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institutionalized community, and without this foundation interests and iden-

tities continued to shift over time. This is the basis for the tensions of the 

1960s and 1970s as the European Community came to occupy a more definite 

place in international affairs, and it is also an interesting background for the 

disputes witnessed since the end of the Cold War itself.
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The Atlantic Community cannot be found on any map. But it is none-

theless real. It exists in the minds of people from California to Central 

Europe. It cuts across borders and cultures and links peoples in a common 

destiny. It is an essential component of the mental map of the world held by 

Europeans and Americans. It is so basic and widely-accepted that we take 

it for granted.

But it was neither inevitable nor self-evident. The Atlantic 

Community did not simply happen. It had to be created and nourished from 

many parts. It had to be implanted in people’s minds as important and even 

necessary. In this effort no American, and no single person on either side of 

the Atlantic, did more to create and nourish that concept than did Walter 

Lippmann.

As America’s leading political journalist and authority on foreign 

affairs for more than six decades, Lippmann tirelessly insisted to Americans 

that their fate was linked to that of Europeans. They were bound together, he 

maintained, not only by sentiment, but by self-interest and necessity. Through 

his widely-read newspaper columns, magazine articles, and books he helped 

build a strong Atlantic bridge in the minds of Americans.

Normally journalists are not accorded high positions in the 

hierarchies of statecraft. Those ranks are generally filled by monarchs, rulers, 

generals and diplomats. But Lippmann was a very special kind of journal-

ist: virtually unique in America and unheard of in Europe. He was what we 

could call today a public intellectual, or even a public philosopher. Over his 

six-decade career he wrote a widely-syndicated newspaper column, hundreds 

of articles, and a score of books.

When the United States entered the European war in 1917 he 

was chosen to work on the plan that became Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen 

Points to evolve the post-war political settlement. Working with a team of 

geographers and historians he helped redraw the map of Europe.

Walter Lippmann  

and the Invention  

of the Atlantic Community

Ronald Steel



European 

Community, 

Atlantic 

Community?

introduction

30

European 

Community, 

Atlantic 

Community?

introduction

31

After the war he became editorial director of the New York daily paper, The 
World. A decade later, in 1931, he created the first major newspaper column 

dedicated to public affairs. Appearing three times a week in more than two 

hundred newspapers across the United States, Lippmann’s voice educated 

and guided Americans over the next forty years.

From World War I through the American war in Vietnam no 

one had a greater impact on public opinion than Walter Lippmann. And no 

one argued more tirelessly that Europe and America were component parts 

of a common civilization—that by geography, culture and necessity, they 

formed an Atlantic Community.
Lippmann first presented the notion of an Atlantic Community 

not during World War II, nor in the mid-1940s at the onset of the Cold War. 

Rather he introduced it thirty years earlier, in 1917, when Europeans were 

locked into a self-destructive war they were incapable of ending. They were 

subjecting to ruin and devastation not only their own countries, but peoples 

everywhere who suffered from the impact of their dynastic struggles. At that 

time Lippmann was a young editor at a weekly journal of opinion called The 
New Republic. It had been founded in 1914 by a group of young reformers who 

were progressive in their politics and sympathetic to innovation in the arts. 

They were considerably influenced by similar reform movements in Europe, 

and particularly by the Fabians in Great Britain. Like many young Americans, 

Lippmann had given little thought to foreign affairs before 1914. Rather he 

was absorbed in the great domestic reform movement in America led by 

Theodore Roosevelt and later followed by Woodrow Wilson. But the war in 

Europe, as it caused ever-greater destruction and human carnage, forced the 

editors at the magazine to evolve a foreign policy.

In a war among feuding empires—Britain, France, Germany, 

Russia, Austria-Hungary—what position should the US take? The argument 

for neutrality was powerful. None of the combatants was innocent. President 

Wilson had told Americans that they must be “neutral in thought and in 

deed.” Wilson, however, was clearly more sympathetic to Britain and France 

than to Germany and its ally. So was Lippmann. In his editorials he increas-

ingly identified American neutrality with pacifism, or what he dismissed as 

“passivism” and “irresponsibility.” By the spring of 1916 he told his readers that 

the United States must “no longer be neutral between violator and victim” 

and must use “its moral power, economic resources and… military power 

against the aggressor.”

Over the next year he continued to stress security as the major 

reason why America should come to the aid of Britain and France. This culmi-

nated in February 1917 in an editorial he entitled “The Defense of the Atlantic 

World”. There he argued that the United States was part of a community of 

states bordering the Atlantic. An attack on an integral part of that community 

was a threat to America’s own security. Germany’s war against Britain and 

France, he told his readers, was a war “against a civilization of which we are a 

part.” By cutting the “vital highways” of the Atlantic powers, Germany threat-

ened the lifeline of what he called—coining a phrase that was to become the 

very definition of a new concept of geopolitics—the “Atlantic Community.” 

America’s entry into the war broke the stalemate on the Western front and 

assured the victory of Britain and France. However the quarrels among the 

Allies over the spoils of war, the harsh peace imposed upon Germany, and the 

unwillingness of the United States to join the League of Nations, alienated 

Americans from the very notion of an Atlantic Community. Not for another 

quarter century would it be resurrected.

