CHAPTER 17: THE MISTAKE HEARD ROUND THE WORLD: IRAQ AND THE BLAIR LEGACY
DAVID COATES AND JOEL KRIEGER
It was Enoch Powell who once said that all political careers end in failure. Tony Blair’s would certainly appear to have done so. Once hailed as the outstanding Labour leader of his generation, Blair is now widely reviled in the very circles that once treated him as their golden boy; and that change of fortune and standing is normally linked to one thing more than any other – his decision in March 2003 to be George Bush’s leading ally in the invasion of Iraq. Both at the time and subsequently, that decision was widely questioned; and because it was, it now needs to be both fully understood and clearly explained.

The decision to join the United States in a ‘pre-emptive’ invasion against the regime of Saddam Hussein was certainly questioned at the time, not least because the requirement for a pre-emptive war, an imminent threat, was absent. Behind the scenes in Westminster, cabinet colleagues were uneasy, with many urging caution (Cook, 2003, pp. 285-325). On the floor of the House of Commons, Blair twice faced large-scale rebellions on the issue by backbench Labour MPs. On the streets of London, and in other capital cities around the world, millions protested the folly, even the immorality, of the move on the eve of the invasion itself. In the chancelleries of Europe, powerful voices spoke in favor of delay; and at the UN, the second resolution that Blair sought so diligently as cover for the invasion simply failed to materialize. In the wake of the invasion, the doubts if anything intensified. The intelligence on which the war preparations had ostensibly been based turned out to be defective. There were no weapons of mass destruction. The terrorist threat that invasion was supposed to nullify grew stronger by virtue of the invasion itself; and came directly to UK cities in bombings in 2005 and again in 2007. The post-invasion death toll on coalition forces and Iraqi civilians alike turned out to be on a scale that none of the proponents of invasion ever contemplated; and that part of Iraq that UK soldiers ‘liberated’ proved so vulnerable to sectarian fighting and the ruthless imposition of Islamic law that UK troops were eventually discreetly withdrawn by Blair’s successor as prime minister (Mahmoud, O’Kane & Black, 2007). By 2007, the International Crisis Group was reporting that “relentless attacks against British troops had driven them off the streets and into increasingly secluded compounds”, leaving the streets of Basra “controlled by militias, seemingly more powerful and unconstrained than before” (Fidler, 2007, p. 9).  Eventually, and in the face of overwhelming evidence of this kind, even Tony Blair himself was ultimately obliged to concede to Sir David Frost on Al-Jazeera, reluctantly no doubt, that intervention in Iraq had been ‘pretty much of a disaster’ (Branigan, 2006, p. 7).
So the questions remain – why did he do it; and what consequences follow from the fact that he did?

THE RUSH TO WAR

Why did he do it? At the most obvious level, Tony Blair ordered British troops into Iraq because he made a profound error of judgment. He was ‘trapped’ into war by the intelligence he chose to believe and by the arguments he made on the basis of that intelligence. There was serious error in the evidence used to justify invasion. Of that there can no longer be any serious doubt. Saddam Hussein had no weapons of mass destruction. Nor was he seeking them. He also, of course, had no connection to the events of 9/11: though to his credit, Blair was always clear that Hussein did not. The Bush Administration invaded Iraq for a myriad of real and imaginary reasons loosely packaged together as a response to the attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, but the Blair Government would not have gone along for the ride had they not been convinced by the claim central to that packaging: namely that Saddam Hussein had and was developing weapons of mass destruction (Coates and Krieger, 2004: 128—9). So the failure to find any such weapons underscores the scale of the error that Blair made. He, like Bush, then subsequently defended his decision to invade by shifting blame: insisting that his decision to invade was based on the best intelligence available at the time. But Blair, unlike Bush, was told ahead of time that the intelligence which drove him to war was highly problematic. Blair chose to ignore that warning. He was even accused of ‘sexing up’ the data by which mobilization for war was justified; and he was certainly warned of the dangers inherent in the rush to war on which the White House was insisting in the early months of 2003. There were also errors of timing and execution as well as of basic strategy: errors about when and how to invade that were not made in a moment, but errors that were seen coming, warned against and argued about, but made nonetheless. 

