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ANTI-AMERICANISM IN THE 21ST CENTURY

I think that most of the lectures that you have had in this series have been
about Americanism, and I am terribly aware that I have injected the word
‘anti’ before Americanism. Any title that has the word ‘anti’ in it runs a 
very severe risk of offending people, so I just want to say in advance that,
whatever I am about to say, I don’t mean to offend.

I want to start by taking you all back to the summer of 1885 in Newport,
Rhode Island, in America, where a number of plutocrats were holidaying in
the summer, as they are wont to do. One of them was a very rich woman
called Consuela Vanderbilt. She was much in love with a very rich and
beautiful young man called Winthrop Rutherfurd and, to the delight of their
friends, they decided that summer to announce their engagement. Consuela’s
mother was appalled. Rutherfurd was an American and the Vanderbilt millions
were meant to do better than that. They required the adornment of European
blood, indeed of English blood, indeed of ducal blood. 

Mrs Vanderbilt was not Mrs Vanderbilt for nothing; she already had a 
duke conveniently to hand, the twenty-four year old Duke of Marlborough.
He had two additional qualifications. He was in town at the time and he 
was extremely short of money. Mrs Vanderbilt would not be balked. She
demanded that her daughter marry him. When Consuela refused, her mother
collapsed in hysterics and a compliant doctor was duly summoned. He told
the girl that her mother’s heart was very weak and that it would not survive 
a shock so severe as that of her daughter marrying an American. Indeed, 
Mrs Vanderbilt was so upset that she even rambled that she would have the
hapless Rutherfurd murdered. Consuela, being a dutiful daughter, relented.
She married the duke upon whom 2.5 million dollars was promptly settled.
They were not suited, were very unhappy, and later separated, but Blenheim
Palace was saved.

For half a century from 1890 aristocracy was the most lucrative product
traded en masse across the Atlantic. It has been calculated that one hundred
and four British peers married American heiresses in the fifty years to 1939.
Probably not since the Conquistadors had so much American loot travelled
from the New World back to Europe. This bizarre marriage market fed anti-
American hysteria. An outraged British press declared that this tide of rich,
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promiscuous American girls embodied all that was most undignified in their
homeland. They were diluting the blue blood of England by their sexual
forwardness, said the Daily Mail. They were weakening the national stock,
said the Daily Express. They were using birth control to have smaller families
and risking an absence of heirs! It seemed as if wealth in America somehow
needed to make itself less American, and that anti-Americanism in Europe 
was reflecting a sort of anti-Americanism in America. So what on earth was
going on?

Four years ago, I gave a lecture at the embattled American Embassy in
London. It was like getting into Fort Knox via the Tel Aviv Security Control.
The lecture was called “Why I love America” and the title at the time was
considered mildly odd, even faintly patronising. No-one seemed to love
America then, least of all in Europe and least of all, certainly, in Tony Blair’s
supposedly left-wing England. America was still undergoing a national
nervous breakdown, a collective psychosis of insecurity following 9/11. 
A shocking attack on New York and Washington had produced a global
upsurge of sympathy for America and Americans. Briefly. The attack was
deplored by every country and regime in the world, with the exception of Iraq
and Afghanistan. Even Iran sent a message of support. It was a remarkable
upsurge of sentiment and yet within six months it had evaporated. It had
been overturned and become the reverse – a swelling tide of worldwide anti-
Americanism. To the bafflement of most Americans, they found themselves
publicly excoriated and more unpopular than at any time since the Second
World War. Statements generalising abuse of America and Americans had
become widespread across Europe and Asia.

Over a period of six years around 9/11, that is from 2000 to 2006, the
famous Pew Research Center’s survey of global attitudes showed favourable
opinion of America collapsing. In the UK, pro-American sentiment fell from 
83 per cent in 2000 to 56 per cent in 2006. In France, it fell from 62 percent
to 39 percent: in Germany, from 78 percent to 37 percent: in Spain, from 
50 to just 23 percent. I’ll come on later to the obvious need to distinguish
between attitudes to a country, attitudes to its people, and attitudes to its
government. The so-called new history holds that the true narrative of a
country should be buried not in its leadership but in its society, its economy,
its trade and its social mores, in the condition of the people and their culture,
in the treatment of women and immigrants. It evolves largely untouched by
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the identity and antics of those in power. Those who tell a nation’s story
should therefore eschew the traditional syllabus of dates, kings and battles;
they should concentrate on historical substrata.

