of Proxy Wars

The Syrian conflict has been shaped by the involvement of external powers,
whose proxy wars have left a lasting legacy on the country and the region. These
wars have not only prolonged the conflict but also redefined the dynamics of
power and governance in Syria.

Foreign Interference and Erosion of Sovereignty

The extensive involvement of foreign actors—whether through direct
military intervention, support for rebel factions, or economic exploitation—
has eroded Syria’s sovereignty. The presence of external powers in Syrian
territory, coupled with their competing agendas, has prevented the
emergence of a unified national government and left the country
vulnerable to fragmentation.

Identity Manipulation and Perception Management

The use of identity manipulation and strategic rebranding, such as the
transformation of HTS into a “moderate” opposition group, has further
complicated Syria’s path to peace. These tactics have allowed external
actors to justify their alliances with controversial groups, undermining the
credibility of any potential peace process. The long-term consequences of
such manipulation include deepened mistrust among Syrian factions and
the international community.

Humanitarian and Economic Devastation

The proxy wars have exacerbated Syria’s humanitarian crisis, leaving
millions displaced, impoverished, and reliant on aid. The exploitation of
Syria’s resources by external powers has compounded the suffering,
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depriving the country of the means to rebuild. The economic and social
scars of these wars will take decades to heal, if ever.

» Regional Destabilization
The Syrian conflict has reshaped the geopolitical landscape of the Middle
East, creating new fault lines and alliances. The involvement of powers like
Turkey, Israel, Iran, and Russia has drawn neighboring countries into the
conflict, increasing the risk of regional instability. The legacy of these proxy
wars will likely influence the Middle East’s political and security dynamics
for generations to come.

Conclusion

Syria’s fragmentation and the continued presence of extremist groups reflect the
devastating impact of proxy wars and foreign interference. The likely partition of
the country into zones of influence highlights the erosion of Syrian sovereignty,
while the enduring threat of groups like HTS and ISIS underscores the challenges
of achieving lasting stability. The legacy of these proxy wars—marked by
economic exploitation, identity manipulation, and regional destabilization—
serves as a cautionary tale about the consequences of external interventions in
complex conflicts. Moving forward, the international community faces the
daunting task of addressing the underlying drivers of Syria’s disintegration and
working toward a more sustainable and equitable resolution.

7. Media and Narrative Control

In modern conflicts, media and narrative control play a crucial role in shaping
public perceptions, influencing international responses, and legitimizing political
and military actions. In Syria, media narratives have been strategically crafted by
both state and non-state actors, as well as external powers, to serve their
respective agendas. These narratives often obscure the reality on the ground,
recasting extremists as moderates or framing interventions as humanitarian
efforts. This section examines the rebranding of extremists, such as Abu
Mohammad al-Julani, and the broader implications of propaganda and public
perception in the Syrian conflict.
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7.1 Rebranding Extremism

One of the most striking examples of narrative control in the Syrian conflict is the
rebranding of Abu Mohammad al-Julani, the leader of Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS).
Once a prominent figure in Al-Qaeda’s operations in Syria, Julani has undergone a
calculated transformation, with the support of Western media and geopolitical
actors, to present himself as a more moderate and acceptable leader.

From Jihadist to “Moderate” Leader

Julani’s journey began as a key operative in Al-Qaeda’s Syrian branch, the
Nusra Front, which carried out numerous atrocities, including suicide
bombings and mass killings of civilians. Despite this legacy, Julani rebranded
himself and his group as HTS in 2017, officially severing ties with Al-Qaeda.
This move was part of a larger strategy to recast HTS as a nationalist
opposition force rather than a global jihadist organization.

Julani’s transformation included adopting Western-style attire, engaging in
carefully orchestrated interviews with outlets like CNN and the BBC, and
emphasizing his purported commitment to protecting Syria’s minorities.
These appearances were designed to humanize Julani and position him as a
pragmatic leader capable of governing Idlib, a region described by U.S.
officials as a key battleground in the Syrian conflict.

The Role of Western Media

Western media played a significant role in legitimizing Julani and HTS, often
downplaying their extremist roots to align with broader geopolitical
objectives. For example, CNN’s coverage of Julani’s interview described him
as undergoing “episodes of transformation,” while outlets like the BBC and
the Telegraph framed HTS as a necessary counterbalance to Assad’s
regime.

This narrative served the interests of Western powers by presenting HTS as
the “least bad option” in a region dominated by more radical factions and
the Assad government. By amplifying Julani’s rebranding, media outlets
contributed to a sanitized image of HTS, enabling continued external
support for the group despite its violent history.
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The Consequences of Rebranding

The rebranding of Julani and HTS highlights the ethical dilemmas of
narrative control in war. While this strategy may have served short-term
tactical goals, it risks normalizing extremist ideologies and legitimizing
groups that perpetuate violence. The long-term consequences include
eroded trust in media institutions and the potential for rebranded groups
to gain undue influence in post-conflict scenarios.

