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If Winston Churchill’s attachment to the Anglo-American ‘special relationship’ is 
beyond doubt, he is also remembered for having outlined the ‘three circles’ theory 
according to which Britain, at the centre of three overlapping circles, had a role to 
play simultaneously with the US, the Empire/Commonwealth, and Europe. 
Therefore, no matter how special the relationship with the US it can never be 
regarded as exclusive even by its most fervent supporters. Moreover, if the concept 
of a ‘special’ relationship between London and Washington is accepted the corollary 
must be that other relations are something less, thereby introducing a part of 
relativity into the whole debate. Although it has been a constant of British policy, or 
at least of British rhetoric, since 1945 that these three circles are in no way 
exclusive, the relations with one obviously have an impact on relations with the 
others: in particular how close Britain or the US are to Europe influences how close 
they are to one another. Britain’s careful balancing act, maintaining one foot in each 
camp, has meant that she has been neither whole-heartedly with the Americans nor 
with the continental Europeans. Both sides of the equation have to be considered to 
have a full picture. Indeed, it is in many ways only through consideration of 
triangular British-American-European relations that the bilateral Anglo-American 
relationship can be fully understood. 

Geographically, of course, Britain is European even if some observers have 
chosen to stress the separation between Britain and the continent. Churchill’s 
remarks to de Gaulle on the eve of the D-Day landings that he would always choose 
the High Seas over the Continent have been used to make this point and to defend 
the ‘special relationship’. Yet the continent of Europe is Britain’s immediate 
neighbour. Strategically, diplomatically, commercially and politically Europe must 
occupy a central place in British thinking whatever the temptations to look across 
the Atlantic. Indeed one of the underlying aspects of Britain’s international position 
since 1945 has been the extent to which Europe has come to play an increasingly 
important role to the detriment of the Anglo-American and more particularly the 
Commonwealth links. Equally, while cultural connections are often pointed to as 
foundation of the ‘special relationship’ they are also part of Britain’s European 
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heritage. Even the strongest supporter of the Anglo-American connection in recent 
years, Margaret Thatcher, recognised that. ‘We British are as much heirs to the 
legacy of European culture as any other nation. Our links to the rest of Europe, the 
continent of Europe, have been the dominant factor in our history.’37 

Viewed from the US there is a tendency to regard Britain as just another part of 
Europe, a tendency that cannot be matched when the British look eastwards at 
America. If only for reasons of size the US, almost a continent in itself, cannot help 
but regard Britain as belonging to something larger. The claims sometimes made 
that Britain is somehow not really part of Europe, that its position at the head of the 
Commonwealth, and two centuries of world power, gives it a special status beyond 
that justified by its size and strength have rarely cut much ice in the US. Americans 
have often been tempted by the idea of a broader European-US relationship, one in 
which the ‘special’ status of the British would have no place. 

A key part of the debate also revolves around just what constituted the Europe 
that emerged in the years 1945-73. Just what form the new integrated Europe should 
take was not predetermined and the rival theses of the various actors are an 
important part of the story. For successive British governments the ‘right sort of 
Europe’ was a broadly ‘open’, free trade bloc devoid of any strong central authority; 
for de Gaulle (French President 1958-69) the prospect of a supranational or 
centralised Europe was equally anathema (it is one of the paradoxes of this story that 
Britain should have been in general agreement with de Gaulle as to the overall 
structure of the new Europe – one of a ‘Europe des patries’ – and that de Gaulle 
should still be commended for this dimension of his vision of Europe by both 
Margaret Thatcher and Tony Blair). De Gaulle, however, was at loggerheads with 
the British over his insistence on a truly ‘European’ Europe as opposed to Britain’s 
transatlantic vision. The British and Americans also suspected de Gaulle of wanting 
a ‘fortress’ Europe in trading matters, particularly as regards agriculture. In 
Washington there was broad agreement that the objective was essentially political 
(to strengthen western Europe in the face of the Soviet threat) and that this required 
more than the loose free trade area favoured by the British. Rather they wanted a 
genuine European political grouping involving some degree of political integration, 
that it should be as wide as possible (above all that it should include Britain), and 
that politically, militarily and commercially it should be open to the wider western, 
i.e. transatlantic, world. 

