
Damascus, Jerusalem, and 
Washington: The Syrian-
Israeli Relationship as a 
U.S. Policy Issue

Itamar Rabinovich

A N A L Y S I S  P A P E R

N u m b e r  1 9 ,  M a r c h  2 0 0 9

BROOKINGS
1775 Massachusetts Ave., NW
Washington, D.C. 20036-2103

www.brookings.edu



A N A LY S I S  PA P E R

N u m b e r  1 9 ,  M a r c h  2 0 0 9

Damascus, Jerusalem, and 
Washington: The Syrian-
Israeli Relationship as a 
U.S. Policy Issue

Itamar Rabinovich



ABOUT BROOKINGS

The Brookings Institution is a private nonprofit organization devoted to research,  

education, and publication on important issues of domestic and foreign policy.  

Its principal purpose is to bring the highest quality independent research and analysis  

to bear on current and emerging policy problems. Interpretations or conclusions in  

Brookings publications should be understood to be solely those of the authors.

Copyright ©2009

THE BROOKINGS INSTITUTION

1775 Massachusetts Avenue, N.W., Washington, D.C. 20036

www.brookings.edu

A SABAN CENTER AT THE BROOKINGS INSTITUTION ANALYSIS PAPER

ISBN-13: 978-0-8157-0324-2



T h e  S a b a n  C e n T e r  a T  T h e  b r o o k i n g S  i n S T i T u T i o n    i i i

A c k n ow l e d g e m e n t s  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . v

e x e c u t i v e  s u m m A ry  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . v i i

t h e  A u t h o r  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ix

P r e fAc e  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . x i

A t r i l At e r A l  r e l At i o n s h i P :  t h e  u n i t e d  s tAt e s , i s r A e l , A n d  s y r i A :  1974-2001  . . . . . . 1

t h e  B u s h  A d m i n i s t r At i o n , s y r i A , A n d  i s r A e l :  2001-2008  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9

l e s s o n s  f o r  t h e  o B A m A  A d m i n i s t r At i o n  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21

P o s t s c r i P t  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 23

tAB le of contents





T h e  S a b a n  C e n T e r  a T  T h e  b r o o k i n g S  i n S T i T u T i o n    v

I am very grateful for the generosity of the Andrea and Charles Bronfman Philanthropies, which 

enabled me to write this Analysis Paper while serving as the Charles and Andrea Bronfman 

Distinguished Visiting Fellow at the Saban Center for Middle East Policy at Brookings. I would 

also like to thank Martin Indyk for his advice, cooperation, and friendship, Dr. Tamar Yegnes for 

her research collaboration, and Ariel Kastner and Moran Azoulay for their help in researching 

and writing this paper. The staff of the Saban Center, Yinnie Tse and Kelsey Finkelstein in par-

ticular, were gracious hosts.

Acknowled gements





T h e  S a b a n  C e n T e r  a T  T h e  b r o o k i n g S  i n S T i T u T i o n    v i i

national security policies: its relationship with the new 

U.S. administration, how to address the Palestinian is-

sue, and what to do about Iran’s quest for regional he-

gemony and a nuclear arsenal.

For the Obama Administration, Syria would be a small, 

yet a significant piece in a larger national security puz-

zle. Its policy towards Syria and the issue of an Israeli-

Syrian peace process is likely to unfold along one of the 

following four scenarios:

A Derivative of a Potential American-Iranian Dia-

logue. One of the top priorities of the Obama Ad-

ministration will be to develop an Iran strategy. It 

may continue (or push further) the Bush Administra-

tion’s policy of isolation or, more likely, it may explore 

whether a “grand bargain” with Iran is feasible. Such a 

choice would be natural for a president who had advo-

cated an open dialogue approach with Iran during his 

election campaign.  

If a dialogue materializes and unfolds successfully, a 

new context would be created for Washington’s rela-

tionship with Damascus. An American-Iranian under-

standing should cover Iraq, Lebanon, and the Arab-Is-

raeli peace process. If such an understanding is indeed 

reached, Syria would no longer be seen as the junior 

partner of an evil state and therefore U.S.-Syrian ac-

commodation and a new American stewardship of an 

Israeli-Syrian peace process would be facilitated.

A By-Product of Lingering Hostility with Iran. 

Should the previous option not be pursued or should 

The priority the United States placed on the Israeli-

Syrian relationship declined dramatically under 

the administration of George W. Bush, compared to its 

cardinal position during the period of the Clinton Ad-

ministration. In addition, during the Bush years, the 

relative importance of the Israeli component of Wash-

ington’s relationship with Damascus declined whereas 

other components, particularly Iraq and Lebanon, 

came to the fore. The Bush Administration’s overall 

policy toward Syria—neither to engage with Syria nor 

attack it, but to seek soft ways of penalizing it—failed 

to work.

On the Israel side, the Israeli government’s policy 

transformed from Ariel Sharon’s and Ehud Olmert’s 

initial rejection of “the Syrian option” to Olmert’s 

quest for a settlement with Syria. It will be up to the 

Obama Administration and Israel’s new government 

to decide whether to pick up where Olmert left off. Of 

critical importance is the fact that the emphasis of Syr-

ian-Israeli negotiations has shifted from the relatively 

simple formula of “territories for peace” to a more 

comprehensive formula that includes Syria’s relation-

ship with Iran, Hizballah, and the radical Palestinian 

organizations.

The Obama Administration and Israel’s new govern-

ment will most certainly take a fresh look at Middle 

Eastern diplomacy. The Israeli government will have 

to decide whether it wants to proceed with the Syrian 

negotiations, in what fashion, and to what end. It will 

have to integrate such decisions into a larger strat-

egy that will address the other core issues of Israel’s  

executive summAry
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dimensions of that successful strategic realignment. It 

should also be noted that while the Egypt case is an 

inspiring example, Anwar Sadat was a bold, visionary 

leader who was willing to jump from the Soviet orbit 

even before a safe position with the United States had 

been secured. Hafiz al-Asad showed no such inclina-

tion, and thus far, neither has Bashar.

A Policy of Using Force. As noted above, the Bush Ad-

ministration decided to avoid both ends of the spectrum 

by refraining from either dialogue with or using force 

against Syria. If both varieties of dialogue mentioned 

above do not materialize, the Obama Administration 

could reconsider the option of using force against Syria. 

However, this is a highly unlikely prospect.

A Policy of Maintenance.  Should the Obama Ad-

ministration relegate the Syria issue to a relatively low 

place on its foreign policy agenda or should it decide 

to allocate priority to the Palestinian issue, it will have 

to find a way of keeping it and the question of the U.S. 

relationship with Syria on hold. If put on the back 

burner, the Syrian issue may deteriorate into direct or 

indirect conflict, similar to what occurred in earlier 

decades. Therefore, a strategy of conflict management 

will be necessary.

it fail, the prospect of wooing Syria away from Iran 

would loom as a joint policy goal for both the United 

States and Israel. This idea is not new. In fact, the aim 

of breaking Syria away from Iran was used by the Ol-

mert government in justifying its decision to enter into 

and publicize indirect negotiations with Syria. A simi-

lar rationale was articulated by France when Nicolas 

Sarkozy decided to engage with Asad.  However, Syria 

has refused to discuss a change in its relationship with 

Iran as a precondition to progress in negotiations with 

Israel. Yet, in the past, various Syrian spokesmen have 

alluded to the position that Syria’s alliance with Iran 

is not fixed and that it is mostly a result of Washing-

ton’s rejection of Syria. Such claims can of course be 

tested, but testing them would not be an easy diplo-

matic exercise. The Ba’th regime has a long tradition 

of straddling the line and Syria’s leadership is likely, if 

a dialogue with the United States is renewed, to try to 

proceed in that dialogue without actually severing its 

intimate relationship with Tehran.

Henry Kissinger’s success in shifting Egypt in the early 

and mid-1970s from the Soviet orbit to a pro-American 

orientation has been cited as a model for pulling Syria 

away from Iran. It should be noted that a peace pro-

cess and Egypt’s regaining of the Sinai were important 
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This analysis paper brings together three interre-

lated issues: 

•   The Israeli-Syrian relationship (i.e., the two 

countries’ conflict and the efforts to resolve it);

•   Washington’s bilateral relationship with Da-

mascus;

•   And the role played by these two issues within 

the larger context of U.S. policy in the Middle 

East. 

These issues are addressed in three sections of the pa-

per. The first section, the Israeli-Syrian relationship, 

presents historical background of the Arab-Israeli 

peace process begun in 1974, with particular emphasis 

paid to the 1990s, when Israel and Syria were engaged 

in peace negotiations with the active involvement of 

the United States. The second section, Washington’s re-

lationship with Damascus, reviews and analyzes devel-

opments during the present decade, when the George 

W. Bush Administration sought to isolate Syria while 

Israel and Syria took part in indirect negotiations fol-

lowing Israel’s preventive military action against Syria’s 

clandestine nuclear reactor. The third section analyzes 

policy options for the Obama Administration regard-

ing U.S. relations with Syria. 

The paper argues that the priority the United States 

placed on the Israeli-Syrian relationship declined 

dramatically under the Bush Administration, com-

pared to its cardinal position during the period of 

the Clinton Administration. In addition, during the 

Bush years, the relative importance of the Israeli di-

mension to Washington’s relationship with Damascus 

declined whereas other components, particularly Iraq 

and Lebanon, came to the fore. The paper is critical of 

the Bush Administration’s overall policy toward Syria: 

the administration’s decision neither to engage with 

Syria nor attack it, but to seek soft ways of penalizing 

it failed to work. 

On the Israeli side, the government’s policy trans-

formed from Ariel Sharon’s and Ehud Olmert’s initial 

rejection of “the Syrian option” to Olmert’s quest for 

a settlement with Syria. It will be up to the Obama 

Administration and Israel’s new government to de-

cide whether to pick up where Olmert left off. Of 

critical importance is to understand that the empha-

sis of Israeli-Syrian negotiations has shifted from the 

relatively simple formula of “territories for peace” to a 

more comprehensive formula that includes Syria’s re-

lationship with Iran, Hizballah, and radical Palestinian 

organizations. 

PrefAce
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to Asad in Kissinger’s memoirs.  Kissinger was fas-

cinated by his long-winded duel with Asad and the 

Syrian president’s style of leadership. Kissinger’s 

writing helped to lay the foundation for an “Asad my-

thology” that was perpetuated and elaborated upon 

by President Jimmy Carter and President George H. 

W. Bush’s secretary of state, James Baker, who both 

had extensive dealings with Asad.2  That mythology 

depicted Asad as having a unique combination of po-

litical astuteness, mental recall, brutality mixed with 

wit, ideological rigidity mitigated by tactical skills, 

and a dry sense of humor. 

