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The Dogs of War

Myths of British Anti-Americanism

Patrick Deer

T H E R E C E N T R E S U R G E N C E of widespread anti-American senti-
ment in Britain provoked by the aggressive neo-imperial foreign policy
of the George W. Bush administration, supported by Prime Minister
Tony Blair despite a groundswell of popular dismay, is nothing new.
Certainly, British protests against the unilateral Anglo-American war
on Iraq caught many in the United States by surprise, with opinion polls
showing a broad majority opposed in the days before the invasion,
numbers at times comparable to those across “old” Europe.1 Despite the
seductive mythology of a “special relationship” between the United
States and the United Kingdom, the postwar era has seen frequent and
repeated outbursts of British anti-Americanism as the former super-
power struggled to adjust to its subordinate position in the cold war Pax
Americana. But the present conjuncture, I argue, reveals some crucial
shifts. Current manifestations of British anti-Americanism must con-
front the active involvement of the Blair government in this aggressive
drive for U.S. global hegemony, which is justified by a state of perma-
nent warfare against an ill-defined worldwide terrorist threat. Unlike
previous protests during the cold war, there are few immediate signs or
sites to suggest that the United States as an occupying power threatens
the territorial integrity of the British nation. The recent revival of the
“special relationship” is revealed as an affair of trans-Atlantic elites, an
alliance of arrogant, distant powers perceived to threaten the civil
rights, safety, and well-being of the broad majority of the population.

Second, the pervasively popular nature of this latest outburst of
British anti-Americanism reveals that, contrary to the rhetoric of politi-
cians on both sides of the Atlantic, there is not a common majority cul-
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ture based on shared trans-Atlantic values2—especially when these
“values” include the open advocacy of what Condoleezza Rice, the
president’s national security adviser, has called an “imperial but not im-
perialist” role for the United States in international affairs.3 To adapt
George Bernard Shaw’s observation, the United States and Britain are
now more than ever two nations separated by the same language. What
persists is the continued British engagement with American counter-
culture and oppositional traditions of popular protest that has been a
constant feature of relations between the two countries since World War
II. Paradoxically, even in Britain, where global U.S. culture marks al-
most every aspect of everyday life, America continues to provide re-
sources for resisting globalization and the neo-imperial U.S. foreign
policy.

Like the seductive mythology of the special relationship, the new
emphasis on “anti-Americanism” in Britain threatens to mask the in-
stability and volatility of the present situation, in which a gulf has
opened up between the aggressive war agenda of the trans-Atlantic
elites and the various alarmed and bitterly critical sectors of British
public opinion that oppose this latest phase in the Bush administra-
tion’s drive for U.S. global hegemony. The situation is indeed strange:
the new Labor government is acting as a proxy force for the distant Re-
publican administration, and Tony Blair is embodying the remoteness
of power traditionally imputed to the “cowboys” in the White House.
Prime Minister Blair seems to have taken on the qualities of Graham
Greene’s Quiet American, memorably recaptured in a recent film adap-
tation:4 he is moralistic, apparently naive, motivated by uneasy desires,
with a secret purpose that we cannot comprehend, and he displays a
singular lack of irony. With George W. Bush’s help, he seems to have re-
versed the polarity of the special relationship, in which the irony was
supposed to run in the British direction. So much for Americans not
having a sense of humor; Blair seems to be still waiting for the punch
line, hopelessly earnest in the face of German and French verbal spar-
ring about “old Europe” or even the wise-cracking, wily, and sarcastic
circle around George W. Bush. The historical ironies proliferate. The
French refuse to collaborate; the Germans restrain U.S. military aggres-
sion. And the more the British change, the more they stay the same.

