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Introduction: The Anglosphere Miracle

There are few words which are used more loosely than the word “Civilization.” What does it mean? It means a society based upon the opinion of civilians. It means that violence, the rule of warriors and despotic chiefs, the conditions of camps and warfare, of riot and tyranny, give place to parliaments where laws are made, and independent courts of justice in which over long periods those laws are maintained. That is Civilization—and in its soil grow continually freedom, comfort, and culture. When Civilization reigns, in any country, a wider and less harassed life is afforded to the masses of the people. The traditions of the past are cherished, and the inheritance bequeathed to us by former wise or valiant men becomes a rich estate to be enjoyed and used by all.

—WINSTON CHURCHILL, 1938

The liberty, the unalienable, indefeasible rights of men, the honor and dignity of human nature, the grandeur and glory of the public, and the universal happiness of individuals, were never so skillfully and successfully consulted as in that most excellent monument of human art, the common law of England.

—JOHN ADAMS, 1763

 

When I was four years old, a mob attacked our family farm. There was a back entrance, a footpath into the hills, and my mother led me there by the hand. “We’re going to play a game,” she told me. “If we have to come this way again, we must do it without making a sound.”

My father was having none of it. He had a duty to the farmworkers, he said, and wasn’t going to be driven off his own land by hooligans bused in from the city.

He was suffering, I remember, from one of those diseases that periodically afflict white men in the tropics, and he sat in his dressing gown, loading his revolver with paper-thin hands.

This was the Peru of General Juan Velasco, whose putsch in 1968 had thrown the country into a state of squalor from which it has only recently recovered. Having nationalized the main industries, Velasco decreed a program of land reform under which farms were broken up and given to his military cronies.

As invariably happens when governments plunder their citizens, groups of agitators decided to take the law into their own hands. It was the same story as in the Spanish Second Republic, or Allende’s Chile: the police, seeing which way the wind was blowing, were reluctant to protect property.

Knowing that no help would come from the authorities, my father and two security guards dispersed the gang with shots as the latter attempted to burn down the front gates. The danger passed.

Not everyone was so lucky. There were land invasions and confiscations all over the country. The mines and fishing fleets were seized. Foreign investment fled and companies repatriated their employees. The large Anglo-Peruvian community into which I had been born all but disappeared.

Only many years later did it strike me that no one had been especially surprised. There was a weary acceptance that, in South America, property was insecure, the rule of law fragile, and civil government contingent. What you owned might at any moment be snatched away, either with or without official sanction. Regimes came and went, and constitutions were ephemeral.

At the same time it was assumed, by South Americans as well as by expatriates, that such things didn’t happen in the English-speaking world. As I grew up, attending boarding school in the United Kingdom but returning to Peru for most of my vacations, I began to wonder at the contrast.

Peru, after all, was on paper a Western country. Its civilization was Christian. Its founders had thought of themselves as children of the Enlightenment, and had been strongly committed to reason, science, democracy, and civil rights.

Yet Peru—indeed, Latin America in general—never achieved the law-based civil society that North America takes for granted. Settled at around the same time, the two great landmasses of the New World serve almost as a controlled experiment. The north was settled by English-speakers, who took with them a belief in property rights, personal liberty, and representative government. The south was settled by Iberians who replicated the vast estates and quasi-feudal society of their home provinces. Despite being the poorer continent in natural resources, North America became the most desirable living space on the planet, attracting hundreds of millions of people with the promise of freedom. South America, by contrast, remained closer to the state of nature that the great philosopher Thomas Hobbes saw as the terrifying prelude to civil government. Legitimacy was never far removed from raw physical power, whether in the form of control of the mob or control of the armed forces.

It is hard to avoid the conclusion that this distinction reflects a difference between the two ancestral cultures. Please don’t get me wrong. I am a convinced Hispanophile. I love Spanish literature and history, theater and music. I have spent happy times in every Ibero-American state, as well as in sixteen of Spain’s seventeen regions. I like the Hispanosphere precisely as it is. It’s simply that, the more I have traveled there, physically and intellectually, the harder it is to sustain the idea that the English- and Spanish-speaking worlds are two manifestations of a common Western civilization.

What, after all, do we mean by Western civilization? What was Churchill driving at in his definition, quoted above? There are three irreducible elements. First, the rule of law. The government of the day doesn’t get to set the rules. Those rules exist on a higher plane, and are interpreted by independent magistrates. The law, in other words, is not an instrument of state control, but a mechanism open to any individual seeking redress.

Second, personal liberty: freedom to say what you like, to assemble in any configuration you choose with your fellow citizens, to buy and sell without hindrance, to dispose as you wish of your assets, to work for whom you please, and, conversely, to hire and fire as you will.

Third, representative government. Laws should not be passed, nor taxes levied, except by elected legislators who are answerable to the rest of us.

Now ask yourself how many countries that are habitually labeled Western have consistently applied those ideals over, say, the past century. How many have an unshakable commitment to them even today?

That question began to nag at me insistently after I was elected to the European Parliament in 1999. The European Union is based on the premise that its twenty-eight member states share a common civilization. While their cultures might diverge at the margins, the theory goes, all sign up to the shared liberal democratic values of the West.

The reality is different. The three precepts that define Western civilization—the rule of law, democratic government, and individual liberty—are not equally valued across Europe. When they act collectively, the member states of the EU are quite ready to subordinate all three to political imperatives.

The rule of law is regularly set aside when it stands in the way of what Brussels elites want. To cite only the most recent example, the euro-zone bailouts were patently illegal. Article 125 of the EU Treaty is unequivocal: “The Union shall not be liable for, or assume the commitments of, central governments, regional, local or other public authorities, other bodies governed by public law, or public undertakings of any Member State.” This clause was no mere technicality. It was on the basis of its promise that the Germans agreed to abandon the Deutschmark in the first place. As Angela Merkel put it: “We have a Treaty under which there is no possibility of paying to bail out states.”

Yet, as soon as it became clear that the euro wouldn’t survive without cash transfusions, the dots and commas of the treaties were set aside. Christine Lagarde, then the French finance minister and now the director of the International Monetary Fund, boasted about what had happened: “We violated all the rules because we wanted to close ranks and really rescue the euro zone. The Treaty of Lisbon was very straightforward. No bailouts.”

To British eyes, the whole process seemed bizarre. Rules had been drawn up in the clearest language that lawyers could devise. Yet, the moment they became inconvenient, they were ignored. When the English-language press said so, though, it was mocked for its insular, Anglo-Saxon literal-mindedness. Everyone else could see that, as a Portuguese member of the European Parliament put it to me, “the facts matter more than the legislation.”

