
1 

 

Paul Cairney and Sean Kippin Politics and Policymaking in the UK (BUP)  

Chapter 11 UK foreign policy: The ‘war on 

terror’ 

Chapter highlights 
1. The UK Labour government supported the US’ ‘war on terror’ following terrorist 

attacks on the US on the 9th September 2001 (9/11). 

2. The government was a key contributor to US-led wars in Afghanistan from 2001 and 

Iraq from 2003.  

3. The Iraq War prompted unusually high public protest in the UK, but without changing 

UK policy. 

4. These conflicts provide a useful way to examine UK foreign policies. 

5. Three approaches highlight key perspectives:  

• Foreign policy analysis examines how to understand international conflict. 

• The Westminster and complex government stories help to explain the central control of 

policy choices but not outcomes. 

• Critical policy analysis helps identify who wins and loses, including economic benefits 

to businesses and the harm to those involved.  

 

Introduction 
The UK Labour government made a major contribution to international conflict in the name of 

the US-led ‘war on terror’. The terrorist attacks on the US on the 9th September 2001 – 9/11 – 

prompted President George W. Bush to initiate the invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq 

in 2003. The UK government, led by Prime Minister Tony Blair, supported intervention, 

providing political and military support. These interventions prompted unusually large public 

protests. Protests against the Iraq War took place in 

over 60 countries, and over 1m people marched in 

the UK (BBC News, 2003). Protests related to 

limited UN support, scepticism about the US’ 

motives for invasion, and the UK’s questionable 

evidence to support the invasion. Much criticism 

focused on the patchy and misleading Iraq dossier 

used by the UK Government to identify ‘weapons of 

mass destruction’ (WMDs) in the hands of Iraq 

leader Saddam Hussein. These protests did not 

prompt immediate UK government policy change. 

Rather, they prompted the eventual publication of 

inquiries - the Iraq Inquiry (2009-11) and Chilcot 

Report (2016) – that criticised UK government 

Weapon of mass destruction 

(WMD). A ‘nuclear, radiological, 

chemical, biological, or other device 

that is intended to harm a large 

number of people’ (US Department 

of Homeland Security, 2022). 

Iraq dossier. An intelligence 

briefing prepared for the UK 

government, used by Blair to narrate 

the case for invasion. Not to be 

confused with another report dubbed 

the ‘dodgy dossier’. 

Intelligence. Information or 

evidence with strategic or military 

value (e.g. of a foreign threat). 
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action after the fact. Subsequently, Conservative-led governments played a different role in 

international conflict. 

We use these examples to show how governments interpret and respond to international events. 

In particular, Chilcot provides an immense amount of information on policy and policymaking 

in relation to Iraq. The Iraq War provides a useful focal point, to help analyse the modern 

history of UK foreign and defence policy and relate it to contemporary developments.  

This chapter examines these examples through three lenses: 

1. Foreign policy analysis helps to deduce how policy actors define foreign policy 

problems and seek solutions.  

2. Policy concepts and theories help to describe foreign policy in a comparable way to 

domestic policies. For example, one criticism of Blair’s leadership was that it was too 

‘Presidential’ or centralised. Yet, centralisation is not so easy, at least if policymakers 

seek control over policy outcomes.  

3. Critical policy analysis helps identify who wins and loses from these developments, 

including the perceived political benefits to foreign conflict, the economic benefits to 

arms businesses, and the harm to victims of wars. 

In the conclusion, we reflect on the extent to which foreign policy accentuates the Westminster 

and complex government stories. Does the Westminster story help to explain the ability of 

Blair to pursue a ‘Presidential’ style of policymaking? Does the complex government story 

help to explain the continuous gap between policy expectations and outcomes in foreign and 

domestic policy.  

Should we treat foreign policy as different from domestic policy?  
The study of foreign policy and state action is distinctive. It is generally pursued by 

International Relations (IR) scholars, with their own reference points and ‘established theories’, 

which are different from the mainstream policy theories we describe in Chapter 2 (McGlinchey 

et al, 2017; McConnell, 2016: 668; Brummer et al, 2020).  

Nevertheless, to analyse foreign versus domestic policy completely separately is not sensible, 

for two reasons. First, in practice, the distinction seems artificial (Brummer et al, 2020: 3). For 

example, our domestic case study chapters identify (1) responses to non-military threats to 

national security, including a global COVID-19 pandemic, climate change, and financial crisis, 

and (2) the UK’s relationships with international organisations, including the UN and EU. 

Further, wars produce high opportunity costs (the value of something that a government could 

have funded instead), including an estimated £21.3bn to fund the Afghanistan War and £8.2bn 

for the Iraq invasion (2015 prices) (Ministry of Defence, 2015; compare with the savings 

associated with ‘austerity’ in Chapter 10). Foreign affairs and defence departments also need 

to meet central targets and budget restrictions (Hall, 2013). 

Second, Morin and Paquin (2018) suggest that foreign policy analysis shares the same 

reference points as policy studies, including: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/494526/FOI2015-08279-Cost_of_the_wars_in_Iraq_and_Afghanistan.pdf
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1. What is policy? It is difficult to know what foreign policy is. A key task is to analyse official 

and unofficial sources and deduce a government’s goals (2018: 19-31). As with domestic 

analysis, it makes sense to describe foreign policies, to reflect the concentration of power in 

theory but distribution of responsibilities in practice (Williams, 2004). 

2. Policy tools. Most tools are broadly similar, from rhetoric/statements of intent and agenda 

setting, to investing in organisations, voluntary agreements, and direct intervention to coerce 

behavioural change (although ‘military intervention’ has a different meaning in domestic 

and foreign affairs) (Morin and Paquin, 2018:  39-41). 

3. Policy cycles. The policy cycle does not sum up well a complex reality (2018: 41-5). 

4. Evaluation. The measurement of policy success is highly contested (2018: 46-51). 

5. Bounded rationality and policymaker psychology. We need to understand how policymakers 

combine cognition and emotion to (a) understand policy problems, (b) estimate the impact 

of their choices, and (c) decide who to praise/blame or trust/distrust (2018: 69-91; 217-45). 

6. Agency and structure. There is a similar focus on how to conceptualise the relationships 

between key actors and their wider policymaking context (Box 2.3) (2018: 317-33). 

7. Rules and norms. Institutions prompt regular patterns of policymaking, including the formal 

rules of political systems (e.g. parliamentary or presidential systems) and the formal and 

informal rules underpinning bureaucratic managerial ‘styles’ and standard operating 

procedures (2018: 127-51; 101-19; see also Torfing, 2009; Scott and Gong, 2021). There is 

contestation to establish which norms of domestic and international behaviour should 

prevail (Morin and Paquin, 2018: 262). 

8. The unclear role of inconsistent public opinion. Policymakers may respond to their 

perception of the ‘national mood’, but can also influence public support (2018: 167-81). The 

phrase ‘rally around the flag’ can be used to explain support for war and the use of war 

metaphors to generate support for domestic policies (e.g. Chapter 6 on COVID-19). 

9. Key actors. There is a similar focus on media influence, interest groups, and the role of think 

tanks and experts (2018: 182-99). 

There are similar discussions regarding how to mainstream gender in foreign policy (2018: 

275-8) and what feminist foreign policy might look like (Aggestam et al, 2019; Scheyer and 

Kumskova, 2019; Thomson, 2020; Thomson and Clement, 2019). At the same time, foreign 

policymaking and analysis is highly gendered, including (1) the marginalisation of women in 

policymaking and analysis, and (2) the relative lack of attention to gendered violence – 

particularly sexual violence against women - during conflict (Haastrup et al, 2019). 

Third, policy theories and concepts have much to offer the study of foreign policy (see Chapters 

2 and 3). They inform any foreign policy analysis that does not rely solely on the idea of a 

single state actor or all-powerful centre of government (see Allison below), or the personality 

of policymakers (Brummer et al, 2020: 2; Dyson, 2006: 290). This wider focus includes to map 

the networks of foreign policymaking in multiple centres (Ansell and Torfig, 2019). Further, 

Joly and Richter (2022) apply punctuated equilibrium theory (PET) to show that foreign policy 

exhibits the same patterns as domestic policy change (‘many incremental and occasional 

dramatic changes’), such as in relation to ‘troop deployments, foreign aid and international 

trade’ (see Chapter 5). Similarly, the advocacy coalition framework (ACF) has been applied to 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s43508-021-00004-z
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coalition building in Israel, policy learning during war, and changes to foreign policy in relation 

to Afghanistan and Iraq (Pierce and Hicks, 2019). 

Policy Analysis: how to analyse foreign policy problems 
In IR, the term ‘foreign policy analysis’ (FPA) generally refers to what we call ‘policy studies’. 

Therefore, it is difficult to find a direct equivalent to the how to do policy analysis guides in 

Chapter 2. However, FPA shares with policy studies a focus on the ideal-types of rationality 

and the policy cycle (albeit in different ways, for different purposes). FPA might treat key 

‘steps’ of analysis or ‘stages’ of a policy cycle as follows. 

Ideal-type 1: different kinds of rational actor 

Allison (1969; 1971: 3-7; 257) describes three ways to conceptualise ‘rationality’ to explain 

the Cuban missile crisis: 

 

1. State rationality. Drawing on ‘neorealist’ IR theories to treat states or their ‘centrally 

coordinated’ national governments as if they were ‘purposive individuals’. 

2. Bounded rationality and organisations. Drawing on policy studies to identify how 

organisations address bounded rationality, such as by maintaining ‘standard operating 

procedures’ to limit attention and process information selectively. 

3. Rational individuals. Using game theory to make simple assumptions about 

individuals and consider the sum total of individual behaviour.  

