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Abstract 

 
This article examines causal mechanisms of the process leading up to the Russian military 

intervention in Syria that began in September 2015. It aims to concretize the causal processes 

of three different hypotheses that are based on commonplace assumptions of Russian 

foreign policy on Syria. It thoroughly explores three different causal paths, mapping events 

that may have had implications to the apparent change of heart within the Russian leadership. 

The paper analyses the relevance of these processes through a rational choice theory 

framework.  
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Introduction 

Syria is traditionally perceived as an important ally to Russia in the Middle East. However, the 

Syrian conflict was raging for over four years before Russia decided to intervene militarily in 

September 2015. In the West, the intervention is today often perceived as something given; Russia 

stubbornly attempts to preserve and even extend its sphere of influence in the Middle East, with 

Syria under the Assad regime being the key to safeguarding the significance of Russia in the region. 

However, in hindsight such conclusions might seem a bit inflated. Looking back towards the 

beginning of the intervention, as the Russian policy on Syria does seem as rather ambiguous. Often, 

the messages were inconclusive regarding Russian support for the Assad regime, as high level 

officials have at several occasions in the past expressed indifference towards Assad himself as a 

ruler. In November 2012 during a visit to Saudi Arabia, Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov claimed 

that Russia does not defend Assad and that the Syrian internal opposition should be involved in 

the settlement process in Syria, while stating that “Russia’s involvement in the armed conflict is 

just out of the question.”1 In December 3 2012, during a visit to Turkey, President Vladimir Putin 

stated that “We [the Russians] are not attorneys of Syria’s current government.”2 In March 2013, 

Russian Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu said that “Russia does not intend to expand the current 

volume of [military-technical] assistance; we are implementing the existing contracts and there is 

no question about any new projects or contracts”.3  

Fast forward to the 70th session of the United Nations General Assembly, 28 September 2015. 

Vladimir Putin, President of the Russian Federation, states that “We think it is an enormous 

mistake to refuse to cooperate with the Syrian government and its Armed Forces, who are valiantly 

fighting terrorism face-to-face. We should finally acknowledge that no one but President Assad’s 

Armed Forces and Kurd militia are truly fighting the Islamic State and other terrorist organizations 

in Syria.”4 Two days later, September 30, Russia began a resolute airstrike campaign on various 

targets in Syria, claiming to be targeting Islamic State militants and various other extremist groups.5 

The campaign has continued unabated to the day of writing this paper. 

So what happened in those three years between 2012 and 2015? Why did Russia decide to 

intervene militarily, an act that Foreign Minister Lavrov in late 2012 had deemed “out of the 

question”? 

                                                
1 Russia Beyond the Headlines, 2012-11-28.  
2 Katz, 2013, p 39. 
3 RIA Novosti, 2013-03-31.  
4 Putin, UNGA statement 2015-09-28.  
5 Osborn & Stewart, Reuters, 2015-09-30. 



 5 

Purpose and research question 

The purpose of this essay is to try to identify the underlying factors that ultimately led to the 

Russian military intervention in Syria. Simplified explanations with focus on power politics may 

seem to lack depth, and one is tempted to dig further to understand which elements triggered the 

Russian leadership to initiate its armed involvement in the conflict. Thus, the question this paper 

aims to answer is the following: 

What were the causal mechanisms that contributed to the Russian military intervention in 

Syria, and was the decision to intervene resulting from these mechanisms based on rational 

decision-making? 

Analyses on the subject are to be found high and low, often painting a picture with broad 

brushstrokes and bundling together an assortment of various explanations into a malleable 

narrative. Oftentimes, these reduced summaries feel incomplete and unsatisfactory as the various 

elements of the conflict are forced into a universal explanation. This study will isolate key aspects, 

treat them as separate threads, and highlight the complexity of the components that together 

contribute to an explanation. By probing this issue, we may be able to make inferences to further 

understand Russian foreign-policy decision-making in regards to military intervention. 

Theoretical framework 

Rational Actor Model 

The intention is to analyse the Russian intervention through the Rational Actor Model as employed 

by Graham Allison in work “Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis” and further 

developed in the second edition of the work, co-authored with Philip Zelikow in 1999. Allison 

writes: “In its simplest form, the RAM links purpose and action”. By knowing the objective of the 

actor, one may be able to predict a likely course of action.6 RAM builds not only on objectives, but 

also on calculations made by the actor in the given situation. Threats and opportunities are defined 

as pros and cons, and in turn alternatives the actor may choose from in order of preference, to best 

advance its interests. The analyst must consider both objectives of the actor and the various options 

it may identify, the estimated costs and benefits resulting from each choice, and the actor’s 

willingness or reluctance to take risks.7 The choice of Allison’s Rational Actor Model is motivated 

by its clarity and consistency, falling within the rather broad definition of rational choice theory.  

                                                
6 Allison, 1999, p 49. 
7 Ibid. 
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Characterization of the Rational Actor Model 

Allison describes the Rational Actor Model as characterized by a cluster of assumptions used to 

produce explanations; 

§ What must be explained is an action; behaviour that reflects purpose or intention 

§ The actor is a national government 

§ The action is chosen as a calculated solution to a strategic problem 

Explanation consists of demonstrating the what the government was trying to achieve when it 

acted and how the action was a reasonable choice, given the government’s objective.8 Rationality 

adds consistency to the idea of purpose – an action is rational if it is consistent with the goals and 

objectives of an actor. Allison states that “Rationality denotes behaviour that is appropriate to 

specified goals in the context of a given situation”.9 The actor thus strives to make the optimal 

choice in relation to its objectives, maximizing the potential beneficial outcomes of its action. 

Core concepts of the Rational Actor Model 

Allison’s rational actor model, like traditional choice theory, is based on four core concepts: 1) 

Goals and objectives – The actor’s interests and values are converted into a set of preferences, which 

represents the outcomes that the actor wishes to attain (in other words the consequences of the 

decision taken). The actor is expected to have the ability to compare and rank the consequences in 

terms of subjective preferences. 2) Alternatives – The rational actor chooses between alternatives 

available in a given situation, maximizing net gain. The procedure enables to actor to select an 

alternative based on the consequences that are most in line with the actor’s preferences. 3) 

Consequences – Each alternative is tied to a certain set of consequences, which in turn comes with a 

set of side effects. 4) Choice – Choosing the alternative that results in maximized net gain in 

accordance with the preferences of the actor. 

Essentially, rationality refers to consistent, value-maximizing choice within specified constraints.10 Allison, 

like other rational choice theorists, tries to explain collective outcomes (state action) in relation to 

individuals taking decisions that strive towards an objective through net gain maximization of 

action. 

                                                
8 Allison, 1999, p 15. 
9 Ibid. p 17. 
10 Ibid. p 18. 
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Bounded rationality 

One main criticism to rational choice theory is unrealistic cognitive capabilities of the actor – we 

are dealing with human beings and not computers with access to complete information and flawless 

computational abilities. The counter this, we will use the concept of bounded rationality as conceived 

by Herbert Simon in his 1985 article Human Nature in Politics: The Dialogue of Psychology with Political 

Science. The concept of bounded rationality does allow for limitations of the actor in the form of 

knowledge and processing ability. The core concepts of rational action are further specified by 

assumptions and/or empirical evidence concerning the actor. 11 The model considers values, 

beliefs, stereotypes and other characteristics of the actor. It may not always be possible for the 

actor to identify the most rational alternative. To make realistic analyses, bounded rationality is a  

desirable concept – “to understand and predict human behaviour, we have to deal with the realities 

of human rationality, that is, with bounded rationality.”12 

The Russian state will be treated as a rational unified actor, limited by Simon’s bounded 

rationality. In the words of Snyder, Bruck and Sapin; “those whose authoritative acts are, to all 

intents and purposes, the acts of the state. State action is the action taken by those acting in the name of the 

state. Hence, the state is its decision-makers.”13 

Criticism of rational choice theory 

The Rational Actor Model is vulnerable to the same set of limitations and critical approaches as 

any form of rational choice theory. Apart from the noted issue of cognitive capabilities of the actor, 

rationality itself may be questioned. Leaders may behave in ways that do not seem to follow a 

rational thought process, due to psychological issues and skewed perceptions of reality. Factors 

such as megalomania, psychological disorders and strong emotional constraints may affect rational 

decision-making.14 There are extensive criticisms to the theoretic framework, and all may not be 

treated here. The most important criticisms have been presented and serves us well enough to 

understand the limitations of our restricted model.  

