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‘Mitterrand: France’s view on security and East–West relations’ from
Nouvelles atlantiques (30 September 1981)
 

Caption: On 30 September 1981, the journal Nouvelles atlantiques reports on the first press conference held
on 24 September by the new French President François Mitterrand. With regard to security, he is particularly
concerned at the mass deployment of Soviet SS-20 missiles. In this context, the President states that France’s
security relies firstly on its ability to defend itself and only secondly on the quality and swiftness of its
alliances. France will therefore continue to adopt its own deterrent strategy and will pursue its development of
the neutron bomb.
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" ATLANTI C NEWS"  No.  1350 
—   —   - - - - - - - -

-  4 - 30 Sept ember  1981

MI TTERRAND : FRANCE' S VI EWS ON SECURI TY 

AND EAST WEST RELATI ONS

( A. N. - N. A. )  -  Dur i ng hi s  f i r s t  pr es s  c on f e r enc e  whi c h t ook  pl ac e at  t he El y s ée on 24 

Sept ember ,  Pr es i dent  Mi t t e r r and  made  a number  of  c omment s  r e l at i ng t o s ec ur i t y  i s sues .

Fr anç o i s  Mi t t e r r and  s ai d : " Fr anc e,  as  a s ov er e i gn power ,  i s  a l l i ed t o f our t een 

par t ner s  i n t he Al t an t i c  Al l i anc e ,  and i t  k nows  i t s  r i ght s  and i t s  dut i es  t owar ds  t hem.

I  wan t  t hem,  t oo,  t o k now t hv i r  r i ght s  and dut i es ,  and t hat  was  one of  t he mai n  us ef ul  

poi nt s  of  t he t al k s  I  hav e had wi t h  s ev er al  l eader s  of  Al l i anc e  c ount r i es ,  Pr es i dent  

Reagan i n par t i c ul ar .

Wi t h t he Sov i e t  Un i on and t he c ount r i es  of  Eas t er n Eur ope,  Fr anc e wi s hes  t o 

ma i n t a i n  mu t ua l l y  benef i c i a l  r e l a t i ons  i n k eepi ng wi t h  our  hi s t or i c al  t i es  and our  

geogr aph i c a l  pr ox i mi t y .  I  hav e not  f o r go t t en  t he s t r ong f r i ends h i p  wh i c h  we f o r mer l y  

had wi t h  t hem.  I wi l l  t r y  t o ens ur e  t ha t  t hat  f r i ends h i p  i s pr es et v ed,  and i f  nec es s ar y ,  

s t r engt hened.

But  Fr anc e does  not  c on f us e  pac i f i s m as a bas i c  pos t u l at e wi t h  i t s  u l t i ma t e  end 

whi c h i s peace.  I t  i s peac e t hat  i n t er es t s  me.  And t hes e ar e t he r eal i t i es  t hat  de t e r mi ne  

Fr enc h pol i c y .

The debat e  on ar ms  and ar ms  l i mi t a t i on  nego t i a t i ons  s houl d hi nge on one f undament a l  

ax i s  : on l y  a ba l anc e of  power  pr es er v es  peac e.  I t  i s f or  t hi s  r eas on t hat  I  hav e b r ough t  

t he Sov i e t  Un i on ' s  ar ms  bu i l d - up  i n Eur ope t o t he a t t en t i on  of  t he publ i c .  Thi s  i s why  I 

hope t hat  negot i a t i ons  wi l l  be s t ar t ed,  but  on a c l ear  bas i s ,  wi t hou t  one or  o t her  par t y  

bei ng ab l e  t o s pec u l a t e  on t he moment  t o ga i n  t he upper  hand.  I t  i s agai ns t  t h i s  bac k g r ound  

t hat  Fr anc e i nt ends  t o dev e l op  i t s  own de t e r r en t  s t r a t egy  wh i l s t  r e ma i mn q  l oyal  t o i t s  

c ommi t ment s ,  i n f ul l  k nowl edge of  t hat  f ac t  t hat  i n t he f i nal  anal y s i s ,  when i t  c omes  

t o momen t s  of  t r ut h,  a g r ea t  c oun t r y  -  l i k e i nd i v i dua l s  when t hey  f ac e danger s  and 

c w - ces i n l i f e -  i s a l way s  ac c oun t ab l e  t o i t s el f . "

When ques t i oned  about  t he ba l anc e of  power  bet ween Eas t  and Wes t ,  Mr  Mi t t e r r and  

had t he f o l l owi ng t o s ay  : " Fr anc e ' s  s ec ur i t y  r e l i es  f i r s t l y  on i t s  c apabi l i t y  t o' '  

de f end  i t s el f ,  and s ec ond l y  on t he qua l i t y  and s wi f t nes s  of  i t s  al l i anc es .

