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Annex A. Methodology 

This Annex presents a detailed description of the methodology employed for this project. The study was 
based on a multi-method approach comprised of two phases. This report represents the final output of 
Phase I and has been supported by three separate WPs and by continuous project management. Figure A.1 
summarises the methodological approach, which is described in more detail in the sections below.  

Figure A.1 Overview of research approach 

 
Source: RAND Europe. 

A.1. WP1: Contextual analysis and project scoping 

The first WP focused on establishing a contextual understanding of the debates surrounding strategic 
advantage and on developing an analytical framework to guide the selection of the case studies. An overview 
of the WP can be found in Figure A.2. 
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Figure A.2 Overview of Work Package 1 

 
Source: RAND Europe. 

A.1.1. Task 1.1: Literature review 

The first activity conducted as part of WP1 was a targeted literature review. The review was meant to capture 
relevant information and analysis on strategic advantage. This included information on the levers that an 
actor may use, the conditions under which it may use them, and the context that may influence its standing 
vis-à-vis adversaries, and therefore its strategic calculus and behaviours. Using the RAND Knowledge 
Services’ Library Research Service, the study team was able to access experienced librarians to aid with 
conducting a systematic search and identifying relevant sources to review. RAND Knowledge Services was 
instructed to conduct a search of online databases with the purpose of gathering relevant sources from both 
academic and grey literature, written by a range of authors and discussing different geographic areas and 
actors. 
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Table A.1 Overview of RAND Knowledge Services search strategy 

Timeframe 2011-2021 

Databases and 
portals 

Academic Search Complete (ASC)  
Defense Technical Information Center (DTIC)  
Google Scholar – Military & Government Collection 
Scopus 
Taylor & Francis  
Web of Science 

Keywords – 
Strategic 
advantage 

("strategic advantage*" OR "strategic competition" OR "geopolitical competition" OR 
"strategic lever*" OR "operational advantage*" OR "strategic influenc*" OR "strategic 
edge" OR "strategic superiority" OR "strategic dominance" OR "strategic rivalr*" OR 
(strategic) AND ("primacy" OR "supremacy" OR "ascendancy" OR "lead*" OR 
"power")) 

Keywords – Actors  

(("actor*" AND ("state" OR "non-state" OR "non state" OR "proto-state*") OR 
"competitor*" OR "adversar*" OR "digital actor*" OR "rational actor*" OR "object 
actor*" OR "addressor" OR "addressee" OR "absent actor*" OR "security actor*" OR 
"political actor*" OR "individual actor*" OR "countr*" OR "nation*" OR "militar*") 

Source: RAND Europe. 

This search yielded more than 10,000 sources, which the RAND Knowledge Services was able to narrow 
down to 215 sources, by filtering by: (i) English language; (ii) subject area (focusing on geopolitics and 
excluding financial and marketing literature); and (iii) document type (focusing on academic and grey 
literature and excluding sources from industry). From the 215 sources received from RAND Knowledge 
Services, the study team shortlisted a total of 40 sources to be reviewed. This shortlisting was based on an 
internal assessment of which sources may be most relevant to the project scope, as well as aimed at providing 
a coverage of various perspectives, including different geographical regions and actors.  

The subsequent data extraction from the 40 sources was guided by the questions outlined in Table A.2. 
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Table A.2 Overview of the questions guiding data extraction 

Actors 
• What was the type (state, non-state) and name of actors employing the strategic 

advantage, and against which the strategic advantage was employed? 
• Was the UK involved as an actor in the source? 

Geographic 
and historical 
scope 

• What geographical region did the source focus on? 
• What time period did the source focus on? 

Strategic 
advantage in 
the source 
context 

• Using the PESTLE-M1 framework, what type of lever did the source describe?  
• As applicable, how was the lever obtained, maintained, employed and/or lost? 
• Was the lever employed successfully? If yes, what were the contextual conditions that 

influenced it success? If no, what were the contextual conditions that influenced its 
failure? 

Strategic 
advantage in 
general 

• How have different authors defined strategic advantage? 
• How have different authors proposed that strategic advantage should be measured? 
• Are there any policy recommendations emerging from the source in relation to 

strategic advantage? 

Source: RAND Europe. 

The data extracted from the literature review formed the basis of the development of the analytical 
framework (Task 1.2) and informed the shortlisting of case studies to be developed (Task 1.3).   

A.1.2. Task 1.2: Development of the analytical framework 

The second activity in WP1 involved developing an analytical framework to support the selection of case 
studies to be developed in WP2. Based on the literature review, the framework synthesised the following: 

• The most relevant levers of strategic advantage. 

• The main conditions that may influence the success or failure of actors to use these levers to 
generate strategic advantage. 

• Other relevant parameters to help differentiate between case studies (e.g. geographic region, 
historical time period, UK involvement). 

This activity formed the basis of the validation workshop held in Task 1.3 and of the development of the 
long and short lists of case studies. 

A.1.3. Task 1.3: Validation of the analytical framework 

This activity consisted primarily of a workshop,2 held with the purpose of: (i) validating the analytical 
framework designed in Task 1.2, and therefore identifying any gaps in the data extracted as part of the 
literature review; and (ii) developing a long list of potential case studies. The workshop consisted of the 

 

1 The PESTLE-M framework includes the six elements characterising the general strategic and operating environment: 
Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Legal, Environmental, and Military.  
2 Please note that, due to availability of stakeholders, this workshop was run twice. It is referred in the footnotes as 
expert workshop I & II. 
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study team members, as well as subject matter experts from across RAND and from academia. The full list 
of participants can be found in Annex B. The workshop was divided in three parts: 

• Presenting and discussing the analytical framework. 

• Having a preliminary discussion on strategic advantage – how it can be defined and what its 
constituent parts should be. 

• Based on these discussions, brainstorming and compiling a long list of potential case studies.  

Having developed the long list of case studies, the project team engaged in a process of down-selection 
through internal consultations. A short list of case studies was presented to SONAC and Dstl, and the client 
was able to choose the twelve case studies to be developed in WP2.   

A.2. WP2: Case studies 

WP2 focused on the development of twelve case studies on strategic advantage, as shown in Figure A.3.  

Figure A.3 Overview of Work Package 2 

 
Source: RAND Europe. 

A.2.1. Task 2.1: Development of the case studies 

Of the twelve case studies, six were developed by RAND Europe and six were outsourced to external 
academic experts, to ensure the inclusion of a variety of perspectives. In order to ensure that each of the case 
studies was focused on answering the same questions and structured in a streamlined manner, the team 
developed a template, which each of author was requested to use. The team also provided the authors 
containing the working definition proposed by SONAC, as well as key themes emerging from the Task 1.3 
workshop on how strategic advantage could be defined or what its constituent elements could be. This 
enabled all twelve to have the same basic information upon which to build the case studies.    
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Each of the case studies was developed on the basis of desk research and the authors’ own expertise. The 
write-up was structured to include: (i) a summary; (ii) a brief overview of the historical and geopolitical 
context; (iii) an analysis of the strategic advantage(s) in question and the way it was gained, employed and, 
if applicable, lost; and (iv) a brief round-up of emerging implications for the UK’s definition and 
understanding of strategic advantage, which will be used as a basis for the analysis in the third WP. The 
case studies were provided to SONAC and Dstl in the form of two interim deliverables, to facilitate client 
review. 

A.3. WP3: Analysis and synthesis 

The third WP focused on synthesising the information emerging from the literature review, the expert 
workshop in Task 1.3, and the case studies, and on identifying the implications for the strategic advantage 
definition developed by SONAC, as well as the UK’s wider understanding of strategic advantage. Figure 
A.4 presents an overview of WP3. 

Figure A.4 Overview of Work Package 3 

 
Source: RAND Europe. 

A.3.1. Task 3.1: In-depth analysis of the strategic advantage definition 

Drawing on the information emerging from all project activities conducted beforehand, with a focus on the 
case studies, the team synthesised the main implications, cross-cutting themes and lessons identified, and 
compared them against the strategic advantage definition developed by SONAC. An internal workshop 
with the project team and the RAND authors of the case studies was then used to identify the main factors 
that would need to be considered in refining the definition. This preliminary analysis formed the main basis 
for the validation workshop carried out subsequently in Task 3.2.  
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A.3.2. Task 3.2: Validation of the findings 

With the help of SONAC and Dstl, the project team organised an expert workshop with policy- and 
decision-makers from across the UK government. In addition, the workshop was attended by the project 
team, along with subject matter experts from across RAND and from academia. The workshop was aimed 
at: (i) validating the conclusions and recommendations emerging from the project in terms of how the 
strategic advantage definition proposed by SONAC, as well as the UK’s wider understanding of strategic 
advantage, can be refined; and (ii) providing an opportunity to identify any gaps in the analysis and to 
generate additional insights. The results fed directly into the write-up of the final report (Task 3.3).  

A.3.3. Task 3.3: Reporting 

Using the data synthesised and analysed in Task 3.1 and validated in Task 3.2, the study team compiled 
the final report to contain all analysis, conclusions and recommendations, as well as the twelve case studies. 
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Annex B. Workshops 

This annex presents an overview of the participants in workshops conducted as part of this project.   

B.1. Expert Workshop 1: Validation of the analytical framework 

Table  provides an overview of those that participants in the workshop3 conducted as part of Task 1.3 and 
aimed at validating the analytical framework and creating a long list of potential case studies.  

Table B.1 Overview of participants in Task 1.3 workshop 

Participant Affiliation 

James Black RAND (Europe) 

Ben Wilkinson RAND (Europe) 

Diana Dascalu RAND (Europe) 

Megan Hughes RAND (Europe) 

Michael Mazarr RAND (US) 

King Mallory RAND (US) 

Dave Ochmanek RAND (US) 

Peter Dortmans RAND (Australia) 

Marigold Black RAND (Australia) 

Maeve Ryan King’s College London 

Patrick Porter University of Birmingham 

Beatrice Heuser University of Glasgow 

Cyril Buffet  Independent researcher 

Source: RAND Europe. 

 
3 Please note that, due to availability of stakeholders, this workshop was run twice. It is referred in the footnotes as 
expert workshop I & II. 
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B.2. Expert Workshop 2: Validation of emerging findings 

Table B.2 provides an overview of those who participated in the workshop conducted as part of Task 3.2. 
This workshop was aimed at validating the conclusions and recommendations emerging from the project 
in terms of how the definition of strategic advantage initially proposed by SONAC, as well as the UK’s 
wider understanding of the dynamics of said advantage, could be refined. The workshop also provided the 
opportunity to identify any gaps in the analysis and to generate additional insights.  

Table B.2 Overview of participants in Task 3.2 workshop 

Participant Affiliation 

James Black RAND (Europe) 

Ben Wilkinson RAND (Europe) 

Diana Dascalu RAND (Europe) 

Megan Hughes RAND (Europe) 

Michael McNerney RAND (US) 

Maeve Ryan King’s College London 

William Reynolds King’s College London 

Beatrice Heuser University of Glasgow 

Richard Ballett SONAC, UK MOD 

Ben Short SONAC, UK MOD 

Noel Wilde Dstl 

Michael Gibson DST, UK MOD 

Abigail Luxton DST, UK MOD 

Richard Thomason 
Department for Business, Energy, and Industrial 
Strategy (BEIS) 

Stefan Kirchner FCDO 

Thomas Hobbs FMC, UK MOD 

Source: RAND Europe. 
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Annex C. Further Discussion on Good Practices 

This annex provides more detailed exploration of examples of good practice and potential suggestions for 
the UK, building on the initial discussion in Chapter 5 and the twelve historical case studies summarised 
in Chapter 3 and provided in full in Annex D.  

C.1. Good practices in using individual strands of advantage to achieve, 
maintain and employ a position of overall strategic advantage 

Figure C.1 Case study and expert consultations: key components of building and maintaining a 
position of overall strategic advantage 

 
Source: RAND Europe analysis. 

C.1.1. Building and maintaining a position of overall strategic advantage depends on 
effectively balancing and organising strands of advantage/disadvantage  

As mentioned at the beginning of Section Error! Reference source not found., a position of overall strategic 
advantage can be described as the total sum and balance of an actor’s advantages and disadvantages relative 
to a competitor in a given situation.4 In this context, both the case studies and the expert consultations held 
in the course of this project indicate that successfully building and maintaining a position of overall strategic 
advantage requires a holistic, multi-domain and cross-government, or ‘integrated’, approach.5  

Several supporting examples are offered by the case studies. First, through the interaction of both kinetic 
and soft forces across the DIME levers of power, China has been successful both in projecting power beyond 

 
4 Expert workshop III, 27 April 2022. 
5 Expert workshop I, 20 January 2022; Expert workshop II, 21 January 2022. 
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its borders and in constraining the ability of its main global competitor, the United States, to do the same, 
particularly in East Asia. This is despite the fact that, when measuring and comparing individual 
components underlying the two actors’ military strength and power projection capabilities, China is often 
proven to lag behind, in both qualitative and quantitative terms (see Annex D.2). Second, an analysis of the 
US Second Offset suggested that the position of overall strategic advantage the United States gained through 
this strategy relative to the Soviet Union resulted from a holistic approach to technological and weapons 
development. As such, while the strategy was heavily reliant on the development and application of novel 
technologies in the generation of new military hardware, such as stealth aircraft and precision-guided 
munitions, its overall success was dependent on the corresponding modifications instituted in military 
doctrine, operating concepts and training (see Annex D.7).  

By contrast, relying on only one element of power, even if that element is military in nature, can significantly 
reduce an actor’s chances of achieving its strategic objectives. During the Algerian War of Independence, 
the FLN effectively navigated the multiple facets of the conflict, exploiting the diplomatic, information and 
economic elements to the detriment of France, which continued to focus on winning the military 
confrontation. As such, the FLN focused on winning the hearts and minds of the Algerian population, built 
relations with neighbouring countries, and skilfully used communication and propaganda to appeal to 
worldwide sympathisers. Ultimately, this enabled the group to achieve its strategic objective of winning the 
conflict, despite the fact that France had initially held what appeared to be an insurmountable position of 
strategic advantage in terms of military strength (see Annex D.6).  

C.1.2. Prioritising and organising multiple forms of individual advantage is tricky, 
necessitating an effects-based approach to compare disparate strands 

As such, when considering how to build and maintain a position of overall strategic advantage, it is 
imperative to develop multiple forms of advantage across different areas of competition, as well as to 
contemplate how these advantages, taken individually or in conjunction with one another, can work to 
offset existing disadvantages. In doing so, actors must develop an understanding of which forms of 
advantage should be prioritised, according to which are most likely to effectively counterbalance the most 
significant, or largest number of, disadvantages.6 

Producing a calculation of the development of which forms of advantage should be prioritised is not simple, 
as it is not always immediately evident which will strengthen the actor’s position of overall strategic 

 
6 Expert workshop III, 27 April 2022. For example, in its quest to achieve and maintain a position of a world-leading 
economic power, Japan did not use only economic tools of statecraft, such as effective trade, but also supported and 
complemented these through diplomatic tools. In addition, Japan employed an asymmetric approach to the 
development of a condition of overall strategic advantage: it accepted concessions and limitations in foreign and 
security policy, such as choosing to adopt a maritime-centric military strategy that limited its defence options, in 
exchange to allowing its political leadership to focus on retaining an economic edge. It was able to do so by relying on 
its strategic partnership with the US, who maintained a complementary military posture in the region (see Annex 
D.11). Similarly, in ensuring that it maintains military strength and the ability to project power across its region, Iran 
chose not to invest in certain capabilities, such as its air force, and to redirect its resources to developing, maintaining, 
and strengthening capabilities, such as its ballistic missile programme, that are more suited to achieving its aims under 
its specific constraints (see Annex D.5). 
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advantage or whether they will continue to have the same value in the future.7 Multiple decisions must be 
made, surrounding questions such as: 

• What are the strategic objectives in pursuit of which the actor envisions utilising its strategic 
advantage? Which adversaries does the actor envision competing against?  

• What capabilities does the actor envision will be needed to achieve its strategic objectives? What 
are the main constraints the actor expects to encounter in developing these capabilities? Which of 
these constraints are superable and to what extent? 

• Which capabilities does the actor need to develop on its own? Which capabilities can it collaborate 
with partners to develop, or rely on allies to provide?   

• Which capabilities can the actor readily access (e.g. from the market)? Which capabilities would 
the actor need to develop? What financial, human, technical resources and wider enablers would 
the actor need to help develop these capabilities, and over what period of time?8  

In addition, as already mentioned in Section Error! Reference source not found., having achieved a 
position of overall strategic advantage does not automatically lead to success in achieving strategic objectives. 
This is because, while a certain combination of advantages may prove useful in offsetting disadvantages in 
a specific context, or against a specific adversary, they may not have the same effect under different 
circumstances.9 They also do not dispense with the impact of fog, friction and chance. As such, having a 
wide portfolio of advantages to draw on can give an actor the flexibility to counter different threats and 
adversaries at different times and in different contexts in the face of uncertainty about the future. This 
ability to effectively and efficiently adapt to changing circumstances can increase the likelihood that an actor 
will achieve its strategic objectives.10 However, an actor can rarely afford to invest in a wide range of 
advantages, and the inability to fully anticipate the character of future threats, adversaries, conflict and 
competition can further increase the complexity associated with deciding into which combination of 
capabilities to invest finite resources.11 

In addition to the prioritisation of advantages, an important consideration is also how to organise, 
orchestrate and employ these various advantages to generate strategic advantage. The existence of, or 
investment in, levers (such as academic and industrial S&T capacity), do not directly result in strategic 
advantage; instead, a position of overall strategic advantage is generated by the actor’s ability to organise to 
exploit these levers.12 There are generally multiple ways of utilising individual forms of advantage, 
depending on the context and the aim. For example, as suggested by the Great Exhibition case study, 
strategic communication can be an effective a way of promoting British S&T capabilities for the purposes 

 
7 Expert workshop II, 21 January 2022; Expert workshop III, 27 April 2022. 
8 Expert workshop II, 21 January 2022; Expert workshop III, 27 April 2022. 
9 Expert workshop I, 20 January 2022; Expert workshop II, 21 January 2022. 
10 Internal analysis workshop, 01 April 2022; Expert workshop III, 27 April 2022. 
11 Expert workshop III, 27 April 2022. 
12 Expert workshop III, 27 April 2022. 
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of developing advantageous partnerships or deterring adversaries (see Annex D.8). In this way, the strategic 
advantage here would be gained through the presentation of a capability, rather than its sheer existence.  

C.1.3. Investing in ‘foundational’ or broadly applicable advantages may be useful in a 
wide range of scenarios, compared to optimising for a specific setting  

Given these difficulties, questions have arisen during the course of expert consultations regarding the extent 
to which a position of overall strategic advantage can be deliberately built, managed and maintained.13 It 
has been suggested that, while an actor may not always be able to effectively identify the specific capabilities 
that will provide it with the condition of strategic advantage in the future, and nor can it control the way 
in which competition and conflict evolves, it can invest in a range of ‘foundational’ advantages, which can 
act as a basis for the development of other capabilities.14 These so-called foundational advantages may 
include elements such as effective institutions of governance, a strong civil society, a resilient and wide-
reaching education system, or a healthy economy, and they are generally more enduring and slower to 
change or deteriorate with time.15 In most cases, one or more of these elements can be essential to building 
or maintaining a position of strategic advantage. As demonstrated in one of the case studies, the fall of 
Northern Iraq to the Islamic State (IS) in the summer of 2014 can, in large part, be attributed to the fact 
that the group pushed against a state and military structure that was weakened by pervasive social problems, 
such as sectarianism and widespread corruption (see Annex D.4).  

In addition to the so-called foundational advantages described above, conclusions emerging from the case 
studies and from the expert consultations suggest that some actors are also capable of effectively identifying 
and developing preparatory elements to support a future state of strategic advantage. In particular, as 
demonstrated by one of the case studies, Franklin D. Roosevelt’s (FDR) actions in the lead-up to the US 
entrance to World War II included efforts to shape public opinion in favour of a more active US global 
role, as well as to enhance the material foundations of military capability, such as supply, logistics, basing 
and manpower. As a result, FDR was successful in building a domestic basis that was able to support a 
subsequent role for the United States as a global military power in the post-war world (see Annex D.3). 

C.1.4. Manipulating the nature of strategic competition is an important way of ensuring 
that any contest occurs on favourable ground 

Aside from identifying the elements that need to be developed to achieve a position of overall strategic 
advantage, an actor can, in some cases and to some extent, also manipulate the nature of strategic 
competition in ways that enable it to effectively employ its advantages. In this sense, the historical case 
studies reinforce one of the key findings of the review of theoretical literature in Chapter 2. For example, 
during the Second Offset, the United States succeeded in shaping competition with the Soviet Union to 
focus less on achieving superiority in numerical force strength (where the Soviet Union had the advantage) 
and more on achieving superiority in the development of technologies and weapons that could deliver 
precision and lethality without relying large numbers of troops (where the United States had the advantage) 

 
13 Expert workshop III, 27 April 2022. 
14 Expert workshop I, 20 January 2022. 
15 Expert workshop III, 27 April 2022. 
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(see Annex D.7). Similarly, during the Algerian War of Independence, the FLN succeeded in changing the 
main arena of the conflict from the military domain (where France had the advantage) to the political 
domain (where France was less engaged and the FLN was able to manoeuvre more effectively) (see Annex 
D.6). At the same time, it should be noted that actors will sometimes also undertake efforts not to change 
the nature or the arena of strategic competition, but to maintain it, should the environment already be 
favourable to them. As such, while a position of overall relative strategic advantage cannot be fully 
controlled, it can be deliberately built, and efforts can be intentionally made to maintain and improve it. 
However, the extent to which an actor can be successful in these endeavours depends, in large part, on the 
extent to which it has an accurate understanding of its strategic objectives, including of the role it wants to 
play in the international system. This will be discussed in more detail in the following sections. 

C.1.5. Building and maintaining a position of overall strategic advantage necessitates 
its inclusion in a grand strategic vision 

As detailed in Section Error! Reference source not found., a position of overall strategic advantage can 
only exist in a state of competition, meaning that it can typically only be built and maintained relative to 
competitors or partners. In addition, the case studies and the expert consultations suggest that it also needs 
to be integrated into a wider conceptualisation of how the competition manifests and, in particular, what 
the contested goods or ‘prizes’ of the competition are. As such, in order for an actor to build and maintain 
a position of net advantage, it needs to have an understanding not only of the specific strands of advantage 
and disadvantage that it possesses, but also of the strategic objectives that it wants to pursue and the grand 
strategic vision towards which realisation of those objectives would contribute (see Figure C.2).16  

Figure C.2 Schematic: the building blocks of a position of overall strategic advantage 

 
Source: RAND Europe analysis.  

An understanding of long-term strategic goals is essential to determining what capabilities are needed, and 
therefore which strands of individual advantage need to be prioritised over others when it comes to 

 
16 Expert workshop II, 21 January 2022. 
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development or consolidation efforts.17 A good example in this sense is provided by one of the case studies, 
which explained FDR’s efforts to build strategic advantage ahead of the US entrance into World War II. 
By considering long-term strategic objectives going beyond the defeat of the then-current adversaries, 
including a conceptualisation of the preferred post-war role the United States was to hold in the world, 
FDR succeeded in generating a condition of overall strategic advantage that positioned the United States 
to enlist the role of a major global military and economic power, which it managed to maintain for decades 
despite the constantly changing dynamics of the geopolitical and operating environments (see Annex D.3). 
In addition, the UK Integrated Review characterises building and maintaining strategic advantage through 
S&T as an essential element of economic prosperity and competitiveness, as well as national security – the 
long-term objectives being those of retaining influence in critical and emerging technologies central to 
geopolitical competition, such as AI, quantum technologies and engineering biology.18 

Relatedly, it is essential that any considerations or deliberations on the topic of strategic advantage occur in 
the framework of a grand strategic vision, which includes an understanding of the national interest and the 
role that the actor intends to play in the international system. While some strategic objectives may change 
in time, depending on the dynamics of the strategic operating environment, the conceptualisation of a grand 
strategy is more enduring. For example, the UK’s strategic objectives relative to the war – and, subsequently, 
to the security and military situation – in Iraq have arguably changed from 2003, to 2010, to 2013, to 
2020; however, by contrast, the UK’s strategic vision of its position vis-à-vis Iraq and transnational terrorism 
have arguably been more enduring.19 Conceptualising advantage on the basis of a strategic vision can enable 
an actor to overcome the temporal dimension of individual strands of advantage by embedding 
considerations about the future. In addition, it can allow an actor to respond flexibly to specific situations, 
while still acting in concordance with the role they want to occupy on the international stage.20 As one of 
the case studies demonstrates, the extent to which the actors engaged in the Congress of Vienna emerged 
in an advantageous position depended on their (i) ability to negotiate on the basis of a long-term conception 
of their interests and objectives; and (ii) ability to flexibly adapt, within this, to changing circumstances (see 
Annex D.12). 

