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The Fracturing of the Syrian Resistance Coalition and the Creation of a Tripolar Civil War

Creating Syria’s Tripolar[1] Landscape

The Syrian Civil War can currently be divided into three phases. The first phase began in March 2011 during the
early months of the Arab Spring and was marked by the popular demonstrations against the regime by numerous
sectors of Syrian society. The second phase started when soldiers in the Syrian military refused to fire on protestors
and instead defected to form the Free Syrian Army (FSA) to combat the regime. The third phase arose with the
arrival of foreign jihadists along with the increased radicalization of the resistance and has subsequently been
marked by a split in the resistance’s ranks. Syria’s civil war is currently in that third phase, it has transformed from a
bipolar conflict between the Syrian Resistance Coalition[2] (SRC) and the Ba’athist regime into a tripolar conflict[3]
between the non-jihadist[4] members of the SRC, the jihadist[5] members of the SRC, and the regime. This
transformation from bipolar to tripolar warfare has primarily been the result of the fracturing of the SRC into two
sometimes cooperative and sometimes competing poles. This split of the SRC into two independent poles was the
result of a combination of factors including the fact that neither pole needed the other to continue fighting, but more
importantly the split was a result of incompatible visions for Syria in the event of a victory by the SRC. 

The Politics of Alliance Building

Alliance formations in civil wars have played a role that can be as equally important as the actual military
confrontations. A reason for the assortment of SRC affiliates is due in part to the fact that individuals within the
coalition have at one point or another felt marginalized because of the growing fortunes of others within the coalition,
the marginalized individuals then brake away to form their own armed groups in order to increase their position within
the SRC.[6] Another way to understand why breakaway affiliates form is to look at them as being what Robert
Oprisko would call exemplar par excellence. According to Oprisko rebellion occurs when an actor has to
compromise its values and is unable to do so in good conscious, the actor, by rebelling, distinguishes itself from what
is considered mainstream.[7] In this case the breakaway SRC affiliates do not see themselves as being represented
by the mainstream SRC affiliates and therefore attempt to distinguish themselves as valuable to the SRC by breaking
away from previously established affiliates. Various academics[8] have written about the complicated politics that
govern alliance building, some of their work will help one to better understand the factors that have driven the shifting
SRC alliances. Helpful contributions include the interests of Schweller’s status quo and revisionist poles, Walt’s
perception of threats, Christia’s alliance dynamics in multiparty civil wars, Bueno de Mesquita’s and Altfeld’s partner
commitments to alliances, and Fedder’s and Morrow’s views on the purpose of alliances.

The Contenders

According to Schweller the tripolar system is the most unstable system in comparison to other existing polarities.[9]
The reason for this instability is due to the fact that depending on the level of cooperation or conflict between any of
the two poles can result in two of the poles joining forces to eliminate the lone pole.[10] Therefore all of the competing
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poles are attempting to court the support of one of the two other poles in order to defeat the lone pole. At the same
time all of the poles are trying to avoid becoming the lone pole themselves. Overall the anarchy of the tripolar system
creates a world where the possibility exists that “today’s ally will be tomorrow’s enemy.”[11]

Schweller sees poles as divided into three overarching categories of interest that includes poles in support of the
status quo, poles that are indifferent towards the status quo, and poles that seek to revise the status quo.[12] Within
the larger status quo and revisionist categories are found two smaller subcategories. Status quo poles can be further
divided into poles that will accept limited revisions to thestatus quo and poles that will staunchly support thestatus
quo and the revisionist poles can be further divided into poles with limited revisionist aims and poles that are
unlimited in their revisionist aims.[13] Staunch defenders of the status quo will protect the established order at any
cost, while other status quo supporting poles will accept peaceful changes to the status quo in order to better
preserve it.[14] Limited-aims revisionist poles value some aspects of the established status quo but wish to change it
according to their own interests, while the unlimited-aims revisionists seek to at least conquer a portion of the world if
not the entirety of it.[15]

