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* Ambassador Martin Sean Indyk is U.S. special envoy for the Israeli-Palestinian negotiations. He is currently on 
leave from his position as Vice President and Director for Foreign Policy at the Brookings Institution in Washington. 
During the Clinton administration Indyk served as U.S. ambassador to Israel, assistant secretary of state for Near 
East affairs, and as special assistant to the president and senior director for Near East and South Asia on the U.S. 
National Security Council. Indyk is the author of Innocent Abroad: An Intimate Account of American Peacemaking 
Diplomacy in the Middle East, and most recently, Bending History: Barack Obama’s Foreign Policy (with Michael 
O’Hanlon and Kenneth Lieberthal).
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Indyk criticized the U.S. for fail-
ing to declare a clear objective, 
such as calling on Assad to leave 
office as Turkish Prime Minister 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan did. 

With Syria in ruins and no effec-
tive international diplomatic ef-

fort to halt the increasing bloodshed in 
the now war-torn country, criticisms 
of the United States for failing to live 
up to its leadership commitments are 
getting louder.

Martin Indyk was recently appointed 
by U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry 
as the U.S. Special Envoy for Israeli-
Palestinian Negotiations, tasked with 
supervising the fragile peace talks be-
tween Israel and Palestine. He talks 
here about the significant role of the 
U.S. in maintaining peace and order 
in the Middle East, lamenting Wash-
ington’s unwillingness to take tan-
gible steps in getting rid of Syria’s 
embattled President Bashar al-Assad. 
He urges Washington to increase U.S. 
involvement in Middle East affairs. 
This interview took place right before 
his appointment as a senior American 
envoy to the Middle East.

“The situation in Syria is heartbreak-
ing,” Indyk said. “It bothers me a 
great deal that the United States is not 
more actively involved on the ground 
trying to help the Syrian opposition.”

Indyk’s unhappiness with the situ-
ation highlights the limited role the 
U.S. has undertaken since the begin-
ning of the war in Syria, which has 
left more than 100,000 dead and mil-
lions displaced.

Ironically, the stakes have changed in 
the favor of the Syrian regime since 
the use of chemical weapons in Da-

mascus suburb on August 21, and 
forces loyal to Assad have been gain-
ing ground in the war that has spread 
across the country. Assad’s govern-
ment is skillfully exploiting infight-
ing and discord within the opposition; 
its recent gains on the ground can also 
be attributed to shrinking internation-
al assistance to the rebels fighting to 
topple the regime in Damascus.

Western concerns over the growing 
numbers of Islamist extremists who 
have gained a considerable foothold 
in the conflict over the past year have 
fuelled fears that the U.S. and allies 
of the Syrian opposition will refuse to 
get involved in a civil war that is be-
coming a quagmire.

Indyk criticized the U.S. for failing 
to declare a clear objective, such as 
calling on Assad to leave office as 
Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan did. He added that Washing-
ton has not found the “collective will” 
to make that happen and to achieve a 
clear policy directive.

Indyk noted that the conflict in Syria 
has become a real tragedy on multi-
ple dimensions. On the humanitarian 
dimension, he said, so many people 
have been killed – the death toll is 
even higher than in Libya, where the 
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To Indyk, the two-year war in 
Syria has reinforced a perspec-
tive that the U.S. has both a stra-
tegic and a humanitarian inter-
est in helping the opposition
to achieve freedom for Syria.

international community did inter-
vene.

In a bid to make a case for more U.S. 
involvement, Indyk argued that the 
Syrian state is now failing, and the 
country is starting to be torn apart. 
Recalling the fact that the use of 
chemical weapons has been indepen-
dently verified, he warned against the 
“strategic consequences” of the inter-
vention of Iran and Hezbollah with 
thousands of Lebanese Shiite militia 
crossing the border from Lebanon 
into Syria.

Syria, he said, sits at the heart in the 
Middle East, surrounded by allies of 
the U.S. – Jordan, Turkey and Israel. 
“We don’t have closer allies [than 
these countries] and all of them are 
affected by this descent into chaos,” 
Indyk emphasized.

