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Abstract
After 14 years of unrest, violence, and instability, Syria is forging a new path following the fall
of the Assad regime, and Syrian refugees in Tiirkiye are making the decision whether to return
home. Economic turmoil and regime violence drove the Syrian people to their breaking point in
March of 2011. In hopes of clinging to power, Bashar al-Assad responded with brutality against
his own people, triggering civil war. The direct involvement of international actors in Syria
fractured military forces leading to proxy sponsors and proxy agents with various geopolitical
agendas. Now that the war is over, Syria is transitioning to peace and Syrians are making the
decision to return home. This thesis examines how proxy sponsorship divided the country
politically, how Turkish media portrayed the end of the war to meet its own geopolitical goals,
and how each impacted return migration of Syrian Sunni Muslim refugees in Gaziantep, Tiirkiye.
This thesis utilizes discourse analysis to discover how three Turkish newspapers, the Daily
Sabah, the Hiirriyet Daily News and the Sozcii portray return migration and the political
transition of Syria to meet the geopolitical goals of Tiirkiye’s Justice and Development Party
(AKP). It then connects this analysis to the everyday lives of Syrian Sunni Muslim refugees as
they make the decision whether to return home. Drawing on established frameworks from the
geopolitics of returns, brain gain, and a sustainable future, this thesis investigates how the
intrinsic longing for home intersects with the structural considerations of state rebuilding to drive
decision making for this group of Syrian refugees in Gaziantep, Tiirkiye. I conducted interviews
in Gaziantep and further analyze the personal experiences of six Syrian refugees to understand
what factors drive return migration for refugees and how their understanding of home contributes
to their decision-making process. Together, this thesis contributes to the geopolitics of return

migration and how geopolitical policy and news media can impact refugee decision-making.
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Chapter 1 Introduction: Thesis Theory and Foundations

“The city of Dara’a includes a flat section and then [descends] into the valley. I lived in a
house on the cliff side of the valley. When the revolution started, I didn’t sleep. When the Army
came, [ was the first to know they were there. I went upstairs in my house, burned cassette tapes,
put them on an antenna, and waved them from my roof. I was warning the city that it was
starting.” Adham told me in one of our personal conversations about his experiences in Dara’a.

Adham was a 19-year-old man living with his family in Dara’a when the revolution in
Syria began. He remembers the night everything changed and how he felt when he realized his
world and his country would never be the same.

Adham continued, “The Army came into the town. We gathered together; we built fires.
This was dumb, they knew where we were, but we couldn’t see them. This was in the beginning,
when we were learning. The Army lined up in the streets and then began to fire. It was a straight
light across the city, the flashes from their guns. We ran. They fired on us for 16 hours straight to
scare us. In the beginning we were not scared to die. We knew we were doing what’s right, we
are on the right side, we weren’t scared to die.”

Following in the footsteps of political transitions influenced by the Arab Spring, a
majority of Syrian people too sought change and political freedom. The start of the Syrian Civil
War created further tension in an already vulnerable region as Bashar al-Assad’s response to civil
protests against his regime initiated a violent state of affairs that would last for the next 14 years.
As conflict in Syria erupted, its northern neighbor Tiirkiye, took steps to lead the region through
the chaos in hopes of expanding its hegemonic space on a global scale.

The Syrian Civil War raged from March of 2011 through December of 2024, when the

Assad regime fell to the Tiirkiye backed Hay’at Tehrir al-Sham (HTS) organization (Sabah



2025b). The war served as a catalyst for Tiirkiye to lead the region in support of its own political
ambitions. Across the 14 years of war, over three million Syrian refugees fled to Tiirkiye. In
response, Tiirkiye’s government developed new immigration and refugee policies that directly
impacted the lives of Syrian refugees as they sought to settle and find safety within the state
(Celik and White 2022). Now that the civil war has come to an end, President Erdogan and the
Justice and Development (AKP) Party look to shape the political transition and encourage
voluntary return migration for Syrian refugees. Turkish news media is one form of discourse that
allows an audience to understand their approach and its impact on Syrians in Tiirkiye. As
Tiirkiye’s government shapes the geopolitical lens of Syria’s future, Syrian refugees are making
the decision whether to return home.

The complexity of the Syrian Civil War highlights the diverse demographics of the Syrian
people. At the start of the war, Syria was comprised of approximately 64% Sunni, 12% Alawite,
10% Kurdish, 9% Christian, 3% Druze, 1% Shia, and 1% other (Phillips 2015). Under the rule of
the Assad regime (an Alawite), the 64% Sunni population was marginalized to ensure the power
of the Alawite minority (Sterbenc 2018; Phillips 2015). Because of the violence against Sunnis,
many fled Syria becoming refugees throughout the region. This thesis focuses on the selective
perspective of Syrian Sunni Muslims refugees. Derived from Michel Foucault’s concept of the
polyhedron of intelligibility, there are many stories and perspectives of the Syrian Civil War not
studied in this research (Foucault 1980). Foucault argues, “one must bear in mind that the further
one breaks down the process under analysis, the more one is enabled and indeed obliged to
construct their external relations of intelligibility” (1980, p 227). He annotated the importance of
recognizing the various perspectives of an event. As scholars break down a problem set to better

understand a specific question, we must also identify that perspective to be one of many within



the studied problem set. This research acknowledges the personal stories that differ from those
highlighted here and emphasize their importance in understanding a wholistic picture of return
migration for Syrian refugees in Tiirkiye. However, this thesis studies the perspective of Syrian
Sunni Muslims to better understand how this group’s experience impacts the concept of home
and return migration following conflict. To connect with this specific group, research was
conducted in Gaziantep, Tiirkiye, where a vibrant community of Syrian Sunni Muslim refugees
thrives.

To better understand return migration of Syrian Sunni Muslim refugees in Tiirkiye, this
thesis investigates these research questions:

R1: How did proxy war within Syria transition the state from a more unified Syria
to a fractured Syria?

R2: How did Turkish media portray the political transition of Syria to meet its
own geopolitical goals and what impacts did that have on Syrian return migration?

R3: What considerations influence the decision-making process of Syrian Sunni
Muslim refugees in Tiirkiye to return home?

I investigate these questions through historical analysis of Syrian and Turkish policy,
discourse analysis of three Turkish newspapers, and empirical research of interviews with Syrian
refugees in Gaziantep, Tiirkiye. The findings create a better understanding of what drives Syrian
Sunni Muslim refugees to return to Syria or remain in Tiirkiye, and how influential Turkish
hegemony is becoming within the international community. This research enhances the
knowledge of popular geopolitics for how a state can shape its narrative through the concepts of

space and what impacts drive return migration of refugees following conflict.
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The following sections include a literature review of established theory that serves as the
foundation of this thesis. This describes Henri Lefebvre’s definition of space, the current studies
on the geopolitics of return migration of Syrian refugees in Tiirkiye, and the theories of place and
belonging. Next, this introduction will describe the research site of Gaziantep and its importance
to Syrian refugees. Finally, it will highlight my positionality and why research in this area is
important to me as the author.

Power Politics and Space Making

Henri Lefebvre describes space in three interconnected elements: perceived space,
conceived space, and lived space. Perceived space is that of the unconscious. It projects what we
understand a place to be based on interactions and experiences (Lefebvre et al. 1997). For
example, one may perceive Las Vegas to be a city of gambling, alcohol, and shows based on the
advertisements and the highlighted experiences of people. This perception has come to define the
place. A state can utilize perceived space in the same way by describing another state or place in
a certain way to create a specific perception for an audience that fits a narrative. Conceived space
is a representation of space through maps, graphic elements, plans, or other means that seek to
organize it (Lefebvre et al. 1997). States use this space to create borders and control people or
resources (Myadar and Dempsey 2022). Finally, lived space is the intersection of the two. It
describes the direct lived experiences of people and how they utilize physical space (Lefebvre et
al. 1997). As a state creates a border to emphasize its conceived space, a physical checkpoint and
the experiences people have with that checkpoint constitute their lived space. These elements of
space play a critical role in the perception of the Syrian Civil War, the boundaries and division

that it created, and the lived experience of various Syrian people throughout. This thesis seeks to
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connect these spaces to understand the influence of each on return migration for Syrian Sunni
Muslim refugees. The current literature of return migration incorporates each of these theories.

The geopolitics of returning refugees is extensive because it requires specific
accommodations of political interests for both origin and destination nations.

“Shared borders (including the existence of transboundary resource endowments)

and historical animosities mean that neighbouring states’ political and security

interests are inextricably bound together” (Sahin Mencutek, 2023, p. 1080)
As Syria’s northern neighbor, Tiirkiye took great interest in the Syrian Civil War and considered
several options to conflict resolution and return migration of refugees. It offered to manage the
arrival of Syrian refugees and the friction they can cause through diplomacy, military
intervention, and community integration. Each one has its challenges, and each one is supported
by different groups within Turkey, but the initial intervention began even before the start of the
Syrian civil war. Policy studies show that in 2011, President Erdogan openly opposed Assad and
the violence he created in Syria that year, calling for drastic political, economic and social
reforms. However, no action was taken. Therefore, Turkey received its first formal Syrian
refugees in April of 2011. President Recep Tayyip Erdogan welcomed neighboring Syrians. In a
televised speech from Ankara on June 9, 2011, Erdogan stated ‘“We are monitoring the
developments in Syria with concern. It is out of the question for Tiirkiye to close its doors to
refugees coming from Syria” (Sabah 2011). The Turkish government established several camps
along its border to provide support and care for these refugees. However, these camps could not
support the increasing number of refugees crossing the border, so they settled in nearby border
towns. In 2012, Turkey adopted their ‘open door’ policy for Syrian refugees not expecting more

than 100,000. Migrants quickly exceeded that number forcing further provisions and alternative

solutions (Getmansky et al. 2019).
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Anna Getmansky surveyed over 1200 respondents in her research throughout southeast
Turkey regarding their opinion on possible solutions to the ongoing conflict. Overall, there was
low support for active Turkish intervention in Syria and public opinion is split on personal
support for Syria. Respondents further from the border preferred the establishment of a Safe
Zone in northern Syria for refugees while those living closer to the border and the conflict
preferred little intervention (Getmansky et al. 2019). Gokariksel & Secor’s research found the
same conclusion (2019). Getmansky et al. (2019) also asked respondents about the various
modes of intervention that they do or do not support, including a Safe Zone. Of those surveyed,
42% supported neutrality to the conflict, 51% did not support direct intervention and 9% favored
multilateral intervention (Ibid.). Getmansky et al. (2019) argues that overall support for Turkish
intervention in Syria was low and that those living near the border are the least supportive as
they are most impacted by the potential economic, military, or migration flux fallouts that would
come with such action. (Getmansky et al. 2019). Regardless of citizen opinions, the AKP Party
chose to take action in northern Syria. Since 2016, Tiirkiye has utilized direct military
intervention with a focus on creating demilitarized zones in hopes of decreasing forced migration
and maintaining border safety. Many migrants along the border have returned home since 2016
because of Tiirkiye’s political efforts (Sahin Mencutek 2023a). Further research on return
migration from the various Syrian perspectives is described in Chapter 3 of this thesis. But
overall, the concept of place and belonging is a reoccurring theme throughout return migration
studies.

Place can be described through a connection between people and nation-states. Scholars
have also examine how it moves beyond such a relationship to include identity (Dempsey 2018;

Myadar 2022). Stacheli argues that place is shaped by the people and things relative to it. She
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gives five conceptualizations of place that include place as a physical location, a cultural
location, with context, as a construction over time, and as a process (2003). These
understandings of space also connect to the concept of belonging. Geographers have studied the
idea of home to understand how people connect physically and emotionally to a place (Myadar
2025; Blunt and Varley 2004b). This thesis utilizes the theory developed by these geographers to
understand how Syrian Sunni Muslim refugees in Gaziantep, Tiirkiye connect to both their
community in Gaziantep and their home in Syria.
Research Site

Gaziantep is a bustling southern city in Tiirkiye. It is located approximately 97
kilometers (60 miles) north of Aleppo and is the closest major Turkish city to the Syrian border.
As the sixth largest city in Tiirkiye, Gaziantep is home to over two million Turkish citizens and
more than 500,000 Syrian refugees (“Gaziantep - MEDCITIES” 2021; Glob. Compact Refug.
UNHCR 2025). Gaziantep has a rich history of culture and European occupation. Originally
named Aintab, it was occupied by the British in 1919 and by the French until 1921. However,
after the fall of the Ottoman Empire in 1922, the city was renamed Gaziantep (gazi meaning
‘champion of Islam”) by the founder of the Republic of Tiirkiye, Mustafa Kemal (Britannica
2025). Over the last century, Gaziantep thrived, developing into an economic hub for Tiirkiye. It
is currently the largest industrial area within the country and leads the state in exports and
imports. Known for maintaining essential historical sites and encouraging small businesses,
Gaziantep is an attractive destination for tourism and growing entrepreneurs (“Gaziantep -
MEDCITIES” 2021). These characteristics quickly made it a destination and center for Syrian

refugees fleeing violence in their home state.
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In the last 14 years, over three million Syrian refugees migrated to Tiirkiye in hopes of
escaping civil war in their homeland. Gaziantep accepted over 500,000 of those refugees and the
Gaziantep community worked diligently to welcome and integrate them into their city and
communities (Yalcin 2025). Understanding the impact of Syria’s civil war, the leaders of
Gaziantep anticipated the arrival of refugees and immediately recognized how significant their
impact would be on local Turkish citizens. Therefore, they took steps to develop a Migration
Department within the province’s administrative government. Partnering with Turkish
universities, researchers, international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and the United
Nations (UN), the organizations developed support systems to provide services and funding for
refugee integration into Tiirkiye (Yalcin 2025). These services include humanitarian aid,
education, language, integrated social activities, legal assistance, employment opportunities and
others. Gaziantep believed that independent and well-integrated Syrian refugees would be more
likely to positively contribute to their host country (Glob. Compact Refug. UNHCR 2025). These
programs are well established within Gaziantep today which makes it a critical city of study for
Syrian refugees and their decisions to return home following the fall of the Assad regime. In
Gaziantep, we can connect with Sunni Muslim Syrians who have developed livelihoods within
Tirkiye as well as thriving communities who support their efforts.

Positionality

I am a White, English-speaking, American woman with no ethnic or ancestral ties to
Tirkiye or Syria. Therefore, scholars ask me why I am interested in Tiirkiye and why I am
passionate about Syrian refugees in this region. The answer comes in many forms, but the
turning point for “why Tiirkiye?”” and “Why Syrian refugees?” comes from my personal

experience in Europe. From 2020-2024, I served as an active-duty Military Police officer in
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Europe, leading Soldiers through tumultuous situations as United States military operations
increased and intensified across the continent. In 2021, the United States abruptly withdrew from
Afghanistan and worked to evacuate its Afghan allies. For five months, I led a unit in Kosovo
that provided humanitarian aid and protection to over 500 Afghan families as they waited for the
US State Department to formally vet them before relocating into the US. I saw how impacted
they were by the abrupt political transition in Afghanistan and connected with them as they tried
to assimilate to American culture before their arrival. My unit provided education, language
classes, and social events to help Afghan travelers feel more comfortable with American culture.
When studying Tiirkiye and Syrian refugees who have fled north from violence, I read, and I saw
similar stories, traumas, and community impacts from my own experience. I choose to study
Tiirkiye and Syrian refugees because I hope to understand their experiences as well, connect with
them, give back to their community, and have a positive impact while they face transition and
uncertainty.

Conclusion

The political transition of Syria is a significant change to the geopolitics of the region,
impacting state leaders and local communities in both Tiirkiye and Syria. Tiirkiye’s AKP
government is at the forefront of such transition, shaping the narrative abroad and impacting
policy within to drive the influence and stability within the ‘new’ Syria.

In this thesis, I found that President Erdogan and the Turkish AKP party utilize Turkish
media to create the narrative of a united and new Syria guided by Tiirkiye. However, this
narrative is disconnected from the Syrian Sunni Muslim refugees in Gaziantep, Tiirkiye who
found unity through community abroad and who look to friends and family for updates and truth

about the conditions of Syria. This argument relates to how and when Syrian refugees in
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Gaziantep decide to return home. Interviews of Syrians living in Gaziantep led to a better
understanding of how the nostalgia for home has influenced the decision-making process of
whether to leave Tiirkiye. The AKP newspapers highlight the positive return migration of Syrians
within Tiirkiye but fail to mention how or why that return migration occurs. My research found
that longing for home is the catalyst for thinking about return migration. As refugees have
developed families, communities, and economic opportunity in Gaziantep, the driving
motivation to return to Syria is their understanding of home.

In Chapter Two of this thesis, I provide a historical analysis of the Syrian Civil War
through the lens of proxy war. This chapter highlights how Syria was divided by international
powers and the impact it had on the Syrian people who sought freedom from President Bashar al-
Assad’s rule. In Chapter Three, I describe my research and findings from discourse analysis of
the Turkish newspapers, the Daily Sabah, the Hiirriyet Daily News and the Sozcii. I then connect
those findings to the personal experiences of Syrian refugees in Gaziantep. In Chapter Four, I
analyze the decision-making process of return migration for Syrian Sunni Muslim refugees in
Gaziantep. The research highlights the personal stories of six Syrian refugees and how they think
about the possibility of returning to Syria. In conclusion, I connect each chapter and emphasize

the impacts this research has on Syrians, Tiirkiye, and the geopolitics of return migration.
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Chapter 2: Fractured Syria

Adham stepped out onto his balcony for the first time in days, it was March 2011. He
lived on the third floor with his family in downtown Dara’a. The Syrian Army had occupied the
city after the initial protests of the revolution, and the people were forced into their homes.
Adham dared to step out, trepidatious of who or what might be waiting for him. On the sidewalk
across the street, a Syrian Soldier was sitting on the curb. “He saw me. We looked at each other.”
A flash of panic consumed each man. The Soldier stood and raised his machine gun towards
Adham. “I froze. I stared at him, my upper body confident, my lower body shaking
uncontrollably.” After what felt like hours, the Soldier lowered his gun and Adham stepped back
inside. Adham knew that the Syrian Army was not the enemy, that it was made up of Syrians
who were caught in the initial stages of a war most would not support. He understood that the
real enemy of most Syrian people was President Bashar al-Assad. After seven days of being
trapped inside, the people of Dara’a started emerging from their homes. They united as a
community not knowing that what began as protests within their city would develop into a
revolution that would change Syrian lives forever.

