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Introduction

The transatlantic relationship has been one of the central features of international rela-
tions since the end of World War II. Even before the formation of the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO), the United States and major European countries (France 
and Great Britain in particular) formed a partnership in the shadow of the emerging East–
West confrontation. Over the next four decades the transatlantic relationship deepened and 
formed an integral part of the international system. Since the early 1990s, the ties – military, 
economic, and cultural – developed in earlier years were expanded to include an ever-larger 
community of nations. In 1949, for example, NATO had 12 member states. Sixty years later 
this roster had more than doubled to 28. Judged on this basis alone, the transatlantic relation-
ship has been a uniquely successful one since the end of World War II, complemented by 
the simultaneous success of European integration. While most other parts of the world have 
seen endless conflict and tremendous human suffering, Europe and North America appear 
to have experienced a ‘Pax Transatlantica’.

Judged from political rhetoric and the writings of historians, political scientists and other 
commentators, however, the last six decades have seen but an endless series of transatlantic 
crises and conflicts. The evolution of NATO, the transfer of European colonies to independ-
ence, changing perceptions of the Soviet threat and the emergence of anti-American senti-
ment in Europe are among the issues that caused periods of ‘unprecedented’ transatlantic 
rows. At various times different observers declared these to be major breaking points in the 
transatlantic relationship. For example, in 2003 the American writer Robert Kagan tersely 
noted that ‘it was time for Americans and Europeans to stop pretending that they share the 
same world view, or even occupy the same planet’.

However, despite the never-ending supply of confrontations and crises, the transatlantic 
relationship has endured, even blossomed. This textbook will provide an analysis of this 
apparently contradictory tale of a partnership that, while constantly in trouble, remains 
extraordinarily close. In essence, it will grapple with a basic question: which has been the 
more ‘normal’ (or commonplace) state of transatlantic relations since 1945 – tension or 
unity, conflict or community?

Although this book focuses on the period after World War II, the transatlantic relationship 
has deep roots in history. From the ‘discovery’ of America in 1492 through the various waves 
of migration and colonization in the centuries that followed, Europe and the Americas were 
linked together. The American Revolution in the late 18th century may have been directed 
against British colonial rule, but it was inspired by European ideas and supported by France. 
The subsequent expansion of the United States was intertwined with the imperial struggles 
of European powers; struggles that were eventually joined by the United States in the late 
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19th century. By that point American economic power had surpassed its former imperial 
masters. This newfound power was on display in the closing stages of World War I, when 
American troops, for the first time in history, engaged in a European war. At the end of the 
Great War, American economic power placed it in a powerful position to shape post-war 
Europe. To an extent, the US President Woodrow Wilson did exactly that, championing the 
ideas of national self-determination and collective security. Yet, in the 1920s and 1930s, 
America retreated from Europe: the United States did not join the League of Nations, while 
the onset of the Great Depression strengthened isolationist sentiments. In Europe, difficult 
economic conditions allowed extreme political movements to gather strength while democ-
racies were under siege. Ultimately, Nazi Germany’s attack on Poland in September 1939 
plunged the continent into the most devastating war in human history.

World War II had two important consequences for the transatlantic relationship: it weak-
ened Europeans and made the United States into a European power. After Germany overran 
Poland, Denmark, Norway, the Benelux countries and France in 1939–1940, American 
assistance helped keep the British afloat. The Anglo-American cooperation that emerged 
– what Winston Churchill dubbed the ‘special relationship’ – grew increasingly important 
even before the United States officially entered the war following the Japanese attack on 
Pearl Harbour in December 1941. But no matter how many stirring speeches Churchill gave, 
it was clear that Americans were the senior partner in that relationship. Indeed, it was the 
massive American materiel and human resources that ultimately turned the tables in the 
Allies’ favour. By 1944 American, British and other forces landed in France. On 8 May 1945 
Germany surrendered.

Unlike after World War I, Americans would stay deeply involved in European affairs 
after 1945. They did so in large part because of a shared belief on both sides of the Atlantic 
that the defeat of Germany had not produced a long-term solution for Western Europe’s 
security. The Soviet Union – a partner in the war against Germany – quickly emerged as an 
aggressive nemesis. For the most part, Europeans, confronted with shattered national econo-
mies and an uncertain future, welcomed American economic aid and security guarantees. 
For reasons of economic profit, ideology and security, Americans ultimately opted to link 
their future closely with that of post-war (Western) Europe. Consequently, World War II was 
a significant watershed in the evolution of transatlantic relations.

