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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis examines how United States presidential administrations change over time in 

their policies on humanitarian intervention. More specifically, how and why do American 

presidential administrations (and the officials in those administrations) fail in some cases and 

succeed in others in enacting conflict resolution and genocide preventative measures? This thesis 

will focus on why officials in the two Obama administration sometimes used ambitious means of 

humanitarian intervention to prevent or mitigate genocide and other mass atrocities, as in the 

cases of Libya and the Yazidis in Iraq, and sometimes took only limited steps to achieve 

humanitarian goals, as in the case of the Syrian Civil War and Syrian refugees. This thesis is 

particularly interested in cases where earlier Obama administration actions and outcomes forced 

the president and his advisors to rethink their approach to potential humanitarian intervention 

cases. The central hypothesis of this thesis is that policy changes on humanitarian intervention 

over time within U.S. presidential administrations depend on whether the political and 

professional reputations of government officials who advocated or opposed earlier interventions 

have strengthened or weakened as a result of the outcomes of those earlier (non)-interventions. 

This thesis will focus on the Obama administration from January 2009 to January 2017, the 

administration's decision-making processes into deciding how and why to intervene or not 

intervene in a foreign crisis, and the successes and failures in preventing genocide and other 

mass atrocities through the enactment of those foreign policy decisions and interventions. 
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Moreover, the thesis examines the history of humanitarian interventions, the effect of American 

foreign policy decision-making in presidential administrations, and evolving views of key 

officials on whether humanitarian interventions do more harm than good to prevent and stop 

further mass atrocities. This thesis will provide timelines of and analyze three qualitative case 

studies of humanitarian crises the Obama administration was involved in Libya, Iraq, and Syria. 

The thesis concludes its final section with a set of recommendations on practical and theoretical 

guidelines to follow to win policymaking battles on future issues surrounding humanitarian 

interventionism and mass atrocity prevention.  
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SECTION I: INTRODUCTION 
 

If you ask the average person what appears in their mind when they hear the words 

“genocide” “mass atrocity prevention” or “humanitarian intervention” they would likely think of 

soldiers of different ethnicities wearing blue helmets; gathering frightened townspeople from a 

village that will be swarming with enemy soldiers looking for blood and destruction. However, if 

asked to think of those words again, would they imagine the President of the United States, late 

at night, huddled in the Oval Office, swarmed with advisors, as he (or she) painstakingly think of 

every non-military, pro-military, joint-partnership/coalition plan available to them, as they 

decide whether to act and initiate a plan of humanitarian protection or standby and let 

defenseless human lives be slaughtered? 

 

The topic of humanitarian intervention and genocide and mass atrocity prevention has 

been analyzed and explored continuously by conflict resolution, international relations, and 

human rights experts and scholars. However, it is rare to see these topics explored from the 

executive branch’s viewpoint, particularly from the President of the United States and his 

political cabinet. Understanding how and why a United States (U.S.) presidential administration 

will react and send humanitarian aid and military forces to specific humanitarian crises, while 

they decide to stand back and watch others deteriorate before their eyes, is crucial to help 

international relations, human rights, and conflict resolution advocates, practitioners and scholars 

understand what is keeping their country’s highest office from preventing and/or stopping a mass 

atrocity, and to enable them to use that to their advantage in preventing and stopping those 

crimes. Moreover, by exploring this subject, executive branch members and presidential scholars 

will examine a presidential administration through domestic and international lenses, giving 
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them insight into executive branch foreign policy, making decisions they had never thought 

about before or had been privy to. This thesis will make the central argument/hypothesis that 

policy changes on humanitarian intervention over time within U.S. presidential administrations 

depend on whether the political and professional reputations of government officials who 

advocated or opposed earlier interventions have strengthened or weakened as a result of the 

outcomes of those earlier (non)-interventions; thus showing why this thesis topic is crucial for 

understanding how U.S. presidential administrations act or not react in the face of a humanitarian 

crisis. 

 

SECTION II: RESEARCH QUESTION 

This thesis's primary research question is: how do United States presidential administrations 

change over time in their policies on humanitarian intervention? More specifically, how and why 

do American presidential administrations (and the officials in those administrations) fail in some 

cases and succeed in others in enacting conflict resolution and genocide preventative measures?  

Going more in-depth, this thesis will focus on why officials in the Obama administration 

sometimes used ambitious means of humanitarian intervention to prevent or mitigate genocide 

and other mass atrocities, as in the cases of Libya and the Yazidis in Iraq, and sometimes took 

only limited steps to achieve humanitarian goals, as in the case of the Syrian civil war and Syrian 

refugees. This thesis is particularly interested in cases where earlier Obama administration 

actions and outcomes forced the President and his advisors to rethink their approach to potential 

humanitarian intervention cases.  
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SECTION III: EXAMINATION OF HYPOTHESES 

The thesis statement (and hypothesis) to the central question (theory) posed in the 

previous section is that policy changes on humanitarian intervention over time within U.S. 

presidential administrations depend on whether the political and professional reputations of 

government officials who advocated or opposed earlier interventions have strengthened or 

weakened as a result of the outcomes of those earlier (non)-interventions. Political and 

professional reputations here include positive and negative mentions, poll results, and media 

coverage in both traditional and social media, as well as the views or perceptions of the 

President, Congressional members and staff, and other foreign policy professionals within the 

administration on whether any particular official has been proven right or wrong in their earlier 

positions on humanitarian intervention. The thesis generally characterizes this as a “learning” 

explanation. However, it focuses as much on reputational effects (how perceptions of particular 

officials’ judgment and professional ability change) as on how individuals changed their personal 

views on the efficacy of humanitarian intervention. 

 

This thesis will focus on the Obama administration from January 2009 to January 2017, 

the administration's decision-making processes into deciding how and why to intervene or not 

intervene in a foreign crisis, and the successes and failures in preventing genocide and other 

mass atrocities through the enactment of those foreign policy decisions and interventions. 

Moreover, the thesis examines the history of humanitarian interventions, the effect of American 

foreign policy decision-making in presidential administrations, and evolving views of key 

officials on whether humanitarian interventions do more harm than good to prevent and stop 

further mass atrocities.  
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The thesis will consider four alternative hypotheses: a broadly realist hypothesis based on 

system structure and national interests, an identity-based explanation for humanitarian non-

intervention, a political hypothesis based on the shifting power and party control of the Congress, 

and an institutional explanation based on the organization and bureaucratic politics of the Obama 

foreign policy apparatus.  

 

First, a realist explanation would emphasize the decline or even "demise" of American 

power as a result of the over-extensions of interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq. President 

Obama, when interviewed for an article in The Atlantic, "The Obama Doctrine" in April 2016, 

was noted to have embodied four different foreign policy schools of thought: Isolationism, 

Realism, Liberalism, and Internationalism (Goldberg, 2016). It is essential to analyze the 

"pragmatist," Obama versus the "humanitarian" Obama (Gerstein, 2014), or with regard to 

Obama's foreign policy humanitarian and mass atrocity prevention actions, a liberal 

interventionist, with a large dose of foreign-policy realism (Goldberg, 2016; Walt, 2018). The 

realist explanation suggests that ongoing and costly interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan left 

Obama with few options for acting on his liberal, internationalist, and humanitarian impulses. In 

this view, systemic constraints made President Obama risk-averse on the use of American 

military personnel in order to prevent humanitarian crises and mass atrocity prevention unless 

those crises posed a direct threat to the United States. This hypothesis might help explain why 

the more liberal and interventionist views of Hillary Clinton and Samantha Power did not always 

prevail regarding the prevention of mass atrocities and humanitarian crises (Goldberg, 2016; 
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Walt, 2018). Nevertheless, it has difficulty explaining why Obama chose to intervene in Libya 

and, on behalf of the Yazidis, in Iraq.  

A second alternative explanation, consistent with constructivist views of world politics, 

focuses on identity and social ties. In this view, the Obama administration and the president 

himself evinced a fatalistic acceptance that tribalism would be a permanent structure in the 

Middle East, where many of the administration's humanitarian crises occurred, and this mindset 

consciously and/or unconsciously affected the administration's foreign policy choices in those 

conflicts (Goldberg, 2017). There could be some truth to this hypothesis, as traditional 

Western/European colonialism and ethnonationalism is weaved throughout the history of 

American foreign policy and are influenced by neurobiological patterning of "Us vs. Them" 

and/or "In vs. Out" groups (Sapolsky, 2017). Human beings are prone to make "Us" and "Them" 

group dichotomies almost automatically, and it can be seen in 20th and 21st-century foreign 

policy literature and international relations scholarly bias with the designations of "Western," and 

"Non-Western Thought" and "European culture and ethnicities vs. non-European culture and 

ethnicities" (Bouka, 2018; Bouka, 2018), how much of foreign policy political authority, power, 

and scholarship operate within an "Us vs. Them" setting.  

In the case of this thesis and the research question posed, the "Us" group is the Obama 

administration members/officials, international relations/security scholars, military experts, and 

allying states. In contrast, the "Out" group would be the perpetrators of humanitarian crises/mass 

atrocities, their allies, and the surrounding populace that is not included in the "victim" class. In 

this view, a critical factor on U.S. intervention decisions is whether leaders consider the victims 

of violence to be part of “Us” or “Them.” When "Us" groups feel threatened by those whom they 

perceive as "Them" groups, even when the “Us” group aims to protect persecuted and vulnerable 
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populations, the “Us” group tends to promote negative, singular ethnicity focused forms of 

ethnonationalism that can devolve to the point of having a "victimhood"/persecution complex 

that increases the chances of political violence and intergroup conflicts with the "Them" group, 

even if that was not the intention of the “Us” group (Bar-Tal, Chernyak-Hai, Schiori, & Gundar, 

2009; Sapolsky, 2017; Thomas, 2010). 

This identity-based hypothesis helps explain why humanitarian crises happen in countries 

that share identity ties with the majority of American foreign policy elites, and it is consistent 

with non-intervention on behalf of peoples who do not share such ties. However, it has difficulty 

explaining why the Obama administration did intervene on behalf of Libyans and Yazidis, who 

share few identity ties with U.S. foreign policy elites. 

 

A third alternative explanation concerns the shifting balance of political power between 

President Obama and the United States (U.S.) Congress, especially when the Republican party 

took the majority of seats in the House in the 2010 elections (The Democrats retained a majority 

in the Senate from 2008 to 2015.) However, this explanation fails to compare and contrast the 

Obama administration with previous U.S. presidential administrations. Research shows that 

presidents are less likely to initiate major uses of force when their party does not control both 

parties in Congress. However, this does not apply to more modest uses of force, and the 

substantive correlation is not so strong that it does not include important exceptions (Howell & 

Pevehouse, 2005). 

Moreover, Obama exerted caution on humanitarian intervention in the first two years 

when Democrats controlled both houses of Congress, and he undertook interventions in Libya 

and Iraq even when Republicans had the majority in the House (Although potential 
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Congressional opposition might help explain Obama’s decision not to enforce the “Red Line” he 

drew against the use of weapons by the Syrian government.) This thesis will briefly compare 

humanitarian non-intervention in the Clinton administration to further assess whether 

Congressional politics affected such cases as the non-intervention in the Rwandan genocide and 

shifting behavior regarding the Bosnian conflict from early non-intervention to the push toward 

the Dayton Agreement (Seybolt, 2017). 

 

A comparison of humanitarian non-intervention in the Clinton administration helps 

further assess whether Congressional politics affected such cases as the non-intervention in the 

Rwandan genocide and shifting behavior regarding the Bosnian conflict from early non-

intervention to the push toward the Dayton Agreement (Seybolt, 2017). In March 1998, President 

Bill Clinton on a foreign visit to Kigali, Rwanda, would formally apologize to Rwandans for 

failing to halt the genocide that occurred in the nation-state of Rwanda. At a time when 

Democrats controlled both the House and the Senate, he had failed to properly react in April 

1994 to the speed murders executed by Rwandan Hutus against their Rwandan Tutsi neighbors, 

after decades of ethnic tensions and minor skirmishes. However, U.S. officials in Rwanda had 

been given warnings of potential large scale ethnic conflict years earlier. Clinton administration 

envoys in Rwanda, saw first-hand the unfolding carnage flow before them with the April 6th 

attack on President Juvenal Habyarimana’s plane, and effectively killing him and the Burundi 

President Cyprien Ntaryamira, who was on the plane with him as well, and setting of the events 

that led to the genocide. Various cables and warnings had been passed to the Clinton 

administration and the president, himself, making it clear that something catastrophic was going 

to happen and did; with just over 100 days (April 7 to July 15) of mass slaughter and an 
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estimated 500,000 to 800,000 Tutsi deaths (Lynch, 2015; Power, 2013; Seybolt, 2007). So why 

was no humanitarian action taken by the Clinton administration to stop genocide from occurring 

in Rwanda, and was Republican control of Congress an important factor?  

First, the state of Rwanda did not have any precious mineral or oil reserves that would 

give the U.S. the incentive of stopping the genocide of U.S. vital interests. One could also look to 

how African states are/were treated to their European/Western counterparts. The Bureau of 

African Affairs in the State Department was not as well funded and highly favored by Clinton as 

other bureaus in the State Department. Moreover, the U.N. peacekeeping mission in Rwanda, 

was underfunded in troop support, and not given the necessary resources to have helped prevent 

genocide in Rwanda. And then lastly, and maybe most importantly, there was the infamous 

“Battle of Mogadishu” also known as the “Black Hawk Down” incident, a single mission gone 

wrong in Mogadishu, Somalia in October 1993 (Bowden, 1999). 

 “The “Battle of Mogadishu” had been a mission under the military operation, “Operation 

Gothic Serpent” conducted by U.S. special operations forces to capture Somali National Alliance 

(SNA) faction leader Mohamed Farrah Aidid (Bowden, 1999). The mission that day went 

horribly wrong when U.S. special operations forces tried to capture and arrest two of Aidid’s 

lieutenants, Aidid’s forces shot down two Black Hawk helicopters with RPGs, and surviving 

U.S. military personnel from the crashes were trapped in the streets by crowds made up of SNA 

forces and Somali civilians, until U.N. military forces were able to be rescued by U.N. forces 

(Bowden, 1999). With an estimated 19 American soldiers dead and 73 wounded, and an 

estimated 300 to 2000 Somali casualties, Clinton would not forget the media images of dead 

American soldiers being dragged through the street by Somalis, and caused an uproar, creating 

American public and political pressure against and trepidation for the Clinton administration to 
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get further involved in the region if that was what happened when providing aid to a potentially 

“volatile” African state, and did not want a repeat of the incident. The catastrophic mission 

would become one of the primarily cited reasons for why President Clinton did not intervene 

during the Rwandan genocide (Bowden, 1999; Dallaire, 2003; Power, 2013). 

 During the days immediately following the start of the Rwandan genocide, instead of 

sending humanitarian assistance, aid, or military forces, the Clinton administration launched 

campaign to get U.N. peacekeepers out of Rwanda, and shut down the mission entirely, until the 

Nigerian U.N. Ambassador to Nigeria intervened and put a stop to those plans. If the Clinton 

administration had sent in a military force of around 10,000 troops to Rwanda, instead of trying 

to get them out of there, and estimated 300,000 lives could have been saved (Lynch, 2015; 

Seybolt, 2007; Power, 2013). President Clinton would face worldwide public criticism for 

having not intervened in Rwanda, when the U.S. had an ample time to send foreign aid, and a 

Democratic-controlled Congress, that would most likely pass along any resolutions for the 

distribution of humanitarian and military aid into Rwanda, if so requested. However for a U.S. 

president in his first term of office, already ramping up involvement in another ethnic conflict, 

and with midterm elections the following November; Clinton could have faced further public 

backlash and congressional political backlash from Republican counterparts, if he had sent 

further U.S. military personnel to die in Africa by the hands of “savages” and hence decided that 

his foreign policy and presidential “image” to keep positive polling numbers and media for his 

Democratic Party colleagues facing reelection in the 1994 midterm elections. These are all 

political pressure factors that could have contributed to the Clinton’s administration lack of 

humanitarian intervention in Rwanda (Howell & Pevehouse, 2005; Seybolt, 2007; Power, 2013). 
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Next, in comparison to President Clinton’s non-intervention in Rwanda, was Clinton’s 

attitude towards humanitarian intervention and foreign policy decisions made during the Bosnian 

conflict that would lead to the signing of the Dayton Accord.   

 

Leading up to President Bill Clinton’s first term in office in January 1993, the Bosnian 

War, had been an ethnic conflict that started in 1992, and took place in Bosnia and Herzegovina.  

In June 1991, Croatia and Slovenia declared their independence from Yugoslavia, with 

Slovenia having forced the withdrawal of Yugoslavian military forces and achieving worldwide 

recognition as an independent state. However, things were tougher for Croatia, that fought in a 

war with Serbia until a ceasefire agreement in January 1992, and as a result many ethnic Serbs 

were driven from their homes near the border of Bosnia and Herzegovina. With Yugoslavia in 

shambles, Serb nationalists pushed for the idea of creating one unified Serbia, which would 

include large sections of multi-ethnic Bosnia and Herzegovina, leading to an outbreak of large-

scale ethnic population displacement (Seybolt, 2007). 

 

When President Clinton entered office for his first term in January 1993, he vowed to do 

more than his predecessor did for the suffering of the Bosnian people, however, Clinton backed 

off from using military force at first for multiple reasons (Power, 2013). First, the U.S. military 

advised against military intervention, and Clinton and his senior political advisors did not have 

ample military experience compared to others like General Colin Powell who was the chairman 

of the Joint Chiefs of Staff until the end of 1993, and did not like Clinton (a “draft dodger”) or 

intervention in humanitarian crises without any implicated vital U.S. interests. Second, Clinton’s 

foreign policy cabinet did not want the U.S. to intervene in Bosnia and Herzegovina without 
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committed European partners to back them up with military force and humanitarian aid. Third, 

the president, similar to Bush and his political cabinet, was worried about the American public 

perception of intervening militarily less than two years after the end of the Gulf War (Power, 

2013). Therefore, what had been a top foreign policy imperative for Clinton, turned into a moral 

quagmire of military intervention or non-intervention in the ongoing months for the 

administration.  

