
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

The future in the past: Victory, defeat, and grand strategy in the US, UK, France
and Germany

van Hooft, P.A.

Publication date
2015
Document Version
Final published version

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
van Hooft, P. A. (2015). The future in the past: Victory, defeat, and grand strategy in the US,
UK, France and Germany. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:26 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/the-future-in-the-past-victory-defeat-and-grand-strategy-in-the-us-uk-france-and-germany(fa52658d-9e7f-4490-958a-8a2cef810188).html


 
 

Chapter One 

Introduction 
 
 
  

1 
 

 

 



 
 
This book is about how national experiences with war shape post-war grand strategies, 
and specifically how the experiences with victory and defeat in the Second World War 
shaped the post-war beliefs and behaviour of the major belligerent states. Its central 
argument is that victory increases the propensity of states to use force and decreases 
their propensity to use diplomacy, while defeat fosters the opposite. More precisely, I 
argue that both victory and defeat in total wars shape the strategic beliefs of 
policymakers on the efficacy of force and diplomacy, on the balance of power and threat, 
on force postures and on alliances. These beliefs persist in spite of changes in the 
international environment and domestic politics, because total wars are foundational 
events in national history. The legacies of such events touch the thinking of all domestic 
actors across all levels of the nation-state. Those legacies also shape the post-war 
legitimacy of key groupings of actors – the ‘Trinitarian’ relationship between state, 
society, and the armed forces – and the distribution of institutional influence between 
such groupings in the making of grand strategy. Legacies can define, in particular, the 
autonomy of civilian and military policymakers to pursue their beliefs and set policy-
making, thereby increasing or decreasing the momentum of their respective strategic 
beliefs. In short, beliefs based on wartime experiences endure, filtered by the domestic 
distribution of power that itself reflects those experiences.  

To articulate these arguments, this book focuses on the experiences of the United States 
(US), the United Kingdom (UK), France, and Germany in the Second World War. The 
Second World War was a drastic transformation of both the substance and style of 
international politics. First and foremost, the Second World War finished what the First 
World War started; it brought an end to the global order that had been created and led 
for centuries by European powers, and replaced it with one where the United States was 
the central power. Secondly, not only the structure of the international environment had 
been transformed; their experiences in the Second World War seemed to have changed 
the respective outlooks of American and European policymakers and societies on the 
role in which diplomacy and military force in particular should play in international 
affairs. This study focuses on how victory and defeat experienced by the US, UK, France 
and Germany, among other belligerents in this extraordinary war, shaped the views of 
policymakers on force, diplomacy, and balancing behaviour, as well as the autonomy of 
policymakers to make policy. This focus reveals how these beliefs remained remarkably 
consistent in spite of other conflicts and changes in domestic and international politics.  

That the wars could play such an enduring role should not be surprising. Throughout 
history wars have been portrayed as tests of national virtues, and represented as such in 
the cultural heritages of nations and states. Victories are perceived as confirmations of 
those virtues and defeats as their negation, and this makes defeats difficult to digest. 
After having experienced the horrors of two successive total wars, how could the 
Europeans not be repulsed by the notion of force in the post-war era? Such repulsions 
seemed to carry on throughout the post-war era into the decades after the end of the 
Cold War, as Europeans were reticent to use force and accepted substantial losses of 
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sovereignty. Likewise, had victory in the Second World War confirmed American 
policymakers in their belief in the exceptional nature of the US and the efficacy of force?  

Throughout the post-war decades the differences in attitude towards force and 
diplomacy between the US and Europe have become commonplace, with the US 
generally more willing to use force and the Europeans less willing to do so, while the 
opposite applied to their willingness to use multilateral diplomacy (Daalder 2001; Calleo 
2002; Keohane 2002; Gordon 2003; Judt 2003; Kagan 2003; Krause 2004; Sheehan 
2008). The respective American and European approaches towards regime change in 
Iraq in 2002 and 2003, but also in other post-Cold War conflicts, such as the break-up 
of Yugoslavia, seemed examples of such apparently deep-rooted differences. For 
example, in the confrontation over Iraq, US policymakers, supported by their 
counterparts in the UK, consistently expressed the belief that the Iraqi regime posed an 
imminent threat with its supposed Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) program; that 
superior American conventional force sufficed as a solution; and that a short occupation 
could transform both the Iraqi state and society. French and German policymakers were 
sceptical of the same points and refused support for the US, in response to which the US 
pursued its policy with a more flexible coalition.  

