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This chapter discusses how the Second World War shaped both core and peripheral 
beliefs, and domestic relations in France and the UK - the two nation-states whose 
experiences were more complex and ambiguous than simply victory or defeat. This holds 
true especially for the French case. The chapter is constructed as follows. First, I give a 
short historical overview of the actual British and French grand strategies, including 
alliances, force posture, and behaviour during crises. These histories are conventional, 
and largely uncontroversial, and provide what are the commonly accepted facts. Second, 
I show how core and peripheral beliefs, and domestic relations explain those strategies 
and decision. 

 

Histories: British and French grand strategy 
 

United Kingdom 
 
The post-war British grand strategy was a uneasy departure from established patterns. 
The war had brought to the fore the tension between the traditional maritime force 
posture and one that was predominantly land-based. The former would enable the UK to 
maintain its imperial commitments. The latter risked the empire, but would enable it to 
maintain European security. In the first five to ten years after the war, British 
policymakers attempted to do both. Despite the Soviet threat, strong institutional 
interests within the Royal Navy, and force of habit, exerted their pull on British strategy 
towards the maritime posture. The trade-off was not immediately apparent, as the 
Commonwealth was also considered crucial to contain the Soviet Union. The argument 
went that if Britain could retain control over the Middle East and its possessions East of 
Suez, it could prevent Soviet encirclement of Europe. It was a line of thought that was, at 
its core, the continuation of Britain’s traditional peripheral strategy. Moreover, Churchill 
considered British post-war power to be located at the intersection of three spheres of 
influence: the Commonwealth, Europe and with the US By maintaining British influence 
in one, the UK could leverage greater influence in the other two spheres, and so on. The 
growing difficulties in arriving at a successful accommodation with the Soviets over 
Europe and the UK’s poor financial situation, made such a three-dimensional strategy 
problematic. British policymakers therefore made great efforts to tie the US to the 
European outcome. 

NATO was the solution to keep the US committed to European security, to contain and 
to reconstruct West Germany, and to protect Europe against possible Soviet expansion. 
The loss of the Suez Canal had already signalled the end of the attempts at maintaining a 
maritime, empire-oriented ‘East of Suez’ strategy. Suez had been considered a key 
geopolitical area by British policymakers and they considered Nasser’s nationalisation of 
the Canal as bringing Egypt into the Soviet sphere of influence. The 1956 joint British-
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French-Israeli intervention to capture the Canal had failed when the US used its 
financial leverage and pressured the UK into abandoning its French ally. Suez had forced 
the UK to choose between Europe and the US, and in its aftermath, the understanding 
was that British policymakers should never again directly oppose American policy. After 
the Suez failure, British policymakers – foremost Prime Minister Macmillan – redirected 
their efforts on sustaining and strengthening the transatlantic ‘special relationship’, and 
moved away from their bilateral cooperation with France. 

The early Cold War era had introduced nuclear weapons into strategic calculations, and 
the nuclear issue again showed the UK giving preference to the special relationship over 
its European allies. British policymakers attempted to gain assistance from the 
Americans to acquire or develop a nuclear weapon, which the Eisenhower and Kennedy 
administrations was willing to grant, though the Kennedy administration sought to 
avoid the risk that the UK would draw the US into a war with the Soviet Union through a 
dual-key agreement. After controversy in British parliament over the cancellation of the 
near-outdated Skybolt missiles, Macmillan managed at the 1962 Nassau accords to 
persuade the US administration to offer it Polaris missiles instead. The British had 
consistently been willing to bypass the French during these attempts. 

In concrete terms, British policymakers essentially forwent an effective independent 
deterrent, and settled instead for the limitations inherent in dependency on the US. 
British policymakers, long sceptical of the European Economic Community (EEC), 
attempted to enter it to improve their position with the US. The 1963 veto of British 
accession to the EEC by De Gaulle, who had not forgotten the nuclear episode, and 
another veto in 1967, rebuffed the British attempt, and delayed British accession until 
1973. From the British perspective, a foothold in Europe allows leverage in the special 
relationship, as the US preferred a British presence in Europe as a way of avoiding the 
dominance of Europe by either France or Germany.  

The 1960s and 1970s saw the slow and gradual shedding of British colonial possessions. 
In many ways, Britain was becoming a strictly European power, as it was also 
diminishing the strength of its navy in favour of the continental army (as articulated in 
the 1981 Nott Defence Review). The drift towards Europe was arrested by the 1982 
Falkland War, a response to the Argentinian regime’s invasion, where the British navy 
managed to quickly and successfully intervene and repel the Argentinian forces. The 
conflict’s outcome was considered a major success for Prime Minster Thatcher, who 
consequently was able to continue her pushback on the post-war British welfare state. 
She further strengthened Anglo-American ties with the ideologically proximate Reagan 
administration, sharing a preference for a more assertive stance towards the Soviet 
Union. 

As the Cold War ends, the UK lessened its strict focus on the collective defence of 
Europe. Their participation in the first Gulf War signalled the limits of the capabilities of 
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the British and other European armed forces compared to those of the US. The British 
force posture was remodelled towards expeditionary missions. The European inability to 
intervene without American assistance in the Balkan Wars, reinforced to British 
policymakers that European capabilities must be developed. At their 1998 talk in St. 
Malo, Prime Minister Blair reached a deal with President Chirac that led to the ESDP. 
However, British support, as they refused to let the ESDP undermine NATO. 

The British policymakers had viewed the widening of the EU through expansion 
eastwards positively, and they believed expansion would strengthen liberal democracy in 
the wake of the collapse of the Central and Eastern European communist regimes. 
However, they resisted the deepening of the European institutions that, for example, the 
ESDP also represented. The expansion of NATO eastwards was also considered as the 
means to solidify these new European democracies.  

After the attacks of September the 11th Blair immediately offered his support for the 
Bush administration. During his time in government he had advocated and applied the 
doctrine of humanitarian intervention, in the Balkans (Kosovo in 1999) and in Sierra 
Leone (2000). The decision for British forces to join the American forces in Afghanistan 
(2001) followed from that same doctrine that targeted failed states as sources of 
instability. The Blair government used the same arguments to strongly support the Bush 
(43) administration’s 2003 intervention in Iraq. This policy pitted Britain against France 
and Germany, the other two major states within Europe.  

The simultaneous actions in Iraq and Afghanistan proved costly for the British 
government. It strained financial resources for the British armed forces and it cost 
legitimacy, especially when the allegations of Iraq’s possession of WMDs proved to be 
invalid. Regardless, the UK joined France in its intervention in Libya (2011). British 
policymakers had restarted their bilateral cooperation with the French that had been 
damaged after Iraq but ameliorated by the French return to the NATO integrated 
structure under President Sarkozy in 2008. This resulted in the 2010 Lancaster House 
Agreement to improve defence cooperation, intended to compensate for European 
military decline due to the austerity cuts. The Cameron government was, however, 
unable to convince the British parliament to join the US and France in a proposed 
intervention in Syria in 2013. This parliamentary resistance, unprecedented in modern 
British history, undermined the special relationship. The Cameron government’s claim 
to hold a referendum on whether to remain in the EU did further damage. Together, 
these two developments currently leave Britain with limited means to shape its 
environment and achieve its perceived national interests. Attempts at redeveloping an 
East of Suez – like strategy have become more apparent, as the UK is reinvesting in 
naval capabilities, but its future is uncertain, now that renewed assertive behaviour by 
Russia necessitates a European focus. 
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France 
 
French grand strategy after the Second World War underwent several shifts to deal with 
its international and domestic problems. Foremost, France’s insecurity on the European 
continent necessitated that policymakers found solutions for post-war Germany and 
Soviet preponderance. Consequently, in the first post-war decade French policymakers 
frantically sought to prevent an American exit from Europe, as they considered 
continued American military presence a necessity for containing both a possible 
resurgent Germany and the Soviet Union. It was partly for that reason that in 1954 the 
French parliament refused to ratify European Defence Community (EDC), as it is feared 
that the EDC would be dominated by Germany and precipitate an American retreat. 
French policymakers were apprehensive about the reintegration of West Germany back 
into Europe, and even more so about its possible reunification. NATO ensured both the 
containment of Germany and the Soviet Union, and enforced it with the military 
presence of the U.S and its nuclear weapons. The ECSC represented a further attempt to 
bind West Germany and its innate industrial potential to France in order to prevent the 
rekindling of their inherent continental rivalry. 

France, similarly to the UK, attempted to hold onto to its colonial empire in the post-war 
period. There was a substantial domestic consensus to retain Algeria. At the same time, 
the French political climate was polarised between left and right, as tensions remained 
after the war. The communist movement was particularly strong in this period. The 
issue of Algeria mobilised the right, who linked the insurrection to a broader struggle 
against Communism. Should Algeria fall, the Soviet Union would be able to surround 
and choke off the access routes to France in particular, and to Europe in general. It is for 
these reasons that France planned – together with Britain and Israel – the 1956 
intervention in Egypt, to recapture the Suez Canal nationalised by Nasser. When Britain 
withdrew its support after American financial threats, it was considered by French 
policymakers another failure in collaboration with the British and the Americans (Wall 
2002). French policymakers had already been frustrated by their inability to achieve an 
agreement with the Americans on attaining nuclear weapons.1 

Upon his accession to power in 1958, De Gaulle instituted or furthered a series of 
policies to bring cohesion and coherence to French strategy. After the disappointing 
failure to gain access to a collective allied deterrent through the MLF, French 
policymakers accelerated the development of a national nuclear weapon. De Gaulle then 
managed to extract France from Algeria, surviving multiple assassination attempts and 
coups d’états from right-wing elements within the military to do so. As a result, he 
unified and legitimised executive power within the French national security apparatus. 

1 De Gaulle in 1958 had unsuccessfully attempted to achieve equal footing with the US and Britain 
by suggesting a tripartite directorate to Eisenhower and Macmillan. 
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In 1963 De Gaulle further cemented French security in Europe, by conducting the 
bilateral French-German treaty that tied the two former rivals even closer together. In 
the same year, De Gaulle vetoed British accession to the EEC, against the wishes of the 
other member states, to prevent the UK entering the EEC as a Trojan horse for US 
interests.  

The fundamental decision of De Gaulle, however, was the 1966 withdrawal of French 
armed forces from NATO’s integrated military command. Foreign forces were also asked 
to leave French territory, and NATO headquarters were relocated from Paris to Brussels. 
Reassurances were left in place: French forces remained stationed in Germany and 
agreements were signed to ensure a smooth and effective French contribution to the 
defence of Germany should hostilities commence. Regardless of the nuances, these 
policies decisions set France apart from the other Western states. French policymakers 
were able to lessen the risks to French security through the development of the 
independent deterrent. French depended on weak-to-strong deterrence, meaning that 
its weapon was not intended to match the abilities of the superpowers, but simply raise 
the costs of any action that threatened French territorial integrity. The deterrent and the 
extraction from NATO’s command decreased French dependence on the US for its 
protection. France was ‘allied, but not aligned’. France intended to play the role of a 
third force between the two superpowers, and offer a third independent centre of 
decision for Soviet policymakers to take into account in their deterrence calculations. 

The end of the Cold War changed the calculus upon which French policymakers had 
designed French grand strategy, and put pressure on a set of policies that had remained 
remarkably consistent throughout the Cold War, despite changes in presidencies and 
governments. It was primarily the reunification of Germany that upset the balance of 
power within Europe and thereby renewed France’s traditional European security 
problem. The deepened integration that the European Union presented was the solution 
to further embed and constrain Germany within Europe.  

The unipolar post-Cold War era exposed the extent to which European militaries had 
deteriorated relative to the US. French armed forces participated in the first Gulf War, 
but policymakers limited their involvement to not expose the fact that they had missed 
25 years of joint conceptual and doctrinal development, and technological innovations. 
Having become the sole superpower, American preponderance worried French 
policymakers, and they referred to the US as a ‘hyperpower’. The limits of European 
military capabilities were further demonstrated by the European inability to 
independently and effectively intervene to halt genocide in the Balkans. After Bosnia, 
President Chirac met in 1998 with Prime Minister Blair in St. Malo. At this meeting they 
laid the foundation for the ESDP, though its potential was hampered at the outset when 
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the British resisted the French attempt to use the ESDP to create a rival organisation to 
NATO.2  

The aftermath of the 9/11 attacks underlined that France remained allied, but not 
aligned. The transatlantic clashes over the 2003 Iraq war exposed the pre-existing 
distrust on the part of French policymakers towards American unipolarity. It was 
specifically the unilateral behaviour of the Bush administration that unsettled the 
French policymakers, as it devalued the international organisations that strengthened 
French status and influence. In the spring of 2003 France attempted to redirect 
European dissatisfaction with American unilateralism into an European alternative to 
NATO, together with Germany, Belgium, and Luxemburg – the Tervuren initiative, 
named after the Belgian town that was to house the organisation’s headquarters.  

