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General Charles de Gaulle, president of the French Republic from 1958 to 1969, was certainly an extraordinary figure, but what are we to make of his policy?  In the concluding essay in the Globalizing de Gaulle book, Garret Martin puts his finger on the key problem.  Did de Gaulle, he asks, actually have a “grand design, that is to say an overarching and ambitious vision to reshape international affairs”?  Or was he engaged in “mere posturing,” the only real purpose of which was to enhance French prestige?
  

That question lies at the heart of what might be called the “de Gaulle problem”—the whole problem of how the de Gaulle phenomenon, and especially the de Gaulle foreign policy, is to be interpreted—and Martin answers it in a very direct way.  De Gaulle, he thinks, did have an “ambitious grand design to overcome the Cold War bipolar order.”
  From the very outset he knew what he wanted to do:  “The General,” Martin says, “returned to power in 1958 with a long-term blueprint for relations with the Soviet Union and for European security.”
  And he gives that strategy fairly high grades.  Even on the German question, the central issue in great power politics during this period, Martin thinks that de Gaulle offered “a compelling long-term vision for a European solution” to that problem.
  Other observers, of course, see things differently, but Martin’s view is shared by many scholars.  Indeed, the prevailing view today, I think, is that de Gaulle’s policy did make sense on its own terms—that de Gaulle had a coherent program, and that his vision provides us with the key to understanding what he was doing at the operational level.
  

But does that view hold up in the light of the evidence?  To get at that issue, the first step is to look at the fundamental concept that lay at the heart of de Gaulle’s approach to foreign policy,  the basic notion of a “European Europe.”  What exactly did de Gaulle have in mind when he used that term?  

As it turns out, it was used in two distinct and indeed somewhat contradictory ways.  Sometimes (especially in the mid-1960s) the concept of a “European Europe” was tied to the notion of a Europe “from the Atlantic to the Urals.”  The basic idea here was that the two hegemonic powers, America and Russia (as de Gaulle liked to call the USSR), would gradually loosen their grip over their respective spheres of influence in Europe;  the European peoples would recover their independence and work out a settlement they all could live with.  That settlement would provide for a reunified German state—but that state would have no nuclear weapons and would have to accept the 1945 borders.  Russia, as a European power, would be included in this process, but America would be treated essentially as an outsider.  The United States would be asked only to guarantee the settlement the Europeans had worked out among themselves.

Was this pan-European vision consistent with de Gaulle’s philosophy of international politics?  One of his most fundamental assumptions was that great nations strive for real control over their own destinies, and that meant that they needed to be able to defend themselves.  In his view, of course, France in particular could be truly independent only if she had her own nuclear force.  But didn’t the same logic apply to Germany as well?  He himself sometimes seemed to think that Germany, like France, would sooner or later insist on becoming a fully sovereign power.
  But didn’t that mean that Germany would have to acquire a nuclear capability?  It was in fact on the basis of this kind of thinking that de Gaulle often argued in the early 1960s that no matter how distasteful this prospect was, a German nuclear capability was more or less inevitable.  “Whatever we do or say,” he told U.S. Secretary of State Dean Rusk in April 1963, “the day will come when [the Germans] will do as they please [in the nuclear area], and neither you nor we will be able to prevent them from doing so.”
  
By 1964, however, his views had changed.  He had by that point turned with great force against the idea that Germany could ever be allowed to become a nuclear power.  He assumed that other powers—above all Russia and France—would be able to prevent the Federal Republic from going nuclear.  But how, in such a system, could the problem of Russian power be dealt with?  Even if Russian policy were (as he foresaw) to lose its ideological edge, an imbalance of power between Russia and Germany would almost certainly create problems.  Just as America’s enormous power led the United States, in de Gaulle’s view, to pursue a domineering policy no matter what its intentions were, so the absence of an effective counterweight to Russian power in Europe could easily lead to an over-assertive Russian policy.  He clearly understood that France alone could not provide that counterweight.  A French-dominated western Europe might, and de Gaulle seemed to be aiming at that kind of system.
  But why would Germany go along with that sort of arrangement?  Was it really in keeping with de Gaulle’s fundamental political philosophy that Germany would accept such a subordinate position?  It was perhaps because he sensed that a purely European system might not be perfectly stable that he thought America would still have to play a certain role—that the United States would need to underwrite the system the Europeans had worked out for themselves.
  But why would America provide that guarantee when she was to be pushed to the margins of European political life?
De Gaulle, however, was not particularly interested in questions of that sort.  When he spoke of a Europe “from the Atlantic to the Urals,” he was laying out not so much a political program as a vision of how things might develop in the fairly distant future—a vision of a Europe freed from the “two hegemonies,” free to settle its own affairs.  By word and deed, he could set a certain example, which others, in both parts of Europe, might follow.  But he certainly understood that in the final analysis his ability to move things in that direction was quite limited.  He was describing an historical process, a process rooted essentially in certain fundamental long-term changes that were taking place in the Communist world and did not depend in any fundamental way on the particular policy the French government sought to pursue.