The Clinton administration did enact a “lift and strike” policy plan in early 1993 to try 

and lift the U.N.’s arms embargo and provide Bosnian Muslims with weapons to fight for 

themselves, while the U.S. would conduct airstrikes against Bosnian Serbs to keep them at bay 

(Power, 2013). However, that plan was opposed by key European allies (Britain, France, and 

Germany), and continued in 1994 when Clinton opposed an effort by Republicans in Congress 

trying to lift the arms embargo, because of their allies’ disagreement with it (Power, 2013). 

Beginning in April 1994, the Clinton administration joined NATO on releasing an 

ultimatum banning Serbian heavy weapons from Sarajevo, and promising retaliatory airstrike 

bombings if the ultimatum was violated. However, In July 1995, General Ratko Mladić’s 

military forces forced the surrender of the Bosnian Muslim stronghold of Srebrenica, near the 

eastern border of Serbia. Mladic’s forces slaughtered over 7,000 Bosnians and was one of the 

worst massacres in Europe’s history. A second marketplace massacre occurred in Sarajevo, in 

late August 1995, killing 43 people, leading to a U.S.-led NATO operation called “Operation 

Deliberate Force” that launched a series of airstrikes against Bosnian Serb targets (Power, 2013; 

Seybolt, 2007). The U.S.-NATO air campaign and mounting counter offensives from Bosnian 

Muslim and Croatian forces succeeded in pressuring the Bosnian Serbs into negotiating a 

surrender and peace options. The U.S. would host peace talks in Dayton, Ohio, between the two 
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sides and reached a peace agreement that recognized an independent Bosnia, made up of two 

separate entities with a central government, and ended the three-way civil war (Power, 2013; 

Seybolt, 2007; Skinner, 2011). 

In regards to President Clinton’s inaction and later action in the Bosnian War versus 

inaction towards the Rwandan genocide, looking at Congressional politics as a primary factor for 

inaction is interesting in that it would have been more beneficial for Clinton to have passed or 

taken humanitarian action or legislation early into his first term from January 1993 and until 

November 1994, when the “Republican Revolution” occurred and the Republican Party (GOP) 

picked up 54 U.S. House of Representative seats, and 8 U.S. Senate seats to flip U.S. Congress to 

GOP control (Berkley, 2011). However, it was the opposite and the majority of the Clinton 

administration’s humanitarian intervention and policy in the Bosnian war took place in 1995 

(Power, 2013). President Clinton’s lack of intervention in the Bosnian War near the beginning of 

his term could be attributed to adjusting to his first year in presidential office, having relative 

military experience, a chairman of Joint Chief of Staffs that did not want to be involved in any 

humanitarian intervention, whatsoever, barring a vital interest, and the American public not 

interested in another military intervention/war. These reasons are more critical examples of why 

Clinton would choose not to intervene than Congressional politics being the primary factor 

(Power, 2013). 

By the time Clinton did choose to ramp up humanitarian intervention action and policies 

in 1995, the internal political pressure and criticism he received from fellow Democrats, the State 

Department, the U.N, NATO, and world mass media, for not intervening was more likely lasting 

and important to his foreign policy and presidential “image” than it would be to bow down to 

Congressional political pressure (Seybolt, 2007). Lastly, when comparing the results of non-
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intervention between Rwanda and Bosnia, it is fairly obvious that even with the over 130,000 

lives lost before the Clinton administration made a full commitment for humanitarian 

intervention, the Bosnian Civil War was a “happier” ending for Clinton and his administration 

because the 1995 Dayton Agreement, and presented the image of Clinton as a “peacemaker” and 

“war ender” (Power, 2013; Skinner, 2011).  

The same cannot be said for Rwanda though, because of the sheer intensity and fast-

paced nature of the genocide. Humanitarian action of any kind during those 100 days by the 

Clinton administration was needed, but due to previous bad blood with the Somalia humanitarian 

intervention failure and the lack of care by the media, the American public, and the 

administration, they did not even come up with any policy plans to consider during the genocide, 

and intervention was always a non-starter. For their part in the worldwide inaction to the 

Rwandan genocide in April 1994, the Clinton administration was and is partially culpable for 

800,000 Rwandan Tutsi deaths (Power, 2013). 

 

Lastly, a fourth alternative explanation is concerned with changes in the organizations 

and bureaucratic politics within the Obama administration. Most notably, Obama 

institutionalized humanitarian concerns by creating the Atrocities Prevention Board (APB), 

which was initially headed by an administration official, Samantha Power, who had vociferously 

advocated for humanitarian intervention before joining the administration. However, this 

hypothesis has difficulty explaining why the APB failed to influence and properly avert and/or 

"solve" humanitarian crises and mass atrocities that the administration faced from the APB's 

inception in 2011 to the end of the Obama administration in January 2017. Other organizations 

more skeptical of humanitarian intervention may have retained considerable bureaucratic power. 
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Moreover, employee upheaval and personnel changes, including Power’s departure from heading 

the APB, may have influenced the APB's effectiveness and relevance (Alleblas et al., 2017). 

Here, the bureaucratic explanation and my own argument overlap to some degree, as my 

argument focuses on whether Power and other interventionists gained or lost influence at 

different points in time. The two explanations remain distinct, however, in that my argument 

focuses more narrowly on how officials rise or fall in power due to perceptions of their 

judgments and actions on earlier non-interventions that succeeded or failed, rather than for 

reasons related to budgets, ties to Congress, or other sources of bureaucratic influence. 

 

 

SECTION IV: TIMELINE OF CASES 

Table 1 shows the key Obama administration officials in the three analyzed case studies 

of Libya, Iraq, and Syria. Moreover, there are three primary timelines of events and meetings, 

and the valuing of intervention and non-intervention “stocks” in the Obama administration, 

comparing how officials in the Obama administration sided/made actions for and against early 

intervention versus later case studies, and how those “stocks” would change in value over time. 

The table and timeline are meant as a guide to keeping track of the Obama administration 

official’s decision-making process throughout the case studies analyzed in this thesis. 
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Table 1. Key Obama Administration Officials. 

 

 

Timeline of Case Studies #1: Libya (2011-2014) 

• February 15 -22, 2011 - The authoritarian leader of Libya, Muammar Gaddafi reacts to 

protests in the Libyan city of Benghazi. Rebellion and violence ensue. Gaddafi makes a 

speech in which he threatens the Libyan people who oppose him with violence and 

refuses to leave office. Susan Rice, Samantha Power, and Ben Rhodes urge for action 
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against Gaddafi. Joe Biden and Robert Gates, and other Department of Defense officials 

urge caution. President Obama decides to be on the "right side of history" and chooses 

action. (Pro-interventionist “stock” rises.) 

• March 10-15, 2011 – Secretary of State Hilary Clinton publicly testifies to Congress 

that there is an "international authorization" to act in Libya. However, in private 

meetings, she opposes military intervention without clear international support. A 

National Security Council (NSC) meeting is convened to decide use of force in Libya. 

Joe Biden, Gates, Michael Mullen, Tom Donilon, William M. Daley, John Brennan, 

and Dennis McDonough all oppose U.S. military intervention. Hillary Clinton, Susan 

Rice, Samantha Power, Antony Blinken, and Ben Rhodes are pro-intervention. 

President Obama authorizes support for a UN Security Council Resolution 

(UNSCR)1973, which authorizes no-fly zone and the necessary measure to protect 

civilians and civilian populated areas. (51-49 decision) (Pro-interventionist “stock” 

rises.) 

• March 21, 2011 - President Nicholas Sarkozy of France informs Secretary of State 

Hillary Clinton that French fighter jets are going to launch airstrikes in Libya.  The 

Obama administration, "forced" into immediate action, launches airstrikes in Libyan 

airspace with NATO partnership. (Pro-interventionist  “stock” rises.) 

• April 15, 2011 - In an open letter President Obama acknowledges that UNSCR 1973's 

mandate is to protect civilians and not remove Gaddafi from power.                            

(Pro-interventionist “stock” dips a little and non-interventionist “stock” rises a little 

bit, but both still follow previous trajectories.) 
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• August 22, - October 20, 2011 - Opposition forces storm Gaddafi's compound in Tripoli, 

and he is chased from the capital. Victory is declared. Gaddafi is captured and killed by 

National Transitional Council Forces (TNC). President Obama in a Rose Garden 

Speech calls on Libyan people to build a tolerant and democratic Libya as the ultimate 

put-down to Gaddafi. (Pro-interventionist “stock” is at peak height.) 

• July 7, 2012 - First democratic Libyan elections take place. President Obama declares 

the elections it is another milestone on a great transition to democracy.                        

(Pro-interventionist “stock”  is steady.) 

• September 11, 2012 - The U.S. Mission in Benghazi is attacked by Al-Qaeda affiliated 

militant. The U.S. Ambassador to Libya and three other U.S. personnel are killed.     

(Pro-interventionist “stock” plummets and non-interventionist “stock” skyrockets.) 

• September 2015 – President Obama tells the United Nations that "Our coalition could 

have and should have done more to fill a vacuum left behind." (Gordon, 2020)                               

(Non-interventionist “stock” rises and pro-interventionist “stock” stagnates.) 

 

Timeline of Case Studies #2: Syria (2011-2017) 

• Mid-August 2011 - Several months after continuous violence against protestors and anti-

government supporters, President Obama publicly states that Syrian President Bashar al-

Assad should step down from power. (Pro-interventionist “stock” rises in the 

American public, but in the Obama administration, non-interventionist “stock” 

rises, and pro-interventionist stock stagnates.) 
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• Late September to Early October 2011 - The U.S. pushes strongly for the UNSC to 

pass a resolution condemning the Syrian government's violent repression of civilians 

protesting, and adopting economic sanctions against them. The resolution is vetoed by 

Russia and China. John Kerry, Samantha Power, Susan Rice, and Ben Rhodes are 

pro-humanitarian and military intervention/regime change. Other principals/officials urge 

caution, due to aftershocks of Libya. (Pro-interventionist and non-interventionist 

“stock” near equal influence and perception, but the president skews his opinion 

towards non-interventionist “stock.”) 

• August 2012 – President Obama makes his famous "Red Line" statement about the use 

of military forces/intervention if chemical weapons are used against civilians. Hillary 

Clinton and David Petraeus suggest a proposal where the U.S. arms and trains rebel 

fighters to attack Assad's forces. It is implemented in later years and costs the U.S. nearly 

$1 billion a year to train 10,000 fighters. (Pro-interventionist “stock” rises, but non-

interventionist stock follows close behind, due to President Obama’s intervention 

skepticism.) 

•  December 2012 - Obama announces the recognition of the Syrian Opposition Coalition 

as the legitimate representative of the Syrian People. (Pro-interventionist “stock” 

declines and non-interventionist “stock” rises.) 

• August 2013 - The U.N. confirms that Assad used chemical weapons against Syrian 

citizens in Damascus. The “Red Line” is officially crossed and waits to be enforced by 

the Obama administration. President Obama tries to gain U.S. congressional approval 

for legal international law military intervention, but instead forms a partnership deal with 

Russia to create a U.N. sanction that will have Assad give up chemical weapons to U.N. 
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sanctioned military forces. (Pro-interventionist “stock” rises rapidly and then declines 

rapidly after failure to gain congressional approval. Non-interventionist “stock” 

rises after U.N. chemical weapons sanction agreement.) 

•  September 2013 - The U.S. led by President Obama and John Kerry, partners with 

Russia, and passes UNSC Resolution that requires Syria to get rid of all chemical  

weapons by mid-2014. (Pro-interventionist “stock” declines and non-interventionist 

“stock” rises.) 

• 2014-2017 - As Syrian Civil War grows more dire the Obama administration shifts its 

priority from ending the civil war to confronting and defeating ISIS. (Pro-interventionist 

“stock” steadily declines and non-interventionist “stock” steadily rises.) 

 

Timeline of Case Studies #3: Iraq (2014) 

• August 3, 2014 - Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) militants attack Mount Sinjar in 

northern Iraq. The targeted Kurdish-speaking  Iraqis known as Yazidis, are targets of 

ISIS, because of the Yazidis religious beliefs and they are trapped on the mountain 

without food and water. Samantha Power, John Kerry, Ben Rhodes, and others 

advocate for the use of U.S. airpower to protect the Yazidi people. President Obama 

agrees with recommendation and authorizes air strikes and dropped supplies on Mount 

Sinjar. (Pro-interventionist “stock” rapidly rises.) 

• August 7, 2014 – President Obama orders targeted airstrikes on ISIS militants and 

provide emergency supplies air relief to the Yazidis. (Pro-interventionist “stock” 

continues to rise.) 
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• August 8, 2014 - The U.S. states that the systematic destruction of the Yazidi people by 

ISIS was genocide. (Pro-interventionist “stock” continues to rise.) 

• August 9, 2014 - U.S. military forces airdropped 3,800 gallons of water and 16,128 

MREs. (Pro-interventionist “stock” continues to rise.) 

• August 10, 2014 - The U.S. carried out additional airstrikes allowing 20-30,000 Yazidis 

to flee into Syria and be rescued by Kurdish forces. (Pro-interventionist “stock” 

continues to rise.) 

• August 13, 2014 - 129 additional U.S. military personnel deployed to Mount Sinjar to 

provide a report for Obama. 114,000 meals and 35,000 gallons of water were airdropped 

to displaced Yazidis. (Pro-interventionist “stock” continues to rise.) 

• August 14, 2014 - Pentagon and U.S. personnel confirm that the rescue operation can be 

deemed concluded  as the Yazidi people are no longer believed to be at risk from ISIS. 

(Pro-interventionist “stock” stagnates and begins decline back to pre-Yazidi 

humanitarian crisis levels.) 

 

SECTION V: METHODOLOGY: CASE STUDIES 

The observable implications for this thesis’ hypothesis will be examined in three primary 

case studies. First, U.S. and NATO military forces deployed in the 2011 military intervention in 

Libya to create a ceasefire and bring an end to attacks against civilians. Second, U.S. foreign aid 

and military force used in the 2014 U.S. humanitarian intervention into Iraq to stop the genocide 

of the Yazidis peoples by ISIL. Third, the Obama administration’s failure to enact appropriate 

humanitarian aid and intervention in the case of violence against and the expulsion of refugees 

from Syria during the (ongoing) Syrian Civil War from 2011 to the end of the Obama 
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administration in January 2017. These three case studies were chosen because they are crucial to 

understanding how the Obama administration operated in the decision-making and policymaking 

process of utilizing mass atrocity prevention and humanitarian interventionism in the most 

pragmatic way possible. While examining these three case studies, this thesis will make it 

abundantly clear how the Obama administration’s actions in previous humanitarian crises and the 

backlash or adulation of praise the administration received from the media and public, effected 

for better or worse, how the administration would decide to intervene in a humanitarian crisis 

and/or mass atrocity.  

 

Case Study #1: 2011 U.S. and NATO Military Intervention in Libya 

In the Summer of 2010, members of Obama’s National Security Council (NSC) launched 

a directive to tackle the most challenging U.S. and Middle Eastern relations issues. Within the 

group, Samantha Power (before her promotion to the role of United States Ambassador to the 

United Nations (U.N.), Dennis Ross, and Gayle Smith, created a document that reviewed at that 

time, current tensions happening in the Middle East and North Africa. One of the most 

significant tensions was the rise of public discontent with dictatorships and authoritarian regimes 

among the local populace. The study served as a warning of what could come and what could be 

done to promote gradual reform and regime change (Bacevich; 2016; Gordon, 2020; Lynch, 

2016). However, the Obama administration would not have the time to heed those warnings, as 

the Arab Spring was about to battle test the administration’s foreign policy decision-making 

chops. 

On December 17, 2010, in Tunis, a Tunisian fruit vendor named Mohammed Bouazizi, 

demoralized and humiliated about his prospects in a corrupt, autocratic regime, triggered 
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widespread protests across the Middle East, self-immolating himself (Bacevich 2016; Gordon, 

2020; Lynch, 2016). 

Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali, the Tunisian ruler, would flee from Tunisia in January 2011, 

and soon Hosni Mubarak, the long-time U.S. ally and Egyptian President, with only a little bit of 

urging and struggling from the President of the United States, to resign from the head of state 

and have Egypt hold free and democratic elections for a new ruler. However, the “new world 

order” of progress during the Arab Spring would not go as smoothly, as many in the Obama 

administration had hoped at the beginning of the cataclysmic political movement.  

The Obama administration’s humanitarian intervention “adventure” in Libya would begin 

on February 15, 2011, with Libyan dictator Muammar Gaddafi’s brutal crackdown on protests 

happening in the city of Benghazi. Gaddafi, determined not to follow a similar fate to his 

recently ousted authoritarian colleagues, arrested a prominent human rights lawyer to deter the 

protestors. However, that move backfired on Gaddafi, and opposition groups to Gaddafi would 

seize control of the Libyan cities of Benghazi, Tobruk, and Misrata (Bacevich, 2016; Gordon, 

2020; Lynch, 2016). By late February 2011, inner cabinet members of Gaddafi’s regime 

resigned, and the Libyan ambassadors to the U.N. publicly denounced him. In return, Gaddafi 

threatened heavy punishment to anyone who would try to remove him from power and delivered 

a rambling speech about dying as a “martyr” in his homeland and destroying those who get in his 

way (Bacevich, 2016; Gordon, 2020; Lynch, 2016).  
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Figure 1. Map of Violent Conflict in Libya (March 2011).  

Sources: The Guardian (UK), Graphic News, U.S. Department of Defense, U.S. Energy Information 
Administration, Global Security, The Making of Modern Libya (AliAbdullatif Ahmida, State University 

of New York Press, 1994). Figure 1. Map of Libyan Military Facilities, Energy Infrastructure, and 
Conflict (p. 2). Photograph. Edited by Congressional Research Service (2011). 

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/mideast/RL33142.pdf. 
 

By February 25, President Obama, not at all pleased with how the Libyan dictator was 

behaving and still stood in power, demanded that he “step down” immediately. Obama, along 

with a top advisor, United States (U.S.) Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton, claimed that Gaddafi 

had lost the people’s will and that it was up to the people to decide who their future ruler would 

be, without further bloodshed and violence (Bacevich, 2016; Gordon, 2020; Lynch, 2016). 