The French attempt failed. It set the stage for the reintegration of France into the NATO 
integrated command in 2008, during the Sarkozy presidency. France had already joined 
NATO‘s Afghanistan mission. The continued underperformance of European defence 
capabilities led France to reinitiate the bilateral cooperation with Britain that 
culminated in the 2010 Lancaster House Agreement. Seemingly contradicting its earlier 
resistance to the US intervention in Iraq, in 2011 France took the lead alongside Britain 
and the US and intervened in Libya, during the Sarkozy presidency. France intervened 
in the Ivory Coast, and in Mali in 2012. Unlike the US and Britain, France was ready to 
intervene in Syria in 2013. The Hollande presidency did not face the domestic resistance 
against interventions of his counterparts. Through doing so, France has maintained – 
and in some way regained – manoeuvre space vis-à-vis its allies and reinvigorated its 
relationship with the US. The 2014 Ukrainian crisis have put these under strain again, at 
least in the short term. 

 

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

 

  

2 The end of the Cold War did not signal the end of French actions in Africa, its traditional sphere 
of influence, despite President Mitterrand’s 1990 claim that France should and would redirect its 
attentions. 

125 
 

 

 

                                                           



 
 
United Kingdom 
 
The United Kingdom was a more ambiguous case of a victor than the US. It had avoided 
invasion during Second World War, let alone the humiliation of occupation and 
collaboration. This made Britain unlike any of the European belligerents on the 
continent. Compared to other Europeans, Britain had been on the right side of history in 
the 20th century and British policymakers continued to consider Britain as distinct from 
Europe. The British wartime experience was far different than that of the U.S for victory 
had been far from complete for the UK. Before the war, for centuries, Britain’s self-
image and identity had been that of a global power that ‘ruled the waves’, and it had 
been in possession of an empire upon which the sun never set. Yet, before the war, class 
cleavages had been exposed and the pre-war Tory government had been unable to 
address either domestic conflicts or check the rising tide of fascist governments 
threatening the continent. The events of 1940, as France fell and the British 
Expeditionary Force (BEF) barely escaped had exposed these weakness, and left Britain 
isolated. In contrast, it had also set the stage for the Churchillian myth of heroism and 
bravery, and the social-democratic myth of solidarity, of a ‘people’s war’. On the one 
hand, 1940 offered a clean break with the past, but on the other, it did not dramatically 
recast institutions in the manner that the war did in France, and especially in Germany. 
The war proved that nothing was wrong with the character of the British, or with Britain 
as a nation, only with the men who had run it for the previous decade (Smith 2000, p. 
50).  

 

Core strategic beliefs 
 
The Second World War left British policymakers with four core strategic beliefs.  

Core belief 1. Balance of threat: the UK cannot afford not to focus on continental 
threats 
 
The first was to abandon traditional British balance of power politics and buck-passing 
as this had failed to prevent the rise of a continental hegemon, when the European 
balance of power had been irretrievably upset during the war.3 In the interwar years, 

3 ‘From what I have seen of our Russian friends and Allies during the war, I am convinced that 
there is nothing they admire so much as strength, and there is nothing for which they have less 
respect than for weakness, especially military weakness. For that reason the old doctrine of a 
balance of power is unsound. [...] Last time I saw it all coming and cried aloud to my own fellow-
countrymen and to the world, but no one paid any attention. Up till the year 1933 or even 1935, 
Germany might have been saved from the awful fate which has overtaken her and we might all 
have been spared the miseries Hitler let loose upon mankind’. Sir Winston Churchill's ‘The Sinews 
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British policymakers had badly underestimated exactly what kind of threat they were 
facing with Nazi Germany. British air and naval capabilities had not deterred Nazi 
Germany’s intentions and capabilities, nor had attempts at accommodation, nor had 
half-hearted attempts at alliance building. Passing the majority of the costs on to the 
continent had proven to hold significant, unacceptable risks and costs more massive 
than those that Britain had suffered in the First World War. In 1940, for the first time in 
its history, Britain had been suddenly and totally isolated towards the continent and had 
risked being cut off from maritime access routes to its empire. The future of the 
European continent had to become the preeminent concern of British policymakers. 

 

Core belief 2. Force posture: the UK is no longer invulnerable and it should make a 
continental commitment  
 
The second was the sudden sense of insecurity. The Blitz had fulfilled pre-war fears of 
the ‘shadow of the bomber’ (Bialer 1980, p. 1; Smith 2000, pp. 10, 14, 15) and led to the 
realization that British territory and citizens were now vulnerable to attacks from a 
continental power, especially one armed with nuclear weapons and air power. Britain’s 
traditional geographic advantages were considered nullified. The fear had been of 
disruptions to the balance of power or that a continental hegemon could choke British 
maritime routes. For centuries, British naval superiority had guaranteed uninterrupted 
communications between Britain and the various parts of the empire, and it had 
protected the British Isles themselves (Bialer 1980, p. 1). However, advances in aerial 
and ballistic technology had exposed the vulnerability of the British Isles on a level 
hereto unseen. Like the US, Britain had essentially been territorially secure, while still 
being consistently involved with military action and empire-building across the globe. 
Unlike the US, the ‘shadow of the bomber’ had already played a terrifying role in the 
interwar imagination, after the 1917 raid on London had in one fell stroke ended nearly 
nine hundred years of British immunity from foreign attacks on their soil (Bialer 1980, 
p. 1; Smith 2000, pp. 10, 14, 15). In the future, threats on the continent would have the 
ability to strike British territory: the frontiers were no longer the White Cliffs of Dover 
but the Rhine. British policymakers had not illusions and understood already during the 
war that they had to make a post-war commitment to the continent.4 

of Peace’ speech, from Robert Rhodes James (ed.), Winston S. Churchill: His Complete Speeches 
1897-1963 Volume VII: 1943-1949 (New York: Chelsea House Publishers, 1974) 7285-7293. 
4 The wartime pounding British cities had received from European based bombers caused Attlee to 
note in a cabinet memorandum in July 1943 that ‘we cannot afford to take risks in Europe, 
particularly in an age of air power) and rockets (which seem a year later to have completed his 
conversion, for the time at least, to the continental commitment): this had made it clearer than 
ever that Britain could ignore what went on in Europe only at its own peril: 19 July 1943 and 26 
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The ‘shadow of the bomber’ had had an immense impact on interwar planning 
assumptions towards war with the continent (Bialer 1980; Smith 2000), and British 
planners had spent the interwar years preparing for an apocalyptic war (Smith 2000, p. 
10). The most quoted phrase on air war in the interwar years came from Stanley 
Baldwin: ‘The bomber always gets through’.5 The only way to win such a horrific war was 
‘to kill more women and children’ 6  with one’s own attacks than did one’s enemy. 
Strategic bombing fit the era of total war: striking at the heart of the societies and 
economies that enabled the functioning of the frontlines had suddenly become possible.7 

The traditional British sense of security was dramatically upset. The seat of government 
was no longer secure from a ‘knock-out blow’: due to its relative closeness to French, 
German, Dutch, and Belgian territory, formerly secure London was more open to attacks 
than Paris and Berlin (Smith 2000, p. 15). The fear of such a knock-out blow also 
informed the British Government’s attempt at accommodation of Germany in 1938. As 
Chamberlain flew back home from Munich he imagined a German bomber flying the 
same course as he did, and he asked himself what degree of protection he could afford 
for the thousands of British homes he saw stretched out before him (Smith 2000, p. 23). 

British air theory of the interwar era pre-echoed the 1950s theory of massive retaliation 
and assumed the only credible preparation against air attack was the overpowering 
counter-offensive (Bialer 1980, p. 22). The British belief in the decisive role an aerial 
weapon in the coming war, led to decisions early on to base interwar rearmament 
predominantly on the air weapon rather than the army or navy. However, this ‘limited 
liability’ formula also bled essential resources away from the British ability to intervene 
by land in a continental war and fulfil its alliance commitments with France (Bialer 
1980, pp. 4-5, 143; Posen 1984, pp. 144-163). It fit perfectly with the traditional British 
preference for off-shore balancing. However, in the year before the outbreak of the war it 
became clear that the planned deterrent of the Royal Air Force (RAF)’s bomber 

July 1944, Public Record Office (PRO), Cabinet Office Papers, series 66, vols. 39 and 53 (CAB 
66/39 and 53), War Papers (WP) 43/321 and 44/414) cited in Ceadel (1986, 137-138). 
5 Stanley Baldwin, House of Commons Debates, 10 November 1932. 
6 Stanley Baldwin, House of Commons Debates, 30 July 1934. Baldwin was widely considered most 
honest and astute politician of his generation, and the speech was planned as an appeal to Europe 
to rally support for the scheme of air disarmament (the MacDonald plan for the Geneva 
Disarmament Conference). 
7 ‘If one considers the subjects of security and the dangers to peace, it is quite clear that there has 
arisen during recent years a new and special danger which is due to the possibility of the misuse of 
modern developments in the air. Armies have to be mobilized, and however swiftly armies may act, 
they cannot strike a mortal blow in a very short time. Navies have to be concentrated and move 
under [certain] conditions, and what they are doing or are likely to do can hardly be kept secret. 
But this new invention of movement in the air with its latest development of machines and vast 
range, tremendous speed, high power and possibility of rapid and secret manoeuvre, this new 
development undoubtedly fills many people with a new foreboding of a danger which might 
conceivably threaten town and country alike.’ (Sir John Simon, The Foreign Secretary in a 
broadcast, February 1935) cited in Bialer (1980, p. 76). 

128 
 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                     



 
 
command had failed. The fighter command took over from bomber command, and the 
mission became protection from bombing instead of deterrence (Smith 2000, pp. 23-24; 
Posen 1984, pp. 167-173).  

The British wartime experiences as both victims and perpetrators of strategic bombing, 
British society and its civilian and military leaders entered the nuclear age with a vivid 
awareness of their inescapable vulnerability, the moral problems of deterrence, and 
strong doubts about its basic effectiveness (Quinlan 2004, pp. 261-262). Consequently, 
the weapon that seemed to most complement traditional British strategy, had been 
made unappealing through wartime experiences. 

 

Core belief 3. Alliances: the UK cannot depend on European allies to pass the buck 
to 
 
The third was to avoid dependence on European powers to balance continental threats, a 
departure from the UK’s traditional buck-passing strategy. Its European neighbours had 
proven to be either aggressors, susceptible to the appeal of extremist ideologies or 
unable to stand up to German aggression. This attitude carried on through to the post-
war period when the French were considered defeatist and ready to collapse under 
Soviet pressure.8 

Had the Fall of France not been so sudden, but had the German invasion through the 
Lowlands instead ended in a similar stalemate as the First World War, and had the 
British thereby been forced to rub shoulders with the French for years, British 
policymakers might have reconsidered their traditional policy towards Europe as no 
longer being viable. In early 1940, the Foreign Office was even considering a radical 
change of course with a strong and permanent British-French coalition to act as an 
enduring counterweight to Germany in the West after the war (Smith 2000, p. 8). On 
Dunkirk, Harman (1981) argues that the retreat was a British collapse, not the result of 
Belgian or French ineptitude, and that Operation Dynamo of the retreat represented a 
‘methodological’ deception by the British of the French which were tricked into 
providing cover for the evacuation by their perfidious allies.9 Regardless of the realities 

8 ‘What France lacked was morale and in his view the moment had arrive when it lay within our 
power to stimulate that morale. It was not that the addition of a corps of two divisions would make 
much practical difference… [or] that the promise of a corps would satisfy the French. The simple 
point was that it would help to remove existing suspicion and encourage the French to press on 
with their own preparations for defence.’ (Public Record Office, London, CAB 131/8, DO(50)5th 
mtg, 23 March 1950) 
9 The British abandoned their allies, starting their retreat, without informing the French, (27-29 
May), while French units were providing cover.  
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of the experience, British policymakers believed that the Europeans could not be trusted 
to maintain European security. 

