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t is no accident that many of our

nation’s finest military minds—

George Patton, Douglas MacArthur,
Dwight Eisenhower—were avid readers
of history. Former Secretary of Defense
James N. Mattis’s suggestion that
“history lights the . . . path ahead” has
proved accurate time and again. As the

—JAMES MATTIS!

U.S. security establishment pivots from
a focus on counterterrorism to one

of countering peer adversaries in new
domains of conflict, history may again
serve as a guide. As this pivot is under
way, the country finds it is no longer
the clear global hegemon but rather is
operating in a multipolar global power
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structure. How do we navigate this
transition? In the decades after the
American Revolution, Britain not only
maintained its vital interests despite the
loss of the American colonies, but it
also successfully navigated a multipolar
power structure to strengthen its posi-
tion in the international community.
This article explores 19t"-century
British strategies to maintain and
expand global power that might offer
helpful insight to today’s joint force.
Britain’s success was owed in large
part to the employment of strate-
gic agility. According to the Center
for Management and Organization
Effectiveness, strategic agility is “the
ability for organizations to see shifts
inside the . . . environment in which
they operate. [It is] about staying com-
petitive by recognizing and capitalizing
on opportunities as well as identifying
potential threats and mitigating or pre-
venting them.”? The British undertook
both a reprioritization of global interests
and a military rightsizing; pivoted to
a new economic model that entailed a
modified approach to key international

relationships; and embraced new technol-
ogy, applying a public-private approach
in doing so. The modifications made by
Britain apply in meaningful ways to the
challenges presented to the joint force
today. For example, the concept of global
integration offers both strategic op-
portunity and risks, with relatively scarce
resources requiring clear and consistent
prioritization to avoid overcommitment.?
This article begins with pertinent geopo-
litical and historical context, transitions
to presenting specific evidence of British
strategic agility, and concludes with
recommended applications of these ob-
servations for the joint force.

Background

The relative position of the United
States in the global distribution of
power since the Cold War has received
considerable academic attention. Politi-
cal scientists commonly accept that the
fall of the Soviet Union marked the
transition from a bipolar world to one
in which the United States enjoyed
global hegemony. However, 1991 was
some time ago, and the United States

has faced enormous challenges to its
supremacy over the past 30 years.
Political science offers a compelling
theoretical basis for the transitory
nature of hegemony, and security schol-
ars have studied the topic of American
unipolarity and prospective decline for
the past several decades.* While some
current works suggest the United
States remains the sole global super-
power, more argue it either is at risk
of losing or has already lost its status
as hegemon.® Much of the variance in
perspective centers around the devices
employed to measure relative power.
Perhaps the most applied data set on
power is the Correlates of War project,
which uses a composite index of national
capability measurements to compare total
power and sources of power between
states over time.® The figure depicts the
findings from these data that highlight
a surge in relative power by China and a
plateauing of U.S. power, offering strong
evidence the United States now operates
in a multipolar environment and perhaps
has since the earliest days of its counter-
terrorism fight after September 11, 2001.

Figure. Composite Index of National Capability Comparison with Forecast (China,
Russia, United States, 1900—2030)
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Chromolithograph of William Simpson's India: Ancient and Modern, illustrates return visit made by Viceroy Lord Canning to Maharaja Ranbir Singh of
Jammu and Kashmir, on March 9, 1860, during viceroy's progress through upper India (British Library)

While U.S. decline may be a matter of
debate, comparative gains by China make
evident that, at the very least, the United
States is no longer the world’s hegemon.
Britain’s shifting place in the world in
the mid-18™ through 19" centuries serves
as a helpful comparison for the evolution
of the political and economic position of
the United States over the past 30 years.
In 1763, Britain emerged from the Seven
Years’ War as the dominant global power,
having secured North America and India
from France and Spain.” According to
James Holmes, Britain presumed that
such a complete victory put an end to
Great Power competition, so it allowed
its military—and especially its navy—to
stagnate.® France and Spain, however,
spent 20 years reconstituting their forces,

determined to rebound from their
losses in 1763.° Meanwhile, increasing
instability across the British Empire and
a growing resistance movement in the
American colonies forced the British
military to shift to internal defense and
counterinsurgency operations.