The American-Syrian channel that was built in 1974 

was used in 1976 when Washington encouraged Da-

mascus to intervene militarily in the Lebanese civil war. 

Washington coordinated this intervention with Israel 

—the so-called “red-line agreement”—which allowed 

Syria to send its troops into Lebanon provided they did 

not deploy south of the Litani River. Kissinger (then 

Gerald Ford’s secretary of state) and Yitzhak Rabin (in 

his first tenure as Israel’s prime minister) saw Syria as 

a stabilizing actor likely to put an end to the anarchy in 

Lebanon and prevent the deteriorating situation there 

from causing yet another regional war.3

The October War in 1973 was a turning point for 

Syria in the conduct of its conflict with Israel and 

in its relationship with the United States. The war’s 

outcome forced Syria to join the diplomatic process 

orchestrated by Secretary of State Henry Kissinger. For 

the Ba’th regime—Moscow’s closest Arab ally and Is-

rael’s harshest adversary—this was a radical departure 

from its previous policies.1

 

In the spring of 1974, Kissinger was looking to repeat 

the success he had had with Egypt in forging the cease-

fire in the October War. Kissinger hoped to pull Syria 

away from the Soviet orbit by using the prospect of 

regaining the Golan Heights and building a relation-

ship with Washington as the two chief inducements. 

Ultimately, he did not succeed in pulling Syria’s ruler, 

Hafiz al-Asad, across the threshold. Asad remained an 

important—if not the most important—Soviet client 

in the Arab World.

 

Nevertheless, the diplomatic efforts of 1974 culmi-

nated in the Separation of Forces Agreement between 

Israel and Syria and with the establishment of an 

American-Syrian channel of communication. One 

by-product of this episode was the build-up given 

1 Itamar Rabinovich, The View from Damascus (London: Valentine Mitchell, 2008), 175-340.
2  Henry Kissinger, Years of Upheaval (Boston, MA: Little Brown, 1982), 777-87; Jimmy Carter, Keeping Faith: Memoirs of a President (Toronto, ON: 

Bantam Books, 1982), 285-86; Also see Jimmy Carter, The Blood of Abraham (Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin, 1985), 73 and James A. Baker, The Politics 
of Diplomacy: Revolution, War, and Peace, 1989-1992 (New York: G.P. Puntam’s Sons, 1995).

3 Yitzhak Rabin, The Rabin Memoirs (Berkley, CA: University of California Press, 1996), 242-45.
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was let down by Asad in 1977 when Syria refused to  

participate in an international conference that Carter 

had wanted to convene in order to implement a com-

prehensive settlement and exert pressure on the PLO. 

Two years later, after Carter negotiated a separate peace 

deal between Egypt and Israel that removed the largest 

and most powerful Arab state from the conflict with 

Israel, Asad sought a counter-balance by building a 

close alliance with the Ayatollahs’ regime in Iran.4

A crucial element of the new Syrian-Iranian partner-

ship was the access Syria afforded Iran to Lebanon’s 

Shi’i community. This was Iran’s only success in ex-

porting its Islamic Revolution and it gave it a base in 

the core area of the Middle East on Israel’s northern 

border.  Beginning in 1981, the Reagan Administration 

pursued a rather tortuous path in dealing with these 

issues. Reagan’s first secretary of state, Alexander Haig, 

gave Israel’s defense minister, Ariel Sharon, an “amber 

light” when the latter briefed him on his far-reaching 

plan to invade Lebanon in cooperation with the Ma-

ronite militia, the Lebanese Forces. The plan was to 

install Bashir Gemayel as Lebanon’s president and to 

use the anticipated change in Lebanon as the stepping 

stone for transforming the politics of the whole region.  

But an “amber light” by the secretary of state was not 

tantamount to an endorsement by the administration 

and during the summer of 1982 the United States had 

to cope with the consequences of an overly ambitious 

Israeli war plan gone wrong. Beyond the effort to bring 

the crisis under control, Washington sought to accom-

plish two policy goals:

•   Revive the Arab-Israeli peace process by issuing 

the Reagan plan in September 1982.

•   Put an end to the Lebanese civil war and con-

solidate the Lebanese political system under the 

presidency of Amin Gemayel.5 

While the United States tacitly cooperated with Syr-

ia in Lebanon, it excluded Damascus from the sec-

ond round of the post-October 1973 peace process. 

Kissinger did not wish to go through the agonizing ef-

fort of matching an Israeli-Egyptian agreement with 

an Israeli-Syrian one. He therefore negotiated the Sep-

tember 1975 Interim Agreement between Israel and 

Egypt as a self-standing measure. As a result, Syria led 

a ferocious campaign against the new agreement that 

was motivated by two principal considerations: Asad 

understood that if Egypt was allowed to proceed on a 

separate track with Israel, Syria would be left behind; 

By this time, Asad viewed himself as an important re-

gional actor and saw the Interim Agreement as major 

challenge to his new-found status. A paradigm was 

thus created whereby the United States and Syria col-

laborated on one regional issue in the Middle East but 

were at loggerheads over another.

Following Jimmy Carter’s election to the presidency in 

1976, two interrelated changes emerged in the Middle 

East, the first a result of U.S. policy and the second a 

result of regional developments:

•   The reversal of Kissinger’s step-by-step ap-

proach and its replacement by Carter’s quest for 

a comprehensive Arab-Israeli peace settlement.

•   The Iranian Revolution of 1979 and the replace-

ment of the Shah’s conservative pro-American 

regime with a radical anti-American regime 

seeking to export its revolution to other parts of 

the Middle East.

Both developments converged to endow Syria and 

Asad with new importance. President Carter needed 

Syria’s endorsement of his comprehensive peace ap-

proach and therefore spent time and effort woo-

ing Asad. Though enchanted by his persona, Carter 

4  For the relationship between Syria and Iran, see Husayn Agha and Ahmad S. Khalidi, Syria and Iran: Rivalry and Cooperation (London: Pinter, 1995) 
and Ehteshami Anoushiravan and Raymond A. Hinnebusch, Syria and Iran: Middle Powers in a Penetrated Regional System (London: Routledge, 2001).

5 Itamar Rabinovich, The War for Lebanon, 1970-1983 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1984), 172-73.
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patron. As a result, Asad realized that he had to 

build a new relationship with the United States. 

•   Saddam’s bold move which, given the hostility 

between Asad and Saddam, meant that an Iraqi 

success in Kuwait, if allowed to stand, would have 

dire repercussions on Syria’s regional position. 

From Washington’s perspective, Syria’s decision to join 

the coalition had great significance because it enhanced 

the coalition’s legitimacy within the Arab world.  Syr-

ia’s pan-Arab and nationalist credentials helped to 

moderate Arab and Muslim reaction to an American-

led attack against an Arab regime that had sought to 

don the mantle of revolutionary nationalism. On the 

ground, Syria’s contribution to the military campaign 

was quite insignificant, but its membership in the co-

alition laid the foundation for a new relationship with 

Washington.6

the roAd to mAdrid

The new, improved relationship between the United 

States and Syria was initially predicated on a common 

interest produced by the Gulf crisis of 1990-1991. How-

ever, its scope was soon expanded by broader interests 

on both the Syrian and American sides. In Syria, Asad 

developed an interest in building a closer relationship 

with Washington, and in the United States, Baker was 

determined to exploit the accomplishments of the Gulf 

War and the options afforded by the end of the cold 

war to launch negotiations to resolve the Arab-Israeli 

conflict. A new configuration was thus created.  

In order to implement its new peace plan, the George 

H. W.  Bush Administration needed Syria’s support and 

cooperation. As Jimmy Carter had discovered in 1977, 

no quest for a comprehensive Arab-Israeli settlement 

could be pursued effectively without Syria’s participa-

tion. Syria, of course, would also be a beneficiary of 

that process in two respects: it could regain the Golan 

Heights and, like Sadat’s Egypt in the 1970s, a U.S.-

The Reagan plan failed to take off and Washington’s 

quest to shape Lebanon’s future—in part by introduc-

ing into Lebanon a battalion of U.S. Marines as peace-

keepers—brought it into a direct collision with a novel 

triangle. This triangle—Iran, Syria, and the radicalized 

Lebanese Shi’ah—deployed suicide bombers and sys-

tematically used hostage-taking to advance its interests. 

After terrorist attacks against the American embassy, 

which killed seventeen Americans, and the Marines’ 

headquarters in Beirut, which killed more than two 

hundred Marines, the Reagan Administration decided 

to withdraw from Lebanon. It managed to disengage 

from its Lebanese venture almost politically unscathed, 

but with a great distaste for Middle Eastern politics. It 

also had hostility toward Syria because of its alliance 

with the Soviet Union and Iran, and because of its spon-

sorship of terrorism (Syria had been put on the State 

Department’s State Sponsors of Terrorism list in 1979). 

As testament to this, when the Reagan Administration 

decided toward the end of its second term to return to 

Arab-Israeli diplomacy, largely in order to prepare the 

ground for its successor, it chose to do so by opening a 

dialogue with the PLO rather than with Syria.  

The hostile nature of the United States-Syria relation-

ship, and much else in the Middle East, was trans-

formed by Saddam Hussein’s August 1990 invasion of 

Kuwait and the George H. W. Bush Administration’s 

decision to build an international coalition to evict 

Iraq’s army. One of the more spectacular diplomatic 

achievements performed by Secretary of State Baker 

was persuading President Asad to have Syria join the 

coalition and take part in the war against Iraq. 

To many, the notion of Syria joining a military co-

alition led by the United States against another Arab 

country seemed inconceivable.  But it was made pos-

sible by two developments: 

•   The collapse of the Soviet Union, which meant 

that Syria had lost its traditional superpower 

6 Itamar Rabinovich, The Brink of Peace: The Israeli-Syrian Negotiations (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998), 36-39.
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precious relationship with the United States beyond 

a certain point. Furthermore, three years after the 

outbreak of the first Intifada, and in the shadow of 

Saddam’s recent threat, many Israeli policymakers and 

pundits understood that a mere perpetuation of the 

status quo was no longer a viable option for securing 

Israel’s well-being.

It took Baker and his team nine visits to the Middle 

East to put together the formula for the Madrid Con-

ference and the negotiating process it would launch, 

and to bring Shamir and Asad’s foreign minister, Faruq 

al-Shara, to Madrid in October 1991. It was an impres-

sive diplomatic achievement.  