 

Core belief 4. Alliances: the UK needs the US to act as outside pacifier 
 
The fourth was the acceptance of dependence on the US, as it was the US entrance in the 
war that ended British isolation from June 1940 to December 1941. That dependence 
created a greater sense of solidarity, of the ‘English speaking peoples’ (Churchill’s 
words) 10, who shared a joint destiny and global role. A sense of superiority towards 
Europe was mirrored by a mix of superiority and inferiority towards the American.11 
British policymakers assumed that the US was too powerful to ignore12, but also that it 
could be shaped and moulded to also serve British interests - they could act as the 
‘Greeks to the American Romans’.13 Prime Ministers invoked the ‘special relationship’ to 
Presidents when attempting to shape American policy. 14 This attempt to achieve a 
‘special relationship’ led to the further alienation with the French. At the heart of these 
British overtures towards the US was the conviction that British security depending on 
the US acting as an outside enforcer to maintain European peace, security and stability. 

10 ‘Neither the sure prevention of war, nor the continuous rise of world organisation will be gained 
without what I have called the fraternal association of the English-speaking peoples. This means a 
special relationship between the British Commonwealth and Empire and the United States’. Sir 
Winston Churchill's ‘The Sinews of Peace’ speech, from Robert Rhodes James (ed.), Winston S. 
Churchill: His Complete Speeches 1897-1963 Volume VII: 1943-1949 (New York: Chelsea House 
Publishers, 1974) 7285-7293. 
11 As early as 1946, Prime Minister Attlee had accepted that the British Isles could be considered 
‘an easterly extension of a strategic area the centre of which is the American continent rather than 
as a power looking eastwards through the Mediterranean to India and the East.’(Trachtenberg 
1999, p. 68). Attlee’s great fear was that the United States might not go along with such an 
arrangement, and that America might instead try ‘to make a safety zone round herself while 
leaving us and Europe in No Man’s Land.’ (Trachtenberg 1999, p. 68). 
12 ‘They have enormous power, but it is the power of the reservoir behind the dam which may 
overflow uselessly, or be run through pipes to drive turbines. The transmutation of this power into 
useful forms, and its direction into advantageous channels, is our concern. … If we go about our 
business in the right way we can help to steer this great unwieldy barge, the United States of the 
US, into the right harbour. If we don’t, it is likely to continue to wallow in the ocean, an isolated 
menace to navigation.’ (PRO, FO371 / 38523, ‘The Essentials of an American Policy’, 21 March 
1944.) Cited in Baylis (1998, p. 123) 
13 ‘In Washington Lord Halifax, Once whispered to Lord Keynes, It’s true they have the money 
bags, But we have all the brains.’ 
14 During the Polaris debate, Macmillan, in a highly emotional speech, referred back to the halcyon 
days of the Second World War and the foundation of the ‘special relationship’ between the two 
countries. Macmillan warned that there might be a wave of anti-US feeling in Britain and that the 
anti-US faction might assume the leadership of the Tory party, which would lead to the end of the 
close and harmonious relationship between the two countries. In response to this emotive appeal, 
Kennedy gave in and the British received the requested Polaris missiles (Baylis 1998, p. 129). 
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Peripheral beliefs 
 
The war also left  British policymakers with peripheral beliefs that underlined the core 
beliefs.  

Peripheral belief 1. Britain was exceptional to continental Europe 
 
The first is in the exceptional and superior nature of Britain relative to the continent, the 
only European state that remained unconquered. The UK, despite the hardships that it 
suffered was the solitary state resisting fascism in Europe from the Fall of France in 
June 1940 to the American entry into the war in December 1941. The other traditional 
great powers of Europe had been occupied, such as France and (large parts of) Russia, or 
defeated, such as Germany and Italy. 15  Yet, while the English Channel no longer 
guaranteed complete security, its existence had prevented a German invasion of Britain. 
‘Very well, alone,’ shouted David Low’s cartoon soldier from the White Cliffs of Dover, 
shaking his fist across the Channel. Whatever the benefits of geography, the enduring 
myth of 1940 was that Britain alone, a single courageous island state, had bravely 
resisted invading powers and stood against fascism in Europe and that it should be 
considered the only truly victorious European power (Varsori in Buffet and Heuser 
1998, p. 139; Heuser 1998, p. x; Smith 2001, pp. 8, 32).16 This exceptional European 
experience created a sense of British superiority towards the continent.17 Britain could 
not give up the assumption of leadership in Europe or moral authority in the world, and 
this was based on a mistaken assumption of what she had done in 1940 (Smith 2000, 
pp. 131, 136). 

 

  

15 L.R. noted that the sense prevailed that ‘European cooperation is for defeated states’ (L.R., 2012, 
interview with author, May 25). 
16 The circumstance of the French campaign in 1940 underlined nationalist prejudices in both 
countries. To xenophobes in Britain, the rapid defeat of France simply confirmed French 
effeminacy, while for French patriots the self-seeking strategy of the British seemingly confirmed 
the traditional perfidy of the Anglo-Saxons. Incipient French Anglophobia was deftly played on by 
the contemporary Nazi taunt that Britain would fight to the last Frenchman.’ (Smith 2000, p. 132). 
17 ‘[..] although Europe has had a great and glorious civilisation, although Europe can claim Goethe 
and Leonardo, Voltaire and Picasso, there have been evil features in European history too - Hitler 
and Mussolini and, today, the attitude of some to the Congo problem. We must be clear about this; 
it does mean, if this is the idea, the end of Britain as an independent European state. I make no 
apology for repeating it. It means the end of a thousand years of history’. From a speech on the 3rd 
of October 1962 by Hugh Gaitskell, leader of the Labour Party, at the annual conference, where he 
revealed his opposition to Britain joining the EC. 
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Peripheral belief 2. Britain should show resolve 
 
The second was that the experiences with dictators in the 1930s had shown that 
authoritarian regimes are innately aggressive and unlikely to reciprocate deescalating 
behaviour. 18 Munich represents the most commonly applied and influential political 
myth and one that has hounded British prime ministers, governments and other policy 
makers through the second half of the twentieth century (Chuter in Buffet and Heuser 
1998, p. 65). It played a role for British policymakers in interpreting Soviet intentions in 
Europe.19 No real debate took place on the wisdom of the decision of Chamberlain and 
the European allies to attempt to appease Hitler considering the European and domestic 
contexts of 1938. Yet, the decision was largely considered reasonable and wise at the 
time, and applauded. That discussion did not take place, because the Munich myth was 
and is understood in an effectively unanimous manner, because the outcome was so 
transparent and so impactful, so abrupt, so violent and so massive. It is also didactic and 
seemingly easy to apply (Chuter in Buffet and Heuser 1998, pp. 66-67).  

 

Strategic beliefs, risks and costs 
 
In their outlook on the post-war international environment British policymakers drew 
heavily on their experiences in the Second World War. The core and peripheral beliefs 
that resulted from these experiences together formed a fairly consistent and coherent 
system around which British policymakers planned their post-war grand strategy. These 
beliefs can be ordered hierarchically. The four core beliefs of the war – the suddenly real 
possibility that the European continent could be dominated by a single power, the direct 
threat to British territorial security from the continent now possible, the failure of 
European allies to resist such hegemonic powers, and the dependence on the US to 
defeat Germany - led to fundamental shift to the foundations of British grand strategy. 
Together they had clear consequences for strategic decisions, precluded certain strategic 
alternatives, and signified a radical shift in the cost-benefit assessment of British policy 
makers. 

The central paradigmatic shift for British policymakers was that Britain could no longer 
afford the risk of events on the continent slipping beyond its control and for it become 

18 ‘Our difficulties and dangers will not be removed by closing our eyes to them. They will not be 
removed by mere waiting to see what happens; nor will they be removed by a policy of 
appeasement’. Sir Winston Churchill's ‘The Sinews of Peace’ speech, from Robert Rhodes James 
(ed.), Winston S. Churchill: His Complete Speeches 1897-1963 Volume VII: 1943-1949 (New York: 
Chelsea House Publishers, 1974) 7285-7293. 
19 ‘We do not believe that Russia will feel like that or take the chance that Hitler took in 1939, as 
long as the Allies do not weaken.’ (Public Record Office, London, CAB 131/9, DO (50)45, Report by 
the Chiefs of Staff on Defence Policy and Global Strategy, Top Secret, 7 June 1950.) 
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isolated again, and that as a consequence, in the future, British and European security 
were to be linked through an enduring British commitment to foremost the US and then 
European allies. In the years that followed the war, British reticence towards entangling 
continental commitments crumbled, starting in the foreign office (Smith 2000, p. 132). 
Within a decade Britain accepted the permanent stationing of British forces on the 
continent which ensured that Britain would not be able to extract itself from a possible 
future European conflict. The new continental commitments ensured that Britain would 
not have the resources to maintain its empire in the long term, although it at first 
attempted to do so. This began what was called the ‘long retreat’ from East of Suez 
(Bartlett 1972). Britain accepted the sacrifice of a significant measure of sovereignty and 
manoeuvre space and the risk of entanglement to guarantee the continued presence of 
the US in Europe. Britain forewent the development of a completely independent 
nuclear deterrent, demonstrating an acceptance of American leadership and a lack of 
faith in the deterrence of the Soviet Union by these weapons. Chapter eight shows how 
these beliefs were maintained over decades, and how history was consistently invoked to 
validate the veracity of these beliefs. 

The manner in which the commitment to European security was made is significant, and 
reveals how the peripheral beliefs shaped the execution of the core belief. British 
policymakers indeed made the radical departure from existing strategic preferences, by 
accepting a permanent military entanglement on the continent, at the cost of strategic 
autonomy and, eventually, at the cost of the British Empire (or ‘East of Suez’). This was 
clearly a reverse from the interwar period where the choice for maintaining British 
global possessions took precedence over ensuring the continental balance of power. The 
relationship with the US revealed these shifting beliefs. British policymakers were 
willing to accept greater constraints and entanglement with US interests, because they 
believed a permanent American presence in Europe was crucial to maintaining peace 
and security there. British governments actively sought to convince the Americans of 
this commitment.20 This was emphatically not an attempt at buck-passing: Britain paid 
a great price for its own commitments to European security. The search for an 
independent nuclear weapon was sacrificed because British policymakers did not want 
to risk an American exit. A similar willingness to sacrifice sovereignty to European 
institutions did not exist, because British policymakers could not accept a Britain that 
was simply ‘one of Europe’. British policymakers believed that British interests were far 
more global, and this belief was not exclusive to the political right but shared by the 
British left. 21  Consequently, Britain was consistently overextended between its 
commitments to Europe and the remaining commitments to the Commonwealth. 

20 ‘Such a policy, it was believed, rested on demonstrating to the United States that Britain was a 
worthy partner. Bevin had denied in 1947 that Britain had ‘ceased to be a great power’ (Baylis in 
Buffet and Heuser 1998, p. 126). 
21 Labour’s 1947 pamphlet ‘Cards on the Table’: ‘… our dependence on overseas trade makes us a 
world power by necessity, and we will remain as much part of the Atlantic as well as of the 
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The decisions that British policymakers took after the Second World War reflected these 
beliefs. NATO was the primary instrument to both maintain an American presence in 
Europe and a way to reintegrate Germany into Europe. As Macmillan explained to the 
French ambassador in early 1959: ‘France and England suffered a great deal in the past 
from the Germans cutting loose, and his own feeling was that one of the great 
advantages of NATO and other European institutions was that they mixed the Germans 
up very thoroughly with the West and made it difficult for them to escape’. 22 
Policymakers expected the UK to be treated as a leading power in Europe, as a power 
that still had a global role to play, one that could not be merely constrained to Europe. 
The British therefore kept a permanent military presence on the European continent to 
ensure European security as well as the American commitment to Europe, while 
simultaneously they attempted to hold onto British (post)imperial commitments East of 
Suez. In contrast to its interwar reliance on strategic airpower, or the centrality of 
British naval power, both attempts to underpin the British off-shore balancing strategy, 
British policymakers did not seek a truly independent nuclear weapon even though this 
seemed a natural continuation of its previous defensive or deterrent doctrines.  