7.2 Propaganda and Public Perception

Beyond the rebranding of individuals and groups, the Syrian conflict has been
characterized by the pervasive use of propaganda to shape public perception and
influence international responses. This propaganda has been deployed by various
actors, including the Syrian government, rebel factions, external powers, and
even global media organizations.

Shaping International Responses

Propaganda has been instrumental in framing the Syrian conflict for
international audiences. For instance, the Assad regime has portrayed itself
as the defender of sovereignty and stability, highlighting the threat of
extremist groups to justify its actions. Conversely, rebel factions have
positioned themselves as freedom fighters battling a brutal dictatorship,
appealing to Western sympathies for democratic uprisings.

External powers, including the United States, Russia, and Turkey, have used
media narratives to justify their interventions. For example, the U.S. has
emphasized its role in combating ISIS and promoting stability, while
downplaying its alliances with controversial groups like HTS. Similarly,
Russia has framed its involvement as a legitimate effort to counter
terrorism and protect its interests, despite allegations of indiscriminate
bombing and war crimes. These competing narratives have shaped global
perceptions of the conflict, influencing policy decisions and public opinion.

Ethical Implications of Narrative Control

The deliberate manipulation of narratives raises significant ethical
concerns. By controlling what information is highlighted or omitted, media
and political actors can distort the reality of the conflict, making it difficult
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for the international community to respond effectively. This selective
storytelling often prioritizes strategic interests over humanitarian
considerations, perpetuating violence and delaying resolution.

For example, the rebranding of HTS obscures the group’s violent history,
creating a false dichotomy between “good” and “bad” factions in the
conflict. Similarly, the focus on certain atrocities while ignoring others
creates an incomplete picture of the war, fueling polarization and mistrust.
The ethical implications of such practices extend beyond Syria, setting a
dangerous precedent for how media and propaganda can be weaponized in
future conflicts.

Propaganda in the Digital Age

The digital era has amplified the impact of propaganda in the Syrian
conflict. Social media platforms have become battlegrounds for competing
narratives, with fake news, doctored images, and viral videos shaping
perceptions in real time. While these platforms offer opportunities for
greater transparency, they also enable the rapid spread of misinformation,
complicating efforts to discern truth from propaganda.

The use of digital propaganda by extremist groups, governments, and
external powers has further fragmented the information landscape, making
it challenging for audiences to develop an informed understanding of the
conflict. The ethical responsibility of tech companies, journalists, and
policymakers in addressing this issue remains an ongoing debate.

Conclusion

Media and narrative control have played a central role in shaping the trajectory of
the Syrian conflict. The rebranding of extremists like Abu Mohammad al-Julani
and the pervasive use of propaganda illustrate how narratives are crafted to serve
political and military objectives. While these strategies may achieve short-term
goals, they risk distorting reality, eroding trust, and perpetuating cycles of
violence. The ethical challenges posed by narrative control in Syria underscore the
need for greater transparency, accountability, and critical engagement with
media representations in conflict zones. Moving forward, the international
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community must recognize the power of narratives and ensure that they are used
to promote peace and justice rather than exacerbate division and suffering.

8. The Ethical and Humanitarian Crisis

The Syrian conflict, which has raged for more than a decade, has inflicted untold
suffering on civilians and raised profound ethical questions about the
responsibilities of global powers and the international community. The war has
not only devastated Syria’s infrastructure but also created one of the largest
humanitarian crises in modern history. As millions of Syrians face displacement,
starvation, and violence, the lack of accountability for atrocities further
exacerbates the suffering and prolongs the conflict. This section explores the
ethical and humanitarian dimensions of the Syrian war, focusing on the plight of
civilians and the challenges of seeking justice for war crimes.

8.1 Civilians Caught in the Crossfire

The human cost of Syria’s prolonged conflict is staggering. Civilians, who bear no
responsibility for the war’s origins or perpetuation, have suffered the most,
enduring widespread displacement, starvation, and the destruction of basic
infrastructure.

« Displacement and Refugee Crisis
Over 13 million Syrians—more than half the country’s pre-war population—
have been displaced by the conflict, with approximately 6.8 million seeking
refuge in neighboring countries such as Turkey, Lebanon, and Jordan.
Another 6.7 million remain internally displaced, often in overcrowded
camps lacking basic necessities. This mass displacement has created a
generation of Syrians without access to stable homes, education, or
healthcare, fostering long-term instability both within Syria and in host
nations struggling to manage the influx of refugees.
The conditions in refugee camps are dire, with overcrowding, poor
sanitation, and limited access to clean water and food. Children, who make
up nearly half of Syria’s displaced population, face a grim future, with
limited opportunities for education and a heightened risk of exploitation
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and abuse. The United Nations has described the Syrian refugee crisis as
the largest in modern history, emphasizing the urgent need for
international support and sustainable solutions.