Obama and his administration officials would have been relatively confident making such a 

factual statement like that one because they had the backing of European allies/counterparts 
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Nicolas Sarkozy, the President of France, at the time, and Prime Minister of the United 

Kingdom, David Cameron. However, it is always one thing to make claims to oust an 

authoritarian dictator and boost your “foreign policy” cred, t is another actually to do it 

(Bacevich, 2016; Gordon, 2020; Lynch, 2016). The debate for military intervention, especially in 

the U.S. foreign policy realm and with the Obama administration already being involved in two 

inherited Middle Eastern wars, along with the decision to intervene or not intervene will come at 

a high cost for either side chosen. Obama faced public pressure of Libyan intervention from both 

sides of the aisle in the United States (U.S.) Congress, when John Kerry, still on the Senate 

Foreign Relations Committee, pushed for the idea of a no-fly zone and bombing Libyan Air 

Force runways. Republican committee members John McCain and Joe Liberman added pressure 

to the administration by demanding that a no-fly zone be implemented immediately (Bacevich, 

2016; Gordon, 2020; Lynch, 2016). 

Moreover, Congress put pressure on the Obama administration’s foreign policy decisions 

and the media as well, with various “talking heads” imploring Obama to get going on the no-fly 

zones. However, just because the public demands action to be taken immediately on a 

supposedly “foolproof” foreign policy decision does not mean the Obama administration will 

take it at face value and comply blindly. Top officials in the administration were divided on the 

issue of intervention and non-intervention.  

Younger advisers, those in the “new guard” were more idealistic about the prospect of 

intervention in Libya for humanitarian reasons and potentially democratic regime change. In 

contrast, those in the “old guard” more senior officials, who had served in previous 

administrations and/or knew the consequences of supporting Middle Eastern military 

intervention, remained on the cautious side. Those who were for military action and intervention 
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in Libya included Deputy Secretary of State Jim Steinberg, U.S. Ambassador to the United 

Nations, Susan Rice (aware of the consequences of inaction, from when she worked in the 

Clinton administration during the unraveling of the Rwandan genocide), and the United States 

Deputy National Security Advisor for Strategic Communications, Ben Rhodes (Bacevich, 2016; 

Gordon, 2020; Lynch, 2016). Rice, Power, and Rhodes would be continuous powerhouses to 

advocate protecting Libyan citizens and removing a repressive and violent dictator like Gaddafi, 

who had committed various atrocities, domestic and foreign, and had been in power over 40 

years, out of the public perception limelight. Pro-humanitarian interventionists in the Obama 

administration had the idealistic, and some could say moral high ground, demanding that the 

administration not ignore or stand in the way of human rights; however, their idealistic views 

were not always the most realistic or the basis of action plans that would protect vital U.S. 

interests (Gordon, 2020).  

 

Those who were more non-action and non-intervention minded and oriented, like Vice 

President Joe Biden, and Secretary of Defense Robert Gates, focused on the costs of military 

action in Afghanistan and Iraq. Colin Powell’s ever-so poignant quote, “If you break, it you own 

it” (Gordon, 2020, p. 177), rang true in the head of every official that did not want to get 

involved with Gaddafi and Libya. Yes, it is noble to want to prevent genocide, mass atrocities, 

and save those who cannot save themselves, but at what cost to “us” and “our interests? The next 

big foreign policy decision/issue to be discussed was if action was warranted and needed in 

Libya. Do you set up a no-fly zone? Gates and Chairman of the Joints Chief of Staff, Admiral 

Mike Mullen, were worried about the complexity no-fly zones could evolve into. White House 
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Chief of Staff, Bill Daley, threw out a warning to the public that a no-fly zone was a foreign 

policy action to take very seriously (Clinton, 2014). 

With two clear divides on intervention or non-intervention in Libya among the Obama 

administration’s top advisors, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton would be one of the key figures 

in helping Obama decide between the two, and make a clear and coherent foreign policy decision 

on what to do in Libya. Clinton opposed (along with Gates) any intervention without 

international support (Clinton, 2014). Therefore, she made it her goal to gauge the public 

perception of what was happening in Libya and the pressure on the Obama administration to take 

a stance, and turn that into a net gain (at least at that time) by communicating and gaining and 

coveting Arab and European allies that would support military intervention and take the majority 

of responsibility in imposing a no-fly zone in Libya. Clinton had the support of the Arab League 

that had revoked Libya’s membership, called for the U.N. Security Council to impose a no-fly 

zone in Libya, and recognize the National Transitional Council (NTC) as Libya’s new regime 

(Clinton, 2014). By supporting the Arab League’s “term of conditions” and determining that the 

NTC was a viable moderate and democratic replacement government for the Gaddafi regime, 

Clinton and the Obama administration would have the support of a rare and much needed 

“backbone” to confidently support humanitarian and military intervention in Libya if that was 

the decision (Bacevich, 2016; Clinton, 2014; Gordon, 2020; Lynch, 2016). 

 

On March 15, with Gaddafi’s threat of “genocide,” and other mass atrocities looming 

down on the Benghazi citizens and the rest of the world watching and waiting for a decision, top 

Obama administration officials considered multiple options, but in particular, the option to 

support the British and French no-fly zone proposals in Libya. The non- U.S. military 
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interventionist side ended up consisting of Biden, Gates, Mullen, National Security Advisor Tom 

Donilon, John Brennan, Director of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), and Deputy National 

Security Advisor, Dennis McDonough. Those that were pro-U.S.-military and humanitarian 

intervention (on moral grounds) consisted of Clinton, Rice, Power, Blinken, and Rhodes 

(Gordon, 2020).  

Clinton described the divide of opinion in the NSC, in her book, Hard Choices and said 

“The National Security Council aide Samantha Power, argued that we had a responsibility to 

protect civilians and prevent a massacre if we could. Defense Secretary Gates was firmly 

opposed. A veteran of the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan and a realist about the limits of 

American power, he did not think our interests in Libya justified the sacrifice. We all knew the 

consequences of intervention were unpredictable But Qaddafi’s troops were now a hundred miles 

from Benghazi and closing fast. We were looking at a humanitarian catastrophe, with untold 

thousands at risk of being killed. If we were going to stop it, we had to act now.” (Clinton, 2014, 

p. 302)   

Hillary Clinton was the key swing vote, having expressed some caution at first but then 

lining up with the pro-interventionists among U.S. allies (other allies were not very supportive of 

taking action). Like Clinton, those stuck between a rock and a hard place came to her 

consultation with Arab and European leaders to sway their opinion and support military 

intervention. While idealists and internationalists like Rhodes, whose job it was to communicate 

with the world the Obama administration’s foreign policy actions, from the beginning could not 

see a public perception scenario in which the administration would not get admonished and 

shamed for choosing not to intervene and to “save lives” (Bacevich, 2016; Gordon, 2020; Lynch, 

2016). Now the only question to be answered is which side can convince the President of the 
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United States to support their actions/views. Will they or the president himself bow down to 

internal public pressure from other administration officials? 

 

President Barack Obama, described as a combination of a liberal idealist (in the heart) 

and a conservative realist (in the head), tried to find an action plan that would instill all top 

officials that the right decision had been made. Obama was wary about the effectiveness of no-

fly zones and worried about getting dragged into another Middle Eastern conflict/war if he 

authorized the deployment of U.S. ground forces in the name of civilian protection. However, 

idealism won out in the end for Obama as he acknowledged the public pressure from his younger 

and/or idealistic staffers, recognized that the world was watching the administration’s every 

move, and enemies domestic and abroad were waiting for him to make the wrong choice and 

allow a humanitarian disaster to happen in Libya. Moreover, it is essential to note that while the 

U.S. would provide critical technology and weapons for the intervention, they would let others 

take up the majority bulk of the work; therefore, the U.S. would not get blamed for starting 

another Middle Eastern war and/or lusting for regime change to promote their interests (Obama, 

2020). 

 

Obama authorized Rice to seek public support and pressure the U.N. Security Council to 

make the mission larger, as to ensure that the U.S. would have legal and continuous support, 

which resulted in U.N. Security Council Resolution (UNSC) 1973 being authorized as a no-fly 

zone and an arms embargo. The resolution received ten votes in favor for it, and two abstentions  

from Russia and China, waiting to find a better “solution” that would be more advantageous to 
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them, but would later come to regret that choice, and learn their lesson during the next civil war 

in Syria (Bacevich, 2016; Gordon, 2020; Lynch, 2016; Rice, 2019). 

 

The NATO operation was, in many ways, a success. Libyan air defenses were destroyed, 

the city and people of Benghazi were saved, and the U.S. provided the majority of technology 

and surveillance data to the mission. The more formal patrolling of the air and the ground tasks 

went to the European contributors of the mission, allowing the U.S. not to get piled on with a 

multitude of military issues and/or stuck in another Middle Eastern war. However, Gaddafi’s 

refusal to leave Libya and his regime, diplomatically, enacted a turning point of the UNSC 

sanctioned resolution going from an authorized mission to protect civilians to an expanded 

mission of regime change wanting to depose Gaddafi. While the Obama administration with 

Clinton, Steinberg, and Obama commented themselves that the military mission in Libya was to 

implement the protocols of the UNSC; Secretary of Defense Gates would later admit that the 

civilian protection portion of the operations was fiction, and that regime change had always been 

the real goal and ultimate end game (Bacevich, 2016; Gates, 2014; Gordon, 2020; Lynch, 2016). 

Therefore, this thesis proposes that the initial Libyan intervention was potentially the 

“humanitarian” portion of the mission and the “success” of the intervention, was the deposal of 

Gaddafi; and after that was achieved, the mission would be completed.  

 

On April 15, 2011, Obama, Cameron, and Sarkozy discussed and acknowledged the 

contradictions within UNSC Resolution 1973 in protecting civilians and not removing Gaddafi 

from power. However, all insisted that Gaddafi needed to be gone. Obama and other NATO 

leaders concluded that “all necessary measures” to protect civilians included regime change, 
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leading Russia and China to feel betrayed for not vetoing the resolution and vowing to prevent 

the U.S. from getting military and/or humanitarian approval from the U.N. Security Council that 

quickly again (Bacevich, 2016; Gordon, 2020; Lynch, 2016). 

 

By August, opposition forces broke into Gaddafi’s compound in Tripoli, and by October 

20, NTC fighters found the former dictator and killed him. With Gaddafi’s defeat, it was easy for 

many Obama administration officials and their allies to declare victory and the 

humanitarian/military intervention a resounding success. After all, there had been zero U.S. 

casualties on the ground, and the task of removing Gaddafi as a threat was accomplished. The 

Obama administration received great public perception, a foreign policy image boost for Obama, 

domestically (John McCain and fellow GOP congress members, sang rare praises for Obama.) 

And abroad (The Libyan people grateful for the UNSC sanction having passed, after watching it 

on TV and other forms of social media and chanting Susan Rice’s name.) In the successful save 

of the city of Benghazi and encouraged “deposing” of the dictator Gaddafi (Gordon, 2020; 

Power, 2019; Rice, 2019). However, he and top U.S. officials failed to see the proxies’ 

delegations wanting to be part of the regime change transition. Moreover, the Transitional 

National Council (TNC), a U.S., and NATO approved group of Western-educated, moderate and 

democratic successors to Gaddafi’s regime, decided to wait and observe from the shadows 

instead of picking up the mantle of leadership as they had promised.  

 

In the first Libyan democratic elections on July 7, 2012, President Obama declared that 

they were “…Another milestone on the extraordinary transition to peace” (Gordon, 2020, p. 

190), was in reality, marred by awkwardness and tension, with the newly elected General 
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National Congress (GNC), led by political Islamists, that was infused with religious populism. 

The GNC would pass a “political isolation law” that banned and prevented former Gaddafi 

officials at all levels from running and/or retaking political office. The result of this law would 

lead to protests and rebellions because of former and now unemployed officials not being able to 

protect the streets and people, and failure of the GNC to rehire and learn those security 

techniques to prevent street and statewide chaos from ensuing. Various human rights abuses and 

crimes against humanity occurred by rebels expelling ethnically Black residents from their 

homes in Tawergha (Gordon, 2020). However, the most egregious example of systematic state 

failure and one that would be a gut punch to the U.S. and the Obama administration was the 

killing of U.S. Ambassador Chris Stevens and three U.S. officials on September 11, 2012.  

What had started as a protest at the U.S. Mission in Benghazi, in solidarity with Egyptian 

protests about an anti-Islamic film, had devolved into a firefight and a terrorist attack by al-

Qaeda associated militants (Clinton, 2014; Rhodes, 2018; Rice, 2019). The Obama 

administration would never live down the public perception whiplash from the GOP congress 

members, and mass media (conservative, moderate, and progressive) two months before re-

election for Obama’s second presidential term, that painted them, especially Susan Rice, who 

took the fall for “lying” to the American people, as “villains” and responsible for American lives 

being killed overseas. Add along Donald Trump’s “birther” claims against Obama that the media 

picked up and devoured throughout the Arab Spring. This forced the President and his staff time 

away from foreign policy planning for Libya, to deal with those accusations of being an 

“outsider” and an “other” (Obama, 2020). Although President Obama was elected for a second 

term in office, the public and political perception fallout suffered by the Obama administration 

from the 2012 Benghazi attack, would lead to a kind of decision-making PTSD that would 
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negatively affect future humanitarian and military initiatives (especially in Syria) (Clinton 2014; 

Rhodes 2018; Rice, 2019).  

Susan Rice would acknowledge Benghazi and its effect on the Obama administration’s. 

foreign policy efforts in Libya,  in her book, Tough Love: A Story of the Things Worth Fighting 

For, she noted, “Benghazi and its highly politicized aftermath caused policymakers in 

Washington to shy away from Libya even more. In the president’s second term, as national 

security advisor, I tried to refocus and sustain senior-level attention on Libya in order to support 

a unified national government, stabilize what was increasingly becoming a failed state, and 

dislodge the ISIS terrorists who had filled the vacuum created by the Qaddafi government’s 

collapse and the opposition’s failure to install an effective replacement.” (Rice, 2019, p. 293-4)  

Ben Rhodes would echo Rice’s sentiments about Benghazi and the effects of right-wing 

media public perception creating a divide among the American public, in his book The World As 

It Is: A Memoir of the Obama White House. He said, “At some other point in the past, perhaps a 

story like Benghazi would have petered out---facts might have mattered. But in 2013, the 

partisanship in our politics merged with new media platforms and have allowed ‘Benghazi’ to 

survive the long stretches when it wasn’t dominating the news cycle. During those gaps in 

attention, new conspiracy theories expanded their reach on fringe right-wing media outlets, like a 

creature that grows larger in the depths of the ocean…It felt like a malevolent force in America 

that I couldn’t comprehend, an anger attached to something bigger than Benghazi, the same 

blindness to reason that led people to believe that Barack Obama wasn’t born in the United 

States.” (Rhodes, 2018, p. 245) 
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The June 2014 Libyan election resulted in the GNC maintaining legitimate power, but 

sharing power with a non-Islamist House of Representatives (HOR) that clashed with the 

politically Islamist GNC. With two competing heads of government, militias, and more, the 

country would slide into a civil war, with no apparent end in sight. Moreover, by 2016, Libya 

had over 5,000 ISIS fighters in their country, only compounding to the dysfunction of that state 

and the war with ISIS, the Obama administration would get bogged down with in the President’s 

second term in office (Gordon, 2020). 

 

To conclude this first case study, this thesis does not necessarily agree with many foreign 

policy and U.S. government officials’ argument that military intervention in Libya was wrong 

and/or a “complete disaster.” President Obama listened to all his top official’s voices and even 

lower-level/deputy officials when invited in NSC and other West Wing meetings for input when 

deciding whether to intervene militarily and/or humanitarian protection of the Libyan people 

from a brutal dictator. Obama came up with a smart and safe foreign policy action that would 

prevent “free-riding” from allies and put the U.S. in the position of being a leader in the UNSC 

Resolution sanctioned Libyan intervention that worked almost entirely in protecting 

humanitarian peace. Where the humanitarian/military intervention went wrong and started to fall 

apart was with the “switch” of missions to have U.S.-NATO orders depose Gaddafi, enact a 

regime change, and fail to vet and/or consider other candidates to replace the newly deposed 

dictator. The window between October 2011 (when Gaddafi was killed) and September 2012 

(the Benghazi Terrorist Attack) was 11 months of substantial time for the U.S. and European 

allies to help their Arab allies in figuring out a democratic regime change plan that would be 

beneficial to Libyans since it was the joint U.S.-NATO forces that insisted that Gaddafi “had to 
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go” or else there would be no full and necessary protection of the Libyan people. (Alleblas et al., 

2017) Moreover, the U.S.-NATO forces hunting down Gaddafi without a solid plan in place for 

either side to stay and implement a successful regime change in Libya, showing how foreign 

policy and good intentions can fall apart when you do not have a contingency plan.  

The results were a mostly undeserved public perception backlash by the media, political 

opponents, and the American public. As a result of the “failed” intervention, Obama’s foreign 

policy image would be tarnished, and he felt he had been “burned” by the military and 

humanitarian intervention experience in Libya. Top Obama officials, such as Ben Rhodes and 

Susan Rice, would forever have their political images diminished (Rice, 2019; Rhodes, 2018).  

Rice would acknowledge the failure in Libya, saying “…Libya remains a state without an 

effective government, and an exporter of refugees and instability…I believe the U.S. intervened 

for the right reasons. We made fewer mistakes and paid a far lesser price for our own success 

protecting civilians in Libya…And yet what we left behind is not dissimilar---a fractured state 

without an effective central government, continued factional fighting, a lingering terrorist threat, 

and a source of insecurity in the region…While we and our European partners won the war, we 

failed to try hard enough and early enough to win peace. Whether it could be won at all is a real 

question: but not having given it our best shot, we will never know.” (Rice, 2019, p. 294)  

Rice would also acknowledge her role in the post-Benghazi White House media and 

political image, saying “I always wondered ---Why me? Why was I the one the GOP went after 

when I was a comparatively bit player in the actual Benghazi drama? ...My Fox friend explained 

that individuals make great villains, not organizations or institutions like the State 

Department…I provided Fox ‘an opportunity to introduce a new villain’ plus tons of video which 

provided ‘tremendous fodder’ they could play over and over again. They could not make Obama 
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the perpetual target. They needed someone ‘fresh, unpredictable”…Now that I am a ‘familiar 

villain,’ Fox will continue to use me. Any simple, quick sound bites ‘re-hit a raw nerve’ and it’s 

easy to brand me a ‘liar’ or a ‘leaker’ in perpetuity. A recyclable boogeyman…I should have 

never gone on those Sunday shows that day.” (Rice, 2019, p. 332-4) 

Rhodes would say about the aftermath of Benghazi and the fall of his public and political 

image, “Like a condemned man who thinks he’s going to be exonerated, I walked the hallways 

with a lighter step, telling anyone about what I’d found. Perhaps like Susan after she withdrew 

from consideration for State, I thought the thing would be over. I was wrong. No one who was 

already inclined to insist that we had perpetrated a cover-up on Benghazi was moved by facts 

that told a different story. The vitriol directed at me only intensified, becoming sufficient to 

prompt the Secret Service to patrol the streets around my apartment building in northwest D.C. 

because of the threats of physical violence. It was a new feeling, to have so many people me. 

