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What's so special about the "special relationship"? That is the subject of 
my essay. After all, many bilateral relations have influenced the modem 
world -  Germany and France, for instance, or India and Pakistan. Some 
such relationships have been especially close, such as the ties between the 
United States and Israel. The specialness of relations between Britain and 
America lies, I think, in their longevity, their intricacy and their signifi­
cance for international affairs. I want to explore this theme through three 
paradigms, which take account of the history of the relationship and also 
of the way its historiography has developed. First I shall consider it as an 
imperial relationship turned inside out between the seventeenth century 
and the twenty-first. Then as an alliance relationship in which the balance 
shifted dramatically and completely during the course of the twentieth 
century. And finally as a cultural relationship that has shaped the modem 
world.

The Imperial Relationship

America began as a series of British settlements, starting with Jamestown 
in Virginia (1607), and quickly developing into separate colonies. Despite a 
precocious political system within each colony, a collective consciousness 
as Americans was slow to develop. The stimulus for this came, as so often 
in the history of nationalism, from outside, particularly the imposition of 
tighter imperial control by London after the Seven Years War (1756-63). 
British attempts to regulate and tax their colonies more efficiently 
spawned political protest and generated what became a revolutionary 
ideology.1

1 Among the many short overviews of the relationship see H.G. Nicholas, The United States 
and Britain (Chicago, IL 1975); David Dimble, David Reynolds, An Ocean Apart: The Rela­
tionship between Britain and America in the Twentieth Century (London 1988); and Harold 
Temperley, Britain and America since Independence (London 2002).
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The Declaration of Independence was promulgated in 1776. The Treaty 
of Paris in 1783 signified Britain's confession of defeat. Over the next dec­
ades the new nation grew prodigiously, outstripping Britain's population 
by the 1840s, yet political independence was not matched in economic 
affairs, where the relationship remained essentially colonial. In the dec­
ades between the 1820s and the 1860s nearly half America's exports went 
to Britain, which was in turn the source of forty per cent of the country's 
imports.2 Sugar, tobacco, cotton and (after repeal of Com Laws), wheat 
was shipped across the Atlantic from America; woollen goods, linen, 
ironware, furniture and other manufactures flowed west. British capital 
remained essential for America's development -  the Louisiana Purchase, 
which paved the way for westward expansion, was funded by loans from 
the great London banking house, Baring Brothers. British technology and 
skills were vital for nascent American industries: until the middle of the 
nineteenth century, for instance, the American wool and iron industries 
were still patterned on those of Leeds and Sheffield.

While tied economically to Britain, however, the new nation was carv­
ing out a continental empire of its own -  just like Tsarist Russia in Asia at 
the same time. Such expansion was not what the Founding Fathers had 
intended. When James Madison discussed "the experiment of an extended 
republic" in the Federalist papers of 1787, he envisaged a nation that would 
extend from the Atlantic to the Mississippi. His criterion for "the natural 
limits of a republic" was "that distance from the centre, which will barely 
allow the representatives of the people to meet as often as may be neces­
sary for the administration of public affairs."3 Most Americans of the next 
generation believed that the Rocky Mountains would constitute that natu­
ral limit: any further expansion would produce a separate country. But 
then the dramatic acquisition of Texas, Oregon and California between 
1845 and 1848 increased the national domain by 1.2 million square miles 
(far more than the 800,000 acquired by the Louisiana Purchase) and 
brought the country's borders to the Pacific. In 1845 the journalist John L. 
O'Sullivan famously claimed that the United States had a

" manifest destiny to overspread and to possess the whole of the continent which Provi­
dence has given us for the development of the great experiment of liberty and federative
self-government entrusted to us. It is a right such as that of the tree to the space of air

2 Frank Thistlethwaite, The Anglo-American Connection in the Early Nineteenth Century 
(Philadelphia 1963), 11.

3 Terence Ball (ed.), Alexander Hamilton, James Madison and John Jay, The Federalist, with 
the Letters of "Brutus" (Cambridge, MA 2003), 59-63.
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and earth suitable for the full expansion of its principle and destiny of growth -  such as
that of the stream to the channel required for the still accumulating volume of its flow."4

Sullivan was redefining the doctrine of natural limits to suggest that the 
boundaries of American expansion would be set only by its capacity to 
expand.