When exploring the first explanation, Allison (1971: 29-30) describes four requirements of 

‘rational action’ among states seeking to maximise the gains from their choices: 

1. Defining goals and objectives. The actor is able to articulate and rank their preferences. 

2. Selecting from alternatives. They understand and choose between different ways to 

meet their goals. 

3. Predicting the consequences. They identify what outcome each choice will produce. 

Game theory. ‘The use of simple mathematical models to compare how individuals interact 

with each other when faced with different incentives in different settings’ (Cairney, 2020: 

111). In ‘axiomatic’ models, we may assume that no-one is subject to bounded rationality 

(Chapter 2). Examples include: (1) the ‘prisoner’s dilemma’, to show that people will not 

cooperate with each other even when they commit to do so, (2) the ‘chicken game’ to show 

that both sides face hefty penalties for non-cooperation, and (3) the ‘assurance game’, in which 

cooperation is likely since at least one side has an incentive to cooperate even when the other 

may not (e.g. Hindmoor, 2006: 109-11). 

Cuban missile crisis (1962). A potentially catastrophic dispute between two nuclear 

superpowers (US and USSR) about Soviet nuclear missiles in Cuba. Allison (1971: 253-4) 

used three conceptualisations to generate different perspectives to explain the crisis, as a (1) 

dispute between states acting in their own interests; (2) consequence of the standard operating 

procedures of different organisations or bureaucracies in each state; and/ or (3) process of 

bargaining and compromise between key actors in each state.  
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4. Making a choice. They make the choice most likely to produce the highest payoff in 

relation to their goals. 

At first glance, it resembles a shorter version of 5-step policy analysis (Chapter 2). However, 

it is actually Allison’s (1971: 31) discussion of comprehensively rational policymakers, which 

serves a different purpose than our approach. We treat comprehensive rationality as an ideal-

type, to compare with real-world bounded rationality. Allison describes an approach more 

common to economics and IR: identify a ‘rational actor’ with the perfect ability to deliberate 

and make choices, model/predict would they would do in each context, and compare these 

‘optimal’ outcomes with those in the real world (Farkas, 1996; Alden, 2017).  

Ideal-type 2: the modified policy cycle 

Morin and Paquin (2018: 42-4) modify the classic policy cycle (Figure 2.1) to identify notional 

stages of foreign policy analysis:  

1. Framing. Identify and define a policy problem worthy of attention. 

2. Agenda setting. Find a way to put the problem high on a policy agenda. 

3. Options. Commission bureaucracies and experts to generate feasible solutions. 

4. Decision. Follow established procedures to choose between options. 

5. Implementation. Make sure that the preferred decision is carried out. 

6. Evaluation. Engage in contestation to declare policy success or failure. 

As in Chapter 2, one reason to describe these stages is to compare them with theories that 

describe a far messier reality (2018: 44-5). In that context, we use our 5-step policy analysis 

headings to identify how policymakers could have defined and sought to address key foreign 

policy problems, to help explain what they actually did.  

Analysing the War on Terror 
We analyse the US-led ‘war on terror’ (Box 11.1) and the UK’s response. The UK government 

give military support to the invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003, and played a 

highly visible international role in coalition and support building (such as to seek UN support). 

We focus on Iraq in particular. While the US connected Afghanistan to a need to capture and 

punish the people that supported and facilitated 9/11, supporters of the Iraq invasion pointed to 

a more disparate set of reasons.  

Box 11.1: The Global War on Terror 

‘On September 11, 2001, 19 militants associated with the Islamic extremist group al 

Qaeda hijacked four airplanes and carried out suicide attacks against targets in the 

United States. Two of the planes were flown into the twin towers of the World Trade 

Center in New York City, a third plane hit the Pentagon in Arlington, Virginia, just 

outside Washington, D.C., and the fourth plane crashed in a field in Shanksville, 

Pennsylvania. Almost 3,000 people were killed during the 9/11 terrorist attacks, which 

triggered major U.S. initiatives to combat terrorism and defined the presidency of 

George W. Bush’ (History.com editors, 2022). 
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In the aftermath of 9/11, US President George W. Bush announced ‘a war against all those who 

seek to export terror, and a war against those governments that support or shelter them’ (Bush, 

2001). US allies, most prominently the UK, helped to forge an alliance against Al-Qaeda 

(Kampfner, 2004; Williams, 2005). They also described an opportunity to ‘reshape alliances in 

the Middle East’ (Kampfner, 2004: 120). In 2001, the US invaded Afghanistan to depose a 

theocratic Taliban government which had provided training and support to Al-Qaeda (Council 

on Foreign Relations, 2021). In 2002, President Bush described an ‘Axis of Evil’ encompassing 

Iraq, Iran, and North Korea. In 2003, the US led an invasion of Iraq. The War on Terror also 

included smaller military actions in the Philippines, Northern Africa, Syria, Cameroon, Yemen, 

Kashmir, Libya (whose leader, Colonel Gaddafi shared with Saddam Hussain a reputation for 

being brutal, unpredictable, and not possessing foreign diplomacy skills). President Obama 

made it official US Administration policy to no longer use the phrase War on Terror, but 

continued the US military presence in Afghanistan and Iran (McKrisken, 2013), approved the 

operation to kill al-Qaida leader Osama bin Laden in 2011, and approved conflict in Iraq and 

Syria against militant Islamist groups from 2014. 

Step 1: How could governments define foreign policy problems? 

We identify two narratives - broadly ‘for’ and ‘against’ invasion and occupation - but also US 

and UK variations on each theme. The ‘for’ case includes five main arguments: 

1. Previous airstrikes and sanctions failed to change Saddam Hussein’s behaviour 

The Iraq War in 2003 represented unfinished business. It began with action led by President 

George Bush (George W’s father) and including countries like the UK. Iraq’s 1991 invasion of 

Kuwait prompted Operation Desert Storm, to halt Iraq’s march on Kuwaiti oil fields (Finlan, 

2003; Allison, 2012) rather than regime change 

(Zunes, 2001). A President Clinton-led US also 

oversaw political and economic sanctions on Iraq 

(Alnasrawi, 2001), and subsequent airstrikes in 1998 

(Operation Desert Fox), to punish Saddam’s violations 

of UN sanctions and reflect suspicions over the nature 

of his weapons programmes (Ritchie and Rogers, 

2006). Before 9/11, President George W. Bush’s 

policy was limited to modifying the sanctions regime 

to make it more impactful on the regime, not the Iraqi 

population (CNN, 2001), and Bush had stated his opposition to US military forces being used 

for ‘nation building’ (quoted in Miller, 2010). After 9/11, the US deemed Saddam to represent 

a threat that could no longer be managed by sanctions and periodic airstrikes. 

2. Saddam’s regime will use WMDs against his own people and his enemies 

For decades, Saddam had established a reputation as a brutal dictator, using devastating 

weapons against his own people, particularly Iraq’s Kurdish minority (Human Rights Watch, 

1993; Gulmohamad, 2021). His regime deployed chemical and biological weapons – producing 

mass military and civilian deaths - during the war with Iran, 1980-88 (Leigh and Hooper, 2003; 

McNaughter, 1990; Palkki and Rubin, 2021). Further, the regime had attempted to develop 

nuclear weapons despite UN Security Council resolutions (NTI, 2022). Initially, the US and 

Operation Desert Storm. A 

military response to Iraq’s invasion 

of Kuwait. The US led a multi-

country diplomatic response to the 

invasion in August 1990. It led an 

‘air assault’ in 16 January 1991 (‘in 

line with UN Security Resolution 

678 authorizing the use of force’) 

then a ‘ground war’ in 15 February, 

lasting ‘one hundred hours’ 

(Holland, 1999: 219). 

 

 

https://www.georgewbushlibrary.gov/research/topic-guides/global-war-terror
https://www.georgewbushlibrary.gov/research/topic-guides/global-war-terror
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781315888545-2/obama-war-terrorism-rhetoric-practice-1-trevor-mccrisken
https://fpif.org/why_the_us_did_not_overthrow_saddam_hussein/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01436590120037036?casa_token=xyJybSPycBwAAAAA:ho4zFUF9c7thzKHsS4E3C-LRNcgzeXxvgpWIA9ohef3-SRpfg1weQdrizSRwVfY7gkOD-70vWJat
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9780203964545/political-road-war-iraq-nick-ritchie-paul-rogers
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9780203964545/political-road-war-iraq-nick-ritchie-paul-rogers
http://edition.cnn.com/2001/WORLD/europe/02/23/bush.blair.02/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2010/11/17/bush-on-nation-building-and-afghanistan/
https://www.hrw.org/reports/1993/iraqanfal/ANFALINT.htm
https://www.hrw.org/reports/1993/iraqanfal/ANFALINT.htm
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2003/mar/06/uk.iraq
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/447246
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10736700.2020.1795600?casa_token=pGljTpJ6f6AAAAAA%3AsoJ9s7soD3ECQrcRh368lUuWJ4q3E4w6J63WH8A0t2H2US8V8x0KvirwFPZ_MgHMVYHyhhMfboch
https://www.nti.org/countries/iraq/


7 

 

UK helped to arm Saddam’s regime, preferring his secular Ba’athist regime to the theocratic 

Iranian Islamic Republic (Tarock, 1998; Phythian, 2005). Subsequently, US policymakers 

drew on government agency (CIA and NSA) intelligence to identify the enhancement of 

Saddam’s WMDs which risked the security of the US and its allies.  

3. A US value-oriented regime would provide strategic advantage in the region. 

The US had cultivated alliances with countries in the Middle East, but most were authoritarian 

regimes that did not share its liberal democratic values. It supported dictators for strategic 

reasons – such as to suppress communist movements (Bevins, 2020), and secure oil supplies – 

while narrating a mission to spread peace, liberty, and democracy (Smith, 2012). Taking 

control of Iraq would go further, to reform Iraq’s political and economic system along US lines 

(Reynolds, 2009).  