While such major differences in approach could reflect transatlantic differences in 
capabilities, the possible role of memory is hard to ignore. Both proponents and 
opponents invoked lessons from the Second World War to underline their respective 
arguments towards Iraq. The Bush (43) administration and the Blair government used 
the Munich analogy that references the appeasement of Hitler over Czechoslovakia in 
1938. Just as in Munich, the international community’s failure to stand up to Saddam 
Hussein would merely embolden an implacable dictator. 1  Conversely, French 
policymakers cautioned against war by referencing France’s own troubled past of 
invasion.2 The analogies were not only confined to public rhetoric: in August 2002, 
Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld tasked the CIA with drawing up a comparative 
study of the implications of the post-war occupations of Germany and Japan and their 

1 For example: ‘Czechs and Slovaks learned through the harsh experience of 1938 that aggression 
left unchecked by the great democracies can rob millions of their liberty and their lives’. Remarks 
by President George W. Bush on the eve of the NATO summit to Prague Atlantic Student Summit, 
20 November 2002; ‘… as Ernie Bevin knew, sometimes the threat and even the use of force is 
necessary to ensure a greater peace. The League of Nations failed because it lacked the means to 
enforce its principles and decisions against the aggression of dictatorships and totalitarianism’. 
Speech by Foreign Secretary Jack Straw, at the Labour Party Conference in Blackpool, September 
30, 2002. 
2 For example: ‘This message comes to you today from an old country, France, from a continent 
like mine, Europe, that has known wars, occupation and barbarity. A country that does not forget 
and knows everything it owes to the freedom-fighters who came from America and elsewhere. And 
yet has never ceased to stand upright in the face of history and before mankind. Faithful to its 
values, it wishes resolutely to act with all the members of the international community.’ Speech by 
Foreign Minister Dominique de Villepin, at the United Nation Security Council meeting, February 
13, 2003. 
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transformation into mature, responsible and peaceful democracies for the coming 
American presence in Iraq.3 These could all be examples on the surface of the speeches 
of leaders that may be mere garnish and post-hoc rhetorical legitimation of strategic 
decisions. But this book will argue otherwise, namely that these references to history are 
rather the tip of an iceberg of how wartime legacies shape policy-making.  

Such an argument, we shall see, speaks to but moves beyond important claims in a range 
of major scholarly literatures on the role of ideas in international politics. The recent 
examples of rhetoric referencing experience with the Second World War, for instance, 
underline the findings of a broad literature on the use of analogies by policymakers 
during decision-making (May 1973; Jervis 1976; Khong 1992; Levy 1994; Heuser and 
Buffet in Buffet and Heuser 1998; Record 2007) to demonstrate how past experiences 
are used to reduce uncertainty. Such logic might indeed have played a role in setting 
policy for Iraq in 2002 and 2003, but it cannot offer an equally convincing argument on 
the longer-term strategies that led policymakers to view their national interests as being 
at stake there. The story of this book, therefore, is more than a tale about how analogical 
thinking might matter for political life. The thinking and politics that help make sense of 
the sharp differences between Western great powers in dealing with Iraq and other 
crises involve more than the use of particular analogies; they point to larger differences 
in beliefs on both sides of the Atlantic that derive from experiences with wars.  

These differences underscore a broader argument related to a familiar one that the 
human and material costs of past wars constrain the willingness of defeated states to 
again incur such costs, while victory emboldens states. Yet the findings based on such 
arguments have been inconclusive (c.f. Singer and Small 1974; Levy 1982; Levy and 
Morgan 1986; Garnham 1986; Nevin 1996). This may be because outcomes of wars are 
complex affairs that affect different domestic actors differently, and cannot be reduced 
to simple dichotomous outcomes on which the war-wariness literature concentrates. A 
wide and varied literature consequently looks at the complex processes by which 
collective memory is formed within nation-states (Ashplant, Dawson et al. 2000; 
McMahon 2002; Müller 2002; Lebow, Kansteiner et al. 2006; Winter 2006; Riera and 
Schaffer 2008; Echternkamp and Martens 2010; Wieviorka 2010). However, from such 
nuanced portrayals it is difficult to systematically generate expectations for how 
experiences with war will affect concrete foreign policy outcomes. This book aims to 
redress the gaps within these literatures. Though partially inspired by the conflict over 
Iraq, it is not about that particular conflict, nor only about the use of analogies in crises. 

3 Central Intelligence Agency, 7 August 2002 ´The Post-war Occupations of Germany and Japan: 
Implications for Iraq´ (National Security Archive). Tellingly, the conclusions of the study 
recommend that the US prepare for an extended presence in Iraq, that purging the Sunni-centric 
bureaucracy of the Baath party supporters is undesirable, and that several elements which enabled 
success in Germany and Japan (unifying myths such as the Japanese emperor and relatively 
homogenous societies) are absent in Iraq. Rumsfeld ignored the study’s pessimistic conclusions, as 
well as the advice of his military staff. 
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It also is not only a book about the origins of the transatlantic relationship, though its 
central set of cases deal with the US and Europe. 

Instead, this book deals more broadly with the nature and origins of the beliefs of 
policymakers about the use of force and diplomacy in international affairs, focusing on 
how such beliefs are shaped by past experiences with war, and on how invocation of the 
past helps shape policy decisions. It also shows that, at a more fundamental level, 
experiences with war shape what policymakers believe about international threats and 
power; alter their preferred forces posture; and condition their preferred alliances. 
Furthermore, this book seeks to understand why some beliefs and not others are 
adopted and then reproduced by domestic actors and how the outcomes of wars 
strengthen or weaken the positions of those actors in the process. In doing so, it 
represents an attempt to understand when and why nationally specific beliefs and 
behaviour change and when and why they do not. 