To Indyk, the two-year war in Syria 
has reinforced a perspective that the 
U.S. has both a strategic and a hu-
manitarian interest in helping the op-
position to achieve freedom for Syria.

Recent diplomatic overtures between 
Russia and the U.S. have frustrated 
rebels fighting on the ground and the 
exiled Syrian opposition. Weeks after 

the deployment of chemical weapons 
in the Damascus suburb, U.S. Presi-
dent Barack Obama decided to pur-
sue a diplomatic path in the hope of 
disarming Syria of its chemical weap-
ons, neither denied nor confirmed by 
Damascus for a lengthy period.

On August 21, according to U.S. intel-
ligence reports, more than 1,500 peo-
ple, nearly one third of them children, 
were killed as a result of a chemical 
weapons attack in a rebel-held ter-
ritory. The U.S. threatened the use 
force to punish of Damascus, but later 
Washington backed down following a 
Russian-brokered chemical weapons 
deal. Assad’s chemical arsenal, in line 
with the agreement, should be com-
pletely eradicated by mid-2014.

The Syrian opposition hoped that the 
joint French-U.S. military strikes on 
more than 50 military targets in and 
around Damascus would tip the bal-
ance against Assad’s military, which 
enjoys air superiority and is capable 
of striking any point across the coun-
try. But the opposition also interpret-
ed a diplomatic deal between the U.S. 
and Russia as a green light to Assad 
to continue killing by conventional 
weapons. As long as Assad does not 
deploy chemical weapons, the West-
ern world will stand idly by, watching 
as the country is destroyed.

In addition to growing frustration 
with the existence of radical groups 
affiliated with al-Qaeda, the flow of 
weapons through Turkey has also 
dried up in recent months. Ankara 
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has made it clear that it is not backing 
radical groups in its southern neigh-
bor, and that it is under tremendous 
pressure by the West to carefully vet 
arms deliveries into Syria, and ensure 
that they don’t end up in the hands of 
al-Qaeda affiliates.

Indyk noted that the way to find an 
enduring solution to the crisis in Syr-
ia is “clear-cut even though it is very 
difficult.” He believes there must be a 
political framework under an interna-
tional umbrella of legitimacy in sup-
port of intervention by the U.S., Tur-
key, Jordan and other Western powers. 
That effort, he said, has been hindered 
by the Russian veto in the United Na-
tions Security Council. U.S. Secre-
tary of State John Kerry was, in In-
dyk’s words, “absolutely right” to try 
to bring the Russians into the process. 
He urged the Obama administration 
to continue with the effort to get Rus-
sians on board, although it is proving 
very difficult to get Moscow’s coop-
eration. 

In the end, he stated, all of the avail-
able options are all bad, but things 
will be a little better if “the Russians 
[are] involved in the effort to arrange 
a post-Assad transition.”

One risk of trying to resolve the con-
flict around a negotiating table is that 
the Syrian regime will have the upper 
hand due to recent gains by Damas-
cus on the ground. 

So far, the exiled Syrian opposition 
and the Syrian government have 

promised that they will attend peace 
talks in Geneva, as long hoped by 
the world community, particularly 
the U.S. and Russia. It is still unclear 
when the conference will start, and 
it has already been delayed several 
times. 

The Western-backed Syrian opposi-
tion in exile is dragging its feet de-
spite Western pressure to participate. 
They have little support among rebels 
fighting to oust Assad on the ground, 
mainly because of years of infight-
ing and political bickering within the 
group.  The Syrian opposition has 
set several conditions for its partici-
pation in the conference. It demands 
Assad’s unconditional exit and rejects 
the idea that the Syrian president will 
be included in an interim government, 
which is expected to supervise the po-
litical transition. 

Damascus, however, rejects any de-
mand that Assad should leave. 

