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rench Foreign Minister 
Laurent Fabius linked 
Paris’s recent decision to 
investigate alleged crimes 
against humanity com-

mitted by Syrian President Bashar 
Assad’s regime with the need to 
react to “crimes that offend the hu-
man conscience”.

The French move is also seen to 
be politically motivated as Paris 
seeks to strengthen its hand in Syr-
ia should the Russians and some 
Western countries try to grant As-
sad’s regime a role in the future of 
the country.

Fabius said that graphic evidence 
provided by a photographer of the 
Syrian military police, known for 
security reasons as “Caesar”, in-
dicated that thousands of Syrians 
had been tortured to death, some 
with their eyes gouged out and 
“others starved to death in the pris-
ons of the regime”.

This “demonstrates the system-
atic cruelty of the Assad regime… It 
is our responsibility to act against 
the impunity of the killers,” he said.

“Caesar” defected in July 2013 
with some 55,000 photos. The 
French Foreign Ministry studied 
the pictures and forwarded infor-

mation to Paris prosecutors, allow-
ing for the opening of an investiga-
tion.

From a French viewpoint, the 
decision to investigate alleged 
crimes against humanity in Syrian 
is seen as a reminder that Assad 
cannot — for moral reasons — be a 
partner either in the fight against 
the Islamic State (ISIS) or as part 
of any diplomatic solution to the 
Syrian conflict, in which more than 
240,000 people have been killed, 
millions displaced and which trig-
gered mass exodus of Syrian refu-
gees.

For Thomas Pierret, a French lec-
turer in contemporary Islam and 
Middle Eastern Studies at the Uni-
versity of Edinburgh, the investiga-
tion is “a way to counter the evo-
lution by some Western countries 
towards the idea of a rapproche-
ment with Assad”.

“The crimes against humanity 
probe is a trump card that allows 
France to try to spoil attempts to 
rehabilitate Assad,” Pierret noted.

And, indeed, as the judicial move 
against Assad was made public, 
French President François Hollande 
was at the United Nations saying 
that the Syrian president had to go.

The investigation also aims to si-
lence internal criticism on France’s 
stand regarding the Syrian presi-
dent. Voices on the right and left of 
the French political spectrum are 
calling for cooperation with Assad 
against ISIS to fight terrorist threats 
at home and stop the influx of Syr-
ian refugees.

Critics say air strikes by the US-
led alliance are not enough to de-
feat ISIS, adding that victory can 
only be achieved by troops in the 
field, specifically the Syrian Army 

and its allies.
France’s fears of seeing Assad 

stay in power were enhanced by 
Russia’s military intervention in 
Syria, which will make it hard, ac-
cording to French analysts, to reach 
a diplomatic solution to the con-
flict.

Pierret echoed those fears. “The 
Russian intervention might very 
well make any negotiated settle-
ment useless as a strong Assad 
won’t feel the need to reach a com-
promise and impossible as Russians 
are focusing on moderate rebel 
groups with the aim of destroying 
them, a prospect that will leave [us] 
without any credible partner to ne-
gotiate with,” he said.

And, indeed, rather than bomb-
ing exclusively ISIS positions — as 
the US-led coalition would want 
them to do — Russian warplanes are 
targeting “moderate” rebel groups.

French fears are not shared by 
Syrian sources in Damascus, who 
acknowledge privately that the 

Russians know that, despite their 
intervention, Assad’s army and the 
various Shia Hezbollah, Iranian, 
Iraqi, Afghan militias cannot regain 
full control of all of the Syrian terri-
tory and that negotiations will have 
to take place.

Russia’s goal is to strengthen the 
regime’s grip on territory dubbed 
the “useful Syria” — the Mediterra-
nean coast, including the port cities 
of Latakia and Tartus and the Ala-
wite hinterland, Homs and Hama in 
central Syria and Damascus with its 
outskirts.

The military escalation in Syria 
coincides with a plan by UN envoy 

Staffan de Mistura to revive diplo-
matic talks between the regime and 
the opposition. De Mistura, whose 
plan has been endorsed by the 
UN Security Council, is to set four 
working groups that would tackle 
the humanitarian needs of the pop-
ulation, political and constitutional 
reform, military issues and recon-
struction.

The end result of such inter-Syr-
ian talks would be endorsed by the 
Security Council as the basis of an 
agreement, paving the way for a 
new peace conference on Syria.

Pierret, unconvinced, said: 
“What Putin is doing in Chechnya 
since the end of the ‘90s gives us a 
pretty good idea on the type of ‘re-
forms’ he is envisioning for Syria, 
which is a scenario that would have 
Assad’s regime negotiate and rec-
oncile with himself .”