Aside from being guided by strategic objectives and by a vision of the role an actor wants to play in the 
international system, how strategic advantage is built and maintained is also shaped by the set of values the 
actor in question perceives as defining, as well as by a set of rules and regulations that it intends to abide by. 
For example, in order to maintain a position of strategic advantage vis-à-vis its adversaries, Iran uses non-
conventional levers of power, such as proxies or information operations (see Annex D.5). The fact that some 
Western actors, including the UK, may be unwilling to use the same non-conventional levers is testament 
to the way in which strategic advantage can be shaped by a grand strategic vision, as well as to the fact that 

 
17 Expert workshop I, 20 January 2022; Expert workshop II, 21 January 2022; Expert workshop III, 27 April 2022. 
18 HM Government (202b). 
19 Expert workshop II, 21 January 2022. 
20 Expert workshop III, 27 April 2022. 
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these actors may, instead, draw strength from being viewed as just and honourable players in the 
international system.21  

Having a grand strategic vision to guide the development of a position of overall strategic advantage can 
also facilitate a whole-of-government approach. This can enable a synchronised effort to build and maintain 
strategic advantage, as well as create a cross-government creative and competitive mindset, conducive to 
situational awareness, innovation, productivity and constant adaptation to changing circumstances.22 For 
example, a clear articulation of strategic goals and a strategic vision to different government departments 
during the US Second Offset, where it was explained and understood exactly how the strategy fed into 
wider strategic priorities, was central to the strategy’s enduring success and continuity across decades and 
different administrations. It also enabled a whole-of-government approach, whereby different government 
agencies collaborated with each other and with the private sector, leading to a consistent research and 
development drive and an effective innovation culture (see Annex D.7). Reaching a cross-government 
agreement on what strategic advantage means, how it can be defined, and how it should be employed, 
should therefore start with an agreement on the UK’s strategic objectives and its grand strategic vision, 
including the role it is envisioned to play in the international system. 

C.1.6. Building and maintaining a position of overall strategic advantage is contingent 
on allies and partners 

As discussed in Section Error! Reference source not found., allies and partners have been shown as key 
players in the development of strategic advantage. It is also the case that allies, partners and international 
structures can be used to maintain or enhance a position of overall strategic advantage, conferring the 
opportunity to pool and share finite resources and capabilities with likeminded actors. During the Cold 
War, Japan cultivated a diplomatic relationship with the United States that served to maintain its strategic 
advantage; the alliance both limited any challenges to Japan’s existing advantages and enhanced Japan’s 
international profile (see Annex D.11). Similarly, Iran has been able to fulfil its strategic objectives since 
1979 by leveraging a network of non-state actors (see Annex D.5). Relatedly, in addition to being used to 
enhance strategic advantage through diplomatic structures and processes, alliances can also be used to deny 
adversaries such an advantage. NATO’s Build Back Better World (B3W) initiative (in the context of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative) is an example of an alliance moving to undermine an adversary’s attempt at power 
projection (see Annex D.2). In addition, the case of the Algerian War of Independence demonstrates how 
a loss of allies can in fact lead to a loss of strategic advantage. By both building a support base of international 
allies and working to weaken France’s support base, the FLN generated its own strategic advantage whilst 
hampering its adversary’s capacity to maintain strategic advantage (see Annex D.6).  

As such, generating and sustaining strategic advantage in the current global order requires allies, partnerships 
and membership of international structures. During expert consultations, it was emphasised that today’s 
globalised context requires collaboration to build different ‘strands’ of strategic advantage in the face of 

 
21 Expert workshop II, 21 January 2022; Expert workshop III, 27 April 2022. 
22 Expert workshop III, 27 April 2022. 
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competitors such as Russia and China.23 The 2022 US National Defense Strategy also supports this point.24 
Allies and partnerships built through a British ‘tilt’ to the Indo-Pacific, for example, could be vital to 
maintaining strategic advantage in the region in the context of growing Chinese influence. In addition, 
alliances and partnerships can, in themselves, be a source of strategic advantage, conferring legitimacy and 
validity to an actor’s actions or contributing to another’s defence or deterrence posture. In this context, 
alliances and partnerships often prove to be influential when it comes to an actor’s calculation of which 
levers of advantage it should prioritise in terms of development. Membership of NATO, for example, may 
lead a member state to invest more in specific capabilities, or to focus more on a specific geographic area, 
than it might otherwise have done.25 However, partners do not always need to hold sway in terms of 
conceptual or strategic coordination. In the case of US policymaking in the lead-up to Pearl Harbor, FDR 
intentionally subordinated Britain (a major ally) to ensure the maintenance of the US post-war position of 
strategic advantage. The United States independently decided to pursue an American hegemonic order over 
allies as well as adversaries, which worked to its advantage (see Annex D.3).  

C.1.7. Maintaining strategic advantage depends on effectively employing strands of 
advantage; cultivating an advantage does not matter if it is squandered 

An important part of building and maintaining a position of overall strategic advantage is the possibility to 
employ it, when needed, in order to achieve (or support in achieving) strategic objectives. Several discussions 
during expert consultations suggested that individual strands of advantage may begin to diminish once 
employed. This is also detailed in Section Error! Reference source not found., which discusses strategic 
advantage as a dynamic, time-dependent concept. Experts concluded that, if the purpose behind building 
a position of strategic advantage is deterrence and the avoidance of actual employment, then levers should 
be clearly displayed. If, by contrast, the purpose is to actively employ these levers during competition or 
wartime to gain or demonstrate superiority, they should be retained as elements of surprise. This is because, 
once levers are immediately apparent, adversaries will be incentivised to invest in developing 
countermeasures, therefore rendering the advantage obsolete.26  

Successfully maintaining a position of overall strategic advantage is therefore dependent on having a 
multitude of levers to utilise at different times, as well as monitoring the strategic environment and being 
flexible in developing new levers in the process of adapting to changing circumstances. In doing so, an actor 
can ensure that, when needed, it can effectively employ levers without diminishing the value of its overall 
strategic advantage. 

 
23 Expert workshop III, 27 April 2022. 
24 US Department of Defense (2022).  
25 Expert workshop III, 27 April 2022. 
26 Expert workshop II, 21 January 2022. An example of this is provided by the case of the Arab-Israeli Wars. During 
the 1967 War, Israel displayed and employed a series of key levers of advantage, including air superiority. However, 
by the time of the 1973 War, Israel had failed to monitor the changing circumstances and to realise that new 
technologies and equipment, including advanced surface-to-air missiles, had enabled Egypt to develop effective 
countermeasures, thereby invalidating its previous advantage. As a result, Israel suffered a defeat in the opening phase 
of the War, which ultimately led to it failing to achieve its strategic objective of maintaining the status-quo, specifically 
its hold over Sinai (see Annex D.10). 
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C.2. Preliminary suggestions of practical lessons from history for how the 
UK might better exploit and utilise individual strands of advantage 

Across the twelve historical case studies, the PESTLE-M strands of advantage and enabling characteristics 
discussed in Chapter 5 were exhibited and exploited by actors in different ways and to varying degrees of 
success. In some cases, certain decisive individual strands of advantage led to actors achieving their strategic 
objectives, while in others it was only a combination of multiple levers that granted success. In some cases, 
the extent to which exploitation was possible and successful depended on exogenous factors outside the 
actors’ control, such as a favourable strategic and operating environment.  

As such, one cannot state that the exploitation of any specific set of levers, as carried out by these actors in 
the specific circumstances outlined in each of the case studies, constitutes a clear roadmap for how the UK 
specifically can fulfil its strategic objectives or gain a position of overall strategic advantage. However, 
drawing on the lessons identified through these case studies, it is possible to complement the more general 
discussion of good practices in Section C.1 with a more targeted set of preliminary suggestions for principles 
on how the UK could better utilise the strands of advantage it has at its disposal.  

Figure C.3 Preliminary analysis on how the UK could prioritise and leverage strands of advantage 

 
Source: RAND Europe analysis of historical case studies. 

C.2.1. Use strategic partnerships to shoulder the weight of competition/conflict and to 
overcome limits of national capabilities 

As discussed in Chapters 3 to 5, not only can a position of overall strategic advantage be pursued in relation 
to allies, but it can also be gained through partnerships. Several case studies provide lessons identified.  

Firstly, strategic partnerships can be used to share the weight of competition and conflict. When FDR acted 
to shift public opinion and to boost military-industrial capabilities in preparation for the US entry into 
World War II, he was able to lean on the country’s European allies to bear the brunt of the conflict in terms 
of military, financial and social expenditure. This allowed FDR to postpone active participation in the 
conflict until the country was wholly prepared to join. Although exogenous factors, such as the US 
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geographic position, also played a role in affording FDR the choice of when to join the conflict – and 
although the United States was indirectly involved from the beginning of the conflict, through Lend-Lease 
programmes and provision of significant military supplies and assistance from late 1940 onwards – the fact 
remains that it was the country’s strategic partnership with its European allies that allowed it to ensure that 
its strategic interests and objectives were being met while preserving its resources and only having to place 
‘boots on the ground’ at what it considered to be the most opportune time (see Annex D.3).  

The UK could similarly benefit from continuing to invest in its existing strategic partnerships, as well as 
from striving to expand its network of strategic allies and regional hubs across the globe, particularly in 
regions of growing geopolitical interest (e.g. the Indo-Pacific, Africa, the poles). This would allow the UK 
to protect and advance its strategic interests worldwide, while avoiding direct confrontation with adversaries 
and minimising the resources it would otherwise need to commit.  

Secondly, the historical record shows that strategic partnerships can be used to cooperatively develop and 
share capabilities in order to offset limits on national power. The best example of this from the case studies 
lies in Japan’s post-war strategic relationship with the United States, and how Tokyo was able to leverage 
this partnership to achieve advantage. More specifically, by relying heavily on US strategic interest and 
military footprint in East Asia, effectively attaching to the US security umbrella in the region, Japan 
managed to turn its focus to rebuilding its economy in the wake of World War II and, once it achieved this, 
to developing a position of overall economic advantage. In return, Japan provides the United States with a 
permanent military footprint in the region, one reason the partnership with Japan has been a cornerstone 
of US security policy in East Asia since 1945 (see Annex D.11). The same principle of mutually beneficial 
cooperation can also be applied strictly to the development of military capabilities. Iran partially 
demonstrates this with its focused investment in selective capabilities, such as its ballistic missile programme, 
which can be leveraged to achieve a position of outsized influence (see Annex D.5).  

The UK could improve on this sort of approach by considering the merits of more functional or regional 
specialisation to maximise its asymmetric strengths in priority areas, while relying on partners to cover gaps 
elsewhere. In this way, the UK would benefit from continuing to collaborate with allies such as NATO or 
minilateral groupings (such as the Joint Expeditionary Force, or AUKUS nations) to jointly develop (and 
to pool existing) capabilities, allowing it to ‘import’ strands of advantage from others. This could ultimately 
give UK policy and decision-makers the flexibility to more efficiently focus limited resources (human, 
financial or otherwise) into developing capabilities that (i) the country considers key to its security; (ii) the 
country is uniquely positioned to develop (e.g. because it has a specific defence industrial base for them); or 
(iii) lie in an area where the country cannot rely on partners – for example, building societal resilience 
against disinformation or other forms of subthreshold manipulation. As the cost of developing conventional 
military capabilities continues to grow and as economies struggle with the impact of COVID-19 and the 
war in Ukraine, prioritising the investment of limited resources by pooling and sharing capabilities 
intelligently with allies is likely to become more and more relevant.  
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C.2.2. Use partnerships of convenience to adapt to the changing operating environment 
and to achieve different goals at different times 

Although the previous section showcases the central role that well-founded long-term strategic partnerships 
can play in helping an actor achieve a position of strategic advantage, not all partnerships require the same 
level of investment to be useful. This lesson is best exemplified by Iran, which routinely leverages a network 
of various partners, both state and non-state, to achieve short-term objectives and support a long-term 
strategic vision of maintaining a position of influence and continuing to project power across the Middle 
East. Iran is able to leverage these partners primarily by finding ways in which a relationship can be made 
mutually beneficial, even in cases where its long-term strategic interests and objectives do not necessarily 
align with those of the actors in question.  

For example, Iran has a long-standing strategic relationship with Hezbollah, to which it provides funds and 
equipment, and with which it also shares a strategic vision. However, it has also leveraged transactional 
relationships with groups such as Hamas (Ḥarakat al-Muqāwamah al-ʾIslāmiyyah) and the Taliban, and 
states such as Russia, Turkey, Israel and the United States. These relationships have been aimed at achieving 
short-term goals and have not prevented or constrained Iran from opposing these actors at other times or 
in other areas; for example, while pursuing the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action with the United 
States,27 Iran continued to provide support to Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, despite the United States 
supporting the opposition.  

This demonstrates a pragmatic, utilitarian approach that leverages expedient, flexible and transactional 
collaborations in ways the UK could also adopt. As such, in addition to its long-term strategic partnerships 
(e.g. with the United States or NATO), the UK could pursue new casual alliances of interest to achieve 
short-term goals worldwide. These alliances could occur with state, but also non-state, actors such as non-
governmental organisations or multinational corporations. Such relations require the investment of few 
resources, provide more flexibility to respond to changes in the strategic and operating environment, and 
afford more freedom of movement, requiring less consideration of the other actor’s strategic interests. At 
the same time, the potential risks (e.g. reputational) of working with certain organisations would need 
careful management in the context of a democracy, requiring a clear strategic narrative to justify why 
bounded collaborations with new and potentially controversial partners is a strategic imperative.  

C.2.3. Use different instruments to favourably shape public opinion at home and abroad 

Public opinion and support are a strand of advantage that most case studies mention, demonstrating the 
topic’s importance not only as a factor that can be exploited to achieve short- and long-term goals, but also 
as a foundation upon which other strands of advantage can be developed.  

At home, lessons identified from the case studies suggest that the UK should strive to bolster the perceived 
legitimacy of institutions of governance and, especially, to ensure that the population both understands and 
has a positive and supportive view of the Armed Forces. Though there are many ways in which this can be 

 
27 JCPOA is a 2015 agreement reached by Iran and the so-called P5+1 countries (China, France, Germany, Russia, 
the UK and the United States), aimed at constraining Iran’s nuclear programme to civilian and peaceful use only, in 
exchange for the lifting of Western economic sanctions. The United States retreated from the JCPOA in 2018.  
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achieved – and exploring this topic in detail is beyond the remit of this study – basic and essential elements 
include clear public messaging and effective, transparent, representative and inclusive governance. The 
importance of this is best demonstrated by the extreme case of Iraq, where failure to establish legitimate and 
representative government institutions led the Sunni population to have a more receptive and supportive 
view of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), which was a key contributing element to the group’s 
ability to conquer large swathes of northern Iraq in the summer of 2014 (see Annex D.4). In addition, it 
can be argued that a cohesive population, rallied around key national security objectives, is an important 
factor that has allowed Israel to efficiently and effectively mobilise its population, which contributed to its 
ability to achieve its objectives in various Arab-Israeli wars (see Annex D.10) and to societal resilience more 
broadly.  

In a similar vein, a cohesive population that is supportive of the Armed Forces can also impact will to fight. 
As exemplified in Iraq in 2014, ISIS’s stronger will to fight compared to that of the Iraqi government forces 
was due to many factors, including a perception by its members that the group was winning both territory 
and hearts and minds (see Annex D.4). 

Abroad, the case studies suggest that the UK would benefit from examining how best to use strategic 
communications to shape public opinion, both during peacetime and during conflict. Although the 
effectiveness of Russian information operations in Ukraine is contested (see Annex D.1), Iran and China 
have both demonstrated that they consistently rely on such levers to sway public opinion abroad. Iran uses 
propaganda, both directly through government-controlled media and indirectly through proxy broadcasting 
networks across the Middle East, to connect with a Shia audience and to spread favourable narratives about 
its actions (see Annex D.5). Similarly, China uses information operations to boost its influence along the 
BRI by controlling discussions and promoting positive and benevolent narratives about the country’s 
expanding capabilities and reach, seeking to downplay ‘China threat’ arguments.28 In addition, China 
intends to use this propaganda to increase acceptance by local populations for Chinese security and military 
operations overseas (see Annex D.2). As such, although China, Iran and Russia may have different value 
systems, the UK could nonetheless learn from the ways they leverage non-traditional methods to favourably 
shape public opinion abroad. 

C.2.4. Use different instruments to enhance power projection abroad 

The above-detailed use of information operations can be combined with more traditional methods, such as 
diplomacy, economic statecraft, involvement in conflict mediation and peacekeeping operations, R&D 
collaborations, and cultural and educational exchanges – all with the aim of enhancing power projection. 

Firstly, lessons identified from the Algerian War of Independence suggest that diplomacy can be a powerful 
tool that, if leveraged correctly, can help actors achieve strategic objectives. In this sense, the FLN 
successfully used diplomatic relationships and informal ties to diaspora and interest groups in other nations 
to publicise and gain sympathy regarding the issue of Algerian independence, as well as to draw attention 

 
28 The ‘China threat’ arguments, posited by foreign analysts, consider that China’s rise has not been peaceful (as the 
CCP wants to promote it), but instead seeks to destabilise and change the international order, its institutions and 
norms in its favour and at the expense of the West and of global peace (see Annex D.2). 
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to France’s increasingly violent militarised response. The FLN worked by appealing to anti-colonial 
sentiments among left-wing movements in the West, and also threatened (in the context of the Cold War) 
to turn to the Soviet Union, should Western countries continue to support France. This enabled the group 
to gain recognition and support, which paved the way to it winning the conflict (see Annex D.6). An analysis 
of the Congress of Vienna similarly demonstrates how diplomacy can be used to favourably shape conflict, 
competition and, more generally, the rules and norms that govern the international system. Leveraging 
interpersonal abilities and negotiation and diplomatic skills, the UK managed to influence the establishment 
of a European order that shaped competition both within and outside Europe for decades (see Annex D.12). 
This demonstrates the importance of continuing to actively participate in multilateralism, especially as 
international organisations such as the UN or Bretton Woods face growing revisionist challenges. 

Secondly, China’s activities across the BRI suggest that tools such as economic investment, foreign 
economic aid and involvement in crisis management, conflict mediation, peacekeeping and humanitarian 
assistance and disaster relief (HADR) missions abroad can also be effective in enhancing power projection. 
This is because they enable: (i) the establishment of positive (or at least favourable to China) state-to-state 
relationships; (ii) the development of positive public opinion among populations abroad; and (iii) the 
acquisition of ‘a seat at the table’, ensuring that China’s interests, as those of a legitimate participant in 
another country’s economy or security, are considered. In addition, involvement in conflict mediation – 
and peacekeeping missions in particular – provide the Chinese military with overseas logistical and 
operational experience (see Annex D.2). As the effects of climate change begin to be felt more and more 
strongly across the world, HADR missions are likely to represent a significant area where the UK could 
strive to become more actively involved, including with the purpose of using them as a platform to enhance 
power projection. 

Finally, an analysis of the Great Exhibition indicates that soft power tools, such as R&D collaborations and 
cultural and educational exchanges, can help a country to position itself as a leading power in a certain field, 
thus expanding its worldwide influence. This can be achieved by facilitating collaborative relationships 
between both public and private UK entities in the fields of art, science, technology, and trade, and their 
counterparts in other countries or regions. This can also have the added effect of gaining worldwide prestige 
– thus helping to establish public support abroad – and facilitating the development of strategic partnerships 
that the UK can leverage to achieve short-term goals as they arise, as described above. 

C.2.5. Use different instruments to enhance and leverage science and technology 

The final suggestion identified through the case studies relates to instruments to enhance and leverage the 
potential of science and technology (S&T). An analysis of the development of the Silicon Valley suggests 
the importance of the following elements in seeking to gain S&T advantage:  

• The ability of the government to finance R&D, including through military and defence contracts. 

• The ability of the government to adopt legislation that is favourable and conducive to innovation, 
such as beneficial patent and immigration laws. 

• The ability of the government to facilitate strategic alignment and positive relationships between 
public institutions and universities, which can support the continued exploitation of S&T by 
incorporating emerging fields of knowledge into courses, thus providing an adequate skills base. 
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• The ability of the government to provide (in some cases, perhaps even fund or subsidise) access to 
auxiliary services essential to start-ups, such as law firms, marketing agencies and accountancies. 

• The ability of the government to provide – or support the development and provision of – a 
platform to enable networking and to connect start-ups with recruitment firms, experts, angel 
investors and venture capitalists (see Annex D.9). 

The UK MOD has already established and disseminated its defence innovation priorities,29 as well as setting 
up initiatives such as the Defence and Security Accelerator (DASA), which aims to fund the development 
of innovations with a security and military applicability.30 It should therefore strive to build on these existing 
strategies and structures, as well as cross-government initiatives (such as the new Advanced Research and 
Invention Agency), drawing from the lessons identified and described above. 

  

 
29 See UK Ministry of Defence (2019). 
30 See UK Ministry of Defence (n.d.) 
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Annex D. Case Studies 

This annex contains the twelve case studies developed as part of this study. Table D.1 provides an overview 
of the case studies, including authors and affiliations. 

Table D.1 Overview of case studies and authors 

No. Case study Author(s) 

C1. Russia’s Use of Hybrid Warfare in Ukraine (2014–2021): Using cyber and 
information campaigns in pursuit of strategic objectives 

Sir Lawrence 
Freedman, KCL 

C2. Chinese Power Projection through the Belt and Road Initiative (2013–Present): 
Overcoming military shortfalls with an integrated approach to power projection 

Fiona Quimbre, 
RAND 

C3. 
Franklin D. Roosevelt and the United States in the Lead-up to Pearl Harbor (1939–
1941): Employing decisive, forward-looking strategic leadership to enhance power 
projection 

Patrick Porter, 
University of 
Birmingham 

C3. The Islamic State’s Takeover of Northern Iraq in 2014: Building public legitimacy 
and employing the will to fight to secure military victory 

Diana Dascalu, 
RAND 

C4.  Iran’s Continued Ability to Achieve Strategic Objectives Despite Western Pressure 
(1979–Present): Achieving strategic advantage with limited resources 

Rebecca Lucas, 
RAND 

C5.  
France and the Front de Libération Nationale (FLN) in the Algerian War of 
Independence (1954–1963): Defeating military advantage by building political 
legitimacy 

Peter Carlyon, 
RAND 

C6. The US Second Offset Strategy: Employing technological development and doctrinal 
change to favourably shape strategic competition 

Sam Stockwell, 
RAND 

C7. Britain and the Great Exhibition: Building the foundations of future strategic 
advantage in science and technology 

Maeve Ryan, 
KCL 

C8. Silicon Valley and the Rise of the United States’ Science and Technology Advantage: 
Financing and encouraging innovation to achieve technological superiority 

Mann Virdee 
and Jennifer 
Chung, RAND 

C10. The Arab-Israeli Wars: The shifting dynamics of strategic advantage 
Ahron Bregman, 
KCL 

C11. The Rise of Japan as a Diplomatic and Economic Power (1955–1995): Leveraging 
economic and military asymmetry to achieve strategic advantage 

Alessio 
Patalano, KCL 

C12. Britain, the Great Powers and the Congress of Vienna: Employing diplomacy and 
grand strategic visions to reshape European order 

Maeve Ryan, 
KCL 

Source: RAND Europe. 
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D.1. Russia’s Use of Hybrid Warfare in Ukraine (2014–2021): Using cyber 
and information campaigns in pursuit of strategic objectives 

Sir Lawrence Freedman, King’s College London 

Figure D.1 Overview of main implications and lessons identified from Case Study 1 

 
Source: RAND Europe analysis. 

D.1.1. Summary 

This case study considers the strategic advantage gained by using cyberattacks and information campaigns 
in contemporary state-on-state competition below the threshold of war. It looks at the case of Russian 
strategy during its conflict with Ukraine, up to but not including the invasion in February 2022. The bulk 
of the analysis presented below was prepared before the onset of hostilities, and at the time of writing it is 
still unclear what the military or political outcomes of the Russian invasion will be. As such, this paper does 
not seek to offer an assessment of Russian cyber and information operations during the latest hostilities, but 
rather considers the ‘sub-threshold’ or ‘grey zone’ activities directed against Ukraine from 2014-2021.  

