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Foreign policy

MICHAEL  CLARKE

Tony Blair made a big difference to British foreign policy during his
decade in Downing Street. He rose rapidly to the status of a key world
leader, taking to foreign affairs more quickly and naturally than most
Prime Ministers. His policies partly defined the turbulent international
decade of his premiership and it was in foreign policy that he hoped his
legacy might be most lasting. It was not that he had a well-worked design
for foreign policy when he became Prime Minister; or that he was partic-
ularly well-informed on international affairs. He was said to travel light
into global politics. But he had clear instincts, he had luck on his side in
the early years, and he was determined in this, as in other fields, to find
new ways of achieving old objectives. He both honoured the erstwhile
continuity of British foreign policy and traduced it by effectively reinter-
preting its goals. Part of that reinterpretation was driven by his percep-
tion of what he was inheriting. There seemed to be some easy, early gains
to be made.

The legacy of Conservative foreign policy

The Conservative foreign policy that Tony Blair inherited was charac-
terised by a realist orthodoxy based on a strong, Thatcherite, conception
of nationhood and sovereignty. Foreign policy was fundamentally orien-
tated to the politics and economics of European, Mediterranean, and
Transatlantic spheres, with a hard-nosed concentration on trade and
commerce elsewhere. This was logical enough in the circumstances of the
Thatcher era, but was clearly under pressure in the circumstances of the
mid-1990s. The realist orthodoxy had become a default position – and a
purely reactive one at that – in the difficult years of the Major govern-
ments. The end of the Cold War had not just defused the central antago-
nism of the age; it had affected politics and economics in every sphere of
Britain’s external interests. The influence of the Asian economies and the
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changes they wrought in the nature of overseas economic competition
were clearly evident by 1997, if not fully appreciated within government.
The politics of Europe had become the politics of an enlarging Europe, as
the locus of influence shifted away from the Franco–German–British tri-
angle. The collapse of Yugoslavia had already indicated that European
security was a quite different game, and other crises around the world
between 1991 and 1997 – in Somalia, Haiti, Rwanda, Chechnya, and
Albania – had all indicated that weak and failing states created the insta-
bilities that most severely tested the major powers’ foreign and security
policies.

Not least, the United States itself was uncertain how it should play its
role as the sole remaining superpower. The victorious war to liberate
Kuwait in 1991 had not consolidated George H.W. Bush at home, nor
augmented the US position abroad. The Clinton presidency was marked
by liberal internationalist ideas but vacillation in the way they were
implemented. It was characterised by some as ‘the crisis of liberal inter-
nationalism’.1 Partly out of sheer exasperation, the 1994–97 period
marked the beginnings of a decisive shift in the US towards unilateralist
approaches to global politics.2

So rapid a process of global change in this environment of foreign
policy would have taxed the ingenuity of any British government, let
alone a fourth term administration struggling to maintain its unity. As it
was, it left the government with a foreign policy that was by no means
unsuccessful, but which looked increasingly out of kilter, and out of
step, with the times. The government took a strong line in backing the
results of the 1991 war to liberate Kuwait. It could hardly do otherwise.
The operation of the ‘No-Fly Zones’ over northern and southern Iraq
had to be maintained, though their purpose had clearly altered after the
first two years. Another crisis in 1996 resulted in a concerted allied
bombing campaign in Iraq, and France withdrew from the operation in
the most public breakdown of the transatlantic consensus on Iraq. In
Conservative thinking, the war and subsequent air operations – even
including later bombing raids around Baghdad – had taken on a
Falklands-style commitment to international law and the authority of the
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United Nations.3 In parallel, Britain welcomed all efforts the US could
make to address the Israel/Palestinian problem and warmly welcomed
US (and Russian) guarantees behind the Oslo Peace Accords of 1993.
There was relief, and support, too for the eventual efforts the US made
effectively to impose a peace agreement on Bosnia in 1995 and begin a
long-term commitment to make it stick.4 In 1997 the Conservatives faced
the election campaign with a strong statement that argued, with some
consistency, that foreign policy was based on a conception that ‘the
nation state is a rock of security . . . a precious source of stability’ and that
maintenance of our efforts to promote peace in former Yugoslavia,
Kashmir, Cyprus and the Middle East, to reform the UN and to help
enlarge NATO and the European Union, constituted a pragmatic and
realist international policy.5

But this realist consistency was not, by then, based on strong interna-
tional foundations. There was a reluctance to engage with the uncomfort-
able realities of modern interdependence and to recognise the effects of
this on conceptions of sovereignty. Some Conservatives lamented this
failure but, in truth, there was no enthusiasm for a reorientation towards
less tangible sources of power and stability, nor a Whitehall structure that
would promote it.6 The concentration on a ‘partnership of nations’ con-
ception of Europe’s future was an understandable reaction to a vigorous
intra-party debate on Europe that had only really impacted on the
Conservative parliamentary party during the 1990s.7 It was also consis-
tent with the Thatcherite legacy and then the numbing effects of being
forced out of the Exchange Rate Mechanism in 1992. Whilst understand-
able, the approach nevertheless served to distract the government from
embracing the bigger changes taking place in Europe. The startling effects
of the commitment to enlargement after 1994 at once reinforced a ‘part-
nership of nations’ image of a much larger ‘Europe’ but also initi-
ated major shifts in the transatlantic relationship that were later to be
characterised, accurately enough, as a dichotomy between ‘old’ and ‘new’
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Europe. The transatlantic bridge between the US and Europe that most
Conservative leaders felt they naturally represented was becoming more
difficult to manage. The effort to contain Saddam Hussein’s Iraq seemed
to be drifting towards an aimless antagonism from which most European
states wanted to disengage. The Oslo peace process was running out of
credibility even as President Clinton’s own political authority slipped
away in repeated scandal after 1995. The Europeans remained resentful,
too, at the divisions the Balkan crises had opened up in transatlantic rela-
tions. The Dayton Peace Accord of 1995 was holding, but there remained
great doubts about its long-term viability and anger at the way the
Europeans had been brushed aside in its conclusion. On all these fronts
the Conservative government was locked into reactive mode. At one side
of the transatlantic bridge there was growing awareness, certainly in
Paris, Berlin and Rome, of a gap in the shared international interests that
had united the Western allies so well in the past.8

At the other end of the transatlantic bridge the government was unable
to invigorate its relations with Washington in a way that suggested real
influence. The Bush and Clinton administrations instinctively leant
towards Germany as the keystone decision-maker in Europe and pre-
ferred a bilateral relationship with Chancellor Kohl rather than some
mediated position via London. And while the British had been the most
critical of Clinton’s ‘lift and strike’ recipe for dealing with Bosnia at arm’s
length, it was France, nevertheless, that finally pressured Washington into
meaningful involvement in the summer of 1995. Even on Iraq, the British
privately felt they were in a cul de sac simply to support the US. Britain
was a loyal, but not influential, ally in these critical transition years at the
end of the Cold War.

Nor had John Major been able to make a personal success of his rela-
tions with George H.W. Bush or with Bill Clinton. The decision of the
White House to receive Gerry Adams in March 1995 caused great irrita-
tion in Downing Street. For several days John Major reportedly refused
to take calls from the President.9 In 1996 there were allegations in
Washington that the British government was involved in efforts to dis-
credit the Clinton election campaign with material from Clinton’s
days as a Rhodes Scholar. There was little in these years of traditional
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Anglo-American summitry or assertions of political kinship. British
policy seemed increasingly to offer little more than highly constrained
reaction to vacillating US behaviour; a far cry from the Reagan-Thatcher
era when so many ambitious things had seemed possible.

Such a reactive policy of realist orthodoxy left a good deal of room for a
Labour challenge. Continuity from one administration to the next is a
characteristic of British foreign policy, but by 1997 New Labour could
claim not only that policy was not being implemented competently
enough – a typical charge – but also that it was predicated on an out-dated
view of the global environment – a much more challenging contention.
Conservative policy had been duly conservative. Security and defence
policy was altering piecemeal in a series of quite large, ad hoc steps that
were justified carefully enough in the Ministry of Defence but never
derived from a governmental overview of the totality of Britain’s new
external relations.10 Foreign policy was struggling to cope with the strains
in transatlantic relations, a concentration on Europe and the
Mediterranean that was replete with nothing but crises and dislocation,
and a failure either to extricate itself from Middle East entanglements or
to affect the US’s ability to deal with them. It was not clear what the gov-
ernment felt about foreign involvements in this global hiatus. On the one
hand it had been pulled into Bosnian operations without clear political
objectives – for which it was roundly criticised by all sides. On the other
hand it shared the international determination to stand out of any
Rwandan involvement – for which it was guiltily criticised by all sides.
Realist orthodoxy was proving difficult to apply in the world of the 1990s.
It was based on an implicit faith in the value of Britain, as an independent
state, doing what it could to uphold the institutions, alliances and diplo-
matic norms that had stood the test of time and were now in the process of
rapid transition. But there was no consistent philosophy behind all this;
no overview of the world and Britain’s place within it, beyond a recogni-
tion of the need to ‘cope’ in increasingly new and difficult circumstances.
It was an approach that New Labour could cast in very negative terms.

