
Executive Summary

In the midst of growing public wariness 
about large-scale foreign interventions, the 
Obama administration has decided to arm the 
Syrian rebels. Those who call for increasing the 
scope of U.S. aid to the Syrian rebels argue that 
(1) arming the rebels is the cheapest way to halt a 
humanitarian catastrophe, hasten the fall of the 
Assad regime through a rebel military victory or 
a negotiated settlement, and allow the Obama 
administration to influence the broader direc-
tion of Syrian politics in a post-Assad world; (2) 
failure to step up U.S. involvement will damage 
America’s credibility and reputation in the eyes 
of our allies and adversaries; and (3) U.S. objec-
tives can be accomplished with a relatively small 
level of U.S. commitment in Syria.

These arguments are wrong on all counts. 
There is a high risk that the decision to arm the 
Syrian rebels will drag the United States into a 
more extensive involvement later, the very sce-
nario that the advocates for intervention claim 
they are trying to avoid. The unique characteris-
tics of alliances between states and armed non-

state groups, in particular their informal nature 
and secrecy about the existence of the alliance 
or its specific provisions, create conditions for 
states to become locked into unpalatable obli-
gations. That seems especially likely in this case. 
The specific way the administration has chosen 
to increase the scope of its support to the rebels 
sets the stage for even greater U.S. commitment 
in Syria in the future. The Obama administra-
tion, therefore, should not have decided to arm 
the Syrian rebels.

Looking ahead, it is important for policy-
makers to understand the nature of alliances 
between states and armed nonstate groups even 
after the Syria conflict is resolved. Given that 
Americans are unwilling to support large-scale 
interventions in far-flung reaches of the globe, 
policymakers looking for military solutions to 
political problems may conclude that arming 
proxy groups may be an attractive policy choice. 
They should instead, however, avoid committing 
to conflicts that don’t threaten core national se-
curity interests. 
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Introduction

On June 13, 2013, the White House an-
nounced that evidence collected from Syria 
confirmed that the Bashar al-Assad regime 
used chemical weapons in its effort to crush 
the Syrian rebels.1 At that time, the adminis-
tration revealed that the United States was be-
ginning a program to provide lethal support to 
the Syrian rebels. Previously, the United States 
had limited its aid to the rebels to nonlethal 
support. In confirming that the Syrian regime 
used chemical weapons, the administration 
admitted that Assad had crossed the “red line” 
drawn by President Obama in August 2012, 
which he had said would be met with “enor-
mous consequences”—presumably, some 
form of American military involvement in the 
conflict.2 Indeed, the administration’s June 13 
statement invoked these red lines: “The Presi-
dent has been clear that the use of chemical 
weapons—or the transfer of chemical weap-
ons to terrorist groups—is a red line for the 
United States. . . . The President has said that 
the use of chemical weapons would change his 
calculus, and it has.”3 In the same statement, 
administration officials linked Assad’s use of 
chemical weapons with Obama’s decision to 
“increase the scope and scale of assistance that 
we provide to the opposition,” and stated that, 
“these efforts will increase going forward.”4 

Prior to the decision to arm the rebels, the 
president faced considerable pressure from 
advocates of intervention who claimed that 
Obama’s failure to follow through on his Au-
gust 2012 threat would irreparably damage 
U.S. credibility in the eyes of both adversaries 
and allies. In meetings leading up to the June 
13 announcement, Secretary of State John 
Kerry worried that failure to act in Syria would 
prompt Iran to doubt the credibility of U.S. 
threats concerning its nuclear program.5 In a 
joint statement released on April 30, senators 
John McCain and Lindsey Graham implored 
Obama to act swiftly, to enforce his “red line” 
on the use of chemical weapons. Any delay, 
they predicted, would serve “as an invitation” 
to Assad “to use chemical weapons again on 
an even larger scale.”6 

The Obama administration faced con-
certed pressure to intervene in Syria on hu-
manitarian and strategic grounds even before 
the disclosures about Assad’s use of chemical 
weapons. In a February 2012 New York Times 
op-ed, Princeton professor and former direc-
tor of policy planning at the State Depart-
ment Anne-Marie Slaughter argued that the 
United States should intervene militarily in 
Syria to establish “no kill zones” adjacent to 
the Jordanian, Turkish, and Lebanese borders 
to protect Syrian civilians.7 Vali Nasr, a senior 
fellow at the Brookings Institution, claimed in 
an April 2013 op-ed in the International Herald 
Tribune that, “the future of the region hangs 
in the balance” in Syria and, therefore, “a ‘lean 
back and wait’ posture . . . is dangerous.”8 On 
May 8, 2013, a Washington Post editorial called 
for U.S. intervention in Syria on the grounds 
that failure to do so would strengthen the ji-
hadist groups, such as the al-Nusra front, that 
are already consolidating territorial control in 
Syria; prompt fragmentation along sectarian 
lines; spread instability to neighboring states; 
and result in Assad’s chemical weapons caches 
being “up for grabs.”9 In early June, former 
president Bill Clinton sided with Senator Mc-
Cain in criticizing President Obama for his re-
luctance to act in Syria.10  