Thanks to its superiority in the air, the 
Assad regime’s air bombardment has 
gained the army important advances 
in Damascus suburbs and reinforced 
Assad’s position in northern Aleppo, 
Syria’s largest city and a financial 
hub. 

 

Indyk noted that the way to find 
an enduring solution to the cri-
sis in Syria is “clear-cut even 
though it is very difficult.” 
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In Indyk’s view, the second dimension 
of the solution to the Syrian crisis has 
to be the help on the ground for the 
resistance fighters affiliated with the 
Free Syrian Army (FSA). He said that 
by now, the U.S. and Turkey know 
who they are, referring to the fact that 
weapons supplied to the rebel fight-
ers could end up in the hands of radi-
cal groups. The rebel fighters need to 
be provided with arms to counter the 
imbalance created by the fact that the 
Syrian regime has aircraft, helicop-
ters and heavy artillery. “There are 
ways of countering that,” he said, but 
without elaborating. 

As a third dimension, he proposed a 
no-fly zone to protect the areas that 
are liberated from Assad’s grip. In his 
opinion, that can be achieved without 
great deal of difficulty, although the 
Pentagon says it would more difficult 
than in Libya. 

Indyk recalled that the U.S. ran a no-
fly zone in northern Iraq with a squad-
ron of US air force operating out of 
the Incirli air base in southern Tur-
key for ten years to protect the Kurds 
from Saddam Hussein. “We never 
lost a pilot ... well, we didn’t destroy 
all of Saddam Hussein’s air force but 

whenever we were challenged, we 
challenged them; we just took care of 
business,” he said. 

He said that the Patriot air defense 
missile systems in Jordan and Turkey 
could help to establish a no-fly zone 
in northern and southeastern Syria, 
but that the U.S. has to deploy air pa-
trols and handle  the challenges posed 
by Assad’s air force. 

He also dismissed the idea that the 
Syrian air defense system is too so-
phisticated for the U.S. air force to 
handle. He recalled several Israeli 
air raids in Syria; the Israeli air force 
seems to have no trouble in bombing 
Syrian targets. “Whether there is a 
will, there is a way. What is lacking at 
the moment is the will.” 

He said that bringing an end to the 
Syrian crisis is increasingly urgent. 
First, because of the terrible human 
tragedies as a result of the war, which 
has now been going on for nearly 
three years of war; and also because 
the situation on the ground is turning 
against the opposition as a result of 
interventions by Iran and Hezbollah. 

The rebel fighters need to be 
provided with arms to counter 
the imbalance created by the 
fact that the Syrian regime has 
aircraft, helicopters and heavy 
artillery.

Indyk recalled that the U.S. ran 
a no-fly zone in northern Iraq 
with a squadron of U.S. air force 
operating out of the Incirli air 
base in southern Turkey for ten 
years to protect the Kurds from 
Saddam Hussein. 
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He urged the U.S. and Turkey not 
to just stand by while the conflict in 
Syria unfolds – a conflict which has 
“dramatic ramifications for Turkey’s 
security and for the security of the 
U.S. allies.”

“So we have to move quickly. It is an 
urgent priority,” he added. 

Iran’s bid for dominance
On Iran, Indyk suggests that the U.S. 
has done little to contain Iran, which 
has for some years making a bid for 
dominance in the region. He stressed 
that Tehran has made some consider-
able advances essentially because the 
U.S. has been unwilling to stand up to 
it in Iraq. He suggested that Washing-
ton did Iran a huge favor by removing 
its two most troublesome adversaries. 
On its eastern border, he said, the U.S. 
removed the Taliban and to the west, 
Saddam Hussein. 

“So we gave the Iranians a great a 
boost in their bid for dominance – 

courtesy of U.S. taxpayers. And then 
we pleaded no contest in Baghdad so 
they in effect established their influ-
ence in Baghdad and southern Iraq,” 
he added. 