Such activities have sought to disrupt, confuse, dissemble and disorient, both in pursuit of Russian strategic 
objectives below the threshold of war and, as recent events have shown, as part of Russian efforts to shape 
conditions ahead of kinetic operations. The case study suggests that these cyber and information campaigns, 
though much vaunted in some circles, are in fact problematic and generate less strategic advantage than 
often supposed. They may supplement, but are not substitutes for, armed force. At the present time, it is 
unclear to what extent this relative ineffectiveness may have resulted from potentially successful 
counteractions on the Ukrainian side. 

As shown throughout this case study, cyber and information campaigns can contribute to strategic 
advantage, but are not without their limitations, costs and risks. For example, cyberattacks as conducted by 
Russia are officially denied, even though the perpetrator is evident. This provides a display of power, but so 
long as the attacks are denied or at least ambiguous, the victim may have to guess the reasons for the attack 
or what must be done to prevent future attacks. Once set in motion, the effects of these attacks can be hard 
to control, leading to a wide range of victims who might not otherwise have felt so aggrieved about Russian 
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actions. An additional difficulty is that private groups and proxies employed to undertake cyberattacks may 
not confine their attacks to designated targets. The same systems and capabilities can be used for criminal 
activities, again confusing the original political message. 

Just as cyberattacks depend on a keen appreciation of the vulnerabilities of the target networks, so 
information campaigns require an appreciation of the culture of, and debates within, the target. The most 
effective information campaigns pick up on authentic concerns and grievances, which can be difficult to do 
against countries with quite different social structures and cultures. For that reason, as the Russian 
experience shows, information campaigns may tend be most effective with a home audience, where they 
can bolster regime support. Just because a lot of effort has been put into information campaigns by Russia 
to move opinion does not mean that this has automatically led to great success. Attempts to insert alternative 
narratives into the debates of foreign countries might have caused confusion for a while, but if they did not 
stack up and were not supported by credible non-Russian figures, they then fell away. Though the outcome 
of the Russian invasion in 2022 is unknown at the time of writing, the first weeks of the conflict reinforce 
this assessment that Russia’s information operations against Ukraine or international target audiences have 
been less effective than advertised.  

For all the emphasis given to cyber and information operations, then, the ‘kinetic’ dimensions of warfare 
remain more important. It is very hard to change the minds of adversaries, or their people, but it is possible 
to change their physical situation. It is difficult to manipulate from a distance another’s networks while 
remaining covert. Direct armed force is usually likely to be more effective. Recent events confirm this 
analysis. This nuanced understanding of the current maturity and effectiveness of offensive cyber and 
information operations has ramifications not only for strategic advantage in today’s world, but also for how 
the UK should think about the definitions and dynamics of strategic advantage more broadly.  

D.1.2. Context 

D.1.2.1. Russian coercion of Ukraine to deter it from EU and NATO membership 

The origins of the current crisis lie in the summer of 2013, as Russian President Vladimir Putin tried to 
force Ukraine to abandon an association agreement with the EU and opt instead for membership of the 
‘Eurasian Union’, a customs union with Russia at its centre.31 This reflects also a broader Russian desire to 
prevent further enlargement of the EU or, even more critically, NATO, along its borders. This is viewed in 
Moscow as a direct threat to Russia’s security, further eroding the strategic ‘buffer zone’ established around 
Russia’s borders during the Cold War. It is also framed as a broader challenge by the West to Russia’s 
political, economic and cultural influence in countries that the Kremlin perceives as part of its legitimate 
sphere of influence as a great power. 

As relations deteriorated in the second half of 2013, Putin took advantage of Ukraine’s vulnerability to 
economic pressure from its larger neighbour to squeeze the generally pro-Russian Ukrainian President 
Viktor Yanukovych to abandon the agreement with the EU. By November, Yanukovych acceded.32 This 
led to protests throughout Ukraine, with the most important taking place in the Maidan Square in Kyiv 
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(hence the name EuroMaidan).33 Yanukovych was unable to back down or suppress the rioters. Eventually 
on 22 February 2014, he fled.34 This prompted a harsh Russian response, most dramatically involving the 
annexation of Crimea in mid-March, but also unrest in eastern Ukraine, leading to two pro-Russian enclaves 
being established in Donetsk and Luhansk. 35 The opposition to these attacks on Ukrainian sovereignty led 
to Western economic sanctions.36 

D.1.2.2. From a fragile peace to low-intensity conflict 

In subsequent years, Russia continued to arm and supply separatist forces in Donetsk and Luhansk, as well 
as to enhance its infrastructure and military presence in Crimea and its efforts to undermine successive 
Ukrainian governments in Kyiv. The negotiation of the Minsk Agreements in 2014-15 called for a ceasefire 
in Eastern Ukraine, as well as the withdrawal of any foreign forces and constitutional reform in Ukraine to 
reflect a special status for the separatist regions. In practice, fighting continued at varying levels of intensity 
through the rest of the 2010s, with Ukraine and Russia frequently blaming each other (or their proxies) for 
breaking the peace. At the same time, Russia is reported to have conducted intensive cyber and information 
operations against Ukraine, targeting not only government networks, but also businesses, media and the 
civilian population, in a bid to exert influence, undermine support for Kyiv and promote Russia’s strategic 
objectives in the ongoing conflict.37 

D.1.2.3. Towards the Russian invasion of 2022 

In early November 2021, Russia began to build up substantial military forces along its border with Ukraine, 
as well as in Crimea to the south and Belarus to the north. This was accompanied by large-scale military 
exercises, as well as high-profile tests of anti-satellite weapons and Russia’s nuclear arsenal.38 Russia also 
made increasingly bellicose claims of a threat from ‘fascists’ and ‘Nazis’ in Ukraine, as well as NATO, and 
issued a list of demands to the United States and its allies, ostensibly as a basis for defusing the crisis.39 
These included a Russian veto on Ukrainian membership in NATO, as well as limits on deployment of 
troops or weapons to NATO’s eastern flank, effectively pushing the Alliance back to 1997, before eastward 
expansion.40  

In February 2022, after further Russian military build-up and a failure to find a diplomatic resolution, Putin 
announced that he was supporting a request from the enclaves in Donetsk and Luhansk for independence 
from Ukraine and would deploy a peacekeeping force to support them.41 This subsequently evolved into a 
large-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine from the north, east and south, which was met with fierce Ukrainian 
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resistance, backed by Western financial and military aid, as well as an unprecedented raft of severe economic, 
political and cultural sanctions against Russia.42  

At the time of writing, it is unclear how much further the crisis is likely to escalate, or whether and how 
Russia will achieve its strategic objectives. 

D.1.3. Analysis 

D.1.3.1. The increasing importance of cyberspace and the information environment 

Cyberattacks and information campaigns are now considered essential features of contemporary warfare, 
both above and below the threshold of open armed conflict.43 Russia’s strategy in relation to Ukraine since 
2014 is often cited as a prime example, building on lessons Russia had learned from previous experiences 
in Estonia in 2007 and Georgia in 2008. Even before the recent invasion, there had been constant activity 
directed against Ukraine, seeking to disrupt, confuse, dissemble and disorient. This activity followed the 
same principles of methods adopted in the Soviet past by the KGB or its predecessor agencies, emphasising 
subversion and propaganda as key tools in achieving strategic advantage through influencing target 
audiences and undermining the position of strategic rivals such as the United States. 

These Cold War methods have now been updated to take advantage of the opportunities provided by the 
digital age, in preference to a sole reliance on brute force (which Russia sees non-kinetic activities 
complementing and augmenting, but not replacing). During the most recent crisis, which began in late 
2021, as Russia started to mass thousands of military personnel and equipment on the Ukrainian border, 
cyberattacks and information operations were stepped up significantly. US Secretary of State Antony 
Blinken noted in December 2021 that:  

‘And in recent weeks, we’ve also observed a massive spike – more than tenfold – in 
social media activity pushing anti-Ukrainian propaganda, approaching levels last seen 
in the leadup to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2014.’44 

Tellingly, however, the attacks so far have had a limited impact. There was a cyberattack against some 70 
Ukrainian websites in January 2022, but they were soon restored, and no data was lost. Some ransomware 
software was also discovered on Ukrainian government sites before it could do any damage. This suggests rushed 
and opportunistic attacks rather than something long in preparation.45 

There is no doubting the scale of past Russian activity. After March 2014, there were soon cyberattacks on the 
new Ukrainian government.46 In the first years of the crisis, there were attacks designed to undermine ‘practically 
every sector of Ukraine: media, finance, transportation, military, politics, energy.’ Data was deleted, computers 
destroyed, and in some cases organisations paralysed. In December 2016, Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko 
reported that there had been 6,500 cyberattacks on 36 Ukrainian targets in the previous two months. He 
attributed these to the ‘direct or indirect involvement of secret services of Russia, which have unleashed a cyberwar 
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against our country.’47 Fast forward to 2021, and the Ukrainian government was reporting roughly 288,000 
cyberattacks in the first ten months of the year, attacking government services and infrastructure.48 

D.1.3.2. Russian perceptions of cyber and information operations’ role in 
contributing to strategic advantage  

This Russian activity reflects an apparent conviction that these methods are a real source of strategic 
advantage. This is reflected in Russian military literature, concepts and doctrine, which talk extensively 
about the importance of activities in cyberspace and the information environment to ‘new-type warfare’. 
Russian theorists have similarly focused on the importance of targeting key nodes and linkages in adversary’s 
military and government systems to disrupt their command and control (the concept of ‘disorganisation’), 
as well as sowing disinformation and propaganda through various channels to further help Russia exert 
influence over strategic narratives and other actors’ decision-making (the concept of ‘reflexive control’).49  

While Russian activities of this kind have undoubtedly caused difficulties for Ukraine and imposed costs, 
there is no evidence that they have made much of a strategic difference, in the sense of influencing the 
outcome of the conflict either before or after it passed the threshold of open war in early 2022. Furthermore, 
in some cases, such activities may even have been counter productive.  

The following paragraphs examine lessons from how Russia has sought, and often failed, to achieve strategic 
advantage through cyber and information operations against Ukraine.  

D.1.3.3. Assessing the Russian use of cyberattacks in Ukraine, 2014-2021 

Analysis of Russian cyber activities as part of sub-threshold operations against Ukraine suggests that, 
contrary to Russian expectations, these encountered difficulties in terms of strategic signalling and avoiding 
unintended escalation or loss of control over the narrative. These issues undermined efforts to translate 
Russia’s apparent strategic advantage in cyberspace into favourable strategic outcomes. 

Challenges with strategic signalling 

One significant example of Russian offensive cyber operations occurred in December 2015, targeting the 
Ukrainian power supply. This was an attack that appeared to have been under preparation for some time. 
The Ukrainian grid operators were unable to respond as the system was taken out of their control. Orders 
were sent to close substations. Yet, the attack only lasted six hours and did not escalate further.50 Different 
explanations have been offered as to why. One was that this was intended as a Russian response to an attack 
by Ukrainian activists against substations supplying power to Crimea, leaving residents there without power. 
In this respect it served as a warning of how Russia might retaliate should there be any further attempts to 
cut off supplies to Crimea. The preparation, however, preceded this supposed trigger. Another explanation 
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was that it was a warning to the Ukrainian government not to nationalise privately owned power companies, 
some of which were owned by an oligarch close to Putin.51  

Ultimately, it is difficult to be sure of Russian intent. This indicates the problem of letting covert measures 
‘speak for themselves’. The identity of the perpetrator may be evident, and that provides a display of power, 
but, so long as they are denied, the victim may have to guess the reasoning or what must be done to prevent 
future attacks. As such, when considering the strategic impact of cyber operations, it may be necessary for 
the perpetrator to ensure that it is not only its identity that is known, but also its reasoning. 

Challenges with managing escalation  

Another prominent cyberattack in the Russia-Ukraine conflict was the Petya ransomware attack of October 
2017. This involved a malicious data encryption tool being inserted into a legitimate piece of software. 
When a machine was infected, a ransom note appeared demanding payment in bitcoins. This was initially 
directed against Ukraine’s financial, energy and government institutions. However, its indiscriminate design 
caused it to spread further, affecting European, US and even Russian businesses.52 It was said to have cost 
0.5per cent of Ukraine’s GDP for 2017. The cost to individual companies was also considerable.53 The 
Sandworm hacking group responsible appears to have underestimated how far the data-destroying malware 
would spread. It went out of control, even disrupting targets in Russia, including Rosneft, the state-owned 
oil company. The effects of these sorts of attacks may therefore be hard to control, leading to a wide range 
of victims who might not otherwise have felt so aggrieved about Russian actions. This represented an 
unintended escalation and expansion of the scope of the conflict, increasing international support for 
Ukraine, and Russia’s comparative isolation within the international community. 

Challenges with controlling the narrative 

The support given to Ukraine by Western governments led Russia to become increasingly antagonistic 
towards them and seek to subvert their domestic politics and institutions. It also led to more intensive 
scrutiny by these governments of Russian activities. In 2018, the German government reported that the 
federal system had been penetrated by Russian hackers.54 While these attacks were not prompted by 
financial gain,55 others clearly were. Russians became key figures in major frauds, with money stolen from 
banks and accounts stolen from web-based firms. In February 2018, a former senior figure in the US Justice 
Department described Russia as ‘increasingly responsible both for indiscriminate destructive cyberattacks 
and for harbouring cybercriminals who harm the global online economy.’ 56 In April 2018, in a rare joint 
statement, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Department of Homeland Security and the UK's 
National Cyber Security Centre warned of a series of attacks that had targeted routers and the protective 

 
51 Zetter (2016).  
52 Borys (2017). 
53 UK National Cyber Security Centre (2018). 
54 AFP News (2018). 
55 Hern (2017). 
56 Carlin (2018). 



Strategic Advantage in a Competitive Age 

31 
 
 

hardware around them, enabling spying, theft of intellectual property and ‘future offensive operations’. The 
purpose of the alert was to encourage companies and individuals to make themselves harder to hack.57  

The lesson of these experiences is that private groups and proxies, such as those employed by Russia to 
undertake cyberattacks, may not always confine their attacks to designated targets, and the same systems 
can be used for criminal activities, again confusing the original political message. This may ultimately make 
it difficult to translate an apparent strategic advantage into favourable outcomes, given it is not directed 
solely towards the state’s objectives but rather towards serving other potentially conflicting interests. 

Challenges with striking the right balance, including between covert and overt action 

Although there were a number of serious and potentially damaging cyberattacks mounted by Russia during 
the Ukraine crisis, they were not linked to any critical moments in the development of the conflict and had 
no evident effect on its course. Lennart Maschmeyer has identified a trilemma as choices have to be made 
between the speed, intensity of effects, and level of control over the effects of cyber operations. Whatever 
the hopes of the perpetrators, they are too often ‘too slow, too weak, and too volatile to contribute 
measurably to strategic goals.’58 It might be objected that we do not know Russian strategic goals and, in 
some cases, that these might not be those that Western countries might choose, for example in cultivating 
support among the wider international community. On this, Moscow may simply not care. Its objectives 
may, for example, be to distract attention from other relevant policy areas where it might feel more 
vulnerable. In general, however, the effect of gaining a reputation for fabrications has worked to Russia’s 
strategic disadvantage in the long term. 

It is also important to remember that cyberattacks have material consequences. It is possible that an attacker 
might manage a crippling cyberattack that would leave its target in a dire position. But unless the target was 
unable to recover or the attack was followed up by ground forces taking advantage of the target’s dislocation, 
there still may be no lasting strategic advantage. It remains the case that physical force is the best guarantee 
of being able to influence and control a target’s decision-making. It is difficult to manipulate from a distance 
another’s networks while remaining covert. Direct armed force is usually likely to be more effective. 

D.1.3.4. Assessing Russian use of information operations in Ukraine, 2014-2021 

In addition to cyberattacks, Russia has been associated with information operations, including the use of 
social media to spread ‘fake news’. The aim here is to support military or political operations against 
countries or individuals deemed unfriendly. These operations have the advantage of being relatively cheap. 
Extensive use has also been made of Russians TV stations and news outlets.59 There has been a degree of 
experimentation over time; Russia has sought to learn which disinformation and narratives were most 
contagious.60 It has also not gone to great lengths to hide its disinformation efforts and strategy. Analysis of 
Russian use of information operations again suggests a nuanced picture, with difficulty translating this area 
of perceived Russian advantage into favourable strategic outcomes.  
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Russia’s perceptions of competition with the West in the information environment 

One reason Russia placed emphasis on information operations is that it believed that they had been used to 
strategic effect by Western countries against its own interests.61 From Moscow’s perspective, it was a victim 
of the West’s propaganda outlets and means of subversion. It saw the West as promoting the ‘colour 
revolutions’ – the popular movements directed against Moscow-friendly governments – normally because 
of claims that elections had been fixed.62 This denies agency to these movements and assumes that they are 
influenced by Western governments. It also fails to make the distinction between the outputs of a free and 
diverse media and the deliberate construction of narratives designed to undermine an opponent. A paranoid 
mindset encourages those who believe subversive methods can be effective against their opponents, to also 
fear that they can be effective against them.  

Russia’s tendency to perceive unfavourable messaging as part of a hostile campaign 

Related to Russia’s perception of itself as locked in an intensive competition with NATO and the EU for 
advantage in the information environment, is its apparent tendency to treat unfavourable messaging as part 
of an organised campaign, even when this may not be the case.  

In 2016, leaked documents from the files of a Panama-based law firm revealed that Sergey Roldugin, an old 
friend of Putin’s and classical cellist and conductor, had moved at least USD2 billion through banks and 
offshore companies. He appeared to be acting as a frontman for Putin loyalists, including possibly Putin 
himself.63 Putin described the revelations as a conspiracy directed against the Russian people: ‘Our 
opponents are above all concerned by the unity and consolidation of the Russian nation. They are 
attempting to rock us from within, to make us more pliant’. His spokesman described the allegations as the 
result of ‘Putinophobia’ and pointed to ‘many former state department and Central Intelligence Agency 
employees, as well as those of other intelligence services’ in the journalistic consortium responsible for the 
revelations.64  

This example underscores that regimes that put a premium on information operations against their 
opponents may well suppose that unwelcome developments are the response of similar operations by 
antagonistic governments. This has implications for broader thinking about strategic advantage; with actors 
who perceive themselves to have an advantage in a particular dimension (here, information operations) 
potentially ascribing too much significance to apparent hostile activities in that area, or projecting their own 
conceptions of strategic advantage onto other actors with different cultures and perspectives.  

Limited success in influencing foreign target audiences 

The 2014 annexation of Crimea does not appear to have had much social media backup. The population 
was already generally sympathetic to the idea of closer ties with Russia and therefore did not need much 
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persuasion.65 The decision to annex Crimea was also taken quickly, which meant there was not time to 
organise a campaign even if one had been required. 

As the crisis expanded into Eastern Ukraine, the major role of social media was part of a general campaign 
by Russia to discredit the new Ukrainian government. In one story, for example, Ukrainian soldiers were 
reported to have crucified a three-year-old boy in a public square and then killed his mother by tying her 
to a tank. Although this was discredited, it circulated widely in Russia.66 Another important narrative for 
home consumption was that the protestors and the incoming Ukrainian government were fascists and 
‘Banderovtsky’, a term associated with paramilitary groups that supported the Germans in Ukraine during 
World War II.67 Indeed, throughout Russia’s conflict with Ukraine, information operations have had their 
greatest strategic value in creating support at home. This depends to a degree, however, on these narratives 
not being challenged by an independent, critical and free media, and meshing with established prejudices. 

In general, the Russian experience with Ukraine suggests that information campaigns are more effective 
with a home audience – bolstering regime support – than with foreign audiences. Russian influence 
campaigns against its smaller neighbour have largely been the responsibility of government-sponsored 
actors, such as the Russian foreign intelligence agency, paid trolls and bots, often acting without central 
direction.68 Once themes were introduced, they could be picked up by ordinary citizens and acquire a life 
of their own. Analysis of the role Russians played in the 2016 US presidential campaign underlines a general 
point that the themes most effective in foreign countries tended to be those that had originated in those 
countries, and therefore had some authenticity; they could be amplified and aggravated through covert 
interventions. Just as cyberattacks depend on a keen appreciation of the vulnerabilities of target networks, so 
information campaigns require an appreciation of the culture of, and debates, within the target audiences. The 
most effective information campaigns pick up on authentic concerns and grievances, limiting the ability of 
Russia to translate its perceived advantages in terms of information operations into positive strategic 
outcomes when the conditions for crafting an authentic narrative were not favourable.  

The diminishing value of disinformation over time 

The Russian experience with Ukraine also suggests that there is an important temporal dimension when 
thinking about whether, and to what extent, cyber and information operations contribute to strategic 
advantage. Even where such activities might initially appear to have been a success, this dynamic can shift 
over time, with the balance often swinging in favour of Ukraine as it mounted a counter-narrative.  

A good example of this is the case of MH-17. On 17 July, the flight carrying 283 passengers and 15 crew 
was shot down by a Buk missile launched by a Russian crew working with a pro-Russian Ukrainian militia. 
That day, separatist leaders initially boasted on social media that they had shot down a Ukrainian Air Force 
aircraft, only to delete their posts as it became apparent what had happened. For most observers, the 
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responsibility for the loss of MH-17 with its deaths was apparent, even if the separatists tried to claim that 
the Buk had shot down a Ukrainian aircraft that had already shot down the MH-17.69  

Later, Russia and the separatists advanced a variety of theories. One was that the flight was on the wrong 
path.70 Another claim was that this was a false flag operation. Pavel Pomerantsev summarised Russia’s 
approach as, ‘they were trying not so much to convince viewers of any one version of events, but rather to 
leave them confused, paranoid, and passive—living in a Kremlin-controlled virtual reality that can no longer 
be mediated or debated by any appeal to “truth”.’71  

Subsequent investigations, of which the most important was conducted by Dutch prosecutors, confirmed 
the first impressions about responsibility. The Dutch were able to use intercepts from calls used by pro-
Russian separatist leaders to piece together the sequence of events. Independent groups such as Bellingcat 
proved that it was indeed a Russian artillery unit that operated the Buk missile that shot down the flight, 
and that it had originated in Russia.72 (Indeed, the use of open-source intelligence by independent analysts 
has arguably been the most important information operation in evidence during the recent crisis, 
undermining the Russian position.73) The various alternative explanations worked in Russia, in that 
Russians still believe that the loss of MH-17 was someone else’s responsibility.74 Yet despite all the effort 
put into demonstrating that the obvious explanation was false, this is now largely accepted outside Russia. 
Some of the perpetrators are now being tried (in absentia) in the Hague.75 In another similar episode four 
years after MH-17, when two Russians were caught poisoning a former agent in Salisbury with the 
Novichok nerve agent, Russian attempts to discredit the evidence of their crimes again failed, and when 
their identities were eventually exposed the efforts were risible.76  

The lesson of these experiences is that just because a lot of effort is put into information campaigns to move 
opinion outside of Russia, it does not mean that it will succeed in the long term. Alternative narratives may 
cause initial confusion, which has its tactical benefits, but if they do not stack up and are not supported by 
credible non-Russian figures, they will fall away over time.  

The enduring importance of conventional military force 

The narrative battles made little difference to the actual conflict in eastern Ukraine in 2014-2021. The 
arrival of the aforementioned Buk, for example, was part of an effort to shore up separatist positions as they 
were being pushed back by Ukrainian forces. In the end, the Russians intervened directly and inflicted 
defeats on Ukrainian forces as part of sporadic fighting.  
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The tactical effect, when geared to kinetic operations, may have been more significant in disrupting 
communications and waging psychological warfare – for example, by sending text messages to families that 
a son has been killed at the front, or to soldiers that they should kill their officers and surrender – while 
cyberattacks targeted their computers and radios. It is here that kinetic and information war come together. 
When Ukrainians used a powerful transmitter to jam a Russian radio station, for example, the Russians 
blew off its mast with a missile.77 

For all the emphasis given to cyber and information operations, then, the ‘kinetic’ dimensions of warfare 
ultimately appear more important. It is very hard to change the minds of adversaries, or their people, but it 
is possible to change their physical situation – as Russia may now seek to do as fighting intensifies in 2022.  

D.1.4. Implications and lessons identified 

The policy implications arising from the analysis of this case study point to finding ways to maintain a sense 
of perspective about the strategic role of cyberattacks and information campaigns. There have been 
discussions of a ‘cyber Pearl Harbor’ for almost three decades now, leading to regular warnings about the 
disastrous consequences of disruption to critical national infrastructure and military and government 
networks.78 It is also the case that international crises are regularly accompanied by attacks of this sort, along 
with expressions of concern from those on the receiving end of potentially disastrous consequences. 

