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Abstract 

The U.S. military intervention in Syria highlights a central dilemma in civil-military relations: 

whether strategic decisions about troop presence should be guided primarily by military expertise 

or civilian authority. This paper argues that while military assessments are indispensable for 

evaluating operational feasibility, civilian policymakers should not wholly defer to military 

leadership. Drawing on the broader theoretical debate between Max Weber’s views of bureaucratic 

expertise and Carl von Clausewitz’s arguments that war is inherently political, the study situates 

the Syrian case within a setting of unclear political objectives and shifting military realities. The 

study applies a framework of strategic coherence, operational feasibility, and political legitimacy 

to evaluate competing civilian and military perspectives. The analysis finds that civilian supremacy 

is essential to ensure alignment with long-term strategic interests and broader political goals. A 

balanced consultative approach, one that integrates military advice within a framework of civilian 

decision-making, emerges as the most effective means of sustaining U.S. engagement in the 

region. 

Keywords: Civil-Military relations; U.S. Foreign Policy; Security Policy; Strategic 

Decision-Making; Democratic Oversight; Middle East Security; Syria 
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I. Introduction 

Currently, there are around 2,000 U.S. military personnel who occupy a small part of Syrian 

territory under the operational umbrella of Combined Joint Task Force – Operation Inherent 

Resolve (CJTF-OIR).1 Since June 2014 when the official intervention began, U.S. forces have 

operated alongside local partner forces to combat the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and 

stabilize the region. These forces are primarily stationed in the northeastern quadrant of Syria near 

the Turkish border, in places such as Kobani, Raqqa, Jazira, and the Deir Ezzor countryside near 

the al-Omar oilfields.2  However, since 2017, an ongoing debate between civilian policymakers in 

Congress and military leaders in the Pentagon regarding the continued presence of U.S. military 

personnel is reigniting wider discussions on civil-military relations. Past and present 

Administrations have oscillated between maintaining and withdrawing troops, with military 

leadership pushing them to extend troop presence, while civilian policymakers advocate 

withdrawal. 

The United States’ intervention into Syria raises a dilemma in civil-military relations: should 

strategic decisions be handled by civilian authority or military expertise? This dichotomy reflects 

a broader debate between Weberian views of bureaucratic expertise that emphasize the importance 

of the military’s technical competence, and Clausewitzian arguments that war is inherently 

political and should therefore remain under the control of civilian policymakers. The case of U.S. 

troop presence in Syria, characterized by unclear political objectives and evolving military 

dynamics on the ground, offers a compelling context to explore this dynamic. Unpacking this 

debate is fundamental to determining who has authority over operations when U.S. troops are 

deployed abroad. This paper argues that while military expertise is essential to assessing 
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operational feasibility, civilian policymakers must retain ultimate authority to ensure that U.S. 

actions align with broader political objectives and long-term strategic interests. 

This paper argues for civilian authority in the following manner: First, a literature review 

establishes the central theoretical debates in civil-military relations. Second, the methodology 

introduces the analytical framework that is used to evaluate decision-making. Third, the paper 

applies this framework to evidence taken from Syria and comparative historical cases. Fourth, a 

resolution is proposed that aims to synthesize that evidence. Fifth, counterarguments are examined 

to assess the strengths of military deference. Finally, the conclusion identifies the implications of 

this debate for U.S. engagement in Syria and future interventions. 

II. Literature Review 

This literature review explores the tension between civilian control of the military and the 

military’s expertise in decision making. The issue lies at the intersection of civil-military relations 

theory and strategic decision-making, especially in hybrid conflict zones such as in northeast Syria. 

It will assess relevant themes of this theory, evaluate historical precedents, and examine the 

normative and practical debates about the roles and responsibilities of civilian and military actors 

in strategic military decisions.  

A. Expertise vs. Political Control 

The first theme, Expertise vs. Political control, is a fundamental tension in civil-military relations 

and is central to the question of deference to military leadership. Max Weber’s ‘theory of 

bureaucracy’ in Economy and Society (1978) placed emphasis on the bureaucratic rationality and 

technical competence of experts.3 Weber advanced the argument that experts, in this case military 

specialists, possess unique knowledge that best positions them to judge feasibility and success in 
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their area of expertise.4 Weber’s arguments reinforce the notion that military officials, by virtue of 

their unique training and operational knowledge, are the best assessors of effectiveness and 

viability in combat operations.  

