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4 Remapping America
Continentalism, Globalism, and the Rise 
of the Atlantic Community, 1939–1949

Marco Mariano

 INTRODUCTION

The early months of 1941 were crucial both for the policies that led to the US 
intervention in World War II and for the discursive strategies that advocated 
such intervention among policy makers and the general public alike. Not only 
would Congress pass the Lend-Lease legislation in March, devised by Presi-
dent Roosevelt to support Britain’s war effort, but one month later, Henry 
Luce’s well-known “American Century” editorial in Life magazine would 
also provide American internationalism with a resounding call to arms.

Foreign Affairs, the quarterly journal of the Council on Foreign Rela-
tions, was an infl uential voice in this national conversation. In April 1941, 
it published “The Myth of Continents,” a study by the economist Eugene 
Staley that tackled one of the questions underlying that conversation: What 
was the place of the US in a world threatened by the impact of the European 
war? Staley’s was a pointed critique of the “continentalist” vision embraced 
by isolationists and a spirited case for US involvement in the Atlantic area 
as the best defense against Nazi expansion. In essence, Staley targeted the 
widespread notions of economic self-suffi ciency and strategic invulnerabil-
ity of the American hemisphere.

Geography was crucial in his argument against the Western Hemisphere 
as a “natural” political and economic unit. Assuming Madison, Wiscon-
sin—home of isolationist leader Philip La Follette—as a vantage point, 
Staley informed readers that “no capital in Europe, including Moscow, is 
as far from Madison as is Buenos Aires, and only one capital (Athens) is 
as far as Rio de Janeiro.”1 Continental proximity was a myth rooted in 
the revered tradition of the Monroe Doctrine and a distorted teaching of 
geography; oceans were links more than barriers to communication, travel, 
and transport. Consequently, Staley argued that the Atlantic was vital to 
American prosperity and security.

Staley’s indictment of hemispheric orthodoxy was part of a vibrant, 
unprecedented discussion of geography and its relation to American power 
and security. In the early 1940s, arguments over the place of the US in 
world affairs were ubiquitous among policy makers, both behind closed 
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doors and in the media. At crucial times during the war, Roosevelt took the 
lead in the geographic education of the American public. In a fi reside chat 
in February 1942, he repeatedly asked his audience to “look at the map” 
in order to understand the Anglo-American war strategy.2 In fact, I argue 
that this booming interest in and use of geography within the foreign policy 
establishment, as well as in the public sphere, was part of a deeper discus-
sion about American identity at a time when the war prompted an effort 
“to redefi ne the nation’s relationship to the world and, in the process, to 
redefi ne America’s sense of itself.”3

My attempt is part of a growing body of literature that situates the ideol-
ogy of American foreign relations in the context of constructing national 
identity and affi rming nationalist hegemonic narratives. From this perspec-
tive, the role of the United States in world affairs is studied in relation to 
the effort to defi ne America as an “imagined community,” especially at 
times of international crisis when a purely domestic defi nition of identity 
was made all the more diffi cult by the ubiquitous presence of the Other, a 
real or perceived threat.4

The early 1940s was a time of competing American outlooks on world 
affairs, which refl ected competing notions of national identity. I argue that 
disputes over geography were relevant in the redefi nition of American iden-
tity vis-à-vis the external challenge posed by World War II and, conse-
quently, contributed to shaping the prevailing American perspectives on 
world affairs. Were American cities closer to the capitals of Latin Amer-
ica, as the hemispheric “myth of continents” implied, or to the capitals 
of Europe, as Staley’s Atlantic outlook suggested? The construction of a 
usable geography, as well as the narration of a usable past, was essential for 
locating the nation within the dynamic scenario of the early 1940s. Conti-
nentalist advocates of hemispherism, Atlanticist advocates of aid to Britain, 
and globalist advocates of free trade all subscribed to specifi c “metageog-
raphies,” understood as “the set of spatial structures through which people 
order their knowledge of the world: the often unconscious frameworks that 
organize studies of history, sociology, anthropology, economics, political 
science, or even natural history.”5

