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Wishful thinking has 
destroyed French
foreign policy
Francis Ghilès

Barcelona

W 

hen the United 
States, Russia, Tur-
key and Saudi Ara-
bia met in Vienna 
in October in a ten-

tative first diplomatic step to find 
an end to the bloodbath in Syria, 
France was not invited. As negotia-
tions between major actors in the 
Syrian conflict have sped up recent-
ly, France and the United Kingdom 
have been sidelined.

The United States, Russia, Turkey 
and Saudi Arabia pay little heed to 
the views of the trio who represent 
European foreign policy — Don-
ald Tusk, Jean Claude Juncker and 
Federica Mogherini. The European 
Union does not have a Middle East 
policy to speak of — it exploded in 
2003 when its members split on the 
question of whether to back the US-
led invasion of Iraq.

That French diplomacy should 
have been reduced to a walk-on 
part on Syria’s future deserves 
some explanation. France governed 
Syria for a quarter of a century after 
World War I under a mandate of the 
League of Nations. French presi-
dent Nicolas Sarkozy invited Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad to the 
founding of the Union for the Medi-
terranean in Paris in 2008, but in 
February 2012 he decided to close 

the French embassy in Damascus.
Sarkozy’s minister of Foreign Af-

fairs, Alain Juppé, predicted Assad 
would fall. In 2014, his successor, 
Laurent Fabius, called the man a 
“murderer who must leave” adding 
that “he does not deserve to be in 
this world”.

France chose, in concert with 
Britain and the United States, to 
back the “moderate” Syrian op-
position, some elements of which 
turned out to enjoy the support of 
Saudi Arabia and Turkey, countries 
that can hardly be described as 
“moderate”.

The secularist opposition turned 
out to be more visible in Western 
hotel lounges than on the ground 
fighting Assad. The main opposi-
tion came from the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

But Fabius in his wisdom con-
structed a policy that excluded the 
Syrian head of state, Iran, Russia 
and ISIS. This was the French posi-
tion through the attempts of the UN 
special envoy, Lakhdar Brahimi, to 
get the parties to the conflict to the 
negotiating table in 2012-14.

France’s foreign policymakers, 
which, under president Jacques 
Chirac, had opposed what was 
essentially an American neocon 
attempt to impose democracy 
through brute force of arms on Iraq, 
had forgotten Charles de Gaulle’s 
famous dictum that “we must take 
things as they are” and be careful to 
know who one’s principal enemy 
was.

However brutal Assad was, he 
had never threatened France. It was 
only in the aftermath of the terror-
ist attacks on Paris in November 
2015 that French President Fran-
çois Hollande acknowledged what 
should have been evident from 
the onset. He no longer wanted to 
bomb Assad’s forces but ISIS. He 

flew to Moscow to talk with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin, a man 
his foreign minister had openly ex-
pressed contempt for since 2012.

Today, Russia is on the front stage 
of diplomacy, France and Britain 
have written themselves out of 
the script and US President Barack 
Obama pursues what he feels are 
the United States’ interests in his 
policy towards Iran, Russia and Syr-
ia. As his interview in the Atlantic 
suggests, he is a long-term player. 
France in the Middle East is not a 
long-term player; it is simply not a 
player.

France forgot one cardinal rule of 
foreign policy, that keeping lines of 
communication — and embassies 
— open with one’s enemies, even 
if they appear disreputable to the 
Western public, is essential. Did its 
leaders think that Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi in Egypt and Saudi King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud are all that 
much more reputable than Assad?

Franco-American relations are 
deeply flawed. No French leader 
would dream of lecturing the Unit-
ed States on economic affairs in 
view of the incapacity France dis-
plays in reforming its own econo-

my, creating jobs and encouraging 
young entrepreneurs.

The country spends one-quarter 
of what it did in the 1960s as a per-
centage of gross domestic product 
on its military. The situation is akin 
to Britain, which has trimmed its 
military expenditures to the bone.

France took the lead in toppling 
Libyan dictator Muammar Qaddafi 
in 2011 but then proved quite inca-
pable not only of ensuring stability 
in Libya but in preventing weapons 
and fighters washing across the Sa-
hel where they continue to destabi-
lise one former French client state 
after another.

France has also gone neocon vis-
à-vis Israel. It refused to recognise 
the Hamas victory in elections in 
Gaza in 2006. Its diplomats are 
banned from the territory and can-
not aspire to a useful mediating 
role. It helped get Hamas designat-
ed as a terrorist organisation by the 
European Union.

Half a century earlier it had pro-
vided Israel with nuclear know-
how and always said it would guar-
antee the security of Israel. That 
did not stop de Gaulle from criti-
cising Israel. Since Sarkozy, French 
governments are ever more aligned 
on Israeli policies towards the Pal-
estinians. French leaders will have 
to give up wishful thinking if they 
want their country to play a role in 
the Middle East. They could learn 
a lot from rereading de Gaulle. 
The deeper problem with Sarkozy, 
Hollande and his two successive 
foreign ministers, Fabius and Jean-
Marc Ayrault, is that they usually 
fail to find the right words needed 
to express what is, admittedly, a 
very confused foreign policy.

“Men will forgive a man anything 
except bad prose,” said Winston 
Churchill. But his foreign policy 
was built on a lucid analysis of his 
country’s interests and like the 
leader of Free France, he was never 
short of eloquent words to convince 
his peers and countrymen.
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A Rafale fighter jet is catapulted for a mission, on France’s flagship Charles de Gaulle aircraft carrier 
in the Arabian Gulf, last January.
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Israel supporters frown at senator's call to investigate abuses 
Amal Mudallali

Washington

A 

prominent US senator 
and nine Democratic 
members of the US 
House of Representa-
tives have written ask-

ing the US State Department to in-
vestigate alleged “gross violations 
of human rights” by the Israeli and 
Egyptian security forces.