Contrasting Weber is Carl Von Clausewitz in On War (1918) arguing that war is an extension of 

politics, and therefore, its purpose must remain political.5 Clausewitz asserted the authority of war 

policy held by civilian policymakers, who are ultimately responsible for defining political 

objectives, ensuring the military meets those ends.6 War without a political objective only devolves 

into chaos. This is because basic human behavior drivers, such as primordial violence, emotion 

and irrationality, are uncontrolled, which creates the circumstances for unpredictable and often 

counterproductive state violence.7 Noting the military expertise of officers in combat operations, 

Clausewitz also highlights that their plans must align with the political objectives set by civilian 

authorities to ensure that the use of force remains a tool of policy.8 Clausewitz posits that civilian 

authority must govern the use of force by the military during conflict precisely because of the 

military’s inherent lethal might. 

B. Objective control vs. Integration 

The second theme, Objective control vs. Integration, centers on the different institutional models 

for managing the relationship between the military and civilian leadership within a state’s political 

structure. In this case, Samuel P. Huntington’s The Soldier and the State (1957) provides a solid 

foundation for contemporary civil-military relations theory.9 Huntington’s “objective control” 

model supports a separation between the military and civilian leadership. Under this framework, 

civilian authorities maintain decisive objective control over the affairs of the state, while the 

military maintains control over operational decision making.10 Huntington argued that such 

separation ensures professionalism within the officer corps and preserves its apolitical nature.11 
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Conversely, Morris Janowitz in the Professional Soldier (1960) envisioned a model of civil-

military relations that is more integrated than Huntington’s.12 Janowitz’s model is integrated in the 

sense that it erases the institutional and social lines between the military and civilian sectors, 

encouraging the military to adopt a social and political outlook more aligned with the civilian elite. 

Janowitz’s “constabulary force” conceptualized a collaborative process where the military works 

closer with civilian leadership to reflect the democratic values of society and conserve the existing 

political order.13 However, historical exceptions exist, where constabulary forces have been 

perceived as more partisan, such as in the case of the Ulster militias fighting for the Union 

government against the provisional IRA during the Troubles.14  Additionally, Eliot Cohen refined 

this in Supreme Command (2002) by presenting the concept of “unequal dialogue,” asserting that 

civilian leaders must utilize the height of their political authority to engage with military 

commanders to shape strategic objectives and operational decisions.15 Cohen used historical 

examples, notably U.S. President Abraham Lincoln and British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, 

to illustrate the strength of civilian oversight in improving military effectiveness rather than 

undermining it.16 

Peter Feaver added a third layer in Armed Servants (2005) with “agency theory.”17 Feaver 

conceptualized the civil-military relationship as one of principal-agent tensions, where civilians 

must monitor military behavior to ensure alignment with policy goals. Military subordinates 

(agents) hold an information asymmetry advantage over civilian leaders (principals) due to 

expertise and confidential knowledge, highlighting the potential for selective compliance or 

“shirking” of orders by the military elite.18 A pertinent example of this is the growing trend in the 

last decade of former military officials entering the private sector and then being appointed to 

civilian cabinet roles, leveraging their expertise and confidential knowledge to influence 
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intelligence, budgeting, and decision making in government.19 For example, Gen. James Mattis 

was brought out of retirement and appointed to the role of Secretary of Defense in Donald Trump’s 

first term as president. Mattis’ military experience as a retired Marine Corps general, coupled with 

confidential knowledge gained through his service, provided him with leverage in both challenging 

and advocating policy. Tensions between President Trump and Gen. Mattis in late 2018 over Syria 

highlighted a schism between military and civilian leadership reminiscent of President Johnson 

and the Joint Chiefs of Staff during the Vietnam era. 

C. Historical Precedents and Thematic Insights 

These theoretical tensions play out in high-stakes decisions about war and peace. The following 

historical examples of the U.S. interventions in Vietnam, Afghanistan, Syria, and Korea are testing 

grounds for the models outlined above. Each model demonstrates the clash between civilian and 

military leadership in strategic decision making that lacks balance. 

i. Divergence between political goals and military strategy 

During the Vietnam conflict, in 1968 tensions emerged between the senior leadership of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff and President Lyndon Johnson over troop deployments. Johnson often deferred to 

military assessments, yet the broader political strategy was ill-defined and resulted in a protracted 

conflict characterized by continued troop rotation in and out of the Vietnam theatre of conflict.20 