So why was Tony Blair so resistant to the warnings that the intelligence was problematic and the rush to war too rapid? In the most immediate sense, the answer lies in the public role that he by then had adopted for himself and by which he was then widely recognized on the international stage. Blair took the UK into war because by the time the decision was finalized, he was trapped by the logic of his own earlier positions. He took the UK to war in March 2003 because he had talked himself (and his government colleagues) into a corner from which they not escape without an intolerable loss of face. Blair talked the UK into a premature war with the Iraqi dictatorship, and held to his position because, at the 11th hour, hubris overtook judgment. 

In the immediate run-up to the invasion, the leading UK players – Jack Straw no less than Tony Blair – became victims of their own prior rhetoric. They both signed on to the Bush formulation of the post 9/11 problem – that the world faced a war on terrorism. They both signed on to the ‘axis of evil’ formulation of the world’s current dangers. Indeed Blair argued publicly in April 2002 (at George Bush’s ranch in Crawford Texas, of all places) that there were certain regimes in the world that were just too dangerous to be left in place, and that it was essential that the international community take action to contain or remove them. By early 2003 Blair then reached the moment that he spent the rest of 2002 trying to avoid or postpone. He reached the moment at which the dilemma written into the linkage he established at Crawford could be avoided no longer – the moment, that is, when the condemned regimes were still in existence but the multilateral coalition to remove them was not. 

How then to jump? Had the status of the regime been changed by the absence of an international will to remove it? No, it had not. Was the regime too dangerous to leave in place? Blair was on record as saying so, and saying so repeatedly. So the case for unilateral action won, as it were, by default. Blair did not want to act without UN backing, but he could not get that backing; and he had argued himself into a corner in which inaction against the regimes being criticized was no longer a possibility. Jack Straw saw the danger too, and at the eleventh hour tried to persuade Tony Blair to stop short of full military deployment when invasion was proposed but
 threatened resignation when invasion was proposed but UN backing was blocked by the prospect of a French veto (Kampfner, 2003: 303
) . But he too in the end chose to bite the bullet, locked into a military adventure for which he had little appetite by the sheer force of the saber rattling that he and his leader had done so effectively in the months preceding the invasion.

The UK went to war against Iraq alongside the US in 2003 because its Prime Minister had attempted to recreate the anti-Taliban coalition against a different enemy − Saddam Hussein − and had failed. Tony Blair took the UK to war because by then his public statements had locked him into a confrontation with Iraq from which he could not escape without cost. He could not escape without bolstering the self-confidence of the Iraqi regime that both he and Bush claimed was so dangerous. He could not escape without imperiling the ‘special relationship’ with the US to which, after 9/11, he had given unique priority. In that sense, the UK went to war in a comedy of errors, locked into a sequence of events that its prime minister had worked hard to avoid. Blair ended up where he had no particular wish to be: second-in-command of a ragbag coalition of third-rate nations. Such a view is fully in line with Robin Cook’s suggestion, in his diaries, that by the time war became inevitable, Blair was ‘genuinely puzzled as to how he had got himself into his present dilemma’. It was Cook’s judgment that Blair ‘had never expected to find himself ordering British troops into war without UN backing’, particularly given that by then − again in Cook’s judgment
, the Prime Minister did not believe any longer in the veracity of the claim, made by his own government as late as September 2002, in a much maligned dossier, that Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction that could be deployed within 45 minutes. (Cook, 2003, p. 320 and p. 312) ‘I am certain,’ Cook wrote, that ‘the real reason he went to war was that he found it easier to resist the public opinion of Britain than he did the request of the President of the United States’ (Hoge, 2003).

TRAPPED BY HIS OWN LOGIC

So why: why was a Labour UK prime minister who was ideologically so different from a Republican president more willing to appease Washington neo-conservatives than to listen to his own backbenchers? Following David Runciman, we can see a space for a psychological element in the overall explanation of why Blair went to war; and following Steve Kettell, we can also see a space for a constitutional dimension to the explanation. Neither psychological nor institutional explanations suffice; but both contributed critical elements to an explanation that might.

