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SUMMARY

The Middle East is a key stage for France’s foreign policy, one where it bids 
to prove its credentials as an international power, punching above its 
weight and demonstrating the independence that is so important to the 
French sense of place in the world.
In this context, the Arab uprisings and their subsequent upheavals have 
been a particular challenge, to such an extent that France attempted to 
recalibrate its strategy. Despite this, France soon settled back into its 
traditional realism by adopting an approach based on “reassurance”.
Under this approach, France sought to foster stability by reassuring its 
partners against their perceived anxiety in the face of domestic instability, 
regional changes, and international uncertainties. But “reassurance” did 
not deliver and France still faces key challenges in the region.
France also feels increasingly ‘alone in the desert’, with little European 
support. Even with armed conflicts, terrorism, and migration flows across 



the region, France has failed to rally its European partners around strategic 
purpose.
Emmanuel Macron’s ardent pro-Europeanism presents an opportunity for 
France, and for Europe. But France must move on from its “reassurance” 
approach and better embed its leadership in concerted European 
cooperation.

The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region holds a special place not only in 
France’s foreign policy, but also in its society, politics, history, and culture.[1] This was 
evident in the 2017 presidential campaign, when the debate about the region was 
sharply polarised. Since his eventual victory, Emmanuel Macron has only confirmed 
this, giving a central role to the Middle East in both his early foreign policy speeches 
and his specific initiatives.

The ongoing, intertwined, nature of the relationship was lately further confirmed by 
Macron’s impromptu trip to Saudi Arabia to find a solution to the crisis sparked by the 
Lebanese prime minister’s resignation in Riyadh. But the Middle East has shaped as 
well as supported France’s international ambition for over 200 years. And, in turn, 
France has been continuously active in the region. As a consequence, it has strong 
political ties, close economic relations, and a major military presence throughout the 
MENA region.

At times, France’s relationship with powers in the region has been intensely close. It is 
no surprise, then, that the challenge that the Middle East always presented to 
France’s ambitions has only heightened since the Arab uprisings. France is deeply 
concerned at the instability in the region, and not only when it  spills over. As a 
consequence, since 2011 France has struggled to adjust its traditionally realist 
approach to the region and its problems.

In particular, despite an initial turn during the late phase of Nicolas Sarkozy’s 
presidency and the early part of François Hollande’s term, France has mostly sought 
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to bolster Middle Eastern governments with “reassurance”: providing its partners 
with reassuring responses to what it perceived as their anxiety in the face of domestic 
instability, changes in the regional balance of power, and international uncertainties. 
Cooperation on security, especially against the backdrop of severe terror attacks on 
French soil, proved a key ingredient cementing the relationship still further.

But these dynamics have failed to gain France the influence and even the kind of 
stability that it aims for. The unpredictable local dynamics, in conjunction with 
Russia’s return to big power politics in the region and American disengagement (now 
complicated by the destabilising Trump factor), have challenged France’s pursuit of its 
interests.

Due to its ambition to have a significant role in the region, France has maintained its 
traditional insistence on leading in Europe itself when dealing with Middle East 
matters. Doing so has the added benefit of reinforcing its leverage. But France’s 
European partners remain, for the most part, unwilling to follow its lead. Even in 
recent years, when massive refugee flows and terrorist attacks have amply 
demonstrated how instability in the region threatens all of Europe, France has often 
felt alone in the Middle East.

Still, Europe would be foolish to rely upon outside powers – whether a self-absorbed 
United States or a more assertive Russia – to secure its interests in the MENA region. 
Rather, Europeans have to take responsibility for their own ability to pursue their 
interests, project their principles in the region, and protect their own homeland. 
France, in turn, must find a better way, beyond the pressure of events, to find a 
common direction and lead on that renewed basis. The truth is that if other 
Europeans do not follow it, this is at least in part the result of a French unwillingness 
to Europeanise its Middle East policy.