This essay discusses the emergence of the Atlantic community as an 
infl uential metageographic notion in 1940s America by framing it in its 
historical context. In fact, the late 1930s and early 1940s were marked by 
continentalism’s enduring hold and the legacy of the Monroe Doctrine, 
which refl ected a distinctively different view of the place of the US in the 
world, as well as by the resurgent appeal of a globalist view of America’s 
role in world affairs, which by contrast stemmed from an a-geographical, 
or postgeographical, premise. The Atlantic community is studied here as 
a cultural and political construction meant to frame as “natural” what 
was in fact the consequence of a deliberate nationalist strategy: the rise 
of the US to political, military, economic, and cultural hegemony within 
“the West.”
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A discussion of the role metageography played in this process highlights 
a paradox. On the one hand, the very reference to the “Atlantic” in the 
construction of a new Western identity reveals that arguments about space 
played a crucial role in making American hegemony seem natural. On the 
other hand, uses of geography have been largely neglected in studies of the 
cultural foundations of transatlantic relations. Geography often gets lost 
as an object of historical inquiry because of its effectiveness as an ideo-
logical tool and its ability to make what seems “political” seem “natural.” 
Recently, scholars have begun to address how geographical knowledge is 
constructed and communicated; the objectivity of cartography has been 
challenged by studies showing how maps are culturally constructed means 
of representing knowledge.6 However, diplomatic historians have been gen-
erally reluctant to incorporate such perspectives in their research.

This is not to say that geographical knowledge is nothing but a matter of 
cultural construction. As Edward Said has made clear in his discussion of 
geography’s role in the construction of identity, “there is no use in pretend-
ing that all we know about time and space, or rather history and geography, 
is more than anything else imaginative.” Here, I believe the challenge lies in 
uncovering “the political motivations behind metageographical conceptual-
izations, without implying that they are all reducible to strategic interests.”7

THE ORTHODOXY: CONTINENTALISM 
AND MONROEISM

The rise of the Atlantic community as a dominant metageographical con-
cept in the US is best understood if we consider the pre–World War II ortho-
doxy. The prevailing assumption about the place of the US in the world was 
“continentalism,” or “hemispherism” as it came to be called in the discus-
sion about US neutrality in the 1930s. It was based on self-evident facts: 
the Atlantic Ocean separated the New World from the Old World; the US, 
together with Central and South America, was part of the Western Hemi-
sphere; the Americas shared one unifi ed landmass, artifi cially broken into 
two parts by the Panama Canal. Based on these geographical foundations, 
continentalism had developed into a grand narrative about America’s place 
in the world with a relevant impact on both the conduct of and discourse 
about US foreign policy.

By the eve of World War II, the Monroe Doctrine had been providing 
the diplomatic dimension of continentalism’s metageography for more than 
a century. It is hard to overestimate the infl uence of the “diplomatic decla-
ration of independence” announced in 1823 and continually adapted and 
negotiated in the following decades. The Monrovian sacred text offered not 
only a guideline for diplomacy at crucial times for American foreign rela-
tions, but also an ideology that was instrumental for defi ning the American 
exceptionalist identity by means of opposition, as against an Other, and for 
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merging the contradictory claims of unilateralism, nationalism, and antico-
lonialism into a single narrative. As David Ryan argues,

 The “two spheres principle” asserted differences and affi rmed US na-
tionalism. It enhanced security and identifi ed the US as a progressive 
force in history . . . The conceptual division of the world . . . enhanced 
the discourse centred on civilization and barbarism, or of “oriental-
ism.” It reappeared at many subsequent junctures, setting the West 
aside from and above, at least on the ideological level, the rest.8

The cartographic foundation for such orthodoxy was provided by the six-
teenth-century Mercator map, which rendered the separation between the 
Old World and the New by visualizing the earth as a cylinder rather than as 
a globe. It emphasized the size of the oceans and their function as defensive 
barriers and providers of “free security.” It also omitted the poles, most con-
spicuously the Arctic area, which would turn out to be crucial as a bridge 
between North America and North-Western Europe during World War II.9

The tenets of the Monroe Doctrine—fi rst and foremost, the separation 
of the Americas and Europe as two distant spheres—refl ected and rein-
forced this continental view of the location of the US in the world. There is 
no consensus over the infl uence of the Monroe Doctrine’s legacy on the ide-
ology of American foreign policy in the twentieth century, partly because 
of Monroeism’s versatility, which throughout America’s history has been 
appropriated by advocates of a wide range of agendas from inward-looking 
isolation to assertive globalism. Among those who emphasize Monroeism’s 
enduring impact in the twentieth century, Walter LaFeber has stressed that 
the formulation of the “noninterference” principle in Monroe’s address 
sheds light on a long-term contradiction in American thinking on foreign 
affairs. The US required a total ban on European intervention in American 
affairs, with no exceptions. It also pledged not to interfere in European 
affairs, with President Monroe stating that “in the war of European powers 
in matters relating to themselves we have never taken any part, nor does it 
comport with our policy to do so.” This qualifi cation, according to LaFe-
ber, was meant to have it both ways: “Under certain circumstances—which 
the United States could defi ne on its own—Americans could interfere in 
European affairs.”10

