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There is a  general  tendency in the West to de

scribe countries like Syria, and its regime in Damas
cus,  in  blanket  political  and  (often)  moral  terms.  
Such analysis is an oversimplification in most coun
tries  but  particularly so in Syria,  which has  an im
mensely complicated geopolitical position in the Mid
dle East.  To be of any use, Syria must be scrutinized. 

More  so  than  any  other  Arab  country,  Syria’s 
government and its power brokers are inherently sec
ular and opportunistic, driven by good-old-fashioned 
survival instincts.  When mixed with Syria’s distinc
tive geography,  this opportunism has led the Syrian 
government to play a disproportionately large role in 
the  numerous  conflicts  plaguing  the  entire  region.  
Without question, Syria is at the physical and political 
center of Middle East politics.  

To the southwest is Israel, the unwelcome Jewish 
neighbor  who  captured  and  annexed  the  Golan 
Heights after resisting Syrian invasions in 1967 and 
again in 1973.  

To the west is Lebanon, serving as a Syrian play
ground and cash cow for nearly three decades, until 
Damascus over-played its hand and was dealt a very 
visible and painful defeat by reformists that still  re
verberates today.  

To the east is Iraq, the hotbed of a failed US oc
cupation—a failure, US officials say, thanks in large 
measure to Syria’s refusal to monitor jihadist move
ment across its 605km border with Iraq.  

And beyond Iraq to the east is Iran, the Islamic 
Republic ascending to be perhaps the dominant Mus
lim player in Middle East politics—explicitly recruit
ing (and buying) the support of Syria and several ex
tremist groups dedicated to Israel's destruction.  

It is often tempting (especially from an American 
and post-9/11 perspective) to dismiss the Syrian Presi
dent Bashar al-Assad as a blatant sponsor of terror—a 
role that he even admits openly, though framed in a 
different context.  

Unsurprisingly, 9/11 has led most westerners to 
view  terrorism in  black-and-white  terms,  but  given 

the  tremendous  complexity  of  Assad’s  precarious 
regime and very precise interests, it would be a grave 
mistake to use the understandable western disdain for 
terrorism to justify a refusal to view Syria in anything 
but Manichean terms.   

In order to engage Syria with any substantive or 
symbolic diplomacy, it is crucial to understand the nu
ances of what is important to the ruling Assad family 
and  the  tenuous  balancing  act  that  Syria  must  (and 
usually does) maintain.  Only then can the obstacles to 
Syrian interests provide texture to the behavior of the 
Syrian government,  and its role in the wider Middle 
East.     

Fundamental Interests
To begin, any analyst must recognize that the con

cept  of  “Syrian  interests”  is  a  gross  inaccuracy and 
oversimplification of the reality in Damascus.  There 
exist varying parties in the secular opposition and in 
the  banned  Islamist  movements  that  challenge  the 
supremacy of the Assad regime.  So to argue that Syri
an President Bashar al-Assad somehow speaks for Syr
ia as a whole—or even has every Syrian’s interests at 
heart—would  be  misguided.  Bashar  al-Assad  is,  in 
fact, a dictator by any definition, and in many ways re
sembles  Saddam  Hussein  before  his  overthrow  in 
Iraq.  In  fact,  despite  being  a  rival  to  the  Baghdad 
regime, the Assad dynasty is entrenched in the same 
secular  Baathist  Party  that  Hussein  operated  in  for 
decades.  

Accordingly, and without a doubt, President As
sad’s highest priority is safeguarding his own regime 
and, when possible, enhancing his own power.  “Syria 
under Bashar has been about preservation of the status 
quo at any price—a kind of immobility cherished by 
the powerbrokers,” says one Syria expert.1 Every other 
interest stems directly from this one, and there is very 
little that the Damascus regime would  refuse to do in 
order to accomplish this goal.  

For instance, forty years have passed since Israel 
conquered and annexed the Golan Heights—a strategi
cally important strip of land between Israel and Syria
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—and Syrians continue to resent Israelis and demand 
the Jewish state withdraw to the borders it maintained 
between its  inception in  1948 and the  1967 war  in 
which the land changed hands.  And while Israelis are 
divided on a number of issues, no Israeli would happi
ly give up the Golan in a negotiated settlement, (justi
fiably) fearing that Syria would have the advantage of 
high ground from which to launch an offensive, much 
as it did in the 1948 Independence War, Six-Day War 
of 1967, and again in the Syrian-Egyptian surprise at
tack on Israel in the Yom Kippur War of 1973.  

The mere existence of the Jewish nation in the 
Middle East angers most Muslims and especially Syr

ians  who were baffled that  they could fail  on three 
separate occasions to route the Jewish invaders.  As a 
result, this bitterness makes reclaiming the Golan an 
important  staple  to  Syrian  foreign  policy;  Syrians 
want it back to reclaim a certain degree of pride and 
self-confidence,  and Assad wants  it  back because it 
will make him very popular.  “He would be a hero to 
Muslims everywhere, but especially to Syrians,” says 
Aaron Miller, President Clinton’s deputy Middle East 
negotiator in the 1990s.2  Reclaiming the Golan also 
has some sentimental value to President Assad, as it 
was  something  his  late  father,  Hafez  al-Assad,  had 
sought for all three decades he was in power, until his 
death in June 2000.  

A far more tangible interest for President Bashar 
al-Assad,  however,  is  exerting  Syrian influence—if 
not dominance—in Lebanon, both politically and eco
nomically.  When  the  Arab  League  requested  that 
Damascus  deploy  a  Syrian  peacekeeping  force  to 
Lebanon  in  1976 to  monitor  the  brewing  Lebanese 
civil  war,  it  became clear  to  the  Hafez  regime that 
control over Lebanon was vital both to its foreign pol
icy and domestic interests.  

Even as recently as 2001, Syrian leaders contin
ue “to believe they cannot afford a Lebanon left to its 
own uncertain stewardship.”3  Fortunately for Damas
cus, there existed (and continue to exist) avenues for 

Syria to realize this goal.  Not only could Assad use 
Hezbollah in Lebanon to “menace Israel,” but Assad’s 
regime could also use an unstable Lebanon to “thwart 
any attempt  by the  United  States  and  Israel  to  lure 
Lebanon into a peace arrangement disadvantageous to 
Syria.”4  

In 1975, Syria was still recovering from a painful 
defeat by Israel two years earlier—a war that cost Syr
ia more than 3000 lives and nearly all of its military 
infrastructure.  As civil  war  ravaged  Lebanon in  the 
late  1970s,  Hafez al-Assad began to monopolize  the 
Lebanese economy in Syria’s favor, employing Syrian 
mukhabarat (intelligence services)  and an embedded 

network of Syrian businesses that ran a “parallel econ
omy” inside of Lebanon, but actually served the Syrian 
economy.5  

In  a  symbiotic  fashion,  Hafez  soon  enabled 
Hezbollah militants—deployed by the recently-Islami
cized  Iranian  regime—to  traverse  westward  through 
Syria, and into southern Lebanon, where these Iranian 
agents  further  empowered Syria’s  parallel  economy.  
Together,  Assad,  the  Islamist  leadership  in  Iran,  and 
Hezbollah began a foreign policy campaign to pose an 
overarching threat to the Israeli way of life.  

In a different context, after three decades of being 
knocked around the Middle East like a pinball,  hun
dreds of thousands of Palestinians found themselves in 
southern  Lebanese  refugee  camps  and  used  their 
strategic location to conduct amateur military attacks 
against northern Israel.  

Exploiting the Israeli-Palestinian conflict had al
ways come rather easily to most of the Arab world, but 
the Israeli invasion of southern Lebanon in June 1982 
gave Iranian and Syrian leadership a populist basis for 
Hezbollah’s  attacks  on  Israel  and  its  allies,  even 
though Israel invaded Lebanon to destroy Palestinian
—not Hezbollah’s—infrastructure.  After all,  Hezbol
lah was brand new at the time.  Nevertheless, Hezbol
lah used the opportunity to initiate a stunning series of 
attacks that effectively pioneered modern suicide ter
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rorism.6

Encouraging and enabling Hezbollah operations 
against Israel—whose forces and their proxies occu
pied  southern  Lebanon  until  2000—would  become 
Assad’s  primary foreign  policy asset.  And his  son, 
Bashar, would continue (and even increase) this pres
sure on Israel, reminding the Jewish nation that hav
ing the mightiest  military in the Middle East  is not 
enough to ensure its security.  

