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Abstract: This paper examines this old and new concept, statecraft, and the way in which current conditions 

of executive political leadership raise questions of political trust and allegiance. This is particularly important as 

alternative vectors of political emotion have emerged, namely, the strong presence of populism and the political 

extremes. We shall examine the events of August-October 2013 and their wider contexts as regards France’s 

approach to military intervention in Syria. We then elaborate our theoretical approach to leadership performance 

as it applies to the French presidency in the Fifth Republic. We then look at the events and their significance 

from this perspective, and at some of the consequences of the sequence of events. In the case we shall be 

examining, France, the configuration of political institutions, as well as historical and cultural contexts, have 

strongly encouraged the personalisation of politics. We shall examine statecraft from this particular angle, and 

examine it in terms of ‘performance’ (of action, discourse, rhetoric, and image rather than of policy), but also as 

performance within a particular cultural framework (and other crucial frameworks: institutional, historical, 

linguistic, etc.). The case of France and in particular the ‘performance’ of the French President, François 

Hollande, from August-October 2013 in the context of the Syria crisis, will be examined as a ‘personal 

narrative’ within the theoretical framework of leadership performance and its institutional and cultural contexts.  

We demonstrate that the licence afforded to presidential initiative by the Fifth Republic characterised it from its 

beginnings, and is arguably dysfunctional, particularly when compounded by poor judgement. 

 

Introduction 

There is an irony in the fact that America’s oldest ally, France, became momentarily its 

newest best friend in 2013. An irony in that it is not really true; rather, a diplomatic accident, 

born of David Cameron’s hurried and unsuccessful attempt on 30 August in the UK House of 

Commons to get backing for military action against Syria in the wake of a chemical weapons 

attack, and France’s President François Hollande’s decision to virtually declare war on Syria 

without consulting in Europe or in the French political class. After the shock of the UK’s vote 

against, President Obama decided to consult the US Congress in order to maintain legitimacy 

and gain time. He referred to the UK’s role, but made no reference to France at all. As a 

result of both Cameron and Obama asking for parliamentary approval, the French were left 

isolated internationally and in political disarray domestically. There is another irony – the 

period of the early American Republic John Kerry was referring to when France and America 

were allies, was an early example of catastrophic French miscalculation. France did back 

America, overstretched itself, and triggered the French Revolution of 1789.  In the recent 

past, French standing in international politics has often been at its highest when it cautioned 

against military might, and searched for a diplomatic position as the voice of old Europe 

counselling, for example, the New World. When de Gaulle told Kennedy, then Johnson, to 

stay out of Vietnam, his international standing skyrocketed. When Chirac told Bush not to go 

into Iraq, the same thing happened. And both incidentally were right. One can now only 

speculate upon the bridging role France might have played between the US and Russia in the 

Syria crisis. 

This analysis is not about whether it was right to attack or threaten to attack Syria; but to 

examine how and why French comportment over Syria has been such a poor example of how 
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to conduct international politics. The miscalculations were related to the presidential nature 

of the Fifth Republic itself. What the events of early September showed is that because the 

French President can act with greater impunity than his international counterparts, he is in 

greater danger of making mistakes. He is weak because he is strong. François Hollande 

hitched his wagon to the sole US without being sure whether the wagon was going anywhere; 

and he did it as a very personal presidential decision.  

Yet another irony is that while both the UK and then US sought legitimation through 

democracy, the French President seemed able to go to war without democratic constraint. 

And irony of ironies, the left-wing Socialist Leader of the House, Claude Bartolone, argued 

on 4 September against a parliamentary vote on the very Gaullist grounds that it would 

undermine the President’s constitutional (arbitrary) authority. The result, however, was that 

the authority of the French presidency was damaged and the Fifth Republic altered because, 

in fact, it was clear that Hollande could not do as he wanted. This was in part because 

Hollande acted before he knew what the Americans were doing, in part because public 

confidence in the President fell so low, his legitimacy to act was put in question. The decision 

to intervene in the Central African Republic in December 2013 should also be seen in this 

context. 

This brings us to an issue of crucial importance for understanding French politics, which is 

that, even more than the American presidency, French politics is overtly personalised, and 

depends upon a highly emotional language that insists upon morality more than it does upon 

law.  

For the purposes of analysis in this paper, we should be clear at the outset that this is not an 

analysis of French foreign policy in the summer and autumn of 2013, nor an analysis of the 

events in Syria, nor a ‘Thirteen-days’ style chronicle of how missile attacks by France and the 

United States upon targets in Syria were avoided (Debrix 2003; Dobbs 2009; Kennedy 1969; 

Marks 2011). Our focus here is upon statecraft or, rather, upon its absence, and the reasons 

for this latter; upon the ‘function’ of Syria – or rather ‘Syria’ in French domestic politics, and 

its symbolic role in the politics of presidential performance. 

 

Before giving an outline of the structure of my argument, it is worth identifying this moment 

of presidential politics and the period August-October 2013 as – if not a political and 

diplomatic disaster – a serious political failure and tactical/strategic mistake on the part of 

President François Hollande; and this, in part, because it was an attempt at statecraft for its 

own sake. In this paper, I shall also argue that beyond major mistakes made by the French 

President and French diplomacy generally, the events point to, not only one of the dominant 

features of the French Fifth Republic, namely, the acutely personalised nature of its statecraft, 

but to the dysfunctional nature of such personalisation.  

We shall organise our analysis into six main parts. We shall 1). Briefly describe a) the 

opening events of the August-October 2013 period as regards Syria and b) the wider context 

of France’s action; 2). Give theoretical context to presidential performance in the Fifth 

Republic; 3). Examine the case study as a sequence of path dependent political events, events 

which begin with François Hollande’s speech to the Ambassadors and end with France’s 

eclipse from the politico-diplomatic process after the meeting (12-14 September) between 

John Kerry and Sergei Lavrov in Geneva. We shall pay particular attention in this section of 

our analysis to what was said, and the rhetoric of what was said, in particular by President 

Hollande. 4). Appraise some of the immediate consequences and implications of the sequence 
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of the events. 5). Examine developments after the Russian diplomacy. In our conclusion (6) 

we shall examine a) the consequences of the sequence of events upon the French presidency 

and the President and, b) the role played by performance in terms of its relationship to the 

institutional configuration and the formative political culture of the French Fifth Republic.  

