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The death of greatness? Britain’s role in the 21st century world 
 

1. Great Britain is dead. So goes the narrative.   
a. Wadis and FOBs of Helmand and IEDs. 
b. Alleways of Basra and ambushes.  
c. Fiscal cuts and an army the size of the NYPD. 
d. Euroscepticism, anti-americanism, fears of terrorism.  
e. Fareed Zakaria in the Washington Post: Britain has 

resigned as a great power.  
 

2. There is some truth to this picture. And it deserves some 
challenge.  

a. Britain has not passed the point of no return.  
b. Perhaps however it should. 
c. Great power lite may not be the most useful role it can 

play. 
d. Perhaps there is a smarter way to use its resources in the 

national and common good.  
 
Understanding Britain’s role is difficult 
 

3. The roles states play depend on two things. 
a. Domestic role conceptions – the roles they claim for 

themselves.  
b. International role expectations – the roles others expect 

them to play. 
c. Where the two align, all is well.  
d. Where they clash, tension arises.  

 
4. Tension arises also within the domestic and international arenas. 

a. At the domestic level, ordinary people, foreign policy 
experts, officials and politicians can and do disagree over 
what role their state should play. In Britain right now we 
are starkly divided over Europe and over the use of force 
overseas.  

b. At the international level, different actors can hold quite 
different views of what roles a state should play. The US 
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and France want Britain to be a military partner. Germany 
thinks military force rarely works, and worries about 
Britain’s lack of commitment to the European project. 
China and India see Britain through the lens of 
imperialism.  
 

5. To understand Britain’s role in the world, we need to strike 
several balances. 

a. Between material and social factors.  
b. Between elite and mass opinion.  
c. Between different issue areas. 
d. And between short-term snapshots and long-term trends.  

 
6. I’ll attempt to cover all these things.  

 
What Britain’s role actually entails 
 

7. Most academics see Britain as a compromised great power. 
a. David McCourt of UC Davis – “residual” great power. 
b. Jamie Gaskarth of Birmingham – “diminished” great 

power.  
c. My term – “great power lite”.  
d. The key point to remember is that Britain was once the 

global superpower. But it has since 1945 considerably 
declined.  
 

Material factors 
 

8. From a material perspective, Britain is too big to be a middle 
power but much smaller than the US and China.  

a. 5th largest economy and military budget. 
b. UNSC, nuclear weapons, force projection capacity and 

willingness.  
 

9. Recent material challenges.  
a. 2008 crisis and austerity since 2010.  
b. 25% reduction in diplomatic service. 
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c. Cuts to BBC World Service and cap on licence fee.  
d. SDSR 2010 cut size of army, mothballed harriers and tried 

to cancel aircraft carriers. 
i. Britain could no longer do what it did in Iraq in 2003 

or Falklands in 1982.  
ii. Limited contribution to fight against Da’esh – 8 GR4 

tornadoes – in part reflects this.  
 

10. Some hope more recently.  
a. 2015 SDSR committed to meeting NATO 2% target, 

though in part through accounting tricks. Pensions and 
intelligence.  

b. After Paris, Cameron committed to using both Queen 
Elizabeth carriers. Though hard to put both to sea at once.  

c. Government promises to renew nuclear deterrent.  
d. Maintenance of 0.7% GNP aid target, though unpopular 

domestically.  
 

11. On the material side there is room for cautious optimism. 
Zakaria argued Britain had resigned because it had shrunk its 
military, and Robert Gates warned about Britain losing the 
ability “to be a full partner in the future”. Both warnings look 
premature, if not unreasonable.  

 
Social factors 
 

12. On the social and political side of the equation, the picture 
looks more mixed. Britain still faces pressure to play a great 
power role. But its ability to do so is under threat at home. 

a. Dean Acheson’s complaint from 1962 – “Great Britain has 
lost an empire but has not yet found a role” – still matters. 
US (and France) want Britain to step up.  

b. As parliament’s veto of intervention in Syria in 2013, and 
the Cameron government’s subsequent caution show, 
however, that might prove difficult.  

c. Two elements to British response to Acheson’s critique.  
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13. First, Douglas Hurd – Britain “has punched above her 
weight in the world”.  

a. Maintaining material capabilities and making the most of 
imperial vestiges.  

b. Nuclear weapons – Ernest Bevin – “we’ve got to have a 
bloody Union Jack on it”.  