The British post-war grand strategy presented an semi-maximalist attempt that brought 
together the varying interests vis-à-vis the constraints and realities that Britain 
experienced in Europe and the world, and it showed a very specific combination of 
external and internal balancing behaviour. British policymakers accepted different risks 
of dependence and entanglement in the cases of US and Europe. British policymakers 
did not seriously attempt to buck-pass the responsibility for European security to the 
US. Yet, they actively resisted the organisation of Europe as an independent 
counterweight to Soviet power, and they were reticent to accept closer ties to Europe. 
Britain paid the cost in terms of autonomy: the prioritization of the new continental 
commitments ensured that it could not maintain its empire in the long term. Chapter six 
further illustrates these costs and risks, through the use of counterfactuals, and it shows 
why strategic beliefs mattered. 

 

Trinitarian relations 
 
The Second World War was fundamental for the strategic beliefs of British 
policymakers, but the reasons for the longevity of these beliefs were underpinned by 
changes in British Trinitarians relations. These should be seen in light of the 
developments of the interwar period, when the fears of British societal elites were aimed 

European community. Our interests are too widespread, as our principles are too international, for 
us to restrict ourselves to the idea of regional blocs, however constructed.’ (ABLP, Series II: 
Pamphlets and Leaflets: Cards on the Table, 1947. Cited in Varsori in Buffet and Heuser (1998, p. 
140). 
22 Macmillan-Chauvel meeting, February 5, 1959, FO 371/145858. 
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at communism and the possibility of a violent working-class revolution rather than at 
fascism. These fears had been brought on by to the collapse of Russia and the emergence 
of the Soviet Union (Smith 2000, p. 13). In the interwar period, empire was an elite 
project, while the welfare state was a populist one.  

 

State 
 
The British wartime experience highlighted the distinctions between the political right 
and left and alternatively highlighted their pre-war failures and fears, their respective 
wartime successes in foreign and domestic policies, and their emphases on the Empire 
or the welfare state. The war did not dramatically recast these relations in the UK, or at 
least not to the extent the war reordered domestic relations in France and especially in 
Germany. British wartime democratisation and economic mobilization reinvigorated the 
legitimacy of the British state to a disenchanted society and welded that legitimacy to a 
popular consensus and strong leadership that was able to continue many of the pre-war 
imperial ambitions (Wilson in Kier, Krebs, 2010, pp. 164, 168). The values of sacrifice, 
solidarity and egalitarianism associated with the ‘people´s war’ - and exemplified by 
Dunkirk and the Blitz - found their culmination in the post-war welfare state (Smith 
2000, p. 11; Eley 2001). While blame for the economic collapse and appeasement of the 
1930s was placed with the ‘guilty men’ from the Conservative Party (Smith 2000, p. 50), 
the alternative and Conservative myth focused on Churchill’s foreign policy leadership in 
the nation’s hour of need and the role of empire in keeping Britain free and secure 
(Deighton, 2002, p. 100). British political leaders have resorted to the Churchillian myth 
to secure domestic support for foreign policy, and Churchill was invoked by Eden in 
Suez, Thatcher in the Falklands, and Blair in Kosovo and Iraq (Barnett 1982; Smith 
2000, p. 8; Eley 2001; Deighton 2002, p. 101).  

For the left, the interwar conservatives were the ‘Guilty Men’23 who had failed to address 
the unemployment and deprivations of the 1930s, who had attempted to appease an 
insatiable Hitler, but failed, leaving the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) ill prepared 
for the German Blitzkrieg, and eventually stranded, dirty, tired and helpless on a French 
Beach (Smith 2000, p. 39). Dunkirk was a powerful symbol and the evacuation served as 
a potent image of the core identity of Britain as an embattled island, a maritime nation, 
where the people pulled together the ‘miracle of the little boats’ that evacuated the 

23 Journalists of the Beaverbrook press (the ‘Cato’ group) wrote a book on the appeasers of the 
1930s, the ‘Guilty Men’ published just a month after Dunkirk, the book opens on the French 
beaches with the evacuating troops, with ‘story of an Army doomed before it took the field’ (Smith 
2000, p. 41). There followed a record of the failures of the 1930s, of unemployment and 
appeasement, ‘essentially a domestic drama that had been brewing for eleven years’ (Smith 2000, 
p. 39). The ‘Cato’ group consisted of Michael Foot (who makes a reappearance in the debate over 
the Falklands), Frank Owen and Peter Howard., 
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British army after the elite had failed. It was no surprise that the left and its 
governments originally invoked the ‘lessons of Munich’ as mistakes made by the right 
(Chuter in Buffet and Heuser 1998, p. 66). However, Britain’s entry into the war put her 
directly in the front line against fascism. It even made that figurehead of the national 
struggle, the war-loving imperialist Churchill, acceptable to leftist authors, erasing the 
direct association of the Conservatives with appeasement. This underlined the message 
that there was nothing wrong with Britain as a nation, only with the men who had run it 
during the previous decade (Smith 2000, pp. 43, 50). 

Alternatively, the conservative wartime experience built exactly on the image of 
Churchill as the strong leader who had been ignored during his wilderness years but 
then had stood up at Britain’s darkest hour. The Churchillian myth stressed the need for 
decisive and principled leadership, for the resistance of a brave island state in an 
uncertain world. For the conservatives, 1940 was therefore primarily a foreign policy 
lesson about the strength of empire (Deighton, 2002, p. 100) rather than a domestic 
one. Similar to the role General De Gaulle played in French narratives on the war, the 
British wartime experience became associated with a single man. Both had also 
substantially shaped the telling of the war in their biographies. Churchill played a crucial 
role in publically recording and personally interpreting Britain’s history, and his public 
statements reflected an undiminished ambition for Britain to play a global role 
(Deighton 2002, p. 104).  

Labour had led the country through war on the domestic front, as the need to run a war 
economy necessitated closer collaboration with the working classes. The concessions 
that the government was forced to make in turn drastically changed the antagonistic 
pre-war relations between the social classes (Smith 2000, p. 11). This offered a sharp 
contrast with the US; whereas in the US much authority remained on the military side of 
the national state, Britain placed most significant powers over economic mobilization in 
the hands of new civilian-led ministries, where the key posts were occupied by Labour 
politicians. Labour was thus much better positioned to reap the benefits after the war 
than the Democrats were. For example, Ernest Bevin, the wartime Minister of Labour 
and National Service, who later became the Foreign Secretary, on the eve of election 
extended the wartime lessons to peacetime: ‘Labour does not believe in leaving our 
economy to chance. During the war we have witnessed great developments, many of 
which can be turned to the advantage of the community in times of peace’. 
Consequently, for the public, and especially the working class, war mobilisation and 
state provision of public goods became directly tied to party politics and democratic 
governance with Labour (Wilson in Kier and Krebs 2010, p. 164, 168).  

The duality of the experiences shaped the executive autonomy and legitimacy of the state 
in ways crucial to the ability of policymakers to set policy. It reinvigorated state 
legitimacy to a disenchanted society, and welded that legitimacy to a popular consensus 
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that contained many elements of the pre-war imperial ambitions and placed a strong 
emphasis on personal leadership by British Prime Ministers.  

 

Armed Forces 
 
The British armed forces related to this mythologised wartime relationship between 
state and society in two ways, which has affected and continues to affect the ability of 
British policymakers to use force. In the empire narrative, the British armed forces are 
presented as the cool and competent professionals, often deployed abroad to safeguard 
the corners of the empire (Smith 2000, pp. 125-127). British society, like that of the 
French empire, has therefore long been conditioned to accept the use of the armed 
forces and the possibility of casualties. They had been used continuously, whether in 
Northern Ireland, in Africa, in the Gulf, or in Hong Kong. Certainly, the deployment of 
British forces for decades in Northern Ireland left its own institutional legacy.24 The 
armed forces were part of the maritime tradition, meaning that unlike those of the 
continental powers, the UK had a professional force, led by upper-class officers. During 
the Second World War, the manpower from the empire seemed to validate their 
possession. The RAF pilots who fought the Battle of Britain were (mis)represented in 
popular culture as predominantly upper-class and this reinforced the idea of cool, 
competent professionals, whose deaths were tragic, but also heroic. In the second 
narrative, the British armed forces are part of a strong working class tradition. The 
massive wartime mobilization meant that, during the war, it was truly a ‘people’s army’. 
This underlined the legitimacy of the armed forces, which had been in question after the 
slaughters of the Great War and the sacrifices the working class made in it. This 
relegitimisation further cemented a popular consensus about the armed forces, even 
when conscription ended in 1957. 

The British armed forces related to the mythologised wartime relationship between state 
and society in two ways. British armed forces continue to be presented as cool and 
competent professionals constantly deployed abroad (Smith 2000, pp. 125-127), but also 
part of a strong populist tradition. While Parliament is not required to vote in favour of 
the deployment of British armed forces, in practice, statements are made by ministers 
and debates conducted in Parliament to secure support (Rowe in Nolte 2003, p. 836). 
The consequence of the more populist attitude towards the use of force and the armed 
forces then requires that some sort of popular consensus is reached on the necessity to 

24 The role that Northern Ireland played in shaping the British armed forces as an organisation 
was mentioned by several interviewees (M.C., 2012, interview with author, June 26; J.D.W., 
2012, interview with author, June 27; D.O., 2013, interview with author, May 20; J.T., 2013, 
interview with author, May 22). 
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send ‘our lads’ in harm’s way. It is then that national myths of a specifically British 
responsibility are most useful. 

The autonomy of the armed forces themselves is fairly large, since the military can 
bypass the executive. While the Chief of the Defence Staff is responsible to the Secretary 
of State for Defence who, in turn answers to Parliament for the actions of the armed 
forces, the service chiefs have the right to discuss their concerns over the head of the 
Secretary of State with the Prime Minister (Rowe in Nolte 2003, p. 842). This gives the 
armed forces various options to appeal to other actors within the state, the legislature, or 
to seek recourse to public opinion when they are dissatisfied with the tasks that are 
demanded of them. 

 

Society 
 
The experiences of British society during the Second World War, the final part of the 
trinity, explain how and why the lessons learned by civilian and military policymakers 
were sustained and reiterated over time. Like the US, the other Western victorious state, 
the war did not leave radical domestic losers and victors. The war, however, did impact 
the sense with which British society after the war, its outlook on the legitimacy of the 
state’s policymakers and their national ambitions. The ‘people’s war’ had distinct 
consequences for domestic social-democratic policies, but it did so without changing the 
nationalist impulses within Britain’s outlook, and without a complete working class 
revolution. For some authors, the war represented a missed opportunity (Calder 1969). 
In this, there were noticeably parallels with the aftermath of the First World War, where 
military victory had ‘brought a sharp recrudescence of the meanest forms of [British] 
working class chauvinism’ (Waites 1987, p. 223).  

However, the war also produced another component that had an impact on the room for 
manoeuvre of the state’s policymakers. The radical newness of the experiences during 
the Second World War for the British was that it had directly impacted civilians, and it 
did so on a large scale. Not until 1942 did total British uniformed casualties in the war 
exceed civilian casualties (Smith 2000, p. 70). The Blitz killed over 40000 civilians 
between September 1940 and May 1943, bringing to fruition pre-war fears of strategic 
bombing. For a society accustomed to wars, but only in ‘far-off places’, in countries 
about ‘which it knew little’, this was another reason, why this was in the most literal 
sense a people’s war.  

British elites feared that the bombed British cities and the disintegration of morale 
would lead to social unrest, and possibly even revolutionary uprisings, considering the 
revolutionary Socialist and Communist movements of the preceding thirty years (Bialer 
1980, pp. 32-33). Yet, the indiscriminate nature of air bombing was profoundly unifying: 
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it killed old age pensioners and babies, middle class and working class, and even the odd 
aristocrat (Smith 2000, p. 70). Such a method made war more total, and made the need 
of elites and policymakers to acknowledge the working class majority more astute. The 
Blitz had also perhaps made the British business association more aware of basic 
national solidarity. They were less resistant to measures that aimed at improving 
conditions for the working class, such as those found in the Beveridge Report (Wilson in 
Kier and Krebs, 2010, p. 180). The caring state replaced an uncaring state, as the war 
against fascism produced the New Jerusalem of the welfare state and Keynesian 
interventions in the economy. 

