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Abstract	

According	to	political	scientists,	civil	conflicts	are	prolonged	when	foreign	powers	 intervene,	with	one	side’s	
patrons	increasing	material	support	for	its	proxy	provoking	escalation	by	the	other	side’s	patrons.		This	applies	
to	 Syria,	where	 the	 Syrian	 government	 is	 supported	 by	 Iran,	Hezbollah	 and	 Russia,	while	 the	 Syrian	 armed	
opposition	is	supported	by	the	US,	some	NATO	members,	Israel,	Qatar	and	Saudi	Arabia.	With	Turkey’s	President	
Erdogan	currently	seeking	military	escalation	from	the	U.S.	and	NATO	to	defend	Turkey-backed	jihadist	forces	
in	Idlib—including	many	Salafi	jihadists	from	China,	Russia	and	Central	Asia—this	risks	further	provoking	China	
and	other	Eurasian	states	to	increase	military	support	of	the	Syrian	army	to	neutralize	this	terrorist	threat.		As	
such,	the	scenario	risks	escalating	the	Syrian	conflict	into	a	regional	and	international	war	between	the	great	
nuclear	powers.	

	

	

About	ISPSW	

The	Institute	for	Strategic,	Political,	Security	and	Economic	Consultancy	(ISPSW)	is	a	private	institute	for	research	
and	consultancy.	The	ISPSW	is	an	objective,	task-oriented	and	politically	non-partisan	institute.	

In	the	ever	more	complex	international	environment	of	globalized	economic	processes	and	worldwide	political,	
ecological,	social	and	cultural	change,	which	occasions	 both	major	opportunities	and	risks,	decision-makers	in	
the	economic	and	political	arena	depend	more	than	ever	before	on	the	advice	of	highly	qualified	experts.	

ISPSW	offers	 a	 range	 of	 services,	 including	 strategic	 analyses,	 security	 consultancy,	 executive	 coaching	 and	
intercultural	 competency.	 ISPSW	 publications	 examine	 a	 wide	 range	 of	 topics	 connected	 with	 politics,	 the	
economy,	international	relations,	and	security/	defense.	ISPSW	network	experts	have	worked	–	in	some	cases	
for	decades	–	in	executive	positions	and	have	at	their	disposal	a	wide	range	of	experience	in	their	respective	
fields	of	expertise.	
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Analysis	

On	March	11,	the	US	Senate	Foreign	Relations	Committee	convened	a	hearing	on	the	situation	 in	the	Syrian	
province	of	Idlib,	the	current	focus	of	a	war	that	is	now	in	its	ninth	year.1	

Again,	 there	 are	 the	 usual	 pleas	 for	 the	 US	 to	 step	 up	military	 support	for	 Turkish	 President	 Recep	 Tayyip	
Erdogan	and	Turkey-backed	jihadists	in	Idlib	governorate	–	an	al-Qaeda	stronghold	–	touting	that	Turkey	is	a	
NATO	ally	and	the	West	should	support	its	occupation	of	Idlib.2	

Looking	at	the	map,	one	sees	that	indeed	Idlib	is	controlled	by	al-Qaeda	and	affiliated	jihadi	forces–e.g.,	Hayat	
Tahrir	al-Sham	(HTS,	rebranded	al-Qaeda),	Hurras	al-Din	(pro-al-Qaeda	HTS	offshoot),	Turkistan	Islamic	Party	
(TIP,	Chinese	Uighur	al-Qaeda).3		This	then	begs	the	question	of	why	would	NATO	help	Erdogan	defend	al	Qaeda?	

	

Perhaps,	this	time	it	may	be	prudent	for	US	Congress	to	bring	 in	political	scientists	to	testify	at	the	hearing,	
rather	than	the	usual	Washington	pundits,	activists,	and	lobbyists	with	vested	interest	in	prolonging	the	conflict,	
for	a	more	realistic	assessment	of	the	consequences	of	increasing	US	military	intervention.	

 
1 “Syrians urge US senators to enforce tougher measures against Assad's government”, Middle East Eye, March 
11, 2020, https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/humanitarian-situation-idlib-syria-plead-us-senators  
2 “US in talks with NATO allies to give Turkey military aid”, Arab News, March 11, 2020, 
https://www.arabnews.com/node/1639786/middle-east;  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ahhWjHxOhXo  
3 Zulfiqar Ali, “Syria: who’s in control of Idlib?”, BBC, February 18, 2020, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
45401474  
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External	intervention	prolongs	civil	conflicts	

According	to	political	scientists,	civil	conflicts	are	prolonged	when	foreign	powers	intervene.	A	study	conducted	
in	2008	by	James	Fearon	and	David	Laitin	from	Stanford	University	affirms	that	civil	wars	tend	to	be	significantly	
longer	when	foreign	countries	intervene	decisively	on	one	side.4	This	applies	to	Syria:	the	Syrian	government	is	
supported	by	Iran,	Hezbollah	and	Russia,	whereas	the	Syrian	armed	opposition	is	supported	by	the	US,	some	
NATO	members,	Israel,	Qatar	and	Saudi	Arabia.	