4. Saddam is a dangerous foe of the US, and 9/11 could be the first of many attacks 

Key figures in the US Presidency - including President Dick Cheney, Defense Secretary 

Donald Rumsfeld, and his deputy Paul Wolfowitz – joined with right-wing commentators to 

accuse Saddam of supporting Al-Qaeda and representing a threat to the US (with little evidence 

- Risen, 2004; see also Dizard, 2004: 1; Chulov and Pidd, 2011). They influenced Bush during 

a time of post-9/11 trauma, prompting stories about sinister terrorists plotting to destroy the US 

(Updegraff et al, 2008; De Goede, 2008; Ricketts, 2002).  

5. Project American strength following 9/11.  

The US needs to strike back hard, to produce vivid and humiliating revenge, project military 

strength, and restore the US’ role in global order. The Afghanistan invasion was not fulfilling 

those aims (Tharoor, 2021; Draper, 2020).  

Box 11.2 Seeking UN support for the invasion of Iraq (2002-3) 

Iraq raised the issue of the ‘legality’ of foreign invasion. As with Afghanistan, President Bush 

had considered unilateral action in Iraq. The former had some UN legitimacy in relation to its 

self-defence clause, but this case was harder to make for Iraq (Chinkin and Kaldor, 2017). Bush 

agreed to the ‘UN route’ to establish the war’s legality and likely support. Key countries – 

including Russia and China - expressed strong support for the US in relation to domestic 

terrorism rather than foreign invasion (O'Loughlin et al, 2004). A first UN Security Council 

resolution in November 2002 (UNSCR1441) provided Saddam Hussein's regime with a ‘final 

opportunity to comply with its disarmament obligations’. 15 members of the UN Security 

Council voted in favour, with no abstentions or votes against. It empowered weapons inspectors 

to return to Iraq to seek evidence of WMD (after years of being denied access). They found 

minimal evidence of secret WMD capacity (without being able to ‘prove an absence’ - Thomas, 

2017: 379). The US tabled a second UN Security Council resolution to gain explicit 

authorisation for an invasion, but withdrew when it was apparent that the Council would not 

support it. As such, the war went ahead without clear authorisation.  

In that context, the legality of the Iraq War is still highly contested. At the time, the US and its 

allies - including the UK Foreign Secretary Jack Straw - argued that previous UN resolutions 

(and 1441 in particular) provided a legal basis for invasion. The UK Attorney General Peter 

Goldsmith advised the UK Cabinet that the invasion was legal (Pidd and Mullholland, 2010; 

https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/The_Superpowers_Involvement_in_the_Iran/tJVggCw553QC?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=us+support+for+iraq+during+the+iran%E2%80%93iraq+war&pg=PR9&printsec=frontcover
https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/America_s_Mission/5u-je3hFa1cC?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=US+historic+mission+to+spread+liberty+and+democracy&pg=PP1&printsec=frontcover
https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/America_Empire_of_Liberty/Vymd5iFi50EC?hl=en&gbpv=0
https://www.nytimes.com/2004/06/17/world/threats-and-responses-the-czech-connection-no-evidence-of-meeting-with-iraqi.html
https://samizdat.co/shelf/documents/2004/05.04-chalabi/chalabi.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/feb/15/curveball-iraqi-fantasist-cia-saddam
https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037/0022-3514.95.3.709
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0967010608088773?casa_token=pl2GNxuJGHAAAAAA:r3R8zg3bT01EH_uPmTLmpXewWm0v1Yw94POnM--sIHSHmE1ekUtyKuE0jeLXGML6Y7wHFVBlKYsN
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20171123123237/http:/www.iraqinquiry.org.uk/media/211047/2002-03-22-minute-ricketts-to-sofs-fco-iraq-advice-for-the-prime-minister.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2021/09/09/911-us-invasion-iraq-counterfactual/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/16/magazine/colin-powell-iraq-war.html
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/international-law-and-new-wars/selfdefence-as-a-justification-for-war-the-geopolitical-and-war-on-terror-models/9338749E5B4FB77BDB17E4CE68D4239A
https://www.jstor.org/stable/4147436
https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2010/jan/26/iraq-war-illegal-chilcot-inquiry
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Chilcot, 2016, ES: par 458). Straw argued that the UN would be weakened without a strong 

response to Iraq (Atkins, 2013: 180). However, Chilcott (2016: 486) criticised the omission of 

‘conflicting arguments’ during that process. Further, many allies – such as Germany and France 

– opposed the war (Schroeder, 2022), and General Secretary of the UN, Kofi Anann, argued 

that it was not legal (MacAskill et al, 2004). There was similar contestation to describe US-led 

action - or US foreign policy more generally – in relation to the more subjective notion of 

‘legitimacy’ (Scott and Ambler, 2007; Strong, 2017).  

The US Presidency used these frames to generate domestic and international (including UN) 

support for the invasion of Iraq (Box 11.2). It expected allies to provide strong support (Jones, 

2008; Kampfner, 2004). In particular, it expected US-UK action to reflect historic cooperation 

(during two world wars and ongoing conflict in Afghanistan – Porter, 2010).  

Opposition to the Afghanistan and Iraq Wars  

Opponents of the Iraq War included the Senator and future President Barack Obama (2002), 

former UK Foreign Secretary Robin Cook (2003), and ‘figures from all three major opposition 

parties’ in the House of Commons (Conservative, Liberal Democrat, SNP) (Knox, 2021: 174). 

Few would defend Saddam or reject claims about his use of chemical and biological weapons 

(Bloodworth, 2022). Rather, the ‘against’ case was based on a rejection of many ‘for’ claims, 

including: 

1. The link between Al-Qaeda and the Taliban (Afghanistan) or Saddam (Iraq) is not clear, 

and the US administration sought corroborating evidence for what it already ‘believed 

to be true’ (Kampfner, 2004: 168).  

2. Targeting a country for the crimes of a small number of people is disproportionate. 

3. Iraq is not a clear threat to the US or UK. 

4. It is not clear how an invasion of Iraq would fulfil US or UK aims in the long term (to 

use regime change to introduce liberal democracy). 

5. The US did not receive UN Security Council support, so its invasion would be illegal.  

There were also more general forms of opposition. First, foreign invasion is costly in terms of 

military and civilian deaths, the costs of destruction and regeneration, and the ethnic or 

sectarian tensions that it may exacerbate. Second, it represents a new and damaging form of 

imperialism by a military super power, willing to resort to violence to further its political and 

economic aims and protect its privileged position in the global order.  

The latter informed organised opposition to the invasion of Afghanistan - such as via the Stop 

the War Coalition, associated with figures such as future UK Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn – 

Extraordinary rendition. To transfer a detainee (for interrogation) to a foreign 

government. 

Guantanamo Bay. A US naval site in Cuba. One of several places to hold prisoners – 

outside of the US - for interrogation (before trying many for capitol offences).  

Both measures are associated with detaining people while depriving them of human rights 

(such as to not be tortured or detained indefinitely without trial) (Sadat, 2005; Steyn, 2004). 

These practices were also apparent in Iraq, such as in the Abu Ghraib prison. 

 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2004/sep/16/iraq.iraq
https://www.routledge.com/Public-Opinion-Legitimacy-and-Tony-Blairs-War-in-Iraq/Strong/p/book/9781138200715
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/mg595osd.14?seq=5#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/mg595osd.14?seq=5#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.newstatesman.com/comment/2021/06/george-galloway-s-disgraceful-record-shows-he-no-friend-progressives
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as well as the use of extraordinary rendition, and prisons such as Guantanamo Bay and Abu 

Ghraib (Phillips, 2008; Gillan et al, 2008; Chan and Sadran, 2006). Many protest marches 

were held against the war in Afghanistan, including 20,000 people in London in October 2001 

(Guardian, 2001). Iraq War protests were much larger, and coordinated on an international 

scale (to take place in February 2003). For example, in London alone, 1 million people marched 

against the imminent invasion, and popularised phrases such as ‘no war for oil’ and ‘Bliar’.  

What was the problem facing the UK Government and Labour Party?  

Generally, when describing its role in foreign policy, the UK Labour government emphasised 

the need to foster collective action and lead international efforts, and project strength and be 

ready to engage in conflict, while meeting ethical foreign policy principles and prioritising 

humanitarian intervention (Kettell, 2013; Gaskarth, 2013; Kitchen and Vickers, 2013; Box 

11.3). 

Specifically, the UK was already committed to an alliance with the US based on shared values 

and a strong response to the crimes of Al-Qaeda (Blair, 2001; Williams, 2005). In the wake of 

9/11, Tony Blair described standing ‘shoulder to shoulder with our American friends in this 

hour of tragedy and we, like them, will not rest until this evil is driven from our world’ (BBC 

News, 2001). The UK had already joined the US-led (then NATO-led) Coalition to invade 

Afghanistan (eventually contributing tens of thousands of troops over two decades) (Kampfner, 

2004; Sundin et al, 2011). Opposition to the Afghanistan war was relatively muted (e.g. the 

Conservative party was supportive) and largely confined to perpetual opponents of US foreign 

policy (Benn, 2001), despite the long history of failed military interventions in Afghanistan 

(Hopkirk, 1992). 

In that context, US action set the agenda for UK policy analysis in two main ways. First, to 

join the US in military action or not, rather than to help the US to decide if it should invade 

Iraq (e.g. key figures like Rumsfeld were indifferent to UK participation - Dyson, 2006: 289). 