Nipping away at  the  confidence  and  perceived 
invincibility of Israel, Hezbollah has served as an of
fensive  weapon in  the  Damascus  arsenal.  Yet  both 
Hafez and Bashar al-Assad recognized the need for a 
larger deterrence capability.  In the end, if Israel ever 
wanted to attack Syria, it would take a lot more than 
Hezbollah could muster in order to make the Israeli 
government reconsider.  Accordingly,  after  the 1982 
war in Lebanon, Syrian armed forces underwent “an 
impressive  qualitative  and  quantitative  increase.  It 
doubled in size from about a quarter of a million to 
half a million men and was equipped with advanced 
Soviet  weapons,  including  SA-5  surface-to-air  mis
siles and SS-21 surface-to-surface missiles.”7   

Yet  despite  these  advances  with  Soviet  assis
tance, Syria could never compete with the Israel De
fense Forces (IDF) in a conventional war.  So begin
ning  in  the  1990s,  Syria  strove  to  close  this 
technological and financial gap—and thus achieve a 
deterrent  “strategic parity” with Israel—by develop
ing  a  strong  chemical  weapons  arsenal,  adding 
tremendous value to the roughly 60 long-range SCUD 
missiles procured from (and repaired by) the Soviet 
Union/Russia.8  

Moreover, in theory, not only does Syria’s admit
ted  chemical  weapons program9 deter  Israel  from a 
committed attack, but it also serves as a potential bar
gaining chip in any negotiations between Israel  and 
Syria.10

For more reasons than obtaining a successful de
terrent, the 1990s were very good years for the Syri
ans.  Starting  with  the  US  intervention  in  the  first 
Gulf War, not only did Arab nations like Saudi Arabia 
and Jordan bribe Assad (with enormous sums of mon
ey11)  to  endorse  the  expulsion  of  Saddam Hussein 
from Kuwait,  but  then-US Secretary of State James 
Baker also “implicitly promised Syria the go-ahead to 
routinize its hold over Lebanon. To Hafez Assad, this 
meant the erasure of the border between his country 
and Lebanon. For more than 20 years, the real capital 
of  Lebanon  was  Damascus.”12  Moreover,  being  on 
America’s good side carried benefits of its own, par
ticularly because  Hafez  (rightly)  believed  that  only 
the US could push Israel to give up the Golan.  

Soon after  the Gulf War ended,  Syria  also dis
covered oil reserves that proved to be a boon to its 

economy,  though not  enough to affect  the global  oil 
market.13  But  gradually,  Syria’s  good fortune in  the 
early 1990s began to wane.  Western nations (and as 
always,  Israel)  began condemning Syria  with greater 
frequency for  its  tolerance  and training of  terrorists, 
and their  chosen method of such resistance—the in
creasingly  popular  and  terrifying  suicide  bomber.  
Among  Syria's  other  obstacles,  however,  western 
anger would prove to be only one of many.  

            
Navigating the Gauntlet

Perhaps  the  most  remarkable  feature  of  Syrian 
politics  is  the general  audacity permeating the entire 
regime.  Admittedly, there are a number of other coun
tries  that  cause greater  commotion with their  brazen 
behavior, but given the precarious nature of Bashar al-
Assad’s  grasp  on power,  his  ambitions  and methods 
are both reckless and yet somehow paradoxically nec
essary.  It  is hard to imagine how Assad and his fa
ther’s  leftover  power  structure—the  so-called  “old 
guard” of power brokers—have navigated the gauntlet 
of domestic and foreign crises and come out relatively 
unscathed on the other side.  

Internally,  the  inexperienced  President  Assad 
faces a number of challenges,  each of which consti
tutes  a  serious  annoyance,  and  together  comprise  a 
threat that is just beyond the realm of his influence.14    

When  President  Hafez  al-Assad  died  in  June 
2000,  Bashar  inherited  his  father’s  uniquely tailored 
“system of pluralist authoritarianism,”15 which any in
experienced leader would have difficulty controlling.  
Bashar was no different.  His initial  unrestrained ea
gerness to guide Syria down the rocky path of reform 
was  well-received  by Syrians  and  westerners  alike.  
However, despite being elected by an absurd 97 per
cent  of  the  Syrian  populace,  Bashar  had  to  contend 
with the reality that the regime’s “personalistic power 
base”16 did not  die with his father.  Bashar’s modest 
and  brave  attempts  to  reform and westernize  Syrian 
politics met stiff resistance from the remnants of this 
power base network.  

The dynamics of  this  domestic web of  allies  is 
likely to be unfamiliar  to westerners.  Essentially,  to 
compensate for belonging to a marginal minority reli
gion  in  Syria  (Alawite  Shiism),  the  Assad  dynasty 
could  not  survive  without  at  least  minimal  political 
support.  Specifically, after leading a coup in 1970, the 
late Hafez “broadened his support by providing space 
for old business elites and allowing small, weak parties 
a  minor  role  in  the  Baath-dominated”  coalition,  the 
National Progressive Front.17  That is, Hafez spread his 
power around to those who might oppose him—Sunnis 
in particular—while simultaneously ensuring that “the 
informal ruling cadres attest to the real power and pre
dominance of the Alawis,”18 the religious sect to which 



the Assads belong.    
Having spread his wings in Lebanon in the late 

1970s, Hafez had more to lose and so began a cam
paign to eliminate any political opposition—a tenden
cy that  has oscillated between (seemingly)  arbitrary 
toleration and terrifying suppression.  The most mem
orable massacre of Hafez’ 30-year reign was in 1982 
in the Sunni Islamist stronghold of Hama, one of Syri
a’s largest northern cities.  As many as 25,000 people 
were killed, and the city was razed (“plowed up like a 
cornfield”) as a warning to potential dissidents around 
the country.19  Hafez treated Syria’s separatist Kurds 
with less  brutality,  as  they merely sought  to secede 
from the regime, not usurp it.  Nevertheless, the Kur
dish threat to Assad was not so minimal that he ever 
considered  reversing  a  1961 law that  revoked  their 
Syrian citizenship.  

Syrians who were part of an opposition group—
either  explicitly or  by loose  association—could rest 
assured that one of two things would happen to them, 
and that it would be impossible to predict which one: 
they would  either  be  killed  or  offered  a  rewarding 
place in the Baath Party ranks.  Either way, the mes
sage was clear: Hafez al-Assad controlled the fate of 
every Syrian.20  

By  the  end  of  his  regime  in  2000,  however, 
Hafez “came to rely increasingly on the Alawite mi
nority and a personal  network of supporters,  under
mining the  state  institutions  and the Baath  Party,”21 
which  only made  his  son's  attempts  at  reform that 
much more threatening to this 'old guard'.

Unsurprisingly, Bashar’s youthful and exuberant 
inaugural  address was replete  with pledges to mod
ernize  Syria,  fight  corruption,  and  to  tolerate  “con
structive  criticism,  transparency,  and  democratic 
thinking.”22  Diplomats  from western  countries  and 
their Middle East allies were optimistic and eager to 
see the  young Assad try to create  a  new future  for 
Syria.  

A few months later, a group of leading Syrian in
tellectuals enthusiastic about Bashar’s rhetoric drafted 
and signed the “Manifesto of the 99,” requiring that 
the regime lift the state of emergency and martial law 
that  had  been  imposed  on  Syrians  ever  since  the 
Baath Party coup d'état in 1963.23  Soon, there were 
widespread demands for a free press, free elections, 
and  the  dismantling  of  the  constitutional  mandate 
stipulating that the Baath Party have permanent con
trol  over  the  government.  For  a  short  while,  the 
regime responded in kind, releasing hundreds of polit
ical (opposition) prisoners and allowing other political 
parties to register and publish their own literature and 
newsletters.  

