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Chapter 6 

Stonewall Riots 

The Stonewall riots (also known as the Stonewall uprising or 

the Stonewall rebellion) were a series of spontaneous 

demonstrations by members of the gay community in response 

to a police raid that began in the early morning hours of June 

28, 1969, at the Stonewall Inn in the Greenwich Village 

neighborhood of New York City. Patrons of the Stonewall, other 

Village lesbian and gay bars, and neighborhood street people 

fought back when the police became violent. The riots are 

widely considered a watershed event that transformed the gay 

liberation movement and the twentieth-century fight for LGBT 

rights in the United States.  

As was common for gay bars at the time, the Stonewall Inn was 

owned by the Mafia. While police raids on gay bars were 

routine in the 1960s, officers quickly lost control of the 

situation at the Stonewall Inn on June 28, 1969. Tensions 

between New York City police and gay residents of Greenwich 

Village erupted into more protests the next evening and again 

several nights later. Within weeks, Village residents organized 

into activist groups demanding the right to live openly 

regarding their sexual orientation, and without fear of being 

arrested. The new activist organizations concentrated on 

confrontational tactics, and within months three newspapers 

were established to promote rights for gay men and lesbians.  

A year after the uprising, to mark the anniversary on June 28, 

1970, the first gay pride marches took place in Chicago, Los 

Angeles, New York and San Francisco. Within a few years, gay 
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rights organizations were founded across the U.S. and the 

world. Today, LGBT Pride events are held annually in June in 

honor of the Stonewall riots. The Stonewall National Monument 

was established at the site in 2016. An estimated 5 million 

participants commemorated the 50th anniversary of the 

Stonewall uprising, and on June 6, 2019, New York City Police 

Commissioner James P. O'Neill rendered a formal apology on 

for the actions of officers at Stonewall in 1969.  

Background 

Very few establishments welcomed gay people in the 1950s and 

1960s; those that did were often run by organized crime 

groups, due to the illegal nature of gay bars at the time, and 

bar owners and managers were rarely gay. The homophobic 

legal system of the 1950s and 1960s prompted early 

homosexual groups in the U.S. to prove gay people could be 

assimilated into society, and such early groups favored non-

confrontational education for homosexuals and heterosexuals 

alike. However the last years of the 1960s saw activity among 

many social/political movements, including the civil rights 

movement, the counterculture of the 1960s and the anti-

Vietnam War movement. Such influences served as catalysts 

for the Stonewall riots.  

Homosexuality in 20th-century United 

States 

Following the social upheaval of World War II, many people in 

the United States felt a fervent desire to "restore the prewar 
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social order and hold off the forces of change", according to 

historian Barry Adam. Spurred by the national emphasis on 

anti-communism, Senator Joseph McCarthy conducted 

hearings searching for communists in the U.S. government, the 

U.S. Army, and other government-funded agencies and 

institutions, leading to a national paranoia. Anarchists, 

communists, and other people deemed un-American and 

subversive were considered security risks. Gay men and 

lesbians were included in this list by the U.S. State 

Department on the theory that they were susceptible to 

blackmail. In 1950, a Senate investigation chaired by Clyde R. 

Hoey noted in a report, "It is generally believed that those who 

engage in overt acts of perversion lack the emotional stability 

of normal persons", and said all of the government's 

intelligence agencies "are in complete agreement that sex 

perverts in Government constitute security risks". Between 

1947 and 1950, 1,700 federal job applications were denied, 

4,380 people were discharged from the military, and 420 were 

fired from their government jobs for being suspected 

homosexuals.  

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the U.S. Federal Bureau of 

Investigation (FBI) and police departments kept lists of known 

homosexuals and their favored establishments and friends; the 

U.S. Post Office kept track of addresses where material 

pertaining to homosexuality was mailed. State and local 

governments followed suit: bars catering to gay men and 

lesbians were shut down and their customers were arrested 

and exposed in newspapers. Cities performed "sweeps" to rid 

neighborhoods, parks, bars, and beaches of gay people. They 

outlawed the wearing of opposite gender clothes and 
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universities expelled instructors suspected of being 

homosexual.  

In 1952, the American Psychiatric Association listed 

homosexuality in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM) 

as a mental disorder. A large-scale study of homosexuality in 

1962 was used to justify inclusion of the disorder as a 

supposed pathological hidden fear of the opposite sex caused 

by traumatic parent–child relationships. This view was widely 

influential in the medical profession. In 1956, however, the 

psychologist Evelyn Hooker performed a study that compared 

the happiness and well-adjusted nature of self-identified 

homosexual men with heterosexual men and found no 

difference. Her study stunned the medical community and 

made her a hero to many gay men and lesbians, but 

homosexuality remained in the DSM until 1974.  

Homophile activism 

In response to this trend, two organizations formed 

independently of each other to advance the cause of gay men 

and lesbians and provide social opportunities where they could 

socialize without fear of being arrested. Los Angeles area 

homosexuals created the Mattachine Society in 1950, in the 

home of communist activist Harry Hay. Their objectives were to 

unify homosexuals, educate them, provide leadership, and 

assist "sexual deviants" with legal troubles. Facing enormous 

opposition to their radical approach, in 1953 the Mattachine 

shifted their focus to assimilation and respectability. They 

reasoned that they would change more minds about 

homosexuality by proving that gay men and lesbians were 

normal people, no different from heterosexuals. Soon after, 
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several women in San Francisco met in their living rooms to 

form the Daughters of Bilitis (DOB) for lesbians. Although the 

eight women who created the DOB initially came together to be 

able to have a safe place to dance, as the DOB grew they 

developed similar goals to the Mattachine and urged their 

members to assimilate into general society.  

One of the first challenges to government repression came in 

1953. An organization named ONE, Inc. published a magazine 

called ONE. The U.S. Postal Service refused to mail its August 

issue, which concerned homosexual people in heterosexual 

marriages, on the grounds that the material was obscene 

despite it being covered in brown paper wrapping. The case 

eventually went to the Supreme Court, which in 1958 ruled 

that ONE, Inc. could mail its materials through the Postal 

Service.  

Homophile organizations—as homosexual groups self-identified 

in this era—grew in number and spread to the East Coast. 

Gradually, members of these organizations grew bolder. Frank 

Kameny founded the Mattachine of Washington, D.C. He had 

been fired from the U.S. Army Map Service for being a 

homosexual and sued unsuccessfully to be reinstated. Kameny 

wrote that homosexuals were no different from heterosexuals, 

often aiming his efforts at mental health professionals, some of 

whom attended Mattachine and DOB meetings telling members 

they were abnormal.  

In 1965, news on Cuban prison work camps for homosexuals 

inspired Mattachine New York and D.C. to organize protests at 

the United Nations and the White House. Similar 

demonstrations were then held also at other government 



Encyclopedia of Western Countries: 1945–1980, Volume 2 
 

216  
 

buildings. The purpose was to protest the treatment of gay 

people in Cuba and U.S. employment discrimination. These 

pickets shocked many gay people and upset some of the 

leadership of Mattachine and the DOB. At the same time, 

demonstrations in the civil rights movement and opposition to 

the Vietnam War all grew in prominence, frequency, and 

severity throughout the 1960s, as did their confrontations with 

police forces.  

Earlier resistance and riots 

On the outer fringes of the few small gay communities were 

people who challenged gender expectations. They were 

effeminate men and masculine women, or people who dressed 

and lived in contrast to their gender assigned at birth, either 

part or full-time. Contemporaneous nomenclature classified 

them as transvestites and they were the most visible 

representatives of sexual minorities. They believed the 

carefully crafted image portrayed by the Mattachine Society 

and DOB that asserted homosexuals were respectable, normal 

people. The Mattachine and DOB considered the trials of being 

arrested for wearing clothing of the opposite gender as a 

parallel to the struggles of homophile organizations: similar 

but distinctly separate.  

Gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender people staged a small 

riot at the Cooper Do-nuts cafe in Los Angeles in 1959 in 

response to police harassment. In a larger 1966 event in San 

Francisco, drag queens, hustlers, and trans women were 

sitting in Compton's Cafeteria when the police arrived to arrest 

people appearing to be physically male who were dressed as 

women. A riot ensued, with the cafeteria patrons slinging cups, 
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plates, and saucers and breaking the plexiglass windows in the 

front of the restaurant and returning several days later to 

smash the windows again after they were replaced. Professor 

Susan Stryker classifies the Compton's Cafeteria riot as an 

"act of anti-transgender discrimination, rather than an act of 

discrimination against sexual orientation" and connects the 

uprising to the issues of gender, race, and class that were 

being downplayed by homophile organizations. It marked the 

beginning of transgender activism in San Francisco.  

Greenwich Village 

The Manhattan neighborhoods of Greenwich Village and 

Harlem were home to sizable gay and lesbian populations after 

World War I, when people who had served in the military took 

advantage of the opportunity to settle in larger cities. The 

enclaves of gay men and lesbians, described by a newspaper 

story as "short-haired women and long-haired men", developed 

a distinct subculture through the following two decades. 

Prohibition inadvertently benefited gay establishments, as 

drinking alcohol was pushed underground along with other 

behaviors considered immoral. New York City passed laws 

against homosexuality in public and private businesses, but 

because alcohol was in high demand, speakeasies and 

impromptu drinking establishments were so numerous and 

temporary that authorities were unable to police them all. 

However, police raids continued, resulting in the closure of 

iconic establishments such as Eve's Hangout in 1926.  

The social repression of the 1950s resulted in a cultural 

revolution in Greenwich Village. A cohort of poets, later named 

the Beat poets, wrote about the evils of the social organization 
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at the time, glorifying anarchy, drugs, and hedonistic 

pleasures over unquestioning social compliance, consumerism, 

and closed-mindedness. Of them, Allen Ginsberg and William 

S. Burroughs—both Greenwich Village residents—also wrote 

bluntly and honestly about homosexuality. Their writings 

attracted sympathetic liberal-minded people, as well as 

homosexuals looking for a community.  

By the early 1960s, a campaign to rid New York City of gay 

bars was in full effect by order of Mayor Robert F. Wagner, Jr., 

who was concerned about the image of the city in preparation 

for the 1964 World's Fair. The city revoked the liquor licenses 

of the bars and undercover police officers worked to entrap as 

many homosexual men as possible. Entrapment usually 

consisted of an undercover officer who found a man in a bar or 

public park, engaged him in conversation; if the conversation 

headed toward the possibility that they might leave together—

or the officer bought the man a drink—he was arrested for 

solicitation. One story in the New York Post described an arrest 

in a gym locker room, where the officer grabbed his crotch, 

moaning and a man who asked him if he was all right was 

arrested. Few lawyers would defend cases as undesirable as 

these and some of those lawyers kicked back their fees to the 

arresting officer.  

The Mattachine Society succeeded in getting newly elected 

mayor John Lindsay to end the campaign of police entrapment 

in New York City. They had a more difficult time with the New 

York State Liquor Authority (SLA). While no laws prohibited 

serving homosexuals, courts allowed the SLA discretion in 

approving and revoking liquor licenses for businesses that 

might become "disorderly". Despite the high population of gay 
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men and lesbians who called Greenwich Village home, very few 

places existed, other than bars, where they were able to 

congregate openly without being harassed or arrested. In 1966 

the New York Mattachine held a "sip-in" at a Greenwich Village 

bar named Julius, which was frequented by gay men, to 

illustrate the discrimination homosexuals faced.  

None of the bars frequented by gay men and lesbians were 

owned by gay people. Almost all of them were owned and 

controlled by organized crime, who treated the regulars poorly, 

watered down the liquor, and overcharged for drinks. However, 

they also paid off police to prevent frequent raids.  

Stonewall Inn 

The Stonewall Inn, located at 51 and 53 Christopher Street, 

along with several other establishments in the city, was owned 

by the Genovese crime family. In 1966, three members of the 

Mafia invested $3,500 to turn the Stonewall Inn into a gay bar, 

after it had been a restaurant and a nightclub for 

heterosexuals. Once a week a police officer would collect 

envelopes of cash as a payoff known as a gayola, as the 

Stonewall Inn had no liquor license. It had no running water 

behind the bar—dirty glasses were run through tubs of water 

and immediately reused. There were no fire exits, and the 

toilets overran consistently. Though the bar was not used for 

prostitution, drug sales and other black market activities took 

place. It was the only bar for gay men in New York City where 

dancing was allowed; dancing was its main draw since its re-

opening as a gay club.  
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Visitors to the Stonewall Inn in 1969 were greeted by a 

bouncer who inspected them through a peephole in the door. 

The legal drinking age was 18 and to avoid unwittingly letting 

in undercover police (who were called "Lily Law", "Alice Blue 

Gown", or "Betty Badge"), visitors would have to be known by 

the doorman, or look gay. Patrons were required to sign their 

names in a book to prove that the bar was a private "bottle 

club", but they rarely signed their real names. There were two 

dance floors in the Stonewall. The interior was painted black, 

making it very dark inside, with pulsing gel lights or black 

lights. If police were spotted, regular white lights were turned 

on, signaling that everyone should stop dancing or touching. In 

the rear of the bar was a smaller room frequented by "queens"; 

it was one of two bars where effeminate men who wore makeup 

and teased their hair (though dressed in men's clothing) could 

go. Only a few people in full drag were allowed in by the 

bouncers. The customers were "98 percent male" but a few 

lesbians sometimes came to the bar. Younger homeless 

adolescent males, who slept in nearby Christopher Park, would 

often try to get in so customers would buy them drinks. The 

age of the clientele ranged between the upper teens and early 

thirties and the racial mix was evenly distributed among white, 

Black, and Hispanic patrons. Because of its even mix of people, 

its location, and the attraction of dancing, the Stonewall Inn 

was known by many as "the gay bar in the city".  

Police raids on gay bars were frequent, occurring on average 

once a month for each bar. Many bars kept extra liquor in a 

secret panel behind the bar, or in a car down the block, to 

facilitate resuming business as quickly as possible if alcohol 

was seized. Bar management usually knew about raids 

beforehand due to police tip-offs, and raids occurred early 
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enough in the evening that business could commence after the 

police had finished. During a typical raid, the lights were 

turned on and customers were lined up and their identification 

cards checked. Those without identification or dressed in full 

drag were arrested; others were allowed to leave. Some of the 

men, including those in drag, used their draft cards as 

identification. Women were required to wear three pieces of 

feminine clothing and would be arrested if found not wearing 

them. Typically, employees and management of the bars were 

also arrested. The period immediately before June 28, 1969, 

was marked by frequent raids of local bars—including a raid at 

the Stonewall Inn on the Tuesday before the riots—and the 

closing of the Checkerboard, the Tele-Star, and two other clubs 

in Greenwich Village.  

Historian David Carter presents information indicating that the 

Mafia owners of the Stonewall and the manager were 

blackmailing wealthier customers, particularly those who 

worked in the Financial District. They appeared to be making 

more money from extortion than they were from liquor sales in 

the bar. Carter deduces that when the police were unable to 

receive kickbacks from blackmail and the theft of negotiable 

bonds (facilitated by pressuring gay Wall Street customers), 

they decided to close the Stonewall Inn permanently.  

Riots 

Police raid 

Two undercover policewomen and two undercover policemen 

entered the bar early that evening to gather visual evidence, as 



Encyclopedia of Western Countries: 1945–1980, Volume 2 
 

222  
 

the Public Morals Squad waited outside for the signal. Once 

ready, the undercover officers called for backup from the Sixth 

Precinct using the bar's pay telephone. Stonewall employees do 

not recall being tipped off that a raid was to occur that night, 

as was the custom. According to Duberman (p. 194), there was 

a rumor that one might happen, but since it was much later 

than raids generally took place, Stonewall management 

thought the tip was inaccurate.  

At 1:20 a.m. on Saturday, June 28, 1969, four plainclothes 

policemen in dark suits, two patrol officers in uniform, 

Detective Charles Smythe, and Deputy Inspector Seymour Pine 

arrived at the Stonewall Inn's double doors and announced 

"Police! We're taking the place!" The music was turned off and 

the main lights were turned on. Approximately 205 people were 

in the bar that night. Patrons who had never experienced a 

police raid were confused. A few who realized what was 

happening began to run for doors and windows in the 

bathrooms, but police barred the doors. Michael Fader 

remembered,  

Things happened so fast you kind of got caught not knowing. 

All of a sudden there were police there and we were told to all 

get in lines and to have our identification ready to be led out of 

the bar. 

The raid did not go as planned. Standard procedure was to line 

up the patrons, check their identification and have female 

police officers take customers dressed as women to the 

bathroom to verify their sex, upon which any people appearing 

to be physically male and dressed as women would be arrested. 

Those dressed as women that night refused to go with the 
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officers. Men in line began to refuse to produce their 

identification. The police decided to take everyone present to 

the police station, after separating those suspected of cross-

dressing in a room in the back of the bar. Both patrons and 

police recalled that a sense of discomfort spread very quickly, 

spurred by police who began to assault some of the lesbians by 

"feeling some of them up inappropriately" while frisking them.  

The police were to transport the bar's alcohol in patrol wagons. 

Twenty-eight cases of beer and nineteen bottles of hard liquor 

were seized, but the patrol wagons had not yet arrived, so 

patrons were required to wait in line for about 15 minutes. 

Those who were not arrested were released from the front door, 

but they did not leave quickly as usual. Instead, they stopped 

outside and a crowd began to grow and watch. Within minutes, 

between 100 and 150 people had congregated outside, some 

after they were released from inside the Stonewall and some 

after noticing the police cars and the crowd. Although the 

police forcefully pushed or kicked some patrons out of the bar, 

some customers released by the police performed for the crowd 

by posing and saluting the police in an exaggerated fashion. 

The crowd's applause encouraged them further."  

When the first patrol wagon arrived, Inspector Pine recalled 

that the crowd—most of whom were homosexual—had grown to 

at least ten times the number of people who were arrested and 

they all became very quiet. Confusion over radio 

communication delayed the arrival of a second wagon. The 

police began escorting Mafia members into the first wagon, to 

the cheers of the bystanders. Next, regular employees were 

loaded into the wagon. A bystander shouted, "Gay power!", 

someone began singing "We Shall Overcome" and the crowd 
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reacted with amusement and general good humor mixed with 

"growing and intensive hostility". An officer shoved a person in 

drag, who responded by hitting him on the head with her purse 

as the crowd began to boo. Author Edmund White, who had 

been passing by, recalled, "Everyone's restless, angry, and 

high-spirited. No one has a slogan, no one even has an 

attitude, but something's brewing." Pennies, then beer bottles, 

were thrown at the wagon as a rumor spread through the 

crowd that patrons still inside the bar were being beaten.  

A scuffle broke out when a woman in handcuffs was escorted 

from the door of the bar to the waiting police wagon several 

times. She escaped repeatedly and fought with four of the 

police, swearing and shouting, for about ten minutes. 

Described as "a typical New York butch" and "a dyke–stone 

butch", she had been hit on the head by an officer with a baton 

for, as one witness claimed, complaining that her handcuffs 

were too tight. Bystanders recalled that the woman, whose 

identity remains unknown (Stormé DeLarverie has been 

identified by some, including herself, as the woman, but 

accounts vary), sparked the crowd to fight when she looked at 

bystanders and shouted, "Why don't you guys do something?" 

After an officer picked her up and heaved her into the back of 

the wagon, the crowd became a mob and became violent.  

Violence breaks out 

The police tried to restrain some of the crowd, knocking a few 

people down, which incited bystanders even more. Some of 

those handcuffed in the wagon escaped when police left them 

unattended (deliberately, according to some witnesses). As the 

crowd tried to overturn the police wagon, two police cars and 
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the wagon—with a few slashed tires—left immediately, with 

Inspector Pine urging them to return as soon as possible. The 

commotion attracted more people who learned what was 

happening. Someone in the crowd declared that the bar had 

been raided because "they didn't pay off the cops", to which 

someone else yelled "Let's pay them off!" Coins sailed through 

the air towards the police as the crowd shouted "Pigs!" and 

"Faggot cops!" Beer cans were thrown and the police lashed 

out, dispersing some of the crowd who found a construction 

site nearby with stacks of bricks. The police, outnumbered by 

between 500 and 600 people, grabbed several people, including 

folk singer (and mentor of Bob Dylan) Dave Van Ronk—who 

had been attracted to the revolt from a bar two doors away 

from the Stonewall. Though Van Ronk was not gay, he had 

experienced police violence when he participated in antiwar 

demonstrations: "As far as I was concerned, anybody who'd 

stand against the cops was all right with me and that's why I 

stayed in... Every time you turned around the cops were 

pulling some outrage or another." Van Ronk was one of 

thirteen arrested that night. Ten police officers—including two 

policewomen—barricaded themselves, Van Ronk, Howard Smith 

(a column writer for The Village Voice), and several handcuffed 

detainees inside the Stonewall Inn for their own safety.  

Multiple accounts of the riot assert that there was no pre-

existing organization or apparent cause for the demonstration; 

what ensued was spontaneous. Michael Fader explained:  

We all had a collective feeling like we'd had enough of this kind 

of shit. It wasn't anything tangible anybody said to anyone 

else, it was just kind of like everything over the years had 

come to a head on that one particular night in the one 
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particular place and it was not an organized demonstration... 

Everyone in the crowd felt that we were never going to go back. 

It was like the last straw. It was time to reclaim something that 

had always been taken from us.... All kinds of people, all 

different reasons, but mostly it was total outrage, anger, 

sorrow, everything combined, and everything just kind of ran 

its course. It was the police who were doing most of the 

destruction. We were really trying to get back in and break 

free. And we felt that we had freedom at last, or freedom to at 

least show that we demanded freedom. We weren't going to be 

walking meekly in the night and letting them shove us 

around—it's like standing your ground for the first time and in 

a really strong way and that's what caught the police by 

surprise. There was something in the air, freedom a long time 

overdue and we're going to fight for it. It took different forms, 

but the bottom line was, we weren't going to go away. And we 

didn't. 

The only known photograph taken during the first night of the 

riots, taken by freelance photographer Joseph Ambrosini, 

shows the homeless gay youth who slept in nearby Christopher 

Park, scuffling with police. Jackie Hormona and Tommy are on 

the far left.  

The Mattachine Society newsletter a month later offered its 

explanation of why the riots occurred: "It catered largely to a 

group of people who are not welcome in, or cannot afford, other 

places of homosexual social gathering... The Stonewall became 

home to these kids. When it was raided, they fought for it. 

That and the fact that they had nothing to lose other than the 

most tolerant and broadminded gay place in town, explains 

why."  
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Garbage cans, garbage, bottles, rocks, and bricks were hurled 

at the building, breaking the windows. Witnesses attest that 

"flame queens", hustlers and gay "street kids"—the most 

outcast people in the gay community—were responsible for the 

first volley of projectiles, as well as the uprooting of a parking 

meter used as a battering ram on the doors of the Stonewall 

Inn. Sylvia Rivera, a self-identified street queen remembered:  

You've been treating us like shit all these years? Uh-uh. Now 

it's our turn!... It was one of the greatest moments in my life. 

The mob lit garbage on fire and stuffed it through the broken 

windows as the police grabbed a fire hose. Because it had no 

water pressure, the hose was ineffective in dispersing the 

crowd and seemed only to encourage them.  

Escalation 

The Tactical Patrol Force (TPF) of the New York City Police 

Department arrived to free the police trapped inside the 

Stonewall. One officer's eye was cut and a few others were 

bruised from being struck by flying debris. Bob Kohler, who 

was walking his dog by the Stonewall that night, saw the TPF 

arrive: "I had been in enough riots to know the fun was over... 

The cops were totally humiliated. This never, ever happened. 

They were angrier than I guess they had ever been, because 

everybody else had rioted... but the fairies were not supposed 

to riot... no group had ever forced cops to retreat before, so the 

anger was just enormous. I mean, they wanted to kill." With 

larger numbers, police detained anyone they could and put 

them in patrol wagons to go to jail, though Inspector Pine 

recalled, "Fights erupted with the transvestites, who wouldn't 
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go into the patrol wagon." His recollection was corroborated by 

another witness across the street who said, "All I could see 

about who was fighting was that it was transvestites and they 

were fighting furiously."  

The TPF formed a phalanx and attempted to clear the streets 

by marching slowly and pushing the crowd back. The mob 

openly mocked the police. The crowd cheered, started 

impromptu kick lines and sang to the tune of Ta-ra-ra Boom-

de-ay: "We are the Stonewall girls/ We wear our hair in curls/ 

We don't wear underwear/ We show our pubic hair." Lucian 

Truscott reported in The Village Voice: "A stagnant situation 

there brought on some gay tomfoolery in the form of a chorus 

line facing the line of helmeted and club-carrying cops. Just as 

the line got into a full kick routine, the TPF advanced again 

and cleared the crowd of screaming gay power[-]ites down 

Christopher to Seventh Avenue." One participant who had been 

in the Stonewall during the raid recalled, "The police rushed us 

and that's when I realized this is not a good thing to do, 

because they got me in the back with a nightstick." Another 

account stated, "I just can't ever get that one sight out of my 

mind. The cops with the [nightsticks] and the kick line on the 

other side. It was the most amazing thing... And all the sudden 

that kick line, which I guess was a spoof on the machismo... I 

think that's when I felt rage. Because people were getting 

smashed with bats. And for what? A kick line."  

Craig Rodwell, owner of the Oscar Wilde Memorial Bookshop, 

reported watching police chase participants through the 

crooked streets, only to see them appear around the next 

corner behind the police. Members of the mob stopped cars, 

overturning one of them to block Christopher Street. Jack 
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Nichols and Lige Clarke, in their column printed in Screw, 

declared that "massive crowds of angry protesters chased [the 

police] for blocks screaming, 'Catch them!' "  

By 4:00 a.m., the streets had nearly been cleared. Many people 

sat on stoops or gathered nearby in Christopher Park 

throughout the morning, dazed in disbelief at what had 

transpired. Many witnesses remembered the surreal and eerie 

quiet that descended upon Christopher Street, though there 

continued to be "electricity in the air". One commented: "There 

was a certain beauty in the aftermath of the riot... It was 

obvious, at least to me, that a lot of people really were gay 

and, you know, this was our street." Thirteen people had been 

arrested. Some in the crowd were hospitalized, and four police 

officers were injured. Almost everything in the Stonewall Inn 

was broken. Inspector Pine had intended to close and 

dismantle the Stonewall Inn that night. Pay phones, toilets, 

mirrors, jukeboxes, and cigarette machines were all smashed, 

possibly in the riot and possibly by the police.  

A second night of rioting 

During the siege of the Stonewall, Craig Rodwell called The 

New York Times, the New York Post and the Daily News to tell 

them what was happening. All three papers covered the riots; 

the Daily News placed coverage on the front page. News of the 

riot spread quickly throughout Greenwich Village, fueled by 

rumors that it had been organized by the Students for a 

Democratic Society, the Black Panthers, or triggered by "a 

homosexual police officer whose roommate went dancing at the 

Stonewall against the officer's wishes". All day Saturday, June 

28, people came to stare at the burned and blackened 
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Stonewall Inn. Graffiti appeared on the walls of the bar, 

declaring "Drag power", "They invaded our rights", "Support 

gay power" and "Legalize gay bars", along with accusations of 

police looting and—regarding the status of the bar—"We are 

open."  

The next night, rioting again surrounded Christopher Street; 

participants remember differently which night was more frantic 

or violent. Many of the same people returned from the previous 

evening—hustlers, street youths, and "queens"—but they were 

joined by "police provocateurs", curious bystanders, and even 

tourists. Remarkable to many was the sudden exhibition of 

homosexual affection in public, as described by one witness: 

"From going to places where you had to knock on a door and 

speak to someone through a peephole in order to get in. We 

were just out. We were in the streets."  

Thousands of people had gathered in front of the Stonewall, 

which had opened again, choking Christopher Street until the 

crowd spilled into adjoining blocks. The throng surrounded 

buses and cars, harassing the occupants unless they either 

admitted they were gay or indicated their support for the 

demonstrators. Marsha P. Johnson, an African-American street 

queen who, along with Zazu Nova and Jackie Hormona, was 

one of "three individuals known to have been in the vanguard" 

of the pushback against the police, climbed a lamppost and 

dropped a heavy bag onto the hood of a police car, shattering 

the windshield.  

As on the previous evening, fires were started in garbage cans 

throughout the neighborhood. More than a hundred police were 

present from the Fourth, Fifth, Sixth and Ninth Precincts, but 
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after 2:00 a.m. the TPF arrived again. Kick lines and police 

chases waxed and waned; when police captured demonstrators, 

whom the majority of witnesses described as "sissies" or 

"swishes", the crowd surged to recapture them. Again, street 

battling ensued until 4:00 a.m.  

Beat poet and longtime Greenwich Village resident Allen 

Ginsberg lived on Christopher Street and happened upon the 

jubilant chaos. After he learned of the riot that had occurred 

the previous evening, he stated, "Gay power! Isn't that great!... 

It's about time we did something to assert ourselves" and 

visited the open Stonewall Inn for the first time. While walking 

home, he declared to Lucian Truscott, "You know, the guys 

there were so beautiful—they've lost that wounded look that 

fags all had 10 years ago."  

Leaflets, press coverage, and more violence 

Activity in Greenwich Village was sporadic on Monday and 

Tuesday, partly due to rain. Police and Village residents had a 

few altercations, as both groups antagonized each other. Craig 

Rodwell and his partner Fred Sargeant took the opportunity 

the morning after the first riot to print and distribute 5,000 

leaflets, one of them reading: "Get the Mafia and the Cops out 

of Gay Bars." The leaflets called for gay people to own their 

own establishments, for a boycott of the Stonewall and other 

Mafia-owned bars, and for public pressure on the mayor's 

office to investigate the "intolerable situation".  

Not everyone in the gay community considered the revolt a 

positive development. To many older homosexuals and many 

members of the Mattachine Society who had worked 
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throughout the 1960s to promote homosexuals as no different 

from heterosexuals, the display of violence and effeminate 

behavior was embarrassing. Randy Wicker, who had marched 

in the first gay picket lines before the White House in 1965, 

said the "screaming queens forming chorus lines and kicking 

went against everything that I wanted people to think about 

homosexuals... that we were a bunch of drag queens in the 

Village acting disorderly and tacky and cheap." Others found 

the closing of the Stonewall Inn, termed a "sleaze joint", as 

advantageous to the Village. On Wednesday, however, The 

Village Voice ran reports of the riots, written by Howard Smith 

and Lucian Truscott, that included unflattering descriptions of 

the events and its participants: "forces of faggotry", "limp 

wrists" and "Sunday fag follies". A mob descended upon 

Christopher Street once again and threatened to burn down the 

offices of The Village Voice. Also in the mob of between 500 and 

1,000 were other groups that had had unsuccessful 

confrontations with the police and were curious how the police 

were defeated in this situation. Another explosive street battle 

took place, with injuries to demonstrators and police alike, 

local shops getting looted (apparently by nongay protesters), 

and arrests of five people. The incidents on Wednesday night 

lasted about an hour and were summarized by one witness: 

"The word is out. Christopher Street shall be liberated. The 

fags have had it with oppression."  

Aftermath 

The feeling of urgency spread throughout Greenwich Village, 

even to people who had not witnessed the riots. Many who were 

moved by the rebellion attended organizational meetings, 
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sensing an opportunity to take action. On July 4, 1969, the 

Mattachine Society performed its annual picket in front of 

Independence Hall in Philadelphia, called the Annual 

Reminder. Organizers Craig Rodwell, Frank Kameny, Randy 

Wicker, Barbara Gittings, and Kay Lahusen, who had all 

participated for several years, took a bus along with other 

picketers from New York City to Philadelphia. Since 1965, the 

pickets had been very controlled: women wore skirts and men 

wore suits and ties and all marched quietly in organized lines. 

This year Rodwell remembered feeling restricted by the rules 

Kameny had set. When two women spontaneously held hands, 

Kameny broke them apart, saying, "None of that! None of that!" 

Rodwell, however, convinced about ten couples to hold hands. 

The hand-holding couples made Kameny furious, but they 

earned more press attention than all of the previous marches. 

Participant Lilli Vincenz remembered, "It was clear that things 

were changing. People who had felt oppressed now felt 

empowered." Rodwell returned to New York City determined to 

change the established quiet, meek ways of trying to get 

attention. One of his first priorities was planning Christopher 

Street Liberation Day.  

Gay Liberation Front 

Although the Mattachine Society had existed since the 1950s, 

many of their methods now seemed too mild for people who had 

witnessed or been inspired by the riots. Mattachine recognized 

the shift in attitudes in a story from their newsletter entitled, 

"The Hairpin Drop Heard Around the World." When a 

Mattachine officer suggested an "amicable and sweet" 

candlelight vigil demonstration, a man in the audience fumed 

and shouted, "Sweet! Bullshit! That's the role society has been 
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forcing these queens to play." With a flyer announcing: "Do You 

Think Homosexuals Are Revolting? You Bet Your Sweet Ass We 

Are!", the Gay Liberation Front (GLF) was soon formed, the 

first gay organization to use "gay" in its name. Previous 

organizations such as the Mattachine Society, the Daughters of 

Bilitis and various homophile groups had masked their 

purpose by deliberately choosing obscure names.  

The rise of militancy became apparent to Frank Kameny and 

Barbara Gittings—who had worked in homophile organizations 

for years and were both very public about their roles—when 

they attended a GLF meeting to see the new group. A young 

GLF member demanded to know who they were and what their 

credentials were. Gittings, nonplussed, stammered, "I'm gay. 

That's why I'm here." The GLF borrowed tactics from and 

aligned themselves with black and antiwar demonstrators with 

the ideal that they "could work to restructure American 

society". They took on causes of the Black Panthers, marching 

to the Women's House of Detention in support of Afeni Shakur 

and other radical New Left causes. Four months after the 

group formed, however, it disbanded when members were 

unable to agree on operating procedure.  

Gay Activists Alliance 

Within six months of the Stonewall riots, activists started a 

citywide newspaper called Gay; they considered it necessary 

because the most liberal publication in the city—The Village 

Voice—refused to print the word "gay" in GLF advertisements 

seeking new members and volunteers. Two other newspapers 

were initiated within a six-week period: Come Out!andGay 
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Power; the readership of these three periodicals quickly 

climbed to between 20,000 and 25,000.  

GLF members organized several same-sex dances, but GLF 

meetings were chaotic. When Bob Kohler asked for clothes and 

money to help the homeless youth who had participated in the 

riots, many of whom slept in Christopher Park or Sheridan 

Square, the response was a discussion on the downfall of 

capitalism. In late December 1969, several people who had 

visited GLF meetings and left out of frustration formed the Gay 

Activists Alliance (GAA). The GAA was to be more orderly and 

entirely focused on gay issues. Their constitution began, "We 

as liberated homosexual activists demand the freedom for 

expression of our dignity and value as human beings." The GAA 

developed and perfected a confrontational tactic called a zap: 

they would catch a politician off guard during a public 

relations opportunity and force him or her to acknowledge gay 

and lesbian rights. City councilmen were zapped and Mayor 

John Lindsay was zapped several times—once on television 

when GAA members made up the majority of the audience.  

Raids on gay bars did not stop after the Stonewall riots. In 

March 1970, Deputy Inspector Seymour Pine raided the Zodiac 

and 17 Barrow Street. An after-hours gay club with no liquor 

or occupancy licenses called The Snake Pit was soon raided 

and 167 people were arrested. One of them was Diego Viñales, 

an Argentinian national so frightened that he might be 

deported as a homosexual that he tried to escape the police 

precinct by jumping out of a two-story window, impaling 

himself on a 14-inch (36 cm) spike fence. The New York Daily 

News printed a graphic photo of the young man's impalement 

on the front page. GAA members organized a march from 
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Christopher Park to the Sixth Precinct in which hundreds of 

gay men, lesbians, and liberal sympathizers peacefully 

confronted the TPF. They also sponsored a letter-writing 

campaign to Mayor Lindsay in which the Greenwich Village 

Democratic Party and Congressman Ed Koch sent pleas to end 

raids on gay bars in the city.  

The Stonewall Inn lasted only a few weeks after the riot. By 

October 1969 it was up for rent. Village residents surmised it 

was too notorious a location and Rodwell's boycott discouraged 

business.  

Gay Pride 

• Christopher Street Liberation Day, on June 28,

1970, marked the first anniversary of the Stonewall

riots with an assembly on Christopher Street; with

simultaneous Gay Pride marches in Los Angeles and

Chicago, these were the first Gay Pride marches in

U.S. history. The next year, Gay Pride marches took

place in Boston, Dallas, Milwaukee, London, Paris,

West Berlin and Stockholm. The march in New York

covered 51 blocks, from Christopher Street to

Central Park. The march took less than half the

scheduled time due to excitement, but also due to

wariness about walking through the city with gay

banners and signs. Although the parade permit was

delivered only two hours before the start of the

march, the marchers encountered little resistance

from onlookers. The New York Times reported (on the

front page) that the marchers took up the entire

street for about 15 city blocks. Reporting by The
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Village Voice was positive, describing "the out-front 

resistance that grew out of the police raid on the 

Stonewall Inn one year ago". 

By 1972, the participating cities included Atlanta, Buffalo, 

Detroit, Washington, D.C., Miami, Minneapolis and 

Philadelphia, as well as San Francisco.  

Frank Kameny soon realized the pivotal change brought by the 

Stonewall riots. An organizer of gay activism in the 1950s, he 

was used to persuasion, trying to convince heterosexuals that 

gay people were no different from them. When he and other 

people marched in front of the White House, the State 

Department, and Independence Hall only five years earlier, 

their objective was to look as if they could work for the U.S. 

government. Ten people marched with Kameny then and they 

alerted no press to their intentions. Although he was stunned 

by the upheaval by participants in the Annual Reminder in 

1969, he later observed, "By the time of Stonewall, we had fifty 

to sixty gay groups in the country. A year later there was at 

least fifteen hundred. By two years later, to the extent that a 

count could be made, it was twenty-five hundred."  

Similar to Kameny's regret at his own reaction to the shift in 

attitudes after the riots, Randy Wicker came to describe his 

embarrassment as "one of the greatest mistakes of his life". 

The image of gay people retaliating against police, after so 

many years of allowing such treatment to go unchallenged, 

"stirred an unexpected spirit among many homosexuals". Kay 

Lahusen, who photographed the marches in 1965, stated, "Up 

to 1969, this movement was generally called the homosexual or 

homophile movement... Many new activists consider the 
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Stonewall uprising the birth of the gay liberation movement. 

Certainly it was the birth of gay pride on a massive scale." 

David Carter, in his article "What made Stonewall different", 

explained that even though there were several uprisings before 

Stonewall, the reason Stonewall was so significant was that 

thousands of people were involved, the riot lasted a long time 

(six days), it was the first to get major media coverage, and it 

sparked the formation of many gay rights groups.  

Legacy 

Community 

• Within two years of the Stonewall riots there were 

gay rights groups in every major American city, as 

well as in Canada, Australia, and Western Europe. 