European observers were, however, much more sceptical. In his Phi­
losophy of History, Hegel spoke of "the North American Federation" as 
lacking a "real State" and a "real Government".5 The size of the country, 
its sectional rivalries and weak central government all suggested an impe­
rial confederation that would not last. The post-colonial relationship was 
also strained. Until 1846 the northern borders of the United States re­
mained in dispute, from Maine to the Pacific Northwest, and large British 
military and naval forces were still stationed in Canada. In 1861-2 there 
seemed a real possibility of Britain being drawn into the Civil War by 
Northern blockade of the Confederacy and British reliance on Southern 
cotton. Although there was no affection for slavery, many in Britain, not­
ing that Lincoln's government went to war to maintain the Union and not 
to free the slaves, initially saw the conflict as another war of independence. 
On this interpretation, the Confederate States were breaking away from an 
overblown Union, just as Italy had freed itself recently from the Hapsburg 
Empire in 1861. In October 1862, after the bloody battle of Antietam, Wil­
liam Ewart Gladstone, then Chancellor of the Exchequer, declared publicly 
that the Confederate leaders 'have made a nation' and expressed sympa­
thy with the view that 'it is for the general interest of Nations that no State 
should swell to the dimensions of a Continent.'6

The crisis of the American Union seemed to fit within the general pat­
tern of the Americas during the nineteenth century. Between 1770 and 
1820 the whole continent with the exception of Canada had broken away 
from the European formal empires. But there followed an extended post­
imperial crisis, with the newly independent nations warring over territory 
and resources. The American Civil War occurred at the same time as the 
brutal War of the Triple Alliance (Brazil, Argentina and Uruguay) against 
Paraguay from 1864 to 1870, during which 310,000 died in combat alone. 
There were widespread campaigns against indigenous peoples -  the 
American clearance of the Great Plains Indians was paralleled, for in­

4 Quoted in: Frederick Merk, Manifest Destiny and Mission in American History: A Reinter­
pretation (New York 1963), 32.

5 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, The Philosophy of History, transl. J. Sibree (New York 
1956), 85-86.

6 D.P. Crook, The North, the South, and the Powers, 1861-1865 (New York 1974), 227-28, 230.
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stance, by the Argentine conquest of Patagonia in the 1870s. And these 
new states were also seeking to establish their economic independence 
from Europe, on whose Atlantic system they were still dependent. But 
1865 marked the moment when the United States struck out unequivocally 
on its own. The triumph of the Union represented a victory for the system 
of free farming that had spread across the West and for the emerging mer­
cantilist industrialism of the Northeast -  the two great forces underpin­
ning the new Republican Party. This combination of dynamic agriculture 
and protected industry was the launching pad for American development 
in the last third of the nineteenth century. Led by the North, the United 
States was now breaking clear from the hemispheric norm of "slave- and 
plantation-based agricultural and cash-crop production, with its narrow 
power bases and hierarchical social configurations, in order to forge a 
more egalitarian and self-consciously national strategy of industrial devel­
opment." In 1861 the South tried to secede from the American Union; in 
1865 the United States, in effect, seceded from the Western Hemisphere.7

In the last third of the nineteenth century, through the instruments of 
railroad, telegraph and telephone, North America was integrated and in­
dustrialized at an unprecedented pace and on a prodigious scale. By 1913 
the United States had replaced Great Britain as the world's leading indus­
trial power, accounting for one-third of global manufacturing output. Brit­
ish and French demand for American loans in the First World War turned 
the United States from a net debtor to a net creditor nation and opened 
American banks and investors to new opportunities in Europe. In the 
1920s the USA emerged as the world's leading source of new foreign in­
vestment -  lending $6.4 billion in 1924-9, nearly double the amount from 
Britain, and much of it to Germany. America also became the world's lar­
ger exporter in 1920s and was second only to Britain as an importer. But 
the country's overseas investment and trade contracted dramatically after 
the Crash of 1929. In the 1930s the Anglo-American relationship was finely 
balanced -  Britain was no longer able to act as economic hegemon and 
America was not yet willing to do so. In Charles Kindleberger's pithy for­
mulation, "the British couldn't and the United States wouldn't."8

At this stage America's global reach was self-consciously not military. 
"We are the first empire of the world to establish our sway without le­

7 This paragraph follows Michael Geyer, Charles Bright, "Global Violence and Nationaliz­
ing Wars in Eurasia and America: The Geopolitics of War in the Mid-Nineteenth Cen­
tury/' Comparative Studies in Society and History 38 (1996), 619-57, quoting from 647.

