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Regional Protracted Conflict in Syria: The Periphery’s Struggle Over the Core 

 

Liana Melkonian 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis examines conflicts in the Middle East through the theoretical lens of 
Raymond Hinnebusch’s core-periphery (C-P) structural dichotomy of conflict. The 
core represents the weak Arab states while the periphery is the powerful non-Arab 
regional states. Hinnebusch’s theoretical proposition implies that the weakness of the 
core fuels regional ambitions and instigates transnational regional conflicts. By 
mapping the Syrian war, this thesis unravels the dynamics of the violence and reveals 
regional power struggle for control, primarily that of Turkey and Iran over Syria. 
This research exercise reveals the extent to which Hinnebusch’s C-P conception of 
the Middle East is relevant in Syria. The main hypothesis examined suggests that the 
greater the C-P imbalance, the greater intensity and protraction of social conflicts at 
the core. Such a proposition synthesizes the regional and the social views of 
protracted conflicts as formulated by Raymond Hinnebusch and Edward 
Azar. Accordingly, conflict resolution interventions are forecasted within this 
theoretical framework. Given structural deficiencies in state and social construct at 
the core, this thesis suggests that management rather than resolution will remain the 
realistic choice for conflict transformation throughout the years to come. 
 
 
 
 
Keywords: Middle East, Core-Periphery, Protracted Social Conflict, Protracted 
Regional Conflict, Syria, Iran, Turkey. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

1.1 Middle Eastern Volatility 

The Middle East is a region marked by conflict. It is characterized by the 

existence of various communities, religions, and sects. These groups and their 

transnational structures make the Middle East the distinct region that it is, not only in 

terms of culture and civilization but also in terms of politics and coexistence. 

Moreover, throughout history, the communities of the Middle East have been 

exceedingly exploited. The presence of oil and other natural resources, as well as 

their strategic locations, have led countries in the region to be targeted by Western 

powers seeking influence in the Middle East. Many colonialist and imperialist states, 

such as France, Russia, the United Kingdom (UK), and the United States (US), have 

intervened in Middle Eastern affairs since the Ottoman era. Until today, these 

countries compete against each other for a foothold in the region. Consequently, 

Middle Eastern countries have undergone various difficulties to achieve a level of 

statehood. The transnational nature of communitarian relations has made it difficult 

for these states to consolidate their power. Divided states such as Lebanon, Syria, 

Iraq, and Yemen, face constant conflict between their different communities, with 

each being backed by a foreign power.
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1.2 Conflict and Instability in the Middle East 

There has not been any stability in the Middle East for centuries. In addition, 

the establishment of a modern state-system in the region – and the independence of 

these states – has not put an end to conflict among and within them.  

Conflict is defined as “the pursuit of incompatible goals by different groups” 

(Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016, p. 34). Conflict in the Middle East, in 

this sense, is domestic as well as regional. In many cases, Middle Eastern conflicts 

have global aspects. Domestically, there are various factors that contribute to 

instability in the Arab states. These are authoritarianism, poverty, corruption, 

suppression of freedoms and rights, bad governance, and communal sectarianism. In 

the region, conflict is reflected by general tension between Sunni and Shia Muslim 

sects, the Arab-Israeli issue, and competition for influence between rising powers. 

Internationally, conflict in the Middle East attracts various global actors and major 

powers which strive to set their feet in the region. Notwithstanding, these major 

powers are often the reason for the conflict itself. An example is the War on Terror 

waged by the American neoconservatives on the “Axis of Evil,” which included Iraq, 

Iran, and North Korea. This eventually led to a full-scale war with Iraq’s then-

president Saddam Hussein. Moreover, wars following the Arab Spring of 2011 echo 

the instability that reigns over the Arab region. For instance, the bloodshed in Yemen 

is so extreme that sectarian parties to the conflict – the Sunni government and the 

Houthi rebels – supported by foreign patrons – Saudi Arabia and Iran – fight each 

other (Global Conflict Tracker: War in Yemen, 2022).  
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1.3 Protracted Regional Conflict in the Arab Core 

This relationship between foreign powers and the Middle East is underscored 

by the scholar Raymond Hinnebusch (2003), who stresses on the core-periphery (C-

P) model, where the core, reflecting Western powers, exerts its control and influence 

over the periphery: the Middle East. However, Hinnebusch also suggests a different 

type of relationship that exists within the Middle Eastern states themselves. This 

relationship consists of a C-P relation between Arab states and non-Arab states in the 

Middle East. In this structural composition, the core consists of the Arab region, 

where there is a shared Arab identity but fragmented territorial states. The periphery 

consists of the non-Arab states surrounding the Arab countries, which are Turkey 

and Iran. Each of these states enjoys a separate, almost homogeneous identity and a 

different religion (Hinnebusch, 2003). They are sovereign nation-states, with clear-

cut territories and borders, and competing revisionist tendencies. They both emanate 

from former empires and are stronger materially and militarily in relation to the Arab 

states. Therefore, according to Hinnebusch (2003), what differentiates the core from 

the periphery in the Middle Eastern region is whether or not there is congruence 

between identity and territory in the states concerned. The core is characterized by 

Arab fragmentations and various post-colonial nation-state deformation that 

instigates much of the periphery’s appetite for control.  

The imbalance of power and the struggle for the periphery to have control over 

the core formulates what can be described as a protracted regional conflict (PRC). 

The concept of PRC is influenced by Edward Azar’s theory of Protracted Social 

Conflict (PSC) (1978), giving it a regional turn. In this thesis, PRC refers to 

prolonged, complex, and violent conflicts which happen at the regional level. The 

struggle over Syria is only one manifestation of the PRC. By utilizing Hinnebusch’s 
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C-P perspective, this thesis examines the effect of regional power struggle on 

conflict in the Arab world, taking the Syrian war as a case study. The periphery’s use 

of communitarian relations in the region gives the war a protracted nature. Given this 

fact, this thesis proposes that in order to mitigate the effect of drawn-out conflict, a 

conflict management framework is required. 

 

1.4 The Syrian Conflict: A Multifaceted War 

The Syrian war is considered the worst conflict to have occurred following the 

Arab Spring. What were initially protests against the ruling regime quickly evolved 

into a full-fledged, armed and violent confrontation between various parties, leading 

to a civil war. According to the Correlates of War Project, an armed conflict is 

considered a civil war when the following criteria are present: a minimum of 1,000 

battle-related deaths during each year of the war, the active participation of the 

government in perpetrating violence, the presence of military action inside the state, 

and the effective resistance by both or all parties to the conflict (The COW Typology 

of War: Defining and Categorizing Wars, 2007). In Syria, civilians were attacked, 

killed, and injured, public and private properties were damaged, and whole cities 

were destroyed. The number of internally displaced Syrians and refugees reached in 

millions (Syrian conflict timeline: 10 years of violence, struggle, and survival, 2021). 

As of 2020, the total number of deaths in Syria reached 397,273 (UCDP, 2020). 

Defining the Syrian war is difficult; it is a combination of domestic, regional, 

transnational, and international conflicts. What was initially a clash between the 

Assad regime on one and the anti-Assad protesters and the opposition on the other 

hand quickly spiraled. With the increase in violence between the two parties, more 

groups emerged, contributing to its escalation. Non-state actors, such as the Islamic 
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State (IS) and the Nusra Front, positioned themselves as the defenders of the Sunni 

sect in the region and fought against the Assad regime (Global Conflict Tracker: 

Civil War in Syria, 2022). Moreover, until today, Turkey stands against President 

Assad and exploits the sectarian division to its advantage. It too fights alongside the 

Sunnis and overtly supports the Syrian National Council: the official opposition. On 

the other side of the spectrum, Iran openly supports the Syrian regime by sending aid 

and arms, and mobilizing proxies such as Hezbollah and mercenaries to fight the 

opposition in Syria (Laub, 2021). 

Furthermore, the war has an international facet, with Russian and American 

interventions. Russia staunchly stands with the Syrian regime, while the US opposes 

it, expelling IS and other terrorist Islamist groups and containing Russian, Turkish, 

and Iranian influence (Barabandi, 2021). Therefore, the war in Syria does not only 

concern the Syrians, but it is an open war between regional nations, global powers, 

and emerging non-state actors. Although the conflict has de-escalated, Syria is still 

considered a war zone. 

The Syrian war is a clear manifestation of the C-P power struggle which occurs 

at the level of the Middle East region. With the intervention and involvement of a 

number of foreign actors, especially Turkey and Iran as direct regional sides, 

protracted conflict is inevitable. 

 

1.5 Questions and Hypotheses 

The intense and prolonged nature of conflicts in the Middle East leads to 

inquiries about their causes and ways to mitigate them. Hinnebusch’s C-P 

perspective presents itself as a viable explanation for instability in the region 

(Hinnebusch, 2003). To examine conflict in light of the C-P relationship between 
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states in the Middle East, this thesis asks the following research questions in 

reference to the Syrian war. Firstly, to what extent does Hinnebusch’s C-P 

conception of the Middle East explain the war in Syria? Secondly, given the conflict 

dynamic, does the war in Syria have prospects for a political settlement, or can only 

be managed given its protracted nature? These questions are significant because they 

seek to understand the dynamics of the war in Syria by utilizing a theory that focuses 

on the region’s structural and political evolution. This thesis responds to these 

questions through the lens of Hinnebusch’s C-P perspective by suggesting that the 

greater the C-P imbalance, the greater intensity and social protraction of conflict. The 

assertion of this hypothesis in Syria implies that prospective conflict resolution needs 

to be formulated in a conflict management framework.  

 

1.6 Significance and Contribution 

This thesis is important because it unravels the C-P conflict dynamic and 

explores potential resolutions. It advances the proposition that the C-P relations are 

responsible for chronic regional volatility, where the Syrian conflict is only one of its 

latest expressions. The region is destined to be implicated by the PRC dynamic as a 

direct consequence of C-P imbalance. Furthermore, this thesis examines the main 

aspects of PRC and projects possible ways to manage it, contributing to the field of 

conflict resolution and how different parties to a conflict can have a direct and 

indirect effect on the outcome. 

This research adds to the body of work already produced regarding instability 

in the Arab region. In addition, it also enriches knowledge about Turkey and Iran as 

powerful non-Arab regional states in the Middle East. Although they are put in the 

same category as regional powers, each of these states has a different strategic aim in 
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the Middle East and its own way of achieving its goals in the region. It is important 

to note that what is meant by “conflict” is a clash between two or more sides, 

whether violent or not, where each side pursues incompatible goals (Ramsbotham, 

Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016). In the case of the Syrian war, the conflict is the war 

itself. 

Lastly, this thesis contributes to research on the Syrian war and the states that 

contributed to the conflict through intervention and influence. The protracted war in 

Syria is multifaceted; however, this thesis focuses on the role of Turkey and Iran in 

the periphery and the effect of identity politics in the war’s dynamics. 

 

1.7 Literature Review: Various Explanations of Conflict in the 

Middle East 

Previous work relating to this topic is vast and complex to dissect. Conflict in 

the Middle East is viewed and explained from various angles and perspectives. 

Moreover, numerous models have been devised to mitigate or resolve conflict in the 

Middle East or among Arab states. Indeed, the Syrian war has caught the attention of 

many scholars and researchers, who have attempted to analyze it in a comprehensive 

way. In this thesis, the literature review is divided into three main parts. The first 

tackles the various International Relations (IR) theories that seek to explain the 

reasons for conflict in the Middle East, which also include the C-P and the PRC 

models of conflict. The second discusses the framework models of conflict resolution 

that exist in the field. The final section identifies the various gaps and limitations of 

previous research produced on this topic. 
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IR Theories and Conflict in the Middle East 

Realist Paradigm 

Conflict in the Middle East is most commonly explained by the realist 

paradigm of IR (Hinnebusch, 2003). This theory provides a pessimistic view of the 

international system, where conflict and competition between states overrules 

cooperation. According to realism and neorealism, states seek to maximize their 

security and power in relation to other states in a system dominated by anarchy 

(Lawson, 2016). This self-interested nature of states creates rivalry. States compete 

for material interests, such as natural resources and territory. Because states are 

distrustful of one another, each maximizes its security by building arms or enhancing 

its economic power. However, increasing one’s own security jeopardizes the security 

of the other (Lawson, 2016). Consequently, weak states seek to balance against 

stronger states to maintain the balance of power. Moreover, realists argue that 

conflict is more prone in a multipolar system than in a bipolar one. As Stephen Walt 

(1987) illustrates, states in the Middle East do not allow any one country to occupy a 

dominant position in the region; therefore, they are in a constant balancing act. The 

weaker the balance of power between states, the greater the instability. This idea 

supports the C-P perspective, which claims that stability is affected by the balance 

between the core and the periphery, where the core is weak and the periphery is 

strong. Nowadays, the self-centered nature of states, as well as the fight for material 

interests, is a viable cause for previous or on-going conflicts, such as the Arab-Israeli 

war, the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, and the Gulf War. 
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Political Economy Theories 

Conflict in the Middle East is unraveled by political-economy theories of IR. 

Countries in the Middle East are divided among the oil-haves and the oil have-nots. 

On one hand, oil-rich states enjoy a rentier economy, where because of oil revenues, 

the state relieves its citizens from paying taxes. Therefore, the state does not 

represent the population and it in turn relieves itself of accountability from the 

people (Luciani, 2016).  

This has various effects on Middle Eastern stability; the most obvious is the 

increase in the socio-economic gap between the resource-rich and the resource-poor 

in the region. Consequently, these states nest their internal and external political and 

economic powers on oil (Luciani, 2016). This eventually provides them with 

leverage over other states regionally and internationally, an important driver of 

instability. Conversely, non-oil states are characterized by their informal economy, 

which diminishes democratic prospects. This economy increases elite control over 

the state and corruption within the government (Salamey, 2021). Considered a cause 

of instability and conflict in Arab states, because it causes uneven wealth 

distribution, this oil dynamic is highly related to the C-P relationship between states 

in the Middle East, as the periphery consists of states that have and export oil. 

However, this explanation does not hold water since the core also consists of states 

that are big exporters of oil.  

The Marxist paradigm of IR states that the international economic system is 

divided into a strong core, which controls the means of production, and a weak 

periphery, which owns very little and provides the means of production. This, along 

with dependency theory and colonial theory, claims that Middle Eastern states are 

economically dependent on the strong Western economic powers, which keep them 
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underdeveloped (Hinnebusch, 2003). Unlike Marxist theories, Hinnebusch’s C-P 

theory of the relation between states examines this relationship specifically in the 

Middle East, between the Arab territorial states, and the non-Arab nation-states. 

