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Obama and Hollande not 
on the same page
Amal Mudallali

Washington

D 

uring his news confer-
ence with US President 
Barack Obama at the 
White House, French 
President François Hol-

lande underscored the urgency that 
France feels towards fighting terror-
ism and finding a solution for Syria 
following the terrorist attacks on 
Paris.

“There is a new mindset now,” 
Hollande said November 24th. “The 
risk is everywhere due to Daesh. 
We therefore must act,” the French 
leader said using an Arabic term for 
the Islamic State (ISIS).

Hollande’s words were directed 
at his American hosts as much as at 
others and they reflected the frus-
tration and disappointment among 
the French about what they see as 
US reluctance to do more.

According to Joseph Bahout, a 
visiting scholar at the Carnegie En-
dowment for International Peace 
who formerly served in the French 
Foreign Ministry, French frustra-
tion with US caution to be more ac-
tive in the war against ISIS was the 

key message Hollande carried to 
the White House. The second mes-
sage was that the anti-ISIS coalition 
needs to be more assertive on the 
ground. US talk about “containing” 
ISIS has left America’s allies “frus-
trated”, Bahout said.

Obama emphasised “unity of pur-
pose” with France. He said he had 
met his advisers and put together a 
plan to accelerate and advance the 
pressure that can be put on ISIS. 
“We intend to execute these plans,” 
Obama said. He did not elaborate on 
these plans.

Obama did, however, call on the 
European Union to “finally imple-
ment the agreement that has been 
long in the works that would require 
airlines to share passenger infor-
mation, so we can do more to stop 
foreign terrorists from entering our 
countries undetected”.

The US president agreed with Hol-
lande that Russia could play a more 
constructive role if it were to shift 
focus to defeating ISIS. He said he 
considered the Vienna process “the 
best way to bring peace to Syria” 
and said it “requires active Russian 
support for a ceasefire and a politi-
cal transition away from Assad to a 
democratically elected government 
that can unite the Syrian people 
against terrorism”.

Obama’s words did not reflect 
the same urgency that Hollande ex-
pressed when he said: “We need a 
joint response, an implacable joint 
response. France and the US stand-
ing together to bring that joint re-

sponse.”
The French president announced 

that he and Obama agreed to “scale 
up our strikes both in Syria and 
in Iraq, to broaden our scope, to 
strengthen our intelligence sharing 
regarding the targets we must aim 
at”.

Bahout said the French were very 
disappointed by what they heard 
at the White House. They saw that 
Obama was sticking to his original 
discourse and showed no indication 
or willingness to change, even in the 
wake of the horrific attacks in Paris.

“Besides the technical issues, 
such as better intelligence coordi-
nation, nothing has changed in the 
fundamentals on the Syria issue,” 
Bahout said. “The Obama admin-
istration is still convinced it is on 
the right track, still believes that 
Vienna will lead to a political solu-
tion through working with the Rus-
sians.”

This also is the French policy. 
Hollande announced at the White 
House that he was planning to tell 
Russian President Vladimir Putin 
that “France can work together with 
Russia if Russia concentrates its mil-
itary action on Daesh, against ISIS 
and if Russia commits to the politi-
cal solution in Syria. We do not want 

to exclude anyone.”
The problem with the US and 

French positions is that both are 
banking on the good will of the Rus-
sians to guarantee the success of 
the political process in Syria. So far 
Putin has not shown that he will be 

charitable in giving the West any 
concessions when he knows he does 
not have to do so, and nobody will, 
or can, make him do that.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.

Obama’s words did 
not reflect the same 
urgency that 
Hollande expressed.

US President Barack Obama (R) and French President François 
Hollande at the White House, on November 24th.

Washington sticks with ISIS policy despite mounting criticism
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

A 

lthough his tone is 
tougher and his words 
sharper, US President 
Barack Obama seems 
wedded to his strategy 

to fight the Islamic State (ISIS) that 
his Republican critics, his former 
secretary of State and a majority of 
Americans say is insufficient.

During a visit to several Asian 
countries after the Paris terrorist at-
tacks, Obama said the effort against 
ISIS would remain a “multi-year 
task” that requires diplomacy and 
an effort to build up local forces. He 
pledged that ISIS would ultimately 
be defeated.

