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The most eﬀective way to change the world these days seems to be to plant a message directly in the brain of its most
powerful inhabitant: Donald J. Trump, president of the United States of America.
Although the U.S. executive branch always had a fairly free hand in foreign policy, ideas would normally need to snake
their way through a whole series of interagency deliberations before landing on the Oval Oﬃce desk for a ﬁnal verdict.
But as media leaks and disgruntled former members of the Trump administration have made abundantly clear, decisionmaking in the current White House is both more temperamental and more personalized, revolving around a president
known for forming strong opinions based on ideas picked up from television, friends, and other outside sources.
Advocates inside and outside the U.S. government increasingly seem to operate under the assumption that the best way
to inﬂuence American policy is to sidestep the bureaucracy and speak directly to an audience of one: Donald Trump.
And, last September, that’s exactly what two pro-opposition Syrian-Americans managed to do after paying a Republican
lobbyist to get seats at an Indiana fundraising dinner.1
President Trump later told the story:
I was at a meeting with a lot of supporters, and a woman stood up and she said, “There’s a province in
Syria with 3 million people. Right now, the Iranians, the Russians, and the Syrians are surrounding their
province. And they’re going to kill my sister.”2
By his own admission, Trump hadn’t heard of Idlib, an insurgent-held province backed by Turkish troops. But after
dinner, the president picked up a copy of “the failing New York Times” and found an article that also mentioned Idlib.
Having thus conﬁrmed that it was an actual place in actual trouble, Trump stormed onto Twitter:

President Bashar al-Assad of Syria must not recklessly attack
Idlib Province. The Russians and Iranians would be making a
grave humanitarian mistake to take part in this potential human
tragedy. Hundreds of thousands of people could be killed. Don’t
let that happen!
— Donald J. Trump (@realDonaldTrump) September 3, 2018
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Over the next few days, U.S. oﬃcials started signaling that chemical strikes or “reckless” killing in Idlib could draw a U.S.
response.3 On September 17, Turkey and Russia brokered a ceaseﬁre deal that ended the crisis.4 Trump had little to do
with it, but was quick to claim credit.5
The fact that Trump pays so little attention to Syria—where he commands 2,000 troops and the U.S.-backed Syrian
Democratic Forces rule one-third of the country—has been a major factor in the evolution of U.S. policy, ﬂinging it ﬁrst
in this direction and then in the other, and allowing others to shape policy in the president’s stead.
Indeed, the story of America’s evolving Syria strategy is a story of strategic drift and runaway bureaucracies. Under two
very diﬀerent presidents, Obama and Trump, Syria policy has followed a life of its own, often appearing almost immune
to executive direction.
In the ﬁrst ﬁve years of the war, the U.S. foreign policy establishment—famously dismissed as “the blob” by Obama
adviser Ben Rhodes—kept coming up with proposals to expand American intervention in Syria no matter what President
Obama requested. 6 Under President Trump, who seems even more averse to open-ended Middle Eastern deployments
than Obama but who also lacks the latter’s obsessive attention to detail, the U.S. policy apparatus has rattled on in its
own direction without oversight. Trump’s personal interventions can still easily overpower any institutional bias, but
they’re few and far between. The president’s most recent directive to get out of Syria has already mutated into a plan for
staying forever, an ambition that will either be reversed or demand the resources to match.
America’s expanding military footprint in Syria raises troubling questions about how national security policy is made in
Washington. How is it that America is once again committing to indeﬁnite engagement in a Middle Eastern civil war
under yet another president who came into oﬃce vowing the opposite—to scale back U.S. involvement in the Middle
East?