Similarly, during the conflict in Afghanistan (2009), President Obama faced a clash with the 

military leadership when senior ranking members of the military, including Generals McChrystal 

and Petraeus, called for a troop surge. Obama ultimately compromised between civilian caution 

and military urgency, reflecting both the need to achieve political aims and heed operational 

warnings.21 
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ii. Civilian override and its costs 

During the conflict against ISIS in Syria (2018), President Trump announced that troops in Syria 

would be withdrawn. This policy change was made against the advice of Gen. James Mattis, 

exposing the risks of unilateral decision-making detached from both operational timelines and 

coalition commitments. Mattis’ advice to Trump was that the Islamic State was far from defeated 

and that withdrawing troops would undermine U.S. credibility in the region, as well as risk harming 

relations with U.S. local partner forces.22 Though ultimately temporarily reversed, President 

Trump did follow through with the decision in October 2019. The impact of the move highlighted 

Mattis’ earlier warnings and led to a humanitarian crisis that was exploited by U.S. adversaries, 

such as Russia, and led to the deaths of civilians including U.S. local partner forces in the Syrian 

Democratic Forces (SDF).23 The decision illustrated how disregarding military expertise can create 

strategic vacuums and jeopardize long-term goals.24 

iii. Consequences of civil-military tensions 

During the Korean conflict (1951), President Harry S. Truman quarreled with General Douglas 

MacArthur over action against the Chinese in the north of the peninsula.25 MacArthur’s advocacy 

for expanding the war into China put him into direct conflict with Truman, who aimed to keep the 

war contained and avoid a broader conflict with the Soviet Union. The tensions between escalation 

and de-escalation ended with Truman asserting civilian control by forcing MacArthur’s 

resignation.26 Truman’s removal of MacArthur reinforced the idea that civilian control is 

paramount and demonstrated the cost of military insubordination. This case reflected the necessity 

of civil-military alignment to ensure that the military means remain subordinate to political ends, 

and it highlights the potentially damaging consequences when that alignment is severed. 
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D. Syria and the U.S Civil-Military Tension Today 

The Syria case continues to typify the civil-military tension. The U.S. military often emphasizes 

conditions-based withdrawals, or withdrawals requiring a set of minimum objectives to be satisfied 

such as certifying that a host nation’s military units have achieved minimum training and 

operational capabilities, such as with the tranche system in the case of Afghanistan from 2011-

2014.27  In the case of Syria, the military often cites the enduring threat of ISIS, regional instability, 

and maintaining positive relations with local partner forces and Coalition partners when 

considering withdrawal.28 Civil administrations, particularly elected officials, face domestic 

political pressures to reorient focus and address broader strategic threats, such as China and Russia 

in recent years. This realignment towards Great power competition is best articulated in the 2018 

National Defense Strategy.29 

Some scholars argue that the Syria troop deployment lacks a coherent political objective, making 

continued military presence an exercise in mission creep.30 In other words, the lack of concrete 

objectives for the troop deployment in Syria is leading to an expansion of the original mission set 

beyond the realm of what is feasible to achieve.31 Proponents of the deployment, such as the RAND 

Corporation’s Bryan Frederick, et al., suggest that the presence itself is a low-cost, high-return 

strategy for maintaining deterrence and influence.32 

E. Gaps in Literature 

The existing literature on civil-military relations reveals several limitations when applied to the 

ongoing U.S. military presence in Syria. Most of the foundational scholarship focuses on 

conventional interstate warfare, whereas the Syrian conflict exemplifies a hybrid battlefield. The 

complexity of conflicts characterized by counterterrorism operations, proxy warfare, and 



10  

 

partnerships with non-state local forces stretch traditional frameworks and create analytical blind 

spots. 

The rapidly evolving conflict environment of Syria since 2011 also has limited the availability of 

comprehensive scholarly analysis. This is due to the recent emergence of the conflict in the last 

decade and a half (2012-2025), and the focus placed by the U.S. military on the Middle East and 

security partnerships with regional state actors. Existing models often assume a binary civil-

military relationship, which overlooks the growing influence of intelligence agencies, foreign 

allied forces, and defense contractors in shaping military policy.  

One dynamic that is unexplored in the literature is the strategic modality of U.S. military 

deployment in Syria. This refers to how to typify U.S. involvement in the country, such as whether 

the commitment should be classified as a limited, Special Operations Forces-led approach, or a 

conventional, large-scale intervention. The literature does not examine the role of special forces 

and tier 1 operators as primary personnel in the kinetic operations on ground and why the U.S. 

adopted this approach in Syria unlike in previous conflicts. The contrast between past conflicts 

where ground troop presence involved large-scale conventional maneuver and more recent 

approaches to conflicts, like in Syria, suggests not just a military strategy shift but a policy shift. 