What’s wrong with the discourse of “anti-Americanism” in the
British context is that it projects an image of uniformity upon some ex-
tremely unstable alliances. The discourse gives popular opposition to
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war in Britain the appearance of a nationalist exceptionalism, as if
British critiques of U.S. foreign policy are essentially different in kind
from those of French, German, or Spanish protesters in “old Europe” or
of other members of the dissenting international community.5 This sup-
posed exceptionalism mirrors Tony Blair’s singular conversion to the
Bush doctrine at a time when it is opposed by the majority of the Euro-
pean Union, or the Bush administration’s own one-sided vision of the
United States’s “imperial but not imperialist” geopolitical role. Like the
mythic “special relationship,” it also obscures the significance of Blair’s
pro-U.S. foreign policy in relation to the delicate game new Labor is
playing with British suspicions about greater European integration.6

The most powerful unifying thread in current anti-American dis-
course in Britain is the justified, but exaggerated and often racist, fear
that U.S. military aggression and occupation in Iraq will unleash Mid-
dle Eastern terrorist reprisals against British targets. Ironically, the enor-
mous shock, sympathy, and compassion extended toward the United
States and more especially to New York City in the wake of the Sep-
tember 11 attacks have soured into a profound anxiety that “we will be
next.” The repeated refrain runs: “It’s all right for them to go after Iraq.
But what about us? We’re right here.” By targeting the United States as
a distant aggressor over which the British people have no control or in-
fluence, these fears of proximity conveniently forget the origins of the
terrorism produced in response to Britain’s own history of colonial rule
in Northern Ireland, the Middle East, and South Asia.7 They also tap
into the long tradition of anxieties at Britain’s temporal proximity and
cultural closeness to the American future and a fear of colonization of
British sovereign territory. These are fears that can also be mobilized in
the name of counterterrorism against immigrant communities from
South Asia and the Middle East. As many have observed, this anxiety
has in large measure to do with Britain’s—or, more accurately, Eng-
land’s—inability to fully assimilate its postimperial geopolitical posi-
tion and cultural identity. From elsewhere in the disunited kingdom
come more nuanced critiques of U.S. policies that resist the seductions
of the “special relationship” or of imperial nostalgia for Britain’s lost in-
ternational moral authority.
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TRANS-ATLANTIC PROJECTIONS

The limited number of previous studies of British anti-Americanism
have been overshadowed by the elite logic of the special relationship.
They have tended to offer typologies of the different political, cultural,
or class bases for anti-American sentiment, as if the phenomenon were
a nebulous minority pursuit rather than a constant feature of the
post–World War II era.8 By emphasizing discontinuity, these typologies
tend to obscure the underlying thread to British anti-Americanism,
namely the traditions of popular protest against the human costs of the
close ties between trans-Atlantic elites. As Paul Gilroy’s groundbreak-
ing work on the “Black Atlantic” or Daniel T. Rodgers’ study of the “At-
lantic crossings” of cosmopolitan left progressives during the first half
of the twentieth century remind us, the discourse of the “Atlantic” has
been defined most successfully out of oppositional projects of resistance
and critique.9

Attempts to project a positive spatial imaginary for official Anglo-
American relations since 1945 have foundered in the nebulous imagery
of Atlanticism. In his famous “iron curtain” speech at Fulton, Missouri,
in 1946, Winston Churchill projected Britain as the “swing power” bal-
ancing “three circles of influence”—the American, European, and Com-
monwealth—but the image depended for its force on Britain’s imperial
power.10 Half a century later, with the sun set on the British Empire,
Tony Blair’s current notion of Britain as a “bridge” between America
and Europe is a far more unstable fantasy.11 Even if savvy French and
German travelers from bad “old Europe” wanted to go to the “new
world” these days, why take the bridge and tunnel through London
when you can fly direct? The British role as bridge between the United
States and Europe seems to have the gone the same way as the U.S. spe-
cial role as mediator between the British government and the parties to
the peace process in Ireland. The collapse of British authority in Europe,
like the Bush administration’s disengagement from Ireland, only re-
cently seemed unthinkable. Whatever Tony Blair’s original agenda in
relation to the EC or NATO, it is now apparent that the British “bridge”
is being used as a wedge by the anti-European Bush administration to
divide “old Europe” from “the new” in matters of common defense pol-
icy.