 

Communitarianism 

Conflict in the Middle East is explained by communitarian paradigms, focusing 

on the role of identity and the communities in shaping states’ behaviors and actions. 

These identities play a vital role in local, national, and regional affairs of the Middle 

East. Furthermore, the various communities are spread beyond the territories of a 

single state. Communitarianism posits that the Middle Eastern state is vastly 

permeable to transnational influence (Salamey, 2019). Consequently, these states do 

not function in the traditional Westphalian sense, where the nation is limited to the 

territory. These states are labeled “communitocracies,” whereby the community rules 

(Salamey, 2018, p. 85). Domestic and regional conflict is driven by the existence of 

these communal groups and their will to secure their well-being in a Westphalian 

state order (Salamey, 2019). 

In another aspect, irredentist tendencies often arise in the Arab world as a 

result of a combination of factors, including the existence of various identities, the 

authoritarian crackdown of some governments on these identities, and economic 

grievances (Hinnebusch, 2016). Nevertheless, long-term competition between 

different sects and religions fuels never-ending conflict and tension between them. 

This paradigm agrees with Hinnebusch’s C-P perspective in that identity politics is a 

principal reason for the existence of conflict in the Middle East. 
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The C-P Structural Composition 

Conflict in the Middle East is clarified by structuralism and regional theories 

that focus on the regional structure’s impact on the behavior of its actors 

(Hinnebusch, 2003). A proponent of this argument is Hinnebusch (2003), who claims 

that there is a C-P relationship between the Arab territorial states and the non-Arab 

regional nations. This structural composition, by default, sets these two categories of 

states apart – the periphery being the strong regional non-Arab states, and the core 

being the middling Arab states (Hinnebusch, 2003). For Hinnebusch (2003), the 

relationship between territory and identity is an important factor that determines the 

stability of a state. The incongruence between identity divisions and territory in the 

Arab states is what puts them in a vulnerable situation. Surrounding the Arab core, 

the non-Arab periphery enjoys a great deal of homogeneity when it comes to their 

communities and territories, which makes them stronger relative to the core 

(Hinnebusch, 2003). Hinnebusch’s C-P perspective of the relationship between 

Middle Eastern states adds to previous research conducted on conflict in the Middle 

East by understanding the structure of the regional system without ignoring the role 

of identities and state-formation.  

 

Azar’s Protracted Social Conflict 

Edward Azar’s (1986) theory of protracted social conflict (PSC) comes after 

examining conflict in the Third World, especially after the end of the Second World 

War. Azar states that most of the conflicts in the international system are taking 

place in Third World countries (Azar & In Moon, 1986). Azar defines PSC as “a 

pattern of hostile interactions among individuals and groups within a nation-state, or 

with those of neighboring countries” (Azar & In Moon, 1986, p. 394). Conflicts in a 
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society are protracted when there are conflicting socio-cultural-ethnic relationships 

among different entities in an underdeveloped environment (Azar & In Moon, 1986). 

A PSC in a state is mainly caused by the interaction between underdevelopment, 

communal divisions, and structural deprivation. Structural inequality in these cases is 

a result of both the domestic formation of the state and the international system (Azar 

& In Moon, 1986). Moreover, the intervention of major powers has increased the 

protraction of these conflicts, leading to severe consequences and outcomes (Azar, 

Jureidini, & McLaurin, 1978). In 1978, Azar provided four characteristics of a PSC, 

which are long duration, fluctuating intensity and frequency, spillover into other 

realms, and an absent end point (Azar, Jureidini, & McLaurin, 1978). A few years 

later, in 1986, Azar and Chung In Moon added two other characteristics of PSC, 

which are a propensity towards partial equilibrium, and a blurry distinction between 

the external and internal sources of conflict (Azar & In Moon, 1986). 

The PSC model as well as the C-P relationship between the Middle Eastern 

states pave the way to view the Syrian war as a PRC. Azar’s PSC model 

complements Hinnebusch’s C-P structural composition of the Middle East in terms 

of the weakness and inherent underdevelopment of the region and the identity 

cleavages that characterize it. Moreover, the C-P supports Azar’s claim of the effect 

of the international system on the protraction of a conflict, while adding the regional 

element to it. 

 

Framework Models of Conflict Resolution 

The literature regarding conflict and how to resolve, manage, and settle it is 

vast and diverse. There are various models that show how conflict can be looked 

upon and viewed. These models have been used by scholars and researchers to 
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identify the various sources of conflict and its process, and to find ways to eventually 

prevent or resolve it.  

Firstly, there is Johan Galtung’s model of conflict, violence and peace, where 

these concepts can be viewed as three different triangles (Figure 1-1). The vertices of 

the conflict triangle are contradiction, attitude, and behavior (Ramsbotham, 

Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016). Contradiction refers to the incompatible goals between 

two or more parties to a conflict: the general context of the conflict. The attitude 

consists of how the different parties perceive each other. These may include beliefs 

and can be influenced by emotions. The behavior reflects the contradictions and 

attitudes of the conflicting parties; it can be expressed as acts of violence and 

hostility towards the other (Anand, 2020). All of these elements should be present in 

a full conflict. The arms of the violence triangle are structural, cultural, and direct 

violence. The vertices of the violence triangle are related to the elements of conflict 

previously mentioned, whereas the vertices of the peace triangle are peacebuilding, 

peacemaking, and peacekeeping (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016). 

Galtung also distinguished between negative peace and positive peace. In order to 

achieve a positive peace, all types of violence must be ceased. Conversely, negative 

peace is the result of the cessation of direct violence only, without the inclusion of 

notions such as justice, freedom of expression, and legitimacy (Ramsbotham, 

Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016).  
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Figure 1-1: Galtung’s model of conflict, violence, and peace (Ramsbotham, 
Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016) 

 

Secondly, conflict can be viewed through the escalation and de-escalation 

model, where it is seen as a process rather than a set of components that need to be 

present (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016). Conflicts are initiated with the 

existence of differences among two or more parties, leading to contradictions. 

Consequently, the polarization between the parties will result in some form of 

violence that might escalate into war. The de-escalation process consists of a 

ceasefire, which will eventually lead to an agreement followed by a normalization of 

relationships and reconciliation through peacebuilding (Figure 1-2) (Ramsbotham, 

Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016). 
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Figure 1-2: The escalation and de-escalation model of conflict resolution 

 

Thirdly, the hourglass model encompasses both Galtung’s model of conflict, 

violence and peace, and the escalation and de-escalation model (Figure 1-3) 

(Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016). Ramsbotham and Woodhouse have 

created this model, viewing conflict as a process which necessitates strategic 

responses in order to be resolved. The hourglass represents the stages of conflict as 

described in the escalation and de-escalation model. Each stage is linked to a specific 

conflict resolution method (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016). 
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Figure 1-3: The hourglass model of conflict resolution 

 

The numerous explanations of conflict in the Middle East highlighted above 

and by a number of authors and IR theories help in explaining the nature and sources 

of the Syrian war. Notwithstanding, the Syrian conflict can be seen through the 

several models for conflict resolution possibilities and frameworks. These models 

assist in dissecting the steps and components of the war in order to better understand 

it and to come up with ways to mitigate it. 

  

Gaps and Limitations 

The main gap is the absence of a case study which focuses on the C-P 

relationship between states in the Middle East and how the imbalance between these 
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two categories in the region affects the stability of the Arab states. Moreover, 

previous work appears to pay more attention to internal causes of strife in the Middle 

East rather than the external factors. Furthermore, the external arguments are limited 

to leftist theories, such as the dependency theory or Marxian paradigms. The 

literature also seems to focus on the democratic deficit in the Arab region rather than 

on other more concrete causes of conflict. Therefore, with the C-P proposition of the 

regional structure, and the PRC model, both internal and external causes of conflict 

can be examined. This thesis also contributes to the literature surrounding conflict 

resolution and finds ways to manage conflict in light of its protraction and regional 

significance.  

However, this thesis has its limitations, namely the lack of primary-source 

data, such as interviews with experts on the Syrian war. Another limitation is the fact 

that the thesis includes a vast theoretical baggage, making it difficult to paint a 

picture on the ground. Despite this, the discussion revolving around the management 

of the Syrian conflict in light of its regional protraction provides a level of practice to 

the theory. 

 

1.8 Methodology 

The research design of this thesis is a case study which examines the C-P 

relationship between Turkey, Iran, and Syria, where the former two form part of the 

periphery and the latter is part of the Arab core. This relationship is going to be 

examined in light of the Syrian war, which began in 2011. 

The study is qualitative and is principally based on document and content 

analysis. The sources of information are divided between primary and secondary 

sources; however, most of the data consists of secondary sources. The primary 
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sources include online news articles regarding the events of the Syrian war, as well 

as interviews conducted with experts regarding the Syrian conflict. The main type of 

data used for my thesis stems from secondary sources and consists of scholarly 

articles and journals relating to theoretical explanations of the civil war in Syria, 

Hinnebusch’s research regarding the structural division of the Middle East and the 

reasons for the existence of conflict in the region, Azar’s theory of PSC, and work 

relating to the field of conflict resolution. These sources also include books on 

conflict resolution in international conflict and theories regarding conflict and 

identity politics in the Middle East and the Arab World. These sources are mainly 

retrieved from online databases such as Google Scholar and the Lebanese American 

University’s online library.   

The method used to analyze the Syrian war is conflict mapping. The map of the 

Syrian conflict is going to clarify the parties involved in the war, the reasons and 

causes of the war, the interests and goals of the involved parties, the process leading 

to the escalation of the conflict, and the different facets of the war.  

 

1.9 Chapter Outline 

The thesis is divided into five chapters. This chapter provided an introduction 

to the conflict dynamics in the Middle East and its implications on the stability of the 

Arab states. It also briefly introduced the conflict in Syria and identified the major 

intervening powers. In addition, it laid out various propositions attempting to explain 

its momentum. It is a prelude to the theoretical and practical explanations that will 

follow.  

Chapter two will present a background and a mapping of the Syrian war, 

allowing a comprehensive understanding of the multiple facets of the conflict. The 
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Syrian war map will show the history of the conflict, the various actors taking part in 

it, and their behaviors. This conflict analysis will provide ground for further 

understanding of the C-P structure of the Middle East and the PRC explanation of 

conflict. 

Chapter three will examine the various explanatory conflict models, including 

Hinnebusch’s C-P (2003) and Azar’s PSC (1986) model. It further proposes the PRC 

as a viable conflict model that would explain the Syrian war. Moreover, it is going to 

show that the C-P regional structure of the Middle East is what is leading to the 

protracted nature of conflict and instability in the Arab core, by looking at the 

Turkish-Iranian struggle for power over the outcome of the Syrian war. The 

discussions of this chapter will examine the importance of identity cleavages in the 

Middle East and the Arab states in specific, and how these divisions set the structure 

of the region. Syria is a reflection of this; the clash of interests between Turkey and 

Iran and their use of various communal groups in Syria, has led to the complication 

of the conflict. 

Chapter four will analyze conflict resolution within the PRC model in Syria 

and forecast potential conflict de-escalation strategies. The Syrian war will be looked 

at through the lenses of Johan Galtung’s (1971) triangles of conflict and violence and 

the escalation and de-escalation model (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016). 

This chapter will act as the end goal of the thesis by asserting that the Syrian conflict, 

in light of its protracted nature, can only be managed instead of being resolved or 

settled. Management of the war can only occur through enhancing and providing 

security, humanitarian, and political spaces to mitigate violence. 

Lastly, chapter five will provide a conclusion to respond to the various 

questions asked in the first chapter, revealing the validity of hypotheses, explaining 



  20 

the power of the PRC model based on the C-P dynamic, and presenting potential 

implications to comparative regional conflicts. 
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Chapter Two 

The Mapping of the Syrian War 

Before diving into an analysis of PRC and the C-P relationship between 

regional powers and the Arab states in the Middle East, it is important to map the 

Syrian war, to have a clearer understanding of the history, core issues, parties, and 

context of the conflict. As the Syrian civil war is very complex, layered, and 

protracted, it is crucial to dig deep into the details of it to provide the ground for 

further analysis of the conflict in its regional aspects.  

The map of the Syrian war is based on Paul Wehr’s (2006) conflict mapping 

guide (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016, p. 104). This type of mapping 

helps in structuring the details of the war and helps in depicting it in a transnational 

conflict (TNC) framework, where the national, regional, and international levels of 

the conflict are examined (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016). The TNC 

framework is a continuation of the PSC theory, which includes global and regional 

contextual changes which affect the conflict (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, & Miall, 

2016). Since the Syrian war is multifaceted and multilayered, a conflict map is 

essential in clarifying these levels. 

The conflict mapping technique used in this thesis is adapted from 

Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, and Miall’s conflict mapping guide (2016), shown in 

Table 2-1. 
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Table 2-1: Conflict mapping guide (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016, pp. 
103-104) 

A Background 
 1 Map of the area 
 2 Brief description of the country 
 3 Outline history of the conflict 
B The Conflict Parties and Issues 
 1 Core conflict parties 
 2 Conflict issues 
 3 Relationships between the conflict parties 
 4 Different perceptions of the causes and nature of the conflict among 

the parties 
 5 Current behavior of the parties 
 6 Leaders of the parties 
C The Context 
 1 State-level actors 
 2 Regional-level actors 
 3 Global-level actors 

 

2.1 Background to the Syrian War 

Map of Syria 

The Syrian Arab Republic is a country in the Middle East bordering Lebanon, 

Iraq, Israel, Jordan, and Turkey. It has a coast on the Mediterranean Sea (Kastle, 

2022). Its capital is Damascus, a fortified city which is considered one of the oldest 

continually inhabited in the world (The World Factbook - Syria, 2022).  

Syria enjoys a varied topography and geography. It has a long coastline to its 

west, which quickly transforms into a mountainous region known as the Al-

Nusayriyah mountains. Major cities such as Aleppo, Homs, and Hamah are located 

on the western coast. In contrast, Syria’s inland mainly consists of dry, flat land, with 

some mountainous areas. The Euphrates river, the source of which is found in 

Turkey, flows through Syria and continues to Iraq. Moreover, the southern and 
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eastern parts of Syria are deserted, arid lands, making up the northern Syrian desert. 

South of Syria lies the capital Damascus, which faces the Mediterranean, the 

mountainous ranges of Lebanon lying between them (Kastle, 2022).  