The ability of the Monroe Doctrine tradition to absorb the tension 
between the assertion of a spatially defi ned American sphere of infl uence 
in the Western Hemisphere and the rejection of the very notion of sphere 
of infl uence elsewhere—which paved the way toward projecting American 
infl uence worldwide—accounts for its enduring infl uence during the fi rst 
half of the twentieth century. The resilience of Monroeism as the foreign-
policy dimension of the continentalist view of American identity is perhaps 
best appreciated through a comparison between Woodrow Wilson’s and 
Franklin Roosevelt’s attempts to cope with it in the context of global war.
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On the eve of the US intervention in World War I, Wilson proposed 
in his characteristically emphatic style that “the nations should with one 
accord adopt the doctrine of President Monroe as the doctrine of the world: 
that no nation should seek to expand its polity over any other nation or 
people, but that every people should be free to determine its own polity, 
its own way of development, unhindered, unthreatened, unafraid, the little 
along with the grand and the powerful.” However, his globalization of 
the Monroe Doctrine, which he tried to purge of geographic premises and 
sphere-of-infl uence implications, was unacceptable to American senators. 
A few months later, in the debate over the ratifi cation of the Covenant of 
the League of Nations, many of its critics opposed Article X on collec-
tive security exactly because it did not explicitly guarantee the US unilat-
eral, exclusive freedom of action in the Western Hemisphere, among other 
things.11 Apparently, Wilson’s escape from both geography and history was 
out of touch with the prevailing climate of opinion.

By contrast, on the eve of World War II, Roosevelt, who was familiar 
with the metageography of continentalism, chose to adapt it to the dra-
matic changes underway in the world arena and eventually juggled his way 
between the assumptions of continentalism and the challenges of another 
world confl ict. The resilience of hemispherism in his mental map was the 
consequence of deep personal convictions as well as his recognition of 
continentalism’s infl uence on the American public. In fact, Roosevelt was 
aware that, after the demise of Wilsonian internationalism, the 1920s had 
witnessed a resurgence of Monroiesm in the domestic discourse of Ameri-
can foreign policy. In the Senate, a signifi cant indicator of the domestic 
dimension of US foreign policy, this resurgence provided the foundation for 
a bipartisan reaffi rmation of American unilateralism. In 1923, the higher 
chamber, led by Henry Cabot Lodge, opposed US membership in the Per-
manent Court of High Justice established in The Hague one year earlier 
on the grounds that it implied “a relinquishment by the United States of its 
traditional attitude toward purely American questions.”12 The Senate For-
eign Relations Committee put forward the same argument again in 1928 
against the Kellogg-Briand Pact on disarmament, which was hardly a threat 
to US freedom of action in foreign affairs. The fact that even the prospect of 
a toothless international agreement like the Kellogg-Briand Pact triggered 
fl ag-waving assertions of unilateral Monroeism suggest that the latter was 
a refl ection of profound sentiments and widespread orientations pertaining 
to America’s self-image and its relation to the world.

Notions concerning space, that is, the separation of the US from Europe 
and its proximity to South America—the “myth” that Staley and others 
debunked—grounded this continentalist discourse in nature. An atlas pub-
lished in the US in 1937 still defi ned North and South America as one single 
continent, and the following year Roosevelt himself referred to “the conti-
nent in which we live” as stretching “from Canada to Tierra del Fuego.”13 
This continentalist geography was conducive to continental determinism. 
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In the late 1930s, as Europe was on the verge of yet more bloodshed, the 
idea of the Americas as “the hemisphere of peace” was immensely popular 
in the US.14

CONTINENTAL METAGEOGRAPHY AND GLOBAL WAR

Beneath this apparent consensus, however, the orthodoxy of continental-
ism was being appropriated by actors with confl icting agendas. On the one 
hand, a hemispheric network including historians Charles Beard and Sam-
uel Flegg Bemis, Senator Burton Wheeler, and Charles Lindberg, among 
others, advocated nonintervention on the grounds of US self-suffi ciency 
and security due to the combined resources and geographic position of the 
Americas. On the other hand, Roosevelt, together with infl uential State 
Department offi cials like Assistant Secretary Adolf Berle and Undersecre-
tary Sumner Welles, adapted his continentalist assumptions to the challenges 
of World War II. In October 1940, genuinely worried by Axis propaganda 
and infi ltration in the Americas, the president publicly articulated his view 
on hemispheric defense:

There are those in the Old World who persist in believing that here 
in this new hemisphere the Americas can be torn by the hatred and 
fear (which) have drenched the battle grounds of Europe for so many 
centuries . . . ‘Divide and Conquer!’ That has been the battle-cry of 
the totalitarian powers in their war against the democracies. It has suc-
ceeded on their continent of Europe for the moment. On our continents 
it will fail.15

As he contrasted events in Europe and the Americas, he made reference 
to the exceptionalist binary opposition between the New World and the 
Old World—peace versus war, freedom versus tyranny, cooperation versus 
confl ict, racial harmony versus racial hatred—which resonated with the 
metageography of continentalism.

