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Chapter Six 

The Illusion of Inevitability: 

Counterfactual Thought Experiments  
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The illusion of inevitability of the chapter’s title refers to the human tendency to see the 
present as strictly determined by the events of the past. Complexity is ordered into a 
clean narrative that makes eventual outcomes seem inevitable. It becomes difficult to 
imagine a world where the construction of NATO in the early years of the Cold War was 
not inevitable, or at least only imagine the alternative to be the outbreak of war. It 
becomes equally difficult to imagine the transatlantic relationship ending when the Cold 
War did. Yet, these outcomes depended on the policies of multiple states aligning. 
Policymakers were able to overcome the isolationist tendencies in American society, at 
great cost and fully accepting the risks. Their British counterparts chose continental 
commitments over the maintenance of the empire. In France, policymakers gambled on 
independence without this leading to the collapse of the alliance. German policymakers 
were never tempted to redress Germany’s position in Europe.  

The previous two chapters argued that these outcomes are explained by national 
experiences in the Second World War, which shaped their core beliefs on the alliances, 
force posture, and the balance of power and threats. However, there is an abundance of 
orthodox explanations that explain the same outcomes, which would make my argument 
redundant. These assert that Western Cold War strategies were largely appropriate 
responses to the structural conditions of the Cold War in Europe – the threat of the 
Soviet Union, and the German problem (Waltz 1979; Trachtenberg 1999; Mearsheimer 
2001; Gaddis 2005). Alternative explanations emphasise the role of ideology or of 
political-economic interests within the US that shaped the Cold War outcome in Europe 
(Snyder 1991; Bacevich 2002; Dueck 2006; Layne 2006), and that they caused American 
policymakers to inflate the Soviet threat – whether economic internationalist elites 
(Snyder 1991), liberal ideology (Dueck 2006), or a combination of both (Bacevich 2002; 
Layne 2006). Yet, in their focus on American policymaking, these do not address why 
American allies enabled US strategy, if they did not perceive the Soviet Union at least as 
great a threat as the US did. Alternative sets of domestic level explanations for each of 
them would have to do so. Assuming that Western Cold War strategy was indeed the 
appropriate response to the structural conditions, we cannot only look at failures of 
states responding to the structural conditions, but we must equally examine appropriate 
responses (Schweller 2006; Rathbun 2008). 

This chapter seeks to demonstrate the uncertainty and range of options open to key 
policymakers over multiple decades, and that their eventual choices and the resulting 
outcomes were far from inevitable. Their policies cannot be sufficiently explained by the 
incentives and constraints from the international environment alone.  

In this chapter I construct four counterfactual grand strategies to probe the larger 
argument of the book, which is that had the US, the UK, France, and Germany not 
experienced what they did during the Second World War, their strategic behaviour is 
likely to have been very different. The chapter specifically seeks to address arguments 
which reappear throughout the book, on how policymakers perceive and prioritise 
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between risks, costs, and benefits. It argues that lessons of the past shaped core strategic 
beliefs that exercised a gravitational pull on policymakers to interpret and act upon their 
environment. The illusion of inevitability of the policy outcome choices can only be 
challenged through counterfactuals; only when choices are denormalised does it become 
clear how remarkable the roads taken are in some cases. 

The counterfactual thought experiments seek to clarify why the puzzles of American, 
British, French, and German grand strategy raised in the introduction and the 
theoretical chapter are in fact puzzling. Why did the US pursue costly hegemony in 
Europe, Asia, and elsewhere? Why did the UK entangle itself in NATO, but not in 
Europe, instead of relying on its nuclear deterrent and geographical advantages? Why 
did France prioritise strategic autonomy, alienate the US, and risk abandonment, in 
spite of continental risks from unrestrained Germany and Russia? Why did Germany 
accept both external and internal restraints, not attempt to assert its innate potential - 
especially after the Cold War, and why did it risk free-riding accusations within the 
liberal order upon which it depends?  

This chapter is structured as follows: a discussion of the of counterfactuals in 
international relations; a discussion of the theories that inform the scenarios; why these 
reveal the beliefs of policymakers; the general rules for constructing my scenarios; a 
brief overview of the thirty-two alternative strategies for each of the four states during 
and after the Cold War; several examples; and then the conclusions which discuss what 
the counterfactual scenarios reveal about the beliefs of American, British, French, and 
German policymakers. 

 

Why counterfactuals? 
 
Counterfactuals are unusual in social science research, yet they can clarify the role and 
shortcomings of causal explanations and where the number of independent variables far 
exceed the number of possible observations. They are specifically useful in impactful, 
but rare events when in historical cases the risk exists that researchers work backwards 
from present-day historical outcomes to uncover causal explanations that best fit their 
theoretical expectations. In doing so they neglect that actors at most critical junctures 
generally had a range of options at their disposal, and that more often than not, small 
differences in their choices would have had vastly different and impactful outcomes. Yet, 
using counterfactual histories to determine causality seems counterintuitive. They run 
against the historian’s mission to establish as closely as possible what happened, rather 
than ‘deal in speculation about what did not happen’ (Taylor 1954). They are often 
dismissed as a mere ‘parlour game’, a ‘red herring’ (Carr 1961, p. 127). To these critics, 
counterfactuals at best suggest indulgences and trivialities, and, at worst, convenient 
manipulations of established facts to prove pet hypotheses. They are better suited for 
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science fiction with their preoccupation with slight changes with dramatic consequences, 
such as: whether the First World War would have occurred without the assassination of 
Archduke Franz Ferdinand, or the Second World War have taken place without Hitler, 
or would the Cold War have ended peacefully if Gorbachev had not been appointed by 
the Politburo - and variations (Lebow 2000; Lebow 2010, pp. 126-128). However, there 
is a serious foundation for these questions. The fact that we cannot easily answer the 
questions from the examples above in the affirmative, suggests that our understanding 
of cause and effects for momentous events is in fact more uncertain than they appear at 
first glance. 

This points to the especially difficult problem of establishing causality in international 
relations at the level of the state and its policymakers – strategy, war and peace, 
revolution, etc. International events are inherently complex, unique and irreproducible. 
The most events and outcomes are as highly impactful as they are rare - if not singular 
(N=1). There are abundant examples of fundamental issues the causes of which remain 
uncertain: the examples above, but also how and why the Russian Revolution succeeded 
in comparatively backward Russia; how and why an extremist ideology such as National 
Socialism succeeded in largely democratic and liberal Germany; how and why 
Communism collapsed when it did; and so on. The events are over-determined; meaning 
that there are far more possible independent variables than there are outcomes. They 
therefore challenge established social scientific methods to establish causality. 

The number of international relations scholars that explicitly uses counterfactuals is 
therefore growing, to deal with the lacks in established methods. In fact, most analysts 
implicitly already use counterfactual propositions and arguments (Fearon 1991). 
Variation in independent variables that may not empirically exist in actuality is assumed 
to test causality through large-N regression analysis. Analysts with few cases and many 
variables are compelled to resort to counterfactual argument by a statistical principle. 
Simply put, this is the familiar problem of whether any independent variables are 
correlated with the content of the error term (Fearon 1991). Or, as King and Zeng (2007) 
argue, by incorporating counterfactuals, it is possible to deal with biases in the shape of 
the actual data. De facto, discussions about the relative importance of possible causes 
become arguments about the relative plausibility of different counterfactual scenarios, 
because when we have few cases and many independent variables, other methods need 
to be developed to enable sound explanations; whether the comparative method; process 
tracing; or qualitative methods. The use of comparative case study is the most common 
solution to the problem of negative degrees of freedom, but it is often overlooked how 
problematic it is. The analyst may add actual cases without knowing if the additional 
cases are appropriately identical in every important aspect except the independent 
variable that is tested (Fearon 1991). Counterfactuals can thus be justified in several 
ways. 
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What criteria do counterfactuals have to meet, however, to become acceptable as serious 
social scientific research? For some historians, only those counterfactual scenarios that 
contemporary actors considered and committed to paper or some other record are worth 
of consideration (Ferguson 1997, p. 86). Yet this excludes entire categories of plausible 
counterfactuals, and limits counterfactuals to records left by elites, to self-conscious 
decisions, and to political systems where elites feel comfortable enough to write down 
their ideas and share them (Lebow 2000; 2010). As a rule, authors have tended to be 
conservative allowing only minimal changes to actual events. For Fearon, the only 
counterfactuals that should be considered are those where the antecedent is likely to 
bring about the consequent and little else (Fearon 1991); Kiser and Levi (1996) in turn 
suggest that counterfactuals are best used when data is missing and incomplete (Kiser 
and Levi in Tetlock and Belkin 1996); Elster argues that there is only a small window 
where counterfactuals are possible, namely when theory is weak enough to permit 
counterfactual assumptions, but also strong enough to permit clear-cut conclusions 
(Elster 1978). That said, it might not be possible to perform the kind of ‘surgical’ 
(Mueller 1989) counterfactuals that these authors prefer. First order changes to events 
would lead to second order changes and counterfactuals, since events are interconnected 
and contiguous (Lebow 2000; 2010).  

An illuminating example of the use of counterfactuals is Frank’s (2012) argument that 
the 2003 Iraq invasion would still have taken place if Al Gore had been President, even 
without neoconservatives occupying key positions in the Bush (43) government. It is a 
highly plausible counterfactual scenario– the contentious outcome in Florida of the 
2000 elections – and about a highly significant policy decision (Frank 2012, p. 25). By 
showing the similarities between the members of the actual Bush (43) administration 
and the likely Gore alternative administration, Frank establishes that all the accepted 
conditions for the invasion were present in a counterfactual 2001-2004 Gore 
administration, as well as additional factors that would have increased the likelihood of 
invasion (Frank 2012, pp. 265-284). The so-far definitive basis on counterfactuals 
Lebow draws up a series of criteria to make counterfactuals plausible, clear, and 
theoretically consistent (Lebow 2000; 2010, pp. 54-57). 

 

Testing theory 
 
The counterfactual thought experiments I construct in this chapter differ from those 
above that mostly aim to distinguish the effect of contingency towards structure. It is not 
the presence or absence of an actor on policy outcomes that I seek to test. Rather, I aim 
to show that according to existing theory that emphasises the importance of structure, 
the constraints and incentives of the Cold War and post-Cold War environment allowed 
multiple plausible policy outcomes. While different, perhaps more complete, separate 
arguments could be made for each state’s behaviour, the counterfactuals show that no 
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single existing explanation can address the behaviour for all four of them. The 
experience driven realist explanation I offer in the chapters four and five may do so.  

The theories used to construct the counterfactuals are largely those discussed in the 
theory chapter: the predominant challenge is of offensive and defensive structural 
realism; but institutionalism (relevant after the end of the Cold War); and liberalism are 
also addressed. These theories offer differing general predictions. In the balance of 
power, offensive realist variant states can only ensure their survival through expansion 
and power maximisation, and will therefore follow maximalist strategies to become 
regional hegemons. Should they fail in their own quest for hegemonic status, states will 
form balancing coalitions with other non-hegemonic states against potential hegemons. 
If this strategy too fails, states will bandwagon with potential hegemons. Failing this 
option, states will extract themselves from the competition and in their minimalist 
strategy seek autonomy, isolation, or neutrality. They do not do so in a uniform manner. 
Following Mearsheimer’s (2001 pp. 233-266) specification, maritime states protected by 
‘the stopping power of water’ from direct threats can act as an off-shore balancer and 
pass the buck of balancing to continental states. In contrast, in the balance of threat, 
defensive realist variant the search for hegemony is generally self-defeating. The 
distribution of power generally favours the defensive, and this preferences maintaining 
the status quo. Potential hegemons will encounter counterbalancing coalitions of other 
great powers, rather than bandwagoners. Power maximising behaviour certainly exists, 
but is assigned to comparatively rare extremes at the domestic level. This implies that 
states will seek either maximalist collective security arrangements, or more limited 
balancing arrangements when faced with serious threats. Institutionalist explanations 
are more complementary to realism. They would generally predict that international 
institutions, including alliances, will sustain their momentum once established, because 
the costs of exit are greater than the costs of maintaining them. Liberalist explanations 
do not offer specific predictions for grand strategy, except that they imply that liberal 
democracies are likelier to be aligned and allied with one another, and coordinate their 
foreign policies to maintain liberal democratic, and capitalist, global order.  

This offers different predictions for the Cold War era. Balance of power theory should 
predict that the three European states attempt to achieve (regional) hegemony, and if 
failing to do so form a balancing coalition against the Soviet Union. Since the US already 
had regional hegemony of the Western hemisphere, it should undermine the rise of a 
great power in Eurasia if it is able to do so at low costs. The European states should 
balance against both the US and the Soviet Union if their security situation permits, in 
order to avoid being dominated by either state. The Mearsheimer variant of offensive 
realism suggests that both the US and the UK should revert to off-shore balancing roles 
due to their more advantageous geographies. This suggests that the UK had the 
strongest incentive to balance against both the US and the Soviet Union. As continental 
states faced with the most imminent threat to both their power and their survival, 
France and (West) Germany had the clearest incentive to be part of strong balancing 
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coalitions. Balance of threat should argue against the Europeans balancing against the 
US, though its capabilities are great, as its intentions are more benign than that of the 
Soviet Union. In the defensive realist and balance of threat perspectives the involvement 
of the US outside of the Western Hemisphere should be conditional on the level of threat 
it perceived. If the threat of the Soviet Union to the US is perceived to be sufficiently low, 
the US could choose to stay out of Europe. Neither offensive nor defensive realism seems 
to offer a definite argument on why the US should involve itself in Europe, although 
Layne’s (2006) extra-regional hegemonic theory does provide such an explanation for 
US grand strategy. Liberalist theory should predict for the Western states to align and 
ally themselves to safeguard a liberal democratic regional order in Europe. 

For the post-Cold War era, offensive realist balance of power theory should predict that 
the US scale down its global presence, and only undermine potential new hegemons. The 
European states should attempt regional European hegemony or balance against 
American hegemony, unless they perceive the threats of the other Europeans as 
sufficiently high to bandwagon against their neighbours with the US. Defensive realism 
and balance of threat theory should predict that the US disengages from Europe after 
the end of the Soviet threat, and enjoys the dividends on its position through a highly 
limited grand strategy. The Europeans similarly should gradually dismantle their 
alliance, as the threat of Russia has declined as have their mutual threats to one another. 
Here institutionalism can explain the enduring adherence to established multilateral 
frameworks. Liberalism finally should argue that the US and the Europeans states 
together seek to maintain and expand the global liberal order that the end of the Cold 
War has made possible. 

 

Constructing counterfactual grand strategies 
 
To explore how the plausibility of these explanations, I formulate four alternative 
strategies for each of the four states. They vary according to their level of international 
activism, and in their dependence on either external or internal balancing. This leads to 
four levels of activism that relate to the different theoretical predictions, from 
minimalism to maximalism (see figure 9 for a representation). The manner in which 
they are constructed is similar to the dimensions that Posen and Ross (1996) assign in 
their article to the four grand strategies that American policymakers could choose from 
after the Cold War. The minimalist and maximalist strategies can be distinguished 
according to choices on the following dimensions: the number of and contributions to 
alliances and agreements, as well as their the regional focus; whether the state has a 
deterrent, defensive, or offensive force posture, and whether their focus is territorial or 
regional; and the type of adversary they are expected to face. The gradations from 
minimalist to maximalist grand strategies and the relative force and cooperation 
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emphasis are crucial because they highlight the recurring series of trade-offs that 
decision-makers face between various risks.  

 

Figure 9. Grand Strategies: Minimalist, Limited, and Maximalist external and internal balancing 

Strategies 

 
The indeterminate nature of the environment means that under the same structural 
conditions policymakers can pursue diverging, but reasonable, ends. Strategy is the 
maximisation by policymakers between trade-offs in the pursuit of numerous 
irreconcilable risks, costs, and benefits. While building the alliances for external 
balancing, policymakers might achieve either security, influence, or autonomy, but never 
all three, as choices for one or more will ensure losses of another. Policymakers risk 
either entanglement by allies in conflicts not in their state’s interest, or abandonment 
when an ally refuses to come to the state’s assistance when its interests are threatened 
(Snyder 1984; Christensen and Snyder 1990; Christensen 1997; Weitsman 1997; Morrow 
2000). Trade-offs are also apparent when building military capabilities for internal 
balancing strategies: policymakers must choose between specialised and all-purpose 
forces (Posen 1984; Biddle 2004), between preparedness and domestic welfare, and 
between readiness, credibility and provocation. From actual strategic choices it therefore 
becomes possible to infer the relative importance policymakers attach to various goals, 
threats, and instruments. 
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The construction of the counterfactuals therefore fits with the larger argument of the 
book, and the chapter seeks to answer specific questions which reappear throughout the 
book on how strategic culture based on wartime experiences with victory and defeat 
settle the various trade-offs inherent to strategy formation.  

The strategies can be grouped according to the following instrumental preferences: (1) a 
minimalist strategy that refrains from engagement with other states - isolation, 
neutrality, or autonomy; (2) a limited balancing strategy to achieve security (that 
approximates balance of threat realism); (3) a maximalist strategy that predominantly 
works through external balancing and diplomacy (that roughly equates to international 
institutionalist, liberalist, or balance of threat realism); and (4) a maximalist strategy 
that predominantly works through internal balancing and force (that approximates 
balance of power realism). The first option signals low threat level and high 
apprehension entanglement. The second and third options signal respectively medium 
and high-threat levels, with high apprehension for entanglement in the second and low 
apprehension in the third. The fourth option signals high ambitions, and high 
assessment of capabilities and high threat assessment.  

To assess these idealtypes, I formulate a thought experiment with four fleshed out 
counterfactual scenarios with concrete choices on force postures and alliances. To 
ensure the plausibility of the counterfactual scenarios, several basic assumptions are 
applied to each era that incorporate established contemporary national characteristics. 
For the Cold War era it is assumed in all scenarios that both the Soviet Union and a 
possible resurgence in German power on the continent are perceived as strategic 
challenges, although the degree to which varies. For the European states any maximalist 
strategy towards hegemony is regional in focus, and not extra-regional. It is taken for 
granted that the severely damaged economies and precarious financial situation of the 
Europeans makes attempts at regional hegemony, through a force-driven maximalist 
strategy difficult. It is, however, worth examining since there is a long history of states 
attempting dangerous hegemony-seeking strategies. For example, I take it as a given in 
all their four post-Second World War scenarios that Great Britain and France will prefer 
to hold onto their colonial possessions, although they will weigh this interest differently 
in each scenario. The Suez, Algeria, and Falklands crises are shorthand for colonialist-
imperialist policies. Another obvious example is the clear difference in relative 
capabilities between the US and Europe. Whatever the desires of (west)German 
policymakers in the beginning of the Cold war, they operated under severe international 
and domestic constraints. An American post-Second World War maximalist scenario 
should in no way appear similar to a German maximalist strategy, and the 
counterfactual scenarios reflect this. I deliberately included and amplified facets of 
existing strategies and policies to increase the plausibility of the counterfactuals.  

For the post-Cold war, American unipolarity is taken for granted, as well as instability 
across regions, an unstable Russia, a slowly rising China, and the shift in the distribution 
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of power on the European continent after German reunification. Already existing 
institutions such as NATO and the EC are taken for granted in the post-Cold War period, 
as are the states who possess nuclear deterrents. The pursuit of (regional) hegemony is 
considered after the end of the Cold War, but under the assumption that these would 
look clearly look different from those of the early 18th and early 19th century due to 
existing international structures. The 1990 Iraqi invasion of Kuwait is shorthand for how 
the states deal with regional powers; the wars in former Yugoslavia or Afghanistan are 
shorthand for how states deal with instability; and the 2003 American invasion of Iraq is 
shorthand for American ambitions in expanding the liberal global order.  

Underlying all the scenarios is the assumption that to a certain degree all states will be 
apprehensive of threats to their security and mindful of their influence in the 
international system. The extent to which they are, and their specific responses are, 
however, varied in each of the scenarios. From those weights I infer domestic 
preferences, biases, and beliefs in line with strategic culture shaped around historical 
experiences.  

Taken together, in each brief counterfactual scenario I took the effort to bring them to 
live in plausible ways and highlight that the decisions actually taken were not more 
plausible or more natural than the ones that were not. To underline the extent to which 
these strategies were plausible, I added historical references when policymakers in 
reality considered one or more of the elements of each scenario. 