The Syrian civil war would last more than 14 years, creating chaos, confusion, and pain
for the Syrian people. Throughout the war, international organizations utilized the instability in
Syria to gain their own geopolitical objectives. Proxy sponsors abroad invested in proxy agents
within Syria to fight and die in support of their own ambitions. Examples include Tiirkiye’s fight
against the Kurds and the United States’ fight against the Islamic State (Uludag 2015). This
created deep division and factions throughout the country. But even though the many Syrians

struggled to navigate through the influence of international sponsors, they were ultimately

victorious in winning their freedom from the Assad regime.
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This chapter begins with the literature regarding proxy warfare and how it has evolved
across dynamic conflicts in history. It highlights the relationship between proxy sponsors and
proxy agents through the lens of civil conflict. Next, it will analyze Syria’s recent history to
discover how occupation forces and the al-Assad regime worked to divide and segregate the
Syrian people. Their actions, coupled with economic hardship, led to the revolution that would
transform Syria’s future. Following a brief description of the beginning of the revolution, the
chapter examines the four prominent opposition forces throughout the Syrian Civil War: the Free
Syrian Army, the Islamic State, Hay’at Tehrir al-Sham, and the Syrian Democratic Forces. All of
whom received significant proxy sponsorship in support of their own geopolitical ambitions.
From there, it describes the international support Bashar al-Assad received as he struggled to
maintain power throughout the war. This will demonstrate how the people of Syria were
fractured as they fought for freedom, the impacts division had in their overall goals, and how
international proxy sponsors impacted their ability to achieve their ambitions.

Proxy Warfare Theory

The study of proxy conflicts has grown since the Cold War as conflict continues to evolve
in a globalized and internationally dependent world. Proxy warfare was initially defined through
sponsor and agent terminology, as a way for foreign powers (sponsors) to influence internal
conflicts through local forces (agents) without the risk that direct involvement demands (Bernat
et al. 2023; Mumford 2013; Rondeaux and Sterman 2022). In today’s geopolitical environment,
foreign powers capitalize on the strategy of proxy sponsorship to extend influence to outside
state matters for their own gain, especially if a civil conflict impacts an outside state. Bagchi et
al. argue that “many civil wars in the modern era are not strictly domestic conflicts because of

the involvement of foreign governments or groups” (2019, p. 232). Instead, they are complex

19



conflicts with diverse powers thriving for individual interests through the resources and
manpower of local agents. Utilizing a proxy agent allows a foreign state to avoid bloody warfare
(Mumford 2013), prevent economic instability (Bagchi et al. 2019) and allow deniability from
global or domestic pressures (Rondeaux and Sterman 2022).

As war between states is becoming more uncommon (U. N. Univ. 2025), external and
international support for rebel organizations becomes an effective means to influence conflict
without direct state-to-state action. To create influence, sponsors provide funding, equipment,
and logistical support to agent groups (Bagchi et al. 2019). This helps limit direct international
conflict as economic, political, and social implications deter state actors from direct involvement
in conflict or violence (Bernat et al. 2023). Bagchi et al. argue poor countries are also more
susceptible to civil war and proxy sponsorship, further exacerbating their country, while
wealthier states often opt to provide equipment and logistics to prevent destruction in their own
home state (2019). This allows foreign powers to fight each other or for their own interests while
utilizing the manpower and resources of a poorer state (Bar-Siman-Tov 1984).

The Geneva Academy of International Humanitarian Law and Human Rights currently
tracks over 110 armed conflicts throughout the world (Geneva Acad. Int. Humanit. Law Hum.
Rights 2025). Most of these conflicts are non-international conflicts (NIACs), meaning they are
within a state and not between states. They also involve a multitude of armed non-state actors
and face intervention by foreign powers (Geneva Acad. Int. Humanit. Law Hum. Rights 2025).
This leads to a rise in rebel forces, militias, and paramilitaries who deepen the competition for
internal power and give foreign stakeholders or sponsors the ability to support an independent
agenda within a different state for personal gain. (Rondeaux and Sterman 2022). Such

development allows foreign powers to back multiple proxy agents with differing levels of
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support based on how agents’ agendas advance the sponsor’s interests. However, the intricate
dynamic of these relationships makes it difficult to measure the strength of the direct or indirect
influence of a state sponsor over proxy agents (Rondeaux and Sterman 2022). Stakeholders and
sponsors are also evolving. As the world continues to grow and globalize, “large international
corporations, private military companies, and transnational crime,” (Bernat et al., 2023, p. 19)
are now significant actors in today’s complex geopolitical environment.

Within these definitions and interpretations of proxy warfare, one common theme
connects them all, that “proxy warfare is characterized by a distinctive relationship between a
principal-sponsor who delegates some authority over the pursuit of strategic war aims to a proxy-
agent” (Rondeaux & Sterman, 2022, p.7). From political leaders to academic researchers, the
conflict in Syria is widely viewed as a ‘proxy war’ (BBC 2015; Gopal and Hodge 2021c;
Mumford 2013; Szekely 2023). Researchers have analyzed the influence of foreign actors
including Iran, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Tiirkiye, Russia and the United States and how they have
shaped the conflict through weapons, financial support and intelligence to obtain their own
interests (Bernat et al. 2023; Gopal and Hodge 2021c; Heydemann 2020; Leenders and Giustozzi
2022b). Scholars study Syria as a case and point to highlight the importance of understanding
proxy warfare and how it is rapidly growing in the Middle East and South East Asia (Hughes
2014; Marshall 2016; Mumford 2013). However, what was not studied was how the Syrian
people were fractured by previous empires and the Assad regime, and how those actions led to
the opportunity for proxy sponsors to capitalize on internal warfare for their own personal gain.

Syria Before the War
What is today Syria was part of the Ottoman Empire (1514-1920) and French (1920-

1946) colonial forces before gaining its independence in 1946. During both periods, forces
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implemented policies that would become the foundation for various tension that would fracture
the Syrian people and create the opportunity for proxy influence during the 2011-2024 civil war.
The Ottoman Empire controlled Syria from 1514 — 1920. In the last 100 years of that rule, the
Ottoman Empire implemented significant political and economic reforms. One such policy,
known as the Tanzimat (1839-1876), which set the stage for vast income inequality throughout
Syria. At the turn of the 19™ century, the Ottoman Empire struggled to keep pace with competing
international powers (Sterbenc 2018). Therefore, in hopes of preventing the collapse of the
empire and competing with western economies, the Tanzimat reforms aimed to centralize power
within the empire and implement privatized property and landownership. This change stripped
local Syrian leaders of political power and transitioned the region to a capitalist system. Because
of the diverse landscape of Syria, the concentration of fertile land led to immediate income
inequality for landowners and merchants. Empowered by their new wealth, powerful landowners
then sought to move into the political arena. Within the Tanzimat reforms, the Ottoman Empire
implemented the Law of Provinces in 1864 which centered political power for a region around a
governor and their council (Abu-Manneh 1992). As wealthy landowners entered politics through
this reform, a system of socio-economic classes developed for Syria. These changes became the
foundation for economic and political division that created conflict in the years to follow
(Sterbenc 2018).

Under French colonial rule (1920-1946), public lands were further distributed to existing
landowners in exchange for submission to French policies. Additionally, to secure their foothold
in Syria, the French established a parliamentary system awarding landowners significant
influence in politics and business. The French sought to divide and rule Syria by encouraging

religious and sect differences (Hinnebusch 2001; Sterbenc 2018). Therefore, in 1936, the French
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implemented the Personal Status Law which categorized Syrians according to religion (Mousa
2018; Phillips 2015). At that time, the demographics in Syria consisted of roughly 64% Sunni,
12% Alawite, 10% Kurdish, 9% Christian, 3% Druze, 1% Shia, and 1% other (Phillips 2015).
This change sought to create a cultural and religious division among Syrians in addition to the
already existing economic inequality. To protect their control within the region, the French
courted Alawi, Druze, Christian and Kurdish families into positions of influence in hopes of
weakening Sunni nobles. These actions resulted in less than one percent of the Syrian population
owning more than half of all land in Syria and set the foundation for majority and minority
concepts within Syria (Phillips 2015). In addition to economic and political division, French
leadership sought to expand this division to include military leadership and operations.

Under French colonialism, the military and government bureaucracy of Syria was
controlled by a small minority group of Alawites. Reinforcing its Personal Status Law, the
French ensured Syrian minorities, including the Alawites and the Druze, dominated the military.
This strategy would prevent any possible rebellion against the French from the Sunni majority.
Sunni Syrians opposed French occupation and therefore refused to join the military that
supported it. This created space for Alawites who wished to enter the French-established military
an opportunity to increase their social status within the state (Sterbenc 2018). By the 1940s, the
Alawites were heavily embedded in economic, political, and military positions of power within
Syria. They gained education, economic stability, and social status, empowering them to join the
rising Baath Party and ultimately reach for political power (Hinnebusch 2001). This disparity
between wealth and religious sect, initiated by the Ottoman Empire and amplified by the French

colonization, resulted in enormous inequality and social polarization for Syria. When it finally
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gained independence in 1946, it would take nearly two decades for Syria to establish a stable
form of government (Sterbenc 2018).
Syria Under Al-Assad

After its independence in 1946, landowners ruled Syria until 1963, and several Alwi led
military coups occurred during this time due to social and political instability within Syria. Many
failed, but in the spring of 1963, Muhammad Umran, Salah Jadid, and Hafiz al-Assad were
successful in bringing the Alawite Baathist regime to power. Salah Jadid led the initial transition,
implementing radical social, economic, and political reform. Land was redistributed to the vast
population of peasants who had worked the land, and the nationalization of industry and finance
limited private entrepreneurship while broadening public sectors (Hinnebusch 2001; Sterbenc
2018). Jadid worked to strengthen Syria through reform but focused most of his efforts on the
Alawites and supporting minority groups.

In 1970, Hafiz al-Assad deposed Jadid, claiming his reforms dangerously alienated a
significant part of the Sunni population. Hafiz al-Assad understood that he needed the
cooperation of the Sunni majority to ensure the Baath Party maintained power. Therefore, in
March 1971 when Assad became president, he began developing a particular national identity —
rooted in state institutions, education, healthcare, and his own personality cult (Phillips 2015).
Assad opened the economy to more private opportunities in support of Sunni merchants and
pushed for more rural and agricultural development. This approach fostered agricultural
production and increased the quality of life for rural communities. In the cities, however, Assad
favored Alawite employment within his government. This included state bureaucracy and a
significant buildup of military and security forces, dominated by Alawites. Assad needed

embedded Alawites to maintain power, while they depended on Assad to maintain an elevated

24



social status within Syria (Sterbenc 2018). Hafiz al-Assad worked to create a national identity
that connected the Sunni majority with the Alawites in power. His approach allowed Sunni Islam
to be perceived as the dominating culture of the state while integrating Alawites into positions of
power to maintain control. These reforms created a fragile social and political dynamic that
culturally empowered the Sunni majority while politically disempowering them in favor of the
Alawite elite (Phillips 2015).

In the 1980s, Syria faced economic hardship as oil prices dropped and aid from Arabian
Gulf States decreased. Assad worked to ensure political stability for himself but failed to pursue
economic development for Syria. The lack of economic investment in Syria led to increased
inflation, high levels of corruption, and a fragmented private sector. As a result, uprisings
challenged Assad’s power, but his use of force against his own people ensured his continued
control. In June of 2000, Hafiz al-Assad died and passed the presidency to his son Bashar al-
Assad. Bashar inherited the increasing economic vulnerability and quickly faced rising tensions
among the middle-class Syrian people. Bashar implemented a more capitalist approach, allowing
privatization to take hold that favored Alawite elites. He also eliminated public protections
including trade unions, the tax system, and government subsidies on food and housing that
supported lower class Sunnis. These reforms further increased corruption and the accumulation
of wealth for the Alawites in power. For the Sunni majority, unemployment increased; wages
lagged; and the cost of living sent millions of Syrians into economic precarity (Sterbenc 2018).

Under Hafiz al-Assad’s national identity for Syria, there was an unwritten ‘social
contract’ between the regime and the people, in which the former provided economic stability
and protections through free education, healthcare, subsidies, and public jobs, while Syrians give

up certain political freedoms for the regimes continued control (Hinnebusch 2001; Phillips
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2015). However, between 2000-2010, Bashar removed these protections within his economic
reforms, and in 2006, Syria was hit with a severe drought plunging more than two million people
into extreme poverty (Phillips 2015). The regime under Bashar did not take steps to support the
population during these events which led to public outrage as conditions for the lower classes
worsened. Bashar responded to political demands against his regime in the same way as his
father — through force. He increased the intelligence and security operations within Syrian
society, but he only further exacerbated tensions between the people and the regime (Phillips
2015; Sterbenc 2018). The consolidation of Alawite power by Assad encouraged the loyalty of
security and intelligence forces, as it became the primary avenue of upward mobility in Assad’s
regime. This approach enabled favoritism and the extortion of bribes for lower level or non-
Alawite personnel to access public services from the government (Wimmen 2016). As tensions
rose throughout Syria and his use of force was not as effective as his father’s, Assad sought to
further divide Syrians. He was desperate to maintain power and shape the narrative of an
inevitable conflict.

The rebellion against Assad began in March of 2011, among the backdrop of the Arab
Spring that shook the leaders of the region. In the southern city of Dara’a, a 15-year old student
spray painted “Down with the regime,” “Freedom,” and “It’s your turn, Doctor” (referring to
Bashar al-Assad) on school walls in the city. Assad’s authorities quickly took action, removing
the graffiti and imprisoning the young author, Mouawiya Syasneh, for 45 days. The cruel
treatment of Syasneh while imprisoned ignited the fire of rebellion in Syria (Foltyn 2024).
Syrians took to the streets, assembling and organizing a way to defend their people and take back

their country from a torturous regime. However, they were met with extreme force from Assad’s
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authorities. The violent crackdown on Dara’a fueled the revolution that would lead to 14 years of
civil war in Syria.

Bashar al-Assad’s regime hoped to weaken the growing calls for rebellion by capitalizing
on the already existing sectarian divisions among the Syrian people. He highlighted the
undertones of division to create a narrative that only the regime could defend Syria’s unity
against a perceived threat rebellion which he labeled as Sunni religious extremism (Wimmen
2016). This narrative worked for his father, but under Bashar’s updated economic policies, it
fractured. When civil protests took hold in March 2011, Bashar worked to discredit nonviolent
popular rebellion and label them as a “terrorist conspiracy led by Sunni religious extremists”
(Holmes 2011). The state news agency, the Syrian Arab News Agency (SANA), reported that
police found large weapon caches in Sunni towns while the Minister of the Interior made
statements that Sunni protests were armed mutinies looking to terrify the Syrian people (Holmes
2011). This rhetoric fueled sectarian tensions between regime loyalists and the Sunni majority
leading to increased violence across Syria. The majority of Syrians wanted a more peaceful
revolution as seen in Egypt and other Arab countries, but Assad’s violent response incited his
loyalists to attack mosques and loot Sunni towns in support (Holmes 2011).

On March 30, 2011, Bashar Al-Assad made his first speech to the Syrian parliament in
response the protests in Dara’a. “It was difficult for us to fight against this situation, because
people will mix between our fighting sedition and fighting reform” (Al-Assad 2011a). He labeled
the peaceful protests in Dara’a as acts of sedition against Syria and pushed back against the
reforms protesters advocated for. He claimed, “We cannot like sedition, we cannot like killing,
we cannot like tension, but crises are a positive condition if we can control them and get out of

them victorious” (Al-Assad 2011a). His firm stance against working with the various groups of
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Syrian people and his continued forced approach to leading Syria fueled the fire of revolution
that rapidly spread across the country. In June 2011, al-Assad made a follow-up speech. At this
point, it was clear to many Syrians that he was not working for them, but instead used the
opportunity to grand-stand to the international community. (Lister 2015). He advocated to have
dialogue about reform but did not promise to enact it. “This dialogue is a very important issue
which we have to give a chance because all of Syria’s future, if we want it to be successful, has
to be dependent on this dialogue in which all different parties on the Syrian arena will
participate” (Al-Assad 2011b). However, his following statements call for action against protests
and those who oppose his approach.

“The solution is to solve the problem with our own hands. ... What do we say

about these political positions? About the pressure from the media, the advanced

telephones that we started seeing spreading in Syria in the hands of the saboteurs,

the fabrications? We cannot say these are acts of goodwill, this is definitely a

conspiracy..... What is happening today has nothing to do with development or

reform. What is happening is sabotage” (Al-Assad 2011b).

The words of Assad echoed throughout Syria, and communities knew he would not fight
for their well-being, so they had to fight for themselves.

“I was deeply afraid of the brutal reaction the regime could reveal, I thought for

some time that Assad would make some reforms and save the country. However,

after his second speech (in June), I was certain this regime was never going to

change its mentality — Assad was pushing the opposition into the battlefield”

(Lister 2015).