1). Immediate events and wider context.  

a). Immediate events  

In response to the chemical attacks, notably in Ghouta the eastern suburb of Damascus on 21 

August 2013, French reaction was immediate and the most dramatic rhetorically; especially 

in it retaliatory tone, it was the most dramatic of all the Western powers, including the United 

States, and was very much the personal expression of President Hollande (Obama’s 23 

August ‘grave concern’ interview was much more downbeat). Over a period of two weeks, 

the French President made three major public statements; first at the highly symbolic, 

international Conference of Ambassadors in Paris on 27 August, second, in an interview to 

the Le Monde newspaper on 29 August, and third, in a long TV interview on the main TF1 

channel on 15 September, essentially when the crisis had passed. The tone was set in the 

Ambassadors’ meeting speech which was both outraged and martial, with the use of terms 

like ‘firmness, abject act, ignominy, punish, response to the infamy of gassing innocent 

people’. (fermeté, acte abject, ignominie, riposte. It is also worth stressing that ‘gazer des 

innocents’ in French is evocative of Herod’s biblical infanticide ‘massacre of the innocents’). 

The tone was also very much that of the personal moral indignation of the speaker himself, 

and the notion of the imminence of violent retaliation/punishment reflected the character of 

the speaker expressing ‘just anger’, and a consequent decision ‘I have decided to increase our 

military support to the Syrian opposition’. He also called a war cabinet meeting (Conseil de 

défense) for the following day. In the subsequent Le Monde interview, he talked of the 

shocking act (acte effroyable) that was a crime against humanity. There is a large literature on 

the language of diplomacy and international relations (Donahue and Prosser 1997; Freeman 

2010), and in particular how vocabulary and rhetorical styles imply action in a performative 

Austinian sense; they are part of the action themselves. We should note here five related 

aspects of these first two interventions: they were highly emotional-evocative, were based 

upon moral outrage and a sense of international duty, implied imminent and violent 

retaliation-as-punishment, and were acutely personalised; and this latter not only in their 

emotional aspect, but also in the use of personal pronouns and the indication of François 

Hollande’s personal command of the situation, and the frequent designation of his adversary 

Bashar-Al-Assad, who he named several times, and the Syrian people he wished to protect, as 

if he were their personal champion, and Assad his own personal adversary. We might add 

that, anecdotally, the general thrust of all of Hollande’s rhetoric presented the clash as one 

between France and Syria as if there were no other players.  

b) Wider context 

The immediate wider context, as it were, was that France had been more active than other 

countries as regards Syria, taking initiatives to pull other Western countries more into action 

on Syria. In July 2012, it had hosted the Conference of Friends of the Syrian people, had 

given humanitarian aid, and was the first country to recognise the opposition Syrian National 

Coalition Council. A further, even wider context was the evolution of France’s own foreign 

policy and interventions. It had reintegrated into the command structure of NATO in March 

2009 (by Sarkozy and opposed by Hollande). It had successfully intervened, leading the 

NATO-backed coalition of the UK, US and France in Libya in March 2011. It intervened, 
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again successfully, in Mali and with international approval, if not help, in January 2013.  

These, however, were recent developments in a troubled history of French foreign policy, 

largely conditioned, driven even, by France’s highly problematic relationship with the United 

States and its foreign policy (Cernt 1980; Hoffman 1994). Under François Mitterrand, France 

had joined the international coalition in 1991 in the first Gulf War, but it was the second Gulf 

War of 2003 that most recently defined the very poor relations between the US and France 

(Gaffney 2004).The media and semi-official attitude of the US to France’s opposition to the 

2003 Iraq ‘shock and awe’ intervention depicted the French as the ‘Cheese-Eating Surrender 

Monkeys’ (adapted from one of Bart Simpson’s expressions), and as the main mover in the 

‘Security Council of Weasels’. This in turn should be seen in the wider context of Franco-US 

relations. This idea of the character of the French (in 2003 as cowardly) is reflected intensely 

by the highly personalised nature of the Fifth Republic regime itself, as if ‘France’ possessed 

the character of the President. We shall return to this point in our theory section and in the 

conclusion, as it is central to our analysis.  Here we can say that one of the consequences of 

this is the strong personalisation of adversarial politics at the international level. Recent 

depictions of the evils of Arab regimes (Iraq, Libya, Syria) have been dramatically – and 

sadly – oversimplified as struggles between ‘us’ (or Bush, Sarkozy) and Saddam, Gadhafi, or 

Assad. (cf. Thatcher and Galtieri, Eden and Nasser, or depictions of Hitler and Mussolini – or 

ironically positive wartime depictions of Stalin - in the Western media). This is reflected 

dramatically in Hollande’s early depiction of the conflict between himself and Assad, as if 

the outraged and righteous Hollande were going to punish the cruel and reprehensible Assad. 

As regards the political attitude to these developments, it is worth stressing here that although 

50% of French polled at this time were in favour of sanctioning Assad (somehow), 64% were 

against any military intervention by France (and this was the case even when it was generally 

assumed that the UK would be part of the coalition) (L’Express 31/8/13); and in the political 

class, the degree of disfavour ran unusually from right to left (i.e. with the extreme right 

against intervention, the centre-right mainly against intervention, partly for, the centre 

against, and the centre-left and left (and the Greens) in favour, with the extreme left equally 

against). Let us turn to the wider theoretical background and the issue of leadership 

performance in the Fifth Republic. 

2). Theoretical Context 

The study of statecraft and performance in France has to address a phenomenon that has 

pushed analysis of France away from comparative politics, namely, the question of the 

‘French exception’ (Chafer and Godin 2010). 1 Almond and Verba’s (1963) comparative 

study of political cultures deliberately missed France out of its study, because it did not ‘fit’ 

properly. (It was emerging from the Algerian crisis and the creation of de Gaulle’s new 

regime in 1958 (Andrews 1982; Nick 1998; Rémond 1983; Sirius 1958; Terrenoire 1964)). 

For Almond and Verba, it was the political flux and instability that informed their decision. 

However, although the regime is over fifty years old, and has enjoyed real stability, 

especially by French standards, the discourse of drama, decline, instability, and crisis, and the 

perceived role of the ‘providential man’, acting decisively to avert disaster and restore the 

state’s integrity, have gone on informing, even driving, leadership, governance, and statecraft 

ever since (Drake and Gaffney 1996). 

As regards a French exception or exceptionalism, this author has always been sceptical of 

France’s claims to uniqueness. However, in the domain of leadership performance, France 

seems to offer a compelling expression of a range of issues which seem only to relate to 

France, or only here with such intensity and consequence. It is, therefore, appropriate to 

examine if not its exceptionalism, then its specificity. As regards leadership and its effects 
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upon statecraft, the manner of the inception of the Fifth Republic has been consequential in 

terms of the role of drama in presidential politics, and the role and effects of symbolic politics 

have inordinately defined leadership performance in a way that is rare in comparable regimes. 

