
tools to confront Russia’s unconventional means to influence the battle space, such 
as energy restrictions or support for anti-Europe parties. NATO must also be able to 
focus on its east and southeast flanks, given growing concern that concurrent tests of 
American and European policies in Ukraine and Syria will fail.

Alterman: The United States needs to be clearer about its interests, more willing to 
take action to further its interests, and more effective in creating consequences it seeks 
to create. Allies and adversaries alike judge that the United States is so inwardly focused 
and wary of Middle Eastern entanglements that they can safely predict the limits of U.S. 
action. 

Green: I agree. Clarity and consistency in U.S. declarations will be critical. Washington’s 
discourse has left Asian experts confused about the core strategic assumptions that 
animate U.S. policy. Do U.S. policymakers seek a balance of power centered on U.S. 
allies? Or a concert of power centered on Beijing? Or a combination of both that 
depends on which official is speaking and what is happening in the world? U.S. allies, 
partners, and adversaries are watching U.S. statements and actions. They will respond 
accordingly. ▶
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Why Deterrence Failed to Prevent 
Syrian Use of WMD 
Sharon Squassoni 

When it comes to weapons of mass destruction (WMD) proliferation, it’s hard not 
to like deterrence as a concept: it’s much better to forestall WMD development 
than react to a fait accompli. Yet deterrence of WMD development and use is not 
simple. The Assad regime’s use of chemical weapons against Syrian civilians in 2012 
and 2013 is widely considered a failure of deterrence. The lessons of Syria are not easy, 
clear, or likeable for those contemplating future efforts to deter WMD proliferation. 

From the beginning of the Syrian crisis, the Assad regime attempted to use the threat of 
WMD as a deterrent to external intervention. In July 2012, a foreign ministry spokesman 
claimed that, “Any stock of WMD or unconventional weapons that the Syrian Army 
possesses will never, never be used against the Syrian people or civilians during this 
crisis. . . . These weapons are made to be used strictly and only in the event of external 
aggression against the Syrian Arab Republic.” President Obama’s declaration of a red 
line the following month was probably not the response Assad had hoped for: 

We cannot have a situation where chemical or biological weapons are falling 
into the hands of the wrong people. We have been very clear to the Assad 
regime, but also to other players on the ground, that a red line for us is we 
start seeing . . . chemical weapons moving around or being utilized. That 
would change my calculus.



Syrian chemical weapons subsequently killed 
1,000 people in 2012 and 2013, but no direct 
foreign military interventions ensued. Instead, 
Assad used his chemical weapons stockpile as a 
bargaining chip against military intervention. By 
2013, the international community (particularly 
Russia) succeeded in pressuring Syria to join the 
Chemical Weapons Convention and destroy its 
entire chemical arsenal. U.S. government officials 
have suggested that Russia and Syria thought 
the threat of U.S. military force was credible, 
but there is no way of knowing for sure. It was 
ultimately public outrage over the execution of 
American journalists and 
others by ISIS, not Syrian 
chemical weapons use, 
that prompted the U.S. 
military intervention in 
Syria in September 2014. 

As the Syria case 
demonstrates, there 
are limits to deterring WMD proliferation. 
Knowing that Assad already had chemical 
weapons, President Obama’s red line was 
aimed at their use or transfer to terrorists. 
However, use against Syrian civilians did not 
threaten U.S. vital interests, and it is hard to 
verify WMD transfer to terrorists. On Syria’s 
nuclear capability, it is unlikely that deterrence 
was ever seriously considered by Israel, which 

covertly bombed the Al Kibar reactor in 2007. 
For Israel, Assad’s construction of a nuclear 
reactor at Al Kibar threatened Israel’s vital 
interests in a way that Syrian chemical weapons 
did not. Israel preemptively struck the reactor, 
the consequences of which have not entirely 
unfolded. (The bombing of the Osirak reactor 
prompted Iraq to embark on a massive nuclear 
program, which Assad is likely not to pursue.) 

On a fundamental level, the clear signals and 
identifiable outcomes that define successful 
deterrence are tough to establish for WMD 

proliferation. Deterring 
WMD use may be easier 
than deterring WMD 
development, if only 
because WMD use is a 
clearly defined action 
(mostly), whereas 
WMD development is a 
process, and a deeply 

clandestine one at that. The challenges are 
further compounded when onward proliferation 
to terrorist groups (whether intentional or 
accidental) is added to the mix. In contrast, as 
long as WMD are thought to deter military action 
against a regime, they will be highly valued by 
proliferators, making WMD programs a vital 
interest. At the very least, giving up weapons or a 
program can buy time for a regime.
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As a policy tool, then, deterrence is unwieldy in the nonproliferation world. It shares an 
uncomfortable bed with the treaties (such as the Non-Proliferation Treaty, Biological 
Weapons Convention, and Chemical Weapons Convention) that seek procedural responses 
to noncompliance and with the informal supplier arrangements that rely on cooperation to 
keep the most sensitive materials and equipment out of the hands of would-be proliferators. A 
decreasing number of countries stand outside these regimes, and for these, deterrence is most 
likely to be directed against use of WMD, or their transfer to terrorist groups. 

Despite its limitations, however, deterrence will continue to be attractive for nonproliferation, if 
only because of the costs and risks of the alternatives: doing nothing (which allows a proliferator 
to develop weapons at will, a la North Korea), destroying a proliferator’s capabilities (a la Israel’s 
bombing of the Osirak and Al Kibar reactors or threatened U.S. and Israeli action against Iran, 
should it proliferate), or invasion (Iraq). Given the significant risk that terrorist acquisition of WMD 
continues to pose around the globe, the United States should focus particular attention on 
strengthening the network of legal controls, intelligence sharing, and international cooperation 
that prevent their spread and keep the risk well below the threshold of deterring use. ▶
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