Second, to prompt UK policymakers to make its own case for invasion, based largely on the 

US line: previous actions in Iraq have failed, Saddam aids terrorists such as Al-Qaeda, he will 

use WMDs on us and our allies, we need to project strength to our enemies, and our action in 

Iraq will have strategic, economic, and political benefits (compare with the UK portrayal of 

Iran during this period – Kitchen and Vickers, 2013). Further, if the UK were to support the 

US, it would need a strong case to contend with domestic and international condemnation, not 

least because it would take place without UN Security Council approval (Box 11.2).  

Step 2: What policy solutions were feasible? 

The UK government leadership sought to demonstrate the political feasibility of supporting the 

US-led Iraq War, focusing on its relationship with the US, how to define Iraq’s threat to the 

UK, the wider humanitarian consequences, and how to anticipate and counter political 

opposition.  

UK support is essential to maintain the ‘special relationship’ with the US 

Maintain the ‘special relationship’ with the US, as part of the UK’s ‘Atlanticist’ orientation or 

ideology, as the best way to influence US policy (Williams, 2005: 54; Thornton, 2016).  This 

relationship rests on ‘shared security interests and interlinked global economic interests’ and 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0306396808096396?casa_token=K2x5S_7lZbQAAAAA:f4n11_K6t1PRfFOaY9doOndpnYkG7a_WAiM4VNPoxDuZLKKeyB8w7TDC9k0Z0NrqBbP5J6v_8cN8
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1057/9780230596382
https://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/tblair10-02-01.htm
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.3109/09540261.2011.561303
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2001/nov/12/britainand911.afghanistan
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/blog/uk-iraq-case-study-policy-failure


10 

 

(for UK leaders) a story of British ‘brains’ and ‘wise counsel’ and American ‘brawn’ and 

‘youthful’ idealism (Porter, 2010: 355-8). US norm enforcement could easily break this 

relationship, such as when US politicians (including Bush) criticised French opposition (Fisher, 

2012). The Chilcot Report (2016, par 365) notes that the UK government was influenced by a 

‘Concern that vital areas of cooperation between the UK and the US could be damaged if the 

UK did not give the US its full support over Iraq’ and a ‘belief that the best way to influence 

US policy towards the direction preferred by the UK was to commit full and unqualified 

support, and seek to persuade from the inside’.  

The Iraq War would stop a direct threat to the UK  

Saddam’s regime is a direct threat in relation to its possession of WMDs, which it could use 

quickly to harm neighbouring countries (e.g. Israel) or supply to terrorist groups to carry out 

attacks in the UK (Kampfner, 2004: 161). Much of the political feasibility of invasion rested 

on the urgency and scale of the problem. It was summed up in the Iraq dossier, made infamous 

when Blair relayed its vague-but-powerful claim that ‘Iraq could use weapons of mass 

destruction within 45 minutes of an order’ (BBC News, 2004). In other words, the UK 

government did not make it sufficiently clear, in its published case for war, that Iraq could not 

attack the UK with WMDs in 45 minutes (Intelligence and Security Committee of Parliament, 

2003: para 83; Betts and Phythian, 2020: 124).  

Iraq intervention would produce positive humanitarian consequences 

Military interventions are driven by humanitarian ends (Box 11.3). Since 1998, Tony Blair had 

articulated a ‘doctrine of international community’ which set out the criteria for humanitarian 

intervention (Kampfner, 2004; Porter, 2017; Blair, 1999). Regular commentary related support 

for intervention to the need to oppose tyrannical or fascist regimes (Cohen, 2002; Aaronovich, 

2003; Johnson, 2006). Blair's foreign policy, before and during the Iraq crisis, rested on 

‘activist, interventionist principles’ (Dyson, 2006: 298). 

Box 11.3 Combining humanitarian intervention and neoconservative ideas 
Humanitarian intervention describes the use of military force, against the wishes of a foreign 

state, to alleviate human suffering (compare with ‘liberal interventionism’ - Honeyman, 2017 

– and R2P). This idea grew in importance from the 1990s, following the failures of Western 

countries to prevent genocide in Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia (International Criminal 

Tribunal for Rwanda, 2015; International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, 2017; 

see McCourt, 2013 on changing UK narratives).  

In that context, UK Prime Minister Tony Blair (1999) described the ‘doctrine of international 

community’ to make a general case for multilateral humanitarian intervention. Then, when 

facing likely opposition to the Iraq War, he emphasised humanitarian intervention as a primary 

reason to act (Kettell, 2013: 269). At a similar time, US neoconservatives favoured ideas which 

centred American pre-eminence, espoused unilateral force and pre-emptive attacks, and sought 

a post-Cold War era in which there was only one superpower (e.g. ‘Agenda for a New 

American Century’, 1997). This idea underpinned military build-up in general, and a specific 

sense of ‘unfinished business’ in Iraq. Proponents of each view regard the use of military force 

as inevitable and often desirable (although humanitarian narratives would also favour joint 

https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2012/04/beyond-freedom-fries-the-roots-of-american-francophobia/256253/
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2012/04/beyond-freedom-fries-the-roots-of-american-francophobia/256253/


11 

 

action supported by the UN). The lead up to the war in Iraq was fuelled by (1) neoconservative 

arguments, emphasising energy security, the need for a strategic outpost in the Arab-speaking 

world, and the post 9/11 projection of American power against a rogue state, and (2) 

humanitarian interventionist arguments, focusing on Saddam’s human rights abuses and 

deployment of WMD. 

In the UK, the legacy of the Iraq War was to undermine the use of humanitarian intervention 

alone to justify conflict. The Coalition government sought to (1) draw on this principle, but 

also (2) distance itself from Blair’s rhetoric and action, to (3) justify intervention in Libya then 

Syria as a response to the ‘Arab Spring’ (Atkins, 2018: 109). Deputy Prime Minister Nick 

Clegg narrated the role for international cooperation in the context of: Liberal Democrat 

opposition to the Iraq War, the potential ‘tragedy’ if the ‘mistakes of Iraq led to a retreat from 

the principle of liberal interventionism’, and the ‘lesson’ from Iraq that intervention needs to 

‘be multilaterally sanctioned and driven by humanitarian concerns’ (quoted in Atkins, 2018: 

112). While the Labour government was ‘reckless’, the Coalition would be ‘responsible’ (2018: 

112). In contrast to Iraq, Libyan intervention was: ‘unambiguously legal’, humanitarian, 

supported by Libya’s neighbouring countries, ‘focused on post-conflict stabilization and aid’ 

and ‘guided by clear objectives’ (2018: 113). The Commons supported action by 557 to 13 in 

2011 (2018: 118). In comparison, the rhetorical case for Syrian intervention was closer to Iraq 

(to address a brutal dictator using chemical weapons on his people), and similar political 

problems emerged, including the absence of a UN Security Council resolution to invade. The 

Commons opposed action by 285 to 272 in 2013 (2018: 118).  

Our political opponents do not have a good case against invasion 

This focus on political feasibility was necessary to counter major opposition to the Iraq War. 

First, opponents in the UK reframed the ‘special relationship’ argument, which suggests mutual 

respect and benefits, to characterise Blair as Bush’s ‘lap dog’ (Luce, 2007) and highlight the 

disastrous impact of previous uncritical UK support for US invasion (e.g. in Vietnam - 

Danchev, 2007). Second, they highlighted the potential for humanitarian disaster and sectarian 

bloodshed following the end of military intervention (Cook, 2003). Third, they described the 

poor intelligence in the Iraq dossier (Basic and Saferworld, 2003), dismissed the notion that 

Saddam posed a direct threat to the UK (HC Deb, 24 September 2002, c49), and recommended 

the UN-sanctioned push to inspect Iraq’s weapons programme. This point became the biggest 

bone of contention, with some opponents accusing UK policymakers of selling the war 

misleadingly by exaggerating the evidence of WMDs (box 11.4).  

Responsibility to Protect (R2P). An ‘international security and human rights norm which 

seeks to enhance the state’s ability to protect civilians from four mass atrocity crimes: 

genocide, crimes against humanity, ethnic cleansing and war crimes’ (UN-A UK, 2022). 

Arab Spring. A ‘series of uprisings across North Africa and the Middle East’ (Atkins, 2018: 

109) by ‘societies intent on overthrowing existing exclusionary and brutal orders’ (Sadiki, 

2015: xxxiv; for a timeline, see Al-Agha, 2015). 

 

https://www.ft.com/content/1b706386-fe22-11db-bdc7-000b5df10621
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/review-of-international-studies/article/abs/tony-blairs-vietnam-the-iraq-war-and-the-special-relationship-in-historical-perspective/AA121CA47B8DD54133995E8BA72F174D
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200203/cmselect/cmfaff/813/813we20.htm
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These reasons to oppose the Iraq War informed unusually high public protest. Indeed, the scale 

and intensity of protest (February 2003) prompted some – albeit temporary - concerns in the 

UK government that it would undermine Blair’s premiership and UK policy (Sinclair and 

Doherty, 2013). Still, the invasion began in March 2003, with the UK House of Commons 

ultimately agreeing (18 March) to contribute as the second largest member of the ‘coalition of 

the willing’ in spite of a sizeable rebellion (Kaarbo and Kenealy, 2016).   

Steps 3 and 4: comparing solutions and predicting their outcomes 
In foreign policy, steps 3 and 4 help to define the desired outcomes and assess the likelihood 

of success (while identifying high levels of uncertainty). The coalition’s desired outcomes can 

be placed under three broad headings – find the WMD, create a democratic Iraq, and gain 

strategic advantage – and were accompanied by optimistic stories of likely success. 