Democracy, too, is regarded as a means to an end—desirable enough, but only up to a point. The European Constitution, later renamed the Lisbon Treaty, was repeatedly rejected in national referendums: by 55 percent of French voters and 62 percent of Dutch voters in 2005, and by 53 percent of Irish voters in 2008. The EU’s response was to swat the results aside and impose the treaty anyway. Again, to complain was simply to demonstrate that English-speakers didn’t understand Europe.

As for the idea that the individual should be as free as possible from state coercion, this is regarded as the ultimate Anglophone fetish. Whenever the EU extends its jurisdiction into a new field—decreeing what vitamins we can buy, how much capital banks must hold, what hours we may work, how herbal remedies are to be regulated—I ask what specific problem the new rules are needed to solve. The response is always the same: “But the old system was unregulated!” The idea that absence of regulation might be a natural state of affairs is seen as preposterous. In Continental usage, “unregulated” and “illegal” are much closer concepts than in places where lawmaking happens in English.

These places are generally lumped together, in Euro-speak, as “the Anglo-Saxon world.” The appellation is not ethnic, but cultural. When the French talk of “les anglo-saxons” or the Spanish of “los anglosajones,” they don’t mean descendants of Cerdic and Oswine and Athelstan. They mean people who speak English and believe in small government, whether in San Francisco, Sligo, or Singapore.

It may come as a surprise to some American readers to learn that, in the eyes of many Continental European commentators, they and the British and the Australians and others form part of a continuous “Anglo-Saxon” civilization, whose chief characteristic is a commitment to free markets. American friends, in my experience, often bracket the United Kingdom with the rest of Europe, and emphasize the exceptionalism of their own story. Yet, as we shall see, very few foreigners think of Americans that way. Alexis de Tocqueville, who visited the United States in the early 1830s, is often quoted as a witness to that country’s uniqueness. Quoted, but evidently not widely read, since on the very first page of Democracy in America he anticipates one of that book’s main themes, namely the idea that English-speakers carried a unique political culture with them to the New World and developed it there in ways far removed from what happened in French and Spanish America. “The American,” he wrote, “is the Englishman left to himself.”

Three times in the past hundred years, the free world has defended its values in global conflicts. In the two world wars and in the Cold War, countries that elevated the individual over the state contended against countries that did the opposite. How many nations were consistently on the side of liberty in those three conflicts? The list is a short one, but it includes most of the English-speaking democracies.

You might argue, of course, that this lineup simply reflects ethnic and linguistic kinship. Because the United Kingdom was at war, English-speakers around the world sympathized with the mother country. This is undeniably part of the explanation. I still become emotional when I recall the words spoken from his hospital bed by New Zealand’s Labour prime minister, Michael Joseph Savage, a few hours after Britain’s declaration of war on September 3, 1939: “With gratitude for the past and confidence in the future, we range ourselves without fear beside Britain. Where she goes, we go. Where she stands, we stand.” Yet this is not the whole story. Look at the size of the war memorials outside Europe. Consider the sheer number of volunteers. During the Second World War, 215,000 men served from New Zealand, 410,000 from South Africa, 995,000 from Australia, 1,060,000 from Canada, 2,400,000 from India. The vast majority had made an individual decision to enlist.

What force pulled those young men, as it had pulled their fathers, halfway around the world to fight for a country on which, in most cases, they had never set eyes? Was it simply an affinity of blood and speech? Were the two world wars nothing more than racial conflicts, larger versions of the breakup of Yugoslavia or the Hutu-Tutsi massacres?

Not according to the governments who called for volunteers, nor to the men who answered that call. Soldiers are rarely given to sentimentality, but in the diaries and letters of the men who served in uniform, we find a clear conviction that they were defending a way of life—a better way than the enemy’s. In both world wars, they believed that they were, in the slogan of the time, fighting for freedom.

Here is the radical newspaper the West Indian in 1915: “West Indians, most of whom are descendants of slaves, are fighting for human liberty together with the immediate sons of the Motherland.”

Here is Havildar Hirram Singh writing to his family in India from the sodden trenches of northern France in the same year: “We must honor him who gives us our salt. Our dear government’s rule is very good and gracious.”

Here is a Maori leader in 1918, recalling the fate of native peoples in German colonies:

We know of the Samoans, our kin. We know of the Eastern and Western natives of German Africa. We know of the extermination of the Hereros, and that is enough for us. For 78 years we have been, not under the rule of the British, but taking part in the ruling of ourselves, and we know by experience that the foundations of British sovereignty are based upon the eternal principles of liberty, equity and justice.

We can easily slip into thinking that the values now prevalent in the world, the values we call Western, were somehow bound to triumph in the end. But there was nothing inevitable about their victory. Had the Second World War ended differently, liberty might have been beaten back to North America. Had the Cold War gone the other way, it could have been extirpated altogether. The triumph of the West was, in practical terms, a series of military successes by the English-speaking peoples.

It is, of course, undiplomatic to say so, which is why writers and politicians are so much more comfortable using the term Western than Anglosphere. But what do we mean by Western? During the Second World War, the designation was used to mean the countries attacking Nazi Germany from that direction. Through the long decades of the Cold War, it meant members of NATO and their allies on other continents.

After the fall of the Berlin Wall, a new definition quickly became current. In a lecture in 1992, later turned into an essay and then a book, Samuel Huntington divided the world into broad cultural spheres. He entitled his thesis The Clash of Civilizations and forecast (incorrectly, so far) that conflicts would increasingly take place between rather than within these spheres. Huntington looked for the origins of the West in the division between Latin and Greek branches of the Christian Church, a division that became a formal schism in 1054. The West, by this demarcation, is made up of those European nations that are predominantly Catholic or Protestant rather than Orthodox in their culture, plus the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand.

Such a definition correlates fairly closely with Western military structures. Yet these structures, in their present form, are recent. Several countries now in NATO were, within living memory, allied to Hitler or Stalin or both. Indeed, outside the Anglophone world, the list of states with more or less continuous histories of representative government and freedom under the law is shorter than anyone likes to admit: Switzerland, the Netherlands, the Nordic countries.

As Mark Steyn has put it, penetratingly if indelicately:

Continental Europe has given us plenty of nice paintings and agreeable symphonies, French wine and Italian actresses and whatnot, but, for all our fetishization of multiculturalism, you can’t help noticing that when it comes to the notion of a political West—one with a sustained commitment to liberty and democracy—the historical record looks a lot more unicultural and, indeed (given that most of these liberal democracies other than America share the same head of state), uniregal. The entire political class of Portugal, Spain, and Greece spent their childhoods living under dictatorships. So did Jacques Chirac and Angela Merkel. We forget how rare on this earth is peaceful constitutional evolution, and rarer still outside the Anglosphere.

