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France and NATO, 1949�1991

Marc Trachtenberg*

Department of Political Science, University of California at Los Angeles, USA

What role, in the French view, was the United States to play in the defence of
Europe? From the very outset, the feeling was that the NATO allies could not be
totally dependent on the United States for their security. Even during the Fourth
Republic, the French were interested in building a European counterweight to
American power within the Western alliance, and during the Gaullist period the
whole idea of an independent Europe seemed to play an even more prominent
role in French policy. But an independent Europe would have to include a strong,
and therefore nuclearised, West German state, something the French throughout
the Cold War era could scarcely bring themselves to accept. That meant that there
was no alternative to a continuing American military presence in Europe, and
thus to a degree of political dependence upon the United States � a conclusion the
French, with great difficulty, came to at the end of the Cold War.

Keywords: France; NATO; defence of Europe; US�European relations;
Franco�American relations

How is the whole question of the relationship between France and NATO during the

Cold War to be approached? The fundamental issue here has to do not with France’s

relationship to NATO as an institution, but rather with French feelings about the

sort of political and military system that needed to be built � that is, with French

policy on the general question of America’s role in the defence of Europe. How

central a role, in the French view, was the United States to play? Were there any

viable alternatives to a US-dominated defence system? And what kind of relation-

ship, political as well as military, should America have with her European partners?

The basic problem, in other words, had to do not with a particular set of institutional

structures, but rather with what might be called the ‘NATO system’ � a system based

on the American military presence in Western Europe and on the American

commitment to defend that part of the continent.

The point needs to be stressed because it is often assumed that the institutional

framework � the ‘integrated’ NATO defence system � was of enormous political

importance. Those structures, it was said, limited the freedom of action, the

sovereignty, of the European forces that were ‘integrated’ into it. The Americans, the

argument ran, essentially ran the show, and it was in large part thanks to those

NATO structures that they were able to dominate Europe. But although the French

government, especially in the 1960s, often argued along those lines, key French

officials themselves did not really view the situation in quite that way. At the end of

1963, for example, Maurice Couve de Murville, foreign minister for most of the
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period when Charles de Gaulle dominated French policy (1958�1969), argued that

even official NATO strategy decisions were not very important. The one thing that

really mattered was whether NATO would go nuclear in the event of war. Whatever

plans were worked out, he said, and whatever was decided at the NATO level in

principle, the president of the United States would make the key decision � about the

use of nuclear weapons � at a time and in a way which he thought proper. The NATO

strategy documents would themselves be of ‘purely academic’ interest.1

This type of argument was perhaps a bit too extreme, but there is little doubt that

Couve was essentially correct. The nuclear issue was by far the most important

defence question the Western countries had to face during the Cold War period, and

compared to that all other issues were of minor importance. And, for most of that

period, that issue would be decided in Washington, and not by whatever strategy

documents NATO adopted.

And as for the argument about NATO structures limiting the independence of

the European countries that were part of the ‘integrated’ system, it is important to

remember that in peacetime the NATO armies remained essentially under national

control. As Henry Kissinger, then President Richard Nixon’s national security

advisor, put the point in early 1970: ‘It is clear that much of the discussion of

integration versus national freedom of action is artificial and theological. In the end,

all NATO members retain the capacity for unilateral military action; at the same

time, in practice, they are unlikely to use them unilaterally except under most unusual
and extreme circumstances’.2

So the real question had to do with America’s role in Europe � that is, with

whether the NATO system, or something like it, a system based largely on US

military power, was the only viable solution to Europe’s security problem. And it is

important to note that for the French, in the early Cold War years at least, the

answer was clearly yes. Western Europe, in their view, was simply not strong enough

to stand up to Soviet military power by itself, and indeed, as they saw it, German

power could also be contained only within the framework of a strong US-dominated

system. The French at that time were thus fervent supporters of the NATO system,

and at times wanted to go further than the Americans themselves. They sought to

deepen US involvement in Europe and pushed hard for the establishment of an

integrated defence system and for the appointment of an American general as NATO

commander. ‘A common authority,’ Prime Minister René Pleven said in 1950, would

enable the United States to exercise the ‘predominant role which it must play in the

Atlantic defense effort.’3 Or as the French chiefs of staff put it the following year:

‘The notion of the integration of the French forces into an Atlantic whole, necessarily
taking orders from the inter-allied authorities’ had been ‘understood and accepted.’4

