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This book has made the case that national experiences with victory and defeat in war 
strongly shape post-war grand strategies, and that they do so in two major ways. First, 
experiences with total war shape the core and peripheral strategic beliefs of civilian and 
military policymakers – the state and the armed forces. Core beliefs pertain to the core 
elements of grand strategy: whether the nation-state exists in a balance of power or a 
balance of threat world; the efficacy of alliance formation (i.e. external balancing); and 
the efficacy of the force posture (i.e. internal balancing). Peripheral beliefs pertain to 
credibility, accommodation, sovereignty, national values, and exceptionalism. Total war 
is particularly likely to shape core beliefs, because it shows whether abstract, grand 
strategic principles on external and internal balancing are likely to work. Appraisal of 
the efficacy of balancing behaviour is generally difficult because tests are rare and 
inconclusive without the outcome of war. Victory and defeat deliver a judgment on the 
quality of our understanding of the world and how we survive, and possible thrive, in it. 

Second, experiences also shape the relations between state, society, and the armed 
forces. Victory will legitimize actors, particularly the executive and the armed forces, 
while defeat will delegitimize actors, particularly after defeat in total war, under the 
conditions in which no option to divert blame at home exists. Total wars involve state, 
society, and the armed forces, and are likely to affect all of them. Non-total wars are 
likely to only affect peripheral beliefs and parts of the domestic relations, by reinforcing 
or undermining existing core strategic beliefs. The combined argument of this book that 
wars shape beliefs and domestic relations is termed experience-driven realism. 

Together, core and peripheral beliefs shape the likelihood and willingness of states to 
use force and diplomacy. They first shape external and internal balancing behaviour, 
which creates the conditions that make certain policies appear to be more or less 
feasible. They then shape the expectations on the nature of adversaries, the importance 
of credibility, and other peripheral beliefs. The peripheral beliefs generally reinforce the 
core beliefs. Core beliefs are primarily shaped by total war, which means that they rarely 
get updated in spite of changes in the international environment. Other conflicts and 
crises can, however, shape peripheral beliefs and legitimise or delegitimise certain 
actors. The combination of core and peripheral beliefs on the one hand, and domestic 
relations between state, society, and the armed forces on the other, creates relatively 
unique and enduring grand strategies that are resistant to change unless radical 
systemic shifts in power and threat take place or the states experience a new total war. 
Should such radical systemic shifts take place, both developments are likely to coincide, 
as states rarely adapt appropriately to shifts in power and threats, and thereby create the 
conditions that make total war a more probable outcome. 

This book demonstrates how victory and defeat shape post-war beliefs and Trinitarian 
relations through a study of the participants of the Second World War, with a specific 
focus on the US, UK, France, and Germany. It shows not only that victory and defeat 
shape post-war use of diplomacy and force, but also how and why the experiences with 
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war have such effects. It therefore not only addresses the preoccupations of researchers 
who work on patterns of war and peace, but also to those who study decision-making in 
foreign policy, and the origins of grand strategy. Crucially, it offers an ideational 
argument that incorporates the preferences of actors, as well as the institutions within 
which actors operate, to explain how states respond to the international environment.  

This relationship is inherently difficult to uncover, as the interaction between beliefs and 
structure in the United States, the United Kingdom, France, and Germany discussed in 
the book has shown. The past forms the minds that shape the present, and in doing so, it 
shapes the future. Outcomes seem inevitable, something that certainly applies to the 
origins of the transatlantic relationship. The two catastrophic wars in the first half of the 
twentieth century ended European dominance in the international system. As the 
conventional argument goes (Trachtenberg 1999; Gaddis 2005), in their newly 
weakened state and faced with external threats, the European states were forced to 
abandon their pretensions at global power and instead accept American leadership. Yet, 
change in the structure of the post-war international environment was also reinforced 
and amplified by the change in the strategic beliefs on both sides of the Atlantic. That 
combination of beliefs and structure established an American global order, one that 
differed from the European order of the preceding centuries, but in several crucial 
aspects was largely the same. Pax Americana upheld the same liberal democratic values 
and ideas of statehood, and allowed the European states to prosper and benefit from 
increased security. In fact, in most ways, Europeans arguably enjoyed security to a 
greater degree during American hegemony than at any other time in modern history. 
The outcome of the war, the structural conditions of the Cold War, and US leadership 
enabled the Europeans to be secure from each other. The Europeans largely stopped 
balancing each other, or at least became less dependent on their military capabilities to 
do so. The US was able to pursue its ambitions because nearly all European powers 
withheld active resistance to American power. It must be understood is that the stability 
that this combination of beliefs and structure provided is no longer guaranteed in the 
contemporary era. Both the US and Europe are now entering a new period where, for the 
first time in three centuries, the order will not be for all intents and purposes exclusively 
shaped by Western powers. 

Strategic beliefs can be dangerous, because they shape the matching of the ends and 
means of strategy. The consequences of miscalculation at the highest level of statecraft 
place the survival of the nation at stake. It is both dangerous to overreact to threats and 
to changes in the distribution of power, as it is to underreact to them. Yet, while grand 
strategic choices are inherently high impact, it is difficult to assess the international 
environment, as unambiguous existential threats are comparatively rare and the long-
term consequences of decisions are not immediately apparent. In order to interpret 
ambiguous and contradictory signals from the environment, the past is deceptively clear 
and seemingly instructive. Choices are perceived as transparently correct if they succeed, 
and transparently incorrect if they fail. The roads not taken – the ‘could have, would 
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have’ – are dismissed. For those reasons, the argument and the findings of this book 
matter. 

 

Findings and contribution 

Three sets of claims 
 
The analysis of this book is built around three sets of claims that together offer the 
fundaments for experience-driven realism. The first set of claims are a basic version of 
the central argument that victory and defeat shape post-war beliefs and behaviour, while 
the second and third set of claims are the sophisticated version of the argument. This 
book assesses these three sets of claims with a combination of quantitative analysis and 
case studies. Chapter three correlates the experiences of victorious and defeated states in 
the Second World War to their post-war propensity to use force and diplomacy; chapters 
four and five show how the war shaped the strategic beliefs and relations between state, 
society, and armed forces in the US, the UK, France, and Germany; chapter six 
discusses, through counterfactuals, that alternative grand strategies were available to 
policymakers and were often more plausible than the grand strategies actually pursued; 
and chapters seven and eight illustrate how consistent the policy debates were in official 
papers, speeches, and interviews, and how policymakers defended their policies through 
the use of historical analogies. 

The three sets of claims that the chapters tested and explored are as follows. 

 

First set of claims: Victory and defeat, force and diplomacy 
 
The first set of claims consists of three components that refer to the relationship 
between victory and defeat and: (a) the use of force; (b) the use of diplomacy; and (c) the 
relationship between them. 

Force 

States that are victorious in war become more willing to use force afterwards, and a large 
victory in a total war is more important than a smaller defeat in a limited war. The 
experience of victory will change core beliefs of policymakers (see also the second set of 
claims) with regards to the use of force. States that were victorious are prone to pursue 
internal balancing and build military capabilities. Victorious states are also likely to hold 
peripheral beliefs, for example, on credibility and shows of strength. Victory is also more 
likely to increase the autonomy of the executive and the armed forces (see the third set 
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of claims). These three effects will interact and increase the momentum towards the use 
of force or threats of force by policymakers. Defeat, in contrast, will show an opposite 
effect, as the perceived effectiveness of internal balancing is low, escalation is feared, 
and the executive and the armed forces are more constrained. 

In the regression analysis of chapter three, the belligerent states in the Second World 
War vary according to whether they had been occupied, had surrendered, been 
aggressors, or had fought on the losing side, and the number of civilian and military 
casualties they suffered. The results show that the states that were victorious in the 
Second World War were indeed significantly more likely to use or threaten to use force 
in the post-war decades, even after controlling for their material capabilities, regime 
types, and alignment. Conversely, states that experienced occupation, surrender, had 
aggressed, fought on the losing side, and had suffered high numbers of casualties, were 
significantly less likely to use force or threaten the use of force. 

Chapters four and five show how the core beliefs of American and British policymakers 
were changed by the war (see also the third set of claims). Both adopted force postures 
around a forward continental presence and interventionary capabilities. Chapters seven 
and eight in turn show that American and British policymakers had greater autonomy to 
use force and used references to the past, such as Munich, to defend forceful policies in, 
a.o. Korea, Vietnam, the Gulf War, and Iraq. They expressed consistent sets of beliefs in 
speeches, interviews, and policy documents over the post-war period up until the 
present.  

In contrast, the core beliefs of German policymakers and the public at large drastically 
changed due to the war (see also the third set of claims), and chapter four shows how 
Germany maintained a limited and defensive force posture. The autonomy of the 
German executive to use force has become highly constrained, as well as the autonomy 
of the armed forces. The combination of beliefs and their reduced autonomy reinforced 
the German reticence to use force, and, as chapters seven and eight show, they were 
reproduced in speeches, interviews, and policy documents with references to Germany’s 
experiences with authoritarianism and defeat. 

Chapter three also shows that France is a partial exception when we consider it a state 
that met defeat in 1940. It would be expected to be restrained in the use of force. 
However, the particular manner in which France was defeated led to a focus on internal 
balancing, autonomy, and executive autonomy post-war(see the second set of claims). 
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Diplomacy 

States that have been defeated in war become more willing to engage in multilateral 
diplomacy. The experience of defeat will change the core strategic beliefs of 
policymakers (see also the second set of claims) with regards to the use of diplomacy. 
States that have been defeated are more prone to pursue external balancing and form 
alliances to ensure their security. Policymakers are more likely to have the peripheral 
belief that sacrificing sovereignty and autonomy is worth it to achieve greater security. 
Defeat is also likely to decrease the autonomy of the executive to use force and the 
armed forces (see also the third set of claims), and bring into power alternative elites 
that prefer non-military solutions. These three effects will interact and increase the 
momentum that states will acquiesce to multilateral diplomacy. Victory, in contrast, will 
show an opposite effect, as the perceived effectiveness of external balancing is less 
apparent, and policymakers tend to believe in the exceptional nature of their states and 
refuse constraints on national sovereignty. 

