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The unseeing eyes of ‘the city upon a hill’

C 

harles Lister, from the 
Brookings Doha 
Center, expressed it 
best. A day after Syrian 
warplanes killed more 
than 100 people at an 

open market in Douma on August 
16th, he tweeted: “The #Douma-
Massacre goes totally unmen-
tioned on the front pages of all 12 
British daily newspapers. Unbe-
lievable.”

Lister was right but the indif-
ference to the suffering in Syria 
has been even more evident, and 
sustained, in the United States, 
which has long portrayed itself 
as being in the vanguard defend-
ing democratic and human rights 
globally. America’s fatigue with 
the Middle East may be reasonable 
after a decade of fighting wars in 
the region, but there is more to it 
than that.

There is the matter, first, of who 
the victims are. The reality is that, 
in its simplified version of events 
in Syria, the American public has 
little empathy for those paying 
the heaviest price in the conflict. 
Given the prevailing narrative be-
ing peddled in the United States, 

namely that the Syrian war is 
only important because of the 
Islamic State (ISIS), Americans 

cannot readily identify with those 
who oppose Bashar Assad, a stated 
enemy of ISIS.

There is perhaps another reason 
as well, which a television producer 
in the United States expressed quite 
bluntly to me: “The first question 
I’m asked when a tragedy occurs 
is whether there are any American 
victims. The second is whether 
there are any European victims. If 
there are none, people switch off.”

To suggest there is a racist 
element to the lack of American 
concern with the carnage in Syria 
is controversial. Yet it is difficult 
to refute when seeing one slaugh-
ter after another not provoke the 
slightest tremor in US public opin-
ion. Recall that US President Bill 
Clinton felt a need to intervene in 
the Bosnian conflict after the Sre-
brenica massacre in 1995, fearing a 
public backlash if he did not.

But mass murder in the Middle 
East is evidently not the same as in 
the heart of Europe. In Syria, Presi-
dent Barack Obama has done little 
to assist the victims. In 2013, the 
president set the tone for American 
detachment by describing the con-
flict as “somebody else’s civil war”.

Not long after he was forced to 
consider retaliation when Assad’s 
army transgressed his red lines by 
firing chemical weapons into Ghou-
ta, killing more than 1,400 people, 
according to US estimates. At the 
last moment, Obama decided not 
to bomb regime targets when the 
Russians proposed an alternative 
plan to get rid of Syria’s chemical 
weapons stockpile. 

That was not surprising. In the 
days leading up to the anticipated 
response, Obama and officials in 
his administration had so played 
down what might occur that they 
neutralised the deterrence power 
of their potential action. 

There was also the attitude of the 
American public — in an election 
year no less. A New York Times/
CBS News poll in September 2013, 
days after the chemical attack, 
highlighted stunning callousness. 
Although 75% of those questioned 
said they thought the Assad regime 
had used chemical weapons, 60% 
opposed US air strikes in Syria. 
A remarkable 74% opposed even 
sending weapons to Assad’s foes.

In other words, though a very 
large number of respondents said 
the Assad regime had committed a 
major war crime, in which, accord-
ing to US estimates, 426 children 
were killed, they were unwilling 
to approve any action that might 
prevent it from happening again or 
to punish those responsible.

US inaction in Syria made the 
situation worse. Only Washington 
could have coordinated the dis-
cordant responses of the regional 
powers opposed to Assad. By refus-
ing to do so, it created precisely the 
situation it most feared: chaos that 
allowed extremist groups to thrive 
in the Syrian vacuum.

Today, the United States is fo-
cused on ISIS. The Obama admin-
istration will not admit it but will 
accept Assad in power for now, 
fearing that extremists may gain if 
he goes. Worse, Obama has implic-

itly recognised Iran’s interests in 
Syria, writing a letter to Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei in 2014 to reassure 
him that coalition attacks against 
ISIS would not target Assad’s 
regime.

Obama’s amorality could have 
been justified had it enhanced 
American interests but the pro-
liferation of ISIS and al-Qaeda in 
Syria, the serious migrant crisis 
affecting Europe, with 108,000 
people, many from the broader 
Middle East, entering in July alone, 
the lost credibility of international 
organisations have all posed seri-
ous challenges for Washington. 

Less obvious but no less impor-
tant, Syria has in every way under-
mined Obama’s aim, stated in his 
2015 national security strategy, to 
work towards “advancing (Ameri-
can) interests, universal values, 
and a rules-based international 
order through strong and sustain-
able American leadership”.

The Syrian fiasco must also affect 
America’s view of itself as a nation 
representing what is morally best 
in the world, the “city upon a hill”. 
While hubristic, this self-perception 
has often underpinned the United 
States’ global behaviour. But it is 
hard to take seriously when Ameri-
cans cannot even work up attention 
to be revolted by the Syrian blood-
bath. “City upon a hill,” indeed.

Michael Young is a commentator 
and analyst based in Beirut. He is 
the author of The Ghosts of Martyrs’ 
Square: An Eyewitness Account of 
Lebanon’s Life Struggle.
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or decades, the Golan 
Heights, a volcanic plateau 
in southern Syria captured 
by Israel in 1967, was the 
quietest of all the Jew-

ish state’s front lines with its Arab 
neighbours. That was because the 
Syrians wanted it that way so their 
efforts to negotiate its return would 
not be impeded by military clashes.