For pragmatic reasons the complexity of interactions between the states is minimised. 
This means, that for each strategic alternative, the base outline of the strategies of the 
other three states is kept constant and they approximate their historical behaviour. As 
the scenario is set, the implications of these are shortly explored, and this includes 
possible negative feedback effects. The scenarios of two eras are not contingent to each 
other. For example, while NATO is not a given in the early Cold War years, I do take it as 
given in the Cold War aftermath. 

 

Cold War and Post-Cold War counterfactuals: the US, Germany, 
the UK, and France 
 
Thirty-two counterfactuals were constructed through this procedure, and they are 
summarised in tables 4-11 below. Practically speaking, there is insufficient length here to 
discuss all of them, and I therefore select those that I think are the most illuminating 
and discuss those more thoroughly. All thirty-two complete counterfactual grand 
strategies are discussed at greater length in the annex of this chapter. 
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United States     
Cold War Minimalist strategy Limited balancing 

strategy 
Maximalist external 
balancing strategy 
(collective security) 

Maximalist internal 
balancing strategy 
(hegemony) 

Theoretical 
approximation 

Defensive realism Defensive realism; 
offensive realism 
(Mearsheimer variant) 

International liberalism; 
Institutionalism; 
Defensive realism 
(balance of threat) 

Offensive realism 

Key elements 
strategy 

No entangling alliances; 
maritime and air power; 
nuclear deterrent is 
central; limited 
presence in Asia and 
Pacific; rely security of 
two oceans; trust 
balance of power 

Limited ground 
presence in Europe and 
Asia; intervention 
capability; centrality 
deterrent; bilateral 
alliances or defence 
agreements (footprint in 
UK) 

Large ground presence 
Europe and Asia; 
multilateral 
frameworks; largely 
shared deterrence; 
negotiated settlements 
Soviets; intervene to 
prove credibility to 
allies 

Large ground presence 
Europe and Asia; 
intervention capabilities 
for other zones; keep 
nuclear monopoly 

Possible crises Western Hemisphere; 
Pacific 

Europe; Asia Europe; Asia; Middle 
East; periphery  

Europe; Asia; Middle 
East; periphery 

Strengths Low defence spending; 
no risks of 
entanglement allies 

Medium defence 
spending; ability to 
shape events continent 

Contain Soviet 
expansionism; shape 
global order; expand 
liberal democratic order 

Contain Soviet 
expansionism; control 
emerging regional 
orders 

Weaknesses Losing control of events 
European continent; 
rise Eurasia hegemon; 
global encirclement 

Losing control of events 
European continent; 
interventions might 
come too late; Soviets 
may perceive incentive 
for speedy and decisive 
offensive action; 
Europeans could turn 
neutral 

High defence spending; 
lower domestic 
spending; 
overextension; 
entanglement in risk-
seeking behaviour of 
allies; free-riding by 
allies; Europeans can 
rebuild capabilities and 
compete with US 

High defence spending; 
risk of free-riding 
Europeans; lower 
domestic spending; 
counterbalancing by 
allies and adversaries; 
Europeans might resist 
US preponderance 

Benefits Autonomy  
Security  

Autonomy  
Security  
Influence  

Security 
Influence 

Influence  

Costs and risks Abandonment Abandonment Entanglement Entanglement 
Key conditions Low (or very high) 

appreciation Soviet 
threat; Soviet Union is 
not expansionist, but 
still mostly rational; 
large confidence in 
deterrent; believe in 
inherent security 

Medium appreciation 
Soviet threat; 
confidence in European 
capabilities and morale; 
medium confidence 
deterrent 

High appreciation 
Soviet threat; low 
appreciation of 
European capabilities 
and morale 

High appreciation 
Soviet threat; low 
appreciation of 
European capabilities 
and morale; 
opportunities for 
expansion in power 
vacuum 

Differences 
actual grand 
strategy 

Large Large Medium Minimal 

Plausibility Medium High Medium to low Medium 
Table 4. Cold War United States Counterfactual Strategies 
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Germany     
Cold War Minimalist strategy Limited balancing 

strategy 
Maximalist external 
balancing strategy 
(collective security) 

Maximalist internal 
balancing strategy 
(hegemony) 

Theoretical 
approximation 

Defensive realism Defensive realism; 
offensive realism 
(Mearsheimer variant) 

International liberalism; 
Institutionalism; 
Defensive realism 
(balance of threat) 

Offensive realism 

Key elements 
strategy 

Neutral stance; remain 
out of transatlantic 
alliance to avoid 
provocation Soviets; 
minimal territorial 
defence forces; embrace 
European economic 
integration, but avoid 
military dimension 

Minimal territorial 
defence forces; embrace 
European economic 
integration; limited 
transatlantic alliance to 
avoid provocation; 
dependent on extended 
deterrence of US and 
other allies  

Strongly support NATO; 
support European 
integration; accept 
extended deterrence of 
US and other allies; 
maintain strong forces 
for collective defence 
tasks 

Act as European ‘third 
force’; take lead in 
construction European 
defence organisation;; 
balance Soviet Union 
through US resources as 
US and Europeans pass 
buck, rebuild 
conventional forces; 
seek independent 
nuclear deterrent, 
together with France 

Possible crises Escalation on European 
continent 

Escalation on European 
continent 

Escalation on European 
continent 

Escalation on European 
continent 

Strengths Avoid recurrence of 
balance of power 
politics; avoid 
entanglement in 
provocative behaviour 
Western states; focus on 
rebuilding domestically 

Limit provocative 
behaviour Western 
states; focus on 
rebuilding domestically 

Ensure German 
security; reconstruct 
relations with 
Europeans; relegitimise 
Germany 

Capitalise on German 
military and economic 
potential, and the 
policymakers within 
American 
administration that seek 
exit from Europe; 
European neighbours 
that seek to retain 
colonial possessions 

Weaknesses Dependence of security 
on US and European 
neighbours; possible 
collapse Europe; 
abandonment by allies; 
loss of influence 

Possible collapse 
Europe; dependence on 
US and European 
neighbours 

Difficult line between 
provoking Europeans 
and insufficiently 
contributing to collective 
defence; dependence on 
the US and other allies 
for nuclear deterrence 

German reconstruction 
will provoke Europeans 
and Soviets; might be 
insufficient to deter 
Soviets 

Benefits Autonomy Autonomy Security Influence 
Costs and 
risks 

Abandonment 
Little or no influence 

Abandonment Entanglement 
Little or no influence 

Provoke balancing 
behaviour  
Entanglement 
 

Key 
conditions 

Low appreciation of the 
Soviet threat; belief that 
German disarmament 
will avoid provocation; 
trust that US will 
intervene should Soviets 
expand; dependence on 
benign nature of 
Western states to allow 
Germany to rebuild  

Medium appreciation of 
Soviet threat; medium 
to high appreciation of 
US willingness to 
remain in Europe; 
medium to high 
appreciation of 
capabilities and 
willingness of 
Europeans 

High appreciation of 
Soviet threat; high 
appreciation of US 
benign nature; high 
appreciation of 
Europeans 

Medium appreciation of 
Soviet threat; depends 
on acceptance of 
Europeans, Soviets and 
US to allow German 
reconstruction; depends 
on desire of US to pass 
of costs for European 
security 

Differences 
actual grand 
strategy 

Medium Medium Minimal Large 

Plausibility Low to medium Medium High Low 
Table 5. Cold War Germany Counterfactual Strategies 
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United 
Kingdom 

    

Cold War Minimalist strategy Limited balancing 
strategy 

Maximalist external 
balancing strategy 
(collective security) 

Maximalist internal 
balancing strategy 
(hegemony) 

Theoretical 
approximation 

Defensive realism Defensive realism; 
offensive realism 
(Mearsheimer variant) 

International 
liberalism; 
Institutionalism; 
Defensive realism 
(balance of threat) 

Offensive realism 

Key elements 
strategy 

No permanent 
alliances; autonomous 
deterrent; large navy 
and air force; pass costs 
Soviet containment to 
US; maintain empire 

Limited defence 
agreements with key 
allies continent (FR); 
autonomous deterrent; 
‘special relationship’ 
with US to pass costs 

Collective deterrent; 
multilateralism and 
collective security; 
support NATO; support 
European integration; 
strongly tie itself to US 

Capitalise on uneven 
European balance of 
power; autonomous 
deterrent; strong 
continental presence; 
complementarity 
American grand 
strategy ; support 
European integration 
on all levels 

Possible crises Middle East; ‘East of 
Suez’; South Atlantic 

Middle East; ‘East of 
Suez’; South Atlantic; 
Europe 

Europe; Asia and 
Middle East (wherever 
US sees interests) 

Europe 

Strengths Low to medium defence 
spending; maintain 
colonial possessions; no 
entanglements; avoid 
becoming involved in 
third continental war 

Medium defence 
spending; maintain 
colonial possession; 
less entanglements 

Ensure security and 
stability in Europe; 
contain Soviet Union; 
contain Germany; 
maintain US presence 
in Europe 

Expand British 
influence into 
European power 
vacuum; take 
leadership role as part 
of American absence; 
draw of US resources 

Weaknesses Possible loss of control 
continent; Soviet Union 
in striking distance; US 
will abandon Europe 
due to high risks and 
freeriding 

Possible loss of control 
continent; later British 
action might be more 
costly; US resents being 
British freeriding, 
might insufficiently 
commit or retreat from 
Europe 

High defence spending; 
entanglement in 
Europe; entanglement 
in American policies; 
loss colonial 
possessions; 
dependence US and 
subsequent weakness if 
US should abandon it 

High defence spending; 
counterbalancing; 
insufficient resources; 
loss of colonial 
possessions; possible 
Soviet expansion; 
possible German 
resurgence; possible US 
exit from Europe 

Benefits Autonomy Autonomy 
(Influence) 

Security 
Influence 

Influence 

Costs and risks Abandonment Abandonment 
Security 

Loss autonomy 
Entanglement 

Security 
Entanglement 

Key conditions Low (or very high) 
appreciation Soviet 
threat; Soviet Union is 
not expansionist, but 
still mostly rational; 
large confidence in 
deterrent; confidence in 
US to act should 
situation on the 
continent escalate; 
relative confidence in 
European capabilities 

Medium appreciation 
Soviet threat; medium 
confidence in 
continental European 
capabilities and morale 
(specifically French); 
confidence in US to act 
should situation on the 
continent escalate 

High appreciation 
Soviet threat; high 
appreciation US 
intentions; low 
appreciation European 
capabilities and morale 

High appreciation 
Soviet threat; relatively 
high appreciation 
British capabilities; 
relatively negative 
appreciation European 
capabilities; 
complementarity to 
possible American 
buck-passing strategy  

Differences 
actual grand 
strategy 

Large Medium Minimal Large to Medium 

Plausibility Medium High Low Low 
Table 6. Cold War Britain Counterfactual Strategies 
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France     
Cold War Minimalist strategy Limited balancing 

strategy 
Maximalist external 
balancing strategy 
(collective security) 

Maximalist internal 
balancing strategy 
(hegemony) 

Theoretical 
approximation 

Defensive realism Defensive realism; 
offensive realism 
(Mearsheimer variant) 

International liberalism; 
Institutionalism; 
Defensive realism 
(balance of threat) 

Offensive realism 

Key elements 
strategy 

Autonomous nuclear 
deterrent; ground forces 
in France; ground and 
maritime forces to 
maintain colonial areas; 
pass of costs to NATO; 
pass costs for security 
when possible to US and 
Britain 

Selective alliances with 
Western allies and 
NATO; autonomous 
nuclear deterrent; 
ground forces in France; 
ground and maritime 
forces to maintain 
colonial areas; special 
bilateral relationship 
West Germany  

Strongest supporter 
multilateral 
frameworks; deep 
integration into 
transatlantic alliance 
and European 
institutions; ground 
forces in Europe for 
collective defence; keep 
US committed to 
Europe; accept 
collective deterrent or 
extended deterrence of 
US 

Build European ‘third 
force’; take the lead in 
Western European 
integration; 
subordinates West 
Germany in this 
framework; US offers 
support to pass of costs 
of Soviet and German 
containment; need for 
comprehensive 
combination of forces 

Possible crises Middle East/Maghreb; 
Africa 

Middle East/Maghreb; 
Africa; Europe 

Escalation on European 
continent; Asia and 
Middle East (wherever 
US sees interests) 

Escalation on European 
continent; Middle 
East/Maghreb; Africa 

Strengths Avoid dependence on 
US; avoid entanglement 
in Anglo-American 
adventurism and 
provocation of the 
Soviet Union; possible 
maintenance of colonial 
possessions  

Avoid dependence on 
US; avoid entanglement 
in Anglo-American 
adventurism and 
provocation of the 
Soviet Union 

Containment of the 
Soviet Union and 
Germany; sharing costs 
for security through US 
presence 

Benefit from collapse of 
primary continental 
rival (Germany) and 
expand influence in 
Europe 

Weaknesses High defence spending, 
developing deterrent is 
costly; possible 
departure US from 
Europe; possible 
resurgence Germany; 
possible Soviet 
expansionism 

High defence spending, 
developing deterrent is 
costly; possible 
departure US due to 
French free-riding; 
possible loss West 
Germany to Soviet 
expansionism; possible 
resurgence and nuclear 
armed Germany as US 
passes of costs 

Medium to high defence 
spending; loss of 
colonial possessions; 
high dependence on US 
willingness to incur 
costs and risk for 
European security; risk 
of entanglement in 
American adventurism 

High defence spending; 
overstretch; 
maintaining influence in 
Europe and colonial 
possessions impossible; 
possibly insufficient to 
deter Soviet 
expansionism; possible 
resentment of other 
European states 

Benefits Autonomy Autonomy 
Influence 

Security Influence 
Autonomy 

Costs and risks Abandonment 
Security 
Influence 

Abandonment 
Security 

Entanglement 
Loss autonomy 

Security 
Abandonment 

Key conditions Low to medium 
appreciation of Soviet 
threat; high 
appreciation of US 
willingness to remain in 
Europe; low 
appreciation of German 
threat; high 
appreciation credibility 
deterrent 

Medium appreciation of 
Soviet threat; high 
appreciation of US 
willingness to remain in 
Europe; low 
appreciation of German 
threat; high 
appreciation credibility 
deterrent 

High appreciation of 
Soviet threat; high trust 
in US willingness to 
become entangled in 
Europe; lower 
estimation of French 
capabilities 

Medium appreciation of 
Soviet threat; 
willingness of US to pass 
of costs; American trust 
in France; strong 
Franco- US relationship; 
trust of British in 
France; West German 
willingness to accept 
subordinate position 

Differences 
actual grand 
strategy 

Minimal to medium (too 
strongly stated) 

Minimal; France did 
remain part of NATO 
alliance 

Large Large 

Plausibility Low Medium High Medium 
Table 7. Cold War France Counterfactual Strategies 
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United 
States 

    

Post- 
Cold War 

Minimalist strategy Limited balancing 
strategy 

Maximalist external 
balancing strategy 
(collective security) 

Maximalist internal 
balancing strategy 
(hegemony) 

Theoretical 
approximation 

Defensive realism Defensive realism; 
offensive realism 
(Mearsheimer variant) 

International liberalism; 
Institutionalism; 
Defensive realism 
(balance of threat) 

Offensive realism 

Key elements 
strategy 

No permanent 
commitments in Europe 
of Asia; accept 
multipolarity; return to 
Western Hemisphere; 
cut defence spending 
take peace dividend;; 
focus on air and 
maritime forces 
maintain few bilateral 
alliances 

Limited commitments 
in Europe and Asia; 
diminish defence 
spending; keep 
expeditionary 
capability; prevent rise 
peer competitor 
(China); let European 
integration proceed but 
maintain ‘special 
relationship’ with UK 

Maintain, strengthen 
and expand alliance 
commitments in Europe 
and Asia; expand upon 
multilateral 
frameworks; stabilise 
and expand global 
liberal order 

Maintain high defence 
spending; Full Spectrum 
Dominance; invest in 
dominance in all 
military domains; 
ensure centrality of US 
in regional and global 
alliances; increasing 
flexible  

Possible crises Western Hemisphere; 
Pacific 

Middle East; Pacific Asia; Europe; Middle 
East; Africa 

Asia; Europe; Middle 
East 

Strengths Low defence spending; 
no risks of entanglement 
allies; regional balances 
of power prevent rise of 
challengers; maintain 
preeminence of strength 
US economy 

Lower spending; low 
risks entanglement; 
maintain degree of 
influence; maintain 
preeminence of strength 
US economy 

US can shape global 
order according to its 
own preferences 

US can control global 
order according to its 
own preferences; 
prevent rise individual 
challengers 

Weaknesses Rise of regional 
competitors across the 
globe; specifically China 
as a regional hegemon 
in Asia, but also Europe 

Rise of regional 
competitors across the 
globe; specifically China 
as a regional hegemon 
in Asia 

High defence spending; 
overextension; 
freeriding behaviour by 
allies; provoke 
balancing behaviour 

High defence spending; 
overextension; strongly 
provoke balancing 
behaviour by multiple 
regional challengers 
across multiple regions 

Benefits Autonomy 
Security  

Autonomy  
Influence 

Influence 
Security 

Influence  
Autonomy 

Costs and risks Abandonment 
Influence 

Abandonment Entanglement Entanglement  
Provoke balancing 
behaviour 

Key conditions Low appreciation risk of 
competitors; low 
appreciation risk of 
instability; acceptance 
of multipolarity, 
including Europe; 
willingness to accept 
loss of influence 

Moderate appreciation 
of risk of competitors; 
relative acceptance of 
multipolarity; low 
appreciation risk of 
instability; fairly 
positive appreciation of 
allies to sustain regional 
orders 

High appreciation of 
global instability; low 
appreciation of abilities 
of allies to sustain global 
order; low appreciation 
of likelihood of 
balancing behaviour 

High appreciation of 
regional threats to US 
interests; low 
appreciation of allies to 
support US interests, 
also low appreciation of 
likelihood balancing 
behaviour; low 
appreciation of 
multipolarity 

Differences 
actual grand 
strategy 

Large Large to medium Minimal Minimal 

Plausibility Medium High Low Low 
Table 8. Post-Cold War United States Counterfactual Strategies 
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Germany     
Post- 
Cold War 

Minimalist strategy Limited balancing 
strategy 

Maximalist external 
balancing strategy 
(collective security) 

Maximalist internal 
balancing strategy 
(hegemony) 

Theoretical 
approximation 

Defensive realism Defensive realism; 
offensive realism 
(Mearsheimer variant) 

International liberalism; 
Institutionalism; 
Defensive realism 
(balance of threat) 

Offensive realism 

Key elements 
strategy 

Extraction from NATO, 
no support for 
expansion; widening 
and deepening of 
European integration, 
but only in economic 
domains, and expansion 
eastwards; minimal 
territorial defence force, 
financial support for 
Western interventions; 
strong bilateral ties with 
US 

Selective alliances; 
maintain NATO in more 
limited form; expand 
and deepen European 
integration; accept 
France predominance in 
Europe; accept 
continued containment, 
but attempt to limit it; 
limited expeditionary 
capability; maintain 
bilateral relationship 
with US; increase 
influence in Central and 
Eastern Europe 

Solidify and expand 
existing multilateral 
frameworks; accept 
containment through 
institutionalised 
relations; expand NATO 
membership eastwards, 
and expand mandate; 
expand membership, 
widen and deepen 
European integration; 
design armed forces for 
expeditionary missions, 
specifically peace 
enforcement and 
keeping;  

Expand influence in 
regional order; expand 
European integration, 
including the political-
military domain; no 
expansion NATO; 
strengthen bilateral 
relationships with US, 
UK, and France; design 
armed forces for 
expeditionary missions, 
specifically for 
interventionary 
missions; assist US in 
maintaining order in 
and outside of Europe 

Possible crises Limited to financial 
support 

Europe; Middle East Europe; Middle East; 
Africa 

Europe; Middle East 

Strengths Focus on domestic 
priorities, specifically 
after reunification; 
limited costs and 
liabilities, no 
entanglements; allows 
capitalization on innate 
economic potential 

Expand German 
influence; limited costs; 
means to shape US 
policy towards Europe; 
means to shape policies 
of European 
neighbours; allows 
capitalization on innate 
economic potential 

Ensure stability regional 
order and security; 
maintain framework 
within which Germany 
and its economy prosper 

Capitalise on innate 
German economic and 
demographic potential; 
can actively shape 
regional order, partly 
shape global order 

