
The Atlantic Charter and Beyond
by EMERY REYES

I

W HEN the Atlantic Charter was
first proclaimed, the democratic

world was thrilled to the marrow. That
thrill derived more from the event itself
than from the contents of the proclama
tion. After a series of Brenner Pass
Meetings between Hitler and Mussolini,
each the prelude to further Axis triumphs,
the high seas meeting between Roosevel t
and Churchill was novel and dramatIc;
and it held the promise of triumphs for
the enemies of the Axis.

But the time has arrived for sober con
sideration of the text of the Charter.
Discussion of the subject, indeed, is grow
ing. Some ask whether the Atlantic
Charter applies only to the Western
world or to all mankind. Others object
that the doeument is not clear and specific
enough. But nearly all the divergent
critics assume that the Charter as It
stands is basically righ t and points the
way to a better future. . .

It is precisely that assumptIOn WhICh
needs to be examined. Now that the
United Nations have taken the offensive
in a number of arenas of battle and the
shape of victory is beginning to emerge,
such an examination becomes especially
urgent. Does the Atlantic Charter
does the world-view implicit in that
document-olTer a new approach to the
solution of international problems?

We all know by this time that our
military victory in 1918 was meaningless
because we wcre unable to implement it
with a workable peace. Military victory
In this war too, will be meaningless if we
do not begin immediately to clarify
principles on which a workable world
order can be built.

The underlying idea of the Atlantic
Charter is expressed in its third paragraph:

"They (the President of the United States and
~e Rritish Prime Minister) respect the right
~ples to choose the form of govern
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ment under which they will live; and they wish
to see sovereign rights and self-government
restored to those who have been forcibly
deprived of them,"

This is a reiteration of tbe old doctrine
of self-determination, upon which we
built the world of J919 which crumbled so
miserably and so quickly. The Atlantic
Charter again proclaims the right of
every nation to choose the form of govern
ment it desires-or the form imposed upon
it by a rutbless minority. It bows abject
ly before the fetish of "national sovereign
ty" with all that it implies: unlimited
terror and organization for aggression
within any nation so inclined; non-inter
vention in military epidemics until too
late; blind isolationism and neutrality in
a world made small by science and made
interdependent by industry.

The Atlantic Charter promises to di
vide the world into more and yet more
nations, each of them absolutely inde
pendent of the others, unlimited in its
sovereign right to do mischief. It accepts
the right of any country to be as undemo
cratic and totalitarian as it pleases, a
law unto itself. It fails to recognize and
to implement larger sovereignties that
transcend national sovereignties, human
tights that take precedence over national
rights.

Self-determination is no guarantee of
independence. The sad fate of the small
nations set up at Versailles proves that.
Even before their freedom was finally
expunged by the rampant self-determined
nationalism of Nazi Germany they could
maintain the illusion of independence only
by accepting the patronage and protection
of one of the powerful nations. Inde
pendence in its absolute form produces
only fear, mistrust, conflict, slavery
because it penalizes pacific nations and
gives the right of way to aggressors and
trouble-makers among countries.

II
It is unfortunate that in dealing with

social and political problems we have
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not yet escaped the dialectic method of
analysis, the method of the ancient
Greeks that arbitrarily establishes ex
clusive opposite notiOlls-good and bad,
heat and cold, dark and light. Science,
of course, has long ago discarded the
procedurc. It recogn izes that these
"opposites" are in fact the same phe
nomenon, differing in degree.

Of all the "exclusive opposites" which
dominate our political thinking, the most
dangerously mislcading are those that
assume "freedom" to be the opposite of
llcompulsion," "dependence" the opposite
of "independence."

In our individual lives in an organized
democratic society, we are free mell only
beeausc therc are a great many things we
arc Jorbidden to do and a great many
things we are eompelled to do. We are
forbidden to make a nu;sance of ourselves,
to break laws, to put pet ideas into prac
tice if they hurt the commun;ty. We are
com pelled to 0 bserve hygienic regulations,
to pay taxes, to do mihtary serviee. If
cach of us wcre entirely free to do what
ever he wanted, we would all live in a
state of permancnt terror. The individual

. freedom and security we cherish in a
democracy arc ours only because strict
limitations on frc0dom of behavior are
prescribcd and enforced by organized
society.