Chapter three shows that states that had faced defeat in the Second World War were 
significantly more likely to use diplomacy and be a member of international 
organisations, even when controlling for material capabilities, regime type, and 
alignment. In contrast, states that were victorious were less likely to depend on 
diplomacy and international organisations. 

Germany has been a strong supporter of multilateral solutions, and concretely of the 
UN, NATO, and EU. German policymakers depended on multilateralism as the means 
for Germany to re-legitimise itself in Europe, as chapter four, seven, and eight show. In 
contrast, American and British policymakers consider multilateralism constraining, and 
prefer more flexible solutions. France is a strong supporter of multilateral international 
organisations, but seeks autonomy rather than collective defence when it comes to 
NATO.  

Chapters seven and eight illustrate that American, British, French, and German 
policymakers were consistent in pursuing these beliefs towards alliances and 
international cooperation, whether expressed in their policy papers, speeches, and 
interviews, or in policies and crises. American policymakers refer to American 
leadership during the Second World War and the Cold War, and a lack of leadership 
during the interwar years. German policymakers refer to Germany’s responsibility to 
history to support European integration, NATO, and other multilateral frameworks that 
ensure the peace in Europe. British policymakers refer to a special British responsibility 
to global international peace and security. French policymakers refer to Europe’s history 
of warfare, especially between France and Germany, to underline the need for European 
integration, and French-German bilateral relations. 
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Force and diplomacy 

Victories in war lead to the combination of a higher willingness to use force and a lower 
willingness to engage in multilateral diplomacy, while conversely defeats in war lead to 
the combination of a lower willingness to use force and a higher willingness to engage in 
multilateral diplomacy. This part of the claims is distinct from the first two as it argues 
that policymakers can treat the use of diplomacy as a substitute for the use of force, and 
vice versa.  

The results of the regression analysis in chapter three underline that the combination of 
the high use of force and low use of diplomacy are significantly correlated with victory, 
while the combination of the high use of diplomacy and low use of force are significantly 
correlated with defeat, regardless of control for material capabilities, regime, or 
alignment (see table 3).  

The states that experience total victory or total defeat are likely to be more unbalanced 
in their grand strategy. Victorious states tend to overbalance threats and power, 
specifically through internal balancing, but have greater difficulty acquiescing to the 
surrender of sovereignty needed to maintain their alliances. Defeated states tend to 
underbalance threats and power, by specifically depending on external balancing, but 
having difficulty substantiating their alliances through contributions of military forces.  

The US and Germany are the clearest examples, respectively, of totally victorious and 
totally defeated states. American strategy has emphasised force to the detriment of 
diplomacy. For example, the Munich analogy is not only used by American policymakers 
to stress the importance of credible diplomacy backed by force, but the appeasement 
analogy is also used in domestic debates that pertain to the question of whether to 
negotiate with adversaries, which undermines the value of the give-and-take of 
diplomacy. In the post-war evaluation, the failure in Vietnam was partially explained by 
the political and diplomatic constraints placed on the US military (see the third set of 
claims, and chapters seven and eight). Consequently, the autonomy of the Pentagon has 
generally been increased, often at the cost of the Department of State. The consequences 
thereof were particularly clear in the Gulf War and the Iraq war. In contrast, in Germany 
the belief that military force is inherently uncontrollable predominates and has made 
Germany policymakers and the public reticent to use force as anything except a last 
resort, and only for defensive ends (see the third set of claims, and chapters seven and 
eight). Similarly, in comparison to the Federal Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the German 
Ministry of Defence and the armed forces are less able to influence civilian 
policymakers, and are even institutionally constrained (in the case of the military) to do 
so. Experiences of other states – Vietnam and Iraq specifically – and Germany’s own 
experiences with Ostpolitik, European unification, and the French-German bilateral 
relationship have strengthened the German conviction that Germany is better off when 
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it has not depended on force, and instead relied on diplomacy, multilateral institutions, 
and other tools of statecraft.  

The UK and France are both more complex in their choices for force and diplomacy, and 
these choices reflect their more ambiguous experiences. French strategy integrates 
diplomacy and force in a more balanced and cohesive manner because it was a failure of 
both alliances and military capabilities – and by implication, the military and the 
diplomats – and a lack of political leadership, that led to the disaster of 1940. That year 
is consistently referenced, as chapters seven and eight show, to make the point for 
strategic adaptation and internal cohesion. In the UK, similarly to the US, Munich was 
seen as a failure of diplomacy as much as of political leadership. The British debates 
showed a similar greater autonomy for the armed forces and criticism for the diplomacy 
of the Foreign Office. The Falklands war reinforced the tendency to preference force over 
diplomacy and trust the military over the Foreign Office, and it seems that the Iraq and 
Afghanistan conflicts did as well (see the third set of claims, and chapters seven and 
eight). 

 

Contribution of the first set of claims 
 
The results found for the first set of claims make several substantial contributions to the 
existing literature on the legacies of war. The first result that defeat significantly 
decreases the likelihood of using force or threatening force, while victory increases it, 
substantiates a core argument in a long-lasting debate within the international relations 
literature on the costs of war and post-war behaviour, and therefore represents a major 
contribution to the war-weariness literature (such as Singer and Small 1974; Levy 1982; 
Levy and Morgan 1986; Garnham 1986; Nevin 1996). The increased variation within the 
variable of war outcome allows a serious test of the thesis, because it enables 
differentiation between victors such as the US and UK, and ‘victors’ such as France, 
Belgium, and the Netherlands. The results underline that the costs of war should not 
only be understood as military casualties, but must include the possibility of civilian 
casualties. Moreover, the outcome of a war that has taken place far from national 
territory should not be equated to the outcome of a war where enemy forces occupied 
parts of or the entire country, nor should a military defeat be equated to a forced 
surrender. That such differentiation matters is not only important for arguments on 
war-weariness, but it also better integrates the sociological literature on collective 
memory (such as Ashplant, Dawson et al. 2000; McMahon 2002; Müller 2002; Lebow, 
Kansteiner et al. 2006; Winter 2006; Riera and Schaffer 2008; Echternkamp and 
Martens 2010; Wieviorka 2010; Kier and Krebs 2010), and the literature on decision-
making under uncertainty (such as May 1973; Jervis 1976; Khong 1992; Levy 1994; 
Heuser and Buffet in Buffet and Heuser 1998; Record 2007), with the large-N research 
of both conflict and war and peace studies.  
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The result that victory and defeat affect the likelihood of support for multilateral 
diplomacy is another contribution to the war-weariness literature, because it 
demonstrates that the costs of war also impact the other tools of statecraft as 
policymakers seek alternative means to ensure national interests. The results specifically 
contribute to the literature on what seems the uniquely European turn towards 
multilateralism based on their experiences in the first half of the twentieth century (such 
as Calleo 2002; Sheehan 2008). The effect of war outcomes on combinations of force 
and diplomacy, shows that victory and defeat result in very different strategic profiles. 
These findings thereby also add to the literature on the origins of grand strategy, upon 
which the second and third sets of claims further expand. 

 

Second set of claims: Strategic beliefs and balancing behaviour 
 
The second set of claims brings together the general patterns identified in claims one to 
three, but emphasise the consequences of specific national experiences on the nation 
state’s perception of the international environment and the choices of internal and 
external balancing behaviour. One of these claims is that specific qualities of past wars, 
such as the nature of the adversary or threats confronted, the type of conflict, the level of 
military readiness, the innovation of military technology, and the type of warfare and 
weapons used, alter the way victory or defeat plays out in specific post-war preferences 
towards the force posture. The other claim is that success and failure of pre-war and 
wartime alliances and post-war settlements alter the way victory or defeat plays out in 
specific post-war preferences towards alliances and multilateral diplomacy.  

Together, the success or failure of pre-war and wartime choices affect the core and 
peripheral beliefs of policymakers. The core beliefs have to do with whether 
policymakers believe they live in a balance of threat or a balance of power world, and 
which combinations of alliances and force postures that are perceived as the most 
effective for each circumstance. These beliefs shape the quality, direction, and cohesion 
of the nation-state’s internal and external balancing strategies, and the coherence 
between both.  

The United States 

The sudden collapse of Europe in 1940 and the surprise attack of Pearl Harbor in 1941 
left American policymakers with a sense of vulnerability and of permanent insecurity. 
Maintaining a far-off balance of power no longer sufficed to maintain American security. 
The European collapse had shown that a European or Asian power could feasibly 
conquer the Eurasian continent. Pearl Harbor suggested that American geography no 
longer guaranteed territorial security, certainly in the age of advancing technology – 
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long-range bombers, intercontinental missiles, and nuclear weapons. This meant that in 
the future, American security had to begin far from its borders.  

 
  (pre)WWII Experience Post WWII Consequence 

United States Threat Sudden collapse 
continent, 
vulnerability 

Power (= 
threats) 

Overbalancing 

United 
Kingdom 

Power Sudden collapse 
continent, 
vulnerability 

Threat Over- and under-
balancing 

France Threat Abandonment, 
occupation, 
dependence 

Power Over- and under-
balancing 

Germany Power = threats Catastrophic 
destruction 

Limited threat 
(mainly Cold 
War) 

Under-balancing 

Table 21. Experience in Second World War. Balance of power or threat 

 
That sense of vulnerability caused American policymakers to believe that the US had to 
maintain a global balance of power against a range of threats that were global in nature 
and interconnected. They believed the world outside of the US was prone to fall to 
extremist ideology, and consisted of states that were authoritarian states, or were 
unwilling or unable to resist authoritarian states. This applied to the Europeans as well, 
who had proven themselves unable to stem the fascist movements in Europe or had even 
been part of them, and could therefore not be trusted to resist the communist 
movements. The policy elites believed they had to avoid a return to isolationism at all 
costs, and this presented a departure from the previous US strategy of off-shore 
balancing. The US had to show leadership and it had to maintain a military presence in 
Europe and Asia in order to prevent challengers from asserting regional hegemony. The 
American force posture accomplished this through a forward presence in key regions, 
and interventionary capabilities for potential regional challengers or sources of 
instability. Consequently, US grand strategy in the Cold War and post-Cold War period 
consisted of both global external and internal balancing (see tables 22 and 23). The 
resulting US grand strategy can be termed as one of overbalancing, whereby the US 
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sustains costs (financial and human) and risks (entanglement) that outweigh the threats 
(see table 21). 