Despite the White House’s public link-
age between Assad’s use of chemical weap-
ons and the decision to arm the rebels, the 
change in U.S. policy might actually have 
been a response to Hezbollah’s increased ef-
fort in Syria and the rebels’ defeat in Qusayr. 
In an article in the Wall Street Journal, Adam 
Entous claims that the administration had 
been reassessing the scope of its involvement 
in Syria for the past two months as Hezbol-
lah’s presence in Syria became larger and 
more public and as the military tides began 
to turn in Assad’s favor. According to En-
tous, the Obama administration definitively 
concluded that Assad had used chemical 
weapons more than a week prior to its an-
nouncement. Around the same time, Entous 
reports, “in an emergency phone call . . . a 
top rebel commander warned the adminis-
tration that a ‘menacing’ buildup of forces 



3

The Obama 
administration’s 
decision to arm 
the rebels is 
taking place in a 
broader context 
of American 
retrenchment 
and wariness 
about large-
scale foreign 
interventions.

around Aleppo threatened to snuff out the 
rebel cause.”11 Obama also faced pressure 
from American allies bordering Syria, espe-
cially Saudi Arabia and Jordan.12

The Obama administration’s decision to 
arm the rebels is taking place in a broader 
context of American retrenchment and wari-
ness about large-scale foreign interventions.13 
The manner in which the president has cho-
sen to employ force over the course of his 
administration reflects an eagerness to move 
beyond the ground-troop-intensive wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan. Obama has favored 
more limited, bloodless (for Americans), and 
relatively inexpensive interventions. He has 
consistently sought support from, and active 
involvement by, other interested parties and 
U.S. allies. While the United States provided 
crucial precision munitions, air-to-air refuel-
ing, and surveillance capabilities to the 2011 
NATO campaign against Muammar Qad-
dafi’s regime in Libya, the Obama administra-
tion was careful to publicly stress the limited 
scope of American involvement and highlight 
the roles played by European and Arab al-
lies.14 Similarly, drone strikes in Pakistan and 
the Horn of Africa are increasingly attractive 
to policymakers because they expend far less 
blood and treasure than boots-on-the-ground 
interventions. The use of drones is likely to 
continue notwithstanding the president’s re-
cent foreign policy speech suggesting restric-
tions on such operations in the future.15 

Lacking the political capital required to 
sell a large-scale American intervention in 
Syria to a skeptical public, those who call for 
increasing the scope of U.S. aid to the Syr-
ian rebels argue that arming the rebels is the 
cheapest way to halt a humanitarian catas-
trophe. They claim it will hasten the fall of 
the Assad regime (through an outright rebel 
military victory or a negotiated settlement), 
and give the Obama administration influence 
in a post-Assad Syria. Some have argued that 
supporting the Syrian rebels is a vital strate-
gic matter for the United States because the 
Assad regime might transfer chemical weap-
ons to Hezbollah, or because instability could 
spread beyond Syria’s borders.16 Others allege 

that failure to step up U.S. involvement will 
damage America’s credibility and reputation 
in the eyes of our allies and adversaries. Lastly, 
advocates for arming the rebels assert that 
U.S. objectives can be accomplished with a 
relatively small level of U.S. commitment.

These arguments are wrong on all counts. 
Core American strategic interests are not di-
rectly threatened in Syria.17 Furthermore, it is 
not clear that a rebel victory would be desir-
able from the perspective of the United States. 
The Syrian rebels are hardly paragons of de-
mocracy. Ramzy Mardini of the Iraq Institute 
for Strategic Studies argues, “the Syrian rev-
olution isn’t democratic or secular . . . [and] 
the rebels don’t have the support or trust of a 
clear majority of the population.”18 Addition-
ally, it is entirely possible that chemical weap-
ons could fall into the “wrong” hands if the 
Assad regime collapses, and that overthrow-
ing Assad could spread instability to Iraq and 
Lebanon, and threaten Israel’s security.19 

This paper focuses primarily on claims by 
advocates of intervention about American 
credibility and the effectiveness of a program 
to arm the rebels. It argues that providing 
arms to the Syrian rebels is unlikely to tip the 
scales to their advantage and, due to misper-
ceptions about credibility, there is a high risk 
that the Obama administration’s decision 
will drag the United States into a more exten-
sive involvement later, the very scenario that 
the advocates for intervention claim they are 
trying to avoid. A host of factors suggest the 
Obama administration might be setting the 
stage for over-commitment in Syria. 

Proxy Warfare as a  
Foreign Policy Tool

Proxy warfare—whereby states agree to 
provide resources, training, and other forms 
of support to militant groups in exchange 
for the latter consenting to fight on the for-
mer’s behalf—is a common foreign policy 
tool. For example, data on nonstate actors in 
civil wars indicate that, since 1945, 134 of 285 
rebel groups enjoyed explicit support from a 
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state sponsor, while an additional 30 groups 
are alleged to have received external state sup-
port.20 War by proxy is an attractive policy op-
tion for states when they are hesitant to use 
force directly. The clandestine and informal 
nature of many of these arrangements allows 
states to challenge adversaries while providing 
plausible deniability for actions committed 
by nonstate allies.21 Even when external actors 
are aware of the existence of state-proxy alli-
ances, the specific provisions of the alliances 
are almost always kept secret.22 Thus, these 
alliances are well suited for states that are at a 
strategic disadvantage relative to their adver-
saries or that find the costs of challenging an 
adversary directly exceedingly high. 