The war may not have revolutionised the sense of priorities of British society, but it did 
ensure the ascendance of Labour, the party most associated with leading the country 
through the war on the domestic front. How else to explain that the Labour Party won in 
a political landslide in the 1945 elections against Winston Churchill, the saviour of 1940? 
It is a telling fact that the most Blitzed cities all supported Labour over Churchill’s 
Conservatives.  

The experience of the Blitz also lay at the root of the societal resistance to nuclear 
weapons, even though such a weapon fit the British tradition of off-shore balancing, 
naval power, and the pre-war faith in strategic bombing. The British wartime 
experiences as both victims and perpetrators of strategic bombing meant that British 
society entered the nuclear era with a profound awareness of the moral problems of 
deterrence, and strong doubts about its basic effectiveness (Quinlan 2004, pp. 261-262). 
Post-war British society therefore saw a strong tradition of protest against the 
incorporation of nuclear weapons into national policy, of advocacy of arms control and 
even nuclear disarmament, as illustrated by success of the Campaign for Nuclear 
Disarmament (CND). This tradition was especially profound in the Labour party, 
impeding the manoeuvre room of its political leaders in government. The introduction of 
the H-bomb in 1955 split Labour, with part advocating unilateral disarmament.  

British nationalism was left undiminished by the Second World War, if not 
strengthened. The closeness of that tradition to an imperial tradition - one that was 
sometimes articulated as a particular British responsibility - meant that British 
policymakers could draw from a great deal of de facto manoeuvre space. This autonomy 
depended on their ability to articulate their strategic choices in the form of these 
established narratives.  
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France 
 
France presents an even more ambiguous case than the UK. It was one of the nominal 
victors of the Second World War, but the French military defeat during the Fall of 
France in June 1940 was absolute and catastrophic. This was a shock to French self-
perception: the French had always celebrated their martial tradition; France had 
considered itself, and been considered as, a great military power and the premier power 
on the European continent. Yet, the French armed forces were defeated in a mere six 
weeks, suffering losses of 60000 to 85000 men. The ignominy of surrender and 
collaboration followed on the humiliation of defeat.  

The First and the Second World War offered also a wide difference in terms of the 
victims. In the Great War, only a minority of the French victims were civilian, whereas 
during the Second World War the minority consisted of combatants compared to 
deported Jews, politicians, bombed civilians, forced labour, and executed resistance 
members. The variety of the experiences was utterly incomparable and incompatible 
(Wieviorka 2010, pp. 20-21). The lessons on grand strategy learned by French civilian 
and military policymakers were played out in this domestic setting, and reflect the 
difficult and contradictory manner in which France had emerged victorious, but in name 
only.  

Within France, the war laid bare the vicious fissures which had plagued the country 
since the end of the nineteenth century, as the left – the Republicans, social-democrats, 
socialists – and the right – the Monarchists, the Catholics – had struggled over the 
direction of the country. Their mutual distrust had impeded strategic integration in the 
interwar years (Kier 1997). The invasion and subsequent collaboration by the fascist 
Vichy regime emphasised how these domestic conflicts had crippled pre-war policy and 
how they were further fought to the bitter end during the war years (Wieviorka 2010, pp. 
16-17). Tragically, France’s greatest hero from the First World War, Marshall Pétain 
ended up leading the Vichy government that preached collaboration with the Third 
Reich. Conservatives felt vindicated in their interwar assessments of the failings of the 
republican left, and they told the French people that the defeat was their own fault 
(Gildea 2002, pp. 59-60).25 Yet, in contrast, during the dark days of June 1940, De 
Gaulle reminded the French from his exile in London of their long history of heroism 
and greatness in order to recall them from the path of ‘surrender and despair’ to that of 
‘honour and hope’. However, that heroic myth had its own trappings of failure: France 
was forced to depend its Anglo-American allies to liberate French territory. That loss of 
autonomy and decision, the helplessness of the French state in the wartime years, 

25 This settling of domestic scores was illustrated by the regime change of the Third Republic motto 
- ‘freedom, equality and brotherhood’ (liberté, égalité, fraternité) – to ‘work, family, fatherland’ 
(travail, famille, patrie). 
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haunted French policymakers in the post-war years (Girault 1986, p. 56). The 
experiences shaped French beliefs on alliances and force posture. 

 

Core strategic beliefs 
 
The Second World War left French policymakers with three core strategic beliefs. 

Core belief 1. Balance of power: France cannot narrowly focus on threats alone 
 
The first core belief for French policymakers was that France remained permanently 
vulnerable to threats from all sides, due to its geographical centrality on the European 
continent. This was likely to remain so, and France could therefore not afford to plan 
only for specific threats. In the course of eighty years, France had three times faced 
invasions, and twice been occupied. French policymakers were therefore pessimistic 
when they contemplated the new distribution of power that emerged in the early Cold 
War. More than any other state, France was in need of the double containment of both 
the Soviet Union and a possibly revanchist Germany (David 1989; Harrison 1981, p. 
11).26 However, unlike their counterparts in the US and Britain who were accustomed to 
wars being a matter of maintaining respectively distant or near balances of power, for 
French policymakers upsets in the balance of power on the European continent meant a 
direct threat to France itself. In practice, in the preceding decades this had primarily 
meant Germany. However, when it came to the Second World War, narrowly planning 
on a defence against the German threat had led French policymakers to underappreciate 
the greater distribution of power at play, and its effect on the behaviour of other states. 
The errors of the pre-war period had cost France everything. As General de Gaulle 
expressed in 1943: ‘we must want the existence of France. Never again will it be self-
evident’. In the last analysis French national security should depend on France, and 
France alone (Mendl 1968).27 

 

Core belief 2. Balance of power: France should never again depend on other states  
 
The second core belief was that France should avoid dependence on foreign powers. The 
balance of power mattered and France should possess the means to shape the behaviour 
of its allies, as well as its adversaries. The Fall of France in June 1940 represented not 

26 ‘Harvey to Foreign Office,’ 1 October 1950, DBPO, German Rearmament, calendar 54i. In the 
years after the war, the French were convinced ‘that in two years Germany would have the largest 
army in Europe and would be in a position to dictate to us once more’. 
27 Considerations of the overall balance of power still inform thinking on the nuclear deterrent 
(D.D., 2012, interview with author, September 11). 
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only a significant military defeat, but it had resulted in the loss of France’s autonomy 
and its dependence on other states for its liberation. These states had then been able to 
shape the future European order without it. 28 For French policymakers, steeped in 
historical lessons on the greatness of France, this was a bitter pill to swallow (Gildea 
1996; 2002, p. 60). French autonomy consequently became the preeminent concern for 
French policymakers.  

Yalta was the experience that symbolised the humiliating French dependence (Heuser 
1998, p. 170; Wieviorka 2010, p. 40; Gildea 2002, p. 61). De Gaulle claimed that, 
unrestrained by a moderating French influence, the Anglo-Saxons together with the 
Soviets had forced ‘the states of Central Europe and the Balkans […] to serve the Soviet 
Union as satellites’, whereas France would have been the true champion of European 
interests and the chosen leader of a Europe ‘between the Soviet and Anglo-Saxon camps’ 
(De Gaulle 1959, pp. 179,212). 29 In light of French post-war weakness, and considering 
the privileges that France received after the war – a share of the occupation of Germany 
and membership of the UN Security Council – the exclusion at Yalta was not an entirely 
legitimise complaint. However, as France began positioning itself as a third force 
between the US and the Soviet Union, Yalta became a rallying point also to other states. 
At least that is how French policymakers attempted to present French strategy to other 
Europeans (Heuser 1998, p. 170).  

 

Core belief 3. Force posture: France should assure military preparedness and 
integrate new military technology 
 
The third core belief was that pre-war domestic divisions had impeded effective internal 
balancing efforts, and hindered the integration of new military technology into strategic 
doctrine. The absence of the means to signal the credible use of force had led to 
disastrous results in 1940 (David 1989, p. 9; Kier 1997). The Maginot Line was the most 
obvious illustration of the pre-war failure of strategic thought. Pre-war planners had ill 
understood the greater mobility now possible with armoured units, tactical air power 
and communication, even though French military thinkers – among them De Gaulle – 
had alerted them to this shift and advocated doctrinal change. The distrust between the 
French political left and right, however, had presented obstacles to successful 

28 De Gaulle resented that France had to ‘beg’ for allied support between 1942 and 1944 (Lacouture 
1986, p.466). De Gaulle would emphasise the fact that twice in the past decades, ‘the Americans 
have waited 3 years before deciding to land [in Europe]’, quoted in Lacouture 1986, p. 707) (See De 
Gaulle 1971, Memories of Hope. The renewal, p. 1068). 
29 France had carried little weight with Roosevelt and Stalin near the end of the Second World War, 
and even Churchill, who sought to have France reconstructed as a future bulwark against Soviet 
preponderance on the continent, was not very well disposed towards De Gaulle when the war came 
to an end (Marcowitz 1998, pp. 85-86). 
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integration of military technology and (Ambler 1966, pp. 7, 25, 35; Kier 1997). The 
defensive pre-war force posture had then left France unable to fulfil its commitments to 
its Czechoslovakian and Polish allies (Posen 1984, pp. 121-130). Post-war critics blamed 
the defeat on the divisiveness and indecisiveness of interwar French planners (Bloch 
1946). After the war, the decisive outcome of the Fall of France meant that in the future, 
France could not afford to fall behind in acquiring military technology, nor integrating it 
into its grand strategy. As General Juin expressed it: ‘The first idea which should be kept 
in mind is to have an intervention force. It is essential, to avoid a recurrence of 
Munich’.30 It was even more important to appreciate the implications of the introduction 
of nuclear weapons. To acquire a deterrent and integrate it into French strategy was 
deemed essential to safeguard French survival. 

 

Core belief 4. Alliances: France should never again be rely on alliances (specifically 
Anglo-American allies) 
 
The fourth core belief of policymakers was that external balancing was insufficient to 
ensure French security, as pre-war alliances had failed to protect France, and its allies 
had then abandoned it to its fate. Dunkirk was the symbol of the abandonment of France 
by unreliable allies, the ‘most traumatic’ (Imbert 1989) of the lessons of French history. 
In the 1930s French doctrine had centred on defence, on grinding down the inevitable 
German assault until allied support arrived (Kier 1997, p. 12). Yet, that support was 
incomplete, and, through what the French perceived as duplicity, British forces made 
their escape from the continent.31 Pétain reminded Churchill on 11 June that he had 
committed forty divisions to save the British army at the time of the German spring 
offensive in 1918, and asked where the British divisions to save the French were now 
(Smith 2000, p. 40). Coupled with the later humiliating dependence of French leaders in 
exile, France’s abandonment by Britain reinforced the existing distrust of ‘perfidious 
Albion’ (l’Albion perfide). In fact, the British were perceived to have contributed to 
French defeat to nearly the same extent as Germany (Heuser 1998, p. 162).32 

The French experience between the agreements in Versailles in the aftermath of the 
First World War to the abandonment in Dunkirk had demonstrated that relying on 

30 Memorandum 326 DN/IP/TS of General Juin, 25 Jan. 1946. Cited in Delmas (1986, p. 341). 
31 At Dunkirk, the British had taken three days to inform the French that they had started their 
retreat, disguising it as a maneuver while unaware French units provided cover (Smith 2000, p. 
40.) 
32 The title of Heuser’s (1998) chapter: ‘Dunkirk, Dien Bien Phu, Suez or why France does not trust 
allies and has learnt to love the bomb’ says it all. These wartime myths were reinforced in the post-
war decades: the perceived American failure to fully support France in Indochina and in Algeria, 
and specifically its opposition in Suez, convinced French policymakers that the United States had 
morally and materially turned against France and violated the Alliance by actively undermining 
French anti-communist actions (Heuser 1998; Harrison 1981, p. 48). 
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ambiguous and elusive Anglo-American security guarantees against aggression would 
leave France’s future uncertain.33 The sense that France had been sacrificed as part of 
Anglo-American buck-passing strategies cast in doubt the value of post-war trans-
Atlantic alliance commitments (Mendl 1968; Gallois 1976; Harrison 1981, p. 11; Heuser 
1998, p. 162). Hence the feeling among post-war French policymakers that in the last 
analysis French national security should depend on France alone.34  