During the 1920s and much of the 1930s the United States 

retreated from its commitment to Atlanticism. And so did Lippmann. By 

the mid-1930s Hitler’s destruction of German democracy, and the failure 

of European democracies to join forces against Nazism, convinced him that 

Europe was heading for war. But he believed that America must stand apart. 
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A “cold appraisal of the American interest […] seems to me to lead to a con-

clusion that we can contribute nothing substantially to the pacification of 

Europe today”, he wrote in 1935. His argument for neutrality rested on the 

assumption that the Atlantic would not fall under the control of a hostile 

power. However Americans could remain neutral, he cautioned in June 1937 

(Foreign Affairs), “only so long as we feel that there is no fatal challenge to 

the central power which makes for order in our world.” That “fatal challenge” 

was soon to occur. The Nazi-Soviet pact of 1939 shook the assumption that 

Americans could find safety in neutrality. Lippmann, like so many others, 

believed that Britain could, with the help of American arms, maintain control 

of the North Atlantic, and thus preserve American interests.

The capitulation of France in June 1940 stunned Lippmann, as 

it did so many others, and swept away his cautious equivocations. Suddenly 

America itself seemed in danger. The Atlantic Ocean no longer assured pro-

tection, but rather vulnerability. Lippmann changed course. Now he espoused 

openly the argument that he had used twenty-five years earlier: America’s 

security was vitally connected to Britain’s independence and Anglo-American 

control of the Atlantic. For emphasis he quoted from his 1917 article in which 

he had written that the “safety of the Atlantic highway is something for which 

America should fight.”

Impelled by the new threat to American security Lippmann shed 

the remnants of his Wilsonian hope that peace and security could be found in 

disarmament, international law and world government. The refusal of Europeans 

to unite against Hitler had nearly resulted in Nazi domination of the Continent. 

From this he drew important lessons. Early in 1943, believing that Americans 

must start thinking strategically about the peace that would follow the defeat 

of Nazi Germany and imperial Japan, he brought out a short book entitled US 
Foreign Policy: Shield of the Republic. It made a great impact on American public 

opinion and remains a classic manual of statecraft to this day.

In a chapter significantly entitled “The Atlantic Community”, he high-

lighted the British-American connection as the “crucial point” in American 

foreign relations. Through Britain the members of the far-flung British 

Commonwealth also played an important role in American strategy. Because 

of the bases and resources they offered, they were the advance outposts of 

America’s defence.

The Community he described was far more extensive than the 

one he had outlined in 1917 at the outset of World War I. As members of 

this extended Atlantic Community he listed not only the English-speaking 

“dominions” of the British Commonwealth—Canada, Australia, New 

Zealand, Eire and South Africa, but also Spain, Portugal and the twenty Latin 

American republics. In doing so he cut across cultural lines to sketch a geo-

graphical concept of security.

Within Europe the nations he described as being “vitally involved 

in the system of security to which we belong” were France, Spain, Portugal, 

the Netherlands, Belgium, Denmark and Norway. “The Atlantic basin is not 

the frontier between Europe and the Americas”, he wrote in explanation of 

this long list. “It is the inland sea of a community of nations allied with one 

another by geography, history and vital necessity.”

In effect he drew upon the same argument that he had used in 

1917 in the article he had entitled “The Defense of the Atlantic World.” There, 

nearly thirty years earlier, he had insisted that “the safety of the Atlantic high-

way is something for which America should fight.” That highway had, for 

him, become more central than ever.

For Lippmann the concept of the Atlantic Community had a 

double purpose. First, it was to guide Americans away from a vague Wilsonian 

internationalism that failed to distinguish vital from peripheral interests. 

Such a shallow notion ignored the vital importance of alliances and spheres 

of influence, he maintained.
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The second purpose was to counter what he saw as wishful, or utopian, think-

ing. He particularly had in mind political leaders such as Wendell Willkie. In his 

popularly acclaimed book, One World, the Republican candidate for President 

in 1944 had conjured an international parliament that would unify “all the peo-

ples of the earth in the human quest for freedom and justice.”

Lippmann was also concerned by the glibness of Henry Luce’s 

prescription for an “American Century.” In a widely-distributed pamphlet of 

that name the publisher of the influential weekly magazines Time and Life had 

written that the United States was destined to “assume the leadership of the 

world.” Rejecting both the idealistic belief in world law, and also the imperi-

alistic vision of an American Century, Lippmann grounded his foreign policy 

in national interest and alliances. Only through alliance, he wrote, could the 

Great Powers assure their post-war security. America and Great Britain must 

remain linked by the Atlantic connection, and Russia, for its part, must be 

brought into what he called the “nuclear alliance.”

The “primary aim of American responsibility”, he stressed, was 

“the basin of the Atlantic on both sides, and the Pacific islands”—in other words, 

the Atlantic Community plus a “blue water” naval defence of America’s Asian 

interests. Only a year later, in 1944, he reinforced the centrality of the Atlantic 

Community in a book he prosaically, but pointedly, entitled US War Aims. 
Defining it as an “oceanic community”, he expanded his earlier list by includ-

ing Sweden, Greece, Italy, and Switzerland. However, and most significantly, he 

pointedly excluded the states of Eastern Europe liberated from the Germans by 

America’s wartime ally: the Soviet Union. These states, he observed, clearly had 

“strategic connections… not with the Atlantic sea powers but with the land power 

of Russia.” He now accepted what the tides of war had made inevitable. In the 

post-war world there would be three centres of power, or “orbits”: an Atlantic 

orbit, a Russian orbit, and eventually a Chinese orbit. If united, the victors could 

maintain the peace; divided they would be sucked into a new world war.

