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“The tyrants bring the invaders.” Ibn Khaldun
(1332–1406).

As liberated Aleppo was falling, its horror broadcast by me-
dia activists in real time, thousands across the world took to
the streets to protest the humanitarian catastrophe unfolding.
Whilst such solidarity is vital, some may bitterly complain that
it is six years too late.The last pockets of grassroots democracy
and creative resistance are now being crushed, and the Syrian
conflict mutates into a much darker and more terrifying phase.

AnAssadist victory inAleppowould not have been possible
without Russian support. The regime was close to collapse in
September 2015 when Putin intervened at the regime’s request.
And it had been saved once before, by Iran, in 2013. The same
pattern as Aleppo is being played out on dissenting communi-
ties elsewhere. Crippling starvation sieges are enforced on the
ground by an array of mainly foreign and sectarian Shia mili-
tias backed by Iran, while bombs andmissiles fromAssad’s and
Russia’s planes fall like rain from the skies. In forced capitula-



tion deals people are exiled from their homes, perhaps perma-
nently.

Russia initially intervened on the pretext of fighting ISIS.
Yet over 80% of Russian bombs have fallen nowhere near terri-
tory controlled by the terror group. Instead they fall on commu-
nities which have self-organised in democratic local councils,
on schools and hospitals which doctors and teachers are des-
perately trying to keep functioning, on volunteer relief work-
ers who risk their lives to pull terrified and bloodied children
from rubble.

In the first 305 days of its intervention, Russian airstrikes
killed 2,704 civilians, including 746 children. Both Syrian and
international human rights and humanitarian organisations
testify to Russia’s systematic and deliberate targeting of hospi-
tals as a strategy of war. Russia’s intervention was intended to
prevent the regime’s collapse and help it regain lost territory,
and it’s worked.

Russia’s intervention was intended to prevent the regime’s
collapse and help it regain lost territory, and it’s worked

There’s a historical relationship between Russia and the
Assad regime dating back to the Cold War. The Soviet Union
sold weapons to the Syrian dictatorship and Syrian students
often studied in Russia or other eastern bloc countries. A
Soviet naval base was established in Tartus, Russia’s only base
in the Mediterranean. Syria was a Russian asset, and Putin
has revitalised that relationship. Russian bombs keep Assad
in power, and Russia protects its client state at the Security
Council in the same way the US protects Israel.

Through its intervention in Syria, Russia has expanded and
upgraded its naval base in Tartous to a permanent facility and
established an air-base south of Latakia in 2015. Deals with the
regime mean that Russian companies are set to benefit from
lucrative oil and gas exploration contracts. It showcases its ad-
vanced weaponry and has increased its arms exports. But more
importantly, through Syria Russia has successfully challenged
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US hegemony in the region. It is Russia that is leading inter-
national negotiations, after Obama backed down following the
chemical weapons deal. And Putin is also developing relation-
ships with other regional authoritarians such as Turkey’s Er-
dogan and Egypt’s Sisi, with whom he has recently conducted
joint military training. Putin has also strengthened relations
with Israel, increasing economic cooperation, selling Israel mil-
itary drones and sharing military intelligence on Syria.

Through its constant aerial bombardment, driving thou-
sands from their homes, and its backing of populist fascist
groups in the west, Russia has also contributed to the desta-
bilisation of Europe, already reeling from failed economic
neoliberalism and austerity. Through its propaganda outlets
such as Russia Today, it spreads a campaign of disinformation,
not so much intended to convince as to confuse.

Some have claimed that Russia’s intervention cannot be
imperialism if Russia’s military was invited by the Syrian
regime. By the same argument, America’s intervention in Viet-
nam would not have been imperialism either, invited as it was
by the South Vietnamese government. These commentators
believe that sovereignty resides in states, not people, and that
legitimacy can be still be held by those who wage a campaign
of extermination against those who peacefully protested their
rule.

Others will say that the rebels are also supported by
regional and international imperialisms, backed by the US,
Turkey and Gulf states. But the rebels have never received
anywhere near the level of financial and military support
the regime has received from its allies. Obama’s most signif-
icant intervention was to veto states providing air defense
weaponry to the rebels. It was the rebels’ inability to respond
to Assad’s overwhelming use of airpower which kept the
balance of power in the regime’s favour, as it obliterated all
possible alternatives to its rule.
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With the abandonment of Aleppo, it’s now clear that
Turkey is concerned primarily with crushing Kurdish au-
tonomy in Syria’s north, and Erdogan’s own authoritarian
campaign against all dissent. And the reactionary Gulf states
all have their own agendas, backing their respective factions,
contributing to rebel disunity and infighting. Motivated
primarily by their regional struggle for dominance with Iran,
they have fanned the flames of sectarianism and extremism
which the regime and its backers have so viciously provoked.

It does not appear that Trump will deviate significantly
from Obama’s isolationist position. Like Obama, he will con-
tinue to see ISIS as the greatest threat to American interests.
This doesn’t help Syrians who see the regime as the greatest
obstacle to peace, which together with its allies has been
responsible for over 90% of civilian deaths and is the primary
cause of displacement. Obama and Putin have coordinated
for some time now in the “War on Terror”. Trump admires
Putin and is likely to work with both him and Assad directly,
paying even less lip-service to issues such as human rights,
democracy or civilian protection. Never mind that Assad and
Putin are attacking Free Army and Islamist militias that are
actually fighting ISIS, as well as being the only defense for
civilians.

It is now up to people, globally, to build a sustained anti-
war movement that stands with the Syrian people against all
states participating in and perpetuating this conflict

It remains to be seen if tensions develop between Iran
and Russia. Already in Aleppo’s evacuation deal negotiated
between Russia and Turkey, Iran’s sectarian militias did not
comply. And whilst Trump may grow closer to Putin, his
close advisors are opposed to Iran and Obama’s nuclear deal.
But Russia also knows that Assad cannot hold reconquered
territory without Iranian-backed troops on the ground. Can
there be more than one puppet master pulling the strings?
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The fall of Aleppo may be the final nail in the coffin for
Syria’s orphaned revolution. An Assadist victory means the
end of Aleppo’s civil democratic experiment, once a beacon
of hope. It means the possible arrest of hundreds more civil
society activists, medical and relief workers who will join the
thousands already languishing in prison with little hope of re-
lease. The refugees and the displaced will never be able to re-
turn to their homes. Extremist groups will grow in strength, no
longer subject to popular pressure. It will mean a return to the
kingdom of fear.

The Syrian people have paid a heavy price for their desire
for freedom.They have been bombed by their own government,
bombed by foreign governments, and invaded by the world’s
most crazed jihadists. The regime has never shown a genuine
willingness to go to negotiations. Assad is not prepared to give
up or share his power. All ceasefires thus far have acted as pre-
ludes to increased slaughter and displacement, carried out with
nothing more than “strong condemnations” from the interna-
tional community. Assad, Russia and Iran believe in a military
solution to this conflict.

It is now up to people, globally, to build a sustained anti-
war movement that stands with the Syrian people against all
states participating in and perpetuating this conflict.
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