The continuing power of the mythology of “special relationship,”
despite constant conflicts between the partners since World War II, lies
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in the fact that it evolved as a structure that claimed to keep friends
close and potential enemies closer, always tempering intimacy and
closeness with bracing doses of anti-Americanism. The special relation-
ship combined spatial metaphors, of Greece and Rome, Atlanticism,
and so on, with a more compelling and predominantly masculinist rhet-
oric of kinship that shifted drastically depending on the personalities
involved. But the consistent feature of this radically asymmetrical rela-
tionship on the British side was that the balance of power lay with the
wrong partner. The callow American colossus needed British guidance;
despite intense, often hostile U.S. economic and political pressure, be-
ginning with the signing of the Atlantic Charter in August, 1941, the
fantasy was that the British could manipulate and control the U.S. lead-
ership to serve their own global interests.12

From the first, the British side of the Anglo-American elite took a fa-
mously suspicious and often hostile attitude toward their U.S. counter-
parts. During the formative years of the Second World War, even the
most benign fantasies about the British capacity to manipulate and con-
trol the underschooled and overpowerful America had at their core a
marked patrician condescension. Here is Harold Macmillan (who
would serve as a Conservative prime minister from 1957 to 1963) hold-
ing forth to the young Richard Crossman (a future Labor minister of the
1960s) at Allied Force Headquarters in Algiers in 1943:

We, my dear Crossman, are Greeks in this American empire. You will
find Americans much as the Greeks found the Romans—great big, vul-
gar, bustling people, more vigorous than we are and also more idle,
with more unspoiled virtues but also more corrupt. We must run
AFHQ as the Greek slaves ran the operations of the Emperor
Claudius.13

One of Macmillan’s diary entries for 1944 reveals both private man-
darin disdain and the seductive fantasy of control at stake in the At-
lanticist hierarchy of Greeks and Romans:

They either wish to revert to isolation combined with suspicion of
British imperialism, or to intervene in a pathetic desire to solve in a
few months by the most childish and amateurish methods problems
which have baffled statesmen for many centuries. Somehow between
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these two extremes we have got to guide them, both for their own ad-
vantage and ours for the future peace of the world.14

All the stereotypes are there, held in check by English self-restraint and
guile. Little wonder there were American suspicions of a “well nigh in-
exhaustible store of superior cunning” among the British.15

During the cold war, despite constant conflict, the old magic
seemed to work. The greatest success story was Margaret Thatcher’s
trans-Atlantic romance with Ronald Reagan, in which he played the
adoring younger brother.16 But as its historians have noted, the special
relationship was plagued by constant conflict over foreign policy, de-
fense spending, nuclear weapons strategy, European integration, and
decolonization. Nevertheless, stereotypical disdain for the untutored,
brash “American empire” was held in check by English self-restraint,
statesmanship, and guile. Perhaps this is what Tony Blair meant when
he bafflingly referred to British anti-Americanism as a “foolish indul-
gence”: you feel it, but you don’t give in to it.17

BULLDOGS, POODLES,AND BLOODHOUNDS

The radical asymmetry of the relationship, in which the subordinate
British partner must struggle for control, is parodied in the recent tide
of complaints about Tony Blair’s position as “Bush’s poodle.” The “axis
of poodle,” as analysts might call this phenomenon if they lacked good
taste or a sense of decorum, has a venerable history as a term of British
political abuse. Lloyd George called the House of Lords “Balfour’s poo-
dle” as early as 1908; after the 1983 U.S. invasion of Grenada, the Labor
MP Denis Healey referred to Mrs. Thatcher as “Reagan’s poodle.”18 All
this is most unfair to the dog, of course, as the head of the British Poo-
dle Owners Association recently complained.19 The poodle was a Ger-
man hunting dog first introduced to France during the Napoleonic
wars and embraced for its valor by the Emperor Napoleon himself. The
point, of course, in the majority of recent criticism of the British pre-
mier, is less that Blair should be playing the Churchillian bulldog in-
stead of the poodle than that the wrong beast is at the end of the leash.
Britain, no longer shamed by its subordinate position in the U.S. global
hegemony, should be leading the way. But, as the disdain for the
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Franco-German “poodle” image suggests, for many Britons opposed to
the war, the way does not necessarily lie in the direction of Europe.

