University of Tehran

Faculty of Law and Political Sciences

,,,,, - [l  Politics Quarterly

Journal of the Faculty of Law and Political Sciencs

Homepage: https://jpq.ut.ac.ir Online ISSN: 1735-9686

Challenges and New Roles of British Foreign Policy

Reza Rahmati

- , Hossein Emamverdi

in the Post-Brexit Era

2

! Corresponding author: Assistant Professor, Department of Political Science, Bu-Ali
Sina University, Hamedan, Iran. Email: r.rahmati@basu.ac.ir

2 PhD Student, Department of International Relations, University of Tehran, Tehran,
Iran. Email: h.emamverdi@ut.ac.ir

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Research Article

Article history:
Received:

3 Mrach 2025
Revised version
received:

25 May 2025
Accepted:

12 August 2025
Available online:
22 December 2025

Keywords:
Britain,

Brexit,
Challenges,
Foreign Policy,
New Roles

Objective:

This article, utilizing role theory, examines Britain's
foreign policy post-Brexit and the country's efforts to
define its new position in the international system. Brexit,
as a fundamental transformation, has created numerous
challenges in Britain's domestic and foreign policies,
exerting significant pressure on its diplomatic,
administrative, and strategic capacities. The central
research question is what new challenges and roles Britain
faces in the post-Brexit period. The findings indicate that
Britain is still in the process of formulating a coherent
foreign policy strategy. The most significant challenges
facing the country include a reduction in influence within
European Union policymaking bodies, limitations in
imposing sanctions, exclusion from major decision-making
processes within the EU, shifts in global perceptions of
Britain's position, and a decline in its international
legitimacy. In this context, Britain simultaneously pursues
six key roles to avoid isolation and maintain its position in
the international system: "striving to avoid isolation, being
a global trading state and a strategic ally of the United
States, rebuilding its status as a major global power, being
a regional partner of the European Union, and leading the
Commonwealth of Nations." This research has been
conducted using a qualitative method, with data collected
through consultation of written sources and official
documents.
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Introduction

The United Kingdom's decision to leave the European Union, known as "Brexit,"
represents one of the most significant geopolitical developments of the 21st century,
with profound implications for its internal structure and international position. Since
the UK's accession to the European Economic Community in 1973, reservations
regarding deeper European integration have persisted in both domestic and foreign
policy. Brexit can be viewed as the culmination of this historical divide, resulting in
the country's departure from one of the world's most important economic and
political unions.

Initial analyses focused primarily on domestic consequences, particularly in
economic, trade, and social sectors. Over time, however, broader effects on foreign
policy and the UK's standing in international institutions such as the United Nations,
NATO, the G7, and the G20 have become more evident. Leaving the European
Union not only altered the UK's relationships with European nations but also
presented the challenge of redefining its role within the international system.
Consequently, UK foreign policy in the post-Brexit era stands at a critical juncture.
While supporters emphasized regaining national sovereignty, international realities
present numerous challenges to maintaining global influence. The most significant
of these is redefining the UK's international position without the benefits of EU
membership. Furthermore, amid growing competition among major powers and the
rise of emerging actors, the UK is compelled to adopt new foreign policy strategies,
necessitating an adjustment of relations with the United States, China, the European
Union, and Commonwealth countries.

This analysis of the UK's post-Brexit foreign policy can be framed within Role
Theory. This theory assumes that states adopt specific international roles based on
the perceptions of their political elites, the expectations of other international actors,
and structural changes. Leaving the European Union necessitates a redefinition of
these roles for the UK, which can no longer act as a key EU player and must
therefore build new alliances and redesign its foreign policy.

Accordingly, this study addresses the fundamental question: what new challenges
and roles does the UK's foreign policy face in the post-Brexit era? The research
framework will first explain Role Theory in Foreign Policy. It will then examine the
core challenges confronting the UK and analyze its strategies for redefining its role
within the post-Brexit international order.