Furthermore, domestic political weakness-
es or constraints—such as when elites have a 
tenuous hold on power or aren’t willing to 
pay the political costs of mobilizing resources 
from the population to wage war directly—can 
make allying with nonstate groups appealing. 
The secrecy and informality of these alliances 
create fewer bureaucratic and institutional 
impediments to their formation. Further, al-
liances with nonstate groups are cheaper to 
fund than direct military action. Finally, ally-
ing with a nonstate group of a particular eth-
nic or ideological identity may help a state en-
hance its domestic political legitimacy.23 For 
example, various Arab regimes have used sup-
port of Palestinian militants to garner good 
will from their domestic publics.

States might also find proxy warfare an at-
tractive policy due to the unique skill sets non-
state groups offer. Nonstate groups often have 
a comparative advantage in knowledge of local 
networks and terrain. They operate within the 
borders of sovereign states and in areas that are 
difficult to penetrate; know the relevant local 
political actors; have control over networks for 
the distribution of resources and information; 
and possess information about government 
presence, the preferences of local populations, 
and the shape of the battlefield.24

However, the very aspects of proxy warfare 
that appeal to states—their covert, indirect 
and informal nature—also create the condi-
tions for unwanted commitment by states to 

conflicts. Traditional alliances between states 
are usually codified in formal, public agree-
ments that stipulate the mutual adversary or 
adversaries against which the alliance is direct-
ed; the distribution of burdens and commit-
ments among allies; and how and under what 
conditions force will be applied.25 This, Glenn 
Snyder explains, creates “specificity, legal and 
moral obligation, and reciprocity.”26 In other 
words, formal alliances identify the bound-
aries of allies’ commitments to one another. 
Conversely, alliances between states and armed 
nonstate groups usually involve a large degree 
of ambiguity and vagueness about commit-
ments precisely because states are highly mo-
tivated to keep such alliances secret from their 
domestic publics and/or other states. In this 
context, “allies may find it necessary to stand 
by each other in all situations to prove their 
loyalty.”27 Furthermore, allies can exploit the 
ambiguity of alliance commitments and esca-
late disputes to their advantage.28 According 
to Princeton’s Thomas Christensen, when un-
certainty and poor information dominate in-
tra-alliance politics, “aggressive actors within 
an alliance are most capable of dragging their 
partners into conflicts.”29 This accords with 
Stanford professor Kenneth Schultz’s finding 
that the provision of state support for non-
state actors is often associated with repeated, 
costly patterns of interstate violence.30

Proxy warfare also presents states with 
considerable hazards due to the information 
asymmetry between state sponsors and their 
proxies.31 States face significant barriers to 
collecting information about their allies be-
cause the latter often reside in the territories 
of other states (which are not easily penetra-
ble) and operate under conditions of low-
level violence or outright war. Furthermore, 
nonstate groups often lack a public record of 
their behavior, which makes it difficult for the 
group to establish a reputation for reliability.

Despite states’ overwhelming material ad-
vantage relative to their proxies, the unique 
nature of alliances between states and armed 
nonstate groups often makes it difficult for 
states to influence the behavior of proxies in 
the preferred direction. Relations between al-
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lies involve a mixture of overlapping and op-
posing interests.32 Disparate interests prompt 
each to bargain with the other over the par-
ticular terms of the alliance, such as the na-
ture and amount of resources being provided; 
expectations for how those resources will be 
employed; and the boundaries or limitations 
of allies’ commitments to each other. Which-
ever actor has a bargaining advantage should 
be able to negotiate terms of the alliance that 
more closely match his or her preferences.

Leverage in these alliances hinges on both 
promises and threats—an actor’s ability to 
promise the provision of resources or capabili-
ties, as well as to threaten to defect from the al-
liance. Crucially, promises and threats must be 
believable and responsive to an ally’s needs to 
be effective.33 By virtue of their enormous ma-
terial resources, states can retain considerable 
leverage at the bargaining table because they 
can promise to offer nonstate allies much-
needed support. However, once an agreement 
has been struck, it can be difficult for a state to 
credibly threaten to moderate its commitment 
or, in the extreme, walk away from the alliance 
if the actions of a proxy are having a negative 
effect on the state’s interests. Sparking the 
fear of abandonment in one’s ally is a crucial 
source of bargaining power.34 This involves 
striking a delicate balance between manipu-
lating an ally’s perception of her importance, 
without crossing the critical threshold of mak-
ing an ally so scared of abandonment that she 
goes out in search of other allies.35

How the United States 
Could Get Locked into Syria

Prima facie, it would be reasonable to as-
sume that nonstate actors—often weak and 
desperate for external support—would almost 
always be easily influenced by more power-
ful states. Supporters of arming the Syrian 
rebels might expect that concerns about the 
United States being drawn into unwanted lev-
els of commitment are overblown. The United 
States has no core national security interests 
at stake and it can pursue alternate policies 

to influence the outcome of the conflict. For 
example, in the lead-up to the Obama admin-
istration’s decision to arm the rebels, it had 
the luxury of choosing from a variety of alter-
native policy options, such as launching mis-
sile strikes against Syrian air defense assets or 
chemical weapons depots; indirectly assisting 
the rebels through closer coordination with 
Turkey and the Gulf states; or working with 
Russia to achieve a diplomatic solution to the 
civil war. Or, the United States could have re-
frained altogether from increasing the scope 
of its commitment beyond the provision of 
nonlethal support. In contrast to the range of 
options available to the United States, the reb-
els have very few. Although they received sup-
port from Turkey, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia, 
they were desperate for more external backing 
and, in particular, greater involvement by the 
Obama administration. At a “Friends of Syr-
ia” conference in Amman, Jordan, on May 22, 
2013, General Salim Idriss, chief of staff of the 
Free Syrian Army (FSA), pleaded for Western 
support, in particular anti-tank and surface-
to-air missiles.36 A week prior to Obama’s an-
nouncement about arming the rebels, rebel 
commanders again requested American sup-
port in the wake of defeat in Qusayr and Syr-
ian government preparation for an assault on 
Aleppo.37 In general, the rebels are dependent 
on external backers to continue their military 
operations against the regime. For example, 
in August 2012 rebels resisting the regime in 
Aleppo were nearly forced to stop fighting 
when they ran out of ammunition.38