In practical terms, the real focus of his policy lay elsewhere.  The immediate problem had to do with whether the defense of Europe would rest essentially on American power, or whether western Europe would become (to use Eisenhower’s phrase) a “third great power complex in the world,” capable of balancing Soviet power without direct American support.
  In this area France could play a key role, and de Gaulle seemed to very much prefer that second solution.  His goal, he said, was to create a continental west European bloc that could stand on its own both militarily and politically, a Europe that could be truly independent of America and of Russia as well, a Europe that could chart its own course in world affairs.  He often spoke, that is, as though he very much wanted to create a “European Europe” in a second sense of the term:  a freestanding continental west European bloc.  And that Europe would be based not on a Franco-Russian but on a Franco-German entente:  France and Germany together would be the heart of a Europe “capable of being truly European, that is, independent.”
  
In itself this was by no means an absurd idea.  France and Germany, with the smaller countries in the western part of the continent organized behind them, were certainly capable of generating enough power to hold their own in Europe.  German leaders, not just when Konrad Adenauer was in charge, but also during the Kiesinger-Brandt period (1966-69), were quite open to that concept.  They naturally had no wish to remain totally dependent on America forever, and they knew that a freestanding Europe was much more acceptable, both at home and abroad, than a freestanding Germany.  And as for the Americans, they too were quite willing to go in this direction, at least during the period down to January 1961.  Carolyne Davidson says in her contribution to the Globalizing de Gaulle book that even during the Eisenhower period, the U.S. government was determined to “exercise control in Western Europe,” and in particular sought “to retain ultimate control over nuclear weapons.”
  But I think it is quite clear that Eisenhower would have been delighted if the Europeans had come together as a bloc and taken charge of their own political fate—and he understood that to do so they would have to build a nuclear force of their own.
  He was by no means opposed to that idea.  He was not even against the idea of a German nuclear force.
  He knew that the defense of Europe was a burden, and he ultimately wanted the Europeans themselves, and not the Americans, to carry it.  It was for that reason that he wanted to gradually reduce the American military presence in Europe, perhaps eventually down to zero, and have the Europeans provide for their own defense.  As the Americans pulled out their troops, NATO, as he saw it, would devolve into an essentially European defense organization, and the NATO commander would become a European (and in fact a French) general.

But de Gaulle was deaf to that idea when Eisenhower proposed it, and despite all the rhetoric about a “European Europe,” the French president was not in any great rush to see the Americans go and replace NATO with a purely European defense system.  The basic reason had to do with Germany.  He came closest to accepting the idea of a freestanding Europe, not just in words but in fact, in the early 1960s.  At that time (as noted above) he thought that, like it or not, a German nuclear force might well be unavoidable, and for a while he seemed inclined to build his policy on that assumption—to accept the fact that Germany, like France, would at a certain point in time become a nuclear power, and that a nuclear-armed France and a nuclear-armed Germany could be the two great pillars on which a truly independent Europe could be built.
  But even during that period, he had real misgivings about the idea of a German nuclear capability.  Given their behavior in the first half of the century, could you really trust the Germans with nuclear weapons?  On the other hand, if you took the idea of an independent western Europe at all seriously, it was hard to simply rule it out.  For how could Europe defend itself—how could you have a Europe that was not just an American protectorate—if one of its most important, and most exposed, member states was to be kept non-nuclear?  And if you did try to prevent the Germans from going nuclear, what kind of message would you be giving them?  Wouldn’t you be saying that no matter how democratic and “European” they had apparently become, they simply couldn’t be trusted—that while it was okay for other countries, like Communist China, to build a nuclear force because that made for a more multipolar world, the same principle simply did not apply to the Federal Republic?
  If the French really felt that way, what kind of partnership could they have with the Germans?  What sort of Europe could be built on that foundation?

