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usan Perlman offers a gloss on a well-known aspect of French-American relations. Postwar relations 
between the two historic allies were consistently difficult; although it was de rigueur on ceremonial 
occasions to recall the French alliance with the Americans during their revolutionary war, postwar 

Franco-American ties nevertheless declined to their lowest level during the presidency of Charles de Gaulle 
from 1958 to 1969. De Gaulle mounted a comprehensive challenge to American hegemony in the Western 
Alliance, withdrew from NATO’s integrated command, and undertook to create a separate French détente 
with the USSR. Based on a firm intellectual foundation of contrary assumptions to those of Washington 
about the Cold War, it is nevertheless clear that de Gaulle’s policy also sprang from his strong resentment of 
the United States, which during World War II maintained relations with the despised collaborating Vichy 
regime and challenged de Gaulle’s hegemony over the Free French, sponsoring a rival general, Henri Giraud, 
for the leadership of France, who it was thought would be more pliable in implementing American policy. 
Indeed President Franklin D. Roosevelt, whose contempt for the French was scarcely veiled, even considered 
ignoring the French altogether and installing an American Occupation regime (AMGOT) in Paris following 
the Liberation. 

If such unrealistic ideas were entertained in Washington, Perlman shows us, it was in large part because two 
contested ideas about France warred with one another in Washington during the war. Indeed, for the 
Americans, Perlman argues, France scarcely existed as a reified concrete place with real people in it going 
about their daily lives; it was rather an intellectual construct offering a picture of complete chaos, anarchy, 
misery, vulnerability, and prey to imminent Communist revolution that could only be staved off by American 
intervention. Not surprisingly, this view flourished in Washington, fed by French informants largely made up 
of Vichy sympathizers, the remnants of the French upper classes, and collaborationist groups in the country 
who often enjoyed access to the eager ears of American officers upon whom they lavished their attentions 
during the Liberation process. These officers in turn were echoed by many of the overseas French resident in 
Washington during the war, some of importance, like Alexis St. Leger, once Secretary General of the French 
Foreign Ministry, and even Jean Monnet, perhaps the best known Frenchman in American political and 
financial circles. Monnet, whose role Perlman misses, did rally to de Gaulle after the Free French took power. 
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The contrary view, reflecting the views of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) and much of the State 
Department, was that of a country secured by and in support of its new governing authority, the so-called 
French Committee of National Liberation, which, upon taking power in Paris, declared itself the legal 
Provisional Government of the French Republic. France had swiftly become a worthy ally of the West under 
President de Gaulle, who was anything but a Communist, although Communists served in his Provisional 
Government. But Communists had been a major component of the French Resistance and they had 
abandoned their revolutionary aspirations, expressing a purely patriotic line. And while some left-leaning OSS 
agents may have swallowed the idea that Communists were now patriots rather naively, more serious analysts 
of the subject knew at the time that Soviet leader Joseph Stalin wanted no part of postwar revolutions in the 
West, where on the contrary, he encouraged Communists to make their temporary peace with bourgeois 
democracy. Stalin, too, had after all abolished the revolutionary arm of International Communism, the 
Comintern, and Russia, like the other wartime allies of Washington, looked to the Americans for postwar aid 
in carrying out its economic reconstruction. Perlman could have buttressed her argument by engaging with 
this history. 

Perlman has done us a service by clarifying the sources of the conflicting pictures of France mobilized by the 
contrary factions that were trying to shape American policy in Washington. The negative view of an unstable 
country prey to Communist revolution was too long entertained in the White House, where Roosevelt 
remained under the continued sway of Admiral William D. Leahy, who had shaped the original policy of 
continued recognition of and attempt at collaboration with the Vichy regime. But in the final analysis the 
Americans had to adapt to the reality on the ground. De Gaulle had previously managed to marry the external 
Free French government he headed with the internal Resistance, winning its full support for his claim to rule. 
Nor can one minimize the importance of early British support for the Free French, in fact from the moment 
of de Gaulle’s call upon his countrymen to reject the armistice with Nazi Germany on 18 June 1940, a call 
not incidentally made through the microphones of the BBC. Finally, de Gaulle was acclaimed by his 
countrymen from the moment he landed in the meager swath of France liberated first following the 
Normandy landing, and General Dwight Eisenhower bowed to reality, recognizing de Gaulle’s authority as 
the only means of stabilizing French support for the war effort behind American, or rather allied lines as the 
war was carried through French territory to the actual invasion of Germany. Eisenhower even allowed the 
Second French Armored division to spearhead the liberation of Paris, which the French still celebrate today as 
entirely the result of internal insurrection in the city coordinated by the external intervention of the Free 
French. Still, the fiction of chaotic and vulnerable France persisted in Washington, and accounted for 
Roosevelt’s refusal to recognize the French Provisional Government from the liberation of Paris in June 1944 
until October. Perlman deepens our understanding of how even governments led by leaders of intelligence 
and discernment can be misled by purveyors of misinformation based on political prejudice. But the 
“construct” of a France prey to Communist domination in 1944-1945 flew in the face of reality. Perlman 
could have emphasized this point a bit more strongly. 
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