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The Epochal Collapse: How Do Theories of Revolution Explain
the Fall of the Assad Regime?
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This study investigates the rapid collapse of the Assad regime on 8 December 2024 through
theories of revolution and civil wars — with particular attention to state-centric and systemic
approaches. By deconstructing the relationship between local, regional, and international
environments, the study concludes that transformations in the external environment often
become the deciding factor par excellence in determining the outcomes of civil wars within
deeply divided pivot states such as Syria. It argues that five regional and international
crises coincided and interacted during the last five years of the Assad regime (2019-2024),
leading to its exhaustion and then its collapse: the wars launched by Israel across the region,
including in Syria, in the aftermath of Operation Al-Agsa Flood; the Russo-Ukrainian War;
US economic sanctions, particularly the Caesar Act; the Lebanese banking crisis; and the
Covid-19 pandemic. These crises all contributed clearly to the crumbling of the structure of
the regime, including its hard military and security core, which had remained remarkably
cohesive for more than a decade after the outbreak of the revolution. They weakened and
undermined it both economically and socially, leading to the disappearance of much of its
domestic constituency and its international support — and, ultimately, to its collapse.
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On 8 December 2024, news broke that the Assad regime
had fallen. Its leader, Bashar al-Assad, had fled from
Hmeimim Air Base to Moscow, and the forces of the
"Deterring Aggression Operations Room", an alliance of
Syrian opposition factions led by Hay'at Tahrir al-Sham
(HTS), entered Damascus without resistance. After
nearly 14 years of bloody conflict, during which the
frontlines had repeatedly shifted, the regime collapsed in
just 12 days. Most of the HTS-led military operations had
been limited in scope, as in many places the ranks of the
regime and its allies had simply collapsed. This pattern
could be observed first in Aleppo, which opposition
forces entered on 30 November, just four days into the
offensive. The only notable fighting took place on the
outskirts of Hama, around Jabal Zain al-Abidin, before
opposition forces entered the city on 5 December. Two
days later, on 7 December, they took Homs, and on dawn

of the following day had entered Damascus.

The sheer speed of the collapse caught even the closest
observers of Syrian affairs off guard."” Former US defence
secretary Lloyd Austin admitted that Washington had
been "surprised"byhowquicklythe regime disintegrated,”
a view echoed by Secretary of State Antony Blinken, who
acknowledged that such a rapid reversal had not been
anticipated.”’ The same was true of Israeli president
Benjamin Netanyahu, despite later efforts to claim credit
for Assad's downfall” and "breaking" Iran's regional

axis;” he conceded the uncertainty of the moment,

1 "Israeli Intelligence Sees Growing Chance Assad's Forces Collapse in
Syria," Axios, 5/12/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/hBy2sOt

2 David Brennan & Lauren Minore, "World 'surprised' by How Quickly
Assad's Syria Collapsed, Austin Says," ABC NEWS, 9/12/ 2024, accessed
on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/hBy2t54

3 "Secretary Antony J. Blinken at a Press Availability," U.S. Embassy in
Syria, 14/12/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/hBy2sif

4 "After fall of Assad, PM says Israel is 'transforming the Face of the
Middle East'," The Times of Israel, 10/12/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026, at:
https://acr.ps/hBy2syQ

5 "Reports: As Syrian Rebels Take Hama, Israel Preparing for Possible
Collapse of Regime," The Times of Israel, 6/12/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026,
at: https://acr.ps/hBy2t62
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noting that Assad's departure was "not without risks"
for Israel.” Nor did Russia, long the regime's principal
backer and by then preoccupied with Ukraine, conceal
its shock. As Kremlin spokesperson, Dmitry Peskov, put
it: "Apparently these events have surprised the entire
world. We are not an exception."” President Putin would
subsequently wonder how 350 opposition fighters had
seized the major city of Aleppo from a force of 30,000
regime soldiers and allied militiamen,® adding that his
country was "not willing to help a regime whose own

army had lost the will to fight"."”

Mere weeks before its collapse, the Assad regime had
appeared relatively stable, despite the severe economic
strain of war and Western sanctions. Various countries,
including the US and most Arab and European countries,
had come to treat it as the "victor" of its 14-year war and
seemed to accept its durability. On 11 November 2024,
only two weeks before the launch of Operation Deterring
Aggression, Assad gave a speech at the second Arab-Islamic
Summit in Riyadh,"” condemning the inability of the Arab

and Islamic worlds to put an end to the Israeli war on Gaza.

Two months earlier, on 10 September, Saudi Arabia
had reopened its embassy, in a major step towards
normalization with the regime."” On 22 July, eight

European countries had sent a letter to Josep Borrell, the

6 '"Assad's Fall a Direct Result of Israel's Strikes on Iran and Hezbollah,
Netanyahu Says," The Jerusalem Post, 8/12/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026, at:
https://acr.ps/hBy2skt

7 "Assad's Fall Humiliated Putin and Could dent his Global Ambitions,"
Washington Post, 12/12/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/hBy2sPr
8 "Bitm: Lam Altaqi al-Asad wa-Suqutuhu La Yushakkil Hazima li-Risiya",
Al Jazeera, 19/12/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026 at: https://acr.ps/1L9F2EH

9 "Vladimir Putin Denies Russia was Defeated in Syria," Financial
Times, 19/12/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/hBy2siz

10 Saudi Arabia had invited Assad to invite the Arab summit in May 2023,
having spearheaded efforts to secure Syria's return to the Arab League after a 12-
year suspension originally occasioned by Assad's violent suppression of protests.

11 Kristian Coates Ulrichsen, "Saudi Arabia and the New Syria:

Constructive Pragmatism?," Arab Center Washington DC, 7/8/2025,
accessed on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/hBy2sB4
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EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security
Policy, calling on him to reassess the relationship with the
regime and bring the break with Damascus to an end."”
The Biden administration, meanwhile, would still be
discussing the possibility of a negotiated settlement even
after the forces of Deterring Aggression took Aleppo."” The
US offer included the possibility of softening sanctions and
withdrawing the US troops concentrated in northeastern
Syria if Assad would agree to end his alliance with
Iran"” and cut Hezbollah's supply line via Syria."® Even
Tiirkiye signalled openness to this emerging consensus on
restoring ties with the Syrian regime. Between 2022 and
2024, President Erdo@an repeatedly offered to meet Assad

in an effort to resolve their differences."”

By the end of autumn 2024, all indications were that the
regime was on its way to restoring its Arab, regional, and
international relationships and that it felt secure - to such
an extent that at dawn on 27 November, Assad travelled
to Moscow to attend his son's graduation, even as the
Operations Room was launching its first attacks to the
west of Aleppo.”” Within 12 days, however, the regime
collapsed and the forces of the Operations Room had
entered Damascus. Assad fled with his family to Hmeimim

Airbase in Latakia and then by military plane to Moscow.

12 "Thamani Duwal Urubbiyya Tad't li-I'adat al-Nazar fr'l-'Alaga
ma‘ Dimashq", Deutsche Welle, 22/7/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026 at:
https://acr.ps/hBy2sza

13 Maya Gebeily, Parisa Hafezi & Alexander Cornwell, "Exclusive:
US, UAE Discussed Lifting Assad Sanctions in Exchange for Break
With Iran, Sources Say," Reuters, 2/12/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026, at:
https://acr.ps/hBy2sPL

14 "US Told Assad it Would Pull Troops from Northeast Syria if he
Closed Iran's Supply Lines: Report," Middle East Eye, 4/12/2024, accessed
on 5/5/2026, at: https://acr.ps/hBy2t6m

15 Erika Solomon, Ronen Bergman & Adam Rasgon, "With Assad
Challenged, a Push to Cut Syria's Ties to Iran Grows More Unlikely," The
New York Times, 4/12/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/hBy2siT
16 "Ardoghan Mutafa’il bi-Liqga’ ma“ al-Asad li-Tatbi® al-‘Alagat", A/
Jazeera, 13/11/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026 at: https://acr.ps/hBy2szu

17 Ibrahim Hamidi, "al-Riwaya al-Kamila li-Hurib al-Asad ‘'al-
Murtabik'... wa-"Mufaja’at' al-Shar™", al-Majalla, 18/12/2024, accessed on
5/2/2026 at: https://acr.ps/1L9F2Zc
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After fourteen years of conflict, the rapid fall of the regime
raised many questions, breathing new life into conspiracy
theories that mostly revolve around international intrigues
in which Iran and Russia agreed to abandon Assad and
allow HTS to take power. On this account, the regime's
two backers agreed to a stage-managed surrender to
prevent major bloodshed in Damascus, ordering regime
forces to lay down their arms and retreat at will - even
from the Line of Confrontation with Israel in the Golan.
The proponents of this theory cite the meetings held in
Doha on the eve of the regime's collapse, Iran and Russia's
behaviour during the struggle, and the arrangements
made for the last moments of Assad's escape, to support

their simplified account of events."”