Syria’s geography mirrors the sectarian distribution of the population (Figure 

2-1). It is an ethnically and religiously diverse country, with an Arab Sunni Muslim 

majority. The remainder of the population is largely made up of Alawites, Kurds, 

Druze, Ismaili, Twelver Shiites, Greek Orthodox, Syriac Orthodox, Maronite, Syrian 

Catholics, Roman Catholics, Greek Catholics, Assyrians, Armenians, and Yezidis 

(The World Factbook - Syria, 2022; Minority Rights Group International, 2018). 

Figure 2-1: Sectarian and ethnic distribution in Syria in 2011 (Balanche, 2018) 

 

The mountainous areas along the coast are mostly inhabited by Alawites, Shia 

minorities, and Christian minorities. Thus, the minorities are concentrated along the 
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Mediterranean. Kurds have largely settled in the northern regions of Syria, while a 

large portion of the Druze community can be found in the south, in the Al Suwayda 

Province. The Sunni population makes up the majority in Syria and occupies a 

significant chunk of the habitable land. The deserted areas in central, eastern, and 

south eastern Syria are inhabited by Bedouins (check Figure 2-1) (Balanche, 2018). 

 

Brief Description of Syria 

Syria gained independence from France in 1946 following the French mandate, 

which started at the end of World War I (Fieldhouse, 2006). Due to the lack of 

adequate state building, Syria underwent countless upheavals and was influenced by 

regional and international political dynamics. In 1958, Syria and Egypt united to 

form the United Arab Republic, which lasted until 1961 (Hopwood, 1988). 

Furthermore, during the Arab-Israeli war of 1967, Syria lost the Golan Heights to 

Israel (Hopwood, 1988). Eventually, Hafez Al Assad became president after a 

military coup d’état. He was a member of the Socialist Baath Party and the minority 

Alawite sect, a branch of the highly persecuted Shia sect in Syria. However, the 

French elevated the Alawites and appointed them in important positions during the 

mandate (Laub, 2021). During Hafez Al Assad’s rule, Syria enjoyed a level of 

stability but lacked personal, civic, and political freedoms. Following his death, 

Hafez’s son Bashar took over the presidency, a position he still holds today (Laub, 

2021). 

Syria is a presidential republic, characterized by a high level of 

authoritarianism. It is divided into 14 provinces (muhafazat): Al Hasakah, Latakia, 

Quneitra, Raqqa, Al Suwayda, Daraa, Deir Ezzor, Damascus, Aleppo, Hamah, 

Homs, Idlib, Damascus Countryside, and Tartus. The executive branch consists of 
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the president, prime minister, and cabinet, appointed by the president. The legislative 

branch is made up of a unicameral people’s assembly of 250 seats, elected by the 

people (The World Factbook - Syria, 2022). 

Syria is rich in natural resources. It is home to major rivers, such as the 

Euphrates and the Tigris, both of which it shares with its neighbors – Turkey, Iran, 

and Iraq. Moreover, Syria contains other valuable resources, such as petroleum, 

phosphates, chromes and manganese ores, asphalt, iron ore, rock salt, marble, 

gypsum, and hydropower (The World Factbook - Syria, 2022). 

 

History and Outline of the Syrian War 

Syria has been ruled by the Assad family for decades, ever since Hafez Al 

Assad came to power in 1970. The Syrian regime is an autocratic, kleptocratic, and a 

nepotistic one, with Alawite Syrians enjoying high-ranking positions in the 

government and army, despite the fact that they are a clear minority (Heydemann, 

2013). The non-democratic nature of the government and its hold on all aspects of 

political and economic life has taken its toll on Sunni Syrians, many of whom have 

felt extremely alienated. Furthermore, the regime’s use of violence and force against 

its opponents has made matters worse. Bashar Al Assad pledged to implement 

economic reforms when he came to power in 2000. However, with few promises 

kept and structural difficulties, nationwide anti-government protests erupted in 2011, 

plunging Syria into a full-fledged civil war that involved numerous state and non-

state actors as parties (Laub, 2021).  
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Start of the Conflict, 2011 

The conflict began when a group of Syrian youth drew anti-regime graffiti on 

public walls in Daraa (Ismail, 2011). They were arrested and tortured, which 

prompted small-scale local protests. Eventually, the protests spread to engulf the 

whole country, taking on an anti-Assad rhetoric. Various events unfolded; military 

officers defected from the Syrian army and formed the anti-government Free Syrian 

Army (FSA) (Laub, 2021). Meanwhile, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) 

secretly sent operatives to Syria. In Turkey, the Syrian National Council (SNC) was 

formed and named itself the official opposition of the Syrian regime (Yacoubian, 

2021). Regionally, other countries in the Middle East and North Africa region were 

in turmoil, with widespread anti-government protests. The development of the 

conflict led the Arab League to present a peace plan, one that was rejected by the 

Syrian regime. Eventually, Syria’s membership of the league was suspended (Loft, 

Harding, & Sturge, 2021). 

 

Escalation into Civil War, 2012 

More and more parties partook in the conflict. Armed opposition groups 

emerged in Syria, such as the Nusra Front. These insurgents groups opposed Assad 

and declared war on the regime (Heydemann, 2013). Their goal was to establish an 

Islamic state in Syria. All the while, the Syrian government attacked cities where 

these insurgents were operating, which resulted in hundreds and thousands of Syrian 

fatalities (Yacoubian, 2021). Most of the fighting was concentrated in Homs and 

Hamah, but it eventually spread to  Aleppo and Damascus, the capital (Loft, 

Harding, & Sturge, 2021). In light of the severity of the conflict, the United Nations 

(UN) sent its special envoy Kofi Annan to Syria. He presented a six-point peace plan 
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to the UN Security Council. These points included a government-led process to 

address the Syrian demands, a ceasefire supervised by the UN, humanitarian 

assistance, the release of detainees, freedom and right of movement for journalists, 

and freedom for peaceful demonstration (UN News, 2012). The Syrian government 

accepted the plan, but the ceasefire brokered by the UN (2012) immediately broke 

down and the violence resumed.  

In June, the UN, the US, Russia, the Arab League, and others called for a 

transitional body to oversee elections in Syria and sketched a road map for peace. 

However, it was not long before the opposition rebels captured the eastern half of 

Aleppo (Yacoubian, 2021). Moreover, regionally, Iran began to support the Syrian 

regime militarily. As a result of these events and others, the conflict was officially 

referred to as a civil war (Loft, Harding, & Sturge, 2021). 

 

Rise of ISIS and Rejection of Peace, 2013 

President Assad presented a peace plan calling for a national reconciliation 

conference, a new government, and constitution. Opposition fighters and the SNC 

rejected the proposal (Yacoubian, 2021). Meanwhile, rebels and terrorist groups 

continued to seize key cities and provinces in the country (Laub, 2021). Also, the 

White House verified that the Syrian government had used chemical weapons against 

the opposition and allowed the enhancement of US military assistance to anti-regime 

fighters (Global Conflict Tracker: Civil War in Syria, 2022). The opposition in Syria 

was divided, and this was evident in the competition and power struggle between 

ISIS and the Nusra Front. At the same time, more Islamic groups emerged and 

planned to overthrow the Assad regime. Consequently, this year marked the rise of 
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ISIS in Syria and Iraq, where the group captured many territories in eastern Syria 

(Loft, Harding, & Sturge, 2021).  

 

Military Involvement of the US, 2014 

Presidential elections took place, and Assad won by gaining 90 percent of the 

votes. However, the opposition dismissed the results (Lund, 2014). In addition, the 

leader of ISIS declared himself the leader of an Islamic caliphate stretching across 

Syria and Iraq. ISIS had already taken control of major cities and had started to 

conquer oil fields and military bases in Syria. This, along with the execution of 

American journalists at the hands of ISIS, prompted the US, as part of a coalition 

campaign, to launch its first airstrikes in Syria (Yacoubian, 2021). 

 

Failed Negotiations and Russian Military Intervention, 2015 

Senior US officials met with the official Syrian opposition for the first time. 

On the ground, Kurdish fighters drove ISIS rebels outside the town of Kobani and 

Tal Abyad, with the help of the airstrikes launched by US and coalition forces. 

Meanwhile, the Nusra Front and other Islamist groups captured Idlib and the Nassib 

border crossing with Jordan. Furthermore, the Syrian National Coalition and the 

National Coordination Body for the Forces of Democratic Change agreed to 

cooperate to reach a settlement, but their efforts to unite the opposition and reach an 

agreement with the Syrian government failed (Yacoubian, 2021).  

The Syrian war attracted further intervention, with Russia launching its first 

airstrikes in Syria in support of Assad. Nonetheless, the US continued to send 

military advisors and troops to Syria to train groups that were fighting ISIS (Global 

Conflict Tracker: Civil War in Syria, 2022).  
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In November 2015, the International Syrian Support Group (ISSG) attempted 

to broker a ceasefire between the Syrian government and the opposition (Statement 

of the International Syria Support Group, Vienna, November 14, 2015). The 

participation of Iran was a highlight. By the end of the year, the UN Security Council 

adopted Resolution 2254, which called for the drafting of a new constitution and a 

transition toward a “credible, inclusive and non-sectarian governance” within six 

months (Resolution 2254, 2015, p. 2). 

 

Gradual Decline of ISIS and the Involvement of Turkey, 2016 

The third and fourth rounds of UN peace talks took place but with no clear 

outcomes and effective results (BBC, 2016). Turkey sent troops to Syria to support 

the FSA rebels fighting ISIS. Turkey also sought to contain the Kurdish fighters and 

groups, especially the Kurdish Democratic Union Party (PYD) because of its links to 

the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) (Cunningham, Sly, & DeYoung, 2016). This 

year marked the slow demise of ISIS, as major powers fought against the group and 

the Syrian government recaptured Aleppo (Lund, 2016). 

 

Establishment of De-escalation Zones, 2017 

The Syrian government seized villages and oil fields from ISIS. It was clear 

that ISIS was being defeated from all sides. Hezbollah and the Lebanese army joined 

forces to target ISIS; Hezbollah would attack from the Syrian side, while the 

Lebanese Army would do so from Lebanese territories (Perry & McDowall, 2017). 

Russia also attacked ISIS fighters moving to Deir Ezzor following their loss in Homs 

and Raqqa (BBC, 2017). 
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In parallel, rounds of peace talks took place in Astana, Kazakhstan, between 

the Syrian government and the armed Syrian opposition groups. The talks were co-

sponsored by Russia, Turkey, and Iran, and observed by the US. The main aim was 

to install de-escalation zones in rebel-held areas, mainly in western Syria (Trombetta, 

2017).  

Moreover, the fifth, sixth, seventh, and eighth rounds of UN peace negotiations 

took place with no results. The opposition refused to consider Assad for a future role 

in Syria, while the government rejected negotiations on the presidential elections and 

constitutional reforms. Meanwhile, US president Donald Trump approved plans to 

arm the Kurdish People’s Defense Units (YPG), despite Turkish dissent (Yacoubian, 

2021). 

 

Foreign Power Struggle in Syria, 2018 

The de-escalation of the war came at the price of more intense foreign regional 

and international intervention. The Turkish army took over Afrin, a region controlled 

by Kurds (Gall & Barnard, 2018). Peace talks did not progress, as the ninth round of 

UN negotiations took place. Also, the Astana peace talks continued (Yacoubian, 

2021).  

Meanwhile on the ground, a small-scale confrontation took place between 

Russian and American forces as Russia attacked the Syrian Democratic Forces’ 

(SDF) headquarters, where US forces were present (Baynes, 2018). Also, an Iranian-

Israeli confrontation continued in the Golan Heights and Syria (Kershner, Barnard, & 

Schmitt, 2018). 2018 also marked Russian, Iranian, and Turkish negotiations 

revolving around Idlib, the rebel-held northern province in Syria (Yacoubian, 2021). 

Representatives from these countries, as well as the UN special envoy to Syria, 
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Staffan De Mistura (2018), discussed establishing the Syrian Constitutional 

Committee. Russia and Turkey eventually agreed to establish a buffer zone in Idlib 

(Reuters, 2018). It is important to also note that the Syrian regime gained 

momentum, as opposition and FSA fighters agreed to surrender their weapons and 

yielded territories to the Syrian government (Yacoubian, 2021). 

 

Turkish Takeover of Northern Syria, 2019 

The de-escalation zone deal was broken as Syrian and Russian forces launched 

airstrikes on the northwestern region held by the insurgents (Perry & Coskun, 2019). 

Israel continued to target Iranian bases and targets in Syria (Mroue & Abdul-Zahra, 

2019).  

On the ground, the SDF feared a Turkish takeover of northern Syria; therefore, 

it stroke a deal with the Assad regime to deter Turkish incursion (Sly, Loveluck, & 

Dadouch, 2019).  

In addition, 2019 marked the US withdrawal from Syria, paving the way for 

Russia to fill the security void. A Russian-Turkish agreement further led the SDF to 

withdraw from the region, allowing Russia and the Syrian government to retain 

control of the North, as well as allowing Turkey to establish a safe zone along its 

border (Smith, 2019).  

Moreover, US forces killed Abu Bakr al Baghdadi, leader of ISIS. However, a 

new phase of violence erupted in Idlib between opposition groups and the 

government forces (Yacoubian, 2021).  

Diplomatically, a decision was made regarding the constitutional committee, 

which included 150 members – 50 delegated by the Syrian government, 50 by the 

opposition, and the remaining 50 by the UN, representing civil society (Wintour, 
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2019). However, these diplomatic initiatives were stalled as the refugee crisis 

intensified and the Red Cross called on countries to repatriate their citizens due to 

intolerable conditions in the refugee camps (AFP, 2019). 

 

Regional Re-escalation of the Conflict, 2020 

The Syrian regime increased its control over captured areas and Russian allies 

entered the Raqqa province. At this time, the confrontation between Syrian and 

Turkish forces intensified. Tension mounted between Turkey on one hand, and 

Russia and Syria on the other, after several ceasefire agreements were broken 

(Dwyer, 2020). Turkey’s president, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, threatened retaliation 

against Russian and Syrian forces (Gall, 2020). Nevertheless, Russia itself launched 

attacks in rebel-held areas in Syria, where the borders of Hamah, Idlib, and Latakia 

converge (Al Jazeera, 2020). Consequently, the US sent military reinforcements in 

northeast Syria (Schmitt, 2020). All the while, Israeli airstrikes against Iranian 

targets in Syria continued (Al Jazeera, 2020). 

 

Assad’s Regain of Power, 2021 

Assad won the presidency in Syria. As a result, protests and fighting broke out 

in Daraa, until a ceasefire was brokered by Russia (Loft, Harding, & Sturge, 2021). 

