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In the 4:1  series of the Institute for Foreign Affairs and Trade, four researchers 
give a short answer to the same questions concerning international politics and 
economics. Our aim is to launch the scientific debates in Hungary and promote 
dialogue among experts. In this issue, our topic is: “Why Does the Assad Regime 
Use Chemical Weapons in the Syrian Civil War?”

RichaRd BuRchill

Why use chemical weapons (CW)? The quick answer to this question is 
simple – to strike fear and uncertainty into the minds of your opponent. 
The use of chemical agents for killing enemies has a long history, both 

in armed conflict and for other political purposes. The development and use of 
chemical weapons as instruments of war has been accompanied by a recognition 
of the abhorrence of these weapons and efforts to prohibit their use. From 1899 
onward, international instruments have been drawn up condemning or attempting 
to prohibit the use of CW. However, the use of CW continues.

The use of CW in World War I is well known, massive stockpiling and use of CW 
was an integral part of WWII, the USA used CW in the Vietnam War, Iraq used CW 
against Iran and Saddam Hussein used CW within Iraq. Now, the Syrian Government 
has made CW part of its arsenal in the ongoing conflict there.

When CW use is directed at a civilian population, the choice made, over other 
types of weapons, is connected to/decided on because of the fear these weapons 
cause. CW are characterized less by their efficiency or efficacy in combat, and more 
by the psychological impact of their use. CW do have the capacity to inflict death 
and suffering on a large scale. Added to this form and nature of CW also means 
there is a strong emotional aspect related to the suffering caused by the weapon 
and the fear that looms over those at whom the weapons are directed. CW are 
invisible, difficult to see or smell, and one cannot be aware that they are actually 
being used. Depending on the type of CW used, there may be an immediate effect 
or this may be delayed, leaving victims wondering what may happen next.

As experienced since their use in World War I, CW have created an “unknown” 
situation of fear and trepidation that can be used to intimidate opponents and 
populations. President Bashar al-Assad in Syria has multiple reasons for using 
chemical weapons, but the underlying issue is the fear and uncertainty they 
represent. In the conduct of the civil war violence for the purpose of terrorizing has 
been an all too common aspect. For the Syrian government, there is a desire to 
send a message to opponents. Given the widespread artillery and rocket attacks in 
Syria by all sides, non-combatants on the ground do not know if each explosion will 
release CW of some kind, so they live in an elevated sense of fear.

The use of CW by Syria is not just about intimidating the civilian population 
but also serves the purpose of intimidating states that oppose President Assad.  
Responses to CW attacks in Syria have a strong emotional component but a limited 
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military retaliation. Assad’s willingness to deploy CW means geostrategic opponents 
will be wary of provoking him for fear of his using these weapons again. The 1925 
Geneva Protocol on the use of poisonous gases in war says such use had been 
justly condemned. The situation in Syria demonstrates that despite condemnation, 
the use of CW still remains a strategic choice for a regime looking to terrorize and 
intimidate all of its opponents.

alex etl

The latest chemical weapon attack at Douma, Syria led to limited military 
advantages on the ground in the 7 years long civil war, while it has evoked 
international criticism and a coordinated retaliatory strike from the side of the 

United States, France and the United Kingdom. After this, it might be tempting to label 
President Bashar al-Assad as an irrational actor and indeed it is a challenging task 
to define rational motives behind the attack. However, I suggest that understanding 
symbolism concerning the use of chemical weapons can reveal us a hidden aspect 
of rationality even in this case.

To understand the role of symbolism, one has to uncover the message of a 
chemical weapon attack both on international and the domestic levels. Internationally, 
the chemical weapon attacks during the First World War, their horrifying results, and 
their uncontrolled nature led quickly to the emergence of the so-called chemical 
weapons taboo, namely that the use of chemical weapons is both an immoral 
and an inhumane act. This taboo started to institutionalize with the 1925 Geneva 
Protocol and was further strengthened by the 1997 Chemical Weapons Convention 
(CWC) and its implementing body, the Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical 
Weapons. With 192 Member States the CWC, is among the strongest international 
treaties; its goals have become widely accepted and supported norms within the 
international community.

For this reason, using a chemical weapon means not only a physical attack 
but also an attack on this norm and the norm-based international system. When 
President Assad uses chemical weapons, he challenges the existence of a universal 
taboo. Therefore, the attack is also a declaration of power that presents his authority 
over international norms. It is also a test for the international community in order to 
demonstrate the weakness of any regulatory regime and the ineffective nature of 
any “red lines.” This symbolizes an eroding international system, in which previously 
constructed taboos can no longer prevail.