The argument of this case study is not that such attacks are irrelevant, or do not lead to pain and expense, 
but that they are unlikely to be strategically decisive. The more challenging they are to mount, the less likely 
they are to be strategically decisive. The current UK policy is to improve resilience against such attacks and 
support allies in their efforts to do so. Thus, support has been given to Ukraine to advise on how to deal 
with Russian cyberattacks during the current crisis.79 It is also correct to warn of possible retaliation should 
damaging attacks be mounted, and note that this retaliation may not necessarily be in kind.  

Part of deterrence is to warn potential aggressors about the potential pitfalls connected with cyberattacks. 
These do not just include their ineffectuality but also the possible loss of control and risk of unintended 
consequences, leading to the assets of the attacker or other parties (e.g. neutrals) also being hit. It is 
important therefore to encourage a balanced debate about the limited strategic advantages connected with 
cyberattacks, and to avoid exaggerating the impact of occasional tactical successes. 

Regarding information campaigns, the evidence shows, on balance, their fairly limited value. At most they 
may reinforce divisions already present in domestic debates, perhaps giving them a push at some point by 
introducing a piece of fake news. But the record of Russian information campaigns is that they are ultimately 
counter-productive at the strategic level. Incidents such as MH-17, which might have been long forgotten 
by everybody but relatives of the victims, are still very much a live issue because of Moscow’s refusal to 
acknowledge culpability. Attempts to develop alternative explanations for the poisoning of the Skripals 
similarly backfired. At the present time, it is unclear to what extent this relative ineffectiveness may have 
resulted from potentially successful counteractions on the Ukrainian side. 
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This is not to deny the dangers of fakery and misinformation on social media. There have been clearly 
worrying developments in this regard. By and large, however, the greatest risk comes from false narratives 
developed by home-grown actors, exploiting local grievances expressed in authentic language, rather than 
from foreign intervention. The experience of the last eight years means that we are also much more alert to 
the risks. Furthermore, an information campaign run by a state actor will not be free from narratives 
supporting the sponsoring state, which will ultimately undermine credibility.  

This is also a warning against the UK attempting to mount information campaigns. These have to support 
national policy and so do not necessarily address the concerns of the intended audience, meaning they are 
often unlikely to be taken seriously. There are also obvious difficulties in penetrating closed societies that 
do not benefit from a free, open and diverse media. The information campaign used against Russia in the 
early months of 2022 depended not so much on creating a new narrative about what the Russians were up 
to, but releasing intelligence information that revealed Moscow’s intentions, including, for example, the 
likelihood of using provocations as pretexts for aggressive action.80 At times, this appears to have wrong-
footed the Kremlin and drained credibility from their claims about provocations. At the same time, it made 
no difference to the overall Russian strategy and did not deter the subsequent invasion.81 

These insights are also relevant to how the UK should think about the broader concept of strategic 
advantage, aside from the role of cyber and information operations within it. Possible lessons from this case 
study on Russia-Ukraine include: 

• The need for thinking about strategic advantage to reflect the enduring relevance and role of 
‘traditional’ levers of influence and power, such as military forces, even in a digital age. 

• The importance of perceived effectiveness of cyber and information operations, which may differ 
for different actors. This is reflected in Russia’s apparent overestimation of both the importance of 
cyber and information operations to strategic advantage, and of Russia’s own strategic advantage 
vis-à-vis Ukraine (and the West) in terms of cyber and information operations.  

• The temporal dimension to strategic advantage, with initial successes often reaching a peak, past 
which the balance tips in favour of the adversary.  

• The difficulty of discerning other actors’ strategic objectives and intent, especially when some of 
their values may appear alien and their actions may appear irrational from our own standpoint. 
This presents challenges to assessing whether strategic advantage has translated into achievement 
of strategic objectives or not, when those objectives are ambiguous or unknown.   

• The fact that multiple actors might seek to ‘hijack’ or use one actor’s apparent strategic 
advantage(s) for their own ends, which may not align with the original strategic objectives – as 
in the case of proxies and criminal groups conducting cyberattacks for Russia, but also for their 
financial gain. This raises the question of ‘who benefits’ from a supposed advantage, and what 
objectives are being pursued when there are multiple competing agendas at play. 

 
80 Brandt (2022).  
81 Lynch et al (2022).  
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D.2. Chinese Power Projection through the Belt and Road Initiative (2013–
Present): Overcoming military shortfalls with an integrated approach  

Fiona Quimbre, RAND 

Figure D.2 Overview of main implications and lessons identified from Case Study 2 

 
Source: RAND Europe analysis. 

D.2.1.  Summary 

In 2019, the Chinese government called for the transformation of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) into 
a world-class military by 2049. Since then, China has heavily invested in the modernisation and 
restructuring of Chinese expeditionary capabilities. It has begun to rethink its non-interference doctrines 
and laws for foreign intervention, reorganised its forces, sought out new training opportunities and invested 
in new equipment, enabling the PLA to develop robust military expeditionary capabilities.  

Despite political will and substantial progress, the PLA’s expeditionary forces nonetheless remain limited 
quantitatively and qualitatively, compared to competitors like the United States. To address its military 
shortfalls, Beijing has adopted a systems approach to power projection and integrated its military forces 
with civilian assets, assessing that the whole is greater than sum of its parts. Most notably, China has 
leveraged the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) to strengthen its DIME instruments of power and supplement 
its kinetic capabilities.  

In adopting a holistic approach to power projection, China has reinforced mutual perceptions of strategic 
advantage. While Chinese leaders continue to think the United States holds advantage in certain scenarios, 
Chinese power projection capabilities are now also sufficient to entertain the thought among some US 
policymakers that China can achieve its near-term strategic interests and threaten US security interests in 
the Indo-Pacific and beyond. Such mutual perceptions of strategic advantage ultimately prevent the clear 
attribution of advantage to either side, since one side’s strategic advantage exists as long as the other also 
believes it does. 
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D.2.2. Context 

This section contextualises the growth of Chinese power projection capabilities, underlining the role played 
by China’s expanding economic activities abroad and ensuing internationalisation of the country’s core 
interests in driving the development of Chinese expeditionary capabilities. 

D.2.2.1. Since reform and opening up, China’s activities abroad have expanded 
rapidly, especially along the Belt and Road Initiative 

Since the late 1970s, China has both ‘welcomed in’ foreign investments and encouraged ‘Going Out’ of 
Chinese capital and companies to boost prosperity, thereby expanding Chinese economic activities and 
interests abroad. In 1999, China became a net importer of energy and since that time its energy trade deficit 
has continued to widen.82 In 2017, China became the largest importer of crude oil in the world, surpassing 
the United States.83 In 2013, the country also became the largest global trader in goods; China’s total trade 
in goods rose from 3 per cent of global trade in 1995 to 12.4 per cent in 2018.84 Chinese outward foreign 
direct investments (FDIs) have exploded too, increasing 60 fold between 2003 and 2018.85 And, by 2019, 
27,000 Chinese companies had established 44,000 enterprises in 188 countries.86 ‘As Chinese businesses 
[have] expand[ed] their presence around the world to carry out commerce, growing numbers of citizens are 

living in, and traveling to, foreign countries’.87 The number of Chinese nationals living abroad (海外华侨) 
grew by 20 per cent between 2010 and 2020, to approximately 49 million individuals in 2020.88 

The BRI has been a continuation of China’s Going Out strategies and has significantly contributed to 
expanding China’s overseas development and security interests. Launched in 2013 by President Xi Jinping, 
the BRI is an umbrella initiative spanning more than 1,500 hard infrastructure projects (e.g. railroads, ports) 
and soft infrastructure (e.g. trade deals, standards alignments) across Eurasia and beyond (see Figure D.3 
China's Belt and Road Initiative).89 ‘As of 2019, 166 partner countries and international organisations [had] 
signed agreements with China to participate in the BRI’.90 The global dimension of the BRI has contributed 
to expanding Chinese overseas activities. ‘China has [most notably] directly invested more than USD80 
billion in more than 70 participating countries since the launch of the initiative […] and the establishment 
of more than 82 overseas economic and trade cooperation zones under the BRI, with more than USD28.9 
billion invested, has created more than 244,000 jobs and USD2 billion of additional tax revenues’.91 

 

82 World Bank (n.d.). 
83 China Power Team (2016). 
84 China Power Team (2019). 
85 Molnar et al. (2021). 
86 Bing (2021). 
87 Heath (2018). 
88 Statista (2022). 
89 Global China Inc. Tracker (2018). 
90 Dossani et al. (2020). 
91 Dossani et al. (2020). 
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Figure D.3 China's Belt and Road Initiative 

 
Source: Global China Inc. Tracker (2018). 

D.2.2.2. The explosion of Chinese activities overseas has contributed to the 
internationalisation of the country’s core interests 

Among other drivers, including China’s geopolitical rise and leadership transition, the explosion of Chinese 
activities overseas has impacted the focus of China’s core and security interests. In the past, China’s core 
and national security interests focused solely on domestic matters (with a focus on ensuring regime survival) 
and issues in the country’s near periphery (particularly on preserving territorial integrity). Chinese national 
defence policy defined in early Chinese Defence White Papers (1998, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006) essentially 
concentrated on maintaining social stability and adopting an active defence posture for safeguarding 
territorial integrity and unity, promoting reunification and supporting economic development.92 Likewise, 

the appropriation and application of the concept of ‘core interests’ (核心利) to Chinese politics in the early 
2000s was initially tied to concerns over the potential de jure independence of Taiwan and the Chinese 
government’s wish to reassert the One-China principle.93 

However, in recent years the scope of China’s core and national security interests has shifted outward and 
expanded beyond the country’s territorial boundaries. The concept of ‘core interests’ has come to cover an 

 
92 State Council Information Office (1998), State Council Information Office (2000), State Council Information 
Office (2002), State Council Information Office (2004), State Council Information Office (2006). 
93 In 2003, the Chinese government began using the concept of ‘core interests’ (核心利) in a domestic context to 
define China’s strategic interests, structure its foreign and defence policies, and signal to an external audience, primarily 
Western countries, China’s non-negotiable positions on certain issues. See: Swaine (2011). 
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ever-broadening range of topics. In 2009, State Council Dai Bingguo defined three components to China’s 
core interests including: (i) ensuring the regime survival, (ii) protecting national sovereignty and territorial 
integrity, and (iii) ensuring the sustainable and stable development of the Chinese economy and society.94 
By 2018, the concept came to encompass seven concentric circles including four new components, namely: 
(iv) ‘keeping China’s fourteen border states under benign control’, (v) ‘projecting regional maritime power’, 
(vi) ‘leveraging economic power across [China’s] continental periphery’ and (vii) ‘slowing reforming parts 
of the post-war international rules-based order over time to better suit [Chinese] interests’.95 Similarly, 

Chinese national security interests have become increasingly ‘comprehensive’ (总体国家安全). Beyond 
political and territorial security, China’s national security interests today also cover an increasing number 
of domains at home and overseas, including cultural security, polar security, deep sea security and China’s 
overseas interests, among others (see Figure D.4).96 It is notable that the new characteristics of China’s core 
and national security interests are inherently outward-facing and project Chinese interests beyond the 
country’s territorial boundaries by covering regional and international security matters. 

Figure D.4 China's concept of comprehensive national security 

 
Source: Legarda (2021). 

The internationalisation of Chinese core interests comprises the BRI. The BRI has not only been a driver 
of the expansion of China’s core interests overseas, but has also been perceived as an interest in itself to be 

 
94 中国新闻网/China News Network (2009). 
95 Rudd (2018). 
96 Legarda (2021). 
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pursued and securitised, as the enshrinement of the initiative in the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) 
charter suggests. Indeed, a large amount of Chinese activities overseas today are conducted along the BRI, 
and many of China’s commercial, diplomatic and security interests accumulate along the BRI. In addition, 
the initiative plays a critical role in supporting China’s Grand Strategy objectives by mitigating external 
threats to the ruling regime, most notably by exporting norms and standards, and supporting the country’s 
geopolitical ascent through influence projection.97 It is also closely linked to key national strategies including 
the Going Global strategy 2.098,99 and the Military-Civil Fusion (MCF) Mistrategy.100  

D.2.2.3. The global expansion of China’s core interests is driving the development 
of Chinese power projection capabilities 

The internationalisation of Chinese core interests has taken place in a context of increasing power 
competition and deep uncertainty, with prominent destabilising factors. Chinese official documents, 
including China’s 2019 Defence White Paper, recognise the emergence of ‘complex security threats and 
challenges’ that will characterise the international system ‘in this new era’, including ‘growing hegemonism, 
power politics, unilateralism and constant regional conflicts and wars’.101 The Chinese government also 
clearly acknowledges that ‘China’s overseas interests are endangered by [these] immediate threats, such as 
international and regional turmoil, terrorism and piracy’.102 And indeed, attacks on Chinese energy assets 
abroad and Chinese nationals overseas have been reported in conflict-affected areas. Between 2004 and 
2016, 40 Chinese nationals overseas were killed in eighteen terrorist-related attacks by groups such as the 
Taliban and IS.103 Many of these Chinese citizens worked on state-sponsored construction sites along the 
BRI. However, these incidents have been, and remain, relatively rare. 

To securitise Chinese overseas nationals and interests, the Chinese government has therefore called for the 
transformation of the PLA into a global expeditionary force. Already in the 2010s, Chinese military officers 
belonging to the ‘Mahanian’ school of thought advocated for the strengthening of China’s power projection 

capabilities and the development of Chinese naval power (海权) to protect commercial interests, Chinese 
overseas citizens and sea lines of communications (SLOC).104 They backed the construction of aircraft 
carriers to develop Chinese naval capabilities and discussed the establishment of a permanent overseas 
military base to support long-range missions. In 2015, the Chinese government started taking official steps 

 
97 Ghiasy (2018), Swaine and Tellis (2000). 
98 China Policy (2017). 
99 The Going Out policy was initially launched in 1999 by the CCP to encourage Chinese companies to invest abroad 
and pursue economic diversification after years of self-reliance. Under Xi Jinping, the policy has however shifted from 
an investment- to an innovation-driven approach to tackle economic and governance issues including corruption and 
perceptions of China’s rise, which have plagued previous Chinese investments abroad. See: China Policy (2017). 
100 The MCF is a national strategy of the CCP which encourages the closer integration of civilian and military 
ecosystems, and especially science, technology and innovation ecosystems, to support the development of the PLA into 
a world-class military by 2049. 
101 State Council Information Office (2019). 
102 State Council Information Office (2019). 
103 Duchatel (2016). 
104 Swaine (2019). 
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towards developing Chinese power projection capabilities by assigning the Chinese armed forces with 
strategic tasks requiring a degree of expeditionary capability, including ‘safeguarding the security of China’s 
overseas interests’ and ‘maintaining regional and world peace’.105 By 2019, the Chinese government 
officially confirmed its intention to develop its capacities to project power, making the transformation of 
‘the people’s armed forces into world-class forces by the mid-21st century’ one of its ‘strategic goals for the 
development of China’s national defence and military in the new era’.106 According to a PLA source, the 
development of China’s power projection capabilities follows three phases:107 

1) The first phase focuses on developing robust sea and air lift forces capable of fighting a limited 
naval war in China’s immediate periphery in the next five years. 

2) The second phase seeks to ensure Chinese forces can fight a limited war overseas in countries 
belonging to the BRI in the next ten to fifteen years. 

3) The third and final phase aligns with Xi’s plan for a world-class force and aims to transform the 
PLA into a fully operational expeditionary force capable of rapidly deploying around the globe by 
2050.  

D.2.3. Analysis 

This section analyses how China has succeeded in compensating military shortfalls and entertaining the 
thought among US policymakers that it is now capable of threatening US interests in the Indo-Pacific and 
beyond, using an integrated approach that fuses kinetic and soft assets through the BRI.108 

D.2.3.1. Despite significant investments in Chinese power projection capabilities, 
China’s expeditionary military capabilities remain limited compared to the United 
States’ 

Political appetite and significant investments in Chinese power projection capabilities have enabled the PLA 
to develop robust expeditionary capabilities, which, according to US Congress, are likely to rival second-
tier powers in the next ten to twenty years.109 The PLA has made significant advances in terms of doctrine, 
equipment, organisation and training towards the development of an expeditionary force. For example, 

 
105 State Council Information Office (2015). 
106 State Council Information Office (2019). 
107 US-China Economic and Security Review Commission (2020). 
108 In some cases, evidence enables the author to correlate the BRI to military intent. In others, evidence of military 
intent is lacking, but BRI activities still demonstrate potential military implications. As such, in the absence of robust 
evidence systematically correlating the BRI with military intent, this section cautions against political short-cuts linking 
all BRI activities to Chinese military objectives and portraying the BRI as a coherent military grand strategy, which 
would disregard the loose and process-driven nature of this initiative shaped by competing domestic interests. Where 
there is a lack of sufficient evidence, it therefore distinguishes between military and dual-use activities conducted 
through the BRI to enhance China’s power projection (which demonstrate military intent), from activities performed 
along the BRI or with countries belonging to the BRI (i.e. countries which have signed a Memorandum of Understanding 
adhering to the BRI), which may have military implications on Chinese expeditionary capabilities (but do not yet 
demonstrate military intent about the BRI). 
109 US-China Economic and Security Review Commission (2016). 
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while China has long strictly abided by the principle of non-interference in internal affairs, and continues 
to do so, Chinese scholars have begun to pave the way towards a more flexible and permissive attitude 

towards intervention in global conflicts by coining new concepts such as ‘limited intervention’ (有限干预

) and ‘creative involvement’ (创造性介入).110 In 2022, during the Two Sessions, Xi Jinping also called for 
the improvement of ‘laws and regulations governing military engagement with foreign countries’ to protect 
the country’s overseas interests in territorial waters, airspace and outer space.111 In addition, the PLA has 
heavily invested in force projection capabilities in the past few years, adding, for example, one aircraft carrier, 
ten destroyers, three frigates and seven principal amphibious ships to its arsenal between 2015 and 2022.112  

However, Chinese military capacities for long-distance missions still fall behind the United States’, both in 
quantitative and qualitative terms. Quantitatively, the PLA Navy (PLAN) possesses an inferior number of 
amphibious capacities – and especially of amphibious vessels, principal surface combatants and attack 
submarines – than the US Navy.113 The PLA Air Force (PLAAF) also owns approximately 2.5 times fewer 
heavy transport aircrafts than the US Air Force, and Chinese logistics and sustainment capacities for power 
projection fall short of the United States’, especially when considering overseas military bases and 
replenishment capabilities.114 Qualitatively, US Navy capabilities are also more robust than the PLAN’s, 
with US amphibious assault ships (landing helicopter docks, LHDs) capable of operating fighters and 
accommodating vertical/short take-off and landing, and US Navy landing platform docks (LPDs) also 
capable of carrying amphibious assault vehicles, while the PLAN’s LHDs and LPDs do yet not demonstrate 
these functionalities.115  

Chinese power projection capabilities are also limited in duration, distance and activity type, compared to 
international competitors. The PLA’s focus is concentrated on China’s maritime periphery around the First 
Island Chain (i.e. Taiwan and the Senkakus), the Second Island Chain (i.e. Japan, Guam) and the rest of 
Southeast Asia. The PLA today is capable of projecting power beyond the Second Island Chain. For 
example, between 2008 and 2018, the PLAN deployed 31 naval task forces, including antipiracy task forces 
to the Gulf of Aden.116 However, China’s power projection capacity declines in proportion to the distance 
of the target and the duration of the planned operations. Due to these shortfalls, China’s ability to project 
power is constrained to certain types of activities, including peacekeeping operations, HADR missions, 
antipiracy naval task forces, evacuation of overseas Chinese citizens, protection of trade routes and SLOCs, 
blockades and symbolic shows of force. In comparison, China’s competitors – including the United States, 
the UK and France – have demonstrated their capability of projecting, sustaining and managing their forces 
globally, having deployed troops for a number of years in diverse operational theatres including Europe (e.g. 

 

110 王逸舟/Wang, Yizhou (2013). 
111 EurAsian Times Desk (2022). 
112 IISS (2022). 
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115 IISS (2022). 
116 Erickson (2018). 
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Estonia), the Middle East (e.g. Iraq, Afghanistan), Africa (e.g. Sahel), and Southeast Asia (e.g. symbolic 
deployment of naval forces to ensure freedom of navigation in the South China Sea). 

D.2.3.2. To remedy the relative gap in power projection capabilities, China has 
adopted an integrated approach and leveraged the BRI for military purposes  

The BRI has not only been a target of Chinese security operations abroad, but has also enabled the 
development of limited Chinese power projection capabilities, by supplementing kinetic forces with soft 
capacities and by strengthening all China’s DIME instruments of power. The BRI has helped reinforce 
China’s ability to deploy forces overseas rapidly and effectively, promote deterrence and enhance regional 
stability, to achieve some of its strategic objectives, particularly in relation to protecting overseas interests. 
This approach follows Beijing’s traditional systems approach to warfare, which assumes that the whole is 
greater than the sum of its parts. 

Diplomatic 

China has engaged in mediation activities along the BRI to enhance regional stability. Before the launch of 
the BRI, China was relatively reluctant to engage in international conflicts, abiding by a strict interpretation 

of its non-interference principle and Deng Xiaoping’s ‘keep a low profile and bide your time’ (韜光養晦

、有所作為) foreign policy strategy. However, after the launch of the BRI in 2013, Chinese mediation 
activities in conflicts abroad, including shuttle diplomacy, special envoy diplomacy and top-level visits, 
began to gain pace and scope. Whereas before 2013, the annual number of Chinese mediation projects 
fluctuated between three to eight at the peak of the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games, after 2013 this number 
steadily grew from five mediation projects in 2013 to nine projects in 2018.117 The geographical scope of 
Chinese conflict mediation activities also expanded along the BRI to the Middle East and Southeast Asia. 
With the exception of Chinese involvement in conflict crises in North Korea and South Soudan, all Chinese 
conflict resolution efforts between 2013 and 2018 were directed to signatory countries of the BRI.118 This 
shows how China has leveraged the BRI to promote the image of a responsible power, signal its ambitions 
to become a key global security actor, and ultimately contribute to regional stability.119 By improving 
Beijing’s image and reputation, Chinese employment of conflict mediation tools through the BRI could 
help ‘prepare the groundwork for a future network of overseas military bases and dual-use logistics 
facilities’.120 

China has also cultivated diplomatic relationships with foreign militaries belonging to BRI-linked countries 
to deepen security relationships with these countries of interest, and learn new skills for expeditionary 
missions. The PLA has engaged in a range of military-to-military cooperation activities including senior-
level visits, military exercises, staff exchanges, port calls and non-traditional security activities (e.g. 
humanitarian assistance) with foreign militaries.121 During the COVID-19 pandemic, China has also 

 
117 Legarda (2018). 
118 Legarda (2018). 
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120 US-China Economic and Security Review Commission (2020). 
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provided military medical assistance and donated masks and other medical material to other militaries.122 
In all but two cases, the PLA’s military-to-military COVID-19 related engagements were directed at 
signatory countries of the BRI.123,124 China’s military diplomacy efforts with countries belonging to the BRI 
have provided the PLA with opportunities to learn new tactics and techniques from foreign militaries that 
may be applied to future expeditionary missions.125 Military diplomacy efforts, and especially joint military 
exercises and arms sales, have also offered an avenue for the PLA to increase interoperability, benchmark 
capabilities and reinforce deterrence through displays of capabilities.126 Moreover, military-to-military 
cooperation activities, like training of less advanced foreign militaries, can support the PLA’s power 
projection models, by building local capacity and reducing the need for PLA intervention. 

