
Over the years, the US and 
NATO have developed a 
template for regime 
change under the guise of 
defending liberal demo-
cratic values. Initially, 
there are efforts to sow di-
visions within the targeted 
state and then provide 
political, economic and 

military support to opposition groups. If the op-
position groups can topple the government, then 
the US and NATO celebrate it as a “democratic re-
volution” over an authoritarian government. If the 
government defeats the opposition groups, the 
US or NATO can intervene militarily under the jus-
tification of preventing the government from 
“killing its own people”. This model was also ap-
plied to Syria in what became a long war.

Dividing and Destabilising Syria
The US began manufacturing ethnic divisions in 
Syria and laying the foundation for a civil war in 
the 1980s. A declassified CIA memo from 1986 
reveals a strategy for fomenting ethnic divisions 
in Syria to carry out a regime change:

“We believe that a renewal of communal violence 
between Alawis and Sunnis could inspire Sunnis in 
the military to turn against the regime… Excessive 
government force in quelling such disturbances 
might be seen by Sunnis as evidence of a govern-
ment vende�a against all Sunnis, precipita�ng even 
larger protests by other Sunni groups. Although the 
regime has the resources to crush such a venture, we 
believe brutal a�acks on Sunni civilians might 
prompt large numbers of Sunni officers and con-
scripts to desert or stage mu�nies in support of dis-
sidents, and Iraq might supply them with sufficient 
weapons to launch a civil war.”1

When the Cold War ended in 1989 and the Sovi-
ets became passive, the US sought to take ad-
vantage by eliminating undefended Soviet allies. 
After the first Gulf War in 1991, the US Undersec-
retary of Defence for Policy at the time, Paul 
Wolfowitz, argued the US had to clean up the re-
gion while it was in a dominant position:

“With the end of the Cold War, we can now use our 
military with impunity. The Soviets won’t come in to 
block us. And we’ve got five, maybe 10, years to 
clean up these old Soviet surrogate regimes like Iraq 
and Syria before the next superpower emerges to 
challenge us.”2

After the September 11 attacks in 2001, Syria 
was targeted in a string of opportunistic wars. 
The former highest commander of NATO, US 
General Wesley Clark, revealed that he was 
handed a memo that 

“describes how we’re going to take out seven coun-
tries in five years. Star�ng with Iraq, and then Syria, Le-
banon, Libya, Somalia, Sudan and finishing off Iran.”3

After the invasion of Iraq, the focus began to shift 
towards destroying Syria as Iran’s land-bridge to 
support Lebanon and Palestine. In 2005, the Wall 
Street Journal reported that the “Pressure for re-
gime change in Damascus is rising”, and former 
Pentagon advisor Richard Perle highlighted the 
opportunity that “Assad has never been weaker, 
and we should take advantage of that”.4 In an in-
terview with President Bashar Al-Assad in 2005, 
CNN reporter Christiane Amanpour spoke openly 
about the plans for regime change in Syria:

“Mr. President, you know the rhetoric of regime 
change is headed towards you from the United States. 
They are ac�vely looking for a new Syrian leader. 
They're gran�ng visas and visits to Syrian opposi�on 
poli�cians. They're talking about isola�ng your diplo-
ma�cally and, perhaps, a coup d’état or your regime 
crumbling. What are you thinking about that?”5

Washington’s propaganda efforts to exploit eth-
nic and religious divisions focused primarily on 
grievances of the Kurdish minority and the fears 
of Sunni Muslims being subordinated by Shia 
Muslims due to Syria’s partnership with Iran.6 A 
leaked cable from the US embassy in Syria in 
2006 recommended to “play on Sunni fears of Ir-
anian influence” even though the fear of Iran is 
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“often exaggerated”, and the US should work with 
Saudi Arabia and Egypt to “publicize and focus 
regional attention on the issue”.7 The US em-
bassy advocated to encourage an uprising, and 
simultaneously create fears in the government 
about a coup as it “increases the possibility of a 
self-defeating over-reaction”.8 A cycle of violence 
could thus be instigated and exacerbated.

RAND Corporation, a US think tank aligned 
closely with the intelligence community, also 
presented a strategy of dividing Syrian society 
with “covert action, information operations, un-
conventional warfare” to pursue a “divide and 
rule” strategy. RAND advocated that the US 
should “capitalise on the ‘Sustained Shia-Sunni 
Conflict’ trajectory by taking the side of the con-
servative Sunni regimes against [Iran-allied 
Shiite empowerment movements in the Muslim 
world]”. The report also recognised how terror-
ists could be used: “The geographic area of 
proven oil reserves coincides with the power 
base of much of the Salafi-jihadist network.”9

The War Begins
The war against Syria was finally unleashed in 
2011 as proxies were activated. A New York 
Times article confirmed that the CIA had spent 
more than a billion dollars to arm and train 
rebels against the Syrian government, with 
much of the weapons ending up in the hands of 
the jihadist group Al-Nusra that fought along-
side CIA-backed fighters.10 The media sold the 
events as the government attacking peaceful 
protesters.

