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For Thomas and Alexander


For Freedom’s battle once begun,

Bequeathed by bleeding Sire to Son,

Though baffled oft is ever won.

These lines from Byron’s ‘The Giaour’ were written on a scrap of paper by an unknown hand, using a translation by Adam Mickiewicz, the Polish Byron, and pinned up outside the gates of the Lenin Shipyard in Gdask in August 1980, to support the nationwide strike that gave birth to the free trade union Solidarity. The unknown copyist omitted the word ‘bleeding’. This ruined the metre but improved the sense.
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To the Reader

If we are free, we can work with other free people towards a free world. Nothing can stop us, except the walls of ignorance, selfishness and prejudice that divide free men and women from each other, and the free from the unfree. These walls are not outside and beyond us, like the Alps or the Rocky Mountains. Minds build them; minds can knock them down.

The mind-walls have grown higher and more forbidding since 11 September 2001, the ‘9/11’ of fear that was the true beginning of the twenty-first century. But we can take heart from another 9/11, written European-style, with the day before the month. On the evening of 9 November 1989, citizens began to hack away at the roughcast concrete of the Berlin Wall with whatever they could lay their hands on – and the wall came down. That marked the effective end of the short twentieth century. It was our 9/11 of hope.

In Part One of this book, I examine the crisis that has engulfed Europeans and Americans at the start of a new century. I try to establish what has really happened and why. I weigh many sorts of evidence, to confront myths with facts. It turns out that much of today’s disarray can be traced back to the impact of those two very different 9/11s, the fall of the wall in Berlin and the fall of the twin towers in New York. Now it seems we will have to add a third date, 11 March 2004, when the terrorist bombing of Madrid, exactly two and a half years after the 11 September attacks on the United States, gave Europe its own epiphany of fear.

Anyone who writes ‘history of the present’ knows that it will have to be revised in the light of such events. Because things keep changing, the experience of reading this kind of book can be less satisfying than, say, settling down with some annals of ancient Rome, but it can also be more exciting – because things may still be changed. As you read, you will know more about parts of this story than I do today, either because you have special knowledge of one of the many areas of world politics that I discuss or simply because you will know what has happened since. And, vitally, your own political voice will itself be a part of the unfolding story. You will affect the outcome, and therefore the way future historians write about our time. When you peruse those annals of ancient Rome, you are reading history; here, you’re also writing it.

So please treat this as a joint work in progress. If we can agree to attack the mind-walls, then, like the Berliners during that unforgettable night of 9 November 1989, we shall have the encouragement of hearing others zestfully hammering away to left and right of us. As the walls come down, we shall discover a surprising prospect. For this crisis actually reveals a great opportunity. Today, more people in the world are more free than ever before. Despite all the frightening problems of our time, we have unprecedented chances to achieve a further enlargement of human freedom. In Part Two, I go beyond a history of the present to suggest some ways in which we can seize those chances over the next twenty years, leaving behind us the rubble of demolished walls. Even if you can’t agree with all these suggestions, I hope we can share this starting-point: it’s up to us.

TGA
Oxford
25 March 2004


PART ONE
Crisis

A Crisis of the West

When you say ‘we’, who do you mean?

Many of us would start the answer with our family and our friends. Widening the circle, we might think of our town or region, supporters of the same football team, our nation or state, a sexual orientation, a political affiliation (‘we on the Left’, ‘we Conservatives’), or those who profess the same religion – world-straddling fraternities these, with more than 1,300 million Muslims and nearly 2,000 million Christians, though fraternities scarred by deep internal divisions. Beyond this, most of us have a strong sense of ‘we’ meaning all our fellow human beings. Some would add other living creatures.

Yet these largest senses of ‘we’ are seldom what people really have in mind when they say ‘we must do this’ or ‘we cannot allow that’. The moral ‘we’ of all humankind is today more important than ever, but it’s not the same as our operational ‘we’. So let us pose the question more precisely: ‘What’s the widest political community of which you spontaneously say “we” or “us”?’ In our answer to that question lies the key to our future.

For me, an Englishman born into the Cold War, that widest political community used to be something called ‘the West’. My friends and I didn’t spend much time worrying about its boundaries. If you had asked us, we could not have said exactly where it ended. Was Turkey part of the West? Japan? Mexico? But we had no doubt that it existed, as Europe existed, or communism. At its core, we felt, were the free countries on both sides of the Atlantic ocean, in Western Europe and North America. This Cold War West faced a hostile power that we called ‘the East’. The East meant, in the first place, the Soviet Union, its Red Army, its nuclear missiles and its satellite states in what was then labelled Eastern Europe.


Occasionally, Western politicians or propagandists tried to persuade us that non-communist countries everywhere should be described as ‘the free world’ – even if their governments were torturing critics at home, gagging the press and rigging elections. My friends and I never accepted that claim. We did not think Chile under General Pinochet was a free country. Altogether, this tag ‘the free world’, with its strident definite article, implying that all inside are free, all outside unfree, has seldom been used in public without pathos or in private without irony. ‘We’re the most hated cops in the whole of the free world,’ boasts a Los Angeles Police Department officer in the Jackie Chan film Rush Hour.

But the West – yes, that was real. Anyone who travelled regularly behind the Iron Curtain, to countries like Poland, was confirmed in this belief. My friends there talked all the time about the West. They believed more passionately than most West Europeans did in its fundamental unity and its shared values; they feared it might be weak and decadent. ‘We’, they said, ‘are the West trapped in the East.’ At the time, I felt these Polish, Czech and Hungarian friends were, so to speak, individual members of the West far more than I felt Turkey or Japan were collectively part of it. Others, with different personal experiences, saw things differently. Where you stand depends on where you sit. Everyone had his or her own West, just as everyone today has his or her own America,* France or Islam. There are as many Italys as there are Italians. None the less, Italy exists.

