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The fourth and fifth chapters examine how complex national experiences with war 
strongly shape both the strategic beliefs and the relations between state, society, and the 
armed forces. These chapters move beyond the comparative statistics of the previous 
chapters that were an attempt to nuance the nature of experiences, but were also still 
inherently limited by the demands of data collection and standardisation. 

The central argument that is explored in chapters four and five pertains to expectations 
four, five, and six of the research. Together, they argue that wars shape the beliefs of 
civilian and military policymakers and the public, in two ways. The experiences teach 
‘lessons’ to policymakers that can be divided into (a) core strategic beliefs on what 
should be the fundamental elements of their grand strategies and (b) peripheral 
strategic beliefs that deal with how these fundamental elements should be executed. 
Core beliefs pertain to: (1) the nature of threats and the importance of the distribution of 
power; (2) the efficacy of specific force postures in dealing with the environment - e.g. 
where the forces are positioned and for what tasks they are likely to be employed; and 
(4) the efficacy of alliances (or the lack of alliances) in dealing with it. Wars also shape 
the peripheral beliefs of policymakers on credibility, accommodation, national ideology, 
and so on. There is a hierarchical logic in this ordering. The assessment of the global and 
regional order, and beliefs about alliances and force postures, all precede and preselect 
specific combinations of external and internal balancing behaviour. Consequently, they 
lock the state into certain grand strategies. 

Victories and defeats legitimate or delegitimise domestic actors, not only policymakers, 
by showing who acted capably and who did not. This in turn affects the post-war 
legitimacy and institutional influence of certain domestic actors relative to others, and 
the resulting autonomy of policymakers to make decisions.  

This chapter discusses how the Second World War shaped both core and peripheral 
beliefs, and domestic relations in both the United States and (West)Germany. What are 
commonly referred to as the lessons of a war in fact are often the judgments on the years 
that preceded the war, and the failures and success of those pre-war decisions, on the 
heroes and villains, and the resolution of the war. This chapter shows how these beliefs 
and relations defined their Cold War and post-Cold War grand strategies: how they 
interpreted and responded to the Soviet Union, the reconstruction of Germany, their 
integration into collective defence alliances, their integration of conventional and 
nuclear forces, and conflicts in the periphery.  

The two chapters are constructed as follows. First, I give a short historical overview of 
the actual grand strategies of the states, including their alliances, force postures, and 
behaviour during crises. For each of them, I offer what are the orthodox histories. The 
intention here is to summarise the major elements of the Cold War and post-Cold War 
international systems, and the specific implications for each state in terms of strategic 
trade-offs. Of the four histories, the American decisions get more attention, as they also 
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set the parameters for the decisions of the European states. These histories are 
conventional, and largely uncontroversial, and provide what are the commonly accepted 
facts. They mostly derive from the work of Costigliola (1992), Winand (1996) 
Trachtenberg (1998) and Gaddis (2005 (1982)). 

Second, I show how core and peripheral beliefs, and domestic relations explain those 
strategies and decision. Chapters four and five lay the ground work in various ways for 
the chapters that follow. The decisions that are discussed in chapters four and five are 
reappraised in chapter six through the use of counterfactuals. By contrasting the actual 
grand strategies against the often equally or more plausible counterfactual grand 
strategies, the decisive role of beliefs based on experiences with war becomes apparent. 
The alternate histories show how different choices are likely to have created very 
different risks, costs and benefits, and the actual choices therefore show for each state 
the preferences and willingness to accept risks, costs and pursue benefits. The 
counterfactuals in chapter six largely follow the same construction of chapters four and 
five, in terms of decisions and crises. Chapters seven and eight also build upon these two 
chapters. They expand upon the strategic beliefs and the use of history through content 
analysis of policy documents in chapter seven, and through a historiographical 
discussion of behaviour during crises, and the manner in which policymakers used 
history to justify decisions during crises, in policy documents, speeches, and interviews, 
in chapter eight. 

Chapters four and five are divided as follows: chapter four discusses the two extreme 
cases – the United States and Germany – and chapter five discusses the two complex 
cases – the United Kingdom and France. 

 

Histories: American and German grand strategy 
 

United States 
 
American policymakers did not immediately arrive at the strategy that eventually 
became known as containment. 1 From 1945 to 1947 the US did not commit itself to 
Europe or to Asia. It took several years in the aftermath of the Second World War for 
American grand strategy to adapt to the post-war environment. Instead, once war in the 
Pacific ended, the Truman administration largely demobilised the American armed 
forces. In the years that followed, a series of developments led American policymakers to 
the conclusion – or were reaffirmed in their pre-war belief – that the Soviet Union was a 

1 Strategy or strategies? See Gaddis’ (2005) treatment of American Cold War grand strategy as 
developing dynamically over time, from administration to administration, albeit around a core 
group of principles and assumptions. (Gaddis’ title reflects this: Strategies of Containment). 
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significant threat to European security and stability. The inability to run a Germany 
divided into occupation zones together with the Soviets was one warning sign, another 
that the Soviet regime did not respect agreements on respective spheres of influence. 
The Soviet Union instead enforced direct control over Poland and over its occupation 
zone in Germany, and it attempted to apply pressure on key geopolitical points in 
northern Iran and the Bosporus. Finally, American policymakers saw the hand of the 
Soviet Union in the Greek Civil War to conclude that the Soviet Union was attempting to 
expand its influence through the use of subversion in the unstable post-war European 
nations. The presence of significant communist movements in France, Italy, and West 
Germany, suggested Western Europe and other parts of the ‘Free World’ could be close 
to falling to Communism. Consequently, they perceived the need for a cohesive policy to 
ensure European security and stability. 

Three key texts signal that the American strategic shift towards containment. The first 
was Kennan’s 1946 Long Telegram from the American embassy in Moscow in which he 
dissected the nature of the Soviet regime, and underlined that it was inherently 
distrustful and aggressive. The second was Truman’s 1947 speech that advocated 
economic aid to Greece and Turkey to undermine Soviet subversion of the Greek Civil 
War, and formed the basis for the Truman Doctrine. The third was the 1950 NSC68 
document the culmination of the emerging consensus among policymakers, and an 
attempt to encapsulate these ideas into a coherent policy. 

The policy that took shape was a clear departure from the pre-war US strategy of non-
interference in Europe. The situation in Europe was perceived as dire enough to warrant 
large numbers of American forces to remain stationed in Europe. The U.S began 
signalling its commitment to European security through alliances and extending its 
nuclear deterrence. 2  However, the threats to Europe that American policymakers 
perceived were complex and intertwined. The post-war years had shown them that the 
dire economic conditions most European citizens faced had made them particularly 
vulnerable to the appeal of Communism. It was not only the continental powers, who 
had suffered occupation and destructive war on their territory, but also Great Britain, 
that had serious economic and monetary problems. The competing demands of 
economic recovery, infrastructural reconstruction, and military rearmament made the 
defence of Europe more difficult. American policymakers therefore instituted programs 
of military and economic aid – foremost the Marshall Plan – to jumpstart European 
reconstruction. 

2 For Western Europe, the US sought a collective security organisation that eventually took the 
shape of NATO. A series of bilateral security commitments across the world, specifically in Asia, 
further shored up the containment of the Soviets. The Cold War force posture, which consisted of a 
forward military presence of American forces and the extended deterrence of the American nuclear 
weapon, underpinned the alliances built by the US in Europe and Asia. 
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Reconstruction and rearmament did not suffice, at least not at the speed they took place, 
as the security situations in Europe and Asia further deteriorated in the first post-war 
decade. From 1950 onwards, the assumption no longer held that, while it was rearming, 
Europe could be protected from Soviet conventional preponderance through American 
nuclear weapons. The US no longer had a nuclear monopoly as the Soviet Union gained 
nuclear weapons years earlier than expected. The loss of China in 1949 and the 
beginning of the Korean War in 1950 further signalled to American policymakers that 
they were headed towards an inevitable confrontation with the Soviets. Thus, with fits 
and starts, the basic parameters of the Cold War were set, as American policymakers 
created a system in which American leadership was considered essential for the survival 
of liberal democracy and free markets. 

As a strategy, containment was not as straightforward to implement as it might seem in 
retrospect. While the general concept of containment of Soviet influence – as delineated 
by Kennan - might have become commonly accepted, the construction of NATO showed 
the practical difficulties of giving the policy actual shape. To begin with, American 
policymakers had initially protected Europe primarily by extending the protection 
offered by its nuclear deterrent. It was essential to assure European policymakers of the 
credibility of this commitment. Yet, this was inherently difficult as it implied that 
American policymakers were to be willing to endanger the US proper to secure Europe. 
Should they signal their intention too convincingly, they could provoke riskseeking 
behaviour on the part of the Europeans, should they be perceived as unconvincing, the 
Europeans might defect. Second, there was the question how to reintegrate West 
Germany into Western Europe. They could not afford German alienation to lead to a 
policy of neutrality or a shift towards the Soviet sphere of influence, nor could they 
afford defending West Germany without it making its own contribution. The 
reconstruction of West Germany was hardly acceptable for its neighbours, however. 
France most of all feared a revanchist German that could reignite conflict on the 
continent. Third, German rearmament and the nuclear issue were related. Without 
nuclear weapons of their own, Europeans would be entirely dependent on the 
willingness of American policymakers to potentially sacrifice their own citizens to Soviet 
nuclear retaliation. With some hesitation American policymakers were willing to share 
nuclear weapons with Britain. Sharing them more broadly with the other European 
states seemed impossible, because excluding Germany risked alienating it, while sharing 
nuclear weapons with Germany risked provoking France and the Soviet Union.  

NATO provided the solution to these interconnected problems. It embedded the US in 
Europe, signalled the credibility of its alliance commitments and allayed European fears 
of US abandonment. After the attempts at nuclear sharing through the Multilateral 
Force (MLF) failed to arrive at a satisfactory conclusion, the nuclear issue was resolved 
through security guarantees towards Germany and the integration of American nuclear 
weapons into the NATO structure. European economic integration in the European 
Community of Steel and Coals (ECSC), and later the European Economic Community 
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(EEC), met the need for reconstruction of the European economies. It also further 
embedded and constrained Germany. American policymakers therefore supported the 
ECSC and the later incarnations, in spite of their own preferences for a more free-
market orientated arrangement. 

The Europeans paid a price for these American contributions, in the form of diminished 
policy autonomy and influence. The US pushed the UK, France, and the Netherlands to 
dismantle what remained of their crumbling colonial empires to avoid lending credence 
to Soviet appeals to anti-imperialism in these peripheral areas. The clearest illustration 
of the American pressure on the Europeans, is the 1956 Suez Crisis. Eisenhower 
threatened to withdraw American aid if Britain and France did not cease their joint with 
Israeli intervention in Egypt. The US was, however, increasingly drawn into, or it drew 
itself into, the peripheral areas to prove the credibility of its leadership, and it was there 
– and not in Europe, the Cold War’s central battleground - where the direct 
confrontations of the Cold War took place.  

Credibility was considered the lynchpin of the complex alliance commitments of the US 
in Europe and East Asia. American policymakers considered the nationalist/anti-
imperialist movements in the periphery outside of Europe and East Asia to be as part of 
a global Communist movement. Each defeat of a pro-American power would weaken the 
credibility of the US and embolden the Soviet Union, which in turn would precipitate the 
next collapse – the ‘domino theory’. The Vietnam War was the clearest and most 
destructive expression of this line of thinking, and one that, in terms of international 
and domestic consensus and legitimacy, ultimately ended up undermining American 
credibility to its allies. 

