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Charles de Gaulle is the overarching figure of French history since 1940, and few would doubt that 

there is a national mythology around him, comparable to the hero cult of figures like Jeanne d’Arc. 

Thus, only hard-line Gaullists consider it nowadays as an attack on the dignity of the General and his 

historical achievements, if one talks about a ›myth of de Gaulle‹. It is all the more astonishing that only 

few historical studies have so far been devoted to the mythology of de Gaulle: The book by Sudhir 

Hazareesingh is the first book-length study based on archival research addressing this topic in 

French1.The author, a specialist of Modern French history teaching at Balliol College in Oxford, 

explicitly reflects his perspective on de Gaulle: As a native of Mauritius, he was raised in admiration of 

the former colonial rulers and confesses a strong attachment to the francophonie, the international 

community of French-speaking people. In the prologue to the book, he describes his emotions when 

assisting in 2009 at the funeral of Maurice Druon, an unstinting defender of the Gaullist orthodoxy. 

Hazareesingh is the author of a book on the »legend of Napoleon« and sees in the cult of General de 

Gaulle a 20th century version of the myth around the Emperor.

Hazareesingh does not spend a lot of time explaining the central notion of his book and insinuates that 

everybody more or less shares the same definition of a political myth. This is unfortunate, as the term 

has been used in vastly different and sometimes contradictory ways. Also, its delimitation from related 

notions as charisma, legend, narrative, symbol, and ideology is far from clear. For Hazareesingh, a 

myth is most eminently an element of the collective imagination: a hero like de Gaulle serves as an 

object of projection for the desires, fears, and hopes of the French. This understanding of the myth 

determines the selection of his sources, as the author delves deeply into the letters which ordinary 

Frenchmen and -women wrote since the war period to the venerated General.

The first chapter is devoted to World War II and the liberation of France. The intriguing question, how 

over a comparatively short time a virtually unknown General could succeed in becoming the widely 

accepted leader of the resisting and liberating France, remains unanswered. The author starts his 

analysis in the year 1942, when de Gaulle had already established a solid reputation among the 

French and began to be considered as an authority by the resistance. The argument, which 

Hazareesingh wants to share with his readers, becomes quite evident: For him, the »mythe gaullien« 

is essentially an affair between the General and the French: De Gaulle himself is the creator of his 

own myth, which serves the spiritual and emotional needs of his people. Thus, the author pays little 

attention to the media spreading the myth and to the political movement surrounding the General. Nor 

does Hazareesingh look into the complex relationship between the resistance within the country and 

1 Maurice Agulhon published the book-length essay: De Gaulle. Histoire, symbole, mythe, Paris 2000; in German: 
Matthias Waechter, Der Mythos des Gaullismus. Heldenkult, Geschichtspolitik und Ideologie, Göttingen 2006.
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de Gaulle’s »France libre« in exile. One could argue that only the support of those resistance networks 

with their media, especially the underground press, made it possible that the General became almost 

unanimously acclaimed as the saviour and liberator of the country. Hazareesingh bases his analysis 

mostly on the letters written to the General; a highly interesting source shedding light on the image of 

de Gaulle among French citizens. It remains, however, an impressionistic, anecdotal evidence, which 

doesn't permit any generalization about the degree of support the General received by the population. 

Hazareesingh neither uses first-hand archival sources providing a more comprehensive picture of 

French public opinion in the war period, nor do we find the important study of Pierre Laborie on 

»L’opinion française sous Vichy« in his bibliography.

Hazareesingh avoids two highly critical periods of the Gaullist mythology, his resignation in January 

1946 and his dubious career as the leader of the right-wing populist movement »Rassemblement du 

peuple français« (RPF) since 1947. If he had analysed these periods, the author would have had to 

deal with aspects which don't fit well into his picture of an intimate relation between the Leader and the 

people: In 1946, he failed to win the hearts and minds of the French, who survived his resignation 

without going into collective depression or mobilizing an uprising, as the General had seemingly 

expected. As leader of the RPF, de Gaulle divided the French rather than reuniting them and thus 

compromised his image. Hazareesingh prefers to go on with an in-depth analysis of de Gaulles 

»Mémoires de guerre«, which for him is the fundamental text of the Gaullist mythology. The author 

states that due to his Memoires, the General succeeded in becoming again a political option in the 

crisis-ridden Fourth Republic. He produces, however, little evidence supporting this causality. Again, 

Hazareesingh avoids the most controversial aspect of the period; de Gaulle's role vis-à-vis the uprising 

in Alger 1958 and his usage of a mythological discourse in order to legitimize the reversal the Fourth 

Republic. 

