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The Failure of U.S. Policy
toward Damascus

by Eyal Zisser

T he failure of the Bush and the Obama administrations to topple Syria’s president
Bashar al-Assad goes a long way to explaining Washington’s declining Middle
Eastern position. United by a distinct lack of vision, as opposed to hopes and

wishful thinking, as well as determination and a coherent plan of action, these otherwise
very different administrations helped erode America’s stature in the region. Widely seen
as a declining superpower that has lost belief in itself and its leading role in the world,
Washington earns neither fear nor respect in the Middle East.

Eyal Zisser is dean of the faculty of humani-
ties and the Yona and Dina Ettinger Chair of
Contemporary Middle Eastern History at Tel
Aviv University.

BUSH VS. ASSAD

The U.S. invasion of Iraq in the spring of
2003 was a decisive moment in the history of
the Middle East. True, George W. Bush ac-
quired a demonic image in the eyes of many,
both in the region and beyond, but there is no
doubt that history will prove that the stand
he took against the region’s dictators, includ-
ing some long-standing U.S. allies, was an im-
portant factor in creating significant cracks in
the Middle East’s dictatorial walls and in en-
couraging the calls for justice and freedom
that began to be heard there. In this sense,
the Bush administration’s Middle East policy,
which set as its aim the promotion of democ-
racy, was an important preparatory factor,
even an accelerator, for the developments that
led to the outbreak of the 2011 Arab upris-
ings. The Iraq invasion made a strong impres-

sion on the region’s inhabitants, strengthen-
ing Washington’s standing in their eyes as a
leading world power, politically, economically,
and especially, militarily and technologically.
At the same time, this image of the United
States was accompanied by fear and awe—
and unconcealed resentment, jealousy, and
even hatred. Nevertheless, the routing of
Saddam Hussein’s army convinced even
Iran’s ayatollahs to pause in their mad dash
to achieve nuclear power.1 Only later, after Iraq
became a treacherous swamp for Washington
because of its failed policies there, did the
halo of the initial victory lose its shine. Over
time, the historical significance of the Saddam
regime collapse lost much of its impact.

At the same time, the war in Iraq placed
the Bush administration on a collision course
with Assad, who perceived the U.S. attack as
being directed not only against Iraq but also
against Syria. In the eyes of Damascus, the
war was part of a joint U.S.-Israeli campaign

1  The New York Times, Dec. 3, 2007; The Washington Post,
Dec. 4, 2007.
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directed at breaking up the Arab world and de-
bilitating its might in order to strengthen Is-
rael—or so the Syrians convinced themselves.
It also seems that the Assad regime really be-
lieved that Washington would find it difficult to
overthrow Saddam and assumed that the Viet-
nam war quagmire would be repeated in Iraq.2

In their memoirs, both George W. Bush and
British prime minister Tony Blair testify that
Washington had entertained the idea of carry-
ing the military campaign from Baghdad to
Damascus and overthrowing the Assad re-
gime.3 However, the initial shock experienced
in the region, including by Syria, eventually
wore off, especially as the U.S. administration

found itself entangled in a morass
of Shiite-Sunni violence in Iraq.
Damascus thus concluded that it
was in its interest for the United
States to suffer total defeat in Iraq.
As a result, the Assad regime be-
gan to turn a blind eye and even to
assist the Muslim jihadis who
crossed Syria on their way to fight
the Americans in Iraq. Ironically,
these same fighters were destined
to return to Syria a decade later
when the March 2011 revolution
broke out there, leading a jihadist
war against Assad’s “heretical”
regime.

In light of this hostile course,
the Bush administration came to
the conclusion that the Syrian
president was a clear and present
danger to U.S. interests in the
Middle East. However, Washing-
ton decided not to adopt a straight-
forward military option. Instead,
U.S. leaders tried to exploit a se-

ries of opportunities that emerged in order to
push Assad into a corner or even overthrow
him. The steps taken were essentially political
in character, but there is no evidence that they
were part of an orderly or planned-out policy.