Information 

China has disseminated propaganda through the BRI and about the BRI to promote a benevolent image of 
its rise and downplay ‘China threat’ arguments.127 While Chinese information operations mainly seek to 
boost Chinese soft power, these activities could also indirectly foster acceptance of Chinese overseas security 
missions by potential host countries. The Chinese government, and more specifically the United Front 
Work Department (a key organisation in China’s intelligence apparatus), has mobilised the BRI to promote 
benevolent narratives and control discussions on China’s rise and the BRI through a network of BRI-specific 
propaganda organisations, including media stakeholders (e.g. Belt and Road Media Cooperation Union), 
academic institutions (e.g. Silk Road Think Tank Association) and industry bodies (e.g. China Council for 
the Promotion of International Trade). For example, the Chinese government has settled bilateral 
cooperation agreements and has acquired shares in local media outlets along the BRI.128 Prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, Beijing sponsored training schemes and exchange programmes for foreign 
journalists from BRI countries (e.g. Dongfang Fellowship Program) to showcase selected aspects of Chinese 
politics, society and economy.129 The Chinese government has also co-created content with, or even 
provided free media content such as stories and footage, to local outlets along the BRI.130 Through these 
activities, China has sought to project abroad a positive image of the country and manage reputational risks 

 
122 Nouwens (2021). 
123 Nouwens (2021). 
124 Based on existing evidence, it is difficult, however, to determine whether China has leveraged the BRI for military 
diplomacy purposes, or whether Chinese military diplomacy activities have been conducted independently from the 
BRI. Further research is needed to clarify the direction of the relationship between the BRI and Chinese military 
diplomacy efforts. Due to the lack of open-source evidence, it is more accurate therefore to refer to the conduct of 
military diplomacy activities with countries belonging to the BRI, rather than to military diplomacy efforts through 
the BRI, until further evidence provides clarification on the direction of this relationship.  
125 Allen et al. (2017). 
126 Allen et al. (2017). 
127 The ‘China threat’ arguments, posited by foreign analysts, consider that China’s rise has not been peaceful (as the 
CCP wants to promote it), but instead seeks to destabilise and change the international order, its institutions and 
norms in its favour and at the expense of the West and of global peace. 
128 Kumar (2021). 
129 Kumar (2021), Rolland (2019), IFJ (2020). 
130 Kumar (2021), IFJ (2020). 
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by promoting content on the ‘peaceful rise’ theory and downplaying the ‘China threat’ discourse. These 
activities have also enabled the Chinese government to frame the BRI as a benevolent initiative, using 
propaganda jargon like ‘win-win’ and ‘common destiny of mankind’ to downplay perceived challenges and 
risks, such as its rising military might and enduring corruption. While the primary aim of these influence 
operations has been to support China’s soft power efforts, China’s charm offensive could also indirectly 
increase local populations’ acceptance of Chinese security and military operations overseas.  

The Chinese government has also leveraged the Digital Silk Road and the Belt and Road Space Information 
Corridor to gain control of infrastructure supporting its power projection efforts. A prong of the BRI, the 
Digital Silk Road seeks to export Chinese enterprises’ (notably Huawei) expertise and provide assistance to 
recipient states to improve their ‘telecommunications networks, AI capabilities, cloud computing, e-
commerce and mobile payment systems, surveillance technology smart cities, and other high-tech areas’.131 
The Belt and Road Space Information Corridor serves similar purposes; it uses space technology (e.g. 
navigation, remote sensing, weather, communication, data-relay satellites), and especially China’s Beidou 
satellite system, to improve the connectivity of BRI member countries.132 Both initiatives enable China to 
boost its command, control, communications, computers, intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance 
(C4ISR) capabilities and gain control of backbone information communications technology infrastructures, 
enabling power projection while giving Beijing the opportunity to disrupt and deny adversaries’ information 
networks. 

Military 

The PLA has increasingly expanded its involvement in military operations other than war (MOOTW) along 
the BRI, providing the Chinese military with overseas logistical and combat experience. In recent years, the 
PLA has increased its involvement in overseas HADRs.133 The PLA sent relief teams and its Peace Ark 
hospital ship to the Philippines after Typhoon Haiyan devasted the country in 2013.134 The Chinese 
military also dispatched rescue and medical teams to earthquake-hit Nepal in 2015.135 Moreover, the PLA 
has increasingly engaged in peacekeeping operations along the BRI to secure Chinese overseas interests. 
Since 2013, China has increased and stabilised its troop and police contributions to United Nations 
Peacekeeping Operation (UNPKO) missions from 2,078 in 2013 to 2,534 in 2020, becoming the largest 
provider of peacekeepers among the five permanent members of the UN Security Council (P5).136 The 

 
131 Council on Foreign Relations (n.d.). 
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135 Tiezzi (2015). 
136 While all Chinese troop contributions to UNPKOs in 2021 concentrated in countries belonging to the BRI, the 
relationship between the BRI and Chinese contributions to UNPKOs remains unclear. Although some analysts have 
argued that China primarily increased its involvement in PKOs to protect its economic interests abroad, evidence 
suggests there is no clear correlation between annual changes in Chinese personnel counts in UNPKOs and Chinese 
investments flows.136 In all cases, the deployment of Chinese troops to UNPKOs also predated the date of adhesion 
to the BRI of countries hosting Chinese peacekeepers. Chinese contributions to UNPKOs may therefore be motivated 
by a range of factors including regional instability, international reputation and strategic competition. This is why, 
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expansion of Chinese involvement UNPKOs along the BRI has ‘helped [the PLA] develop logistics 
capabilities, gain experience operating in unfamiliar environments, and learn how to interact with foreign 
militaries and multilateral organisations’.137 It has also enabled the advancement of its heavy-lift capabilities, 
as the transport of Chinese peacekeepers from the Democratic Republic of Congo on board of the PLAAF 
Y-20 transport aircraft marked ‘the first time China used its heavy-lift aircraft to transport troops and 
equipment over such a distance’.138 

To support its military operations abroad, China established an overseas military base along the BRI. In 
2017, Beijing opened its first overseas military base in Djibouti ‘after significant BRI and other commercial 
investment in the country, including commercial ports, water pipelines, and a train line to neighbouring 
Ethiopia’ was made.139 In 2021, China’s Public Security Ministry also signed agreement for the construction 
and the dual operation of a military base in eastern Tajikistan.140 And, while Beijing continues to deny 
intending to construct overseas military bases in the future, US intelligence reports suggest that China could 
look to establish another base in Equatorial Guinea.141 The construction or acquisition of overseas military 
bases support the development of the PLA’s power projection capabilities by providing a base for 
replenishment and resupply, troop deployment and support for intelligence gathering. 

Economic 

Beijing has relied on diverse commercial actors to protect its security interests overseas, supporting resource 
prioritisation towards high-value activities for force projection. To avoid potential reputational damage 
from the deployment of Chinese troops globally, but also to abide by its non-interference policy and save 
logistical costs, the Chinese government has turned to nonmilitary forces including private security 
companies (PSCs) and state-owned enterprises (SOEs) to secure the BRI. Beijing has pressured Chinese 
companies abroad to use Chinese PSCs, such as the China Overseas Security Group or DeWe Security 
Group, over foreign PSCs.142 In 2018, 20 Chinese PSCs provided international services along the BRI, 
most notably in Iraq, Sudan, Pakistan, Myanmar, Maldives Nepal and Bhutan.143 With its National 
Security Law and other laws advancing civil-military integration, Beijing has also authorised SOEs overseas 

 

again, it is more accurate to speak of Chinese peacekeeping efforts along the BRI, rather than through the BRI, until 
further evidence sheds light on Chinese motivations for increasing involvement in UNPKOs. 
137 US-China Economic and Security Review Commission (2020). 
138 US-China Economic and Security Review Commission (2020). 
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to support national security missions, for example through the provision of logistic support or the 
construction of enabling infrastructure to Chinese security overseas missions.144 ‘China Merchants Holding 
International [for instance] helped develop the Colombo International Container Terminal in Sri Lanka 
for ostensibly commercial reasons. However, PLAN ships have docked at the port’.145 Outsourcing the 
BRI’s security to commercial entities has supported the expansion of China’s power projection forces by 
judiciously externalising routine missions and prioritising resource allocation towards higher-value activities 
aimed at achieving strategic advantage for the PLA. 

Similarly, China has also relied on commercial entities to develop supporting infrastructure for power 
projection. Beijing has invested in a worldwide network of commercial strategic strongpoints with dual-use 
functionalities to support the development of China’s power projection capabilities. In its 13th Five-Year 
Plan for Economic and Social Development, the National Development and Reform Commission (a 
constituent department of China’s State Council) mandated the ‘construction of strategic maritime hubs 
[or strategic strongpoints] along the 21st century maritime Silk Road’, ‘the building and operation of major 
ports along the road’ and the promotion of ‘joint development of industrial clusters around these ports’ to 
‘ensure that maritime trade routes are clear and free-flowing’.146 Chinese SOEs, and especially China 
Merchants Group and China Ocean Shipping Group, have thus invested in around 42 ports in 34 countries 
under the BRI flagship,147 some of which – such as the Gwadar Port in Pakistan and the Koh Kong Port in 
Cambodia, which also hosts the Ream Naval Base – are more strategic than others.148 These strategic 
strongpoints are characterised by three key features:149  

• First, as their name suggests, these facilities are strategically positioned in proximity of key maritime 
chokepoints and SLOCs; for example, the Gwadar Port in Pakistan is located along China’s oil 
lifeline and is close to the Strait of Hormuz. 

• Second, Chinese strategic strongpoints integrate civilian and military functionalities, with terminals 
capable of accommodating both civilian commercial cargos and PLAN ships (e.g. include Ro-Ro 
features, 10 meters+ berth depths, heavy-duty reinforced access roads).150  

• Third, enabling infrastructures including industrial parks, transport logistics and power plants are 
purposedly fused with the ports into a coherent port-parks-city ecosystem to support the servicing 
of both civilian and military vessels.  

As such, China’s strategic strongpoints provide the PLAN with overseas operational logistics bases to 
resupply, replenish and extend their operations. They are strategic entry points to expand the PLA’s 

 
144 Heath (2018). 
145 Heath (2018). 
146 Central Committee of the Communist Party of China (2016). 
147 Watanabe (2020). 
148 Russel and Berger (2020). 
149 Russel and Berger (2020). 
150 Russel and Berger (2020). 



Strategic Advantage in a Competitive Age 

49 
 
 

deployment of troops, and the PLA’s airborne capabilities, abroad. Strategic strongpoints ‘might [also] 
service a modest deterrent function to Chinese adversaries in some circumstances’.151  

D.2.3.3. China’s integrated approach to power projection has reinforced mutual 
perceptions of strategic advantage, preventing the clear attribution of advantage 
to either side 

While most analysts agree that China’s military power projection capabilities still lag behind competitors 
like the United States, China’s limited but integrated approach to power projection has sufficed to give the 
United States the impression that in certain scenarios, China could have a strategic advantage over it. 
Indeed, the United States now perceives Beijing as able to achieve its near-term goals and to be developing 
forces capable of achieving its mid- and long-term goals. According to US Congress, the PLA has already 
developed the means to conduct expeditionary missions in China’s maritime periphery, including ‘punitive 
missile strike, blockade, or seizure of small disputed features in the South China Sea’.152 Even though 
China’s sea and air lift capabilities, and especially its amphibious assault forces, remain insufficient to 
achieve China’s ambitions through kinetic forces only, the United States believes the PLA is also capable of 
invading Taiwan under specific scenarios and conditions, by complementing its kinetic forces with civilian 
assets.153 Moreover, although the Chinese military continues to face a range of doctrinal, logistical, training 
and operational challenges to achieving its mid- and long-term goals, the United States thinks Beijing is 
progressively moving its pawns; engaging in discussion to adapt China’s non-interference policy, investing 
in deep sea capabilities (e.g. construction of a Type-003 aircraft carrier), gaining overseas combat experience 
through UNPKOs, seeking new overseas military bases and acquiring civilian assets to disrupt and deny 
competitors’ advantage. 

The United States also perceives Chinese integrated power projection capabilities as now sufficient to 
threaten US strategic interests. In 2016, the US-China Economic and Security Review Commission 
commented in its annual report that China’s expeditionary capabilities could contribute to regional and 
global security, but ‘could [also] enable the PLA to pose a military threat and spur greater military 
competition’.154 By 2020, however, US Congress toughened its tone and recognised in a follow-on report 
that ‘China’s military power projection and expeditionary capabilities now present a serious threat to US 
allies in East and Southeast Asia, with whom the United States has defence treaties or is required to defend 
as a result of other security obligations’.155 The report continues: ‘the PLA’s power projection capabilities 
enable it to harm US forces and assets deployed to East of Southeast Asia, developments that could drain 
the United States’ coffers, erode public morale, and cost US lives’.156 It concludes that ‘growing PLA 
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capabilities will enable the force to contest US interests across the globe … [and] could undermine US 
political or strategic influence in a given part of the world’.157 

At the same time, China also continues to believe that the United States poses a threat to Chinese core 
interests, and especially its perceived territorial unity. Chinese military leaders, for instance, fear that US 
power projection capabilities could blockade China’s coastline and access to the deep sea beyond the first 
island chain.158 Thus, both the United States and China have developed and entertained a mutual 
perception of strategic advantage. Both countries now believe the other capable of achieving its goals and 
undermining theirs. Based on perceptions of power, military intention and historical experience, they 
calculate and believe the other could hold a strategic advantage under specific scenarios. The mere mutual 
thought that the other has advantage ultimately prevents the clear attribution of strategic advantage to either 
party, since one’s strategic advantage exists as long as the other also believe it exists.159  

D.2.4. Implications and lessons identified 

Several implications can be drawn from this case study when considering how the UK can best define, 
conceptualise and understand strategic advantage and the associated dynamic, including: 

• Nonmaterial factors can define strategic advantage. This case study has demonstrated that 
strategic advantage exists beyond material factors and comprises immaterial factors such as beliefs 
and perceptions. Strategic advantage can indeed be defined as a perceptual factor; that is, ‘it exists 
to the degree others perceive that it exists’.160 Therefore, UK Defence should focus on developing 
an integrated approach to strategic advantage, which considers material and immaterial factors of 
strategic advantage as mutually reinforcing tools. UK Defence should also invest in building 
country-specific expertise of competitors such as China among its personnel to reduce 
misperceptions and miscalculations of competitors’ advantages, develop an understanding of 
others’ perceptions of the UK, and establish as accurate a picture of the state of play as possible. 

• Strategic advantage is dynamic and context dependent. Strategic advantage is dynamic in time. 
For example, it is too early to tell whether China can sustain its holistic approach to power 
projection through the BRI. The eroding perception of the BRI and competing infrastructure 
initiatives such as the NATO’s B3W and the US-Japan-Australia Blue Dot Network could, for 
example, undermine China’s integrated approach to power projection. Conversely, unforeseen 
technological breakthroughs could enable China to catch up militarily with the United States, 
offsetting a potential loss in soft assets through the BRI. Strategic advantage is also dynamic in 
space. China and the United States have both developed sufficient expeditionary capabilities to 
achieve some of their respective goals. However, depending on the scenario and the situation, either 
side could gain advantage over the other. Therefore, UK Defence should develop a fluid 
understanding of strategic advantage, which takes a continuous approach to monitoring and 
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analysing the strategic advantage of competitors and is cognisant of contextual elements, including 
deep uncertainty. To enable this fluid conceptualisation of strategic advantage, UK Defence could 
integrate analysis of strategic advantage with strategic foresight and wargaming capabilities, which 
would allow it to consider an array of possibilities of how strategic advantage may be gained, 
managed and sustained over time in different scenarios. 

• Achieving one or multiple types of advantage does not necessarily translate into strategic 
advantage. The United States demonstrates superior kinetic and soft forces for power projection 
than China, enabling them to maintain diplomatic, informational, military, and economic 
advantage over China. However, through the integration of both kinetic and soft forces across all 
DIME levers of power, China has succeeded in constraining the US advantage and projecting the 
image of a power capable of achieving its objectives and threatening others. Taking a holistic 
approach to strategic advantage – as demonstrated by China – can enable an actor to strengthen its 
overall strategic advantage even if individual components remain inferior to the competitor. In this 
regard, UK Defence should continue to explore and develop an integrated approach to military 
capabilities across all operational domains and levers of power in hand with other government 
departments, allies and partners, and public and private sector actors from Defence and beyond. 

• A UK definition of strategic advantage should consider competitors’ own evolving thinking on this 
topic. This case study has shown the benefits and limitations of Chinese thinking in terms of 
systems warfare for power projection. It has also highlighted the risk of unilateral considerations of 
strategic advantage, which have, in this case, limited the US ability to think holistically about 
China’s growing expeditionary capabilities and their implications for US security interests. In 
developing its definition of strategic advantage, UK Defence should therefore avoid thinking from 
a Western-centric perspective only, and consider also how allies, partners and adversaries have 
conceptualised strategic advantage.161 

• Actors can draw from a wide array of strategies to achieve strategic advantage. Due to a 
changing strategic environment, conceptions of strategic advantage today are closely correlated with 
the notions of competition and conflict. However, in expanding its power projection capabilities, 
China did not expressly seek to erode US advantage and/or hurt its DIME instruments of power. 
Instead, China aimed to expand its own power projection capabilities to reach its military strategic 
objectives of developing a world-class PLA capable of protecting Chinese overseas interests, which 
indirectly constrains the US strategic advantage. Thus, achieving strategic advantage need not 
necessarily to be characterised by injuring or competing with others. The pursuit of strategic 
advantage can take different forms and ways beyond competition. It can be neutral, self-directed 
and disinterested from other actors’ interests and ambitions. The pursuit of strategic advantage may 
also be conducted through cooperation.162  
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D.3. Franklin D. Roosevelt and the United States in the Lead-up to Pearl 
Harbor (1939–1941): Employing decisive, forward-looking strategic 
leadership to enhance power projection 

Patrick Porter, University of Birmingham 

Figure D.5 Overview of main implications and lessons identified from Case Study 3 

 
Source: RAND Europe analysis. 

D.3.1. Summary 

This case study describes FDR effort, between 1939 and 1941, to prepare, predispose and strengthen the 
United States to project power into Europe and Asia before it entered the war as a belligerent, even though 
it was formally neutral. As a result of the strategic advantage it developed, the United States was able to 
intervene in World War II and prevail at relatively low cost, compared to those suffered by other states. 
This then positioned the United States to translate the victory into a lasting, extra-regional hegemony over 
the main ‘power centres’ of the world, western Europe, north-east Asia and the Middle East.  

In folk memory and popular history, Imperial Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941 roused a 
country that had until then been a ‘sleeping giant’.163 In other words, not only was the attack a strategic 
shock in the sense that it was an intelligence failure, catching the United States off guard.164 Washington 
until that point had been passive, even as a vast conflict raged in the world around it. It had neglected its 
duty to develop its own power, which was largely only latent. And the United States in its posture of 
detachment had naively assumed it was naturally insulated from the power politics by its oceanic moats and 
benign neighbours, and thereby could stand aloof from conflicts beyond its western hemisphere. What the 
United States did next, in this telling, was reactive.  

But this folkloristic image of a sleeping giant being forced into war beyond its region, and into 
internationalism itself, overlooks the active, pragmatic and shrewd manoeuvres of FDR before the shock of 
that attack. FDR helmed an effort before December 1941 to tilt the country towards active participation 
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in the struggle. He did so on a range of fronts, military-strategic, economic, in the arena of public opinion, 
and in an intellectual sphere, where he nudged elites and the masses to rethink the fundamentals of national 
security.  

The net effect of FDR’s project was to make the country better prepared for conflict than it might have 
been, and predisposed to maximise its power. It would turn the subsequent victories into such a lasting 
‘extra-regional’ pre-eminence, that the era became known as the ‘American Century’.165  

This transformation in US statecraft was not inevitable. In an alternative universe, even in one where the 
Soviet threat existed, one could imagine the United States ‘power maximising’ differently: entering the 
conflict less well prepared and paying a higher price, or fighting only in the Pacific, or then strengthening 
itself in other ways without permanent alliance commitments in Europe and Asia.  

Several prudential judgements on the part of FDR and his fellow architects of policy made this 
transformation possible. These included: 

• First, they cast a careful eye to what public opinion could carry, mindful that foreign policy 
depends upon the support of the domestic populace. 

• Secondly, they showed a capacity to look beyond the short and medium term, to conceive the 
‘ends’ of the conflict beyond the defeat of adversaries. 

• Thirdly, there was a serious, detailed appreciation for the logistic, material and industrial 
dimensions of national power and, arguably, a different relationship with capitalism itself. 

• Lastly, there was a kind of sober realism, particularly in Washington’s unsentimental attitude 
towards a major ally: Britain. Washington helped Britain to survive the war. Yet it also targeted 
Britain for downgrading in the long run, turning it from a first-tier power into a financially 
dependent satellite state. In order to lock in its post-war strategic advantage, in other words, 
Washington deliberately subordinated its allies as well as neutralising its adversaries. 

D.3.2. Context 

The crisis period this paper covers ranges from the outbreak of World War II in September 1939 (though 
with the ‘prequel’ of the Second Sino-Japanese War from July 1937), until the US entry into the war as a 
belligerent in December 1941. In this time period, Nazi Germany rapidly overran continental Europe and 
with successive large-scale offensives invaded deep into the Soviet Union, its former de facto ally. Its main 
opposition was Britain, which was able to hold out with the shield of its navy and air force, and to mobilise 
the manpower and materiel of its empire to check Fascist Italy’s onslaught in North Africa, but which was 
rapidly running out of capital to fund its war effort and purchase raw materials and food. It was also 
struggling against Adolf Hitler’s U-boat campaign of strangulation. As things would develop, by the time 
America fought its first major engagement at Midway in mid-1942, Germany was preparing an offensive 
towards the oilfields of the Caucuses. It would soon begin a nuclear programme. Italy’s entry was also 
stretching Britain to the limit, while Japan dominated the resources of northern China and south-east Asia. 
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Only defeats at El Alamein, the Battle of Britain and Moscow put an outer limit on the fascist bids for 
mastery in Europe and the Mediterranean and kept the war going. 

The United States up to the end of 1941 could not know whether the overturning of the balance of power 
in Europe would last, or whether Britain or the Soviet Union would or could hold out. They could not 
assume that the quality of Nazi Germany’s capabilities would be outmatched by the quantity of its 
adversaries’ forces. That, ultimately, depended on the Soviets and Britain surviving and America’s entry 
into the war. It was not absurd in that hour to fear the prospect of Germany, with Italy’s support, forcing 
Britain through exhaustion into a settlement, and/or defeating the Soviet Union outright. Such a bleak 
development would then raise further threats to US interests, as policymakers defined them. Britain’s Royal 
Navy would almost certainly have been neutralised, scuppered or seized, removing a traditional barrier to 
continental hegemons and placing the Mediterranean choke points in Axis hands.166 In the medium term, 
domination of the region would have enabled Berlin to consolidate and increase its economic size and 
military power, to the point where it could entertain ambitions either of isolating and threatening, or 
launching a ‘clash of continents’ against, the United States, a threat worsened by the further possibility of a 
hostile Japanese empire in Asia. Franklin Roosevelt had already forewarned of such a danger in his 
‘Quarantine speech’ of October 1937, calling for economic constraints on aggressor nations. 

This case study will sketch in greater depth the shift in US policy towards Europe. First, the United States 
had already switched to becoming the supplier and armourer of Britain and the Soviet Union through Lend-
Lease. Second, Washington was already coming ever closer to all-out conflict in Asia. It was already engaged 
in an escalating confrontation with Imperial Japan, arming China’s nationalists and attempting to coerce it 
to end its war of aggression in China. This clash heightened in 1941 with the imposition of an oil embargo. 
The embargo threatened to paralyse Japan’s entire war machine through the denial of petroleum and 
petroleum products, and was accompanied by explicit warnings that attacking the resource-rich Indies 
would mean war with the United States, and explicit demands that Japan withdraw from China.167 It would 
not be hard to persuade Americans to be willing to fight in Asia, given the more direct collision course with 
Japan. If there was a ‘problem’ linked to commitment abroad, it lay more in getting Americans to support 
power projection in the Atlantic theatre. 

Above all, the largest constraint on US power-projection lay at home. FDR had to contend with a large, at 
times loose, coalition of opponents of embroilment in conflict abroad and especially in Europe. He had to 
contend with the constraints laid down by the Neutrality Acts, which prohibited the selling or transporting 
of arms and materiel to participants in foreign wars. And there was a vocal body of opinion that opposed 
participation in the conflict that erupted. The infamous ‘isolationists’ did not, for the most part, oppose all 
international security commitments. Even Charles Lindbergh, founder and leader of the America First 
Committee, supported aggressive intervention throughout Latin America to shield it from European and 
Asian aggressors. It was primarily European commitments they opposed. Apart from the intense battle over 
FDR’s New Deal, no subject in American public life in the interwar period was more bitter, or more 
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contested, than the issue of whether the United States should again intervene militarily in European 
affairs.168 

It was in this climate that Roosevelt wanted to reorient the United States strategically. His articulated fear, 
one echoed by a number of strategic minds such as Nicholas Spykman, Edward Mead Earle and Walter 
Lippmann, was that the combined strength of German and Japanese hegemonies, harnessing the manpower, 
wealth and science of Eurasia, could eventually impose a depleting blockade on the United States before 
striking a decisive blow.169 To be sure, there is a rich debate about just how far fears of this kind drove US 
policy. In particular, John A. Thompson has recently argued that Washington was gripped most 
fundamentally by a sense of power, as the United States mobilised and the other major powers exhausted 
themselves.170 Either way, the US executive branch desired to shift policy towards both internal and external 
balancing – that is, increasing its own capabilities and collaborating with other states to defeat the Axis and 
thereby achieve pre-eminence, at a time when this was controversial domestically. The section below will 
explore in more detail ‘how’ FDR achieved this shift, and what it suggests about strategic advantage. 

