How Putin Is Winning in Syria
by Leni Friedman Valenta and Jiri Valenta

R

ussian president Vladimir
Putin’s drive into Syria and
the Middle East has been
astonishingly successful, but do not
expect him to build a Pax Sovietica.
He intensely dislikes the Bolsheviks
despite having been one himself. A
student of history, he lives and
breathes Russia’s defeats as well as
its victories, and he still feels the pain
of losing land to the Germans during
World War I. “We lost to the losing
Russian president Vladimir Putin, one of the most
important statesmen of our time, is obsessed with
side,” he told pro-Kremlin activists in
appearing strong. His primary goal is countering
1
2016, “a unique case in history!”
and containing the United States with an antiPutin, like it or not, is one of the
Western world order.
most important statesmen of our
time. Among the richest, the most
experienced, the most manipulative, and the most innovative world leaders, he is
obsessed with appearing strong and being strong. Not only does he have a black belt
in karate, he is a judo expert at the eighth of ten levels of Dan. He has proven
himself to be as brutal as he is cruel, at the cost of thousands of lives. And his
primary goal is countering and containing the United States with an anti-Western
world order.

1 The Guardian (London), Jan. 25, 2016.
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Putin’s Mariupol Ploys
Russia has been fighting in Syria since
September 2015 when Putin set out to rescue
his longstanding client, Syrian dictator
Bashar Assad, from his numerous enemies:
Sunni Arab insurgents, al-Qaeda and Islamic
State (ISIS), Turkey, and U.S. president
Barack Obama, who claimed to be arming
“moderate rebels.”2
The murder of Libyan tyrant Mu‘ammar
Qaddafi by Western-backed militants
convinced Putin it was time to save his
Syrian protégé. He had already invested
much in Syria’s port of Tartus for the
servicing of Russian ships.3 He had
established an air base at Latakia.4 And he
saw Syria as a future transfer state for oil and
gas. He also bet that entering the Syrian war
theater was the best way to establish himself
in the Middle East, an objective long denied
him by the West.5
Interestingly enough, the saga began
more than a thousand miles from Syria when,
in January 2015, Putin first backtracked on a
military feint toward the eastern Ukrainian
port city of Mariupol. After Russia’s violent
assault there in January, he was expected to
attack again. Instead, he surprised the West,
froze the Ukraine war, and went into Syria to
save the Assad regime.
Nearly four years later, on November 25,
2018, Russia seized three Ukrainian ships en
route to Mariupol for allegedly violating
Russian waters and detained their crews. To

the West it seemed an opening gambit to
cripple Ukrainian trade between the Sea of
Azov and the Black Sea. But nothing more
happened. Again, Putin froze the war in
Ukraine, this time to intensify his war in the
Syrian governorate of Idlib.
A year later, even before the December
2019 Normandy peace summit, hosted by
French president Emmanuel Macron and brokered by German chancellor Angela Merkel,
Putin stabilized his European front by
agreeing to a ceasefire and prisoner exchange
with Ukraine’s new president Volodymyr
Zelensky.6
Few foresaw Putin’s Syrian success. The
price of oil had dropped, aggravating an
economic crisis in Russia. The outcome of
the U.S. presidential elections was uncertain.
But having learned that fortune favors the
bold, risk-happy Putin ignored all this, and
Russia’s military forces have since performed exceptionally.7
He was also lucky. After Donald Trump’s
2016 election, opposition from Washington
ended.8 But while Trump was open to leaving
Assad in place and pursuing diplomacy with
Moscow, he could not do so for obvious
political reasons: He was already accused by
his opponents of being a Russian stooge.
Trump’s diplomatic overture failed, but he
rejected any hostility.

6 Paris Summit, Presidential Office of Ukraine, Kiev,
Dec. 9, 2019.
2 The Wall Street Journal, Apr. 12, 2016.
3 Navy Times, Sept. 26, 2019; Financial Times (London),
Dec. 17, 2019.
4 Reuters, Nov. 15, 2019.
5 Jiri Valenta and Leni Friedman Valenta, “Why Putin
Wants Syria,” Middle East Quarterly, Spring
2016.