A decade of Labour’s foreign policy

In fact, Tony Blair characterised the foreign policy approach he inherited
as ‘a doctrine of benign inactivity . . . the product of the conventional
view of foreign policy since the fall of the Berlin Wall. This view holds
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that there is no longer a defining issue in foreign policy.’11 For the Prime
Minister and his new government, the world of foreign policy was full
of defining issues. Ideas evolved, inevitably, over the course of the
decade and were made to appear more consistent in 2007 than they were
in 1997. The controversies over the Iraq War drove Blair’s government to
‘define’ its foreign policy challenges much more stridently after 2003.
Nevertheless there was, from the beginning, a distinct world view at the
root of Labour’s foreign policy, embodied in both a style and a substance
that marked it out from what had gone before. It was characterised by
three interconnected sets of principles that shaped the way the govern-
ment looked at the conflicting trends the changing international environ-
ment threw up at it. These principles were reportedly articulated in a
2006 cabinet paper discussing the decade of Labour’s foreign policy.12

The first set of principles was embodied in the headline that British
foreign policy should fundamentally concern values. This was no mere
assertion of virtue or pious idealism. It certainly went a good deal further
than reorientations at the Foreign Office that aimed to emphasise the
‘ethical dimensions’ of British foreign policy. It was based more broadly
on a particular analysis of the way globalised interdependence was
thought to operate. ‘It is by furthering our values that we further our
interests in the modern era of globalisation and interdependence’, said
Blair in 2007.13 ‘Idealism becomes realpolitik’.14 In such a world ‘soft’
power – the power of information, of culture, of economic magnetism, of
persuasion and imitation, of norms and rules – all comes down to an
ability to project certain values into other societies. In the case of Western
powers such values can be simply stated as ‘liberty, democracy, tolerance
and justice’.15 This values/interests nexus was backed up by a belief in
further liberalisation within the world economy. Only economic liberal-
ism would allow societies to cope with globalisation and benefit from it;
for the poor as well as the rich, disruptive as that may be for both. The
constraints that globalisation places on all state actors – the openness it
irresistibly promotes – gives them a bigger stake in shared rules and
agreed procedures.16 Nor was the ‘national interest as values’ approach
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confined to soft power. There were any number of challenges to these
values in hard-edged political and military terms; from Russia and other
post-communist societies who were becoming disillusioned with their
transition, from rogue leaderships around the world, from radicalised
Islamic groups – which, to his credit, Blair recognised as a challenge
almost from the beginning. Values may have to be fought for with mili-
tary power.17 The world, in this view, is not an essentially benign envi-
ronment for the major powers, who could choose to exercise their
consciences and get involved, or not, in the Bosnias or the Rwandas. It is
a world in which there is a clash, not between civilisations, but rather
about civilisation; about the willingness to embrace a liberal democratic
capitalist world order on a globalised scale. From this perspective, non-
involvement in this struggle is not an exercise in ‘realist orthodoxy’ that
safeguards the national interest. It is, rather, a simple failure to recognise
genuine national interests.

A second set of related principles involved a holistic conception of how
power should be exercised in the pursuit of values. Traditional foreign
policy had tended to make a clear distinction between elements of ‘hard’
and ‘soft’ power. It was administratively easier to do that. But it was more
effective, though more difficult, to integrate them into a single approach.
Over the decade this went from the rhetoric of more ‘joined up govern-
ment’ to the articulation of a ‘comprehensive approach’ and the creation
of a number of agencies to try to promote it. The Strategic Defence
Review of 1998 was based on a major Foreign and Commonwealth Office
paper which sought to unite all the instrumentalities of power. And the
FCO’s first ever official strategy White Paper in 2003 tried to do much the
same.18 It was published simultaneously with a 2003 Defence White
Paper, and was intended to be read ‘in conjunction’ with it.19 The use of
hard power was intrinsically more controversial than soft power, but that
should not be allowed to deter states from using it, or confine them to
impotent displays of soft power only.20 Thus British use of its military
forces, for fighting, policing, training and diplomacy could be as much a
policy instrument in the developing world as foreign aid, which became
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increasingly conditional on economic liberalisation, transparency and
governance milestones. It was all part of the same thing.

A third set of principles revolved round the perception of just what
was at stake in these foreign policy choices that must be made. In
November 1997 Tony Blair outlined a vision for a proactive Britain that
would use its power and influence to make an impression on the world on
the basis of the key values we shared with the United States and the
Commonwealth.21 International institutions had not proved adaptable
enough to cope with the new challenges. Collective national power
needed to be harnessed to drive the necessary adaptation. Ten years later
the message remained consistent though in a more refined and assertive
form. ‘Our values’, Blair wrote, ‘represent humanity’s progress through-
out the ages. At each point we have had to fight for them . . . As a new age
beckons, it is time to fight for them again.’22 This was echoed in his last
message to British troops in Iraq, who were doing something that was, ‘of
importance to the future of not just Iraq but the rest of the world.’23 In
Blairite foreign policy the stakes of this battle for values could not be
higher. It went further than any traditional attempt to affect the interna-
tional environment in ways favourable to one’s own society. Instead, he
perceived a genuine and deepening struggle in the post-Cold War envi-
ronment between progressive forces and those of reaction and autocracy.
The jihadi terrorist threat to Western societies was only the most evident
facet of it.24

The mechanisms by which these various principles should be enacted
were no less assertive. An activist policy of ‘liberal interventionism’ was
built in from the beginning and articulated eloquently in Blair’s Chicago
Speech of April 1999.25 It was a more reflective version of the soundbite
that had accompanied the Strategic Defence Review, that ‘we must be
prepared to go to the crisis, rather than have the crisis come to us’.26 By
2007 this had even become an aspiration to define an agenda for ‘progres-
sive pre-emption’, based on a need ‘to think sooner and act quicker’.27 It
was heady stuff and relied on a willingness, and an ability, to deploy
forces, diplomacy, aid and training around the world, possibly well away
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from Britain’s old Cold War ‘area of concentration’ in Europe, the
Mediterranean and parts of the Middle East.

Above all, these principles could only be enacted through explicit lead-
ership and through positioning. Leadership in world politics came with
the political strength of substantial domestic majorities and growing
experience in foreign affairs. It came, too, with success in the Kosovo and
Sierra Leone operations and in the forums provided by the G8 summits,
the United Nations and through more intensive bilateral diplomacy than
the Western world had seen for some years. ‘Positioning’, for the Blair
government, was the concomitant to leadership and was a more subtle
affair. It was more fundamental than ‘grand strategy’ and was based on a
long-term perspective of world politics, in which Britain should be posi-
tioned in such a way as to help mobilise the Western world’s resources to
meet the challenge. In practice this meant staying intrinsically close to the
United States whilst also shaping a new European agenda. The Blair gov-
ernment felt well able to do this by simply rising above the reactive con-
straints that had hobbled its predecessor. It began immediately with
Downing Street meetings with President Bill Clinton at the end of May,
and then at the Amsterdam EU Summit in June 1997.

It could rise above erstwhile domestic suspicions over the destination
of the ‘European project’ by embracing them in the service of the greater
issues at stake across the continent. Of course, entry into the Eurozone
and the movement to conclude a European constitution would have to be
handled carefully. But these were seen essentially as issues of timing
rather than of principle. The Conservatives had claimed – implausibly –
to put themselves ‘at the heart of Europe’. New Labour aimed to make
that a reality by concentrating on the bigger issues; enthusiasm for
enlargement, wholehearted support for a common foreign and security
policy, new initiatives in European defence, and a renewed push for
greater trade liberalisation across the whole continent. A great deal of
faith was invested by Downing Street in Gerhard Schroeder’s assumption
of power in 1998, and in a new European defence relationship with
President Chirac around the Saint-Malo summit of the same year. By
these means Britain could achieve that integration between Atlanticism
and Europeanism which had been repeatedly asserted since 1960 but
never attained; leadership among Europeans in more equal and collective
partnership with the United States. If Blair’s Britain was to be a transat-
lantic bridge, it could be so in a way that was ever-shortening, as Europe
and America became more united in values, means, and responses to
globalisation.
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There was no hesitation in putting relations with the United States at
the top of the immediate positioning agenda. President Clinton had
already articulated the old Kennedy maxim that British influence in
Washington would largely depend on its influence across Europe, and
Tony Blair instinctively agreed.28 But Clinton was also persuasively aspira-
tional, in the same way that Kennedy had been, and that sense during his
final years in office of a mission for the Western alliance chimed exactly
with what Blair increasingly believed. ‘Positioning’ meant that the US was
fundamental to anything the Western powers wanted to achieve. Non-
engagement with the US, almost regardless of its policy direction, was
simply not a feasible political option for the Europeans. When the going
became really tough in the aftermath of the Iraq War in 2003, the line of
argument was consistently repeated. The US will remain the global leader,
Jack Straw told Parliament – how ever ‘US domestic policies evolve’, he
added euphemistically.29 But the job was becoming harder. In a speech to
FCO diplomats the Prime Minister only thinly veiled the reality: ‘We
should remain the closest ally of the US, and as allies influence them to
continue broadening their agenda.’30 The Foreign Office strategy paper
was explicit to the point of unaccustomed gloom: ‘Building a shared
agenda’ between the US and Europe remained vital to both parties in an
interdependent world, despite ‘the emergence of new US strategic priori-
ties outside Europe’ and ‘the erosion, since the Cold War, of a clearly
understood sense of common purpose’, or ‘divergence between US and
European attitudes towards the use of power’.31 ‘Positioning’, it was clear,
was for the long term. And during the neo-conservative ascendancy in
Washington, it was certainly not for the faint-hearted.

Nevertheless, the Labour government took on during the decade a
powerful series of old and new ‘isms’: a new transatlanticism, humanitar-
ian interventionism, foreign policy idealism, and a holistic response to
globalism. And it confronted with them growing instability across the
Middle East, new security and economic problems in Africa, failing
states in central and southern Asia, a terrorist offensive against Western
powers and an increasingly politicised environmental agenda. The ‘ism’
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that was least articulated but increasingly relevant over the period was –
inevitably – pragmatism.

The perception of success

It is unusual for the general reputation of a government, or a prime min-
ister, to rest so much on a matter of foreign policy, still more one that
involved a military operation that was initially so successful. But all
assessments of the foreign policy of the Blair government must be predi-
cated on the distinction between pre- and post-Iraq; effectively the five
years before and the five years after the fateful decisions of summer 2002.
The very principles on which Blairite foreign policy was founded make it
impossible to divorce this one crucial foreign policy issue from all the
others. Tony Blair himself repeatedly insisted they were all of a piece, all
derived from a coherent view of global politics.