People who joined activist organizations after the 

riots had very little in common other than their 

same-sex attraction. Many who arrived at GLF or 

GAA meetings were taken aback by the number of 

gay people in one place. Race, class, ideology, and 

gender became frequent obstacles in the years after 

the riots. This was illustrated during the 1973 

Stonewall rally when, moments after Barbara 

Gittings exuberantly praised the diversity of the 

crowd, feminist activist Jean O'Leary protested what 

she perceived as the mocking of women by cross-

dressers and drag queens in attendance. During a 

speech by O'Leary, in which she claimed that drag 

queens made fun of women for entertainment value 
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and profit, Sylvia Rivera and Lee Brewster jumped on 

the stage and shouted "You go to bars because of 

what drag queens did for you and these bitches tell 

us to quit being ourselves!" Both the drag queens 

and lesbian feminists in attendance left in disgust. 

O'Leary also worked in the early 1970s to exclude transgender 

people from gay rights issues because she felt that rights for 

transgender people would be too difficult to attain. Sylvia 

Rivera left New York City in the mid-1970s, relocating to 

upstate New York, but later returned to the city in the mid-

1990s to advocate for homeless members of the gay 

community. The initial disagreements among participants in 

the movements, however, often evolved after further reflection. 

O'Leary later regretted her stance against the drag queens 

attending in 1973: "Looking back, I find this so embarrassing 

because my views have changed so much since then. I would 

never pick on a transvestite now." "It was horrible. How could I 

work to exclude transvestites and at the same time criticize the 

feminists who were doing their best back in those days to 

exclude lesbians?"  

O'Leary was referring to the Lavender Menace, an appellation 

by second wave feminist Betty Friedan based on attempts by 

members of the National Organization for Women (NOW) to 

distance themselves from the perception of NOW as a haven for 

lesbians. As part of this process, Rita Mae Brown and other 

lesbians who had been active in NOW were forced out. They 

staged a protest in 1970 at the Second Congress to Unite 

Women and earned the support of many NOW members, finally 

gaining full acceptance in 1971.  



Encyclopedia of Western Countries: 1945–1980, Volume 2 
 

240  
 

The growth of lesbian feminism in the 1970s at times so 

conflicted with the gay liberation movement that some lesbians 

refused to work with gay men. Many lesbians found men's 

attitudes patriarchal and chauvinistic and saw in gay men the 

same misguided notions about women that they saw in 

heterosexual men. The issues most important to gay men—

entrapment and public solicitation—were not shared by 

lesbians. In 1977, a Lesbian Pride Rally was organized as an 

alternative to sharing gay men's issues, especially what 

Adrienne Rich termed "the violent, self-destructive world of the 

gay bars". Veteran gay activist Barbara Gittings chose to work 

in the gay rights movement, explaining, "It's a matter of where 

does it hurt the most? For me it hurts the most not in the 

female arena, but the gay arena."  

Throughout the 1970s, gay activism had significant successes. 

One of the first and most important was the "zap" in May 1970 

by the Los Angeles GLF at a convention of the American 

Psychiatric Association (APA). At a conference on behavior 

modification, during a film demonstrating the use of 

electroshock therapy to decrease same-sex attraction, Morris 

Kight and GLF members in the audience interrupted the film 

with shouts of "Torture!" and "Barbarism!" They took over the 

microphone to announce that medical professionals who 

prescribed such therapy for their homosexual patients were 

complicit in torturing them. Although 20 psychiatrists in 

attendance left, the GLF spent the hour following the zap with 

those remaining, trying to convince them that homosexual 

people were not mentally ill. When the APA invited gay activists 

to speak to the group in 1972, activists brought John E. Fryer, 

a gay psychiatrist who wore a mask, because he felt his 

practice was in danger. In December 1973—in large part due to 
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the efforts of gay activists—the APA voted unanimously to 

remove homosexuality from the Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual.  

Gay men and lesbians came together to work in grassroots 

political organizations responding to organized resistance in 

1977. A coalition of conservatives named Save Our Children 

staged a campaign to repeal a civil rights ordinance in Dade 

County, Florida. Save Our Children was successful enough to 

influence similar repeals in several American cities in 1978. 

However, that same year, a campaign in California called the 

Briggs Initiative, designed to force the dismissal of homosexual 

public school employees, was defeated. Reaction to the 

influence of Save Our Children and the Briggs Initiative in the 

gay community was so significant that it has been called the 

second Stonewall for many activists, marking their initiation 

into political participation. The subsequent 1979 National 

March on Washington for Lesbian and Gay Rights was timed to 

coincide with the tenth anniversary of the Stonewall riots.  

Rejection of prior gay subculture 

The Stonewall riots marked such a significant turning point 

that many aspects of prior gay and lesbian culture, such as 

bar culture formed from decades of shame and secrecy, were 

forcefully ignored and denied. Historian Martin Duberman 

writes, "The decades preceding Stonewall... continue to be 

regarded by most gay men and lesbians as some vast neolithic 

wasteland." Sociologist Barry Adam notes, "Every social 

movement must choose at some point what to retain and what 

to reject out of its past. What traits are the results of 

oppression and what are healthy and authentic?" In 
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conjunction with the growing feminist movement of the early 

1970s, roles of butch and femme that developed in lesbian bars 

in the 1950s and 1960s were rejected, because as one writer 

put it: "all role playing is sick." Lesbian feminists considered 

the butch roles as archaic imitations of masculine behavior. 

Some women, according to Lillian Faderman, were eager to 

shed the roles they felt forced into playing. The roles returned 

for some women in the 1980s, although they allowed for more 

flexibility than before Stonewall.  

Author Michael Bronski highlights the "attack on pre-Stonewall 

culture", particularly gay pulp fiction for men, where the 

themes often reflected self-hatred or ambivalence about being 

gay. Many books ended unsatisfactorily and drastically, often 

with suicide, and writers portrayed their gay characters as 

alcoholics or deeply unhappy. These books, which he describes 

as "an enormous and cohesive literature by and for gay men", 

have not been reissued and are lost to later generations. 

Dismissing the reason simply as political correctness, Bronski 

writes, "gay liberation was a youth movement whose sense of 

history was defined to a large degree by rejection of the past."  

Lasting impact and recognition 

The riots spawned from a bar raid became a literal example of 

gay men and lesbians fighting back and a symbolic call to arms 

for many people. Historian David Carter remarks in his book 

about the Stonewall riots that the bar itself was a complex 

business that represented a community center, an opportunity 

for the Mafia to blackmail its own customers, a home, and a 

place of "exploitation and degradation". The true legacy of the 

Stonewall riots, Carter insists, is the "ongoing struggle for 
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lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender equality". Historian 

Nicholas Edsall writes:  

Stonewall has been compared to any number of acts of radical 

protest and defiance in American history from the Boston Tea 

Party on. But the best and certainly a more nearly 

contemporary analogy is with Rosa Parks' refusal to move to 

the back of the bus in Montgomery, Alabama, in December 

1955, which sparked the modern civil rights movement. Within 

months after Stonewall, radical gay liberation groups and 

newsletters sprang up in cities and on college campuses across 

America and then across all of northern Europe as well. 

Before the rebellion at the Stonewall Inn, homosexuals were, 

as historians Dudley Clendinen and Adam Nagourney write:  

a secret legion of people, known of but discounted, ignored, 

laughed at or despised. And like the holders of a secret, they 

had an advantage which was a disadvantage too, and which 

was true of no other minority group in the United States. They 

were invisible. Unlike African Americans, women, Native 

Americans, Jews, the Irish, Italians, Asians, Hispanics, or any 

other cultural group which struggled for respect and equal 

rights, homosexuals had no physical or cultural markings, no 

language or dialect which could identify them to each other, or 

to anyone else... But that night, for the first time, the usual 

acquiescence turned into violent resistance.... From that night 

the lives of millions of gay men and lesbians and the attitude 

toward them of the larger culture in which they lived, began to 

change rapidly. People began to appear in public as 

homosexuals, demanding respect. 
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Historian Lillian Faderman calls the riots the "shot heard 

round the world", explaining, "The Stonewall Rebellion was 

crucial because it sounded the rally for that movement. It 

became an emblem of gay and lesbian power. By calling on the 

dramatic tactic of violent protest that was being used by other 

oppressed groups, the events at the Stonewall implied that 

homosexuals had as much reason to be disaffected as they."  

Joan Nestle co-founded the Lesbian Herstory Archives in 1974 

and credits "its creation to that night and the courage that 

found its voice in the streets." Cautious, however, not to 

attribute the start of gay activism to the Stonewall riots, Nestle 

writes:  

I certainly don't see gay and lesbian history starting with 

Stonewall... and I don't see resistance starting with Stonewall. 

What I do see is a historical coming together of forces, and the 

sixties changed how human beings endured things in this 

society and what they refused to endure... Certainly something 

special happened on that night in 1969 and we've made it more 

special in our need to have what I call a point of origin... it's 

more complex than saying that it all started with Stonewall. 

The events of the early morning of June 28, 1969, were not the 

first instances of gay men and lesbians fighting back against 

police in New York City and elsewhere. Not only had the 

Mattachine Society been active in major cities such as Los 

Angeles and Chicago, but similarly marginalized people started 

the riot at Compton's Cafeteria in 1966 and another riot 

responded to a raid on Los Angeles' Black Cat Tavern in 1967. 

However, several circumstances were in play that made the 

Stonewall riots memorable. The location of the Lower 
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Manhattan raid was a factor: it was across the street from The 

Village Voice offices, and the narrow crooked streets gave the 

rioters advantage over the police. Many of the participants and 

residents of Greenwich Village were involved in political 

organizations that were effectively able to mobilize a large and 

cohesive gay community in the weeks and months after the 

rebellion. The most significant facet of the Stonewall riots, 

however, was the commemoration of them in Christopher Street 

Liberation Day, which grew into the annual Gay Pride events 

around the world.  

Stonewall (officially Stonewall Equality Limited) is an LGBT 

rights charity in the United Kingdom, founded in 1989 and 

named after the Stonewall Inn because of the Stonewall riots. 

The Stonewall Awards is an annual event the charity has held 

since 2006 to recognize people who have affected the lives of 

British lesbian, gay, and bisexual people.  

The middle of the 1990s was marked by the inclusion of 

bisexuals as a represented group within the gay community, 

when they successfully sought to be included on the platform 

of the 1993 March on Washington for Lesbian, Gay and Bi 

Equal Rights and Liberation. Transgender people also asked to 

be included but were not, though trans-inclusive language was 

added to the march's list of demands. The transgender 

community continued to find itself simultaneously welcome 

and at odds with the gay community as attitudes about non-

binary gender discrimination and pansexual orientation 

developed and came increasingly into conflict. In 1994, New 

York City celebrated "Stonewall 25" with a march that went 

past the United Nations Headquarters and into Central Park. 

Estimates put the attendance at 1.1 million people. Sylvia 
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Rivera led an alternate march in New York City in 1994 to 

protest the exclusion of transgender people from the events. 

Attendance at LGBT Pride events has grown substantially over 

the decades. Most large cities around the world now have some 

kind of Pride demonstration. Pride events in some cities mark 

the largest annual celebration of any kind. The growing trend 

towards commercializing marches into parades—with events 

receiving corporate sponsorship—has caused concern about 

taking away the autonomy of the original grassroots 

demonstrations that put inexpensive activism in the hands of 

individuals.  

A "Stonewall Shabbat Seder" was first held at B'nai Jeshurun, 

a synagogue on New York's Upper West Side, in 1995.  

President Barack Obama declared June 2009 Lesbian, Gay, 

Bisexual, and Transgender Pride Month, citing the riots as a 

reason to "commit to achieving equal justice under law for 

LGBT Americans". The year marked the 40th anniversary of the 

riots, giving journalists and activists cause to reflect on 

progress made since 1969. Frank Rich noted in The New York 

Times that no federal legislation exists to protect the rights of 

gay Americans. An editorial in the Washington Blade compared 

the scruffy, violent activism during and following the Stonewall 

riots to the lackluster response to failed promises given by 

President Obama; for being ignored, wealthy LGBT activists 

reacted by promising to give less money to Democratic causes. 

Two years later, the Stonewall Inn served as a rallying point for 

celebrations after the New York State Senate voted to pass 

same-sex marriage. The act was signed into law by Governor 

Andrew Cuomo on June 24, 2011.  
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Individual states continue to battle with homophobia. The 

Missouri Senate passed a measure its supporters characterize 

as a religious freedom bill that could change the state's 

constitution despite Democrats' objections and their 39-hour 

filibuster. This bill allows the "protection of certain religious 

organizations and individuals from being penalized by the state 

because of their sincere religious beliefs or practices 

concerning marriage between two persons of the same sex" 

discriminating against homosexual patronage.  

Obama also referenced the Stonewall riots in a call for full 

equality during his second inaugural address on January 21, 

2013:  

We, the people, declare today that the most evident of truths—

that all of us are created equal—is the star that guides us still; 

just as it guided our forebears through Seneca Falls and Selma 

and Stonewall.... Our journey is not complete until our gay 

brothers and sisters are treated like anyone else under the 

law—for if we are truly created equal, then surely the love we 

commit to one another must be equal as well. 

This was a historic moment: the first time that a president 

mentioned gay rights or the word "gay" in an inaugural 

address.  

In 2014, a marker dedicated to the Stonewall riots was 

included in the Legacy Walk, an outdoor public display in 

Chicago celebrating LGBT history and people.  

Throughout June 2019, Stonewall 50 – WorldPride NYC 2019, 

produced by Heritage of Pride in partnership with the I Love 

New York program's LGBT division, took place in New York to 
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commemorate the 50th anniversary of the Stonewall uprising. 

The final official estimate included 5 million visitors attending 

in Manhattan alone, making it the largest LGBTQ celebration 

in history. June is traditionally Pride month in New York City 

and worldwide, and the events were held under the auspices of 

the annual NYC Pride March. An apology from New York City 

Police Commissioner James P. O'Neill, on June 6, 2019, 

coincided with WorldPride being celebrated in New York City. 

O'Neill apologized on behalf of the NYPD for the actions of its 

officers at the Stonewall uprising in 1969.  

The official 50th anniversary commemoration of the Stonewall 

Uprising occurred on 28 June on Christopher Street in front of 

Stonewall Inn. The official commemoration was themed as a 

rally, in reference to the original rallies in front of Stonewall 

Inn in 1969. Speakers at this event included Mayor Bill De 

Blasio, Senator Kirsten Gillibrand, Congressman Jerry Nadler, 

American activist Emma Gonzalez, and global activist Rémy 

Bonny.  

In 2019, Paris, France, officially named a square in the Marais 

district as Place des Émeutes-de-Stonewall (Stonewall Riots 

Place).  

Stonewall Day 

In 2018, 49 years after the uprising, Stonewall Day was 

announced as a commemoration day by Pride Live, a social 

advocacy and community engagement organization. The second 

Stonewall Day was held on Friday, June 28, 2019, outside the 

Stonewall Inn. During this event, Pride Live introduced their 
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Stonewall Ambassadors program, to raise awareness for the 

50th anniversary of the Stonewall Riots. Those appearing at 

the event included: Geena Rocero, First Lady of New York City 

Chirlane McCray, Josephine Skriver, Wilson Cruz, Ryan 

Jamaal Swain, Angelica Ross, Donatella Versace, Conchita 

Wurst, Bob the Drag Queen, Whoopi Goldberg, and Lady Gaga, 

with performances by Alex Newell and Alicia Keys.  

Historic landmark and monument 

In June 1999, the U.S. Department of the Interior included 51 

and 53 Christopher Street and the surrounding area in 

Greenwich Village into the National Register of Historic Places, 

the first of significance to the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 

transgender community. In a dedication ceremony, Assistant 

Secretary of the Department of the Interior John Berry stated, 

"Let it forever be remembered that here—on this spot—men and 

women stood proud, they stood fast, so that we may be who we 

are, we may work where we will, live where we choose, and love 

whom our hearts desire." The Stonewall Inn was itself named a 

National Historic Landmark in February 2000.  

In May 2015, the New York City Landmarks Preservation 

Commission announced it would officially consider designating 

the Stonewall Inn as a landmark, making it the first city 

location to be considered based on its LGBT cultural 

significance alone. On June 23, 2015, the New York City 

Landmarks Preservation Commission unanimously approved 

the designation of the Stonewall Inn as a city landmark, 

making it the first landmark honored for its role in the fight for 

gay rights.  
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On June 24, 2016, President Obama announced the 

establishment of the Stonewall National Monument site to be 

administered by the National Park Service. The designation, 

which followed transfer of city parkland to the federal 

government, protects Christopher Park and adjacent areas 

totaling more than seven acres; the Stonewall Inn is within the 

boundaries of the monument but remains privately owned. The 

National Park Foundation formed a new nonprofit organization 

to raise funds for a ranger station and interpretive exhibits for 

the monument.  

  



Chapter 7 

Roe v. Wade 

Roe v. Wade, 410 U.S. 113 (1973), was a landmark decision of 

the U.S. Supreme Court in which the Court ruled that the 

Constitution of the United States protects a pregnant woman's 

liberty to choose to have an abortion without excessive 

government restriction. It struck down many U.S. federal and 

state abortion laws, and prompted an ongoing national debate 

in the United States about whether and to what extent abortion 

should be legal, who should decide the legality of abortion, 

what methods the Supreme Court should use in constitutional 

adjudication, and what the role of religious and moral views in 

the political sphere should be. Roe v. Wade reshaped American 

politics, dividing much of the United States into abortion 

rights and anti-abortion movements, while activating 

grassroots movements on both sides.  

The decision involved the case of Norma McCorvey—known in 

her lawsuit under the pseudonym "Jane Roe"—who in 1969 

became pregnant with her third child. McCorvey wanted an 

abortion, but she lived in Texas, where abortion was illegal 

except when necessary to save the mother's life. She was 

referred to lawyers Sarah Weddington and Linda Coffee, who 

filed a lawsuit on her behalf in U.S. federal court against her 

local district attorney, Henry Wade, alleging that Texas's 

abortion laws were unconstitutional. A three-judge panel of the 

U.S. District Court for the Northern District of Texas heard the 

case and ruled in her favor. Texas then appealed this ruling 

directly to the U.S. Supreme Court.  
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In January 1973, the Supreme Court issued a 7–2 decision 

ruling that the Due Process Clause of the Fourteenth 

Amendment to the U.S. Constitution provides a "right to 

privacy" that protects a pregnant woman's right to choose 

whether or not to have an abortion. But it also ruled that this 

right is not absolute, and must be balanced against the 

government's interests in protecting women's health and 

protecting prenatal life. The Court resolved this balancing test 

by tying state regulation of abortion to the three trimesters of 

pregnancy: during the first trimester, governments could not 

prohibit abortions at all; during the second trimester, 

governments could require reasonable health regulations; 

during the third trimester, abortions could be prohibited 

entirely so long as the laws contained exceptions for cases 

when they were necessary to save the life or health of the 

mother. The Court classified the right to choose to have an 

abortion as "fundamental", which required courts to evaluate 

challenged abortion laws under the "strict scrutiny" standard, 

the highest level of judicial review in the United States.  

Roe was criticized by some in the legal community, and some 

have called the decision a form of judicial activism. In 1992, 

the Supreme Court revisited and modified its legal rulings in 

Roe in the case of Planned Parenthood v. Casey. In Casey, the 

Court reaffirmed Roe 's holding that a woman's right to choose 

to have an abortion is constitutionally protected, but 

abandoned Roe 's trimester framework in favor of a standard 

based on fetal viability, and overruled Roe 's requirement that 

government regulations on abortion be subjected to the strict 

scrutiny standard.  
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Background 

History of abortion laws in the United 

States 

According to the Court, "the restrictive criminal abortion laws 

in effect in a majority of States today are of relatively recent 

vintage". Providing a historical analysis on abortion, Justice 

Harry Blackmun noted that abortion was "resorted to without 

scruple" in Greek and Roman times. Blackmun also addressed 

the permissive and restrictive abortion attitudes and laws 

throughout history, noting the disagreements among leaders 

(of all different professions) in those eras and the formative 

laws and cases. In the United States, in 1821, Connecticut 

passed the first state statute criminalizing abortion. Every 

state had abortion legislation by 1900. In the United States, 

abortion was sometimes considered a common law crime, 

though Justice Blackmun would conclude that the 

criminalization of abortion did not have "roots in the English 

common-law tradition". Rather than arresting the women 

having the abortions, legal officials were more likely to 

interrogate these women to obtain evidence against the 

abortion provider in order to close down that provider's 

business.  

In 1971, Shirley Wheeler was charged with manslaughter after 

Florida hospital staff reported her illegal abortion to the police. 

She received a sentence of two years' probation and, under her 

probation, had to move back into her parents' house in North 

Carolina. The Boston Women's Abortion Coalition held a rally 
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for Wheeler in Boston to raise money and awareness of her 

charges as well as had staff members from the Women's 

National Abortion Action Coalition (WONAAC) speak at the 

rally. Wheeler was possibly the first woman to be held 

criminally responsible for submitting to an abortion. Her 

conviction was overturned by the Florida Supreme Court.  

With the passage of the California Therapeutic Abortion Act in 

1967, abortion became essentially legal on demand in that 

state. Pregnant women in other states could travel to 

California to obtain legal abortions—if they could afford to. A 

flight from Dallas to Los Angeles was nicknamed "the abortion 

special" because so many of its passengers were traveling for 

that reason. There were prepackaged trips known as the "non-

family plan".  

History of the case 

In June 1969, 21-year-old Norma McCorvey discovered she was 

pregnant with her third child. She returned to Dallas, where 

friends advised her to falsely claim that she had been raped, 

incorrectly believing that Texas law allowed abortion in cases 

of rape and incest when it actually allowed abortion only "for 

the purpose of saving the life of the mother". She attempted to 

obtain an illegal abortion, but found that the unauthorized 

facility had been closed down by the police. Eventually, she 

was referred to attorneys Linda Coffee and Sarah Weddington. 

McCorvey would end up giving birth before the case was 

decided, and the child was put up for adoption.  

In 1970, Coffee and Weddington filed suit in the United States 

District Court for the Northern District of Texas on behalf of 
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McCorvey (under the alias Jane Roe). The defendant in the case 

was Dallas County District Attorney Henry Wade, who 

represented the State of Texas. McCorvey was no longer 

claiming her pregnancy was a result of rape, and later 

acknowledged that she had lied about having been raped, in 

hope to circumvent a Texas law that banned abortions except 

when the woman's life is in danger. "Rape" is not mentioned in 

the judicial opinions in the case.  

On June 17, 1970, a three-judge panel of the District Court, 

consisting of Northern District of Texas Judges Sarah T. 

Hughes, William McLaughlin Taylor Jr. and Fifth Circuit Court 

of Appeals Judge Irving Loeb Goldberg, unanimously declared 

the Texas law unconstitutional, finding that it violated the 

right to privacy found in the Ninth Amendment. In addition, 

the court relied on Justice Arthur Goldberg's 1965 concurrence 

in Griswold v. Connecticut. The court, however, declined to 

grant an injunction against enforcement of the law.  

Issues before the Supreme Court 

Oral arguments and initial discussions 

Roe v. Wade reached the Supreme Court on appeal in 1970. 

The justices delayed taking action on Roe and a closely related 

case, Doe v. Bolton, until they had decided Younger v. Harris 

(because they felt the appeals raised difficult questions on 

judicial jurisdiction) and United States v. Vuitch (in which they 

considered the constitutionality of a District of Columbia 

statute that criminalized abortion except where the mother's 

life or health was endangered). In Vuitch, the Court narrowly 
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upheld the statute, though in doing so, it treated abortion as a 

medical procedure and stated that physicians must be given 

room to determine what constitutes a danger to (physical or 

mental) health. The day after they announced their decision in 

Vuitch, they voted to hear both Roe and Doe.  

Arguments were scheduled by the full Court for December 13, 

1971. Before the Court could hear the oral arguments, Justices 

Hugo Black and John Marshall Harlan II retired. Chief Justice 

Warren Burger asked Justice Potter Stewart and Justice 

Blackmun to determine whether Roe and Doe, among others, 

should be heard as scheduled. According to Blackmun, Stewart 

felt that the cases were a straightforward application of 

Younger v. Harris, and they recommended that the Court move 

forward as scheduled.  

In his opening argument in defense of the abortion 

restrictions, attorney Jay Floyd made what was later described 

as the "worst joke in legal history". Appearing against two 

female lawyers, Floyd began, "Mr. Chief Justice and may it 

please the Court. It's an old joke, but when a man argues 

against two beautiful ladies like this, they are going to have 

the last word." His remark was met with cold silence; one 

observer thought that Chief Justice Burger "was going to come 

right off the bench at him. He glared him down."  

After a first round of arguments, all seven justices tentatively 

agreed that the Texas law should be struck down, but on 

varying grounds. Burger assigned the role of writing the 

Court's opinion in Roe (as well as Doe) to Blackmun, who 

began drafting a preliminary opinion that emphasized what he 

saw as the Texas law's vagueness. (At this point, Black and 
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Harlan had been replaced by Justices William Rehnquist and 

Lewis F. Powell Jr., but they arrived too late to hear the first 

round of arguments.) But Blackmun felt that his opinion did 

not adequately reflect his liberal colleagues' views. In May 

1972, he proposed that the case be reargued. Justice William 

O. Douglas threatened to write a dissent from the reargument 

order (he and the other liberal justices were suspicious that 

Rehnquist and Powell would vote to uphold the statute), but 

was coaxed out of the action by his colleagues, and his dissent 

was merely mentioned in the reargument order without further 

statement or opinion. The case was reargued on October 11, 

1972. Weddington continued to represent Roe, and Texas 

Assistant Attorney General Robert C. Flowers replaced Jay 

Floyd for Texas.  

Drafting the opinion 

Blackmun continued to work on his opinions in both cases 

over the summer recess, even though there was no guarantee 

that he would be assigned to write them again. Over the 

recess, he spent a week researching the history of abortion at 

the Mayo Clinic in Minnesota, where he had worked in the 

1950s. After the Court heard the second round of arguments, 

Powell said he would agree with Blackmun's conclusion but 

pushed for Roe to be the lead of the two abortion cases being 

considered. Powell also suggested that the Court strike down 

the Texas law on privacy grounds. Justice Byron White was 

unwilling to sign on to Blackmun's opinion, and Rehnquist had 

already decided to dissent.  

Prior to the decision, the justices discussed the trimester 

framework at great length. Justice Powell had suggested that 
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the point where the state could intervene be placed at viability, 

which Justice Thurgood Marshall supported as well. In an 

internal memo to the other justices before the majority 

decision was published, Justice Blackmun wrote: "You will 

observe that I have concluded that the end of the first 

trimester is critical. This is arbitrary, but perhaps any other 

selected point, such as quickening or viability, is equally 

arbitrary." Roe supporters are quick to point out, however, that 

the memo only reflects Blackmun's uncertainty about the 

timing of the trimester framework, not the framework or the 

holding itself. Contrary to Blackmun, Justice Douglas 

preferred the first-trimester line. Justice Stewart said the lines 

were "legislative" and wanted more flexibility and consideration 

paid to state legislatures, though he joined Blackmun's 

decision. Justice William J. Brennan Jr. proposed abandoning 

frameworks based on the age of the fetus and instead allowing 

states to regulate the procedure based on its safety for the 

mother.  

Supreme Court decision 

On January 22, 1973, the Supreme Court issued a 7–2 

decision in favor of Norma McCorvey ("Jane Roe") that held 

that women in the United States have a fundamental right to 

choose whether or not to have abortions without excessive 

government restriction, and struck down Texas's abortion ban 

as unconstitutional. The decision was issued together with a 

companion case, Doe v. Bolton, that involved a similar 

challenge to Georgia's abortion laws.  



Encyclopedia of Western Countries: 1945–1980, Volume 2 
 

259  
 

Opinion of the Court 

Seven justices formed the majority and joined an opinion 

written by Justice Harry Blackmun. The opinion recited the 

facts of the case, then dealt with issues of procedure and 

justiciability before proceeding to the main constitutional 

issues of the case.  

Standing 

The Court's opinion first addressed the legal issues of standing 

and mootness. Under the traditional interpretation of these 

rules, Norma McCorvey's ("Jane Roe") appeal was moot because 

she had already given birth to her child and thus would not be 

affected by the ruling; she also lacked standing to assert the 

rights of other pregnant women. As she did not present an 

"actual case or controversy" (a grievance and a demand for 

relief), any opinion issued by the Supreme Court would 

constitute an advisory opinion.  

The Court concluded that the case came within an established 

exception to the rule: one that allowed consideration of an 

issue that was "capable of repetition, yet evading review". This 

phrase had been coined in 1911 by Justice Joseph McKenna in 

Southern Pacific Terminal Co. v. ICC. Blackmun's opinion 

quoted McKenna and noted that pregnancy would normally 

conclude more quickly than an appellate process: "If that 

termination makes a case moot, pregnancy litigation seldom 

will survive much beyond the trial stage, and appellate review 

will be effectively denied."  
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Abortion and right to privacy 

After dealing with standing, the Court then proceeded to the 

main issue of the case: the constitutionality of Texas's abortion 

law. The Court first surveyed abortion's legal status 

throughout the history of Roman law and the Anglo-American 

common law. It also reviewed the developments of medical 

procedures and technology used in abortions, which had only 

become reliably safe in the early 20th century.  

After its historical survey, the Court introduced the concept of 

a constitutional "right to privacy" that was intimated in earlier 

cases involving parental control over childrearing—Meyer v. 

Nebraska and Pierce v. Society of Sisters—and reproductive 

autonomy with the use of contraception—Griswold v. 

Connecticut. Then, "with virtually no further explanation of the 

privacy value", the Court ruled that regardless of exactly which 

of its provisions were involved, the U.S. Constitution's 

guarantees of liberty covered a right to privacy that generally 

protected a pregnant woman's decision whether or not to abort 

a pregnancy.  

This right of privacy, whether it be founded in the Fourteenth 

Amendment's concept of personal liberty and restrictions upon 

state action, as we feel it is, or ... in the Ninth Amendment's 

reservation of rights to the people, is broad enough to 

encompass a woman's decision whether or not to terminate her 

pregnancy. 

• —Roe, 410 U.S. at 153.
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The Court reasoned that outlawing abortions would infringe a 

pregnant woman's right to privacy for several reasons: having 

unwanted children "may force upon the woman a distressful 

life and future"; it may bring imminent psychological harm; 

caring for the child may tax the mother's physical and mental 

health; and because there may be "distress, for all concerned, 

associated with the unwanted child".  

But the Court rejected the notion that this right to privacy was 

absolute. It held instead that the abortion right must be 

balanced against other government interests. The Court found 

two government interests that were sufficiently "compelling" to 

permit states to impose some limitations on the right to choose 

to have an abortion: first, protecting the mother's health, and 

second, protecting the life of the fetus.  

A State may properly assert important interests in 

safeguarding health, maintaining medical standards, and in 

protecting potential life. At some point in pregnancy, these 

respective interests become sufficiently compelling to sustain 

regulation of the factors that govern the abortion decision. ... 

We, therefore, conclude that the right of personal privacy 

includes the abortion decision, but that this right is not 

unqualified and must be considered against important state 

interests in regulation. 

• —Roe, 410 U.S. at 154.

The state of Texas had argued that total bans on abortion were 

justifiable because "life" begins at the moment of conception, 

and therefore its governmental interest in protecting prenatal 

life should apply to all pregnancies regardless of their stage. 

But the Court found that there was no indication that the 
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Constitution's uses of the word "person" were meant to include 

fetuses, and so it rejected Texas's argument that a fetus 

should be considered a "person" with a legal and constitutional 

right to life. It noted that there was still great disagreement 

over when an unborn fetus becomes a living being.  

We need not resolve the difficult question of when life begins. 

When those trained in the respective disciplines of medicine, 

philosophy, and theology are unable to arrive at any 

consensus, the judiciary, in this point in the development of 

man's knowledge, is not in a position to speculate as to the 

answer. 

• —Roe, 410 U.S. at 159. 

The Court settled on the three trimesters of pregnancy as the 

framework to resolve the problem. During the first trimester, 

when it was believed that the procedure was safer than 

childbirth, the Court ruled that the government could place no 

restriction on a woman's ability to choose to abort a pregnancy 

other than minimal medical safeguards such as requiring a 

licensed physician to perform the procedure. From the second 

trimester on, the Court ruled that evidence of increasing risks 

to the mother's health gave the state a compelling interest, and 

that it could enact medical regulations on the procedure so 

long as they were reasonable and "narrowly tailored" to 

protecting mothers' health. The beginning of the third 

trimester was considered to be the point at which a fetus 

became viable under the medical technology available in the 

early 1970s, so the Court ruled that during the third trimester 

the state had a compelling interest in protecting prenatal life, 
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and could legally prohibit all abortions except where necessary 

to protect the mother's life or health.  

The Court concluded that Texas's abortion statutes were 

unconstitutional, and struck them down:  

A state criminal abortion statute of the current Texas type, 

that excepts from criminality only a life-saving procedure on 

behalf of the mother, without regard to pregnancy stage and 

without recognition of the other interests involved, is violative 

of the Due Process Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. 

• —Roe, 410 U.S. at 164.

Concurrences 

Several other justices filed concurring opinions in the case. 

Justice Potter Stewart wrote a concurring opinion in which he 

stated that even though the Constitution makes no mention of 

the right to choose to have an abortion without interference, he 

thought the Court's decision was a permissible interpretation 

of the doctrine of substantive due process, which says that the 

Due Process Clause's protection of liberty extends beyond 

simple procedures and protects certain fundamental rights. 

Justice William O. Douglas wrote a concurring opinion in 

which he described how he believed that while the Court was 

correct to find that the right to choose to have an abortion was 

a fundamental right, it would be better to derive it from the 

Ninth Amendment—which states that the fact that a right is 

not specifically enumerated in the Constitution shall not be 

construed to mean that American people do not possess it—

rather than through the Fourteenth Amendment's Due Process 
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Clause. Chief Justice Warren Burger wrote a concurrence in 

which he wrote that he thought it would be permissible to 

allow a state to require two physicians to certify an abortion 

before it could be performed.  

Dissents 

Two justices dissented from the Court's decision, and their 

dissenting opinions touched on points that would lead to later 

criticism of the Roe decision. 

Justice Byron White's dissent was issued with Roe 's companion 

case, Doe v. Bolton, and describes his belief that the Court had 

no basis for deciding between the competing values of pregnant 

women and unborn children. He believed that the legality of 

abortion should "be left with the people and the political 

processes the people have devised to govern their affairs".  

I find nothing in the language or history of the Constitution to 

support the Court's judgment. The Court simply fashions and 

announces a new constitutional right for pregnant women and, 

with scarcely any reason or authority for its action, invests 

that right with sufficient substance to override most existing 

state abortion statutes. The upshot is that the people and the 

legislatures of the 50 States are constitutionally disentitled to 

weigh the relative importance of the continued existence and 

development of the fetus, on the one hand, against a spectrum 

of possible impacts on the woman, on the other hand. As an 

exercise of raw judicial power, the Court perhaps has authority 

to do what it does today; but, in my view, its judgment is an 

improvident and extravagant exercise of the power of judicial 

review that the Constitution extends to this Court. 
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• —Doe, 410 U.S. at 221–22 (White, J., dissenting).

Justice William Rehnquist's dissent compared the majority's 

use of substantive due process to the Court's repudiated use of 

the doctrine in the 1905 case Lochner v. New York. He 

elaborated on several of White's points, asserting that the 

Court's historical analysis was flawed:  

To reach its result, the Court necessarily has had to find 

within the scope of the Fourteenth Amendment a right that was 

apparently completely unknown to the drafters of the 

Amendment. As early as 1821, the first state law dealing 

directly with abortion was enacted by the Connecticut 

Legislature. By the time of the adoption of the Fourteenth 

Amendment in 1868, there were at least 36 laws enacted by 

state or territorial legislatures limiting abortion. While many 

States have amended or updated their laws, 21 of the laws on 

the books in 1868 remain in effect today.  

• —Roe, 410 U.S. at 174–76 (Rehnquist, J., dissenting).

From this historical record, Rehnquist concluded, "There 

apparently was no question concerning the validity of this 

provision or of any of the other state statutes when the 

Fourteenth Amendment was adopted." Therefore, in his view, 

"the drafters did not intend to have the Fourteenth Amendment 

withdraw from the States the power to legislate with respect to 

this matter."  



Encyclopedia of Western Countries: 1945–1980, Volume 2 

266  

Reception 

Political 

A statistical evaluation of the relationship of political 

affiliation to abortion rights and anti-abortion issues shows 

that public opinion is much more nuanced about when 

abortion is acceptable than is commonly assumed. The most 

prominent organized groups that mobilized in response to Roe 

are the National Abortion Rights Action League and the 

National Right to Life Committee.  

Support 

Advocates of Roe describe it as vital to the preservation of 

women's rights, personal freedom, bodily integrity, and 

privacy. Advocates have also reasoned that access to safe 

abortion and reproductive freedom generally are fundamental 

rights. Some scholars (not including any member of the 

Supreme Court) have equated the denial of abortion rights to 

compulsory motherhood, and have argued that abortion bans, 

therefore, violate the Thirteenth Amendment:  

When women are compelled to carry and bear children, they 

are subjected to 'involuntary servitude' in violation of the 

Thirteenth Amendment. Even if the woman has stipulated to 

have consented to the risk of pregnancy, that does not permit 

the state to force her to remain pregnant. 
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Supporters of Roe contend that the decision has a valid 

constitutional foundation in the Fourteenth Amendment, or 

that the fundamental right to abortion is found elsewhere in 

the Constitution but not in the articles referenced in the 

decision.  

Opposition 

Every year, on the anniversary of the decision, opponents of 

abortion march up Constitution Avenue to the Supreme Court 

Building in Washington, D.C., in the March for Life. Around 

250,000 people attended the march until 2010. Estimates put 

the 2011 and 2012 attendances at 400,000 each, and the 2013 

March for Life drew an estimated 650,000 people.  

Opponents of Roe assert that the decision lacks a valid 

constitutional foundation. Like the dissenters in Roe, they 

maintain that the Constitution is silent on the issue, and that 

proper solutions to the question would best be found via state 

legislatures and the legislative process, rather than through an 

all-encompassing ruling from the Supreme Court.  

A prominent argument against the Roe decision is that, in the 

absence of consensus about when meaningful life begins, it is 

best to avoid the risk of doing harm.  

In response to Roe v. Wade, most states enacted or attempted 

to enact laws limiting or regulating abortion, such as laws 

requiring parental consent or parental notification for minors 

to obtain abortions; spousal mutual consent laws; spousal 

notification laws; laws requiring abortions to be performed in 

hospitals, not clinics; laws barring state funding for abortions; 
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laws banning intact dilation and extraction, also known as 

partial-birth abortion; laws requiring waiting periods before 

abortions; and laws mandating that women read certain types 

of literature and watch a fetal ultrasound before undergoing an 

abortion. In 1976, Congress passed the Hyde Amendment, 

barring federal funding of abortions (except in cases of rape, 

incest, or a threat to the life of the mother) for poor women 

through the Medicaid program. The Supreme Court struck 

down some state restrictions in a long series of cases 

stretching from the mid-1970s to the late 1980s, but upheld 

restrictions on funding, including the Hyde Amendment, in the 

case of Harris v. McRae (1980).  