The Madrid Conference unfolded successfully and the 

dual tracks—separate sets of bilateral negotiations be-

tween Israel and Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, and the Pal-

estinians, and multilateral negotiations between Israel 

and several Arab countries—were put in place. There 

was only one crucial element missing—the political 

will by the relevant parties to take advantage of the 

new framework in order to reach a settlement. This 

changed on the Israeli side in the summer of 1992 

when Yitzhak Rabin was elected as Israel’s new prime 

minister with a mandate to take risks for peace. Rabin 

viewed the Madrid framework and the Bush Adminis-

tration’s determination to promote Arab-Israeli peace 

as an opportunity to implement his own policy agenda. 

The convergence of an American administration seek-

ing to use its unprecedented prestige and influence in 

the Middle East to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict, an 

Israeli prime minister amenable to at least part of the 

American agenda, and a change of mood and approach 

in the Arab world (indicated by Syria’s engagement in 

peace negotiations) launched the most ambitious ef-

fort to date to resolve the conflict. Within this context, 

a novel trilateral relationship was established between 

the United States, Israel, and Syria.7

orchestrated resolution of the conflict could provide 

the pathway to a new, much closer, relationship with 

Washington. 

The peace process envisaged by the Bush Administra-

tion was predicated on the notion of “territories for 

peace.” This would mean that Asad could conceivably 

achieve full Israeli withdrawal from the Golan Heights 

through a diplomatic settlement but it would also mean 

that he would have to offer Israel “full peace.”  In other 

words, fourteen years after he had denounced Sadat as 

an incompetent traitor and after he had continually 

tried to obstruct, penalize, and isolate Sadat in the Arab 

world, Asad would be following in his footsteps.  

Aside from the difficulties associated with negotiating 

the interests of both sides, Baker faced the challenge 

of personalities. A deliberate, meticulous, cautious, 

and suspicious leader, preoccupied with his image and 

legacy, Asad presented a formidable challenge to Bak-

er’s effort to put together an Arab-Israeli peace pro-

cess. Asad’s Israeli counterpart, Prime Minister Yitzhak 

Shamir, was an equally tough nut to crack. Shamir had 

opposed former Prime Minister Menachem Begin’s 

peace deal with Egypt and was against the very no-

tion of “territories for peace,” and therefore negotia-

tions with the Palestinians and the Syrians. Further-

more, Shamir had contributed to the war effort against 

Saddam by refraining from retaliating against Iraq’s 

Scud missile attacks on Israel. Because he felt Israel 

had already made compromises for the United States, 

Shamir did not believe that his compensation should 

be further concessions as part of an Arab-Israeli peace 

process that was a by-product of America’s victory in 

the Gulf War.  

But strategic realities helped Baker. As Asad sought 

to build a new relationship with Washington, Shamir  

understood that he could not afford to strain Israel’s 

7  Ibid, 36-40; Dennis Ross, The Missing Peace: The Inside Story of the Fight for Middle East Peace (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2004), 64-79.  For 
Ross’s analysis of subsequent phases of the Syrian-Israeli negotiations, see pp.137-208, 216-45, 495-590;  Martin Indyk, Innocent Abroad: An Intimate 
Account of American Peace Diplomacy in the Middle East (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2009).
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administration toward seeking the first breakthrough 

on the Syrian, rather than the Palestinian, track of the 

Madrid process. Syria was Iran’s ally and, as noted, pro-

vided Tehran with access to Lebanon and to Lebanon’s 

Shi’i community. A Syrian-Israeli peace settlement, 

paired with a new relationship between Washington 

and Damascus would deny Iran access to its Lebanese 

constituency and would go a long way toward margin-

alizing its influence in the region.

American preference for the “Syrian Option” was rein-

forced by additional considerations. The Israeli-Syrian 

conflict, bitter as it was, was simpler and easier to re-

solve than the Israeli-Palestinian dispute. Assuming 

that Asad had gone through a change of heart and 

was ready for a Sadat-like peace with Israel, the Syrian 

conflict with Israel could be addressed as an essentially 

territorial dispute between two sovereign states. This 

stood in contrast to the Israeli-Palestinian dispute, 

which was not just territorial, but a clash of nation-

alisms. Additionally, although Asad had the reputa-

tion of being a tough negotiator, his record of keeping 

agreements once they were made was solid. When con-

trasted with Yasir Arafat and the PLO, Asad and Syria 

seemed much more attractive as negotiating partners. 

An Israeli-Syrian deal would have the additional ad-

vantage of calming down the active conflict between 

Israel and Hizballah in southern Lebanon and along 

the Israeli-Lebanese border. Asad would be expected, 

as part of his new relationship with the United States, 

to distance himself from Iran and put an end to Syr-

ia’s support of terrorist organizations, Palestinian and 

Lebanese alike. Implicit in this view was a willingness 

to accept Syria’s continued hegemony in Lebanon, a 

willingness shared by the Rabin government.9

the isrAeli-syriAn-AmericAn trAck 

The term “Israeli-Syrian track” is misleading. Through-

out the 1990s there were no real bilateral negotiations 

between Israel and Syria. The real negotiations, when 

choosing A trAck

Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin did not believe that an 

Israeli-Syrian agreement comparable to the Israeli-

Egyptian peace treaty of 1979 was feasible. And while 

he also did not think a full-fledged settlement with the 

Palestinians was possible, his original approach to the 

Madrid process focused on the Palestinian track. The 

reason for this was that Rabin believed that an Israeli-

Palestinian interim agreement could jumpstart the 

Madrid process which, after a dramatic start, had lost 

its momentum. As a result, during the election cam-

paign of 1992 Rabin promised that if elected, he would 

deliver an interim agreement with the Palestinians 

within nine months and spoke against the notion of a 

withdrawal from the Golan Heights.

Rabin’s perspective, though, was altered by discussions 

with Secretary of State Baker in July 1992, only days after 

Rabin had been sworn in as prime minister. During his last 

trip to the Middle East as secretary of state, Baker came to 

Israel after visiting Damascus and delivered a message to 

Rabin that was twofold: he believed Asad was ready for a 

peace agreement with Israel and the Bush Administration 

was ready to underwrite such an agreement.

Later that month Rabin appointed me as his chief ne-

gotiator with Syria. In our first working session he told 

me about his discussion with Baker and defined my 

mission as seeking to explore the reality of the new 

prospect. Typically for Rabin, he implied, but did not 

say explicitly, that he would be ready for a full with-

drawal from the Golan Heights if a real peace with 

Syria could be achieved. 8     

          

In January 1993, Bill Clinton entered the White House 

with a two-pronged strategic approach to the peace 

process—dual containment of the two significant se-

curity threats in the region’s eastern part (Iraq and 

Iran), and stabilization of the region’s core area by pro-

moting Arab-Israeli peace. This perspective tilted the 

8 See Itamar Rabinovich, The Brink of Peace, 54-55.
9 Ibid, 153-56.
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Netanyahu, and Ehud Barak, all tried to make a grand 

bargain with Asad and gave this bargain preference 

over the Palestinian track. For Peres and Barak this was 

their first preference; Netanyahu tried it in an appar-

ent effort to find an alternative to the Palestinian track. 

The efforts of all three failed. Both Peres and Barak, as 

ambitious and determined as they were to reach deals 

with Asad, ended their short terms in office without 

any agreement with Syria. Similarly, Netanyahu failed 

to reach an agreement with Syria and in 1998 ended 

up signing the Wye River Memorandum that aimed to 

implement the 1995 Interim Agreement with the Pal-

estinians. 

With the Clinton Administration and four Israeli 

prime ministers assigning priority to the Syrian track, 

and with Asad apparently interested in a trilateral deal 

with the United States and Israel, the failure to reach 

an agreement is striking. While detailed scrutiny of this 

failure is beyond the scope of this paper, suffice is to say 

that both Syria and Israel were interested in making 

the deal, but not sufficiently determined or anxious. In 

addition, the Clinton Administration, while willing to 

invest considerable efforts in brokering the deal, was 

not sufficiently tough at the decisive moments.11

While ultimately unsuccessful, the negotiations be-

tween Israel, Syria, and the United States were not an 

idle exercise. During the Rabin years, the negotiations 

allowed for the basic outline of an Israeli-Syrian peace 

settlement to be sketched that was modeled on the 

Israeli-Egyptian peace settlement—full Israeli with-

drawal from the Golan Heights in return for full peace, 

including normalization and security arrangements 

designed to compensate Israel for ceding strategic ter-

ritory. As noted, Rabin did not commit to withdraw 

from the Golan Heights but gave the now-famous “de-

posit” to Christopher. The Syrian side made every ef-

fort to formalize and amplify the “deposit” by asking 

for an explicit, preferably written, Israeli commitment 

they finally happened, were trilateral: Israel, Syria, and 

the United States. Hafiz al-Asad made no secret of the 

fact that he was not interested in peace with Israel as 

such. Of course, he was anxious to regain the Golan 

Heights and expected to obtain the territory as part of 

the settlement package, but an agreement fitted into 

a larger scheme—a new relationship with the United 

States with direct benefits for Syria and an American 

recognition of Syria’s regional position. Peace with Is-

rael, Asad felt, was a necessary component of a larger 

package. 

Rabin’s calculus was quite similar to that of the Clinton 

Administration. Namely, Rabin felt that there was great 

promise in the quest for a settlement with Damascus. 

But throughout his first year in office, Rabin did not 

make a clear choice between the Palestinian and Syr-

ian tracks and preferred to pursue both, looking for the 

first breakthrough and the better deal. In August 1993, 

matters came to a head. A secret Israeli-PLO channel in 

Oslo had produced a breakthrough and a draft agree-

ment, while Asad’s insistence on an Israeli commitment 

to full withdrawal from the Golan Heights as a precon-

dition to serious engagement precluded the prospect of 

swift progress on the Syrian track. But Rabin still tested 

whether he had a Syrian option prior to finalizing the 

Oslo Accords—he “deposited” with Secretary of State 

Warren Christopher a hypothetical, conditional will-

ingness to withdraw from the Golan Heights as part 

of an Israeli-Syrian peace agreement modeled after 

the Israeli-Egyptian peace agreement.  Asad responded 

with a “yes in principle” but also with a long list of res-

ervations and conditions (in his formulation, “require-

ments”). Rabin was disappointed by the substance and 

style of this diplomatic exercise and preferred to sign 

the Oslo Accords and predicate a regional peace process 

on the Palestinian, rather than on the Syrian, track.10

This pattern repeated itself through the rest of the de-

cade. Rabin’s three successors, Shimon Peres, Benjamin 

10 Ibid, 103-110.
11  Ibid, 235-255; Martin Indyk, Innocent Abroad; Dennis Ross, The Missing Peace. For a harsher critique of the Clinton Administration’s conduct of the 

peace process, see Aaron David Miller, The Much Too Promised Land: America’s Elusive Search for Arab-Israeli Peace (New York: Bantam, 2008), 282-89.
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Netanyahu’s secret negotiation with Asad through the 

American Jewish businessman Ronald Lauder behind 

the back of the Clinton Administration, officials in 

Washington were disturbed because they had not for-

gotten the embarrassment in discovering that Israel 

had made a deal with Arafat behind their backs. And 

as for Barak, Clinton’s memoirs and those written by 

several of his aides are critical of the Israeli prime min-

ister’s failure to conclude a deal during the Shepherd-

stown negotiations in early 2000.13 The Israeli parties 

to the negotiations retain their own versions and criti-

cisms, but both sides have made a point of ensuring 

that these differences have not impacted the overall 

excellent relations between both countries.

