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Abstract
With the rise of the Assad regime in Syria, the issue of identity has gained

significant importance. Alongside this, the presence of Iran and Turkey as two
ideologically driven, conflict-oriented actors in the region has further highlighted
the role of identity in shaping political conflicts in Mesopotamia. Given these
developments, the central research question of this study can be framed as
follows: “How have identity-related factors influenced the competition between
Iran and Turkey in the Syrian crisis?”” This research aims to analyze the impact of
ideological and ethno-religious identities on the foreign policies of Iran and
Turkey toward Syria, while also examining how this rivalry has affected the
security and geopolitical structure of the Mesopotamian region. Using a
qualitative research methodology, the authors seek to test the hypothesis that “the
clash between the identities constructs of the Islamic Republic of Iran and Turkey
has been a significant factor in intensifying competition and increasing instability
in Syria and the broader region.” The study concludes that identity-based factors
have played a crucial and compelling role in shaping the behavior and foreign
policies of Iran and Turkey in the Syrian crisis. Contrary to analyses that focus
solely on geopolitical or economic interests, this research demonstrates that
ideological, religious, and historical identities have fundamentally shaped the
perceptual frameworks of decision-makers in both countries, significantly
influencing their strategic choices and alliances. Turkey, drawing on its Sunni
identity and neo-Ottoman aspirations, has supported Sunni opposition groups
against the Assad government, while Iran, with its Shi’a-oriented approach and
discourse of resistance, has backed the Assad regime and its allied forces.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction
In the context of the Syrian crisis, identity politics has emerged as a fundamental factor

shaping regional rivalries and foreign policy strategies. Iran and Turkey, as two major
regional powers, have engaged in divergent approaches to the Syrian conflict—
approaches deeply rooted in their ideological, sectarian, and civilizational identities.
While Iran has supported the Assad regime under the rubric of the “Axis of Resistance,”
Turkey has backed Sunni opposition groups based on a neo-Ottoman and Sunni-
nationalist discourse. The collapse of the Assad government and the emergence of new
non-state actors like Abu Muhammad al-Julani’s Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham has added layers
of complexity to the conflict, raising key questions regarding the role of identity in
shaping post-Assad regional dynamics.

2. Theoretical framework

This study is grounded in constructivist theory within the field of international relations.
Constructivism emphasizes the social construction of reality, the role of collective
identity, and the importance of “Othering” in the formation of foreign policy behavior. In
this view, national interests are not fixed but are shaped by discursive frameworks and
identity narratives. The concept of identity, particularly in its ideological, religious, and
civilizational dimensions, plays a central role in understanding how states define threats,
alliances, and strategic objectives. The analysis also considers Alexander Wendt’s theory
of identity formation through intersubjective recognition, which posits that the “self” is
formed in relation to the perceived “other.”

3. Methodology

The study employs a qualitative discourse analysis method, drawing on political
speeches, strategic documents, media narratives, and academic literature from both
Iranian and Turkish sources. Case studies include the evolving roles of Iran and Turkey
during key turning points in the Syrian conflict, with special emphasis on the post-Assad
scenario. Attention is paid to the symbolic representations of identity in official
discourse, the strategic use of religion and history in foreign policy, and the responses of
both countries to the rise of radical Sunni actors like HT'S under Julani’s leadership.

4. Discussion
Findings reveal a sharp contrast in the identity-based foreign policies of Iran and Turkey:
e Iran, through its Shi’a-centric discourse and the “Axis of Resistance,” views
Syria as a vital component of its strategic depth and ideological continuity.
The Assad regime served as both a tactical ally and a symbolic extension of
Iran’s anti-imperialist and anti-Salafi identity.
e  Turkey, conversely, has advanced a neo-Ottoman identity rooted in Sunni
nationalism. Ankara’s support for opposition forces and its antagonism
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toward Assad are tied to its broader project of regional leadership and
containment of Kurdish aspirations.

The potential collapse of the Assad regime and the emergence of a Julani-led
government represents an identity crisis for Iran. Such a regime, with its Salafi
underpinnings, would not only expel Iranian influence from Syria but also challenge
Iran’s ideological legitimacy in the Levant. For Turkey, this transition could be
interpreted as a strategic victory, although long-term alignment with radical Islamist
groups carries inherent security risks.

The confrontation between Iranian and Turkish discourses is not merely geopolitical
but reflects a deeper civilizational rivalry. Iran positions itself as a Shi’a revolutionary
power defending oppressed minorities, while Turkey projects itself as the Sunni guardian
of post-Arab Spring order. This clash has escalated Syria’s civil war into a symbolic
battlefield of identity, affecting not only bilateral relations but also the broader power
architecture of the Middle East.

5. Conclusion and Suggestions
The study concludes that the Syrian crisis cannot be fully understood through materialist

or realist paradigms alone. Identity-based variables play a decisive role in shaping Iran
and Turkey’s foreign policies. The downfall of Assad may symbolize not just a regime
change, but a discursive rupture—a reordering of the region’s ideological balance of
power.

Understanding the role of identity in foreign policy not only clarifies the nature of
Iran-Turkey rivalry but also offers deeper insights into the underlying dynamics of
instability and competition in post-Assad Syria.
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