8 Charles P. Kindleberger, The World in Depression, 1929-1939 (Berkeley, CA 1973), 56, 292 
(quotation).
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gions," declared the theologian and social commentator Reinhold Niebuhr 
in 1931. "Our legions are dollars."9 It was the Second World War that 
made the United States a global power. After Hitler gained control of most 
of Europe in 1940, Roosevelt mobilized the country's economic might for 
military ends and projected it overseas. American financial aid was essen­
tial for Britain's war effort, covering 54 per cent of Britain's total balance of 
payments deficit during the war.10 The Roosevelt Administration tried as 
recompense to open up the network of preferential tariffs protecting the 
British Empire. The United States ended the war with the world's largest 
navy and airforce, a monopoly of the new atomic bomb, half the world's 
manufacturing output and half its gold reserves.

This militarized empire might have proved ephemeral but for the Cold 
War. The United States stayed in Europe and Asia because of the occupa­
tions of Germany and Japan. Perceiving mounting threats from the Soviet 
Union and Communist China, it contracted an Atlantic Alliance in 1949 
and in the 1950s made long-term commitments in Southeast Asia, particu­
larly Vietnam, and the Middle East. In July 1957 President Eisenhower was 
shocked to learn that there were over one million Americans stationed or 
resident overseas. His Farewell Address in January 1961 was a belated 
warning about how the "military-industrial complex" spawned by the 
"permanent armaments industry" was undermining the freedom and in­
dependence of America's domestic institutions.11

London was now very much the junior partner of Washington. In the 
1960s the presence of US military bases and American takeovers of British 
businesses were taken by critics on the Left as signs of an essentially colo­
nial relationship with the new imperial power. In 1967 Prime Minister 
Harold Wilson warned of an impending "industrial helotry" in which 
America provided the advanced technology, while the British (and West­
ern Europe as a whole) were left "in industrial terms as the hewers of 
wood and the drawers of water."12 Although American financial aid could 
not buy Wilson's commitment of British troops to Vietnam -  what the 
Americans, harking back ironically to Britain's use of mercenaries during 
the Revolutionary wars, called "The Hessian Option" -  it did secure a

9 Reinhold Niebuhr, "Awkward Imperialists," Atlantic Monthly 143 (May 1930), 670.
10 Mark Harrison (ed.), The Economics of World War II: Six Powers in International Comparison 

(Cambridge, MA 1998), 52.
11 National Security Council meeting 331, item 2, 18 July 1957, Ann Whitman file, NSC 

series, box 9, Dwight D. Eisenhower Library, Abilene, Kansas; Public Papers of the Presi­
dents of the United States: Dwight D. Eisenhower, 1960-61 (Washington, DC 1961), 1035-40.

12 Quoted in Dimbleby and Reynolds, An Ocean Apart, 297, 301.
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range of understandings about the parameters of British economic and 
defence policies, including the retention of troops East of Suez.13

Talk of a reversed colonial relationship abated in the 1970s, amid 
America's own problems with Vietnam and the economic crisis of stagfla­
tion. And by the time American power recovered in the 1980s and 1990s 
the terms of the debate had shifted from "Americanization" to "globalisa­
tion". But the colonial vocabulary has been revived in the twenty-first 
century with the Anglo-American invasion of Iraq and the controversy 
about whether Tony Blair was George W. Bush's partner or his "poodle". 
Meanwhile, on a larger canvas, historians such as Paul Kennedy and Niall 
Ferguson have argued in different ways that the United States, whatever 
its own dogmas of exceptionalism, is an imperial power whose perform­
ance and prospects can and must be analysed against the pattern of past 
empires.14

The Alliance Relationship

It is, therefore, instructive to approach the Anglo-American connection as 
an imperial relationship in which the original colonial power eventually 
became almost a colony. This helps us to understand not merely the power 
dynamics but the emotional element -  the sharp edge of resentment that 
first British and then American hegemony evoked on the opposite side of 
the Atlantic. But the Anglo-American connection must also be understood 
in other ways, not least as an alliance relationship. Alliance implies a 
rough equality and so this conceptualization of relations applies particu­
larly to the first half of the twentieth century when the two countries were 
comparable in power. But, as we shall see, the alliance also underpinned 
the Cold War and although the initiative always came more from the Brit­
ish side, the Anglo-American alliance was very much a two-way street.