In doing so, this is foremost an investigation of the effect of experiences in the Second 
World War on policymakers in the US and Europe, as well as on the other belligerents. 
This contributes to midrange theory of how wartime experience influences foreign policy 
and international politics. Yet the investigation also makes a larger theoretical 
contribution by offering a broader argument about the effects of total war in general, 
and applies to a larger number of states that have experienced both major and limited 
wars. That argument constitutes an elaborated theory of neoclassical realism that I term 
experience-driven realism. Experience-driven realism theorises how national beliefs 
and relations are shaped by outcomes in wars, and in turn also shape the strategic 
behaviour of states within the structural features of the international environment. In 
doing so, this book offers a broader argument about the interactions between ideas, 
institutions, structures, and material power. 

 

Three sets of claims 
 
This book’s central message that wartime experiences shape post-war grand strategies4 
in nation-states entails three sets of claims about the legacies of war. The first set of 
claims concerns the propensity of victorious and defeated states to use force and 
diplomacy in foreign policy, regardless of their relative material capabilities, alignments, 
and regime types. States that are victorious in war become more willing to again use 
force after the war, and a convincing victory in a total war is more important than a 
smaller defeat in a limited war. In contrast, states that have been defeated in war 

4 Drawing on Posen (1984, p.1), I define grand strategy as the complex whole of diplomatic, 
military, and other instruments a state uses to achieve desired ends, in response to both its 
international and domestic environment. 
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become more willing to engage in multilateral diplomacy once peace resumes. Related to 
these distinct legacies of victory or defeat, this book also argues that increased 
willingness to use diplomacy substitutes for the decreased willingness to use force, and 
vice versa: victories in war lead to the combination of a higher willingness to use force 
and a lower willingness to engage in multilateral diplomacy, while defeats in war lead to 
the combination of a higher willingness to engage in multilateral diplomacy and a lower 
willingness to use force.  

The second set of claims is that experiences with war shape not just force and diplomacy 
in general, but also the particular internal and external balancing strategies of states. 5 
For a state’s internal balancing strategy, the specific qualities of past wars - such as the 
nature of the adversary or threats confronted, the type of conflict, the level of military 
readiness, the innovation of military technology, and the type of warfare and weapons 
used - alter the way victory or defeat plays out in specific post-war beliefs towards the 
force posture. For example, the failure of an offensive conventional force posture is 
likely to lead to a more defensive post-war posture, while its success is likely to lead to 
its maintenance, even in different circumstances or against different adversaries, such as 
non-state actors. Similarly, for a state’s external balancing strategy, the success and 
failure of pre-war and wartime alliances and post-war settlements alter the way victory 
or defeat plays out in specific post-war beliefs towards alliances and multilateral 
diplomacy. For example, the failure of alliances to protect a state are likely to lead to a 
search for greater autonomy, while the failure of neutrality is likely to lead the state to 
seek solid allies.  

The third and final set of claims is that the specific wartime experiences have distinct 
implications for the perspectives, legitimacy, and institutional influence of particular 
actors involved in the development and implementation of, and support for, national 
strategy. Specifically, I group the actors within a nation-state as follows: its civilian-
political policymakers, its military policymakers, and its civilians. The relations between 
state, society, and armed forces – three groups that can be called a ‘trinity’ of political 
groupings in the making of grand strategy – define whose strategic beliefs and 
institutional beliefs can more heavily shape grand strategy. The strategic beliefs and 
relations within this trinity lead to nationally distinct and enduring patterns of strategic 
behaviour that endure long after the initial experiences, despite changes in the 
international environment and turnover in governments. 

5 The variations of balancing behaviour draw from Schweller: overbalancing, when policymakers 
perceive a state as a threat when it is not; underbalancing, when they fail to act against a state they 
perceive as a threat; nonbalancing, when a state seeks to avoid the costs of balancing behaviour, a 
category that includes bandwagoning and buck-passing, and appropriate balancing, when a state 
perceives a threat correctly and takes appropriate responses (Schweller 2006, p. 10). Buck-passing 
is passing the costs of containing a threat onto other states, with the specific variation of offshore 
balancing for maritime powers protected by the sea (Mearsheimer 2001, pp. 234-266). 
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The three sets of claims on the implications of experiences with war undergird a story 
about political forces shaping foreign policies, and the interactions within nation-states, 
that calls for some rethinking of broader constructivist and realist approaches to the 
study of international politics. The claims about the legacies of wartime experiences 
remind us how material experiences can be shocks that transform fundamental beliefs 
and institutions, and that these beliefs and institutions endure and shape the beliefs and 
political influence of domestic groupings and national strategy with real consequences 
for the structure of the international environment. This represents a recursive 
interaction between the domestic and international, and between the material and ideal, 
that justifies a rethinking of the role of beliefs, institutions, and experiences in politics 
with material power. That rethinking constitutes, in my judgment, an elaboration of 
neoclassical realism that takes the nature and origin of strategic beliefs and institutions 
seriously. The following section fleshes out the logic underlying the three parts of this 
experience-driven realist argument. 