Her e,  i t  i s  t he Un i t ed  St at es  of  Amer i c a  who,  t oget her  wi t h  t h i r t een ot her s ,  

ar e our  a l l i anc e,  and i t  i s on l y  nat ur al  t o c ons i de r  wha t  c an s t r engt hen t hi s  de f ens i v e  

a l l i anc e ,  whi c h,  i n s p i t e  of  our  ef f or t s ,  or  at  any  r at e i n s pi t e of  Fr enc h ef f or t s ,  

has  bec ome a bl oc  -  s i nc e I  wan t  t o see al l  mi l i t a r y  b l oc s  d i s banded t oget her  -  and 

t o hope t hat  t h i s  a l l i anc e  has  t he means  of  ens ur i ng  t he s ec ur i t y  o f  t he Wes t ,  or  i t s  

geogr aph i c a l  ex t ens i on  at  l eas t ,  and t he s ec ur i t y  of  Fr anc e.  I f  I  see any  i mbal anc e,  

t hen I wi l l  t ak e ac t i on.

I  have been as k ed a v e r y  per t i nen t  ques t i on  -  wha t  i s t he r eal  t r ut h?

Bel i ev e me,  - - -  I  hav e s ai d ev er y t h i ng  t hat  may  be sai d about  sec r et ,  o r . a t  l eas t

c on f i dent i a l  doc ument s  wh i c h  I  hav e i n my  pos s es s i on.  I  hav e al s o had sent  t o me

al l  t he r e l ev an t  doc ument s  f r om abr oad.

I hav e dec i ded t o s et  up a nat i onal  de f enc e  c ommi t t ee  t o deal  wi t h  t hi s  ques t i on  : 

wha t  i s t he t r ut h,  wha t  i s t he ba l anc e of  power ?  Rough l y  s peak i ng,  t he f o l l owi ng c l a i ms

ar e made  : The Amer i c ans  s ay  " The p r es ent  s t at e of  or der s  means  t hat  i n 1985 t hs  Sov i et s '

s t r a t eg i c  f or c e wi l l  be s t r onger . "

To wh i c h  t he Sov i e t s  r ep l y  : " No,  t ha t  i s not  t he case,  ev en i n Eur opean t her e  i s 

a bal anc e,  at  l eas t  as  r egar ds  t hea t r e  ar ms ,  l et  us s ay  t he t ac t i cal  nuc l ear  f or c e" .  They

ev en go as  f ar  as  t o s ay  : " Thi s  i s n ' t  ev en t r ue as  f ar  as  c onv ent i onal  f or c es  ar e c onc er ned"

bec aus e,  t her e,  ev er y one  k nows  t hat  t he Sov i e t  Un i on  has  an i mmens e adv ant age.

My  per s onal  c onc l us i on  i s t hat  up t o 1984- 85,  t he s t r at egi c  bal anc e i n r eal  t e r ms

wi l l  be ma i n t a i ned ,  but  t hat  a f t e r war ds ,  t her e  i s  a r i s k  t hat  t he bal anc e wi l l  t i p i n 

t he Sov i et s '  f av our ,  and t hat  al l  Amer i c an  pl ans ,  suc h as  t hey  have been wor k ed out  by  

t he c ompe t en t  au t hor i t i es ,  and s uc h as  t hey  wi l l  be s ubmi t t ed  t o t he US Senat e,  wi l l  be 

gear ed  t o t i pp i ng t he ba l anc e t he o t her  way  a f t e r  1985- 86,  br i ng i ng about  a c l ear  adv an t age  

t o t he Amer i c ans  ar ound 1990.

But  we ar e l os i ng t r ac k  her e.

What  I  wan t  t o s ay  i s t hat  i f  we hav e t o wa i t  unt i l  we k now who can s hoot  t he 

f u r t hes t  bef or e  negot i a t i ng ,  we wi l l  nev er y  negot i a t e.

But  I  am a par t  o f  t hi s  wor l d  and of  al l  t he f or c es  c hos en by mv  c ount r y ,  and I 

hav e no i n t ent i on t o c hange.  Nat ur a l l y ,  I  wi l l  a t  l eas t  t r y  t o ens ur e t hat  t her e i s  

no ev i denc e  t o s ugges t  t hat  i t  t he Sov i e t  Uni on,  ac t ua l l y  i n 1985 or  po t en t i a l l y  i n 

1981,  has  t he means  at  i t s  d i s pos al  t o t ak e c ont r o l  of  t he wor l d  i n a mat t er  o f  moment s .

I  am not  a t t r i bu t i ng  any  agg r es s i v e  or  be l l i c os e  i n t ent i ons  t o t he Sov i e t  Uni on.