The election of Macron and his clear ambition – on behalf of both France and Europe 
– create an opportunity for Paris to take the lead in forging a European strategy. But 
Macron will seize this opportunity only if he can understand that France has failed in 
this endeavour partly because it allows itself to bypass the European level when 
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convenient. The president’s first steps have already opened a debate about how 
‘European’ his policies really are, and how much renewal he is bringing to French 
policy.[2] In this regard, it is still not clear how much substance there is to Macron’s 
effort to distance himself from his predecessors, and how differently he will address 
the regional instability and threats to security that remain his key priority.

Accordingly, this paper examines France’s approach to the Middle East and North 
Africa. It takes a look at what drives its behaviour in the region and assesses why this 
current realist approach has failed in recent years. It also explores the reasons other 
Europeans have largely left France ‘alone in the desert’. Finally, it offers 
recommendations on how France can encourage Europeans to unite around a 
common approach to promoting stability in the region and, by extension, to 
protecting their own interests.

 

What is the reassurance approach?

France’s policy in the MENA goes back several hundred years, with some scholars 
dating it to the 16th century. But its postwar features took shape in the wake of the 
Suez crisis and the Algerian War, when Charles De Gaulle sought to restore France’s 
role and influence with the newly independent Arab countries, from a situation when, 
in 1962 (at the end of the Algerian War) France had diplomatic ties with almost no 
Arab states. What subsequently became known as the “Arab policy” has since attained 
mythical status in French foreign policy.

The reality is that France never held a homogenous policy with all Arab states and it 
also included Iran, Israel or the Kurds as key interlocutors in many instances. This 
policy evolved over time too, incorporating a clearer commercial slant in the 1970s, 
even before the 1973 oil shock, and a stronger multilateral tone from the end of that 
decade. Still, recurring patterns are indisputable in France’s realist approach to the 
MENA region, especially in terms of methods: placing particular importance on 
personal relations at the level of head of state; a paternalistic approach to regional 
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partners; explicit pride in maintaining “dialogue with all” stakeholders; a certain 
complacency in working with authoritarian regimes; and an ambiguous relationship 
with the political role of religions, where France’s history of secularism explains its 
difficulty with political Islam in particular yet coexists with a strong specific concern 
over the defence of Christian minorities.[3]

Major French military presence in the MENA region since 1975

 

Since 1978: Lebanon, through the UN (UN Interim Force in 
Lebanon, UNIFIL)

1982-1984: Lebanon, through the ad hoc Multinational Force 
(MNF)

1990-1991: Kuwait and Iraq, through a US-led coalition 
(Operation Desert Storm)

Since 1991: Western Sahara, through the UN (UN Mission for the 
Referendum in the Western Sahara, MINURSO)

1991-1998: Iraq, through an ad hoc US-FR-UK coalition 
(Operations Northern Watch and Southern Watch)

Since 2009: United Arab Emirates, through two permanent 
military bases (navy and air force)

2011: Libya, through NATO (Operation Unified Protector)
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Major French military presence in the MENA region since 1975

 

Since 2014: Iraq, through the US-led coalition against IS

Since 2015: Libya, through special forces

Since 2015: Syria, through the US-led coalition against IS

Since 2015: Mediterranean Sea, through the EU (operation 
EUNAVFOR Sophia)

But, more importantly, the key to understanding France’s foreign policy on the Middle 
East is that the country sees the region first and foremost as a stage for foreign policy 
and great power politics – namely, an opportunity for France to punch above its 
weight. In this view, this is a place where it can display and take advantage of its 
much-valued (to France) “independence”, ie. its freedom of manoeuvre.

The “Arab Springs” as a challenge to French MENA policy

This realist strategy faced a major challenge with the advent of the Arab uprisings, at 
that time described as the “Arab Spring”, and then even further with the new and 
unstable regional environment that ensued. A late move to support revolutionary 
governments and political movements lasted for only a short period, and eventually a 
reassurance approach has come to dominate the French response to this challenge. 
This approach represents the newest form of France’s long-term realist positioning in 
the region.