De Gaulle and the Real Gaullist Settlement 

Roosevelt, Churchill, and de Gaulle were the three ‘towering’ figures in Western democracy 

during and after World War II. De Gaulle was probably the last of a type of European leader, 

perceived by the public as a hero, as well as a warrior, an intellectual, and a ‘seer’. The truth 

of these characteristics can be debated. What is significant, is that this is how he was 

‘represented’ in the public’s imagination (for a substantial minority, we should add, these 

qualities also meant apprehension about de Gaulle’s attitude to democracy). So, the first 

President of the Fifth Republic had a particular ‘character’ which imprinted upon the new 

republic in 1958. This prestige would give him not only great scope to fashion the Fifth 

Republic as he wished, but also to infuse it with all his romanticism, and all the comportment 

of the historical ‘giant’, which would become the paradigm of the presidency (Malraux 1971; 

Peyrefitte 1994, 1996, 2000).  

In terms of statecraft, the other essential element for the maintenance of authority in the Fifth 

Republic was public support, for both the man and the office. In the Fourth Republic, there 

were very few broadcasts to the nation,2 and no special relationship between any single 

member of the elite and the wider public (with the possible exception of Antoine Pinay). As 

the regime entered into crisis in 1958, the public remained indifferent (indifferent to de 

Gaulle too, it must be said). De Gaulle’s appearance at the centre of the crisis was an offer of 

‘good leadership’ (Gaffney 2012, 2012a); it was, in fact, an offer of a new style of leadership 

(Gaffney and Holmes 2011). 

The style of leadership was crucial; and to understand this, we have to understand de Gaulle’s 

own world view. De Gaulle’s true relationship was with an imagined idea of France. The role 

of the providential man (in this case, his all-too-superhuman self) was, through volonté, will, 

to put the state back on its feet again (rétablir l’état). The providential man knows what to 

do, because he can ‘envision’ the truth, realities, dangers, the way forward, and ‘see’ the 

future in a way that others cannot. This leader is in a special relationship to the people who 

do, however, like the Israelites, tend to wander off and get distracted and forget their mission, 

without the guidance and example of the prophet. So the relationship is intimate: they need 

him, but he does not need them; not in order to be right, at least; in order to act, however, he 

does. The people are indispensable in that they bestow authority to act upon him; without this 

he would be a tyrant. One could say that de Gaulle’s legitimacy came from his status, 

superior calling, and vision, rather than from democracy itself; but his authority to act came 

from the people, the ‘Nation’. This personalised, chivalric romanticism was to have far-

reaching consequences for the evolution of the Fifth Republic, yet has been singularly 

unresearched in French scholarship (Bell and Gaffney 2013). Research also often misses 

what we consider to be fundamental, namely, that the Fifth Republic is best understood as the 

performance of a particular kind of leadership within a particular configuration of 

institutions, themselves embedded within a particular – and particularly rich – political 

culture.  

One significant general illustration of this is in the area of foreign policy. Fifth Republic 

foreign policy has not been that different in its aims from Fourth Republic foreign policy 

(Cerny 1980; Hoffman 1994). One can identify certain changes of emphasis: Middle East 

policy, Israel, attitudes to the Arab States, perhaps. But what distinguishes the foreign policy 
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of the Fifth Republic is the style and tone that has driven it forward. De Gaulle’s accession to 

power in 1958 (and particularly after 1962, when he had ‘embedded’ further ‘his’ republic 

into French political culture by pushing through the election of the President by direct adult 

suffrage) meant that as he stepped up on to the international stage to engage in ‘grandes 

querelles’, only one type of foreign policy was possible: grandiose assertions of France’s 

greatness, civilizing mission, and ‘rang’, a pretention to European leadership, and the search 

for a multi-polar world order transcending of Cold War realities (Berstein 2001; Chalaby 

2002; Gaiiti 1998).  

The evolution of relations inside the European Union and efforts, from Georges Pompidou 

onwards, at ‘concertation’ (a process begun incrementally as soon as de Gaulle left office) 

saw the re-entry of France into the ‘grain’ of European diplomacy overall. But the thrust of 

foreign policy, reflecting the paradigmatic claims of Fifth Republican leadership, has been a 

long-term illustration of what we might call path-dependent narcissism. 

For better or worse, it is to the President that analysis of statecraft must turn. And because of 

the symbolic politics that surrounds the presidency, the President (with a parliamentary 

majority) has sway on almost everything. Here too, have the most appalling blunders been 

made. Let us look at two examples. 

Charles de Gaulle 

One of the first – and the first major illustration of how hard it is to run a regime at such a 

highly charged level of symbolism – was de Gaulle’s 1967 Montreal speech (De Gaulle 

1970). 

Near the end of an official state visit to Canada in 1967, that is, as the guest of the Federal 

Government, de Gaulle ended a speech in Montreal with the words ‘Vive le Québec libre!’. 

Given that there was an independentist movement in full swing in Quebec, this was like a call 

to secession. This was a diplomatic blunder of staggering proportions, proportions that could 

only have been so staggering because of de Gaulle’s status and style. Whoever had said it, it 

would have had serious diplomatic implications; but because it was de Gaulle, it resounded 

around the world as one of the biggest faux pas in modern diplomatic history. Indeed, 

Montreal was the beginning of a process of the domestic desacralisation of de Gaulle – the 

French were embarrassed as a nation (particularly so, as for a whole complex set of historical 

reasons, the French actually had few sentimental attachments to French Canada). The slow 

decline in de Gaulle’s popularity in France began at this time. The last of the giants, he was 

becoming a dinosaur. What is much less known is that it is highly likely that de Gaulle’s 

outburst was caused by emotion and perhaps narcissism, rather than by political belief or 

national arrogance. Touchard (1978:227) reports that although de Gaulle’s visit expressed a 

certain anti-Americanism (to which he assimilated Anglo-Canada), he was so well received 

by the Québecois, that his journey from Quebec City to Montreal was like a victory march. 

He was quite overwhelmed by the enthusiastic crowds lining the streets. He said that it 

reminded him of the enthusiasm of the liberation of Paris. That same evening he made his 

(unscripted) Montreal speech. Emotion, rather than ideology fashioned French politics, and 

this because there is an element of capriciousness built into the presidency. 