Some opponents of abortion maintain that personhood begins 

at fertilization or conception, and should therefore be 

protected by the Constitution; the dissenting justices in Roe 

instead wrote that decisions about abortion "should be left 

with the people and to the political processes the people have 

devised to govern their affairs."  

In 1995, Norma L. McCorvey revealed that she had become 

anti-abortion, and from then until her death in 2017, she was 

a vocal opponent of abortion. In a documentary filmed before 

her death in 2017 she restated her support for abortion, and 

said that she had been paid by anti-abortion groups, including 

Operation Rescue, in exchange for providing support.  

Legal 

Justice Blackmun, who authored the Roe decision, stood by the 

analytical framework he established in Roe throughout his 

career. Despite his initial reluctance, he became the decision's 
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chief champion and protector during his later years on the 

Court. Liberal and feminist legal scholars have had various 

reactions to Roe, not always giving the decision unqualified 

support. One argument is that Justice Blackmun reached the 

correct result but went about it the wrong way. Another is that 

the end achieved by Roe does not justify its means of judicial 

fiat.  

Justice John Paul Stevens, while agreeing with the decision, 

has suggested that it should have been more narrowly focused 

on the issue of privacy. According to Stevens, if the decision 

had avoided the trimester framework and simply stated that 

the right to privacy included a right to choose abortion, "it 

might have been much more acceptable" from a legal 

standpoint. Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg had, before joining 

the Court, criticized the decision for ending a nascent 

movement to liberalize abortion law through legislation. 

Ginsburg has also faulted the Court's approach for being 

"about a doctor's freedom to practice his profession as he 

thinks best.... It wasn't woman-centered. It was physician-

centered." Watergate prosecutor Archibald Cox wrote: "[Roe 's] 

failure to confront the issue in principled terms leaves the 

opinion to read like a set of hospital rules and regulations.... 

Neither historian, nor layman, nor lawyer will be persuaded 

that all the prescriptions of Justice Blackmun are part of the 

Constitution."  

In a highly cited Yale Law Journal article published in the 

months after the decision, the American legal scholar John 

Hart Ely strongly criticized Roe as a decision that was 

disconnected from American constitutional law.  
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What is frightening about Roe is that this super-protected right 

is not inferable from the language of the Constitution, the 

framers' thinking respecting the specific problem in issue, any 

general value derivable from the provisions they included, or 

the nation's governmental structure. ... The problem with Roe 

is not so much that it bungles the question it sets itself, but 

rather that it sets itself a question the Constitution has not 

made the Court's business. ... [Roe] is bad because it is bad 

constitutional law, or rather because it is not constitutional 

law and gives almost no sense of an obligation to try to be. 

• —John Hart Ely (1973), "The Wages of Crying Wolf: A 

Comment on Roe v. Wade", Yale Law Journal. 

Professor Laurence Tribe had similar thoughts: "One of the 

most curious things about Roe is that, behind its own verbal 

smokescreen, the substantive judgment on which it rests is 

nowhere to be found." Liberal law professors Alan Dershowitz, 

Cass Sunstein, and Kermit Roosevelt have also expressed 

disappointment with Roe v. Wade.  

Jeffrey Rosen and Michael Kinsley echo Ginsburg, arguing that 

a legislative movement would have been the correct way to 

build a more durable consensus in support of abortion rights. 

William Saletan wrote, "Blackmun's [Supreme Court] papers 

vindicate every indictment of Roe: invention, overreach, 

arbitrariness, textual indifference." Benjamin Wittes has 

written that Roe "disenfranchised millions of conservatives on 

an issue about which they care deeply." And Edward Lazarus, a 

former Blackmun clerk who "loved Roe 's author like a 

grandfather," wrote: "As a matter of constitutional 

interpretation and judicial method, Roe borders on the 
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indefensible.... Justice Blackmun's opinion provides essentially 

no reasoning in support of its holding. And in the almost 30 

years since Roe's announcement, no one has produced a 

convincing defense of Roe on its own terms."  

The assertion that the Supreme Court was making a legislative 

decision is often repeated by opponents of the ruling. The 

"viability" criterion is still in effect, although the point of 

viability has changed as medical science has found ways to 

help premature babies survive.  

Public opinion 

Americans have been equally divided on the issue; a May 2018 

Gallup poll indicated that 48% of Americans described 

themselves as "pro-choice" and 48% described themselves as 

"pro-life". A July 2018 poll indicated that only 28% of 

Americans wanted the Supreme Court to overturn Roe v. Wade, 

while 64% did not want the ruling to be overturned.  

A Gallup poll conducted in May 2009 indicated that 53% of 

Americans believed that abortions should be legal under 

certain circumstances, 23% believed abortion should be legal 

under any circumstances, and 22% believed that abortion 

should be illegal in all circumstances. However, in this poll, 

more Americans referred to themselves as "Pro-Life" than "Pro-

Choice" for the first time since the poll asked the question in 

1995, with 51% identifying as "Pro-Life" and 42% identifying as 

"Pro-Choice". Similarly, an April 2009 Pew Research Center 

poll showed a softening of support for legal abortion in all 

cases compared to the previous years of polling. People who 
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said they support abortion in all or most cases dropped from 

54% in 2008 to 46% in 2009.  

In contrast, an October 2007 Harris poll on Roe v. Wade asked 

the following question:  

In 1973, the U.S. Supreme Court decided that states laws 

which made it illegal for a woman to have an abortion up to 

three months of pregnancy were unconstitutional, and that the 

decision on whether a woman should have an abortion up to 

three months of pregnancy should be left to the woman and her 

doctor to decide. In general, do you favor or oppose this part of 

the U.S. Supreme Court decision making abortions up to three 

months of pregnancy legal? In reply, 56% of respondents 

indicated favour while 40% indicated opposition. The Harris 

organization concluded from this poll that "56 percent now 

favours the U.S. Supreme Court decision." Anti-abortion 

activists have disputed whether the Harris poll question is a 

valid measure of public opinion about Roe 's overall decision, 

because the question focuses only on the first three months of 

pregnancy. The Harris poll Regarding the Roe decision as a 

whole, more Americans support it than support overturning it. 

When pollsters describe various regulations that Roe prevents 

legislatures from enacting, support for Roe drops.  

Role in subsequent decisions and 

politics 

Opposition to Roe on the bench grew when President Reagan, 

who supported legislative restrictions on abortion, began 
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making federal judicial appointments in 1981. Reagan denied 

that there was any litmus test: "I have never given a litmus 

test to anyone that I have appointed to the bench…. I feel very 

strongly about those social issues, but I also place my 

confidence in the fact that the one thing that I do seek are 

judges that will interpret the law and not write the law. We've 

had too many examples in recent years of courts and judges 

legislating."  

In addition to White and Rehnquist, Reagan appointee Sandra 

Day O'Connor began dissenting from the Court's abortion 

cases, arguing in 1983 that the trimester-based analysis 

devised by the Roe Court was "unworkable." Shortly before his 

retirement from the bench, Chief Justice Warren Burger 

suggested in 1986 that Roe be "reexamined"; the associate 

justice who filled Burger's place on the Court—Justice Antonin 

Scalia—vigorously opposed Roe. Concern about overturning 

Roe played a major role in the defeat of Robert Bork's 

nomination to the Court in 1987; the man eventually appointed 

to replace Roe-supporter Lewis Powell was Anthony Kennedy.  

The Supreme Court of Canada used the rulings in both Roe and 

Doe v. Bolton as grounds to find Canada's federal law 

restricting access to abortions unconstitutional. That Canadian 

case, R. v. Morgentaler, was decided in 1988.  

Webster v. Reproductive Health Services 

In a 5–4 decision in 1989's Webster v. Reproductive Health 

Services, Chief Justice Rehnquist, writing for the Court, 

declined to explicitly overrule Roe, because "none of the 

challenged provisions of the Missouri Act properly before us 



Encyclopedia of Western Countries: 1945–1980, Volume 2 
 

274  
 

conflict with the Constitution." In this case, the Court upheld 

several abortion restrictions, and modified the Roe trimester 

framework.  

In concurring opinions, O'Connor refused to reconsider Roe, 

and Justice Antonin Scalia criticized the Court and O'Connor 

for not overruling Roe. Blackmun—author of the Roe decision—

stated in his dissent that White, Kennedy and Rehnquist were 

"callous" and "deceptive," that they deserved to be charged 

with "cowardice and illegitimacy," and that their plurality 

opinion "foments disregard for the law." White had recently 

opined that the majority reasoning in Roe v. Wade was 

"warped."  

Planned Parenthood v. Casey 

During initial deliberations for Planned Parenthood v. Casey 

(1992), an initial majority of five Justices (Rehnquist, White, 

Scalia, Kennedy, and Thomas) were willing to effectively 

overturn Roe. Kennedy changed his mind after the initial 

conference, and O'Connor, Kennedy, and Souter joined 

Blackmun and Stevens to reaffirm the central holding of Roe, 

saying, "Our law affords constitutional protection to personal 

decisions relating to marriage, procreation, contraception, 

family relationships, child rearing, and education. [...] These 

matters, involving the most intimate and personal choices a 

person may make in a lifetime, choices central to personal 

dignity and autonomy, are central to the liberty protected by 

the Fourteenth Amendment. At the heart of liberty is the right 

to define one's own concept of existence, of meaning, of the 

universe, and of the mystery of human life." Only Justice 
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Blackmun would have retained Roe entirely and struck down 

all aspects of the statute at issue in Casey.  

Scalia's dissent acknowledged that abortion rights are of "great 

importance to many women", but asserted that it is not a 

liberty protected by the Constitution, because the Constitution 

does not mention it, and because longstanding traditions have 

permitted it to be legally proscribed. Scalia concluded: "[B]y 

foreclosing all democratic outlet for the deep passions this 

issue arouses, by banishing the issue from the political forum 

that gives all participants, even the losers, the satisfaction of a 

fair hearing and an honest fight, by continuing the imposition 

of a rigid national rule instead of allowing for regional 

differences, the Court merely prolongs and intensifies the 

anguish."  

Stenberg v. Carhart 

During the 1990s, the state of Nebraska attempted to ban a 

certain second-trimester abortion procedure known as intact 

dilation and extraction (sometimes called partial birth 

abortion). The Nebraska ban allowed other second-trimester 

abortion procedures called dilation and evacuation abortions. 

Ginsburg (who replaced White) stated, "this law does not save 

any fetus from destruction, for it targets only 'a method of 

performing abortion'." The Supreme Court struck down the 

Nebraska ban by a 5–4 vote in Stenberg v. Carhart (2000), 

citing a right to use the safest method of second trimester 

abortion.  

Kennedy, who had co-authored the 5–4 Casey decision 

upholding Roe, was among the dissenters in Stenberg, writing 
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that Nebraska had done nothing unconstitutional. In his 

dissent, Kennedy described the second trimester abortion 

procedure that Nebraska was not seeking to prohibit, and thus 

argued that since this dilation and evacuation procedure 

remained available in Nebraska, the state was free to ban the 

other procedure sometimes called "partial birth abortion."  

The remaining three dissenters in Stenberg—Rehnquist, Scalia, 

and Thomas—disagreed again with Roe: "Although a State may 

permit abortion, nothing in the Constitution dictates that a 

State must do so."  

Gonzales v. Carhart 

In 2003, Congress passed the Partial-Birth Abortion Ban Act, 

which led to a lawsuit in the case of Gonzales v. Carhart. The 

Court had previously ruled in Stenberg v. Carhart that a state's 

ban on "partial birth abortion" was unconstitutional because 

such a ban did not have an exception for the health of the 

woman. The membership of the Court changed after Stenberg, 

with John Roberts and Samuel Alito replacing Rehnquist and 

O'Connor, respectively. The ban at issue in Gonzales v. Carhart 

was a federal statute, rather than a state statute as in the 

Stenberg case, but was otherwise nearly identical to Stenberg, 

replicating its vague description of partial-birth abortion and 

making no exception for the consideration of the woman's 

health.  

On April 18, 2007, the Supreme Court handed down a 5 to 4 

decision upholding the constitutionality of the Partial-Birth 

Abortion Ban Act. Kennedy wrote the majority opinion, 

asserting that Congress was within its power to generally ban 
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the procedure, although the Court left the door open for as-

applied challenges. Kennedy's opinion did not reach the 

question of whether the Court's prior decisions in Roe v. Wade, 

Planned Parenthood v. Casey, and Stenberg v. Carhart 

remained valid, and instead the Court stated that the 

challenged statute remained consistent with those past 

decisions whether or not those decisions remained valid.  

Chief Justice John Roberts, Scalia, Thomas, and Alito joined 

the majority. Justices Ginsburg, joined by Stevens, Souter, and 

Breyer, dissented, contending that the ruling ignored Supreme 

Court abortion precedent, and also offering an equality-based 

justification for abortion precedent. Thomas filed a concurring 

opinion, joined by Scalia, contending that the Court's prior 

decisions in Roe v. Wade and Planned Parenthood v. Casey 

should be reversed. They also noted that the Partial-Birth 

Abortion Ban Act may have exceeded the powers of Congress 

under the Commerce Clause but that the question was not 

raised before the court.  

Whole Woman's Health v. Hellerstedt 

In the case of Whole Woman's Health v. Hellerstedt, the most 

significant abortion rights case before the Supreme Court since 

Planned Parenthood v. Casey in 1992, the Supreme Court in a 

5–3 decision on June 27, 2016, swept away forms of state 

restrictions on the way abortion clinics can function. The 

Texas legislature enacted in 2013 restrictions on the delivery 

of abortions services that created an undue burden for women 

seeking an abortion by requiring abortion doctors to have 

difficult-to-obtain "admitting privileges" at a local hospital and 

by requiring clinics to have costly hospital-grade facilities. The 



Encyclopedia of Western Countries: 1945–1980, Volume 2 

278  

Court struck down these two provisions "facially" from the law 

at issue—that is, the very words of the provisions were invalid, 

no matter how they might be applied in any practical situation. 

According to the Supreme Court the task of judging whether a 

law puts an unconstitutional burden on a woman's right to 

abortion belongs with the courts and not the legislatures.  

Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health 

Organization 

Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organization is a pending 

Supreme Court case to be heard in the 2021–22 term. It is a 

legal challenge to Mississippi's 2018 Gestational Age Act, 

which had banned abortions after 15 weeks with sole 

exceptions for medical emergencies or fetal abnormality. 

Federal courts had enjoined the state from enforcing the law 

after the state's only abortion clinic, Jackson Women's Health 

Organization, filed suit immediately after passage; the federal 

courts identified the law violated the 24-week point of viability 

established by Roe v. Wade. The Supreme Court - following the 

death of pro-abortion rights Ruth Bader Ginsburg and the 

appointment of anti-abortion rights Amy Coney Barrett in her 

place - certified the petition in May 2021, limited to the 

question of "Whether all pre-viability prohibitions on elective 

abortions are unconstitutional", and raising the question if the 

Supreme Court may use the case to overturn all or part of Roe 

v. Wade.
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Activities of Norma McCorvey 

Norma McCorvey became a member of the anti-abortion 

movement in 1995; she supported making abortion illegal until 

shortly before her death in 2017. In 1998, she testified to 

Congress:  

It was my pseudonym, Jane Roe, which had been used to 

create the "right" to abortion out of legal thin air. But Sarah 

Weddington and Linda Coffee never told me that what I was 

signing would allow women to come up to me 15, 20 years later 

and say, "Thank you for allowing me to have my five or six 

abortions. Without you, it wouldn't have been possible." Sarah 

never mentioned women using abortions as a form of birth 

control. We talked about truly desperate and needy women, not 

women already wearing maternity clothes. 

As a party to the original litigation, she sought to reopen the 

case in U.S. District Court in Texas to have Roe v. Wade 

overturned. However, the Fifth Circuit decided that her case 

was moot, in McCorvey v. Hill. In a concurring opinion, Judge 

Edith Jones agreed that McCorvey was raising legitimate 

questions about emotional and other harm suffered by women 

who have had abortions, about increased resources available 

for the care of unwanted children, and about new scientific 

understanding of fetal development. However, Jones said she 

was compelled to agree that the case was moot. On February 

22, 2005, the Supreme Court refused to grant a writ of 

certiorari, and McCorvey's appeal ended.  

In an interview shortly before her death, McCorvey stated that 

she had taken an anti-abortion position because she had been 



Encyclopedia of Western Countries: 1945–1980, Volume 2 

280  

paid to do so and that her campaign against abortion had been 

an act. She also stated that it did not matter to her if women 

wanted to have an abortion and they should be free to choose. 

Robert Schenck, a pastor and anti-abortion activist who helped 

entice McCorvey to claim she changed sides, stated that what 

they had done with her was "highly unethical" and he had 

"profound regret" over the matter.  

Activities of Sarah Weddington 

After arguing before the Court in Roe v. Wade at the age of 26, 

Sarah Weddington went on to be a representative in the Texas 

House of Representatives for three terms. Weddington has also 

had a long and successful career as General Counsel for the 

United States Department of Agriculture, Assistant to 

President Jimmy Carter, lecturer at Texas Wesleyan University, 

and speaker and adjunct professor at the University of Texas 

at Austin. Sarah Weddington explained in a speech at the 

Institute for Educational Ethics in Oklahoma why she used the 

false rape charges all the way to the Supreme Court: “My 

conduct may not have been totally ethical. But I did it for what 

I thought were good reasons." In 2005, she asked the Supreme 

Court to review the 1973 ruling, arguing that the case should 

be heard again due to new evidence about the harm the 

procedure inflicts on women, but the petition was denied.  

Presidential positions 

President Richard Nixon did not publicly comment about the 

decision. In private conversation later revealed as part of the 

Nixon tapes, Nixon said, "There are times when an abortion is 
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necessary,... ." However, Nixon was also concerned that greater 

access to abortions would foster "permissiveness," and said 

that "it breaks the family."  

Generally, presidential opinion has been split between major 

party lines. The Roe decision was opposed by Presidents Gerald 

Ford, Ronald Reagan, and George W. Bush. President George 

H.W. Bush also opposed Roe, though he had supported 

abortion rights earlier in his career.  

President Jimmy Carter supported legal abortion from an early 

point in his political career, in order to prevent birth defects 

and in other extreme cases; he encouraged the outcome in Roe 

and generally supported abortion rights. Roe was also 

supported by President Bill Clinton. President Barack Obama 

has taken the position that "Abortions should be legally 

available in accordance with Roe v. Wade."  

President Donald Trump has publicly opposed the decision, 

vowing to appoint anti-abortion justices to the Supreme Court. 

Upon Justice Kennedy's retirement in 2018, Trump nominated 

Brett Kavanaugh to replace him, and he was confirmed by the 

Senate in October 2018. A central point of Kavanaugh's 

appointment hearings was his stance on Roe v. Wade, of which 

he said to Senator Susan Collins that he would not "overturn a 

long-established precedent if five current justices believed that 

it was wrongly decided". Despite Kavanaugh's statement, there 

is concern that with the Supreme Court having a strong 

conservative majority, that Roe v. Wade will be overturned 

given an appropriate case to challenge it. Further concerns 

were raised following the May 2019 Supreme Court 5–4 

decision along ideological lines in Franchise Tax Board of 
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California v. Hyatt. While the case had nothing to do with 

abortion rights, the decision overturned a previous 1979 

decision from Nevada v. Hall without maintaining the stare 

decisis precedent, indicating the current Court makeup would 

be willing to apply the same to overturn Roe v. Wade.  

State laws regarding Roe 

Several states have enacted so-called trigger laws that would 

take effect in the event that Roe v. Wade is overturned, with 

the effect of outlawing abortions on the state level. Those 

states include Arkansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, 

North Dakota and South Dakota. Additionally, many states did 

not repeal pre-1973 statutes that criminalized abortion, and 

some of those statutes could again be in force if Roe were 

reversed.  

Other states have passed laws to maintain the legality of 

abortion if Roe v. Wade is overturned. Those states include 

California, Connecticut, Hawaii, Maine, Maryland, Nevada, and 

Washington.  

The Mississippi Legislature has attempted to make abortion 

unfeasible without having to overturn Roe v. Wade. The 

Mississippi law as of 2012 was being challenged in federal 

courts and was temporarily blocked.  

Alabama House Republicans passed a law on April 30, 2019 

that will criminalize abortion if it goes into effect. It offers only 

two exceptions: serious health risk to the mother or a lethal 

fetal anomaly. Alabama governor Kay Ivey signed the bill into 
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law on May 14, primarily as a symbolic gesture in hopes of 

challenging Roe v. Wade in the Supreme Court.  

According to a 2019 study, if Roe v. Wade is reversed and 

abortion bans are implemented in trigger law states and states 

considered highly likely to ban abortion, the increases in travel 

distance are estimated to prevent 93,546 to 143,561 women 

from accessing abortion care.  



Chapter 8 

Charles de Gaulle 

• Charles André Joseph Marie de Gaulle (22

November 1890 – 9 November 1970) was a French

army officer and statesman who led Free France

against Nazi Germany in World War II and chaired

the Provisional Government of the French Republic

from 1944 to 1946 in order to reestablish democracy

in France. In 1958, he came out of retirement when

appointed President of the Council of Ministers

(Prime Minister) by President René Coty. He rewrote

the Constitution of France and founded the Fifth

Republic after approval by referendum. He was

elected President of France later that year, a position

to which he was reelected in 1965 and held until his

resignation in 1969.

Born in Lille, he graduated from Saint-Cyr in 1912. He was a 

decorated officer of the First World War, wounded several times 

and later taken prisoner at Verdun. During the interwar 

period, he advocated mobile armoured divisions. During the 

German invasion of May 1940, he led an armoured division 

which counterattacked the invaders; he was then appointed 

Undersecretary for War. Refusing to accept his government's 

armistice with Germany, de Gaulle fled to England and 

exhorted the French to resist occupation and to continue the 

fight in his Appeal of 18 June. He led the Free French Forces 

and later headed the French National Liberation Committee 

against the Axis. Despite frosty relations with the United 
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States, he generally had Winston Churchill's support and 

emerged as the undisputed leader of Free France. He became 

head of the Provisional Government of the French Republic in 

June 1944, the interim government of France following its 

liberation. As early as 1944, de Gaulle introduced a dirigiste 

economic policy, which included substantial state-directed 

control over a capitalist economy which was followed by 30 

years of unprecedented growth, known as the Trente 

Glorieuses. Frustrated by the return of petty partisanship in 

the new Fourth Republic, he resigned in early 1946 but 

continued to be politically active as founder of the 

Rassemblement du Peuple Français (RPF; "Rally of the French 

People"). He retired in the early 1950s and wrote his War 

Memoirs, which quickly became a staple of modern French 

literature.  

When the Algerian War was ripping apart the unstable Fourth 

Republic, the National Assembly brought him back to power 

during the May 1958 crisis. He founded the Fifth Republic with 

a strong presidency, and he was elected to continue in that 

role. He managed to keep France together while taking steps to 

end the war, much to the anger of the Pieds-Noirs (ethnic 

French born in Algeria) and the military; both previously had 

supported his return to power to maintain colonial rule. He 

granted independence to Algeria and acted progressively 

towards other French colonies. In the context of the Cold War, 

de Gaulle initiated his "politics of grandeur" asserting that 

France as a major power should not rely on other countries, 

such as the United States, for its national security and 

prosperity. To this end, he pursued a policy of "national 

independence" which led him to withdraw from NATO's military 

integrated command and to launch an independent nuclear 
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development program that made France the fourth nuclear 

power. He restored cordial Franco-German relations to create a 

European counterweight between the Anglo-American and 

Soviet spheres of influence through the signing of the Élysée 

Treaty on 22 January 1963.  

However, he opposed any development of a supranational 

Europe, favouring Europe as a continent of sovereign nations. 

De Gaulle openly criticised the United States intervention in 

Vietnam and the "exorbitant privilege" of the United States 

dollar. In his later years, his support for the slogan "Vive le 

Québec libre" and his two vetoes of Britain's entry into the 

European Economic Community generated considerable 

controversy in both North America and Europe. Although 

reelected to the presidency in 1965, he faced widespread 

protests by students and workers in May 1968, but had the 

Army's support and won an election with an increased majority 

in the National Assembly. De Gaulle resigned in 1969 after 

losing a referendum in which he proposed more 

decentralisation. He died a year later at his residence in 

Colombey-les-Deux-Églises, leaving his presidential memoirs 

unfinished.  

Many French political parties and figures claim a Gaullist 

legacy; many streets and monuments in France were dedicated 

to his memory after his death.  
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Early life 

Childhood and origins 

Charles André Joseph Marie de Gaulle was born on 22 

November 1890 in Lille in the Nord department, the third of 

five children. He was raised in a devoutly Catholic and 

traditional family. His father, Henri de Gaulle, was a professor 

of history and literature at a Jesuit college and eventually 

founded his own school.  

Henri de Gaulle came from a long line of parliamentary gentry 

from Normandy and Burgundy. The name is thought to be 

Dutch in origin, and may well have derived from van der Walle 

("from the rampart, defensive wall"). De Gaulle's mother, 

Jeanne (born Maillot), descended from a family of wealthy 

entrepreneurs from Lille. She had French, Irish, Scottish, and 

German ancestry.  

De Gaulle's father encouraged historical and philosophical 

debate between his children at mealtimes, and through his 

encouragement, de Gaulle grew familiar with French history 

from an early age. Struck by his mother's tale of how she cried 

as a child when she heard of the French capitulation to the 

Germans at Sedan in 1870, he developed a keen interest in 

military strategy. He was also influenced by his uncle, also 

named Charles de Gaulle, who was a historian and passionate 

Celticist who wrote books and pamphlets advocating the union 

of the Welsh, Scots, Irish, and Bretons into one people. His 

grandfather Julien-Philippe was also a historian, and his 
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grandmother Josephine-Marie wrote poems which impassioned 

his Christian faith.  

Education and intellectual influences 

By the time he was ten he was reading medieval history. De 

Gaulle began writing in his early teens, especially poetry, and 

later his family paid for a composition, a one-act play in verse 

about a traveller, to be privately published. A voracious reader, 

he favored philosophical tomes by such writers as Bergson, 

Péguy, and Barrès. In addition to the German philosophers 

Nietzsche, Kant, and Goethe, he read the works of the ancient 

Greeks (especially Plato) and the prose of the romanticist poet 

Chateaubriand.  

De Gaulle was educated in Paris at the Collège Stanislas and 

studied briefly in Belgium where he continued to display his 

interest in reading and studying history and shared the great 

pride many of his countrymen felt in their nation's 

achievements. At the age of fifteen he wrote an essay imagining 

"General de Gaulle" leading the French Army to victory over 

Germany in 1930; he later wrote that in his youth he had 

looked forward with somewhat naive anticipation to the 

inevitable future war with Germany to avenge the French 

defeat of 1870.  

France during de Gaulle's teenage years was a divided society, 

with many developments which were unwelcome to the de 

Gaulle family: the growth of socialism and syndicalism, the 

legal separation of Church and State in 1905, and the 

reduction in the term of military service to two years in the 

same year. Equally unwelcome were the Entente Cordiale with 
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Britain, the First Moroccan Crisis, and above all the Dreyfus 

Affair. Henri de Gaulle came to be a supporter of Dreyfus, but 

was less concerned with his innocence per se than with the 

disgrace which the army had brought onto itself. The same 

period also saw a resurgence in evangelical Catholicism, the 

dedication of the Sacré-Cœur, Paris, and the rise of the cult of 

Joan of Arc.  

De Gaulle was not an outstanding pupil until his mid-teens, 

but from July 1906 he worked harder at school as he focused 

on winning a place to train as an army officer at the military 

academy, Saint-Cyr. Lacouture suggests that de Gaulle joined 

the army, despite being by inclination more suited to a career 

as a writer and historian, partly to please his father and partly 

because it was one of the few unifying forces which 

represented the whole of French society. He later wrote that 

"when I entered the Army, it was one of the greatest things in 

the world", a claim which Lacouture points out needs to be 

treated with caution: the army's reputation was at a low ebb in 

the early 1900s after the Dreyfus Affair. It was used 

extensively for strike-breaking and there were fewer than 700 

applicants for St Cyr in 1908, down from 2,000 at the turn of 

the century.  

Early career 

Officer cadet and lieutenant 

De Gaulle won a place at St Cyr in 1909. His class ranking was 

mediocre (119th out of 221 entrants), but he was relatively 

young and this was his first attempt at the exam. Under a law 
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of 21 March 1905, aspiring army officers were required to serve 

a year in the ranks, including time both as a private and as an 

NCO, before attending the academy. Accordingly, in October 

1909, de Gaulle enlisted (for four years, as required, rather 

than the normal two-year term for conscripts) in the 33rd 

Infantry Regiment  [ fr ] of the French Army, based at Arras. This 

was a historic regiment with Austerlitz, Wagram, and Borodino 

amongst its battle honours. In April 1910 he was promoted to 

corporal. His company commander declined to promote him to 

sergeant, the usual rank for a potential officer, commenting 

that the young man clearly felt that nothing less than 

Constable of France would be good enough for him. He was 

eventually promoted to sergeant in September 1910.  

De Gaulle took up his place at St Cyr in October 1910. By the 

end of his first year he had risen to 45th place. At St Cyr, de 

Gaulle acquired the nickname of "the great asparagus" because 

of his height (196 cm, 6'5"), high forehead, and nose. He did 

well at the academy and received praise for his conduct, 

manners, intelligence, character, military spirit, and resistance 

to fatigue. In 1912, he graduated 13th in his class and his 

passing-out report noted that he was a gifted cadet who would 

undoubtedly make an excellent officer. The future Marshal 

Alphonse Juin passed out first in the class, although the two 

do not appear to have been close friends at the time.  

Preferring to serve in France rather than the distant overseas 

colonies, in October 1912 he rejoined the 33rd Infantry 

Regiment as a sous-lieutenant (second lieutenant). The 

regiment was now commanded by Colonel (and future Marshal) 

Philippe Pétain, whom de Gaulle would follow for the next 15 
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years. He later wrote in his memoirs: "My first colonel, Pétain, 

taught me the art of command".  

It has been claimed that in the build-up to World War I, de 

Gaulle agreed with Pétain about the obsolescence of cavalry 

and of traditional tactics in the age of machine guns and 

barbed wire, and often debated great battles and the likely 

outcome of any coming war with his superior. Lacouture is 

sceptical, pointing out that although Pétain wrote glowing 

appraisals of de Gaulle in the first two-quarters of 1913, it is 

unlikely that he stood out among the 19 captains and 32 

lieutenants under his command. De Gaulle would have been 

present at the 1913 Arras manoeuvres, at which Pétain 

criticised General Gallet  [ fr ] to his face, but there is no 

evidence in his notebooks that he accepted Pétain's 

unfashionable ideas about the importance of firepower against 

the dominant doctrine emphasizing "offensive spirit". De Gaulle 

stressed how Maurice de Saxe had banned volley fire, how 

French armies of the Napoleonic period had relied on infantry 

column attack, and how French military power had declined in 

the nineteenth century because of – supposedly – excessive 

concentration on firepower (e.g. the Chassepot rifle) rather 

than élan. He also appears to have accepted the then 

fashionable lesson drawn from the recent Russo-Japanese War, 

of how bayonet charges by Japanese infantry with high morale 

had succeeded in the face of enemy firepower.  

De Gaulle was promoted to first lieutenant in October 1913.  
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First World War 

Combat 

When war finally broke out in France in early August 1914, the 

33rd Regiment, considered one of the best fighting units in 

France, was immediately thrown into checking the German 

advance at Dinant. However, the French Fifth Army 

commander, General Charles Lanrezac, remained wedded to 

19th-century battle tactics, throwing his units into pointless 

bayonet charges with bugles and full colours flying against the 

German artillery, incurring heavy losses.  

As a platoon commander, de Gaulle was involved in fierce 

fighting from the outset. He received his baptism of fire on 15 

August and was among the first to be wounded, receiving a 

bullet in the knee at the Battle of Dinant. It is sometimes 

claimed that in hospital, he grew bitter at the tactics used, and 

spoke with other injured officers against the outdated methods 

of the French army. However, there is no contemporary 

evidence that he understood the importance of artillery in 

modern warfare. Instead, in his writing at the time, he 

criticised the "overrapid" offensive, the inadequacy of French 

generals, and the "slowness of the English troops".  

He rejoined his regiment in October, as commander of the 7th 

company. Many of his former comrades were already dead. In 

December he became regimental adjutant.  

De Gaulle's unit gained recognition for repeatedly crawling out 

into no man's land to listen to the conversations of the enemy 
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in their trenches, and the information brought back was so 

valuable that on 18 January 1915 he received the Croix de 

Guerre. On 10 February he was promoted to captain, initially 

on probation. On 10 March 1915, de Gaulle received a bullet in 

the left hand, which initially seemed trivial but became 

infected. The wound incapacitated him for four months and 

later forced him to wear his wedding ring on the right hand. In 

August he commanded the 10th company before returning to 

duty as regimental adjutant. On 3 September 1915 his rank of 

captain became permanent. In late October, returning from 

leave, he returned to command of 10th company again.  

As a company commander at Douaumont (during the Battle of 

Verdun) on 2 March 1916, while leading a charge to try to 

break out of a position which had become surrounded by the 

enemy, he received a bayonet wound to the left thigh after 

being stunned by a shell and was captured after passing out 

from the effects of poison gas. He was one of the few survivors 

of his battalion. He was pulled out of an empty shell crater by 

German soldiers and taken prisoner. The circumstances of his 

capture would later become a subject of debate as anti-

Gaullists rumored that he had actually surrendered, a claim de 

Gaulle nonchalantly dismissed.  

Prisoner 

De Gaulle spent 32 months in six different prisoner camps, but 

he spent most time in the Ingolstadt Fortress, where his 

treatment was satisfactory.  
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In captivity, de Gaulle read German newspapers (he had 

learned German at school and spent a summer vacation in 

Germany) and gave talks on his view of the course of the 

conflict to fellow prisoners. His patriotic fervour and 

confidence in victory earned him yet another nickname, Le 

Connétable ("The Constable"), the title of the medieval 

commander-in-chief of the French army. In Ingolstadt were 

also journalist Remy Roure, who would eventually become a 

political ally of de Gaulle, and Mikhail Tukhachevsky, a future 

commander of the Red Army. During his time as a POW, de 

Gaulle got to know well Tukhachevsky, whose theories about a 

fast-moving, mechanized army closely resembled his. While a 

prisoner of war, de Gaulle wrote his first book, Discorde chez 

l'ennemi (The Enemy's House Divided), analysing the issues and 

divisions within the German forces. The book was published in 

1924.  

De Gaulle made five unsuccessful escape attempts, and was 

moved to a higher-security facility and punished on his return 

with long periods of solitary confinement and with the 

withdrawal of privileges such as newspapers and tobacco. He 

attempted escape by hiding in a laundry basket, digging a 

tunnel, digging a hole through a wall, and even posing as a 

nurse to fool his guards. In his letters to his parents, he 

constantly spoke of his frustration that the war was continuing 

without him, calling the situation "a shameful misfortune" and 

compared it to being cuckolded. As the war neared its end, he 

grew depressed that he was playing no part in the victory, but 

despite his efforts, he remained in captivity until the armistice. 

On 1 December 1918, three weeks later, he returned to his 

father's house in the Dordogne to be reunited with his three 

brothers, who had all served in the army and survived the war.  
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Between the wars 

Early 1920s: Poland and staff college 

After the armistice, de Gaulle served with the staff of the 

French Military Mission to Poland as an instructor of Poland's 

infantry during its war with communist Russia (1919–1921). 

He distinguished himself in operations near the River Zbrucz, 

with the rank of major in the Polish army, and won Poland's 

highest military decoration, the Virtuti Militari.  

De Gaulle returned to France, where he became a lecturer in 

military history at St Cyr. He was already a powerful speaker, 

after practice as a prisoner of war. He then studied at the 

École de Guerre (staff college) from November 1922 to October 

1924. Here he clashed with his instructor Colonel Moyrand by 

arguing for tactics based on circumstances rather than 

doctrine, and after an exercise in which he had played the role 

of commander, he refused to answer a question about supplies, 

replying "de minimis non-curat praetor" ("a leader does not 

concern himself with trivia") before ordering the responsible 

officer to answer Moyrand. He obtained respectable, but not 

outstanding grades – 15 or so out of 20 – on many of his 

assessments. Moyrand wrote in his final report that he was "an 

intelligent, cultured and serious-minded officer; has brilliance 

and talent" but criticised him for not deriving as much benefit 

from the course as he should have done, and for his arrogance: 

his "excessive self-confidence", his harsh dismissal of the views 

of others "and his attitude of a King in exile". Having entered 

33rd out of 129, he graduated in 52nd place, with a grade of 

assez bien ("good enough"). He was posted to Mainz to help 
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supervise supplies of food and equipment for the French Army 

of Occupation.  

De Gaulle's book La Discorde chez l'ennemi had appeared in 

March 1924. In March 1925 he published an essay on the use 

of tactics according to circumstances, a deliberate gesture in 

defiance of Moyrand.  

Mid-1920s: ghostwriter for Pétain 

De Gaulle's career was saved by Marshal Pétain, who arranged 

for his staff college grade to be amended to bien ("good"—but 

not the "excellent" which would have been needed for a general 

staff posting). From 1 July 1925 he worked for Pétain (as part 

of the Maison Pétain), largely as a "pen officer" (ghostwriter). 

De Gaulle disapproved of Pétain's decision to take command in 

Morocco in 1925 (he was later known to remark that "Marshal 

Pétain was a great man. He died in 1925, but he did not know 

it") and of what he saw as the lust for public adulation of 

Pétain and his wife. In 1925 de Gaulle began to cultivate 

Joseph Paul-Boncour, his first political patron. On 1 December 

1925 he published an essay on the "Historical Role of French 

Fortresses". This was a popular topic because of the Maginot 

Line which was then being planned, but his argument was 

quite nuanced: he argued that the aim of fortresses should be 

to weaken the enemy, not to economise on defence.  

Friction arose between de Gaulle and Pétain over Le Soldat, a 

history of the French soldier which he had ghost-written and 

for which he wanted greater writing credit. He had written 

mainly historical material, but Pétain wanted to add a final 
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chapter of his own thoughts. There was at least one stormy 

meeting late in 1926 after which de Gaulle was seen to emerge, 

white with anger, from Pétain's office. In October 1926 he 

returned to his duties with the Headquarters of the Army of the 

Rhine.  

De Gaulle had sworn that he would never return to the École 

de Guerre except as commandant, but at Pétain's invitation, 

and introduced to the stage by his patron, he delivered three 

lectures there in April 1927: "Leadership in Wartime", 

"Character", and "Prestige". These later formed the basis for 

his book The Edge of the Sword (1932). Many of the officers in 

the audience were his seniors, who had taught and examined 

him only a few years earlier.  

