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hundreds of children. The images from this
massacre are sickening: men, women, children
lying in rows, killed by poison gas; others foam-
ing at the mouth, gasping for breath; a father
clutching his dead children, imploring them to
get up and walk. On that terrible night, the
world saw in gruesome detail the terrible na-
ture of chemical weapons and why the over-
whelming majority of humanity has declared
them off limits: a crime against humanity and a
violation of the laws of war.

This was not always the case. In World War
I, American GIs were among the many thou-
sands killed by deadly gas in the trenches of
Europe. In World War II, the Nazis used gas
to inflict the horror of the Holocaust. Because
these weapons can kill on a mass scale, with no
distinction between soldier and infant, the civi-
lized world has spent a century working to ban
them. And in 1997, the United States Senate
overwhelmingly approved an international
agreement prohibiting the use of chemical
weapons, now joined by 189 Governments that
represent 98 percent of humanity.

On August 21, these basic rules were violat-
ed, along with our sense of common humanity.
No one disputes that chemical weapons were
used in Syria. The world saw thousands of vid-
eos, cell phone pictures, and social media ac-
counts from the attack, and humanitarian orga-
nizations told stories of hospitals packed with
people who had symptoms of poison gas.

Moreover, we know the Asad regime was re-
sponsible. In the days leading up to August 21,
we know that Asad’s chemical weapons person-
nel prepared for an attack near an area where
they mix sarin gas. They distributed gasmasks
to their troops. Then they fired rockets from a
regime-controlled area into 11 neighborhoods
that the regime has been trying to wipe clear of
opposition forces. Shortly after those rockets
landed, the gas spread, and hospitals filled with
the dying and the wounded. We know senior
figures in Asad’s military machine reviewed the
results of the attack, and the regime increased
their shelling of the same neighborhoods in the
days that followed. We’ve also studied samples
of blood and hair from people at the site that
tested positive for sarin.

When dictators commit atrocities, they de-
pend upon the world to look the other way un-
til those horrifying pictures fade from memory.
But these things happened. The facts cannot
be denied. The question now is what the Unit-
ed States of America—and the international
community—is prepared to do about it. Be-
cause what happened to those people—to
those children—is not only a violation of inter-
national law, it’s also a danger to our security.

Let me explain why. If we fail to act, the
Asad regime will see no reason to stop using
chemical weapons. As the ban against these
weapons erodes, other tyrants will have no rea-
son to think twice about acquiring poison gas
and using them. Over time, our troops would
again face the prospect of chemical warfare on
the battlefield. And it could be easier for ter-
rorist organizations to obtain these weapons
and to use them to attack civilians.

If fighting spills beyond Syria’s borders,
these weapons could threaten allies like Tur-
key, Jordan, and Israel. And a failure to stand
against the use of chemical weapons would
weaken prohibitions against other weapons of
mass destruction and embolden Asad’s ally
Iran, which must decide whether to ignore in-
ternational law by building a nuclear weapon
or to take a more peaceful path.

This is not a world we should accept. This is
what’s at stake. And that is why, after careful
deliberation, I determined that it is in the na-
tional security interests of the United States to
respond to the Asad regime’s use of chemical
weapons through a targeted military strike.
The purpose of this strike would be to deter
Asad from using chemical weapons, to degrade
his regime’s ability to use them, and to make
clear to the world that we will not tolerate their
use.

That’s my judgment as Commander in
Chief. But I’m also the President of the world’s
oldest constitutional democracy. So even
though I possess the authority to order military
strikes, I believed it was right, in the absence of
a direct or imminent threat to our security, to
take this debate to Congress. I believe our de-
mocracy is stronger when the President acts
with the support of Congress. And I believe
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that America acts more effectively abroad
when we stand together.

This is especially true after a decade that put
more and more war-making power in the
hands of the President and more and more
burdens on the shoulders of our troops, while
sidelining the people’s representatives from
the critical decisions about when we use force.

Now, I know that after the terrible toll of
Iraq and Afghanistan, the idea of any military
action, no matter how limited, is not going to
be popular. After all, I’ve spent 4½ years work-
ing to end wars, not to start them. Our troops
are out of Iraq. Our troops are coming home
from Afghanistan. And I know Americans want
all of us in Washington—especially me—to
concentrate on the task of building our Nation
here at home: putting people back to work, ed-
ucating our kids, growing our middle class.

It’s no wonder, then, that you’re asking hard
questions. So let me answer some of the most
important questions that I’ve heard from
Members of Congress and that I’ve read in let-
ters that you’ve sent to me.