This political community of the West was, like all political communities, both real and imagined. At its military front line, it was as real as real can be. On a cold winter morning, Dutch, Belgian, British, German, Canadian and American soldiers stood shivering all the way down the frontier between West and East Germany, ready to die together – ‘all for one and one for all’ – in the event of an armed attack from the East. The community was imagined in the sense that behind these men and women prepared to die together in battle there stood another army of assumptions made by the people who put the soldiers there, but perhaps also by the soldiers themselves; assumptions about what united ‘us’ and what made ‘us’ different from the people on the other side of the barbed wire. A mental army of the West.

Many believed, for example, in what they called ‘Western values’. The West stood for freedom, human rights, democracy, the rule of law. These good things, they thought, had grown mainly in the West and distinguished us from others. The (hi)stories we tell ourselves are also the history of our own times – and a sometimes unintentional account of our intentions. During the Cold War, generations of American school and university students were taught an inspiring story of Western Civilization, marching onwards and generally upwards from ancient Greece and Rome, through the spread of Christianity in Europe, the Renaissance, the Reformation, the Enlightenment, the English, American and French Revolutions, the development of capitalism, the bourgeoisie and universal suffrage, two World Wars and the Cold War, to the sunlit uplands of an American-led ‘Atlantic Community’. In the grand narrative of ‘Western Civ’, the West began in Europe and ended in the hands of America. It went from Plato to Nato.

On a dusty bottom shelf in the library of Stanford University in California I once found an example of this story told at its most confident and simplistic. Life’s Picture History of Western Man, published in 1951, began by asking ‘Western Man – who is he and where did he come from?’1 The identity of this ‘most wonderfully dynamic creature ever to walk the earth’ apparently became clear in Europe ‘about 800 AD (earlier in some places, later in others) and he was ready to set out on his bright-starred mission of creating a new civilization for the world’. In those good old days, Western Man – always capitalized – was ‘fair of skin, hardy of limb, brave of heart, and he believed in the eternal salvation of his soul’. Darker-skinned persons, not to mention women, hardly got a look in. Western Man ‘worked towards freedom, first for his own person, then for his own mind and spirit, and finally for others in equal measure’. Life’s handsomely illustrated picture history followed Western Man’s progress ‘from his first emergence in the Middle Ages to his contemporary position of world leadership in the United States of America’. ‘A new vehicle called the Atlantic Community’, it concluded, ‘now carries Western Man on his way.’

At once fed by and feeding these assumptions about a shared future written in the past, there developed in the second half of the twentieth century an immense, intricate, close-knit web of special relationships between government and government, military and military, company and company, university and university, intelligence service and intelligence service, city and city, bank and bank, newspaper and newspaper, and above all, between millions of individual men and women, aided by the rapid growth in the speed and volume of air travel and telecommunications. On this teeming worldwide web, each kind of thread had a hundred bi- and multilateral variants, French-American, French-German, British-American, American-Polish, Portuguese-Spanish, Slovenian-Italian, New Zealand-Europe, Australia-America, the European Community, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and so on and on. Ever more people met, telephoned, wrote or faxed each other ever more often for ever more purposes. And that was before e-mail. Start drawing these links in different colours on a map and the map would soon disappear entirely beneath the inky tangle. There was a proliferation of such ties all around the world – people had begun to speak of ‘globalization’ – but no strands were thicker than those between Western Europe and North America.

If I close my eyes and try to conjure a visual image of this West, I come up with something so mind-numbingly conventional that I immediately open them again. What I see are those endlessly familiar newspaper photographs of our leaders meeting each other, which they now do constantly, unlike leaders in most of recorded history, who met only on very rare occasions, if at all. Turning the pages of this mental album, I come first to the group portrait of a dozen or more heads of government on the steps of some palace or grand hotel, almost all of them middle-aged white men in dark suits. (Western Man in his Native Dress.) Next come those demonstratively bonhomous, back-patting, elbow-clutching bonding displays between French president and German chancellor. Here’s a grainy old snapshot of four men in tropical wear sitting under a beach umbrella in Guadeloupe, talking nuclear missiles; then a newer, digital image of an open-shirt and jeans encounter at some country retreat, with the American president and British prime minister serving as unpaid fashion models for Levi’s, GAP or Banana Republic. And finally there’s the perennial buggy scene – in which, somewhere in America, two middle-aged men, grinning boyishly, snuggle close together in the front seat of a golf buggy. The closeness is the message.

‘Friendship’ is the name diplomatically given to these relations between statesmen or stateswomen and, by two-way symbolic extension, to relations between the states they represent. If the states are friends, their leaders had better be; if the leaders become friends, that helps relations between their states. These instant, speed-glued political ‘friendships’ are interesting to observe. You wonder how genuine they can possibly be. When Winston Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt met aboard a battleship off the coast of Newfoundland in August 1941, singing ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’ with their massed British and American crews, they made one of the great symbolic bondings of the twentieth-century West. In what sense were Churchill and Roosevelt ever really friends?

Yet in the modern world we’re not condemned to stand around like peasants at the Field of the Cloth of Gold, wondering how the Great Ones are getting on inside the marquee. We’re not swineherds nervously contemplating the quarrels of the gods on Mount Olympus. We make our own history. Whatever the truth about the ‘friendship’ between, say, Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan, or Helmut Kohl and François Mitterrand, I know that, for me, Pierre in Paris, Helena in Warsaw, John in Washington and Michael in Bonn were, and remain, friends. These friendships were born in the particular circumstances of a time and place. What friendship is not? We stood for the same things and against the same things: not all the same things, all the time, but quite enough to make common cause. We wanted to preserve freedom in the West and win it for people in the East. We had that essential fellow feeling. We felt that we were ‘we’. And so we were.