I disagree with this. I’m currently trying to write a history, a short history, of
England and telling it as a narrative mostly in terms of dates, kings, battles
and governments. The reason is that I want to restore the primacy and
centrality of power in a nation’s story. The reason is that leadership does
matter in this question of image. It conditions almost everything that happens
in the public realm. Even in the era of democracy, who is in charge determines
how a country regards itself and how it is regarded abroad. Attitudes towards
a country are conditioned by politics, by the world’s perception of a leader.
This perhaps explains an Egyptian survey, published during the Bush years,
which showed that 90 percent of Egyptians hated America and 80 percent 
of them longed to go there [laughter]. As a result, the Pew survey, which I
mentioned earlier, has partially corrected itself or maybe reflected a change of
opinion following the election in 2008 of America’s first black president Barack
Obama. I suppose that we shall be seeing a similar shift in this country after
the very recent General Election. It’s hard to recall that just ten days ago
Britain’s prime minister was called Gordon Brown and was negotiating with
the Liberal Democrats to stay in office – some of us thought - forever. Never
has a week in politics been longer than the past week in England. After years
of pondering the realignment of the left, between lunch and tea last Monday
we were suddenly pondering realignment on the right. My point is that when
the people at the top change we see ourselves differently. America and Britain
are much the same countries as they were two years or even two weeks ago,
but their personality has changed and so has their face to the outside world.

As I implied at the start, anti-Americanism has a long and, I suppose,
respectable lineage. Like all generalisations it is mostly born of ignorance 
and stereotype and, sometimes, a visceral reaction of the old to the new.
Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the new colonies were
characterised as at first insubordinate and troublesome, then vulgar and brash,
and finally rich and bullying. Charles Dickens’ Martin Chuzzlewit was a
furious satire on all things transatlantic, possibly motivated by the trouble
British writers had getting their copyrights recognised in America. Dickens
predicted that ‘the heaviest blow ever dealt at liberty will be dealt by America
in the failure of its example to the world’. Oscar Wilde is reputed to have
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made the much quoted comment that ‘America is the only country to have
passed from barbarism to decadence without any intervening period of
civilization.’ Rudyard Kipling in his poem “The White Man’s Burden” chided
Americans for being so rich and yet not accepting their responsibilities as a
global power. He wanted them to commit to a pacific empire by seizing the
Philippines! America’s emerging lifestyle was treated by some Europeans with
admiration but by most with a sense of doom-laden distaste. Was this really
how Europe might be if by some horrible chance it were to become as rich 
as America? The novels of Henry James were shot through with one long
shudder.

In the aftermath of the Second World War anti-Americanism took a new turn.
For a brief period America was synonymous with liberation and salvation, with
Lend Lease and the Marshall Plan. Oversexed, overpaid and over here was fine
while there was a war on, but peace ushered in the return of The Ugly American,
the title of Burdick and Lederer’s 1958 novel and Marlon Brando’s film.

The title lent authenticity to an entire critique of post-war American foreign
policy, and this was despite the fact that the novel was contrasting rather
carefully what might be termed a bad American with a good one. In the
book, a much travelled Burmese journalist makes a comment familiar to many
who observe contrasts between Americans at home and abroad. ‘For some
reason’, the Burmese journalist says, ‘the [American] people I meet in my
country are not the same as the ones I knew in the United States. A
mysterious change seems to come over Americans when they go to a foreign
land. They isolate themselves socially. They live pretentiously. They're loud
and ostentatious.’ That’s all in quotes, I want you to know. This stereotype
was bolstered by the swaggering performance of American troops in war or 
at least in war movies, their sometimes proud ignorance of overseas places,
and their inability to handle hearts and minds in combat. The Ugly American
became a leitmotif with critics of American policy both in the conduct of 
the cold war and in conflicts such as Korea, Vietnam, Lebanon, Iraq, and
Afghanistan. The critique seemed to acquire added validity from the fact 
that in most of these wars or military interventions America either lost or 
was held to a draw.