 

2.2 The Syrian War’s Parties and Issues 

The Core Conflict Parties 

The main parties involved in the conflict are the Syrian government on one 

side, and the opposition on the other. The official opposition is the SNC. However, 
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the opposition also encompasses all the other groups functioning against the Syrian 

regime, such as the FSA, the Nusra Front, and ISIS.  

President Assad represents the Syrian regime, which counts on Russia and Iran 

as its main allies. The opposition mainly consists of Sunni activists, rebels, Islamist 

fighters and mercenaries, who depend mainly on the US and Turkey. 

 

Conflict Issues 

The Syrian war is convoluted. At the core, the conflict started when protests 

erupted against the autocratic Syrian regime. Therefore, the conflict issue was that 

the Syrian population, which consists mostly of the Sunni sect, did not feel 

represented by the Syrian government, which has been presided over by the Alawite 

Assad family and its allies for decades. The conflict later on took on a regional and 

global facet, including more players, such as non-state actors, Islamist groups, and 

regional and global powers. This intensified the conflict and brought about many 

other issues.  

It is possible to differentiate between the parties’ positions, interests, and 

needs. However, only parties relevant to this thesis will be discussed. 

 

The Syrian Regime 

The Syrian regime stands strongly against the protesters, rebels, and the 

opposition groups. Regionally and globally, it has positioned itself on the side of 

Russia and Iran, against the US and Turkey. The Syrian regime’s key interest is to 

remain in power and to keep Syria’s territorial integrity and sovereignty. When it 

comes to its needs, it seeks security, stability, and foreign support in order to remain 

in power.  
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The Syrian Opposition 

The Syrian opposition is divided. It is composed of the SNC, which is 

recognized as the main opposition, the FSA, the Nusra Front, ISIS, and other rebel 

and Islamist groups fighting in the country. The SNC’s main interest is to have a 

democratic state, with free and fair elections and a new constitution, where all sects 

and parties are represented fairly. Moreover, it needs to specifically guarantee the 

rights of the Sunni majority in Syria, which had not been represented in government 

for decades. When it comes to the other Islamist and jihadist groups such as the 

Nusra Front and ISIS, their interest is to create an Islamic state in Syria. Therefore, 

their need is to capture as many cities and territory, and recruit as many members as 

possible. 

 

Iran 

Iran is Syria’s ally and therefore, in the regional and international arena, 

positions itself against the anti-Assad parties, which are the opposition groups and 

Turkey. Iran’s main interest is to help the Assad regime remain in power, fight ISIS 

to safeguard its borders, protect its weapons’ supply route to Hezbollah, and balance 

Turkey’s presence in the region (Cammack & Dunne, 2018). Iran’s needs are to 

maintain and increase its strategic prominence in the region and keep its borders safe 

and secure. Undeniably, its main goal in the region is to spread the Islamic revolution 

to the Islamic world. Moreover, it seeks to create a powerful anti-Western front 

through transnational connections (Fawcett, 2016). 
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Turkey 

Turkey’s relationship with Syria has deteriorated since the start of the war. 

Turkey’s position has shifted from that of a mediator to that of a staunch opposer of 

the Syrian regime. However, Turkey finds itself in a difficult position, as it must sit 

at the negotiating table with Russia and Iran, both supporters of Assad. Turkey’s 

main interests have also shifted (Salloukh, 2013). At first, its interests were to export 

moderate Islamist democracy to the Arab states, including Syria (Hinnebusch, 2015). 

The start of the Arab Spring presented itself as a perfect opportunity for Turkey to 

set foot in Syria and contribute to the spread and rise of the Muslim Brotherhood in 

the countries of the Arab Spring (Hinnebusch, 2015). Later on, with the sectarian 

shift of the conflict, the Kurdish fighting against the Turkish rebels, and the increase 

in the number of refugees fleeing to its territories, Turkey’s key concern was to 

establish a buffer zone in northern Syria along its borders in order to contain the flow 

of refugees and the Kurdish insurgencies, to protect itself from the war’s spillover 

impacts, and to establish a foothold in Syria to enhance its negotiating position 

(Ayata, 2014). Turkey also presents itself as the protector of the opposition and the 

Sunni sect in Syria and the region. Therefore, Turkey’s main needs are to preserve its 

sovereignty from the flow of refugees and the war’s political repercussions, as well 

as to secure itself from Kurdish unrest. 

 

The Relationship Between the Conflicting Parties 

The conflict between the Syrian regime and the opposition groups is an 

asymmetric conflict. There are both qualitative and quantitative asymmetry, since 

they differ in both resources and types. It is qualitatively asymmetric as one is the 

state itself, whereas the opposition consists of insurgents and Islamist groups. The 
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SNC is the official opposition, but it lacks power relative to the Syrian regime. The 

conflict is also quantitatively asymmetric because of the difference in weapons used 

and organization. While the state has a state army and weapons provided and bought 

from major powers and producers, the opposition does not have an official army. 

Instead it consists of various groups that bicker, each having different goals (Laub, 

2021).  

When the conflict is observed from the Turkish and Iranian perspective, it is 

seen as a symmetric conflict, since two states, which are regional Middle Eastern 

powers, are competing for their interests in Syria using more or less similar methods 

(Barabandi, 2021).  

 

The Different Perceptions of the Causes and Nature of the Conflict Among the 

Conflict Parties 

The causes of the conflict are seen to be the authoritarian rule of the Assad 

regime, which has remained in power for decades, the sectarian tensions that exist 

mainly between the Alawite and the Sunni sects, and the Kurdish question which lies 

in the middle of the parties’ interests. Regionally, the conflict is caused by sectarian 

division, as well as competition for resources and regional hegemony. The nature of 

the conflict is violent; civilians have been targeted and displaced. All parties see the 

conflict as a zero-sum game, where one side is going to be victorious over the other. 

However, looking at how the regional and international powers are intervening in the 

Syrian debacle, it appears that the conflict is not a zero-sum game. These powers are 

sitting at negotiation tables and discussing the future of the war, and the 

establishment of safe zones, each based on its own interests. The Astana peace talks 

show that while Russia and Iran are fighting Turkey on the ground, they are agreeing 
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on how to manage the conflict repercussions while influencing the outcomes behind 

the scenes (Trombetta, 2017). 

 

Current Behavior of the Parties 

The conflict is currently in a de-escalatory phase. The Syrian regime has 

strengthened its hold on most of the country. The northwestern Idlib province is still 

outside the regime’s control. The fighting is now mostly between what remained of 

ISIS, the Syrian army, and Kurdish forces, in northern Syria (Tokmajyan & 

Khaddour, 2022). The latest violent episode occurred when ISIS prisoners escaped 

from a Kurdish-controlled prison in January 2022. The Kurds regained control of the 

prison after six days of fighting (Chulov, 2022). In addition, the US has restarted its 

military involvement in Syria; US troops killed Abu Ibrahim al-Hashimi al-Qurayshi, 

leader of ISIS in February 2022 (Chulov, 2022). 

It can be said that the Assad regime has emerged victorious from the conflict as 

it has clung on to power; however, violence can flare up at any time because of the 

sectarian tensions and grievances that have not yet been resolved, as well as the 

regime’s persistence of using authoritarian and repressive actions against dissidents. 

In addition, Turkey, Russia, the US, and Iran still have active forces in Syria. The 

Syrian war is considered a frozen and prolonged conflict; neither party is seeking to 

settle or manage it. 

 

Leaders of the Parties: Assad, Erdogan, and Rouhani 

The leader of the Syrian regime is the Syrian President Bashar Al Assad. 

President Assad is viewed as a modern autocrat (Duclos, 2021). He is a member of 

the Baath party, as well as the Alawite sect, and is the son of former Syrian president 
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and dictator, Hafez Al Assad. Bashar Al Assad came to power in 2000 after his 

father’s death and promised to enact political and economic reforms, which did not 

transpire. During the Syrian war, he did not hesitate to use force to fight off the 

rebels (Duclos, 2021). His objective is to stay in power in Syria and prevent Islamist 

groups and foreign intervenors from taking control of the country.  

The Syrian opposition, on the other hand, does not have a leader. The SNC acts 

as the main opposition and participates in negotiations with the regime and third 

parties.  

Regional leaders involved in the Syrian war are Recep Tayyib Erdogan, the 

Turkish president, and Hassan Rouhani, Iran’s president. Both assumed presidency 

in their respective countries after the Syrian war commenced, but they have played 

crucial roles in what has unfolded and in the negotiations that were taking place 

during the conflict. 

Recep Tayyip Erdogan is the leader of the Justice and Development Party 

(AKP) in Turkey. He was the prime minister before being elected president in 2014. 

Erdogan implemented a moderate Islamic democratic policy and sought to spread 

this policy to other states in the Middle East. With the start of the Syrian war, 

Erdogan advised Assad to protect secularism and take a moderate stance; however, 

when the latter rejected his advice, Erdogan joined the opposition, severing Turkish 

ties with Syria. Erdogan’s ruling style changed over time, from that of a moderate to 

a more Islamist and authoritarian leader. His main challenge today concerns the 

Kurds, whom he views as terrorists, both on Turkish and Syrian territory (Livet, 

2018). 

Hassan Rouhani was the Iranian president from 2013 to 2021. He has been 

present in Iranian politics since the Iranian revolution. He had important political 
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posts before reaching the presidency, such as the secretary of the Supreme National 

Security Council, deputy speaker of parliament, member of the Expediency Council, 

and chief nuclear negotiator. Rouhani’s political orientation was at the center of 

Iranian ideological politics and quickly pivoted toward the left, opposing hardline 

conservatives. His reformist tendencies were reflected in his willingness to relieve 

sanctions and improve Iranians’ civil rights (Naji, 2017). Despite this, he has been a 

key ally to Assad during the Syrian civil war and has played a fundamental role in 

negotiations and managing proxies, such as Hezbollah. 

 

2.3 The Context of the Syrian War: State, Regional, and Global-

Level Factors 

At the State Level 

The main reason for conflict at the state level is because the nature of the state 

– a non-democratic, authoritarian body – is contested, mainly by the majority Sunni 

population. The state is ruled by Assad, who belongs to the Alawite clan, a minority 

which makes up 10 to 12 percent of the population (Landis, Tabler, & Lesch, 2016). 

The state apparatus in Syria is not open and accessible to everyone: identity, stature, 

and political orientation come into play. For decades, the Assad family has 

surrounded itself with allies, such as friends and family of the regime. The state 

apparatus consists mostly of members of the Alawite sect and other minorities, as 

well as Sunni businessmen from the mercantile class. Therefore, the sectarian divide 

is not clear cut. However, what makes the political system, and later on the war, 

sectarian, is Assad’s reliance on members of his constituency and the inclusion of the 

Shia and Iranian forces. This, in turn, fed the jihadist narrative of a sectarian political 

system, where Sunnis felt alienated (Landis, Tabler, & Lesch, 2016). In addition, the 
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state controls all aspects of the economy; the Assad regime has gathered and still 

gathers influential businessmen and traders to its side (Heydemann, 2018). Economic 

development has been extremely difficult because of the war. All of these realities 

render it difficult for reliable state institutions to manage the conflict. The official 

opposition, the SNC, participates in various negotiations and meetings, and, along 

with the state, could be a legitimate channel for managing or settling the war. 

 

At the Regional Level 

The Syrian war is without doubt a regional war and a transnational conflict. 

Situated in between regional powers, Syria is a playing field for these powers to meet 

and further their interests. The Syrian war has deeply embroiled Turkey, Iran, Israel, 

and Saudi Arabia in Syrian and regional politics.  

This thesis focuses only on the Turkey’s and Iran’s roles in the Syrian conflict. 

The Syrian war has affected the relationship between the neighboring states. Turkey 

being a predominantly Sunni nation-state, and Iran being a Shia theocracy, they both 

exploit identity politics to their advantage. While Turkey stands by the opposition 

and the rebels, Iran supports the regime. Both are sending mercenaries to fight 

alongside their respective parties, and both are supporting armed groups; Turkey was 

supporting the Nusra Front and ISIS (Calculli & Legrenzi, 2016), whereas Iran sent 

out Hezbollah to fight shoulder to shoulder with the Assad regime (Cammack & 

Dunne, 2018). It is also important to mention the Kurds, as both countries view 

Kurds as potential threats to their sovereignty and security. Turkey, in particular, 

considers the PKK a terrorist organization (Turkey’s PKK Conflict: A Visual 

Explainer, 2022). Thus, Turkey is now entrenched in another war in Syria, against 
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the Kurdish groups and parties which seek to recapture the northern territories that 

Turkey negotiated for its border safe zone. 

 

At the Global Level 

The Syrian war can also be easily considered a global war. The active military 

and diplomatic involvement of Russia and the US in the war have given it an 

international character. Both states have military bases in Syria. Russia is a staunch 

supporter of the Assad regime, whereas the US clearly opposes the regime and its 

actions and behavior on liberal and democratic grounds (Laub, 2021). In addition, 

these states participate in peace talks and negotiations regarding the management of 

the conflict, which often fail because of disagreements (Yacoubian, 2021). 

Geopolitically, Syria lies in a strategic position in the Middle East, where it is close 

to various regional and international powers. Moreover, Syria’s abundance in natural 

resources make it attractive to all parties involved. Therefore, weakening the state 

and increasing their intervention are key interests for all the parties of the conflict.  

 

2.4 The Syrian War: A Reflection of Regional Turmoil 

The Syrian war clearly demonstrates the vulnerability of the Middle Eastern 

region to conflict because of its multifaceted nature. The Arab states in specific 

suffer from long-term quarrels and disputes that make it difficult for them to prosper. 

The involvement of various and diverse players, and their play on identity politics 

aggravate the already existing divisions and turmoil. These along with the 

unqualified institutions and unfair territorial divisions inherited by colonial powers 

drown the Arab world into the unknown destiny of protracted conflicts. The 

contribution of regional powers to the current exacerbation of conflict in the Middle 
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East gives this protracted conflict a regional nature, thus throwing the Middle East 

into the hands of PRC. 

Following an extensive mapping of the Syrian war, the next chapter will dive 

deep into the Turkish-Iranian struggle for hegemony in Syria, and will show 

Hinnebusch’s C-P relationship (2003) between these regional non-Arab powers and 

the middling Arab states. As such, the correlation between the C-P Middle Eastern 

structure and the existence of protracted conflict and instability is shown by shedding 

light on Azar’s PSC framework, eventually proposing the PRC as a viable conflict 

model explaining the Syrian war. 
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Chapter Three 

Protracted Regional Conflict Reflected in Syria 

This chapter touches upon the C-P structure of the Middle East and the PSC 

framework of conflict analysis to propose the PRC model in the Middle East. The 

competition for power between Turkey and Iran is evidenced by their interventions 

in the Syrian conflict. Turkey and Iran have become direct parties to the conflict, 

each defending one side and actively deploying its forces. 