What Makes Trump Tick
In contrast to Washington’s intervention-happy foreign policy establishment, which spent the better part of the Syrian
war castigating former president Barack Obama as a feckless fool for not blasting Assad out of power, Trump has
consistently taken a dim view of U.S. involvement in the Middle East, including Syria.7 Even as Obama came under daily
ﬁre for not supporting the Syrian rebels enough, Trump—then just a quirky celebrity, as far as the American public was
concerned—slammed them as “radical jihadi Islamists who are murdering Christians” and “want to ﬂy planes into our
buildings.” 8
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Many of the Syrian rebels are radical jihadi Islamists who are
murdering Christians. Why would we ever ﬁght with them?
— Donald J. Trump (@realDonaldTrump) September 6, 2013
Once in oﬃce, Trump quickly abolished a CIA program put in place by Obama, which hadtrained and armed thousands
of anti-Assad ﬁghters.9 Since then, he has struck Assad’s forces twice in retaliation for alleged chemical attacks, but, as
several oﬃcials, ex-oﬃcials, and analysts in Washington told me in a recent round of interviews, he pays little if any
attention to the broader question of where the Syrian war is headed.10 The exception, interviewees said, is for Syriarelated issues that resonate with his base or even outside it. At the top of that list comes beating the so-called Islamic
State, followed by being friendly to Israel and unfriendly to Iran—things that may prompt action in Syria, but are
ultimately not about Syria.
As oﬃcials and pundits jostle over U.S. Syria policy, where in the absence of presidential oversight they enjoy a new level
of direct inﬂuence, they have had to rephrase their arguments in Trump-compatible terms to stand a chance of being
heard.
The Islamic State problem has long since been co-opted by both sides of the debate, leaving one faction of oﬃcials to
insist that Assad needs to go because he’s a magnet for jihadism while another says jihadism thrives in the anarchy that
came from trying to topple Assad.11
The Iran–Israel factor has a more straightforward impact on U.S. policy, having spawned a whole series of buzzwordladen arguments for muscular tactics against Assad. Pride of place is held by the “land bridge,” which, or so the argument
goes, Iran must urgently be prevented from extending across Iraq and Syria to Lebanon, Israel, and the
Mediterranean. 12 On closer inspection, the only practical application of this plan is to have the U.S. military cut road
access between Syria and Iraq, two territorially contiguous nations, for all perpetuity. It is, in other words, a thinly veiled
pitch for just occupying part of Syria indeﬁnitely, possibly to protect Israel or to nudge Assad out through a UN peace
process, but mostly just to spite Tehran.13

The Tillerson Debacle
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Those were the inﬂuences buﬀeting the State Department as it tried to craft a Syria strategy in 2017. There wasn’t much
to work with. Obama’s old policy, such as it was, had suﬀered a catastrophic meltdown when confronted ﬁrst with reality
and then with Russia; and Trump had failed to string together even three coherent sentences on Syria during his
presidential campaign.

PRESIDENT TRUMP IS BRIEFED ON U.S. MISSILE STRIKES IN SYRIA ON APRIL 6, 2017. (OFFICIAL WHITE HOUSE PHOTO BY
SHEALAH CRAIGHEAD) EDITOR’S NOTE: ITEMS IN THIS IMAGE HAVE BEEN ALTERED FOR SECURITY PURPOSES.

For the ﬁrst few months of the new administration, policy drifted in no particular strategic direction. By late summer
2017, then-secretary of state Rex Tillerson had ﬁnally come up with a plan that promised to take the president’s varied
interests into account while in fact recommitting to the anti-Assad line and rejecting a U.S. pullout. Trump signed oﬀ on
it that autumn, momentarily swayed or simply distracted.
The public rollout came in a January 2018 speech at Stanford University, in which Tillerson vowed to stay engaged in
Syria and oust Assad by means of non-military pressure.14 The secretary explained that the United States would keep its
troops embedded among the Kurds of northeastern Syria to prevent a jihadi resurgence, and would also ramp up
economic pressure until Damascus accepted a “post-Assad future” that would neither attract jihadis nor permit
“malicious Iranian inﬂuence.”15
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The president’s most recent directive to get out of Syria has
already mutated into a plan for staying forever, an ambition that
will either be reversed or demand the resources to match.
Why the prospect of more economic misery would be the drop to overﬁll Assad’s proverbial bucket, when killing up to
100,000 Syrian soldiers, slashing four-ﬁfths of GDP, and cornering his government on (at one point) 17 percent of
Syrian soil didn’t move him an inch, was left for diplomats to ﬁgure out.16
But it wasn’t the mismatched means and ends that felled the Tillerson plan. It was simmering conﬂict between the
secretary and his boss (whom he had, famously and allegedly, called a “moron” 17), in addition to Trump’s instinctive
dislike for mucking around in the Middle East. Almost immediately after Tillerson’s Stanford speech, Trump began to
question why the United States still had troops in Syria, apparently feeling he’d been conned into accepting something he
didn’t like and that he didn’t think U.S. taxpayers should be paying for.
Tillerson was sacked in March 2018. Around the same time, the president reportedly read a Washington Post story about
Tillerson’s promise of limited economic aid to Kurdish-ruled areas outside Assad’s control, which sent him into a ﬁt of
rage.18 Out of nowhere, he froze the U.S. stabilization budget for Syria, saying the Gulf oil kingdoms could pay for it if
they wanted it so much, and demanded that U.S. troops should come home “as soon as possible.” 19
The sudden intervention unnerved both those American oﬃcials who were intent on staying in Syria in order to weaken
Assad and/or Iran and those who were in theory eager to leave Syria, but who also worried about the consequences of a
disorderly pullout. As Trump’s temper cooled, senior oﬃcials managed to push troop withdrawals back to autumn 2018
and buy themselves time to ﬁgure something out. But the United States was once again left without a Syria strategy.