But as soon as the Baath Party Regional Com
mand “suspected that the appetites of the reformists 

knew no bounds,”24 Bashar quickly felt the tug of com
placency and comfort from within his father’s dissemi
nated power base.  He learned the hard way that he ac
tually needed his father’s old connections—that they 
constituted as much of an asset as a liability to his hold 
on power, and even, ironically, any hope for political 
reform.  He would need their help and cooperation as 
long as they maintained this  control,  but  Bashar  did 
not  want  reforms badly  enough  to  risk  being  over
thrown by one (or every) disgruntled ally of his father.  

In February, 2001, the “old guard” clamped down 
hard—not only rolling back Bashar’s nascent reforms 
but  also  adding  more  bite  to  the  rules  that  were  in 
place well before Bashar’s “Damascus Spring” of po
litical renewal.  As had been the custom in the past, the 
diffuse power structure in Damascus coerced the Syri
an parliament into passing a law that would (and did) 
imprison  anyone  who  printed  material  that  might 
“harm national  security,  unity of  society,  security of 
the army, the country’s international ties, the country’s 
dignity and prestige, the national economy and mone
tary security.”25

It would be a mistake, however, to paint Bashar as 
an innocent and naïve victim of a corrupt  and mali
cious regime.  On the contrary, Bashar quickly devel
oped a taste for the power that had enthralled his father 
for so many years, and like most young adults, as soon 
as he possessed something that could be conserved, he 
became more conservative.  Granted, unlike his father, 
the younger Assad does not have a flare for mass-mur
der, but neither is he immune to the lure of a more se
lective  brand  of  assassination.26  It  is  still  unclear 
whether Bashar regretted his promises of reform soon 
after gaining power, or if he later became thankful for 
the old guard’s insistence, once he was overexposed to 
the  delicate  balance  of  power  within  his  coveted 
regime.   

Either  way,  in  response  to  establishment  pres
sures, Bashar opted to make progress towards liberal
izing the economy, while doing little to improve—and 
in some ways further restricting—Syrian political free
doms.  It was deemed that regime stalwarts could only 
tolerate economic reform if it did not come at the ex
pense of political stability.  

According to the International Crisis Group, how
ever,  it  is  worth noting that  while  “regime elements 
have been the staunchest  opponents of [political]  re
form, they also are likely to be the first victims of its 
absence,” because without political reform, substantive 
economic reforms will, in the long run, undermine the 
regime's support base.27  To date, the Syrian establish
ment has made little attempt to counteract these eco
nomic reforms, almost certainly because the short-term 
economic  benefits  of  autocracy are  distracting  them 
from a potential future loss of political power.   



Thus, having appeased or indulged the old guard, 
Bashar has been able to make some slow progress to
ward economic and administrative reform.  And while 
such a transition is difficult to see, it is there nonethe
less.  As late as mid-2002, for instance, Bashar bluntly 
said, “Private banks pose a threat to the national econ
omy.”28  And a  year  and a  half  later,  private  banks 
were still  far from ubiquitous.  But in the last  three 
years, Syria has seen the significant “establishment of 
private  banks  and  universities,  major  reductions  in 
customs duties, and the expansion of foreign invest
ment opportunities.”29  

It is certainly true that economic reform can only 
go so far,  especially when that reform seems inten
tionally tailored  to  prevent  any subsequent  political 
reform.  In such an environment, there is a tendency 
to exaggerate any improvements, as though a change 
in direction were the same as the substantive realiza
tion  of  that  new  direction.  Understandably,  the 
regime’s  power  base—both  Hafez’  leftover  ‘old 
guard’ and Bashar’s new breed of scrambling oppor
tunists—is afraid of any sudden changes in the politi
cal environment.  Some of the more prescient stake
holders in the status quo are equally concerned about 
economic change, especially in Lebanon, where oppo
sition to Syrian policies escalated to new heights in 
2005.  

Expressed opposition to Damascus inside of Syr
ia  itself,  however,  has  not  reached  levels  even  ap
proaching the Lebanese frustration with Bashar al-As
sad.  And  this  is  no  accident.  Even  more 
unrepresentative  than  Saddam  Hussein’s  Iraq, 
Bashar’s  Syria  is  held  together  by a  regime  whose 
survival is entirely predicated upon the weakness and 
disunity of its homegrown secular and religious oppo
sition.  

Among the various groups eager to see an end to 
Alawite rule,  the only cohesive threat  to the Syrian 
regime is the (local branch of the) Muslim Brother
hood, which is still  recovering from the devastating 
destruction wreaked on their infrastructure and leader
ship when they tried to assassinate Bashar’s father in 
June  1980  and  were  met  with  Hafez'  massacre  in 
Hama.30  Afterwards, the Muslim Brotherhood in Syr
ia took a very low profile and abandoned its “strategy 
of direct confrontation.”31  In contrast to its well-fund
ed  and  educated  Egyptian  counterpart,  the  Syrian 
Muslim Brotherhood has seldom resorted to violence, 
and is neither particularly educated nor wealthy.

However, like the Egyptian Brotherhood—which 
has given rise to a number of jihadist and nationalist 
militant groups across the globe—the Syrian Brother
hood and its support networks are becoming more re
ligious, and this trend is likely to continue.32 

What’s more, as a secular Alawite33 regime rep

resenting only 15 percent of Syria’s 18 million inhabi
tants, Bashar is compelled to maintain power without 
crushing—or perceiving to crush—the 70 percent  of 
Syrians  who  are  Sunni  Muslims.  There  have  even 
been reports in recent years that Bashar has become so 
afraid  of  the  Muslim  Brotherhood  that  he  will  fre
quently give speeches  ridiculing religious  extremism 
and condemning the mixture of science and Islam.34  In 
stark contrast  to his father’s behavior,  Bashar’s mere 
acknowledgment  of  any  Syrian  movement  towards 
piety gives the trend even more fuel.  In other words, a 
real tyrant would not condemn the mixing of science 
and Islam; he would simply torture and kill any scien
tists seen going into a mosque.  

Likewise, the secular opposition has little ground 
to stand on, but not for a lack of money or education.  
In  fact,  because  the  Brotherhood’s  primary  support 
group is the lower middle class, the secular (i.e. elite) 
opposition is left  to influence only the upper middle 
class, which is keenly interested in guarding the little 
prestige, money and achievements it has managed to 
amass.  In general, the secular opposition is unable to 
resonate  much  with  average  Syrians—a  feat  made 
more difficult by the general absence of much of their 
leadership, often persuaded or threatened into exile.  

Like his father before him, Bashar has had a diffi
cult time finding a stable balance between oppressing 
his  opposition  and  tolerating  occasional  public  criti
cism, which often reduces the kind of tension that can 
lead  to  direct  conflict.35  A number  of  Arab analysts 
have noted,  however,  that  with  Islam on the  rise  in 
Syria, Bashar would be wise to support his own secu
lar opposition, “allowing them greater freedom to act 
and move” in order to further divide his two potential 
usurpers,  the  pious  and the  secular.36  That  way,  the 
various factions within the opposition would be sup
pressing each other, effectively alleviating the need for 
Bashar to do it himself.  Either way, the Islamist politi
cal movement (epitomized mostly in the Brotherhood) 
does not seem to pose much of an organized threat to 
Bashar’s  regime,  but  rather  a  terminal  headache.37  
Nevertheless, there are reports that Bashar’s fear of be
ing overthrown by Islamists is  increasingly hard  for 
him to ignore, justified or not.  His former vice presi
dent recently noted that “Bashar can’t sleep at night. 
He is very fearful regarding the internal situation and 
is afraid to leave the country for fear he may not be 
able to return.”38

Even still, internal turmoil is not the only obstacle 
Bashar shares with his father’s legacy.  In fact, Bashar 
has been tasting the bitterness of “international pariah 
status”39 in a way his father seldom did, though mostly
—it  is  said—as  a  result  of  Bashar’s  inexperience, 
rather than an explicit difference in policy.  

