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Cooperation announced that it was holding talks about 
resuming Russian arms sales to Libya. Also in February, 
Russian Foreign Minister met with Mahmoud Jibril, the 
leader of the Libyan National Forces Alliance, in Mos-
cow where they discussed “ways to strengthen the tra-
ditionally friendly Russian–Libyan relationships in var-
ious fields.” Russian Railways has also expressed hope 
that it will soon resume the work in Libya that was inter-
rupted by the 2011 conflict. The post-Qaddafi Russian–
Libyan relationship, then, is yet another case of how dif-
ferences over Syria have not been allowed to get in the 
way of improving bilateral ties.

Conclusion
Syria has been a divisive issue between Moscow, on the 
one hand, and the six Sunni-dominated governments 
discussed here, on the other. Moscow’s relations are 
truly bad, though, with only two of them: Saudi Ara-
bia and Qatar. By contrast, Moscow has maintained or 
even improved its relations with the other four: Turkey, 
Jordan, Egypt, and Libya.

Although Russian fears that Saudi Arabia and Qatar 
are actively supporting Sunni radicals not just in Syria 
but also in the post-Soviet space may go a long way 

to explaining Moscow’s poor relations with these two 
monarchies, it is noteworthy that Moscow either has or 
hopes to have improved economic ties with the other 
four. What this suggests is that if Saudi Arabia and 
Qatar could bring themselves to increase their eco-
nomic ties with Russia, the existing level of animosity 
in their relations with Moscow could diminish consid-
erably. While the Qatari government has taken steps in 
this direction, it is not certain whether the Saudi or a 
future Sunni-dominated Syrian government would feel 
inclined to do so.

On the other hand, Moscow’s good relations with 
Turkey, Jordan, Egypt, Libya, and other Sunni govern-
ments may not prevent increased Muslim opposition 
activity in the North Caucasus or other parts of the 
post-Soviet space. Indeed, continued Russian support 
for the Assad regime in Syria may only encourage Saudi 
Arabia, Qatar, and non-state actors in the Sunni world 
to retaliate by supporting Sunni opposition movements 
inside Russia and the region.
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Abstract
The Russian coverage of the ongoing conflict in Syria differs significantly from its depiction in most Western 
media outlets. Russian journalists report mostly from the perspective of the government and disregard the 
opposition’s standpoint. The opposition itself is mostly portrayed as radical and fundamentalist. There is a 
particular lack of political and background analysis. The conflict is usually presented as the regime’s strug-
gle with terrorism, a view which not only legitimizes the Syrian regime, but which also appears to conform 
to Russian domestic and foreign policies.

Confusing Alliances
In his latest book, State of Exception, German novelist 
Navid Kermani highlights how the Syrian conflict blurs 
common interpretative patterns: On the one hand, there 
is an apparently secular Syrian regime, which, however, 

is allied with the Iranian theocracy and the Lebanese 
Hezbollah. On the other hand, there is a partly religious 
Syrian opposition participating in demanding democ-
racy and human rights. Also the Russian position in 
the conflict causes confusion and concern in the West: 
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Russia (along with China) regularly blocks UN Secu-
rity Council resolutions on Syria and, at the same time, 
continues to deliver weapons to the regime. In regard 
to possible intervention, Russia stresses the principle of 
non-interference in internal affairs, in the case of the 
weapons sales, it refers to the fulfillment of old contrac-
tual obligations, which furthermore do not violate any 
international laws.

In siding with Assad, Russia seems to act against its 
own interests, accepting tensions with major Western 
partners and with many Middle Eastern governments. 
How to explain this stance?

Despite the fact that Syria has been a long-stand-
ing ally of the Soviet Union and Russia in the region, 
the country is neither a major trade partner nor a major 
customer of Russian weaponry, at least not if compared 
to countries like India, China or Algeria, according 
to SIPRI data. Similarly, the decrepit Russian Tartus 
naval facility does not seem to provide sufficient grounds 
to risk Russia’s international reputation. Analyzing its 
depiction in major Russian media outlets, this paper 
argues that the Russian stance in the conflict is based on 
a perception of the war that is largely opposed to the pre-
vailing Western interpretations. Russia’s support of the 
ailing Syrian regime is not only in line with foreign pol-
icy preferences but also with domestic policy exigencies.