Our starting point is the 1890s, when the British sought a rapproche­
ment with the United States over a number of contentious issues left over 
from the struggle for hegemony in North America. Disputes over the bor­
ders of Venezuela and Alaska and over the right to be partners in any ca­
nal cut through the Isthmus of Panama were all settled on essentially 
American terms. The British were anxious to cut their losses in the West-

13 Philip Ziegler, Wilson: The Authorised Life of Lord Wilson ofRievaulx (London 1993), 204-6; 
John W. Young, "Britain and 'LBJ's War'" Cold War History 2,3 (2002), 70-71.

14 Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers: Economic Change and Military Conflict 
from 1500 to 2000 (London 1988); Niall Ferguson, Colossus: The Price of America's Empire 
(London 2004).
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em Hemisphere and reduce the number of potential enemies at a time of 
imperial overstretch. More serious global flashpoints include the clashes 
with France over territory in North Africa and with Russia over the bor­
ders of India, the beginnings of a naval race with Germany and an unset­
tling insurgency in South Africa. Compared with these, the disputes with 
America were of minor significance. Following a long-standing policy of 
"appeasement," Britain was trying to reduce the number of potential ene­
mies.15

Rapprochement was not the same as alliance, however, which Amer­
ica's tradition of isolationism from the European affairs made unlikely. But 
once the European war began in August 1914, it became a prime object of 
British diplomacy to draw the United States into the conflict. Some of 
Woodrow Wilson's advisers, notably Colonel Edward House, were 
strongly pro-British, but the President was determined to remain aloof if 
possible, not least because of the divisive impact on America's polyglot 
population. And, for all his cultural anglophilia -  he loved England and 
English literature -  the President had a keen sense of America's moral 
superiority over the Old World and a passionate determination to assert 
his country's independence on the world stage. On the other hand, the 
close economic ties between America and Britain -  a residue of the impe­
rial relationship -  meant that US trade and finance flowed naturally to­
wards Britain rather than Germany. Wilson refused to weaken those ties 
by bans on trade or loans, and the Kaiserreich's persistent attempts to 
sever them by U-boat warfare brought German-American relations to 
breaking point in early 1917. But when Wilson finally and with a heavy 
heart joined Britain and France in April 1917, it was as their 'associate' and 
not as a full 'allied' power.

The difference in terminology was fundamental: Wilson was cooperat­
ing with the imperial powers of the Old World for the immediate purpose 
of destroying German militarism but he was equally determined to curb 
their own imperialism and expansionism in order to build a new world 
order. This same sense of independence spurred General John J. Pershing 
to preserve his American Expeditionary Force in France as a separate 
fighting force rather than let his divisions be absorbed piecemeal into the 
British and French armies. In 1917 -18 the American approach to wartime 
alliance with Britain was still defined by the legacies of the old colonial 
relationship.

15 See Paul Kennedy, Strategy and Diplomacy, 1870-1945 (London 1983), ch. 1.
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That alliance was also ephemeral. The United States did not join the 
League of Nations that its President had been instrumental in creating. 
And in the Depression of the 1930s, with a quarter of the workforce unem­
ployed, the country turned in on itself. From 1935 the Congress passed a 
series of Neutrality Acts, intended to prevent the economic and emotional 
entanglements that, supposedly, had dragged the country into war in 
1917. "We were fools to be sucked in once in a European war," declared 
the novelist Ernest Hemingway in 1935, "and we shall never be sucked in 
again."16 The mood was equally sour across the Atlantic. British leaders, 
saddled as they saw it with a League of Nations they had never wanted, 
were now convinced of American unreliability. "You will get nothing from 
the Americans but words," warned Stanley Baldwin in 1932, "big words 
but only words."17

In 1939-40, what became known as the Phoney War, Britain's closest 
ally was France and there was much talk of making that relationship the 
cornerstone of postwar British foreign policy. But all changed with the 
sudden French collapse in May-June 1940. Britain was left alone; its main 
hope of survival, let alone victory, was a speedy American entry into the 
war. This new reality was recognized across Whitehall and Westminster, 
but the search for an American alliance was given added impetus by the 
change of leaders. Neville Chamberlain, who shared Baldwin's scepticism 
about the Americans, was replaced by the half-American Winston Chur­
chill, who set about wooing President Roosevelt through an ardent per­
sonal correspondence. Churchill hoped for American entry into the war 
after the presidential election of November 1940; in the event, FDR's cau­
tion in the face of divided public opinion meant he had to wait until De­
cember 1941. But thereafter, America and Britain created perhaps the clos­
est alliance ever seen in wartime. Its mood is encapsulated by the story of 
Churchill's visit to the White House just after Pearl Harbor. One day FDR 
was wheeled into the Prime Minister's suite, only to find his guest emerg­
ing from the bathroom wet, glowing and completely naked. Roosevelt 
began to withdraw but Churchill beckoned him back. "The Prime Minister 
of Great Britain," he boomed, "has nothing to conceal from the President 
of the United States."18