Chapters four, seven, and eight show that US policymakers came to hold these core 
beliefs, and applied them throughout the subsequent decades. These beliefs guided 
decisions on both not passing nuclear weapons to the Europeans in the early stages of 
the Cold War and maintaining a presence in Europe after the Cold War ended. They 
informed decisions on upsets in regional balances of power – in Korea and Vietnam – 
where US national interests were arguably marginal. Finally, the correctness of the 
beliefs were reinforced by the outcome of the Gulf War and the end of the Cold War. 
Defeats, such as in Vietnam, undermined these beliefs, but only to a limited degree, 
because blame for them could be passed on to domestic groups, specifically the political 
left, for supposedly not supporting American forces sufficiently (see the third set of 
claims). 

 

The United Kingdom 

The failure of British policymakers to prevent the fall of Europe to Germany in 1940 
demonstrated to them that maintaining a continental balance of power no longer 
sufficed to maintain British security. The Fall of France, in particular, had shown how 
quickly the continent could fall, and demonstrated the defeatist attitudes of the 
continental powers. It also spelled the end of traditional British territorial security, in 
the age of flight and nuclear weapons. The failure of interwar strategic bombing 
doctrines to prevent or win the war, and the British psychological experience of being 
the target of such a doctrine during the Blitz, undermined post-war confidence in 
deterrence through nuclear weapons. Offshore balancing, or buck-passing to continental 
powers, were not only poor strategies, but even immensely dangerous to the UK (see 
table 22).  

During the Cold War, the UK committed itself to the continent, through the NATO 
alliance and by placing permanently prepositioned forces in Europe. British 
policymakers did so, while still considering the UK as exceptional to the continent due to 
its unconquered status and because it ‘stood alone’ against a fascist continent from June 
1940 until December 1941 when the US entered the war. The alliance with the US 
demonstrated to British policymakers that, while the UK could no longer act as the 
imperial power it once was, it could depend on and profit from its ‘special relationship’ 
with the US. Instead of a new attempt at a limited liability strategy based on nuclear 
weapons, during the Cold War, British policymakers maintained a forward presence on 
the continent and interventionary capabilities (see table 23). The resulting British grand 
strategy can be termed one of overbalancing threats, while underbalancing the power of 
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the US. As a result, the UK overextended its forces beyond its financial resources and 
risked entanglement in American policies. 

 
  (pre)WWII 

Alliances 
Experience Post WWII 

Alliances 
Consequence 

United States Buck-passing / 
isolation 

Collapse 
continent, 
hegemon Eurasia 

Alliance, 
leadership 

Leadership, global 
presence, NATO 

United 
Kingdom 

Buck-passing / 
uneven 
alliances 

Collapse 
European allies, 
isolation 

Alliance NATO, bilateral 
relation US 

France Alliance Abandonment Autonomy EUR, bilateral 
relation DE 

Germany Isolation Two-front war, 
catastrophic 
defeat 

Alliance, 
supporter 

Multilateralism, 
NATO, EUR 

Table 22. Experience in Second World War. External balancing strategy 

 
Chapters five, seven, and eight show that British policymakers came to hold these core 
beliefs and applied them throughout the subsequent decades. Policymakers applied 
them - and referenced Munich - in Suez, the Falklands, the Balkans, Iraq, and the 
Ukrainian crisis. Suez reinforced the British dependence on the US, while the Falklands 
reinforced the sense of British exceptionalism and sense of a particular responsibility to 
the international order.  
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France 

France suffered a sudden and catastrophic defeat in June 1940. The Fall of France was a 
humiliating blow to one of the traditional European military powers. It was an utter 
failure of pre-war external and internal balancing strategies. Alliances had failed as the 
UK abandoned France and retreated back to the British Isles. Its force posture had 
failed, as French policymakers had not adapted to the changes in military technology 
and prepared for armoured warfare. For the restoration of its territory France depended 
on allies who, in Yalta, settled a post-war European order without it. Simply balancing 
threats no longer sufficed to safeguard France; in the future it had to avoid becoming 
again the victim of an uneven distribution of power. 

 
  (pre)WWII 

posture 
Experience Post WWII 

posture 
Consequence 

United States Limited Multitheatre war, 
weight of numbers 

Offensive Global military 
presence, high 
technological edge 

United 
Kingdom 

Deterrent No continental 
defence, failure 
strategic bombing  

Defensive Permanent 
continental 
commitments, no 
preference for 
deterrent 

France Defensive No innovation and 
integration 

Deterrent Centrality nuclear 
weapons, national 
decision-making 

Germany Offensive Overdependence 
force, catastrophic 
loss despite tactical 
successes 

Defensive Only collective 
defence, strict 
conditions on use 
of force, 
democratization of 
soldiers 

Table 23. Experience in Second World War. Internal balancing strategy 

 
After the war, French policymakers sought to avoid dependence on others at all costs. 
Wartime experiences had cast doubts on the reliability and value of France’s Anglo-
American allies. The outcomes of Indochina, Suez, and Algeria further affirmed that the 
US would not assist France, and that Britain, when pressured, would choose its 
American ally. French policymakers consequently perceived the NATO alliance as 
merely entangling France without actually securing it, since the American nuclear 
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deterrent could not offer credible protection (see tables 22 and 23). They therefore 
pursued an autonomous and high intensity force posture, as well as an autonomous 
French deterrent, to prevent another Munich, or another June 1940, or another Yalta. 
Finally, they pursued greater European integration to contain the threat of Germany and 
to decrease the dependence upon the US to provide for European security. The resulting 
French grand strategy can be considered one of overbalancing the US and 
underbalancing threats, as it risked alienating the US and undermining the protection 
that the US- led Atlantic alliance provided for France (see table 21). 

Chapters five, seven, and eight show that French policymakers came to hold these core 
beliefs, and applied them throughout the subsequent decades. For them, 1940 remained 
a powerful signpost of internal divisions and the lack of military preparedness, and Yalta 
a symbol of further humiliation and impotence. They carried over into the post-Cold 
War period as French policymakers continued to prioritise autonomy over other 
interests, which were reinforced by their experiences in Indochina, Suez, and Algeria.  

Germany 

Germany offers the greatest contrast between its pre- and post-war strategies. In both 
the First and the Second World War, German policymakers had built German strategy 
on an extremely offensive force posture to ensure German survival against encirclement 
by threats to its East and its West. Its geographic position also ensured that Germany 
had difficulties gaining dependable allies, its power being too great and not great enough 
to prevent others from counterbalancing it. The extreme sense of insecurity also led 
policymakers to eliminate perceived domestic threats, which ended in persecution and 
genocide. 

Germany’s total defeat reversed those beliefs, due the massive numbers of both German 
civilian and military casualties it itself suffered, and the occupation of Germany itself. 
These losses underlined the immorality of the Nazi regime’s wartime actions inside and 
outside of Germany. In the future, force should be considered the last recourse, to be 
used defensively, and no longer as an instrument of policy. Germany moved from 
overdependence to underdependence on force (see table 23). Even deterrence was 
problematic, with its latent threat of escalation. To avoid renewed isolation, German 
policymakers embedded Germany as deeply as possible in NATO and the European 
institutions (see table 22). Both reversals dealt with the traditional problem of 
encirclement. The resulting German grand strategy can be considered one of 
underbalancing threats and the uneven distributions of power (see table 21). Germany 
underbalances because it unevenly supports the alliances upon which it depends, and 
because it has not built up insurance against US or Europe.  

Chapters four, seven, and eight show that German policymakers came to hold these core 
beliefs, and applied them throughout the subsequent decades. The war remained a 
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powerful symbol of all that had gone wrong in Germany’s past, and post-war policies 
were a conscious break with that past. The experiences of its allies in Vietnam and Iraq 
further entrenched German beliefs concerning the failures of force, while Germany’s 
own experiences with Ostpolitik, European unification, and the French-German bilateral 
relationship strengthened German faith in multilateral solutions. Only the use of force to 
stop genocide in the Balkans managed to attain enough support within Germany, as 
policymakers perceived a moral responsibility to act.  

 

Third set of claims: Trinitarian relations 
 
The third set of claims is that the specific wartime experiences affect the beliefs, 
legitimacy, and influence of state (civilian-political policymakers), the armed forces 
(military policymakers), and its society (civilians). The relations between state, society, 
and the armed forces define which strategic beliefs and institutional perspectives can 
shape grand strategy. Victory is likely to strengthen the institutional influence and 
legitimacy of civilian and military policymakers, while defeat is likely to weaken them. 
The greater the autonomy of the state and the armed forces, the more likely it is that the 
nation-state can pursue activist external and internal balancing strategies. The more 
constrained their autonomy, the less they can pursue activist balancing strategies. 
Particularly defeat changes the combinations of influence and legitimacy, as specific 
domestic actors are likely to be assigned blame for the failure. Should civilian 
policymakers be blamed, this can undermine external balancing strategies and other 
forms of diplomacy. Should the military be blamed, this can undermine internal 
balancing strategies and the integration of force into grand strategy as a whole. 
Domestic Trinitarian relations consequently shape the speed, intensity, and cohesion of 
national grand strategy. Chapters four, five, seven, and eight show how domestic 
relations in the US, the UK, France, and Germany were each shaped by the Second 
World War and how they defined the parameters of their subsequent grand strategies. 
The results not only substantiate the second set of claims, but further validate the 
conclusions of the first set of claims. Figure 40 illustrates how certain maximalist, 
limited, and minimalist strategies are more likely given certain domestic Trinitarian 
relationships. The direction of grand strategy is shaped by the lessons of past wars, 
though it is the distribution of power and threats that creates the need for strategy. 
However, the intensity of strategy depends upon the relationship between civilian 
policymakers and society ; the coherence depends on the relationship between the 
civilian policymakers and military leaders ; and the speed of strategic adaptation 
depends on the cohesion among the civilian leadership (drawing from the ideas of 
Schweller 2006). 
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The United States 

The US victory in the Second World War came at relatively low costs as US policymakers 
did not need to make a great effort at mobilisation for the war effort, nor did the US 
suffer significant civilian casualties, or, in relative terms, high military casualties. While 
the war strengthened the legitimacy and institutional influence of the executive and the 
US military, it did not build a societal consensus to sustain the costs of war or 
international activism. Vietnam undermined the legitimacy of the state, and underlined 
that the US could only function with a volunteer military which placed few demands on 
society. The post-Vietnam victim narrative surrounding the armed forces de facto 
strengthened the military’s autonomy. This made the decisive uses of force more 
available. The Gulf War re-legitimised the executive and armed forces, but the 
legitimacy of the executive was again undermined by the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
Consequently, while the core beliefs of the US remain in place the consensus to sustain 
strategy is uneven and depends on mythmaking and shows of strength. 

