
 

Difficulty attracts a man of character, for it is by embracing it that he 

fulfills himself. 

Charles de Gaulle 

 

The history of modern France revolves around the life of Charles de Gaulle. 

General de Gaulle’s contribution, in both war and peace, runs as a thread through 

the tapestry of the twentieth century. A soldier-statesman of the first rank, he was a 

man of character and intellect who by sheer force of will fashioned the Fifth 

Republic, bequeathing his country more than six decades of political stability.  

Charles de Gaulle was born in 1890, the product of a patriotic, Catholic household 

that would lead him to a career in the French army upon his graduation from St. 

Cyr.  In 1940, with the collapse of the Third Republic and occupation by the Nazis, 

the General emerged as the symbol of French resistance and honor. 

Following the liberation in 1944, de Gaulle led a provisional government until 

1946.  He then began a period of self-imposed, internal exile until he would once 

again be called to service by the nation.  These years in the wilderness would 

witness a Fourth Republic riddled with ideological divisions generating crisis and 

chaos. 

All my life I have had a certain idea of France. 

Charles de Gaulle 

 

The General had a mystical connection with France, as if he was in communion 

with the nation.  “I am a man who belongs to no-one and who belongs to 

everyone,” envisioning himself as emblematic of French civilization. de Gaulle 

conceived himself as a universal figure, above petty politics or divisions of class or 

station. 

 

But de Gaulle was no everyman, nor could it be said he was a politician with the 

common touch. Rather, he was a figure of grandeur and majesty on a par with the 

Eifel Tower or the Arc de Triomphe.  He placed a premium on the honor of 

France, committed to the romantic ideal that “France cannot be France without 

greatness.”   

 



de Gaulle engaged in a spiritual combat with the world to bring about his vision of 

France. As his erstwhile comrade-in-arms Winston Churchill ruefully observed, 

“we all have our crosses to bear, mine is the Cross of Lorraine’ (the symbol of de 

Gaulle’s Free French Forces during World War II).  The most tangible 

manifestations    of his efforts would be the Fifth Republic and the Gaullist 

Constitution. 

 

Why do you think that at sixty-seven I would a career as a dictator? 

Charles de Gaulle 

 

 

How can you govern a country that has two-hundred and forty-six 

varieties of cheese? 

Charles de Gaulle 

 

 

Nothing builds authority up like silence, splendor of the strong and shelter 

of the weak. 

Charles de Gaulle 

 

Politics, when it is an art and a service, not an exploitation, is about acting 

for an ideal through realities. 

Charles de Gaulle 

 

 

 

 

 

 