The regime can be seen as a staunchstatus quo supporter, the non-jihadists are limited-aims revisionists, and the
jihadists are unlimited-aims revisionists. The reason for assigning these interests to the three poles has to do with
their current actions in the civil war. Before the Syrian Civil War became a civil war it had started out as a peaceful
and popular uprising, but the regime proved unwilling to peacefully alter the status quo and instead resorted to
violence to maintain its perception of the natural order.[16] Non-jihadists are the fighters who for the most part seem
to be solely intent on bettering Syria and are much more likely to cooperate “should certain carrots be waved their
way.”[17] The jihadists’ agenda is not entirely restricted to Syria; foreign fighters who travel to Syria are not only
expected to assist in the implementation of a hardline Islamic regime but are also likely to use the skills that they have
learned in Syria to overthrow the governing authorities in their own homeland.[18] 

Choosing Sides

At the onset of the Syrian Civil War all opposition fighters were required to remain staunchly allied because of the
circumstances. This unity was perhaps most evident when the United States declared the al-Nusra Front, an early
jihadist faction, a terrorist organization – a decision that was poorly received within the SRC due to the al-Nusra
Front’s and the rest of the coalition’s identical desire to defeat the real terrorists, the regime.[19] The case of the
SRC’s beginnings bears a semblance comparable to Morrow’s asymmetrical alliance, something that comes about
when there is a compromise between two partners; one partner will sacrifice some of its autonomy (freedom to
pursue desired changes to the status quo)[20] for security (military capabilities of the actor)[21] while the other will
sacrifice some of its security for autonomy.[22] Early non-jihadist fighters were originally seen as the ones capable of
bringing a “multidenominational and potentially progressive” Syria for all Syrians.[23] On the other hand the jihadist
fighters of the SRC brought military experience that some had gained from fighting in places like Afghanistan and
Iraq over the years.[24] The two groups of fighters became interdependent, the non-jihadists had the legitimacy to
act but lacked the necessary military skills and the jihadists had the necessary military skills but lacked popular
support. Unfortunately for the non-jihadists their deal with the jihadists would prove to be a deal with the Devil.

At its core, civil war alliances are formed in order to be strong enough to win while remaining small enough in order
for the participants to maximize their share in the spoils of war, according to Christia.[25] However Schweller sees
this minimum winning coalition as a concept practiced exclusively by revisionist poles.[26] Currently the entirety of
the SRC is a revisionist alliance that seeks to overthrow the status quo regime (although there is more to the coalition
than victory over the regime). In a system with two revisionist poles, Schweller sees the revisionist poles forging a
temporary truce in order to overpower the lone status quo pole.[27] Naturally the elimination of one of the poles
results in the emergence of a bipolar system where the surviving poles resume their rivalry.[28] This explains the
current situation on the ground. While the SRC remains committed to altering the status quo in the near term, their
differing goals are likely to result in the splintering of the coalition, a process that has arguably began.

A Partnership in Name Only
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A common criticism regarding the entire SRC has been the fact that there has been no effective national level
coordination between the SRC’s coalitions and factions, for example there has been no known discussion regarding
some kind of FSA-IF union. Altfeld and Bueno de Mesquita see four varieties of alliance commitments as existing and
the type that best fits the SRC is the “no commitment” type which lacks coordinating action between allies.[29]
Although coordination is not entirely lacking among all of the actors that makeup the SRC, it has proven to be much
more successful at the local level, but less so at the national level. Smaller factions have proven that they are capable
of joining together to form larger coalitions; the Army of Islam which operates around Damascus is one such example
(the Army of Islam has since coalesced with other similar SRC factions and coalitions to form the IF). Christia sees
trust between the participants as existing when they share the same identity, something that is likely to be easier at
the local level and less common among members of a larger coalition at the national level.[30]

Currently the SRC is being held together because of the individual interests of its members, a likely reason being
what Fedder would call to create an “augmentive” alliance in which the allies side together in order to increase their
own power in relation to that of the enemy.[31] The actors who make up the SRC are likely seeking to create a strong
enough coalition that will be capable of gaining a numerical advantage and therefore use that numerical advantage to
both overrun the regime and reduce the casualties of one’s own group. In spite of the appearance of a supposedly
united front the actors of the SRC are still according to Fedder keeping “all of their individuality, all of their
separateness.”[32] None of the participants are going to change their current identities or their goals for the sake of
the coalition. The participants who refuse to develop a closer partnership with the rest of the SRC place emphasis on
their identities and those who share that identity.[33] This emphasis on identity helps one to see why coalitions like
the IF were successfully formed by factions with similar identities, while greater integration among groups with
different identities has failed. Hence this could also be a reason for the divisions that currently exist between the
non-jihadist pole and the jihadist pole.