In the first five years a foreign policy of new ‘isms’ was seen to have
some effect, at least in initiating fresh approaches. A concentration on
the politics of Europe was the most immediately evident. The emphasis
was on results and outputs, not on institutions. In EU negotiations
Blair displayed a greater sense of give-and-take than his predecessors. He
was playing for bigger stakes than detailed negotiating points, in seeking
to reconcile social protection with dynamic market economies, in build-
ing a credible defence capability for the Europeans – whether through
NATO or the EU, really did not matter too much – and in pressing
for enlargement. The idea of Turkish membership of the EU was
relaunched, largely thanks to Britain, at the Helsinki summit in 1999.
Certainly, there was some sense of momentum after the disappointments
at the way the Bosnia crisis had been handled. That momentum was
tested, but maintained, in the Kosovo crisis of 1999, ironically by the very
controversy that surrounded it.32 Lacking a sufficient UN resolution,
NATO’s own resolutions, backed up by the EU, were deemed appropriate
to legitimise tough, indeed coercive, military action against Serbian
behaviour in its most sensitive province. From both a political and mili-
tary point of view it was a close call. But it worked, pragmatically and
messily, creating a dynamic that saw the fall of Milosevic in Serbia, his
delivery to the International Criminal Tribunal in the Hague, and Kosovo
to the brink of independence. Humanitarian interventionism looked like
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a muscular and moral response to the problem of tyranny. As genuine
partners to the US – despite the evident strains – the Europeans proved
that Kosovo was within their competence, deploying a range of ‘soft
power’ assets, with enough ‘hard power’ muscle to make them count. It
was a good demonstration to incoming Russian President Putin that
involvement with the American/European partnership was worth having.
Above all, it offered an indication – equivocal to be sure – to the US that a
rejuvenated and muscular partnership could solve the ‘crisis of liberal
internationalism’ that so worried US analysts and policymakers. This was
what the new transatlanticism should be all about. True, the Desert Fox
bombing campaign against Iraq the previous year had been more contro-
versial for the relationship; Washington and London had again gone
ahead without explicit UN authorisation, and the results were not then
judged a success, but at that time the Middle East entanglement could be
confined to a discrete area of US-led policy. It had met with tepid support
from Germany, nothing from Italy, and outright hostility from France. If
anything, it had proved that proper European leadership was required.

Kosovo had offered all the participants both hard lessons and realistic
hopes. In Sierra Leone in 2000 Britain undertook another humanitarian
intervention that might have been a textbook demonstration of the art
form. A limited and effective military operation restored the authority of
the legitimate government, tyrannical rebels were put to flight, and a rel-
atively ‘joined-up’ aid and assistance operation swung into action that
restored stability. No matter that official assistance to the Sandline private
security company operating in Sierra Leone had already embarrassed the
FCO in 1998. That was ignored as a pragmatic reaction to try to restore
the legitimate government in Freetown – the same government that had
to be rescued in 2000. No matter, too, that the humanitarian intervention
hardly had the effect of transforming Sierra Leone’s dislocated economy.
The pragmatic result was better than all the likely alternatives had the
intervention not occurred.33

It was on this general wave of optimism and opportunity that the
government confronted the implications of the 9/11 terrorist attack in
2001 and the subsequent war in Afghanistan. Most commentators felt
that 9/11 would be a world-changing event on the basis of the likely US
reaction to it.34 Tony Blair, however, seems instinctively to have felt that
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it was world-changing in itself; an intrinsic challenge to the democratic
free-market global order. His personal shock at the attacks was at least
as great as that of President Bush and he was determined to offer both
partnership and leadership in responding to it. ‘We are in this for the
long haul’, he told MPs at the beginning of the joint bombing campaign
in Afghanistan. ‘Even when al-Qaeda is dealt with, the job is not
done.’35 In fact, he had some difficulty maintaining a meaningful part-
nership with the US in the operations in Afghanistan. Despite a signifi-
cant British force on manoeuvres in Oman the US moved quickly, and
unilaterally, to conduct largely its own campaign in removing the
Taliban from Kabul. British cruise missiles were fired in the opening
salvo of the air campaign and up to 1,000 British special forces were sent
to work with the Americans on the ground. But the US had no real need
of any European military support and little time to discuss it. Insofar as
this stage of the Afghanistan operation was a coalition effort, it was for
the sake of appearances rather than effectiveness. But the operation was
not particularly controversial in a foreign policy sense. Though there
was some domestic disquiet in public opinion throughout Europe at
the implications of the campaign, there was a general consensus, on
which London traded heavily, that this was a justifiable US reaction to
the 9/11 atrocities. Post-conflict reconstruction and ‘nation-building’
would be another matter altogether,36 but this did not dim the sense
of momentum in Downing Street that events were demonstrating
the value of the activist approach to foreign policy. The trick was how
to keep the US engaged in the nation-building aftermath of military
operations.

The Iraq War and its implications

The US wanted to move quickly on from Afghanistan, however, and was
clearly determined to address ways of breaking out of the blind alley that
had consumed the Iraq policy. This proved to be the crucible for the Blair
approach to foreign policy and the turning point between a growing
momentum of success and a policy failure that compelled revaluation.
The Iraq War of 2003, by common consent, has been the most evident US
foreign policy blunder since Vietnam, and may ultimately prove to have
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even greater consequences for the US role in the world. Fiasco, the
seminal insider study by Thomas Ricks, has been widely acknowledged by
middle-range policymakers in the US as an accurate summary of the
whole sorry affair.37 Bob Woodward’s trilogy of books on the dynamics of
the administration dealing with the war also tells the story of an unfold-
ing – perhaps inevitable – tragedy for the Americans, the Iraqis and the
Middle East as a whole.38

For the Blair government, concerned with ‘positioning’ for long-term
global objectives, two crucial decisions determined the British share in
this blunder; both taken before the war began. The first was in April 2002
when Tony Blair returned from a private meeting with President Bush
convinced that the US was determined, come what may, to act against
Iraq. There was no question in his own mind that Britain must back US
policy, but it did so with a complex and ambitious diplomatic agenda. It
would deliver united European support for Washington that would build
on the Kosovo experience. It could achieve this because it would simulta-
neously deliver the US to the United Nations for a legitimising resolution.
It would leverage such a resolution on the basis of a renewal of the ‘road
map’ for peace between Israel and the Palestinians. Putin would huff and
puff about the use of coercion but would follow his best interests and fall
in behind a united front. And ‘dealing with Iraq’ would be presented in
the Middle East as a prerequisite to a bigger new deal for the region as a
whole. If this diplomatic coup could be pulled off, coercive diplomacy
might serve to prevent a war at all. The British diplomatic machine went
into high gear to try to manufacture these outcomes, Tony Blair himself
confident that they were within reach. In the event, they all failed.39

The second key decision was to commit large British forces to the war
that ensued – some 40,000 service personnel – sufficient to command a
divisional sector of the battlefield and then the arena of reconstruction.
This was both a demonstration of commitment to Washington and to the
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37 Thomas Ricks, Fiasco: The American Military Adventure in Iraq (New York: Penguin Press,
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39 Michael Clarke, ‘The Diplomacy that Led to War in Iraq’, in Paul Cornish (ed.), The War
in Iraq, 2003 (London: Macmillan, 2004), pp. 40–6.
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enterprise, as well as another case where a British approach to the integra-
tion of hard and soft power could contribute to a favourable outcome. It
was a further demonstration of the practical partnership between the US
and Britain. This too, went wrong, chiefly because the British had very
little influence on the overall political picture of which south-eastern Iraq
and Basra were a part. Ultimately Blair and Bush were fighting different
wars. For Blair, Iraq was about upholding values and the will of the inter-
national community; for Bush it was a demonstration of raw power to
achieve a national purpose. As reconstruction and efforts at nation-build-
ing foundered across Iraq the British position became increasingly unten-
able. Far from offering leadership to the Europeans and partnership to the
Americans, the Iraq commitment left Britain isolated and lacking influ-
ence in Washington – lauded for its loyalty but identified with a disastrous
lame-duck presidency. The failure of the enterprise undermined British
influence throughout the Middle East at least as much as the Suez debacle
had done 40 years previously. In his various valedictory addresses, Tony
Blair acknowledged that many mistakes had been made, that the situation
in Iraq was deeply unsatisfactory, but that time would show it was the
right thing to do.40 If it was a US blunder, key officials have opined, then
Washington could not be allowed to make it alone.41 Positioning again.

Not the least significant consequence of the Iraq failure was the effect it
had on other areas of policy. It absorbed British diplomatic and prime
ministerial attention so that the imaginative approach to European poli-
tics foundered after 2002, despite a high energy level from a prime minis-
ter keen to mend bilateral fences.42 But his run of good luck was over. The
subtleties of the British approach to European defence questions were an
immediate casualty of the Iraq War and relations with France and
Germany deteriorated on a range of issues. Downing Street even felt that
Chirac, Schroeder and Putin effectively formed a diplomatic front against
Blair. Nor was this much ameliorated by the desire of the major European
powers to get back on better terms with the Bush Administration at the
end of 2004. Britain was keen to push for a renewed commitment to
nation-building in Afghanistan. It would be a way for the Europeans in
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NATO to make a tangible contribution to US policy objectives but still
keep them out of Iraq. And Afghanistan needed more determined
nation-building in the face of a lacklustre US performance that had con-
centrated almost exclusively on counter-terrorist operations. NATO,
however, was issuing a blank cheque in taking over a potentially massive
commitment at a time when it appeared just about feasible. By the time
of deployment in the spring of 2006, however, the situation had dete-
riorated considerably. The arrival of NATO forces led the Taliban and
al-Qaeda to open a more active front in the country and the Europeans
fell into public arguments over their willingness to meet the challenges
and reinforce their troops. Britain again found itself positioned squarely
with the US – and Canada – in taking on most of the fighting, but unable
to ‘lead’ its European partners into a more positive, let alone holistic,
response. Unlike Iraq, Afghanistan seemed to British officials to offer
some hope of at least interim success. But by the time Tony Blair had left
Downing Street it had become another anvil on which European unity,
and its relationship to US global policy, was being regularly hammered.