Britain, the US and the post-war reconstruction of Europe 

For the British the conclusions drawn from the experience of six years of war 
were particularly significant for their relations with the US and the rest of Europe. 
That the US had been the key, first to the survival of Britain and then finally to 
victory, was the major lesson. Equally, while the Americans were regarded as past 
saviours and as vital guarantors of security and prosperity for the future, British 
attitudes to the continental Europeans were rarely positive despite a brief post-war 
flirtation with the idea of some sort of European ‘third force’ formed around Britain 
and France. In August 1950, for example, the Labour Foreign Minister, Bevin, 
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asked: 

How could he go down to his constituency […] which had been 
bombed by Germans in the war, and tell his constituents that the 
Germans would help them in a war against Russia? […] Similarly in 
regard to France, the man in the street, coming back from a holiday 
there, was almost invariably struck by the defeatist attitude of the 
French.38 

Such anti-European sentiments were long-lasting and continued to underlie 
British suspicions of all things European and their preference for Anglo-American 
collaboration for many years to come. For the majority of people in Britain Europe 
remained somehow foreign, something of which they were not wholly a part. The 
refusal to turn to Europe was in part the result of the view that they were, for all 
their post-war problems, still a world power and able to play a role alongside the 
Americans. While the British only slowly, and some never at all, came to accept the 
fallacy of this argument, many in the US were quicker to recognise that this was not 
a true reflection of Britain’s international position.  

For the Americans the prospect of an economically debilitated western Europe as 
a prey for the Soviet Union was a clear danger as the Cold War set in after 1945. 
There was also an underlying belief in Washington that European recovery could 
only be achieved if the pre-war tit-for-tat policies were not repeated. Nor did they 
see this as stopping at the economic level. Indeed, a purely economically integrated 
bloc would, from the American perspective, bring commercial disadvantages 
without being compensated by any corresponding political gains. From the outset, 
therefore, the US stood firmly behind the European federalist movement that was 
pushing for a political union. Britain, however, did not see things in the same light. 
When the Americans put the Marshall Plan before the Europeans in 1947 London at 
first hoped that it would be given special treatment. Indeed some argued that Britain 
was hardly in the same position as the Continental Europeans and while they would 
welcome any aid that came their way they should not be receiving hand outs in quite 
the same way as the other recipients. The Americans, however, made no such 
distinctions and the British were forced to stand in line with the others. American 
attempts to use Marshall aid to push forward European integration were, however, 
only partly successful. The Organization of European Economic Co-operation 
(OEEC) that was set up in 1948 in part to oversee its implementation was acceptable 
to the British. Without any significant central authority and defending a broadly 
liberal approach to international economic affairs, London saw little in this that 
threatened any loss of sovereignty to a centralised European body. In fact 
immediately after the end of the war few European leaders were as yet willing to 
move decisively along the path of European integration although the mood was soon 
to change.  

Britain, the US and European defence 

At the end of the war Britain in military terms stood head and shoulders above the 
other western European powers. With Germany and Italy defeated, Germany divided 
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and under allied occupation and France only slowly recovering from the trauma of 
defeat and occupation, and soon to be preoccupied by wars in Indo-China and 
Algeria, Britain was in a unrivalled position. Having come through six years of war, 
and having seen the capitulation of their European allies, British attitudes were 
hardly sympathetic towards the idea of European co-operation in the military field. 
For many the image of the other Europeans as either recently defeated enemies or as 
unreliable ex-allies was strong. Against this American and Commonwealth military 
support was seen in a quite different light. However, with the US seemingly 
reluctant to enter into any formal defence relationship in the months immediately 
after the end of the war Britain had little alternative but to turn instead to the 
continent.  