Britain's need for the United States was clear. American supplies were 
vital for the besieged island; without American manpower the British

16 Quoted in Cushing Strout, The American Image of the Old World (New York 1963), 205.
17 Keith Middlemas, John Barnes, Baldwin: A Biography (London 1969), 729.
18 See David Reynolds, In Command of History: Churchill Fighting and Writing the Second 

World War (London 2004), 271.
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would never have been able to cross the Channel and re-establish a West­
ern Front in continental Europe. But the United States also needed Britain. 
At the end of May 1940, the US Army was nineteenth in size in the world, 
having moved up one place after the collapse of the Dutch. As Roosevelt 
repeatedly told his countrymen, Britain was America's front line of de­
fence, whose continued resistance gave the USA a vital breathing space to 
rearm. By 1942, of course, American mobilization was in top gear but, even 
then, Britain mattered as the vital base for rolling back the Nazi tide. 
Without being able to build up troops, supplies and aircraft there, it would 
have been impossible to bomb Hitler's Europe, let alone invade it. Cross­
ing the Channel was hazardous enough in June 1944; crossing the whole 
Atlantic in order to mount the invasion would have been inconceivable.

The wartime alliance was therefore based on mutual need. That said, 
the balance shifted dramatically as the war progressed. In 1942 the United 
States could have committed no more than two trained and equipped 
combat divisions to any invasion of France: the bulk of the manpower 
would have been British and Canadian, which is why Churchill was able 
to veto a cross-Channel attack at this stage. By July 1944, however, the 
United States had more divisions in action against Germany than the Brit­
ish and this imbalance became more pronounced with every passing 
month. To his intense frustration, Churchill had little say in the grand 
strategy of the last year of the war. "Our armies are only about one-half 
the size of the American and will soon be little more than one-third," he 
wrote in December 1944. "It is not so easy as it used to be for me to get 
things done."19

After the war the alliance started to unravel. Britain was cut out of 
America's atomic weapons programme, in which it had been a junior 
partner during the war, and alliance institutions such as the Combined 
Chiefs of Staff began to atrophy. What revived the alliance was the Cold 
War. Just as the threat from Germany, Italy and Japan had brought the two 
countries together from 1940, so the challenge of global communism pro­
vided a new bond, first in Europe with the Marshall Plan, the Berlin block­
ade and the NATO alliance, and then in Asia with the Chinese revolution 
and the Korean War. The United States, of course, forged many formal 
alliances in this first postwar decade, in a marked departure from its isola­
tionist heritage. But the ties with Britain were central. It was Churchill who 
started talking of a "special relationship" with America from 1943, most 
famously in his "Iron Curtain" speech at Fulton, Missouri, in March 1946,

19 Winston S. Churchill, The Second World War, 6 vols. (London 1948-54), vol. 6, 233.
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when he preached the need for the two countries to hold together in the 
face of the Soviet threat. The term became almost a cliché in Britain in the 
1950s and 1960s and there were many in America who believed it had 
become a fig leaf to cover British decline. Dean Acheson, the former US 
Secretary of State, famously declared in 1962 that "Great Britain has lost an 
empire and has not yet found a role. The attempt to play a separate power 
role, that is a role apart from Europe, a role based on a 'special relation­
ship' with the United States [...] this role is about to be played out."20

Yet there was a reality behind the rhetoric. The relationship was liter­
ally special -  meaning unique when measured against the norms of inter­
national relations -  in two senses.21 First, it was special in importance to 
the international order. The United States was unquestionably the postwar 
era's great "superpower"' but, when that neologism was coined in 1944 by 
the American political scientist William Fox, he believed that three coun­
tries fitted his criteria of "great power plus great mobility of power" -  the 
United States, the Soviet Union and Great Britain.22 The long-term trajec­
tory of decline should not blind us to the extent of Britain's power in the 
early Cold War. The British still had 865,000 servicemen under arms in 
1953, and they maintained conscription until 1960. In the early 1950s their 
manufacturing output equalled that of France and West Germany com­
bined. And, despite the loss of India in 1947, they still possessed a series of 
bases around the world, especially in Southeast Asia and the Middle East, 
that were invaluable for the projection of American power in the pre­
missile era.23

