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This chapter seeks to address the questions of whether, why, and how the experiences 
with the Second World War have indeed left lasting legacies on the behaviour of 
policymakers. It also seeks to answer whether, why, and how subsequent conflicts and 
crises reinforced or undermined the legacy of the war. This chapter also illustrates how 
American, British, French, and German policymakers make and have made use of their 
specific experiences with the Second World War to diagnose and defend their choices. 
References heavy with symbolic meaning such as Munich, appeasement, 1940, 
isolationism, Yalta as well as others recur in speeches, interviews, and policy documents. 
They are used for choices that affect long-term grand strategy as well as short-term 
foreign policy crises, to argue for international commitments or autonomy, for shows of 
force or restraint, and for assessing a foreign threat or cautioning against domestic 
authority. The chapter demonstrates that policymakers applied the experiences with the 
Second World War to later conflicts and crises, but also that these same conflicts were 
then used by later generations of policymakers. Shared or nationally specific experiences 
in, for example, Suez (the UK, France), Algeria (France), Vietnam (the US), Falklands 
(the UK), the Gulf War, Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan, and Iraq reinforced or 
undermined the legacies of the Second World War. What this chapter accomplishes, is to 
show that the legacies of wars strongly shape the beliefs of policymakers and the 
domestic relations within which they operate, yet they are not static or apolitical. 

It builds on the previous chapter that showed that policymakers motivate their strategic 
choices in nationally specific and consistent manners through analysis of the policy 
documents published by the US, UK, France, and Germany between 1960 and 2010. The 
American documents a recurring sense of vulnerability appears that necessitates shows 
of national strength and international leadership. The British papers emphasise a special 
role and responsibility for the UK in an insecure world. The French documents reiterate 
the importance of nuclear deterrence and a wide array of international relations to 
achieve security and strategic autonomy. The German papers emphasise domestic 
constraints and international commitments. This chapter uses that selection of 
documents, but expands upon them with interviews with, and speeches and books by, 
civilian and military policymakers to show the recurring use of the past both in grand 
strategy and in conflicts and crises. (For a complete overview of the historical references 
found in the policy documents, see the annex of this chapter). 

The interviews took place over the course of 2012 and 2013, and were used to explore 
and validate the ideas and findings of the research. In each of the states, I attempted to 
find a selection of civilian policymakers, members of the armed forces, and security 
professionals, from different political backgrounds.  

For the US, I spoke with: Major General Peter C. Bayer Jr.; Hans Binnendijk; Shawn 
Brimley; Stephen P. Cohen; Daniel Fata; Douglas Feith; Nathan Freier; Ambassador 
Robert E. Hunter; Ambassador Robert Kimmitt; Lawrence Korb; Lindsay Krasnoff; 
Robert Lieber; Franklin Miller; Johna Ohtagaki; Paul R. Pillar; Bruce Riedel; Julianne 
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Smith; Walter Slocombe; and Ambassador Kurt Volker. For the UK, I spoke with: 
Malcolm Chalmers; Michael Clarke; Julian Lindley-French; Kevan Jones; David Omand; 
Lord John Roper; Ash Shetty; Simon Strickland; Major General Julian Thompson; Tom 
Tugendhat; and James de Waal. For France, I spoke with: Patrick Allard; Arnaud 
d'Andurain; Frederic Charillon; Dominique David; Barbara Jankowksi; Colomban 
Lebas; Bruno Tertrais. For Germany, I spoke with: Thomas Bagger; Jan Eichenstadt; 
Christoph Grams; Lieutenant Colonel Axel Jancke; Jörn Hasler; Winfried Nachtwei; 
Marco Overhaus; Ann Kristin Otto; Henning Riecke; Brigadier General Hans-Werner 
Wiermann; and Markus Woehlke. (For a complete overview of the interviewees and 
their backgrounds, see the annex of this chapter). 

This chapter does not have the pretension to offer a monocausal explanation of seven 
decades of grand strategy; yet, the past, and specifically the Second World War, appears 
again and again as a gravitational force on policymakers. For each of the states, the 
decades since the war are divided by major keystone events into different eras. This 
chapter discusses, for each of these states, how the Second World War was applied in 
subsequent conflicts and crises, and how these experiences in turn reinforced or 
undermined strategic beliefs and relations.  

  

United States 
 

Era 1. The Second World War to Vietnam 
 
The decades that followed the Second World War saw policymakers applying what they 
perceived to be the lessons of the war, in which they had themselves often served or been 
involved in setting policy, to diagnose the Soviet threat and the reliability of American 
allies. 1  Stalin’s Soviet Union was equated to Hitler’s Germany 2 , and ‘Munich’ and 
‘appeasement’ therefore figured prominently in scepticism towards post-war 
negotiations with the Soviet Union. 3  Containment of Germany would prevent the 

1 For example, Eisenhower to Churchill in 1955: ‘Two decades earlier, the world had entertained 
the ‘fatuous hope’ that Hitler, Mussolini, and the Japanese war lords might let it live in peace; ‘we 
saw the results’. Yet, ‘The Communist sweep over the world since World War II has been much 
faster and much more relentless than the 1930s sweep of dictators.’ It was necessary ‘to look some 
of the unpleasant facts squarely in the face and meet them exactly as our Grand Alliance of the 
1940s met our enemies and vanquished them’. (Eisenhower to Churchill, March 29, 1955, 
Eisenhower papers, Whitman file: DDE Diary, Box 6). 
2 Secretary of the Navy Forrestal believed the Soviet communist threat had become more serious 
than the Nazi challenge of the 1930s. (Forrestal to Clarence Dillon, April 11, 1946, ML, JFP, box 11, 
cited in Leffler, 1984).  
3 On Yalta, Senator Arthur Vandenberg indicated that among the members of the American 
delegation to the San Francisco United Nations meeting ‘there is a general disposition to stop this 
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resurrection of the ‘old German power’, as Truman’s Secretary of State Acheson put it.4 
The weaknesses of US allies similarly played into the assessments of the need for US 
commitments to Europe. Eisenhower’s Secretary of State Dulles judged the British to be 
weak not just militarily, but also morally (Trachtenberg 1999, p. 266). He saw a 
‘Chamberlain attitude’ prevalent among British policymakers 5 , and also had little 
confidence in France’s ability to protect the Free World’s boundaries.6 The irresponsible 
behaviour of France and Britain in the Suez Crisis reinforced their hesitations, and the 
post-war assumption that Britain could be counted on to deal with the Middle East 
abruptly ended (Kyle 1991, p. 526).  

The US remained vulnerable, its geographical advantages were negated by technological 
advantages and a world that had become increasingly interconnected. The 1968 defense 
program argues that: ‘…[we] know that the policies of unarmed isolationism and 
attempted neutrality, which we followed prior to World War II, were in the end far more 
costly in lives and property’, and the US is denied such an ‘easy option’ in an ‘age of 
nuclear weapons and intercontinental ballistic missiles’ (US 1968, p. 28). 

The expanding influence of communism in Asia was also seen through the lens of the 
Second World War, reinforced by the ‘loss’ of China (Gaddis 2005, p. 107). Dulles 
argued that Chinese communists possessed an ‘aggressive fanaticism [that] presents a 
certain parallel to that of Hitler’.7 President Truman himself linked a defeat in Korea to 
US security, arguing that it would make it impossible to ‘maintain freedom [of the US] if 
freedom elsewhere is wiped out’.8 Similarly, General MacArthur considered the policy of 
containing rather than unleashing Chinese Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek to be 
‘appeasement,’ and Adlai Stevenson, the Democrat candidate for the 1952 presidential 
elections, presented a US withdrawal as risking a Munich in the Far East, with the 
possibility of a third world war not far behind.9 Truman considered the parallels with 
‘Manchuria, Ethiopia, Austria’, as he remembered how each time that ‘the democracies 

Stalin appeasement. It has to stop sometime. Every surrender makes it more difficult.’ Diary entry 
of Apr. 2, I945, The Private Papers of Senator Vandenberg, ed. Arthur H. Vandenberg, Jr., 1952 
Boston, i6i. 
4 Acheson-Nitze-Byroade-Perkins meeting, August 30, 1950, Official Conversations and Meeting of 
Dean Acheson (1949-1953), University Publications of America microfilm, reel 3, via Trachtenberg 
and Gehrz (2000). 
5 The British foreign secretary sent Dulles an essay on the Berlin question in 1959. Dulles told 
Eisenhower the essay was ‘very disturbing’, and indicated the West was ‘in a bad fix. It indicates 
Chamberlain attitude.’(Dulles-Eisenhower telephone conversation, January 25, 1959, 
DP/TC/13/DDEL; Dulles, ‘Thinking Out Loud’, FRUS 1958-1960, 8:292-294). 
6 Against the Germans in 1940 France had demonstrated a lack of military capabilities and national 
will. Dulles had attributed these shortcomings to France since World War I (Immerman 2010, p. 
183). 
7 Dulles remarks at Advertising Club of New York, March 21, 1955, DSB, XXXII (April 4, 1955), pp. 
551-552.  
8 Truman radio television address September 1, 1950. 
9 MacArthur and Stevenson, as cited in LaFeber,(1967, pp. II9, I2I, I35). 
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failed to act it had encouraged the aggressors to keep going ahead’ and that ‘communism 
was acting in Korea just as Hitler, Mussolini, and the Japanese had acted ten, fifteen, 
and twenty years earlier’ (cited in May 1975, pp. 81-83).  

The outcome of the Korean War, ambiguous at best, did not diminish the use of the 
Munich analogy in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations. Credibility and 
demonstrations of strength in fact increased in importance due the central role of 
deterrence in the Cold War. Kennedy’s references primarily drew from the Second 
World War: Pearl Harbor, Dunkirk and Munich (Shelly 1995, p. 244). During the Cuba 
Crisis, Air Force Chief of Staff General LeMay told Kennedy that failing to invade the 
island would be ‘almost as bad as the appeasement at Munich’. 10  Yet, for later 
generations, the Cuba Crisis seemed to underline the myth of Munich, demonstrating 
that authoritarian adversaries would fold only if the US stood up to them. 

The Munich analogy indeed dominated US policymaking on Vietnam. The perceived 
necessity of avoiding loss of face made American commitment inflexible. For example, 
Secretary of State Rusk commented in August 1962 that there were always costs in 
meeting ‘commitments of honour’, but ‘ if we look at the history of the last 30 to 40 
years, that the costs of not meeting your obligations are far greater than those of meeting 
your obligations’ (cited in Gaddis 2005, p. 260). In a 1965 memorandum to the 
President, Secretary of Defense McNamara, argued that deployment of US forces and 
the decision to bomb North Vietnam made sense only in support of a ‘long-run United 
States policy to contain Communist China’, which ‘like Germany in 1917, like Germany 
in the West and Japan in the East in the late 30's, and like the USSR in 1947’ threatened 
to undermine the US position in the world and ‘to organize all of Asia against us’. 
Moreover, McNamara pointed out that US policy was to ‘move toward economic well-
being, toward open societies, and toward cooperation between nations’. The US could 
not ‘achieve these ends’ and ‘play its leadership role’ if a ‘powerful and virulent nation—
whether Germany, Japan, Russia or China—is allowed to organize their part of the world 
according to a philosophy contrary to ours’.11 Foremost, the shadow of appeasement 
loomed over Vietnam. ‘Surrender anywhere threatens defeat everywhere’, President 
Johnson said in 1964 (cited in Gaddis 2005, p. 211), a point he reiterated at a press 
conference on July 28, 1965, when he argued that the US ‘did not choose to be the 
guardians at the gate, but there is no one else’. The US could not afford not to lead. 
Moreover, ‘surrender in Vietnam’ would not ‘bring peace, because we learned from 
Hitler at Munich that success only feeds the appetite of aggression’ (Gaddis 2005, p. 
268). In his later autobiography, President Johnson maintained that ‘if I left that war 
and let the Communists take over South Vietnam, then I would be seen as a coward and 
my nation would be seen as an appeaser and we would both find it impossible to 

10 Declassified White House tape recordings, Oct. 19, 1962. 
11 Draft Memorandum From Secretary of Defense McNamara to President Johnson. Foreign 
Relations of the United States, 1964–1968. Volume III, Vietnam, June–December 1965, Document 
189.  
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accomplish anything for anybody anywhere on the entire globe’. 12  Though the 
policymakers considered other analogies like the Korean War and the French experience 
in Indochina, these were never equal in importance (Khong 1992; Shelly 1995, p. 169). 
Nixon’s views barely differed from Johnson. He warned against trying to ‘reach an 
agreement with our adversaries – as Chamberlain reached an agreement with Hitler at 
Munich in 1938.’ As in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, for Nixon Vietnam 
was a matter of resolve of ‘our will to win – and the courage to use our power – now’ 
(cited in Shelly 1995, p. 286).  

 

Legacy 
 
The failure in Vietnam led to the most powerful challenge to the triumphalist paradigm, 
as the US expanded blood and treasure in a conflict far removed from the central 
struggle of the Cold War. Vietnam also initially seemed to undermine the core beliefs 
that US interests were global and to be maintained with military commitments, and that 
credibility in peripheral conflicts was crucial. A thorough strategic reinvention never 
materialised though, as blame was assigned to a defeatist, if not disloyal, attitude on the 
part of the American left. The shift in blame mirrored class divisions. Middle-class and 
working-class Americans – especially if they were white, conservative Catholics or 
Protestants, and indebted to the patriotic culture of the Second World War – grew 
resentful and sometimes violent towards privileged and more highly educated young 
people. Less economically advantaged Americans therefore came to consider ‘the 
antiwar movement as an elitist attack on American troops by people who could 
themselves avoid conscription into service’ (Appy 1993, pp. 41, 42). The Nixon 
administration attempted to harness this ‘silent majority’ against the protestors. This 
myth– analogous to the stab in the back13 - had been engineered by the Nixon-Agnew 
administration to discredit the opposition and galvanize support for the war (Lembcke 
1998, p. 2). The myth that anti-war activists had spit on veterans returning from 
Vietnam had become a staple of pop culture (De Carvalho 2006). The sense of betrayal 
of the US soldier was represented and reiterated in popular culture from the 1970s into 
the 1990s. In post-Vietnam domestic politics the sense remained that the veterans had 
gone to war in an alien land, for a domestic public who did not understand and for 
foreigners who did not appreciate their sacrifices – ‘support the troops’ became a show 
of solidarity as well as a shield against criticism of the policies that sent out the troops. 

For the military, the mistakes of Vietnam were obvious, namely that it had been a 
conflict that had been entered half-heartedly, then escalated and fought incoherently, for 

12 Cited in Kearns 1976, pp. 251-252. 
13 Cited in Rose, 2010, p. 183. Ironically so, considering the fear, at least in Kissinger’s mind, that 
defeat in Vietnam might spark a backlash that could be similar to that of Weimar Germany. 
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vague political objectives and with constrained military means. The armed forces 
avoided organisational disintegration by redirecting their efforts towards their key 
strengths – large-scale conventional warfare against state threats - and they actively 
resisted involvement in more complex operations (Campbell 1998). The resultant 
doctrine – overwhelming force for limited and clear political goals (Rose 2010, pp. 219-
220) – became known as the Weinberger-Powell doctrine, named after the Secretary of 
Defense and the Joint Chief of Staff. Professionalisation in the wake of Vietnam gave US 
armed forces a group identity that distinguished them from society at large (Crenson 
and Ginsberg 2007, p. 205).  

The lessons that civilian policymakers took from Vietnam were also simple: they could 
wage war as long as they did not inconvenience the public with demands of financial and 
human resources (Shelly 1995, p. 336; Crenson and Ginsberg 2007, p. 271). This de facto 
constrained the use of force by post-Vietnam administrations. Yet, the Gates 
Commission had examined the elimination of military conscription, and had concluded 
that the vast majority of resistance to the war was due to the draft. The consequent 
professionalisation further centralised presidential control (Crenson and Ginsberg 2007, 
p. 266). For Congress, the lessons were also simple: constrain again the Presidential 
power that had been unleashed in the aftermath of the Second World War. The 1973 
War Powers Act curbed the executive’s autonomy to use force for more than ninety days 
with congressional authorization. The Church Committee was a similar attempt to curb 
the executive’s ability to use intelligence agencies for covert action. In the years 
following Vietnam, Presidents did use American forces on their own initiative. They 
always did so, however, on the periphery of great power conflict with a low risk of 
escalation, where the risks and the stakes were limited and mostly symbolic.  

 

Era 2. Vietnam to the end of the Cold War 
 
The discomfort with Vietnam was apparent in the second half of the 1970s. President 
Ford warned that pondering the defeat would undermine American self-confidence. 
Carter cited Vietnam as an illustration of how overreaching and insulated governmental 
leaders can produce disastrously counterproductive policies’. 14  The Carter 
administration’s 1978 defense program poses more questions about the continued 
American role in Asia (US 1978, p. 16) and Europe (US, 1978, pp. 17-18) than previous 
texts had. Still, it also highlights the vulnerability of the US since the Second World War, 
and argues that the US ‘cannot afford to let the rest of the world fall under the dominion 
or hegemony of another great power’, as ‘isolation never has been, and is not now, a 
workable policy’ for the US (US 1978, pp. 16-17). A critical appraisal of Vietnam’s 
strategic mistakes never happened, however, due to a series of events reinforced that the 

14 Cited in McMahon 2002, p. 165. 
291 

 

 

 

                                                           



 
 
notion that it had been domestic weakness in the face of adversity, rather than any 
fundamental strategic miscalculation, that had led to failure in Vietnam. These events 
included the failure to liberate the hostages held captive in the American embassy in 
Iran, and the series of setbacks for US policies in Afghanistan (1979), Poland (1981), and 
across Central America. The promise of an aspiring presidential candidate Reagan to 
reinvigorate American pride was in step with the time. 

Once in power, the Reagan administration again made the show of strength and the 
perception of power central goals of US policy. The classified 1982 strategy argues that 
Moscow perceives the US as politically constrained by ‘the trauma of Vietnam’ and ‘an 
inability to achieve domestic consensus on foreign policy’. The Soviets were now testing 
US resolve in the Third World (US 1982, p. 9). The 1988 security strategy argues that the 
US must restore ‘our nation’s military strength after a period of decline’; ‘our nation’s 
economic strength’; ‘the nation’s international prestige as a world leader’; and ‘pride 
among all Americans’ (US 1988, foreword ix).15 ‘Our challenge today,’ argued Reagan 
after noting Anglo-American sacrifices in the Second World War, ‘is to ensure that 
belligerence is not attempted again’ as a result of ‘the false perception of weakness.’ The 
United States, having ‘unilaterally disarmed, you might say’ during the 1970s, had 
emboldened reckless Soviet behaviour across the globe. Similarly, Democratic senator 
Jackson equated the SALT II treaties to ‘appeasement in its purest form. … It is all 
ominously reminiscent of Great Britain in the 1930s’ where ‘the British public’ was 
assured that ‘Hitler’s Germany would never achieve military equality – let alone 
superiority’.16 Yet, throughout the 1970s and 1980s Presidents were reticent towards 
deploying force in major operations, preferring to only send in American troops when 
the odds overwhelmingly favoured their eventual success, such as in Grenada (1983) and 
Panama (1989).17  

Together with the ideological victory at the end of the Cold War, the Gulf War brought 
the post-Vietnam era to a close. In response to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, President 
Bush (41) returned to the comfortable analogy of appeasement, because ‘if history 
teaches us anything, it is that we must resist aggression or it’ will destroy our freedoms. 
Appeasement does not work. As was the case in the 1930's, we see in Saddam Hussein 
an aggressive dictator threatening his neighbors’. 18  Bush again compared the Iraqi 
invasion to the German invasion of Czechoslovakia, when he visited Prague months 
later.19 The theme was also picked up by commentators.20 In his 1991 State of the Union 

15Reagan states that ‘individuals and not governments should control their economic, spiritual and 
political destinies’ (US 1988, foreword ix). 
16 Cited in Shelly 1995, p. 378. 
17 Grenada followed right on the heels of the October 1983 attack on US marines barracks in 
Lebanon, where 241 US Marines were killed, as a symbolic show of strength. 
18 Bush, George H. W., August 8, 1990, ‘Address on Iraq’s Invasion of Kuwait’. 
19 The Washington Post November 18, 1990, ‘Sunday, Final Edition Bush Likens Kuwaitis to 
Czechs’; President Visits 'Appeasement's Lonely Victim,' Condemns Saddam. Ann Devroy, Nov. 17, 
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Bush repeatedly compared 1938 and 1990. Bush stressed the ‘two centuries’ in which the 
US had a unique responsibility to do ‘the hard work of freedom’, for ‘what is at stake is 
more than one small country’, but instead ‘a new world order’. 21  Again, ‘Saddam 
Hussein's unprovoked invasion, his ruthless, systematic rape of a peaceful neighbor’, 
demonstrated that ‘the world [should resist] the trap of appeasement, cynicism and 
isolation that gives temptation to tyrants’. In this new world, the ‘United States bears a 
major share of leadership in this effort’, as only it has ‘both the moral standing and the 
means to back it up’.22 Analogies were not only part of the President’s public statements, 
in private he made the same comparisons to Secretary Scowcroft 23, inspired by his 
reading material24.  

Behind closed doors, Vietnam was the analogy that haunted the decisions of the 
President and his policymakers whether it was the fear of incurring casualties, or 
undermining the civil-military chain of command. Bush later wrote ‘I did not want to 
repeat the problems of the Vietnam War where the political leadership meddled with 
military operations. I would avoid micromanaging the military’ (Bush and Scowcroft 
1998, p. 354). In sharp contrast to Nixon administration or the Johnson administration, 
where the war was run from the war room, in the Bush administration civilian leaders 
picked national goals and left military professionals largely alone to decide how they 
should be achieved (Rose 2010, p. 220). Also, for Powell, ‘Vietnam [was] running 
through my mind very much’.25 Bush specifically told the Chiefs, ‘Don't give me another 
Vietnam’, and promised at a November 1990 press conference ‘this will not be another 
Vietnam’.26 The administration also deliberately avoided a long-term commitment in 
Iraq to nation-building that would have followed a regime overthrow (Rose 2010, p. 9). 
Shortly after the 100-hour ground war ended in victory, Bush’s euphoric exclamation 

1990. President Bush: ‘It is no coincidence that appeasement's lonely victim half a century ago 
should be among the first to understand that there is right and there is wrong. There is good and 
there is evil. And there are sacrifices worth making.’ 
20 Krauthammer, Charles 1990 ‘Final Edition: The Road to War’, The Washington Post, September 
21. 
21 Bush, G. H. W. 1991, ‘Transcript of President’s State of the Union Message to Nation Following is 
a Transcript of President Bush’s State of the Union Message Last Night at the Capitol’, transcript, 
The New York Times, January 30. 
22 Bush, G. H. W. 1991, ‘Transcript of President’s State of the Union Message to Nation Following is 
a Transcript of President Bush’s State of the Union Message Last Night at the Capitol’, transcript, 
The New York Times, January 30. 
23 In August 1990, Bush spoke with Scowcroft in private during fishing expedition, about 
importance of making UN do what is was intended to by its founders. ‘Bush said that Saddam was 
just the kind of villain who could force ‘civilized nations’ so see the importance of stopping ‘another 
Hitler’ (Beschloss and Talbott 1993, p. 255). 
24 When the President took his decision to double the forces sent to the Gulf, he reported that he 
had been reading Martin Gilbert’s lengthy history of the Second World War (Freedman and Karsh 
1993, p. 212). 
25 Cited in Rose 2010, pp. 219-220. 
26 Cited in Shelly (1995, p. 468). 

293 
 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                     



 
 
that ‘by God, we’ve kicked the Vietnam syndrome once and for all…The spectre of 
Vietnam has been buried forever in the desert sands of the Arabian Peninsula’ illustrated 
how much Vietnam had weighed on the administration’s minds. 

 

Legacy 
 
The aftermath of the Gulf War reinforced the belief in American military power. 
Institutional developments reinforced the ability of the executive to use force. The 
combination of the burgeoning defence budgets and reinvigorated patriotic pride from 
the Reagan period reflected on the military men and women and made them feel more 
valued (Shelly 1995, p.402). The 1983 intervention in Grenada was presented as a 
victory for the US in general, and the military in particular –similar to the near-
simultaneous British war over the Falklands.27 The military was now further redeemed 
by the Gulf War victory. A new sense of pride was palatable among members of the 
military – now well-funded and professionalised – in the period that followed. 28 
Worryingly, if any lesson was drawn from the Gulf War it was that citizen policymakers 
had again denied victory by leashing the military, as they had done previously in 
Vietnam. Moreover, while the intention of the 1986 Defense Reorganization Act 
(Goldwater-Nichols) was to increase the transparency of the strategic process, it also 
significantly increased the power of the JCS chairman, the defense secretary, and the 
president to determine military missions and set procurement policies (Crenson and 
Ginsberg 2007, p. 266).  