This paper reconstructs events as closely as possible to
what occurred between 28 November and 8 December
2024,

narratives, and interviews with a wide variety of actors.

cross-checking available evidence, prevailing

It thus offers a more grounded account of the regime's
sudden collapse. Drawing on intellectual approaches to
revolution and civil war, it examines the interplay between
the domestic and international dynamics that produced
this outcome, arguing that the changes that took place
in both led to the resolution of social conflicts in pivot

states deeply divided against themselves, like Syria.

The analysis is confined to explaining how revolutions
end, rather than why they begin - which are assumed
to be necessarily rooted in local conditions. External
forces, whatever their nature or degree of involvement,
cannot generate a revolution in the absence of sufficient
internal drivers. Only a people can initiate a revolution.
However, how a revolution ends is generally decided by
the will and interests of external forces, particularly in

pivot states that occupy important geopolitical positions.

18 There has been intense polarization in Syria around the precise
structure of the narrative relating to the regime's collapse. One camp
maintains that Assad fell as a result of an international stitch-up and that
HTS was no more than the tool used by foreign powers to achieve this end.
The other argues that Assad was toppled as a result of the unique genius of
Ahmad al-Sharaa, giving meaning to the Sharaaist slogan: man yuharrir
yugqarrir, "he who liberates, decides".


https://acr.ps/1L9F2Zc
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At its inception, a revolution is a local phenomenon
that emerges from internal drivers such as poverty,
oppression, corruption, despotism, marginalization,
constrained political horizons, and unemployment,
particularly among youth. Yet, no sooner does revolution
begin than external forces intervene. Globalization,
alongside technological development and evolving
modes of communication, shifting conceptions of
sovereignty, the resurgence of pandemics and plagues,
and accelerating climate change all produce dense
intersections between domestic and external forces in
shaping a state's trajectory. Consequently, a revolution,
no matter how local its triggers may be, immediately
ceases to be a domestic affair, as neighbouring states
or other countries with interests in the region, respond
quickly to any internal unrest. Demonstrations, like
pandemics, are contagious, particularly in contexts
where cultural contexts, political, economic, or social
conditions, institutional structures, or demographic
makeup are shared. This trend of contagion and reaction
is something of a pattern in great waves of change
throughout history: the 1848 revolutions in Europe, the
1989 revolutions that swept across the Eastern Bloc, and
the Arab revolutions of 2011, which spread rapidly from
their starting point in Tunisia across the whole Arab

region in North Africa and West Asia.

Conversely, many scholars have not shown sufficient
interest in the regional and international political-
material contexts against the backdrop of which these
waves of change play out. International conditions,
like domestic factors, play important roles - if not in
lighting the spark of revolutions, then most certainly
in determining their outcomes, and sometimes in both.
International factors are always present in revolutions,
directly or indirectly, through fluctuations in the price of
goods (oil, minerals, consumer goods such as wheat or
rice), through global economic and financial crises (such
as the crises of 1929 and 2008), or through industrial
competition and the imposition of protective measures
(the introduction of tariffs in the US after the 1929 crash
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contributed to the rise of the Nazis and subsequently to
the Second World War). In 2022 and 2024, such factors
included the role of global price inflation resulting from
rising food and energy prices (caused by the Russo-
Ukrainian War); higher interest rates; a strong dollar,
with the attendant effects on public debt, particularly in
poor countries; supply chain disruptions; and decreased
demand for goods and energy during the Covid-19
pandemic. These played a prominent role in driving
demonstrations in a number of countries across the

world, including Bangladesh, Nepal, and Morocco.

International factors playamoredirectrolein determining
the outcome of revolutions and protest movements when
there is competition between interested countries. States
may provide political, economic, or military support to
one party to an internal conflict, or impose a blockade
or sanctions on another. In some cases, states may even
dispatch military forces to support an ally or confront an
enemy, thereby becoming a direct party to the fighting
themselves. Throughout history, European states,
particularly conservative ones, deployed their militaries
to stem the tide of the French Revolution, restoring the
monarchy in 1814; between 1776 and 1783, the French
themselves had fought directly alongside the Americans
in a revolution against British rule. The French and
the British would later intervene together to attempt
to overthrow the Bolsheviks, who had taken power in
Russia in 1917 with the fall of the Tsar. In 2011, NATO
intervened on the side of the Libyan revolutionaries,
hoping to overthrow the regime of Colonel Muammar
Gadhafi; at the same time, the Russians and Iranians
intervened on the side of the Syrian regime to prevent
the same thing happening to Assad. Since the end of the
Second World War, the US has intervened on more than
200 occasions around the world to overthrow hostile

governments or defend friendly ones."”

19 Heather Stephenson, "U.S. Foreign Policy Increasingly Relies on
Military Interventions," Tufis Now, 16/10/ 2023, accessed on 5/2/2026, at:
https://acr.ps/1L9F3e8
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The Syrian case provides an important theoretical and
practical contribution to understanding the relationship
between external and internal factors and the significance
of how they interact to determining the trajectory of
civil conflicts in highly divided pivot states. Scholars
distinguish two major theoretical approaches to the

causes and outcomes of revolutions.

1. The State-Centric Approach

While not entirely neglecting external factors, this
approach focuses on the internal factors behind the
emergence and outcome (success, failure, civil war) of
revolutions. Jack Goldstone, Barrington Moore, Said
Amir Arjomand, Theda Skocpol, Fred Halliday, and
Ted Robert Gurr have all discussed the trigger factors
for revolutions, including those linked to the outside,
such as the state's ability to competitive technologically,

economically, and defensively competitive.*”

In his study of the English, French, Ottoman, and
Chinese revolutions between the 16th and 19th centuries,
Goldstone argues that there is an unmistakeable link
between revolution, population growth, and inflation,
which together produce a contradiction between a

wealthy and powerful elite that seeks to preserve the

20 Jack A. Goldstone, Revolution and Rebellion in the Early Modern
World (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), accessed on
5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/hBy2t8g; Barrington Moore Jr., Social Origins of
Dictatorship and Democracy. Lord and Peasant in the Making of the Modern
World (London: Penguin University Books, 1966), accessed on 5/2/2026,
at: https://acr.ps/hBy2sk; Said Amir Arjomand, The Shadow of God and
the Hidden Imam: Religion, Political Order, and Societal Change in Shi'ite
Iran from the Beginning to 1890 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1984), accessed on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/hBy2sBo; Theda Skocpol,
"France, Russia, China: A Structural Analysis of Social Revolutions,"
Comparative Studies in Society and History, vol. 18, no. 2 (April 1976),
pp. 175-210, accessed on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/hBy2sRZ; Theda
Skocpol, Social Revolutions in the Modern World (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1994), accessed on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/hBy2t8A;
Fred Halliday, Revolution and World Politics: The Rise and Fall of the Sixth
Great Power (Durham, Duke University Press, 1999); Ted Robert Gurr,
Why Men Rebel, 3rd ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1972),
accessed on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/hBy2sl7
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status quo (because it benefits from that status quo) and
the strata that try to change it (because they are harmed
by it). Revolution, however, only breaks out when society
confronts three simultaneous crises: a sharp financial-
economic downturn; intra-elite divisions over how to or
whether it is even possible to deal with the crisis; and a
serious possibility of deprived social groups mobilizing
with the objective of toppling the regime. Nonetheless,
in an article published in Foreign Affairs, Goldstone
emphasizes the role of external factors in deciding the
fate of a revolution,”” citing the decision of the Reagan
administration (1981-1989) to withdraw its support for
the Filipino regime led by Ferdinand Marcos in 1986,
leading to its collapse. Weak regimes in marginal states,
he says, are reliant on foreign support in order to survive,
and no sooner is this support withdrawn than these
regimes crumble in the face of serious opposition. For
a revolution to succeed, in Goldstone's schema, several

conditions must simultaneously be met:

The opposition must be able to deprive the ruling
regime of legitimacy and establish a general view
that it is unreformable and represents a threat to the

future and survival of the country.

The elite, in particular the military elite, must
distance themselves from the regime and lose the

desire to defend it.

The opposition must succeed in mobilizing a

significant portion of the population against it.

Interested powers in the regional and international
systems must decline to intervene in defence of the
regime or must prevent it from using violence (or at

least significant violence) to defend itself.””