Despite the numerous policy options at its 
disposal and the desperate state of the rebels, 
the Obama administration could find itself 
increasing the scope of its commitment to the 
Syrian rebels following its decision to arm them 
if it does not take the proper precautions.39 In 
the wake of the June 13 announcement, the 
Obama administration sought to reassure 
the public of the limited scope of American 
involvement in the conflict, announcing that 
it would provide small arms and ammunition 
to the rebels, rather than anti-aircraft missiles, 
and was not immediately considering impos-
ing a no-fly zone.40 Nevertheless, there are two 
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ways the United States could become locked 
into a path of increasing involvement in the 
Syrian conflict: (1) through the institutional 
incentives that are present in covert opera-
tions; and (2) through erroneous understand-
ings of U.S. credibility and reputation. Both of 
these would undermine the Obama adminis-
tration’s existing leverage with the Syrian reb-
els stemming from the latter’s weakness and 
dependence on outside support. In particular, 
these pathways would render incredible U.S. 
threats to limit the scope of its involvement in 
the conflict and the level of its commitment 
to the rebels.

Institutional Paths to Lock-In
Political leaders often want to keep the 

precise nature of their involvement with 
armed nonstate groups hidden from other 
actors within government for domestic po-
litical reasons or concealed from adversaries 
to avoid drawing them into a conflict. In this 
way, proxy alliances operate as “open secrets,” 
where the existence of the alliance is known 
but its specific provisions remain clandes-
tine. In fact, the manner in which the Obama 
administration has initiated its program to 
provide lethal support to the Syrian rebels 
follows this pattern. While the president did 
not obscure his decision to arm the rebels, the 
specific parameters of the U.S. intervention 
in Syria remain vague and underspecified. 
The June 13 press statement did not clearly 
stipulate the nature of U.S. support; it merely 
indicated that the administration would “in-
crease the scope and scale of assistance that 
we provide to the opposition.”41 Administra-
tion officials later clarified that the United 
States would be providing the rebels with 
small arms and ammunition, potentially in-
cluding anti-tank missiles, but would not be 
equipping them with anti-aircraft missiles. 
However, Deputy National Security Advisor 
Benjamin Rhodes did not definitively rule 
out a no-fly zone; rather, he emphasized the 
costs associated with it and also said that the 
Obama administration would assess further 
policy decisions “on our own timeline.”42 Su-
san Rice, who at the time was serving as the 

U. S. ambassador to the United Nations but is 
currently Obama’s national security advisor, 
said regarding a no-fly zone: “We have been 
clear that we are not excluding options but at 
this stage no decision has been taken.”43 

Why would President Obama prefer am-
biguity to clarity? Domestic political aversion 
to intervention in Syria and fears of spark-
ing a wider regional conflagration could have 
prompted him to conceal the terms of U.S. in-
volvement in Syria. An NBC/Wall Street Journal 
poll conducted just before the president’s June 
13 statement found that only 15 percent of re-
spondents support U.S. military action in Syria, 
with only 11 percent favoring providing arms 
to the rebels.44 These numbers are largely con-
sistent with public opinion polls taken prior to 
the first revelations about Assad’s use of chemi-
cal weapons. A poll by the Pew Research Center 
taken during the first two weeks of March 2013 
indicated that, “there is no public support in the 
United States, Western Europe or in Turkey for 
sending arms and military supplies to the anti-
government troops in Syria.” An overwhelm-
ing majority—64 percent—of Americans disap-
proved of equipping the rebels with arms.45 

Strategic concerns also make a more clan-
destine approach to the United States’ role in 
Syria appealing. Large-scale, overt U.S. inter-
vention in Syria would give states already sup-
porting Assad a pretext for ratcheting up their 
commitments to the regime. Russia would 
have a justification for delivering more sophis-
ticated weapons systems to Syria. Particularly 
worrisome are long-range S-300 surface-to-air 
missiles that would bolster Syria’s air defenses, 
making a Western air campaign more difficult, 
and which Assad could use against Israeli tar-
gets.46 Similarly, Iran and Hezbollah would be 
able to justify even greater levels of support for 
Assad. The United States would not want to 
end up competing with Russia, Iran, and He-
zbollah in a cycle of escalating commitment 
to civil war belligerents, or draw other regional 
actors into the fray, but would be impelled to 
do so if others became more involved. 