In an address to the American Automobile Association one month later, 
Berle stressed how the construction of the Pan American highway then 
underway would facilitate travel, which “is always greatest in those coun-
tries which can be reached by automobile,” and strengthen ties among the 
American republics in the process. American tourists used to visiting the 
“shrines of history” in Europe “must now seek in this Hemisphere the 
broadening experiences which once they sought beyond the seas. It will be 
found, I know, that there is as much wealth of experience and wisdom to be 
found in the Americas as in Europe; different, but no less glorious.”16

Roosevelt, Berle, Welles, and others shared what John L. Harper has 
defi ned as a “Europhobic-hemispheric” outlook, which contrasted the self-
ishness of the declining European powers against the peaceful cooperation 
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among the democracies of the Western Hemisphere.17 As embittered Wilso-
nians, they were impatient with those whose thinking centered around the 
Old World; at the same time, they were aware that isolation would not pro-
vide security and prosperity to America in the age of aviation and economic 
interdependence. Their rhetoric was not just meant to appease the Monroe 
Doctrine stalwarts in the Senate, although political expediency also played 
a role. Rather, their “creeping hemispherism” played on the ambiguity of 
the Monroe Doctrine emphasized by Walter LaFeber in “sealing off the 
hemisphere into a de facto US sphere while insuring that other parts of the 
world remained open.”18

Before Pearl Harbor, Roosevelt wrapped his prointervention thrust in 
the old mantle of continentalism as he extended the Western Hemisphere’s 
eastern border farther east toward Europe. He did so both publicly, by 
justifying the shipping of US troops to Greenland and Iceland in terms 
of hemispheric defense, and privately, by redrawing the hemisphere’s 
eastern boundary with a pencil on a map so as to include the Azores as 
well as Iceland and Greenland; he sent his sketch to Winston Churchill to 
show him how far American action could range under the constraints of 
hemispherism.19

Geography was crucial in the controversy over the place of neutral 
America vis-à-vis World War II: Where was the boundary between Europe 
and the Americas? The Western Hemisphere was now a contested notion. 
While Roosevelt extended it eastward to include the Atlantic islands, isola-
tionists held on to the dogma of hemispheric self-suffi ciency, and Atlanti-
cists dismissed it as an old, irrelevant “myth.”

Pearl Harbor forced Americans to face the end of an era of free security 
and to start thinking globally. However, the metageography of continental-
ism continued to play a role in US foreign policy throughout the war, as 
shown by negotiations leading to the foundation of the United Nations. 
Many inside and outside the Roosevelt administration believed that con-
tinentalism was worth preserving in the postwar order and had to be 
acknowledged in the UN Charter in some way. At the same time, they were 
not ready to recognize regional blocs around Britain or the USSR. This 
was another demonstration of the tension between globalist and regionalist 
outlooks, between an allegedly postgeographic universalism and an Ameri-
can nationalism very much based on geography. Far from being the result 
of proto–cold war tensions imposed on the US, such tension expressed the 
built-in, long-term contradiction rooted in the ambiguity of Monroeism.

What emerges throughout the negotiations that led to Dumbarton Oaks 
and later to the San Francisco Conference is the recurrent US attempt to play 
the regionalist card in the pursuit of what Neil Smith defi nes as “national-
ist internationalism.” The US tried to reconcile continentalism and glo-
balism with respect to two crucial issues: UN membership, for which the 
US even swallowed the admission of Peron’s Argentina in order to put 
together a faithful bloc of “Monroe Doctrine nations,” and the attempt to 
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seek recognition of the Act of Chapultepec on inter-American defense as 
a regional exception to the otherwise globalized Articles 51 and 52 of the 
UN Charter. Once again, the US tried to have it both ways. In the words 
of Senator Vandenberg, the most politically infl uential member of the US 
delegation in San Francisco, “Our great concern is to fi nd a rule which 
protects existing regional groups (like Pan-Am) without opening up the 
opportunity for regional balance of power groups.”20

AMERICA AS ATLANTIC NATION

By the time the United Nations was founded in 1945, four years of total 
war waged on a global scale had profoundly transformed not only Amer-
ica’s place in the world but also the home front and the very self-image of 
the nation. As Colonel Herman Beukema had presciently argued in 1939 
in a Council on Foreign Relations study group on hemispheric defense, “to 
defend America it is necessary fi rst of all to defi ne America.”21 I argue that 
the rise of the notion of an Atlantic community as an alternative to the 
metageography of continentalism at once refl ected and fueled this discus-
sion regarding the redefi nition of the nation. America, which had entered 
the war reluctantly as the leader of the Western Hemisphere, was the tri-
umphant leader of the West at a time when clouds loomed over the horizon 
with regards to continuing the wartime alliance with the Soviet Union. The 
adoption of a Europe-fi rst strategy to win a global war implied not only a 
transformation of transatlantic relations at the diplomatic, strategic, and 
economic levels but also a reconsideration of mental maps and metageo-
graphic assumptions. To the extent that the use of geography plays a role 
in the construction of a national identity, the rise of the idea of an Atlantic 
community marked a turning point in US history.