Valéry Giscard d’Estaing 

Paradoxically, one of the assumed attributes of French Presidents in the Fifth Republic is to 

be ‘monarchical’ (Bell 2000). This is much more complex a phenomenon than is generally 

assumed. Being both a monarch and a personalised expression of a democratic France that 
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has identified with a person and elected them; being approachable and ‘like’ the ordinary 

citizen, yet aloof and ceremonial, raise complex issues. Valéry Giscard d’Estaing’s 

presidency suffered from a range of difficulties, none really due to poor statecraft (except 

perhaps his not anticipating the revival of a virulent Gaullism). Reforms which were often 

better received on the left that the right, governing a very divided majority, governing an 

elected majority in parliament that had been elected (1973) before him (1974), and, most of 

all, governing in a period of major economic recession after a period of thirty years of major 

growth was no mean feat. He did, however, fall victim to a contradiction within the 

symbolism of Fifth Republic leadership. 

He combined in his general ‘style’ a ‘normalness’: he had a young family, played the 

accordion, caught the metro; and, as President, lowered the voting age, brought in ‘modern’ 

reforms, particularly regarding women: abortion, contraception, divorce laws; he visited 

prisons, had meals with ‘ordinary’ families, welcomed working people, like road sweepers, 

into the Elysée Palace to listen to their views, conducted himself in a modern way – wore 

lounge suits instead of tails, etc., etc.. He also tried to ‘décrisper’ the political culture – 

meeting opposition leaders, giving more parliamentary access to the Constitutional Council, 

avoiding dramatic gestures like parliamentary dissolution, radical governmental changes, or 

referendums. All of this made of Giscard a ‘citizen President’. On the other hand, he had 

clear aristocratic pretentions, was extremely ‘monarchical’ in his treatment of his 

government, was surrounded by rumours about his sexual appetite – a kind of droit du 

seigneur sense of his behaviour, faced ridicule for slowing down the national anthem to a 

pompous, funeral march rhythm, and so on. Normally, such a duality of persona is not only 

acceptable but necessary – the President must be more than one symbolic expression (both 

citizen and king). In Giscard’s case, more so than all the other Presidents of the Fifth 

Republic, the duality did not work. The reasons for this are not clear, but the consequences 

were significant. It may have been that such strong emphasis on monarchical style was 

inappropriate during a major recession, or he just seemed too cut off from French 

‘ordinariness’, in a way that none of the other Presidents has been. But, by the end of 

Giscard’s seven-year term, his image as a king, distant from and disdainful of his ‘subjects’, 

was a caricature he seemed unable to free himself from.3 He lost the 1981 election Giscard 

d’Estaing 1976, 1984; Berstein and Sirinelli 2007; Berstein, Rémond and Sirinelli 2003). 

Our contention here is that good and bad statecraft in France proceed from the same source. 

De Gaulle brought the political ‘self’ and its performance into the heart of the republic where 

it took on a radically more significant role than in the past, or in comparable democratic 

regimes; and there has been a long series of personal presidential miscalculations and 

emotionally charged decisions that have had a host of negative political consequences. 

President François Mitterrand’s mistreatment of his Prime Minister, Michel Rocard, had 

long-term and very negative effects upon the evolution of the French Socialist Party. 

President Jacques Chirac’s catastrophic decision to dissolve parliament in 1997, which saw a 

crushing government majority disintegrate, and the Opposition returned to power for a full 

five-year term, was taken, in part, as a lone decision, in part as the result of very bad advice 

from a few courtiers, in particular, his head of cabinet at the time, Dominique de Villepin 

(Bell 2005). 

The Fifth Republic is a regime in which only presidential decision-making has real authority. 

The result is that decision-making is dependent upon the President and his entourage, and 

could not take place elsewhere. And the character of this preeminent ‘self’ can alone envision 

France’s interests, and can depict himself (to date only him) as possessing exclusive insight 
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and wisdom, can refer to himself inordinately as being in a profound relationship with the 

French, and can claim the right to undertake bold initiatives without consultation. It is our 

contention that this is a dysfunctional feature of a modern democracy. 

3). The Sequence of Events 

The tragic events that unfolded in Syria after March 2011 have always carried with them the 

emotional charge associated with unending, brutal, urban violence against civilians and 

particularly children, and, later, with merciless civil war. In Dera on 13 March 2011 16 

schoolchildren who had chanted ‘Assad out’ were arrested, went missing, and eventually 

released having been severely mistreated. This kind of emotionalised disbelief and sadness 

would inform the developments in Syria from then on.4  On 20 August 2012, Obama made a 

dramatic hostage to fortune – in fact he was trying to avoid intervention – when he spoke of 

chemical weapons use being the ‘red line’ that would trigger a US response. In December 

2012, there were two ‘small’ chemical attacks reported in Homs and Alep. The UN was, then 

as later, unsure beyond a doubt who had been responsible. In April 2013, the French 

intelligence services said there had been two more attacks, and claimed they were the acts of 

the Assad regime. In June 2013, the French encouraged the US to take a tougher line on 

chemical attacks. In the same month, international attention was diverted by the significant 

intervention by the Lebanese Hezbollah in the fighting in support of the Assad regime, and in 

particular, in assuring corridors of access to the sea and to the regime’s Russian supplies.  

By 18 August, UN weapons inspectors arrived to examine three sites; and on 21 the east 

Damascus suburb of Ghouta suffered a major chemical attack. The attack took place 

(incidentally raising some doubts about the regime’s guilt; why wait until the inspectors’ 

arrival to use chemical weapons?), with an estimated 1429 victims and, according to the US, 

426 of whom were children. On 23 August, Ban Ki-moon, UN Secretary General spoke of a 

‘crime against humanity’. On 26 August, the Syrian government – who denied responsibility 

for the attacks – gave the green light for inspections. 

François Hollande’s three interventions followed (he had also said to Le Parisien newspaper 

on 26 that airstrikes (frappes aériennes) were a possibility). First, the speech at the 

international Ambassadors Conference in Paris on 27 August where the word ‘punish’ was 

used; second, the interview in Le Monde on the 29, and third, a TV appearance on France’s 

principal TV channel on 15 September. As we have shown, taken together, these three 

interventions displayed moral outrage, personal commitment, and the sense of imminent 

attack, cf. ‘I have consulted a great deal with the Americans and our European allies, and 

Arab League partners to gauge all sources of opinion, and tomorrow, I will hold a Defence 

Council and Parliament will be informed without delay’ (Ambassadors meeting). This 

quotation demonstrates how centrally Hollande is placing himself in the unfolding events. 

