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The Atlantic Charter: 
Genesis of the Transatlantic 
World Order 

The New Atlantic Charter addressed many modern threats, 
ranging from disinformation and cyber threats to climate 
change and the current health crisis. But perhaps most 
significantly, it reaffirmed the postwar international order to 
tackle these global challenges.1 That order is based on prin-
ciples of democracy, the rule of law, and human rights, and 
on international cooperation and collective security. This 
signaled a clear reversal of the disruptive America First pol-
icy of President Donald Trump, who habitually insulted his 
transatlantic allies, undermined the principles of collective 
security, and refused to support any multilateral coopera-
tion. Biden wanted to rescue US foreign policy after Trump 
and repeatedly reassured his Atlantic allies that “America is 
back, the trans-Atlantic alliance is back.”2 

This raises the question whether the American-led inter-
national order, that was founded by the Atlantic Charter of 
1941, is also back and makes it urgent to revisit the histor-
ical moment that gave birth to the transatlantic world, the 
curious but critical transatlantic encounter between Presi-
dent Franklin Delano Roosevelt and Prime Minister Winston 
Churchill. 

SOMEWHERE IN THE ATLANTIC 
Symbolically, the leaders met for a three-day wartime sum-
mit in August 1941 “somewhere in the Atlantic,” on board 

the British battleship Prince of Wales, which was moored in 
Placentia Bay off the coast of Newfoundland.3 The meeting 
between the statesmen was rather asymmetrical and reflect-
ed the changing geopolitical realities of this period. Church-
ill desperately needed US support to sustain the British war 
effort. Although Churchill had corresponded with Roosevelt 
regularly since he became prime minister in May 1940, af-
ter Germany swiftly invaded the Netherlands, Belgium and 
France, the two communicated “with increasing intimacy.” 
He evoked old themes of Anglo-Saxon relationships of blood 
and history. As Churchill later confided in his memoirs, he 
“wooed Roosevelt more ardently than a young man woos a 
maiden.”4 Roosevelt, on the other hand, was not much of 
an anglophile and felt more affinity with his Dutch heritage. 
In spite of Churchill’s urgent entreaties, the American presi-
dent was not able to support Great Britain in any formal way, 
at least not until the Japanese forces attacked the United 
States at Pearl Harbor four months later. 

Churchill, however, won Roosevelt’s friendship by skillfully 
orchestrating the superpower meeting with appropriate sym-
bolism that expressed Anglo-American solidarity. On Sunday 
morning August 10, the church service on the quarterdeck 
was, as the prime minister intended, “fully choral and fully 
photographic.” National anthems were played, flags waved 
side by side, and the service was attended by one hundred 
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British and American members of the armed forces of all 
ranks. “Every word seemed to stir the heart,” Churchill re-
membered. It was so moving, “It seemed a sort of marriage 
service,” Churchill’s secretary remarked drily.5 

THE ATLANTIC CHARTER
Remarkably, the Atlantic summit at sea, although it failed 
to meet Churchill’s urgent wartime needs, yielded results 
that went far beyond the transatlantic friendship or the 
Anglo-American special relationship that the British prime 
minister had referenced. On August 14, the two statemen 
issued a joint declaration that later would be called the 
Atlantic Charter. This 400-word document, which was pro-
posed by Churchill and amended by Roosevelt, was nothing 
short of a blueprint for a postwar world. It outlined several 
principles that would form the basis of the liberal world or-
der. Some of the points listed in the Charter, such as the 
principle of self-determination, rejection of territorial aggran-
dizement and the use of force, and the support for freedom 
of the seas, free trade, and economic collaboration, revived 

the ideals of Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points. The charter 
also revived the Wilsonian ideal of the League of Nations. 
Roosevelt later came up with a name for this new organiza-
tion: the United Nations.