It was understandable that the commitment to the principles behind
New Labour’s foreign policy should find other outlets after the failure of
Iraq and its immediate consequences. Tony Blair returned heavily to the
themes of interdependence and the necessary responses to globalisation.
His increasing concentration on anti-terrorism following the 2005 bomb
attacks in London was all couched in terms of the failure of the jihadis and
their supporters to grasp what was at stake in a globalised world and their
visceral fear of the onward march of real democracy. He returned, too, to
the instrumentalities of effecting change – the need to design comprehen-
sive, multinational policies and to understand the sheer interrelatedness of
policy challenges. Africa emerged as a new focus for long-term thinking. It
seemed an appropriate moment given Britain’s presidency of the G8 during
2005 and the Gleneagles Summit, the UN climate change conference and
the World Trade Organisation ministerial meeting that would follow.43 The
government had shown a renewed interest in African affairs during its
second term, but the particular challenges of Zimbabwe, Somalia, the
Democratic Republic of Congo and latterly Darfur were not readily accessi-
ble to external influences acting independently.44 Nevertheless, the
more structural aspects of Africa’s foreign policy problems offered scope for
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some imaginative initiatives on development aid, debt relief, trade liberali-
sation, HIV/AIDS, environment, capacity-building, support for the African
Union, and so on.45 The Gleneagles agenda formed the centrepiece of a new
emphasis in Britain’s activist foreign policy and raised new hopes in diplo-
mats and pop stars alike.46 The results were more than cynics had suggested
would be possible. There was agreement to double international aid to
Africa, create financial mechanisms to put more money into public health,
cancel all of Africa’s multilateral debts and help beef up the AU’s capacity to
deploy peacekeepers. There were climate change initiatives, too, though the
unspoken goal remained to find a way of bringing the US into a follow-on to
the Kyoto protocol after 2012.47 Such headlines normally disguise an aggre-
gation of existing trends and policies, however, and there has been a vigor-
ous debate about the fungibility of the promises made at Gleneagles.48

Gleneagles was, however, an undoubted personal triumph for Tony Blair. In
his farewell tour round Africa he made a big pitch for the worth of the ini-
tiatives undertaken in 2005. In reality, the locus of British policymaking on
Africa had shifted from the FCO to the Department for International
Development and the Treasury. Gordon Brown talked about aid and debt:
Tony Blair talked about security and intervention. By the end of his pre-
miership it was not clear that British policy was appropriately ‘comprehen-
sive’ nor that international efforts were close to any step-change. But the
agenda was very much his.

The scorecard

The decade of Blairite foreign policy was turbulent and distinctive. Much of
it ended in failure, but certainly not all. And out of the remains of immedi-
ate policy wreckage always emerges a legacy that may be more lasting. It was
an approach to foreign policy that was based around Tony Blair’s own self-
belief and commitment. It drew both upon an older conservative tradition
that Margaret Thatcher and Winston Churchill would certainly have recog-
nised, and on a social democratic internationalism that was close to the
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traditional Labour heart. The key difference between old and new Labour
interpretations of this internationalism was in the Churchillian determina-
tion to carry it through – with or without legal institutional backing, with
or without a solid domestic consensus. Internationalism, in Blair’s view,
could not be shackled by the constraints and vetoes of an old system in the
face of such new and urgent challenges. The approach boasted a coherent
view of the world, but in truth that view was characterised more by vigour
in action than rigour in analysis. Key concepts – such as these new and
urgent challenges – were never carefully defined. Action was thought
through, more than principles closely interrogated, by officials and advisers
at the top who had little time for reflection and who were serving a hyper-
active, instinctive, Prime Minister with youth on his side.

Blairite foreign policy is irrevocably identified with the principles of
liberal – or humanitarian – interventionism and with the empirical reality
of Iraq as its exemplar. For some, like Simon Jenkins, it is already time to
consign the notion to the history of a vainglorious showman: ‘Liberal
interventionism talks the talk but can barely walk the length of a red
carpet. It has failed the most crucial test of any policy in being neither
morally even-handed nor effective in action.’49 For others, it is a necessary
response to modern instability whose failures – and successes – leave
Britain with something that any country with international interests and
aspirations will seek to refine.50 Conservative policy in Bosnia, after all,
began precisely as a humanitarian intervention, but in a world where all
such interventions are bound to be morally ambiguous and inconsistently
applied, no one had the cheek to elevate it out of the realm of the merely
pragmatic. The British military still retain great respect throughout the
world, if only for their sheer tactical acumen, and for a mixture of good
and bad reasons all the major Western allies have committed themselves to
seek success in the Afghanistan operation. It is reasonable to suppose that
future leaders will be more cautious in committing themselves to inter-
ventions in the future. But it is unlikely that the demand for them will
decrease. Many good lessons were drawn from the messy interventions of
the 1990s, but then not learned, or wilfully ignored, in those interventions
that were deemed part of the ‘war on terror’ a few years later.

The central question will persist, whether Iraq demonstrated fatal
flaws in the very concept of liberal intervention, or whether that parti-
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cular operation was so badly conceived and executed by the Bush
Administration that no generic conclusions can be drawn from it.
Perhaps it stands as a singular, egregious tragedy in a more nuanced land-
scape. It seems likely, however, that Tony Blair might be judged less
harshly by history than by his contemporary critics in his decision to back
US actions in the way that he did. It seems inconceivable that after the
1991 Gulf War, after the No-Fly-Zones, after all the pressure London had
absorbed in backing US policy through the 1990s, and after 9/11 itself,
that Britain could have let the US go it alone in 2002. For Tony Blair it was
barely a decision to make. He had set out his stall in 1997 on the assump-
tion that he was able to run an Atlanticist and a European policy in
genuine synergy; without having to make a strategic choice between
them. But 9/11 and the war on terror – unluckily for him – forced Blair to
make a choice. There was no question how he would jump when it was
finally forced on him. It was simple positioning. And it offered him a
tempting personal diplomatic opportunity of global importance.

Could he have stopped the war by refusing Washington his support?
Opinion remains sharply divided.51 The key point, however, is that while
he may have hoped he could achieve some sort of success without a war,
he was never motivated by a desire to stop the Bush Administration from
acting altogether. He too wanted to escape from the stalemate that the
Iraq policy had become. More telling is the charge that Blair’s positioning
actually made US policy drift under Bush worse than it might otherwise
have been. Zbigniew Brzezinski and former members of the Bush team
credit Tony Blair with giving a finesse and persuasive power to policies
that did not deserve it; helping to shield the President in some key
moments from domestic and international criticism that was his due.52

Whether this is an over-estimate, there is no doubt that Blair’s personal
commitment to the Bush Administration cost Britain dearly, at least in
the short term. Its position on a number of arms control issues changed
to accommodate US shifts, and the reluctance of the Prime Minister to air
any disagreements with Bush in public contributed to a growing image of
‘poodleism’ which considerably diminished domestic support in Britain
for foreign operations. In April 2007 a YouGov survey indicated a scepti-
cal low point in the public’s appetite for any more foreign involvements.53
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In the Middle East Tony Blair was forced to suppress some under-
standable exasperation at the failure of the ‘road map’ for an
Israel/Palestinian settlement to gain any momentum. He had staked a
good deal of personal capital on pushing the vision of a new start in
regional relations within and between the key players. There was a
modicum of success with the announcement in December 2003 that
Libya would give up its nuclear programme. That was a step in the right
direction for a new deal. But it paled beside the growing instabilities
across the region and the continuing failure to gain any diplomatic pur-
chase on nuclear proliferation, or any other matters, with Iran. Britain’s
own position in the region had been fatally undermined by Iraq and there
was little it could do but fall back into reactive mode. The short Lebanon
war in summer 2006 left the government under international pressure
for, in effect, supporting an Israeli folly against Hizbollah in Lebanon and
a US policy that made it worse. A Downing Street insider described those
weeks as the ‘lowest point’ in Britain’s Middle East odyssey. It was another
short-term cost of long-term positioning.

European relations needed the impetus of new leadership, which it had
by 2007 as Blair left Downing Street. This was not only provided by Paris
and Berlin. The Bush Administration had made copious efforts to repair
some of the damage after 2003. It had not reversed any of its fundamental
positions and Bush himself was so damaged that it hardly mattered. But
officials and technocrats on both sides of the Atlantic worked hard to
reconnect on policy details and provided some of the diplomatic infra-
structure for a new start. In this there was some evidence of a new realism
on both sides that the transatlantic relationship would never be the same
again.54 Tony Blair was marginal to this process. His failure to achieve
membership of the Eurozone and the collapse of the constitutional treaty
only weakened his ability to be an initiator. The grand project that would
again raise European politics out of the realm of the institutional – and
the constitutional – to make an independent impact on world politics
would have to be driven by a new generation of leaders. Outside Iraq and
Afghanistan, there was little he could tilt at that engaged most of the
Europeans directly. The investment that Tony Blair had made in
President Putin was dwarfed by Russia’s deteriorating relations with the
US and Britain had little scope to do anything more than react to the pro-
gressive chill.
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The legacy

The empirical balance of the scorecard is only part of an assessment.
Intentions also matter and Tony Blair argued strongly after 2003 that
his intentions, throughout the decade, ought to have been better
understood. He bequeathed to foreign policy a deep commitment
that globalisation had to be embraced, politically, economically and
morally. It followed that a narrow view of national interests was self-
defeating. It also followed that his much vaunted, but little analysed,
‘values’ in world politics represented a genuine innovation compared
with previous approaches. In a world where power is so disbursed, and
where individuals and dynamic social organisations are so empowered,
where the very nature of the state is changing, only a consensus on
values can create the mechanisms for meaningful political action.55 If
prevailing Western values are under challenge they may simply lose
their power to mobilise people. Promoting them is therefore not an act
of idealism but a hard-nosed investment in political survival. This con-
stituted a claim to internationalism that retains considerable reso-
nance, though how it is enacted from era to era will naturally vary, and
opinions continue to differ over how vulnerable our values presently
are to challenge.

Like Bill Clinton, Tony Blair also succeeded in putting some global
political issues – Africa, development, climate change – on the contem-
porary agenda. He contributed a determination to try to translate global
aspirations into practical policy initiatives. He probably under-estimated
the power of international constraints on action and over-estimated his
own power to persuade. He was constantly frustrated that the breakneck
pace of review and action in the first term could not be maintained there-
after. Nevertheless, a determination to try to unite the genuinely aspira-
tional with the politically practical is an honourable legacy. Indeed some
of the ‘spin and hype’ that surrounded all Tony Blair’s initiatives was
partly driven by a desire to create momentum, to build and direct a con-
sensus, using all means possible.