During the Cold War, based on these past experiences, French policymakers feared that 
in the case of a possible escalation the US would abandon it in favour of its own security. 
They therefore did not consider the extended nuclear deterrence that the US offered to 
be credible. Agreements for German demilitarisation were understandably also met with 
scepticism by French policymakers, given the failure of such promises after the previous 
world war. In 1947, the French foreign minister Bidault explained to Marshall that a 
demilitarisation treaty worried French policymakers, because it might ‘be considered a 
sort of ‘substitute’ for other guarantees’, such as more costly American troop presence in 
Europe. The placement of American forces, specifically in Germany, was deemed 
necessary by the French government to contain both Germany and the Soviet Union.35 
In fact, such fears of abandonment of the continent by the US and Britain to Soviet 
designs, eventually began superseding French fears and resentments towards (West) 
Germany. During a 1956 visit to Chancellor Adenauer French prime minister Mollet 
cited the danger that the Anglo-Saxons would return to their traditional ‘peripheral 
strategy’. Mollet agreed with Adenauer that there was a need for European unification, 
which shows that French policymakers preferred betting on the Franco-German axis 
rather than on an alliance with the unreliable maritime powers.36  

When De Gaulle became president, this lack of confidence in American and British 
willingness to act to uphold European security became more prominent as a belief in 
French grand strategic thinking. De Gaulle would emphasise the fact that twice in the 
past decades, ‘the Americans have waited three years before deciding to land [in 
Europe]’.37 He remarked that ‘perhaps we shall end up with a new Western retreat. If so 

33 De Gaulle perceived the willingness of the US to come to the assistance of France in both world 
wars only when American interests were threatened. Treaties with American and British security 
guarantees had been signed in June 1919, but proved useless in 1939 (Peyrefitte 1994, p.349). 
34 In 1943, De Gaulle, traumatised by the humiliating 1940 defeat, ‘we must want the existence of 
France. Never again will it be self-evident’ (Tertrais 200, chapter 2). 
35 Bidault-Marshall meeting, March 13, 1947, FRUS 1947, 2:247. 
36 Telegram, Paris to Représentants diplomatiques de la France à l’étranger, October 2, 1956, DDF 
1956, 2, pp. 493-496; Carstens, ’Kurzprotokoll über die Besprechungen zwischen dem Herrn 
Bundeskanzler, dem Herrn Bundesminister des Auswärtigen und dem Herrn Staatssekretär Faure 
am 29. September 1956’, October 1, 1956, PAAA: Abt.2. bd.VS-3666. Mollet argued for the Franco-
German cooperation both in completing the negotiations on the EEC and Euratom, the success of 
which would encourage British participation in European affairs, and in reviving economic 
cooperation. French 
37 See De Gaulle, Memories of Hope. The renewal, p. 1068, quoted in Lacouture 1986, p. 707). 
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France will take no part in it. France will remain firm on the position which she has 
never ceased to defend and for the future this is a very important thing.’ 38  Prime 
Minister Georges Pompidou, in a 1964 speech to celebrate the liberation of Calais, 
focused on the lessons of 1940, which he attributed to De Gaulle: ‘Alliances, as 
necessary, as strong, as loyal as they may be […] alliances can make possible the 
liberation: but they cannot guarantee the initial success, and, in our day and age, that 
means they cannot assure our survival.’39  

The fear of abandonment set in motion the French quest for autonomy. Rather than 
attempt to permanently bind the US and Britain to continental Europe France withdrew 
its forces from NATO’s integrated command in 1966 and acquired an autonomous 
nuclear weapon. De Gaulle does not deserve exclusive credit for the development of the 
nuclear program, but he certainly made it the core element of French strategy. 40 Already 
in 1954, General Guillaume, France’s Chief of Staff, had warned prime minister Mendès-
France that European dependence on American-controlled nuclear weapons effectively 
deprived France of her hold over US security guarantee and rendered western defence 
‘completely dependent on American wishes’ (Harrison 1981, p. 36). Such fears that US 
and other allies would abandon France, ensuring a nuclear Munich, were common and 
can gleaned from multiple opinion pieces in the 1950s and 1960s, including some 
written by former policymakers (Heuser 1998, p. 167). Post-war experiences in 
Indochina, Algeria, and specifically Suez, reinforced the belief that French policymakers 
could not depend on the Americans and the British (Heuser 1998; Harrison 1981, p. 48). 
Should the Cold War escalate, French policymakers feared US abandonment of France, 
extended deterrence guarantees were therefore not considered credible. From now on, 
France was allied, but not aligned. 

 

  

38 Account of de Gaulle remarks to MRP representatives, quoted in Rumbold to Shuckburgh, 
September 27, 1961, FO 371/160554, PRO. 
39 Excerpts from Pompidou’s speech, from Le Monde (29 Sept. 1964), cited in Heuser (1998, p. 
163). 
40 ‘If it was de Gaulle who in … 1940 proclaimed that France had lost a battle but she had not lost 
the war, he has nevertheless not forgotten that the loss of that battle has cost the country fifty 
months of occupation, and that more than twenty years later, France still shows the psychic scars 
of that defeat. He hope to eliminate the possibility of a similar defeat by giving to the nation a 
strike-force with nuclear weapons.’ (Guy Ponce de Leon, ‘L’espiègle Charlie’, Combat, 17 July 1963, 
cited in Heuser 1998 163) 

145 
 

 

 

                                                           



 
 
Peripheral beliefs 
 
The core beliefs of French policymakers were supported by peripheral beliefs. 

Peripheral belief 1. France should assume France is insecure on the European 
continent  
 
The first peripheral belief was that France’s position on the continent was inherently 
insecure. France had experienced three invasions and two occupations in eighty years, 
the last of which resulted in the loss of national sovereignty. Defence of national 
territory should be prioritised. 

 

Peripheral belief 2. France should never again fail to use force decisively 
 
The second peripheral beliefs concerned the risk that France would again be unprepared 
to back diplomacy with force when dealing with authoritarian regimes. 41  The 
capitulation at Munich was to become the first step towards French defeat. The French 
were understandably pessimistic when contemplating Soviet behaviour in an uncertain 
future (David 1989; Girault 1986, p. 56; Harrison 1981, p. 11). Not only Anglo-American 
policymakers were haunted by Munich; French policymakers also referred to it as a 
cautionary tale for appeasing expansionist authoritarian regimes.42 However, the French 
lesson on Munich had aspects that were particular to the French experience: pre-war 
domestic political divisions; the failure to incorporate new military technologies; the 
failure to establish credible alliances; which all culminated in the loss of autonomy. A 
single executive with the legitimacy to decisively use military force – whether this 
pertained to the nuclear weapons that ensured French security or the intervention forces 
that allowed France to play a role – would prevent France again becoming the victim of 
circumstances.  

 

  

41 Not only Anglo-American policymakers were haunted by Munich, as French policymakers 
referred to it when justifying the need for strong action in Indochina and Suez. 
42 French policymakers referred to it when justifying the need for strong action in Indochina, Suez 
and Algeria. 
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Peripheral belief 3. France should maintain its power and rank, for without it 
France has no means to shape order 
 
The third peripheral belief was closely linked to the previous, namely that France must 
have sufficient status to shape the international environment. France must prove itself a 
power of the first rank. An independent nuclear weapon, interventionary forces, the 
membership of key international organisations (specifically France’s position as one of 
the permanent five members of the UN Security Council), and key bilateral relations 
(foremost the Franco-German one) provide France with such status. 

 

Strategic beliefs, risks and costs 
 
French policymakers drew heavily from their experiences in the Second World War in 
their appraisal of the post-war international environment. Those experiences formed a 
fairly consistent and coherent system of core and peripheral strategic beliefs around 
which French 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 four core beliefs – the French need for autonomy and 
the means to shape the balance of power; the need to adapt to and incorporate new 
military technologies; the failure of alliances in protecting France – laid the post-war 
foundations of French grand strategy. These had clear consequences for subsequent 
post-war decisions, and they precluded certain strategic alternatives. They also signified 
a radical shift in the cost-benefit assessment of French policy makers. 

The central paradigm shift in the beliefs of French policymakers pertained to the 
manner in which France should position itself in Europe and the world: the core grand 
strategic belief since the end of the Second World War is that France should be 
strategically autonomous, both in terms of its alliances and its force posture. Without 
autonomy, France would entangle itself and limit its strategic options. That would 
endanger its security, its manoeuvre space, and its influence. This is the core beliefs 
around which the other beliefs revolve. 

The experiences of abandonment leading up to the war and dependence during the war 
meant that French policymakers lacked the faith in American and British post-war 
guarantees, and they could not let France’s survival depend on those allies. Instead of 
pursuing the full integration of American and British interests and forces with 
continental European interests and forces, France alienated the US and Britain, 
undermined transatlantic unity by leaving the integrated political-military command of 
NATO, and spent prodigious amounts of resources acquiring an independent nuclear 
weapon. These weapons could be aimed in all directions – tous azimuts – to maintain 
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the balance of power. 43 These core strategic beliefs enforced renewed focus on the 
protection of French territory in the face of all invaders, a recalibration of French policy 
towards Europe, the need to be technologically advanced, and the ability to operate 
independently from France’s allies. Chapter eight shows how these beliefs were 
maintained over decades, and how history was consistently invoked to validate the 
veracity of these beliefs. 

In the aftermath of the war, French policymakers were forced to reconcile contrasting 
risks and threats. Post-war France, more than any other state, was in need of the double 
containment of both the Soviet Union but also a possible resurgent revanchist 
Germany.44 France needed strong allies to contain both, yet these allies had been proven 
not to be reliable in the past, able to disappear behind seas and oceans. France could not 
accept dependence, but neither could it accept isolation. To protect France, it was 
essential that Europe as a whole must be protected against the Soviet Union. The 
Atlantic Alliance served as the means to achieve this, but French membership could not 
be allowed to compromise its independence. Moreover, a possible resurgent Germany 
must also be contained, because, after all, it was Germany that had critically damaged 
France three times in the past eighty years. A strictly European solution had the risk of 
allowing German dominance. Yet, decreasing any one of these risks could not be done 
without increasing another. More than half a century removed from these judgments, it 
is easy to underestimate the complex interconnected trade-offs that French 
policymakers faced.  

The profound fear of another abandonment of France by its allies after the war was not 
abstract. French policymakers experienced a profound uncertainty whether the US 
would risk its own security in the case of a possible escalation in Europe – for example, 
over West Berlin – in a world where escalation implied the use of nuclear weapons. 
French policymakers therefore did not perceive the extended deterrence that the US 
offered as credible, nor were they convinced that France would not be entangled in 
American adventurism. Yet, while dependence on the US was problematic, so was the 
notion that Europe would be left to fend for itself, which partly explains the serious 
French discomfort in the aftermath of the Second World War that the European project 
would attain a military dimension; the dismissal by the French parliament of the 
European Defence Community (EDC) in 1954 represented a decision of the Fourth 
Republic that De Gaulle was unable or unwilling to reverse (Harrison 1981, p. 4). 
Without the presence of the Americans and the British to keep them in line, Germany 

43 De Gaulle declared the ‘tous azimuts’ position at a speech at the Ecole Militaire on 3 November 
1959: ‘The view of a war and even of a battle in which France would no longer act on her own 
behalf, and in accordance with her own wishes – such a view is unacceptable. The system that has 
been ‘integration’ has had its day’. 
44 ‘Harvey to Foreign Office,’ 1 October 1950, DBPO, German Rearmament, calendar 54i. In the 
years after the war, the French were convinced ‘that in two years Germany would have the largest 
army in Europe and would be in a position to dictate to us once more’. 
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might defect from the EDC, or, the other extreme, dominate it.45 An American presence 
was necessary to hedge against Germany. However, such an American role was only 
acceptable to French policymakers if France had the ability to shape US policy. That 
ability depended on France’s strategic autonomy, which in turn depended on incomplete 
integration and a national deterrent. The balance of power could not be neglected, even 
when dealing with allies. 

