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Overview1
In public and policy debates about the US response to the conflict in Syria, comparisons to past
responses to international cases of mass atrocity have become a fixture. In these debates, analysts
use lessons from those past responses to forecast the likely consequences of US policy action in
Syria or to speculate about the counterfactual consequences of actions not taken at various
junctures. Comparisons to historical cases of international response provide important mental
models for policy makers seeking to use specific tools and strategies to respond to the risk or
occurrence of mass atrocities.2 For example, Barack Obama has said that his unwillingness to
pursue military action against the government of Bashar al-Assad in response to its use of
chemical weapons in August 2013 resulted in part from his dismay at the instability that
followed the military operation that the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) led against
Muammar Gaddafi’s forces in Libya in 2011.3 For Obama, the risk that even limited military
action in Syria could become “another Libya” was enough to remove a range of possible military
options from consideration.
Which counterfactual US actions, if any, might have prevented or mitigated violence against
civilians in Syria? This paper uses a systematic review of empirical studies of international
responses to mass atrocities and related phenomena to evaluate these contemporary debates
about US policy action in Syria.4 The purpose of this review is to evaluate plausible alternative
avenues the US may have taken to prevent or mitigate mass atrocities against civilians in Syria.
This analysis centers on “minimal rewrite” counterfactuals, in which a different policy action at a
specific, time-bounded juncture in the US policy process on Syria might have led to a different
outcome in violence against civilians. “Minimal rewrite” counterfactuals are opposed to socalled miracle world counterfactuals, which would require significant changes to the structural or
contextual conditions that shape US policy.5
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The paper centers on three policy actions that the US government debated—and in some cases
implemented, to a limited degree—at various junctures since the conflict began in March 2011:
(a) lethal support to the armed Syrian opposition, (b) limited strikes against Syrian government
targets, and (c) no-fly zones. Although those US officials sometimes debated these options
during overlapping junctures, the paper addresses opposition support and the direct military
options as separate phenomena. The paper uses a review of historical, qualitative and
quantitative studies of related cases and policy actions to assess the extent to which these actions
may have affected the scope and severity of subsequent atrocities in Syria.
Identifying the Appropriate Reference Class
Much disagreement exists among social scientists about how scholars should infer general
findings and forecast expected outcomes from a universe of historical case studies. Proving
counterfactual events with absolute certainty is impossible, but a more structured analysis may
clarify the assumptions, causal mechanisms, and contexts that make policy outcomes more or
less likely to occur.6 Of course, this analysis confronts its own challenges. The small universe of
contemporary cases relevant to the Syrian civil war is characterized by extensive heterogeneity.
Even where relevant cases share some similar characteristics, diverse endogenous and exogenous
factors interact to produce unanticipated causal effects. Imperfect qualitative and quantitative
data can lead to unintended errors of observation or causal inference.
This paper confronts these challenges by laying out the available evidence about international
responses to mass atrocities and related events and by assessing its relative applicability to the
Syrian case. Especially in quantitative studies of violent conflict, much evidence about
international responses is concerned with the average likelihood that a particular outcome will
take place. Using average effects to predict the likely outcomes of counterfactual policy actions
guards the counterfactual analysis against errors of inference that may emerge from a relatively
small universe of heterogeneous cases. Even cases that appear similar to the US response to
Syria, in regime type (personalist authoritarian regime; Libya, 2011), conflict type
(internationalized civil war; Democratic Republic of Congo, 1997–2003), intervention type
(biased military intervention; Iraq, 1991–2003), or temporal or regional proximity (Yemen,
2015–present), differ on other critical factors.7
Our confidence in the likelihood that any given counterfactual outcome will occur should vary
according to the consistency of empirical evidence. We may be more confident in the likelihood
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of a counterfactual result where the average findings tend toward a common outcome. Where
evidence is less consistent, however, additional analysis of “closest fit” cases may be required to
assess the relative importance of specific causal factors. Differentiating between causal factors of
greater and lesser importance will help specify the conditions under which a counterfactual
outcome is more or less likely, respectively.
Before drawing comparisons between the US response to the conflict in Syria and other cases of
international action, it is important to understand the appropriate reference class for the Syrian
case;8 that is, which categories of events describe the conflict in Syria, and which do not? Much
coverage of the conflict implies that Syria is an outlier in the contemporary history of violent
conflict and mass atrocities. And yet a broader historical view suggests that different stages of
the conflict in Syria bear comparison to four main categories of conflict: (a) nonviolent civil
resistance, (b) state repression, (c) internationalized civil wars, and (d) state-led mass atrocities.
Describing how the Syrian case relates to these categories of conflict is necessary to forecast the
likely consequences of counterfactual policy actions. The section that follows describes the
similarities and differences between stages of the Syrian case and observable categories of
nonviolent civil resistance, repression, civil war, and state-led mass killing.