One important by-product of the negotiations was 

the establishment of an effective working relationship 

between Washington and Damascus. While Syria re-

mained on the State Department’s State Sponsors of 

Terrorism list, Clinton met with Asad twice in Geneva, 

in January 1994 and March 2000, and paid one visit to 

Damascus in October 1994.  In addition, Foreign Min-

ister Faruq al-Shara was invited to the White House 

in December 1999 and Syria’s ambassador to Washing-

ton (now foreign minister), Walid Mu’allim, worked 

closely with the United States’ peace team.  During 

this period, the United States, like Israel, was willing 

to overlook Asad’s proverbial straddling of the fence—

negotiating peace while hosting terrorist organizations 

that sought to undermine the peace process, and sup-

porting Hizballah’s war against Israel in south Leba-

non. Both Washington and Jerusalem were willing to 

accept this contradictory behavior on the assumption 

that once the deal was made, Asad would transform his 

policies. This chapter came to a close in March 2000 

with the failure of the second Clinton-Asad summit 

in Geneva. There was practically no follow up to the 

meeting and the American focus shifted to the Pales-

tinian track, which unfolded toward its own collapse in 

December of the same year.  

to full withdrawal and, absent that, to obtain a compa-

rable U.S. guarantee of Israel’s intentions. Both Hafiz 

al-Asad, during the last years of his life, and his son 

and successor, Bashar, argued that when the Israeli-

Syrian negotiations resume they should “start at the 

point from which they left off.”  This has been Syria’s 

way of trying to consolidate the “deposit” and turn it 

into a given in the negotiations.

Rabin’s three immediate successors were not willing to 

cross the line he drew; they each indicated in their own 

way that they were willing to endorse the “deposit” but 

were not willing to make a formal commitment, except 

as the final act required to conclude the deal. This was 

frowned upon by the Clinton Administration which 

thought that if the Israeli leaders were truly interested 

in a deal with Syria, they should bite the bullet rather 

than stick to minor formalities. This was a difference 

of perspective characteristic of the relationship be-

tween a superpower and a small, insecure state. While 

Israel’s caution caused some irritation on the part of 

the United States, it did not affect the fabric of the bi-

lateral relationship.12

Nevertheless, the ebb and flow of Israel’s negotiations 

with Syria did create some friction and tension be-

tween the Clinton Administration and all four Israeli 

prime ministers who were in office during Clinton’s 

presidency. In 1993, Christopher and his colleagues be-

lieved that they had received a positive Syrian response 

to the “deposit” and were surprised and disappointed 

by Rabin’s decision to abandon the Syrian track in fa-

vor of the Oslo Accords. They also disagreed with his 

choice in 1994 to proceed with a breakthrough with 

Jordan rather than to return to the Syrian track. Simi-

larly, Clinton officials were disappointed by Peres’s 

decision to move up the 1996 elections and thereby 

suspend progress on the Israel-Syrian negotiations 

that had taken place at the Wye Plantation in Decem-

ber 1995. When talks did proceed, as with Benjamin 

12 Itamar Rabinovich, The Brink of Peace: The Israel-Syrian Negotiations. 
13 Bill Clinton, My Life (New York: Alfred.A. Knopf, 2004), 903; Dennis Ross, The Missing Peace; Martin Indyk, Innocent Abroad.
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Israel’s sovereignty across a recognized interna-

tional boundary.

•   The outbreak of the second Intifada in October 

2000, which focused regional and international 

interest on the Palestinian issue.  For a brief mo-

ment that month, Israel’s northern front was on 

the verge of a potential major crisis when Hiz-

ballah abducted three Israeli soldiers who were 

patrolling the Israeli side of the Israeli-Lebanese 

border. According to the principles of classic de-

terrence, Barak should have responded with large 

force against Hizballah, Lebanese, or Syrian tar-

gets (holding Syria responsible for the actions of 

its Lebanese client).  But given the two fronts on 

which Israel was already actively engaged (the sec-

ond Intifada had been matched by serious clashes 

between the Israeli police and Arab-Israeli dem-

onstrators), Barak decided against responding to 

Hizballah’s provocation. The northern front re-

mained deceptively calm for the moment.

The impact of the Geneva summit’s failure was ampli-

fied during the next few months by two other develop-

ments:

•   The decision by Israel’s prime minister, Ehud 

Barak, to withdraw the Israel Defense Forces 

(IDF) from southern Lebanon, where they 

had been stationed since 1982. In doing so, 

Barak signaled his decision to sever the link-

age between Israeli-Syrian negotiations and Is-

rael’s security interests in southern Lebanon, to 

which Israel’s policymakers had given high pri-

ority and had tied together in the 1990s. Barak’s 

move also meant that the security of northern 

Israel would henceforth be predicated on a clas-

sic deterrence. In other words, Israel shifted its 

focus of seeking to have Syria responsible for 

threats stemming from southern Lebanon to 

communicating that whoever ruled in Beirut 

(and their patrons) would have to bear the cost 

of Israeli retaliation for any infringement on 
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The nature and landscape of the trilateral relation-

ship between the United States, Israel, and Syria 

were transformed during the final months of 2000 and 

the early months of 2001. Most notably, all three coun-

tries underwent significant domestic political changes 

that had major repercussions on the conduct of their 

foreign policies. In Syria, Hafiz al-Asad died in June 

2000 and was succeeded by his son, Bashar. Hafiz’s 

original heir apparent, Basil, was killed in a car acci-

dent in 1994 and Bashar, an ophthalmologist who had 

studied and worked in England, was then drafted into 

the role. During the six years between Basil’s unexpect-

ed death and the end of Hafiz’s life, Hafiz had to deal 

with two principal questions regarding succession: 

•   Could the dynastic principle be introduced in a 

regime that had previously been defined as re-

publican, socialist, and revolutionary?

•   How suitable was Bashar to the task of leading a 

difficult and complex country like Syria?

Because these questions were also asked by many with-

in the ranks of Syrian elite, Hafiz had to invest con-

siderable political capital to secure the succession. But 

his efforts were facilitated by the apparent decision of 

other potential contenders to avoid a power struggle 

and to hold onto their respective power bases instead.

Hafiz al-Asad’s preparations were not in vain: Bashar’s 

assumption of power was smooth. But the immediate 

aftermath was less so; it did not take long for the world 

to discover that Syria’s new ruler would have difficulty 

consolidating his power and asserting his own author-

ity vis-à-vis his father’s associates. More ominously, 

despite six years of preparation, Bashar seemed ill-

equipped to navigate the web of domestic and regional 

forces and issues confronting him as Syria’s ruler.14

At the same time, the United States was undergoing 

a transformation of its own, from President Bill Clin-

ton to President George W. Bush. Viewed from the 

Middle East, the presidential transition in 2000-2001 

was dramatically different from the one that had oc-

curred in 1992-93. The incoming Bush Administration 

was determined to distance itself from its predecessor’s 

policies in the Middle East and to replace them with 

its own distinctive approach. The Clinton Administra-

tion, the new president believed, had spent too much 

time and effort on an Arab-Israeli peace process that 

had ultimately collapsed. As a result, one of the first 

measures taken by the new administration was to dis-

mantle the State Department’s peace team. The ad-

ministration’s move to abolish the Office of the Special 

Middle East Coordinator and restore the responsibility 

of Middle Eastern policy to the Bureau of Near Eastern 

14 Several books have been written about Bashar al-Asad, see in particular: Eyal Zisser, Commanding Syria: Bashar al-Asad and the First Years in Power 
(London: I.B. Tauris, 2006); Flynt Leverett, Inheriting Syria: Bashar’s Trail by Fire (Washington: Brookings Institution Press, 2005); W. David Lesch, The 
New Lion of Damascus: Basher al-Asad and Modern Syria (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005).
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since the summer of 2000, was decimated by the fail-

ure of the Camp David summit, the outbreak of the 

second Intifada, and the failure to contain the violence 

either by force or through a revival peace talks. Barak’s 

defeat in the February 2001 elections was therefore 

hardly a surprise.16 More surprising was the fact that 

the contender was not the Likud’s Benjamin Netan-

yahu but the Likud’s Ariel Sharon, who had insisted he 

would only run in a general election that would guar-

antee him a comfortable parliamentary majority. Con-

sequently it was Sharon who steered Israel through the 

crisis of the early 2000s and imposed his particular 

worldview on Israel’s policies.

 

Prime Minister Ariel Sharon had clear priorities: defeat 

the second Intifada and then find a viable formula for 

dealing with the Palestinian issue that would preclude 

withdrawal to the 1967 borders in the West Bank or 

the repartitioning of Jerusalem. Sharon was not inter-

ested in the Syrian track and remained firmly opposed 

to the notion of withdrawal from the Golan Heights. 

However, during his tenure two attempts were made to 

start an informal (or initially informal) Israeli-Syrian 

process. The first attempt was an initiative by a Jorda-

nian contact of Bashar al-Asad’s brother, Mahir, who 

conveyed to Israel through a former director general 

of the Israeli Foreign Ministry, Eytan Bentzur, that 

Syria was willing to resume negotiations. The second 

attempt was conducted by another director general of 

the Israeli Foreign Ministry, Alon Liel, and a Syrian-

American named Ibrahim Sulayman who had a long 

record of trying to insert himself into Israeli-Syrian 

peacemaking. This was a longer effort—from Septem-

ber 2004 to July 2006—that was initially facilitated by 

the Turkish government and subsequently by the Swiss 

Foreign Ministry. In both cases, the top echelons of the 

Syrian regime were clearly supportive of the attempt, 

probably as part of a larger effort to mend relations 

with the United States and emerge from diplomatic 

Affairs made clear that peacemaking would not be the 

priority it had been in the Clinton Administration. As 

Condoleezza Rice, the new National Security Advisor, 

put it: “We shouldn’t think of American involvement 

for the sake of American involvement.... [Washington 

should] not consider it a slap at the United States or a 

disengaged American policy if the parties can progress 

on their own.”15  

Of greatest significance was the reversal of the under-

lying strategy of Middle East policy. The Clinton Ad-

ministration’s policy had been based on the premise of 

pacifying and stabilizing the Arab-Israeli conflict not 

only to address this long-standing dispute but to pro-

vide a solid base for dealing with the severe security 

challenges presented by Iran and Iraq. The dominant 

strand in the Bush Administration’s Middle East policy 

reversed the Clinton approach and replaced it with a 

mixture of ideology and Realpolitik. The initial goal of 

the Bush Administration’s new policy was not peace-

making, but rather regime change: toppling the radi-

cal, dictatorial regimes of Iran and Iraq and replacing 

them with more democratic and more moderate re-

gimes. Once implemented, this strategy was supposed 

to enhance dramatically the prospects for peace in the 

core area of the Middle East.