Weaknesses Emboldening Russia in 
former sphere of 
influence; loss of 
influence 

Undermine trust allies; 
German resurgence 
remains provocative to 
European neighbours 

High defence spending; 
overextension; 
unsustainable military 
commitments, following 
American missions 

High defence spending; 
overextension, following 
American missions; 
provoke countervailing 
alliances in European 
neighbours and Russia 

Benefits Autonomy Influence Security 
Little influence 

Influence 

Costs and risks Abandonment 
Little influence (beyond 
economic) 

Abandonment Entanglement Entanglement 
Likely counterbalancing 

Key conditions Low threat perception of 
instability after the Cold 
War; low threat 
perception of risk 
resurgent Russia; 
acquiescence by 
Europeans, US, Russian 
and Central-and Eastern 
Europeans for less 
constraints; view of 
Europeans and US 
intentions as largely 
benign 

Medium threat 
perception of instability 
after the Cold War; low 
threat perception of risk 
resurgent Russia; 
European, intentions 
are relatively benign; US 
intentions are relatively 
benign, but unipolarity 
is troubling 

Large threat perception 
of instability after the 
Cold War; medium 
threat perception of risk 
resurgent Russia; 
acceptance of US 
unipolarity, view nature 
US as largely benign; 
view of regional order as 
largely unstable and in 
need of outside pacifier; 
view of European 
neighbours as 
essentially benign 

Medium threat 
perception of instability 
after the Cold War; 
medium threat 
perception of risk 
resurgent Russia; US 
acquiescence in 
Germany maintaining 
order in its place; belief 
that European 
neighbours will not be 
provoked 

Differences 
actual grand 
strategy 

Large to medium Large to medium Minimal Large 

Plausibility Minimal Medium to high Medium Minimal to medium 
Table 9. Post-Cold War Germany Counterfactual Strategies 
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United 
Kingdom 

    

Post- 
Cold War 

Minimalist strategy Limited balancing 
strategy 

Maximalist external 
balancing strategy 
(collective security) 

Maximalist 
internal balancing 
strategy 
(hegemony) 

Theoretical 
approximation 

Defensive realism Defensive realism; 
offensive realism 
(Mearsheimer 
variant) 

International 
liberalism; 
Institutionalism; 
Defensive realism 
(balance of threat) 

Offensive realism 

Key elements 
strategy 

Autonomous posture; exit 
from NATO; decrease army 
size, retain air and 
maritime capabilities; 
resist deepening and 
widening of European 
integration; no need for US 
as external balancer or 
pacifier 

Pared down NATO, no 
expansion eastwards 
or broadened 
mandate; maintain 
‘special relationship’ 
with US; retain 
limited expeditionary 
capabilities  

Maintain and expand 
NATO, and broaden its 
mandate; expand and 
deepen European 
integration; transform 
armed forces towards 
expeditionary tasks, 
specifically 
peaceenforcing and 
keeping 

Maintain and expand 
NATO, and broaden 
its mandate; expand 
economic European 
integration; transform 
armed forces towards 
expeditionary tasks, 
specifically 
interventions; 
maintain ‘special 
relationship’ and 
divide tasks with US;  

Possible crises Middle East Middle East; Europe; 
Africa 

Europe; Africa; Middle 
East 

Europe; Africa; 
Middle East 

Strengths Low defence spending, 
prioritise domestic needs; 
avoidance of 
entanglements not in 
national interest 

Low to medium 
defence spending; 
prioritise domestic 
needs; ability to shape 
European and Middle 
Eastern security 

Ability to shape 
regional and global 
order towards liberal 
values; maintain 
regional security 

Opportunity to 
reshape European 
order in own interest;  

Weaknesses No control over 
developments European 
continent; possible 
reemergence dominant 
power on European 
continent (specifically 
Germany); little influence 
over Middle East; no 
influence over US policy 

Minimal control over 
developments 
European continent; 
possible reemergence 
dominant power 
European continent; 
little influence over 
US policy 

High defence 
spending; risk 
entanglement in 
missions to secure 
global liberal order; 
overstretch; 
dependence on US; 
diminished 
sovereignty; risk 
alienating US and 
building regional 
hegemon in Europe 

High defence 
spending; overstretch; 
risk provoking 
regional balancing 
behaviour; risk 
entanglements in US 
interests 

Benefits Autonomy 
Security 

Autonomy 
Influence (medium) 

Influence 
Security 

Influence 

Costs and risks Influence 
Security 
Abandonment 

Security 
Abandonment 

Autonomy 
Entanglement 

Entanglement 

Key conditions Positive appreciation of 
regional and global 
security; view of Europeans 
as benign; view of US 
power as relatively benign 

Relatively positive 
appreciation of 
regional and global 
security; little 
likelihood of regional 
challenger; view of US 
power as relatively 
benign and necessary; 
view of Europeans as 
relatively benign 

Relatively high 
appreciation of 
regional and global 
instability and its 
impact; low 
appreciation of abilities 
of allies to sustain 
global order; high trust 
in benign nature US 
and Europeans 

High appreciation of 
regional and global 
instability; low 
appreciation of 
European intentions; 
medium to high trust 
in benign nature of US 

Differences 
actual grand 
strategy 

Large Medium Minimal Medium 

Plausibility Medium to high Medium to high Minimal to medium Medium 
Table 10. Post-Cold War Britain Counterfactual Strategies 
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France     
Post- 
Cold War 

Minimalist strategy Limited balancing 
strategy 

Maximalist external 
balancing strategy 
(collective security) 

Maximalist internal 
balancing strategy 
(hegemony) 

Theoretical 
approximation 

Defensive realism Defensive realism; 
offensive realism 
(Mearsheimer 
variant) 

International 
liberalism; 
Institutionalism; 
Defensive realism 
(balance of threat) 

Offensive realism 

Key elements strategy No permanent 
multilateral alliances; 
limited, continental 
forces, and for 
protection of maritime 
lines of 
communication; 
limited interventions 
in zones of influence; 
no need to maintain 
NATO, certainly not to 
expand it; limited 
economic integration 
in Europe to embed 
Germany 

Limited use of 
alliances; promote 
multipolar order; no 
expansion of NATO 
or broadening of its 
mandate; no 
expansion of 
European integration, 
but deepening to 
contain and embed 
reunified Germany 

Solidify existing 
multilateral 
frameworks, and 
expand upon them; 
reintegrate into NATO, 
expand it and broaden 
its mandate; expand 
and deepen European 
integration; develop 
expeditionary 
capabilities, 
specifically 
peaceenforcing and 
peacekeeping; invest 
land forces; 
reinvigorate 
relationship with US;  

Reshape regional 
order; deepen 
European integration, 
give it strong military 
dimension, limited 
expansion, preference 
Mediterranean 
members; distribution 
of labour with US; 
maintain pared down 
NATO develop 
expeditionary 
capabilities, specifically 
for interventions;  

Possible crises Middle East; Africa Middle East; Africa; 
Europe 

Middle East; Africa; 
Europe 

Europe; Middle East; 
Africa 

Strengths Reinvest domestic 
priorities; no risk of 
entanglement in US 
adventurism 

Relative control over 
Germany; limited 
influence over 
European and global 
affairs; more 
multipolar order 
means more 
opportunities 

Stabilizing and 
strengthening regional 
and global orders; 
increasing influence 
with US; 
reinvigorating military 
capabilities 

Increased influence in 
Europe, and 
consequently, globally; 
shift regional order in 
line with national 
interest 

Weaknesses Unable to evolve 
military doctrine and 
technology; loss of 
control over reunified 
Germany; no means to 
shape relationship of 
American hyperpower 
with Europe 

Too little constraints 
on German innate 
potential; risk falling 
behind in terms of 
military doctrine and 
technology; risk 
losing influence over 
allies  

Risk of freeriding by 
other European states, 
principally Germany; 
risk of entanglement in 
American ambitions; 
high expenditures; 
overstretch 

Risk resentment other 
states, soft balancing; 
high defence spending; 
overstretch; risk facing 
strengthened Germany, 
unconstrained by US 
and UK 

Benefits Autonomy Autonomy 
Limited influence 

Security  
Influence 

Influence 

Costs and risks Abandonment 
Loss influence 

Abandonment Entanglement Entanglement 
Counterbalancing 

Key conditions Low perception of risk 
instability after Cold 
War; benign view of 
German intentions; 
relatively benign view 
of US intentions 

Medium perception 
of risk instability 
after Cold War; 
relatively benign view 
of German 
intentions; 
apprehensive view of 
US intentions 

High perception of risk 
instability after Cold 
War; perception that 
European order is 
inherently unstable 
without outside 
pacifier; perception of 
benign nature US ; 
acceptance of 
unipolarity of US 

Medium perception of 
risk instability; high 
perception of 
opportunity; German 
and American 
acquiescence of France 
positioning itself as 
regional security 
provider 

Differences actual 
grand strategy 

Medium to large Minimal to medium Medium to large* Medium 

Plausibility Medium Medium to high Medium Minimal 

*Large in the period from the end of the Cold War until the aftermath of the Iraq intervention, medium 
from the reintregation of France into the NATO military structures in 2008 onwards. 

Table 11. Post-Cold War France Counterfactual Strategies 
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United States: Cold War counterfactuals  
 

Limited balancing strategy 
 
In the limited strategic option the US takes a consistent interest in European and Asian 
affairs but avoids full entanglement through permanent force presence or alliances. 
Instead the US uses its vast resources1 to prevent the rise of a new hegemonic power on 
the Eurasian continent, seeking a more multipolar world.2 The US is at the height of its 
power, the Soviet Union presents no immediate danger.3 While significantly weakened, 
the Soviet Union presents such a potentially dominant power further in the future.4 It 
has vast resources to spend and compete economically and militarily with the US, and is 
likely to attain a nuclear deterrent. In the near future the Soviet Union will, however, 

1 A preliminary draft of the Bohlen-Robinson study was completed by 10 December 1945 made 
clear that the ‘international balance of capabilities’ was heavily distributed in the favour of the US. 
This had come about ‘chiefly but not solely’ as a result of the atomic bomb, which had given the 
United States such ‘decisive military superiority’ over the Soviet Union that ‘any war between the 
USA and the USSR would be far more costly to Russia than to the United States.’ This period in 
which American offensive military capabilities would remain ‘manifestly and decisively superior’ 
was variously estimated in the report as ‘a few years’ or ‘several years (perhaps five or even ten.)’ 
(‘The Capabilities and Intentions of the Soviet Union as Affected by American Policy’ D/S File FW 
711.61/12-1045(SF), p. 1., 5., 1-2) Cited in Messer (1977).  
2 Acting Secretary of State Robert Lovett in 1948 emphasized that he saw ‘no evidence that Soviet 
intentions run toward launching a sudden military attack on the western nations at this time. It 
would not be in character with the tradition or mentality of the Soviet leaders to resort to such a 
measure unless they felt themselves either politically extremely weak, or militarily extremely 
strong.’ (Lovett to John L. Sullivan, December 20, 1948, NHC, double zero files, 1948, box 2.) Cited 
in Leffler (1984).  
3 Bohlen and Robinson assumed one or two decades of conventional military superiority. In their 
view, the Soviets posed no immediate military threat outside their areas of occupation. (‘The 
Capabilities and Intentions of the Soviet Union as Affected by American Policy’ D/S File FW 
711.61/12-1045(SF), p. 6-8) Cited in Messer (1977). 
4 American civilian and military policymakers feared the loss of Eurasia. Yet they did not expect the 
Soviet Union to attempt its military conquest. In the early Cold War years, there was nearly 
universal agreement that the Soviets, while eager to expand their influence, desired to avoid a 
military engagement, from the Joint Intelligence Staff, the director of central intelligence, the 
director of army intelligence, the principal war planner of the army, and President Eisenhower 
himself. (39JIS, ‘Russian Military Capabilities,’ October 25, 1945, RG 218, ser. CCS 092 USSR (3-
27-45), JIS 80/10; Lincoln to M. B. Gardner and F. F. Everest, April 10, 1946, RG 165, ser. ABC 336 
Russia (8-22-43); 0. S. P., Memorandum for Hull, May 3, 1946, ibid., ser. ABC 381 (9-145); S. W. 
D., Memorandum for the Record, June 12, 1946, RG 319, P&O, 092 (top secret); Vandenberg, 
Memorandum for the President, August 24, 1946, HTL, HSTP, PSF, box 249; Chamberlin, 
‘Reevaluation of Soviet Intentions,’ March 27, 1947, RG 165, Records of the Chief of Staff, 091 
Russia (top secret); CIA, ‘Review of the World Situation as It Relates to the Security of the United 
States,’ September 26, 1947, HTL, HSTP, PSF, box 203; and JIC, ‘Soviet Military Objectives and 
Capabilities, 1947-50,’ October 27, 1947, RG 165, ser. ABC 381 USSR (3-2-46), JIC 391/1.) Cited in 
Leffler (1984).  
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lack these resources and be unable to compete with the US.5 The US has the option to 
leave it to the damaged European states to balance against the Soviet Union, albeit that 
the UK and France are likely in a too weakened state to do so. The Europeans should be 
able to do this, with some assistance.6 An off-shore balancing strategy, in which the 
United Sates would come to the aid of the Western European states in case of hostile 
moves by the Soviet Union, but where it avoids underwriting remaining European 
imperial ambitions or adventurism, is the most feasible.7 The US therefore needs to 
rebuild European military power without as little direct involvement of its own forces.8  

The US withdraws most of its armed forces from Western-Europe after the Second 
World War, but leaves a significant footprint in Britain and in Japan in support of its 
expeditionary forces. The American force posture focuses on long-distance naval and air 
capabilities, and its ground forces are reduced in numbers although a strong 
interventionary force9, including large reserves, is maintained to tip the balance10 in case 
of unwelcome developments in Europe, Asia or the Middle East.11 The US supports the 

5 Bohlen and Robinson pointed out that, during the years of the Pax Americana before the 
Russians got the bomb, the United States could take advantage of having ‘considerable latitude’ in 
determining its Soviet policy. (‘The Capabilities and Intentions of the Soviet Union as Affected by 
American Policy’ D/S File FW 711.61/12-1045(SF), p. 2) Cited in Messer (1977). 
6 As the supreme allied commander of NATO, Eisenhower saw no inherent reason why a united 
Western Europe with ‘about 350 million people, tremendous industrial capacity, and a highly 
skilled and educated population’ should ‘be afraid of 190 million backward people.’ (‘Notes of a 
Meeting at the White House,’ 31 January 1951,’ FRUS, 1951, vol. 3, 450-56.) Cited in Leffler (1984). 
7 As Roosevelt informed Churchill: ‘In as much as the United States is approximately 3,500 miles 
removed from Europe, it is not its natural task to bear the post-war burden of reconstituting 
France, Italy and the Balkans. This is properly the task of Great Britain which is far more vitally 
interested than is the United States. The United States will be only too glad to retire all its military 
forces from Europe as soon as this is feasible.’ (‘The Acting Secretary of State (Stettinius) to the 
Ambassador in the United Kingdom (Winant),’ 26 February 1944, FRUS 1944, vol. 1, 184.) Cited in 
Scheetz (1999). ‘Do please don't ask me to keep any American forces in France. I just cannot do it! I 
would have to bring them all back home. As I suggested before, I denounce and protest the 
paternity of Belgium, France, and Italy.’ (‘President Roosevelt to the British Prime Minister,’ 29 
February 1944, FRUS 1944, 1, 189.)  
8 Dulles argued that if EDC were not ratified, the US should withdraw to the European perimeter 
and defend the continent through airpower and naval blockades, and attrition warfare. (Statement 
by Dulles to the North Atlantic Council, 14 December 1953, FRUS 1952-1954, vol. 5, 461-68) Cited 
in Scheetz (1999).  
9 Kennan foresaw development of elite, highly mobile, compact unites, capable of responding 
quicly and effectively to limited aggression, but in no way designed to counter Soviet capabilities 
(Kennan) was convinced would not be used (Gaddis 2005, p. 96). 
10 ‘We would do the ‘big stuff’ (large-scale retaliatory attack). Our allies were expected to handle 
local hostilities,’ Dulles NSC Meeting, August 27, 1953, FRUS, 1952-1954, II: 447). US strategy was 
to compensate for manpower deficiencies by making credible the prospect of escalation to nuclear 
war if the soviet Union attacked (Gaddis 2005, pp. 166-167). General Eisenhower was a disciple of 
Eisenhower: the only way to avoid an all-out nuclear war was to make that only military option 
available to the United States (Gaddis 2005, p. 173). 
11 Eisenhower was convinced that ‘in the long run, it is not possible—and certainly not desirable—
that Europe should be an occupied territory defended by legions brought in from abroad, 
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European Defence Community 12 in order to streamline and unify European defence 
efforts and coordination, although it cannot force the integration of West Germany upon 
the hesitant French.13 This leaves West Germany as a semi-neutral, more nationalist, but 
truncated power in Western Europe that is unable to upset the balance of power in 
Europe.14 The US pushes for a Multilateral Force (MLF) of seabased nuclear weapons to 
credibly deter superior Soviet capabilities. 15  It assists the UK in developing an 
independent nuclear deterrent, and after French protests, it shares nuclear technology 

somewhat in the fashion that Rome's territories vainly sought security many hundred years ago.’ 
(‘Eisenhower to Edward Hazlett Jr.,’ 21 June 1951, in The Papers of Dwight David Eisenhower, ed. 
Louis Galambos, vol. 12, NATO and the Campaign of 1952, 369.). Eisenhower: ‘The stationing of 
US division in Europe had been at the outset an emergency measure not intended to last 
indefinitely.’ (NSC meeting, October 7, 1953, FRUS 1952-1954, 2:527) At the beginning of 
Eisenhower’s tour as SACEUR that ‘if in ten years, all American troops stationed in Europe for 
national defense purposes have not been returned to the United States, then this whole project will 
have failed.’ (Eisenhower to Bermingham, February 28, 1951, Eisenhower papers, 12: 77) 
12 The heart of Eisenhower’s diplomatic policy was the EDC, a treaty for a supranational army that 
integrated the militaries of France and Germany. The EDC was to be commanded by the NATO 
SACEUR initially, but ultimately designed to act independently (Green, 2010). 
13 Secretary of State Dulles: ‘The American people were not avid for power or leadership. They 
wanted to see the age-old leadership of the Western World flower again under France.’ 
(Eisenhower-Laird meeting, December 5, 1953, FRUS 1952-1954, V: page 1771. Eisenhower saw the 
EEC as a supranational body aimed at building the sinews of a ‘third great power bloc, after which 
development the United States would be permitted to sit back and relax somewhat.’ (NSC meeting, 
November 21, 1955 in FRUS 1955-1957, XIX: page 150) ‘With the common market Europe would 
be a third world force along with the US and the Soviet Union. If Europe does not have a common 
market, it will remain weak.’ (Dulles-Adenauer, June 12, 1956, FRUS 1955-1957, XXVI: 107-121 
(quote 116) ‘[Protection of Europe is seen] as representing some kind of charge on the US which 
the American public is not prepared to carry indefinitely. A united Europe, by contrast, could be as 
powerful as the United States or the Soviet Union.’ Dulles-Erhard, June 7, 1955; in FRUS, 1955-57, 
IV: 291-292 (quotes both pages) In 1948 American policymakers were already talking about 
Western Europe as an independent center of power, a ‘third force’ strong enough ‘to say ‘no’ both 
to the Soviet Union and to the United States.’ (Hickerson –Inverchapel meeting, January 21, 1948, 
FRUS 1948, 3:11).) Cited in Green (2012). 
14 Germany could not be permitted, in Acheson’s words in July 1950, to ‘act as the balance of power 
in Europe’ (Acheson-Truman meeting, July 31, 1950, FRUS 1950, 3:167-168). European integration 
was seen as ‘the soundest basis on which this generation could reinsure the next against another 
dangerous German aberration’ (Acheson to Schuman, November 29, 1950, FRUS 1950, 3:497). 
15 Eisenhower and other high American officials in the 1950s strongly supported the basic idea of 
nuclear sharing. Keeping these weapons away from allies was ‘insane’ (Trachtenberg 1999, p. 
197).To SACEUR: ‘we are willing to give, for all intents and purposes, control of the weapons. We 
retain titular possession only.’ (Eisenhower-Norstad meeting, June 9, 1959, FRUS, 1958-1960, VII: 
461-464, quote 462)Eisenhower's long-term solution was an independent European deterrent: the 
Multilateral Force (MLF). Intermediate range nuclear missiles would be given to NATO and 
deployed on NATO naval forces, either surface ships or submarines, manned by international 
crews. SACEUR would command the force, but in a major change, SACEUR would now be a 
European general. 
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with France.16 In light of the American objectives to create a multipolar world17, it seeks 
to ensure that the People’s Republic of China and the Soviet Union balance each other 
on the Eurasian continent as a whole.18 As it becomes clear the People’s Republic of 
China is developing nuclear weapons, the US enters into bilateral talks with it on nuclear 
sharing to drive a greater wedge between the two major communist states. 