Nonviolent Civil Resistance. In the first half of 2011, organized dissent against the Assad regime
remained generally peaceful in the face of growing regime violence. In February and March,
protests began to pop up in urban areas along Syria’s borders with Lebanon, to the east, and
Turkey, to the north. Hokayem attributes the direction of this spread to pre-uprising networks of
anti-regime opposition, who were emboldened by the gradual collapse of the patronage networks
that the Assad family had used to sustain support for the regime since the era of Hafez, Bashar’s
father.9 In many cases, these local networks were the driving force behind the uprising, providing
protest groups with mutual aid, such as emergency medical care and funds for food, gasoline,
and other essential goods.10 These organizational origins are a common feature of nonviolent
civil resistance.11 Some cases of retaliatory violence against Syrian security forces occurred
during this period, but many leaders of the formal opposition made clear that nonviolent
resistance against the regime was a tactical, strategic, and moral imperative.12 The coalition of
groups that banded together in September 2011 to form the Damascus-based National
8
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Coordination Committee were especially ardent advocates for peaceful protest. Like many
practitioners of nonviolent resistance, these groups argued that political progress in Syria would
only result from a nonviolent assault against the repressive state.13
Repression. Poe and Tate define repression as synonymous with state terrorism, “a category of
coercive activities on the part of the government designed to induce compliance in others.”14
Other definitions specify the means and context of repression, but the agent and subjects of
repressive action—that is, the state and those whom the state seeks to influence, respectively—
are common to all.15 According to this literature, the state uses a range of coercive activities to
repress threats to its authority or the authority of influential elites. This definition encompasses
the Assad regime’s early response to the political crisis in Syria. In keeping with past regime
responses to organized protest, Syrian security forces responded swiftly to the new dissent with a
heavy hand; reports of mass arrests, disappearances, and extrajudicial killings became more
frequent as the protests spread.16 The severity of the regime’s response was informed in part by
the broader wave of uprisings that emerged that year across the Middle East and North Africa.
From the first days of the Syrian uprising, the fate of the regime’s regional counterparts shaped
its own repressive strategies.17
The formal opposition’s collective commitment to nonviolent resistance began to fade as 2011
wore on. The regime’s escalating abuses and the fragmentation of the formal opposition both
precipitated the gradual shift from heavy-handed repression to outright civil war. The Syrian
conflict caused the deaths of more than 5,000 civilians by the end of 2011, most at the hands of
regime security forces.18 The regime and pro-government paramilitary forces adopted a strategy
of indiscriminate violence against protesters early on, using heavy artillery and aggressive
“shoot-to-kill” operations to disperse crowds and discourage fearful dissidents from returning to
the streets.19 Syrian intelligence also detained, tortured, and killed known and suspected protest
leaders.20 The combination of mass violence and targeted repression chipped away at the
13
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organizational architecture of the protest movement, even as demonstrations persisted in urban
areas throughout the country.21
Internationalized Civil War. In the summer of 2011, grassroots activists, Syrian diaspora
members, and other opposition forces began to band together to form a new coalition, the Syrian
National Council (SNC). Around the same time, a new contingent of defectors from the regime
security officials came together to create the Free Syrian Army (FSA), then the largest
organization of rebel insurgents. Within months of their creation, the SNC and the FSA became
the main political and military representatives of the Syrian opposition, respectively. However,
dysfunction plagued both organizations from the outset. The SNC faced a daunting set of goals:
to gain and maintain popular legitimacy and purchase inside Syria, while mobilizing support for
the Syrian opposition among sympathetic foreign governments and members of the Syrian
diaspora.22 No simpler were the FSA’s efforts to establish a significant military challenge to both
the regime and the new assortment of jihadi rebels that had begun to take up arms against Assad.
Despite a veneer of organizational coherence, both the SNC and the FSA struggled to gain a
foothold within Syria, to undermine the regime’s political and military authority, and to forestall
new and escalating repression by security forces.
Human rights reports suggest that the Syrian regime bears primary responsibility for the severe
uptick in violence in late 2011 and early 2012.23 A deteriorating economy, quick initial gains by
the FSA in major urban centers with histories of regime support, and anxiety among Assad’s
ethnic Alawite base led some, including officials inside the regime itself, to question its
longevity.24 With the regime’s survival arguably at stake, Syrian security forces stepped up
military operations against both protesters and the new insurgency in the first months of 2012.
The tactics used during these operations hinted at the brutality to come, including artillery
shelling and systematic house searches in large population areas in Damascus, Aleppo, Homs,
and Hama.25 The first large-scale massacres of Syrian civilians also took place during this
period.26
These atrocities begat new violence against the regime. Two major dynamics drove the
emergence of the armed Syrian opposition: (a) the creation of the FSA in summer 2011 and (b)
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the rapid growth of jihadi groups in the first months of 2012.27 In addition to combating
government forces, the FSA also had to contend with an impressive constellation of new jihadi
fighters, led by Jabhat al-Nusra. Jabhat al-Nusra began to take form in the early months of the
Syrian crisis as an offshoot of the Islamic State of Iraq, the al-Qaeda cell formed in response to
the US occupation of Iraq. Although the FSA coalition included ideologically diverse members
from left-wing secularists to Syrian Islamists, Jabhat al-Nusra’s emphasis on jihad—rather than
on the transformation of the Syrian state—was anathema to much of the FSA’s core base. Jabhat
al-Nusra’s commitment to anti-regime violence, however, was decisive from the start: the
group’s official launch in January 2012 was accompanied by a series of high-profile suicide
attacks against regime security sites. In April, the group proved its worth on the battlefield
during an anti-regime offensive in Damascus. The relative strength of Jabhat al-Nusra and its
ideological peers grew throughout the spring, as the FSA’s recruitment efforts faltered and new
foreign fighters from across the region swelled the ranks of the Syrian jihad. By the end of 2012,
a diverse network of jihadi organizations had overwhelmed the political influence and military
strength of the so-called moderate opposition that the FSA had struggled to represent.28
The Assad regime’s battlefield losses throughout 2012, together with the rise and fragmentation
of the armed opposition, were the spark that broadened the conflict beyond Syria’s borders. An
international dimension to the conflict in Syria had informed the regime’s repression and the
opposition’s response since the beginning, but 2012 was marked by a dramatic increase in the
number and degree of involvement of foreign actors providing support to the regime. With the
size and strength of its military dwindling, the Assad regime turned to familiar allies in Russia,
Iran, and Lebanon’s Hezbollah movement for new military personnel, training, technology, and
funds. The full extent of this support is unclear, but by mid-2013, the assistance allowed the
regime to rebuff rebel gains in the country’s west.29 For the opposition, foreign support was a
central goal of the political organizations in exile. Regional intelligence services and private
donors in the Gulf States were responsible for much of the early assistance to the FSA and its
affiliates. Turkey’s willingness to grant FSA leaders a base of operations near Syria’s northern
border was also critical to the establishment of the organization.30 As Lister observes, these early
networks mutated along with the distribution of power within the opposition: “Several of the
Kuwaitis,” some of the FSA’s earliest financiers, “went on to exploit the contacts they gleaned in
2012 to begin financing more extremist organisations.”31 Although they withheld direct financial
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and military assistance during this period, the United States and EU countries provided the
Syrian opposition with a measure of diplomatic support through the Friends of Syria process.
