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Abstract
Leaders in Washington DC do not seem to realize that the United States is not the only country with red lines
in Syria. The inability for self-reflection and to stand in others’ shoes so as to understand their perspectives is
dangerous – and risks misperception, miscalculation, and escalation of limited military conflict into a larger
war. By disregarding and violating other states’ legitimate security interests, be it Russia or China, President
Donald Trump risks opening the Pandora’s box of drawing in additional great powers to defend the Syrian
government from terrorists and regime change.
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Analysis
1

In 2012, media outlets in the Middle East reported the possibility of a war game involving Iran, Russia, China
and Syria in the Mediterranean. It would be one of the largest war games ever planned, involving 90,000
troops, 400 aircraft, 1,000 tanks and hundreds of rockets.
While the war game did not materialize at that time, it was a signal to the US and other Western nations that
the four Eurasian powers were drawing a line in the sand – and that line seemed to be Syria. Washington
politicians tend to project their own fears, desires, and lack of understanding on to others, assuming they will
react according to the assumptions held in the Beltway. However, the inability for self-reflection and to stand
in others’ shoes so as to understand their perspectives is dangerous – and risks misperception, miscalculation,
and escalation of limited military conflict into a larger war.
What leaders in Washington do not realize is that the United States is not the only country with red lines. By
disregarding and violating other states’ legitimate security interests, be it Russia or China, President Donald
Trump risks opening the Pandora’s box of drawing in additional great powers to defend the Syrian government
from terrorists and regime change.
China has key interests in Syria
So what’s at stake for China in Syria?
2

3

4

As widely reported, Chinese troops are already on the ground in Syria to fight thousands of Uyghur militants,
5
6
whether in ISIS or the Chinese al-Qaeda. Jihadists launched an attack on the Chinese Embassy in Kyrgyzstan
in 2016, and Beijing fears that they plan on further attacking China’s territory and its citizens and assets
abroad.
If the Syrian government is toppled by US military strikes and the armed opposition consisting of various
jihadist groups such as Ahrar al Sham, al Qaeda groups, Saudi-backed Jaysh al Islam (that supplied the
chemical attack evidence in Gouta), and Chinese Uyghur al Qaeda are allowed a permanent safe haven in
Syria, they will continue to be trained and equipped as a more professional fighting force to attack China and
partition Xinjiang, similar to the current partitioning of Syria.
It is well known that China’s core interests are sovereignty, territorial integrity, continued economic development and the survival of the Communist Party of China (CPC). The US providing a safe haven in Syria for a
Chinese al-Qaeda to attack China, similar to Afghanistan providing a safe haven for al-Qaeda to attack the US
on September 11, 2001, may provoke the Chinese dragon to bring its full military force to bear against this
threat.
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In addition to protecting its territory from attacks, China also needs energy resources from the Middle East
and market access. This sustains the continued rising living standards that undergird the CPC’s legitimacy and
survival. As such, when the US military consistently threatens to arm Uyghur militants to destabilize Xinjiang
and muses about mining waters around China’s ports to cut off its trade and energy supply, it fuels the CPC’s
distrust of Washington’s intentions for regime change.
7

For example, in a February 2014 article in the US Naval Institute’s Proceedings magazine titled “Deterring the
Dragon,” a retired naval commander proposed laying offensive underwater mines along China’s coast to close
main ports and destroying its maritime lines of communication. He also recommended sending special operations forces to arm China’s restive minorities in Xinjiang and Tibet.
8

In a 2015 War on the Rocks article titled “The economics of war with China: This will hurt you more than it
9
hurts me,” a US Army colonel also recommended an offensive mining campaign to bring China’s economy to
a halt. He argued that as seven of the top 10 container ports in the world were Chinese, the country was
highly vulnerable to energy and trade blockades.
10

With the Pentagon’s new National Defense Strategy actively planning for war with China and Russia and a
barrage of military writings on how to cut off China’s energy supply, one wonders how Chinese defense
planners are perceiving US intentions. Most important, how will China respond?
A China-Russia Alliance?
The Chinese and Russian militaries seem to be signaling to the US that neither country would stand alone in
the event of an attack – whether in East Asia or the Mediterranean. Over the past years, both have conducted
11
joint military exercises in the Mediterranean, Baltic and South China seas.
12