Ideological borders move more swiftly than physical ones. A wave of European states embraced Western values after 1945, and another wave after 1989. But when we use “Western values” in this context, we’re being polite. What we really mean is that these countries have adopted the characteristic features of the Anglo-American political system.

Elected parliaments, habeas corpus, free contract, equality before the law, open markets, an unrestricted press, the right to proselytize for any religion, jury trials: these things are not somehow the natural condition of an advanced society. They are specific products of a political ideology developed in the language in which you are reading these words. The fact that those ideas, and that language, have become so widespread can make us lose sight of how exceptional they were in origin.

Let me make a sartorial analogy. H. G. Wells once observed that the English were unique among the nations of the world in having no national dress. He was wrong—and wrong in a telling way. The national dress of the English—a suit and tie—has ceased to seem English, because it is worn all over the planet. On formal occasions, men in most countries dress as Englishmen; the rest of the time they dress, for the most part, as Americans, in jeans.

There are a few redoubts, of course. You occasionally see Bavarian men in leather shorts alongside women in dirndls. Some Arabs have kept their robes and headscarves. But, by and large, the Anglosphere has lost its distinctive apparel. Such was the power of the industrial revolution—which was, before anything, a revolution in textiles—that, during the twentieth century, the English-speaking peoples clothed the world in their image—and, in doing so, forgot that the global costume was really theirs.

It is natural, when we think of a country, to focus on the things that make it different rather than the things that it has exported successfully. When people are asked to name a British food, they will be likelier to say “steak-and-kidney pie” than “a sandwich.” When asked to name an English sport, they will pick cricket rather than football. And so it is with values. Asked what the identifying features of the British political system are, foreigners and Britons alike will often point to the monarchy, the House of Lords, the maces and horsehair wigs and other trappings of parliamentary procedure. Asked the same question about the United States, they will talk of the exorbitant cost of campaigns, the insidious corporate donations, the vicious attack ads. In neither case are they likely to identify the truly extraordinary feature, namely that the lawmakers are answerable to everyone else, and that governments change peacefully as a result of popular votes.

The rule of law is rarer than we sometimes realize. Oppression and arbitrary power are far more usual. Man is a competitive creature, domineering and rapacious when the circumstances are right. Politically, a medieval European monarchy would not have been so very different to a modern African kleptocracy. Once people are in a position to set the rules, they tend to rig those rules in their own favor. Obedient to the promptings of their genome, they design the system so that their descendants, too, will enjoy an advantage over everyone else. Arbitrary power, hereditary status, the systematic looting of resources by the ruling caste: these things were once near universal and are still the norm for most human beings. The real question is not whether liberal democracy was always destined to succeed, but how it managed to get off the ground at all.

We are still experiencing the aftereffects of an astonishing event. The inhabitants of a damp island at the western tip of the Eurasian landmass stumbled upon the idea that the government ought to be subject to the law, not the other way around. The rule of law created security of property and contract, which in turn led to industrialization and modern capitalism. For the first time in the history of the species, a system grew up that, on the whole, rewarded production better than predation. That system proved to be highly adaptable. It was taken across the oceans by English-speakers, sometimes imposed by colonial administrators, sometimes carried by patriotic settlers. In the old courthouse in Philadelphia, it was distilled into its purest and most sublime form as the U.S. Constitution.

So successful was the model that almost every state in the world now copies at least its trappings. Even the most brutal dictatorships generally have things called congresses, whose nervous delegates, anticipating the wishes of the autocrat, group themselves into blocs called political parties. Even the nastiest despotisms have institutions called supreme courts, which, on paper, are something other than an instrument of the regime. But meaningful political freedom—freedom under the rule of law in a representative democracy—remains an unusual phenomenon. We make a mistake when we assume that it will necessarily outlast the hegemony of the English-speaking peoples.

This book tells the story of freedom—which is to say, it tells the story of the Anglosphere. I realize that this statement might strike some readers as smug, triumphalist, even racist. But I hope, over the course of the story, to show you that it is none of those things. From the first, the Anglosphere was a civil rather than an ethnic concept: that was a large part of its strength. While a few Victorian writers tried to explain the success of the English-speaking peoples in racial terms, their arguments were controversial even at the time and are untenable today. The reason that a child of Greek parents in Melbourne is wealthier and freer than his cousin in Mytilene has nothing to do with race and everything to do with political structures.

Part of the problem lies with the vagueness of the terminology. Anglosphere is a word of recent coinage, first used in a Neal Stephenson’s 1995 science fiction novel, The Diamond Age. It spread rapidly into our political and cultural vocabulary because it described something for which a word was needed, namely the community of free English-speaking nations. The Oxford English Dictionary defines Anglosphere as “the group of countries where English is the main native language,” but the man who popularized the concept, the American writer James C. Bennett, is more exacting in his criteria:

To be part of the Anglosphere requires adherence to the fundamental customs and values that form the core of English-speaking cultures. These include individualism, the rule of law, honoring contracts and covenants, and the elevation of freedom to the first rank of political and cultural values. Nations comprising the Anglosphere share a common historical narrative in which the Magna Carta, the English and American Bills of Rights, and such Common Law principles as trial by jury, presumption of innocence and “a man’s home is his castle” are taken for granted.

Which nations? All definitions include five core countries: Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Almost all count Ireland, whose special circumstances are discussed later. Most also take in Singapore, Hong Kong, and what’s left of Britain’s colonial archipelago (Bermuda, the Falkland Islands, and so on). Some also encompass the more democratic Caribbean states, and some embrace South Africa.

The elephant—for once the metaphor seems entirely apt—is India, which, if included, would constitute two-thirds of the Anglosphere’s population. India, too, is discussed separately later on.

It was once uncontroversial to see the spread of liberty as being bound up with the rise of the Anglosphere. After the Reformation, many English-speakers saw the ascendancy of their civilization as providential. Theirs was the new Israel, a chosen nation, appointed by God to carry freedom across the world. The opening lines of “Rule, Britannia,” that hymn to British liberty, are so often belted out that we rarely stop to listen: “When Britain first at Heaven’s command arose from out the azure main . . .” The same conviction, in an even more intense form, motivated the first Americans.

The religious impulse faded with the years, but the belief in destiny did not. British and American historians pointed to a series of events that had brought their ancestors ineluctably toward modernity and greatness: the establishment of the common law, Magna Carta, the Grand Remonstrance, the Bill of Rights, the U.S. Constitution, the scientific revolution, the abolition of slavery.

During the twentieth century, such flag-waving views of the past became unfashionable. As Marxism, anticolonialism, and multiculturalism came into vogue, historiography altered. The writers who had celebrated the great political milestones of Anglo-American history were charged with having been complacent, culturally arrogant, and, worst of all, anachronistic.