State-Led Mass Atrocities. In addition to an internationalized civil war, the Syrian crisis has
become a clear episode of state-led mass atrocities. Mass atrocities consist of “large-scale,
systematic violence against civilian populations,” comprising egregious abuses, such as torture,
sexual violence, and mass killing. Mass atrocities often occur in the context of state repression or
civil war, but their severity and extreme consequences for the society in which they occur merit
separate attention.32 Scholars suggest that governments use mass atrocities, like broader forms of
repression, in response to real and perceived threats to their authority. This explanation for mass
atrocities is especially apparent in the context of civil wars, in which the costs of rebel victory
are extreme.33 Since 2011, the Assad regime has been the principal perpetrator of atrocities in
Syria, most against known or suspected members of the opposition and the broader rebel
insurgency. Various factions of the armed Syrian opposition have also perpetrated intentional,
large-scale violence against civilians, but at exponentially lower levels than the regime. Those
concerned with the consequences of international efforts to mitigate or halt these atrocities must
contend with the perceptions of existential risk behind the regime’s most severe abuses.34
Evaluating the Likely Consequences of US Policy Action
The following section discusses the likely consequences of three major policy actions that the US
government considered, but did not adopt, at specific junctures in the Syrian conflict: (a) lethal
support to the armed Syrian opposition, (b) limited strikes against Syrian government targets,
and (c) no-fly zones. Each of these three actions received much attention in public debates about
US Syria policy, including in the opinion pages of national newspapers and magazines, in expert
reports at policy think tanks, and during national political campaigns. In each case, the
prevention of new mass atrocities by the Assad regime was a consideration for US officials,
although other US strategic priorities often overtook this focus.
For each action, I describe the policy deliberations that occurred and the arguments that
advocates inside and outside the US government advanced in support of the action. I then
summarize the empirical evidence and proposed mechanisms that explain that action’s likely
effect on the risk and occurrence of repression, violent conflict, and mass atrocities and evaluate
the extent to which those findings help assess competing claims about the likely effects of
counterfactual US action in Syria.
32
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External Lethal Support to the Armed Syrian Opposition
Background
Internal discussions about direct, lethal US support for vetted members of the armed Syrian
opposition began in the summer of 2012. That spring, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) had
begun vetting fighters and funneling operational intelligence to a loose network of FSA
affiliates.35 According to press reports from the period, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and
CIA Director David Petraeus presented President Obama with a plan to provide vetted members
of the opposition with arms in coordination with regional partners.36 The plan received wide
support from other members of Obama’s cabinet.37 The president rejected the plan, although he
signed an intelligence “finding” around that time that authorized new nonlethal assistance—such
as communications equipment—to the Syrian rebels. Among the criticisms opponents of the plan
offered was the questionable makeup of the opposition, which some administration officials and
public commentators believed was vulnerable to jihadi influence.38
Supporters of lethal US support to the armed Syrian opposition observe that the administration’s
eventual actions were both too late and too limited in scope to have a tangible positive effect on
either the armed opposition’s relative strength or on the risk and occurrence of mass atrocities in
Syria. Regarding the latter factor, advocates argue that earlier and broader support to the
opposition would have led to two main outcomes. First, large-scale support would have allowed
the FSA and other “moderate” opposition groups to achieve military parity with the regime,
thereby imposing extreme costs for new violence against civilians.39 A corollary outcome
suggests that lethal support would have created the conditions for political negotiations about
Syria’s future.40 Second, lethal support would have given the United States and its partners
greater influence over the makeup of the opposition, allowing moderate groups less likely to
perpetrate atrocities an upper hand over jihadi factions.41
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Key Empirical Findings
Studies about external support for rebel groups center on two outcomes related to the risk and
occurrence of mass atrocities: (a) conflict duration and (b) the extent and severity of atrocities
committed by rebel groups.