The United Kingdom 

The UK’s victory in the Second World War, in contrast to that of the US, came at a much 
greater cost. The British executive was empowered, but in different ways. The 
Conservatives were associated both with the failures of the interwar period, as with the 
successful leadership of Churchill, while Labour was credited with running the war at 
home. The war made heavy extraction and mobilisation demands on British society, but 
also created the popular myth of the ‘people’s war’. A strong institutional, post-war role 
for a society traumatised by attacks from the air constrained the strategic role that the 
deterrent could play. However, in the Falklands, Churchillian myths enabled the return 
of a populist consensus that sustained an exceptionalist attitude towards the European 
continent and reinvigorated the sense of a particular British moral responsibility beyond 
the continent. That exceptionalism was on display in the Balkans and in Iraq. The 
failures in the latter undermined the autonomy of the executive, but it did not seem to 
affect the strong legitimacy of the armed forces. Together, this has led to an uneven 
British strategy that depends on mythmaking.  

France 

The humiliating French defeat in the Second World War was blamed on pre-war 
divisions between the political left and right that had impeded effective military 
innovation and integration with French alliance strategy. It was only the founding of the 
Fifth Republic and the return to power of De Gaulle that resolved the political tensions 
of post-war France. The post-war consensus that took hold established the French 
President as the legitimate sole custodian of his ‘reserved domain’ of foreign and defence 
policy. The armed forces had been politicised in the interwar period, during the war, and 
through their experiences in Indochina, Suez, and Algeria. De Gaulle re-established 
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control over the army, partly through his control over the nuclear deterrent. By 
removing strategic matters from public debate, in effect, executive powers were further 
solidified and so far no real challenges have emerged to Presidential power. Executive 
autonomy has allowed the French state to use force and diplomacy decisively and 
coherently.  

 
 

 

Figure 40. Trinitarian relations and likely balancing behaviour 

 
Germany 

The total German defeat of the Second World War delegitimised the pre-war, traditional 
dominance of the German military and the executive. In post-war Germany, both the 
executive and the armed forces are therefore highly constrained within the national 
security institutions. This ensures greater transparency and accountability, but impedes 
decisive and cohesive action, especially when it comes to the use of force. 
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Counterfactuals 
 
Beliefs matter and were decisive in shaping the choices of American, British, French, 
and German policymakers, and the choices they made during and after the Cold War 
were not a given. As chapter six shows, alternative strategies were available to the 
policymakers of the four states that were equally, or often more, plausible than the 
strategies they actually pursued. The actual grand strategies in certain cases carried 
greater risks than the counterfactual strategies. 

The United States 

During and after the Cold War the US could have chosen a more minimalist grand 
strategy, whether offshore balancing or isolationism. Such a strategy might have implied 
sharing nuclear weapons with the Europeans or offering them financial support to build 
their own military capabilities, which meant that the US would have continued its role as 
the ‘arsenal of democracy’. Instead, American policymakers accepted the risks of 
entanglement in an escalation of the Cold War in Europe, and the eventual 
overextension and overspending on defence. The risks and costs were considerable and 
it is doubtful that they would have taken them on if the sense of vulnerability, the lack of 
trust in a multipolar balance of power, and the lack of faith in the Europeans to defend 
themselves from Soviet domination had not been so prominent. That sense of insecurity 
remained strong enough to lead American policymakers in the post-Cold War era to 
maintain their maximalist grand strategy and actively pursue leadership of the global 
order. 

The United Kingdom 

Similarly, the UK could have chosen a more minimalist grand strategy during and after 
the Cold War. British policymakers could have continued to behave as an offshore 
balancer, which they could have achieved by bringing their pre-war strategic bombing 
doctrine to its logical culmination with the advent of nuclear weapons. Instead, they 
entangled the UK in a collective defence arrangement with the continent that tied British 
security to the future stability of the continent. Yet, British policymakers still avoided the 
immersion of the UK into European integration. This made the UK dependent on the US 
and entangled them in American policy, but, simultaneously, it would not be able to 
assert British dominance within Europe. The risks and costs were considerable, and it is 
doubtful whether policymakers would have chosen this strategy without a sense of 
difference from the continent and a lack of faith in European allies to prevent Soviet 
domination. These tendencies were strong enough for British policymakers to keep the 
UK apart from Europe and entangled in US policies after the Cold War. 
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France 

France could have chosen a more maximalist grand strategy during and after the Cold 
War by unconditionally choosing collective defence and entanglement with the US. 
Doing so would have solved France’s imminent security problems, namely containing 
the dual continental threats of a potentially resurgent Germany and an expansionist 
Soviet Union. Instead, French policymakers risked the collapse of NATO, the 
abandonment of Europe by the US, and the threats of Soviet aggression and German 
assertiveness, through their choice for an autonomous posture and an expensive and 
independent deterrent. The risks and costs were considerable and accepting them only 
makes sense if French policymakers strongly lacked the faith that its Anglo-American 
allies would commit to France’s security, or that France would be able to shape the 
European balance of power without possessing nuclear weapons. These beliefs ensured 
that French policymakers kept NATO at arm’s length for almost two decades after the 
Cold War ended, and that they resisted undermining France’s autonomy. Autonomy also 
comes at another cost, as it had led allies to perceive France as opportunistic, which in 
turn undermines French influence within Europe. 

Germany 

Germany could have chosen a maximalist grand strategy after the Cold War ended. 
German policymakers did not leverage Germany’s greater power potential within 
Europe, nor did they contribute to the fullest extent to the multilateral frameworks upon 
which Germany depends. Instead, they surrendered German autonomy and accepted 
entanglement with Germany’s allies, while still risking abandonment from allies who 
perceived they were bearing the greater burden. The risks and costs were considerable, 
and only make sense if policymakers feared reigniting dormant security competitions 
within Europe that would leave Germany isolated again. These beliefs ensured that 
German policymakers did not make use of reunification to assert German dominance 
within the continent. They also ensured that Germany did not join France in its 
challenge to US hegemony in Europe. German behaviour instead provoked accusations 
of free-riding. 

 

Contribution of the second and third set of claims 
 
The results of the second and third sets of claims contribute in several distinct ways to 
show the value of an experience-driven realist approach. They integrate the war-
weariness, collective memory, and historical analogies literatures by underlining that 
experiences teach lessons on both alliances and force posture, and relating those lessons 
to the domestic actors that can support or withhold support for strategic choices. 
Experience-driven realism hierarchises those beliefs over others, and therefore offers 
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dual contributions to the neoclassical realist (Snyder 1991; Rynning 2002; Dueck 2006; 
Layne 2006; Schweller 2004, 2006; Lobell 2009; Ripsman 2009; Taliaferro 2009; 
Dyson 2010; Toje 2012) and strategic culture literatures (Johnston 1996; Berger 1998; 
Duffield 1998; Meyer 2005; Lantis 2002, 2006; Glenn 2009, 2014). Both literatures 
have individually convincing arguments about the nature of domestic beliefs and 
distributions of power, but they do not have an argument on the origins and the 
conditions of change of either: why and how are certain beliefs sustained, and by whom? 
The second and third sets of claims of the experience-driven realist approach suggested 
here offer the beginning of an overarching and coherent argument on the origins of 
grand strategy, as well as arguments on when and why grand strategy remains 
consistent and when and why it changes. It specifically adds to the debate on over- and 
under-balancing (Schweller 2006) by specifying which types of balancing behaviour 
becomes more likely. It also expands upon Reiter’s (1996) original insight that past 
success or failure of alliance or neutrality strategies of small states in the First and 
Second World War strongly predicted their post-war choices. Together, strategic beliefs 
and Trinitarian relations shape the direction, speed, intensity, and coherence of national 
strategy.  

The combination of multiple methods used in the various chapters reflects the 
complexity of the argument. It represents an attempt to achieve both breadth and depth 
and to do justice to the various literatures the research draws from that each use very 
different methodologies. This combination allows this book to contribute to two 
enduring debates in the literature : one on the origins of grand strategy and the other on 
the legacies of war. This book’s contribution, finally, is also to add a more thorough 
understanding of empirical cases that are important in their own right. The Second 
World War laid the foundations of the contemporary international system and the 
broader global order, and this book offers arguments on how the four major Western 
states each played a substantial role in creating and upholding this order, while 
attempting to achieve their own national objectives. The four states include both the two 
influential cases at the extremes of victory and defeat - the US and Germany – and two 
states that had more complex and ambiguous experiences - France and the UK. The 
variation of victory and defeat between two extreme cases and two difficult cases gives 
wide coverage of the most important variables. Specifically, the more difficult cases 
show that the argument is quite applicable to other cases, which are more likely to have 
experienced similarly ambiguous outcomes as the UK and France than the extreme total 
victory and defeat experienced, respectively, by the US and Germany. Moreover, these 
were four states who were all highly influential in the past and for most of the 
contemporary era, who all fought each other, then joined in alliance afterwards, and are 
likely to remain influential in the future. Certainly, the US looks to remain a 
disproportionally powerful superpower even if the unipolar order ends and a more 
multipolar order emerges. However, the four cases are limited due to their common, 
Western origin. The next section therefore discusses how the argument on the Second 
World War would apply to a series of other states. 
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Reach of the argument 
 
The Second World War also left legacies in other states, of which I will discuss here a 
selection of major powers, both regional and global and rising and declining. These 
include the other two Axis powers – Japan and Italy - and the states that could be 
considered the three greatest victims of Axis aggression during the Second World War – 
Russia, China, and Poland. These are all important cases in their own right, although 
they cannot come under inspection in the same detail as the four case studies of this 
book. 