First, many of you have asked, won’t this put
us on a slippery slope to another war? One
man wrote to me that we are “still recovering
from our involvement in Iraq.” A veteran put it
more bluntly: “This nation is sick and tired of
war.” My answer is simple: I will not put Amer-
ican boots on the ground in Syria. I will not
pursue an open-ended action like Iraq or Af-
ghanistan. I will not pursue a prolonged air
campaign like Libya or Kosovo. This would be
a targeted strike to achieve a clear objective:
deterring the use of chemical weapons and de-
grading Asad’s capabilities.

Others have asked whether it’s worth acting
if we don’t take out Asad. As some Members of
Congress have said, there’s no point in simply
doing a “pinprick” strike in Syria. Let me make
something clear: The United States military
doesn’t do pinpricks. Even a limited strike will
send a message to Asad that no other nation
can deliver. I don’t think we should remove an-
other dictator with force; we learned from Iraq
that doing so makes us responsible for all that
comes next. But a targeted strike can make

Asad—or any other dictator—think twice be-
fore using chemical weapons.

Other questions involve the dangers of retal-
iation. We don’t dismiss any threats, but the
Asad regime does not have the ability to seri-
ously threaten our military. Any other retalia-
tion they might seek is in line with threats that
we face every day. Neither Asad nor his allies
have any interest in escalation that would lead
to his demise. And our ally Israel can defend it-
self with overwhelming force, as well as the un-
shakeable support of the United States of
America.

Many of you have asked a broader question:
Why should we get involved at all in a place
that’s so complicated and where, as one person
wrote to me, “those who come after Asad may
be enemies of human rights”? It’s true that
some of Asad’s opponents are extremists. But
Al Qaida will only draw strength in a more cha-
otic Syria if people there see the world doing
nothing to prevent innocent civilians from be-
ing gassed to death. The majority of the Syrian
people—and the Syrian opposition we work
with—just want to live in peace, with dignity
and freedom. And the day after any military ac-
tion, we would redouble our efforts to achieve
a political solution that strengthens those who
reject the forces of tyranny and extremism.

Finally, many of you have asked: Why not
leave this to other countries or seek solutions
short of force? As several people wrote to me,
“We should not be the world’s policeman.” I
agree, and I have a deeply held preference for
peaceful solutions. Over the last 2 years, my
administration has tried diplomacy and sanc-
tions, warnings and negotiations, but chemical
weapons were still used by the Asad regime.

However, over the last few days, we’ve seen
some encouraging signs. In part because of the
credible threat of U.S. military action, as well
as constructive talks that I had with President
Putin, the Russian Government has indicated a
willingness to join with the international com-
munity in pushing Asad to give up his chemical
weapons. The Asad regime has now admitted
that it has these weapons and even said they’d
join the Chemical Weapons Convention, which
prohibits their use.
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It’s too early to tell whether this offer will
succeed, and any agreement must verify that
the Asad regime keeps its commitments. But
this initiative has the potential to remove the
threat of chemical weapons without the use of
force, particularly because Russia is one of
Asad’s strongest allies.

I have therefore asked the leaders of Con-
gress to postpone a vote to authorize the use of
force while we pursue this diplomatic path. I’m
sending Secretary of State John Kerry to meet
his Russian counterpart on Thursday, and I
will continue my own discussions with Presi-
dent Putin. I’ve spoken to the leaders of two of
our closest allies, France and the United King-
dom, and we will work together in consultation
with Russia and China to put forward a resolu-
tion at the U.N. Security Council requiring
Asad to give up his chemical weapons and to
ultimately destroy them under international
control. We’ll also give U.N. inspectors the op-
portunity to report their findings about what
happened on August 21. And we will continue
to rally support from allies from Europe to the
Americas, from Asia to the Middle East, who
agree on the need for action.

Meanwhile, I’ve ordered our military to
maintain their current posture to keep the
pressure on Asad and to be in a position to re-
spond if diplomacy fails. And tonight I give
thanks again to our military and their families
for their incredible strength and sacrifices.

My fellow Americans, for nearly seven de-
cades, the United States has been the anchor
of global security. This has meant doing more
than forging international agreements. It has
meant enforcing them. The burdens of leader-
ship are often heavy, but the world is a better
place because we have borne them.

And so to my friends on the right, I ask you
to reconcile your commitment to America’s
military might with a failure to act when a
cause is so plainly just. To my friends on the

left, I ask you to reconcile your belief in free-
dom and dignity for all people with those imag-
es of children writhing in pain and going still
on a cold hospital floor. For sometimes, resolu-
tions and statements of condemnation are sim-
ply not enough.