MISSED OPPORTUNITIES

The first such prospect came in spring
2005 when Bush sought to exploit the murder
of former Lebanese prime minister Rafiq Hariri
to bring about Bashar’s political demise.
Alongside the exodus of Syrian troops from
Lebanon, Washington acted together with
Jacques Chirac’s France to bring about the cre-
ation of an international investigating commis-
sion, and in its wake, an international court, in
the hopes of implicating Assad in the Hariri
murder. This would then enable a political, or
perhaps even a military, campaign to be un-
dertaken against Assad with international
backing, not to mention the possibility of
bringing him before the International Court

2  David W. Lesch, The New Lion of Damascus, Bashar al-
Asad and Modern Syria (New Haven: Yale University Press,
2005), pp. 176-97.
3  George W. Bush, Decision Points (New York: Random
House, 2010), pp. 407-15; Tony Blair, A Journey (London:
Arrow Books, 2010), pp. 387, 407; Max Abrahms, “When
Rogues Defy Reason: Bashar’s Syria,” Middle East Quarterly,
Fall 2003, pp. 45-55; CNN News, May 4, 2003.

A Blackhawk helicopter hovers over Iraq. As violence
mounted in Iraq, Damascus concluded it could assist
Muslim volunteers coming through Syria on their way
to fight the Americans in Iraq. On October 26, 2008,
four U.S. Blackhawks entered Syrian airspace and
attacked a village that was home to a network of foreign
fighters including al-Qaeda leader, Abu Ghadiya.
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of Justice in the Hague. How-
ever, in the end it appeared
that Hezbollah, rather than
Assad, was the main actor
behind Hariri’s murder.4

Almost a year later, the
Bush administration tried to
convince Israel to open a
second front against Syria
during the 2006 Israel-
Hezbollah war; Israel, for its
own reasons, did not agree
to this.5 Later, when Israel
bombed the nuclear instal-
lation Syria was attempting
to build with North Korean
aid in September 6, 2007,
the administration backed
the Israeli action. Charac-
teristically, Bush had re-
frained from acting himself
against Syria in this matter.6

Finally, Washington
acted selectively against al-Qaeda training
camps and logistic centers in Syria. The vari-
ous actions undertaken did not interlink in a
way to constitute a genuine overall campaign,
and they never posed a serious threat to the
Syrian regime.7

Beyond these more energetic actions, the
Bush administration settled for a diplomatic
campaign, the main aim of which was the po-
litical isolation of the Assad regime. However,
the partial isolation in which Damascus found
itself brought no real results. Damascus was

less impressed with the carrot it was being of-
fered—the potential profits it might reap from
drawing closer to Washington—and was more
focused on the stick, or to be more precise, the
absence of any real stick. Washington had sim-
ply failed to create any effective means of le-
verage against Syria. Thus, the era of George
W. Bush ended in complete failure insofar as
the administration’s Syrian policy was con-
cerned: Bush left the White House while As-
sad remained more solidly entrenched in power
than ever.8

OBAMA AND BASHAR

The Obama administration was deter-
mined, like any new U.S. administration, to dis-
tinguish itself from its predecessor. This effort
to embark on a new course meant replacing
any perceived sticks with carrots, that is, jetti-
soning threats, the sporadic use of force, or
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Former Israeli prime minister Ariel Sharon (left) meets with
President George W. Bush in 2004. Assad perceived the war in
Iraq as being directed not only against Iraq but also against
Syria. In the eyes of Damascus, the war was part of a joint U.S.-
Israeli campaign directed at breaking up the Arab world and
debilitating its might in order to strengthen Israel.

4  “A Year After Hariri’s Assassination: Asad Strikes a Tougher
Pose,” U.S. Embassy, Damascus, Wikileaks, Feb. 2, 2006;
“Report of the International Independent Investigation Com-
mission established pursuant to Security Council Resolution
1595 [Mehlis report],” United Nations, New York, Oct. 20,
2005; The Guardian (London), June 30, 2011.
5  Israel Hayom (Tel Aviv), Nov. 10, 2010; Ynet News (Tel
Aviv), Aug. 13, 2012.
6  Channel 10, Israel, Aug. 26, 2010; Ha’aretz (Tel Aviv),
Nov. 10, 2010; Elliot Abrams, Tested by Zion: The Bush
Administration and the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2013), pp. 57-9.
7  See, for example, Reuters, Oct. 27, 2008; Syrian Arab News
Agency (SANA, Damascus), Oct. 28, 2008. 8  David W. Lesch, Syria, The Fall of the House of Assad

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), pp. 20-37.
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the more aggressive stance of previous years
and employing dialogue, conciliation, and flat-
tery. Indeed, Damascus hastened to welcome
the change in policy. However, the Obama ad-
ministration was soon to learn that, contrary
to its expectations, speaking softly without
carrying a big stick had no effect whatsoever
on the Assad regime.

