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Opinion

I have used the term “red 
line” before in reference to 
defining constrained topics 
in media and political 
discourse in Morocco. That 
got me thinking about how 

often, aside from US President 
Barack Obama’s now infamous 
red line on chemical agent use by 
Syria, red lines have influenced 
foreign policy.

A quick internet search brought 
up a most interesting coincidence. 
The term arose as a result of 
Western machinations in the 
Middle East after World War I. It 
first appeared in English in the 
“Red Line Agreement” of 1928 
when the oil companies with the 
connivance of the governments 
of the United Kingdom, United 
States and France were dividing 
up the last vestiges of the Ottoman 
empire.

“At the time of signature, the 
borders of the empire were not 
clear and to remedy the problem 
an Armenian businessman named 
Calouste Gulbenkian took a red 
pencil to draw in an arbitrary 
manner the borders of the divided 
empire,” Wikipedia says.

This is the same Calouste 
Gulbenkian who is credited with 
opening up Iraqi oil fields to the 
West though his part ownership 
in a company he helped form 

called Royal Dutch Shell. 
As you would expect, the 
phrase caught on quickly 
and became part of the 
United Nations’ lexicon. Of 
course France has its own 
name for this concept, the 
“yellow line” (franchir la 
ligne jaune). I wonder if 
it has variants in China, 
Russia and other hotspots?

But I digress. My 
favourite variation 

of this expression is then US 
president George H.W. Bush’s 
statement addressing Saddam 
Hussein in August 1990 that the 
United States had “drawn a line 
in the sand” in the deserts of the 
Arabian peninsula to protect Saudi 
Arabia, free Kuwait and maybe 
see Saddam on his way. Little 

thought was probably given by 
his speechwriters to the image 
of “lines in the sand”, indicating 
nothing to people who see shifting 
sands, erasing lines, daily.

Obama’s red line regarding 
the use of chemical weapons by 
Syria led US Senator John McCain 
(R-Ariz) to say it was “apparently 
written in disappearing ink” 

because to most the perception 
was the red line had been crossed 
with no action.

In Geneva, we hear the Syrian 
government calling President 
Bashar Assad’s future a “red line”, 
asserting that his fate should 
be decided by the people of the 
country, without any intention, it 
seems, of saying how that should 

happen or when or who will 
participate.

Speaking of red lines, what 
about the curtailing of the use 
of barrel bombs on civilians, the 
targeting of hospitals and schools 
in Yemen and Syria, the wholesale 
destruction of religious and 
cultural heritage sites and red lines 
around non-existent safe zones 
that have yet to materialise.

Invoking red lines does not 
prevent actions and activities that 
further undermine the stability 
and security of the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA) region. Who 
will draw the red lines for Iran’s 
increasingly belligerent behaviour, 
echoing its counterpart in North 
Korea? What is the use of red lines 
when it comes to separating an 
increasingly belligerent Israeli 
government from stripping 
Palestinians of even more land and 
reducing their access to their own 
neighbourhoods? Are there red 
lines limiting Palestinian attacks 
on Israeli citizens, regardless of 
their motivations?

With the useless use of “red 
line” as a concept and a reality, 
one could anticipate that the 
wordsmiths for the world’s 
leaders would try to move beyond 
rhetoric to focusing on sustainable 
solutions. But words speak 
louder than actions in diplomacy 
surrounding issues in the MENA 
region and possibly the South 
China Sea, the Korean peninsula 
and other places where fatigue 
undermines resolve to engender 
order through resolution.

Although there is no strategic 
progress in more meaningful 
diplomatic discourse on the 
horizon, a good start would be to 
avoid provocative and vacuous 
rhetoric and admit that sometimes 
problems will not be resolved as 
easily as holding a referendum or 
swapping notes or drawing a red 
line.
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Red Lines? Better not draw them

Who will draw the 
red lines for Iran’s 
increasingly 
belligerent 
behaviour? To each his red line. Iraqi protesters, most of them members of 

Shia paramilitary forces, hold a placard reading in Arabic “Iraq is a 
red line”.
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U
S President Barack 
Obama’s comments 
to The Atlantic 
magazine that 
British Prime 
Minister David 

Cameron and then-French 
president Nicolas Sarkozy failed 
to recognise the responsible role 
they needed to play in rebuilding 
Libya after toppling its longtime 
ruler Muammar Qaddafi have 
soured relations between the 
countries.

Obama’s comments were 
perfectly true. But he neglected 
to note he had even more 
responsibility for the anarchic 
chaos that Libya has suffered since 
Qaddafi’s ouster.

The United States has vastly 
more resources than Britain and 
France, and Obama and his top 
policymakers failed to show any 
adequate interest in Libya after 
2011.

Instead, the same pattern of 
reckless use of US military force 
followed by inept bungling we saw 
in Iraq after 2003 was repeated in 
Libya. The Islamic State (ISIS) took 

advantage of the chaos 
to terrorise and exploit 
the Libyan people as they 
never could have while 
Qaddafi was alive.

London and Paris 
have nothing to pride 
themselves on in this 
same old, sorry story. 
Their failure to show 

even cursory interest or 
responsibility for Libya acquires 
new urgency today in light of the 
growing crisis in Tunisia.

Le Monde rightly pointed out 

on March 10th that the European 
nations were repeating their 
familiar pattern of selfishness and 
irresponsibility in failing to come 
to the support of Tunisia when 
it was threatened by terror and 
economic crises.

In other words, the European 
establishment, complacent, 
hypocritical and passive as usual, 
is once again failing to see the 
other shore beyond its nose.

The Americans are no better 
and arguably worse. But that does 
not absolve the Europeans of their 
responsibility, especially as the 
anarchy spreading from Libya to 
Tunisia directly threatens them.

Europe now faces the threat of 
collapsed states that are havens 
for jihadist and criminal groups 
actively spreading violence 
and terror across the southern 
Mediterranean region on a scale 
not seen since before the Battle of 
Lepanto in 1571.

Cameron has even admitted 
that he stopped paying attention 
to Tunisia soon after the 2011 air 
operations because he became 
“distracted by a range of other 
things”.

But admitting to the affliction 
of attention deficit disorder is no 
excuse for the leader of a major 
nation.

Revealingly all of the media 
attention in Britain and the United 
States on Obama’s comments has 
focused on what they did or did 
not do to the venerable US-British 
“special relationship”.

US Ambassador to Britain 
Matthew Barzun memorably 
tweeted that the row was just a 
“storm in a teacup”.

Tell that to the people of Libya.
As Le Monde rightly observed, 

since 2011, the Libyan people have 
endured unprecedented suffering 
and fear: No “storm in a teacup” 
for them.

Trying to defend the 
indefensible, a Cameron 
spokesman told Agence France-
Presse: “As the prime minister has 
said many times before, coming to 
the aid of innocent civilians who 
were being tortured and killed by 
their leader was the right thing to 
do.”

Then why isn’t he doing it now?
Obama, Cameron and current 

French President François 
Hollande need to take an honest, 
hard look at the mess they made 

of Libya and start taking urgent 
action to support the beleaguered 
government of Tunisia.

The last thing they should do is 
to seek to undermine Tunisia in 
the name of saving it by trying to 
yet again force their “democratic 
values” on a hapless country. They 
need to strengthen Tunis, not 
fatally weaken it.

But as the old American folksong 
says: “Oh, when will they ever 
learn?

“Oh, when will they ever learn?”
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A man pulls a wheelbarrow past destroyed buildings after clashes 
between military forces loyal to Libya’s eastern government and 
Islamist fighters, in Benghazi, Libya, last February.