Prime Minister Blair’s dogmatic support of the Bush doctrine may
have to do with the close trans-Atlantic ties between those other dogs
of war, the military and intelligence communities. The recent discourse
of British “anti-Americanism” highlights the very specific institutional
and political alliances between the transnational elites that plan, fi-
nance, and arm “from above” aggressive acts of military intervention
like the present war in Iraq. As one recent study has observed:

During the Cold War, at least following the repeal of the McMahon Act
in 1958, the U.K. enjoyed privileged access to nuclear information
from the United States. This, along with the intermeshing of U.S. and
British intelligence under the UKUSA agreement of 1947, formed the
essence and beating heart of the Cold War relationship.20

The 1947 treaty, described as “quite likely the most secret agreement
ever entered into by the English speaking world,” intimately linked the
intelligence-gathering agencies of the United States, Britain, Canada,
Australia, and New Zealand.21 Britain has its own signals intelligence
(SIGINT) eavesdropping stations at home and abroad, run by its Gov-
ernment Communications Headquarters (GCHQ), based in Chel-
tenham, and provides installations for the U.S. National Security
Agency (NSA) in Britain. There are also joint GCHQ and NSA sites at
the Ascension Isles in the South Atlantic and on Diego Garcia in the In-
dian Ocean, islands that proved of strategic significance in both the
1982 Falklands war and the 2003 invasion of Iraq.

The major NSA station at RAF Menwith Hill, in Yorkshire, for ex-
ample, which bristles with satellite tracking aerials and dishes, was
“built into the heart of Britain’s national communication system” by the
British Post Office and has, since the mid-1970s, “sifted the communi-
cations of private citizens, corporations and government for informa-
tion of political or economic value to the U.S.”22 After September 11,
2001, one British newspaper reported that “Britain is so linked into the
U.S. intelligence system through the UKUSA accord . . . that intelligence
support was automatically supplied.”23 British stations like Menwith
Hill and Morwenstow, Cornwall, remain crucial hubs in the highly se-
cret Echelon system, which gives the UKUSA partners unprecedented
power to spy on worldwide nonmilitary communications. Indeed, Ech-
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elon was deemed threatening enough to business interests and individ-
ual privacy in Europe that the European Parliament made it the subject
of two special investigative reports.24 Beyond Echelon, there are the Or-
wellian projects of Total Information Awareness (TIA) and Carnivore.
On April 2, 2003, the British government announced even closer intelli-
gence ties with the newly created Department of Homeland Security in
the name of the global war on terrorism.25

The nuclear and conventional armed forces of both countries are
also closely allied. The 2003 war against Iraq came after a decade of
close military cooperation and bombing by the RAF and USAF there to
enforce UN no-fly zones, most notably in the massive December 1998
aerial campaign, Operation Desert Fox. Intelligence cooperation in the
war on terrorism, as well as Britain’s continued reliance on U.S. nuclear
weapons technology for its Trident submarines, and Britain’s commit-
ment to the U.S. Nuclear Missile Shield, all suggest that the post–cold
war strategic relationship remains a force to be reckoned with.26

To these close intelligence and military ties must be added the
British presence in the global arms trade. The British defense ministry
and arms manufacturers must compete against the market dominance
of the U.S. permanent war economy: the U.S. currently commands 64
percent worldwide, while Britain has the next largest share, around 20
percent.27 But they also share domestic markets and powerful vested in-
terests in promoting arms transfers to developing countries, many of
which, such as Iran, Iraq, Argentina, and Chile, have been states with
dismal human rights records. As Neil Cooper and John Pilger have as-
serted, despite its rhetoric of “ethical foreign policy” and cleaning up
the “pariah” arms trade in “uncivilized, un-Western” weapons like land
mines, the Blair government has relaxed restrictions on sales to coun-
tries like Indonesia and Turkey.28 By pressuring the market in low-tech
“pariah” arms, the British have joined the United States in promoting a
new generation of extremely expensive high-tech precision weaponry,
whose prohibitive costs can be sustained only by a vigorous export
market. Instead of land mines, trans-Atlantic arms manufacturers pro-
duce and promote cluster bombs. This new generation of weaponry
also includes the manufacture and use of shells, bombs, and missiles
tipped with depleted uranium, which leaves targets widely contami-
nated by carcinogenic dust that causes cancer and birth defects.29 These
are exactly the “humanitarian” weapons used to such devastating effect
in Kosovo, Afghanistan, and Iraq.
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FROM FORTRESS BRITAIN TO AIRSTRIP ONE

