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“Coercive Diplomacy” and Domestic Politics:

International and American Domestic Dimensions
in the Syrian Crisis in 2013

Haruya ANAMI

An international crisis arose in the summer of 2013 when the Asad regime
force in Syria allegedly used lethal chemical weapons such as sarin gas
against rebellion forces and civilians in the civil war. U.S. president Barack
Obama accused the Syrian regime of “crossing the red line” by defying the
international norm of the non-use of chemical weapons, and threatened the
regime that there would be a punitive military attack against the Syrian force.
At the same time, President Obama requested U.S. Congress for a prior
resolution to authorize the possible use of force.

The Syrian civil war continued to deteriorate in spite of that threat of
possible military sanction by the United States. Russia, which was considered
a virtual ally of Syria, offered a deal that the Asad regime should accept the
inspection by the international organization, declassify the information on the
research and development of chemical weapons, and dismantle all the
concerned weapons within a certain period of time. The Syrian regime
accepted the Russian proposal and, although the civil war continued, the
crisis subsided as the United States refrained from resorting to the use of
force against Syria.

The Obama administration declared that it was that America’s threat of
force that had driven Syria to concede and accept the Russian proposal (and
Russia to strike that deal). Some academic and journalistic accounts praised
this handling of the crisis was a successful case of “coercive diplomacy” or
“compellence”, that is, “efforts to persuade an opponent to stop and/or undo
an action the opponent is already embarked upon.”

However, the author argues that the conclusion that the Obama
administration’s handling of the Syrian crisis was a success of “coercive
diplomacy” is misleading. The Obama administration only demonstrated the
military threat against the Syrian regime, and that simple threat hardly met
the categorical conditions that Alexander George, the father of that theory,
elaborated: the administration did not explicitly set the starting point of the
possible military strike or issue an ultimatum, thereby making the threat less
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credible; the targeted state was not internationally isolated as Russia
proposed a compromise. It was this proposal for concession by Russia and its
acceptance by Syria, not the military threat by the United States, that actually
subsided the crisis.

President Obama’s request for Congress to authorize the use of force may
have been interpreted by the Syrian regime as a sign of his weakness and
reluctance and as a stalling tactic, making the threat once again unreliable.
The request was generally welcomed by Congressional members, and the
Senate Foreign Relations Committee reached the decision to submit the
proposed draft of resolution for an authorization of force to the whole
session. Although the resolution was not realized because the Russian
compromise deal intervened, this case would set a new precedent for
Presidential-Congressional relations regarding to war power and use of force,
which had been a realm of Presidential dominance since the wake of the Cold
War.