After the retrenchment and repositioning of American policies and commitments in the 
1970s, a more hesitant US began intervening militarily again during the 1980s, in 
Lebanon, Grenada and Panama. As the détente of the 1960s and 1970s came to an end, 
and the Cold War re-intensified, US relations with the European states were put under 
pressure. Specifically, the placement of intermediate range nuclear weapons in Europe 
by both superpowers was feared and resented by large parts of the European publics and 
polities. It also recalled the concerns of the earlier stages of the Cold War that American 
forcefulness might lead to escalation or instead was interpreted as a sign of possible 
abandonment. Yet, the combination of the more confrontational approach to 
containment of the Reagan Administration, both in terms of rhetoric and increased 
defence spending, and the Gorbachev-led movement in the Soviet Union to open and 
rejuvenate the Soviet system, culminated in the collapse of the Soviet Union. 

The end of the Cold War drastically changed the international system. It went from 
bipolar to unipolar, with the US the single remaining global superpower. What was 
unique about the American position in the first decade that followed the Cold War was 
the pre-eminence of the US in all dimensions of power – economic, military, technology, 
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cultural, and ideological. It no longer had a single credible competitor, let alone a direct 
threat to its national security. In spite of these drastically changes in the international 
system, American grand strategy did not diminish in scope. Instead, it focused on 
maintaining the unipolar moment, and ensuring the further spread of liberal 
democracies and free markets.  

Strategic elements from the Cold War were refitted to this mission. Though decreased in 
size from the height of the Cold War, American forces remained in Europe in large 
numbers to maintain stability and security in Europe. NATO did not cease to exist after 
the collapse of the Soviet Union. In fact, the US, UK, and Germany supported the 
expansion of NATO eastwards, to include the states that had previously belonged to the 
Warsaw Pact in Central and Eastern Europe that sought to evade the Russian sphere of 
influence. The US also supported the parallel expansion of the European Union 
eastwards. It was argued that both moves would ensure enduring peace and stability in a 
Europe that included a reunified Germany and the newly democratic Central and 
Eastern European states. The US also maintained its troop presence in Japan and Korea. 
The 1991 Gulf War was a key moment for this era, as it showcased how much more 
advanced American military capabilities were relative to other states.  

The post-Cold War American grand strategy was ambitious in its global scope. For one, 
policymakers maintained a global force posture. The 1997 Quadrennial Defense Review 
(QDR) planned the force posture on two possible major regional contingencies (2MRC): 
the US forces must be able to simultaneously fight regional powers in the Middle East 
and in East Asia. American defence spending remained similarly high, in comparison to 
its major allies and to its possible competitors. The US invested heavily in maintaining 
and expanding on technological advantages that American forces enjoyed (and had 
shown in the Gulf War). Full Spectrum Dominance - dominance of the American 
military on air, land, sea, space, and information domains - demonstrated this desire. 
What is remarkable that there was no serious attempt of American policymakers to 
ameliorate this high spending by passing of costs to the Europeans. 

Throughout the 1990s, successive post-Cold War American administrations discouraged 
any rival to NATO and resisted the European attempts to achieve an autonomous 
European defence capability. The foremost of the European attempts - the European 
Security and Defence Policy (ESDP) – that followed after British-French agreement in 
St. Malo was severely limited from the start. The ESDP was prohibited from duplicating 
NATO capabilities, discriminating against non-EU NATO members such as Turkey, and 
from decoupling from the US and NATO - the (in)famous three D’s. Simultaneously, the 
US complained more and more that the Europeans were underspending on defence. 
That critique had already been prevalent during the Cold War, but became more 
prominent after the disappearance of the Soviet threat, as most European governments 
took a peace dividend and drastically cut their defence spending. The burdensharing 
debates became more vociferous when it became apparent that many European states 
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were incapable of intervening effectively in the Balkan Wars that took place right in the 
middle of Europe, and American leadership and military capabilities were proven to be 
crucial for the peacekeeping and intervention missions in Bosnia and in Kosovo. It also 
underlined the transatlantic capability differential already transparent in the Gulf War. 
Throughout the 1990s the US intervened in other instances, most prominently in 
Somalia - where it withdrew after sustaining casualties - and in Haiti. Policymakers 
argued that doing so maintained the credibility of American leadership. The US did not 
intervene in any applicable situation – for example, it remains uninvolved in the 
Rwandan genocide. 

The post-Cold War decade also showed American administrations working to support 
and expand upon the multilateral frameworks set up in the early stages of the Cold War 
– the United Nations (UN), World Trade Organisation (WTO), and International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) standing out as the most important ones. In essence, this 
represented the anchoring of and expanding upon the liberal global order of free market 
democracies that the US had already established in Europe and Japan during the Cold 
War. States that resisted these rules of the game – through the pursuit of WMDs, 
persecution, support for terrorism – were categorised as rogue states. The most 
prominent states marked as such by the Bush (41) and the Clinton administration were 
Iraq, Iran and North Korea. The decade represented the high-water mark of liberal 
internationalism and interventionism. Yet, US dominance triggered resentment and 
asymmetric responses. 

The 2001 attacks could be considered such an asymmetric response against American 
post-Cold War preponderance and its presence in the Middle East. The response of the 
Bush (43) administration represented both the culmination of these liberal 
internationalist and interventionist ideas as well as their negation. The intervention in 
Afghanistan to destroy the organisation responsible for the attacks expanded into an 
attempt at nation-building. However, it was the invasion of Iraq in 2003 that proved 
most detrimental to the US. Based on what ultimately proved to be faulty intelligence 
that the Saddam Hussain regime possessed WMDs and had ties to Al Qaeda, the Iraq 
war was the event that most drove a wedge between supporters and opponents of US 
policy. Britain was the primary supporter, with Prime Minister Blair personally 
committing his own legitimacy and political capital, while other supporters included 
Poland, Spain, several of the Central- and Eastern European states, and the smaller 
Western European states. The invasion was primarily opposed by President Chirac’s 
France, and Chancellor Schröder’s Germany, together with Belgium and Luxemburg. 
The debate on whether or not to intervene in Iraq seemed to reveal transatlantic 
contrasts on the efficacy of force and the importance of multilateralism, as well as 
differences in acceptance of American dominance or multipolarity. 

The occupation and reconstruction of Iraq proved to be more difficult and costly than its 
invasion. Together with Afghanistan, Iraq tied up American forces, strategic thinking 
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and foreign policy for the remainder of the decade. The Obama administration proved to 
be more reticent about intervening in the Middle East, and let Britain and France take 
the lead in Libya in 2011, following the uprising that was inspired by the Arab Spring 
protests across the Middle East. The domestic reticence towards interventions, 
specifically in the Middle Easter, was strong to impede action in the Syrian conflict in 
2013. American policymakers are currently attempting to refocus US strategy away from 
the Middle East. There is a perceived need to free up resources to engage a rising China 
in Asia, the much-discussed ‘Pacific Pivot’ / ‘rebalancing’. Whether they will be able to 
do so, remains to be seen. The re-emergence of instability in the Middle East – in Syria 
and in Iraq – combined with Russian assertive behaviour in Ukraine – specifically its 
actions in the Crimea – will impede the pre-eminence of any single region in the 
calculations of American policymakers, unless they surrender the global ambitions of 
their strategy. 

 

Germany 
 
In the first decade after the end of the Second World War, West Germany could hardly 
be considered a truly independent state. It had been occupied, disarmed, and divided, 
and it was surrounded by states still fearful of possible German resurgence and 
destabilisation of security in Europe. Germany might have stayed that way longer had 
the Soviet Union’s dominance of the Central- and Eastern Europe, and the inability of 
the Western states to come to a durable agreement with it, not interfered. It became 
apparent to the Western states that the defence of Europe was unsustainable with a 
Germany that was unarmed and dependent. The loss of American nuclear monopoly 
further drove home the point that the imbalance of conventional forces in Europe 
needed to be readdressed. Germans could hardly be expected to accept that their 
territory would become the inevitable frontline in case of escalation, while they had no 
influence over the processes of deterrence and escalation.  

NATO was the solution that allowed the rearmament of Germany and gave it a measure 
of control over its policy, while it still contained it through the formalised presence of 
allied forces on its territory. From the perspective of Britain, France and the Benelux 
states, and the US itself, NATO allowed the US to act as both a pacifier and protector of 
Germany. It secured Germany’s neighbouring former rivals against one another as much 
as the American military presence raised the costs of Soviet adventurism and enforced 
the credibility of its deterrence. West Germany could contribute its manpower through 
NATO, without provoking either its Western allies or the Soviets. The ECSC and its 
successors further embedded West Germany into Europe and tied its economy to that of 
France, its greatest former rival. These dual institutions allowed Germany to again play a 
role in Europe. Through the responsible behaviour repeatedly shown by German 
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policymakers in their dealings with their Western allies, they relegitimised a Germany 
that had been a permanent danger to European stability in the eyes of its neighbours.  

The nuclear issue underlined, however, that Germany was not like its neighbours despite 
its improved and improving record. Part of the reticence of the US to share nuclear 
weapons with France, and other European allies, centred on the difficulty of excluding 
Germany. Should it do so, it would demonstrate Germany’s unequal status. A nuclear 
Germany, on the other hand, would be unacceptable to both Western and Eastern states. 
Further American commitments eventually settled these tensions, but the issue 
underlined the limited autonomy of German policymakers in setting foreign and defence 
policy. 

Post-war West German policymakers remained uneasy over their lack of autonomy and 
the inherently precarious security position of their geographic position, should the Cold 
War escalate. This led them in the late 1960s and 1970s to pursue de-escalatory and 
conciliatory diplomacy towards the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact countries that it 
had attacked and occupied during the war. Ostpolitik lessened some of the anti-German 
resentment, and opened the Cold War somewhat from what had seemed irreconcilable 
bipolar ideological and geopolitical clash. It also offered West German policymakers a 
measure of autonomy over their policy vis-à-vis allies. Those allies were sceptical and 
considered it a possible German turn towards neutrality, towards Finlandisation. That 
apprehension was further increased by the German public’s increasing reluctance 
throughout the 1970s and 1980s to accept the possibility of nuclear self-destruction 
inherent in the Cold War strategies. The increasing dependence on intermediate nuclear 
weapons by the two superpowers triggered massive protests throughout Europe, but 
specifically in West Germany. 

The peaceful solution of the Cold War brought to an end the constant fears of German 
policymakers and public. It also set the stage for the reunification of Germany that 
brought to a fore the long-standing strategic dilemmas in European security, namely 
how the inherent economic and demographic dominance of a reunified Germany on the 
continent could be managed. The prospect of a reunified Germany reignited the fears of 
both Western and Eastern European states. The further integration of the European 
states through the European Union offered a solution, as it tied Germany even more 
intimately together with its European neighbours. Germany strongly supported the 
expansion of both the EU and NATO eastwards, to expand and solidify the area of peace 
within Europe. 

German military action remained both domestically and internally problematic. The first 
Gulf War came too soon after reunification for Germany to play a role, though it 
financially supported the allied action to restore Kuwaiti sovereignty. The wars in the 
Balkans were more immediate challenges for German policymakers to deal with. 
Germany unilaterally recognised Slovenia and Croatia in the early stages of the wars, 
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thereby breaking with both its allies and its own preferred multilateral approach. With 
great effort, German policymakers were able to overcome domestic resistance and join 
the peace enforcing efforts in Bosnia, marking the first time that German forces had 
operated out of territory – a departure from post-war constitutional constraints. The 
more direct intervention in Kosovo was even more troubling domestically, but also fit 
with the increasing calls within Germany for a policy that supported humanitarian 
interventionism. In many ways, this signalled what seemed a continued arc of 
normalisation of German foreign and defence policy in the decade after the Fall of the 
Wall. 

The 9/11 attacks in turn seemed to break this trend of German normalisation. Germany 
supported the US in the aftermath of the attacks, but its policymakers and public 
became increasingly disenchanted with what they perceived as overly aggressive and 
unilateral rhetoric and policies of the Bush (43) administration. When the American 
pursuit of the war on terror expanded to include Iraq in 2003, Chancellor Schröder 
joined President Chirac in his opposition to the war. Germany also joined France, 
Belgium and Luxemburg in the attempt that spring to arrive at an (at least symbolic) 
alternative for NATO – the Tervuren initiative. The initiative failed when the US put 
pressure on Germany. After its failure, Germany participated alongside its NATO’s allies 
in Afghanistan. It did so, however, with strict rules of engagement for its forces.  