Although there was no suggestion that the French would not be part of a coalition of forces 

alongside the Americans, we can see that the rhetoric was that of France itself on the 

threshold of an avenging attack in punishment for the massacre of civilians with chemical 

weapons. The American and Russian Navy began sending naval reinforcements to the 

Mediterranean, and the aircraft carrier, The Charles de Gaulle was put on stand-by in Toulon, 

as were French Rafale and Mirage fighter planes in the French base in Dubai. The following 

day, on 29 August, the UK Parliament voted down a call for armed intervention. On 30 

August, John Kerry referred to France as America’s oldest ally, an accurate although 

hilarious comment, comical in its implication, and at no time had the French assumed for a 

moment that they would find themselves as good as alone alongside the US. Three days after 

Hollande’s declarations and their tone of imminent action, on 31 August, President Obama 
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said he – like the UK with its Parliament – would ask the US Congress for backing (given 

subsequent developments with the Russians this did not take place). The vote for this was to 

be taken over a week later, on 9 September (although the powerful Foreign Affairs 

Committee did give its backing on 6 September). But Obama’s putting the vote to Congress 

(without a mention of France) brought the sequencing of Hollande’s interventions to a sudden 

halt. It also had two further implications, both of which undermined Hollande’s status by 

asserting it. First, he was the only leader involved not asking his parliament for its backing 

(only the UK was constitutionally obliged), and second, paradoxically and comically, it made 

Hollande dependent, not upon his own parliament but upon the US Congress.  It was as if 

Hollande had been freeze-framed. On 2 September Assad gave an interview to Le Figaro 

newspaper, as if mocking the French President. The French response, however, was 

Hollande’s sudden silence. The silence was thrown into even higher relief by some of the 

left’s spokespeople because they sounded just as bellicose as Hollande had. David Assouline, 

Socialist Party spokesperson referred to the ‘cowardice’ (‘une lacheté’) of the international 

community if it did nothing. The leader of the French Socialist Party, Harlem Désir, spoke of 

an ‘appeasement spirit’ (esprit munichois), implying a Munich 1938-type capitulation to 

Nazism (this is an even greater insult in French than the UK).  

Three days later, all the major players – Obama, Cameron, Hollande, Merkel, Putin – met at 

the G20 summit (5-6 September) in Petersburg.   

At the G20, Hollande was active in attempting to gather support (and he took Fabius and Le 

Drian (Defence) with him). This was, however, too late for a proper coalition of ideas to be 

gathered, especially as everything depended now upon the US Congress vote. 12 countries 

eventually signed a common declaration condemning Syria, but military intervention was not 

even considered. France looked extremely isolated. Perhaps significantly, Obama was 

friendlier to other leaders (Cameron, Merkel) than to Hollande, who in clips of the G20 

meeting looked bemused and rather left out. The most significant ‘event’ of the summit 

however was Putin’s (the host’s) intransigent image and, paradoxically, his revelation during 

the summit (confirmed by Obama) that the two had had secret talks. It was clear; France was 

having no effect at all upon developments. On 6 September, Sarkozy (having shown 

‘leadership’ on Libya) said to the French press that there was no leadership in this affair.  

It was at this point that reports appeared in the press that German intelligence services were 

puzzled by (their claim) the fact that the overwhelming majority of the Ghouta gas victims 

appeared to be children and young adults/women, implying that the attack had been upon a 

single target like a school, the further implication being that this could have been done 

without rocket or aircraft intervention – i.e. might be the work of Jihadists. On 6, the Russian 

Foreign Minister, Sergei Lavrov, utterly refuted the US evidence implicating Assad. Assad 

(CBS 8 September), and Putin in the The New York Times (10 September), also continued 

denying any government involvement. On 9 September, after all the leaders had left the G20 

in indecision and with no sense of diplomatic direction, Putin dropped his diplomatic 

bombshell. He publicly offered to bring the crisis to an end by offering to broker a solution, 

the securing and handing over of all Syria’s chemical weapons. Damascus agreed 

immediately. 

4). Implications and consequences of the French position. 

A first point we can make and come back to more extensively in our conclusion is the 

determined and ‘crusading’ nature of the French position up until Obama’s decision to 

consult Congress, and the image of confusion and irrelevant isolation afterwards. 
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The whole strategy, however, not just for France but for all the actors was problematic. It is 

clear that Obama was always reluctant to respond to his own self-imposed ‘red line’ (and this 

makes the French approach even more puzzling, given that many knew this). But what were 

the aims of the French strategy? For France, it was to ‘punish’, but that does not explain 

anything. The term itself not only implied moral anger, but a very paradoxical mix of 

imprecision and finality. Would air strikes alone punish? How many? 2? 10? 100? 1000? And 

would such strikes not have seriously endangered civilians? And would the strikes have 

dissuaded the use of chemical weapons? And surely this, rather than punishment, would be 

the only reason for the strikes.  

A second point is that there clearly was no real coalition (the US had support from Turkey 

and Saudi Arabia for obvious reasons). Neither the French nor the US had undertaken the 

effort to build a coalition of the willing. Italy, Spain, Brazil wanted the UN Security Council 

to find a solution. Germany was against any action. Russia, China, obviously, but also Japan 

was opposed. Egypt and Algeria were against, Canada very reluctant, the Arab League 

extremely equivocal. Domestically, too Hollande had virtually the whole political class 

against him outside the Socialist Party and, bizarrely, the Greens. (The Mali intervention in 

contrast was almost universally supported). Virtually all the other political parties across 

from the extreme-right to the far-left were opposed, so that figures such as Marine Le Pen, 

the UMP leaders François Fillon and Jean-François Copé (although he initially supported), 

Dominique de Villepin (who had opposed the 2003 Iraq War in the UN), Centrists such as 

François Bayroux opposed the presidential initiative. Nathalie Kosciusko-Morizet remarked 

that Obama’s virtual ignoring of Hollande was a humiliation. The radical leftist Jean-Luc 

Mélenchon was against, but even figures such as the veteran and former President Giscard 

d’Estaing opposed, saying that such decisions should go – in the spirit of the European 

Defence and Security Policy - via the European Council.  

The largest question, however, and the one which raised the most concern, fuelling the idea 

of Hollande and France taking a frightening strategic decision in international terms, and 

whose non-discussion seemed to reinforce the sense of Hollande’s incompetence, was the 

question of the possible dramatic consequences of Franco-US intervention upon the region. 

The reasons why the West had not intervened in Syria before were 100 times more pertinent 

by August 2013. Intervening at a moment where the Syrian opposition was itself in disarray 

with the rise and rise of the Jihadist Islamists in the opposition forces that the Mali expedition 

had been fighting against was bizarre in the extreme. Now the non-Islamist anti-Assad forces 

were often in conflict with them. By the autumn of 2013, in a country with both Sunni and 

Shia, as well as Alawite Muslims, Druze, Kurds and Christians, large swathes of all of these 

groups arguably preferred Assad to Islamists. It is also the case that the West’s bellicose 

position on Syria had created a large influx of European Islamists and others who joined the 

anti-Assad struggle, but this in order to set up an Islamist state (potentially helped by France 

and the US). The autumn of 2013 was perhaps not the moment to develop the ‘strategy’ that 

the French were developing. 