What  is  certain,  however,  is  that  Bashar  now 



faces obstacles that his father had the luxury of dele
gating  to  others  when  formulating  foreign  policy.  
Specifically,  complications  in  Damascus  deriving 
from the US invasion of Iraq; Syria’s support for ter
rorist  groups  like  Hamas,  Palestinian  Islamic  Jihad 
(PIJ),  and Hezbollah;  Bashar’s cavalier  continuation 
of his father’s policy to bleed Lebanon dry, figurative
ly and literally—all make Bashar al-Assad’s Syria a 
perfect target for the ire of the western world.

 
Holding the Pariah Accountable

Even before the United States was attacked by 
al-Qaeda on September 11, 2001, Syria was a known 
sponsor of terrorist activities.  But until that day, there 
were virtually no nations outside of the Middle East 
that felt threatened (or expressed such a feeling) by 
Syria’s undeniable promotion of terrorist activities.  

With the paradigm shift in Washington following 
9/11,  “members  of  the  Bush team argued that  half-
measures taken by Damascus to placate the US should 
no longer suffice…. Positive Syrian steps in one area 
should not  be viewed as compensating  for  negative 
steps  elsewhere.”40  Much  like  its  blossoming  rela
tionship with Pakistan,  the White  House had hoped 
Syria might take the opportunity to change teams in 
exchange for a clean slate  and tremendous US sup
port.  And Washington painted the alternatives clearly. 
“From this  day forward,”  Bush  told  Congress  only 
days after 9/11, “any nation that continues to harbor 
or support  terrorism will  be regarded by the United 
States as a hostile regime.”41

Initially, Damascus offered to cooperate and did 
so in a number of ways.  US officials publicly and pri
vately credited Syrian intelligence for sharing vital in
formation and making moderate moves toward cutting 
off its connections to Palestinian extremists.  Among 
the initial intelligence shared with the US were: infor
mation on 9/11 lead-hijacker Mohammad Atta’s time 
spent  in  Aleppo  in  the  1990s,  embedded  al-Qaeda 
links inside of Syria, and actionable intelligence from 
interrogations of al-Qaeda operatives in Syria that led 
to the disruption of a large terrorist attack against US 
military forces stationed in the Gulf.42  

Strategically, Bashar’s behavior made sense; he 
wanted to get carrots from the White House—again, 
like Pakistan—but he did not want to give up his best 
bargaining chip (sponsoring militant nationalists) in a 
potential future dialogue with Israel.  In terms of pub
lic policy, the Bush Administration sees no difference 
between a global jihadist threat to American interests 
and a militant nationalist threat to local ‘occupations’ 
(i.e.,  Israel).  But as in much of the Middle East, in 
Syria there is a significant difference between the two 
threats: Palestinian militants would never attack Syr
ia, but al-Qaeda might.  

Specifically,  Bashar  had  and  has  an  interest  in 
turning over global jihadist al-Qaeda suspects and in
telligence to the CIA because the takfir doctrine of al-
Qaeda explicitly calls for attacks on regimes in which 
a  Muslim  populace  is  led  (i.e.,  oppressed)  by 
secular/Pan-Arab Muslims, as in Egypt, Jordan, Syria, 
and Saddam’s Iraq.43  And for that very reason was the 
bulk of Syria’s cooperation after 9/11 tethered to the 
global  jihadist  network of  al-Qaeda—not  Palestinian 
or Lebanese militant nationalists, on which Syrian for
eign policy depended.   

As  Bashar  has  hinted  over  the  years,  he  could 
only afford to clamp down on anti-Israel nationalists if 
he had excellent reason to believe that the US would, 
in  turn,  push  Israel  extremely  hard  to  give  up  the 
Golan Heights.  With the new US focus on al-Qaeda, 
Assad knew he could  not  count  on such a  promise, 
even if one was forthcoming.  

Bashar might also have cracked down on Pales
tinian militants if the US had repeated/renewed Secre
tary Baker’s deal to give Assad even more control over 
Lebanon.  But Israel’s proxy soldiers in Lebanon had 
just withdrawn a year earlier, in 2000, putting an end 
to the twenty-year buffer zone between Hezbollah and 
Israel.  In other words,  Bashar did not need or even 
care  about  such  a  promise  from  the  US  because 
Hezbollah had just  been given all  the help  it  would 
ever  need  when  Israel  withdrew  from  southern 
Lebanon, leaving a void that the Iranian proxy filled 
with tactful discipline.  The US Secretary of State had 
nothing to offer Assad except the Golan, and the White 
House had bigger fish to fry, anyway.  

Another  contributing factor  to Damascus’ initial 
cooperation was its status in the United Nations.  Less 
than a month after 9/11, Syria was elected to be a two-
year member of the UN Security Council by 160 of the 
178 countries represented in the UN—a wide margin 
by any standard.  Thus, Syrian intelligence thought it 
prudent to be as cooperative as possible with their US 
counterparts, to ensure a smooth sail through the UN 
election process.  

Regardless, Syrian cooperation in the war on ter
ror was neither particularly broad nor deep—a façade 
of  a  honeymoon that  did  not  last.44  Accordingly,  in 
equal measure, US demands began to escalate.  

Having been on the US State Department list of 
state-sponsors of terrorism since 1979, the Assad dy
nasty was no stranger to accusations of being evil, and 
Hafez’ “old guard” helped Bashar cope with America's 
rhetorical  attacks  and  the  international  attention  fo
cused on Syria after 9/11.  

So it was a bit of a surprise to most optimists in 
the  Bush  Administration  when  it  became  clear  that 
Bashar’s facilitation and support for Palestinian terror 
actually increased in the two years following 9/11—



not  even  accounting  for  Damascus’  support  of 
Hezbollah in southern Lebanon.  

For instance, between September 2001 and 2002 
alone, Israeli authorities captured twenty Hamas mili
tants who were recruited throughout the Middle East 
and deployed to rural Syria for training in “weapons, 
explosives, intelligence gathering, hostage taking, and 
suicide operations.”45

While  Damascus  insists  that  the  offices  in  the 
Syrian  capital  operated by Palestinian Islamic Jihad 
(PIJ) and Hamas are merely “press offices,” the lead
ers of these terrorist groups openly claim that suicide 
bombing operations are regularly planned and execut
ed from their Damascus headquarters and thus “serve 
specifically operational functions.”46  

The  accusations  leveled  at  Syria  from  Israel 
about training Palestinian militants culminated on Oc
tober 5, 2003, in the first Israeli air strike on Syrian 
territory in thirty years, in retaliation for a PIJ suicide 
bombing  in  Haifa  that  killed  twenty Israelis.47  The 
target of the Israeli attack was a camp 25km outside 
of Damascus that Israel claimed was a training camp 
for PIJ, which Damascus naturally denied.48  As usual, 
President Bush defended Israel’s actions, saying “we 
would be doing the same thing” if the US had been at
tacked.49  And as if to prove it, two months later Presi
dent Bush signed into law a unilateral sanctions bill 
against Syria  for the regime’s continued obstruction 
of the war on terror.   

Still, in the two years after 9/11, tension between 
Syria  and  its  western  enemies  was  relatively  dor
mant.  Only with a very different and far more threat
ening Middle East war on the horizon did Syria begin 
to fear what the US was able and willing to do.  Ini
tially, the US invasion of Iraq forced Syria to rethink 
its foreign policy, but soon thereafter, Bashar saw the 
opportunity to create and exert the kind of leverage he 
had only dreamed of holding over America.  

 
An Angel Lands in a Bad Neighborhood

On May 1, 2003, less than six weeks after invad
ing Iraq, President Bush declared victory on the USS 
Abraham Lincoln battleship in the Persian Gulf.  And 
with little  concern or  anticipation of an insurgency, 
the US forces were riding the wave of success.  

By the fall of 2003, however, US forces were be
ginning to realize the extent to which they had been 
caught, unprepared, by an increasingly hostile Sunni 
population,  eagerly seeking to kill,  maim and expel 
them.50  But perhaps more alarming to the occupiers 
was the overwhelming sense that Iraq’s neighbors felt 
they had a tremendous stake in the events inside Iraq, 
and more importantly, that these neighbors were more 
than eager to cement the outcome of their choice into 
the reinvigorated and newly dynamic Iraq.