Starvation and Food Insecurity

Starvation has been weaponized in the Syrian conflict, with warring factions
deliberately restricting access to food and aid as a tactic of war. Entire
communities have been besieged, cut off from essential supplies, and left
to starve. According to the World Food Programme, 12.1 million Syrians are
now food insecure, with many relying on humanitarian aid to survive.
Agricultural production, once a cornerstone of Syria’s economy, has been
devastated by the war. Fertile farmland has been destroyed, irrigation
systems have been damaged, and access to agricultural inputs such as
seeds and fertilizers has been severely restricted. The destruction of this
vital sector has not only deepened the food crisis but also undermined the
country’s ability to recover in the long term.

Destruction of Infrastructure

Syria’s infrastructure, including schools, hospitals, roads, and water
systems, has been systematically destroyed by years of conflict. Airstrikes,
artillery bombardments, and ground battles have reduced entire cities to
rubble, leaving millions without access to essential services. Hospitals and
medical facilities have been frequent targets, depriving civilians of critical
healthcare and contributing to the spread of disease.

The destruction of infrastructure has far-reaching consequences, not only
in terms of immediate suffering but also in hindering post-war recovery.
Rebuilding Syria will require significant international investment and
cooperation, yet the ongoing conflict and lack of political resolution make
such efforts nearly impossible.

8.2 Accountability for Atrocities

While civilians suffer the consequences of war, those responsible for atrocities
have largely escaped accountability. The Syrian conflict has been marked by
widespread violations of international humanitarian law, including deliberate
attacks on civilians, the use of chemical weapons, and the targeting of aid
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workers. Despite extensive documentation of these crimes, achieving justice
remains a formidable challenge.

« Documentation of War Crimes
Numerous organizations, including the United Nations, Human Rights
Watch, and Amnesty International, have meticulously documented war
crimes committed by all sides in the Syrian conflict. These include:

o Chemical Weapons Attacks: The Assad regime has been accused of
using chemical weapons against civilian populations, in violation of
international law. Reports of attacks involving sarin and chlorine gas
have been substantiated by investigations, yet perpetrators have
faced little consequence.

o Targeting of Civilians and Aid Workers: Airstrikes and artillery
bombardments have deliberately targeted civilian infrastructure,
including schools, hospitals, and markets. Aid workers attempting to
deliver humanitarian assistance have been attacked, further
compounding the suffering of those in need.

o Torture and Detention: The use of torture in detention centers,
including by government forces and rebel factions, has been
extensively documented. Thousands of Syrians have disappeared into
secret prisons, where they face inhumane conditions and abuse.

« Challenges of International Justice
Despite the wealth of evidence, achieving justice for war crimes in Syria
remains elusive. The International Criminal Court (ICC) has been unable to
pursue cases due to political obstacles, including Russia and China’s vetoes
of UN Security Council resolutions referring Syria to the court. This lack of
accountability has created an environment of impunity, where perpetrators
continue to commit atrocities without fear of consequences.
Efforts to establish ad hoc tribunals or pursue universal jurisdiction cases in
national courts have made some progress, but these initiatives are limited
in scope and impact. Without a coordinated international effort, the
prospects for justice remain bleak, leaving victims without redress and
emboldening those who commit crimes.
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o Complicity of Global Powers
Global powers have played a significant role in perpetuating the violence
and enabling war crimes in Syria. The United States, Russia, Iran, Turkey,
and other actors have provided arms, funding, and support to factions
responsible for atrocities. Economic sanctions, while intended to pressure
the Assad regime, have disproportionately harmed civilians, raising ethical
questions about their effectiveness and morality.
The complicity of these powers underscores the hypocrisy of international
responses to the Syrian conflict. While advocating for peace and justice,
many of these actors have actively contributed to the suffering of the
Syrian people, prioritizing geopolitical interests over humanitarian
concerns.

Conclusion

The ethical and humanitarian crisis in Syria is a stark reminder of the devastating
human cost of war and the failures of the international community to uphold its
moral obligations. Civilians continue to bear the brunt of the conflict, facing
displacement, starvation, and violence, while those responsible for atrocities
evade accountability. The lack of justice and the complicity of global powers
highlight the urgent need for a reevaluation of international policies and
priorities. Addressing the humanitarian crisis in Syria requires not only immediate
aid and support but also a commitment to holding perpetrators accountable and
preventing future conflicts. Without such efforts, the suffering of the Syrian
people will remain an indelible stain on the conscience of the global community.