Hosting French President Fran-
çois Hollande at the White House 
on November 24th, Obama tough-
ened his rhetoric, referring to ISIS 
as a “barbaric terrorist group” that 
has a “murderous ideology” and 
said it “must be destroyed”.

Obama also mentioned recent 
gains against ISIS on the ground 
and said he was looking for ways 
to “accelerate” them by calling on 
more members of the anti-ISIS coa-
lition to boost their contribution.

But with the French president at 
his side, Obama did not indicate 
any change in his administration’s 
strategy, which remains ordering 
air strikes against ISIS forces, pro-
viding logistics support and send-
ing 50 US Special Forces members 
to Syria to help Syrian Kurds and 
some Arab tribes take offensive ac-
tion against ISIS’s capital of Raqqa. 
The Pentagon is also training the 
Iraqi Army to retake key Iraqi cities.

US Vice-President Joe Biden 
recently convened a meeting in 
Washington that included foreign 
diplomats whose countries are part 
of the anti-ISIS coalition. Biden 
reportedly called on the coalition 

countries to intensify anti-ISIS ef-
forts to include air strikes in Syria 
and Iraq. After the meeting, the 
State Department’s envoy to the co-
alition, Brett McGurk, emphasised 
the need for the coalition to coordi-
nate “efforts and pressures” against 
ISIS “across its global network”.

Obama’s policies have increas-
ingly been criticised. Former US 
ambassador to Iraq James Jeffrey 
has called for the insertion of sev-
eral thousand US ground troops, in 
conjunction with other countries, 
to take the fight to ISIS. Nearly all 
the Republican presidential candi-
dates have said Obama should do 
more, though only long-shot can-
didate US Senator Lindsey Graham, 
R-S.C., has consistently called for 
10,000 US ground troops.

Ed Royce, R-Calif., the chair-

man of the House Foreign Affairs 
Committee, characterised Obama’s 
strategy as “doubling down on the 
same failed policies that allowed 
for ISIS’s rise”. The Obama admin-
istration, he added, “ought to be 
laying out the broad, overarching 
strategy needed to win”. Royce 
called for the establishment of safe 
zones in Syria.

Safe zones also have been a cen-
tral theme of former secretary of 
state and leading Democratic presi-
dential candidate Hillary Clinton’s 

position. She has not only staked 
out a more hawkish position than 
her Democratic rivals but she has 
also indirectly criticised Obama’s 
policies on Syria.

As for the American public, ac-
cording to a recent CBS News poll, 
only 25% of Americans asked said 
that Obama has a clear plan for 
defeating ISIS, down from 35% in 
September 2014. Only 36% of poll 
respondents stated approval of the 
president’s efforts against terrorism 
overall and nearly 70% of Ameri-
cans say it is “somewhat likely” 
that there will be a terrorist attack 
in the United States in the coming 
months.

Clearly, the Paris attacks and the 
fear that ISIS might infiltrate ter-
rorists into the refugee population 
are having an effect on American 

public attitudes. Given this mount-
ing criticism, one may wonder why 
Obama has not changed his anti-
ISIS strategy. The main reason is 
that Obama believes the insertion 
of US combat troops would not 
only be counterproductive — draw-
ing in more recruits to ISIS to fight 
the “Western invader” — but would 
eventually lead to a quagmire (like 
the Iraq war) that would involve US 
troops for an indefinite amount of 
time. In October, Obama said: “As 
you are well aware, I do not support 
the idea of an endless war.”

In this regard, Obama remains 
more in tune with the American 
public than his critics. Although the 
CBS News poll showed dampening 
support for his campaign against 
ISIS and that 50% of Americans 
said the United States should insert 
ground troops into Syria and Iraq, 
83% of Americans say they are at 
least “somewhat concerned” that 
US military intervention in these 
countries will lead to a long and 
costly military engagement.

With about a year left in his presi-
dency, Obama has revealed a certain 
political stubbornness. Believing 
his anti-ISIS strategy will ultimate-
ly work, and not wanting to cave in 
to his critics, he seems determined 
to stay the course. Whether this 
strategy will ultimately work, only 
time will tell, but it will not likely 
be known until after he leaves the 
White House.
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of the Middle East Center at the 
University of Massachusetts-
Lowell and is a former US State 
Department Middle East analyst.
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will of the Russians.