Although Churchill provided most of the drafting, the Atlantic 
Charter encapsulated Roosevelt’s ideals for a better world. 
During his State of the Union address on January 6, 1941, 
the American president had already formulated four fun-
damental freedoms that people “everywhere in the world” 
ought to enjoy. The first two, the freedom of speech and the 
freedom of religion, reflected the conventional constitution-
al freedoms that were protected by the US Bill of Rights. 
With the third, the freedom from want, however, Roosevelt 
endorsed a right to economic well-being. This entitlement 
reflected the more recent ambitions of the New Deal to use 
the resources of the national government to provide pub-
lic welfare and shield citizens from the effects of economic 
distress. The fourth freedom was even bolder. With the free-
dom from fear, the American president promised to protect 

Prime Minister Boris Johnson (left) meets US President Joe Biden (right) at the G7 Summit, June 2021. With the signing of a New Atlantic Charter, US President Joe Biden and 
UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson vow to tackle the challenges of the 21st century collectively (photo: The White House / Wikimedia Commons)
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citizens “anywhere in the world” from foreign aggression. 
By explicitly positioning these four freedoms as “the very 
antithesis of the so-called new order of tyranny which the 
dictators seek to create,” he offered a grand vision for a 
democratic, liberal world order that would secure human 
rights and freedoms. In a sense the Atlantic Charter provid-
ed a New Deal for the world.6

The Atlantic Charter, in spite of its modest status as a brief 
wartime statement, was widely publicized in a series of 
press conferences, in which Roosevelt compared the doc-
ument with the American Constitution, the Magna Carta, 
and even the Ten Commandments. If this may sound slight-
ly overstated, the Charter was a defining turning point that 
committed the United States to a comprehensive system 
of postwar international collaboration to secure justice and 
security, even before it formally entered the war.

Roosevelt’s ideas were also strongly amplified by the pow-
erful media of the day. One month later the influential me-
dia magnate and editor Henry Luce turned the presidential 
speech into a passionate mission statement for modern 
America. In an article in his widely popular magazine Life, 
with the programmatic and prophetic title “The American 
Century,” he strongly urged the United States to forsake iso-
lationism and accept the responsibilities of a world power. 
Echoing the four freedoms, he argued that America should 
feed the world and act as the world’s Good Samaritan in 
spreading democracy. More importantly, it should become 
the center of a vital international economy and an interna-
tional moral order. The international influence of the Unit-
ed States was also cultural. “American jazz, Hollywood 
movies, American slang, American machines and patented 
products,” Luce reminded his readers, “are in fact the only 
things that every community in the world, from Zanzibar to 
Hamburg, recognizes in common.”7

FROM CHARTER TO WORLD ORDER
Roosevelt’s natural skill as a coalition builder turned the 
Atlantic Charter into a global alliance. On New Year’s Day 
1942, less than one month after Pearl Harbor, a larger group 
of nations, including China and Russia, supported the At-
lantic Charter’s principles by adopting a joint “Declaration 
by United Nations,” which in turn formed the basis of the 
United Nations charter that was signed by 50 nations, on 
June 26, 1945, in San Francisco. In December 1948 the 
UN adopted the Genocide Convention and the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights as common standards for all 
member states. On the same principles of the UN Charter 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization was created on April 
4, 1949. As a military alliance that was based on the prin-
ciple of collective security, NATO was the capstone of the 
transatlantic order. It was founded to defend “the freedom, 
common heritage and civilisation of their peoples, founded 

on the principles of democracy, individual liberty and the 
rule of law.”8

The Atlantic Charter gave birth to many more organizations. 
In the conference at Bretton Woods of July 1944, officially 
known as the United Nations Monetary and Financial Con-
ference, the charter’s vision for economic collaboration was 
developed into a blueprint for an economic postwar world 
order that would take form in the International Monetary 
Fund, the World Bank, and the General Agreement on Tariffs 
and Trade (GATT), which would later turn into the World Trade 
Organization.9 The transatlantic partners remained the solid 
core of these institutions, even if the ambitions were univer-
sal. The Atlantic Charter, then, that was formulated during 
the shipboard encounter between FDR and Churchill provid-
ed the foundation for a wide-ranging transatlantic order.