The Sunni majority within Syria knew that Assad’s resistance to change would allow his
loyal followers to enact violence on his behalf. This sentiment was prominent in the daily lives
of the Syrian Sunni refugees I interviewed in Gaziantep. Participants often referred to where they
were when the revolution began and what their roles were while they were in Syria.

Adham, for instance, recalled standing on the roof of his apartment building, warning his

neighbors as the Syrian Army approached their city. He was part of the Syrian host family I lived
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with; he was born and raised in Dara’a. He played an active role in the beginning of the
revolution and always emphasized that Assad was the enemy — not the Syrian people. “The Army
is made up of people like you and me. But the intelligence people work directly for the regime.
We hate the intelligence people. They are the hunch men of Bashar who are sent to kill us. They
would kill you. That’s their orders — to kill with no warning” (Adham). Adham referenced his
interactions with the Syrian Army and with the Intelligence Forces that entered Dara’a. His
experiences demonstrated how Assad’s Intelligence Forces worked to harm anyone who was not
fully loyal to him to maintain control.

The regime worked diligently to dismantle Syrian communities and amplify Assad’s
narrative that Syria was facing an Islamic insurgency posed by the opposition. In July 2011,
Syrian intelligence agencies began releasing convicted Islamist radicals and violent offenders
from Syria’s prisons (Wimmen 2016). Of those released, Zahran Aloush, Absul Rahman Suwesis,
Hassan Aboud, and Ahmad Aisa al Sheikh went on to become prominent commanders of
insurgent groups throughout the war (Sands et al. 2014). These policies served to legitimize the
regime’s violent crackdown on opposition forces and further reinforce a narrative that only the
regime could unite the country and bring peace (Sands et al. 2014). The Assad regime’s initial
actions of division, in conjunction with economic inequality due to Bashar’s policy reforms, set
the stage for sectarian conflict and proxy agency throughout the civil war.

Rebel Groups of the Syrian Civil War

The protesters in Dara’a initially sought reform instead of regime change, as seen in other
Arab nations at the time. But Assad’s violent response to the protests led people throughout all of
Syria to fight back. Local militias were initially formed by Soldiers who defected from Assad’s

army in opposition to his violent approach to protesters. This movement quickly developed into
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several armed groups that sought to fight the regime head on (Phillips 2016). Thousands of
independent militias popped up around Syria, often centered around an individual or an ideology.
These differences created tensions among groups and amplified the complexity of the Syrian
conflict, giving an opportunity for outside actors to enable and facilitate internal actions on all
fronts (Phillips 2016).

Within the Syrian Civil War, there were four primary opposition networks that emerged
to fight against the Assad regime: the Free Syrian Army (FSA), the Islamic State (ISIS), the
Hay’at Tehrir al-Sham (HTS) organization, and the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) (Szekely
2023). Each group sought their own agenda throughout the war but were united in their
opposition to the Assad regime. Throughout the war, these four groups transformed as their
networks shifted, but overall, they were the foundation for ground, regional, and global powers
to participate through proxy (Gopal and Hodge 2021c, 2021a).

Proxy warfare within Syria had a multi-dimensional approach. Domestic and
international dynamics of the Syrian proxy approach enabled all groups within Syria to gain state
and non-state sponsorship that fit geopolitical goals. Many of which receiving sponsorship from
not just one, but several actors to maintain operations (Leenders and Giustozzi 2022a).

The table below depicts the evolution of these opposition factions throughout the Syrian

Civil War.
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Faction Years Active Area of Allies / Proxy | Merged Role in Main Opponents
Operations | Sponsor Into Conflict
Muslim 2011 — Present | Northern Tiirkiye, Free Syrian | Political | Assad Regime,
Brotherhood Syria Qatar Army Salafi Rivals
Salafi Activists | 2011 - 2013 Northern Kuwait, Qatar | Free Syrian | Political | Assad Regime
Syria Army
Free Syrian 2011 — Present | Northern Tiirkiye Armed Assad Regime,
Army (FSA) Syria Conflict | ISIS, PKK/YPG
Salafi Loyalists | 2011-2013 Northern Saudi Arabia | Ahrar al- Political, | Assad Regime
Syria Sham Armed
Conflict
Ahrar al-Sham | 2012 - 2019 Northwest al-Qa’eda, HTS, FSA, | Armed Assad Regime,
Syria Tiirkiye ISIS Conflict | ISIS
Jabhat al-Nursa | 2011 —2016 Northwest al-Qa’eda Hay’at Armed Assad Regime,
Syria Tehrir al- Conflict | ISIS, SDF
Sham
Hay’at Tehrir 2014 - Present | Northwest Allied with Political, | Assad Regime,
al-Sham (HTS) Syria Tiirkiye Armed ISIS
Conflict
Islamic State 2013 -2019 North and None Armed All faction groups
(ISIS) (rapid decline) | Eastern Conflict
Syria
Southern Front | 2014 — 2018 Southern United States, | Syrian Free | Armed Assad Regime,
Syria Jordan Army Conflict | ISIS
Syrian Free 2015 — Present | Southern United States Armed ISIS, Assad
Army Syria Conflict | Regime
Syrian 2015 - Present | North and United States, Armed ISIS, Assad,
Democratic Eastern YPG/PKK Conflict | Turkish backed
Forces (SDF) Syria forces

Table 1: Opposition Forces in the Syrian Civil War

Sources: (Conduit 2016; Abu-Rabi’ 2015; Gopal and Hodge 2021a; Ali 2020; Lister 2015;
Wilson Center 2019; Kahf 2013; Zelin 2013; Phillips 2016, 2015; Frayer 2024; Bullard 2025;
Cantenar and Kozera 2022)
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Free Syrian Army
The Free Syrian Army is a Tiirkiye backed coalition that fought against the Assad Regime
and the Kurdish Workers’ Party (PKK) forces in northern Syria. When protests erupted against
the Assad regime in 2011, international support for Muslim groups poured into the country. The
Muslim Brotherhood was the first network to gain revenue and support for a call to arms. They
gained financial support from international Muslim Brotherhood members who fought against

the Assad regime in the 1980s (Conduit 2016). In 1982, the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood revolted
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against Bashar al-Assad’s father, Hafiz al-Assad, but were met with overwhelming military force
and forced to flee to Europe and the Gulf states after the Hamma massacre that claimed more
than 5,000 lives (Abu-Rabi’ 2015; Conduit 2016; Gopal and Hodge 2021b). When the 2011
protests began, international Brotherhood members perceived such events as another opportunity
to fight against the regime with the hope of finally returning to their home state. Therefore, they
utilized their class, position, and developed economic status to provide financial support through
Syrian businesses to raise funds for military action against the Assad regime (Gopal and Hodge
2021c; Lund 2013). The organization created close links with Tiirkiye, Qatar, and revolutionary
Libya, which positioned it well to build networks and influence the conflict within Syria (Gopal
and Hodge 2021a; Szekely 2023). Their organization in northern Syria was accompanied by the
formation of Salafi Activists, funded by Kuwait and Qatar, and ultimately led to the creation of
the Free Syrian Army (FSA) battalion in Saraqib and Taftanaz in July of 2011 (Gopal and Hodge
2021c; Kahf 2013; Lund 2025). This development was beneficial to Turkiye’s AKP government
and provided an avenue for influence in Syria.

Salafi Activists in northern Syria portrayed the 2011 revolution as a struggle for
democracy and a defense of Sunni Muslims facing oppression by a Alawite - Shi’a regime (Lund
2025). This narrative gathered international support from donors in Kuwait and Qatar leading to
donation campaigns for Syrian Salafi Activists who held influence in major cities and small
towns northern (Gopal and Hodge 2021a). These characteristics made it a promising candidate to
join forces with rebels in the north and align under the FSA backed by Tiirkiye (Lund 2025). By
2013, Tiirkiye was a strong proxy sponsor of FSA forces. Tiirkiye’s support for FSA forces

provided financial benefits to rebel groups it aligned with, creating structure and organization for
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a strong coalition. With the inclusion of the Muslim Brotherhood and Salafi Activists, the FSA
was well postured to fight against the Assad regime and PKK forces in northern Syria.
Islamic State in Iraq and Syria

The Islamic State (IS) was another prominent group within Syria. It was once an affiliate
of Al-Qa’eda but split into its own organization to follow its own caliphate. The Islamic State is
an organization that takes Islamic Takfiri ideology to its most extreme extent. Takfiri ideology is
centered on the interpretations of various Islamic concepts that explain the beginnings of Islam,
the right to rule within Islam, and who is included within such groups (Ali 2020). It refers to a
Muslim who declares another Muslim to be apostate, or someone no longer believing in the
essential tenets of Islam. These concepts were utilized by the Islamic State to further advance
their goal of extreme jihad within the region. Jihad is another Islamic concept that IS radicalized
for personal gain. The Qur’an and the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, identify three
aspects of a jihad: the internal struggle to live out the Muslim faith, the struggle to build a good
Muslim community, and the struggle to defend Islam (7he Qur’an). Each exemplifies how a
believer struggles for the path towards God. The Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him,
prioritized the internal struggle to find God as the ‘greater jihad,” but the Islamic State focused on
and radicalized the struggle to defend Islam to meet their goals. There are many verses in the
Qur’an that call for the protection of Islam, but it also gives clear limitations and rules of
warfare. One example from the Qur’an follows:

“And fight in the cause of Allah those who fight and persecute you, but commit no
aggression. Surely, Allah does not love the aggressors” (The Qur’an, 2:190).

The Qur’an calls for believers to defend themselves and Islam, but not to attack or

persecute in the name of Islam or Allah. The Islamic State often prioritize the first half of this
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passage, while omitting the second. As the Islamic State developed within Iraq and Syria, there
were many mixed emotions about their operations and intent.

“ISIS is fake Islam. They took a few phrases from the Qur’an, misinterpreted

them and radicalized people with them. They are not true followers of Islam. In

Islam, people should be equal and care for one another” (Adham).

The Islamic State utilized the term jihad to initiate offensive operations to defend their
idea of Islam. I use the term jihadist in relation to IS and the extremist views they implemented
to radicalize and conduct operations toward their organizational goals.

Jihadist operations gained traction in Syria in 1999 with the arrival of Mahmoud Ouul al-
Ghassi, also known as Abu al-Qaqaa, from Pakistan. He amplified tensions against the United
States and Israel while working within Assad’s intelligence communities. While Bashar al-Assad
openly supported the United States, he allowed Abu al-Qaqaa and his groups to operate within
Syria. They were allowed such freedom because they did not challenge Assad’s regime but
instead focused on the perceived Western enemy. When the United States invaded Iraq in 2003,
Abu al-Qaqaa’s movement gained significant traction leading to thousands of new recruits. These
recruits and their supported funding exemplify a new dynamic of proxy sponsors as individuals
gave themselves and their money to support an organization. Individual donations became a
primary resource for IS instead of the traditional influence of organized proxy sponsors, thus
demonstrated how a proxy agent can influence a narrative to gain individual support from
foreign spaces in its pursuit of geopolitical goals.

The American invasion of Iraq was seen as an attack against Islam and therefore
legitimatized an armed response under the idea of jihad. The anti-American sentiment spread
rapidly across the region with busloads of Syrians moving east into Iraq to fight against the

United States (Lister 2015). This gave way to the mass migration of jihadist fighters from across
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the region to Iraq, via Syria, and laid the foundation for jihadist insurgency operations in eastern
Syria. From 2003-2005, Assad’s regime tolerated the establishment of several smuggling and
logistics routes along the Syria/Iraq border. But the porous border was scrutinized by western
powers in 2004. Therefore, Assad agreed to increase border security which pushed fighters to
underground and night operations (Lister 2015). In 2006, the ideology within the Islamic State in
Iraq (ISI) movement intensified. The Anbar Awakening Council was formed and imposed an
extreme interpretation of sharia law. This transition slowed the recruitment of fighters into Iraq
and led many to move back into Syria. However, as the conflict continued in Iraq, so did the
international support for the ISI movement. Leading up to the Syria civil war, jihadist fighters
from across the world utilized Syria for transit, resources, and support to access Iraq. Assad’s
regime allowed such movement with close surveillance operations by the Syrian intelligence
forces. This relationship between jihadist fighters and Assad’s government later served to be
beneficial for regime operations in eastern Syria (Lister 2015). It also laid the foundation for
established foreign fighters within Syria that contributed to the division and factions of
opposition groups during the civil war.

When the revolution started in March of 2011, Jihadist groups joined forces to create
like-minded resistance factions. With the release of jihadists from Syrian prisons just a few
months later, these groups emerged with leaders and initial structure. Because of their established
logistics, funding, and militancy in support of Iraqi operations, jihadists in Syria were well
postured to transition to military action to within Syria (Lister 2015; Wilson Center 2019). By
December 2011, ISI had an established branch in Syria. The Islamic State in Iraq and Syria
(ISIS), also known as Da’esh in Syria, opted for the more violent path and began attacking

Syrian military intelligence facilities (Lister 2015). From July 2012- July 2013, ISIS conducted

36



its “Breaking the Walls” campaign where it conducted 24 bombings and eight prison breaks,
freeing jihadists who supported operations in Iraq from 2006 -2007 (Wilson Center 2019). Their
goal was to expand their caliphate, enforcing a strict interpretation of Shari’a law while
committing mass atrocities across the region. As ISIS gained momentum, they controlled
significant portions of eastern Syria. However, not all Syrians were opposed to their presence. In
Gaziantep, I met several Syrians from the east. Many lived with ISIS fighters in Deir al-Zour and
Raqqa. Their experiences highlight lived space within the Syrian Civil War and how it can differ
from the perceived space of geopolitical narratives. Hasan is one participant who lived within
operations of ISIS in Deir al-Zour.

“I am from Deir al-Zour. ISIS was operating the whole city except the military

airport. I saw a lot of them in 2013 -2014. They were normal people fighting the

Assad regime. They didn’t harm any civilians — women, children, old people. The

full opposite. But the media didn’t show that. But in 2014, they made a huge

mistake. They attacked American bases in Iraq. They made the US an enemy”

(Hasan)

Hasan’s perspective gives incite to why the geopolitical narrative against ISIS shifted. He
speaks about how some Syrians in the east perceived ISIS and their growing power in the region
from 2013-2014. By January of 2014, ISIS gained full control of Raqqa, an eastern city in Syria,
and began attacking other rebel groups. ISIS forces quickly took control of several regions
within Syria leading to an American response. On August 7, 2014, President Obama announced
the beginning of American airstrikes on ISIS to free civilian populations. ISIS responded on
August 7" by killing American journalist James Foley (Wilson Center 2019). At the height of
ISIS operations in 2016, the group controlled 40% of Syrian land. Carrying this momentum, ISIS
conducted additional attacks on outside nations. In 2015 and 2016, it claimed responsibility for

attacks in Saudi Arabia, Yemen, France, Bangladesh, Tiirkiye, and Egypt (Wilson Center 2019).

Its global influence was growing as more people became inspired by ISIS to carry out attacks
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around the world (Ali 2020). However, ISIS’ violent operations overshadowed the intent of most
Syrian people, which was to fight and defeat Assad. Overall, the Syrian people were fractured
and divided by the actions of ISIS and the regime across eastern Syria. But their personal stories
attest that they never lost focus on who they were and what they sought to achieve.

“Everyone in this region could be ISIS. We have the political, cultural, societal

anger that drives one towards ISIS, but the only thing keeping people from that

kind of violence is Islam. ISIS is not Islam. Islam tells us to not be violent, and it

is the only reason we are not” (Adham).

Those who did not agree with ISIS operations began to split from their organization in
2014 and by December of 2017, ISIS had lost 95% of its territory to due to division and
American backed operations within Syria (Wilson Center 2019).

Hay’at Tehrir al-Sham (HTS)

Jihadi organizations in Syria branched into various strands of political Islam, often
fighting amongst themselves, with and against the FSA, and in opposition to the Assad regime.
One of the first opposition groups came from the Loyalist Salafi. Loyalist Salafism were a Salafi
sect loyal to Saudia Arabia and the anti-Sahwa views. They gained significant funding from
Saudi Arabia but because of their diverse backgrounds, messages and agendas, Saudi Arabia
controlled the group with great difficulty. Loyalists also lacked strong, internal networks and ties
needed for organizational success (Gopal and Hodge 2021b). Because of this, funding from
Saudi Arabia stopped in 2013 and the group merged with the rising jihadist group Ahrar al-Sham
to occupy territory in north-western Syria near the city of 1dlib (Gopal and Hodge 2021a; Kahf
2013). Ahrar al-Sham was founded in 2013 and partnered with several rebel groups throughout
the war (Zelin 2013). It remained a strong organization fighting Assad’s forces but declined when

the Hay’at Tehrir al-Sham (HTS) organization took control of Idlib city and most of its territory

in 2014 (Al Jazeera 2017).
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The Hay’at Tehrir al-Sham organization first emerged in 2014, under the name Jabhat al-
Nusra. Jabhat al-Nursa was an exceptionally strong branch of al-Qa’eda terrorism in Syria,
claiming responsibility for several kidnappings, car bombings and suicide attacks between 2012
and 2016. The group was well funded and operated out of the Idlib province in northern Syria
(Kahf 2013). Tiirkiye acted as an indirect proxy sponsor for various groups like Jubhat al-Nurs
by allowing funds, arms, and forces to cross its border (Phillips 2015). The Assad regime also
facilitated its rise in 2011. Major General Fayez Dwairi, a Jordanian military officer in Amman’s
response to the Syrian conflict, confirmed that 46 leading members of Jabhat Al Nursa were
released from Syrian prisons under Assad’s policy in July of 2011 (Sands et al. 2014). However,
in 2014, the group decided to forge a new path, and it split from al-Qa’eda to set up a new
organization named Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS). Under the leadership of Ahmed Hussein Al-
Sharaa, also known as Abu Mohammed al-Jolani, the group merged five Islamist militias and
opposition factions. They disagreed with ISIS operations to attack the bases and personnel of
international powers and instead focused on uniting Syria and defeating Assad (Holtz 2023).
Qatar, Tirkiye, and Saudi Arabia supported of this collective front against Assad, as they did not
align with ISIS ideologies.