On the domestic level, the attack reveals both strength and weakness. Using 
chemical weapons in a war, which was already won strategically by the regime, 
represents power over the defeated. It is a point, where there is no possible return to 
any normalized kind of relations between Assad and his opponents. There is only a 
binary choice: either accepting and obeying the unconditional power of the victorious 
sovereign or dying regardless of your status. However, for the same reasons, the 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-douma-surrender/syria-attack-triggered-western-action-but-on-the-ground-assad-gained-idUSKBN1HN22T
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-douma-surrender/syria-attack-triggered-western-action-but-on-the-ground-assad-gained-idUSKBN1HN22T
https://edition.cnn.com/2018/04/08/middleeast/syria-chemical-attack-douma-intl/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2018/04/13/politics/trump-us-syria/index.html
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2013/09/why-chemical-weapons-are-different/279482/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2706867?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2706867?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.opcw.org/chemical-weapons-convention/download-the-cwc/
https://www.opcw.org/about-opcw/
https://www.opcw.org/about-opcw/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2018/04/09/another-president-faces-a-red-line-on-syria-he-drew-himself/?utm_term=.6c6b210eacbf
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attack also reveals a weakness. It is the realization that there is no possibility return 
to normalization; therefore the holding on to power can be achieved only through 
inhumane and cruel violence. Therefore, it is also the recognition of the limits of the 
unconditional power.

In the end, the logic behind the use of chemical weapons in Syria cannot be 
revealed by military advantages or by political motivations. Instead of analyzing the 
physical use of chemical weapons, one has to understand this act as a symbol of 
power which rationale is only about power both on the international and domestic 
levels.

PéteR MaRton

The question could rather be: “Why does the Assad regime continue to use 
chemical weapons from time to time?” Even the highly potent nerve agent 
sarin has been used on more than a half a dozen occasions, and chemical 

payloads have frequently been delivered by air, dropped by aircraft or helicopters, 
which the rebels do not have.

It seems clear that based on a cost-benefit analysis, the Syrian regime has 
come to the conclusion that these weapons are (1) occasionally useful, and (2) that 
they are not likely to trigger significant punitive action by using them.

Back in August 2013, after the Ghouta sarin attack, some people were puzzled 
as to why it could be worth it for the Syrian regime to use chemical weapons. They 
believed at the time that this might have provoked Western military action, leading to 
defeat for Assad and, consequently, regime change. By now, after the inaction of the 
Obama administration and the limited response of the Trump administration, these 
commentators should understand that regime change through Western-led military 
intervention is not coming to Syria in the foreseeable future. Similarly, it should be 
clear by now that the rebels really do not have an incentive to kill themselves en 
masse in staged “false-flag” attacks, as implied by Syrian and Russian government 
propaganda.

The August 2013 attack followed the events in Egypt of June the same year, 
and the coup d’état there, that restored the military-dominated regime under the 
leadership of Abdel Fattah el-Sisi in Cairo. The Obama administration’s passive 
stance at the time already reflected the Western disappointment in the so-called 
“Arab Spring,” and it may have seemed probable therefore to Bashar al-Assad 
that the United States and other Western powers would not risk helping to bring 
Islamists into power by their own actions again. Still, it was a gamble. The Assad 
regime may have underestimated Obama’s readiness to act purely on principle 
(i.e. regardless of the strategic implications within Syria and the Middle East), but 
eventually Russian diplomatic intervention and the abandonment of considerable 
stockpiles of chemical weapons made it possible for them to avoid a US response.

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-43747922
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The strikes by the Trump administration a year ago against Shayrat Airbase 
followed a timely warning to Russia (and thus, to some extent, even to Bashar al-
Assad’s forces) that military action was imminent. Moreover, the US response was 
limited to a single major target and the damage that could be expected was, through 
the prior warning, considerably diminished. The most recent strikes followed a very 
loud and seemingly aggressive Twitter message (referred to Assad as a „Gas Killing 
Animal” and warned Russia to „get ready”) by US President Donald Trump that once 
again effectively resulted in the Syrians taking extra precautions before the coming 
strikes. The Trump administration did not even attempt to degrade Syria’s remaining 
air defenses to render the regime more vulnerable to future air strikes, should the 
need for those arise (if another attack with chemical weapons is to occur). As a 
result, some commentators believe that the key current target of deterrence, North 
Korea, may not feel dissuaded from using chemical weapons on a much larger 
scale in the event of war on the Korean Peninsula, however remote a possibility that 
may seem at the moment.