Their error, it was said, had lain in seeing a pattern in events that would have been invisible to participants. The patriotic historians, argued critics, had tended to see major historical crises as steps toward the apex of human civilization—a golden age that they conveniently situated in their own lifetimes.

In 1931, a Cambridge professor, Herbert Butterfield, published The Whig Interpretation of History, perhaps the single most influential work of historiography ever written. Whig historians, he argued, made the mistake of seeing past events teleologically—that is, as movements toward a fixed destination. In fact, the actors in those events often had very different motives to those of their modern cheerleaders. Teleological history led writers into the folly of dividing historical figures into good guys (those who supported Whig and liberal policies, such as a wider franchise and the spread of civil rights) and bad guys (those who resisted progress). As Butterfield put it, “The study of the past with one eye upon the present is the source of all sins and sophistries in history. It is the essence of what we mean by the word ‘unhistorical.’ ”

Many of Butterfield’s criticisms hit home, and his book changed forever the way in which history was written in English. Historians began to grasp, for example, that the opponents of royal power were often, in their own eyes, not progressives but conservatives, defending what they believed to be an ancient constitution against a modernizing court.

Yet the weaknesses of Whig history should not detract from its verities. The events that the Whig historians freighted with importance—Magna Carta, the Reformation, the Petition of Right, the Philadelphia Constitutional Convention—were seen in much the same light by contemporaries. And while it may be anachronistic to label dead men as good or bad on the basis of how closely their views resemble a later generation’s, it is also impossible to write meaningful history without value judgments.

The Whig historians glimpsed important truths. Modern research tends to sustain their view that constitutional liberty has its roots in pre-Norman England. The exceptionalism they took for granted, and from which most twentieth-century historians flinched for fear of being thought supremacist or racist, turns out to be real enough. It is even possible to discern, as they did, two enduring factions within the English-speaking peoples: one committed to the values that underpinned that exceptionalism, and one hankering after the more statist models favored in the rest of the world. To label these factions “Whig” and “Tory” is, without question, anachronistic; yet it is also an invaluable shorthand.

The categorization, after all, was not an invention of the Whig historians. It was understood by many of the key agents of the events they described. Thomas Jefferson explained it in characteristically partisan terms:

The division into Whig and Tory is founded in the nature of man; the weakly and nerveless, the rich and the corrupt, seeing more safety and accessibility in a strong executive; the healthy, firm, and virtuous, feeling confidence in their physical and moral resources, and willing to part with only so much power as is necessary for their good government; and, therefore, to retain the rest in the hands of the many, the division will substantially be into Whig and Tory.

Being a Whig, for Jefferson and his followers, didn’t simply mean a general affinity with manliness, independence, and republican virtue. It was a specific identification with an ancient English cause. One popular pamphlet published in 1775 defined the Patriots’ creed as resting on “the principles of Whigs before the Revolution [the Glorious Revolution of 1688] and at the time of it.”

What were these principles? The pamphleteer listed them concisely. Lawmakers should be directly accountable through the ballot box; the executive should be controlled by the legislature; taxes should not be levied, nor laws passed, without popular consent; the individual should be free from arbitrary punishment or confiscation; decisions should be taken as closely as possible to the people they affected; power should be dispersed; no one, not even the head of state, should be above the law; property rights should be secure; disputes should be arbitrated by independent magistrates; freedom of speech, religion, and assembly should be guaranteed.

There is a reason that supporters of these precepts, both in Britain and in America, called themselves “patriots.” They could see something that later generations affected not to see: that the liberties they valued were largely confined to the English-speaking world; and that their domestic opponents wanted to bring their political system into line with more autocratic foreign models.

The tragedy of our age is that those domestic opponents are succeeding. Having developed and exported the most successful system of government known to the human race, the English-speaking peoples are tiptoeing away from their own creation.

Britain’s intellectual elites see Anglosphere values as an impediment to assimilation into a European polity. Their equivalents in Australia see them as a distraction from their country’s supposed Asian destiny. In the United States, especially under the present administration, Anglosphere identity is seen as a colonial hangover, the patrimony of dead white European males. In every English-speaking country, a multiculturalist establishment hangs back from teaching children that they are heirs to a unique political heritage.

Consequently, in most Anglosphere states, the “principles of the Whigs before the Revolution” are being slowly abandoned. Laws are now regularly made without parliamentary approval, taking the form of executive decrees. Taxes are levied without popular consent, as during the bank bailouts. Power is shifting from local, provincial, or state level to national capitals, and from elected representatives to standing bureaucracies. State spending has grown to a level that earlier Anglosphere populations would have regarded as a cause for popular revolt. If we want to understand why the Anglosphere hegemony is failing, we need look no further.

The owl of Minerva, wrote Hegel, spreads its wings only with the gathering of the dusk. As the sun sets on the Anglosphere imperium, we understand with sudden clarity what it is that we stand to lose. What raised the English-speaking peoples to greatness was not a magical property in their DNA, nor a special richness in their earth, nor yet an advantage in military technology, but their political and legal institutions.

The happiness of the human race depends, more than anyone likes to admit, on the survival and success of those institutions. As a devolved network of allied nations, the Anglosphere might yet exert its benign pull on the rest of this century. Without that pull, the future looks altogether grayer and colder.





| CHAPTER 1 |

The Same Language, the Same Hymns, the Same Ideals

We must be free or die, who speak the tongue

That Shakespeare spake, the faith and morals hold

Which Milton held.

—WILLIAM WORDSWORTH, 1807

The colonies planted by England in America have immeasurably outgrown in power those planted by Spain. Yet we have no reason to believe that, at the beginning of the sixteenth century, the Castilian was in any respect inferior to the Englishman. Our firm belief is, that the North owes its great civilization and prosperity chiefly to the moral effect of the Protestant Reformation, and that the decay of the southern countries of Europe is to be mainly ascribed to the great Catholic revival.

—LORD MACAULAY, 1840

A GREAT HOUR TO LIVE

It was the longest walk of his presidency. For twenty years, Franklin D. Roosevelt had hidden his polio from the American public: photographs showed him standing unaided, or sitting in chairs. This time, though, invited by Winston Churchill to join him on HMS Prince of Wales, he insisted on walking. His aides had tried to talk him out of it: what if the deck were to pitch, leaving the president in an undignified heap? But FDR was determined to rise, literally, to the occasion. Supported by his son on one side and a naval officer on the other, and leaning heavily on his cane, he made his slow way to where the British prime minister waited, while the band of the Prince of Wales played “The Stars and Stripes Forever.”