External support to rebel groups is associated with longer civil wars. However, external support
provided in the early years of a conflict increases the likelihood of both rebel victory and a
negotiated end to the conflict.
● In his study of 150 civil wars from 1945 to 1999, Regan finds that external military
intervention, including weapons assistance and intelligence support, increases the
likelihood that a conflict will endure.42 Regan defines civil war as an armed conflict with
at least 200 battle-related deaths in a year. He underscores two competing scenarios in his
analysis: (a) without intervention and (b) with military intervention. Without intervention,
the probability that an average conflict in Regan’s data set lasts into its fourth year is
about 37 percent; with military intervention, that probability increases to about 60
percent.
● Sawyer, Gallagher Cunningham, and Reed’s study of 133 intrastate conflicts from 1989
to 2011 finds that external financial and weapons support—more fungible forms of
assistance, contra military advisors or intelligence support—decreases the probability that
the conflict ends during the year that the support is provided.43 They use the Uppsala
Conflict Data Program’s definition of conflict as an armed dispute between two parties,
one of which is the government, that results in at least 25 battle deaths in a year. Their
study finds that the likelihood that an average conflict ends during a given year in the
absence of external financial support is 23 percent; in the absence of weapons support,
the probability is 24 percent. The probability that an average conflict ends when rebels do
have access to external finances is about 11 percent; in circumstances where they have
access to weapons, the probability is 10 percent.
● In his study of 154 civil wars from 1944 to 2007, Jones finds that external support
provided to rebel groups within about 3.5 years of a conflict’s onset increases the
likelihood of a negotiated settlement, whereas support provided after 3.5 years has no
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significant effect. External support also makes rebel victory more likely when provided
early in the conflict.44
External support to rebel groups is associated with greater likelihood and severity of atrocities
by its recipients.
● Salehyan and others find that external support increases the likelihood of abuses by
recipient groups.45
● In a study of 160 rebel groups from 1989 to 2009, Wood finds that foreign sponsorship
increases rebel abuses only after the group achieves 18 percent of the regime’s military
capabilities.46
External support to rebel groups by democratic governments is associated with lower levels of
rebel violence against civilians than external support by autocratic governments. The larger the
number of external patrons, however, the less democratic sponsorship constrains rebel abuses.
● Salehyan and others find that the relative effect of this support on the recipient group’s
violence against civilians varies by both the patron’s regime type and the quantity of
patrons.47 In their study of more than 200 rebel groups from 1989 to 2009, they observe
that rebel groups that received support from democratic patrons are approximately half as
likely to use one-sided violence against civilians as those who receive their support from
autocracies. However, the effects of democratic support decrease as the number of
external patrons increases. To illustrate this relationship, Salehyan and others compare
the relative impact of additional democratic support for the average group with six
sponsors. For a group with six sponsors, the number of expected incidents of one-sided
violence in a given year drops by 70 percent with one democratic patron, and by 66
percent with two democratic patrons.
Hypothesized Explanations for the Findings
Scholars attribute the empirical findings about the relationship between external support to rebel
groups and conflict duration to the relative military parity that the support encourages. Regan
argues that external support forces a stalemate between conflict parties, because a decisive
victory by one side becomes less likely as rebels overcome their initial disadvantage against
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government forces.48 However, Jones observes that government perceptions of the strength of a
rebel group that receives foreign support in the early stages of a conflict may make negotiations
more likely, as governments will seek a bargain to avoid the costs of continued war.49
Sawyer, Gallagher Cunningham, and Reed note that fungible forms of external support, in
particular, create uncertainty among conflict parties that decreases the likelihood of a negotiated
settlement.50 Scholars also suggest that external intervention, writ large, prompts
counterinterventions that create further obstacles to conflict resolution, but the extent to which
this relationship applies specifically to external support to rebel groups is unclear.51 In most
cases, prolonged conflict results in more atrocities, because a greater number of atrocities will
occur over time than might have otherwise occurred had the conflict ended more quickly.52
With regard to the severity of rebel abuses, Salehyan and others hypothesize that rebel groups
that are less reliant on the financial rents or political support of civilians in areas under their
control will confront lower political costs for predation or more severe forms of physical abuses
against civilians.53 This relationship also emerges from Weinstein’s study of four rebel groups in
Uganda, Mozambique, and Peru, which finds that the material resources that rebels use to fund
their operations influence relative levels of violence against civilians.54 According to Wood,
external support also increases a relatively strong, foreign-sponsored group’s ability to commit
atrocities at scale, with regard to weaponry, intelligence, and other military capabilities.55 These
studies suggest that together the sources of rebel financing and a group’s military capabilities
explain varying levels of violence against civilians during conflict.
Salehyan and others attribute the moderating influence of democratic support to domestic
constraints in democracies. Domestic sources of accountability like human rights organizations
limit the range of rebel groups that these governments deem acceptable recipients of their
support.56 These organizations also impose political costs on patron governments when recipient
groups commit abuses against civilians. However, this accountability mechanism becomes less
effective as rebel groups receive assistance from more and more autocratic patrons. Autocratic
support allows rebels to shop around for funds and other forms of assistance, instead of relying
only on more discerning democratic patrons.
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To What Extent Do These Findings Apply to Syria?
To examine how these findings apply to the Syrian case, it is necessary to outline the major
implicit assumptions behind the arguments advanced in favor of arming the Syrian opposition.