Worse was the realization that this was never going to be cleared up… I nursed a ball of anger 

deep within me that I kept pushed down---anger at Republicans, anger at the media, anger at the 

realization that I had no control over what people thought of me…We worked in the most 

powerful building in the world yet felt powerless to change the environment around us.” 

(Rhodes, 2018, p. 246-7) 

 

Lastly, if this thesis in the case of Libya, were to consider the political and public 

“stocks” of interventionists (Rice and Rhodes, in particular for their declined public “stocks”), it 

should be noted that the interventionists had a rise of stocks from October 2011 (Gaddafi’s 

death) until late-Summer 2012 (The Benghazi Attack and Ambassador Steven’s death, plus three 

more American lives.) The huge loss of interventionist “stock” due to the negative media and 
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political and public perceptions from Benghazi and later post-regime change failure in Libya 

would create a new environment, that when it came to trusting the foreign policy decision-

making process of his top officials; those who lobbied for the pro-action/pro-humanitarian 

intervention route would have to foolproof their intervention actions plans, for Obama and other 

top U.S. officials that came back for his second term, to be convinced to act in the face of a 

humanitarian crisis, once again.  

 

Case Study #2: 2011 to 2017 Syria U.S. Military Involvement in the Syrian Civil War 

In this second case study, this thesis will examine the curious and depressing case of 

multiple lost opportunities for humanitarian and military intervention in Syria, the Obama 

administration had, and lost out on the chance to become humanitarian peacekeepers for the 

Syrian people, and others affected by the Assad regime. By the time the Obama administration 

became engaged in the Syrian Civil War, the president had decided that he would engage in a 

verbal call for the removal of the Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, and use the verbal threat of 

physical force, instead of direct interventionism that the administration has used in past crises. 

Highlighting the Obama administration’s reluctance to get involved in another regime change 

and not to be involved in another Middle Eastern conflict (Yacoubian, 2017). 

In June 2009, the Obama administration initially tried to “cozy up” to Syria and the 

Assad regime to strengthen Middle Eastern relations and diplomacy between the two countries. 

Those attempts by the U.S. continued up until the Arab Spring. By the Spring of 2011, the 

Obama administration tried to avoid confrontation with the Assad regime and hoped that a 

peaceful resolution could be found (Gordon, 2020). Clinton, who had harkened back to her tone 

of anti-regime change when Hosni Mubarak was receiving calls to step down, in a March 2011 
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TV interview with CBS, she said that she abhorred the violence in Syria, but also said that Assad 

should be given a chance to prove that he is not the humanitarian rights monster that everybody 

thinks he is (Clinton, 2014). Many, including John Kerry, when he was still the chairman of the 

Senate Foreign Relations Committee, met with Assad multiple times and told the public that he 

believed that Assad would build a “good faith” relationship with the U.S. and Obama 

administration and that Syria would change for the better (Bacevich, 2016, Gordon, 2020; Kerry, 

2018; Lynch, 2016). As the Syrian rebellion (eventual civil war) grew throughout the Spring of 

2011, critics of the Obama administration, especially those part of the GOP congressional hoard, 

Senators Liberman, McCain, Rubio and Cardin, called on the Obama administration to “sanction 

and condemn” the Assad regime. The demand and political pressure to act against Assad’s 

regime was, for the most part, not in the name of human rights, but to delegitimize the Obama 

administration and make the Democrats look bad, in front of the media and American public, as 

much as humanly possible (Bacevich, 2016 Gordon, 2020; Lynch, 2016). 
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Figure 2. Transformational Map of the Syrian Civil War (March 2014 to September 2015). 

Source: van Linge, T. (2015). The situation in Syria. Vox. photograph, Vox/Institute for United Conflict 
Analysts. https://www.vox.com/2015/9/5/9265621/syrian-refugee-charts. 

 

Obama continued to ignore the calls for regime change, as to not worry about having to 

involve the American military in Syria, and implement another attempt at regime change, as he 

was busy with Libya and searching for Gaddafi and did not want to be tied down to another 

open-ended deployment in the Middle East. On May 19, Obama made a speech about transitions 

to democracy, hinting at the Arab Spring countries and the Assad Regime, but not outright call 

for his regime to change or leave, by saying “…the future of Syria is determined by the people” 

(Gordon, 2020, p. 210). By the Summer of 2011, Assad was only getting worse, and National 

Deputy Security Advisor Ben Rhodes suggested that a moral stance be taken  because he knew 

that Assad would never back down. Clinton was on board, and the Treasury Department drew up 

sanctions (Rhodes, 2018). However, there is was still no official plan to force Assad out of 

power. The U.S./Obama administration figured that his time was limited before he became the 
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next deposed Middle Eastern dictator. This was the prevailing belief among Syrian experts, as 

well. Obama was skeptical that Assad would step down at all, but accepted to join allies in 

support, if they all supported the call for Assad to step down from power (Rice, 2019). 

 In August, German Chancellor Merkel, French President Nicolas Sarkozy, and Prime 

Minister David Cameron of the U.K agreed to issue their own “joint call” for Assad to resign. 

The White House released a statement for Assad to step down from power, and U.S. foreign 

policy decisions about Syria; they now reached a point of no return (Bacevich, 2016; Gordon, 

2020; Lynch, 2016). Obama rejected the notion that calling out dictators about human rights 

violations and requesting they step down from power meant the U.S. was obligated to invade a 

country and try to install democratic regime change. However for the Obama administration to 

call for the departure of Assad six months after his violence began, and doing so while still being 

involved in Libya and trying to depose Gaddafi, gave a glimmer of “false hope” to the Syrian 

opposition fighters and civilians that assumed the U.S. would shift their foreign policy actions to 

help them out and ensure regime change in Syria, as well.   

Now that the U.S. had called for Assad’s departure in Syria, how would they achieve it? 

As mentioned previously, Obama was still stuck in the Libyan conflict quagmire and did not 

want to get involved in any more never-ending Middle Eastern “freedom fighting” operations. 

Many officials in the Pentagon and the intelligence community who had not been excited about 

the Libya intervention in the first place were now even more reluctant to get involved in Syria. 

Robert Gate’s famous quote about asking if he could “…finish the two wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan before starting another Libya” (Gates, 2015; Gordon, 2020, p. 212), before his 

retirement from the Obama administration in June 2011, showed that members of the DOD 

(Department of Defense) and rest of the intelligence community, including Gate’s successor, 
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Leon Panetta, were not at all excited about the prospect of having to spend military resources and 

potentially deploy troops to another Middle Eastern geopolitical mess. Researchers in the 

Pentagon did not see a viable way of getting rid of Assad, short of going to war. The new 

chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Martin Dempsey, warned that the no fly-zone option that 

had managed to be working for Libya would not be for Syria because of their more sophisticated 

Air Force and air defense requiring the presence of ground troops (Gordon, 2020). At the State 

Department, Hillary Clinton faced political pressure from diplomatic aides to support moderate 

and “friendly” Syrian rebels before Islamist extremists take over opposition forces in Syria and 

connect with other terrorist groups from neighboring countries. Clinton, who was still dealing 

with harsh criticism from Republicans in Congress in the aftermath of the Libyan intervention, 

chose to support military involvement in Syria (Bacevich; 2016; Clinton; 2014; Gordon, 2020; 

Lynch, 2016). 

Clinton would say in regard to her initial views on intervention in Syria, “…I could not 

predict every step to come, and I knew it would be a mistake to minimize the challenges Syrians 

would face after Assad. But I was sure about one thing: if we did not begin a peace process, the 

endgame would be grim indeed.” (Clinton, 2014, p. 380) 

There was a sharp divide in the Obama administration between those in the pro-action 

and intervention camp versus those anti-action and intervention. Experts on Syria and people 

who worked in Syria were more “gung-ho” about the need for action of any kind in Syria. Those 

on the NSC’s security team asked how action could be taken against Gaddafi and not Assad 

versus the administration’s “principal” team and Obama, who were focused on not getting 

involved in anymore Middle Eastern humanitarian intervention and regime change 

complications, as their worries surrounding individual political and public “stock” intensified at 
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the prospect of another failed humanitarian intervention plan that proposed and enacted upon. 

Moreover, they were still handling the aftereffects of the political anarchy happening in Libya 

following the NATO bombardment, and were not sure that a better result could be achieved in 

Syria (Gordon, 2020). 

However, an alternate plan to direct U.S. military involvement in Syria was presented to 

the president in August 2012. The plan, explained by CIA director David Petraeus, and 

supported by Clinton, Dempsey, and Panetta, gave the President the option of arming and 

training Syrian opposition forces, non-extremist and moderate in political orientation, to fight 

against the Assad regime (Clinton, 2014). Immediately, Obama and the U.S. Ambassador to the 

United Nations, Susan Rice, were skeptical about the cost, money, time, and ultimate success of 

the plan, because of the U.S.’s previous forays into arming and training opposition forces, those 

forces failing, and weapons ending up in terrorist hands (Rice, 2019). However, Clinton and 

Petraeus argued back that training up a non-extremist rebel force would not be a pure waste of 

time dumping money and weapons into Syria, but to train fighters that have a chance at fighting 

the Assad regime and convincing him that there would be too much international and local 

oppositional powers against him for a military victory and force him to resign from power 

(Clinton, 2014). Clinton, Petraeus, and Panetta believed that withholding weapons from the rebel 

fighters only made them more vulnerable to Assad’s military wrath and/or the possibility of 

linking up with extremist militia/terrorist groups to gain protections and weapons to fight against 

the Assad regime (Clinton, 2014). Deputy Secretary of State William Burns also agreed with 

Clinton, Petraeus, and Panetta, and said they should show Assad that his military and political 

options would narrow the longer conflict, while managing rebel fighters and turning them into a 
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functioning, fighting source with U.S training and weapons, to keep the fight going against 

Assad (Bacevich, 2016; Clinton, 2014; Gordon, 2020; Lynch, 2016). 

Even though the proposed plan had a considerable support from his top advisors, Obama, 

still was skeptical about the plan, and rejected it. He determined that it was too risky for weapons 

to fall into enemy hands and did not believe that a “ragtag” group of oppositional fighters could 

put a dent in Assad’s army, who were also being sponsored by his powerful allies, Iran and 

Russia. Even more, when Obama asked the CIA to explore historical examples of supply 

finances, arms, and training to oppositional forces, that ended up working well for U.S. interests, 

there were scarce few examples of success (Bacevich, 2016; Clinton, 2014; Gordon, 2020; 

Lynch, 2016). Obama at that point, felt the public and political pressure from GOP opponents 

about interventionism, getting Assad out of power, and hoped to scapegoat Obama for another 

failed foreign intervention, and that would make him, his cabinet, and Democrats look politically 

incompetent and weak, just in time for presidential and congressional elections that November. 

Obama did not want to be deemed a “failure,” and a “war hawk,” for another failed regime 

change, after having listened and been politically pressured to intervene in Libya by his top 

advisors, and supported a limited humanitarian intervention to “save” the Libyan people, that 

ended up turning into a regime change mission to get rid of Gaddafi. Moreover, the turmoil that 

came with that power and security vacuum, U.S. and NATO forces helped create there. 

Therefore, any pro- Syrian intervention plans that did not have a failsafe, or could potentially 

make the administration look bad, would be rejected to protect the president’s and 

administration’s foreign policy “image” (Bacevich, 2016; Gordon, 2020; Lynch, 2016; Rhodes, 

2018). 
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The Petraeus plan would be seen as one of many “missed opportunities” by Obama’s 

critics to act against the Assad regime and help take him out of power before the rebellion in 

Syria became a full-blown civil war. Clinton herself pointed out later into the conflict that not 

training protestors and opposition forces against Assad left a huge opportunity for jihadist 

terrorist groups to recruit those people into their fighting forces (Clinton, 2014; Gordon, 2020). 

However, Ben Rhodes countered that argument by saying even if they had given funding, 

training, and weapons to small batches of rebel and oppositional forces in Syria, there was no 

way they could have stood a chance against the Assad regime’s Iranian and Russian trained and 

supported military forces (Gordon, 2020; Rhodes, 2018). Moreover, as Clinton had stated 

previously, the goal of arming and training rebel fighters was not for them to physically defeat 

Assad and his forces, but to weaken the regime through long fights and wars and then break his 

political “sway,” and force him to resign or negotiate his power (Bacevich; 2016, Clinton, 2014; 

Gordon, 2020; Lynch, 2016). Knowing now, in 2020, the lengths Assad has taken to still stay in 

power in Syria, it is unlikely that a rebel forces training program would have made a 

considerable difference against Assad, even in late 2012.  

Next, the U.S. tried to implement diplomatic approaches to get Assad out of power, 

including trying to convince Russia, a close ally of Syria’s, that he needed to be replaced. An 

UN-sponsored meeting in Geneva during the Summer of 2012 included France, Germany, the 

U.K, Italy, the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Turkey, Iraq, Kuwait, the EU, China, and the Arab 

League, as participants to discuss a power-sharing proposal created by former UN secretary-

general Kofi Annan (Clinton, 2014; Rice, 2019). Iran, Syria’s other prominent ally/regime 

supporter, was excluded from the meetings at the U.S.’s insistence to prevent secondary regional 

disputes from occurring and the fear that if Iran participated, they would never agree with the 
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U.S.’s plan of Assad’s negotiated exit from office. The plan called for a coalition government of 

unity that did not necessarily oust Assad, but called for a mix of current Syrian government 

officials, opposition, and other group leaders, but would exclude leaders that would jeopardize 

peace and reconciliation in Syria, in not so masked terms, Assad (Clinton, 2014; Rice, 2019). 

Clinton and other U.S. diplomats would fight with Russian diplomatic representatives to accept 

the “mutual consent” agreement that would force Assad to agree to leave office because 

oppositional forces were unwilling to accept him remaining in power. However, the Russians did 

not relent (Clinton, 2014; Rice, 2019). By the end of the meeting/negotiations, there was no text 

demanding that Assad step down from power or Annan’s proposal to exclude anyone who would 

try to sabotage negotiations for a new Syrian government (Gordon, 2020; Yacoubian, 2017). The 

Obama administration and allies underestimated President Vladimir Putin and the Russian 

resolve to Assad in power in order to promote their interests of establishing themselves as power 

players in the Middle East and as punishment for “tricking” them into inadvertently supporting 

the UNSC Resolution 1973, and further U.S. Middle Eastern power grab plans and regime 

change in Libya. Moreover, if Assad somehow managed to lose power, he and the Kremlin did 

not want the U.S. and allies to implement a democratic regime change in Syria and have it ruled 

by a pro-Western, democratic leader and government (Gordon, 2020; Yacoubian 2017). 

 Many analysts and experts failed to count for Assad’s resilient personality and the 

regime in Syria. Unlike Egypt and Tunisia, whose autocratic dictators left power relatively 

peacefully, or Gaddafi, who resisted but did not have any key allies to rely on, Syria and Assad 

were in a league of its own, partly because the regime is run by a ruling minority (Alawite 

Muslims, a sect of Shia Islam) and had continuously used intimidation, manipulation, and 

violence to keep other minorities to support their regime and not side with the Sunni majority 
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population (Gordon, 2020; Yacoubian, 2017). Those that continued to underestimate Assad and 

Syria, including the Obama administration, would be made to regret it. 

 

John Kerry, who would become U.S. Secretary of State after Hillary Clinton left the 

administration in February 2013, engaged heavily with the diplomatic tools at his disposal to 

engage with allies and opposition forces on how to get Assad out of power. Kerry consistently 

argued for U.S. intervention in Syria, along with much of the State Department, even though 

Obama and other top NSC officials disagreed with/did not want to take the risk of another 

Middle Eastern intervention disaster (Kerry, 2018). However, compared to Obama’s post-Libya 

hardened “realist” viewpoint, Kerry was an idealist and optimist, who was convinced that U.S. 

military power could be used effectively to bolster diplomacy to help the Syrian people (Gordon, 

2020; Kerry, 2018). 

When it came to U.S. foreign policy debate over Syria, Kerry, along with other top State 

Department officials, including Deputy Secretary Williams Burns and Undersecretary for 

Political Affairs Wendy Sherman, would argue vociferously for greater U.S. engagement in 

Syria versus Obama and top NSC and White House officials, Chief of Staff Dennis McDonough 

and National Security Advisor Susan Rice, who argued that more engagement would lead to a 

path of war (Gordon, 2020). Kerry, CIA Director John Brennan, and U.S. Ambassador Samantha 

Power made arguments that the U.S. should take more action, whether that meant giving 

weapons to rebels (similar to the previously mentioned “Petraeus Plan,”) launch airstrikes on key 

Syrian military bases, and/or establish safe zones for civilians (Kerry, 2018; Rice, 2019). Those 

on the opposite side, McDonough, Secretary of Defense Ash Carter, and Chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs Martin Dempsey, and later Joe Dunford, although morally pained by the Syrian people’s 
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suffering, did not see how it would be in the U.S’s and Obama administration’s best interests to 

push for deeper U.S. military involvement, and ultimately, a humanitarian intervention mission 

to “save” the Syrian people, as had been done in Libya (Gordon, 2020). 

