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The virtue
of ‘heroically’ 
stepping aside

I
n bold acts 217 years apart, 
very different men took the 
most courageous of political 
steps: They willingly 
stepped aside and left 
powerful positions, provid-

ing an example, and a potential 
honourable exit for leaders such 
as Syrian President Bashar 
Assad.

George Washington, the first 
American president, in 1796 said 
two four-year terms were enough. 
He could have retained power, 
king-like, until his death and, 
indeed, many people in the new 
country wanted it so. They were, 
after all, used to being subjects of 
the British monarchy.

Washington, however, for 
decades had been working — in 
the battlefield and in the framing 
of a new government — at keeping 
his country free of abuse of power. 
His two-term tradition held until 
the election of Franklin Roosevelt 
to a third (and then fourth) term 
in the 1940s.

Two centuries after 
Washington, Pope Benedict XVI 
stunned the world by resigning 
his position as leader of the 
Roman Catholic Church. It wasn’t 
unprecedented but a similar 
unilateral papal departure hadn’t 
occurred in 719 years.

Washington stepped aside 
because the new country he 
helped found needed to establish 
a realistic expectation of peaceful 
transition of power. 

Benedict wrote that his decision 
came because, at nearly 86 
years of age, he recognised “my 
incapacity to adequately fulfil the 
ministry entrusted to me”.

As different as the times and as 
different the circumstances were, 
these were both tremendously 
brave acts. The much easier 
route would have been to let the 
status quo stand and remain in 
office, even if it wasn’t best for 
country or church. The president 

and pope, defining 
leadership and respect 
for the people and 
institutions in their 
care, refused the easy 
path.

There are few 
leaders who take such 
considerations into 
account when looking 
at their own situations. 
One who should is 

Assad.
Assad’s hold on power stems 

from his father’s 1970 coup. Assad, 
the son, became president in 

2000 and it was hoped he would 
bring a progressive mindset and 
promulgate needed reforms in 
Syria but nothing came of his 
promises of change.

The situation devolved and in 
March 2011 protests were met 
with overbearing force and those 
peacefully demanding change 
were replaced by an armed 
insurrection. Assad’s response 
set off a war that astounds even 
in an age in which acts of horrific 
brutality and inhumanity are 
near daily occurrences. More than 
250,000 people have died and 
millions have fled their homes.

Judging by his actions, Assad, 
however, isn’t likely to take steps 
that would gain him consideration 
as a great leader. He refused his 
own people’s pleas to leave office, 
answering with barrel bombs. 
He ignored international calls to 
step down, accepting instead to 
become a figurehead for Russia 
and Iran, which have their own 
plans for Syria.

There is the valid point that 
Washington and Benedict had 
established processes in place for 
succession and Syria does not. 
Washington stated his intention 
not to seek re-election well before 
a scheduled nationwide vote.

 The Catholic Church had called 
conclaves to select new popes as 
needed for two millennia before 
Benedict’s resignation.

How to choose who replaces 
Assad is a much different issue. 
Removal of despots is a moral 
imperative but eliminating the 
threat of a power vacuum that 
leads to violent anarchy — see 
Libya — is as essential.

A RAND Corporation report 
on the Syria peace talks said the 
first goal should be an end of 
the fighting. The security of the 
Syrian people — the victims of this 
conflict — must be paramount and 
assured through any handover of 
power.

If Assad is a true leader, he will 
put the safety of his fellow Syrians 
ahead of any desire to retain even 
a façade of power. He should 
help establish a government 
that guarantees the welfare of 
the Syrian people, even if — and 
it probably wouldn’t — it didn’t 
include him.

That would be a brave act 
worthy of a “leader”, even coming 
well past the time it should have.

John Hendel is the Senior editor 
for The Arab Weekly. He lives in 
the United States.

T
he meeting of world leaders in London to discuss 
ways to boost aid for Syrian refugees has taken place 
against the background of legitimate concerns that 
the goodwill of the international community towards 
refugees, especially in Europe, could be receding.

During January, more than 350 refugees died off the 
coasts of Greece, Turkey and Italy. In one case 

January 30th, a boat capsized off the coast of Turkey, killing at 
least 37 refugees.

However, the tragic sight of the refugees’ dead bodies washing 
ashore did not trigger the strong tide of sympathy elicited by the 
death of Syrian toddler Aylan Kurdi last September. The Associ-
ated Press quoted Melissa Fleming, a spokeswoman for the UN 
High Commissioner for Refugees, as saying: “The public seems to 
be kind of immunised. They don’t want to see it anymore.”

But it’s not just an issue of being desensitised to tragedy: Since 
the surge of support for refugees last summer, Europeans have 
learned that the perpetrators of the November 13th attacks on 
Paris included recent Middle East refugees who managed to sneak 
in from Greece.

And in the German city of Cologne, 18 asylum seekers from the 
Middle East and North Africa were suspected of involvement in 
acts of violence, including sexual harassment, during New Year’s 
Eve celebrations.

Fears about migrants endangering Europe’s security or jeopard-
ising its way of life have succeeded to a great extent in eroding 
Germany’s welcoming culture. About 40% of the German public 
would like Chancellor Angela Merkel to resign over her handling 
of the refugee issue.

Elsewhere in Europe, Sweden intends to expel thousands of 
asylum seekers whose applications were rejected. Denmark is 
reducing the benefits to refugees and seizing valuables from 
migrants.

There is no minimising the criminal acts under investigation 
after the Cologne incidents but the misdeeds remain those of a 
miniscule minority.

Moreover, the treatment of the issue has ignored the fact that 
many refugee women from Syria and Iraq have been victims of 
abuse both in their own region and in Europe. In a recent report, 
Amnesty International said these women “face violence, assault, 
exploitation and sexual harassment at every stage of their jour-
ney, including on European soil” at the hands of smugglers, 
security staff or other refugees.

Financing refugee assistance is costly. The international com-
munity’s aim is to raise $9 billion to help the millions of Syrian 
refugees across the Middle East and Europe. As large as this sum 
is, it could be productive in the long haul.

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) stated in January that 
“rapid labour market integration is key to reducing the net fiscal 
cost associated with the current inflow of asylum seekers. Indeed, 
the sooner the refugees gain employment, the more they will help 
the public finances.” The IMF statement applies not only to 
refugees in Europe but also in Lebanon, Jordan and elsewhere in 
MENA where many of them are waiting out the war.

If rational minds prevail, people should realise the integration 
of refugees into society — as costly as that may be in the short run — 
is the only way to go. The movement of people across the globe, 
regardless of violence and war, is here to stay.

Helping refugees is the 
only way to go

If Assad is a true leader, 
he will put the safety of 
his fellow Syrians ahead 
of any desire to retain 
even a façade of power.

John Hendel