The underlying question of Blair’s legacy was something he raised
himself in his final months as Prime Minister. Having, as he felt, set the
aspirational course for the twenty-first century, he posed the question
that Britain, as a society, has to decide whether it is prepared to take on
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the task; rise to the challenge.56 The Western world, he had decided, is
divided into those states that are able and prepared to take the initiative
and act on behalf of freedom, tolerance and democracy, and those who
are not. In a sense it is the old distinction between ‘producers’ and ‘con-
sumers’ of security, but in this case on a much wider, foreign policy stage
of the twenty-first century. To critics, such a stance seemed to be tanta-
mount to asking whether, as he departed, the nation was really worthy of
him. To supporters, it was merely an honest assessment of the choices all
European states now face. Few Prime Ministers would have expressed the
matter so clearly or with such conviction.
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56 Oral Evidence to the House of Commons Liaison Committee, 6 February 2007. Blair, ‘Our
Nation’s Future’.
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Defence

LAWRENCE  FREEDMAN

Speaking in Plymouth in January 2007, Tony Blair argued that there were
two types of nations among Britain’s allies: ‘Those who do war-fighting
and peacekeeping and those who have, effectively, except in the most
exceptional circumstances, retreated to the peacekeeping alone.’1 The
sharpness of the distinction drawn here, in addition to the description of
abandoning a war-fighting role as a ‘retreat’, is revealing. When Blair had
become Prime Minister almost a decade earlier the distinction would
have followed American lines, with war-fighting about great power con-
frontations involving the full range of military capabilities. Everything
else, including peacekeeping, came into the lesser category of ‘operations
other than war’ – possibly altruistic in motive, invariably limited in scope
and rarely an appropriate use of proper war-fighting forces. During the
1990s this sharp distinction became questionable. The peacekeeping cat-
egory became stretched in the post-Cold War world. From the original
concept of policing cease-fire lines, with the consent of the belligerents
and using minimum force, it expanded into helping conflicts wind down
and, more difficult still, acting on behalf of civilians caught up in vicious
civil wars, by which point peacekeepers were in effect taking sides. By
then these missions were hazardous, albeit on a small scale, and hard to
distinguish at a tactical level from war-fighting. The language tried to
keep up, as they came to be described as an extension or variation of the
traditional peacekeeping model – a ‘third-generation’ or ‘wider’ type, or
about ‘peace support’ or ‘peace enforcement’.

By the time Labour came to office, prompted by the activity sur-
rounding the implosion of Yugoslavia, the talk was increasingly of
‘humanitarian interventions’, which contained elements of both war-
fighting and peacekeeping. The new Labour government had embraced
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11 Rt Hon. Tony Blair, ‘Our Nation’s Future – Defence’, Speech on board HMS Albion,
Plymouth, 17 January 2007, www.pm.gov.uk/output/Page10735.asp.
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this development more enthusiastically than its Conservative predeces-
sor. The frequency with which Blair sent Britain’s armed forces into
battle became one of the defining features of his premiership. The first
set of interventions with which he was associated – air strikes against
Iraq in 1998, the campaign over Kosovo in 1999 and the intervention
in Sierra Leone in 2000 were not without critics but gained consider-
able domestic and international support. The two of the 2000s –
Afghanistan and Iraq – were far more controversial, and Iraq in par-
ticular cast a large cloud. They were justified using the more altruistic
rationales developed during the 1990s – to fight against repression,
promote democracy and support economic reconstruction – but a
national security purpose was also acquired– to eliminate terrorist bases
and weapons of mass destruction. As a result the question of when it is
right and proper to resort to armed force dominated debate about
foreign policy. Blair was always happy to contribute, even more so when
the criticisms reached a crescendo as the situation in Iraq turned out so
badly.

This was the purpose of the Plymouth speech. As was so often the case
Blair’s argument depended on his conviction that Britain was a country
that could combine opposites and reconcile the contradictory. Rather
than pose values against interests, he argued that it was ‘by furthering our
values that we further our interests in the modern era of globalisation and
interdependence’. Nor was there any need to choose between America
and Europe as alternative allies, or even between different types of power.
Uniquely, he insisted, Britain could bring ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ power together,
using armed force where necessary while at the same time acting to the
fore in addressing the big questions of poverty and climate change. And
when it used hard power this required seeing the purpose of both war-
fighting and peacekeeping. After the bruising experience of the previous
few years of combat, Blair was arguing against a retreat away from war-
fighting as if this would be tantamount to a retreat from Britain’s world
role.

This was at heart a debate about this role and, as Blair would have it,
about whether Britain should be activist and internationalist or passive
and insular. The larger questions of foreign policy and the diplomatic
origins of the various interventions that reflected this policy are dealt
with elsewhere in this book. My focus is on how Blair’s ambitious views
on the contemporary value of a war-fighting capability developed and, as
a result of their vigorous application, whether such missions will be
embraced so readily in the future.
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The legacy

Defence for Labour prior to Blair had been an electoral disaster zone.
Historically, ‘Labour’s stance on security issues’ had been ‘much less
assured than the Conservatives’.2 As a result of its preoccupation with
grandiose schemes for disarmament and an apparent squeamishness
when it came to applying force, it was regularly castigated as naïve, bor-
dering on unpatriotic, and far too ready to discount external threats.
During the Thatcher decade of the1980s, caught out by the successful
prosecution of a popular war over the Falkland Islands in 1982, and then
by deep divisions over nuclear policy, defence had become a key vulnera-
bility. By the start of the 1990s the Labour leadership had begun to repo-
sition the party as pro-military and the nuclear issue had already lost its
salience as a result of the end of the Cold War. During John Major’s
administration, the Vanguard-class submarines with their US Trident
D-5 missiles, entered service, but short-range systems were abandoned.
Labour sought to keep the focus on domestic issues, and in particular
the economy and the future of the welfare state, where the Major govern-
ment was seen to be most vulnerable. Under Blair this continued. The
brief of the Shadow Defence Secretary, David Clark, was assumed to be to
keep defence as low a profile issue as possible, and avoid attracting any
fire. In this he succeeded.

The 1997 manifesto promised retention of Trident and strength in
‘defence through NATO’. It mentioned the new threats of proliferating
‘weapons of mass destruction, the growth of ethnic nationalism and
extremism, international terrorism, and crime and drug trafficking’.
After paying tribute to the ‘professionalism and courage’ of the armed
forces, it promised to ‘conduct a strategic defence and security review to
reassess our essential security interests and defence needs’.3 Demanding a
defence review was an alternative to developing clear and unequivocal
policies, avoiding controversial stances while hinting at something
radical to come. Yet even talk of a defence review carried dangers, for it
implied cuts. During the 1970s, as the economy deteriorated, Labour had
constantly raided the defence budget for expenditure savings. In the 1997
manifesto Labour promised that this time the review would be ‘foreign
policy led’. The lack of a Treasury role was greeted with considerable
scepticism. Labour was still associated with expansionary plans for the
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2 Dan Keohane, Security in British Politics, 1945–99, (London: Macmillan, 2000).
3 New Labour because Britain Deserves Better, Labour Party manifesto, May 1997.
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welfare state, and in this context it was questioned whether the Treasury
could help itself.

Yet there was no particular budgetary reason for a defence review in
May 1997. The peace dividend following the end of the Cold War had
been taken; there was not much fat left to cut; many of the organisational
upheavals set in motion under the Conservatives had yet to be fully
digested and implemented; service morale was fragile and there was only
limited room for manoeuvre in force structure. By contrast there was a
case for a foreign policy-led review. Under an exercise called ‘options for
change’, set in motion by Defence Secretary Tom King in 1990, the
impression was gained that a peace dividend could be taken without any
reshaping of the forces. The focus was still on Europe and a possible,
resurgent Russian threat. The aim seemed to be ‘smaller but better’,
although the forces grumbled that the emphasis was on the smaller. Over
the 1990s defence spending was cut by over 20%, moving from over 4% of
GDP to under 3%. Because the 1991 Gulf War involved exactly the sort of
forces – armed divisions and air power – intended for the Warsaw Pact it
obscured the possibilities that quite different types of adversary might
have to be faced in the coming years.

The Americans seemed even more prepared to ignore these possibili-
ties and continued to prepare for big wars, stressing the imminence of a
‘revolution in military affairs’ based on intrusive sensors, precisions
munitions and fast communications. The crises within the former
Yugoslavia, and in particular Bosnia, soon demonstrated the alternative
possibilities and notably the need for troops on the ground. Some of the
cuts in army manpower were reinstated to cope with the new demands.
Unlike Margaret Thatcher, who, out of office, was an early proponent of
humanitarian intervention (with the Kurds in 1991) John Major was
unenthusiastic. It had taken time to recognise the severity of the Bosnia
situation.4 So the Conservative government’s attitude towards the devel-
oping agenda of humanitarian interventions was equivocal. This pro-
vided a reason for Labour’s review: to explain the importance of new
missions connected with humanitarian intervention, and how the forces
could be configured to meet the demands they posed. It would be about
the use of armed force as much as the more traditional questions of
budgets, procurement and the distribution of resource between the three
services.
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14 For a critique see Brendan Simms, Unfinest Hour: Britain and the Destruction of Bosnia,
(London: Penguin Books, 2001).
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Labour’s Strategic Defence Review

This was the backdrop to the arrival of the new ministerial team to the
Ministry of Defence in May 1997. Unlike many of his cabinet colleagues,
George Robertson as Secretary of State had taken a pro-defence line
during the opposition years, even when it was unfashionable in the party
to do so. John Reid, who had developed good defence contacts in opposi-
tion, came in as Minister of State. Yet there was still a credibility issue
because of past policies and practice. The new intake of MPs was drawn
from the liberal professions. A decade earlier and they would have been
assumed to be hostile to defence. Now they could be assumed to be igno-
rant. Few were left of the generation that had served in the Second World
War or could remember national service. Even those who had entered
politics during the Vietnam period were among the veterans. None of the
Labour front bench had any military experience or even much back-
ground in foreign policy. The two top players – Tony Blair and Gordon
Brown – had made their names on domestic policy. Robin Cook was best
known in defence circles as one of the most articulate exponents of uni-
lateralism during the 1970s and 1980s.