To be sure, I also had quite a few good acquaintances who thought of the West as ‘them’. The bloody Americans, the fucking Tories, the Scheissliberalen – imperialist, oppressive, exploitative, corrupt, responsible for toppling Salvador Allende in Chile and napalming children in Vietnam. Yet these critics were often measuring the Cold War West against its own proclaimed moral standards. Even as they savaged the hollow, hypocritical rhetoric of ‘the free world’, they were confirming the West’s existence. Unless you are Don Quixote, you don’t attack a chimera. So the Cold War West was a reality. If enough people think a political community is real, it’s real.



With the disappearance of the communist East at the end of the Cold War, this West slowly descended into crisis. There were omens of discord throughout the 1990s, like a gathering storm, as well as endless speculation about what the new world order, or disorder, might be. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the storm broke. When a group of Islamist terrorists flew two aeroplanes into the twin towers of the World Trade Center in New York on 11 September 2001, it seemed that the most influential prediction for the shape of the post-Cold War world was coming true. Here, surely, was Samuel Huntington’s ‘clash of civilizations’. For those planes seemed to be aimed at the heart of the West, one of Huntington’s ‘civilizations’, in the name of another, Islam.


At first, the rest of the West rallied to America’s side, under a heroic motto proclaimed by the editor of Le Monde, ‘We Are All Americans’.2 But within a year this crisis for the West had become a crisis of the West. Faced with the problem of how to fight an abstract noun – ‘Terror’ – the nations of the West did not pull together as they had in the late 1940s against Stalin’s Red Army; they fell apart in bitter disagreement. The administration of President George W. Bush decided that the ‘war on terror’ required a war against Iraq; most Europeans disagreed. By the spring of 2003 we had the unprecedented spectacle of France actively canvassing for votes against the United States in the Security Council of the United Nations, on a question of war or peace that the United States considered vital to its own national security.

The American neoconservative Richard Perle concluded that France was ‘no longer the ally it once was’ and therefore Nato ‘must develop a strategy to contain our erstwhile ally’.3 Many Europeans thought the United States was threatening world peace. ‘Is this a free world or Bush’s world?’ demanded a banner at a million-strong demonstration against the Iraq War in London on 15 February 2003. This was just one of several massive demonstrations in European capitals that day. They seemed, for a moment, to unite the continent in a single European ‘no’ to America’s proposed war.

So the West was divided between Europe and America. Or was it? Certainly, most Europeans opposed the war and most Americans supported it. Political writers on both sides of the Atlantic saw in this an expression of deep underlying differences. One liberal American writer averred that the coming ‘clash of civilizations’ could be not the West versus the Rest, but Europe* versus America.4 ‘Americans are from Mars and Europeans are from Venus’ wrote the conservative American Robert Kagan in an influential one-liner, suggesting that Americans are at once Martian, martial and the real men.5 The original book title to which his quip alluded was Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus. Many on the European left hastened to agree: yes, Europeans and Americans are from different planets; yes, Europe, scarred by so many wars – lovely Europa, remembering her bad experience with bulls – proudly represents the female virtues of peace.

On closer examination, things were not so fabulously simple. The West did not split neatly into a European and an American half, like a well-cracked walnut. A large minority of Americans opposed the war and a large minority of Europeans supported it. At least eighteen European governments gave some endorsement to the American-led action. Crucially, the four countries at the heart of any history of the modern West – Britain, France, America and Germany – were divided two against two. To put it another way, the states with the first and seventh largest economies in the world (America and Britain) lined up against the fifth and sixth (Germany and France).6

I was reminded of George Orwell’s competing blocs in 1984, ‘Oceania’ and ‘Eurasia’. This Oceania of 2003 aligned the two major European countries that face the Atlantic ocean, Britain and Spain, with the great power across that ocean. As they went to war against Iraq, their leaders met literally in mid-Atlantic, on the Azores islands, with Portugal as proud host. Eurasia comprised France, Germany and Russia, in what the French newspaper Libération called The Anti-War Axis’.7 Yet this nice dichotomy of Oceania and Eurasia also breaks down, since most of the states in the central zone of Europe between Germany and Russia supported the American-led war.

Like the earlier ‘friendships’, these enmities were represented to us, almost in pantomime, by the symbolic acts and body language of our rulers. Word came down from Olympus that for months President Bush had not even spoken on the telephone to Chancellor Schröder of Germany. Senior officials fluttered about, giving a passable imitation of courtiers in the time of Louis XIV, telling you ‘das Verhältnis ist sehr schlecht’ (the relationship is very bad) and ‘Schröder’s screwed it completely’. When the heads of the opposed groupings had to meet, at a long-scheduled multilateral summit, newspaper photographs showed Presidents Bush and Chirac looking tensely in opposite directions – for all the world like Prince Charles and Princess Diana as their marriage broke up.

Behind the pantomime, there was real emotion. What European leaders said about each other in private was poisonous. At No. 10 Downing Street, they called Dominique de Ville pin, the French foreign minister, ‘Vile Pin’. The prime minister of another major European state (not Britain) privately described Chirac and Schröder as ‘a dangerous couple’. Nor were these emotions confined to politicians. A student at Yale University confided in his professor, ‘I wake up every morning feeling furious at the French.’ I met a man in California who told me he had cancelled his order for two of the latest Mercedes cars in protest at German opposition to the war. (He was not, you will gather, a poor man.) I went to my doctor in Oxford and he said ‘that Bush is such a cowboy, isn’t he?’ At every level, from the president to the postman, there was this confusion, or elision, between a particular government or leader and the whole nation or group. Was it Bush you were angry with or ‘the Americans’? Chirac or ‘the French’? Romano Prodi or ‘the Europeans’?