With its new agenda and indirect support from regional sponsors, HTS quickly gained a
foothold in northern Syria. After taking the city of Idlib from Ahrar al-Sham in 2017, the group
worked to expand its political reach by implementing an independent government called the
‘Syrian Salvation Government.’ They established taxes, bureaucracy, ministries, and services for
the more than four million residents of the city and surrounding towns (Pandit 2025). To gain
funding the HTS remained highly independent, but worked closely with Tiirkiye, controlling

border points and operating alongside Turkish troops who occupied territory in northern Syria
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(Frayer 2024). HTS’ dedication to Syria and a hopeful future led by Syrians made it different
from other rebel groups. They selected only indigenous Syrian activists to join leadership roles
and developed a local agenda that would benefit Syria. HTS acknowledged that ISIS’s jihadist
methods were not effective in changing Muslim societies for the better and instead made it clear
that their focus was the defeat of Assad and a holistic political order inclusive to all
demographics (Nakhleh 2024).
Syrian Democratic Forces

In 2011, the United States sought to support the majority of the Syrian people as they
perceived Assad to be a danger to his people and the region. They worked through diplomacy
and sanctions until American bases were attacked by ISIS forces in 2015. This transitioned the
United States towards a more direct approach in the region with a focus on combating ISIS
operations (Uludag 2015). Such policy led to the development of a coalition that would become
the Syrian Democratic Forces. The Syrian Democratic Forces was the fourth major opposition
force in Syria. It developed as a coalition of forces centered around the Kurdish People’s
Protection Forces (YPQG). It included local Arab tribes from the region as well as various ethno-
religious groups and sought to fight against ISIS in the eastern region of Syria (Cantenar and
Kozera 2022). The Syrian Democratic Forces were backed by the United States to defeat ISIS
but were opposed by Tiirkiye who sought to eliminate all Kurdish forces in the region (Bullard
2025). The United States needed a proxy agent within Syria to meet its own objectives but did
not want to betray its partnership with Tiirkiye. Therefore, United States instead aligned with the
coalition of Syrian Democratic Forces instead of directly with the YPG.

In 2014, ISIS launched a failed attack against the Kurdish city of Kobane. This

transitioned their approach from offense to defense, utilizing the town of Tal Abyad on the
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Turkish border to receive arms, personnel, and logistics. However, their supplies were cut off in
2015, after a bombing in Suruc that killed 32 youth activists. Tiirkiye no longer played an
omissive role in ISIS supply chains, but instead joined the United States in the fight against ISIS
(Uludag 2015).

The United States’ use of direct fire, indirect fire, and the implementation of special
forces assets led to dramatic gains for the Syrian Democratic Forces in eastern Syria (Cantenar
and Kozera 2022). By 2019, the Syrian Democratic Forces captured the ISIS strong hold of
Baghouz, leading to ISIS’s rapid decline in Syria (Hakari 2025). As the SDF gained further
control within Syria, there were mixed sentiments about their presence by local Syrians. Hasan,
one participant originally from Deir al-Zour, interacted with many before leaving Syria.

“They’re mercenaries. Anyone can hire them. They are supported by some

random democracy programs on a false case of protecting minorities. But they

aren’t even Syrian. They don’t have Syrian IDs or passport or papers. Even their

leader has an Iraqi passport. They are from Iran, Iraq, and Tiirkiye. A collection of

Kurdish men and women from every country” (Hasan).

The coalition of fighters that made up the Syrian Democratic Forces created further
tension within Syria. They were a collection of foreign combatants fighting for organizational
goals at the expense of the civilian people and their land. This proxy led to further tension among
factions and division that strayed away from the main goal for most of the Syrian people, which
was the fight against Assad.

Each of these opposition groups received funding, resources, and support from proxy
sponsors. Each sponsor annotated their own political goals throughout the process. This dynamic
of international influence across a fractures Syria created hardship for the Syrian people as they

strove to navigate it. The developed of each group divide the people and challenged the initial

and most important goal of the revolution — freedom.
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“In Syria, there were so many faction groups that men couldn’t tell who the
enemy was. Assad was the enemy. But different countries — Saudi, the US,
Tiirkiye — funded and provided weapons for different factions to fight each other.
But what if you fought a faction that opposed Assad? Then you didn’t kill your
enemy, you killed your people and that is a grave sin.” -Adham.

As foreign investment engulfed opposition groups, Assad took the opportunity to find

external state support among his own allies.

Regional Support for Assad

Wagner forces
Sep 2015- 2023
Russian AF

weapons to specific
Ba’ath Party armed
forces

Actor Years Supporting | Type of Support Reason for Support

Iran 2012 - 2024 Provide weapons / Maintain the Axis of Resistance
funding / training to against Israel; prevent a shift in
PGMs and Syrian state | regional power towards Saudi
institutions Arabis

Hezbollah | 2012 - 2020 Extensive training Support the Axis of Resistance and
programs for fighters / protect essential resources from
leaders Iran

Russia 2013 -2015 Air support, funding / Opposed forced regime change;

support to allies in the region;
protect Russia’s economic and
commercial interests in the region

Table 2: Proxy Sponsors in support of the Assad Regime
Sources: (Haghirian 2017; Leenders and Giustozzi 2022a; Smyth 2015; Uludag 2015; Ostovar
2016; Sputnik 2017; Giustozzi 2025)

The Assad regime confided in several international allies for support throughout the civil

war. Support from Iran, Hezbollah, and Russia became the pillars of his regime’s fight against

opposition forces. Bashar al-Assad was initially backed by Iran’s government, who provided the

Alawite leader with arms and political support in the region. Iran depended on a Syria ruled by

al-Assad to maintain power within the region. Assad’s Syria was part of Iran’s Axis of Resistance

against Israel and balanced regional power against Saudi Arabia. Iran also feared the downfall of

Assad would empower Saudi Arabia to make strategic moves to weak Iran. Therefore, Iran

invested significant resources and elite forces in support of Assad (Haghirian 2017).
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The Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) played a significant role in aiding
various Assad pro-government militias (PGM) throughout the war. In 2012, it led efforts to
restructure and resource PGMs that led to further support from Shiite recruits from Iraq,
Lebanon, Afghanistan and Pakistan (Leenders and Giustozzi 2022a). Hezbollah fighters from
Lebanon quickly joined military operations within Syria, supporting Assad while working
closely with the IRGC. Assad supported Hezbollah’s fight against Israel in 2006, and their
fighters sought to return the favor throughout the Syrian civil war (Uludag 2015). Hezbollah also
sought to protect their strategic goals as member of Iran’s Axis of Resistance (Haghirian 2017).
Therefore, Hezbollah fighters integrated into PGMs and trained fighters for Assad. In 2014,
Iran’s senior IRGC commander, Hossein Hamadani, announced that Iran was successful in
setting up a ‘second Hezbollah in Syria’ (Smyth 2015).

Active recruitment and the distribution of propaganda supported the Assad regime. Iran,
Hezbollah and Iraqi militias worked to recruit Shiite communities across the region. They framed
the conflict as a jihad to defend Shiite culture against perceived Sunni extremists and their
western allies (Leenders and Giustozzi 2022a). These narratives further fractured the Syrian
people and created a bridge between the Assad regime and ISIS’ operational intent. It also
fostered the arrival of thousands of foreign fighters into the conflict on behalf of Assad’s forces.
By 2015, there were more than 20,000 foreign fighters in Syria (Uludag 2015) and by 2018,
Hezbollah and the IRGC were directly influencing local PGMs in Syria (Leenders and Giustozzi
2022a).

Because these proxy sponsors were so deeply integrated into PGMs, they were able to
shape PGMs to their own ideological outlook in support of geopolitical gains. Foreign support to

PGMs in Syria reached its peak in 2017 with an estimated 160,000 men mobilized to fight in
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support of Assad within PGMs. They sustained a high number of casualties throughout various
battles in Syria, but their effort led to a turning point in 2016 that favored the regime (Leenders
and Giustozzi 2022a). These actions by proxy sponsors challenge the literature on proxy wars
that allow for plausible deniability and safe keeping of one’s own forces. Although these forces
did not advertise their involvement in Syria’s PGMs, they added a new dynamic to proxy war
literature that incorporates the consideration of counterinsurgency efforts in obtaining
geopolitical goals for sponsor actors (Leenders and Giustozzi 2022a). Apart from weapons and
logistical support, Iran and Russia provided fighters with individual salaries for serving in Syria
and paid pensions to families of those killed (Ostovar 2016). Iran additionally offered citizenship
to Afghan fighters as an incentive to serve (Sputnik 2017). This shifted loyalty from Syrian PGM
leadership to proxy sponsors within PGM organizations as the war progressed.

In 2015, Russia joined the support for Assad as a counter to western proxy sponsorship of
opposition forces. Prior to 2015, Russian President Vladimir Putin attempted to utilize diplomacy
to deescalate the violence in Syria. He stated,

“In order to stop the bloodshed in Syria, we call for an immediate cessation of all

violence. We are united in the belief that the Syrian people should have the

opportunity to independently and democratically chose their own future”

(Benammar 2013).

However, as the war progressed, Putin transitioned to support Assad and his narrative to
the international community. This support benefited Russia’s own economic and strategic goals
within the region. Therefore, in 2015, Russia began providing air support to Assad and pro-
government militia operations throughout Syria. These airstrikes integrated well into PGM
ground operations leading to significant advances by Assad’s regime throughout Syria. On the

ground, Russia also embedded personnel from private militias into PGM operations, further

resourcing PGMs in Syria (Leenders and Giustozzi 2022a; Smyth 2015). However, in 2022,
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Russia entered their own war in Ukraine. This turn of events shifted its priorities and military
support. By 2023, Russia began cutting funding and operational support for Assad in Syria. This
dramatic decrease in sponsorship weakened the Assad regime and set the stage for its downfall in
2024 (Giustozzi 2025).

Assad’s regime relied heavily on proxy sponsors to support his war against the Sunni
Syrian people. Iran, Hezbollah, and Russia provided foreign fighters, military equipment,
funding, and training for forces in support of the Assad regime. However, when those resources
started to falter, Assad stood vulnerable to a military and political takeover. The war in Ukraine
and the start of the war in Palestine deprived Assad of his allied support in Syria. Without foreign
sponsorship, the regime’s collapse was inevitable. In December of 2024, the Hay’at Tehrir al-
Sham organization capitalized on this vulnerability and brought freedom to people.

Conclusion

Proxy warfare continues to transform as the balance of power among state actors shifts.
In Syria, proxy sponsors from state organizations, online groups, and even individuals shaped the
actions of proxy agents on the ground. Syria’s history of division from the Ottoman empire,
exacerbated by the French colonialization, set the stage for a difficult fight for Syrian freedom.
From the Tanzimat reforms of the Ottoman Empire to the French Personal Status Law of 1936,
outside forces sought to divide the Syrian people in order to rule them. Following the occupation,
the Assad regimes of both Hafiz and Bashar capitalized on such division to maintain control and
power as a minority Alawite in Syria. However, when economic hardship stuck the Syrian
people, Bashar’s failed leadership ignited protests for change. The rebellion that began in Dara’a
in March of 2011 would continue for 14 years, exploited by foreign states, organizations, and

individuals to meet their own geopolitical goals.
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When the Syrian civil war began, the people had the same goal of defeating Bashar al-
Assad and bringing freedom to Syria, but they found it hard to organize under a united force. To
fill the gap, external leaders from Tiirkiye, the United States, and regional actors reached out
with resources in exchange for influence. Opposition forces in Syria were divided among a
multitude of organizations. Predominantly leading were the Free Syria Army, backed by Tiirkiye;
the Islamic State, backed by individuals and small groups; Hay’at Tehrir al-Sham; and the Syrian
Democratic Forces, backed by the United States. Each of these units fought for the fall of Bashar
al-Assad, but their international sponsors shaped how they did so. Sponsorship for Assad also
came from international actors. He relied on Iran, Hezbollah, and Russia to supply resources and
militants in support of his cause. Each group contributed to the devastation that overwhelmed
Syria and its people.

Understanding the fractured history of Syria and the forces that influenced the civil war,
we can better understand the perspective Syrian refugees have when contemplating the decision
to return home. Syria’s civil war shifted the literature of proxy warfare, demonstrating that proxy
sponsors are willing to contribute more than resources to obtain goals, but it also shaped the
geopolitics of return migration. More than three million Syrian refugees fled their home state
during the war, finding refuge and community abroad. The prolonged war at home enabled them
to establish families and economic opportunities in new places. The fractured perspective from
within the Syrian Civil War has the capability to influence how Syrian refugees abroad see their
home state and what they would be returning to if they chose to come home. In the next chapter,
I explore how three Turkish newspapers project the narrative of return migration and its impact

on Syrian refugees in Gaziantep.
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Chapter 3: Turkish Media and its Impact on Sunni Syrian Refugees in Gaziantep

As Mayor of Istanbul, Recep Tayyip Erdogan once said, “Democracy is like a tram. You
ride it until you arrive at your destination, then you step oft” (White 2016). His quote was
published in the July 1996 issue of the Milliyet (Cerrahoglu 1996) and to this day is used to
understand his actions as a political leader in Tiirkiye. Erdogan served as Mayor of Istanbul
before joining the Justice and Development Party (AKP) and becoming Prime Minister of
Tiirkiye in 2003. From there, he worked his way to become President of Tiirkiye and today
remains in office. President Erdogan’s quote of democracy tells us not just how he planned to
lead Tiirkiye but also describes his approach to international relationships. While Recep Tayyip
Erdogan influenced Tiirkiye’s several internal political and judicial systems to maintain power
within Tiirkiye (Tahiroglu 2020), this chapter focuses on his how his control of Turkish media
has influenced hegemonic narratives to global audiences and impacted the lives of Sunni Syrian
refugees in Tiirkiye.

In 2024, Tiirkiye’s news media ranked 158 out of 180 countries on the Reporters Without
Borders free media world scale. Today, 90% of Turkish news media is controlled by the state,
making it an essential source for understanding the state’s driven narrative of current events
(“Turkiye | RSF” 2025). Identifying the primary news outlets utilized by Tirkiye and the
discourse they produce helps readers understand the narrative that Tiirkiye hopes to project both
internally and abroad. The recent political transition in Syria is a critical geopolitical event that
significantly impacts Tiirkiye, the region, and global networks. Since the fall of the Bashar Assad
regime on December 8, 2024 and the rise of the Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) organization, a
Tiirkiye backed opposition party, Tiirkiye has worked to shape the narrative of a ‘new’ Syria,

forged through their guidance and friendship (Dly. Sabah 2024b). Therefore, media outlets in
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Tiirkiye are covering the speeches, policies and personal actions of Turkish government officials
regarding Syria’s transition to demonstrate power during a time of uncertainty within the region.
This chapter examines three Turkish newspapers, the Daily Sabah, the Hiirriyet Daily
News and the Sozcii, to investigate what narrative of Syria the Turkish AKP government is
constructing, how it serves their greater geopolitical objectives, and what impact it has on return
migration for Sunni Syrian refugees in Tiirkiye. I argue that Tiirkiye’s news media projects a
narrative of a united and new Syria under the guidance of Tiirkiye’s leadership to further their
state’s political agenda but is disconnected from the lived experiences of Syrians and Kurds in
Gaziantep. Building off of scholars who have examined Turkish media for governmental
influence (Akboga and Arik 2020) and coverage of Syrian refugees (Yaylaci 2015), this study
closely examines 50 articles from each newspaper following the fall of the Assad Regime on
December 8, 2024, until June 8, 2025 to answer the second research question. This six-month
time period will portray the immediate reaction of Tiirkiye’s government to Syria’s transition
while also including how the narrative shapes and solidifies. I utilize manifest coding to find
repetition within the text and latent coding to identify themes and ideologies that Tiirkiye’s
government seeks to project through media discourse (Bernard et al. 2017). I analyze common
terms used in government speeches, common messages regarding the political state of Syria, and
how Tiirkiye’s leaders portray Tiirkiye’s involvement in Syria’s transition. All articles are coded
in MAXQDA software which enabled me to align codes across each article and conduct analysis
between news sources. This approach led to quantitative and qualitative data regarding Tiirkiye’s
governmental narrative of the Syrian political transition. With this data, I connect their narrative

to data acquired from personal interviews with Sunni Syrian refugees in Gaziantep, Tiirkiye. This
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analysis allows readers to better understand how the message of these Turkish newspapers is
impacting Sunni Syrian refugees within the Gaziantep community.

In this chapter, I first provide background information on the three influential newspapers
studied, the Daily Sabah, the Hiirriyet Daily News and the Sozcii. Their history, their audience,
and their content are carefully crafted to depict a specific narrative that Tiirkiye’s government
seeks to project, both internationally and internally, regarding its response to recent events in the
region and within its own borders. Then, through the lens of popular geopolitics, discourse, and
hegemony (Gramsci et al. 1971; Mamadouh 1999; Tuathail 1992), I describe the recent literature
regarding media discourse and its application to Turkish news outlets. The following three
sections provide insight into the major themes transcribed across the newspapers studied. I found
that each paper works to depict a ‘new’ Syria, united for all Syrians, as a safe and promising
place to promote the return of refugees. The newspapers also project the dominance of Tiirkiye’s
diplomacy within Syria’s new government, highlighting the support and influence it has guiding
Syria to success. Finally, the newspapers conclude with the underlying goal of Tiirkiye’s
governmental support, which is to fight against the Kurdish Workers’ Party (PKK) that come
from northern Syria. Together these themes create a perspective that Syria is a transitioning to a
new era safe for return migration and that Tiirkiye is the hegemonic power in the region who is
able lead Syria as it transitions while also pursuing President Erdogan’s personal geopolitical
goal of eliminating the PKK.