To believe that external support to the Syrian opposition would have mitigated or prevented
subsequent atrocities, the following three conditions must be true. First, these arguments assume
that the United States was prepared to provide Syrian rebels with enough support to change the
military balance of the conflict and force the regime to the negotiating table. Second, they
assume that significant counterintervention by the Assad regime’s patrons was not a major likely
consequence of US action. And third, they assume some measure of US influence over rebel
tactics, operations, and strategy, including the use of violence against civilians. Below, I describe
the lessons of key empirical findings for the Syrian case and demonstrate the extent to which
these assumptions hold in light of these findings.
The empirical evidence from other cases appears to contradict the first argument in favor of
arming the opposition—that the military parity between the regime and the opposition that
followed from external support would have decreased regime atrocities and increased the
likelihood of a negotiated settlement. No negotiated solution to the Syrian crisis has emerged,
despite fluctuations in the military balance between the regime and rebel groups. Capable and
operationally savvy jihadi groups, who have become the regime’s strongest opponents following
the FSA’s collapse in 2013, have played a key role in repelling regime advances. But the regime
has shown no appetite for a negotiated settlement, even in the periods of greatest opposition
strength. In fact, the Syrian government has actively interfered with international efforts to lay
the groundwork for conflict resolution, such as the short-lived deployment of a small United
Nations (UN) peacekeeping force in 2012. The result has been an ever-increasing number of
atrocities against civilians.
In keeping with Jones’s study, there is some evidence that earlier US support might have
signaled to the Syrian government the possibility of a costly stalemate and forced the regime to
the negotiating table. The strength of this signal, however, would have depended on the extent of
US support. The more limited the scale of US support, the less credible the signal would have
seemed. It is not clear that, in the context of the Clinton-Petraeus plan, the US would have been
willing to offer sufficient support early in the conflict to tip the balance against the regime and
prompt good-faith negotiations from Assad. In 2015, press reports found that the US had
provided Syrian opposition fighters in northern Syria with a small fraction of the arms that the
CIA program had guaranteed. Additionally, the CIA’s stringent counterterrorism vetting
procedures meant that the CIA’s arms reached only a limited population of rebel commanders.57
The US government’s lagging support meant that many of these opposition commanders
defected to better-resourced jihadi groups, according to these reports. These logistical obstacles
Adam Entous, “Covert CIA Mission to Arm Syrian Rebels Goes Awry,” Wall Street Journal, January 26, 2015,
https://www.wsj.com/articles/covert-cia-mission-to-arm-syrian-rebels-goes-awry-1422329582.
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would likely have emerged in any prior version of the program, given the legal and political
scrutiny that follows from US assistance to armed groups in any active conflict.
Iran’s and Hezbollah’s respective actions since the early days of the conflict suggest that they
both would have responded to significant US support with an additional surge of support for the
regime. The dire strategic consequences of the Assad regime’s potential fall have drawn
extensive support from these two patrons and, later in the conflict, from Russia. In 2012 and
2013, Iran and Hezbollah went to great lengths to buttress the Syrian government against rebel
advances, including through the deployment of ground forces fighting alongside Syrian military
and paramilitary units. Although it is difficult to estimate the size of this military and financial
support, Phillips offers an illustrative passage to demonstrate the relative scale of Iran’s
assistance: “Such was the extent of Iranian military involvement that by 2013 oppositionists
claimed [the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps] Quds Force commander Qassem Suleimani
had more power in Syria than Assad.”58 This support has continued—indeed, expanded—even as
Iran’s and Hezbollah’s regional adversaries have deepened their direct and proxy efforts against
the Syrian regime. Research about external military interventions in civil wars, including
external support to armed groups, finds that these counterinterventions are an expected fixture of
internationalized conflicts.59
Findings from other cases do offer some support for the second argument—that new US leverage
over the armed Syrian opposition would have constrained some rebel abuses. In the Syrian case,
legal and congressional scrutiny rather than influential human rights constituencies were the
more salient constraints on US support to the Syrian opposition. However, contributions from
official and private donors from Kuwait, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and other Gulf autocracies have
dwarfed relatively limited US contributions.60 The relative imbalance in US and Gulf support for
the opposition suggests that the latter’s ambivalence toward opposition abuses has muted any
potential moderating influence from the United States.
Based on a review of the relevant empirical evidence, the most likely consequence of greater and
earlier US support to the Syrian opposition would have been an increase in atrocities against
civilians. However, it is also plausible that the quantity and scale of other regional support would
have reduced the effect of US actions to negligible levels.
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External Military Intervention: Limited Strikes on Government Targets and No-Fly Zones
Background
In August 2013, Syrian government forces used sarin gas, a chemical weapon prohibited under
international humanitarian law, in an attack on a rebel-held area outside Damascus. US
intelligence reports found that the attacks killed almost 1,500 civilians.61 A year earlier, Obama
had threatened a “red line” in response to the Syrian government’s threatened use of chemical
weapons against Syrian civilians.62 In the direct aftermath of the Ghouta attacks, public
commentators pressed the US government to make good on the president’s threat and launch
limited strikes against the Syrian government targets responsible for the attack. Obama and his
advisors were publicly wary of these plans, not least because of congressional opposition to new
US military involvement in Syria.63
After multiple weeks of public debate, Obama opted for a diplomatic route instead of the strikes.