So it should not have been a surprise when US in
telligence in Iraq began picking up signals intelligence 
indicating that  senior  level  Baathists  from Saddam’s 
regime were not gasping their last breaths, but actually 
directing the insurgency from the safety of Syria, fun
neling Sunni jihadists from across the Arab world into 
Iraq.51  

To punish the Syrians for their uncooperative be
havior toward the American presence in Iraq; for their 
import of $1.1 billion of Iraqi oil in the years leading 
up to the  war  (despite  a multilateral  embargo)52;  for 
providing Saddam’s Iraqi army with military weaponry 
and supplies prior  to the US invasion53;  for  publicly 
calling for a US failure in Iraq54; for harboring senior 
Iraq Baathists in Syria, who then helped recruit and fi
nance the Sunni jihad in Iraq55—for all these reasons, 
the US cut off all trade with Syria, including oil, which 
in sum cost the Syrian economy more than 3 billion 
dollars in 2003.56

Thus,  when  Syrians  were  awakened  from their 
initial reverie of emotional wreckage wrought by the 
US military’s “shock and awe” campaign in Iraq, both 
the Syrian regime and its internal opposition were in
deed very frightened  that  the  US would not  stop  at 
Iraq’s borders in its evangelical mission to transform 
the Middle East in the West’s image.  As one influen
tial neoconservative analyst noted at the time, Syrians 
have “concluded that once the coalition victory in Iraq 
is consolidated, they are next on the hit list.”57  

Likewise, another Middle East expert paraphrased 
one  of  President  Bush’s  key speeches  in  November 
2003: “The implication was clear: if the United States 
is  serious  about  unseating  Middle  Eastern  dictators, 
eradicating  the  threat  of  terrorism,  and  installing 
democracy, why stop at Iraq?”58

Yet the setbacks of a devastated economy and an 
awestruck population did not deter Bashar’s regime for 
very  long.  When  it  became  painfully  obvious  that 
America’s own setbacks in Iraq would preclude the US 
from even  trying to spread the gospel of freedom in 
other  Arab  countries,  Bashar  al-Assad  resumed  his 
fiery rhetoric and there was little Washington could do 
about it.  

In the process of allocating blame for the US fail
ures in Iraq, President  Bush made no exceptions for 
Syria, nor was there any need to.  Damascus was con
tributing directly to the insurgency, though how much 
is not clear.59  

The Syrian motivations for employing such a pol
icy  are  tied  directly  to  American  vulnerabilities.  
Specifically,  it  is in Bashar’s interest to entrench the 
US in an Iraqi quagmire for decades, if possible, to en
sure flexibility in policymaking that would otherwise 
be unavailable  to Bashar,  who is  often restricted (or 
'bullied') by western pressure.  The easiest and most ef



fective way of obtaining this leverage is to ensure a 
steady  supply  of  foreign  jihadists  crossing  Syria’s 
border into Iraq to fight with their Sunni brothers.

Once the seeds were planted, Assad began a con
tradictory (but nevertheless effective) campaign to ex
ert  this  leverage  over 
the  US  to  secure  his 
own  interests.  Both 
then  and  now,  Bashar 
insists, on the one hand, 
that  “guarding the bor
der with Iraq cannot be 
our  responsibility.  The 
border  between  Syria 
and  Iraq  is  exactly the 
same as the border be
tween the US and Mex
ico and the fact  is  that 
the  US,  despite  all  its 
efforts,  cannot  exercise 
control  all  along  the 
border  to  prevent  the 
smuggling of goods and even people across it.60

 And yet on the other hand, Assad has consistent
ly made  overtures—both  implicit  and  explicit—that 
he  would  cooperate  with  the  US  regarding  Iraq  if 
Washington can deliver the Golan back to Syria.61  

In effect, Bashar is illustrating that his complicity 
would be useless since he could not control the border 
even if he wanted to.  And the fact that Washington 
has to rely on the behavior of a regime that blatantly 
obstructs its efforts is a direct testament to American 
vulnerability in the Middle East.   

As the ‘old guard’ in Damascus is  well  aware, 
however, a complete US failure in Iraq has never been 
in Assad’s interest either.  If sabotaging US efforts in 
Iraq  meant  that  hundreds  of  thousands  of  Iraqi 
refugees  would  pour  into  Syria,  then  without  ques
tion,  Bashar would prefer  for  the US to succeed in 
Iraq.  No amount of Syrian joy brought on by a humil
iating American failure in Iraq would offset the devas
tation wrought by floods of refugees into Syria.  Dam
ascus’  already-precarious  balance  of  power  would 
completely capsize with a dramatic increase in a pop
ulation, especially if that new population were Sunni 
(likely) and thus potentially eager to direct its ener
gies at overthrowing the Alawite Bashar, if and when 
the jihadist cause in Iraq becomes passé.  

Even  if  the  White  House  has  been  perfectly 
aware of Syria’s internal political  climate, there has 
been little President Bush could do about it.  The oc
cupation of Iraq has spurned a civil war that has tied 
our hands indefinitely.  There were, Bush came to be
lieve, other means to illicit  more favorable behavior 
from Syria.  But in the end, the Syrian regime’s great

est threat was its own lack of restraint.  
On December 12, 2003, when the Iraqi insurgen

cy was in full swing, President Bush signed into law 
the  Syrian  Accountability and  Lebanese  Sovereignty 
Restoration Act (SALSA), which prohibited nearly all 

business  transactions 
with  Syria  (including 
mainstream  exports), 
severely  restricted  the 
mobility  of  Syrian 
diplomats, and (in a re
versal  of  Bush’s  prior 
policy)  limited  diplo
matic  contact  with  the 
regime.62  

One  rather  tooth
less  tenet  of  SALSA 
was its  moral  objection 
to  Syria’s  “continued 
occupation of Lebanese 
territory  and  its  en
croachment  upon 

Lebanon’s  political  independence.”63  The  US  never 
cared much about Lebanon in any substantive way; no 
objection had been made to the Israeli occupation of 
Lebanon, and only when Syrian interests were intoler
ably contrary to  America’s  did  western  leaders  con
demn Damascus’ policy.  In fact, the US cared so little 
about Lebanon that US Secretary of State James Baker 
was content to see Lebanon strangled by Damascus, as 
long as Hafez al-Assad endorsed the first Gulf War in 
1991.64  

Granted, a month after SALSA’s passage, Presi
dent Bush claimed he believed that “God has planted 
in every human heart the desire to live in freedom,” 
and that the endlessly factional Lebanese polity would 
likewise  succumb to  the  “momentum of  freedom in 
our  world.”65  But  more  likely,  President  Bush  was 
making a virtue of necessity; Damascus had to be pres
sured to tow the American line, grandiose or not.  

Practically  speaking,  however,  the  inclusion  of 
Lebanon  in  President  Bush’s  Middle  East  ideology 
was awkward and insincere, clearly a ploy designed to 
isolate Syria, with little hope of having any impact on 
the ground.66  Yet with the slaying of a Lebanese giant 
on February 14, 2005, the White House’s link between 
freedom in Iraq and freedom in Lebanon became not 
just  fluid,  but  downright  seamless.  Syria  was  soon 
boxed  in  by  nations  in  complete  upheaval,  and  the 
Bush Administration was screaming ‘I told you so’ to 
its detractors.

Former  Lebanese  Prime  Minister  Rafik  Hariri 
was a legendary figure in Lebanon—both for his phi
lanthropy and political integrity.  “Virtually all that is 
shiny and new in Lebanon,  and there is  much of it, 



owes its existence to Mr Hariri.”67  So with a tragic 
taste of irony, Hariri was killed by the biggest bomb 
in Lebanon since 1990—when Hariri  helped broker 
the much-needed Taef Accord ending Lebanon’s fif
teen years of civil war.68  As if denigrating his efforts 
to rebuild Lebanon, Hariri’s killers chose the most de
structive method it could, leaving 16 bystanders dead 
and a crater the size of a swimming pool.  