If all compulsion were removed we
would have not freedom but anarchy and
insecurity. We had a mild approximation
of such a society on the American frontier
not so long ago. Anyone who has ever
seen a "westefn" movie knows the joys
of a free community where bad men gain
control by forcc and terrorize the right
eous. Wc are familiar with the efforts of
honest individuals in such a society to
band togethcr and cstablish law, backed
by the armed compulsion of sheriffs
and deputies itnd sometimes the Army.

The synthesis of freedom and compul
sion long I·.cognizcd in the organization
of OUI' social life is still ignored in the field
of in ternational relations. So far as
nations are concel'lled, we still bel;eve in
freedom in its absolutc form. We make a
fetish of "sovereignty" and shrink from

imposing limitations on a country in the
exercise of its free will, regardless of the
consequences to other mem bel'S of the
worldwide community. The nations of
this earth still exist in the state of anarchy
that once characterized the western Amer_
ican fron tier. Each of them goes as fUlly
armed as he can afford. All are ready to
"shoot it Qut" when their honor or inter
ests are at stake. The "good" nations
depend on moral suasion becanse they
are fearful of infringing on the "freedom"
of trouble-makers-until finally obliged
to band together and use force to subdue
"bad" nations run amuck.

We cannot possibly prevent new world
conflicts until we temper independence
with law, until we acknowledge that
freedom-for nations as for individuals
imphes legal brakes on their free will,
the sacrifice of some national prerogatives
as the price for safeguarding the rest.

III
The ideal of national independence and

national sovcrcign ty was born as a whole
some reaction against monarchy and
colonial cxploitation. At its inception it
was a significant forward impulse in the
story of human progress. 'rhe American
Declaration of Independence, the French
Revolution, following on the development
of representative institutions in England,
were tl'emendous incentives to oth.r
peoples to seck independence and sover
eignty.

The climax of tllis process was reacbed
in the peace treaties of 1919, when 1Il0r'
nations than cvcr before became wbolly
independent and sovereign. Twenty years
later all those proud sovereignties we'"
trampled and bloody. Why? Because
the political system cstablished in 1919
was an apotheosis of Eighteenth Century
political ideals in total contradiction to
the realities of the Twentieth CenWJ'

. ht\'
Independence, Hovcl'eignty, natlOnn (~I

as the basis of states were wonder
h· . h tile indu,-ac _levelliellts at a time w en I n

trial ~evolution had not yet begun,. W 1
0
'

. d I condll iO 'people hved largely un er rura . r<
.. I waod ell .when commUniCatiOns were so' ")1-

large territory was more or less eCOIlO
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cally self-contained. Under those con
ditions national sovereign ty was indeed a
great democratic ideal.

What, exactly, did this ideal mean to
the Eighteenth Century philosophers and
writers who championed it? It meant
that sovereign righ ts were to be trans
ferred from onc man, froln the sovereign,
to all men, to the people. It was clearly
stated that sovereignty rested in the
community-la souverainete reside dans
la C01nmunaute. "The Nation" was the
widest horizon conceivable as a self
supporting unit. An advance of "nation
alism" at that stage meant, in the first
place, the enlargement of the society,
the merging of small groups into large
ones.

1'hat interpretation no longer applies
today, whcu some hundred sovereigu
states cxist in an iudustrialized and inter
dependent world, when it takes less time
to travel from continent to continent
than it did then to go from Lyous to
Paris or from Boston to Philadelphia.
Bccause the horizons of the community
havc been extended by the industrial
revolution unW they embrace the whole
globe, sovereignty no longer resides in the
eommunity at all. It is exercised in
unlimited and absolute style by segments
of the community we call nations
nn absolute contradiction to the original
conccption of democratic sovereign ty.

In short, whcre the ideal of thc nation
in the Eigh tecnth Cen tury meant a
broader basis for .overeignty, today it
menns a narrowe,. basis. The word is the
same; the meaning has changed. If we
Want to lay the foundation for a new
epoch of human progress, this conception
01 sovereignty must be revised. The idea
01 national indepcndencc must be in ter
preted in conformity with the living facts
01 this day, rather than inherited and
outlIved fetishes.