 

3.1 Conflict in the Middle East: Structure and Framework 

 
The Arab Core under the Non-Arab Periphery’s Control 

A more detailed explanation of Raymond Hinnebusch’s C-P structure of the 

Middle East is imperative in order to assess the regional dynamics of the Syrian war. 

Hinnebusch focuses on conflict in the Middle East, specifically within and among 

the Arab states. The historical construction of the Middle Eastern system, which is 

built upon C-P relations, is at the root of conflict (Hinnebusch, 2003). Hinnebusch’s 

theory concerning the sources of conflict in the Middle East is twofold; it focuses on 

the material powers of the Middle Eastern states and the existence of identities 

(2003). Firstly, the Arab countries had undergone colonialism and imperialism. The 

Western core, which dominated the political and economic world, imposed borders 

on the Middle Eastern periphery. This system was flawed and further weakened 

states in the region, making them dependent on the Western core. Not only that, the 

boundaries imposed on the region created an imbalance between territory and 

identity. The territories of these superficial states did not satisfy the various identities 
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and communities. Moreover, the colonial legacy created supra-state identity loyalties 

(Hinnebusch, 2003).  

Secondly, this dynamic between territory and identity in the Middle East 

provides Hinnebusch with the basics for the C-P structure of the region (2003). The 

Arab states, materially weakened by colonialism, consist of the Arab core. The Arab 

core is characterized by incongruence between territory and identity, which is the 

main cause for its fragility. On the other hand, the non-Arab periphery of the Middle 

East, which includes Turkey, Iran, and Israel, enjoys a great deal of complementarity 

in terms of individual territories and dominant identities. This does not mean, 

however, that these states are unique. They do have diverse communities, but they 

are regarded as very small minorities. Furthermore, citizens enjoy equal rights under 

a common government (Hinnebusch, 2003). They are militarily stronger and have 

greater material power (Hinnebusch, 2003). The Arab core is made up of territorial 

states, whereas the periphery is made up of non-Arab nation states that play an 

integral role in regional politics and the balance of power (Hinnebusch, 2003). 

In the Arab states, there is general dissatisfaction with border division, which 

in turn creates conflicts between groups and states. The region is being penetrated by 

a number of actors, ideologies, and movements playing on the trans-state and supra-

state identities in the Middle East. Consequently, conflict, especially the protracted 

kind, is symptomatic of the region (Hinnebusch, 2003). In addition, Hinnebusch 

claims that regional forces are worsening sectarian conflicts by appealing to the 

different communities, contributing to the protraction of conflicts (Hinnebusch, 

2016). 
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Bringing Back the Theory of Protracted Social Conflict 

Edward Azar (1978) theorized, through extensive research on international 

conflicts, that most of the post-World War II conflicts had a socio-ethnic nature and 

were intra-state rather than inter-state. He went on to assert that 90 percent of these 

conflicts were in the Third World (Azar & In Moon, 1986). These conflicts, like 

others that followed Azar’s published work, have taken a protracted and prolonged 

turn. By coining the phrase “protracted social conflict,” Azar added a layer of 

complexity to the concept and sources of conflict (Azar & In Moon, 1986, p. 394). 

His theory of PSC has been absent in a wide selection of conflict analysis. However, 

by delving into its definition, it is clear that it greatly contributes to the field.  

Azar (1981) has defined PSCs as “hostile interactions extending over long 

periods of time with sporadic outbreaks of open warfare which fluctuate in frequency 

and intensity” (pp. 319-320). This definition encompasses the idea that conflicts can 

occur among groups or communities in one state, or they can span several nation-

states in the region. In addition, these conflicts, whether domestic or international, 

are rooted in deep hostilities between diverse religions, identities, or ethnicities (Azar 

& Farah, 1981). 

Some characteristics of a PSC include prolonged duration, fluctuating 

intensities, spillover effects, and an unclear termination point (Azar, Jureidini, & 

McLaurin, 1978). Later, Azar and In Moon (1986) added that in PSCs, there is no 

obvious demarcation between internal and external causes of a conflict, claiming that 

it can be the result of state incompetence in face of community grievances, or the 

regional structure intensifying domestic inequalities.  

There are four clusters of variables that are usually present in a PSC. These are 

the preconditions for a PSC to ascend to high levels of intensity and violence 
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(Ramsbotham, 2005). The first variable is communal cleavage. The community or 

the identity group is the most useful unit of analysis when examining PSCs (Azar, 

1985). Unlike the nation-state, power rests within the group. Furthermore, the nation-

state, especially in the Middle East, is artificial and unintegrated. The state is almost 

irrelevant when clashes occur between communities. Due to colonial legacy of states 

in the Third World – and in this case the Middle East – the state lacks considerable 

power and protection abilities compared to the community. European and 

Westphalian notions of territorial statehood have been imposed in a region consisting 

of numerous communal groups (Ramsbotham, 2005). This leads us to the second 

variable: deprivation of human needs, notably security, identity, political and civic, 

and developmental needs. The state’s failure to address these issues is the underlying 

cause of PSC because groups tend to collectively express their deprivation 

grievances (Ramsbotham, 2005). This is evident in the third variable, which is 

governance and the state’s role. The state is critical in addressing the needs of 

individuals and groups. Lack of governance leads to the stalling of development. 

When a state does not fulfill its role in providing basic rights, then individuals gather 

around their group and collectively fight for their needs (Ramsbotham, 2005). 

Consequently, when a state is dominated by a single identity and does not tend to the 

needs of the other groups, it contributes to further fragmentation and intractable 

conflict. This eventually leads to groups clashing and political inequality. As a result, 

conflict escalates and lingers. The state’s role comes in various levels and aspects. A 

repressive state, one that disregards opinions and civic rights, provokes intense 

conflict between and among its people. The last variable is that of international 

linkages. Conflicts invite the intervention of international powers, which entangles 

the relationships between the different groups within a conflict. Countries or regions 
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which suffer from PSC are usually economically and politically dependent on 

powerful states (Ramsbotham, 2005). This relationship remains as a result of 

colonialism and imperialism. Furthermore, identity groups and communities find 

refuge in forging links with strong actors, complicating the power dynamics between 

the conflicting sides. The involvement of these strong states comes in the form of 

money, arms, and cross-border fomentation; thus, it can be said that there is a 

clientalistic relationship between identities and major powers. This is the case in 

most of the Arab states, where each community depends on foreign political and 

defensive support. In short, competitive intervention intensifies, extends over a long 

period of time, and sometimes even generates conflict and civil war (Anderson, 

2019). 

Looking at the criteria and characteristics of PSC, the Middle East can be 

labelled a sufferer. Conflicts that are prominent in the Arab World and their sheer 

nature, lead to the formation of the Protracted Regional Conflict (PRC) framework, 

discussed in the following section. 

 

Protracted Regional Conflict in the Middle East 

Combining the C-P structural framework and the PSC theory of conflict, and 

observing the Middle East and the persistence of instability, we can see that the 

theory of PRC describes it best; the two theories overlap. Both acknowledge the 

important role of identity and communities in conflict generation, and both claim that 

colonialism has had a huge detrimental impact on Arab states and their formation 

(Hinnebusch, 2003; Azar & In Moon, 1986). Moreover, Hinnebusch (2003) and Azar 

(1986) agree that the international structure is one of the drivers of instability in the 

Third World – in this case the Middle East. Taking these into consideration, PRC is a 
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theory for conflict that adds the regional C-P structure to PSC. It can be defined as 

the existence of similar intractable conflicts in various states of a region, caused by 

identity group cleavages which span across the region and are exacerbated by 

regional power competition.  

The Middle East irrefutably reflects the PRC. The region has been suffering 

from a series of conflicts for decades. The Arab-Israeli conflict, the Lebanese Civil 

War and current instability, the Syrian War, conflict in Iraq, the presence of ISIS and 

other extremist non-state actors, the Yemen War, and the Sunni-Shia divide are 

either persisting or have had massive repercussions preventing the states involved 

and the region to heal. Looking into these conflicts shows that identity has played its 

part, as well as regional and international meddling. Colonialism’s legacy in the 

Middle East, specifically among the Arab states, blatantly shows how the states are 

formed and the borders are divided. The demarcation of ambiguous boundaries that 

do not complement the social and communal divisions of the region has aggravated 

the regional political and economic reality, making these artificial states weak. This 

has consequently set the scene for more intervention and fomentation.  

The theory is more clearly illustrated in Figure 3-1. The non-Arab periphery 

surrounds the Arab states of the Middle East. The periphery is stronger since it 

enjoys congruence between its dominant identity and its territory, which is not the 

case among the Arab states. The Arab states are artificial, with no clear boundaries 

(Hinnebusch, 2016). Lack of adequate governance frustrates the grievances of 

various identity groups, which leads to an exacerbation of identity cleavages. 

Subsequently, regional competition for power at the level of the periphery is 

translated at the level of the core. Since it is established that the periphery is 

relatively stronger than the core, PRC argues that regional competition at the level of 
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the periphery is the main source of conflict and instability in the core. Furthermore, 

the non-Arab periphery takes advantage of the divisions in the core to further its own 

national and foreign policy interests. 

One case where this is reflected is in the Syrian war. The next section shows 

how the PRC framework can be applied to the Middle East by looking into the 

Syrian conflict and how the various regional actors such as Turkey and Iran, have 

been involved in the intensification and escalation of the conflict.  

 

Figure 3-1: PRC in the Middle East 

 
 

3.2 PRC Manifested in Syria 

Competition between Turkey and Iran is most acute in Syria. These regional 

powers overtly participate in the war in Syria, as shown in the conflict mapping in 

chapter two. Their penetration in a conflict, which first started in the form of civilian 
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protests, quickly transformed it into a full-scale civil war. Their support for either 

side of the strife exacerbated the situation, and called for additional foreign 

involvement in the war. Syria, with its Mediterranean coastline, and oil and gas 

reserves, gave foreign powers much to ask for. With the start of the Syrian uprisings, 

the opportunity for regime change in Syria opened itself to those who were interested 

in doing so, such as Turkey. On the other hand, states like Iran fought for the 

continuation of the Assad regime in power in Syria.  

This section shows how these two countries are contributing to the Syrian war 

by competing for influence in Syria and utilizing identity politics to enhance their 

material interests.  

 

Syria: A Ripe Situation for Conflict 

The mapping of the Syrian war in chapter two shows that conflict was looming 

over Syria long before the war broke out. Syria had and still has all the elements of 

PSC highlighted by Azar (Ramsbotham, 2005). The existence of several identities 

and groups satisfies the variable of communal cleavages. Furthermore, the repressive 

Assad regime complements the variable of lack of governance. As previously 

mentioned, the Syrian state is ruled by Alawites, constituting one of Syria’s 

minorities. The state does not satisfy the political, economic, and social needs of the 

majority Sunni population. Therefore, this shows that the state was not fulfilling its 

duties, leading the civilian population to collectively express their grievances. Lastly, 

the Syrian protests invited various states and actors to intervene directly or indirectly, 

such as Turkey and Iran.  
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Turkey and Iran, two non-Arab regional strong states, each seeks to enhance its 

position in the Middle East. The following sections will take a closer look at their 

ambitions and actions with regards to the war in Syria. 

 

Turkey: From Soft to Hard Power 

Ambitions in the Region 

Turkey’s main goal in the region is to reach regional hegemony by way of 

exporting moderate Islamic democracy to the Arab states (Hinnebusch, 2015). It 

viewed it as the only way for the Arab region to enjoy peace. It utilized soft power to 

influence Arab states and maintained a “zero problems with neighbors” stance, 

which made it an important player in regional politics and a mediator between states 

(Hinnebusch, 2015, p. 14). When the uprisings began in 2011, Turkey saw it as a 

perfect opportunity to spread democratization into the Arab world. Therefore, it 

indirectly supported the protests and the Muslim Brotherhood to reach power. When 

the Muslim Brotherhood governments came to power in Tunisia and Egypt, Turkey 

realized that its soft power increased its stature in the regional arena (Hinnebusch, 

2015). It consequently sought to do the same in Syria. However, Turkey’s ambitions 

in the region changed (Salloukh, 2013). With the start of violence in Syria, Turkey’s 

main goal was not only to spread democracy to reach security but also to protect the 

interests of the Sunni community in Syria and elsewhere, to protect itself from the 

uprising’s spillover effects, and to avert Kurdish rebellion on its borders (Ayata, 

2014).  

Turkey, being a close ally of the Assad government before the uprisings, tried 

to convince the president to implement political reforms (Gause III, 2014). The 

Syrian regime’s refusal to do so, and its violent crackdown on the protests, led the 
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Turkish government to publicly criticize it. The relationship between Syria and 

Turkey quickly turned sour and changed from amity to enmity. As Turkey started 

supporting the regime’s opposition by resorting to active military action, it lost most 

of its soft power in the region and renounced the “no problems with neighbors” 

policy (Hinnebusch, 2015). 

 

Using the Sunni Identity in the Syrian War 

Turkey was the main instigator of the Syrian war’s regionalization by fueling 

the opposition against the Syrian regime. It overtly broke its alliance with Syria and 

was the first regional power to do so (Calculli & Legrenzi, 2016). Turkey eventually 

utilized the Sunni identity to strengthen the opposition in various ways. 

Initially, Turkey allowed exiled Syrian opposition leaders to enter its borders 

and establish movements there. It openly supported the establishment of the SNC in 

Istanbul in 2011, and considered it as the legitimate Syrian authority (Calculli & 

Legrenzi, 2016). The opposition at the time was secular and not completely tarnished 

by identity politics. However, Turkey soon realized that militant groups in Syria 

would be the most effective fighters against the Assad regime. Therefore, it started 

helping jihadist groups in Syria, such as Ahrar Al-Sham and the Nusra Front, a group 

linked to Al-Qaeda (Calculli & Legrenzi, 2016).  

Moreover, Turkey had a hand in the creation of ISIS. It provided ISIS fighters 

with training and weaponry, allowed recruitment from Turkey, and permitted 

mobility across the Syrian-Turkish borders. It even let ISIS sell crude oil through its 

territory (Hinnebusch & Ehteshami, 2016). Turkey also started promoting Sunni-

Islamic discourse (Hinnebusch, 2016); the Turkish government, led by Prime 

Minister Erdogan, viewed ISIS as the protector of Sunni interests against the Alawite 
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Assad regime (Hinnebusch & Ehteshami, 2016). This added a sectarian facet to the 

Syrian war, making regional rivalry worse. 