The French were even willing, in 1954, to accept the establishment of a system in

which the NATO commander, an American general, could in effect start a European

war on his own by ordering a pre-emptive attack on the enemy’s forces even before

hostilities had actually begun. They agreed � and this applied to both the French

military authorities and to their political leadership � that a strategy of this sort,

which placed such extraordinary power in the hands of an American general, was

essential if Europe were to be defended in the event of war.5

Still, it was quite clear even during this period that the NATO system was not

entirely satisfactory from the French point of view. France was utterly dependent on

America for her security, and thus did not have as much control over her own destiny
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as she would have liked. This is not to say that the US government could do whatever

it wanted, and that the European allies had no choice but to follow. The allies had a

certain importance from the US point of view. NATO was very different, in terms of

its political meaning, from a simple bilateral US�West German alliance, or from a

simple unilateral American guarantee of West German territory. The Western

countries, in the NATO system, would all be standing shoulder to shoulder; they

would be defending Western civilisation as a whole. That kind of system seemed to be
rooted in something very basic; it seemed relatively solid, relatively durable. But to

bring it into being, the Europeans would have to go along with it voluntarily. The

Americans could not simply dictate to them, but instead had to take their views into

account on important issues. And indeed, on some key issues � like the framework

for German rearmament in the 1950�1954 period � they ended up having to defer to

the views of their allies.6

Even so, the French could not feel comfortable relying so heavily on American

power, especially over the long run. A foreign power based thousands of miles away,

no matter how well-intentioned, was bound to see things differently, bound to

have its own interests which were not totally identical with those of France. And

that power, being a democracy, changed administrations periodically. Would new

American governments be as willing to defend Europe as their predecessors had

been? The fundamental problem here was that America’s willingness to play that role

was almost bound to erode as the Soviet Union built up its nuclear capabilities. The

Soviets could be deterred from attacking Europe by an American threat to retaliate
with a nuclear attack on the Soviet Union itself, but would the Americans still be

willing to do so once the Soviets had the ability to respond to such an attack by

launching a full-scale nuclear counter-attack on the United States? Could the

Europeans really rely on America for their defence in such circumstances? Wouldn’t a

very different sort of system have to be put in place?

It was clear very early on that this problem was bound to arise eventually. And

what that meant, it seemed to many people, even in the 1950s, was that the

Europeans sooner or later would have to provide for their own defence. Very few

people thought that that could be done on a purely national basis. A German nuclear

force, under purely national control, was not a very appealing prospect even in West

Germany, let alone in the other West European countries. The basic goal (not just for

France and America, but also for the West German government) was to anchor the

Federal Republic in the Western world, and in particular to tie that country into

some sort of West European community. This implied that if the West Europeans

were to defend themselves, they would have to do it on a unified basis. A unified

Western Europe could balance Soviet power on its own, without direct American
support. It certainly had the resources to do so. It was therefore essential, for those

who thought in these terms, to move ahead with the ‘building of Europe’. And it was

clear all along that a Europe that could defend itself � an independent Europe, a

Europe that was not just an American military protectorate � needed a nuclear force

under its own control. It obviously could not stand up to a great nuclear power like

the Soviet Union on its own with just conventional forces.

It is often assumed that the Americans were against anything of the sort � that

the United States liked being the dominant power in the West, found the NATO

system quite congenial, and therefore was fundamentally opposed to the idea of a

nuclear-armed Europe. And it is also commonly assumed that while the French, at
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least from 1958 on, wanted to create a truly independent Europe � a ‘European

Europe’, as Charles de Gaulle put it � they were unable to do so because the

Germans especially were unwilling to pursue a policy which would put their vital

relationship with America at risk.7 The real story, however, is a bit different. In itself,

the defence of Europe was a burden for the United States, a burden it would have

preferred not to have to carry. The defence of Europe rested on a threat to go nuclear

in the event of war, but nuclear escalation (once the Soviets had built up their
retaliatory forces) could easily result in the destruction of American society. It would

have been better, from the US point of view, at least in principle, if the Europeans

could ultimately balance Soviet power on their own.

And in fact perhaps the most basic US goal during the Eisenhower period (1953�
1961) was to make Europe into what the president called a ‘third great power

complex in the world’.8 He felt that the United States could not go on defending

Europe forever. America, he wrote, could not a ‘be a modern Rome guarding the far

frontiers with our legions if for no other reason than that these are not, politically,

our frontiers’. Sooner or later, the Europeans would have to defend themselves, and

he very much wanted to help them create a common European defence system, a

system which of course would have a strong nuclear component. And the existing

NATO structure provided the framework within which this could be done. As

Europe became stronger, the Americans could reduce their presence on the

continent, perhaps down to the single-division level but conceivably down to zero.