Method 

The method of process-tracing will be used in this paper, making an analysis of chains of events 

and actions between the beginning of the conflict and the ultimate decision to militarily intervene, 

                                                
11 Simon, 1985. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Snyder, Bruck & Sapin, 2002, p 59. 
14 Allison, 1999, p 50 ff. 
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and thus try to explain what led to the intervention by identifying the causal chain and its inherent 

mechanisms. Process-tracing may be used as a form of description, where the researcher focuses 

on identifying pivotal details on a lower level of analysis than the level of the explaining variable.15 

Collier argues that process-tracing can be defined as “an analytical tool for drawing descriptive 

and causal inferences from diagnostic pieces of evidence – often understood as part of a temporal 

sequence of events or phenomena.”16 George and Bennett, two scholars often seen as proponents 

of the method of process-tracing, determine that “The process-tracing method attempts to identify 

the causal process – the causal chain and the causal mechanism – between an independent variable 

(or variables) and the outcome of the dependent variable.”.17 The method is a useful device for 

development and testing of theories because it generates within-case observations that need to be 

connected in a certain order to establish a credible explanation. The lack of independence among 

the observations make them a powerful tool for inference. The connection of the intervening 

variables allows process-tracing to curtail uncertainties within the causal processes.18  

Contributions made by process tracing to research can be for example  

§ Identifying political and social phenomena and systematically describing them;  

§ evaluating prior explanatory hypotheses;  

§ discovering new hypotheses, and assessing these new causal claims;  

§ gaining insight into causal mechanisms; 

§ provide an alternative means of addressing problems such as reciprocal causation, 

spuriousness, and selection bias.19  

The use of hypotheses in process-tracing may function as eliminative features of the analysis, 

aiming to disprove rival hypotheses, which opens the possibility for a counterfactual approach.20 

Alternatively, they may be used complimentary to each other rather than being mutually exclusive. 

More than one hypothesis may be consistent with the evidence; several may have contributed to 

the outcome of the examined case.21 This study intends to employ the latter approach; examining 

complimentary hypotheses, i.e. causal processes. 

Process-tracing is well suitable to use in combination with rational choice theoretical 

frameworks. Rational choice approaches beg for empirical testing of decision-making processes to 

                                                
15 Teorell & Svensson, 2007. p 249. 
16 Collier, 2011, p 824. 
17 George & Bennett, 2005, p 206. 
18 Ibid. p 207. 
19 Collier, 2011, p. 824 
20 Ibid., p 825. 
21 George & Bennett, 2005, p 218. 
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be effective. The method of process-tracing presents a natural opportunity for this, as one may 

construct historical case studies or analytical narratives within the structure of rational choice 

approaches.22  

The focus lies on the intervening variable – the decision-making process itself. This will be 

achieved by analysing statements and speeches of Russian officials (who here represent the Russian 

state) and individuals affiliated with the state, in combination with actions that correspond to the 

expressed intent, trying to establish an explanatory bridge between motive and action. In other 

words, one must find empirical evidence that connects the two.23 As George and Bennett aptly 

states: “Adequate causal explanations require empirically substantiated assertions about both the 

causal effects of independent variables and causal mechanisms or the observed processes that lead 

to outcomes”.24 This allows detection of a causal chain linking independent and dependent 

variables. Moreover, process-tracing provides us with the means of making causal inferences when 

it is not possible to do so through controlled comparison.25 

As noted before, process-tracing may be employed to test theories as well as to develop theories. 

We may test a theory that states “A leads to B” by investigating how A leads to B. If we find a 

credible causal chain between A and B, we may claim that the theory stands. Respectively, we may 

develop theory by mapping a causal process and make a case for “A leads to B because of C”, with 

C being the causal mechanisms of the process.26 

In short, the method is generally based on a narrative, linking events to form a chronicle, giving 

it a very descriptive format that is similar historical explanations. What differs to historical 

description is that we make use a set of causal hypotheses that are specific to the case, ground these 

hypotheses in a theory and try to convert the historical narrative into an analytical causal 

explanation. We will focus on what are thought to be important components of an adequate 

explanation, and on finding data to document the sequence of the process.27 

Mapping causal processes 

Establishing a credible causal process is essentially detective work. The work entails identifying 

observations relevant to the process. Mahoney states that a causal-process observation (CPO) is 

“an insight or piece of data that provides information about context, process, or mechanism, and 

                                                
22 Ibid. 
23 Teorell & Svensson, 2007, p 250. 
24 George & Bennett, 2005, p 208. 
25 Ibid., p 214. 
26 Ibid., p 209. 
27 Ibid., p 210 f. 
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that contributes distinctive leverage in causal inference”, further claiming that “Process tracing 

contributes to causal inference primarily through the discovery of CPOs.”28 When examining 

mechanisms of a process, CPOs are essentially data concerning the hypothesized intervening 

events and processes.29 In this study, the CPO’s will comprise acts of speech and events that may 

be considered relevant for the causal process. 

Limitations of process-tracing 

The method comes with two main disadvantages. First, isolating observations as critical intervening 

variables may be difficult. We may not be completely sure that the causal paths examined are 

actually dependent on the observations we’ve made; there might be other underlying factors that 

were overlooked in the investigation. Furthermore, more than one hypothesized causal mechanism 

may be consistent with any given set of evidence. It may be challenging to determine if it is a matter 

of alternative or cumulative explanations. Spuriousness regarding the various intervening variables 

is an issue.30 On the other hand, with a systematic assortment of credible CPO’s in the within-case 

analysis, the accumulation may counter spuriousness of the entire hypothesis, by strengthening the 

posited causal process. While the reliability of the individual CPO’s may be low, the internal validity 

is higher. We may claim that we are asking the right questions, while maybe not always obtaining 

the right answers.31 

Material 

The body of material used in this paper consists of announcements, statements and speeches by 

Russian officials, in combination with academic literature, policy research analyses and an extensive 

amount of news articles, which together lends aid to drawing conclusions about the causal process. 

To alleviate reading, announcements, statements, comments and speeches will from hereon be 

defined as acts of speech. The sources have been carefully selected to counter tendency; acts of speech 

by Russian officials have been taken at face value (not in terms of credibility of the information 

provided, but in terms of correct citation) as the quotes have been collected from outlets less likely 

to distort quotations and take them out of context. For example, to find relevant official statements, 

the website of the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs has been used to collect statements on Syria 

from the beginning of 2011 until the beginning of October 2015, in order to find pertinent acts of 

speech. Academic material has been chosen by the order of neutrality. While tendency is rather 

                                                
28 Mahoney, 2010, p 124. 
29 Ibid., p 127. 
30 George & Bennett, 2005, p 224 f. 
31 Teorell & Svensson, 2007, p 58. 
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difficult to avoid when using news sources, one must assess the likelihood of distorted facts. Effort 

has been made to use credible news outlets for facts, e.g. Reuters, BBC, The Washington Post, The 

Wall Street Journal, while some official acts of speech have been collected from biased sources 

such as Russia Today, TASS, Interfax, Ria Novosti among others. The case made for their 

supposed bias is their proximity to the Russian state. It is reasonable to argue that these sources, 

being generally pro-State or partly owned by the state, would not be inclined to distort official acts 

of speech. On the other hand, one may claim that the previously mentioned “credible” Western 

sources have a western bias. Tendency is difficult to evaluate and the author is aware of this, 

especially in this time of disinformation. A lot of effort has been made not to take any information 

at face value, and every source have been followed up as far as possible to find trustworthy 

information.  