 

Iran: A Trusted Syrian Ally 

Ambitions in the Region 

The revolutionary regime of the Islamic Republic of Iran came to power in 

1979, when the Iranian opposition, led by Ayatollah Khomeini, overthrew Shah 

Mohammed Reza Pahlavi, supported by the US (Zunes, 2009). Since then, the 

primary goal of the Iranian revolutionary regime has been to export this revolution to 

the rest of the Islamic world and to mobilize a strong anti-Western front by creating 

regional and transnational links (Fawcett, 2016). 

In addition, Iran views Israel as the ultimate enemy and seeks to protect its 

Islamic interests in the region. It is aware that using its soft power to the Shia 

advantage would not strengthen its position. Hence, it portrays itself as the protector 

of all Muslims and the leader of the “axis of resistance” against Western and Zionist 

imperialism (Hinnebusch, 2016, p. 143). Despite using widespread Islamic rhetoric, 

Iran has built around it and in the region a Shia support system. Syria, being included 

in the “axis of resistance,” along with Hezbollah, is Iran’s most important ally. This 

alliance is crucial for Iran because it reinforces the axis’ ability to deter Israel, 

ensures the supply route toward Lebanon, and balances the Turkish influence in 

northern Syria (Cammack & Dunne, 2018). Moreover, it is important to point out 

that Iran regards its nuclear program as a strong deterrent. This material power 

enhances its leverage and position in the region, building up its influence and 

increasing its security (Nasr, 2022). 
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Exploiting the Shia Identity to Protect the Syrian Regime 

Iran, although cautious at first, did not shy away from influencing the course of 

action in the Syrian war. It has sought to protect and support the Assad regime and 

the Syrian army from the Sunni opposition and militants by deploying Shia militias 

on the ground. These informal groups have joined the Syrian army in fighting the 

Syrian opposition (Calculli & Legrenzi, 2016). Moreover, it has recruited fighters 

from Iraq and has used Iraqi territory to transport supplies to Syria (Hinnebusch & 

Ehteshami, 2016). Thus, Iran’s military intervention in Syria via Hezbollah, and 

other informal groups and fighters, has furthered its interests in Syria in terms of its 

security and enabled President Assad to remain in power after years of war 

(Cammack & Dunne, 2018). 

Crucially, the creation of ISIS has obliged Iran to bolster its sectarian loyalties 

in Syria. ISIS posits a great Sunni insecurity to Iran. Therefore, it is safe to say that 

the regionalization of the Syrian war is highly dependent on the various identities at 

play, as well as the struggle for reaching regional influence. 

 

3.3 Regional Power Competition in Syria 

The war in Syria is fueled by the competition for influence and hegemony 

between the two regional non-Arab powers: Turkey and Iran. First and foremost, the 

Turkish stance regarding the Syrian regime gave the conflict a regional aspect, 

drawing in other players. In addition to rivalries between these powers, each of these 

states has made and continues to make use of the existing identities and communities 

in Syria and the Arab world to achieve its own interests. Turkey and Iran are acting 

as the defenders of the Sunni and Shia sects respectively in Syria. This shows that 
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identity has become as important a component as material factors in fueling 

instability in a state or region. 

The competition between Turkey and Iran in Syria and the region is quite 

intense and layered. Foes in Syria, these two powers are also on opposite sides of 

wider goals for regional hegemony in the Middle East. It is clear that each country 

has gathered allies and organized blocs to further its regional interests. For instance, 

Turkey and Qatar form one Sunni block against another block in the region, the 

Counterrevolutionary Bloc (CRB), which includes Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 

Emirates, and Israel. Furthermore, Iran leads the axis of resistance, including itself, 

Syria, and Hezbollah (Hoffman, 2020). Accordingly, this makes the Syrian war a 

conflict on multiple levels: the domestic level, exacerbated by transnational 

influences, and worsened by regional politics. 

As Hinnebusch clearly states, conflict in the Middle East is explained by the 

structural depiction of C-P divisions (2003). The Arab uprisings weakened various 

Arab states and created power vacuums, laying the foundations for external 

competitors to enter the regional arena. These competitors are materially more 

powerful and more cohesive in terms of identity, making them strong contenders for 

regional hegemony (Hinnebusch, 2016). 

The case of the Syrian war illustrates that great regional competition for power 

leads to more conflict in the Arab states. Furthermore, this competition is practiced 

on the ground by exploiting and securitizing identities and communities according to 

the regional powers’ advantage. Therefore, to comprehensively understand conflict 

in Arab states, realist and constructivist paradigms should be examined, in the sense 

that material as well as identity power are involved (Hinnebusch, 2016). 
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As Azar illustrates, existing community cleavages are made worse by 

international linkages (Ramsbotham, 2005). Additionally, the conflicts in the Arab 

World have no specific termination points, last for a long time, spill into neighboring 

states and the region as a whole, and vary in intensity. The Syrian war satisfies all of 

these elements, which are the basis of PSCs. It has been raging for more than 10 

years, and its effects have been felt at the level of the region and beyond. The refugee 

crisis has shaken the Middle East, particularly Lebanon, Turkey, and Jordan, as well 

as Europe. It has stirred up sectarian sentiments in much of the Middle East. Taking 

the core and the periphery into consideration and the identity politics implicated 

within this framework, the Middle East is a region which suffers from PRC.  

 

To conclude this chapter, the regional power struggle reflected in the Syrian 

war shows that competition between the non-Arab periphery intensifies conflict in 

the Arab core. Subsequently, the region suffers from PRC. PRC sees conflict as 

endemic to the region. As a consequence, a conflict resolution model to manage or 

settle PRCs should also be considered at the regional level. Taking Syria as a 

reflection of the PRC in the Middle East, Syria’s war can only be managed within a 

regional context. The greater the imbalance between the core and the periphery, the 

more intense the conflict. In Syria, the power struggle between Turkey and Iran is 

evident in how they invest in the war. Turkey, sponsoring the SNC and aiding the 

opposition, stands against the Assad regime, therefore acting as the protector of the 

Sunni sect. Iran overtly sides with the Syrian regime and defends the interests of the 

Shia sect in Syria and the Arab world. As a consequence, conflict resolution in Syria 

should focus on the relationship between the periphery states among themselves with 

regards to the core. The following chapter will analyze conflict resolution within the 
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PRC model in Syria and forecast potential conflict de-escalation strategies. The next 

chapter acts as the end goal of the thesis by asserting that the Syrian conflict, in light 

of its protracted nature, can only be managed instead of being resolved or settled.  
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Chapter Four 

Managing PRC in Syria 

In the previous chapter, it was established that the Middle East is a region in 

constant flux, suffering from intractable conflict. PRC in the Middle East is a 

calamitous consequence of an imbalanced C-P structural dynamic that plagues the 

relationships of its member states. The non-Arab periphery, much stronger and 

wealthier than the Arab core, is utilizing this contextual reality to further its own 

interests, wielding identity cleavages to legitimize its actions (Hinnebusch, 2003).  

The C-P struggle is reflected in the protracted conflict in Syria. Syria has been 

a victim of the unfortunate consequences of this unequal regional context for more 

than a decade. The proverbial storm was brewing for years before the onset of war in 

2011. There were a large number of early warning signs that built up that signaled 

the likelihood of violent conflict.  

At the international level, the liberal West has always been opposed to 

authoritarian regimes, such as the Syrian one. With Russia backing Syria, there had 

been tension in the air with regard to Syria. Regionally, the quick and rapid spread of 

the Arab uprisings was a major sign that it might reach Syria. Protests erupted in the 

country as a result of the regime’s authoritarianism and long-standing grip on power. 

This coupled with nepotism and economic inequality provided the basis of 

population dissatisfaction at the state level. Moreover, with the regime’s preference 

of the Alawite sect over all other sects in the country, especially the Sunni majority, 

the different sects and communal groups did not enjoy equal representation and 

economic benefits. Consequently, these groups sought foreign patrons in the Middle 

Eastern periphery, which catered to their identity needs and security. These early 
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warning signs were there from the start, accumulating to eventually explode in a civil 

war, inviting regional players to intervene. 

This chapter outlines the possibility of conflict resolution vis-à-vis the Syrian 

war. Given the conflict dynamic, does the conflict in Syria have the prospect of a 

political settlement, or can it only be managed given its protracted nature? Before 

addressing these ideas, it is essential to provide a brief introduction on conflict 

resolution as a relevant field of study. In addition, it is important to show where the 

Syrian war stands among the available conflict models and frameworks. 

 

4.1 Conflict Resolution: An Uneasy Task 

Conflict resolution, as a field of study, emerged in the 1950s and the 1960s as a 

result of the conflict between the two major superpowers in the international system 

– the US and the Soviet Union. The Cold War was at its pinnacle and the race for 

nuclear power was keeping everyone on guard (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, & Miall, 

2016). Therefore, it is safe to say that conflict resolution is a relatively new field, one 

that has evolved and has become more sophisticated.  

According to Ramsbotham et. al, conflicts can be violent, non-violent, armed, 

intra-state, and inter-state (2016). They can have a political, economic, or identity-

based nature (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016). As such, conflict resolution 

specialists have devised various ways of handling conflict. There are many phrases 

and concepts that fall under the umbrella of conflict resolution, such as conflict 

settlement, containment, management, and transformation. These terminologies 

indulge different strategies. For instance, according to the hourglass model of 

conflict resolution highlighted in chapter one of this thesis, conflict settlement 

requires peacemaking between the conflicting parties, whereas conflict containment 
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requires peacekeeping strategies (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016). 

Conflict management is a more temporary agreement that seeks to end direct 

violence and decrease the intensity of the conflict or the war. Furthermore, digging 

deeper into the study of conflict resolution reveals that conflict transformation is the 

most profound form of conflict resolution, a concept that focuses on the alteration of 

institutions and causes of violence (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016). In 

short, resolving a conflict is far from straightforward and is not limited to a simple 

settlement or agreement between parties. In fact, it necessitates a comprehensive 

transformation of all aspects causing the violence and conflict in the first place.  

 

4.2 The Syrian War and Conflict Resolution Models: A War With 

No End? 

Chapter one showed three dominant conflict resolution models that are used to 

analyze and dissect the various components and the processes of contemporary 

conflict. The Syrian war is best viewed through the lens of Johan Galtung, a 

Norwegian sociologist who has greatly contributed to the study of conflict resolution. 

Galtung’s models of conflict, violence, and peace show that conflict is the product of 

various components that must all be present (Galtung, 1971). Using Figure 1-1 in 

chapter one, the components of the Syrian war are shown separately. 

Galtung’s conflict triangle (1971) simplifies the components causing the Syrian 

war. Figure 4-1 shows these components at the level of the Syrian state and the 

enmity between two identities, the Alawite and the Sunni. The inconsistency at the 

structural level resonates with one of Azar’s causes of PSC, which is structural 

inequality. 
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the war, the regime’s crackdown on the opposition and the opposition-held areas, as 

well as the existence of extremist terrorist groups such as ISIS and the Nusra Front, 

has amplified the level of violence. Together with the involvement of regional and 

international powers, Syria became the Middle East’s hub of bloodshed and warfare. 

Cultural and direct violence are, in the end, consequences of the structural violence 

that has been present in Syria all along, with low levels of development, authoritarian 

regime, environmental disasters, and economic disparities, which have all negatively 

affected the Syrian citizens. Galtung’s violence triangle shows that violence is not 

only caused by clashes between different actors but also by structural and contextual 

deficiencies (Gamaghelyan, Umland, & Allen, 2017). On a regional level, this idea 

resonates with the C-P configuration of the Middle East, which shows that the 

unequal structural division of the regional system is a main perpetrator of protracted 

conflict. 

While observing the third triangle, that of peace, it is clear that the situation in 

Syria is yet to reach this point. Peacemaking and peacekeeping efforts have been 

scarce, and peacebuilding is a far-fetched goal. There is negative peace, with a 

decrease in the level of direct violence being exerted on the ground; however, 
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4.3 The Management of PSCs: Azar’s Outlook 

Azar and In Moon (1986) had suggested some propositions for the 

management of intractable conflicts. They believed that PSCs can eventually be 

resolved, but the process is enduring. As mentioned in chapter three, structural 

inequality is at the heart of PSCs. The dynamic interchange between the international 

context and the social domestic configuration generates this imbalance at the level of 

the structure. Azar contended that the role of positive external intervention in the 

successful management of a protracted conflict cannot be ignored (1986); therefore, 

he built his conflict management suggestions upon this theory.  

According to Azar (1986), there are two management orientations: the legal-

formalist approach and the bureaucratic-managerial approach, both highlighting the 

centrality of the state as the main determinant of the outcome’s success. These 

approaches have been used to deal with international conflicts. The legal-formalist 

approach decreases behavioral violence through judicial settlements, mediation, 

negotiation, arbitration and bargaining, while the bureaucratic-managerial orientation 

seeks to end behavioral violence and limit the conflict’s spillover into other areas 

through the co-optation of the conflict sides and using material rewards, coercive 

diplomacy, sanctions, or traditional means of force (Azar & In Moon, 1986).  

Azar argued that these two approaches cannot be applied to avert protracted 

conflict in the Middle East and the rest of the Third World (1986). He said that these 

approaches are state-centric and do not target the victims of the conflict. The 

interaction happens at the level of the government or the regime involved. Therefore, 

Azar criticized the model, stating that it is a top-down rather than a bottom-up 

approach. In addition, these orientations usually lead to win-lose outcomes rather 

than compromise or win-win situations (Azar & In Moon, 1986). Consequently, 
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these approaches do not target the root cause of intractable conflict, which is the 

conflicting structural context. 

Azar (1986) suggested that the best way to manage PSCs is through 

intervention for peacebuilding, via facilitation and development diplomacy. In this 

bottom-up approach, victims are the key players in negotiating and resolving the 

conflict. Facilitation is a strategy that helps in objectively assessing the issues of a 

PSC. Moreover, problem-solving workshops help differentiate between the needs 

and the interests of the conflicting parties. As such, representatives of the conflicting 

parties discuss and analyze potential breakthroughs. Similarly, development 

diplomacy consists of development patterns and strategies that mitigate the structural 

inequalities that cause intractable conflicts. Political and economic development have 

a role in remedying communal cleavages and grievances and assure communal needs 

(Azar & In Moon, 1986). 