In 1947 the Treaty of Dunkirk was signed with the French and in March 1948 the 
Brussels Treaty extended this to the Benelux countries. These mutual defence 
treaties did not, however, in any way mean the end to the informal, but more 
important, bilateral defence talks that continued with the Americans. They were also 
regarded by the British as a necessary first step on the path to convincing 
Washington to enter into some more formal commitment to the defence of Europe, 
to show them that Britain was prepared to take a lead in organizing European 
defence. When NATO was created in 1949 both were quietly subsumed into the 
wider Atlantic defence structure. Attempts in the early 1950s to create an integrated 
European defence group (the EDC) were encouraged by the Americans but were 
given little support in London. When the French Parliament voted against this in 
1954 and the whole project collapsed the British were relieved to see the back of it. 
The Western European Union that eventually emerged had few if any real powers 
and without any real role to play it was quickly allowed to drift into obscurity.  

The fiasco of the 1956 Suez operation only served to reinforce British reticence. 
Although it was undertaken as an Anglo-French operation the difficulties of working 
alongside one another on both the military and diplomatic levels only further 
convinced many in Britain of the impossibility of working in a purely European 
military context. Equally importantly, Suez, despite the immediate breakdown in the 
Anglo-American relationship, also reinforced British beliefs in the primary need to 
work in harmony with the Americans. The conclusions reached in Paris were quite 
different. 

 

Britain in the world: A global or regional power? 

Hostility to the concept of European integration as it was being framed in the 
1950s was almost universal across the political spectrum in Britain. This was not 
matched by thinking in Washington where the creation of the European Coal and 
Steel Community, the precursor to the EEC, in 1950 was warmly welcomed. 
Britain’s refusal to take part in the structures of the ECSC caused irritation in 
Washington. For the British the image of their country as a world power, moreover 
one which, unlike the continental Europeans had not suffered defeat or occupation 
during the war, was still strong. The US, however, was more aware of the changing 
reality of Britain’s international position. It was also deeply concerned to foster the 
political unity of the West and they regarded British membership of any future 
European political grouping as a positive reinforcement. While London was 
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sympathetic towards the idea of western unity they remained convinced that they 
themselves were, in Churchill’s famous remark, ‘with but not of Europe’. 

This divergence of views between London and Washington over the future of 
Europe troubled the ‘special relationship’ throughout the 1950s. The head of policy 
planning at the State Department in the early 1950s, Robert Bowie, was later asked 
if the new Eisenhower Administration (1953-61) believed ‘that Britain’s true 
destiny lies in Europe?’. His reply is significant: 

Yes […] by that time the feeling was that Great Britain had not taken 
the proper measure of its own actual potential in the world as it 
existed, and that it was perhaps holding back from joining Europe for 
reasons which really were outdated. That the belief, somehow, in the 
Commonwealth and the ‘special relationship’ with the United 
States…was essentially no longer a valid picture of Britain’s 
possibilities. Therefore, Britain was making a mistake in not joining 
the effort to construct a European system.39 

Some ten years before Acheson’s more well-known views this shows the deeply 
entrenched belief that Britain should accept its changed international status and the 
inevitability of throwing in its lot with the other Europeans. This message, which 
was repeated on and off with varying degrees of insistence for the next two decades, 
was not what most people in Britain wanted to hear. 

When Prime Minister Anthony Eden visited Washington in early 1956 he was 
told by Eisenhower and Dulles that he was ‘being “ill-advisedly” hostile to 
developments in Europe’. Eden could only note his disappointment and regret. 
Despite this obvious disagreement British leadership of Europe was a central part of 
American planning, the objective being to:  

include Britain not merely as another government, but as the earnest 
of this European entity sustaining Allied relations with America and 
sustaining a global view […] Britain was not merely to go in there, 
Britain was to go in there and dominate it on behalf of joint British-
American concerns. […] Go in and run it.40 

There was considerable regret in Washington that London appeared so 
unenthusiastic to take on this role.   