The date was August 10, 1941, and what followed was a carefully staged and brilliant display of what bound the two great English-speaking powers together. The location was Placentia Bay, off Newfoundland. Churchill thought of Canada rather as he thought of himself, as a living embodiment of Anglosphere unity. As he was to tell MPs in Ottawa a few months later, “Canada occupies a unique position in the British Empire because of its unbreakable ties with Britain and its ever-growing friendship and intimate association with the United States.”

The U.S. president had been edging his country away from the neutrality that its founders had decreed, and which had been reinforced by a series of laws passed in the 1930s. While he could not enter the war, Roosevelt was determined to support the rest of the Anglophone world.

The United States, FDR had told his countrymen, should be “the arsenal of democracy.” He had made warships and matériel available to the United Kingdom in exchange for a ninety-nine-year lease on various military bases, thereby tilting the scales, if only slightly, back toward Britain. He had decreed that the Royal Navy might use U.S. facilities, and initiated a formal collaboration between the two air forces. Most recently, he had made substantial resources available to the British government on easy credit terms: the so-called Lend-Lease Agreement.

These accords had been popular on both sides of the Atlantic. While a handful of Tories complained about the establishment of sovereign U.S. bases within the empire, most Britons accepted that the interests of the English-speaking peoples were now permanently aligned, as indeed they were to prove: when, during the campaign against the Taliban in 2001, the U.S. flew missions from one such base, in the British Indian Ocean Territory, no one in either country raised an eyebrow, so natural was the partnership. American voters, for their part, approved of Lend-Lease because they overwhelmingly hoped for a British victory.

To a certain extent, of course, theirs was the sympathy of one civilian democracy for another. Germany and its satellites were fascist dictatorships; Denmark, Norway, France, Belgium, and the Netherlands, all of which had been occupied by the Nazis, had had free parliaments. The political similarities between Britain and America, though, rested upon a deeper affinity, and it was this affinity that Churchill was determined to display.

It was a Sunday morning, and the crew of the USS Augusta, which had carried Roosevelt to Newfoundland, was paraded alongside that of HMS Prince of Wales for a religious service. Churchill had been determined that “every detail be perfect,” and the readings and hymns were meticulously chosen. The sailors listened as a chaplain read from Joshua 1 in the language of the King James Bible, revered in both nations: “As I was with Moses, so will I be with thee: I will not fail thee, nor forsake thee. Be strong and of good courage.” The liturgy was equally familiar to the British and American seamen. It was, remarked Churchill’s private secretary, “a sort of marriage service.”

The prime minister himself was delighted. “The same language, the same hymns and, more or less, the same ideals,” he enthused, later adding: “Every word seemed to stir the heart, and none who took part in it will ever forget the spectacle presented that sunlit morning on the crowded quarterdeck—the symbolism of the Union Jack and the Stars and Stripes draped side by side on the pulpit. It was a great hour to live.”

Wars have a way of making kindred peoples forget their differences. The United Kingdom and the United States had not quarreled since 1895, when the Cleveland administration intervened in a border dispute between Venezuela and British Guiana. In reality, there had been no serious prospect of war between the two states since the 1820s. The Monroe Doctrine, whereby the United States rejected the interference of any European power in its hemisphere, had rested on the support of the Royal Navy, and both governments knew it.

Britain had tacitly backed the United States in its 1898 war against Spain, and Presidents McKinley and Roosevelt had returned the favor during the Boer War, despite opposition from Irish-American voters. The two countries had been allies in the First World War: the Kaiser’s government had taken it for granted that the “Anglo-Saxon” powers would stick together, and had invited Mexico to invade its northern neighbor, thereby prompting U.S. entry into the war.

Though neither Churchill nor Roosevelt yet knew it, Hitler was to make the same assumption: there are few other ways to explain his decision to declare war on the United States in the aftermath of Pearl Harbor. The differences between the Anglosphere nations, so important to their peoples, have always been less apparent to outsiders.

Churchill, whose mother was American, and who had spent three years working on his monumental History of the English-Speaking Peoples before the war interrupted (the four volumes were eventually published in the late 1950s), understood better than anyone else that the Atlantic Alliance couldn’t rest simply on coincident interests; it had to be based on a sense of shared identity.

Three key elements of that shared identity were on display that Sunday morning off Newfoundland. They were the very elements listed by Churchill: “the same language, the same hymns and, more or less, the same ideals.” Let us consider them in turn.

THE SAME LANGUAGE

Language is the usual denominator of nationality. It’s true that there are others: nations have sometimes self-defined on the basis of history, geography, or religion. Language, however, is a more frequent determinant than these, for it is a prerequisite of mutual understanding. As Rudyard Kipling, an Anglospherist avant la lettre, put it:

The Stranger within my gate,

    He may be true or kind,

But he does not talk my talk—

    I cannot feel his mind

I see the face and the eyes and mouth

    But not the soul behind.

For most of their history, the English-speaking peoples have been dispersed across different states. Only twice has a single polity encompassed more or less the entire language group. The first occasion was under Cromwell’s imperium, between 1653 and 1660, and it was imposed by force. The second was between 1707 and 1776, less than the span of a single human lifetime. The fracturing of that polity did not turn its people overnight into mutual foreigners. When John Adams, the future president, presented his credentials to George III as the first ambassador of an independent American republic, he spoke some touching words that moved his former enemy almost to tears:

I shall esteem myself the happiest of men if I can be instrumental in restoring the confidence and affection or, in better words, the old good nature and old good humor, between peoples who, though separated by an ocean and under different governments, have nonetheless the same language, a similar religion and kindred blood.

A shared language makes possible the jokes, the nuances, the subtleties that flesh out human relations. These things, in turn, create fellow-feeling. During the Boer War, a former Rough Rider wrote from South Africa to his old commander, Theodore Roosevelt, now vice president of the United States: “Dear Teddy, I came over here meaning to join the Boers, who I was told were Republicans fighting Monarchists; but when I got here I found the Boers talked Dutch while the British talked English, so I joined the latter.”

Language creates a sense of sympathy that extends beyond state borders. During the Falklands War, which coincided with the 1982 Football World Cup in Spain, Spanish crowds chanted “Argentina! Argentina!” at every England match. The United States, by contrast, was in no doubt about where it stood: a motion condemning the invasion and calling for an Argentine withdrawal passed the Senate with only one vote against (that of the contrarian Jesse Helms).

When, in 1995, Spain was involved in a fishing dispute with Canada, towns across the United Kingdom, and especially in fishing communities, flew maple leaf flags. Although the EU as a whole lined up with Spain on that occasion—Germany went so far as to send naval vessels to the area—its two Anglophone members, Ireland and the United Kingdom, backed Canada.

