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Benn Steil’s latest book, The Marshall Plan: Dawn of the Cold War, is a triumph and properly places 
foreign aid to Western Europe in the context of the Cold War and U.S. security interests. The Marshall 
Plan represented the United States’ response to the challenge of communism in Europe and became 
a central pillar of U.S. strategy for Germany. 

Steil’s current book builds on a previous volume, The Battle of Bretton Woods, which was published in 
2013 and focused on the creation of the World Bank Group and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
at the often mentioned and little understood 1944 Bretton Woods Conference. In both books, Steil 
discusses the terrible damage caused by Soviet espionage in the United Kingdom and the United 
States. 

One of the most stunning historical facts that Steil’s research revealed was the role of Soviet spies in 
the selection of the IMF and World Bank’s leaders. It became tradition that the head of the IMF was a 
European and the head of the World Bank was an American, but this was not the original plan. Harry 
Dexter White, chief representative for the United States at the Bretton Woods Conference, was slated 
to be head of the IMF. At some point, President Harry S. Truman learned that White was a Soviet spy, 
but as to not arouse suspicion, he named White the first U.S. executive director to the IMF, the 
equivalent of the U.S. ambassador to the IMF and a role where he could not do real damage. 

Steil’s latest book, The Marshall Plan, returns us to the immediate postwar period and the quickly 
deteriorating situation in Europe. A number of American officials and their European partners began 
to sound the alarm about potential state collapses in Europe and the potential election of 
communists as a response to desperate postwar circumstances. The Communist Party was growing 
in countries like France and Italy, and it looked as if they would fall if the United States did not act. 

There are many legacies of the Marshall Plan era that impact how the United States thinks about 
foreign assistance, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), and our relationship with Europe 
today. The Organization for European Economic Co-operation (OEEC), was the European secretariat 
of the Marshall Plan and later became the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), an exclusive club of 30-plus free market democracies with 200 committees 
focused on a wide array of issues. Through the landmark Foreign Assistance Act of 1961, President 
John F. Kennedy established the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) to continue the 
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foreign assistance programs started by the Marshall Plan. The clasped arms in USAID’s brand “From 
the American People” come from this time period as well. The European Union is also a direct result 
of the Marshall Plan because U.S. foreign assistance went to Europe as a whole and not on a country-
by-country basis, requiring the countries to work together. 

The book also reveals the Marshall Plan’s deep link with European security. Europe demanded security 
guarantees from the United States if it was to work with Germany in the economic realm, resulting in 
the creation of NATO. The famous saying by Lord Hastings Ismay, NATO’s first secretary-general, that 
NATO was set up to “keep the Soviet Union out, the Americans in, and the Germans down” only gets 
at some of this. The author returns to the issue of European security, NATO enlargement, and Russia’s 
security fears at the end of the book. 

Domestically, the Marshall Plan was not an easy sell; the United States had spent almost 150 years 
“avoiding entangling alliances,” the words George Washington used in his Farewell Address. The goal 
of this plan was to provide financing to the governments and help the private sector to restart 
economic activity in Western Europe. The United States provided approximately $13 billion from 1947 
to 1951 to finance the recovery of Western Europe’s economies. A Marshall Plan announced today 
would be worth closer to $103 billion. Foreign assistance has always been a tough sell to the 
American people and U.S. Congress, but it was even more difficult after the United States spent 36 
percent of its gross domestic product (around $4.1 trillion) on World War II. 

Much of the credit for the Marshall Plan should go to the largely forgotten senator, Arthur 
Vandenberg (R-MI), chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Vandenberg convinced 
Congress that European countries would collapse and communism would take over Western Europe 
unless the Marshall Plan was enacted, sacrificing his own presidential ambitions in the process. Steil 
describes the dozens and dozens of hearings and congressional delegations involved in getting 
Congress to accept the Marshall Plan and NATO. Over a hundred members of Congress, including 
freshman representative Richard Nixon, were sent to Western Europe to see firsthand the damage and 
destruction the war had caused. The communist coup in Czechoslovakia in 1948 was a major wake-
up call for many members of Congress. 

The last part of the book details the evolution of NATO and the European Union, two direct 
outgrowths of the Marshall Plan. Steil is largely critical of NATO’s expansion into Central Europe after 
1991 and argues that the way expansion took place was an unnecessary provocation of Russia. He 
believes that these expansions contributed greatly to the new Cold War era relationship that we have 
with Russia today. 

The Marshall Plan also helped the United States think big about what could be done in the rest of the 
world beyond Europe. Along with the Bretton Woods Conference, the plan demonstrated that the 
United States could and should shape the broader world in the direction of democratic market 
capitalism. Every major international development decision made by the United States from 1947 until 
1991 was a direct response to the threat of communism or its aftermath. This includes the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB), the Inter-American Development Bank, the Freedom Support Act (FSA), and 
the establishment of the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD). 
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Was the Marshall Plan a success? Only a small portion of the book is dedicated to answering this 
question. In economic terms, the Marshall Plan money going into Western Europe only represented a 
small percentage of each country’s gross national product, but industrial output in the countries 
receiving assistance increased by 60 percent between 1947 and mid-1952. Ultimately, the Marshall 
Plan prevented fragile countries from collapsing, rebalanced the global economy, and limited the 
spread of communism. The Marshall Plan, along with NATO, remade relations with our allies in 
Europe and isolated our adversaries. The Soviet Union offered no Marshall Plan equivalent and treated 
Central and Eastern European countries so poorly that they still have negative feelings toward Russia 
today. 

The Marshall Plan remains popular today, and foreign policy experts frequently call for a new Marshall 
Plan in countries like Afghanistan, Iraq, Ukraine, and Honduras without fully understanding why the 
plan succeeded in the first place. In 2017, Germany announced a “Marshall Plan for Africa,” seeking to 
establish a new foreign assistance partnership with the continent and demonstrating the positive view 
many still hold for the plan today. Almost all foreign assistance approaches can be traced back to the 
Marshall Plan, and it remains an important success story for international development and U.S. 
foreign policy. 
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