In immediate terms, the new strategy meant a loss of 

interest in both the Israeli-Palestinian and Israeli-Syri-

an tracks of the peace process. While Secretary of State 

Colin Powell did travel to the region early in his tenure 

and did visit Damascus, the emphasis of the Syria visit 

was to pressure Damascus to cease pumping Iraqi oil 

through a pipeline that led through Syrian territory to 

the Mediterranean and was helping Iraq circumvent 

the sanctions regime.

In Israel, the power of Prime Minister Ehud Barak’s 

government and coalition, which had been waning 

15 Jane Perlez, “Bush Officials Pronounce Clinton Mideast Plan Dead,” New York Times, February 9, 2001.
16  In 1996, Israel held its first direct elections for the post of prime minister. Following the 2001 elections, the reform was rescinded and the Israeli 

electorate returned to voting solely for political parties rather than for political parties and candidates for prime minister. 
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9/11, a breakdown on the Israeli-Palestinian track, the 

deepening Syrian-Iranian alliance, and events in Leba-

non:

The War in Iraq. During Colin Powell and Bashar 

al-Asad’s February 26, 2001 meeting in Damascus, 

Asad promised that Syria would comply with the U.N.  

sanctions imposed on Iraq. What followed, however, 

became a pattern. First, Syria did not keep the prom-

ise. Then, Asad tried to follow in his father’s footsteps 

by straddling the fence and attempting to compart-

mentalize his relations with the United States. Specifi-

cally, he accommodated the United States after 9/11 

by offering some intelligence sharing and cooperation 

against al-Qaeda. However, he also acted against the 

Bush Administration’s policies in Iraq by actively op-

posing the American diplomatic effort meant to gain 

support for the war and by helping to procure military 

equipment for Saddam’s army (allegations of other 

forms of collaboration with Saddam’s regime have 

not been proven). But while Hafiz al-Asad had mas-

tered the art of straddling the fence, Bashar was far 

less skillful and only succeeded in alienating the Bush 

Administration. 

Initially, Asad’s behavior regarding the Iraq issue could 

be described as an irritant to the United States, but as 

the war turned into a lingering and costly crisis, Amer-

ican anger at Syria’s conduct grew dramatically. For 

Asad, the installation of a secure, pro-American gov-

ernment in Baghdad was not attractive. The Ba’th re-

gime had a siege mentality and from its point of view, a 

prolonged American military presence and American 

political hegemony in Iraq were grave threats. In or-

der to counter these threats, Syria allowed Damascus 

International Airport and the Syrian-Iraqi border to 

become the main gateway for the “Sunni insurrection” 

by allowing a large number of Islamist volunteers to 

enter Iraq. Until well into 2007, all American efforts 

to persuade Damascus to seal off its border with Iraq 

were met with outright rebuffs or evasive responses.

isolation. Syria’s official line was that it wanted to re-

sume the negotiations with Israel “at the point at which 

they had been interrupted” (this was the standard Syr-

ian formula of seeking to preserve “the deposit”). 

But Syria also issued tough statements. In the absence 

of a diplomatic option, Syria communicated, it would 

resort to force to liberate its land. Also, with charac-

teristic incongruity to the peace overtures, Syria’s new 

president made some virulent anti-Israeli and even 

anti-Semitic remarks. Sharon, in any event, dismissed 

the initiatives to start an informal dialogue and was 

thus in line with the Bush Administration’s policy of 

isolation. 

In a similar vein, Sharon refused to become militarily 

reengaged in Lebanon even in the aftermath of seri-

ous provocations by Hizballah. While Sharon directed 

limited action against Hizballah and Syrian targets, he 

made sure the IDF avoided massive retaliation opera-

tions and he refused to deal with the ongoing build-up 

of Hizballah’s arsenal of rockets. Whether as a prod-

uct of his 1982 misadventure in Lebanon or because 

he wanted to focus on the Palestinian issue, Sharon 

would not be drawn into dealing with Hizballah or its 

patrons.17

While the American and Israeli governments were in 

line with each other, the initial configuration did not 

bode well for either the bilateral American-Syrian re-

lationship or for the trilateral American-Syrian-Israeli 

relationship. The situation was compounded by a se-

ries of untoward developments in the region.

regionAl chAllenges to the trilAterAl 
relAtionshiP

A number of regional events coincided with the change 

in leadership in Israel, Syria, and the United States and 

contributed to challenging the trilateral relationship. 

These events included the war in Iraq, the events of 

17 Author’s interview with Sharon senior aide, July 2008. 
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Jerusalem were exclusively focused on the Palestinian 

track, Damascus could be relied upon to undermine 

their efforts. This behavior was less evident during the 

heyday of the Intifada, when the limelight was on Ara-

fat’s failure to stop the violence, but with its waning, and 

particularly after Arafat’s death, Syria’s role (alongside 

Iran) in stoking the fire of Palestinian-Israeli violence 

and in obstructing Abbas’s policies became visible.

Syria’s Alliance with Iran. The Syrian-Iranian alli-

ance dates back to the Iranian Revolution of 1979, but 

the transition in Syria from Hafiz to Bashar al-Asad 

marked a significant change in the nature of that rela-

tionship. Hafiz knew how to create a balance in Syria’s 

relationship with Iran, ensuring that both were on 

an equal footing. Under his less dexterous son, how-

ever, the nature of the relationship shifted from one of 

equals to one of a patron and client. Part of the reason 

for the shift was that Iran’s power and influence grew, 

largely as a result of the United States’ war in Iraq. This 

new-found power served as the basis for Iran’s mani-

fest quest for regional hegemony. The war and the ex-

acerbation of Sunni-Shi’i tensions in the region led the 

Bush Administration and its Arab allies increasingly 

to view Syria as an Iranian outpost in the core area of 

the Middle East. This was illustrated during Israel’s 

war with Hizballah in the summer of 2006 which, in 

regional and international terms, was played out as a 

proxy war between the United States and its allies on 

one side and Iran and Syria on the other.

In this context it is important to note Israel’s raid in 

northeastern Syria on September 6, 2007. The episode 

has yet to be fully clarified, but it seems fairly safe to ac-

cept press reports and expert analyses that indicate Is-

rael destroyed a nuclear reactor that was supplied and 

being built by North Korea. Still, intriguing and signif-

icant questions remain unanswered: Was it a bilateral 

Syrian-North Korean venture, or was Iran involved as 

well?  Did the project begin under Hafiz al-Asad or was 

it launched by Bashar? What was clear, however, was 

that the Bush Administration decided in September 

2007 to join Israel and Syria in playing down the event. 

Washington probably sought to downplay the event in 

9/11 and the War on Terror. Syria had no role in 9/11 

and, as noted, was willing to offer the United States at 

least a measure of cooperation against al-Qaeda. But 

9/11 changed the prism through which Washington 

viewed Middle Eastern issues. In Bush’s view, states 

were either “with us or against us” in the war on ter-

ror.  As a result, Syria could not fare well unless it was 

willing to change fundamentally its policies, specifical-

ly regarding its relationship with terrorist groups. As 

Iran’s ally, Hizballah’s patron, and host of Hamas’s and 

Palestine Islamic Jihad’s leadership, Syria was bound 

to be seen by the Bush Administration as being on 

the wrong side of the essential divide. In time, Syria’s 

support for the “Sunni insurrection” in Iraq, in which 

al-Qaeda played a leading role, and its continued sup-

port for Hizballah and the Palestinian terrorist groups, 

erased whatever goodwill had emanated from its initial 

intelligence sharing with Washington.

U.S. Efforts to Revive the Arab-Israeli Peace Process. 

The Bush Administration’s initial dismissive attitude 

and reluctance toward engagement in Arab-Israeli 

peacemaking were eventually modified because of in-

creased Palestinian-Israeli clashes. In 2003, the admin-

istration felt compelled to help end the fighting and 

restart negotiations. These efforts were reinforced by 

the optimism that prevailed in the immediate after-

math of the war in Iraq, when it was still considered 

a success. The United States, together with its Quartet 

partners (the European Union, Russia, and the United 

Nations), used its increased prestige to force Yasir Ara-

fat to appoint Mahmoud Abbas (Abu Mazen) to the 

post of prime minister. This provided Israel, at least in 

theory, with a more attractive negotiating partner.

There were several reasons for the failure of this initia-

tive, not least of them Syria’s support for Hamas, Pales-

tinian Islamic Jihad, and other radical groups that were 

determined to perpetuate the cycle of violence. Syria, 

nevertheless, was interested under certain conditions 

in resuming its own negotiations with Israel. Thus, 

in 2002 it voted for a watered-down version of the 

Saudi peace plan that proposed an Arab-Israeli com-

prehensive settlement. But as long as Washington and  
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supremacy in Lebanon. First, in 2004 he forced an 

extension of the term of the Syrian-backed Lebanese 

president, Emile Lahoud, and then was likely involved, 

at a high level, in the February 2005 assassination of 

the former Lebanese prime minister, Rafiq al-Hariri. 

Hariri, a wealthy businessman and a close ally of Saudi 

Arabia, had been forced out of office by the Syrians. 

But with strong backing from the United States and 

France, he staged a comeback and was expected to win 

the seat of prime minister in the upcoming parliamen-

tary elections. Damascus viewed Hariri as the most se-

rious threat to Syrian sway in Lebanon and therefore 

looked to remove him. The assassination backfired, 

however, in that it energized and motivated the do-

mestic and external foes of Syria’s hegemony in Leba-

non. As a result, large numbers of Lebanese rallied to 

demand a full withdrawal of Syrian forces from Leba-

nese territory. The pressure was such that the following 

month, on March 5, 2005, Asad announced that Syria 

would withdraw all its forces.  

Syria’s withdrawal sparked a split in Lebanon. The 

Lebanese public and the political system polarized into 

two major camps, each conducting massive demon-

strations. On March 8, 2005, Hizballah and support-

ers of Syria and Iran organized a mass demonstration 

calling on Syria to keep its troops in Lebanon. Less 

than a week later, on March 14, a much larger counter-

demonstration was held by the Sunni, Druze, and most 

of the Maronite communities; this bloc came to be 

known as the March 14 coalition. In May-June 2005, 

fresh parliamentary elections were held in Lebanon 

and the March 14 coalition won a majority, which led 

to the formation of Fuad Seniora’s government. At the 

same time, an international investigation into Hariri’s 

assassination was launched and aggressively conduct-

ed by a German magistrate, Detlev Mehlis. For a time it 

seemed likely that members of the Syrian regime’s in-

ner circle would be summoned to appear before an in-

ternational criminal tribunal as witnesses or suspects.  