 

Victory and defeat 
 
This book’s three sets of claims about the effects of victory and defeat in total war on 
post-war policymaking are built on a series of conceptually simple insights that expand 
upon the different literatures on the legacies of war and the origins of grand strategy. 
These can best be sensed by contrasting the many implications of victory and of defeat.  

Defeats in major wars dampen post-war aggressive behaviour and increase cooperative 
behaviour in the following ways, all of which are especially applicable to the Second 
World War. To begin with, the high costs of major war, specifically the human costs, 
leave post-war societies and policymakers weary of incurring these costs in subsequent 
conflicts and consequently make them more hesitant to support or initiate future wars, 
thereby decreasing the likelihood of that nation-state using force.6 This war-weariness 
effect should be especially clear in societies that have been roundly defeated and that 
have suffered high military and civilian casualties. Secondly, the particularly negative 
experience with war can be expected to stoke feelings of insecurity and increase fears of 
a new war, as well as underline that military force is inadequate to secure the states. This 
will make policymakers and the public more willing to surrender sovereignty through 
agreements and institutions to gain allies or defuse threats, increasing their likelihood to 
use multilateral diplomacy. Finally, policymakers are forced to take strategic decisions 
under constant uncertainty over costs and outcomes. Defeat, especially in total war, 
sends a clear signal that certain policies are likely to fail - whether on the dangers of 

6 Such a pattern can predominate even if a defeat might, under certain domestic conditions, 
increase the likelihood of aggressive behaviour, as states are motivated by revanchist sentiment or 
seek to re-establish credibility and prestige. 
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isolation or the failures of alliances; whether the poor preparedness of the previous force 
posture or its provocative nature; whether the over- or underestimation of certain 
threats or of changes in the distribution of power. Under uncertainty, decision-makers 
will be strongly biased against repeating the mistakes of the past in the present. The 
lessons of the past are therefore particularly attractive to diagnose the present. These 
three causal relationships are likely to amplify each other, leading to a decreased 
likelihood that the state will use force and an increased likelihood that it will use 
multilateral diplomacy. 

For the winners, victories in major wars leave enduring lessons that embolden 
aggressive post-war behaviour and decrease cooperative behaviour in the following three 
ways, all of which are also especially applicable to the Second World War. The costs of 
victory are likely to be lower than those of defeat, or at least are validated by the 
outcome. This is likely to increase the ambitions of policymakers. Military force is 
perceived as sufficient to ensure security. Victors do not see the need to sacrifice 
sovereignty in multilateral diplomacy, and, while victorious nation-states may in fact 
increase their cooperation with other states, this is likely to be on their terms. Finally, 
the lessons of the past are also used to decrease the uncertainty of policymakers of 
victorious countries, who draw analogies to the present and look to the proven successes 
in policy and seek to replicate perceived superior formulas of alliances, posture, and 
threat assessment. These three causal relationships are likely to amplify each other, 
leading to an increased likelihood that the state will use force and a decreased likelihood 
that it will use multilateral diplomacy. 

Wartime victories and defeats not only shape beliefs, but they are also associated with 
specific domestic actors – whether these are represented as national heroes or as 
villains. Victory and defeat thereby demonstrate who should be both responsible for and 
trusted with the articulation and execution of strategy. Specifically, wars change the 
trilateral relationship between state, society, and the armed forces in terms of the 
legitimacy and institutional influence of each of them. Legitimacy and institutional 
influence shape the autonomy of policymakers and thereby establish the conditions 
under which beliefs and lessons of the past are translated into post-war policy and 
sustained over post-war decades. This applies particularly to total wars such as the 
Second World War, because, and unlike limited wars, total wars involve by definition the 
entire trinity and offer unambiguous outcomes. For example, German pacifism has 
become so engrained throughout the German state and society, and the role of those 
advocating the use of military force so marginalized, that the traumas of the Second 
World War have arguably made it nearly impossible for Germany to decisively and 
effectively use military force.  

Defeats are particularly difficult for nation-states to accept, because they are perceived 
as judgments on the nation as a whole and on its elites. It is therefore seductive to blame 
specific domestic actors for failures, weakening their post-war position. The most 
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infamous example is the stab-in-the-back myth (Dolchstoßlegende) where German 
defeat during the First World War was blamed on a joint domestic and international 
Jewish-Bolshevist conspiracy. This scapegoating set the stage for the later takeover of 
the state by militarists and by the National Socialist Party, and for the persecution of 
Jews. Defeats can increase or decrease aggressive behaviour, but this depends on 
whether the actors can avoid blame during post-war reconstruction. Defeats in total war 
make it less likely for pre-war and wartime civilian-political and military policymaking 
elites to avoid blame. Due to the stab-in-the-back legend, German militarist elites were 
not punished for their overly aggressive, single-minded, and offensive doctrines after the 
First World War, yet no option of heroic defeat was available after the humiliating defeat 
and subsequent post-war occupation after the Second World War. 