Late-1920s: Trier and Beirut 

After spending twelve years as a captain, a normal period, de 

Gaulle was promoted to commandant (major) on 25 September 

1927. In November 1927 he began a two-year posting as 

commanding officer of the 19th chasseurs à pied (a battalion of 

élite light infantry) with the occupation forces at Trier (Treves).  

De Gaulle trained his men hard (a river crossing exercise of the 

freezing Moselle River at night was vetoed by his commanding 

general). He imprisoned a soldier for appealing to his deputy 

(Member of Parliament) for a transfer to a cushier unit, and 

when investigated initially tried to invoke his status as a 

member of the Maison Pétain, eventually appealing to Pétain to 

protect himself from a reprimand for interfering with the 

soldier's political rights. An observer wrote of de Gaulle at this 
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time that although he encouraged young officers, "his 

ego...glowed from far off". In the winter of 1928–1929, thirty 

soldiers ("not counting Annamese") died from so-called 

"German flu", seven of them from de Gaulle's battalion. After 

an investigation, he was singled out for praise in the ensuing 

parliamentary debate as an exceptionally capable commanding 

officer, and mention of how he had worn a mourning band for a 

private soldier who was an orphan earned an exclamation of 

praise from the Prime Minister Raymond Poincaré.  

The breach between de Gaulle and Pétain over the ghost-

writing of Le Soldat had deepened in 1928. Pétain brought in a 

new ghostwriter, Colonel Audet, who was unwilling to take on 

the job and wrote to de Gaulle in some embarrassment to take 

over the project. Pétain was quite friendly about the matter but 

did not publish the book. In 1929 Pétain did not use de 

Gaulle's draft text for his eulogy for the late Ferdinand Foch, 

whose seat at the Academie Française he was assuming.  

The Allied occupation of the Rhineland was coming to an end, 

and de Gaulle's battalion was due to be disbanded, although 

the decision was later rescinded after he had moved to his next 

posting. De Gaulle wanted a teaching post at the École de 

Guerre in 1929. There was apparently a threat of mass 

resignation of the faculty were he appointed to a position 

there. There was talk of a posting to Corsica or North Africa, 

but on Pétain's advice he accepted a two-year posting to 

Lebanon and Syria. In Beirut he was chief of the 3rd Bureau 

(military operations) of General Louis-Paul-Gaston de Bigault 

du Granrut, who wrote him a glowing reference recommending 

him for high command in the future.  
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1930s: staff officer 

In the spring of 1931, as his posting in Beirut drew to a close, 

de Gaulle once again asked Pétain for a posting to the École de 

Guerre. Pétain tried to obtain an appointment for him as 

Professor of History there, but once again the faculty would not 

have him. Instead de Gaulle, drawing on plans he had drawn 

up in 1928 for reform of that institution, asked Pétain to 

create a special post for him which would enable him to lecture 

on "the Conduct of War" both to the École de Guerre and to the 

Centre des Hautes Études Militaires (CHEM – a senior staff 

college for generals, known as the "school for marshals"), and 

also to civilians at the École Normale Supérieure, and to civil 

servants.  

Pétain instead advised him to apply for a posting to the 

Secrétariat Général du Conseil Supérieur de la Défense 

Nationale (SGDN – General Secretariat of the Supreme War 

Council, reporting to the Under-Secretary to the Prime 

Minister, although later moved to the Ministry of War in 1936) 

in Paris. Pétain promised to lobby for the appointment, which 

he thought would be good experience for him. De Gaulle was 

posted to SGDN in November 1931, initially as a "drafting 

officer".  

He was promoted to lieutenant-colonel in December 1932 and 

appointed Head of the Third Section (operations). His service at 

SGDN gave him six years' experience of the interface between 

army planning and government, enabling him to take on 

ministerial responsibilities in 1940.  
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After studying arrangements in the US, Italy, and Belgium, de 

Gaulle drafted a bill for the organisation of the country in time 

of war. He made a presentation about his bill to the CHEM. 

The bill passed the Chamber of Deputies but failed in the 

Senate.  

Early 1930s: proponent of armoured 

warfare 

Unlike Pétain, de Gaulle believed in the use of tanks and rapid 

maneuvers rather than trench warfare. De Gaulle became a 

disciple of Émile Mayer (1851–1938), a retired lieutenant-

colonel (his career had been damaged by the Dreyfus Affair) 

and military thinker. Mayer thought that although wars were 

still bound to happen, it was "obsolete" for civilised countries 

to threaten or wage war on one another as they had in previous 

centuries. He had a low opinion of the quality of French 

generals, and was a critic of the Maginot Line and a proponent 

of mechanised warfare. Lacouture suggests that Mayer focused 

de Gaulle's thoughts away from his obsession with the 

mystique of the strong leader (Le Fil d'Epée: 1932) and back to 

loyalty to Republican institutions and military reform.  

In 1934 de Gaulle wrote Vers l'Armée de Métier (Towards a 

Professional Army). He proposed mechanization of the infantry, 

with stress on an élite force of 100,000 men and 3,000 tanks. 

The book imagined tanks driving around the country like 

cavalry. De Gaulle's mentor Emile Mayer was somewhat more 

prophetic than he was about the future importance of air 

power on the battlefield. Such an army would both compensate 
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for France's population shortage, and be an efficient tool to 

enforce international law, particularly the Treaty of Versailles, 

which forbade Germany from rearming. He also thought it 

would be a precursor to a deeper national reorganisation, and 

wrote that "a master has to make his appearance [...] whose 

orders cannot be challenged – a man upheld by public 

opinion".  

Only 700 copies were sold in France; the claim that thousands 

of copies were sold in Germany is thought to be an 

exaggeration. De Gaulle used the book to widen his contacts 

among journalists, notably with André Pironneau, editor of 

L'Écho de Paris. The book attracted praise across the political 

spectrum, apart from the hard left who were committed to the 

Republican ideal of a citizen army. De Gaulle's views attracted 

the attention of the maverick politician Paul Reynaud, to whom 

he wrote frequently, sometimes in obsequious terms. Reynaud 

first invited him to meet him on 5 December 1934.  

The de Gaulle family were very private. De Gaulle was deeply 

focused on his career at this time. There is no evidence that he 

was tempted by fascism, and there is little evidence of his 

views either on domestic upheavals in 1934 and 1936 or the 

many foreign policy crises of the decade. He approved of the 

rearmament drive which the Popular Front government began 

in 1936, although French military doctrine remained that 

tanks should be used in penny packets for infantry support 

(ironically, in 1940 it would be German panzer units that 

would be used in a manner similar to what de Gaulle had 

advocated). A rare insight into de Gaulle's political views is a 

letter to his mother warning her that war with Germany was 

sooner or later inevitable and reassuring her that Pierre Laval's 
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pact with the USSR in 1935 was for the best, likening it to 

Francis I's alliance with the Turks against the Emperor Charles 

V.  

Late-1930s: tank regiment 

From April 1936, whilst still in his staff position at SGDN, de 

Gaulle was also a lecturer to generals at CHEM. De Gaulle's 

superiors disapproved of his views about tanks, and he was 

passed over for promotion to full colonel in 1936, supposedly 

because his service record was not good enough. He interceded 

with his political patron Reynaud, who showed his record to 

the Minister of War Édouard Daladier. Daladier, who was an 

enthusiast for rearmament with modern weapons, ensured that 

his name was entered onto the promotion list for the following 

year.  

In 1937 General Bineau, who had taught him at St Cyr, wrote 

on his report on his lectureship at CHEM that he was highly 

able and suitable for high command in the future, but that he 

hid his attributes under "a cold and lofty attitude". He was put 

in command of the 507th Tank Regiment (consisting of a 

battalion of medium Char D2s and a battalion of R35 light 

tanks) at Metz on 13 July 1937, and his promotion to full 

colonel took effect on 24 December that year. De Gaulle 

attracted public attention by leading a parade of 80 tanks into 

the Place d'Armes at Metz, in his command tank "Austerlitz".  

By now de Gaulle was beginning to be a well-known figure, 

known as "Colonel Motor(s)". At the invitation of the publisher 

Plon, he produced another book, La France et son Armée 
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(France and Her Army) in 1938. De Gaulle incorporated much 

of the text he had written for Pétain a decade earlier for the 

uncompleted book Le Soldat, to Pétain's displeasure. In the 

end, de Gaulle agreed to include a dedication to Pétain 

(although he wrote his own rather than using the draft Pétain 

sent him), which was later dropped from postwar editions. 

Until 1938 Pétain had treated de Gaulle, as Lacouture puts it, 

"with unbounded good will", but by October 1938 he privately 

thought his former protégé "an ambitious man, and very ill-

bred".  

Second World War: the Fall of 

France 

Early war 

At the outbreak of World War II, de Gaulle was put in 

command of the French Fifth Army's tanks (five scattered 

battalions, largely equipped with R35 light tanks) in Alsace. On 

12 September 1939 he attacked at Bitche, simultaneously with 

the Saar Offensive.  

At the start of October 1939, Reynaud asked for a staff posting 

under de Gaulle, but in the event remained at his post as 

Minister of Finance. De Gaulle's tanks were inspected by 

President Lebrun, who was impressed, but regretted that it was 

too late to implement his ideas. He wrote a paper L'Avènement 

de la force mécanique (The coming of the Armoured Force) which 

he sent to General Georges (commander-in-chief on the 
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northeast front – who was not especially impressed) and the 

politician Leon Blum. Daladier, Prime Minister at the time, was 

too busy to read it.  

In late-February 1940, Reynaud told de Gaulle that he had 

been earmarked for command of an armoured division as soon 

as one became available. Early in 1940 (the exact date is 

uncertain), de Gaulle proposed to Reynaud that he be 

appointed Secretary-General of the War Council, which would 

in effect have made him the government's military adviser. 

When Reynaud became prime minister in March he was reliant 

on Daladier's backing, so the job went instead to the politician 

Paul Baudouin.  

In late-March, de Gaulle was told by Reynaud that he would be 

given command of the 4th Armoured Division, due to form by 

15 May. The government appeared likely to be restructured, as 

Daladier and Maurice Gamelin (commander-in-chief) were 

under attack in the aftermath of the Allied defeat in Norway, 

and had this happened de Gaulle, who on 3 May, was still 

lobbying Reynaud for a restructuring of the control of the war, 

might well have joined the government. By 7 May he was 

assembling the staff of his new division.  

Battle of France: division commander 

The Germans attacked the West on 10 May. De Gaulle 

activated his new division on 12 May. The Germans broke 

through at Sedan on 15 May 1940. That day, with three tank 

battalions assembled, less than a third of his paper strength, 

he was summoned to headquarters and told to attack to gain 

time for General Robert Touchon's Sixth Army to redeploy from 
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the Maginot Line to the Aisne. General Georges told him it was 

his chance to implement his ideas.  

De Gaulle commandeered some retreating cavalry and artillery 

units and also received an extra half-brigade, one of whose 

battalions included some heavy B1 bis tanks. The attack at 

Montcornet, a key road junction near Laon, began around 

04:30 on 17 May. Outnumbered and without air support, he 

lost 23 of his 90 vehicles to mines, anti-tank weapons, or 

Stukas. On 18 May he was reinforced by two fresh regiments of 

armoured cavalry, bringing his strength up to 150 vehicles. He 

attacked again on 19 May and his forces were once again 

devastated by German Stukas and artillery. He ignored orders 

from General Georges to withdraw, and in the early afternoon 

demanded two more divisions from Touchon, who refused his 

request. Although de Gaulle's tanks forced the German 

infantry to retreat to Caumont, the action brought only 

temporary relief and did little to slow the spearhead of the 

German advance. Nevertheless, it was one of the few successes 

the French enjoyed while suffering defeats elsewhere across 

the country.  

He delayed his retreat until 20 May. On 21 May, at the request 

of propaganda officers, he gave a talk on French radio about 

his recent attack. In recognition for his efforts de Gaulle was 

promoted to the rank of temporary (acting, in Anglophone 

parlance) brigadier-general on 23 May 1940. Despite being 

compulsorily retired as a colonel on 22 June (see below) he 

would wear the uniform of a brigadier-general for the rest of 

his life.  
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On 28–29 May, de Gaulle attacked the German bridgehead 

south of the Somme at Abbeville, taking around 400 German 

prisoners in the last attempt to cut an escape route for the 

Allied forces falling back on Dunkirk.  

The future General Paul Huard, who served under de Gaulle at 

this time, recorded how he would often stand on a piece of high 

ground, keeping other officers literally at six yards' distance, 

subjecting his subordinates to harsh criticism and making all 

decisions autocratically himself, behaviour consistent with his 

later conduct as a political leader. Lacouture points out that 

for all his undoubted energy and physical courage there is no 

evidence in his brief period of command that he possessed the 

"hunter's eye" of the great battlefield commander, and that not 

a single one of his officers joined him in London, although 

some joined the Resistance in France.  

De Gaulle's rank of brigadier-general became effective on 1 

June 1940. That day he was in Paris. After a visit to his tailor 

to be fitted for his general's uniform, he visited Reynaud, who 

appears to have offered him a government job for the first time, 

and later afterwards the commander-in-chief Maxime Weygand, 

who congratulated him on saving France's honour and asked 

him for his advice. On 2 June he sent a memo to Weygand 

vainly urging that the French armoured divisions be 

consolidated from four weak divisions into three stronger ones 

and concentrated into an armoured corps under his command. 

He made the same suggestion to Reynaud.  
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Battle of France: government minister 

On 5 June, the day the Germans began the second phase of 

their offensive (Fall Rot), Prime Minister Paul Reynaud 

appointed de Gaulle a government minister, as Under-

Secretary of State for National Defence and War, with 

particular responsibility for coordination with the British. 

Weygand objected to the appointment, thinking him "a mere 

child". Pétain (Deputy Prime Minister) was also displeased at 

his appointment and told Reynaud the story of the ghost-

writing of Le Soldat. His appointment received a good deal of 

press attention, both in France and in the UK. He asked for an 

English-speaking aide and Geoffroy Chodron de Courcel was 

given the job.  

On 8 June, de Gaulle visited Weygand, who believed it was "the 

end" and that after France was defeated Britain would also 

soon sue for peace. He hoped that after an armistice the 

Germans would allow him to retain enough of a French Army to 

"maintain order" in France. He gave a "despairing laugh" when 

de Gaulle suggested fighting on.  

On 9 June, de Gaulle flew to London and met British Prime 

Minister Winston Churchill for the first time. It was thought 

that half a million men could be evacuated to French North 

Africa, provided the British and French navies and air forces 

coordinated their efforts. Either at this meeting or on 16 June, 

he urged Churchill in vain to throw more Royal Air Force (RAF) 

aircraft into the Battle of France, but conceded there and then 

that Churchill was right to refuse.  
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In his memoirs, de Gaulle mentioned his support for the 

proposal to continue the war from French North Africa, but at 

the time he was more in favour of the plan to form a "redoubt" 

in Brittany than he later admitted.  

Italy entered the war on 10 June. That day de Gaulle was 

present at two meetings with Weygand (he only mentions one 

in his memoirs), one at the defence committee and a second 

where Weygand barged into Reynaud's office and demanded an 

armistice. When Weygand asked de Gaulle, who wanted to 

carry on fighting, if he had "anything to suggest", de Gaulle 

replied that it was the government's job to give orders, not to 

make suggestions. De Gaulle wanted Paris to be stubbornly 

defended by de Lattre, but instead it was declared an open 

city. At around 23:00 Reynaud and de Gaulle left Paris for 

Tours; the rest of the government left Paris on 11 June.  

Battle of France: Briare and Tours 

On 11 June, de Gaulle drove to Arcis-sur-Aube and offered 

General Hunziger (Commander of the Central Army Group) 

Weygand's job as Commander-in-Chief. Hunziger accepted in 

principle (although according to Henri Massis he was merely 

amused at the prospect of forming a Breton redoubt – Hunziger 

would sign the armistice on behalf of Pétain a few weeks later) 

but de Gaulle was unable to persuade Reynaud to sack 

Weygand.  

Later on 11 June, de Gaulle attended the meeting of the Anglo-

French Supreme War Council at the Chateau du Muguet at 

Briare. The British were represented by Churchill, Anthony 

Eden, General John Dill (Chief of the Imperial General Staff), 
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General Hastings Ismay and Edward Spears, and the French by 

Reynaud, Pétain, Weygand, and Georges. Churchill demanded 

that the French take to guerrilla warfare, and reminded Pétain 

of how he had come to the aid of the British with forty French 

divisions in March 1918, receiving a dusty answer in each 

case. De Gaulle's fighting spirit made a strong impression on 

the British. At the meeting de Gaulle met Pétain for the first 

time in two years. Pétain noted his recent promotion to 

general, adding that he did not congratulate him, as ranks 

were of no use in defeat. When de Gaulle protested that Pétain 

himself had been promoted to brigadier-general and division 

commander at the Battle of the Marne in 1914, he replied that 

there was "no comparison" with the present situation. De 

Gaulle later conceded that Pétain was right about that much at 

least. De Gaulle missed the second day of the conference as he 

was in Rennes for a meeting (not mentioned in his memoirs) to 

discuss the plans for the Breton redoubt with General René 

Altmayer. He then returned to attend a cabinet meeting, at 

which it was clear that there was a growing movement for an 

armistice, and which decided that the government should move 

to Bordeaux rather than de Gaulle's preference for Quimper in 

Brittany.  

On 13 June, de Gaulle attended another Anglo-French 

conference at Tours with Churchill, Lord Halifax, Lord 

Beaverbrook, Spears, Ismay, and Alexander Cadogan. This time 

few other major French figures were present apart from 

Reynaud and Baudoin. He was an hour late, and his account is 

not reliable. Reynaud demanded that France be released from 

the agreement which he had made with Prime Minister Neville 

Chamberlain in March 1940, so that France could seek an 

armistice. De Gaulle wrote that Churchill was sympathetic to 
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France seeking an armistice, provided that an agreement was 

reached about what was to happen to the French fleet. This 

claim was later made by apologists for the Vichy Regime, e.g., 

General Georges, who claimed that Churchill had supported 

the armistice as a means of keeping the Germans out of French 

North Africa. However, is not supported by other eyewitnesses 

(Churchill himself, Roland de Margerie, Spears) who agree that 

Churchill said that he "understood" the French action but that 

he did not agree with it. He murmured at de Gaulle that he was 

"l’homme du destin (the man of destiny)", although it is unclear 

whether de Gaulle actually heard him. At the cabinet meeting 

that evening Pétain strongly supported Weygand's demand for 

an armistice, and said that he himself would remain in France 

to share the suffering of the French people and to begin the 

national rebirth. De Gaulle was dissuaded from resigning by 

the Interior Minister Georges Mandel, who argued that the war 

was only just beginning, and that de Gaulle needed to keep his 

reputation unsullied.  

Battle of France: Franco-British Union 

De Gaulle arrived at Bordeaux on 14 June, and was given a 

new mission to go to London to discuss the potential 

evacuation to North Africa. He had a brief meeting with 

Admiral Darlan about the potential role of the French Navy. 

That evening, by coincidence, he dined in the same restaurant 

as Pétain: he went over to shake his hand in silence, the last 

time they ever met. Next morning no aircraft could be found so 

he had to drive to Brittany, where he visited his wife and 

daughters, and his aged mother (whom he never saw again, as 

she died in July), before taking a boat to Plymouth (he asked 

the skipper if he would be willing to carry on the war under the 
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British flag), where he arrived on 16 June. He ordered the boat 

Pasteur, with a cargo of munitions, to be diverted to a British 

port, which caused some members of the French Government 

to call for him to be put on trial.  

On the afternoon of Sunday 16 June, de Gaulle was at 10 

Downing Street for talks about Jean Monnet's mooted Anglo-

French political union. He telephoned Reynaud – they were cut 

off during the conversation and had to resume later – with the 

news that the British had agreed. He took off from London on a 

British aircraft at 18:30 on 16 June (it is unclear whether, as 

was later claimed, he and Churchill agreed that he would be 

returning soon), landing at Bordeaux at around 22:00 to be 

told that he was no longer a minister, as Reynaud had resigned 

as prime minister after the Franco-British Union had been 

rejected by his cabinet. Pétain had become prime minister with 

a remit of seeking an armistice with Nazi Germany. De Gaulle 

was now in imminent danger of arrest.  

Flight with Edward Spears 

De Gaulle visited Reynaud, who still hoped to escape to French 

North Africa and declined to come to London. Reynaud still had 

control of secret government funds until the handover of power 

the next day. It has been suggested that he ordered de Gaulle 

to go to London, but no written evidence has ever been found 

to confirm this. Georges Mandel also refused to come.  

At around 09:00 on the morning of 17 June, he flew to London 

on a British aircraft with Edward Spears. The escape was hair-

raising. Spears claimed that de Gaulle had been reluctant to 

come, and that he had pulled him into the aircraft at the last 



Encyclopedia of Western Countries: 1945–1980, Volume 2 
 

312  
 

minute, although de Gaulle's biographer does not accept this. 

Jean Laurent brought 100,000 gold francs in secret funds 

provided to him by Reynaud. De Gaulle later told André 

Malraux of the mental anguish which his flight to London – a 

break with the French Army and with the recognised 

government, which would inevitably be seen as treason by 

many – had caused him.  

Second World War: leader of the 

Free French in exile 

Appeal from London 

De Gaulle landed at Heston Airport soon after 12:30 on 17 

June 1940. He saw Churchill at around 15:00 and Churchill 

offered him broadcast time on BBC. They both knew about 

Pétain's broadcast earlier that day that stated that "the 

fighting must end" and that he had approached the Germans 

for terms. That evening de Gaulle dined with Jean Monnet and 

denounced Pétain's "treason". The next day the British Cabinet 

(Churchill was not present, as it was the day of his "Finest 

Hour" speech) were reluctant to agree to de Gaulle giving a 

radio address, as Britain was still in communication with the 

Pétain government about the fate of the French fleet. Duff 

Cooper (Minister of Information) had an advance copy of the 

text of the address, to which there were no objections. The 

cabinet eventually agreed after individual lobbying, as 

indicated by a handwritten amendment to the cabinet minutes.  
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De Gaulle's Appeal of 18 June exhorted the French people not 

to be demoralized and to continue to resist the occupation of 

France. He also – apparently on his own initiative – declared 

that he would broadcast again the next day. No recording 

survives of the 18 June speech. Few listened to it, although it 

was published in some newspapers in metropolitan (mainland) 

France. The speech was largely aimed at French soldiers who 

were then in Britain after being evacuated from Norway and 

Dunkirk; most showed no interest in fighting for de Gaulle's 

Free French Forces and were repatriated back to France to 

become German prisoners of war.  

In his next broadcast on 19 June de Gaulle denied the 

legitimacy of the government at Bordeaux. He called on the 

North African troops to live up to the tradition of Bertrand 

Clausel, Thomas Robert Bugeaud, and Hubert Lyautey by 

defying orders from Bordeaux. The British Foreign Office 

protested to Churchill.  

De Gaulle also tried, largely in vain, to attract the support of 

French forces in the French Empire. He telegraphed to General 

Charles Noguès (Resident-General in Morocco and Commander-

in-Chief of French forces in North Africa), offering to serve 

under him or to cooperate in any way. Noguès, who was 

dismayed by the armistice but agreed to go along with it, 

refused to cooperate and forbade the press in French North 

Africa to publish de Gaulle's appeal. Noguès told the British 

liaison officer that de Gaulle's attitude was "unseemly". De 

Gaulle also sent a telegram to Weygand offering to serve under 

his orders, receiving a dismissive reply.  
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After the armistice was signed on 21 June 1940, de Gaulle 

spoke at 20:00 on 22 June to denounce it. The Bordeaux 

government declared him compulsorily retired from the French 

Army (with the rank of colonel) on 23 June 1940. On 23 June 

the British Government denounced the armistice as a breach of 

the Anglo-French treaty signed in March, and stated that they 

no longer regarded the Bordeaux Government as a fully 

independent state. They also "took note" of the plan to 

establish a French National Committee (FNC) in exile, but did 

not mention de Gaulle by name. Jean Monnet, Chairman of the 

Anglo-French Coordinating Committee, believed de Gaulle 

could not yet claim that he alone represented fighting France, 

and that French opinion would not rally to a man operating 

from British soil. He said this in a letter to de Gaulle on June 

23, and noted he had made his concerns known to British 

Foreign Office officials Alexander Cadogan and Robert 

Vansittart, as well as Edward Spears. Monnet soon resigned as 

Chairman of the Anglo-French Coordinating Committee, and 

departed for the US to continue his work securing supplies 

from North America (now with the British Purchasing 

Commission.)  

Leader of the Free French 

The armistice took effect from 00:35 on 25 June. Alexander 

Cadogan of the foreign office sent Gladwyn Jebb, then a fairly 

junior official, to ask de Gaulle to tone down his next 

broadcast on 26 June; de Gaulle backed down under protest 

when Jebb told him that he would otherwise be banned from 

broadcasting. He claimed erroneously that the French fleet was 

to be handed over to the Germans. On 26 June de Gaulle wrote 

to Churchill demanding recognition of his French Committee. 
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On 28 June, after Churchill's envoys had failed to establish 

contact with the French leaders in North Africa, the British 

Government recognised de Gaulle as leader of the Free French, 

despite the reservations of Halifax and Cadogan at the foreign 

office. Cadogan later wrote that de Gaulle was "that c*** of a 

fellow", but other foreign office figures Robert Vansittart and 

Oliver Harvey were quite sympathetic, as was The Times which 

gave de Gaulle plenty of coverage.  

De Gaulle had little success in attracting the support of major 

figures. Ambassador Charles Corbin, who had strongly 

supported the mooted Anglo-French Union on 16 June, 

resigned from the French Foreign Office but retired to South 

America. Alexis Leger, Secretary-General at the Quai d'Orsay 

(who hated Reynaud for sacking him) came to London but went 

on to the US. Roland de Margerie stayed in France despite his 

opposition to the armistice. De Gaulle received support from 

Captain Tissier and André Dewavrin (both of whom had been 

fighting in Norway prior to joining the Free French), Gaston 

Palewski, Maurice Schumann, and the jurist René Cassin.  

Pétain's government was recognised by the US, the USSR, and 

the Papacy, and controlled the French fleet and the forces in 

almost all her colonies. At this time de Gaulle's followers 

consisted of a secretary of limited competence, three colonels, 

a dozen captains, a famous law professor (Cassin), and three 

battalions of legionnaires who had agreed to stay in Britain 

and fight for him. For a time the New Hebrides were the only 

French colony to back de Gaulle. On 30 June 1940 Admiral 

Muselier joined the Free French.  
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De Gaulle initially reacted angrily to news of the Royal Navy's 

attack on the French fleet (3 July); Pétain and others wrongly 

blamed him for provoking it by his 26 June speech (in fact it 

had been planned at least as early as 16 June). He considered 

withdrawing to Canada to live as a private citizen and waited 

five days before broadcasting. Spears called on de Gaulle on 5 

July and found him "astonishingly objective" and 

acknowledging that it was the right thing from the British 

point of view. Spears reported to Churchill that de Gaulle had 

shown "a splendid dignity". In his broadcast of 8 July he spoke 

of the "pain and anger" caused by the attack and that it was a 

"hateful tragedy not a glorious battle", but that one day the 

enemy would have used the ships against England or the 

French Empire, and that the defeat of England would mean 

"bondage forever" for France. "Our two ancient 

nations...remain bound to one another. They will either go 

down both together or both together they will win".  

On Bastille Day (14 July) 1940 de Gaulle led a group of 

between 200 and 300 sailors to lay a wreath at the statue of 

Ferdinand Foch at Grosvenor Gardens. A mass of anonymous 

flowers were left on his mother's grave on 16 July 1940, 

suggesting he was not without admirers in France.  

From 22 July 1940 de Gaulle used 4 Carlton Gardens in 

central London as his London headquarters. His family had left 

Brittany (the other ship which left at the same time was sunk) 

and lived for a time at Petts Wood. As his daughter Anne was 

terrified by the Blitz they moved to Ellesmere in Shropshire, a 

four-hour journey from London and where de Gaulle was only 

able to visit them once a month. His wife and daughter also 

lived for a time in the country at Rodinghead House, Little 
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Gaddesden, in Hertfordshire, 45 kilometres (28 miles) from 

central London. De Gaulle lived at the Connaught Hotel in 

London, then from 1942 to 1944 he lived in Hampstead, North 

London.  

The Vichy regime had already sentenced de Gaulle to four 

years' imprisonment; on 2 August 1940 he was condemned to 

death by court martial in absentia, although Pétain commented 

that he would ensure that the sentence was never carried out. 

De Gaulle said of the sentence, "I consider the act of the Vichy 

men as void; I shall have an explanation with them after the 

victory". He and Churchill reached agreement on 7 August 

1940, that Britain would fund the Free French, with the bill to 

be settled after the war (the financial agreement was finalised 

in March 1941). A separate letter guaranteed the territorial 

integrity of the French Empire.  

General Georges Catroux, Governor of French Indo-China 

(which was increasingly coming under Japan's thumb), 

disapproved of the armistice and congratulated de Gaulle, 

whom he had known for many years. He was sacked by Vichy 

and arrived in London on 31 August; de Gaulle had gone to 

Dakar, but they met in Chad four weeks later. He was the most 

senior military figure to defect to the Free French.  

De Gaulle's support grew out of a base in colonial Africa. In 

the fall of 1940, the colonial empire largely supported the 

Vichy regime. Félix Éboué, governor of Chad, switched his 

support to General de Gaulle in September. Encouraged, de 

Gaulle traveled to Brazzaville in October, where he announced 

the formation of an Empire Defense Council in his "Brazzaville 

Manifesto", and invited all colonies still supporting Vichy to 
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join him and the Free French forces in the fight against 

Germany, which most of them did by 1943.  

In October 1940, after talks between the foreign office and 

Louis Rougier, de Gaulle was asked to tone down his attacks 

on Pétain. On average he spoke on BBC radio three times a 

month.  

De Gaulle and Pétain: rival visions of 

France 

Prime Minister Pétain moved the government to Vichy (2 July) 

and had the National Assembly (10 July) vote to dissolve itself 

and give him dictatorial powers, making the beginning of his 

Révolution nationale (National Revolution) intended to 

"reorient" French society. This was the dawn of the Vichy 

regime.  

De Gaulle's subsequent speeches reached many parts of the 

territories under the Vichy regime, helping to rally the French 

resistance movement and earning him much popularity 

amongst the French people and soldiers. The British historian 

Christopher Flood noted that there were major differences 

between the speeches of de Gaulle and Pétain, which reflected 

their views on themselves and of France. Pétain always used 

the personal pronoun je, portrayed himself as both a Christ-

like figure sacrificing himself for France while also assuming a 

God-like tone of a semi-omniscient narrator who knew truths 

about the world that the rest of the French did not. De Gaulle 

began by making frequent use of "I" and "me" in his war-time 

speeches, but over time, their use declined. Unlike Pétain, de 
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Gaulle never invoked quasi-religious imagery to enhance his 

prestige. De Gaulle always mentioned Pétain by name whereas 

Pétain never mentioned de Gaulle directly, referring to him as 

the "faux ami" ("false friend").  

Pétain exonerated the French military of responsibility for the 

defeat of 1940 which he blamed on the moral decline of French 

society (thus making his Révolution nationale necessary) while 

de Gaulle blamed the military chiefs while exonerating French 

society for the defeat (thus suggesting that French society was 

nowhere near as rotten as Pétain claimed, making the 

Révolution nationale unnecessary). Pétain claimed that France 

had "stupidly" declared war on Germany in 1939 at British 

prompting while de Gaulle spoke of the entire era since 1914 

as "la guerre de trente ans" ("the thirty years' war"), arguing 

the two world wars were really one with a long truce in 

between. The only historical figure Pétain invoked was Joan of 

Arc as a model of self-sacrificing French patriotism in the 

"eternal struggle" against England whereas de Gaulle invoked 

virtually every major French historical figure from the ancient 

Gauls to World War I. De Gaulle's willingness to invoke 

historical figures from before and after 1789 was meant to 

suggest that his France was an inclusive France where there 

was room for both left and right, in contrast to Pétain's 

demand for national unity under his leadership. Most 

significantly, Pétain's speeches always stressed the need for 

France to withdraw from a hostile and threatening world to 

find unity. By contrast, de Gaulle's speeches, while praising 

the greatness of France, lacked Pétain's implicit xenophobia; 

the fight for a free, democratic and inclusive France was 

always portrayed as part of a wider worldwide struggle for 
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world freedom, where France would be an anchor for a new 

democratic order.  

De Gaulle spoke more of "the Republic" than of "democracy"; 

before his death René Cassin claimed that he had "succeeded 

in turning de Gaulle towards democracy". However, claims that 

de Gaulle was surrounded by Cagoulards, Royalists and other 

right-wing extremists are untrue. Some of André Dewavrin's 

closest colleagues were Cagoulards, although Dewavrin always 

denied that he himself was. Many leading figures of the Free 

French and the Resistance, e.g., Jean Moulin and Pierre 

Brossolette, were on the political left. By the end of 1940 de 

Gaulle was beginning to be recognised as the leader of the 

Resistance, a position cemented after Jean Moulin's visit to 

London in autumn 1941. In the summer of 1941 the BBC set 

aside five minutes per day (later increased to ten) for the Free 

French, with Maurice Schumann as the main spokesman, and 

eventually there was a programme "Les Francais parlent aux 

Francais". A newspaper France was also soon set up.  

De Gaulle organised the Free French Forces and the Allies gave 

increasing support and recognition to de Gaulle's efforts. In 

London in September 1941 de Gaulle formed the French 

National Committee, with himself as president. It was an all-

encompassing coalition of resistance forces, ranging from 

conservative Catholics like himself to communists. By early 

1942, the "Fighting French" movement, as it was now called, 

gained rapidly in power and influence; it overcame Vichy in 

Syria and Lebanon, adding to its base. Dealing with the French 

communists was a delicate issue, for they were under Moscow's 

control and the USSR was friendly with Germany in 1940–41 

as a result of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact. They came into the 
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Free French movement only when Germany invaded Russia in 

June 1941. De Gaulle's policy then became one of friendship 

directly with Moscow, but Stalin showed little interest. In 

1942, de Gaulle created the Normandie-Niemen squadron, a 

Free French Air Force regiment, in order to fight on the 

Eastern Front. It is the only Western allied formation to have 

fought until the end of the war in the East.  

De Gaulle's relations with the Anglo-

Saxons 

In his dealings with the British and Americans (both referred 

to as the "Anglo-Saxons", in de Gaulle's parlance), he always 

insisted on retaining full freedom of action on behalf of France 

and was constantly on the verge of losing the Allies' support. 

Some writers have sought to deny that there was deep and 

mutual antipathy between de Gaulle and British and American 

political leaders.  

De Gaulle personally had ambivalent feelings about Britain, 

possibly in part because of childhood memories of the Fashoda 

Incident. As an adult he spoke German much better than he 

spoke English; he had thought little of the British Army's 

contribution to the First World War, and even less of that of 

1939–40, and in the 1930s he had been a reader of the journal 

Action Française which blamed Britain for German foreign 

policy gains at France's expense. De Gaulle explained his 

position: 

Never did the Anglo-Saxons really treat us as real allies. They 

never consulted us, government to government, on any of their 
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provisions. For political purpose or by convenience, they 

sought to use the French forces for their own goals, as if these 

forces belonged to them, alleging that they had provided 

weapons to them [...] I considered that I had to play the French 

game, since the others were playing theirs ... I deliberately 

adopted a stiffened and hardened attitude .... 

In addition, de Gaulle harboured a suspicion of the British in 

particular, believing that they were seeking to seize France's 

colonial possessions in the Levant. Winston Churchill was 

often frustrated at what he perceived as de Gaulle's patriotic 

arrogance, but also wrote of his "immense admiration" for him 

during the early days of his British exile. Although their 

relationship later became strained, Churchill tried to explain 

the reasons for de Gaulle's behaviour in the second volume of 

his history of World War II: 

He felt it was essential to his position before the French people 

that he should maintain a proud and haughty demeanour 

towards "perfidious Albion", although in exile, dependent upon 

our protection and dwelling in our midst. He had to be rude to 

the British to prove to French eyes that he was not a British 

puppet. He certainly carried out this policy with perseverance. 

De Gaulle described his adversarial relationship with Churchill 

in these words: "When I am right, I get angry. Churchill gets 

angry when he is wrong. We are angry at each other much of 

the time." On one occasion in 1941 Churchill spoke to him on 

the telephone. De Gaulle said that the French people thought 

he was a reincarnation of Joan of Arc, to which Churchill 

replied that the English had had to burn the last one. 

Clementine Churchill, who admired de Gaulle, once cautioned 
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him, "General, you must not hate your friends more than you 

hate your enemies." De Gaulle himself stated famously, "No 

Nation has friends, only interests."  

After his initial support, Churchill, emboldened by American 

antipathy to the French general, urged his War Cabinet to 

remove de Gaulle as leader of the Free France. But the War 

Cabinet warned Churchill that a precipitate break with de 

Gaulle would have a disastrous effect on the whole resistance 

movement. By autumn 1943, Churchill had to acknowledge 

that de Gaulle had won the struggle for leadership of Free 

France.  

De Gaulle's relations with Washington were even more 

strained. President Roosevelt for a long time refused to 

recognize de Gaulle as the representative of France, insisting 

on negotiations with the Vichy government. Roosevelt in 

particular hoped that it would be possible to wean Pétain away 

from Germany. Roosevelt maintained recognition of the Vichy 

regime until late 1942, and saw de Gaulle as an impudent 

representative of a minority interest.  

After 1942, Roosevelt championed General Henri Giraud, more 

compliant with US interests than de Gaulle, as the leader of 

the Free France. At the Casablanca Conference (1943), 

Roosevelt forced de Gaulle to cooperate with Giraud, but de 

Gaulle was considered as the undisputed leader of the 

Resistance by the French people and Giraud was progressively 

deprived of his political and military roles. The British and 

Soviet governments urged Roosevelt to recognise de Gaulle's 

provisional government, but Roosevelt delayed doing so as long 

as possible and even recognised the Italian provisional 
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government before the French one. British and Soviet allies 

were outraged that the US president unilaterally recognised the 

new government of a former enemy before de Gaulle's one and 

both recognised the French government in retaliation, forcing 

Roosevelt to recognise de Gaulle in late 1944, but Roosevelt 

managed to exclude de Gaulle from the Yalta Conference. 

Roosevelt eventually abandoned his plans to rule France as an 

occupied territory and to transfer French Indochina to the 

United Nations.  

Plane sabotage 

On 21 April 1943, de Gaulle was scheduled to fly in a 

Wellington bomber to Scotland to inspect the Free French 

Navy. On take-off, the bomber's tail dropped, and the plane 

nearly crashed into the airfield's embankment. Only the skill of 

the pilot, who became aware of sabotage on takeoff, saved 

them. On inspection, it was found that aeroplane's separator 

rod had been sabotaged, using acid. Britain's MI6 investigated 

the incident, but no one was ever apprehended. Publicly, blame 

for the incident was cast on German intelligence however 

behind closed doors de Gaulle blamed the Western Allies, and 

later told colleagues that he no longer had confidence in them.  