Inherent Instability in the SRC Partnership

Currently the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) is perhaps the most feared and most capable of all the SRC’s
affiliates thanks to its skills, superior supplies, and reputation.[34] While the rest of the SRC is dealing with the
repercussions of the ISIS there is still the threat of the regime. This puts the remainder of the SRC in the position of
having to choose which threat to confront. Walt sees an accurate way of assessing whether or not an actor will ally
with another actor based not on power, but on how threatening the actor appears.[35] The lack of noticeable
defections in favor of the regime suggests that the ISIS is likely perceived as less of a threat when compared to the
regime. Approximately forty to fifty percent of the SRC’s fighters share a politico-religious ideology akin to the
ISIS’.[36] Overall despite existing fear of the ISIS it is perhaps seen as the lesser of two evils in comparison to the
regime.[37] Even though the non-jihadist members of the SRC might be fearful of the ISIS, they do not see it as the
immediate threat. Regardless both the ISIS and other jihadist factions along with the non-jihadist factions are
revisionists and revisionists naturally “flock together.”[38]

Despite currently being on the same side of the civil war for the most part – albeit as two differing poles – the SRC
shares the same short-term goal of ousting the regime; it is their long-term goals that diverge. Due to the existence of
a shared enemy in the present but conflicting goals in the future it raises the question over what kind of partnership
the SRC is. The type of partnership that best fits the example of the SRC is Fedder’s idea of a coalition. A coalition is
“a set of members acting in concert at X time regarding one to n issues.”[39] Currently the entirety of the SRC
partnership is based around overthrowing the regime with few if any definitive plans for greater cooperation in a
postwar Syria. The SRC is working together at the moment in time that the regime exists with the intent to overthrow
it; once that goal is achieved the ultimate aftermath remains up for debate.

Fedder has a largely negative view of alliances. While alliances are the result of two groups being in a conflict with
the same adversary alliances merely serve as a way to temporarily suppress conflict between the two allies.[40]
Conflict between allies does not always have to be out in the open, it can be covert. Morrow sees the credibility of
alliances as the source of its value.[41] Credibility is dependent on the common interests of those within the alliance,
more common interest means more credibility and less common interest means less credibility.[42] With more or less
credibility comes greater or lesser security respectively.[43] Without a doubt the credibility of the SRC is very minimal
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because the coalition is caught in a vicious cycle of “fight[ing] the regime one day, fight[ing] each other over
resources the next, settl[ing] the differences the day after that, and then return to fighting the regime once more,ad
infinitum.”[44]

The Viability of the SRC

Alliances do not always last forever, at any point they can break apart. Christia argues how alliances can break apart
“along fault lines that predate the conflict.”[45] One would assume that this fracture was caused by the ideological
differences between the non-jihadist and jihadist SRC members. But Christia does not see belligerents in civil wars
as users of any kind of identities when it comes to building alliances.[46] While this might not explain why jihadist
factions like the al-Nusra Front or the ISIS have occasionally opposed some of the non-jihadist groups because they
are perceived as being “secular… [and] allied to the West,” the truth of the matter is that identity still does play a role
in forming alliances.[47] Christia sees the true reasoning for placing emphasis on identities such as ideological
identity is to use it as a “tactical preference” to justify alliance choices.[48]

As previously stated Walt believes that alliances are established in order to counter a perceived threat.[49]
Accordingly the immediate threat from the point of view of the SRC should come not from some of the fighters within
the SRC no matter their different stated reasons for opposing the regime; instead it should be the regime. The result
of this perceived threat is what Walt would call balancing, because the fighters do not see each other as an imminent
threat; instead the regime is seen as “the principle source of danger.”[50] Despite the SRC’s previously united stance
that time has long since passed because of the rising influence of thejihadist fighters. Confidence on the part of the
jihadists in their position of power compared to that of the other belligerents is by far much greater. Jihadist
confidence is due in large part to the fact that their so-called allies have little if no better alternative allies to turn
towards.