This chain of events sparked interest within the Bush 

Administration. Here was the possibility of present-

ing to the world a shining example of a successful 

order to minimize the repercussions it could have had 

on its own impending deal with North Korea to dis-

mantle the latter’s nuclear program. But Washington 

could not overlook the far-reaching implications of 

Syria’s decision to acquire a nuclear option in league 

with at least one member of the president’s original 

“axis of evil” (Iraq, Iran, and North Korea). (This epi-

sode is described in further detail below.) 

 

The demonizing effect that Syria’s close relationship with 

Iran had for the Bush Administration’s view of Damas-

cus was not shared by all. An alternative perspective saw 

a possibility in either seeking dialogue with both Iran 

and Syria or, failing that, using dialogue with Damascus 

to woo it away from Tehran. This was the perspective 

adopted by the bipartisan Baker-Hamilton Commission 

in its report published in December 2006. 

The Future of Lebanon. Alongside the war in Iraq, de-

velopments in Lebanon since 2004 have had the great-

est negative impact on the Syrian-U.S. relationship. For 

a long period of time, the United States had accepted 

Syria’s hegemony in Lebanon. The first Bush Admin-

istration allowed a tightening of Syrian control over 

Lebanon in return for Syria’s participation in the 1990 

coalition force against Saddam. Subsequently, through-

out the 1990s, the Clinton Administration accepted 

this status quo in Lebanon. The primary reason for 

the Clinton Administration’s position was its drive to 

forge an Israeli-Syrian peace agreement, which would 

be part of a package that would include a significant 

upgrading of Syrian-U.S. relations. The assumption in 

Washington was that Syria would then use its presence 

in Lebanon to rein in Hizballah. This approach faded 

alongside most of the Clinton Administration’s poli-

cies toward the Middle East with the transition to the 

second Bush Administration in 2001. But it was not 

until 2004, when the United States began champion-

ing Lebanese independence and democracy, that a new 

American approach toward Syria’s influence in Leba-

non really emerged. 

True to form, the inexperienced Bashar al-Asad over-

played his hand twice in an effort to preserve Syria’s 
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in May 2003, Secretary of State Colin Powell traveled 

to Damascus and met with President Bashar al-Asad. 

Though less blunt than some of his colleagues, Pow-

ell went through the litany of U.S. grievances against 

Syria (Syria’s conduct in Iraq and Lebanon, its support 

for Palestinian and Lebanese terrorist groups, and its 

possession of weapons of mass destruction) and de-

manded a change in Syria’s policies.

  

In line with the familiar pattern, Asad promised to 

accommodate Washington’s concerns, but genuine 

implementation did not follow. Thus, while Syrian au-

thorities publicly instructed Hamas and Islamic Jihad 

to close their offices in Damascus, they told the groups, 

with a wink and a nod, that they could effectively work 

from their homes. In addition, Syria made no serious 

effort to police its eastern border, enabling Iraqi in-

surgents to ship supplies and personnel into Iraq. It 

seems that Asad had concluded that he had reason to 

fear American troops in Iraq and had decided to help 

ensure that they would became bogged down there. 

Washington must have realized shortly thereafter that 

the pressure it had exerted proved to be ineffective and, 

worse, that because of this, it was put in the awkward 

position of having made empty threats.18 

A similar episode of the United States attempting to 

pressure Asad took place in 2005, but ultimately it had 

little success. In the aftermath of Hariri’s assassination 

and Syria’s withdrawal from Lebanon, Asad felt that the 

Bush Administration was seeking to topple him, using 

the investigation and the prospect of an international 

tribunal as the chief instruments of that policy. How-

ever, whatever such plans the Bush Administration 

(or part of it) did entertain were abandoned in short 

order. By that time, the United States was deep in the 

Iraqi quagmire and another active front in the Middle 

East did not fit into its agenda. Furthermore, the Bush 

Administration came to appreciate that the real alter-

natives to Asad were not the secular opposition lead-

ers cultivated by the administration but leaders within 

American effort at bringing democracy to a Middle 

Eastern country. More so, here was also an example of 

the United States helping people contend with radical 

forces who were looking to use violence and terror to 

bring down a fragile, democratically-elected govern-

ment. Lebanon thus came to occupy a much more 

prominent place on the administration’s Middle East 

agenda than its size and strategic weight would other-

wise have warranted. An American-Syrian rapproche-

ment or a trilateral American-Israeli-Syrian peace deal 

now became less likely if Syria were to insist on restor-

ing its position in Lebanon as part of the package. At 

the same time, the issue of the international tribunal’s 

investigation of the Hariri assassination became an in-

strument of leverage available to American policymak-

ers; they could push the issue to precipitate a crisis in 

Syria, or they could tread gently to reward more pliant 

Syrian behavior.

the united stAtes’ syriA Policy:  
exerting Pressure

Fashioning a Syria policy that would deal effectively 

with the complex web of issues was a challenging is-

sue for the Bush Administration. The administration 

avoided choosing either of the two poles on the spec-

trum of options available: it held back from using force 

to punish Syria or try to topple the regime but also 

refused to engage in any effort to normalize relations 

with Damascus. Instead, it sought to threaten, cajole, 

and isolate Syria by obstructing its policies and impos-

ing sanctions on it.  

The two most notable instances of the Bush Adminis-

tration exerting pressure occurred in 2003 and 2005, 

and both were ineffective in altering Syria’s behav-

ior. In the immediate aftermath of the overthrow of 

Saddam in Iraq, amid the backdrop of an American 

military success next door to Syria, several senior U.S. 

policymakers made thinly-veiled threats to use force 

against Syria if it did not change its behavior. Then, 

18 Author’s interviews with two senior State Department officials, March 2008.
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commitment to a comprehensive Arab-Israeli peace 

process that would include Israeli-Syrian negotia-

tions.20 However, although the Commission’s recom-

mendations were ultimately rejected by the Bush Ad-

ministration, limited American-Syrian contact was 

established to address Iraq issues. This reflected a rela-

tive moderation of policies during the Bush Adminis-

tration’s final two years. 

Another opposing American voice in 2007 was that of 

Nancy Pelosi, the new speaker of the House of Repre-

sentatives, who gained the position after the Democrats’ 

success in the November 2006 mid-term elections. As 

part of her April 2007 trip to the Middle East, Pelosi 

chose to visit Damascus and meet with Asad, despite 

opposition from the Bush Administration. Pelosi’s 

main motivation may have been the desire to demon-

strate that the administration did not have a monopoly 

over the conduct of U.S. foreign policy. In any event, if 

she wanted to find an issue to provoke the president, 

she chose well. Bush responded by criticizing what he 

saw as sending “mixed signals” that would “lead the 

Asad government to believe they’re part of the main-

stream of the international community, when, in fact, 

they’re a state sponsor of terror; when, in fact, they’re 

helping expedite—or  at least not stopping the move-

ment of foreign fighters from Syria into Iraq; when, in 

fact, they have done little to nothing to rein in militant 

Hamas and Hizballah; and when, in fact, they destabi-

lize the Lebanese democracy.”21

The Pelosi episode caused a brief strain in the relation-

ship between the Bush Administration and the Israeli 

government of Ehud Olmert. When Pelosi visited Is-

rael prior to her trip to Damascus, she discussed her 

plans with her two principal hosts, Olmert and Speak-

er of the Knesset Dalia Itzik. Both seemed to endorse 

her trip and sent a message of sorts with her to convey 

to Asad. This clearly incensed the White House, whose 

the Syrian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood. It took 

some time for Asad and his associates to realize that 

the acute pressure was off, and once they did, a series 

of political assassinations targeting Syria’s opponents 

in Lebanon soon followed.

One of the most critical shortcomings of the Bush Ad-

ministration’s Syria policy was that the administration 

did not always speak or act with one voice. As a rule, 

the White House and the National Security Council 

adopted a harsher line than did the State Department. 

The hawkish side of the administration usually pre-

vailed, until the end of Bush’s tenure when Secretary 

of State Condoleezza Rice was able to convince the 

president of the wisdom of reopening dialogue. 

There was an interesting Israeli dimension to the U.S.-

Syrian tensions, namely that the United States tried to 

use Israel to punish Asad. According to a former senior 

Israeli official, one of his counterparts in the White 

House encouraged Israel to take action against Syria 

by widening its military assaults during the 2006 war 

against Hizballah. According to the same official, at 

the height of the American-Syrian crisis of 2005, the 

Syrians were prepared to launch missiles against Israel 

and American targets in Iraq.19 

the united stAtes’ syriA Policy: diAlogue

In December 2006, as noted above, the Baker-Ham-

ilton Commission presented recommendations call-

ing for an alternative approach to Syria that focused 

on engaging Damascus in dialogue. The Commission 

argued that Syria had some ability to influence events 

in Iraq and held an interest in avoiding chaos there. It 

recommended that incentives and disincentives should 

be used to persuade Syria to stem the flow of funding, 

insurgents, and terrorists across its border into Iraq. 

It also argued for a renewed and sustained American 

19 Ibid.
20 See Itamar Rabinovich, The View from Damascus, 348-49.
21  President George W. Bush, “President Bush Makes Remarks on the Emergency Supplemental,” April 3, 2007. Transcript available at  

<http://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2007/04/20070403.html>; Also, see Itamar Rabinovich, The View from Damascus, 349.
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with Iraq. In contrast to Rice, Bush persisted with his 

anti-Syrian, anti-Asad view and conduct. Soon af-

ter the Annapolis Conference, on December 4, 2007, 

Bush hosted a group of Syrian dissidents in the Oval 

Office. Several weeks before this, in September, Bush 

addressed the United Nations General Assembly and 

spoke harshly about Syria, lumping it together with 

Iran. 