The period since the defeat of Nazi Germany is the era when the multitude of links between 
United States and Western Europe were created, extended, multiplied and repeatedly chal-
lenged. Given the devastation of most of Europe during World War II and the spectre of 
potential Soviet expansionism, the United States exercised a particularly preponderant 
influence in reconstructing and reshaping post-war Western Europe. The Marshall Plan, 
NATO and other transatlantic initiatives also contributed to the emergence of European 
integration in its various forms. Yet, while post-war Europe may have been to some extent 
an ‘American’ creation, the second half of the Cold War saw a growing set of European chal-
lenges to United States predominance. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the deepening 
and widening of the European Union (EU) has in some ways reversed the situation that 
existed six decades ago. As early as the 1990s, the EU had a higher GDP (if not per capita 
income) than the US and boasted a larger population; due to the enlargements of 1995, 2004 
and 2007 these gaps have continued to grow. Recognizing and documenting the impact of 
this development – a historical irony of sorts – seems crucial for our understanding of the 
post-war history of transatlantic relations, as well as for comprehending their present state 
and possible future direction.
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Within this context it is important to note that the close transatlantic links created during 
the Cold War extended far beyond security policy or economic development. In some 
ways, more influential than anything else was the rapid spread of American popular and 
consumer culture to Western Europe. Not, of course, without resistance from certain quar-
ters. ‘We want neither Coca-Cola nor vodka’, one French newspaper declared in 1949. In 
reality, however, most French people and other Europeans easily preferred Coca-Cola and 
the American way of life to the alternative.

The post-1945 era also spelled the end of a ‘European’ globe. As a result of rapid decolo-
nization, by the 1970s the empires of France, Great Britain, the Netherlands and Belgium 
– as well as the remaining colonial possessions of the Spanish and the Portuguese – had all 
passed into history. Although overshadowed by the Cold War, decolonization clearly altered 
the respective global outlooks of Americans and Europeans alike. To simplify the situa-
tion in caricature form, the end result was that Europeans turned inwards while Americans 
pioneered globalization. Europeans took offence when former Secretary of State Henry 
Kissinger in 1973 pronounced that the old continent’s interests were ‘regional’ (in contrast 
to America’s ‘global’ ones). But in some ways his words still resonate almost 40 years later. 
They reflect the continued imbalance between America’s military abilities, which allow the 
country to project its power abroad, and Europe’s relative impotence when it comes down to 
exercising coercive power. This imbalance – whether one views it in a positive or negative 
light – is, of course, not a new development but a product and legacy of the Cold War.

The two major themes of this book reflect the preoccupations of most policymakers on both 
sides of the Atlantic since the end of World War II: security and economics. To these we 
should add a third: what is today referred to as ‘soft power’. A brief explanation of each is 
in order.

In security terms, the American role in Europe during the second half of the twentieth 
century seems to have experienced a virtually linear course. Since the end of World War 
II, Americans retained a strong presence as the dominant member of NATO throughout the 
Cold War. Former enemies, such as Germany, became close allies, while even countries 
that often criticized the United States were reluctant to break completely with Washington. 
France’s dramatic exit from NATO’s integrated military structure in 1966 did not amount 
to a withdrawal. Nor has this pattern of security cooperation changed dramatically since 
the end of the Cold War. NATO expansion has, in fact, extended US influence, while the 
American role in such conflicts following the break-up of the former Yugoslavia illustrates 
the relative incapacity of Europeans when faced with the need to take decisive military 
action.