What Lippmann was proposing, of course, was spheres of influence: a well-

tested formula that had kept the peace in Europe throughout most of the 19th 

century. This was the view that seemed to be taken by President Roosevelt 

shortly before his death in April 1945. But it was out of key with the expansive 

visions of an American Century held by his successors, and with Stalin’s own 

ambitions.

By 1947 Lippmann’s vision of an Atlantic Community based on 

spheres of influence and great power cooperation seemed cramped and restric-

tive. A new generation of policymakers had created a West German state from 

the American, British and French occupation zones in Germany, and organ-

ized the North Atlantic Treaty Organization as a military alliance sustained 

and directed from Washington. The dividing lines between eastern and west-

ern Europe grew deeper. The two Europes were to grow further apart before 

they began to knit together in the 1990s. But the intellectual foundation of a 

united Europe has remained the concept of an Atlantic Community. 

In this successful endeavour to build an Atlantic Community 

no single person played a more creative and influential role than Walter 

Lippmann—an American intellectual without a political portfolio, but with 

a pen that helped change the geography of the world.
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David W. Ellwood

So now we know. It was Soft Power that won the Cold War. Harvard 

professor Joseph Nye’s formulation, which dates back to 1992, has made his 

fortune. Google now lists more than 80 million references to the notion, and 

no week passes without some new discussion of its relevance for the modem 

world, especially in the continuing contrast between America (‘hard power’) 

and Europe (‘soft power’).1

In the book which sums up his thought on ‘soft power’ Nye 

explains that the competition over interpretations, credibility and persuasion 

is crucial in the age of information. “The world of traditional power politics 

is typically about whose military or economy wins. Politics in an information 

age may ultimately be about whose story wins.”2 Nye’s argument is weakened 

however by his presentation of specific conflicts and outcomes. In this view 

some of the most hard-fought wars of recent years all turned out to be little 

more than propaganda battles: Milosevic and Serbia, Al-Qaeda and Osama 

bin Laden’s videos, Saddam Hussein and the absence of WMD.

But the notion of a winning or hegemonic story has more potency 

than Nye’s formulations would have us believe. In an interesting new book from 

Paris, the Asia specialist Karoline Postel-Vinay launches—or re-launches—the 

notion of the geo-political narrative, and asks us to reflect on the past and pres-

ent of the West by way of the history of some its dominant narratives. From 

the land which gave us the connection between power and discourse and then 

ran away over the metaphysical horizon with it comes an analysis which shows 

how world views become narratives, how narratives rise to dominance, and 

how conflicts between ideologies, great powers, and regions of the world can 

be understood best in terms of les grands récits géopolitiques.3

American geopolitical narratives of course have a central role to 

play in the Postel-Vinay view. From ‘manifest destiny’ onwards—a classical 

geopolitical narrative—have come a steady stream of inventions in the world 

of grands récits géopolitiques, forcing others to comply, compete, or be excluded. 
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The ‘Open Door’, the ‘14 Points’, ‘the Good Neighbour policy’, the Atlantic 

Charter and the United Nations, the ‘Cold War’ (a metaphor re-invented by 

a journalist, Walter Lippmann, which gave the US a monopoly on definitions 

of the biggest conflict of the age), the Truman Doctrine (in material reality an 

aid policy for Greece and Turkey), the European Recovery Program (turned 

into the Marshall Plan by the Press for rhetorical reasons), and finally in this 

sequence the Atlantic Community (another Lippmann re-invention).4

Postel-Vinay implies that the US has a special, indeed distinctive 

inclination to turn its policies and world views into geopolitical narratives. 

This is not just spin (a rhetorical technique meant to amplify the persuasive 

power of some choice or line). Nor is it a media-led practice in the demo-

cratic market place. Nor is it just didactic/explanatory, serving the informa-

tion needs of an isolated domestic audience. The development in early 1990s 

American debates of a notion such as globalisation shows that, better than 

any other in the twentieth century, American power has understood the need 
to conjugate reality and its representation. Only in this way can a geopolitical 

narrative achieve its maximum “veracity effect”, structure visions most suc-

cessfully, and exert its most effective authority.5

The point of this essay is to compare two specific geopolitical 

narratives from the early Cold War—the Marshall Plan and Atlanticism—to 

see some of the different ways geopolitical narratives were constructed in the 

West in the post World War II era. The analysis will also try to show how 

the reinvention of America’s capacity to project its power in those years also 

involved a constant experimentation with communication strategies and 

hence explicit and implicit narratives. Does this present the age-old conun-

drum between medium-and-message? Not exactly, since the interweaving of 

political, economic and narrative impulses in the processes of representation 

of was always much more complicated than that little epigram would suggest 

(though it should not be ignored or abandoned).

The European Recovery Program (ERP)

From the very beginning the Marshall planners had been aware that to tackle 

the political obstacles their efforts were likely to encounter, they would have 

to go over the heads of the local governing classes and speak directly to the 

people. Navigating by sight, the teams of journalists and film personnel who 

launched the ERP Information Program turned it, by the end of 1949, into 

the largest propaganda operation directed by one country to a group of oth-

ers ever seen in peacetime. A January 1950 report by Mike Berding, the ERP 

information director in Rome, instructed: “Carry the message of the Marshall 

Plan to the people. Carry it to them directly—it won’t permeate down. And 

give it to them so that they can understand it.”