The Anglo-American relationship was special in quality as well as im­
portance. In the 1940s and 1950s politicians and officials in London readily 
and regularly shared information and ideas with their opposite numbers 
in Washington. This "consultative" relationship was particularly evident 
in the armed services and, above all, in the intelligence organisations, 
building on the legacies of World War Two. From 1943 Britain, America, 
Canada, Australia and New Zealand developed a global network for sig­
nals intelligence. The capstone of cooperation was the nuclear alliance. Cut

20 Speech of December 5, 1962, printed in Ian S. MacDonald (ed.), Anglo-American Relations 
since the Second World War (New York 1974), 181-82.

21 For this argument in more detail see David Reynolds, "A  'Special Relationship'?: Amer­
ica, Britain and the Postwar Order since 1945,” International Affairs 62,1 (1985), 1-20.

22 William T. R. Fox, The Superpowers: The United States, Britain, and the Soviet Union -  Their 
Responsibility (New York 1944), 21.

23 For this theme of Britain as postwar superpower see David Reynolds, Britannia Over­
ruled: British Policy and World Power in the Twentieth Century (London 2000), ch. 7, espe­
cially 186.
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out of atomic exchange in 1946, Britain tested its own bomb in 1952. In the 
late 1950s, when Americans were alarmed about the supposed "missile 
gap" opened up by the Soviet Union, the Eisenhower Administration let 
Britain back into the club, sharing research and technology. From 1962 the 
British were allowed to acquire Polaris missiles for their nuclear subma­
rines, later updated by Trident: no other American ally has been given 
such preferential treatment.

The heyday of the special relationship was the late 1940s and 1950s. 
Thereafter British decline, the revival of Western Europe and the expan­
sion of America's own global reach have conspired to render it less impor­
tant to the international order. And Britain's belated entry into the Euro­
pean Community in 1973 gave the country an additional focus for foreign 
policy. Yet, with the exceptions of Anthony Eden during the Suez crisis 
(1956) and the premiership of Edward Heath (1970-4), British Prime Minis­
ters have continued to give top priority to the transatlantic relationship, 
whatever their private doubts about US policy. Whereas France since 
Charles de Gaulle has frequently and self-consciously said 'Non' to Amer­
ica, the British response has usually been "Yes, but" -  with the "yes" de­
clared loudly to the world and the 'but' said quietly behind the scenes. 
Solidarity in public, constructive criticism in private -  that was the British 
tactic for dealing with the problems of American power. To many on the 
Continent, however, this seemed like servility, and the occasions when 
British influence has shifted US policy are few and far between. But poli­
cymakers in London have been consoled by the fact that the consultative, 
intelligence and atomic relationships remain special in quality. Moreover, 
the continued importance of the Anglo-American axis in world politics 
was demonstrated during the second Gulf War of 2003. Had Prime Minis­
ter Tony Blair not backed President George W. Bush's invasion of Iraq, it is 
likely that American public support for this controversial operation would 
have been fatally undermined. Bush needed a token major ally; Blair ac­
cepted that role. But this was not a case of saying "Yes, but" -  Blair did so 
willingly, indeed enthusiastically. To understand his readiness to do so, 
we must look beyond pragmatic calculations of alliance politics.

The Cultural Relationship

The way that the Anglo-American alliance has endured into the twenty- 
first century is a reminder that it depends on ties of culture as well as 
power. For years culture was the facet celebrated by exponents of alliance, 
be it in the jargon of "the Anglo-Saxon race" in the Social Darwinian at­
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mosphere of the early twentieth century or in Churchillian rhetoric about 
the "English-speaking Peoples" after 1945. Some postwar histories of An­
glo-American relations adopted this cultural framework as their central 
theme: H.C. Allen, for instance, extolled the way that "from their common 
heredity, environment, and will, there has developed an increasing simi­
larity, and even sometimes identity, of opinion and action." But this ap­
proach was criticized by scholars in the 1970s as the archives opened. In 
Allies of Kind (1978), Christopher Thome stressed the continuance of An­
glo-American power rivalries even in the heyday of the wartime alliance.24 
But more recently this realist critique has been amended by a renewed 
attention to culture, if only to help explain the persistence of the alliance 
despite the eclipse of British power. This new approach also reflects the 
"cultural turn" within the discipline of history as a whole.25