As that happened, NATO would devolve into an essentially European defence
organisation, and indeed Eisenhower wanted NATO, even before that happened, to

have a European (and in fact a French) general as its commander.9

And it was not just Eisenhower who felt that the Europeans needed to build a

defence system of their own. The West Germans, especially during the second half of

Konrad Adenauer’s chancellorship � that is, from the mid-1950s to early 1963 � were

also very interested in building a system of that sort. Adenauer in particular felt that

West Germany, in the long run, had to be able to defend itself, and that meant that it

had to have some kind of nuclear capability. But a European force in which the West

Germans participated was vastly preferable, for all sorts of reasons, both foreign and

domestic, to a purely national force. And it was quite clear also that a European

force could only be built in cooperation with the French. The West Germans made a

number of efforts along these lines and remained interested in this kind of

arrangement even during the Brandt period (1969�1974).10

So the key point to note here is that, given those German and American attitudes,

the path was open to a free-standing Europe, a ‘European Europe’, especially in the
late 1950s. The ball essentially was in France’s court. Were the French ever willing to

go that route? Everyone knows what the French leader at that time, Charles de

Gaulle, was saying about the need to create a ‘European Europe’, free of American

domination. But were the French in fact ever willing to move ahead with the

establishment of some sort of European defence system, and in particular of some

kind of European nuclear force, which would have to lie at the heart of that defence

system? If not, that would tell us something of fundamental importance about what

their attitude toward the NATO system really was.

The French government at times seemed prepared to move in this direction. In

1957�1958, at the end of the Fourth Republic, France and Germany, joined by Italy, set

off on the path of nuclear cooperation. The aim of the FIG (France-Italy-Germany)
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agreements, as they were called, was to create ‘a European strategic entity’. The

three continental powers would develop a nuclear capability of their own. The

Americans, it is important to note, were willing to support this plan. When de Gaulle

came to power in France in June 1958, however, he put an end to the FIG

arrangements. The French nuclear force would be built on a purely national basis.11

But de Gaulle had by no means closed the door on the idea of a purely European
defence or on the idea of a European nuclear force. His basic philosophy � the idea

that Europe had to be European, that it had to be independent of both East and

West, and that it therefore had to be able to defend itself � implied that something of

the sort could not simply be ruled out. If the Europeans could not defend themselves,

if they were essentially dependent on America for their security, they would end up as

American satellites. So some alternative to the NATO system had to be considered.

And he did, at least at one point, seem to accept the idea that a European system,

based on a close relationship between France and Germany, should be brought into

being.

De Gaulle dealt with this issue at an important meeting with Adenauer at

Rambouillet in 1960. France, he said, was building nuclear weapons because she

could no longer remain in a ‘state of dependence’, and he understood that the same

logic applied to West Germany as well. It was ‘intolerable,’ he said, ‘for our two

peoples . . . to accept that it is not up to them to defend themselves, and to accept

instead that the Americans should have that responsibility’. The solution was to
create a ‘union between France and Germany’, both of whom would be nuclear-

armed. Indeed, he said explicitly that the whole situation implied that West Germany,

like France, ‘would not remain without nuclear weapons’.12

But despite all the rhetoric about a ‘European Europe’, de Gaulle never

wholeheartedly embraced this kind of concept. Even in 1960, the whole notion of

a nuclear-armed Germany was not a terribly appealing prospect, and after 1963 the

French government opposed that idea, and indeed anything that pointed in that

direction, in a very direct way. And it is also important to note that de Gaulle had not

been willing to use the existing NATO structure as a framework within which an

independent Europe could be built when that had been possible in the late

Eisenhower period. When he met the US president at Rambouillet in December

1959, for example, he simply ignored Eisenhower’s suggestion that the NATO

commander should be a French general.13 De Gaulle, in fact, by pursuing what was

perceived early on as an anti-NATO policy, made it much harder for Eisenhower to

cooperate with his country, especially in the key nuclear area.14

The same basic point about de Gaulle not being willing to cooperate with the

Americans to work out arrangements that met France’s needs applies also to the

Kennedy period (1961�1963). US leaders at that time were no longer thinking in

terms of a freestanding Europe, even as a long-range goal. A Europe able to defend