21 Jack A. Goldstone, "Understanding the Revolutions of 2011: Weakness
and Resilience in Middle Eastern Autocracies," Foreign Affairs, vol. 90, no.
3 (May/ June 2011), accessed on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/ILIGP;jS

22 Ibid.
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Azmi Bishara attributes the outbreak of revolutions to state

crises and structure,”

as in political science approaches,
which is also very visible in Skocpol's work.”? However,
he focuses more on the role of political actors and national
identity in the Arab context, without disregarding the role

played by external factors in determining outcomes.””

The failure of governments to respond to public aspirations
may lead to unrest but the chances of a revolution or of
demonstrators successfully bringing down a government
depend on the level of support that external actors provide
to both parties to the conflict once the demonstrations
develop into a revolution, rebellion, or uprising. Revolutions
or rebel movements both rely on external support to
achieve a balance of power or to have their demands taken
seriously - let alone overthrow a government that holds the
monopoly on violence. Revolutions are generally defeated
if they fail to obtain sufficient external support, particularly
if the military establishment stands with that regime. In
such cases, the outcome of the revolution is the dependent
variable, while external support is the independent variable

which determines that outcome.

Numerous internal factors overlapped in the outbreak
of the Syrian Revolution, largely reducible to anger with
corruption and despotism and a small elite controlling all
the sources of power and wealth. The immediate triggers
included a 350% rise in the price of fuel compared with
2008, increased food costs, a years-long drought, and the
opening of Syrian markets to imported products (from
Tiirkiye after the free trade agreement concluded in 2007),
harming local factory and workshop owners, as well as
repeated anti-smuggling campaigns that damaged the
livelihoods of those living on the borders with Lebanon and
Iraq in particular without providing any alternative. Other
factors include the unbalanced development between
city and countryside, the collapse of the public sector,
the government's withdrawal from economic activity, the

rising population and the concurrent rise in the number

23 Bishara, Fi'l-Thawra wa'l-Qabiliyya li'l-Thawra, pp. 15-50.
24 Skocpol, Social Revolutions in the Modern World.
25 Bishara, Fi'l-Thawra wa'l-Qabiliyya li'l-Thawra, pp. 25-90.
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of educated young people and unemployment rates among
them, and the inability of the government to deal with the

(26)

challenges posed by globalization and technology.

However, from the moment that the revolution broke out,
regional states began to move to take advantage of the
opportunity or to identify and see off threats to their own
interests. Since Arab regimes depend on external support,
and given Syria's position as a pivot state, it would have
been naive to imagine that the Syrian revolution would
remain an internal matter. Thus, it was hardly to be
expected that its outcome would be determined solely by
the local forces fighting for control within the country.
To be sure, the Syrian opposition did ultimately manage
to topple the Assad regime. But if it would not have been
possible without the Lebanese banking crisis (2019),
the US sanctions, which intensified after the Caesar Act
(2020), the changes in the regional and international
environment after Russia's invasion of Ukraine (2022), and
Hamas's Operation Al-Agsa Flood and the subsequent

far-reaching shifts within Israeli security doctrine.

2. The Systemic Approach

This approach maintains that even if the causes of
a revolution are local, its outcomes are determined
by external factors, in accordance with the balance of
power between the relevant external coalitions. It looks
at revolutionary consequences and outcomes from the
perspective of power and of the regional and international
structure. This is a stance that is particularly favoured by

supporters of the realist theory of international relations.

Realism argues that, in the absence of a central authority,
the international system is anarchic and shaped a
constant security dilemma: stronger states can impose
their will, while weaker ones must acquiesce.”” In such

an environment, states continually build military power

26 See: Marwan Kabalan, "Limadha Inharat Dawlat al-Ba‘th 1 Striya?"
Siyasat Arabia, v. 9, issue 53 (November 2021), p. 20.

27 JohnlJ. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W,
W. Norton & Company, 2003), accessed on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/hBy2sSj;
Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Boston: McGraw-Hill,
1979), accessed on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/hBy2t8U
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to avoid vulnerability to others.”” This environment
fosters constant vigilance and distrust, locking states
into a perpetual struggle for security in a system of
self-reliance. Driven by fear, they continuously seek
to expand economic resources, strengthen military
capabilities, and, at the same time, secure allies and
reduce adversaries to improve their relative position. To
safeguard their interests, states adopt policies of support
or opposition toward governments facing unrest,
seeking to shape outcomes in their favour. In practice,
this means intervening - invited or not — in the domestic
affairs of others. Whether a state backs the regime or
the opposition depends on its interests: supporting
the government preserves the status quo while
supporting challengers aims to alter it. States intervene
in in countries in turmoil to serve the same core aim,
irrespective of their own regime type or proximity: to
minimize threats, maximize gains, and prevent rivals
from exploiting the situation. Revolutions thus appear

either as opportunities or as dangers, but in both cases,

they tend to prompt intervention.

In some cases, understanding a revolution requires
looking beyond domestic dynamics to the policies of
external powers, as outcomes often reflect a struggle
among foreign actors waged through local proxies.
Kenneth Waltz, John Mearsheimer, and Stephen Walt
maintain that, if they have enough power, states cannot
help but intervene in a country in tumult and attempting
to direct events towards outcomes that serve their
interests.”” If the government has external allies, they
will intervene to crush the rebellion; If the opposition
has foreign backers, they will intervene to overthrow
the existing government. External forces will inevitably

favour whichever side serves their interests, irrespective

28 This is Mearsheimer's theory of "offensive realism". See: John J.
Mearsheimer, "Back to the Future: Instability in Europe after the Cold
War," in: Michael E. Brown, Sean M. Lynn-Jones & Steven E. Miller (eds.),
The Perils of Anarchy: Contemporary Realism and International Security
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1995), pp. 78-129.

29 Waltz; Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics; Stephen
M. Walt, Revolution and War (New York: Cornell University Press, 1996),
pp. 32-33.
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of their position and sometimes without consideration
for their ideological affinities. The result is often a cold
or proxy war between intervening foreign states, each
backing local allies - or even open warfare when foreign
forces fight alongside them. This was evident in Russia's
intervention in Syria (2015), Saudi Arabia's in Yemen
(2015) and US operations with Kurdish militias in Syria
and Shi'i militias in Iraq, against ISIS (2014-2017).

Besides the internal changes to the system of government
that result from revolutions, they also lead to changes
in external foreign policy, which in turn influence the
regional balance of power. In this sense, a revolution, a
protest, or an uprising is never a purely internal affair.
Unrest in one country spills into others. While many
factors shape a revolution's success, external intervention
is often decisive. By seeking to influence outcomes to
their advantage - or even by choosing not to intervene
- foreign powers play a central role. The failure of the
Shi'i-Kurdish uprising in Iraq (1991) to topple Saddam
Hussein, for example, reflected the refusal of regional
actors (the Gulf states and Tiirkiye) and the United
States to support it: the former feared expanding Iranian
influence, while Tiirkiye worried about emboldening

Kurdish secessionism.

External forces were often decisive in shaping the
outcomes of the 2011 Arab Spring revolutions of 2011
— whether by enabling revolutionary success (Libya),
preserving regimes (Bahrain), prolonging conflict
(Yemen and Syria), or reversing victories (Egypt). In
Egypt, internal divisions weakened the revolution, but
external backing was crucial in consolidating the coup.
More broadly, once external intervention intensifies,
driven by strategic interests or internal fractures, the
will of the people, regardless of sacrifice, ceases to be the

decisive factor in determining a revolution's outcome.

The outcome of external intervention thus depends largely
on the balance of foreign support. If one state intervenes
and others remain neutral, it is likely to succeed, as in
Libya and in Bahrain. In both cases, foreign intervention

succeeded in achieving its aims (toppling the regime in
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the former and crushing the opposition in the latter).
Where both sides receive substantial backing, conflicts
tend to become prolonged proxy wars, as in Syria, which
received direct military support from Russia and Iran
and Yemen, where Saudi-UAE led intervention prevented
the Houthis from taking control of the whole country
and winning the conflict. Shifts in that external support
can be decisive: when conditions changed in Syria and
support for the regime weakened following Russia's war
in Ukraine as well as Israel's strikes on Hezbollah and
Iranian military assets in Syria, the opposition was able to

seize the advantage and eventually claim victory.