The solution for French policymakers during the Cold War was one where France was 
allied with the US and the other Western allies through NATO, but not aligned. The 
outcome of this position was disengagement from the integrated political-military 
planning structures of NATO in 1966. For De Gaulle, France should act as interlocutor 
between the Anglo-Saxon and Russian spheres (Harrison 1981, p. 8). Yet, though 
primarily associated with President De Gaulle’s actions under the Fifth Republic, his 
pursuit of autonomy represented a broader consensus among French policymakers. It 
was the result of the wartime experience and compounded by generally unrewarding 
Alliance experiences after 1949 and a particularly profound estrangement from the 
United States and NATO that began in 1956 (Harrison 1981, p.7). To achieve autonomy, 
the force posture abandoned any attempt to hold onto a more and more untenable 
French empire, and instead prioritised the defence of French territory through nuclear 
weapons, the Force de frappe. The need for the weapon was transparently and 
continuously linked to the experience of 1940. 46  French policymakers believed the 
survival of France and its territorial integrity could ultimately only be entrusted to 
French policymakers, and preferably a single and decisive executive: ‘The defence of 
France must be French’.47 De Gaulle and Gallois, his advisor on nuclear issues, thought 
that any deterrent which was not strictly national could not be credible: ‘Democracies 
can really practice the deterrence strategy only at the service of an absolutely vital cause’ 
(Gallois 1961, p. 197). There was little illusion within France that the nuclear doctrine 
itself elevated France to the level of the American or Soviet superpowers: the doctrine 
was always considered weak-to-strong-deterrence (dissuasion de faible au fort). But, 
because France would have little left to lose in the case of invasion, it was all the more 
credible. 

45 See French Foreign Minister Bidault's comments, ‘Third Plenary Tripartite Meeting of the Heads 
of Government, Bermuda,’ 6 December 1953, FRUS 1952-1954, vol. 5, Western European Security, 
1795-1801). From Scheetz (1999). 
46 ‘If it was de Gaulle who in … 1940 proclaimed that France had lost a battle but she had not lost 
the war, he has nevertheless not forgotten that the loss of that battle has cost the country fifty 
months of occupation, and that more than twenty years later, France still shows the psychic scars 
of that defeat. He hope to eliminate the possibility of a similar defeat by giving to the nation a 
strike-force with nuclear weapons’. Guy Ponce de Leon, ‘L’espiègle Charlie’, Combat, 17 July 1963, 
cited in Heuser (1998, p. 163). Thought reiterated in interviews (D.D., 2012, interview with author, 
September 11; C.L., 2012, interview with author, September 12). 
47 De Gaulle, speech at the Ecole Militaire, November 3, 1959, p. 71. 
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From the French perspective the European project reflected the same fears of a 
resurgent Germany. France consistently opposed efforts to centralize the political and 
economic administration of Germany. As de Gaulle explained in 1945, ‘a central 
government would inevitably tend to the restoration and strengthening of Germany,’ 
and ‘a revived Germany would certainly eventually invade France.’48 In 1950 the French 
were convinced ‘that in two years Germany would have the largest army in Europe and 
would be in a position to dictate to us once more.’49 German power could never be 
allowed to assert itself over Europe again, and must therefore be contained. The 
European unification project – beginning with the ECSC, then the EEC, and finally the 
EU – accomplished the reconstruction and reintegration of Germany into Europe 
without giving it real autonomy. The deterrent also offered France leverage towards 
Germany.50 For De Gaulle and his Fifth Republic, nuclear weapons were the ‘symbol of 
independence in Paris, of dependence in Bonn’ (Boniface, 1988).51 The development of 
an independent nuclear force could establish an enduring difference between defeated 
Germany and victorious France (Haine 1992).52 

Once it had taken shape, French Cold War grand strategy was internally consistent and 
each part of it was complementary with and strengthened the whole. Yet it is important 
to emphasise that this was in no way an inevitable outcome. It suggests the persistent 
willingness that French policymakers were willing to accept certain risks over others. 
While there was no doubt among them that the Soviet Union was the primary threat to 
French security, and there was no denying the even more visceral fear of a possible 
resurgent Germany they felt, French policymakers did not design their policies towards 
those threats, even though the option to do so was available to them. Chapter six further 
illustrates these costs and risks, through the use of counterfactuals, and it shows why 
French experiences shaped the strategic beliefs that proved to be decisive in settling 
these trade-offs. 

 

  

48 ‘The Ambassador in France (Caffery) to the SecState,’ 3 November 1945, FRUS 1945, vol. 3, 890. 
49 ‘Harvey to Foreign Office,’ 1 October 1950, DBPO, German Rearmament, calendar 54i. 
50 For De Gaulle and his Fifth Republic, nuclear weapons were the ‘symbol of independence in 
Paris, of dependence in Bonn’. (Pascal Boniface, ‘Le traité de Washington: victoire dans les faits, 
défaite dans les textes?’, Revue défense nationale, Vol. 44, No. 5 (May 1988), p. 36) ; The decision 
to develop an independent nuclear force was at least partly inspired by the wish to establish an 
enduring difference between defeated Germany and victorious France. (Jean-Yves Haine, ‘Les 
premières decisions nucléaires en France et en Grande-Bretagne : une étude 
comparative’(Mémoire de D.E.A., Paris IV Sorbonne, December 1992), P. 124). 
51 Pascal Boniface, ‘Le traité de Washington: victoire dans les faits, défaite dans les textes ?’, Revue 
défense nationale, Vol. 44, No. 5 (May 1988), p. 36. 
52 Jean-Yves Haine, ‘Les premières decisions nucléaires en France et en Grande-Bretagne : une 
étude comparative’(Mémoire de D.E.A., Paris IV Sorbonne, December 1992), P. 124. 
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Trinitarian relations 
 
These beliefs are deeply embedded in French post-war relations between state, society 
and the armed forces, and the emergence of a de facto presidential system during the 
Fifth Republic. The highly polarised, unstable, and divided politics of the Third 
Republic, marked by mutual distrust between the left and the right, the politicisation of 
the armed forces and a constant turnover between governments, were widely considered 
the root cause of the catastrophic and traumatic Fall of France in June 1940 (Bloch 
1946; Ambler 1966, p. 25; Girault in Becker and Knipping 1986, p. 56; Kier 1997, p. 35; 
Wieviorka 2010, p. 16). These divisions had created a crippling indecisiveness that 
prevented the integration of new military technology with its alliance strategy (Bloch 
1946; Kier 1997; Ambler 1966, p. 7).  

The Fourth Republic of the immediate post-war period had not offered a solution to the 
structural problems, as the blame for the defeat could be - and was – attributed to a 
broad array of actors. Here, France differed from Britain, where the blame for the 
failures of 1940 and the years that preceded the war, could be assigned to a small group 
of ‘guilty men’, and the war itself produced a more solidaristic national myth. In 
contrast, after the war French society remained divided against itself. The years 
following Liberation did not offer stability, with the French communist and socialist 
parties mobilised and legitimised through their prominence in the wartime resistance 
against the fascists. Their strength in the post-war elections provoked the real fear that 
France would voluntarily fall to the communist bloc, as was Italy. The army remained 
conservative and anti-communist, and it viewed the postcolonial revolutionary warfare 
outside the hexagon, in Indochina and Algeria, as part of one long expansive conflict 
against the communist threat. The fear of authoritarian state takeover by the extreme 
right-wing elements concentrated within the army, and supported by the French Pieds-
Noirs in Algeria. Under threat from both the right and the left, France seemed poised for 
civil war. 

The Fifth Republic represented a transformation of these dynamics. It treated the 
French President as autonomous with regards to foreign-and defence policy vis-à-vis 
both the armed forces and parliament. Grand strategy became the French President’s 
‘reserved domain’, and enabled him to act decisively and coherently 

 

State 
 
The lessons of the Second World War about executive power and domestic divisions 
were reflected in the founding of the Fifth Republic, called out after the De Gaulle came 
to power and the Fourth Republic ended. The Fifth Republic transformed France into a 
de facto presidential system with the executive clearly in charge of formulating foreign-
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and defence policy as his ‘reserved domain’. This transformation was a deliberate 
political act to overcome the structural problems with the armed forces that overlapped 
with the left-right polarisation of the Third Republic, which were carried on to the 
Fourth and the Fifth Republics, and were exemplified in the Algerian conflict. The 
French project in Algeria that had begun as a transformative mission, but was reframed 
by de Gaulle as a hindrance to France’s destiny and to the reconstruction project begun 
when the Resistance arose to defend the nation during its darkest days. The smooth 
extraction from the Algerian war helped consolidate unparalleled presidential authority, 
thereby creating a ‘republican monarch’ that endured after De Gaulle left the scene. 
(Krebs in Kier and Krebs 2010, pp. 188, 196, 204) The exit from Algeria also forced the 
armed forces towards threats from the European continent, where it was easier to 
maintain control over them. The external and the internal elements of French grand 
strategy complemented each other here: French government had to be independent both 
from a demoralised army and from unreliable allies; the nuclear weapon, in the hands of 
one sole, determined decision-maker provided a single solution to all these problems 
(Heuser 1998, p. 162). 

The impetus that De Gaulle gave the Fifth Republic was not strictly constitutional, but 
primarily political. Strictly speaking the government is not subordinate to the president 
in the constitution (Bell 2000, p. 25-26; Gerkrath in Nolte, 2003, p. 293). In many ways 
the 1958 constitution – essentially fighting the last battle as Constitutions are often 
designed to do - was intended to rebalance powers in the executive’s favour. It would 
solve France’s endemic instability by bolstering the power of the Prime Minister and 
thereby enabling the government to take firm and effective action. As the Head of State, 
the Presidency would support the Prime Minister, but not supersede him, reflecting 
Republican fear of dictatorial executives (Bell 2000, pp. 9, 15, 29, 30).53  

Once he became President, De Gaulle rapidly expanded presidential authority and 
power, and this power carried over onto his successors (Krebs in Kier and Krebs, 2010, 
p. 206). The principle of direct and universal elections of the President was introduced 
by a strongly criticised constitution-amending referendum of 28 October 1962, which 
had been held at de Gaulle’s request (according to the procedure of Article 11 which 
normally applies only to the statutes) (Gerkrath in Nolte, 2003, p. 282). Consequently, 
Presidential autonomy over the ‘reserved domain’ of foreign and defence policy became 
nearly total. Though ostensibly defence policy was the province of the Prime Minister, in 
practice the main defence decisions are made by the President of the Republic in 

53 Article 15 gave the President a dignified – formal and ceremonial – role. With regards to matters 
of strategy, his role was intended to be fairly constrained. Article 52 states that the President, as in 
the Third Republic, ‘negotiates and ratifies’ treaties, though this is again set against Prime 
Ministerial countersignature (article 19) (Bell 2000, p. 26). Still, the president’s formal 
constitutional powers were few but important – expansive emergency authority, the right to 
dissolve parliament and call new elections, the power to appoint the prime minister, and a 
substantial executive role in legislative processes. 
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councils chaired by him (Gerkrath in Nolte, 2003, p. 292). The President is the only 
person empowered to give the order to engage nuclear forces, through a decree dated 
January 14th 1964 that gives the President the power over the nuclear trigger, in effect 
creating a nuclear monarchy.54 Considering the centrality of nuclear weapons to French 
strategy, this Presidential control over the deterrent further undermined the armed 
forces. 55 The 1964 decree could be taken as unconstitutional, since it conflicts with 
Article 34 that gives Parliament the power to make laws concerning national defence. 
Moreover, the decision to deploy the armed forces is an executive prerogative in which 
French Parliament does not have an important role to play.56 It is true that, in practice, 
the Parliament sets the all-important budget for defence and the armies and that means 
that a determined government can over time deprive the Élysée of effective oversight of 
the ‘reserved domain’ (Bell, 2000, p. 25). However, the shift of authority to the executive 
largely removed strategic matters from parliamentary debate, media attention and wider 
societal debate, thereby negating the need for the executive to actively argue his case.57 
What is striking that the presidential prerogatives towards strategy were accepted and 
maintained, even during period of cohabitation, without an unchallengeable basis in the 
1958 Constitution. 