An equally serious consequence of intervention, or rather an equally necessary issue to take 

into consideration when contemplating intervention, was the regional consequences. 

international-led attacks upon Syria may well have – may still – ignite significant further 

strife in Lebanon (there are 900 French troops on the Lebanon-Israel border), perhaps see the 

conflict spread to Israel (Hezbollah has an estimated 60,000 rockets). Iran referred to Israel 

‘in flames’ if the US and its allies attacked Syria. This is probably not what Iran would 

actually want (for fear of Israeli strikes upon its nuclear programme), but remained a possible 

scenario. 
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A Hezbollah dominated Lebanon would mean, in the absence of toppling Assad – not, it is 

true, the declared intention of a France-US attack - a Shia dominated axis from Lebanon, 

through Syria, Iraq, and Iran. The potential changes to the security of the Hormuz straits 

would be increased and an all-out conflagration a possibility. At the end of November 2013, 

the radicalising Syrian opposition created an Islamic front with 7 groups of the opposition 

joining in direct competition with the secular Syrian opposition. There is little evidence that 

any of these issues was discussed in depth before Hollande’s ‘punish’ declaration was made, 

and arguably all the above issues would have been exacerbated by an attack.  

5). Epilogue to the events 

From a sustained stance of imminent attack in August, President Hollande moved into one of 

near-embarrassed silence, as France became an irrelevance, and was treated as such by the 

Russians, Syrians, and, in fact, the Americans.  

On 10 September, Obama made a TV broadcast (again with no mention of France) which was 

a clear indication – in spite of references to crimes against humanity, that the strikes were 

very unlikely – they were not in the US’ interests. On 12-14 September, John Kerry met and 

discussed the crisis with Sergei Lavrov in Geneva. They held a joint press conference (with 

Lavrov referring disparagingly to ‘a few European capitals’ (certaines capitales européennes) 

i.e. Paris). Kerry indicated he would meet Fabius in Paris on the Monday, i.e. after the 

Kerry/Lavrov meeting, as if France were no longer central to negotiations. 

This was the moment (15 September) Hollande broke his silence and appeared on TF1 on the 

primetime p.m. news in an interview with Claire Chazal. The interview is a perfect 

illustration of Hollande’s dilemma and approach: at the moment when, in Geneva, France’s 

irrelevance was being thrown into relief, he persisted in his original rhetorical strategy of 

moral-personal righteousness and now clairvoyance, and these to the extent that the 

impression is of someone who is in some kind of denial, if not delusional. He began by 

repeating that the situation in Syria was the gravest tragedy (La tragédie la plus grave), and 

cited again in detail the overall loss of life, and so on. He then justified the French position in 

this way: ‘As President of the Republic, the first question I had to deal with, not just in terms 

of my conscience, but in terms of the idea I have of what France is…’ (La première question 

comme Président de la république que j’ai eue a régler, pas seulement autour de ma 

conscience mais de l’idée que je me suis fait de la France…’). This was not only the 

gathering of the whole issue once again into a contemplative act followed by a personal 

decision with international consequences, the last phrase is a direct evocation of the opening 

lines of de Gaulle’s Memoirs (De Gaulle 1954). And he not only stressed his own solitary 

decision-making, but linked it to apparent success (the US is mentioned here but almost as 

the junior partner): ‘The pressure France exerted – not just France, the US – pressure that was 

sufficiently strong, convinced Russia, Putin, to act’. And note: ‘C’est la fermeté montrée par 

la France dans cette affaire’ which led to the diplomatic response by Putin. The word 

‘firmness’ was used in the original Ambassadors speech. It is as if the same firmness shown 

to Assad was the decisive factor with Putin also. He then goes on, once again, as if he were 

the architect of the current events: ‘What am I doing tomorrow? I will receive Foreign 

Minister Kerry… and the British Foreign Minister, and Laurent Fabius. And we shall draw up 

the next Security Council resolution’. The reality was that he was really simply ratifying the 

deal elaborated over that very weekend between Lavrov and Kerry in Geneva. At three points 

in the interview, he restated this idea that his original intention had the intended result, 

namely that the threat of attack was in order (pour faire… évoluer) to effect a change in 
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Russian diplomacy. The truth was that France was taken by surpise by the Russian initiative, 

just as it had been by Obama’s decision to consult the US Congress. 

He then launched into a cascade of first person pronouns – I think, I wanted, I refuse, me, I 

want, I have to say, I understand, I have, myself… and many more (Je pense, J’ai voulu, Je 

m’y refuse, Moi, je veux, Je dois dire, Je les comprends, J’ai d’ailleurs, moi meme). 

Hollande ends his discussion of Syria (Syria took up the first half of the interview) with a 

breathtaking claim to unfettered freedom of action and wisdom, and an affirmation of the 

pretensions of the French Fifth Republic presidency: ‘Me, I do not rely upon any country, 

whatsoever. Not for Mali, not for Syria; I commit France or I don’t commit France when I 

consider that our essential interests are at stake’ (Moi je ne dépends pas de quelque pays que 

ce soit. Pas pour le Mali, pas pour la Syrie, j’engage la France ou je ne l’engage pas quand je 

considère que ce sont nos intérêts essentiels qui sont en cause). At one level, this is a 

meaningless statement, partly because it is not true, partly because it counters his argument 

throughout the period that it was personal, moral outrage in the name of humanity that 

prompted him; but it is also one of the clearest statements of what the institution of the 

French presidency would have itself: Gaullist, unfettered, and quintessentially personal. 

In terms of the efficacy of his approach, after every public intervention François Hollande has 

made since he became President his ratings have fallen. This interview was no exception. 

In the course of the following days, as the resolution was taken through the UN, the French 

attempted to have a reference to responsibility for war crimes involved in the draft. On 19 

September, Vladimir Putin threatened to end the process if Syria were threatened in this way. 

A new one was elaborated with Laurent Fabius taking it to Moscow personally for the 

Russians to agree it. This was done on 27 September. It included Syria’s agreement to sign up 

to the Chemical Weapons Convention (from 14 October 2013). Assad claimed a victory for 

Syria for its crisis diplomacy, and gave an interview to Rai News (Italy, on 24 September). 

