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Abstract
The article seeks to assess to what extent the Trump presidency damaged the 
Anglo-American special relationship. By drawing on a theoretical framework that is 
broader than much of the existing literature, this article argues that the Trump presi-
dency inflicted largely short-term damage on the special relationship. Though com-
mon interests, common sentiments and mutual utility between the US and the UK 
were weakened in the Trump era, the institutionalized underpinnings of the special 
relationship were sufficiently robust to withstand the corrosive effects of the ‘Trump 
doctrine’. While President Biden cannot undo the negative impact of Brexit on the 
UK’s utility to the US, the early period of his presidency has witnessed the spe-
cial relationship’s rapid recovery from most of the damage inflicted by the Trump 
presidency.
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Introduction

One of the notable features of the literature on the Anglo-American ‘Special Rela-
tionship’ is that it has been written predominantly from the perspective of the UK. A 
few authors have written about the US views of the relationship—such as Edelman, 
Burk and May and Treverton (Edelman, 2010; Burk, 2007; May and Treverton, 
1986)—but the majority of literature has come from the UK side. This is unsurpris-
ing considering the relationship has been much more important for the UK than for 
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the US. It also reflects the fact that many countries around the world, other than just 
the UK, claim to enjoy an unusually close relationship with the US.

This article argues that it is a uniquely propitious moment to analyse the Anglo-
American relationship from the viewpoint of the US. By looking at the special rela-
tionship from the US perspective, this article focuses mainly on what the US expects 
from the UK in light of its global interests, how the US perceives its relationship 
with the UK in both utilitarian and sentimental terms, and why the US gets used 
to cooperating with the UK in the security and defence realm. Admittedly, the UK 
and the US have divergent expectations of the special relationship. For the UK, the 
special relationship helps to support its claim to be a major power with a global 
impact. As a result, for the UK, ‘the special relationship tends to become an end in 
itself’ (Danchev, 2016, p. 133). For the US, by contrast, the special relationship is 
about convenience. The UK’s support is not indispensable for the US to advance its 
global interests, for example, in the Indo-Pacific region. The US expects the UK to 
be a useful and loyal ally whenever it needs support. As a result, American leaders 
are less sentimental than their British counterparts, and perceive the special relation-
ship more in utilitarian terms. There are moments in the Anglo-American relation-
ship when the UK can substantially contribute to US global interests but otherwise 
the relationship is underpinned by long-standing habits of cooperation in the intel-
ligence, nuclear and military fields.

The Trump presidency inflicted unprecedented strains on relations with the UK: 
the White House pursued avowedly nationalistic and protectionist policies that 
inevitably caused friction with America’s allies. While the special relationship has 
traditionally been constructed around a discourse of partnership, shared interests 
and elite-level friendship, the Trump era offers an opportunity to measure the rela-
tionship during a highly turbulent period. That the Trump administration has now 
been succeeded by the Biden administration, with its return to more mainstream US 
policies, provides the chance to measure the damage that was exacted to the Anglo-
American relationship. It makes it possible to reflect on the role that the UK has 
come to play in American foreign policy.

The article will assess the importance of the UK to US policy through a theoreti-
cal framework that has been expanded beyond what has traditionally been applied to 
the special relationship. It will be argued here that four factors, rather than the usual 
two, better explain the US’s attitude towards the UK. In addition to the usual agenda 
of common interests and common sentiments, it adds the factors of mutual utility 
and institutionalization. The article then proceeds to analyse how Trump impacted 
each of these four factors.

The article argues that three out of the four aspects of the special relationship 
were weakened during Trump’s presidency. First, both common interests and com-
mon sentiments were damaged as a result of Trump’s policies. Second, mutual util-
ity was diminished: partly the result of Brexit, which Trump had encouraged, and 
partly the implementation of the so-called ‘Trump doctrine’. Third, institutionaliza-
tion within the relationship proved to be resilient as routine cooperation in conven-
tional, nuclear and intelligence matters continued unabated (Marsh, 2018, p. 273).

The last section of the article argues that the impact of the Biden administration 
is likely to be more varied than many have expected. Thus far, Biden has improved 
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the sentimental facets of the relationship and, by re-committing the US to multilat-
eral engagement, has diminished policy differences, and enhanced common inter-
ests between the two countries. On issues related to the liberal international order, 
China and Iranian nuclear non-proliferation, steps have been taken to repair diver-
gences. But the utility of the UK to the US has not been transformed under Biden, 
not least because the UK – rather than the Trump administration – was the cause of 
its decline. Brexit has made the UK a less valuable partner to America across sev-
eral policy domains and this will not be changed by a new presidential incumbent.

Theorizing the special relationship

Most British scholars of Anglo-American relations have explained the persistence 
of the special relationship by employing a framework of interests and sentiments. 
Where they have differed is over how much weight to assign to interests compared 
to sentiments, resulting in the explanatory divide between the school of sentiments 
(or evangelical school) and the school of interests (or functional school) (Danchev, 
1996, pp. 738–740; Reiss, 2009, p. 2; Dobson and Marsh, 2014, p. 683). Other Brit-
ish scholars take a more eclectic approach and argue that both common interests and 
common sentiments have played indispensable roles in helping maintain the special 
relationship, albeit with the former being more important than the latter (Reynolds, 
1986; Dobson, 1995, p. 167; Dumbrell, 2009, pp. 273–274).

