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THE TOP FOREIGN POLICY  
CHALLENGES FACING THE  
NEXT ADMINISTRATION

By Phillip Davis B’88, ’89
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humanitarian refugees Destabilize 
tion civil war humanitarian refugeSyria, nestled at the far eastern edge of the Mediterranean 

Sea, is not a large country. At 71,000 square miles, it is about the size of 
the state of Washington, with a population estimated at 16 million, equiv-
alent to Georgia and Tennessee combined. But those bland numbers 
belie the outsized impact Syria’s humanitarian and foreign policy crisis 
has had on the Middle East, Europe, and even America.

Since 2011, when the regime of Syrian President Bashar Al Assad brutally 
put down anti-government protests, the country has been embroiled in 
a crushing civil war that has killed more than 470,000 of its citizens and 
created nearly 6 million refugees. That 16 million population figure? 
When the war began, it was more than 22 million people. 

And those 71,000 square miles have been carved up into amorphous 
fiefdoms where the government has lost control to opposition groups, 

Kurdish forces and, not least of all, 
the Islamic State (ISIL). According 
to Philip Gordon and Robert Ford, 
two distinguished Middle Eastern 
experts who are SAIS alumni, Syria 
will likely be the toughest and 
most significant foreign policy 
challenge facing the newly minted 
administration of U.S. President 
Donald J. Trump. 

Gordon ’87, PhD ’91, now a senior 
fellow at the Council of Foreign 
Relations, was until recently the 

Obama administration’s top official overseeing Middle Eastern policy. He 
served as special assistant to the president and White House coordina-
tor for the Middle East from 2013 to 2015. Ford JHU ’80, ’83 was U.S. 
ambassador to Syria from 2010 to 2014 and is now a Kissinger Fellow at 
Yale University and senior fellow at the Middle East Institute in Washing-
ton, DC. Both men shared their perspectives with SAIS Magazine.

A protester in Oslo, Norway, denounces two of the 
major actors in the Syrian conflict: President Bashar 
Al Assad, and the forces of the Islamic State. 
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— Philip Gordon ’87, PhD ’91

“Even beyond the  
humanitarian burden,  
it is straining the solidarity 
among European countries  
and leading to a far-right 
backlash in some.”

“I think the top agenda item in terms of ur-
gency and importance in the Middle East is 
the Syrian conflict, just on a purely human-
itarian level, because the civil war is killing 
hundreds of thousands of people,” Gordon 
said in a recent interview in Washington. “But 
even on a strategic level it is destabilizing 
neighboring countries which are receiv-
ing millions of refugees—Lebanon, Jordan, 
Turkey, and Iraq. These countries can’t cope 
with those inflows. 

“The refugees are now spilling over into 
Europe, where the crisis now threatens to 
destabilize Europe,” he added. “Even beyond 
the humanitarian burden, it is straining the 
solidarity among European countries and 
leading to a far-right backlash in some. It 
even affected U.S. politics here, during the 
presidential campaign, with talk of Muslim 
bans and all of that.” 

Ford, meanwhile, said the reason the conflict 
has become so intractable is that it is really 
several conflicts in one. He said there is the 
civil war between Syria’s mainly Sunni op-
position and the Syrian government, which 
is controlled by the Assad family and other 
families belonging to Syria’s minority Alawite 
sect, an offshoot of Shia Islam. He said there 
is also a thinly disguised sectarian compe-
tition between two of the main powers in 

against a coalition of states, including the 
United States, the Gulf states, and Turkey, 
that opposes the Assad government and is 
also fighting ISIL incursions into Syria.

Ford said the motives of all the players 
are complex. “Saudi Arabia or Turkey, for 
example, are not involved in Syria purely 

Syrian cities have been devastated by air strikes from 
both Syrian-led and U.S. coalition-led forces. 

the region, Sunni Saudi Arabia and Shiite 
Iran. Iran is backing the Assad regime; Saudi 
Arabia is giving aid to the opposition. 

