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Introduction

The Second World War marked a turning point for global affairs. The sheer scale 
and destructive impact of that conflict compelled the victorious Allies (and in time 
the neutral and defeated countries too) to pursue a new world order which would 
allow peace, stability, and security to flourish. It was also designed to ensure a 
certain ideological framework—democratic, liberal, capitalist—emerged triumphant 
and would continue to dominate in the post-war age.

This endeavour spanned multiple areas—military, political, economic, cultural—and 
it gave rise to a huge number of new organisations. Some of these were vast and 
global, such as the United Nations, while others had a more specific focus, such as 
the International Monetary Fund, or a more limited geographic reach, such as the 
European Economic Community (EEC). Some also contributed directly to the new 
Cold War mentality, such as NATO, which was (accurately) perceived by many as an 
anti-Soviet alliance. 

As the documents in this teaching pack show, Britain’s varied relationships with 
these organisations can reveal much about how the country navigated its own 
changed position on the world stage following the war.

The activities contained within this teaching pack could easily take around 45–50 
minutes, though the exact duration will depend on reading time and the breadth 
and depth of accompanying discussion.

Learning Objectives

1. Investigate the origins of the new international order, as set out in the early days 
of the wartime Anglo-American alliance.

2. Explore the successes and limitations of the international organisations which 
emerged in the years following 1945.

3. Consider how Britain navigated global politics and diplomacy at a time of great 
change for both the country and the world at large.
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Historical Background and Context

Throughout the modern age, major conflicts have often been followed by serious 
and concerted efforts to secure lasting peace. After the defeat of Napoleon in 1815, 
for instance, the Congress of Vienna sought to establish a framework whereby 
disputes between nations could be solved through diplomacy rather than force. This 
system, despite being informal and heavily dominated by a handful of “great 
powers”, endured to some extent until the early years of the twentieth century. 
Then, after the First World War, the League of Nations was created to serve a 
similar purpose, albeit on somewhat more structured lines. Nevertheless, it too 
proved unsuccessful and failed to prevent the outbreak of another world war in 
1939.

As populations around the world were slowly and often reluctantly mobilised for a 
new war, on an unprecedented scale, it became clear to their leaders that a vision 
for a brighter, more peaceful future needed to be articulated and, in due course, 
delivered. This was especially true for Britain, whose war effort relied very heavily 
on resources, labour, and fighting personnel drawn from its vast empire. A vision of 
a more just and equitable future for all peoples, not just those in Europe and North 
America, had to form part of Allied war aims.

When the war ended in 1945, diplomats, policymakers, and civil servants turned to 
this task with great energy. Never before had there been such a widespread 
appetite for peace and never before had such enormous resources (especially the 
economic might of the United States) been thrown into an endeavour of this kind. 
And yet, there were still major disagreements, competing priorities, and differing 
views as to what form this new international order should take.

Britain sought to use these new organisations to arrest its rapid post-war decline. 
The USA wanted to wield them as a tool to build post-war hegemony. The Soviet 
Union wanted to avoid that happening at all costs. Many continental European 
countries wanted to defend themselves not only from a possible German 
resurgence but also from American and Soviet interference. Given all this division, it 
is perhaps something of a miracle that so much was achieved in this period and that 
so many of those organisations and structures survive, in one form or another, to this 
day.

Establishing the Post-War International Order, 1944–1961



BBRITISH ONLINE
ARCHIVES

SOURCE ONE

Source Intro

In August 1941, British Prime Minister Winston Churchill met US President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt aboard the USS Augusta in Placentia Bay, just off the coast of 
Newfoundland. While the USA was not yet directly involved in the Second World 
War, the two leaders discussed their hopes and goals for the post-war world, and 
issued a statement of common principles, known as the Atlantic Charter (or 
Declaration). This source is a report produced by the Foreign Research and Press 
Service—an independent body based at Balliol College, the University of Oxford, 
which advised the British government on foreign affairs—reflecting on the contents 
of the Atlantic Charter.

Source

“Note on the Atlantic Declaration”, 3 September 1941.

CAB 117/58, images 20–28.
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Questions for Discussion 

1. What was the purpose of this joint declaration? What impact did it have on the 

course of the Second World War?

2. How realistic were the broad goals of the Atlantic Charter? What were some of 

the principal challenges Britain would face in delivering on those goals?

3. To what extent did the international order which emerged after 1945 adhere to 

the principles of the Atlantic Charter?
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SOURCE TWO 

Source Intro

When the United Nations was established in June 1945, it was, perhaps 
unsurprisingly, dominated by the five nations which had played the most substantial 
role in the defeat of the Axis powers. These were Britain, China, France, the Soviet 
Union, and the United States, and they became the five permanent members of the 
Security Council, positions they still hold today. The Security Council makes many of 
the UN’s most important decisions, especially on questions of war and peace, and 
the UN Charter stipulates that unanimity must be reached for a resolution to pass. 
As this source shows, this could present serious issues as the five permanent 
members often have divergent perspectives and goals.

Source

“The Veto”, January 1951.

FO 371/95660, images 14–19.
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Questions for Discussion 

1. Why did the Soviet Union rely so heavily on the veto in its role as a permanent 

member of the UN Security Council?

2. How did Britain and the United States view their role in the UN? How did they 

seek to use the UN to advance their own objectives?