This confusion, or elision, is typical of nationalism. In the Iraq crisis of 2002/3 we again saw nationalism in the familiar form of the people of one nation getting angry with those of another. Many English people, for example, egged on by some of their newspapers and politicians, got angry with the French – something they had been doing, on and off, for more than 600 years. But we also saw nationalism in the larger, transferred sense identified by George Orwell in his ‘Notes on Nationalism’. Orwell says that other ‘isms’ – his own idiosyncratic list includes communism, pacifism, Catholicism and anti-Semitism – share a common mental structure with nationalism. It is, he says, ‘the habit of assuming that human beings can be classified like insects and that whole blocks of millions or tens of millions of people can be confidently labelled “good” or “bad”‘.8

The broader nationalisms that found expression in this crisis of the West can be called, in crude shorthand, anti-Americanism and anti-Europeanism. How can we know when we are in the presence of these broader nationalisms? How can we distinguish them from the positive patriotisms of both Americans and Europeans? Well, it’s never easy, but here’s a rough and ready test. If we hear a voice generalizing angrily about ‘the Americans’ or ‘the Europeans’, the disease is close. And if that voice turns out to be our own? Then we should stop, and examine our assumptions.



I am writing soon after these events, when tempers have barely cooled. We don’t yet know if the war of words over the war on Iraq was just another of those family quarrels that have regularly punctuated the life of the West, or something far deeper. Is this the last or merely the latest crisis of the West?


After all, many historians insist that what characterizes ‘Western Civ’ is its divisions: between Rome and Byzantium, between church and state, between monarchs and feudal lords, between self-governing town and surrounding country, between Protestants and Catholics, between each and every nation-state (the nation-state being one of modern Europe’s most enduring and double-edged contributions to the world), between executive, legislature and judiciary, between the old world and the new. It is precisely these divisions, this diversity, that has made the history of Europe and America different from that of China. Inasmuch as there is a historic unity of the West, this is the shared fruit of its own incessant internal partings. Disunity may be the West’s deepest unity.

As for the closer political unity of the Cold War West: that was only forged in the late 1940s after fierce disagreements about how to confront the new threat from ‘the East’. Transatlantic solidarity was then shaken again and again by rows that have long faded into the history books – disengagement, Suez, de Gaulle’s military withdrawal from Nato, the neutron bomb, Solidarity in Poland, the deployment of Cruise and Pershing missiles – crisis upon crisis, their very names now remembered only by old men and historians. Sleeping-pills for schoolchildren. I have in front of me as I write a yellowing pile of weighty articles, dating back more than fifty years, each averring that the latest crisis is unprecedented, worse than any before, insoluble, et cetera. If you look inside even the closest political partnerships of the West, such as the British-American ‘special relationship’, you find, documented in the diaries and secret papers, nasty purple rashes of mutual mistrust, resentment and contempt. Yet the Cold War West survived.

A few important things are, none the less, different at the beginning of the twenty-first century. The states of the post-1945 West are no longer held together by a single common enemy, with a massive Red Army deployed in the heart of Europe. The threats we now face are more diffuse, hidden, ill-defined. There is far more room for disagreement about who or what they are, let alone how best to deal with them. Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, America has become the world’s sole superpower. It is much less clear to Americans that they require the partnership of Europe to secure their own freedoms.

For its part, Western Europe no longer needs the United States to defend it against the Red Army. Instead, most of the countries that used to be occupied by the Red Army are now members of the European Union. Europeans are struggling to find an emotional glue to hold together this extraordinary project of voluntarily associating twenty-five very diverse European countries in a single political community. Such emotional glue has traditionally been found, or manufactured, by identifying an alien and threatening ‘them’ – an ‘Other’, in the dread jargon of identity studies, or, in plain English, just a good old enemy – against which ‘we’ can warmly bond. With the fading of Europe’s other Others, of which more below, Europeans are tempted to find that Other in the United States. We are to define ourselves by what we are not: America! And the wretched of the earth are to be saved not by the hard grind of Americanization but by the soft charm of Europeanization.

Like an electric storm, this crisis of the West has harshly illuminated a jagged landscape – with a question mark on every peak. Is the world now divided between the West and the Rest? Is the West now divided between Europe and America? Can the West be put together again and, even if it can be, should it be? What is the right ‘we’ for our time?

I begin my exploration of this jagged landscape at home, in Britain, which of all the heartlands of the West is the one most painfully torn between Europe and America. From this divided country, our journey will proceed outwards, first to Europe, then to America, and finally to the world beyond the West.




1
Janus Britain

PUTNEY

If you take the Number 74 red double-decker bus from Baker Street you will eventually cross the River Thames at Putney. On the south bank of the river, immediately to your left as you come across Putney Bridge, you will spy a church, half-hidden behind trees. Most of your fellow passengers – their faces set in the tired, closed mask of the London commuter – will not spare it a glance. Yet in this Church of St Mary the Virgin, on 29 October 1647, one Thomas Rainsborough spoke words that have resounded through the modern history of the West.