Britain moves towards Europe 

By the early 1960s Britain’s initial hostility towards the nascent EEC had 
changed into an acceptance that they had little choice but to seek to enter the very 
organisation that they had so derided. These moves, however, were hedged around 
with provisos. The decision to seek to open negotiations with a view to British entry 
into the EEC was taken in part with Washington in mind. The newly elected 
Kennedy Administration (1961-63) warmly welcomed the British move although 
they were clear that they opposed a purely economic grouping without some degree 
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of political integration.41 In April 1961 Kennedy personally expressed his strong 
support to Prime Minister Macmillan arguing that: 

if Britain joined the Market, London could offset the eccentricities of 
policy in Paris and Bonn […] Britain, with all its world obligations, 
could keep the EEC from becoming a high-tariff, inward-looking 
white men’s club. Above all, with British membership, the Market 
could become the base for a true political federation of Europe.42  

On the last point Washington and London were clearly not thinking along the 
same lines. 

American encouragement for the British application was given in the belief that 
the political rewards would outweigh any economic losses, that a united Europe 
would be a stronger partner in the east-west confrontation and that a Europe that 
included Britain would be more acceptable to the US, guarantee the maintenance of 
an Atlantic partnership and rule out any possibility of a ‘third force’ Europe 
emerging. Concerns to defend their commercial interests, however, meant that US 
encouragement for the British initiative did not go so far as to give London 
unlimited support. Indeed, pressure was put on Britain to shed many of her 
preferential trading relations with the Commonwealth and EFTA. Should these be 
preserved and somehow integrated into the new EEC framework then, many in 
Washington feared, US commercial interests would be seriously affected.  

There was also concern in Washington that encouragement for Britain should not 
be handled in such a way as to raise continental European (above all French) 
suspicions of an ‘Anglo-Saxon’ plot to impose their model, and their leadership, on 
Europe, that they must avoid giving the impression ‘that the British application is an 
American Trojan horse intended to keep Europe dependent on the United States.’43 
American attempts to support Britain’s application without appearing to be pulling 
the strings either of the British, or potentially of the Six, were not universally 
believed. Aware that overt pressure on Britain’s behalf risked undermining the very 
thing that Washington sought, they chose instead to offer general encouragement all 
round and to push the British to face up to the new realities of their international 
status, which, they argued, required a fundamental reappraisal of their attitudes and 
a clear realignment in favour of Europe. This message was most clearly given by 
Dean Acheson in his West Point speech of 5 December 1962 when he said: 

Great Britain has lost an empire and has not yet found a role. That 
attempt to play a separate power role – that is, a role apart from 
Europe, a role based on a ‘special relationship’ with the United 
States, a role based on being the head of a ‘commonwealth’ […] this 
role is about played out. 

Although there was nothing fundamentally new in what he was saying his words 
caused a storm of protest. Macmillan simply claimed he was wrong, committing ‘an 
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error […] made by quite a lot of people in the course of the last four hundred years, 
including Philip of Spain, Louis XIV, Napoleon, the Kaiser, and Hitler.’44 Such 
references to Britain’s glorious past could not refute the fundamental validity of his 
arguments. For the moment, however, false pretensions continued to distort British 
thinking. Kennedy, torn between a desire not to upset his friends in London and yet 
wanting to see them face up to their changed circumstances and push them into 
Europe, attempted to smooth over the troubled diplomatic waters, although without 
ever refuting the arguments put forward by the ex-Secretary of State. 

Polaris, de Gaulle and the veto of Britain’s EEC application 

In the early 1960s the various aspects of Britain’s European and American 
relations, in the economic, political and nuclear defence fields, became increasingly 
interconnected. In large part this was the result of the growing feeling that Britain 
needed to find a new role for itself (at least partially) in Europe and that the EEC 
that was emerging was taking the wrong direction, towards protectionism and away 
from the sort of trans-Atlantic and free trade Europe that most British and American 
leaders sought. 