The  obvious  culprit  to  most  Lebanese  was the 
Syrian regime in Damascus.69  Bashar had the most to 
gain by the murder of 
Hariri; he had been a 
harsh critic of the 29-
year  Syrian  occupa
tion in Lebanon,  and 
an equally fierce  op
ponent  to  the  Assad 
family  policy  to  use 
Hezbollah’s  ascen
dant militant  and po
litical  presence  in 
southern  Lebanon  to 
further cement Syrian 
control over the Lev
ant.  Besides,  an  at
tack  “of  this  magni
tude  and  requiring 
such  a  degree  of  preparation  would  not  have  been 
possible without, at a very minimum, the foreknowl
edge  and  acquiescence  of  Syrian  intelligence  ser
vices.”70  

A suspicion powered by hunches, however, this 
was not.  A detailed series of reports and leaks by a 
UN investigation team led by Detlev Mehlis (and later 
by Serge Brammertz) revealed that the evidence trail 
for Hariri’s murder leads straight to the top of food 
chain in Damascus, including Bashar’s brother, Maher 
al-Assad  (chief  of  Syria's  Presidential  Guard)  and 
their  brother-in-law Assef  Shawqat  (chief  of  Syrian 
Intelligence).71 

While the details of this investigation are certain
ly compelling, the political implications are far more 
relevant than any determination of guilt or innocence 
in  Damascus.  More  important  is  that  the  Lebanese 
believe that the Syrian regime is responsible for Harir
i’s murder, and this belief was all that was required to 
ignite a brushfire in Lebanon whose embers are still 
glowing.   In  fact,  months  before  any  international 
commission was established to investigate the murder, 
over a million Lebanese men and women crowded the 
streets of Beirut to protest Hariri’s murder—scream
ing for the end of Syria’s occupation and its endless 
meddling in Lebanon’s affairs.  Within three months, 
the tremendous pressure on Damascus from Lebanese 
demonstrations and international outrage over the as

sassination had pushed Syria  into a very uncomfort
able corner.  

Manipulating  the  soured  relationships  between 
western countries (like the US and France) was once 
the  bread  and  butter  of  Syrian  foreign  policy;  but 
Hariri’s  murder  changed the dynamics of  these  rela
tionships, pitting everyone against the Assad regime.  
In fact, Syria’s Sunni Arab sponsors like Saudi Arabia 
and Egypt went so far as to end their financial and po
litical support of the Syrian regime and publicly called 

for  action  in  Damas
cus.72  Turkey’s  lead
ership  likewise  paid 
scolding  visits  to  the 
Syrian  capital  after 
Hariri’s assassination.  

Undoubtedly,  it 
was this unanticipated 
end  of  Syria’s  Arab 
sponsorship  that  held 
the  greatest  influence 
on  Bashar’s  decision 
to  withdraw  his 
15,000  troops  from 
Lebanon  and  control 
the  damage  of  his 
overreach.73   

Dubbed  by  the  US  State  Department  as  the 
“Cedar  Revolution,”  Syria’s  troop  withdrawal  at  the 
behest of street protesters gave the Bush Administra
tion the impetus to frame the Lebanese demands with
in its own foreign policy.  In other words, Washington 
could now implicitly site Lebanon as unequivocal evi
dence that President Bush’s campaign to transform the 
Middle East not only resonated in the minds and hearts 
of the region’s oppressed people, but also that such a 
transformation  would  have  been  impossible  without 
the precedent of the US invasion of Iraq.  Though re
luctant to tempt fate with premature assessments, Pres
ident  Bush  felt  confident  enough  two  weeks  after 
Hariri’s assassination to claim that a “thaw has begun” 
in the broader Middle East, and that the “status quo of 
despotism cannot  be  ignored or  appeased,  kept  in  a 
box or cut off.”74  

Taking  advantage  of  the  momentum,  Secretary 
Rice noted in mid-2005 that “now is the time for Syria 
to realize that it is clearly out of step with where the 
region is going.”75  Less than a month after President 
Bush pledged in his second inaugural address to “end 
tyranny”76 as we knew it, the street protests in Beirut 
compelled even the liberal pundits to give credit to the 
White House.  

Accurate  or  not,  President  Bush’s  claims  were 
certainly echoed in Beirut in the weeks after Hariri’s 
assassination.  Walid  Jumblatt,  the beloved leader  of 

 



the Lebanese Druze, described a bizarre change in the 
atmosphere of the Arab world, and was himself sur
prised by it.  “It's strange for me to say it, but this pro
cess of change has started because of the American 
invasion of Iraq,” explained Jumblatt, a vehement op
ponent to President Assad. “I was cynical about Iraq. 
But when I saw the Iraqi people voting three weeks 
ago, 8 million of them, it was the start of a new Arab 
world…. The Syrian people, the Egyptian people, all 
say that something is changing. [Our] Berlin Wall has 
fallen. We can see it.”77

Scavenging for Allies
By the summer of 2005, there existed a very lim

ited number of ways that President Bashar al-Assad 
could react to the collapse of his own Berlin Wall—
the  stable  pillar  supporting  three  decades  of  Syrian 
foreign policy.  Having withdrawn from Lebanon bro
ken  and  demoralized,  Damascus  faced  daunting  re
minders of its current predicament.  First, the Syrian 
regime’s fundamental stability depended on the politi
cal  and  financial  support  of  Sunni  Arab  countries.  
Second, the Syrian powerbase could not achieve any 
of its goals as long as the Hariri investigation threat
ened to put a wedge 
between  Bashar  and 
his  closest  advisors 
and  family  mem
bers.78  Third,  it  was 
likely that the Syrian 
economy  would 
wither absent its cus
tomary control of the 
Lebanese  market79—
to  say  little  of  its 
waning  oil  reserves 
back home.80  And fi
nally,  Bashar’s  for
eign  policy  interests 
were  utterly  contin
gent on his ability to 
threaten Israel by en
abling  and  influencing  Hezbollah  from  southern 
Lebanon;  and  it  was  unclear  if  these  ties  could  be 
maintained—especially if he had to withdraw his ex
tensive  mukhabarat intelligence  apparatus  from 
Lebanon, in addition to his troops.  

In the year after the Cedar Revolution, these de
pendencies  were  stretched  to  the  break  point  and 
Bashar could have expected nothing less.  In the end, 
there was really only one place he could turn: his reli
able (though not particularly trusted) friend, Tehran.

In  1979,  when  the  Islamist  Iranian  revolution 
overthrew  the  pro-western  Shah,  Tehran  strived  to 
give  violent  birth  to  Hezbollah  in  Lebanon—a feat 

that  naturally became easier  with  guarantees  of  safe 
passage through Syria.  In return for the favor, Hafez 
al-Assad (and later his son) obtained a safety net that 
would protect Syria if and when it was pressured into a 
corner.  

And  like  a  rebellious  teenager,  Syria  has  been 
prodding  and  testing  its  environment  ever  since  the 
early 1990s, when the Bush (41) Administration gave 
it  free  reign  in  Lebanon,  and  the  Sunni  Arab  states 
started pouring money into the coffers of Syria’s elite.  
More importantly, Hafez al-Assad and his ‘old guard’ 
power base came to adore and depend on siphoning 
money and  influence  in  Lebanon—a  cause,  product 
and  side-effect  of  a  strengthening  alliance  with 
Tehran.  Wielding almost complete control of the Lev
ant was quickly taken for granted in Damascus, espe
cially after 1990, when Syria had both American and 
Iranian blessings to do so.  

It  was  likely  inevitable,  then,  that  President 
Bashar Assad lashed out when he was expelled from 
Lebanon despite the ostracism of his Arab allies.  In 
the  year  following  the  Cedar  Revolution,  Bashar 
sought  tremendous solace  from his  relationship with 
Tehran;  such  an  alliance,  he  undoubtedly  figured, 

could  provide  Syria 
with either the tangi
ble  stability/support 
it desperately needed, 
or it could be used as 
a  bargaining  chip  if 
the West ever courted 
Syria’s  loyalty.  Re
gardless, it became a 
core interest  of Syri
an  foreign  policy  to 
piggyback  on  Iran’s 
shoulders, as the Per
sian giant  moved to
wards regional domi
nance.  