At the height of the English Civil War, England’s revolutionary army was debating who should have the vote in elections to the Westminster parliament. Radical ‘Levellers’ among the officers and regimental delegates were locked in fierce dispute with Oliver Cromwell. According to notes made at the time, Colonel Rainsborough said:

For really I think that the poorest he that is in England hath a life to live, as the greatest he; and therefore truly, sir, I think it’s clear, that every man that is to live under a government ought first by his own consent to put himself under that government; and I do think that the poorest man in England is not at all bound in a strict sense to that government that he hath not had a voice to put himself under.1


The poorest she still did not get a look in, but this was nevertheless a revolutionary statement of the claim for government by consent and equal political rights for all citizens. Here in Putney, in 1647, a plain-spoken English gentleman described and demanded the essence of what we mean today when we say ‘democracy’. His claim echoed around the old world – and into the new. Thomas Rainsborough’s sister married John Winthrop, the Puritan governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony who declared that New England should be ‘as a City upon a Hill’.2 His younger brother settled in Boston.3 There are six towns called Putney in the United States.4

If you step inside St Mary’s, you will find that only the original tower survives of the church where Rainsborough spoke. Yet in the nave, with its ‘theatre in the round’ seating, the radical democratic spirit of the Levellers is still carried forward by the vicar, the very unreverential Reverend Giles Fraser – stocky, bald-headed, pugnacious, dressed in T-shirt, jeans and trainers.5 Leaving the church and turning left up Putney High Street, this is what you will see: Hot Wok Express, Il Peperone pizzeria, Enoteca (an Italian restaurant), the Odeon cinema (probably showing an American movie), Sydney (an Australian bar-restaurant), La Mancha (a Spanish tapas bar and restaurant), Pizza Hut, Blockbuster video, La Noche (another Spanish tapas bar and restaurant), Superdrug, McDonald’s and right next to it the coffee place Costa, Caffé Nero (the Reverend Fraser’s favourite observation post), Starbucks, United Colors of Benetton, Pret à Manger, Burger King, Rogerio’s café, the Piccolo bar – and that’s only up to the railway station.

In between are the old, sturdy British familiars: Thomas Cook’s travel agency, Millets, British Home Stores, the Abbey National building society turned bank, Boots the chemist, Thornton’s chocolate shop, the Halifax, W. H. Smith’s. Halfway down the high street there is a pub called Ye Olde Spotted Horse, which features, amidst its faux-Elizabethan white-and-black half-timbering, a large and rather handsome nineteenth-century model of a black-and-white spotted dray horse. But the British horse, unlike the leopard, can change his spots. For inside this Victorian pub, blackboards above the bar now offer ‘Wines of the Day: Merlot – Chile, Pinot Noir – NZ, Rioja – Spain, Shiraz Cabernet – Australia, Cotes du Rhône – France’. The menu promises ‘Linguine with Ham and Goat’s Cheese Sauce’ and ‘Crème de Menthe Ice Cream Bombes’. A Young’s Brewery poster on the wall promotes not beer but wine, with this incentive: ‘Win a Trip to Spain!’

You may say this is just the superficial, brand-and-chain Americanization and Europeanization that we now encounter everywhere in the developed world; what has been called the Euro-American shopping mall. But the internationalism of Putney goes a little deeper. Quite a few of the apartments in the riverside block that looms behind the church are rented by city firms for their foreign staff: ‘A lot of Yanks,’ says Reverend Fraser. The French community can be met in St Simon’s Church in Hazlewell Road, and there was until recently a French bookshop in Lower Richmond Road. Nearby, there’s the headquarters of Voluntary Service Overseas, which in 2002 sent some 1,600 British volunteers to work in forty three developing countries.6 In Upper Richmond Road you can call on Longview Solutions, a software company promising to provide you with ‘a single source of financial truth’.7 Its other offices are in Toronto, Philadelphia, Chicago, Dallas, San Jose, Atlanta and Madrid.

Everywhere there are what a local estate agent snootily calls ‘the Antipodeans’. Australians and New Zealanders – ‘thousands of them’ cries the estate agent, with a mixture of personal disgust and professional delight – pack into rented accommodation and cram the Sydney bar. No worries. The district of Southfields, a maze of small streets, is now a little South Africa. The local MP quotes an estimate that as many as 20,000 South Africans live there. People from the rest of the Commonwealth – that noble republican moniker of the Cromwellian revolution, now incongruously applied to Her Britannic Majesty’s former Empire – from Pakistan, India, Africa and the Caribbean, are not yet so numerous as in neighbouring parts of London. Putney can nevertheless already boast a Sikh temple, an African Families Association, and, in Gressenhall Road, the world headquarters of the Ahmadis, a dissident Muslim sect originating in the Punjab and claiming millions of adherents in seventy countries. Finally, and resented by many local people, who believe they are taking scarce council housing, jobs and benefits, there are the asylum-seekers from every unhappy corner of the world.

What you glimpse here, in Putney, are the many faces of Britain at the beginning of the twenty-first century. Janus, the Roman god of doorways, passages and bridges, had two faces, usually depicted on the front and back of his head, pointing in opposite directions. Janus Britain has four. The back and front faces can be labelled ‘Island’ and ‘World’; the face on the left says ‘Europe’ and that on the right ‘America’. No wonder Britain’s head aches.

At the end of this chapter 1 shall examine the latest attempt to cure that national headache – the Blair bridge project – and ask what it tells us about the wider relationship between Europe and America. But it’s a great mistake to divorce foreign policy from domestic reality. The high street is the place to start. So let’s look first at the four faces of Britain’s everyday life, and the competing narratives that go with them.



ISLAND WORLD, WORLD ISLAND

‘Island’ is a face that the whole world knows: ‘this scepter’d isle / This earth of majesty, this seat of Mars’.8 Or, as a German newspaper once less flatteringly put it, ‘the largest holiday island in the world’.9‘Messieurs,’ the French historian Jules Michelet used to begin his lectures on British history, ‘l’Angleterre est une île’10 He thus perpetuated in four words two hardy continental myths – that Britain is the same as England and that it is just one island. In fact, the history of Europe’s largest group of offshore islands has been shaped by the workings of four nations, the English, the Scottish, the Welsh and the Irish. But ‘Island’ will serve as fitting shorthand for a face that looks back with pride at a version of the British past which, like all national(ist) (hi)stories, blends fact and myth, memory and forgetting, true continuity and invented tradition.