London was keen to show Washington that it was not after all unwilling to take 
part in a politically united Europe. However, domestic opposition to all things 
federal in Europe gave the lie to the pro-European image London was trying to 
present. There were also hard-headed power political considerations behind the 
British moves. An EEC under French, and perhaps later German, leadership that 
excluded Britain would clearly be a potentially stronger player on the international 
stage than a weak, isolated Britain. In that case the temptation for Washington to 
establish a special EEC-US relationship would be strong. The Foreign Office 
recognised this as early as 1959 when it was argued that: 

integrated Western Europe would reduce the influence we can bring 
to bear on the member countries and consequently our importance in 
isolation would weaken us significantly. Our exclusion from an 
integrated Western Europe would reduce the influence we can bring 
to bear on the member countries and consequently our importance in 
NATO and the OEEC. Emotionally the United States is attracted by 
the concept of a united Europe, rationally she wishes to see a strong 
one: if faced with the choice of a failing United Kingdom which they 
suspect of opposing or, at the best, remaining aloof from this ideal of 
unity and a resurgent Western Europe which is eagerly embracing it 
they will no longer regard us as their principal ally in Europe. At the 
best we should remain a minor power in an alliance dominated by the 
United States and the countries of the EEC; at worst we should sit 
helplessly in the middle while the two power blocs drifted gradually 
apart.45 

Alternatively if Britain could find its way into the EEC London still believed that 
leadership was its for the taking. In this way membership of the EEC, and possibly a 
leading role in it, would offer Britain a means of reinforcing its relations with 
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Washington. Europe was not, therefore, regarded as an alternative to the ‘special 
relationship’ but as a means to maintain and reinforce it. 

The major obstacle to British plans remained de Gaulle. Their handling of this 
particularly difficult diplomatic adversary was fraught with problems. Macmillan’s 
message to de Gaulle was that Britain was ready to move significantly towards 
Europe (and away from the US). At one meeting in 1962 he told the French 
President: 

Certes, pour le moment, la présence américaine nous garantit 
l’essentiel. Mais on peut douter qu’elle doive durer indéfiniment. 
D’autre part, il en résulte pour les Européens une pénible sujétion, à 
laquelle vous, Français, voudriez vous soustraire et que nous, 
Anglais, supportons malaisément. Rassemblons l’Europe, mon cher 
ami.46 

Macmillan may have raised these ideas in his one-to-one talks with de Gaulle. 
His message to the Americans and to the British public was, however, quite 
different. In the long run his attempts to somehow square the circle by offering 
different things all round could not be kept up. Inevitably faith in his expressions of 
pro-Europeanism were met with scepticism in Paris where many argued that the US 
decision to stop the Skybolt missile programme in late 1962 gave London a golden 
opportunity to reverse its nuclear dependence on the Americans and turn towards 
Europe. De Gaulle regarded this as the decisive test. When Macmillan went to the 
Bahamas in December 1962, only a matter of days after the Anglo-French summit 
meeting at Rambouillet, and concluded the Nassau Agreement under which Britain 
was to receive American Polaris nuclear missiles, he saw this as proof of Britain’s 
perfidy and the unchanged basis of Anglo-American solidarity. He told one 
minister : « L’affaire des Bahamas était un banc d’essai de la volonté britannique. 
Ou bien ils choisissaient l’Europe, ou bien ils choisissaient l’Amérique. Ils ont 
choisi l’Amérique, ce qui les écarte de l’Europe. »47 Seen in this harsh light British 
hopes that they might reconcile the ‘special relationship’ and membership of the 
EEC were ill-founded. 

The contrast between the eighteen months of negotiations with the Six, including 
several summit meetings at the highest level between Macmillan and de Gaulle, 
which ended in total failure and mutual recriminations, and the three days of talks 
between Macmillan and Kennedy in Nassau which produced an agreement that was 
to fashion Britain’s defence policy for a generation, is striking. Whether regarded on 
the level of personal or institutional relations, simple power politics, linguistic 
barriers or overall policy objectives, the parallel Anglo-French and Anglo-American 
talks are remarkable for their differences. 