The years after Iraq showed greater reluctance on the part of German policymakers to 
commit militarily and they broke rank with Germany’s allies more and more often. 
Germany opted out of the 2011 Libyan intervention, also abandoning France this time, 
as well as the US and Britain. This was remarkable, because Libya approximated a 
idealtypical case of a humanitarian intervention as closely as any since Kosovo. In spite 
of some steps at normalisation, such as the abandonment of conscription in 2011, 
Germany has been both hesitant to use force as slow to advance defence cooperation 
within Europe. It reticence drove France in 2010 to renew its cooperation with Britain. 
The financial crisis, more than any major development of the last decades, has 
demonstrated the innate power and the inherent dominance of Germany in Europe. Yet, 
German policymakers have been slow here as well to leverage German power, or take the 
responsibility commensurate with its position. German reticence was on display in the 
slow response to Russian actions towards the Ukraine, and demonstrated a real 
apprehension towards possibly provoking escalation of the Western-Russian tensions. 

  

89 
 

 

 



 
 
Beliefs and relations: the US and Germany 
 
In the sections below the lessons and beliefs that the experiences of the Second World 
War left on American and German policymakers are examined and shown to have 
shaped the grand strategic decisions discussed in the previous section.  

 

United States 
 
At the end of the Second World War, the United States represented one extreme on the 
range from victory to defeat – it had achieved an unparalleled victory. Whether victory 
was defined in strictly materialist terms as the balance between military and economic 
power spent and gained towards other state, or, in moral terms, the US had come out of 
the war stronger than any other. The US had fought only defensively after it had been 
attacked, had in fact not been prepared or mobilised, but then, unprepared as it had 
been, the US had won against disciplined armies fighting an unrestrained war. There 
could also be no doubt that it had been on the right side of history when the American 
record during the war was contrasted against that of its adversaries, two fascist, 
imperialist, and genocidal states. Material outcomes validated the wartime cause. The 
war came at the end of, and became the end of, the Great Depression. It lifted out of 
poverty those who returned from the war, and those who had stayed, the ‘greatest 
generation’, rebuilt the US into a broadly middle-class, prosperous society. International 
success followed. Instead of losing an empire, as, excepting the Soviet Union, the other 
belligerents did, the United States had gained one, whether by design or by invitation. At 
the heart of the American myth sat the belief that the United States could not lose, in 
fact even that ´the very idea of losing was hateful to an American´.3 Triumphalism 
dominated the post-war American self-image (Engelhardt 2007; Beinart 2010). 

Or, at least, so the myth ran. Underneath such simple surfaces lurk complexities and 
contradictions. there is no end to history after all. Pre-existing societal pressures and 
fissures did not cease altogether with the advent of the post-war era, and in some cases, 
emerged ever more violently afterwards. Importantly though, the Second World War did 
represent a demarcation point, a baseline audit, of what the US was, of the best it could 
hope to be, both to its citizens and to the rest of the world. It offered a model of 
preferred domestic relations and a model for foreign policy decision-making, with sets of 
lessons for the post-war international environment. 

  

3 General Patton, 1944, Speech to the US 6th Armored Division, May 31. 
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Core strategic beliefs 
 
The Second World War left American policymakers with three core strategic beliefs.  

Core belief 1. Balance of power: balancing threats is insufficient and the US cannot 
allow a state to dominate Eurasia  
 
The first core belief was that the US could no longer afford not to involve itself in 
European or Asian affairs and only respond when threats had formed: power imbalances 
and instability elsewhere would inevitably impact American security and interests. The 
shocking and sudden successes of Nazi Germany against France and Poland had shown 
that the domination of Eurasia by a single power was possible.  

In fact, what was previously a remote possibility had manifested twice in a generation: 
Wilhelmine and Hitlerite Germany offered two instances of a would-be hegemon to 
assert itself over the European continent in thirty years.4 In the tradition of the at the 
time influential geopolitical thinker such as Spykman, American strategic thinkers and 
military analysts insisted that any power or powers attempting to dominate the Eurasian 
landmass, whose power would stretch from the pivotal heartland to the coasts of the 
Atlantic and the Pacific, was arguably the only, the single greatest threat to American 
security (Leffler 1984; Layne 2006). The Soviet preponderance in men and material on 
the continent made the Soviet Union seem to be poised as the next candidate to attempt 
Eurasian hegemony. American policymakers considered such a development 
unacceptable.5 The experience of the reigniting competitions within Europe and Asia in 
the aftermath of the First World War drove home the point that most regions are 
inherently unstable and require the US to act as a stabilizer. 

Such thinking offered a transparent break with a century and a half of tradition in 
American foreign policy. The claim that the US was isolationist before the two world 
wars is not true; it had intervened often and enthusiastically in its Caribbean periphery 

4 Since 1917, the predominant goal was to prevent a dominant and hostile hegemonic power (Amb. 
R.H., 2013, interview with author, June 28). 
5 Cited in Leffler (1984). From the closing days of World War II, American defense officials 
believed that they could not allow any prospective adversary to control the Eurasian land mass. 
This was the lesson taught by two world wars. This view was most explicitly presented in an army 
paper examining the State Department's expostulation of US foreign policy. (See S. F. Giffin, ‘Draft 
of Proposed Comments for the Assistant Secretary of War on 'Foreign Policy’' [early February 
1946], RG 107, HCPP 092 inter-national affairs (classified). Cited in Leffler (1984). In March 1945 
several of the nation's most prominent civilian experts (Frederick S. Dunn, Edward M. Earle, 
William T. R. Fox, Grayson L. Kirk, David N. Rowe, Harold Sprout, and Arnold Wolfers) prepared 
a study, ‘A Security Policy for Post-war America,’ in which they argued that the United States had 
to prevent any one power or coalition of powers from gaining control of Eurasia. America could 
not, they insisted, withstand attack by any power that had first subdued the whole of Europe or of 
Eurasia; see Frederick S. Dunn et al., ‘A Security Policy for Post-war America,’ NHC, SPD, ser. 14, 
box 194, A1-2.). Cited in Leffler (1984). 
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and Latin America, and expanded its influence over the Pacific in the fifty years that 
preceded the Second World War. American policy had, however, always been one of 
non-involvement with Europe. Washington and Jefferson had cautioned against 
entangling alliances with the European states, and the Monroe Doctrine had enshrined 
the non-involvement of the Europeans in both the American continents. The halting 
departure from this doctrine that the Wilsonian attempt at reforming the international 
system, exemplified by the League of Nations, represented, had collapsed after 
Congressional rejection. 

 

Core belief 2. Force posture: the US is vulnerable and must choose a forward 
presence and intervention capability  
 
The second core belief was that the US was directly vulnerable and no longer protected 
by two oceans and the absence of regional challengers, due to the introduction of nuclear 
weapons and long-range bombers (and later missiles). The experience of Pearl Harbor 
played to this fear. 6 The American force posture should therefore be defined from 
henceforth as defence in depth. 7 Future US security must start far from the borders 
before threats could form (Leffler 1984).8 

American policymakers recognised that the territorial security of the US could no longer 
be guaranteed (Leffler 1984) by the natural advantages it had so long relied upon.9 In its 
short history, most threats to American society, life and property had been internal – 
whether the native Americans or insurrectionist states - and Americans had become 
accustomed to the insulation of American territory from threats (Gray 1981). The US had 
been buffered from invasion by massive oceans to its West and East, and weak 
neighbours to its North and South. Already before Pearl Harbor, when Germany invaded 
Western Europe and Norway, President Roosevelt decried how ‘a false sense teaching of 
geography’ created the illusion for American of ‘some form of mystic immunity that 
could never be violated’, but that science’s ‘annihilation of time and space’ destroyed 

6 The importance of Pearl Harbor cannot be understated: since then a heavy reliance on force 
(Amb. R.H., 2013, interview with author, June 28). 
7 JCS, ‘Statement of Effect of Atomic Weapons on National Security and Military Organisation,’ 
March 29, 1946, RG 165, ser. ABC 471.6 Atom (8-17-45), JCS 477/10. Also see JCS, ‘Guidance as to 
the Military Implications of a United Nations Commission on Atomic Energy,’ January 12, 1946, 
ibid., JCS 1567/26; and JCS, ‘Over-All Effect of Atomic Bomb on Warfare and Military 
Organisation,’ October 30, 1945, ibid., JCS 1477/1.) Cited in Leffler (1984). 
8 The importance of security far from the US’ border still prevails among American policymakers. 
See for example: (N.F., 2013, interview with author, June 26; Amb. R.H., 2013, interview with 
author, June 28). 
9 ‘Our old allies of time and space – our vast oceanic and polar frontiers – have … fallen before the 
headlong advances of science.’ Warned a 1947 official publication, the – War Department, National 
Security Program: Universal Military Training (Washington, D.C.: War Department, 1947), p. 1. 
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that illusion. 10 However, as the attack on Pearl Harbor underlined, Americans were 
living in a ‘closed world’ of interconnectedness (Shelly 1995, p. 85). In its aftermath, 
Roosevelt told the nation that ‘there is no such thing as an impregnable defence against 
powerful aggressors who sneak up in the dark and strike without warning… We cannot 
measure our safety in terms of miles on any map any more’. 11  Such habits of 
invulnerability suffered a further violent shock with the advent of expansive destructive 
power of atomic weapons and the advances in air weapons and ballistic to deliver these 
weapons. The ‘isolationists’ were painted as blind to American vulnerability. The 
pendulum of appreciation of the threat of the bomber swung to exaggeration, and panic 
and fear dominated (Shelly, 1995, pp. 65-66). While the threat to American territory was 
new and perhaps overstated, the psychological shock of its unfamiliarity was real. 

 

Core belief 3. Alliances: the US cannot depend on allies and must act as leader 
 
The third core belief was that the US should never pass the buck to allies to balance 
threats or rely on distant balances of powers. The Europeans lacked the morale and 
capabilities to independently withstand either external attacks by conventional military 
forces or internal appeals by extremist ideologies. The sudden collapse of Europe in 
1940 to invasion or internal extremism demonstrated that the European states would 
not able to effectively contain a future Soviet threat or to maintain the peace among 
themselves.12 The US had an essential role to fulfil as an external pacifier in maintaining 
regional balances of power.13 

American policymakers were aware that European democracies had twice proven unable 
to generate effective alliances to restrain the expansive authoritarian threat of Germany. 
They had been unwilling, in the case of Britain, or domestically incapable, in the case of 
France, to organize and commit themselves to an effective collective defence of Europe. 
Any hope that the British, the French, and other European democracies would be able to 
deter and defend against German aggressions sank with the shockingly rapid Fall of 
France in June 1940 (Shelly, 1995, p. 55). The costs of the First World War, particularly 
the carnage wrought through an entire generation of young European men, had seen a 
defeatist attitude take root in Europe, which was seen as to blame for the French 
collapse in 1940 in particular. The aftermath of the Great War had also shown how 
susceptible the European states were to the appeal of ideological extremism, whether the 

10 FRG, PP, 461-462; 9 (1940), cited in Shelly (1995, p. 32). 
11 FRG, PP, 10 (1941): 528-529 (Dec. 9, 1941, Fireside Chat) 
12 William Draper, Memorandum [early 1947], RG 107, HCPP, 091 Germany (classified). Cited in 
Leffler (1984). 
13 It had become clear after the war that Europe had to come first in American grand strategy, not 
only that it had to be protected, but also transformed (Amb. R.H., 2013, interview with author, 
June 28). 
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radicalism of the Russian Revolution or that of National Socialism in the case of 
Germany, or even that of simple nationalism in all European states that had prepared 
the way for the slaughters of both wars. It was no longer a given that a Europe ruined by 
war was going to be an enthusiastic supporter of a liberal economic order. 14  A 
confrontation with Soviet conventional military pressure would therefore be likely to 
lead to the collapse of Europe, if its societies had not already been subverted by domestic 
Socialist and Communist movements. 15  Both options would create the Eurasian 
hegemon that American policymakers were anxious to avoid.16 