There is room here for some sense of Blair the man (Runciman, 2006, pp. 40-53). By 2003 Blair the world statesman clearly expected to play big leadership roles, and actively enjoyed the playing. He had practiced such a role on the world stage at least twice already, in Kosovo and in Afghanistan. He had also practiced it at home endlessly, both before and after 1997, taking and winning one political gamble after another. Iraq was, from this perspective, simply more of the same. Blair imposed himself on the Bush people in 2001 because he wanted a leadership role post 9/11, and though they had initially not known what to do with him, by 2003 the Bush Administration had drawn him into their inner circle, using him as their main global commercial traveler. After all, Blair did ‘sincerity’ well – far better than Bush – persuading others with the fluency of his argument because of his capacity, in the moment, to persuade himself. Then, when more traditional Labourites threw up their hands in horror at New Labour’s intimacy with so conservative a Republican Administration, Blair’s own hubris kicked in, reinforcing his commitment to the relationship and the invasion the more that both were challenged. He had shown people before. He would show them again. Leadership was about getting ahead of the curve. Iraq was simply the next curve. A different prime minister, with the same options, would have played it more cautiously, but Blair did not. He became trapped by the logic of what he had already said, all the more trapped because it was a logic of his own choosing.

Once trapped in this fashion, Blair could then not easily be blocked in the pursuit of the policy to which that step-lock gave rise. Steve Kettell is entirely correct to argue this: given the patronage and power that modern Prime Ministers now enjoy, once Blair had set his Iraq policy in train, it was very hard, indeed
, close to impossible for anyone to stop him (Kettell, 2006, pp. 178-9) The UK state does have a serious democratic deficit, especially in relation to foreign policy: too few checks and balances, too limited a notion of representation, too great an enthusiasm for strong leadership. Yet too much cannot be made of this in relation to the invasion of Iraq, because in this case at least, Parliament did vote. It actually voted twice –26 February and 18 March 2003 – and on each occasion Blair’s policy decision prevailed. It prevailed because Labour placemen/women in government voted with the Conservatives against the Liberal Democrats and the Labour left. The responsibility for agenda setting may have been Blair’s – the product of his own psychology and hubris – but the responsibility for its underwriting by Parliament was not solely his. That responsibility he shared with Labour MPs and with cabinet colleagues. Too many Labour Members of Parliament swallowed their doubts, and no doubt their consciences, to keep their jobs on the eve of invasion and war. Only Robin Cook resigned. Even Clare Short initially did not. The invasion of Iraq tells us therefore about more than Blair the man:  or even about Blair the dominant prime minister, though it does tell us much about both. It also tells us about the careerism and mindset of vast sections of an entire parliamentary party, a party still in power as we write. Blair may have gone, but that mindset most definitely has not, which is why, in probing for the long-term consequences on British politics of the invasion of Iraq, there is no escaping an examination of the mindset that made that invasion possible.

BLAIR’S MINDSET

So what was that mindset, and what role did that play in the taking of this awesome and ultimately flawed decision? There is both an immediate and a deeper answer to questions of that kind.

There is an immediate answer, one focused on the Prime Minister’s attitude to the United States.  The immediate answer to why Tony Blair went to war alongside George W. Bush is that Blair decided that UK national interests required that he remain standing ‘shoulder to shoulder’ with the United States in a context in which the US and UK were already standing ‘shoulder to shoulder’ in the policing of Iraq’s no-fly zones. There is a sense in which invading Iraq simply required Tony Blair to go on doing what he had done when Bill Clinton was President, and what an earlier Conservative Prime Minister had agreed with an earlier Bush President: being America’s staunchest ally in dealing with an apparently intractable problem. Blair was simply doing what other UK Prime Ministers had done before him: not Harold Wilson in relation to Vietnam, but Attlee in relation to Korea and Thatcher and Major in relation to the first Gulf War (Dumbrell, 2006). What Blair added was his own determination to ‘hug them close’ in Peter Riddell’s telling term: to get even nearer to the Americans in their moment of geopolitical isolation than he had when the bulk of the international community had stood with America in the immediate aftermath of the attacks on 9/11(Riddell, 2004). 

