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Abstract

T/Iie overthrow of Bashar al-Assad in 2024, which ended more than five decades of rule by the

Assad family, is considered a turning point in the contemporary history of Syria. This surprising event
was the result of lightning attacks by the Hayat Tahrir al-Sham group, which, after capturing the
strategic cities of Aleppo and Homs, reached the Syrian capital Damascus and took control of the
country. One of the key players in the Syrian crisis that played an important role in the overthrow of
Assad is Qatar. Using a descriptive-analytical method and citing library sources, the present study
seeks to answer the question of what is the role of Qatar in the overthrow of the Assad regime? In
response to this question, the author, applying the theory of classical realism, tests the hypothesis that
Qatar has played an active role in the process of overthrowing the Assad regime, with the aim of
increasing its power and gaining maximum benefits, through interventionist policies and financial,
military, political and media support for opposition groups, especially Hayat Tahrir al-Sham. The
research findings also indicate that the rise to power of Hayat Tahrir al-Sham will not only expand
Doha's influence in Damascus, but also, in the long term, strengthen Qatar's position in regional
equations and increase Doha's bargaining power at the international level.
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The Role of Regional Actors in the Overthrow of the Assad Regime: A Case Study of Qatar

The fall of Bashar al-Assad in late 2024 constitutes a turning point in the
contemporary history of Syria and the Middle East. This event not only
ended the Assad family’s decades-long rule but also had profound
consequences for the region’s political structure and geopolitical dynamics.
These changes resulted from the sudden offensive of Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham
(HTS), which, after seizing strategic cities such as Aleppo and Homs,
eventually captured Damascus and took control of the country.

The collapse of the Assad government was the product of a combination
of domestic and external factors. Domestically, key factors include the crisis
of political legitimacy, social fragmentation, economic collapse,
international sanctions, the government’s inability to provide financial
resources for the army and administrative apparatuses, and the convergence
of Salafi-jihadist groups. Externally, the diminished support from Assad’s
three main allies—Iran, Lebanese Hezbollah, and Russia—was highly
influential. This reduced support occurred mainly because these actors were
engaged in other fronts, such as the war with Israel and the Ukraine crisis.
Furthermore, direct support from Turkey and Qatar for HTS played a
decisive role in shifting the balance of power. Qatar, in particular, acted as a
key actor in the Syrian crisis, playing a major role in supporting opposition
groups and contributing to the fall of Assad’s government.

Unlike the decade prior to the Syrian crisis—during which Doha-
Damascus relations expanded politically and economically—from 2011
onward, these relations took a completely reverse course. Before the crisis
began, despite Saudi warnings and opposition, Qatar supported Syria’s
backing of resistance groups in Lebanon. Syria also strengthened its close
ties with Doha, not only politically but also through increased economic and
commercial cooperation (Abdul-Jawad, 2014). Agreements such as joint
efforts to resolve Lebanon’s internal crisis and lifting Damascus’s
international isolation after the Rafiq Hariri assassination symbolized the
strategic alliance between the two countries. Bashar al-Assad’s visit to Doha
in 2003 led to the signing of over 13 economic agreements (Nejat, 2016:
176).

With the onset of the Syrian crisis, Qatar gradually adopted a completely
different approach. While Qatari officials initially encouraged Assad to show
flexibility toward protesters, as violence increased, Doha began providing
extensive support to opposition groups. The closure of the Qatari embassy in
Damascus, the establishment of the official Syrian opposition, and Qatar’s
regional and international efforts to gain recognition for these groups
exemplified this policy shift. Additionally, Qatar provided significant
financial and military aid to the Free Syrian Army and groups affiliated with
the Muslim Brotherhood. After the fall of Bashar al-Assad and the rise of
HTS under Ahmed al-Sharaa (al-Jolani), Qatar not only reopened its
embassy in Damascus but also saw Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad become the
first Arab leader to visit the new Syrian government. Thus, this article seeks
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to answer the following question: What is the role of Qatar in the overthrow
of Bashar al-Assad’s government? The research hypothesis posits that Qatar,
aiming to increase its power and maximize its gains, played an active role in
overthrowing Assad by adopting an interventionist policy and providing
financial, military, political, and media support to opposition groups,
especially HTS.