American prejudices about the corrupt nature of European politics had been signalled as 
far back as Washington’s farewell address with its warning on entanglements in 
European affairs. They had re-emerged as Wilsonianism failed after the First World War 
and a radical communist regime emerged from in the Russian revolution. This provided 
a fertile basis for the image of a Europe staggering from the wreckage of the Second 
World War. Scores of refugees and immigrants escaping from extremism and war, first 
and second generation, with their own feelings of betrayal at the hands of European 
states, and often with the academic or intellectual position to express these, underwrote 
this damning assessment of the inability of European societies to maintain domestic and 
international order and justice. American observers, however, did make the distinction 
between the continent and the UK.17 In any case, there was certainly a large amount of 
respect for the figure of Prime Minister Churchill, who was popular and beloved during 
war - and remains so among American conservatives - for his stand against 
appeasement. For Europe as whole, however, an innate distrust of its morale and 

14 ‘We could point to the economic benefits of Capitalism,’ commented one important War 
Department paper in April 1946, ‘but these benefits are concentrated rather than widespread, and, 
at present, are genuinely suspect throughout Europe and in many other parts of the world.’ 
([Giffin] ‘US Policy with Respect to Russia’ [early April 1946].) 
15 Draper firmly believed that ‘economic collapse in either [France or Germany] with probable 
political break-down and rise of communism would seriously threaten American objectives in 
Europe and in the world.’ (William Draper, Memorandum [early 1947], RG 107, HCPP, 091 
Germany (classified)) Cited in Leffler (1984). 
16 In October 1946 the Joint Planning Staff stressed that for the next ten years the major factor 
influencing world political developments would be the East- West ideological conflict taking place 
in an impoverished and strife-torn Europe and a vacuum of indigenous power in Asia. ‘The 
greatest danger to the security of the United States,’ the CIA concluded in mid-1947, ‘is the 
possibility of economic collapse in Western Europe and the consequent accession to power of 
Communist elements. (CIA, ‘Review of the World Situation as It Relates to the Security of the 
United States,’ September 26, 1947.) Cited in Leffler (1984). 
17 George Ball ‘Britain's application to accede to the Rome Treaty is epic in its implications... For 
three hundred years Britain has been a stranger to revolution, while France has endured 
absolutism, two empires, five republics, two constitutional monarchies, and two dictatorships. In 
the ninety-five years since it became a nation, Germany has averaged one violent change of 
government every twenty-four years. The Weimar Republic and the Fourth Republic each saw 
twenty-two governments during their brief life spans, while in contrast, Britain has had only six 
governments. Intimate British participation... could moderate these latent instabilities and provide 
a permanent balance, securing democracy in Europe.’ Ball quoted in Winand (1993, pp. 273-274). 
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capabilities had become engrained in the minds of American policymakers, founded in 
fertile ground in earlier eras. 

 

Peripheral strategic beliefs 
 
Three peripheral beliefs underlined these core beliefs of American policymakers.  

Peripheral belief 1. The US cannot survive in world filled with authoritarian 
regimes 
 
The first peripheral belief was that the US was existentially threatened by the ideological 
nature of the threats it faced as policymakers considered the communists and fascists as 
essentially two sides of the same authoritarian coin (Adler and Paterson 1970; Maddux 
1977; MacDougall 1999). The US was existentially threatened by the ideological nature 
of the threats it faced, and this consequently made all conflicts zero-sum. Policymakers 
such as President Truman and Secretary of State Dulles equated fascist and communist 
ideology in the early stages of the Cold War.18 In this view, the Soviet Union was not 
inherently different to that of Nazi Germany, or, as Secretary of the Navy Forrestal 
believed, the Soviet communist threat had in fact become more serious than the Nazi 
challenge of the 1930s.19 The US could not co-exist, not survive and thrive, with a world 
filled with states or actors that possessed ideological –political-economic systems whose 
totalitarian and authoritarian natures are anathema to that of the US (Layne 2006).  

 

18 Acting Secretary of State Joseph C. Grew sent President Truman a briefing paper in June I945 
stating that ‘Communists have the same attitude as Goebbels did-that the civil liberties of the 
democracies are convenient instruments for Communists to facilitate their tearing down the 
structure of the state and thereafter abolishing all civil rights.’ (Papers Relating to the Foreign 
Relations of the United States. Diplomatic Papers: The Conference of Berlin, 1945 [hereafter cited 
as FR, Berlin] (2 vols., Washington, D. C., I960), I, 274.). Even before the war ended, W. Averell 
Harriman suggested to Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal that the thrust of Communism was 
not dead and that indeed the United States might have to confront an ideological war perhaps as 
‘vigorous and dangerous as Fascism or Nazism.’ Entry for Apr. 20, 1945, The Forrestal Diaries, ed. 
Walter Millis (New York, 1951), 47, 57.Dulles argued that Soviet communism was by its nature 
expansive: ‘the present-day Communist bible… [that] gives us the same preview that Hitler gave in 
Mein Kampf’. (Dulles speech at National war College, June 16, 1953, DSB, XXVIII, June 29, 1953, 
895). Cited in Gaddis (2005). 
President Harry S. Truman himself remarked in I947 that ‘There isn't any difference in totalitarian 
states. I don't care what you call them, Nazi, Communist or Fascist....’. (Comment of May 13, I947), 
Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States. Harry S. Truman. Containing the Public 
Messages, Speeches, and Statements of the President January I to December3 1, 1947 
(Washington, D. C., I963), 238.). Cited in Gaddis (2005). 
19 Forrestal to Clarence Dillon, April 11, 1946, ML, JFP, box 11). Cited in Leffler (1984). 
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Peripheral belief 2. The US is morally superior to other states  
 
The second belief was that victory demonstrated that the US was on the right side of 
history. That view had been justified by the nature of starkness of its struggle with the 
transparently evil systems of Germany and Japan. Discovery (and rediscovery in the 
1970s) of the death camps of the Holocaust, made clear, in Eisenhower’s words: ‘We are 
told that the American soldier does not know what he is fighting for. Now, at least, he 
will know what he is fighting against’ (cited in Shelly, 1995, pp. 91, 357). The US should 
transform authoritarian societies into enlightened liberal states, and the US has the 
ability to do so. This lesson of moral righteousness dovetailed nicely into the pre-existing 
tradition of American exceptionalism, and the self-perception that Americans, by their 
escape from the old continent, had been able to start over and build a new, more just 
and more free order. In many ways, the ‘Good War’ was a myth, but it was one that grew 
in strength in the decades that followed (Bodnar 2010). 

 

Peripheral belief 3. The US should uphold its credibility 
 
The third peripheral belief is the need for credibility through shows of strength against 
adversaries, encapsulated in the (in)famous myth of appeasement at Munich (May 1973; 
Jervis 1976; Khong 1992). For the US to perform its leadership role, its credibility must 
be perpetually demonstrated. Authoritarian regimes or ideologies can only be 
constrained by shows of strength by the US, and attempts at negotiation will embolden 
them. The experience of the Europeans with dictators in the 1930s had demonstrated 
this to be true, and Americans were complicit in by their absence from the continent 
after the First World War, and considered this to apply to the Soviet Union as well.20 
Threats and challenges must be met by credible resoluteness, which in turn depends on 
military preparedness, as had already become apparent to before the war.21  

20 To the suggestion made at a cabinet meeting in September I945 that the United States eliminate 
its monopoly of atomic bombs and nuclear information in the interests of peace, Secretary 
Forrestal replied that ‘it seems doubtful that we should endeavor to buy their understanding and 
sympathy. We tried that once with Hitler. There are no returns on appeasement.’ Entry of Sept. 2I, 
I945, Forrestal Diaries, ed. Millis, 96, 399. Responding to Roosevelt's agreement at Yalta to allow 
the Soviet Union three votes in the United Nations General Assembly, Senator Arthur Vandenberg 
indicated that among the members of the American delegation to the San Francisco United 
Nations meeting ‘there is a general disposition to stop this Stalin appeasement. It has to stop 
sometime. Every surrender makes it more difficult.’ Diary entry of Apr. 2, I945, The Private Papers 
of Senator Vandenberg, ed. Arthur H. Vandenberg, Jr. (Boston, I952), i6i. 
21 Munich already figured as powerful lesson, before US entered the war. FRG ‘if you have enough 
airplanes you don’t have to go to Berchtesgarden’, ‘Had we had this summer 5000 planes and 
capacity immediately to produce 10000 per year’ (Shelly, 1995, p. 30) FRG’s attempts to get 
warplanes were slowed by a conservative military bureaucracy and by suspicions that his plans to 
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Strategic beliefs, risks and costs 
 
In their appraisal of the post-war international environment American policymakers 
drew heavily from their experiences in the Second World War. The core and peripheral 
cognitive lessons that they saw in these experiences together formed a fairly consistent 
and coherent system of strategic beliefs and preferences around which US policymakers 
made their grand strategic decisions and policies in the post-war period and around 
which they continue making them. These beliefs can be hierarchically ordered. From the 
three core beliefs - the threat of a dominant power in Eurasia, the increased vulnerability 
of US territory, and the weakness and unreliability of the European allies – followed a 
fundamental shift to the foundations of American grand strategy that had clear 
consequences for strategic decisions, precluded certain strategic alternatives, and 
signified a radical shift in the cost-benefit assessment of US policy makers. The central 
paradigm shift in the beliefs of American policymakers pertained to the role the US 
should play in the world: the core grand strategic belief since the end of the Second 
World War is that US should take upon itself an internationalist and activist role, for 
without it taking such a role, the global order would likely collapse and fall to instability 
and extremist and authoritarian states and movements. The other beliefs revolve around 
this core belief. Each belief built on the momentum of the others, although in some 
instances they could clash. 

The central lessons of the American experience with the war underwrote the belief that 
the US should act as a leader. The first set of lessons makes clear that there is a need for 
the US to act as the world was and is an inherently dangerous place for the US. This was 
belief founded on the existential nature of the authoritarian regimes, their proven ability 
to (come close to) dominate Eurasia, and the understanding that threats were no longer 
far removed from US territory. Without action by the US, authoritarian and extremist 
regimes are able to destabilise regional orders and the global order and cut off the US 
from the international system. That the US is the only actor suited to act decisively in 
this leadership role, becomes clear from the second and third component, that focus on 
respectively the presence and absence of the will and the ability to act. In the war, the 
US had proven to be more militarily capable and more reliable, and the most morally 
righteous and upstanding of the belligerents. In contrast, the third set of lessons taught 
that the European (or for that matter Asian) allies of the US were morally and militarily 
incapable to independently withstand the pressures from international and domestic 
threats. This meant that there is no reliable alternative to US leadership to contain and, 
if necessary, defeat mutual threats to the US and other similarly-minded regimes. 

sell aircraft to Britain and France would ensnare American fortunes with those of weak-willed, 
duplicitous allies (whose steadfastness Roosevelt also doubted). (Shelly, 1995, p. 30) 
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The belief that the US should take an internationalist and activist role therefore became 
the central foundational belief around which the other beliefs were centered, it 
reprioritised strategic preferences, and that precluded alternative beliefs. The Second 
World War represented a sea change in the beliefs held by societal elites and citizens, 
and civilian and military policymakers.  