‘Island’ is the Britain, but more especially the England, of the parish church, the pub, the club, the college; of the retired colonel (no Rainsborough he) reading the Daily Telegraph and the gardener reading the Daily Mail; of country lanes, cricket, warm beer and shepherd’s pie. Here is an England that sees itself still in the mirror of Orwell’s often quoted and imitated sketch The Lion and the Unicorn, and reassures itself with that gruff celebration. In 1993, the Conservative prime minister, John Major, declared that ‘fifty years from now Britain will still be the country of long shadows on country grounds, warm beer, invincible green suburbs, dog lovers and pool fillers and – as George Orwell said – “old maids cycling to Holy Communion through the morning mist”‘.11

This Britain, understood largely as an extension of England, prides itself on an exceptional history of continuous freedom, self-government and the rule of law. The British, another historian remarks, ‘have a genius for the appearance of continuity’.12 Yet, stripped of all sentimental mythology and invented tradition, the facts are still remarkable. There has been an England, and a people who have called themselves the English, continuously since at least 937, when King Alfred’s grandsons defeated a Northumbrian coalition, including Danes and Scots, in the battle of Brunanburh.13 The county or shire – a term now made familiar to hundreds of millions of cinema-goers as the bucolic homeland of the hobbits – is one of the oldest continuous units of territorial self-government in the world.

What people call ‘the law of the land’, that is, English common law, was there already when the Normans came, and still survives. From Magna Carta in 1215 to the English revolutions of the seventeenth century, the human and civil rights – including individual property rights – that would come to be seen as characteristic of ‘Western Civ’ advanced furthest and fastest in England. The English parliament was the mother of parliaments. These things are true. They distinguish Britain, and especially England, from continental countries shaped by the legacy of Napoleonic administration, devastating wars on their own territory, and successive occupations. It is not a mere chimera that generations of continental Europeans, from Montesquieu to Jean Monnet, and generations of Americans have admired. The legacies of these things live on, in what British people say and do every day.

‘World’ seems, at first glance, the opposite of ‘Island’. Certainly a Rastafarian evening in Neasden or an Eid-ul-Fitr among the converted cotton mills and new-built mosques of Bradford is a very long way from the rural England of weekend cricket, church and pub. But the historical connection between ‘World’ and ‘Island’ is direct and simple. The world has now come to the island because the island first went to the world. England expanded, initially absorbing all the other parts of these offshore islands in an internal empire, then scattering across the high seas, to every corner of the earth, its own language, goods, customs and people – now including the Scots, Welsh and Irish as well as the English. In the process, Britain became already by the nineteenth century a ‘world island’. While remaining an ‘island world’ it was also an island engaged throughout the world, at once stubbornly insular and relentlessly international.

In the second half of the twentieth century, as Empire folded into that ever vaguer Commonwealth, the peoples of the former Empire came, in growing numbers, to live on the island. Roughly one out of every twelve people now living in Britain belongs to what are awkwardly classified as ‘minority ethnic groups’.14 There are well over two million ‘Asian or Asian British’, mainly from India and Pakistan, more than one million ‘Black or Black British’ and a quarter of a million Chinese.15 They have brought their own languages, religions and customs to the British, as the British once exported theirs to them. They strengthen old ties and create new ones, with India, Pakistan and the rest of Asia, with the Caribbean and Africa, with the Middle East, with every corner of the world.

I am writing this page in Oxford, less than a mile from where J. R. R. Tolkien penned his romantic agrarian fantasy of the shire. Our local newsagent is Mr Mansha, who was born in Pakistan, our pharmacist is Mr Ahmed, who was born in Pakistan and worked for years in Saudi Arabia, our grocer is Mr Ayyub, who was born in India, married a Czech and has a flat in Prague, and our dentist, Mr Sapsford, is a cheery New Zealander. Were you to retrace Orwell’s road to Wigan Pier, nearly seventy years on, you would find yourself staying often in Asian neighbourhoods. When the Indian state of Gujarat was hit by an earthquake in 2001, thousands of families among Britain’s estimated 650,000 people of Gujarati descent were directly affected.16 At the same time, there were some 75,000 Iraqis living in London.17 A careful study has found that more than 300 languages are spoken in the capital.18 Only New York can seriously compete with London for the title of most cosmopolitan city in the world.

These back and front faces of Janus Britain, ‘Island’ and ‘World’, make a strong contrast: between past and future, and, to some extent, between country and city. There’s also an uncomfortable tension between the two. ‘We Can’t Keep Them Out’ shrieks a headline in the conservative Daily Express, over a photograph of asylum-seekers running for a Britain-bound train in northern France.19 Many Islanders do not want more World. Not in their ‘neck of the woods’ anyway.



JANUS BETWEEN EUROPE AND AMERICA

The contrast between Britain’s left and right faces, ‘Europe’ and ‘America’, is less extreme; both are, after all, faces of Western modernity. Yet politically it’s the conflict between these two that has been tearing Janus Britain apart.


If a Londoner went to sleep in 1939 and woke up today, what would strike him most forcefully is the degree to which the old island has become both Europeanized and Americanized. The first shock would await him already on Putney High Street, with Starbucks to his right and Caffé Nero to his left. Our once famously awful British food has been transformed: pizza and panini are on sale at every corner, while you must hunt to find a suet pudding or a Spotted Dick. In Ye Olde Spotted Horse, and 60,000 pubs across the land, the British now drink twice as much continental lager as they do traditional British beers.20 The once distinctive British crowd is hard to distinguish in dress and physical appearance from the everyday shopping crowd on a high street in Germany or a mall in Wisconsin. People from Seattle to Sheffield to Sarajevo wear the same brands of T-shirt, jeans and trainers. To judge merely from outward appearance, the Reverend Fraser could as well be a Canadian software specialist or a Slovenian journalist.