In such cases, the trajectory of a revolution is largely shaped
by external intervention, as states seek to maximize gains
and limit losses in the event of developments prejudicial
to their interests. The more foreign powers involved,
the more likely a revolution develops into a protracted
civil war with regional and international dimensions; the
deeper and more conflicting their interests, the longer and
more fragmented the conflict becomes, turning it into a
series of smaller sub-wars.”” Such conflicts may devolve
into "all against all" warfare, as in Syria with the rise of
ISIS and the US and Russian interventions in 2014 and
2015 respectively. Competing states may intervene directly
or through local proxies, either to overthrow or restore a
regime. Britain and France sent troops and backed Russian
forces to fight the Bolsheviks in 1918-1920,"" while the US
supported a rag-tag band of Cuban revolution opponents
and deployed limited personnel in an attempt to topple

the Castro regime in 1961.%”

In some cases, a government threatened by internal unrest
may seek assistance from allies. In January 2022, Kazakh
president Kassym-Jomart Tokayev asked the Russian-led

"Collective Security Organization" to suppress the protests

30 Christopher Philips, "The International System and the Syrian Civil
War," International Relations, vol. 36, no. 3 (2022), pp. 358-381, accessed
on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/hBy2slr

31 Patrick J. Conge, From Revolution to War: State Relations in a World
of Change (Michigan: The University of Michigan Press, 2000).

32 Bard E. O'Neill, Insurgency & Terrorism: From Revolution to
Apocalypse, 2nd ed. (Washington, DC: Potomac Books, 2005).
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that broke out in his country against increased fuel
costs. Likewise, a protest movement can invoke foreign
support; in fact, protest movements are more reliant than
regimes are on foreign support for success.”” Regimes are
generally better equipped to fight rebellions or suppress
demonstrations, given their control of the media and the

armed forces, as well as generally better financial resources.

Most revolutions, especially in competitive environments,
draw foreign intervention on one side or another. Yet the
absence or withdrawal of foreign support can sometimes
enable regime change and even democratic transition.
In the Philippines (1986), US non-intervention helped
force Ferdinand Marcos to step down. His departure
facilitated free elections and the formation of a
democratic government.”” Similarly, limited external
backing contributed to Hosni Mubarak's fall in Egypt
(2011), though the army later reversed the transition.*”
By contrast, US intervention in Chile (1973) toppled
elected president, Salvador Allende, and installed a
military regime. Overall, in competitive contexts, the
fate of revolutions and whether they yield democracy or

dictatorship depends heavily on external factors.

Studies suggest that tightly-knit authoritarian regimes
with strong military-security cores rarely fall to unrest
alone; external intervention is usually decisive. This can

take three forms:

Active intervention: direct or indirect action -
military force, support for opposition groups, or
sanctions - to topple or sustain a regime. Examples
of this include the Soviet military interventions in
Hungary (1956) and Czechoslovakia (1968). This
intervention might involve support for rebel or

opposition groups, or the imposition of stringent

33 Bard E. O'Neill, Insurgency & Terrorism: From Revolution to
Apocalypse, 2nd ed. (Washington, DC: Potomac Books, 2005).

34 Gary Hawes, "United States Support for the Marcos Administration
and the Pressures that made for Change," Contemporary Southeast Asia,
vol. 8, no. 1 (June 1986), pp. 18-36.

35 See: Azmi Bishara, Thawrat Misr: Min al-Thawra ila'l-Ingilab (Doha/
Beirut: ACRPS, 2016), pp. 51-71, 351-385.
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economic sanctions that weaken the regime. It might
rely on multiple tools (military action and sanctions),
as in Serbia (2000), against the Milosevic regime.
Or it might use all available tools (military action,
supporting a rebellion, economic sanctions) as in the

case against Colonel Gaddafi in Libya.

Passive intervention: withdrawal of external backing,
allowing a regime (or, conversely, an opposition) to
collapse (e.g., Iran(1979, Philippines 1986, and Egypt
2011). In contrast, a supporting state can also end
its support for an opposition (e.g., when Washington
abandoned the Kurds and the Shi'a in the 1991
uprising against the Saddam Hussein regime and
when the Shah of Iran refused to come to the aid
of the Kurdish uprising in northern Iraq after the
signing of the Algiers Agreement in 1975).

Byproduct of wider conflicts: Regime collapse as a
spillover from broader geopolitical shifts, such as of
the end of the Cold War. Besides Europe, examples
include Mengistu Hailemariam in Ethiopia (1991),
Siad Barre in Somalia (1991), the Communist regime
in Mongolia (1990), and the Marxist regime in
South Yemen, which could not be salvaged through
unification with the North (1990). In Latin America,
the Pinochet regime in Chile and the Sandinistas
in Nicaragua met their end at the same time. And
of course in Syria, the Assad regime later collapsed
as a result of the spillover of several conflicts, most
significantly being the Russo-Ukrainian conflict and
the wars launched by Israel in the wake of Operation

Al-Agsa Flood.

Multiple interlocking factors dogged the Syrian regime
over the course of more than 13 years of conflict
(2011-2024), wearing down its internal structure and

ultimately leading to its rapid collapse.
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1. External Factors

As soon as the Syrian revolution developed into an armed
conflict, and then a regional and international proxy war,
external factors became decisive in the trajectory and
outcome of events in the country. The regime managed
to survive more than 13 years of conflict thanks to the
Iranian and Russian interventions in particular, but

these interventions would not endure.

For years, Iranian military and financial aid propped up
the Syrian regime against a broad-front opposition intent
on overthrowing it. In early 2013, with military resources
at breaking point and losing territory - especially on
the periphery of the big cities — the regime was forced
to seek assistance from Hezbollah. Hezbollah made its
first major appearance in the battle for al-Qusair, on
the Lebanese border, where it played a significant part
in expelling opposition forces.”® But Hezbollah alone
was not enough to face down an opposition whose
capabilities had grown enormously thanks to foreign
support (mainly from Tiirkiye and the Gulf). Iran
threw its weight behind the regime, providing it with
advisers from the Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC)
and recruiting thousands of Shi'i militiamen from Iraq,
Afghanistan, Pakistan and Azerbaijan - as well as, from
2016, sending its "Green Beret" commandos (the 65th
Brigade) to fight alongside regime forces.”” This was the
first time since the end of the Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988)
that Iran had deployed troops from the regular army
outside its own borders. By 2017, Iran was estimated
to have sent between 15,000 and 20,000 foreign Shi'i
fighters to the country, as well as around 1,000 of its

36 Research and Investigations Unit, "Ma‘rakat al-Qusayr bi-Hums wa-
Hikayat al-Suqut al-Kamila", Syrian Institute for Studies and Public Opinion
Research, 28/9/2015, accessed on 5/2/2026 at: https://acr.ps/1L9F2so

37 Abbas Qaidaari, "Who sent Iranian Green Berets to Syria?" AL
Monitor, 28/4/2026, accessed on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/hBy2t50
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own IRGC and army forces.”” It subsequently increased
this number to 4,000 Iranian troops, as well as 7,000
Hezbollah fighters.®”

The 2015 Russian military intervention allowed Iran to
shift the balance of power on the ground in the regime's
favour. The most notable change began in Aleppo,
where Iranian militias, with significant Russian air
support, managed to expel the armed opposition from
the east of the city after an agreement between Russia
and Tiirkiye. This laid the groundwork for the "Astana
Process”, which established "de-escalation zones" that
the regime and its allies would subsequently chip away at
and eventually completely take over — with the exception
of the zone in Idlib."” In late 2019, the regime and its
allies attempted to retake the Idlib zone, but Turkish
military intervention prevented them from doing so.
A 5 March 2020 agreement between Presidents Putin
and ErdoZan then brought an end to the fighting. The
resulting ceasefire remained in place (despite occasional
manoeuvring and breaches) until Operation Al-Agsa

Flood and the beginning of the Israeli war on Iran.

Hamas launched Operation Al-Agsa Flood on 7
October 2023 against the area immediately adjacent to
the Gaza Strip. Around 1,200 Israelis were killed and
a further 250 people of Israeli and other nationalities

were taken prisoner*”

. The operation sent shockwaves
through Israel, which subsequently launched a full-
fledged war not just in the Gaza Strip but in Lebanon,
Syria, Iraq, and Yemen, leading to the first military

confrontation between Iran and Israel since the 1979

38 Nidal Mohammad Watad, "al-Wujiid al-Irani fi Siiriya bi-Manziir
Isra’1li: Tahaddi Yumkin Tahammuluhu Raghm al-Tahwil", Alaraby
Aljadeed, 24/8/2017, accessed on 5/2/2026 at: https://acr.ps/hBy2sON

39 Robert Fisk, "Iran to Send 4,000 Troops to Aid President Assad
Force in Syria," Independent, 16/6/2013, accessed on 5/2/2026, at:
https://acr.ps/hBy2t6G

40 See: "Ittifaq Astana al-Thulatht: Khalfiyyatuhu wa-Furas Najahuhu",
Situation Assessment, ACRPS, 9/5/2017, accessed on 5/2/2026 at:
https://acr.ps/1L9F2Vn