I like to think that European understanding of America has deepened and
grown more sophisticated since then. The process has been aided by the 
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well-known global dissemination of American culture from Hollywood to
Microsoft and Google, and with mass travel. Who would ever have predicted
that Florida would one day overtake Spain as the top destination for British
tourists? Yet I must return to this question of the role of leaders. America’s
image gloried in Eisenhower and Kennedy and plunged under Johnson and
Nixon during Vietnam and Watergate. For the past decade, anti-Americanism
abroad has undoubtedly been linked in the public mind with George W. Bush,
just as it has partly been reversed by the advent of Barack Obama. The Bush
era seemed to reawaken in Europe, and elsewhere, archaic strands of anti-
capitalism, anti-imperialism, and a generalised dislike of great power bullying. 

When Bush first came to office I myself thought that he might constitute 
a rebuttal to the crudeness of Clinton and the naivety of Bush Senior and
Reagan. He seemed to me a thoughtful, courteous man publicly committed 
to Condoleezza Rice’s professed policy of restraint abroad, withdrawal and
non-intervention. This, of course, was changed by 9/11, and by the separate
phenomenon of neo-conservatism. American foreign policy, as it emerged
from the Cold War, had remained essentially defensive, one of containment
focussed on the threat from Russia and on the security of the American
continent and the oceans around it. It was one of erecting a bulwark against
the old Comintern. American anti-communism might take unattractive 
forms, particularly in Latin America, but it was pragmatic and for a purpose.
Neo-conservatism was to me deeply un-American. It was strongly ideological.
It redefined American security as vulnerable at every level: geographical,
military, cultural, even religious. It seemed at times almost a return to the
crusader spirit: a belief that Western Christian values were under a threat 
that required the suppression of militant Islam everywhere. It seemed an
ideology at once lacking in self-confidence and yet brutally omnipotent. It
demanded invasion, occupation, regime change and nation-building wherever
it sensed hostility, irrespective of the United Nations or of international law.
Neo-conservatism, in those terms, was a sort of triumphalist itch, as if America
was both nervously paranoid and yet could do anything it liked and get 
away with it. It told the world’s anti-Americans to go to hell, they were
cheese-eating surrender monkeys. America had no need of allies, let alone
sympathy; it thrived on enemies; it would make its own decisions, on its own
terms and fend for itself. Some of this arrogance – some of us pointed out –
reflected the experience of the British Empire, but even that empire, I think,
was careful to rule along the lines expounded by Lord Lugard at the Colonial
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Office in the late nineteenth century by being careful to project its power
through local elites and to respect local customs 

In 2003 when I visited America’s post-invasion head quarters in Baghdad’s
Green Zone, I saw corridors lined with desks, each labelled after a Washington
department, staffed by young Heritage Foundation volunteers hopelessly
untrained for the task. Lugard would have wept. Here was a great power in
the euphoria of triumph believing that the American dream could be stamped
on the face of the most impossible of places.

This replicated another of my experiences earlier. I remember standing with 
an American diplomat on the waterfront in Beirut in 1983. We were watching
an American battleship lobbing shells into the Chouf Mountains behind us,
apparently without any aim, with no tactical justification but showing the
military presence. ‘That ship’ said my American friend ‘is a perfectly crafted
machine for the promotion of anti-Americanism.’ It was the Ugly American
syndrome reborn and it was to be repeated in Grenada, Somalia, Haiti, and
Yugoslavia, even where the result was victory. It has met its nemesis I believe
in the streets of Fallujah and now in the poppy fields of Helmand. It was
measured in the Pew Survey which I mentioned earlier. 

But that said, directing an ‘ism’ against a nation, or a people, is rarely
informative. Most journalists have learnt the hard way that it is no wiser to
insult someone’s country than to insult their mother. An iron law of identity-
politics holds that you may criticise someone’s taste, their profession, their
hairstyle, even their partner, but do not go near their tribe. To criticise a nation
strikes something deep in the cultural DNA. Apart from anything, the tribe,
like the mother, is something you really can’t do much about. Most countries
have an eerie hierarchy of such sensitivities. In Britain you may be as rude 
as you like about the French or the Welsh. Tony Blair reportedly once swore
obscenely in private about the Welsh and it was just shrugged off, but
imagine if it had been the Irish or the Scots. Imagine if the Prime Ministerial
obscenity had been directed at blacks or Jews. Whole categories, tribes, 
races, are forbidden territory for the prefix ‘anti’. They are best left alone.