 

Russia 
 
In the Second World War, Russia suffered horrendous numbers of civilian and military 
casualties1, was invaded, and lost control over large parts of its territory before emerging 
victorious. Paradoxically, Russia was left in a better strategic position after the war than 
when it had entered it as the German threat, its greatest continental rival, had been 
removed (Bellamy 2007, p. 685). Despite the improvement of its security situation, 
Russia’s recent history showed how insecure it was vis-à-vis the other great powers: it 
had been attacked by the European states in the aftermath of the 1917 Revolution, and 
by Nazi Germany. Russia’s long border creates a constant sense of insecurity. For 
present-day policymakers that sense of precariousness carries through and was 
reinforced over the post-war decades, especially after the collapse of the Soviet Union. 
Russian policymakers perceive they cannot trust agreements : starting with the interwar 
period when Stalin could neither rely on the Western allies to contain Germany and 
instead made the doomed Molotov-Ribbentrop pact with Germany (Bellamy 2007, pp. 
50-51); continuing into the war itself when Russia perceived the Western allies as too 
slow in opening a second front ; and even after the Cold War when NATO expanded 
eastwards against Russia’s wishes. President Putin has railed against this expansion, and 
compared US policies to those of the Third Reich.2 Russian external balancing efforts 

1 See chapter three. China: military deaths: 8668000; civilian deaths: 16900000; total deaths: 
25568000 (13,2% of prewar population).  
2 In a February 2007 speech at the Munich Security Governance, President Putin emphasized the 
expansion eastwards of NATO took advantage of Russia’s weakened position, as did the missile 
defence and the unilateral use of force by the US (Stuermer 2008, pp. 4-7, 197). Several months 
later, on the May 9th celebration of Victory Day in the Second World War, Putin called it a holiday 
of ‘huge moral importance and unifying power’ for Russia, and went on to enumerate the lessons of 
that conflict for the world today. ‘We do not have the right to forget the causes of any war, which 
must be sought in the mistakes and errors of peacetime’, Mr. Putin said. ‘Moreover, in our time, 
these threats are not diminishing,” he said. “They are only transforming, changing their 
appearance. In these new threats, as during the time of the Third Reich, are the same contempt for 
human life and the same claims of exceptionality and diktat in the world’. Kramer, Andrew E, 
2007, ‘Putin Is Said to Compare US Policies to Third Reich’, New York Times, May 10. 

377 
 

 

 

                                                           



 
 
failed during the Cold War, when Russia built no long-term allies that were useful, and 
the US managed to drive a rift between USSR and the PRC. Its other allies were 
subordinated buffer states that needed threat or use of force to remain aligned or allied 
(Hungary 1956; Yugoslavia 1968; Afghanistan 1979; Poland 1980; Chechenia ; Georgia 
2008; Ukraine 2014).3 The Soviet Union collapsed after the end of the Cold War, and 
Russia was a shell of its former self and was humiliated (Stuermer 2008, p. 23).4 The 
experience again underlined that it cannot trust others.  

The Russian experience during the Second World War underlined that only military 
capabilities and the willingness to sacrifices forces had guaranteed Russian survival. It 
highlighted the fact that Russian governments have managed to survive and maintain 
domestic cohesion only through force, and draws on a longer history of authoritarianism 
that stretches back centuries. Post-war status and security therefore depended on Soviet 
internal balancing, and during the 1960s and 1970s the USSR even seemed to surpass 
the US (albeit by outspending its competitor by a factor of five in relative terms). 
Russian society was conditioned to accept the high costs of military commitment 
through extraction and mobilisation. Contemporary Russia has every reason to hang on 
to its declining great power status through its primary competitive advantage, which is 
military force. The continual increases in defence spending and the modernisation of 
Russian armed forces illustrate its dependency on force. 

After 1945, due to its victorious status and the authoritarian nature of its system, there 
was no new Soviet government, nor a new set of elites that renounced the old, nor a 
forced reimagination of the past as in the other states that had suffered (Wolfe in Lebow, 
Kansteiner et al. 2006, p. 250). Instead, wartime suffering and eventual victory created a 
powerful sense of a shared Soviet, or rather Russian, identity. The massive mobilisation 
during the war integrated millions of Soviet citizens and gave the Soviet society that the 
Stalin regime had constructed a much wider and deeper degree of legitimacy (Hanson 
1997, p. 170; Bellamy 2007, p. 6). There is a strong sense of nationalism, and in recent 
years the Putin government regime has invoked the ‘Great Patriotic War’ to underline 
Russia’s greatness and its victimhood, making May 9th, Victory Day, an ideological 
holiday (Wolfe in Lebow, Kansteiner et al. 2006, p. 265; Bellamy 2007, p. 3). This is a 
process that began in the mid-1960s but has created a veritable ‘war cult’ (Tumarkin 
1995, p.133). Russian governments have claimed the credit for the war’s outcome, 
underplaying the role of other Eastern European states, and the Western allies. There is 
a powerful nostalgia for the Soviet era, even, or especially, among the younger 

3 Russian president Putin argued, at a July 22nd 2014 meeting of his security council, that ‘Russia is 
fortunately not a member of any alliance. This is also a guarantee of our sovereignty," Putin said. 
"Any nation that is part of an alliance gives up part of its sovereignty’. This came as news to the 
members of the Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO). 
4 President Putin has described the collapse of the Soviet Union as the greatest catastrophe in his 
‘Annual Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation’, on April 25, 2005. It was an 
additional humiliation after the defeat in Afghanistan (Stuermer 2008, pp. 89-90). 
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generations that have never experienced it directly (Munro 2006). This nostalgia often 
goes hand in hand with strong support for Putin’s restoration of a ‘hypersovereign’ 
Russia not hemmed in by the west, an emphasis on national pride, and an ambivalent 
attitude towards Stalin (Mendelson and Gerber 2008).  

The Russian state currently enjoys legitimacy as the power that keeps the nation 
together, after it had been weakened with the collapse of the Soviet Union. The 
leadership style is ‘vertical’ from state down to society (Stuermer 2008, p. 164). 
Moreover, throughout Russian history, it had been accepted that Russia needed a strong 
central state to control its vast territory and not succumb to instability. Current Russian 
weaknesses are explained as internal enemies collaborating with external enemies 
(Stuermer 2008, p.159). The ‘colour revolutions’ in Georgia (2003) and Ukraine (2004) 
were treated as such, and so has the 2014 conflict in Ukraine. The Russian government 
skilfully used wartime memories to tar the Ukrainian protestors as fascists.5 Yet, without 
credible alternatives in terms of political organisation, the post-Cold War era reinforced 
the belief that strong leadership was needed to govern Russia. 

There are some similarities between Russia and China, where both have suffered 
humiliation and invasion in their modern histories, as well as had trouble maintaining 
internal security. The difference is that China is a rising power that benefits from 
structural economic and demographic growth, while Russia is suffering decline. For 
Russia there are greater benefits to building military capabilities, and to threaten the use 
of force.  

 

China 
 
China suffered huge numbers of casualties6 during the brutal Japanese invasion during 
the 1930s. The casualties further mounted with the expulsion of the Japanese forces and 
the civil war that followed. The invasion represented the culminating point of a century 
of humiliation for the Chinese, during which China had been attacked and lost 
sovereignty to various Western imperial powers. These experiences have produced a 
strong sense of Chinese victimisation and righteousness in international affairs (Zhao 
2013). Events from the Second World War – such as the ‘Rape of Nanking’- therefore 

5 Leonard, Peter, 2014 ‘Russian propaganda war in full swing over Ukraine’, Associated Press, 
March 15; Anishchuk, Alexei, and Richard Balmforth, 2014 ‘Ukraine Seeks to Join NATO; Defiant 
Putin Compares Kiev to Nazis’, Reuters, August 29; Reuters, August 29, 2014, ‘Russia's Putin says 
Ukrainian operations in east reminiscent of Nazi siege’. Putin told a youth camp outside Moscow 
"Small villages and large cities surrounded by the Ukrainian army which is directly hitting 
residential areas with the aim of destroying the infrastructure... It sadly reminds me the events of 
the Second World War, when German fascist... occupants surrounded our cities’. 
6 See chapter three. China; military deaths: 1997000; civilian deaths: 8000000; total deaths: 
9997000 (1,9% of prewar population).  
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remain powerful symbols for policymakers to appropriate for building a national 
consensus and distracting attention from internal problems (He 2007). Chinese 
policymakers are keenly aware of the balance of power, and are aware that maximizing 
China’s power would provoke counterbalancing behaviour. Instead, if China simply 
succeeds at maintaining domestic order and stability, it will dominate the region due to 
its size. At its core, this is the ‘Peaceful Rise’ doctrine. Yet, there is also an awareness 
that imperial powers, such as the US, must be kept out of the Chinese sphere of 
influence, to prevent renewed incursions into China’s sovereignty (Scobell 2014). Then 
there are specific resentments against Japan (Whiting 1989), which are also available for 
instrumental use, in order to undermine the credibility of the primary US ally in the 
region.  

Historical experiences have not given China a reason to depend on alliances, as these 
played no significant role during the century of humiliation, nor to the expulsion of its 
invaders. Alliances are not considered necessary, as they are likely to entangle China and 
interfere with its policies. China’s size will naturally make potential allies wary of 
domination, and any alliances that China would enter are likely to create adversaries. At 
best, neighbours would bandwagon with its power, and abandon it when needed. 
Multilateral diplomacy, in contrast, can assist in defusing regional fears. In terms of 
internal balancing, Chinese policymakers are keenly aware of the role of past neglect of 
military innovation which facilitated the humiliating loss of sovereignty to much 
smaller, outside powers (Wang 2008; Zhao 2013). 7  Yet, while it has consistently 
expanded and modernised its military capabilities since the end of the Cold War, China 
has avoided the actual use of its force that might provoke neighbours or extra-regional 
powers until the middle of the first decade in the twenty-first century. Policymakers 
judged it better to avoid direct military competition with the US that would ultimately 
cause China to follow the Soviet Union’s path and exhaust itself (Zhao 2013). The 
shifting balance of power due to Chinese economic growth and military spending has 
made it more assertive, however, and allowed it to redress perceived humiliation and 
intrusion by outside powers and old regional adversaries (Zhao 2013; Scobell 2014)).  

