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Review by Susan Colbourn, University of Toronto 

n the wake of the December 1981 declaration of martial law in Poland, the Reagan administration 
imposed sanctions against Poland and the Soviet Union. It was a move which received little support from 
Washington’s North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) allies. As Andrea Chiampan clearly 

illustrates, U.S. sanctions fueled Allied concerns about President Ronald Reagan’s propensity for unilateral 
action and exacerbated pre-existing divisions within the Alliance over the continued pursuit of détente. 
Drawing on a range of archival materials, including recently released NATO materials on the Polish Crisis, 
Chiampan’s article offers a clear and concise treatment of the “transatlantic split” which occurred over Poland 
in the early 1980s (690). 

The Reagan administration’s decision to impose sanctions ignored prior NATO discussions on Poland, 
abandoning years of contingency plans developed by the Alliance. Reagan’s willingness to disregard earlier 
Allied consultations, as well as Secretary of State Alexander Haig’s unfulfilled promises to brief the Allies prior 
to the announcement of sanctions, left Washington’s NATO partners furious. U.S. behavior, Chiampan 
emphasizes, seemed to confirm earlier European fears about the willingness of the United States to ignore its 
Allies’ interests. The nature of the sanctions further underscored this sense. Chaimpan highlights how the 
U.S. decision to exclude a grain embargo from the package of sanctions was seen by the Europeans as a means 
of insulating “the most important part of the US-Soviet trade” (690). U.S. willingness to act without the 
support of the NATO Allies precipitated the very divisions within the Alliance which the Reagan 
administration hoped to avoid. 

Reagan’s frustration with “those European chicken littles” reflected the complexities of U.S. policy. While the 
United States jettisoned earlier NATO contingency plans and failed to consult with the Western Allies, 
Reagan’s administration nevertheless hoped to avoid a transatlantic divide over the Polish issue. As Chiampan 
deftly shows, the Reagan administration turned to Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher’s Britain as a potential 
mediator to “bridge the gap” between Washington, Paris, and Bonn (689). Here, Chiampan makes a 
significant contribution to our growing understanding of the Thatcher-Reagan relationship, providing 
considerable nuance to the so-called ‘special relationship.’ Chiampan demonstrates how, despite the Reagan 
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administration’s hopes that Thatcher could ameliorate transatlantic relations, the administration was not 
willing to make the concessions necessary to produce such a change. Instead, the Reagan White House 
assumed that the Allies would come around to support strong U.S. leadership. One is left wondering, 
however, whether Thatcher’s Britain could have played a mediating role between the United States and the 
other NATO Allies, or if British influence was limited only to the other ‘major’ powers of the Western 
Alliance. 

Lastly, Chiampan links this transatlantic dispute with the Western Allies’ larger divisions over the future of 
détente. While U.S. policy-makers looked to abandon détente in the early 1980s, their Western European 
partners hoped to “shield détente” (684). Placing the divergent economic perceptions of the sanctions — in 
particular, over the Siberian gas pipeline — into a broader context of the Allies’ views of détente, Chiampan 
engages with vital questions about  the structural elements which stoked transatlantic divisions in the early 
1980s. Competing understandings of détente shaped the Allies’ individual views of the Soviet threat in Poland 
and their preferred tactics to respond to the implementation of martial law. Chiampan concludes that 
Europe’s continued commitment to détente ensured that Washington’s efforts to impose harsh sanctions 
against Poland and the Soviet Union were the root cause of the dispute, a compelling assertion which could 
be strengthened if it were integrated further into Chiampan’s analysis. 

Scholars of the Atlantic Alliance are often infatuated with moments of crisis and division within NATO; 
Chiampan’s excellent contribution to The International History Review is a reminder of why this interest 
lingers. Chiampan offers a detailed examination of the Reagan administration’s haphazard approach to the 
Western Alliance, contextualizing these difficulties into a longer trajectory of transatlantic discord in the 
preceding decade — the ‘Year of Europe,’ the neutron bomb fiasco, and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. 
In doing so, Chiampan highlights the continuities between the Reagan White House and earlier U.S. 
administrations in their handling of transatlantic relations. This article makes a significant contribution to our 
understanding of Reagan’s policy vis-à-vis NATO, highlighting the administration’s willingness to abandon 
the consultative structures of the Alliance and pursue a unilateral policy, much to the chagrin of Washington’s 
NATO Allies. 
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