Anti-Iran Policy Takes Precedence
Over the summer of 2018, U.S. oﬃcialdom started to assemble the president’s latest preferences into a new plan to
replace the one ejected alongside Tillerson. But like some indestructible squishy toy, Syria policy immediately began to
reassume the open-ended and interventionist form that Trump had just denounced.
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One reason was that the president’s hard-ball tactics had worked—sort of. Arab and European leaders winced at the
prospect of a quick withdrawal, and when U.S. diplomats came panhandling, allied nations agreed to fund the
stabilization of former jihadi-held areas in order to let American taxpayers oﬀ the hook without derailing the Syria
mission. The president was pleased. 20
Another reason was the surging inﬂuence of citizens concerned by the Iranian land bridge. As he moved to exit the
“decaying and rotten” Iranian nuclear deal in spring 2018, Trump started to stuﬀ his government with Middle East
hawks who saw Syria primarily through an anti-Iran lens.21 That April, Trump replaced his national security adviser H.
R. McMaster with John Bolton, an advocate of bombing Iran and overthrowing its regime, while another top-tier Iran
hawk, CIA chief Michael Pompeo, was sworn in to succeed Tillerson.22
In oﬃce, Bolton and Pompeo have renounced regime change in Tehran, instead settling for a policy of “maximum
pressure” that is supposed to pave the way for direct talks with Iran’s leaders and a new, better nuclear deal.23 The
concept seems patterned on Trump’s North Korea ﬂiplomacy, and so may have originated in the Oval Oﬃce.
However, Bolton’s real views are well known—he doesn’t want a better deal, he wants regime change—and Pompeo’s list
of preconditions has been so expansive—Iranian withdrawal from Syria being just the appetizer—that they amount to
asking the ayatollahs to come out with their hands over their heads. 24 Rather than engaging with American demands,
the Iranians have therefore spent summer and autumn showing how they can inﬂict asymmetric damage, threaten U.S.
interests and allies, and disrupt oil markets.25 As for evacuating Syria, forget about it: “We stay there as long as Syria
wants [it] so,” said a commander of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, the paramilitary force that controls Iran’s
Syria deployment. 26
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BOLTON, POMPEO, TRUMP, AND PENCE IN MAY 2018. SOURCE: DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE.

In August, Pompeo gifted the Syria portfolio to James Jeﬀrey, a former ambassador to Iraq and Turkey, in a newly
created role as the secretary’s representative for Syria engagement. Jeﬀrey would be backed by another experienced
Middle East hand, Syria Envoy Joel Rayburn, who reportedly remains a ﬁrm believer not only in the necessity of Assad’s
removal but also in its possibility.
By early September, Trump had re-approved plans for an indeﬁnite stay in Syria, with even more fanciful goals than
those previously formulated by Tillerson.27 “We’re not going to leave as long as Iranian troops are outside Iranian
borders, and that includes Iranian proxies and militias,” Bolton explained.28 Going by current U.S. rhetoric, America
seems to have committed to staying in Syria until the end of days, or at least for the duration of the Trump presidency,
whichever arrives ﬁrst.
But hardline Bolton statements aside, the actual extent of the strategy is still very unclear. America’s list of goals and
priorities has never been laid out in full, and senior oﬃcials constantly seem to be hedging against changes in the
president’s thinking.
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For example, Jeﬀrey has repeatedly made headlines by insisting the United States will stay in Syria for the long haul. But
in the ﬁne print of his brieﬁngs, one also ﬁnds him saying the United States could remain in Syria “diplomatically” and
without “boots on the ground.”29 The military, he says, is there to beat the Islamic State and what happens after that is up
to the president to decide. Jeﬀrey has even brought up the Russia–Georgia war of 2008 as an example of how the United
States could stay involved through diplomacy and aid from over the horizon.30

And what about Assad?
“We’re not about regime change,” Jeﬀrey recently explained, but then added that he wants “fundamental change in the
Syrian regime” and that a political transition should create “a Syrian regime that is not as toxic as the current one,” which
sounds an awful lot like regime change.31
It doesn’t matter: the terminological hair-splitting may serve some therapeutic purpose at Foggy Bottom, but any
proposal for genuine change in Damascus is a non-starter for the rulers of Syria, Russia, and Iran. They hold the ground,
so they call the shots. But regardless of how it is motivated, the policy does have real-world consequences for Syria and
for the nature of America’s involvement there.

