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This article is part of E-IR’s edited collection, Into the Eleventh Hour: R2P, Syria and Humanitarianism in Crisis. 

As reflected in this volume, the crisis in Syria has led to a plethora of enquires and analyses into a diverse range of
issues. In this contribution, I focus on what the crisis suggests about the evolution of the international system and
specifically the current redistribution of power. I focus on the fate of five actors—the US, Russia, China, Saudi
Arabia, and the UN—and argue that that the evidence suggests an irresistible shift towards multipolarity has begun.
While the use of analogies is perilous,[1] the argument presented here suggests that Syria may well come to be seen
as akin to the Suez Crisis in 1956; a moment when a new, profound redistribution of power was manifest.

While the 2011 intervention in Libya contrasts with the response to Syria, certain features of the former continued to
be factors in shaping the response to the latter, albeit with different results. In particular, the US appeared from the
outset to be reluctant to intervene in 2011. The caution exercised—evident both in the secondary role the US played
in pushing for intervention and its modest military involvement—was perhaps most obvious in the claim made by an
Obama administration official that the US was “leading from behind.”[2] The final decision to intervene in Libya was,
additionally, a result of the position adopted by the Arab League; indeed, Hillary Clinton described the League’s call
for military action as having precipitated a “sea change” within Obama’s administration.[3] The matter was also put
to the Security Council and, thus, had Moscow or Beijing been disinclined, the intervention would not have occurred.
The contrast with the manner in which the US behaved in supporting military action against Yugoslavia, Afghanistan,
and Iraq could hardly be greater.

In the wake of the intervention in Libya, effusive appraisals abounded which today look embarrassingly premature.[4]
The response to Syria has been, by any estimation, a damning indictment of the existing mechanisms for responding
to intra-state crises. The situation, as graphically described by the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights,[5] is
characterised by massive state-sponsored oppression, systematic human rights abuses, the emergence of a range
of anti-government factions (including extremist elements), regional instability, and UN paralysis. This tragic
confluence should not, however, be seen as a desperate aberration from the trajectory forged in 2011 in Libya. At its
most fundamental, the response to Libya was a function of regional geopolitics and framed by an era where the US’s
capacity and willingness to project power overseas is greatly diminished, and the power of Russia and China is
greatly increased. While in Libya the US’s reluctance and diminished inability to use force was mitigated by France
and the UK’s determination, the position of both the Arab League and the African Union, and the Russian and
Chinese (at least initial) acquiescence, this perfect storm was absent in the case of Syria and, thus, the result was
markedly different. But it would be a mistake to allow the differing outcomes to obscure the common determinants.

The US’s policy towards Syria has been far from robust, but rather marked by a series of warnings and threats which
have ultimately failed to be realised. Russia and China, by contrast, have articulated and adhered to a consistent
policy which, though of dubious ethical quality, has demonstrated their willingness to flex their growing international
muscle. Russia and China have, of course, been consistently reluctant to support intervention in the post-Cold War
era, but Syria suggests that today their recalcitrance carries more weight. Russia’s opposition to the intervention in
Kosovo in 1999 was loud, but ultimately futile; with respects to Syria, however, Russia’s opposition has had far more
traction. It is almost inconceivable that NATO would today launch a military intervention against one of Russia’s East
European allies as they did in Kosovo in 1999, which is a testament to the new systemic configuration.
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The Arab League has also emerged as an actor which clearly has ambitions beyond financial security; its position on
both Libya and Bahrain determined the outcome in both cases and demonstrated a flagrant preference for geopolitics
over human rights. Saudi Arabia, in particular, has led this new aggressive disposition, leading the calls for
intervention in Libya, sending troops into Bahrain to crush the protestors, and financing the opposition in Syria. The
Saudi Monarchy’s unprecedented decision to reject a seat at the Security Council also points to a more assertive
foreign policy, as well, of course, as constituting a sobering dismissal of the UN’s international standing. Indeed, the
UN has much to worry about; throughout the crisis in Syria, the UN Secretary General has appeared as little more
than a desperate spectator who has, at times, degraded the UN itself by virtue of his being routinely ignored when
pleading with states to take action to stop the atrocities. In August 2012, the General Assembly formally condemned
the Security Council for its response to the crises, graphically highlighting the UN’s inability to forge consensus, while
the inability of Kofi Annan and, later, Lakhdar Brahimi to lead the peace process demonstrated the perennial spectre
of Great Power influence outweighing the UN’s power.

The crisis in Syria has also, of course, been shaped by a number of other emerging powers, including Turkey, Iran,
and South Africa, while Brazil’s “Responsibility While Protecting,” published in the wake of the Libyan intervention,
evidenced a new assertiveness on the part of this emerging power and the end of the West’s monopoly on human
rights-orientated initiatives.

These machinations have profound implications for the future of human security and, specifically, the Responsibility
to Protect (R2P); though vaunted in some circles as a “revolutionary principle”[6] and destined to “End Mass Atrocity
Crimes Once and For All” in our lifetime,[7] R2P has proved impotent throughout the crisis in Syria and, indeed, of
negligible influence in the decision to intervene in Libya.[8] If, as seems clearly to be the case, power is moving away
from the West with states like Russia, China, and Saudi Arabia becoming more powerful and assertive, then,
naturally, the fate of R2P is in some doubt.[9] The most important lesson to be gleamed from the tragedy of Syria is,
thus, that a new era of multi-polarity has begun; one which will be characterised by the spectacle of divisive and
competitive power politics which has contributed to the suffering of millions of innocents in Syria.
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