He pointed Syria as a jumping off 
point for Iran for their bid to control 
Lebanon and to become active in Pal-
estinian arena via Hamas. On Syria, 
however, he said that Iran has suf-
fered a blow as a result of the con-
flict. He was referring to their uncon-
ditional support of Assad while tens 
of thousands of people were killed in 
the conflict. In this regard, he said the 
steadfast support for Assad has seri-
ously undermined the claim that Iran 
originally presented to the Arabs, i.e. 
that they were promoting the anti-
American cause in the region. Indyk 
posited that Iran’s intervention on the 
side of the minority Alawite regime 
has turned the conflict into a sectar-
ian battle, which is not to Iran’s ad-
vantage. 

“They cannot dominate the Sunni 
Arab world by fighting the Sunni 
Arab world,” he said, adding that Iran 
will lose that battle, by getting bogged 
down in Syria, and will thereby suffer 
a real setback. 

But if Tehran succeeds in preventing 
Assad’s downfall and reestablishing 
control for the Syrian regime, then it 
is going to be a big problem for Tur-
key, Jordan and Israel. “And I say 
that because the U.S. is in many ways 
moving offshore. It is redefining its 
interests in the region. In many ways 
Obama is no longer interested in play-
ing a Great Game.”

Indyk stated that Obama is planning 
for an end to U.S. involvement in the 
Greater Middle East today and that he 

On Iran, Indyk suggests that the 
U.S. has done little to contain 
Iran, which has for some years 
making a bid for dominance in 
the region. 
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clearly doesn’t want to get involved 
in another war in Syria. He said the 
U.S. is much more interested in Asia, 
referring to Obama’s “Asia Pivot” 
policy, introduced last year. 

He said the offshore balancing policy 
is not designed to leave a vacuum but 
to depend on “our local allies to pro-
tect their common interests.” In Lib-
ya, he provided as an example, they 
called it “Leading From Behind.” He 
said he would prefer the U.S. to take 
a leadership role in the region instead 
of putting the burden on allies as off-
shore balancing suggests. 

Indyk thinks that Obama has a dif-
ferent approach in mind, which is to 
depend on other allies and to help 
them tackle challenges they face in 
the troubled region. He named these 
allies as Turkey, Jordan and Israel, 
considering an apology from Israeli 

Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu 
as “important,” in trying to put the 
strategic relationship between Turkey 
and Israel “back on track.” 

From an American perspective, Indyk 
noted, if one follows the logic, an Is-
raeli apology to Turkey is an essential 
part of the U.S. Middle East policy. 

“If we are depending on Israel and 
Turkey as our most capable allies in 
the region, we need them to be work-
ing [together], at least not fighting 
each other. But that is easier said than 
done when it comes to Syria,” he said, 
adding that Turkey has very good rea-
sons to be reluctant to engage in the 
war in its southern neighbor. Speak-
ing on the U.S. policy to arm the Syr-
ian rebels, Indyk said the administra-
tion may be at a point where the Syr-
ian policy changes in terms of tactics. 
“We may see a tactical change, the 
situation on the ground is deteriorat-
ing; but we may not see a change in 
the overall strategy.”

He underlined that this overall strat-
egy is to pivot to Asia and leave the 
region in the “hands of our allies.”

Indyk avoided criticizing Turkey’s 
foreign policy outright: “Let’s say 
that they haven’t succeeded yet.” He 
reiterated that it is a very difficult re-
gion, littered with failed efforts, and 
that “the number one candidate for 
this is the U.S.” 

But if Tehran succeeds in pre-
venting Assad’s downfall and 
reestablishing control for the 
Syrian regime, then it is going 
to be a big problem for Turkey, 
Jordan and Israel. 

Indyk thinks that Obama has 
a different approach in mind, 
which is to depend on other al-
lies and to help them tackle chal-
lenges they face in the troubled 
region. 
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It is very easy, he pointed out, to la-
bel policies as failures when it comes 
to the Middle East. “What is impor-
tant is to try,” Indyk said, adding 
that Turkish Foreign Minister Ahmet 
Davutoğlu deserves credit for trying. 