D.3.3. Analysis 

This section will explain how FDR and a group of officials and advisors prepared the ground for both entry 
into the war and then the translation of victory into hegemony. Three inter-related ‘fronts’ of activity are 
examined: 

• Internal balancing (rearmament and the growth of military-industrial capacity). 

• Geographic expansion (the enlargement of the US defence perimeter). 

• Ideological and intellectual mobilisation (the remapping of the world; public education and long-
range grand strategic planning). 

D.3.3.1. Internal balancing 

In the period in question, as Michael Sherry observed, ‘Never had war’s shadow hung so ominously and yet 
so elusively over the nation. War raged far away in Europe and China, but apparently with unprecedented 
potential to reach the Western Hemisphere.’171 Under this shadow, there was extensive deliberation and 
planning. Most notable was Admiral Stark’s recommendation (in his ‘Plan Dog’ Memorandum of 
November 1940) of an Atlantic/Europe-first national security strategy. Previous war plans and army studies 
helped inform this view, that Europe was the principal theatre because Germany was more powerful, the 
Atlantic gap was narrower than the Pacific, and because most war industries were concentrated in the north-
eastern states.  

More out in the open, FDR also oversaw a process of preparation and mobilisation for a potential 
participation that he neither ruled in nor out. He called for the production of 50,000 planes per year and 
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directed production towards capital-intensive weapons systems that were primarily air-maritime: carriers, 
battleships, submarines and aircraft. Without violating existing laws on neutrality and arming third parties, 
FDR turned the United States into a supplier and armourer, the ‘arsenal of democracy’. The United States 
also introduced the first peacetime draft in September 1940. In turn, this meant that the army grew from 
circa 180,000 to nearly 1.5. million men by summer 1941. A large percentage of the first draftees were 
rejected as physically unfit; still, when war came, the United States was a growing air, maritime and land 
power. 

D.3.3.2. Geographic expansion 

Crucially, the United States built in to each diplomatic agreement, measures that strengthened US power 
projection capacity. The United States tapped into British technological expertise to develop radar and the 
atomic bomb.172 Lend-Lease, the legislation of March 1941 whereby Washington supplied anti-Axis 
powers, was as important for the ‘lease’ as for the ‘lend’, conferring leases on army and naval bases during 
the war. The ‘lending’ in reality would, foreseeably, result in equipment not being returned. Yet the payoff 
in other ways was significant. The United States would bolster the capacity of other states to take the brunt 
of Axis aggression, thereby enhancing America’s ability to enter later, more cheaply and with increased 
relative economic and military power that resulted in a stronger bargaining position. And the bases created 
a foundation on which the United States could later operate with a free hand.  

FDR was also helped by both adverse and favourable turns of the war in Europe. The fall of Poland in 
September 1939 and France in June 1940 in particular, helped tilt congressional and public opinion away 
from neutrality, towards support for aid. Polled majorities increasingly supported aid either with the proviso 
that the United States stayed out of the war, or on the rationale that doing so would increase their chances 
of staying out. At the same time, Britain’s survival through 1940 gave it credibility as a forward ‘base’ and 
helped tilt military and civilian opinion towards favouring a Europe-first priority.  

D.3.3.3. Ideological and intellectual mobilisation 

FDR promoted another fundamental shift, a change in Americans’ conception of security. Pearl Harbor, 
he argued, showed that ‘we cannot measure our safety in terms of miles on a map any more.’173 New long-
range capabilities, from naval aviation to long-range airpower, combined with predatory ideologies such as 
fascism and the overthrow of the European balance of power, meant that American security could no longer 
be based on continental or hemispheric insulation. For the majority, the assault by a transoceanic predator 
demonstrated ‘that the rise of hostile states anywhere in the world could endanger our security.’174 A 
dominant Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan, it was feared, could threaten the homeland with encirclement, 
economic suffocation or invasion.175 The fear of fifth columnists176 at home and the sighting of Japanese 
submarines off the west coast quickened the sense of enemies closing in. 
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As part of this move from continentalism to globalism, FDR altered America’s maps, both its physical and 
mental ones. He urged Americans to pay attention to maps as indicators of threat in his ‘Fireside Chats’. 
Major publishers assisted with a stream of new, colourful cartographic publications replete with threatening 
red lines. He redefined ‘western hemisphere’ to include Greenland, Iceland and number of south Atlantic 
and eastern Pacific islands, while always linking each node to the threat posed by Germany. FDR spoke of 
‘taking over the entire Atlantic sphere’.177 Institutions and intellectuals fed into this process of re-imagining 
US security and its frontiers. Isaiah Bowman, ‘Roosevelt’s geographer’, privately advised the White House 
to talks before announcing America’s policy to create military bases in Greenland.178 The Council on 
Foreign Relations, too, in March 1940 recommended that the Monroe Doctrine territories expand to 
include Greenland as part of America’s hemisphere, as this would place an occupier within bombing range 
of North America.179 Roosevelt also consulted Bowman in a secret meeting in April 1941 with Admiral 
Harold Stark, chief of naval operations, in which Bowman helped Roosevelt define the new hemispheric 
boundaries.180   

To achieve these attitudinal shifts, FDR and his administration actively shaped and nudged public 
opinion.181 Though the president holds extensive powers, the US constitution with its divided powers and 
checks and balances, Congress’s ‘power of the purse’, and regular elections, made it imperative for FDR to 
both monitor and carry opinion, and shift it where he could. To this end, Roosevelt developed several 
techniques for gauging public opinion amongst the masses as well as Congress, techniques of increasing 
sophistication. His staff prepared summaries of editorial opinion, eventually conducting statistical analysis 
of editorials across newspapers, journals and magazines. This he complemented with an informal, 
intelligence-gathering unit headed by John Franklin Carter, a well-connected New Deal journalist and 
author. From August 1940, Roosevelt also collaborated with a new polling apparatus operating out of 
Princeton University. It looked to improve on existing polling practices by refining sampling techniques, 
and FDR even supplied survey questions. Aware of the potential defects of polling, FDR triangulated the 
results with a new bureau set up to monitor domestic conditions, the Office of Facts and Figures. The 
bureau organised a Survey of Intelligence Materials to dig into a range of polling results, as well as 
conducting their own.182  

Deception and manipulation were also part of the process. FDR exploited the advantage that comes with 
executive office and the authority of the presidency regarding foreign affairs, deliberately frightening people 
into pro-mobilisation sympathies while presenting it as an exercise in re-education. Far from standing 
remote from world politics, well before the shooting war FDR deliberately courted conflict with Germany 
through an undeclared war in the Atlantic. He duplicitously presented the ‘Greer incident’ of September 
1941 – where a German submarine fired on a pursuing American destroyer – as the sign of imminent Nazi 
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aggression against America, ‘a rattlesnake poised to strike’, to justify rearmament and widening America’s 
defence perimeter.183 Britain also played its part in feeding American fears, as British intelligence forged 
documents about Nazi plans for political subversion and the creation of satellite states in the Americas.184 
As a result, in October 1941, FDR even claimed to possess a secret Nazi map that divided South and Central 
America into five vassal states. To lend plausibility to his claims about a direct threat, FDR and some fellow 
‘interventionists’ circulated wild, evidence-free rumours about advance fifth columnists seizing ‘footholds 
and bridgeheads’.185   

Though it whipped up fears with a cavalier disregard for accuracy, the government emphasised direct threats 
to the United States partly out of a sincere belief that totalitarian empires could eventually threaten North 
America directly. The ‘direct’ version of the threat was the simplest, and therefore most viscerally appealing 
rationale. There was also a second rationale, shared by FDR’s circle, that motivated their early preparation, 
mobilisation and opinion-shaping. This was the traditional fear that a Nazi hegemony would threaten the 
American way of life by militarising and regimenting the United States, turning it into a fearful, encircled 
garrison state that could also be impoverished by the closed economic system of hostile conquerors. FDR 
secretly briefed the senators of the Military Affairs Committee in January 1939 that US security depended 
on both the continued independence of nations in Europe and the survival of US bases in the Pacific.186 
Most importantly, once war erupted, the government had already done the hard work of defining its 
interests and developing a conception of what was at stake in the conflict. 

Roosevelt’s pre-war domestic achievement was primarily a political one. In a careful balancing act, he 
achieved widespread acceptance of mobilisation while maintaining ambiguity about whether the United 
States would plunge into the conflict, and doing just enough to bring along opinion that insisted US forces 
only be deployed within the western hemisphere. He was conscious of a tension within US public opinion 
itself that required careful handling. As he told Britain’s ambassador, ‘his perpetual problem was to steer a 
course between the two factors represented by: (i)The wish of 70  percent of Americans to keep out of [the] 
war; (ii) The wish of 70  percent of Americans to do everything to break Hitler, even if it means war.’187 

FDR’s shaping activities helped prepare the American people to accept in wartime that the principal threat 
issued not from Japan but from Nazi Germany. This was an important shift. It was not difficult to persuade 
Americans that Imperial Japan must be fought and defeated once they had attacked. It was harder, though, 
to link that threat to Nazi Germany, even though Adolf Hitler declared war on the United States soon after 
Pearl Harbor. Had public opinion not been conditioned to recognise a wider Axis threat, and the 
importance of overturning German hegemony in Europe, it could have placed a larger constraint on 
Washington’s grand strategic choices. FDR took advantage of the fact that most American consumers of 
news were more interested in European than Asian affairs.  
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Counterfactually, the United States could have, or might have been forced to, limit its military commitment 
to a strategy focused more predominantly on Japan. After all, the preference for a ‘Pacific First’ strategy, as 
opposed to investing blood and treasure on multiple fronts, was still popular even with FDR’s efforts at 
persuasion. It was a proposal formally made by the Joint Chiefs of Staff and had support from large segments 
of public opinion.188 Conversely, FDR was able to ‘sell’ the proposition that the trans-Atlantic campaign 
was both salient to national security and worth the considerable strain, from the Battle of the Atlantic to 
the campaigns in North Africa, to mobilisation in Britain and the liberation of Europe.  

D.3.3.4. The post-war reordering of the international system 

Well before it entered the war, the United States was oriented towards reordering international politics after 
the fighting ended.189 As FDR’s biographer Warren F. Kimball noted, ‘from the very outset of the war, 
Roosevelt was thinking of the structure of the post-war world.’190 To this end, in December 1939 US 
Secretary of State Cordell Hull formed a departmental committee to study post-war peace and 
reconstruction. Discussions ranged over how to integrate a post-war Europe economically, ensure US access, 
facilitate the rebuilding and revival of German industry and yet also prevent the recrudescence of hyper-
nationalist militarism or the coming of communist revolution. The outlines of US Cold War posture were 
thus already visible.    

The United States also sought and obtained one strategic advantage with long-term implications. Put 
bluntly, it deliberately targeted and downgraded the economic foundations of Britain’s global power, 
thereby enabling Washington to establish dominance in the post-war world to come. In particular, FDR 
took aim at what many Americans saw as the pernicious and conflict-producing British system, its Imperial 
Preference trading arrangements. From June 1941, when Cordell Hull and the State Department took over 
the Lend-Lease negotiations, the United States deliberately created economic leverage over a weakened 
Britain in order to remove a barrier to its plans for a new order, to make Britain strong enough to be a 
valuable ally but weak enough to make it a compliant satellite. In particular, Article VII of the Master Lend-
Lease Agreement imposed prohibitive costs on Britain’s ability to hold on to its relative power position: an 
obligation to endorse non-discriminatory economic practices, limits on foreign exchange and gold reserves, 
and restrictions on British exports. The hostility to Britain’s closed, colonial system both appealed to a 
powerful strand of US diplomatic thought about the linkage between economic openness and peace, and 
also conveniently provided a strategic rationale for American hegemony. The deliberate weakening of 
Britain’s financial and economic position would work too well in the immediate post-war period, given that 
the forced acceptance of dollar convertibility plunged Britain into the sterling crisis of 1947, not only 
depressing the pound’s value but forcing London into sharp cuts in expenditure. Still, Washington 
maximised its strategic advantage by both taking the long view and by recognising that allies could also be 
an obstruction to their aims. In other words, the United States deftly exploited the pressures of wartime to 
achieve a lasting settlement in their favour.  
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In sum, Roosevelt ensured that when the United States was attacked, the country’s industrial-military 
machine was already up and running. Though still formally neutral, the country had already expanded its 
defence perimeter – its bases and air-maritime presence – well beyond the frontiers that most Americans 
once regarded as the outer limits. It had become an active armourer in the conflict on one side, the ‘arsenal 
of democracy’. Thanks to FDR’s persuasion and deception efforts, and an intensive project of popularising 
a new geographic concept of the world as a dangerous shrinking place, there was also an attitudinal shift. 
By the time America was attacked, its population was willing not only to retaliate against the aggressor in 
the Pacific, but to do something that was once deeply contentious in American public life: to regard the 
balance of power in Europe as vital to national security. Throughout, FDR successfully championed a new 
commitment, not only to conduct a ‘positional’ grand strategy to defeat existing adversaries (the Axis 
powers), but also to craft a ‘milieu’ grand strategy, whereby the United States would permanently project 
power across the globe to lock in its primacy by deterring adversaries, containing allies and prizing open 
markets on its terms.  

D.3.4. Implications and lessons identified 

Several insights can be drawn from this case, that illustrate the process by which states can pursue strategic 
advantage: 

• Firstly, despite governing a polarised democracy torn over the question of overseas commitments, 
the Roosevelt government strove to think beyond the immediate short term. As Alexander Evans, 
now Strategy Director at the UK Cabinet Office, has argued, ‘short-termism’ and ‘recentism’ 
amount to a ‘persistent problem’ in government, reducing the space for collective thinking about 
Britain’s interests and role in the world, and about the means to advance them’.191 FDR and his 
officials anticipated not just the shape of future threats, but formulated specific rationales for 
combating them, and looked beyond the defeat of existing adversaries towards the transformation 
of the international order itself. There was an intellectual discipline apparent, with which they 
prioritised threats and theatres, made bargains with allies that conferred greater relative gains on 
the United States, and drew up plans for the post-war economic settlement.  

• Secondly, in conjunction with the first point, FDR was acutely conscious that preparations for a 

war the United States was not yet fighting required public opinion to be addressed. Public opinion 
at the time was conflicted, both appalled by Nazism to the point of increasingly supporting aid, 
yet, after the disappointment of World War I and its aftermath, fearful of another military 
expedition. This was not a simple matter of working out what people wanted and giving it to them. 
Rather, it involved both gauging the content, extent and intensity of opinion, and estimating how 
far it could be shifted. As former Secretary of State Dean Acheson once said, 80 per cent of the job 
of foreign policy is ‘management of your domestic ability to have a policy’.192 FDR worked hard 
to keep military and industrial mobilisation, public narrative and domestic opinion, aligned. That, 
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in turn, involved being deliberately ambiguous about the threat, stressing its severity without 
committing to entering the war.  

• Thirdly, the government took seriously the material foundations of war-making, supply, logistics, 

basing and manpower. It is a simple point, but one worth reaffirming, that prior preparation both 
of capability and latent capability (i.e. the ability to regenerate forces quickly) was a necessary step 
to take before entering the war. The revelation, for instance, in 2011 of NATO’s shortages of 
munitions, even when fighting a relatively weak opponent from offshore without an air force, were 
a reminder of the risks of running down stocks and an ineffective defence-industrial relationship. 
While Pearl Harbor inflicted severe damage on the Pacific fleet, which would have been worse but 
for contingent circumstances, US industry with state direction was positioned to gear up towards 
becoming a ‘production miracle’, producing a ship every day and a plane every five minutes. Rapid 
shipbuilding is not necessarily a thing of the past, as Beijing’s current naval build-up 
demonstrates.193  

• Lastly, the United States coldly approached allies not as permanent friends to be accommodated, 

but through the lens of power politics and the pursuit of relative gains. It made an early estimate 
that lasted through the war and beyond, that Britain was to be preserved as a satellite ally as part of 
an American hegemonic order, while its empire and its imperial preference economic system was 
to be dismantled. Part of strategic advantage is the pursuit of ascendancy even over allies and 
partners who happen to have converging interests. Though they voiced high-minded liberal, 
sometimes sentimental, goals and objectives, the makers of American strategy were responding to 
features of the world that arguably still endure. Despite many changes since, the international 
environment could still be seen as an anarchic, insecure and treacherous place where there are no 
permanent friends, only permanent interests.  
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D.4. The Islamic State’s Takeover of Northern Iraq in 2014: Building public 
legitimacy and employing the will to fight to secure military victory 

Diana Dascalu, RAND 

Figure D.6 Overview of main implications and lessons identified from Case Study 4 

 
Source: RAND Europe analysis. 

D.4.1. Summary  

This case study will analyse the strategic advantages that the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and the 
Iraqi government held, relative to one another, from 2006, when ISIS was first defeated, to 2014, when 
ISIS achieved its primary strategic objective of territorial control through a series of outstanding military 
successes in Northern Iraq. 

In 2006, the primary strategic advantage that the Iraqi government, along with US forces, had against ISIS 
(then known only as the Islamic State of Iraq) was the support of the Sunni population – more specifically, 
the leaders of the main Sunni tribes and militias – through a grassroots movement called al-Sahwa (the 
Awakening). In a classic counterinsurgency strategy, US forces deployed al-Sahwa to isolate ISIS from its 
support base, thus denying it freedom of movement and of operation. This resulted in a momentary defeat 
of ISIS. 

By 2014, socio-political changes at both the national and regional levels, such as increased sectarian 
polarisation in Iraq and the eruption of civil war in Syria – combined with ISIS’s savvy ability to exploit 
these changes – led to ISIS gaining two main strategic advantages relative to the Iraqi government. First, 
having learned from its past miscalculations that led to al-Sahwa, ISIS had managed to rebuild and reshape 
its relationship with the Sunni tribes and militias, either through co-opting those that had agreed to ‘repent’ 
for their role in al-Sahwa, making concessions to ensure their loyalty, or through coercing or assassinating 
those that continued to pose resistance. This was also facilitated by the Sunni population’s growing 
resentment towards the Iraqi government, which had institutionalised sectarian policies in an attempt to 
consolidate power and distract from corruption and poor governance. Second, ISIS had a superior will to 
fight, grounded in three core elements: (i) its ideological tenets and favourable geopolitical circumstances; 
(ii) its flexible and adaptable organisational structure; and (iii) its clearly articulated military strategy. By 
contrast, the Iraqi Army and Security Forces’ will to fight was severely affected by societal problems, the 
most significant of which were sectarian divide and corruption. In addition, the perception of ISIS as strong, 
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violent and successful led many in the Iraqi government forces to believe that ISIS had the strategic 
advantage and see fighting as virtually pointless. 

These two elements – the support of the Sunni population and the will to fight – were decisive in 
determining the outcome of ISIS’s 2014 offensive in Northern Iraq. They explain why an insurgent group 
that, on paper, was inferior in both numbers and capabilities, managed to swiftly and easily defeat a military 
that had benefited from US military support – financing, training and equipment—and that many would 
have assumed had the strategic advantage. 

This case study will discuss these issues in more detail, focusing on how the strategic advantages, on any 
one side at any one time, were gained, employed and – if applicable – lost. It will discuss the interaction 
between the two main actors – ISIS and the Iraqi government – as well as the importance of contextual 
factors outside their control, with the aim of providing a more comprehensive understanding of the events 
of the time, as well as drawing implications and lessons that may be useful to refine the UK’s current and 
future approach to strategic advantage. 

D.4.2. Context 

Officially founded by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi in 1999, IS became visible on the regional Middle Eastern 
scene as an Iraqi-based insurgency following the US invasion of the country in 2003.194 It became an al-
Qaeda affiliate in 2004, adopting the name of al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI).195 In mid-2006, AQI changed its 
name to Islamic State of Iraq (ISI).196 This represented the group’s first attempt to claim the establishment 
of an Islamic state; due to various factors, both internal and external to the organisation, this was met with 
little recognition and little enthusiasm from the population, and resulted a short existence.197  

Starting in late 2006, the combination of a US troop surge and a collaboration between the US military 
and some Sunni tribes and militias – formally known as al-Sahwa – managed to significantly diminish the 
strength of ISI.198 The group’s leadership was disbanded, its safe havens dismantled and its support base 
diminished. However, from 2009 onwards, US forces pulled out of cities across Iraq, transferring the job 
of maintaining security to the US-trained Iraqi Security Forces.199 In time, sectarian tensions reignited 
within Iraq, resulting in an environment in which ISI was able to regain strength.200  

In 2011, the start of the Syrian Civil War provided a newly regenerated ISI with a perfect opportunity to 
develop and expand.201 ISI set up an affiliate organisation in Syria, Jabhat al-Nusra, which, by March 2013, 
had already gained dominance in Syrian rebel areas.202 The next month, ISI labelled Jabhat al-Nusra as its 
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Syrian arm and changed its name to ISIS.203 Starting from 2013, ISIS sent reinforcements to Syria, while 
at the same time beginning an aggressive campaign against Iraqi Security Forces.204 In January 2014, ISIS 
gained control of Raqqa, proclaiming the city its de-facto Syrian capital.205 

In Iraq, by 2014, ISIS had a firm presence in the north of the country, including Ninawa, Salah ad Din, 
Diyala and Anbar, including the outskirts of Baghdad.206 That summer, ISIS began a coordinated, large-
scale military operation in which it overran and captured large swathes of territory and cities such as 
Fallujah, Tikrit, Samarra and Mosul.207 As Iraq’s second largest city, and surrounded by oil fields, the 
capture of Mosul not only represented an ideological victory to ISIS, but it also provided the group with a 
significant source of funding, which went on to support worldwide terrorist acts.208 Banks were looted, 
adding to the captured funds. In addition, thousands of prisoners were freed, giving the group a large pool 
of new recruits.209 Supplies, equipment, weapons and vehicles from the Iraqi Army and Iraqi Security 
Forces, much of which had been supplied by the United States, were also captured, including armoured 
Humvees, large numbers of mortars, and heavy artillery pieces.210 ISIS achieved this with a force of 
approximately 3,000-5,000 fighters, along with some support from allied Sunni forces.211 

The Iraqi government forces, although significantly outnumbering ISIS in both numbers and equipment, 
suffered an immediate collapse when faced with the group’s assault.212 Tens of thousands of Iraqi soldiers 
failed to fight; personnel deserted or were massacred by ISIS.213 In Mosul, two Iraqi divisions with a 
combined strength of 30,000 were immediately defeated by two IS battalions with a total of 800-1200 
men.214 The ISIS assault was stopped only at Samarra, about 80 miles north of Baghdad; in the north, 
Kurdish Peshmerga troops stepped in to protect Kirkuk as government forces fled.215 The easy defeat sent 
shockwaves worldwide.216 

ISIS’s capture of vast swathes of Northern Iraq, along with parallel victories in Syria, enabled it to label the 
1916 Sykes-Picot borders as void, and to proclaim, in June 2014, the establishment of the first caliphate 
since the Ottoman Empire, with Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi as its caliph.217 The group renamed itself the Islamic 
State, dropping geographical references from its name in a nod to its claim to global domination. 
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D.4.3. Analysis 

The following sections will describe, in more detail, the strategic advantages of the Iraqi government, on 
the one hand, and ISIS, on the other, during their main confrontations in 2006-2014. They will focus on 
how the Iraqi government lost the strategic advantage conferred to it by the existence of al-Sahwa, in the 
immediate years following the initial defeat of ISIS in 2009, as well as how, from that point onwards, ISIS 
sought to capitalise on the falling legitimacy of the Iraqi government in the eyes of the Sunni population in 
order to build its own strategic advantage. By 2014, ISIS was in a position to employ two main strategic 
advantages relative to the Iraqi government: Sunni support and enhanced will to fight. These elements 
proved decisive in defeating the Iraqi Army and Security Forces even though these should have had a clear 
strategic advantage in personnel numbers and military capabilities.   