From this central belief follow other strategic beliefs held by American policymakers. 
The first is that the US should support likeminded liberal democratic regimes and take 
the lead in organizing them in a regional and global order compatible with its preferred 
ideological, political, economic system. This implies a full range of diplomatic, military 
and other means to reassure allies and contain threats. The second is that these other 
regimes are incapable of organizing without the U.S and that the US should therefore 
avoid the decentralization of its authority, as this will lead to the re-emergence of 
conflicts between regimes, or attempts to achieve an alternative regional or global 
order.22 The US must act as an extra-regional pacifier. The third is that the US can only 
fulfil this leadership role if it is credible towards its allies and credible towards the states 
and actors that threaten it, and that credibility depends on American resolve. The fourth 
is that the liberal democratic regional and global orders that the US is pursuing will in 
the end collectively benefit all likeminded actors. Cumulatively, these beliefs push the 
US towards behaving like an extraregional hegemon, a term derived from Layne (2006), 
but one where I think the origins lie elsewhere. Chapter eight shows how these beliefs 
were maintained over decades, and how history was consistently invoked to validate the 
veracity of these beliefs. 

The aftermath of the war and the opening stages of the Cold War, saw the US engaging 
in a series of diplomatic movements that sought to stabilize the emerging order. The US 
drastically expanded its alliance commitments. For Western Europe, the US sought a 
collective defence organisation that eventually took the shape of NATO. A series of 
bilateral security commitments across the world, specifically in Asia, further shored up 
the containment of the Soviets. The Cold War force posture, which consisted of a 
forward military presence of American forces and the extended deterrence of the 
American nuclear weapon, underpinned the alliances built by the US in Europe and 
Asia. NATO was the most important of these. That military presence served two 
purposes: it contained the Soviet Union and prevented it from threatening Western 
Europe; and it contained the re-emergence of intra-European rivalries or a possible 
unified and autonomous Europe. European economic unification could be considered a 
boon to American interests, as it solidified the advance of liberal democracy in a key 

22 Richard Holbrooke's contention that ‘Europe cannot maintain stability on its own. American 
power and presence remain essential.’ (Richard Holbrooke, ‘The Future of NATO and Europe's 
Changing Security Landscape,’ statement before Senate Armed Services Committee, US 
Department of State Dispatch, vol. 6, no. 16 (17 April 1995): 319.) Warren Christopher's argument 
that ‘American leadership is...a central lesson of this century. The simple fact is that if we do not 
lead, no one else will.’ (Christopher 1995). 
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geopolitical region of the world. A strategically independent Europe instead could turn 
against the stable global order American policymakers pursued. 23  These two major 
diplomatic and military components of American grand strategy were further 
underwritten by other forms of statecraft. The United Nations were a renewed attempt 
at preventing conflict between the major powers. The stability and openness of the 
international economy were guaranteed by new institutions, such as the World Bank, 
IMF and GATT, and a reinvigorated ITO. Economic aid – most famously the Marshall 
Plan – shored up the functioning of the system. The appeal of American values, ideas, 
and institutions, facilitated by the global spread of American culture, supplement public 
diplomacy and relations efforts. Cumulatively, American policymakers pursued a grand 
strategy which made the US the central state around which nearly all international 
interactions centred.24 

The strategy American policymakers pursued was coherent and cohesive, with separate 
parts that were complementary with, and often reinforced, the whole. It was, however, a 
maximalist strategy both in terms of its external and internal balancing behaviour. The 
diplomatic and military commitments of the US since the Second World War are global, 
and, with a near-endless series of frontlines in both core and peripheral areas. Each of 
these areas and issues supported the credibility of the whole and the core, but also the 
potential of challenges to US power. Consequently, this strategy presented severe risks 
of escalation, with potential costs should escalation be deemed necessary, and certain 
costs simply to maintain the status quo. The acceptance by American policymakers of 
the risk of entrapment in Europe over the risk of abandonment is remarkable. It betrays 
a willingness to accept the costs of such commitments, the risk of overbalancing, of 
overextension, rather than the risk of losing control of strategic developments. These 
risks will be further highlighted in chapter six, through the use of counterfactuals. They 
show why strategic beliefs mattered. 

 

Trinitarian relations 
 
This change in beliefs precluded a return to isolationism (or Western Hemispherism) or, 
alternatively, off-shore balancing, which had been the essential fall-back position of US 

23 Kennedy: ‘A Europe beyond our influence – yet counting on us – in which we should have to 
bear the burden of defense without the power to affect events’, was not tolerable.(Notes of 
Kennedy’s meeting with André Malraux, May 11, 1962, FRUS 1961-1963, 13:696). Cited in 
Trachtenberg (1999, 303). 
24 In the future, the US had to contain, through an assertive military posture and a belief in the 
surefire effectiveness of military strength in containing opponents, whatever their ability to 
threaten the United States. 
The US therefore needed to play the role of external balancer to stave off reemerging competition, 
and Europe’s weak morale suggested the need for a more ideological role for the US as an 
extraregional leader. 

99 
 

 

 

                                                           



 
 
grand strategy. Previously, internationalist elites had pushed for a greater presence of 
the US abroad, its captures and interventions in the American periphery representing 
part of that, and in Europe in the interwar period (Snyder, 1991; Layne, 2006). 
Certainly, in the aftermath of the First World War, there had been such attempts. Yet, 
they had been unsuccessful, and US entry into the European theatre of the Second 
World War had been unlikely until Pearl Harbor. Before, there had simply been no 
popular support, nor executive autonomy, nor a broadly held consensus among the 
public to actively and consistently engage with the global or regional order (Lowi 1969). 

Traditionally, the autonomy of the American foreign policy executive was institutionally 
constrained, though the President had and has several advantages over Congress - he is 
a unitary actor with a decisive informational advantage and greater capacity for secrecy 
(Crenson and Ginsberg 2007, p. 215). Though the Constitution designates the President 
commander in chief of the nation’s military forces and gives the chief executive the 
power to negotiate treaties, to recognize foreign emissaries, and to appoint ambassadors 
and consular officials, it also gives Congress important military and foreign policy 
powers, including the power to declare war, to raise armies, to regulate commerce with 
foreign nations, and, in the case of the Senate, the power to ratify treaties and concur in 
the appointment of ambassadors (Crenson and Ginsberg, 2007, p. 215). In such a 
divided and constrained system, the American head of state does not necessarily have a 
majority in the legislative. The executive therefore does not have the ability to pursue 
activist policies abroad is impeded by a Congress, steeped in anti-statist and anti-
corporate ideology, and building and maintaining a cohesive internationalist strategy is 
not a given. 

The enduring nature of these beliefs lies in the increased institutional strength of civilian 
and military policymakers after the Second World War. Yet, state legitimacy was not 
dramatically increased by extensive wartime mobilisation and extraction efforts, 
because, unlike that in other states, wartime victory came at relatively low societal costs 
for the US (Friedberg 1992; Wilson in Kier and Krebs, 2010, p. 164-166, 173). The US 
therefore has an executive that is paradoxically nearly unrestrained, but also highly 
sensitive to partisan attacks. Policies intended streamline and centralize decision-
making capability institutionalised the executive autonomy (Crenson and Ginsberg 
2007, pp. 243, 246). 25 This gave civilian policymakers the means to institutionally 
override the more insular constituencies within the US, and rely less and less on popular 
mobilization and congressional approval, a marked departure from the American 
tradition. Whereas the loss of China (Truman) and the Iranian hostage crisis (Carter) 
reinforced what happens when resolve fails, the Cuba Crisis (Kennedy) and the end of 

25 These changes specifically include the 1947 National Security Act that reorganised the military 
services and placed all three within a single Department of Defence (DOD), created the Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA), and established the National Security Council (NSC) This included the 
merging of the State Department and the Foreign Service into a single organisation in 1946 
through the Foreign Service Reform Act (Crenson and Ginsberg 2007, p. 246). 
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the Cold War (Reagan) were perceived to demonstrate the power of American values 
and strength of character. Due to their rapid growth and US wartime experiences (Cable 
1986, pp. 25-26; Gray 1981; Shelly 1995), the autonomy and legitimacy of the armed 
forces is stronger in many aspects than that of the state. This can often undermine the 
ability of US civilian policymakers to assert themselves over the military.  

The Second World War significantly shifted this momentum and accelerated a process 
that was underway since the end of the nineteenth century. During each previous war 
Presidential executive power had been expanded, although Congress regained ground in 
the post-war periods. In the lead-up to the Second World War, the incorporation and 
normalisation of increased state power and legitimacy, and the usage of war as a 
metaphor had already become more dominant, through the institutions and policies of 
the New Deal. In the impoverished American tradition of governmental action, the 
military stood out as the oldest, biggest, best-trained bureaucracy for taking large 
actions, with its long record of building dams, coping with natural disasters, mobilizing 
men, and processing paperwork (Shelly, 1995, pp. 17-22).  

Indeed, after the Second World War, Congress attempted to rewind the clock on several 
Presidential advances into their authority. Congress savaged President Truman’s 
domestic program, limited the President to two terms, and enacted a number of major 
pieces of legislation, including the 1947 Taft-Hartley Labor Act and the 1950 McCarran 
Internal Security Act, over the president’s veto. Such steps were ultimately to be 
undermined by the shifting outlook on the world due to the war. Wartime experiences 
with victory created the narrative for a maximalist grand strategy. As Roosevelt phrased 
the future for the US: ‘the one supreme objective for the future is security. And that 
means also economic security, social security, moral security – in a family of Nations’.26 

 

State 
 
In the aftermath of the Second World War, several institutional changes intended to 
streamline and centralize decision-making capability strengthened the autonomy of the 
foreign policy executive vis-à-vis the legislative specifically, and society more broadly. 
This included the merging of the State Department and the Foreign Service into a single 
organisation in 1946 through the Foreign Service Reform Act, the establishment of the 
department’s policy planning staff was established in 1947 as an instrument through 
which the secretary and the president would be able to evaluate long-term foreign policy 
goals. The most important piece of legislation, the 1947 National Security Act 
reorganised the military services and placed all three within a single Department of 
Defense (DOD), created the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), and established the 

26 President Roosevelt, State of the Union Message to Congress, January 11, 1944 
101 

 

 

 

                                                           



 
 
National Security Council (NSC), chaired by the president and including the major 
cabinet secretaries, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the three service 
secretaries, and a number of other high-ranking officials (Crenson and Ginsberg, 2007, 
p.246). 

In the decades that followed, Presidents utilised and expanded upon these institutions. 
With the CIA the President had an important tool to not only gather information, but to 
act in other countries without informing Congress or the Public. While Truman and 
Eisenhower had relied on their State Department’s policy-planning staff and the JCS 
staff for policy analysis and advice, Kennedy further transformed the NSC staff into an 
important presidential instrument. The NSC staff expanded to nearly two hundred 
professional employees and the national security assistant. The President could 
command executive agencies through National Security directives, drafted by the NSC 
staff, bypassing the State Department, and, due to their classified nature, avoiding the 
oversight of Congress that often remains unaware of their existence, let alone their 
content (Crenson and Ginsberg 2007, pp. 254, 256). Such institutional developments 
strengthened now-established wartime myths of and preferences for Presidential 
decisiveness and credibility, which fit poorly with the day-to-day practice of diplomacy 
of the State Department. This increased the dependence on force as an option and the 
Defense Department and the military as actors.  

Congress may have intended the NSC to streamline national security decision making in 
the light of wartime experiences and exigencies of the brewing Cold War, while averting 
Roosevelt style presidential unilateralism, in practice it decisively concentrated power 
over national security in the hands of the executive. Consequently, since the end the 
Second World War presidents have achieved enormous freedom of action in the realm of 
foreign and security policy through institutions for making war that rely less and less on 
popular mobilization and congressional approval (Crenson and Ginsberg 2007, pp. 243, 
246). 

 

Armed Forces 
 
The aftermath of the Second World War represented a prodigious increase in the 
autonomy of the armed forces that strengthened the role of military force in American 
grand strategy. Again, several developments intersect here. 