Research design 

The purpose of this paper is to analyse the causal processes behind the Russian decision to 

intervene with armed forces in Syria. It is based on a realist approach to the study of international 

politics; the ultimate motive to maximize net gain in terms of power, security interests and to 

guarantee the preservation of the Russian nation-state. Without delving too deep on the matter of 

defining the realist school of thought, international relations theorist Randall Schweller provides 

us with an elegant summary of realism suitable for our approach;  

“Realism is a theory essentially about power and security. States relentlessly seek power and 

security because they exist in a self-help system. You seek security, you seek prestige, and most of all, 

a realist would say you seek autonomy. Realists don’t believe in utopian muddle-headed schemes that 

would provide a perpetual peace in the world based on some notion of a natural harmony of interest 

among states. […] A realist would say that the only just war is one that promotes the national 

interest. And if there are no threats in the environment, then you retrench.“ 32 

The aim is to test three different hypotheses, and to identify different causal paths that led to the 

military intervention. The hypotheses are derived from common assumptions about the reasons 

for the intervention. These assumptions are not only expressed by the cited sources, but are held 

as commonly recognized in media, academia and the policy research environment and can be found 

in a great deal of the cited material. These three hypotheses have not been chosen at random; 

excerpts from Vladimir Putin’s 2005 Annual Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian 

Federation will serve as backdrop which we may use to find correlation between our hypotheses 

                                                
32 Schweller, 2011. 
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and objectives of the Putin administration. By fastening our hypotheses both in contemporary 

currents of analysis and a decade old speech by President Putin, which expresses objectives and 

attitudes in terms of foreign policy, our posited theories are anchored in more than just 

presumptions. 

1. Power politics: This hypothesis takes root in the geopolitical strategic value of a Syrian 

leadership friendly to Russia, providing a safeguard for its sphere of influence in the Middle 

East. Within this scope, the rivalry between Russia and the West is analysed with regards to 

international standing. The hypothesis is based on an article in the NATO Review, an online 

magazine on the official NATO website. We may assume that the expressed opinions in the 

article may hint at a general perception of the situation, considering it being an official 

magazine of the organization. 

2. Homefront extremism: Russia has since the Chechen wars been plagued by Islamic 

radicalization and its affixed extremist violence. Russian leaders have expressed concern for 

radical Islamism carried back to Russia by native fighters, adding to the problematic situation 

in the North Caucasus and increased risk of terrorist acts on Russian soil. Many analysts argue 

that this is an incentive to combat perceived terrorism in Syria, as to avoid any individuals 

radicalized in the conflict continuing their fight in the North Caucasus when the conflict ebbs, 

or simply getting rid of Russians that have been radicalized in the conflict and may cause 

problems when they return home. The hypothesis is hinged on a comment by current Russian 

Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev. What he openly expressed after the beginning of the 

intervention does not mean that this actually was a contributing factor; it may just as well be a 

statement constructed in hindsight to justify intervention.  

3. Economic interests: Claims of Russia having vested economic interests in Syria are plenty 

abound, mainly pointing to military hardware sales to the Syrian government and proliferation 

of the energy sector. Here, the causal process of different economic variables will be examined, 

namely armament sales, the energy sector, and investments in business and infrastructure. The 

hypothesis here rests on an article by Yaroslav Trofimov, a senior correspondent at The Wall 

Street Journal. 

The design entails investigating events vis-à-vis acts of speech by relevant actors in each hypothesis, 

and evaluating their relevance as intervening variables between the independent variable (each 

hypothesis) and the dependent variable (military intervention). As they say, time is of the essence; 

one strength of process-tracing is the focus on the temporal aspects. Each hypothesis is treated as 

a linear process, where we search for the components that form the causal process. The data 
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presented – events and acts of speech – are examined over the course of time and will thus form 

indicators that connect the theory to reality. 

The hypotheses are not meant to be mutually exclusive – each process chain does not in its 

entirety explain the outcome. Rather, each hypothesis examines the process from a certain 

perspective, working in parallel to each other, effectively contributing in part to the big-picture 

analysis. Each hypothesis is derived from contemporary analyses based on by now well entrenched 

perspectives in the current Western political narrative. The basis for the hypotheses are found as 

quotes in each separate chapter. Important to note is that the research presented does not claim 

that these hypotheses are by any means exhaustive in regards to the subject; they have been chosen 

by the author as aspects that are often encountered in the current Russo-Syrian analyses, and treated 

as isolated components of a much larger narrative. The paper does not aim to provide a universal 

explanation of the issue; the ambition is rather to give a systematic approach within a limited 

conceptual framework. 

Our theory has given us the objective which is net gain maximization of power, and our 

deductive approach has given us the choice which is the decision of intervention. This lands us in 

the advantage of the process-tracing; focus on the causal processes themselves, which essentially 

constitute alternatives and their affixed consequences that make up the link between motive and 

action. The rational actor model will be used to identify the CPO’s that were part of the calculation 

that made it a rational choice to intervene. The while we cannot prove that these CPO’s actually 

were part of the calculation, we can make logical inferences based on these observations. Foreign 

policy decisions are by its nature rather opaque activities. In the analysis, considering that we do 

not have access to protocols and concrete data regarding the decision-making, conclusions will be 

drawn from probable scenarios.  

Making inferences 

Foreign policy analysis is not an exact science and does often entail reliance on logical inferences. 

These inferences be derived from context; indirect information relevant to a certain action can give 

us clues about the motive. While a single action will tell us very little, aggregated information about 

actions relevant to the context may provide us additional verification for the argument.33 As Graber 

tells us; “Though widely used in a number of behavioural sciences, inferential procedures remain 

largely in the nature of an intuitive art, rather than a systematic science.”34 One danger of this 

                                                
33 Hadenius, 1984, p 154. 
34 Graber, 1976, p 71. 



 14 

approach is that the analyst may end up relying on logical inferences alone, without satisfying 

evidence to support claims about the actor’s objectives, options and estimates.35 

Discourse analysis 

The research design incorporates a form of critical discourse analysis into the process-tracing 

framework. Discourse analysis entails the study social phenomena where the language is in focus. 

For our study, this means focus on Russian foreign policy statements related to Syria post-2010. 

Instead of interpreting ideas as reflections of reality, the ideas presuppose language which in turn 

organises the social reality. Language does not only reproduce reality; it contributes to its 

construction. The discourse approach erodes the distinction between idea and reality and 

intertwines language and action.36 Fairclough and Wodak’s definition of critical discourse analysis 

is suitable for our approach: 

Critical discourse analysis sees discourse – the use of language in speech and writing – as a form 

of ‘social practice’. Describing discourse as a social practice implies a dialectical relationship between 

a particular discursive event and the situation, institution and social structure that frame it: the 

discursive even is shaped by them, but it also shapes them. […] Discourse is socially constitutive as 

well as socially shaped: it constitutes situations, objects and knowledge, and the social identities 

between people and groups of people. It is constitutive both in the sense that it helps sustain and 

reproduce the social status quo, and in the sense that it contributes to transforming it.37 

Acts of speech within the context are defined as the discourse we intend to analyse. We then arrive 

in a form of critical discourse analysis, examining how these acts of speech correspond to action. 

This requires critical reading in order to identify them as pertinent CPO’s, and their inherent 

implications to the context. Thus, the research design is a hybrid method composed of the 

overarching process-tracing approach with limited elements of discourse analysis.  

Summary 

The design links the Rational Actor Model with the method of process-tracing through a deductive 

approach. In line with rational actor theory, the aim of the rational actor is to maximize net gain – 

which here will be treated as the intent we link to the actions. And so, within our theoretical 

framework, we arrive at a correlation between motive and action; the motive is to act in order to 

maximize net gain. Consequently, the ultimate motive behind the action will not be analysed, as it 

                                                
35 Allison & Zelikow, 1999, p 49 f. 
36 Bergström & Boréus, 2012, p 354. 
37 Fairclough & Wodak, 1997, p 258. 
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provided by the theory. The focus lies on the factors that may have been part of rational 

calculations that preceded the intervention.  