Robertson used the defence review process to ensure that defence
issues were pushed to the fore and some sort of national consensus on a
way forward was developed. He was helped by the fact that officials had
assumed both a new government and a defence review, so thoughts
inside the MoD were well advanced and this ensured that the review
process could be structured quite quickly. The process was unusually
open, with a range of industrialists and academics as well as the services
themselves being consulted, and an independent panel of experts was
established.5 This had the effect of creating a reasonably supportive
constituency and also ensuring that the main messages of the review
came as no surprise.

The idea of a reconstituted Russian threat, especially as its forces
struggled against rebels in Chechnya, seemed more remote than ever.
Anxieties here were more to do with Russia’s somewhat chaotic internal
state following the loss of its European empire, and in particular what
this might mean for the management of its substantial nuclear assets. If
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15 Including the author. The demands placed on this panel were not onerous. In the United
States a comparable panel set up to advise and comment on the 1997 Quadrennial Defense
Review produced its own report. In contrast to the American practice, the British panel
did not get a chance to form a corporate view, let alone travel extensively at government
expense (although it did eat quite well).

Cambridge Books Online © Cambridge University Press, 20099CC B 5 : 8  , 0  
,2 :58 , C B 7 DB 2 2: 2 2C 9CC B  42 :58  8 4 C B 

25 5 7 9CC B  42 :58  8 4  ,2 :58 1 : B:C .2: / 2C BD 4C C C9

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511490828.029
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core


there was no need to worry about a revived conventional Russian threat,
then – more than ever before – defence of the realm was not very difficult.
Britain was unusually secure, even amongst its allies, far away from most
trouble spots and not needing to worry about balancing a would-be hege-
monic power in Europe. Yet absent the Cold War, the world was not nec-
essarily peaceful and harmonious. Many regions, notably Africa and
parts of post-communist Europe, were suffering from severe disorder.
Though geography allowed Britain to avoid the most direct consequences
of upheavals elsewhere, the consensus view in London was that the
country could not stand aside. As one of the five permanent members of
the Security Council it had a responsibility to support UN operations,
while as the leading European member of NATO it could not easily decide
to opt out. If Britain were unprepared to act then in most cases the rest of
Europe would not be able to pick up the slack. More seriously all the
arguments that might persuade Britain that it had no reason to get
involved, would apply to the United States. Any effort to encourage
Washington to remain engaged with the rest of the world would falter if
Britain began to disengage as well. When introducing the Strategic
Defence Review (SDR) in July 1998, Robertson argued that armed forces
should be geared not only to defending rights but also to discharging
international responsibilities.6

Although the ‘ethical dimension’ to foreign policy, proclaimed by
Foreign Secretary Robin Cook soon after taking office, was normally
judged as if it was all about arms sales, at its core was a commitment to
human rights.7 Thus ‘doing good’ was about helping the weak and vul-
nerable in distress, but that also implied getting involved in distant civil
wars and regional squabbles. This raised issues which cut across party
boundaries. Bosnia led many on the left to argue for the use of armed
force in good causes, just as many on the right were highly dubious about
dabbling in other peoples’ problems when British national interests were
not at stake.8 At the same time those on the left who assumed that no
good could ever come from Western military action opposed it instinc-
tively, even when directed against oppressive regimes, while those on the
right who strained for Britain to be a major player on the world stage were
uncomfortable with the idea that Britain could fail to join any major mil-
itary expedition.
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16 Secretary of State for Defence, The Strategic Defence Review, Cm. 3999 (London: TSO,
1998). 7 Robin Cook, ‘British Foreign Policy’, 12 May 1997, www.fco.gov.uk.

18 This is well brought out in Michael Ignatieff’s exchange with Robert Skidelsky in Prospect,
reproduced in Virtual War: Kosovo and Beyond (London: Chatto & Windus, 2000).
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The government demonstrated from early on that it was inclined to an
activist stance. In the summer of 1997, British troops were involved in the
seizure of alleged war criminals in Bosnia. Then the aircraft carrier HMS
Invincible was despatched to the Gulf to put pressure on Saddam Hussein
not to impede UN weapons inspectors. In this case Secretary-General
Kofi Annan’s diplomatic efforts eased the immediate crisis, although only
in practice postponed the eventual confrontation. Annan’s statement at
the time – ‘You can do a lot with diplomacy but, of course, you can do a
lot more with diplomacy backed by firmness and force’ – appeared in
Robertson’s introduction to the SDR.

An activist foreign policy required some reconfiguration of the forces
to become more organised for expeditionary warfare. So despite its priv-
ileged geographical position and limited resources, Britain would be
improving its ability to operate overseas. Forces would be geared to active
operations rather than passive deterrence. This required a capacity to
move units to where they would be needed through improved air- and
sea-lift capabilities, proper training, adequate stocks, extra troops and
reserves able to provide specialist capabilities rather than just make up
the numbers. In addition, joint commands were to become a norm rather
than ad hoc arrangements to prevent the three services each fighting their
own separate wars, with a joint staff college, doctrine centre, command
headquarters and rapid reaction force. The latter became operational in
April 1999, two years earlier than originally planned. The modest savings
required to make room for all of this were largely the result of either one-
off asset sales or promises of greater efficiency in equipment procurement
and the management of stores. With the risk of a traditional military
threat low, the insurance premium could be correspondingly reduced.
This was reflected in reduced numbers of combat aircraft, frigates and
nuclear warheads.

The most significant indication of this shift in focus was the consensus
within the defence establishment behind the need for new, large aircraft
carriers. The old requirement for carrier battle groups to wrest control of
the Atlantic from another major sea power would be both prohibitively
expensive as well as strategically obsolescent. In the post-Cold War world
carriers could serve as mobile air bases able to project power to wherever
trouble was brewing. They would not require favours from local govern-
ments if they did not wish to be publicly associated with a military action.
Few important cities and military facilities were so far inland that they
could not be struck from the sea. They could also serve as command and
control posts for the conduct of any large-scale rescue or humanitarian
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operation, whether or not lethal force was involved. This would require
ships twice the size of the Invincible-class carriers.

The SDR was never intended to reappraise the Trident programme,
although it did provide the fullest account of UK nuclear capabilities yet
published. Each of the four Trident submarines carried no more than 48
warheads, with a total operational stockpile of less than 200 warheads,
100 down from the planned numbers inherited from the Conservatives.
The idea appeared to be to explore to the full the possible meaning of a
‘minimum’ deterrent, by not running the submarines intensively, with
only one on patrol at any time, and only one crew per boat (compared
with two during the Cold War). The missiles would not be on quick reac-
tion alert but kept days away from operational readiness and not targeted
against anyone in particular. Yet despite this, and the fact that Trident was
just entering service as Labour entered office, by the third term the gov-
ernment argued that unless early preparations were made to prepare for
replacement submarines, the system could become obsolescent by the
2020s.9 This led to a debate that previous generations of Labour leaders
would have avoided at all costs, but it was surprisingly muted. The best
argument for was future uncertainty, and with the background noise of
Iran’s nuclear exertions, it was not clear why this was the moment for
Britain, alone among the nuclear powers, to abandon the status. The best
argument against appeared to be that the £20 billion expenditure would
be wasteful and meet no evident security purpose. As both sets of argu-
ments were speculative, the debate was conducted with little passion and
scant public interest. Labour dissidence was not as high as with the 2003
Iraq vote, although Conservatives were still necessary for a majority.10

The impact of Kosovo

The first main test of the underlying approach came in the Serbian
province of Kosovo. In the summer of 1998 Blair was among the first
Western leaders to urge that a strong stand be taken against Yugoslav
President Milosevic whose forces were turning on the Muslim majority in
Kosovo in response to an outbreak of violence led by the Kosovo
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19 Secretary of State for Defence and the Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth
Affairs, The Future of the United Kingdom’s Nuclear Deterrent, Cmnd 6994 (December
2006).

10 There were 409 MPs supporting the proposals, and 161 against, including 88 Labour
backbenchers, a majority of 248. In 2003, 138 Labour MPs voted against the Iraq War.
http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/1/hi/uk_politics/6448173.stm.

Cambridge Books Online © Cambridge University Press, 20099CC B 5 : 8  , 0  
,2 :58 , C B 7 DB 2 2: 2 2C 9CC B  42 :58  8 4 C B 

25 5 7 9CC B  42 :58  8 4  ,2 :58 1 : B:C .2: / 2C BD 4C C C9

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511490828.029
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Liberation Army (KLA). Beginning on 26 March 1999, allied air forces
attacked targets in Serbia. It took until June for the campaign to conclude
with Milosevic effectively conceding on all of NATO’s demands. The
intervening weeks were extremely difficult for NATO. Its initial coercive
threat failed as Milosevic called the bluff. The air strikes had little impact
on the Serb campaign on the ground in Kosovo. Instead there was a
massive outflow of refugees across the province’s borders into Macedonia
and Albania. The very process that NATO was supposed to be preventing
was accelerating. Yet this ruthlessness also sealed the Serbs’ fate, for it gave
new purpose to the KLA’s campaign, and provided it with opportunities
to acquire and train new recruits. In addition, whatever the misgivings
expressed during the first days of the NATO campaign, outrage at Serb
behaviour created a bedrock of popular support that saw the alliance
through many difficult days.11 The big question was whether public
opinion would tolerate a shift from a strategy that relied on air power
alone. The United States in particular (though not uniquely) was reluc-
tant to commit ground forces in combat. Yugoslav forces were considered
to be tough and capable of imposing severe casualties on Western forces.
Kosovo was also a logistical nightmare. Gradually it dawned on NATO
leaders that explicitly ruling out land operations was mistaken, and plan-
ning began. Air power was problematic: the Serbs were largely using
small paramilitary units, not easily disrupted by aircraft flying at high
altitude. It was more effective when directed against the Serb political and
economic system, but this was morally awkward for an alliance that
claimed to be attacking military targets and seeking to avoid civilian
casualties. In the event bridges, railway lines, power supplies and some
factories could be described as militarily relevant, although the main
consequences were felt by the Serb population.