But security issues – cooperation and conflict – extend far beyond the immediate transat-
lantic region. The 2002–2003 crisis over the invasion of Iraq was but the latest in a string of 
debates between the United States and its allies across the Atlantic over events outside the 
actual geopolitical space of the transatlantic community. Indeed, such differences go back 
to the late 19th century, when the United States acquired its own empire after defeating 
Spain in a brief war and taking over the Philippines. Yet, from the very start, Americans 
distinguished between European colonialism and their own ‘imperialism’ by maintaining 
that the United States was, in fact, engaged in a ‘democracy enlargement’ exercise. This 
explanation has ever since accompanied American military engagements and occupations, 
be it in the Caribbean region before World War II, in Vietnam during the Cold War, or in 
Iraq and Afghanistan in the 21st century. Many Europeans have found the argument less 
than convincing, at best.
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The economic side of transatlantic relations has been dominated by the evolution of 
European integration. By most measures, this has been a remarkable success story. During 
the Cold War, integration transformed one half of the continent from a region traditionally 
marred by constant strife and violent national ambitions into a community of nations that 
had effectively managed to eradicate war as a means to political ends. No doubt this devel-
opment was made all the more remarkable by the successful integration of the western half 
of Germany into the European Economic Community (EEC) and the continued, if increas-
ingly ambivalent, American support for European integration. Moreover, as events in the 
1990s and the early 21st century have shown, European integration – even with nagging 
doubts about the direction of the EU – was to prosper even further after the collapse of the 
Cold War order in Europe.

From the perspective of transatlantic relations, however, European integration has been 
a complicated phenomenon. Early American support – traceable at least as far back as the 
Marshall Plan – became increasingly ambivalent as European economic recovery trans-
lated into the relative decline of the US dominance in transatlantic economic relations. 
Frequent trade and tariff disputes created tension across the Atlantic. European challenges 
– perhaps most prominently that spearheaded by France under Charles de Gaulle – raised 
concerns over the growing political independence of Europe, which was, in part, related to 
the increased collective economic power of the EEC (and later the EU). Today, almost six 
decades since the launching of the Marshall Plan, many Americans tend to consider the EU 
as a competitor rather than a partner. In the meantime, many Europeans tend to view the EU 
as a necessary counterbalance to American (or Anglo-American) dominance.

The third, least comprehensively covered, theme concerns the ‘softer side’ of transatlantic 
relations. The Americanization of Europe, and European resistance to it, has been a persis-
tent theme in American studies, cultural history and Cold War scholarship. More recently, 
studies have also pointed to the (admittedly more limited) Europeanization of American 
culture. The title of one book (by Richard Pells) summed up the impact of the spread of 
American culture in its various forms on post-1945 Europe: Not Like Us. Indeed, since the 
1990s it has become fashionable to talk about the globalization – rather than Americanization 
– of culture, and to emphasize that in today’s world cultural trends do not simply flow from 
one nation or region to another. While acknowledging the impact of culture, this textbook 
will also make reference to the impact that popular perceptions have had on policymaking; 
how, for example, the positive or negative images of an American president (e.g. John F. 
Kennedy or George W. Bush) have had an impact on the transatlantic relationship. In short, 
our work is interested more in the role of so-called ‘soft power’ in transatlantic relations than 
in the appeal of, say, blue jeans or rock music (or their roles as cultural metaphors).

The book is divided chronologically into nine chapters.
Chapter 1 focuses on the origins of the transatlantic relationship. The common percep-

tion in Western Europe and the United States of the Soviet threat was the central element 
shaping the transatlantic partnership. While initially envisioning a disengagement from 
European affairs, America instead gradually undertook the leadership of the Western 
camp with such policies as the Truman doctrine and the Marshall Plan. Then, as the Cold 
War became a concrete reality, the North Atlantic Treaty permanently linked the secu-
rity of the United States to that of Western Europe, therefore complementing the political 
and economic relationship with a military alliance. Chapter 2 assesses the evolution of 
the transatlantic relationship through the creation of institutional frameworks to sustain 
and guide its future development. The institutionalization of NATO and the first steps of 
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European integration – which led to the creation of the EEC – are central aspects of the 
chapter, which also assesses the shifting dynamics of the Cold War – with its stabilization 
in Europe and the emergence of the first ‘out of area’ issues. While Europe proceeded on 
the path of economic integration, for its security and defence it continued to predominantly 
rely on the United States. Chapter 3 analyses the emergence of the first tensions between 
the United States and Europe, a consequence of the sense of vulnerability caused by the 
Soviet launch of Sputnik. The impact of the process of decolonization, Kennedy’s grand 
design for the Western Alliance and the repercussions of the Berlin crisis are also crucial 
focal points of the chapter.