Though they are important constitutive elements of the special relationship, com-
mon interests and common sentiments are inadequate explanations alone for the 
persistence of the special relationship. It is widely accepted that common interests 
provide the strongest motive for Anglo-American cooperation. As Gompert (2003, 
p. 44) rightly argues, ‘the US-European relationship can be no stronger than the con-
temporary interests it serves’. The US-UK relationship is no exception. However, 
cooperative motives cannot automatically translate into close and endurable cooper-
ation. The two countries are expected to be capable and credible allies to each other 
to sustain their long-term close cooperation.

To be a capable ally to each other means that there exists mutual utility between 
the two countries. Mutual utility describes to what extent the US and the UK are 
capable of assisting in securing each other’s objectives (Dobson and Marsh, 2013, 
p. 3), and how the two countries are predisposed to advancing each other’s interests. 
Scholars such as Danchev (1997, p. 752) and Wallace (2005, p. 55) argue that fol-
lowing the end of the Cold War, the diminishing utility of the UK to the US resulted 
in the fading of cooperative momentum in the special relationship. Only if the US 
regards the UK to possess the capability and the political will to act in its support 
can long-term cooperation be achieved. For example, the presence of the UK in a 
crucial forum such as the European Union (EU) provided valuable benefits to US 
administrations. These included the UK’s desire to serve as a transatlantic bridge; its 
ability to obstruct policies deemed contrary to American interests and its access to 
intelligence sharing arrangements among EU member states. In the words of former 
Prime Minister David Cameron, the Anglo-American relationship has ‘…deliver(ed) 
for both of us’ (Quoted in Dumbrell, 2013, p. 99). The US also appreciates the role 
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the UK has played as a leading state within NATO, as a permanent member of the 
United Nations Security Council, as a Group of Seven (G7) member and as one of 
the world’s leading economies. Furthermore, when conflicts erupted, the US could 
rely upon its ally to join American coalitions and make the second largest military 
effort.

To be a credible ally to each other means that there exists mutual trust between 
the two countries. Given shared kinship, culture and democratic values, there has 
existed a strong Anglo-American collective identity, resulting in common senti-
ments between the two countries (Hendershot and Marsh, 2020, p. 271). Common 
sentiments help to cultivate a high degree of mutual trust (Hoffman, 2002, p. 379). 
Common sentiments refer to mutual affection and favourable feelings between the 
US and the UK at both the leadership level and the public level. Nevertheless, com-
mon sentiments are not enough to explain the strong mutual trust between the two 
countries. The high level of institutionalization that exists should also be taken into 
account. While sentiments in Anglo-American relations fluctuate over periods of 
time, institutionalization proves to be a more stable factor in helping maintain strong 
mutual trust between these two allies.

Institutionalization can be defined as the presence of formal or informal rules 
or agreements, that create norms, routinize practices, and differentiate functions 
between actors (Keohane, 1988, p. 174; Walt, 1997, p. 166). It has led to regu-
lar patterns of consultation, practical collaboration and expectations of working 
together. Institutionalization has been at the heart of the special relationship, help-
ing to explain the remarkable continuity in the fields of intelligence, nuclear and 
military cooperation. The UK intelligence and nuclear agencies have actively culti-
vated intimate relationships with their US counterparts and this has resulted in the 
sharing of information and practices. This reflex of cooperation and the inter-lacing 
of their security establishments has contributed to a deep-seated sense of trust and 
path dependency between the two sides (Ikenberry, 2001, pp. 16–17; Hopf, 2010, 
pp. 543).

This article contends that it is necessary to broaden the theoretical framework 
of the special relationship to add mutual utility and institutionalization to provide a 
more comprehensive understanding of its persistence. Common interests, common 
sentiments, mutual utility and high-level institutionalization, reinforce each other to 
give the relationship its durability. This article will now look at each aspect of the 
special relationship in detail to measure how they were impacted during the Trump 
era. In the final section, there is an assessment of how the early period of the Biden 
administration has altered the legacy of the Trump administration.

Anglo‑American common interests under Trump

Since the end of World War II, upholding the liberal international order and work-
ing in unison against their gravest and most common threats have been the two fun-
damental and overarching common interests that bind the US and the UK together 
(The US Congress, 2019). Before January 2017, when Trump assumed the presi-
dency, successive American administrations had, in large measure, managed to work 
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together with their British counterparts to uphold the liberal international order, and 
to maintain a consensus over the threat from Soviet communism in the Cold War 
and Islamist terrorism after 9/11. The Trump presidency, however, threw that con-
sensus into disarray. He was the first post-war American president who was actively 
hostile to liberal internationalism and appeared to question the entire idea of the lib-
eral international order (Ikenberry, 2019, pp. 10–11). By actively seeking to disman-
tle the liberal international order that America had played a leading role in creating, 
Trump dealt a heavy blow to the foundational worldview of the special relationship 
(Ikenberry, 2018, p. 7; Kaufman, 2017, p. 251).