 

Era 3. Gulf War to Iraq 
 
The Second World War remained the dominant foreign policy metaphor for third era 
that began with the end of the Cold War. In both public and private speeches, and in 
policy documents throughout the 1990s and beyond, the reinforcement of the essential 
need for continued US leadership and engagement was continually reiterated. The 1991 
security strategy argues, there can be ´no retreat from the world’s problems´, and for 
this ‘American leadership is indispensable’(US 1991, p. v).29 Continuity prevailed in the 

27 According to L.K., there is a worrying tendency within the US to overreact to the outcomes of 
conflicts. Certainly, there was a pronounced ‘realist’ strain after Vietnam that was lost after the 
Gulf War. American policymakers and society cannot seem to find a happy medium (L.K., 2013, 
interview with author, June 19). 
28 Gen. P.C.B. (2013, interview with author, June 24). 
29 Introduction: ‘It is up to us – our generation in America and the world – to bring these 
extraordinary possibilities to fruition. And in doing this, American leadership is indispensable. 
That is our challenge.’ (US 1991, p. v) ‘For America, there can be no retreat from the world’s 
problems. Within the broader community of nations, we see our own role clearly. We must not 
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1990s. As a candidate, President Clinton had already made clear that he would continue 
the course set in by his predecessor (Bacevich 2013, 119-121). Both the 1991 (Bush) and 
the 1995 (Clinton) strategies invoke the periods preceding and following the Second 
World War to argue that isolationism must be avoided and US leadership is crucial.30 
The 1995 strategy argues that ‘as 'our nation learned after World War I, we can find no 
security for America in isolationism nor prosperity in protectionism’, and US grand 
strategy must ‘deter would-be aggressors, open foreign markets, promote the spread of 
democracy abroad’. Though the Cold War may be over, ‘the need for American 
leadership abroad remains as strong as ever’ (US 1995, p. 2).31 The 1999 NSS is even 
more straightforward on the vulnerability of the US in an interdependent world.32 What 
American policymakers found difficult to accept was a world that was too diverse and 
complex, without a monopoly on power, and abandoning leadership was therefore not 
seriously considered by political system.33 

A recurring theme of the speeches and documents is that the US has over the course of 
the twentieth century been engaged in a successful struggle against various forms of 

only protect our citizens and our interests, but help create a new world in which our fundamental 
values not only survive but flourish. We must work with others, but we must also be a leader.’ (US 
1991, p. v); The Gulf War validates the return of American will, as ‘the dictator guessed wrong 
when he doubted America’s unity and will’ (US 1991, p. 34).  
30 ‘In many ways, if there is a historical analogy for today’s strategic environment, it is less the late 
1940s than it is the 1920s. In the 1920s, judging that the great threat to our interests had collapsed 
and that no comparable threat was evident, the Nation turned inward. That course had near 
disastrous consequences then and it would be even more dangerous now. At a time when the world 
is far more interdependent – economically, technologically, environmentally – any attempt to 
isolate ourselves militarily and politically would be folly).’ (US 1991, p. 2); ‘We must seek to be as 
creative and constructive — in the literal sense of that word — as the generation of the late 1940's. 
For all its dangers, this new world presents an immense opportunity — the chance to adapt and 
construct global institutions that will help to provide security and increase economic growth 
throughout the world.’ (US 1995, p. 2). 
31 ‘The victors of World War I squandered their triumph in this age-old struggle when they turned 
inward, bringing on a global depression and allowing fascism to rise, and reigniting global war. 
After World War II, we learned the lessons of the past. In the face of a new totalitarian threat this 
great nation did not walk away from the challenge of the moment. Instead it chose to reach out, to 
rebuild international security structures and to lead. […] against those who would still deny people 
their human rights, terrorists who threaten innocents and pariah states who choose repression and 
extremism over openness and moderation. ’ (US 1995, p. 2); ‘While Cold War threats have 
diminished, our nation can never again isolate itself from global developments’ (US 1995, p. 33). 
32 ´Nearly 55 years ago, in his final inaugural address, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
reflected on the lessons of the first half of the 20th Century. ‘We have learned,’ he said, ‘that we 
cannot live alone at peace. We have learned that our own well-being is dependent on the well-being 
of other nations far away. We have learned to be citizens of the world, members of the human 
community.’ (US 1999, p. iii) 
33 Though the world was not as dangerous as during the Cold War, diversity was inherently 
uncomfortable to most American policymakers (Amb. R.H., 2013, interview with author, June 28). 
W.S. argued that it was never seriously considered to abandon the American position (W.S., 2013, 
interview with author, June 25). 
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authoritarianism –imperialism, fascism, communism, or new extremist ideologies. ‘The 
collapse of the Communist idea has shown’, the 1991 strategy argues, ‘that our vision of 
individual rights – a vision imbedded in the faith of our Founders – speaks to 
humanity’s enduring hopes and aspirations’ (US 1991, p. v). In fact, the 1995, 2002 and 
2010 security strategies are strikingly similar in their wordings: 

From the 1995 NSS published by the Clinton administration: ‘American 
leadership in the world has never been more important, for there is a simple 
truth about this new world: the same idea that was under attack three times in 
this Century — first by imperialism and then by fascism and communism — 
remains under attack today, but on many fronts at once. It is an idea that 
comes under many names — democracy, liberty, civility, pluralism.’ (US 1995, 
p. 2);  

From the 2002 NSS published by the Bush (43) administration: ‘The great 
struggles of the twentieth century between liberty and totalitarianism ended 
with a decisive victory for the forces of freedom—and a single sustainable 
model for national success: freedom, democracy, and free enterprise. …. These 
values of freedom are right and true for every person, in every society.’ (US 
2002, p. i); 

From the 2010 NSS, published by the Obama administration: ´ When the world 
was confronted by fascism, America prepared itself to win a war and to shape 
the peace that followed. When the United States encountered an ideological, 
economic, and military threat from communism, we shaped our practices and 
institutions at home—and policies abroad—to meet this challenge.´ (US 2010, 
p.9). 

American goals concerning German reunification were driven by broader concerns 
about future European stability, since Germany had already plunged Europe into war 
twice during the 20th century (Beschloss and Talbott 1993, pp.136-137).34 Pessimism on 
Europe generally reigned, as evidenced by Richard Holbrooke's – then the Assistant 
Secretary of State for Europe - contention that ‘Europe cannot maintain stability on its 
own. American power and presence remain essential’.35 The 1995 paper later points out 
that the US should remain in Europe, because ‘European stability is vital to our own 

34 There was a perceived need to settle factors that had already several times led to civil wars within 
Europe over the past centuries, foremost the problem of German power (Amb. R.H., 2013, 
interview with author, June 28). 
35 Richard Holbrooke (17 April 1995), ‘The Future of NATO and Europe's Changing Security 
Landscape,’ statement before Senate Armed Services Committee, US Department of State 
Dispatch, vol. 6, no. 16, p. 319. 
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security, a lesson we have learned twice at great cost this century. Vibrant European 
economies mean more jobs for Americans at home and investment opportunities 
abroad. Our goal is an integrated democratic Europe cooperating with the United States 
to keep the peace and promote prosperity’ (US 1995, p. 25). The possible development of 
an European capability independent from NATO was mostly considered unwelcome. 
After French-British reconciliation in St. Malo, Secretary of State Albright told the 
Europeans that the ESDP could not duplicate NATO capabilities, discriminate against 
non-NATO members, or diminish NATO. It would seem a lost opportunity to pass the 
costs of European security to the Europeans.36 

The foreign policy myths surrounding the Second World War remained accessible to the 
post-Cold War generation due to the constant stream of anniversaries, books and movies 
about the war in the 1990s. That public memory of the war as one of the nation’s most 
glorious and righteous moments therefore became more engrained and accessible over 
time. The longing for the idealised past of the ‘good war’ was evidenced by the success of 
books such as Tom Brokaw’s ‘The Greatest Generation’ and Stephen Ambrose’s various 
common-soldiers-as-heroes bestsellers, as well as the enormous popularity of recent 
films such as ‘Saving Private Ryan’ (1998) and ‘Pearl Harbor’ (2001)’ (McMahon 2002; 
Hoogland Noon 2004). The 1990s also offered uncomfortable comparisons to the past: 
humanitarian crisis, ethnic conflict, and genocide. The anniversaries and 
commemorations therefore connected the need to act to historical necessity.37 President 
Clinton himself evocated the Holocaust, and Elie Wiesel’s request to him to ‘do 
something, anything, to stop the fighting’. Clinton argued that ‘America should lead. 
Ethnic cleansing is the kind of inhumanity the Holocaust took to the nth degree. You 
have to stand up against it’.38 The perceived ability of the US to lead was called into 
question.39 In Bosnia the analogy of Munich clashed with the memory of Vietnam.40 

36 W.S. noted that there was some divergence on the issue between the State and the Defense 
Departments, with the State Department considering the diminishment of NATO a particularly bad 
idea (W.S., 2013, interview with author, June 25). J.S. pointed out that when the Obama 
administration came to power in 2009, it signaled the Europeans that intra-European cooperation 
was back on the table from the US’ point of view. However, the timing for increased European 
integration was bad, because of the Euro-crisis (J.S., 2013, interview with author, June 27). K.V. 
argued that the US had stopped caring already during the first Bush (43) administration (K.V., 
2013, interview with author, June 26). Then again, Defense Secretary Rumsfeld was already 
dismissive of NATO, due to the underperforming Europeans (J.S., 2013, interview with author, 
June 27). 
37 Cohen, R. 1995 ‘Final Edition: The Face of Evil’, The Washington Post, May 25 The Washington 
Post May 25. ‘This month we celebrate the end of the war in Europe, but maybe history has yet to 
play out its theme. World War I begat World War II, and it begat the Cold War. The theme 
throughout -- the constant -- is evil’. 
38 Excerpts From Clinton News Conference: 'The US Should Lead' on Bosnia, New York Times, 
April 24, 1993, cited in Sale 2009, p. 47. 
39 Richard Holbrooke called Bosnia ‘the disastrous results of our early non-involvement in the 
Yugoslav tragedy’ that had changed Bosnia into ‘the greatest collective security failure of the West 
since the 1930s.’ Vice-President Gore focused on how the alliance must respond to an even larger 
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Indeed, former Secretary of Defence, and future vice-President Cheney and General 
Powell pessimistically made the point that Bosnia was more like Vietnam than Iraq (Sale 
2009, pp. 24-25). Moreover, Vietnam still anguished US policymakers.41  

The 1999 Kosovo campaign produced more Second World War analogies. In a speech to 
justify US policy, Clinton asked how many lives might have been saved, ‘if someone had 
listened to Winston Churchill and stood up to Adolf Hitler earlier?’ Later in the same 
speech, he underlined that the US needed ´a Europe that is safe, secure, free, united, a 
good partner with us for trading. That's what this Kosovo thing is all about’.42 Later the 
same week, Clinton explained that the US had acted in Kosovo to ´protect thousands of 
innocent people in Kosovo from a mounting military offensive´, and ´to defuse a powder 
keg at the heart of Europe that has exploded twice before in this century with 
catastrophic results´.43 The campaign personalised the threat that Milosevic presented 
when Clinton asked ´Do you think the Germans would have perpetrated the Holocaust 
on their own, without Hitler?´44 The need to prevent a new Holocaust45 was close to the 
need to demonstrate the credibility of US leadership.46 (Though here too, Vietnam was 
never far away).47 

The rush of triumphalism that followed the collapse of the Soviet Union and the easy 
victory of the Gulf War came to a sudden end with the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade 

challenge -- how to establish an enduring friendship with former foes in the East. ‘If you look at the 
judgment of history after the two world wars, you have to ask yourself how the post-Cold War 
transition will be considered 50 years from now,’ Gore said. 
40 Secretary of State Albright: ‘My mind-set is Munich. Most of my generation’s is Vietnam.’ (Elaine 
Sciolino 1996, ‘Madeleine Albright’s Audition,’ New York Times Magazine, September 22, p. 
SM67) 
41 After the 1993 Battle of Mogadishu (the Black Hawk Down incident) and the deaths of 18 US 
soldiers, Democratic Senator Ernest Hollings muttered: ‘Vietnam all over again.’ (Cited in 
McMahon 2002). 
42 Clinton, Bill, March 23, 1999 ‘Speech to American Federation of State, County, and Municipal 
Employees’ 
43 Clinton, Bill, March 24, 1999, ‘Address to Nation’, Air Force Magazine – Verbatim 1999.  
44 Clinton, Bill, May 13, 1999, ‘Speech at Ft. McNair’. ‘We miscalculated. We thought when the 
bombing started Milosevic would play the victim, not turn into Adolf Hitler Jr.’- Unnamed US 
official, New York Times, March 30, 1999. 
45 ‘Think about those trains. I don’t know how many of you saw ‘Schindler’s List’ or ‘Sophie’s 
Choice.’ Think about what that means—driving people from their homes, separating families, 
loading them into trains.’ —Hillary Rodham Clinton, May 14, 1999, ‘Press Remarks in Macedonia’.  
46 ‘If we cannot keep our word to prevail over this inferior power that threatens our interests and 
our most cherished ideals, then it is unlikely that we will long know a real peace. … We will know a 
much more dangerous absence of peace than we are experiencing today.’ —McCain, May 4, 1999, 
‘Senate Floor Speech’.  
47 ‘We forgot the most important lesson of Vietnam. It is fatal to enter a war without the will to win 
it. Those who sought this war lack the political courage to win it.’ —Rep. Kevin Brady, April 28, 
1999, ‘Floor Statement’; ‘The thing that bothers me about introducing ground troops into a hostile 
situation, into Kosovo and into the Balkans, is the prospect of never being able to get them out.’-
Clinton in ‘60 Minutes II’, March 31, 1999, CBS.  
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Center and Pentagon. Attacks on the nation’s capital would have been shocking in any 
state, but they were jarring for American policymakers and public who were unused to 
the possibility of direct attacks on American territory. Popular culture had long been 
obsessed though with terrorist attacks, alien invasions, and the destruction of American 
landmarks. Vulnerability was a preoccupation, but one without real points of 
reference.48 Within the administration there was a broad consensus that the immediate 
response to the attacks – the overthrow of the Taliban in the Fall of 2002 and the 
removal of Al Qaeda’s home base - were insufficient. Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld and 
Undersecretary of Defense Feith were soon advocating a demonstration of American 
power (Gordon and Trainor 2006, pp. 11, 15, 21). It would be reductionist to suggest that 
the decisions the administration took that led to the costly, if not disastrous, invasion of 
Iraq can be reduced to a single cause. Iraq as a target of a possible US intervention 
predated 9/11. 49  Still, at least certain cognitive biases made certain appraisals of 
problems, and certain solutions more likely, and the Second World War featured 
prominently in the diagnosis of the Iraqi threat. 

In one of Bush’s first major speeches soon after 9/11, on the 60th anniversary of the Pearl 
Harbor attacks, he defined Al Qaeda as ‘the heirs to fascism’, who ‘wield the same wield 
of power, the same disdain for the individual, the same mad global ambitions’, and who 
‘will be dealt with in just the same way’. Bush was unequivocal that ‘like all fascists, the 
terrorists cannot be appeased’, only ‘defeated’. Like 9/11, ‘the attack on Pearl Harbor was 
plotted in secrecy, waged without mercy’, but, the struggle against terrorism will ‘end in 
victory for the United States, our friends and for the cause of freedom’. Bush underlined 
the need for displays of US strength and resolve, as its enemies ‘believe that free 
societies are weak societies’.50 

The road to Iraq began in earnest in the summer of 2002, and continued to be framed by 
references to the Second World War. In his biography, Bush outlined the decision in 
starkly moral terms.51 He recounts a meeting with Elie Wiesel, similar to the one Clinton 

48 Interviewees still discussed the attacks ‘upending everything’. For example, [N.F., 2013, personal 
interviews with author, June 26). After 9/11, the comparison with Pearl Harbor were obvious, R.L. 
argues, and led to the question ‘what else is out there?’(R.L., 2013, interview with author, June 24). 
F.J. considered 9/11 an overreaction, because Americans were so unused to direct attacks on 
American territory (F.J., 2013, interview with author, June 26). B.R. argued that during the 1990s 
the US had been trying to ‘find an enemy’, and 9/11 brought the world into focus for policymakers, 
unfortunately (B.R., 2013, interview with author, June 20). 
49 In December 19th 2000, a month before the inauguration, Bush met with Clinton to discuss US 
foreign policy. Bush affirmed that the two priorities of his administration were going to be missile 
defence and Iraq. Clinton proposed a different set of priorities, which included Al Qaeda, Middle 
East diplomacy, North Korea, the nuclear competition in South Asia, and, only then, Iraq (Gordon 
and Trainor 2006, p. 15). 
50 Bush Marks Pearl Harbor Anniversary Norfolk, Va., Dec. 7 Text: President Bush on Pearl Harbor 
Friday, Dec. 7, 2001 
51 ‘The best way to protect our countries in the long run was to counter their dark vision with a 
more compelling alternative’ (Bush 2010, p. 232). 
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had, in which Wiesel compared Saddam Hussein’s brutality to the Nazi genocide in 
conversation with Bush, and emphasised that Bush had ‘a moral obligation to act against 
evil’ (Bush 2010, pp. 247-248). Bush sees a ‘kindred spirit’ in the British prime minister, 
who shared his ‘faith in the transformative power of liberty’ (Bush 2010, p. 231). In 
Bush’s account of his relationship with Blair, the glory days of Anglo-American relations 
of Roosevelt and Churchill, real or imagined, are never out of mind.52 The failure of UN 
to act without US leadership reminded Bush of the interwar failure of the League of 
Nations.53 After French president Chirac cautioned against threatening military force, 
Bush considered that ‘the problem with his logic was that without credible threat of 
force, the diplomacy would be toothless once again.’ Bush also cast aspersions on French 
motives for its opposition, as France ‘had significant economic interests in Iraq’ (Bush 
2010, p. 233). Bush shared Blair’s view of the Europeans (read: the French) as not only 
unreliable, but even as positioning themselves as a possible competitor to the US.54 Bush 
did not forgive the French veto: he used the 2004 commemoration of the D-Day 
landings to remind the French of their debt to the US.55 German opposition on the other 
hand, stung Bush in other ways, and specifically some of the rhetoric directed at him 
personally.56  

The members of Bush’s administration were similarly prone to fall back to Second 
World War analogies in their rhetoric. In August 2002, Vice-President Cheney argued in 
a speech at the Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW) national convention that ‘old doctrines 
of security do not apply’, whereas ‘in the days of the Cold War, we were able to manage 
the threat with strategies of deterrence and containment’, now ‘it's a lot tougher to deter 
enemies who have no country to defend’. Cheney points out it was only after the attack 
on Pearl Harbor that the US recognised the danger to the country, but already ‘our 
nation was plunged into a two-front war resulting in more than a million American 
casualties’. Historians continue to speculate ‘how we might have prevented Pearl 
Harbor’, Cheney underlines that, with regards to authoritarian regimes and terrorist 

52 In Blair’s stated commitment to Iraq policy, in spite of resistance from within Labour, Bush 
‘heard an echo of Winston Churchill in my friend’s voice. It was a moment of courage that will stay 
with me forever’ (Bush 2010, p. 246). 
53 Bush would remind the UN that ‘Saddam’s defiance was a threat to the credibility of the 
institution. Either the words of the Security Council would be enforced, or the UN would exist only 
as a useless international body like the League of Nations.’ (Bush 2010, p. 239). 
54 After French refusal of 2nd resolution in February 2003, Blair wrote to Bush that ‘the stakes are 
now much higher. It is apparent to me from the EU summit that France wants to make this a 
crucial test: Is Europe America’s partner or competitor?’ (Bush 2010, p. 245). 
55 Public Papers of the Presidents June 14, 2004, ‘The President's News Conference With President 
Jacques Chirac of France in Paris, France’.  
56 Referring to Germany’s justice minister invoking Hitler to denounce Bush’s policies, that ‘it was 
hard to think of anything more insulting than being compared to Hitler by a German official’ (Bush 
2010, p. 234).  

300 
 

 

 

                                                           



 
 
organisations with access to weapons of mass destruction, ‘the risks of inaction are far 
greater than the risk of action’.57  

Chairman of the Defense Policy Board Perle appealed to British audiences, and 
underlined that the decision to use force is ‘most difficult when democratic societies are 
challenged to act pre-emptively’, and that that is why ‘the Continental powers [note 
emphasis] waited until Hitler invaded Poland in 1939 and America waited until after 
September 11 to go after Osama bin Laden’. Crucially, they should have been surprised 
as ‘Hitler's self-declared ambitions and military build-up, like bin Laden's demented 
agenda, were under constant scrutiny long before the acts of aggression’ and both could 
have been stopped by ‘a relatively modest well-timed pre-emption’. While, ‘a pre-
emptive strike against Hitler at the time of Munich would have meant an immediate 
war’, the one that came later was ‘much worse’. 58  Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld 
similarly drew upon the 1930s as an indication of what horrors might have been 
prevented if Hitler’s intentions had been recognised for what they were on the basis of 
Mein Kampf.59 Rumsfeld underlined the perpetual insecurity of the US in his infamous 
remarks on unknown unknowns in February 2002 on the lack of evidence that Iraq 
possessed WMDs.60 Undersecretary of Defence Feith argued that ‘prudence and self-
restraint in the face of affronts and attacks’ by the US in recent decades were viewed by 
bin Laden and Saddam Hussein as ‘evidence of weakness and cowardice’ and 
‘emboldened our enemies to defy and attack the United States’. He argues that ‘the 
French lost their country in 1940 because they waited too long to confront Hitler’ (Feith 
2008, p. 525).61 Deputy secretary for Defence Wolfowitz had already become a convert 
to pre-emption and argued that despots of ‘the order of evil’ of Hitler, Stalin, and 
Saddam ‘tend not to keep evil at home, they tend to export it in various ways and 
eventually it bites us’ (cited in Ricks 2006, pp. 6-7). Here, as elsewhere, Republicans and 
Democrats were in agreement.62 

57 Full text of Cheney, Dick 2004 ‘Speech to the Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW) National 
Convention in Nashville, Tennessee’, transcript, The Guardian, August 27. ‘Another argument 
holds that opposing Saddam Hussein would cause even greater troubles in that part of the world, 
and interfere with the larger war against terror. I believe the opposite is true. Regime change in 
Iraq would bring about a number of benefits to the region. When the gravest of threats are 
eliminated, the freedom-loving peoples of the region will have a chance to promote the values that 
can bring lasting peace’.  
58 Perle, Richard 2002 ‘Chairman of the Defense Policy Board, The Daily Telegraph, August 9. 
59 Rumsfeld, Donald, August 19, 2002 ‘Fox Special Report with Brit Hume’. 
60 Secretary Rumsfeld and Gen. Myers, February 12, 2002 ‘Department of Defense Briefing’. 
61 Feith in his book on Iraq, also referenced learning from the efforts of British leaders to manage 
the rise of Hitler. He concludes that, while diplomacy is always preferable, ‘it was also obvious to 
me, with hindsight, that nothing short of war could have stopped, let alone reversed, Nazi 
aggression’, and this informed his views on Vietnam (Feith 2008, p. 23). 
62 Both Republicans and Democrats: ‘Had Hitler's regime been taken out in a timely fashion, the 51 
million innocent people who lost their lives during the Second World War would have been able to 
finish their normal life cycles. ‘Mr. Chairman, if we appease Saddam Hussein, we will stand 
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The post-war reconstruction of defeated adversaries Germany and Japan and their 
transformation from fascist imperial states into exemplary democracies served as role 
models for planning post-war Iraq. Yet, many of the early policies used in the first phase 
of the American occupation – i.e. debaathification, a relatively small number of US 
ground forces, simplistic institution building in emerging democracies, poor cooperation 
between the Pentagon and the State Department - are considered the root causes of the 
later failures. These failures eventually culminated in the insurgencies and near total 
collapse of Iraq security from 2004 to 2007. For Feith, the analogies figured in his 
planning for the post-war environment, as ‘twentieth-century history offers quite a few 
examples of democracy’s growth’ in ‘lands that hardly seemed rich with democratic 
potential’ (Feith 2008, p. 236). According to Secretary of State Powell, should it come to 
war, there was an ‘obligation really to put in place a better regime’, and ‘there are lots of 
different models from history that one can look at: Japan, Germany, but I wouldn't say 
that anything is settled upon’.63 Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld even tasked the 
CIA in August 2002 with drawing up a comparative study of the implications of the post-
war occupations of Germany and Japan for the coming American presence in Iraq.64 In 
the decisive first months of the occupation, Paul Bremer, as Iraq’s administrator, 
compared purging the Senior Members of Saddam’s Baath party to the de-Nazification 
of Germany after Second World War and also compared the aid package for Iraq to the 
Marshall plan in his September 2003 testimony to four congressional committees 
(Chandrasekaran 2006, pp. 76, 180).65  

Surprisingly, the experiences of the first Gulf War hardly played a role in the planning of 
the Bush (43) administration, despite the obvious parallels and familiarity of several key 
administration officials.66 Instead it was the quick and easy (at that point) Fall 2001 

humiliated before both humanity and history.’ Rep. Tom Lantos (D-Calif.), 2002, House debate, 
October 2. ‘Appeasement does not work,’ 2002, Rep. Dan Burton (R-Ind.), House debate, October 
8. 
63 Interview: Colin Powell Discusses The Next Steps In Action Against Iraq Following US 
Congressional Approval For Use Of Force All Things Considered: October 11, 2002 Iraq Issues 
Robert Siegel, NPR News. 
64 Central Intelligence Agency, 7 August 2002 ´The Post-war Occupations of Germany and Japan: 
Implications for Iraq´ (National Security Archive). Rumsfeld ignored the study’s pessimistic 
conclusions, as well as the advice of his military staff, instead arguing that American troops would 
be greeted as liberators and that a large-scale ground force or preparations for a prolonged stay 
were unnecessary. Tellingly, the conclusions of the study recommends that the US prepare for an 
extended presence in Iraq, that purging the Sunni-centric bureaucracy of Baath element is 
undesirable, and that several elements which enabled success in Germany and Japan - unifying 
myths such as the Japanese emperor and relatively homogenous societies - are absent in Iraq. 
65 Toward the end of the summer of 2003, as interfactionary violence was increasing in Iraq, 
National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice refused to consider it an insurgency, but instead cast it 
as a last-ditch effort by fanatics, similar to those carried out by diehard Nazi remnants known as 
‘Werewolves’ in the immediate aftermath of the 1945 surrender and occupation of Germany. 
66 W.S. described the 2003 Iraq War as the result of ‘First Gulf War syndrome’, in the sense that 
this time the US would see it through to the end (W.S., 2013, interview with author, June 25). 
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Afghanistan campaign that convinced the administration to depend on a rapid and 
overwhelming ‘shock and awe’ assault with small ground presence but with maximum 
utilisation of the technological advantages of US forces (Rose 2010, pp. 257-258).67  

 

Legacy 
 
The legacy of the third era produced a paradoxical combination of diminished executive 
legitimacy clashes with the growing institutional power of the President. For the first 
Gulf War, both houses of Congress voted to authorize military action against Iraq - 
though the senate only by the narrowest of margins. – but president Bush (41) signalled 
that in any case he did not feel bound by any congressional declaration and was 
prepared to go to war with or without Congress’s assent. He had avoided a request for 
authorisation since it might imply that Congress ‘had the final say in… an executive 
decision’ (Crenson and Ginsberg 2007, p. 274). The expansion of executive authority 
had continued apace during the Clinton administration, but it was rapidly expanded 
after the 9/11 attacks, when Cheney pushed Congress on September 14th to grant special 
powers to the President’s office. The contrast with the first Gulf War proved striking: 
there the model had been Huntington’s ‘objective civilian control’ and deference to the 
professional military on matters of strategy, while the model during the Iraq War was its 
opposite. After decades of experience with the military, Secretary Rumsfeld was left with 
disdain for the conventional wisdom of the defense department’s bureaucracy. As his 
deputy Feith words it in his biography, ‘governments populated almost entirely by 
career officials, however, suffer from their own problems – including insularity, lack of 
energy, and stale thought’ (Feith 2008, p. 33).68 Rumsfeld set about methodologically 
undermining the Pentagon’s bureaucracy and making it subservient to his political 
leadership (Rose 2010, pp. 266 - 267). As Rose argues, a combination of developments69 
removed all institutional obstacles from the path of Rumsfeld and his allies, and set the 
stage for their beliefs to fully shape the events that led to and followed the fall of 
Baghdad (Rose 2010, p. 263).  