The Senior Skeptics
The decision to wield northeastern Syria as a club against the ruling cliques in Damascus and Tehran has many
supporters in the U.S. government, as evidenced by the fact that it is now oﬃcial policy. But there are critics, too—
especially in those parts of government that are directly concerned with events on the ground.
Strong voices at the Pentagon continue to push back against expanding policy goals in the absence of expanded
resources, noting the threat this poses to U.S. troops but also the implicit threat to America’s Syrian allies.32 U.S. troops
have fought and bled alongside the Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces for over four years, and CENTCOM has
emerged as a bastion of support for taking their interests into account. While that can translate into a skepticism toward
a quick pullout that would leave Syrian Kurds at the mercy of Damascus, Ankara, or both, it also means there is
intramural resistance to the idea of forcing America’s local allies into an underfunded, open-ended standoﬀ with Tehran
that could ruin their chances of nonlethal accommodation with Damascus.
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BRETT MCGURK. SOURCE: U.S. STATE DEPARTMENT.

That attitude also seems to reign in the oﬃce of Brett McGurk, who as special presidential envoy for the anti-Islamic
State mission runs a large chunk of America’s Syria policy outside Jeﬀrey’s purview. Having served all three presidents—
Bush, Obama, and Trump—and now overseeing anti-jihadi operations in both Syria and Iraq, McGurk wields an
extraordinarily strong hand. But McGurk’s warm ties to the PKK-linked Syrian Kurdish groups that crushed the Islamic
State in Syria are a red ﬂag in Turkish eyes, and his lack of enthusiasm for the broader Syrian opposition has put him at
odds with transition-minded colleagues.33 Both sides of the debate readily admit that the incongruity of McGurk’s
relentless jihadi-hammering with the American campaign to unseat Assad, which to an extent relied on turning a blind
eye to jihadism, has contributed to U.S. policy incoherence since 2014.

As long as Iran has this gourmet’s menu of soft U.S. targets to
pick from and the United States remains unwilling to simply suck
up the casualties, stepping out on the slippery slope of tit-for-tat
retaliation without wanting to go to war seems like a losing
proposition.
Unsurprisingly, McGurk does not appear to be a fan of the current strategic trajectory in Syria. Multiple sources told me
he has trashed the idea of trying to overthrow Assad and expelling Iran with the limited means at hand, and that, like
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many in the military, he is now primarily dedicated to making sure the Islamic State cannot respawn and that America’s
Syrian Democratic Forces allies will land on their feet whatever else may happen. But talk in Washington is also that
McGurk may be about leave his job soon, perhaps by January 2019.34
The same goes for another alleged senior skeptic of America’s expanding policy agenda in Syria, David Satterﬁeld. A
career diplomat with nearly four decades of Middle East experience under his belt, Satterﬁeld has been the acting
assistant secretary for near eastern aﬀairs since 2017. He is now reportedly about to be reassigned to Jeﬀrey’s old job as
U.S. ambassador to Ankara, or possibly Cairo. Pompeo has already called on David Schenker, a Bush-era Pentagon
oﬃcial now of the Washington Institute for Near East Policy, to ﬁll the assistant secretary position.
So far, however, that hasn’t worked out. Schenker’s conﬁrmation has been blocked for months by Democratic senator Tim
Kaine, who is leveraging the issue to protest Trump’s refusal to consult Congress before striking Syria in 2017 and
2018.35