For Blair Kosovo was a turning point. This was not the first time he had
demonstrated his readiness to take a robust stance on armed force. He
had already taken a tough line on Iraq. The continuing arguments over
Iraq’s refusal to cooperate with UN inspectors led to a sharp series of air
strikes in December 1998, known as Desert Fox. These were inconclusive
in their effects, and led to niggling activity over the following years as Iraq
unsuccessfully attempted to control its air space. It was therefore not sur-
prising to find Blair to the fore in making the case for NATO action over
Kosovo. As the issue of ground operations was debated there was no
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11 See Lawrence Freedman, ‘Victims and Victors: Reflections on the Kosovo War’, Review of
International Studies, 26:3, 2000.
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doubt which country was pushing hardest for a bold and decisive move.
Yet for most of the time Britain’s actual military contribution was
modest, in line with other European countries. It was better prepared
than others for ground operations, which had given Blair’s offers of a sub-
stantial contribution for a new strategy added force, and when the capit-
ulation took place and NATO peacekeepers streamed into Kosovo British
units were to the fore and led by a British general.12

It was during the Kosovo war that Blair made the case for Western
states to take on those responsible for genocide, ethnic cleansing and
repression. In April 1999, during one of the more difficult periods for
NATO, Blair set out his stall in a major speech in Chicago.13 This was part
of an itinerary that also involved a 50th anniversary NATO summit in
Washington and an argument with Clinton over the use of ground forces
in Kosovo. This speech challenged the norm of non-interference in the
internal affairs of others, including by forceful means, while setting strin-
gent tests against which any military intervention would be judged. This
picked up on a well-developed debate among the commentariat. In this
regard it was significant not so much for the originality of its content but
because here was a European leader challenging the traditional right of
states to non-interference in internal affairs when it was being used as a
cover for genocide and oppression and making the case for the use of
force in pursuit of objectives that were described in altruistic terms.
Another reading of the speech was that at the same time it answered
critics who argued that this line of argument created for NATO a right to
intervene wherever and whenever it chose. Five tests were set down: a
strong case, exhausted diplomacy, realistic military options, a readiness
to accept a long-term commitment and a link to national interests. These
were potentially restrictive, and in late 1999 could be used to explain why
there was little that could be done in response to the Russian campaign in
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12 The government’s analysis of Kosovo is found in Ministry of Defence, Kosovo: Lessons from
the Crisis, Cmnd 4724 (June 2000). A more critical, although still generally supportive
analysis is found in the Fourteenth Report of the House of Commons Defence
Committee, Lessons of Kosovo, 24 October 2000.

13 Speech to the Economic Club of Chicago, Thursday 22 April 1999, www.fco.gov.uk. I was
later ‘outed’ as the author of the first draft of the relevant section of the Chicago speech.
Those interested in how this came about are referred to John Kampfner’s Blair’s Wars
(London: Free Press, 2004). This remains Blair’s speech. This is not only because the final
draft was not an exact copy of my first draft, but because once the words had been used by
the Prime Minister it was the meaning that he attached to the words that was important
rather than the meaning I attached to them. The same thoughts could have been expressed
in different ways.
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Chechnya. Yet Chicago did provide a rationale for later interventions,
and was used in this form with East Timor (where Britain played a minor
role in an Australian-led UN operation) and, in the middle of 2000, in
Sierra Leone. In Sierra Leone, contrary to expectations, British forces
acted without allies, initially to provide a rescue operation for personnel
caught up in a nasty civil war and then to shore up a separate UN mission
that was falling apart at the seams.

A further consequence of Kosovo, although this goes back to the
October 1998 crisis, was the determination of Blair to press ahead with a
European Strategic Defence Initiative. The American reluctance to put
forces at risk was becoming a critical strategic weakness for an alliance
dependent upon American support. Blair took the view that it was rather
pathetic for a rich and populous group of European nations, with sub-
stantial numbers apparently under arms, to consistently fail to muster
significant forces for actual operations. If European pretensions to a
coherent foreign policy were to have any substance then something had
to be done about the ineffectuality of its collective military response to
crises. The Blair– Chirac summit of December 1998 at Saint-Malo that
launched the project to create a new European security and defence ini-
tiative was presented in Europe as something of a U-turn for Britain, and
perhaps a way of engaging with the European project that posed fewer
domestic political difficulties than joining the euro. Blair however was
not trying to create a European defence entity as an alternative to the US
or NATO but more to insure against the US failing to meet its obligations
to European security. Blair also needed to be able to argue that this effort
would give Washington the European support that it claimed to crave.
Furthermore, the objective, as stated at Saint-Malo, was quite demand-
ing, pointing towards a war-fighting capability: ‘the Union must have the
capacity for autonomous action, backed up by credible military forces,
the means to decide to use them, and a readiness to do so, in order to
respond to international crises’.14 In Britain the Eurosceptics took the
French aspiration more seriously and claimed this to be an inflammatory
policy change. This – rather than actual military interventions – was
potentially the most controversial aspect of defence policy in the run-up
to the 2001 election. Opinion poll evidence was mildly supportive of
the Euro-force, although this was very much an elite issue. Blair was able
to get the language he wanted stressing the importance of the Atlantic
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14 Joint Declaration on European Defence, issued at the British-French summit, Saint-Malo,
France, 3–4 December 1998.
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relationship, avoiding any suggestion that a definitive choice had to be
made between NATO and the EU. The EU would still depend on NATO
infrastructure and would not aspire to be able to cope with major wars.
Nonetheless, ambiguities in language, and suspicions between the two
organisations (despite their largely overlapping membership) meant that
this issue was never quite resolved. All the talk of a Euro-force displacing
NATO and providing the foundation for a superstate missed the point
that the real risk was that, as with a number of other European initiatives
in the area of foreign and security policy, the whole would be far less than
the sum of individual parts. In the event the concept moved forward into
relatively productive areas, although more in the peacekeeping than the
war-fighting arenas.

The impact of 9/11

Al-Qaeda’s attacks on the United States of 11 September 2001 changed
the terms of the relationship with the United States and the wider defence
debate. A furious US was bound to respond and try to take the fight
(quickly labelled a ‘global war on terror’) to this new and unexpected
enemy. Humanitarian interventions appeared as discretionary wars of
choice, with which the Bush Administration had appeared reluctant to
get involved. Islamist terrorism had created a new strategic imperative
which potentially drew Western countries into any part of the world
where such groups had acquired a foothold. Defences that could deal
with rival great powers appeared inadequate against terrorism, creating
new requirements for what became known as ‘homeland security’. The
British also accepted that they were entering a new and more dangerous
period of international affairs. It was now not safe to assume that armed
forces would no longer be needed for local defence, while the sort of
operations required to eliminate the sources of terrorist attack might be
quite different to those engaged in humanitarian missions. For these
reasons the government commissioned a ‘new chapter’ to the SDR.
Defence Secretary Geoff Hoon (Robertson had left to run NATO)
observed in the introduction how much better it would be to engage the
enemy overseas – ‘in their backyard than in ours, at a time and place of
our choosing and not theirs’. ‘But’, he added, ‘opportunities to engage
terrorist groups may be only fleeting, so we need the kind of rapidly
deployable intervention forces which were the key feature of the SDR.’15
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15 Ministry of Defence, The Strategic Defence Review: A New Chapter, Cm. 5566, July 2002.
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Blair also had a quite different sort of ally to deal with. Previously he
had been concerned about the US’s somewhat narrow definition of its
strategic interests and disinterest in global problems. Now he saw an
opportunity to get it engaged in his broader international agenda. By
standing ‘shoulder to shoulder’ as the closest ally,16 Blair hoped to gain
Washington’s attention as he argued for acquiring the greatest possible
international support for its endeavours, and to address the economic,
social and political roots of terrorism. Bush listened politely and
responded where he could, but to the extent he moved in Blair’s direction,
for example by working with the UN or addressing the Palestinian issue,
it was out of expediency as much as conviction. The conviction politi-
cians closest to him, Vice-President Richard Cheney and Secretary of
Defence Donald Rumsfeld, retained a narrower, nationalist, unilateralist
perspective.17 So when it came to dealing with the Taliban in Afghanistan,
it was Blair who published the dossier demonstrating the role of al-Qaeda
in 9/11,18 and as Taliban resistance crumbled he was pushing to get sub-
stantial ground forces into Afghanistan in order to help shape the
inevitable struggle for power on the ground. The British were regularly
frustrated with the lack of effort the Americans were putting into Afghan
reconstruction, as opposed to chasing remnants of al-Qaeda in and
around the borders with Pakistan, and when it was apparent that the
Taliban was starting to make a come-back in Helmand province in 2005
the British accepted the leadership of a NATO force designed to help the
Afghan government regain control.

The most important and fateful consequence of 9/11 was the occupa-
tion of Iraq in 2003. Unlike Bush, Blair was always careful not to argue
that Iraq was linked to al-Qaeda, but the 9/11 attacks had shifted the
balance of power within the US administration towards those who
argued that the country dare not wait for big threats to develop but
instead must nip them in the bud. While Blair might not have chosen this
moment to go after Saddam Hussein, it is a caricature to suggest that he
only did so because he was in thrall to Bush. He had already demon-
strated his willingness to take on Iraq with Desert Fox in December
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16 On 21 September 2001. See http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/1555590.stm.
17 With the exception of Paul Wolfowitz at the Pentagon, the role of ‘neo-conservatives’ has

been exaggerated. In some ways if they had been more influential it would have suited Blair as
at least they had an ambitious international agenda. In the end it was the indifference to the
broader context, despite Bush’s rhetorical flourishes, that created the most severe problems.