The most signif
icant  move  aligning 

Syria and Iran was a bilateral defense pact signed on 
June 15, 2006—aimed at strengthening the “strategic” 
relationship  between  Iran  and  Syria  in  an  effort  to 
“mobilize movements and forces against America and 
Israel.”81  Not only would Syria and Iran come to each 
other’s defense, but they would not even bother con
cealing  their  offensive  support  for  the  violent  resis
tance of Palestinian and Hezbollah militants.  

As if hinting at an ominous horizon, less than a 
month would pass before this defense pact bore tangi
ble  fruit  and made the  sirens  in  northern  Israel  that 
much more alarming.  

 



Raising the Stakes
It is widely known and understood that Israelis—

perhaps  more  so  than  others—have  a  very difficult 
time reconciling  their  determination  to  protect  their 
population  now with their  equally compelling devo
tion to preventing attacks in the future.  

In a daring raid on June 25, 2006, Hamas mili
tants  from the Gaza Strip killed two soldiers  in the 
IDF and kidnapped another, Gilad Shalit—reinforcing 
the Israeli concern that Jews in the Middle East might 
be doomed to eternal vulnerability.  

Within  a  few  weeks,  Israelis  endured  another 
militant attack on their young, conscripted soldiers on 
Israel's northern soil,  this time by Hezbollah, which 
also killed two soldiers and kidnapped another two—
Ehud  Goldwasser  and  Eldad  Regev.  Panic  in 
Jerusalem quickly turned to aggression and a near-in
stantaneous mobilization for a month-long war with 
Hezbollah foot soldiers in southern Lebanon.82 

The Israeli Air Force initiated an intense air cam
paign, to which Hezbollah—led by a charismatic Has
san  Nasrallah—responded  with  thousands  of 
Katyusha  rockets  fired  from southern  Lebanon into 
Israel.  The Israeli air campaign was eventually sup
plemented by a ground invasion into Lebanon, intend
ed to completely eliminate the Hezbollah threat to Is
rael.  After  34  days  of  war,  more  than  a  thousand 
Lebanese civilians, 500 Hezbollah militants,83 119 Is
raeli  soldiers,  and  43  Israeli  civilians  were  dead.  
More  than  a  million  Israelis  fled  south  from  their 
homes in northern Israel, desperate to evade Hezbol
lah’s  rocket  range.  
The UN was able to 
broker a ceasefire on 
August  14,  2006, 
but  Goldwasser  and 
Regev  remain  in 
captivity,  amidst ru
mors  that  one  or 
even  both  of  them 
were already dead.84  

Any  under
standing of the intri
cate  and  ambitious 
foreign  policies  of 
countries  like  Syria 
and,  in  particular, 
Iran  need  not  be 
based on vital intel
ligence privy only to 
Israeli  defense  ana
lysts.  Syrian President  Bashar al-Assad and Iranian 
President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad make no secret of 
their support for Hezbollah and any and every armed 
movement resisting Israel’s occupation (or even pres

ence) in the Middle East.85  The two leaders continue 
announcing strengthened alliances and often issue joint 
anti-Israeli statements, decrying “the evil aims by the 
U.S. and Zionists.”86 

That said, in the aftermath of Israel’s latest war, 
Syria has been put front and center in the geopolitics 
of the Middle East conflict and further emphasized for 
its continued role as an instigator of the Iraqi insurgen
cy.  Ariel Sharon, Israel’s Prime Minster from 2001 to 
2005, could never afford (politically) to disrupt or de
stroy Hezbollah’s infrastructure  in  southern  Lebanon 
because he was preoccupied with the second Palestini
an intifada.   

Likewise, ever since 2000, when Israel withdrew 
its  “buffer”  of  proxy forces  from southern Lebanon, 
most Israelis all but forgot about the Hezbollah threat 
because a Palestinian suicide-bombing their neighbor
hood  market  was  more  likely  and,  therefore,  more 
worthy of their attention.  Yet having been reminded of 
the damage that Hezbollah—and by extension,  Syria 
and  Iran—can still  inflict  on their  country,  most  Is
raelis emerged from the “Second Lebanon War” des
perate to see a settlement to the generations of conflict 
between Israel and Hezbollah’s enabler, Syria.  

For their part, Syrians are as eager as ever to put 
their feet in the Sea of Galilee—the quintessential cel
ebration of the Golan’s return to Syrian sovereignty.  
Unlike Israel, however, most Syrians see the Golan as 
a  symbol  of  national  pride,  but  might  prefer  higher 
standards of living if they were given a choice between 
the two.  Having a rather bizarre finger on the pulse of 

the  Syrian  people, 
both  Bashar  and 
Hafez  al-Assad  have 
understood  this  sub
tle preference, which 
has  exemplified  the 
need—in  their  eyes
—to retain and exert 
significant  influence 
in Lebanon.  

Yet  now  that 
“Lebanon  is  a  huge 
headache  for  Syria 
and Assad knows he 
can’t  control  it  like 
he  did  before,”  he 
will  likely  settle  for 
“influence  but  not 
control  in  Lebanon 
and focus on getting 

the Golan back.”87  Israeli offers, however, are hard to 
come by, leaving Assad in the awkward position of of
fering unconditioned negotiations in the same breath 
that he threatens Israel with imminent war.88  

 



In the aftermath of the Cedar Revolution, many 
believed Syria’s loneliness would ‘allow’ Israel to ig
nore Assad’s overtures for  negotiations  and perhaps 
peace, but after its more recent war with Hezbollah, 
Israel has been experiencing its own crisis of confi
dence, and as a result, it has become clear that Israel’s 
behavior is equally dependent on US foreign policy, 
primarily  regarding  Iraq.  When  pressed  about  As
sad’s  recent  offers  to  sit  down to  negotiate,  Israeli 
Prime Minister  Ehud Olmert  implied that  he would 
like to do so, if only Washington would allow it.89  

More recently, senior Israeli sources have report
ed that Secretary Rice has explicitly forbade Olmert 
and his Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni from engaging 
Syria, especially with negotiations.  “Don’t even think 
about it,” Rice reportedly told Israeli officials asking 
permission to  explore  the seriousness  of  Syria’s  of
fers.90  A few days earlier, Rice insisted that no coun
try obstructively stoking the fires of conflict in neigh
boring  Iraq  should  be  rewarded  for  its  behavior, 
especially not Syria, which has “decided to be Iran’s 
sidecar in all of these activities,” she added.91   

In  what  can  only  be  described  as  a  textbook 
stalemate, the US and Israel have painfully discovered
—each in  their  own way—that  they cannot  accom
plish their goals with the use of force.  They will both 
have to make serious concessions, either publicly or 
privately.  The  Iranian  leadership  has  its  own deci
sions to make, complicated by its own internal prob
lems.  In  contrast  to  Syria,  however,  the  US,  Israel 
and Iran all have significant control over their fates.  
Without question, Washington and Jerusalem do not 
like their choices, but they are choices nevertheless. 
And they are both likely to lose in the long run, no 
matter what path they take.  

 
Pressure-Points and Equilibrium

With  so  many factors  to  consider,  the  motiva
tions and intentions in Damascus are hard to predict.  
Worse still, the lack of control in Damascus over re
gional events essentially paralyzes the Syrian regime, 
but in a peculiar way.  What makes the Syrian govern
ment unique lies in a startling paradox—the impotent 
power of adaptation.  

Despite  having tremendous leverage and assets 
at its disposal, the Syrian regime is still somehow ex
ceptionally vulnerable to nearly every possible threat.  
Among its arsenal of bargaining chips: it has tremen
dous influence in Iraq; it  is the primary viaduct for 
Hezbollah  supply lines,  which  have already replen
ished  Hezbollah  with  more  than  10,000 short-range 
rockets.92  In fact, as an underrepresented group in the 
Lebanese parliament,  Hezbollah and its Shiite  allies 
are even promoting a coup d'état in Beirut.93  What’s 
more, Damascus is riding Iran’s coattails as the Per

sian  regime ascends  the  Middle  East  chain  of  com
mand.  And yet none of this changes the overwhelming 
sense of vulnerability in Damascus.  