The outbreak of revolution in Syria in
March 2011 was met with silence in Washing-
ton. Instead of issuing a resolute call to the
Syrian ruler to step down, as in the pressure
exerted on Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak
in February, the administration took several
long weeks to articulate its policy toward the
Syrian revolution. On March 27, 2011, Secre-
tary of State Hillary Clinton declared that Syria
was different from Libya since “there’s a dif-
ferent leader in Syria now. Many of the mem-
bers of Congress of both parties who have
gone to Syria in recent months have said they
believe [Assad]’s a reformer. What’s been hap-
pening there the last few weeks is deeply con-
cerning, but there’s a difference between call-

ing out aircraft and indiscrimi-
nately strafing and bombing your
own cities and then police actions,
which, frankly, have exceeded the
use of force that any of us would
want to see.”9

Only in May 2011 did U.S.
spokespersons, joined in the end
by President Obama himself, be-
gin to declare that the most ap-
propriate solution to the crisis was
for Assad to step down.10 How-
ever, the statements issuing from
Washington were not accompa-
nied by any concrete actions.
Some economic sanctions were
imposed, albeit to no avail. Wash-
ington also roused itself to extend
some limited aid to the opposition
forces. For a good many months,
it worked—without any real suc-
cess—to unify the various oppo-
sition groups abroad and even
those forces operating inside
Syria with the aim of creating a

military force with an effective and legitimate
leadership and command capable of acting
against the Syrian army. Simultaneously
though, U.S. spokespersons repeatedly empha-
sized that Washington was not considering
any military intervention that would tip the
scales decisively. In the beginning of 2013,
there were even reports that the State Depart-
ment and the CIA had recommended supply-
ing weapons to the rebels but that Obama op-
posed the idea. Having initially called Syrian
use of chemical weapons, a “red line”11 that
would incur a strong U.S. response, in April
2013, the president walked back his tough talk,
demanding a “chain of custody” to prove who
used what and where. Later, in June 2013, the

President Obama (left) meets with Jordan’s King
Abdullah II (right) at the White House, April 26, 2013,
where they discussed the Syrian crisis. Obama’s initial
tough talk about Syrian use of chemical weapons being
a “red line” that would evoke a strong U.S. response has
become something of a joke even among the war-weary
Syrian citizens. In April, the president walked back his
pledge demanding instead a “chain of custody” to prove
who used which weapons where.

9  Face the Nation, CBS, Mar. 27, 2013.
10  “Remarks by the President on the Middle East and North
Africa,” White House Press Secretary, May 19, 2011.
11  Bloomberg News Service (New York), Aug. 21, 2012; The
Guardian, Feb. 8, 2013; Ha’aretz, May 4, 2013; Los Angeles
Times, May 16, 2013.
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White House eventually confirmed that “our
intelligence community assesses that the As-
sad regime has used chemical weapons, includ-
ing the nerve agent sarin, on a small scale
against the opposition multiple times in the last
year … The intelligence community estimates
that 100 to 150 people have died from detected
chemical weapons attacks in Syria to date;
however, casualty data is likely incomplete.
While the lethality of these attacks make up only
a small portion of the catastrophic loss of life in
Syria, which now stands at more than 90,000
deaths, the use of chemical weapons violates
international norms and crosses clear red lines
that have existed within the international com-
munity for decades.”12 However, no action has
been taken as a result of this confirmation.