Algiers 

Working with the French Resistance and other supporters in 

France's colonial African possessions after Operation Torch in 

November 1942, de Gaulle moved his headquarters to Algiers in 

May 1943, leaving Britain to be on French territory. He became 

first joint head (with the less resolutely independent General 
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Henri Giraud, the candidate preferred by the US who wrongly 

suspected de Gaulle of being a British puppet) and then—after 

squeezing out Giraud by force of personality—sole chairman of 

the French Committee of National Liberation.  

De Gaulle was held in high regard by Allied commander 

General Dwight Eisenhower. In Algiers in 1943, Eisenhower 

gave de Gaulle the assurance in person that a French force 

would liberate Paris and arranged that the army division of 

French General Philippe Leclerc de Hauteclocque would be 

transferred from North Africa to the UK to carry out that 

liberation. Eisenhower was impressed by the combativeness of 

units of the Free French Forces and "grateful for the part they 

had played in mopping up the remnants of German resistance"; 

he also detected how strongly devoted many were to de Gaulle 

and how ready they were to accept him as the national leader.  

Preparations for D-Day 

As preparations for the liberation of Europe gathered pace, the 

US in particular found de Gaulle's tendency to view everything 

from the French perspective to be extremely tiresome. 

Roosevelt, who refused to recognize any provisional authority 

in France until elections had been held, referred to de Gaulle 

as "an apprentice dictator", a view backed by a number of 

leading Frenchmen in Washington, including Jean Monnet, who 

later became an instrumental figure in the setting up of the 

European Coal and Steel Community that led to the modern 

European Union. Roosevelt directed Churchill to not provide de 

Gaulle with strategic details of the imminent invasion because 

he did not trust him to keep the information to himself. French 

codes were considered weak, posing a risk since the Free 
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French refused to use British or American codes. De Gaulle 

refused to share coded information with the British, who were 

then obliged secretly to break the codes to read French 

messages.  

Nevertheless, a few days before D-Day, Churchill, whose 

relationship with the General had deteriorated since he arrived 

in Britain, decided he needed to keep him informed of 

developments, and on 2 June he sent two passenger aircraft 

and his representative, Duff Cooper, to Algiers to bring de 

Gaulle back to Britain. De Gaulle refused because of 

Roosevelt's intention to install a provisional Allied military 

government in the former occupied territories pending 

elections, but he eventually relented and flew to Britain the 

next day.  

Upon his arrival at RAF Northolt on 4 June 1944 he received 

an official welcome, and a letter reading "My dear general! 

Welcome to these shores, very great military events are about 

to take place!" Later, on his personal train, Churchill informed 

him that he wanted him to make a radio address, but when 

informed that the Americans continued to refuse to recognise 

his right to power in France, and after Churchill suggested he 

request a meeting with Roosevelt to improve his relationship 

with the president, de Gaulle became angry, demanding to 

know why he should "lodge my candidacy for power in France 

with Roosevelt; the French government exists".  

De Gaulle became worried that the German withdrawal from 

France might lead to a breakdown of law and order in the 

country and even a possible communist takeover. During the 

general conversation which followed with those present, de 
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Gaulle was involved in an angry exchange with the Labour 

minister, Ernest Bevin, and, raising his concerns about the 

validity of the new currency to be circulated by the Allies after 

the liberation, de Gaulle commented scornfully, "go and wage 

war with your false money". De Gaulle was very concerned that 

an American takeover of the French administration would just 

provoke a communist uprising.  

Churchill then lost his temper, saying that Britain would 

always be an ally to the United States, and that under the 

circumstances, if they had to choose between France and the 

US, Britain would always choose the latter. De Gaulle replied 

that he realised this would always be the case. The next day, 

de Gaulle refused to address the French nation as the script 

again made no mention of his being the legitimate interim ruler 

of France. It instructed the French people to obey Allied 

military authorities until elections could be held, and so the 

row continued, with de Gaulle calling Churchill a "gangster". 

Churchill accused de Gaulle of treason in the height of battle, 

and demanded that he be flown back to Algiers "in chains if 

necessary".  

De Gaulle and Churchill had a complex relationship during the 

wartime period. De Gaulle did show respect and admiration for 

Churchill, and even some light humorous interactions between 

the two have been noted by observers such as Duff Cooper, the 

British Ambassador to the French Committee of Liberation. 

Churchill explained his support for de Gaulle during the 

darkest hours, calling him "L'homme du destin".  

In Casablanca in 1943, Churchill supported de Gaulle as the 

embodiment of a French Army that was otherwise defeated, 
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stating that "De Gaulle is the spirit of that Army. Perhaps the 

last survivor of a warrior race." Churchill supported de Gaulle 

as he had been one of the first major French leaders to reject 

Nazi German rule outright, stating in August 1944 that "I have 

never forgotten, and can never forget, that he [de Gaulle] stood 

forth as the first eminent Frenchman to face the common foe in 

what seemed to be the hour of ruin of his country and 

possibly, of ours."  

In the years to come, the sometimes hostile, sometimes friendly 

dependent wartime relationship of de Gaulle and his future 

political peers reenacted the historical national and colonial 

rivalry and lasting enmity between the French and the British, 

and foreshadowed the deep distrust of France for post-war 

Anglo-American partnerships.  

Return to France 

• De Gaulle ignored les Anglo-Saxons, and proclaimed 

the authority of Free France over the metropolitan 

territory the next day. Under the leadership of 

General de Lattre de Tassigny, France fielded an 

entire army – a joint force of Free French together 

with French colonial troops from North Africa – on 

the Western Front. Initially landing as part of 

Operation Dragoon, in the south of France, the 

French First Army helped to liberate almost one 

third of the country and participated in the invasion 

and occupation of Germany. As the invasion slowly 

progressed and the Germans were pushed back, de 

Gaulle made preparations to return to France.  
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On 14 June 1944, he left Britain for France for what was 

supposed to be a one-day trip. Despite an agreement that he 

would take only two staff, he was accompanied by a large 

entourage with extensive luggage, and although many rural 

Normans remained mistrustful of him, he was warmly greeted 

by the inhabitants of the towns he visited, such as the badly 

damaged Isigny. Finally he arrived at the city of Bayeux, which 

he now proclaimed as the capital of Free France. Appointing 

his Aide-de-Camp Francois Coulet as head of the civil 

administration, de Gaulle returned to the UK that same night 

on a French destroyer, and although the official position of the 

supreme military command remained unchanged, local Allied 

officers found it more practical to deal with the fledgling 

administration in Bayeux in everyday matters. De Gaulle flew 

to Algiers on 16 June and then went on to Rome to meet the 

Pope and the new Italian government. At the beginning of July 

he at last visited Roosevelt in Washington, where he received 

the 17-gun salute of a senior military leader rather than the 21 

guns of a visiting head of state. The visit was 'devoid of trust 

on both sides' according to the French representative, however, 

Roosevelt did make some concessions towards recognising the 

legitimacy of the Bayeux administration.  

Meanwhile, with the Germans retreating in the face of the 

Allied onslaught, harried all the way by the resistance, there 

were widespread instances of revenge attacks on those accused 

of collaboration. A number of prominent officials and members 

of the feared Milice were murdered, often by exceptionally 

brutal means, provoking the Germans into appalling reprisals, 

such as in the destruction of the village of Oradour-sur-Glane 

and the killing of its 642 inhabitants.  
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Liberation of the French capital was not high on the Allies' list 

of priorities as it had comparatively little strategic value, but 

both de Gaulle and the commander of the French 2nd Armored 

Division, General Philippe Leclerc were still extremely 

concerned about a communist takeover. De Gaulle successfully 

lobbied for Paris to be made a priority for liberation on 

humanitarian grounds and obtained from Allied Supreme 

Commander General Dwight D. Eisenhower an agreement that 

French troops would be allowed to enter the capital first. A few 

days later, General Leclerc's division entered the outskirts of 

the city, and after six days of fighting in which the resistance 

played a major part, the German garrison of 5000 men 

surrendered on 25 August, although some sporadic outbreaks 

of fighting continued for several days. General Dietrich von 

Choltitz, the commander of the garrison, was instructed by 

Adolf Hitler to raze the city to the ground, however, he simply 

ignored the order and surrendered his forces.  

It was fortunate for de Gaulle that the Germans had forcibly 

removed members of the Vichy government and taken them to 

Germany a few days earlier on 20 August; it allowed him to 

enter Paris as a liberator in the midst of the general euphoria, 

but there were serious concerns that communist elements of 

the resistance, which had done so much to clear the way for 

the military, would try to seize the opportunity to proclaim 

their own 'Peoples' Government' in the capital. De Gaulle made 

contact with Leclerc and demanded the presence of the 2nd 

Armoured Division to accompany him on a massed parade 

down the Champs-Élysées, "as much for prestige as for 

security". This was in spite of the fact that Leclerc's unit was 

fighting as part of the American 1st Army and were under 

strict orders to continue their next objective without obeying 
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orders from anyone else. In the event, the American General 

Omar Bradley decided that Leclerc's division would be 

indispensable for the maintenance of order and the liquidation 

of the last pockets of resistance in the French capital. Earlier, 

on 21 August, de Gaulle had appointed his military advisor 

General Marie-Pierre Koenig as Governor of Paris.  

As his procession came along the Place de la Concorde on 

Saturday 26 August, it came under machine gun fire by Vichy 

militia and fifth columnists. Later, on entering the Notre Dame 

Cathedral to be received as head of the provisional government 

by the Committee of Liberation, loud shots broke out again, 

and Leclerc and Koenig tried to hustle him through the door, 

but de Gaulle shook off their hands and never faltered. While 

the battle began outside, he walked slowly down the aisle. 

Before he had gone far a machine pistol fired down from above, 

at least two more joined in, and from below the FFI and police 

fired back. A BBC correspondent who was present reported;  

... the General is being presented to the people. He is being 

received...they have opened fire! ... firing started all over the 

place ... that was one of the most dramatic scenes I have ever 

seen. ... General de Gaulle walked straight ahead into what 

appeared to me to be a hail of fire ... but he went straight 

ahead without hesitation, his shoulders flung back, and 

walked right down the centre aisle, even while the bullets were 

pouring about him. It was the most extraordinary example of 

courage I have ever seen ... there were bangs, flashes all about 

him, yet he seemed to have an absolutely charmed life. 

De Gaulle himself though wrote, "There were no bullets 

whistling around my ears." (Aucune balle ne siffle à mes 
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oreilles.) He thought the shots were probably over-excited 

troops firing at shadows. No culprits, if there were any, were 

ever identified.  

Later, in the great hall of the Hôtel de Ville, de Gaulle was 

greeted by a jubilant crowd and, proclaiming the continuity of 

the Third Republic, delivered a famous proclamation;  

Paris! Paris outraged, Paris broken, Paris martyred, but Paris 

liberated! Liberated by itself, liberated by its people with the 

assistance of the armies of France, with the support and 

assistance of the whole of France! ... The enemy is faltering but 

he is not yet beaten. He is still on our soil. It will not suffice 

that we, with the assistance of our dear and admirable allies, 

will have chased him from our home in order to be satisfied 

after what has happened. We want to enter his territory, as is 

fitting, as conquerors. ... It is for this revenge, this vengeance 

and this justice, that we will continue to fight until the last 

day, until the day of the total and complete victory. 

That evening, the Wehrmacht launched a massive aerial and 

artillery barrage of Paris in revenge, leaving several thousand 

dead or injured. The situation in Paris remained tense, and a 

few days later de Gaulle, still unsure of the trend of events 

asked General Eisenhower to send some American troops into 

Paris as a show of strength. This he did 'not without some 

satisfaction', and so, on 29 August, the US 28th Infantry 

Division was rerouted from its journey to the front line and 

paraded down the Champs Elysees.  

The same day, Washington and London agreed to accept the 

position of the Free French. The following day General 



Encyclopedia of Western Countries: 1945–1980, Volume 2 

333  

Eisenhower gave his de facto blessing with a visit to the 

General in Paris.  

1944–1946: Provisional 

Government of Liberated France 

Roosevelt insisted that an Allied Military Government for 

Occupied Territories (AMGOT) should be implemented in 

France, but this was opposed by both the Secretary of War and 

the Under-Secretary for War, as well as by Eisenhower, who 

had been strongly opposed to the imposition of AMGOT in 

North Africa. Eisenhower, unlike Roosevelt, wanted to 

cooperate with de Gaulle, and he secured a last-minute 

promise from the President on the eve of D-Day that the Allied 

officers would not act as military governors and would instead 

cooperate with the local authorities as the Allied forces 

liberated French Territory. De Gaulle would later claim in his 

memoirs that he blocked AMGOT. 

With the prewar parties and most of their leaders discredited, 

there was little opposition to de Gaulle and his associates 

forming an interim administration. In order not to be seen as 

presuming on his position in such austere times, de Gaulle did 

not use one of the grand official residences such as Hotel de 

Matignon or the presidential palace on the Elysee, but resided 

briefly in his old office at the War Ministry. When he was 

joined by his wife and daughters a short while later, they 

moved into a small state-owned villa on edge of Bois de 

Boulogne which had once been set aside for Hermann Göring.  
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Living conditions immediately after the liberation were even 

worse than under German rule. About 25% of the city was in 

ruins and public services and fuel were almost nonexistent. 

Large-scale public demonstrations erupted all over France, 

protesting the apparent lack of action at improving the supply 

of food, while in Normandy, bakeries were pillaged. The 

problem was not French agriculture, which had largely 

continued operating without problems, but the near-total 

breakdown of the country's infrastructure. Large areas of track 

had been destroyed by bombing, most modern equipment, 

rolling stock, lorries and farm animals had been taken to 

Germany and all the bridges over the Seine, the Loire and the 

Rhone between Paris and the sea had been destroyed. The 

black market pushed real prices to four times the level of 

1939, causing the government to print money to try to improve 

the money supply, which only added to inflation.  

On 10 November 1944, Churchill flew to Paris to a reception by 

de Gaulle and the two together were greeted by thousands of 

cheering Parisians on the next day. Harold Nicolson stated that 

Anthony Eden told him that "not for one moment did Winston 

stop crying, and that he could have filled buckets by the time 

he received the Freedom of Paris." He said "they yelled for 

Churchill in a way that he has never heard any crowd yell 

before." At an official luncheon, de Gaulle said, "It is true that 

we would not have seen [the liberation] if our old and gallant 

ally England, and all the British dominions under precisely the 

impulsion and inspiration of those we are honouring today, 

had not deployed the extraordinary determination to win, and 

that magnificent courage which saved the freedom of the world. 

There is no French man or woman who is not touched to the 

depths of their hearts and souls by this."  
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Curbing the Communist Resistance 

After the celebrations had died down, de Gaulle began 

conferring with leading Resistance figures who, with the 

Germans gone, intended to continue as a political and military 

force, and asked to be given a government building to serve as 

their headquarters. The Resistance, in which the Communists 

were competing with other trends for leadership, had developed 

its own manifesto for social and political change known as the 

National Council of the Resistance (CNR) Charter, and wanted 

special status to enter the army under their own flags, ranks 

and honours. Despite their decisive support in backing him 

against Giraud, de Gaulle disappointed some of the Resistance 

leaders by telling them that although their efforts and 

sacrifices had been recognised, they had no further role to play 

and, that unless they joined the regular army, they should lay 

down their arms and return to civilian life. Believing them to 

be a dangerous revolutionary force, de Gaulle moved to break 

up the liberation committees and other militias. The 

communists were not only extremely active, but they received a 

level of popular support that disturbed de Gaulle. As early as 

May 1943, the US Secretary of State Cordell Hull had written 

to Roosevelt urging him to take action to attempt to curb the 

rise of communism in France.  

Provisional Government of the French 

Republic 

On 10 September 1944 the Provisional Government of the 

French Republic, or Government of National Unanimity formed. 
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It included many of de Gaulle's Free French associates such as 

Gaston Palewski, Claude Guy, Claude Mauriac and Jacques 

Soustelle, together with members of the main parties, which 

included the Socialists and a new Christian Democratic Party, 

the MRP under the leadership of Georges Bidault, who served 

as Foreign Minister. The president of the prewar Senate Jules 

Jeanneney was brought back as second-ranking member, but 

because of their links with Russia, de Gaulle allowed the 

Communists only two minor positions in his government. While 

they were now a major political force with over a million 

members, of the full cabinet of 22 men, only Augustin Laurent 

and Charles Tillon—who as head of Francs-Tireurs et Partisans 

had been one of the most active members of the resistance—

were given ministries. However, de Gaulle did pardon the 

Communists' leader Maurice Thorez, who had been sentenced 

to death in absentia by the French government for desertion. 

On his return home from Russia, Thorez delivered a speech 

supporting de Gaulle in which he said that for the present, the 

war against Germany was the only task that mattered.  

There were also a number of new faces in the government, 

including a literary academic, Georges Pompidou, who had 

written to one of de Gaulle's recruiting agents offering his 

services, and Jean Monnet, who in spite of his past opposition 

to the General now recognized the need for unity and served as 

Commissioner for Economic Planning. Of equal rank to 

ministers and answerable only to the prime minister, a number 

of Commissioners of the Republic (Commissaires de la 

République) were appointed to re-establish the democratic 

institutions of France and to extend the legitimacy of the 

provisional government. A number of former Free French 

associates served as commissioners, including Henri Fréville, 
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Raymond Aubrac and Michel Debré, who was charged with 

reforming the civil service. Controversially, de Gaulle also 

appointed Maurice Papon as Commissioner for Aquitaine in 

spite of his involvement in the deportation of Jews while 

serving as a senior police official in the Vichy regime during 

the occupation. (Over the years, Papon remained in high 

official positions but continued to be implicated in 

controversial events such as the Paris massacre of 1961, 

eventually being convicted of crimes against humanity in 

1998.) 

In social policy, legislation was introduced in February 1945 

that provided for the establishment of works committees in all 

private industrial establishments employing more than 50 

(originally more than 100) people.  

Tour of major cities 

De Gaulle's policy was to postpone elections as long as 

2.6 million French were in Germany as prisoners of war and 

forced laborers. In mid-September, he embarked upon a tour of 

major provincial cities to increase his public profile and to 

help cement his position. Although he received a largely 

positive reception from the crowds who came out to see him, he 

reflected that only a few months previously the very same 

people had come out to cheer Marshal Pétain when he was 

serving the Vichy regime. Raymond Aubrac said that the 

General showed himself to be ill-at-ease at social functions; in 

Marseille and Lyon he became irate when he had to sit next to 

former Resistance leaders and also voiced his distaste for the 

rowdy, libidinous behavior of French youths during the 

Maquisard parades which preceded his speech. When he 
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reached Toulouse, de Gaulle also had to confront the leaders of 

a group which had proclaimed themselves to be the provincial 

government of the city.  

During the tour, de Gaulle showed his customary lack of 

concern for his own safety by mixing with the crowds and thus 

making himself an easy target for an assassin. Although he 

was naturally shy, the good use of amplification and patriotic 

music enabled him to deliver his message that though all of 

France was fragmented and suffering, together they would rise 

again. During every speech he would stop halfway through to 

invite the crowd to join him in singing La Marseillaise, before 

continuing and finishing by raising his hands in the air and 

crying "Vive la France!"  

Legal purges (Épuration légale) 

As the war entered the final stages, the nation was forced to 

confront the reality of how many of its people had behaved 

under German rule. In France, collaborators were more 

severely punished than in most other occupied countries. 

Immediately after the liberation, countless women accused of 

aiding, abetting, and taking German soldiers as lovers were 

subjected to public humiliations such as being shaved bald 

and paraded through the streets in their underwear. Women 

who got this treatment were lucky as many others were simply 

attacked by lynch mobs. With so many of their former members 

having been hunted down and killed by the Nazis and 

paramilitary Milice, the Partisans had already summarily 

executed an estimated 4,500 people, and the Communists in 

particular continued to press for severe action against 

collaborators. In Paris alone, over 150,000 people were at some 
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time detained on suspicion of collaboration, although most 

were later released. Famous figures accused included the 

industrialist Louis Renault, the actress Arletty, who had lived 

openly with a German officer in the Ritz, the opera star Tino 

Rossi, the chanteuse Édith Piaf, the stage actor Sacha Guitry 

and Coco Chanel, who was briefly detained but fled to 

Switzerland.  

Keenly aware of the need to seize the initiative and to get the 

process under firm judicial control, de Gaulle appointed 

Justice Minister François de Menthon to lead the Legal Purge 

(Épuration légale) to punish traitors and to clear away the 

traces of the Vichy regime. Knowing that he would need to 

reprieve many of the 'economic collaborators'—such as police 

and civil servants who held minor roles under Vichy in order to 

keep the country running as normally as possible—he 

assumed, as head of state, the right to commute death 

sentences. Of the near 2,000 people who received the death 

sentence from the courts, fewer than 800 were executed. De 

Gaulle commuted 998 of the 1,554 capital sentences submitted 

before him, including all those involving women. Many others 

were given jail terms or had their voting rights and other legal 

privileges taken away. It is generally agreed that the purges 

were conducted arbitrarily, with often absurdly severe or overly 

lenient punishments being handed down. It was also notable 

that the less well-off people who were unable to pay for lawyers 

were more harshly treated. As time went by and feelings grew 

less intense, a number of people who had held fairly senior 

positions under the Vichy government—such as Maurice Papon 

and René Bousquet—escaped consequences by claiming to have 

worked secretly for the resistance or to have played a double 
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game, working for the good of France by serving the 

established order.  

Later, there was the question of what to do with the former 

Vichy leaders when they were finally returned to France. 

Marshal Pétain and Maxime Weygand were war heroes from 

World War I and were now extremely old; convicted of treason, 

Pétain received a death sentence which his old protégé de 

Gaulle commuted to life imprisonment, while Weygand was 

eventually acquitted. Three Vichy leaders were executed. 

Joseph Darnand, who became an SS officer and led the Milice 

paramilitaries who hunted down members of the Resistance, 

was executed in October 1945. Fernand de Brinon, the third-

ranking Vichy official, was found guilty of war crimes and 

executed in April 1947. The two trials of the most infamous 

collaborator of all, Pierre Laval, who was heavily implicated in 

the murder of Jews, were widely criticised as being unfair for 

depriving him of the opportunity to properly defend himself, 

although Laval antagonized the court throughout with his 

bizarre behavior. He was found guilty of treason in May 1945 

and de Gaulle was adamant that there would be no commuting 

the death sentence, saying that Laval's execution was "an 

indispensable symbolic gesture required for reasons of state". 

There was a widespread belief, particularly in the years that 

followed, that de Gaulle was trying to appease both the Third 

Republic politicians and the former Vichy leaders who had 

made Laval their scapegoat.  

Winter of 1944 

The winter of 1944–45 was especially difficult for most of the 

population. Inflation showed no sign of slowing down and food 
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shortages were severe. The prime minister and the other 

Gaullists were forced to try to balance the desires of ordinary 

people and public servants for a return to normal life with 

pressure from Bidault's MRP and the Communists for the large 

scale nationalisation programme and other social changes that 

formed the main tenets of the CNR Charter. At the end of 1944 

the coal industry and other energy companies were 

nationalised, followed shortly afterwards by major banks and 

finance houses, the merchant navy, the main aircraft 

manufacturers, airlines and a number of major private 

enterprises such as the Renault car company at Boulogne-

Billancourt, whose owner had been implicated as a collaborator 

and accused of having made huge profits working for the Nazis. 

In some cases, unions, feeling that things were not progressing 

quickly enough, took matters into their own hands, occupying 

premises and setting up workers' committees to run the 

companies. Women were also allowed the vote for the first 

time, a new social security system was introduced to cover 

most medical costs, unions were expanded and price controls 

introduced to try to curb inflation. At de Gaulle's request, the 

newspaper Le Monde was founded in December 1944 to provide 

France with a quality daily journal similar to those in other 

countries. Le Monde took over the premises and facilities of the 

older Le Temps, whose independence and reputation had been 

badly compromised during the Vichy years.  

During this period there were a number of minor 

disagreements between the French and the other Allies. The 

British ambassador to France Duff Cooper said that de Gaulle 

seemed to seek out real or imagined insults to take offence at 

whatever possible. De Gaulle believed Britain and the US were 

intending to keep their armies in France after the war and were 
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secretly working to take over its overseas possessions and to 

prevent it from regaining its political and economic strength. 

In late October he complained that the Allies were failing to 

adequately arm and equip the new French army and instructed 

Bidault to use the French veto at the European Council.  

On Armistice Day in 1945, Winston Churchill made his first 

visit to France since the liberation and received a good 

reception in Paris where he laid a wreath to Georges 

Clemenceau. The occasion also marked the first official 

appearance of de Gaulle's wife Yvonne, but the visit was less 

friendly than it appeared. De Gaulle had instructed that there 

be no excessive displays of public affection towards Churchill 

and no official awards without his prior agreement. When 

crowds cheered Churchill during a parade down the Elysee, de 

Gaulle was heard to remark, "Fools and cretins! Look at the 

rabble cheering the old bandit".  

Visit to the Soviet Union 

With the Russian forces making more rapid advances into 

German-held territory than the Allies, there was a sudden 

public realisation that the Soviet Union was about to dominate 

large parts of eastern Europe. In fact, in October 1944, 

Churchill had agreed to allow Bulgaria, Romania and Hungary 

to fall under the Soviet sphere of influence after the war, with 

shared influence in Yugoslavia. The UK was to retain hegemony 

over Greece, although there had been no agreement over 

Poland, whose eastern territories were already in Soviet hands 

under the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact with Germany, and which 

retained a government in exile in London. De Gaulle had not 

been invited to any of the 'Big Three' Conferences, although the 
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decisions made by Stalin, Churchill and Roosevelt in dividing 

up Europe were of huge importance to France.  

De Gaulle and his Foreign Minister Bidault stated that they 

were not in favour of a 'Western Bloc' that would be separate 

from the rest of Europe, and hoped that a resurgent France 

might be able to act as a 'third force' in Europe to temper the 

ambitions of the two emerging superpowers, America and 

Soviet Union. He began seeking an audience with Stalin to 

press his 'facing both ways' policy, and finally received an 

invitation in late 1944. In his memoirs, de Gaulle devoted 24 

pages to his visit to the Soviet Union, but a number of writers 

make the point that his version of events differs significantly 

from that of the Soviets, of foreign news correspondents, and 

with their own eyewitness accounts.  

De Gaulle wanted access to German coal in the Ruhr as 

reparations after the war, the left bank of the Rhine to be 

incorporated into French territory, and for the Oder-Neisse line 

in Poland to become Germany's official eastern border. De 

Gaulle began by requesting that France enter into a treaty with 

the Soviet Union on this basis, but Stalin, who remained in 

constant contact with Churchill throughout the visit, said that 

it would be impossible to make such an agreement without the 

consent of Britain and America. He suggested that it might be 

possible to add France's name to the existing Anglo-Soviet 

Agreement if they agreed to recognise the Soviet-backed 

provisional Polish government known as the Lublin Committee 

as rightful rulers of Poland, but de Gaulle refused on the 

grounds that this would be 'un-French', as it would mean it 

being a junior partner in an alliance. During the visit, de 

Gaulle accompanied the deputy Soviet leader Vyacheslav 
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Molotov on a tour of the former battleground at Stalingrad, 

where he was deeply moved at the scene of carnage he 

witnessed and surprised Molotov by referring to "our joint 

sacrifice".  

Though the treaty which was eventually signed by Bidault and 

Molotov carried symbolic importance in that it enabled de 

Gaulle to demonstrate that he was recognised as the official 

head of state and show that France's voice was being heard 

abroad, it was of little relevance to Stalin due to France's lack 

of real political and military power; it did not affect the 

outcome of the post-war settlement. Stalin later commented 

that like Churchill and Roosevelt, he found de Gaulle to be 

awkward and stubborn and believed that he was 'not a 

complicated person' (by which he meant that he was an old-

style nationalist). Stalin also felt that he lacked realism in 

claiming the same rights as the major powers and did not 

object to Roosevelt's refusal to allow de Gaulle to attend the 

'Big Three' conferences that were to come at Yalta and 

Potsdam.  

Strasbourg 

At the end of 1944 French forces continued to advance as part 

of the American armies, but during the Ardennes Offensive 

there was a dispute over Eisenhower's order to French troops 

to evacuate Strasbourg, which had just been liberated so as to 

straighten the defensive line against the German 

counterattack. Strasbourg was an important political and 

psychological symbol of French sovereignty in Alsace and 

Lorraine, and de Gaulle, saying that its loss would bring down 
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the government, refused to allow a retreat, predicting that 

"Strasbourg will be our Stalingrad".  

By early 1945 it was clear that the price controls which had 

been introduced to control inflation had only served to boost 

the black market and prices continued to move ever upwards. 

By this time the army had swelled to over 1.2 million men and 

almost half of state expenditure was going to military 

spending. De Gaulle was faced with his first major ministerial 

dispute when the very able but tough-minded economics 

minister Pierre Mendès France demanded a programme of 

severe monetary reform which was opposed by the Finance 

Ministry headed by Aime Lepercq, who favoured a programme 

of heavy borrowing to stimulate the economy. When de Gaulle, 

knowing there would be little appetite for further austerity 

measures sided with Lepercq, Mendès France tendered his 

resignation, which was rejected because de Gaulle knew he 

needed him. Lepercq was killed in a road accident a short time 

afterwards and was succeeded by Pleven, but when in March, 

Mendès France asked unsuccessfully for taxes on capital 

earnings and for the blocking of certain bank accounts, he 

again offered his resignation and it was accepted.  

Yalta Conference 

De Gaulle was never invited to the summit conferences of 

Allied leaders such as Yalta and Potsdam. He never forgave the 

Big Three leaders (Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin) for their 

neglect and continued to rage against it as having been a 

negative factor in European politics for the rest of his life.  
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After the Rhine crossings, the French First Army captured a 

large section of territory in southern Germany, but although 

this later allowed France to play a part in the signing of the 

German surrender, Roosevelt in particular refused to allow any 

discussion about de Gaulle participating in the Big Three 

conferences that would shape Europe in the post-war world. 

Churchill pressed hard for France to be included 'at the inter-

allied table', but on 6 December 1944 the American president 

wired both Stalin and Churchill to say that de Gaulle's 

presence would "merely introduce a complicating and 

undesirable factor".  

At the Yalta Conference in February 1945, despite Stalin's 

opposition, Churchill and Roosevelt insisted that France be 

allowed a post-war occupation zone in Germany, and also made 

sure that it was included among the five nations that invited 

others to the conference to establish the United Nations. This 

was important because it guaranteed France a permanent seat 

on the UN Security Council, a prestigious position that, despite 

pressure from emerging nations, it still holds today.  

President Truman 

On his way back from Yalta, Roosevelt asked de Gaulle to meet 

him in Algiers for talks. The General refused, believing that 

there was nothing more to be said, and for this he received a 

rebuke from Georges Bidault and from the French press, and a 

severely angered Roosevelt criticised de Gaulle to Congress. 

Soon after, on 12 April 1945, Roosevelt died, and despite their 

uneasy relationship de Gaulle declared a week of mourning in 

France and forwarded an emotional and conciliatory letter to 
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the new American president, Harry S. Truman, in which he 

said of Roosevelt, "all of France loved him".  

De Gaulle's relationship with Truman was to prove just as 

difficult as it had been with Roosevelt. With Allied forces 

advancing deep into Germany, another serious situation 

developed between American and French forces in Stuttgart 

and Karlsruhe, when French soldiers were ordered to transfer 

the occupation zones to US troops. Wishing to retain as much 

German territory in French hands as possible, de Gaulle 

ordered his troops, who were using American weapons and 

ammunition, to resist, and an armed confrontation seemed 

imminent. Truman threatened to cut off supplies to the French 

army and to take the zones by force, leaving de Gaulle with 

little choice but to back down. De Gaulle never forgave Truman 

and hinted he would work closely with Stalin, leading Truman 

to tell his staff, "I don't like the son of a bitch."  

The first visit by de Gaulle to Truman in the U.S. was not a 

success. Truman told his visitor that it was time that the 

French got rid of the Communist influence from its 

government, to which de Gaulle replied that this was France's 

own business. But Truman, who admitted that his feelings 

towards the French were becoming 'less and less friendly', went 

on to say that under the circumstances, the French could not 

expect much economic aid and refused to accept de Gaulle's 

request for control of the west bank of the Rhine. During the 

argument which followed, de Gaulle reminded Truman that the 

US was using the French port of Nouméa in New Caledonia as a 

base against the Japanese.  
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Victory in Europe 

In May 1945 the German armies surrendered to the Americans 

and British at Rheims, and a separate armistice was signed 

with France in Berlin. De Gaulle refused to allow any British 

participation in the victory parade in Paris. However, among 

the vehicles that took part was an ambulance from the 

Hadfield-Spears Ambulance Unit, staffed by French doctors 

and British nurses. One of the nurses was Mary Spears, who 

had set up the unit and had worked almost continuously since 

the Battle of France with Free French forces in the Middle 

East, North Africa and Italy. Mary's husband was General 

Edward Spears, the British liaison to the Free French who had 

personally spirited de Gaulle to safety in Britain in 1940. When 

de Gaulle saw the Union Flags and Tricolours side by side on 

the ambulance, and heard French soldiers cheering, "Voilà 

Spears! Vive Spears!", he ordered that the unit be closed down 

immediately and its British staff sent home. A number of 

French troops returned their medals in protest and Mary 

wrote, "it is a pitiful business when a great man suddenly 

becomes small."  

Another confrontation with the Americans broke out soon after 

the armistice when the French sent troops to occupy the 

French-speaking Italian border region of Val d'Aoste. The 

French commander threatened to open fire on American troops 

if they tried to stop them, and an irate Truman ordered the 

immediate end to all arms shipments to France. Truman sent 

de Gaulle an angry letter saying that he found it unbelievable 

that the French could threaten to attack American troops after 

they had done so much to liberate France.  
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However, de Gaulle was generally well received in the United 

States immediately after World War II and supported the 

United States in public comments. He visited New York City on 

27 August 1945 to great welcome by thousands of people of the 

city and its mayor Fiorello LaGuardia. On that day, de Gaulle 

wished "Long live the United States of America". He visited New 

York City Hall and Idlewild Airport (now John F. Kennedy 

International Airport), and presented LaGuardia with the 

Grand Croix of the Legion of Honour award.  

Confrontation in Syria and Lebanon 

On VE Day, there were also serious riots in French Tunisia. A 

dispute with Britain over control of Syria and Lebanon quickly 

developed into an unpleasant diplomatic incident that 

demonstrated France's weaknesses. In May, de Gaulle sent 

General Beynet to establish an air base in Syria and a naval 

base in Lebanon, provoking an outbreak of nationalism in 

which some French nationals were attacked and killed. On 20 

May, French artillery and warplanes fired on demonstrators in 

Damascus. After several days, upwards of 800 Syrians lay 

dead.  

Churchill's relationship with de Gaulle was now at rock 

bottom. In January he told a colleague that he believed that de 

Gaulle was "a great danger to peace and for Great Britain. 

After five years of experience, I am convinced that he is the 

worst enemy of France in her troubles ... he is one of the 

greatest dangers to European peace.... I am sure that in the 

long run no understanding will be reached with General de 

Gaulle".  
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On 31 May, Churchill told de Gaulle "immediately to order 

French troops to cease fire and withdraw to their barracks". 

British forces moved in and forced the French to withdraw from 

the city; they were then escorted and confined to barracks. 

With this political pressure added, the French ordered a 

ceasefire; De Gaulle raged but France was isolated and 

suffering a diplomatic humiliation. The secretary of the Arab 

League Edward Atiyah said, "France put all her cards and two 

rusty pistols on the table". De Gaulle saw it as a heinous 

Anglo-Saxon conspiracy: he told the British ambassador Duff 

Cooper, "I recognise that we are not in a position to wage war 

against you, but you have betrayed France and betrayed the 

West. That cannot be forgotten".  

Potsdam Conference 

At the Potsdam Conference in July, to which de Gaulle was not 

invited, a decision was made to divide Vietnam, which had 

been a French colony for over a hundred years, into British 

and Chinese spheres of influence. Soon after the surrender of 

Japan in August 1945, de Gaulle sent the French Far East 

Expeditionary Corps to re-establish French sovereignty in 

French Indochina. However, the resistance leaders in Indo-

China proclaimed the freedom and independence of Vietnam, 

and a civil war broke out that lasted until France was defeated 

in 1954.  

New elections and resignation 

Since the liberation, the only parliament in France had been 

an enlarged version of the Algiers Provisional Consultative 
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Assembly , and at last, in October 1945, elections were held for 

a new Constituent Assembly whose main task was to provide a 

new constitution for the Fourth Republic. De Gaulle favoured a 

strong executive for the nation, but all three of the main 

parties wished to severely restrict the powers of the president. 

The Communists wanted an assembly with full constitutional 

powers and no time limit, whereas de Gaulle, the Socialists 

and the Popular Republican Movement (MRP) advocated one 

with a term limited to only seven months, after which the draft 

constitution would be submitted for another referendum.  

In the election, the second option was approved by 13 million 

of the 21 million voters. The big three parties won 75% of the 

vote, with the Communists winning 158 seats, the MRP 152 

seats, the Socialists 142 seats and the remaining seats going 

to the various far right parties.  

On 13 November 1945, the new assembly unanimously elected 

Charles de Gaulle head of the government, but problems 

immediately arose when it came to selecting the cabinet, due to 

his unwillingness once more to allow the Communists any 

important ministries. The Communists, now the largest party 

and with their charismatic leader Maurice Thorez back at the 

helm, were not prepared to accept this for a second time, and a 

furious row ensued, during which de Gaulle sent a letter of 

resignation to the speaker of the Assembly and declared that 

he was unwilling to trust a party that he considered to be an 

agent of a foreign power (Russia) with authority over the police 

and armed forces of France.  

Eventually, the new cabinet was finalised on 21 November, 

with the Communists receiving five out of the twenty-two 



Encyclopedia of Western Countries: 1945–1980, Volume 2 

352  

ministries, and although they still did not get any of the key 

portfolios. De Gaulle believed that the draft constitution placed 

too much power in the hands of parliament with its shifting 

party alliances. One of his ministers said he was "a man 

equally incapable of monopolizing power as of sharing it".  

De Gaulle outlined a programme of further nationalisations 

and a new economic plan which were passed, but a further row 

came when the Communists demanded a 20 percent reduction 

in the military budget. Refusing to "rule by compromise", de 

Gaulle once more threatened to resign. There was a general 

feeling that he was trying to blackmail the assembly into 

complete subservience by threatening to withdraw his personal 

prestige which he insisted was what alone kept the ruling 

coalition together. Although the MRP managed to broker a 

compromise which saw the budget approved with amendments, 

it was little more than a stop-gap measure.  