Examining that shift could support the notion that U.S. policymakers have reached a consensus 

that Syria’s hybrid landscape required a surgical approach using Special Operations Forces. 

The literature on civil-military relations still offers essential insights into the debate about civilian 

deference in military deployment decisions and vice-versa. The central issue in civil-military 

relations is less about whether authority rests in civilian leadership or the military, but more about 

whether the political objectives of the state and military strategies are aligned. The Syrian case 

illustrates this tension acutely: without a coherent civilian-defined mission, military presence risks 
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devolving into mission creep, while without military expertise, political aims lack operational 

grounding. 

III. Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative approach supported by limited quantitative data, using civil-

military relations frameworks and historical case-studies to evaluate the U.S. troop presence in 

Syria. The limited quantitative data is due to the scarcity in reliable and available data sets, such 

as on troop numbers, due either to the sensitive classified nature of the information or the changing 

environment that makes quantitative modelling difficult. This paper evaluates whether civilian 

leadership or military leadership should hold supremacy in decision making regarding U.S. troop 

presence in Syria through a three-part analytical framework. Together, these criteria provide the 

foundation for analyzing the evidence in the following section, which will be presented from the 

civilian and military viewpoints for each criterion. 

1. Strategic Coherence and Alignment: Effective decision-making requires that military 

actions directly support clearly defined political objectives.33 This criterion is rooted in 

Clausewitz’s emphasis on the primacy of politics to assess whether operational plans, such 

as counterterrorism, stabilization, and deterrence, are cohesively integrated into U.S. 

foreign policy goals.  

2. Operational Feasibility and Adaptability: Decisions must be viable, sustainable, and 

responsive to evolving conditions. This criterion reflects Weber’s perspective, which 

places emphasis on military expertise and the ability of plans to be implemented within 

resource constraints and evolving conflict dynamics.34 This perspective ensures 
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recommendations are technically sound and executable without exceeding political 

mandates. 

3. Political Legitimacy and Public Support: Since U.S. military engagements are 

accountable to domestic audiences, decision-making must be grounded in democratic 

legitimacy. This criterion assesses whether actions in Syria garner public and congressional 

backing. Effective policies balance military expertise with political feasibility based on 

popular support to ensure long-term sustainability. 

IV. Evidence 

In evaluating whether civilian policymakers should defer to military leadership regarding U.S 

troop presence in Syria, the following evidence is examined through the criteria established above.   

1. Strategic Coherence and Alignment 

A. Against withdrawal (Military viewpoint) 

Proponents of continued U.S. military presence, such as former commander of Central Command 

(CENTCOM) General Joseph Votel, argue that the mission in northeastern Syria remains 

strategically coherent due to its dual purpose: countering the resurgence of Daesh (ISIS), and 

deterring adversaries such as Iran and Russia.35 The pentagon has emphasized that local partner 

forces, notably the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) are integral to achieving U.S. counterterrorism 

objectives in the region.36 These partnerships represent a military strategy that aligns with broader 

U.S. interests in maintaining regional stability and credibility with global partners in the fight 

against ISIS. 

B. For withdrawal (Civilian viewpoint) 
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Conversely, civilian critics contend that the U.S. mission lacks clearly defined political objectives. 

Since 2019, ISIS’s proto-state has been largely dismantled, and U.S. personnel now operate 

without a coherent strategic rationale.37 This lack of a clear political direction risks becoming 

disconnected from long-term U.S. foreign policy objectives, especially regarding great-power 

competition with China. The 2018 National Defense Strategy sets out the primary strategic goals 

of the United States and is produced by the civilian administration. The Strategy places an 

emphasis on the need to reorientate strategy to countering regional adversaries, such as Russia and 

China in the pacific, by investing in technology, strengthening existing alliances and enhancing 

primacy in these adversaries’ areas. The risk management involved in the global war on terrorism 

that spanned the last decade and a half is being deprioritized in favor of great power competition. 