14. Second, leveraging relationships. 
a. Churchill’s three circles 1946. 
b. James Callaghan response to Acheson “bridge builders” 

1970. 
c. Tony Blair and “pivotal power”.  

 
15. Of course the idea of a US-UK ‘special relationship’ lies at 

the heart of this whole approach.  
a. 70 years on from Churchill coining the term in describing 

the “sinews of peace”.  
b. Britain sometimes ambivalent about the whole thing. Love, 

Actually moment.  
c. Obama unsentimental – personal biography in Kenya and 

Slough, cool personality, culture clash with Cameron.  
i. Called for Britain to “pay your fair share” over 

NATO. 
ii. Criticized Britain (and other European states) for 

failing to deal with Libya post-Gaddafi 
iii. Jeffrey Goldberg in The Atlantic on the “Obama 

doctrine” – US can’t do everything but it does set the 
global agenda. Need to minimise free-riding.  

d. Britain is therefore valuable to the extent it can offer the 
US something useful. Not an equal partnership, but still a 
valuable one.  
 

16. British allies, especially the US and France, still see it as a 
great power.  

a. Expect it to play a role in maintenance of international 
peace and security. 

b. Expect it to meet NATO spending target.  
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c. Expect it to be willing to use force against common 
enemies e.g. Da’esh.  

d. Want it to remain a nuclear power and a UN P5 state.  
 
Domestic politics 
 

17. Three major issues at home limit Britain’s ability to play 
the great power role its allies expect it to play.  

a. Fiscal situation. Protecting defence and foreign aid means 
cutting elsewhere. That is unpopular. It can also be 
counter-productive, e.g. cuts to diplomatic service and 
World Service. Won’t say more about this, seems self-
evident. 

b. Security. How best to balance defence against terrorism 
with need to avoid blowback, as well as desire for 
democratic accountability with need for executive 
efficiency. More on this in a moment.  

c. EU. Britain’s membership of the world’s largest economic 
bloc will be decided in a referendum on 23 June. Drive to 
leave the EU reflects two things. 
 

18. First, a lack of political leadership. Farage simply more 
impressive than Cameron and Corbyn.  

a. Cameron trapped by divided Conservative Party and 
pressure from UKIP. Threat from Boris Johnson especially 
acute.  

b. Corbyn ambivalent about capitalism in general.  
c. SNP don’t want to work with Conservatives.  

 
19. Second, reality of high immigration.  

a. 362,000 net immigration last year.  
b. Economic benefit – EU workers are young, healthy, often 

childless and well-educated. Pay more in tax and claim 
less in benefits than Brits. Doing necessary jobs given 
aging population.  

c. Social pressure driven by rapid change, often in 
neighbourhoods already left behind by globalisation.  
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d. Creaking public services, in part due to failure to scale up 
quickly enough and in part due to lack of investment 
during austerity. Not true that immigration causes housing, 
education and healthcare pressures. But that is a 
widespread perception.  

e. True that Britain cannot control net migration within 
current EU rules, though Cameron did negotiate an 
“emergency brake” on in-work benefits.  
 

20. See several of these pressures in the United States as well. 
For anti-EU movement read Trump. For Corbyn read Sanders. 
Though Corbyn has a beard and is in other ways more extreme.  
 

21. On balance I think Britain will remain in the EU. Polls are 
nudging that way. But it will be close. And it could still go 
wrong. Terrorism. Migration. Economic collapse. Wider desire 
to kick the political class.  
 

22. Considerable damage already done. Britain unable to 
justify the co-operation its EU partners demand of it to domestic 
constituents willing to blame the EU for all their ills. Some of 
which it didn’t even cause.  

 
23. If Britain leaves, we’ll have a new Prime Minister. And all 

bets are off. Won’t be able to play a bridging role any more, 
that’s for certain.  

 
Syria vote as a defining moment 
 

24. Even more than the EU question, I think parliament’s 
decision to veto British intervention in Syria in August 2013 has 
had a fundamental impact on Britain’s role in the world.  
 

25. The fact Obama changed his own mind about the wisdom 
of striking the Assad regime is helpful. At least Britain didn’t 
directly stand him up. But he still learned from the episode not 
to assume British support. He didn’t wait for Britain before 
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striking Da’esh, and he was right not to. Britain took over two 
months to take action in Iraq, and fifteen months to act in Syria.  
 