2. Theoretical and Conceptual Framework

The theoretical framework of this study is grounded in Foreign Policy Role Theory,
which analyzes a state's position within the international system based on internal
perceptions, external expectations, and the social structures of international
interactions. This theory posits the "national role" as a key element of foreign policy,
encompassing a state's understanding of its position and the expectations other
international actors hold for it. According to this approach, a country’s foreign
policy role is not merely a reflection of internal, historical perceptions of national
identity but is also shaped dynamically through interaction with other actors and
influenced by international institutions and structures.

Within this framework, the concept of "role prescriptions" is particularly important.
These prescriptions refer to the set of expectations and norms imposed on a state by
both domestic and international actors, which play a central role in defining and
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implementing its foreign policy. They can originate from international institutions,
regional coalitions, or public opinion, thereby directly influencing the state’s
international behavior. From this perspective, the United Kingdom's departure from
the European Union represents a profound structural transformation that has
necessitated a redefinition of its international role. Brexit has altered the UK'’s
institutional and geopolitical position, subjecting it to new domestic and
international expectations and pressures. Consequently, the UK is compelled to
redefine its national role and adjust its foreign relations to stabilize its position
within the international system. This redefinition process is influenced by factors
such as the expectations of international actors, national power resources, and role
socialization. Therefore, the UK’s post-Brexit foreign policy can be analyzed
through the interplay of internal role perceptions, the requirements of the
international system, and the new strategic choices the country adopts.

3. Methodology

This research employs a qualitative methodology with an explanatory-analytical
approach to examine the United Kingdom's role and position in international politics
following Brexit. The study utilizes document analysis as its primary data collection
method to understand the redefinition of the UK's national role and its foreign policy
requirements. Data was gathered through a comprehensive review of written
sources, including books, scholarly articles, credible reports, and reliable online
publications. The selection of sources was guided by their academic credibility and
direct relevance to the research topic, ensuring a substantiated analysis of the
changes in the UK's international role. By employing this method, the research aims
to provide an accurate picture of the challenges and opportunities facing the UK in
the post-Brexit era, examining official documents and conducting a discourse
analysis of foreign policy statements. This approach facilitates an understanding of
the processes of national role formation and redefinition within the framework of
Foreign Policy Role Theory. It thereby contributes to identifying the key
components influencing the UK’s foreign policy in the new global context.

4. Results and Findings

After the Brexit, the United Kingdom has faced a series of complex challenges in its
foreign policy. These developments have not only had profound impacts on the
country’s domestic and economic relations, but they have also led to the redefinition
of its role in the international system. Brexit has presented significant challenges in
the economic, defense, and diplomatic domains, compelling the UK to develop new
strategic approaches. The following five key challenges are central to the post-Brexit
landscape:

1. Complexities of the Brexit Negotiations: The negotiations themselves
constituted one of the UK's most challenging diplomatic processes, impacting its
relations with the European Union and its broader international standing. This
arduous process required the renegotiation of over 750 international agreements, an
undertaking that significantly strained diplomatic resources and diminished the UK's
collective bargaining power.

2. Reduced Influence in EU Foreign Policy Institutions: Following its
departure, the UK was excluded from the European Union's central foreign policy
frameworks, such as the European External Action Service (EEAS) and the Political
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and Security Committee. This exclusion has reduced its capacity to coordinate
international policies and participate in collective decision-making on a wide range
of global issues.

3. Challenges in Designing and Implementing Independent Sanctions: While
the UK can now act autonomously, it faces the challenge of designing and imposing
independent sanctions without the collective weight of the EU. Whereas it
previously played a leading role within the EU's sanctions regime, it now must
establish the legal authority and practical efficacy of its unilateral measures, which
may carry less influence.

4. Absence from the EU Key Decision-Making Processes: The UK'’s
departure resulted in its absence from critical EU decision-making processes,
particularly in security and defense. This lack of access limits its ability to shape
policies that directly affect European security and, by extension, its own national
interests.

5. Changes in Global Perception and Declining International Legitimacy:
Exiting a major multilateral body like the EU could be perceived as a step away
from collective global engagement. This perception risks diminishing the UK's
international legitimacy and soft power, potentially affecting its trade negotiations
and political influence on the world stage.