No idea seemed too large or daring for the Information Program 

in its heyday. As long as they were directed at workers, managers, or employ-

ers, the key concepts everywhere were greater production and productivity, 

scientific management, and a single-market Europe. In each country there 

were specialised publications on these subjects, joint committees, trips by 

European leaders to inspect American factories, conferences and eventually, 

in some places, even ‘productivity villages’ where model factories and work-

ers’ communities could be seen in action. For other groups in society—state 

employees, teachers, families, even schoolchildren—the promises of the 

American information campaign were more jobs, higher living standards, and 

ultimately peace in a Europe without rivalries. The Information Program 

eventually produced tens of documentary films, hundreds of radio programs, 

thousands of copies of its pamphlets, and attracted millions of spectators for 

its mobile exhibitions.6

Here posters, models, illuminated displays, audio messages and 

films would present the Plan as graphically as possible, for every level of 

understanding. A booklet from a display at the Venice exhibit of summer 
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1949 opens with a dramatic quantification of the aid arriving at that time: 

three ships a day, $1000 a minute, two weeks’s salary from every American 

worker. The goals and the methods of the Program are explained in every-

day language, with the details explaining how work has been restored to 

lifeless industries, how new machinery has modernised factories and how 

greater output needed to be integrated Europe-wide to facilitate the move-

ment of labour and stabilise economic life on a continental scale. The con-

cluding messages states that ERP is a unique chance offered to European 

nations towards reconstructing their economies, raising the standard of liv-

ing among the masses, and attaining by the year 1952 an economic stability 

which is the foundation of political independence… Every worker, every 

citizen is bound up in this rebirth. The future and the peace of Italy and of 

Europe, the general well-being of all, depend on the will and the work of 

each single one of us.7

The challenge for Marshall Plan communicators was not just 

to raise production but to raise productivity, not just to bail out bankrupt 

governments but to modernize the State, not just to encourage international 

cooperation but to push for an integrated European market, not simply to 

save ailing industries but to change the war between reactionary capitalists 

and revolutionary workers into a dynamic relationship between enlightened 

producers and contented consumers. America triumphant showed how all 

this could be done: “You Too Can Be Like Us” was the implicit message of 

the Marshall Plan.8

None of the West Europeans nations were in any condition to 

challenge this kind of ideological power openly, or to develop alternatives. 

The only government which tried, the British, failed miserably.9 In the East 

stood the Cominform, the Soviet-bloc bureau set up in November 1947 with 

the explicit aim of generating a massive propaganda counter-offensive against 

the Marshall Plan in Western Europe as well as in its own sphere. In a country 

like Italy, scene of the first great ideological clash in the Cold War with the 

general elections of April 1948, two all-encompassing geopolitical narratives 

could be seen fighting it out head-to-head.10

The Marshall Plan was special because it was temporary, very 

intense, and organised in close cooperation with the private sector of US busi-

ness and the trade unions, but it was special above all because it was an opera-

tion in mass propaganda. As a narrative of modernisation, the Plan played 

a major role in introducing to European political culture the concept, the 

language and the techniques of economic growth—an ever-expanding pros-

perity for an ever-expanding majority—and demonstrated its success through 

ever-increasing productivity across and within Europe’s economic systems. 

As a specific geopolitical narrative the ERP launched the concept and practice 

of European economic integration on its distinguished contemporary career, 

of course limiting the concept of ‘Europe’ in this vision to West of the Iron 

Curtain, and indeed strongly discouraging any intercourse with the Eastern 

half. Up to then the plaything of a tiny group of visionaries, the Marshall Plan 

turned European integration into one of most serious political priorities of 

the age, and provided the means to set it in motion. How the Europeans dealt 

with or even resisted this challenge is another story. But they certainly had 

no alternative discourse of their own, and were more than happy to accept a 

form of conditional dependence as long as the Program kept functioning.11

NATO and the Atlantic Community

NATO’s history was characterised from the very beginning by a great deal of 

restlessness among its partners about the precise meaning of the transatlantic 

bargain struck in the name of western defence mobilisation. In comparison 

with the ERP, which was explicitly temporary, NATO would clearly endure 
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as long as “the threat” persisted, which everyone agreed would be for a long 

time. The birth of the Atlantic Community, dreamed of by statesmen since 

the end of the nineteenth century and part of the common language thanks 

to the writings of Walter Lippmann and others, was accompanied by a great 

deal of hand-wringing.

Still young, the community—or was it just a coalition?—was 

expected to compensate for many a lost historical prospect:

—for the Americans, the dwindling of the vision of a single world government 

via the United Nations;

—for the British, their inclusion with the European “indigents” in the 

American conception of “Europe”;

—for the imperial powers, the reduction of their world status through the 

process of decolonization;

—for all the West Europeans, their dependence on American charity and arms 

and their loss of sovereignty;

—for Germany’s ex-enemies, the necessity of sharing with her a new life-or-

death struggle;

—for the Germans of the Federal Republic, the losses of the war, the occupa-

tions, and the country’s division;

—for all those who saw themselves as nations in a single European civilisation, 

the loss of the East;

—for all who now lived in dread of atomic war, the collapse of the great war-

time dreams of organising the peace and prosperity of the postwar world on 

a rational, cooperative basis.