41 United Nations Human Rights Council. Report of the Independent
International Commission of Inquiry on the Occupied Palestinian Territory,
including East Jerusalem, and Israel, A’JHRC/56/CRP.3, 10 June 2024, p. 6.
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Revolution. Tel Aviv decided it was no longer willing
to permit Iran to surround it with a "Ring of Fire" and
that it had to break the pro-Iranian axis — not only by
destroying Hamas' military capabilities but by changing
the regional environment. When Hezbollah launched a
limited border operation in solidarity with Hamas, Israel
seized the opportunity, beginning a gradual campaign
of escalation that culminated in the attack on the
movement's headquarters on 27 September 2024 - killing
its emblematic secretary-general, Hassan Nasrallah, as
well as other military commanders.*” This was followed
by heavy airstrikes on Dahiya in southern Beirut and
other areas across Lebanon. On 30 September, Israel
launched a ground invasion of southern Lebanon, forcing
Hezbollah to withdraw thousands of its fighters from

(43)

Syria,™ particularly from the lines of contact with the
opposition around Aleppo and Idlib, and redeploy them
in Lebanon or along the Syrian border. This eroded the
regime's ability to fight opposition forces concentrated

in those areas - a hole the regime proved unable to fill.**

As it was targeting Hezbollah's capabilities in Syria and
Lebanon, Israel launched a simultaneous, systematic
attack on the Iranian military presence in Syria, including
senior IRGC commanders.“” As a result of the intensified
Israeli strikes, Iran reduced its military deployments

(46

in the country to a minimum“ and restricted the

movement of the troops that remained, as "nowhere

42 "al-‘'Udwan al-Isra’illi ‘ala Lubnan ba'd Istihdaf Magqarr
al-Qiyada al-Markaziyya li-Hizb Allah wa-Ightiyal Aminihi al-‘Amm",
Situation Assessment, ACRPS, 29/9/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026 at::

https://acr.ps/1L9F2k1

43  Josef Federman, Matthew Lee & Abby Sewell, "Israel Begins Ground
Offensive Against Hezbollah in Lebanon," AP News, 30/9/2024, accessed
on 26/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/hBy2sUT

44 "Hezbollah Redeploys its Fighters From Syria to Lebanon," Middle
East Monitor,20/10/2024, accessed on 26/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/1IL9F2hw

45 5 IRGC Officers, Including Syria Intel Chief, killed in Damascus
Strike Blamed on Israel," The Times of Israel, 20/1/2024, accessed on
26/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/1L9F2iv;

46 "Iran Cuts Syria Presence After Strikes Blamed on Israel: Monitor,"
France 24, 24/4/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/1L9F2eQ
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in Syria is safe"."” Meanwhile, Israel adopted a zero-
tolerance policy towards major Iranian arms shipments
to Syria and Lebanon, treating the two countries as a
single zone of operations.“” Israel increased its efforts to
monitor and interdict these shipments, forcing them to
turn back, and repeatedly struck Damascus International

Airport to prevent Iranian planes from landing.

Israeli strikes also extended to Iranian-backed militias
throughout Syria. On 9 November 2024, they targeted
bases belonging to Hezbollah and Iraqi militias in the

(49)

area around Aleppo and Idlib.™” Between January
and November 2024, Israel carried out more than
155 attacks in the country (86 between October and
November 2024 alone), targeting Hezbollah positions,
IRGC commanders and allied Shi'i militias. The last and
most violent of these attacks, on 20 November - only a
week before HTS began its Aleppo offensive - targeted
Iraqi militiamen, leaving more than 100 dead.*” As it
became clear that Assad was losing, Israel also prevented
Iranian military units flown into Syria to support him
from landing.®” Notwithstanding these Israeli efforts,
Iran was able to get some Iraqi reinforcements into Syria

before the regime fell, but their impact was limited.®”

Initially, support from Iran and Hezbollah could not

prevent the opposition from seizing large swathes

47 "lIran's Guards Pull Officers From Syria After Israeli Strikes," Reuters,
1/2/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/1L9F2sT

48 "lIsrael to Interdict Tehran's Weapon Transfers to Assad Regime,"
Israel Hayom, 4/12/2024, accessed on 25/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/1LOF2PS

49 " Ahdaf wa-Tafasil Istihdaf Isra’1l Mawagi* bi-Idlib li'l-Marra al-Ula",
Al Jazeera, 9/11/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026 at: https://acr.ps/L9F2su

50 '"Akthar min 100 bayn Qatil wa-Jarih... Na‘wat Qutla Gharat Tadmur
Tatakhatta Hasilat al-Nizam al-Mu‘lana", Sham Network, 21/11/2024,
accessed on 5/2/2026 at https://acr.ps/1L9F2su

51 "Netanyahu: Israel Stopped Iranian Planes from Reaching Syria Ahead
of Assad's Ouster," The Times of Israeli, 28/4/2025, accessed on 5/2/2026,
at: https://acr.ps/1 L9F2ku

52 Suleiman Al-Khalidi & Maya Gebeily, "Iraqi Fighters Head to Syria
to Battle Rebels but Lebanon's Hezbollah Stays out, Sources Say," Reuters,
3/12/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/1LIF2YX
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of Syria, and by summer 2015, the regime only really
governed about 20% of Syrian territory. In July 2015,
Assad was forced to admit that he could not maintain
control over much of Syria, particularly in the north,””

©9 The Russian military

and seek Russian assistance.
intervention decisively tipped the balance of power in
favour of the regime. The Russian role was underscored
by the Astana Process of May 2017, put together by
Russia through agreements with Tiirkiye and Iran and
used by Moscow to freeze the conflict - paving the way,

or so it hoped, for ultimate regime victory.

In February 2022, Russia invaded Ukraine. A year
earlier, in August 2021, the US had mounted a chaotic
withdrawal from Afghanistan, allowing the Taliban
to resume control of the country and expel US allies
from government. Putin had been encouraged by this
spectacle. But his "Special Military Operation", in which
about 200,000 Russian soldiers participated, failed to
achieve its initial aim of seizing Kiev and overthrowing
the government of Volodymyr Zhelensky (2019-)
within its first week. Thanks to the huge support that
NATO then committed to Kiev, Russia soon found itself
bogged down in a war of attrition in Ukraine that Putin
was determined to win at any cost — because his own
political future, and Russia's position in the international
system, depended on it - and that Biden was equally
determined to defeat. As a result, Putin was forced to
withdraw a significant force from Syria to redeploy it on

the Ukrainian front.*”

When the forces of the Repelling Aggression Operations
Room began their offensive on 27 November 2024,
Russia had no more than eight planes at its disposal at

the Hmeimim Air Base - far fewer than the 48 deployed

53 "Khitab al-Ra’ts Bashhar al-Asad Kamilan", Syria Resistance,
YouTube, 26/7/2015, accessed on 5/2/2026 at: https://acr.ps/1IL9F2TA

54 '"Nasr Allah li'-Mayadin: al-Dukhil al-*AskarT al-RisT T Striyya Kan
Mu’aththiran Jiddan", al-Mayadeen, YouTube, accessed on 5/2/2026 at:
https://acr.ps/hBy2sZp

55 Kevin Chen, "Assessing Russia in Syria: The Impact of the Ukraine
War," Vanguard Think Tank, 23/2/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026, at:
https://acr.ps/1L9F2xe;
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at the height of its intervention in 2016. This explains the
limited Russian response to the rapid advances achieved
by the opposition forces and the speedy collapse of regime
forces: there was no Russian air cover.* The Wagner
Group were also absent: after the mutiny led by Evgeny
Prigozhin in June 2023, Putin had restructured them
into the "Africa Corps" and redeployed them to Ukraine.
Wagner had played a significant role in supporting regime
forces to reassert control over large portions of the Syrian
desert, most notably the oil and gas fields east of Homs
and the city of Tadmor (retaken 2016)."”

On 29 November 2024, as Aleppo was about to fall, Assad
begged Putin for help. But Putin had nothing to offer
him. Moreover, the Russian president quickly concluded
that there was nothing to be gained by continuing to
support the regime, because its own army was completely
demoralized and had lost the will to fight, and Iran and
its militia allies had been seriously weakened by the
constant Israeli airstrikes. When the opposition took
Hama on 5 December, Putin could see that the regime
was about to fall, and moved to make an agreement with
the Operations Room. Russia ended its aerial operations
in exchange for protection for Hmeimim (where most of
the Russian forces were based), preservation of Russian
interests in Syria, and a commitment not to target
Russian troops.”” Russia's final act before the fall of the
capital was to evacuate Assad and several of his senior

aides to Hmeimim and then to Moscow.