The other core lesson of China’s experience during the century of humiliation, was to 
avoid being weakened by domestic dissension and allow foreign powers to prey on it 
(Zhao 2013). Chinese policymakers and the public are aware of the challenges of 
governing a massive and complex society, and a fairly wide societal consensus keeps the 
state strong and centralised. Nationalism is driven both by incumbent state elites and 
populist forces (Zhao 2013). After the crackdown in Tiananmen Square in 1989, the 
Party reinforced anti-Japanese sentiments, which then became more powerful due to 
commercialisation of Chinese media during the 1990s (He 2007; Wang 2008; Wang and 
Okano-Heijmans 2011). The 1937-1945 ‘war of resistance’ figures most prominently in 

7 The defeats against Japan were especially shocking because it was tradionally considered a tiny 
insignificant country. 
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commemoration (Wang 2008; Zhao 2013). The discussion - or lack thereof - of Japan’s 
imperial past in its own schoolbooks has continually provoked hostile reactions from 
Chinese policymakers and public. Regardless of its origins in official mythmaking in the 
post-Mao era, the extreme anti-Japanese nationalism in China today represents a public 
opinion that is distinct from state propaganda and has challenged the government’s 
perceived ‘soft’ policy towards Japan (He 2007; Wang and Okano-Heijmans 2011). It 
has led to a certain fatalism about conflict with Japan.8  

Chinese nationalism is closely identified with the Communist Party, as the embodiment 
of the will of the power, and the Party takes the credit for ending the century of 
humiliation (Wang 2008; Zhao 2013). Populist nationalism is particularly suspicious of 
Western powers trying to stop China’s rise (Zhao 2013). The Chinese armed forces fit 
into the revolutionary, national narrative of liberation from foreign and domestic 
oppression, and consequently enjoy a great deal of legitimacy (Scobell 2014). 

 

Poland 
 
Poland suffered proportionally the greatest number of casualties9 during the Second 
World War and experienced invasion and occupation by both Nazi Germany and the 
Soviet Union. The war still delineates the self-perception of the modern Polish state 
(Sanford 2003; Bukowska in Lebow, Kansteiner et al. 2006, p. 177). that the Polish 
identity is built on the fact that the Poles had been the war’s first official victims; that 
they had been sacrificed by allies to be carved up by two totalitarian threats; that they 
were heroic, in being the only European nation that had neither collaborated with nor 
surrendered to Nazi Germany; and that Poland, though unable to escape Soviet 
occupation, had saved Europe from German fascism and contributed to peace on the 
continent (Sanford 2003; Bukowska in Lebow, Kansteiner et al. 2006, p. 179). Due to its 
experiences with invasion and occupation, as for most of its modern history, Poland was 
preyed upon by its neighbours. Poland, as a state, disappeared from international maps 
twice in its history. Unsurprisingly, Polish policymakers emphasise the need to maintain 
the survival of Poland as an independent nation-state. Territorial and regional security 
figure prominently as primary tasks for the armed forces, rather than the maintenance 
of the international order (Sanford 2003). 10  German behaviour has managed to 
diminish – though not eliminate - Polish distrust, but an assertive Russia is still 

8 Sevastopulo, Demetri, 2014, ‘Majority in China expect war with Japan’, The Financial Times, 
September 10. 
9 See chapter three. Poland; military deaths: 123000; civilian deaths: 6028000; total deaths: 
6151000 (17,6% of prewar population). 
10 ’The White Book on National Security of Republic of Poland’ (2013) emphasises historical 
experiences and geography as crucial for Polish priorities, and equally stresses maintaining 
independence and sovereignty as core Polish policy objectives. 
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perceived as a clear threat. For Polish policymakers, Poland’s position depends on not 
only managing specific threats, but maintaining a benign balance of power.  

The Polish experience with alliances is poor. It was isolated among threats during the 
first half of the twentieth century, and abandoned by its Western allies in the Second 
World War. It was sold out by its allies in Locarno and Munich before the war and in 
Yalta afterwards when it was forced into an alliance with the Soviets - despite their 
earlier betrayal of Poland through Molotov Ribbentrop Pact and the 1940 Soviet 
massacre of Polish officers in the Katyn forest (Sanford 2003). These betrayals continue 
to haunt Polish policymakers, who wish to avoid having Poland again becoming a 
western rampart against Eastern aggression (Reeves 2010).  

Poland’s geographic position still left policymakers with a pervasive sense of insecurity, 
even after the end of the Cold War. Polish governments have therefore attempted to 
secure alliances and membership of all important organisations, and they have 
specifically pursued a Euro-Atlanticist course. This includes Polish rapprochement with 
Germany, but also strong relations with UK, France, and Italy to balance the power of 
Poland’s large neighbour and former occupier and to avoid the risk of becoming overly 
dependent upon it (Sanford 2003). To balance against the Russian threat, Poland has 
pursued close relations with the US, and even joined the invasion of Iraq. Poland sought 
out and gained NATO membership for the same reason. But Polish policymakers remain 
wary of renewed abandonment by the US and Europe, especially in the face of Russian 
revanchism.11 The Obama administration’s change of position on missile defence was 
perceived as a poor sign. This wariness highlights the strains after the Cold War between 
isolationists and internationalists (Reeves 2010). Both groups agree that military 
capabilities are crucial to maintaining Polish independence and political influence. This 
has been expressed in high spending, bilateral cooperation, and deployments of troops 
together with allies.  

The war had ripped apart traditional Polish societal, political, and military elites 
(Bukowska in Lebow, Kansteiner et al. 2006, p. 200). Post-war identity therefore 
necessitated the rebuilding of the Polish identity around a positive mythology of 
resistance. Poland’s historical security dilemma, trapped as it is between Germany and 
Russia, has produced a strong shared sense between elites and its wider population on 
security matters -including the need to maintain such a degree of unity that it also 
extends to executive autonomy over the armed forces (Sanford 2003). However, that 

11 ‘Report: Polish minister calls US ties worthless’. Vanessa Gera And Monika Scislowska, The 
Associated Press. Jun. 23, 2014. Recordings of a private conversation caught Polish foreign 
minister Sikorski describing Poland’s strong alliance with the US was worthless and ‘even harmful 
because it creates a false sense of security’. Sikorski also said ‘(We are) suckers, total suckers. The 
problem in Poland is that we have shallow pride and low self-esteem.’ This mirrored earlier 
criticism from Sikorski in 2005 after his tenure as Minister of Defence (Reeves 2010). 
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tone has become increasingly nationalistic, and Polish foreign policy has turned more 
‘praetorian’ for domestic consumption (Reeves 2010).  

 

Japan 
 
Japan’s attempt to establish itself as the hegemonic power in Asia failed bitterly, as 
extremely nationalistic pre-war policymakers badly misjudged the balance of power in 
the Pacific. The Second World War ended in a defeat on Japan’s own territory, where the 
destruction from the detonation of two atom bombs culminated in the catastrophic 
numbers of civilian casualties, even beyond those already sustained due to American 
strategic bombing campaigns, and forced Japanese surrender and occupation.12 

During the Second World War Japan had challenged a superior American power, whose 
resources vastly outnumbered its own, and had built up no alliances that were helpful in 
defending against the US response in the Pacific Theatre. This represented a failure of 
pre-war Japanese policymakers who had entirely depended on building military 
capabilities. In contrast, post-war Japanese governments have used multilateral 
institutions to regain legitimacy, similar to Germany’s experience after the war (Samuels 
2003, p. 197; Oros 2014). There were and are, however, no Asian NATOs or Unions 
available to Japan. Policymakers remain fearful of isolation in a hostile and resentful 
neighbourhood, and, though it has so far managed that relationship successfully, Japan 
remains dependent for its security on the US, an outside power (Berger 1998; Samuels 
2007, p. 7). 

The use of force remains deeply problematic for Japanese policymakers and society 
(Oros 2014). Despite the instability of the region, and specifically the risks associated 
with the Korean conflict, Japanese forces have been confined to strictly territorial 
defence.13 Only under the increasing rise of Chinese power, has a shift towards collective 
defence taken place in 2013-2014.  

The post-war American occupation allowed many of the same structures to remain in 
place in Japan, to a greater degree than was the case in Germany. Most obvious is that 
the Japanese Emperor remained in power, though he had to renounce his divinity. Yet, 
even radical changes like article 9 (that prohibits the extra-territorial use of force) and 
democracy were packaged as being a continuation of a fictitious Japanese Meiji 
Constitutional tradition of non-militaristic democracy (Samuels 2003, pp. 202-203). 
LDP has been the same party in power for most of seven decades. Yet, within society, 

12 See chapter three. Japan; military deaths: 2566000; civilian deaths: 672000; total deaths: 
3238000 (4,5% of prewar population). 
13 Article 9 has also been used instrumentally to force pass costs for Japanese security to the US 
and focus on domestic investment in the economy (Samuels 2003, pp. 205-206) 
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there is no longer the praise of martial values. The costs of war inflicted on Japan itself 
led to a deep apprehension towards the use of force (Samuels 2003, p. 279; Samuels 
2007, pp. 38-59). Japanese citizens now consistently score the lowest in polling on 
national pride, or willingness to die for the country (Wang and Okano-Heijmans 2011), 
and post-war national pride instead refocused on Japan’s economic development, as it 
did in Germany, a deliberate attempt by post-war policymakers to disengage from the 
past (Samuels 2003, p. 191). Prolonged stagnation has, however, undermined that self-
image. Responsibility for Japan’s aggressive policies became wrapped in the ‘myth of a 
military clique’ that hijacked Japanese policy, but this ignores the role of wartime 
government officials, the emperor and his court, as well as the enthusiastic support of 
the Japanese public for imperialist policies. Symbols of nationalism still remain 
powerful to nationalist elements, and conservative politicians make attempts to 
whitewash Japan’s wartime history through textbooks (Barnard 2003; Samuels 2003). 