He said the Europeans were disqualified from helping (meaning the French), and to Der 

Spiegel (7 October) where he invited Germany to work with Syria to find a solution. On 14 

October, to a major Lebanese daily he said that he – not the Organisation for the Prohibition 

of Chemical Weapons – should have been awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. It was estimated 

that there were 1000 tonnes of chemical weapons in Syria in approximately 45 sites. 

International attention then turned away from Syria to Iran with, once again, the French 

playing no significant role. In one incident, on 7 November, when Fabius objected to the draft 

document on Iran’s nuclear programme (he wanted proper access to the d’Arak plant and 

more precision on limits to uranium enrichment) it seemed that France had influence; but it 

became rapidly clear that not only was France not central to the elaboration of the text, the 

fundamental agreements had already taken place elsewhere between the US, Russia and Iran. 

In October, the inspectors arrived in Syria to begin their work. Geneva 2 was set for 22 

January 2014.  

In the brief period from the end of August to the end of September, therefore, François 

Hollande saw himself humiliated three times through international events taking place, to 

which he claimed ownership but where he and France were irrelevant. The first was Obama’s 

31 August declaration (immediately after the UK Parliament vote) that he was seeking 

Congress’ approval. The French were not informed of this decision, nor referred to in the 

speech. We can make two points here. First, that because of Hollande’s, as if unilateral, 

rhetorically unilateral as it were, bellicosity of, in particular, the 27 August, he now – 

immediately – seemed an irrelevance. Second, and as early as 31 August, it was clear that 
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Obama was desperately seeking a reason not to attack Syria, a fact that completely escaped 

the French.  

The second was Obama’s second broadcast on 10 September where he began his speech as if 

maintaining his previous tone of outrage and threat: chemical attack was a crime against 

humanity, but he went on to say that the US was not threatened and, therefore, no attack 

would take place. This was immediately followed by the Putin/Lavrov initiative. This sent the 

French back to the UN lobbying vainly and as if unilaterally for support from countries now 

all awaiting the outcome of negotiations between the US and Russia, and lobbying for – now 

– no one knew what.  

The third was the elaboration of the Russia-US deal from 9 September onwards through to 

mid-September which was essentially an agreement drawn up between Lavrov and Kerry, 

with France participating in the same minor degree as Germany, the UK, and even Syria. 

These developments contrasted strongly with France’s continuing rhetoric. The 15 September 

was the date of Hollande’s TV appearance with Clare Chazal where, at the moment France’s 

isolation was being confirmed, the President maintained the tone of righteousness and self-

importance we identified, and now in the Chazal interview risible clairvoyance. The cognitive 

dissonance ascribed to François Hollande in domestic affairs (where his poll ratings were 

about to pass below the 20% mark) was now confirmed in international diplomacy, i.e. the 

tone of France’s self-importance, and the President’s decisive, morally inspired activism on 

the international stage, was thrown into high relief as a narcissistic form of self-delusion. 

From the 27 September, Syria just fell off the international agenda, to be replaced by the 

domestic but equally humiliating ‘Leonarda Affair’. 5 

Conclusion 

François Hollande demonstrated that he was as hasty and rash in foreign policy as he was 

reluctant and slow to act in domestic policy; and the result was the suggestion of France’s 

international irrelevance. We began with ironies. Another irony was that this was the first 

time for more than two decades that the French had willingly acted alongside the US, and yet 

had gained no diplomatic advantage, in fact the opposite. Immediately after the UK rejected 

the proposal to take military action against Syria, Hollande declared “each country is 

sovereign to participate or not in an operation”. Only, however, at the level of the UK’s right-

of-refusal, as it were, was this demonstrated as being true. At the level of action, given 

subsequent developments (and even Obama realised this), this was patently not the case: 

France was frozen into highly visible diplomatic statis by the UK and US decisions to, 

respectively, withdraw and consult. The French events demonstrated that the all-powerful 

French President who, unlike the UK Prime Minister, can go to war on the President’s whim, 

had no power at all. We shall come back to this.  

What, therefore, was the added value of France to the US in its stand-off with Syria? Zero. 

And the added value to France? Worse than zero. The whole incident also demonstrated a 

complete misreading of the situation, and miscalculation of the strategy to adopt. Not only 

that, in contrast, the world was shown a kind of pirouette performance by Putin and Lavrov 

who waited until the surly G20 was over, and Obama awaited his fate from the US Congress 

vote, then offered – in all but name – to the Americans alone, a solution to the crisis (which, 

of course, would have little effect upon the brutality and course of the war, while removing 

Syria from the threat of attack). Obama’s difficulties, but also Hollande’s amateurishness, 

added to the idea of Putin’s diplomatic mastery. A lot of this is illusory, but the 

personalisation of these exchanges had major effects with ‘Russia’ regaining its Soviet and 
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Tsarist standing, and Putin the image of a Russian chess master. Putin also demonstrated an 

understanding of the Americans that Hollande lacked. And in developments throughout 

September, all the central negotiations were bi-lateral, and demonstrated what had always 

been the case, that Russia had to be part of the solution, with a notional further solution 

offered in the promise of a Geneva 2 in January 2014. All this time, the French were 

disparaged, by Putin through no reference to France in his New York Times article, Lavrov 

through his disparaging reference to ‘certain European capitals’ (meaning Paris), through 

Assad’s first Figaro interview (2 September) which both threatened and criticised Europe 

(meaning France), then the Der Spiegel interview which flattered Germany as potentially 

contributing (i.e. not France) to a diplomatic resolution, and through, it must be said, the 

Americans’ insensitive ignoring of the French, their only real support. Kerry’s declaration of 

historical alliance was a myth, now as much as it had ever been. This brings us to the central 

question of why all this happened and back to our theoretical considerations.  

b). Institutions and culture 

Much of this paper has catalogued a tale of woeful personal political miscalculation, 

incompetence even; but the real ‘culprit’ is not François Hollande but the Fifth Republic. We 

have seen in our theory section that the ‘self’ was brought centre-stage by the Republic’s 

founder Charles de Gaulle. The driving institution of the Fifth Republic is the presidency, and 

the condition of its performance is the deployment of presidential ‘character’, on the one 

hand, and its dual mediated and mediatised relationship to an imagined France and the French 

nation (people, electorate, public opinion), on the other.  