One version of the compensatory mechanism was well illustrated 

in the Italian case by Ennio Di Nolfo in 1986: “…the Atlantic occasion […] 

was a chance for Italy to recover its national role: to be in Europe, to be equal 

in Europe, to be for Europe. The Atlantic choice thus helped to substitute 

other formulas for the old nationalistic ones, without changing any basic 

values. It was the culminating point in the policy aimed at the recovery of 

national position, in a different but not dissimilar dimension, inspired by the 

models of power politics experienced in the past.”12

Seen in these terms, the Soviet challenge, far from destabilising 

the postwar order—which did not exist—appears as the only force strong 

enough to ensure that the ‘Atlantic Community’ would function adequately 

to meet all the requirements addressed to it. Nothing had gone according to 

plan. Only by brilliant improvisation and a vast investment in new political 

and economic resources were a series of arrangements put in place to stabilise 

the relationship between each nations’ internal equilibria and its international 

commitments in the new era.

The point of the North Atlantic pact in its original pre-Korea 

form was foremost psychological and political reassurance. According to the 

Senate Foreign Affairs Committee, “the essential objective is increased secu-

rity, not increased military strength”, while the key to the capacity of treaty-

signers to resist attack “depends primarily upon their basic economic health”. 

Specifically, this meant increased industrial capacity and the development of 

labour resources, clearly fundamental objectives of the Marshall Plan.13 Yet the 

treaty contained one element which seemed to presage a significant expansion 

of its ambitions and responsibilities, beyond the immediate security sphere. 

This was Article 2, known as the ‘Canadian article’ in honour of its sponsor 

and framer, the Canadian Prime Minister Lester Pearson. The Article states:

“The parties will contribute toward the further development 

of peaceful and friendly international relations by strengthening their free 

institutions, by bringing about a better understanding of the principles upon 

which these institutions are founded, and by promoting conditions of stabil-

ity and well-being. They will seek to eliminate conflict in their international 

economic policies and will encourage economic collaboration between any or 

all of them.”14
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Pearson explained his purposes in an article which appeared in Foreign Affairs 
just as the treaty was signed. Previous such pacts had been formed to meet 

specific emergencies and had then been abandoned when the crisis was past 

(like the anti-Hitler league which had nominally created the UN, suggested 

Pearson implictly).

“It must not be so this time. Our Atlantic union must have a 

deeper meaning and deeper roots. It must build up habits and desires of coop-

eration which go beyond the immediate emergency. By ministering to the 

welfare of the peoples of its member states, it must create those conditions 

and desires for united effort which make formal pacts unnecessary.”15

At first sight it looks as though it was the pressure of the emergency 

which relegated the importance of Article 2. Yet a reading of the minutes of the 

North Atlantic Council, NATO’s principal steering body, shows paradoxically 

that questions about Article 2 increased after the Korean outbreak in June 1950 

brought the East-West confrontation to a new high of intensity and danger. Never 

has our Alliance commitment been more sorely tested, said the European mem-

bers, never has there been greater need to explain our purposes, build legitimacy, 

reinforce our authority for needs well beyond the moment. Although talked 

about at the Council’s fourth session in May 1950 and in the press, only after 

the opening of the Korean war (in September 1950 in fact) did NATO decide to 

equip itself with a Director of Information. However, he was only provided with 

a “small subordinate staff”, which would work through individual governments.16 

Here was the start of the paradox at the heart of Atlanticism.

A preliminary reading of the NATO archives reveals that what-

ever its other achievements, the creation of that world view and social institu-

tion was not one the Alliance sought or claimed. NATO as such never devel-

oped this official capacity, not at least in the form of a grand récit geopolitique, 
capable of explaining, structuring, and legitimising its aims and purposes at 

all levels of society. People such as Bevin and Schuman demanded a “simple 

constructive project of equal vigour” to the fervour of the Communists, and 

said that the Communist use of poverty as a political weapon should be met 

with iron promises of industrial development, as promised by the ERP and 

its legacy. But collective security with peoples one had fought against only 

yesterday was hard to imagine. What was needed, said Bevin, in a May 1950 

North Atlantic Council meeting, was “a declaration of faith, of great strength 

and character”, in the future of the West.17

This impulse, reinforced in later meetings by De Gasperi, Stikker, 

and even Acheson himself at one point, eventually in late 1951 gave birth to 

the short-lived Atlantic Community Committee.18 But it produced a report 

and then suspended itself. While paying tribute to the need for developing the 

Atlantic Community spirit on a wide scale, the members quickly recognised:

—a) That cultural, informational and propaganda campaigns should be the 

province of national governments above all;

—b) That NATO’s role “would appear to be primarily one of stimulation 

and encouragement of discussion and contact between interested groups and 

promoting the freer exchange of ideas”;19

—c) That the “habit of consultation” should be the guiding principle of all 

discussions on method,20 together with respect for the prerogatives of existing 

organisations (this would neutralise NATO’s impulse to promote economic 

action), and the development of specific and concrete measures within a gen-

eral direction, rather than the realisation of any grand design.21

This was October 1951, about the time Greece and Turkey were 

joining the Alliance, after Eisenhower had arrived as Supreme Commander, 

but before NATO as such had been formally constituted. Eisenhower was to 

prove a keen supporter of information and education efforts, and had told the 

first top-level NATO meeting on information policy, in April that year, that 

“the coalition will exist and prosper in direct proportion to the confidence 

and support given it by the free peoples of our several countries. This, in turn, 
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depends wholly upon the effectiveness and honesty of the information that 

reaches them.”22 But the tone of this key meeting quickly changed when reality 

was grasped. The Chairman—Deputy Chair of the Atlantic Council itself—

immediately ruled out a central organisation, and insisted on local efforts first. 