Barely two months after forming the new government, de 

Gaulle abruptly resigned on 20 January 1946. The move was 

called "a bold and ultimately foolish political ploy", with de 

Gaulle hoping that as a war hero, he would be soon brought 

back as a more powerful executive by the French people. 

However, that did not turn out to be the case. With the war 

finally over, the initial period of crisis had passed. Although 

there were still shortages, particularly of bread, France was 

now on the road to recovery, and de Gaulle suddenly did not 

seem so indispensable. The Communist publication Combat 

wrote, "There was no cataclysm, and the empty plate didn't 

crack".  
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1946–1958: Out of power 

After monopolizing French politics for six years, Charles de 

Gaulle suddenly dropped out of sight, and returned to his 

home to write his war memoirs. De Gaulle had told Pierre 

Bertaux in 1944 that he planned to retire because "France may 

still one day need an image that is pure ... If Joan of Arc had 

married, she would no longer have been Joan of Arc". The 

famous opening paragraph of Mémoires de guerre begins by 

declaring, "All my life, I have had a certain idea of France (une 

certaine idée de la France)", comparing his country to an old 

painting of a Madonna, and ends by declaring that, given the 

divisive nature of French politics, France cannot truly live up 

to this ideal without a policy of "grandeur". During this period 

of formal retirement, however, de Gaulle maintained regular 

contact with past political lieutenants from wartime and RPF 

days, including sympathizers involved in political 

developments in French Algeria, becoming "perhaps the best-

informed man in France".  

In April 1947, de Gaulle made a renewed attempt to transform 

the political scene by creating a Rassemblement du Peuple 

Français (Rally of the French People, or RPF), which he hoped 

would be able to move above the familiar party squabbles of 

the parliamentary system. Despite the new party's taking 40 

percent of the vote in local elections and 121 seats in 1951, 

lacking its own press and access to television, its support 

ebbed away. In May 1953, he withdrew again from active 

politics, though the RPF lingered until September 1955.  
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As with all colonial powers France began to lose its overseas 

possessions amid the surge of nationalism. French Indochina 

(now Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia), colonised by France 

during the mid-19th century, had been lost to the Japanese 

after the defeat of 1940. De Gaulle had intended to hold on to 

France's Indochina colony, ordering the parachuting of French 

agents and arms into Indochina in late 1944 and early 1945 

with orders to attack the Japanese as American troops hit the 

beaches. Although de Gaulle had moved quickly to consolidate 

French control of the territory during his brief first tenure as 

president in the 1940s, the communist Vietminh under Ho Chi 

Minh began a determined campaign for independence from 

1946 onwards. The French fought a bitter seven-year war (the 

First Indochina War) to hold on to Indochina. It was largely 

funded by the United States and grew increasingly unpopular, 

especially after the stunning defeat at the Battle of Dien Bien 

Phu. France pulled out that summer under Prime Minister 

Pierre Mendès France.  

The independence of Morocco and Tunisia was arranged by 

Mendès France and proclaimed in March 1956. Meanwhile, in 

Algeria some 350,000 French troops were fighting 150,000 

combatants of the Algerian Liberation Movement (FLN). Within 

a few years, the Algerian war of independence reached a 

summit in terms of savagery and bloodshed and threatened to 

spill into metropolitan France itself.  

Between 1946 and 1958 the Fourth Republic had 24 separate 

ministries. Frustrated by the endless divisiveness, de Gaulle 

famously asked "How can you govern a country which has 246 

varieties of cheese?"  
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1958: Collapse of the Fourth Republic 

The Fourth Republic was wracked by political instability, 

failures in Indochina, and inability to resolve the Algerian 

question.  

On 13 May 1958, the Pied-Noir settlers seized the government 

buildings in Algiers, attacking what they saw as French 

government weakness in the face of demands among the Berber 

and Arab majority for Algerian independence. A "Committee of 

Civil and Army Public Security" was created under the 

presidency of General Jacques Massu, a Gaullist sympathiser. 

General Raoul Salan, Commander-in-Chief in Algeria, 

announced on radio that he was assuming provisional power, 

and appealed for confidence in himself.  

At a 19 May press conference, de Gaulle asserted again that he 

was at the disposal of the country. As a journalist expressed 

the concerns of some who feared that he would violate civil 

liberties, de Gaulle retorted vehemently: "Have I ever done 

that? On the contrary, I have re-established them when they 

had disappeared. Who honestly believes that, at age 67, I 

would start a career as a dictator?" A constitutionalist by 

conviction, he maintained throughout the crisis that he would 

accept power only from the lawfully constituted authorities. De 

Gaulle did not wish to repeat the difficulty the Free French 

movement experienced in establishing legitimacy as the 

rightful government. He told an aide that the rebel generals 

"will not find de Gaulle in their baggage".  
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The crisis deepened as French paratroops from Algeria seized 

Corsica and a landing near Paris was discussed (Operation 

Resurrection).  

Political leaders on many sides agreed to support the General's 

return to power, except François Mitterrand, Pierre Mendès 

France, Alain Savary, the Communist Party, and certain other 

leftists.  

On 29 May the French President, René Coty told parliament 

that the nation was on the brink of civil war, so he was 

'turning towards the most illustrious of Frenchmen, towards 

the man who, in the darkest years of our history, was our chief 

for the reconquest of freedom and who refused dictatorship in 

order to re-establish the Republic. I ask General de Gaulle to 

confer with the head of state and to examine with him what, in 

the framework of Republican legality, is necessary for the 

immediate formation of a government of national safety and 

what can be done, in a fairly short time, for a deep reform of 

our institutions." De Gaulle accepted Coty's proposal under the 

precondition that a new constitution would be introduced 

creating a powerful presidency in which a sole executive, the 

first of which was to be himself, ruled for seven-year periods. 

Another condition was that he be granted extraordinary powers 

for a period of six months.  

De Gaulle remained intent on replacing the weak constitution 

of the Fourth Republic. He is sometimes described as the 

author of the new constitution, as he commissioned it and was 

responsible for its overall framework. The actual drafter of the 

text was Michel Debré who wrote up de Gaulle's political ideas 

and guided the text through the enactment process. On 1 June 
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1958, de Gaulle became Prime Minister and was given 

emergency powers for six months by the National Assembly, 

fulfilling his desire for parliamentary legitimacy.  

On 28 September 1958, a referendum took place and 82.6 

percent of those who voted supported the new constitution and 

the creation of the Fifth Republic. The colonies (Algeria was 

officially a part of France, not a colony) were given the choice 

between immediate independence and the new constitution. All 

African colonies voted for the new constitution and the 

replacement of the French Union by the French Community, 

except Guinea, which thus became the first French African 

colony to gain independence and immediately lost all French 

assistance.  

1958–1962: Founding of the Fifth 

Republic 

In the November 1958 election, Charles de Gaulle and his 

supporters (initially organised in the Union pour la Nouvelle 

République-Union Démocratique du Travail, then the Union des 

Démocrates pour la Vème République, later still the Union des 

Démocrates pour la République, UDR) won a comfortable 

majority. In December, he was elected President of France by 

the electoral college with 78% of the vote; he was inaugurated 

in January 1959. As head of state, he also became ex officio 

the Co-Prince of Andorra.  

De Gaulle oversaw tough economic measures to revitalise the 

country, including the issuing of a new franc (worth 100 old 
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francs). Less than a year after taking office, he was confronted 

with national tragedy, after the Malpasset Dam in Var 

collapsed in early December, killing over 400 in floods. 

Internationally, he rebuffed both the United States and the 

Soviet Union, pushing for an independent France with its own 

nuclear weapons and strongly encouraged a "Free Europe", 

believing that a confederation of all European nations would 

restore the past glories of the great European empires.  

He set about building Franco-German cooperation as the 

cornerstone of the European Economic Community (EEC), 

paying the first state visit to Germany by a French head of 

state since Napoleon. In January 1963, Germany and France 

signed a treaty of friendship, the Élysée Treaty. France also 

reduced its dollar reserves, trading them for gold from the 

Federal government of the United States, thereby reducing 

American economic influence abroad.  

On 23 November 1959, in a speech in Strasbourg, he 

announced his vision for Europe:  

Oui, c'est l'Europe, depuis l'Atlantique jusqu'à l'Oural, c'est 

toute l'Europe, qui décidera du destin du monde. ("Yes, it is 

Europe, from the Atlantic to the Urals, it is the whole of Europe, 

that will decide the destiny of the world.") 

His expression, "Europe, from the Atlantic to the Urals", has 

often been cited throughout the history of European 

integration. It became, for the next ten years, a favourite 

political rallying cry of de Gaulle's. His vision stood in contrast 

to the Atlanticism of the United States and Britain, preferring 

instead a Europe that would act as a third pole between the 

United States and the Soviet Union. By including in his ideal of 
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Europe all the territory up to the Urals, de Gaulle was 

implicitly offering détente to the Soviets. As the last chief of 

government of the Fourth Republic, de Gaulle made sure that 

the Treaty of Rome creating the European Economic 

Community was fully implemented, and that the British project 

of Free Trade Area was rejected, to the extent that he was 

sometimes considered as a "Father of Europe".  

Algeria 

Upon becoming president, de Gaulle was faced with the urgent 

task of finding a way to bring to an end the bloody and divisive 

war in Algeria. His intentions were obscure. He had 

immediately visited Algeria and declared, Je vous ai compris—'I 

have understood you', and each competing interest had wished 

to believe it was them that he had understood. The settlers 

assumed he supported them, and would be stunned when he 

did not. In Paris, the left wanted independence for Algeria. 

Although the military's near-coup had contributed to his 

return to power, de Gaulle soon ordered all officers to quit the 

rebellious Committees of Public Safety. Such actions greatly 

angered the pieds-noirs and their military supporters.  

He faced uprisings in Algeria by the pied-noirs and the French 

armed forces. On assuming the prime minister role in June 

1958 he immediately went to Algeria, and neutralised the army 

there, with its 600,000 soldiers. The Algiers Committee of 

Public Safety was loud in its demands on behalf of the settlers, 

but de Gaulle made more visits and sidestepped them. For the 

long term he devised a plan to modernize Algeria's traditional 

economy, deescalated the war, and offered Algeria self-

determination in 1959. A pied-noir revolt in 1960 failed, and 
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another attempted coup failed in April 1961. French voters 

approved his course in a 1961 referendum on Algerian self-

determination. De Gaulle arranged a cease-fire in Algeria with 

the March 1962 Evian Accords, legitimated by another 

referendum a month later. It gave victory to the FLN, which 

came to power and declared independence. The long crisis was 

over.  

Although the Algerian issue was settled, Prime Minister Michel 

Debré resigned over the final settlement and was replaced with 

Georges Pompidou on 14 April 1962. France recognised 

Algerian independence on 3 July 1962, and a blanket amnesty 

law was belatedly voted in 1968, covering all crimes committed 

by the French army during the war. In just a few months in 

1962, 900,000 Pied-Noirs left the country. After 5 July, the 

exodus accelerated in the wake of the French deaths during the 

Oran massacre of 1962.  

Assassination attempts 

De Gaulle was targeted for death by the Organisation armée 

secrète (OAS), in retaliation for his Algerian initiatives. Several 

assassination attempts were made on him; the most famous 

took place on 22 August 1962, when he and his wife narrowly 

escaped from an organized machine gun ambush on their 

Citroën DS limousine. De Gaulle commented "Ils tirent comme 

des cochons" ("They shoot like pigs"). The attack was arranged 

by Colonel Jean-Marie Bastien-Thiry at Petit-Clamart. 

Frederick Forsyth used this incident as a basis for his novel 

The Day of the Jackal.  
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Direct presidential elections 

In September 1962, de Gaulle sought a constitutional 

amendment to allow the president to be directly elected by the 

people and issued another referendum to this end. After a 

motion of censure voted by the parliament on 4 October 1962, 

de Gaulle dissolved the National Assembly and held new 

elections. Although the left progressed, the Gaullists won an 

increased majority—this despite opposition from the Christian 

democratic Popular Republican Movement (MRP) and the 

National Centre of Independents and Peasants (CNIP) who 

criticised de Gaulle's euroscepticism and presidentialism.  

De Gaulle's proposal to change the election procedure for the 

French presidency was approved at the referendum on 28 

October 1962 by more than three-fifths of voters despite a 

broad "coalition of no" formed by most of the parties, opposed 

to a presidential regime. Thereafter the president was to be 

elected by direct universal suffrage for the first time since 

Louis Napoleon in 1848.  

1962–1968: Politics of grandeur 

With the Algerian conflict behind him, de Gaulle was able to 

achieve his two main objectives, the reform and development of 

the French economy, and the promotion of an independent 

foreign policy and a strong presence on the international stage. 

This was named by foreign observers the "politics of grandeur" 

(politique de grandeur). See Gaullism.  
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"Thirty glorious years" 

In the immediate post-war years France was in poor shape; 

wages remained at around half prewar levels, the winter of 

1946–1947 did extensive damage to crops, leading to a 

reduction in the bread ration, hunger and disease remained 

rife and the black market continued to flourish. Germany was 

in an even worse position, but after 1948 things began to 

improve dramatically with the introduction of Marshall Aid—

large scale American financial assistance given to help rebuild 

European economies and infrastructure. This laid the 

foundations of a meticulously planned program of investments 

in energy, transport and heavy industry, overseen by the 

government of Prime Minister Georges Pompidou.  

In the context of a population boom unseen in France since the 

18th century, the government intervened heavily in the 

economy, using dirigisme—a unique combination of free-market 

and state-directed economy—with indicative five-year plans as 

its main tool. This was followed by a rapid transformation and 

expansion of the French economy.  

High-profile projects, mostly but not always financially 

successful, were launched: the extension of Marseille's harbour 

(soon ranking third in Europe and first in the Mediterranean); 

the promotion of the Caravelle passenger jetliner (a 

predecessor of Airbus); the decision to start building the 

supersonic Franco-British Concorde airliner in Toulouse; the 

expansion of the French auto industry with state-owned 

Renault at its centre; and the building of the first motorways 

between Paris and the provinces.  
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Aided by these projects, the French economy recorded growth 

rates unrivalled since the 19th century. In 1964, for the first 

time in nearly 100 years France's GDP overtook that of the 

United Kingdom. This period is still remembered in France with 

some nostalgia as the peak of the Trente Glorieuses ("Thirty 

Glorious Years" of economic growth between 1945 and 1974).  

In 1967, de Gaulle decreed a law that obliged all firms over 

certain sizes to distribute a small portion of their profits to 

their employees. By 1974, as a result of this measure, French 

employees received an average of 700 francs per head, 

equivalent to 3.2% of their salary.  

Fourth nuclear power 

During his first tenure as president, de Gaulle became 

enthusiastic about the possibilities of nuclear power. France 

had carried out important work in the early development of 

atomic energy and in October 1945 he established the French 

Atomic Energy Commission Commissariat à l'énergie atomique, 

(CEA) responsible for all scientific, commercial, and military 

uses of nuclear energy. However, partly due to communist 

influences in government opposed to proliferation, research 

stalled and France was excluded from American, British and 

Canadian nuclear efforts.  

By October 1952, the United Kingdom had become the third 

country—after the United States and the Soviet Union—to 

independently test and develop nuclear weapons. This gave 

Britain the capability to launch a nuclear strike via its Vulcan 

bomber force and they began developing a ballistic missile 

program known as Blue Streak.  
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As early as April 1954 while out of power, de Gaulle argued 

that France must have its own nuclear arsenal; at the time 

nuclear weapons were seen as a national status symbol and a 

way of maintaining international prestige with a place at the 

'top table' of the United Nations. Full-scale research began 

again in late 1954 when Prime Minister Pierre Mendès France 

authorized a plan to develop the atomic bomb; large deposits of 

uranium had been discovered near Limoges in central France, 

providing the researchers with an unrestricted supply of 

nuclear fuel. France's independent Force de Frappe (strike 

force) came into being soon after de Gaulle's election with his 

authorization for the first nuclear test.  

With the cancellation of Blue Streak, the US agreed to supply 

Britain with its Skybolt and later Polaris weapons systems, and 

in 1958 the two nations signed the Mutual Defence Agreement 

forging close links which have seen the US and UK cooperate 

on nuclear security matters ever since. Although at the time it 

was still a full member of NATO, France proceeded to develop 

its own independent nuclear technologies—this would enable it 

to become a partner in any reprisals and would give it a voice 

in matters of atomic control.  

After six years of effort, on 13 February 1960 France became 

the world's fourth nuclear power when a high-powered nuclear 

device was exploded in the Sahara some 700 miles south-

south-west of Algiers. In August 1963 France decided against 

signing the Partial Test Ban Treaty designed to slow the arms 

race because it would have prohibited it from testing nuclear 

weapons above ground. France continued to carry out tests at 

the Algerian site until 1966, under an agreement with the 

newly independent Algeria. France's testing program then 
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moved to the Mururoa and Fangataufa Atolls in the South 

Pacific.  

In November 1967, an article by the French Chief of the 

General Staff (but inspired by de Gaulle) in the Revue de la 

Défense Nationale caused international consternation. It was 

stated that the French nuclear force should be capable of firing 

"in all directions"—thus including even America as a potential 

target. This surprising statement was intended as a declaration 

of French national independence, and was in retaliation to a 

warning issued long ago by Dean Rusk that US missiles would 

be aimed at France if it attempted to employ atomic weapons 

outside an agreed plan. However, criticism of de Gaulle was 

growing over his tendency to act alone with little regard for the 

views of others. In August, concern over de Gaulle's policies 

had been voiced by Valéry Giscard d'Estaing when he queried 

'the solitary exercise of power'.  

NATO 

With the onset of the Cold War and the perceived threat of 

invasion from the Soviet Union and the countries of the 

eastern bloc, the United States, Canada and a number of 

western European countries set up the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organisation (NATO) to co-ordinate a military response to any 

possible attack. France played a key role during the early days 

of the organisation, providing a large military contingent and 

agreeing—after much soul-searching—to the participation of 

West German forces. But after his election in 1958 Charles de 

Gaulle took the view that the organisation was too dominated 

by the US and UK, and that America would not fulfill its 

promise to defend Europe in the event of a Soviet invasion.  
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De Gaulle demanded political parity with Britain and America 

in NATO, and for its geographic coverage to be extended to 

include French territories abroad, including Algeria, then 

experiencing civil war. This was not forthcoming, and so in 

March 1959 France, citing the need for it to maintain its own 

independent military strategy, withdrew its Mediterranean 

Fleet (ALESCMED) from NATO, and a few months later de 

Gaulle demanded the removal of all US nuclear weapons from 

French territory.  

De Gaulle hosted a superpower summit on 17 May 1960 for 

arms limitation talks and détente efforts in the wake of the 

1960 U-2 incident between United States President Dwight 

Eisenhower, Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev, and United 

Kingdom Prime Minister Harold Macmillan. De Gaulle's warm 

relations with Eisenhower were noticed by United States 

military observers at that time. De Gaulle told Eisenhower: 

"Obviously you cannot apologize but you must decide how you 

wish to handle this. I will do everything I can to be helpful 

without being openly partisan." When Khrushchev condemned 

the United States U-2 flights, de Gaulle expressed to 

Khrushchev his disapproval of 18 near-simultaneous secret 

Soviet satellite overflights of French territory; Khrushchev 

denied knowledge of the satellite overflights. Lieutenant 

General Vernon A. Walters wrote that after Khrushchev left, 

"De Gaulle came over to Eisenhower and took him by the arm. 

He took me also by the elbow and, taking us a little apart, he 

said to Eisenhower, 'I do not know what Khrushchev is going to 

do, nor what is going to happen, but whatever he does, I want 

you to know that I am with you to the end.' I was astounded at 

this statement, and Eisenhower was clearly moved by his 

unexpected expression of unconditional support". General 
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Walters was struck by de Gaulle's "unconditional support" of 

the United States during that "crucial time". De Gaulle then 

tried to revive the talks by inviting all the delegates to another 

conference at the Élysée Palace to discuss the situation, but 

the summit ultimately dissolved in the wake of the U-2 

incident.  

In 1964, de Gaulle visited the Soviet Union, where he hoped to 

establish France as an alternative influence in the Cold War. 

De Gaulle always viewed Communism as a passing 

phenomenon, and never used the term 'Soviet Union', always 

calling it Russia. In his view, Russian national interests rather 

than Communist ideology determined the decision-making in 

the Kremlin. Later, he proclaimed a new alliance between the 

nations, but although Soviet premier Alexei Kosygin later 

visited Paris, the Soviets clearly did not consider France a 

superpower and knew that they would remain dependent on 

the NATO alliance in the event of a war. In 1965, de Gaulle 

pulled France out of SEATO, the southeast Asian equivalent of 

NATO, and refused to participate in any future NATO 

maneuvers.  

In February 1966, France withdrew from the NATO Military 

Command Structure, but remained within the organisation. De 

Gaulle, haunted by the memories of 1940, wanted France to 

remain the master of the decisions affecting it, unlike in the 

1930s when it had to follow in step with its British ally. He 

also ordered all foreign military personnel to leave France 

within a year. This latter action was particularly badly received 

in the US, prompting Dean Rusk, the US Secretary of State, to 

ask de Gaulle whether the removal of American military 
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personnel was to include exhumation of the 50,000 American 

war dead buried in French cemeteries.  

European Economic Community (EEC) 

France, experiencing the disintegration of its colonial empire 

and severe problems in Algeria, turned towards Europe after 

the Suez Crisis, and to West Germany in particular. In the 

years after, the economies of both nations integrated and they 

led the drive towards European unity.  

One of the conditions of Marshall Aid was that the nations' 

leaders must co-ordinate economic efforts and pool the supply 

of raw materials. By far the most critical commodities in 

driving growth were coal and steel. France assumed it would 

receive large amounts of high-quality German coal from the 

Ruhr as reparations for the war, but the US refused to allow 

this, fearing a repetition of the bitterness after the Treaty of 

Versailles which partly caused World War II.  

Under the inspiration of the French statesmen Jean Monnet 

and Robert Schuman, together with the German leader Konrad 

Adenauer, the rift between the two nations had begun to heal 

and in 1951, along with Italy and the Benelux countries, they 

formed the European Coal and Steel Community. Following the 

Treaty of Rome of 1957 this became the European Economic 

Community.  

De Gaulle had not been instrumental in setting up the new 

organization and, from the start, he opposed efforts by fellow 

EEC member countries to move toward some form of political 

integration that, in de Gaulle's thinking, would impinge on the 
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sovereignty of France, both internally and externally. To 

counter those supranational tendencies that he disparaged, he 

put forward in 1961 the so-called Fouchet Plan that 

maintained all decision-making powers in the hands of 

governments, reducing the projected European parliamentary 

assembly to a mere consultative assembly. As expected, the 

plan was rejected by France's partners. In July 1965 de Gaulle 

provoked a major six-month crisis when he ordered the boycott 

of EEC institutions (see Empty chair crisis below) until his 

demands – the withdrawal of a European Commission proposal 

to reinforce the community institutions to the detriment of 

national sovereignty, and the acceptance of France's proposal 

regarding the financing of the newly established Common 

Agricultural Policy (CAP) – were met with the Luxembourg 

compromise.  

De Gaulle, who in spite of recent history admired Germany and 

spoke excellent German, as well as English, established a good 

relationship with the aging West German Chancellor Konrad 

Adenauer—culminating in the Elysee Treaty in 1963—and in 

the first few years of the Common Market, France's industrial 

exports to the other five members tripled and its farm export 

almost quadrupled. The franc became a solid, stable currency 

for the first time in half a century, and the economy mostly 

boomed. Adenauer however, all too aware of the importance of 

American support in Europe, gently distanced himself from the 

general's more extreme ideas, wanting no suggestion that any 

new European community would in any sense challenge or set 

itself at odds with the US. In Adenauer's eyes, the support of 

the US was more important than any question of European 

prestige. Adenauer was also anxious to reassure Britain that 

nothing was being done behind its back and was quick to 
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inform British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan of any new 

developments.  

Great Britain initially declined to join the EEC, preferring to 

remain with another organisation known as the European Free 

Trade Area, mostly consisting of the northern European 

countries and Portugal. By the late 1950s German and French 

living standards began to exceed those in Britain, and the 

government of Harold Macmillan, realising that the EEC was a 

stronger trade bloc than EFTA, began negotiations to join.  

De Gaulle vetoed the British application to join the European 

Economic Community (EEC) in 1963, famously uttering the 

single word 'non' into the television cameras at the critical 

moment, a statement used to sum up French opposition 

towards Britain for many years afterwards. Macmillan said 

afterwards that he always believed that de Gaulle would 

prevent Britain joining, but thought he would do it quietly, 

behind the scenes. He later complained privately that "all our 

plans are in tatters".  

American President John F. Kennedy urged de Gaulle to accept 

the United Kingdom in the EEC, stating that a Europe without 

Great Britain would create a situation in which the United 

States were bearing the enormous costs of Europe's protection 

without any voice. Kennedy applied pressure to de Gaulle by 

threatening to withdraw American troops from European soil, 

but de Gaulle believed that the United States would lose the 

Cold War if they were to leave Europe. It encouraged de Gaulle 

to see Great Britain as America's "Trojan Horse".  

British Prime Minister Churchill once said to him that if he 

had the choice between France and the United States, he would 
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always choose the United States. Churchill 's successor, 

Macmillan, prioritised the rebuilding of the Anglo-American 

"Special Relationship". With the American agreement to supply 

Britain with the Skybolt nuclear missile, de Gaulle thought 

that the United Kingdom would not go along with his vision for 

a West European strategically independent from the United 

States. He maintained there were incompatibilities between 

continental European and British economic interests. In 

addition, he demanded that the United Kingdom accept all the 

conditions laid down by the six existing members of the EEC 

(Belgium, France, West Germany, Italy, Luxembourg, 

Netherlands) and revoke its commitments to countries within 

its own free trade area (which France had not done with its 

own). He supported a deepening and an acceleration of 

Common Market integration rather than an expansion.  

However, in this latter respect, a detailed study of the 

formative years of the EEC argues that the defence of French 

economic interests, especially in agriculture, in fact played a 

more dominant role in determining de Gaulle's stance towards 

British entry than the various political and foreign policy 

considerations that have often been cited.  

Dean Acheson believed that Britain made a grave error in not 

signing up to the European idea right from the start, and that 

they continued to suffer the political consequences for at least 

two decades afterwards. However he also stated his belief that 

de Gaulle used the 'Common Market' (as it was then termed) as 

an "exclusionary device to direct European trade towards the 

interest of France and against that of the United States, 

Britain and other countries."  
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Claiming continental European solidarity, de Gaulle again 

rejected British entry when they next applied to join the 

community in December 1967 under the Labour leadership of 

Harold Wilson. During negotiations, de Gaulle chided Britain 

for relying too much on the Americans, saying that sooner or 

later they would always do what was in their best interests. 

Wilson said he then gently raised the spectre of the threat of a 

newly powerful Germany as a result of the EEC, which de 

Gaulle agreed was a risk. After de Gaulle left office the United 

Kingdom applied again and finally became a member of the 

EEC in January 1973.  

Recognition of the People's Republic of 

China 

In January 1964, France was, after the UK, among the first of 

the major Western powers to open diplomatic relations with the 

People's Republic of China (PRC), which was established in 

1949 and which was isolated on the international scene. By 

recognizing Mao Zedong's government, de Gaulle signaled to 

both Washington and Moscow that France intended to deploy 

an independent foreign policy. The move was criticized in the 

United States as it seemed to seriously damage US policy of 

containment in Asia. De Gaulle justified this action by "the 

weight of evidence and reason", considering that China's 

demographic weight and geographic extent put it in a position 

to have a global leading role. De Gaulle also used this 

opportunity to arouse rivalry between the USSR and China, a 

policy that was followed several years later by Henry 

Kissinger's "triangular diplomacy" which also aimed to create a 

Sino-Soviet split.  
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France established diplomatic relations with the People's 

Republic of China – the first step towards formal recognition 

without first severing links with the Republic of China 

(Taiwan), led by Chiang Kai-shek. Hitherto the PRC had 

insisted that all nations abide by a "one China" condition, and 

at first it was unclear how the matter would be settled. 

However, the agreement to exchange ambassadors was subject 

to a delay of three months, and in February, Chiang Kai-shek 

resolved the problem by cutting off diplomatic relations with 

France. Eight years later, US President Richard Nixon visited 

the PRC and began normalising relations—a policy which was 

confirmed in the Shanghai Communiqué of 28 February 1972.  

As part of a European tour, Nixon visited France in 1969. He 

and de Gaulle both shared the same non-Wilsonian approach 

to world affairs, believing in nations and their relative 

strengths, rather than in ideologies, international 

organisations, or multilateral agreements. De Gaulle is 

famously known for calling the UN the pejorative "le Machin" 

("the thingamajig").  

Visit to Latin America 

During the autumn of 1964, de Gaulle embarked on a grueling 

20,000-mile trek across Latin America despite being a month 

away from his 75th birthday, a recent operation for prostate 

cancer, and concerns over security. He had visited Mexico the 

previous year and spoke, in Spanish, to the Mexican people on 

the eve of their celebrations of their independence at the 

Palacio Nacional in Mexico City. During his new 26-day visit, 

he was again keen to gain both cultural and economic 

influence. He spoke constantly of his resentment of US 
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influence in Latin America—"that some states should establish 

a power of political or economic direction outside their own 

borders". Yet France could provide no investment or aid to 

match that from Washington.  

US dollar crisis 

In the Bretton Woods system put in place in 1944, US dollars 

were convertible to gold. In France, it was called "America's 

exorbitant privilege" as it resulted in an "asymmetric financial 

system" where foreigners "see themselves supporting American 

living standards and subsidizing American multinationals". As 

American economist Barry Eichengreen summarized: "It costs 

only a few cents for the Bureau of Engraving and Printing to 

produce a $100 bill, but other countries had to pony up $100 

of actual goods in order to obtain one". In February 1965 

President Charles de Gaulle announced his intention to 

exchange its US dollar reserves for gold at the official exchange 

rate. He sent the French Navy across the Atlantic to pick up 

the French reserve of gold, which had been moved there during 

World War II, and was followed by several countries. As it 

resulted in considerably reducing US gold stock and US 

economic influence, it led US President Richard Nixon to 

unilaterally end the convertibility of the dollar to gold on 15 

August 1971 (the "Nixon Shock"). This was meant to be a 

temporary measure but the dollar became permanently a 

floating fiat money and in October 1976, the US government 

officially changed the definition of the dollar; references to gold 

were removed from statutes.  
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Second term 

In December 1965, de Gaulle returned as president for a 

second seven-year term. In the first round he did not win the 

expected majority, receiving 45% of the vote. Both of his main 

rivals did better than expected; the leftist François Mitterrand 

received 32% and Jean Lecanuet, who advocated for what Life 

described as "Gaullism without de Gaulle", received 16%. De 

Gaulle won a majority in the second round, with Mitterrand 

receiving 44.8%.  

In September 1966, in a famous speech in Phnom Penh in 

Cambodia, he expressed France's disapproval of the US 

involvement in the Vietnam War, calling for a US withdrawal 

from Vietnam as the only way to ensure peace. De Gaulle 

considered the war to be the "greatest absurdity of the 

twentieth century". However, de Gaulle conversed frequently 

with George Ball, United States President Lyndon Johnson's 

Under Secretary of State, and told Ball that he feared that the 

United States risked repeating France's tragic experience in 

Vietnam, which de Gaulle called "ce pays pourri" ("the rotten 

country"). Ball later sent a 76-page memorandum to Johnson 

critiquing Johnson's current Vietnam policy in October 1964.  

De Gaulle later visited Guadeloupe for two days, in the 

aftermath of Hurricane Inez, bringing aid which totaled billions 

of francs.  
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Empty Chair Crisis 

During the establishment of the European Community, de 

Gaulle helped precipitate the Empty Chair Crisis, one of the 

greatest crises in the history of the EEC. It involved the 

financing of the Common Agricultural Policy, but almost more 

importantly the use of qualified majority voting in the EC (as 

opposed to unanimity). In June 1965, after France and the 

other five members could not agree, de Gaulle withdrew 

France's representatives from the EC. Their absence left the 

organisation essentially unable to run its affairs until the 

Luxembourg compromise was reached in January 1966. De 

Gaulle succeeded in influencing the decision-making 

mechanism written into the Treaty of Rome by insisting on 

solidarity founded on mutual understanding. He vetoed 

Britain's entry into the EEC a second time, in June 1967.  

Six-Day War 

With tension rising in the Middle East in 1967, de Gaulle on 2 

June declared an arms embargo against Israel, just three days 

before the outbreak of the Six-Day War. This, however, did not 

affect spare parts for the French military hardware with which 

the Israeli armed forces were equipped.  

This was an abrupt change in policy. In 1956 France, Britain 

and Israel had cooperated in an elaborate effort to retake the 

Suez Canal from Egypt. Israel's air force operated French 

Mirage and Mystère jets in the Six-Day War, and its navy was 

building its new missile boats in Cherbourg. Though paid for, 

their transfer to Israel was now blocked by de Gaulle's 
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government. But they were smuggled out in an operation that 

drew further denunciations from the French government. The 

last boats took to the sea in December 1969, directly after a 

major deal between France and now-independent Algeria 

exchanging French armaments for Algerian oil.  

Under de Gaulle, following the independence of Algeria, France 

embarked on foreign policy more favorable to the Arab side. 

President de Gaulle's position in 1967 at the time of the Six-

Day War played a part in France's new-found popularity in the 

Arab world. Israel turned towards the United States for arms, 

and toward its own industry. In a televised news conference on 

27 November 1967, de Gaulle described the Jewish people as 

"this elite people, sure of themselves and domineering".  

In his letter to David Ben-Gurion dated 9 January 1968, he 

explained that he was convinced that Israel had ignored his 

warnings and overstepped the bounds of moderation by taking 

possession of Jerusalem, and Jordanian, Egyptian, and Syrian 

territory by force of arms. He felt Israel had exercised 

repression and expulsions during the occupation and that it 

amounted to annexation. He said that provided Israel withdrew 

its forces, it appeared that it might be possible to reach a 

solution through the UN framework which could include 

assurances of a dignified and fair future for refugees and 

minorities in the Middle East, recognition from Israel's 

neighbours, and freedom of navigation through the Gulf of 

Aqaba and the Suez Canal.  
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Nigerian Civil War 

The Eastern Region of Nigeria declared itself independent 

under the name of the Independent Republic of Biafra on 30 

May 1967. On 6 July the first shots in the Nigerian Civil War 

were fired, marking the start of a conflict that lasted until 

January 1970. Britain provided military aid to the Federal 

Republic of Nigeria—yet more was made available by the Soviet 

Union. Under de Gaulle's leadership, France embarked on a 

period of interference outside the traditional French zone of 

influence. A policy geared toward the break-up of Nigeria put 

Britain and France into opposing camps. Relations between 

France and Nigeria had been under strain since the third 

French nuclear explosion in the Sahara in December 1960. 

From August 1968, when its embargo was lifted, France 

provided limited and covert support to the breakaway province. 

Although French arms helped to keep Biafra in action for the 

final 15 months of the civil war, its involvement was seen as 

insufficient and counterproductive. The Biafran chief of staff 

stated that the French "did more harm than good by raising 

false hopes and by providing the British with an excuse to 

reinforce Nigeria."  

Vive le Québec libre! 

In July 1967, de Gaulle visited Canada, which was celebrating 

its centenary with a world fair in Montreal, Expo 67. On 24 

July, speaking to a large crowd from a balcony at Montreal's 

city hall, de Gaulle shouted "Vive le Québec libre! Vive le 

Canada français! Et vive la France!" (Long live free Quebec! 

Long live French Canada, and long live France!). The Canadian 
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media harshly criticized the statement, and the Prime Minister 

of Canada, Lester B. Pearson, stated that "Canadians do not 

need to be liberated". De Gaulle left Canada abruptly two days 

later, without proceeding to Ottawa as scheduled. He never 

returned to Canada. The speech offended many English-

speaking Canadians and was heavily criticized in France as 

well, and led to a significant diplomatic rift between the two 

countries.  

The event however was seen as a watershed moment by the 

Quebec sovereignty movement, and is still a significant 

milestone of Quebec's history to the eyes of most Quebecers.  

In the following year, de Gaulle visited Brittany, where he 

declaimed a poem written by his uncle (also called Charles de 

Gaulle) in the Breton language. The speech followed a series of 

crackdowns on Breton nationalism. De Gaulle was accused of 

hypocrisy, on the one hand supporting a "free" Quebec because 

of linguistic and ethnic differences from other Canadians, 

while on the other hand suppressing a regional and ethnic 

nationalist movement in Brittany.  

Official visit to Poland 

General de Gaulle paid an official visit to Poland on 6 

September 1967 and spent an entire week there. De Gaulle 

described it as his "pilgrimage to Poland" and visited Warsaw, 

Gdańsk, Kraków and German death camp Auschwitz-Birkenau. 

He met with crowds of people on the streets and shouted (in 

Polish) "Long live Poland! Our dear, noble and brave Poland!". 

Without discussion, de Gaulle announced that France officially 
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recognized the new Polish western border that was established 

in 1945.  

May 1968 

De Gaulle's government was criticized within France, 

particularly for its heavy-handed style. While the written press 

and elections were free, and private stations such as Europe 1 

were able to broadcast in French from abroad, the state's ORTF 

had a monopoly on television and radio. This monopoly meant 

that the government was in a position to directly influence 

broadcast news. In many respects, Gaullist France was 

conservative, Catholic, and there were few women in high-level 

political posts (in May 1968, the government's ministers were 

100% male). Many factors contributed to a general weariness of 

sections of the public, particularly the student youth, which 

led to the events of May 1968.  

The mass demonstrations and strikes in France in May 1968 

severely challenged De Gaulle's legitimacy. He and other 

government leaders feared that the country was on the brink of 

revolution or civil war. On 29 May, De Gaulle disappeared 

without notifying Prime Minister Pompidou or anyone else in 

the government, stunning the country. He fled to Baden-Baden 

in Germany to meet with General Massu, head of the French 

military there, to discuss possible army intervention against 

the protesters. De Gaulle returned to France after being 

assured of the military's support, in return for which De 

Gaulle agreed to amnesty for the 1961 coup plotters and OAS 

members.  
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In a private meeting discussing the students' and workers' 

demands for direct participation in business and government 

he coined the phrase "La réforme oui, la chienlit non", which 

can be politely translated as 'reform yes, masquerade/chaos 

no.' It was a vernacular scatological pun meaning 'chie-en-lit, 

no' (shit-in-bed, no). The term is now common parlance in 

French political commentary, used both critically and 

ironically referring back to de Gaulle.  

But de Gaulle offered to accept some of the reforms the 

demonstrators sought. He again considered a referendum to 

support his moves, but on 30 May, Pompidou persuaded him to 

dissolve parliament (in which the government had all but lost 

its majority in the March 1967 elections) and hold new 

elections instead. The June 1968 elections were a major 

success for the Gaullists and their allies; when shown the 

spectre of revolution or civil war, the majority of the country 

rallied to him. His party won 352 of 487 seats, but de Gaulle 

remained personally unpopular; a survey conducted 

immediately after the crisis showed that a majority of the 

country saw him as too old, too self-centered, too 

authoritarian, too conservative, and too anti-American.  