The institution of the presidency obliges the President to (attempt to) behave in a particular 

way; namely to deploy a ‘self’ a ‘character’, with an as if unrestricted freedom to act. The 

first problem for François Hollande was that from the outset of his presidency, and by the 

autumn of 2013 – 18 months into his presidency – his popularity ratings in the polls were so 

low (20% and falling) that even his legitimacy was in question. The one moment of respite 

(and it was a moment) for his falling popularity had been the Mali intervention of January 

2013. We should see the Syria fiasco in that context, 6 an attempt to reassert presidential 

‘character’. And the character deployed/performed was that of a decisive, intransigent, man 

of action (all the characteristics that poll respondents said he lacked); and a man of courage, 

moral principle, and insightfulness, all the characteristics required of an inspirational leader. 

Hence the tone of Hollande’s discourse and rhetoric, hence the will to firmness (fermeté) and 

the will to ‘punish’ the wicked and protect ‘les innocents’; hence to the, by 15 September, 

cognitively dissonant self-referentiality – the interview with Claire Chazal is near-delusional 

in its reference to himself as the architect of change in the Syrian crisis.  

This is also partly due to certain changes in the nature of the presidency and its environment. 

The President’s role vis-à-vis government is ambivalent. However, none of the Presidents, 

starting with de Gaulle, has been arguably less than head of government as well as head of 

state. All the Presidents have played with this duality, even to the point of letting go of 

government when it suited them or when they were obliged by legislative elections which 

took place before the end of the President’s seven-year term. With the constitutional 

amendment in 2000 bringing the presidential term in line with the five-year legislative term, 

the room for manoeuvre between these two roles (essentially practical and symbolic, 

although each politically consequential – the latter often more than the former) becomes 

confused even more. Sarkozy was the first to face and try to exploit this dilemma 7 (2007-

2012). He, actively encouraged by his own personality, became continuously interventionist 

and activist, and gained media saturation to the point where the Prime Minister’s function in 
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the Fifth Republic was called into question. Such activism was an element in Sarkozy’s 

defeat – he seemed to have lost the ‘presidential’ aspect of his role. François Hollande’s 

campaign of 2012 was in part based upon criticism of such. In several ways, however, 

Sarkozy was right: the nature of the presidency had indeed changed. This meant that the 

President became both a President deploying a character in a symbolic relationship to France 

and the French, and the daily active head of government, as if he were running the republic 

alone, responsible for every single political decision taken. Any attempts to go against this, 

and Hollande tried several times to do this – i.e. not intervene or pronounce on an issue for 

several days brought accusations of not doing his job, of being incapable of taking a decision, 

etc.. The idea of the President, moreover, gaining wisdom by withdrawing to contemplate 

before re-entering daily politics, as de Gaulle, Giscard, and Mitterrand had at various times 

profitably done, and Chirac had done as a presidential contender between 1993 and 1995, was 

precluded now from the ‘character’ of the President. That is partly the consequence of shifts 

in the institutional configuration of the Fifth Republic after 2007, but there is a wider cultural 

issue in France also. 

The political salience of the providential leader in French politics has existed as a major 

political phenomenon at least since the French Revolution. The almost neurotic significance 

of this upon democratic politics in France needs to be drawn to the attention of those 

unfamiliar with French political culture. In times of crisis and political instability, France has 

always had recourse to providential leaders. It is partly the result of chronic historical 

political instability, partly the result of competing philosophical or partisan traditions, none of 

which ever gains stable hegemony or political majority, partly the result of previous recourse, 

that the providential leader has become a permanent option in the culture. One of the 

intentions of French republicanism was to eliminate this phenomenon, or at least marginalise 

it, for even in the Third and Fourth Republics it was endemic, though screened out from the 

institutions. The essential feature of de Gaulle’s Fifth Republic was the bringing to the centre 

of a republican institutional configuration and then to the culture informing it, the relatively 

domesticated but essentially romantic idea of providentialism. 

This idea of the President’s character, as one who can act with consequence, is a feature of 

the Fifth Republic, and the presidential fortunes of all of the Fifth Republic’s Presidents have 

been tied to this idea of effective performance. Given François Hollande’s historic 

unpopularity – in some polls by December 2013 he was at 15% - the question of the viability 

of this dysfunctional republic is brought to the fore. Presidential failure has entered the 

culture informing the institutional life of the Fifth Republic in a consequential way. Hollande 

did not start this, but he broke all records of the speed and depth of disillusion and 

unpopularity. This, however, has triggered an even more ‘frantic’ daily political 

interventionism than did the neurotic Sarkozy. And yet every act brings his popularity down 

further. And the Syria debacle was no exception. In some ways, irrespective of Hollande’s 

‘character’ and the notion of a personal wisdom that confers a personal prerogative, the 

Syrian affair has shown that the hegemony of the French executive in foreign policy at least, 

is a myth. The need for coordination and concert is clearly imperative. This may also now 

apply to domestic politics too and, in that sense, Syria is domestic politics, especially given 

the unpopularity of Hollande as President. This in turn means that the nature of the French 

presidency is undergoing significant evolution in both its symbolic status and its institutional 

function.  
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1 This theory section is largely taken from this author’s own chapter (2012) ‘Presidents Behaving Badly: Poor 

Leadership and Bad Governance in France’ in L. Helms (ed) Poor Leadership and Bad Governance: 

Reassessing Presidents and Prime Ministers in North America, Europe and Japan (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar). 

2 Pierre Mendès France, Prime Minister for eight months from June 1954, undertook FDR-style ‘Fireside chats’ 

on the radio, but these were a brief exception. 

 
3  Towards the end of his term, the rumour that he had taken bribes in the form of diamonds from the delusional, 

cruel, and buffoon-like African dictator, Jean Bokassa, raised the lampooning of Giscard to stratospheric levels. 

 
4 The toll is well over 100,000 dead. 2 million refugees. 6 million displaced within Syria. 40,000 civilians dead; 

45,000 of Assad’s forces, 21,000 rebels, 3,000 women, and 6,000 children. 4,000 Jihadists, 3,000 unidentified. 

9,000 prisoners have been taken. 3,500 prisoners by the rebels.  

 
5 On 13/12/13 the UN inspectors report was published. It established use of chemical weapons in at least four 

cases, but still was equivocal regarding responsibility. 
6 There is also a ‘systemic’ aspect to this incompetence, namely, that Hollande became President almost 

accidentally (after Dominique Strauss-Kahn failed to enter the party primaries). In this way, Hollande became 

President of the Republic and Head of the Armed Forces without any governmental experience, let alone foreign 

policy or diplomatic experience.  

 
7 Chirac’s second term was the first five-year term, but he continued the former presidential style (and 

relationship to his Prime Minister) as he had already served a seven year term (five of which with a Socialist 

government under him), and continued into his second (five year) term, doing, in his case, in fact, very little 

(Bacqué 2002). 
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