In both cases, language trumped geography. People didn’t choose sides on the basis of whether they were in Europe or the Americas, in the EU or the Organization of American States, in the Old World or the New. Nor, for the most part, was their sympathy determined by the strict merits of the dispute. Instead, unsurprisingly, they backed the folk of their own speech against those they couldn’t understand.

What is perhaps more surprising is a property that may be particular to the language in which I’m writing. English doesn’t simply unite its speakers in the sense that it lets them read the same books, watch the same television programs, and sing the same songs. It also seems to have inherent qualities that facilitate a certain view of the world.

Anyone who speaks more than one language knows that when you switch from thinking in one to thinking in another, your perspective slightly adjusts. Words don’t always have precise equivalents, and some ideas become marginally altered in translation. Even if a sentence is rendered in the same way, word for word, the connotations can be different.

For example, “democracy” has the same literal meaning in almost every language: a system where decisions are made by majority vote. But in English, the overtones are so positive that democracy is now used, more generally, as an all-purpose hurray-word. People will say things like “Private schools are undemocratic”—meaning, in effect, nothing more than “I disapprove of private schools.” In Russian or Chinese, the word for democracy has no such associations. It simply denotes one among several competing theories of how to organize society.

There is an intriguing connection between the global dominance of English and the ideas that were first conceived and expressed in that language. As the philologist Robert Claiborne puts it, “The tongue and the philosophy are not unrelated. Both reflect the ingrained Anglo-American distrust of unlimited authority, whether in language or in life.” Madhav Das Nalapat, who holds the UNESCO Peace Chair and is the director of the Department of Geopolitics at Manipal University, argues that “the spread of education in English has reduced the attraction of radicalism.”

Could he be right? Could it be that the advance of democracy and free trade over the past six decades is connected to the rise of English as the first planetary language?

Our speech, uniquely, spilled out from behind its imperial frontiers. English was by no means the first tongue to have been disseminated through migration and conquest: Aramaic, Greek, Latin, Persian, Arabic, Russian, Dutch, French, and Spanish were all imperial idioms. But consider what happened to them after decolonization. Most endured only where there was a large population of native speakers. Young Indonesians are now far likelier to speak English than Dutch. Spanish is secure enough in Central and South America but has been almost wholly ousted from the Philippines. Only elderly Syrians or Vietnamese are apt to speak decent French. Indeed, the displacement of French by English has an unmissable political dimension. When, for example, the génocidaire regime was toppled in Rwanda, the new government ordered schools to teach English rather than French, and applied successfully to join the Commonwealth, intending with both measures to signal its commitment to liberty.

In 1492, when English was still the vernacular of a rude archipelago, the Spanish scholar Antonio de Nebrija presented Queen Isabella with a comprehensive grammar of the Castilian language. Christopher Columbus had set sail a few weeks earlier, and it would be many months before he returned with his world-changing news, yet Nebrija had no doubt that Spain was on the way to imperial greatness. In the dedication to his sovereign he included a phrase whose timing, in the circumstances, was uncanny: “My certain conclusion is that language is the companion of empire.”

In that sentence, there is a clue to why Spain’s colonies in the New World were to develop so differently from England’s. It would not have occurred to any English-speaker at that time to regulate his language, in whose cadences could yet be heard the relatively recent fusion of Anglo-Saxon and Norman-French. And what went for his language went for his government.

English-speaking America was dispersed and libertarian, containing neither an episcopacy nor an aristocracy, and reliant on the local self-government of the settlers. Spanish-speaking America was, from the start, a governmental project, initially run by the Crown and the Jesuits but, after 1787, by the Crown alone, the Jesuits having been accused of “building an empire within an empire” and suppressed—a reminder that, in every authoritarian system, power is jealous.

To the Spanish authorities, control of the language was every bit as natural as control of the governmental structure of Mexico and Peru. Such control, whether linguistic or political, stunts development. Constrained by statist thinking, Hispanic America never quite fulfilled its potential, which is why it has tended to export people to the United States rather than the reverse; and why, despite its enormous advantages in terms of population and territory, and despite being arguably the easiest mainstream European language for a nonspeaker to learn, Spanish never became a major international medium.

Consider, for a moment, the contrast. As the English language became globalized, so did a series of Anglosphere customs and institutions, from bicameral legislatures to the Boy Scouts, from stock exchanges to golf, from jury trials to horse races. I could fill the rest of the book with examples of successful Anglophone exports, but it is more instructive to ponder, as a contrast, the relative limits of Spanish cultural exports. Spain, after all, was the world’s leading power when the New World was first settled. And yet, the Chilean historian Claudio Véliz observes:

How difficult it is to discover cultural traits and artifacts of Spanish origin that succeeded in gaining universal acceptance. There are a few, some of them truly distinguished, like the Catholic Reformation and all its institutional and doctrinal concomitants, but after the inclusion of a couple of glorious archetypes (Don Juan and Don Quixote) the Society of Jesus, the common canary and the word liberalism, Merino sheep and the modern design of the Persian guitar, the list thins rapidly: bullfighting and castanets traveled badly.

Véliz has a simple explanation for the contrast. Anglophone culture, he argues, was adaptable, Hispanophone culture rigid. In the seventh century BC, the Greek mercenary and poet Archilochus wrote: “The fox knows many tricks. The hedgehog knows one big one.” The Anglosphere, for Véliz, is the fox to the Hispanosphere’s hedgehog: Anglophone culture, like the English language, is decentralized and individualistic. Other empires rose and fell, their cultural impact dwindling as they declined. The vulpine Anglosphere and its language outlasted them all.

English is today the official language of almost every international association: ASEAN, NATO, the World Bank, the IMF, APEC, OPEC. It is commonly used even in organizations where none of the member states is Anglophone, such as the European Free Trade Association.

My own place of work, the European Parliament, used to be one of the last redoubts of French preeminence and, in all its formal dealings, still gives equal weight to its twenty-four languages. But, from the mid-1990s, and especially after the admission of the formerly communist states in 2004, English became its unofficial common tongue. The handful of members of the European Parliament who haven’t mastered the language are at an immense disadvantage. While they can perform well enough in plenary and committee sessions, where simultaneous interpretation is provided, they cannot join in the conversations in the corridors where the deal-making takes place.

Working in that multilingual environment has convinced me that there are intrinsic properties in English that favor the expression of empirical, down-to-earth, practical ideas. I often listen to the interpretation with my headphones covering one ear, so as to improve my language skills. Frequently, a politician or official will say something that seems to make sense enough in his own tongue but that, when rendered into English, turns out to be so abstract as to be almost meaningless.

