
PoliSci 101. Intro to International Relations

Game Theory II: Syrian Civil War Example1

1 How did the Syrian Civil War start?

1.1 Motivation

Peaceful protests against the regime commenced in March 2011 as Syrians witnessed and were inspired
by successful mobilizations against the governments in Tunisia, Egypt, and other Arab states. The Assad
regime’s harsh government crackdown galvanized further protests and unrest in Homas, Banyas, and Dam-
ascus. Superficial concessions by the Assad government failed to quell demands for meaningful reform. By
July 2011, the Free Syrian Army had materialized.2

Figure 1: Example
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1.2 Draw the Game

Add numerical payoffs.
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1.3 Solve the Game

• What type of game is this?

• What is/are the equilibria?

• What is the Pareto efficient outcome?

1Iris Malone 2016. Please do not circulate without author’s permission
2“Syria: The story of the conflict,” BBC, 11 March 2016, http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-26116868
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2 Why won’t the Syrian Civil War end?

2.1 Motivation

Since Russia intervened in the civil war in 2015, Assad’s forces have launched a series of new counter-offensives
in the north all aimed at re-taking Aleppo, the rebel’s seat of power. A temporary ceasefire arranged by US
and Russian forces in September 2016 to allow humanitarian assistance to reach civilians in Aleppo suddenly
ended on September 22 when Russian officials bombed a UN convoy. Shortly after, Assad and Russian forces
launched a new campaign to re-take Aleppo. Rebels shifted back from new ceasefire talks to re-defending
Aleppo. Prospects for peace are increasingly pessimistic.3

Figure 2: Battle for Aleppo
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2.2 Solve the Game

• What type of game is this?

• What is/are the equilibria?

• What is the Pareto efficient outcome?

3 How can the Syrian Civil War end?

3.1 First-Party Enforcement

Motivation. What if Assad and the rebels secure some additional altruistic pro-social benefits from submit-
ting to talks? This is a form of first-party enforcement because their preferences for fighting might change
conditional on the perceived benefits of not fighting. We may characterize this additional assistance as +4
for both players if they submit to talks and +2 per player if one contributes? What is the new equilibria
now?

Figure 3: Battle for Aleppo: First-Party Enforcement
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3“Why the fight for Aleppo is a turning point in the Syrian Civil War,” Los Angeles Times, Sept. 28, 2016, http://www.
latimes.com/world/middleeast/la-fg-syria-aleppo-20160928-snap-story.html
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3.2 Second-Party Enforcement

Figure 4: October 2016
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Figure 5: November 2016
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• What is a tit-for-tat (TFT) strategy for Assad here?

• Why is TFT strategy not likely to support cooperation here?

3.3 Third-Party Enforcement

Motivation. What if Russia tells Assad and the U.S. tells the rebels that they will withdraw support if they
do not submit to talks? This may be characterized as increasing the costs of fighting (by −2) for Assad and
the rebels if they don’t stop fighting. What is the new equilibria now?

Figure 6: Battle for Aleppo: Third-Party Enforcement
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4 Main Takeaways

• Why is the coordination game also called the “trust game?”

• How does the security dilemma apply to the civil war environment?

• What are the limits of conditional cooperation under anarchy?

• What does this suggest about pathways to peace in the Syrian Civil War in the future? What is most
likely?
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