On the American side most of Kennedy’s advisers had been reluctant to see an 
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Anglo-American nuclear agreement come between a broader settlement of the 
European problem. At Nassau one member of the Administration warned that the 
arrangements would ‘outrage de Gaulle, as they would document beyond question 
Britain’s incestuous ties to America. They could well push de Gaulle toward 
refusing Britain entry to Europe on the ground that it was an American “Trojan 
Horse”.’48 For the State Department the failure of the Skybolt programme was the 
occasion to stop further nuclear proliferation and by the same token push Britain 
into the EEC. If Polaris was offered to London, they argued, the renewed evidence 
of the ‘special relationship’ would work against British membership of the Common 
Market. According to one insider Europeanists the State Department thought that 

if Skybolt had to go, at least let it carry the special relationship down 
with it; this would […] facilitate British entry into Europe. What 
worried the Europeanists was the thought that the United States by 
offering a replacement for Skybolt – Polaris, for example – would 
prolong the British deterrent […] and prove to de Gaulle that Britain 
preferred the United States to Europe […] Skybolt offered the grand 
opportunity to terminate the special relationship and force Britain 
into Europe.49 

If for some Nassau was a missed opportunity, for Macmillan winning Kennedy’s 
agreement to provide Britain with Polaris was a personal triumph. For de Gaulle the 
image of Anglo-American solidarity was unshakeable. 

When de Gaulle finally brought the curtain down on Britain’s EEC application in 
January 1963 he spoke out against a European federation being imposed from 
outside. Should Britain have been successful, he argued, and entered the EEC ‘the 
cohesion of [the Community’s] members […] would not endure for long […] it 
would appear as a colossal Atlantic community under American domination and 
direction which would quickly have absorbed the European Community”.50 

Whatever his ultimate reasoning de Gaulle’s veto of the British application to 
enter the Common Market was a dramatic setback for both British and American 
policies. The Anglo-Saxons were routed. 

De Gaulle also went back over recent British policy towards Europe and the US. 
Their belief, he argued, was that the ‘special relationship’, particularly in the nuclear 
field, would allow them to dominate Europe by playing on the rivalries within the 
Six. In private he was scathing in his condemnation of Macmillan: « il est tombé la 
tête la première dans le piège. L’Angleterre n’est plus qu’un satellite des États-Unis. 
Si elle entrait dans le Marché commun, elle ne serait que le cheval de Troie des 
Américains ».51 A few days later, he said Britain « n’entrera dans la Communauté 
européenne que lorsqu’elle aura répudié à la fois son rêve imperial et sa symbiose 
avec les Américains. Autrement dit, quand elle se sera convertie à l’Europe ».52 

British and French views were dramatically opposed. While Macmillan had 
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argued in a letter to Kennedy in April 1962 that once inside the EEC Britain could 
‘draw Europe closer to America’53 for de Gaulle breaking free of the Americans was 
a sine qua non of entry into the European club. In private he rejected the British 
view of an interdependence between western Europe and the US: 

Ce que veulent les Anglo-Saxons, c’est une Europe sans rivages qui 
n’aurait plus l’ambition d’être elle-même. L’Europe sans frontières. 
L’Europe à l’anglaise. L’Europe où l’Angleterre n’aurait pas 
surmonté elle-même ses vieilles habitudes, pour devenir vraiment 
européenne. C’est, en réalité, l’Europe des Américains... Une Europe 
qui, dans son économie, et davantage encore dans sa défense et dans 
sa politique, serait placée sous une inexorable hégémonie américaine. 
[…] La Grande-Bretagne veut obtenir les avantages de 
l’appartenance à l’Europe et, en même temps, garder les avantages de 
sa non-appartenance à l’Europe grâce à son système impérial et à la 
fraternité de culture anglo-saxonne.54 

The French leader’s suspicions of the ‘Anglo-Saxons’ were confirmed along with 
his conviction that the British remained too closely attached to the Americans’ apron 
strings to be acceptable for his vision of a truly ‘European’ Europe. 