Without a global containment strategy, American policymakers do not plan for, but are 
perturbed by the wave of nationalist anti-imperialist revolutions in Asia and Africa. The 
US reacts strongly against perceived Soviet supported Communist actions in 
strategically vital zones, and aims to keep the Middle East open and free from Soviet as 
well as European imperialist influences. It successfully intervenes in Cuba against the 
Socialist regime, and inserts advisors in Vietnam to undermine perceived Chinese 
influences. The absence of a credible South-Vietnamese regime causes the US to 
withdraw support after several years rather than risk fighting a long and costly 
counterinsurgency for unclear aims. The opposition claims this undermines American 
credibility, but the public remains mostly indifferent. The real issue of contention is how 
to solve the Korean conflict, where there is a real risk of Chinese influence in East Asia 
becoming too large and the absence of strong commitment by the US in the early stages 
has created a persistent low-level conflict. The US focuses most of its attention on the 
Korean issue and accepts the French and British intervention in the Suez Crisis that 
succeeds in removing Nasser. The Soviet Union closes off West Berlin after which 
Britain and France accept the gradual loss of influence over West Germany and enter 
into closer collaboration. The Western Europeans are not strong enough to challenge 
Soviet influence in Central and Eastern Europe, but their conventional capabilities, their 
deterrent, and the probability that the US could intervene again in Europe or globally 
against Soviet interests raise the costs for any direct Soviet action against them. The 
assertive behaviour of the Soviet Union undermines the appeal of Communism, and it 
therefore focuses on slowly and methodologically building and consolidating its military 
and economic capabilities. An uneasy but stable stand-off is achieved in Europe and in 
Asia, with several states competing regionally for control. 

16 ‘For God's sake, let us not be stingy with an ally...instead of being generous, we treat many of our 
allies like step-children.’ (NSC meeting, November 21, 1955, in FRUS, 1955-57, XIX: 150-153, quote 
151) 
17 ‘When there was an American commander,’ Eisenhower told a startled de Gaulle, ‘other 
countries looked too much to the United States to help them and did not accept their own 
responsibilities.’ (Eisenhower – De Gaulle meeting, December 19, 1959, DDF 1959, 761) 
18 ‘It could give rise to increased factionalism in national Communist parties, weaken the thrust of 
world Communism, and facilitate the emergence of more independent and nationalistic 
Communist states, especially in Eastern Europe.’ (Basic national policy 1962)  
Johnson was contemplating working with one Communist power to prevent the acquisition of 
nuclear weapons by another. ‘Different dangers require different policies and different actions’, 
Johnson commented on the day before the first Chinese nuclear test. (Johnson remarks at Al 
Smith memorial dinner, New York, October 14, 1964, JPP: 1963-1964, p. 1329.) Cited in Gaddis 
(2005, p. 210). 
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There are several risks present in the limited strategy scenario : the US will not be able 
to prevent aggressive behaviour by the Soviet Union – the European nuclear and 
conventional deterrents should do this - and it can only decide whether to respond to a 
conventional incursion once it is already underway – which raises the incentive for the 
Soviets to pursue fast and offensive action. The US can hope that its nuclear deterrent 
raises the costs and uncertainty on the part of the Soviet Union, especially since it is 
apart from the European deterrents, but once nuclear missiles become intercontinental 
this becomes less likely. Under pressure from Soviet preponderance, Europeans states 
could switch to neutrality, allowing the Soviet sphere of influence to de facto encompass 
the entire European mainland. Consequently, this strategy is conditional on a medium 
threat perception of the Soviets, a belief in the deterrent effect of nuclear weapons, and a 
qualifiedly positive assessment of European capabilities, intentions, and morale.  

Maximalist internal balancing strategy (hegemony) 
 
In the maximalist internal balancing strategy the US seeks to capitalise on the power 
vacuum left in Western Europe after the destruction of the Second World War and the 
fundamentally altered balance of power on the Eurasian continent and guarantee its 
place as the sole remaining superpower. In an essentially insecure world, the US 
assertively seeks to curtail pernicious Soviet ideological influence over European 
societies and push back its considerable, if damaged, conventional capabilities, through 
extensive and costly force commitments and a flexible series of alliances and 
agreements.19 The US provides for the security needs of its European and Asian allies, 
but in return demands loyalty and acceptance of a strict hierarchy in transatlantic 
relations20, with the US as the ‘leader’.21 

19 A report prepared by the staff of the Moscow embassy and revised in mid-1946 by Ambassador 
(and former General) Walter Bedell Smith emphasized that ‘Soviet power is by nature so jealous 
that it has already operated to segregate from world economy almost all of the areas in which it has 
been established.’ While Forrestal and the navy sought to contain Soviet influence in the Near East 
and to retain American access to Middle East oil, Patterson and the War Department focused on 
preventing famine in occupied areas, forestalling communist revolution, circumscribing Soviet 
influence, resuscitating trade, and preserving traditional American markets especially in Western 
Europe. (Moscow embassy staff, ‘Russia's International Position at the Close of the War with 
Germany,’ enclosed in Smith to Eisenhower, July 12, 1946, DDEL, Dwight David Eisenhower 
Papers, file 1652, box 101. Also see, for example, Stimson to Roosevelt, September 15, 1944, ML, 
JFP, box 100; Stimson to Truman, May 16, 1945, HTL, HSTP, PSF, box 157; McCloy, Memorandum 
for Connelly, April 26, 1945, ibid., box 178; MID, ‘Intelligence Estimate of the World Situation,’ 
June 25, 1946; numerous memoranda, June 1945, USMA, GLP, War Dept. files; numerous 
documents, 1946 and 1947, RG 107, H(C1P, 091 Germany (Classified); and Rearmament 
Subcommittee, Report to the Special Ad Hoc Committee, July 10, 1947, RG 165, ser. ABC) Cited in 
Leffler (1984). 
20 Paul Nitze made the point that American interests were fundamental and European concerns 
were secondary. The ‘primary goal’, he said, was the ‘preservation of the United States and the 
continuation of a ‘salutary’ world environment’. ‘Even if war were to destroy the world as we know 
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The US does not withdraw its troops from the European continent after the end of the 
Second World War, and instead expands is forces to put pressure on the Soviet Union. It 
similarly expands its presence in Asia and the Pacific. Its force posture depends on 
superior and large land-based capabilities 22 in Western Europe, and East Asia, and 
strong naval and air force capabilities to control global lines of communication and 
access to strategic resource areas such as the Middle East. The US ties the Western 
Europeans to itself through a transatlantic alliance, with the understanding that 
European defence efforts should be focused on contributions to collective security for 
Europe.23 A separate European power outside of American political control is resisted24, 
and the bilateral relationship with Britain is exploited to slow down and divert European 
integration. 25 Europeans are pressured to release their colonial possessions, if they 

it today, still the US must win that war decisively’, ‘the preservation of the US’ was ‘the overriding 
goal, not the fate of our allies’. (Notes of Council on Foreign relations Study Group on Nuclear 
weapons and US Foreign Policy, November 8 1954, meeting p.13, Hanson Baldwin Papers, box125, 
folder 23, Yale University Library) Cited in Trachtenberg (1999). 
21 ‘We are bound to pay the price of leadership—we may as well have some of its advantages.’ 
(Bundy outline for Kennedy's talk to NSC, January 17, 1962, DDRS 1991/3578). Cited in Green 
(2012). 
22 Kennedy argued for counter-insurgency capabilities, because ‘The record of the Romans made 
clear that their success was dependent on their will and ability to fight successfully at the edges of 
their empire. It was not so clear that we were yet in a position to do the same.’ (NSC meeting, 
January 18, 1962, FRUS, 1961-1963, VIII: 238-242, quote on 240.) Cited in Green (2012).  
23 Kennedy had deep fears that French or German nuclear weapons would provide them with 
political independence and a credible defence(Green 2012). 
24 Kennedy was even more blunt, arguing to the French that ‘we did not fear a third force would be 
neutralist. We were concerned, instead, about whether there would be a wholly separate, 
independent force unrelated to American responsibility and interest.’ (Kennedy-Malraux meeting, 
May 11th, 1962, FRUS, 1961-1963, XIII: 695-701, quote 697.) Cited in Green (2012). De Gaulle’s 
themes of European economic, military, and political independence ‘have considerable political 
potential in hands of de Gaulle and perhaps other European leaders who are convinced that 
nineteenth century nationalism is the motor force of international affairs. Effective manipulation 
of these nationalistic forces could result in serious erosion of American position.’ (Bohlen-State, 
February 3rd, 1963, FRUS, 1961-1963, XIII: page 172.) Cited in Green (2012). A united Europe 
‘would present us with a more formidable challenge than the present divided Europe.’ (Last quote 
in paragraph from Thomas Hughes, cited in Costigliola 1992, p. 111.) Kennedy was even more 
blunt, arguing to the French that ‘we did not fear a third force would be neutralist. We were 
concerned, instead, about whether there would be a wholly separate, independent force unrelated 
to American responsibility and interest.’ (Kennedy-Malraux meeting, May 11th, 1962, FRUS, 1961-
1963, XIII: 695-701, quote 697) Cited in Green (2012). 
25 The US wanted Britain in the EEC, would help steer it in the right direction. A Europe that 
included Britain would be less parochial, more open, more ‘Atlantic;, and friendlier towards the 
United States than one that revolved around the French German axis. De Gaulle’s move in 1963 
was therefore a clear countermove (Trachtenberg 1999, p. 370). Dean Acheson bluntly said 
America must get England in the EEC to ‘act as our lieutenant (the fashionable word is partner).’ 
Cited in Green (2012). Though softer language about Britain increasing European ‘stability’ was 
more often used, the basic idea was clear: Britain would act as a kind of Trojan horse for American 
interests and would help steer European unity towards American ends. Cited in Green (2012). 
Kennedy also took this line: ‘As to the Common Market, the President said that if Great Britain 
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expect an American force contributions. The US guards its nuclear monopoly, and 
discourages nationally independent deterrents in the UK and France. 26  Western 
Germany is integrated into the European Community and reconstitutes its forces with 
the understanding that they may only operate through NATO. CENTO and SEATO are 
expanded and underwritten by American commitments to ensure the encirclement of 
the Communist bloc from Europe to Asia. Pressure is levied upon both the Soviet Union 
and the People’s Republic of China, although the Soviet Union is perceived as the greater 
revisionist threat to the balance of power in Eurasia. 

The global strategy the US creates a broad series of challenges to the credibility of the 
commitments to its allies. 27  Each overthrow by a nationalist and anti-imperialist 
Communist movement28 is seen as favouring the balance of power in the favour of the 
Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China, and therefore demands an American 
response. 29  The Korean war remains hotly contested over a decade as successive 
American administrations are unwilling to accept the division of the peninsula and 
attempt to recapture the North, in spite of strong Chinese military involvement. Soviet 
moves towards West-Berlin are met by threats of escalation. The US involves itself in the 
aftermath of the decolonisation of the former possessions of the European imperial 
powers, and takes over defence commitments there. The French and British intervention 
in Suez is blocked and both states are reprimanded as their decolonisation processes are 
accelerated, but the US asserts itself throughout the Middle East in the wave of pan-
Arabic movements. The US intervenes in Cuba several times, leading to a stand-off over 

joined, Europe would be strengthened and stabilized.’ See Ball-Kennedy, June 20, 1963, FRUS, 
1961-1963, XIII: 204-213, quote 205-206; and NSC Meeting, January 22, 1963; FRUS, 1961-1963, 
VIII: 457-462, 459) 
26 The ‘Acheson report’ on NATO nuclear policy stated that ‘use of nuclear weapons by the forces of 
other powers in Europe should be subject to US veto and control.’ (Policy Directive, April 20, 1961, 
FRUS, 1961-1963, XIII: 288-290 quote 289) Cited in Green (2012). Kennedy administration 
actively discouraged European nuclear capabilities. Small nuclear forces, McNamara insisted, 
would be neither numerous nor accurate enough to constitute an effective deterrent: they would, 
however, make their home countries targets for Soviet attack (Gaddis 2005, p. 220). 
27 Paul H. Nitze and ad hoc committee that drafted NSC68 now argued that ‘changes in the balance 
of power could occur not only as the result of economic maneuvers or military action, but from 
intimidation, humiliation, or even loss of credibility’ (Gaddis 2005, p. 90). 
28 ‘It is regrettable that there are such problems with and in Europe because today's struggle does 
not lie there, but rather in Asia, Latin America, and Africa. The whole debate about an atomic force 
in Europe is really useless, because Berlin is secure and Europe as a whole is well protected.’ 
(Kennedy-Spaak meeting, May 28, 1963, FRUS, 1961-1963, XIII: 582-587, quote 587) 
29 Rusk: ‘if you don’t pay attention to the periphery, ‘Rusk warned, ‘the periphery changes. And the 
first thing you know the periphery is the center… What happens in one place cannot help but affect 
what happens in another.’ (Rusk press conference, May 4, 1961, DSB, XLIV (may 22, 1961), 763). 
Kennedy and his advisers thought that it was necessary to expand the means to deter undesirable 
shifts in the balance of power: ‘We intend to have a wider choice than humiliation or all-out 
nuclear war.’ (Kennedy radio-television address, July 25, 1961, KPP: 1961, p. 535.) Cited Gaddis 
(2005, p. 201). 
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Soviet nuclear weapons placed there.30 The American presence in Vietnam drifts into a 
longer conflict, which is terminated only after the US has escalated the war with a 
massive commitment of American, British and French forces in Laos, Thailand and 
Cambodia. This freezes the US into a permanent stand-off with China on its borders. 
Uneasiness on the part of the Europeans with the expanding breadth of requests for 
troop contributions from the US lead to bilateral agreements between the UK and 
France on defence cooperation, that later include West Germany and the smaller West-
European countries. The Soviet Union is unable to expand its influence but instead 
consolidates its position as a counter-balance, both in ideological and in military terms, 
to American dominance. The Soviet Union accelerates its arms spending to 
counterbalance the US, increasing the pressure on its economy beyond what it can 
maintain in the long-term. Under these circumstance the Soviet Union and China 
maintain a solid if uneasy alliance against American pressures on Central Europe and 
South-East Asia. The US profits from a global order shaped in its own image, albeit 
founded on an increasingly precarious resource base. 

There are several risks present in this maximalist American grand strategy: American 
predominance provokes the Soviet Union to increase its conventional and nuclear 
capabilities, and bolsters its ideological appeal. 31  American assertiveness increases 
resentment in Western-Europe, not only among the traditionally anti-imperialist 
political left, but also the cultural nationalist right, and unites the various European 

30 The Kennedy and Johnson administrations came to fear most not so much communism, which 
was too fragmented, or the Soviet Union, which was too committed to détente, or even China, 
which was too impotent, but rather the threat of embarrassment, or humiliation, of appearing too 
weak (Gaddis 2005, p. 211). In the Cuba crisis: a successful deployment, publically revealed, ‘would 
have politically changed the balance of power. It would have appeared to, and appearances 
contribute to reality.’ (Kennedy radio-television interview, December 17, 1962, KPP: 1962, p. 898.) 
Cited in Gaddis (2005, p. 212). 
31 In July 1947, intelligence analysts in the War Department maintained that the Truman Doctrine 
and the Marshall Plan would be viewed by the Soviet Union as a threat to Soviet control in Eastern 
Europe as well as a death-knell to communist attempts to capture power peacefully in Western 
Europe. ‘The whole Berlin crisis,’ army planners informed Eisenhower, ‘has arisen as a result of... 
actions on the part of the Western Powers.’ (MID, ‘Estimate of the Possibility of War,’ July 21, 
1947, RG 319, P&O, 350.05 (top secret); Op-32 to General Board, April 28, 1948, NHC, General 
Board 425 (serial 315); and ‘National Military Establishment Views on Germany’ [appended to 
memorandum for Maddocks], June 30, 1948, RG 319, P&O, 092 (top secret). For the repercussions 
of the Truman Doctrine and Marshall Plan, see Chamberlin to Chief of Staff, July 9, 1947, RG 165, 
Records of the Chief of Staff, 091 Greece; and Hillenkoetter, Memorandum for the President, 
November 7, 1947, HTL, HSTP, PSF, box 249; and, for a similar view in the State Department, see 
FRUS, 1947, 1: 770-75. For prospective Soviet reactions to American assistance to Turkey, also see 
General Board, ‘National Security and the Navy,’ enclosure D,June 25, 1948; and Conolly to CNO, 
December 4, 1947, NHC, Operations Division, ser. 1, A4/FF7. For assessments of Soviet reactions 
to Western initiatives in Germany, also see Hillenkoetter, Memoranda for the President, March 16, 
1948, and June 9, 1948, HTL, HSTP, PSF, box 249; CIA, ‘Possible Program of Future Soviet Moves 
in Germany,’ April 28, 1948, ibid., box 255; and Inglis, Memorandum of Information, April 3, 
1948, NHC, Operations Division, ser. 1. box 3.) Cited in Leffler (1984). 
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nationalist perspectives of the continent. The extensive commitments that the US has 
undertaken necessitate cuts in domestic welfare expenditures and a powerful narrative 
on American interests and threats to those interests that accelerates the need for 
credibility and the tendency towards overextension. Consequently, this strategy is 
conditional on a high threat perception of the Soviet Union and China (building on 
defensive realism) or opportunity for expanding hegemonic influence (building on 
offensive realism), and a pessimistic perspective on European morale and military and 
economic capabilities. 

 

Germany: Cold War counterfactuals 
 

Limited balancing strategy 
 
In the minimalist grand strategy West Germany involves itself in a selective manner in 
Western European security, building a limited military force, and supporting a more 
independent Europe to play the US and the Soviet Union off against each other 
diplomatically. In the wake of the Second World War, in the face of its utter wartime 
destruction and alliance of all major powers against it, West Germany is unable in the 
short term to generate the economic, military, or political resources to reassert itself in 
Europe. As the foremost future battleground of an overt superpower conflict, West 
Germany carefully positions itself between the superpowers. The main policy focus is to 
rebuild the tattered economy, and reposition itself as an independent state in the 
future.32 While West Germany leans to the transatlantic alliance, it works to convince 
the Soviet Union it will not escalate or join aggressive American action. In the long term 
West Germany seeks to end the occupation of German territory by both parties with a 
view to eventual reunification. 

The German armed forces are rebuild for the purposes of territorial defence, with 
limited capabilities for any use beyond that. West Germany seeks to deescalate the Cold 
War, and therefore holds off on joining the transatlantic alliance, worried that this 
acerbates the bloc formation and the control of both superpowers over their respective 
allies. Instead, West Germany advocates a European Defence Community, envisioning a 
moderate third force to complicate the calculations of both the US and the Soviet Union. 
While West German policymakers would prefer national nuclear weapons,33 they know 

32 Germany attempted to position itself more autonomously within Europe during the 1950s (Krell 
1991). 
33 In 1957, when the French proposed joint production of nuclear weapons, Adenauer was 
delighted to go along: ‘Wir müssen sie produzieren.’ (Schwarz, Adenauer, 2:332, 394-401). Cited in 
Trachtenberg 1999, p. 233). 
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they will not be able to gain access to such weapons.34 Instead, they support the nuclear 
status of France specifically, but also the UK, with the hope that multipolarity 
strengthens the precarious German hand in terms of capabilities and geography. 35 
European integration is another instrument to both rebuild and normalise its relations 
with Germany’s neighbours. American involvement in Europe is supported but its 
dominance over a truncated NATO is perceived as provocative to the Soviet Union. 

The emergence of a European third force pole appeals to the American policymakers 
who prefer a selective, balancing role towards the European continent. To the alarm of 
France, the UK, and the other Western European states, the US starts building down its 
forces on the continent 36 , only to be abruptly reversed during the Kennedy 
administration that seeks to maintain control over Europe.37 The pro-Atlanticist West 
German policymakers are disquieted by Soviet action in Hungary (1956) and 
Czechoslovakia (1968), worried that they have misinterpreted Soviet plans for the 
European continent as a whole. The conflicting signals sent by the US increase the 
uncertainty for West German policymakers and the long-term sustainability of both 
German survival and multipolarity within Europe is questionable. 