The clearest documentation of this determination to stay so close to the Americans that you couldn’t slip a cigarette paper between the two governments appears in Peter Stothard’s 30 Days, where he reports the existence of a list of points on the London-Washington-Baghdad interplay, drawn up in September 2002 by the Prime Minister, ‘to which he and his aides would regularly return’. The list is worth reproducing in full (Stothard, 2004, p. 87).
· ‘Saddam Hussein’s past aggression, present support for terrorism and future ambitions made him a clear threat to his enemies. He was not the only goal, but he was a threat nonetheless.

· The United States and Britain were among his enemies.

· The people of the United States, still angered by the 11 September attacks, still sensing unfinished business from the first Gulf War twelve years before, would support a war on Iraq.

· Gulf War 2 – President George W Bush vs Saddam Hussein – would happen whatever anyone else said or did. 

· The people of Britain, continental Europe and most of the rest of the world would not even begin to support a war unless they had a say through the United Nations.

· It would be more damaging to long-term world peace and security if the Americans alone defeated Saddam Hussein than if they had international support to do so.’  
The list is a truly remarkable one, and one little commented upon in other analyses of Blair’s rush to war. If true, it tells us that even in September 2002 Tony Blair was resigned to the inevitability of war with Iraq.  It also demonstrates Blair’s determination to stay with the Americans, and to hold them to a multilateral politics in the build up to war. But if that was the Blair intention, it was one that singularly failed: and then the list also indicates the choice that the Prime Minister had eventually to face. Which point in the list was to be the breaker for Blair: the penultimate one or the final one? Events proved that it was the final one that prevailed. As Martin Kettle put it, the list shows that in the end Britain ‘went to war to keep on the right side of Washington’ (Coates & Krieger, 2004, p. 96).
That Blair was writing lists of this kind, in the midst of a growing international crisis in which he was a major player, tells us something else as well. It tells us that Blair, like Labour Prime Ministers before him, found himself comfortable playing this inflated global role, maintaining a world position as close as possible, despite diminished great power status, to that enjoyed by previous prime ministers in the heyday of the UK’s imperial past. Blair often described the invasion of Iraq as the new century’s first ‘third way’ war; but in truth, for the UK at least, it was not. It was a throwback to an older – actually Old Labour as well as old Conservative – imperial use of UK military power. It was the shadow of imperialism that made it easy for Blair to invade Iraq. Rearranging other people’s political furniture is what imperialist powers do best, and what British arms have done many times. Understanding why Blair went into Iraq also involves understanding that New Labour in power had not made a fundamental rupture with ways of thinking that stretch back more that a century.  As we said in Blair’s War, ‘if the speed and ease with which New Labour went to war in Iraq without a UN mandate makes one thing clear, it is this: that the intellectual furniture of Victorian imperialism still remains a presence in the mindset of the existing leadership of the Labour Party…a furniture that,’ in our view, ‘long ago should have been thrown out and burnt’ (Coates and Krieger, 2004, p. 124). 

A LEGACY OF EMPIRE
So at a deeper level, Blair’s decision to invade Iraq, like similar foreign policy decisions made by many of his predecessors, was anchored in the overall worldview that he, like they, brought to the totality of the policy agenda. Blair’s role, and that of his ministers, must be grasped as the natural outgrowth of their general understanding of the world they faced around them, a general understanding that gave an underlying unity to the thrust of their entire domestic and foreign policy. A full explanation of the rush to war with Iraq is therefore impossible without an analysis of the origin of those more general understandings. 

It is our contention that they have to be understood as the outgrowth of legacies left in the mindsets of contemporary Labour leaders by the worldviews prevalent in the minds of previous generations of Labour Party leaders (on this more generally, see Coates 2002); and that in consequence New Labour in 2003 was not as new as it liked to claim. Its general analysis of the world, and of the role of the use of force in advancing UK interests, had new emphases and inflections, but it also carried within it large elements of the imperialist and Atlanticist proclivities left behind by the thinking and practice of Labour leaders in the past. It was this fusion of those new inflections and old legacies that hold the ultimate key to why Blair made Bush’s war his war too, despite the large moral and geopolitical divide that separated the two war leaders. 