The sanctions imposed by the US and European Union
between 2011 and 2012 had a deleterious effect on the

Syrian economy, but the most significant shock came with

56 Grzegorz Szymanowski, "With Ukraine a Slog and Syria Aflame,
Russia is Worn Thin," Deutsche Welle, 12/5/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026,
at: https://acr.ps/1LO9GPUL

57 Antonio Giustozzi, "How the Wagner Group Lost Syria," Royal
United Services Institute (RUSI), 31/5/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026, at:
https://acr.ps/1L9F2Bv

58 '"Ahmad al-Shar‘ Yakshif Tafasil al-Ittifaq ma“ Riisiya wa-Dawruha fi
Ma ‘rakat al-Tahrir", Yalla News Syria, 12/9/2025, accessed on 5/2/2026 at:
https://acr.ps/1L9F2gu
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the US Caesar Act.®” This law, which covered various
aspects of Syrian economic activity, smothered the Assad
regime by imposing a broad battery of sanctions on
individuals, companies and institutions who dealt with
it. It caused a collapse in the value of the lira, which
slid from 600 against the dollar to 3,000 and then 15,000
by summer 2023. This, in turn, led to a spike in prices
and high inflation. Sanctions also affected the regime's
ability to import fuel and basic goods and weakened its
economic alliances, since they also applied to countries
and companies that had dealings with it - particularly
Iran, Russia, and Lebanon. Its former partners became
more hesitant to support it economically for fear of

secondary US sanctions.”

Crippled by sanctions the regime fell back on producing
and exporting the stimulant Captagon, trade in which
earned it around five billion dollars annually®’ - with
Assad's Syria becoming one of the world's largest
Captagon producers. But these resources slowly began
to wither away and Assad was forced to limit Captagon
production as a precondition of normalization of
relations with other Arab countries.”” The situation
was exacerbated by the reduction in economic aid from
Iran after the reimposition of US sanctions on Tehran
in 2018, when Trump withdrew from the JCPOA, and
the introduction of additional sanctions by the Biden

administration in 2022, which were intended to force

59 "Qanin Qaysar Yadkhul Hayyiz al-Infadh: Ma Ahdafuhu wa-Ma
Ta’thiruhu ‘ala'l-Sha‘b wa'l-Nizam f1 Stiriyya?" Monte Carlo International,
17/6/2020, accessed on 5/2/2026 at: https://acr.ps/hBy2t8i

60 See: Manaf Quman, "Qaniin Qaysar: Atharuhu wa-Tada‘iyatuhu al-
Iqtisadiyya wa'l-Siyasiyya", Situation Assessment, ACRPS, 28/7/2020,
accessed on 5/2/2026 at: https://acr.ps/hBy2skP; Khaled Turkawi, "Qaniin
Qaysar wa-Atharuhu ‘ala'l-Mashhad al-SiyasT wa'l-Iqtisadi fT Sariyya wa'l-
Mintaqa", Jusur, June 2020, accessed on 5/2/2026 at: https://acr.ps/hBy2sK6

61 Some facilities, such as the factory in Douma, produced Captagon on
an industrial scale, contributing to revenues estimated at $5 billion annually.
See: "Inside the Drugs Factory that Brought Assad's Regime $5bn a Year
Sixty Tonnes of Pills were Found Ready to be Smuggled Abroad in Fake
Fruit at a Plant Fiercely Guarded by Soldiers Working for Assad's Brother,"
The Times, 15/12/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/hBy2sS1

62 '"Niya Layinz: Khafd al-Asad li-Intaj al-Kabtaghon Qabl Suqutihi
Shazza al-Tasni® wa-Sa‘‘ad al-Mithamfitamin", Syria TV, 6/3/2025,
accessed on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/hBy2t8C
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Iran back to the nuclear negotiating table. For more than
a decade, Iran had been the Syrian regime's economic
lifeline.”” Between 2012 and 2018, it is estimated that
it provided around 16 billion dollars to Damascus, not
including credit lines amounting to another 4.6 billion
dollars.®” Tehran also played a key role in turning Iraq

into a source of financial support for Assad.®’

As part of its attempt to put pressure in Tehran, in late
2022 the US cut cash transfers to Iraq by around 75%.”
Since 2003, Washington had sent Iraqi oil revenues back
to the country by plane, in huge shipments of dollar bills,
which would subsequently be used to pay the salaries of
civil servants and the security forces. The beneficiaries
of these payments included the Popular Mobilization
militias, founded in 2014, which include some of the
groups most loyal to Iran (Asaib Ahl al-Haqq, the Badr
Organisation, and Kata'ib Hezbollah, for example).
Washington claimed that much of the cash it sent to
Iraq was ending up in Iran, Syria, Lebanon, and Yemen.*”
As a result of the decision, the currencies of all four
countries fell against the dollar even as the Iraqi dinar
strengthened, because of reduced liquidity. This proved
the role that Iraq had played, particularly after the US
withdrawal in 2011, in propping up the economies of
Iran's allies in the region - including the Syrian regime,
which as a result lost a key source of funding.*” These

pressures drove Tehran to terminate its own economic

63 "Tran Anfaqat 48 Milyar Dolar fi'l-Harb al-Siiriyya... Ma al-Makasib
allati Hasalat ‘Alayha?", Free Iran Network, 23/2/2020, accessed on
5/2/2026 at: https://acr.ps/1LOF2YG

64 Erika Solomon & Najmeh Bozorgmehr, "Iran Faces Uphill Battle to
Profit from its Role in Syria War," Financial Times, 14/2/2018, accessed on
5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/LOF2x2

65 Michael S. Schmidt & Yasir Ghazm, "Iraqi Leader Backs Syria, with a
Nudge from Iran," The New York Times, 12/8/2011, accessed on 5/2/2026,
at: https://acr.ps/1L9F2Ci

66 Qassim Abdul-Zahra & Abby Sewell, "Targeting Iran, US Tightens
Iraq's Dollar Flow, Causing Pain," The Independent, 2/2/2023, accessed on
5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/1L9F37T

67 David S. Cloud & Ghassan Adnan, "Iraq Asked for $1 Billion in Cash.
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accessed on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/1LIF3df
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aid to the Assad regime, including the credit lines which
had allowed Damascus to buy Iranian oil. When Syria's
relations with other Arab countries began to improve,
Tehran started to demand that it repay its debts — which
it said amounted to around 50 billion dollars - even
seizing Syrian assets to this end.”” This was the main
issue discussed during President Ebrahim Raisi's sole

visit to Damascus in May 2023.7”

The Lebanese banking system was a sort of artificial lung
for the Syrian economy, and its sudden collapse in 2019
caused an immediate financial shock for the regime,
particularly as it coincided with the imposition of the
Caesar sanctions. Lebanon was not only a neighbour.
For decades, it had been a vital financial backchannel
for Syria, particularly after the introduction of the
first Western sanctions during the early period of the
revolution. Since 2011, as US and EU sanctions on Syrian
banks were tightened, the Syrian regime had been largely
cut off from the global financial system. Lebanon acted
as an unofficial intermediary in the regime's financial
and commercial relationships with the rest of the world.
Syrian businessmen, including regime-linked figures,
relied on Lebanese banks to hold their wealth in dollars,
to facilitate foreign transactions, and to provide letters
of credit for imports. Syrian deposits in Lebanese banks

were estimated at between 40 and 80 billion dollars.””

69 "Watha'iq Musarraba:
Milyar Dolar wa-Qalaq IranT min ‘Adam al-Qudra ‘ala Tahsiliha", Iran
International, 11/5/2023, accessed on 5/2/2026 at: https://acr.ps/IL9F20N
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70 The visit was planned for December 2022, but was pushed back to May
2023 because of disagreements between Syria and Iran on the privileges
Iran demanded in exchange for its debts.

71 Estimates of the scale of Syrian deposits vary. In a speech in July 2020,
Assad alluded to frozen deposits of 40-60 billion dollars. In November 2020,
however, he said that their value was actually somewhere between 20 and
42 billion dollars. This suggests that the Syrian government had no official
data on how much money was actually being held in Lebanon. See: "Hajm
Ru’ts al-Amwal allati Kharajat min Sariya wa'l-Wada'i® al-Muharraba:
Argam Mutadariba wa-Haqiga Mafqiida", Usul Financial Advice and
Trading, 6/3/2025, accessed on 5/2/2026, at: https://acr.ps/hBy2sBK
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The Lebanese banking sector had enjoyed something of
a reputation for stability, but after decades of dubious
political and economic practices, it collapsed overnight
- taking with it its customers' deposits. When Lebanese
banks imposed strict controls on withdrawals and
transfers, billions of dollars of Syrian money were de
facto frozen, depriving the regime and its economic
networks of a fundamental source of funding. Moreover,
with the Lebanese banking system paralysed, it
became much more complicated, and costly, for Syrian
businessmen to import goods. They were forced to make
use of intermediaries and informal financial networks,
increasing transport and transfer costs — which were
then passed on to consumers in the Syrian market.
This made an existing basic commodities crisis worse,
reducing purchasing power and pushing the Syrian
economy further into recession. The black market for
currency exchange expanded, and the gap between
official and parallel exchange rates for the lira grew

wider, exacerbating economic distortions.