Although there might be some doubt as to whether or not the SRC’s two poles can openly fight one another while
maintaining their existing coalition, Bueno de Mesquita reveals how intragroup conflict does not always precede the
breakup of an alliance. Alliances can still exist after the onset and termination of intragroup warfare. Bueno de
Mesquita points out how fighting between allies does not always result in fundamental changes in their
relationship.[51] There is a very small if any chance that one of the revisionist poles in the SRC would join forces with
the status quo regime. According to Schweller a revisionist pole will only align itself with a status quo pole in the
event that its survival “absolutely demands it.”[52]

So because of the core conflicting viewpoints between some of the SRC affiliates, the more aggressive groups are
free to exert pressure on their allies. As Bueno de Mesquita points out the aggressive ally can force its will upon its
ally and force it to maintain a policy that is favorable to the aggressor.[53] Although this might no longer arguably
appear to be the case with the creation of an anti-ISIS coalition amongst some of the SRC’s coalitions and factions
who have gone on the offensive against their supposed ally. But not all of the SRC affiliates have suddenly turned on
the ISIS possibly because fear might still be keeping the ISIS somewhat allied to others in the SRC.

In early January after months of inflicting havoc throughout the ranks of the SRC the ISIS’ dominance through fear
was threatened by a few groups in the SRC. This new impromptu anti-ISIS coalition has included the FSA, a select
few of the IF’s factions, the Syrian Revolutionaries Front (SRF), the Mujahideen Army, and some units of the al-
Nusra Front. While at first glance this might appear as a sudden shift in the thinking on the part of the other
resistance coalitions and factions deep down it shows that divisions still exist within the SRC. Despite the fact that
these groups have emerged as the ISIS’ enemies their levels of commitment to defeat the ISIS have varied. Both the
SRF and the Mujahideen Army had spearheaded the initial offensive against the ISIS even though the sudden
offensive had partially been blamed by the ISIS’ murder of an IF commander.[54] Even though a universal
condemnation from all of the factions making up the IF was issued it did not translate into a universal declaration of
war due to the differing policies of the IF’s factions.[55] Inaction by some factions within the IF (along with the overall
delay by some within the IF in opposing the ISIS) shows the hesitancy on the part of some of the opposition fighters
to turn against such a dangerous group.
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Even though it might appear at first glance that the fortunes of the ISIS are turning for the worse it still has allies.
Jihadist groups continue to support the ISIS with some of the al-Nusra Front’s fighters showing a lack of willingness
to fight their fellow jihadists.[56] Perhaps since the ISIS is still seen as a dangerous and aggressive foe it has
managed to implicitly coerce the SRC’s other affiliates such as the uncommitted IF factions into remaining on the
sidelines. These uncommitted groups are possibly having their will forced upon them by the ISIS, as previously
stated by Bueno de Mesquita.[57] So even when it looks like there may be shared interests between non-jihadists
(with some jihadist support) the groups still have difficulty in creating a single anti-ISIS agenda because of their fear
of the faction. The fact that not only has the covert cold war between the non-jihadists and jihadists emerged out in
the open but the fact that divisions exist over who the biggest threat to the entire SRC is does not bode well for the
coalition’s future.

Syria’s Possible Endgame

Based on the current intragroup dynamics of the SRC the future unity of the group appears far from likely. The
entirety of the SRC is governed around the concept that partnerships are fluid and subject to change depending on
the capabilities of its multitude of affiliates. No indicators seem to exist concerning the possibility of a pan-SRC
alliance that would unite the armed opposition under a single unified command structure instead of operating as a
variety of competing affiliates, something groups like the FSA and the IF likely hope to achieve but have so far failed
in accomplishing. Although conflict within the SRC has remained a consequence of the civil war it is highly unlikely to
subside in the event of an SRC victory. If the SRC does defeat the regime peace in postwar Syria peace still seems
to be an implausible outcome. Syria’s last best hope for peace will only come about at the conclusion of a potential
fourth phase to the Syrian Civil War in which the current SRC civil war within a civil war either ends with a complete
non-jihadist victory or a complete jihadist victory.
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