Depose Saddam and find and secure Iraq’s WMDs  

The US and UK governments sought to disarm Saddam’s regime, but their references to WMDs 

were vague. This ambiguity was noted by Chilcot (2016, ES, par 517), describing the 

‘Tendency to refer in public statements only to Iraq’s “weapons of mass destruction” without 

addressing their nature (the type of warhead and whether they were battlefield or strategic 

weapons systems) or how they might be used (as a last resort against invading military forces 

or as a weapon of terror to threaten civilian populations in other countries)’. They exaggerated 

the idea that Saddam had ‘a credible device capable of being delivered against a strategic city 

target’ (Robin Cook’s resignation speech, HC, 17 Mar 2003, Column 727). 

Create a democratic Iraq 

The UK government avoided describing regime change as a legal justification for war (its 

Attorney General had ruled it out), which left three legal bases: self-defence, humanitarian 

intervention, or UN Security Council authorisation (Betts and Phythian, 2020: 169). The US 

was not constrained in the same manner, and the administration talked openly about replacing 

Saddam with an interim US-led Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) before transitioning 

quickly to holding elections (likely producing majority Shiite rule) while prohibiting the Ba’ath 

Party (which had run Iraq for decades). The Coalition described an aim to invade, occupy, 

replace the Iraqi regime, and leave the Iraqis to revel in their newfound freedom.  

Ensure that Iraq becomes a useful strategic outpost 

The aim was to ensure a US-friendly regime which shared Western liberal democratic values 

and secured US security and economic interests (including access to Iraq’s oil reserves and 

government contracts – Halperin, 2011). A normative preference for democracy and freedom 

from state oppression (Bush, 2002) combined with a belief that ‘that people who are free and 

prosperous do not fly airplanes into skyscrapers’ (Heinrich, 2015: 6). Proponents of the 

invasion argued that a democratic ally in the Middle East could make it (1) easier to resolve 

the Israel-Palestine conflict, and (2) encourage other country reforms based on Iraq’s positive 

experience (Indyk, 2003; Jewish Chronicle, 2016; The Guardian; 2005). These aspirations were 

shared by the UK Government: a February 2003 government paper argued that ‘a successful 

mission means winning the peace as well as the war’ and an essential part of change would be 

a liberal, ‘free market economy’ (Thomas, 2017: 381). 

https://www.e-ir.info/pdf/54555
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The UK had additional objectives fuelled by optimistic expectations. First, to strengthen the 

‘special relationship’ with overt support and covert joint action (Chilcot, 2016: ES para 372; 

Porter, 2010; Gaskarth, 2014; Williams, 2004; Dunn, 2008). Second, to influence US action: 

discouraging an emotional unilateral response to 9/11 in favour of rational international 

cooperation (Porter, 2010: 360; Kampfner, 2004; Dyson, 2006). Blair had faith in his ability to 

translate a good personal relationship with Bush into UK influence (Kampfner, 2004: 128), and 

the US’s pursuit of UN approval is one tangible example (perhaps the only one – Cook, 2004: 

298). Chilcot (2016: 15) recognises this strategy, but is less positive about Blair’s influence. 

Other accounts described being side-lined or unable to navigate the US administration’s 

policymaking (Straw, 2013) 

Step 5: make a recommendation to maximize success 
Foreign policy analysis compares the idea of maximizing the benefits of choices versus the 

actual outcomes. In this case, did the Iraq invasion achieve its stated aims? First, the US-led 

coalition succeeded in deposing Saddam after one month of initial conflict (Saddam was then 

caught by US forces in 2005 and executed after trial by the new Iraqi government), but not in 

finding WMDs (Beaumont et al, 2003; Wilson and Plesch, 2021). By April 2005, the CIA 

stated that their search had ‘gone as far as feasible’ without success (Datta, 2005), while key 

sources eventually admitted the fabrication of evidence of WMDs (Churlow and Pidd, 2011).  

Second, over subsequent months and years, the CPA faced violent insurgency, from Al Qaeda 

then Da’esh. Estimates of – mostly civilian - casualties range from 100,000 to over 2 million 

(Iraq Body Count, 2022; Benjamin and Davies, 2018). A key element was the aim of the CPA 

to achieve ‘de-Baathification’: to bar Iraqis who had ranked in the highest four tiers of the 

Ba’ath Party from government work, and disband the Iraqi Army and build a new one (Pfiffner, 

2010). This approach enabled a stronger insurgency, able to recruit from a pool of trained 

soldiers and disaffected young people (Zinn, 2016).  

Third, this conflict undermined the planned transition to a multi-party, multi-faith democracy 

and market economy (Constitution of Iraq, 2005; Abdullah et al, 2018). The new Iraqi 

government was a close ally of the West, but became an ineffective government beset by 

corruption (Abdullah et al, 2018; Hamilton, 2020; Abdullah, 2018; Hamourtziadou, 2021). 

This reputation would sow the seeds for the Islamic State in the Levant (aka ISIS, ISIL, or 

Da’esh) which would latterly control huge swathes of Iraq’s territory (Tucker-Jones, 2018).  

Fourth, the special relationship remained strong. Fifth, Blair sought to use it engage Bush in 

the Israel-Palestine peace process (Kampfner, 2004: 213). However, the Blair-Bush 

relationship was temporary and its effect was rather muted (Henke, 2018; Dunn, 2008). Further, 

Bush and Blair eventually left office with damaged reputations (the reputations of intelligence 

services also suffered - Kippin, 2018; Dobson, 2019). For example, support for the US - 

associated with ‘global wave of sympathy ... after 9/11’ (Hinnebusch, 2007: 26) – diminished, 

which undermined alliance building for future interventions (Burns, 2011). Bush’s successor, 

President Barack Obama, was elected on a promise of ending the Iraq War and withdrawing 

troops from the country. Blair was replaced by Gordon Brown, who had supported the invasion 

but was keen to extricate the UK from an increasingly politically damaging situation. Iraq 

https://academic.oup.com/ia/article-abstract/84/6/1131/2417094
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2003/jun/15/iraq
https://theconversation.com/three-decades-on-heres-what-weve-learned-about-the-effectiveness-of-un-weapons-inspections-in-iraq-156880
https://www.nbcnews.com/id/wbna7634313
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/feb/15/curveball-iraqi-fantasist-cia-saddam
https://pfiffner.gmu.edu/files/pdfs/Articles/CPA%20Orders,%20Iraq%20PDF.pdf
https://pfiffner.gmu.edu/files/pdfs/Articles/CPA%20Orders,%20Iraq%20PDF.pdf
https://www.inquiriesjournal.com/article-images/j14/i76/original.pdf#page=80
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00263206.2018.1444607
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/104086/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00263206.2018.1444607
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/north-africa-west-asia/from-invasion-to-failed-state-iraqs-democratic-disillusionment/
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=FfrLDwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PT6&dq=war+against+daesh&ots=FfCcLj7DzH&sig=s1-R5bcNoNeOfrF524sWCC0yDrw
https://academic.oup.com/ia/article-abstract/84/6/1131/2417094
https://www.belfercenter.org/publication/iraq-war-damaged-us-credibility
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would be left as a country marked by internal displacement, widespread destruction and 

violence, and a government beset by corruption and cronyism. It would also continue to host 

the radicalism that the invasion ostensibly sought to prevent (Harrow, 2010; Looney, 2008). 

Box 11.4 The politicisation of UK foreign intelligence 
The ‘politicisation’ of intelligence refers to the contestation to (1) prioritise some forms of 

evidence over others, and (2) interpret or use valuable evidence selectively. It includes 

reinterpreting intelligence reports to support an existing preference (Coletta, 2018; Bar Joseph, 

2013; compare with ‘policy based evidence’ – Cairney, 2019a).  For example, New Labour and 

Blair’s team already had a reputation for news ‘spin’ (Mughan, 2000) and prioritising the 

‘presentation phase’ of foreign policy (Williams, 2004: 929). Further, some commentators 

argued that UK policymakers and their special advisers (including Downing Street Director of 

Communications Alastair Campbell) manipulated the presentation of intelligence to exaggerate 

the threat of WMDs (Aldrich, 2005: 74). Most famously, BBC journalist Andrew Gilligan  (29 

May – The Guardian, 2003) described a source complaining that the Iraq dossier was 

‘transformed in the week before it was published to make it sexier’. Then, Dr David Kelly died 

(by suicide) on 17 July, after being identified by UK government actors as Gilligan’s key 

source. On the 18th, the Secretary of State for Constitutional Affairs commissioned Lord Hutton 

‘urgently to conduct an investigation into the circumstances surrounding the death of Dr Kelly’ 

(Hutton Report, 2004: 1). 

Formal inquiries did not uphold allegations regarding the misrepresentation or manipulation 

of evidence (Hutton, 2004: 319-20). Indeed, there was a consensus amongst Western 

intelligence agencies that the Iraqi regime probably had weapons that would leave it in breach 

of UN Security Council resolutions, (CNN, 2005). Rather, inquiries identify an attempt to sell 

the war, including narrating the evidence dramatically and simplistically to make ‘the  best  

possible  case’ and amplify the threat of WMD (Aldrich, 2005: 74; 2015; Humphreys, 2005; 

Phythian, 2005: 129-30). The Butler Report (2004) criticised the government for downplaying 

the degree of uncertainty and ambiguity in intelligence gathering, and for its contribution to 

the highly misleading ’45 minute claim’ (2004: 125-7). The Chilcot Report (2016) was critical 

of Blair’s tendency to narrate intelligence rather than draw directly from reports (Thomas, 

2017: 376; Betts and Pythian, 2018: 166).  