An offhand remark by Secretary of State John Kerry questioning the Syrian government’s
willingness to give up its chemical weapons supply gave way to a joint US-Russia initiative to
achieve this goal. By September 2013, the Syrian government had acquiesced to a UN Security
Council–authorized mission of the Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons
(OPCW). During the subsequent year, the OPCW mission removed and destroyed the Syrian
government’s existing supply of chemical weapons; in January 2016, the OPCW announced the
complete destruction of Syria’s declared supply.64
The creation of no-fly zones in Syria emerged as a separate subject of public discussion in both
the United States and Syria after NATO-backed Libyan rebels toppled the Gaddafi regime in the
fall of 2011.65 Press reports since 2011 indicate that senior US officials only seriously debated
plans for no-fly zones of varying scope in 2012, 2013, and 2015.66 Calls for a no-fly zone were
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especially prominent as Assad’s counterinsurgency made greater use of aerial bombardment,
although one analysis of Syrian fatality data finds that this tactic has represented a relatively
small fraction of total conflict fatalities.67 Both supporters and detractors of a no-fly zone in
Syria drew lessons from NATO’s Libya operation, so much so that “Libya-style intervention”
became a common term of reference on both sides of the debate. For its supporters, the force that
NATO used to deter a potential massacre in the eastern Libyan city of Benghazi could be
mustered in a similar fashion against Assad. For its detractors, NATO’s eventual support for the
grisly fall of the Gaddafi regime in October 2011 suggested that a limited operation against
Assad, whose rule was even more entrenched than Gaddafi’s had been, would not be possible.
For advocates of both the initial strikes in the fall of 2013 and a no-fly zone in 2012, 2013, and
2015, the actions would have led to two common outcomes. The first projected outcome was a
matter of deterrence: both US strikes against Syrian government targets and a protracted no-fly
zone would have demonstrated to the regime the significant costs of further atrocities.68 The
other logic—which the Trump administration advanced in support of its own decision to strike
Syrian government targets in April 2017—was material: the strikes in 2013 and the no-fly zone
would both have degraded the regime’s military ability to carry out new atrocities.69 No-fly zone
advocates also projected a third outcome, an extension of the first: by signaling military costs in
response to continued regime violence, the United States and its regional partners would grant
anti-regime forces an upper hand in diplomatic negotiations. In so doing, the no-fly zone would
precipitate a negotiated settlement to the conflict and an end to its atrocities.70
Key Empirical Findings
“External military intervention” describes a broad category of third-party participation in
intrastate conflict, from limited operations to protracted campaigns. Empirical evidence finds
that military intervention is a blunt, ineffective instrument by itself. In his study of 36 discrete
US military operations since the end of the Cold War, Zenko finds that only 2 such operations
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achieved all of the political objectives associated with the use of force.71 Regan’s study of 138
intrastate conflicts from 1944 to 1994 finds that external military intervention is more effective
in ending conflict when paired with economic interventions like the provision or cessation of
financial assistance to conflict parties, rather than on its own.72 Regan and Aydin find that this is
also the case for diplomatic intervention, indicating that a multifaceted strategy of external
pressure is more effective than a strictly military approach.73 In a more positive assessment,
Sullivan and Koch’s study of 126 cases of military intervention by “powerful states” from 1945
to 2003 finds that the United States was successful in achieving its political objectives in 23 out
of 35 cases, or 66 percent of the time.74 Sullivan and Koch also find that out of ten interventions
aimed at “social protection and order” during that time period, 50 percent were effective in
achieving their political objectives.
In contrast to the strategic studies literature about coercive strategy, most studies about the
relationship between military intervention and civil war outcomes distinguish between specific
intervention strategies only insofar as they constitute different logics of conflict.75 For example,
Jones differentiates between indirect forms of intervention intended to strengthen rebels and
direct intervention intended to damage a government’s military capabilities.76 He does not,
however, separate operational forms of the latter. I follow this pooled approach to the study of
external military intervention and discuss the two major military options considered by US
policy makers as a common phenomenon. I also do not differentiate between the timing of the
two intervention options. Although interventions during different periods in a conflict probably
affect the associated policy outcomes, most studies also do not differentiate between early-stage
and late-stage interventions.
Like studies of external support to rebel groups, empirical evidence about external military
intervention points to (a) conflict duration and (b) the extent and severity of government
atrocities following the intervention as the two main outcomes related to the risk and occurrence
of mass atrocities.
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One-sided military intervention is associated with shorter conflicts. External military
intervention by multiple sides in a civil war, however, prolongs conflict and decreases the
likelihood of a negotiated end to conflict.