From 1940 onward, Roosevelt encouraged the American people to look 
beyond the Western Hemisphere as he adapted the protean legacy of the 
Monroe Doctrine to his prointervention agenda. In an address delivered 
in May 1940, he warned against “a false teaching of geography—the 
thought that a distance of several thousand miles from a war-torn Europe 
to a peaceful America gave to us some form of mystic immunity that could 
never be violated.”22 Misleading teaching and transmission of geographic 
knowledge was also a target of Staley’s argument against continentalism. 
He asked his readers to look at a “globe” rather than at the deceiving maps 
based on the Mercator projection: “Illusions persist in the minds of all of 
us from the old book-school devise of the fl ap maps which break the world 
into hemispheres that have no objective existence whatever in nature.”23

A major contributor to this national conversation about geography and 
America’s place in the early 1940s was the infl uential public intellectual 
and foreign-policy commentator Walter Lippmann. He had developed a 
profound interest in geographic matters after working on the settlement 
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of post–World War I border issues with Isaiah Bowman. In a June 1940 
article for Life, he made his case for US intervention by tearing down the 
hemispheric/isolationist assumption that geography had guaranteed Amer-
ican security and would continue to do so. Peace, he argued, had not been 
secured by the natural barriers provided by the oceans. The Monroe Doc-
trine had been effective because “though not an alliance with Great Britain, 
[it] was a joint parallel policy” based on Anglo-American “common inter-
est.” World War II was now confi rming that the two shores of the Atlantic 
were inextricably bound together:

It is manifest that in seeking to separate ourselves from the great wars 
of Europe, we cannot rely upon the Atlantic Ocean. It has never been a 
barrier to involvement in wars. Our geography books are as misleading 
as our history books. They show us maps of the Western Hemisphere 
in which North and South America lie isolated between two oceans 
that are as wide as the map itself. Because the maps do not show the 
land and the harbors on the other side of these two oceans, our people 
have been miseducated to think that oceans are an impregnable bar-
rier. Oceans are not a barrier. They are a highway.24

Lippmann was arguably the most infl uential advocate of the idea of an 
Atlantic community, which was meant to frame the US as the leader of a 
transatlantic space that included North America and Western Europe and 
shared political and economic principles and institutions (liberal democ-
racy, individual rights and the rule of law, free market and free trade); cul-
tural traditions (Christianity and the legacy of Western civilization); and, 
consequently, national interests. As Ronald Steel shows in this volume, 
Lippmann’s discussion of geography in countless columns, not to mention 
books and private letters, was crucial to the construction of the Atlantic 
community.

As a metageographical notion, the Atlantic community can be seen as 
just another episode in the fl uctuation of the border separating the West 
from the rest. For centuries, the East versus West opposition had provided 
a spatial confi guration that reproduced a fundamental confl ict over values: 
Christianity versus Islam, and later, reason and progress versus despotism 
and stagnation. What was new in the 1940s construction of the Atlantic 
community vis-à-vis previous confi gurations of the West was the crucial 
role played by the US. As the primus inter pares, the US had the power to 
articulate a hegemonic narrative based on the powerful ideological con-
struct of the West.25

Such a construction, which is often dismissed as a by-product of the cold 
war, is actually rooted in the Anglo-American rapprochement of the early 
twentieth century and was precipitated by World War II. It fully displayed 
its hegemonic power as the media, especially the middlebrow press, popu-
larized the notion of an Atlantic community being forged by commentators, 
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scholars, businessmen, and policy makers. The case of Henry Luce, the 
Time Inc. media mogul and infl uential advocate of intervention with close 
ties to the foreign-policy establishment, is a telling example of the workings 
of this ideological construction.

In July 1941, Foreign Affairs carried an article by Rhodes scholar Fran-
cis Pickens Miller—the organizational director of the Council on Foreign 
Relations and later an agent of the Offi ce of Strategic Services and a State 
Department offi cial—calling for the rejection of hemispherism and a new 
approach centered on the control of the “Atlantic area.” Geography was 
essential to his argument:

A glance at the map will show the location of control points in this area 
. . . the controlling forces must be in possession of Greenland, Iceland, the 
British Isles, Gibraltar, the Azores, Cape Verde Islands, and either Dakar 
or some nearby point on the West Coast of Africa . . . Most important of 
them all, of course, are the British Isles.