itself would have to include a Germany able to defend itself, and that meant a

Germany armed with nuclear weapons. But that prospect the Kennedy administra-

tion found utterly unacceptable; it followed that there could be no purely European

solution to the problem of the defence of Europe and that the Americans could

therefore not withdraw from Western Europe. But the US government in this period

wondered whether a continuing US presence would be enough for the Germans in

the long run. Wouldn’t the Federal Republic, sooner or later, try to build a nuclear

capability? The Kennedy administration initially believed that the Germans would go
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that route if Britain and France remained nuclear powers, so for a time it tried to get

those two countries ‘out of the nuclear business’. Relations with France especially

went downhill, but relations with West Germany were scarcely better. So John F.

Kennedy shifted course at the end of 1962. He now wanted to work with France and

Britain, and indeed sought (as part of a general policy of political collaboration) to

support their nuclear programs. His national security advisor, McGeorge Bundy,

went so far as to tell a French diplomat in August 1963 that ‘the United States was
ready, unconditionally, to help France manufacture bombs’.15 But the key point to

note here is that the US president was trying to build a certain political structure:

Britain, France, and America, would work together; they would be the Western

world’s three nuclear powers; but West Germany would not be admitted into that

charmed circle, and a Germany isolated in the West would have little choice but to

follow the lead of the three dominant powers.16

This sort of system implied something less than full US control. It was the kind

of arrangement one might have thought France would go along with, since (as

President Kennedy pointed out) on fundamental issues America and France

essentially saw eye to eye.17 Indeed Kennedy had moved away from the idea of a

highly integrated NATO system, at least in the all-important nuclear area, enraging

some of his advisors in the process. But de Gaulle had no interest in seeing if

something of the sort Kennedy had in mind could be worked out. Instead he broke

with America in early 1963, and relations between the two countries continued to

deteriorate during the Johnson period, culminating in France’s withdrawal from
NATO (although not from the Western alliance) in 1966.

The result was that France could accept neither an Atlantic system nor a

European system. The Americans had to be kept at arm’s length and France’s

contacts with NATO would be minimal, but given de Gaulle’s feelings about

Germany and nuclear weapons, there could be no purely European alternative to

NATO: a ‘European security community’ was no longer in the cards, if, indeed, it

had ever been. A purely national policy was the one remaining option, but the

problem here, from the French point of view, was that France herself was not strong

enough to play a major independent role in world politics: the Soviets, once they had

a choice, would be much more interested in dealing with America or Germany than

with France. So by holding herself aloof, France was limiting her own ability to

influence events. Indeed, with no viable European alternative within reach, Germany

was bound to remain dependent on America. But France’s ability to influence

American policy, and especially American defence policy, was fairly limited, if

France remained unwilling to discuss defence issues in a serious way with America

and the other NATO allies.
These problems were quite clear to de Gaulle’s successors. The West Germans

remained interested in seeing whether some sort of European defence system could

be set up. Chancellor Willy Brandt raised the issue in a meeting with de Gaulle’s

successor as president, Georges Pompidou, in June 1973: ‘If Germany,’ he said, ‘is in

a common defense organization which is added to or replaces NATO, it is not

possible that she will only play the role of an infantry.’ A few months later the

German foreign minister, Walter Scheel, met his French counterpart, Michel Jobert.

Scheel wanted Western Europe eventually to be able to defend itself � that is, to

liberate itself from dependence on America � and he took it for granted that a

community that wanted to defend itself would have to have a nuclear capability. But
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the French evaded those German overtures. They clearly were not interested in

moving in that direction.18 And this was in fact true of French policy under

Pompidou’s successors, Valéry Giscard d’Estaing and François Mitterrand � that is,

for the entire remainder of the Cold War.19

All these French governments were committed in one way or another to the

‘construction of Europe’, but their reluctance to move ahead in the defence area, and
especially in the nuclear area, meant that there was a limit to how far that policy of

building Europe could go. As Mitterrand himself put it: ‘the idea of Europe cannot

be dissociated from the idea of defence’.20 If there were no unified defence policy,

there could scarcely be a truly unified Europe. And it was quite clear that because of

the German problem � that is, because of the reluctance of the French to allow the

Germans to get any control over nuclear weapons � a genuine European defence

system was simply not within reach. As a French official pointed out in 1972: ‘One of

the fundamental reasons why Europe [was] so weak’ was that the nine Common

Market countries could not ‘work out a defence policy because of Germany’.21

What that implied was that there was no alternative to working with the

Americans. A purely national policy � one that looked solely to the defence of the