The onset of the Arab uprisings shook France’s traditional approach to its core, 
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exposing long-standing, previously quietly ignored, tensions between its hard-headed 
willingness to dealing with states as they are and the need to recognise that civil 
society matters, even for regional security.

This is not just about the disappearance of the Middle East as France knew it. 
Following the changes wrought by the Arab uprisings, there emerged a much more 
threatening environment that demanded dramatic readjustments.  For example, 
although France initially stuck with the regime in Tunisia, it belatedly rallied behind 
the revolution after Zine El Abidine Ben Ali fell. Elsewhere, Sarkozy had opened his 
term with high-profile rapprochements with Muammar Gaddafi and Bashar al-Assad, 
but then moved to help overthrow the former and actively supported a transition that 
aimed to push the latter out of power.[4]

These sudden changes appeared to call for a wholesale transformation of French 
policy on the region. Alain Juppé signalled this in 2011 in a major foreign policy speech 
kicking off his second stint as foreign minister, making clear that France had 
previously succumbed to “complacency” about working with authoritarian regimes 
and needed to do more to support the democratic and economic aspirations in the 
region.[5]

Reassurance as France’s response

And yet, eventually, France’s preference for its realist tradition prevailed. This was not 
just because Juppé was replaced (by Laurent Fabius) after the May 2012 presidential 
election. Nor was it only because, with lofty ambitions undermined by limited means, 
France eventually felt it needed to maintain effective relations with the region’s 
governments. Instead, the collapse of most of the Arab uprisings into either chaos or 
authoritarianism created a dire situation in the region, generating a sense of crisis 
among French officials.[6]

This was not due only to the conflicts as such – although these quickly proved a 
legitimate source of concern. It was also due to less visible aspects of a deep and 
broad regional turmoil, with polarisation along geopolitical, ideological, sectarian, and 
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ethnic faultlines dividing the MENA region. There was even a sense that the role and 
survival of states – challenged in their ability to fulfil their population’s expectations, 
including meeting basic needs – were at stake. In Iraq, in Libya, in Lebanon, in Tunisia 
and in other places, France saw a “systematic attempt to destroy states”.[7]

As a consequence, France’s eventual priority was not going to be governance and 
democratisation, as suggested by Juppé’s speech. Rather, its goal quickly became not 
just the avoidance of further destabilisation in the region, but also reassuring 
governments there that France would factor their preoccupation with stabilisation in 
its own decisions. From a controversial revision of the bilateral agreement on 
judiciary cooperation with Morocco, to put an end to bilateral tensions after a judge 
briefly interviewed the head of Rabat’s counter-intelligence, to the close relationship 
with Saudi Arabia on major issues such as Syria, Iran, Egypt, and Lebanon, France has 
more than often taken its partners’ concerns on board.[8]

Of course, French reassurance has not always been consistent. Like other actors, 
events have often taken France by surprise, inspiring its governments to various 
flights of fancy. For instance, Hollande and Fabius’ France initially had tough reactions 
against the military seizure of power in Egypt in July 2013, before they  became one of 
the closest partners of the new Sisi government the very next month. But overall, 
France followed such an approach in many situations, especially when security 
concerns were at stake.

For instance, France’s firm negotiating position on the Joint Comprehensive Plan of 
Action (JCPOA) on Iran’s nuclear programme, finalised in July 2015, stemmed from its 
traditional concerns about nuclear weapons proliferation.[9] But it also came out of 
the need for the agreement to be robust enough to tackle (at least in part) the 
concerns of key regional powers such as Israel and Saudi Arabia – which, at the time, 
worried that the US administration was ready to yield to Iran.

The same regional concerns informed France’s fight against the Islamic State group 
(IS) – for instance, its strong reluctance on (ill-fated) US attempts to cut a deal with 
Russia in Syria at the end of the Obama administration, attempts seen as increasing 
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concerns throughout Syria’s oppositions and Sunni neighbours, that in turn swelled 
the jihadists’ ranks and regional complacency towards these.