Journalism in Tiirkiye
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan and his Justice and Development Party (AKP) have
gradually increased media censorship over the last 20 years to suppress protests and opposition

to their power (Kizilkaya 2022). Starting in 2007 with the “Law Against Crimes Committed
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Through Publication On the Internet,” President Erdogan and his AKP worked to expand the
government’s ability to censor websites and news networks against ‘disinformation’ (Kizilkaya
2022). In 2014, additional internet and communication laws went into effect, expanding the
Telecommunications Authority’s (TIB) ability to block websites for national security reasons and
criminalize reporting on sensitive topics (“Turkey | Freedom House” 2015). Today, journalists
fight against such censorship by changing media for content. This leaves most existing
newspapers to be influenced by political leaders, allowing readers to identify the AKP narrative
across media outlets. There are several online new outlets that circumvent government influence
on journalism to engage as independent platforms. These sources include Duvar, T24, Diken, and
Bianet as relatively independent online newspapers critical of the AKP government. This study
acknowledges the impact these papers have on the Turkish community but focuses on two
mainstream, pro-government newspapers to analyze the discourse projected by President
Erdogan and his AKP government and one more independent newspaper that is quickly rising in
internal viewership. Three of the most common daily newspapers that remain in Tiirkiye are the
Daily Sabah, The Hurriye Daily News and Sozcii. Each one differs in audience and messaging
but together they create a wholistic narrative that the state projects to its citizens and across the
international community.

The Daily Sabah is Tiirkiye’s pro-government newspaper written primarily in English.
Originally founded in 1985, the Daily Sabah underwent several ownership changes between
2000 — 2016. Within each sale, media conglomerates restructured the newspaper to align under
the developing governmental policies (Ozgiir 2024). In 2016, it was purchased by Turkish
government officials and became the governmental response to criticism the AKP received from

other news sources such as the Today s Zaman (Akoz 2014). The Daily Sabah seeks to provide
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global news through politics, business, lifestyle, arts, sports and opinion columns with a
supportive voice of the AKP (Sabah 2025a). Its main audience is English-speaking readers who
want to learn more about current events in Tiirkiye. This dynamic makes the Daily Sabah a voice
for the AKP party to the international community (Akoz 2014). Its stories, narratives, and
analyses are essential to understanding how President Erdogan’s Tiirkiye wants to be perceived
on the global stage. Table 3, listed below, displays the average monthly readership both online
and through print circulation for all three newspapers studied.

The Hiirriyet Daily News was established in 1960 and is the oldest English published
newspaper in Tiirkiye. Its articles originally voiced an anti-AKP stance on current events,
however, in the last 25 years, the newspaper also endured changes in ownership as a result of the
new laws implemented against journalism and opposition voices by the AKP. The paper first
transferred to the Dogan Media Group, a significant conglomerate in Tiirkiye with anti-
government perspective, but was then bought out in 2018 by a pro-AKP holding company,
shifting the narrative of the newspaper towards an AKP agenda (Eurotopics.Net 2018). The
AKP’s aim was to minimize critical content of the state. Following this transition, very few
independent print news sources remained; one that did was the Sozcii.

The Sézcii newspaper was founded in 2007 by Burak Akbay and is well known for its
dominating critique of President Erdogan and the AKP party. Because it is fully owned by Burak
Akbay, the AKP is not able to infiltrate or overtake the media outlet as easily. This has allowed
them more journalistic flexibility within the limitations of the new laws. Sézcii is a newspaper
published in Turkish whose articles often blame the AKP government for public digressions. The

paper seeks to reach a Turkish demographic and portray events as they relate to domestic policies
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and direct impacts on citizens. It is currently the fastest growing newspaper internal to Tiirkiye
(“Press Freedom in Turkey and S6zcii Newspaper” 2012).

Information regarding readership of these three newspapers dates back 2016 when the
Daily Sabah conducted a study regarding Turkish public views of media companies. To note, this
first study concluded that 33% of the total Turkish population did not read a daily newspaper.
However, out of the 77% of those who did, the Daily Sabah was the most common in Ankara,
the Hiirriyet Daily News was most popular in Istanbul and the daily Sézcii dominated in Izmir
(Altay 2016). In 2024, Omer Ozgiir conducted a study regarding the impact of online platforms
on news media in Tiirkiye. He analyzed 14 newspapers and found that the Daily Sabah, the
Hiirriyet Daily News and the Sozcii are the three most circulated print newspapers whereas the
Sézcii, Milliyet and the Hiirriyet Daily News have the most online readers (Ozgiir 2024). Table 3
highlights the top six news sources from his study and their average viewers. The data does not

distinguish between international and domestic readers.

Print Newspapers Average Circulation | Website Affiliated Average Number of
January 2024 with Newspapers Visitors January 2024

Daily Sabah 450,000 Sabah.com.tr 61,000,000

Hurriyet 430,000 Hurriyet.com.tr 103,000,000

Sozcii 410,000 Sozcu.com.tr 90,000,000

Milliyet 404,000 Milliyet.com.tr 87,700,000

Aksam 406,000 Aksam.com.tr 17,000,000

Tlrkiye 405,000 Tirkiyegazetsi.com.tr | 1,800,000

Table 3: Viewership of Turkish Print Newspapers and Online Viewership (Ozgiir 2024).

For this study, I analyze the discourse of the Daily Sabah, the Hiirriyet Daily News and
the Sozcii to understand the AKP’s projected narrative of the Syrian transition and how it impacts
Tiirkiye’s global power as well as return migration for Sunni Syrian Refugees. I chose to analyze
the Daily Sabah over the Millyet because of the Daily Sabah’s close partnership with the AKP

government. The Daily Sabah often publishes interviews from government officials coupled with
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author opinions in support of the AKP leadership. This makes the Daily Sabah a significant
source for discourse analysis of government narratives projected to global audiences.
Popular Geopolitics and the News Media

Critical geopolitics analyzes the importance of discourse between state actors and popular
culture. Critical geopolitics counters the dominance of Gramsci’s hegemony by analyzing the
importance of discourse between state actors and popular culture. Michel Foucault explores
discourse as a source of power and knowledge (Foucault and Gordon 1980). He describes the
‘effects of truth’ as a form of persuasion in which institutions implement particular knowledge as
a means of social control (Foucault and Gordon 1980). Teun van Dijk, Ruth Wodak and Norman
Fairclough are crucial contributors to Foucault’s concept and discourse analysis. They have
applied discourse analysis in multidisciplinary fields through various methods and analyses to
determine relationships between discourse, social structures and power (Ramanathan 2015; T. A.
Van Dijk 1995). For them, power and ideology use language to influence social life (Fairclough
et al. 2011). This is seen through writing styles and vernaculars of news and media outlets.

Gearoid Tuathail developed similar themes in his early works by describing how the use
of discourse within geopolitics can be applied beyond traditional, universal practical reasoning to
different sites across nation-states and local communities (1992). Mamadouh expands upon
Tuathail’s concept and describes the three aspects of critical geopolitics that then developed:
deconstructing past and present geopolitical discourses, exploring popular geopolitics through
mass media and popular culture, and the incorporation of further cultural geography through a
geopolitical lens (1999). All three emphasize the importance of discourse expressed outside the

narrative of states, universities, and foreign office administrations (Robison 2004). News media
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is a critical source of this discourse and control of it allows an actor to manipulate the perceived
space of a place.

Popular media, specifically news outlets, is an essential way to implement hegemonic
power of perceived space as defined by Lefevre. Saunders and Strukov expand this connection
through popular geopolitics, highlighting that “popular culture is a medium of communication: it
conveys information, structures thinking, brings people together and forces them apart™ (2018, p.
2). Therefore, by controlling the media outlets within a state, state leaders can embed values,
ideas, and narratives across its citizens and readers. This manipulation of perceived space allows
a state to grow its hegemonic power both internally and abroad.

Tiirkiye’s leaders are utilizing these methods of space making to expand their hegemonic
power across news media platforms. President Erdogan and the AKP’s ownership of dominant
news outlets and their enforced judiciary punishments against journalist who challenge their
ideology, power, or agenda exemplify their drive to control the projected narrative (“Turkey |
Freedom House” 2015). In 2011, when the Syrian Civil War began, Tiirkiye welcomed Syrian
refugees, understanding the economic and social burden of hosting Syrians with minimal
international support (Loyd 2017). However, as the war continued across 14 years with more
than three million Syrian migrants having settled in Tiirkiye, opinions and politics have shifted
(Celik and White 2022). Research on such opinions and politics throughout the war is vast (Celik
and White 2022; Getmansky et al. 2019; Gokariksel and Secor 2020; Kurfali and Ozgiiriimez
2023; Sahin Mencutek 2023a) but there are very few studies on Turkish media discourse.
Recently, Awhan Muhammed utilized critical discourse analysis to study the discursive
representation of migrants within Tiirkiye as published in the Daily Sabah and the Duvar

newspapers throughout the Syrian Civil War. He found that the Daily Sabah’s articles provide a
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broad perspective on the impacts of migration while Duvar sought to draw attention to specific
systematic concerns within Tiirkiye (Mohammed 2024). In 2019, Ibrahim Efe conducted a study
on the discourse of Turkish newspapers regarding terrorist attacks in Tiirkiye. He found there to
be a close relationship between how terrorist attacks are portrayed in newspapers and
governmental political positions of the PKK (Efe 2019). What is missing from the literature is
how media content is portraying the transition of Syria since the fall of the Assad regime and
what impacts the transition is having on Tiirkiye and the Syrian refugees within Tiirkiye (Hiirr.
Dly. News 2025b).

Understanding the underlying power of language and storytelling gives incite to the
influence media has on the ideology and social life of readers. In this study, I use discourse
analysis to understand how Tiirkiye is utilizing newspaper media to shape the narrative of Syria
and its refugees following the fall of the Bashir Assad regime and the end to the Syrian civil war
in December of 2024 (Dly. Sabah 2024b). Overall, I found three dominant themes projected
throughout each newspaper: the concept of a united Syria within a ‘new era,” a common road
map for Syria’s future led by Tiirkiye, and the AKP’s personal goal of combatting the PKK in
northern Syria.

A United Syria Within a ‘New Era’

Each newspaper highlights the theme of a ‘new era’ in Syria. Across 150 articles, the
phrase ‘new era’ appears 82 times indicating its importance to Tiirkiye and the region. This
phrase is most common in the Daily Sabah, quoted by President Erdogan and Foreign minister
Fidan. The paper shapes a narrative to demonstrate the strength and involvement of Tiirkiye in
Syria’s transition through these two leaders. On December 9, 2024, the paper writes, “Fidan said

Tiirkiye would stand with Syrians in this ‘new era’ and was coordinating with all ‘regional actors
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and parties’” (“Tiirkiye to open Syria border gate for return of refugees: Erdogan”, 2024). The
term is published again on December 13, 2024, this time quoted by President Erdogan and
several more times in the following months. The writing style around the phrase is direct and
repetitive. It speaks to the state of Syria and not the people of Syria. With the phrase ‘new era,’
Tiirkiye’s media is emphasizing the transition in Syria from conflict to peace. Previous studies
found war under Bashar al-Assad to be the primary reason refugees abroad would not return to
Syria (Igduygu and Nimer 2020). Therefore, the use of the phrase ‘new era’ shapes the narrative
of Syria to suggest a positive future, encouraging return migration as peace within the state
comes to fruition.

The Daily Sabah utilizes the transition and hope for the future to quote Syrian refugees
who seek to return home and express their gratitude to Tiirkiye for hosting them. On December
15, 2024, the Daily Sabah published an article citing eight Syrian refugees living in Tiirkiye who
plan to voluntarily return to Syria and thank Tiirkiye for its support throughout the 14-year civil
war.

“Omer Halibo, 45, who traveled from Istanbul to the border gate, expressed his

gratitude to the Turkish people for their hospitality. ‘The Turkish people took us

inder their wings,” he praised, adding: ‘I worked in the show industry in Tiirkiye

and will continue the same work in my homeland. I am returning voluntarily

because the war is over,” he said. Halibo noted: ‘I also plan to bring my family to

Syria after I return. I am eager to see my country and my home’” (Dly. Sabah

2024a).

This quote exemplifies the message and ideology that Tiirkiye hopes to project to the
world. It includes the movement of Syrian refugees to the border, their voluntary return home,
their hope for the future of Syria, and most importantly, their gratitude for Tiirkiye. Through this

unmediated address, readers perceive Syrian refugees as hopeful and excited to return home to

Syria. This specific article incorporated seven more refugees who share similar thoughts and
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feelings. However, what is missing are those who hesitate to return to Syria and those that face
challenges in doing so. The narrative that Tiirkiye projects in the Daily Sabah embed the idea
that Syrian refugees are willingly returning home and with great urgency because of this ‘new
era’.

The Daily Sabah couples their idea of ‘new era’ with the importance of Tiirkiye’s
leadership throughout the process. This projects to the international community that Tiirkiye is
taking the lead in Syria’s transition to ensure stability. The Hiirriyet Daily News also implements
the phrase ‘new era’ through quotes of both leaders but takes it a step further to add analysis and
context. The ‘new era’ in the Hiirriyet Daily News is accompanied with the message of a ‘united
Syria’ backed by Turkish support.

A ‘united Syria’ brings the focal point back to the people and refugees across the region.
The Hiirriyet Daily News pushes for a united Syria in many forms, the most significant being a
unified military force within Syria. Articles include unifying armed forces across Syria (New
Syrian Leaders on Right Track for Transformation, 2025). Army officers who once departed
under the regime have now rejoined under the new Syrian leadership ( “Our Relations with
Tiirkiye Will Be Excellent,” 2025), and mentorship from and coordination with the Turkish army
is increasing (Ankara, Damascus to Craft Road Map for New Syrian Army - Tiirkiye News,
2025). As events evolve, the Daily Sabah begins to capitalize on the idea of a ‘untied Syria.’
However, their emphasis on unification prioritizes religious freedom and inclusion throughout
Syria over that of military forces. The Daily Sabah highlights that religious inclusion is the key
to the success of a “unified Syria’. This newspaper quotes Syria’s transitional head of
government, Mohammad al-Bashir as well as President Erdogan, both stating the ‘new’ Syria

will protect the rights of all Syrians (New Syria PM Al-Bashir Guarantees Rights for All
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Religious Groups, 2024) and that Syria will not fall to into a tragedy state, such as Palestine
(President Erdogan Vows Support for United Syria, 2024). The message of a ‘united Syria’ opens
the door to an unmediated address to readers that creates buy-in and intrinsic support and the
Sozcii published articles with a similar message.

The Sozcii takes a different approach to the theme of a “new era’ within Syria by focusing
on return migration of Syrian refugees. Because the newspaper is known more for its opposition
to the AKP, it takes up a writing style that implements long, contextual quotes from AKP leaders
to portray its message. Therefore, they often publish full speeches or elongated quotes that offer
holistic perspectives for readers. On December 22, 2024 the Sozcii published a joint statement
between Tiirkiye’s Foreign Minister Fidan and Syria’s interim President al-Shara. In the
statement, Minister Fidan states,

“An inclusive administration must be established under the leadership and hosting

of Syrians, where no religious or ethnic group is excluded. Establishing a Syria

where everyone lives in peace and justice prevails will be the greatest success and

guarantee of the future of the new Syria” (Merkezi 2024).

On March 6, the Sozcii published another speech, this time one President Erdogan gave at
an iftar program (a communal meal to break a daily fast during Ramadan) with police,
gendarmerie and coast guard personnel.

“Since the revolution, 133 thousand of our Syrian guests have voluntarily and

honorably returned to the lands where they were born ... As I have pointed out

before, we will not force anyone, but we will provide the necessary facilities to

our brothers and sisters who want to return” (DHA 2025).

These articles project the AKP’s political narrative of a united Syria within a ‘new era’ further
into Tiirkiye by reaching readers across the state who may not read pro-AKP news sources. By

publishing the speeches with little to no commentary from the authors, the newspaper allows

readers to decide for themselves the context and opinion of Minister Fidan and President
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Erdogan’s words while not violating AKP journalism laws. It also pushes the ideology President
Erdogan projects to an internal audience, helping to shape the hegemonic narrative with Turkish
citizens.

In all three newspapers, Tiirkiye aims to create a narrative that Syria is transitioning to a
new and united state, where refugees are eager to return home and build anew. The Daily Sabah,
the Hiirriyet Daily News and the Sozcii implement various writing styles of repetition,
unmediated address and holistic context to create a perceived space that gains buy-in from
readers towards this concept of a ‘new’ Syria. However, the idea of a united Syria holds a more
complex meaning for refugees in Gaziantep. Syrian Sunni Muslim refugees in Gaziantep
expressed excitement for the political push of an untied Syria, but for them, unity started outside
of Syria.