Thus, there are costs but certainly not ill-affordable costs for the Syrian regime 
in using chemical weapons.

This brings us to the question of what advantages there may be for them in the 
use of these weapons. In this respect, there is a major difference between the most 
recent incident and the August 2013 attacks or the April 2017 bombing of Khan 
Shaykhun where immediate battlefield tactical advantages may have been more 
realistically sought by the application of chemical agents against rebel-held territory 
(especially in the 2013 case, by government forces that at the time did not have the 
upper hand).

In the Douma attack, helicopters delivered what was most likely chlorine gas (its 
effect enhanced, perhaps, by an unknown additional component) against particular 
building complexes. The dropping of a few gas canisters in what seems to have 
been a disputed area does not directly facilitate the advance of government infantry. 
The incident was therefore most likely a case of terror bombing that is likely to 
result in increasing population displacement, and may thus, in an indirect way, help 
government forces consolidate their hold over these areas.

elias dahRouge

Instead of asking why the Syrian regime would be using chemical weapons, one 
should be focusing first on the ability of the regime to use these weapons. We 
must understand ability to mean all of the technical, financial, human and general 

aptitudes that empower the regime in this respect. So, before asking why, we 
should ask if it can. The answer to this question must be divided into two separate 
timeframes. Indeed, there is a before and an after 2013, the date of the so-called 
Ghouta massacre. Before this date, Syria had a wider margin of maneuvering: the 
international community was applying a lighter pressure, deterrence was low; and 

https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/984022625440747520
http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/everything-you-need-know-north-koreas-chemical-weapons-are-21849
https://www.bellingcat.com/news/mena/2018/04/11/open-source-survey-alleged-chemical-attacks-douma-7th-april-2018/
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the regime was still in possession of all its arsenal and production units. Also, the 
regime spent considerable amounts of money and expertise in the last decades for 
the constitution of such an arsenal. After this date, both the internationally supervised 
dismantlement of the regime’s chemical arsenal as well as the rising dissuasive 
pressure of the West clearly limited Assad’s aptitudes in using these weapons. This 
contextualization leads us to the core question of the various reasons that may 
push the Syrian regime to use its chemical weapons.

A first reason is the survival threat. In theory, when an individual or a given entity 
or state’s existence is at stake, it seems logical that all means are good in pushing 
away the threat of annihilation. Was the Syrian regime facing an existential threat? 
In the first years of the conflict it was indeed at some points, so in such a particular 
context, the regime’s survival could have been a reason for the use of chemical 
weapons. However, this is no longer true, stemming from the direct involvement of 
Russia and the deployment of its protecting wings over Assad’s regime. Therefore, 
this existential reason might have some relevance for the first years of the conflict, 
but only until September 2015.

The second reason is deterrence. In a comparative approach, this argument 
is the same as the one explaining the US nuclear bombing of Japan in WWII. The 
use of nuclear weapons was not crucial for winning the war, but the use of such 
bombs accelerated its end by sending a clear psychological message. For Syria, 
this argument must be balanced by the complexity of the situation on the ground 
that is typical in the case of an internationalized civil war. Deterrence might have 
been a good motive for the regime, but there are doubts about such naivety in their 
assessment of the potential uncertain outcomes. In other words, Assad’s regime 
cannot be a fool in taking the risk of a punitive foreign intervention, just for the sake 
of possible psychological gains.

The third reason would be related to ethnic or religious cleansing. This begs the 
question; isn’t it more effective to stick to the use of barrel bombs that are cheaper 
and possibly more effective?

A last reason is a moral one. To understand it, we should not ask why, but 
simply why not? The Syrian regime does not and never has had a gratifying positive 
record in promoting human rights and moral values. Assad’s forces used war crime 
methods such as methodic torture, undistinguished shelling, systematic rape and 
kidnappings without any scruple, not only on Syrians, but also against Lebanese 
people during its long presence there. All of these acts were executed with an 
unbelievable sense of pragmatism regulated by absurd and shocking bureaucratic 
standard of procedures. Following this logic, chemical weapons are for the regime 
nothing else than another category of useful weapons.

All in all, the Syrian regime’s potential reasons for using chemical weapons 
seem to be many but not that equivoque. All of them present pros and cons even 
when considering the behavioral patterns and the mentality of this regime. While 
there might be good reasons for the regime in using its chemical arsenal, the ques-
tion that still remains is whether this regime has used it in reality or not? But this is 
another subject…