● As noted earlier, Regan’s study of 150 conflicts from 1945 to 1999 finds that external
military intervention prolongs conflict.77
● Mason, Weingarten, and Fett’s forecasting model of civil war duration—based on a data
set of 57 civil wars from 1945 to 1992—finds that the average duration of civil wars with
some form of external military intervention is more than three times as long as the
average duration of those without.78
● In their study of a sample of 213 civil wars from 1816 to 1997, however, Balch-Lindsay,
Enterline, and Joyce find that pro-rebel interventions increase the likelihood of a
negotiated settlement and shorten the average time until a decisive victory by rebel
forces.79 Balch-Lindsay and Enterline also observe that direct interventions against
government parties decrease the average length of the conflict.80
● In an analysis of 152 sample cases of civil war from 1820 to 1992, Balch-Lindsay and
Enterline find that balanced external intervention—that is, the intervention of multiple
external actors on opposite sides of a civil war—increases the duration of a conflict
almost interminably. The study finds that only one civil war, the conflict in Chad from
1980 to 1988, ended following a balanced intervention.81 Additionally, Balch-Lindsay,
Enterline, and Joyce find that balanced interventions decrease the likelihood of negotiated
settlement.82
● Cunningham’s study of external military intervention from 1945 to 2004 finds that
interventions by parties whose explicit or implicit preferences differ from those of their
internal allies prolong civil wars. He observes that fully independent interventions result
in longer conflicts than those in which the preferences of external parties and their
internal allies more closely align.83
External military intervention is associated with a near-term increase in the severity of violence
against civilians during civil wars. Direct intervention against perpetrators results in less severe
atrocities, according to studies of a narrower set of cases of genocide and politicide.
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● Kathman and Wood’s study of external military intervention in armed conflicts from
1955 to 2005 finds that all types of military interventions—neutral, pro-government, and
anti-government—increase the likelihood of mass killing during the first year after the
intervention. Interventions against government parties or in support of victim populations
increase the likelihood of more severe atrocities by 49 percent.84 They find that of the
three interventions, only neutral actions such as UN peacekeeping operations lead to a
reduction in the likelihood of mass killing after the first year.
● Wood, Kathman, and Gent’s study of external military intervention in 80 armed conflicts
from 1989 to 2005 finds that intervention results in more severe violence against civilians
by the intervening party’s opponent: anti-government intervention leads to more
atrocities by the government, whereas anti-rebel intervention leads to more atrocities by
rebel groups.85
● Peksen finds that external military intervention against government targets increases
levels of political imprisonment but not levels of extrajudicial killing, disappearance, or
torture.86
● In his study of external military intervention in genocides and politicides from 1955 to
1977, Krain finds that interventions against perpetrators or in support of targeted
populations reduce the severity of atrocities.87
● In his study of 17 cases of humanitarian military intervention in six countries during the
1990s, Seybolt finds that 9—a little more than half—of the military operations were
successful in saving lives.88 By humanitarian military intervention, Seybolt refers to four
types of operations: (a) humanitarian aid delivery, (b) humanitarian aid protection, (c)
civilian protection, and (d) perpetrator-targeted operations. Regarding the latter two,
Seybolt finds that only two out of seven civilian protection operations were successful or
mostly successful in saving lives, and four out of five perpetrator-targeted operations
succeeded in saving lives.
Hypothesized Explanations for the Findings
Wood, Kathman, and Gent conclude that the relationship between external military intervention
and the severity of atrocities during conflict results from the intervening party’s perceived threat
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to the target government’s authority.89 In this scenario, the logic of new government atrocities
mimics that of atrocities perpetrated in the course of a counterinsurgency campaign, albeit
following an external rather than internal challenge to the regime.90 Kathman and Wood note that
nonneutral intervening parties are unable to communicate a sustained commitment to
intervention, meaning that the intervention’s target perceives only the possibility of existential
threat without knowing the costs associated with confronting that threat.91 For Kathman and
Wood, the potential threat from the intervening force combined with the intervening party’s
muted signaling mechanism will lead to more severe atrocities by the target of the intervention.
Evidence from a smaller universe of military interventions in genocides and politicides since
1955 yields contradictory results: both Seybolt and Krain find that anti-government interventions
to save civilians result in less severe atrocities. Krain observes that “challenging interventions”—
those that target government perpetrators of genocide or politicide—momentarily increase the
costs of mass violence, as the target regime finds itself combating a larger number of threats than
before the intervention.92 In his qualitative study of humanitarian military intervention during the
1990s, Seybolt concludes that successful military interventions are the result of an alignment
between political objectives and military strategies.93 To successfully save lives, the strategies
must vary according to perpetrator capabilities, plans, and intentions.
Regarding conflict duration, Balch-Lindsay and Enterline94 and Balch-Lindsay, Enterline, and
Joyce95 conclude that one-sided external intervention in support of the opposition leads to what
Zartman terms a hurting stalemate.96 That is, in the presence of external support for its
opponents, a government will perceive the costs of continued conflict as greater than the costs of
acceding to a negotiated settlement, leading it to choose the latter. Indeed, Balch-Lindsay and
Enterline conclude that an intervention that targets the government in a civil war will cause its
leaders to “capitulate.” Balch-Lindsay and Enterline observe, however, that one-sided
interventions rarely stay one-sided for long. They assess that counterinterventions are a common
consequence of one-sided interventions, resulting in balanced interventions that prolong conflict.
According to Balch-Lindsay and Enterline; Mason, Weingarten, and Fett; and Regan, balanced
interventions generate stalemates that encourage continued violence.97
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To What Extent Do These Findings Apply to Syria?
The implicit assumptions behind pro-intervention arguments are similar to those related to
external support for the Syrian opposition. First, these arguments assume that the United States
was prepared to use force on a large enough scale to credibly demonstrate the costs of new
Syrian government atrocities. Most scholarship about external military intervention does not
differentiate between small-scale and large-scale intervention strategies. Second, they assume
that the United States was prepared to use force on a small enough scale to avoid further
escalating the conflict. Third, they assume that any diplomatic efforts that followed an
intervention would have a reasonable chance of success. As above, the following section
describes the lessons of key empirical findings for the Syrian case and demonstrates the extent to
which these assumptions hold in light of these findings.