Gaziantep hosts more than 300,000 Syrian refugees who came from different cities,
regions, and backgrounds across Syria. Of the 12 Syrians I interviewed, and the dozens more I
met and befriend, each person was from a different city or neighborhood, with a different
experience of the war. But in Gaziantep, they all became close friends. I interviewed three men
who were always seen together, one was from Dara’a, one from Aleppo and one from Deir al-
Zour. In Syria, they never would have met, but in Gaziantep, they were brothers. One evening, I
saw Nadia with tears in her eyes. She came up to me for comfort and said, “tonight my best
friend is going back to Syria.” I asked if one day she could visit her. Nadia shook her head, “It is
too difficult because she lives in a different city than Aleppo. It is not easy to visit them; we are
from different cities.” Nadia was heartbroken that her best friend from the last 10 years was
leaving Gaziantep. The lived experiences of each person brought forward a new meaning for a

united Syria. Throughout the last 14 years, Sunni Syrians escaped the danger of Bashar al-Assad,
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but they also found community throughout their journey. They formed friendships that would
connect Syria’s future. As Syrians are making the decision to return home, they do so with
understanding and love for Syrians from cities they never imagined they would connect with. As
Turkish newspapers create a perceived space of a politically united Syria, Sunni Syrian refugees
feel a united Syria through lived space. This connection contributes to a broader understanding of
home and belonging as Sunni refugees feel deeply connected not just to place, but to new groups
of Syrian people. These bonds have the potential to unite Syrians across the country in deeper
ways than political policy and create a stronger intrinsic longing to return.
Tiirkiye’s Roadmap for Syria

Shortly after the fall of the Assad regime, Tiirkiye jumped at the opportunity to reshape
the region and lead Syria to stability and international support. The Daily Sabah highlighted the
expectations Tiirkiye has for Syria in its articles, while the Hiirriyet Daily News utilized context
and repetition to support Tiirkiye’s leadership in the region. The Sozcii follow suit but also
sought the opportunity to publish how such decisions are impacting internal Turkish politics.
Each sought to establish a second narrative that Tiirkiye and Syria have a common roadmap to
success.

The Daily Sabah utilized direct language to emphasize Tiirkiye’s influence and
importance in reshaping Syria. They published statements such as:

“For regional actors, Tiirkiye’s role has become even more important” (Yesiltag 2024)

“Tiirkiye has a much more critical role to play in the new process. Tiirkiye is likely to
lead efforts to stabilize northern Syria, secure its borders and facilitate the return of refugees”

(Yesiltas 2024)
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“Despite many foreign interventions, Tiirkiye will not allow chaos to prevail in the
country” (Ataman 2024)

“It is clear that Tiirkiye will continue to play a constructive role in the country” (Ataman
2024)

“[President Erdogan] also said Tiirkiye exerted efforts and made sacrifices for Syria to
reach the stage it is now” (“President Erdogan Vows Support for United Syria” 2024)

These are just five of the many statements published in the Daily Sabah that emphasized
the importance and the influence Tiirkiye has in the development of the ‘new’ Syria. The writing
style presents a confidence in the ideology that Tiirkiye is a critical and essential factor in Syria’s
success and recovery. By projecting this ideology, Tiirkiye establishes its strength and dominance
in the region to a global audience. However, this also infers that Tiirkiye would be responsible if
Syria were to fail.

The Hiirriyet Daily News approaches Tiirkiye’s influence through repetition and
partnership. The Hiirriyet Daily News has a regimented sequence of events to express their
narrative. The newspaper closely follows a three-step process which includes: 1) mention of the
fall of Assad, 2) reference the ‘new era’ for Syria, and 3) highlight Tiirkiye’s unwavering
support. From December 2024 through June 2025, the Hiirriyet Daily News articles utilize all
three aspects to create a narrative that Tiirkiye is also victorious in the fall of the Assad regime
and that they will play a leading role in the recovery of Syria. In an example from February 5,
2025, one article writes,

“The Syrian opposition groups led by al-Shara’s Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS)

toppled Bashar Al-Assad’s rule in December 2024, ending the six-decade

oppressive Baath regime and opening a new era in the Middle Eastern country.

Tiirkiye has been a staunch supporter of the opposition groups since the civil war

began in 2011 and is now pledging assistance to the new administration” (7zirkiye,
Syria Determined to Restore ‘Strategic Ties’ - Tiirkiye News, 2025).
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This publication shifts the narrative away from the oppression of the Assad regime and towards a
friendly and prosperous future, guided by Tiirkiye. The same sequence occurs in twelve of the 50
articles examined within the Hiirriyet Daily News, exemplifying the repetition implemented in
popular geopolitics to shape a hegemonic narrative. Through their support of this ideology, the
newspaper also uses the terms ‘common roadmap’ and ‘step by step’ to demonstrate to readers
that Tiirkiye and Syria are united in the plan for recovery and reconstruction. The Turkish
Defense Ministry published a statement in the Hiirriyet Daily News that “the roadmap created by
our government in line with the agreement reached with Syria regarding the new period is being
implemented step by step” (Tiirkiye Implements New Regulations to Normalize Trade with Syria
in New Era - Latest News, 2025). In a joint press conference, one article wrote that President
Erdogan and Syria’s Interim President Ahmad al-Sharaa have discussed and established steps for
security and economic stability in Syria (Syrian Presidents “historic” Visit Marks Start of
‘Lasting Friendship’, 2025). This reiterates that Tiirkiye has influence in the rebuilding of Syria.
What the Hiirriyet Daily News and the Daily Sabah fail to mention, however, is the impact
internally the Syrian transition has on Tiirkiye. The Sézcii attempts to cover this perspective
when it publishes the speeches made by opposing political parties within Tiirkiye.

The Sozcii is a more versatile paper in that it publishes actions and events that oppose the
AKP; this includes media coverage of opposing political parties. On December 18, 2024, the
Good Party (IYI) proposed a 30 billion Turkish Lira ($777 million USD) addition to the Turkish
budget for 20 removal centers to send Syrian refugees home. The 1YT pitched their plan to return
all illegal immigrants from Syria within one year and all those who reside under temporary
protection status within three years. The motion was rejected by the AKP and President

Erdogan’s allies (ANKA 2024). The Sozcii published an article about this event utilizing
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elongated quotes from 1YT leaders who petitioned the motion, thereby providing context to
readers and protection for journalists. This motion was controversial because it contradicts the
narrative President Erdogan and the AKP project of welcoming refugees and supporting
‘voluntary’ returns for Syrians. It also exemplifies a direct approach to Tiirkiye’s political
involvement in Syria instead of a partnership between the two states. After vast research within
the Daily Sabah and the Hiirriyet Daily News, 1 was unable to locate an article regarding this
motion from their authors. Suppressing the voice of opposition parties in the media is an
essential way President Erdogan and the AKP shape the hegemonic ideology pushed to readers,
allowing them to maintain narratives and ideologies that best fit their objectives.

This narrative of a common roadmap led by Tiirkiye did not directly impact the return
migration decision-making of Syrian Sunni refugees that I met in Gaziantep. Many expressed
hesitation when speaking about Turkish influence in Syrian politics. Instead, they focused on the
perspectives of Syria from friends and family who had already returned. One man, Adham,
received a video from a friend who recently returned to his hometown of Dara’a. Adham
watched the 30 second video of his friend riding on a motorbike around his neighborhood in
Dara’a for hours. He showed each person in his family, and they all stopped to watch it several
times over. The video showed the city of Dara’a in ruins, buildings were destroyed, rubble
littered across the streets, but the man on the motorbike was smiling and excited. Adham’s family
was devastated by what they saw of their old apartment building but for four days, that video was
the most important thing to them. A common roadmap for Syria’s future is essential to President
Erodgan’s geopolitical goals, but to Syrian Sunni refugees in Gaziantep, personal experiences in
real time mattered most. Videos, pictures, and stories from those who have returned are the

source of their information regarding Syria and its future. Return migration to Syria is a life
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changing decision and many want to see for themselves the state of the home to which they are
returning. In this case, the perceived space of the Turkish media narrative did not influence the
lived space of Sunni Syrian refugees who were undecided about returning home. It exemplified
how the lived space is essential in the decision-making process of return migration.
Fighting Terrorism in the Region

The third overarching theme in each of the three newspapers is the call to fight terrorism
in the region. Each newspaper published quotes, consequences, and the perceived threat of
violence that terrorist organizations pose to Tiirkiye and the ‘new’ Syria. Part of the unification
of Syria directed by President Erdogan and his political leaders is the importance of safeguarding
Syria’s territorial integrity. By this, the state is referring to the perceived threat of the Kurdish
Workers’ Party (PKK) and the People’s Protection Units (YPG) groups operating in northern
Syria and southern Tiirkiye that seek various levels of independence (Tiirkiye MFA 2022). The
Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs labeled the PKK and YPG as terrorist organizations because
of various attacks dating back to 1984 (Turkiye MFA 2022). The Daily Sabah quoted leaders
who call for these organizations to be “wipe[d] out” in order to “protect Syria’s territorial
integrity” (Sabah 2024b). Tiirkiye seeks to convey this message to a global audience to push its
own objective of eliminating the PKK/Y GP groups that pose a perceived threat to President
Erdogan and the AKP. Tiirkiye labels their objective as protecting Syrian territorial integrity to
gain international support and purpose for possible military action against such groups.
Additionally, the Daily Sabah and Turkish officials label the fight against terrorism as protecting
Syria’s sovereign territory so that Syria can be perceived as a stable state in hopes of gaining
international recognition and buy-in from the public. Tiirkiye does not want global leaders to see

the ‘new’ Syria as a threat and by identifying the PKK as the threat, Tiirkiye can shift blame to
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the organization if conflict or violence does arise during the transition. The Sézcii supports the
fight against terrorism and uses its planform to publish articles highlighting a call to arms.

On December 11, 2024, the Sézcii published article by a non-dominant Turkish political
party, giving voice to another perspective within Tiirkiye. In this article, Mustafa Destici’s, the
leader of Tiirkiye’s Great Union Party (BBP), advocated for more direct action against terrorist
organizations in Syria. In an address to his party, Destici states:

“Our own soldiers and army should be there, and we should wipe out the terrorist

organizations from Syria, especially the PYD and the YPG, which are extensions

of the PKK ... That’s the biggest threat to us right now” (AA 2024).

This is a direct call to action to utilize Turkish soldiers against terrorist threats in Syria. The BBP
is a small ultra-nationalist and religious conservative party that frequently aligns with the AKP. It
did not win a seat in parliament in the 2023 elections but is given its own article and voice in
Sozcii (BTI 2024, n.d.). Even though the BBP is a voice outside of the AKP, it supports their
message that the PKK is a legitimate threat to Tiirkiye and the region. The writing style of this
article is again a contextual and elongated quote, but it shapes the ideology and hegemonic
narrative that President Erdogan and the AKP are striving to create. However, there are further
even underlying reasons why Tiirkiye seeks to eliminate the PKK and the Hiirriyet Daily News
focuses on those motivations.

The Hiirriyet Daily News, like the Daily Sabah, takes great strides to support the ideology
of creating stability and security through ‘territorial integrity.” The paper does this by connecting
the security and territorial integrity of Syria to the defeat of terrorist organizations in the region
(Hiirr. Dly. News 2025a). Tirkiye has a vested interest in preventing the PKK from capitalizing
on the vulnerability of Syria because of the AKP’s internal strife with the organization.

Therefore, in 18 of the 50 articles analyzed from the Hiirriyet Daily News, countering terrorism
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is directly linked to the success of the new Syria. In three of those articles, AKP leaders are
quoted as saying the PKK currently occupies one third of Syrian land and that such land is rich in
natural resources. This is an additional economic motivator to push the PKK out of Syria. On
February 17, 2025, Foreign Minister Fidan is quoted as such,

“Now, it is time to put an end to terror activities of Daesh and PKK ... I think not

many people know the very fact that PKK is occupying one-third of the entire

Syrian land and sitting on some very important energy resources which are badly

needed by the rest of the Syrian population ... In any state country, we cannot

have armed groups who are not reporting to the central government.” (Z7ime to Get

Rid of PKK, ISIL Virus in Syria, Says Turkish FM - Tiirkiye News, 2025)

This quote by the Turkish Foreign Minister expresses one of the many true reasons that Tiirkiye
seeks to expel the PKK from the region. Tiirkiye hopes to have influence over the natural
resources within Syria while also creating a unified state that supports Tiirkiye. Therefore,
Foreign Minister Fidan advocates for state control of natural resources to ensure economic
growth. The writing style of these papers incites an us versus them narrative that Van Dijk
describes in critical geopolitics to push buy-in for a direct ideology (T. A. Van Dijk 1995). By
making the messages personal and direct, they attempt to create a connection with the audience
and intrinsic support for their objectives.

The impact of this rhetoric against the Kurds has a direct impact on Kurdish people in
Tiirkiye. While in Gaziantep, I met several Kurds throughout the community. They often
expressed sadness about how they were treated in Tiirkiye. Helin is a 19-year-old Kurdish
woman living in Gaziantep. She lived in Syria throughout the war but recently moved to Tiirkiye
for school. “I am not Turkish; I am Kurdish! I came here for school, but I hate it here. I just want
to go back home. Coming here was a mistake.” Helin shared her experiences of exclusion,

hatred, and harassment while living in Tiirkiye, and she was not the only Kurd who faced

unwelcoming sentiment. While walking with a group of Syrians in Tiirkiye, we came across a
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small group of men with black and white scarfs. One person turned to me and said, “You see
them? [Pointing to the men with scarfs] They are Kurds. We don’t talk to them. Come, let’s go a
different way.” The Kurdish men were young and laughing together, but the site of the scarfs
made the group I was with uncomfortable. This experience demonstrated how the AKP’s
narrative of the PKK is bleeding into the everyday lives of Turks, Syrians, Kurds. While
President Erdogan remains focused on his geopolitical goals of maintaining power and resources,
his actions have very real impacts on the lives of Kurdish people throughout Tiirkiye.
Conclusion

The Daily Sabah, The Hiirriyet Daily News and the Sézcii have differing audiences,
perspectives and writing styles, but all lead to the creation and promotion of state ideology that
Syria is transitioning to an ‘new era’ under the guidance of Tiirkiye. Discourse analysis of these
three newspapers makes it clear that each paper depicts a message from the AKP government of
unification guided by the strength and power of Tiirkiye, while also pursuing the AKP’s own
political objective of defeating the PKK and YGP groups in the region. However, there is a
disconnect between the messages of the media and the sentiment of Syrians and Kurds in
Gaziantep. Unification for Sunni Syrian refugees in Gaziantep refers to the personal relationships
built over years outside of Syria. Because of this distance, Syrians have bonded with fellow
countrymen from cities they never visited and rely on the personal experiences of those who
have returned for reliable information about Syria’s present and future conditions.

The rhetoric against the PKK and Kurds in Turkish media is having a direct impact on the
lives of Kurds throughout Turkish communities as Kurds face hardship and exclusion

. The implications of this on Syria’s future must be noted. Over the last 10 years, Kurds

have controlled up to 25% of Syrian territory, specifically in the East where oil fields dominate
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the landscape (al-Andary 2024). To successfully unify all of Syria, the Kurds must be included.
The AKP’s position against the Kurds and the PKK contrasts efforts of unification at the state
level and individual level. As policy changes to include Kurds into Syrian government and
culture, personal opinion, influenced by Turkish media abroad, has the potential to create
conflict. The Syrian group I walked with in Gaziantep deliberately avoided interacting with a
small group of young Kurdish men demonstrating the potential long-term impact AKP rhetoric
may have on coexistence in the region.

This research bridges the gap between media discourse and personal perspective of Sunni
Muslim Syrian refugees in southern Tiirkiye. As the political climate in Syria continues to shift,
it is essential to understand how geopolitics is shaping the everyday lives of refugees as they
make the decision to return home. This research contributes to the conversation of discourse
analysis and critical geopolitics by emphasizing the need to connect online discourse with
empirical research. By connecting the two, scholars can wholistically understand how the
narrative of geopolitical decisions can impact the lives of migrant decision making around the

world.
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Chapter 4: The Decision-Making Process of Return Migration for Sunni Syrian Refugees in

Tiirkiye

Gaziantep University brings a diverse community of students to southern Tiirkiye. It is a
place to build friendship, discuss difficult topics, and dream about the future for young people
across the region. At the university café, friends gather for coffee and tea.

“Don’t you like it here though?” Nayla, a Turkish student asks a Syrian friend. “Your
friends are here. We like you here.”

“Of course we like it here.” Amir responded with confidence. “But it’s like being at your
best friend’s house, you know, it’s nice and all but it’s not your home. You can’t really be
comfortable. In Syria, that is our home, we are truly comfortable.”

Nayla and Amir have been friends for several years. They would meet at the university
café and talk about their futures, their hopes, and of course, their schoolwork. From my field
work in Gaziantep, this longing for home became a common sentiment among young Sunni
Syrian refugees. The concept of home is not always a space of safety and refuge, but among the
Syrians refugees interviewed, there was a consistent longing for Syria despite the violence and
destruction caused by the war. Many consider Syria their homeland and seek the opportunity to
return to Syria amidst the recent political transition. However, they are unsure about how or
when to return.

The Syrian civil war raged for 14 years. The violence of the Bashar al-Assad regime
made safety and viability difficult for the Syrian people. Cities were destroyed, chemical
weapons were utilized, and families faced the devastating loss of loved ones (Pearlman 2023).
But, in December of 2024, the Assad regime fell to the Tiirkiye backed Hay’at Tehrir al-Sham

(HTS) organization (Sabah 2025b). The violence of Assad had finally stopped and at last, there
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was hope for the future of Syria. Over three million refugees made Tiirkiye their home during the
war (Yalcin 2025), but now, as the new Syrian leadership navigates this transition, refugees are
making the decision whether to return home.