Students of British Labour (ourselves included) have too often in the past separated domestic and foreign policy as objects of analysis. To understand Blair’s move to Basra, we have to bring those separate studies together by developing some general models of Labour politics through which to isolate the manner in which foreign and domestic policy necessarily originate together.  In Blair’s War we developed four such models, organized in a 2-by-2 matrix. To understand how New Labour took the UK to the invasion of Iraq, it is necessary to see how (1) a Traditional Labour model was challenged historically by (2) a Left-Labour alternative, and how the legacies of that political confrontation left Blair with a new choice: between (3) New Labour’s post-1997, pre-9/11 adherence to an expansive view of global interdependence, humanitarian intervention and debt relief  (what we call Offensive Multlateralism) and (4) a post-9/11 New Labour understanding of the world that generates a foreign policy scarred by residues of imperialism and Atlanticism, and yet still insists on resolute multilateralism,  now recast by Blair’s new post-9/11 mentality – what we call Defiant Internationalism.  The four frameworks may be summarized as follows:

Framework #1 -- British Labourism: Traditional Foreign Policy
Promote the British state and its national interests, above class and party, by an active defense of imperial and commercial interests, and the effective management of a balance of power in Europe.  Britain’s role as an offshore balancer of Europe and as a Great Power to be enhanced by a dedicated commitment to an Atlantic Alliance and a robust participation in NATO.  Britain’s international status and security require the commitment to a global military capability and the willingness to use force, backed by the full triad of conventional, tactical nuclear, and strategic nuclear weapons.

Framework #2 -- British Labourism: The Socialist Foreign Policy Critique

Promote the advance of socialism and the advance of the left within the Labour Party by insisting that foreign and domestic policy are integrally and organically connected by a set of core principles: internationalism; international-working class solidarity, anti-capitalism, and anti-militarism.  Britain’s foreign policy and security interests to be best advanced by the projection abroad of clear ethical principles for the conduct of foreign policy, a commitment to third force neutralism and the building of multilateral institutions, a rejection of nuclear options and support for unilateral nuclear disarmament.

Framework #3 -- New Labour I: Offensive Multilateralism.

Harness the forces of globalization and the practical realities of interdependence to advance internationalism, multilateralism, and cooperation in the economic, environmental, and security dimensions of foreign affairs.  When necessary, advance humanitarian policy through resolute military means consonant with the doctrine of international community and to advance the strategic goal of enhancing Britain’s global power and prestige. Engage the questions of debt reduction and institutional reform that are required to secure the aims of human rights, democratic governance, and security.

Framework #4 -- New Labour II: Defiant Internationalism.

Rewrite foreign policy to meet the security threats of the post 9/11 order. The democratic preferences of nation and party—and the commitment to strengthen and reform the United Nations and especially the Security Council—must give way to the “war on terrorism”.  Whatever differences that may develop between the UK and US (regarding the role of the Security Council, the linkage of the Israeli-Palestine conflict to the War in Iraq, the best mix of instruments to be used in fighting terrorism, the role of the United Nations in post-war  peacebuilding and so on) all must be subordinated to the Anglo-American alliance.  War in Iraq is justified by the WMD threats of the Saddam Hussein regime as well as its record of horrific human rights abuses and defiance of the United Nations.  British national interests and values are best advanced by its unique partnership with the United States.