These problems were clear enough, and in the 1960-63 period de Gaulle was not sure which way he wanted to go.  As Louis Joxe, one of his closest collaborators, told an American diplomat in early 1963, “de Gaulle was more uncertain as to the German problem than any other in [the] European picture.”
  But by 1964 he had made up his mind.  The whole idea of treating Germany as an equal, the whole idea of a nuclear Germany and a nuclear France coming together as the heart of a truly independent Europe, was essentially abandoned.  The vague (and to my mind somewhat disingenuous) overture that year to Karl Carstens about some sort of German participation in the French nuclear force, which Carine Germond alludes to in her article in the Globalizing de Gaulle book, was perhaps the last vestige of that approach.
  And in fact it was around that time that de Gaulle turned very sharply against the idea of a German nuclear capability, or indeed of anything that even seemed to point in that direction.  France was now dead set against the American plan for a multilateral force (MLF), even though that plan (as the French realized) was something of a fraud
—that is, it would not have given the Europeans any real control over nuclear weapons.  And the French even opposed the plan the Americans came up with as a kind of substitute for the MLF,  U.S. Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara’s 1965 plan to provide for a greater degree of allied, and especially German, participation in NATO nuclear planning.  That proposal, which led to the establishment in 1967 of the NATO Nuclear Planning Group, was opposed by the French mainly because it involved Germany too closely in decisions about nuclear use.  De Gaulle clearly thought that the Germans should have no say whatsoever about how and when nuclear weapons would be used, even though their country would be more deeply involved than any other in a European war.

And the General at that point was not willing to even consider any sort of European nuclear force—that is, any form of nuclear sharing with the Federal Republic:  “I am not going to give our bombs to Germany!  You can be quite sure that I will not give up the enormous advantage we have over the five other members of the Common Market by virtue of the fact that we are the only ones who are armed with nuclear weapons and are thus in a position to defend ourselves!”
  Perhaps, at some point in the distant future, after the Europeans had come together politically and a real European government had come into being, Europe would have its own nuclear force.
  But for now and for many years to come the Germans were to have no say over how the French force would be used.  

The problem here was that with no way of providing for its own defense—no real control over what the Americans would do, and no chance of creating a European force that they would have some control over—the Germans were totally dependent on the United States strategically and therefore politically.  That was not a situation they had chosen for themselves, and Chancellor Kiesinger, and Foreign Minister Brandt as well, would have liked to follow a more “Gaullist” path.
  But de Gaulle assumed that that the Germans had made a choice—that they had decided not to be good Europeans, that they had decided in fact to be America’s vassals.
  This struck the Germans as deeply unfair, especially since de Gaulle’s own policy had not been designed to enable the Germans to free themselves from dependence on the United States—above all by allowing them to take part in an effective European defense system.  And indeed when you look at this whole story, you really have to wonder about how serious de Gaulle was about building a solid relationship with Germany, and thus about creating a truly “European Europe.”  

So you come away from all this with the sense that there was an enormous gap between rhetoric and reality.  The official line was quite clear.  De Gaulle’s basic idea was that you had to move away from the “Yalta” system—the system in which the two super-powers had divided Europe between them, the system which kept the Europeans down and kept them from creating a more united and more peaceful continent. And he took it for granted that it was not just the Soviets who were responsible for that situation.  The Americans were also to blame.  American hegemony was “suffocating” the Europeans, preventing them from “being themselves and reaching an understanding with the East.”
  That was why in theory the French and the Germans had to come together and stand up to the Americans.  That was why a truly independent Europe had to be brought into being—a Europe which ultimately could stand on its own militarily.
 

And yet the reality was very different.  De Gaulle certainly believed that France had to be independent, and that meant, to his mind, that French forces could not be “integrated” into the NATO system, and that France needed a nuclear force of her own.  But that Gaullist doctrine was not an article for export—not to Germany, at any rate.  To be sure, de Gaulle sometimes suggested to the Germans that they too, sooner or later, would follow in France’s footsteps—that their country would eventually again be fully sovereign, that countries like France and Germany would insist on taking control of their own fate.
  But those words cannot be taken at face value, certainly not after 1963.  Sovereignty to his mind meant a nuclear capability, and by the mid-1960s he was dead-set against the idea of the Germans getting any control over nuclear weapons, and was even quite reluctant to move ahead with the establishment of some sort of European defense system, even though that idea was closely tied to the notion of an independent Europe.  French officials, in fact, opposed it with the argument that if anything of the sort were created, it would allow the Americans to avoid involvement in a European war—which was not at all the sort of argument you would expect them to have made if they had taken their own rhetoric at face value.
  

The reality was that de Gaulle was not interested in seeing the Americans leave Europe, as some of the articles in the Globalizing de Gaulle book make clear.
  But the key point to note here is that the reason had to do as much with Germany as with Russia.
  France herself could not be part of the “integrated” NATO system, but it was a good thing that Germany was—that German divisions were integrated into a military system under American command.
  France herself would not sign the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty, because it was a part of a system that allowed the two super-powers to dominate the world.
  But the French made it abundantly clear that they expected the Germans to sign the NPT.
  