It is safe to assume this outlook refl ected that of Roosevelt, who was 
fascinated with geography, considered the Atlantic basin as crucial for the 
fi nal outcome of the war, and strongly believed in the strategic importance 
of islands. Unlike Roosevelt, however, Miller charged the geographic and 
strategic notion of an Atlantic community with the cultural and historical 
implications of the notion of Western civilization:

The North Atlantic area is the cradle of our civilization, and the sur-
vival of the American way of life depends upon the survival of this 
civilization. For more than a thousand years our fathers have been 
building a common society around the shores of the North Atlantic. 
They built it by labor, by faith, and, when necessary, by arms. It is a 
civilization based upon a belief in the essential dignity of man, as ex-
pressed through representative government, limited by a Bill of Rights. 
The Atlantic Ocean has become the ocean of freedom.

Finally, a map provided by the American Geographical Society comple-
mented Miller’s article by visualizing this Atlantic space. The Editor’s Note 
informed readers that it was different from the “more familiar” maps based 
on the classic Equator-based Mercator map. The emphasis on the North 
Pole illustrated the proximity between North America and Eurasia, and the 
correction of the Mercator projection emphasized the physical proximity 
between the two shores of the Atlantic.

The discussion of the “Atlantic area” as pivotal to American security 
was part of a wider discussion about the Atlantic world as crucial to Ameri-
can identity. If every nation is to some extent an “imagined community,” 
then the US is the quintessential imagined community, that is, a nation 
whose identity heavily depends on practices of cultural representation. In 
the 1940s, the printed media were major producers of such practices. As 
Wendy Kozol points out in her study of popular magazines as a vehicle of 
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patriotism in postwar America, “visual media have even greater capacities 
to visualize social norms and ideals that form national identities . . . They 
construct an imagined community of the ‘free’ and ‘Western’ world.”26 In 
fact, the press did much to undermine the old continentalist metageography 
and to construct America as an Atlantic nation, with cartography, geopoli-
tics, and geography also playing a major role in this effort.

After war broke out in Europe, the debate in the foreign-policy estab-
lishment was paralleled by an unprecedented circulation of and popular 
interest in maps: Americans had entered a new era of cartographic craze. 
Map sales skyrocketed. Rand McNally, the major American publisher of 
maps, atlases, and globes, sold more atlases and maps of Europe in the fi rst 
two weeks of the war in September 1939 than it had from 1918 until then. 
Hammond, another important publisher, sold 300,000 maps of Europe 
during the same period. The Pearl Harbor attack naturally had similar 
effects on the sales of maps of the Pacifi c.27

These traditional maps by specialized publishers were challenged by a mas-
sive fl ood of journalistic cartography in newspapers and magazines, which 
experimented with perspective, color, and projections to offer their readers 
an easily understandable, visual description of the war. They deliberately 
sought to distance themselves from the aura of objectivity of academic and 
offi cial cartography. “I try to dramatize the news of the week, not just pro-
duce a reference map like those in an atlas,” said a map maker for Time Inc.28 
While such dramatization responded to the publishers’ need to captivate 
readers and the advertisers’ need for simplifi cation, it also allowed magazines 
to convey specifi c visions of the United States’ place in the world war and to 
shape a new metageography among the American public. Map makers for 
newspapers and magazines joined in exposing how the traditional Mercator 
projection was inadequate to describe what Alan Henrikson defi ned as “air-
age globalism.” “Maps are Liars” was the title of a New York Times Maga-
zine feature article in October 1942. Maps based on polar projections now 
illustrated how the Arctic area, Greenland, and Iceland provided a North 
Atlantic bridge between America and Europe. In September 1940, Fortune, 
a Time Inc. magazine catering to the business community, published a map 
featuring the “Strategic Frontiers of the US” that outlined “the invisible ring 
of the strategic frontier” as including the Arctic in the north, Greenland, Ice-
land and Western Europe to the east, and West Africa to the southeast.29

Of course, cartography continued to be selective rather than objective, 
since it now refl ected the primacy of the Atlantic/European theater of war. 
Maps of China, India, and Australia produced by Rand McNally during 
the war years utilized a scale of 1 inch to 252 miles, while maps of Brit-
ain, France, and Germany were much more detailed with their scale of 1 
inch to 63 miles. Rand McNally’s Cosmopolitan Atlas devoted about 50 
percent of its maps to the US, 13 percent to Europe, only 7 percent to Asia 
and Latin America, and 4 percent to Africa and Oceania. At times, maps 
for the general public appealed to familiar historical narratives. A National 
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Geographic Society map issued in September 1941, for instance, showed 
the places and dates of German submarine seizures together with the voy-
ages of seventeenth-century explorers across the Atlantic.30