2. Methodology and Theoretical Framework

This article employs an explanatory-analytical method with a historical
approach. It examines the evolution of Qatar’s foreign policy toward the
Syrian crisis using historical data and written sources. Relying on reliable
sources such as scientific articles, Al Jazeera media reports, and diplomatic
documents, the research describes and analyzes Qatari actions from 2011 to
2024. Data were collected and interpreted through qualitative content
analysis, including examination of Qatari officials’ statements, Arab League
decisions, and Al Jazeera’s media coverage. The historical approach
categorizes developments into five distinct time periods and analyzes Qatar’s
motives using the theoretical framework of classical realism. This method
allows the researcher to identify Qatari behavioral patterns based on
historical evidence and assess their consequences. Furthermore, qualitative
data analysis facilitates a deeper understanding of the role of Qatar’s
diplomatic, military, and media tools in the crisis.

Classical realism, also known as the power politics school, provides a key
framework for analyzing Qatar’s approach in the Syrian crisis. This theory
considers states as the main actors in the international system, acting based
on their national interests to increase power and security. In the Syrian crisis,
Qatar initially adopted a peaceful approach by proposing political reforms to
Bashar al-Assad; after this failed, it adopted an aggressive policy. This
policy included financial and arms support for the opposition, using Al
Jazeera for propaganda against Assad, and proposing military intervention.
This shift aligns with the realist principle of prioritizing national interests
(e.g., the Qatar—Turkey gas pipeline project, which Assad rejected). The
separation of ethics from politics is evident in Qatar’s support for armed
groups without moral considerations. Rivalry with Saudi Arabia, balancing
power against Iran, and alignment with the West further demonstrate Qatar’s
effort to strengthen its regional and international position. Classical realism
thus explains Qatari behavior as an attempt to survive, increase influence,
and ensure security in the competitive Middle Eastern environment,
providing a suitable framework for analyzing its foreign policy.

3. Discourse

Qatar’s foreign policy toward the Syrian crisis from 2011 to 2024 underwent
numerous developments and shifts. During the first five months of the crisis,
Qatar adopted a cautious approach, recommending political reforms and
peaceful dialogue and asking Bashar al-Assad to respond to the protests. As
violence intensified in Hama and following the attack on the Qatari embassy,
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Doha changed its course, closed its embassy, and recalled its ambassador.
From January 2012 to the end of 2013, Qatar adopted an aggressive
approach, using financial, media, and military tools alongside the West to
overthrow Assad. From 2014 to 2017, Qatar’s approach became paradoxical;
from 2018 to 2024, it adopted an even more aggressive stance, supporting
groups such as HTS and using the Al Jazeera network for negative
propaganda against Assad to delegitimize his rule. Unlike other Arab
countries, Doha did not normalize relations with Damascus and took a hard
stance against Assad at the 2023 Arab League summit.

Qatar’s mechanisms for overthrowing Assad included diplomatic actions,
arms support, financial aid, threats of military intervention, and the use of Al
Jazeera to undermine Assad’s legitimacy. The reasons for Qatar’s aggressive
approach include the separation of ethics from politics, prioritization of
national interests, attempts to balance power against Iran, rivalry with Saudi
Arabia, and alignment with the West to increase international influence.

4. Conclusion and Suggestions

The fall of Bashar al-Assad’s government in 2024 is one of the most
significant developments in the Middle East, with profound impacts on the
regional balance of power. The weakening of Iranian and Russian influence
following Assad’s fall created a favorable space for Qatar to increase its role.
Assad’s fall provided Doha with an opportunity both to expand its influence
and to pursue projects such as reviving the Qatar—Turkey gas pipeline, while
advancing its diplomatic and Islamist policies. These changes have enabled
Qatar to strengthen its position in regional rivalries—especially against
actors such as Iran, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE—and to play a key role in
Syria’s future reconstruction. Qatar, now relying on substantial financial
resources, active diplomacy, and a strategic alliance with Turkey, is
attempting to become a prominent actor in Syria’s future developments.
However, this ambition faces major challenges, including rivalry with Saudi
Arabia and the UAE, continued Israeli attacks, unstable security conditions
in southern Syria, and the growing number of other effective actors, all of
which complicate Qatar’s future influence. Qatar’s success in this path
depends on its ability to manage these challenges and create positive
interactions with other regional actors.
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