One cannot, for instance, explain the relationship without reference to 
the potency of language. British English and American English are not, of 
course, identical. In his memoirs Churchill recalled one wartime confer­
ence when the British said they would "table" a paper and, to their sur­
prise, the Americans reacted with fury. Eventually it was discovered that, 
to the British, the verb "to table" meant submitting a paper for discussion, 
whereas, for Americans, it meant taking it off the agenda.26 But when due 
allowance is made for the "barrier" of a common language, there is no 
doubt of its enormous importance. It has enabled policymakers to talk to 
their opposite numbers at a level of frankness and complexity unmatched 
by other major powers. It has also facilitated close contact between the 
American and British populations as a whole, whether through friendly 
invasions such as the three million US service personnel who passed 
through Britain during World War Two or, more recently, by the waves of 
tourists in the era of cheap air travel. In 1940 Churchill predicted that the 
two countries would become increasingly "mixed up together": language 
has been at the heart of that complex entanglement.27

The twentieth-century predominance of English as the language of in­
ternational business, science and culture is rooted in colonial relationships. 
Its hegemony was glimpsed even in the 1760s, after Britain had ousted

24 H. C. Allen, Great Britain and the United States, 1783-1952 (London 1954), 33; Christopher 
Thome, Allies of a Kind: The United States, Britain, and the War against Japan, 1941-1945 
(London 1978).

25 For instance David Reynolds, "Rethinking Anglo-American Relations," International 
Affairs 65,1 (1988), 89-111; Nigel Ashton, Kennedy, Macmillan and the Cold War: The Irony of 
Interdependence (London 2002).

26 Churchill, Second World War, vol. 3, 609.
27 House of Commons, Debates, 5th series, 20 Aug. 1940, volume 364, column 1171.
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France in the battle for dominance of North America. Edward Gibbon had 
planned to write his great history of The Decline and Fall of the Roman Em­
pire in French, the language of civilisation, but the philosopher David 
Hume dissuaded him: "Let the French triumph in the present diffusion of 
their tongue. Our solid and increasing establishments in America [...] 
promise a superior stability and duration to the English language."28 The 
British also made English the official language of their Asian empire, espe­
cially in one of the world's most populous nations, India. In turn, twenti­
eth-century America has spread English around the world through its 
economic and cultural empire, particularly via the movies. French at­
tempts to counter the spread of English and to preserve the purity of their 
own language are notorious, but it is ironic that the "special relationship" 
between Helmut Schmidt and Giscard d'Estaing and Helmut Schmidt -  a 
Franco-German axis that sought to offset Anglo-American influence in the 
1970s -  was conducted in their shared second language of English.29

Linked to language have been the values of liberalism. The seven­
teenth-century American colonies were impregnated with political values 
from the long struggle between King and Parliament: freedom under the 
law, the sanctity of private property and the privileges of the legislature. 
The American Revolution added to these a radical claim about the sover­
eignty of the people, not merely of Parliament, and the franchise was 
gradually extended across the states until, by the 1830s, the United States 
was effectively a democracy for white males -  a process reproduced much 
more slowly in Britain itself. Liberalism was evident in economics as well 
as politics. The ideology of free trade was promulgated in mid-Victorian 
Britain by Richard Cobden and John Bright, at a time when statist notions 
of economic development were dominant in Germany and France. Al­
though the infant American political economy was protectionist by inclina­
tion, Cobdenite ideas were picked up in the United States once economic 
independence was achieved and then turned against the British imperial 
system by Cordell Hull, Roosevelt's Secretary of State. This pattern reflects 
the truism that strong economies naturally favour commercial liberalisa­
tion -  the so-called "imperialism of free trade" -  but, even in the post-1945 
period, Britain has been closer to America at the liberalising end of the 
spectrum, as its attitude to the protectionist European Economic Commu­
nity in the 1950s made clear. These shared values were especially evident

28 Quoted in John Kenyon, The History Men: The Historical Profession in England since the 
Renaissance (London 1993), 54.

29 Haig Simonian, The Privileged Partnership: Franco-German Relations in the European Com­
munity, 1969-1984 (Oxford 1985), 369.
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in the Anglo-American role at the end of World War Two in founding the 
International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, to ensure the managed 
promotion of trade and currency liberalisation.