Trump enlarged the policy gap with America’s allies and exacerbated the differ-
ences through his abrasive personal style. The so-called ‘Trump doctrine’ eroded the 
common interests that had hitherto existed with the UK. The president was ‘con-
temptuous of almost all the institutions that make up the liberal international order’ 
(Mearsheimer, 2019, p. 29), insisting that it imposed disproportionate costs on the 
US (Brands, 2018, p. 163). Trump demonstrated this by reneging on multilateral-
ism. He was critical of key organizations, like NATO, the G7 and the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) (Kaufman, 2017, p. 251).

The US even went so far as to withdraw from a battery of such organizations 
and agreements, the most prominent of which included the Trans-Pacific Partner-
ship (TPP), the Paris agreement on climate change, the Joint Comprehensive Plan 
of Action (JCPOA, commonly known as the Iran nuclear deal), the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), and the UN Human 
Rights Council (UNHRC).

The May and Johnson governments have advocated the concept of ‘Global Brit-
ain’, refuting that Brexit would herald a diminution of the UK’s international engage-
ment. Yet Global Britain was incompatible with the Trump doctrine. Global Britain 
could only thrive on the continuing existence of the liberal international order and 
Trump made clear his rejection of the key elements of that order (Nye, 2019, pp. 
71–72; Chalmers, 2019, pp. 3–4). The UK wanted to preserve and enhance its inter-
national standing by engaging in multilateral frameworks. In contrast to the Trump 
administration’s withdrawal from the TPP, the British government tried to join its 
successor, the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partner-
ship (CPTPP). The UK continued to prioritize the Paris agreement and the govern-
ment of Boris Johnson undertook to host the 26th UN Climate Change Conference 
of the Parties (COP26) in November 2021 in Glasgow, the most significant UN cli-
mate summit since the Paris agreement was concluded in 2015 (The UK Govern-
ment, 2020a). In addition, the UK did not follow the US in threatening to withdraw 
from the WTO and the World Health Organization (WHO). At the perilous time of 
the global coronavirus pandemic, Johnson distanced the UK from the Trump admin-
istration by providing generous financial support to the WHO (WHO, 2021).

The JCPOA proved to be one of the most serious bones of contention, creating 
constant strains in the relationship between the US and the UK. Trump chose to 
disregard the UK efforts to diminish the extent of the policy difference and pressed 
London to shift towards the US position, threatening to withhold benefits and even 
punish the UK if it did not comply. For example, a senior Trump official warned 
Johnson in January 2020 that the prospect of a UK free trade deal with the US was 
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at risk unless he pulled out of the JCPOA (Wintour, 2020). Despite such pressure 
and threats, both the May and Johnson governments declined to follow Trump’s pol-
icy on Iran. They feared an American policy that risked wider conflict in the region, 
undermined the presence of western forces and edged Iran towards a nuclear bomb. 
The UK pushed back by working with other permanent members of the UN Security 
Council plus Germany (P5 + 1) to prevent the JCPOA from collapsing and preserve 
the trade in non-sanctioned goods. In a statement on 12 January 2020, Johnson sided 
with Chancellor Merkel and President Macron to reaffirm the Iran nuclear deal. The 
foreign ministers of the UK, France and Germany went on to trigger a formal dis-
pute mechanism to attempt to get Iran to abide by the terms of the agreement (The 
UK Government, 2020b).

For most of the Trump presidency, the US and the UK differed over what consti-
tuted their gravest threats. While the Trump administration identified China as the 
gravest threat to American security and pre-eminence, the May government and the 
first year of the Johnson government considered China more of an opportunity than 
a threat to the post-Brexit UK. The UK did not echo Washington’s concerns about 
China’s Belt and Road initiative (BRI) and chose to participate in the Asian Infra-
structure Investment Bank (AIIB), despite warnings from the US. In her first article 
in a newspaper since resigning from the premiership in June 2019, Theresa May 
(2020) continued to argue that the UK’s special relationship with the US should not 
prevent it from working with China.

Trump chose a confrontational policy with China that diverged from the UK 
position. Building on President Obama’s ‘pivot’ towards Asia, Trump reversed a 
decades-long strategy of seeking to deepen engagement with Beijing (The White 
House, 2020) and shifted to imposing a series of trade tariffs and protectionist poli-
cies. He threatened to retaliate against western countries that did not follow Amer-
ica’s lead, with obvious implications for the UK. Armed with so-called ‘principled 
realism’, the White House focussed its attention on the great-power competition with 
China (Colby and Mitchell, 2020). This placed the UK in a difficult position. While 
sharing concerns over China’s security clampdown in Hong Kong and its military 
measures in the South China Sea, neither May nor Johnson was willing to follow the 
president’s approach. For them, “…it remains in UK interests to resist US pressure 
to view all relations with China as part of a zero-sum competition for dominance” 
(Chalmers and Jessett, 2020, p. 8).

The UK’s divergence from the US stance was best evidenced by its attitude 
towards the multinational company Huawei and its participation in the country’s 
fifth-generation digital network (5G) (Summers, 2020, p. 173). May defied the US 
by giving Huawei limited access to non-core parts of the UK 5G network. John-
son faced increasing pressure from the Trump administration to reverse this policy, 
even threatening to restrict intelligence sharing with the UK (Shipman, 2020). The 
UK announced in January 2020 that it was designating Huawei as a high-risk ven-
dor, allowing the company to have only a limited role in building non-core parts of 
the 5G network. Huawei was to be excluded from all safety and security aspects of 
Critical National Infrastructure and limited to a minority presence in other network 
functions up to 35% (Raab, 2020). Further action by the US against Huawei led the 
UK’s National Cyber Security Centre to advise the government to ban mobile phone 
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providers from using Huawei equipment by the end of 2020 and remove all of the 
company’s equipment from networks within seven years (The UK Government, 
2020c). The Trump administration sought to pressure the UK into acceding to its 
China policy and worked with a group of Conservative backbenchers, led by Sir 
Ian Duncan-Smith, who were hostile to any form of technological dependency on 
Chinese firms. Thus, the Johnson government’s final decision to ban Huawei won 
applause from the Trump administration (Biegun, 2020).