Analysing foreign policy as public policy: relating the Iraq War to 

Westminster and complex government stories 
Chilcot (2016) provides a remarkably detailed account of UK foreign policymaking in relation 

to Iraq. It helps us to generate lessons for future policy analysis and explore key aspects of the 

Westminster and complex government stories. In particular, foreign policy is characterised by 

unusually high centralisation, in which a small number of powerful actors make choices that 

are less subject to routine forms of collective decision-making and accountability. It 

contributed to the charge that Blair sought a more ‘Presidential’ form of policymaking 

(Hennessy, 2005: 10). These accounts emphasise his tendency to take important decisions from 

Number 10 Downing Street without the full consultation, agreement, or knowledge of key 

governmental bodies, institutions, individuals, and organisations. Still, the complex 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/45084609
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13533310802059032?casa_token=GwHEfdCpfS0AAAAA%3AmyQk7Uf_mpSNjb1NvCPrSoGn6M0SW7zcVvx2XyGFW4fzJ1_nIYOB7E2RDmCAt5KC0qwVMkpQaJZ_
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2003/jul/09/Iraqandthemedia.bbc
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government story helps to highlight the actors and factors that either pushed back against 

extreme centralisation or caused a gap between the centre’s expectations and actual outcomes.  

The Westminster story and Blair’s Presidentialism 
In a UK context, ‘Presidential’ policymaking describes centralising power within the core 

executive, the marginalisation of Cabinet, and ‘railroading’ decisions through Parliament 

(Helms, 2005; Kettell, 2013). Several factors contributed to the idea that Blair sought this 

policy style in foreign affairs: 

1. Blair’s perception of a personal mandate. From 1997, Blair enjoyed landslide Labour 

victories in general elections, giving him a misleading sense of personal ‘mandate’ from 

the voting public.  Blair also had high authority in the Labour party (Hennessy, 2005; 

Kippin, 2019; Fielding, 2002; Straw, 2013), which had a parliamentary majority of 170 

in 1997 and 167 in 2001 (falling to 66 in 2005, his last election). 

2. Blair’s self-confidence. He projected a ‘high belief in his ability to control events’ and 

‘a high need for power’ (Dyson, 2006: 290),  

3. Blair’s insular style in government. His style was ‘overly secretive, ad hoc, informal, 

and susceptible to groupthink’ (Williams, 2004: 917).  

4. Blair’s love of spin. He and his communications team sought to influence the media 

agenda, partly by making him the face of policy. 

5. The absence of a Brown counterweight. The equally powerful role of Chancellor 

Gordon Brown in domestic policy was not as relevant in foreign affairs. 

The accumulation of power in 10 Downing Street  

Blair concentrated power in 10 Downing Street by appointing many advisors, establishing new 

policy units and a communications hub, and circumventing established patterns of decision-

making (Hennessy, 2005; Barber, 2018). Blair was the first Prime Minister to formally grant 

Special Advisers the authority to direct civil servants (Foley, 2008: 61). He appointed foreign 

policy advisers - such as David Manning - who reported directly to him, were vested with a 

greater degree of trust and responsibility than their Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) 

colleagues, and conducted unofficial diplomatic missions on Blair’s behalf (Kampfner, 2004: 

174). During the Iraq War, his Chief of Staff Jonathan Powell and Director of Communications 

Alistair Campbell enjoyed highly significant roles in influencing policy and ensuring Blair’s 

preferences were heard (Campbell, 2007; Chilcot, 2016). Further, Blair’s growing international 

profile emboldened him and his advisers to act with less reference to FCO rules (Kampfner, 

2004: 117; 211), and he would ‘make no apology for having a strong centre’ when dealing with 

urgent foreign crises (Kettell, 2013: 268). 

The side-lining of Cabinet and other bodies  

Blair was accused of diminishing the role of Cabinet as a deliberative body headed by the Prime 

Minister as ‘first amongst equals’ (Richards and Smith, 2006). He preferred short formal 

meetings preceded by informal agreements (Dyson, 2006; Short, 2005; Williams, 2004; 

compare with Gamble, 1994; Daddow, 2013: 115 on Thatcher and other leaders). UK 

policymaking was often carried out by an ‘inner inner circle’ (Dyson, 2006: 301). Blair’s 

informality was described as ‘sofa government’ (Williams, 2004: 916). It was characterised by 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13876980600971151?casa_token=PY6d1E1G3gkAAAAA:BVTWvfib2t3bEqDJYsYq4ymOa5VBn_uTCwjhgRvrCET6Pll_o1v-korQ29RPcm1ibmJpooN8BoJ2
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‘informality and circumspection’ and a reliance on ad-hoc meetings of relevant ministers and 

advisers (Hennessy, 2005; Williams, 2004). Cabinet sub-committees - the traditional ‘engine 

room’ of British government - were used, but often informally (Aldrich, 2005). 

These tendencies were pronounced in foreign affairs, where (1) bilateral relationships between 

leaders or Foreign ministers are common (Kampfner, 2004; Straw, 2013; Brummer et al, 2020) 

and (2) the ‘involvement of Prime Ministers in international summitry’ increased at the expense 

of traditional bureaucratic diplomatic relationships (Helms, 2005: 431). Bush and Blair held 

many bilateral meetings prior to the decision to invade Iraq (Dimbleby, 2021. One such 

meeting took place in Bush’s ranch in Texas, where Blair gave Bush a commitment that the 

UK would join the US invasion of Iraq. Chilcot (2016: par. 409). criticised Blair for not 

agreeing a position with Cabinet prior to this summit (Kampfner, 2004: 169-171). While Blair 

and senior colleagues narrated a strong role for Cabinet, Betts and Pythian (2018: 56) describe 

few opportunities for Cabinet to debate the issues, and ministers deferential to Blair (see also 

Thomas, 2017; Straw, 2013). The former Cabinet Secretary Lord Turner described Blair’s way 

of working as ‘I like to move fast. I don’t want to spend a lot of time in kind of conflict 

resolution, and, therefore, I will get the people who will make this thing move quickly and 

efficiently’ (Chilcot, 2018, ES: par 401).  

Railroading Parliament  

Labour’s majority was so large that only a major rebellion and unified opposition by the other 

parties could produce a parliamentary defeat. Its leadership allegedly ‘used Parliament as a 

rubber stamp’ (Russell, 2015). Traditionally, in foreign affairs, there was not a clear 

expectation that the government would seek parliamentary consent on troop deployments and 

the Prime Minister could use ‘Royal Prerogative Powers’ to declare war (Mills, 2018; Kaarbo 

and Kenealy, 2016; Strong, 2015). Indeed, prior to the Afghanistan invasion, ‘there was no 

debate, or vote, on a substantive government motion relating to the deployment of British 

forces into Afghanistan’ (Mills, 2018: 15). Further, there were only two Cabinet meetings held 

between 9/11 and troop deployment, and ‘both were devoid of debate’ (Kampfner, 2004: 129). 

However, in the case of Iraq, Parliament was granted a vote - and an effective veto - over the 

decision to deploy troops (which set expectations for future conflicts). Indeed, Alastair 

Campbell’s diaries confirm that a lost vote would have likely triggered a Prime Ministerial 

resignation (Sinclair and Doherty, 2013).  

Blair and the Labour Party  

The Labour party has many fora for policy debate, but were often subsumed into Blair’s 

leadership. The party was subject to a ‘rolling managerial coup’ (Minkin, 2011) which saw 

Blair’s will permeate institutions such as the National Executive Committee, the National 

Policy Forum, and the Labour Party conference (Schnapper, 2015: 11). Many MPs were loyal 

in exchange for ministerial positions, including a new class of ‘professional politicians’ who 

were often former Special Advisers (Allen, 2013; Kippin, 2019). While MPs as a whole voted 

to back the war, a majority of non ‘payroll vote’ Labour MPs (i.e. those without a Ministerial 

or ‘Parliamentary Private Secretary’ positions) voted against. The decision to proceed was 

reliant on Conservative Party MPs who, under the ‘hawkish’ leadership of Iain Duncan Smith, 

were forthright in their support for the US post-9/11 agenda (Tempest, 2003).  

https://link.chtbl.com/CuMN_OQT
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-7166/
https://academic.oup.com/pa/article/66/4/685/1400970
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2003/feb/26/foreignpolicy.uk2
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These factors contribute to the sense that the decision of the UK Government to invade Iraq is 

associated primarily with one man (Dyson, 2006: 289). Schnapper (2015: 3) summarises this 

mainstream perception of Blair’s leadership style in foreign affairs:  

‘Important decisions were taken by him with a small group of people involving a few 

Ministers and advisers, rarely in the full Cabinet meetings ... They were then ‘sold’ by 

the Prime Minister himself through a highly effective communications machine led by 

Alastair Campbell to both his party and the public at large’. 

Is Presidentialism an accurate description? 

That said, Blair was recommending action that ‘enjoyed support or sympathy from within the 

Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC), the SIS, the Cabinet Office, the lion’s share of print media, 

most of the government, and almost all of the Conservative opposition’ (Porter, 2018: 41). We 

could produce a different narrative based on the involvement of other actors, including: 

• Parliament voted to approve the Iraq invasion (aided by opposition Conservative Party 

votes). 

• Downing Street and other staff made the presentational case, coordinating intelligence, 

and monitoring combat and occupation phases. 

• FCO staff engaged in intense negotiations with the US State Department.  

• Ministry of Defence staff coordinated troop deployments with US counterparts. 

• The powerful Chancellor and Treasury estimated the cost of war, and made no visible 

moves to block it  (Brummer et al, 2020: 2; Cornish and Dorman, 2009; Neville, 2001). 

Further, elite supporters of the invasion were joined by a sizeable proportion of the public who, 

for a time, were minded to give the benefit of the doubt to the government’s depiction of events 

and rationale for invasion (Strong, 2017). They were supported by an influential network of 

foreign policy activists, often with strong links to the US neoconservatives. Other UK political 

activists, commentators, and bloggers, supported the invasion for humanitarian reasons. In 

other words, the beliefs that underpinned the war were held far more widely than just in 10 

Downing Street. Indeed, Roberts (2017: 385), describes a generally felt public feeling ‘that it 

would be problematic to blame everything on one person when many people had been involved 

in the chain of events leading to war even when a particular misstep is associated strongly with 

one particular individual’.  