NON-ENTANGLEMENT
Perhaps more significantly, the Atlantic Charter also marked 
the end to one and a half centuries of American neutral-
ism and aloofness. Even before the US entered the war, 
the charter firmly entangled it in a web of multilateral insti-
tutions and heralded a new era of liberal internationalism. 
From a historical perspective, this was a major revolution 
in American foreign policy. The American republic, after all, 
was founded at the end of the eighteenth century as an an-
tithesis to Europe. International isolationism was the logical 
result.10 

George Washington formulated this principle in his famous 
Farewell Address in 1796. He strongly cautioned against 
forming passionate attachments with other nations. Per-
manent alliances, he felt, would draw the young republic 
into the constant wars that were raging in Europe between 
France and its many adversaries. “Why,” he asked rhetori-
cally, “by interweaving our destiny with that of any part of 
Europe, entangle our peace and prosperity in the toils of 
European Ambition, Rivalship, Interest, Humor or Caprice?” 
The foreign policy of the United States should be “to steer 
clear of permanent alliances with any portion of the foreign 
world.”11 

This strongly worded warning against “foreign entangle-
ments” would remain the foundation of the international 
policy of the United States during the next century and a 
half. The simple guiding principle for international relations 
became, as the third president of the United States, Thom-
as Jefferson, would formulate it, ‘‘peace, commerce, and 
honest friendship with all nations — entangling alliances 
with none.” In 1832 President James Monroe turned that 
dogma of transatlantic separation into an official doctrine. 
In opposing European attempts to colonize the Western 
hemisphere, he asserted that that the New World and the 
Old World should remain distinctly separate spheres of in-
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fluence. The Monroe Doctrine of non-intervention, as this 
anti-European guideline would be called, would remain the 
cornerstone of American foreign policy far into the twentieth 
century.12

HESITANT ENTANGLEMENTS
Why did the United States, by signing the Atlantic Charter 
in 1941, decide to entangle itself with Europe? American 
domestic policy is the key to this reversal. Roosevelt’s 
New Deal represented a victory of liberal ideals that had 
been slowly developing since the Progressive Era and now 
became the core of the dominant political philosophy. The 
American government assumed a new responsibility for eco-
nomic progress and social welfare. Roosevelt transferred 
these domestic ambitions to foreign policy in offering what 
was in fact a New Deal for the world. The Atlantic Charter 
resulted from his passion to export a domestic political rev-
olution to Europe and the wider world.

We should realize, however, that overcoming the long-held 
American principle of non-entanglement required Roo-
sevelt’s adept diplomacy and political skills. He had to com-
pete with the isolationist movement of the late 1930s. The 
America First Committee, which was founded in September 
1940, evoked President Washington as a patron saint of 
non-entanglement in urging that the United States stay out 
of European wars. Although that isolationist impulse was 
silenced by Pearl Harbor, it lingered in the background, even 
during the postwar decades of liberal globalism when the 
United States became the leader of the free world. After the 
end of the Cold War and the war on terrorism that followed 
9/11, American exceptionalism and identitarian populism 
resurfaced and pulled American foreign policy back from 
Roosevelt’s liberal interventionism. The foreign policy of the 
Trump administration blatantly reestablished an America 
First ideology, and in a sense ensnared international rela-
tions in the domestic cultural wars that divide American so-
ciety. “Europe” became a metaphor for the elitism, bureau-

The joint statement by Churchill and FDR would inherently link the US to the post-war rules-based international order, thus living up to the status FDR ascribed to it. Both 
leaders met on the HMS Prince of Wales. Depicted here is the battleship in Singapore on December 4th 1941, six days before Japanese torpedoes would sink it (photo: Wikimedia 
/ Abrahams, H J (Lt))
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cracy and governmental intervention that neo-conservatives 
detested. Roosevelt’s transatlantic order was replaced by 
Atlantic drift.

Although Biden explicitly revived support for the liberal world 
order, he also promoted a foreign policy that serves the eco-
nomic concerns of the American middle class. The New At-
lantic Charter evoked an idealist set of fundamental princi-
ples that reflect common values, but also reflect nationalist 
realism. This pragmatism will likely limit the potential of the 
new charter to revitalize the transatlantic alliance. The sub-
marine deal with the United Kingdom and Australia, which 
Biden signed in the wake of his European visit, shows that it 
may even accelerate further Atlantic drift.13
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