The approach may be criticised mainly due to its rather speculative nature. Due to lack of 

material that with certainty can prove the causal process to be a verifiable truth, the research may 

not result in a definite claim. Then, one may ask, what is the point of such research? 

First, we are testing hypothetical processes to see if we can garner relevance and examine if 

there is something to these common assumptions about the rational reasons behind the 

intervention. There is a value to this – if we actually find that the tested hypotheses provide us with 

a probable causal process, we may derive new theoretical vantage points.  

Second, foreign policy analysis is by its nature generally a rather speculative field – unless 

interacting directly with decision-makers that you can be certain speaks the truth, you may never 

arrive at the reality of the big picture. Intent expressed through an act of speech by decision-maker 

does far from always correlate with the true intent (especially in the case of non-democratic states 

where there is a lack of accountability to the populous). 

Background 

In April 2005 Putin delivered his annual address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian 

Federation.38 In his speech, he discussed past and current issues of the Russian Federation, as well 

as outlining his perception of the future of the nation. Certain key paragraphs prove particularly 

interesting for our study, and these help us find correlation between our hypotheses and the 

philosophy behind the Putin’s Russian foreign policy. 

We may find basis for the first hypothesis in the following paragraphs: 

Above all, we should acknowledge that the collapse of the Soviet Union was a major geopolitical 

disaster of the century. As for the Russian nation, it became a genuine drama. Tens of millions of our 

co-citizens and compatriots found themselves outside Russian territory. Moreover, the epidemic 

of disintegration infected Russia itself. 

[…] 

It is our values that determine our desire to see Russia's state independence grow, and its 

sovereignty strengthened. Ours is a free nation. And our place in the modern world, I wish to 

particularly emphasize this, will only depend on how strong and successful we are. 

                                                
38 Putin, 2005. 
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The first quote was controversial and generated significant attention. This may be interpreted 

in two ways; either as lamenting the fall of the Soviet Union and the loss of a great superpower as 

something negative in itself, or simply stating that the collapse was a traumatic event for the nation’s 

stability. The second quote shows us that independence and strength are accentuated as important 

factors to safeguard Russia’s place in the modern world. 

The issue of terrorism is firmly underlined in this speech. The following paragraph provides us 

with Putin’s stance on the phenomenon: 

Eradicating the sources of terrorist aggression on Russian territory is an integral part of ensuring 

law and order in our country. We have taken many serious steps in the fight against terrorism over 

recent years. […] We need to summon our courage and continue our work to eradicate terrorism. 

The moment we show signs of weakness, lack of firmness, the losses would become immeasurably 

greater and could result in a national disaster. 

Terrorism is expressed as an element that needs to be combated with determination and is an 

issue that may cause great troubles for the Russian nation. He explicitly indicates that the work to 

“eradicate” terrorism will continue.  

Moving on, we may find indications for our third hypothesis in the following paragraph: 

While standing up for Russia’s foreign political interests, we also want our closest neighbours 

to develop their economies and strengthen their international authority. We would like to achieve 

synchronisation of the pace and parameters of reform processes underway in Russia and the other 

members of the Commonwealth of Independent States.  

While only mentioning the neighbours and the Commonwealth of Independent States, we could 

be so bold as to assume that this includes strategical allies. The importance of cooperation is here 

emphasized, regarding economy and international authority. 

These last paragraphs give us clues about Putin’s attitude to the place of Russia on the 

international stage, and an overall idea of the focus of his philosophy regarding foreign policy: 

Our objectives on the international stage are very clear – to ensure the security of our borders 

and create favourable external conditions for the resolution of our domestic problems. We are not 

inventing anything new and we seek to make use of all that European civilisation and world history 

has accumulated. 

Also certain is that Russia should continue its civilising mission on the Eurasian continent. This 

mission consists in ensuring that democratic values, combined with national interests, enrich 

and strengthen our historic community. 
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This is a key quote. Putin expresses the idea that Russia has a responsibility on a global scale; to 

civilise the Eurasian continent and strengthen the international community.  

These excerpts are interesting to our analysis, as they give us hints about Putin’s goals and 

objectives on the international stage. 

Reluctance regarding military intervention 

Russia has consistently held forced Western military intervention in sovereign states based on 

humanitarian arguments in contempt, claiming that it is a disguise for regime change to promote 

the installation of more Western-friendly leaderships. The United Nations Security Council 

Resolution 1973, authorizing a no-fly zone over Libya in 2011, may have been pivotal to the 

Russian attitude regarding the past decades’ concessions to external intervention. The resolution 

opened for use of military force for humanitarian purposes against the wishes of a sovereign state. 

Russia together with four other UNSC members abstained from the vote and did not exercise its 

veto. Russian leadership did acknowledge that Gaddafi’s regime had lost its legitimacy and should 

step down, thus prioritizing humanitarian measures over Libyan sovereignty.39 However, within 

days of the implementation of the resolution, Russia began to criticise the intervention. Russian 

Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov claimed that the intervention launched air strikes that went beyond 

the protection of civilians and amounted to support for one side in a civil war, accelerating the fall 

of the Gaddafi regime40, while then prime minister Vladimir Putin compared it to ‘a medieval call 

to crusade’.41 According to a statement addressed to the United Nations General Assembly in 

October 2011, Moscow saw the intervention as a cover for regime change, for the sake of political 

interests of individual states.42 Against the backdrop of Libya, the Russian leadership did not want 

the Syrian Arab Republic, its strongest ally in the region, to meet the same fate.  

Beginning of the conflict 

What began as peaceful protests during the spring of 2011 soon escalated to violent conflict in 

many areas, as protesters took up arms to defend themselves against the forceful reactions by the 

Syrian authorities, and eventually transformed into a full-fledged sectarian civil war in 2012. In mid-

2012, the prospects for the regime’s survival were uncertain. Opposition forces had seized much 

ground and many observers were predicting that the regime would fall. The trend was broken in 

the beginning of 2013, as regime forces recaptured some lost territory and throughout the year 
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began to receive assistance from allies such as Lebanese Hezbollah and Iranian militias. However, 

no major territorial gains were made in the following years, with control of territory seemed to ebb 

and flow between the regime and opposition groups.43 

Ambiguity towards Syrian leadership 

During the first years of the Syrian conflict, the Russian leadership often expressed support for the 

sovereignty of the Syrian state, rather than support for the leadership itself. If this was a genuine 

sentiment in Russian foreign policy or rather a strategic projection of opinion to save the state from 

embarrassment resulting from openly supporting a regime accused of war crimes, is difficult to 

appreciate. We can see this ambiguity in an interview with the Minister of Foreign Affairs Sergei 

Lavrov, February 13 2013:  

We frankly do not care about the personalities. What we care about is the fate of the Syrian 

people, the fate of Syria as a united sovereign, independent state which is multi-confessional, 

multiethnic [sic] and which has been home for so many religions, for so many ethnic groups. […] 

The authorities made many mistakes. They did not respond to the legitimate requests from the 

opposition for too long. Then the protests degenerated into violence on both sides. Now we have been 

unfortunately witnessing further militarization of the conflict with the opposition gaining more and 

more ground, getting support from outside. The government is of course responding to the violence of 

the opposition which was in its turn motivated by the government mistakes. So, it's a vicious circle. 
44  

Testing the hypotheses 

1. Power overwhelming: The importance of geopolitical influence 

 “Russia wants to demonstrate its arrival and relevance in the Middle East. It is a message sent not just to the 

United States but to a much broader audience, signalling [sic] to both the Arabs in the Middle East and to Israel 

that – at a time when Washington’s allies in the region are concerned that the United States appears to be wavering 

– Moscow could be a good back-up.” 45 

One often cited reason for a more assertive Russian stance on the Syrian conflict is pure power 

politics; Russia is steadfastly defending an ally which facilitates its ambition to preserve its relevance 

in the region, countering U.S. and its Western allies as dominant external political influences. If the 
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government of Bashar al-Assad falls, Russia will lose its influence over Syria as a likely new-formed 

government would be inclined to be western-friendly and side with the U.S.A. According to this 

theory, the scenario of a West-friendly Syria would be highly disadvantageous for the perceived 