 

Italy 
 
The Italian experience during the Second World War was more complex than that of 
Germany and Japan. The fascist movement was primarily a domestically-oriented 
movement, and Italy’s outwards aggression was driven by an attempt at imperial 
rejuvenation rather than the balance of power or of threats within Europe. A strong 
domestic resistance to fascism (Samuels 2003, p. 212), which was absent in Germany or 
Japan, enabled the maintenance of the myth of a decent Italy, of Italians as brava gente 
(Fogu in Lebow, Kansteiner et al. 2006, p. 147). After all, Italy managed to land on the 
winning side when the war ended, and suffered relatively low numbers of casualties14. 

Post-war Italy faced a similar external threat of Soviet Union as the other Europeans did, 
but the concern in the early years of the Cold War was primarily domestically-oriented, 
namely the fear of a Communist takeover of the state. Italy remained preoccupied with a 
sense of internal insecurity, partly due to the continuing internal divisions of ideology 
and regions, and the dual threats of revolution and authoritarianism (Samuels 2003, pp. 
218-219). In the Italian experience, each attempt at an Italian colonial empire had been 
a spectacular failure. Italian policymakers had no reason to attempt power politics 
within or outside of Europe.  

Italy’s experiences with alliances were inconclusive. The fascist regime opportunistically 
joined Nazi Germany after initial German successes, and the post-fascist government 
had switched to the allied side. Alliances proved to be more successful in the post-war 
period, when Cold War Italian governments benefitted from the availability of a 

14 See chapter three. Italy; military deaths: 347000; civilian deaths: 93000; total deaths: 440000 
(1,0% of prewar population). 
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multilateral NATO and ECSC that allowed Italy to attain domestic stability (Samuels 
2003, pp. 186, 197). Immersion in Europe was seen as the means to keep it democratic 
(Samuels 2003, p.222).  

The Italian experience during the Second World War was predominantly a complex 
domestic affair that affected post-war Italy in several ways. The memories of the fascist 
government, with its appropriation of militarism, soured part of the Italian political 
spectrum to the use of military force and to the celebration of the armed forces (as it did 
in Germany and Japan) (Samuels 2003, pp. 220-221). Italy had no successful experience 
with the use of force in its history, and consequently there is no Italian tradition that 
celebrates martial values. The armed forces were and are predominantly used for 
peacekeeping missions. The myth of being on the good side facilitated post-war 
reconstruction, but also impeded the complete delegitimation of the fascists, who had 
made ‘the trains run on time’. Those inclined to do so, remembered themselves as 
‘Mussolinians’ rather than as fascists, as if the ideology was relatively apolitical. If 
anything, the Italians had been victims of German national-socialism, and they bore no 
collective responsibility for the fascist past (Von Henneberg 2004; Fogu in Lebow, 
Kansteiner et al. 2006, pp. 153-156; Mammone 2006). In other words, Italian society 
could shift responsibility to an external actor rather than to internal actors, an option 
not open to post-war Germans. The Second World War was represented as a virus, a 
‘parenthesis’ in Italian history, a thesis explicitly stated as such by liberal philosopher 
Croce (1944). A very active process of forgetting has affected all areas of the regime 
related to aggressive foreign policy, anti-Semitism, and racism, including the brutal 
invasion of Ethiopia, and the wars of aggression fought by the fascist army in the 
Balkans. In all these cases of Italian imperialism, the violent aspects have been 
downplayed (Samuels 2003; Von Henneberg 2004; Rodogno 2005, Fogu in Lebow, 
Kansteiner et al. 2006; Perra 2010). The resistance became an expression of the anti-
fascism of all Italians, divested of its often socialist roots, and a symbol of a harmonious 
national identity. Yet, such attempts were only partially successful in the later post-war 
period, and a period of renewed politicisation began (Fogu in Lebow, Kansteiner et al. 
2006, p. 165). For these and other reasons, Cold War Italy was a party-dominated 
system with a weak executive (Samuels 2003, p. 188).  

The experiences of Germany, Japan, and Italy have resonance for other states, where the 
armed forces were politicised, even those that did not participate in the Second World 
War. States that have experienced military authoritarian rule have become sceptical of 
armed forces, thereby undermining use of armed forces abroad. At least, such traditions 
will tend to dominate among the left, examples of which include states such as Spain, 
Greece, and Portugal. Similar processes might apply to non-industrialised states where 
the armed forces were politicised and used to maintain domestic security. 
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Unaddressed issues and limitations 
 
The research still leaves several issues unaddressed and has remaining limitations.  

First, methodological problems remain when it comes to the study of the influence of 
ideas on policymaking. Though this book’s comprehensive research approach was useful 
to gain leverage on the development of ideas, there is still a lack of methodological tools 
to assess nuances in ideas and decisively link them to behaviour. For example, greater 
recourse to privately expressed ideas would allow better distinction between the 
instrumental and sincere uses of historical analogies. Yet, absence of material of this 
kind is likely to remain a problem for between-country comparative analysis, as it has so 
far been. Certain motives will only be disclosed in decades from now when documents 
are declassified. Ironically, research is bound to study the importance that the past 
played in the past. It is more difficult to capture the effect of lessons of the past in the 
present. Similar refinement is needed when it comes to mapping the institutional 
influence of domestic actors in the development of national strategy. 

Methodologically, it is also difficult to ‘measure’ grand strategy, and therefore the causes 
of change. It is extremely difficult to control for the variety of contextual developments 
and outcomes that are unconnected to the strategy itself. This becomes an even greater 
problem if dynamics between actors are taken into account. In other words, strategy is 
tested by contingencies, and so are the ideas and constraints that are used to analyse 
causal explanations. Taking stock of the last decade, it is difficult to know what US and 
European grand strategies would have looked like had 9/11 not taken place. Without 
9/11 and then Iraq, the Western responses to Syria and the Ukraine would likely have 
been very different, as domestic publics would be less sceptical of policymakers. Yet, the 
Arab Spring and Russian behaviour might themselves have been triggered or accelerated 
by the unilateral and pre-emptive response of the Bush (43) administration to 9/11. In 
short, conceptually, it remains difficult to isolate the drivers of strategy and strategic 
change, whether these are the structure of the international environment, domestic 
politics, or national beliefs. The challenges discussed above reinforce the decision of the 
study to attempt to address these difficulties through a combination of case studies, 
document analysis, and counterfactuals. In any case, the analytical leverage remains 
constrained. 

Second, and more crucially, it remains difficult to assess the applicability of the findings 
of the effects of the Second World War on other past or future wars, or to understand the 
effects on beliefs when multiple experiences with recent wars intersect and conflict with 
each other. The Second World War could be seen as a sui generis case, where the 
specificities of the experience cannot easily be transferred to other cases. Yet, certain 
elements that at first seem unique, such as the Holocaust, are less so upon closer 
examination. The war is not the only one where genocide was perpetrated, nor was the 
Holocaust the preeminent symbol of the war until two decades afterwards. More 
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importantly, as it pertains to core beliefs of policymakers on balance of power or threats 
(alliances and force postures), the Holocaust does not play a decisive role. The systemic 
nature of the Second World War is rarer still, but it is not decisive for the effects of 
victories and defeats on core beliefs and the distribution of legitimacy and influence 
within nation-states on how best to survive and thrive in a complex international 
environment. The total nature of the war is more likely to be repeated in the future, 
although limited to regional or dyadic conflicts. 

The more appropriate question is therefore, how applicable the results are to future 
conflicts if Western states, in particular, are now less likely to be involved in total wars 
due to the professionalization of the armed forces and the increased dependence on 
technology. Consequently, the lessons of most decisive future wars are more likely to be 
at civilian and military elite level. Western societies are likely to be less interested as it is 
mobilised to a lesser degree and less resources are extracted from it. Yet, while society is 
less politically participative, the likelihood to achieve strategic cohesion is also 
undermined, as societal support is more likely to be uneven.  

To better understand the explanatory power of the experience-driven realist theory, it 
seems more productive to test it with major wars of the past. This is more difficult than 
it might seem. The closest previous candidate, the First World War, is problematic, 
because the Second World War followed it so closely that it seems – and for many 
contemporaries was - one long thirty-year war over the distribution of power in Europe 
that involved nearly all the same participants. Likewise, there were no conflicts of an 
equivalent size after the Second World War for the major states, which makes it difficult 
to assess how several large scale wars reinforce or undermine one another. Furthermore, 
the effect of the Second World War is likely to be mediated through the condition of the 
Cold War and the introduction of nuclear weapons. The Cold War created a unique 
geopolitical situation that constrained nearly all states to avoid conventional warfare 
with peer competitors. However, what are often assumed to be exclusively structural 
features of the Cold War, are themselves part of dynamic where policymakers believed 
and acted upon these beliefs on the nature of the Soviet threat. As I have shown in 
chapters four and five, the behaviour of American, British, French, and German 
policymakers cannot be understood without taking the experiences with appeasement, 
the collapse of France in 1940, or the failure of alliances to contain Germany in the 
1930s. Chapter six demonstrates that if policymakers had followed the constraints of the 
environment, their choices are likely to have been different - the Soviet Union was a 
problem, but what type of problem was unclear. Also, the behaviour of the Soviet 
leadership was itself shaped by a desire to create buffer zones to protect against Western 
invasion, after several such experiences in a century and a half, of which the Second 
World War had been the most damaging.  

Moving to cases of total wars further in the past is therefore a more productive option to 
explore. A structured analysis of the legacies of the French Revolutionary / Napoleonic 
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Wars, the Seven Years’ War, and the Thirty Years’ War could offer serious traction on 
the main arguments, though data is more limited than this book’s cases. Specifically, the 
French Revolutionary / Napoleonic Wars cast a long shadow over the nineteenth 
century and changed how states considered military mobilisation and domestic stability. 
Regardless, an expansion of cases is recommended. 

 

Likelihood of change and consequences for the emerging order 
 
How likely is it that the historical legacies will continue to exert their pull on the 
decisions of policymakers and the expectations of the public? And if so, what are the 
consequences for the emerging global order of the 21st century? 