The Iraq War proved a failure for US policy that started with the absence of WMDs. The 
Saddam regime was rotten to the core, but it had left a corrosive legacy in Iraqi society 
and factional warfare emerged as soon as the state had crumbled. The unilateral action 

67 Critics that pointed out the poor performance of the US in the post-war operations of the post-
Cold War period were routinely ignored (Rose 2010, pp. 261-2).  
68 When interviewed, D.F. repeatedly raised this point (D.F., 2013, interview with author, June 25). 
69 This was part of a larger White House policy to move all responsibilities for post-war planning 
and operations to the Defence Department (Rose 2010, p. 266). Bush allowed Clinton’s the 
presidential directive 56, which had created an interagency group to coordinate nation-building 
operation, to expire, while Rumsfeld closed the Peacekeeping Institutions of the Army (Zelizer 
2010, p. 452). 
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of the US undermined its position as benign hegemon that allowed its allies to constrain 
it. The dismissive attitude of certain administration officials towards key allies 
(Rumsfeld’s dismissal of France and Germany as ‘old Europe’ for example) needlessly 
threw away political goodwill.  

The failure in Iraq also brought to an end, for now, a cycle of Trinitarian relations that 
had begun during Vietnam, as Iraq had shown the return of civilian ideologues and a 
powerful but isolated military that resented civilians. One interpretation of the outcome 
was that the 2003 invasion had demonstrated the superiority of US armed forces, but 
that political leaders had shackled the military and wasted its victory, as they had in 
Vietnam. To others, the occupation demonstrated that the armed forces had been poorly 
prepared and force was a poor tool to spread democracy. Both groups primarily 
accorded blame to political leaders and not the armed forces. Bush and his 
administration could be blamed for entering the war on a false premise, while Obama 
could be blamed for squandering the victory achieved through the surge by Petreaus and 
the other ‘savior generals’.  

 

Era 4. Post Iraq 
 
The debacle of Iraq marks the end of the third and the beginning of the fourth era after 
the Second World War. It remains unclear what the long-term consequences of the Iraq 
War, and to a lesser degree the conflict in Afghanistan, actually are. However, it has 
already left at least a short-term legacy.70 For one, more than a decade of continual 
counterinsurgency operations has undermined the belief in the effectiveness of the 
transformative mission of the US, and it has diminished the willingness of policymakers 
to commit large-scale forces abroad, specifically ground forces. The growing reliance on 
special forces and drones during the Obama administration is a sign of such reluctance, 
and, in many ways, it is an updated version of the preference for covert actions during 
the 1970s and 1980s in the wake of Vietnam. Within the departments of Defense and 
State, and within the army and marine corps, the faith in the capabilities of US forces to 
conduct stabilization missions has not diminished. Years of operational experience with 
interagency cooperation have built an organisational self-confidence. 71 Ironically, the 

70 S.B. argues that the Iraq experience broke down the hawkish consensus on the right (S.B., 2013, 
interview with author, June 21). 
71 From the personal experiences of defence and military personnel who served in Iraq, there was 
no great understanding of, or appreciation for, how best to integrate different instrument of 
national policy before or immediately after the invasion. As P.C.B. stated, to illustrate this point, at 
the time he was genuinely perplexed how State could contribute. He thinks the current generation 
of State and Defense department policymakers and military has learned the lesson of interagency 
cooperation well [Gen. P.C.B., 2013, interview with the author, June 24; N.F., 2013, interview with 
author, June 26). 
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generation that has acquired the skills is unlikely to use them, and it remains to be seen 
how much of these capabilities the organisations will retain in the future.  

Assigning the blame for the failures in Iraq and Afghanistan was mostly directly 
attributed to President Bush and the members of his administration, largely because 
they initially played such outsized roles in pushing the policies. This public scepticism 
towards the executive has constrained his successor in all domains, noticeably so with 
regards to the large scale use of military force. Another similarity to the post-Vietnam 
era. Such limits were visible in Libya in 2011, where President Obama hesitatingly 
deployed US airpower, and only to support a British-French effort to halt Gadhafi’s 
forces and later overthrow the regime. The question of whether to intervene in Syria in 
2013 showed even more prominently how difficult it was to gather together enough 
political, military and societal support to militarily intervene. This is even though many 
of the threats emanating from the Syrian conflict – WMDs, regional spillover, new 
generation of extremists, migratory waves – are more imminent than those of Iraq in 
2003. Obama’s personal legitimacy is weakened by struggles over domestic issues, 
though the elimination of Osama bin Laden invigorated his foreign policy credentials. 
Yet, there has been repeated criticism of Obama from conservatives for being too 
reactive and passive: ‘weakness is a provocation’.72 The near-collapse of Iraq in 2014 has 
lent credence to those critiques. 

What is crucial, however, is that the internationalist foundations of American grand 
strategy have not changed.73 On the surface they have become more subdued than they 
were in their mid1990s heyday. Obama has sought to ‘rebalance’ US resources towards 
Asia (the so-called Pacific Pivot), and, in relative terms, to move them out of Europe and 
the Middle East. The 2011 QDR the force posture reflected the change from the 1997 
QDR’s planning assumptions of fighting and winning two major regional conflict, to 
instead winning one and denying success to the adversary in another. Political 
developments intruded upon these plans. The chaos that followed in the wake of the 
2011 Arab Spring forced a greater role in the Middle East than Obama had wished for, 
and the 2014 Crimean Crisis is likely to redirect US commitments to NATO Europe.  

Emphasising the rebalancing of US strategy is problematic, because there is a risk of 
overlooking how little actually changes. In the decade that followed the 2003 invasion of 
Iraq, the new generation of American policymakers did not challenge the fundaments of 

72 Statement made by Amb. K.V.(2013, interview with author, June 18). The point about Obama’s 
perceived passive approach was repeatedly raised by interviewees (Amb. K.V., 2013, interview with 
author, June 18, 27; R.L., 2013, interview with author, June 24; D.F., 2013, interview with author, 
June 27). 
73 The majority of the interviewees involved with US policymaking considered US interests to start 
far away from borders. There was no real discussion of relinquishing commitments and perceived 
responsibilities in Europe, Asia, or the Middle East. [N.F., 2013, interview with author, June 26]; 
[D.F., 2013, interview with author, June 27); [Amb. K.V., 2013, personal interview author, June 18 
and 26); (H.B. 2013, interview with author, June 19). 
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US strategy and. instead shifted relative priorities around. Indeed, they expressed the 
same beliefs of US insecurity and vulnerability and did not put the need for American 
leadership in doubt.74 These tenets were not questioned in the Bush administration’s 
2006 security strategy, nor in the Obama administration’s 2010 security strategy. In the 
former, the ‘time has long since passed’, when ‘two oceans seemed to provide protection 
from problems in other lands’ and the US ‘could know peace, security, and prosperity by 
retreating from the world’. Instead, ‘America must lead by deed as well as by example´ 
(US 2006, p. 49). In the latter, the Obama administration vows to engage the world, for 
this is ‘the opposite of a self-imposed isolation that denies us the ability to shape 
outcomes’, and through which ‘America has never succeeded’ (US 2010, p. 11). Instead, 
in the twenty-first century the US should emulate the example of leadership it set after 
the Second World War.75 

The sense of historical mission is underlined with continued references to Munich – 
even in the wake of the transparent failure of the analogy in Iraq. In 2006, Rumsfeld, 
still Secretary of Defense, accused critics of the administration’s Iraq policies of 
‘appeasement’ attitudes and ‘moral confusion’ in a speech to the American Legion about 
the dangers of extremism as ‘a new type of fascism’. 76 The appeasement slur was again 
in the 2008 election year. During a visit to the Knesset, Bush said, that to consider 
negotiating with extremists and terrorists merely offered ‘the false comfort of 
appeasement’ that has been ‘repeatedly discredited by history’.77 Yet, the same episode 
also showed that as a phrase appeasement has become a red flag practically 
disconnected from the Second World War.78 

Appeasement remains a powerful analogy, also for Democrats. Secretary of State Kerry 
told House Democrats that the United States faced a 'Munich moment' in deciding 

74 Point made several times [D.F., 2013, interview with author, June 27); [Amb. K.V., 2013, 
interview with author, June 18 and 26). 
75 ´Just as US foresight and leadership were essential to forging the architecture for international 
cooperation after World War II, we must again lead global efforts to modernize the infrastructure 
for international cooperation in the 21st century´ (US 2010, p. 46). 
76 CBS ‘3 Dems Bash Rumsfeld's Nazi Comments’ August 29, 2006; Robinson, Eugene 2006, ‘Final 
Edition Who Set the Wayback Machine for 1939?’, September 5. Democrats took Rumsfeld to task 
for ‘vilification’ of critics of the war, with House Democratic Leader Nancy Pelosi remarking that: 
‘If Mr. Rumsfeld is so concerned with comparisons to World War II, he should explain why our 
troops have now been fighting in Iraq longer than it took our forces to defeat the Nazis in Europe’. 
77 MacAskill, Ewen and Suzanne Goldenberg 2008, ‘Friday International: Bush appeasement slur 
angers Democrats: Obama outraged by president's claim that talking to US foes in Middle East is 
like negotiating with Hitler’, The Guardian, May 16. 
78 Conservative commentator Kevin James’ went on the May 15th, 2008 episode of the MSNBC 
program Hardball with Chris Matthews to express his support for Bush’s comparison. However, 
when host Chris Matthews pushed James in the interview to specify how Chamberlain were 
relevant to the current debate, James failed to give an answer more specific than ‘he was an 
appeaser’. Matthews eventually clarified that Chamberlain's appeasement was more substantial 
than merely talking to Hitler, and instead consisted of large territorial concessions in the form of 
giving away half of Czechoslovakia. 
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whether to respond to the alleged use of chemical weapons by the Syrian government. 
He went on to say that Assad ‘now joins the list of Adolf Hitler and Saddam Hussein 
[who] have used these weapons in time of war’.79 President Obama, in his address to the 
UN in September 2014, referenced the 1930s, the ‘Russian aggression in Europe recalls 
the days when large nations trampled small ones in pursuit of territorial ambition’.80 In 
the same speech, bringing to mind Bush’s 2002 State of the Union address, though this 
time more appropriately, Obama referred in clear moral tones to the Islamic State’s 
‘brand of evil’, as ‘killers’ who cannot be reasoned or negotiated with, and who only 
understand ‘the language of force’. 81 

 

Legacy 
 
However, the geopolitical changes that have taken since the 2003 invasion might make 
this period of subdued attitudes to interventions short-lived. The collapse of security in 
Iraq in 2014 has partially reopened the case for war in 2003. It has reflected 
unfavourably on Obama’s decision to withdraw forces from Iraq in 2011 without long-
term basing agreements. Critics allege a fatal failure of nerve, absence of personal 
leadership, and undermining the credibility of the US. The Russian incursion into the 
Crimea has similarly been construed as a consequence of perceived American weakness 
emboldening an authoritarian adversary. The sequencing of these events, together with 
the peaceful, but insistent rise of China as an economic rival and a military power may 

79 Friedersdorp, Conor 2013 ‘Godwin's Corollary: In War Debates, the Probability of Hawks 
Invoking Hitler Approaches One’. The Atlantic, September 4. They invoke World War II because it 
is popular, not because any of its lessons are applicable. 
80 The Washington Post, September 24, 2014, ‘Address to the United Nations General Assembly. 
Remarks As Prepared for Delivery by President Barack Obama’. Obama added that, ‘America 
stands for something different. We believe that right makes might – that bigger nations should not 
be able to bully smaller ones; that people should be able to choose their own future. […] These are 
simple truths, but they must be defended. America and our allies will support the people of 
Ukraine as they develop their democracy and economy. We will reinforce our NATO allies, and 
uphold our commitment to collective defense. We will impose a cost on Russia for aggression, and 
counter falsehoods with the truth. We call upon others to join us on the right side of history – for 
while small gains can be won at the barrel of a gun, they will ultimately be turned back if enough 
voices support the freedom of nations and peoples to make their own decisions.’ 
81 The Washington Post, September 24, 2014, ‘Address to the United Nations General Assembly. 
Remarks As Prepared for Delivery by President Barack Obama’. ‘No God condones this terror. No 
grievance justifies these actions. There can be no reasoning – no negotiation – with this brand of 
evil. The only language understood by killers like this is the language of force. So the United States 
of America will work with a broad coalition to dismantle this network of death.’ 
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prove to be influential. Taken together they could – and are likely to – reinforce the US 
sense of vulnerability and the perceived necessity of its leadership.82  

Internationalist elites have certainly been more constrained during the decade that 
followed Iraq.83 Anti-war sentiments brought Obama to power and a strong populist 
movement grew within the Republican Party. Trust in civilian policymakers is low, as it 
is in the legislature, while in contrast, support for the armed forces remains high. This 
had made the basis of support for internationalist policies more brittle, and limited the 
executive’s ability to use diplomacy effectively.  

 

United Kingdom 
 

Era 1. The Second World War to Suez 
 
In the decades that followed the Second World War, British policymakers applied the 
lessons and their own experiences from the war to the emerging Cold War world. The 
war had reordered the domestic relations: while the Conservative party built on the 
Churchillian legacy, it was also haunted by the failure of Chamberlain in Munich. Yet, 
much to Churchill’s credit, the Conservatives also remained the party of foreign policy 
for which empire was crucial to British power and identity. The Conservative Party had 
contradictory examples of both strong and weak leadership. In turn, the legitimacy of 
the Labour Party was based on its wartime domestic performance that allowed it to 
develop the British welfare state into one of the most comprehensive in Europe. The 
left’s power was traditionally based in the unions, who had been strengthened by the 
demands for wartime social cohesion and mobilisation. The unions also held the more 
idealist and pacifist strains within the British left.  

The post-war debates over British strategy mirrored divided domestic priorities, 
whether to hold onto the crumbling British Empire through a maritime strategy or to 
contribute to the protection of Europe against the Soviet Union through a continental 
strategy. The maritime strategy required investments in the navy, while the continental 
strategy required investments in the army and permanent placement of forces on the 
mainland.  

82 F.J. argued that the US leadership is still essential to manage the process of change towards a 
more multipolar world. The US should – and is – shoring up the international institutional 
frameworks (F.J., 2013, interview with author, June 27). 
83 American elite recognizes value of alliances, however (B.R., 2013, interview with author, June 
20). 
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The Suez Crisis exposed these fissures and brought to an end the hopes that the UK 
could continue as it had before the war. The crisis also forced other choices on British 
policymakers, not only between continental security and global ambitions, but also 
between an European and an Anglo-American orientation. The Suez Canal was 
perceived as the lynchpin of British security and the proposed Egyptian nationalization 
of the canal risked cutting off British access to its maritime empire. 84  British 
policymakers saw a Soviet design in these plans. They remembered British isolation 
between June 1940 and December 1941, and believed the loss of Suez would lead to 
renewed encirclement of Europe, and by extension, Britain. British PM Eden had been a 
figure of the pre-war government, but had broken with Chamberlain in 1938 over the 
policy of appeasing Mussolini. When the initially popular appeasement policy fell into 
rapid disrepute, Eden was second only to Churchill as a credible alternative Tory leader, 
separate from the ‘guilty men’ who had failed Britain in the 1930s. His main regret was 
the earlier decision, in which he had fully participated, to make no stand against Hitler’s 
reoccupation of the Rhineland in 1936 (Kyle 1991, p. 11). For Eden, Egyptian President 
Nasser was a new Hitler (Beloff 1989, p. 329). In his proposed nationalization of the 
Canal, Nasser was another authoritarian figure willing to annex the established interests 
of others and who should be firmly resisted. Even if there was disagreement within the 
government on the aptness of the comparisons between Nasser and Hitler, there was 
general consensus among British policymakers that Nasser was a dangerous figure cut 
from the same cloth as the authoritarians of the 1930s.85 British newspapers consistently 
compared Nasser to Hitler (Kyle 1991, p.137).86  

Unlike the Falklands War a generation later, the Labour Party was divided on the Suez 
Crisis (Beloff 1989, pp. 321-322). Nation-wide anti-war protests were organised by 
Labour and the Trade Union Congress under the slogan ‘Law, not war!’ At a protest rally 
on 4 November 1956, the largest of its kind since 1945, Labour MP Bevan accused the 
government of a ‘policy of bankruptcy and despair’. In his argument against the use of 
force by the strong against the weak, he referenced Britain’s own status as an island, 
weaker than many others. In contrast, Hugh Gaitskell, Labour’s Leader, was more 
conflicted, but publically supported the government’s position on Suez. Though Gaitskell 
expressed doubts in his diary, he did not question that Nasser was a dangerous 
aggressor in the mode of Hitler. He too was haunted by the memory of Munich.87 The 
Suez intervention failed when the US put financial pressure on the UK, which then 
abandoned its French and Israeli allies. The British response underlined how dependent 
on the US Britain had become. British policymakers soon acquiesced to American 

84 As Lord Hankey put it in 1953: ‘If we cannot hold the Suez Canal, the jugular vein of World and 
Empire shipping communications, what can we hold?’ Hankey, /PREM 11/636 Lord Hankey, ‘The 
Suez Canal Company. Military Evacuation of the Zone’, February 2, 1953. 
85 Foreign Secretary Lloyd. ‘It isn’t Hitler that Nasser should be compared to; it is rather Mussolini 
or Peron, who gets involved with a bigger, wickeder (and more anti-British) power.’ FO 371/118861 
86 See Macmillan (1971, p. 124). 
87 Williams (1983, pp. 547-622). 
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leadership, after a short wave of anti-Americanism directed at the US supplanting 
British influence in the Middle East (Beloff 1989, p. 327).88  

 

Legacy 
 
The Suez crisis reinforced the belief among British policymakers that a strong bilateral 
relationship with the US should lie at the core of British Cold War strategy. It was the 
only manner in which Britain could maintain its status and security in the Cold War 
era.89 In future crises, British policymakers should - and would - never again choose its 
European allies over its American ally. Yet, European security should be prioritised over 
imperial ambitions, as without an active US role in Europe, the Soviet Union could not 
be resisted. The aftermath of the crisis therefore further entangled British futures to the 
US, and reinforced French perceptions of British unreliability. The Suez Crisis also 
further strengthened the anti-war sentiments and idealism of the British political left, 
while reinforcing the notion of the executive as irresponsible. It was another extreme 
example in British politics of leadership on the international stage. 

 

Era 2. Suez to Falklands 
 
A strong idealist strand existed in post-war British politics that had its political base in 
the Labour party and the trade unions. This strand strongly supported nuclear 
disarmament and apprehensiveness towards nuclear weapons. Historically, 
disarmament had appealed to the British public since the First World War (Bialer 1980, 
p. 9). The devastation of the Blitz further increased the apprehension towards 
increasingly technologically advanced weapons that could inflict increasingly massive 
destruction. This opposition was also an illustration of a peculiarly British sense of 
moral superiority: one of the arguments for unilateral disarmament in the first CND 
campaign was that Britain would ‘lead the way by its behaviour’ and ‘set an example for 
the world’ (cited in Barnett 1982, pp. 32-33).90 Anti-nuclear policies enjoyed huge grass 
roots support and this translated into Labour Party politics, when the 1960 party 

88 The US was not seen as an invasion force (D.O., 2013, interview with author, May 20). 
89 Already before Suez, Eden had argued that ‘Our aim should be to persuade the United States to 
assume the real burdens in such organisations while retaining for ourselves as much political 
control – and hence prestige and world influence – as we can.’ CAB 129/52. Printed as Doc. 11 in 
Porter A.N. and A.J. Stockwell, British Imperial Policy and Decolonisation, 1938-1964 
(Macmillan, 1989, pp 164-175). 
90 For example, Labour Party MP Michael Foot– the co-author of the screed against the ‘guilty 
men’ in 1940/1941 - supported the CND and embraced withdrawal from the European Community. 
Barnett argues that Foot was the ‘contemporary embodiment’ of British ‘moral imperialism’ (as 
cited in Barnett 1982, pp. 32-33). 
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conference voted in favour of the ‘unilateral renunciation’ of the testing, manufacture, 
stockpiling, and basing of all nuclear weapons in the UK. In 1964, under Wilson, Labour 
campaigned against an independent British nuclear deterrent with the manifesto 
declaration that Polaris ‘will not be independent and it will not be British and it will not 
deter.’ Clement Attlee appeared on a party political broadcast to state that the ‘idea of an 
independent deterrent is a nonsense… They cannot tell me of any possible occasion on 
which we ourselves independently should want to use a weapon. Or how you can use it 
as a threat’ (Butler and King 1965, p.130). In fact, the 1984 Labour party conference 
adopted a 44 page statement (‘Defence and Security for Britain’) that made a detailed 
case for a non-nuclear Britain, but did so as within the context of a clear commitment to 
NATO. The role of the nuclear deterrent in British strategy was consequently diminished 
despite the strategic advantages the weapon offered Britain (see chapters five and six). 
Among the Labour Party, anti-nuclear beliefs were so strong that in the 1987 elections 
the Party even ran on unilateral British disarmament. But it had badly misjudged the 
unpopularity of the position and misunderstood the political mood had shifted far 
towards the right due to the Thatcherite revolution. The loss of the 1987 elections started 
a debate within the Labour Party as a younger generation within the party was sick of 
being out of power (Scott 2006). The debate resulted in the Third Way brand of politics 
that brought Blair’s New Labour to power. 

Thatcher’s government was a fundamental turning point in British post-war politics. It 
is impossible to understand without the Falklands War, which in turn cannot be 
understood without the Second World War and the Suez Crisis. After Suez, British 
policymakers had consistently prioritised continental security over British worldwide 
interests. This meant the UK had slowly divested itself of its colonial possessions, the 
‘long retreat’ from East of Suez. Policy papers from this period first frame Britain’s 
global aspirations as continuing the traditional internationalism of ‘an island with 
world-wide interests’ that must balance its commitments (UK 1962). 91 A few years later, 
the ‘foundation of Britain´s security now, as for centuries past, lies in the maintenance 
of peace in Europe’. Britain’s ‘first priority must, therefore, still be to give the fullest 
possible support to the North Atlantic Alliance´ (UK 1968, par 10). By the mid-1970s, 
though Britain has always had a role in Europe and in its global empire, these now 
clearly ‘reflect former aspirations to a world-wide role´ (UK 1975, par 33). 
Simultaneously, the British welfare state was under attack by the middle of the 1970s 
due to high unemployment, inflation, strikes, decolonization, the loss of the position of 

91 On why Britain is almost the only NATO country without conscription: ‘Our decision was not so 
much a departure from the past as a reversion to our normal well tried practice. This country, an 
island with world-wide interests, has always needed long-service men in balanced sea, land, and 
(more recently) air forces. Balance and mobility have been as important for us as numerical 
strength. Although our direct involvement on the mainland of Europe has increased and our other 
overseas commitments have diminished, the fundamental importance to us of balance and 
mobility remains.´ (UK 1962, Survival p. 139). 
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the Pound, and the worsening of Britain’s economy compared to its European 
neighbours. 