The 1947 National Security Act reorganised the military services and abolished the 
historical division between the War Department and Navy Department, transforming it 
into a single Department of Defence (DOD). Rather than two secretaries – one for War 
(the army) and one for the Navy – in the future a single civilian cabinet officer – the 
Secretary of Defense - who was responsible for all defence planning and the overall 
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military budget, while the two other secretaries (after 1949) were no longer members of 
the president’s cabinet or the National Security Council, instead only tasked with 
manpower and procurement responsibilities. No longer could the War and Navy 
Departments petition Congress with competing and separate budgets and strategic 
perspectives, with emphases on their own military contributions, or undermine 
presidential control. The 1949 amendments further centralised decision-making by 
creating the position of chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), who was to become 
the principal military adviser to the President and the Secretary of Defense. This 
unification and centralization of military planning and budgeting, undermined the 
ability of Congress to oversee and possibly intervene in Presidential decision-making 
(Crenson and Ginsberg 2007, p. 248). 

However, these developments also strengthened the overall position of the armed forces. 
The war had driven a rapid and massive growth in the size of the armed forces and the 
scope of tasks assigned to them. Demobilisation after the war was only temporary. The 
permanent peacetime tasks in Europe and Asia and the increased defence budgets 
transformed the military into an enduring political actor within the political system. 
Cumulatively, within the national security apparatus this set the American military at an 
informational advantage vis-à-vis the state’s civilian policymakers - whether civilian 
policymakers with the Defense Department, the State Department as a whole, and even 
the executive. 

The myths of the war further underlined the strengths of the armed forces, specifically 
the wartime myth of the superiority of the American warrior. The American army that 
consisted of hastily conscripted citizens soldiers had been able to succeed against 
experienced and disciplined German and Japanese forces. Conveniently ignoring the 
abundant material advantages that American production capability, technological and 
raw numbers of able-bodied men it could draw from society, the political fact of victory 
delivered the message that American fighting men were able to fight and win any large-
scale conventional conflict (Cable 1986, pp. 25-26; Gray 1981). This signalled a 
significant shift in social perception, and allowed for an increasing militarisation of 
foreign policy (Bacevich 2013). Traditionally, while respected, military officers did not 
gain great social prestige before, certainly in comparison to the elevated status of their 
counterparts in most of Europe (Shelly 1995, p. 1). Vietnam may have briefly challenged 
this consensus, but, as discussed in chapter eight, the legacy of Vietnam was quickly 
politicised and military policymakers largely avoided the blame.  

The wartime lessons learned by American policymakers and public as a consequence of 
the conduct and outcome of the war with regards to the efficacy of force, and the 
importance of force for credible diplomacy, were solidified by these ideational and 
institutional lessons. They made the actors tasked with ordering and executing force 
more central and more legitimise within the state-society-armed forces complex as a 
whole. 
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Society 
 
The wartime experiences of American society, the final part of the trinity, explain how 
the ideational lessons, the autonomy and the renewed activism of civilian and military 
policymakers could be brought into practice and sustained. 

The key is that victory in the Second World War in the US had come at relatively low 
societal costs. This was unlike the experience of any of the other major participants, who 
had suffered either massive civilian or military casualties, or both, and occupation or the 
humiliation of surrender. The latter was certainly the case for the states that had been 
defeated at the beginning of the war, or, for the Soviet Union, which had lost swaths of 
territory and suffered horrific casualty rates, before emerging victorious. Even the UK, 
the other victor that had avoided invasion, had still experienced civilian casualties and 
been massively mobilised. In spite of considerable absolute human and financial costs in 
achieving victory, in relative terms American society had been impacted little. As Wecter 
realised: ‘Lacking a Nanking, or a Coventry, or the abattoirs of Kharkov, we Americans 
have not felt the same passionate defence of our soil and skies that our Allies know’ 
(Wecter 1944, pp. 485, 482). Unlike Britain, American state-society ties were not 
strengthened through extensive mobilisation and extraction efforts. Whereas Britain 
placed most significant powers over economic mobilization in the hands of new civilian-
led ministries, in the United states much authority remained on the military side of the 
national state and in the hands of private business, or was at least perceived as such 
(Wilson in Kier and Krebs 2010, p. 164-166, 173). This decision was complementary to 
the anti-state ideological bias of American society. A more forcible industrial 
mobilization would have led to unnecessary confrontation with business interests whose 
influence had diminished by the Depression and the New Deal that followed, but were 
still among the most powerful in American society (Friedberg 1992). The war ended the 
hardships of the Depression and led to an unprecedented growth in domestic prosperity, 
suggesting that American citizens could have their cake (prosperity and a global role for 
the US) and eat it (low human and financial costs) too. 

In short, the American state had been able to achieve victory in the Second World War at 
relatively low costs, without mobilizing society or industry, or forcibly extracting 
resources, and without being perceived as unduly interfering with the domestic economy 
or providing societal goods. Through doing so, policymakers avoided confrontations, but 
did not build the necessary legitimacy to demand costs from society in the future. The 
result has been to give the state abundant freedom of action in terms of grand strategy 
making, vis-à-vis society - whether the latter is defined as public opinion or as its 
representatives within the legislative (Crenson and Ginsberg 2007, p. 243) – as long as it 
could avoid directly passing the costs on to American society. 
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Germany (FRG to 1990) 
 
Germany represented the other extreme on the range from victory to defeat - at the end 
of the Second World War there was little doubt that Germany had been both utterly 
defeated and thoroughly, unambiguously discredited for the horrific behaviour of the 
Nazi regime. It was clear that Germany had singlehandedly initiated the war in which its 
military had been handed a series of decisive defeats. These defeats had resulted in a 
tremendous loss of life in Germany itself, with over six million Germans casualties. 
Perhaps in other circumstances there might still have been a celebration of the German 
military’s string of brilliant battlefield victories in the opening stages of the war against 
France, Poland, and Russia, and of the German soldiers who had fought relentlessly 
until the very end. In the shadow of the total defeat, it would probably have been only a 
minority willing to glorify these accomplishment, but these might have provided the 
basis myth of tragic but honourable and heroic defeat. After all, the German military had 
taken on all the major powers in Europe and nearly won, and later generations who had 
not experienced the costs of the defeat, or some of them at least, might have found the 
basis for a renewed German nationalism there. Other states and societies that had come 
to ruin had been able to create such myths.27 

Honourable defeat was impossible, however, when the facts about the brutal nature of 
the German occupations, where specifically the Eastern Europeans had been treated 
brutally, and when the true scale of persecution of Europe’s Jewish citizenry came to 
light. The mass killings of civilians could hardly be justified, except by the most 
ideologically committed. The Holocaust - which became the predominant term for the 
genocide only from the 1970s onwards –became the central symbolic event of the war. 
This process took decades, until the generation directly responsible faced the judgment 
of a new generation of Germans that emerged in the 1960s. In the immediate aftermath 
of the war, the war’s costs to German society itself negated any celebration of the early, 
easy victories. The war had ended in an approximation of the apocalyptic fever dreams 
of an existential struggle for survival of the German people that the Nazi regime had 
propagated before the war to necessitate its policies. The fighting had become fiercer as 
it came closer and closer to Germany proper, until it reached the climax in the heart of 
Germany (Wette 2006, p. 183). The every-increasing rate of casualties on the Eastern 
Front and in the bombed-out German cities had reached a fever pitch in the last stretch 
of the war, when every month between 300000 and 400000 Germans, soldiers and 
civilians alike, died.  

Unlike as had happened in the aftermath of the First World War, the blame could not be 
placed on any single scapegoat: the state had utterly failed in its task of ensuring 
national survival, both the civilian and the military policymakers, the armed forces had 

27 For example, the Confederacy after the American Civil War, and Germany after the First World 
War. 
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been unambiguously defeated, and the civilian population had suffered immensely. The 
Nazi regime may have been treated as if it had been a parasite infecting a healthy body, 
albeit one weakened by the economic stress of the Depression body. There were 
attempts to forget, a forgetting culture. There were attempts to absolve certain actors – 
like the regular army (Wehrmacht) – of blame. Regardless of these attempts, it was 
impossible to negate the totality of the failures of all parts of the German state, society 
and armed forces. That totality of defeat – both moral and military - delegitimised the 
entire pre-war domestic system that allowed the rise of National Socialism and the 
horrors of the Holocaust to take place (Kansteiner in Lebow, Kansteiner et al. 2006). 

 

Core strategic beliefs 
 
The Second World War left (West) German policymakers with three core strategic 
beliefs.  

Core belief 1. Neither balance of power or threats: Germany cannot solve problem 
of encirclement, it had created its own destruction 
 
The first belief was that neither maintaining a balance of power or one of threats had 
served German interests well, as these were indistinguishable from one another given 
Germany’s precarious geographic position. Historically Germany faced threats both 
from the West (France) and the East (primarily Russia). Forming Germany’s 
encirclement (Einkreisung) had made Germany both too powerful to not provoke 
adversaries into countervailing measures, but not powerful enough to emerge victorious 
in the conflict that inevitably would result (Citino 2005). Alliances had been difficult to 
sustain and military force had proven insufficient to deal with dual threats, both driven 
by the same causes. Attempting to maximise German power or German security through 
traditional means, had brought on exactly the destruction policymakers had sought to 
avoid. 

Germany had perceived itself as inherently insecure, and its leaders had therefore given 
absolute priority to the security of the state (Primat der Aussenpolitik). During the 
nineteenth century, first Prussian and then German civilian and military policymakers 
had been primarily focused on the threat of France, and they remembered imperial 
France from the Napoleonic Wars. In the twentieth century, during the decade before 
the First World War, the dominant obsession of German shifted to its geopolitical East. 
Nationalist and Imperialist groups in Berlin began speaking of ‘an inevitable final 
struggle’ for land between Slavic and Germanic peoples. The basic structural weakness 
of Russia, despite its immense size, suggested an opportunity for expansion of German 
territories eastwards –the German ‘striving towards the East’. Simultaneously, the Slavic 
nations were presented as Eastern hordes, and Germany as the last bulwark of Western 
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civilization against them. The Soviet Union amplified this threat, as it also contained the 
revolutionary threat of Bolshevism (Wette 2006, pp. 11-12, 14). During the Nazi era 
these complementary notions came together through the Jewish-Bolshevist conspiracy. 
The dagger legend, the so-called betrayal of the German soldier by Germany’s political 
left and its Jewish citizens, equated the Bolshevist regime to the Jews. These fears fit 
perfectly with this notion of encirclement. The eradication of the Jews and the seizure of 
Lebensraum in the East were strains of the National-Socialist thought complementary 
with longer-lasting nationalist-imperialist ideas of Germany’s place in the world and 
with prevailing attitudes among the German military elites. The war Germany had 
initiated then brought about exactly the horror the Nazi regime had prophesised before 
the war, as the Red Army’s conduct on German soil painfully confirmed the propaganda 
of the ‘Asiatic hordes’. The Russian invasion and occupation in the East seemed to justify 
Western German fears, which were further underlined by the streams of refugees of 
German speaking communities expulsed from the East. The totalitarian regime founded 
in East Germany reinforced the rapidly spreading anti-Communism in West Germany 
during the post-war period. 