This implies a strange sort of license in the critic. I myself had a Welsh father
and an English mother. I’m half Welsh and half English. As a student in America
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I was tediously joshed for being English, because Americans loved to point out
that the English were being ruled by hereditary monarchy and a communist
prime minister. The prime minister at that time was Harold Wilson [laughter]. 
I would fall back on the pathetic defence that I was, in fact, Welsh and hated
the English just as much as you Americans seemed to do [laughter]. It was 
safe for a round of laughter, though I felt terrible at thus denying my mother’s
homeland – an almost biblical act of treachery – but being half Welsh at least
gave me a career license to attack Wales.

In fact, I’m even luckier than that because, by a quirk of my father’s career, 
I was actually born in Birmingham. I was once very rude about Birmingham in
print and afterwards was accosted by an enraged Member of Parliament (MP)
for that great city with a storm of abuse. He told me that I was a typical
Londoner - a snob, ignorant, patronising, a metropolitan chatterer – what
right had I got to insult his great city. ‘Why don’t you just shut up and stay 
in London.’ he shouted. When he had finished I remarked to him that I had
actually been born in Birmingham. It was as if I’d slapped his face. His entire
countenance changed. ‘You were born in Birmingham?’ he said ‘Why on earth
didn’t you say so? Well, that’s very interesting. Where? When? How do you
think we should make Birmingham a more interesting place?’ He had bonded
instinctively with a fellow citizen. You cannot quarrel with blood and birth. 
I’d shown him my license and it was clean.

Many Americans have become more and more like this MP. If you are going
to criticise America, and do not want to be criticised yourself out of hand as
anti-American, you do need some sort of credentials. I can say I love Wagner,
hate Gershwin; love Dickens, hate Twain; love Matisse, hate Rothko: the
result may be a lively but usually congenial debate. But any generalised
criticism of America is greeted with ‘Why are you so anti-American? How 
well do you know it? What is your license?’ The modern American is a bit like
Pierre in War and Peace. He encounters a stranger on a journey and struggles
to place him. He listens to the timbre of his voice, his accent, his dress, his
dialect. He must discern if the man is a spy or a freemason, a friend or a foe,
and all this before listening to a word he says.

These psychological responses went critical after 9/11 in the most
extraordinary fashion. It seemed to redefine America internally and externally,
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laying bare its insecurities and self-doubts. How many times did we hear from
across the Atlantic ‘But you don’t understand 9/11. You don’t understand
how embattled, attacked and vulnerable, it made us seem. And it was so
unfair.’ The result not of something America did but of something that was
done to America. I don’t want to go too far into this but the now familiar
explanation is that the surge in anti-Americanism arose not from 9/11, but
from the American reaction to it. It lay not in the assault on the Twin Towers,
but in the subsequent massive bombings of Kabul and Baghdad, and in the
apparent proto-imperialism of the regime change that was sought thereafter.
It reflected precisely the group psychosis against which Mayor Giuliani had
warned New Yorkers so impressively the day after 9/11. Don’t alter your lives,
he said, that is what the terrorists want. Go to the park, go to a show, spend
money, he said, just go about your business as you did the day before.

George Bush’s strategists disagreed. They saw in 9/11 the chance to redefine
George Bush’s presidency as leadership in a war. It was to be a classic of the
politics of fear. Everyone should adjust to what was termed the new reality. It
was what Blair described as the start of some completely new world. History
should begin again, he said, with scant respect for history. He had his reasons
for saying this, much as did Bush. The reasons were short-term and they were
political. As a result, there was no Ed Murrow reporting from New York that
America could take it, instead there was Alastair Cooke wondering if perhaps
they couldn’t. Americans showed that they were wounded. They were
undergoing an existential moment like the London Blitz, they said, when
nations and people supposedly find their collective selves. They wanted the
world to understand that they were hurting beyond anything in history so far.
Indeed, to understand what they were feeling you had to be an American.
When Susan Sontag attempted to analyse the minds of the 9/ll hijackers 
she was excoriated for daring to be so rational.

This sense of wounded identity demanded revenge. Someone had to suffer
retaliatory shock and awe. Not one but two wars were duly unleashed, one of
which still continues. With America constantly referring to the numbers killed
on 9/11 it seemed to the outside world as if ten times even 100 times that
number had to be killed in recompense. That is when sympathy turned to
dismay and dismay to hostility.