Damascus  is  out-gunned  and  out-funded  by Is
rael;  Assad’s  increasingly  religious  “constituency” 
loathes him; Iran will almost certainly discard its al
liance with Syria as soon as Damascus outlives its use
fulness; the regime is sandwiched between the world’s 
greatest superpower and its Zionist ally, both of whom 
will be in the region for generations more, antagoniz
ing Sunni jihadists who are eternally prowling for infi
dels;  there  seems to  be  no  hope  for  reclaiming  the 
Golan, not while the world is distracted by Iraq, and 
not while Israel’s hands are tied by the US; much of 
the stagnant Syrian economy is declining further; and 
worst of all—most humiliating of all—Syria’s oppres
sive strongman was thrown out of Lebanon, the piggy 
bank and playground of Damascus, and thrown out by 
peaceful protesters, no less.   

So how can the Syrian regime be so powerful—
how can it be the axis on which the entire Middle East 
pivots—if it feels an incessant sense of insecurity?  

The answer, regrettably, lies in geopolitical neces
sity.  If  it  wants to survive, the Assad regime has to 
overreach on a consistent basis, despite the occasional 
and  inevitable  backfire,  like  the  Cedar  Revolution.  
Bashar faces more challenges than his father did, yet 
he also has more opportunities.  Accordingly, his hold 
on power will be more tenuous but could also deliver 
greater  benefits.  However, unlike every other player 
in the region, Syria can only react to its environment; 
it can only pursue its interests by constantly adjusting 
to the decisions of  those around it.  Damascus lacks 
the power to determine outcome, but effectively uses 
the  decisions  of  others  to  its  own  advantage.  And 
within  this  limited scope,  Damascus is  actually well 
positioned to employ such a tactic because it is already 
accustomed to making numerous smaller bets.  For in
stance,  public  allegiances with Iran, funds for Pales
tinian militants,  access for Hezbollah, threats against 
Israel, and open borders into Iraq each constitute criti
cal  pressure-points  serving  Damascus.  Assad  cannot 
rely on only one of these assets; when he gets burned 
on one front (which, in this volatile region, will hap
pen often), he cautiously shifts focus to another front, 
deliberately reassessing his position within the region
al climate.  

Like a steamboat engineer, Assad is running from 
one steam compressor to the other, constantly making 
minor adjustments to the pressure gauges to keep the 
boat moving, though careful to avoid an explosion. By 
making tiny adjustments and building pressure slowly, 
Assad is able to isolate his opposition, antagonize his 
enemies (but not too much), and ensure his own secu
rity.  Recognizing  the  constant  frailty of  his  regime, 



Assad and his advisors find comfort  in equilibrium, 
not adventurism.  

Specifically, the equilibrium is a cause and effect 
of Syria’s bizarre deterrence capabilities: when Dam
ascus puts pressure on, say, Israel, the Jewish leader
ship  knows  that  Damascus  will  not  cave  if  Israel 
pushes back because Assad can merely shift  his  re
liance to another source of support, like Hezbollah, its 
Arab allies,  or Iran.  In an all-out war, Israel would 
hardly be deterred by this dynamic, but when decid
ing whether to order a small retaliation for a PIJ sui
cide bombing in Haifa, Syria’s flexibility is an invalu
able weapon.

Specifically,  if  Damascus  is  unafraid  of  Israeli 
retaliation,  then  retaliating  will  only give  Israelis  a 
false  hope  and  expectation  that  Damascus  will,  in 
fact,  change  its  behavior.  Otherwise,  the  thinking 
goes,  the IDF would not  retaliate.  This leaves IDF 
leadership asking, “Aside from making us feel a little 
better, what good would retaliating with a small attack 
on a Syrian PIJ training camp really do?”  This is the 
power of adaptation, and in the world of quagmires 
and sound bites, it is a powerful deterrent.  For better 
or worse, it is extremely rare for Syrian behavior to 
justify—in the eyes of the international community—
more  than  a  slap  on the  wrist  from anyone it  may 
anger,  including  Israel,  because  of  the  nature  of  its 
pressure-points.  And Damascus ensures that this dy
namic continues.  

The assassination of Rafik Hariri stands out as a 
clear overreach and exception to the rule in Damascus 
of small adjustments  And Assad has paid for it dear
ly,  no  matter  his  regime’s  involvement  in  or  fore
knowledge of the plan.  It is unclear whether Assad 
has  been  able  to  sufficiently  douse  the  brushfire 
spread by Hariri’s  murder,  but more importantly,  he 
has adapted to the political climate by aligning with 
Tehran,  and  by  cementing  his  influence  over  the 
Lebanese parliament speaker—Nabih Berri—who has 
stymied  every  effort  to  initiate  a  trial  for  Hariri's 
killers.  With any luck, a booming alliance between 
Damascus and Tehran will put Syria in the position of 
playing the proverbial  good cop,  cowering in Iran’s 
ambitious shadow, waiting to exploit the fallout.  

On the other hand, Tehran is well aware of the 
opportunism in Damascus and will account for it by 
ensuring that  Secretary Rice  continues to  make un
equivocal  associations  between  Iran  and  Syria.  So 
long as the partnership between Syria and Iran is per
ceived to  be  invulnerable,  Damascus  will  become 
more isolated and thus have little choice but to grow 
even more dependent on Iran.  The balance of small 
pressure-points certainly continues, but lacking Arab 

support  and  a  Lebanese  cash  cow,  Assad  has  been 
forced by circumstance to put most of his political and 
economic eggs in the Persian basket.  

For the US or Israel to take advantage of Assad’s 
strategy,  they must  first  understand it,  and then play 
with it.  It is hardly news that Damascus is primarily 
opportunistic, but it is paramount that the power cen
ters  in  Jerusalem and Washington recognize  that  the 
core basis for this opportunism is necessity, not greed.  
For the reasons discussed above, President Bashar al-
Assad—much like his father—does not have the luxu
ry of acting ‘greedy’ or ‘evil.’  He is certainly an unsa
vory character, but the young Assad is simply too pre
occupied  with  survival  to  indulge  raw  greed  or 
malicious  and reckless  abandon.  Fortunately,  Syrian 
opportunism is the most promising basis for driving a 
wedge between Damascus and Tehran—or better still, 
pitting the two against one another.  

The  trick,  then,  is  to  convince  President  Assad 
that putting all his eggs in Iran’s basket is dangerous.  
He is currently benefiting from this tactic, but Assad 
and even his 'old guard' know this will not last, and the 
Syrian leadership will feel compelled to return to its 
comfortable  strategy  of  balancing  and  mitigating 
smaller  pressure-points,  assets  and liabilities.  If  and 
when  Assad  loses  his  Persian  tether,  Damascus  will 
quickly shift focus to its last promising pressure-point
—Palestinian  terror,  in  the  hope  of  reclaiming  the 
Golan Heights.  

When this happens, it is likely that Jerusalem and 
Washington will view any ambiguous emphasis on this 
pressure-point as just another indication of Syrian de
ceit.  Ostensibly, much like times past, Damascus will 
offer war and peace simultaneously, all the while con
tinuing its steadfast support for Palestinian militants.  
In  contrast,  however,  lacking  every  other  pressure-
point and safety net that Assad has had in the past, his 
offers  of  peace  will  actually be  sincere  for  the  first 
time, if only because he has grudgingly accepted that 
peace is his best option.  

Damascus, then, would cease to serve as the pow
erful glue holding the region together,  but ironically, 
abandoning such a role will actually give Bashar more 
power to realize his regime’s goals of security, stabili
ty, and perhaps even a little prosperity.  But we are not 
at that point yet.  Despite the precarious nature of the 
Syrian/Iranian alliance, Damascus is savoring the mo
ment.  

And  when  the  moment  passes,  Jerusalem  and 
Washington must read between the lines and recognize 
the subtlety required to navigate Middle East politics.  
Only then could the West mold a new geopolitical bal
ance of power in the region.
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