The newly appointed head of the NATO Information Service, a little-known 

Canadian official, said he was beginning late with almost no resources. National 

information services would be key, but some nations had none, some several, 

and some directed attention overseas instead of developing mechanisms for 

domestic education. He foresaw the development of a “facilitating service of 

minor proportions”, nothing like the United Nations’ Department of Public 

Information which had 400 people and a budget of $3-4 million. In 1953 he 

would still point out that his office disposed of one twentieth of one per cent 

of the figure the Soviets were spending on propaganda.23

The delegates to the April 1951 gathering quickly brought out 

some of the differences which separated them. A Norwegian demanded a 

world-wide organization, but with a special focus along the Iron Curtain, from 

Finland to Yugoslavia. The Italian delegate made an eloquent plea for the pol-

icy later called ‘roll-back’. The Portuguese speaker said there must be no ques-

tion of defending capitalism “which is a word—we must admit—hated by the 

great European masses.” He also rejected “the super-imposition of influences 

from outside”, and the “creation of hegemonies.” The British speaker worried 

about the costs of re-armament and how they would be “sold” to the Brit pub-

lic. The President of Paix et Liberté, the militant psychological warfare group 

sponsored by the CIA and the US unions, insisted that “like should be fought 

with like”, the opponent should be defeated with his own methods, including 

of the clandestine variety. The points on which all seemed most agreed was 

that the Soviet propaganda challenge was strong, and successful, and that the 

West had nothing to match it. Their success in capturing the word Peace, and 

making it into a sort of trademark, was evident to everyone.24

From this meeting came a series of small initiatives and meetings. In August 

1952 the projects planned included an edition of NATO stamps, the creation 

of new visual symbols, a photographic contest, visits by journalists and non-

governmental associations, and revealing exhibits on life beyond the Iron 

Curtain.25 The Secretary General had proposed a long list of other activi-

ties, such as NATO Youth Camps, sports championships, exchanges, and 

inter-parliamentary visits. But they seemed to have remained mostly propos-

als, and a November 1952 report again emphasised the centrality of national 

information programmes. A re-dedication to the ‘battle for men’s minds’ was 

demanded by the Secretary General Lord Ismay in February 1953, but again 

there was above all respect for the national programmes.26

In spite of this, national representatives complained that too lit-

tle was being done, that the Soviets were winning all the propaganda battles, 

and that a true NATO feeling of mutual understanding and solidarity was 

lacking.27 But at a time when American public diplomacy, cultural efforts, 

propaganda and psychological war were running at a height never seen before 

or after, perhaps it was inevitable that this should be the case. Then again 

the US Secretary of State in the formative years, Dean Acheson, was evi-

dently never keen for NATO to function as anything other than a military 

organization, and said so very bluntly at the beginning.28 The changeover to 

Dulles seems to have made no difference to this sphere of Alliance activities. 

Meetings were called, reports written,29 but very little happened; the military 

challenges continued to dominate and five years would go by before the so-

called ‘political’ dimension was formally recognised.30
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Outside NATO

Whether the movement for Atlantic unity had as distinguished a pedigree as 

that for European integration by 1949 is an open question, but it was certainly 

stronger.31 Leaving aside the special British Anglo-Saxon version, its contem-

porary incarnation had been born with Clarence Streit’s Union Now of 1939, 

followed by a series of American books on similar lines, and particularly after 

the use by Walter Lippmann in 1943 of the phrase ‘Atlantic Community’, 

taking off from the Monroe Doctrine and the wartime Anglo-American alli-

ance.32 After the great success of Streit’s book, which aimed for a union of 

western democracies and their empires as the nucleus of a world government 

based on a federal structure, movements began to grow.

“The return to Europe obviously did not represent a return to 

the past”, writes the Canadian historian John English. “It represented rather 

an imaginative response to a threatened tradition that even an isolationist 

Lodge could now regard as a treasure…33 Canadians and Americans alike 

made common cause to defend their shared notion of Western Civilisation, 

says English. At Harvard James Conant brought that canon into the heart 

of general education, and Arthur Schlesinger, like Lester Pearson, extolled 

the tradition of ‘democratic liberty’ in The Vital Centre. Parents bought 

Robert Hutchins’ ‘Great Books’ for their children in greater quantities than 

ever before… The sense that these books, that tradition, and those experi-

ences had had a very close call in the 1930s and 1940s nourished the roots 

from which NATO emerged at mid-century. The strength of those roots 

explains its endurance; without them it would have withered in the bitter 

winds later in the century.34

Few today can imagine the strength of the so-called movement for 

Atlantic Union in its strongest years from 1949 to 1963, including—unlike the 

European integration movement—a strong, unofficial American component. 