Russian objective in the region, namely safeguarding its sphere of influence.46 

From the beginning of the conflict in Syria, while not consistently supportive of Bashar al-

Assad’s regime, Russia firmly argued for the preservation of Syrian state’s sovereignty and 

stubbornly vetoed any proposed resolution in the UNSC involving military intervention against 

the regime forces. Being the historical ally and a bulwark for Russian influence in the region, Syria 

was steadily supported by the Russian Federation in the form of indirect military assistance (mainly 

materiel) and economic aid. However, Russia staunchly claimed that military intervention on its 

part in assistance to the regime was simply out of the question.47  

From the outset of the conflict, some foreign actors had taken a firm stance in support of the 

opposition, mainly Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Jordan. These states provided substantial 

support in the form of armaments and supplies to rebel groups, and in 2012 observers reported 

that the United States were covertly supporting certain elements of the opposition through CIA 

operations. This developed to financial aid, and provision of weapons and munitions in September 

2013.48 This early caught the Russian attention. A February 2012 statement from the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs expressed frustration regarding external intervention and underlined the 

importance of international law:  

The firmness Russia shows in pursuing overcoming the internal crisis in Syrian Arab Republic 

solely in the international legal environment, by peaceful political and diplomatic means through the 

wide-national dialogue between the Syrians, without external intrusion, evidently troubles somebody. 

Dissemination of malicious disinformation undermines international efforts aimed to achieve the 

above purposes, impedes stabilizing the environment around internal political conflict in Syria. 49 

The United Kingdom had also begun to provide non-lethal aid to various groups in 2012.50 In 

2014, French President Francois Hollande confirmed that France had been supplying weapons to 

select rebel groups fighting the regime.51 In 2013, Russian officials has begun to remark about the 

foreign elements of the conflict. In a statement by Deputy Russian Foreign Minister Gennadiy 
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Gatilov in December 2013, one may note an expression of concern regarding foreign elements and 

international hostility;  

In our opinion, the main reason for the deterioration of the humanitarian situation in Syria is 

the continuing inflow of foreign militants and weapons: these things are ingredients for radical elements 

from foreign countries, as well as unilateral anti-Syrian sanctions imposed by Western countries.52  

In 2014, the ultra-hardline Islamist group “Islamic State in Syria and the Levant” (ISIL) laid 

claim to large swathes of territory in Syria. The group managed to gain control over more than half 

of the entire Syrian territory and several oilfields, which were important revenue sources for the 

regime.53 Throughout this process, regime forces lost significant amounts of territory to both ISIL 

and various opposition groups. 

An additional foreign ingredient in the Syrian conflict came in September 2014, as the United 

States began targeting ISIL in Syria with airstrikes. This was strongly criticized by the Russian 

leadership, which argued that this would "exacerbate tensions", and decried the disregard of 

international law due to lack of consent from the Assad regime.54 The U.S. expanded its campaign 

with Special Forces operations on Syrian territory that was officially acknowledged in 2015.55 

One can see that the civil war early on took a rather international turn which increased over the 

years. Various states chose to support groups opposed to the regime, effectively fighting a proxy 

war against Bashar al-Assad and the Syrian Arab Army. One may argue that this may have been 

perceived by Russia as power-play on the international arena. Russian support for the Assad regime 

was continuously reinforced over these years, and the rather modest Russian attitude towards 

Bashar al-Assad with focus on sovereignty rather than legitimacy of the ruling government had 

successively transformed into a vocal support of the regime itself by 2015. The door for 

concessions on the side of Russia had closed – Assad was not to step down, there were no 

compromises to be made regarding his regime’s authority. Vladimir Putin reaffirmed Russia’s 

support for Assad in June 2015, stating that "Our fear is that Syria could plunge into the same 

situation as Libya and Iraq," while reiterating support for Assad and opposing external opposition, 

and at the same time saying that U.S policy towards ISIS had "lamentable" and "tragic" 

consequences.56 The main backers of the oppositional forces were intransigent regarding the 
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matter, but on the complete opposite; Assad had lost his legitimacy and was to leave. There was 

no longer any middle ground, no longer any room for a political settlement.57 

The regime’s military forces continued to diminish throughout 2015, having lost substantial 

amounts of territory to rebel groups and ISIL. Manpower was lacking and despite significant 

assistance from Russia, the outlook for the regime’s survival was bleak. By June 2015, Moscow had 

become extremely concerned about the ability of the Syrian regime to survive the conflict.58 In 

August the same year, reports were surfacing that the prospect for the regime’s survival was worse 

than ever since the beginning of the conflict, and some sources were making predictions about the 

fall of the regime.59 Conflict monitor IHS Jane’s claimed that the Syrian government no longer 

controlled 83% of the country, estimating the 2015 increase in territorial losses as being most likely 

a direct result of Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Qatar stepping up their support for Sunni groups.60 

Russian President Vladimir Putin delivered thinly-veiled accusations at the 70th session of the 

United Nations General Assembly just before the intervention. When covering the subjects of the 

uprisings in the Middle East and North Africa, he claimed that “aggressive foreign interference has 

resulted in flagrant destruction of national institutions and lifestyle itself”, delivering an open 

question to the assembly; 

I cannot help asking those who have caused this situation: do you realize now what you have 

done? But I am afraid that no one is going to answer that. Indeed, policies based on self-conceit, and 

belief in one’s exceptionality and impunity has never been abandoned. 61 

Whether this is attitude were based on genuine assumptions or simply a useful excuse to intervene 

on the basis on some hidden agenda is difficult to assess. If this was an actual standpoint, the 

frustration towards external intervention does seem somewhat understandable.  

Another geopolitical aspect is the Russian military presence in Syria, especially when we consider 

Tartus naval base which constitutes the last Russian seaport in the Mediterranean Sea.62 

Analysis 

Consequences resulting from the intervention 

The intervention has caused strong reactions from the international community in general, 

particularly from the West. Relations with the U.S.A and European states were already frosty due 
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to the 2014 annexation of Crimea and the subsequent Donbass conflict. The intervention in Syria 

has further inflamed relations that are not likely to ease very soon.  

Several Sunni Muslim states, first and foremost among them the supporters of the opposition, 

have expressed great concern and in several cases condemned the Russia intervention in Syria. 

Many of these states have bilateral agreements with Russia, which in many cases have been affected 

by the intervention. In addition, the intervention may have caused negative ripple-effects due to 

dissent from the indigenous Muslim population of Russia. 63 

Potential consequences in the case of not intervening 

One may argue that the geopolitical fallout for in the case of the fall of the Assad regime is 

appreciable. First, it would demonstrate a clear and definite loss against Western influences in the 

region. It would show Russia as weak on the international stage, failing to aid an ailing ally. Russia’s 

lack of assertiveness might be perceived as a betrayal. One may claim that it was a matter of saving 

face internationally. Second, future prospects for cooperation would likely be bleak – with retained 

Western, Gulf and Turkish support throughout the entire conflict, the future leadership of Syria 

would be unlikely to favour Russian partnerships, considering their staunch support for their arch-

enemy. Third, it would be a loss of a strategic ally that allow Russia to use its territory as a potential 

staging ground for military capabilities. This entails loss of strategical military capacity in the Middle 

East – most likely the Tartus base would not remain for long under a new Western-friendly 

leadership, and Syria could no longer be used as an outpost for potential Russian military 

expeditionary forces in the Middle East. The loss of the Tartus port would also mean the loss of 

the last Russian port in the Mediterranean. 