In 2001 they also signed a “friendship pact” on mutual assistance, which is not a mutual defense treaty
although some have surmised that Article 9 could be interpreted as such. However, with the US naming China,
Russia, Iran and North Korea as the new axis of evil in its latest National Security Strategy, inflicting sanctions
on Russia and threatening a trade war on China, this could push Beijing and Moscow toward a closer
alignment.
13

As discussed in The National Interest by US Naval War College professor Lyle Goldstein, there exists a
plausible scenario of a Sino-Russian alliance and simultaneous armed conflict against the US. He noted that
while at present Beijing strategists assess that “US strategic squeezing and containment has not yet reached a
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level that it is imperative for the two countries to react by forming an alliance,” the statement implies that if
Washington were to ramp up the pressure, this scenario would materialize.
14

Given that Moscow and Beijing signed a defense pact in 1950, the establishment of a new version is
plausible. Moreover, if China does not assist Russia when it is attacked in the Mediterranean, it may not be
able to count on Russia’s help in East Asia.
Nonetheless, Washington will likely discount this scenario and envisage a quick “shock and awe” victory
15
against the Syrian government, in what The Diplomat’s Franz-Stefan Gady coins as a “war gap” pathology –
the failure to understand the true nature of military conflict.
Gady noted a unique American war experience that differs from those of Europe, Asia, the Middle East and
Africa, where despite the US government waging continuous war since 2001, no American civilian and military
infrastructure on US territory has been attacked in almost two decades of warfare. As such, Americans have a
more sanitary understanding of war, which denotes conflict in a faraway country where only American troops
and foreign combatants and civilians are killed.
Moreover, high-tech weaponry and “smart” bombs have dehumanized war and turned it into a video-gamelike experience, “in which terms such a ‘surgical strikes’ or ‘collateral damage’ camouflage the actual brutality
and consequences of aerial attacks.” War thus becomes a more manageable solution than other non-military
options for US leaders, as they are geographically far removed, lack understanding of the complexity and
horrors of war when it’s in one’s territory, and turn war into a more scientific, clean, and enlightened
endeavor.
However, this experience is not shared by others with recent memories of mass-scale war horrors and conflict
in their own territories, and they may react to military threats in a powerful way.
Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon
16

17

Following the recent US missile strikes on Syria, US corporate media, military officials and Beltway think
18
tanks are once again calling for further military action. Besides demanding assassinating President Bashar alAssad which is illegal under both US and international law, US military build-up around Syria appears to be
19
postured for a mass scale invasion similar to Iraq in 2003, not just for a few punishing airstrikes.
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20

Despite US Defense Secretary General Mattis admitting that US had no evidence the Syrian government was
responsible for the Idlib chemical attack in April 2017, and even before the chemical weapons watchdog
OPCW (Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons) arrived in Syria to conduct an investigation in
April 2018, US quickly conducted missile strikes against the Syrian government.
This promiscuous use of US military power to shoot first and ask questions later is a violation of international
norms and international law, and risks further destabilizing the Middle East and EU through a new wave of
refugees. If leaders in Washington decide to move forward with regime change in Syria and install a Salafijihadist regime that would deny Russia its only naval foothold in the Mediterranean, provide a safe haven for
anti-Chinese and anti-Russian militants to launch future attacks in Xinjiang and Chechnya, and throw a monkey
wrench into Xi Jinping’s Belt and Road initiatives and access to Mideast energy, it is unlikely that China and
Russia would remain passive to this plan.
21

A November 2015 article in Egypt's Al Ahram noted that in October 2014, one year before Russia entered the
Syrian war, this author predicted Russia would enter the war if Western powers shifted the mission from
countering ISIS to regime change.
It is to be hoped that my assessment in this article is wrong in 2018, but before Trump and his advisers
contemplate a larger scale attack on Syria for regime change following the recent airstrikes, they need to
consider the wild card – that behind the Lion of Damascus may stand not only the Russian bear, but perhaps a
hidden Chinese dragon – and that they risk escalating their repeated “surgical strikes” into a full-scale greatpowers war in the Mediterranean.

***

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