“So I would not rush to criticism. 
John Kerry is now trying to re-
solve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  
I don’t know anybody in the region 
who thinks he can succeed. The Is-
raeli and Palestinian leadership can 
play games to avoid blame for the 
failure. But [Kerry] is trying and God 
bless him, and I hope he will suc-
ceed. Again, I wish the Palestinian 
problem will find resolution. And as 
everybody is saying, the ones who 

will suffer are the people who are liv-
ing in the region. Starting with Tur-
key, in the case of Palestinians, it is 
Israel. Diplomacy is extraordinarily 
difficult as a means of resolving con-
flicts in the region. The region seems 
to prefer use of force. As Winston 
Churchill once said, “jaw-jaw” better 
than “war-war.”

Indyk remarked that he is so con-
scious of U.S. government’s mistakes 
that he hesitates to criticize others’ 
mistakes. 

“It is simply in the nature of the game, 
we invested. I personally invested 
a huge amount of effort in trying to 
make peace between Israel and Pal-
estinians. We had a policy, I was a 
major advocate, forget about Dual 
Containment. Syria first – It is policy 
that I advocated for. President Clinton 
agreed with me. Everybody was say-
ing ‘Palestinians… Palestinians…’ 
but we were chasing Syria, [Hafez] 
Assad the father. Were we naive? I 
guess so, but it was better than not try-
ing, I don’t regret the effort we made. 
We made super effort to try to get 
Assad to act in the interest of Syria.” 

The Dual Containment to which In-
dyk was referring to is one of the most 
criticized Clinton-era policies. It sug-
gested that the U.S. should check Iran 
and Iraq together instead of allowing 
Iraq to contain Iran. 

“Dual containment was only one 
branch of the strategy not the strategy 
itself,” said Indyk in defence of the 
policy. He said that the Dual Contain-
ment policy failed because it was de-
signed to contain Iran and Iraq while 
the U.S. secured peace between Israel 
and Palestinians. 

 

I personally invested a huge 
amount of effort in trying to 
make peace between Israel and 
Palestinians. We had a policy, 
I was a major advocate, forget 
about Dual Containment.

“What is important is to try,” 
Indyk said, adding that Turk-
ish Foreign Minister Ahmet 
Davutoğlu deserves credit for 
trying. 
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“The failure of dual containment 
is more to do with the failure to o 
achieve a comprehensive peace that 
it is to containing these two rogues. 
That was a different time,” he added. 
He noted that before one can con-
demn a policy as having failed, there 
is a responsibility to offer an alterna-
tive that could have succeeded.

Indyk was critical of Russia’s resur-
gence and comeback in the Middle 
East. “What does Russia have to of-
fer the region?” Indyk asked. “Arms, 
fuelling conflicts, going back to the 
old Soviet days,” he answered. He 
questioned whether Moscow has a 
positive constructive vision for the 
region; a region in conflict can always 
be exploited. 

“Russia is a player at the moment be-
cause, essentially, the U.S. is not pre-
pared to play a Great Game.” Indyk 
adding that in this age, the strategic 
importance of the Middle East is be-
ing redefined: the U.S. development 
of energy independence means that it 
is no longer going to depend on the 
Middle East oil, which is a “huge stra-
tegic shift”. 

“That doesn’t mean that our allies 
will not depend on the Middle East 

securing free flow of oil from the re-
gion. [Our allies] are not going to go 
to land wars in Greater Middle East. I 
can imagine what can happen in a de-
cade. If Russia wants to take advan-
tage of that, it should use models that 
are attractive to the people in the re-
gion. And both Turkey and U.S. have 
learnt that it is thankless task to try to 
build a position in the region,” Indyk 
concluded.

Colloquy conducted by Mahir  
Zeynalov, Managing Editor of CI,  
October 2013, Istanbul, Turkey

“The failure of dual contain-
ment is more to do with the fail-
ure to o achieve a comprehen-
sive peace that it is to containing 
these two rogues. That was a dif-
ferent time.” 