Obama himself wanted to help the Syrian people as well, but could not find a policy or 

option that would change the tide or stop the Assad’s regime violence against his citizens 

completely, and the consequences of losing congressional and public support, if he did decide to 

intervene militarily and failed (Gordon, 2020; Kerry, 2018; Power; 2019; Rice, 2019). However, 

Obama had not given up on Syria completely and still called policy meetings to figure out what 

non-intervention factors could “speed up” Assad’s departure. Everything from the direct use of 

military force and covert actions to adding more sanctions and launching more diplomatic 

initiatives were considered (Rhodes, 2018). The option for implementing no-fly zones was high 

on the list, with many congressional supporters and administration officials arguing that it could 

tip the opposition forces the edge in the fight and save civilian lives. However, Obama remained 

skeptical of the costs, it’s effectiveness, and the potential to escalate the conflict. Chairman 

Dempsey argued that a no-fly zone over Syria and the technological capabilities needed to 

establish it would cost the U.S. billions of dollars per month for a year (Gordon, 2020). The 

“unintended consequences of our action” (Gordon, 2020, p. 224), as Dempsey warned to 

congressmen on the Armed Services Committee, that should Assad’s regime collapse, and there 

is no viable democratic opposition leader (similar to what happened in Libya), chemical weapons 

could fall into the hands of extremists and terrorists. Moreover, even if Obama approved the use 

of no-fly zones, his critics would demand that he do more and implement more strikes or commit 

additional air and ground military forces in Syria, getting him stuck in another Middle Eastern 

quagmire (Gordon, 2020).  
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On June 13, 2013, the Obama administration announced that it would increase non-lethal 

assistance to Syrian oppositional fighting forces (Yacoubian, 2017). Rumors of chemical 

weapons being used by the Assad regime against civilians triggered this step because Obama 

said he would intervene in Syria if chemical weapons were used against Syrian citizens, as he 

had stated in an August 2012 speech, and to show Congress and the American public that in the 

face of human rights abuses, the administration was committed to helping the Syrian people 

(Gordon, 2020). That action also opened up previously closed financial and military support 

streams to finance covert training and arming of Syrian rebel fighters (Gordon, 2020; Rice, 

2019). However, August 21 would become the critical “D-Day,” foreign policy decision making 

time for the President and his administration on whether to intervene or stay out of Syria. On that 

day, the Assad regime launched sarin gas against opposition forces in Damascus, killing over 

1,400 people. This attack was conclusively a chemical attack (Yacoubian, 2017). It crossed one 

of the “Red Line” parameters (the use of chemical weapons) he had laid out in his speech, 

therefore allowing for preparations for being made for U.S military strikes to be made against 

chemical weapons facilities in Syria (Bacevich; 2016, Gordon, 2020; Lynch, 2016; Yacoubian, 

2017). 

 However, those plans would take a sudden change when on August 29, the British 

Parliament failed to support Prime Minister David Cameron’s proposal for U.K. participation in 

the military strikes (Power; 2019; Rice, 2019). After confirming with French President Francois 

Hollande that he still had his support to join the U.S. in military action against Syria, Obama 

“gaged the mood” of a mixed group of Principal and Deputy administration officials. Vice 

President Joe Biden, National Security Advisor Susan Rice, Homeland Security Advisor Lisa 

Monaco, U.S. Deputy National Security Advisor for Strategic Communications Ben Rhodes, and 



 48 

Director of European Affairs at the National Security Council Karen Donfried, all agreed that 

military strikes should go ahead even without U.K military support (Gordon 2020). 

 Final preparations were made for the military strikes; however, President Obama had 

second thoughts at the last minute and decided to request congressional authorization under the 

“War Powers Resolution” to undertake military action (Gordon, 2020; Rice, 2018). There are a 

multitude of reasons why Obama would make a last-minute decision to ask for congressional 

authorization instead of going ahead with the military strikes. 

 First, UN weapons inspector teams that confirmed chemical weapons were still on the 

ground in Syria and at risk. Second, a missile strike was not going to destroy all of Assad’s 

chemical weapons necessarily. If he survives limited U.S. missile strikes, he might come back 

politically stronger and putting the U.S. towards a “slippery slope” path of prolonged military 

engagement in Syria. Third, without the involvement of U.K. military forces, there are domestic 

and international “red-flags” on the basis and legality of the military strikes. Fourth, if, as a result 

of the military strikes, “safe zones” were established to protect Syrian citizens and refugees, how 

much military ground personnel, weaponry, and finances, would be needed to monitor and run 

these “safe zones?” Fifth, Obama, while running as a presidential candidate, had positioned 

himself as someone that took congressional backing on the use of military force and limits of 

presidential military authority and power very seriously (Gordon, 2020). 

 Susan Rice heavily disagreed with the President’s decision to ask for congressional 

authorization, noting that there had already been a public commitment to use military force in 

Syria and hold the Assad regime accountable and that allies and resources were ready to proceed 

with the plan. (Rice, 2019)  Moreover, the administration could be seen as being “inactive” with 

Syria, as the Clinton administration was with Rwanda, and then blamed by experts, enemies, and 
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the American public, alike, for not doing more. Lastly, she argued that Congress would never 

allow authorization because of partisan biases and the GOP-stronghold on the U.S. House of 

Representatives, which would do anything to degrade and weaken the Obama administration, the 

Democratic Party (Rice, 2019). If Rice had not been the lone dissenter among key officials or 

had regained the political (and persuasion) clout she had lost after the Benghazi attacks and her 

character assassination, maybe Obama would have heeded her advice and gone ahead with the 

military strikes. As a result, maybe Obama would have heeded her advice and gone ahead with 

the military strikes. However, it is unlikely that the president, once realizing the domestic and 

legal risks he would be taking by going ahead with the strikes, did not want to risk his personal 

and foreign policy image that had already been damaged enough by media, Congress, and critics 

for his role in Libya, and therefore proceed with asking for congressional authorization to deploy 

military strikes in Syria.  

By September 2013, it became clear that the Obama administration did not have the votes 

for congressional authorization, and seized the chance to work with Russia on a proposal to 

eliminate Assad’s chemical weapons stockpile if plans for U.S. military action were stopped 

(Kerry, 2018). Many foreign policy experts and former Obama administration officials would 

call this the “what if” or “only if” moment (Gordon, 2020). Many critics would pick on this 

moment not to proceed with military strikes as a “lame duck” moment for the president and see it 

as a “strike” against his foreign policy stances, by failing to adhere to the “Red Line” warning 

against Assad (Gordon, 2020). Even though John Kerry himself, had agreed with Obama to ask 

Congress for authorization of the use of airstrikes in Syria, he would later write that he thought 

the military strikes could have created a diplomatic opening to bring more allies and other 

countries to force Assad out from power, while also weakening Assad’s protection from Iran and 
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Russia, and causing them doubts, especially for Russia if they want to continue supporting Assad 

(Kerry, 2018). 

Moreover, Russia would be open to a negotiated exit and creating a transitional 

government, similar to Kofi Annan’s UN proposal. Most of all, the strikes would prevent Assad 

from using more chemical weapons to harm citizens (Gordon, 2020; Kerry, 2018). However, 

critics of Kerry and supporters of Obama’s decision to not go through with the military strikes 

would say that limited airstrikes would not have virtually destroyed all of the Assad regime’s 

chemical weapons and would likely not have done enough to force him out of power. As seen in 

Libya, even though multiple airstrikes destroyed the country’s air defense system and was a 

warning to Gaddafi to step down/resign from power, Gaddafi managed to be on the run and fight 

for another eight months. Those targets were much easier to destroy than Syria’s would have 

been because of greater defensive and technological capabilities assistance from Iran and Russia 

(Gordon, 2020; Yacoubian, 2020). Donald Trump’s administration in April 2017 and April 2018 

would show that even with limited airstrikes in Syria, it did not alter Assad’s hold on power at 

all, therefore, laying reasonable doubt of Obama’s planned military airstrikes leading to a 

successful outcome for U.S. and human rights interests. However, for Syrian interventionists, it 

showed that the U.S. could carry out airstrikes with no U.S. casualties, even with the Russian-

improved Syrian air defenses, that had not yet been upgraded when President Obama decided not 

to enforce the “Red Line” (Gordon, 2020). 

Through September of 2013, John Kerry worked tirelessly with Russian Foreign Minister 

Sergey Lavrov (President Obama worked covertly with President Putin) to create a framework 

agreement titled “Framework for Elimination of Syrian Chemical Weapons,” which called for 

the elimination of all Syrian chemical weapons stockpiles by mid-2014 (Kerry, 2018). The 
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agreement was revised and passed by the UNSC as United Nations Security Council Resolution 

2118, where a joint United Nations and Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons 

(OPCW) mission in Syria would be established, allowing access to UN and OPCW inspectors to 

go to former chemical weapons sites, to make sure all of the stockpiles had been destroyed 

(Kerry, 2018). If the resolution was violated, there would be a need for the UNSC to adopt a 

second resolution for approval of military action against Syria. Syria (with approval from Putin 

and Russia) agreed to the terms of the resolution. As a result, over 1,000 tons of chemical 

weapons were destroyed. The majority of Assad’s chemical stockpile was estimated to have been 

destroyed (Kerry, 2018). At the time considered as a nice consolation prize for human rights, and 

a small success for the Obama administrations, minor violations of the act in terms of chemical 

weapon storage and a chemical attack on the Syrian city of Douma, in April 2018, would 

dampen the legacy of this resolution (Deutsch, 2017; Gaouette, 2018). 

 

By mid-2014, it would become apparent to the Obama administration that U.S. foreign 

policy would not be successful in deposing Assad. The long time musing and eventual goals of 

the administration to prop up political moderate, Syrian opposition force fighter to effectively 

damage Assad’s military forces was all but a pipe dream. The opposition forces were made up of 

over 1,500 armed non-state actors that held different allegiances to other Arab client states 

(Saudi Arabia, UAE, Qatar, and Turkey, for example), had their respective goals, rivalries, and 

better offers of recruitment from extremist groups (Gordon; 2020). John Kerry and others would 

try to help coordinate the opposition’s Supreme Military Council (SMC) fighters into cohesive 

fighting units by providing them with financing and weapons. However, those groups would take 

advantage of the Obama administration’s funding and support to support proxies. The 



 52 

administration would not cut ties with these groups in fear of losing a key opposition force ally 

(Gordon, 2020; Kerry, 2018). 

In September 2015, with opposition/rebel forces having an extremist majority and heavy 

weapons, Russia responded to protect its ally/proxy and deploy ground and air forces to destroy 

opposition forces (Gordon, 2020). What many expected to occur finally did, Russia flexing its 

military strength in the Middle East, to show the extent of its power on the world stage, and to 

prevent Assad from being deposed. Russia proved that it was willing to enter into a counter-

escalation battle with the U.S., which the Obama administration was not prepared or wanted to 

do. Therefore, the chances of ending Assad’s regime of terror were closer to nil because the long 

bounced around the possibility of deploying a no-fly zone would mean having to deal with a 

fully supported Russian air defense and ground forces defending the Assad regime’s top military 

assets (Gordon, 2020; Kerry, 2018; Rice; 2019).  

Even with U.S. humanitarian and military intervention prospects close to dead, Kerry 

would continue to tirelessly advocate for U.S. military strikes to strike fear into the heart of 

Assad and try to advance diplomatic partnerships to see if any joint coalitions could be formed or 

resolutions passed (Kerry, 2018). By that time, Obama transitioned U.S. foreign policy 

motivations in Syria from taking Assad out of power to destroying the radical Islamic terrorist 

group, ISIS, and was “not pleased” with Kerry’s actions (Gordon, 2020; Kerry, 2018). In June 

2016, several State Department employees (including diplomats) used a “dissent channel,” to 

argue for more hardline U.S.-led diplomatic policies against Syria and the Assad regime. There 

were calls for U.S. military interventions with air and ground forces, including the option of 

enforced cease-fires, and do whatever diplomatically possible to force the Assad regime to 

negotiate an end to his violence against citizens and opposition forces (Gordon, 2020; Kerry; 
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2018). The disappointment of State Department officials in the lack of U.S. humanitarian and 

military intervention was understandable. As many of them traveled overseas and were part of 

the Foreign Service, they got first-hand accounts of victim’s statements and are witnesses to the 

atrocities committed by the Assad regime, and therefore compared to the NSC and other 

intelligence groups, felt that there was an urgent need for any action plan to take out Assad, and 

therefore would be willing to publicly pressure the President and the administration through any 

channels and means necessary, as was also seen with the internal memo signed by 51 State 

Department diplomats that were posted in the “dissent channel” showing the political pressure 

battle between the White House and the State Department (including Kerry who publicly agreed 

with the “dissent channel” statement) that finally reached a breaking point, causing more damage 

to the foreign policy reputation of President Obama (Gordon, 2020; Landler, 2016; Landler, 

2016). 

By the Summer of 2016, the Assad regime, with the help of Russian airpower, deployed 

an air assault on the northern Syrian city of Aleppo to take it back from oppositional fighting 

forces (Gordon, 2020; Kerry, 2018; Power, 2019; Yacoubian, 2017). The Obama administration 

would get into the same old song and dance about policy options but would reach a stalemate or 

what this thesis would call a “paralysis analysis” moment. With too many options to consider, 

the brain overthinks and becomes overwhelmed; thereby, choosing to do nothing at all. Kerry, 

John Brennan, and Samantha Power continued fighting for the U.S. to support airstrikes and 

supply weapons for opposition forces. However, Obama, firm in his “realist” stance refused to 

take military action. In Obama’s mind, there was no scenario for a limited military intervention 

to destroy Syrian military assets and defenses, in the name of humanitarian protection, without 

escalating tensions with both Assad and Putin, would force Obama to fight another Middle 
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Eastern war with a Russian proxy that would not relent in an endless and unwinnable war 

(Gordon, 2020; Kerry, 2018; Power, 2019). 

The Obama administration’s final months in 2016 continued its focus on the ongoing 

campaign against ISIS, providing and supporting Syrian refugees with humanitarian assistance, 

along with peacemaking relationships with Syria’s neighbors, and attempts to negotiate with 

Russia to de-escalate the Syrian Civil War by imposing orders of cease-fires. The administration 

eventually came around to the reality that the removal of Assad could not be the focus of their 

U.S. foreign policy efforts. Instead, it was downgraded and shifted to, “How do we work with 

Assad to protect Syrian citizen’s human rights?” Furthermore, following that action plan. Thus, 

ending the possibility of a regime change happening in Syria during the Obama administration 

(Gordon, 2020; Kerry, 2018; Power, 2019). 

To conclude this case study, by the time President Obama faced his “only-if” moment 

with the Syrian chemical weapons “Red Line” decision to use U.S. military action against Syria 

or not, he was facing immense public pressure from the media to act, immense political pressure 

from outspoken GOP congress members to intervene in Syria and wait for the administration’s 

eventual failure, and political pressure from many members of his inner political cabinet to 

intervene. Obama, having learnt his lesson of regime change failures from  the aftermath of the 

Benghazi Attack (and the subsequent character assassinations of members of in his cabinet), was 

aware of the low humanitarian intervention “stock” the administration and its officials held and 

decided to ask for congressional authorization (whether out of a moment of brilliant clarity or 

sheer panic), and delay the approval of military strikes, because he knew once he started what 

many could determine to be an “act of war” there would be no turning back. For the sake of his 

foreign policy image and not being remembered as a “war hawk” president, like his predecessor, 
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many would say that he made the “realist” and right choice in deciding and doing what was 

necessary to protect U.S. interests and not becoming the “humanitarian war hawk” or 

“democratic regime change chaser” that many of his critics accused him of being. However, 

Obama’s decision not to militarily act against the Assad’s regime use of chemical weapons 

against civilians gave Assad a pass to stay in power and continue his actions, as long as he gave 

up his chemical weapons stockpile. By not intervening, the Syrian conflict would grow into the 

Syrian Civil War that would cause out of Syria’s 22 million people pre-war population, 13.5 

million to be displaced and requiring humanitarian assistance near the end of the Obama 

administration’s second term, leading to a migrant crisis of  Syrians seeking asylum in refugee 

camps in Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt, and other countries (Howe, 2016). Now, the blame 

should not fall entirely on the Obama administration’s actions of limited non-military 

intervention in Syria, but Obama and administrations officials will continue to be criticized for 

their lack of “action” and falling to take the “arc of the moral universe” (Graham, 2015) (the 

Martin Luther King Jr. quote the president loves to cite when examining the many injustices in 

the world), into their own hands, and force it towards justice.  

 

Case Study #3: 2014 U.S. Humanitarian Intervention in Iraq against Yazidi 

Genocide 

This final case study will go into broader depth on how the Obama administration’s hope 

and plan of undertaking an R2P (Responsibility to Protect) mission that would be exact in its 

application of humanitarian intervention and limited in the scope of long-term commitment, 

failed miserably in the case of the Syrian Civil War, the previous case study, but, succeeded, in 

the case of Iraq and the Yazidis in 2014.  
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The Yazidi people, a Kurdish-speaking religious minority group, have lived in the 

northwestern Iraq mountains for centuries. They primarily concentrated in areas close to Mosul 

and the Kurdish-majority population Dohuk. The Yazidis are similar to other Kurdish sects and 

consider themselves ethnically Kurdish but have different religious beliefs from their Sunni 

Kurdish counterparts (TJGW, 2020). The Yazidis follow a religion called Yezidism, which is a 

mix of spirituality, Islam, and other polytheistic religions. Due to the Yazidi’s unique religious 

beliefs and practices, they have been an isolated religious minority in Iraq and have been branded 

as heretics by a majority Muslim population. Due to Yazidi culture’s belief that a soul is 

reincarnated after death, the group has been accused of devil worshippers since the 16th and 17th 

centuries. Since the accusations, a history of violence against the Yazidi people has been 

perpetrated by Ottoman, Kurdish and Muslim settlers, with thousands of Yazidi people, if not 

more, being exterminated over the centuries (TJGW, 2020). 

On August 3, 2014, ISIS fighters attacked Sinjar in northwest Iraq, where a Yazidi 

community inhabited. Media reports soon came out about the carnage of violence perpetrated 

against the Sinjar Yazidis. Men and boys were executed, women and girls were raped, killed, or 

sold into sexual slavery, and young boys were forced to become child soldiers for ISIS. There is 

a rough estimate of 10,000 Yazidis that were kidnapped and/or killed during this time. ISIS 

fighters from Iraq and Syria infiltrated the Sinjar region as it is located near the Iraqi-Syrian 

border. ISIS had taken control of Mosul and surrounded Sinjar and made small attacks on small 

towns near and/or on the side of Mount Sinjar. Iraqi Kurds, who were supposed to protect the 

Yazidis, withdrew and abandoned them, leaving the mountain villages virtually defenseless. The 

most the Yazidis could do was try and escape up the mountain to higher peaks and hope ISIS 

fighters would not chase them up there (TJGW, 2020). Unfortunately, the Yazidis were not able 
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to escape from the ISIS fighters and were captured by them. However, with the help of U.S. and 

Iraqi airstrikes, Syrian Kurdish forces were able to rescue survivors of the genocide. 

Nevertheless, there were still thousands of Yazidis trapped on higher ground and running out of 

food, water, and oxygen. Those on the lower were rounded up by ISIS and exterminated. The 

chaotic, but controlled method of ISIS fighter’s onslaught against the Yazidi people in just a few 

short days, would get it adequately labeled as a genocide by the UN in 2016 (TJGW, 2020). 