When political leaders want to keep the 
nature of their relationships with nonstate al-
lies secret from either domestic publics or ad-
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versaries, they have to take certain actions to 
maintain plausible deniability. The most con-
sequential of these is delegating authority for 
alliance management to special bureaucracies 
that are kept segmented from normal gov-
ernmental operations. Politicians will eschew 
writing down and publicizing mutual alliance 
obligations, creating ambiguity about burden 
sharing and commitments and giving both in-
dividual bureaucrats and nonstate allies greater 
leeway to act according to their own proclivities. 
By design, the bureaucrats in charge of manag-
ing alliance relations will have little oversight 
from, or accountability to, political leaders.47 
These individuals may not have the same policy 
preferences as political leaders and, if anything, 
are likely to be more committed to the ally. In 
many cases, bureaucrats develop close interper-
sonal relationships with their contacts. More 
importantly, they have incentives to make sure 
their organizations are abundantly resourced 
and therefore develop vested interests in the 
perpetuation of alliances.48 Similarly, the im-
perative for secrecy means political leaders will 
avoid investing in institutions to monitor and 
collect information about proxies’ behavior as 
well as personnel tasked with managing the al-
liance. An information gap is created between 
the political leaders and those groups executing 
the policy, namely bureaucrats and nonstate 
allies. The information gap enhances the abil-
ity of the latter two actors to take matters into 
their own hands.49 For example, in the lead-up 
to the Ford administration’s decision to begin 
a program of covert aid to the National Libera-
tion Front of Angola (FNLA) in 1975, the CIA 
received a substantial portion of its intelligence 
on Angola from FNLA leader Holden Roberto, 
who used this information asymmetry strategi-
cally.50 In the same case, the presidential find-
ing issued on July 18, 1975, that provided the 
authorization for covert activities in Angola was 
written in a “deliberately vague and unspecific” 
manner.51  

The Obama administration’s manage-
ment of its program to arm the rebels is likely 
to follow a similar pattern. The president’s di-
rective to the CIA, which is the agency tasked 
with managing the arms transfers to the reb-

els, is classified and the specifics of how the 
program will operate have not been made 
public.52 Some information has already been 
reported, however: while the president pub-
licized his administration’s decision to arm 
the Syrian rebels on June 13, 2013, Reuters re-
ported on August 1, 2012, that some time in 
the first half of 2012 Obama had exercised his 
statutory authority to “[permit] the CIA and 
other U.S. agencies to provide support that 
could help the rebels oust Assad.”53 Under Ti-
tle 50, Section 413b of the U.S. Code, the pres-
ident can authorize covert action, provided 
he or she informs congressional intelligence 
committees.54 The Los Angeles Times published 
a report on June 21, 2013, claiming that the 
CIA has been covertly training Syrian rebels in 
Jordan since November 2012.55 

The secrecy surrounding aid to the Syrian 
rebels creates a real risk that the U.S. could get 
locked into even greater commitments in Syria 
through the institutional path described above. 
Delegating authority for alliance management 
to bureaucrats, the CIA in the case of Syria, and 
providing them with a broad and ill-defined 
mandate to execute policies, impinges on polit-
ical leaders’ abilities to use threats to influence 
the behavior of their nonstate allies.56 Specifi-
cally, proxies will not take threats to withhold 
or moderate support seriously if the political 
leaders making the threats cannot rein in the 
individuals responsible for executing them. 
Having bureaucratic interlocutors with their 
own interests in perpetuating an alliance, and 
sufficient autonomy to do so, undermines the 
credibility of threats to defect and, therefore, a 
state’s influence over a proxy. For example, dur-

ing Amin al-Hafez’s tenure as ruler of Syria in 
1964, Hafez al-Assad, then commander of the 
Syrian Air Force, secretly smuggled arms to 
Fatah bases in Syria, even before Yasser Arafat 
was given official permission to begin military 
raids into Israel in 1965.57

Credibility and Reputational Paths to 
Lock-In

States can also become locked into com-
mitments through reputational and credibil-
ity mechanisms. In general, states prefer to 
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maintain a reputation for following through 
on their threats and promises; if adversaries 
and allies doubt a state’s credibility, the state 
might find itself being taken advantage of by 
adversaries in times of international crisis and 
abandoned by allies worried about the state’s 
reliability. These concerns dominated U.S. 
foreign policy deliberations during the Cold 
War; some policymakers worried that if the 
United States didn’t stand firm in response to 
Communist aggression in Korea, Vietnam, or 
elsewhere, the Soviet Union would doubt its 
resolve to stand firm on more vital strategic 
issues, such as Berlin.58

In some cases, issues of credibility come 
into play when a state’s alliance with a non-
state group is made manifest to other actors 
in the international system. Despite the mani-
fold incentives for policymakers to keep an 
alliance with a proxy group covert, there are 
conditions under which states might prefer 
to be generally associated with providing sup-
port to militant groups. At the international 
level, states can use proxy groups for deter-
rent or compellent59 purposes: the threat of 
unleashing a proxy on an adversary can be 
sufficient to deter that adversary from tak-
ing military action against the state (both 
Pakistan and Iran rely on this vis-à-vis India 
and Israel, respectively60), or it can be used 
as a bargaining chip to extract concessions 
from other states.61 At the domestic political 
level, leaders worried about regime stability 
or legitimacy gain from allying with popular 
nonstate groups. The Assad regime in Syria, 
for example, long used its support of the Pal-
estine Liberation Organization (PLO) and 
Palestinian nationalism to garner domestic 
political legitimacy. The PLO offered an im-
portant ideological asset to the Syrian regime, 
explains Middle East analyst Aaron David 
Miller, because “the idea of Palestine and the 
plight of the Palestinian people [had] enor-
mous emotional appeal at a popular level.”62