By 1775, Britain was fully engaged
against a revolutionary insurgency in
North America that eventually expanded
into another global war with a resurgent
France and Spain. With the conclusion
of hostilities in 1783 under somewhat
unfavorable terms, Britain lost its status
as the unopposed hegemon to become an
incumbent competitor vying for position
in an evolving multipolar political envi-
ronment.'* Having aided substantially in
the American military victory during the

war, France gained ascendancy and began
establishing norms regarding free trade
to exploit as economic leverage, while
French revolutionary idealism gained in-
fluence over Britain’s war-weary people.!!
To further complicate matters, the British
government had to cope with a signifi-
cant blow to its international reputation,
pay down an enormous national debt,
and manage an internal political crisis
between increasingly antagonistic par-
liamentary factions that destabilized the
government and weakened its legitimacy
among the British population.!?

Britain learned a valuable lesson from
the American Revolution: it cannot af-
ford to sacrifice strategic flexibility to
maintain combat power in a single pe-
ripheral theater to the detriment of vital

S
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national concerns—for example, more
economically essential colonies such as
the Caribbean or even the homeland.'?
From the end of the war and through the
19 century, Britain shaped its decision-
making from its wartime experience and
a renewed fear of losing further global
influence to the French.'*

Much like Britain following the
Revolutionary War, the United States
finds itselfin transition. British success in
the Seven Years” War and U.S. success in
the Cold War lulled both great powers
into a false sense of security regarding the
durability of their dominance on the world
stage, enabling challengers to reestablish
capabilities and influence relatively unop-
posed. Like Britain in 1783, the United
States is emerging from 20 years of
counterinsurgency operations into an en-
vironment in which advances in capability
and world influence by global competitors
challenge its position on the world stage.'®
The United States now faces ascendant
and resurgent competitors in Russia and
China, a public tired of war, a reshuffling

of financial priorities, internal political ten-
sions, and enduring worldwide political
and military commitments.®

As the United States increasingly op-
erates within multipolarity, the presence
of stronger strategic challengers renders
the pursuit of national interests more
difficult. It is only natural to ask how
the United States might best compete in
this environment. Nineteenth-century
Britain’s example in successfully apply-
ing strategic agility to gain and maintain
influence in a multipolar environment
suggests an important lesson for U.S.
decisionmakers and the joint force. The
following three sections offer evidence
of British strategic agility across three
pillars—strategic prioritization, a whole-
of-government pivot, and incorporation
of key technologies
vides lessons for the joint force today.

cach of which pro-

Britain’s Strategic Prioritization
The end of the American Revolution-

ary War represented a reflection point
for British leadership. Amid squabbling

90 Recall/British Successes in 19* Century Great Power Competition

over who was to blame for the loss of
the American colonies, attention quickly
shifted to what mattered most: Britain’s
remaining security obligations and the
required size of force to address these
priorities. In a notably proactive step,
Britain undertook a deliberate repriori-
tization of strategic interests and then
rightsized its force to address these inter-
ests. The British realized they could not
be everywhere at once and do everything
they might like. They had to make dif-
ficult choices about where to apply scarce
resources and which critical gaps to fill.
Taking this step was not automatic, but
they saw that the consequences of not
reprioritizing were likely to be a rapid
decline of the empire as overcommitment
further set in. Therefore, establishing
clear priorities and properly resourcing
them was the first and most important
example of British strategic agility.
Following the surrender of Lord
Cornwallis in Yorktown in 1781, well
before the war had ended, the British
decided to prioritize interests in the
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Caribbean, maritime Europe, and the
Indian Ocean over its American colo-
nies.'” Continued pressure from strategic
adversaries France and Spain in new com-
bat theaters and challenges to Britain’s
expeditionary force caused Britain to rel-
egate the Americas to a secondary interest
to preserve strength elsewhere. Britain
placed the defense of'its claims in the
Caribbean Islands above all other strate-
gic priorities, risking even invasion of the
homeland, believing the loss of the sugar
islands would have catastrophic conse-
quences to its greater imperial goals.'®
By this time, the plantation system in the
British West Indies was the British eco-
nomic center of gravity, which financed
the empire’s global reach.' In particular,
Britain drew considerable wealth from
Jamaica, making it the most valuable is-
land in the most valuable colony, the loss
of which the British could least afford.?
Next, Britain prioritized defense
of'its homeland through the preser
tion of primacy in maritime Europe, as
it remained engaged in Great Power