In 1949, in parallel with the negotiations for NATO, a group of more than 

800 leading Americans launched the Atlantic Union Committee, to promote 

the idea of a “Union of Atlantic democracies much more integrated than the 

Atlantic Alliance.” A leading Senator, Kefauver of Tennessee, followed the 

Senate’s ratification of NATO with a formal call for a convention of delegates 

which would open the way to an Atlantic constituent assembly.35

The Atlantic Union Committee in the US was an influential 

body, whose high point was probably the ‘Declaration of Atlantic Unity’ of 

1954, signed by 244 leading citizens of 9 NATO countries (including Truman, 

Marshall and Acheson for the US). This document called for a radical 

strengthening of Atlantic institutions after the collapse of the EDC plan.36 

This produced the so-called Atlantic Parliament (still in existence), the great 

Atlantic congress of London in 1959, the Atlantic Institute in Paris, and the 

movement which transformed the Organisation for European Economic 

Cooperation (OEEC) of the Marshall Plan days into the Organisation for 

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) in 1961.37

The high point of this wave was the Atlantic Convention of 

Paris of January 1962, explicitly modelled on the Philadelphia Convention 

of 1787 which set out to draft a constitution for the federal United States. 

This one was meant to do the same for a Federation of Atlantic nations. 

The proposed framework included a permanent High Council, an Atlantic 

Assembly, an Atlantic High Court of Justice, and an Atlantic Economic 

Community.38 Enthusiasts included Jean Monnet, who spoke of the 

extraordinary transforming power of common institutions. The issues 

raised by nuclear weapons, the underdeveloped areas, the monetary stabil-

ity of our countries and even their trade policies, all require joint action by 

the West. What is necessary is to move towards a true Atlantic Community 

in which common institutions will be increasingly developed to meet com-

mon problems.39
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The Convention produced a resounding Declaration, which lacked nothing in 

solemnity and self-importance. But it was a strange moment. The Convention 

explicitly welcomed “the spirit of President Kennedy’s recent statement that a 

trade partnership should be formed between the United States and the European 

Economic Community.”40 Six months later came Kennedy’s Grand Design and 

the declaration of interdependence in Independence Hall, Philadelphia, which 

openly referred to the uniting of the 13 colonies as a precedent for what might 

be achieved by the construction of a true “Atlantic partnership”.41

But critics soon noted the limits of Kennedy’s vision. There was 

no talk of federations, no impulse to build new institutions, no reference 

to the Atlantic movement or the Paris convention.42 In fact the Kennedy 

impulse soon faded, finally killed off by de Gaulle’s challenge, which high-

lighted every aspect of the political and strategic falsehoods which he saw 

underlying the Atlantic system. But Kennedy’s efforts had also been attempts 

to bring European responsibilities into line with the realities of power in the 

Atlantic system as the Americans saw them. Lucid commentators on the spot 

warned the Kennedy Europeanists that times had changed and their efforts 

would not succeed. Ronald Steel’s End of Alliance of 1964 was particularly 

prescient: in the sense that it seizes upon the new kind of loyalty being cre-

ated in Europe, and upon the desire to be both separate and different from 

America, Gaullism is far stronger than de Gaulle and is likely to outlive its 

chief exponent just as Bonapartism survived the demise of Napoleon.43

What is Atlanticism?

By 1965 it was possible to list 10 major private groupings which had worked 

or were still working to promote the Atlantic idea. They included the Atlantic 

Treaty Association, with 15 national member groups; the Congress of European-

American Associations, the International Movement for Atlantic Union (the 

original federalists with Streit still at the head), the Bilderberg Group, and the 

Atlantic Institute in Paris.44 It was possible to talk of the emergence of an Atlantic 

ruling class,45 or as Charles Maier has put it, of an “imperial culture” led by an 

Atlantic elite with “semi-sacral status: Marshall, McCloy, Lovett, Spaak, Monnet, 

and other ‘wise men’ who exhorted to common effort and cooperation (…) 

transatlantic trips, common foreign policy forums, a network of clubby asso-

ciations for talk and mutual self-regard created in effect a transnational ruling 

group.” Maier goes on: Below this summit, a cadre of international civil serv-

ants served in Paris, Washington and elsewhere. Within two decades subsidiary 

networks arose around think-tanks, banks, unions etc. (…) mastery of English 

would become the cultural passport for every claimant to élite status…46

But was this elite happy with the outcome of all its efforts at 

networking and influence-sharing? There is reason to think not. “Closer 

Atlantic assimilation automatically flows from closer European integration”, 

affirmed a prominent American writer in 1969.47 But this never happened, 

and the reasons it didn’t could be masked by Atlanticism, but not resolved by 

it. Another member of the elite, Harlan Cleveland, had said bluntly in 1965 

that from their Atlantic relationship “Americans expected something better—

much better” than what had been realised by that time. He explained: They 

expected an Atlantic relationship in which conflicts of national interest, far 

from growing, would gradually give way to increasing cooperation, and in 

Western Europe’s case, to supranational union. They were not prepared to 

find themselves involved in the seemingly indefinite exercise of power which 

is no longer unambiguously desired by their European allies.48

Canadian historians, writing from the perspective of the inven-

tors of Article 2 and for whom Atlanticism was most explicitly a normative 

term, lamented the “dismal failure” of that project, and noted Secretary of State 

Acheson’s suspicion of Canadian L Pearson’s “canting Methodism”.49
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Atlanticism was always much more than support for NATO, and much 

more than the set of related institutions such as the OECD and the GATT. 