While Bush refrained from publicly criticizing Olmert’s 

decision to negotiate with Syria, privately the president 

and several of his aides missed no opportunity to ex-

press their unhappiness to Israel. In November 2008, 

Olmert came to pay Bush a farewell visit. In the visit’s 

aftermath, it was leaked to a senior Israeli journalist 

that during the visit Bush asked Olmert, “Why do you 

want to give Asad the Golan for nothing?” Olmert, ac-

cording to the same report, replied that “it’s not for 

nothing. It’s in exchange for a change in the region’s 

strategic alignment.” Bush remained dubious and 

asked Olmert, “Why should you believe him?”22 

Most significant to the incoming Obama Administra-

tion, and telling of Asad’s position, is the October 2008 

U.S. raid on an al-Qaeda site in northeastern Syria, 

close to the Iraqi border. There must have been good 

operational considerations for landing a blow to Amer-

ica’s foes across the Syrian border. But the operation 

should also be seen as part of a legacy left by Bush for 

his successor. It exposed Syria’s complex double-game, 

triggered an angry Syrian response, and is bound to 

color any efforts at future American-Syrian dialogue. 

isrAel’s syriA Policy: diAlogue

When Ehud Olmert succeeded Ariel Sharon as acting 

prime minister in the winter of 2006, and then as an 

elected prime minister in the spring of 2006, he ini-

tially adopted Sharon’s negative attitude toward the 

renewal of Israeli-Syrian negotiations and the notion 

of a settlement to the conflict. Instead, he sought a  

anger must have been clear to Olmert because he 

backed away publicly from his original endorsement.

Syria and the United States conducted another limited 

dialogue in November 2007, on the eve of the Annapo-

lis Conference. Secretary of State Rice wanted Syria’s 

participation in the Conference primarily to ensure 

that Damascus would not sabotage her larger diplo-

matic initiative. She was encouraged in this course by 

the Israeli government which had its own interest in 

having Syria participate, primarily to keep things calm 

along Israel’s northern front. Israel’s interest made it 

possible for Rice to overcome the opposition of the 

White House. 

The relative thaw in U.S.-Syrian relations was mani-

fested by an American acknowledgement of a greater 

Syrian effort to seal its border with Iraq. In addition, 

the language used by the American conveners on the 

eve of and during the Conference suggested that while 

the initial thrust of peacemaking would be on the 

Palestinian track, Syria’s turn would come. But, while 

Syria participated in the Conference, it chose to send 

a relatively junior official, indicating its unhappiness 

with the Bush Administration and its choices. In the 

end, the Annapolis initiative failed to take off. In the 

process, significant differences of opinion between the 

State Department and the White House emerged over 

U.S. policy toward Syria and the resumption of Israeli-

Syrian negotiations.

Beyond inviting Syria to Annapolis, Rice wanted to de-

velop a dialogue with Damascus (indeed, she met with 

Foreign Minister Mu’allim in Turkey on November 

3, 2007, a few weeks before Annapolis, and again on 

the sidelines of United Nations General Assembly in 

September 2008). She also monitored the progress of 

the indirect Israeli-Syrian negotiations and indicated 

her support for that give-and-take. During her second 

meeting with Mu’allim, Rice acknowledged that the 

Syrians were taking serious steps to seal their border 

22 Aluf Benn, “Bush to Olmert: Why Are You Giving Syria the Golan for Nothing?” Haaretz, November 30, 2008.
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Administration, and Olmert wanted to send a message 

of hope to an Israeli public that had been demoralized 

by series of negative developments in the region: the 

specter of Iranian nuclear weapons, hostility in Gaza 

that held no attractive options for Israel, the replenish-

ment and then further build-up of Hizballah’s arsenal 

in Lebanon, and the danger of an Israeli-Syrian mili-

tary conflict in the absence of a diplomatic horizon. In 

a series of press interviews he gave in mid-April 2008, 

on the eve of the Passover holiday, Olmert emphasized 

that the Israeli-Syrian talks were a serious dialogue and 

that he realized the full repercussions of a potential 

agreement: “I will only say one thing, and I am seri-

ous and mean what I say: There is room for a process 

which will lead to an agreement between Israel and 

Syria. The Syrians know I want this. They know what 

my expectations are, and I think I know what their ex-

pectations are.”23 Olmert’s interviewers identified an 

important element in the prime minister’s revelations 

and explained to their readers that “his main message 

is Syria.”24 

There was more to Olmert’s actions than a quest for 

some good news—Olmert had the full support and en-

couragement of the Israeli national security establish-

ment to seek an opening with Syria. Even if the nego-

tiations did not lead to an agreement, it would open a 

channel of communication with a significant adversary 

and would reinforce Israel’s hand in its direct negotia-

tions with Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud 

Abbas and in its indirect give-and-take with Hamas.

The simultaneous announcement by Israel and Syria 

on May 21, 2008 that they were holding indirect talks 

that could develop into a full-fledged direct negotia-

tion was a startling development. Although the reasons 

for the talks reflected significant geo-strategic consid-

erations, its timing (as distinct from the decision to 

open the dialogue) may well have been a product of 

Olmert’s political and personal problems (Olmert at 

mandate for resolving the Palestinian issue and kept the 

prospect of a deal with Syria—and its Golan Heights 

price tag—off the agenda. While Asad and senior-level 

Syrian spokesmen continued to speak of their will to 

renew the negotiations (coupled with a threat that the 

alternative to negotiation was war), Olmert rebuffed 

the overtures. Unofficially, Olmert intimated that this 

line was at least in part the product of the Bush Ad-

ministration’s opposition to a revival of Israeli-Syrian 

negotiations, which would obstruct the United States’ 

own efforts at isolating and delegitimizing Asad’s re-

gime.

Olmert must have soon realized that an outright rejec-

tion of an Arab foe’s apparent peace overture was not 

wise policy. Therefore, rather than reject the idea of 

negotiations with Syria out of hand, Olmert presented, 

whenever asked, a list of conditions that Syria would 

have to meet before negotiations could be restarted. In 

time, Bush changed his own line as well. He ceased to 

express opposition to the notion of Israeli-Syrian ne-

gotiations and said instead that this was the business of 

the parties themselves; but, he made clear, the United 

States would not be party to such a negotiation. Given 

the fact that Syria viewed peace with Israel as part of 

a larger settlement with the United States, Bush’s new 

position remained a major obstacle to the conclusion 

of a new Israeli-Syrian negotiation. But the president’s 

position did provide Olmert with additional diplo-

matic space to begin that negotiation.

In February 2007, Olmert inaugurated a new phase in 

Israeli-Syrian negotiations by authorizing the prime 

minister of Turkey, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, to medi-

ate secret talks between Israel and Syria. The Turkish 

mediation, or indirect talks, did not remain secret for 

very long. This is hardly surprising given the fact that 

both parties had an interest in publicizing them. Syr-

ia was interested in gaining international diplomatic 

dividends after it had been ostracized by the Bush  

23  Nahum Barnea and Shimon Shiffer, “Olmert: Israel not Under Syrian Nuclear Threat” (Olmert’s Passover interview), Yedioth Ahronoth, April 20, 2008. 
Available at <http://www.ynet.co.il/english/articles/0,7340,L-3533720,00.html>. 

24 Ibid.
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•   In the context of peace and security arrange-

ments, what is the line to which Israel would be 

prepared to withdraw? 

•   What would be the nature of Syria’s relations 

with Iran, Hizballah, and Hamas in the wake of 

a peace agreement with Israel? 

As former ambassador Martin Indyk noted,  “The trade 

has shifted from territories for peace and normaliza-

tion” to “territories for strategic realignment.”25

If these accounts are accurate, it would mean that 

the indirect negotiations have made some significant 

progress, but the prospect of building on this became 

impossible due to several factors:

•   As a lame duck prime minister, it was question-

able whether Olmert had the authority and 

power to make significant Israeli commitments 

vis-à-vis Syria, an issue raised by right wing op-

position groups. This issue was further exac-

erbated by the November 26, 2008 announce-

ment that Attorney General Meni Mazuz would 

indict Olmert.

•   It proved impossible to make progress on the 

negotiations in the middle of an Israeli elec-

tion campaign in which right wing parties were 

vociferous in their opposition to withdrawal 

from the Golan Heights and pro-negotiation 

politicians like Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni and 

Defense Minister Ehud Barak—both of whom 

were leading their respective parties’ cam-

paigns—were silent because they did not wish 

to walk into political mine fields.

•   Syria itself was not pushing for a conclusion to 

the negotiations before President Obama took 

office and the Israeli elections determined the 

identity of the next Israeli prime minister and 

the composition of the governing coalition. 

Asad and his diplomats were instead seek-

ing to achieve three things: an explicit Israeli 

that point was under investigation for several corrup-

tion charges and was gradually losing political ground 

which would eventually force him to announce that he 

would step down). 

There was another important dimension to Olmert’s 

decision to establish the Syrian track and to publicize it 

—Israel’s discovery of the North Korean-built nuclear 

reactor in northeastern Syria, and its successful destruc-

tion of the site in September 2007. Subsequently, Israel 

and Syria became engaged in what can be described 

as a complex minuet. After Israel made a bold deci-

sion and implemented it impeccably, it did not want to 

humiliate Syria to the point at which Asad would feel 

compelled to retaliate militarily. As a result, negotiat-

ing with Syria, and most importantly publicizing the 

fact, was a way to provide Asad with an explanation 

to his own people of why he was not responding with 

force. In this context it is interesting to note that when 

the White House belatedly revealed in the spring of 

2008 the details concerning the Syrian reactor and the 

Israeli raid, in order to embarrass the Syrians and their 

North Korean nuclear suppliers, a prominent spokes-

man for the Asad regime, Buthayna Sha’ban, claimed 

that Olmert had agreed to full withdrawal from the 

Golan Heights. Olmert’s office declined to comment.  

The Israeli-Syrian announcement about talks gener-

ated a wave of speculation about what may have been 

accomplished in the indirect talks under Turkish me-

diation and about Olmert’s ability to achieve a signifi-

cant breakthrough prior to the February 2009 Israeli 

elections. Despite the intense curiosity and contrary to 

Israeli political tradition, little has leaked concerning 

the content and progress of the negotiations. But dip-

lomatic reports from parties with good connections in 

Ankara suggest that after four rounds of indirect talks 

in which understandings on security and other issues 

were reaffirmed, the Turkish mediators asked the par-

ties to come to the fifth round with answers to two 

questions: 

25  Martin Indyk, Book Launch for Restoring the Balance: A Middle East Strategy for the Next President, Brookings Institution, December 2, 2008.  
Transcript available at <http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/Files/events/2008/1202_middle_east/1202_middle_east.pdf>. 
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to have his administration talk to Iran and Syria. The 

fact that Bush made these comments before an Israeli 

audience—which would resonate among American 

Jewish voters—meant the words would be employed 

politically by both Democrats and Republicans. The 

speech became part of the American election cam-

paign, enabling Democrats to question Bush’s consis-

tency because a week after he denounced Syria in his 

Knesset speech, he endorsed a Qatari-brokered agree-

ment for Lebanon that agreed to many of Hizballah’s 

demands.29

The Bush Administration’s anxiety that the very in-

auguration of Israeli-Syrian negotiations would yield 

diplomatic dividends to Damascus was soon justified. 