The Australian philosopher David Stove noticed the same phenomenon. In a remarkable essay called “What Is Wrong with Our Thoughts?” he examined a series of catastrophically badly phrased academic ideas. He found them, not by scraping the underbelly of Marxism or Freudianism, but by reading some of the better-regarded writers in the Western canon: Plotinus, Hegel, Foucault. He quoted their words in translation, explaining: “it is very striking that I had to go to translations. Nothing which was ever expressed originally in the English language resembles, except in the most distant way, the thought of Plotinus, or Hegel, or Foucault. I take this to be enormously to the credit of our language.”

I’m afraid Stove was mistaken in one regard. Plenty of academic papers in English are now written in unintelligible cant, the authors evidently confusing opacity of expression with profundity of thought. But such authors generally also look to statist European thinkers when it comes to their view of how to organize society, which rather proves Stove’s point.

The loveliest language in the world can fail to move the determinedly abstract writer. Karl Marx was every bit as stodgy and meaningless when discussing Shakespeare as when discussing economics. Here, for example, is what he wrote after watching Timon of Athens:

Since money, as the existing and active concept of value, confounds and confuses all things, it is the general confounding and confusing of all things, the world upside down, the confounding and confusing of all natural and human qualities. If money is the bond binding me to human life, binding society to me, connecting me with nature and man, is not money the bond of all bonds? Can it not dissolve and bind all ties? Is it not, therefore, also the universal agent of separation?

What native speaker of English could have written that way? Only one who had trained himself, over many years, to ape the style of Hegel or Marx, Derrida or Sartre.

The solidity and pragmatism of English has a great deal to do with the way it evolved. English-speakers thought of their language as they thought of their legal and political institutions, as the property of the people rather than of the state. Just as the common law grew like a coral, case by case, without central supervision, so did the English language.

Neighboring states established committees and academies to regulate how their languages should be written and spoken. Their most illustrious citizens would pronounce on what constituted acceptable grammar, syntax, and orthography. The Académie Française was founded by Cardinal Richelieu in 1635, the Real Academia Española (Royal Spanish Academy) by Philip V in 1714. To this day, it hard to find a higher honor than appointment to such an institute. Yet their effect, by definition, is to limit and circumscribe the development of correct speech.

English, unusually, has no such restraints. The closest thing it has to an arbitrator of correct vocabulary is, in the United States, Merriam-Webster’s dictionary (first published in 1828, by Noah Webster), and, in the United Kingdom, The Oxford English Dictionary (first published 1928). Both are private undertakings.

English is protean, freewheeling, and voracious. It contains more than twice as many words as French, more than three times as many as Spanish. In part this variety reflects the fact that modern English emerged from a multilingual society, in which the bulk of the population spoke Old English, the upper classes spoke Norman-French, and most writing was done in Latin. As a result, many words can take at least three forms, with alternative Anglo-Saxon, French, and Latin etymologies: rise, mount, ascend; ask, question, interrogate; time, age, era; goodness, virtue, probity.

But the bigger factor is that English was unregulated, and therefore free to assimilate anything it found useful. The most famous English dictionary was published by Samuel Johnson in 1755, three years of work by a single, brilliant, idiosyncratic mind. The first French dictionary, published in 1694, had been compiled over forty years by forty editors. “Forty times forty is sixteen hundred,” declared the dyspeptic doctor. “As three to sixteen hundred, so is the proportion of an Englishman to a Frenchman.” This idea so tickled Johnson’s actor friend, David Garrick, that he composed a patriotic, if clumsy, couplet in celebration:

Johnson, well arm’d like a hero of yore

Has beat forty French and will beat forty more.

The sheer number of words in English allows the writer to express himself cleanly and unambiguously. If he instead chooses to write in the manner of Foucault or Gramsci, it is because he is being deliberately obscure.

George Orwell, one of the finest prose stylists of any age or nation, understood that the scarcity of words was a potential enemy to truth and freedom. In Nineteen Eighty-Four, he has the Newspeak philologist Symes explain how independent thinking can be prevented by the reduction of vocabulary:

You think, I daresay, that our chief job is inventing new words. But not a bit of it! We’re destroying words—scores of them, hundreds of them, every day. We’re cutting the language right down to the bone. Don’t you see that the whole aim of Newspeak is to narrow the range of thought? In the end we shall make thoughtcrime literally impossible, because there will be no words in which to express it.

Conversely, a language with an expansive and unfettered vocabulary can be used to say almost anything. If no word exists to convey a useful idea, one can be invented—such as Anglosphere.

Is it fanciful to posit a direct connection between the English language and the distinctive political system of the Anglosphere? I don’t think so. Most of the libertarian lexicon was originally English. Andrew Roberts identifies some early English coinages as “liberty of conscience” (1580), “civil liberty” (1644), and “liberty of the press” (1769). How much is correlation and how much causation? It is hard to say. Actual press freedom, for instance, has existed in English law since 1695—a century after the first recorded use of the phrase “liberty of conscience” and a century before “liberty of the press.” But that there is some link is almost unarguable.

Think about the most famous apologia for democracy ever uttered. On November 19, 1863, at the Soldiers’ National Cemetery in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, President Abraham Lincoln, weak and lightheaded with an oncoming case of smallpox, made a speech that lasted for just over two minutes, and ended with his hope “that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom—and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.”

Those words have been quoted ever since, as the supreme vindication of representative government. Indeed, they are often quoted as proof of American exceptionalism. But the words were not Lincoln’s. Most of his hearers would have recognized their source, as our generation does not. They came from the prologue to what was probably the earliest translation of the Holy Scriptures into the English language: “This Bible is for the government of the people, for the people and by the people.” The author was the theologian John Wycliffe, sometimes called “the Morning Star of the Reformation.” Astonishingly, the words had first appeared in 1384.

In no other language could such a concept have been verbalized at that time. The English language has been both a vehicle and a guarantor of liberty down the centuries. As the two leaders sat down together on the deck of HMS Prince of Wales in August 1941, comfortable in that total understanding that can only exist between people speaking the same tongue, it was about to play that role again, to the immense benefit of mankind.

THE SAME HYMNS

John Wycliffe, the original author of Abraham Lincoln’s famous words, is the most arresting figure in the medieval English church. Philosopher, temperamental rebel, and heresiarch, he anticipated many of the doctrines and practices of Protestantism. He believed that the church had amassed too much wealth and was drifting away from the example of Jesus. He opposed the selling of indulgences, rejected transubstantiation, and emphasized salvation by faith. He thought that priests should be allowed to marry, and that they should be accountable before the civil courts like everyone else. He rejected papal authority in England, arguing that the nation was bound instead to its own Crown and institutions.

Above all, and exceptionally for his time, Wycliffe believed in the centrality of the Bible. He taught that people should read the scriptures for themselves and not rely on the interpretation of priests and prelates. In his last years, he devoted himself to translating the Bible from Latin into English. The Holy See considered him such an abominable heretic that, forty-four years after he had died, his bones were dug up, ground to powder, and cast into a river.