Thatcher brought this era to a close. She did not do so in the 1979 elections, when she 
was first elected, but in her 1983 re-election, which in turn was made possible by the 
British victory in the Falklands. Before the 1982 Falklands War, Thatcher’s government 
had been the most unpopular of the post-war era, afterwards it was one of the most 
popular (Barnett 1982; Calder 1992; Smith 2000; Eley 2001). Victory in the Falklands 
provided Thatcher with reserves of personal legitimacy that she then used to deconstruct 
the post-war social democracy. The Falklands also reinvigorated the belief in British 
exceptionalism that Suez had undermined.  

For British policymakers, the seizure by the Argentinian junta of the Falkland islands 
perfectly fit the existing frame of Munich and Churchill. As in 1940, it was Britain, 
standing alone and led by a strong leader, that stood up to an authoritarian and 
expansionist regime (Barnett 1982, pp. 47-48). Unlike Suez, the British left strongly 
supported the Conservative push towards war in the Falklands, as was clear from the 
April 1982 Parliamentary Debate that sanctioned the deployment. Rhetoric from 
Conservative and Labour MPs alike was rooted in 1940, the formative moment of 
contemporary Britain. Sir Fisher, a centrist Tory, clearly sent a signal to the PM when he 
compared the Argentine fait accompli to the Nazi seizure of Norway in 1940 that, he 
pointed out, had led to the fall of Chamberlain (cited in Barnett 1982, p. 37). The Leader 
of the Opposition, Michael Foot, the co-author of the book on the ‘Guilty Men’ of forty 
years before, argued that Britain was ‘a defender of people’s freedom throughout the 
world’, that it must ‘ensure that foul and brutal aggression does not succeed in the 
world’, for if it does not ‘there will be a danger not merely to the Falkland Islands, but to 
people all over this dangerous planet’ (cited in Barnett 1982, p. 32; Smith 2000, p. 126). 
The Foreign Office was criticised as too weak, as Tory MP du Cann pointed out that ‘for 
all our alliances and for all the social politeness which the diplomats so often mistake for 
trust, in the end in life it is self-reliance and only self-reliance that counts’ (cited in 
Barnett 1982, pp. 34-35). Labour MP Jay similarly argued that ‘the Foreign Office is a bit 
too much saturated with the spirit of appeasement’, while ‘ as the whole history of this 
century has shown […] if one gives way to this sort of desperate, illegal action, things will 
not get better, they will get worse’ (cited in Barnett 1982 42; Smith 2000, p. 126). 
Politicians might have opportunistically invoked Munich to challenge Thatcher for 
political reasons as much as out of deeply felt beliefs. Whatever the reason, it ended up 
strengthening the PM’s hand when she lived up to what the analogy demanded of her.  

Thatcher herself utilised the Munich analogy to the fullest. On the evening of the victory 
at Port Stanley, she emerged from No 10 to say ‘Today has put the Great back into 
Britain´. During her 1983 bid for re-election she pointed out that even though some 
claimed ‘Britain was no longer the nation that had built an Empire and ruled a quarter of 
the world’, ‘the lesson of the Falklands is that Britain has not changed´. The British rose 
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to the occasion, as ‘the spirit has stirred and the nation has begun to reassert itself. […] 
Britain has ceased to be a nation in retreat. [It has]found herself again in the South 
Atlantic and will not look back from the victory she has won’.92 In her autobiography, 
Thatcher underlines that the ‘significance of the Falklands War was enormous, both ‘for 
Britain’s self-confidence and for our standing in the world’. It signalled the end of the 
‘long retreat’ that Britain had been engaged in since the ‘Suez fiasco’, and the ‘tacit 
assumption’ by British and foreign governments that the British ‘world role was doomed 
steadily to diminish’ (Thatcher 1995, p. 173). She argues that ‘the Britain that woke up 
on the morning after 1945 was not only a nation drained by two great military efforts in 
defence of common civilization, but also one suffering from a prolonged bout of 
economic and financial anaemia’ (Thatcher 1995, p. 5). That weakness led to the ‘most 
painful experience of the country’s reduced circumstances’ that was ‘the failure of the 
Suez expedition in 1956’. As a result, Britain ‘developed what might be called the ‘Suez 
syndrome’: having previously exaggerated our power, we now exaggerated our 
impotence’ (Thatcher 1995, 8-9).93  

Thatcher drew from ‘the failure of appeasement the lesson that aggression must always 
be firmly resisted’. Yet, she does not share ‘the hostility towards the nation-state’ of the 
continental Europeans, because effective internationalism can only come through 
‘strong nations which are able to call upon the loyalty of their citizens’ (Thatcher 1995, 
pp. 11-12). Thatcher takes the left to task for always thinking ‘the worst of American 
motives’, because it is seen as ‘the most vigorous, powerful and self-confident force for 
capitalism’. Thatcher was more worried about the popular feeling that ‘the Soviets were 
the model of sweet reason, the United States of recklessness’ (Thatcher 1995, p. 437). 
That stance against moral ambiguity was to become influential in the decades that 
followed. 

 

Legacy 
 
The Falklands War reinvigorated the victory myths of leadership and British fortitude 
that surrounded the Second World War, and it reinforced the legitimacy of the British 
executive as well as that of the armed forces, whose professionalism had been showcased 
in the Falklands (Smith 2000, pp. 125-127). Ironically, the war also led to the 
transformation of the mythologised solidarity of the ‘people’s war’, as by 1983 Thatcher 
had exchanged ideals of social justice for pure patriotism (Eley 2001). The Thatcher 

92 Thatcher, Margaret, July 3, 1982, ‘Speaking to a Conservative Rally at Cheltenham Race Course 
on Saturday’, Conservative Central Office. 
93 Interestingly, Thatcher draws the parallel between the repercussions of Suez and the ‘crisis of 
morale’ in the US that followed Vietnam, which she argues might in fact have been ‘more 
debilitating’ as it embodied the conviction that ‘intervention would almost certainly be inimical to 
morality, the world’s poor, or the revolutionary tides of history’ (Thatcher 1995, p. 9). 
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government's 1982-1985 policies were able to undo the national institutional credibility 
of the left, starting with the trade unions.  

On the international stage, the Falklands validated a renewed assertiveness in British 
foreign policy.94 After decades of middling military successes by other European powers, 
if not outright defeats, the British victory against Argentina (a minor Third World 
power) reinforced the myth of Britain’s ‘difference’ and superiority towards the 
continent (Varsori 1998, p. 153). The British victory brought back a sense of pride for the 
military as well.95 For British policymakers, it remained attractive to invoke the former 
empire (Deighton 2002, p. 101). The Falklands War also reversed the course towards a 
near-exclusively European focus of the British defence posture. That focus was apparent 
in the Nott review that had come out in 1981 a year before the Falklands. This defence 
white paper argued that amidst general budget cuts the army should be prioritised over 
the Royal Navy, yet the Falklands War was held up by the Navy lobby as proof of the 
need for a partial return to the maritime strategy. 

 

Era 3. Falklands to Iraq 
 
The third era showed an increasingly moralistic streak in British foreign policy. British 
policymakers considered the end of the Cold War a clear victory where ‘the lowering of 
the Red Flag over the Kremlin on Christmas Day last year’ brought ‘to an end the 
menace of a discredited ideology, with its struggle for global dominance’ (UK 1992, p. 5 
foreword). The British papers published during the Cold War, but before the Falklands, 
rarely made moral claims on the Soviet Union - unlike the American and German 
papers. The Thatcher government’s policy documents are a departure.96 The 1987 paper, 
for example, argues that ‘although we have no reason to believe that the Soviet Union 
would run the risk – as long as NATO remains strong and united – of a direct military 
incursion into Western Europe, it is difficult to ignore the evidence of past Russian and 
Soviet history, which has been living proof of the idea that the best form of defence is 
expansion’. The events of recent years suggest that Soviet policymakers ‘are always ready 
to extend Soviet political influence wherever possible, often using military means to that 
end´ (UK 1987, p. 5). The white papers from the 1980s onwards stress the value of 
NATO, which was based on the ‘political and social values, not least among them a deep 

94 Falklands brought back to policymaker sthoughts about the use of force more broadly (L.R., 
2012, interview with author, May 25). 
95 That sense of pride and respect from the public was clear upon return to the UK, in the personal 
experience of those present, and gave policymakers the confidence to operate elsewhere (J.L.F., 
2012, personal interview author, September 4; Maj.Gen. J.T., 2013, personal interview author, May 
22). 
96 ´Regrettably, history has repeatedly shown that the temptation to use armed force for national 
ends can often prove irresistible – a message which the Soviet Union has reinforced only too 
recently.´ (UK 1982, p. 25). 
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commitment to the principles of democracy and freedom’ that Western Europe and 
America shared, and which were ‘well demonstrated during the last war’, when they 
came under their ‘fiercest attack ever, from Hitler´s totalitarian Nazism’ (UK 1987, p. 
18).  

The Fall of the Wall in 1989 upset the European Cold War status quo. The likely 
reunification of Germany would again make it the most dominant power in Europe, an 
unhappy prospect to a generation with memories of the war. During the EC summit in 
the Strasbourg in December 1989, Thatcher exclaimed: ‘We defeated the Germans twice! 
And now they’re back!’ During a meeting with Gorbachev, she was the first to say ‘I am 
firmly against a unified Germany’. When Thatcher met with President Bush, she argued 
that both the Soviet Union and the United States should be included in a post-Cold War 
settlement, and this would not only help ‘avoid Soviet isolation, it would help balance 
German dominance in Europe’. She reminded Bush that ‘Germany was surrounded by 
countries, most of which it had attacked or occupied in the course of this century’. 
Germany had changed, but ‘other countries would become alarmed if there was no sort 
of counter-balance’. 97 American Secretary of State Baker told her that the Germans 
appeared to accept their 1937 frontiers, but Thatcher rather doubted this.98 Thatcher 
complained to Mitterrand that ‘Chancellor Kohl had no conception of the sensitivities of 
others in Europe, and seemed to have forgotten that the division of Germany was the 
result of a war which Germany had started’. 99  The wariness towards a reunified 
Germany was by no means personal to Thatcher. The Foreign Office considered that a 
reunified Germany might produce the following problems: the re-emergence of a (real or 
perceived) German military threat, including the possibility of a nuclear Germany; 
major shift in German foreign policy, either to neutrality or to some kind of adventurism 
in the East; or German economic dominance of Europe.100 The European integration 
project had ‘made the idea of a German invasion of France unthinkable’, yet the ‘division 
of Europe into nation states’ was not the ‘cause of successive European wars’.101 At the 
commemoration of the war in 1995 PM Major struck a different tone: ‘Europe is 
emerging from a century of violence and ideology. Traumatised in the first half of this 

97 No. 155. Letter from Mr. Powell (No. 10) to Mr. Wall. [PREM: Internal Situation in East 
Germany] 10 Downing Street, February 24, 1990. 
98 No. 93. Minute from Mr. Wall to Mr. Weston [WRL 020/1], FCO, January 10, 1990. 
99 No. 71. Letter from Mr. Powell (Strasbourg) to Mr. Wall [PREM: Internal Situation in East 
Germany] Strasbourg, 8 December 1989: (meeting that afternoon between Prime Minister 
Thatcher and President Mitterrand). Mitterrand answered that, ‘in history Germany had never 
found its true frontiers: they were a people in constant movement and flux. Thatcher agreed and 
then produced her map showing various configurations of Germany from her handbag to underline 
President Mitterrand’s point. 
100 No. 210. Draft Paper by the Policy Planning Staff. [WRL 020/1] FCO, June, 15 1990. The 
document goes on to stress that the Western political orientation and Franco German 
reconciliation were ‘historically exceptional.’ 
101 No. 210. Draft Paper by the Policy Planning Staff. [WRL 020/1] FCO, June, 15 1990. After all, 
the US nearly destroyed itself in a civil war ‘despite a much higher degree of economic integration’. 
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century by brutality and destruction, Europe has lived the second half of this century 
half frozen in a trance. We are, as it were, still rubbing our eyes after 1989 wondering if 
it can be real but thankfully it is real’.102 

During the Gulf War, British policymakers again resorted to the Munich analogy to 
argue the case for intervention against Saddam (MacDonald 2002). Thatcher again had 
no doubts on how ‘to deal with an aggressor’, remembering her ‘experience of the 
Falklands’. She, and President Bush, knew that ‘a terrible World War […] had been 
caused because we didn't deal firmly enough with Hitler in the early stages, and of 
course the Japanese came into Pearl Harbor, so we knew the importance of stopping it 
quickly and then reversing it’. The lesson remained that ‘dictators must be stopped’.103 

The Gulf War was added to the Falklands and the Second World War as a central 
reference point.104 When the 1992 paper – published by Major government - surveys the 
uncertainty after the end of the Cold War, it references both the Gulf War and the 
Falklands conflict as ‘a cogent reminder of the risk of unexpected conflict´ (UK 1992, p. 
5 foreword). The paper even includes an entire chapter on lessons learned. Iraq and its 
attempts to attain WMDs validate also the need for an expansion of British 
interventionary capabilities (UK 1992, p. 68).105  

The Falklands, the Gulf War and the end of the Cold War had reinforced the claims to 
moral exceptionalism of the British, and their image of themselves as a global power 
with distinct international responsibilities. 106 The 1990s showed that the longing for 
empire had become universal and no longer to be predominantly associated with the 
Conservative Party. New Labour’s government attempted to rebrand the United 
Kingdom with its 1998 ‘Cool Britannia’ campaign that invoked empire to a new 
generation (Deighton 2002, pp. 108-109). The notion of Britain as a moral power was 
expressed most clearly by the Blair government’s approach to the wars in the Balkans. 
The sense of historical mission was made all the easier by the obvious comparison 
between the ethnic conflict and genocide in former Yugoslavia, and the one fifty years 
earlier commemorated at the same time. Cooperation with France was strengthened 

102 Mr. Major’s Speech at German State Ceremony. Below is the transcript of Mr. Major’s speech at 
the German State Ceremony at the Schauspielhaus in Berlin on Monday 8th May 1995. The 
international order built in the aftermath of the war (the UN, NATO, and the EU) had created a set 
of alternatives that allowed Europeans to settle their differences without resorting to violence. 
Though, Major cautions, ‘the price of that peace will be perpetual vigilance’. 
103 Thatcher, Margaret, 1995 ‘Gulf War. Oral History’, PBS. 
104 In fact, M.C. argued that the Gulf War and the conflict in the Balkans were more important than 
the Falklands war for later British thinking on defence and foreign policy (M.C., 2012, interview 
with author, May 26). 
105 The paper strikes a cautious note on the likelihood of the ‘favourable circumstances’ of this 
victory being repeated (UK 1992, p.68). 
106 The British self-image is indeed one that is global, based on a long history of trade and maritime 
power (D.O., 2013, interview with author, May 20; M.C., 2013, interview with author, May 21). 
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after the European failure in the Balkans, leading to the development of the ESDP. Yet, 
there remained a scepticism whether Europe could ever generate the necessary 
capabilities.107 

Blair articulated his case for liberal internationalism and humanitarian interventionism 
in his 1999 speech at the Chicago Economic Club, where he defended the intervention in 
Kosovo as ‘a just war, based […] on values’ and emphasised that ‘we cannot let the evil of 
ethnic cleansing stand’. Blair argued that we have learned ‘twice before in this century 
that appeasement does not work’, because ‘if we let an evil dictator range unchallenged, 
we will have to spill infinitely more blood and treasure to stop him later’. NATO failure 
in Kosovo, might mean that ‘the next dictator to be threatened with military force may 
well not believe our resolve to carry the threat through’.108 The 1998 strategic defence 
review was permeated by the Blair government’s beliefs towards values and 
interventionism. In its introduction, Secretary Robertson stated that ‘the British are, by 
instinct, an internationalist people’, who should defend their rights, but also ‘discharge 
our responsibilities in the world’. The British ‘do not want to stand idly by and watch 
humanitarian disasters or the aggression of dictators go unchecked’. Instead, the UK 
wanted to give ‘a lead, we want to be a force for good’ (UK 1998, par. 19 introduction). 
Blair believed Kosovo and Iraq showed that we now live ‘in a world where isolationism 
has ceased to have a reason to exist’, and he argued that ‘the doctrine of isolationism had 
been a casualty of a world war, where the United States and others finally realised 
standing aside was not an option’. Blair told his Chicago audience to ‘never fall again for 
the doctrine of isolationism. The world cannot afford it’. Blair and the other members of 
New Labour ideologues preferred a centrist approach, as ‘the political debates of the 20th 
century – the massive ideological battleground between left and right [were] over’. 
Globalisation necessitates cooperation, it showed the need to untie the hands of 
business.109  

The 9/11 attacks were a massive shock to British policymakers, but they fit established 
ideas. At a Labour Party Conference speech Blair argued that the war against extremists 
was ‘a battle of values’, between ‘those who believe in strong public services and those 
who don’t’. To go to war against these extremists is ‘not out of bloodlust’, but ‘because it 
is just’. In such a battle, there ‘is no compromise possible with such people, no meeting 
of minds, no point of understanding with such terror’, but only a choice to ‘defeat it or be 
defeated by it’. Blair again emphasises that globalisation cannot only work for ‘the few’, 
but must be in ‘ the hands of the many’. If its benefits are widely shared, then ‘it will be a 
force for good’, because ‘ the alternative to globalization is isolation’. ‘The 20th century 
killed [the rigid forms of economic and social theory] and their passing causes little 

107 The lack of political will in Europe was noted, and the proven effectiveness of NATO as well. 
NATO had after all take a long time to build (D.O., 2013, interview with author, May 20). 
108 Speech Chicago Economic Club, April 22, 1999. 
109 Speech Chicago Economic Club, April 22, 1999. 
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regret’, Blair argued, but what has not passed is ‘the sense of a governing idea in politics, 
based on values’.110 

In his autobiography Blair claims he tried to avoid and even disowned ‘glib comparisons 
between 2003 and 1933’. However, he saw the similarities in Western attitudes towards 
‘the general ideology of this extremism based on a perversion of Islam’ and towards ‘the 
rising threat of fascism’. In both cases, he argued, ‘there is enormous reluctance to 
believe we are necessarily in a war’, and ‘our longing for peace blinds us to our enemies’ 
determination to have their way’. He empathises with the difficulty of Chamberlain’s 
choices in Munich (Blair 2010, pp. 208-209, 436).  

On Iraq, Blair argued that ‘the world has to learn the lesson all over again that weakness 
in the face of a threat from a tyrant, is the surest way not to peace but to war’. The origin 
lay in ‘our own desire to placate the implacable, to persuade towards reason the utterly 
unreasonable, to hope that there was some genuine intent to do good in a regime whose 
mind is in fact evil’. He would not make ’glib and sometimes foolish comparisons with 
the 1930s’, as ‘no one here is an appeaser’. Though the world is now peaceful, it is also 
ever more interdependent. The real threat, in Blair’s view, is ‘chaos’, and the two 
begetters of chaos are ‘tyrannical regimes with WMD and extreme terrorist groups who 
profess a perverted and false view of Islam’.111 Blair was hardly alone in seeing Iraq as 
logical and archetypical illustration of the regimes and groups holding out against the 
wave of democracies, or the parallels between them and the fascists and other 
authoritarian ideologies.112 Also within the Foreign Office, civil servants remembered the 
failure to stop genocide in Bosnia a decade before when they were still fairly junior and 
they were anxious to get it right this time.113 

 

Legacy 
 
The long and costly wars in Iraq and Afghanistan undermined the belief that Britain had 
a specific responsibility to maintain global order, but reinforced the sense that Britain 
was distinct from the continent, standing mostly together with the US. The wars in Iraq 

110 Blair, Tony 2001 ‘Speech at Labour Party Conference’ transcript, The Guardian, October 2.  
111 Blair, Tony 2003 ‘Speech at the Debate on the Iraq crisis in the House of Commons, as released 
by 10 Downing Street’ transcript, The Guardian, March 18.  
112 For example: ‘… as Ernie Bevin knew, sometimes the threat and even the use of force is 
necessary to ensure a greater peace. The League of Nations failed because it lacked the means to 
enforce its principles and decisions against the aggression of dictatorships and totalitarianism’. 
Foreign Secretary Straw, Jack, 2002 ‘Speech at the Labour Party Conference in Blackpool’, 
September 30, 2002. 
113 Then-junior policymakers during the break-up of Yugoslavia were now senior policymakers 
during the lead-up to Iraq. They experienced a strong sense of history repeating itself, and were 
determined to ‘get it right’ this time (J.D.W., 2012, interview with author, June 27). 
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and Afghanistan undermined the trust in Britain’s leaders. The case of the Blair 
government for the invasion of Iraq had rested on the presence of WMDs, and their 
absence destroyed Blair’s personal credibility.114 It also diminished executive autonomy 
more generally. Popular resentment against foreign interventions followed the costly 
stays in Iraq and Afghanistan, and led to the unprecedented collapse of Parliamentary 
support in September 2013 as action against Syria was being prepared. Though the 
British government had in 2011 managed to act in Libya, Syria showed that the 
manoeuvre space for the British executive had contracted. Years after, Blair notes ‘a 
charge – bolstered by some of the Civil Service grandees…that there were mistakes in 
Iraq because not enough was discussed in the bigger Cabinet’. However, Blair argues, ‘It 
really is nonsense. I wasn’t there during the Second World War or the Falklands, but if 
Winston Churchill or Margaret Thatcher used to do everything through formal Cabinet 
meetings, I would eat my proverbial hat. … You can’t take decisions by vast committees 
of people’. Yet, the effect of that autonomy proved detrimental to his successors. He does 
note that the ‘American and British forces performed brilliantly’ (Blair 2010, p. 447). 
Indeed, the British papers tend to stress the praiseworthy contributions and exemplary 
behaviour by British troops. 115 Similarly, the resiliency of ´the British people´ is often 
praised.116 The sense was strong, however, that the government had betrayed British 
armed forces by sending them to fight an unwinnable war, for false reasons, and with 
insufficient resources.117 Policies might be militarist, but ‘ society is not’, though there is 
a sense that the use of force is proper.118 This built upon resentments over the increasing 
stress that has been put on British troops that had been building before Afghanistan and 

114Iraq is ‘almost forgotten’ and treated as ‘Blair’s War’. Within Cameron government (but already 
in Brown government) there was a strong desire to move on from Iraq, for policymakers to 
distance themselves from it. (J.D.W., 2012, interview with author, June 27). 
115 For example: ´All too often, we focus on military hardware. But we know from our many visits 
to Afghanistan and to military units around our country, that ultimately it is our people that really 
make the difference. […] We will renew the military covenant, that vital contract between the 
Armed Forces, their families, our veterans and the country they sacrifice so much to keep safe.´ 
(UK 2010, p. 6). 
116 For example: ´The British people have repeatedly shown their resilience in the face of severe 
disruptions whether from war, terrorism, or natural disasters. Communities and individuals 
harness local resources and expertise to help themselves, in a way that complements the response 
of the emergency services.´ (UK 2008, p. 42). 
117 Iraq has left a legacy of scepticism, also within the armed forces (K.J., 2013, interview with 
author, May 21). D.O. underlined that the British public is proud of the armed forces, but highly 
sceptical of policymakers. In some ways this is a hangover from the Second World War (‘Help for 
Heroes’), but also a real sense that the troops were badly misused in Iraq (D.O., 2013, personal 
interview with the author, June 20). Armed forces are more popular with the public and seen as 
victim of policymakers. However, they do not want sympathy (M.C., 2012, interview with author, 
May 26). 
118 The difference is that the US glorifies the use of force, while the UK does not (M.O., 2013, 
interview with author, May 21). 
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Iraq.119 One attempt to redress this imbalance, and institutionalise continued support for 
members of the military during and after deployments had been the 2000 Military 
Covenant. The resentment reinforced a decades-long trend where civilian policymakers 
have been less and less likely to challenge military policymakers, often resulting in poor 
integration of political ends and means.120  

 

Era 4. Post Iraq 
 
It remains to be seen whether these limitations remain in place, and Iraq spelled an end 
to British international activism. The 2010 British national security strategy - published 
by the Cameron government - articulates the British international role in a strikingly 
similar way, when it argues that ‘our country has always had global responsibilities and 
global ambitions. We have a proud history of standing up for the values we believe in 
and we should have no less ambition for our country in the decades to come´ (UK 2010, 
p.23). Similarly, there has been a deliberate return to an East of Suez strategy, as Britain 
is expanding its naval capabilities (aircraft carrier) to play a role in Asia. 121  The 
Remembrance Day for the First World War has been infused with new meaning as a 
consequence of the British deployments in Afghanistan and Iraq.122 In the Ukraine crisis 
in 2014 the similar analogies and comparisons with Hitler were present. For Prime 
Minister Cameron, there was no doubt what the appropriate historical analogy was.123 
The response of the UK government was to reinforce the British commitment to 
continental security.124  