The basic idea of a non-nuclear Germany went hand-in-hand with the idea of a continuing American military presence in that country, and a continuing U.S. presence there was not something that de Gaulle found hard to accept.  In theory, he wanted to move beyond the “Yalta” system, and he blamed the United States and the “bloc system” that it was such an important part of for guaranteeing that Europe would remain divided.  In theory, he stood for a more “dynamic” policy, one that aimed at “overcoming” the Cold War status quo.  But in reality, when you look at specifics, it is hard to see how, even in the mid- and late 1960s, his policy differed in any fundamental way from America’s.  Neither country wanted to see a nuclear-armed Germany;  both agreed that western Europe needed to be defended, and that the United States would play a fundamental role in that area; both were in favor of moving beyond the Cold War and reducing East-West tension;  both wanted to see greater freedom for eastern Europe;  and both approved, in principle, of the idea of a reunified German state. Was there any major issue in Europe where the two countries really disagreed with each other? 

But what about the French claim that the two countries understood the concept of détente differently?  When the Americans talked about détente, the argument ran, what they were really aiming at was a new Yalta.  The sort of détente the superpowers would bring into being would simply freeze the status quo, whereas France supposedly wanted to bring about a very different sort of system.
  And yet, as Marie-Pierre Rey notes in her article in the book, “de Gaulle in fact favored the freezing of existing European borders”—including the border between the two Germanies.
  He just did not want an institutionalized arrangement that would provide for the formal recognition of the two German states—a view which the Americans in fact shared.  In practical terms he was more than willing to live with the status quo, including the status quo of a divided Germany.  As he told the Soviet ambassador in July 1963, “France’s foreign policy was based,” like Russia’s, “on the maintenance of the existing territorial order.”
  That point applied in particular to Germany.  De Gaulle, in fact, was not very interested in German reunification, except perhaps as a very distant goal:  “we wish that it will come about some day, but that’s a bit like the Jews who said for 1800 years ‘next year in Jerusalem.’”  It might be a very long time before that country was reunified, and he was by no means upset by that prospect.
  

And as for the notion that he wanted a more dynamic policy aimed at “overcoming” the Cold War division of Europe, that claim also has to be assessed in the light of the fact that de Gaulle did not like the idea of a Germany cut loose from the blocs.  The French were not happy when the Germans themselves began to think in those terms. And yet ending the division of Europe meant ending the division of Germany, and the Soviets obviously were not going to just hand over East Germany to a West German state that remained part of NATO.  The unification of Europe, the “overcoming of Yalta,” implied the ending of the bloc system—the dissolution of the alliances.  But it was one thing to talk about this kind of thing in a very vague and abstract way, as something that might happen in the distant future.  It was quite another to give it real operational content, which was what people like Willy Brandt and Egon Bahr wanted to do—and the French were not at all pleased when German thinking, and, after December 1966, German policy, started to move in that direction.
  

So what does this all mean?  The main point, perhaps, is that de Gaulle’s political program, as he laid it out both in public and in private, is not to be taken at face value, if only because the pieces do not quite add up to a clear and consistent policy.  And that point has major implications.  For one thing, given the way I now understand the de Gaulle policy, I am much more sympathetic to Andrew Moravcsik’s general argument about the role that economic considerations played in shaping France’s European policy in that period than I was when I took part in a JCWS forum on his article on de Gaulle a decade ago.
  For if the rhetoric was not the expression of a powerful and coherent geopolitical concept, especially after 1963, then it stands to reason that it should probably be interpreted, at least to a certain degree, in instrumental terms, and a desire to benefit economically from Germany’s commitment to the “European idea,” most notably via the Common Agricultural Policy, was probably one of the main considerations that came into play.  

But that is essentially a rationalist view, and it is only fair to point out that I also came away from the analysis with a certain sense that the de Gaulle policy is not to be understood in entirely rational terms—and indeed with the sense that de Gaulle was increasingly out of touch with political reality.  The rhetoric seemed to be taking on a life of its own, and in the last years of his presidency, de Gaulle’s language, in fact, had become a little wild.  He made what were widely viewed as anti-Semitic comments after the Six-Day War in 1967.  He went to Montreal that same year and called for independence for Quebec. (“If I go,” he had said, “I expect it will only be to light the powder barrel.”
)  In early 1968 he said that “only three peoples [were] under foreign oppression today—the French in Canada, the Arabs in Israel, and the Tibetans in China.”  The Québecois were more oppressed than, say, the Poles or the Estonians?  Charles Bohlen, the U.S. ambassador in Paris, was appalled when he heard about that comment:  “Really, the old boy is going off his rocker.”
  And indeed some of the things he was saying during that period—his remark, for example, that the Germans would probably attack Russia if that country went to war with China—do come across as a little bizarre.
  
And yet it is hard to just leave it at that.  Despite everything, despite all his flaws and eccentricities—his “dadas” as his closest collaborators called them—when you study de Gaulle you cannot help but feel that there is something quite extraordinary here, an intellectual élan that you just don’t find in many statesmen.  De Gaulle was a giant.  No one should dispute that.  But sometimes even giants have feet of clay.
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