The Sov i e t s  ar e a g r ea t  peop l e  who hav e s u f f e r ed  g r ea t  war  and s t r i f e,  and i t s  p r es en t  

l eader s  l i v ed t h r ough  t ha t  per i od.  I  am s i mp l y  s ay i ng t hat  we ar e appr oac h a t i me 

when t her e  wi l l  be a new gener a t i on  who wi l l  not  r emember  t hat  t i me and t hat  I do not  

wan t  t he mer e ba l anc e of  f o r c es  t o be out  o f  ba l anc e  i n such a way  as  t o gi v e r i s e t o 

war .

I t  i s f or  t h i s  r eas on ' t ha t  I  s ounded t he a l a r m about  t he mas s i v e  bu i l d - up of

SS- 20' s .
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I  hope t hat  s t eps  t hat  ar e bei ng t ak en as  qu i c k l y  as  pos s i b l e  -  as  t hey  ar e i n

t he Wes t  -  wi l  be f o l l owed up j us t  as  qu i c k l y ,  i . e.  bef or e t he end of  t he y ear ,  by  ne g o t i 

a t i ons  bet ween t he power s ,  who a l ong ar e c apab l e  of  s t ar t i ng nego t i a t i ons  not  on ar ms  

bu i l d  up but  on di s ar mament .

You mi gh t  as k  : " And what  abou t  y ou ,  Fr anc e?" .  But  l et ' s  be c ar ef ul  her e,  t h i ngs  

ar e s omewhat  d i f f er ent .  We,  her e,  ar e par t  o f  Eur ope.  We nat ur a l l y  hav e s t r a t eg i c  and

t ac t i c a l  f or c es .  For  us,  t her e i s no ques t i on  of  c or s s i ng t he At l an t i c .  You hav e what

i s  c a l l ed  " s t r a t egi c " ,  wh i c h  c an c r os s  t he At l an t i c ,  and what  i s c a l l ed  " t ac t i c a l s "  

wh i c h  does  not  c r os s  t he At l ant i c .  Th i s  i s  a r ough  way  of  put t i ng i t ,  but  i t  i s  never t hel e:  

t r ue t o say .

Fr anc e want s  a de t e r r en t  f or c e,  and  has  got  i t ,  i . e.  we have r i s en abov e t he 

l evel  at  wh i c h t her e  mi gh t  be doubt s  abou t  ou r  s t r engt h and our  c ommi t ment .

Fr enc h t e r r i t o r y  wi l l  be de f ended  aga i n s t  any  agr r es s i on  and by al l  t he means  

we hav e at  our  i ds pos al .  Our  de f enc e  means  ar e not  g r aduat ed,  and,  bec aus e  i t  wou l d  mean 

go i ng bey ond t he poi nt  at  wh i c h  our  de f enc e  wou l d  c o l l aps e,  we c anno t  nego t i a t e  on 

par t  o f  our  nuc l ear  f or c e.  We abs o l u t e l y  r e f us e  t o be c ons i de r ed  oar t y  t o t he g i gant i c  

c ha l l enge  whi c h has ar i s en be t ween  t he s uper power s ,  wh i c h i s way  bey ond our  means .  Her e 

we  on l y  i n t end t o be i nv o l v ed i n t he wor k  o f  d i s c us s i ng  and a r r ang i ng  how d i s a r mamen t  

c an be br ought  about  and how c o l l ec t i v e  s ec u r i t y  c an be ac hi ev ed.  We wi l l  c on t r i bu t e  

wha t  we c an : Par i s  i s  a g r ea t  and beaut i f u l  c ap i t a l ,  and i f  peop l e  wan t  t o mak e  use 

of  i t ,  t hey  wi l l  f i nd t he bes t  r ec ep t i on  f o r  t he negot i a t i ons  on ar ms  l i mi t a t i on  t o 

s t ar t  wi t h i n  a r eas onabl e  per i od  of  t i me,  wh i c h  i nc i dent a l l y  I  hav e j us t  f i x ed.

As  f or  t he Sov i e t  Un i on,  as  I  s ai d ea r l i e r ,  t he bi g c ommi t t ee  i s ,  of  c our s e,  

t o meet ,  I t  has  a l r eady  been ar r anged,  and  t he Mi n i s t e r  f or  For e i gn  Tr ade,  Mr  J ober t ,  

wi l l  l ead t he Fr enc h de l egat i on ,  whos e  member s  hav e a l r eady  been c hos en,  and wh i c h  wi l l  

t ak e par t  i n t he bi g c ommi s s i on  mee t i ng  i n Mo s c o w - i n  Dec ember  I t h i nk .

We have c on t i nued t o k eep t o Our  c ommi t me n t  and we wi l l  be g l ad t o t ak e par t  

i n any  t a l k s  whi c h wi l l  enab l e  us t o p r es er v e  t he qua l i t y  of  our  r e l a t i ons ,  and,  i f  

pos s i b l e ,  t o di s c us s  peac e t er ms  s er i ous l y .