The writer is aware that such notionsrUn .
all' agamst the grain of accustomed
lh 't~des. To doubt thc eternal verity of
soeIghteenth Century national ideal
~ds "unpatriotic". Nationalism has
Ernot%~ as deeply rooted as the tribal

s of pnmltlve tunes. Its defenders

are intolerant guardians of a dogmatic
religion. Nevertheless, tho exalted cult
of the nation is the greatest obstacle to
life, liberty and happiness today. It
must somehow bc made clear to the mass
of mankind that restrictions on national
independence, the limitation of sovereign
ty by law, has become the sole, guarantee
of enduring peace. The new ideals
international law and supranational sove
reignties~are fully consistent with local
patriotism, pride in one's own country,
ambition for one's own country, just as
love for one's family, pride in one's city,
personal ambition are fully consistent
with the limited law-bolstered freedom of
the individual in a democratic society.

IV
The crISIS of the Twentieth Century

came in 1914 and its end is still far off.
It is the climactic conflict between nation
alism and industrialism.

These two curren ts, which have domin
<tted history since the beginning of the
Nineteenth Century, are fundamentally
opposed to one another. Nationalism
is a process of differentiation. Indus
trialism is a process of integration. In
dustrialism-reaching out for raw stuffs
in far parts of the globe, distributing its
products throughout the world, dependent
on freedom of exchauge-seeks to break
down the walls erected by nationalism.
For about one hundred years it was
possible for both processcs to develop
without catastl'Ophic friction. But the
limit of compromise and adjustment, the
saturation point, was reached at the
beginning of the prcsent century. The
explosion came in 1914 and is continuing
in 1943; unless resolved by a bold re
nnnciation of national sovereignty in its
extreme forms, further explosions mnst
COlue at ever shorter intervals.

By this time the clash of nationalism
and industrialism is sO titan tic that it
must end either in the victory of nation
alism or its dethronement. If thc nation
alist ideal wins out (and this may happen
despite the defeat of the Axis), it will put
brakes on industl'ial development, push
back the human race to <t lower standard
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of living and to primitive existence under
autocratic regimes, casting the attain
ments of human progress as sacrifices on
the altar of the modern goddess: the
nation. The dethronement of the goddess
can he accomplished only by setting up a
worldwide political society within which
nations, large and small, would for the
first time in our epoch, have the possibili
ty of enjoying true independence: the
kind of freedom buttressed by law,
autonomy in local matters, collaboration
in larger aJIairs, the observance of ele
mentary "pobtical hygiene" at home to
prevent the epidemics of war. Once the
issue is clearly recognized, there can be no
hesitation on the part of the democracies.

The meaning of the crisis of the Twen
tieth Centw'y is that our shrinking
planet must to some reasonable degree
be brought under unified control. Our
task, our duty, in this crucial period of
transition is to institute the unified con
trol in a democratic fashion. First of all
we must proclaim the principles. We
must re-educate the peoples of the planet,
in order to loosen the hold of outlived
ideals. To attempt to organize the world
again on the pattern of 1919 does not
make sensc. It would turn our present
sacrifices in to a mockery and make the
next war inevitable.

Many people aware of the wcakness of
the 1919 system and the futility of a
league of nations without force arc now
fostering the idea of an international police
force. That idea, in fact, is also implicit
in thc Atlantic Charter. That is just
another illusion. An international police
force is inevitahle and unavoidable. But
alone it is inadeqnate and will not solve
the problcm. A police force can be effec
tive and useful only if it carries out the
decisions of courts of law. Police without
law lacks moral justification and in the
long run cannot function so that the
peoples against whom it acts will accept
its authority withont revolt.

The cardinal point in any organization
on a worldwide democratic basis must be
the introduction of the principle of law.
That is the only foundation for social
life in a modern state-the foundation

must he extended to the relationship
between nations. ! We Icannot... rely 'on
men's promises not to murder, on their
pledges not to cheat. either can we
regulate international relationships illy
mntnal pledges, promises and treaty
agreements.

Brnte force will always be pitted against
law until we accept compulsions, limita_
tions on actions, and an organized POWer
with the legal use of force. The old
system crumbled becanse a peaceful
collaboration of "sovereign" nations on
the basis of mutnal goodwill is an impos
sibility. The independence of a country
as of an individual, does not rest solei;
on the freedom of its own actions but on
the degree to which the freedom of action
of other nations may infringe on its own
independence. The essence of freedom for
nations therefore comes down to regula.
tions of their interdependence.