For half a century, it was the American airbases and bombers in Britain
that haunted the imaginary of British popular anti-Americanism. Dur-
ing World War II, popular resentment of the American GIs and air force
personnel stationed in Britain was expressed in the familiar terms of a
disturbing proximity: they were, notoriously, “oversexed, overpaid,
and over here.”30 Once Attlee’s Labor government agreed to build air
bases in eastern England for U.S. B-29 nuclear bombers in 1946, these
outposts of the American frontier became a permanent feature. In his
novel 1984, George Orwell famously satirized Britain’s position in the
superpower bloc Oceania as “Airstrip One.” Even that dogged imperi-
alist and Atlanticist the part-American Winston Churchill complained
bitterly to his doctor during his second spell in government in 1953 that
Britain had been reduced to an “aircraft carrier” for Eisenhower’s
America.31

Around the bases in the late 1940s crystallized the familiar, unsta-
ble elements of British anti-Americanism: resentment for the punitive
terms of the 1946 U.S. loan to Britain; at American demands for a 50 per-
cent increase in the defense budget that hamstrung the Labor recon-
struction program and for a more rapid dismantling of the British em-
pire; for the pressure for greater British integration into a postwar Eu-
ropean union; for the U.S. refusal to share nuclear weapons secrets that
encouraged Britain’s own costly pursuit of an independent nuclear de-
terrent; for America’s material prosperity and unbridled consumerism
at a time of enforced austerity; above all, for the enforced recognition
that Britain was a subordinate player in the U.S.-Soviet cold war.32 Per-
haps understandably in a country with a distant maritime empire that
had just lived through the threat of invasion and the Blitz on its civilian
population, the greatest outbursts of popular anti-Americanism oc-
curred when the special relationship brought home the vulnerability of
“Fortress Britain.” The fears were compounded of this contradictory
blend of proximity and distance. Post–World War II, British anti-Amer-
icanism erupted most forcibly when the United States’s remote actions
threatened both Britain’s sense of territorial integrity and its prestige as
a sovereign power in the pax Americana.

The first major postwar outbreak of anti-Americanism on a large
scale was during the “A-bomb” scare in 1950, when offhand remarks by
President Truman on November 30 about the possible use of nuclear
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weapons in the Korean War sparked widespread alarm and protests.
The then-Labor MP Roy Jenkins recalled an unprecedented “mood of
near panic.”33 The situation was sufficiently alarming that Labor prime
minister Clement Attlee himself was dispatched to Washington. De-
spite U.S. reassurances, opinion polls early in 1951 showed that 60 per-
cent of the British public thought there was a real risk of general war,
and though 58 percent expected the Soviet Union to be the guilty party
rather than the United States, only 40 percent approved of American
policy.34 In a striking parallel with the bitterly divided diplomatic situ-
ation before the 2003 war against Iraq, only Britain and Turkey had
committed troops in Korea, and the United States was trying to force a
resolution through the UN condemning China as the aggressor and im-
posing sanctions. In his attempts to avoid a cabinet mutiny, Ernest
Bevin argued for quiet persuasion rather than open dissent against “the
well-intentioned but inexperienced colossus.”35 Fortunately for the spe-
cial relationship, the Chinese rejected a ceasefire, allowing Britain to
support UN condemnation in February 1951.