Summary 

One may argue that it was a matter of showing assertiveness in a time of U.S. indecisiveness, 

demonstrating that Russia may rival the traditional U.S. hegemony.64. The facts presented does to 

an extent show us that the Russian support for the regime grew parallel to the perceived growing 

support for the opposition. With the information presented, it may seem like a rational move in 

these times. The consequences from the choice of intervention does not appear overwhelming in 

compared to the results generated from not intervening. Intervention from this perspective does 

seem to make sense. 
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2. Chickens coming home to roost 

“[…] it is us that we are defending: we are defending the people of Russia from the terrorist threat. Because it is 

better to do it abroad than to fight terrorism inside the country.”65 

Estimates put the Russian Muslim population at around 14-15 million (about 10% of the entire 

population), counting all denominations of Islam.66 The Muslim community of Russia is 

concentrated in two main areas: Tataro-Bashkir and the North Caucasus with approximately 7 

million residing in the latter. Muslims are present in all north North Caucasus states, and constitute 

the majority of the population in Ingushetia, Chechnya, Dagestan, Kabardino Balkariya, 

Karachaevo Cherkesiya, Bashkortostan, and Tatarstan, and comrpise a significant minority in the 

others.67  

Religion has a significant role in society in the North Caucasus. For example, a majority of 

Chechens believe that it should define all spheres of social life, while many others believe that 

religion should have a substantial influence on social life. Similar strong sentiments are found in 

the other Muslim majority states.68 External influences in the form of more radical interpretations 

would be a cause of worry for the Russian authorities. The conflicts of the North Caucasus, 

especially in Chechnya and Dagestan where extremist groups belonging to the Sunni branch of 

Islam are present, have been a cause of concern for the Russian authorities since the fall of the 

Soviet Union. Although the two Chechen wars in the 1990’s had their roots in nationalist causes, 

the conflict took on ethnic and sectarian characteristics by the end of the decade. This spurred the 

rise of extremist factions that lingered past the end of the conflict and spread throughout the entire 

region.69 Russia has generally managed the issue through brute force (especially under the 

leadership of Vladimir Putin), employing counter-terrorist measures such as targeted killings and 

raids. The rather heavy-handed approach has left many Muslim communities feeling singled out 

and discriminated, and in turn has motivated many young Muslims in the region to join armed 

resistance, which is often directed by powerful radical Islamist groups. 

Violence related to violent Islamism has steadily been on the rise in the North Caucasus since 

the end of the Chechen conflict; in a study from 2015, Toft and Zhukov presents statistics showing 

that Islamist groups generated 3–10% of all non-state violence in 2000 and 13–31% in 2011 in 

comparison to nationalist violence, showing a fourfold increase in attacks carried out by Islamist 
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groups.70 Interestingly, research conducted in 2016 by the Stockholm International Peace Research 

Institute shows a significant decrease in the level of violence in the North Caucasus since 2011 

(50% overall drop in the general region 2013-2015), claiming that the decrease is related to a 

growing number of fighters leaving the North Caucasus for Syria. The extensive migration of 

extremists form the region might be more than just a coincident; an article by investigative 

journalist Elena Milashina published in the independent Russian newspaper Novaya Gazeta in July 

2015 suggests that Russian authorities, through the means of the Federal Security Service (FSB), 

actually allowed wanted radicals to leave the country from 2013 onward, and in some cases even 

encouraged their departures by facilitating travel by issuing new passports.71 An independent 

Reuters report published in May 2016 claims proof of similar cases. Russian authorities have 

consistently staunchly denied such claims, calling them absurd and pointing to radical recruiters 

and foreign states aiding the extremists travels.72  

Russian FSB73 director Alexander Bortnikov disclosed in February 2015 that some 1700 Russian 

citizens were fighting for IS in Iraq, curiously not mentioning Syria. The number had increased 

twofold in the past year.74 Considering the group’s fluidity in the region, one may suspect that these 

individuals are not isolated in Iraq. A 2016 estimate by SIPRI suggest that there might be up to 

5000 Russians fighting for radical Islamist groups in Syria, mostly young Salafist75 idealists from 

Dagestan and Chechnya who wanted to live under Sharia law in the Islamic State, or in regions 

controlled by similar ultra-orthodox groups, e.g. al-Nusrah or Ahrar al-Sham. The majority 

Russians adhering to these groups been shown to be concentrated in the Latakia, Idlib and Aleppo 

regions, three areas which incidentally have been particularly targeted by Russian bombing since 

the beginning of the intervention.76 

Concern for this issue has been expressed officially. In a statement published by the Russian 

news agency TASS in March 2015, President Vladimir Putin said that 

 Immigrants from Russia and other CIS countries are tested in a number of ‘hot spots’, including 

in the ranks of the so-called ‘Islamic State’ in Syria and other countries, and can then be used against 

us, against Russia and our neighbours […] it is important to take additional measures to eliminate 
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international links and the resource base of the terrorists, cut their channels of entry and exit from 

Russia, not to give the opportunity to move across regions.77  

In an interview in April the same year, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov said that  

I believe that IS is our main enemy at the moment, at least for one simple reason - hundreds of 

Russian citizens, hundreds of Europeans and hundreds of Americans are fighting on the side of the 

IS, citizens of the CIS78 countries79  

Important to note in the context is that the many parts of the leadership of the Caucasus Emirate 

– the al-Qaeda affiliated and most prominent extremist group in the North Caucasus – began to 

pledge allegiance to Islamic State leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi from December 2014. This was 

following al-Baghdadi’s declaration of the Islamic Caliphate in parts of Syria and Iraq earlier in the 

year, ultimately resulting in forming the Wilayat Qawqaz (Caucasus Governorate) of the imagined 

territory of the Islamic State in June 2015.80 Ultimately, just two days before the onset of the 

intervention at the 70th session of the United Nations General Assembly, Putin in his statement 

rather bluntly stated that  

We cannot allow these criminals who have already felt the smell of blood, to return back home 

and continue their evil doings. No one wants this to happen, does he?81  

Analysis 

There is an expressed concern of these fighters returning to Russia, who potentially could 

further inflame the issue of extremism and spreading violence and civil unrest within the Russian 

territory. Religious extremism is an issue that worries not only the leadership of the country – data 

from studies conducted in 2010 and 2012 shows that 46% of Russians express concern about 

religious extremist groups.82 There seems to be some legitimacy to this anxiety, as there are plenty 

of claims from various sources, both independent and from Russian officials, of thousands of 

Russian citizens are involved on the side of radical groups in Syria.  

Consequences resulting the choice of intervention 

Many Islamic extremist groups have since the Chechen wars communicated hostility towards 

Russia due to their rough military operations in the North Caucasus targeting jihadists of various 
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labels. The intervention in Syria, where they have continued to target similar groups far away 

from national territory might stoke the fire and cause less radical groups to grow more hostile, or 

already extreme groups to turn their eye to Russia. An example would be the civilian Russian 

Metrojet Flight 9268 that were bombed above the Egyptian Sinai Peninsula on October 31 2015. 

All 217 passengers and seven crew members who were on board were killed. The Sinai branch of 

ISIL claimed the attack. This was the first attack by the group on Russian targets outside of Syria. 

An article in ISIL’s official magazine Dabiq claimed that the decision to target Russia was based 

on its wars against Muslims; 

 It was a rash decision of arrogance from Russia, as if it held that its wars against the Muslims 

of al-Qawqāz were not enough offence.83  

Moreover, many Sunni Muslims have perceived the Syrian regime’s war as a war on the Sunni 

population, some arguing that it is a matter of ethnic cleansing.84 Considering that 10% of the 

Russian population adhere to Islam, these opinions taking root at home does not seem like an 

appealing scenario. 

Potential consequences in the case of not intervening 

Russia faces a potential return of a great number of fighters who in the conflict have gained 

considerable combat experience, and having to deal with them at home. With facts at hand, this 

alternative does not seem that appealing. Russian leadership under Putin has shown to taken the 

question of terrorism very seriously in the past, and our investigation shows that it does continue 

to do so, at least officially. Tough military operations on foreign soil is less likely to cause 

inconvenience sprung from independent media and the subsequent popular opinion, in contrast 

to military operations within national territory. 