When states stake their domestic politi-
cal or international reputations on an alli-
ance, they may find it hard to walk back jus-
tifications for that alliance when conditions 
change.63 For example, because Syrian Presi-

dent Hafez al-Assad tied his regime’s legiti-
macy to its alliance with Palestinian militants, 
he had to expend considerable political capital 
to intervene against the PLO during the Leba-
nese civil war in the 1970s.64 In turn, nonstate 
groups can take advantage of their allies’ repu-
tational concerns to extract greater conces-
sions. In particular, proxies may find threats 
to limit support incredible if they know that 
political leaders have gambled their political 
standings on proxy alliances. For example, in 
the 1980s Angolan rebel leader Jonas Savimbi 
was able to use U.S. domestic politics and sup-
port from conservative elements in Congress 
and the media to his advantage in negotia-
tions with Ronald Reagan for aid to UNITA.65

Publicly known proxy alliances do not 
always impinge on a state’s reputation and, 
therefore, do not always lock states into bar-
gaining disadvantages. Rather, concerns 
about credibility should only undermine a 
state’s bargaining power when domestic polit-
ical audiences care about the issue at hand,66 
or when the issue is central to a state’s strategic 
interests such that failing to act raises doubts 
about the state’s resolve.67 Americans have 
not been closely following events in Syria and 
are averse to expanding American commit-
ments overseas.68 Concerns about domestic 
political credibility, therefore, should not have 
propelled President Obama to decide the arm 
the rebels, nor should they inform decisions 
to escalate the level of American commitment. 
Furthermore, credibility fears at the interna-
tional level—the idea that Obama’s failure to 
adequately support the rebels would under-
mine the administration’s reputation for re-
solve in other arenas—are misguided because 
Syria does not threaten core U.S. national se-
curity interests. As Daryl Press convincingly 
argues in Calculating Credibility, other states 
assess credibility based on a state’s power and 
interests in the issue at stake, rather than past 
behavior.69 Iran, for example, should not infer 
from Obama’s actions in Syria that the Unit-
ed States would not stand firm with regard to 
its nuclear program. 

Nevertheless, credibility and reputational 
effects could drag the Obama administra-
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tion into commitments in Syria beyond 
arming the rebels because policymakers rou-
tinely misunderstand how these mechanisms 
work.70 In the months prior to the admin-
istration’s decision to arm the rebels, some 
lawmakers and commentators claimed that 
the United States was damaging its credibility 
by refraining from getting more involved in 
Syria. “The credibility of the United States is 
on the line, not just with Syria, but with Iran, 
North Korea,” asserted senators McCain and 
Graham, “all of our enemies and friends . . . 
are watching closely to see whether the Presi-
dent backs up his words with action.”71 Simi-
larly, Angel M. Rabasa, a senior political sci-
entist at the RAND Corporation, argued that, 
“if, against all odds, Assad were to prevail, it 
would be devastating to U.S. prestige and 
credibility in a critical part of the world.”72 
It is possible that the Obama administration 
became susceptible to these misinformed ar-
guments about credibility; the president may 
have come to believe that his domestic po-
litical and international reputation rested on 
arming the Syrian rebels. 

These same mistaken concerns about cred-
ibility could propel the president to increase 
the scope of U.S. commitment to the reb-
els after arming them, especially if the latter 
policy is not sufficient to change the military 
balance on the ground.73 Only a day after the 
president’s announcement, advocates of inter-
vention, including the Washington Post editorial 
board, were already clamoring for even greater 
U.S. involvement in Syria.74 On the same day, 
Anthony Cordesman of the Center for Strate-
gic and International Studies argued that “the 
time has come for the United States to take 
decisive action in Syria” and, specifically, that 
there was a strong case to be made for impos-
ing a no-fly zone rather than “remain[ing] 
half pregnant.”75 

Syrian Rebels’ Weakness May Beget Bar-
gaining Strength

The rebels’ military vulnerability exacer-
bates the problems detailed above. Following 
its decision to arm the rebels, the United States 
could get dragged into increasingly greater lev-

els of involvement because it chose to throw in 
its lot with the weaker party in a civil war.

 In some ways, the term “the Syrian rebels” 
is misleading because it implies a uniform 
group when, in fact, the belligerents are high-
ly factionalized and divided across multiple 
fronts and fighting groups. To date the anti-
Assad groups are organized into three primary 
fronts: the more moderate Supreme Military 
Council (SMC), which is led by General Salim 
Idriss and was organized by Western and Arab 
states but has only a nominal presence within 
Syria; and two Islamist fronts, the Syrian Is-
lamic Front and the Syrian Liberation Front. 
There are also at least nine different military 
groups currently active in Syria, only some 
of which are affiliated with the SMC: Jabhat 
al-Nusra, Ahrar al-Sham, Farouq Battalions, 
Liwa al-Tawhid, Saqour al-Sham, Ansar al-Is-
lam, Ahfad al-Rasul, Ghurabaa, and the Dem-
ocratic Union Party.76 Currently, U.S. support 
will be funneled through the SMC.77  

The constituent groups of the SMC, under 
pressure from the West, unified in December 
2012. As a result, SMC is a militarily and po-
litically weak organization whose ability to 
effectively transmit arms is questionable.78 
It lacks a dominant military presence on the 
ground, is plagued by disunity, and may re-
quire significant military training.79 The SMC 
suffers from considerable problems of com-
mand and control. It lacks an effective chain 
of command—while military councils at the 
provincial level have focused on establishing 
a chain of command in their local geographic 
areas, they have been unable to consolidate 
upwards to formulate a national level com-
mand and control.80 Further, the SMC has 
not consolidated sources of external support 
and therefore cannot use the disbursement of 
resources to subcommanders to establish its 
legitimacy.81 Instead, authority stems from 
individual commanders. 