Anti-Americanism flared up during the 1956 Suez Crisis among
those angry at the United States for blocking the Anglo-French imperi-
alist adventure in Egypt. But though the events proved bitterly divisive
in Britain, shattered the special relationship, and brought down the
Conservative prime minister, Anthony Eden, the majority remained
sympathetic toward the United States.36 The nuclear fears of the late
1950s and the emergence of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament
(CND) and the New Left reactivated widespread anti-American senti-
ment. Calls from the Left for unilateral disarmament, and for British
leadership of a “third force” with the Commonwealth and nonaligned
nations, were articulated in an unstable blend of imperial nostalgia and
romantic invocations of “Deep England” and of the heroicized collec-
tive spirit of the Blitz and Dunkirk that persist to the present.37 This con-
tradictory mix of nationalism and internationalism could have unpre-
dictable consequences. In 1961, for example, Hugh Gaitskell played
left-wing anti-Americanism against anti-nuclear feeling, persuading
the Labor party conference to drop unilateral disarmament from its
manifesto by arguing that without its own nuclear weapons Britain
would have to hide behind American might.38

During the Vietnam War, the bombing of Hanoi and Haiphong in
1966 swung public opinion sharply against the United States. Diplo-
matic relations reached an all-time low in the winter of the following
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year over Vietnam, as well as over policy in the Gulf states.39 British
protests against the war focused anger against the U.S. Embassy in
Grosvenor Square in 1967–1968 but clearly distinguished between op-
position to U.S. and U.K. government policy and solidarity with the
“other America.”

THE OTHER AMERICA

British hostility to U.S. cold war policy did not necessitate hostility to
the American populace or its high and low culture. As early as 1947, re-
porting on the House Un-American Affairs Committee, the journal Our
Time published a piece entitled “We Want to Be Un-American,” which
argued that the “Hollywood witch trial” was a diversion from “much
more serious infringements of thought, constituting a cold war against
intellectuals in America,” and saw a similar possible threat in Britain. In
an article in the same issue, “cold censorship . . . red-baiting and war-
mongering stories” were blamed for the often inarticulate British suspi-
cion of American political intentions: “Ignorance of what Americans are
really like today, what decent Americans are doing, and how much, is
inevitable because the Americans themselves are blocked off from
nearly all means of expression.”40

Though the New Left was intensely critical of the Americanization
of British popular culture during the 1950s, with the founders of British
cultural studies, Richard Hoggart and Raymond Williams, often sound-
ing like the fiercely reactionary F. R. Leavis, the 1950s had seen a far
more fluid and sympathetic appropriation of U.S. popular culture, in
jazz, the blues, abstract expressionism, Pop Art, and the Beat writings.
Lindsey Anderson’s 1959 pro-CND documentary film, March to Alder-
marston, for example, showed a postprotest scene of youngsters danc-
ing to jazz, with the voice-over commenting, “It’s no use being against
death if you don’t know how to enjoy life when you’ve got it.”41 The
1960s offered the examples of hippie counterculture and psychedelia,
student revolt, the civil rights movement, and Black Power, to name but
a few. Subversive appropriations of U.S. counterculture were strongly
present in the British protests against Vietnam, culminating in the ri-
otous protests in Grosvenor Square.42

Punk rock flirtations with anti-Americanism in the late 1970s by
bands like the Clash, the Fall, and the Gang of Four were similarly dou-

168 PATRICK DEER



ble-edged, aimed as much at the dominant British culture as at the
“Yankee soldier” of the Clash’s “I’m So Bored with the U.S.A.”43 During
the “new cold war” of the early 1980s, the U.S. airbases once more be-
came the focus of widespread anti-American and anti-nuclear feeling,
and strong alliances were formed with the European peace movement.
Ronald Reagan’s twilight romance with Margaret Thatcher gave the
special relationship new life, and the U.S. deployment of cruise and Per-
shing missiles on British bases, as well as the talk of neutron weapons
and a limited nuclear war strategy for northern Europe, reinvigorated
the CND.44 The women’s peace camp outside USAF Greenham Com-
mon was to protest and survive until the last cruise missiles were with-
drawn. Duncan Campbell’s 1985 exposé, The Unsinkable Aircraft Carrier,
once again portrayed Britain as occupied territory, a frontline American
base. The 1986 bombing of Libya by American F-111’s from British bases
with Thatcher’s consent confirmed the sense of popular outrage. A
MORI poll on April 17, 1986, showed 70 percent of Britons hostile to
U.S. policy.45 Yet CND remained more popular than the opposition
Labor party’s unilateral nuclear disarmament platform, and the Con-
servatives won the 1983 and 1987 elections over a weak and divided op-
position.