Britain adrift and bypassed: 
Outside Europe in a declining special relationship 

 
Britain’s failure to enter the Common Market marks an important watershed. De 

Gaulle had thrown down a gauntlet. Thereafter two conflicting approaches to Europe 
and to trans-Atlantic relations faced one another. Many in London and Washington 
shared the view that de Gaulle would now have to be confronted, bypassed or 
overcome in the battle for the leadership of Europe. Whatever disagreements may 
have existed previously between them it was now clear that the direction that de 
Gaulle was setting for the EEC was not one that either could accept. Personal dislike 
of de Gaulle was also something many British and American leaders shared. 
Feelings of dismay at his decision to block Britain’s application and anger at the 
fashion in which this was delivered were strongly felt. Kennedy wrote to Macmillan: 

You will know without my saying so that we are with you in feeling 
and in purpose in this time of de Gaulle’s effort to test the chances for 
his dream world. Neither of us must forget for a moment that reality is 
what rules and the central reality is that he is wrong… I count on you 
to let me know whenever you think we can strike a blow. And if this is 
an unmentionable special relationship so much the better.55 

The American President, however, was soon prepared to accept the fait accompli. 
Indeed, he confided that: 

                                                 
53  PRO PREM 11/3783 (28 April 1962). 
54  Alain PEYREFITTE, op. cit., pp. 367-8. 
55  Quoted in Stuart WARD, ‘Kennedy, Britain and the European Community’ in Douglas 
BRINKLEY and Richard T. GRIFFITHS (eds.), John F. Kennedy and Europe, Louisiana State University 
Press, 1999,  p. 330. 



             DAVIES – THE EUROPEAN QUESTION                                   53 

 

From a strictly economic viewpoint we have known all along that 
British membership in the Common Market would be bad for us; so 
we are now better off. On the political side, our chief object was to tie 
Germany more firmly into the structure of western Europe. Now de 
Gaulle is doing that in his own way.56 

Earlier British fears of being left behind by the continental Europeans and the US 
were now coming true and their relations with both were being compromised. All 
they could do was complain from the sidelines. In January 1963, the Foreign 
Minister, Alec Douglas-Home, condemned the French for working towards ‘an 
inward-looking, tightly-knit Continental group from which British and the United 
States influence would be removed.’57 

The Labour government of 1964-70 identified in strikingly similar terms the 
battle-lines that separated them from the French. In 1965 the Foreign Secretary, 
Michael Stewart, outlined his fears of de Gaulle creating ‘a closed shop’ in Europe. 
If this happened, he warned, ‘The United States will be forced to make deals with the 
Six, by-passing Britain’. Nonetheless Stewart’s thinking was still based, as so much 
of British policy had been before, on the premise that ‘the Commonwealth and our 
relationship with the United States are not incompatible with membership of the 
right sort of Europe: they are complementary policies’. Their aim, he said, should be 
‘the effective working unity of Europe within an Atlantic framework’.58 Britain’s 
second EEC application in 1967, however, was much the same story, with much the 
same ending. Again the French President regarded the American connection as the 
acid test of Britain’s European credentials. So long as he saw no basic change in this 
key area he remained as opposed as ever to British membership of the European 
club. 