Lebanon had also been a major source of dollar liquidity
for the Syrian market, whether through remittances and
trade or via unofficial networks. With deposits frozen,
this crucial economic artery was suddenly blocked,
resulting in a severe shortage of hard currency and
greatly increased demand for dollars in the local market.
This had direct consequences for the price of the lira,
which nosedived from late 2019. The rapid loss of value
led to spikes in inflation, especially in relation to basic
goods, which, in coinciding with the implementation of
the Caesar Act, compounded the pressure on the Syrian

economy and depriving it of other financial channels.

When the global pandemic of 2020 spread to Syria,
the country's economy was already in a terrible state
because of the war that had been ongoing since 2011,
the US sanctions, and the Lebanese banking crisis. But
the pandemic intensified all these crises and pushed the
formal economy in the areas under regime control into

near-total collapse. Global lockdowns increased the cost
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of imports, particularly foodstuffs and fuel, leading to
hyperinflation. In the worst month, June 2020, the prices
of basic goods (bread, fuel etc) increased in some cases
by 600%, and by early 2021 90% of Syrians were living
below the poverty line.”” Lockdowns within Syria also
destroyed the livelihoods of the majority of Syrians,
with the exception of those working in commerce and
agriculture, increased unemployment, and reduced
families' purchasing power. The regime took several
weeks to admit that Covid-19 was present in the country,
delaying the implementation of preventive measures
and allowing it to spread much further afield. This in
turn put extra pressure on the dilapidated health system
(which had been partly destroyed by the war). At the
same time, the regime took advantage of the pandemic to
strengthen its economic control. It began a far-reaching
campaign of asset and company seizures, bankrupting
many small businesses. This allowed Assad and his
family to extend their control over important parts of the
economy, even as most Syrians were barely keeping their
heads above water and suffering from a severe shortage
of medicine and vaccinations. The pandemic was thus
the straw that broke the camel's back for an already

devastated economy.

2. The Hollowing Out of the Regime

The simultaneous and overlapping crises, of external
origin, left yawning cracks in the security, political,
military, and economic structure of the regime, which
grew steadily over the course of 2019-2023 and ultimately
led to its sudden collapse in December 2024.

The years of war left the Syrian regime exhausted and
delegitimized, depriving it of many of its human and
financial resources by removing huge swathes of the
country from its control, particularly the oil-rich
regions east of the Euphrates. Although its "hard core"

remained relatively unfragmented until the very end,
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there were significant individual defections from the
army, particularly in the early years of the crisis, and
many thousands more fled to avoid conscription, forcing
the regime to rely on foreign manpower (Hezbollah and
Iran-backed militias). This trend led to growing tension
between the Syrian and non-Syrian elements within the
regime camp, sometimes reaching the point of actual
military clashes.”” Alongside a general mutual distrust,
abuses, corruption, indiscipline, failure to comply with
military law, and divided loyalties became common, to
the point that competing factions of "pro-Iranian” and

"pro-Russian" officers emerged within the Syrian army.””

This crisis of human resources only got worse in the
last years of the regime. Convinced that the situation
had stabilized after 2021, the government demobilized
thousands of soldiers and officers it had long kept in
service — because it was unable to pay them. Worse
still, its urgent need for cash pushed it to introduce
a system for domestic "substitute payments" (badal
dakhili)), a one-time fee paid directly into the regime
coffers which allowed prospective conscripts to avoid
their military service.”” By 2024, this had halved the
overall size of the army.”® At the same time, those parts
of the army, security forces, and militias that were still
active were forced to find ways to make ends meet,
often by demanding protection money from businesses.
Extortion and kidnapping for ransom became common

and crime rates shot up. Public order was on the brink

73 See: Ismail al-Keraki, "Tatawwur al-Khalaf bayn Milishiyyat
Iraniyya wa-Quwwat al-Nizam Janiib Siiriyya", Arabi 21, 6/12/2017,
accessed on 5/2/2026 at: https://acr.ps/IL9F2Bn; Hussein al-Batrawi,
"Striya... Ma‘abir al-Tahrib Tuthir al-Khalafat bayn Quwwat al-Nizam
wa'l-Milishiyyat al-Iraniyya", al-Majalla, 3/5/2022, accessed on 5/2/2026,
at: https://acr.ps/1L9F214
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li'1-Asad Sa-Yuhaddid Masir al-Sira‘ al-RiisT al-TranT ‘ala Stiriya?" Arabi
Post, 31/1/2019, accessed on 5/2/2026 at: https://acr.ps/IL9F2LS

75 "Bashhar al-Asad Yusdir Marsiman li-Tahdid Qimat Badal al-
Khidma al-‘Askariyya", Syria TV, 8/11/2020, accessed on 5/2/2026 at:
https://acr.ps/1L9F2M5

76 The army had about 160,000 men under arms in 2024, down from
350,000 before 2011. Some estimates suggest that the army lost one third of
its numbers to the fighting and another third to defections, with only a third
still fighting with the regime.
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of collapse.”” While officers demanded conscripts pay
to be exempted from active duty, those soldiers actually
on the front line were often left without food. When the
forces of the Operations Room advanced on Damascus
from the north, they found numerous tanks abandoned
on the side of the road, petrol tanks emptied. When
the opposition launched their offensive, they found
themselves face to face with an army that had already
been completely run down and whose morale had
completely cratered - particularly in the absence of any
allies on the ground (Hezbollah and the Iran-backed
militias) or Russian air support. It was no surprise that it

collapsed so quickly.

By 2018, the regime army had retaken control of 65%
of Syrian territory, albeit with Russian and Iranian help.
But it had not been unable to rebuild its capabilities.””
Russian attempts to do so achieved very little given the
shortage of money, the proliferation of competing chains
of command, and the ongoing Israeli airstrikes, which
targeted military infrastructure, command bases, and

the army's operational capabilities.””

Reports also began to emerge of splits within the
military command. At the beginning of 2024, the regime
announced a "security roadmap" for restructuring of
the security forces. The Ba'th Party's National Security
Bureau (NSB) was to become the superior body, with
oversight of the activity of all the other security organs,
under new leadership: Kifah Moulhem, who took Ali
Mamlouk's place at the head of the NSB, and Kamal
Hasan, and Kamal Hasan, who replaced Moulhem at
the Military Intelligence Branch. These changes were
supposed to centralize the security apparatus and reduce

the influence of external allies, such as Iran. However,
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fi Manatiq al-Nizam", Syria 24, 8/10/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026 at:
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they also reflected the atmosphere of turmoil and distrust
within that same apparatus.®” Israel's assassination of a
string of IRGC commanders between 2023 and 2024
was reportedly made possible by major hacks of the
Syrian security services' IT systems.®” It is clear from
the hesitation and lack of coordination among senior
regime commanders during Deterring Aggression that

the Operations Room achieved something similar.

These divisions extended to other state organs and to the
ruling Ba'th Party. Over the course of 2023 and 2024,
internal "elections" were held for positions at various
levels of the Party hierarchy. This process culminated in
the re-election of Assad himself as secretary-general at
the May 2024 General Congress, as well as a new 15-
man Central Command Council, the body that replaced
the Regional Command when the Party finally dropped
any pretence of pan-Arabism in 2016.®” Other products
of the elections included a new 125-member Central
Committee (80 members elected and 45 appointed), a
new Party Discipline Committee, and new governorate
branch committees. The injection of new blood and
exclusion of the old guard® led to pronounced
fragmentation within the party apparatus. These changes
to the security apparatus and to the party were part of a
strategy aiming to concentrate absolute power in Assad's
hands and ensure he would be able to stay in power
after the end of his term in 2028 by pushing through

constitutional reforms. But these manoeuvres were not

80 '"al-Taghyirat al-Akhira fI Bunyat al-Nizam al-StrT (al-Dawafi’ wa'l-
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82 See: Marwan Kabalan, "Hal Tanjah I'adat 'Tab ith' Striya?" Alaraby
Aljadeed, 28/6/2024, accessed on 5/2/2026 at: https://acr.ps/1 L9F2w8
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ultimately sufficient to confront the growing internal and

external challenges facing the regime.®

Nor was the fragmentation within the regime restricted to
the security forces, the military, or the Party. It extended
to the regime-associated business elite, too. Economic
conditions in the country had deteriorated enormously.
There had been major currency speculation, overseen
by the Central Bank in the name of acquiring foreign
specie, and no international or Arab sponsor was willing
to provide funding. Despite the regime attempting to
refloat the currency after summer 2021,*Y by August

2023 the lira was trading at 15,000 to the dollar.