To better understand the factors influencing return migration for Syrian Sunni refugees, I
turn to the recent literature regarding the geopolitics of returns. Jean-Pierre Cassarino’s
theoretical framework for return migration highlights the personal perspective of the migrant in
the decision-making process as it pertains to economic and social networks. His approach
coupled with the idea of ‘brain gain’ return migration and the personal concept of home, create
an intersection that emphasizes the role highly skilled return migrants can play in the
redevelopment of a state following conflict.

For this chapter, I relied on a grounded theory approach for my empirical research to gain
insight on the perspectives and experiences of Sunni Syrian refugees in Gaziantep, Tiirkiye.
Grounded theory, originally developed by Glaser and Strauss, is a bottom up approach to
collecting and analyzing data that focuses on the participants’ perspective (Glaser and Strauss
2017). Many researchers utilized this method to understand the direct impacts of Tiirkiye’s
governmental actions regarding Syrian refugees throughout the war (Abdelaaty 2021; Gokariksel
and Secor 2020; Kurfali and Ozciiriimez 2023; Ustiibici and Elg¢i 2022). Building from their
methodology, I also included Dempsey’s approach of ‘Interviewing the Interviewer’ to build a
personal connection with those I spoke with (Dempsey 2018). Dempsey’s methodology seeks to
challenge the power hierarchy of research by allowing participants to interview the researcher.
This approach gives participants the opportunity to ask the interviewer personal questions and

build a connection by sharing vulnerabilities through genuine dialogue (Dempsey 2018).
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Framing my conversations in this way, I was able to build a positive foundation of trust
throughout the community in Gaziantep, Tiirkiye.

I interviewed 12 Sunni participants for this project — all undecided about when they
would return to Syria. Participants ranged in age from 24 to 41 and all had departed Syria more
than eight years ago. Each participant had graduated from a university or was currently enrolled
in Gaziantep University, and were fluent or advanced conversational in English, Turkish and
Arabic. Our conversations took place in English and were conducted at the local English café or
Gaziantep University. I utilized a semi-structured format for the interviews and relied heavily on
a conversational approach rooted in grounded theory. This allowed participants to drive the
conversation and speak about topics that were important to them. The openness of the
conversation encouraged those interviewed to share what they wanted me to know about Syria,
their experiences, and their goals for the future. They invited me to ask questions about Syria,
creating a welcoming space for dialogue and understanding

In this chapter, I analyze the factors that influence decision making for young, highly
skilled people to return to Syria. I focused on individuals who are enrolled in university or have
completed undergraduate or postgraduate studies to understand the connection between structural
approaches to return (Cassarino 2004), the impact of brain gain (Ferrario and Price 2014) for a
rebuilding state, and the influence of belonging in decision-making for Sunni Muslim Syrian
refugees. I begin with regional context as to how and why Sunni Syrian refugees have found a
home in Tiirkiye. I explore the home they have developed in Tiirkiye and the initiatives that the
new Syrian government is taking to support return migration. Next, I focus on a literature review
of the geopolitics of return. I include the structural framework of Jean-Pierre Cassarino, the

current literature on Syrian aspiration of return, and the economic investment of brain gain. I will
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connect these concepts with the intimate perspective of home outlined by Edward Cassey’s
understanding through lived experiences. From there, I will incorporate the personal stories of
six Sunni Syrian refugees living in Gaziantep, how their stories fit within Cassarino’s
frameworks, and how their perspective of home influences their decision-making process to
return to Syria. The term refugee holds significant meaning in academic frameworks. In this
chapter, I use the term Syrian Sunni refugee to describe persons who have migrated out of Syria
due to the conflict, and I use the term — return home — to reference the return to Syria. This
chapter focuses on the lived experiences of Syrian Sunni Muslim refugees as one perspective of
understanding the political transition within Syria and the decision-making process to return after
the fierce violence of the Assad regime against Sunni Muslims in Syria. Research on this specific
group will help us better understand considerations for return migration, for those most heavily
persecuted, following conflict resolution.
Syrians Refugees in Tiirkiye

After the turn of the 21* century, conflict within the Middle East began to intensify,
driving displaced people out of the region and towards Europe. Refugees fleeing these conflict
areas found themselves transiting through Tiirkiye (Kuschminder 2018). In 2011, the Syrian civil
war began as a revolution. The majority of Syrian people protested against the Bashar al- Assad’s
Ba’ath Regime in hopes of economic and political reform, but violence quickly ensued (Phillips
2016). As the war began, Tiirkiye stepped up. President Erdogan welcomed neighboring Syrians,
priding himself and his country on providing humanitarian assistance for those fleeing the
conflict with minimal aid from Western countries (Loyd 2017). In a televised address, President
Erdogan stated, “We will never expel them from this land. Our door is wide open to them. We

will continue to host them. We will not throw them into the lap of murders” (Al Jazeera 2022).
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By 2014, the UNHCR reported that Tiirkiye was hosting the largest number of refugees and
asylum seekers globally, overtaking Pakistan, due to the new conflict in Syria and the increased
border security measures of the EU (Loyd 2017). Therefore, Tiirkiye updated its refugee policy
to include the Law on Foreigners and International Protection (LFIP) which provided specific
legal status and protections to Syrians and stateless Palestinians from Syria. Tirkiye classified
these groups as ‘persons under temporary protection’ and gave them immediate ‘subsidiary
protection’ which granted some individual rights such as access to healthcare, medical treatment
and social services within Tiirkiye (Celik and White 2022). Within the 14 years of the Syrian
civil war, over three million Syrian refugees migrated to Tiirkiye in hopes of escaping the
conflict in their homeland. The border city of Gaziantep accepted over 500,000 of those refugees
and worked diligently to welcome and integrate them into their city and communities (Yalcin
2025). Gaziantep, Tiirkiye is a crucial city of study because of its proximity to Syria and its
welcoming policies for Syrian refugees. It became the home for many Syrians who wished to
find safety and remain close to their home state.

As the political transition within Syria continues, the new government is primarily
focused on domestic and international economic investment. In June of 2025, Syria’s Ministry of
Economy and Industry approved a new policy to encourage domestic economic investment by
implementing tax exemptions, streamlined procedures, and legal guarantees for investors. This
policy was intended to create new avenues for investment, the creation of jobs, and industrial
output for the country (Shaam 2025). Internationally, Syrian officials continue to hold diplomatic
meetings with partners, such as Tiirkiye (Prensa 2025) and Saudi Arabia (Gazette 2025) to
increase foreign investment and encourage the release of sanctions abroad. Each of these

strategies centers around an economic approach to regrowth in Syria. From a cultural
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perspective, the new Syrian government is making moves to protect and reopen historical sites
that represent Syrian history and culture. Palmyra’s ancient theater was damaged and utilized by
the Islamic State throughout the war. However, in April 2025, it reopened to the public in hopes
of bringing cultural sites back to the Syrian people and attracting tourists to the region (Arraf
2025). However, challenges of looting and theft are plaguing heritage sites as the political
transition has created precarity for law and order and opportunity for black market buyers (Tello
2025). At a national level, the new Syrian government is working to create unity and economic
opportunity for the Syrian people, but is it enough to bring back undecided and highly skilled
refugees from across the region?
Geographies of Return Migration and Home

The literature regarding the geopolitics of return for post conflict migrants and refugees
often focuses on the actions of governments as they develop policy for returning refugees or
migrants to their home countries. Research includes the understanding of deportation,
repatriation, and voluntary returns at the state level, mixed with migrant experiences within each
policy (Sahin Mencutek 2023b). Reaching outside of these state driven returns, Jean-Pierre
Cassarino looks at the theoretical approach to return migration from the migrant’s perspective.
He defines four frameworks for the geopolitics of migrant returns: neoclassical economics,
structural returns, transnationalism, and social network theory. The neoclassical approach
prioritizes monetary gain, as migrants go abroad to earn money or acquire skillsets that they can
then transfer back home. Its core focus is economic opportunity abroad, where return migration
is considered an economic failure for the migrant. The structural approach focuses on social and
institutional factors when deciding to return home. It adds personal experience and context to the

decision of return migration. The transnational framework adds a circular perspective of
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migration to these considerations. It encourages continuous migration between countries as
migrants develop a mix of identities. Finally, the social network theory relies on long-standing
interpersonal relationships to establish initiatives and projects in the home country. These
relationships are essential to the success of initiatives for returning migrants (Cassarino 2004).
Economic and social considerations are vital to individual returns, but to further develop a
rebuilding state, one must also look at the economic opportunity and skillsets that international
investment can bring.

Economic opportunity is another essential driving factor in the geopolitics of return.
Investment, economic stability, and opportunity for growth foster an environment for returning
refugees to succeed in their homeland. The new Syrian government is working to deliver on
economic rejuvenation from international investors, but not to be overlooked is the impact of
diasporas. Established diasporas are a critical source of economic investment for rebuilding
states. Bahar Baser argues that diasporas can be an agent of change, as those abroad with
connections to their homeland are more likely to invest financial, human, and social capital into
their post-conflict home state (2019). These contributions can come in many forms and are often
the initial investments for regrowth in a post-conflict region (Ibid). Apart from economic
funding, a ‘knowledge transfer’ through human capital from temporarily returning diaspora
groups is also common (Kuschminder 2014). Diasporic communities are known to obtain
significant knowledge and critical skill sets while abroad during conflict. Once conflict has
resolved, some then choose to return to their homeland to teach, train, and mentor communities
within their homeland territory. This return of knowledge is a ‘brain gain’ for the rebuilding state

(Bager 2019; Nielsen and Riddle 2009; Um 2023).
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Encouraging the return of highly skilled people is vital to state rebuilding and is the
foundation for ‘brain gain.’ Brain gain is a form of human capital that enhances the regrowth or
development of a state through migration. It highlights the impact of populations migrating to a
host country for enhanced skills or knowledge, followed by a return to the home country for
application (Kurokawa and Kusakabe 2025; Nielsen and Riddle 2009; Stark 2004). However, for
Oded Stark, this concept hinges on a restrictive migration policy that ensures the return of those
who migrated (2004). From an alternate approach, Elena Ferrario and Martin Price argue that
there are two types of brain gain, indirect and direct (2014). Indirect brain gain occurs when
highly skilled people leave a region but remain connected to it, becoming advocates for that
region in international communities. Direct brain gain is when those highly qualified people
directly return to their homeland, influencing the development of their community (Ferrario and
Price 2014). Both direct and indirect brain gain enhance economic stability and fit into the
frameworks of voluntary returns outlined by Cassarino. They also allow for a more sustainable
future within a post-conflict state and encourage the overall return of refugees to their country of
origin.

The integration of brain gain into a rebuilding state creates the opportunity for a
sustainable future for its people. Khatharya Um argues that this sustainable future requires a
returning environment that provides security, economic support, and the possibility for a
sustainable livelihood (2023). It gives hope for the future of returnees in their home country and
encourages voluntary returns from those abroad (Um 2023). A sustainable future is also a factor
in Cassarino’s argument of refugee preparedness. He argues that refugees with a high level of
preparedness are willing to return home but must also have the tangible and intangible resources

to be successful in their country of origin once they do return. Highly prepared returnees have
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established contacts, skills, and knowledge to be successful while their home state continues to
develop and grow following a conflict (Cassarino 2004). This connects Cassarino’s theoretical
frameworks to the literature of ‘brain gain’ and the need for a sustainable future for returning
refugees. These concepts focus on the structural approaches to returning but fail to incorporate
the personal and intrinsic motivation of returning home.

Scholars have explored the various dimensions of space, place, self, and social
connections to better understand the concept of home. Frameworks from Henry Lefebvre
(Lefebvre et al. 1997), Edward Casey (Casey 2001b) and Yi Fu Tuan (Tuan 2011) created a
foundation for thinking through identity, place, and the personal connection with home. Building
upon their works, authors have explored how refugees perceive home and belonging after
displacement (Antonsich 2010; Crowley 1999; Myadar 2025) and how they can create a new
sense of home in host countries (Korac 2009). Wendy Pearlman specifically looks at the
connection of estrangement and belonging both inside and outside the homeland for Syrian
refugees during the war (2023), where the internal sense of longing for home and safety is a fluid
intrinsic pull for belonging (Blunt and Varley 2004a; Mee and Wright 2009; Myadar 2025).
Edward Casey connects place to oneself through the impact each has on the other. He argues that
“thanks to the inscriptive tenacity and expressive subjection of the body, places come to be
embedded in us; they become part of our very self, our enduring character, what we enact and
carry forward” (Casey 2001a). This creates a deeply embedded sense of home within a person, as
lived experiences shape who one becomes. The experiences refugees had within Syria and the
lives they have built outside of Syria create their understanding of home and place. This sense of
belonging impacts the decision-making process of return migration and is a crucial area of study

that is currently missing from structured approaches.
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The theories of Cassarino’s frameworks, economic investment, and brain gain are the
foundation for post-conflict returning migrants. They are common themes among Syrian
migrants as they make the decision whether to return home but fail to incorporate the impact of
intrinsic longing for home. To better incorporate these frameworks, it is critical to understand the
current literature of Syrian aspirations throughout the war and its impacts on the future of a new
Syria.

Research Conducted Throughout the War

Throughout the 14-year war in Syria, researchers have sought to understand how it has
impacted the Syrian people and their concept of home. In 2018, Icduygu & Nimer analyzed
official discourse and field interviews from Jordan, Lebanon and Tiirkiye, regarding the return of
Syrian refugees (2020). They argue that three conditions must be met for successful repatriation:
voluntariness, safety, and sustainability. At that time, they found that the condition of safety had
not been met while the conflict continued, and that Syrians feared retaliation from Assad’s
regime if they were to return, with the possibility of forced conscriptions into Assad’s Army.
Therefore, the study argued that only after the war ends, will Syrians be more willing to return
(I¢duygu and Nimer 2020). The UNHCR supported this argument in 2019 when it found that
75% of Syrian refugees in Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq desired to return home after the
conclusion of the conflict (UNHCR 2019). Further studies continued to demonstrate the need for
safety and sustainability in Syria before refugee return, thus making it the most consistent
consideration in the refugee decision making process during the war (Alrababah et al. 2023;
Kayaoglu et al. 2022).

Safety and sustainability are found to be a catalyst for refugee return. Alrababah et al.

argue that conditions in the home country predict refugee return more than push factors from the
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host country. They argue that once safety in the home country reaches a certain threshold,
refugees consider alternate factors when deciding whether to return home (Alrababah et al.
2023). After the fall of Assad in 2024 and the political transition of Syria, some argue that safety
conditions within Syria are now being met, thus making outside factors more prevalent in
refugee decision-making.

The perception of safety under a new political system in Syria also triggered international
communities to reconsider their hospitality of Syrian refugees within their state. European
countries such as Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Italy, Greece, Sweden, and the United Kingdom
have paused or stopped processing asylum cases for Syrians as of January 2025 (Gowayed
2025). Tiirkiye, however, remains the leading country of hospitality for Syrian refugees and
continues to play a significant role in the welfare and safety of Syrian refugees throughout the
region. In the last 20 years, Tiirkiye worked to provide policies in support of neighboring
refugees (Kuschminder 2018; Loyd 2017; Lynch 2017). The government prided itself on its
hospitality of Syrian refugees throughout the war (Gokariksel and Secor 2020). This sentiment
continues through the political transition in Syria as well, as Tiirkiye is now leading efforts to
rebuild and support the new Syrian government in hopes of encouraging voluntary returns
(Sabah 2025b). Apart from this open-heartedness, Tiirkiye also seeks to gain international
recognition of its economic and political strength from the perception of voluntary returns and
their brotherly treatment of Syrians (Celik and White 2022). Overall, this approach affords
refugees space to decide on return migration at an individual level. As other states are
reconsidering their hospitality for Syrians, President Erdogan and Tiirkiye’s government remain

firm in their support for individual choice and voluntary return migration policies. As concerns
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about safety begin to ease, migrants are able to shift what influences their decision-making of
return to alternative factors such as financial stability, family needs, and hope for the future.

Through the lens of Cassarino’s frameworks, I look specifically at voluntary returns of
highly skilled Syrian Sunni refugees to build upon the literature and current empirical research of
return migration. I identify and analyze what factors influence Syrian Sunni refugees in Tiirkiye
to return home following the fall of the Bashar al-Assad regime (Sabah 2024a). Utilizing Edward
Casey’s definition of home, I explore the connection between structural conditions of return
migration and the intimate concept of home and belonging to find what factors are driving the
decision-making process for highly skilled and qualified Sunni Syrian refugees in Tiirkiye as
they determine whether they will return to Syria. I argue that the concept of home and belonging
play an additional role in the decision-making process of refugees that must be considered when
formulating policy to increase return migration after state conflict.

Contributing to a Better Future: LuaLua and Amir

Lual ua is a 23-year-old student at Gaziantep University. She left Syria with her parents
ten years ago; she was just 13 years old. At the university, LualLua is majoring in Psychology.

“I want to get a master’s degree, maybe in Tiirkiye or in the UK — that is why [ am
learning English. I will go back to Syria after my master’s and after experience. I want to bring
value to Syria. I want to have experience and be good at what I do for Syria.”

Lual.ua will stay in Gaziantep to finish her studies, but her family intends to move back
to Syria in just a few months.

“My parents are teachers. My father — physics. My mother — chemistry. They teach high

school and have a café style learning like here.”
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They seek to open their own café in a new city in Syria to teach and bring a safe
environment for learning to the community. LualLua’s parents do not plan to move back to their
home city in Syria. Instead, they seek to move to a different city with the hopes of starting anew.
For them, Syria is their home. It did not matter where in Syria they returned to, just that they
found a place that could provide the resources they needed to thrive.

Amir is also a student at Gaziantep University. His family moved to Saudi Arabia in 2014
because of the war and established a strong community there. In 2021, he started studying at the
university in Gaziantep and recently graduated this summer as an orthodontics engineer.