Even without a clear constitutional basis, the President of the French Fifth Republic 
became one of the most powerful of Western executives - more so, in fact, than the US 
President. The explanation for how that happened, and how the spirit and letter of the 
‘Prime Ministerial’ (or parliamentary) Constitution have been so fundamentally turned 
away from their original purpose, has to be sought in the ‘non-political’ nature and non-
political source of Fifth Republic authority. This was essentially an act of ‘political self-
levitation’ (Bell 2000, pp. 10-11) by De Gaulle and his successors that fitted with the 
Gaullist view of the President as that of a sovereign, beyond the role strictly foreseen in 
the Constitution.58 

General de Gaulle was able to play such a crucial role in the post-war environment due 
to his wartime role. De Gaulle’s call to continued resistance of 18 June 1940 was the 

54 ‘la pièce maitresse de la stratégie de dissuasion en France, c’est le chef d’état, c’est moi’ : 
Mitterrand, 1983, television interview, November 16. 
55 The decree giving the President the power over the nuclear trigger is one dating from 14 January 
1964, could be taken as unconstitutional as it could conflict with Article 34 giving Parliament the 
power to make laws concerning national defence. The powers defined by Article 16 and the 
engagement of nuclear forces are special cases. (Gerkrath in Nolte 2003, p. 293 
56 Article 35 of the Constitution provides that ‘A declaration of war shall be authorized by 
Parliament’, but since 1945, no such authorization has ever been required. In the field of external 
military operations, the role of the Parliament is very limited (Gerkrath in Nolte, 2003, pp. 294-
295). 
57 Point made by B.J. (2012, interview with author, September 10). 
58 ‘A constitution is made of a spirit, institutions, and a practice’. (Fr) ‘Une constitution, c’est un 
esprit, des institutions, une pratique’. Charles de Gaulle, Press Conference on 31 January 1964, 
Élysée Palace, Paris. 
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foundation of his personal myth, as well as that of France, and he had no need to 
establish his patriotic credentials after the war (Utley 2000, p. 12; Gildea 2002, pp. 59-
60; Harrison 1981, p. 7). At the Liberation, de Gaulle’s claim to represent the Republic 
was based on his refusal to capitulate, as were his claims to know where the French 
interest was (Bell 2000, p3). De Gaulle offered a redemptive vision of unity, a myth of 
himself as above the divided parties, above ideologies, and as interchangeable with the 
Republic 59 , underlined by periodic appeals to the populace for support through 
referenda (Bell 2000, pp. 3-6). This vocation was passed on to successors who all 
maintained their sovereign responsibility for foreign affairs and defence often - as with 
De Gaulle - to the point of mystification (Bell 2000, p. 66). The powerful figure of the 
general and the myth of resistance were cherished after the war. In spite of considerable 
polarisation between right and left, challenges to the myths of resistance were met with 
outrage, or sometimes even banned.60  

The President’s position was strengthened by the democratic legitimacy conferred upon 
him by his direct election. This degraded the role of the Prime Minister, who could be 
replaced by the President whenever he wanted (Gerkrath in Nolte, 2003, p. 282). Since 
the 1986 experience of cohabitation, the Constitution is interpreted in a way which puts 
the accent on its parliamentary elements. (Though public expectations preclude openly 
challenges tp the President’s predominance, the three ‘cohabitations’ after 1986 show 
that the substance of presidential autonomy can be removed (Gerkrath in Nolte 2003, 
pp. 282-283; Bell 2000, p. 26). However, the fear of divisions explains why, even in the 
periods of cohabitation, the majority party has made some effort to maintain illusion of 
presidential power in the reserved domain. 

 

Armed Forces 
 
The French army emerged from the Second World War neither as the bane nor as the 
saviour of France. The Free French were of insufficient size to liberate French territory 
or to truly represent a ‘people’s army’. There was no national army of unity: the French 
colonial army had remained largely loyal to the Vichy government, and only hesitatingly 
joined De Gaulle. The eventual acts of liberation took place with French colonial units, 
supplemented with those members of the Free French who had effected their escape 
from France following the defeat of 1940. Distrust between the different armed French 
elements was rampant, and the French army was confronted with its new role as servant 

59 As evidenced in the famous opening to his memoirs (‘all my life I have had a certain idea of 
France’). 
60 ‘The 1971 film The Sorrow and the Pity, which exploded the treasured French myth of a strong 
French resistance by showing that many French acquiesced to Germany´s World War II 
occupation, was banned from French television’ (Anthony P. Adamthwaite, 1977 in Van Evera, 
2002). 
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to an ungrateful and disinterested nation (Ambler 1966, p. 80). French soldiers were left 
embittered by the experience. The war had damaged the ‘great mute’s unquestioning 
obedience to civilian authority. Partly due to the Vichy government, but also partly due 
to De Gaulle controversial claim to continue the war after the surrender had been signed 
(Ambler 1966, pp. 56, 64-65).61 But 1940 had revealed what was already present before 
the war. During the interwar period the armed forces had failed to challenge civilians 
more sharply on such matters as modernization of equipment and strengthening of the 
professional contingent. In its search for autonomy in doctrinal and budgetary 
manners– as armed forces as organisations are prone to do – the French armed forces 
predominantly found these in colonial policing for the French empire (Ambler 1966, pp. 
7, 10-11). The army considered Communist movements both within and outside as the 
main threat, more important even than Germany before the war. It was extremely 
disquieted if not disgusted by the constant push and pull of party politics – e.g. 
‘parliamentarism’ - the instability, the inconsistency, and essential weakness of French 
parliamentary democracy in the face of external and internal enemies (Ambler 1966, p. 
33-35). Even in the post-war era, the first generation of French military planners saw the 
threat as being infiltration and revolutionary warfare within France and the colonies, 
rather than the threat of the Soviet Union. 

The extraction from the Algerian war helped consolidate the unparalleled presidential 
authority of De Gaulle, thereby creating a ‘republican monarch’ that endured long after 
he left the scene (Krebs in Kier and Krebs 2010, pp. 188, 196, 204). The exit from Algeria 
also forced the armed forces towards threats from the European continent, where it was 
easier to maintain control over them. The nuclear deterrent played a decisive role here 
too. The French government could no longer rely on a demoralised army (or unreliable 
allies): the deterrent, in the hands of one sole, determined decision-maker significantly 
shifted power away from the forces (Heuser 1998, p. 162). The armed forces themselves 
were not interested in nuclear weapons. It was only after they realised the deterrent 
meant a partial disengagement from NATO, that they began to resist the new policy. De 
Gaulle gave the army tactical nuclear weapons partly to compensate for the post-Algeria 
crisis in morale among French armed forces after the loss of Algeria. Further 
compensation was given to the army, by awarding more attention in commemorations 
from the 1960s onwards to military victims and military combatants of the Second 
World War, rather than the resistance (Wieviorka 2010, pp. 52-53). Moreover, to 
commemorate the Second World War, the government incorporated the experience of 
the war into that of the First World War, a more successful example of French military 
prowess and domestic cohesion. National pride could be better funded by associating 
the symbols of the second with the first and transforming it into a single thirty year war 
(‘Guerre de Trente Ans’) (Wieviorka 2010, pp. 33, 36). 

61 De Gaulle had set a bad precedent when he disobeyed. It took the military until the 1980s to 
overcome this legacy (B.J., 2012, interview with author, September 10).  
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This meant that in the Fifth Republic, through De Gaulle’s policies, the armed forces had 
become again subservient to the executive, as well as defanged and depoliticised. Yet, in 
the public imagination they were relegitimised, and, in practice, reinvigorated by their 
new missions. It is ironic that General De Gaulle – considering both his profession and 
his fateful decision in 1940 - consigned the French armed forces to subservience to the 
French state and thereby to democratic control. It speaks in his favour. The 
constitutional rights of the armed forces (or lack thereof) underline this subservience 
(Gohin 2002, pp. 43-48). By emphasising their role and safeguarding their professional 
status, it was possible to maintain the French armed forces as instruments of the 
politics, in the Clausewitzean sense, as tools of statecraft. 

 

Society 
 
The lessons of the Second World War legitimised the pre-eminence of the French 
President and the need for unity with regards to direction of grand strategy. The French 
Parliament (National Assembly and Senate) does not play an important role in terms of 
the decision to deploy the armed forces in this field. Article 35 of the Constitution 
provides that ‘A declaration of war shall be authorised by Parliament’, but since 1945, no 
such authorization has been requested. Deployment has consequently been a 
prerogative of the executive. The role of Parliament is similarly limited in terms of the 
overview of external military operations (Gerkrath in Nolte 2003, p. 294-295). Here 
again, the informal institutions, meaning a broad societal consensus, have favoured 
decisiveness on the part of the executive. Similarly, the centralization of defence policy 
in the hands of the President (even during cohabitation), through the Secretariat-
General for National Defence and Security (Secrétariat Général de la Défense 
Nationale), means that long-term defence policy is subject to little oversight or external 
influence even from Parliament (Gerkrath in Nolte 2003, p. 298).  

This has consequences for the importance of society in the broader strategic discussion, 
where the diminished formal controls strengthen the agreement on executive 
prerogatives regarding the reserved domain. Simply put, the lack of public debate 
deemphasises the need to justify many of the larger strategic decisions. Consider the fact 
that French governments from the left, once in power, never challenged the need for the 
nuclear deterrent, while in Britain, Labour continued with its anti-nuclear position in 
and out of power.  

Taken together, the relations between the French state, society, and armed forces, 
themselves a result of the Second World War and its aftermath, strengthen the pre-
eminence and autonomy of the state, specifically the President, allowing for decisive 
action and cohesive strategy. These relations reinforced and legitimised the grand 
strategic policies of French autonomy, the nuclear deterrent, and European integration, 
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meaning that the manoeuvre space of the French president domestically enhances the 
manoeuvre space of France on the international stage. 

 

Conclusion 
 
As this chapter has shown, different patterns emerge for the states that had more 
complex experiences in total wars. For the UK and France, their experiences were 
particularly relevant to the specific lessons they drew on alliances and force postures. 

These beliefs and institutions therefore explain several puzzling feature of British grand 
strategy. The core beliefs of British policymakers led to the UK overbalancing the Soviet 
Union during the Cold War and underbalancing excessive US power. British 
policymakers instead preferred to accept the risk of entanglement in US interests, rather 
than that of abandonment in Europe. This is a departure from the traditional British 
reticence towards entangling continental commitments. British policymakers no longer 
felt they could afford the risk of continental events slipping beyond its control. That 
meant that Britain would not depend on an autonomous nuclear deterrent in order to 
pass the buck for continental security, while in fact it should have made offshore 
balancing more attractive. Instead, British planners accepted the permanent continental 
presence of British forces, which ensured that Britain could not be able to extract itself 
from a possible future European conflict, nor have the resources to maintain its empire 
in the long term. 

British policymakers, however, simultaneously considered Britain distinct from the 
defeated continent and were therefore reticent to accept integration into Europe. Even 
with the disappearance of direct continental threat after the end of the Cold War, British 
policymakers accepted dependence on the US, and made no attempts to redress the 
distorted balance of power that existed under American unipolarity. Britain undermined 
the rise of an independent European security identity, supported US led interventions, 
and continued its bridging role between the US and Europe. 

The core beliefs of French policymakers and the institutional relationships within which 
they operate also explain the puzzling features of French strategic behaviour. During the 
Cold War, France risked underbalancing against the threats of a Soviet Union and a 
resurgent Germany due to its attempt to avoid dependence and balance US power by 
partially leaving NATO. The choice to focus resources on internal balancing by building 
the deterrent is telling. Full integration in the transatlantic structure seemed the best 
avenue to achieve the dual containment of the Soviet Union and Germany62 – imminent 
threats due to France’s geographic positions - and enabled France to focus its resources 

62 Containment of Germany was instead accomplished by the European institutions, the French 
German accord, and the fact that France had a nuclear weapon, but Germany did not. 
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on its domestic reconstruction. The French disengagement from NATO demonstrates a 
preference for the risks of abandonment by the US over the risks of entanglement. After 
the Cold War, France again attempted to balance excessive US power63 by building a 
European defence identity. This stands in marked contrast to the choices of British 
planners. France has only fully reintegrated into the NATO structures more than a 
decade after the end of the Cold War, seeing it as another force multiplier for France as 
the European security identity failed to develop further.  

Chapter six will show that neither British nor French strategic choices were obvious, 
given the constraints of the international environment. The failures of 1940 led the 
traditional maritime off-shore balancer to choose entanglement rather than nuclear 
independence, while the continental power that was directly under threat the Cold War 
risked abandonment. 

  

63 For example, French foreign Minister Hubert Vedrine referred to the US as a hyperpower in 
1999. ‘To Paris, US Looks Like a 'Hyperpower', New York Times, February 5, 1999 
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