Pre 9/11 foreign policy thinking within the Labour Party had settled at Framework 3. There seemed to be general recognition in governing circles in Tony Blair’s New Labour Party that the great power unilateralism of Framework 1 had to be abandoned, and that the ethical concerns of Framework 2 were now best pursued through multilateral institutions set in a globalized world. New Labour, pre 9/11, was acutely focused on globalization, the thread that pulled together the domestic and international dimensions of its core governing project. Globalization justified (and made necessary) the abandonment of old-style Labourism both domestically and abroad. It forced the shift from Keynesianism to new growth theory and it compelled a distinctive reading of foreign policy imperatives. Interdependence was the order of the day; and Blair was in the forefront of the design of new principles of foreign policy appropriate to it. His much-cited Chicago speech in the midst of the Kosovo crisis is entirely germane here: containing as it did his argument for multilateral interventionism. In Chicago Blair argued that isolationism was no longer an option once financial insecurity in Asia destroyed jobs from Chicago to his own constituency in County Durham, and conflict in the Balkans caused refugees in Germany as well as the United States. In Chicago, he extolled the ‘impulse towards interdependence’ and the ‘new doctrine of international community’ which he characterized as ‘the explicit recognition that today more than ever before, we are mutually dependent, that national interest is to a significant extent governed by international collaboration and that we need a clear and coherent debate as to the direction this doctrine takes us in each field of international endeavor’ (Blair, 1999).

Above all, Blair made very clear in the 1999 Chicago address that New Labour’s governing model—as well as its guiding ethical principles—cut both ways, in domestic as well as foreign affairs. ‘Community’ was the normative glue that held together the domestic and foreign policy components of Blair’s New Labour project, facilitating a distinctive blend of individuality (recast in the international realm as national interest), and the interdependence that he considered to be the core of socialism. So, in Chicago, Blair insisted: 
We are witnessing the beginnings of a new doctrine of international community….Just as within domestic politics, the notion of community—the belief that partnership and co-operation are essential to advance self-interest—is coming into its own; so it needs to find its international echo. Global financial markets, the global environment, global security and disarmament issues: none of these can be solved without intense co-operation (Blair, 1999).
In this speech, on the eve of NATO’s fiftieth anniversary, Blair noted the ‘danger of letting wherever CNN roves be the cattle prod to take a global conflict seriously,’ and argued instead for a sustained effort to advance ‘the principles of the doctrine of international community and…the institutions that deliver them’.  Without specifying the relevant principles in great detail, Blair used the experience underway in Kosovo to lay out five tests against which the international community should use to determine whether or not to intervene in the internal affairs of a sovereign state:

first, are we sure of our case….second, have we exhausted all diplomatic options….third…are there military operations we can sensibly and prudently undertake….fourth, are we prepared for the long term….And finally, do we have national interests involved? (Blair, 1999)

These were clearly Framework 3 principles. But Blair’s hyper-active response to the events of 9-11 changed all that. The attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, and the loss of lives that ensued, took Blair back to his own version of Framework 1, and so on to Framework 4. Blair responded to the attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon by morphing New Labour’s offensive multilateralism into that we might call defiant internationalism. It was a mindset in which stridency of purpose took precedence over width of support.  It was a mindset characterized by a ‘go for broke’ risk-taking strategy to advance British interests and maximize national power, and paradoxically to do so in a world where nation-states were seen as having far less power than before. It was a mindset that enabled Tony Blair to enthusiastically join America’s unilaterally designed and implemented war in Iraq, while simultaneously justifying that war by appeals to the international community, to the demands of interdependence, and to a commitment to multilateral institutions, all of which have been damaged, perhaps irretrievably, by the actions thus justified. In 2003, and at whatever the cost, Blair was content to play Robin to Bush’s Batman, fighting masked villains as loyal underling in the dynamic duo: defying the international community, the nation, and the party as he did so. His defiance was the product, we believe, of this fourth mind-set.
WILL THE LESSONS BE LEARNED?

The logic of the argument thus far is that the lesson of the Iraq debacle is this: that New Labour needs to return to its emerging third mindset – the one we term offensive multilateralism – and to break decisively with both the defiant internationalism of the Blair stance, and with the supine subordination to the dictates of Washington to which it has succumbed. Blair used his last major foreign policy speech as prime minister to advocate a prolonged UK role in both ‘war fighting and peacekeeping’, and to set his face against a retreat into peacekeeping alone (Blair, 2007). Whether that will indeed be the role pursued by Gordon Brown’s government or by subsequent Labour or Conservative governments is now the pressing issue of the day.  