There are several risks present in this minimalist West German grand strategy: the 
withdrawal of American forces from the continent, leaving an alliance not sufficiently 
cohesive or militarily capable to defend against potential Soviet aggression, and the lack 
of West German abilities to adequately influence either superpower, or its European 
allies. Consequently, this strategy is conditional upon near equal (mis)trust of the Soviet 

34 The French argument for national nuclear forces might trigger German demands, and 
nationalism (Trachtenberg 1999, p. 236). De Gaulle’s nationalism, specifically the policy of nuclear 
independence, seemed to trigger resurgent German nationalism for them: without immergence in 
NATO and western structures that constrained NATO the Federal Republic might take a similar 
course. Adenauer claimed the desire for an independent nuclear weapon in a press conference on 
April 5, 1957 (Trachtenberg 1999, p. 239).  
35 Adenauer: The European countries had to ‘unite against America.’ (Couve to Pineau, October 10, 
1956, DDF 1956, 2: 553-554) Cited in Trachtenberg (1999, p. 235). 
36 Leading German politicians, not least Chancellor Adenauer expressed fears that the maritime 
powers might abandon their allies on the continent. And Strauss told the cabinet that ‘today a 
nation that does not produce atomic weapons itself is déclassé.’ He oversaw the shift from large 
conscript forces towards a smaller, more professional military capable of deploying tactical nuclear 
weapons. The French considered building a nuclear weapon together with the Germans (Pitman 
2000).  
37 ‘If Europe were ever to be organised to leave us outside, from the point of view of these great 
issues of policy and defense, it would become most difficult for us to sustain our present guarantee 
against soviet aggression. We shall not hesitate to make this point to the Germans if they show 
signs of accepting any idea of a Bonn-Paris axis.’ (Kennedy to Gavin, May 18, 1962, FRUS 1961-
1963, p. 704.) (Trachtenberg 1999, p. 374). ‘If they chose to align themselves with De Gaulle and if 
they backed the policy of an independent Europe, they could not count on the United States to 
defend them. If they wanted American protection, they would have to follow the American lead on 
political and nuclear questions.’ (NSC Executive Committee meetings nos. 38 and 39, January 25 
and 31, 1963, FRUS 1961-1963, pp. 163, 489). 
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Union and the US, low appraisal of West Germany’s own capabilities or manoeuvre 
room within Europe, moderate to high appraisal of the capabilities of its European 
allies, and sufficient belief that the US has enough of a stake to remain involved in some 
manner. 

 

United Kingdom: Cold War counterfactuals 
 

Limited balancing strategy 
 
In the limited grand strategy the UK takes a selective approach to the European 
continent and avoids entangling itself through permanent alliances or the stationing of 
forces there. The destruction on the European continent and the introduction of nuclear 
weapons offer the UK the opportunity to fully exploit its advantageous defensive 
position as an island. The ascendance of the Soviet Union as the dominant continental 
power does present a risk for the long-term future38, though it represents no threat for at 
least the first decade after the war.39 The UK therefore strengthens its bilateral ties with 
France and the US to rebalance the distribution of power in Europe. The financial 
resources that are now available allow the UK to refocus its efforts towards maintaining 
its colonial possessions.  

In line with the maritime strategy, the British armed forces are predominantly focused 
on naval and air capabilities to maintain open access across global lines of 
communication.40 The land forces are primarily prepared for colonial tasks, but a small 
core of conventional forces remain available for possible interventions on the continent. 
Nuclear weapons have fundamentally changed the balance of power, and British 
policymakers are convinced they must acquire them. 41  The British develop an 

38 ‘Of course it is difficult to tell how far Russian policy is dictated by expansionism and how far by 
fear of attack by the US and ourselves. Fantastic as this is, it may very well be the real grounds of 
Russian policy. What we consider merely defence may seem to them to be preparations for an 
attack.’ (Public Record Office, London, FO 800/475, fos 59-60, ME/46/22, Attlee to Bevin, Private 
and Personal, 1 December 1946). 
39 The 1944 statement in the Foreign Office papers that ‘no Soviet threat to the country is likely to 
arrive until’ ten years after the war in Europe was over. JIC(44)467(0)Final, PRO, Foreign Office 
Papers, series 371, file 47860 (FO 371/47860). Cited in Watt, 1986. British planners no longer 
perceived an imminent Soviet threat in the early 1960s (Baylis and O’Neill 1995, p. 336). 
40 The Middle East region is of vital importance. ‘It forms the nodal point in the system of 
communication by land, sea, and air that links Great Britain with India, Australia, and the Far 
East; it is also the empire’s main reservoir of mineral oil.’ (Public Record Office, London, CAB 129-
2, fo. 20, CP(45)156, Great Britain´s position in the Middle East, Secret, 8 September 1945). 
41 ‘The Prime Minster [Churchill] said that we could not expect to maintain our influence as a 
world power unless we possessed the most up-to-date nuclear weapons. […] He had no doubt that 
the best hope of preserving world peace was to make it clear to potential aggressors that they had 
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independent nuclear deterrent with partial assistance from the US to ensure British 
security from direct attacks. 42  The ‘special relationship’ becomes crucial to British 
security as the US is needed for financial support and as an ally should the Soviet Union 
seek to assert itself through force. On the continent, the French position must be 
strengthened and preferably West Germany as well. 43  The move for a continental 
security organisation that incorporates France, West Germany, and the smaller states is 
accepted with some trepidation, after it is underwritten with American support both 
financially and technologically. The UK therefore mediates between the US and the 
European powers, but avoids being part of permanent security frameworks and of 
becoming entangled in potential adventures of the US and the European states. 
Relations with the Soviet Union are friendly, albeit that arms and intelligence 
competition are a constant feature. 

The wave of nationalist and anti-imperialist movements puts severe strains on the 
British Empire. Conventional forces that were otherwise assigned to use in Western 
Europe are now available for keeping order in the colonies, but they lack sufficient 
numbers to permanently hold all the colonies. Choices must be made. After several 
decades of low-level conflict, a truncated version of the pre-war Empire is consolidated 
into the Commonwealth, which includes several key assets that were part of the East of 
Suez role the UK envisioned for itself. The British and the French intervene in Suez. The 
outcome is only a partial success. The US might not able to exert as much pressure on 
the UK, but its French allies are overstretched to fill the gap that the UK left in the 
collective defence of Europe. France is tied up with its forces on the European continent 
and has become dependent on US support. The Middle Eastern adventures as a whole, 
including those in the Persian Gulf, are consequently less successful and British 
influence there declines. Maintaining British prestige in the Falklands therefore 
becomes more important, which necessitates a forceful response in 1981. In Europe, the 
Soviet Union is able to dominate in Central Europe, as well as exert its influence over 
West Germany, which has chosen neutrality. The US moves to strengthen France, Italy 
and the Low Countries, but limits its own military presence on the continent. The 
pressure on France after West German defection consequently increases. Thanks to their 

no hope of shielding themselves from a crushing retaliatory use of atomic power.’ (Public Record 
Office, London, CAB 128/27 Pt2, fos 353, 355, CC48(54)5, Secret, 7 July 1954. 
42 Ernest Bevin told a Cabinet committee in 1947: ‘We’ve got to have this … I don’t want any other 
Foreign Secretary of this country to be talked at or by a Secretary of State in the United States as I 
have just had in my discussions with Mr. Byrnes. We have got have this thing over here whatever it 
costs … We’ve got to have the bloody Union Jack flying on top of it.’ (M.M. Gowing 1974 cited in 
(Parker 1986, p. 450). 
43 The British, and to a certain extent the American were reluctant to take their chances a second 
time with full democracy and self-determination in Germany – to see Germany resurrected as a 
strong and independent power, not aligned with either side and free once again to play them off 
against each other (Trachtenberg 1999, p. 59). The Americans not so worried about united 
Germany (views American Joint Chiefs of Staff, in JCS to SWNCC, May 12, 1947, FRUS 1947, 
1:741) 
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mutual dependency, the US and France have developed a ‘special relationship’.44 With 
American assistance France attains its own nuclear weapon. The situation on the 
continent remains stable albeit the prospects for long-term Western security are 
uncertain. However, British direct security seems guaranteed. 

There are several risks present in this minimalist British grand strategy: the UK is likely 
to be seen as a free-rider by the US and France, and with no strong commitment on the 
part of the US there are insufficient capabilities on the continent to defend against a 
direct Soviet attack. Should the Cold War escalate, more costly, if not hopeless, British 
commitments might be required at a later date. Consequently, this strategy is 
conditional a moderate appraisal of the Soviet threat level and on the capability of 
nuclear weapons to credibly deter adversaries. The ‘special relationship’ therefore must 
be strong enough to keep the British economy running, and the US should be willing to 
intervene if the situation on the continent escalates. French capabilities should be robust 
enough to counter or deter the threat on continent. There is a risk that France supplants 
the UK in its role as favoured ally of the US, and thereby becomes the more influential 
power in Europe. Finally, the ideological appeal of Communism cannot be strong 
enough to capture the governments on the continent. 

 

France: Cold War counterfactuals 
 

Limited balancing strategy 
 
In the limited grand strategy France does not permanently anchor itself in alliance 
structures but selectively supports European defence agreements, with its own territorial 
security based on its deterrent. After the Second World War, a damaged France is 
unable to assure its interests on the continent alone against the badly haemorrhaged, 
but dominant continental power of the Soviet Union.45 The possible reunification of 

44 Secretary of State Dulles: ‘The American people were not avid for power or leadership. They 
wanted to see the age-old leadership of the Western World flower again under France.’ 
(Eisenhower-Laird meeting, December 5, 1953, FRUS 1952-1954, V: p. 1771). 
45 French leaders agreed with their counterparts in Washington and London that the Soviet Union 
seemed unprepared to initiate an aggressive war against the West (Harrison 1981, p. 11). (Resumé 
of Telegram from Foreign Minister Bidault to French Ambassador Bonnet in Washington, made by 
the US embassy in Paris: FRUS, 1948, vol.3. dated 29 June 1948, pp. 142-143). ‘Il existe une 
analogie certaine entre la position de la France et celle de l’Allemagne Fédérale concernant la 
défense de l’Occident. L’une et l’autre ont le souci d’écarter à tout prix de leur territoire la 
possibilité d’une invasion et d’éviter de servir de champ de bataille ; elles sont préoccupées de 
s’abstenir de toute provocation à l’égard des Soviétiques, avant que ne soit constituée une force 
occidentale véritablement digne de ce nom’ (Bérard to Foreign Ministry, October 17, 1950, 
Allemagne, vol. 70, ff. 17-17, French Foreign Ministry Archives). 
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Germany casts another shadow. The weakness of Western Europe requires the presence 
of the US, of an outside power to balance the continent. However, France refuses to 
institutionally link its fate to the US, because its stake in Europe per definition cannot be 
as great. Furthermore, the US may draw the Europeans into conflict that derives from 
American national interests far outside of Europe. France contributes to Western 
security, but positions itself outside of the alliance, freeing up resources to attempt and 
retain its colonial possessions. 

To ensure French security and to have assets to contribute to European security, the 
French armed forces are mostly reconstituted towards territorial defence but the land 
forces have the capability to be deployed more broadly in the European theatre. The 
greater mobility and operating space of the French forces, together with greater air 
support, comes at a high financial costs. At further cost, France develops an independent 
nuclear weapon, against the wishes of the US which seeks to unify the European 
collective security system under its own leadership and control. 46  France signs an 
agreement with NATO to contribute forces in case of an unprovoked attack, but remains 
unclear about what defines provocation. Extra-regional contributions to allied causes 
are explicitly prohibited, fearful as France is of irresponsible risk-taking by the US for its 
own global interests. Through this position, underwritten by an independent deterrent, 
France avoids dependence on the US and it avoids becoming a bargaining chip in an 
American-Soviet conflict.47 Furthermore, France contribute a third centre of decision to 
complicates Soviet calculations on action towards Western Europe. The other threat on 
the European continent, West Germany, is less constrained by a truncated NATO in this 
system. 48  While supportive of European integration insofar as it constrains West 
Germany, France resists further integration.49 This leaves West Germany less than fully 

46 American policymakers believed that ‘If the French and other European powers acquire a 
nuclear capability,’ Kennedy said in January 1963, ‘they would be in a position to be entirely 
independent and we might be on the outside looking in.’(NSC meeting, January 22, 1963, FRUS 
1961-1963, 8:460, 13: 486), even though public statements on the efficacy of the force were that it 
had no value whatsoever (Trachtenberg 1999, p. 320). 
47 After Secretary Rusk castigated the French ambassador Alphand about evils of a third force, the 
ambassador observed that ‘the US would sometimes be accused of playing one European power 
against the other, sometimes of favoring a United Europe in order to be able to dominate it better.’ 
(Second quote from Rusk-Alphand meeting, May 28, 1962, FRUS, 1961-1963, XIII: 708-713, on 
713.) Cited in Green (2012). 
48 The Pleven Plan attempted to thwart independent German control of its armed forces and the 
revival of the German High Command by proposing to integrate West German military forces into 
a larger supranational army. As originally proposed, however, the Pleven Plan treated the Germans 
as inferiors and suggested ‘not so much a genuine European Army as a French Foreign Legion for 
Europe.’ Cited in Scheetz (1999). 
49 The French planned to split the Rhineland and the Ruhr off from the rest of Germany 
(Trachtenberg 1999, p. 44). 
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integrated into Europe50, and forces a more independent strategy on its part, thereby 
increasing the volatility of the European security system as a whole. 

Faced with a wave of nationalist and anti-imperialist movements in its colonial 
possessions, France responds forcefully at first. After the loss of Indochina, France 
attempts to hold onto Algeria and fights a two-decade-long unsuccessful 
counterinsurgency, lacking the resources to fight both there and maintain sufficient 
forces for territorial defence and possible action in Europe.51 The joint intervention with 
Britain to maintain the Suez Canal proves unsuccessful, after the UK proves unable to 
resist American pressure. While France subsequently single-handily captures the Canal, 
it is forced to relinquish it after the occupation escalates towards persistent low-intensity 
violence. France fares better at maintaining other colonial possessions, but these 
commitments clash with requirements in the hexagon and Europe, and France 
relinquishes them by the late seventies or early eighties. West Germany acts with 
increasing autonomy in Europe, and pressures the US into greater access to NATO 
nuclear weapons. The Soviet Union mounts more pressure on the solidarity of the 
transatlantic alliance, which leads to greater calls in the US for partial disengagement 
from Europe. American forces in Europe become deprioritised in favour of those in East 
Asia, making extended deterrence becomes less credible. Consequently, American 
Congress discusses the nuclear arming of West Germany as a way of pass off the burden 
of collective security. France views a more multipolar regional European order as an 
acceptable trade-off to a bipolar system, preferring the inherent uncertainty over certain 
subsidiarity. 

There are several risks present in this limited balancing strategy. France is likely to be 
considered a free-rider on the collective security provided by the US. French free-riding 
can alienate the US and lead it to decrease its conventional and nuclear commitments to 
Europe. The Soviet Union could exploit these fissures and increase the pressure on the 
Western states. If the US then withdraws its forces, it is likely that the UK withdraws its 
own forces to the British Isles and depends on its nuclear weapon. Other, smaller 
European states are then likely to defect from NATO and attempt to adopt neutrality. 
Should the Soviet Union be sufficiently risk-acceptant, and the US sufficiently risk-
averse, France will be abandoned on continent. West Germany remains too weak to 
contribute much to European security, or conversely it will become more assertive and 
autonomous and seek to attain its own deterrent. Consequently, this strategy is 
conditional upon the Soviet Union being deterred by nuclear weapons, and the US being 

50 The French viewed Germany as a buffer area, see especially the Revers report of January 25, 
1948, 4Q37/2/SHAT and the ‘Avis du Comité des Chefs d’Etat-Major au sujet des problémes 
soulevés par le Plan des Possibilités due Commandant Suprême Allié en Europe’, September 6, 
1954, p.9. in Series 1K145 (Papers of General Blanc, Army Chief of Staff), box 2, SHAT.). 
(Trachtenberg 1999, pp. 101-102). 
51 French favoured colonial defence requirements over European forces when choices had to be 
made (Harrison 1981, 33). 
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willing to commit sufficient forces to European security. That commitment depends on 
the US considering European interests nearly equal to its own. Yet, in reality, French 
policymakers doubted the US was serious about its commitments during the first 
decades of the Cold War. They certainly have no way of being certain of the American 
commitment. The US must both consider the Soviet Union a serious enough threat to 
commit forces even without French contributions, but not serious enough to prioritise 
its own territorial security. Furthermore, for France the risk of revolutionary overspill 
must remain relatively small and constrained to national uprisings. 

 

Maximalist external balancing strategy (collective security) 
 
In the maximalist external balancing strategy France follows an internationalist 
approach and fully integrates its national security policies into a permanent 
transatlantic alliance structure, thereby avoiding abandonment on a continent that it 
shares with two major potential threats. French security was at stake, if not its very 
survival as a state. The destruction of the French economy and its military during the 
war and of the Western Europe as a whole, the future military dominance of the Soviet 
Union, combined with the remaining possibility of a resurgent Germany, has put France 
in a precarious position. As the remaining powerful and undamaged Western state, the 
US plays the crucial role in unifying and leading the contesting European interests into a 
single collective security system. French policymakers realise that France must become 
the largest contributor to transatlantic security, to ensure the commitment of the US to 
the continent. French survival consequently takes precedence over other, less vital, 
national interests, and its colonial commitments are rapidly abandoned. 