Popular geography, like cartography, helped locate the US in the Atlantic 
basin as a fact of nature. Throughout the war years, newspapers and mag-
azines—especially Henry Luce’s Time, Life, and Fortune—were especially 
active in portraying Britain as close to the US in terms of space as well as 
culture; so-called family ties between the “English-speaking democracies” 
were emphasized by means of family metaphors that in previous decades 
had mostly designated, usually with patronizing overtones, the relations 
between the US and the “sister republics” of Latin America. Before and after 
Pearl Harbor, the historical analogy of Britain acting as Greeks to America’s 
Romans often came with a geographic twist: the Atlantic was the modern 
Mediterranean. In the aftermath of the liberation of Rome in June 1944, a 
Life article played on these parallels, only to conclude that after the war, “the 
‘Atlantic Community’ may be similarly united under the sway of Great Brit-
ain and the U.S., which are at least as akin as Greece and Rome.”31 In fact, 
Walter Lippmann had contributed to this specifi c remapping of American 
geography and history in one of his Life articles from 1939, when he wrote: 
“What Rome was to the ancient world, what Great Britain has been to the 
modern world, America is to be to the world of tomorrow . . . the geographic 
and the economic and the political center of the Occident.”32

The construction of a sense of geographical and historical proximity to 
nations across the Atlantic involved continental Europe as well. In May 
1940, as France was about to fall under German control, a Life photo-essay 
offered a view of different French landscapes and stressed that in the Alpine 
region, “the stupendous ice masses fl ow into the golden valleys of the Riviera 
and make a land surprisingly like the coast of California”; while along the 
Atlantic seaboard, “the ocean fogs roll across Brittany from the Atlantic, 
producing a land and a people much like Maine, where the language and 
cooking are harsh and Celtic.” A few months later, the focus was on Portu-
gal, strategically located along the Atlantic rim and valued by Roosevelt as a 
key outpost for the control of the Atlantic. The fi rst-page photo-essay ran a 
picture of a fi shing village facing the ocean, which the caption described as 
“3,400 miles East of Atlantic City”; the text explained that “the war, cutting 
the lines of intercourse to Northern Europe, has made Portugal what geog-
raphy intended—not a faraway corner of Europe but its front door.” Finally, 
amidst sketches of Portuguese history and everyday life, Antonio Salazar was 
emphatically described as “The dictator [who] has built the nation.”33

GLOBALISM AND THE ATLANTIC COMMUNITY

The construction of the Atlantic community was crucial in the context 
of the campaign for US intervention, during which time the cultural and 
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historical implications of American aid to Britain fully came to light. How-
ever, its signifi cance did not vanish with the end of American neutrality.

In December 1941, the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor forced Ameri-
can policy makers and the public alike to consider the war’s global dimen-
sion, which somewhat counterbalanced the Atlantic theater’s early primacy 
after the opening of the Pacifi c front. Globalism, which had emerged in the 
early twentieth century with the rise of the US as an economic world power, 
reemerged as a framework with which to understand the scope of the Amer-
ican mission against the challenge posed by the Axis powers worldwide. Its 
infl uence increased after the German invasion of the Soviet Union turned 
the Anglo-American partnership between the “English-speaking peoples” 
into a tripartite, East-West alliance. Finally, the encouraging progress of 
the war after 1943 led the US to focus on planning for the postwar years. 
The war came to be seen as a “second chance” to secure peace by building 
an international organization based on democratic principles, in addition 
to an open economic order based on free trade that would ensure prosper-
ity. Free traders, business internationalists, and Wilsonian advocates of a 
“world government” gained infl uence in Cordell Hull’s State Department, 
especially after the ousting of Welles.34

This moment was captured by the stunning success of One World (1943) 
by former Republican presidential candidate and Luce’s protégé Wendell 
Willkie. His bestselling account of a highly publicized world tour including 
China and the Soviet Union was a plea for an inspirational internationalism 
crossing national and racial barriers and unifying “the people of the earth 
in the human quest for freedom and justice,” and it popularized a sort of 
post-Wilsonian, feel-good universalism. Willkie’s world was characteristi-
cally postgeographical. Flying from the US to the Caribbean, then on to 
Brazil, West Africa, Egypt, the Middle East, Russia, China, and fi nally over 
the Bering Strait back to the US led him to appreciate how the “air age” was 
increasing interdependence among different areas of the world:

There are no distant points in the world any longer . . . continents and 
oceans are plainly only parts of a whole, seen, as I have seen them, 
from the air . . . And it is inescapable that there can be no peace for 
any part of the world unless the foundations of peace are made secure 
throughout all parts of the world.35