Yet for all this, the America that cheered Bush to war in 2001 and 2003 is
virtually the same America that elected Barack Obama in 2008, and reacted
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so generously to the disaster in Haiti. It’s the same America that found
common cause with the world in the credit crunch. It’s the same America that
spent a decade raping South East Asia but now finds that part of the world
giving it a higher approval rating than anywhere else. America is now
extraordinarily popular in, of all places, Vietnam.

It is because of these paradoxes that I find myself responding to any
expression of anti-Americanism with the same question ‘Which of the many
Americas are you anti?’ Is it the America of George Bush, or of The New York
Times? Is it the America of Harvard or Hollywood? Is it the America of the Tea
Party movement, or the Council on Foreign Relations? Is it the America of the
Patriot Act and Guantanamo Bay, or the America of the First Amendment, the
American Civil Liberties Union and the American Academy of Sciences? If you
want the most thoughtful and critical coverage of American policy toward
Iraq and Afghanistan, it actually comes not from Europe but from within
America itself. If you want the most searing inquisition of the banks, it comes
not from European newspapers or parliaments but from US congressional
committees. The American political blogs are the most vitriolic on earth. These
correctives are in place whether America is doing the right thing or the wrong
thing. 

My old mentor in these matters was the late Arthur Schlesinger. His 1990
essay ‘The Disuniting of America’, was aimed at what he saw as the new
McCarthyism – political correctness and group sensitivity. He pondered
whether it was in danger of tearing America apart, of congealing the famous
melting pot into warring tribes. He feared that a new intellectual and political
intolerance might send the components of the union on a centrifugal course
to break up. Schlesinger’s optimistic answer was no, this would not happen.
He argued that the American Constitution was deeply conservative in its
guardianship of the Union. It enshrined states’ rights, free speech, open
markets, free association, and was very hard to change. Every time America
seemed to rush towards some brink, its constitution hauled it back. The crisis
might be isolationism, prohibition, McCarthyism, Watergate, the over-reaction
of the War on Terror, but on each occasion a corrective mechanism clicked
into place.

There are always new challenges, currently from the power of lobbyists and
the security-industrial complex, but the essentially liberal tradition of America’s
Founding Fathers remains in place. It respects institutions, professions and
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local pluralism. It honours the principles formulated under Britain’s Glorious
Revolution in 1688, which laid the groundwork for the American Revolution
and all that followed. This revolutionary-conservatism – if those words can 
be strung together – lies at the heart of my confidence in America, and my
rejection of anti-Americanism, however you care to define it. It’s what draws
me to American political writers and to European ones such as Paine, Cobbett
and de Tocqueville, men who found America’s rough house anarchy so
magnetic as a beacon of political innovation.

I remember an American reporter with whom I was covering some god-
forsaken African conflict in the 1980s in which America had found itself, as 
so often, on the side of the devil. He was fuming. Why, wherever he went 
in the world, he asked, did he find Americans doing the wrong thing, in 
this case covertly supporting the apartheid regime in Pretoria. ‘With all that
money and power’ he said ‘why do we keep screwing up?’ I pointed out 
that power always tended to screw up because it always overreached itself. 
I was part of the last generation of Britons to be brought up as schoolboys 
to regard a global British empire as a matter of pride to be defended at all
costs, but we screwed up too. At least American hegemony, call it what 
you will, meant well most of the time, I said

In his exasperation, like most anti-Americans, he commited the political fallacy
to which I lent some credence at the start of my talk: that a country’s leadership
and its foreign policy constitute the entirety of its face to the world. It is part 
of that face, but only part of it. Nobody who knows America today could
recognise Wilde’s rude remark. The vastness of America’s cultural projection far
transcends the deeds of Bush, and the Pentagon, as it will the deeds of Obama
and the Democrats. It transcends even those traditional vehicles of the American
way of life, Coca-Cola and Hollywood. American capitalism still offers the 
world its most open market, its most enterprising corporations, its most
advanced scientists, and its most independent universities. It determines the
ever-expanding reach of the digital universe. Even as the world shrinks, its focus
is still on America. American cities embody the successes and failures of cities
everywhere. Modern New York is to me a reverse of the same urban coin as
London. Its culture, entertainments, museums, and coffee shops are all the
same. The New York Review of Books is written half by Britons. It’s impossible
to turn on Radio 4 these days and not hear an American accent, rarely a 
French accent or a German one. When I chaired the Booker Prize ten years 
ago, I realised the absolute absurdity of dividing modern fiction in the English
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language by whether an author was or was not an American, as opposed to 
a British Commonwealth, citizen. They shared not just one common language
but an outlook on life, and on modern theatre, art and architecture.