Common sentiments in Anglo‑American relations under Trump

Common sentiments, at both the elite and the public level, have been an integral part 
of US-UK relations. The Trump presidency, however, tested the strength of those 
sentiments. Wright (2019) argues that the Trump era marked the lowest ebb of the 
special relationship since the 1956 Suez Crisis.

At the elite level, Trump retained the rhetoric of sentimentality. In every joint 
press conference with Theresa May, he reaffirmed the relationship’s distinctiveness 
and declared it to reside in ‘common history, values, customs, culture, language, and 
laws’ (The White House, 2019). He remained consistent with earlier US presidents 
who had publicly affirmed the existence of a privileged and intimate relationship 
between the two countries. Yet in his behaviour Trump demonstrated a disdain for 
any sentimental attachment to the UK. This should have come as no surprise, after 
all the president proclaimed himself a deal-maker and made no secret of his prefer-
ence for a transactional approach to foreign policy. As Kagan remarked, ‘Trump’s 
policies are pure realism, devoid of ideals and sentiment, pursuing a narrow 
“national interest” defined strictly in terms of dollars and cents…’ (Kagan, 2018).

Both Prime Ministers May and Johnson found it hard to establish a harmonious 
relationship with the president, given his mercurial personality and anti-internation-
alist and impulsive foreign policy. The personal chemistry between May and Trump 
was always poor, and he repeatedly displayed his low regard for her. Whereas British 
criticisms of American policy have always been conducted sotto voce, Trump did 
not refrain from publicly humiliating May, as exemplified by his personal attack on 
her over his retweeting of three anti-Muslim videos posted by the extremist group 
Britain First (Burns, 2018). Trump also poured scorn on May for failing to follow 
his advice on strategy towards Brexit (Bolton, 2020). He had proffered advice to 
her during an earlier visit at Chequers, but her failure to take a negotiated Brexit 
deal through the House of Commons three times led the president to ridicule her 
approach and welcome her replacement. It was an insight into both the president’s 
personality and the deep inequality in the relationship between the two countries. 
Though superficially maintaining a better personal relationship with Trump, John-
son was wary of being seen as close to the president. Rather than taking it as a 
compliment, he felt embarrassed by Trump’s public comment that he was ‘Britain’s 
Trump’. Apart from embracing populism as a vehicle to deliver Brexit, Johnson had 
few similarities with Trump in terms of political outlook on domestic and foreign 
affairs. Unlike the president, Johnson was committed to the idea of democracy at 
home and the liberal international order abroad. He publicly condemned Trump for 
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inciting people to storm the Capitol and for casting doubt on the outcome of the 
2020 presidential election (BBC, 2021).

The poor level of US-UK sentimental attachment was exemplified by the Darroch 
affair in which the personal communications of the British ambassador in Washing-
ton were leaked to the press, presumably by hostile interests within the Conservative 
Party. In these communications, Sir Kim Darroch described the Trump administra-
tion as ‘inept’ and ‘uniquely dysfunctional’ and the president as a deeply ‘insecure’ 
personality. The revelations were highly embarrassing and the president responded 
by refusing to have any further dealings with the ambassador. Darroch resigned 
in July 2019 and the UK government experienced the humiliation of removing its 
ambassador. Darroch was only the third British ambassador in history to become 
persona non grata in Washington (Reynolds, 2019).

At the popular level, the American people’s sentimental attachment to the UK 
remained remarkably strong during the Trump presidency. According to polling data 
by Gallup between 2017 and 2020, the UK was consistently the second most favour-
able country of the American people, only trailing behind Canada (Gallup, 2021). 
However, the Trump era witnessed a drop in the popularity of the US among the 
British public. According to polling data by the Pew Research Centre, the propor-
tion of the British people holding a favourable view of the US in 2017 and 2019 
were 50% and 57%, respectively, a historic low over the past decade. In the same 
surveys, the British people’s favourable view of the American president also hit a 
historical low: 22% in 2017 and 32% in 2019. Trump’s controversial leadership style 
in domestic and foreign affairs largely accounted for this low popularity. In domestic 
affairs, he frequently failed to uphold democratic principles and human rights, as 
exemplified by his controversial immigration policies, such as the Muslim travel ban 
and family separation policy. In foreign affairs, Trump weakened American strategic 
credibility as a responsible and benign hegemon in the eyes of the UK.

Anglo‑American mutual utility under Trump

Brexit has weakened the UK’s utility to the US in economic, diplomatic and security 
terms (Wilson, 2017, p. 555). However, its negative impact should not be exagger-
ated. The shift in strategic emphasis by the US from the Euro-Atlantic to the Indo-
Pacific region has exerted a more far-reaching impact on its perception of the UK’s 
value as an ally. This section will focus on the extent to which the UK’s utility to the 
US in diplomatic and security terms has been weakened since 2017.