The Russian Perspective
Russian media coverage of the conflict almost exclu-
sively adopts the perspective of Syrian officials and gov-
ernment troops. Russian journalists in Syria are always 
embedded with forces loyal to the regime. The reports 
of Anastasiya Popova provide a telling example. During 
2012 she produced various short segments aired by the 
Russian state-owned channel Rossiya 24, and two major 
documentaries, “The Syrian Map”(January 2012) and 

“Syrian Diary” (December 2012). The opening scenes 
of the “Diary” do not leave any doubt about the stance 
taken: It starts with a dedication to all Syrians killed 
by terrorists. In Popova’s images and comments, Syria 
appears as a largely modern, secular and peaceful state, 
suddenly dragged into a spiral of violence and terror-
ism. The report repeatedly alludes to the multi-confes-
sional character of Syrian society by showing Muslim sol-
diers praying in Christian churches or Christian troops 
defending mosques against rebel attacks. The Syrian 
army is repeatedly portrayed as a professional and disci-
plined fighting force, whose ranks are composed of ordi-
nary but patriotic fathers and sons who simply defend 
their country. Their enemies, in contrast, are radical 
and cruel Islamists, drug addicts, criminals, or greedy 
mercenaries hiding behind demands for democracy to 
fool a naïve Western audience. Popova does not spare 

the viewers graphic footage of violence allegedly com-
mitted by the opposition. The opposition forces are por-
trayed as being externally funded, especially by the West 
and the Gulf states, to trigger a regime change. Popova 
and her team barely mention the peaceful opposition 
against Assad and completely ignore its violent repres-
sion and the human rights violations by the regime. It 
is only one side which is cruel and violent. Later, in an 
interview for Radio Mayak’s “Profilaktica” show, the 
journalist admitted that, actually, the opposition might 
have various faces, also peaceful and legitimate ones, and 
that given the multiplicity of actors it would be wrong 
to speak of a civil war in which there are only two sides 
opposing each other. However, such complexity remains 
underdeveloped in her reports. Popova also dismisses 
the view of the conflict as revolution since, for her, it 
is not (all of) the people standing against the regime. 
She explains that her aim was to produce an emotional 
report focusing on the human tragedy taking place in 
Syria, beyond the “political games”. Indeed, by depolit-
icizing the conflict, by omitting the political struggles, 
Popova’s reports appear either as naïve or as consciously 
distorting. President Vladimir Putin, however, praised 
the courage of Popova and her crew, awarding them in 
December 2012 the medal of bravery (za otvagu), usu-
ally (and tellingly) reserved to military personnel.

In addition to Popova’s first reports in early 2012, 
Georgy Zotov reported from Damascus for the popu-
lar weekly Argumenty i Fakty. His view is palpably more 
critical than that of his TV colleague. Zotov stresses that 
the revolution has not fallen from the sky: He points 
at the endemic corruption in Assad’s Syria and quotes 
critical voices from Damascus. Assad is clearly charac-
terized as a dictator. However, more space is given to 
the fears of a radical Islamist takeover of the capital or 
of a Western military intervention, the latter, though, 
being deemed unlikely by Zotov as in Syria there are 

“too many Russian antiaircraft systems and too little oil”.
Yevgeny Poddubny reported from Syria in fall 2012. 

His coverage for Russian state TV, “Battle for Syria,” 
draws an even more one-sided picture than Popova’s 
reports, seeing a big conspiracy at work, with the West 
in particular aiming at yet another regime change. The 
(“so-called”) Free Syrian Army is compared to a ter-
rorist organization, funded by foreign donors and sup-
ported by foreign mercenaries, aiming at establishing a 

“Sharia state” in Syria. To achieve that aim, it terrorizes 
the population, and all the government troops actually 
do is to react to this violence by trying to protect civil-
ians. Conceived as a “frontline report,” the political 
analysis contained here does not go beyond geopolitical 
speculations, giving more space to action-filled images 
of government forces engaging “terrorists”. Grossly sim-
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plifying the picture, Syria is put in a row with “Afghan-
istan, Iraq and Libya,” as yet another Western attempt 
at toppling a regime. In all these cases, Poddubny tells 
the viewers, the West did not succeed in changing the 
political structure or improving the security situation. 
Poddubny hence delivers a double Russian orientalist 
argument alluding to an immutable, violent and corrupt 
Orient and to the naïve West, which is deemed to be 
incapable of understanding the true nature of the East.