In line with its continental strategy, France focuses on providing large numbers of 
conventional forces for the European theatre of operations, strengthening both the army 
and air support to the detriment of its colonial troops and the navy. These forces are 
then predominantly stationed in West Germany, strengthening the means to ensure the 
dual containment of both the Soviet Union and of Germany.52 French planners prefer a 

52 The French were essentially asking their Anglo-Saxon allies to guarantee that they would 
intervene militarily if German ever tried to pull out (Trachtenberg 1999, p. 118).(Schuman to 
Acheson, January 29, 1952; Bruce to Acheson, February 1, 1952; Churchill-Acheson meeting, 
February 14 1952, in FRUS 1952-1954, 5:10, 12-13, 39).Key French policymakers realized that the 
division of Germany and incorporation of West Germany into the West, would solve the German 
problem. As long as American forces were stationed in West Germany, no western German state 
was in a position to challenge the status quo, and that the Russians would be kept at bay 
(Trachtenberg 1999, pp. 74-75). (Note especially a series of memoranda written in 1952 and 1953 
by Jean Sauvagnargues, especially his memoranda of June 25, 1952, and April 22 and June 10, 
1953, Europe 1949-1955/Allemagne/882 and 823/FFMA, and Europe 1949-
1955/Généralités/100/FFMA.). The French were more cooperative when the commitment to more 
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national independent deterrent, but accept a shared NATO deterrent instead. They seek 
and accept a similar deal as the British receive with Polaris, using their consistent large 
contributions as leverage. France is the de facto strongest supporter of NATO in Europe, 
through which it achieves security against an invasion by the Soviet Union and a 
resurgent and possibly revisionist reunified Germany.53 France works hard at building a 
strong bilateral relationship with the US, institutionalising American-French 
cooperation on nuclear technology and intelligence. The continued American presence 
in Europe is the key to French security, and French policymakers focus the policies on 
preventing the possible abandonment by the US.54 However, competing with the British 
over American ties remains fraught with difficulties, and it is certainly difficult to bypass 
established American cultural proclivities and prejudices that favour the English over 
the French. French policymakers remain left with a nagging doubt over the extent of 
American commitment to European security.55 The transatlantic alliance seems cohesive 
and solid to the Soviet Union and in its turn it slows down its build-up of conventional 
and nuclear weapons to simply parity, instead using its ideological appeal to influence 
communist movements with Western Europe. France supports European integration as 
the means to increase economic and military stability, and keep West Germany 
prosperous and secure, as well as further contained within multilateral structures.  

or less permanently commit an American military presence in Germany was made (Trachtenberg 
1999, pp. 85, 118).  
53 It became apparent to French defence planners that an integrated strategy for the defence of 
western Europehad to be bound up with America’s strategy.(French General Staff memorandum, 
November 25, 1953, Ismay Papers III/12/13a/LHCMA; Ismay’s notes for December 6, 1953, 
meeting, Ismay Papers, III/12/17/ LHCMA; summary of foreign ministers’ meeting, December 6, 
1953, FRUS 1952-1954, 5:1789-1790) A highly integrated NATO defence strategy, a strategy in 
which nuclear weapons played the major role and in which the defense of Europe was tightly 
linked to American air-atomic offensive, all this had been the goal of French military policy for 
quite some time (‘Avis du Comité des Chefs d’Etat Major’, September 6, 1954, 1k145/3/SHAT). 
Cited in Trachtenberg (1999, p. 175). 
54 Georges Bidault, the French foreign minister, had told Marshall in 1947 that the French 
unenthusiastic to the idea of a demilitarisation treaty because they were worried it might ‘be 
considered a sort of ‘substitute’ for other guarantees’ – namely an American troop presence in 
Europe, especially in Germany - that his government believed to necessary. Bidault-Marshall 
meeting, March 13, 1947, FRUS 1947, 2:247). The American concept of stopping the Red Army at 
the foot of the Pyrenees (sic) could not delight the French, who were convinced that the situation 
would be irreversible. ‘Not even is there an emergency plan for the supply of arms. France is 
therefore strictly reduced to her means, since the Brussels Pact unites only the powerless. In other 
words, she is totally exposed.’, commented Couve de Murville. (Note of 10 May 1948, MAE, série Y-
54). Dulles was talking in 1953 about frightening the French by raising the spectre of a retreat to 
the peripheral strategy. (See State-JCS meeting, January 28, 1953, FRUS 1952-1954, 5:712-713). 
Cited in Trachtenberg (1999, p. 122).  
55 In January 1947, France had hoped to play the role of a ‘bridge’ between Moscow and 
Washington. In the spring of 1948 she did not aspire to anything other than being a ‘junction’ 
between a northern and southern front (Letter Chauvel to Bonnet, 21 April 1948, MAE, series Y, 
Bonnet Papers.) Cited in (Melandri, Vaïsse 2001, pp. 186 464, 465). 
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The wave of nationalist and anti-imperialist movements in the European colonial 
possessions troubles French traditionalists with visions of maintaining the colonial 
possessions. In spite of heavy protests from the public and elements of the military, 
Algeria and Indochina are abandoned during the 1950s and early 1960s along with the 
other colonial possessions to focus resources to the direct threat to French security in 
Europe. France declines to participate in a doomed British intervention in the Suez 
Canal, in order not to alienate the US, and because Suez is no longer necessary to fight 
the conflict in Algeria more effectively. Stability and security in Western Europe are 
prioritised as much as possible. However, the Vietnam War has increased the demands 
on the US, American planners divert forces towards South-East Asia that are not 
required in Europe, because it is stable. After French and British protests that this 
weakens extended deterrence and endangers the balance of power in Europe, the US 
offers to exchange French and British contributions in Vietnam for the American 
presence in Europe. Consequently, France remains involved for decades in a costly and 
an increasingly unsuccessful counterinsurgency and nation-building campaign in South-
East Asia. NATO Europe is maintained, but at great financial costs to France. It also 
increases political instability as the political left attacks French involvement outside of 
Europe. 

There are several risks present in this maximalist external balancing strategy: France 
has committed itself fully to NATO to ensure American commitment. France has thereby 
largely guaranteed its security. Yet, because of its dependence on American involvement 
France is vulnerable to sudden changes in American priorities and entanglement in 
American national objectives. Should the Soviet Union prove sufficiently aggressive, the 
US might reconsider its nuclear guarantee, reprioritise its own security in its own 
hemisphere and renegotiate the distribution of power within Europe. This could leave 
France without few means to assure its own defence. Furthermore, France will have to 
sacrifice most or all of its own national interests, including its colonial possessions. 
Consequently, this strategy is conditional upon French policymakers trusting the US to 
attach enough importance to European affairs to risk its interests and its own immediate 
security, and that the American perception of the Soviet threat is sufficiently high to take 
but not so high as to be intimidated. The strength of bilateral ties with the US can abet 
the continuity and coherence of allied strategy, but not chance the basic geographical 
and military distribution of power. 

 

Maximalist internal balancing strategy (hegemony)  
 
In the maximalist internal balancing strategy France seeks to capitalise on the altered 
continental balance of power and assert regional hegemony. Its traditional continental 
challenger, Germany, was destroyed in the Second World War, and while the Soviet 
Union looks to be the dominant military power for the foreseeable future, it has been 
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severely damaged. However, France itself has been even more critically damaged and is 
facing domestic dissension led by the Communists. Its external and internal security 
interlinked, the French government takes upon itself regional leadership of a European 
security community that integrates West Germany. France acts as the guarantor of 
European security needs, and it is underwritten in this role by the US. France becomes 
the central bulwark of the American counter-communist and balancing strategy on the 
European continent.56 France equates the conflicts in the European colonial possessions 
with European security and leads European counterinsurgency campaigns to suppress 
them. 

To maintain a dual European and extra-European strategy, France needs a modernised 
conventional army and a colonial army, backed by air support and a navy to maintain 
maritime lines of communication. The French economy can hardly support such an 
ambitious force posture, and ironically France therefore relies on imaginative and 
flexible diplomacy with the US and the European allies. The base negotiation position of 
the French government is that its successful suppression of domestic communist 
movements and its position on the European continent make France exquisitely suited 
to balance the Soviet Union and its Western European followers. The US sees France, 
with its long tradition of fighting on the continent, as an adequate proxy to balance the 
Soviet Union, freeing up its own resources for the Pacific and East Asia, and contributes 
technological assistance towards developing a French nuclear weapon that is part of a 
multilateral force. Great Britain reluctantly follows the French lead in Europe and 
contributes troops to the European Defence Community, in exchange for mutual 
assistance in securing the Near and Middle East. France can thereby achieve its own 
East of Suez policy. West Germany is looking for rehabilitation into Europe and France 
is willing to give it as part of the French-led European Community and the Defence 
Community, and eases the restraints on West Germany, in spite of the protests of Great 
Britain. With its interests on the continent consolidated, France becomes the primary 
counterweight to the Soviet Union, leads the European Third Force, and is playing an 
important part in the conflicts outside Europe. 

The wave of nationalist and anti-imperialist movements taxes French capabilities 
outside of Europe. In the end Algeria, Indochina, and the other French colonial 
possessions are weaknesses, and the temptation to divert forces57 from asserting itself 
on the continent, weakens the French case for European leadership. Its collaboration 
with the UK to stop the nationalisation of the Suez Crisis is successful but further 
expands the use of French forces abroad. The assertive French attitude in European 
affairs increasingly troubles Great Britain, increasingly so as the Empire is disintegrating 

56 Secretary of State Dulles: ‘The American people were not avid for power or leadership. They 
wanted to see the age-old leadership of the Western World flower again under France.’ 
(Eisenhower-Laird meeting, December 5, 1953, FRUS 1952-1954, V: page 1771). 
57 French favoured colonial defence requirements over European forces when choices had to be 
made, even to the strong detriment of European defence (Harrison 1981, p. 33). 
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and its commitments are winding down. After the reconstruction of its economy, West 
Germany becomes less willing to accept the humiliation of subordination to French 
leadership. German policymakers seek to change the conditions of their agreement on 
European integration. Similarly, the US has doubts about both the ability of France to 
credibly balance the Soviet Union, and with France taking upon itself a range of strictly 
national objectives unconnected to European security, American policymakers further 
call that French ability into question. Soviet conventional and nuclear capabilities have 
drastically expanded in the meantime, and its behaviour becomes more and more 
assertive. Soviet assertiveness necessitates an increased presence of American forces in 
Europe. France resists US political interference in Europe, but is undermined by British 
and West German actions to build a broader transatlantic alliance, leaving it more 
isolated. In the face of Soviet expansionism, France accepts American leadership of the 
alliance as a whole, but claims a primes inter position on the European continent. 

There are several risks present in this maximalist French grand strategy: the US could 
easily withdraw its support, both if France seems unsuccessful and if it seems too 
successful in its role as continental balancer, or if it is deemed as unreliable or 
ideologically weak in the face of communism. British acceptance of the French role is 
similar changeable, and depends on how successful the UK is in accomplishing its 
national objectives. Its credibility as a deterrent power in Western Europe is uncertain 
enough to be challenged often by the Soviet Union, making France prone to overstretch 
and internal instability. Consequently, this strategy is conditional on an excellent 
relationship with the Americans and clear understanding by American policymakers 
that France plays a crucial strategic role. The US willingness to financially and 
technologically support the French bid to become the dominant Western European 
power, depends on how credible France appears as a continental balance to Soviet power 
and if it can establish that the Soviet Union is a serious threat to Western Europe. Other 
European states should also feel more threatened by the Soviet Union than by new 
French dominance, but this condition remains uncertain in the long-term. 

 

United States: Post-Cold War counterfactuals  
 

Minimalist strategy 
 
In the minimalist grand strategy the US ends its alliance commitments and removes its 
forces from Europe and Asia, returning to its traditional strategy of non-intervention in 
Eurasia and isolationism. The disintegration of the Soviet Union has removed the need 
to balance an Eurasian hegemon, and in a unipolar world, where American military and 
economic power are unassailable, the need for permanent alliances or multilateral 
institutions has dissipated. The European states are stable and prosperous enough to 
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sustain and protect themselves. European political unification unlikely due to divisions 
among the Europeans and a desire of the major states to maintain sovereignty. The 
situation in Asia is similarly benign for American interests, although policymakers are 
wary about rising Chinese influence. They therefore maintain capabilities in the Pacific 
and Asia. However, the reduction in the number of armed forces and the defence budget 
reinvigorates the dynamic American economy and positions it to profit from the era of 
globalisation to the utmost. 

The American force posture is predominantly focused on maritime and air capabilities, 
and the land forces are mostly disbanded, except for a smaller size expeditionary 
capability to deploy in possible crises. Its advantageous geographic position and nuclear 
deterrent ensure the security of the US, and they allow the US to reap a peace dividend. 
The US can easily sustain a solid technological advantage over peer competitors without 
spending on the level of the Cold War. Maintaining NATO is no longer a priority, as the 
immediate threat that led to its founding has disappeared. Expansion eastwards is not 
necessary. European economic integration presents no threat to US interests, and is 
unlikely to lead to a cohesive political-military unit. The rise of China presents a risk to 
American Pacific interests in the coming decades, but China is unlikely to surpass 
American capabilities. Moreover, China is constrained by multiple potential regional 
balancers, such as India, Japan, and Russia, who are likely to be supported by smaller 
states such as Australia and South Korea. Russian capabilities in turn are severely 
constrained and should a hostile leadership emerge, it would be preoccupied with 
rebuilding the economy and maintaining political stability. The US government 
estimates that it can look forward to three decades of unchallenged superiority and 
prosperity, absent of any major threats. It does not have to actively maintain its Cold 
War leadership. The American economy is robust and does not depend on the state of 
the global economy, yet it is also technologically and financially well positioned to take 
advantage of the era of globalization. 

The first crisis in this new era, however, challenges the isolationist perspective. In 1990 
Iraq invades Kuwait and thereby gains de facto control over a vast amount of the global 
supply of oil. Without active American leadership the United Nations cannot generate 
enough forces to intervene in the short-term. The conflict drags on through sanctions 
and it is only the threat of eventual American involvement that causes Iraq to relent, 
withdraw its forces, but claim a moral victory. The Iranian fear that Iraq is developing 
nuclear weapons prompts Iran to do the same. The US refrains from acting, but 
maintains its naval presence to intervene should their competition escalate. The parallel 
breakdown of Yugoslavia is considered a tragedy, but one for which the Europeans carry 
the responsibility and the means to solve. The conflict provides the impetus for greater 
joint European capabilities but these are too slow in preventing the ethnic cleansing of 
Bosnia, Kosovo, and other contested areas. The fissures and resentments in the Middle 
East continue, with the Palestinian-Israeli conflict remaining unresolved. Transnational 
Sunni terrorist groups, their members brought together and hardened through fighting 
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the Soviets in Afghanistan, strike across the Middle East, against regimes that are 
perceived as apostate. American intervention becomes more likely as time passes. In 
response to the instability on its border, the European Union does begin effectively 
pooling its resources, now that the UK has given up its traditional reticence to politically 
commit to the continent after the withdrawal of American forces has made the ‘special 
relationship’ a redundant asset. On the other side of the continent, China is projecting 
maritime power into the South China Sea, seeking to assert its position over its 
traditional sphere of influence. 

There are several risks present in this minimalist American strategy: potential major 
competitors may assert their power in the absence of American balancing behaviour. 
The US is not drawn into the instability of the post-Cold War era, but it also remains 
unable to influence it. In the case of the Middle East, this implies little US control over 
who has access to the largest reserves of natural resources. American power potential 
and resources remain large enough, however, to act decisively should a clear threat 
emerge. Consequently, this strategy is conditional on the belief that no peer competitors 
are likely to have the resources to seriously damage American interests, or, in the case of 
the Europeans, that they have the intention to do so. Similarly, instability is considered 
as unwelcome, but not as an imminent threat to American interests, or one that requires 
the full use of American military resources, which remain available should the need 
arise.  

 

Maximalist internal balancing strategy (hegemony) 
 
In the maximalist internal balancing strategy the US upholds its permanent alliance 
commitments and the presence of the majority of its forces in Europe and Asia when the 
Cold War ends. The disintegration of the Soviet Union has removed direct threats to 
American security and interests, but has also offered an opportunity to create a global 
order conducive to American interests. American policymakers believe they must 
permanently extend the unique occurrence of unipolarity in which American military 
and economic power are unassailable into the future. Potential challengers in Eurasia 
must be dissuaded from competing with the US.58 The financial costs of this expansive 
approach to global order are high but so are the benefits to the US 

In order to prevent the rise of any possible challengers and expand US control over the 
core and periphery, the US must maintain and further develop the most technologically 
advanced forces to achieve full spectrum dominance in combat: this means the US 
invests heavily in land, air, maritime, and cyber warfare. To ensure the compliance of its 
allies, the US must keep them militarily dependent, which it does through maintaining 

58 Defense Planning Guidance 1992; US National Security Strategy 2002. 
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the presence of its armed forces and the institutions in which they are held. European 
military contributions to the American-lead order are highly welcome, but these are to 
be made through NATO and not to be doubled through a rival organisation. The US 
undermines European unification in non-economic domains: the integration of 
European markets and their opening to American trade and investment are welcome, 
political-military integration is not. EU institutions were widened rather than deepened 
due to US pressure. The established Anglo-American ‘special relationship’ gives 
American policymakers leverage to undermine European institutions from within. The 
dual expansion eastwards of NATO and E.U. institutions served also to further constrain 
the Russian sphere of influence and dovetailed with undermining independent 
European role. In Asia, the US must similarly remain the central security actor to 
contain China, which it does through expanding the number of alliances and agreements 
across East and Central Asia. However, the US dominates NATO, and the other 
agreements are often bilateral, signalling a more flexible approach to international 
cooperation that avoids constraining the US. 

The crises of the post-Cold War world challenge American power, albeit generally in an 
indirect and unforeseen manner. The Gulf War is fought by a US-led coalition, under the 
nominal approval of the UN, and is pursued until the Iraqi regime is overthrown. This 
leads to an occupation that last several years and establishes a more friendly Sunni-Kurd 
government to check growing Iranian influence in the Gulf. The US postpones 
involvement in former Yugoslavia, considering it an European affair that does not 
directly impact American interests, but is then drawn in as it is perceived to challenge 
the credibility of American leadership. Instability is a constant feature of the new order, 
and various regional flashpoints pose dilemmas to American policymakers on whether 
to intervene. Credibility depends on maintaining global stability and security, specially 
concerning open and stable access to resources, and this creates a momentum for 
interventions to increase in frequency. American leadership is widely accepted by other 
states, but it is also highly resented. The attacks of 9/11 are followed by the overthrow of 
the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, and strengthen the hand of those policymakers who 
would see the entire Middle Eastern region reordered. Following invasion plans already 
laid out in the 1990s, and bypassing the UN, the US invades Iran to prevent the regime 
acquiring weapons of mass destruction, leading to a decade long occupation. European 
resentment at continual requests to provide armed forces, the destabilization of the 
Middle East, and the perceived unilateralist turn cause frequent tensions within the 
transatlantic alliance. The European states turn to bilateral agreements to streamline 
European defence and they prepare alternatives to NATO. Alarmed by the expansion of 
the American presence and the increasing web of agreements and alliance around it, 
Russia and China accelerate their arms spending and increase their collaboration. The 
costs of continual interventions and occupations creates an unsustainable drain on the 
resources of the American government, crashing the economy and leading to 
increasingly polarised domestic politics. A global order conducive for American interests 
has been established, but reactions against dominant US power are growing. 
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There are several risks present in this maximalist American grand strategy: an 
continually expansive American role is immensely costly and is unlikely to be sustained 
indefinitely. American preponderance generates sharp resentment that takes leads to 
counterbalancing behaviour by other potential superpowers, to asymmetric warfare by 
weaker or non-state actors, and leads to the alienation of most of the traditional 
American allies. The expansionist view of American interests leads to a divisive domestic 
political scene. Consequently, this strategy is conditional on an understanding of the 
global order as inherently dangerous and unstable without the US to maintain security. 
Or, conversely it is driven by the perceived opportunity to reorder the system in line with 
American priorities and interests. It also suggests that its European and Asian allies are 
seen as neither capable or willing enough to maintain these interests on their own, nor 
as capable or willing to balance the US as it asserts itself.  

 

Germany: Post-Cold War counterfactuals 
 

Minimalist strategy 
 
In the minimalist grand strategy Germany ends its alliance commitments in Europe, and 
redirects its efforts towards the pursuit of its national economic objectives. The 
disintegration of the Soviet Union has removed the need to be part of a counterbalancing 
alliance against a continental hegemon, even though the need to contain a reunified 
Germany remains for the Western allies. To avoid provoking its neighbours, it limits the 
number and capabilities of its forces. Germany absents itself from participation in 
political-military organisations such as NATO, but supports the economic and monetary 
integration of Europe. In exchange for the absence of military contributions, it 
contributes financially to its former allies. In the stable and secure era that follows the 
Cold War, Germany is well positioned to profit from its advantages in the era of financial 
and trade globalisation. 

The German force posture is a stripped down version of that of the Cold War era, with a 
predominant role for land forces and air support for territorial defence. With declining 
investments, the armed forces decline relative to the rapidly modernising forces of the 
US, UK, and France, and can therefore play only a limited contribution to collective 
defence. This represents a de facto withdrawal from NATO for Germany, but its military 
decline leaves little doubt that it is not in the position to threaten any of its neighbours 
in any foreseeable future. To further negate distrust towards its objectives, a reunified 
Germany accepts further economic and monetary European integration. In essence it 
underwrites the political-military strategies of the UK and France through its support for 
the European economy. In exchange Germany supports the eastwards expansion of the 
European Union, with allows it to capitalise on its economic and cultural influence over 
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Central and Eastern Europe. While it has rejected the transatlantic alliance as unsuited 
for the post-Cold War era, Germany maintains solid bilateral relations with the US. 
Germany similarly improves its relationship with Russia. On the basis of its economic 
weight, Germany leads an unsuccessful campaign for accession to the UN Security 
Council. 

The instability that follows the end of the Cold War seems to have little consequences for 
a Germany that is largely preoccupied with economically consolidating its reunified 
society and economy. The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait disturbs its access to energy 
resources but Germany offers financial support for a US led intervention to re-establish 
Kuwaiti sovereignty. The war in former Yugoslavia is tragic but beyond a minimal UN 
peacekeeping contribution and support to non-governmental organisations, Germany 
does not perceive it has a role to play. It attracts growing numbers of refugees from the 
Balkan conflict, but otherwise the direct impact on German interests are minimal. 
Though Central and Eastern European politics remain turbulent. The attacks of 9/11 
lead to the reinvigoration of the transatlantic alliance as NATO supports the US 
intervention in Afghanistan. Germany contributes minimally logistically, and offers to 
send development aid. The absence of Germany on the global stage is incommensurate 
with its growing economic prowess, leading to its disgruntled allies accusing Germany of 
freeriding. German policymakers answer that this is the price for their containment of 
its political-military potential. The German government vehemently opposes the US 
invasion of Iraq and considers it an unnecessary destabilisation of the Middle Eastern 
region. It finds common cause here with France, but the German government does not 
entertain French overtures that follow to consolidate an European political-military 
alternative to the transatlantic alliance. The current NATO rump organisation remains 
dominated by the Anglo-American allies, and European small state supporters, with a 
minimal role for Germany, and fewer new members from Central and Eastern Europe, 
giving it a de facto maritime bias towards action in the Mediterranean and the Persian 
Gulf. The lack of presence or interest of the Western states in its former sphere of 
influence, emboldens Russia to re-establish its role in the area, and it supports separatist 
movements in Eastern Europe. This increases the uncertainty in the states that have 
edged towards Germany, and with which it has considerable economic ties. While the 
US guarantees that any rapid change in the regional distribution of power will not take 
place, Germany is unable to influence the situation itself. The German government also 
has little ability to redirect American policymakers, wary of its perceived freeriding, 
towards the area. The German lack of contribution to the Libyan intervention reinforces 
the allied perception that it is a freerider. The end of its second decade as a reunified 
state finds Germany prosperous, but diplomatically isolated, and limited in its ability to 
shape the regional order. 