Trump’s attitude towards the utility of the UK was telling. He preferred to deal 
with both allies and adversaries ‘on the basis of cost–benefit calculations as to how 
each relationship works in America’s perceived economic or political interests’ 
(Stokes, 2018, p. 137). In Trump’s mindset, utility and reciprocity far outweighed 
the importance of sentimental attachment. Although the president encouraged the 
UK’s departure from the EU, he was fully aware that Brexit diminished the UK’s 
diplomatic and security utility to the US (Stephens, 2021). Following the 2016 ref-
erendum, the UK could no longer make full use of its membership to play the role 



America and the special relationship: the impact of the Trump…

of a loyal ally to the US in representing and promoting American security and diplo-
matic interests within Europe.

Trump made no secret of his dislike of the EU. He castigated it as America’s 
‘foe’ and complained that the EU’s position on trade was “worse than China”, and 
initiated tariff barriers against some of its goods, such as steel, aluminium and auto-
mobiles. What disappointed the president was that both the May and Johnson gov-
ernments sided with other EU members against the Trump administration’s punitive 
tariffs on EU goods (Sillars, 2019). The UK’s diplomatic utility on the issue of the 
JCPOA also dwindled. Instead of playing an effective interlocutor role to help the 
Trump administration persuade the EU to support its stance, both the May and the 
Johnson governments worked together with their EU counterparts in trying to save 
the JCPOA.

In regards to European defence, the Trump administration could no longer rely 
upon the UK as a brake on military initiatives that impinged on NATO’s primacy. 
The UK had forfeited decision-making rights over the EU’s Common Security and 
Defence Policy (CSDP), as well as the ability to exercise command responsibility 
for CSDP missions and EU battlegroups (Mills and Smith, 2021, p. 4). What unset-
tled the Trump administration was the rapid progress of the EU on CSDP, as evi-
denced by the establishment of a host of new defence institutions, such as the Mili-
tary Planning and Conduct Capability (MPCC), Permanent Structured Cooperation 
(PESCO), the Co-ordinated Annual Review of Defence (CARD) and the European 
Defence Fund (EDF) (Mills, 2019, pp. 3–4). The post-Brexit UK could do little to 
alleviate the Trump administration’s growing concerns over the protectionist ten-
dency of the EU’s new defence institutions (Emmott, 2019).

Nevertheless, as a committed NATO member, the UK continued to be a valu-
able military ally for the US in the Euro-Atlantic region. President Trump lauded the 
UK’s commitment to meeting NATO’s 2% spending target, and he won the support 
of both May and Johnson in urging other European countries to raise defence spend-
ing. The UK was also the most ardent ally of the US in imposing and maintaining 
sanctions against Russia.

The UK is a less useful ally to the US in the Indo-Pacific than in the Euro-Atlan-
tic region. The UK is not on the Pacific Rim and has fewer geopolitical advantages 
and strategic assets than other US partners. The US had shifted its attention away 
from Europe to the Indo-Pacific before the Trump Presidency: he only accelerated 
the trend (Martill and Sus, 2018, p. 849). For the Trump administration, Japan, Aus-
tralia and India were the Tier 1 partners with more diplomatic and security utility 
than the UK in helping to push forward its Indo-Pacific strategy. The UK, by con-
trast, has struggled to be at the forefront of the US’s Tier 2 partners in the region.

Given that the Indo-Pacific region has become a new geopolitical centre of grav-
ity in recent years, both the May and Johnson governments have sought to increase 
the UK’s standing there. Only through possessing the capability to project power 
and play a significant role in the Indo-Pacific region can the post-Brexit UK become 
a serious global player that could reinvigorate its special relationship with the US 
in the era of great-power competition. Otherwise, the special relationship could not 
reverse its long-term downward trend.
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Brexit preoccupied the attention of the May government and the first year of the 
Johnson government and distracted the UK from enhancing its role in the region. 
The May and Johnson governments did devote efforts to improving the UK’s secu-
rity ties with Japan through regular defence dialogues and joint exercises (Hornung, 
2020, p. 35). However, Japan regarded France, rather than the UK, as its favour-
ite partner in security and political terms even though prior to 2016, it had treated 
the UK as its leading strategic partner in Europe (Tsuruoka, 2018, p. 3). In a simi-
lar vein, the UK was outcompeted by France in terms of security cooperation with 
India. In the eyes of the Modi government, the post-Brexit UK had a minimal stra-
tegic impact in the Indo-Pacific region; only France was seen as a major player 
because of its territorial and military presence in the Indian Ocean (Campanella and 
Dassù, 2019, p. 125). Also, the May government and the first year of the Johnson 
government demonstrated little value to the Trump administration in confronting 
China, except that the UK held several joint military exercises with the US in the 
South China Sea. By contrast, in response to China’s growing challenge to maritime 
security, France successfully orchestrated a new strategic alliance with India and 
Australia in May 2018, entitled the Paris-Delhi-Canberra axis, and held their first 
ministerial-level meeting in September 2020 (Pajon, 2018, p. 4; India Ministry of 
External Affairs, 2020). As a result, France enhanced its standing in the Indo-Pacific 
region and boosted its utility to the US.