France, Washington’s former partner in protecting 

Lebanon and the March 14 coalition from Syrian am-

bitions, wasted little time in reaching out to Asad and 

his regime. Under the stewardship of President Nico-

las Sarkozy and Foreign Minister Bernard Kouchner, 

France embraced Asad and invited him to appear, to-

gether with Olmert and other foreign dignitaries, as an 

honored guest at France’s Bastille Day celebrations in 

July 2008. This was followed in short order by Sarkozy’s 

attendance with the emir of Qatar and Turkey’s prime 

minister at a four-way summit in Damascus in Sep-

tember 2008, which was modeled as an alternative to 

the United States-led Middle East Quartet.

When Bush visited Paris in June 2008, prior to France’s 

overtures toward Syria, the difference in opinion re-

garding Syria came up in the talks between him and 

Sarkozy. The pattern that had first appeared between 

Bush and Olmert repeated itself. Bush was critical and 

skeptical regarding France’s contacts with Syria and 

the legitimization it would afford to the Asad regime, 

but he agreed not to turn the disagreement into a sub-

ject of open debate.

commitment to withdrawal to the lines of June 

1967 (a commitment that eluded them during 

the past seventeen years); an improved defini-

tion of the meaning of that line; and the for-

malization of a direct negotiation track prior to 

the January 20 U.S. presidential inauguration, 

which they hoped would enhance the prospect 

that the new administration would give prefer-

ence to the Syrian track. 

reActions to isrAeli-syriAn diAlogue

The indirect talks between Israel and Syria were a 

source of embarrassment to Bush and his administra-

tion. Clearly, Bush was briefed by Olmert before the 

public May 21 announcement and at least gave a re-

luctant amber light, but he was quite openly unhappy 

that Israel and Turkey, two of the United States’ closest 

allies in the region, gave his bête noire, Syria, a seal of 

approval. When he spoke at the Knesset on May 15, 

2008, during his visit to Israel to celebrate its sixtieth 

anniversary, Bush denigrated the idea of negotiations 

with “terrorists and radicals” as comparable to ap-

peasement of Germany on the eve of World War II.26  In 

an interview given to four Israeli journalists the week 

before Israel and Syria’s public announcement, Bush 

practically let the cat out of the bag by coming close 

to revealing the impending announcement. He denied 

that he ever pressured Olmert not to talk to Syria but 

was fiercely critical of Asad and his regime.27

Bush’s statement in the Knesset came back to haunt 

him once the Israeli-Syrian talks were announced.  The 

New York Times quoted a Bush Administration official 

who described Olmert’s actions as “a slap in the face.”28  

On the domestic front, Bush’s statement in the Knes-

set was interpreted by Barack Obama’s campaign as an 

attempt to criticize Obama’s position of being willing 

26  President George W. Bush, “President Bush Addresses Members of the Knesset,” May 15, 2008. Available at <http://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.
gov/news/releases/2008/05/20080515-1.html>.

27 David Horovitz, “Bush to Post: Abbas Is a Viable Partner for Peace,” Jerusalem Post, May 13, 2008. 
28 Helene Cooper, “Advice Given, but Not Always Followed, by White House,” New York Times, May 22, 2008.
29 Ibid.
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gift, without thus far receiving anything in exchange.”30 

According to Larsen, Israel opened the door to European 

countries who were eager to renew their contacts with 

Syria but withheld because of international pressures. 

Larsen’s criticism was reported to the Foreign Office in 

Jerusalem and like so many other Israeli diplomatic dis-

patches, it found its way to the Israeli media.31

Criticism of Israel’s decision to open negotiations with 

Syria and of the fashion in which the negotiations were 

held came from an unexpected source. A senior United 

Nations official who handled Lebanon on behalf of the 

United Nations, the Norwegian diplomat Terje Roed-

Larsen, criticized Israel’s policy in a meeting with Israeli 

diplomats. Larsen said that “Israel has given Syria a huge 

30 Barak Ravid, “UN Envoy: Israel Has Given Syria a ‘Huge Gift’ for Free,” Haaretz, June 17, 2008.
31 Ibid.
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It may be safe to assume that the parameters of the 

trilateral American-Israeli-Syrian relationship that 

have been described above are not likely to change sub-

stantially prior to March 2009. At that time, the Obama 

Administration’s national security team should be in 

place and the Israeli elections of February 10, 2009 will 

have produced a new government and a new coalition. 

The Obama Administration and Israel’s new govern-

ment will most certainly take a fresh look at Middle 

East diplomacy. The Israeli government will have to 

decide whether it wants to proceed with the Syrian 

negotiations, in what fashion, and to what end. It will 

have to integrate such decisions into a larger strategy 

that will address the other core issues of Israel’s na-

tional security policies: its relationship with the new 

U.S. administration, how to address the Palestinian 

issue, and what to do about Iran’s quest for regional 

hegemony and a nuclear arsenal.

For the Obama Administration, Syria would be a small, 

yet significant piece in a larger national security puz-

zle. Its policy towards Syria and the issue of an Israeli-

Syrian peace process is likely to unfold along one of the 

following four scenarios:

A Derivative of a Potential American-Iranian Dia-

logue. One of the top priorities of the Obama Ad-

ministration will be to develop an Iran strategy. It 

may continue (or push further) the Bush Administra-

tion’s policy of isolation or, more likely, it may explore 

whether a “grand bargain” with Iran is feasible. Such a 

choice would be natural for a president who had advo-

cated an open dialogue approach with Iran during his 

election campaign.  

If a dialogue materializes and unfolds successfully, a 

new context would be created for Washington’s rela-

tionship with Damascus. An American-Iranian under-

standing should cover Iraq, Lebanon, and the Arab-Is-

raeli peace process. If such an understanding is indeed 

reached, Syria would no longer be seen as the junior 

partner of an evil state and therefore U.S.-Syrian ac-

commodation and a new American stewardship of an 

Israeli-Syrian peace process would be facilitated.

A By-Product of Lingering Hostility with Iran. Should 

the previous option not be pursued or should it fail, the 

prospect of wooing Syria away from Iran would loom 

as a joint policy goal for both the United States and 

Israel. This idea is not new. In fact, the aim of breaking 

Syria away from Iran was used by the Olmert govern-

ment in justifying its decision to enter into and publi-

cize indirect negotiations with Syria. A similar rationale 

was articulated by France when Sarkozy decided to en-

gage with Asad.  However, Syria has refused to discuss 

a change in its relationship with Iran as a precondition 

to progress in negotiations with Israel. Yet, in the past, 

various Syrian spokesmen have alluded to the position 

that Syria’s alliance with Iran is not fixed and that it 

is mostly a result of Washington’s rejection of Syria. 

Such claims can of course be tested, but testing them 

would not be an easy diplomatic exercise. The Ba’th 
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A Policy of Using Force. As noted above, the Bush Ad-

ministration decided to avoid both ends of the spectrum 

by refraining from either dialogue with or using force 

against Syria. If the varieties of dialogue mentioned 

above do not materialize, the Obama Administration 

could reconsider the option of using force against Syria. 

However, this is a highly unlikely prospect.

A Policy of Maintenance.  Should the Obama Ad-

ministration relegate the Syria issue to a relatively low 

place on its foreign policy agenda or should it decide 

to allocate priority to the Palestinian issue, it will have 

to find a way of keeping it and the question of the U.S. 

relationship with Syria on hold. If put on the back 

burner, the Syrian issue may deteriorate into direct or 

indirect conflict, similar to what occurred in earlier 

decades. Therefore, a strategy of conflict management 

will be necessary.

regime has a long tradition of straddling the line and 

Syria’s leadership is likely, if a dialogue with the United 

States is renewed, to try to proceed with that dialogue 

without actually severing its intimate relationship with 

Tehran.

Kissinger’s success in shifting Egypt in the early and 

mid-1970s from the Soviet orbit to a pro-American 

orientation has been cited as a model for pulling Syria 

away from Iran. It should be noted that a peace pro-

cess and Egypt’s regaining of the Sinai were important 

dimensions of that successful strategic realignment. It 

should also be noted that while the Egypt case is an 

inspiring example, Anwar Sadat was a bold, visionary 

leader who was willing to jump from the Soviet orbit 

even before a safe position with the United States had 

been secured. Hafiz al-Asad showed no such inclina-

tion, and thus far, neither has Bashar.
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Since the completion of this manuscript, two major 

developments have taken place: 

The Inauguration of Barack Obama. The new ad-

ministration has yet to put together and articulate an 

integrated policy toward the Middle East, but some of 

the elements of a policy that had been put forth during 

the campaign have been emphatically reiterated. Most 

notably, the administration has made clear its determi-

nation to open a dialogue with the Islamic world and 

more specifically with Iran, and to assign priority to 

dealing with the Arab-Israeli conflict and particularly 

the Israeli-Palestinian dispute.

The War in the Gaza Strip. Israel’s war in the Gaza 

Strip with Hamas that occurred on the eve of the Janu-

ary 20 inauguration played an important role in push-

ing the Israeli-Palestinian conflict to the head of the 

line of what the Obama Administration will address. 

But the war also has had important repercussions for 

Syria’s role in the region and its relationship with the 

United States and Israel: 

•   Israel’s military operation provided Syria with 

an excellent opportunity to end its indirect ne-

gotiations with Israel’s outgoing prime minister. 

From Syria’s perspective, the indirect negotia-

tions had run their course and by terminating 

them, Damascus could display support for its 

client, Hamas, and the people of Gaza without 

giving up any valuable assets. 

•   The outbursts against Israel by Turkey’s prime 

minister, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, including at 

the World Economic Forum in Davos on Janu-

ary 29, has greatly diminished his capacity to 

act as a mediator between Israel and Syria. This 

may facilitate a decision by Washington to be-

come the sponsor of a renewed Israeli-Syrian 

dialogue. 

•   The fighting in the Gaza Strip brought to a 

head the conflict between the radical axis in the 

Middle East that hoists the slogan of muqawa-

ma (resistance) and its two rivals—Israel and 

conservative Arab states. The latter, with all the 

countervailing restraints, were actually support-

ive of Israel’s actions and critical of Hamas and 

its two principal patrons—Iran and Syria.  Israel 

drew several lessons from the unsuccessful war 

in Lebanon in 2006 and applied them success-

fully in the Gaza Strip, but at the end of the day 

concluded that it could not pursue its campaign 

to the end and eliminate Hamas and its govern-

ment. The implication of this is that Iran and 

Syria will continue to have a base in the Gaza 

Strip. In the coming years, as Washington and 

Jerusalem go through the calculus of reviewing 

their respective relationships with Damascus, 

this reality will have to be taken into account. 

Postscri Pt
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