Nicholas	Sambanis	(University	of	Pennsylvania),	Stergios	Skaperdas	(University	of	California,	Irvine)	and	William	
Wohlforth	(Dartmouth	College),	the	authors	of	a	working	paper	published	 in	2017,	further	argue	that	 if	one	
side’s	patrons	increase	material	support	for	its	proxy,	there	is	a	risk	of	escalation	by	the	other	side’s	patrons.5		In	
other	words,	if	actor	A=the	Syrian	government	and	A*	is	its	sponsor	(Iran,	Hezbollah,	Russia)	while	actor	B=the	
rebel	opposition	and	B*	is	its	sponsor	(the	US,	the	UK,	France,	Turkey,	Israel,	Saudi	Arabia	and	Qatar),	then	any	
escalation	by	B*	may	risk	escalation	by	A*	to	prolong	the	conflict.	

For	example,	with	the	April	2017	US	airstrikes	and	the	April	2018	US/UK/French	tripartite	airstrikes	targeted	
directly	on	the	Syrian	government	on	behalf	of	the	opposition,	Washington	may	be	signaling	an	escalation	of	
resource	 commitments	 to	 topple	 the	Assad	 regime.		 This	 is	 complemented	with	 further	 Israeli	 airstrikes	on	
Syrian	military	assets.	US,	British,	French	and	Israeli	military	actions	thus	risk	paving	the	way	for	other	direct	
military	attacks	on	the	Syrian	government	by	sponsors	of	the	opposition	(Arab	states	in	the	Gulf	Cooperation	
Council	[GCC]	and	additional	NATO	members).6		

Now,	US	and	NATO	are	considering	military	escalation	in	support	of	Turkey’s	campaign	in	Syria.7	In	this	case,	
the	balance	shifts	in	favour	of	the	rebel	opposition	so	that	A+A*	<	B+B*.	However,	it	would	probably	provoke	
A*	to	escalate	and	rebalance	so	that	A+A*≥	B+B*.	

A*	would	now	include	Iran,	Hezbollah	and	Russia	plus	China	and	other	Eurasian	states	in	CSTO/SCO,	(Collective	
Security	Treaty	Organization/Shanghai	Cooperation	Organization)	whereas	B*	might	now	include	the	US/NATO,	
Israel	and	GCC	states.	

As	such,	this	scenario	risks	escalating	the	Syrian	conflict	into	a	regional	and	international	war	between	the	great	
nuclear	powers	(the	US,	Russia	and	China),	with	Al-Qaeda,	ISIS	and	their	patrons	benefitting	from	the	additional	
chaos.	Indeed,	back	in	2017	a	report	by	IHS	Markit	warned	that	“The	Syrian	government	is	essentially	the	anvil	
to	the	U.S.-	led	coalition’s	hammer”	against	ISIS,	and	its	downfall	would	empower	ISIS	to	the	detriment	of	the	
international	community.8	

 
4 James D. Fearon and David D. Laitin, “Civil war termination”, working paper, Stanford University, September 12, 
2008, https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/4894/e3a3ba9778117453f15c17cfbd9c6280cf47.pdf  
5 Nicholas Sambanis, Stergios Skaperdas, William Wohlforth, “External Intervention, Identity and Civil War”, 
Working Paper, University of California, Irvine, January 31, 2017, 
http://www.socsci.uci.edu/~sskaperd/SSW_Intervention_013117.pdf  
6 Mercy Kuo, “US Airstrikes in Syria: Impact on China, Israel and the Middle East  
Insights from Christina Lin” The Diplomat, April 11, 2017, https://thediplomat.com/2017/04/us-airstrikes-in-syria-
impact-on-china-israel-and-the-middle-east/  
7 Tom O’Connor, “U.S. willing to supply Turkey with military aid in its fight against Syria, White House says”, 
Newsweek, March 3, 2020, https://www.newsweek.com/us-willing-supply-turkey-fight-syria-1490293;  
“Washington in talks with NATO to provide Turkey military aid in Syria”, Ashrarq al-Awsat, March 11, 2020, 
https://aawsat.com/english/home/article/2174171/washington-talks-nato-provide-turkey-military-aid-syria  
8 “Study Shows Islamic State’s Primary Opponent in Syria Is Government Forces, IHS Markit Says” Business 
Wire, April 19, 2017, https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20170419005536/en/Study-Shows-Islamic-



 
 
 
 

 4 

Issue 
No. 677 

March 2020 

ISPSW Strategy Series: Focus on Defense and International Security 
Proxy War in Idlib Heads Toward Military Escalation 

Dr Christina Lin 

©  Institut für Strategie- Politik- Sicherheits- und Wirtschaftsberatung ISPSW 

Giesebrechtstr. 9               Tel   +49 (0)30 88 91 89 05        E-Mail:   info@ispsw.de 
10629 Berlin                 Fax  +49 (0)30 88 91 89 06       Website:  http://www.ispsw.de 
Germany 