, 1t Quarter 2023

Aircraft from United Kingdom'’s carrier strike group led by
HMS Queen Elizabeth, and U.S. Navy carrier strike groups led
by flagships USS Ronald Reagan and USS Carl Vinson, fly in
formation during carrier strike group operations in Philippine
Sea, October 3, 2021,(U.S. Navy/Gray Gibson)

competition with France, Spain, and the
Dutch Republic over a range of colonial
and commercial issues. Britain stood
largely alone fighting an extensive global
land and naval conflict, while invasion of
the homeland by European antagonists
remained a serious concern. France aimed
to gain equal status to Britain’s and
threatened to invade territorial Britain
to achieve this goal.! Meanwhile, losses
mounted in the western Mediterranean
region in addition to those in the
Americas. For example, a French and
Spanish fleet retook Minorca—a strategic
deep-water port—from the British in
August 1781, putting the British fortress
at Gibraltar at risk and threatening fur-
ther to degrade Britain’s position near
its home waters.?? Britain, therefore,
prioritized the active defense of local and
regional maritime interests as a principal
means of defending the homeland.
Third, the ish prioritized interests
in India for its natural resources, market
opportunity, and geographic positioning.
Britain came to rely on the vast amounts

of commodities available on the Indian
subcontinent, including cotton, silk,
porcelain, spices, tea, and coffee. Many of
these resources were extracted, returned
home for production, and then sold back
to or through India. India also represented
a gateway to China
to sustain Britain’s global empire.?

yet another market

Britain’s decision to downgrade its
American colonies in priority required
overcoming considerable thinking as-
sociated with sunk costs.?* Ultimately,
Britain did not possess sufficient assets to
protect all its interests, forcing a difficult
decision about where its interests were
most at stake. The American campaign,
therefore, was reduced to a secondary
interest. Additionally, Britain took to
rightsizing its force. In the 30 years fol-

lowing the American Revolution, the

British army grew from roughly 40,000
to 250,000 men for war with France
from 1803 to 1814.2° This increase in
ground forces allowed the British to fight
successfully across a range of fronts dur-
ing the Napoleonic Wars, culminating
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in the Battle of Waterloo.?* Meanwhile,
strategic reprioritization allowed Britain
to concentrate its naval forces to defend
itself at sea, both at home and across
major trading routes.”

Efficiencies achieved by applying
resources to clear priorities led to the
consolidation of the Royal Navy’s ad-
vantage over other powers, perhaps best
reflected during this period by the defeat
of French and Spanish fleets at the Battle
of Trafalgar.?® After these wars, Britain
significantly reduced the size of'its ground
forces to more sustainable levels.? By the
mid-19% century, the process of consoli-
dating interests, setting clear priorities,
and then adjusting the force to meet the
needs presented by these priorities proved
instrumental in Britain’s rise to global he-
gemon during the later Victorian era.

Whole-of-Government Pivot
Following defeat in the American
Revolutionary War and the signing of
the Treaty of Paris in 1783, Britain
faced multiple challenges: an oversize
debt load from the previous two wars,
a navy requiring expansion, and chal-
lenges from France and other colonial
powers.?® Britain realized its interaction
with its colonies had to change lest it
risk their loss from demands of self-
governance or another colonial war.3!
Britain addressed this issue through

a whole-of-government approach to
change its economic model, increase
utilization of treaties and agreements,
and engage in coalition-building with
partners to counter French expansion.
This initial approach to contain France’s
ascendancy would serve as a blueprint
for future British policies.