There are also further risks of destabilization of the Middle East and allies in the region, such 

as Iran and Egypt, caused by extremism. Even current “foes” in the conflict, if an eventual peace 

agreement would come into existence, would quite likely try to mend their ties to Russia. Turkey is 

an example, who after brashly downing a Russian jet soon came to terms with the reality that hostile 

relations with the Russian Federation was not a good idea.85 In the long run, a continued conflict 

in Syria could potentially affect Turkey and other regional actors negatively. 
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Summary 

Russia’s north Caucasus region is geographically close to Syria, and there are apparent links in 

attitude in terms of violent Islamist currents, not just by sympathy but by individuals from the 

North Caucasus participating in the Syrian conflict. From a realist perspective in terms of security, 

it would make sense to combat these groups abroad rather than home, far away from the eyes of 

the public and independent media. Our investigation presents evidence for correlation between 

North Caucasus Islamic extremist activity and the Syrian conflict. Potential national backlash from 

tougher military operations in the Caucasus could thus be avoided.  

3.  Supply and demand – The weight of economics 

“An opportunistic pursuit of national interests lies at the heart of Russia’s Middle Eastern strategy. Atop them 

is the goal of reviving Russia’s economy, dependent on energy exports—and hit by the double whammy of cheap oil 

and Western economic sanctions imposed after last year’s invasion of Ukraine.”86 

Economic interests are often emphasized as an important feature of Russia’s policy on Syria. 

Energy interests in the form of oil and gas, military armament sales, together with business and 

infrastructure investments are presented as the main incentives. An article in The Moscow Times 

from 2011 estimate a total investment value in the country of about 20 billion USD, a number 

which has been frequently quoted by experts and media outlets.87 At the same time, Russian 

officials have tended to downplay the economic ties to Syria. In an interview in October 2015, 

Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev summed it up:  

“Regarding the economic aspect, you see, we have economic relations with Syria and with Arab 

countries, but, how could I put it plainly... We have no crucial economic interests in Syria. We do 

sell weapons there but the amounts involved are not huge; several hundred million US dollars, maybe. 

And I am sure you know that the total portfolio of our [defence] contracts amounts to 15 billion US 

dollars. In other words, we do not have any extraordinary economic interests.”88  

He plainly dismissed the idea of energy interests as a “conspiracy theory or propaganda”.89 This 

statement is in stark contrast to a May 2010 article published in the Syrian newspaper al-Watan 

written by Medvedev himself, mentioning industrial and infrastructure facilities built through joint 

efforts, such as power stations, railways, high voltage transmission lines, irrigation and water 

resource management facilities, oil fields, oil pipelines, fertiliser plants and training centres. He 
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further emphasized that there is a need to “step up efforts to broaden our bilateral cooperation 

in the trade and economic, investment, energy, science and technology, transport, culture 

and humanitarian and other areas.” He also remarked on the importance of building on the bilateral 

trade, and on the substantial progress in cooperation in the oil and gas sectors (carefully underlining 

several extensive ongoing or completed joint projects), electricity, and water management, 

irrigation and land cultivation that had taken place.90 While we of course should apply a healthy 

amount of scepticism regarding how accentuated the importance of Syrian cooperation is, the way 

he emphasizes the economics and the number of projects mentioned are rather striking.  

We we will look at the energy, armament and business and infrastructure aspects separately. 

Energy 

The Russian economy is overall highly dependent on energy revenues. Russian companies have 

made extensive oil and gas investments in the form of exploration and production in Syria. The 

Russian oil firm Tatneft began a joint venture with Syria's state-owned General Petroleum 

Corporation in 2010 in the north-western Deir ez-Zor province, producing up to 560 barrels per 

day of crude oil. The operation was halted in December 2011, citing instability in the country while 

expressing intent to “continue operations if the situation stabilises”.91 In a statement in June 2014, 

the CEO of the company reiterated this intent, saying that  

“We're closely following the situation in Syria in order to return to the implementation of the 

project at the first opportunity,”.92  

In 2013, the Syrian government signed a major oil and gas deal with Russian company 

Soyuzneftegaz that comprised offshore drilling, development and production in an area of 2,190 

square kilometres in the Mediterranean. The Syrian Petroleum Minister said that the contract would 

cover “25 years, over several phases.” The initial 90 million USD costs would be covered by 

Soyuzneftegaz.93 This project generated a discovery of 14 oil fields in Syrian territorial waters. The 

chairman of the board of Soyuzneftegaz, Yuri Shafranik, said that  

"If there is no possibility of normalising the situation throughout the country at once, the situation 

should be stabilised gradually in regions where it is possible to conclude an agreement,"94 
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expressing ambivalence towards the security situation the region. In September 2015, 

Soyuzneftegaz decided to cancel the project along with two onshore projects, citing the security 

situation of the conflict.95 

In July 2015, two months before the intervention, the executive director of the Russian Union 

of Gas and Oil Industrialists Gissa Guchetl said that  

“If military actions cease and the situation becomes stable in Syria, Russian companies that have 

frozen their work because of the civil war will be ready to renew their activity within a short period 

of time in realizing projects that were signed before the crisis with a value of no less than $1.6 billion,”  

this coming a week after meeting with Syrian Prime Minister Wael Khalq and Minister of Petroleum 

Sleiman Abbas. Moreover, the Prime Minister had expressed interest in participation of Russian 

companies for the supply of crude oil and petroleum products to Syria, and facilitation of Russian 

and Chinese companies to recover resources in government-controlled areas. In addition, he 

commented on the possibility of supply of necessary Syrian oil products on a commercial 

basis.96 Furthermore, a subsidiary of Russian natural gas giant Gazprom has shown interest in oil 

exploration in the country, while the smaller albeit significant Stroitransgaz was reported in 2012 

to have built a natural gas pipeline and processing plant and were building a second plant near 

Raqqa that were to process 1.3 billion cubic meters of natural gas. The Russian energy sectors’ 

activities in Syria are not limited to gas and oil; state-owned nuclear-energy corporation Rosatom 

announced plans in 2010 to build Syria’s first nuclear power plant.97 

Without designing far-fetched theories, we can appreciate that Russian energy actors does have 

significant interests in Syria, something that has been openly acknowledged by Russian state 

officials.98 While not conveying expressions of intent in regards to Russian foreign policy on Syria, 

it is possible to derive involved actors preferences in respect to the conflict. The situation in terms 

of investment opportunities for these actors have steadily deteriorated over the period of the crisis 

as accessibility to relevant regions have diminished due to loss of regime control. 

Armament sales 

Russian military armaments sales to Syria do not sum up to significant amounts when compared 

to many other nations. According to the SIPRI Arms Transfers Database99, exports to Syria 

between 2010 and 2013 (no 2014-2015 data available) was 238, 282, 351 and 351 million USD 
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respectively. Although a threefold increase in sales can be observed between 2009 and 2010, this 

was not isolated to Syria. Arms exports substantially increased to several countries past 2009; most 

prominently to Azerbaijan, Egypt, India, Venezuela and Vietnam, all bigger buyers than Syria. The 

Syrian share of the total Russian global armament exports between 2010 and 2013 was 3,9, 3,2, 4,1 

and 4,3 percent for each respective year.100 Although an importance source of revenue, Syria can 

hardly be described as a major customer when looking at for example India, who throughout these 

years purchased armaments for an average of 3180 million USD per year, constituting an average 

40% of yearly exports and also seeing a great increase in purchases 2009 onward.101  

At the same time, some expert estimates that surfaced in 2011 claim that the total value of 

unfulfilled arms contracts with Syria at the time were estimated at around 4 billion USD. At first 

glance this might seem substantial, but without knowing the timeframe of these contracts it is 

difficult to calculate the scope of their value in relation to total export.102 In a February 2013 

interview, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov defended the armament contracts, saying that 

Russia is only implementing signed contracts: 

 We only finalise the implementation of the contracts which have been signed and which have been 

paid for, and which are about supplying the Syrian government with air defense systems. The military 

hardware which we have been sending to Syria is to defend Syria from outside aggression. This 

weaponry, the air defense systems, cannot be used in the civil war. 103  

Lavrov reiterated in May 2013 that no new contracts had been concluded and made no 

indication that there were any intentions to sign new contracts.104 

Arguments have surfaced with claims that Russia uses Syria as a “showroom” for their weapons 

technology, demonstrating effectiveness of various weapon systems in order to promote future 

sales.105 These allegations lean on data supposedly showing increased exports post the intervention 

2015 intervention, however the accuracy of this information is difficult to estimate due to the rather 

opaque nature of the industry, especially concerning Russia’s rather frosty current relations with 

the West. But, the idea should not be discarded too hastily; in a July 2016 meeting for the 

Commission for Military Technology Cooperation with Foreign States, President Vladimir Putin 

commented that  
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“We are working to achieve the goals set for 2016 in the area of military technology cooperation. 