 

Escalation	begets	escalation	from	Eurasian	powers	

Such	a	 conflict	would	 inevitably	 spill	 over	 into	 Israel	 as	 Iran,	Russia	and	China	are	provoked	 into	 increasing	
military	support	of	the	Syrian	army,	drawing	in	other	states	in	the	SCO	with	concerns	about	Salafi	jihadists	from	
their	region	setting	up	a	safe	haven	in	Syria.	Thousands	of	Central	Asian	militants,	based	mainly	in	Idlib	and	East	
Aleppo	 (before	 being	 ejected	 by	 the	 Syrian	 army	 in	 2017),	 have	 been	 training	 and	 fighting	 alongside	
US/Western-backed	groups	to	try	to	overthrow	the	Syrian	government.9	

As	an	Israeli	intelligence	report	documented,	there	are	thousands	of	Chinese	Uyghurs	fighting	in	the	ranks	of	al-
Qaeda	affiliates	 in	Syria,	namely	TIP	based	 in	 Idlib.10	The	August	30,	2016	bombing	of	 the	Chinese	embassy	
in	Krgyzstan,	planned	by	TIP	in	Syria	and	financed	by	Al	Nusra,	signals	increasing	threats	to	Chinese	citizens	and	
interests	overseas	if	Syria	becomes	a	terrorist	safe	haven.11	

Because	of	“inter-mingling”	with	so	called	“moderate”	jihadists,	TIP	and	al	Qaeda	in	Syria	enjoy	US	and	its	allies’	
protection	even	though	they	are	designated	as	terrorist	organizations.	The	have	procured	advanced	Western	
weapons	 such	 as	 US-supplied	 anti-tank	TOW	missiles,	 Grad	 missiles,	 and	 likely	 anti-aircraft	 MANPADS,	
and	drones	that	they	used	to	record	their	suicide	campaigns	against	the	Syrian	army.12		

These	Western	weapons	enhance	their	war	fighting	capabilities	to	launch	future	attacks	on	China	and	Chinese	
interests,	so	Beijing	will	likely	step	up	its	military	support	to	the	Syrian	army	to	counter	this	threat.	

The	abandoned	Kurds	 in	northern	Syria	and	 the	Syrian	Democratic	 Forces	 (SDF)	are	equally	 concerned	 that	
US/NATO	supplied	intelligence	and	weapons	to	Turkey	will	be	used	to	kill	them,	and	may	join	forces	in	A*	to	
counter	Turkey-backed	jihadists	in	B	and	their	sponsors	in	B*.13		

Based	on	the	external	intervention	model,	and	prospect	of	a	military	escalation	that	would	be	bloodier,	more	
violent,	involve	even	more	great	powers,	yet	likely	still	end	in	stalemate,	one	ponders	if	an	alternative	path	is	
needed.	

***	
	

Remarks:		Opinions	expressed	in	this	contribution	are	those	of	the	author.	

This	article	first	appeared	in	Asia	Times	on	March	12,	2020.	

 
State’s-Primary-Opponent-Syria;  Tom O’Connor, “Report sees ISIS benefiting from Assad downfall”, Newsweek, 
April 20, 2017, https://www.newsweek.com/us-overthrow-assad-syria-isis-wins-587037  
9 USAID, “Central Asian involvement in the conflict in Syria and Iraq: Drivers and Responses”, May 4, 2015,  
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1866/CVE_CentralAsiansSyriaIraq.pdf  
10 Itamar Eichner, “Israeli report: Thousands of Chinese jihadists are fighting in Syria”, Ynet News, March 27, 
2017, https://www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340,L-4941411,00.html; Christina Lin, “Chinese Uyghur colonies in 
Syria a challenge for Beijing”, Asia Times,  May 21, 2017, https://asiatimes.com/2017/05/chinese-uyghur-
colonies-syria-challenge-beijing/  
11 Olga Dzyubenko, “Kyrgyzstan says Uighur militant groups behind attack on China’s embassy”, Reuters, 
September 6, 2016, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-kyrgyzstan-blast-china-idUSKCN11C1DK  
12 Caleb Weiss, “Turkistan Islamic Party claims using U.S.-made anti-tank missile in northwest Syria”, Long War 
Journal, December 23, 2015, https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2015/12/turkistan-islamic-party-claims-
using-us-made-anti-tank-missile-in-northwest-syria.php; 
https://twitter.com/thomasjoscelyn/status/793061372753948672   
13 David Ignatius, “Trump’s betrayal of the Kurds is sickening to U.S. soldiers”, Washington Post, October 14, 
2019, https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/for-us-soldiers-its-a-dagger-to-the-heart-to-abandon-the-
kurds/2019/10/14/f0a1db60-eecf-11e9-89eb-ec56cd414732_story.html;  “Policy snapshot: Idlib, Jeffrey, 
Congress”, Syrian Democratic Times, March 10, 2020, 
https://www.syriandemocratictimes.com/2020/03/10/policy-snapshot-idlib-jeffrey-congress/   
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