18 Office of the Prime Minister, ‘Responsibility for the Terrorist Atrocities in the United
States’, 11 September 2001, 4 October 2001.
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1998. The official reports on the management of intelligence information
in the period leading up to Iraq demonstrate many failings, but there has
been no suggestion that the government ever doubted the existence of
weapons of mass destruction or that there was a real problem to be
solved.19 During 2002 Blair accepted the likelihood of military action but
also believed that it was more likely to be effective if it could be sanc-
tioned by the UN. His strategy went awry as Bush decided to authorise an
American military build-up ostensibly designed to coerce Iraq but in
practice creating an artificial deadline for military action, while President
Chirac decided to campaign against the American push for war. The con-
viction with which he had campaigned on the issue gave Blair little room
for manoeuvre despite the opposition in his own party and among public
opinion. Initially the speed of the coalition victory and the overthrow of
an undoubtedly obnoxious regime provided a degree of vindication. This
was short-lived. The failure to find weapons of mass destruction, and
claims that the pre-war intelligence had been ‘sexed-up’ to justify a war
undertaken for other reasons, were damaging enough. Most damaging
was the continuation of resistance to the coalition occupation and the
failure to translate undoubted support for democracy into a stable gov-
ernment that could bring together Iraq’s divided communities. The secu-
rity situation in Iraq deteriorated catastrophically.20

For the armed forces the Iraq campaign was frustrating but not calami-
tous. During the initial operations American mistakes put forces more at
risk than Iraqi resistance. The British task was to take Basra, where they
showed patience and tactical skill, although they were as taken aback as
the Americans were in Baghdad by the looting and anarchy that followed
the collapse of the old regime. As the insurgency gathered pace they were
critical of American strategy and tactics,21 and could argue that they had
coped somewhat better in southern Iraq than the Americans had in
Baghdad. Yet the south was largely Shi’ite and so less challenging than the
American sector and the British did little to confront the militias or shape
local politics. Evidence of the unpopularity of the Iraq War in the senior
ranks of the Army came in an October 2006 interview given by General
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19 Report of the Inquiry into the Circumstances Surrounding the Death of Dr David Kelly
C.M.G. by Lord Hutton, HC 247, 28 January 1984; Chairman Lord Butler of Brockwell,
Review of Intelligence on Weapons of Mass Destruction, 14 July 2004.

20 On what went wrong two of the best books are George Packer, The Assassin’s Gate: America
in Iraq (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2005); Thomas E. Ricks, Fiasco: The
American Military Adventure in Iraq (New York: The Penguin Press, 2006).

21 Brigadier Nigel Aylwin-Foster, ‘Changing the Army for Counterinsurgency Operations’,
Military Review, November–December 2005.
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Richard Dannatt, Chief of the General Staff, when he observed that the
war ‘exacerbates the security problems for the UK’, and that ‘planning for
what happened after the initial successful war fighting phase was poor,
probably based more on optimism than sound planning’.22 By 2007 plans
were in place to reduce forces and hand over responsibility of security to
Iraqi forces.

One reason that the Army was keen to get out of Iraq was the increasing
demands of Afghanistan to push back a resurgent Taliban in the south.
This was in some ways a more challenging but also more satisfactory cam-
paign. The commitment was made without anything like the fuss sur-
rounding Iraq, which meant that public opinion was not prepared for a
tough campaign that soon involved casualties at the same rate as Iraq. By
the end of May 2007, after over five years, 150 military personnel had died
in Iraq, of which 115 were killed after hostile action. In Afghanistan, 57
died, of which 34 were the result of enemy action, the bulk after the spring
of 2006. The political case however was stronger: UN resolutions, a NATO
operation, and a legitimate government. The enemy was fortunately
strategically inept, and although tactically brave and resourceful it did not
adapt well. If anything the Taliban were more geared to regular warfare,
albeit of a rather crude sort, rather than insurgency operations. Their
boasts about the ease with which they would see off NATO forces did not
survive 2006. After initially being spread too thin, and with never enough
troops to hold on to areas retaken from the Taliban, NATO command
developed tactics for taking the war to the enemy. During the first months
of 2007 the Taliban suffered a number of reverses, including the dis-
ruption of their command structure. Military campaigns of counter-
insurgency can only create the conditions for political, economic and
social action, without which they become much more difficult, and
success here was less easy to realise. Moreover, there was an apparently
inexhaustible supply of recruits for the Taliban, many training in the inac-
cessible parts of an increasingly fragile Pakistan. The indications therefore
were that this was a long-term commitment, without any guarantee of
victory though somewhat more promising than Iraq.

Pressures on armed forces

While all this was going on the pressures were building up on the armed
forces. In part this was because of demands that the forces become in
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22 Sarah Sands, ‘Sir Richard Dannatt: A very Honest General’, Daily Mail, 12 October 2006.
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some way more socially inclusive, by tackling racism and homophobia.
These issues were managed with little fuss. More difficult was the role of
women. In terms of recruitment they were of growing importance, and
studies suggested that there was no inherent bar to effective battlefield
performance. The issue was more one of whether men and women could
work together professionally in the unusual and highly charged condi-
tions of military operations and exercises. This was not a new issue – the
Royal Navy had both sexes serving on warships for some time – and the
experience suggested the importance of clear rules if a series of scandals
were not to result. In an unfortunate incident in April 2007, a female
member of an RN boarding party abducted by the Iranians was picked
upon and coerced into writing embarrassing letters denouncing the
British role in Iraq. As she was released a report came through of two
women, along with two men, killed in Iraq, where the insurgency did not
acknowledge a front line.

The complexities of irregular and asymmetrical warfare were produc-
ing their own stresses and strains. Instant communications and a global
media meant that any lapses in discipline, such as mistreatment of pris-
oners, or just the harsher aspects of modern soldiering were soon likely to
be shared and exposed. During his brief period as Defence Secretary,
John Reid made a challenging speech at King’s College London on the
role of the media as a ‘virtual battleground’. The microscopic analysis of
behaviour this made possible was combined with a real though often
exaggerated role being played by human rights legislation in assessing the
conduct of troops. Add an enemy happy to exploit this while ‘systemati-
cally rejecting any previously accepted constraints, conventions or stan-
dards in combat’, and the result was what Reid called an ‘uneven playing
field of scrutiny’.23

A further pressure resulted from Labour’s difficulty in finding any
better ways than its predecessors to prevent the delays and cost overruns
that had long disfigured the equipment procurement process. When forces
were being used more actively this mattered more than might have been
the case in earlier times. The sheer length of these programmes meant that
even after a decade many problems were still being caused by the procure-
ment decisions of the Conservative years. The most obvious example of
this was the farce of the Bowman radio, which had failed to materialise as
commercial systems went through a number of technological generations.
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23 Speech by John Reid MP, Secretary of State for Defence, to King’s College London on
20 February 2006.
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The new Typhoon aircraft were both expensive (232 aircraft at a total bill
of around £20 billion) but of uncertain value in supporting counter-
insurgency operations. After a decade of discussion, by the time Blair left
office the proposed aircraft carriers had still not been ordered and their
fate would depend on the forthcoming comprehensive spending review.
The carriers were costed at £3.6 billion; the 150 Joint Strike Fighters that
would fly from them some £8 billion.

It was not until the 2000 Comprehensive Spending Review (CSR) that
some increases in forces were agreed.24 After 9/11 there were more argu-
ments for additional funding. In the 2002 CSR and the new chapter of the
Strategic Defence Review, agreement was given to the largest increase in
defence expenditure for two decades, with a projected increase of £3.5
billion by 2005/6. At a time of substantial increases elsewhere, real terms
annual increases of an average 1.2% per year were hardly spectacular.
Including the extra funding for Iraq and Afghanistan, spending has
remained constant at roughly around 2.5% of GDP and at around £32
billion a year plus some £1.5 billion for Iraq and Afghanistan. By 2007
however there were regular complaints about substantial underfunding,
and a lack of kit appropriate to the operations being undertaken. ‘ For
ordinary soldiers’, observed the Economist, ‘the strains are visible from
the moment they leave Britain in clapped-out Tristar jets to the moment
they reach the valleys of Afghanistan with little or no American-style
computer networking.’ 25

The decline of the Northern Ireland commitment brought some relief,
and other forms of support to the civil power, such as acting as stand-in
firemen or organising the cull of livestock to beat foot-and-mouth
disease, were only occasional. But with Iraq and Afghanistan turning into
demanding missions of long duration, the question of the stretch on
forces became more acute. To some extent this was a matter of elasticity. It
was one thing to stretch capabilities at times of particular stress if they
could ease back to a form of normality when the stress was over. The risk
was that the stretch would cause the capabilities to snap, with it becoming
progressively more difficult to recruit and retain personnel, and give those
in service proper training or time with their families. The stress was felt
particularly in the army, which tried to cope by restructuring battalions
and increased development of special forces and reserves in operational
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24 Spending Review 2000, Cm 4807 (London: TSO, 2000). CSR 2000 added almost £400
million to the previous budget for 2001/2, a 0.1% real increase rise to £23.75 billion,
growing to 0.7% in 2003/4. 25 ‘The Battle of the Budget’, The Economist, 3 May 2007.
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roles. By and large it coped, although some areas that had been hit by past
cuts, for example medical services, remained problematic.

Conclusion

In his Plymouth speech Blair professed himself struck by the contrast
between the front line and the home front. At the front the troops were
professional, with high morale and a sense of mission. Yet at home there
was anxiety. This was in part because of the pain caused by each casualty
but also because of questions of logistics, inadequate equipment or sub-
standard accommodation. ‘Any grievances, any issues to do with military
life, will be more raw, more sensitive, more prone to cause resentment.’
The absence of a victory as previously understood and the ‘propaganda of
the enemy, often quite sympathetically treated by their own media’,
would encourage the view that it’s really the West’s fault. In turn that
risked demoralising the forces, who wanted the full support of public
opinion, and not just admiration for their courage. If politicians on both
sides of the Atlantic would not so much slip into the caricature of ill-
judged adventurism but instead decide that it was ‘all too difficult and
default to an unstated, passive disengagement, that doing the right thing
slips almost unconsciously into doing the easy thing’ and the armed
forces would no longer be ‘warfighters as well as peacekeepers’, the enemy
would be emboldened and the country’s ‘reach, effect and influence qual-
itatively reduced’. The tragedy for Blair was that Iraq in particular had
reduced the country’s appetite for such a role. Polling at the end of March
2007 found majorities seeking immediate withdrawal from Iraq and
Afghanistan (barely differentiating between the missions), two thirds of
voters believing that Britain was over-extended and that it should not
‘become involved in any foreign conflict unless it is absolutely clear that it
is in Britain’s own interests to do so’.26 Events could change these percep-
tions again, but for the moment, despite Blair’s best efforts, the military
were seen as a force for national security but not a force for good.
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26 Anthony King, ‘Voters Want Britain to Scale Down World Role’, Daily Telegraph, 5 April
2007.
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