
Global	Britain:	Lesser	Britain?
Will	Global	Britain	end	up	being	Lesser	Britain,	asks	Michael	Cox	(LSE)?	In	this	blog,	he	points	to	the	high
international	price	the	UK	will	be	paying	for	Brexit.	‘Global	Britain’	will	be	a	‘Lesser	Britain’,	he	concludes.	

One	of	the	many	claims	made	in	favour	of	Brexit	was	not	just	that	it	would	allow	the	UK	to	save	a	lot	of	money,	take
back	control	and	regulate	the	flow	of	people	‘flooding	into	our	island	nation’,		but	that	it	would	free	Britain	from	the
shackles,	which	had	hitherto	been	imposed	on	it	by	Brussels.	As	a	result,	a	newly	independent	nation	would	now	be
able	to	stride	confidently	forward	and	take	its	rightful	place	on	the	world	stage	alongside	other	great	powers	in
whose	company	it	clearly	deserved	to	be.

But	attendance	at	a	first-year	class	in	International	Relations	at	LSE	–	IR100	to	give	its	correct	name	–	might	have
suggested	that	the	reasoning	behind	all	this	was	deeply	flawed.	There	has	been	much	work	done	on	how	Brexit	has
already	impacted	the	UK	economy	and	will	do	so	in	the	future,	and	none	of	the	news	thus	far	has	been
encouraging.	But	of	equal	importance	is	the	impact	it	has	had,	and	will	continue	to	have,	on	its	position	in	an
international	system	that	rewards	success	but	punishes	mistakes	with	uncompromising	brutality.	Great	Britain,	of
course,	still	possesses	some	important	assets	from	its	military	to	its	universities;	it	also	remains	one	of	the	five
permanent	members	of	the	UN	Security	Council,	is	the	sixth-largest	economy	in	the	world,	and	as	British	officials
constantly	stress	(more	so	than	ever	since	the	UK	left	the	EU)	plays	a	central	role	in	the	NATO	alliance.	Moreover,
unlike	all	the	other	EU	countries,	it	is	a	member	of	a	very	special	club	alongside	the	Americans	to	which	the	EU
does	not	belong:	the	Five	Eyes	intelligence	alliance.

The	World	Turned	Upside	Down.	Damian	Griffiths
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Still,	there	is	no	getting	away	from	the	fact	that	having	“punched	itself	in	the	face”	as	one	American	economist
rather	brutally	put	it,	the	UK	is	now	having	to	live	with	the	consequences.	Working	on	the	rather	dubious	(and
contradictory)	assumptions	that	geography	no	longer	mattered	in	a	globalized	world	–	and	that	the	economic	future
of	the	world	lay	outside		Europe	–	the	Brexiteers	managed	to	pull	off	a	major	political	coup	in	June	2016	with	little
thought,	one	suspects,	of	the	impact	this	would	then	have	on	Britain’s	international	standing.	But	as	us	IR	‘experts’
feared	at	the	time,	the	very	act	of	the	UK	removing	itself	from	the	EU	looked	from	a	geopolitical	point	of	view	to	be
decidedly	odd,	if	not	downright	counterproductive	–	in	part,	because	it	reduced	the	UK’s	usefulness	to	its	most
important	ally	and	benefactor	the	United	States,	in	part	because	it	appeared	to	be	premised	on	the	belief	that	a	new
deal	with	the	biggest	emerging	economy	in	the	world	(China)	would	be	a	cinch,	and	last	but	by	no	means	least,
because	it	seemed	to	bring	a	smile	to	the	face	of	those	back	in	a	Russia	who	had	by	2016	made	clear	their	hostility
to	a	liberal	grouping	the	UK	was	itself	intent	on	leaving.

Those	who	made	the	case	for	departing	the	EU	may,	of	course,	take	temporary	comfort	from	the	fact	that	Europe
has	been	slower	than	the	UK	in	rolling	out	the	vaccines	to	combat	COVID.	Others,	meanwhile,	have	pointed	to	how
much	capital	has	flown	out	of	Europe	proving	at	least	in	their	minds	that	the	EU	is	on	the	economic	slide.	A	recent
report	from	Chatham	House	has	also	suggested	that	whereas	the	EU	and	the	US	could	easily	fall	out	when	it
comes	to	relations	with	China,	the	UK	might	find	it	easier	to	align	its	(now)	more	hard-line	position	with	that	now
being	adopted	in	Washington.	But	that	is	by	no	means	a	given.	Indeed,	judging	by	its	own	recently	published
security	strategy,	London	hardly	looks	as	if	it	is	willing	to	forego	some	kind	of	an	economic	relationship	with	China
for	the	dubious	benefits	of	waging	a	new	cold	war	alongside	a	Washington,	which	despite	the	many	obvious
differences	it	has	with	Beijing,	still	sees	the	possibility	of	some	form	of	collaboration	with	the	PRC.	Nor	is	it	so
obvious	that	the	EU	will	not	finally	align	its	position	with	the	US.

All	of	which	points	to	the	rather	obvious	conclusion	that	the	UK	(unlike	the	US)	has	limited	options	and	even	fewer
choices	going	forward.	Going	it	alone	while	taking	regular	potshots	at	the	EU	–	some	justified	to	be	sure	–	might
appeal	to	the	gallery.	But	this	does	not	change	the	simple	fact	that	it	now	confronts	an	increasingly	challenging
international	environment	made	up	of	an	America	in	whose	eyes	it	is	now	much	less	of	an	asset	(Obama	did	warn
that	the	UK	might	move	to	the	‘back	of	the	queue’),		a	European	Union	which	no	longer	trusts	it	(and	is	now	looking
for	its	pound	of	flesh),	and	a	China	too	powerful	to	be	pushed	around	or	lectured	at	by	a	country	with	an	economy
only	a	fifth	or	a	sixth	the	size	of	the	PRC’s.	One	might	also	add	that	with	an	Irish-American	now	in	the	White	House,
the	Brexiteers	have	not	only	lost	one	of	their	only	allies	in	the	shape	of	Trump	but	face	a	President	who	has	been
studiously	silent	on	the	question	of	a	new	trade	deal	but	remarkably	forthcoming	about	his	deep	ties	to	the	land	of
his	ancestors	from	Ballina,	County	Mayo.	Certainly,	with	Biden	in	command	and	Irish-America	keeping	a	watchful
eye	on	the	‘Brits’,	the	government	in	London	are	unlikely	to	be	cut	any	slack	when	it	comes	to	doing	a	deal	to
appease	an	increasingly	angry	unionist	community	in	Northern	Ireland.	But	as	critics	have	been	quick	to	point	out	–
more	in	sadness	than	in	anger	in	my	case	–	if	the	English	were	misguided	enough	to	leave	the	biggest	democratic
and	economic	club	in	the	world	in	which	the	UK	had	played	a	key	role,		whose	members	quite	literally	begged	for	it
to	remain,	and	through	which	it	had	amplified	its	voice	in	Washington,		there	would,	in	the	end,	be	a	price	to	pay.
The	only	question	remaining	is	how	high	will	that	price	be	and	for	how	long	will	the	UK	be	paying	it?

This	post	represents	the	views	of	the	author(s)	and	not	those	of	the	Brexit	blog,	nor	of	the	LSE.	It	is	extracted	from
a	longer	paper	published	by	the	Brexit	Institute,	Dublin	City	University.	Working	Paper	no.8	2021.	‘Brexit,	and	the
Crisis	of	the	Transatlantic	Relationship’.
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