Victory validates the beliefs of policymakers and other domestic actors, and their post-
war position. However, because victories are rarely flawless, even in victorious states 
certain domestic actors can still be blamed for specific war policies. Or, they can fail to 
benefit from war’s glory. For example, though the US and the UK won the Second World 
War, both had certain pre-war elites that were de legitimised. In the post-war US 
debates, the ‘isolationists’ (or western hemispherists) who advocated disengagement 
from Europe were dismissed, because they failed to correctly predict and prevent the 
rise of the fascist and imperialist threats during the 1930s. In Britain, the pre-war 
Government had appeased Hitler over Czechoslovakia and thereby emboldened his 
ambitions, forever undermining those who advocate less forceful measures to deal with 
dictators. 

The effects that experiences with victory and defeat leave on post-war beliefs, domestic 
relations, and behaviour can be summarised into a series of claims that emerge from this 
book’s analysis of an array of quantitative and qualitative data of experiences with war 
and of post-war policymaking. When brought together, they provide ample leverage to 
judge the influence of experiences with victory and defeat on policymakers’ beliefs, and 
their choices. At its heart, this is a book about where the core national strategic beliefs 
originate and how they become embedded in - and are sustained through - the relations 
between domestic actors. 

 

The cases 
 
The three sets of claims that underpin experience-driven realism are explored by 
analysing the experiences, beliefs, and behaviour of the states that participated in the 
Second World War. It is the most destructive, systemic, and recent total war: it included 
all the major powers, drastically changed the distribution of power and involved the 
entirety of the trinity of state, society, and the armed forces in nearly all the belligerent 
states. It is the quintessential case where the consequences of war – should there be any 
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– are to be found. Yet, as a case, the Second World War also offers a variety of 
experiences. These include unquestionable victories and defeats, as well as more 
ambiguous versions of both. The large number of participants allows for broader 
comparative analysis, and this gives the Second World War an advantage that more 
limited conflicts or major wars with a smaller number of participants do not have. 
Finally, in the post-war environment, the states, including those that had suffered 
extensively during the war, possessed sufficient resources to consider various policy 
options. At the same time, the Second World War is not historically unique. Other major 
wars, while not involving the entire international system, have also left deep marks on 
the states. Those wars, however, do not allow an equal test of diversity and intensity of 
experiences across a variety of different states.  

The focus in the present study is particularly on how victory and defeat in the Second 
World War have for a long time defined the post-war policies in the four major Western 
powers – the United States, the United Kingdom, France and Germany. Since the end of 
the war all four states have been liberal democracies with considerable political, 
military, and economic capabilities, but with strikingly different experiences with war. 
The United States and the United Kingdom were the military and moral victors of the 
Second World War. Yet, while the United States established itself as the superpower of 
the post-war order at low societal costs, Britain suffered civilian losses and the post-war 
collapse of its empire. Nominally one of the victorious states, France suffered a sudden 
military defeat in the opening stages of the war and lost control over its territory. France 
was subsequently forced into dependence on its allies, who played the militarily decisive 
role in French national restoration. At the other extreme of wartime experiences, 
Germany was completely defeated militarily and discredited morally as the horrors of its 
occupations and the Holocaust became known; it remained occupied by the former 
Allied powers after the war; and (West) Germany was rebuilt as a democracy. Or, put in 
another way, the case studies allow variation through two extreme cases – the US and 
Germany – and two difficult cases – the UK and France. In each case, both general and 
specific lessons of the Second World War and of the years leading up to the war were 
reflected in post-war myths on threats, diplomacy, force, and the roles of the domestic 
actors shaping grand strategy. 

 

Four puzzles of American, British, French and German strategy 
 
This book demonstrates that the beliefs derived from American, British, French, and 
German experiences with the Second World War help to explain the following puzzling 
choices for each of the four states in the post-war environment. Why did the US pursue 
hegemony in Europe, Asia, and elsewhere? Why did it take on the costs of a global 
military posture and entangling alliances, even after the end of the Cold War when it led 
to overstretch, overspending, and overdependence on military force as an instrument? 
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Why did the UK entangle itself in NATO but not in Europe, instead of relying on its 
nuclear deterrent and geographical advantages? Why has it maintained a costly 
internationalist activist strategy, arguably beyond its means? Why did France prioritise 
strategic autonomy, pursue an independent national nuclear deterrent, and extract itself 
from the NATO integrated political-military command? Why did France risk alienating 
the US and risk abandonment by it, although it still faced continental threats from 
Russia and Germany that could again become unrestrained? Why pursue autonomy 
after the Cold War? Why did Germany accept both external and internal restraints, not 
attempt to assert its innate potential especially after the Cold War? Why did it risk free-
riding accusations from the liberal order, upon which it depends, through reticence 
towards using force outside of German territory?  

This book seeks to answer these puzzles by inspecting in each nation-state the unique 
interaction between wartime lessons and beliefs, and post-war relations between 
domestic actors that resulted in distinct patterns of national strategic behaviour that 
have persisted for decades. Such beliefs and relations can be summarised as follows. 