Azar’s (1986) conflict management propositions can fall under Galtung’s 

(1971) triangle of peace, and the last three steps of the escalation and de-escalation 

model, which are agreement, normalization, and reconciliation. The Syrian conflict 

has not reached these phases yet; there has not been any effort at facilitation nor 

development diplomacy. Furthermore, the parties’ needs are not fully expressed 

among each other. It seems very unlikely that Azar’s outlook would be applied in the 

Syrian conflict any time soon. The conflict is too complex, involves numerous 

parties, and is asymmetric. Moreover, looking at the Syrian conflict as a case study 

of PRC, it becomes less and less probable that the war can be resolved through a 

simple agreement or settlement. 
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4.4 Helpless Efforts: Attempts to Settle the Syrian War 

Some efforts have been made from different actors to mitigate and settle the 

Syrian war. However, these attempts have proven to be ineffective.  

With the escalation of the war in its initial phases in 2012, the UN sent a Joint 

and Arab League envoy, Kofi Annan, to Syria. Annan put forward a six-point plan to 

the UN Security Council, which mainly called for a general ceasefire and a 

government-led effort to address the demands of the people (UN News, 2012). 

Eventually, Annan resigned (UN News, 2012). His peace plan was an unsuccessful 

attempt to settle the violent civil war. The Syrian regime sidestepped the plan and 

resorted to violence against civilians to suppress the protests. The increase of sales in 

arms to the rebels also made Annan’s mission even more difficult. Furthermore, the 

UN-backed Action Group for Syria issued the “Geneva Communique” in 2012, a 

multilateral document calling for a government-led process of political transition 

(Laub, 2021). Annan’s successor, Lakhdar Brahimi, managed to bring together the 

Syrian regime and the opposition in the same room for 30 minutes. However, 

violence continued, and Brahimi resigned in 2014, paving the way for Staffan De 

Mistura to act as the UN’s special envoy to Syria until 2018. De Mistura coordinated 

various local ceasefires and led the UN peace talks in Geneva starting 2016 

(Macaron, 2015). 

There were international talks with various states from different parts of the 

world. The ISSG – including the Arab League, China, Egypt, the EU, France, 

Germany, Iran, Iraq, Italy, Jordan, Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, Russia, Saudi Arabia, 

Turkey, United Arab Emirates, the UK, the UN, and the US – convened talks on 

Syria in Vienna starting 2015 (Statement of the International Syria Support Group, 

Vienna, November 14, 2015, 2015). The meeting established a few points to manage 
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the conflict. For instance, it aimed for negotiations between the Syrian regime and 

the opposition under UN auspices, a close link between the implementation of 

ceasefires and the establishment of a parallel political process, and new governance 

after holding elections under a new constitution (Macaron, 2015). Furthermore, the 

UN Security Council adopted Resolution 2254, which set out a peace process road 

map for Syria and called for a nation-wide ceasefire (Resolution 2254, 2015), as well 

as an interim government with a transitional parliament, a provisional constitution, 

and general elections (Barabandi, 2021). This resolution came out of many attempts 

by the Security Council, which were vetoed by either one of the permanent members 

of the council (Laub, 2021). 

In parallel, peace talks took place in Geneva starting in 2016, and were being 

led by De Mistura. The Geneva peace talks were held in several rounds; however, 

attempts to reach a diplomatic resolution for the Syrian crisis were unsuccessful. The 

Syrian government and the opposition were unable to bridge their differences to 

reach a mutually acceptable outcome (Global Conflict Tracker: Civil War in Syria, 

2022). The ceasefires were violated by both sides and violence persisted.  

Moreover, a UN-led Constitutional Committee was agreed upon in 2018 and 

formed in 2019. This committee has the task of drafting a new constitution for Syria. 

It has 150 representatives, equally divided between representatives of the Syrian 

regime, the opposition, and Syrian civil society. The Coronavirus pandemic stalled 

the negotiations and the talks, postponing them for months. Eventually, the 2021 

Syrian presidential elections took place without any constitutional reform or change, 

a huge setback for the UN as it was supposed to have a supervising role in the 

elections and the drafting of a new constitution, as agreed upon in Resolution 2254 

(Laub, 2021).  
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UN-led efforts did not lead to substantial changes in the Syrian war. 

Consequently, Russia initiated separate peace talks in Astana, Kazakhstan, with the 

involvement of Turkey and Iran, as well as members of the Syrian regime and the 

opposition. The Astana peace talks joined the national, regional, and international 

facets of the Syrian war. The talks were promoted by Russia, an international actor 

and side to the conflict, and Turkey and Iran, both regional players. To date, there 

have been 17 rounds of talks in Astana (Joly, 2021). The main outcome of the Astana 

talks has been the establishment of four de-escalation zones in Syria, mainly in the 

western part of the country, in 2017. These zones were in areas in Idlib, Daraa, 

Homs, and Eastern Ghouta (Jaecke & Labude, 2020). Despite these developments, 

the Syrian regime and the opposition representatives could not agree on a settlement 

and a peaceful transition and transformation of the conflict. The ceasefires were 

violated and the plans to de-escalate violence in the designated areas eventually 

disintegrated. The Astana talks were also intended to provide a safer humanitarian 

space for civilians and some form of political solution for Syria. However, the talks 

failed for a number of reasons. Firstly, they failed to achieve their purpose of 

implementing safe de-escalation zones which would aid in decreasing violence in 

Syria. Secondly, they fell short of breaking the deadlock between the Syrian regime 

and the opposition. And thirdly, the talks did not include a neutral party for 

observation and monitoring. As such, the parties to the conflict themselves managed 

its outcomes according to what suited them (Jaecke & Labude, 2020). While Russia 

and Iran utilized the talks and the de-escalation zones to enhance their influence in 

the region and in Syria, Turkey took advantage by creating a safe zone to contain the 

flow of refugees into its territory and curb the Kurdish influence on its southern 

border (Jaecke & Labude, 2020). Moreover, the de-escalation zones served the 
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Syrian regime by helping it regain the territories that were held by the opposition. 

These developments limit the management or even settlement of the Syrian war. 

In addition, Russia sponsored a reconciliation agreement between the Syrian 

regime and the opposition forces in Daraa in 2018. Its fate was similar to the 

agreements that preceded it; clashes erupted in 2021 between the regime and the 

opposition, reigniting the violence (Al-Hajj, 2021). 

The Astana talks and the various agreements initiated by foreign states show 

the high level of the involvement of the non-Arab regional powers in the Syrian war. 

In reality, these talks symbolize the C-P dynamic of the war and the region likewise. 

Even though the main aim was to bring the regime and the opposition to the 

negotiation table, Turkey, Iran, and Russia were the main bargainers. This shows that 

resolving the Syrian war and Middle Eastern conflict necessitates the involvement of 

peripheral powers. 

Within the context of PRC, such conflicts can only be managed. Settling them 

is unforeseeable in the near future. Azar’s (1986) outlook on management of the PSC 

provides a long-term plan; nevertheless, it cannot be applied in Syria due to 

numerous interests at stake. National, regional, and international actors are directly 

involved in the conflict. Many civilians have been targeted, forced to flee, killed, 

injured, and traumatized. Moreover, with the re-election of Assad as president, it is 

clear that the regime is triumphing. Therefore, these developments, along with the 

failure of previous attempts to settle the conflict, show that short-term conflict 

management is what Syria needs. 
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4.5 Management Strategies of the Syrian War 

It is becoming very clear that the Syrian war has no chance of ending in the 

near future. Imagining the resolution of the war is difficult even in the long-term. 

The people’s grievances are not being dealt with. The needs are not being met. 

Regional players are manipulating the situation for their own gain. With a weak 

state, a war-torn infrastructure, and helpless civilians, the periphery states are 

utilizing sectarian divisions and communitarian politics to sway the outcomes of the 

war. Consequently, violence and war in Syria should be managed and contained.  

The main points of negotiation between the involved parties, whether local or 

regional, should discuss measures to lower the levels of violence and increase the 

humanitarian and security spaces for the civilians, rather than a settlement or 

political agreement which adheres to the interests of the state. However, this is too 

unrealistic, as the security of the Syrian people is highly dependent on the interests of 

the Syrian regime, and Turkey and Iran, the regional states involved in the war. 

Accordingly, management and de-escalation strategies for the Syrian war should be 

at the regional level, within the context of the PRC. 

To contain the Syrian war, three spaces should be created: a secure space to 

limit violence, a humanitarian space to limit its intensity, and a political space to 

limit its duration (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016). 

 

A Secure Space to Restrain the Spread of Violence 

The civil war in Syria is not without its spillover effects in the region. The dire 

humanitarian crisis has caused millions to flee Syria or be internally displaced. This 

has led to a massive refugee emergency in neighboring countries, such as Lebanon, 

Turkey, and Jordan. According to the United Nations High Commissioner for 
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Refugees (UNHCR), as of 2019, there were 6.6 million Syrian refugees and a further 

6.7 million who were internally displaced (UNHCR, 2020). The rapid and heavy 

flow of refugees has destabilized these countries, politically and economically. The 

refugee crisis has made Turkey shift its interests in Syria, from having a hand in the 

formation of a new government to securing itself and its territory from the flow of 

refugees, as well as extremist tendencies on its borders. Therefore, building secure 

areas to limit the proliferation of violence is essential not only for Syria but also for 

the regional states involved in the war.  

The creation of the four de-escalation zones during the Astana talks was an 

attempt to develop secure spaces to contain violence. Nonetheless, this initiative did 

not succeed as the four zones were in rebel-held areas. The parties to the conflict and 

the negotiation similarly violated the de-escalation agreement. Also, the agreement 

benefited all actors except the Syrian opposition. As such, since Turkey has an 

influence in northern Syria and the Syrian regime and Iran are regaining Syrian 

territories in the main cities and provinces, the opposition forces should also benefit 

from these divisions. Idlib has remained the main province under the control of the 

opposition and the rebels. It currently hosts terrorist groups, such as Hayat Tahrir al-

Sham (HTS), a former al-Qaeda affiliate, and ISIS. HTS has increased its influence 

in the province, compelling Turkey to coordinate with it. Turkey, with the creation of 

a safe zone in northern Syria, is therefore protecting its borders from Islamists, 

refugees, and Kurds (Tokmajyan & Khaddour, 2022).  

The relapse of the war in Idlib makes the issue of creating safe and secure areas 

even more pressing. The Kurdish population remains noteworthy in the turn of 

events of the war. The Kurdish-dominated SDF and the YPG operate in north-eastern 

Syria. The SDF is allies with the US in the fight against ISIS. However, it has 
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resorted to cooperation with the Syrian regime too, especially after the withdrawal of 

US troops under the Trump administration (Van Wilgenburg, 2020). The Kurds’ 

desire for autonomy threatens Turkey, a nation that views the Kurds, especially the 

PKK, as its ultimate foe. Therefore, a safe zone should not only consider Turkey but 

also the Kurds, who feel threatened by Turkish influence and expansion in Syria.  

Building secure zones in Syria necessitates the involvement of a third party, 

such as UN peacekeeping forces, especially at the borders with Turkey and Iran. The 

presence of UN forces would also serve as an observing and supervising entity, 

keeping violence between parties at bay. This would also lead to the creation of 

buffer zones, preventing regional actors from expanding into Syrian territories. 

In general, peacekeeping in Syria has been in the form of third-generation 

peacekeeping operations sent by major powers, such as the US and Russia. These 

operations are more robust than traditional ones and do not necessitate UN 

authorization. As such, they should be limited to first-generation peacekeeping only, 

without resorting to force. Also, the presence of foreign troops should be solely 

limited to border areas. For instance, Turkey and Iran should contain their forces and 

limit their presence to maintain security and peace, albeit in its negative sense.  

In order for a secure space to be created, foreign states should also refrain from 

selling and providing arms to either the Syrian regime or the opposition forces. This 

can occur by way of indirect negotiations between Turkey and Iran to jointly stop or 

limit their material support to each of their allies, or by way of a third party, such as 

the UN. 
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A Humanitarian Space to Decrease the Intensity of the War 

Safe humanitarian spaces are essential in warzones. The first entities to be 

present during humanitarian crises are UN agencies, international organizations, 

humanitarian organizations, and international non-governmental organizations. 

These bodies should have a greater presence in Syria’s conflict zones, and where 

refugees are settled, such as in the Syrian borders, and in the neighboring countries 

too, like Lebanon and Turkey. Moreover, Syrian refugees have become evermore 

vulnerable due to a variety of factors, including lack of adequate shelter and 

nutrition. Most of them have lost all of their belongings, such as their identification 

card and official papers, which makes mobility all the more difficult. Refugees are 

also at risk of becoming involved in jihadist and extremist organizations and groups, 

whether by will or by force. The grim surroundings can make refugees violent within 

and among themselves too. 

The existence of Islamist groups, labeled as terrorist organizations, makes the 

humanitarian situation in Syria graver. Groups such as ISIS, the Nusra Front, and the 

HTS target civilians, public and private infrastructure, and cultural and historical 

sites. Their ideologies are applied through brutal tactics not only within the borders 

of the Syrian state but also across neighboring countries and continents. Furthermore, 

their existence makes the presence and work of humanitarian organizations in these 

zones exceedingly difficult.  

Here comes the role of the regional actors and parties to the war, Turkey and 

Iran. Turkey has already shifted its focus from the Syrian regime toward itself. It 

now seeks to secure its southern borders with Syria, an interest that is actually 

beneficial. By preventing the flow of refugees and the risk of insurgency, Turkey has 

no other choice but to increase the security of the borders. Security can only be 
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enhanced by creating ways to protect internally displaced people in Syria, and 

refugees who seek to enter Turkey and have reached the border. Such ways can 

include providing humanitarian aid to these civilians and helping humanitarian 

organizations do their work by opening humanitarian routes to where the civilians 

are located. When it comes to Iran, it can use its influence over the Syrian regime to 

call for civilian protection measures and admit humanitarian aid to reach the people 

in need.  

Other ways to limit the intensity of the war would be to create buffer or safe 

zones, where ceasefires are implemented. These should be achieved through 

agreements between warring parties. The primary concern of these negotiations 

should be purely humanitarian. By prioritizing the humanitarian aspect of the war, 

the conflict can slowly transform from a violent one to a non-violent one. Track II 

negotiations among parties, such as between Turkey and the Syrian government, 

should discuss the humanitarian dimension and consequences of the war. Setting 

aside political differences for humanitarian reasons does not mean that enemies 

suddenly become allies; they become allies in preventing civilians from being 

targeted.  