“This summer, I will take a lab here in Gaziantep before going back to Saudi in October. I
need experience before I go back to Saudi and get a job.”

Amir’s family lives in Saudi Arabia, but his heart belongs to Syria.

“I will go back to Syria eventually. That is our home, but I need experience first.”

LuaLua and Amir seek education and experience before returning to Syria. They both
have the foundation to be successful in Tiirkiye and Saudi Arabia, but their longing for home is
what drives them to return to Syria one day. Their lived experiences and nostalgia for Syria play
a significant role in their understanding of home and contributes to their intrinsic longing to
return. They highlighted their memories of family and community when remembering Syria.
They hoped to contribute to a safe livelihood and the development of their community in Syria.
LualLua’s and Amir’s stories are embedded in Cassarino’s structural approach to returning. This
approach analyzes the impact refugees have in their home countries as the primary motivation
for return (Cassarino 2004). LualLua and Amir prioritize their impact by seeking to invest their
skill into their home communities and to be an actor of positive change in the new Syria. They

understand that hope for the future in Syria is not just embedded in the monetary investment of
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rebuilding the infrastructure of the country. It also lies within building skillsets, community, and
purpose for Syrians. Their return would be a successful brain gain for the new Syria as they seek
to return one day with a skillset that supports themselves and their community. However, this
would not be possible without their personal longing for home.

The personal stories of Lualua and Amir emphasize the importance of incorporating one’s
personal longing for home as a primary influence in structural return. LualLua and Amir have the
potential, skills, and knowledge to be successful in any community, but they chose to return
because of their connection to Syria. Each has developed livelihoods outside of Syria, but their
nostalgia for Syria before the war and their longing to return to that Syria is the catalyst for their
return. LualLua and Amir are unsure when they will return to Syria, but both know that they will
at some point. This connection — to their homeland, their communities, and their culture, is
driving their decision-making process as they navigate personal growth and development in the
present. The intersection between the structural approach to return migration and the personal
longing for home helps us better understand what is driving the decision-making process for
refugees who are undecided about returning.

Mixed Identities: Ali and Zara

Ali is 31. He lives with his parents in Gaziantep and is studying business at Gaziantep
University. When he and his family left Syria in 2014, he was 22 years old.

“My whole life was in Syria. I was born there. I was raised there. I miss it. We are from
Dara’a, in the southern point of Syria.”

Ali and his family have a powerful connection to their home in Dara’a. They were active
in the beginning days of the revolution, but as their family grew, they sought safety outside of

Syria. Zara is Ali’s sister-in-law. She and her husband have two young girls and live across the
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street from Ali and his parents. Zara is a young businesswoman. She works for a company in
Gaziantep and is part owner of a café. Her and her husband work long hours to provide for the
family in Gaziantep, but she still dreams of going back to Syria.

“I want to go back to Syria; my family is there. I miss them. But I cannot be selfish. My
daughters were raised here in Tiirkiye. They speak Turkish, English and Arabic. I have to do
what is best for their future. I also have a business here, a home, and my husband’s family.”

For her, Syria is home, but for her daughters, Tiirkiye is their home. She is torn between a
personal sense of longing for home and supporting what her daughters have grown to know as
home.

When asked about returning, Ali was confident. “Syria is our country. Of course we’ll go
back, even if it’s just to visit. But I don’t know when. It depends on the circumstances. We need
electricity, water, food, basic living. My parents are old. They need a home that is not on a high
floor. The stairs are hard for them. The kids [nieces] might not accept being there because
Tiirkiye is all they know.”

Ali and Zara are pulled by their longing to return home to Syria but hesitate in order to
decide what is best for their family. They add the dynamic of home to Cassarino’s framework of
transnational return migration. In transnational migration, migrants can develop a mix of
identities as they navigate between their place in their homeland and host societies (Cassarino
2004). In this framework, migrants have learned to adapt to both cultures and can thrive in either,
creating a circular migration pattern between the two. Ali and Zara live within such ‘double
identities’ as they have developed livelihoods in both Syria and Tiirkiye. They wish to return to
Syria but are compelled to navigate both identities for the sake of their family. Throughout the

last nine years, Ali and Zara built stability for their family in Gaziantep. They have the residency
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to stay and thrive in Tiirkiye, but they chose to consider uprooting that stability to return to Syria
because of their intrinsic longing for home.

Family considerations are driving Ali’s and Zara’s decision-making process for returning,
with the primary concern being an adequate quality of life in Syria. Both can provide Syria with
experience and business education through brain gain, but first they need Syria to provide
infrastructure and a sustainable future for their family. Zara hopes to open a café in Syria, similar
to the one she has in Gaziantep. She has helped create a positive community in Gaziantep,
centered around the café. She has the economic capital and the experience to bring a similar
business to Syria, but she remains undecided about returning due to the future Syria could
provide for her daughters. Syria’s economic comeback plays a significant role in the decision-
making process for Zara and Ali, but their lived experiences in Syria drive their concept of home
and inspire them to return when stability returns to Syria.

Does Home Have a Future for Me? Yousef and Ahmed

Yousef is a 28-year-old Syrian from Aleppo. He has been in Gaziantep for 13 years and is
currently working for an non-governmental organization (NGO) at a café. He has dreams of
starting his own business in Syria but does not have the capital to do so just yet.

“I would return to Syria. I want to help my country, but [ need a job. I need a home.”

Yousef hopes to move back to Syria, but he cannot afford to do so because of the
economic instability in Syria.

“In Syria, I would get paid 500 for the same work in Tiirkiye I would get paid 1500.”

His story highlights the need for a sustainable future and economic recovery in Syria

before returning. He is dependent on economic capital to make return migration possible and
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highlighted the vast discrepancies in current wages between Tiirkiye and Syria. Even though
Yousef has a low level of preparedness for returning, he has a high willingness to return.

“I am from Aleppo, but I would go anywhere in Syria to live.”

His concept of home encompasses his lived experiences in Syria. Yousef, like LualLua,
seeks to return to Syria in any city or community. This concept of home extends beyond the
neighborhood, community, or city where they grew up and instead highlights the longing for his
country. His nostalgia for Syria before the war drives his desire to return one day.

Ahmed is another Sunni Muslim Syrian refugee in Tiirkiye with a dynamic relationship
with the concept of home. He is driven by economic opportunities in Tiirkiye but has heightened
emotions about returning to Syria.

“I was born and raised in Syria but left as a teenager. In Syria, I was bombed, shot, and
lost my right eye, all as a teenager, so we left.”

When I asked him if he would ever return, his immediate response was animated.

“Heck no! I was bombed, shot, and almost died many times. They kept trying to kill me.”

Ahmed continued, comparing his experiences in Syria to his life in Tiirkiye. He faced
challenges and discrimination in Tiirkiye, but he had built a business and a community in
Gaziantep over the last 14 years. Ahmed had a steady income, and his new business was finally
making a profit. However, as our conversation continued, he naturally came back to the idea of
returning to Syria.

“I mean, I might go back to Syria, to visit for a couple of days, we’ll see.”

This transition from an immediate ‘no’ to the possibility of return exemplifies the
emotional decision-making process of returning home and highlights the importance of

belonging throughout. Ahmed recalls the positive lived experiences he had in Syria before the
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war to think further about returning. For Ahmed, Syria was recently a place of danger and fear,
but he asks himself, “Is it still?” If he does decide to visit Syria, his experience there would
further influence his decision to return home.

Within Cassarino’s frameworks, Yousef’s and Ahmed’s return migration can be seen
through the lens of neoclassical economics. Neoclassical economics is rooted in permanent
migration for economic opportunity. Within this framework, returning to the home country is
viewed as failed migration (Cassarino 2004). Yousef has a sustainable job in Tiirkiye, and
Ahmed has a successful business. Both are capitalizing on the stable economy and wages of
Tiirkiye with little economic incentives for returning to Syria. Additionally, their permanent
residency in Tiirkiye supports their stability for their families, but the idea of home draws them
to consider some type of return possibility.

From a neoclassical approach, the migration of Yousef and Ahmed is successful. They
have sustainable jobs and stable communities that provide a safe life for them and their families.
However, now that the war in Syria has come to an end, their nostalgia for Syria and their
intrinsic longing for ‘home’ is pulling them in a different direction. Both have a deep connection
with Syria through lived experiences and a positive hope for its future, but neither are willing to
jeopardize their economic stability in Tiirkiye until Syria can provide a more sustainable future.

Conclusion

As Syrian Sunni refugees in Tiirkiye contemplate the decision to return home, economic
and familial influences become the primary priority. Cassarino provides the framework for
structural, neoclassical, and transnational returns of migrants, focusing on economic and social
influences that drive return migration. He considers the economic opportunity and the social

networks needed to be successful throughout the migration process. However, his approach does
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not implement the personal longing for home. The lived experiences of Syrian Sunni refugees are
a driving factor in their decision-making process to return. It either fuels their motivation or
creates hesitancy as refugees are balancing the tangible economic and logistical means of
returning with the intangible intrinsic pull towards home. The stories of Lualua, Amir, Ali, Zara,
Yousef, and Ahmed highlight the need for the sentiment of home to be a connected consideration
when studying return migration.

LuaLua and Amir demonstrate the desire the building back their Syrian communities in a
local and personal way. Sunni Syrian refugees abroad understand that rebuilding large
infrastructure for the country will take money, investment, and time, but they choose to do more
than just react to the end of the war. They choose to act. By gaining an education, business
investment, and career experience, Syrians wish to return and contribute to their rebuilding.
Their intrinsic motivation to return home drives them to bring purpose, develop communities,
and build success in Syria for their own people. They aspire to better their own people and to
build back their communities through hope and connection. To accomplish this, young adults are
seeking out opportunities to attend university, participate in laboratory programs, and gain
experience in their career field before returning to Syria. Their hope for the future is embedded in
building the people of Syria. But none of this would be possible without the innate desire to
return home.

The family considerations of Ali and Zara drive their decision-making process but further
highlight an internal dilemma that many Sunni Syrian refugees face. The stability they have
found in Tiirkiye have allowed them to develop mixed identities and a divided sense of home
throughout their family. Whether they move back to Syria or remain in Tirkiye, their mixture of

culture, language, and experiences will impact both communities. By returning to Syria, they
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would bring with them aspects of their Turkish culture and identity. As refugees from around the
world return to Syria, they too would bring with them lived experiences and cultures from
abroad. How would this impact the identity of the new Syria, and would those diverse cultural
aspects be welcomed? Further research is needed to better understand the reunion of the Syrians
from abroad and the culture they bring with them will impact the unity of Syria and its
redevelopment.

Finally, the stories of Yousef and Ahmed highlight the importance of economic stability
in return migration. Both are pulled by the concept of home and belonging, but neither can
commit to returning to Syria because of the economic precarity that the country is still facing.
Both are undecided in returning, but their perspective emphasizes the importance of economic
opportunity that the new Syrian government must obtain for its people. This reinforces
Cassarino’s frameworks dependent on economic stability for return migration but contributes the
personal consideration of home as an initial pull toward return. Without the intrinsic longing for
home, Yousef and Ahmed would not even consider the possibility of return because of such
economic uncertainty. Therefore, understanding the impact of one’s perception of home is
essential to furthering the conversation of the geopolitics of return.

As Syria continues to rebuild in this time of political transition, it is essential to
understand how Syrians contemplating return can contribute to the future of this new Syria.
Gaining insight from young, educated, and aspiring refugees will help us better understand how
post-conflict state rebuilding intersects with the geopolitics of return, and a refugee’s decision-
making process to return home. As the Syrian government takes steps to ease the economic and
infrastructure challenges that the Syrian people face, they can also leverage the skillsets and

experiences that returning refugees can contribute to local communities. Instead of providing
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money to their local Syrian community, returning refugees hope to provide a service or a skill to
their communities. This return investment provides brain gain as Syria continues to rebuild.
Therefore, as Syria’s new government works to open economic avenues to bring revenue and
business back into Syria, they can also ask the question: How do we incorporate longing for
home into policies that invite Syrians back for regrowth? New political policies can work to
support local investment and help develop the Syrian people at community levels to build back
the home that refugees feel drawn to. Understanding how this element of home is incorporated
into decision making processes for refugees can help inform new Syrian policies that foster brain
gain and extend beyond structural and economic factors to further create a holistic approach to

regrowth for the country.
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Chapter 5 Conclusion: Implications of This Research

The focus of this research is to better understand the geopolitics of return migration for
refugees. Through the lens of Lefebvre’s spacing making elements and the broader concepts of
home and belonging, this thesis combines aspects of historical analysis, discourse analysis, and
empirical research to analyze the decision-making process of return migration for Syrian Sunni
refugees in Gaziantep, Tlrkiye.

Chapter 2 examined the implementation of proxy warfare in the Syrian civil war as it was
used for division among opposition forces and as a sponsor for the Assad regime. The movement
to divide the Syrian people created space for international proxy sponsorship from state actors,
smaller organizations, and individuals from across the world. This shaped the culture within
Syria and how the Syrian people interacted with opposition group as they fought for liberation.
Ultimately Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham was successful in bringing liberation from the Assad regime in
December of 2024. As a newly liberated state, Syria is searching for economic relief and
international recognition in order to build back after 14 years of war and more than 50 years of
oppression. Tiirkiye, its northern neighbor, took the lead in supporting Syria’s new leadership
and bringing their voice to the international community.

Chapter 3 was a discourse analysis of three Turkish newspapers to identify the narrative
projected by President Erdogan and his AKP Party. This research found that Tiirkiye’s
government is shaping Syria’s political transition to highlight unity, Turkish partnership, and the
fight against the PKK to the international community. However, this created perceived space
does not always align with the sentiment felt and lived space Syrian Sunni refugees in Gaziantep.
From personal interviews, I found that unity came from Syrian refugees’ communities abroad

and influential information regarding Syria comes from within. Tiirkiye’s government projects its
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leadership to the region, but there is a significant disconnect with how Syrian Sunni refugees are
making the decision whether to return home.

Chapter 4 gave a voice to six Syrian Sunni refugees in Gaziantep Tlirkiye as they make
the decision whether to return home following 14 years of conflict. The research highlights the
intrinsic sentiment of home through the lens of return migration literature. A multitude of Syrians
around the world celebrate their liberation but many are undecided about returning to Syria. My
research found that nostalgia for home is the primary source pulling them to return, but their
economic, family, and future sustainment considerations heavily influence their ability to
formally move back. This insight shapes our understanding of how and why refugees return
following conflict. It can be utilized by community and state leaders to drive priorities for
development and encourage them to implement the skillsets of educated and qualified refugees
in building back their country.

Each aspect of this research focused on a specific perspective of the Syrian civil war and
the impact it had on the region and its refugees. My overall findings suggest that leaders can
leverage conflict to build a perceived space about a place but lived space is the driving factor in
return migration for refugees abroad.

Possible Future Research

The return of Syrian refugees from abroad will greatly influence the culture within Syria.
Refugees have developed mixed identities, they have established new habits, and they have
integrated into various world cultures. Each of these will play a role as refugees are returning to
locations all across Syria. They are bringing with them the culture and habits they learned while
abroad. Future research can ask: How is that diverse mix of culture shaping Syria’s

communities? The people in Gaziantep made lasting friendships while abroad but now that they
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are returning to differing locations in Syria, will they stay in touch? Will this bring a new form of
unity to Syria, or will it cause friction as returning refugees strive to find their new home and
livelihood in Syria?

Academic work on the Syrian refugees has largely focused on the possibility of return
during conflict. However, now that the conflict has ended and Syria has transitioned away the
Assad regime, it is essential to understand how the region and all demographics of Syrian people
will influence and shape Syria’s future. This thesis combined an array of evidence to analyze the
political transition in Syria and how Sunni refugees contemplate return. It contributes to the
larger literature of geopolitics for return migration and can help us understand the ways in which
international actors can influence a state following conflict. This research has implications for
Tiirkiye as well, as it identifies the disconnect between the AKP messaging of Syrian refugee
return migration and the reality of decision-making for Sunni Syrian refugees in Tiirkiye. By
connecting the political narratives with personal experience, an audience can see the gaps in
perceived space and lived space for Syrian Sunni refugees in Tiirkiye. This study also adds to the
geopolitics of return migration by including the intrinsic longing for home into the decision-
making process for refugees. Economic factors continue to play a role in return migration
decisions, but the sentiment for home and the possibility of a future within are the catalyst for
return. Together, this research highlights the importance of lived experience and thew impact it

has on decision-making for refugees.
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Afterward

I am extremely grateful to all participants that contributed to this project. Their stories
help us better understand the nuance of Syrian culture and the impacts of the political transition
within Syria. It has been ten months since these stories were first recorded and I am honored to
provide a short update on where some of our participants are today.

LuaLua continues to study at Gaziantep University. Her parents have returned to a new
city in Syria and are building a home. Amir graduated from Gaziantep University and is working
in a laboratory in Gaziantep. He works to gain experience before returning to Syria.

Adham and Zara still live in Gaziantep with their family. Adham just finished his third
year at Gaziantep University studying Business Economics. He recently obtained a business
permit to travel to and conduct business in Syria. He is excited to be visiting on a regular basis.
Zara continues to run her business in Gaziantep and recently opened a second location in Egypt
with her business partner. Both have decided to remain in Gaziantep to support their family for
the foreseeable future.

Yousef continues to work for an NGO in Gaziantep. He recently married and plans to stay
in Tiirkiye with his family. Ahmed’s business is thriving. He lives with his parents in Gaziantep.
He is still undecided about returning to Syria for a visit but continues to think about the
possibility of returning one day.

Thank you to everyone who contributed to this project. Your voice is heard. Your voice

has a positive impact!
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