Later life 

Retirement 

De Gaulle resigned the presidency at noon, 28 April 1969, 

following the rejection of his proposed reform of the Senate and 

local governments in a nationwide referendum. In an eight-

minute televised speech two days before the referendum, De 
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Gaulle warned that if he was "disavowed" by a majority of the 

voters, he would resign his office immediately. This ultimatum, 

coupled with increased De Gaulle fatigue among the French, 

convinced many that this was an opportunity to be rid of the 

78-year-old general and the reform package was rejected. Two 

months later Georges Pompidou was elected as his successor.  

De Gaulle retired once again to his beloved nine-acre country 

estate, La Boisserie (the woodland glade), in Colombey-les-

Deux-Églises, 120 miles southeast of Paris. There the General, 

who often described old age as a "shipwreck," continued his 

memoirs, dictated to his secretary from notes. To visitors, de 

Gaulle said, "I will finish three books, if God grants me life." 

The Renewal, the first of three planned volumes to be called 

Memoirs of Hope, was quickly finished and immediately became 

the fastest seller in French publishing history.  

Personal life 

De Gaulle married Yvonne Vendroux on 7 April 1921 in Église 

Notre-Dame de Calais. They had three children: Philippe (born 

1921), Élisabeth (1924–2013), who married General Alain de 

Boissieu, and Anne (1928–1948). Anne had Down's syndrome 

and died of pneumonia at the age of 20. He always had a 

particular love for Anne; one Colombey resident recalled how 

he used to walk with her hand-in-hand around the property, 

caressing her and talking quietly about the things she 

understood.  

De Gaulle had an older brother Xavier (1887–1955) and sister 

Marie-Agnes (1889–1983), and two younger brothers, Jacques 

(1893–1946) and Pierre (1897–1959). He was particularly close 
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to the youngest, Pierre, who so resembled him that presidential 

bodyguards often saluted him by mistake when he visited his 

famous brother or accompanied him on official visits.  

One of De Gaulle's grandsons, also named Charles de Gaulle, 

was a member of the European Parliament from 1994 to 2004, 

his last tenure being for the National Front. The younger 

Charles de Gaulle's move to the anti-Gaullist Front National 

was widely condemned by other family members, in open 

letters and newspaper interviews. "It was like hearing the pope 

had converted to Islam", one said. Another grandson, Jean de 

Gaulle, was a member of the French parliament until his 

retirement in 2007.  

Death 

• On 9 November 1970, less than two weeks before his

80th birthday, Charles de Gaulle died suddenly,

despite enjoying very robust health his entire life

(except for a prostate operation a few years earlier).

He had been watching the evening news on television

and playing Solitaire around 7:40 p.m. when he

suddenly pointed to his head and said, "I feel a pain

right here", and then collapsed. His wife called the

doctor and the local priest, but by the time they

arrived he had died from an aneurysm. His wife

asked that she be allowed to inform her family before

the news was released. She was able to contact her

daughter in Paris quickly, but their son, who was in

the navy, was difficult to track down. President

Georges Pompidou was not informed until 4 AM the

next day, and announced the general's death on
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television some 18 hours after the event. He simply 

said, "Le général de Gaulle est mort; la France est 

veuve." ("General de Gaulle is dead. France is a 

widow.")  

De Gaulle had made arrangements that insisted his funeral be 

held at Colombey, and that no presidents or ministers attend 

his funeral—only his Compagnons de la Libération. Despite his 

wishes, such were the number of foreign dignitaries who 

wanted to honor de Gaulle that Pompidou was forced to 

arrange a separate memorial service at the Notre-Dame 

Cathedral, to be held at the same time as his actual funeral. 

The only notable absentee was Canadian PM Pierre Trudeau, 

possibly because he was still angry over de Gaulle's cry of 

"Vive le Québec libre" during his 1967 visit.  

The funeral on 12 November 1970 was the biggest such event 

in French history, with hundreds of thousands of French 

people—many carrying blankets and picnic baskets—and 

thousands of cars parked in the roads and fields along the 

routes to the two venues. Thousands of guests attended the 

event, included de Gaulle's successor Georges Pompidou, 

American President Richard Nixon, British Prime Minister 

Edward Heath, UN general secretary U Thant, Soviet statesman 

Nikolai Podgorny, Italian President Giuseppe Saragat, West 

German Chancellor Willy Brandt and Queen Juliana of the 

Netherlands. Special trains were laid on to bring extra 

mourners to the region and the crowd was packed so tightly 

that those who fainted had to be passed overhead toward first-

aid stations at the rear. The General was conveyed to the 

church on an armoured reconnaissance vehicle and carried to 

his grave, next to his daughter Anne, by eight young men of 
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Colombey. As he was lowered into the ground, the bells of all 

the churches in France tolled, starting from Notre Dame and 

spreading out from there.  

De Gaulle specified that his tombstone bear the simple 

inscription of his name and his years of birth and death. 

Therefore, it simply states, "Charles de Gaulle, 1890–1970". At 

the service, President Pompidou said, "de Gaulle gave France 

her governing institutions, her independence and her place in 

the world." André Malraux, the writer and intellectual who 

served as his Minister of Culture, called him "a man of the day 

before yesterday and the day after tomorrow." De Gaulle's 

family turned the La Boisserie residence into a foundation. It 

currently houses the Charles de Gaulle Museum.  

Legacy 

Reputation 

Historians have accorded Napoleon and de Gaulle the top-

ranking status of French leaders in the 19th and 20th 

centuries.  

According to a 2005 survey, carried out in the context of the 

tenth anniversary of the death of Socialist President François 

Mitterrand, 35 percent of respondents said Mitterrand was the 

best French president ever, followed by Charles de Gaulle (30 

percent) and then Jacques Chirac (12 percent). Another poll by 

BVA four years later showed that 87% of French people 

regarded his presidency positively.  
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Statues honouring de Gaulle have been erected in London, 

Warsaw, Moscow, Bucharest and Quebec. The first Algerian 

president, Ahmed Ben Bella, said that de Gaulle was the 

"military leader who brought us the hardest blows" prior to 

Algerian independence, but "saw further" than other 

politicians, and had a "universal dimension that is too often 

lacking in current leaders." Likewise, Léopold Sédar Senghor, 

the first president of Senegal, said that few Western leaders 

could boast of having risked their lives to grant a colony 

independence.  

In 1990 President Mitterrand, de Gaulle's old political rival, 

presided over the celebrations to mark the 100th anniversary 

of his birth. Mitterrand, who once wrote a vitriolic critique of 

him called the "Permanent Coup d'État", quoted a recent 

opinion poll, saying, "As General de Gaulle, he has entered the 

pantheon of great national heroes, where he ranks ahead of 

Napoleon and behind only Charlemagne." Under the influence 

of Jean-Pierre Chevènement, the leader of CERES, the left-wing 

and souverainist faction of the Socialist Party, Mitterrand had, 

except on certain economic and social policies, rallied to much 

of Gaullism. Between the mid-1970s and mid-1990s there 

developed a left-right consensus, dubbed "Gaullo-

Mitterrandism", behind the "French status" in NATO: i.e. 

outside the integrated military command.  

Relationships with other political leaders 

Although he initially enjoyed good relations with US President 

John F. Kennedy, who admired his stance against the Soviet 

Union—particularly when the Berlin Wall was being built—and 

who called him "a great captain of the Western world", their 
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relationship later cooled. He was Kennedy's most loyal ally 

during the Cuban Missile Crisis and supported the right that 

the US claimed to defend its interests in the western 

hemisphere, in contrast to German Chancellor Konrad 

Adenauer who doubted Kennedy's commitment to Europe and 

thought the crisis could have been avoided. De Gaulle accepted 

that it might be necessary for the United States to take 

preemptive military action against Cuba, unlike many other 

European leaders of his time. De Gaulle was a prominent figure 

at the state funerals of two American presidents: Kennedy and 

Dwight Eisenhower (Eisenhower's funeral was his only visit to 

the U.S. since the funeral of JFK).  

De Gaulle was admired by the later President Nixon. After a 

meeting at the Palace of Versailles just before the general left 

office, Nixon declared that "He did not try to put on airs but an 

aura of majesty seemed to envelop him ... his performance—

and I do not use that word disparagingly—was breathtaking." 

On arriving for his funeral several months later, Nixon said of 

him, "greatness knows no national boundaries".  

Lt. General Vernon A. Walters, a military attaché of Dwight 

Eisenhower and later military attaché in France from 1967 to 

1973, noted the strong relationship between de Gaulle and 

Eisenhower, de Gaulle's unconditional support of Eisenhower 

during the U-2 incident, and de Gaulle's strong support of 

John F. Kennedy during the Cuban Missile Crisis. Thus 

Walters was intensely curious as to the great contrast between 

de Gaulle's close relations with two United States presidents 

during notable Cold War crises and de Gaulle's later decision 

to withdraw France from NATO's military command, and 
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Walters spoke with many close military and political aides of 

de Gaulle.  

Walters' conclusion, based upon de Gaulle's comments to many 

of his aides (and to Eisenhower during a meeting at Ramboullet 

Castle in 1959), is that de Gaulle feared that later United 

States presidents after Eisenhower would not have 

Eisenhower's special ties to Europe and would not risk nuclear 

war over Europe. Also, de Gaulle interpreted the peaceful 

resolution of the Cuban Missile Crisis without fighting to take 

back Cuba from communism a mere 90 miles from the United 

States as an indication that the United States might not fight 

for Europe's defense 3,500 miles away following Soviet 

aggression in Europe, but would only go to war following a 

nuclear strike against the United States itself. De Gaulle told 

Eisenhower that France did not seek to compete with the 

Strategic Air Command or army of the United States, but 

believed that France needed a way to strike the Soviet Union.  

A number of commentators have been critical of de Gaulle for 

his failure to prevent the massacres after Algerian 

independence while others take the view that the struggle had 

been so long and savage that it was perhaps inevitable. The 

Australian historian Brian Crozier wrote, "that he was able to 

part with Algeria without civil war was a great though negative 

achievement which in all probability would have been beyond 

the capacity of any other leader France possessed." In April 

1961, when four rebel generals seized power in Algeria, he "did 

not flinch in the face of this daunting challenge", but appeared 

on television in his general's uniform to forbid Frenchmen to 

obey the rebels' orders in an "inflexible display of personal 

authority".  
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De Gaulle was an excellent manipulator of the media, as seen 

in his shrewd use of television to persuade around 80% of 

Metropolitan France to approve the new constitution for the 

Fifth Republic. In so doing, he refused to yield to the reasoning 

of his opponents who said that, if he succeeded in Algeria, he 

would no longer be necessary. He afterwards enjoyed massive 

approval ratings, and once said that "every Frenchman is, has 

been or will be Gaullist".  

That de Gaulle did not necessarily reflect mainstream French 

public opinion with his veto was suggested by the decisive 

majority of French people who voted in favour of British 

membership when the much more conciliatory Pompidou called 

a referendum on the matter in 1972. His early influence in 

setting the parameters of the EEC can still be seen today, most 

notably with the controversial Common Agricultural Policy.  

Some writers take the view that Pompidou was a more 

progressive and influential leader than de Gaulle because, 

though also a Gaullist, he was less autocratic and more 

interested in social reforms. Although he followed the main 

tenets of de Gaulle's foreign policy, he was keen to work 

towards warmer relations with the United States. A banker by 

profession, Pompidou is also widely credited, as de Gaulle's 

prime minister from 1962 to 1968, with putting in place the 

reforms which provided the impetus for the economic growth 

which followed.  

In 1968, shortly before leaving office, de Gaulle refused to 

devalue the Franc on grounds of national prestige, but upon 

taking over Pompidou reversed the decision almost straight 

away. It was ironic, that during the financial crisis of 1968, 
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France had to rely on American (and West German) financial 

aid to help shore up the economy.  

Perry has written that the "events of 1968 illustrated the 

brittleness of de Gaulle's rule. That he was taken by surprise 

is an indictment of his rule; he was too remote from real life 

and had no interest in the conditions under which ordinary 

French people lived. Problems like inadequate housing and 

social services had been ignored. The French greeted the news 

of his departure with some relief as the feeling had grown that 

he had outlived his usefulness. Perhaps he clung onto power 

too long, perhaps he should have retired in 1965 when he was 

still popular."  

Brian Crozier said "the fame of de Gaulle outstrips his 

achievements, he chose to make repeated gestures of petulance 

and defiance that weakened the west without compensating 

advantages to France"  

Régis Debray called de Gaulle "super-lucide" and pointed out 

that virtually all of his predictions, such as the fall of 

communism, the reunification of Germany and the resurrection 

of 'old' Russia, came true after his death. Debray compared 

him with Napoleon ('the great political myth of the 19th 

century'), calling de Gaulle his 20th century equivalent. "The 

sublime, it seems, appears in France only once a century ... 

Napoleon left two generations dead on battlefield. De Gaulle 

was more sparing with other people's blood; even so, he left us, 

as it were, stranded, alive but dazed... A delusion, perhaps, 

but one that turns the world upside down: causes events and 

movements; divides people into supporters and adversaries; 

leaves traces in the form of civil and penal codes and railways, 
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factories and institutions (the Fifth Republic has already lasted 

three times as long as the Empire). A statesman who gets 

something going, who has followers, escapes the reality of the 

reports and statistics and become part of imagination. 

Napoleon and de Gaulle modified the state of things because 

they modified souls".  

However, Debray pointed out that there is a difference between 

Napoleon and de Gaulle: "How can the exterminator be 

compared with the liberator? ... The former ran the whole 

enterprise into the ground, while the latter managed to save it. 

So that to measure the rebel against the despot, the challenger 

against the leader, is just glaringly idiotic. You simply do not 

put an adventurer who worked for himself or his family on the 

same level as a commander-in-chief serving his country. ... 

Regrettably, Gaullism and Bonapartism have a number of 

features in common, but Napoleon and de Gaulle do not have 

the same moral value. ... the first wanted a Holy French 

Empire without the faith, a Europe under French occupation. 

The second wanted to rescue the nation from the emperors and 

establish a free France in a free Europe". While de Gaulle had 

many admirers, he was at the same time one of the most hated 

and reviled men in modern French history.  

Honours and awards 

French 

• Grand-Croix of the Légion d'honneur – 1945 

(Officer – 1934; Knight – 1919) 
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• Grand Master of the Ordre de la Libération

• Grand

– 1963

• Croix de guerre 1915

• Croix de guerre (1939

• Combatant's Cross

• Medal for the War Wounded

• 1914

(France) 

• 1914

(France) 

• 1939

(France) 

Foreign 

• Silver Cross of Virtuti Militari of P

(1920) 

• Chief Commander of the US Legion of Merit

(24 August 1945)

• Grand Cordon of the Order of the Dragon of

Annam (last awarded 1945)

• Knight Grand Cross decorated with Grand

Cordon of the Order of Merit of the Italian Republic

(16 June 1959)

• Knight of the Order of the Royal House of

Chakri of Thailand (11 October 1960)

Encyclopedia of Western Countries: 1945–1980, Volume

392  

Grand Master of the Ordre de la Libération

Grand-Croix of the Ordre national du Mérite

Croix de guerre 1915 

Croix de guerre (1939–1945) 

Combatant's Cross 

Medal for the War Wounded 

1914–1918 Inter-Allied Victory medal

1914–1918 Commemorative war medal
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Grand Master of the Ordre de la Libération 

Croix of the Ordre national du Mérite 

Allied Victory medal 

1918 Commemorative war medal 

1945 Commemorative war medal 

Silver Cross of Virtuti Militari of Poland 

Chief Commander of the US Legion of Merit 

Grand Cordon of the Order of the Dragon of 

Knight Grand Cross decorated with Grand 

Cordon of the Order of Merit of the Italian Republic 

Knight of the Order of the Royal House of 
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• Knight of the Royal Order of the Seraphim 

(Sweden, 8 May 1963)

• Knight of the Order of the Elephant 

(Denmark, 5 April 1965)

• Knight Grand Cross of the Royal Norwegian 

Order of St. Olav

• Knight Grand Cross of the Order of the 

White Rose of Finland

• Knight Grand Cross of the Royal Order of 

Cambodia 

• Grand Cross of the Order of the Million 

Elephants and the White Parasol of Laos

• Extraordinary Grand Cross of the Order of 

Boyaca of 

• Grand Cross of the Sharifian Order of Merit 

of Morocco

• Grand Collar of the Order of the Liberator 

General San Martín

• National Order of Merit of Ecuador

• Grand Cordon of the Order of Military Merit 

of Brazil 

• National Order of Merit of Paraguay

• Grand Cordon of the Order of the Sun of 

Peru 

• Grand Collar and Medal of the Order of the 

Southern Cross of Brazil

• Grand Collar of the Order of Pahlavi of Iran
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• Grand Cross of the Military Order of

Ayacucho of Peru

• Grand Collar of the Order of the Aztec

of Mexico 

• Grand Cordon of the Order of the Two Rivers

of Iraq 

• Collar of the Order of the Liberator of

Venezuela 

• Collar of the National Order of the Condor of

the Andes of Bolivia

• Grand Cordon of the Order of Umayyad of

Syria 

• Grand Cross of the N

Cedar of Lebanon

• Grand Cordon of the Order of Ojaswi

Rajanya of Nepal

• Grand Cross of the Order of Leopold of

Belgium 

• Grand Cross of the Order of Saint

Monaco 

• Grand Cross of the Order of Merit of the

Federal Republic of G

• Collar of the Order of Al

(Jordan) 

• Knight of the Supreme Order of Christ of the

Vatican 

• Knight Grand Collar of the Order of Pius IX

of the Vatican
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• Grand Officer of the Order of the Redeemer

of Greece 

• Knight Grand Cross of the Ro

Order of the United Kingdom

• Papal Lateran Cross of the Vatican

• Grand Cross of the Order of Polonia

Restituta of Poland

• Commander of the Bavarian Order of Merit

Medals 

• Medal of the Mexican Academy of Military Studies

• Medal of Rancagua of Ch

• Medal of Mexico

• Medal of the Legionnaires of Quebec

• Medal of the City of Valparaiso

• Medal of Honour of the Congress of Peru

• Iraqi medal

• Plaque and Medal of the City of Lima, Peru

• Royal Medal of Tunisia

• Medal of the City of New Orleans

• Pakistani medal

• Greek medal

• Order of the American Legion

• Medal of the College Joseph Celestine Mutis of Spain

Memorials 

• A number of monuments have been built to

commemorate the life of Charles de Gaulle.
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France's largest airport, located in Roissy, outside Paris, is 

named Charles de Gaulle Airport in his honour. France's 

nuclear-powered aircraft carrier is also named after him.  

Works 

French editions 

• La Discorde Chez l'Ennemi (1924) 

• Histoire des Troupes du Levant (1931) Written by 

Major de Gaulle and Major Yvon, with Staff Colonel 

de Mierry collaborating in the preparation of the 

final text. 

• Le Fil de l'Épée (1932) 

• Vers l 'Armée de Métier (1934) 

• La France et son Armée (1938) 

• Trois Études (1945) (Rôle Historique des Places 

Fortes; Mobilisation Economique à l'Étranger; 

Comment Faire une Armée de Métier) followed by the 

Memorandum of 26 January 1940. 

• Mémoires de Guerre [ fr ] 

• Volume I – L'Appel 1940–1942 (1954) 

• Volume II – L'Unité, 1942–1944 (1956) 

• Volume III – Le Salut, 1944–1946 (1959) 

• Mémoires d'Espoir  

• Volume I – Le Renouveau 1958–1962 (1970) 

• Discours et Messages  

• Volume I – Pendant la Guerre 1940–1946 (1970) 

• Volume II – Dans l'attente 1946–1958 (1970) 

• Volume III – Avec le Renouveau 1958–1962 (1970) 
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• Volume IV – Pour l'Effort 1962–1965 (1970)

• Volume V – Vers le Terme 1966–1969

English translations 

• The Enemy's House Divided (La Discorde chez

l'ennemi). Tr. by Robert Eden. University of North

Carolina Press, Chapel Hill, 2002.

• The Edge of the Sword (Le Fil de l'Épée). Tr. by

Gerard Hopkins. Faber, London, 1960 Criterion

Books, New York, 1960

• The Army of the Future (Vers l'Armée de Métier).

Hutchinson, London-Melbourne, 1940. Lippincott,

New York, 1940

• France and Her Army (La France et son Armée). Tr. by

F.L. Dash. Hutchinson London, 1945. Ryerson Press,

Toronto, 1945

• War Memoirs: Call to Honour, 1940–1942 (L'Appel).

Tr. by Jonathan Griffin. Collins, London, 1955 (2

volumes). Viking Press, New York, 1955.

• War Memoirs: Unity, 1942–1944 (L'Unité). Tr. by

Richard Howard (narrative) and Joyce Murchie and

Hamish Erskine (documents). Weidenfeld & Nicolson,

London, 1959 (2 volumes). Simon & Schuster, New

York, 1959 (2 volumes).

• War Memoirs: Salvation, 1944–1946 (Le Salut). Tr. by

Richard Howard (narrative) and Joyce Murchie and

Hamish Erskine (documents). Weidenfeld & Nicolson,

London, 1960 (2 volumes). Simon & Schuster, New

York, 1960 (2 volumes).
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• Memoirs of Hope: Renewal, 1958–1962. Endeavour, 

1962– (Le Renouveau) (L'Effort). Tr. by Terence 

Kilmartin. Weidenfeld & Nicolson, London, 1971. 

  



Chapter 9 

Provisional Irish Republican 

Army 

The Irish Republican Army (IRA; Irish: Óglaigh na hÉireann), 

also known as the Provisional Irish Republican Army, and 

informally as the Provos, was an Irish republican paramilitary 

organisation that sought to end British rule in Northern 

Ireland, facilitate Irish reunification and bring about an 

independent, socialist republic encompassing all of Ireland. It 

was the most active republican paramilitary group during the 

Troubles. It saw itself as the army of the all-island Irish 

Republic and as the sole legitimate successor to the original 

IRA from the Irish War of Independence. It was designated a 

terrorist organisation in the United Kingdom and an illegal 

organisation in the Republic of Ireland, both of whose 

authority it rejected.  

The Provisional IRA emerged in December 1969, due to a split 

within the previous incarnation of the IRA and the broader 

Irish republican movement. It was initially the minority faction 

in the split compared to the Official IRA, but became the 

dominant faction by 1972. The Troubles had begun shortly 

before when a largely Catholic, nonviolent civil rights campaign 

was met with violence from both Ulster loyalists and the Royal 

Ulster Constabulary (RUC), culminating in the August 1969 

riots and deployment of British soldiers. The IRA initially 

focused on defence of Catholic areas, but it began an offensive 

campaign in 1970 that was aided by weapons supplied by Irish 
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American sympathisers and Libyan leader Muammar Gaddafi. 

It used guerrilla tactics against the British Army and RUC in 

both rural and urban areas, and carried out a bombing 

campaign in Northern Ireland and England against military, 

political, and economic targets, and British military targets in 

Europe.  

The Provisional IRA declared a final ceasefire in July 1997, 

after which its political wing Sinn Féin was admitted into 

multi-party peace talks on the future of Northern Ireland. 

These resulted in the 1998 Good Friday Agreement, and in 

2005 the IRA formally ended its armed campaign and 

decommissioned its weapons under the supervision of the 

Independent International Commission on Decommissioning. 

Several splinter groups have been formed as a result of splits 

within the IRA, including the Continuity IRA and the Real IRA, 

both of which are still active in the dissident Irish republican 

campaign. The IRA's armed campaign, primarily in Northern 

Ireland but also in England and mainland Europe, killed over 

1,700 people, including roughly 1,000 members of the British 

security forces, and 500–644 civilians. In addition 275–300 

members of the IRA were killed during the conflict.  

History 

Origins 

The original IRA was formed in 1913 as the Irish Volunteers, at 

a time when all of Ireland was part of the United Kingdom. The 

Volunteers took part in the Easter Rising against British rule 

in 1916, and the War of Independence that followed the 
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Declaration of Independence by the revolutionary parliament 

Dáil Éireann in 1919, during which they came to be known as 

the IRA. Ireland was partitioned into Southern Ireland and 

Northern Ireland by the Government of Ireland Act 1920, and 

following the implementation of the Anglo-Irish Treaty in 1922 

Southern Ireland, renamed the Irish Free State, became a self-

governing dominion while Northern Ireland chose to remain 

under home rule as part of the United Kingdom. The Treaty 

caused a split in the IRA, the pro-Treaty IRA were absorbed 

into the National Army, which defeated the anti-Treaty IRA in 

the Civil War. Subsequently, while denying the legitimacy of 

the Free State, the surviving elements of the anti-Treaty IRA 

focused on overthrowing the Northern Ireland state and the 

achievement of a united Ireland, carrying out a bombing 

campaign in England in 1939 and 1940, a campaign in 

Northern Ireland in the 1940s, and the Border campaign of 

1956–1962. Following the failure of the Border campaign, 

internal debate took place regarding the future of the IRA. 

Chief-of-staff Cathal Goulding wanted the IRA to adopt a 

socialist agenda and become involved in politics, while 

traditional republicans such as Seán Mac Stíofáin wanted to 

increase recruitment and rebuild the IRA.  

Following partition Northern Ireland became a de facto one-

party state governed by the Ulster Unionist Party in the 

Parliament of Northern Ireland, in which Catholics viewed 

themselves as second-class citizens. Protestants were given 

preference in jobs and housing, and local government 

constituencies were gerrymandered in places such as Derry. 

Policing was carried out by the armed Royal Ulster 

Constabulary (RUC) and the B-Specials, both of which were 

almost exclusively Protestant. In the mid-1960s tension 
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between the Catholic and Protestant communities was 

increasing. In 1966 Ireland celebrated the 50th anniversary of 

the Easter Rising, prompting fears of a renewed IRA campaign. 

Feeling under threat, Protestants formed the Ulster Volunteer 

Force (UVF), a paramilitary group which killed three people in 

May 1966, two of them Catholic men. In January 1967 the 

Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association (NICRA) was formed 

by a diverse group of people, including IRA members and 

liberal unionists. Civil rights marches by NICRA and a similar 

organisation, People's Democracy, protesting against 

discrimination were met by counter-protests and violent 

clashes with loyalists, including the Ulster Protestant 

Volunteers, a paramilitary group led by Ian Paisley.  

Marches marking the Ulster Protestant celebration The Twelfth 

in July 1969 led to riots and violent clashes in Belfast, Derry 

and elsewhere. The following month a three-day riot began in 

the Catholic Bogside area of Derry, following a march by the 

Protestant Apprentice Boys of Derry. The Battle of the Bogside 

caused Catholics in Belfast to riot in solidarity with the 

Bogsiders and to try to prevent RUC reinforcements being sent 

to Derry, sparking retaliation by Protestant mobs. The 

subsequent arson attacks, damage to property and 

intimidation forced 1,505 Catholic families and 315 Protestant 

families to leave their homes in Belfast in the Northern Ireland 

riots of August 1969 The riots resulted in 275 buildings being 

destroyed or requiring major repairs, 83.5% of them occupied 

by Catholics. A number of people were killed on both sides, 

some by the police, and the British Army were deployed to 

Northern Ireland. The IRA had been poorly armed and failed to 

properly defend Catholic areas from Protestant attacks, which 

had been considered one of its roles since the 1920s. Veteran 
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republicans were critical of Goulding and the IRA's Dublin 

leadership which, for political reasons, had refused to prepare 

for aggressive action in advance of the violence. On 24 August 

a group including Joe Cahill, Seamus Twomey, Dáithí Ó 

Conaill, Billy McKee, and Jimmy Steele came together in 

Belfast and decided to remove the pro-Goulding Belfast 

leadership of Billy McMillen and Jim Sullivan and return to 

traditional militant republicanism. On 22 September Twomey, 

McKee, and Steele were among sixteen armed IRA men who 

confronted the Belfast leadership over the failure to adequately 

defend Catholic areas. A compromise was agreed where 

McMillen stayed in command, but he was not to have any 

communication with the IRA's Dublin based leadership.  

1969 split 

The IRA split into "Provisional" and "Official" factions in 

December 1969, after an IRA convention was held in Boyle, 

County Roscommon, Republic of Ireland. The two main issues 

at the convention were a resolution to enter into a "National 

Liberation Front" with radical left-wing groups, and a 

resolution to end abstentionism, which would allow 

participation in the British, Irish, and Northern Ireland 

parliaments. Traditional republicans refused to vote on the 

"National Liberation Front" and it was passed by twenty-nine 

votes to seven. The traditionalists argued strongly against the 

ending of abstentionism, and the official minutes report the 

resolution passed by twenty-seven votes to twelve.  

Following the convention the traditionalists canvassed support 

throughout Ireland, with IRA director of intelligence Mac 

Stíofáin meeting the disaffected members of the IRA in Belfast. 
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Shortly after, the traditionalists held a convention which 

elected a "Provisional" Army Council, composed of Mac 

Stíofáin, Ruairí Ó Brádaigh, Paddy Mulcahy, Sean Tracey, Leo 

Martin, Ó Conaill, and Cahill. The term provisional was chosen 

to mirror the 1916 Provisional Government of the Irish 

Republic, and also to designate it as temporary pending 

ratification by a further IRA convention. Nine out of thirteen 

IRA units in Belfast sided with the "Provisional" Army Council 

in December 1969, roughly 120 activists and 500 supporters. 

The Provisional IRA issued their first public statement on 28 

December 1969, stating:  

We declare our allegiance to the 32 county Irish republic, 

proclaimed at Easter 1916, established by the first Dáil 

Éireann in 1919, overthrown by force of arms in 1922 and 

suppressed to this day by the existing British-imposed six-

county and twenty-six-county partition states ... We call on the 

Irish people at home and in exile for increased support towards 

defending our people in the North and the eventual 

achievement of the full political, social, economic and cultural 

freedom of Ireland. 

The Irish republican political party Sinn Féin split along the 

same lines on 11 January 1970 in Dublin, when a third of the 

delegates walked out of the party's highest deliberative body, 

the ard fheis, in protest at the party leadership's attempt to 

force through the ending of abstentionism, despite its failure 

to achieve a two-thirds majority vote of delegates required to 

change the policy. The delegates that walked out reconvened at 

another venue where Mac Stíofáin, Ó Brádaigh and Mulcahy 

from the "Provisional" Army Council were elected to the 

Caretaker Executive of "Provisional" Sinn Féin. Despite the 
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declared support of that faction of Sinn Féin, the early 

Provisional IRA avoided political activity, instead relying on 

physical force republicanism. £100,000 was donated by the 

Fianna Fáil-led Irish government in 1969 to "defence 

committees" in Catholic areas, some of which ended up in the 

hands of the IRA. This resulted in the 1970 Arms Crisis where 

criminal charges were pursued against two former government 

ministers and others including John Kelly, an IRA volunteer 

from Belfast. The Provisional IRA maintained the principles of 

the pre-1969 IRA, considering both British rule in Northern 

Ireland and the government of the Republic of Ireland to be 

illegitimate, and the Army Council to be the provisional 

government of the all-island Irish Republic. This belief was 

based on a series of perceived political inheritances which 

constructed a legal continuity from the Second Dáil of 1921–

1922. The IRA recruited many young nationalists from 

Northern Ireland who had not been involved in the IRA before, 

but had been radicalised by the violence that broke out in 

1969. These people became known as "sixty niners", having 

joined after 1969. The IRA adopted the phoenix as the symbol 

of the Irish republican rebirth in 1969, one of its slogans was 

"out of the ashes rose the Provisionals", representing the IRA's 

resurrection from the ashes of burnt-out Catholic areas of 

Belfast.  

Initial phase 

In January 1970, the Army Council decided to adopt a three-

stage strategy; defence of nationalist areas, followed by a 

combination of defence and retaliation, and finally launching a 

guerrilla campaign against the British Army. The Official IRA 

was opposed to such a campaign because they felt it would 
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lead to sectarian conflict, which would defeat their strategy of 

uniting the workers from both sides of the sectarian divide. 

The Provisional IRA's strategy was to use force to cause the 

collapse of the Northern Ireland government and to inflict such 

heavy casualties on the British Army that the British 

government would be forced by public opinion to withdraw 

from Ireland. Mac Stíofáin decided they would "escalate, 

escalate and escalate", in what the British Army would later 

describe as a "classic insurgency". In October 1970 the IRA 

began a bombing campaign against economic targets; by the 

end of the year there had been 153 explosions. The following 

year it was responsible for the vast majority of the 1,000 

explosions that occurred in Northern Ireland. The strategic aim 

behind the bombings was to target businesses and commercial 

premises to deter investment and force the British government 

to pay compensation, increasing the financial cost of keeping 

Northern Ireland within the United Kingdom. The IRA also 

believed that the bombing campaign would tie down British 

soldiers in static positions guarding potential targets, 

preventing their deployment in counter-insurgency operations. 

Loyalist paramilitaries, including the UVF, carried out 

campaigns aimed at thwarting the IRA's aspirations and 

maintaining the political union with Britain. Loyalist 

paramilitaries tended to target Catholics with no connection to 

the republican movement, seeking to undermine support for 

the IRA.  

As a result of escalating violence, internment without trial was 

introduced by the Northern Ireland government on 9 August 

1971, with 342 suspects arrested in the first twenty-four 

hours. Despite loyalist violence also increasing, all of those 

arrested were republicans, including political activists not 
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associated with the IRA and student civil rights leaders. The 

one-sided nature of internment united all Catholics in 

opposition to the government, and riots broke out in protest 

across Northern Ireland. Twenty-two people were killed in the 

next three days, including six civilians killed by the British 

Army as part of the Ballymurphy massacre on 9 August, and in 

Belfast 7,000 Catholics and 2,000 Protestants were forced from 

their homes by the rioting. The introduction of internment 

dramatically increased the level of violence, in the seven 

months prior to internment 34 people had been killed, 140 

people were killed between the introduction of internment and 

the end of the year, including thirty soldiers and eleven RUC 

officers. Internment boosted IRA recruitment, and in Dublin 

the Taoiseach, Jack Lynch, abandoned a planned idea to 

introduce internment in the Republic of Ireland. IRA 

recruitment further increased after Bloody Sunday in Derry on 

30 January 1972, when the British Army killed fourteen 

unarmed civilians during an anti-internment march. Due to the 

deteriorating security situation in Northern Ireland the British 

government suspended the Northern Ireland parliament and 

imposed direct rule in March 1972. The suspension of the 

Northern Ireland parliament was a key objective of the IRA, in 

order to directly involve the British government in Northern 

Ireland, as the IRA wanted the conflict to be seen as one 

between Ireland and Britain. In May 1972 the Official IRA 

called a ceasefire, leaving the Provisional IRA as the sole active 

republican paramilitary organisation. New recruits saw the 

Official IRA as existing for the purpose of defence in contrast 

to the Provisional IRA as existing for the purpose of attack, 

increased recruitment and defections from the Official IRA to 

the Provisional IRA led to the latter becoming the dominant 

organisation.  
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On 22 June the IRA announced that a ceasefire would begin at 

midnight on 26 June, in anticipation of talks with the British 

government. Two days later Ó Brádaigh and Ó Conaill held a 

press conference in Dublin to announce the Éire Nua (New 

Ireland) policy, which advocated an all-Ireland federal republic, 

with devolved governments and parliaments for each of the 

four historic provinces of Ireland. This was designed to deal 

with the fears of unionists over a united Ireland, an Ulster 

parliament with a narrow Protestant majority would provide 

them with protection for their interests. The British 

government held secret talks with the republican leadership on 

7 July, with Mac Stíofáin, Ó Conaill, Ivor Bell, Twomey, Gerry 

Adams, and Martin McGuinness flying to England to meet a 

British delegation led by William Whitelaw. Mac Stíofáin made 

demands including British withdrawal, removal of the British 

Army from sensitive areas, and a release of republican 

prisoners and an amnesty for fugitives. The British refused and 

the talks broke up, and the IRA's ceasefire ended on 9 July. In 

late 1972 and early 1973 the IRA's leadership was being 

depleted by arrests on both sides of the Irish border, with Mac 

Stíofáin, Ó Brádaigh and McGuinness all imprisoned for IRA 

membership. Due to the crisis the IRA bombed London in 

March 1973, as the Army Council believed bombs in England 

would have a greater impact on British public opinion. This 

was followed by an intense period of IRA activity in England 

that left forty-five people dead by the end of 1974, including 

twenty-one civilians killed in the Birmingham pub bombings.  

Following an IRA ceasefire over the Christmas period in 1974 

and a further one in January 1975, on 8 February the IRA 

issued a statement suspending "offensive military action" from 

six o'clock the following day. A series of meetings took place 
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between the IRA's leadership and British government 

representatives throughout the year, with the IRA being led to 

believe this was the start of a process of British withdrawal. 

Occasional IRA violence occurred during the ceasefire, with 

bombs in Belfast, Derry, and South Armagh. The IRA was also 

involved in tit for tat sectarian killings of Protestant civilians, 

in retaliation for sectarian killings by loyalist paramilitaries. 

By July the Army Council was concerned at the progress of the 

talks, concluding there was no prospect of a lasting peace 

without a public declaration by the British government of their 

intent to withdraw from Ireland. In August there was a gradual 

return to the armed campaign, and the truce effectively ended 

on 22 September when the IRA set off 22 bombs across 

Northern Ireland. The old guard leadership of Ó Brádaigh, Ó 

Conaill, and McKee were criticised by a younger generation of 

activists following the ceasefire, and their influence in the IRA 

slowly declined. The younger generation viewed the ceasefire as 

being disastrous for the IRA, causing the organisation 

irreparable damage and taking it close to being defeated. The 

Army Council was accused of falling into a trap that allowed 

the British breathing space and time to build up intelligence 

on the IRA, and McKee was criticised for allowing the IRA to 

become involved in sectarian killings, as well a feud with the 

Official IRA in October and November 1975 that left eleven 

people dead.  

The "Long War" 

Following the end of the ceasefire, the British government 

introduced a new three-part strategy to deal with the Troubles; 

the parts became known as Ulsterisation, normalisation, and 

criminalisation. Ulsterisation involved increasing the role of 
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the locally recruited RUC and Ulster Defence Regiment (UDR), 

a part-time element of the British Army, in order to try to 

contain the conflict inside Northern Ireland and reduce the 

number of British soldiers recruited from outside of Northern 

Ireland being killed. Normalisation involved the ending of 

internment without trial and Special Category Status, the 

latter had been introduced in 1972 following a hunger strike 

led by McKee. Criminalisation was designed to alter public 

perception of the Troubles, from an insurgency requiring a 

military solution to a criminal problem requiring a law 

enforcement solution. As result of the withdrawal of Special 

Category Status, in September 1976 IRA prisoner Kieran 

Nugent began the blanket protest in the Maze Prison, when 

hundreds of prisoners refused to wear prison uniforms.  