The exports of Russian-made weapons and military equipment have reached $4.6 billion, and our 

contract portfolio is worth more than $50 billion. […] We should continue to highlight 

the demonstration of our weapon manufacturers’ achievements, promote Russian-made equipment 

and develop more convenient customer relations.” 106  

These comments appear to give some credit to allegations, although not forming substantial proof 

beyond suspicion. 

In September 2015, only weeks prior to the intervention, Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Maria 

Zakharova commented that  

Russia has never made a secret of its military-technical cooperation with the Syrian Arab 

Republic. Our country has long supplied Syria with weapons and hardware under bilateral contracts. 

There are Russian military experts who help Syrians to master exported hardware. Thus, there is a 

service centre for Russian warships in Tartus. The arms transferred to the Syrian army are designed 

for countering the terrorist threat, which has reached unprecedented proportions in Syria and 

neighbouring Iraq.  

By this time, there was no beating around the bush regarding provision of armaments to Syria;  

If need be, we will consider additional measures on increasing support for the anti-terrorist efforts. 

In any case these measures will be in compliance with international and Russian legislation.107 

Business and infrastructure investment 

Before the beginning of the conflict, several Russian manufacturing companies were operating in 

Syria. A 2012 analysis by Dmitry Gorenburg, analyst at Harvard University, mentions contracts 

and ventures in production of energy extraction equipment, agricultural equipment, aviation, 

automobile components and tourism.108 He goes on to state that “Russian exporters fear that 

regime change in Syria or elsewhere in the Middle East would lead to the loss of contracts, as new 

rulers pursue economic ties with their patrons in Turkey, Europe, or the United States.”109  

In November 19 2015, just a few weeks after the beginning of the intervention, the Russian 

Deputy Prime Minister said in an interview with the Rossiya-24 television channel that Russian 
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business is ready to engage in a Syrian economic recovery after the country's territory is freed 

from terrorists by the Syrian Army. He further stated that 

"We are waiting when the Syrian Army with support of our aircraft moves forward so far to free 

and secure regions for economic activity that Russian business could come there. In principle, they are 

ready," 

He also said that "Russia in this respect is the key partner of Syria", an interesting contrast 

to Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev’s statement a few weeks earlier.110  

Analysis 

Consequences resulting from the intervention 

The cost of the military operations of intervention has been estimated to around 3-4 million USD 

per day, out of Russia’s annual defense budget of approximately 50 billion USD, with some analyses 

estimating higher costs (664 million USD) due to certain weaponry not included in the 

calculation.111 President Vladimir Putin said in a statement in March 2015 that the costs so far had 

accumulated to roughly 464 million USD (around 3 million USD/day until the statement).112 

Whichever end of the spectrum we land, even the higher estimate is not a significant portion of 

the defense budget. 

Potential consequences in the case of not intervening 

The direct economic losses resulting from the fall of the regime would not be that significant, 

considering that the conflict is still raging and Syria is a shattered state. By 2015, Syria had lost 50% 

of its entire economy, with an averaged 51% inflation since January 2012, and a depreciation of the 

Syrian pound by about 80% since the start of the conflict.113 Essentially, Syria by the end of 2015 

was not a strong economy for investment. While a lot of interest have been expressed from Russian 

actors this interest does not constitute current trade. We would be left to assess future prospects 

that would include many variables, making these assessments very weak. 

Summary 

“Russia’s economic interest in Syria other than arms sales—in energy and other sectors—is real, but it is modest 

compared to economic cooperation with, for instance, neighbouring Turkey.”114 Although raised as an important 
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aspect in articles featured in prominent news outlets, experts on the subject tend to downplay the 

significance in regards to the Russian overall Syria policy. This does not mean that this isn’t an 

importance piece in the big puzzle. Russian economic interests in Syria should not be dismissed 

insignificant. But can we distinguish economic incentives for Russia to intervene? Well, looking at 

each element of the hypothesis separately, one would be reluctant to argue that this is the case. 

Armament sales alone is a weak impetus for a controversial military engagement, considering the 

very limited trade of the sector. Yet, as we begin to pile up the various factors of our investigation, 

the sum weighs heavier. Even though the credibility regarding the exact sums involved is 

questionable, it is clear that there are economic interests spread over various sectors. Interestingly, 

Russian officials by 2015 had begun to downplay the economic aspect, which before the war in 

contrast were highlighted as strongpoints in their bilateral cooperation. At the same time, the 

ambiguity towards the Assad regime seems to have completely disappeared and staunch support 

instead took its place. 

However, the hypothesis does not provide us with a substantial basis for making credible 

inferences. Even though Russian officials have paid attention to investments and we may find some 

observations that may be perceived as important factors, the scope of these incentives is very 

difficult to estimate. The economic exchange that we here have presented does not seem 

extraordinary, and neighbouring countries does far outweigh Syria in this regard (e.g. Turkey: see 

Stepanova, 2012). Most energy projects are on hold and currently not in operation, and the 

armament sales do not amount to a big portion of Russian export. The profits remain in the future. 

Trying to evaluate opportunity costs and future prospects that would contribute to changing the 

mindset of the Russian leadership on its Syria policy would be mere guesswork without any 

conclusive data. The economic consequences resulting from the intervention are not substantial, 

but we have no sure way of telling if the choice of staying out would generate great losses either.  

Conclusion 

So what can we gather from the research?  

Did our identified causal process observations appear to carry relevance to our theory? Some 

important causal mechanisms for the hypotheses were identified. The data gathered within each 

hypothesis does seem to suggest that there were rather strong motivations for the decision, all in 

all. Can we make a claim that the intervention was an act based on value maximizing calculations 

within these causal paths from a realist viewpoint? While the magnitude of the incentives within 

each causal path are hard to determine, if we aggregate all the data collected, the case for the 
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intervention being a rational decision seems strong when based on the presented CPO’s and Putin’s 

foreign policy outline in the 2005 speech.  

While at the outset of the paper, I stated that the hypotheses were not eliminative, but rather 

working complementary to each other. While this still holds true to a certain extent, we may see 

from the observations identified in the third hypothesis, the economic aspects, provide us with 

very weak basis for inference. We cannot say that the CPO’s formed an important causal process. 

The information found is difficult to verify, while at the same time it is also difficult to estimate 

future prospects. The two previous hypotheses however, do seem like stronger incentives for 

intervention. The geopolitical aspect does coincide with current Russian assertiveness on the 

international stage, and the issue of home front extremism is a problem the Russian Federation has 

been struggling with for over twenty years. 

Reflections 

Analysing the current foreign policy agenda of a state is difficult, as foreign policy is generally 

shaped behind closed doors. It becomes even more difficult when dealing with a state with 

questionable respect for democracy and its disregard for democratic accountability. Reliable data 

is hard to find as most information is gathered from secondary, tertiary or even quaternary sources. 

Data collected from state actors themselves have to be thoroughly scrutinized (if possible), and the 

noted lack of accountability does present us with a question of weak reliability. Finding credible 

data has no doubt been the biggest challenge of this paper. Despite this, I do believe that even 

though no irrefutable evidence for the importance of the CPOs and rationality of the posited 

hypotheses were produced, it does provide us with the possibility to make some valid inferences. 
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