A foreign policy for the 17th century

Bilateralism made sense four centuries ago – strange then for William Hague to make it a strategy for a networked world
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Since the election of Britain's Conservative-Lib Dem coalition, the focus of attention has been on the measures deemed necessary to bring down the government's debt. By comparison, little has been written about their foreign policy priorities.

An exception to this relative neglect is Afghanistan. Senior ministers, and the prime minister himself, have signalled their support – with high-profile visits – for British forces who continue to suffer terrible losses in the war against the Taliban.

These two factors – government cuts and an unwinnable war – would logically suggest that the UK government will adopt a cautious role for Britain in world politics. Many would think such a new realism would be welcome relief from the overblown sense of grandeur that inflicted the internationalism of the Blair era.

A government that portends a return to a less interventionist state in economic policy might be expected to be less interventionist on the global stage. Britain's relative power has been in decline for well over a century: our share of the world economy was around 25% prior to the first world war and has fallen to about 10% today. Ought we to accept that the game of great power politics is over, and that Britain should apply for membership of the club of middle powers? It is likely that countries such as Turkey, Nigeria, Mexico, Canada, Sweden, Malaysia, Saudi Arabia and Australia would accept such an application.

The first major foreign policy address given by the foreign secretary, William Hague, does not signal any such retreat. He boldly talked about extending "our global reach and influence". His speech accurately captured the changing dynamics of international relations and how these impinge on foreign-policy making. The centre of gravity of the global economy is shifting to east and south Asia; the G20 and other informal coalitions are gaining in influence over formal international organisations; security is harder to achieve in our globalised world in which threats are multiple and our means to combat them are diminished.

Accepting this new context was, he argued, a critical starting point if Britain is to avoid a decline in its influence. What is far less persuasive is how we should respond to these challenges. The essence of Hague's strategic plan is for the UK to become more active in promoting its bilateral relations with key states.

Bilateralism appears in the introduction and conclusion of the speech, and is repeated many times throughout. It is a curious choice of words since the foreign policy of any one state has traditionally been regarded as the aggregate of all bilateral relationships. To put bilateralism at the heart of foreign policy would have been very unremarkable to the great exponents of raison d'état writing in the period after the formation of the European states system in the late 17th century.

One alternative way of conceiving the relationship between a state and the wider international order is multilateralism. Leading US-based liberal thinkers in international relations have defined multilateralism as the practice of coordinating national policies in accordance with principles of inclusivity and fairness. In a multilateral international order, the benefits of co-operation are not always immediate; it is, however, understood that all benefit from the multilateral order in the long run.

The other alternative to bi- and multilateralism is unilateralism. This latter term came to prominence in the 1990s with the rise of neoconservative thinking. At its root, unilateralism is "going it alone". Or, as George Bush put it in relation to the Iraq war, "we really don't need anyone's permission" to declare war. The characteristics of a unilateral approach to foreign policy include indifference to international institutions and a concomitant recognition that the pursuit of the national interest often demands that international rules must be broken.

To date, no serious thinkers on foreign policy have sought to imbue bilateralism with any significance. On the spectrum of strategic logics, it does not imply indifference to international institutions, although it does imply that certain state-to-state relationships are of greater value. Neither does bilateralism endorse rule-breaking per se, unless the partnership is with a state that is pursuing a unilateralist foreign policy, as was the case with Britain and the US during the Iraq war.

The absence of a persuasive intellectual rationale for the concept of bilateralism is no barrier to a new foreign secretary who is in search of a mission statement. In practice, the concept quickly becomes fairly predictable. It starts, rather unsurprisingly, with "our unbreakable alliance with the United States".

Unbreakable for whom? Britain, and Europe for that matter, barely feature in Obama's new national security strategy. Not because his administration doesn't like us, but for the plain fact that the economic and security challenges to the United States lie outside the west. And in sharp contrast to the cold war, the transatlantic alliance is no longer a means to resolve the main security problems of the United States. Loyalty for influence, that old bargain at the heart of the special relationship, has never sounded less hollow that it does today.

An activist bilateralism is advocated in relation to Britain's relations with emerging (or more accurately re-emerging) powers. Again, it is not evident from his speech how an invigorated bilateral relationship with China is going to differ from what is currently the UK/EU position. Would it mean forgiving possible breaches of agreed standards of behaviour on the part of China in the interests of the bilateral relationship? At what costs to the multilateral order?

Does this add up to a "distinctive" approach to foreign policy, as the new foreign secretary claims? The emphasis upon renewed bilateralism is distinctive but insufficiently well thought out to count as a serious shift in thinking about Britain's role in the world.

The second distinctive part relates to the idea of a "networked world" that Hague believes is a critical dimension of the new global context. In a networked world, political authority is disaggregated; it is where international public opinion has to be understood – and shaped. It is potentially radical at least in so far as many would argue that sovereign governments lack agility and sometimes legitimacy in the eyes of the wider world society.

Unfortunately, the new foreign secretary and his research staff have managed to empty the concept of the networked world of all its radical potential. The Commonwealth, for example, is cited as an underutilised "global network" when it is a coalition of former colonised countries that, in general, privilege their sovereign prerogatives over the welfare of common humanity.

We will probably not know how far Hague and the Conservative-Lib Dem coalition have set a different course for UK foreign policy until they face their first real crisis where there is no right answer. Blair faced many, and he made some good judgments; but he is only ever remembered for one wrong decision.