26. Three points worth knowing about parliament’s war 
powers. 

a. First, they derive from political convention, not written 
law. Prime Minister has the legal power to deploy troops. 
MPs only get a vote if he allows one.  

i. After votes over Iraq, Libya, Syria, Iraq again and 
Syria again, though, it would be difficult to argue 
that MPs should sit out.  

ii. Blair’s experiment became Cameron’s precedent and 
has now solidified into a convention.  

iii. Remember Britain lacks both a written constitution – 
meaning conventions really matter – and separation 
of powers – meaning if Cameron loses parliament, he 
loses power.  

b. Second, parliament’s war powers remain somewhat 
unclear.  

i. Key criterion is a critical mass of MPs demanding a 
vote. Qualitative or quantitative.  

ii. Type of activity more important than size of 
deployment – see Syria 2015 versus Mali or Sierra 
Leone.  

iii. Divisions among MPs. Many old school 
Conservatives want less parliamentary involvement 
and more executive efficiency. Many on the Left 
want more parliamentary power. Many new MPs 
don’t realise their power depends on convention and 
not law.  

c. Third, involving parliament politicizes decisions about 
military deployments without necessarily making them 
more democratic.  

i. Blair won in 2003 because he threatened to resign.  
ii. Cameron lost in 2013 because he failed to cut a deal 

with Miliband that 75% of MPs would have backed.  
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iii. Delays in acting against Da’esh allowed time for 
public support to build, but public happy to strike 
Syria as well as Iraq from the start.  

iv. Cameron used Syria in 2015 in part to force Labour 
MPs to rebel against their new leader Jeremy 
Corbyn. It worked.  
 

27. Syria veto matters, therefore, not because of the specific 
case but because of what it said about Britain’s ability and 
willingness to play a great power role in general.  

a. Involving parliament in military decisions politicizes them 
without granting them much legitimacy. Blair’s vote over 
Iraq didn’t save him.  

b. Memories of Iraq and Afghanistan haunt MPs, who 
instinctively question everything the government tells 
them, and simply do not trust secret intelligence. Labour 
elected Corbyn as leader in part as a reaction to Blair’s 
legacy, which is much better on domestic than on foreign 
policy. Though the party divided over Syria in 2015, it 
might yet  unite around an anti-military, anti-nuclear 
platform.  

c. Interestingly, the British people are still willing to use 
force abroad, as Chatham House 2015 poll found and as 
polls on fighting Da’esh show, though they have grown 
more sceptical. An anti-war Labour would struggle to win, 
though it might still matter in parliament. SNP success in 
Scotland as a model.  

 
Conclusions 
 

28. What we’re left with, then, is a slightly depressing vision. 
Britain’s allies still expect it to be a great power. But its 
domestic divisions, especially over Europe and the utility of 
force in the aftermath of costly wars, reduce its ability to fulfil 
those expectations.  
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29. I don’t want to be too depressing, however. Britain can 
still act positively. It just needs to focus its efforts more 
narrowly and to make a better case internally for certain kinds of 
engagements with international affairs.  

a. I think Britain needs to spend less time trying to be great 
power lite – spreading its resources thinly in order to be 
fifth or sixth best at everything great powers traditionally 
do.  

b. Instead it should reinvent itself as middle power max. Like 
a middle power, it should develop niche capabilities. But, 
thanks to its size, it could realistically aspire to global 
leadership in a limited set of areas. 

c. Human intelligence, cultural diplomacy, aspects of 
development assistance, special forces and naval 
operations seem the most likely areas, with a geographic 
focus on Europe, East Africa and the Gulf.  

d. This will require careful coordination with France and the 
US, to divide up the tasks to be done and to ensure neither 
thinks Britain is giving up entirely.  

e. I also think it should involve nuclear disarmament, not on 
moral grounds, but simply because a small but expensive 
nuclear deterrent is not Britain’s area of comparative 
advantage.  

 
30. Britain, in sum, is no longer a great power, though the true 

consequences of its domestic fragmentation are yet to play out. 
a. It retains several relics of historic superpower, especially 

the expectation on the part of its allies that it will step up 
and help out.  

b. But it has been burned by Iraq and its fourth Afghan War. 
And parliament’s involvement in military deployments 
seriously constrains its leaders’ ability to act positively in 
the world.  

c. I expect Britain to struggle along, unless it leaves the EU, 
which would force a reckoning. I also think it might be 
wiser to accept the inevitable now.  

 