119 ‘I certainly viewed Brown as unsympathetic to defence’ says Lord Guthrie, the former Chief of 
the Defence Staff, who told the Independent that he came within a ‘couple of hours’ of resigning 
over the 1998 defence review. 
120 De Waal, J. (2013) ‘Depending on the Right People: British Political-Military Relations, 2001–
10’, Chatham House. 
121 Part of the motivation for the British attempt to return to ‘East of Suez’ is to be more interesting 
to the US, which was (until 2014) deemphasising the importance of Europe. For the UK, focusing 
on Europe would make more sense, but that is not the prevailing sense among political class (M.C., 
2013, interview with author, May 21). 
122 The Independent, 11 November 2007. 
123 Traynor, I. and Ewen MacAskill, 2014, ‘David Cameron Warns of ‘Appeasing Putin as we did 
Hitler’’, The Guardian, September 2. ‘We run the risk of repeating the mistakes made in Munich in 
'38. We cannot know what will happen next,’ Cameron was reported as saying. ‘This time we 
cannot meet Putin's demands. He has already taken Crimea and we cannot allow him to take the 
whole country.’ 
124 ‘David Cameron: west needs stronger military presence on Russia's borders’, The Guardian, 
August 2 2014. PM's letter to NATO calls to review its relationship with Russia and reassure allies 
in Eastern Europe in wake of Ukraine crisis. The same week, the House of Commons defense 
committee warned that NATO is poorly prepared to confront new threats posed by Russia, and 
members of the western military alliance may lack the collective political will to take concerted 
action to deter an attack. 
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France 
 

Era 1. The Second World War to Suez 
 
Post-war governments had to rebuild France from its wartime devastation, humiliation, 
and internal divisions, while absorbing and applying the lessons of the Second World 
War. The failure of France’s pre-war alliances and the absence of military preparedness 
in 1940 offered lessons that were applied in, and reinforced by, the conflicts of the 
immediate post-war decades: Indochina, Algeria, and Suez. These convinced French 
policymakers that the United States had ‘morally and materially’ turned against France 
and violated the Alliance by actively undermining French anti-communist policies 
(Heuser 1998; Harrison 1981, p. 48).125  

For French policymakers, the words Munich and Yalta signalled abandonment and 
dependence. But, like their British and American counterparts, French policymakers 
also applied the myth of Munich to justify decisive and assertive policies in Indochina, 
Algeria, and Suez. In Indochina, Admiral D’Argenlieu refused to negotiate a favourable 
agreement with Ho Chi Minh that would have kept Vietnam in the French Union, 
because he claimed it represented ‘a new Munich’ (Chuter 1998, p. 68). In Suez, it was 
rather French prime minister Mollet who described Nasser as a Hitler, while British PM 
Eden instead subscribed to the Mussolini analogy. Mollet considered the destruction of 
Nasser crucial to achieve a negotiated settlement in Algeria, while Eden in turn saw 
Nasser acting as Russia’s stooge to destroy the British access to Middle Eastern oil (Kyle 
1991, p. 554). French policymakers thought the loss of Algeria would permit the success 
of a vast Soviet flanking manoeuvre ‘through China, the Far East, the Indies, the Middle 
East, Egypt and Africa … to encircle Europe’ (Girardet 1964, p. 177). Mollet believed 
France was facing an alliance between Pan-Slavism and Pan-Islam in North Africa, and 
‘all this [is] in the works of Nasser, just as Hitler’s policy [was] written down in Mein 
Kampf. Nasser [has] the ambition to recreate the conquests of Islam’.126 Munich was 
also foremost on the mind of the French policymakers who conducted Algerian policy 
during its most crucial and disastrous phase, between 1954 and 1958 (Grosser 1989, p. 
13).  

The three conflicts enforced French beliefs on the reliability of their allies. When in 1954 
French forces were besieged in the battle of Diên Biên Phu - the key to victory or defeat 
in Indochina as a whole - the French government requested the use of American nuclear 
weapons. It argued that this would be in line with the American strategy of massive 
retaliation (Heuser 1998, p. 164). Yet, as the doctrine had been designed specifically for 

125 The title of Heuser’s (1998) chapter says it all: ‘Dunkirk, Dien Bien Phu, Suez or why France 
does not trust allies and has learnt to love the bomb’. 
126 FO 80-0/734 ‘Record of a Meeting Held at Chequers, Sunday, 11 March, 1956’. 
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the Korean war, the Eisenhower-Dulles administration refused to aid the French, with 
full support from the British. Consequently, when Diên Biên Phu fell, French 
policymakers saw it as another example of Anglo-Saxon betrayal, Albion perfide now 
joined by perfidious America (Heuser 1998 p. 164-165).  

The 1956 Suez Crisis further demonstrated the faithlessness of France’s British and 
American allies. From the French perspective, the Americans were already responsible 
for the crisis by withdrawing their offer to finance the Aswan dam. Their lack of 
solidarity during the diplomatic phase became an out-and-out ‘abandonment’ when US 
did not respond forcefully to the implicit Soviet threat, and then tempted the British 
forces to again abandon the French.127 As one ambassador remarked: ‘during this crisis 
[the Americans] chose to ensure our defeat’, yet ‘it has now become clear as a self-
evident truth that France’s security depends entirely on the American alliance’.128 Suez 
became the ‘resurgence of the spirit of Yalta’.129 The combination of the Suez crisis and 
the simultaneous uprising in Hungary left the sense that the US was unwilling to follow 
through on its commitments.130 It highlighted Europe’s weakness in a world dominated 
by the two superpowers (Pitman 2000). The outcome of Suez was resented as another 
humiliation for France (Vaisse 1989, p. 336).  

The failure of British-French military cooperation during crisis further reinforced the 
French turn towards Europe, and specifically towards a bilateral relationship with 
Germany. Previously, French policymakers had still held out hope for ‘a Franco-English 
magic formula’, but the outcome of Suez had demonstrated that the ‘two countries lack 
the weight sufficient to influence seriously the balance of power’. The French Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs noted that the British ally had proven to be hesitant, poor in execution 
and indecisive when it mattered, crucially when Britain abandoned France under 
American pressure (cited in Vaisse 1998, p. 337). The need to create a more self-
sufficient Europe therefore became apparent. 131  Indeed, as Konrad Adenauer is 
supposed to have told Mollet, as the latter was informed that the British withdrawal had 
forced the halt of the Suez operations, that ‘Europe will be your revenge’. The French PM 
agreed that the only solution to prevent future French humiliation was the rapid 
conclusion of a European treaty (Vaisse 1989 p. 337). In the 1957 debate over the EEC in 
the French parliament, one speaker who favoured the common market thanked Nasser 

127 De Gaulle, Memoirs of Hope, p. 200. Buron, Robert, 1956 ‘La France face aux Etats-Unis’, Le 
Monde, December 6, in Heuser, 1998, p. 169. A widely held French belief was that Americans were 
either naive about international politics and blind to Nasser’s Communist connections, or seeking 
to replace Britain and France in the Middle East. 
128 Note by E. de Crouy-Chanel for the Secretary-General, 1956, diplomatic archives, November 10. 
129 Delmas, Claude, 1957 ‘Nous devons passer de l’Alliance à la communauté atlantique’, RDN, Vol. 
13 No. 11, cited in Heuser, 1998, p. 170. 
130 Ironically, the US was constrained by British and French action in Suez from properly 
condemning Soviet imperialism when it used brute force in Hungary. 
131 DDF 1956 III, doc. 158, 10.11.56, pp. 271-277; Doc. 196, 18.11.56, pp. 340-342. FRUS XVI, Doc. 
572, 12.11.56, pp. 1117-1120; doc. 579, 16.11.56, pp. 1135-1137. Cited in Vaisse (1989, p. 338). 
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and Bulganin for helping Western Europeans understand the need for unity. In 
response, a deputy shouted: is there not also a General named Eisenhower?132  

The experiences in Indochina, Suez, and Algeria together reinforced the lessons of 
abandonment and distrust that were the legacy of the French experience in the Second 
World War. NATO’s value to France never recovered from the three successive failures 
of France’s key allies to support its cause. De Gaulle argued that, perhaps, France could 
‘end up with a new Western retreat. If so, France will take no part in it’. 133 French 
policymakers concluded that true strategic autonomy required nuclear weapons (though 
they could have noted that possession over them had not strengthened Britain’s hand in 
the crisis) (Harrison 1981, p.43; Heuser 1998, p. 169). The failure of the US and UK to 
stand up to Soviet pressure and to come to France’s aid further undermined guarantee of 
extended nuclear deterrence of the US.134 France had learned to never depend or trust 
‘certain countries’ (the United States and Britain), to have an autonomous deployable 
intervention force, and never again to put French forces under the command of another 
state (Heuser 1998, p. 169).  

 

Legacy 
 
The three sequential crises also affected French domestic relations, though the effects of 
Suez were less severe for the French government than they were for the British 
government. Mollet remained Prime Minister, and received a clear majority vote of 
confidence in the French national assembly, largely because the Suez adventure had not 
been as unpopular in France. Blame was foremost accorded to the allies who had failed 
France. However, Indochina, Suez and Algeria also further worsened the rift between 
the army and the Fourth Republic. The army had strongly supported the intervention in 
Egypt against Nasser to erase the failure of Indochina, and to strengthen the 
commitment in Algeria. Suez caused a profound crisis of morale and marked the third 
failure of civilians to give adequate leadership in the army’s recent institutional memory: 
1940, Indochina, and now Suez. The army therefore returned to their tasks in Algeria 
bearing a grudge against their civilian leaders and having learned a dangerous lesson 
about following orders (Vaisse 1989, p. 337).  

  

132 Journal official, Assemblée nationale. Débats, 17 January 1957, p.107. (‘N’y a-t-il pas aussi un 
général qui s’appelle Eisenhower’). 
133 Account of de Gaulle remarks to MRP representatives, quoted in Rumbold to Shuckburgh, 
September 27, 1961, FO 371/160554, PRO. 
134 The 1972 white paper is explicit on this: ‘Il ne faudrait d'ailleurs pas considérer ces faits avec 
quelque rancœur que ce soit. Ils sont dans l'ordre naturel des choses, car la dissuasion est 
exclusivement nationale.´ (French White Paper on Defense 1972, par 32). 
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Era 2. Algeria to the Gulf War 
 
The formation of the Fifth Republic and General De Gaulle’s return to power led to the 
reconstitution of French grand strategy around strategic autonomy, because it was clear 
that, as the 1972 paper argues, since the ‘dramatic failure of 1940, and the appearance of 
the gigantic powers of the US, USSR, and also China’, it is presumptuous for ‘a middle 
power to depend on one of the great powers for its protection’ (FR 1972, p.2).135 This 
inevitable result of this line of thinking was the 1966 exit from NATO, the centrality of 
nuclear weapons, and the end of French colonial possessions. France had been further 
alienated by its inability to reach a deal with the Americans on sharing nuclear 
technology. 136 Presidents Eisenhower and Kennedy had both been willing to make 
concessions to De Gaulle, but first Dulles and then Ball sabotaged the agreements. The 
nuclear issue also exposed the true allegiances of the British. De Gaulle therefore 
considered Britain a Trojan horse for the US that would undermine the ‘European 
Europe’ he was attempting to create (Trachtenberg 1999, p. 369), and responded by 
vetoing Britain’s admission to the Common Market. The Suez crisis had the opposite 
effect on France than on the UK, and reinforced France’s pursuit of strategic autonomy 
and the redirection of its orientation from the US towards Europe (and specifically 
Germany).  

Even after the acquisition of the deterrent, French policymakers remained as 
apprehensive of abandonment by the US. For these reasons, they distrusted the 
American policy of détente during the 1960s and 1970s. The joint efforts by the US and 
the USSR to arrive at arms control agreements, to ban atmospheric nuclear tests, and to 
contain further nuclear proliferation were variously compared to Yalta, or worse still, to 
Munich.137 De Gaulle considered the 1963 Test Ban Treaty ‘another Yalta’, a new division 
of Europe between the US and the Soviets, and rejected it.138 Similarly, when the SALT 
agreements changed the balance of forces in favour of the Soviets, (specifically in 1978 
when it appeared the US would include Cruise missiles into the agreement) French 
distrust was again reinforced. 139  Security and autonomy guided French strategy, 
regardless of whether the Presidency was Gaullist, as the policy documents of the 
previous chapter showed. 

135 ´Sans doute a-t-il pu être dit après le dramatique échec de 1940, et l'apparition de puissances 
gigantesques, tels les Etats-Unis, l'Union Soviétique et bientôt la Chine, que la défense nationale 
est une prétention vaine pour une puissance moyenne qui devrait s'en remettre à l'un des grands 
du soin d'assurer sa protection. En apparence, la séparation du monde en deux blocs après 1945 a 
pu donner un semblant de démonstration à cette thèse.´ (FR 1972, p. 2) 
136 Faure, Maurice 1964, ‘Les choix de la France’, Le Monde, Janvier 31.  
137 Roustide, Pierre (Jan. 1964), ‘Après l’accord de Moscou: espoirs ou illusions’. In : Revue 
Militaire générale. No.1, pp. 3-9, as cited in Heuser 1998, p. 171. 
138 De Gaulle is cited in Schoenbrum (1966, p. 323).  
139 Gergorin, Jean-Louis (June 1978), ‘Les négociations SALT et la defense de l’Europe’. In : RDN, 
Vol. 34, No. 6, p. 56. 
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The end of the Cold War, combined with the Gulf War, signalled the end of the second 
era for France. German reunification forced France to adapt to a drastic change in the 
distribution of power. Yet, it arguably also fit the dominant French concerns and 
anxieties. The Gulf War was more troubling as it demonstrated to French policymakers 
that France’s 1966 exit from NATO’s integrated military structure had caused it to miss 
out on allied doctrinal developments and technological innovations. French forces 
joined the Gulf War coalition, but they were purposely kept away from fighting missions 
alongside the US and Britain that would expose their lacks. France’s difficulties in the 
Gulf put its credibility at stake (Chirac 2011, pp. 129-133). The unchallengeable military 
supremacy of American forces, clearly on display in Desert Storm, highlighted again the 
choice for France to either attempt to correct the balance of power, or to bandwagon 
with the US.140  

 

Legacy 
 
The Algerian War led to the return to power of General de Gaulle, as the French army 
called upon him to save the Fourth Republic. De Gaulle’s leadership was crucial in 
recasting the French project in Algeria from a transformative mission to a restorative 
venture directed at France itself (Krebs in Kier and Krebs 2010, p. 204). He no longer 
framed Algeria as a goal of policy, but instead an obstacle ‘in the march of the French 
nation towards power and prosperity and the re-establishment of her international 
position’ (De Gaulle 1964, pp. 71, 104-110, 127, 134, 155). As a symbol of wartime French 
resistance and perseverance, De Gaulle was the only political player with the legitimacy 
to resist the right-wing elements that aimed to save Algeria for the French empire, and 
this included the army that had brought him to power. De Gaulle’s role in recreating 
France through the Fifth Republic through sheer willpower, symbolic acts, and astute 
realpolitik machinations is astounding. He forged the disparate elements of French 
strategy into a new and powerful vision, in which grandeur, rank and status were key 
elements (Utley 2000, p. 12). As Krebs argues, the ‘restorative’ French withdrawal from 
Algeria entrenched the unparalleled and unconstrained power of the office of the 
President of the Fifth Republic, in contrast to the ‘transformative’ US campaign in 
Vietnam that sparked a backlash against the ‘imperial presidency’ (Krebs in Kier and 
Krebs, 2010, p. 188). Casting foreign- and defence policy as belonging to the Presidential 
‘reserved domain’ ensures the autonomy of the French executive to act decisively, and 
undermines broader public debates on policy. There is consequently less need for 
charged rhetoric to justify many of the larger strategic decisions. Consider that French 
governments from the left, once in power, never challenged the need for the nuclear 

140 From the British perspective, the French could not match up in quality with the other allies at 
that point in time (J.L.F., 2012, interview with author, September 4; D.O., 2013, interview with 
author, May 20). 
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deterrent, while in Britain, Labour continued with its anti-nuclear position in and out of 
power. 

The Gaullist movement did all in its power to recreate the shredded ‘unified character’ of 
the French nation, and drew from a particularly Gaullist version of the Second World 
War. Within two decades 43 military museums opened in dedication to the First World 
War, the Resistance movement during the Second World War, and the Liberation. In the 
Gaullist version of the war, every French man, woman, and child was a courageous 
resistance fighter who fought against the Nazis to protect Free France (Davidson 1998). 
The war in Algeria therefore offered an uncomfortable comparison with the German 
occupation as former resistance member Claude Bourdet phrased it – ‘votre Gestapo 
d’Algérie’ (Davidson 1998; Wieviorka 2010, p. 22). It made a quick exit all the more 
attractive. 

The emphasis on the role of the French armed forces reinforced their legitimacy at 
precisely the moment they were politicised and tainted by their actions in the 
postcolonial wars. 141 De Gaulle then further diminished their autonomy by the new 
centrality of nuclear weapons.142 The second era, between Algeria and the start of the 
Fifth Republic on the one hand, and the Gulf War on the other, established the enduring 
post-war domestic consensus on which French strategy was built. 

 

Era 3. The End of the Cold War to Iraq 
 
A reunified Germany reignited French fears for the re-emergence of German dominance 
in Europe (Bozo 2008). Publically, President Mitterrand claimed not to be afraid of 
reunification, seeing it as legitimate.143 However, Mitterrand’s private discussions with 
PM Thatcher reveal an entirely different perspective.144 Mitterrand feared that ‘he and 
the Prime Minister would find themselves in the situation of their predecessors in the 
1930s who had failed to react in the face of constant pressing forward by the Germans’. 

He emphasised that at ‘moments of great danger in the past France had always 

141 Ironically, the Free French forces had their basis in the colonial armies, traditionally very much 
politically on the right, and exactly the forces that were immersed deepest in Indochina and 
Algeria. 
142 After 1962, there were no serious clashes between French military and civilian leaders, which is 
surprising, considering how overt that hostility was in preceding decades and how it had been 
expressed during the 1950s (B.J., 2012, interview with author, September 10). 
143 Mitterrand at a press conference on November 3, 1989 following a Franco-German summit: ‘If 
they want it and can achieve it, then France will adapt its policy so as to be able to act in the best 
interests of Europe and of France’. 
144 No. 71. Letter from Mr. Powell (Strasbourg) to Mr. Wall [PREM: Internal Situation in East 
Germany] Strasbourg, 8 December 1989 (meeting that afternoon between Prime Minister Thatcher 
and President Mitterrand).  
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established special relations with Britain’, and that such a time had come again.145 At a 
later meeting, President Mitterrand revealed to Thatcher, in strict confidence, that he 
had bluntly told Chancellor Kohl and Foreign Minister Genscher that without doubt 
Germany could ‘achieve reunification, bring Austria into the European Community and 
even regain other territories which it had lost as a result of the war’. In fact, he told 
them, ‘they might make even more ground than had Hitler. But they had to bear in mind 
the implications. He would take a bet in such circumstances the Soviet Union would 
send an envoy to London to propose a Re-insurance Treaty and the United Kingdom 
would agree. The envoy would then go on to Paris with the same proposal and France 
would agree. And then we would all be back in 1913’.146  

The minister of defence, Chevènement, in a 1990 interview, frames German 
reunification entirely in light of the Second World War (he remarks at the article’s 
beginning that he was born on the date Hitler entered Prague). He believed that, as a 
great economic and political power, Germany will again become the heart of the 
European continent. Chevènement underlines that ‘we often forget that 1940 was made 
possible by the incompetence of governments and staffs, from the mid-1920s, when they 
chose a military strategy that depended on the Maginot line rather than on a mechanised 
armoured force’, though this contradicted ‘the requirements of France’s foreign policy at 
the time’.147 

French support for a unified Europe to prevent such a return of past dynamics was 
therefore high, as was France’s desire to keep the US committed to Europe, preferably 
through NATO.148 French fear of Germany seemed much more intense, as the British 
Ambassador noted, and therefore their enthusiasm for accelerated European integration 

145 No. 71. Letter from Mr. Powell (Strasbourg) to Mr. Wall [PREM: Internal Situation in East 
Germany] Strasbourg, 8 December 1989 (meeting that afternoon between Prime Minister Thatcher 
and President Mitterrand). 
146 No. 103. Letter from Mr. Powell (No. 10) to Mr. Wall [WRL 020/1], 10 Downing Street, 20 
January 1990. ‘The attitude of Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands, Britain, and France at the 
Strasbourg European Council should have been a warning to the Germans. Was it really in their 
interest to ignore this?’ Mitterrand focuses on their lack of means to force Germany; clearly they 
were not going to declare war on her.  
147 Le Monde. 13 juillet 1990. Un entretien avec M. Chevènement ‘Un vide stratégique va s'ouvrir au 
coeur de l'Europe’ Pas de service réduit sans ‘50000 volontaires de plus’., Jacques Isnard1994. 

Jean Pierre Chevènement. Le Monde 12 octobre. l'Allemagne, parlons franc. Chevènement, Jean 
Pierre. European unification is a bad idea, he argues in a later article, as it undermines the nation-
state and underwrites a global liberal project led by the US. 
148 No. 125. Sir E. Fergusson (Paris) to Mr. Hurd. No. 142 Telegraphic [PREM: Internal Situation in 
East Germany]. Paris, 5 February 1990, 5.43 p.m., Personal for Ambassadors, Cabinet Office for 
Powell No 10. ‘The French continue to hold to the principle of a strong alliance a continued US 
presence in Europe, surprisingly strong on the latter. They are worried about the future role of a 
united Germany within NATO. They are dismayed at the German willingness to talk and without 
thoroughly thinking this question through’. 
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to lock Germany into its commitment to Europe was much higher.149 At a EC lunch, the 
French Foreign Minister, whose own father had paid with his life for his resistance 
against the Nazis, reiterated that ‘we could either let the post-war Europe decompose 
into pre-First World War nationalism or we could build on the existing level of 
European construction’.150 In his autobiography, Chirac discusses the French-German 
relationship, as consisting of, in De Gaulle’s words, two exhausted fighters. He notes 
that both departed from similar weaknesses in the post-war period: while Germany was 
completely destroyed militarily and morally and France belonged to the camp of the 
victors, France was nonetheless marked by the terrible ordeals of the defeat and the 
occupation. Yet, both France and Germany recovered and found their places among 
those of the other great nations (Chirac 2011, p.43).151 

The same sense of hard-won idealism towards Europe thematically runs through 
President Chirac’s statements on the Bosnian and Kosovar crises. In July 1995, Chirac 
appealed to France's allies that inaction would in effect make UN forces ‘accomplices to 
ethnic cleansing’. He compared the responsibility of Western leaders towards former 
Yugoslavia to that of Chamberlain and Daladier at Munich. Days later, he called upon 
French allies again to 'learn the lessons of history', and warned that ‘the values on which 
our democracies are founded are being flouted in Europe before our very eyes’. ‘If we 
have the will,’ Chirac added, 'we can stop an enterprise that threatens yet again to 
destroy our values and which is coming ever closer to threatening Europe as a whole'. 152 
In his autobiography, he remembers a conversation with Prime Minister Major, where 
he argued that, regarding Western impotence (‘impuissance’), ‘if I were Serb, I would 
laugh like Hitler towards Chamberlain and Daladier in Munich’ (Chirac 2011, p. 58).153  

In a speech at the 1999 Kosovo peace conference in Rambouillet, Chirac emphasised that 
France ‘has known the horrors of war. It has seen the face of barbarism’. Yet, it 
recognised that ‘the desire for peace can be stronger than the temptation of war. That is 
the message that makes sense here, in the place where general De Gaulle and Chancellor 
Adenauer built the future’ (Chirac 2011, p. 240). In 1995, at the 50th anniversary of the 

149 No. 125. Sir E. Fergusson (Paris) to Mr. Hurd. No. 142 Telegraphic [PREM: Internal Situation in 
East Germany]. Paris, 5 February 1990, 5.43 p.m., Personal for Ambassadors, Cabinet Office for 
Powell No 10. 
150 No. 118. Sir E. Fergusson (Paris) to Mr. Hurd. No 139 Telegraphic [WRL 020/1]. Paris, 2 
February 1990, 6.56 p.m. 
151 ´L’engagement militaire des Etats-Unis sur le continent européen est à l’origine de l’Alliance 
atlantique et représente le coeur du lien transatlantique. Pendant quarante ans, il a constitué une 
garantie centrale pour la défense de l’Europe occidentale. Il est considéré non seulement par les 
Alliés, mais aussi par les nouvelles démocraties d’Europe centrale, comme un élément fondamental 
de la sécurité en Europe´ (FR 1994, p. 34). 
152 Dejevsky, Mary, 1995, ‘Bosnia Crisis: Paris Ultimatum: France throws down gauntlet’, The 
Independent, July 15; Dejevsky, Mary, 1995, ‘Chirac invokes history and maintains high moral 
tone’, The Independent, July 17; Le Monde, August 14, 1995 ‘Bosnie: la chute des enclaves’. 
153 Chirac’s thoughts on Bosnia and the role of the French army were also shaped by his own 
experience in Algeria, and how he wanted to prevent a repeat (Chirac 2011, p. 48). 
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end of the war, Mitterrand, in the company of his successor Chirac, had delivered a 
passionate hymn to Europe and French-German reconciliation. ‘The enemy of yesterday 
is the friend of today,’ declared Mitterrand. V-E Day, he said, ‘was a victory of Europe 
over itself’.154 

Like his predecessors, President Chirac lived with the pressure not to repeat the strategic 
mistakes that preceded 1940, when the French armed forces were left ill-prepared for 
the Wehrmacht onslaught. 155 That sense of history, and specifically 1940, permeates 
Chirac’s own writing. The second chapter of Chirac’s autobiography is devoted to the 
‘lessons of history’ - where he argues that ‘those that govern must pay heed to the 
lessons of history, since it repeats’, specifically ‘when it comes to matters of defence and 
national security’ (Chirac 2011, pp. 62-63). Chirac invokes the debacle of 1940 as 
‘demonstrating the mortal danger of a country that abandons its army to the pressures 
of routine, neglect, of outdated concepts’ (Chirac 2011, p. 62). In Chirac’s telling of 
French post-war strategy De Gaulle looms large, as deterrence and European defence 
are the uncontested legacy of De Gaulle (Chirac 2011, pp. 63, 68).156 In the paean to 
France that closes his biography, Chirac emphasis how France has overcome defeat 
many times throughout his history (Chirac 2011, p. 599). The closing note of the book 
focuses on ‘the light’ in those ‘dark days’: the rejection of capitulation on June 18th 1940, 
when General de Gaulle vowed to continue the struggle, thereby ‘salvaging courage and 
honour’ for France (Chirac 2011, p.595). It is telling that Chirac focuses on the episode of 
the Call as a closing statement to bring together France’s past and future. Defeat has 
become a symbol of national perseverance. 