There are several risks present in this minimalist German grand strategy: Germany is 
left unable to halt the spread of instability or influence the behaviour of the Western 
states, which accuse it of free-riding on the public goods of security and stability that 
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they provide. Similarly, in the long term, a possible revanchist Russia may upset the 
European balance of power. Consequently, this strategy is conditional on a low threat 
perception of post-Cold War instability, including the possible threat posed by regional 
powers, and Germany cannot perceive Russia as possible revanchist threat. Germany is 
dependent on, but unable to influence, the US and its other allies, and so must be 
convinced of their benign nature, and willingness to act according to its interests. 
Conversely, a Germany apprehensive of entanglement in unnecessary and overly 
aggressive actions by its allies is ensured freedom of action. 

 

Maximalist internal balancing strategy (hegemony) 
 
In the maximalist grand strategy with a focus on force Germany uses the institutions 
already established together with its military potential to expand its role and influence 
within Europe and outside of it. The disintegration of the Soviet Union has removed the 
need to be part of a permanent alliance against a continental hegemon. Consequently 
German policymakers attempt to slip the containment of the innate political-military, 
economic and demographic potential of a reunified Germany that the European and 
transatlantic institutions present. Germany therefore supports further European 
integration, including on the political-military level, to lessen the need for American 
military capabilities. European capabilities will also supress the suppressant extra-
territorial hegemonic influence the US wields over the continent. Through the 
restraining effects of the European institutions, Germany is both able to reassure France 
and make it accept reunification. They also allow Germany to rebuild the requisite 
military capabilities needed to underline Germany’s great power status. Provocative 
though these policies might be in the long-term, and costly vis-à-vis domestic priorities, 
Germany is able to assert its influence on the continent as it has not been able to for a 
century. 

The German force posture reflects the dual need to act as the central security provider 
within Europe, while simultaneously putting sceptical neighbours at ease. Consequently, 
German armed forces are prepared for extra-territorial missions, primarily reflecting the 
tasks of the European and transatlantic institutions within which they operate. The 
land-based units are predominantly prepared for peacekeeping, stabilisation, 
reconstruction and nation-building tasks, but also to contribute significantly to inter-
state interventions, the latter requiring advanced air support and naval logistical 
capabilities to increase deployability. The costs of recalibrating German armed forces 
away from territorial defence towards out-of-area operations are initially high, especially 
since they need to overcome a half-century lag of experience that the French and British 
forces have built up in their colonial wars and anti-communist interventions. Yet, within 
a decade Germany is able to deploy a significant amount of high-quality units, equally fit 
for conflict management as high-intensity actions. Germany consequently becomes the 
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leading partner of the US for maintaining order within Europe and its periphery, 
although its forces always remain deployed under allied command. Germany resists the 
expansion of the NATO in mandate and scope, including adding new members in 
Central and Eastern Europe, as it considers this its traditional hinterland. It instead 
builds strong bilateral relationships with the US, UK and France. With the latter 
Germany supports the further economic and monetary integration of Europe, using its 
economic capacity to underwrite the economic development of the new member states 
in Central and Eastern Europe. Through its bilateral cooperative efforts across Europe, 
including these new member states and the smaller Western European states, Germany 
together with France lays the framework for a European security identity. The UK 
reinvigorates the transatlantic relationship, convincing several of the smaller states 
neighbouring Germany that have become wary of its growing potential to refocus on 
strengthening NATO. Regardless of the high financial and political costs, within the 
second decade Germany has achieved its desired position as the central player in 
European affairs and a potential global force to be reckoned with. 

The wave of instability that follows the end of the Cold War represents a series of 
challenges to German policy of activism. The Gulf War, as the first occasion of interstate 
warfare that Germany has participated in for over forty years, even if it comes too soon 
after reunification, also offers an opportunity to assert Germany´s new intentions as 
regional player. Its armed forces are in the middle of their doctrinal transformation and 
are only able to play a minimal role in the actual conflict. Yet, their competence is noted, 
and Germany reinvigorates American activism in reforming the global order. The events 
in former Yugoslavia require an European response, and Germany provides the 
resources to a joint NATO Europe action supported by American infrastructure and 
hardware. The parallel costs of reunifying Germany and integrating the Lӓnder formerly 
belonging to the DDR, supporting the expansion of the EU eastwards and high defence 
expenditures for its international commitments severely dampen German economic 
growth during the first decade following reunification. The turn of millennium seems to 
offer some respite from these pressures, as the internal adjustments are nearing 
completion. The attacks of 9/11, however, necessitate an allied response, and lead to 
renewed American ambitious action to transform the Middle East and attack the root 
causes of global instability. Germany joins the US action in Afghanistan to demonstrate 
its reliability as a partner. The expansion of American strategy towards regime change in 
Iraq is watched with increasing alarm, but strong support for the US in the increasingly 
hostile and anti-American international environment is considered an opportunity to 
position Germany as the most important partner to the US in Europe, the strength of the 
bilateral ties even rivalling the Anglo-American ‘special relationship’. The German 
moves cause a policy shift in France, which has become wary of German intentions and 
hesitant to facilitate further German ascendance. Consequently, France reaffirms its ties 
with the UK, and cooperates with it in the maritime-centred strategic framework of the 
pared down NATO. More importantly, increased German assertiveness and influence in 
Central and Eastern Europe, have alerted Russia and lead it to counterbalancing and 
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intimidation of the non-NATO member EU states close to its border. Germany uses the 
Libyan intervention to signal its political support of British and French objectives, 
although another military adventure comes at great financial and domestic political 
costs. The economic basis that previously supported German internationalist policies 
can no longer do so, or at least to the same extent, certainly not when confronted with 
the economic and financial crises and the demand on German financial support by the 
weaker E.U. member states. Germany has become the de facto central power in Europe 
but the burden seems greater than it can bear in the long-term. 

There are several risks present in this maximalist German strategy: the extensive in and 
out of area military commitments are unsustainable for the German government in the 
long-term, even though Germany is increasingly able to shape the rules of the game in 
the European order according to its own national interests. While Germany is resentful 
of US hegemony and the restraints it places on German power, it needs US acceptance, 
or at least tolerance, of its new status, The need for US support inevitably makes 
German policy subsidiary to American strategic goals. The ambitious agenda of the US is 
likely to entangle Germany into commitments that are beyond what it can maintain over 
the long-term. Moreover, new-found German assertiveness will provoke anxious 
responses among its European neighbours, and is likely to lead to Russian 
counterbalancing. Consequently, this strategy is conditional on a medium threat 
perception of post-Cold War instability, including the possible threat posed by regional 
powers, and a medium perception of Russia as possible revanchist threat. Germany 
needs to be willing to expend sufficient resources to attain credible military capabilities 
and be willing to use them, even though this will trigger responses among allies, neutrals 
and potential adversaries. Other European powers must be willing to accept the peaceful 
fulfilment of Germany’s innate potential. Consequently, German policymakers must 
fundamentally believe that the European order is flexible and that the search for 
regional hegemony will not provoke overt soft or even hard balancing among its 
European neighbours.  

 

United Kingdom: Post-Cold War counterfactuals 
 

Maximalist external balancing strategy (collective security) 
 
In the maximalist external balancing strategy the UK continues its commitments to the 
European institutions, including its military participation, in order to safeguard and 
expand the established global liberal order. The disintegration of the Soviet Union has 
mostly removed the need to be part of a permanent alliance against a continental 
hegemon, but multiple regional powers remain and instability is spreading outside of 
Europe. Within Europe potential sources of conflict remain in the distribution of power 
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on the continent. The fletch work of Cold War political, military, and economic 
institutions led by the US must be expanded. Consequently, the UK must further 
integrate into the dual institutions of the European community and NATO, and accept 
the economic and military consequences. The costs to sovereignty and British 
government finances are acceptable in light of the alternative of instability. 

The British force posture is therefore expanded to include more diverse tasks and to 
increase the expeditionary reach of the British armed forces. This requires increased 
investment in maritime and air capabilities. The army must be redesigned from 
continental defence towards high intensity interventions as well as lower intensity 
reconstruction, peacekeeping, and nation-building. The British armed forces should 
remain embedded in NATO, both to maintain the institution and to ensure continued 
American commitment to the future of Europe. The organisation can further be used to 
establish and maintain security, democracy and stability in the regions bordering 
Europe. The UK becomes a more enthusiastic supporter of European integration and 
supports both the deepening and the widening of the EU institutions. British support for 
the EU achieves two goals: to embed and constrain a reunified Germany, and to ensure 
that the UK remains a crucial bridge between Europe and the US. The dual expansion of 
NATO and the EU also embeds democratic institutions in formerly authoritarian states. 
The UK considers more inclusive policies towards Russia, to prevent provocation. In 
general, British policymakers believe the number and scope of international institutions 
must be further expanded to further ensure global stability. They attach increased 
importance to the UN, specifically in terms of crisis management. Through its 
contributions, the UK achieves the desired global order, but it is one that requires 
constant management and carries high costs. 

The instability of the post-Cold War world demands constant alertness and action, as the 
UK intervenes predominantly where it perceives the global order to be threatened and it 
is able to act. The first crisis fits the model: the Gulf War is quickly won through a strong 
American-led, UN-sanctioned coalition that drives Iraqi forces back from Kuwait. 
Taking the successful outcome as an auspicious sign, British policymakers seize the 
momentum. They push for prominent roles for NATO and the EU in the wars in former 
Yugoslavia, the archetypical conflicts of the new era. The intervention and peacekeeping 
missions are problematic. The UK contributes disproportionately compared to the other 
major European powers, which are wary of the long effort needed, and compared to the 
US, which prefers providing air power over boots on the ground. The UK seeks action in 
Rwanda, but lacks the capabilities to intervene in the time horizon. Instead, a series of 
more limited actions follow over the next years. The attacks of 9/11 are considered an 
attack on the very basis of global peace and stability, and the emergent global 
democratic order. The UK government therefore wholeheartedly participates in the 
intervention and the proceeding years of nation-building. It considers joining the US 
intervention in Iraq, which is seen as one of the sources of Middle Eastern instability, 
but hesitates to proceed without U.N. legitimation. This leads to the US intervening 
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alone, and the UK joining for the post-invasion nation-building effort. The financial 
pressures of the dual intensive long-duration missions raise the government debt, and 
necessitate budget cuts. The UK supports the French-led intervention in Libya, but with 
most its forces involved in or recovering from two nearly decade long missions, it is 
unable to do more than contribute to some of the logistics. The waves of instability shift 
to new locations, demanding decisions on new interventions. The UK has the global 
order it sought, but the costs are high and the influence it has gained is uncertain. 

There are several risks present in this maximalist British grand strategy: the extensive 
in- and out of area military commitments are unsustainable for the UK government, 
made worse by the risk of free-riding behaviour by other Western states as UK provides 
the public good of stability. The more ambitious agenda of the US is likely to further 
entangle the UK in missions beyond its means. Expanding the depth and width of 
European integration may create a political-military unit on the continent and alienate 
the US. The dual expansion of NATO and the EU may provoke Russia. Instability is 
permanent and dynamic. The influence of the UK might not be substantially improved, 
at least not in proportion to the investment. Consequently, this strategy is conditional on 
the view that global instability has increased after the end of the Cold War and that it 
directly impacts British interests. Furthermore, British policymakers must believe they 
have the means to to effectively constrain instability. Conditional for the British course 
towards institution-building requires a high level of trust in both the Europeans and the 
US, but also the belief that intra-European rivalries will re-emerge without American-led 
institutions to constrain them.  

 

France: Post-Cold War counterfactuals 
 

Limited balancing strategy 
 
In the limited grand strategy France seeks to shape the European and global order 
through a restrained use of alliances and scepticism towards permanent commitments, 
and the selective use of force abroad. The disintegration of the Soviet Union has 
removed the primary continental threat to French security and consequently the need to 
be part of a counterbalancing alliance. A reunified Germany may possibly dominate 
Western Europe economically and politically, and therefore existing institutions need to 
be maintained and partly expanded to contain its ascendance over the continent. To 
avoid the permanent extension of American hegemony, a more multipolar global order 
is to be encouraged. France has the capabilities to defend itself and deter potential 
continental adversaries, and its financial resources can now be invested towards playing 
a more active role in shaping the extra-European order, including the traditional French 
sphere of influence.  
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France develops a force posture predominantly towards extra-regional interventions 
where vital or strategic interests are threatened. This implies increased funding towards 
advanced land-based capabilities, with air support and naval logistics. While France 
seeks to influence regional balances of power, it maintains only minimal peacekeeping 
or nation-building capabilities. The French nuclear weapon allows it to maintain 
strategic autonomy and middle power status, as well as a minimal forces for territorial 
defence. Proliferation is considered a devaluation of French nuclear weapons. France 
does not support expansion of NATO eastwards, nor the broadening of the mandate, and 
consequently it does not reintegrate itself into the political-military planning. The 
disappearance of the Soviet threat has ended its usefulness, and now NATO merely risks 
provoking Russia. Moreover, it allows the US to maintain its dominance over Europe, 
and to drag European members into adventures that serve its own interests. French 
membership of NATO is extended, however, because it offers a route to prevent an 
expanded role for the organisation. France is similarly sceptical of European integration, 
as it constrains French national interests, but supports the EU because it allows France 
to exert control over newly reunified Germany. It does not support expansion of 
membership of the European project eastwards. German reunification was unavoidable, 
but for French policymakers a reunified Germany suggests the risk of renewed struggles 
over political influence on the continent. The UN Security Council seat offers France 
increased leverage. France therefore supports limited UN missions, though it resists 
calls a more ambitious agenda for the UN. 

The instability of the post-Cold War era is perceived by French policymakers as a low-
level threat, but considering French interests in Africa and Middle East, one well worth 
watching. France considers regional powers gaining nuclear weapons as the greater 
threat. As its access to natural resources is threatened by the expansive actions of the 
Iraqi government in its invasion of Kuwait, France joins in the allied action of the Gulf 
War. French policymakers are satisfied when Iraqi forces are driven back to their own 
territory, wary as they are of destabilising the region and assisting Iranian ascendance in 
the region. France avoids taking part in the conflicts in former Yugoslavia, and is only 
prompted to contribute when it seems the US and UK will act without it. French forces 
are predominantly reserved for actions in Francophone Africa, such as assistance to the 
Rwandese government. The attacks of 9/11 are seen through the prism of Islamic 
extremism that France has experience with domestically and in its traditional spheres of 
influence. France considers taking part in Afghanistan, but instead offers logistical 
support. It firmly resists the invasion of Iraq. French policymakers believe it will 
destabilise the regional balance of power and entrench American hegemony in all the 
major geopolitical regions. The institutionalised nature of the Franco-German 
relationship allows France to organise a European counter-alliance to the Anglo-
American push for intervention in and transformation of the Middle East. However, due 
to its realpolitik posture, France does not have the legitimacy to play a leadership role in 
Europe needed to pursue a longer-term solution policy to deal US predominance. France 
instead nestles itself in a series of tighter bilateral cooperative agreements, becoming a 
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de facto central player on the European continent as long as American attention is 
distracted by events in the Middle East and East Asia. Germany begins to assert itself on 
the continent, compensating with its huge economic weight for the absence of political-
military capability. The US involves itself further into the Middle East. The possible 
threat of Iran should it develop a nuclear deterrent to the regional balance of power and, 
perhaps, French security, necessitates increased French-American cooperation. The 
Arab Spring movements surprise French policymakers and they cooperate with the 
Americans and the British in Libya, in order to safeguard some French influence in the 
emerging regional order. Growing Russian assertiveness in its former sphere of 
influence increases the demand for a stronger collective security organisation in Europe 
to compensate for the decline of NATO. A more multipolar regional and global order 
offers France advantages but French policies have increased the strategic complexity, 
and the demand for flexible diplomacy and action grows beyond the capacities of French 
policymakers. 

There are several risks present in this limited French grand strategy: the spread of post-
Cold War instability might be difficult to contain and the ambitions of regional powers, 
including those of a possible resurgent Russia, might be greater than expected. 
Moreover, France risks losing influence with and leverage on Western allies when these 
push for the further expansion of NATO (the US and UK), and European integration 
(Germany) without France playing an active role in shaping these organisations. The 
latter could offer Germany much greater influence on the European continent than 
France, necessitating more assertive French policies in terms of force projection outside 
of Europe to compensate for its lesser economic weight. Consequently, this strategy is 
conditional on a medium threat perception that a possible Russian resurgence on the 
continent is unlikely, a medium assessment of the aggressive intentions of regional 
powers, and of the extent that the post-Cold War instability takes hold. It also depends 
on a relatively benign assessment of German intentions within Europe and wariness of 
American hegemony in Europe and the Middle East, benign to French interests though 
it might be. 
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Inferences from counterfactuals  
 
The counterfactual scenarios substantiate that policymakers could have plausibly chosen 
other grand strategies than the ones they in actuality chose (tables 4-11 briefly 
summarise the thirty-two counterfactuals). These alternatives each had distinct 
advantages for the state in question as well as risks. Their choices showed how 
policymakers weighed the relative advantages and risks of threats, allies, and the force 
posture. The section below infers from these choices what beliefs policymakers must 
have – approximately – held.  

 

United States 
 
The counterfactual scenarios for the US– as tables 4 and 8 briefly summarise - suggest 
that a more limited, or even minimalist, US strategy was plausible in the post Second 
World War era, and offered significant benefits. Protected on both sides by oceans and 
at the height of its economic and military power, the US itself was not directly 
threatened. It could therefore have passed off the costs of preventing the rise of a 
possible Soviet continental hegemon onto a reconstructed Europe where the advent of 
nuclear weapons had increased the deterrent capabilities of the European powers. If the 
Communist threat was perceived as predominantly state-based, rational, not inherently 
aggressive, and non-ideologically subversive in nature, these measures would likely have 
been sufficient to contain the Soviet Union and prevent it from dominating the 
European continent. It is therefore remarkable that American policymakers did not 
attempt to pass off costs for European security and the containment of the Soviet Union 
on to the Europeans, though some of them, including President Eisenhower, did 
consider such a policies. 

The US could have handed Europeans nuclear weapons and a promise to intervene 
should the Soviets show actual intentions to invade Western Europe. The US could have 
acted as the ‘arsenal of democracy’ that President Roosevelt envisioned before the 
Second World War, supporting European reconstruction and rearmament without 
actually committing its own forces or extending security guarantees. In fact, such a 
policy might not only have been sufficient to deter the Soviet Union without provoking 
it, but actually improved the overall security situation. Without American military 
capabilities added to its own, Western Europe would be too weak to independently 
threaten the Soviet Union. In contrast, the presence of American forces in Western 
Europe endangered US security, as the US would be involved in any escalation. 
Escalation of the Cold War – whether through Soviet intentions, riskseeking behaviour 
by European allies, or in contrast European indecisiveness, or simply error by any 
including American policymakers – would have forced American involvement. This in 
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turn would have perhaps led to the destruction of American cities, and certainly have led 
to massive casualty rates of American forces in the European theatre. 