But the Falklands-Malvinas adventure of 1982 had shown there
was life in the old dogs yet, allowing Mrs. Thatcher to declare memo-
rably at Cheltenham racecourse that Britain was great once more, and
that “nothing had changed.”46

FROM ETHICAL FOREIGN POLICY 

TO HUMANITARIAN WARFARE

The 1991 Gulf War saw widespread anti-war protests in Britain, but the
brevity of the conflict as well as the UN-sponsored multinational coali-
tion limited the outrage. For many commentators, however, the special
relationship had seen its last hurrah.47 Complaints about the U.S. re-
fusal to send ground troops to stop the genocide in Bosnia were com-
plicated by the European Union’s own conspicuous failure to deal ade-
quately with the murderous violence on its own borders. Tony Blair’s
willingness to act as the point man for the Clinton administration’s
“humanitarian intervention” using U.S. and NATO air power in
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Kosovo drew public hostility, but the official appropriation of the rhet-
oric and institutions of international human rights complicated the po-
sition of those opposed to the bombing.48 Prime Minister Blair had
learned his lesson. When the new Labor premier flew to support his
friend Bill Clinton during the dark days of the Lewinsky scandal and to
discuss the runup to the bombing campaign against Milosevic’s Serbia,
Blair asked President Clinton nervously what would happen if the
bombing didn’t work—to which Clinton reportedly replied in a far-
away voice, “We keep on bombing. We can bomb forever.”49 Despite
widespread international skepticism about the motives for the 2003 war
against Iraq, given the absence of evidence of weapons of mass de-
struction to date and the flawed intelligence analyses used to justify the
unilateral intervention, the Blair government continued to invoke the
rhetoric of human rights as the last trump card to justify the massive use
of precision bombing, ground war, and colonial policing techniques
honed for thirty years in Northern Ireland. Armed with the Bush doc-
trine, the White House has less need to mask its plans for the Middle
East in humanitarian rhetoric. It too can bomb forever.

The current anti-war movement draws in part on the sustained
protests of the 1980s, one current CND group in Gloucestershire offer-
ing to send volunteer weapons inspectors into the remaining U.S. air
bases and radar and surveillance sites in Britain.50 But the disturbing
difference about the present situation is that there are few visible signs
of American occupation to protest and that humanitarian rhetoric is
being used to justify military aggression. To contest the U.S. drive for
global hegemony, in February 2003 more than a million British anti-war
protestors had to take to the streets of their own capital. For all the
moral indignation and imperial nostalgia in some strains of British anti-
Americanism, there is the disturbing fact of continuing British complic-
ity in a militarist drive for U.S. global hegemony. The lesson of the cold
war era of British protest is that anti-war movements cannot just wait
for the wars to break out; they also have to contest during peacetime the
mythology of the technologies and strategies of permanent war. Instead
of revealing the mendacious euphemisms of nuclear overkill, those op-
posed to permanent war now must expose the manipulative projections
of postmodern “humanitarian” warfare. No doubt Tony Blair gambled
his “moral” stance on the ability of the overwhelming U.S. military fire-
power to minimize American and British body counts, but, for all the
rhetoric of precision bombing, high-tech warfare produced thousands
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of Iraqi casualties.51 The occupation’s military and civilian death toll
continues to mount. The war on Iraq may appear bloodless, precise, and
“morally justified” only because we were not permitted to see the full
horror of the dogs of war in action.
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