 

Core belief 2. Germany cannot solve insecurity of perpetual encirclement through 
military force 
 
The second core belief was that in the past the highly offensive force posture had 
overwhelmed German strategy and that this necessitated a reversal of policy towards a 
constrained defensive posture with strict conditions on the use of force. This was an 
inversion of the established strategic preferences of German and Prussian policymakers 
since even before the unified German state was founded. These preferences had been 
based on the fear of encirclement, namely that German had enemies on both its Western 
and its Eastern borders that it would be unable to fight simultaneously. Should it split its 
forces across both borders, each force would be insufficient by itself to stave of the 
respective French and German attacks. Military and civilian policymakers had therefore 
been in agreement that the only way to ensure German survival in the inevitable 
continental war to come was to take either Russia or France out of the conflict at the 
start.28 This necessitated a force posture that emphasised the speed and initiative of pre-
emptive attacks. All potential and actual offensive wars were framed as 'wars of defence', 
no matter what the circumstances, who invaded whom, or regardless of the fact that 
German soldiers were occupying foreign land. Germans, at home as well as at the front 
believed that, in war, the smallest misstep, the slightest hesitation, would have led to 
annihilation of Germany (Citino 2005). As conflict was deemed inevitable by German 

28 As established, they believed Russia to be the greater threat, both before the First and before the 
Second World War, and the initial attack plans therefore focused on knocking France out of the 
war a quickly as possible to then concentrate on Russia. 
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planners, whatever their political creed, it made little sense to spend resources on any 
other strategic element.  

German isolation had left it unable to shape the regional order beyond the threat of 
force. Germany was unable to generate the legitimacy, whatever its size and potential, to 
convince other states to accede to its wishes in any domain without recourse to threat of, 
or the use of, military force. This highly aggressive behaviour provoked exactly the 
counterbalancing behaviour by Germany’s neighbours policymakers feared. The failure 
of this line of thought, and whether the circumstances fit the specific German context or 
not, the interpretation came to dominate that force by its nature unavoidably leads to 
escalation. Force could only be conceived of defensively, and under strict conditions. It 
could no longer be considered as an extension of policy. The country that produced 
Clausewitz, rejected a key tenet of his beliefs.29  

 

Core belief 3. Germany should never again be alone and isolated on the continent 
 
The third belief pertained to encirclement and the need for strong alliances, to prevent 
German isolation on the continent, without strong allies among its neighbours. This 
represents the other side of the coin of the risk of force being insufficient to ensure 
German security, since it provokes countervailing alliances. Since the late nineteenth 
century Germany had been too innately powerful not to dominate the European 
continent, yet not powerful enough to defeat the counterbalancing coalitions its power 
provoked. Pre-war German policymakers, partly because of German actions, partly 
because of Germany’s innate potential, had only had access to weak allies. This 
increased the attractiveness of strong series of alliances for Germany after the war, and 
multilateralism proved a low cost solution. 

German integration into the transatlantic alliance and the US acting as an outside power 
that protected (West)Germany and prevented revanchist policies from the other 
European powers. European integration embedded (West)Germany into Europe and 
allowed Germany to avoid the re-emergence of the traditional competition that its power 
provoked in the past. American leadership offered (West)German policymakers a way 
out of this enduring problem and dampened dynamics of uncertainty inherent to the 
continent. 

The transatlantic alliance and European integration also showed a way in which 
(West)Germany could shape the regional order in an accepted manner. This 
demonstrated that, international organisations and multilateral cooperation in a 

29 A point explicitly made by A.J. (2012, interview with author, November 12). 
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broader sense allowed (West)German policymakers to first regain and then maintain 
German credibility and legitimacy. 

 

Peripheral beliefs 
 
The war also left peripheral beliefs that underlined the core beliefs of German 
policymakers. 

Peripheral belief 1. Germany should never again exalt nationalist and militarist 
values 
 
The first peripheral belief for German policymakers and society more generally was that 
wartime defeat and the moral depravity of genocidal politics of the Nazi era had made 
German nationalism or exaltation of martial values impossible. 30 The totality of the 
defeat, and the moral depravity of wartime Germany’s genocidal politics, denied any 
rescue of these martial values. The militarist obsession with the threat of the ‘Asiatic 
horde’ had been inseparable from the racist obsessions of National Socialism. 

 

Peripheral belief 2. Germany cannot consider politics as inseparable from 
economy 
 
The second peripheral belief the war left was that political solutions to conflict were 
inseparable from economic development. The extreme ideologies that had taken over 
the German state and society had only been able to do so because of the economic 
deprivations experienced in the interwar period. (West)German policymakers perceived 
the threat of resurgent nationalism, but also a possible turn to Communism, to depend 
on their ability to ensure economic stability - if not prosperity – in post-war society. The 
integration of (West)Germany into Europe, and American aid for reconstruction, 
underlined the importance of economic development. The successes of the post-war 
decades – the Wirtschaftswunder – reinforced this lesson. These beliefs were 
consequently considered by policymakers to be universally applicable, both to prevent 
and to solve to crises and conflicts (Berger 1998).  

 

  

30 For example, such escape were possible for the Confederacy after the American Civil War, and 
Germany after the First World War. 
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Strategic beliefs, risks and costs 
 
The Second World War cast an unavoidable shadow for post-war (West)German 
policymakers. The core and peripheral beliefs they drew from these experiences together 
formed a fairly consistent and coherent system of strategic beliefs and preferences 
around which German policymakers made their grand strategic decisions and policies in 
the post-war period. They still do so until this day. These beliefs can be hierarchically 
ordered. From the three core beliefs - the precarious German position in Europe, too 
powerful and yet not powerful enough to avoid confrontation; the failure of force to 
ensure German security in these circumstances; and the lack of available allies - followed 
a fundamental shift within the foundations of German grand strategy that had clear 
consequences for strategic decisions, precluded certain strategic alternatives, and 
signified a radical shift in the cost-benefit assessment of German policy makers. 

The central paradigm shift in the beliefs of German policymakers pertained to the 
manner in which German should position itself in Europe and the world and to the 
means with which it should do so: the core grand strategic belief since the end of the 
Second World War is that Germany should never act alone, but should always be firmly 
embedded in the multilateral frameworks, and that it cannot use military force in any 
manner, unless defensively and if very clearly described conditions have been met. The 
other beliefs revolve around these core beliefs. Chapter eight shows how they were 
iterated again and again over the decades that followed. 

At their heart, German policymakers came to the conclusion that only a radical near-
inversion of its pre-war policies could safeguard German security and interests. A drastic 
shift in beliefs took place in the decades following the war, though the challenges 
inherent to the structure of the international environment remained largely the same for 
Germany before and after the war. German policymakers solved the inherent dilemmas 
present in Germany’s geopolitical position through the rejection of force and the 
acceptance of severe constraints on German national sovereignty. The acceptance of this 
loss and the lack of resistance to the occupation of Germany cannot only be understood 
by fear of the Soviet Union or by the benign nature of the American presence. Rather, 
they must be understood as the escape from the previous destructive dynamics they 
represented. The US acting as an outside balancer contains the dynamics inherently 
present on the European continent, and prevented the re-emergence of old rivalries. 
Accepting American leadership therefore offers German policymakers a way out of this 
enduring problem.  

Yet, this went beyond the geopolitical, but touched upon the nature of what the German 
state and society had come to be perceived as due to the wartime experience. The 
overriding goal West Germany’s first chancellor, Konrad Adenauer, was to keep 
Germany firmly anchored in the West, and by integrating Germany in Europe and 
keeping it closely allied with the United States, making it possible to protect the 
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Germans from themselves. The idea of national sovereignty has been de-emphasised, 
since the national identity of Germany is no longer based on its traditional precepts. 
Germany is itself a federal state, and quite comfortable with multiple layers of elected 
government. In the sense, the European political union would just be another layer. 
National identity instead moved towards pride in economic accomplishments (Berger 
1998).  

The (West)German armed forces were reconstituted in 1955, but with a force posture 
that was explicitly designed for only territorial defence in the NATO framework. Again, 
German policymakers accepted those constraints without real resistance. In exchange 
for a permanent US presence, they also abandoned any claims for an independent 
German nuclear weapons – which would likely have provoked the Soviet Union – or for 
shared control over the NATO nuclear weapons (Trachtenberg 1999). These constraints 
were not matter-of-fact: in doing so, German policymakers accepted an extreme 
dependence on the US and its other Western allies for its security. Such dependence had 
been unacceptable for France, although France was in a less precarious position. 

In the German case, it must be acknowledged that the shifts in strategic beliefs, though 
more radical than those of the other three states, were not only cognitive in nature. They 
were heavily reinforced by the constraints placed upon both German states after the war 
by the war’s victors. The embedding of Germany into NATO and (the previous iterations 
of) the EU was driven as much or more by the victorious powers to prevent the re-
emergence of a hostile Germany at the heart of Europe. Germany therefore not only 
presents an extreme in terms of experiences here, of the four cases it is also the state 
with the clearest external constraints. 

The underlying beliefs, however, seem to be deeply integrated into contemporary 
German thinking and for the following reasons. Now that the restraints of the Cold War 
system have been removed, a reunified Germany could either position itself more 
independently or, conversely, more vigorously support the collective defence system 
upon which its foreign policy is dependent (Berger 1998; Duffield 1998). Post-war 
German policymakers seem to accept the loss of autonomy for Germany in political-
military matters, also after the end of the Cold War, and consequently a great of 
vulnerability and dependence on the US, rather than risk renewed German isolation or 
abandonment on the continent. Rather than establishing the possibility of German force 
being used as one of the many instruments available to a state, Germany has maintained 
strict restrictions on its force posture and employment, although the concept of 
collective defence now incorporates extraregional crisis management. It can therefore 
only reluctantly and incompletely supply the force commitments that it is requested to 
make (Berger 1998), and only under very specific conditions. Any possibility to conceive 
of the force as just another instrument of politics has been negated. German 
policymakers are therefore limited in their ability to actual uphold the collective defence 
agreements they are party to, and, in a more general sense, they are limited in their 
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ability to support the maintenance of the collective defence system, upon which they 
depend to ensure their preferred liberal and democratic order. Chapter six discusses the 
decisive roles further, through the use of counterfactuals. 

These manner in which these trade-offs have been settled can be understood by looking 
at the relationship between the German state, society, and armed forces. 

 

Trinitarian relations 
 
The utter defeat of the Second World War presented an existential judgment on the pre-
war German political, social, and military institutions that had allowed the capture of 
the state by an extremist and militaristic ideological group. Forgetting the war remained 
a possibility. Indeed, large segments of German society engaged in a process of wilful 
forgetting in the decades that followed the war, a large-scale effort of the ´mastery of the 
past´ (Vergangenheitsbewältigung). What had become impossible was to deflect the 
blame for the defeat to an identifiable group within society, as had happened after the 
First World War. Then, the sudden armistice had sent an unexpected shock across 
German society, and the terms of surrender therefore seemed unreasonable. This gave 
birth to the stab-in-the-back legend (Dolchstosslegende) that had drawn attention away 
from how the army, bureaucracy, industry, churches and universities - the social, 
cultural, religious and political pillars of the Wilhelmine empire – had enthusiastically 
supported the disastrous policies of the First World War. The events in Russia 
strengthened the conspiratorial fantasies that Jews were behind a massive and secret 
transnational organisation that promoted revolutionary movements in several countries, 
first Russia in 1917 and then, after the defeat, Germany in 1918. Their support for the 
legend in the interwar years distracted attention from their own roles (Fischer 1985, p. 
72).  

In contrast, after the Second World War, an alternative belief emerged that instead 
argued that ideological elements present at the birth of the German nation-state and 
woven into its very fabric had made the Nazi regime likely, if not inevitable. It had been 
a militaristic and aggressive Prussian state that had unified Germany in 1871. The 
Prussian-German elites had treated war as the natural state of affairs, and the National 
Socialist regime had been able to tap into these established beliefs.31 The disturbing 
continuity from the Wilhelmine Empire, the Weimar Republic, to the ascendance of the 
Nazis demonstrated the centrality of military thinking within the German state, and its 

31 From the sequel to Mein Kampf: ‘politics is in truth the implementation of a people’s struggle for 
survival. … life is the eternal stake for which it fights and struggles.’ The constant task of ‘all truly 
great legislators and statesmen of this earth was never the limited preparation for a war but rather 
the unlimited inner development and education of a people’ for war. Unpublished transcript, 1928. 
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societal and military elites. 32  This was an argument about German uniqueness, a 
German Sonderweg. Yet, as Nicholls points out, arguments about the German 
Sonderweg really date from after the Second World War: how was it possible that a 
society which had exhibited so many signs of ‘modernisation’, including a high level of 
industrialization and urbanization, very high levels of literacy and educational 
attainment, a bureaucracy which prided itself on incorruptible efficiency and a 
constitution which apparently combined monarchical authority with parliamentary 
influence at the Land and Reich level; how could such a society have blundered into two 
world wars and the extremes of the Nazi dictatorship? (Nicholls in Buffett and Heuser 
1998, pp. 210-211).  