As seen in the previous chapter, the nuclear deterrent remains the central element of the 
French strategy throughout the post-Cold War period. In newspapers, the nuclear 
weapon is ascribed ‘mutatis mutandis’ the ‘role that armoured divisions would have 
played in 1940’.157 Though, as the 1994 white paper states, ‘for the first time in French 
history, at the end of an experience spanning multiple centuries’, there is ‘no direct 
threat on the French borders’, and this has provided France with a strategic depth ‘of 
thousands of kilometres to the East of France’, the sense of insecurity remains pervasive 
(FR 1994, p. 7). The 1994 paper warns France not to ´drop its guard´, as ‘peace is the 
dividend of defence, not the inverse’, because ‘France’s military history consists of 

154 Le Monde, 10 mai 1995, ‘M. Mitterrand célèbre la ‘victoire de l'Europe contre elle-même’. 
155 Les cauchemars des présidents face aux choix stratégiques; Comme ses prédécesseurs, Jacques 
Chirac vit avec le complexe Albert Lebrun, accusé d'avoir très mal préparé l'armée française à la 
dernière guerre mondiale. Isnard, Jacques. 
156 Conscription strengthened the ties between the people and the army (Chirac 2011, p. 131). 
157 Bourget, Pierre 1995, ‘Des divisions cuirassées aux essais nucléaires’, Le Monde, 27 septembre. 
Continued nuclear testing in the Pacific is necessary, because, in spite of all the ‘good intentions’ of 
ideologues, the ‘Hitler phenomenon’ was one of ‘the consequences of the Versailles Treaty and the 
foreign policy of the Third Republic’. An appeasement policy that was, ‘encouraged, by the way, by 
the English’. President Chirac was right to continue testing, Bourget argues, ‘what will ensure 
peace for France in the coming century?’ 
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unstable borders, alliances, invasions, resistance, reconquest – these mark the territory, 
collective memory and the culture’ (FR 1994, foreword). It is clear that ´history has 
proven´ that ‘it is illusionary and dangerous to pretend that classic technologies of 
deterrence could have the same effect as nuclear weapons in preventing war’ (FR 1994, 
p. 56). The 2003 paper reiterates that France ‘enjoys a strategic depth of thousands of 
kilometres to the east’ and that ‘this is the first time this has happened in our history´ 
(FR 2003, p. 2).  

Throughout the post-Cold War period, France had resisted European dependence on 
excessive preponderance of the US in a unipolar world. France had most vigorously 
pursued ESDP. After 9/11 the French government rushed to express solidarity with the 
US. However, that transatlantic cohesion evaporated during the confrontation over Iraq. 
The promised French veto in the Security Council for the use of military force led to an 
especially bitter response from the US administration. Though Germany had joined 
France’s opposition, the US vitriol was particularly directed at France. In its criticism of 
American policy, the French government focused on the dangers of exacerbating 
tensions and further destabilising the Middle East. President Chirac stated that ‘a 
system of occupation’ will ‘generate more and more reaction against this system’, due to 
the existing ethnic cleavages. 158 His own experience fighting in Algeria informed his 
understanding of the complexities of war (Chirac 2011, p. 78), and he compared the 
French failure in Algeria with the resistance against the German occupation in France.159 
Like his President, French Foreign Minister De Villepin continually expressed the belief 
that action would lead to a further spiral of violence.160 In his speech at the UN Security 
Council in February 2003, De Villepin spoke for the alternative to war in Iraq, rather 
than a ‘premature recourse to the military option’ that would undermine the unity, and 
long-term effectiveness and legitimacy of the international community. The intervention 
would destabilize the Middle East further, and likely ‘exacerbate the divisions between 
societies, cultures and peoples, divisions that nurture terrorism’.161 De Villepin remarked 
again and again that, while ‘not backed by force, law is powerless’, without it, ‘force 
alone is futile’. Indeed, there was a responsibility to act. Everyone’s security is affected, 
in the contemporary highly interdependent world. 162  Both Chirac and Villepin 

158 NYT 2003, ‘Full Transcript of Interview With Jacques Chirac’, transcript, The New York Times, 
September 22. 
159 Chirac, Jacques 2003, ‘Full Transcript of Interview With Jacques Chirac’, transcript, The New 
York Times, September 22. 
160 Villepin, Dominique de, February 24, 2003, ‘Towards a New Resolution’, interview of Villepin 
with Le Figaro: ‘Given the growing number of splits in the Middle East today, the use of force may 
not in itself trigger a virtuous spiral. It could even have the opposite effect. So it must remain a last 
resort.’ 
161 Villepin, Dominique de (French Minister of Foreign Affairs), February 14, 2003, ‘Address on 
Iraq’ at the UN Security Council New-York. 
162 Villepin, Dominique de, October 15, 2003, ‘Speech given in London’, as part of the BBC’s 
‘Dimbleby Lecture Series’. The 1979 war in Afghanistan seemed inconsequential at the time, 
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emphasised that France was not a pacifist country, despite its resistance against the war 
in Iraq. 163  Five years later, the 2008 paper remarks that although scepticism over 
multilateralism may be common, it is also unfounded, as ‘unilateralism has shown its 
shortcomings in terms of both legitimacy and efficacy’, and ‘recent history shows that 
the legitimacy of intervention depends more than ever on its legal foundations’ (FR 
2008, pp. 105-106). 

The French cast their understanding of the dangers of escalation in war in light of 
Europe’s own, dark modern history. In the closing statement of his speech at the 
Security Council, De Villepin addressed the US administration: ‘This message comes to 
you today from an old country, France, from a continent like mine, Europe, that has 
known wars, occupation and barbarity. A country that does not forget and knows 
everything it owes to the freedom-fighters who came from America and elsewhere. And 
yet has never ceased to stand upright in the face of history and before mankind’.164 Force 
cannot be the only means, nor should multilateral institutions be sacrificed, was De 
Villepin’s message, a lesson that Europe had learned at great cost.  

De Villepin repeated the sentiment in a speech in London later in 2003, that ‘Europe has 
to be one of the pillars of this new world! … In the last century, the European continent, 
our common land, experienced absolute evil. This evil, vanquished and put behind us, 
has transformed us. The wisdom we have gained at the price of blood must lead to 
action. That wisdom leads to strength, it is the exact opposite of the weakness which 
some would like to attribute to the Europeans’.165 De Villepin resisted the war in Iraq, 
because ‘as a European, as a French, we've known war for centuries on our ground, 
religious wars, civil wars, world wars. […] we know closely what war is and we're asking 
ourselves, 'Is this war worth it?'166 De Villepin cast the relationship between Britain and 
France in the same light.167 For Chirac too, the lessons of Europe’s past meant there is 

another of those ‘far-away countries of which we know little’, to use Neville Chamberlain’s words. 
However, ‘it wasn’t right in 1938, it wasn’t right in 1979, and it isn’t right now’. 
163 Chirac, Jacques in: 2003, A lot of progress has been achieved, CNN, March 16: ‘We are not 
refusing or rejecting war outright. If we have to wage war. we are not pacifists’. Official Explains 
French Position on Iraq, March 2 ‘France is not a pacifist country. We are the first contributor in 
troops to NATO. We were with the US in Afghanistan. We took our share, an important share, in 
Bosnia and Kosovo. We had 70 soldiers, French soldiers, killed in Bosnia. That's not being pacifist. 
We are ready to take our full responsibilities’. 
164 Villepin, Dominique de (French Minister of Foreign Affairs), February 14, 2003, ‘Address on 
Iraq’ at the UN Security Council New-York. 
165 Villepin, Dominique de, October 15, 2003, ‘Speech given in London’, as part of the BBC’s 
‘Dimbleby Lecture Series’.  
166 Official Explains French Position on Iraq, March 2, 2003. 
167 Villepin, Dominique de, October 15, 2003, ‘Speech given in London’, as part of the BBC’s 
‘Dimbleby Lecture Series’. Historically, they had been the ‘best of enemies’, but ‘the Entente 
Cordiale brought us closer together. And since, after the tragedies and the sufferings of the world 
wars, we have been united in the same European destiny’. ‘When I think of that spirit, I see it 
embodied in the imposing silhouette of Churchill standing amidst the ruins. […] I see it again in 
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‘no alternative’, and Europe cannot return to its ‘divisions, which cost us so dearly in 
terms of war, loss of democracy and progress’.168 

In its resistance of the Bush administration’s Iraq policy, the accusation was levied 
against France that it was attempting to restrain American power. President Chirac 
forcefully rejected this accusation in a 2003 interview. 169  A year later, Chirac 
emphasised ‘that the idea that Europe would build itself against the United States is an 
absurd idea’.170 Chirac emphasised again and again the debt that France owed the US 
for its sacrifice in the world wars.171 On the eve of the 60th anniversary of the D-Day 
invasion, Chirac reiterated that the French people are ‘deeply grateful’ for the sacrifice of 
American soldiers. Yet, Chirac rejected President Bush's comparison of the war in Iraq 
to the liberation of Europe, as ‘history is not repetitive’. 172  

Chirac argued that France is ‘deeply committed to this trans-Atlantic relationship’, 
because it fits ‘our understanding of tomorrow's world, a multi-poled world’. 173 Five 
years earlier, Chirac had himself argued that multipolarity was the better outcome for 
world order to remain stable.174 Nation Security Advisor Rice found this admiration for 
multipolarity troubling.175 The title of the twelfth chapter of Chirac’s autobiography is 
telling - ‘La solidarité dans l’indépendance’ - the principle of French solidarity embedded 
in independence has applied since 1958. Chirac refused direct comparisons with De 
Gaulle, nor did he agree that either he or the General had opposed the US, though he 

General de Gaulle’s refusal to surrender and in his call to resistance, issued on your airwaves, on 
the eighteenth of June 1940’. 
168 Chirac, Jacques 2003, ‘Full Transcript of Interview With Jacques Chirac’, transcript, The New 
York Times, September 22. 
169 Chirac, Jacques 2003, A lot of progress has been achieved, CNN, March 16: ‘Why are we always 
coming back to these old myths? Why would France want to restrain American power? And even if 
France wanted to do so, how could we?’ 
170 Chirac, Jacques 2004, interview by Gavin Esler, BBC 2, November 17.  
171 Chirac, Jacques 2003, A lot of progress has been achieved, CNN, March 16: ‘The French don't 
either forget what was done in both world wars by the Americans. It is really in their minds and 
also deep down in their hearts’. 
172 French leader rejects Bush's comparison of Iraq, WW II Chirac says history `is not repetitive' at 
meeting in Paris June 06, 2004. William Neikirk. Public Papers of the Presidents June 14, 2004., 
The President's News Conference With President Jacques Chirac of France in Paris, France. ‘Chirac 
‘I will have the opportunity to say to America and to Americans just how deeply grateful we are to 
them today, how grateful we are in the knowledge of the sacrifices they made, of the blood that 
they spilled--their own blood--for the liberation of our country and of Europe as a whole. And I will 
say to them that France says thank you and that France does not forget. 
173 Chirac, Jacques in : 2003, A lot of progress has been achieved, CNN, March 16.  
174 Chirac, Jacques, 1999, ‘Speech for the 20th Anniversary of the Institut Francais des Relations 
Internationales (IFRI)’, Paris, November 4. 
175 Rice, C. 2003, remarks at the IISS in London, June 26.  
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drew inspiration where he could find it. Moreover, De Gaulle had not ‘slammed the door 
on NATO’, but instead, as the President argued, had ‘asserted France’s interests’.176 

 

Legacy 
 
For French policymakers, the clash over Iraq delivered two lessons. It reinforced the 
belief that the US was a hyperpower, and could be dangerous in the pursuit of its 
national objectives. Yet, it also underlined how difficult it was to resist any US 
administration. The attempt of France to form an alternative to US-dominated NATO 
together with Germany, Belgium, and Luxemburg in early 2003 (the Tervuren meeting) 
proved fruitless. Germany remains reticent to challenge US leadership, and unwilling to 
develop military capabilities. There were no other European powers to build a European 
consensus on. Ironically, the decade that followed Iraq in various ways saw the return of 
France to the transatlantic fold. President Sarkozy reintegrated French forces back into 
the NATO structure in 2009, and France has increasingly engaged with Britain and the 
US on a bilateral basis. 

The French President remained the main actor that set foreign and defence policy, and 
public debate has been fairly minimised. The armed forces are respected, but clearly 
subservient to the President and the government. Through the end of the second and 
most of the third era, French politics experienced long periods of cohabitation: the 
Mitterrand-Chirac period (1986-1988); the Mitterrand-Balladur period (1993-1995); 
and the Chirac-Jospin period (1997-2002). Yet, even in periods of cohabitation, the 
´reserved domain´ was deliberately not challenged, to keep executive authority intact. 
Considering the mostly contentious nature of French politics, this is remarkable. 

 

Era 4. Post Iraq 
 
The past never passes, and 1940 continues to loom large in French strategic thinking. In 
his 2007 message to the armed forces, President Chirac underlines that in a dangerous 
and dynamic international context, ‘France cannot lower her guard or leave it to others 
to ensure her defence’. Chirac reminds his military audience, that ‘the framers of the 
Constitution of the Fifth Republic’, having learned ‘the lessons from the tragic 
experience of 1940’, wanted ‘the Head of State directly to assume responsibility for 
France’s armed forces and defence’.177 The French Minister of Defence Morin defended 

176 Chirac, Jacques, 2003, TV interview by Patrick Poivre d’Arvor (TF1) David Pujadas (France 2), 
March 10.  
177 Chirac, Jacques, 2007 ‘New Year greeting to the armed forces’ in Paris, speech excerpts, January 
8. 
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the new direction within the 2008 white paper in Le Monde. If, he argued, France had 
listened to De Gaulle in 1934 pushing for armoured warfare, it could have prevented ‘one 
of the worst humiliations in history’ in 1940. The same type of conservative thinking 
resisted the exit from Algeria, he wrote. To prepare for a world of globalization and new 
threats, France must continually adapt and build a ‘defence for tomorrow, a future for 
our children’.178 An editorial in Le Figaro favourably discusses the strategic innovation of 
the 2008 paper, and points out that the 1940 defeat derived from a failure to engage in 
strategic debate.179 General Georgelin argued that the nuclear deterrent prevented a new 
war, acting as the ultimate guarantor of security. Yet, while ‘nobody expects an invasion 
of France, as in 1940, 1914, or 1870’, France must constantly adapt to new threats and 
globalisation, specifically terrorism and ballistic missiles.180 

The 2008 paper itself points out to that ‘France no longer appears to be at risk of 
invasion over the next fifteen years’, though this was the original motivation of the 
nuclear strike capability (FR 2008, p. 64). The paper reiterates that ‘the defence and 
security of France are rooted in a long history, which has left a profound mark on a 
territory that has been invaded on several occasions’. France ‘has played and plays an 
essential role in the construction and maintenance of peace, and in the progressive 
unification of Europe, on a continent that gave rise to two world wars´ (FR 2008, p. 57). 
The 2008 paper argues that France supports ‘building a more unified Europe’ to enable 
‘peace to put down roots on a continent that was twice the source of world wars in the 
20th century´ (FR 2008, p. 75). 

The attention to history is no accident, as in 2006 Chirac made June 18th a day of 
commemoration to celebrate De Gaulle’s refusal in 1940 to accept defeat. 181 In his 
statement, Chirac waxed on De Gaulle’s qualities as a soldier, his courage, his role as a 
political visionary, his willingness to stand up to Churchill and Roosevelt, and how De 
Gaulle managed to extract France from Algeria. He restored ‘the authority of the French 
state’, and ‘twice saved France and the Republic’.182  

The 2008 paper has a section (Chapter 18: Rallying the Nation) that argues the need to 
‘rally the nation’ by raising historical awareness to achieve ‘a greater understanding of 
defence and security issues’ to ‘improve the public’s ability to weigh events and put them 
in perspective’. This, in turn, ‘requires the existence of a collective memory, one that is 
shared within French society and, increasingly, across European society at large´ (FR 

178 Le Monde, 2008, ‘Prenons une défense d'avance’, June 17 
179 Fritscher, Frédéric 2008, ‘Une doctrine de défense et de sécurité en phase avec la 
mondialisation’, Le Figaro, July 5.  
180 Général Georgelin 2010, ‘En Afghanistan, nous ne recherchons pas une victoire militaire’ Le 
Figaro, January 30. 
181 Décret n° 2006-313 du 10 mars 2006 instituant le 18 juin de chaque année. Une Journée 
nationale commémorative de l'appel historique du général de Gaulle. 
182 Press Discours du Président de la République, lors de la pose de la première pierre du Mémorial 
Charles-de-Gaulle. 2006, November 10.  
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2008, p. 287). The French experiences in the first half of the twentieth century are 
considered specifically relevant: the victories of the First and the Second World War, 
respectively November 11 and May 8, and, significantly, the June 18th appeal of De 
Gaulle to continue fighting after the disastrous defeat of 1940, and these are considered 
occasions where ‘memories are not contentious’(FR 2008, p. 297). On younger 
generations the ‘European dimension’ must be imprinted, ‘given the major role played 
by the EU in the construction of an area of sustained peace in Europe formerly torn 
apart by internecine wars´ (FR 2008, p. 297). Explicitly, ‘military ritual’ should be 
incorporated into public commemoration. It contributes to ‘citizens’ sense of collective 
identity’, and to a ‘better understanding of military questions´ FR 2008, p. 287). 183 

 

Legacy 
 
The extent to which strategic change has taken place in France is difficult to assess. On 
the one hand, France has reintegrated into the NATO structure, fought in Afghanistan, 
initiated together with Britain an intervention in Libya in 2011, used force decisively in 
Mali in 2013, was willing to use it in Syria in 2013, and set in motion a broader set of 
bilateral initiatives to cooperate with Britain, foremost the Lancaster House Agreement 
of 2010. These have restored the relation with the US, and in fact boosted France’s 
reputation in Washington to the extent that some spoke of France as the most 
dependable ally of the US. 184  On the other hand, France has had a proclivity to 
manoeuvre for its own gain. Its actions have largely focused on improving its position in 
its traditional sphere of influence in the Middle East and Africa. The arrival of greater 
multipolarity in the 21st century is largely seen as an improvement, because it diffuses 
power across the system. 185  Europe, in turn, remains a way for France to project 
power.186 As France looks towards Asia, the role of the French deterrent in the overall 
balance of power remains crucial. 187  The Ukraine crisis exposed France´s difficult 
position with Russia, specifically when it came to the sale of the Mistral amphibian 
vehicles. Even within France, accusations emerged that the government was ‘appeasing’ 

183 ‘No, war is not what France is all about’ Dominique de Villepin, 2013, ‘How has the 
neoconservative virus won so many minds? No, war is not France’s way’, Voltaire Network, 
February 10. 
184 Expressed by D.F. and R.H. (D.F., 2013, interview with author, June 27; Amb. R.H., 2013, 
interview with author, June 28). 
185 There is still a sense within France that the excessive power of the US must be checked. Though, 
it is emphasised, this is not personal, not against the US itself (P.A. and A.A., 2012, interview with 
author, September 13).  
186 P.A. and A.A. (2012, interview with author, September 13).  
187 C.L. argued that nuclear weapons will continue to be more important to the balance of power, 
despite new military technologies (C.L., 2012, interview with author, September 12).  

335 
 

 

 

                                                           



 
 
Putin.188 Though the delivery of the Minstral was cancelled, or at least made contingent 
on Russia making peace with the Ukraine, the episode shows a continuing emphasis by 
French policymakers on independent decision-making.  

Autonomy indeed remains central to French strategy, both in thought and in action. The 
French President has not declined in influence. The use of force abroad is similarly not 
truly part of a larger debate, once decided upon by the French executive, as exemplified 
by the relative ease of initiating such missions as the Ivory Coast, Libya, Central African 
Republic, and Mali. The armed forces are seen as instruments of the state, as uniformé, 
meaning not only that they are in uniforms, but that they are uniforms, and the risk of 
their death is part of the job.189 However, there are signs that this might be changing 
slightly, particularly to some heavy losses the French armed forces incurred in 
Afghanistan.190 So far though, the key domestic relations have not noticeably changed, 
though more debates are taking place within parliament concerning foreign and defence 
policy that reflect party cleavages.191  

 

Germany 

Era 1. Second World War to the 1955 constitution of the Bundeswehr 
 
In the first post-war era, German allies contained the FRG, both by embedding in NATO 
and the EC, and by recreating its domestic institutions and constitution. The foreign 
policy choices available to the policymakers of the FRG were limited throughout the 
Cold War, but specifically before German armed forces were reconstituted as the 
Bundeswehr in 1955. There were therefore less German experiences that challenged the 
established paradigms throughout the post-war period, for most of the Cold War. Less 
choices that demanded the application of history, and less experiences with renewed 
conflicts that reinforced or undermined the paradigms. For the FRG, until the end of the 
Cold War, there were no Suez crises, Algerias, Vietnams, or Falklands. Perhaps détente 
and Ostpolitik are the nearest matches, yet the absence of the direct use of force as the 

188 Putin’s Crime, Europe’s Cowardice. New York Times. Bernard-Henri Lévy. July 22 2014. ‘In 
European parlance, this is called the spirit of Munich — appeasement. And it is a disgrace’. 
189 This point about the perception of using the French armed forces was made by P.A. and A.A. It 
must be underlined that the lives of the soldiers were highly valued, however, it must also be noted 
that France does not have a ‘bodybag syndrome’ (P.A. and A.A., 2012, interview with author, 
September 13).  
190 B.J., 2012 (interview with author, September 10);(P.A. and A.A. (2012, interview with author, 
September 13).  
191 Similarly, the relationship between the President and the military has now become more 
difficult, specifically during Sarkozy’s presidency. This might impede effective strategic integration. 
P.A. and A.A. (2012, interview with author, September 13).  
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FRG grew more and more prosperous was perhaps itself a lesson for post-war German 
policymakers. 

The Second World War would cast a permanent and long shadow over post-war 
Germany. The war was unavoidable for post-war Germany, and the Nazi regime and its 
horrors prominently figured in the decades that followed, though often in a more 
nuanced manner than might be assumed  

 

Legacy 
 
Post-war Germany did not, could not, immediately absorb what the war would come to 
mean in the decades that followed. In the years after the war, German society largely 
wanted to put its past behind it, and enjoy the material rewards of the ‘economic 
miracle’. For the Allies, it was far from certain in the immediate post-war years that the 
National Socialist ideology had been destroyed, and it was for that reason they were 
hesitant to fully restore German democracy. Indeed, as Frei (2002) pointed out, elected 
West German politicians conducted a massive effort at the Federal level after the 1949 
return of sovereignty to gain amnesty for those accused of war crimes, and refused to 
prosecute the officials of the Nazi regime, though politicians who were not tainted by 
collaboration with the Nazi regime (Adenauer, Schumacher and Heuss) were successful 
in local elections. Tensions ran between those with a strong desire to forget the past and 
focus on economic recovery (Herf 1997), and those who wanted to attain justice for the 
Nazi atrocities. The post-war German society attempted to reconcile those two desires by 
building a strongly formalised and institutionalised democracy.  