6. These challenges collectively define the complex environment in which
post-Brexit UK foreign policy must operate.

Following Brexit, the United Kingdom has been actively striving to redefine its role
in global politics. Confronted with the significant challenges of leaving the
European Union, the UK aims to leverage new opportunities to maintain its global
influence. These efforts involve creating independent and flexible strategies across
various domains, crystallizing around six key roles:

1. Efforts to Avoid Isolationism: The UK is consciously working to counter
any perception of isolationism following its EU exit. It seeks to project an image as
an active, key player in global politics by strengthening diplomatic and trade
relations with various nations. This approach focuses particularly on enhancing
cooperation in global economic and security affairs to sustain its position as a global
power.

2. 'Global Britain' as a Trade Nation: A central post-Brexit strategy is the
"Global Britain" agenda, which aims to establish the UK as an independent "global
trade nation." This involves designing and implementing trade policies free from the
EU, creating new opportunities for bilateral and multilateral economic cooperation
worldwide to reinforce its status as a global trading power.

3. Rebuilding Its Position as a Great Power: The UK is seeking to reclaim
its stature as a "great global power" within the international system. Efforts are
concentrated on military, economic, and diplomatic fields, utilizing strengthened
military resources, active NATO participation, and involvement in global security
operations to demonstrate its determination to maintain influence in global defense.
4. Regional Partner to the European Union: Despite its departure, the UK
aims to become a "regional partner" to the EU. This strategy focuses on maintaining
close economic and security ties through new strategic partnerships and bilateral
cooperation, positioning the UK as the EU's "strongest friend and partner,"
especially in trade, security, and judicial matters.
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5. Leader of the Commonwealth of Nations: The UK is working to assume
a strengthened leadership role within the Commonwealth. This strategy is designed
to enhance diplomatic and economic relations with key member countries like
Australia, Canada, India, and South Africa. Through official visits and emphasizing
strategic importance, the UK seeks to forge new trade partnerships and aims to
become the largest G7 investor in Africa.

6. Loyal Ally of the United States: Post-Brexit, the UK is focused on
reinforcing its "special relationship" with the United States, casting itself as a "loyal
ally." British and American officials have consistently emphasized that this vital
partnership will not only endure but expand following the UK's departure from the
European Union.

5. Conclusion

This study concludes that in the wake of Brexit, the United Kingdom is actively
redefining its international position, focusing on rebuilding and strengthening its
global foreign policy roles. Its departure from the European Union has presented
significant challenges, including the complexities of the withdrawal negotiations,
diminished influence within EU institutions, the need to design independent
sanctions, exclusion from key EU decision-making processes, and a perceived
decline in global legitimacy. These challenges have compelled the UK to adopt new
strategic approaches to preserve and enhance its international standing.

In this context, UK policy has prioritized avoiding isolationism and strengthening
bilateral diplomatic relations. The "Global Britain" strategy, aimed at establishing
the nation as an independent global trade power, is a central pillar of this effort,
focusing on new economic agreements beyond Europe. Concurrently, the UK seeks
to bolster its status as a great global power through active engagement in security
and geopolitical matters, including enhanced defense cooperation.

The UK also aims to maintain a close and effective relationship with the European
Union as a "regional partner," leveraging the security and economic benefits of this
tie. Leadership within the Commonwealth of Nations presents another avenue for
expanding geopolitical influence. Furthermore, reinforcing its position as a "loyal
ally" of the United States, particularly in security and defense, remains a key foreign
policy priority.

The ultimate success of these strategies depends on the UK's ability to adeptly
manage domestic and international challenges, strike a balance between strategic
independence and reliance on key partners, and strengthen its diplomatic and
economic legitimacy. The future of UK foreign policy will therefore be determined
by its success in adapting to the new international order and effectively capitalizing
on strategic opportunities to cement its redefined roles on the global stage.
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1. Chagos Islands
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1. Avoiding isolationism

2. Global trading state

4. A great world power

5. Faithful Ally to the US

6. regional partner of the European Union
7. Leader of the Commonwealth
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1. Isolationism
2. Bureaucratic chains
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1. Global Britain
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1. New Strategic Partnership
2. Strongest Friend and Partner
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