However, globalists in the State Department hardly monopolized the mak-
ing of US foreign policy during wartime, and Willkie’s one-worldism was 
not unequipped to deal with the issues posed by the coming postwar order, 
namely, the creation of a world organization and relations with the Soviet 
Union. His One World was almost instantly countered by Lippmann’s 
infl uential pamphlet U.S. Foreign Policy: Shield of the Republic, which 
fully articulated his rejection of Wilsonianism and his quest for an Atlantic 
outlook. In 1944, while American plans for the postwar order came under 
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the increasing scrutiny of public opinion during the presidential campaign, 
negotiations in preparation for the Dumbarton Oaks conference revealed 
the contradictions of the US “nationalist internationalism” discussed ear-
lier. As Anglo-American troops landed in Normandy and the fi nal stage of 
the war in Europe was underway, Lippmann went so far in his U.S. War 
Aims as to accept a future Soviet infl uence in Eastern Europe. The realism 
that informed his Atlantic regionalism was well received across the political 
by Herbert Hoover, the conservative who scorned Wilsonian liberal ideal-
ism, as well as by Reinhold Niebuhr, the theologian who agreed that the 
Atlantic nations of North America and Europe were a “community” since 
they shared Christian values and democratic institutions. In this perspec-
tive, the West was a community, but there was no such thing as a “world 
community.” In fact, the globalization of the war did nothing to undermine 
the metageography of the Atlantic community. Rather, the approaching 
victory made it all the more instrumental for reshaping the American iden-
tity required by the future role of the US as the military, economic, and 
cultural leader of the West.

Locating the US at the core of Western civilization was quite a dramatic 
shift in historical as well as geographical terms, and it comes as no surprise 
that American historians were involved in the process. Carlton Hayes’s case 
for an Atlantic approach to American history, which Emiliano Alessandri 
discusses in this volume, was a signifi cant step in the construction of an 
Atlantic community narrative that, as Peter Novick argues, came to be “the 
appropriate framework for both North American and Western European 
history” during the early years of the cold war.36

At the same time, the metageography of the Atlantic community 
responded to anxieties about the future since it could make sense of what 
many saw as the imminent confrontation between the West and the rest. 
Again, Luce’s picture magazine provides interesting evidence. In September 
1944, Life carried an article by William Bullitt, the former US ambassa-
dor to the Soviet Union and an early critic of cooperation with Moscow. 
“The World from Rome” attacked the alleged softness of Roosevelt on Sta-
lin and emphasized the role of the Catholic church as a bulwark against 
communism. Appealing to deep-seated fears about the barbarian Orient, 
Bullitt wrote that “Today, when the moral unity of the Western civiliza-
tion has been shattered by the crimes of the Germans . . . Rome sees again 
approaching from the East a wave of conquerors.”37

In summary, the ideological appeal of the Atlantic metageography—its 
ability to present as natural what was in fact a political construct and to 
turn complex international issues into easily understandable terms—was 
manifold. First, it replaced the geographical and historical assumptions of 
continentalism with a new, consistent vision of the place of America, which 
was rooted in space and time. Second, it provided a rationale for inter-
nationalism to those who were unconvinced by the holistic outlook and 
visionary ambitions of Wilsonianism. Third, it made sense of the abrupt 
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transition from the wartime alliance with the Soviet Union to the cold-war 
confrontation.

Finally, the Atlantic community framework recast the old tension 
of American “internationalist nationalism” as something between a 
space-based identity and spaceless ambition, regionalism and globalism, 
nationalism and universalism. Luce famously illustrated the rise of 1940s 
“internationalist nationalism” in his essay on the “American century.” His 
quest for the projection of American power had a distinct globalist and 
antigeographic tinge: “Are we going to fi ght for dear old Danzig or dear 
old Dong Dang? . . . Are we going to decide the boundaries of Uritania?” It 
was a rhetorical question, of course. In his view, America’s potential global 
power was such that dealing with geography was no longer necessary. As 
Neil Smith argues, “the emerging American empire defi ned its power in the 
fi rst place through the more abstract geography of the world market than 
through direct political control of territory.”38 However, for all his excep-
tionalism, Luce also saw America as the leader, benefactor, prophet, and 
warrior of the West. “In addition to ideals and notions which are especially 
American,” he wrote in “The American Century,” “we are the inheritors 
of all the great principles of Western civilization.” This explains why, in the 
words of Nikhil Pal Singh, “despite the ostensible universalism of his global 
pronouncement any reader . . . would have understood Luce’s defense of the 
civilizing project of ‘the West’ as constituting a distinct political identity.”39 
Boundaries separating the West and the rest were implicit in his holistic 
view. A few years later, those boundaries would come to defi ne the perim-
eter of the fi rst peacetime alliance in American history.
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