The institutionalized Anglo‑American security relationship 
under Trump

It is the security relationship, conducted at the level of diplomats, military officials 
and intelligence officers that has been the heart of the day-to-day Anglo-American 
special relationship and provided much of its substance (Baylis and Wirtz, 2012: 
260). This has become institutionalized over a long period of time and serves as 
the ballast or ‘sub-structure’ within the relationship (Wallace and Phillips, 2009, 
p. 263), insulating it from the vicissitudes of politics between Downing Street and 
the White House. Regular forms of interaction, constantly reproduced, have helped 
to shape cooperation, both proactively and in terms of constraining behaviour that 
would otherwise damage the relationship (Sanders, 2006, p. 42). Intelligence shar-
ing and nuclear and military cooperation were least impacted by the Trump doc-
trine. Indeed, due to high-level institutionalization, continuity has been the hallmark 
of these aspects of the relationship throughout the period. It is unsurprising that the 
institutionalized security cooperation between the US and the UK continues to flour-
ish under Biden because it never weakened during Trump’s incumbency.

As the jewel in the crown of intelligence relations, the sharing between the UK 
Government Communications Headquarters (GCHQ) and the US National Security 
Agency (NSA) in signals intelligence has remained robust within the mechanism of 
the Five Eyes alliance, underpinned by the UK-USA Agreement (Aldrich, 2010). 
GCHQ and the NSA’s cooperative relationship in dealing with cybersecurity threats 
flourished during the Trump administration.
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In March 2018, the heads of GCHQ, the NSA, the UK’s Joint Forces Command 
and the US Cyber Command held a strategic review meeting in the US, and for the 
first time in history they issued a joint statement affirming Anglo-American unity 
(GCHQ, 2018). In the same month, the US demonstrated its solidarity with the UK 
intelligence community by helping to organize the largest expulsion of Russian spies 
in recent history (Mitchell, 2018). This was in response to Russia’s alleged use of 
a nerve agent, Novichok, to poison a former spy living in Salisbury. What demon-
strated the two countries’ intention to further cooperate against cybersecurity threats 
was the NSA’s establishment of the new Cybersecurity Directorate in July 2019, that 
followed the model of GCHQ’s National Cyber Security Centre (The NSA, 2021a). 
GCHQ and the NSA strengthened their bonds against Russian cyber attacks, as 
highlighted by their joint efforts against the Turla group activity and the Russian 
military intelligence service, the GRU, intrusion set known as ‘Sandworm’ (NCSC, 
2019, 2020).

The US-UK nuclear relationship has also sustained its cooperative momentum 
since 2017. The Trump administration made clear its continuing willingness to share 
the most sensitive nuclear technologies with the UK, a measure of the mutual trust 
between them. On 26 June 2018, defence officials from the two countries celebrated 
the 60th anniversary of the UK–US Mutual Defence Agreement (MDA) at the head-
quarters of the American Department of Energy (The US Department of Energy, 
2019). The MDA was renewed in 2014 for another decade. The special nuclear rela-
tionship was buttressed further by the British Parliament’s approval, in July 2016, 
for £31 billion, plus a £10 billion contingency fund, to be spent on building four 
replacement submarines to maintain the Trident II (D5) system.

In the Trump era, the institutionalized conventional military relationship main-
tained its specialness through concerted military actions, regular joint training exer-
cises, and extensive and routinized personnel exchange programmes, underpinned 
by more than 20 embedded agreements (The UK Government, 2015). While the 
military draw-down in Afghanistan and Iraq reduced the intensity of cooperation, 
the habits of consultation endured. Upon the request of the Trump administration, 
the UK increased the number of its troops in both Afghanistan and Syria. The UK 
worked in unison with the US and France to launch missile strikes against Syria in 
April 2018 (Borger and Beaumont, 2018) and against Islamic State targets as part 
of Operation Shader. The UK and the US also conducted their first joint drills in the 
South China Sea in January 2019, openly challenging China’s growing control in 
this area.

A new era under Biden?

With President Biden taking office in January 2021, the special relationship has 
entered a new chapter. Compared with the period of the Trump era, the special rela-
tionship has returned to a period characterized by greater predictability and adher-
ence to multilateralism. The four factors that bind the special relationship together, 
common interests, common sentiments, mutual utility and institutionalization, will 
be areas in which both the Biden administration and the British government invest 
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effort. There is already evidence in the short period of time in which President Biden 
has been in office that the policies of his predecessor are being abandoned.

In relation to interests and threats, President Biden has declared that the ‘US is 
back’ and has re-committed the US to proactively reshaping the liberal international 
order. In so doing he has removed one of the biggest stumbling blocks for the special 
relationship. The US and the UK are no longer at loggerheads in strategic orienta-
tion: Biden has realigned their interests in the face of the challenge by authoritarian 
states. Moreover, given the Biden administration’s decision to revitalize America’s 
network of alliances and partnerships, Anglo-American cooperation is more likely 
in dealing with global challenges (The US Congress, 2021a).