As soon as our visitor from 1939 works out how to turn on the television, he will find himself transported to America. One teenager of my aquaintance concludes that all the entertainment programmes he and his friends have watched regularly, as they grow up, are American imports. Friends, West Wing, Frasier, Star Trek, The Simpsons, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Fresh Prince of Bel Air, ER: they permeate British popular culture. The head of one television channel explains that he and his fellow executives make an annual journey to Los Angeles to purchase these programmes. Their trip to LA is, he says, ‘like the haj’

Together with the prevalence of American films and music, this has led to the Americanization of British English. British teenagers use ‘like’ as a verbal link in the same way as their American counterparts: ‘he was, like, “shall we go to Caffé Nero?” and I was, like, “oh no…”‘. (Their parents would have said ‘um’ or ‘er’, or nothing at all.) Another teenager tries to convince me that the American ‘butt’, as in ‘kick butt’, is an English word for bottom, bum or arse, which of course it was – in the seventeenth century. In 2002, John Major was asked on the radio about the first Gulf War. It was, said Mr Major, all too easy for ‘Monday morning quarterbacks’ to be wise after the event.21 He obviously assumed that his invincibly British old maids, preparing to cycle to Holy Communion through the morning mist, would at once understand the meaning of a phrase from American football.

Faced with this tsunami of Americanization, our visitor from 1939 might turn with an expectation of relief to proper football – association football or soccer – the game England gave to the world. Then he would be startled again to find that leading British clubs routinely field teams composed largely of foreign players.* For an early twenty-first-century Englishman, the heroic names ‘familiar in his mouth as household words’,22 to quote the most famous of all Shakespeare’s patriotic speeches, are no longer ‘Harry the King, Bedford and Exeter’; they are Arsène Wenger (the French manager of Arsenal football club), Ruud van Nistelrooy (the Dutch striker for Manchester United), and Sven-Göran Eriksson (the Swedish manager of the England team). At a pub in Aldershot, I talk to English private soldiers – ‘squaddies’ – who are ferocious English nationalists. They are just back from holidays in Spain and drinking many litres of Stella Artois, the Belgian beer. As we speak, Eriksson’s face comes up on a large television screen in the corner. That man,’ roars a half-drunk squaddie, ‘that man has done more for England than Tony Blair!’

Yes, there is still the very English football star David Beckham, but he has moved to Spain, to play for Real Madrid. Beckham is not alone. At least 100,000 British people live in Spain. Some stand for office in local elections. In the popular British gangster film Sexy Beast, Spain is portrayed as a land of found content, replete with sun, wine, sex and emotional ease; Britain, by contrast, is all rain, discomfort and repressed anger. In total, some half a million British people live or work in the European Union, while perhaps three quarters of a million continental Europeans live or work in Britain.23At Boots the chemist one morning, I hear a German student asking nervously for a ‘recipe’ for her inflamed eye. ‘You mean a prescription’ the pharmacist patiently explains. The pharmacist is Spanish. It could equally well have been a Ugandan Asian pharmacist correcting the English of a Polish building worker. At the same time, perhaps one million British people live in the United States, and more than a quarter of a million Americans live in Britain.24

The famously insular British took more than 56 million trips abroad in the year 2000, when the total population was just under 60 million. Spain was the top holiday destination, receiving 28 per cent of all British visits, then France, with 18 per cent, then the United States, with 7 per cent.25 Some 4 million British people go to the US each year.26 If you are clever in booking your flight with Ryanair or Easyjet, you can fly to Rome for £4.99. On the front page of the Daily Telegraph you find a horror story about the European Union right next to an advertisement for these cheap flights to European destinations. Inside there will probably be a feature about some middle-class English couple who are making a wonderful new life restoring a farmhouse in Provence. But this is not just a cosmopolitanism of the prosperous middle class. One melancholy autumn day, a London taxi driver is complaining, as usual, about the weather and the traffic. He now plans, he says, to spend half of each year abroad. Where? He answers without a moment’s hesitation: ‘Florida or Spain.’ Spain is close, sunny and he has a brother-in-law running a bar in Alicante. Equally sunny Florida is not so close but ‘they speak the language’. ‘Florida or Spain’ – there, in a single throwaway line, you have Janus Britain.

Britain’s everyday intimacy with continental Europe is nourished by physical proximity; that with America – and with the other ‘English-speaking peoples’, especially in Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa – flourishes in spite of distance. In business, the media and academe, the transatlantic interchange is incessant. British and American professors rotate in and out of jobs in their respective universities. British magazines, such as Granta and Encounter, have been edited by Americans; American magazines, such as the New Yorker and Vanity Fair, by British journalists. The New York Review of Books sometimes seems to have more British contributors than the London Review of Books. Newsweek has identified a new city called NY-LON, inhabited by a privileged transatlantic elite who live and work in both New York and London.27 The sixty-seven British dead in the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center bore solemn witness to that intimacy. Then the altar in St Paul’s Cathedral was draped with the Stars and Stripes, Her Majesty the Queen sang ‘The Battle Hymn of the Republic’, and, emerging, was seen to wipe away a tear.

Three thousand miles are reduced to thirty yards in the phrase British people often use to locate America: ‘across the pond’. At one semantic stroke, the Atlantic becomes narrower than the Channel. In 2003, the proposition ‘that the Channel is wider than the Atlantic’ was put to a well-heeled, somewhat conservative London audience in a public debate. A majority voted in favour, although a large minority disagreed.28 On the European side, there is geography; on the American, language. With America, there is shared culture, history, economics and politics. With Europe… shared culture, history, economics and politics.