American policymakers perceived the world as deeply insecure without American 
leadership, and doubted the ability of the Europeans to defend the continent against the 
threat of Communism. The sudden collapse of Europe when the war broke out, and the 
attack on Pearl Harbor, discredited domestic isolationists and overcame longstanding 
anti-statist and anti-militarist tendencies. The credibility of the US is crucial to resist 
expansionist authoritarian regimes, and is strongly tied to American military strength, a 
forward presence by American forces, and interventionist capabilities. 

British policymakers sought to secure the UK against the sudden vulnerability to 
continental threats and avoided the isolation that the UK experienced after Europe had 
fallen to fascism. The sense of insecurity drove them to accept entangling continental 
commitments, a radical departure from the UK’s traditional offshore balancing strategy. 
Due to the sudden defeat, policymakers simultaneously distrusted and felt different 
from the Continent. Policymakers accepted dependence on the US, as American wartime 
assistance had broken Britain’s isolation. The failure of appeasement in turn increased 
the importance of the credible threat of force towards potential adversaries.  

French policymakers blamed France’s sudden defeat and occupation on the utter failure 
of its alliances, and the pre-war political divisions that had undermined military 
innovation and strategic cohesion. They sought to ensure independence and survival in 
the post-war environment through an autonomous nuclear deterrent, and refused to 
fully integrate French forces into the NATO alliance. The sense that the UK had 
abandoned France, and France’s dependence on the US and the UK during the War, 
caused a particular distrust of its Anglo-American allies. Placing nearly all strategic 
decision-making in the hands of a strong executive would prevent the lack of 
decisiveness, cohesion, and innovation of interwar strategy. 
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German post-war beliefs were defined by the desire to avoid Germany returning to 
isolation on the continent due its inherently great power. That isolation had led to the 
militarization of its foreign policy and the capture of the state by extremist political 
groups. Germany therefore embedded itself in Europe, in multilateral frameworks, and 
created strong domestic restraints on force, the executive and the armed forces. 
Furthermore, the devaluation of foreign policy ambitions created a tendency towards 
insularism in German strategic thinking. 

The implications of such enduring patterns of strategic behaviour are not trivial. It 
matters if the behaviour of these four states is indeed shaped by beliefs that 
policymakers derive from national experiences with major wars. These beliefs matter 
because they not only inspire choices on when to use force, but also because they shape 
the balancing behaviour of individual states, and their respective propensity to over- or 
underbalance. Their chosen force postures and alliances in turn preselect, enable, and 
constrain the options available to policymakers in later crises and conflicts. Historical 
legacies therefore matter for dramatic choices over use military force, such as in past 
and recent conflicts in Kosovo, Iraq and Libya. These legacies also matter, however, 
because they shape the order within which states operate, and that, in turn, shapes the 
likelihood that states choose conflict or cooperation. In short, wartime legacies are likely 
to play a role in future challenges calling for policy mixes of conflict and cooperation, 
whether in Eastern Europe or in East Asia. 

 

From historical analysis to broader theory 
 
This book foremost seeks to understand the origins and durability of American and 
Europeans’ beliefs as shaped by the Second World War. It argues that structural or 
institutional features of both the post-war and post-Cold War environments alone were 
not sufficient to explain the transatlantic policy outcomes. Yet, the arguments also 
constitute an appeal to broaden neoclassical realist theory to explicitly problematise and 
historicize the role of ideas and institutions. This appeal resides in how the arguments 
about the legacies of experience with war are distinct from more pure materialist or 
idealist forces in international politics. In this respect, this book’s central argument is 
positioned against structural realist, institutionalist, liberal, and strategic culture 
explanations.  

First, the strategic decisions of these four states during the Cold War and afterwards do 
not conform to structural realist expectations of the balance of power or the balance of 
threat as drivers of strategic behaviour. Where the US had the plausible option to take 
advantage of the natural protection of the oceans and revert to offshore balancing, as did 
(to a lesser extent) Britain, they maintained activist global strategies. Where France 
needed to balance and embed itself into alliances, it chose autonomy. Though Germany 
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relies on its multilateral frameworks, it is limited in its support of them. Germany also 
has not capitalised on its power potential. Second, the choices guiding the same powers 
in the post-Cold War global order cannot be explained by standard institutionalist 
thinking. Despite decades of socialization, there are clear limits to their shared beliefs 
and interests, as shown in dissension among them on fundamental matters such as 
participation in multilateral military actions. Third, though all four states pursue a 
broadly liberal global order, share ideological and economic interests, have similar 
regime types, and are strongly dependent on one another, they have strongly contrasting 
policies. These differences are visible in terms of the precise regional or global orders 
they have strived for, the institutional arrangements to achieve these, and the role that 
force should play in achieving these interests. Fourth, though there are unique and 
persistent strategic beliefs in all four states, these are not static, and have changed over 
the past century. Crucially, however, we will see that even the changes in national beliefs 
correlate with their unique experiences with major wars.  