By re-emphasizing multilateralism in global affairs, the Biden administration’s 
interests are more in harmony with those of the UK government when dealing with 
thorny global issues, such as climate change and the Covid-19 pandemic. Biden has 
returned the US to the Paris agreement, halted its withdrawal from the WHO and 
revitalized the WTO. He has adopted a firm approach towards Russia, reassuring 
the UK and European allies that they can depend upon America’s commitment to 
NATO. Furthermore, the president has made efforts, through talks in Vienna, to 
restore the JCPOA, although he now faces a more hardline regime in Tehran under 
the direction of President Ebrahim Raisi (The US Senate Committee on Foreign 
Relations, 2021). What is now different is that the direction of travel of the Biden 
administration and Europe have been restored to alignment.

Where President Biden has not departed from President Trump’s agenda has been 
in relation to China. In line with his predecessor, Biden’s team has labelled China as 
the ‘most serious competitor’ (The White House, 2021) and the ‘biggest geopolitical 
test of the twenty-first century’ (Blinken, 2021). Biden has preserved many of the 
sanctions imposed on China under Trump and has maintained pressure on technol-
ogy companies like Huawei. The Johnson government has followed this lead and 
officially designated China as ‘a systemic competitor’ and ‘the biggest state-based 
threat to the UK’s economic security’ (The UK Government, 2021).

The Biden administration has continued to prioritize the Indo-Pacific region. The 
White House has responded to signals from London about its desire to play a more 
significant role by attaching weight to the utility of the UK in its diplomatic and 
security contribution towards managing China. In its Integrated Review of Security, 
Defence, Foreign Policy and Development, the Johnson government signalled its 
own pivot towards the Indo-Pacific region (The UK Government, 2021). US compe-
tition with China is unfolding on multiple fronts. Both the Biden administration and 
the UK government are seeking to reduce dependence on Chinese supply chains for 
strategically critical goods, while refraining from a full-scale decoupling from the 
Chinese economy. As a leading techno-democracy ranked fourth in the Global Inno-
vation Index (2020), the UK is capable of helping the US to strengthen its advantage 
in the increasingly fierce technological rivalry with China.

As regards common sentiment at the elite level, Biden has never made a secret 
of the fact that he values the US’s special relationship with the UK, asserting that 
the two countries have been locked cheek to jowl on almost every important issue 
(Biden, 2018, p. 6). While Biden has little sentimental attachment to Prime Min-
ister Johnson, there has been no difficulty in forging a cooperative relationship 
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between the two governments. Within the first few months of the Biden presi-
dency, the elite-level relationship returned to normal. The only source of irri-
tation, given his Irish heritage, was Biden’s concern over the impact of Brexit 
on the peace process in Northern Ireland. The US Congress has stated that the 
US would not entertain any future economic agreements with the UK if peace 
in Northern Ireland was undermined (House Foreign Affairs Committee, 2020; 
The US Congress, 2021b). The Biden administration has sought to orchestrate a 
global democratic coalition to defend and reshape the liberal international sys-
tem. The UK has been able to step forward as the US’s most reliable and commit-
ted ally. President Biden’s initiative of a Summit of Democracies dovetails with 
Prime Minister Johnson’s proposal of a D10 grouping of the major democracies. 
By inviting Australia, India and South Korea to attend the G7 summit in June 
2021, the UK was able to facilitate a global coalition of democracies.

To complement the improvement in elite-level sentiment, there has been an 
improvement in popular attitudes between the two countries since the 2020 presi-
dential election. According to polling data by Gallup in February 2021, the UK 
remained the second most favourable country for the American people, and 91% 
of Americans had positive views of the UK. The British hostility towards the 
American presidency has also dissipated. The Pew Research Centre survey of 19 
January 2021, reported that 65% of the British had confidence in Biden to do the 
right thing in world affairs, an increase of 24% in comparison to the low rating 
Trump received in 2020 (Pew Research Centre 2021).

The issue of mutual utility for the Biden administration has been impacted by 
Brexit: without EU membership the UK is an ally of diminished utility. President 
Biden was a critic of Brexit and his own priority has been to restore America’s 
relations with the EU that were damaged by his predecessor. In fulfilling that 
objective, President Biden has regarded France and Germany as of greater utility 
in Europe than the UK because of their ability to shape EU policy.

Given the Johnson government’s decision to increase defence spending by 
£16.5 billon between 2020–2021 and 2024–2025, the UK has taken steps to 
increase its military utility to the US (The UK Government, 2021). This was an 
area in which former US administrations had berated the UK, especially over the 
swinging cuts that were imposed in the UK defence reviews of 2010 and 2015. 
Having left the EU, the UK has re-emphasized the central role it wants to play 
within NATO and it will continue to be the most capable Alliance member in 
Europe, sharing the security burden with the US.

On the diplomatic front, the two sides have worked in unison to challenge Chi-
na’s stance on human rights issues related to Xinjiang and the US has appreci-
ated the leadership that the UK has provided on visas for Hong Kong residents 
seeking to leave the territory. Together with the EU countries and Canada, the 
US and the UK are united in imposing sanctions on Chinese officials over the ‘re-
education’ camps for Uighurs. They have both taken concerted diplomatic moves 
at various times, either with other members of the ‘Five Eyes’ community or G7, 
to exert political pressure on the Chinese government over issues related to the 
democracy of Hong Kong since May 2020.
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As regards security, there is a limit to the UK’s capacity to contribute meaning-
fully to defence efforts in the Indo-Pacific region. The US will have to look prin-
cipally to members of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue or ‘Quad’—Japan, 
Australia and India—to partner it in standing up to China’s power in the region. 
However, there is a security contribution that the UK can make. With the availabil-
ity of the joint Anglo-American Carrier Strike Group, led by HMS Queen Elizabeth, 
the Johnson government can increase its security utility to the Biden administration 
by participating in ‘freedom of navigation’ patrols. The UK indicated its desire to 
be more involved through a security pact with the US and Australia, to be known as 
AUKUS. At the heart of the arrangement is a plan to build eight Australian nuclear-
powered submarines that will be based on either the US Virginia class or British 
Astute class hunter killer vessels (The Economist, 2021, p. 21).