In the near future, the US will no longer be the most powerful state by as wide a margin 
as it has been, given its declining relative position vis-à-vis China, though how to 
interpret Chinese intentions and select the appropriate US response is far from obvious 
(Schweller and Pu 2010; Glaser 2011; Kupchan 2011; Layne 2011; Legro 2011; Wohlforth 
2012; Posen 2014). Given its more restrained resources, and the emergence of multiple 
challenges to its power, the US will not automatically be equally willing or able to fully 
secure Europe as it has done or promised to do in the past, though it might be less likely 
to abandon it. It will not relinquish its global role (nor should it, probably). Based on its 
economic and demographic size, Germany is likely to become the centre of gravity for 
Europe, and, though it seems unwilling, it must adapt to that new position. The UK and 
France must understand the new demands for European strategic coherence that derive 
from both internal and external threats. 

Yet, there are several reasons to assume that the US is not going to deviate from its 
strategic behaviour. The necessity of American leadership and credibility are still 
powerful arguments in debates on foreign policy, whether sincere or used as an 
instrument to attack opponents in a polarised domestic debate, as was shown in chapter 
eight. The sense of insecurity and vulnerability is still present across the political 
spectrum. In a more dynamic world, where multiple centres of power compete with one 
another in different regions, that sense of threat could only be greater. The armed forces 
are legitimate and autonomous, and remain relatively unaffected by the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. Civilian policy makers, both political and bureaucratic, have been 
delegitimised to a large extent. There is also no broad consensus, and no legitimacy of 
the legislature itself. However, in many ways this makes it more attractive to resort to 
the established myths of strength and leadership. American presidents are especially 
prone to get trapped by raising expectations to overcome a divided and often partisan 
political environment. The 2003 Iraq invasion illustrates the predisposition to overreact 
to vulnerability, to consider threats that are far from the US itself as a matter of the 
credibility of US leadership. Policymakers were also predisposed to prefer what was 
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assumed to be a short-term conventional military solution with low societal costs. The 
potential that the US will overbalance, rather than appropriately balance, an assertive 
and increasingly self-confident China before it expands its influence in East Asia, is large 
and ripe with risks of escalation. 

Germany will be the most interesting case to watch in the coming decade. The German 
executive remains highly constrained in setting strategy, specifically when it pertains to 
the use of force. Policymakers and public still heavily undervalue military force, and 
members of the armed forces or security professionals have little access to policymaking, 
if they even disagree. Strong domestic impediments remain in place on strategic 
adaptation to changes in the environment. However, recent developments in Eastern 
Europe should put strong structural pressures on German policymakers to give force a 
more prominent place in its strategy, as chapter eight has shown, and to play a generally 
more assertive role. The hesitating German response to a revanchist Russia makes it 
more difficult to maintain alliance solidarity and contain Russian attempts at divide and 
conquer politics among the Europeans. Should the next decade or so fail to see a 
German strategic readjustment that accords a greater role for force, then the 
combination of beliefs and domestic relations in Germany is powerful indeed.  

The UK’s narrative of exceptionalism towards the continent has not changed, as it edges 
ever further away from the EU. Yet, the current discussion of an exit from the EU 
negates the British ability to play a bridging role across the Atlantic. It leaves Britain 
unprepared for a probable diminished future role of the US in Europe, which will 
already undermine the effectiveness of the ‘special relationship’. The closely related 
narrative of a special British moral responsibility has not disappeared, as could be seen 
in chapter eight. Though in many ways this seems a return to a pre-war strategic 
outlook: considering the investments in naval capability and the diplomatic overtures 
towards the Gulf States, the return of an East of Suez strategy seems to be on the 
horizon. The desire to play a role in Asia is apparent, even though events in Eastern 
Europe might dampen those plans. Likewise, rhetoric still references Munich and shows 
of strength. Policymakers have had the space to manoeuvre to use force in assertive 
ways, yet public support for military action is dependent on ideological and almost 
populist leadership, and failures count hard. The failures of Iraq and Afghanistan have 
constrained the autonomy of the Prime Minister, and led to wider distrust in the 
government. The executive might have lost legitimacy, but it is questionable how long-
term the memory of the British public is. British policymakers have consistently allowed 
entanglement in American strategic preferences, but have distrusted Europe.  

French policymakers have worked to avoid strategic dependence on allies through 
building up autonomous capabilities as far as their resources allowed, and have been 
more attuned to the implications of excessive transatlantic imbalances of power. Yet, the 
French attempts at constructing a European alternative to US hegemony are doomed to 
fail, as the proclivity at balance of power politics of French governments are transparent 
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and do not inspire trust among European counterparts. The 2008 reintegration of 
French forces into NATO is evidence of French awareness of this, but also of the ease at 
which the state can adapt strategically. France, in turn, continues to have a strongly 
autonomous executive, whose domestic woes – economic, cultural, etc. – have not 
translated into attacks on his reserved domain – at least not yet. This has remained out 
of public debate. French strategy still emphasises the need to maintain policy autonomy 
in a balance of power world, as chapter eight shows. As multiple centres of power 
emerge, the world will increasingly approximate the French worldview. Consequently, 
there is little incentive driving change.  

There are some other long-term trends and developments that will interact with the 
maintenance of these strategic beliefs and Trinitarian relations. For most of modern 
history conscription and nationalism tied the people to the state, and integrated armed 
forces in society. These mutual dependencies forced democratisation and accountability 
in governments. The post-Cold War developments and the presence of nuclear weapons 
have made total war more difficult to imagine, and therefore removed the pressing need 
for mass armies. The current professionalisation and shrinking sizes of the armed forces, 
however, has led to the detachment by civilian policymakers from strategic discussions 
and a diminishing quality of public debate. States have become more inward-looking 
and insular, as there is less political advantage for representatives or elected officials to 
make foreign policy one of their specialisations. 15  The Cold War forced higher 
participation from policymakers and the public, and arguably the quality of public 
debate was higher then, even when wrongheaded. In the absence of a clear Cold War 
threat, such societal participation and civil-military integration is unlikely to take place. 
On the other hand, while much has changed, much has not, or change has been 
exaggerated and premature. Despite the often-assumed decline in importance of the 
nation-state and the end of great power conflict, the second decade of the twenty-first 
century has shown the return of overt power politics and nationalist politics, the latter in 
the guise of new kinds of populism and resentment.  

Despite contemporary developments, the legacies of the Second World War continue to 
exhibit their pull precisely because the current generations have grown up with this 
version of history. The simpler version of the twentieth century, cleaned of complexity, is 
a dangerously seductive narrative to hold onto, with its straightforward, starkly black-
and-white morality. Yet, its collection of villains, victims, and heroes is unlikely to be 

15 This trend towards insularity is certainly the case in the US, according to F.J. During his time on 
the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, F.J. saw a decline in prestige and in seniority and 
experience among the members of committees. Unlike the Cold War, foreign affairs are not a 
politically valuable asset to have on a representative’s portfolio (F.J. 2013, interview with author, 
June 26). Gen. P.S.B. argued that there is very little experience among members of Congress, some 
of whom could not tell you what NATO is. Unavoidable problem when their opinions are shaped by 
25-year-old staffers. Consequently, there is very little depth of strategic thinking (Gen. P.S.B, 2013, 
interview with author, June 24). 

390 
 

 

 

                                                           



 
 
repeated. The beliefs it inspired seem especially distorting to US and German strategic 
outlooks, where both overreaction and underreaction are dangerous tendencies. Neither 
‘always Munich’, nor ‘never again’ are good models of foreign policy. Neither force nor 
the non-use of force is a better option. In fact, both are dangerous when they become 
‘fixed’ positions, removed from incisive appraisals of the environment. 

Part of the discussion should be on the domestic distribution of power, where power 
should be concentrated sufficiently to allow for decisiveness, but not be so exclusive as 
to remove checks and balances. This could be considered a second level of the realist 
agenda, somewhat in line with Rathbun’s (2008) argument on the need for a research 
agenda to understand when states respond inappropriately to the environment. Ideally, 
an appropriate domestic distribution of power should leave the state with enough 
autonomy to independently assess threats, and enough legitimacy to decisively execute 
its policies. Society should be sufficiently informed, so the processes of transparency and 
accountability are meaningful and not simply tools of political attack. Finally, the armed 
forces should have enough autonomy to apply their specialised knowledge and assess 
the changing nature of warfare and adapt their doctrine, and enough legitimacy to have 
their voice heard in larger strategic debates. Yet, state and society should be well-
informed and alert to ensure the integration of the force posture into the political and 
alliance strategies of the state. Such clearheaded and precise policy responses are highly 
unlikely though, and perhaps the best to hope for is the absence of dangerous myths that 
push nation-states towards over- or underreacting to developments in the regional or 
global order.  

The discussion should illustrate the added value of experience-driven realism. The 
consequences of experiences with war for national propensities for over- and 
underbalancing are likely to be greater in the contemporary era than in the Cold War, as 
great powers rise or former superpowers attempt to reassert themselves. Specifically, 
experiences with victory and defeat are likely to make policymakers, and the national 
security institutions in which they act, less adaptive in a dynamic strategic environment, 
where threats and the distribution of power are rapidly changing.  

Given that the international system rarely offers unambiguous signals to begin strategic 
adaption, and policymakers are likely to resist change or be unable to execute it, these 
states are prone to remain fixed in their respective strategies. For Europe and the 
Atlantic, the enduring and distinct national strategic perspectives of the three major 
European powers mean that neither cohesion within Europe is assured, nor protection 
from outside threats such as Russia and an unstable MENA, nor the prevention of 
excessive dependence on an outside power, such as the US, for internal and external 
European security. For the US, conversely, the ambitious commitment to a global liberal 
democratic order, maintained by forces prepared to act in multiple regions, would leave 
it rapidly stressed in a dynamic and fluid international environment that is likely to 
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produce multiple, concurrent challenges to US pre-eminence. If war is needed to trigger 
adaptation, this is bad news indeed. 

The coming decades will certainly be different for the US, the UK, France, and Germany 
- and more different than any era since 1945. There is the danger of applying lessons 
from European and Western history too broadly, and of failing to understand that the 
world is different or not to accept the manner in which it is different. This in turn 
increases the chances of either doing too much or too little. The roads not already taken 
will be overlooked, and the future might repeat the past for both tragic and avoidable 
reasons. 
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