“Government of the people, by the people, for the people” was, in Wycliffe’s mind, a concept with political, religious, and educational implications. If men and women were free to make up their minds on theological questions, they would also be better suited to independence in secular affairs.

The association between religious and civil freedom was to become a central tenet of the Anglosphere, critical to the self-definition of its peoples. National history tended to be understood as the providential triumph of those values in the face of oppression—and not without reason. From the beginning, supporters of liberty, whether sacred or profane, had indeed been resisted by the beneficiaries of the existing feudal order.

In 1381, there was a major uprising by the poorer classes against the conditions of serfdom. In the crackdown that followed, Wycliffe’s followers, who were known as Lollards, were rounded up along with the rebels.

For the next century and a half, until the arrival of Protestantism in England, Lollardy survived as a clandestine and largely lower-class movement, disseminating its doctrines in private homes. A Bible-based sect, it was limited by its lack of access to a printing press—the huge advantage enjoyed by the Continental reformers who reached England in the 1530s. As A. G. Dickens, the supreme authority on the English Reformation, put it, “Lollardy created an underground, and there awaited the appearance of liberators. When liberation finally came, it was compelled, like any underground resistance, to yield the leadership to regular armies with heavier and more modern equipment.”

It is hard to say how much English Protestantism owed to Continental doctrines, and how much to its indigenous Lollard prelude. In the early days, the authorities tended to refer to Protestants more or less interchangeably as “Lutherans” and “Lollards.” Bishop Tunstall, in a letter to Thomas More in 1528, warned against the men bringing deviant teaching from Germany and the Low Countries: “There have been found certain children of iniquity who are endeavoring to bring into our land the old and accursed Wycliffite heresy, and along with it the Lutheran heresy, foster-daughter of Wycliffe’s.” The parts of the country where Lollardy had been strongest—broadly speaking, the southeast of England—were to become the heartland of Puritanism. It was from these rich counties that the greatest numbers of New England’s settlers were drawn.

Protestantism was to become critical to the identity of the Anglosphere peoples. It was the main binding agent when England, Wales, and Scotland formed a united nation. The fact that most of Ireland remained Catholic largely explains why the United Kingdom now ends where it does.

Protestantism also bound the peoples of Great Britain to their kindred across the oceans. As late as 1773, Benjamin Franklin was pleading with his fellow colonists not to sunder their links with Britain lest they thereby tip the European balance in the pope’s favor: “Remember withal that this Protestant country (our mother, though lately an unkind one) is worth preserving, and that her weight in the scales of Europe and her safety in a degree may depend on our union with her.”

This is not a subject about which I write comfortably. In much of the Anglosphere, the association of Protestantism with national identity led to bigotry, violence, and the legal exclusion of Roman Catholics from full civil rights. The two most common derogatory terms applied to Catholics between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries were outlandish and papist, intended to stress, respectively, their supposed foreignness and their divided loyalties. Even now, the last echoes of these words yet linger in corners of the English-speaking world: Belfast, Glasgow, Liverpool, even Toronto. Being of Ulster Catholic extraction on one side and Scots Presbyterian on the other, I am perhaps more alert to sectarianism than some of my countrymen, and I have always loathed it. But it is impossible to write meaningfully about the Anglosphere without understanding the worldview of its inhabitants during the early modern period. As the historian Charles Ritcheson put it, “Aside from nationality itself, the Christian religion, and more especially the Protestant variation of it, constituted the greatest common denominator of life in both Britain and America.”

In Great Britain, Northern Ireland, North America, and, later, Australia, South Africa, and New Zealand, Protestantism was understood primarily in political rather than theological terms, as a guarantor of free speech, free conscience, and free parliaments. These were not the prejudices of a Whig elite, but deep and popular convictions, regularly refreshed by news of persecution in Europe, nourished by fear of the Spanish Inquisition, and invigorated by the stories of French Huguenots, Flemish Protestants, and other refugees who settled throughout the Anglosphere.

The most widely owned book in Britain in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries after the Bible was Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, a grisly account of the tortures and executions visited upon Protestants, especially during the six-year reign of Queen Mary I. Even the poorest classes would buy almanacs, which, alongside the dates for sowing and reaping, listed the anniversaries judged most important in the national story: the break with Rome in 1534; the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588; the rebellion in Ireland in 1641; Protestant William of Orange’s victory over Catholic James II in 1688; the accession of the Hanoverian dynasty in 1714. One date was doubly sacred: November 5 marked not only the defeat of the Gunpowder Plot in 1605 but also the arrival of William of Orange eighty-four years later.

Anti-Catholic prejudice was not doctrinal—it had little to do with whether one believed in transubstantiation or in praying for the souls of the dead. Rather, it was based, like so many prejudices, on a sense of being under threat.

In 1570, Pope Pius V had called for a rising against the Protestant queen Elizabeth I, and none of his successors had repealed the bull, Regnans in Excelsis, that formally deposed her and absolved her subjects of any allegiance to their monarch.

That memory, and that threat, were constant influences upon England’s—later Great Britain’s—foreign policy. For the next two and a half centuries, the country was in a state of semipermanent war with the Catholic powers of the age: first Spain, then France, occasionally both at the same time. If the popular anxieties of the era had been represented in the form of a map, it would have shown a large arrow stretching from the Continent to Ireland, and two smaller ones jabbing from Ireland to the parts of Great Britain with the largest concentrations of Catholic inhabitants: the Scottish Highlands and Lancashire.

It is easy, with hindsight, to say that these fears were baseless. We know that Britain was ultimately triumphant—emphatically so—in its struggles with its neighbors. But this fact was not apparent to contemporaries, who felt that they were engaged in a life-and-death struggle. As the Earl of Essex told the Privy Council in 1679: “The apprehension of popery makes me imagine that I see my children frying in Smithfield.”

The magisterial historian of the seventeenth century, J. P. Kenyon, likened the atmosphere to that of the Cold War, which was still at its height when he was writing. Just as Western communists, even the most patriotic among them, were bound to be seen as potential agents of a foreign power, and just as some suspicion fell even upon mainstream democratic socialists, so seventeenth-century English-speaking Catholics were feared as fifth columnists, and even those High Church Anglicans whose rites and practices appeared too “Romish” were regarded as untrustworthy.

In retrospect, we can see that such suspicions were almost certainly unfounded. Even the most biased Whig-Protestant historians readily admitted as much. Lord Macaulay, the greatest of them all, was in no doubt that, had the French or the Spanish invaded, the Catholic squire would have responded every bit
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