Canadian commentator Robert Wolfe said “it has a geographic base, but 

is most significantly a social institution (…) an organizing principle that 

helps us to see a pattern in a set of shared expectations among the par-

ticipating countries…”50 Wolfe quotes the international relations theorist 

Robert Keohane in support of his arguments. The Atlantic area is a zone 

of “complex interdependence” where conventional definitions of power 

have been superseded. Instead peaceful, constructive relations depend on 

the more or less conscious management of “rules, expectations and con-

ventions”,51 a means of communication (dominated by English), and “a 

mixture of beliefs and knowledge (all human constructs) about language, 

geography,history and culture…”52 This returns us to the issue of stories 

and narratives.

Which then has survived best, the myth of the Marshall Plan or 

‘Atlanticism’? Of course, the former has not since been tested in anything like 

a comparable situation, despite repeated calls for new Marshall Plans. After 

the fall of apartheid South Africans called for a Marshall Plan. After the fall 

of the Berlin Wall Eastern Europeans and Russians demanded the Marshall 

Plan they had been denied by the Soviet Union in 1947. The break-up of 

the Yugoslav republic provoked a similar demand. The Italian government 

demanded such an operation for Palestine. Fearful of further disintegration 

in Africa, the British government proposed in 2005 coordinated interna-

tional intervention on the lines of the Marshall Plan. One report says that the 

resource transfers from West to East Germany each year since the fall of the 

Wall were equal in volume to the whole of the European Recovery Program.53 

But the intra-German effort was never cast in those terms by anyone. The 

myth of the Plan had become as forceful as its true historical legacy, but was 

never put to the test.

NATO of course continues to exist, and is tested every day. After the fall of the 

Wall, Secretary of State James Baker declared “America is a European power” 

and called for a Kennedy-style renewal of the Alliance. In November 1990 

came the joint ‘Declaration on US—EC Relations’, which celebrated decades 

of shared values, experience and aims, swore fresh allegiance to NATO, and 

at the same time recognised the “accelerating process by which the European 

Community is acquiring its own identity.”54 All that followed from this 

was the Summit of Madrid in 1995, which saw the President of the EU, the 

President of the US and the Secretary General of NATO meet together for-

mally for the first time. The Gulf and the Yugoslav crises, the transformations 

of Russia and Germany, the enlargement of the EU and its economic stagna-

tion, and the Euro-Dollar contest have all tested the old narrative to the limits. 

But none has brought it closer to collapse than the Iraq war.

In the views of many, two different conceptions of the West 

seem to be taking root which offer contrasting visions of the meaning of the 

West’s Enlightenment heritage at the level of moral values. Alain Minc, the 

French political commentator, Ian Buruma, the Anglo-Australian writer, Peter 

Schneider, the senior German novelist, and Javier Solana, former Secretary 

General of NATO and now the head of EU foreign policy, have all expressed 

the same sentiments.55 Solana talks of a “moral certainty of religious America 

(which) is hard to replicate in secular Europe.” Minc mentions the philosoph-

ical differences apparent in the links between religion and the State, on abor-

tion and the death penalty, on the purposes of politics and war as a crusade. 

But it is Peter Schneider who best articulates what is at stake now: Europeans 

think that Americans are on their way to betraying some of the elementary 

tenets of the Enlightenment, [the notion for instance] that human judge-

ments and decisions are fallible by their very nature. In its language of power 

the Bush administration has created the opposite impression, establishing a 

new principle in which [Americans] are “first among unequals”. [Meanwhile] 
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Washington accuses Europe of shirking its international responsibilities, and 

thus its own human rights inheritance. But as Schneider underlines, the 

dilemmas this situation provokes cannot readily be resolved within the usu-

ally-accepted confines of the Enlightenment heritage: Who is the true advo-

cate of human rights? The one who cites international law to justify standing 

by while genocide takes place or the one who puts an end to the genocide, 

even if it means violating international law?

Minc—like Jurgen Habermas—suggests a transatlantic divorce 

must now take place, preferably painlessly, which means ‘no’ to anti-Amer-

icanism, ‘yes’ to realising there are important security and economic inter-

ests we all share, but different values of reference. Never was there a greater 

need for a commonly recognised “European individual”, he suggests. Similar 

sentiments have driven Cardinal Ruini’s effort to counteract the tendencies 

driving a historical split over values, Garton Ash’s various statements on the 

widening transatlantic divide, and the transatlantic declaration of intellectu-

als recently presented at the Brookings Institution.56

The split, if such it is, may have been developing for years. 

“The danger of American democracy is that it always endeavours to expand 

a majority into unanimity”, said Robert Mead nearly 40 years ago, “thus 

the constant drive to uniformity and consolidation.”57 The creation and 

projection of narratives is at the heart of these efforts, and one which the 

rest of us have great difficulty in matching.58 The lessons of the Marshall 

Plan and Atlanticism are clear, especially today. Unless the EU can find its 

own geopolitical narrative, it will fail to justify, explain or legitimise its own 

‘cosmologie locale’, its own little experiment in local universalism, not just 

to the world, but to its own people.59
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