 

 

Figure 3. Map of Mount Sinjar and Yazidi Genocide Timeline (August 2014). 

Source: Yezidis International (YI) (2014). Sinjar/Iraq Up Close. Yezidis International (YI). photograph. 
http://www.yezidisinternational.org/articles/maps/. 

 

Compared to Libya in the previous case study, President Obama was quick to react and 

help the Yazidis people when it became evident to the international community that they were 

being hunted down and exterminated by ISIS forces. The “usual suspects” when it came to 
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whom critics and political enemies would call the “bleeding war hawks” pro-humanitarian 

stances among the Obama administration officials and had been promoted during Obama’s 

second term and team transition. It is crucial to note, that even though the “stock” of several 

interventionists who had been involved in Libya, again, Rice and Rhodes, as noted in the first 

case study. President Obama chose to ignore the face value of their low public “stock”, and 

chose to value and raise their political “stock” by keeping them in the same powerful position 

they were in the previous term and/or promoting them to an even more important and powerful 

position. Samantha Power was now United States Ambassador to the UN, after having been the 

first head of the new APB; Susan Rice was now NSC advisor; John Kerry was now Secretary of 

State; Ben Rhodes remained in a powerful speechwriting and communications position. These 

officials and others advocated for the use of U.S. military aircraft to begin airdropping supplies 

to the stranded Yazidi people and conduct airstrikes on ISIS targets. The airstrikes would allow 

the cover to stranded Syrian Kurdish ground forces and create a path for the trapped Yazidis to 

escape into Kurdistan (Rhodes, 2018; Rice, 2019). President Obama declared publicly, “When 

we have the unique capabilities to help avert a massacre, then I believe the United States of 

American cannot turn a blind eye. We can act carefully and responsibly to prevent a potential act 

of genocide. That’s what we’re doing on the mountain.” (Rice, 2019, p. 511-512)  

On August 7, with President Obama’s quick foreign policy decision to help the Yazidis 

through U.S. airstrikes and humanitarian aid, it is estimated that he saved around 30,000 people 

from imminent harm and death, in a conflict that ended just days later on August 14, with ISIS 

forces driven out of the Sinjar mountain region. (Rice, 2019) During that week of military action, 

on August 8, Obama declared that the systematic slaughter of the Yazidi people by ISIS forces 

was genocide (Noack, 2014). 
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Obama made a clear and concise statement, so no one could be unsure on where he stood 

on protecting helpless world citizens. He had no fear of public or political perception and 

pressure because he knew that he made the right foreign policy decision. It is also important to 

note that a key reason for the decision to intervene to save the Yazidis in Iraq was because of the 

temporarily lowered political “stock” that  many non-interventionists (most notably Dennis 

McDonough and President Obama, himself) had incurred due to the backlash of failing to 

enforce the “Red Line” in Syria, the interventionists (Kerry, Power, Rhodes, and more) won the 

argument to help the Yazidis, to promote human rights protection and the Obama 

administration’s foreign policy “stock.” On August 9, the president officially authorizes airstrike 

attacks to protect the Yazidi people along with Americans and other Iraqi minorities. 

Along with the airstrikes, the U.S. airdropped almost 4,000 gallons of water and over 

16,000 MREs (Meals Ready to Eat) (Carter, Tawfeeq, & Starr, 2014). On August 10, U.S. 

military forces carried out five additional airstrikes on armed vehicles and other weapons, 

allowing up to 30,000 Yazidis to flee from Mount Sinjar into Syria and be rescued by Kurdish 

forces (Siddique, 2014). On the 13th, the U.S. and British Special Air Service troops gather 

intelligence and wait to free nearly 30,0000 still in the Mount Sinjar area. Additional U.S. 

military personnel were deployed to the area and provide a report for President Obama (Chulov 

et al., 2014). On August 14, The Pentagon tells Obama that U.S. personnel concluded that the 

rescue mission/operation is no longer needed. There, no longer being enough Yazidi people 

exposed to the elements, dehydration, and hunger on Mount Sinjar. Therefore, the operation is 

complete (DeYoung & Whitlock, 2014) (Sly & Whitlock, 2014). 

What made this humanitarian intervention experience so different from and considered a 

“success” what was seen and analyzed in the previous case studies of Libya and Syria? Why 
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would Obama risk getting into another war with Iraq and dragging the American people into 

even more never-ending Middle Eastern wars?  

First, it should be considered that by August 2014, Obama is in his second term of office 

and does not have to worry about re-election as he did during the early years of the Arab Spring 

and when the Libyan and Syrian crises (and later civil wars) started (Rhodes, 2018). Obama still 

faced public and political pressure from outspoken GOP congressional members and the media 

that criticized his “over focus” on foreign policy versus domestic issues, but then he would be 

criticized for a “lack of action” in foreign policy decision-making when it came to Syria and the 

dreaded “Red Line” (Gordon, 2020). 

 With a little over two years left in office, it seems that Obama eschewed the public 

pressure and criticism he knew he would always receive, trusted his judgment and allowed the 

“heart”/“idealist” and internationalist humanitarian intervention side of Barack Obama to choose 

moral good versus protecting U.S. foreign policy interests and the appeal of the public 

(Goldberg, 2016).  

Next, when it came to political pressure and who gained and lost influence and respect 

after the failed Libyan military intervention and the failure to act in Syria; because many of 

Obama’s second term team went through that public pressure and foreign policy gauntlet of the 

Arab Spring and decided to stay in the administration instead of leaving, there seemed to be a 

mutual respect between Obama and those staffers, especially those that had been in actual 

military wars like John Kerry, and then those like Power, Rice, and Rhodes, that were treated the 

worst by the media and U.S. Congress, because of their pro- humanitarian interventionist 

stances, and physical appearances of being ethnic minorities (Rhodes is Jewish, while Power is a 

woman, and Rice is a woman and a person of color) (Rice, 2019). So, they understood, like 
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Obama, what it meant to be attacked for their physical characteristics versus their intellect or 

character. Thus showing the affects that “Us” and “Them” groups have on the public perception 

of Obama administrations, and in part, hints at some veracity to the second alternative hypothesis 

suggested in this thesis (Obama, 2020; Sapolsky, 2017). 

Next, Obama knew that the time to act (or not act) was now and could not wait months 

between a significant decision (like with Libya and Syria, for example), because there was an 

active genocide occurring at such a fast rate (similar to the Rwandan genocide), that if he were to 

act, he had to and did have a thorough action plan in place to provide comprehensive 

humanitarian aid and airstrike cover for the Yazidis, while also not allowing the mission scope to 

stray from the rescue of the Yazidi people and destroying ISIS. Moreover, Obama had been 

receiving intelligence reports and updates from the Pentagon and the intelligence community 

about ISIS activities in the Mount Sinjar region; due to the amount of impact and control of Iraqi 

territory by ISIS, already had the U.S. ramping up to launch more airstrikes against ISIS forces. 

Unlike Libya, where there was hesitation about “next steps” and a need to count on U.N. and 

NATO allies to carry their share of the intervention plan, Obama has ARCENT (United States 

Army Central Command) and CENTCOM (United States Central Command), trusted allies, and 

again, a clear, succinct goal of destroying ISIS as much as possible and saving the Yazidi people. 

In the end, even with the U.S. “successful” humanitarian intervention of preventing the 

genocide of the Yazidi people, many of them, over 300,000 people, live in displacement camps 

across northern Iraq because their homes in Sinjar have been boobytrapped by ISIS and/or there 

are no more work opportunities for them (TJGW, 2020). It makes one wonder, how much good 

does a “quick” humanitarian intervention really do when there is no continuing support for those 

that are the object of violence, in the long term?  
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SECTION VI: CONCLUSION 

This thesis examined the research question, “How do United States presidential 

administrations change over time in their policies on humanitarian intervention. More 

specifically, how and why do American presidential administrations (and the officials in those 

administrations) fail in some cases and succeed in others in enacting conflict resolution and 

genocide preventative measures?” The thesis’s central hypothesis was that policy changes on 

humanitarian intervention over time within U.S. presidential administrations depend on whether 

the political and professional reputations of government officials who advocated or opposed 

earlier interventions have strengthened or weakened due to the outcomes of those earlier non-

interventions. Moreover, it examined three qualitative methodological case studies of 

humanitarian crises the Obama administration was involved in, Libya, Iraq, and Syria. The case 

studies show evidence that indicates that interventions happened when Obama administration 

and/or public “stock” of the interventionists was high (in the cases of Libya and Iraq) and versus 

when it was low (Syria and the “Red Line). 

 

Next, in examining the alternative explanations discussed in this thesis, for the first 

alternative explanation, there is some evidence for realism, especially in President Obama 

heeding the warnings of the military in Syria. However, he also over-rode those warnings in 

Libya. For the second alternative explanation, there was some evidence for the effect of “Us vs 

Them” group thinking on Obama’s foreign policy efforts, but this explanation has trouble 

explaining why Obama and women and people of color in his administration would side more 

with the Yazidis and Libyans than with the Syrian people. For the third alternative explanation 

there was some evidence for Congressional constraint, especially in the case of Syria and the 
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“Red Line,” although it should be noted that if Libya had been viewed as a success at the time, 

Congress likely would have likely been more supportive of enforcing the “Red Line” for Syria. 

For the fourth alternative explanation, there was not much evidence for bureaucratic politics: 

APB happened after Libya; it played a role in military intervention protecting the Yazidis but did 

not prevail in protecting Syrian refugees. Moreover, although Obama promoted interventionists 

in his second term, they did not prevail regarding Syria.  

 

The thesis concludes its final section with a set of recommendations and solutions for 

practical and theoretical guidelines to follow to win policymaking battles on future issues 

surrounding humanitarian interventionism and mass atrocity prevention.  

 

Lastly, in examining the legacy of President Barack Obama’s foreign policy decision-

making regarding humanitarian intervention and mass atrocity prevention, it should not be 

underestimated that as the first “Black” President of the United States of America, the whole 

world was watching and waiting to see how he would elevate or denigrate the role of the U.S. 

presidency. Moreover, it is for that reason alone why it can be understandable for how the 

president reacted or did not react in Libya, Iraq, and Syria. Obama had to enter a public 

perception and pressure war with domestic and foreign enemies alike, waiting for him to make a 

critical foreign policy mistake and oust him the Oval Office as soon as possible. That is why 

Obama’s cautious and “realist” mindset when it came to intervening in humanitarian crises was 

critically frustrating for pro-interventionist Obama administration officials like Samantha Power, 

Hillary Clinton, John Kerry, Susan Rice, Ben Rhodes, and more, because they knew he had an 

“idealist” heart and could be moved to freeing people from oppressive and murderous political 
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regimes and terrorist organization, but not until he knew and fought that the chance for failure 

and tainting the political and public image of the administration was lower than success. In the 

future, future academic, foreign policy experts, and politicians will look back at the Obama’s 

foreign policy decisions, especially those about mass atrocity prevention and humanitarian 

intervention, with frustration, and possibly with contempt, but bitter understanding as well. They 

will learn and understand the consequences of intervening and deposing an authoritarian dictator 

without a proper national building or regime change plan to follow. They will also learn what it 

means to stand by and watch human rights atrocities pile up before their eyes because they failed 

to act at the “right” time or anytime at all. There is an old proverb that goes: “The road to hell is 

paved with good intentions…” That saying could not be a better representation of the Obama 

administration’s foreign policy decision making regarding genocide, mass atrocity prevention, 

and humanitarian intervention.  
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SECTION VII: RESULTS: RECOMMENDATIONS AND SOLUTIONS 

This section of the thesis is composed of “recommendations” and “solutions.” Below are a 

set of theoretical and practical guidelines for winning policymaking battles on issues surrounding 

humanitarian intervention and mass atrocity prevention in the future. The guidelines will draw 

upon former officials and staffer’s experiences in high-powered political positions within the 

Obama administration to improve upon recommendations previously made by the American 

foreign policy, international relations, and humanitarian interventionism communities. 

 

1. In a similar vein to the Atrocities Prevention Board (APB), the next U.S. presidential 

administration should establish an academic/military coalition on humanitarian crises and 

interventions. A scholarship fund/program/exchange of some sort should be set up 

(through the U.N. and/or U.S. military) that allows for academics and policy experts to be 

put in combat zones/gain immersive military experience in exchange for local communal 

fieldwork experience and academic work-study opportunities for military top 

brass/leaders. For example, International Relations Ph.D. students could go into a 

warzone with a military officer counterpart as part of an exchange or immersion program. 

This program, although highly theoretical and unprobeable, due to the potentially high 

mortality rate of its participants, could help cut down on the disconnect that many 

members of the military and academic elite hold for each other. Moreover, this program 

could help cut back on mass atrocity prevention (MAP) skepticism by the military, 

foreign policy, and national security experts. 
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2. Restructure how the American diplomatic system works. The selection of diplomats is 

currently too exclusive for many "high potential" but "low opportunity" candidates in the 

American populace and portrays an "elitist" and "insiders only" vibe. There needs to be a 

system restructuring that diversifies candidates and does not force them to attend public 

policy/foreign service schools and/or other highly selective and expensive graduate 

programs to have a shot in joining the U.S. Foreign Service. Incorporating conflict 

resolution and genocide studies courses and mass atrocity prevention training would be 

mandatory in American foreign service training. 

 

3. U.S. public policy, diplomacy, and intervention must include feedback/voices from the 

local populations they are critiquing. The notion of Western elitism must be tampered 

with, if not stomped out in future presidential administrations/"West Wing," 

conversations for American foreign policy to change and get out of the "Policeman of the 

World" stage. Sapolsky's “Us vs. Them” thinking, as mentioned earlier in this proposal, 

could apply here. This solution can also apply to how American public policy, 

diplomacy, and foreign service currently function as well, and in the end, create more 

effective statecraft. 

 

4. Give U.S. embassies worldwide the tools and local experts to function and solve crises. 

Humanitarian intervention crisis teams could be created and stationed at these embassies. 

They could report back to the current U.S. presidential administration on the current 

"hands on the ground" situation and how it is evolving or devolving before it potentially 

explodes to a mass atrocity level. To realistically fund multiple teams at multiple 
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embassy locations, money/funding would need to be taken out of the national security 

and defense budget, and have Congress and the current presidential administration make 

a show of how the U.S. is focusing on humanitarianism/peace operations and not pure 

interventionism in foreign states. 

 

5. Establish human resources guidelines and pass bylaws that redefine "working hours" and 

improve healthcare and work benefits in various U.S. government departments/entities, 

especially in U.S. Congress, the State Department, and the National Security Council 

support working people with families and other individuals' ailments/needs. 

 

6. Show international law goodwill and progress by ratifying the Rome Statute (ICC) and 

turn a new leaf/show that the U.S. is willing to "play by the rules." Also, offer legal aid 

and personnel to help with international tribunals in the aftermath of humanitarian 

interventions. The investment in transitional justice infrastructure and victim 

aftermath/response teams will be crucial as well. 

 

7. Re-establish President Franklin Delano Roosevelt's "fireside chats." Have your social 

media team set up a weekly broadcast from the Oval Office, and broadcast it on all social 

media platforms, as the president discusses the latest on U.S. foreign policy initiatives, 

human rights issues, and humanitarian crises happening around the world, so the 

American people can stay informed about the president's foreign policy actions, and be 

more aware to human rights violations and mass atrocities that happen around the world. 
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8. Have an incumbent or new president announce to the American public that "peace" will 

be the primary goal of their foreign policy agenda for their administration. Taking a risky 

but necessary step to change foreign affairs and policy establishments toward adopting 

more humanitarian, conflict resolution, and peace-related principles of practice. 

 

9. A department office or task force (similar to the U.S. Justice Department's Office of 

Special Investigations) should be created that examines and holds accountable all 

foreign-related human rights violations committed by U.S. presidential administrations, 

from most recent to oldest and/or a "Historical Atrocities" committee" that will charge 

and prosecutive government officials guilty of those crimes. 

 

10. The President of the United States should get an independent review of the U.S. 

military’s analysis of the level of effort and risk of casualties that might be involved in air 

operations in humanitarian efforts. As in the case of Libya and Syria, estimates were 

looked to have exaggerated difficulties and casualties in both crises.  
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APPENDICES: METHODOLOGY: QUALITATIVE INTERVIEWS 

Methods of Analysis 
 

Qualitative Analysis: Qualitative Interviews 
In order to study and help test and possibly answer the research question, theory, and 

hypothesis, this thesis implemented IRB approved semi-structured qualitative interviews by 
observing and interviewing former key officials/members of the Obama administration, staffers, 
foreign policy and humanitarian intervention experts, think tank experts, academics, and more, 
on their opinions and actions towards humanitarian interventionism and mass atrocity prevention 
motivated foreign policy actions.  

As a researcher, I presented myself as an IRB trained and certified graduate student 
working on their master’s thesis and wanting to bring further attention and importance to the 
topic and research question. There were no attempts to provide payment or other means of 
funding/support to violate any IRB rules and regulations; however, verbal appreciation was 
shown for each of the subject’s time and participation in this research. A laptop and cell phone 
were used to take data-recording/ audio-notetaking of participant responses to understand better 
what the participant is saying through technological video means (Zoom) or by cellphone. All of 
the participants were comfortable with being audio-recorded; therefore, typed notes were not a 
necessity. Each of the participants agreed to be “on the record,” for the duration of the 30 
minutes to one hour interview and were given the option to review the written audio transcript if 
they so desired. The interviewing and observation of former Obama administration 
members/officials who signed my IRB approved consent form and verbally consented to 
ethnographical research were asked the questions listed below:  

 
1. What is your name? 
2. What was your role/s and responsibilities in the Obama administration? How long did 

you serve in that role? 
3. How did you come into that role/what was your path? 
4. What humanitarian crisis/es did you think the Obama administration "handled," the best? 

And the worst? Why were some successful and others not? 
5. Was there ever tension between officials who had a humanitarian interventionism focus 

versus those that were more national security-focused? How did they solve those 
differences if they did? 

6. How did the Atrocities Prevention Board and Responsibility to Protect evolve and 
devolve in the Obama administration's foreign policy plans throughout the 
administration’s two terms? 

7. If you could have changed an action or decision made during the Obama administration's 
foreign policy decision-making process for a humanitarian crisis during your time in the 
Obama Administration, what would it have been? Why? 

