
2014 Summer 223

By Bente Scheller
London: Hurst & Company, 2013, 268 pages, ISBN 9781849042864.

Reviewed by Jinan Bastaki

The Wisdom of Syria’s Waiting Game
Foreign Policy Under the Assads

How has the Syrian regime, be-
ing the ‘odd man out’ in the Middle 
East, survived for so many years 
under the Assads? Given its surviv-
al, what makes the current uprising, 
now nearing its third year, differ-
ent? And did the Assads always act 
on ideological grounds? These are 
the central questions that scholar 
and foreign policy analyst Bente Scheller tries 
to answer in her book, The Wisdom of Syria’s 
Waiting Game: Foreign Policy Under the As-
sads, by analyzing the Assads’ foreign policy 
and the link to domestic policies and the cur-
rent revolt.

Scheller argues that a central tactic for Hafez 
al-Assad’s 30 year rule was ‘waiting’ – mean-
ing that if they waited long enough, interna-
tional actors’ policies towards Syria would 
shift – and that Bashar al-Assad continued 
this tradition. She supplants this with many 
examples where Hafez al-Assad was success-
ful; for instance, Rafiq al-Harriri’s assassina-
tion in Lebanon in 2005 was widely blamed 
on Syria and there was much international 
and regional criticism. However, the interna-
tional approach changed without Syria alter-
ing its stance or bowing to pressure and noth-
ing was ever done to hold Syria accountable. 
Furthermore, she argues that the regime was 
willing to compromise on ideology when it 
would be beneficial for their longevity. Yet as 
the Syrian revolt has shown, this strategy has 
not been successful in suppressing the upris-

ing nor in deflecting international 
criticism. Nevertheless, the strat-
egy of waiting has not been a com-
plete failure, as Syria has managed 
to avoid any international military 
intervention. In order to show how 
‘waiting has served the regime well, 
Scheller describes Syria’s relations 
with its neighbors and major inter-

national actors, such as the U.S. and Russia, 
as well as its foreign policy strategy with the 
various players.

Scheller’s book is valuable at this time partic-
ularly as it highlights Syria’s previous relations 
with its current allies, and how that relates to 
the uprising. In particular, her chapter on 
Iran shows that the relationship goes deeper 
than simply a “Shiite axis,” as Syria supported 
Iran during the Iran-Iraq War in the 1980s in 
order to thwart Saddam Hussein’s plan for re-
gional dominance. Syria’s support for various 
resistance groups, such as Hamas and Hez-
bollah, shows that sect never featured strong-
ly in the regime’s consideration. That said, 
Scheller also examines changing regional dy-
namics with the recent Sunni-Shiite schism, 
and how that has altered Syria’s relations with 
its former nemesis, Iraq. One of the book’s 
strengths is that by describing Syria’s foreign 
policy and relations with various internation-
al actors, the reader is allowed to form his or 
her own conclusions about what has enabled 
the Assads to remain in power. While the au-
thor does offer her own insights and explana-
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tions, she does not present them as the only 
possible rationalization.

Scheller is also careful not to paint the Assad 
regime solely as a brutal dictatorship, which 
is important to gain an accurate picture and 
understand today’s conflicting views regard-
ing the Assads. While not exceptionally de-
tailed, she discusses the Syrian government’s 
open door policy for Arab refugees, particu-
larly those from Palestine and Iraq. Palestin-
ian refugees were largely integrated and given 
rights on par with Syrian nationals, bar citi-
zenship, while Iraqi refugees were allowed to 
flee the destruction following the 2003 inva-
sion of Iraq. This strengthened the Assad re-
gime’s image as the protector of Arab rights.

At times, Scheller seems to go against her cen-
tral theme that the Assad regime’s main ap-
proach in foreign policy was waiting, and that 
Hafez al-Assad has shown to act “more on 
pragmatic than ideological grounds” (p. 18). 
Based on her own analysis, it would seem that 
Hafez al-Assad waited strategically when that 
seemed to be the best tactic, and acted when 
that it was in their favor, such as their support 
for the U.S. during the Gulf War. While wait-
ing definitely features into Hafez al-Assad’s 
strategy, it does not seem to explain why his 
regime lasted so long or why his son’s regime 
has not compromised with the protesters, par-
ticularly as many of the Assads’ international 
decisions were seen as provocative – such as 
allowing Palestinian resistance groups, such as 
Hamas, to have a base in Syria despite being 
branded as “terrorists” by the U.S., and Bashar 
al-Assad’s outspokenness with regards to the 
2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq. Can what ostensi-
bly seems to be ‘waiting’ be characterized as 
more than just ensuring the longevity of the 
regime? It would appear that cooperating with 
more powerful international actors could en-
sure the durability of the regime more than 

provocative international dealings. Waiting 
has only been successful because the interna-
tional community had other more pressing 
considerations in the Middle East, namely 
Saddam Hussein in Iraq, the Islamic revolu-
tion in Iran and the Israel-Palestine conflict. It 
seems that the Assads were able to merge ide-
ology and pragmatism in their foreign policy 
and ensure their prolonged existence without 
making large ideological compromises.