These days, with Syria torn apart 
by a multifaceted civil war, the Go-
lan is heating up again, this time as 
the Iranians, who seem to be call-
ing the shots with the beleaguered 
Damascus regime of their ally Presi-
dent Bashar Assad, apparently seek-
ing to establish a new front line with 
Israel.

On August 20th, a string of night 
raids on Israeli-held territory trig-
gered retaliatory attacks that Israel 
said targeted Islamic Jihad, a Pales-
tinian group with headquarters in 
Damascus and funded by Tehran.

After two rockets fell in the oc-
cupied sector of the Golan, with 
two more hitting Israel’s northern 
Galilee region, the Israelis attacked 
14 Syrian Army positions, killing six 
soldiers in the largest such assault 
in decades.

None of the missiles caused casu-
alties or damage but the ones that 

hit Galilee, an unusually long-range 
attack, were the first fired from Syr-
ia to explode inside Israel since the 
1973 Ramadan war.

Islamic Jihad denied involvement 
but Israel said the missile firing was 
planned by Said Izadi, an Iranian 
who heads the Palestinian division 
of the al-Quds Force of Iran’s Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC).

At another time, rockets hitting 
empty fields would not have raised 
many eyebrows. But the action un-
folded less than a week after the 
increasingly apprehensive Israelis 
conducted a brigade-size military 
exercise in their sector of the strate-
gic plateau.

It was aimed at countering a pos-
sible ground operation launched 
from the Syrian sector, a sustained 
rocket attack or a coordinated, 
wide-ranging  terrorist offensive 
similar to the one mounted by Is-
lamic State’s Egyptian wing against 
security forces in the Sinai penin-
sula in July.

The Israelis believe they face a 
growing threat on the Golan from 
the al-Quds Force, which has estab-
lished a significant presence on the 
Golan with its Lebanese Shia ally, 
Hezbollah.

The Iranian-led buildup around 
the largely deserted city of Qunei-
tra, the region’s former capital, has 
been under way for months and em-
phasises concerns that Iran has tak-
en control of the Damascus regime’s 
military strategy.

Israel believes Iran and Hezbol-
lah are establishing a new front line 
against them, extending the tradi-
tional confrontation line eastwards 
from neighbouring Lebanon’s 
southern border.

Israel has been gradually rein-
forcing its northern front to unprec-
edented peacetime levels, includ-
ing reactivating an army division. 
Two weeks after the Iran nuclear 

agreement was signed, Israel, fear-
ing Tehran will have access to an 
estimated $100 billion in unfrozen 
assets with which to fund its for-
eign operations, deployed units of 
its vaunted Iron Dome air defence 
system in the north to counter any 
potential escalation.

The Israelis have conducted at 
least six air strikes against convoys 
suspected of carrying Iranian mis-
siles to Hezbollah in Lebanon.

These have thrust Israel into di-
rect action against the Iranians in 
which at least two IRGC generals 
have been killed. Brigadier-General 
Hassan Shateri, who was in charge 
of massively expanding Hezbollah’s 
missile arsenal after its 2006 war 
with Israel, was killed in Syria in 
early 2013.

The Iranians say he was assas-
sinated on February 13th by Syrian 
rebels but Israel says he died in a 

January air strike on a convoy car-
rying Russian-made SA-17 surface-
to-air missiles to Hezbollah.

The Israelis apparently consid-
ered it was worth risking a strike 
deep into Syrian territory to ensure 
that Hezbollah did not get its hands 
on weapons that would challenge 
Israeli’s supremacy of the air.

On January 19th, another al-Quds 
chief, Brigadier-General Ali Allah-
dadi, was killed during an inspec-
tion of the Golan sector around 
Quneitra in an Israeli air strike that 
specifically targeted his three-ve-
hicle convoy. The Israelis claimed 
they had tracked him from Damas-
cus through his cellphone.

Also killed was Jihad Mughniyeh, 
25, son of the iconic Hezbollah mili-
tary chief Imad Mughniyeh, assassi-
nated in Damascus on February 12, 
2008, in what was apparently a CIA-
Israeli Mossad operation.

The younger Mughniyeh headed 
a special unit in the Golan. His kill-
ing made the Golan confrontation 
something of a grudge match be-
tween the Israelis and Hezbollah in 
particular.

In recent months, that has be-
come even more intense. Jihad 
Mughniyeh’s successor is Samir 
Kuntar, a Lebanese Druze who spent 
29 years in an Israeli prison for kill-
ing an Israeli family in a 1979 Pales-
tinian raid. He was freed in a 2008 
prisoner exchange with Hezbollah 
but Israel let him go only with the 
greatest reluctance.

“It’s clear Iran’s been behind all 
the terror attacks in the Golan over 
the past two years,” an Israeli officer 
told the Times of Israel. “The Irani-
ans are using the border… they es-
tablish units — whether it’s (Jihad) 
Mughniyeh or Kuntar, and more — 
to carry out attacks.”

On the Golan, a new conflict is simmering
James Bruce

An Israeli army unit in the Israeli-occupied Golan Heights, on August 21, 2015.
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