The reconstruction of German state and society, its institutions and practices, and the 
creation of a new, more positive national identity to replace the one that the war had so 
thoroughly polluted must represent one of the most complete acts of political 
transformation in modern history. It required accommodation of many contrasting 
impulses: the sincere acceptance of guilt and responsibility alongside the selective 
forgetting of certain aspects, together with the contemplation of the possibly essentialist 
nature of German atrocities as originating from within German culture or the view that 
the Nazi regime had infected an otherwise healthy body, the wishes of younger 
generations to refute such notions of hereditary shame and also the stigmas still invoked 
by critics of contemporary German policies. Yet, since the end of the Second World War, 
with intervention by the US and other Western powers, German policymakers, citizens, 
and the military have managed to forge a new Germany within Europe.  

Absolute defeat drastically changed German Trinitarian relations and these reinforced 
the core and peripheral beliefs drawn from the war. It left Germany with a weak foreign 
policy executive, a severely constrained role for the armed forces, and a strongly 
institutionalised role for parliament.  

 

State 
 
The Second World War left German policymakers constrained with regards to foreign- 
and defence policy. This institutional arrangements of the Bundesrepublik for foreign- 
and defence policymaking reflected this directly. The Head of State as a position no 
longer implies a concept of comprehensive power to command over the military and 

32 Field Marshal Helmuth von Moltke summed up his metaphysical vision of the place of war in the 
world in a 1880 letter: ‘Peace is a dream, and not even a good one; war is a link in God’s world 
order. War develops the noblest human virtues, such as courage and renunciation, devotion to 
duty, and the willingness to make sacrifices, even at the risk of one’s own life. Without war the 
world would degenerate into a swamp of materialism’. From a letter to the international law 
expert, Johann Kaspar Bluntschli, December 11, 1880. 
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instead retains mostly ceremonial and symbolic powers.33 The armed forces are part of 
the executive under the command of the Minister of Defence, who is necessarily a 
member of the Federal Government (Nolte and Krieger in Nolte 2003, pp. 357, 359). 

The supreme command over the armed forces lies with a member of the Government in 
peacetime (Article 65a), the Minister of Defence, and with the Chancellor once the 
Bundestag has determined that ‘a situation requiring defence’ has arisen (Article 115b). 
However, in post-war Germany, the legislative has many advantages regarding the use of 
force. The Bundestag decides whether ‘a situation requiring defence’ has arisen (Article 
115a (1)) and whether ‘peace should be made’ (Article 1151(3)). The situation is further 
complicated by a standing parliamentary defence committee with special investigatory 
powers exists (Article 45a), and an ombudsman who investigates and reports on the 
situation of the soldiers (Article 54b). Finally, parliament possesses the usual budgetary 
powers, meaning it sets the parameters within which defence policy can be articulated. 
Though it must be noted that in a parliamentary system can use its majority in 
Parliament to bypass criticism (Nolte and Krieger in Nolte 2003, pp. 347-348, 359). 

 

Armed Forces 
 
In post-war Germany, policymakers and society both had a greater level of distrust of 
the armed forces based on the fear of a renewed attempt to achieve a ‘state within the 
state’. The armed forces are further restrained by being neither independently allowed to 
develop force posture, instead the structure and future development of the armed forces 
are set by the Bundestag (Article 87a (1) (2), further evidence that the Basic Law 
(Grundgesetz) conceives the armed forces to be a ‘parliament’s army’ (Parlamentsheer) 
(Nolte and Krieger in Nolte 2003, pp. 347-348, 357-359). Before the war, the military 
possessed the power of command vis-à-vis the personnel and supply administration, 
while today the power of command is restricted to the sphere of the military proper. The 
Minister of Defence is restricted to giving the usual administrative orders and directives 
to the members of the military administration, and may not issue commands (with their 
specific legal implication). This is part of a functional differentiation which enables the 
armed forces to concentrate on their mission, but which also limits their capacity for 
self-organisation. In the absence of a General Staff, or any other strong institutional role 
for security professionals and members of the armed forces, debates on the possible uses 
of force can hardly take place, leading to a strong informational asymmetry on the part 
of the legislative and executive, and a lack of influence of the military. 

33 The German President kept the powers to appoint and dismiss public officials (including 
members of the military), the power to pardon (again including members of the military), and 
representative functions such as conferring honours and choosing the uniforms and insignia of the 
ranks. However, all the functions are subject to counter-signature from the government (Nolte and 
Krieger in Nolte 2003, pp. 356-357). 
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Antimilitarism lies at the root of widespread popular and elite concerns about the 
possible reconstitution of professional armed forces and a German General Staff that 
could form a ‘state within the state’, as the Prussian military caste did, and that might be 
unaccountable to German political authorities. The government has been forced to 
proceed with caution in its efforts to enhance Germany's planning and command 
capabilities, even though such improvements have been necessitated in large part by 
Germany's multilateral commitments (Duffield 1999). Strict parliamentary controls over 
the armed forces and constitutional constraints were therefore put in place. Discussions 
on the deployment of force are consequently marked by a methodological, legalistic, and 
deliberative approach (see also the interviews in chapter eight). 

The armed forces are further constrained vis-à-vis German state and society, by 
consisting (until 2011) mainly of conscripted forces. Members of the armed forces 
received civic education (Innere Führung) that emphasised their role as a ‘citizen in 
uniform’, treated according to his inherent right to human dignity (Nolte and Krieger in 
Nolte 2003, p. 343), but also to act within the constraints of democratic society and 
values.34 It is tempting ‘to see the Federal Republic as a kind of anti-Prussia. Mirabeau 
once remarked that Prussia was not a state that possessed an army at all but an army 
that possessed a state. In contrast to this, the Federal Republic insists that its soldiers 
are first and foremost citizens. Instead of the militarization of the state, we have the 
civilianization of the army (Cooper in Buffet and Heuser 1998, p. 233).35 However, it 
must be acknowledged that the unease with military affairs that drove this 
transformation was not at all universal after the Second World War, and reconstructing 
German forces was complex, as discussed at greater length in chapter eight.  

The use of force is therefore strongly constrained and de legitimised by the internal 
context. The authority of the state is similarly tarnished after the war and distrusted in 
terms of foreign policy choices. Society is in the ascendance and democratic values are 
strongly established. These further constrain the width of risky policy choices that state 
policymakers have at their disposal. 

 

  

34 In contrast to the militarized nature of Prussia, the Federal Republic insists that its soldiers are 
first and foremost citizens. Instead of the militarization of the state, we have the civilianization of 
the army (Cooper in Buffet and Heuser 1998, p. 233). 
35 Bismarck’s famous dictum, ‘the great questions of the time will be decided not by speeches and 
majority decisions, but by blood and iron’ is precisely reversed in the Federal republic. The world is 
seen almost wholly in terms of speeches and majority decisions; blood and iron are anathema. The 
GDR, by contrast, could be cast as a sort of disfigured successor to Prussia. Its location was partly 
coincident with Prussia; like Prussia the GDR was a non-national state, which its ethos as an 
authoritarian, rather puritan and militarized society, bears a passing resemblance to at least one 
part of the Prussian myth (Cooper in Buffet and Heuser 1998, p. 233). 
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Society 
 
Society, in a broad sense, became the most central of the three parts of the post-war 
German trinity. The war similarly tarnished the authority of civilian policymakers in 
matters of foreign policy and this resulted in adding to the slow and deliberative 
approach to crises and changes in the international environment. The strong emphasis 
on democratic representation implies that German policymakers, despite their 
internationalist leanings and the importance of international frameworks to German 
objectives, are deferential to domestic preoccupations. As the Cold War ended the sense 
of threat strongly diminished, and therefore the perceived need to think in terms of 
political-military strategy. Without a strong institutional role for security professionals 
and members of the armed forces, such debates are less central to policymaking, and 
without the autonomy of the executive, as in the French case, it is difficult to establish an 
assertive long-term policy. In post-war Germany, political constraints to prevent 
extremist movements entering politics, let alone government. Political parties could not 
operate legally unless they were certified as democratic, strict press and media controls 
prevented antidemocratic forces from maintaining support (Merritt 1995, p. 94). The 
strong emphasis on democratic representation implies that German policymakers, 
despite the importance of international frameworks to German objectives and their own 
possible internationalist leanings, are deferential to domestic preoccupations and 
priorities. Together this severely constrained the autonomy of the foreign policy 
executive to engage in activist diplomacy and especially made the decisive use of military 
force by the German executive for all intents and purposes impossible. 

 

Conclusion 
 
In victorious states, the strengthened autonomy of the executive and the legitimacy of 
the armed forces enables more ambitious and activist policies while in defeated states, 
the opposite takes place. The US has arguably overbalanced since 1945, first against the 
Soviet Union, and by the extension of the area of competition to peripheral areas 
removed from hegemonic threats to the Eurasian heartland. It also overbalanced the 
Europeans by not encouraging autonomy either during or after the Cold War, when it 
could have attempted to pass responsibilities and costs off onto the European states. The 
US possesses enough military, economic, geographical, and technological advantages to 
seriously consider doing so. The US continued to overbalance, and post-Cold War 
interventions were again based on the equation of peripheral to core threats. 
Policymakers are more willing to accept the risk of entrapment in Europe (and Asia) 
rather than the risk of abandonment. Retrenchment of American grand strategy during 
and especially after the Cold War has consistently been dismissed by referring to the 
isolationist politicians of the interwar era as a cautionary tale. Instead, the US positions 
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itself as the global leader, the ‘indispensable nation’36, who must act as both the lynchpin 
of such a containment strategy and as an external pacifier towards re-emergent intra-
European conflict.  

In short, the beliefs held by German policymakers have delegitimised military force, 
seek to avoid provocation and isolation, and rely on the US to act as an outside balancer 
and contain the dynamics inherent to the European continent. German policymakers 
accepted the risk of entanglement over that of isolation. Consequently, for the past 
decades, Germany has essentially underbalanced its Western allies, through its large 
dependence on the US, lack of autonomous military capabilities, and lack of support for 
an autonomous European defence identity. Moreover, it has underbalanced the threat of 
a resurgent Russia, and new, emerging threats – a departure from its encirclement 
driven aggression. 

Chapter six will show that neither American nor German strategic choices were obvious, 
given the constraints of the international environment. One is a great power surrounded 
by other states that barely responds to those states or other powerful or threatening 
states, the other a superpower safe behind two oceans that pursues security against 
threats across the globe. 

  

36 At the 2014 commencement speech at the West Point Military Academy, President Obama 
referred to the US as the indispensable nation, repeating the go-to phrase from the Clinton 
administration. He also referenced the need for American leadership throughout the speech. 
Obama did qualify it: ‘Since World War II, some of our most costly mistakes came not from our 
restraint, but from our willingness to rush into military adventures without thinking through the 
consequences -- without building international support and legitimacy for our action; without 
leveling with the American people about the sacrifices required’. Yet, he rejects isolationism: ‘It is 
absolutely true that in the 21st century American isolationism is not an option. We don’t have a 
choice to ignore what happens beyond our borders. If nuclear materials are not secure, that poses a 
danger to American cities’. White House, 2014. Remarks by the President at the United States 
Military Academy Commencement Ceremony. May 28.  
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