8. How much did public perception (among the American people and Congress) and 
persuasion play among Obama officials into the Obama administration’s foreign policy 
making decisions in humanitarian intervention? 

9. Did public perception and persuasion for humanitarian intervention lower in the Obama 
administration as the crises continued/escalated? (For example, Obama administration 
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officials trying to convince other to intervene for humanitarian reasons). Was it looked 
down on/disagreed upon by Obama administration officials more? 

10. Do you think American foreign policy is outdated and/or needs a “revamp,” in the 21st 
century? How has American foreign policy changed throughout your career in 
government/public service? 

11. What does the future of U.S. humanitarian interventionism, mass atrocity prevention 
(R2P), and/or American foreign policy look like in the next decade? What role does the 
U.S. military play in this future? Will diplomatic ties be able to improve or go back to 
previous conditions (before Trump)? 

12. How do you encourage future generations to be invested in human rights issues overseas 
when there is currently so much domestic turmoil and human rights violations happening 
in the United States? 
 
After reading the required IRB verbal script, and the questions above were asked, there 

was time for each of the participants to tell their stories and experiences in an ethically and 
collaborative way that helped them best in processing those memories of events and what would 
contribute to the most, qualitatively data-wise, to the eventual publication of this thesis. There 
was approval from all participants for their interviews to be audio recorded into written 
transcripts and for their names to be publicized in this thesis. There was a free-flow of 
conversation and qualitative data that benefited both the participant and the interviewer. None of 
the interviews were too intense for the participant, and there were no breaks needed. Lastly, there 
was a concluding reexamination of the research that this thesis is incorporating, and the goal of 
the thesis in connecting their past academic, organizational, political, and personal experiences 
and outcomes and what can be changed for the future of humanitarian interventionism and mass 
atrocity prevention and their use in U.S. presidential administrations. 

Due to the limited time between IRB approval being granted for qualitative research and 
the final deadline for this master’s thesis (less than a month), I reached out to many former 
Obama administration officials, American foreign policy experts, academics, think tanks, and 
more. However, I was only able to be granted and produce three interviews for this thesis.  
Moreover, next time doing research of this kind, anticipating that I will have more time for 
outreach, I would like the opportunity to interview former Obama administration officials who 
identify as women and people of color (POC), as those life experiences and perspectives are 
missing from this thesis. However, despite the low amount of participants, these interviews will 
be invaluable to the understanding of this thesis’ research question by gaining an in-depth 
analysis of the lives of three people who worked in the State Department and reached the ranking 
of Ambassador during their time in the Foreign Service and the Obama administration.  
 

This next section of the thesis will analyze the completed interviews with participants by 
dividing up the questions into categories related to the topic of the questions asked, analyzing the 
participant’s answers and actions (or inactions) made during their time in the Obama 
administration, the role of public perception, and persuasion in the Obama administration,  and 
their recommendations of what can be done for the future of American foreign policy, mass 
atrocity prevention, humanitarian intervention, and more. 
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Interview Analysis: Identity Questions 
 

1. What is your name? 
2. What was your role/s and responsibilities in the Obama administration?  
3. How long did you serve in that role? How did you come into that role/what was your 

path? 
 
FH: Q. 1, 2, 3. The first of the three participants interviewed for this thesis was former 
Ambassador Frederic C. Hof. Hof’s position in the Obama administration was as Special 
Coordinator for Regional Affairs from in the State Department’s Office of the Special Envoy for 
Middle East Peace, from 2009 to 2011, before earning the title of “Ambassador,” and 
transitioning to the role of Special Adviser for Transition in Syria, in 2012, before retiring from 
the administration that same year. 

Tracing back his path, Hof explained how he had joined the Obama administration close 
to the beginning of April 2009. His initial duties were to initiate peace in Israel and Syria, and 
then if that worked, Lebanon and Israel. He served as a deputy to former U.S. Senate Majority 
Leader George Mitchell, who was the Special Envoy for Middle East Peace. The mediation came 
to an end, and with the rise of violence in Syria and the decision of the Syrian president, Bashar 
Al-Assad to embark on a strategy in which mass civilian casualties was a very central part, Hof 
became an advisor on political transition in Syria to the Secretary of State Hillary Clinton before 
retiring from his Syria related duties in September 2012.  
GF: Q. 1, 2, 3. Former Ambassador Gerald Feierstein was the second participant interviewed for 
this thesis. His roles during the Obama administration was first, Deputy Chief of Mission for 
Islamabad in Pakistan from 2009 to 2010, and then second, named as the United States 
Ambassador to Yemen from 2010 to 2013, before transitioning to the role of Principal Deputy 
Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern Affairs, from 2013 to 2016. He was a career 
Foreign Service Officer, including during President Obama’s tenure in office, and had been a 
part of the Foreign Service since 1975.  
RF: Q. 1, 2, 3. Former Ambassador Robert Ford was the third and final participant interviewed 
for this thesis. During his tenure in the Obama administration, Ford was appointed to the position 
of United States Ambassador to Syria and served in that role from 2011 to 2014. Prior to his role 
in the Obama administration, Ford, a career Foreign Service Officer since 1985, had served as 
the Deputy Chief of Mission in Bahrain from 2001 to 2004, and then transitioned to the role of 
Political Counselor to the U.S. Embassy in Baghdad from 2004 and 2006, and then received the 
title of “Ambassador,” when confirmed by President George W. Bush as the U.S. Ambassador to 
Algeria, where he served in the role from 2006 to 2008. 
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Interview Analysis: Humanitarian Crises 
 

4. What humanitarian crisis/es did you think the Obama administration "handled," 
the best? And the worst? Why were some successful and others not? 

5. Was there ever tension between officials who had a humanitarian interventionism 
focus versus those that were more national security-focused? How did they solve 
those differences if they did? 

6. How did the Atrocities Prevention Board and Responsibility to Protect evolve and 
devolve in the Obama administration's foreign policy plans throughout the 
administration’s two terms? 

7. If you could have changed an action or decision made during the Obama 
administration's foreign policy decision-making process for a humanitarian crisis 
during your time in the Obama Administration, what would it have been? Why? 

 
 
FH: Q4. When asked to answer the fourth question, Hof referenced the Arab Spring uprisings 
and the violence associated with them. In his consideration, he concluded that the one that was 
handled best to prevent mass casualties on an enormous scale was the intervention in Libya. 
However, he noted that President Obama acknowledged that one of his administration’s great 
mistakes was failing to lead a planning process for Libya’s post-combat stabilization. 
Furthermore, as a result, Libya is a country that is still many years later in a state of absolute 
chaos. But even with the failing aftermath of regime change and democratic transition in Syria, 
Hof is convinced that without decisive military intervention supported by the United States, 
mostly involving European/NATO forces and even some Arab contributors that without, that 
without that support, there would have been tens of thousands of Libyans slaughtered by 
Muammar Gaddafi. 
 
Q5.  Next, when asked the fifth question, remembering how he observed reasonably close range 
and how some of the decisions were made in the Obama administration. He considered US 
Ambassador to the United Nations Samantha Power, far and away the Obama administration 
official doing the most for humanitarian interventions. Acknowledging that he thought she made 
a good faith effort during her time in the administration, including her time as Ambassador to the 
United Nations to persuade President Obama to be more forward-leaning on humanitarian 
intervention. Hof deduced that the President might have felt a bit “burned” by the military and 
humanitarian intervention experience in Libya. Moreover, the chaos into which the country 
devolved after the overthrow and killing of Muammar Gaddafi. Moreover, Hof contributed that a 
foreign policy “black mark” to Obama, was his adamant refusal to contemplate any humanitarian 
intervention in Syria, where the eventual nightmare that people were anticipating in Libya would 
eventually come true in Syria, as well. 
 
Q6. Next, in answering the sixth question, Hof recalled the history of Responsibility to Protect or 
R2P. Stating that Responsibility to Protect, technically speaking, is not a responsibility that falls 
upon the United States, per se. Moreover, it requires approval by the UN Security Council, from 
his recollection, to implement. Hof considered it a fascinating and positive doctrine that was 
developed over the years. However, in his opinion, that responsibility falls on the National 
Security Council of the United Nations (UNSC) with the requirement to have at least one 
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member of the Security Council, voting “Yes,” to back a proposal, plan, or strategy. Hof also 
discussed the negatives of R2P, with how the passivity of member states, especially permanent 
members of the UNSC, could cause it to become tied up and/or have R2P supported resolutions 
vetoed, leading the original conception of R2P to become in Hof’s own words, a “dead letter.”  
 
Q7. Lastly, in answering the seventh and final question of this section, Hof believed that certain 
things could have been done differently, and one of the most important was the decision of 
President Obama in August 2011 to call on President Assad of Syria to step down. Morally, Hof 
agreed with the president’s action of calling out Assad to step down. There was no doubt in his 
mind that the world and Syria, with all its related problems, would be measurably more solvable 
today if Assad had made an early exit. However, the reason for Hof’s rejection of Obama’s 
decision at the time was that the United States did not have a strategy in place to implement a 
plan or directive by the president. Later, Hof, other officials, and the American public would 
come to find out that Obama’s words were more of an advisory opinion than a directive. Well, 
Hof took the advisory opinion of asking Assad to step down seriously. He went into a mad 
scramble to try to put together a strategy to make that happen. A strategy that, in his view, would 
have had some military aspects to it. However, as it’s turned out, the president and several of his 
advisors in the White House firmly believed that Bashar Al-Assad might be weeks away from 
being overthrown by opposition forces within Syria. Therefore, the objective was to get the 
President on the “right side of history” via a public statement. The moment of Barack Obama 
calling on Assad to step down before Assad got deposed was one thing he would have changed. 
Moreover, he would not have missed the opportunity to advise the president to put some 
seriousness and some weight behind his own words and commission a planning process that 
would ideally result in Assad being removed from power. Another decision Hof would have 
wished to see implemented was the president upholding his own “Red Line” warning to Bashar 
Assad about the use of chemical weaponry.  
 
GF: Q4. Feierstein, when answering the fourth question, stated that the humanitarian crisis 
Pakistan suffered as a result of earthquakes and floods was the crisis he thought the Obama 
administration managed to handle the best due to their deep involvement in the recovery period 
and with the local and civilian population. Feierstein and his colleagues were able to provide 
humanitarian relief to affected villages in northern Pakistan. Moreover, US-Pakistani relations 
improved due to the amount of commitment and effort the administration put into the affected 
region. However, the ongoing humanitarian crisis in Yemen was what he deemed the worst 
handled by the administration. The crisis that had been going on for decades continues to this 
day. Feierstein told me it’s gotten worse over these last few years. However, he claims that an 
area where the Obama administration did reasonably well was to address some aspects of the 
humanitarian crisis by providing humanitarian relief to people. Feierstein concluded that it was a 
difficult situation. It requires annual recalibration and re-engagement to address health and 
education and malnutrition, and other kinds of crises within the larger Yemen humanitarian 
crises. In Feierstein’s opinion, the Obama administration, although critical of their performance 
in Yemen, did reasonably well, even though it is a crisis that has not been resolved and continues 
to this day. 
 
Q5. Next, in answering the fifth question, Feierstein said that the biggest challenge among 
Obama officials with tension and a disagreement of beliefs and opinions in his mind, was at the 
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outset of the Arab Spring in early 2011 when there was a popular uprising against Ali Abdullah 
Saleh, who was the president of Yemen at the time and, who was to a certain extent a partner of 
the US in counterterrorism campaign against al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula. Feierstein 
remarked on the tension between those, particularly in the Intelligence community and some in 
the Special Operations community. Both had had a good working relationship with key figures in 
the Saleh government. Feierstein continued by saying it was a political battle between 
counterterrorism and its supporters versus progressive youths and/or pro-youths and the other 
popular elements that pushed for demonstrating against the Saleh administration; that would go 
on for several months between the two sides. Feierstein’s embassy pushed to support the 
protesters, and efforts were made to support Saleh’s removal. Eventually, the pro-youth protestor 
movement prevailed, and the Obama administration again came down in support of the 
movement and played a significant role in the mediation effort between the Saleh people and the 
opposition, which led to the GCC initiative and the peaceful transition in Sana’a in 2011. So 
there was that tension, it was ultimately resolved. In the White House, in the National Security 
Council, in favor of the policy that we ultimately pursued to support the Saleh government’s 
change. 
 
Q6. In answering the sixth question, Feierstein claimed the R2P was not a significant factor at all 
on how developed.  
 
Q7. Lastly, in answering the seventh question, Feierstein believed he would have supported a 
more significant engagement on some of the institutional capacity building elements of the 
Obama administration’s support for the government in Sana’a. Feierstein also thought it would 
have been good if the administration had had more money to spend on health and education and 
some other aspects. Feierstein thinks that the Obama administration would have gained more 
political clout if they had been supportive of the “Elements Implementation” of the transition 
plan, for example, for the Yemeni 2012 election. For some of the other implementation elements, 
Feierstein noted that it would have been beneficial for the administration if there had been a 
more extensive economic and social program of Yemen assistance. Feierstein and his colleagues 
worked very hard, for example, to secure social welfare payments for poor Yemenis. Moreover, 
very hard was done to get authorization so that the US government could provide support 
directly to these programs, but it was never accomplished. Feierstein explained how getting that 
accreditation and authorization for those life-saving programs would have allowed the State 
Department to be more directly featured in some humanitarian relief specs. 
 
RF: Q4.  Ford answered the fourth question by referencing Syria as the humanitarian crisis that 
was handled the worst by the Obama regime, even citing it as one reason why he resigned from 
the State Department in 2014. Ford explained how Obama and administration officials, including 
himself, misjudged how bad Syria would become (for example, the number of Syrian refugees 
and asylum seekers who would escape the country). In terms of a humanitarian crisis, the 
administration handled the best? Ford commented that the Obama administration was successful 
in administering humanitarian aid to Jordan, Turkey, and Lebanon relatively quickly, with other 
members of the United Nations. However, Ford was also critical of the U.S. failing to get 
assistance to internally displaced peoples in opposition control in Syria for most of 2012 and 
2013 and not cross-bordering Turkey into Syria until very late in 2013. The U.S. depended 
entirely on the United Nations to deliver humanitarian assistance, that the Assad regime blocked, 
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along with the UN convoys traveling in oppositional areas. Ford noted that by 2014 and 2015, 
there was widespread malnutrition in some of the non-occupied oppositional forces zones near 
Damascus and the Homs province. Ford concluded the question by stating that the international 
community, including the U.S., was not prepared for the scale of the humanitarian problem in 
Syria. 
 
Q5. Ford answered the fifth question by first breaking down the different international relations 
theory in play when asking this kind of question and how, in his opinion, humanitarian policy 
was not broken down the same way as labels like “liberal interventionist,” versus “realist 
diplomat.” In Ford’s opinion, humanitarian policy was viewed through the lens of “political life” 
and “opposition.” By officials in the Obama administration. From his position in the Obama 
administration, Ford claimed that when involved in State Department and White House 
discussions, there were no severe discussions for humanitarian intervention before February 
2014, when a no fly zone was proposed over Western Syria. Ford claimed that nobody in the 
State Department pushed for it, including Secretary of State Hillary Clinton. The military was 
also reluctant and did not want to push for military force in Syria Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, Michael Dempsey, told Ford and other Obama “principal” figures that it would take over 
700 aircrafts and 14,000 missions until they would be able to destroy Syria’s air defense, thus 
tried  to scare undecided officials, with the possibility of U.S. forces and finances getting sucked 
into another pointless Middle Eastern war. Ford would continue explaining how the proposal for 
“safe zones” in northern Syria would be considered. However, no one was viably pushing for 
them because of the finances, time, and collateral damage when creating and/or defending them. 
Ford continued by explaining that by 2012 into 2013, refugees and asylum seekers were starting 
to become a problem in Syria and Turkey, with the latter gaining over 130,000 refugees by the 
end of 2012. USAID trucks and UN aid convoys trying to get into Syria would be blocked and 
prevent food, waiter, and aid from being distributed to the Syrian people. Ford criticized the 
“Red Line” decision to be postponed for congressional authorization and abide by international 
law. However, Ford found that some lawyers were muddled or disagreed about the legality of the 
issues and the effectiveness of R2P in conjuncture with its international law limits. Ford added 
that the Russians were in fact under intense pressure to allow the cross-border to let a UN 
Security Council Resolution goes through, and they had veto resolutions, before the Russians 
finally in November 2013, allowed a resolution for cross-border systems, and that program 
started in December 2013 to January 2014. 
 
Q6. Ford answered the sixth question by explaining furthermore about his interpretation of how 
R2P was used, if at all, in the Obama administration. Ford claimed that President Obama was 
never very interested in pursuing any R2P initiative. His lawyers were not. Ford thought the 
lawyers and the administration were significantly down on it unless they could get a Security 
Council Resolution. Ford also noted that the US was very reluctant to intervene in Syria, and that 
stance never changed. Martin Dempsey and Admiral Winnefeld, Deputy Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs, at the meetings were never “forward leaning”, on military intervention in the Syrian Civil 
War. 

Moreover, the President didn’t want to engage, and many on his team didn’t either. Tom 
Donilon and Denis McDonough, close West Wing officials, were very reluctant to get involved 
militarily, as well. Ford continued and said that there was a “slippery slope” fallacy that many 
officials would use when trying to avoid the discussion, much less accepting a military 
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intervention plan in Syria. Ford notes that Obama was also unhappy about having to intervene 
militarily against ISIS, but faced public pressure from the American people, the media, and from 
congressional and GOP critics to intervene and destroy terrorists.  

 
Q7. In answering the seventh question, Ford discussed what action or decision he would have 
changed during a humanitarian crisis if possible. Ford chose  
to have started the cross-border assistance, a long time before the UN Security Council 
Resolution would have had to organize an international coalition of aid donors. Ford assumed 
that if the change had been made, Europeans, possibly the Japanese, and indeed the Turks 
(possibly with Saudi Arabian funding as well), would have been able to have funded cross-
border assistance. Ford also commented that he would have supported underground aid with 
USAID tutelage and have them organize the USAID and UN convoys of aid that were prevented 
from entering northern Syria with humanitarian aid. Ford also brought up the point that US 
officials could have been sent into northern Syria. However, the means of protecting those 
officials, even with oppositional force allies, might have been too risky. Moreover, Ford believed 
there was no reason to wait for the Security Council Resolution to grant permission to fund and 
send aid to the Assad regime victims. By having humanitarian aid resolutions vetoed, Ford 
concluded that the only thing to come out of it was more suffering, even if it was just a “band-
aid,” solution, and not a viable threat to stop the Syrian Civil War, in his opinion. 