D.4.3.1. The rise and fall of the Iraqi government’s legitimacy vis-à-vis the Sunni 
population 

The first element that contributed to the Iraqi government’s success in 2009 – or failure, in 2014 – in 
defeating ISIS was the support of the Sunni population. 

Though ISIS emerged in the late 1990s as an insurgency with its roots in Iraq’s tumultuous sectarian past, 
its first iteration enjoyed relatively substandard relations with the Sunni community whose interests it 
claimed to represent. Following the 2003 US invasion of Iraq, ISIS (then known as AQI) gained notoriety, 
aiming to: (i) expel the US forces from Iraq; (ii) turn Iraq into a Sunni caliphate; and (iii) expand this 
caliphate to neighbouring countries. Its tactics relied on extreme violence against the US forces, the Iraqi 
government and both Shia and Sunni populations, intending to deepen sectarian tensions and to subjugate 
populations through violence and terror. As ISIS grew in strength, Sunni tribes and militias, excluded from 
the associated benefits of this success (such as economic profits or territorial control) became resentful. In 
addition, they proved to be hostile to the group’s initial governing experiments, as tribal norms did not 
match with the strict Sharia laws ISIS was enforcing.218 The indiscriminate nature of ISIS’s acts of violence, 
along with its deliberate and brutal targeting of those viewed as government collaborators, resulted in a loss 
of support from the Sunni population, and various Sunni tribes began to see ISIS as a threat.219 

As a result, in 2006, al-Sahwa was born. This was a grassroots movement, made up of a mix of Sunni tribes 
and resistance groups, that decided to collaborate with US troops operating in the Sunni-majority areas of 
Northern Iraq, with the purpose of defeating ISIS. Initially consisting of approximately 4,500 Sunni 
militias, by the end of 2007, al-Sahwa numbered 80,000 members, demonstrating its popularity.220 Al-
Sahwa established local militias and local police to secure tribal areas against ISIS infiltration; this reduced 
ISIS’s power to recruit supporters and fighters, and denied it the ability to gain physical control of core 
operating areas.221 As a result of these measures, by the end of 2008, ISIS was considered defeated.222 
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In return for this successful collaboration, members of al-Sahwa were promised integration of Sunni fighters 
into the Iraqi Amy and Iraqi Security Forces, civilian jobs and economic infusion into the Sunni-majority 
areas of Northern Iraq.223 However, motivated by a desire to cement their grip on power, elite figures in the 
Iraqi government – including newly elected Prime Minister Nouri Al-Maliki – started to view sectarianism 
as a powerful weapon that could be used to deflect attention away from corruption and poor governance.224 
As a result, in a deliberate attempt to intensify identity politics, the Iraqi government failed to keep these 
promises once US forces started to withdraw from Iraq in 2009. Members of al-Sahwa were initially paid 
approximately USD300 a month by the US forces, but by 2009, as this responsibility was transferred to the 
Iraqi government, the integration of the militias into the Iraqi Army and Security Forces was meant to begin 
formally. Of a total of approximately 95,000 men, 80 per cent of which were Sunni, 20 per cent was 
supposed to be vetted and incorporated; the rest were supposed to be offered government or private sector 
jobs.225 By the end of 2010, only 9 per cent had been offered security-related jobs, and 40 per cent non-
security-related jobs. Iraqi government data suggests that, by 2013, 70 per cent of militia members were 
given a job; however, this data is unreliable and the real percentage is likely much lower.226 The promise 
made to provide an economic infusion in the Sunni-majority areas of Northern Iraq was also not respected. 
From 2009 onwards, large-scale demonstrations were held in these regions, demanding more job 
opportunities and an improved standard of living.227 

Not only did the Iraqi government fail to respect its promises to the members of al-Sahwa, but, as Prime 
Minister Al-Maliki came to power in 2009, he embarked on a multi-year, multi-pronged campaign to 
politically, socially and economically marginalise the Sunni population, which had the effect of inflaming 
sectarian tensions across the country. As part of a process to consolidate his power, Al-Maliki sought to 
eliminate Sunnis from the political system, the military and the security services across the country, relying 
on controversial measures such as the Anti-Terrorism Law to imprison them. Reports of intimidation and 
torture of the prisoners, and their families and friends, emerged soon after.228 

In addition, Al-Maliki consolidated the relationship between Iraq and Iran, and continued to supplement 
the Iraqi Army with Shia militias, many of which were trained and funded by Iran and had a previous 
reputation of committing rapes, torture and summary executions against Sunnis.229 Among Iraqi Sunnis, 
these actions built a perception that the government was not only marginalising them, but actively 
endangering them.230  

In 2012, a protest movement emerged, calling for, among other things, equal rights between Sunnis and 
Shias, the release of prisoners held without legal basis, and the repeal of the Anti-Terrorism law and of the 
de-Baathification measures that the government liberally used to subjugate the Sunni population. Though 
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predominantly Sunni, the protest movement had support across the broad spectrum of the Iraqi population, 
as demonstrated by the Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr’s declaration that the protesters’ demands were 
‘legitimate’. 231 Instead of responding to the crisis by appeasing the protesters, the Iraqi government cracked 
down with violence, which continued into the following year.232  

These abuses, combined with the continued marginalisation of Sunnis, led to increasing resentment among 
the Sunni population. In January 2014, Sunni tribes and militias created the General Military Council for 
Iraqi Revolutionaries (GMCIR), an umbrella organisation meant to coordinate protective operations 
against the central Iraqi government. Though the GMCIR claimed not to be coordinating with ISIS, reports 
suggest they also did not take up arms against ISIS throughout the summer of 2014, likely judging that 
they were fighting the same enemy.233 

In time, the Iraqi government turned the Sunni population against it. The government did not respect the 
promises made to members of al-Sahwa; it continued to rely on Shia militias; it marginalised and targeted 
members of the Sunni population; and it responded to widespread protests with violence. In these ways, it 
lost the strategic advantage of social cohesion and of a united front, which was essential to defeating the first 
iteration of ISIS in 2008, even though Iraq at the time enjoyed US financial assistance, US military 
equipment, training and support, and US boots on the ground. The post-2009 enhanced social polarisation 
provided a fertile ground upon which ISIS could be revived, as the growing Sunni resentment fed it with 
support and recruits. By 2014, ISIS came to be viewed by many in the Sunni population as a partner in the 
fight against the Iraqi government, or at the very least as the lesser evil, leading to little resistance from the 
Sunni population as ISIS started to roll through Northern Iraq in 2014.234 

D.4.3.2. ISIS’s strategy to groom growing Sunni resentment to create strategic 
advantage 

In parallel, as the Iraqi government was marginalising the Sunni population, ISIS was working hard to 
rebuild its relationship with the Sunni population. By exploiting the growing sectarian divide within Iraq 
and tapping into rising Sunni fears and resentment, ISIS managed to change the balance of the strategic 
advantage to its favour. 235 This was achieved through a deliberate effort to adapt its structure and actions 
to the main reasons that led to the formation of al-Sahwa in 2006, as well as through a premeditated two-
pronged strategy of engagement with Sunni tribes and militias. This involved, firstly, co-option of those 
willing to repent and to join its renewed efforts at establishing a caliphate, and secondly, coercion of those 
who continued to put up resistance. This strategy had the desired effect of inflating the numbers of ISIS 
members and supporters, and of weakening the remaining Sunni resistance, paving the way to the group’s 
victory in Northern Iraq in 2014.236 
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Building a representative structure 

The first measure by which ISIS adapted to its past mistakes and miscalculations that turned the Sunni 
population against it and fuelled al-Sahwa, was to ensure Iraqi representation within the organisation.237 
Responding the Sunni population’s distaste towards its foreign cadre,238 ISIS reduced the proportion of 
Arab and non-Arab expatriates in leadership positions, relegating them to combat units and support roles, 
such as propaganda and recruitment.239 Those with prestigious religious education were also given religious 
positions.240 In addition, starting from 2011, ISIS ensured that foreign fighters who did not understand the 
specificities of the Iraqi operating environment were moved to operate in Syria. In this way, ISIS improved 
its social grounding in Iraq and ensured that all operations, be they at provincial, local or regional, were 
designed with community dynamics in mind. 241 

The leadership positions were instead filled with Iraqi nationals, many of whom were ex-Baathist figures, 
whose connections to ISIS were forged during the US occupation of Iraq, when many ex-Baathists and 
Islamist insurgents spent time in prisons such as Camp Bucca.242 At the time of the capture of Mosul in 
2014, nineteen out of the 20 known top ISIS leaders were from Iraq. Approximately one third of those 
nineteen leaders had been officers in Saddam Hussein’s military, while several others had served in the Iraqi 
intelligence agencies.243 

This had the effect of alleviating potential concerns from Iraqi supporters. In framing ISIS as a home-grown 
insurgent force, it also resulted in enhancing the attractiveness of ISIS within Iraq.244 In addition, the 
integration of Iraqis, particularly ex-Baathists, into its leadership gave ISIS access to these people’s 
knowledge and networks, which enhanced its intelligence capabilities and played a significant role in the 
transformation of the organisation into a more capable and effective body.245  

Co-opting Sunni tribes and militias 

The first part of ISIS’s strategy vis-à-vis Sunni tribes involved co-opting them, including by giving those 
who had formed part of al-Sahwa opportunities to repent. This came as a newfound recognition of the 
importance of Sunni tribes and Sunni tribal leaders in traditional Sunni society, which had been ignored 
by the previous iteration of ISIS, who viewed Sunni tribes as economic and ideological competitors.246 As 
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such, ISIS created a tribal outreach office in Northern Iraq, aimed at opening the line of communication 
and improving relations with the Sunni tribes. 247   

Previous mistakes in attempting to interfere with the wealth and economic enterprises – including some 
black-market operations such as smuggling – of Sunni tribes were also acknowledged,248 along with the fact 
that one of the main reasons behind the Sunni tribes’ resistance to ISIS before 2006 was refusal to submit 
to the group’s Sharia-based governance.249 This time, ISIS allowed Sunni tribes to maintain their wealth 
and authority, leaving them to govern by their own rules and customs as long as they remained loyal.250 
These successful tribal alliances meant ISIS did not need a strong direct presence in rural areas, allowing it 
to focus its efforts on large population centres in the summer of 2014.251  

Aside from Sunni tribes, ISIS also managed to exploit Sunni grievances and to co-opt the support of Sunni 
militias that were already fighting against the Iraqi government, using them as reinforcement as it advanced 
through Northern Iraq in 2014.252 The GMCIR, though refusing to acknowledge formal affiliation with 
ISIS, as mentioned above, also fought alongside ISIS in 2014.253  

At the individual level, a combination of grievances, the fact that promises of employment and improved 
economic conditions were not met, and the fact that by 2012 ISIS was already paying its militants more 
than previous al-Sahwa members were receiving from the jobs offered by the government, meant that, 
eventually, many of the lower cadres of al-Sahwa joined ISIS as individuals, small units or entire tribes.254 

Coercing Sunni tribes and militias 

The second part of ISIS’s strategy towards Sunni tribes and militias concerned dismantling the remains of 
al-Sahwa, so as to completely deactivate it as a future threat. This was achieved through a focused 
assassination campaign of Sunni tribal or militia leaders that refused to repent and pledge allegiance to 
ISIS.255 One first such campaign, entitled ‘Dignity’ was launched as early as 2008, and was followed by a 
second campaign, ‘Harvest of the good’, in 2009; these were often also referred to as the ‘Campaign against 
the traitors’.256 Between 2009 and 2013, ISIS assassinated 1,345 al-Sahwa members.257 To give just one 
representative example, in June 2010, ISIS killed at least 45 previous members of al-Sahwa who were waiting 
in line to collect pay checks in Baghdad. 258 
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Alongside its physical effects, the campaign was also used as a powerful psychological weapon to instil terror 
in the Sunni community, and to coerce tribal and militia leaders to join ISIS. By widely publicising photos 
and videos of beheadings and mass shootings and executions, the group made deliberate examples of al-
Sahwa members who failed to repent.259 One such example is the movie Clanging of the Swords Part IV, 
which contains numerous scenes of assassinations of people with former roles in al-Sahwa.260 In 2011, a 
statement by ISIS spokesman Abu Mohammed al Adnani demonstrated the deliberate nature of this 
psychological operations (PSYOPS) campaign:  

‘How long are you going to live in fear? No one among you dares to leave his house, travel, or even sleep 
peacefully in his own home. When will you enjoy peace again? How long are you going to stay alert day 
and night? Do you think we will go away? Do you think we will cease to exist or get bored? No! Repent 
quickly before it is too late, for the results of the battle have already been decided, and it is only a matter 
of days!’ 261 

This propaganda served its deterrent purpose by showcasing to Sunni tribes and militias how ISIS would 
respond if they failed to repent and if they acted against the group’s interests.262 In addition, it served to 
further highlight the inability or unwillingness of the Iraqi government to protect the Sunni population 
against violence, thus contributing to mounting Sunni resentment and to Sunnis beginning to see ISIS as 
the lesser evil.263 

D.4.3.3. ISIS’s will to fight 

Aside from the support of the Sunni population, the second decisive feature of the events of the summer of 
2014 is each side’s will to fight. Will to fight can be defined as ‘the disposition and decision to fight, to keep 
fighting, and to win’, and it is arguably the most important element of any military battle.264 Representing 
the human component inextricable from war, the will to fight is a powerful explanatory factor for the Iraqi 
government’s stunning and immediate defeat at the hands of a numerically inferior adversary. 

By 2014, ISIS had an enhanced will to fight, arising from a combination of different factors. These included:  

• The group’s ideological basis, combined with adequate historical circumstances that allowed it to 
feel that its belief system was being validated. 

• Its high degree of military organisation, which, when compared to that of the Iraqi Army and 
Security Forces, enabled it to act as a more flexible and more effective movement. 

• Its overall military strategy, which provided a clear direction and clear instructions on how to build 
strategic advantages over its adversaries. 
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ISIS’s powerful ideological basis and favourable circumstances 

Stripped down to the fundamentals, the ideological appeal of most extremist or terrorist groups is based on 
two cognitive characteristics that the ideology in question provides to its supporters: (i) a sense of purpose, 
and (ii) a clear path to follow.265 As such, through its ideology, ISIS offered its members a sense that were 
contributing to a worthy, sacred cause and that, by fighting this righteous fight, they would earn the status 
of heroes and martyrs who will be rewarded in the afterlife. In addition, it provided them with a clearly 
explained path: the knowledge of where they need to go, what they need to do, and what effects they can 
expect as a result of their actions.266 Together, these two cognitive characteristics can be an extremely 
powerful tool of mobilisation and motivation at the individual level. In addition, the extreme religious 
component part of ISIS’s ideology likely played the same significant role in ensuring ISIS units’ overall will 
to fight, as it has in securing the motivation of individual suicide bombers throughout time.267  

However, a willingness to fight and to sacrifice material concerns as a result of ideological indoctrination is 
a characteristic that, arguably, could apply to most terrorist or insurgent groups fighting adversaries that 
outnumber them in terms of people and outperform them in terms of funding, equipment and technology. 
ISIS’s will to fight also stemmed from the specific set of favourable circumstances that surrounded its 
evolution and that afforded individual members the perception they were already winning. There are three 
main contextual and external conditions that influenced ISIS’s success: (i) starting in 2009, the withdrawal 
of US forces from Iraq and the descent of Iraq into sectarianism, which afforded it more freedom of 
movement and enabled it to regain its support base within the Sunni population; (ii) starting in 2011, the 
decline of al-Qaeda’s worldwide appeal under Osama bin Laden’s successor, Ayman al-Zawahiri, which 
allowed it access to a wider market of recruits; and (iii), also starting in 2011, the start of the Syrian Civil 
War, which gave it the sanctuary it needed and the opportunity to re-experiment with territorial control. 
Although credit must go to the group’s leadership for seizing on the opportunities presented by these 
circumstances – for example by mounting the aforementioned campaign of co-opting or coercing Sunni 
tribes, and by shrewdly utilising propaganda to win recruits or to crush the will to fight of its opponents – 
the fact remains that these circumstances themselves, which were mostly outside the group’s control, 
contributed to its success.  

One of the less obvious ways in which ISIS leaders capitalised on these favourable circumstances was to 
validate the group’s ideological tenets, beliefs systems and its goals. The fact that ISIS was able to seize on 
the chaos in Syria and Iraq, and on the exacerbating weaknesses of its adversaries, meant that it was able to 
achieve significant and, in many ways, unexpected success even prior to the summer of 2014. To its 
supporters, this only served to validate the perceived sanctity and just nature of the group’s goals. Members 
of the group came to believe that, in having the ideological and moral high ground, they had the strategic 
advantage they needed to win even against what should have been, on paper, much more powerful enemies. 
This was a powerful motivating factor, further contributing to its will to fight. 
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ISIS’s military strategy and structure 

A second factor that influenced ISIS’s will to fight in the summer of 2014 was the ability of the group’s 
leadership to articulate a clear military strategy, through which ideological goals became matched to 
operational plans. This strategy was based on lessons learned from previous failures, as demonstrated by 
ISIS’s engagement with the Sunni community, as well as on two key works: The Management of Savagery, 
written by Abu Bakr Naji – allegedly an al-Qaeda member – in 2009, and the Strategic Plan to Improve the 
Political Position of the Islamic State in Iraq, written by the ISIS leadership in 2010. The Management of 
Savagery argued that a violent campaign of attrition against Muslim states will result in government failure 
and in chaos (or ‘savagery’); the Strategic Plan placed this campaign of attrition in the context of Iraq. As 
such, it detailed practical operational measures that ISIS needed to adopt in the social, political, and military 
domains, in order to both precipitate government failure and to prepare for the unavoidable moment in 
which it would have to capture and control territory. This included measures that ISIS went on to clearly 
and successfully execute, such as an effective PSYOPS campaign against the Iraqi government forces, 
designed to diminish their will to fight.268 The fact that ISIS was guided by a coherent strategy, moored in 
a comprehensive understanding of the local and regional operating context, directly contributed to the 
group’s military success, which indirectly contributed to its will to fight. 

Similarly, ISIS leadership’s ability to create a cohesive, disciplined and highly adaptable organisation also 
contributed to success – both real and perceived – that enhanced will to fight in individual ISIS members. 
ISIS commanders allowed subordinates wide latitude in the field, so long as they stayed within mission 
guidelines; this provided them with the ability to adapt to rapidly changing circumstances and conditions 
on the ground, without being encumbered by an ineffective command and control structure. Overall, this 
led to enhanced effectiveness.269 In addition, the group proved flexibility in absorbing and integrating fresh 
forces, fresh sources of funding and fresh equipment captured before and throughout the first half of 2014, 
which enabled it to grow in a successful manner.270   

D.4.3.4. Iraqi forces’ will to fight 

Compared to ISIS, the will to fight of Iraqi government forces was stunted by several factors, the most 
important of which were: (i) the sectarian divide within the country, which meant that Iraqi government 
forces were already operating in a hostile environment in Sunni-majority Northern Iraq; (ii) the corruption 
embedded at the highest levels of the government, which, spread over several years, resulted in an 
underfunded, undermotivated and disorganised military; (iii) and the perception of ISIS as a strong, 
organised and violent force that had the strategic advantage.  

The sectarian divide within Iraq 

As discussed in more detail in the sections above, several years’ worth of sectarian policies adopted by the 
Iraqi government exacerbated pre-existing tensions between Iraq’s Sunni and Shia populations. By 2014, 
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in Sunni-dominated Northern Iraq, Iraqi government forces were already operating in a de-facto hostile 
environment, not only due to ISIS’s increasing presence, but also because of friction between the forces and 
the Sunni population. Mosul, in particular, was already a divided city, experiencing sectarian tensions 
between Kurds, Christians, Sunnis and Shias. The Iraqi Army and Security Forces were mismatched against 
these demographics and socially ostracised.271 The creation of checkpoints across the city and the frequent 
detention of citizens had alienated the local population, and the Iraqi Army were perceived as an ‘occupying 
force of Shia soldiers’. In different parts of the city, violence had already broken out between the Iraqi Army 
and local Sunni tribes.272 As ISIS troops overran Mosul, they were also aided by Sunni Iraqis who did not 
necessarily support the group, share its objectives, or identify with its ideology, yet deemed ISIS rule 
preferrable to that of Prime Minister Al-Maliki.273 Within the Iraqi forces, Sunni soldiers, already underpaid 
and overlooked in a system where promotions were made on a sectarian – as opposed to a merit – basis, felt 
no obligation to fight in the name of the Iraqi government and deserted in large numbers.274 By contrast, 
Shia-dominated units put up heavier – though still ineffective – resistance against approaching ISIS 
forces.275 

The corruption prevalent within the Iraqi government, the Iraqi Army and the Iraqi 
Security Forces 

Corruption had been endemic to multiple state and private institutions across Iraq since before the 2003 
US invasion that toppled Saddam Hussein. Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index 
ranked Iraq as 171st in 2013,276 and 170th in 2014,277 out of a total of 177 countries and territories. Prevalent 
also in the Iraqi political, security and military establishments, corruption led to several developments that 
directly impacted the Iraqi forces’ will to fight in the summer of 2014. 

Firstly, endemic corruption led to the Iraqi government forces being underfunded, despite US assistance. 
So-called ‘ghost payrolls’, through which commanders supplied names of fictious soldiers to the Ministry 
of Defence, meant that an estimated 25 per cent of the Iraqi Army’s annual wage budget was defrauded.278 
This also meant that the Iraqi Army appeared significantly more numerous on paper than it was in reality, 
which had the effect of hiding staff shortages and undermining accurate planning.279 The embezzlement of 
funds provided to cover soldiers’ clothing, food and additional supplies was also common, with 
commanders selling rations on the black market. 280 Reports claimed that soldiers in Mosul had to procure 
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food and water using their own money, as well as to cook their meals themselves.281 This not only 
undermined the ability of frontline services to fight, but also had a negative effect on overall morale and 
willingness to defend the Iraqi state.282  

Secondly, several reforms initiated by Prime Minister Al-Maliki following his election in 2006 had the 
direct effect of eroding the effectiveness of the Iraqi Army and Iraqi Security Forces and paralysing their 
transformation in line with US funding and training. Intending to ensure that the Iraqi security and military 
establishment would not pose a future threat to his rule, Al-Maliki tightened and cemented his personal 
grip on the army, special forces and intelligence services.283 He instituted an appointment and promotion 
process for senior posts that was based on personal preference, thus side-lining key qualities of competence, 
authority and legitimacy in favour of loyalty.284 Al-Maliki also chose to disable the military’s coup-staging 
abilities by deprioritising effective military training.285 

In addition, Al-Maliki side-lined political and institutional actors who would otherwise have been 
responsible with decision-making in areas ranging from personnel to equipment, to military operations, 
including the Ministry of Defence and the Parliament’s Security and Defence Committee.286 This harmed 
civil-military relations and excluded the expertise of relevant structures in reforming and managing the 
forces.287  He also circumvented the Iraqi Army’s and the Iraqi Security Forces’ internal chains of command 
by creating two extraconstitutional organisations. First, he subjugated to himself the Office of the 
Command in Chief, which had originally been envisioned by US advisers to play the role of a coordinating 
forum; he appointed a close ally to run it and empowered it to issue direct orders to battalion leaders. 
Secondly, Al-Maliki oversaw the creation and proliferation of Provincial Command Centres, which 
combined the command and control of the police and army units operating in one province; these came to 
be directed from Baghdad by a general controlled by Al-Maliki, thus bypassing the Ministry of Defence’s 
own command and control structures.288 The Iraqi Security Forces were also supplemented with sectarian 
Shia militias lying outside the formal chain of command.289 The effects of these reforms were visible in 
Mosul, where the senior leadership appointed by Al-Maliki deserted, and where command and control 
immediately broke down in the face of ISIS’s advance. Reports of the senior commanders fleeing to Baghdad 
in civilian disguise only served to further undermine frontline soldiers’ commitment to defending the city.290  

The effectiveness of the Iraqi forces was also affected by the prevalence of bribes in the enlistment and 
promotion process.291 According to reports, defence officials would demand bribes of up to USD3,000 to 
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secure a spot at the Officer Training Academy, while a promotion to general would cost as much as 
USD30,000.292 In addition, enlistment, appointments and promotions were also made on the basis of 
quotas, as a result of which Shias and Kurds outnumbered Sunnis.293 With merit, competency, effectiveness 
and professionalism side-lined as the key characteristics guiding staffing decisions in the Iraqi forces, morale, 
motivation and cohesion were low. This showed in the desertion rates of Iraqi soldiers involved in the 
fighting in Northern Iraq, which ran up to 80  per cent.294   

As a result, the initial US assessment, undertaken in July 2014, following ISIS’s conquest of Mosul, 
concluded that the Iraqi Army and Security Forces would be unable, in their current form, to launch an 
offensive effective enough to force the group’s retreat.295 

The Iraqi forces’ perception of ISIS as violent, strong, and successful 

A perception of ISIS as violent, strong and successful also played a role in the immediate defeat of the Iraqi 
government forces. This resulted from a combination of previous ISIS successes, in both Syria and Iraq, as 
well as from a deliberate and long-standing ISIS strategy meant to inspire dread and panic in its adversaries. 
The reputation of brutality that ISIS built through widely publicising its most violent actions led to a large 
proportion of the Iraqi government forces fleeing the confrontation in Northern Iraq without a fight, 
abandoning strategically important areas, valuable military equipment and vulnerable populations.296 
Similarly, local militia leaders and tribal elders sought to avoid confrontation and peacefully surrendered, 
allowing ISIS to easily gain control of many towns and villages.297 

As discussed in the previous section, ISIS’s military successes across Syria and Iraq up to the summer of 
2014 were due to the social, political and security circumstances, which created a favourable environment 
in which ISIS could expand; but also due, in part, to its ability to leverage these circumstances through its 
ideological brand, effective organisation and military strategy. An important part of this strategy, as 
suggested also by ISIS’s approach to al-Sahwa and the Sunni population in general, was preparing the 
ground ahead of its actions, using terrorist and insurgent-style tactics to harass the population and 
government forces before it was able to meet them in open battle. Although the fall of Mosul in 2014 
appeared to many to have materialised swiftly and completely unexpectedly, with ISIS only then emerging 
as a real threat, the reality is that ISIS’s revival in Northern Iraq was on display long before.  