A Filtered Syrian Perspective
Interviews with russophone Syrians, who often studied 
in Russia, are a distinguishing feature of many Russian 
reports. Zotov, for instances, interviewed a Damascus-
based professor. On the one hand, the researcher con-
firms the perception of a corrupt regime. On the other 
hand, and given the radicalization of the opposition, he 
returned to side with the regime, because, at the end 
of the day, compared with other dictators, he argues, 
Assad at least provided for free schooling and healthcare. 
This interaction with linguistically privileged interlocu-
tors also leads to an ambiguous reporting on the waves 
of the traditionally liberal Echo of Moscow radio station. 
In January 2013, the station aired an interview with 
Qadri Jamil, deputy premier of Syria. The interviewers, 
Aleksey Naryshkin and Aleksey Solomin, engaged him 
critically on various occasions, among others regarding 
his additional post as leader of an opposition movement. 
But despite such critical attempts, the Syrian official ulti-
mately was given the opportunity to extensively inform 
the Russian audience first hand on why the regime is 
fighting a just cause. He especially criticized Western 
support for the rebels, with aid deliveries not reaching 
the needy population but falling into rebel hands. Also, 
his claim that the “support for terrorists” by Saudi Ara-
bia and Turkey could not take place without the per-
mission of the “big boss,” the United States, remained 
unchallenged by the conductors of the show, with Sol-
omin finally succumbing to the position advanced by 
his guest that Assad is fighting against “islamist funda-
mentalists and radicals.”

Also on Radio Echo of Moscow, Sofiko Shevardnadze, 
granddaughter of Eduard Shevardnadze, talks exten-
sively about her experience visiting Damascus and inter-
viewing Assad for Russia Today. Similarly to Popova’s 
reports, she presents the issue in a depoliticized fashion, 
highlighting in her discussion with host Olga Bychkova 
the “human tragedy” of a “weak man“ who never wanted 
to be president of Syria in the first place. At least she 
admits the demagogic character of Assad and that Syri-
ans demanded more rights and freedoms—demands to 
which the regime did not respond. The Syrians are also 
said to have been tired of Assad’s reign. However, what 

started peacefully with legitimate demands turned vio-
lent, though not due to the regime, but because of ter-
rorists who turned the peaceful protest into the (human) 
disaster of war. That the regime might bear the main 
responsibility for this turn is glossed over by Shevard-
nadze, who instead blames foreign-funded extremists 
only. When Bychkova alludes to regime air raids on 
hospitals in Aleppo, Shevardnadze denies any knowl-
edge of such raids and refers to her experience of terror-
ism in Damascus, a city, which she portrays as a modern 
metropolis in which people live a lifestyle very similar to 
the Russian one (“short skirts, sunbaths, cinemas”). This 
perspective on Syrians as people “similar to us” (Rus-
sians) is underscored in many reports by repeated hints 
at the Christian Orthodox minority and the substan-
tial russophone diaspora. The NTV channel estimated 
in April 2013 that around 8,000 Russian citizens are 
registered as residents with the authorities but, accord-
ing to the Kommersant daily, up to 30,000 CIS citizens 
might live with their families on Syrian soil. Since early 
2013, Russia has repatriated 279 of its citizens.