The excuse given for Washington’s inac-
tion was a lack of an international consensus
that would confer legitimacy on any muscular
undertaking in Syria. In the U.N. Security Coun-
cil, Russia, a chief arms supplier to the Dam-
ascus regime, repeatedly blocked the adoption
of any decision connected with the situation,
thereby eliciting toothless denunciations from
U.S. spokespersons.13 However, Russian and
Chinese vetoes on Security Council resolutions
vis-à-vis the Syrian question also served as a
convenient alibi for an administration wary of
Middle Eastern entanglements. What might
have happened if President Vladimir Putin had
removed his opposition to an international op-
eration against Damascus?

Despite having publicly concluded that
the Assad regime must go, there were a num-
ber of distinct reasons for Washington’s re-
luctance to act. To begin with, U.S. leaders were
well aware of the weaknesses of the Syrian op-
position, especially the divisiveness and frag-
mentation within the forces in the field. Fur-
thermore, some of these militias consisted of
radical elements, such as the Supporters of the

al-Nusra Front (Ansar Jabhat al-Nusra li-Ahl
al-Sha’m), considered the Syrian branch of al-
Qaeda. Thus, any intervention in Syria would
likely end up with Washington being drawn
into a bloody civil war, similar to the conflicts
in Afghanistan and Iraq, from which the Obama
administration was only just extracting itself
with great effort and fanfare.14

Had the U.S. administration been more de-
termined in its approach to Syria, it could have
taken a number of steps short of a land opera-
tion that would have
dramatically altered the
balance of forces be-
tween the regime and its
opponents. Washington
could have imposed an
effective sea and air
blockade on Syria or de-
creed flight-restricted
or no-fly zones for the
Syrian air force. The ad-
ministration could also
have given more signifi-
cant aid to the opposition, especially military
aid, if not directly, then via their allies in the
region. The distance between active interven-
tion and complete inaction is great, and in be-
tween, there was much room for maneuver had
the will been there.

U.S. BUSINESS
AS USUAL

Two U.S. administrations, though quite
different in character, found themselves con-
ducting almost identical policies vis-à-vis
Syria. Both began by trying to open a dialogue
with the Syrian regime, assuming that Dam-
ascus had an interest in becoming a U.S. ally.
Enticements were offered in areas of special

12  CBS News, Apr. 30, 2013; The New York Times, June 13,
2013.
13  See, for example, Arutz Sheva (Beit El and Petah Tikva),
May 1, 2011; ABC News, Feb. 4, 2012; USA Today, July 19,
2012.

14  Aron Lund, “Holy Warriors: A Field Guide to Syria’s
Jihadi Groups,” Foreign Policy, Oct. 15, 2012; Joseph
Holliday, “Syria’s Maturing Insurgency,” June 2012, “Syria’s
Armed Opposition,” Mar. 2012, “The Struggle for Syria in
2011,” Dec. 2011, Syria Project, Institute for the Study of
War, Washington, D.C.
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The Obama
administration
learned that
speaking softly
without carrying
a big stick had
no effect on the
Assad regime.
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interest to Damascus: recognition of its role in
Lebanon and the return of the entire Golan
Heights to Syria as part of a peace agreement
with Israel.15 Both administrations undertook
actions against Assad only after despairing of
any positive results to their conciliatory ef-
forts. Even then, these efforts to act against
the Syrian regime came to naught.

What can be learned from the Syrian ex-
perience of these two very different U.S. ad-
ministrations? Perhaps the most important les-
son is that failure is an assured result in the
absence of a vision with well-defined goals and
objectives. Undergirding such a policy, Wash-
ington needs to have a genuine conviction that
it can achieve its goals, alongside a determina-
tion to follow through on them. Ironically, it
was Assad himself who complained, accord-

Lebanese demonstrations against Syrian occupation escalated
after the Israeli withdrawal from south Lebanon in May 2000. The
Bush administration eventually came to the conclusion that Syrian
president Assad was a clear and present danger to U.S. interests in
the Middle East and sought to sideline him in a variety of ways. The
administration tried through diplomatic efforts to oust the Syrians
from Lebanon in conjunction with the 2005 Cedar Revolution.

ing to a cable sent by the
U.S. embassy in Dam-
ascus, that “the American
administration has no clear
vision about the region.”16