Chapter 4 describes the emerging European challenges to American hegemony between 
1961 and 1972. In the context of a booming Common Market in Western Europe, super-
power entente on the European status quo and America’s controversial war in Vietnam, 
French President Charles de Gaulle and West German Chancellor Willy Brandt introduced 
new levels of European initiative into the Atlantic framework. The premises of transat-
lantic cooperation persisted throughout the years 1973–1983, albeit characterized by an 
increased distance between the Atlantic partners (Chapter 5). The Western Europeans and 
the Americans now prioritized their own concerns over Atlantic unity, and after 1979 disa-
greed over strategies to confront the Soviet Union in the ‘Second Cold War’. Chapter 5 ends 
with the final culmination of East–West tensions in late 1983. Chapter 6 covers the increas-
ingly fast transformation of the Cold War antagonism, from Reagan’s political turnaround 
in early 1984 and Gorbachev’s subsequent accession to power in the Soviet Union until the 
fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989. In the course of events, transatlantic differences 
over East–West and security issues lost much of their substance. Rather, the transformations 
of 1989 raised the question of whether the traditional Atlantic framework still made sense in 
the face of a fundamentally new situation.

The end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union opened a new era in trans-
atlantic relations. Yet, while questions were raised about the durability of NATO and the 
potential for increased transatlantic competition in the wake of the founding of the EU, the 
post-Cold War era actually resulted in a strengthened American role in Europe. As discussed 
in Chapter 7, the series of conflicts that raged in the former Yugoslavia in the first half of the 
1990s confirmed the importance of the United States for Europe’s security. After 1995, this 
role was further emphasized as the Clinton administration trumpeted ‘enlargement’ as a key 
theme of its foreign policy (Chapter 8). Within the context of transatlantic relations, the first 
NATO enlargement in 1999 essentially meant that the Cold War American–West European 
relationship was no more. Not only had former Soviet bloc countries become ‘insiders’, but 
transatlantic relations were under some strain from both the EU’s drive for deeper and wider 
integration, as well as the persistent forces of economic globalization.

In surveying the evolution of transatlantic relations during the decade following 11 
September 2001, Chapter 9 describes the tensions that grew from America’s pursuit of the 
Global War on Terror (GWT), which resulted in a dramatic increase of transatlantic tension, 
particularly in the context of the Iraq War. But the chapter also evaluates the continued 
enlargement of NATO and the progress of European integration in the early 21st century. By 
2011, despite gloomy predictions, the transatlantic relationship had been reinvigorated by 
several factors: the ascendancy of Barack Obama to the US presidency, the threat posed to 
the transatlantic economic space by the global financial crisis of 2007–2008, and the need to 
cooperate in the face of events collectively dubbed the ‘Arab Spring’ of 2011. Furthermore, 
with the rise of ‘the rest’ (China, India, Brazil and other rapidly developing economies), the 
United States and Europe find themselves, yet again, facing a common set of challenges.



6  Introduction

It needs to be emphasized that this is not the ‘full’ story of the evolution of transatlantic 
relations since 1945. As the title of this book indicates, ours is but an ‘introduction’, aimed at 
those who wish to begin making sense of one of the bedrocks of contemporary international 
relations. To help readers identify certain key issues and points in the evolution of transat-
lantic relations, we have included a number of graphs, maps, tables and information boxes 
throughout the book. To assist those (hopefully numerous) readers who wish to explore 
certain aspects of the transatlantic relationship further, we have included suggestions for 
supplementary readings.



1	 American commitment to Europe, 
1945–1949

Europe in ruins
As the Soviet troops advanced into Germany at the end of World War II, the German dictator 
wrote – in what would become known as The Testament of Adolf Hitler – these famously 
prophetic words:

With the defeat of the Reich and pending the emergence of the Asiatic, the African, 
and perhaps the South American nationalisms, there will remain in the world only two 
Great Powers capable of confronting each other – the United States and Soviet Russia. 
The laws of both history and geography will compel these two Powers to a trial of 
strength, either military or in the fields of economics and ideology. These same laws 
make it inevitable that both Powers should become enemies of Europe. And it is equally 
certain that both these Powers will sooner or later find it desirable to seek support of the 
sole surviving great nation in Europe, the German people.1

Europe’s weakened condition after the war, and the collapse of the German economic and 
political power did, indeed, clear the way for the preponderant emergence on the world 
scene of the United States and the Soviet Union. It was the beginning of the bipolar era. 
Much of the history of the post-war years, in fact, revolves around the European attempt to 
recapture the centrality lost in 1945. The trial of strength between the United States and the 
Soviet Union predicted by the German dictator did ensue. However, the new superpowers 
would not become enemies of Europe, but rather enemies in Europe. And Germany was to 
be, at least initially, the battleground of the rivalry.