Conclusion
Thus, the Russian media coverage falls roughly into two 
categories. On the one hand, the “emotional reports” 
which focus on the sufferings of civilians at the hands 
of “terrorists” and on the humanitarian disaster, like the 
reports of Popova. On the other hand, there are the “war 
reports”, like those of Poddubny, which highlight com-
bat operations. What they share is the lack of  political 
perspective on and interpretation of the conflict. There 
is little analysis of how and why the conflict started and 
few mentions of the regime’s authoritarianism. Also, the 
reports stay widely silent about the regime’s violence and  
the peaceful demands of the opposition. What remains is 
a storyline which focuses on counterinsurgency. Hence, 
while the prevailing Western media storyline is that of 

“a  evolution,” the one prevailing in Russia is one of “com-
bating terrorism”. The latter is one well-known to the 
Russian audience and accepted by the Russian regime.

Given that most Russian media are mainly state 
controlled (especially Russian TV), one could dismiss 
these reports simply as propaganda. However, indepen-
dent Russian Middle East experts, who do not tend to 
depoliticize the conflict, also largely share these views of 
a foreign-induced war. While Yevgeny Satanovsky, head 
of the Moscow-based Institute of Middle Eastern Stud-
ies, focuses on conspiracy theories, Yevgeny Primakov, a 
former minister of foreign affairs and leading expert in 
the field, is more nuanced and careful. In an interview 
for the official Rossiyskaya Gazeta, he characterized the 
conflict as civil war, however, he also accused the U.S., 
Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Turkey of meddling in Syria’s 
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internal affairs. In this and other interviews, he advances 
the hypothesis that the Arab League supports Assad’s 
opponents to prevent the rise of a “Shia belt,” reaching 
from Iran and Iraq to Syria and Lebanon. A Sunni-dom-
inated Syria would end the alliance with Iran and side 
with its opponents. Primakov does not believe that the 
West aims at democracy and stability for Syria. How-
ever, he contends that there were objective reasons for the 
Arab spring, among them unemployment, corruption, 
the lack of democratic freedoms and the rulers’ unwill-
ingness to reform while stubbornly sticking to power.

Summing up, the Russian perspective does provide 
an alternative view on the Syrian conflict, but definitely 
not a more objective one. While the Western media 
might have overemphasized the social basis of the oppo-
sition, the Russian media certainly overrate the support 
for the regime, as independent analyst Parviz Mullodzh-
anov suggests. One simple reason for this marked differ-
ence is a difference in access. Russian journalists would 
certainly have trouble if they wished to report side-by-
side with rebel units, as would Western media outlets if 
they wanted to report independently from entrenched 
Damascus.

Most importantly, however, this form of reporting 
corresponds to Russian domestic and foreign policy 
exigencies: The wish for an international system domi-
nated by nation-states which interact on the basis of law. 
Adhering to the principle of non-interference has always 

been high on the agenda of the Putin administration. 
While, most likely, there is no direct pressure from the 
state to report in a certain manner, it is certainly encour-
aged (as the medal of bravery for Popova’s crew shows). 
Rather, media reporting reflects a certain general per-
ception of the war, also fueled by certain expert opin-
ions. Generally, there is little interest in the Syrian war 
in Russia, as VTsIOM polls show (see p. 10).

The domestic dimension is connected to two political 
issues. Firstly, the state’s relation to Islam and its percep-
tion by the population, which is also influenced by the 
notorious instability in the North Caucasus. Secondly, 
the Putin regime abhors any revolutionary or regime 
change scenario, especially since the 2004 Orange revo-
lution in the Ukraine. The depiction of Syria as descend-
ing into chaos, with the threat of the regime falling into 
the hands of Islamic terrorists and/or the West sends 
a powerful message to any Russian opposition move-
ment. The association of unrest with Western influence is 
reflected also in the recent Russian crackdown on NGOs.

The images of the Syrian conflict employed to con-
vey this message are basically not that different from 
those in Western media but the message is an opposite 
one. As Kermani noted, “the same images of destroyed 
cities and crying mothers are used to demonstrate the 
barbarism of the other side.”

About the Author:
Philipp Casula is a post-doctoral research fellow at the University of Zurich.

Further Reading
• Kermani, Navid: Ausnahmezustand [State of Exception]. Munich: C.H. Beck, 2013.
• Trenin, Dmitri: The Mythical Alliance. Russia’s Syria Policy. Moscow: Carnegie Center, 2013.