Hazareesingh devotes the following chapter to the history of commemorating the 18th of June 1940, 

the day of de Gaulle's resistance appeal from London. It is probably the best section of the book, in 

which the author, faithful to Pierre Nora and his research on the »lieux de mémoire« of France, traces 

the vicissitudes of celebrating this day over almost 70 years of history. The commemoration of the 18 th 

of June reflects very well the changing image of de Gaulle in French society: In 1944/45, the 18th of 

June was considered the starting point of the liberation of the homeland, whereas only a few months 

later, the General was politically marginalized and hence the birthday of his political movement lost the 

significance of a half-official holiday to be observed by the state leadership. With the establishment of 

the Fifth Republic, the 18th of June became once again one of the highest political holidays, until the 

French progressively lost interest in it following the death of the General.

The last chapters of the book are devoted to the cult of de Gaulle as an exceptional, providential 

personality. For Hazareesingh, the worship of the General reflects the virtually unbroken monarchical 

propensity of the French, who see in him the »Father of the nation«. Again, the author provides us with 

telling examples of public idolatry, demonstrating convincingly how de Gaulle becomes a saint of the 

French civil religion. In the same line of argument, the visits to the General’s mansion in Colombey-
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les-deux-Églises gain the significance of a pilgrimage. The examples of uncompromising disdain and 

hatred of the General, which Hazareesingh doesn’t fail to mention, confirm his perception: that de 

Gaulle is a figure of superhuman dimensions in the French collective imagination.

In the concluding chapter, Hazareesingh asserts that the General was »the last great Frenchman«. As 

in other sections of his study, the author compares de Gaulle to Napoleon and finds structural 

similarities between the two mythological figures: Both coming out of the military, styled as providential 

saviours and conciliators of a divided nation. This comparison remains too focused on French 

historical culture in order to really contribute to an understanding of Gaullism as a mass movement of 

the 20th century. It would have been more enlightening to compare de Gaulle with other charismatic 

hero myths of the 20th century. Hazareesingh mentions the possibility of such comparisons, without 

developing them more closely. Clearly, showing structural parallels between the personality cult of de 

Gaulle and those of contemporaries like Stalin, Franco, Salazar or Atatürk is a lot less flattering for the 

General than comparing him with the Emperor.

The reader is left with the puzzling impression that Hazareesingh himself is victim of the myth, which 

he sets out to analyze. He describes the Gaullist mythology in the same light as the General himself 

liked to see it: As a love affair between him and his country, without any ›mediators‹ in between. 

Hence, the political movement of Gaullism with its changing parties (like the RPF, UDR, RPR …), its 

attempts to use the myth of de Gaulle in order to push forward its agenda, does not play a significant 

role in his analysis. Hazareesingh’s book gives thus little insights into the political ›functions‹ of the 

Gaullist myth. Also, the author seems adamantly convinced that de Gaulle really was the »last great 

Frenchman«, as the mythology wants it. On page 210, he writes that de Gaulle was not only »the 

single great national figure with a sense of history, but also the one who went along the sense of 

history«. According to Hazareesingh, the accuracy of de Gaulle's judgement on the »great questions of 

his times« was proven by posterity. One is tempted to say that other figures of 20th century France like 

Jean Monnet, with a lesser sense of national grandeur but an acute sense of international 

interdependence gave much more farsighted answers on the questions of our times than de Gaulle. 

Also, Hazareesingh seems to share the low esteem, which his hero had for François Mitterrand and 

falls short of acknowledging his merits for the liberalization of the semi-authoritarian Fifth Republic. 

»Every Frenchman was, is, or will be a Gaullist«, went a famous saying by André Malraux. 

Hazareesingh apparently embraces this vision when he states that in the recent years the de Gaulle 

myth became almost unanimously acclaimed and points out how leftists, disappointed by François 

Mitterrand, eventually adhered to it. 

In conclusion, »Le mythe gaullien« is a book agreeable to read and revealing a myriad of interesting 

examples of the popular veneration of de Gaulle. However, one is left with the impression that the 

author constantly misses the political salience of Gaullism and its mythology. The outcome is a 

somewhat innocuous book, which will not offend anybody, neither the pontiffs of the Gaullist myth, nor 

its critics. 
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