3. What does this source reveal about the challenges involved in building a 

genuinely global diplomatic organisation after the Second World War?
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SOURCE THREE

Source Intro

Following the Second World War, there was a concerted effort to advance the cause 
of European integration, in large part designed to avoid another war between 
Germany and France. Greater economic cooperation and co-dependence, it was 
hoped, would make war between the two “not only unthinkable but materially 
impossible”. Other countries were keen to share in this wider prosperity and it soon 
gave rise to organisations such as the European Economic Community, 
comprising Belgium, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and Italy, alongside France and 
(West) Germany. Britain was not a founding member—torn, as it was, between its 
European connections, its dwindling empire and Commonwealth, and its strong ties 
to the USA—but later sought to join. As shown in this source, in 1961, during the 
tenure of Prime Minister Harold Macmillan, it began preparing an application for 
membership of the EEC. 

Source

“The United Kingdom and Europe—Draft Statement to be made by the Prime 

Minister”, 5 July 1961.

MAF 379/138, images 20–23.
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Questions for Discussion 

1. What strengths and advantages of the European Economic Community did Prime 

Minister Harold Macmillan set out in his speech to Parliament?

2. What were the challenges Britain would likely face in joining the EEC, and how 

did Macmillan propose to overcome them?

3. Does this source help to explain Britain’s troubled relationship with integrated 

Europe, culminating in the Brexit referendum of 2016?
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Questions for General Discussion

The following questions are designed to prompt a wider discussion on the events, 

issues, and themes highlighted in the sources.

1. To what extent did the nascent Cold War shape the international order which 

emerged after 1945 and, similarly, how far did that order influence the course of the 

Cold War?

2. How accurate is it to describe the post-war international order as “new”? Was it in 

fact merely a reinvention or reworking of older ideas?

3. In 1962, American statesman Dean Acheson claimed that “Great Britain had lost 

an empire, but not yet found a role”. To what extent do the documents here support 

that assertion?

4. How fair is it to describe post-war European integration as a success?

5. To what extent has the international order created after the Second World War 

survived unchanged to the present day?

Visit Collection 
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About British Online Archives (BOA)

British Online Archives (BOA) is one of the UK’s leading academic publishers and 
online repositories. Hosting over six million records, carefully sourced from private 
and public archives, such as The National Archives (UK) and British Library, our 
primary source collections cover over 500 years of world history. 

They boast extensive documentation from across the globe, providing invaluable 
source material for students and researchers working within a range of scholarly 
disciplines, including history, politics, sociology, and international relations. Our 
unique digital collections offer insights into global historical events and trends, 
typically through a British lens. They serve to broaden our understanding of 
history, and help us to make sense of contemporary social, cultural, economic, 
and political landscapes.

Related Collections:

BOA’s primary source collections are organised thematically so as to enhance 
user experience and boost discoverability. Via careful reflection on our archival 
holdings, and in dialogue with scholars, we have grouped our collections under 
eleven key historical themes.

Establishing the Post-War International Order, 1944–1961, falls under the broad 
themes of “International Relations”, “War, Security, and Intelligence”, and 
“Economics”. 

You can explore related collections, such as Paris Peace Conference and 
Beyond, 1919–1939, and Building a New Germany: Denazification and Political 
Re-education, 1944–1948, by scanning the QR code.

https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/86/paris-peace-conference-and-beyond-1919-1939
https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/86/paris-peace-conference-and-beyond-1919-1939
https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/127/building-a-new-germany-denazification-and-political-re-education-1944-1948
https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/127/building-a-new-germany-denazification-and-political-re-education-1944-1948
https://britishonlinearchives.com/themes/1/international-relations
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The Collection Development Process and its Benefits

At British Online Archives (BOA), our skilled team takes great care in curating and 
publishing our primary source collections. It is a process that yields high-quality 
products, as well as substantial benefits for all involved: BOA, our archival 
partners, and, ultimately, our users. Here is a brief outline of the key steps.

Based on a proposal from a member of BOA’s content team (all of whom have a 
background in historical scholarship), we collaborate with staff at the relevant 
archives, libraries, and heritage institutions, as well as with external academics and 
heritage experts, to shape the collection and produce a full item listing. The next 
step is equally important: the comprehensive conservation of the physical 
documents. Typically, this is carried out by professional conservators at the 
archives themselves, but it is funded by BOA. This crucial process ensures that the 
documents remain in excellent condition for use by other researchers for years to 
come.

Following conservation, the documents are digitised to the highest standards, either 
by BOA’s expert digitisation team, the archives’ in-house digitisers, or by a specialist 
contractor. In every case, the digitisation costs are borne directly by BOA. Scans 
are then reviewed, organised, tagged, and marketed by BOA’s relevant specialist 
teams, a process that is verified by collection-specific editorial boards composed of 
scholars and heritage experts. They likewise contribute key supplementary 
materials, such as contextual essays, which complement articles produced by 
members of our team, as well as our innovative source-based teaching packs. 

Prior to publication, each document undergoes Optical Character Recognition 
(OCR), meaning that you can search for words or phrases contained within 
images. Our published collections employ the Universal Viewer (UV). Significantly, 
this offers the “deep zoom” feature, allowing users to examine details in a 
document without lowering the quality of the image. Collections that contain 
handwritten script also benefit from Handwritten Text Recognition (HTR) software. 
This delivers a significant increase in usability and search term accuracy.

Finally, we should highlight that the digitised images that each institution has 
contributed to the curation process are made available to them for free and in 
perpetuity, ensuring that they have a high-quality digital copy of the material to use 
as they see fit. Our archival partners likewise receive royalties from any sales that 
we make, providing a revenue stream that is welcomed, particularly by smaller 
archives, libraries, and heritage institutions.

https://universalviewer.io/
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