The empirical evidence from other cases appears to offer some support for the first two
arguments in favor of US military intervention—that both the limited strikes and the
implementation of a no-fly zone in Syria would have signaled the costs of new regime atrocities
and degraded the regime’s ability to perpetrate those abuses. To the extent Syria can be
characterized as a politicide, both limited US strikes in 2013 and a protracted no-fly zone should
align with Krain’s pattern of effective “challenging interventions.” Following Krain’s logic, both
forms of intervention would have diverted regime resources away from burdensome assaults on
civilian-dense opposition areas. Balch-Lindsay and Enterline’s finding concerning regimetargeted “militarized disputes” also indicates that a large enough intervention would have led to
Assad’s capitulation. To this point, country experts observe that even the possibility of a US
strike in 2013 led some leading regime supporters to put in motion contingency plans for Assad’s
eventual fall.98
Despite these findings, the likely severity of atrocities following either counterfactual US
intervention hinges on the degree of force applied, and the extent to which US leaders could have
effectively signaled the scope of that force to senior Syrian officials. Per Kathman and Wood,
there would have been no way for the United States to credibly signal that its intervention would
have remained constant over time, even in the case of a protracted no-fly zone.99 As Zenko
observes, the universal application of coercive airpower in the context of a no-fly zone is even
more difficult to sustain.100 Firsthand accounts of US no-fly zones indicate that the relative
success of those operations relied in part on a strategic expectation that the conflict and related
atrocities would not increase in severity.101 In Iraq, these conditions did not hold up: Saddam
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Hussein’s forces committed grave atrocities in Kurdish areas of northern Iraq throughout the
decade in flagrant defiance of US no-fly zone operations, with only limited US response.102
There is no reason to believe that US resolve would have been stronger in the case of Syria.
Before the diplomatic breakthrough with Russia, congressional opposition to the Obama
administration’s military plans left the president uncertain about the possibility of intervention.
Between the authorization debate and Obama’s post-Libya discomfort with large-scale military
intervention abroad, the Assad regime had significant grounds to question the strength of the
administration’s resolve. The Syrian government, backed as it was by Iran and Hezbollah, likely
would have perceived any US intervention as a threat to its authority, but not a significant
enough threat to force the regime’s capitulation. As a result, a near-term increase in atrocities
was the most likely consequence of either counterfactual military action.
The empirical evidence appears to contradict the third argument for US military intervention—
that a show of US power would have forced the regime to the negotiating table. As noted above,
a purely one-sided intervention is a rare occasion. Given the significant support that Iran and
Hezbollah were already providing to the regime, any US intervention at scale would have
resulted in a scenario of “balanced intervention,” with multiple opposing actors continuously
competing for parity. As Balch-Lindsay and Enterline observe, this scenario leads to longer
conflicts and decreases the likelihood of negotiated settlement.103 Even if good-faith talks had
begun in the aftermath of an intervention, previous attempts to mediate between pro- and antigovernment forces suggest that the regime’s survival instincts and the opposition’s intransigence
would have remained significant obstacles to success.104 Given these outcomes and the
questionable prospects of subsequent diplomacy, both forms of military intervention would
likely have resulted in a greater number of atrocities over time than might have otherwise
occurred.
Conclusion
Both advocates and opponents of a more assertive US response to the conflict in Syria have
confidently asserted that if only the United States had acted differently at key points since 2011,
violence against civilians would have followed another course. In fact, the counterfactual
scenarios that these commentators propose are characterized by a high degree of uncertainty.
Methods scholars have proposed a range of analytic approaches for addressing this uncertainty.
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This paper has demonstrated the potential utility of one such method, a systematic review of
empirical evidence about related policy options. Through the paper’s survey of empirical studies
of external involvement in civil wars, I have underscored the analytic value that this method
presents for assessing counterfactual policy options in the Syrian case, and for the broader study
of mass atrocity response.
This review has important implications for policy officials working on Syria and mass atrocities,
writ large. First, past cases of external involvement in civil wars demonstrate that the effect of
US action on the duration, severity, and extent often hinges on the response of other external
conflict actors, not just the direct targets or beneficiaries of US intervention. In the Syrian case,
the support that the Syrian government has received from Iran, Hezbollah, and Russia has been
critical to the regime’s strategic calculus. Any effort to forecast or anticipate the likely
consequences of policy action in response to mass atrocities must account for the plausible
responses of these other conflict parties.
Second, the empirical evidence indicates the importance of multifaceted action in response to
mass atrocities. This paper has demonstrated that contradictions in the empirical evidence about
external support to rebel groups and external military intervention make it difficult to forecast the
impact of either action on its own. Evidence from qualitative and quantitative studies, however,
indicates that military intervention is more effective in reducing the duration of conflict and
increasing the likelihood of negotiated settlement when accompanied by different forms of
economic pressure and diplomatic mediation. The importance of a multifaceted strategy
contradicts arguments, commonly expressed in the context of Syria, about the independent
signaling power of military force. In considering the potential use of force in response to mass
atrocities, policy makers should only pursue these efforts alongside robust strategies of
diplomatic engagement and economic statecraft. Without a fuller strategy of mass atrocity
response, policy makers may exacerbate or prolong the same crises they hope to resolve.
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