To embed the new Bundeswehr within society and prevent the rise of the ‘state within 
the state’, West Germany relied on a conscript army that was fully accountable to civilian 
political institutions, a ‘parliament’s army’, without a General Command or General 
Staff (Nolte and Krieger in Nolte, 2003, pp. 342-343, 365). The legal provisions of the 
Basic law (8a) emphasised that soldiers were ‘citizens in uniform’, who were mandated 
to receive civic education (Innere Führung). Yet, the new Bundeswehr was built on the 
remnants of the Wehrmacht. The armed forces managed to avoid a great deal of the 
blame of the defeat in the post-war years because blame could be accorded to the 
ideologues of the Nazi Party. The desire was strong to cling to perceptions of a ‘clean’ 
Wehrmacht, one that fought bravely and effectively as part of a tragic, but heroic, defeat. 
Denial of its past would cut the German military off from the (Prussian) tradition and its 
long line of battlefield successes (Wette 2006, p. 258).192 As Wette argues, when the 
Bundeswehr was founded, the West German public had already embraced a largely 

192 In this initial whitewashing, the officers of the Wehrmacht were unintentionally assisted by the 
Americans, as they were recruited to write histories of their warfare against the Soviets as a 
contribution to the formation of Cold War military doctrine (Wette 2006, p. 258). 
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favourable image of the Wehrmacht, also because so many within society had served in 
the army, or had family members who had. In contrast, the reformers remained 
convinced that the Wehrmacht had to be regarded as an organisation that had served a 
criminal regime, issued criminal orders itself, and committed crimes – all of which 
rendered it guilty. The reformers considered the Wehrmacht as an extension of 
Germany’s militaristic and authoritarian traditions, but they encountered a traditionalist 
backlash that attempted to rehabilitate the German soldiers (Wette 2006, pp. 259-266).  

 

Era 2. 1955 to unification 
 
Given the constraints in place on German policymakers in the first decade after the war, 
it is only during the second era that the experiences of the Second World War truly 
became felt. West German policymakers increasingly sought greater autonomy for the 
FRG, and paradoxically they considered closer relations to France and the expansion of 
European integration as the means to do so. Konrad Adenauer remarked ‘Europe will be 
your revenge’ to Mollet when the latter was distraught over the failure of the Suez 
operations (Vaisse 1989, p. 337). Chancellor Brandt in 1969 began the push for greater 
self-determination, but one embedded in a ‘European peace order’ that follows from the 
‘result of the Second World War and the national betrayal by the Hitler regime’.193 The 
FRG benefited from a series of capable post-war Chancellors, adept at reintegrating 
Germany into Western-Europe, and ready to atone symbolically for the sins of their 
predecessor. Though Brandt was himself innocent of any association with the Nazi past 
– he was persecuted by the Nazis and joined the Norwegian resistance army – on his 
visit to Warsaw in 1970, he knelt at the monument for the victims of the Ghetto uprising 
against German occupation. The head of the German government kneeling represented 
a confession of collective guilt, one that was not relativized by reference to the German 
sufferings of bombing, forced relocation, or to seduction by the Nazi regime (Giesen 
2004, pp. 132-133). 

The German reconciliation with France ended a costly geopolitical rivalry that had given 
Germany a permanent sense of insecurity and encirclement. The enthusiasm for 
European integration increased, as it allowed Germany increased security and economic 
prosperity. It also demonstrated an alternative policy tool - one that led Germany to 
champion multilateral diplomacy. Moreover, the complex overlaying structures of the 
EC and later EU were easier to accept for German policymakers, used to the multi-tiered 
federal system of the Lander.  

193 Willy Brandt, ‘Policy Statement from October 28, 1969,’ Deutscher Bundestag, Stenographische 
Berichte, Bd. 71, 5. Sitzung, S. 21, 31-32; excerpts also reprinted in Bernhard Pollmann, ed., 1984, 
Lesebuch zur Deutschen Geschichte [German History Reader], vol. 3, Vom deutschen Reich bis zur 
Gegenwart [From the German Reich to the Present], Dortmund, pp. 255-57. Note how Brandt 
framed the Nazi regime as a ‘betrayal’ of Germany. 
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During the 1970s, the FRG attempted to gain further autonomy by opening relations 
with the Warsaw Pact countries. Ostpolitik vexed German allies, but its success 
reinforced the lesson of multilateral diplomacy to German policymakers. Particularly, 
when contrasted against the failures of German allies in the third world to stem the 
spread of communism through force – Latin America, Africa, the Middle East, and, of 
course, South East Asia – it seemed not only that Germany had reinvented itself, but 
also that it had a better way of conducting foreign policy. In the 1980s, the SPD ignited 
the debates on whether Germany should have its role prescribed by others so long after 
the war. Yet, the success of Germany’s subdued policy style meant that more assertive 
alternatives were hardly tempting to policymakers or the public. 

These various international and domestic developments ensured that a tendency 
towards pacifism became internalised and a powerful peace movement became 
politically valid and institutionally embedded, and went further than its British 
counterpart. The NATO doubletrack decision - the placement of US midrange nuclear 
weapons in Europe - was therefore deeply unpopular and strongly resisted also from 
within the German political mainstream. Numerous protests took place in West German 
cities in the late 1970s and early 1980s, and mainstream politicians spoke in broad 
historical terms to defend policy. For example, when CSU chairman Franz Josef Strauß 
spoke at his party‘s own peace demonstration, he defended the NATO policies of the 
FRG government and called upon the ‘silent majority’ to wake up and realize that this is 
about ‘maintaining our freedom, preserving peace in the world, and guaranteeing 
security for the long-suffering people of this century’. It is the experience of ‘the 
generation born during the First World War, [the generation] that experienced the 
period between the two world wars and that carried the burden and sacrifice and 
suffering of the Second World War’ that informs the desire for peace ‘for Germany 
[…]for Europe, for the entire world’. Strauß argued that ‘we have learned the lessons of 
history, and this distinguishes us from others who mean well but are heading down the 
wrong path. After the Second World War, we translated these lessons into political 
action’. He argued it is not about ‘more arms or more missiles’, but more realism. 194 

The 1983 white paper similarly argues that ‘history shows it is not weapons that threaten 
the peace, but powers that are willing to use those weapons’, before enumerating the 
instances when the Soviet Union has used force or the threat of force against other states 
and societies – the Soviet occupation zone in Germany; Hungary; Czechoslovakia; 
Poland; and Afghanistan (DE 1983, p. 412). The paper even dismisses as unrealistic the 
proposed alternatives to NATO’s collective defence and deterrence that include 
unilateral nuclear disarmament and the possibility of non-violent resistance (in the vein 
of Ghandi) (DE 1983, p. 165). It emphasises that the membership of NATO allowed the 
German republic to reconstitute itself after the ‘traumas of the Third Reich’ as a ‘free and 

194 Strauß, Franz Josef, October 20, 1983 ‘Frieden and Freiheit sind unser Auftrag’ [‘Peace and 
Freedom Are Our Mission’], Bayern Kurier, translation: Allison Brown. 
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democratic society’ in Europe that enables the ‘freedom and rights of individuals’ (DE 
1983 p. 13). By virtue of the FRG´s embedding in NATO, the relations between German 
armed forces, and state and society were restored (DE 1983, p. 120). Yet, in his speech, 
Strauss emphasised that though German will defend itself, the Clausewitzean dictum of 
war as the continuation of politics by other means is no longer applicable to modern-day 
Germany, as ‘never again shall military might be used as a means of asserting political 
goals in Europe’. The introduction of weapons of mass destruction eliminated, he 
argued, ‘once and for all, the instrument of war as a political means’. 195 The lessons of 
history generally remain unspecified, but allude to the inherent uncontrollable nature of 
military force. 

Reunification presented a challenge to the post-war domestic and international 
consensus towards the FRG. In a sense, the division of Germany had allowed Germans 
and their neighbours to avoid uncomfortable questions surrounding the future role of 
German power in Europe. While some of its allies had publically admonished the Soviets 
to ‘tear down this Wall’196, in private they preferred the status quo (and sometimes 
publically as well – see the sections on UK and France). Chancellor Kohl was therefore 
fully aware of the difficulties of reunification due to the historical memories and fears of 
its European neighbours. In a letter to President Bush, Kohl thanks him for rejecting 
‘every parallel between Yalta and Malta’.197 During a later conversation with Bush, Kohl 
is critical of Thatcher, remarking that ‘Her ideas are simply pre-Churchill. She thinks the 
post-war era has not come to an end. She thinks the history is not just. Germany is so 
rich and Great Britain is struggling. They won a war but lost an empire and their 
economy. She does the wrong thing. She should try to bind the Germans into the EC’. 198 
At other times, Kohl rejected the language of ‘binding Germany into Europe’, and, 
privately, replied that ‘the people who used this language were the enemies of Germany 
but he would take his revenge on them by doing precisely what they suggested’.199 Such 
remarks suggests a less compliant Germany than the popular image. In contrast, Kohl 
considered Mitterrand much ‘wiser’, because he knew it would be ‘bad to oppose 
[reunification]’. 200  Kohl knew that Germany’s neighbours feared two things: an 

195 Strauß, Franz Josef, October 20, 1983 ‘Frieden and Freiheit sind unser Auftrag’ [‘Peace and 
Freedom Are Our Mission’], Bayern Kurier, translation: Allison Brown. 
196 Reagan, speech at Brandenburger Gat, June 12, 1987 
197 Document No. 2. Letter from Helmut Kohl to George H.W. Bush. November 28, 1989. 
198 Document No. 4. Memorandum of Conversation of George H.W. Bush, John Sununu, Brent 
Scowcroft, and Helmut Kohl. December 3, 1989. Source: George Bush Presidential Library. 
Obtained through FOIA. On file at the National Security Archive. 
199 No. 210. Draft Paper by the Policy Planning Staff. [WRL 020/1] FCO, June 15, 1990. 
200 Document No. 4. Memorandum of Conversation of George H.W. Bush, John Sununu, Brent 
Scowcroft, and Helmut Kohl. December 3, 1989. Source: George Bush Presidential Library. 
Obtained through FOIA. On file at the National Security Archive. On the future of the EC, 
Mitterrand also knows it will be difficult to maintain the current structure of the European 
Parliament. But he can remember, from the Fourth Republic, when the parliament was too strong. 
Now it is too weak. … Great Britain is rather reticent.’ President Bush: ‘That is the understatement 
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eastwards drift of Germany, and the real reason, the rapid economic and demographic 
growth of Germany.201 

Legacy 
 
During the Cold War era, the sustained peace and prosperity that Germany experienced 
for the first time in a century, reinforced the beliefs that multilateralism was preferable 
to isolation and restraint was more effective than the previous dependence on military 
prowess. The economic growth that flowed from the Wirtschaftswunder, Ostpolitik, and 
European integration, demonstrated how a future reunified Germany could coexist with 
its neighbours without choosing either a Western or an Eastern orientation. 

During the Cold War, the German policy documents concern domestic order within 
(West)Germany in an equal amount to its strategy, and Germany´s Second World War 
past is recurrent in discussions of the relations between German state, society and the 
armed forces. The societal scepticism towards defence is directly related in the 1969 
paper to the ‘abuse of the nation´s youth through its militarist ideology’. This scepticism 
undermines the effectiveness of the defence policies of the FRG (DE 1969, p. 11). The 
combined measures of conscription, oversight, and civic guidance have bridged and 
healed the ‘contradiction between Germany’s military and its democracy’ that has 
existed ‘for more than a century’, since the ‘militarist Prussian monarchy unified and 
dominated the German Länder’ (DE 1976, p. 149). In the present and in the future, 
‘German society as a whole, the parliament and the government’ must carry the 
‘collective responsibility for the German armed forces’ (DE 1969, p. 53). Such a sense of 
mutual responsibilities have ensured that the Bundeswehr cannot and will not threaten 
the German state and democracy again, and allowed the armed forces to regain the trust 
of German society (DE 1976, p. 141). The decades of democratic and social stability were 
unique in German history, the 1983 paper argues. Moreover, the FRG has created not 
only economic prosperity, but also social security, and this has allowed it to weather the 
storms of instability that have plagued its neighbours (DE 1983, p.11).202 Throughout 

of the year.’ President Bush: ‘Don’t the Dutch still harbour resentments from the Hitler period?’ 
Chancellor Kohl: ‘Yes, very much so. The Nazis were very tough on the Netherlands. They were the 
worst Nazis from Vienna.’ 
201 Document No. 4. Memorandum of Conversation of George H.W. Bush, John Sununu, Brent 
Scowcroft, and Helmut Kohl. December 3, 1989. Source: George Bush Presidential Library. 
Obtained through FOIA. On file at the National Security Archive. ‘Frankly, 62 million prosperous 
Germans are difficult to tolerate – add 17 million more and they have big problems’ 
202 ´Die Bundesrepublik Deutschland kann auf fast 35 Jahre demokratische und soziale Stabilität 
zurückblicken, die in der schwierigen Geschichte der Deutschen ohne Beispiel ist. Sie zählt unter 
den Demokratien des Westens zu den stabilsten Staaten in einer labilen und unsicheren Welt. Die 
politischen Institutionen sind funktionsfähig und erlauben politischen Wechsel, ohne dass die 
Verfassungsordnung und der demokratische Konsens in Gefahr geraten. Die deutsche Wirtschaft 
hat die Ölkrise, die weltweite Inflation und Rezession besser verwittert als andere große 
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these decades a German sense of national confidence emerged that subsumed the older, 
national identity that had relied on military prowess. 

The legacy of the Second World War had in fact become increasingly powerful as time 
went on, rather than during the immediate aftermath of the war. There were 
straightforward causes for this seemingly paradoxical fact. Acceptance of historical 
responsibility had become engrained in the late 1960s, as the first truly post-war 
generation had arrived (Kundani 2009). While the previous generations had been guilty 
of inaction or of direct participation in the atrocities of the Nazi regime, and had sought 
to diminish societal complicity to those horrors, the angry young men and women of the 
protest generation had no such need. They could dissociate themselves from that 
preceding, but still present, generation that carried direct responsibility, and attack the 
myth of the new, democratic start for the FRG (Giesen 2004, p. 130). Besides high-level 
political acts, such as Brandt’s kneeling in Warsaw, the showing of the American 
television series ‘Holocaust’ attracted a vast audience when it was shown on West 
German television in 1979. The 1986 Historikerstreit revived the debate during the 
1980s and after on recent German history and reinforced the importance of the events 
that surrounded Germany’s role in the war in the historical and political consciousness 
of the younger generations. 

 

Era 3. Unification to Iraq 
 
The 1991 Gulf War proved the first challenge for German policymakers. Joining the 
coalition could be considered both a provocation or a mark that Germany was 
normalising in terms of fulfilling its international obligations as a middle to great power. 
However, constitutionally, it was still impossible to deploy German forces abroad and, 
according to Foreign Minister Genscher, an active German role was likely to interfere 
with the ratification by Moscow of the Two-Plus-Four Treaty (Genscher 1998, pp. 477-
79, 482-84). Germany instead contributed financially to the alliance in 1990-91 with 
approximately 18 billion Deutschmarks. Of that amount, 10.3 billion Deutschmarks—
more than half the total amount—went to the United States (which actually made a 
profit on the Gulf War) – while the rest went to Great Britain foremost, France, and 
Turkey. 

German reunification had also ignited the debate over German power within Europe, as 
the previous sections showed. The 1994 white paper states that ‘today, Germany has 
greater international responsibility’ than others. German policymakers are aware that 
‘much is expected of Germany’, but they assure domestic and international audiences 

Industriestaaten. Das System sozialer Sicherheit hat die Folgen der Arbeitslosigkeit belang 
weitgehend aufgefangen (DE 1983, p. 11). 
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that ‘Germany has learned the lessons of history and will thus continue to pursue a 
policy of active integration and broad international cooperation´ (DE 1994, par. 307). 
These ‘lessons of history’ are mentioned throughout the 1994 paper (for example DE 
1994, par. 318). Indeed, German policymakers were exceedingly self-conscious of the 
difficulties Germany faced towards its neighbours. A CDU/CSU policy paper discussed 
the need for further integration of Germany into Europe, because ‘if [West]European 
integration were not to progress, Germany might be called upon, or be tempted by its 
own security constraints, to try to effect the stabilization of eastern Europe on its own 
and in the traditional way’. However, such an assertive strategy, would ‘far exceed 
[German] capacities and, at the same time, erode the cohesion of the European Union, 
especially since everywhere memories are still very much alive that historically German 
policy towards the east concentrated on closer co-operation with Russia at the expense 
of the countries between’.203  

That sense of responsibility to the European order permeates statements of German 
officials. During the Berlin commemoration for the 50th anniversary of the end of the 
war, President Roman Herzog said it was now Germany's duty to extend the European 
‘isle of peace and prosperity’, and ‘no one should feel threatened by such a policy’. 
Herzog underlined that ‘Germany unleashed the most terrible war there had been until 
then, and it experienced the most terrible defeat one could imagine’.204 At a speech five 
years later, Foreign Minister Fischer considered two decisions crucial to European peace 
and stability: the US decision to stay in Europe, and second, the French and German 
commitment to integration. Expansion eastwards of the EU was inevitable, he argued, as 
otherwise European self-destruction would have been inevitable: a return of the old 
balance of power, interest-driven politics, and the permanent danger of nationalist 
ideologies and confrontations. Fischer underlined the ‘unique opportunity to unite our 
continent, wracked by war for centuries, in peace, security, democracy, and 
prosperity’.205 

Amidst these signs of normalisation and reintegration of Germany into Europe, the 
deployments of German forces abroad remained politically problematic. After the CDU-
led federal government approved deployments in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Somalia in 
1993, the FDP and the SPD filed complaints with the Federal Constitutional Court. In a 
landmark decision, the court ruled deployments outside of NATO territory were 
compatible with the Basic Law, though the Bundestag would have to give approval 

203 CDU/CSU-Fraktion es Deutschen Bundestages, Reflexions on European Policy‘, September 1, 
1994, distributed by the Konrad Adenauer Foundation, London. 
204 Agence France Presse, 1995 ‘Eastern Time World War II fighters, leaders celebrate Europe's 
liberation’, May 8.  
205 Fischer, Joschka May 12, 2000, ‘From Confederacy to Federation – Thoughts on the Finality of 
European Integration’, speech at Humboldt University in Berlin: Auswartiges Amt (The Federal 
Foreign Office). 
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beforehand.206 The decision defines ‘alliances of collective self-defence’ as also possible 
‘systems of mutual collective security’, insofar as they are ‘strictly confined to a peace-
keeping obligation’. 207  The definition significantly broadened the range of military 
operations for German forces and represented a move towards further normalisation. 
Chancellor Kohl assured that the decision to deploy forces was not taken lightly, but that 
the ‘war in the former Yugoslavia has brought a degree of suffering to the European 
continent that many of us no longer thought possible after the horrifying experiences of 
the Second World War’. Germany knows from ‘the experiences of this century’, that ‘the 
long-term outlook for peace on our continent cannot be good if there is peace in one part 
of Europe while a bloody war rages in another’. Germany therefore shares responsibility 
with the US, Britain, France, and other allies to secure the peace in former Yugoslavia. 
SPD faction chairman Scharping emphasised that his party supported the deployment 
and that this was a contribution to peace. He strongly rejected the German chief of staff 
Naumann’s statement that deployment equates to a ‘combat mission’. Foreign minister 
Kinkel equally argued that the deployment to Bosnia for peace operations was morally 
justified, as it was not war, but the prevention of one. Moreover, German participation 
would send the signal to Germany’s allies that, ‘Germany practices responsibility and 
does its share’. In the end, a large parliamentary majority approved the deployment of 
4,000 Bundeswehr soldiers (Lantis 2002).  

Regardless of the shifts in German policy, the Balkan wars demonstrated how 
problematic the use of force remained to German policymakers and the public. The 
fractures within the pacifist Green Party between the ‘realists’ – who saw a moral 
responsibility to intervene – and the pacifists – who could not conceive doing so under 
practically any circumstance - showcased how difficult it remains to reconcile two ‘never 
again’ lessons. Inherent contradictions existed between the first - never again war (Nie 
wieder Krieg) – and the second - never again Auschwitz (Nie wieder Auschwitz) - when 
it came to the prevention of genocide. The Green Party’s Foreign Minister Fischer 
worded the choice in these terms during a famous speech on Kosovo at a special Green 
Party congress in May 1999, where he faced shouts of ‘warmonger’ with sarcasm (‘a 
warmonger is speaking here and soon you’ll be recommending Mr. Milosevic for the 
Nobel Peace Prize’). Fischer told the audience that he too sought peace, but ‘the 
prerequisite for peace is that people are not murdered, that people are not expelled, that 

206 Schroder, Dieter, 1991 ‘Der Deutsche Alleingang, Suddeutsche Zeitung, December 21. 
207 Decision by the German Federal Constitutional Court [BVerfGE 90, 286] on the Deployment of 
the Federal Armed Forces [Bundeswehr] in International Operations. 5. a) A system of mutual 
collective security in the sense of Article 24, Paragraph 2, of the Basic Law is characterized by its 
use of a set of rules for the preservation of peace and the establishment of its own organisation to 
create for each of its members the status of being bound under public international law, of being 
reciprocally obliged to keep the peace and of being provided with security. It is irrelevant whether 
the system intends exclusively or primarily to guarantee peace among the Member States or to 
oblige them to render collective support in the case of foreign attacks. b) Alliances of collective self-
defense can also be systems of mutual collective security in the sense of Article 24, Paragraph 2, of 
the Basic Law, if and insofar as they are strictly confined to a peacekeeping obligation. 
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women are not raped. That is the prerequisite for peace!’ Then, Fischer said, ‘I believe in 
two principles: never again war and never again Auschwitz. Never again genocide and 
never again fascism. Both belong together for me, dear friends, and that is why I joined 
the Green Party’. They might well criticize everything the German government and 
NATO were doing, he said, and perhaps Milosevic did not fit the ‘old conceptions of the 
enemy’, but they could not and should not accept the reemergence of ethnic warfare and 
nationalism in Europe.208  

Despite the controversy that surrounded the decisions to participate in Bosnia and 
Kosovo, German attitudes towards the use of force seemed to gradual normalise in the 
1990s, with Germany acting more and more like its NATO and European allies. 
However, if such a normalisation was taking place, and this is questionable, it came to a 
halt with the Iraq war in 2003. 209 Participation in Iraq was rejected by Chancellor 
Schroder’s government, perhaps to improve his chances at re-election. Yet, the war was 
deeply unpopular among the German public, both among the older and the younger 
generation.210 It was also argued that there was no Soviet threat or necessary US ally to 
justify German acquiescence. 211 Despite his opposition to the Iraq war, for Fischer it was 
troubling that ‘from the very beginning, Germany's ‘no’ to the Iraq war contradicted our 
obligations within NATO, which continued to apply, and this contradiction could be 
neither eliminated nor denied’. Therefore the decision required a precise balancing act, 
and coordination within the innermost circle of the government. 212  Arguable as 
compensation, German armed forces were deployed to Afghanistan. There, they fulfilled 
the tasks required of them to the utmost, but strictly within the narrow rules of 
engagement set by the German government. 

208 Fischer, Joschka, May 13, 1999 ‘Speech at the Green Party Congress in Bielefeld’, reprinted in 
Eberhard Rathgeb, 2005, Die Engagierte Nation. Deutsche Debatten 1945-2005 [The Engaged 
Nation. German Debates, 1945-2005], Munich: Carl Hanser Verlag, pp. 415-16. 
209 The question remained for many interviewees not only whether normalisation happened, but if 
it was something to strive for. Normalisation can be considered many different things, certainly 
some convergence with the UK and France occurred. (A.J., 2012, interview with author, November 
12; M.O., 2012, interview with author, November 16; T.B., 2012, interview with author, November 
20). H.R. argues that normalisation of German policy stopped after the Iraq war (H.R. 2012, 
interview with author, November 13). 
210 German policymakers considered the possibility of bringing democracy to Iraq through outside 
intervention was ‘wishful thinking’. N.W. perceived a certain hubris in the belief that 
transformation of Iraq would be unproblematic (N.W., 2012, interview with author, November 12). 
211 Jan Ross, 2003 ‘Dann gibt es nur eins: nie wieder!’, Die Zeit, No. 1. Wolfgang Schauble 
(CDU/CSU), responsible foreign policy in the Stoiber campaign, did not want to rule out war 
entirely. As Schauble observed, it is precisely the older people who continue to see war as the 
greatest evil. In a certain way, that was always the case for the generation that experienced 
Stalngrad and Dresden. But at the time, anticommunism and fear of the Soviet Union also ran 
deep. Now we no longer have to fear the Russians, the war trauma has free rein so to speak. And 
the United States isn’t so urgently needed anymore either. 
212 Spiegel February 17, 2011 ‘’I Am Not Convinced' Joschka Fischer on Germany's 'No' to the Iraq 
War’. This inner circle included the chancellor, the foreign minister, the defense minister and the 
head of the Chancellery. 
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Legacy 
 
The failure of the US to establish a stable Iraqi state, certainly at least until over five 
years after the invasion, and the difficulties of the mission in Afghanistan reinforced 
existing German beliefs. It was perceived as a failure of military force, and underlined 
the need for a comprehensive approach that included other means. It undermined the 
trust in the (American) executive, and fit the pre-existing German scheme of distrust in 
executives who assertively wanted to use force.213 

The unilateral approach of the Bush administration clashed with the established 
multilateralist preferences of German policymakers. The administration appeared 
arrogant and overbearing, especially Defense Secretary Rumsfeld’s disparaging talk of 
‘old’ and ‘new Europe’. It undermined the trust of the German public in the US as an 
outside power to keep the peace in Europe. Opinion polls showed a greater collapse of 
positive feelings towards the US in Germany than elsewhere in Europe, including in 
France, and they did not recover to their pre-Iraq levels, even after Bush left office.214 In 
that sense, the 2013 Prism eavesdropping scandal, which happened during the Obama 
administration, further reinforced the belief that the US was an aggressive and powerful 
state that did not want to play by the rules that German policymakers preferred all states 
to play by. 