Indeed, I’d ask every Member of Con-
gress—and those of you watching at home to-
night—to view those videos of the attack and
then ask: What kind of world will we live in if
the United States of America sees a dictator
brazenly violate international law with poison
gas and we choose to look the other way?

Franklin Roosevelt once said, “Our national
determination to keep free of foreign wars and
foreign entanglements cannot prevent us from
feeling deep concern when ideals and princi-
ples that we have cherished are challenged.”
Our ideals and principles, as well as our nation-
al security, are at stake in Syria, along with our
leadership of a world where we seek to ensure
that the worst weapons will never be used.

America is not the world’s policeman. Terri-
ble things happen across the globe, and it is be-
yond our means to right every wrong. But
when, with modest effort and risk, we can stop
children from being gassed to death—and
thereby make our own children safer over the
long run—I believe we should act. That’s what
makes America different. That’s what makes us
exceptional. With humility, but with resolve,
let us never lose sight of that essential truth.

Thank you. God bless you, and God bless
the United States of America.

NOTE: The President spoke at 9:01 p.m. in the
East Room at the White House. In his re-
marks, he referred to Minister of Foreign Af-
fairs Sergey Viktorovich Lavrov of Russia;
President François Hollande of France; and
Prime Minister David Cameron of the United
Kingdom.
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Remarks at a Wreath-Laying Ceremony at the Pentagon Memorial in
Arlington, Virginia
September 11, 2013

The President. Good morning.
Audience members. Good morning!
The President. From Scripture, we learn of

the miracle of restoration: “You who have
made me see many troubles and calamities will
revive me again. From the depths of the Earth,
you will bring me up again. You will increase
my greatness and comfort me again.”

Secretary Hagel, General Dempsey, mem-
bers of our Armed Forces, and most of all, the
survivors who bear the wounds of that day and
the families of those we lost, it is an honor to
be with you here again to remember the trage-
dy of 12 Septembers ago, to honor the great-
ness of all who responded, and to stand with
those who still grieve and to provide them
some measure of comfort once more. Togeth-
er, we pause, and we pray, and we give humble
thanks—as families and as a nation—for the
strength and the grace that, from the depths of
our despair, has brought us up again, has re-
vived us again, has given us strength to keep
on.

We pray for the memory of all those taken
from us, nearly 3,000 innocent souls. Our
hearts still ache for the futures snatched away,
the lives that might have been, the parents who
would have known the joys of being grandpar-
ents, the fathers and mothers who would have
known the pride of a child’s graduation, the
sons and daughters who would have grown,
maybe married and been blessed with children
of their own. Those beautiful boys and girls
just beginning to find their way, who today
would have been teenagers and young men
and women looking ahead, imagining the mark
they’d make on the world.

They left this Earth. They slipped from our
grasp. But it was written, “What the heart has
once owned and had, it shall never lose.” What
your families lost in the temporal, in the here
and now, is now eternal: the pride that you car-
ry in your hearts, the love that will never die,
your loved ones’ everlasting place in America’s
heart.

We pray for you, their families, who have
known the awful depths of loss. And in the qui-
et moments we have spent together and from
the stories that you’ve shared, I’m amazed at
the will that you’ve summoned in your lives to
lift yourselves up and to carry on and to live
and love and laugh again.

Even more than memorials of stone and wa-
ter, your lives are the greatest tribute to those
that we lost. For their legacy shines on in you:
when you smile just like him, when you toss
your hair just like her, when you foster scholar-
ships and service projects that bear the name
and—of those we lost and make a better world.
When you join the firehouse or you put on the
uniform or you devote yourself to a cause
greater than yourself, just like they did, that’s a
testimony to them. And in your resilience, you
have taught us all, there is no trouble we can-
not endure and there is no calamity we cannot
overcome.

We pray for all those who have stepped for-
ward in those years of war: diplomats who
serve in dangerous posts, as we saw this day
last year in Benghazi; intelligence profession-
als, often unseen and unheralded, who protect
us in every way; our men and women in uni-
form who defend this country that we love.

Today we remember not only those who
died that September day. We pay solemn trib-
ute to more than 6,700 patriots who have given
their full measure since: military and civilians.
We see their legacy in the friendships they
forged, the attacks they prevented, the inno-
cent lives they saved, and in their comrades in
Afghanistan who are completing the mission
and who by the end of next year will have
helped to end this war.

So this is the path that we’ve traveled to-
gether. These are the wounds that continue to
heal. And this is the faith in God and each oth-
er that carries us through, that restores us, and
that we summon once more each time we
come to hallowed ground, beside this building
or in a Pennsylvania field or where the towers
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