This book argues that strategic beliefs define how policymakers interpret threats and the 
balance of power, and how they assess the efficacy of alliances and force postures. This 
seems similar to strategic culture explanations, yet the experience-driven realism I 
propose avoids their shortcomings. As an explanation, strategic culture has no concise 
argument about the origin of ideas; about the conditions under which ideas change; 
about who holds particular ideas; nor does it differentiate between ideas according to 
their relative importance. In contrast, experiences of victory and defeat in war can offer 
a cohesive explanation for the origins of and conditions of change in beliefs. They 
explain why and how policymakers interpret the value and efficacy of alliances and force 
postures, and why these core beliefs on strategy precede and are more important than 
other, more peripheral beliefs. In this manner, the ideational and organisational legacies 
of wartime experiences approximate strategic culture, yet depart from the latter’s broad 
nature.  

By bringing attention to such legacies into broader theories of international politics, the 
arguments developed here are also about the opposite extremes of the material-ideal 
divide: here the experience-driven realist approach shares some assumptions of 
structural realism, in terms of ranking certain elements of state behaviour over others. 
However, experience-driven realism offers an argument about why policymakers 
sometimes over- and sometimes under-balance; why they are sometimes willing to 
accept entanglement with other states and sometimes prefer autonomy; and why they 
sometimes perceive force postures as provocative and sometime as non-credible. With 
its incorporation of the conditions under which the relations between domestic actors 
change, experience-driven realism is therefore an elaborated version of neoclassical 
realism. Post-war constellations of state, society and armed forces can explain why 
wartime experiences not only impact the generation that experienced them, but also 
shape the beliefs and biases of subsequent generations. Namely, they shape the national 
security institutions within which actors formulate and pursue their strategic beliefs. In 
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sum, experience-driven realism offers an argument on the origins of strategic beliefs and 
relations, on their persistence, and offers explanations of why, when and how beliefs can 
change again – something other approaches cannot offer to the same extent.  

 

Methodological approach 
 
The methodological approach of this book is matched to the theoretical underpinnings 
of the research. Those underpinnings involve measuring and understanding complex 
concepts like ‘victory’ and ‘defeat’ in the context of major wars. They require tracing 
possible consequences of experiences on the beliefs and autonomy of various actors in 
several countries, and their translation into policies. This is an ambitious agenda. This 
book pursues that agenda in three methodologically distinct examinations of the 
historical record. 

First, the book examines whether separate measures of defeat and losses in the Second 
World War statistically correlate with measures of the post-war use of force and 
diplomacy. It is a modest quantitative study but one that includes all the participants in 
the war. This section of the research takes into account civilian as well as military 
casualties, experiences with occupation, surrender, and moral culpability in order to 
fully operationalise the variation in loss, defeat and victory. Force is operationalised 
both in terms of the number of initiations and the number of times force is threatened, 
while diplomacy is operationalised through the use of diplomatic representation and 
membership of international organisations. Alternative explanations such as material 
capabilities, alignment, and regime are taken into account. The analysis reveals positive 
correlation between victory and the use of force, between defeat and the use of 
diplomacy, and vice versa. It also shows significant correlation between victory and an 
increased use of a mix of force combined with the decreased use of diplomacy, and 
significant correlation between defeat and increased use of a mix of diplomacy combined 
with decreased use of force.  

Second, this book qualitatively examines the history of policy decisions, explicitly 
tackling the problems of ideational explanations that do not specify how ideas relate to 
structural constraints and incentives. The study does so by arguing that the choices of 
policymakers are hierarchically ordered according to their expected impact on national 
survival, and with an understanding that there are trade-offs of costs and benefits 
involved in making these choices. Similar behaviour by states has different meanings in 
different contexts and so does different behaviour in similar contexts. Furthermore, the 
qualitative policy history includes explicit and structured analysis of counterfactuals – 
for it is not only the paths taken and those considered that should be explained, but also 
those not even considered. Combinations of historical and counterfactual historical 
analysis for all four states both during and after the Cold War show that strategic 

14 
 

 

 



 
 
options from minimalist to maximalist in scope were and are both possible and 
plausible. Counterfactuals enable the problematisation and ‘denormalisation’ of 
strategic behaviour, and demonstrate that the eventual choices were not unavoidable 
and determined by the strategic environment. The structure of the environment may 
have forced policymakers to make choices, but not what to choose. Core strategic beliefs 
on alliances and force posture were decisive for the content of those choices. 

Third, this book conducts content analysis of key strategic documents and of 
policymaker and media discourse to clarify how policymakers connect strategic means 
and ends, how they weigh and rank threats, the extent to which they feel the constraints 
of domestic politics, and how these larger strategic beliefs interact with day-to-day 
politics. Specifically, the study looks into how and which national myths are used to 
underline these beliefs. The national languages of strategy were researched through the 
analysis of texts: policy documents, speeches, and interviews. Fifty years of high-level 
policy documents relating to national strategy, such as national security strategies, white 
papers and other texts, were examined through content analysis. The analysis was 
expanded upon through a series of 48 interviews with bureaucrats from the departments 
of foreign and defence policy, policy advisors, military officers, and members of political 
parties in the US, Britain, France and Germany. Finally, a historical look at whether and 
how historical analogies were applied in later conflicts, and whether and how these 
conflicts reinforced or undermined core and peripheral strategic beliefs was used to 
evaluate the enduring nature of the legacies of the Second World War. 