The chapter on Syrian-Israeli relations is 
slightly problematic. Scheller argues that 
it would seem that the Syrian-Israeli issue 
should be the easiest to solve as it is purely 
territorial, referring to Israel’s occupation and 
illegal annexation of the Golan Heights. How-
ever, she states that the reason there has never 
been an agreement is both sides’ unwilling-
ness to compromise, as well as mutual suspi-
cion. This assessment decontextualizes Israel’s 
role in the Middle East and overlooks the issue 
of the Palestinian refugees. Syria is currently 
home to over 500,000 Palestinian refugees, the 
majority of which are stateless. Any agreement 
with Israel would have to take into account the 
refugees, which is something that Israel is not 
willing to compromise on. Moreover, Syria’s 
mistrust of Israel is based on fact; after Israel’s 
occupation of the West Bank, Gaza, East Jeru-
salem and the Golan Heights, Israel (illegally) 
annexed East Jerusalem and the Golan. Israel 
also moved more than 500,000 Israeli settlers 
to the Occupied West Bank in contravention 
of international law. Thus, to characterize Syr-
ia’s actions simply as ‘stubbornness’ misses the 
point of principle and fact.

Bente Scheller’s book is a timely analysis of 
Syria’s foreign policy, and offers an interest-
ing view regarding the agenda and reasoning 
behind the Assads’ foreign policy. She posits 
that Syria’s strategy has always been to wait 
out international criticism of its policies, as it 
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eventually changes without the Syrian regime 
having to change its stance. This is important 
as it helps to explain Bashar al-Assad’s current 
strategy in the face of international condemna-
tion of his treatment of the uprising. That said, 

as Scheller herself shows, there was more to 
Hafez al-Assad’s strategy than waiting. More-
over, some chapters, particularly on Syrian-Is-
raeli relations, are overly simplistic and ignore 
the history and law surrounding the conflict.
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Some 15 to 20 years from today, 
it will be illuminating to examine 
how academic and policy circles 
read the period from early 2013 to 
late 2014 in Turkey. There are many 
competing narratives about the fu-
ture of the country. One pessimis-
tic reading that is currently popular 
with many American observers of 
Turkey goes as follows: the so-called “Turk-
ish model” was all the rage just a couple years 
ago. Turkey was prospering and democratiz-
ing under the Justice and Development Party 
(AK Party), which was hailed for its success-
ful fusion of Islamic values and democratic 
governance. Its leaders were widely respect-
ed abroad and were even named on Foreign 
Policy’s list of the “Top 100 Global Thinkers” 
three years in a row.1 With the Turkish Re-
public’s centennial anniversary approaching, 
the AK Party had grand plans to make Tur-
key a major player on the international stage. 
Then a small protest by environmentalists 
turned into something more. From Taksim 
to Tunceli, Turkey convulsed for weeks as 
the Gezi Park protests unfolded. The Turkish 
model was finished—if the wave of protests 
was not enough, surely the corruption scan-

dal that erupted in December 2013 
put an end to it.2 

Fuller’s Turkey and the Arab Spring 
adds an optimistic postscript to that 
narrative. The Turkish model may 
have fallen out of favor for the time 
being, the former CIA official con-
cedes, but it ultimately represents 

the best model of governance for predomi-
nantly Muslim states in the Middle East. In a 
region “hungry for leaders of genuine vision” 
and models of “competent governance,” Tur-
key is the state best equipped to offer both 
(pp. 372-374). The AK Party has proven that 
a democratic government can reflect the piety 
of its citizenry, while also providing economic 
growth and playing a constructive role abroad. 
Recent protests and scandals have called the 
durability of the model into question. Fuller 
is pessimistic about the AK Party’s near-term 
electoral prospects, but in his opinion the par-
ty does not have to continue winning elections 
for the Turkish model to survive.

After using Part One and Part Two to briefly 
examine the current state of global politics 
and the meaning of leadership in the Middle 

Turkey and the Arab Spring
Leadership in the Middle East