Moreover, the UK can be a capable ally with utility for the US in coping with 
China’s threats in space and cyberspace. The two countries signed the US-UK 
Technology Safeguards Agreement in June 2020, enabling American companies to 
launch rockets from British soil for the first time. To keep abreast of the US’s move 
to set up a space force and a space command, the Johnson government announced 
the creation of the UK’s Space Command in November 2020 and appointed Paul 
Godfrey as its first commander in February 2021. Paul Godfrey was formerly in 
charge of the planning and employment of coalition air and space power across the 
Middle East within the US Air Force Combined Air and Space Operations Centre 
between 2017 and 2020. By setting up a National Cyber Force in November 2020, 
the UK is better positioned to strengthen its cooperation with the US Cyber Com-
mand in offensive cyber actions against their common rivals.

The final aspect of the relationship is its institutional dimension and it has been 
an important component of President Biden’s first year in office. Anglo-American 
nuclear cooperation has endured, underpinned by the MDA and the Polaris Sales 
Agreement. The US treats the UK as its closest nuclear partner and continues to 
exchange nuclear secrets, share its submarine delivery system, and cooperate against 
nuclear terrorism. Nuclear cooperation with the US will reach a new high if the 
Biden administration decides to work with the UK on a joint project in developing 
the W93 nuclear warhead (The US Congress, 2021c).

The NSA and GCHQ have expanded their institutionalized cooperative relation-
ship in cyberspace. On 5 March 2021, they celebrated the 75th anniversary of the 
formalized agreement entitled the BRUSA Agreement (renamed as the UK-USA 
Agreement in 1955), enabling personnel of the NSA and GCHQ to work together as 
an integrated community to address threats across all domains (The NSA, 2021b). 
The future trend for cooperation between the two agencies will be their increasing 
dependence on artificial intelligence to cope with their shared cybersecurity threats.

The institutionalized conventional military cooperation under Biden has provided 
a mixed picture. The precipitate withdrawal of US forces from Afghanistan in the 
summer of 2021 caused considerable tensions between London and Washington and 
strained the British resolve to make only criticisms in private. The British military 
felt that an unwise policy had resulted in the collapse of the western position in the 
country. This difficult episode was counter-balanced, to a limited extent, by the Joint 
Declaration for the Carrier Strike Group 2021 (The US Department of Defense, 
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2021) under which US aircraft and a destroyer accompanied the Royal Navy’s air-
craft carrier HMS Queen Elizabeth on its maiden operational deployment to the 
Indo-Pacific region in May 2021.

Conclusion

President Trump’s foreign policy called into question long-standing alliances and 
disengaged the US from a range of multilateral institutions. The Anglo-American 
special relationship was subjected to considerable strains during this period, includ-
ing over common interests and sentimental linkages. Trump was dissatisfied that the 
UK was reluctant to follow America’s lead in withdrawing from the JCPOA and 
confronting China. But it was in the area of mutual utility that the most lasting dam-
age was done and Trump does not deserve all of the blame because Brexit was only 
a policy that he encouraged, but did not instigate.

For the Biden administration, the post-Brexit UK is a diminished ally, less able 
to perform the role of America’s strategic partner in an age of growing great-power 
competition. Without the support of the EU behind it, the UK will be forced to work 
harder to realize its vision of a ‘Global Britain’ wielding influence abroad and it 
will be more vulnerable to American demands in shaping a trade deal. In order to 
enhance its value to the US, the UK has initiated a pivot towards the Indo-Pacific 
region that will prove challenging to resource.

During the Trump administration, the underlying institutional relationship 
between the two countries remained cohesive. In matters of intelligence coopera-
tion, in sharing counter-terrorism information, in day-to-day contacts between the 
US-UK armed services and in nuclear collaboration, the institutional relationship 
continued unabated. This illustrated the fact that it is insulated from the tensions 
of the elite-level relationship. However, the institutional relationship cannot carry 
the weight of the special relationship for long. If efforts are not made at the level 
of political elites to realign common interests, if the gap is allowed to widen, then 
even institutional links between officials and military officers will suffer and begin 
to degrade. If the US comes to view the UK as no longer its partner of choice, then 
the institutional sinews of the relationship will be at risk of atrophying.

The speed with which President Biden has been able to restore key aspects of the 
special relationship confirm that Trump’s impact was largely short term. Although 
not all of Trump’s legacy will be over-turned, many of the points of friction with the 
UK, such as over Iran and the conduct of inter-personal relationships, have been rec-
tified and resumed their former character. The Anglo-American relationship remains 
unequal, but it still has value to a US administration, whatever its political hue.
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