The policy failure in
Syria underscores the lim-
its of the U.S. ability to
play a leading role in the
Middle East. It is an ex-
ample of how a super-
power should not conduct
itself in such a sensitive
region. Indeed, the mes-
sage Washington is send-
ing, to allies and foes alike,
is one of weakness and
spinelessness. U.S. lead-
ers currently seem to lack
the sense of a superpower
mission. They do not
seem to be guided by a
clear strategy and appear
to lack a sincere commit-
ment to the U.S. role in the

region and even a belief in U.S. abilities to play
one. Small wonder that the U.S. embassy in
Damascus summarized the failure to contain
Assad after the Hariri assassination in the fol-
lowing words:

Given a year of sustained U.S.-led interna-
tional pressure that forced it [Syria] to with-
draw its troops under nearly humiliating cir-
cumstances, we might have expected the
SARG [Syrian government] to be back on
its heels and in a defensive, cautious pos-
ture. The short-term success of its current
confrontational stances have instead
boosted regime morale and made it likely
that it will continue to seek appropriate
opportunities in the coming months to dem-
onstrate its willingness to respond to ex-
ternal pressure with pressure of its own.
Wherever possible, it will use its proxies to

15  YNet News, Oct. 12, 2012; Daniel Pipes, “Netanyahu
Again Offers the Golan Heights to Syria,” DanielPipes.org,
Oct. 14, 2012.

16  “Asad Warns that Striking Iraq Would Create Chaos,”
U.S. Embassy, Damascus, Wikileaks, Feb. 2, 2002.



/ 65Zisser: U.S.-Syrian Policy

assert that defiance, in order to avoid being
dragged into any unwanted, direct confron-
tation with the U.S.17

ALTERING ATTITUDES

What subsequent administrations have
failed to understand is that what Arabs resent
most is not the U.S. invasion of Iraq or even
support for Israel: The Arabs are most angry
at the United States because, for them, it is the
most recent and convenient “other.” To the
Arabs, Washington’s international state of
success and status is, despite whatever cur-
rent economic problems it faces, a constant
reminder of Arab decline from its glorious past.
The United States is seen as the successor to
Britain and other colonial powers and, there-
fore, shall be an enemy forever. As long as there
is no introspection among Arabs regarding the
causes of their decline; as long as the only
explanation offered for this decline remains a
U.S.-Zionist conspiracy to break and weaken
the “Arab world,” this rejection of good-faith

efforts by the West will remain as it is. What
might alter the situation is not necessarily a
change in U.S. policy toward Israel but rather
a change from within. Curiously, although
America remains the quintessential enemy to
the Arab world, the dream of the average Arab
individual is to immigrate to the States or expe-
rience the American way of life. As long as
such schizophrenia persists, it is unlikely the
patient will be cured.

Some changes could improve Wash-
ington’s standing in the Middle East. Its ef-
forts to send conciliatory messages to the Ar-
abs would be a positive move only if based on
a sober and realistic approach. If the world’s
leading superpower does not believe in its
power and looks regularly for excuses not to
exercise it, it is bound to be perceived as a
paper tiger lacking the ability to advance any
particular course in the region. In this regard,
it would seem that the negative results of the
Obama administration’s conduct are more se-
vere than those of its predecessor. For if George
W. Bush was not liked, he was at least feared
to one degree or another: Barack Obama is nei-
ther liked nor feared.

17  “Asad Strikes a Tougher Pose,” Feb. 2, 2006.

Turkey Releases Bird
Accused of Spying for Israel

Turkish authorities released a kestrel they suspected was spying for Israel after determining it
carried no surveillance equipment, officials said.

Villagers in Altinayva caught the small falcon and discovered it had a metal ring on its foot
with the inscription “24311 Tel Avivunia Israel,” the Milliyet newspaper said.

The villagers handed the bird over to local authorities.
Suspecting the bird had been sent by Israel’s intelligence agency, the Mossad, the bird

underwent x-rays at a hospital which determined it was not carrying microchips, bugging devices,
or other surveillance equipment, the Turkish daily said. It was later set free.

In May of last year, the BBC reported a dead bee-eater bird found by Turkish villagers in
Gaziantep with a metal ring stamped Israel also raised suspicions of spying, and it was also taken
by authorities for inspection.

United Press International, July 28, 2013
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