In 1977 the IRA evolved a new strategy which they called the 

"Long War", which would remain their strategy for the rest of 

the Troubles. This strategy accepted that their campaign would 

last many years before being successful, and included 

increased emphasis on political activity through Sinn Féin. A 

republican document of the early 1980s states "Both Sinn Féin 

and the IRA play different but converging roles in the war of 

national liberation. The Irish Republican Army wages an armed 

campaign ... Sinn Féin maintains the propaganda war and is 

the public and political voice of the movement". The 1977 

edition of the Green Book, an induction and training manual 

used by the IRA, describes the strategy of the "Long War" in 

these terms:  

• A war of attrition against enemy personnel [British

Army] which is aimed at causing as many casualties

and deaths as possible so as to create a demand
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from their [the British] people at home for their 

withdrawal. 

• A bombing campaign aimed at making the enemy's

financial interests in our country unprofitable while

at the same time curbing long-term investment in

our country.

• To make the Six Counties ... ungovernable except by

colonial military rule.

• To sustain the war and gain support for its ends by

National and International propaganda and publicity

campaigns.

• By defending the war of liberation by punishing

criminals, collaborators and informers.

The "Long War" saw the IRA's tactics move away from the large 

bombing campaigns of the early 1970s, in favour of more 

attacks on members of the security forces. The IRA's new 

multi-faceted strategy saw them begin to use armed 

propaganda, using the publicity gained from attacks such as 

the assassination of Lord Mountbatten and the Warrenpoint 

ambush to focus attention on the nationalist community's 

rejection of British rule. The IRA aimed to keep Northern 

Ireland unstable, which would frustrate the British objective of 

installing a power sharing government as a solution to the 

Troubles.  

The prison protest against criminalisation culminated in the 

1981 Irish hunger strike, when seven IRA and three Irish 

National Liberation Army members starved themselves to death 

in pursuit of political status. The hunger strike leader Bobby 

Sands and Anti H-Block activist Owen Carron were 

successively elected to the British House of Commons, and two 
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other protesting prisoners were elected to Dáil Éireann. The 

electoral successes led to the IRA's armed campaign being 

pursued in parallel with increased electoral participation by 

Sinn Féin. This strategy was known as the "Armalite and ballot 

box strategy", named after Danny Morrison's speech at the 

1981 Sinn Féin ard fheis:  

Who here really believes that we can win the war through the 

ballot box? But will anyone here object if with a ballot paper in 

this hand and an Armalite in this hand we take power in 

Ireland? 

Attacks on high-profile political and military targets remained 

a priority for the IRA. The Chelsea Barracks bombing in 

London in October 1981 killed two civilians and injured 

twenty-three soldiers; a week later the IRA struck again in 

London by an assassination attempt on Lieutenant General 

Steuart Pringle, the Commandant General Royal Marines. 

Attacks on military targets in England continued with the Hyde 

Park and Regent's Park bombings in July 1982, which killed 

eleven soldiers and injured over fifty people including civilians. 

In October 1984 they carried out the Brighton hotel bombing, 

an assassination attempt on British prime minister Margaret 

Thatcher, whom they blamed for the deaths of the ten hunger 

strikers. The bombing killed five members of the Conservative 

Party attending a party conference including MP Anthony 

Berry, with Thatcher narrowly escaping death. A planned 

escalation of the England bombing campaign in 1985 was 

prevented when six IRA volunteers, including Martina 

Anderson and the Brighton bomber Patrick Magee, were 

arrested in Glasgow. Plans for a major escalation of the 

campaign in the late 1980s were cancelled after a ship carrying 
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150 tonnes of weapons donated by Libya was seized off the 

coast of France. The plans, modelled on the Tet Offensive 

during the Vietnam War, relied on the element of surprise 

which was lost when the ship's captain informed French 

authorities of four earlier shipments of weapons, which allowed 

the British Army to deploy appropriate countermeasures. In 

1987 the IRA began attacking British military targets in 

mainland Europe, beginning with the Rheindahlen bombing, 

which was followed by approximately twenty other gun and 

bomb attacks aimed at British Armed Forces personnel and 

bases between 1988 and 1990.  

Peace process 

By the late 1980s the Troubles were at a military and political 

stalemate, with the IRA able to prevent the British government 

imposing a settlement but unable to force their objective of 

Irish reunification. Sinn Féin president Adams was in contact 

with Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP) leader John 

Hume and a delegation representing the Irish government, in 

order to find political alternatives to the IRA's campaign. As a 

result of the republican leadership appearing interested in 

peace, British policy shifted when Peter Brooke, the Secretary 

of State for Northern Ireland, began to engage with them 

hoping for a political settlement. Backchannel diplomacy 

between the IRA and British government began in October 

1990, with Sinn Féin being given an advance copy of a planned 

speech by Brooke. The speech was given in London the 

following month, with Brooke stating that the British 

government would not give in to violence but offering 

significant political change if violence stopped, ending his 

statement by saying:  
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The British government has no selfish, strategic or economic 

interest in Northern Ireland: Our role is to help, enable and 

encourage  ... Partition is an acknowledgement of reality, not 

an assertion of national self-interest. 

The IRA responded to Brooke's speech by declaring a three-day 

ceasefire over Christmas, the first in fifteen years. Afterwards 

the IRA intensified the bombing campaign in England, planting 

36 bombs in 1991 and 57 in 1992, up from 15 in 1990. The 

Baltic Exchange bombing in April 1992 killed three people and 

caused an estimated £800 million worth of damage, 

£200 million more than the total damage caused by the 

Troubles in Northern Ireland up to that point. In December 

1992 Patrick Mayhew, who had succeeded Brooke as Secretary 

of State for Northern Ireland, gave a speech directed at the IRA 

in Coleraine, stating that while Irish reunification could be 

achieved by negotiation, the British government would not give 

in to violence. The secret talks between the British government 

and the IRA via intermediaries continued, with the British 

government arguing the IRA would be more likely to achieve its 

objective through politics than continued violence. The talks 

progressed slowly due to continued IRA violence, including the 

Warrington bombing in March 1993 which killed two children 

and the Bishopsgate bombing a month later which killed one 

person and caused an estimated £1 billion worth of damage. In 

December 1993 a press conference was held at London's 

Downing Street by British prime minister John Major and the 

Irish Taoiseach Albert Reynolds. They delivered the Downing 

Street Declaration which conceded the right of Irish people to 

self-determination, but with separate referendums in Northern 

Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. In January 1994 The Army 

Council voted to reject the declaration, while Sinn Féin asked 
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the British government to clarify certain aspects of the 

declaration. The British government replied saying the 

declaration spoke for itself, and refused to meet with Sinn Féin 

unless the IRA called a ceasefire.  

On 31 August 1994 the IRA announced a "complete cessation 

of military operations" on the understanding that Sinn Féin 

would be included in political talks for a settlement. A new 

strategy known as "TUAS" was revealed to the IRA's rank-and-

file following the ceasefire, described as either "Tactical Use of 

Armed Struggle" to the Irish republican movement or "Totally 

Unarmed Strategy" to the broader Irish nationalist movement. 

The strategy involved a coalition including Sinn Féin, the SDLP 

and the Irish government acting in concert to apply leverage to 

the British government, with the IRA's armed campaign 

starting and stopping as necessary, and an option to call off 

the ceasefire if negotiations failed. The British government 

refused to admit Sinn Féin to multi-party talks before the IRA 

decommissioned its weapons, and a standoff began as the IRA 

refused to disarm before a final peace settlement had been 

agreed. The IRA regarded themselves as being undefeated and 

decommissioning as an act of surrender, and stated 

decommissioning had never been mentioned prior to the 

ceasefire being declared. In March 1995 Mayhew set out three 

conditions for Sinn Féin being admitted to multi-party talks. 

Firstly the IRA had to be willing to agree to "disarm 

progressively", secondly a scheme for decommissioning had to 

be agreed, and finally some weapons had to be decommissioned 

prior to the talks beginning as a confidence building measure. 

The IRA responded with public statements in September calling 

decommissioning an "unreasonable demand" and a "stalling 

tactic" by the British government.  
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On 9 February 1996 a statement from the Army Council was 

delivered to the Irish national broadcaster Raidió Teilifís 

Éireann announcing the end of the ceasefire, and just over 90 

minutes later the Docklands bombing killed two people and 

caused an estimated £100–150 million damage to some of 

London's more expensive commercial property. Three weeks 

later the British and Irish governments issued a joint 

statement announcing multi-party talks would begin on 10 

June, with Sinn Féin excluded unless the IRA called a new 

ceasefire. The IRA's campaign continued with the Manchester 

bombing on 15 June, which injured over 200 people and 

caused an estimated £400 million of damage to the city centre. 

Attacks were mostly in England apart from the Osnabrück 

mortar attack on a British Army base in Germany. The IRA's 

first attack in Northern Ireland since the end of the ceasefire 

was not until October 1996, when the Thiepval barracks 

bombing killed a British soldier. In February 1997 an IRA 

sniper team killed Lance Bombadier Stephen Restorick, the 

last British soldier to be killed by the IRA.  

Following the May 1997 UK general election Major was replaced 

as prime minister by Tony Blair of the Labour Party. The new 

Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, Mo Mowlam, had 

announced prior to the election she would be willing to include 

Sinn Féin in multi-party talks without prior decommissioning 

of weapons within two months of an IRA ceasefire. After the 

IRA declared a new ceasefire in July 1997, Sinn Féin was 

admitted into multi-party talks, which produced the Good 

Friday Agreement in April 1998. One aim of the agreement was 

that all paramilitary groups in Northern Ireland fully disarm by 

May 2000. The IRA began decommissioning in a process that 

was monitored by Canadian General John de Chastelain's 
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Independent International Commission on Decommissioning 

(IICD), with some weapons being decommissioned on 23 

October 2001 and 8 April 2002. The October 2001 

decommissioning was the first time an Irish republican 

paramilitary organisation had voluntarily disposed of its arms. 

In October 2002 the devolved Northern Ireland Assembly was 

suspended by the British government and direct rule returned, 

in order to prevent a unionist walkout. This was partly 

triggered by Stormontgate—allegations that republican spies 

were operating within the Parliament Buildings and the Police 

Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI)—and the IRA temporarily 

broke off contact with de Chastelain. However, further 

decommissioning took place on 21 October 2003. In the 

aftermath of the December 2004 Northern Bank robbery, the 

Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform Michael 

McDowell stated there could be no place in government in 

either Northern Ireland or the Republic of Ireland for a party 

that supported or threatened the use of violence, possessed 

explosives or firearms, and was involved in criminality. At the 

beginning of February 2005, the IRA declared that it was 

withdrawing a decommissioning offer from late 2004. This 

followed a demand from the Democratic Unionist Party, under 

Paisley, insisting on photographic evidence of 

decommissioning.  

End of the armed campaign 

• On 28 July 2005 the IRA announced an end to the

armed campaign, stating that it would work to

achieve its aims solely by peaceful political means,

with volunteers to end all paramilitary activity. The

IRA also stated it would complete the process of



Encyclopedia of Western Countries: 1945–1980, Volume 2 
 

418  
 

disarmament as quickly as possible. The IRA invited 

two independent witnesses to view the secret 

disarmament work, Catholic priest Father Alec Reid 

and Protestant minister Reverend Harold Good. On 

26 September 2005, the IICD announced that "the 

totality of the IRA's arsenal" had been 

decommissioned. Jane's Information Group 

estimated the weaponry decommissioned in 

September 2005 included:  

• 1,000 rifles 

• 2 tonnes of the plastic explosive Semtex 

• 20–30 heavy machine guns 

• 7 surface-to-air missiles 

• 7 flamethrowers 

• 1,200 detonators 

• 11 rocket-propelled grenade launchers 

• 90 handguns 

• 100+ hand grenades 

Having compared the weapons decommissioned with the British 

and Irish security forces' estimates of the IRA's arsenal, and 

because of the IRA's full involvement in the process of 

decommissioning the weapons, the IICD arrived at their 

conclusion that all IRA weaponry has been decommissioned. 

The Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, Peter Hain, said he 

accepted the conclusion of the IICD. Since then, there have 

been occasional claims in the media that the IRA had not 

decommissioned all of its weaponry. In response to such 

claims, the Independent Monitoring Commission (IMC) stated 

in its tenth report that the IRA had decommissioned all 

weaponry under its control. It said that if any weapons had 
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been kept, they would have been kept by individuals and 

against IRA orders.  

In February 2015 Garda Commissioner Nóirín O'Sullivan stated 

that the Republic of Ireland's police service, the Gardaí, have 

no evidence that the IRA's military structure remains or that 

the IRA is engaged in crime. In August 2015 George Hamilton, 

the PSNI chief constable, stated that the IRA no longer exists 

as a paramilitary organisation. He said that some of its 

structure remains, but that the group is committed to following 

a peaceful political path and is not engaged in criminal activity 

or directing violence. However, he added that some members 

have engaged in criminal activity or violence for their own 

ends. The statement was in response to the recent killings of 

two former IRA members. In August Kevin McGuigan was shot 

dead, believed to be a revenge killing by former IRA members 

over the shooting death of former Belfast IRA commander 

Gerard Davison three months earlier. The chief constable 

stated there was no evidence that the killing of McGuigan was 

sanctioned by the IRA leadership. In response, the British 

government commissioned the Assessment on Paramilitary 

Groups in Northern Ireland, which concluded in October 2015 

that the IRA, while committed to peace, continued to exist in a 

reduced form.  

Weaponry and operations 

In the early days of the Troubles the IRA was poorly armed, in 

Derry in early 1972 the IRA's weaponry consisted of six M1 

carbines, two Thompson submachine guns, one or two M1 

Garand rifles, and a variety of handguns. As a result of black 
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market arms deals and donations from sympathisers, the IRA 

obtained a large array of weapons such as surface-to-air 

missiles; M60 machine guns; ArmaLite AR-18, FN FAL, AKM 

and M16 rifles; DShK heavy machine guns; LPO-50 

flamethrowers; and Barrett M90 sniper rifles. The IRA also 

used a variety of bombs during its armed campaign, such as 

car and truck bombs, time bombs, and booby traps, using 

explosives including ANFO, gelignite, and the plastic explosive 

Semtex. The IRA's engineering department also manufactured a 

series of improvised mortars, which by the 1990s were built to 

a standard comparable to military models. The IRA's 

development of mortar tactics was a response to the heavy 

fortifications on RUC and British Army bases, as IRA mortars 

generally fired indirectly they were able to bypass some 

perimeter security measures. The mortars used a variety of 

different firing mechanisms including delay timers, this 

combined with the disposable nature of the weapons allowed 

IRA volunteers to reduce the risk of being arrested at the 

scene.  

The IRA was mainly active in Northern Ireland, although it also 

attacked targets in England and mainland Europe, and limited 

activity also took place in the Republic of Ireland. The IRA's 

offensive campaign mainly targeted the British Army (including 

the UDR) and the RUC, with British soldiers being the IRA's 

preferred target. Other targets included British government 

officials, politicians, establishment and judicial figures, and 

senior British Army and police officers. The bombing campaign 

principally targeted political, economic and military targets, 

and was described by counter-terrorism expert Andy 

Oppenheimer as "the biggest terrorist bombing campaign in 

history". Economic targets included shops, restaurants, hotels, 
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railway stations and other public buildings. The IRA was 

blamed for the Abercorn Restaurant bombing in March 1972, 

when a bomb exploded without warning killing two women and 

injuring many people. Due to negative publicity after the 

Abercorn bombing, the IRA introduced a system of telephoned 

coded warnings to try and avoid civilian casualties while still 

causing the intended damage to properties and the economy. 

Civilian deaths were counter-productive to the IRA, as they 

provided the British with propaganda coups and affected 

recruitment and funding. Despite this IRA bombs continued to 

kill civilians, generally due to IRA mistakes and incompetence 

or errors in communication. These included the Donegall Street 

bombing which killed seven people including four civilians, and 

Bloody Friday, when nine people, five of them civilians, were 

killed when twenty-two bombs were planted in a one-mile 

radius of Belfast city centre. Premature explosions were 

another cause of civilian deaths, such as the Remembrance 

Day bombing which killed eleven people including ten civilians, 

and the Shankill Road bombing which killed ten people 

including eight civilians.  

Casualties 

The IRA was responsible for more deaths than any other 

organisation during the Troubles. Two detailed studies of 

deaths in the Troubles, the Conflict Archive on the Internet 

(CAIN), and the book Lost Lives, differ slightly on the numbers 

killed by the IRA and the total number of conflict deaths. 

According to CAIN, the IRA was responsible for 1,705 deaths, 

about 48% of the total conflict deaths. Of these, 1,009 (about 

59%) were members or former members of the British security 
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forces, while 508 (about 29%) were civilians. According to Lost 

Lives, the IRA was responsible for 1,781 deaths, about 47% of 

the total conflict deaths. Of these, 944 (about 53%) were 

members of the British security forces, while 644 (about 36%) 

were civilians (including 61 former members of the security 

forces). The civilian figure also includes civilians employed by 

British security forces, politicians, members of the judiciary, 

and alleged criminals and informers. Most of the remainder 

were loyalist or republican paramilitary members, including 

over 100 IRA members accidentally killed by their own bombs 

or shot for being security force agents or informers. Overall, 

the IRA was responsible for 87–90% of the total British 

security force deaths, and 27–30% of the total civilian deaths. 

During the IRA's campaign in England it was responsible for at 

least 488 incidents causing 2,134 injuries and 115 deaths, 

including 56 civilians and 42 British soldiers. Between 275 

and 300 IRA members were killed during the Troubles, with the 

IRA's biggest loss of life in a single incident being the 

Loughgall ambush in 1987, when eight volunteers attempting 

to bomb a police station were killed by the British Army's 

Special Air Service.  

Structure 

All levels of the organisation were entitled to send delegates to 

General Army Conventions. The convention was the IRA's 

supreme decision-making authority, and was supposed to meet 

every two years, or every four years following a change to the 

IRA's constitution in 1986. Before 1969 conventions met 

regularly, but owing to the difficulty in organising such a large 

gathering of an illegal organisation in secret, while the IRA's 
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armed campaign was ongoing they were only held in September 

1970, October 1986, and October or November 1996. After the 

1997 ceasefire they were held more frequently, and are known 

to have been held in October 1997, May 1998, December 1998 

or early 1999, and June 2002. The convention elected a 12-

member Executive, which selected seven members, usually 

from within the Executive, to form the Army Council. Any 

vacancies on the Executive would then be filled by substitutes 

previously elected by the convention. For day-to-day purposes, 

authority was vested in the Army Council which, as well as 

directing policy and taking major tactical decisions, appointed 

a chief-of-staff from one of its number or, less often, from 

outside its ranks.  

The chief-of-staff would be assisted by an adjutant general as 

well as a General Headquarters (GHQ) staff, which consisted of 

a quartermaster general, and directors of finance, engineering, 

training, intelligence, publicity, operations, and security. 

GHQ's largest department, the quartermaster general's, 

accounted for approximately 20% of the IRA's personnel, and 

was responsible for acquiring weapons and smuggling them to 

Ireland where they would be hidden in arms dumps, and 

distributed them to IRA units as needed. The next most 

important department was engineering, which manufactured 

improvised explosive devices and improvised mortars. Below 

GHQ, the IRA was divided into a Northern Command and a 

Southern Command. Northern Command operated in Northern 

Ireland as well as the border counties of Donegal, Leitrim, 

Cavan, Monaghan, and Louth, while Southern Command 

operated in the remainder of Ireland. In 1977, parallel to the 

introduction of cell structures at the local level, command of 

the "war-zone" was given to the Northern Command, which 
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facilitated coordinated attacks across Northern Ireland and 

rapid alterations in tactics. Southern Command consisted of 

the Dublin Brigade and a number of smaller units in rural 

areas. Its main responsibilities were support activities for 

Northern Command, such as importation and storage of arms, 

providing safe houses, raising funds through robberies, and 

organising training camps. Another department attached to 

GHQ but separate from all other IRA structures was the 

England department, responsible for the bombing campaign in 

England.  

The IRA referred to its ordinary members as volunteers (or 

óglaigh in Irish), to reflect the IRA being an irregular army 

which people were not forced to join and could leave at any 

time. Until the late 1970s, IRA volunteers were organised in 

units based on conventional military structures. Volunteers 

living in one area formed a company as part of a battalion, 

which could be part of a brigade, such as the Belfast Brigade, 

Derry Brigade, South Armagh Brigade, and East Tyrone 

Brigade. In late 1973 the Belfast Brigade restructured, 

introducing clandestine cells named active service units, 

consisting of between four and ten members. Similar changes 

were made elsewhere in the IRA by 1977, moving away from the 

larger conventional military organisational principle owing to 

its security vulnerability. The old structures were used for 

support activities such as policing nationalist areas, 

intelligence-gathering, and hiding weapons, while the bulk of 

attacks were carried out by active service units, using weapons 

controlled by the brigade's quartermaster. The exception to 

this reorganisation was the South Armagh Brigade, which 

retained its traditional hierarchy and battalion structure. Only 

a handful of volunteers from the South Armagh Brigade were 
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convicted of serious offences, and it had fewer arrests than any 

other area, meaning that the security forces struggled to 

recruit informers.  

Political ideology 

The IRA's goal was an all-Ireland democratic socialist republic. 

Richard English, a professor at Queen's University Belfast, 

writes that while the IRA's adherence to socialist goals has 

varied according to time and place, radical ideas, specifically 

socialist ones, were a key part of IRA thinking. Former IRA 

volunteer Tommy McKearney states that while the IRA's goal 

was a socialist republic, there was no coherent analysis or 

understanding of socialism itself, other than an idea that the 

details would be worked out following an IRA victory. This was 

in contrast to the Official IRA and the Irish National Liberation 

Army, both of which adopted clearly defined Marxist positions. 

Similarly, the Northern Ireland left-wing politician Eamonn 

McCann has remarked that the Provisional IRA was considered 

a non-socialist IRA compared to the Official IRA.  

During the 1980s, the IRA's commitment to socialism became 

more solidified as IRA prisoners began to engage with works of 

political and Marxist theory by authors such as Frantz Fanon, 

Che Guevara, Antonio Gramsci, Ho-Chi Minh, and General 

Giap. Members felt that an Irish version of the Tet Offensive 

could possibly be the key to victory against the British, 

pending on the arrival of weapons secured from Libya. 

However, this never came to pass, and the fall of the Berlin 

wall in 1989 brought a dogmatic commitment to socialism back 

into question, as possible socialist allies in Eastern Europe 
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wilted away. In the years that followed, IRA prisoners began to 

look towards South African politics and the example being set 

by the African National Congress. Many of the imprisoned IRA 

members saw parallels between their own struggle and that of 

Nelson Mandela and were encouraged by Mandela's use of 

compromise following his ascent to power in South Africa to 

consider compromise themselves.  

Categorisation 

The IRA is a proscribed organisation in the United Kingdom 

under the Terrorism Act 2000, and an unlawful organisation in 

the Republic of Ireland under the Offences Against the State 

Acts, where IRA volunteers are tried in the non-jury Special 

Criminal Court. A similar system was introduced in Northern 

Ireland by the Northern Ireland (Emergency Provisions) Act 

1973, with a Diplock court consisting of a single judge and no 

jury. The IRA rejected the authority of the courts in Northern 

Ireland and the Republic of Ireland, and its standing orders did 

not allow volunteers on trial in a criminal court to enter a plea 

or recognise the authority of the court, doing so could lead to 

expulsion from the IRA. These orders were relaxed in 1976 due 

to sentences in the Republic of Ireland for IRA membership 

being increased from two years to seven years imprisonment. 

IRA prisoners in the UK and the Republic of Ireland were 

granted conditional early release as part of the Good Friday 

Agreement. IRA members were often refused travel visas to 

enter the United States, due to previous criminal convictions 

or because the Immigration and Nationality Act bars the entry 

of people who are members of an organisation which advocates 

the overthrow of a government by force.  
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American TV news broadcasts tended to describe IRA members 

as "activists" and "guerrillas", while British TV news 

broadcasts commonly used the term "terrorists", particularly 

the BBC as part of its editorial guidelines published in 1989. 

Republicans reject the label of terrorism, instead describing 

the IRA's activity as war, military activity, armed struggle or 

armed resistance. The IRA prefer the terms freedom fighter, 

soldier, activist, or volunteer for its members. The IRA has also 

been described as a "private army". The IRA saw the Irish War 

of Independence as a guerrilla war which accomplished some of 

its aims, with some remaining "unfinished business".  

An internal British Army document written by General Sir Mike 

Jackson and two other senior officers was released in 2007 

under the Freedom of Information Act. It examined the British 

Army's 37 years of deployment in Northern Ireland, and 

described the IRA as "a professional, dedicated, highly skilled 

and resilient force", while loyalist paramilitaries and other 

republican groups were described as "little more than a 

collection of gangsters".  

Strength and support 

Numerical strength 

It is unclear how many people joined the IRA during the 

Troubles, as it did not keep detailed records of personnel. 

Journalists Eamonn Mallie and Patrick Bishop state roughly 

8,000 people passed through the ranks of the IRA in the first 

20 years of its existence, many of them leaving after arrest, 

retirement or disillusionment. McGuinness, who held a variety 
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of leadership positions, estimated a total membership of 

10,000 over the course of the Troubles. The British Army 

estimates the IRA had 500 volunteers in July 1971, 130 in 

Derry and 340 in Belfast, journalist Ed Moloney states by the 

end of the year the IRA in Belfast had over 1,200 volunteers. 

After the late 1970s restructure, the British Army estimated 

the IRA had 500 full-time volunteers. A 1978 British Army 

report by Brigadier James Glover stated that the restructured 

IRA did not require the same number of volunteers as the early 

1970s, and that a small number of volunteers could "maintain 

a disproportionate level of violence". Journalist Brendan 

O'Brien states by the late 1980s the IRA had roughly 300 

active volunteers and 450 more in support roles, while 

historian Richard English states in 1988 the IRA was believed 

to have no more than thirty experienced gunmen and bombers, 

with a further twenty volunteers with less experience and 500 

more in support roles. Moloney estimates in October 1996 the 

IRA had between 600 and 700 active volunteers.  

Support from other countries and 

organisations 

Libyan leader Colonel Muammar Gaddafi, was a supplier of 

arms to the IRA, donating two shipments of arms in the early 

1970s, and another five in the mid-1980s. The final shipment 

in 1987 was intercepted by French authorities, but the prior 

four shipments included 1,200 AKM assault rifles, 26 DShK 

heavy machine guns, 40 general-purpose machine guns, 33 

RPG-7 rocket launchers, 10 SAM-7 surface-to-air missiles, 10 

LPO-50 flamethrowers, and over two tonnes of plastic explosive 

Semtex.  
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Another main source of support was from Irish Americans, who 

donated weapons and money. The backbone of IRA support in 

the United States was the Irish Northern Aid Committee, better 

known as NORAID, who in addition to raising money for the 

families of IRA prisoners also secretly funneled money and 

weapons to the IRA. In the United States in November 1982, 

five men, including Michael Flannery of NORAID and George 

Harrison, were acquitted of smuggling arms to the IRA after 

they claimed the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) had 

approved the shipment through arms dealer George de Meo, 

although de Meo denied any connection with the CIA. 

Harrison's conservative estimate was that he smuggled 2,000–

2,500 weapons and approximately 1,000,000 rounds of 

ammunition to Ireland. American support was weakened by the 

11 September 2001 attacks and the subsequent "War on 

Terror".  

The IRA had links with the Basque separatist group ETA. Maria 

McGuire states the IRA received fifty revolvers from ETA in 

exchange for explosives training. In 1973 the IRA was accused 

by the Spanish police of providing explosives for the 

assassination of Spanish prime minister Luis Carrero Blanco in 

Madrid, and the following year an ETA spokesman told German 

magazine Der Spiegel they had "very good relations" with the 

IRA. In 1977 a representative of the Basque political party 

Euskal Iraultzarako Alderdia attended Sinn Féin's 1977 ard 

fheis, and Ó Brádaigh had a close relationship with Basque 

separatists, regularly visiting the Basque region between 1977 

and 1983. The IRA received support from the Palestine 

Liberation Organization (PLO) in the 1970s, with volunteers 

attending training camps in the Middle East. In 1977 a 

shipment of arms from the PLO was seized in Antwerp, 
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Belgium. The shipment included twenty-nine AK-47 assault 

rifles, twenty-nine French submachine guns, seven RPG-7 

rocket launchers and sixty rocket-propelled grenades, two Bren 

light machine guns, mortars, grenades and ammunition. PLO 

leader Yasser Arafat distanced himself from the IRA following 

the assassination of Lord Mountbatten in 1979. 

In May 1996, the Federal Security Service, Russia's internal 

security service, accused Estonia of arms smuggling, and 

claimed that the IRA had bought weapons from arms dealers 

linked to Estonia's volunteer defence force, Kaitseliit. In 2001, 

three Irishmen, known as the Colombia Three, were arrested 

and accused of training Colombian guerrillas, the 

Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC). The Irish 

Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform stated the IRA 

was to be paid up to $35 million to train FARC in bomb-making 

techniques, including shaped charges, propane bombs, 

landmines and the construction of mortars. In 2005 a 

commander in the National Army of Colombia stated IRA 

techniques were being used all over Colombia by FARC, and 

British military experts confirmed bombs used by FARC had 

previously been used by the IRA. The Colombia Three were 

acquitted at trial in April 2004, before this was reversed at an 

appeal court in December 2004 although the men had fled the 

country and returned to Ireland before the appeal court 

verdict.  
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Other activities 

Sectarian attacks 

The IRA publicly condemned sectarianism and sectarian 

attacks, however some IRA members did carry out sectarian 

attacks. Of those killed by the IRA, Malcolm Sutton classifies 

130 (about 7%) of them as sectarian killings of Protestants, 88 

of them committed between 1974 and 1976. Unlike loyalists, 

the IRA denied responsibility for sectarian attacks and the 

members involved used cover names, such as "Republican 

Action Force", which was used to claim responsibility for the 

1976 Kingsmill massacre where ten Protestant civilians were 

killed in a gun attack. They stated that their attacks on 

Protestants were retaliation for attacks on Catholics. Many in 

the IRA opposed these sectarian attacks, but others deemed 

them effective in preventing similar attacks on Catholics. 

Robert White, a professor at the Indiana University, states the 

IRA was generally not a sectarian organisation, and Rachel 

Kowalski from the Department of War Studies, King's College 

London states that the IRA acted in a way that was mostly 

blind to religious diversity.  

Protestants in the rural border areas of counties Fermanagh 

and Tyrone, where the number of members of the security 

forces killed was high, viewed the IRA's campaign as ethnic 

cleansing. Henry Patterson, a professor at the University of 

Ulster, concludes that while the IRA's campaign was 

unavoidably sectarian, it did not amount to ethnic cleansing. 

Although the IRA did not specifically target these people 
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because of their religious affiliation, more Protestants joined 

the security forces so many people from that community 

believed the attacks were sectarian. McKearney argues that 

due to the British government's Ulsterisation policy increasing 

the role of the locally recruited RUC and UDR, the IRA had no 

choice but to target them because of their local knowledge, but 

acknowledges that Protestants viewed this as a sectarian 

attack on their community.  

Financing 

To fund its campaign, the IRA was allegedly involved in 

criminal activities such as robberies, counterfeiting, protection 

rackets, kidnapping for ransom, fuel laundering and cigarette 

smuggling. The IRA also raised funds by running legitimate 

businesses such as taxi firms, nightclubs, offices, and nursing 

homes. British law enforcement estimated that, by the 1990s, 

the IRA needed £10.5 million a year to operate. IRA supporters 

argue that as it was a clandestine organisation it was forced to 

use extralegal methods of fundraising, which were justified in 

order to achieve a political goal. However, this activity allowed 

the British government to portray the IRA as no more than a 

criminal gang. Armed robberies of banks, trains and small 

businesses across Ireland were a significant source of funding 

for the IRA, with over 1,000 raids on post offices in Northern 

Ireland. The PSNI, the IMC, and the British and Irish 

governments all accused the IRA of involvement in the biggest 

bank raid in British history—the 2004 Northern Bank 

robbery—when £26.5 million was stolen, which the IRA denied.  

Generally, the IRA was against drug dealing and prostitution, 

because it would be unpopular within Catholic communities 
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and for moral reasons. The chief of the RUC Drugs Squad, 

Kevin Sheehy, said the IRA tried to prevent volunteers being 

directly involved with drugs, and noted one occasion when an 

IRA member caught with a small amount of cannabis was 

"disowned and humiliated" in his local area. The IRA targeted 

drug dealers with punishment shootings and ordered them to 

leave Ireland, and some were killed using the covername Direct 

Action Against Drugs. However, there are claims the IRA 

"licensed" certain dealers to operate and forced them to pay 

protection money. Following the murder of Robert McCartney 

in 2005, the IRA expelled three IRA volunteers. Adams said at 

Sinn Féin's 2005 ard fheis "There is no place in republicanism 

for anyone involved in criminality", while adding "we refuse to 

criminalise those who break the law in pursuit of legitimate 

political objectives". This was echoed shortly after by an IRA 

statement issued at Easter, saying that criminality within the 

ranks would not be tolerated. In 2008, the IMC stated that the 

IRA was no longer involved in criminality, but that some 

members have engaged in criminality for their own ends, 

without the sanction or support of the IRA.  

Vigilantism 

During the Troubles, the IRA took on the role of policing in 

some nationalist areas of Northern Ireland. Many nationalists 

did not trust the official police force—the RUC—and saw it as 

biased against their community. The RUC found it difficult to 

operate in certain nationalist neighbourhoods and only entered 

in armoured convoys due to the risk of attack, preventing 

community policing that could have occurred if officers 

patrolled on foot. In these neighbourhoods, many residents 

expected the IRA to act as a policing force, and such policing 
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had propaganda value for the IRA. The IRA also sought to 

minimise contact between residents and the RUC, because 

residents might pass on information or be forced to become a 

police informer. The IRA set up arbitration panels that would 

adjudicate and investigate complaints from locals about 

criminal or 'anti-social' activities. First time offenders may 

have been given a warning, or for more serious offences a 

curfew may have been imposed. Those responsible for more 

serious and repeat offences could have been given a 

punishment beating, or banished from the community. 

Kneecapping was also used by the IRA as a form of 

punishment. No punishment attacks have been officially 

attributed to the IRA since February 2006.  

The vigilantism of the IRA and other paramilitary organisations 

has been condemned as "summary justice". In January 1971, 

the IRA and British Army held secret talks aimed at stopping 

persistent rioting in Ballymurphy. It was agreed that the IRA 

would be responsible for policing there, but the agreement was 

short-lived. During the 1975 ceasefire incident centres were 

set up across Northern Ireland, staffed by Sinn Féin members 

who dealt with incidents that might endanger the truce. 

Residents went there to report crime as well as to make 

complaints about the security forces. The incident centres were 

seen by locals as "IRA police stations" and gave some 

legitimacy to the IRA as a policing force. Following the end of 

the ceasefire the incident centres remained open as Sinn Féin 

offices where crime continued to be reported, to be dealt with 

by the IRA.  
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Informers 

Throughout the Troubles, some members of the IRA passed 

information to the security forces. In the 1980s, many IRA 

members were arrested after being implicated by former IRA 

members known as "supergrasses" such as Raymond Gilmour. 

There have been some high-profile allegations of senior IRA 

figures having been British informers. In May 2003, an 

American website named Freddie Scappaticci as being a British 

spy code-named Stakeknife. Scappaticci was said to be a high-

level IRA informer working for the British Army's Force 

Research Unit, while he was head of the IRA's Internal Security 

Unit, which interrogated and killed suspected informers. 

Scappaticci denies being Stakeknife, and involvement in IRA 

activity. In December 2005, Sinn Féin member and former IRA 

volunteer Denis Donaldson appeared at a press conference in 

Dublin and confessed to being a British spy since the early 

1980s. Donaldson, who ran Sinn Féin's operations in New York 

during the Northern Ireland peace process, was expelled by the 

party. On 4 April 2006, Donaldson was shot dead by the Real 

IRA splinter group at his retreat near Glenties in County 

Donegal. Other prominent informers include Eamon Collins, 

Sean O'Callaghan, and Roy McShane, who worked as a driver 

for the leadership of Sinn Féin including Adams.  

The IRA regarded informers as traitors, and a threat to the 

organisation and lives of its members. Suspected informers 

were dealt with by the IRA's Internal Security Unit, which 

carried out an investigation and interrogated the suspects. 

Following this a court martial would take place, consisting of 

three members of equal or higher rank than the accused, plus 

a member of GHQ or the Army Council acting as an observer. 
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Any death sentence would be ratified by the Army Council, who 

would be informed of the verdict by the observer. The original 

IRA, as well as all the major paramilitary organisations active 

during the Troubles, also killed alleged informers. The IRA 

usually killed informers with a single shot to the head, and left 

many of their bodies in public to deter other informers. There 

was also a group of sixteen people known as the Disappeared 

who were secretly buried between 1972 and 1985, which 

included alleged informers, agents for the security forces, and 

people that stole IRA weapons and used them in armed 

robberies. In March 1999 the IRA apologised for the "prolonged 

anguish" caused to the families of the Disappeared, and stated 

it had identified the burial places of nine people, including the 

most high-profile victim, Jean McConville, a Catholic civilian 

and widowed mother-of-ten. This led to the recovery of three 

bodies later in 1999, although Jean McConville's body was not 

recovered until August 2003. As of 2019, the bodies of 

Columba McVeigh, Joe Lynskey, and undercover British Army 

intelligence officer Robert Nairac have yet to be recovered.  

Splinter groups 

Former IRA volunteers are involved in various dissident 

republican splinter groups, which are active in the low-level 

dissident Irish republican campaign. The oldest dissident 

group is the Continuity IRA, which formed in 1986 following a 

split in the republican movement, over the decision to allow 

members, if elected, to take seats in Dáil Éireann. This group 

was inactive for several years while acquiring weapons and 

finance, their first attack was in 1994 during the Provisional 

IRA's first ceasefire. The Real IRA was formed in November 
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1997 when senior Provisional IRA members, including 

quartermaster-general Michael McKevitt, resigned over 

acceptance of the Mitchell Principles. The Real IRA is best 

known for the 1998 Omagh bombing which killed 29 civilians, 

and the 2009 Massereene Barracks shooting which killed two 

British soldiers. In 2005/6 some Provisional IRA members 

defected and formed Óglaigh na hÉireann, which became active 

in 2009. This group also included former members of the Irish 

National Liberation Army and a faction that splintered from the 

Real IRA. In 2011 a group calling itself "the IRA" claimed 

responsibility for the murder of Ronan Kerr, a Catholic member 

of the PSNI. The group was believed to have formed in 2008, 

and included former senior Provisional IRA members unhappy 

at Sinn Féin's direction and the peace process. Also in 2008, 

Republican Action Against Drugs (RAAD) was formed in Derry. 

This vigilante group's membership included former Provisional 

IRA members and members of other republican groups. RAAD, 

"the IRA", and some smaller groups merged with the Real IRA 

in 2012 to form the New IRA.  
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