Finally, on a wider level, what’s happening 
in Syria has become a proxy war pitting Iran 
and Russia—a longtime ally of Syria— 
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to combat Iran,” he said. “There is also a gen-
uine level of public sympathy for the Syrian 
civilians who have been killed by the regime.” 

Turkey is hosting a huge number of the dis-
placed, some 2 million people. To put that in 
perspective, he said people should imagine 
the impact of 2 million refugees suddenly 
arriving in the United States. That so many 
outside countries are supporting the various 
factions in Syria makes it easier for all the 
parties to continue fighting, rather than seek 
a settlement, Ford said.

Both Gordon and Ford noted that President 
Obama viewed the Syrian conflict with great 
wariness. Despite many calls to get “tougher” 
in Syria, the Obama administration has resist-

ed sending American troops into what could 
be an open-ended assignment to overthrow 
the Assad regime. It also has been hesitant 
about escalating military aid to opposition 
groups whose motives and allegiances are of-
ten murky. (The U.S. public apparently shares 
that wariness. A 2013 Pew Research Poll 
showed that 63 percent of American voters 
opposed U.S. military involvement in Syria.)

However, as the situation worsens and the 
flows of refugees continue, the calls for in-
tensified military involvement have become 
louder. Most notably, 51 U.S. diplomats 
in June 2016 signed 
an internal memo 
calling for “the use of 
military force as an 
option” to under-
gird a more 

“focused and 
hardnosed 
U.S.-led 
diplomatic 
process.” 

Ford said 
that while he 
understood the 
reasoning behind 
the memo, “there 
are no sure-fire 
remedies.”

“The reason the conflict 
has become so intractable 
is that it is really several 
conflicts in one.”

More than 6 million Syrians have fled the conflict, 
seeking refuge in Jordan, Turkey and Europe.

— Robert Ford JHU ’80, ’83
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sunni opposition Saudi arab Turkey 
euro               Gulf sTaTeS uniTed sTaTeSconflict  “Every option comes with 

large, unpalatable out-
comes,” he said. “Right 
now, all we are getting 
out of the administra-

tion’s ‘restrained’ policy 
is spending $1 billion in 
humanitarian aid and 
$500 million in military 
aid per year as far as the 

eye can see.”

All these options have been 
thrown into turmoil with the election 

of Donald Trump to the presidency. How 
might a Trump administration approach the 
Syrian conflict?

“Donald Trump’s foreign policy is difficult to 
predict,” Gordon said. “But on Syria he’s 
been pretty clear that he doesn’t trust the 
opposition to Assad that the United States 
has been supporting, and he has no inten-
tion of standing up to Russia or getting the 
United States involved militarily.  I suspect he 
will align himself with the Assad regime and 
Russia in ‘fighting terrorists.’” 

“This will be a major change in the U.S. ap-
proach,” Gordon said, one that the world will 
be closely monitoring.  

 Ford said the road ahead will be challenging. 
“What would a political settlement to the cri-
sis look like? How do you reform a repressive 
government? It is incredibly difficult,” he 
said. “But I think the bigger challenge is that 
the Middle Eastern state structures that have 
existed basically from the 1960s to 2011 are 
under unprecedented strain. 

“Libya, Yemen, and now Syria are for all in-
tents and purposes failed states, and others 
are on the verge, like Iraq, Egypt, and maybe 
Bahrain,” he added. “Across the region, you 
have Arab states weakening and under pres-
sure—and these are things that cannot be 
solved with airstrikes and incursions alone.”

Ford also said the conflict will not be solved 
solely in Washington. “We aren’t going to 
get a new Syrian constitution drawn up in 
Washington or lines on a map drawn up in a 
Western capital,” he explained. “The Syrians 
themselves have to fix it, and we need Iraqis, 
Kurds, and Arabs all working together to help 
them resolve this.”  

Phillip Davis B’88, ’89 is a journalist based in 
San Francisco. He has written about interna-
tional issues for National Public Radio, Con-
gressional Quarterly and other publications.

together
“What would a political  

settlement to the crisis look 
like? How do you reform a  
repressive government?”— Robert Ford JHU ’80, ’83
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