Nat ur a l l y ,  we ar e not  v er y  happy  abou t  t he f ac t  t hat  t her e ar e s uc h i mmens el y  

power f u l  weapons  as 5S- 20 ar med at  us,  at  Wes t e r n  Eur ope,  wh i c h  ar e c apab l e  of  des t r oy i ng  

t he who l e  of  t he Wes t er n  mi l i t a r y  mac h i ne  f r om t he Nor t h  of  Nor way  t o t he Sout h of  I t al y .

I t  i s onl y  nat ur al  t hat  t he mat t e r  s hou l d  be d i s c us s ed,  as  i t  i s on l y  nat ur al  

t hat  I s r ael  and t he Ar ab  c ount r i es  s hou l d  be d i s uc s ed ,  t hat  any one s hou l d  be d i s c us s ed.

I wou l d  l i ke t o f i n i s h  by  s ay i ng t hat  Fr anc e ' s  f or e i gn po l i c y  c anno t  ac c ommoda t e  

any  " don ' t s "  f r om out s i de.  We c anno t  ac c ep t  Amer i c an  " don' t s "  or  Sov i e t  " don ' t s "  or  

any one  e l s e ' s  " don' t s " .  Ther e  i s no ar ea we p l ac e  out  of  bounds  f o r  our s e l v es ,  i f  

i t  i s wi t h i n  t he i n t er es t s  of  Fr anc e  and peac e t hat  we s hou l d  be t her e,  We mus t  br eak  

away  f r om any  set  i deas  or  way s  of  t h i nk i ng  we  have.  No- one wi l l  t el l  us wha t  t o do,  

and par t i c u l a r l y  as f ar  as  t he neut r on  bomb i s c onc er ned.

You want  t o s et  us aga i ns t  t he Commun i s t  Par t y .  The Fr enc h  Gov e r nmen t ' s  po l i c y  

i s t he  one I  hav e j us t  out l i ned.  Res ea r c h  on t he neut r on bomb i s s t i l l  ‘ c on t i nu i ng  i n 

Fr anc e,  and has  i n f ac t  r eac hed an adv anc ed  s t age.  But  i t  i s not  bei ng us ed at  t he pr es ent  

t i me,  and so we ar e not  pr oduc i ng  i t . .  Tha t ' s  al l  I  hav e t o say.

I f  y ou  hav e g i v en t hes e mat t e r s  s ome t hought ,  y ou  wi l l  r ea l i s e  t hat  t her e i s 

a s or t  of  i nc ons i s t enc y  bet ween a St r a t egy  o f ‘ p r epar i ng  f or  ba t t l e  be f o r ehand,  and one of  

us i ng al l  our  nuc l ear  f or c es  t oge t he r  t o ac h i ev e  s ome ob j ec t  o t her  t han t he s ac r ed 

de f enc e  of  our  t er r i t or y. ' .  St i l l ,  t h i s  i n no way  pr ev ent s  Fr anc e f r om f u l f i l l i ng  i t s  

ob l i ga t i ons  t o i t s a l l y . "

I t  wi l l  be obs er v ed  t hat  t hes e  l es t  r emar k s  by  Mi t t e r r and  ar e i n s har p  c ont r adi c t i o i  

wi t h  wha t  Mr  Maur oy  sai d on 14 Sep t ember  be f o r e  t he I ns t i t u t e  des  Haut es  Et udes  de Dé f ens e 

Nat i ona l e ,  namel y  : " I n v i ew of  our  l evel  o f  dev e l opment ,  i t  i s i mpr ac t i b l e  t o be i s ol àt ed.  

We mu s t  d r aw t he obv i ous  c onc l us i ons ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  when ex ami n i ng  t he de f enc e  of  our  

bo r der s  and t hei r  appr oac hes .  Agg r es s i on  aga i n s t  Fr anc e  does  not  s t ar t  when  an enemy  

en t e r s  Fr enc h  t er r i t o r y . "  Wi t h i n  t he Al l i anc e ,  t her e  i s c onc er n  about  t he appar en t  

d i f f e r e n c e  bet ween t hes e t wo a r gument s ,  s i nc e wh i l s t  Mr  Mau r oy  ( wher ev er  he t ook  hi s  

i deas  f r om;  Mr  Her nu?)  s eems  t o ac c ep t  t he i dea of  t he " f or war d bat t l e" ,  Mr  Mi t t e r r and  

s eems  t o r e j ec t  t hi s  i dea; i n f av our  of  t he " i s o l a t i on i s t "  t r ad i t i on  of  Gener al  de Gaul l e,  

wh i c h  was  t oned down c o n s i de r ab l e  under  Gi s c a r d  d ' Es t a i ng.