In reality, Americans are no longer ‘they’ but ‘we’. Of course, America screws
up. It’s a big country and bigness always screws up. It is also big hearted,
generous and fanatical about freedom, and in the coming century it, sure 
as anything, is not going to go away.

I sometimes wonder how things might be today if America had remained a
patchwork of European colonial outposts. Imagine North America, from sea 
to shining sea, as a multilingual replica of Western Europe – English, Spanish,
French, and Dutch. I sense that there might have been two world wars inside
one continent as a result. The sheer scale of American power is awesome 
and awful but, compared to previous imperial entities, it is a power that is
debatable and debated, constrainable and constrained. Democracy, the echo 
of England and the Enlightenment, remains America’s true strength and one
which has always attracted thoughtful people everywhere. How that appeal 
will evolve in the new century is phenomenally hard to predict, but the 
wounds inflicted by the Bush administration on America’s international 
standing will heal.

Richard Haass, and other commentators since the cold war, have deplored 
the waste that the West made of its victory in that war. Obama, in his few
specific declarations on foreign affairs, appears aware of this. He craves
somehow to offer punctuation to the post-war transition period. He seems 
to need to find some new dispensation. I’m sure he’d love his presidency to
presage a new 21st century pro-Americanism. It’ll not be easy. In order to get
out of Iraq Obama has already felt obliged to go deeper into the far stickier
mire of Afghanistan. He risks extending this maniacal war far along the cold
war frontier, from the south of Russia towards China. He risks embroiling
America in the implacable affairs of such countries as Iran and Pakistan. We
do not know if Obama can survive to a second term or if he can bring an end
to the disastrous interventions which have done so much damage to America’s
good name in the Muslim world. We must assume that the conflict in Iraq
and Afghanistan will eventually pass. The new Washington has made real
strides on nuclear disarmament and on general détente towards regimes to
which Obama’s predecessors seemed institutionally hostile. I sense that we
should not expect too much. Obama remains an American president doing
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American things, defending American interests, many of which are bound to
be contentious. America remains outside the framework of much international
law. It remains a sceptic towards multinational force projection. It is as hostile
as ever to international trade agreements. It still has military bases in every
corner of the world. Such bases mean enemies as well as friends.

The message I finally take from the election of Obama in America is not that
it might swiftly reverse the global anti-American consensus. It is something
quite different. The Obama presidency – perhaps in modern jargon it should
be the Obama Experience – should make anti-Americanism more complicated.
Initially it injected hope and now it is injecting complexity. Any power that is
so overwhelming and so ready to throw its weight about the world will incur
antagonism but the new complexity should enable those of us who consider
themselves pro-American to get a new handle on the argument. Sensible
people respond to any country and culture on many levels. There are pros 
and antis to the global phenomenon that is modern America. As I hope 
I have indicated, in my view the pros outweigh the antis.

If any generalisation can be made about America as it embarks on the second
decade of the new millennium, it is that no generalisation about America
should ever be made. You cannot prove a negative anyway; the prefix ‘anti’
should never go with the suffix ‘ism’; least of all with reference to a country
and its people. I believe Kant should come first ‘Out of the crooked timber 
of humanity, no straight thing was ever made.’

Thank you very much.
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QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

Q: I’d like to draw you out a little further on the distinction between cultural
and political anti-Americanism. We are told that in some countries in the third
world there are slogans on walls saying ‘Americans go home, and take me
with you’. I know a young man who sincerely argues that America is the
greatest source of evil in the world – he talks of American actions in Central
America and Southeast Asia – but he travels in America for work and says 
that nowhere are people more friendly and more helpful to strangers. Is he
anti-American?

A: This is the paradox. It’s the paradox of The Ugly American. It’s probably
true of most people that they behave differently abroad from at home. Also,
when you are a great power, and I’m sure that this applied to Britain in the
19th century, people simply resent your power. I love going to America, I’m
very well disposed towards Americans, I am in every way pro-American, but I
can see why if you are living in a hut in Afghanistan you are less than wholly
enthusiastic about America. I have even met some Afghans that now live in
California who are fiercely anti-American but fiercely pro-America. It’s rather
like that old phrase about France ‘We love France, it’s a pity about the
French.’ These generalisations are a nightmare for anyone trying to discuss
either diplomacy or cultural relations. I think you have just pointed up the
paradox.