The key element in the actual choice for what was and is essentially a maximalist grand 
strategy – with elements of both primacy and collective security – is that there was no 
faith in the ability to deter the Soviet Union because Soviets designs were inherently 
expansionist, and that Europeans could not be trusted if they were not under American 
control. The decisions of American policymakers suggest that they perceived the Soviet 
threat as both high and existential by nature, and that American policymakers had 
insufficient faith in European capabilities and morale to counter it. The crux is that it 
was not the conventional capabilities of the Soviet Union that were perceived to offer the 
greatest threat to US interests, but the perceived ideological appeal of communism, 
specifically in Europe but also throughout the rest of the world. The European states 
would disintegrate and succumb to communist movements, if they had not already 
renationalised their foreign policies and reignited their established rivalries. If the Soviet 
Union was indeed inherently aggressive by nature, containment would be highly 
uncertain and unstable.  

These beliefs explain the choice for a maximalist American grand strategy and 
demonstrates American interests and security were not only linked, but even equated, to 
those of the Europeans. It shows an American willingness to accept significant risks to 
its forces and its own territorial security for the protection of Europe. It demonstrates 
that successive generations of American policymakers accepted the risk of 
entrapment/entanglement, with potential risk-seeking and free-riding behaviour on the 
part of the Europeans, over the possible loss of control of Europe and Asia. This 
demonstrated a willingness on the part of American policymakers to accept continuous 
demands on American efforts in all parts of the world in order to guarantee the 
credibility of its strategy, and the acceptance of the domestic costs of potential 
overstretch. Finally, its maximalist strategy shows that American policymakers were 
either unaware or unwilling to accept the potential that American preponderance could 
provoke counterbalancing coalitions, suggesting that they assumed that other powers 
would generally accept that American power was benign in its nature. 

The continuation of the maximalist American Cold War strategy into the post-Cold War 
era further demonstrates how deeply engrained these beliefs are: a highly selective US 
strategy could have accomplished American security interests at much lower costs. The 
disappearance of the Soviet threat removed the major potential Eurasian hegemon. 
There was no longer a strict requirement for the US to maintain its Cold War alliance 
commitments, nor the permanent presence of American forces abroad, nor high defence 
spending to maintain technological superiority. Certainly, the development of European 
security alternatives potentially created the possibility of a more multipolar world. Yet, 
such a world would still dominated by the US, but allow it to pass on the costs for 
security and stability. It does not explain why the US continued to involve itself in 
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conflicts and threats to stability in peripheral conflicts across the globe. American 
policymakers instead actively worked against their allies becoming more independent 
from the US, and feared the renationalization of European and Asian states and the 
reignition of old rivalries. The high costs of such a maximalist strategy, both in terms of 
spending and overstretch, are not easily explained by structural incentives. To explain 
these choices requires that American policymakers share core beliefs on American 
interests and threats to those interests, the efficacy of alliances and force postures, and 
broadly agree which trade-offs are preferable or at least acceptable over others. 

 

Germany 
 
The counterfactual scenarios for Germany – as tables 5 and 9 briefly summarise - 
suggest that both a more limited (West)German strategy and a more maximalist 
hegemonic strategy were possible in the post Second World War era. Even accepting 
that Germany was severely constrained by its Western allies, German policymakers 
could have played out its pivotal strategic role on the European continent more 
assertively. If the Soviet Union was not perceived as inherently expansionist and 
aggressive, nor American power as inherently benign, and sufficient faith remained in 
the innate potential of German power, such an assertive course of action could have 
safeguarded German security as well as given it greater policy leeway. German 
policymakers had not changed their perceptions of the threat of the Soviet Union after 
the Second World War. There was instead a consistent apprehensiveness about the use 
of military force and the autonomy of the German military. Despite the clear threat from 
the Soviet Union, German policymakers had to publically defend NATO and the 
deterrent in the late 1970s and 1980s, simply because fear of the escalation of the Cold 
War had become so prominent. 

West Germany was highly constrained during the Cold War, yet it remarkable is that 
German policymakers accepted the bounds of the Cold War structures and made very 
little attempts to loosen them – not in 1955, not in 1990. In fact, they welcomed NATO 
and the various iterations of European integration. Both allowed West Germany to be 
more secure than it had been since its founding as a nation-state. These two structures 
peacefully removed the threat to its West – France – and offered a new security that the 
Franco-German peace treaty reinforced. They also gave West Germany security – 
though one that was not as complete – on its Eastern border. In the circumstances of the 
early Cold War, that was probably the best West Germany could achieve in terms of 
security. It was probably not the optimum/best German policymakers could have 
achieved in terms of influence or of autonomy.  

The counterfactuals suggest that, even in the highly constrained circumstances of the 
early Cold War, German policymakers had more options at their disposal to gain 
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leverage on its allies. A comparison with France – the continental state whose security 
was equally precarious should the Cold War escalate with conventional or limited 
nuclear means - highlights that it was possible to achieve influence and autonomy. Yet, 
German policymakers made only limited claims towards nuclear weapons – as Adenauer 
had done. The single most autonomous policy of German policymakers was Ostpolitik, 
when they attempted to deescalate the Cold War by assertive diplomacy towards 
Germany’s eastern neighbours. 

The choice for a maximalist German grand strategy focused on multilateral cooperation 
– with elements of neutralist minimalism – demonstrates which trade-offs in terms of 
risks and benefits German policymakers were willing to accept. Rather than pursuing a 
measure of autonomy for Germany, they accepted the entanglement of Germany. Rather 
than establishing the possibility of German force being used as one of the many 
instruments available to a state, Germany accepted strict restrictions on its force posture 
and employment. Rather than pursuing an independent, or even a shared, nuclear 
deterrent, German policymakers agreed to accept restraints on its possession. Together 
these choices suggest that they were willing to sacrifice a great deal of autonomy and 
consequently accept a great of vulnerability and dependence on the US, rather than risk 
German isolation or abandonment on the continent. It also suggests that German 
policymakers trusted the US and believed its power to be relatively benign, certainly 
compared to that of the Soviet Union. Together, these developments suggest that 
Germany was no longer willing to seek a position commensurate with its innate 
potential. 

The partial continuation of this limited and autonomous strategy with maximalist 
elements into the post-Cold War era demonstrates how deeply engrained these beliefs 
are among German policymakers, even when the restraints of the Cold War were 
removed. A reunified Germany could either position itself more independently or, 
conversely, more vigorously support the collective security system upon which its 
foreign policy is dependent. During the entire post-the Cold War period it appears that 
German policymakers have not actively – and certainly not consistently - sought to 
strengthen the German position, preferring to fund the bill for others do to so. In fact, 
according to its allies, it has shirked the options to do so. That is remarkable since the 
circumstances within which German policymakers can operate have drastically changed. 
Germany is far less constrained and bound since its unification and the removal of the 
Cold War structures. German policymakers broadly accept American leadership, and the 
constraints of its European neighbours, and suggesting that they view their allies as non-
threatening.  

What is exceptional about the choices of German policymakers in the two decades since 
the end of the Cold War, they have not attempted to leverage Germany’s position against 
France, the UK or the US, as, in contrast, the policymakers of each of those three states 
have done towards the other states. France has tried to leverage its ties with Germany 
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for greater influence in Europe vis-à-vis Britain and the US. Britain has attempted to use 
the Anglo-American ‘special relationship’ to achieve greater influence both in Europe 
and with the US The US has used Britain to undermine any significant degree of 
European integration in the political-military domain. Germany has avoided this type of 
jockeying for regional and global influence and power. German policymakers do not 
even seem to have been tempted by the power shifts in the period of austerity hat 
followed the financial crisis in Europe. To explain these choices requires that German 
policymakers share a vision of German interests and threats to those interests, and 
broadly agree which trade-offs are preferable or at least acceptable over others. 

 

United Kingdom 
 
The counterfactual scenarios for the UK– as tables 6 and 10 briefly summarise - suggest 
that, even within the constraining circumstances of the post-Second World War era, the 
UK could have plausibly chosen a more limited, even minimalist, grand strategy that 
best utilised the advantages it had in that environment. Protected by the Channel and 
the credible deterrence made possible by the introduction of nuclear weapons, Britain 
was in a position to continue its traditional role of off-shore balancer towards the 
European continent, shifting the balance of power to its favour. If the Communist threat 
was perceived as predominantly state-based, rational, not inherently aggressive, and 
non-ideologically subversive in nature, these measures would likely have been sufficient 
to contain the Soviet Union and prevent it from dominating the European continent. 
Britain did not attempt to pass off costs to US, though the American presence in Europe 
was an option to do this. Instead, British dependence on the US cost the UK its empire.  

In the decade that followed the Second World War, British policymakers shifted from a 
maritime to a continental strategy in contrast to established British policy traditions and 
powerful institutional interests within the armed forces. British post-war grand strategy 
in fact was exactly the opposite of a buck-passing strategy. During this period – with the 
partial exception of the Suez Crisis, but the manner in which that ended proves the 
thesis - British policymakers never dared to risk alienating the US and leading it to 
possibly abandon its European commitments. For Britain the costs of an American 
abandonment of Europe were perceived to be high. This should be considered 
surprising, as Britain was in a better position than any of the continental states to 
guarantee its territorial security from invasion by the Soviet Union, simply based on its 
geography, certainly if the UK possessed a nuclear deterrent.  

The eventual choice for a maximalist strategy predominantly that centred on embedding 
the US into Europe through NATO suggests that British policymakers perceived the 
threat of the Soviet Union as imminent. The ideological appeal of Communism to the 
war-torn states on the European continent, and the expansive nature of the Soviet Union 
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necessitated a permanent British commitment to the continent, a radical departure from 
its established strategic behaviour. Without a British commitment, the US might devolve 
the responsibility for European security onto the continental European states. The 
European allies had insufficient morale to maintain their own security, were defeatist, if 
not outright sympathetic to Soviet aims. This combination risked leaving Britain isolated 
in Europe, facing a threat on the continent, this time not only armed with air power, but 
nuclear weapons that could decimate suddenly-vulnerable British populations. 

These beliefs explain the choice for a maximalist strategy and demonstrates which trade-
offs in risks and benefits British policymakers were willing to accept. Britain sacrificed a 
significant measure of sovereignty and manoeuvre space to guarantee the continued 
presence of the US in Europe, although it unsuccessfully attempted to use its position to 
become the primes inter pares among the European allies. It 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 nor that it would be able to 
maintain its colonial empire in the long term, although it attempted to do the latter. It 
forewent the development of a completely independent nuclear deterrent, which showed 
both a willingness to accept American leadership and a lack of faith in the possible 
deterrence of the Soviet Union by these weapons. Britain actively resisted the 
organisation of Europe as an independent counterweight to Soviet power, fearing 
abandonment by the US. Whereas British leaders had heretofore done their best to avoid 
entrapment/entanglement on the continent, they now accepted it in Europe and in their 
relationship with the US Taking these European commitments together with their global 
commitments, meant that British policymakers were willing to accept overstretch and 
the loss of national policy autonomy towards its empire. The acceptance of the risks 
inherent in these trade-offs demonstrates that British policymakers felt highly insecure 
in relation to threats from the continent, that they perceived Britain as unable to 
maintain its own security and the Europeans as even more incapable of doing so, and 
that they perceived the US as crucial to maintaining security towards the Soviet Union 
and order within Europe. Finally, it suggests that British policymakers trusted the US to 
guarantee security and viewed American power as inherently benign. 

Maintaining this integration in the post-Cold War era demonstrates how deeply 
engrained these beliefs are: without the Soviet threat the UK could disengage from 
NATO and return to a more limited or minimalist grand strategy and refocus on national 
priorities. Instead Britain actively worked to keep the US embedded in Europe, to 
prevent the rise of an independent European security identity, and thereby to continue 
its bridging role between the US and Europe. In order to achieve this, British 
policymakers were willing to accept a permanently subordinate position of Britain 
towards the US and the entanglement of British interests in American strategy. This 
included sending British forces on US led interventions against perceived aggressive and 
expansionist threats to a stable global liberal order. This interventionism has outpaced 
British financial resources. In contrast to its willingness to entangle itself in American 
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strategy, Britain refuses, however, to accept the full integration of Britain in Europe, 
viewing British interests as separate from the continent. This means that British strategy 
does not fully fit a collective security / liberal model, just as it no longer fits an off-shore 
balancing or regional hegemony model. To explain these discontinuities, requires that 
British policymakers fundamentally share core beliefs on the British interest within 
Europe and the world, and the threats to these interests, and broadly agree which risks 
of which trade-offs they are willing to settle for. 

 

France 
 
The counterfactual scenarios for France – as tables 7 and 11 briefly summarise - suggest 
that a more cooperative maximalist French strategy was plausible in the post-Second 
World War era, and would have prevented significant risks. Vulnerable to invasion from 
the East, badly damaged and divided during the war, France was in a precarious position 
in the Cold War, facing two continental threats: the Soviet Union but also a possible 
resurgent revanchist Germany. France was best served by the complete immersion in 
the transatlantic frameworks, ensuring through the permanent presence of the US in 
Europe the double containment of Germany and the Soviet Union. If the Communist 
threat was perceived as serious and potentially ideologically subversive, and the US was 
perceived as reliable and essentially benign, the full integration of France in the 
transatlantic structure would have been sufficient to provide security against both the 
Soviet Union and Germany, and enable France to focus on its domestic reconstruction.  

France’s buck-passing strategy risked alienating the US, and this could have led to the 
US partially or wholly abandoning Europe. This was problematic for France for two 
reasons. A diminished American commitment would increase the risk to France of 
Soviet attempts to expand its sphere of influence, but it also increased the chances of 
resurgent German power. The German problem was thereboth after the Second World 
War and after the Cold War. French decisions in the first decades of the Cold War are 
therefore problematic and contradictory, in light of their precarious security situation. 

Indeed, in the early years of the Cold War French policymakers frantically sought an 
American presence. Part of the motivation for the rejection of the EDC was the fear that 
France would be abandoned on the European continent with both the Soviet Union and 
Germany. This changed during the 1950s. While it is true that the early 1960s the 
French situation had improved and the risk of alienating the US had declined, it is not 
clear why French policymakers would actually take this risk. 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. Why should they seek a more autonomous course and 
invest heavily in a nuclear weapon? Why should French policymakers shift their 
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attention nearly exclusively to Europe, and very quickly abandon French colonial 
possessions? These choices show a contradictory – at first glance –clearly high 
appreciation of the Soviet threat in Europe together with policies that undermined the 
strength of the alliance that ensured French security. 

The eventual choice for a limited and autonomous grand strategy – with elements of 
regional hegemony-seeking and collective security – suggests that the Soviet threat was 
perceived as both high and existential, but also that French policymakers had 
insufficient faith in the US (and Britain) to guarantee its security. French policymakers 
feared that in the case of a possible escalation of the Cold War, the US would abandon it 
in favour of its own security. They did therefore not perceive the extended deterrence 
that the US offered as credible, nor were they convinced that France would not be 
entangled in American adventurism.  

The choice for a limited and autonomous French grand strategy demonstrates that they 
were willing to accept to accept the risks of abandonment by the US over the risks of 
entanglement, and the equation of security to autonomy. Without sufficient support 
from France, the US was more likely to feel exploited and consequently withdraw its 
forces and security guarantees. Without the presence of the US, the Soviet Union was 
more likely to exploit its numerical conventional advantages and pursue expansionist 
policies towards Europe. The French disengagement from NATO therefore demonstrates 
a willingness on the part of French policymakers France even forewent American offers 
of nuclear technology in order to maintain full control; the survival of France and its 
territorial integrity were ultimately only entrusted to French policymakers, and 
preferably a single and decisive executive. The high costs of building an independent 
nuclear weapon demonstrate the French willingness to spend on security over domestic 
reconstruction. The extent to which the deterrent was central to its strategy also suggests 
that French policymakers perceived Soviet policymakers as sufficiently rational. Within 
Europe, France further alienated the US by unsuccessfully attempting to leverage its 
relative autonomy against both the US and the Soviet Union in order to position itself as 
the regional hegemon. French policymakers eventually accepted France could not 
maintain its colonial possessions and abandoned these in rapid succession, rather than 
risk overstretch. Together these choices demonstrate a belief on the part of French 
policymakers that France was inherently insecure in Europe and that it could not 
depend on its allies to ensure its security or maintain its interests.  

The partial continuation of this limited and autonomous strategy with maximalist 
elements into the post-Cold War era demonstrates how deeply engrained these beliefs 
are among French policymakers. As France was now free to follow its autonomous 
course, it instead attempted to use European integration to accelerate the arrival of a 
more multipolar global order in which Europe, and thereby France, could extract itself 
from American domination. After the Cold War a reunified Germany should be 
considered – in terms of balance of power – threatening. Indeed, Mitterrand and other 
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top French policymakers feared it for exactly those reasons. The European Union 
constrained and embedded Germany.  

French policymakers then sought to use the EU to balance the US, now the most 
powerful state in the international system. France demonstrated a continued lack of 
trust in American intentions, when it attempted to temper American activism in the 
periphery. Furthermore, to curb American influence, France has undermined a British 
role within Europe, though it collaborated with the UK bilaterally, because it is the only 
other major European state that is serious about defence. The reintegration into NATO 
proved a slower process until France’s European options were first exhausted and it 
became clear that a pre-occupied US was less interested in Europe. However, despite the 
disappearance of the Soviet threat, France has not deprioritised its deterrent, continuing 
to equate it with a security guarantee and autonomy. To explain these choices requires 
that French policymakers share a vision of French interests and threats to those 
interests, and broadly agree which trade-offs are preferable or at least acceptable over 
others.  

 

Conclusion  
 
The counterfactual thought experiments illuminate the options available to the 
policymakers of the four states, despite the structural constraints of the Cold War and 
post-Cold War period. This chapter shows that the two cases with the more complex 
historical experiences, also faced more complex choices during the Cold War. Whereas 
the US was an undisputed superpower, which could act without hardly any restraints, 
and Germany had been destroyed and could not act outside of restraints, France and the 
UK had multiple strategic options but more limited resources to pursue them.  

Again, comparing France with Britain offers a remarkable contrast. If French 
policymakers were right about the credibility and possibilities of national deterrence, 
then the British policymakers were clearly wrong, and if the British policymakers were 
correct about the inability of a national British deterrent to effectively deter Soviet 
attacks, then the French were absolutely wrong. If the French policymakers were wrong, 
they overspent on defence, weakened their security on the continent to attacks and 
pressure from the Soviet Union, and misunderstood the importance of these weapons 
for increasing French influence. If British policymakers were wrong, they were willing to 
weaken their security because they trusted the US to effectively deter the Soviet Union 
through the extended deterrence of its nuclear weapons. They were willing to lose the 
influence of a truly autonomous nuclear weapon, while French policymakers viewed 
autonomy as intrinsic to the possession of such a weapon. 
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This is not an argument that either British or French policymakers transparently made 
misguided or dangerous choices. Or rather, they both did, but they could not have done 
otherwise: all choices in the Cold War were dangerous. In what was a highly uncertain 
strategic environment, given a series of options with intrinsic costs and benefits, they 
chose a reasonable course that best fit their established beliefs on the reliability of allies, 
and on the nature of the threat and their ability to deal with it. These beliefs directly fit 
their experiences during the Second World War: British policymakers sought to avoid 
isolation on the continent and lost their belief in strategic air power; French 
policymakers sought to avoid dependence on its allies and believed they could not risk 
not applying the latest advancement in military technology. 

For the US, what the counterfactuals underline, is the risks American policymakers were 
willing to take to ensure the balance of power in Europe would be maintained in the 
West’s advantage. Those risks were far from abstract: in the nuclear era they implied a 
direct threat to national survival, while the US had enough economic, technological, and 
geographic advantages to choose alternative policies. American policymakers were 
adamant in their belief to avoid a repetition of the experience of the Second World War, 
when a European threat almost achieved continental dominance over hesitant and weak 
European states. This proved to them that the US could not rely on far-off balances of 
power, a belief American policymakers carried through to the post-war environment. 

In contrast, what emerges from the counterfactuals on Germany is how little effort 
German policymakers made to escape the structures of the alliances and the 
international institutions in which Germany was embedded. This is specifically 
remarkable in the post-Cold War era, but in both eras (West)German policymakers had 
more options to leverage their power within Europe than they seemed to want to pursue.  

This chapter depended on highly abstracted interpretations of US and European 
calculations of interests to make its point. Lost through this process, might be the sense 
of how policymakers actually articulated their strategic beliefs and referenced history. 
The following two chapters show how the beliefs of policymakers were mostly consistent 
through the post-war period. Chapter seven does this through an analysis of policy 
documents, while chapter eight expands upon this content analysis with other 
documents, speeches, and interviews. Together these two chapters evoke the concrete 
use of the past, and its consistency throughout the Cold War and post-Cold War periods. 
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