2. Operational Feasibility and Adaptability 

A. Against Withdrawal (Military viewpoint) 

Proponents of sustained engagement emphasize that military leadership has demonstrated 

adaptability on the ground. This adaptability is demonstrated in the adjustment of troop levels, 

reconfiguration of operational plans, and effective collaboration with local partner forces to meet 

evolving challenges of hybrid warfare in Syria. This is reflected in the evolution of the mission 

from fighting terrorism with ill-equipped and poorly trained fighters to conducting 

counterinsurgency operations with trained and organized local partner forces.38 When transferring 

security duties to fragmented states, the United States has struggled to successfully align the host 

country’s military forces with its new political government so that local troops can effectively take 

over operations previously run by U.S. personnel. A notable example of this is the failure of the 

Afghan National Army in successfully managing Afghanistan after the U.S withdrawal.39 In cases 

where there is some success, issues remain with the efficacy of local partner force management in 
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conducting security and stabilization operations. The Iraqi Security Forces notoriously fled Iraq 

with the rise of ISIS in 2014, pushing the U.S. to return to stabilize the country.40 Military 

strategists emphasize that withdrawal without the effective completion of the mission undermines 

success. 

B. For Withdrawal (Civilian viewpoint) 

Feasibility must also consider sustainability. Critics argue that prolonged military presence strains 

resources and lack legal clarity under the existing 2001 Authorization for the Use of Military Force 

(AUMF).41 Weighing operational and financial costs–along with mission creep (as in 

Afghanistan)–places considerable stress on operations in the northeast of Syria. According to the 

Department of Defense’s Counter-Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) Train and Equip Fund 

(CTEF) for Fiscal Year 2025, the budget allocated for coalition forces in northeast Syria was 148 

million dollars.42 As former special envoy for the Coalition against ISIS, Brett McGurk stated in 

2019, “America Can’t Do More With Less, and it Shouldn’t Try.”43  

3. Political Legitimacy and Public Support 

A. Against Withdrawal (Military viewpoint) 

Supporters of a continued U.S. presence contend that a measured military engagement, when 

combined with targeted political oversight, preserves U.S. credibility and deters adversaries in 

Syria.44 They argue that robust military engagements, while under a limited political mandate, can 

garner international support and reassure regional allies, thereby, reinforcing the external 

legitimacy of U.S. actions.45 Moreover, a limited U.S. withdrawal from northeast Syria in 2019 

spurred a humanitarian crisis due to Turkey’s invasion.46 This undermined U.S. credibility with 

local partners in the region and emboldened adversaries like Russia.47 While the military prioritizes 
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this external credibility, it must be acknowledged that domestic political support for the sustained 

deployment is low and conditional. A recent Defense Priorities poll (2024) indicates fewer than 

30% of Americans are aware of the troop presence in Syria,48 while an Ipsos poll from 2025 notes 

that 41% of Americans support the current mission to combat ISIS. This data suggests the 

military’s argument for legitimacy rests more on strategic necessity and allied reassurance than on 

a majority domestic political mandate.49 

B. For Withdrawal (Civilian viewpoint) 

Despite the U.S. military’s institutional preference to remain engaged, the lack of a domestic 

consensus and the absence of an updated legal framework weaken the legitimacy of continued 

involvement. Data from a Pew Research poll conducted in 2019 asking Americans for their 

opinions of President Trump’s withdrawal from Syria suggested a split. According to the poll, 

Americans remained divided on the issue with a slight majority against pulling out.50 While 

national security officials may see merit in continued troop presence, public opinion and 

Congressional oversight suggest declining support for the status quo. A majority of those asked by 

a 2024 poll why they do not support troops in Syria cited a waste of resources and lack of legal 

justification.51 Another poll from FiveThirtyEight highlights that the partisan support in the 

Republican party for withdrawal from Syria in 2019 was significant.52 A recent poll conducted in 

2025 from Ipsos only confirmed this growing trend of Americans’ declining support for troop 

presence in Syria, highlighting that across partisan lines only 41% support remaining in Syria to 

fight ISIS.53 However, as Daniel Silverman and Caitlin Failing of Carnegie Mellon Institute for 

Strategy & Technology (CMIST) note, the polling data must be analyzed through a critical lens as 

framing will impact on the results of the data.54 Framing is noted to be a significant contributor to 

how people perceive the necessity of troop presence in a conflict environment. The examples of 
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“enemy victory” framing (i.e. the enemy will win if withdrawing) versus the “middle ground” 

framing (i.e. offering alternative options) shifts the data for attitudes in support of withdrawal by 

26%.55 Taking this into consideration when reviewing the polling data is important and relevant 

for determining whether actual public attitudes are being reflected, versus pollster biases.  Without 

clear civilian leadership defining the mission's parameters and seeking democratic mandate, 

military engagement risks drifting into illegitimacy, even if tactically successful. 