Dominique Roch is a regular 
analyst and special correspondent 
for The Arab Weekly.
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Trump card. French President François Hollande (R) meets with Syrian opposition leader Khaled 
Khoja at the UN in New York, on September 28th.
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Obama in Syria: Blind man’s bluff

U 

S President Barack 
Obama recently told 
the UN General 
Assembly that the 
Islamic State (ISIS) 
could not be 

defeated in Syria if President 
Bashar Assad remained in office.

What the president conveni-
ently forgot to say was that when 
he began his campaign against 
ISIS in 2014, the American focus 
was solely on Iraq, with little 
consideration for how to fight the 
group in Syria.

Worse, at the time Obama sent 
a secret letter to Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 
assuring him that attacks against 
ISIS in Syria would not target 
Assad’s forces. Somehow, Obama 
did not see a link then between 
Assad’s remaining in office and 
ISIS expansion in Syria.

Obama’s mood has revealed 
something recurrent in the 
United States’ consideration of 
the Syrian conflict: The president 
has remained blind to the broader 
implications of the war there and 
thus what led to the emergence of 
jihadi groups in the country. Even 
Obama’s more recent statements 

about Assad, while true, failed 

to define a strategy for getting rid 
of the Syrian leader. The United 
States still views the war in Syria 
as important mainly because of 
ISIS.

The Russians grasped this early 
on and ran with it. In March, CIA 
Director John Brennan displayed 
US ambiguity when he told the 
Council on Foreign Relations that 
the last thing the administration 
wanted to see was ISIS and Jabhat 
al-Nusra “walk into Damascus”. 
Brennan added: “None of us, 
Russia, the United States, 
coalition and regional states, 
wants to see a collapse of the 
government and political institu-
tions in Damascus.”

That is why Russia’s ambassa-
dor to the United Nations, Vitaly 
Churkin, told CBS recently that 
the Americans “don’t want the 
Assad government to fall… They 
want to fight [ISIS] in a way which 
is not going to harm the Syrian 
government.”

Churkin’s conclusion was 
reasonable. In its systematic 
desire to reduce the Syrian war to 
ISIS, the Obama administration 
has signed on to the logic the 
ambassador outlined: If weaken-
ing Assad benefits ISIS, the 
United States will not weaken 
Assad.

The Obama administration has 
often had a one-dimensional 
approach to the Middle East, 
reducing policy to digestible 
chunks and failing to formulate 
integrated reactions to related 
regional issues. That is one reason 
why Washington has been so poor 
at strategy in recent years, 

appearing bewildered at every 
new turn in the Arab world.

 It is also why Obama has no real 
plan for Syria, merely reacting to 
events after they happen while 
making general affirmations that 
invariably are belied by reality.

George Kennan, the US diplo-
mat and person most associated 
with the policy of containment of 
the Soviet Union, once lamented 
the ease with which US officials 
made public statements that they 
had no means of implementing. 
This has been standard fare on 
Syria, with Obama and others 
repeatedly saying Assad is 
finished, only for him to remain.

When will the Americans 
realise that ISIS is only one part of 
a far more complicated situation 
— in Syria, Iraq and even Libya? In 
Obama’s foolish desire to treat the 
symptoms of ISIS and not the 
cause, the United States is getting 
nowhere. The administration can 
make all the statements it wants, 
but unless it is willing to arm its 
allies and cut the Gordian knot of 
the Assad presence, no one 
should take its remarks about 
Assad too seriously.

The most ludicrous extension 
of American thinking was the 
effort to train “moderate” Syrian 
rebels to fight ISIS. The pro-
gramme was a failure from the 
start, largely because a vast 
majority of Syrians view the 
battle against Assad as the 
priority. They did not appreciate 
being turned by the Americans 
into mercenaries to fight ISIS on 
the United States’ behalf.

Did no one see the problem in 

Washington? The egoism was 
astonishing: because fighting ISIS 
was an American urgency, so too 
should it have been for the 
Syrians. That was patently not the 
case, however, and now the 
useless scheme has been 
scrapped.

Terrorism is a major problem 
but in the Middle East — Syria and 
Iraq in particular — it is one of 
many. For the West, a terrorist is 
someone who may disrupt one’s 
secure, prosperous existence; in 
many Arab societies, there is no 
security and prosperity to 
disrupt.

But the larger question today is 
what does the US obsession with 
terrorism mean in Syria? Obama 
may publicly want Assad to go 
but, as long as there is no clear 
transition away from him, the 
United States will implicitly back 
a Russian effort to strengthen the 
Syrian state, even if it means that 
US-backed rebels are attacked and 
lose territory.

The Russians have read 
Obama’s fears well. Churkin is 
correct in saying that Washington 
will always prefer Assad to the 
jihadi groups threatening his 
regime. American voices may be 
rising but when the White House 
judges everything by the bench-
mark of terrorism, the reality is 
that Obama won’t readily hinder 
Russia.

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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View point
Obama has 
no real plan 
for Syria, 
merely 
reacting to 
events after 
they happen.

The president has 
remained blind to the 
broader implications of 
the war.