Q: I would posit that there is a special relationship and there has been for
many, many years and will continue to be for many, many years Why does
the media, particularly your own newspaper, always take the view that the
special relationship is dead?

A: There are special relationships and special relationships, the same as there is
anti-Americanism and anti-Americanism. These generalisations are now very
complex and therefore they are not generalisations. I think that most people
who study international relations regard the special political relationship
between Britain and America as somewhat defunct. I think I do myself.
Clearly, though, the case is that there are light years between every other
country’s relationship with America and with Britain in every other respect.
Apart from anything else, we marry Americans, we go to study at American
universities, we use America in a way that continental Europe just doesn’t. We
are just much closer to America than France, for example, and that’s not only
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because we don’t speak French. I think that the fact that we speak the same
language as Americans is ignored by many commentators. America and
Britain, particularly New York and London, really are becoming one culture 
so there IS a special relationship, but it’s not the one they keep talking about
in Washington as being over. That’s my view of it.

Q: Do you think that the American people care twopence whether we have a
coalition government or not in this country? Does it matter to them politically
what is going on in this country?

A: I had a wonderful corrective experience. I was trapped by the ash cloud in
Los Angeles for the first week of the election campaign which was a deeply
frustrating, experience but not half as frustrating as the fact that nobody that
I met in Los Angeles in that week could have cared less, either about the ash
cloud or about the British general election. Quite a lot of young people in
California think that England is part of New York, just a bit further on, and the
rest of Europe is far out east. Their knowledge of geography is quite seriously
remiss. One reason for that is that Los Angeles is an entertainment city and 
to them New York/London is really the other entertainment capital. I’m not
particularly worried. I don’t think many people here take a deep interest in
Californian politics, why should they take a deep interest in ours?

Q: You said that our two countries are drawing together. I’ve spent most 
of my working life as a practising barrister and I made it my job to try to
understand both sides of any case. Is it not very important that we should
understand the importance of the American Dream? All Americans, either
directly or through their forbears, came from other parts of the world to settle
in America and share in the American Dream. All Americans are devoted to
that concept of the American Dream but – they are generous folk – they are
willing to share the American Dream wider in the world, and they are hurt
and puzzled when they find that – and this is the question, do you agree with
me – that there are people in this world who do not immediately want to
adopt democracy or share in the American Dream. Isn’t this one of the sad
things – that many Americans are surprised and bewildered that they are not
as welcomed and as popular and admired as they feel they deserve to be?

A: I think that I had better agree with you. I think that there are two or three
points there. One is that in the past ten or twenty years America has done
some very, very unpopular things abroad, and it’s kind of hopeless to say
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‘Well, you see we love bombing cities. Will you please like us for it?’ There 
is a mismatch between the expectation of being loved and the things that
Americans have done abroad. But cut from that to the fact – I admit that 
this is the ultimate talisman of the success of America – that so many people
around the world desperately want to go and live there. They want to go 
and live in a country that’s free, is more or less democratic, certainly, and 
rich. These things to my mind are the ultimate test of any civilisation, that 
it remains attractive to almost all the people on earth.

The other point to make about the American Dream, and this is something
that, unless they’ve lived in America for sometime, people don’t fully
understand, is the embedded nature of American patriotism. I remember
during the Falklands War I was in Washington and there was a great picture
in the newspapers of the Royal Marines training on the deck of the P&O
cruise ship, the Canberra, and these Marines were magnificent specimens –
great hunks – all wearing tiny briefs made of the Union Jack, and why not?
The Americans were appalled. ‘How can you do that to your national flag?’ 
It was inconceivable in America, they said. They were genuinely shocked. 
You know, there’s the raising of the flag, the pledging of the oath – all the
things that you do in America in honour of the state. In Britain, when it was
proposed that immigrants should swear an oath of loyalty to the Queen at 
a ceremony of some sort, we all thought that it was rather tacky and vulgar
and that British people don’t do that sort of thing. We have to understand
that though it is like us, America is a totally different country.