Even Syria, on which Sarkozy adopted an early aggressive position, that Hollande then 
continued, fits with this reassurance approach. Not just as the exception that proves 
the rule, as the saying goes. But more importantly because French officials saw Syria 
as an exceptional crisis, calling for an exceptional policy: the absence of an 
international response to the Syrian government’s horrific violence was seen as 
contributing to the rise of extremist groups (and to the migration crisis), and as a 
strong incentive to regional players to step in themselves, feeding further the rise of 
regional tensions, all trends that eventually threatened Europe.

 

Three types of reassurance

One limit on the notion of a consistent MENA policy is that the region is too broad 
and diverse for this. But it is not too difficult to distinguish between three sub-regions 
where France has followed distinct but still converging strategic paths (see map).

The Maghreb

France has close and dense ties with the countries of the Maghreb, which include 
strong economic and migration elements. Due to this degree of interdependence, 
some commentators suggest the Maghreb should be France’s priority in the MENA.
[10] However, the fact is that the current trend is one of normalisation, with 
France’s centrality slowly eroding if only because of the waning of the 
‘decolonisation generations’, as well as of the rise of other trade partners, 
including non-Western ones, and also declining French resources invested in the 
region. Yet, despite the (many) complications still arising from the post-colonial 
context, and the continuing mistrust between Algeria and Morocco, France 
remains a prominent power in the Maghreb.[11] The Arab uprisings turned Tunisia 
and Libya upside down, but mostly bypassed Algeria and Morrocco. In this context, 
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France has favoured reform on occasion. But it has mostly abstained from applying 
pressure that could further regional instability, and reassured its interlocutors on 
key tenets of their relations, as demonstrated by France’s unwavering support for 
Morocco on the Western Sahara.[12] France has clearly prioritised the 
enhancement of its security cooperation, mostly at the bilateral level (for instance 
on counter-terrorist intelligence, which has proven key in crucial instances).[13]
This cooperation also exists at the regional level: in Mali, where it has had a 
military presence since January 2013 to fight terrorist groups, France is working 
closely with both Algieria (where the inter-Malian peace agreement was 
negotiated in 2015) and Morocco, which holds significant influence in the region 
too).

The Levant

In the Levant, existing historical ties are not as decisive as they are in the 
Maghreb. Still, France usually positions itself as a power able and willing to 
manoeuvre autonomously if need be, including vis-à-vis the US – as shown by the 
consistent French nuances on the Middle East Peace Process (MEPP) and France’s 
support for Lebanon’s stability. It maintains a traditional balancing act between 
the various local, regional, and international actors in order to wield political 
influence and leverage. Since the Arab uprisings, France’s aggressive stance on 
Syria may have stood out as stepping away from this balancing act. But, as 
explained above, this has mostly been an exception meant to preserve broader 
stability. France has more often tried to balance its usual quest for settling 
regional conflicts or at least avoid further destabilisation, such as in its support in 
shielding Lebanon from the flames of the Syrian conflagration, with maintaining 
good relations with incumbent governments. In particular, France has strongly 
backed the so-called Baabda declaration (2012) that aims to rally Lebanese parties 
around a common position of disassociation from and non-interference in 
external conflicts and led the intenational support to Lebanon, as exemplified by 
the recent Cedre conference held in Paris.
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The Persian Gulf

France has fewer historical ties to the Gulf than to other parts of the MENA region. 
But since shifting its strategic focus from Iraq to the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) powers after the first Gulf war, France has increased its political, military, 
economic, and cultural investments in these relations, especially those with Saudi 
Arabia, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates. This is despite the fact that it has 
reaped less benefit from them than press reports about arms sales seem to 
suggest (see below). Since 2011, France has continued to step up its game, 
including by trying to take advantage of the tensions between the Gulf powers and 
the Obama administration, be it on Syria or on Iran – with some success, as shown 
by Hollande being the first foreign leader invited to a GCC summit, in May 2015.

 

What drives the reassurance approach – and why it has failed France

Overall, France’s policy under the reassurance approach has remained firmly ‘realist’. 
The country has on occasion shown its ability to place other factors above its usual 
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