With the transition from Blair to Brown, the signs of a return to a more principled multilateralism were initially favorable. The appointment of David Miliband as Foreign Secretary handed the Foreign Office to the party’s most powerful young intellectual; and that of Mark Malloch-Brown, as Minister for Africa, Asia and the United Nations, brought into the center of decision-making in London an outspoken critic of the war in Iraq and a UN insider with a robust reform agenda (Brown, 2008). On taking office, David Miliband immediately wrote of his desire to make the UK again ‘a global hub for discussion and decision-making about the great economic, social and political questions we face’ (Miliband 2007); and he spoke openly at the Labour Party conference in 2007 of ‘moving on’ beyond Iraq, promising a second wave of New Labour foreign policy that implicitly conceded flaws in the design and execution of the first wave. Mark Malloch-Brown was at times equally innovative: denying the need for the US and UK to be ‘joined at the hip’, and talking in January 2008 of the likelihood of an inquiry soon into the circumstances that led the UK into war. 

But if there has been realignment of this kind, so far it has been marginal and incremental at best. Brown was at pains on his first visit to Camp David as Prime Minister in July 2007 to reassure his American hosts of the UK’s continuing commitment to the alliance between them. The body language may have been less warm, but the message was not. On the contrary, the new Prime Minister went out of his way to hail and celebrate the relationship with America as the most important bilateral one the UK possessed; and both Mark Malloch-Brown and Douglas Alexander were quickly brought to heel for speeches that implied otherwise. Those who hope to find a signal that the UK will create a space for disagreement with the US were obliged to take solace in an apparent breach with the US on Security Council reform. In April 2008, a week before Brown’s second US visit, the British broke with the Americans, and backed a proposal tabled by Germany for expanded membership (Brown had previously announced support for India’s permanent membership on the Security Council while on a visit to India in January, 2008, a position also supported by Cameron). But when the prime minister arrived in Washington, no recalibration in UK-US relations was in evidence. The American President greeted Brown as a ‘good friend’ with whom George W. Bush claimed ‘a special personal relationship’ (BBC News, 2008).

Whether all this means that the invasion of Iraq was not only a mistake, but a singular one, remains an open question, as it must. Our sense however is that in foreign as in domestic policy, New Labour under new leadership is currently talking a slightly different language than that commonplace under Blair, but is not acting or positioning itself very differently from a government in which, after all, most of its key figures were themselves junior members. The inflections have modestly shifted, but the mindset has not.  Tony Blair may have gone from the international scene, but in foreign policy as well as in domestic policy, Blairism as a policy stance remains the dominant political orientation.

That said, things are more fluid now in the realm of UK foreign policy than for a decade past. With a new American administration coming into place in January 2009, the pull from Washington may tug London in a direction that will be more compatible with a foreign policy focused on multilateralism, development, and global governance reform initiatives.  Moreover, given Brown’s travails, it is all the more important to look to the other side of the political aisle, to David Cameron and the Conservatives, to assess the medium and long term legacies of Blair’s war in Iraq. Here, as well, to the limited extent that we can usefully describe foreign policy directions for a future Conservative government that may never take office, reappraisal rather than rupture, and a heavy dose of path dependency, seem the order of the day. Cameron, like Brown, projects a deep commitment to the UK’s special relationship with Washington. But he also argues explicitly (what Brown and his foreign policy team imply) that the UK must distance itself from the kind of slavish submission to Washington that Blair adopted.  

That makes this precisely the time for the UK to consider a genuinely different foreign policy: one grounded in the historic mission of the Labour Party (or of a multilateralist and forward looking Conservative party), mindful of both the strategic and the ethical lessons that can be drawn from the war in Iraq, cognizant of the dangers of unchallenged American power, and willing to reconsider the principles and policies that should orient Britain’s global role. 

If this process is occurring, as it appears to be, then there is reason for cautious optimism that, in time, Blair’s war in Iraq may legitimately be viewed as a mistake, and one not to be repeated. We’ll know this is the case if and when the UK’s traditional imperialist predilections and great power yearnings have been sufficiently downsized and reformed that development goals, climate change, and patient and purposeful diplomacy drive the foreign policy agenda—and UK-US relations remain close, but subject to public and private disagreement, no more special than UK-India relations or UK-EU relations, an important but not a unique arena for the UK to be a leading force for good in the world.
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