World War II had destroyed much of Europe. After the war, the assessments on the 
conditions of the European economy and possibilities of reconstruction were not encour-
aging. Most of the continent had been devastated by the military operations. In particular, 
the countries of Central and Eastern Europe – through which the front line had passed 
– had suffered enormous damages. Poland had lost almost 20 per cent of its population, 
Yugoslavia around 10 per cent, and the casualties for the Soviet Union are estimated to have 
been between 15 and 20 million. Germany lay in ruins. Not only its industrial capacity, but 
also its administrative and political structure had totally disintegrated after the collapse 
of the Nazi regime. And any future prospect was hindered by the military occupation and 
division of the country. While the Western European countries had suffered fewer human 
casualties, the material damages were catastrophic. France, weakened by the Nazi occupa-
tion and its internal divisions, suffered damages that were estimated as triple the annual 
pre-war internal growth rate, while the industrial sector was working at only 35 per cent 
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of its overall capacity. Italy’s agricultural production – the most important sector for the 
country’s economy – was 60 per cent less in 1945 than in 1938, while the industrial sector 
lost around 20 per cent of its capacity. Both France’s and Italy’s transport infrastructure – 
roads and railways in particular – had suffered huge damages. In contrast, Great Britain’s 
structural losses were comparatively less, although the German air bombings had inflicted 
severe damages in the cities. But it was mainly in economic terms that World War II was a 
hollow victory for the British. The second largest creditor nation in 1939, Britain became 
the largest debtor as a result of the war, which had cost an estimated quarter of the country’s 
overall wealth. Exports were reduced to 60 per cent of the pre-war total, while expenditures 
had increased fivefold.

Considering the situation in Europe, the emergence of the United States and of the 
Soviet Union on the world scene was, perhaps, inevitable. The United States was the only 
country untouched by the devastation of the war. It was the rising economic power, already 
expanding during the interwar years, despite the negative impact of the Great Depression. 
The Soviet Union, while having paid an overwhelmingly high price for the war, was the only 
power that maintained a direct and preponderant military presence on half of the European 
continent. Europe lay in-between, divided by a front line that did not match any political, 
ethnic or historical criteria. The military occupation created a geographic division, which 
would then evolve into opposing political and ideological entities. The end of the war there-
fore also marked the abrupt emergence of an East–West division that would last for four 
decades. The Western European countries turned to the United States for both economic 
relief and protection against Soviet expansionism. For its part, Washington pursued its own 
strategic objectives and the expansion of its influence over Western Europe. The Cold War 
transatlantic relationship was at its inception.

American idealism versus European realism

Roosevelt’s grand design

When the Allied leaders met at the Yalta conference in February 1945 they were aware that 
the end of the war in Europe had become only a matter of time. The ‘big three’ – Franklin 
Roosevelt, Winston Churchill and Joseph Stalin – therefore looked to the future. While the 
wartime alliance was still perceived as solid, different visions of the post-war European 
order were clearly emerging. For the United States, the war had been necessary in order to 
counter the threat posed by Hitler’s regime. But as the objective of defeating Nazi Germany 
was being achieved, Roosevelt looked towards creating a new international world order, one 
that would avoid the devastations of another world war.

The key element of the American president’s ‘grand design’ was the creation of inter-
national organizations, such as the United Nations, to maintain peace and security, and 
financial institutions to regulate economic relationships and coordinate the reconstruction. 
Roosevelt’s ideas derived from America’s traditional aversion towards defining perma-
nent spheres of influence and from the Wilsonian idealism that, in the interwar years, had 
inspired the League of Nations. At the same time, Roosevelt’s vision was coherent with 
promoting American interests. In 1945, these were not identified with the maintenance of a 
presence in Europe. Before the coming of the Cold War, the US objective was to assure for 
itself the pivotal role in the economic relationship with Europe, while delegating security 
aspects to the newly founded United Nations.