 
 

Interview Analysis: Role of Public Perception and Persuasion 
 

8. How much did public perception (among the American people and Congress) and 
persuasion play among Obama officials into Obama administration foreign policy 
making decisions in humanitarian intervention? 

9. Did public perception and persuasion for humanitarian intervention lower in the 
Obama administration as the crises continued/escalated? (For example, Obama 
administration officials trying to convince others to intervene for humanitarian 
reasons). Was it looked down on/disagreed upon by Obama administration officials 
more? 

 
 
FH: Q8 & 9. In answering the eighth and ninth questions together, Hof stated to me, the 
interviewer, that in his mind, President Obama probably concluded that there would not be much 
public opinion support for even a time-limited US intervention to protect civilians. Hof thought 
that the president never consciously took into account his own ability to shape public opinion on 
foreign policy issues. Hof also referenced that with the chemical weapons atrocity “Red Line” 
statement, Obama ultimately had second thoughts and went to Congress, where unfortunately 
many Republicans who might have ordinarily supported the United States and protecting Syrian 
civilians, instead saw the chance to seize the moment and make it another opportunity to deal a 
setback to an incumbent Democratic president. For Hof, none of those events ended well, and he 
thinks that President Obama was fundamentally mistaken and in not believing that he could 
shape public opinion. Hof pointed out that in his recollection of working with the president, 
Barack Obama considered himself the best analyst when making those types of foreign policy 
decisions. However, he criticized Obama for not deciding to intervene in Syria. Hof suggested 
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any military intervention, even if it were a simple two- or three-day operation to wipe out the 
Syrian Air Force. However, he conceded that such an operation potentially led to escalation, led 
to a US invasion, and later US occupation. However, he knew of very few people in the 
administration who believed any of that. Nevertheless, as his boss and leader of the “free world,” 
if the President of the United States believes it, that is a pretty decisive factor. Lastly, Hof 
discussed the 2016 “dissent cable,” by some 50 members of the State Department, that voiced 
their frustrations of Obama and White House officials, not doing enough to stop violence in 
Syria and create positive change. 
 
GF: Q8. Feierstein’s answer to the eighth question was focused on Yemen and Pakistan. He 
noted that in Yemen in particular, but also in Pakistan, U.S. foreign policy perceived by the 
public was very heavily geared towards counterterrorism in Pakistan because of Pakistan’s role 
in the fight against al-Qaeda support U.S. military action in Afghanistan. Feierstein noted that 
the Obama administration, when it first came into power, made an effort for a positive public 
reception from the Pakistani and American people. Feierstein described the Kerry-Lugar 
program (also known as the Enhanced Partnership with Pakistan Act of 2009 and the Kerry-
Lugar-Berman Act) in Pakistan that promoted a significant investment in political and economic 
support for the Government of Pakistan to get away from an emphasis on the “critical threats” 
(national security threats, among other things) aspects in Yemen. 

Moreover, although the policy was almost entirely geared towards the counterterrorism 
effort against al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, it changed a bit during the Arab Spring. It 
became more focused on the political environment and the Yemini people’s desire to remove Ali 
Abdullah Saleh from power. However, Feierstein thought that the public attitude was primarily 
critical threats related to Yemen. When Feierstein left Yemen and moved back to the U.S. after 
the Civil War started in 2014, he noticed a lot more attention was being paid to the 
“humanitarian consequences,” of the civil conflict, and notably after the Saudis intervened. It is 
then Feierstein noted that there was a large body of discussion about the humanitarian issues and 
the impact on the health, and well-being of the broader Yemeni population, instead of just a 
broad critical threat focus. 

 
Q9. Feierstein answered question nine by emphasizing that the Obama administration was pro-
humanitarian. Regime change focused on Yemen, from the Spring of 2011 until Yemen’s 
presidential election in February 2012, to find a political leader that would replace Ali Abdullah 
Saleh, longtime ruler of Yemen, with an ideally politically moderate and pro-democracy 
candidate that would be able to cooperate with the previous regime. Feierstein noted that the U.S. 
government had a better political relationship with Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi, the former Vice 
President of Yemen. Later, as a result of the 2012 elections, he would become President of 
Yemen. Thus a reliable Middle Easter political ally was secured for the Obama administration 
and would focus on supporting a political agenda with multiple humanitarian initiatives, from 
that time in February 2012, and up until 2014, when the Yemeni Civil War began. Thus 
Feierstein concluded that there were more available “moments” for the Obama administration to 
enact humanitarian intervention in Yemen when the Arab Spring was still in its relative infancy 
(only a year old) and at the height of a regime change/upcoming elections in the target state. 
RF: Q8. When answering the eighth question on the effect of public perception and perspective 
in the Obama administration, Ford stood by the position that most of the American public was 
against US military intervention, even for humanitarian purposes. Ford believed that limited 
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stance options on what to do against the Assad regime and limited public pressure to quickly 
make a foreign policy decision and/or change his stance on non-intervention in Syria. Ford said 
that people like himself, Hillary Clinton, and the USAID Director would argue for doing more in 
Syria and mentioned how inside the National Security Council, pro-intervention and anti-
intervention battles there were strong. Even with some cabinet members’ political pressure, Ford 
claimed there was no significant pressure on Obama to do it politically. Ford mentioned that one 
of the benefits of not being involved in a military conflict of Syria’s caliber was being able to 
donate as much to humanitarian funds, as witnessed with Secretary of State John Kerry when 
they went to a press conference in Kuwait in 2013, and Kerry donated almost one billion dollars 
on refugee assistance. 
 
Q9: When answering the ninth question on the potential lowering of public perception and 
persuasion as crises continue and escalated? Ford stated that the question was too broad to say in 
one answer, so he divided it into multiple ones. Ford starts by bringing up a policy point of their 
refugee problem outside of Syria, and how it’s particularly acute in first, Lebanon, Jordan, 
second, and Turkey, third. Lebanon, not having nearly the resources to cope with the 
overwhelming amount of Syrian refugees settling nearby in 2014, is not in a good position. 
However, Jordan has more of a state and military institutions, and it was better able to manage 
the one and a half million Syrians. Therefore, he was making the Jordanians better able to 
manage it and set up with the UN Refugee Camp. 

Furthermore, with that, Ford claims that the response to the refugees was one policy 
issue. Next, Ford said that the U.N camp set up allows the U.S. to send humanitarian aid and 
support Syrian refugees in Jordan. When grading that kind of transaction, he said he wouldn’t 
give the Obama administration terrible grades since they helped support the UN camp set up and 
contributed funding with reasonably good camps. Ford notes that the humanitarian response to 
the refugees is one policy issue. Furthermore, there are two angles to that one (Jordan and 
Lebanon). The questions that Ford said must be asked are, “How much money do we give?” 
Moreover, the second policy angle is, how do you help governments maintain stability in the 
face of these potentially destabilizing refugee flows?” 

The second “policy issue,” Ford mentioned was about what should be done about the 
IDPs (Internally Displaced Persons) stranded in northern Iraq? In that scenario, Ford did not 
think that the Obama administration does too much of anything. Furthermore, the cross-border 
implemented to relieve the situation does not make it much better but is another reliable “band-
aid,” solution for the time being. Ford concluded that it is a whole second issue of what to do 
about the internally displaced and the humanitarian situation inside Syria. Then the third policy 
issue is what to do about the Syrian Civil War. Moreover, Ford noted that once the Obama 
administration decided in the Summer of 2014 to prioritize the fight against ISIS and work with 
the Syrian Kurds, there was no longer any real point to solve the underlying problems that 
provoked the Syrian Civil War. Ford concludes that anything else about a UN effort to find a 
solution to the Syrian political problem is just smokescreen and “fake news” to build up lost 
public perception for those that abandoned Syria to Assad’s regime of terror.  
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Interview Analysis: The Future of American Foreign Policy and Humanitarian 
Intervention 
 

10. Do you think American foreign policy is outdated and/or needs a “revamp,” in the 
21st century? How has American foreign policy changed throughout your career in 
government/public service? 

11. What does the future of U.S. humanitarian interventionism, mass atrocity 
prevention (R2P), and/or American foreign policy look like in the next 
decade? What role does the U.S. military play in this future? Will diplomatic ties be 
able to improve or go back to previous conditions (before Trump)? 

12. How do you encourage future generations to be invested in human rights issues 
overseas when there is currently so much domestic turmoil and human rights 
violations happening in the United States? 

 
FH: Q10. In answering the tenth interview question, Hof reflected on his professional career, 
which began with him as an Army officer in Vietnam. The United States has undergone several 
setbacks that color public perception these days about how active the United States should be 
overseas and whether or not the United States should be trying to exercise leadership in foreign 
affairs. Hof said in his own words, "Vietnam was a catastrophe. Fifty-eight thousand people, the 
majority from his generation, died essentially for nothing." Hof continued down the path of 
infamous failed U.S. foreign policy. The invasion of Iraq in 2003 was an exercise in gross 
incompetence and professional negligence, in his opinion. 

Furthermore, distrusts people who gain some political mileage out of the message that 
boosts their political and public images. The so-called "experts" are not to be trusted. Hof made 
clear that neither the Vietnam War nor the Iraq invasion in 2003 involved anybody resembling a 
foreign policy or political expert in the fundamental decisions made in those operations, or what 
he refers to as "amateur hour," in both cases. To sum up his thoughts on the past and take a look 
into the future of American foreign policy, Hof foresees, assuming that Vice President Joe Biden 
is inaugurated on the 20th of January, Biden will have to reconsider his ambitious agenda of 
restoring American leadership in the world. His goals of participating fully in international 
activities about climate change, racial justice, COVID-19, and more. However, the idea that the 
United States will be able to recreate somehow the position it was in before the collapse of the 
Iron Curtain is not a convincing one for Hof. He did not think there is enough public support for 
it and stated that "…in a democracy, the consent of the governed is the ultimate arbiter in these 
matters." 

 
Q11. In answering the eleventh question, Hof pessimistically calculated that there will be more 
opportunities, to intervene at some level to save civilians from mass slaughter. Citing examples 
of conflict in Yemen and the Trump administration. He thought how the Trump administration is 
trying to preempt mass acts of violence by issuing a proclamation designating the Houthis as a 
terrorist organization and putting them on the terrorism list. He does not believe that there is a 
cookie-cutter standard approach to preventing war crimes when it comes down to protecting 
civilians. From Hof's viewpoint, there could be cases where some kind of military intervention, 
for example, if it is forced in a manner that might not coincide with broader US interests, could 
worsen the victimized population. If the United States has to get involved somewhere, for the 
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equivalent of 20 minutes, then walk away, leaving others to clean up the mess. American foreign 
policy and democracy promotion is finished and could set the stage for something far worse.  
 
Q12. In answering the final question, Hof stated that it is mostly the responsibility of the 
President of the United States to determine for themselves in the future whether this is an 
important issue and then use the "bully pulpit" to explain to members of Congress and the public, 
why their chosen candidate important for the United States of America. In his mind, it all comes 
down to that. Hof, there are too many uneducated Americans and Congress members that have a 
default position of savagery and tribalism. As a college professor at Bard College, teaching 
students courses in diplomacy, diplomatic best practices, sources of power in the state system, 
many students have a political orientation that tilts very much to the left. When they come to 
college, many think that the source of most of the world's problems in the United States. So, 
what Hof, as a professor, tries to do, is very gently and without imposing his views, try to bring 
people around to the point where they consider careers in the Foreign Service, military, and even 
in the intelligence community. It is in those communities that Hof believes the next generation 
can make a professional contribution at some point, to hopefully resolve some of the most 
significant international and foreign policy issues out there. Hof believed in academia's power to 
keep knowledge and passion for human rights from going out at the student level. 
 
GF: Q10. In answering the tenth question posed to him, Feierstein did not think that American 
foreign policy is "outdated." He explained that when you look at the contours of what diplomacy 
encompasses; engagement with foreign governments and trying to identify levels of cooperation, 
where said cooperation is limited, and needing to work through those challenges, it is still a 
problem a diplomat will face in today's day and age. A problem Feierstein had with the Obama 
administration is how the pursuit of foreign policy actions are kept within a small group of 
people embedded in the White House, versus in institutions like the State Department and other 
concentrations of U.S. foreign policy. Feierstein notes that the trend of "in groups" and "out 
groups" did not start with the Obama administration. However, President Obama, and later, 
President Trump, would emphasize the president's "inner sanctum" holding on to U.S. foreign 
policy's latest action plans. Feierstein hopes that the Biden administration will scale back the 
National Security Council (NSC) and put more authority back into the State Department and 
embassies overseas. In his opinion, there is no way to replace the "hands-on" person to person 
diplomatic engagement that a state receives by having strong embassies in capitals around the 
world, and taking the time to work with civilian populations and foreign institutions, as well. 
Feierstein noted that in terms of "changes" within American foreign policy, there has been less of 
a reliance on U.S. diplomatic missions to capitals overseas, with personal meetings with a senior 
advisor and a president taking place, and/or the use of technology to circumvent the need for 
foreign officials to meet in-person with one another. This process frustrated Feierstein because 
he thinks the White House is giving away diplomacy jobs to staffers in the NSC that do not 
necessarily have diplomatic expertise/skills but still could end up making critical foreign policy 
decisions or suggestions to the president and will take them up for consideration, and that could 
lead to more problems from the administration, and U.S. foreign policy, as a whole. 
 
Q11. In the eleventh question posed to him, Feierstein anticipated that the Biden administration 
will return to similar foreign policy plans seen in the Obama administration. He explained further 
that the U.S. will more likely be engaged in humanitarian relief and willing to take in refugees 
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and promote nation-building and stabilization. Feierstein concluded his answer by certifying that 
the U.S. military will remain as it has always been, a global monolith with the logistics capability 
and the reach to assist in humanitarian crises wherever they are. 
 
Q12. In answering the twelfth and final question, Feierstein has high hopes for the next 
generation. He thinks that they are engaged with the world, and not much more is needed to be 
done. Feierstein emphasizes that each generation is more engaged in world events than its 
predecessors and has the opportunity to engage in humanitarian interventions and stop mass 
atrocities through social media and advancing technology. Feierstein has hopes that in the next 
four to eight years, there will be a presidential administration that encourages character, caring, 
and education among its young citizens while also modeling behavior that encourages future 
generations to engage with future problems (climate change, population instability, violent 
conflict, etc.) keep them interested in working on and eventually solving those issues.  
 
RF: Q10. In answering the tenth question, Ford enthusiastically agreed that American foreign 
policy is outdated and needs a 21st century "revamp." Ford explained that the foreign policy 
establishment as a whole is just not very well set up to evaluate components for the kinds of 
challenges that the world and its inhabitants face in the 21st century. For example, climate 
change, cybersecurity, non-government organizations, whether terrorists come from political, 
social, civil society, social movements, pandemics, and more. Ford claims that American foreign 
policy is not very good at dealing with those issues than what it is good at dealing with state-to-
state issues. However, Ford points out that the general foreign policy mechanisms in place are 
very well suited for transnational problems.  
 
Q11.  In answering the eleventh question posed to him, Ford believes there will be a significant 
change in the immediate future regarding U.S. responses to overseas humanitarian crises. If there 
is a natural catastrophe somewhere, Ford expects the Americans will do the traditional funding 
and aid materials to be flown by US military air deployment in humanitarian assistance provided 
by a foreign disaster agency. Ford believes USAID will get more funding and that there will be 
money spent, but still not the size of the US military budget, which is, in comparison, hundreds 
of millions of dollars more. There will be minimal change in that area, Ford concluded. 
However, Ford also brought up a "hard time" type of situation. They would have to make tough 
and regretful decisions every day, most likely in a similar matter to the Obama administration. 
Ford was not sure if Biden would be pro-intervention, given his Iraq, Libya, and Syria 
experiences. So the likelihood that he will leap into situations is slim. However, Ford thinks that 
there will still be an inclination to respond with immediate humanitarian aid, but allow for the 
stipulation of Biden not having to intervene against a foreign government. Moreover, if Biden 
faces a regime change type of situation, Ford thinks it is doubtful that Biden would take any risks 
and leap into a potential quagmire of turmoil and war.  

What about fixing diplomatic ties to the status they were before Trump?  Ford believes 
that there is already a massive sigh of relief in Europe, and probably also in places like Japan, 
South Korea, and Australia about Biden's victory. With Biden's history of serving in a previous 
presidential administration, diplomats and foreign allies should be happy not to have to deal with 
the Trump administration and the chaos his administration created. However, Ford concluded the 
question about Biden's viability to be a two-term president. If not, he suggests that America 
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could see a much longer-term hit of polarization and popularism if American politics takes a 
shift for the worse. 

 
Q12. In answering the twelfth and final question posed to him, Ford talked about his Peace 
Corps experiences and feeling of isolation when being in a foreign country. However, he 
acknowledges that he had "political rights" compared to the Moroccan citizens who lived under a 
monarchy. Ford wants the next generation to acknowledge human rights as universally granted 
and essential for everyone. Focusing on domestic versus international issues, Ford recommends 
that young people focus on the issues that interest them and try to solve them and other 
problems.  

 
 

Interview Analysis Conclusion 
 

To conclude this section on methodology and ethnographic surveys, I found the 
opportunity to speak with three former ambassadors that served during the Obama administration 
to be highly enlightening. It was surprising to hear that Responsibility to Protect (R2P), in the 
opinion of all three participants, played such low and/or almost non-existent role, that when 
doing research for this thesis and in part reading the memoirs of former Obama administration 
officials, R2P was mentioned frequently and deemed as a vital interest in the U.S. foreign 
policymaking cycle for many of the former officials. It should also be noted that since all three of 
the participants worked in the State Department for a period of over a few years (two out of the 
three participants were career FSOs), many in their interviews noted biases against the National 
Security Council (NSC), and President Obama's internal foreign policy team, and the loss of 
decision-making and funding they see the State Department go through every year. Also, I was 
disappointed to not any ideas of promoting equity, diversity, and inclusion in the State 
Department or other foreign policy institutions when asking questions about the future of 
American foreign policy. However, it could be due to the question's formatting and not 
addressing the question to the participants directly. Criticisms aside from these interviews 
provided valuable insight into the research question being asked in this thesis and a rare glimpse 
into the world of executive branch foreign policy decision-making. 
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