American Vulnerabilities
For the U.S. military, force protection is a top concern in case of widening conﬂict with Iran and its regional allies and
proxies. Pentagon oﬃcials and serving commanders have reportedly signaled unease at what they see as a growing
mismatch between goals, risks, and resources, noting, for example, that the United States hasn’t had an aircraft carrier in
the Persian Gulf since March.36
The roughly 2,000 or 2,500 American soldiers, diplomats, and contractors in Syria have so far faced few direct threats,
and would easily win a conventional battle. But U.S. oﬃcials and analysts worry that Tehran and Damascus may have
other tricks up their sleeves. The troops in Syria are so few that they must rely on local allies for key elements of their
security, making it hard to guard against a determined enemy in an area crawling with agents and inﬁltrators—and the
situation is even worse in neighboring Iraq. There, much of the security apparatus is run by Iran-friendly Islamists, proTehran militants have seeded eastern Baghdad with ground-embedded rocket tubes pointed at the U.S. Embassy, and
Pompeo has already been forced to abandon the U.S. Consulate in Basra under Iranian pressure.37
As long as Iran has this gourmet’s menu of soft U.S. targets to pick from and the United States remains unwilling to
simply suck up the casualties, stepping out on the slippery slope of tit-for-tat retaliation without wanting to go to war
seems like a losing proposition.
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A U.S. MARINE OBSERVES AS A SUPPLIES ARE DROPPED NEAR AT-TANF GARRISON, SYRIA ON SEPTEMBER 7, 2018. SOURCE: U.S.
MARINE CORPS.

Serving U.S. oﬃcials will of course parrot their prepared talking points whatever their own views, but oﬃcials from the
last administration—who tend to dislike Trump anyway—have few qualms about attacking the new policies on the
record.
“You can make a case for keeping [troops in Syria as leverage against Iran] as long as you’re realistic about what you get
for that presence,” Philip Gordon, who oversaw White House Middle East policy between 2013 and 2015, told me in an
interview at his Council on Foreign Relations oﬃce in Washington, voicing strong skepticism against the current policy.
“Look, fair enough,” Gordon said, throwing up his hands, “if you believe defeating the Russians and Iranians and getting
rid of Assad are overwhelming U.S. national interests, okay, ﬁne—but just pay the price. Understand the cost of that, then
do it.” 38
Others have been blunter.
“It’s complete folly to think you’re going to threaten the Syrians or the Russians or the Iranians into anything,” former
U.S. secretary of defense Chuck Hagel recently told Defense One. “The Iranians live there. The U.S. doesn’t live in the
Middle East. Unless you’re going to somehow eliminate the geopolitical realities of that—well, good luck Mr. Bolton.”39

But Also, What’s on TV?
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For all of President Trump’s swamp-draining, blob-popping rhetoric and the many promises to bring troops home, he
can’t seem to make that policy stick.
Every time the president takes his hands oﬀ the wheel, the foreign policy apparatus starts to edge back toward its
preferred course of action, which is action. Syria is the most blatant example of this path-dependent pro-intervention
bias, in which the American foreign policy bureaucracy strains forward to control, reorganize, or ﬁx the Middle East
whenever given more leash to move. But it is a broader, systemic problem that appears to aﬀect much of U.S. foreign
policy. It has troubled a succession of presidents, and Trump’s special mix of absent-mindedness and heavy-handedness
has just laid bare the depth of the problem.
Whereas Obama came to be seen even by his supporters as a maddening micromanager, who would rather let a decision
die of old age than entrust it prematurely to a bureaucracy whose instincts he mistrusted, Trump simply drops a piano
on the thing he does not like—like that CIA program, or a Syrian nerve gas attack. For all of the expert views to the
contrary, it kind of works, and even when it doesn’t, Trump never suﬀers much political damage.
As the most powerful man in the world, and not afraid to act like it, Donald Trump has repeatedly shown that he can ﬂip
superpower strategy upside down and throw policymakers out of oﬃce at the stroke of a pen. Syria’s future shape and
functioning will to a signiﬁcant degree be determined by him.40 But for all of his power, it remains unclear to what
extent Trump endorses or understands the Syria strategy formulated for him by appointees operating with little
oversight and plenty of personal initiative.
Jeﬀrey said in early September he’s “conﬁdent” that the president is on board with the new plan, but in the absence of
conﬁrmation from Trump himself, few are willing to take his word for it.41 Quite the contrary, much of the U.S. foreign
policy community seems wearily resigned to the fact that their president could, at any moment, spin around and butcher
the current Syria strategy after hearing something he didn’t like in the news or at a lobbyists’ dinner. 42
Until then, however, Donald Trump’s dominant trait—a resounding lack of interest in any issue not relevant to his own
person, power, or popularity—may in fact be the perfect cornerstone for America’s new Syria policy. Like Schrödinger’s
famous cat, which remains hypothetically both dead and alive inside its box until the lid is lifted, Donald Trump can
happily remain an anti-Iran interventionist and an America First isolationist as long as he, himself, doesn’t see the
contradiction.
But then, one day, he will wake up in his White House bed, reach for the remote and ﬂip on Fox & Friends—and start to
frown, and go red in the face with anger, and reach for his smartphone.
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