The complex government story and policy failure 
Generally speaking, there is a big difference between a Prime Minister (1) trying to centralise 

the power to make key choices versus (2) enjoying a full understanding of the policy problem 

and control over wider processes and outcomes. Indeed, Bevir and Rhodes (2006: 97-8) show 

that ‘Even as journalists, political scientists and practitioners tell tales of a Blair presidency, so 

they continue to recognize many limitations to Blair’s ability to get his own way’. Rather than 

being a ‘Napoleonic’ figure, he faced routine problems of governance (Chapter 3) and was 

‘perpetually involved in negotiations and diplomacy with a host of other politicians, officials 

and citizens. … as just one actor among many interdependent ones in the networks that criss-

cross Whitehall, Westminster and beyond’ (2016: 98). Indeed, the Blair government’s 

emphasis on ‘joined-up government’ recognises this reliance on others to make its policy work 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/002200940103600404?casa_token=tUK06Kl4s0kAAAAA:gHm9GKOyZD9OrJVCEIEAPrmv6thmter3zVSoSLVrBnRkDeifmTbVkvyZ9cYRI0XGegpA1nghmpSH
https://weblearn.ox.ac.uk/access/content/user/1044/China%20International%20Strategy%20Review%202016%20publ%20May-Jun%202018%20-%20AR%20on%20UK%20_%20Use%20of%20Force%20in%20Iraq.pdf
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(2016: 107). Usually, this story identifies the countervailing power of Brown or other ministers 

(2016: 98-100). Further, they describe the fact that governments set strategy but rely on many 

other actors to (1) inform them about the nature of problems and likely impact of solutions, and 

(2) deliver their preferred policies (2016: 100-1). While many commentators draw on the 

Westminster model to narrate their story, they accept the limits of complex government: ‘The 

tales of presidentialism are a smoke screen that upholds Westminster fictions but behind which 

we find a widespread acceptance of the governance story’ (2006: 105).  

In the case of Iraq, Blair’s limits include a failure to ‘persuade international leaders on the case 

for war’, or prevent ministerial resignations, MP rebellion, and mass protest (2006: 101-2). 

Further, senior policymakers and intelligence agencies lacked full information on: Iraq’s 

weapons programme and stockpile; links between the Saddam regime and Al-Qaeda; and, the 

likely consequences of military action. Nor could it know Iraq’s capabilities compared to 

potentially more powerful states such as ‘Libya, North Korea, or Iran’ (Betts and Pythian, 2018: 

166).  

In that context, many of Chilcot’s recommendations highlight this gap in understanding and 

influence, which we can relate to bounded rationality and policymaking complexity, both of 

which contributed to profound policy failure. 

Recommendation: challenge groupthink based on sincere but unhelpful beliefs 

Chilcott does not conclude that Blair’s government acted 

cynically. Rather, it highlights the danger of groupthink and not 

subjecting beliefs (e.g. ‘that Saddam Hussein’s regime retained 

chemical and biological warfare capabilities’) to proper scrutiny 

and debate (2016: 55-61). There should be standard operating 

procedures to subject beliefs to challenge (such as in Cabinet 

committees), consider evidence and legal advice properly, and 

put less pressure on key bodies to find evidence to justify action (see also Aldrich, 2005: 76; 

Grube and Killick, 2021; Williams, 2004: 920).  

Recommendation: avoid action based on hubris or inflated expectations of influence 

The lesson from the ‘UN route’ (Box 11.2) for UK Prime Ministers is that you might think that 

you can form a coalition to temper the actions of the US, but you actually reinforce US action 

and can’t find a good way out. Wider discussion with colleagues may have helped to anticipate 

this problem (Chilcot, 2016: 112; see also Mazarr, 2007; Lander, 2004: 486; Daddow and 

Schnapper, 2013; Williams, 2005: 36). 

Recommendation: to avoid policy failure, ensure better planning for the long term 

consequences of war 

The US did not have a good plan for Iraq beyond regime change. Its Department of Defense 

disregarded State Department planning, partly on the expectation that the war would be quick 

and simple (O’Hanlon, 2005). The UK government was peripheral to its planning, and not well-

prepared when consulted. Then, when the war exacerbated problems in Iraq, there was little 

proper deliberation on how to respond, plus growing differences between US/UK strategy on 

providing more or fewer troops (Chilcot, 2016: 78-108; the Blair-led government rejected these 

arguments at the time – Kettell, 2013: 270).   

Groupthink. When ‘a 

group reaches a hasty or 

premature consensus and 

then becomes closed to 

outside ideas’ 

(Houghton, 2008: 185). 

 

 



19 

 

Chilcot (2016: 109 onwards) discusses policy failure according to different indicators. We can 

relate them to three categories of policy success (Box 5.3; Marsh and McConnell, 2010: 571): 

1. Political. Will this policy boost my re-election chances? The Iraq War became 

unpopular in the UK: ‘support for the missions is low, their perceived success is poor 

and there is evidence of cynicism regarding the motives in Iraq’, producing ‘doubts 

over the truthfulness of government sources’ (Gribble et al, 2015: 141). 

2. Process. Will it be straightforward to legitimise and maintain support for this policy? 

The decision to invade was controversial, failed to achieve direct authorisation in the 

UN, and was unpopular with several key allies. Public perceptions of the Iraq War 

undermined the UK government’s ability to intervene in future conflicts (2015: 141). 

3. Programmatic. Will it achieve its stated objectives and produce beneficial outcomes if 

implemented? Saddam was deposed, and an elected Iraqi government was established, 

but the invasion failed to live up to wider expectations. No WMDs or weapons 

programmes were found. The huge death toll, prolonged occupation, and exacerbated 

regional instability, suggest a serious miscalculation by policymakers.  

 

Many commentators drew on the fiction of Blair’s presidentialism to suggest that Chilcot was 

particularly damning of Blair. The range of commentary was remarkable, from identifying his 

mistakes in judgement to labelling him a war criminal. Rather, the general lesson from Chilcot 

is that government action is driven by value judgements, hope, and unrealistic expectations 

based on an inflated idea of the power of UK Prime Ministers (Cairney, 2016). While these 

lessons from Iraq came in the form of a major report in 2016, the UK’s chaotic withdrawal 

from Afghanistan in 2021 provided far more vivid messages of failure (Box 11.5) 

Box 11.5 The chaotic US and UK withdrawal from Afghanistan in 2021 
UK combat operations in Afghanistan began in 2001 and ended in 2014, when the occupying 

Coalition sought to transfer responsibility for security to the Afghan military. NATO forces 

maintained a strong presence while the deposed Taliban movement fought to regain control of 

the country.  

A deal between the Taliban and the US (led by President Trump and inherited by President 

Biden) was agreed in 2020, and committed the latter to reduce its troop presence ‘from 13,000 

to 8,600 and withdraw from five military bases within 135 days (with proportionate decreases 

in allied force levels) and withdraw all its forces by 1 May 2021’ (Mills, 2021). The UK, under 

NATO’s umbrella, followed suit. In return, the Taleban stated that Afghan territory would not 

be used to engage in terrorism or threaten the US and its allies. The deal also paved the way 

for (ill-fated) negotiations between the Taliban and the Afghan government.  

The troop withdrawal triggered Taliban advances. The final withdrawal of all UK forces, 

government employees, and other citizens was described the Foreign Affairs Select Committee 

(2021) as a ‘disaster and a betrayal of our allies that will damage the UK's interests for years 

to come’. It described a failure to (1) ‘shape or respond to Washington’s decision to withdraw’, 

(2), ‘predict the speed of the Taliban’s takeover’, or (3) produce a ‘plan for evacuating Afghans 

who supported the UK mission, without being directly employed by the UK Government, 
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despite knowing 18 months before the collapse of Afghanistan that an evacuation might be 

necessary’. The evacuation of eligible Afghans were highly chaotic, with tens of thousands 

waiting to be processed in the hope of gaining a flight out of the country. Following the 

withdrawal, the Taliban quickly regained control of the country, with the Coalition-supported 

government toppled quickly. The overall impression is of a UK government with minimal 

influence on US-led policy and a limited ability to respond well to foreign events. 

Critical Policy Analysis: who won and lost? 
While it took one month to depose Saddam Hussain, US and UK troops were engaged in 

combat operations in Iraq for over 6 years (they ended officially in November 2009), followed 

by a far longer period of partial occupation, then a return to combat operations – against the 

Islamic State – that only ended in 2021 (with some troops remaining, to help Iraqi troops). As 

the war unfolded, it became clear that the US-led Coalition’s success would not be guaranteed, 

despite the triumphalist rhetoric (Cockburn, 2003). The initial phases saw relative calm, but 

the disbandment of the Iraqi Army and Ba’ath Party triggered mass violence (Zinn, 2016). This 

period was marked by rival Shia and Sunni sectarian violence, and saw US and UK forces 

fighting a rearguard action to retain control (Abdo, 2017). In 2007, the US Administration 

sought to increase its control with a ‘surge’ of troops (Marsh, 2012) prior to large scale 

withdrawal. The emergence of Al-Qaeda in Iraq prompted more prolonged involvement 

(Faulkner and Gray, 2014; Hassan, 2018). The group ISIS/ISIL/Dae’sh emerged in the years 

following the invasion, and latterly controlled large swathes of Iraqi territory, carrying out 

countless atrocities, prior to their evisceration by a military coalition including the UK (Wilson 

Centre, 2019). 

Who suffered? 