Anglo-American liberalism has also resulted in a distinctively ethical 
approach to foreign policy. Building on the heritage of Cobden and Bright, 
William Ewart Gladstone enunciated his six "right principles of foreign 
policy" during his Midlothian campaign of 1879-80. These included the 
promotion of peace, the defence of freedom, a European concert of powers 
and the equality of nations. When he resorted to military intervention, this 
was justified in moral terms. For instance, he told the House of Commons 
in July 1882:

"We should not fully discharge our duty if we did not endeavour to convert the present 
interior state of Egypt from anarchy and conflict to peace and order. We shall look [...] to 
the co-operation of the Powers of civilised Europe [...] But if every chance of obtaining 
co-operation is exhausted, the work will be undertaken by the single power of Eng­
land/'30

Gladstone was the hero of the teenage Woodrow Wilson. In 1880, soon 
after graduating from Princeton University, Wilson penned a eulogy of the 
statesman "whose works have been the works of progress; whose im­
pulses have been the impulses of nobility" and whose "convictions have 
steadily grown towards truth, as the flower grows towards the sun."31 
When President, Wilson, in effect, Americanized Gladstonianism. His 
League was a world concert of powers, impelled by Wilson's sense of 
America's global mission. Franklin Roosevelt was a "realistic Wilsonian": 
he believed that the great powers, rather than a world assembly, were 
essential for ensuring peace. But he shared Wilson's belief in America's 
mission to promote a democratized world, freed from the shackles of em­
pire. Roosevelt's view of World War Two as a life or death struggle be­
tween democracy and totalitarianism was carried over into the Cold War, 
and the same Manichean dialectic has impelled George W. Bush's "War on 
Terror." It is, in fact, arguable that a bipolar approach to foreign policy as a 
struggle between good and evil is almost ingrained in American political 
culture -  part of the continued confrontation with the alien "Other" that 
has driven America's expansionism, indeed its very search for identity, 
since the first encounters with the native Indians.32

30 H. C. G. Matthew, Gladstone, 1809-1874 (Oxford 1986), 181-82; Philip Magnus, Gladstone: 
A Biography (London 1954), 288-90.

31 'Mr. Gladstone, a Character Sketch,' in: Arthur S. Link (ed.), The Papers of Woodrow Wil­
son (Princeton, NJ 1966), vol. 1, quoting from 642, 627.

32 See David Campbell, Writing Security: United States Foreign Policy and the Politics of Iden­
tity (Manchester 1992).
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Most twentieth-century British Prime Ministers have eschewed Glad- 
stonian moralism. Their approach to foreign policy has usually been "real­
ist" and pragmatic, though heavily influenced since 1940 by belief in the 
"special relationship". But Tony Blair has revived the Gladstonian tradi­
tion. His readiness to co-operate with Bush over the invasion of Iraq in 
2003 was not simply a reflection of the "Yes, but" British approach to alli­
ance politics. Gladstone was one of Blair's heroes and he believed pro­
foundly in the rightness of military intervention for ethical ends. In the 
Kosovo war of 1999, such was his outrage at Serbian "ethnic cleansing" 
that he was ready to go beyond the Clinton Administration in committing 
ground troops as well as sanctioning air strikes. "Weapons of mass de­
struction" was another of his crusades and he was ready to distort the 
evidence in order to strengthen his case for toppling Saddam Hussein, 
believing that the end justified the means. Although Blair's Christian So­
cialism was very different from Bush's right-wing Fundamentalism, both 
leaders were driven by religious beliefs in a way that has no parallel 
amongst continental European leaders. The Catholic Christian Democracy 
that influenced the founding fathers of European integration -  Adenauer, 
Schuman and de Gasperi -  was far less direct and insistent. In this ethical 
approach to foreign policy, the Anglo-American heritage of Gladstone and 
Wilson has again proved special.33

Conclusion

I have outlined three possible paradigms through which to approach the 
entangled history of Britain and America over the last four centuries -  as 
an imperial relationship, as an alliance relationship and as a cultural rela­
tionship. These three paradigms are not distinct: on the contrary, they 
overlap and must be used in combination to help understand the complex­
ity of the Anglo-American axis and the recent research about it. But to­
gether they provide an introduction to some of the themes and periods 
examined more closely in the rest of this book.

33 For useful studies see Peter Riddell, Hug Them Close: Blair, Clinton and the 'Special Rela­
tionship' (London 2003); David Coates, Joel Krieger, Blair's War (London 2004).
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