9. Conclusion

The Syrian conflict, now more than a decade long, stands as a stark illustration of
the devastating impact of modern warfare, shaped by the fragmentation of the
nation, the use of proxy wars, and the weaponization of identity and narratives.
Each of these elements has contributed to turning Syria into a battlefield for
competing interests, leaving its people to endure immense suffering and its future
mired in uncertainty. This conclusion revisits the key themes of the conflict,
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explores the broader implications for the Middle East, and underscores the urgent
need for accountability, diplomacy, and reconstruction.

Key Themes of the Syrian Conflict

The Syrian war has been marked by several defining characteristics, each of which
has played a critical role in its trajectory:

Fragmentation of Syria: The collapse of Bashar al-Assad’s regime and the
subsequent power vacuum have led to Syria’s effective partition into zones
of influence controlled by external powers and internal factions. Israeli-
controlled buffer zones, Turkish-administered regions, and territories under
Iranian and Russian influence illustrate the deep divisions within the
country. This fragmentation reflects not just a geographical split but also
the destruction of national unity and identity.

The Role of Proxy Wars: The conflict has become a theater for proxy wars,
with the United States, Israel, Turkey, Iran, and Russia pursuing their own
interests through local actors. These powers have provided arms, funding,
and strategic support to factions, often exacerbating violence and
prolonging the war. The proxy nature of the conflict has transformed Syria
into a battleground where the pursuit of power takes precedence over
humanitarian concerns.

Weaponization of Identity and Narratives: The manipulation of identity
and narratives has been a powerful tool in the Syrian conflict. From the
rebranding of extremist groups like Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) to the use of
propaganda by all sides, narratives have been crafted to justify alliances,
interventions, and atrocities. This weaponization of perception has
distorted the reality of the conflict, complicating efforts to achieve peace
and accountability.
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Implications for the Middle East

The Syrian war has set a dangerous precedent for the Middle East, highlighting
the fragility of state sovereignty in the face of external interference and internal
strife. The implications of the conflict extend far beyond Syria’s borders:

o A Blueprint for Future Conflicts: The dynamics of the Syrian war—marked
by proxy wars, the exploitation of resources, and the strategic use of
media—may serve as a blueprint for future conflicts in the region. The
involvement of multiple external powers, often pursuing conflicting
agendas, underscores the risks of militarized interventions and the
challenges of achieving stability in a fragmented landscape.

« Regional Destabilization: The spillover effects of the Syrian conflict have
already destabilized neighboring countries, such as Lebanon, Jordan, and
Iraq. Refugee crises, cross-border violence, and the spread of extremist
ideologies have strained the region’s political, social, and economic fabric.
These challenges are likely to persist, complicating efforts to rebuild and
restore stability in the Middle East.

« Erosion of International Norms: The Syrian conflict has revealed the
limitations of international mechanisms designed to uphold humanitarian
law and accountability. The failure to prevent atrocities, prosecute war
crimes, or enforce meaningful resolutions has eroded confidence in global
institutions. This erosion of norms sets a troubling precedent for the
international community’s ability to address future crises.

The Path Forward: Accountability, Diplomacy, and Reconstruction

To prevent further destabilization and address the immense suffering caused by
the Syrian conflict, the international community must prioritize three critical
areas:

« Accountability: The widespread violations of international humanitarian
law in Syria demand accountability. Efforts to document war crimes and
pursue justice through mechanisms such as the International Criminal Court
(ICC) or universal jurisdiction must be strengthened. Holding perpetrators
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accountable is not only a moral imperative but also a necessary step toward
rebuilding trust and deterring future atrocities.

« Diplomacy: A sustainable resolution to the Syrian conflict requires renewed
diplomatic efforts. International actors must prioritize dialogue and
cooperation, moving beyond zero-sum strategies to seek inclusive solutions
that address the needs and aspirations of all Syrians. Regional powers, in
particular, have a critical role to play in fostering stability and reducing
tensions.

« Reconstruction and Reconciliation: Rebuilding Syria’s infrastructure,
economy, and social fabric will be a monumental task, requiring significant
international investment and collaboration. Reconstruction must go hand in
hand with reconciliation efforts, addressing the root causes of the conflict
and fostering a sense of national identity and unity. The inclusion of
displaced populations and marginalized communities in these efforts will be
essential to ensuring long-term stability.

A Call to Action

The Syrian conflict serves as a stark reminder of the consequences of unchecked
violence, external interference, and the failure to prioritize humanity over power.
The fragmentation of Syria and the suffering of its people demand urgent action
from the international community. Accountability, diplomacy, and reconstruction
are not merely aspirations but imperatives to prevent further destabilization and
pave the way for a more just and peaceful future.

The lessons of Syria must not be ignored. They serve as a warning about the costs
of inaction, the dangers of proxy wars, and the enduring human consequences of
conflict. As the world grapples with the aftermath of the Syrian war, the
responsibility to rebuild and reconcile rests not only with Syria’s people but also
with a global community that must learn from its failures and strive to do better.
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