Key figures may be disproportionately responsible for these policy failures, but receive a 

disproportionately low share of the negative consequences. For example, Blair and Bush left 

office with damaged reputations, but their fate is almost insignificant compared to those of 

millions of people in Iraq. First, approximately 200,000 civilians died from direct war related 

violence caused by the U.S., its allies, the Iraqi military and police, and opposition forces from 

the time of the invasion until October 2019 (Costs of War, 2021a). Second, the invasion 

‘displaced approximately 1 in 25 Iraqis from their homes, with fighting connected with the 

Islamic State contributing to additional displacement. As of 2020, 9.2 million Iraqis are 

internally displaced or refugees abroad’ (Costs of War, 2021b). Third, the US and its allies led 

a systematic programme of detention and torture (Greenberg et al, 2005; Human Rights Watch, 

2022), and the apparently routine humiliation of prisoners by US troops became well known 

(e.g. after the ‘notorious’ case of a photo from Abu Ghraib – Zalewski, 2010: 33). 

Fourth, the high extent of ‘rape and sexual exploitation in war’ – primarily against women - is 

harder to document, partly because it has historically been: 

• ‘systematically disregarded … as war atrocities and crimes’ (Hynes, 2004: 432) 

• tolerated (rape) or encouraged (sexual exploitation) by governments and army leaders 

(2004: 432), as well as private contractors stationed in Iraq (Farr, 2009: 13) 

https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/commentators/patrick-cockburn-all-this-military-triumphalism-ignored-the-disastrous-reality-of-postwar-iraq-106751.html
http://www.inquiriesjournal.com/articles/1415/consequences-of-iraqi-de-baathification
https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/The_New_Sectarianism/4gY1DQAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=shia+sunni+violence+iraq&pg=PP1&printsec=frontcover
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0095327X11415492?casa_token=PEbAI9oFtzMAAAAA%3AtB1sGC3JLlOJHUAkeus_-2DZ9DZOH2QKZh6TRqbnm6Y64h4dTf2oEWMjiMZ8inzm312-JNwa8T4H
https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&profile=ehost&scope=site&authtype=crawler&jrnl=1944222X&AN=94733129&h=RPKqyi8zNFFgWQO9lOx2PmD0gdnzqziQt6j7Vif8XWxb%2BlOMNRVNCyYfBdo%2FRx6PeOVQyibU5JssTUTnAA27Qg%3D%3D&crl=c&casa_token=f2izZD27Fn0AAAAA:9sP98x2C-JFnEcn90eXWdXeP24DO56FkymxhQ6uQIl1Giln7RAUL81UHIghUpM-zU3poqj0Lkh59Wg
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2018/11/isis-origins-anbari-zarqawi/577030/
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/timeline-the-rise-spread-and-fall-the-islamic-state
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/timeline-the-rise-spread-and-fall-the-islamic-state
https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/costs/human/civilians/iraqi
https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/costs/human/refugees/iraqi#:~:text=Key%20Findings,internally%20displaced%20or%20refugees%20abroad.
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=fVD8aTISzD4C&oi=fnd&pg=PR11&dq=Abu+Ghraib&ots=e-R62ssxj0&sig=Nz-8Yk4ewfU6gU0bXHVm2kW8XNA
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/01/09/20-years-us-torture-and-counting
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/01/09/20-years-us-torture-and-counting
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• downplayed by invading governments, since sexual violence by ‘the good guys’ would 

undermine ‘the official war story that the war on terror will liberate Afghan and Iraqi 

women’ (Hunt, 2010: 120). Indeed, the ‘presumption of innocence’ was a more general 

feature of UK government policy in relation to alleged war crimes (including unlawful 

killings, torture, and violence against children - Butchard, 2021; Baldwin, 2020; Kettell, 

2013: 272). 

Fifth, 179 UK armed service personnel were killed on duty, and many more were injured 

physically (Overton et al 2020) and mentally (Mark et al, 2018; Stevelink et al (2018). 

Who benefitted? 

Most accounts of the ‘winners’ highlight the usual beneficiaries of war: large corporations, 

arms suppliers and dealers, and mercenaries (although see Gulmohamad, 2021 on high Kurdish 

support for the ‘liberation’ of Iraq, and treatment of Bush and Blair as heroes). First, the 

opportunity to access oil wealth was not the primary motive of governments (Meirang, 2016), 

but still allowed oil companies to profit. Indeed, the UK government lobbied its US 

counterparts to ensure ‘a fair slice of the action for UK companies in a post-Saddam Iraq’ 

(Bignell, 2011; see also Thompson, 2021 for a history of the role of oil in Western economies). 

Second, prior to the Iraq conflict, the UK Government had committed itself to a new ‘ethical 

foreign policy’, including to reverse its policy to encourage the sale of arms from UK based 

companies to regimes which were known to have breached human rights (Cook, 1997; 

Chandler, 2003; Kampfner, 2004). One such regime was Iraq under Sadam Hussein (Stothard, 

2011, Cook, 1995), which meant that arms dealers benefited from sales to both sides of the 

conflict. Third, Overton et al (2018) report that the UK Government has spent ‘approximately 

£50m annually’ on mercenary companies, with the worldwide sector estimated to be worth up 

to £275bn per year.  

Conclusion 
Foreign policy and policymaking clearly has distinctive elements, and tends to be studied more 

through the lens of IR than policy theories. Yet, a strong distinction between foreign and 

domestic affairs would be artificial because almost every problem analysed in this book has 

domestic and international elements, including the pandemics and extreme environmental 

events that pose a high threat to human health and security. Further, foreign policy analysis is 

conducive to the analytical tools that we employ in other chapters, such as to ask: what is 

policy, what tools do governments prefer, how do they address high uncertainty and ambiguity, 

how do they deal with their limited control of policymaking and their wider policy 

environment, and can we declare the outcome to be a success or failure? In that context, many 

examples of foreign policy represent extreme cases of a general pattern of UK policymaking. 

In particular, the long period of Blair-led Labour government accentuates key aspects of the 

Westminster and complex government stories.  

The decision to play a key part in the Iraq War exemplifies Blair’s apparent pursuit of a 

‘Presidential’ style of policymaking. Generally, Blair combined self-confidence and his 

perception of a personal electoral mandate with centralisation, informal and insular 

policymaking, control over a high parliamentary majority, and media ‘spin’ to project high 

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/uk-war-crimes-in-iraq-the-icc-prosecutors-report/
https://aoav.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/For-all-was-Lost-latest.pdf
https://theconversation.com/increase-in-ptsd-among-uk-veterans-who-served-in-afghanistan-and-iraq-new-research-104284
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6429255/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09636412.2016.1171968?casa_token=IjxtDkcHTGwAAAAA%3AAr_C0wB7XnR_PEHPbrnMj6z53OWvPAudZUTRXPZolYqrOss0mo8JCThjGaRgs03jKjRGzGjhV3U7
https://www.theguardian.com/world/1997/may/12/indonesia.ethicalforeignpolicy
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1111/1467-856X.00108?casa_token=D6imEp0m3DwAAAAA%3AqOs11btJ0_E3_7bM0VEY357tTSv6l9wU_VCpnqlhKo9DA11k53ERuFVkhjci9AFUU-XAGH2kH7CC
https://www.ft.com/content/52add2c4-30b4-11e1-9436-00144feabdc0
https://www.ft.com/content/52add2c4-30b4-11e1-9436-00144feabdc0
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personal and government control over key choices. Specifically, he sought to boost and use his 

international status and reputation to play a key role in US-led conflict, in which key decisions 

were made in bilateral discussions between country leaders. He did so while maintaining 

secrecy and restricting consultation to a small team at the heart of government, and narrating a 

secret intelligence-led case for Iraq invasion, to project a policy based on urgency, importance, 

and his own personal conviction regarding humanitarian intervention. That said, he failed to 

convince the UN, his own party’s MPs, and a large proportion of the public of that case. 

Consequently, when the Iraq War looked increasingly like a political and policy failure, most 

commentary laid most blame at the feet of Blair. 

The Iraq War also accentuates the complex government story, to explain the continuous gap 

between policy expectations and outcomes in foreign policy. Prime Ministers may project a 

sense of control over policy, but are subject to three main limitations. First, they are responding 

to events outside of their control, and their knowledge of the problem and the likely impact of 

their responses, is profoundly limited. The Iraq War shows that, at no point, did the Blair 

government really have an accurate picture of the strategic context. Second, they do not get 

what they wanted on their own. Rather, Blair relied on many government departments to 

coordinate intelligence gathering and policy cooperation with the US, cross-party cooperation 

to secure a vote in favour of invasion, and tabloid media support to help boost public confidence 

in Blair’s policy. Third, Blair clearly had minimal control over key events and policy outcomes. 

This limitation began with a failure to convince enough UN actors of the case for invasion. It 

then continued when it became clear that the WMD-fuelled case for invasion was misleading, 

the removal of Saddam solved one problem but exacerbated others, the invasion produced 

massive death, sexual assault, displacement, and turmoil for years, and the outcome was chaotic 

rather than the result of careful planning. Put simply, this outcome could not possibly be what 

a rational government leader would hope for when making the case for intervention.  

The ‘war on terror’ also produced a longer UK foreign policy legacy. First, negative lessons 

informed subsequent discussions of the UK role in foreign conflict, to make an allegedly 

different case for intervention in Libya in 2011, fail to make the case to invade Syria in 2013, 

then play a ‘non-lethal training and capacity building’ role in 2015 before ‘supplying defensive 

lethal weaponry’ to help Ukraine defend itself from Russian invasion from 2021 (Mills, 2022). 

Second, the UK military has been more or less active in Afghanistan and Iraq until 2021, and 

its departure from Afghanistan was particularly chaotic (Box 11.5). These experiences remind 

the UK government that it may control its foreign policy, but it is not in control of foreign 

affairs.   
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