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COMMENT & ANALYSIS 

At the core of Europe’s success is the idea that if you cannot fight hostile governments, you must ‘flip’ them, writes Andrew Moravcsik

Soft power’s Libyan Triumph

By Andrew Moravcsik 

The spectacle of the French president’s wife flying to Tripoli to free five Bulgarian nurses and a Palestinian doctor, wrongly accused of deliberately infecting hundreds of children with HIV, threatens to obscure the real significance of this event. At a deeper level, it is a victory for a decade-long European strategy of engaging rather than invading countries such as Libya.

The nurses are free today because Muammer Gadaffi – and, more importantly, the next generation of Libyan leaders represented by his son, Saif al-Islam al-Gadaffi – want to deepen further a process of engagement with the west launched in the mid-1990s. A decade of quiet diplomacy, led by the British government under Tony Blair and backed by other European Union governments, has convinced Libya to renounce terrorism, pay compensation to victims of the 1988 Lockerbie bombing, surrender to the US its weapons of mass destruction and establish anti-terrorist co-operation with western counterparts. Libyan fear of another American air strike after September 11 2001 – touted by Washington neo-conservatives as the decisive factor – was secondary.

The deal over the freed medics is the fruit of years of negotiation with Britain, France and Brussels. Europe came wielding “soft power” in the form not of enlightenment moralism but tough-minded economic diplomacy.

Colonel Gadaffi received payments for stricken Libyan families, a promise to normalise economic ties with the EU and the affirmation of a French presidential visit, following Mr Blair’s stop-over last month. Bulgaria got its nurses back and French companies received an attractive deal for a desalination plant. Add to that the generous oil and arms deals granted to Britain and a little praise for EU officials, and nearly everyone comes away a winner. At the core of Europe’s success is the premise that if you cannot fight hostile governments, you must “flip” them, patiently negotiating incremental progress. Engagement on these terms is a tough political road. Those who choose it must attend to the complex domestic politics of foreign societies, with all the ethical ambiguities and compromises that entails.

Col Gadaffi has stayed in power for nearly 40 years by playing off regional, tribal and ideological factions against one another. He and his son are committed to domestic political and economic reform – chiefly to strengthen their hand against opposition.

The colonel’s nightmare is a fusion of Islamic radicalism and domestic opposition, as happened recently in Ben-ghazi, when protests against the Danish cartoons of the Prophet Mohammed turned into an anti-government mêlée that left neighbourhoods smouldering. Since Benghazi was also where the Bulgarian nurses worked and where Libyan children were infected, Col Gadaffi had to tread carefully. The Libyan government blamed the HIV outbreak – widely viewed as caused by its own insanitary practices – on foreigners.

For eight years, Col Gadaffi delayed the medics’ release until remunerative and face-saving arrangements were in place for all the key domestic players. The result has stimulated western trade and investment, furthering Col Gadaffi’s reforms and undermining opposition from a hyper-nationalist “revolutionary old guard” that dominates many Libyan institutions.

This soft-power strategy of regime reform, rather than regime change, is not for the morally squeamish or the ideologically rigid. Rightwing neo-cons and leftwing human-rights advocates complain, with some justification, that this “victory” was no more than delivering a ransom for kidnapped victims – and serves to strengthen a dictator. Some of the key players are the same men who authorised, if they did not plan, the shooting down of an American airliner – a concern that has long hampered serious US engagement.

In the end, though, this is how diplomacy is done. Leaders must take the tough decisions and defend them against domestic criticism. In this respect, the EU remains the servant of national governments and one of its tasks is to cede the political glory – and the corporate pay-offs – to politicians who run the risks. This is why the exercise of soft power can be harder – and more morally problematic – than the deceptive simplicity of hard power.

With all its complexities, however, the Libyan story shows what is possible when the new duo at the head of European politics, Britain and France, work together in creative ways, backed by the diplomatic and economic resources of Europe as a whole.

The writer directs the European Union programme at Princeton University
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