A Pentagon report from August 2012 con-
firms that US military planners anticipated that 
jihadists would seek to establish territorial con-
trol in Eastern Syria:

“If the situa�on unravels there is the possibility of 
establishing a declared or undeclared Salafist Prin-
cipality in Eastern Syria (Hasaka and Deir Ezzor), and 
this is exactly what the suppor�ng powers to the op-
posi�on want, in order to isolate the Syrian regime, 
which is considered the strategic depth of the Shia 
expansion (Iraq and Iran).”11

Roland Dumas, the former Foreign Minister of 
France, argued that the British contributed to 
American efforts in 2009 by financing regional 
“gunmen”, which was motivated by oil interests 
and as a geopolitical move against Iran.12

Peter Ford, the former British Ambassador to 
Syria from 2003 to 2006, similarly criticises his 
own government for the “incoherent and grot-
esque” policies towards Syria. Ford argues that 
the war in Syria was started and perpetuated by 
a Western regime-change agenda, which resul-
ted in using jihadi terrorists as proxies.13

When Russia intervened in 2015 to rescue the 
Syrian government, the US sought to pull Russia 
into a long war to drain its resources. The US rep-
resentative to Syria, James Jeffrey, argued that 
the objective of the US in Syria was to create an 
enduring conflict to weaken Russia: 

“My job is to make it a quagmire for the Russi-
ans.”14 

Dana Stroul, the Democratic co-chair of the Syria 
Study Group, argued in November 2019 that the 
US objective was to control Syrian natural re-
sources as a source of influence over any future 
political settlement, and to obstruct reconstruc-
tion aid to ensure that the government-con-
trolled territory remains a “rubble”.15

The regime change was eventually successful 
in December 2024 as Syria had been weakened, 
Turkey had prepared a jihadist proxy army, Rus-
sia was distracted by a long war in Ukraine, and 
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Israel had weakened Hezbollah in Lebanon. 
While the proxy war has gone through different 
stages, the media has consistently and diligently 
sold the narrative of an organic grassroots 
movement of democratic forces rising against 
the Syrian dictatorship. The US allegedly repres-
ented the “international community”, a reluctant 
and virtuous defender of the Syrian people.
Source: https://glenndiesen.substack.com/p/americas-
long-war-against-syria, 17 December 2024
1  Van Wagenen, W., Creative Chaos: How U.S. Planners 

Sparked the Anti-Government Protests of the So-Called 
Arab Spring in Syria, The Libertarian Institute, 31 January 
2022.

2  Sachs, J., 2018. Ending America’s War of Choice in the 
Middle East. Horizons: Journal of International Relations 
and Sustainable Development, (11), pp.20-33.

3  Clark, W., 2007. Interview with General Wesley Clark, 
Democracy Now, 2 March 2007.

4  WSJ 2005. Syria Debate Exposes Iraq Fault Lines, The 
Wall Street Journal, 6 December 2005.

5  CNN 2005. Al-Assad: 'Syria has nothing to do with this 
crime', CNN, 12 October 2005.

6 Hersh, S., 2007. The Redirection, The New Yorker, 
5 March 2007.

7 Wikileaks 2006, Influencing the SARG in the end of 2006, 
Wikileaks, 6 December 2006.

8 Wikileaks 2006, Influencing the SARG in the end of 2006, 
Wikileaks, 6 December 2006.

9 RAND 2008. Unfolding the Future of the Long War: 
Motivations, Prospects, and Implications for the U.S. 
Army, RAND Corporation, Pittsburgh, p.171.

10 Mazzetti, M., Goldman, A., and Schmidt, M.S., 2017. 
Behind the Sudden Death of a $1 Billion Secret C.I.A. 
War in Syria, The New York Times, 2 August 2017.

11 Judicial Watch 2015, ‘Defense, State Department 
Documents Reveal Obama Administration Knew that al 
Qaeda Terrorists Had Planned Benghazi Attack 10 Days 
in Advance’, Judicial Watch, 18 May 2015.

12 Guardian 2013, Syria intervention plan fuelled by oil 
interests, not chemical weapon concern, The Guardian, 
31 August 2013.

13 Hadjimatheou, C., 2021. Mayday: How the White 
Helmets and James Le Mesurier got pulled into a deadly 
battle for truth, BBC, 27 February 2021.

14 Brennan, D., 2020. U.S. Syria Representative Says His 
Job Is to Make the War a 'Quagmire' for Russia, News-
week, 13 May 2020.

15 CSIS 2019. Syria in the Gray Zone, Center for Strategic 
and International Studies, 1 November 2019.

https://glenndiesen.substack.com/p/americas-long-war-against-syria
https://glenndiesen.substack.com/p/americas-long-war-against-syria