The regime's cash shortage led to major tax hikes but
also to outright extortion of its own private sector
allies. Its constant pressure to contribute to the war
effort eventually led these businessmen to abandon it.
In late 2018, with the regime back in control of much
of the country, it began reengineering the financial
and economic structures that the war had brought
into being. An Economic Bureau was established
within the presidential palace, headed by the First
Lady, Asma al-Assad, who began to play a particularly
prominent role after the death of Assad's mother, Anisa
Makhlouf, in 2016. This situation fragmented the hard
core of the regime. The vast business empire of Rami
Makhlouf, Assad's cousin, began to be marginalized and
undermined; finally, in 2020, he would be excluded from
power entirely. Because of the "security-bureaucratic
feudalism” that had emerged in alliance with the
business class, cracks soon began to show in the military
establishment, too. Key regime commanders, such as
Colonel Suheil al-Hassan of the 25th Division, began to
be pushed out - to the point that some of his associates,
including the businessman Baraa Qaterji and Assad's

chief press officer Luna Shibl, were assassinated.
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This resentment also affected the broader social support
base of the regime. This base had expected the economic
situation to improve with the end of the fighting, and
that they would be rewarded for their loyalty. In fact,
the opposite happened. The regime's inability to provide
basic services, from electricity to bread, meant that
there was widespread popular discontent even in areas
traditionally loyal to the regime, such as the coast.
Rising fuel prices and cuts to government subsidies
only compounded the problem, leading to huge protests
in Suwayda in August 2023 demanding the overthrow
of the regime. At the same time, corruption ran rife
within regime institutions. Those close to it took control
of economic networks that monopolized whatever
resources still remained, leading to the immiseration of
huge swathes of society and a growing gap between the

regime and its social base.

Finally, the leadership vacuum within the regime
represented another important factor which may have
accelerated the collapse. Assad was away in Moscow
during the first days of Operation Deterring Aggression,
on a private trip to attend his son's graduation ceremony.
He was then forced to wait in Moscow for Putin, who
had been in Astana at the summit of the Joint Security
Organization. This may have contributed to the huge
desertions within the regime army which took place
during every stage of the march on Damascus.*” By the
time that Assad returned to Damascus on 30 November,
Aleppo had already fallen to the Operations Room, and
Putin had concluded that the situation was unsustainable
precisely because the army appeared to have totally lost
the will to fight.

While the regime had been struggling, HTS improved
its own performance considerably after the Russo-
Turkish agreement of March 2020 that stopped the last
major regime offensive against the Idlib de-escalation

zone. It had gained a great deal of military experience

86 Ahmad Mohammad Fahmi ed. "Ma ba‘'d al-Asad: Tahawwulat
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Studies and Crisis and Conflict Analysis (MEA), 8/12/2024, accessed on
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and become better-organized and more disciplined. In
fact, it had established something closely resembling a
regular army, with a centralized command and control
structure.”” It was also better-armed - it had learnt
how to produce many weapons locally, bought others
from abroad, and taken others still from the regime and
its allies, either as spoils of war or by paying corrupt
officers for them. It had shown a particular genius
for drone warfare, which played a major part in anti-
regime offensives on several fronts.®” The creation of a
single unified operations room bringing all opposition
battalions under a single command, and the successful
coordination of different groups, also bore real fruit on
the ground. Moreover, the Operations Room was able
to neutralize significant portions of the regime forces
through negotiated settlements that allowed it to avoid

what might otherwise have been gruelling combat.®”

The regime failed to produce a serious plan for national
reconciliation or to carry out real reforms after it retook
control of much of the country in early 2018. Instead, it
relied on a policy of "normalization agreements" based
on the logic of the conqueror. Moreover, it was unable to
bring about real improvement in economic conditions
and continued to pursue those who were called up for
compulsory military service, even as its security organs
subjected the general population to ever greater levels of
harassment and extortion. Anxiety and anger continued
to bubble away in the opposition areas that the regime

believed it had retaken.

As a result, as soon as the news spread that the forces
of the Operations Room were advancing, the people of

these areas immediately launched their own uprisings
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against the regime. In most cases, locals had already taken
control of their home areas and expelled the regime long
before Operation Deterring Aggression reached them.
The regime had been governing areas that were entirely
hostile to it — areas that seized the first opportunity they
got to rise up against it and rid themselves of its rule.
This is what happened in the areas around Damascus
and the cities on the periphery of northern Homs that
had been subject to normalization agreements in 2018,
such as Talbiseh, al-Rastan, Deir Ba'alba. In the south,
too, Deraa rebelled - making it seem as if the regime was

collapsing on all fronts under its own weight.®”

Worse still, the Operations Room command was able to
benefit from the Assad regime's stubborn refusal to accept
any sort of compromise - its insistence on continuing to
threaten both regional and global security by turning Syria
into the largest Captagon factory in the world. This allowed
them to establish lines of communication with several
other countries and allay their opposition to any sort of
military action against the regime. The Operations Room
also managed to market itself as a responsible alternative.
As a result, there was no serious international resistance to

the sudden attack launched on 27 November.

It was the regime's own rigidity that led to this result.
The army had managed to re-establish control over large
portions of Aleppo, with Russian-Iranian support, in
late 2016, and then much of the rest of the country in
2018, particularly around Damascus and in the south
and centre of the country (the three de-escalation
zones). Between 2019 and 2020, it had even succeeded in
whittling off significant portions of the final escalation
zone in Idlib. From the moment that its army began
winning, the regime had begun to adopt the mindset
of the victor. It had refused to make any concessions
or even to pursue any sort of serious political initiative
to resolve the crisis. It refused to engage in the UN-led

Geneva process or even in the Astana Process, with
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its Constitutional Committee, which the Russians had
brokered in order to avoid the demands for political
transition built into Geneva - this was the cause of a

serious break between Russia and Assad.®”

Renewed engagement by Arab states from late 2018
further strengthened the regime's confidence and reduced
its willingness to compromise. The UAE and Bahrain
were the first to reconcile, followed by Jordan, which put
forward its "step-for-step” programme in 2021. Finally,
in 2023, Saudi Arabia normalized relations and allowed
the regime to resume its seat in the Arab League, inviting

it to attend the League Summit in Riyadh that year.

The regime came to believe that it would be able to
restore its international legitimacy and obtain economic
support for reconstruction without needing to make
concessions either to the other Arab states or to its own
political opposition. Indeed, between 2022 and 2024,
Tiirkiye repeatedly attempted to open negotiations with
Assad, hoping to resolve the issue of the approximately
three million Syrian refugees resident on its soil - which
had become a major domestic political and social issue
for Ankara - and to come to an understanding on the
Kurdish question. But the regime continued to reject
these invitations, making any talks conditional on

Tiirkiye withdrawing its troops from Syrian territory.””

The Assad regime was able to survive more than 13 years
of unrest and internal conflict because of external factors;
above all Russian and Iranian support and Washington's
doubts in the existence of any credible alternative. In
the same vein, it ultimately collapsed because of shifts
in those same external dynamics, the impact of which

was magnified by internal fragmentation - at just the
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moment that it believed it had defeated its internal
opposition and its enemies abroad had begun to accept

it was there to stay.

The road to regime collapse began with the end of military
operations on the ground because of five interlocking
crises of external origin that began to bite over the
course of 2019-2024: chronologically, the Lebanese
banking crisis, the Caesar Act, the Covid-19 pandemic,
the Russian invasion of Ukraine, and finally the wars
launched by Israel after Operation Al-Aqgsa Flood. These
crises, together, created a storm that it could not weather
and that would ultimately lead to its rapid and surprising
collapse. These external factors left deep cracks in the
economic, military, and security structure of the regime.
It failed to offer any sort of serious political initiative to
find a solution, failed to repair the social fabric that had
been torn asunder over many years of crisis, and failed to
guarantee provision of even the most basic requirements
of daily life (especially after the collapse of the lira and
the near-total removal of subsidies on basic goods). As
a result, its social base crumbled, and its forces too were
on the brink of collapse from hunger and frustration.
And subsequently, its external allies, and in particular
Russia, gave up on any chance of rescuing it, having seen

that the army had lost the will to fight.

For all these reasons, Syria is one of the most prominent
cases of a protracted domestic conflict in a pivot state
suffering from deep internal divides that was ultimately

settled by external factors.
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