French homeland � was not really viable. It was not just that the particular defence

strategy the French had adopted, which involved the use of short-range nuclear

weapons on German territory in the event France were threatened � a strategy, that

is, that essentially treated German territory as a buffer zone � was deeply distasteful
to the Germans, and thus placed a burden on France’s relations with that country.22

The real problem here was more basic. The sense was that France could not cut

herself off from her allies in that way. France was part of Europe; France had to be

deeply concerned with what was going on beyond her borders, especially in the event

of war; it was absurd to cling to a dogma (as François de Rose put it) that prevented

the French ‘from participating in the defence of our continent’.23 And to participate,

the French needed to talk with the Americans and see if a common strategic concept

and possibly even common plans could be worked out.

It is important to note (since the evidence now available contradicts some of the

conventional wisdom about this period) that even under Pompidou the French

government was prepared to move ahead in this area. The great fear at that time was

not that America would weigh too heavily on Europe, but that the United States was

pulling back from the nuclear defence of Europe.24 America and the Soviet Union, it

seemed, were moving toward a certain understanding, based on the idea that no

matter what happened in Europe, neither superpower’s homeland would be subject to

nuclear attack. But whether that would be possible turned, in large measure, on the
question of how a European war would be fought, and in particular on the question

of how and when, if it all, nuclear weapons would be used in such a war. Perhaps,

French officials had come to think, the old strategy of simply threatening massive

retaliation was no longer viable; perhaps nuclear weapons, if they were used at all,

needed to be used in a more discriminate way, first in the theatre and then beyond;

perhaps a more subtle strategy of controlled escalation was now in order.25 But since

the Americans were bound to play a fundamental role in this area, it made sense to

try to work closely with them on these matters � to try to think through with them all

of the problems relating to the use of nuclear weapons, and especially tactical nuclear

weapons, in a European war. And top French officials in 1973 tried hard to talk with

the Americans about these issues � an effort that failed at the time, not because the
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American military authorities did not favour talks of this sort, but because political

relations between the two countries had deteriorated so dramatically that year.26

Under Pompidou’s successors, however, these issues were discussed and in fact an

agreement with the NATO authorities relating to the use of tactical nuclear weapons

was reached in 1979.27 Basic strategic questions of this sort, however, were hard to

deal with, and it is not clear whether agreements of that sort were rooted in a real

meeting of the minds in this area. But the key point to note here is that the French

could scarcely avoid the conclusion that a purely national strategy was not very

satisfactory, for both military and political reasons. And despite all the ‘European’

rhetoric, a ‘European’ approach was not really viable either, essentially because of

the German problem. Giscard d’Estaing, for example, made it clear that he was not

interested in moving in that direction � in part, to avoid offending the Soviets

(presumably because of its implications about Germany and nuclear weapons).28 As

for Mitterrand, he placed even greater emphasis on the importance of building an

independent Europe, and he and his collaborators certainly understood that that

would be possible only if Europe was strong enough to defend itself.29 But he and his

government were deeply opposed to any notion of France sharing her nuclear

weapons with Germany.30 It thus seemed that the French were marching along a

road � the road to a truly unified Europe � whose endpoint, full German

participation in the nuclear defence of Europe, they could scarcely bring themselves

to accept.
What all this meant was that there was no real alternative to the NATO system.

That conclusion the French had tried hard to resist. The NATO system, with all it

implied about American predominance and the subordination of the Europeans to

US power, was profoundly distasteful not just to Mitterrand but to most of his

predecessors from de Gaulle on. And yet the basic logic of the situation could

scarcely be ignored. In the end, even Mitterrand had to accept it. He had tried to

pursue a policy based on the ‘gradual affirmation of Western Europe’s autonomous

personality’, a policy aimed at freeing Europe from dependence on America and at

enabling Europe to stand up to both the United States and the Soviet Union.31 But

at the moment of truth, at the very end of the Cold War, he opted for a continuation

of the NATO system and indeed played a key role in making sure that that system

survived into the post-Cold War world. And the main reason had to do with France’s

great neighbour across the Rhine: Mitterrand, as Frédéric Bozo points out, ‘did not

want to take the risk of precipitating the evolution of a more autonomous

Germany’.32

France’s most basic political interests were on the line, and core political realities

had asserted themselves: as the Cold War drew to a close, the French finally made

their peace with the NATO system.
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