Britain had already started the move
from mercantilism toward free trade eco-
nomics prior to the Revolutionary War. As
part of its diplomatic strategy, it attempted
to engage France in trade, leading to
a “most favored nation”—type treaty
in 1786 between France and Britain.®
This treaty would end with the French
Revolution in 1789, forcing a change in
Britain’s engagement strategy with the
new revolutionary French government
and leading Britain to further embrace
free trade across its colonies and with a

growing number of neutral nations.*
While mercantilism and protectionist poli-
cies would endure for several decades, the
increased economic gain from free trade
and manufacturing progress aided Britain
in servicing debt, building coalitions,

and expanding military capability and
control.?* Britain continued expanding
free trade policies throughout the 19
century, including the 1843-1849 laws
ending tariffs on imported grains and
further agreements in 1860 to reduce
tariffs between France and Britain.®® As an
island nation, Britain had to maintain the
ability to project naval power and secure
its global trade enterprise, which fed the
British economic engine and sustained its
expeditionary military capability.

Britain also employed laws, treaties,
and agreements to stabilize theaters of
operations while enabling moral and legal
justification for action. The Jay Treaty
of 1794 is one example of the British
ensuring economic growth, enabling
reprioritization of military resources,
and securing U.S. neutrality.?® The treaty
gave the United States most favored
trade status while leaving Britain free to
embargo French trade and continue to
impress foreign sailors, providing a source
of labor critical to British naval strength.?”
Similarly, the Slave Trade Act of 1807
further justified British naval actions
against slave-trading competitors and
undermined a vital source of labor for
France and its colonies.®

To further contain French expansion
that threatened British interests, Britain
formed or joined seven international
coalitions between 1792 and 1815, ally-
ing with more than 20 nations, including
Spain, Russia, and Austria.** Enhanced
by its significant trade and manufactur-
ing capabilities, the British subsidized
allies within these coalitions to provide
economic and military means to contain
French influence.*® Britain’s ability to
utilize a whole-of-government approach
to building an economic and military
defense structure, supported by a rapidly
advancing joint force to enforce and
protect these structures, was critical to
containing France and establishing the
foundation for reasserting British influ-
ence and global leadership.

Incorporation of Key
Technologies

From 1760 through the end of the

19t century, Britain enjoyed succes-
sive industrial revolutions that helped
advance its national interests. Although
not all the advances during this era
originated in Britain, the Industrial
Revolution as a transformative process
began in Britain and was British-led,
and the results were exploited for
British benefit to a greater extent than
in other European powers of the time.*!
Several international relations theories
assert that technological innovation is

a critical variable in establishing politi-
cal and economic system dominance.*
A full description of the relationship
between technology and Britain’s 19t-
century rise would fill its own essay.
Still, the criticality of certain technologi-
cal developments to Britain’s attainment
of'its strategic goals warrants a brief
treatment here.

As British international trade ex-
panded throughout the 19™ century,
increased economic opportunity shrank
the available labor pool from which
the military could recruit.*® This trend,
compounded by a significant military
reduction after the Napoleonic Wars and
the continuing challenge of maintain-
ing a global empire, required the British
military to develop modern technologies
to augment its limited manpower. As
historian John Shy points out, European
armies operated from the same techno-
logical base for more than a century, until
the explosion of technology in the carly
1800s radically advanced the conduct of
warfare.** The British military’s most no-
table advances developed or adopted by
1850 to exploit this expansion included
the steam engine, the locomotive, inter-
changeable parts, the percussion ignition
system, and the rifle.*