This book combines these separate methods into one comprehensive argument of why 
and how choices on force and diplomacy are driven by experiences with war. The 
research design also takes the complex nature of grand strategy seriously. The final 
contribution of the book is therefore to open up the methodological toolbox for the study 
of strategy and to show how to effectively leverage several research tools against one 
another to gain insight into a dynamic and changing concept. 

 

Plan of the book 
 
This book is structured as follows. Chapter two reviews the literature on the legacies of 
war and on the origins of grand strategy, including the literature that looks at collective 
memory, the war-weariness thesis, and the use of analogies by decision-makers. The 
chapter builds the book’s theoretical framework around the three sets of claims 
discussed above. These claims define experience-driven realism - an elaborated version 
of neoclassical realism. The strengths of this approach are compared to those of rival 
theories such as structural realism, institutionalism, liberalism, strategic culture, and 
other neoclassical realist approaches.  
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Chapter three provides a test of the first set of claims on the relationship between victory 
and defeat and post-war propensity to use of force and diplomacy, using regression 
models. While necessarily focused on a constrained cross section of countries and 
periods of time, the chapter does unearth substantive, suggestive evidence that the 
experiences with victory and defeat have measurable and concrete implications for 
various measures of military force and diplomacy – in line with the book’s central 
arguments. 

Chapters four and five examine more thoroughly the consequences of experiences with 
the Second World War for core and peripheral strategic beliefs, and the post-war 
relations between state, society, and armed forces in the US, Britain, France, and 
Germany. The two chapters then assess the effect of these beliefs and relations, and 
focus on the respective threat assessments, views on the distribution of power, alliances, 
force postures, and other instrumental beliefs of policymakers. They also discuss the 
relative autonomy of the state, society, and the army forces, which define the autonomy 
of policymakers to enact their beliefs. Chapters four and five pertain largely to the 
second and third sets of claims.  

Chapter six further expands upon the second set of claims about strategic beliefs, and 
argues, through the use of counterfactuals, that alternative grand strategies were 
available to these four states, and demonstrates that the actual grand strategies of these 
states were far from predetermined. Instead, engrained strategic beliefs would seem to 
have been decisive in choosing how to respond to the structural constraints and 
incentives of the environment. 

Chapters seven and eight explore the use of historical lessons and analogies in strategic 
documents and discourse. Chapter seven presents the results of the content analysis of 
the policy documents and focuses on statements concerning the international and 
domestic environment and instrumental beliefs found in the texts. Chapter eight 
broadens the scope of the content analysis to include speeches and interviews with 
policymakers, and discusses how historical references were applied in later conflicts, 
and how these conflicts reinforced or undermined the beliefs within these four nation-
states. Together, chapters seven and eight show both that beliefs mattered for strategic 
decisions and that they were reproduced over the decades that followed the war, further 
examining the second and third sets of claims.  

The conclusion returns to the three sets of claims made in the introduction and the 
theoretical chapter, and assesses whether the findings substantiated them. It attempts to 
apply the implications of the theory to other cases. The conclusion also argues why and 
how these beliefs are likely to change or remain consistent over time, and what the 
consequences for strategic responses to the changing global order are likely to be in the 
near future. 
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The argument made in this book is important for anyone who cares about the lessons of 
national experience. While we are not bound to the past, how we understand it strongly 
defines our approach to the future. There is a real danger if policy is calibrated on some 
mythical sense of the past. Strategy involves matching ends and means; by definition 
there are no benign biases in strategic thinking, specifically if one is unaware of them. 
An unconsidered reticence or principled opposition to the use of force may be as 
troubling as an unconsidered enthusiasm towards war. The former may embolden 
threats and create the very chaos it seeks to avoid, while the latter can provoke 
counterbalancing behaviour and the escalation of conflict. 

The world is undergoing rapid change. The redistribution of power in the global order 
and the rise of new powers, the aggression of declining powers, the enduring insecurity 
and political insecurity in many parts of the world; these all demand clarity of purpose 
and sober assessment, keeping biases and misperceptions to a minimum. Fixed beliefs 
limit the possible futures of Europe and its collective ability to avoid dependence and to 
foster security. They overextend the US beyond its means and without clear ends, and 
lead to an overemphasis on credibility that risks driving the existing order towards 
increasing fragility. What is needed is strategy that avoids both overreaching and 
shirking, and accepts the fundamental complexity of international relations. The past 
sets traps for policymakers with a seductive reductionism that at best steers us away 
from old mistakes but leaves us wide open to new ones. This book might perhaps go 
some way in increasing our awareness to our own blindness as we stumble into a 
hopefully brighter future. 
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