Peace is not a period when it happens
that nobody is shooting. Peace is order
based on law. The operation of force,
provided it is based on law and equality
of peoples nnder such law, is just as io
dispensable to the conception of iuter
national peace as prisons and executions
are indispensable to social order.

V

The need now is for a Declaratiou of
Interdependence, a Charter of Twen tielh
Centnry principles upon which a lasting
world peace can in time be erected. 11
will be to the United Nations of the future
what the Declaration of Independence
was in 1776 to the colonies which later
formed the United States. The concep
tion must precede the birth. We must
make the beginning now by proclamllng
the principles of interdependence. The
Declaration of 1776 did not create the
United States of America. Independe~r
had to be fough t for on the battlefie i
and after that it took thirteen years 0

painful gestation before the new n'lJ~~
was born in the ConstitutIOn. To c......_
the truly Interdependent United N'uo ,:. d OW •
will take an even longer perlO .
the time to begin. . we'~

The tragic fact, however, IS that
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not hcading or thinking in that dircction.
The pronouncements of individual leaders
of thc United N>ttio.ns with few excep
tions presupposc >t return to the old
pattern of >tbsolute national sovereignties.
The Atlan tic Charter-the only documen t
stating our >tims in this struggle-accepts
unquestioningly the anachronistic ideals
of nationalism. It does not point the way
to integration, to a closer unification of
natious, to a system that would embrace
all uations in cver larger and larger units.
On thc con trary, it again asserts that each
nationality has the right to its own sove
reign statc and to its own form of govern
ment, no matter how anti-democratic.
It again gives some nation, in another
decade, the right to set up another Hitler
regime if it so wishcs, because-let this
be quite clear-there can be no interven
tion un til too late even if we possess an
international police force so long as we
base our intcrnational life on the notion
of full national sovereignty.

The point is not that the Atlantic
Charter lacks clarity-it is all too clear
but that its principles are basically false,
and will lcad us back into the morass of
war. It is a recapitulation of the utopian
Wilsonian ideas, which we have seen in

operation between the two world wars.
It is folly to imagine that they will
operate otherwise arter thc present war,
because they remain at variance with the
realities of the industrial cpoch in which
we live.

The Atlantic Charter must bc seriously
reconsidered. Its two authors, in par
ticular, must ponder the pefJ)ctuation of
nationalism, implicit and explicit in that
document. To endure, thc new democra
tic world order must be built upon a rock
and not upon sand. We need to lay the
foundations now of a dcmocratic world
order that will make intcrvention a duty,
whenever the laws of thc cstablished order
are violated. Wc nced a new interpreta
tion of "the nation" and of sovcreignty
one that gives all nationalities total
autonomy and full sovcreign rights in
their own cultural, national and local
problems, but not beyond that. Only
a division of sovereignties-reserving na
tional sovereign ty for national matters
and international sovereignty for inter
national matters-m\.ll give us the frame
work of a world constitution which will
express again the dcmocratie thought that
sovereignty ilresidcs in the community."

Towards a Greater Freedom
By ERNEST BARKER

THE British Empire is a growth of
more than three hundred years.

Each state of the growth was intended;
tbc whole result was not. Eaeh geograph
'cal part was ineorporated by design:
Ibe whole mass was formed without
Planned design or previous resolu tion.
!hat 1S the way in which things "grow"
~~ the course of history-if we may use

e. word "growth" of human doings,
WhIch Can never be strictly a matter of
growth.

\r .I hen thlllgs have grown in this way
an, we find that we have builded bette;
~ ~Clla1br:1d NOTE: Ernest Barker is a distinguished
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than we knew, we have to take stock:
we have to consider thc whole result:
we have to enquire what it moans-and,
still more, what it can be made to mean.
That is what has been happening to us
who are members of the British Empire:
we are "takillg stock." I t is an old pro
cess, which may be said to Imve begun
over a hundred years ago, in the beginning
of the reign of Qucen Victoria, with the
publication of the Durham Report of
1839 on the problem of colonial selI
government.

It is a process which was speeded up,
a quarter of a century ago, >tbout the
year 1917, when the idea of Dominion


