
EDITORS’ PREFACE

Relations between France and the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) have

always been ambivalent, as any random bibliographical search shows. Studies about

France’s role within the Western Cold War alliance have been titled ‘the troubled

ally’, ‘the reluctant ally’, ‘troubled friendship’, ‘uncertain friendship’, ‘the cold

alliance’.1 Although a founding member of the Atlantic alliance in 1949, France was

already protesting against US dominance within NATO by the mid-1950s, and

preparing for political resistance as part of a competitive transatlantic partnership.

After a long simmering crisis, President Charles de Gaulle withdrew France from

NATO’s integrated military command in 1966. NATO headquarters subsequently

removed from Paris to Brussels, and the French military left the various NATO

staffs. The General’s view of NATO as an instrument of US policy hardly

reconcilable with national independence and prestige has drawn long-lasting

perspectives for debate, well into the twenty-first century.

Even if France’s withdrawal from allied military councils in 1966 damaged

NATO’s defence capabilities in the short run, France was never estranged from the

alliance, while the US used the opportunity to streamline the NATO defence system.

The alliance certainly survived de Gaulle’s challenge. France kept French forces in

Germany, and its air space open to NATO jets. Moreover, special arrangements

enabled Paris to participate in the defence of (Western) Europe throughout the Cold

War � and beyond. The community of security interests never ceased to transcend

identity clashes. The diplomatic rapprochement between France and NATO was

initiated at the Paris Atlantic Council meeting in 1983, and delivered through joint

military operations in the Bosnian War in 1995 � NATO’s first military operation

since 1949. In the post-Cold War era, French soldiers took part in most military

operations of NATO, often as one of the largest troop suppliers in the alliance.

Negotiating as ever within the flexible framework once summarised by French

Foreign Minister Hubert Védrine as ‘friends, allies, but not aligned’, President

Nicolas Sarkozy signed France’s return to NATO’s integrated military command in

2009, 60 years after France’s participation in NATO’s creation.

France’s reintegration into NATO’s military structure, as ratified by the French

Parliament in March 2009, has triggered an array of reassessments of France’s

maverick position in NATO, in the scholarly literature as well as in the press. To

much of French public opinion, the move was presented as a renunciation of de

Gaulle’s 1966 proclamation of sovereignty in convergence, as an embrace of

Atlanticism rolling back France’s Europeanism, as the end of the French ‘excep-

tional’ position in Euro-Atlantic relations.2 As the following articles show, however,

this new turn in Franco�American relations was neither whimsical nor unexpected;

rather it has come to highlight lines of continuity, which have been running deep in

Franco�American relations ever since the inception of the North Atlantic Treaty

Organisation. Poised between the reassertion of its founding values, the extension of
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its political basis to the borders of Europe, its flirtation with global partnership and

the growing flexibility of its ‘toolbox’ for ever new types of missions, NATO

welcomed back its missing founding member to reinvigorate the original political

consensus as once again it questions its strategic identity. In the spring of 2011,

France pushed forcefully toward military intervention in Libya, and finally took the

lead in NATO’s air strikes against Colonel Muammar al-Gadhafi.

The troubled history of France and NATO during the Cold War has consistently

fascinated contemporaries and historians. Maurice Vaı̈sse, Pierre Melandri and

Frédéric Bozo, among others, have told the story of this ambivalent relationship

based on French and US archival sources. In recent years, interest in the Atlantic

alliance has resurged among historians and political scientists. New perspectives as

the Cold War faded, combined with the opening of new sources, have allowed for a

renewed scholarly engagement with the ‘entangling alliance’. New and innovative

research questions have revisited familiar NATO episodes, and enriched the

historiography on France and NATO.3

This special issue revisits the ‘special’ relationship of France and NATO in the

Cold War and integrates innovative scholarship based on a wealth of new archival

material, from NATO archives in Brussels to documents from the 1970s and early

1980s as they have now been released. It builds on the research undertaken for a

conference at the Sorbonne Nouvelle in Paris in January 2010 that brought together

leading scholars and young academics from both sides of the Atlantic. A subsequent

workshop held at the annual conference of the Transatlantic Studies Association at

the University of Durham (UK) in July 2010 helped refine the insight and scope for a

dual publication.4

We have been fortunate to be assisted by many people in a variety of ways, from

the original conference at the Sorbonne Nouvelle through the publication of this

special issue. Special thanks go to the Centre for Research in the English-Speaking

World (CREW � EA 4399) at the Sorbonne Nouvelle and all at the Maison de la

Recherche for making the gatherings in Paris and Durham possible. We are

especially grateful to David Haglund and Frédéric Bozo for sharing their provocative

and thoughtful insights at the conferences and beyond, and to Alan Dobson and

David Haglund for encouraging us to publish the papers in this special issue of the

Journal of Transatlantic Studies.

Annick Cizel and Christian Nuenlist
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