MIDDLE EAST QUARTERLY Summer 2020

7 Seth Jones, “Russia’s Battlefield Success in Syria:
Will It Be a Pyrrhic Victory?” CTC Sentinel
(West Point), Oct. 2019; Kamal Alam, “Russia’s
strategy in Syria shows how to win a Middle
East war,” Middle East Eye (London), July 11,
2018.
8 Dmitri Trenin, “The Syrian crisis is now Russia’s to
resolve,” Financial Times, Oct. 20, 2019.
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eastern Mediterranean,”9 thus
preventing other militaries
from using the air space.
In 2015, after the Russian
insertion into Syria, Turkish
president Recep Tayyip
Erdoğan scornfully told Putin,
“You don’t even have common
borders with Syria.” Erdoğan
failed to understand that Russia
does not need them. Putin’s
Crimean power grab had
transformed geopolitics in
Russia’s favor, especially for
its navy. The biggest payoff
was the recapture of the
Sevastopol naval base, the
home of Russia’s Black Sea
Photo: Vadim Indeikin
fleet, which itself was preceded
Russian minesweepers, Sevastopol Crimea, May 2015.
by Putin obtaining Georgia’s
Putin’s recapture of the Sevastopol naval base enabled
Abkhazian coastline in 2008.
Moscow to easily deploy and resupply troops and
The ports and waterways gained
materiel from Black Sea ports to Syria’s Port of Tartus.
by these two interventions
enabled the Russians to easily
deploy and resupply troops
and materiel between the
Black Sea ports and Syria’s Port of Tartus.
The Russian Intervention
Putin’s navy is not top flight (or sail),
but
he
has made excellent use of it. Russia’s
Aside from a lack of opposition from
Caspian Sea flotilla has been moved forward
Washington, Putin succeeded in Syria largely
to a new base in ice-free Kaspiysk, which
because his military planners mounted an air
is closer to Syria than its previous one in
campaign against rebels who lacked not only
Astrakhan.10 And while the Caspian Sea
air power but also anti-aircraft capabilities,
is landlocked, the flotilla’s ships have
sparing Moscow a bruising ground campaign.
used their cruise missiles’ shorter striking
After deploying aircraft to Latakia in October
2015, Russia sent advanced S-300 and S-400
air defense missiles, preventing foreign enemy aircraft from overflying Syria. In the
words of former national intelligence officer
9 Eugene Rumer, “Russia in the Middle East, Jack of All
Eugene Rumer, “The Russian air force acquired a potent anti-access/area-denial
Trades, Master of None,” Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, Washington, D.C., Oct. 31,
(A2AD) capability over the Levant and
2019.

10 Sputnik Radio, Rossiya Segodnya News (Moscow),
Mar. 4, 2018.
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8;
Haueer, “The Risee and Fall of a Russiaan
Merccenary Army,” Foreign Policyy, Oct. 6, 2019
9.
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northern border while more
than five hundred of their ISIS
prisoners escaped.18
As
Trump
quickly
backtracked, most U.S. troops
returned to Syria and Washington and Moscow pressured
Damascus to create safe zones
for the Kurds. When in late
October 2019 the Kurdish-led
Syrian Democratic Forces asked
Moscow for a no-fly zone over
eastern Syria to protect them
from Turkish air strikes, Putin
readily complied, effectively
ending any U.S. activities in
January 23, 2020, Putin (left) and Israeli prime
Syria’s skies.19
minister
Benjamin Netanyahu unveil Jerusalem’s
Meanwhile,
the
PutinMemorial Candle monument, dedicated to Leningrad’s
Erdoğan intermittent bromance
residents and defenders. Putin differs from the Russian
is cooling again. With the
tsars in that he is friendly toward Jews and Israel.
continued Russo-Syrian bombing
of Idlib creating enormous
refugee problems for Turkey,
thoughts over the prudence of this move.20 It
Erdoğan sent his troops into the province
should. Libya is a Putin power play.
where, despite a shaky ceasefire, Turkey is
effectively at war with Russia and Syria.
Moscow and Ankara also find
Israel, the Silent Partner
themselves on opposite sides of oil rich
Though widely referred to by scholars
Libya’s ongoing civil war: Putin has thrown
and
historians as a new tsar, Putin differs
his weight, including some 1,600 Wagner
from the Russian tsars in one important
Group
mercenaries,
behind
Libyan
respect: Unlike most of them, he is not an
strongman Khalifa Haftar, while Erdoğan
anti-Semite but is rather friendly toward Jews
backs the country’s U.N.-recognized leader
and Israel. He is also keenly aware of Israel’s
Fayez Sarraj and his Government of National
enormous technological and military prowess
Accord (GNA). For its part, the U.S.
and its close political and economic ties with
administration, having initially backed Haftar
the United States.
for his anti-jihadist stance and pitch about
As a result, while Iran and its proxy
democracy, seems to have had second
Shiite militias, notably Hezbollah, have acted
as Moscow’s allies against Assad’s Sunni
enemies, some of whom are supported,
18 The New York Times, Oct. 23, 2019.
19 Middle East Eye, Oct. 16, 2019.
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reckoned with. What he must do now, since
Putin backs dictators, is fully commit himself
to democracy, listen to his advisers, and
recognize that the United States cannot
retreat from the Middle East.
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