Conversely, jihadist groups such as al-Nus-
ra have been making steady military gains on 
the ground.82 In particular, these groups have 
a significant presence in the south, includ-
ing the Damascus area, and the east and have 
crowded out more moderate groups.83 The 
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more radical Islamist groups are characterized 
by “highly organized, hierarchical network[s]” 
and are “better resourced and have better 
tactical knowledge than other rebel groups 
throughout Syria.”84 Al-Nusra is reputed to 
have 6,000 seasoned fighters.85

Therefore, arming the more moderate reb-
els is unlikely to be sufficient to achieve Amer-
ican political objectives in Syria.86 As defined 
by President Obama in his June 13 statement, 
the United States’ goals include: “achieving a 
negotiated political settlement to establish an 
authority that can provide basic stability and 
administer state institutions; protecting the 
rights of all Syrians; securing unconventional 
and advanced conventional weapons; and 
countering terrorist activity.”87 The immedi-
ate objective appears to be to arm the rebels so 
that they can be brought to the negotiating ta-
ble as credible partners and revive the Geneva 
talks.88 However, the CIA has already reached 
the conclusion that equipping the rebels with 
small arms and ammunition will not have a 
significant effect on the military balance in 
Syria.89 As retired general Wesley Clark ar-
gued in an op-ed in the New York Times, the 
United States will have to be able to credibly 
escalate American involvement in Syria in or-
der to bring about a negotiated settlement to 
the conflict.90 Rebel military gains are crucial 
to ensure that they have an upper hand at the 
negotiating table.91 Indeed, the Syrian rebels 
followed Obama’s announcement about arm-
ing them with requests for heavy weapons 
and a no-fly zone.92 

While Assad’s military has its share of prob-
lems, including old systems, corruption, and 
a strategic orientation toward fighting a war 
against Israel rather than a civil war, it is nev-
ertheless a formidable opponent to the rebels. 
The Syrian army has roughly 50,000 person-
nel, not including the paramilitary Shabiha 
that operate outside of the conventional mili-
tary chain of command.93 Assad could also use 
Syria’s chemical weapons stockpiles against 
rebel forces in more large-scale attacks, and he 
retains control of the skies over Syria, allowing 
the regime to inflict heavy casualties against 
rebel-held cities from the air.94 

Assad also benefits from dedicated sup-
port from external backers. Syria has become 
“an arena of strategic competition” for outside 
powers such as Russia, Iran, and Hezbollah.95 
Iran and Hezbollah have considerable interests 
at stake there: Syria is the conduit for Iranian 
arms and material to Hezbollah and allows 
Iran to project its influence in the region.96 
Thus, both have gone “all in” in Syria—they are 
totally committed to providing decisive sup-
port to Assad’s forces to ensure the survival of 
his regime or, barring that, a viable rump Ala-
wite state that would maintain Iranian supply 
lines to Hezbollah in Lebanon.97 The asymme-
try of interests between the United States and 
backers of the Assad regime means that the 
latter are willing to apply significantly greater 
resources to prop up Assad than the former 
to support the rebels.98 This increases the risk 
that the United States could be drawn into es-
calating its commitment to the rebels as Iran 
and Hezbollah pour more into the conflict. 
While it may not appear rational for the United 
States to feel compelled to match Iranian and 
Hezbollah involvement in Syria—U.S. strategic 
interests there pale in comparison—mission 
creep can occur even in the absence of a strate-
gic rationale due to institutional incentives and 
misunderstandings of sunk costs and credibili-
ty. In fact, that is what makes the phenomenon 
so perverse. As Marc Lynch points out, a small 
effort to arm the rebels “shatters one of the pri-
mary psychological and political footholds in a 
grim effort to prevent the slide down the slip-
pery slope to war.”99

The rebels’ military deficiencies raise the 
question of what the United States should do 
if they are still unable to achieve and maintain 
pivotal military gains on the ground after re-
ceiving arms from the United States. As it be-
comes apparent that U.S.-backed rebels can-
not complete the job, the United States will be 
tempted to escalate its involvement in the civil 
war to achieve its political objectives. In fact, 
the stage has already been set for a more ro-
bust intervention in Syria. The United States, 
in preparations for an upcoming scheduled 
military exercise with Jordan, transferred Pa-
triot missiles, 4,000 troops, and F-16 aircraft 
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to the country, which remained there after the 
conclusion of the exercise. Having the forces 
and equipment in nearby Jordan would make 
it considerably easier for the United States to 
implement a no-fly zone over Syria.100 Fur-
thermore, the CIA has already begun to train 
rebels in Jordan. That not only increases the 
risk of widening the conflict if Syria takes ac-
tion against training sites, but it also puts the 
infrastructure in place for a Libya-style inter-
vention that marries airpower with training 
and arming rebel allies on the ground.101 