As noted, British naval capability
lagged relative to that of other powers be-
fore the American Revolution, primarily
because of attempts to reduce costs and
increase efficiency in peacetime, which
rendered them unprepared for the wars
that would come.*® After the American
Revolution, the British admiralty en-
deavored to reinvigorate the navy; it had
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made significant headway in increasing
the number and quality of ships and
regained dominance by the Napoleonic
Wars.*” Continued development in the

19 century of steam-powered ships

and the incorporation of the first screw
propeller in 1837 drastically increased
the speed and agility of British warships

while allowing them to maintain a full
complement of weapons.*® These new
steam-powered ships, sustained by
Britain’s global supply network, served as
the foundation of a new maritime force
able to project power across the empire.*’
On land, as on the seas, the steam
engine enabled the development of

transnational and transcontinental rail
systems, which the British built across the
empire to increase the speed and capacity
of colonial export shipments during peace
and to serve as a military transporta-

tion system during war.® Ironically, the
expansion of rail infrastructure across

the European continent reduced the

United Kingdom Royal Marines from 45 Commando and U.S. Army Green Berets from 10™ Special Forces Group (Airborne) provide security before
entering building during close quarter battle training at Grafenwdhr Training Area, Germany, September 22, 2022 (U.S. Army/Mercedes Johnson)
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efficacy of British naval power—Britain’s
traditional source of strategic leverage—
by reducing European vulnerability to
blockades and increasing the speed and
responsiveness of land forces to territorial
threats.® Thus, Britain needed to make
further advances in land power to main-
tain a competitive edge.>?

Progress in industrial manufactur-
ing and machining also allowed the
mass production of advanced weapons
technology. For example, the faster and
more reliable percussion ignition system
in firearms, standardized firearm com-
ponents, and eventually breech-loading
mechanisms elevated the rifle from a
niche support weapon to the infantry’s
primary armament, significantly in-
creasing the range and lethality of the
core of the British army.*® In addition,
Britain used its significant manufacturing
capacity to generate income and build
coalitions across Europe to compete with
France.** Although the British did not
invent all these technologies, Britain’s
strategic flexibility in embracing scientific
innovations from across Europe, its
willingness to experiment with new tools
and techniques, and its prioritization of
funding for promising technologies kept
it at the forefront of military advance-
ment throughout the 19" century.

What Can We Learn?

The 2018 National Defense Strategy
(NDS) describes a strategic environ-
ment rich with complexity, in which
Great Power competition, rogue
regimes, a weakening post—World War
II international order, terror groups,
and transnational crime threaten

U.S. interests. The convergence of
these threats is occurring as technol-
ogy changes the character of war and
conflict operates across domains with
increasing speed and reach.® President
Joseph Biden’s 2021 Interim National
Security Strategic Guidance (INSSG)
continues to emphasize these themes,
citing a revolution in technology,
threats that defy borders, and a chang-
ing distribution of power across the
world.*® It would not be difficult to
conclude from this description of our
global environment that the United

States must engage everywhere—and
the NDS and subsequent guidance illus-
trate a prescription for doing so.

The concept of global integration
highlights the interwoven nature of
the threat environment, prompting
commanders across the globe to rec-
ognize equities they have in challenges
historically treated as beyond their
responsibility. The United States, how-
ever, cannot sufficiently address all that
threatens its interests. Instead, it must
put consistent effort toward the highest
strategic priorities, much as Great Britain
did following the loss of the American
colonies in 1781. Substantive differences
exist between the U.S. operating envi-
ronment and that of the British in the
late 18" century. The American colonies
were not an existential threat to Britain,
so King George I1I could afford to rele-
gate the Americas to a secondary interest
without considerable risk. In contrast,
much of what the United States treats as
a lesser priority possesses the ability to
cause significant harm to U.S. interests.
For example, violent extremism is con-
sidered the fifth-most-important security
threat today, following China, Russia,
North Korea, and Iran. However, ex-
tremist organizations in several parts of
the world possess the ability and intent
to attack U.S. forces and their allies, if
not threaten the homeland. No such
risk attached to Britain in forgoing the
American colonies.