While Egypt often has been the 
subject of criticism on the issue, 
publicly attacking Israel’s human 
rights behaviour is virtually un-
heard of in the US Congress.

The letter, written by US Sena-
tor Patrick Leahy, D-Vt., could have 
implications for the tense Israeli-
American relationship and could 
affect military aid to Egypt and Is-
rael. If the allegations that the let-
ter outlined are found true, it could 
trigger the so-called Leahy Law, 
which prohibits US military assis-
tance to countries whose militaries 
systematically abuse human rights.

The letter requests that the State 
Department provide Congress with 
information regarding the applica-
tion of the Leahy Law, including 
“specific allegations of gross vio-
lations of human rights by the se-
curity services of both countries”, 
and asks for monitoring how US 
military assistance is used.

The letter also asked for a deter-
mination whether the “disturbing 

report of possible gross violations 
of human rights” by both countries 
was “credible” and to inform Con-
gress of the findings.

The letter cites reports by Am-
nesty International and other hu-
man rights organisations about 
“what may be extrajudicial killings 
by the Israeli military” as well as re-
ports of torture. Concerning Egypt, 
the letter cites Human Rights 
Watch, which described the August 
2013 massacre in Rab’aa Square as 
“the world’s largest killings of dem-
onstrators in a single day in recent 
history” and reports of extrajudi-
cial killings and forced disappear-
ance by Egyptian security forces.

The letter requested that the 
State Department “act promptly” 
to determine whether the reports 
trigger the Leahy Law, in which 
case the department “should take 
appropriate action called for under 
the law”.

Israel and its US friends were in-
furiated that the letter lumped Is-
rael and Egypt together; for Israel’s 
US supporters, Israel is the Middle 
East’s only democracy while Egypt 
is a notorious human rights abuser.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu issued an angry state-
ment denying that the Israeli Army 
and police “engage in executions”. 
He said: “Israel’s soldiers and po-
lice officers defend themselves and 
innocent civilians with the high-
est moral standards against blood-
thirsty terrorists who come to mur-
der them.”

State Department spokesman 
John Kirby told Washington’s Free 
Beacon that the United States “has 
applied and continues to apply the 
Leahy Law in Egypt and Israel in 
the same way we do globally”.

He added: “We do not provide 

assistance to any security force 
unit in Egypt or Israel when we 
have credible information that 
they committed a gross violation of 
human rights.”

Several former officials played 
down the importance of the letter, 
saying it does not reflect the wide-
spread opinion in Congress regard-
ing the Israeli-American relation-
ship.

What made the letter more sig-
nificant is that it was published just 
days after the videotaped killing of 
a wounded Palestinian by an Israeli 
soldier who shot him in the head 
while he was on the ground. While 
the letter was sent prior to the inci-
dent, its release during the interna-
tional outcry and the public debate 
in Israel over it made it potentially 
more significant.

Former Israeli ambassador to 
Washington Itamar Rabinovich, 

who happened to be in Washing-
ton for a speech at the Woodrow 
Wilson Center, said: “Leahy was 
always, I remember, pleasant but 
critical.” He said Israel responds to 
all the issues that are raised by the 
United States.

Frontpage Mag, a right-wing pro-
Israel publication, wrote under the 
title Pat Leahy’s Israel obsession 
that the senator is known as a critic 
of Israel. The magazine said Leahy 
represents the “left flank of the 
Democratic party” and “serves as a 
continuous reminder that there are 
those in the West who function as 
nothing more than useful idiots for 
Palestinian terrorism”.

Aaron David Miller, a former 
State Department official who 
worked on the peace process with 
the Israelis and the Palestinians for 
years, said: “The central challenge 
to US policy in the Middle East is 

trying to reconcile our values, in-
terests and policies. We never have 
and likely never will.”

He said the Leahy letter would 
not have an effect on the relation-
ship between Congress and Israel 
or on military assistance.

Shibley Telhami, professor at the 
University of Maryland and senior 
fellow at the Brookings Institution 
disagreed: “This is important. Any 
time you have a senator not only is-
sue a statement but request a probe 
and ask that the law is applied it is 
important. It is critical that it is a 
law in his name that was passed by 
Congress.” 

Telhami said the timing is im-
portant because it coincided with 
the release of the video of the Is-
raeli soldier shooting a wounded 
Palestinian. He said even if it did 
not have immediate implications 
it would generate a conversa-
tion rarely heard in American dis-
course. “It is turning it into main-
stream,” Telhami said. “The public 
wants more even-handedness on 
the Palestinian issue and there is 
a gap between Democrats in Con-
gress and their constituents on this 
issue. This is what Bernie Sanders 
is tapping into it.”

A Palestinian who has been in-
volved in the Palestinian-American 
relationship for more than 25 years 
said he did not see the letter a seri-
ous threat to Israel, adding: “It is a 
bigger threat to Egypt.”

He said he doubted that the letter 
reflects a shift in Congress’s near-
total support for Israel. “That is too 
far in the wishful thinking depart-
ment,” he said.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

A 2015 file picture of US Senator Patrick Leahy (R) talking to 
Senator Charles Grassley (L) in the US Senate.

The letter could have 
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tense Israeli-American 
relationship.