Q: Some years ago Madeleine Albright said that the United States was ‘the
necessary country’. I’d like to ask if you agree with that. Secondly, if that
proposition is true, what implications do you think this would have for the
development of anti-Americanism in the years to come, because the United
States won’t stay in Afghanistan for ever but perhaps will always be the
‘necessary country’.

A: I’m just a huge optimist about America, I really am. There was a good
study done by the Norwegians in 2000 – they did a big study of Norwegian
society for the Millennium, we built a dome for the Millennium – in which
they asked five wise Norwegians to predict what Norway would be like in the
year 2100. They came up with a remarkable report which said that in 2100
Norway probably wouldn’t be a democracy but an oligarchy. Norway would
have gone back to having a big underclass who had no way of exercising
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political leverage, and the country would be ruled by bankers, lawyers,
journalists, civil servants – rather like Britain [laughter] – and a rolling coalition
of public relations men would ensure that the same people always stayed in
power. Now, I just find it hugely encouraging that in the biggest and most
powerful country in the world it is inconceivable for that to happen. I think
America is a vast bastion of democracy and I think that it’ll remain that, as 
far as I can see, in perpetuity. 

Q: I was just wondering if you could give me an insight into why there is 
a backlash against Obama in the United States, especially against the health
care reform.

A: I wouldn’t dream of passing judgement on that. It’s not a very good plan.
It’s extremely expensive. It’s not the one I would have adopted. It’s not even
the one he would have adopted. I’m assuming that’s why there was a
backlash against it, but my impression now is that Obama has done a bit of
course-correction and in public opinion he is doing quite well. I’m mercifully
not an American. 

Q: Friedrich Engels was inspired to his political beliefs by the various
communistic sects that set up on the frontier of America, and America can
justifiably be said to be the home of world communism. Also the leftwing 
in Britain has had long organic links with trade unions in America. A lot 
of leftists would be able to sing “I dreamed I saw Joe Hill last night”, 
for example. Do you think that an element of what appears to be anti-
Americanism is a symbiotic alliance across the Atlantic between various
oppositional groups against government on both sides of the Atlantic?

A: I think that could exactly be the case. I take your point. I agree. I think that
the Pew survey doesn’t measure that subtlety, but I think it is probably true.

Q: To what extent is anti-Americanism really founded in anti-capitalism? And
to the extent that we Brits hold to an Anglo-Saxon capitalist model, then to
what extent do we suffer from anti-Americanism too?

A: I think that it used to be the case that anti-Americanism was rooted in 
a feeling that America was a right-wing country and we were a left-wing
country and therefore we were against them. We were socialists: they were
capitalists. I can remember being in America as a student in the 1960s when
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Americans genuinely thought that Britain was one step out of the hands 
of the Soviet Union and I rather reacted against that. I think that those
simplicities are now over. If you read some histories of the credit crunch 
the British were thought to be completely wild and off-the-rails capitalists
compared to the much more dirigistes Americans. Frankly, there wasn’t that
much difference, but it’s interesting that that was the attitude of mind. In
movies now the British are always the capitalist villains as against the nice 
kind welfare oriented Americans. I just think that the stereotype is changing. 

Q: First of all, talking about the American Dream, I heard a quote recently that 
I really liked that said that the American Dream is now only for immigrants 
not for Americans! But, my question is, what advice would you give to a 
young man who has his degrees in history but wants to break into the field 
of journalism [laughter].

A: Don’t [applause].

Q: I recall some years ago you were on a programme on television lamenting
about the education of your son and the history he was learning. It wasn’t the
real history. I’m just wondering are you writing your book about the history 
of England in some way to try to correct the education of your son.

A: These two last questions are difficult ones. No, it really isn’t why I’m
writing it, but as I said – and I could keep you here another hour if you’re not
careful – I felt that if you haven’t got structure or chronology in history, then
you don’t have cause and effect. You don’t have to learn the dates; you just
have to know that the dates exist. You need to know the framework of
history or you can’t tell why there was a revolution in America or in Britain 
or anything. I don’t remember talking about my son’s education, which was
an excellent one I may add, but I was quite shocked that he was taught the
feudal system and Bismarck and the Second World War. By the end of it he
wasn’t quite sure which came first. It was as crazy as that. I think that if you
don’t have the framework, you just aren’t going to get the essence of history,
which is why things happened. 

END.
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