Despite these differences, the critical
parallel between British behavior in the
late 18™ century and the conditions in
which U.S. joint force operates today
remains: the necessity of clear prioritiza-
tion of effort in a resource-constrained
environment. We must be clear-eyed
about the depth of challenges associated
with the strategic environment; however,
we must also be clear about where pre-
cisely we are focused and where we are
assuming risk. And as the United States
responds to a shifting environment with
prospective new threats and activity from
lower priorities, we must consider the
risks of adjusting course too often. In ad-
dition to adhering to clear priorities, we
must also secure a force size and structure
able to meet those priorities.

Like Britain in the 18™ century,
the United States is engaged globally,
depends on the sea, and operates with
constrained resources and worldwide
obligations, which require the joint force
to partner across the whole of govern-
ment to ensure U.S. interests are secured.
The joint force must be able to defend
trade routes and accesses that are critical
to national economic growth. It must
partner effectively not only across the
whole of government but also with allied
nations to ensure access and capability in
the growing domains of cyber and space,
cach of which plays a key role in driv-
ing economic growth and enabling the
force projection essential to protecting
U.S. interests worldwide.” The United
States must continue to use existing alli-
ances, such as the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization, while adapting its role for
a multipolar world, and it must develop
new military and economic coalitions to
ensure freedom of trade.

Britain’s 19™-century technological
development provides two lessons for the
modern U.S. joint force. First, the United
States must aggressively experiment
with, adapt, and adopt promising new
technologies developed through public-
private partnerships to maintain an edge
against global competitors. Today’s fourth
industrial revolution offers a significant
opportunity for the U.S. military to exert
influence through technological innova-
tion in various fields, including quantum
computing, robotics, artificial intelligence,
and biotechnology.*® Examples abound of
the U.S. military’s current efforts to mod-
ernize, including a global defense network
linking all military platforms into a digital
nervous system as well as numerous proj-
ects by the Defense Advanced Research
Projects Agency and various think tanks.*
However, the U.S. military must resist the
temptation to expend precious resources
on new projects on the basis of the al-
lure of novel technologies. It must first
determine the strategic value of potential
technologies, then pursue opportunities
for developing the most promising ones
through collaboration with like-minded
private businesses.

Second, the United States must use
the development and propagation of
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novel technologies to strategic advan-
tage by presenting allies and partners
with alternatives to the technology and
equipment offered by strategic competi-
tors. As the INSSG attests, the United
States amplifies its power by strengthen-
ing its partnerships. That strengthening
should include mutual technological ad-
vancement, as the British realized nearly
two centuries ago.*

Conclusion

The United States faces a moment of
not only strategic complexity but also
considerable opportunity. This article
adds a voice to the discussion of how
the United States should maintain and
advance its interests in the coming
years. The lessons derived from the
British experience of the 18" and 19
centuries can help the United States
navigate an increasingly multipolar
security environment to advance its
interests and to maximize its strategic
position. The joint force will play a
key role in operationalizing the three
pillars of strategic agility: reprioritizing
global interests and military right-
sizing, contributing to a whole-of-
government approach to international
engagement, and embracing new
technology through public-private
collaboration. The United States
should adhere to these three pillars to
optimize its scarce resources, direct-
ing them toward priority threats and
opportunities in the modern operating
environment. The risk incurred in
deviating from high priorities and the
risk accepted on lower priorities must
also be clear.

The United States will need to adjust
its force size and structure to meet its
priorities. The joint force will succeed
only by fostering eftective partnerships
across the interagency community and
with foreign nations. Although each
of the pillars identified above warrants
considerably more attention than space
allows, the process of distilling complex
history into lessons most worth learning
is one of great value to decisionmakers.
As an example of such distillation, this
article serves as the basis for the joint
force to identify the most crucial variables

to reestablish the U.S. power advantages
and think through the military’s role in
national power. With more to do than we
have the resources to accomplish, history
must light the path ahead. JFQ
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