V. Resolution 

Given the complexity of the U.S. military presence in Syria, civilian policymakers must prioritize 

strategic political considerations over military advice in key decisions. While military leadership 

provides invaluable insights into operational capabilities, it is ultimately the responsibility of 

civilian authorities to ensure that military actions align with the broader geopolitical goals and the 

long-term stability of the region. A clear civilian lead in decision-making, with military input as a 

consultative component, best ensures the effectiveness and sustainability of U.S. engagement in 

Syria. 

VI. Framework Application to Recent Developments 

The collapse of the Bashar al-Assad dictatorship in late 2024 shifted the conflict dynamic and 

attitudes towards Syria from both the military and civilian standpoints. For the military, the fall of 

the Assad regime ended a potential liability to military operations in northeast Syria. The Assad 

regime rejected the legitimacy of United States operations against ISIS and other stabilization 

initiatives on its soil.56 Additionally, Assad’s hostility to the Syrian Democratic Forces and other 

U.S. allies in the region, such as Israel, undermined both political and military efforts to deal 

effectively with regional instability.57 Now, the new government in Damascus provides an opening 
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to normalize relations between the United States and Syria and shift the focus away from the global 

war on terrorism to great power competition. Irrespective, the removal of the Assad regime by a 

concerted force of opposition fighters spear-headed by Hayat Tahrir Al-Sham (HTS) may have 

shifted the security environment, but the same debates persist. 

A. Against Withdrawal (Military Standpoint) 

The removal of Assad by the predominantly Islamist adjacent opposition led by Muhammad Al-

Jolani (Ahmed al-Sharaa) did not end the fighting in Syria. Israel’s targeting of the country’s 

military infrastructure in December 2024,58 coupled with the emergent violence at the hands of the 

new government’s forces in Latakia against Alawites,59 in Suwayda against Druze,60 and in Manbij 

against the Kurds and other ethnic groups signal continued stability issues.61 Military officials such 

as Brad Cooper, current head of CENTCOM, advocates for maintaining troops in the country to 

continue the fight against ISIS. However, there is also an effort by the military to consolidate forces 

in the northeast and troop reductions to align with this consolidation are ongoing.62 

B. For Withdrawal (Civilian standpoint) 

The Assad regime’s removal is shifting the political dynamics in the region and the attitude of the 

White House. President Donald Trump met the new president, Ahmed al-Shaara, in Riyadh in May 

of 2025, shortly after the meeting was arranged by the Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia.63 

Washington’s approach to al-Sharaa shifted from one of animus to one of normalization. Formerly, 

al-Sharaa had a $10 million dollar bounty on his head, and the United States imposed sanctions on 

the country.64 However, since normalization between Washington and Damascus started in May, 

U.S. sanctions have lifted,65 and the civilian administration is open to working with the new 

government in Damascus. The Trump Administration’s special envoy to Syria, Thomas Barrack, 
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advocates for Syria’s sovereignty and joint US-Syria operations to combat ISIS.66 This is only 

reinforced by President Trump’s meeting with al-Sharaa in the White House on November 10, 

2025 in which he vowed to make Syria successful, and which allowed Syria to formally join the 

US-led Coalition against-ISIS.67 This shift in approach by Washington has led to arguments in 

support of the notion of withdrawing forces from Syria.68 The updated rationale stems from 

Damascus’s potential to tackle on going conflicts with non-state actors without U.S. military 

assistance. 

VII. Conclusion 

The question of whether civilian policymakers should defer to military leadership in decisions 

regarding the continued U.S. military presence in Syria reveals the complex dynamics of civil-

military relations, notably as they relate to modern hybrid conflicts. While military expertise 

remains critical in assessing operational feasibility, the strategic coherence and political legitimacy 

of U.S. actions in Syria cannot be achieved through military guidance alone. Civilian policymakers 

must maintain control over overarching political objectives to ensure that military operations align 

with long-term U.S. interests, domestically and regionally. A balanced approach that integrates 

military expertise through consultation and maintains civilian oversight is the most effective way 

to navigate the challenges of U.S. engagement in Syria. This integrated model can help avoid 

mission creep, prevent the overextension of resources, and maintain the political legitimacy 

necessary for continued American involvement. The decision to stay or withdraw hinges not on a 

binary approach but on the ability to adapt strategy to evolving circumstances, ensuring both 

military effectiveness and political objectives are sustained. This reinforces the notion that while 

military input remains important, subordination to civilian leadership is paramount to preserve the 

political direction and legitimacy of U.S. foreign policy. 
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