The British, writes a former American ambassador in London, ‘seem to know mainly what they used to be’.29 But even that history keeps changing. Until well into the 1970s, most English schoolchildren were told a charming story about what the bestselling popular historian G. M. Trevelyan memorably called ‘a strange island anchored off the Continent’, and how that Island became a great Empire.30 This Island-to-Empire story was transmuted by Winston Churchill into a grand narrative of what he christened ‘the English-speaking peoples’, with the United States as part of the same political community as the United Kingdom, together with its Commonwealth and Empire. By the end of the twentieth century, you could fill a small library with books chronicling, dissecting and often celebrating the shared history of what was now called ‘the Anglosphere’ – with, at its heart, Britain, America, and their common ‘language of liberty’.31

Then, in the 1990s, a new wave of historians came with an alternative story: that of Britain’s long, shared history with continental Europe. We were now reminded that Britain has only been physically separated from the continent for a mere seven to eight thousand years, and is already joined to it again, by a tunnel under what is no longer called the English Channel, just the Channel or la manche.32For a millennium, the people of these islands were Catholic Christians, like most other Europeans; when we became Protestant, we were far from being the only Protestants in Europe. Many of our kings and queens were by origin French, Dutch or German. Britain was for centuries part of a single ‘trans-channel polity’.33 In short, we British are not half so unique as we think we are.

This alternative story is not arbitrary or invented; the facts it assembles are generally true. It would not be equally possible to write the history of Britain as, say, an Asian country. You cannot make bricks without straw. But how historians combine the straws and arrange the bricks reflects their personal preferences, and the circumstances of their own time. Clearly, this rewriting of the history of Britain as a European country has something to do with the fact that Britain is now more closely involved with its continental neighbours than at any time since the English lost possession of Calais in 1558. To say ‘we have always been a European country’ is not just to explain a new present, it’s also to point to – or at the very least, to hint at – a likely future. So the battle over Britain’s unpredictable past is also about Britain’s future.

Economically, more than half Britain’s trade is with the European Union and slightly less than one sixth with the United States. Roughly half its foreign investment is in or from Europe, but another third is in or from the United States.34 Some three million British jobs depend on trade with Europe; more than a million depend on American-owned companies.35 Britain’s version of capitalism is somewhere in between those of continental Western Europe and the United States. The way British industry relies on the stock market to raise capital, with an increasingly frenetic emphasis on ‘shareholder value’, is more like America, but the way the government redistributes national income through the welfare state is more like France or Germany. Britain has created more new jobs than France, but less than America; those jobs are often worse paid and less secure than in France, but there is still not the large underclass of ‘working poor’ that you find in America.

Politically, Britain shares great chunks of its formal sovereignty and effective power with the European Union. In many fields, EU legislation takes precedence over English or Scottish law. British citizens routinely appeal from the highest British courts to both the European Court of Justice and the separate European Court of Human Rights. This makes truly ‘history’ – in the dismissive American usage of the word – Henry VIII’s Act in Restraint of Appeals of 1533, with its seminal statement ‘this realm of England is an empire’. Empire, that is, in the sense of sovereign authority from which there is no appeal. If you have to put a new level of fire insulation in your office door, or modify the way you package your apples or computer parts, this is probably as a result of a British regulation implementing some EU directive. Britain, one of the great trading nations of the modern world, no longer negotiates its own trade agreements. That is done by the responsible European Commissioner, most recently a Frenchman. Senior British officials spend much of their time in Brussels, trying to shape decisions that will directly affect British citizens and consumers.

Britain is also formally committed by Article 5 of Nato’s North Atlantic Treaty to go to the assistance of any one of twenty-five other countries, most of them in Europe, if they are attacked. For sixty years, this country has had troops continuously stationed on the continent of Europe. In theory, the United Kingdom still retains its unlimited sovereign right to make war or peace. In practice, it could not have won the last war it fought on its own, the Falklands War of 1982, without the overt and covert assistance of the United States. Scattered across East Anglia are bases with signs outside saying RAF Lakenheath, RAF Alconbury or RAF Mildenhall; these are, for all practical purposes, US Air Force bases, from which planes are despatched to foreign military engagements on orders from American commanders. An American military website for RAF Lakenheath describes it as ‘England’s largest US Air Force-operated fighter base’.36

Britain prides itself on possessing an independent nuclear deterrent, but its nuclear missiles cannot function properly without American support.37 In 2002, £1.5 billion worth of Apache attack helicopters were reportedly sitting useless in sheds in Shropshire, because the US Congress had held up the transfer of software for a pilot-training simulator.38 As the British public discovered during the Iraq War of 2003, the British and American intelligence services are virtually married to each other, exchanging operational intelligence at all levels almost every day. A former head of the CIA has said he thinks the CIA is much closer to Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service (MI6) than it is to the FBI; and American naval intelligence, he went on mischievously, is probably closer to British naval intelligence than it is to American army intelligence.39

In government, different jobs bring different tilts. If you are a civil servant dealing with the environment, trade or immigration, you spend much of your life working with other European officials, and trying to implement EU decisions. If you sit in the Ministry of Defence, you spend your life trying to keep up with the Americans, as they leap financially and technologically ahead of all other military powers. If you are prime minister, you keep turning from one side to the other, like a man who can’t get to sleep in an uncomfortable bed. So the duality of Europe-America is replicated at every level of British life, from the taxi driver to the prime minister.



FOUR STRATEGIES AND A PELTING FARM

Does any of this matter to anyone except the British? If the Janus dilemma
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THE BLAIR BRIDGE PROJECT






































so now?










*I hope other inhabitants of the Americas will forgive me for using ‘America’ throughout this book as shorthand for the United States of America. It’s what we usually say in Europe, and it is shorter.




*In this book, I have reluctantly followed our confusing practice of using a single word, ‘Europe’, to mean at least five different things: a historical concept, a continent with unclear frontiers, a number of European states acting through their national institutions, the European Union, and a vision of what that Union should be. Wherever possible, I have tried to make it clear which is meant.
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