Enforcing a no-fly zone over Syria would 
be a significant military undertaking, requir-
ing more resources than the no-fly zone es-
tablished by NATO in its 2011 intervention 
in Libya.102 Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff Martin Dempsey points out that, com-
pared to Libya, Syria “has five times more air 
defense systems some of which are high-end 
systems.”103 Assad has buttressed his air de-
fense assets since the start of the civil war to 
include the more sophisticated Russian Pant-
syr-S1 and Buk-M2 systems, although there 
are conflicting reports as to whether he has 
received the promised long-range S-300 mis-
siles from Russia.104 

While it may be tempting to draw lessons 
from successful aerial campaigns in recent 
years, such as Operation Noble Anvil in Yugo-
slavia in 1999 or Operations Odyssey Dawn 
and Unified Protector in Libya in 2011, the 
analogies don’t extend well to the Syria case. 
Yugoslavia offers a cautionary tale about part-
nering with less than capable allies; NATO 
felt compelled to increase the scope of its air 
operations over time as the Kosovo Libera-
tion Army proved unable to penetrate Serbian 
defenses on the ground.105 Furthermore, the 
apparent ease of the Libyan campaign is in 
large part attributable to its unique aspects. 
Qaddafi possessed relatively unsophisticated 
air defense assets and a small military. Libya is 
also within close proximity to NATO air bases 
in Europe. Further, Qaddafi’s forces were con-
centrated in the Western half of the country 
and the open desert terrain was conducive to 
airstrikes.106 The Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology’s Brian Haggerty contends that 

imposing a no-fly zone in Syria would require 
a substantial military investment—far larger 
than the initial stages of the NATO interven-
tion in Libya. In particular, in only the first 
few series of strikes, Haggerty estimates, the 
United States, acting alone or in conjunction 
with allied forces, would have to deploy 200 
strike aircraft and 100 support aircraft.107

Aside from being an act of war—imposing 
a no-fly zone would require taking out Syrian 
air defenses—and necessitating a substantial 
military effort, it is not even certain that a 
no-fly zone would decisively tip the balance 
in favor of the rebels. The vast majority of the 
government-inflicted casualties come from 
artillery rather than air strikes.108 Assad could 
continue shelling urban areas unopposed un-
less the United States were willing not only to 
ground Assad’s aircraft but also strike Assad’s 
forces on the battlefield—an even greater es-
calation. Additionally, the rebels would still 
need to be able to take and hold territory 
from government forces on the ground.109 An 
inability to do so might prompt the United 
States to heighten its involvement still more, 
to the point of sending military advisors or 
even ground troops. The U.S.-enforced no-fly 
zone over Iraq in the 1990s following the first 
Gulf War illustrates how a no-fly zone absent 
a ground presence can be ineffective in deter-
ring regimes from crushing organized resis-
tance. The no-fly zone, which was not paired 
with ground forces, was not sufficient to stop 
Saddam Hussein from quelling the postwar 
Shiite uprisings.110 A ground invasion of 
Syria could be incredibly expensive, costing at 
least $200 to $300 billion annually according 
to one estimate prepared by scholars at the 
Brookings Institution.111

If nominal, but not decisive, amounts of 
U.S. aid prolong an already protracted civil 
war, it is likely that more civilians will die.112 
Going “half in” rather than “all in” in Syria 
will not be sufficient to propel the rebels to 
victory but might allow them to forestall de-
feat by the regime for a longer period of time. 
The United States would be spending trea-
sure, and the Syrians expending blood, for an 
undesirable political result. 
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Policy Implications

The United States should not have initi-
ated a program to provide arms to the Syrian 
rebels and should avoid being sucked into 
an even deeper commitment. While the hu-
manitarian crisis in Syria is appalling—as of 
this writing the death toll is estimated to have 
reached nearly 93,000 people, and millions 
of Syrians are internally displaced or living in 
refugee camps in neighboring states113—this 
analysis focuses on U.S. strategic interests in 
the conflict. The absence of clear national se-
curity interests in supporting the rebels, com-
bined with the strong potential for the United 
States to get drawn into unwanted levels of 
military commitment in Syria, suggests that 
the Obama administration erred in its deci-
sion to arm the rebels 

It is not too late for the Obama adminis-
tration to reverse its decision to arm the Syr-
ian rebels. As of this writing, there has been 
no official confirmation that arms have been 
delivered. The administration should choose 
to heed the concerns of members of both the 
House and Senate Intelligence Committees, 
who have been pressing the administration 
to refrain from fulfilling its promise to the 
rebels.114 Bipartisan legislation introduced in 
both the Senate and House seeking to block 
the provision of lethal assistance might also 
tie the administration’s hands. These mem-
bers of Congress are concerned with precisely 
the issues detailed in this analysis, namely, 
that arming the Syrian rebels will not be de-
cisive in changing the military balance on the 
ground and that the United States could be-
come overcommitted to a conflict in which it 
has minimal strategic interests.115

Issues of how states can successfully in-
fluence the behavior of nonstate proxies will 
continue to remain relevant beyond the con-
flict in Syria. In the current domestic politi-
cal environment, where the public is unwill-
ing to support large-scale interventions in 
far-flung reaches of the globe, policymakers 
looking for military solutions to political 
problems will find arming proxy groups a 
potentially attractive policy choice. There-

fore, it is important to understand how 
states can protect themselves against com-
mitting to conflicts that don’t threaten their 
core national security interests. 
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