The newly unified and integrated (FRG and FDR) German armed forces continue to be 
built around conscription and civic education (DE 1994, par 134). The 1994 paper argues 
civic education allows the German Bundeswehr to be ‘an integral and natural 
component of our state order and society’ (DE 1994, par 706).215 Consistent with the 
Cold War texts, it is emphasised that it is the personal responsibility of members of the 
armed forces to adhere to international law, regardless of the orders that they receive 
(DE 1976, p. 133; DE 1994, par 714). Yet, this meant that the Germany’s compulsory 
military service was increasingly out of step with its European neighbours, who were 

213 Erlanger, Steven 2002, ‘Bush-Hitler Remark Shows US as Issue In German Election’, New York 
Times, September 20. For example, according to the regional newspaper Schwäbisches Tagblatt, 
the government’s minister of justice, Däubler-Gmelin, said to representatives of the trade union IG 
Metall: ‘Bush wants to divert attention from his domestic problems. It's a classic tactic. It's one that 
Hitler also used’. She denied comparing ‘the persons Bush and Hitler’, but instead compared ‘their 
methods’. 
214 German Marshall Funds Transatlantic Opinions Survey, 2014. 
215 ´The concept of Innere Führung has made the Bundeswehr an integral and natural component 
of our state order and society. It is a successful concept for the comprehensive integration of armed 
forces into a democratic state. This is why it has become a model for the fledgling democracies in 
Eastern Europe and Latin America when they consider how to rebuild their armed forces. It helps 
to preserve internal stability in these states. Innere Führung and the model of the democratic 
citizen in uniform are hallmarks of the German Bundeswehr´ (DE 1994, par 706). 
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steadily abandoning conscription as outdated in the era of extra-European 
deployments.216  

The institutionally constraints created a feedback effect that further diminished the 
ability of Germany to use force effectively. Duffield argues that both popular support for 
antimilitarism, and to a lesser degree, concerns of policymakers on the reconstitution of 
an unaccountable state within the state constrained the improvement of Germany’s 
planning and command capabilities (Duffield, 1999, p. 786). The contemporary 
appraisal of the Bundeswehr was positive during the 1990s, yet as an actor shaping 
policy it was institutionally weak. Green Party MP Nachtwei was pleasantly surprised by 
the seriousness of the members of the military he met on a fact-finding mission. He had 
previously not known any Bundeswehr members.217 

The past remained uncomfortably close during the 1990s, with the constant 
anniversaries of beginnings and endings of the Second World War, and reminded 
German society of the dangerous role that military force had played. For decades, the 
distinction had been maintained between the regular German soldier from the 
Wehrmacht and the fanatics from the SS, and this had aided the post-war reconstitution 
of the armed forces in the FRG. Yet, in November 1995, Defence Minister Ruhe gave a 
speech in Munich that unambiguously stated that the Wehrmacht was part of the crimes 
of the Nazi regime. From March 1995 to 1999, an exhibit on the Wehrmacht entitled 
‘War of Extermination: The Crimes of the Wehrmacht, 1941-1944’ toured Germany. It 
touched a raw nerve, as the Wehrmacht had truly been a people’s army, to a greater 
extent than the contemporary Bundeswehr (Wette 2006, pp. 270-271). While that past 
could no longer directly reflect upon the soldiers of the contemporary Bundeswehr, it 
seemed to underline to the German public a disquieting tendency that membership of 
the armed forces would corrupt individual morality and rights.  

However, the end of the 1990s and the beginning of the 2000s also saw other tendencies 
gaining ground. The prominent tendency to demonize Nazi rule, Giesen argues, removed 
responsibility and culpability from the German society as a whole. The National Socialist 
regime increasingly became presented as a parasite that had attached itself to the body 
of German politics, rather than one that was produced by it. Discussing the Third Reich 
as a temporary period of intoxication, seduction, and blindness from which Germany 
had to be liberated, allowed Germans to regard the German nation as another victim of 

216 The fact that the Wehrmacht had been a conscription army might seem paradoxical, but is 
explained by the perception that it had a fanatical core of military professionals that enabled the 
takeover of the state by the National Socialists. 
217 Nachtwei told this story to illustrate how disconnected the military was from society, and 
certainly from the political left. The Bundeswehr was equated to the Wehrmacht. Even though 
there was conscription, this was unevenly spread across the political parties, with the majority of 
the CDU having served, about half of the SPD, and only a small minority of the Greens (W.N., 
2012, interview with author, November 12). 
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Nazism. This narrative of victimization had been prominent in the first decade after the 
war, but it returned in recent history. For example, in 2000, a documentary series on 
German television had the title ‘The Refugees: Hitler’s Last Victims’ (Giesen 2004, pp. 
123-124). That tendency was already on display at the 50th anniversary of the end of the 
war in 1995, when it was presented as ‘Liberation’. That means liberation from the 
concentration camps, the final phase of the Allied bombing campaign, the onset of 
streams of refugees from the East, the unconditional surrender on May 8, 1945 – but 
more importantly, liberation from the regime as well. That vision conflicted with those 
critics who believed National Socialism derived from unique features of the German 
body of politics - the Sonderweg argument in which the Nazi’s were the end product of 
centuries of militarism, authoritarianism, and nationalism. A third tendency was also 
present that went further than the second tendency. In 1998, the writer Martin Walser 
called for a Schlußstrich – a bottom-line – under the Nazi past. For the left, the end of 
the Cold War was itself difficult, since the appearance to light of the Communist crimes 
in the East also meant that the left was no longer morally unblemished when compared 
to the conservatives who had been part of all the negative tendencies of German 
history.218  

 

Era 4. Post Iraq 
 
From the late 1990s up to the middle of the 2000s, Germany had taken an increasingly 
prominent role on the international stage - be it in the Balkans, the war on terror or 
Berlin's outspoken opposition to the Iraq war. Gerhard Schröder had been chancellor for 
that crucial period, from 1998 to 2005. His presence at the 60th anniversary of the D-
Day landings in June 2004 marked the first time a German chancellor had joined the 
heads of states and government of the states that had defeated Nazi Germany. Schröder 
himself considered it confirmation that ‘the post-war period is over’.219  

However, in many other ways, German behaviour did not ‘normalise’ at all, if 
normalisation is understood as behaving concomitant with its power and status. The 
fourth era, which could be considered as having started with Angela Merkel’s 
chancellorship, showed a marked lack of German assertiveness, whether within Europe, 
in terms of leadership in the financial crisis, or in the transatlantic relationship, in terms 
of military contributions to allied missions. Particularly, the German absence from the 
Libya action in 2011 was remarkable, as it met all the major criteria for intervention that 
Germany had established for itself: a UN mandate; supported by all major allies, 

218 Zitelmann, Rainer (1992), ‘Wiedervereinigung und deutscher Selbsthaß,’ Deutschland-Archiv 
25, Nr. 8, pp. 811-20; translation: Thomas Dunlap. 
219 Deutsche Welle, Schröder: D-Day is a Symbol of Freedom, June 4, 2004. 
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including the US and France; and in order to prevent genocide.220 Yet, Germany already 
voted against the no-fly zone, because, according to Foreign Minister Guido 
Westerwelle, doing so would have made joining the military mission unavoidable. Some 
members of the government went even further. Development Minister Niebel blatantly 
attacked German allies during an appearance on a public television talkshow, when he 
suggested that ‘it is notable that exactly those countries which are blithely dropping 
bombs in Libya are still drawing oil from Libya’. 221 He also complained that Germany 
had not been ‘not consulted’ by France beforehand. Moreover, Niebel considered 
German abstention correct ‘because not all non-military possibilities had been 
exhausted’. Westerwelle was more careful not to criticize German allies, because ‘we 
understand those who have, out of honourable motives, opted in favour of an 
international military intervention in Libya’.222  

Former minister Fischer was scathing in his comments on German absence: ‘Germany 
has lost its credibility in the United Nations and in the Middle East. […] German hopes 
for a permanent seat on the Security Council have been permanently dashed and one is 
now fearful of Europe’s future.’ The former chief of staff of the German armed forces, 
Naumann believed that ‘Germany’s hopes for a permanent Security Council seat can be 
buried. Even the idea of an EU seat is damaged’. Naumann was especially critical that 
Germany had opposed its ‘closest partner France’ thereby breaking ‘with all constants of 
German foreign policy since 1949’. The French-German relationship is ‘the legacy of 
Adenauer and Kohl – all of Germany’s chancellors in fact’. Naumann emphasised that 
‘Germany can never again be isolated’, yet it abandoned its established policies for the 
‘vague risk of becoming involved in a war in Africa’.223 The former German ambassador 
to the UN, Pleuger, pointed out that Germany had been in ‘good company’ and with a 
‘majority behind us’ on Iraq, while now Germany was in ‘poor company’ and with ‘the 
majority against us’. A Spiegel Editorial considered it ‘alarming when Westerwelle 
proclaims Germany’s UN abstention as the birth of a new foreign policy doctrine’, 
because it seemed that ‘in the future, Germany wants to cherry-pick its own partners in 
the world’. Moreover, the paper went on, ‘the pacifist cloak doesn’t make the new 
unilateralism any more appealing’. It must be clear that ‘our partners are as averse to an 
overbearing Germany as they are to a Germany that shirks its responsibilities’. But it 
saved its harshest criticism: ‘This new German exceptionalism is distasteful – just listen 
to how Defence Minister de Maiziere or Development Minister Niebel are more or less 

220 Brig. Gen. H.W.W. disagreed, thought that Fischer had overused the ‘never again’ argument. 
The then-current German government was more sceptical, judging the situation on the ground was 
chaotic, with no clear opposition to the Libya regime to support. ‘We were previously too optimistic 
in Afghanistan. ‘Responsibility to Protect’ is too difficult’ (Brig.Gen.H.W.W., 2012, interview with 
author, November 14). T.B. of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs reflected these concerns: the process 
of decision-making was too hasty (T.B., 2012, interview with author, November 20). 
221 Spiegel Online, Cgh., March 25, 2011. 
222 Spiegel Online, Cgh., March 25, 2011. 
223 Spiegel Online, Cgh., March 22, 2011. 
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directly accusing their allies of just bombing Libya for the sake of the country’s oil. This 
supposed new foreign policy doctrine smacks of domestic populism’. 224  Euro-
Parliamentarian Cohn-Bendit, a veteran of the 1960s left who had also been part of the 
‘realists’ over Kosovo, asked why Germany found it so difficult to ‘realize that we have to 
help the rebels in Libya, primarily because a bloodbath is looming in Benghazi?’ He 
pointed out that ‘everyone has seen pictures of the Warsaw ghetto. Everyone knows 
what happens when an army takes over a city. That’s why all parties in France, including 
on the left, were in favour of a military intervention in Libya. In Germany, that didn’t 
happen’.225 It led to heavy criticism from German allies, specifically when the German 
government withdrew its supporting capabilities from the Mediterranean.226 Conversely, 
it could also be argued that Germany’s autonomous course is actually evidence of 
normalisation.227  

During the Crimean Crisis in 2014, Germany was slow to respond. The response is 
caught between condemning the annexation by Russia of part of the Ukraine, and the 
view that Russia had been unduly provoked since the end of the Cold War by the 
Western intrusion in its former sphere of influence. Since the downing of MH17, this 
clash has become more intense. In personal interviews with the author in November 
2012, most interviewees saw little threats on the horizon, not in the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA), not even in Russia.228 Others were more critical and lambasted 
German tendencies to insularity.229 

 

  

224 Neukirch, Ralf, 2011 ‘Germany’s Dangerous New Foreign Policy Doctrine’, Spiegel Opinion, 
March 29. 
225 Former German Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer in a contribution to Suddeutsche Zeitung 
(March 2011). Ironically, according to H.R., Germany is now criticised as the ‘new France’ for its 
recalcitrant attitude (H.R., 2012, interview with author, November 13). 
226 Spiegel interview with NATO Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen. In a closed NATO 
meeting, Rasmussen called it absurd that the Germans opted not to make their military capabilities 
available. 
227 Normalisation is also taking an independent position from the US, like in Iraq and Libye 
(A.K.O., 2012, interview with author, November 15). 
228 Russia was not seen as a threat, certainly not as an existential threat, by the interviewees. It was 
only a risk to the Baltic states (W.N., 2012, interview with author, November 12; Brig.Gen. 
H.W.W., 2012, interview with author, November 14; M.O., 2012, interview with author, November 
15; T.B., 2012, interview with author, November 20). H.R. argued that Germany had become used 
to being in a very comfortable position, where the military did not play a role. Consequently, there 
is no sense of threats. With regards to Russia, H.R. argued, there is the tendency to view the 
relationship with Russia through the lens of Ostpolitik (H.R., 2012, interview with author, 
November 13). 
229 Multiple interviewees emphasised that domestic politics have become more and more 
important in Germany in the 2000s. Partly this reflects a disillusionment over Iraq (W.N., 2012, 
interview with author, November 12; C.G., 2012, interview with author, November 20). 
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Legacy 
 
What the fourth period has shown is that the invocation of genocide has, in many ways, 
lost some strength. The Holocaust has become a free-floating myth or a cultural icon of 
horror and inhumanity (Giesen 2004, p. 142). According to Kundnani, ‘around the 
millennium, a shift took place – the collective memory of Germans as perpetrators 
started to become weaker, a collective memory in which Germans are victims starts to 
become stronger’. Particularly strong in this narrative of victimhood, were the Allied 
bombings of German cities, as for example in books like the Friedrich 2002 book ‘Der 
Brand – The Fire’. Yet, in 2013, Angela Merkel became the first German chancellor to 
visit Dachau, the concentration camp that opened close to Munich in 1933. In an 
election rally held in a beer tent in the nearby town that gave the camp its name, Merkel 
lectured the attendees in a manner that left them stunned and silent. Merkel pointed out 
again and again that the concentration camp had been ‘in our midst’, and that ‘those 
who wished to could see and hear’. She imparted on the audience that ‘we never look the 
other way again, and refuse to listen’.230 

In other ways, Germany began emulating the institutional model of its allies, by 
professionalizing its armed forces and abandoning conscription. The 2011 suspension 
marked the end of a core post-war tradition that had begun in West Germany in 1957. 
Whatever it accomplished in terms of democratizing the army, its recruits could hardly 
be used in the modern military missions abroad in the NATO and UN frameworks. It is 
remarkable how sudden that change was, as the 2006 white paper had still reiterated 
that the purpose of universal conscription is to ‘anchor the Bundeswehr in society´ (DE 
2006, p. 61). Another passage on civic education of the military explicitly links this need 
to Germany´s experience with military authoritarianism during the first half of its 
existence, and how the example set in the second half has allowed the Bundeswehr to 
create a new, praiseworthy tradition.231 The Tageszeitung remarked that ‘the fact that 
this reform is taking place with so little fuss is also related to the typical post-war 
German indifference to all things military. People would prefer to have nothing to do 
with it. This is a peculiar kind of historical awareness, a distant echo of the horrors of 

230 Vasagar, Jeevan, 2013, ‘Germany and its Nazi past: forever seeking closure’, The Telegraph, 
September 4. A newspaper account described an atmosphere of utter silence in the beer tent, with 
not a mug being lifted or a fork being clinked on a plate. 
231 ´Military tradition helps soldiers to develop the image they have of themselves and of their 
profession. It serves to give them self-assurance, to put their actions in the greater context of 
history and to give them orientation for military leadership and conduct. The cultivation of 
traditions therefore plays a vital role for the Bundeswehr on operations. Tradition means passing 
on values and standards. The cultivation of traditions in the Bundeswehr focuses on the Prussian 
army reforms, the military resistance to the National Socialist regime, and the history of the 
Bundeswehr itself. The 50 successful years of the Bundeswehr have created a tradition that 
deserves greater attention than in the past, and military personnel duly needs to be made aware of 
it.’ (DE 2006, p. 59). 
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World War II’. 232 The former chief of staff of the German armed forces, Naumann, 
believed that the tradition had its value. The concept of the ‘citizen in uniform’ had 
created in the ‘individual soldier a much higher motivation to carry out their mission, 
their duty, because they feel a connection to those who protect their rights although they 
are also required to give them orders’. However, General Naumann considered it 
problematic that the German armed forces were not considered a recognised and 
respected and highly-regarded instrument. He argued ‘that is a consequence of the 
unfortunate and mainly self-inflicted history of Germany in the 20th century. That’s why 
we still have not found a sensible and healthy relationship to military power, to the 
exercise of military force. For far too long we have restricted ourselves to the idea that 
German armed forces exist solely to defend the country’s borders during the Cold 
War’. 233 There is still a mistrust of those in uniform. In other countries, a certain 
prestige is attached to being a member of the armed forces. In the Prussian era that was 
the case in Germany, but now not any longer.234 The current armed forces do not draw 
from the same class as the political elite. Considering the erstwhile unease with the 
armed forces among the left in particular, it is fair to say that there no longer is a fear of 
the armed forces in contemporary German politics, but rather a ‘friendly disinterest’ as 
coined by President Köhler.235 Despite a decade of warfighting in Afghanistan, it remains 
difficult for the German public to express support for German soldiers, though yellow 
ribbons to mark solidarity were introduced in 2007 by a member of the public.236 Rather 
than commemorate military veterans on their own day, they are commemorated on 
Volkstrauertag, the national day of mourning for all victims who died in war and 
through violent oppression, soldiers and civilians alike. German policymakers and 
public indeed have trouble conceiving of force as ‘another’ instrument of politics.237 For 

232 Die Tageszeitung, January 4, 2011. 
233 Lynch, Kevin, 2010, Interview with former German Army Chief: ‘I No Longer See Any Military 
Point’ in Conscription, Spiegel, August 24. 
234 A.J. reported a real sense that the contribution of the German military was underappreciated. 
Moreover, he noted, this increases the problem of thinking in terms of force (A.J., 2012, interview 
with author, November 12). Similar sentiments were expressed by J.E. (J.E., 2012, interview with 
author, November 16). 
235 (W.N., 2012, interview with author, November 12). 
236 Marquart, Maria, 2010, ’Uhr Solidarität mit der Bundeswehr Ein gelbes Band als Dank an die 
Soldaten’, Spiegel Online, April 14. 
237 Demmer, Ulrike and Christoph Schult, 2012, ‘Unreliable partners? Germany’s Reputation in 
NATO Has Hit Rock Bottom’, Spiegel Online, May 17. Also, N.W. underlines that German forces 
should not be used as an instrument of policy, but only to prevent war, never for own interests. The 
future is the ‘Responsibility to Protect’ (W.N., 2012, interview with author, November 12). A.J. 
notes that Germany is not ready for the use of force as a normal instrument, and it is ironic that the 
country which produced Clausewitz is least able to think in his terms. In fact, at the academy there 
is only week where Clausewitz is discussed, the emphasis is on tactics (A.J., 2012, interview with 
author, November 12). T.B. of the Ministry of the Foreign Affairs made the same point on 
Clausewitz (T.B., 2012, interview with author, November 20). 
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example, in 2010, President Köhler resigned after he suggested that Germany had 
deployed forces to Afghanistan for the NATO mission also out of economic interests.238 

The legacy that remains of the Second World War in Germany is complex, and less 
central to the political stage than it has been at different points in time. However, the 
lack of martial experience, the absence of domestic actors to champion a more assertive 
role, and no real threats, have left Germany with a strong, inward-looking focus.239 
Integration into international organisations for the sake of integration may summarise 
Germany’s current approach.240 The difficulties within Germany to generate a response 
to the Crimean Crisis, some considering it the inevitable and just response to 
Western/American provocation, demonstrates how post-war German traditions have 
limited its foreign and defence policies. At the same time, there is a push by the Foreign 
and Defence minister to expand Germany engagement though European institutions, 
including a possibly European army.241 

  

238 Spiegel, May 31, 2010, ‘Controversy Over Afghanistan Remarks: German President Horst 
Köhler Resigns’. 
239 It was certainly perceived as such by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (M.W., 2012, interview with 
author, November 20). T.B. emphasised that perception of security differed from allies. The 
German consensus was that it is a complex world, where it is better not to meddle (T.B., 2012, 
interview with author, November 20). 
240 Noted by (C.G. (2012, interview with author, November 14). 
241 Pfister, René and Gordon Repinski, 2014, ‘German Defense Minister. 'We Can't Look Away'’, 
Spiegel, January 28. Defence Minister Ursula von der Leyen argued for a European army as 
greater German engagement is needed and justifiable, both from the perspective of European 
interests, and for humanitarian motives.  
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Conclusion 
 
What this chapter has shown is that throughout the decades that followed the Second 
World War, policymakers in the US, UK, France, and Germany in their thinking and in 
their rhetoric repeatedly reverted back to their national experiences with the war. In 
many ways, subsequent generations of policymakers arguably even became more likely 
to reference the past as the decades went on, and the events became less personal to the 
majority of policymakers and public. All four cases show that the narratives of the 
Second World War were challenged at various moments by contradicting experiences, 
yet they also were continually reinvented and commemorated. American and British 
policymakers in particular, but also their French counterparts, remained likely to refer 
to Munich to justify assertive policies against authoritarian states.  

The repeated invocations of the Second World War were, however, more nationally 
specific than Munich. The spectre of isolationism during the interwar years continues to 
be raised in American debates on policy to make the case that contemporary activist 
policies are required. Later contradictory experiences with conflicts clashed with the 
victorious narrative, and specifically Vietnam undermined that sense of moral rightness. 
Yet, the end of the Cold War seemed to underline that the US had succeeded in a 
struggle against another authoritarian ideology and triumphed. Leadership by the US 
was presented again as essential for global stability. The victory of the Second World 
War established a fairly autonomous executive, with even more legitimate armed forces, 
often in opposition to a divided society. The recurrence of triumphalist rhetoric that 
oversells solutions and threats therefore makes sense as the means to overcome 
domestic resistance to costly internationalist policies.  

German policymakers, in contrast to their American counterparts, were struggling to 
match the ‘never again’ of isolation and the use of force abroad to the demands made 
upon Germany by allies to contribute its armed forces. Similarly, the legacy of the armed 
forces acting as a state within the state impeded decisive decision-making. Instead, 
German post-war history – European integration, the economic prosperity of the 
Wirtschaftswunder, Ostpolitik, and the peaceful reunification with the FDR - seemed to 
validate that force was an ineffective means to accomplish German security and 
prosperity. 

For British policymakers, Suez undermined their own sense of a particularly British 
moral rightness, which the Falklands restored, and a particular internationalist sense of 
responsibilities and commitments abroad that include the possible use of force. What 
Suez had previously enforced, however, was the need for the UK to depend on close 
relations with the US rather than with poorer, European alternatives. The Falklands War 
also restored the sense of a powerful, unifying leader. The legacies of the wars also 
played out domestically in the UK through the struggles between conservative and 
social-democratic forces. In turn, those struggles were exemplified in the disdain for 
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nuclear weapons, that reinforced the British reticence towards depending on the nuclear 
deterrent.  

The catastrophe of 1940 continued to haunt the decisions of French policymakers, 
whether concerning the adaptation to new military technologies, the internal divisions 
that had hampered that adaptation, or the loss of sovereignty due to France’s 
abandonment by its allies. Subsequent experiences in Indochina, Suez, and Algeria 
reinforced those French perceptions of their Anglo-American allies as basically 
untrustworthy. The nuclear weapon became the means to prevent the re-emergence of 
the dependency that France experienced during the war and its aftermath, that was 
exemplified by Yalta, and remembered by subsequent generations of French 
policymakers. The French experience with an internally divided polity in the interwar 
years was reinforced by the failures in Suez and Algeria, and this paved the way to an 
exceptionally strong executive who has remained largely unchallenged during the five 
decades that followed the establishment of the Fifth Republic. 

This chapter, though only able to touch briefly upon what are complex and nuanced 
national histories, has illustrated through a series of policy documents, speeches, and 
interviews that the Second World War was invoked and reused in changing 
circumstances to articulate and defend consistent and nationally specific sets of policies. 
When seen in combination with the findings from the previous four chapters, this 
chapter offers an insight into how the core and peripheral strategic beliefs offer the 
binding tissue that links together the various complex components of strategy. It further 
clarifies why American policymakers chose costly strategies that risked entanglement; 
why French policymakers risked abandonment over renewed dependence,; why British 
policymakers accepted dependence on the US but not Europe; and why German 
policymakers hesitated in ‘normalising’ foreign policy after reunification. This chapter 
also shows that specific domestic constellations of state, society, and the armed forces 
constrained or strengthened the position of policymakers to pursue beliefs. Taken 
together, it ties in the findings and insights of the previous chapters, and further makes 
the case for experience-driven realism. 
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