Britain’s movement towards the EEC in the 1960s was undertaken only hesitantly 
and was never the first choice of a majority of Ministers. While there were some 
convinced Europeanists such as Edward Heath or Roy Jenkins, the majority were 
Euro-pragmatists, accepting that Britain should make a move towards Europe but 
only if certain stringent conditions were satisfied. At the other end of the spectrum 
there were those who had a visceral dislike of all things related to the EEC, whose 
preferences were for an Atlantic alternative, or Anglo-American sponsored global 
free trade system. Others argued in favour of a North Atlantic Free Trade Area, an 
idea which received serious consideration in Cabinet. The weakness of the British 
position, however, was that there were in fact no real economic alternatives to 
membership of the EEC: the Commonwealth was a spent force, the Americans 
showed little interest in any sort of Anglo-American trading bloc (which given the 
comparative sizes of their economies would surely have relegated the British to the 
position of 51st American State) and the ‘Go-It-Alone’ option hardly tenable in an 
increasingly global economy. This weakness was exacerbated by the fact that there 
was only one Europe on offer and that was not one that economically or politically 
suited Britain. Hopes that Britain might reform it in the interests of the Anglo-
Americans became less and less likely as the years went by and as European 
construction advanced along a path taking it further away from British thinking. The 
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economic decline of Britain hardly helped her bargaining position. Nor did the 
tendency of Washington to look to other more dynamic European economies or to 
the EEC as a whole as the other end of a ‘special relationship’. 

British hopes that the French could be ‘smoked out by the Americans and by the 
Five’59 were overly optimistic. The willingness of the British after 1963 to side up 
alongside the Americans in their diplomatic confrontation with the French was 
ultimately a sterile exercise and not one on which the ‘special relationship’ could 
survive. De Gaulle might not have won over any friends there but the development 
of the EEC was a factor that Washington could not ignore. Increasingly the 
Americans recognised that they would have to come to terms with this new group no 
matter how little they liked its policies. Britain, left outside in the cold, was 
increasingly by-passed. 

When Britain formally entered the EEC on 1 January 1973 the Anglo-American 
‘special relationship’ entered a new phase. The EEC was by then firmly established 
and there was little prospect of the fundamental rules governing it being changed as 
a result of Britain’s membership. In effect Britain had to accept the conditions that 
were available. EEC membership now also presented an image of Britain as just one 
amongst several European countries. Heath, who as Prime Minister (1970-74) 
finally took Britain into the EEC, was keen to play on this image and he quite 
deliberately sought to play down the special nature of Anglo-American relations. 
Seen from the US the image of transatlantic relations in general and Anglo-
American relations in particular had been changed. Increasingly questions were 
asked as to how far Washington could reconcile the relationship with the new united 
Europe with the maintenance of a ‘special relationship’ with just one of its members. 
No clear answers were found. 

Conclusion: A time to choose? 

From Churchill to Blair British foreign policy has been based on a belief in the 
‘three circles’ theory outlined above: that no choice needs to be made, indeed no 
choice can be made, between the US, Europe and the Commonwealth. If the balance 
between the three has shifted since 1945 no British Government has ever accepted 
that they need decisively come down off the fence in favour of one to the detriment 
of another. The danger of this precarious diplomatic position became increasingly 
evident as Britain’s international status was gradually undermined by its economic 
and political decline. Despite attempts to ‘punch above its weight’ Britain found 
itself to be no match for other more important powers. Refusing to decisively join 
with the continental Europeans, and yet unable to hold onto the influential role in 
Washington it had set itself, Britain was squeezed out from the international high 
table. 

The reproach directed towards Macmillan in the early 1960s by one French 
diplomat that he « courait deux lièvres à la fois : Europe, États-Unis »60 was a fair 
summary of the hesitancy at the heart of British policy. The comforting, but 
ultimately delusive, images of Britain’s glorious past proved to be no basis for 
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British policy after 1945. Standing aloof from European integration despite 
continuous American pressure to take an active, or even leading, role, London 
allowed the EEC to be established and developed along lines that went against its 
views of the ‘right sort of Europe’. By the time they had recognised that the ‘special 
relationship’ could not allow them to play the international role they hoped for and 
faced up to the need to move closer towards Europe the EEC that was on offer was 
not one that endeared itself to British eyes. In this way while the European question 
continued to be a thorn in the side of relations between London and Washington; 
equally significantly the ‘special relationship’ (or more exactly British 
interpretations of it) stood between Britain and the rest of Europe. 

 