Turkey and Iran can play a greater role in providing a humanitarian space to 

limit the war’s intensity. Since Syria is flanked by these nations, they are susceptible 

to the escalation of violence in Syria. The main aim of the Turkish and Iranian 

governments should be to impose ceasefires, provide protection to civilians to limit 

the flow of refugees, protect their borders, and implement counterterrorism measures 

against Islamist groups. Furthermore, both states should conduct Track II 

negotiations with the Syrian government and opposition forces on humanitarian 

grounds, to facilitate the reach of humanitarian aid and organizations and to stop 
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targeting civilians in general. These measures can enhance both countries' influence 

as peacekeepers and key decision-makers in the outcomes of the war. In addition, a 

humanitarian agreement between Turkey and Iran with the help of third-parties, such 

as the UN or Russia, could ease tensions between Damascus and opposition. 

Humanitarian officials and organizations have a limited role in short-term 

peacekeeping. Through their negotiations with the conflicting parties on the process 

of humanitarian aid arrival and distribution, they are indirectly protecting civilians 

from being subjected to further violence. Since, by international law, humanitarian 

organizations are impartial and should not face brutality, their work and location 

would not be the target of attacks. As such, the conflict is concentrated away from 

civilians. Of course, abiding by international law is a fundamental requisite.  

 

A Political Space to Curtail the Duration of the War 

A political space should be created for all parties to come together to discuss 

their interests and needs. At first, this should happen locally, between the Syrian 

regime and the Syrian opposition, through Track I accompanied by Track II 

diplomacy. Ceasefires should be respected in order to gradually put an end to 

violence. Regionally, the main actors should withdraw and mediate instead of 

intervene. The Astana peace talks around Syria, promoted by Russia, Turkey, and 

Iran, are a major step in merging the regional, international, and national aspects of 

the Syrian war. However, peace talks like this run the risk of being too dependent on 

strong powers. These powers can turn negotiations to their benefit. As a 

consequence, these talks should be coupled with UN mediation and the presence of 

watchdog international organizations in order to monitor the negotiations and make 

sure the agreements are fair to all parties.  
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Constant political and diplomatic initiatives provide small steps forward to 

limit the lifespan of the war. Maintaining a political space is essential because it 

presents the actors a channel to express about the conflicting issues without violence. 

It also reassures all sides that negotiations remain a viable option. Managing the 

Syrian war by creating political spaces can be achieved through interim agreements, 

ceasefire negotiations, future political and governmental proposals, and 

counterterrorist tactics and strategies to repel terrorist groups.  

The Syrian government has a crucial role to play in maintaining a safe political 

space. It should be open toward new negotiations with the opposition on one hand 

and with opposing countries’ governments on the other. Even though it is obviously 

winning the war and regaining lost territories, it should keep its doors open to the 

needs of the opposition. A power-sharing political system, reflecting co-existence, 

might be the only way for Assad to survive. If the Assad regime maintains its 

authoritarian hold on the state, the conflict will not be resolved; even if violence 

ceases, it would be prone to relapse. Additionally, such a system would satisfy all 

sides and identities involved in the war. Likewise, the regional powers, especially 

Turkey, should acknowledge Assad’s victory and try to reform its relations with the 

state. Moreover, Iran should acknowledge Turkey’s and the Syrian opposition’s 

interests. As such, the prime objective would be to look out for each other’s interests 

without resorting to violence. A show of rapprochement between Iran and Turkey 

would enhance relations within the state, since the distinct parties to the war within 

Syria are directly related to regional patrons. Therefore, the more accepting the 

regional conditions are, the easier it is to manage and contain the conflict. 
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4.6 Managing PRC in a C-P Regional Structure 

PRCs are difficult to settle and resolve because of their complexity, 

intractability, and durability. The structural inequalities are too deep, international 

linkages are very entrenched, and the communal cleavages are extremely intense. In 

a C-P structural environment, identity distinctions are the main dividends between 

the core and the periphery, thus relating C-P to the reinforcement of PRC. 

Consequently, managing strategies is the only viable way to de-escalate PRCs, 

especially intractable wars.  

The periphery plays an important role in managing conflicts within the region. 

However, as we have seen in Syria, it is not always in the interest of Turkey and Iran 

to manage the conflict. Their competing national and regional interests have 

deepened the conflict and converted it into a civil war with a regional facet. 

Managing PRCs in a C-P regional context requires the cooperation of the periphery 

states on specifying their interests and making sure their needs are met. Additionally, 

prioritizing the humanitarian aspect of the war instead of the political one shows the 

entities involved and the victims that, despite the outcome, the regional players are 

able to cooperate on an issue. Accordingly, agreements within the periphery 

minimizes the tensions, leading to a decrease in tension among the core communities 

and states which depend on them. For instance, an agreement between Iran and 

Turkey to halt violence in Syria and draw up a political settlement would directly 

impact the Syrian regime’s and opposition’s actions in the war as well.  

 

To conclude this chapter, the Syrian conflict is best observed using Galtung’s 

conflict and violence triangles, as well as the escalation and de-escalation framework 

(Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016). Since the Syrian war is a reflection of a 
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PRC in a C-P regional context, managing it would be the only feasible way to 

mitigate direct violence and the harsh consequences of the war. Unlike Azar’s 

managing strategies to settle protracted conflicts, imagining a resolution and a 

settlement to this war is tough because of the intractability of the conflict and the 

involvement of numerous actors and states. As such, a comprehensive conflict 

management and containment strategy would allow room for future endeavors and 

mitigation of structural and cultural violence, but only in the distant future. For now, 

short-term containment is paramount. 
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Chapter Five 

Conclusion: A Dim Light at the End of a Long 

Tunnel 

Conflicts and wars cannot all be resolved in the same way. Some have no 

solution at all; they can only be managed and contained. Moreover, conflict exists 

everywhere and is not restricted to certain countries or regions, although the intensity 

of fighting varies from one case to another. In some areas, conflict can become 

endemic, lasting decades until a dim light starts to appear at the end of the tunnel. 

Conflict has become a core characteristic of the Middle East, especially within 

the Arab states. The region has been in turmoil since the beginning of the modern 

era. Religious conquests, takeovers, colonial rule, Islamist fundamentalism, and 

authoritarian rule have all been responsible for Middle Eastern vulnerability. The 

region is particularly volatile as it stands at the crossroads of Europe, Africa and 

Asia, and serves as a melting pot of various ethnicities, communities, and religions. 

It is rich in natural resources, such as oil and gas, and is located right at the center of 

the world, granting it a geo-strategic importance.  

As such, Hinnebusch has rightly pinpointed the C-P dimensions of the Middle 

Eastern regional structure. Turkey and Iran, former strong empires, are to this day 

materially, politically, and economically more powerful than the Arab states. They 

exert more influence, have better bargaining advantages, and are, to a certain degree, 

territorially and ethnically homogeneous. The fact that they also surround the Arab 

states gives them more geographic leverage. This can be both advantageous and 

disadvantageous at the same time. The proximity of Turkey and Iran to the Arab 
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states benefits their interests in the region; however, there is always a risk that 

conflict can spill over into their territories, harming their political balance.  

The Arab core, on the other hand, is divided and communitarian. The Arab 

states are characterized by artificial borders imposed by foreign colonial powers. 

These truths make the Arab world diverse and territorially and ethnically 

incongruent. As we have seen, this is the case in Syria. The same is true of Lebanon, 

Iraq, and Yemen, to name a few examples. What exacerbates these divisions is the 

effect of the periphery’s competitive interventions on the core. The power struggle 

between the non-Arab periphery states is deliberately reflecting itself on the core. 

These powers are making use of the distinct identities and communities of the Arab 

world to further their national and regional interests.  

This struggle has existed for centuries in the Middle East, causing lengthy 

conflicts in certain areas. With developments in international relations and regional 

politics, the Arab uprisings, the constant rise and fall of former empires – such as 

Turkey and Iran, as well as Arab kingdoms like Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 

Emirates – and the existence of Israel among Arab friends and foes, the gap between 

the core and periphery has widened, creating space for fiercer periphery intervention. 

Thus, events at the level of the periphery have a direct effect on the core. This has 

aggravated the unrest; each Arab state is in a form of conflict. The sides to these 

conflicts are, in one way or another, related to periphery powers. This reality in the 

Middle East can be referred to as a PRC. Weakened states, extreme foreign linkages, 

and deep identity cleavages are all ingredients for protracted conflicts, and they all 

exist in the Arab world.  

The PRC in the Middle East, caused by the C-P imbalance, has manifested 

itself in Syria in the form of a civil, national, regional, and international warfare. The 
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war in Syria started off as a fight for better governance and democratic rule. With the 

intervention of regional powers, it took on a regional dimension. Both the Turkish 

and Iranian governments were among the first to publicly and officially intervene in 

the war, choosing battle lines. While the Turkish government provided support for 

the opposition, Iran pledged allegiance to the Syrian regime. The play on identity 

politics was inevitable. The Sunni power supported the Sunni communities, and the 

Shia power supported the Alawite minority sect, a Shia off-shoot. Sectarian 

discourse is heard in Syria, Turkey, Iran, and the other Arab countries. Moreover, the 

Kurdish rebellions and separatist movements have added another identity-related 

layer to the war. The enmity between the Kurdish nation and Turkey has given rise to 

a war between a people and a nation-state: an asymmetric war within a regional one. 

This has complicated matters and made prospects for a settlement that satisfies all 

the parties virtually impossible. 

Attempts by the UN Security Council, human rights organizations, and 

regional and international powers to resolve the Syrian war have failed. The C-P 

dynamic of the war and its protracted nature call for management of the conflict and 

containment of the war. This thesis suggests opening up security, humanitarian, and 

political spaces to limit the overspill, intensity, and duration of the war. By 

prioritizing these elements, the damaging impact of the war can be lessened in the 

short term. Imagining a long-term solution is difficult and fruitless. The issue 

requires regional cooperation, a period of negative peace, as well as time. Outcomes 

of the Syrian war would not only affect the direct parties of the war but also the 

Middle East as a whole. 

Within this context, it is important to mention that the Syrian war not only 

involves the regional players focused on in this thesis, but also strong international 
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key decision makers, such as the US and Russia. These two states play a crucial role 

in the negotiations’ outcomes and are key players in the conflict. Since this thesis 

delves into the regional dynamics of the war and to remain true to the C-P structural 

theory of the Middle East, the role of the US and Russia were not thoroughly 

discussed.  

 

5.1 Lessons and Takeaways 

This thesis provides a number of lessons and takeaways which can be 

considered for further research on PRC, the C-P structural composition, and the 

Syrian war.  

A main takeaway is that the structural composition of a region has an effect on 

conflict within it. The C-P context provides a reason for clashes between the core 

and the periphery, the core and the core, and the periphery and the periphery. These 

clashes will have a direct impact on the core, which is more vulnerable and divided. 

The periphery also has control over the outcome of conflicts at the level of the core, 

since nations occupying the periphery eventually become main parties to conflicts. 

As such, the findings of this work might allude to the significance of structure over 

agency in relation to the causes of conflict. It further shows that democratic deficit is 

not the sole reason for conflict in the Middle East, rather the overall structure of the 

region and how matters play out. 

Another lesson is that the Syrian war shows that internal divisions alone do not 

lead to protracted conflicts, but international and regional linkages play a huge role, 

maybe a bigger one, in transforming protests and calls for equality into full-scale 

war. This reality shows that in the Middle East, Arab states are far from being fully 

independent. Foreign powers have been present in these countries for years and are 
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doing whatever it takes to continue exerting control. Based on this, the conflict in the 

region is doomed to remain protracted until the dawn of a major global systemic 

change, which will turn the structural tables.  

Identity also plays a significant role in this relationship between the Middle 

Eastern states. Indeed, identity can never be ignored when studying the region’s 

politics. It is a crucial aspect of political life in the Middle East. 

An evident takeaway would also be that the elements that make a conflict a 

protracted social one – structural inefficiencies, identity cleavages, and international 

linkages – are all present in the Middle Eastern region. This is reflected in the C-P 

dynamic of the Middle East. As such, the Middle East, as a whole, suffers from PRC. 

Lastly, it has been acknowledged that PRCs cannot be settled in the short-term, 

and we have yet to see if they can be resolved in the long term. Reaching a 

settlement satisfying all parties involved would probably need as much time as the 

lasting conflict, maybe even longer. Attempts to settle these conflicts might lead to 

more violence and clashes. In the case of Syria, there is still a long way to go. 

Looking into the conflict using Galtung’s lens and the escalation and de-escalation 

framework shows that the conflict has not reached the stages of peacemaking and 

peacebuilding yet. In the short term, however, management strategies are helpful in 

gradually mitigating violence and providing a form of security.  

 

5.2 The Power of PRCs: Implications to Comparative Regional 

Conflicts 

PRCs have not been widely and comprehensively studied. Therefore, it is 

difficult to pinpoint and to generalize the implications of these findings on other 

regional conflicts. However, looking at global drivers and geopolitical transitions at 
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various moments in history, it is safe to say that the world contains a number of 

regions in turmoil. An example could be the Caucasus region, where protracted 

conflict has been simmering since the fall of the Soviet Union. The states of the 

Caucasus lie in the middle of regional powers, such as Turkey and Russia. Other 

turbulent areas exist in Eastern Europe and the Balkan Peninsula, where the end of 

the Cold War led to the Bosnian War and the Kosovo War. These states lie between 

two ideologies and two regional players – Russia and Western Europe.  

These regions suffer from protracted conflicts; they have the elements that 

make a conflict intractable and durable. Furthermore, the structure of these regions 

can also be put in a C-P framework, where the core consists of the former Soviet 

Union states, artificially drawn and containing various ideological and 

communitarian divisions. The periphery consists of former empires and materially 

powerful states which control the core’s conflict outcomes, such as Russia, Turkey, 

and Western Europe.  

More research on PRCs in these regions can help in providing a general 

framework for PRC. It can also help in laying out better conflict resolution strategies 

and actually confirm, such as the case in Syria, that PRCs can only be managed. 

This thesis contributes to the academic fields of International Relations, 

International Conflicts and Conflict Resolution, Security Studies, Regional Politics, 

and Identity Politics. It also has significance to the more specific areas of Middle 

Eastern Studies, the Syrian war, and Turkey’s and Iran’s roles in the region. It also 

adds on the knowledge shared by Hinnebusch and Azar, on the C-P structural 

relations in the Middle East and PSC, respectively. 

 



  86 

In conclusion, this thesis broadens the horizon for additional research regarding 

the Syrian war and its outcomes. The Middle East is, and will remain, a gripping and 

volatile region to study. It is always interesting to see how the relationship between 

different states and actors, and the deeply entrenched regionwide structure, shapes 

conflict in the Middle East and the Arab states. 
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