ISIS had been conducting frequent and lethal attacks in Iraq since at least 2011, targeting the Shia 
population, the Sunni resistance and Iraqi government forces. Between March and April 2011, ISIS claimed 
23 attacks south of Baghdad. On May 5 2011, ISIS killed 24 policemen and wounded 72 others. On 15 
August 2011, ISIS initiated a wave of attacks across Mosul that resulted in 70 deaths. On 22 December 
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2011, coordinated ISIS attacks in Baghdad killed at least 63 people and wounded 180.298 This continued 
into 2012 and 2013. In 2013, ISIS actions resulted in 10,000 civilian deaths; in 2014, this number grew to 
10,300.299 

In 2013, ISIS started moving away from solely one-sided insurgent-style attacks and towards military 
operations that openly established its presence in key areas of Northern Iraq, particularly in Ninawa and 
Salah ad Din. In addition, ISIS stepped up its efforts to engage and harass Iraqi government forces in Mosul, 
mounting violent operations against them. Between 2012 and 2013, the death toll among Iraqi government 
forces at the hands of ISIS increased from 800 to 2,300. Though no accurate numbers are available, reports 
indicate that, in the first half of 2014, several thousands of Iraqi government forces had already been killed 
by ISIS.300 

This demonstrates that, at the time of what many considered a surprising military defeat in 2014, Iraqi 
government forces had, for years, already been subject to significant ISIS pressure and been bearing personal 
witness to ISIS violence. This is likely to have significantly affected the morale of an already underfunded, 
disorganised and incohesive organisation. 

An important aspect to consider in this sense is also the additional effort that ISIS had, prior to 2014 but 
also afterwards, put into projecting an image of brutality, deliberately targeted towards inducing terror and 
concurrently reducing the resistance of its adversaries. This was a considered, PSYOPS-based strategy to 
dismantle the will to fight of a people, articulated clearly in ISIS’s military strategy documents.301 As 
demonstrated when discussing ISIS’s campaign against al-Sahwa, ISIS invested considerable resources in 
publicising extreme violence against adversaries, be those Iraqi government forces or other government 
collaborators, by filming and widely disseminating beheadings and mass killings. As ISIS steadily gained 
control over areas of Northern Iraq in 2014, they publicised how they targeted the remaining resistance in 
various areas, using suicide bombings, assassination campaigns or mass murders. Videos and information 
easily reached the Iraqi soldiers still on the frontlines.302 

In addition to brutality, ISIS also sought to convey effectiveness. Propaganda campaigns, widely 
disseminated via various social media platforms, were carefully curated to showcase the professionalism, 
discipline and organisation of ISIS members. They showed relentless and effective assaults against major 
population centres, with members expertly using high-grade military equipment and acting in synergy. The 
fighters were painted as heroes full of resolve. Footage of military success was provided almost in real time, 
showing victorious ISIS members installing black flags and patrolling newly conquered towns. All this aimed 
to cast doubts on the ability of the remaining resistance to hold out against the group, thus further 
weakening the resolve of Iraqi soldiers.303 

 
298 Hashim (2014). 
299 Kavalek (2015). 
300 Kavalek (2015). 
301 Hashim (2014); Kavalek (2015). 
302 Hashim (2014). 
303 Jasper and Moreland (2014). 



Strategic Advantage in a Competitive Age 

77 
 
 

D.4.4. Implications and lessons identified 

Ultimately, ISIS’s success in Northern Iraq in 2014 boiled down to two strategic advantages that the group 
effectively built and leveraged against the Iraqi Army and Iraqi Security Forces: the Sunni population and 
the will to fight. This case study contains several implications and lessons learned that are relevant to the 
UK approach to strategic advantage: 

• Societal problems and the will to fight cannot be offset by military capabilities. As demonstrated 
above, the fall of Northern Iraq to ISIS was in large part due to the group pushing against a state 
and military structure weakened by pervasive social problems, such as sectarianism and widespread 
corruption. Already vulnerable, this structure immediately collapsed under the pressure. Factors 
such as societal resilience, societal cohesion and effective governance and rule of law therefore form 
an essential basis upon which any and all types of strategic advantage ultimately rest. This is true 
in the context of counterinsurgency or counterterrorism, but also in the present context of 
increasing hybrid threats aimed at disrupting the functioning of society, such as disinformation. 
The UK should therefore ensure that its society – and the societies of its allies – are resilient, 
cohesive and free, as far as possible, of issues such as corruption.       

• External funding, equipment and training offered in support of foreign militaries cannot 
guarantee military effectiveness and success, unless accompanied by reforms in governance and 
rule of law. Proven true in both Iraq in 2014 and, more recently, in Afghanistan in 2021, this 
appears to be a lesson most Western countries have failed to learn. In this case, although the Iraqi 
Army and Security Forces enjoyed funding, equipment, training and general support from the US 
military, problems with governance and rule of law undermined the transformation of these 
structures in line with the intended objectives of building effective and self-sufficient military and 
security forces. The indifference or inability of the United States to enforce wider societal and 
governmental reforms ultimately led to the erosion of the strategic advantage that the Iraqi 
government forces – and, by extension, the United States – should have had over ISIS through 
superior military capabilities. The perception that strategic advantage can be conferred solely by 
supplying foreign militaries with funding and equipment can obstruct effective strategic and 
operational planning and can therefore be damaging to strategic objectives. As a result, when 
seeking to build strategic advantage by supporting the development of foreign militaries, the UK 
should first ensure the existence of two main building blocks: (i) effective governance and (ii) rule 
of law. Without these, the transformation of foreign militaries into reliable allies that can be 
leveraged as strategic advantage can be unsuccessful.  

• In a counterinsurgency context, ‘hearts and minds’ remains the most important strategic 
advantage. The main strategic advantage that ISIS wielded in 2014 was that of the support of the 
Sunni tribes and militias, having been able to capitalise on the resentment of the Sunni population 
towards the Iraqi government. Similarly, in 2006, the victory of the United States and Iraqi forces 
over ISIS relied primarily on the Sunni population turning against the group. This is despite the 
fact that the level of US involvement in Iraq at the time afforded them superior military capabilities, 
in terms of equipment, strategy and tactics and organisation. The idea of ‘winning hearts and 
minds’ should therefore remain the central strategic advantage that the UK should strive to build 
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as part of a counterinsurgency strategy. In addition, this suggests that a country’s ability to develop, 
maintain and employ strategic advantage is dependent upon the legitimacy of the government or 
the armed forces vis-à-vis the whole of the population. As such, the UK should view the support of 
the population as an essential component of strategic advantage, and should therefore ensure that 
the population is, to the extent possible, in agreement with the country’s strategic direction and 
objectives. 

• Will to fight remains an essential dynamic of strategic advantage, stemming from many sources, 
including the perception of strategic advantage itself. As demonstrated in this case study, the will 
to fight was influenced, both in the case of ISIS and of the Iraqi government forces, by the 
perception of strategic advantage: while ISIS members were motivated by a feeling that they were 
winning and that their values and belief systems were being validated, the Iraqi government forces 
were inhibited by a perception that ISIS held the strategic advantage, despite the forces’ superiority 
in terms of numbers and equipment. The UK should place more importance on, and conduct more 
research into, the factors that influence will to fight, with a view both to strengthen its own will to 
fight, and to determine how to most effectively undermine an adversary’s will to fight in order to 
achieve strategic advantage. 
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D.5. Iran’s Continued Ability to Achieve Strategic Objectives Despite 
Western Pressure (1979–Present): Achieving strategic advantage with 
limited resources 

Rebecca Lucas, RAND 

Figure D.7 Overview of main implications and lessons identified from Case Study 5 

 
Source: RAND Europe analysis. 

D.5.1. Summary 

Since coming to power in the revolution of 1979, the current government of Iran has demonstrated an 
ability to leverage asymmetrical ways and means to overcome conventional disadvantages relative to other 
countries, most notably the United States, Saudi Arabia and Israel. Such disadvantages have included 
difficulty accessing external military resources (e.g. advanced weapons systems and training), economic 
sanctions and political isolation. However, Iran has been able to maintain and even increase its position in 
the region through the following: 

• Use of proxies and regional networks to achieve power projection at lower cost. 

• Careful cultivation and use of domestic defence industry to grow military capabilities (i.e. ballistic 
missiles, cyber) while maintaining autonomy. 

• Pursuit of activities below the threshold of war to achieve goals without provoking open conflict 
with conventionally more powerful rivals. 

• Fostering of alliances of expedience and convenience to achieve targeted objectives with different 
countries or coalitions. 

• Dissemination of propaganda and other forms of information warfare to shape the strategic and 
operating environment in its favour. 

Through these ways and means, Iran has been able to continually achieve its strategic objectives of: deterring 
foreign interference; defending its territorial integrity; ensuring internal stability and security, including 
through maintaining the survival of the regime; and enhancing its position as a key regional power.  

This case study will first provide a brief overview of Iran’s government and some of its challenges since 
1979, before laying out its strategic objectives. The case study then continues to delve into the five points 
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discussed above in greater detail, before examining what the UK may be able to learn about strategic 
advantage from studying Iran’s successes. 

D.5.2. Context 

The overthrow of Iran’s authoritarian leader, Reza Shah Pahlavi, in 1979 by a combination of communist 
activists, Shia Islamist networks and a dissatisfied populace surprised intelligence agencies around the world. 
As the disparate elements of the Iranian Revolution sought to consolidate their power, purging government 
hierarchies of any whose loyalties were suspect, establishing alternate power centres and jockeying for power, 
Shia clerics and their supporters emerged as the dominant party. This faction, led by Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini, created a unique governmental system based on Shia and revolutionary ideology, which has 
persisted for over 40 years. This system of government is ultimately controlled by a Shia cleric known as 
the Supreme Leader, a position first held by Ayatollah Khomeini and, after his death in 1989, Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei. The policy decisions of this government have frequently been controversial, often isolating the 
country, including through multiple rounds of harsh international sanctions, such as those imposed most 
recently in relation to the Iranian nuclear programme; however, the government has persisted and expanded 
its influence in the region over several decades. 

D.5.2.1. The Iranian Revolution of 1979 marked the coming to power of a new 
type of government in Iran, with its own set of strategic objectives 

From the attack on the American Embassy in 1980, through the Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988), to its support 
of terrorism and the emergence of its nuclear programme, Iran has drawn sharp international opprobrium, 
including multiple rounds of harsh sanctions, which economically and diplomatically isolated the country 
within the international community. These actions are often correlated to the fact that the Islamic Republic 
of Iran and its clerical leadership employ a unique governing ideology, apparent in the country’s national 
strategy and its foreign and security policy.  

One part of this governing ideology relies the perception that, following the 1979 liberation of Iran from 
what many considered to be an oppressive leader, the new government had a responsibility to similarly free 
other Shia populations in the region. Instead of the secular or Sunni governments prevalent across the 
Middle East, Ayatollah Khomeini and his followers created an Iranian government based on Shia religion 
and the rule of clerics, often referred to as vilayet-e faqih. While most countries in the region have majority 
Sunni Muslim populations, many also possess significant Shia minorities. In the case of Bahrain, the country 
has a Shia majority living under the rule of a Sunni minority. According to some experts, liberating its 
fellow Shia populations may therefore be perceived by the government as one of Iran’s responsibilities, the 
fulfilment of which involved supporting organisations that opposed or sought to overthrow authoritarian 
Arab governments in countries such as Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and Iraq.  

While the religious aspects of this ideology certainly represent a departure from the secular policy of previous 
regimes, some experts point out some aspects of political and ideological continuity between the present 
and past regimes. One source describes how Iran ‘sees itself as a once-great power humbled and humiliated 
by the West’. This historical memory of a long period as a great power arguably fuels a belief that Iran must 
return to its rightful place as a leading country in the region. This belief that Iran has a right to a position 
as a regional power is augmented by its historical experience with foreign manipulation and a resulting belief 
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that Iran must be a regional power in order to protect itself. These twin strategic drivers will be explored 
further in later sections. 

D.5.2.2. The Iran-Iraq War arguably provided a formative experience for many of 
the current leaders in Iran’s government 

Believing that Iran’s post-revolution government was in a vulnerable period of transition and consolidation, 
Saddam Hussein’s Iraq invaded Iran in 1980 to reclaim disputed territory. This marked the beginning of a 
nine-year war that had a significant impact on both countries and arguably provided formative experiences 
for many of the individuals in Iran’s current leadership. The shock of the initial invasion and the punishing 
war of attrition that followed were a key test for the new regime in Tehran. The lack of support that Iran 
received from the international community, even as Iraqi forces bombed Iranian civilians and used chemical 
weapons on Iranian territory, arguably shaped the Iranian regime’s perception, creating a world view in 
which international law provides little, if any, protection. Not only was Iraq not censured by the 
international community, but, due to the perceived threat posed by Iran and its ideology, Iraq received a 
significant level of support from countries in the Gulf Cooperation Council, particularly Saudi Arabia. 
Together, these experiences contributed to a world view in which Iran can only rely on itself.  

In addition, several observers pointed to Iran’s perception that Saddam Hussein had attacked at what he 
believed to be a moment of weakness, reinforcing a need for Iran to present a strong and united face to the 
rest of the international community in order to deter future aggression. Others described the need for 
‘strategic depth’ and buffer territory as another of the key lessons of the Iran-Iraq War. These lessons, and 
the corresponding strategic priorities that they dictate, will all be discussed in the following sections. 

D.5.2.3. In the last two decades, Iran has become increasingly involved throughout 
the Greater Middle East region 

As mentioned above, since 1979, the Iranian government has worked to further its interests throughout the 
Greater Middle East, in large part through its relationships with other Shia groups. While Iran would argue 
that it is supporting its fellow Shia in a fight against oppression, other countries in the region, such as Saudi 
Arabia and Bahrain, see Iran’s actions as an attempt to destabilise their countries, overthrow their 
governments, and advance its own position in the region. 

Upheaval in the Middle East following the American invasions of Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003, 
as well as the turmoil caused during the Arab Spring in 2011, have created increasing opportunities for Iran 
to advance its influence outside its borders. Iran’s interference in its neighbours’ affairs and its engagement 
with non-state actors in the region has increased significantly over the last two decades, as seen in Figure 
D.8. Its heavy involvement in Syria, Yemen, Iraq and Afghanistan, sometimes to unclear or apparently 
conflicting ends, has spurred discussion around possible motivations and ramifications. For example, in 
Afghanistan, Iran long supported the Northern Alliance in its resistance against the (Sunni) Taliban; 
however, after collaborating with the United States to overthrow the Taliban in 2001, Iran later started 
arming the Taliban to put military pressure on the United States.   
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Figure D.8 Number of ongoing Iranian military interventions (1979–2018) 

 
Source: Tabatabai, et al. (2021). Note that this graphic excludes Iranian troops involved in the Iran-Iraq war. 

D.5.2.4. Iran has long had difficult relations with the United States, which it 
perceives as a key adversary and threat to regime survival 

A number of sources consulted for this case study noted that Iran perceives the United States to be its most 
powerful adversary and therefore the most likely source of foreign interference in its internal affairs. For the 
United States, this antipathy primarily dates from the 1980 American Embassy hostage crisis; Iran and the 
United States have consequently had no official relations since 1980. However, as a previous RAND 
Corporation report describes, ‘The Iranian view of the U.S.…was shaped by the 1953 Anglo-American 
coup that ousted Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh and returned Reza Shah Pahlavi to power’. This 
perception, that the United States believes it has the right and the ability to shape Iranian politics and 
government to fit its own agenda, was only sharpened by US support for the Shah’s regime, which many 
Iranians perceived as oppressive and abusive. There is therefore a common perception that Iran must protect 
itself from foreign intervention that has little regard for the well-being of ordinary Iranian citizens or the 
preservation of Iranian sovereignty.  

American involvement in Iran and its vicinity in the years since the 1979 Revolution has done little to 
disabuse Iranians of this idea. From its interventions in the Iran-Iraq war on behalf of Saddam Hussein and 
the USS Vincennes’ shooting down of Iran Air Flight 655 in 1988, to US invasions on two of Iran’s borders 
in the early 2000s and George W. Bush’s subsequent labelling of Iran as part of the ‘Axis of Evil’, the  United 
States has repeatedly signalled that it too sees Iran as an adversary.  
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D.5.2.5. When it comes to its national strategy, Iran’s motivations and rationality 
are widely questioned and debated  

In considering Iranian strategic objectives and subsequent policy decisions, it is impossible to avoid an 
ongoing debate in the literature about whether Iran can be considered a rational actor, or is simply, as then-
Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis stated, ‘a revolutionary cause devoted to mayhem’. Observers who argue 
that Iran cannot be considered a rational actor often point to its close relationships with terrorist 
organisations, such as Hizbullah; its use of tactics such as human waves during the Iran-Iraq War; and its 
willingness to violate international law through actions such as the kidnapping of dual nationals to pressure 
their home governments. The rhetoric of Iranian leadership and its continuing promotion of revolutionary 
ideals further support this viewpoint.  

However, others point to continuity in the Islamic Republic’s foreign policy or attributes of Iran’s foreign 
policy that align with foreign policy objectives shared with other countries. These include the desire to 
maintain national sovereignty, fear of foreign interference, and a desire to achieve a position as a regional 
or even international power. They therefore argue that Iran’s actions can largely be analysed and explained 
in a similar manner to those of other countries.  

Given this debate, it is important to note that this case study will proceed on the latter assumption: namely, 
that Iranian policy can mostly be considered the result of a rational state actor. This assumption draws 
heavily on previous RAND research, supported by other external sources consulted for this case study.  

D.5.3. Analysis 

Iran has shown creativity and innovation in its use of asymmetrical ways and means, including the use of 
proxies, sub-threshold warfare, specifically targeted manufacturing, and information warfare, to further its 
strategic goals. This creativity has arguably been necessary due to disadvantages in conventional military 
power following the 1979 Revolution, as well as significant limitations on resources amidst political and 
economic isolation. Through the use of these unconventional methods, Iran has arguably succeeded in 
achieving its strategic goals of deterring foreign interference, ensuring territorial integrity, containing 
internal dissent and preserving national independence, while largely avoiding direct conflict with 
conventionally superior powers.  

D.5.3.1. Iran has a number of clear strategic priorities 

Despite a reputation for interfering in other countries’ affairs, Iran’s foreign policy is seen by historians as 
fundamentally emanating from a defensive posture. As described above, the perceived threat of foreign 
manipulation and intervention seeking to undermine Iran’s long tenure as a great power arguably fuels a 
belief that Iran must deter foreign interference and defend itself. One source describes Iran as ‘motivated 
by a belief that potential attacks…require self-reliant deterrence’. This need for self-reliance is compounded 
by a distrust of international laws and systems that allowed Iraq’s Saddam Hussein to act without 
consequence against the Iranian population during the Iran-Iraq war. Furthermore, Iran’s position as a Shia 
country surrounded by Sunni countries adds to this impression of vulnerability.  

In addition to ensuring its sovereignty, Iran has also long felt a need to ensure internal stability through 
military means. This in part derives from the current regime’s own experience of overthrowing the previous 
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government, leading to the intentional creation of duplicative or redundant institutions that can 
counterbalance one another. Similarly, the Islamic Republic is a state known for harshly repressing internal 
dissent and disagreement, often using paramilitary forces such as the Basij. But Iran also faces threats from 
a number of active terrorist organisations, from Kurdish separatists such as the Kurdistan Free Life Party, 
to a range of military groups fighting for Baluch separatism. Anti-government organisations, including the 
People’s Mujahideen of Iran or Mujahidee-e Khalq, are also active within Iran and building support for 
their cause in the international arena. The presence of these various groups and organisations, perceived to 
threaten the internal stability of the regime, can help explain the heavy domestic military involvement. 

Iran is often perceived as a highly assertive, if not aggressive, regional power that acts to maintain and 
advance its position as a rightful centre of power in the region. Some perceive that this is intended to 
promote the ruling ideology or to export the Revolution; the Islamic Republic initially started with a great 
deal of rhetoric about exporting the promise of the revolution to other countries and Shia communities in 
the region. Some observers point to extreme rhetoric and argue that this revolutionary ideology persists to 
this day. However, others talk more generally about Iran asserting itself as a regional power. These observers 
tend to support their arguments with discussion of the Iran-Iraq war experience and emphasise a foreign 
policy driven by ‘Iran’s feeling of otherness in the region, deep distrust of foreign powers and the 
international system, and the fear of domestic turmoil and resulting chaos and disintegration’. Regardless 
of which view is correct in terms of the regime’s motivations, Iran has certainly asserted itself as a power in 
the region since 1979. 

D.5.3.2. Iran uses asymmetrical ways and means and sub-threshold or hybrid 
warfare to offset its conventional disadvantages 

The Islamic Republic has long adapted unconventional ways and means such as the use of proxies, warfare 
‘below the threshold’ and information operations to non-state actors for its lack of conventional military 
power projection capabilities. As one source said, ‘its asymmetric strategy [was] grounded in an 
assessment…that confronting the US conventionally simply was not feasible’. A previous RAND 
Corporation report stated that Iran has shaped its strategy around ‘perceived military disadvantages’ which, 
in its analysis, led to ‘its skill in conducting political warfare…to offset US power in the Middle East’. These 
‘asymmetrical operational tactics’ also draw on a ‘capacity to build power via nonstate actors…[and]….its 
level of self-sufficiency in military hardware, especially its considerable military technology’.  

Iran’s pragmatic use of unconventional and innovative means for achieving its strategic goals have arguably 
made it one of the most powerful actors in the region, despite its continuing dearth of certain kinds of 
conventional military force, such as air power, and the much more pervasive economic influence of its Arab 
neighbours such as Saudi Arabia. David Kilcullen has labelled this ‘liminal warfare’, describing how Iran is 
‘seeking to ride the edge, doing just enough to…further [its] own interests but not enough to trigger an 
outright military response’ from adversaries. Kilcullen further credits Iran with being at the forefront of 
liminal warfare tactics, operations and strategy since the overthrow of the Shah. While some observers argue 
Iran has been building on the approaches of previous governments, such as the Shah’s use of proxies against 
Baathists before his fall, others view this as a largely unprecedented approach.  

 



Strategic Advantage in a Competitive Age 

85 
 
 

Iran uses proxies 

Some of the most well-documented tactics used by Iran include the use of proxies and non-state actors. As 
a previous RAND Corporation report described it, ‘[Iran’s] perceptions of its vulnerability and military 
inferiority lie behind [Iran’s] training and funding of “proxy” groups’. While it is difficult to know for sure, 
the International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS) estimates that, as of 2019, Iran had as many as 
200,000 individuals fighting for various militias. These proxies range from long term associations, such as 
Lebanese Hizbullah (henceforth referred to as simply ‘Hizbullah’) to Iranian-created groups of Afghan and 
Pakistani recruits sent to Syria (Liwa Fatemiyoun and Zaiynebiyoun respectively), to pre-existing 
organisations with overlapping interests, such as the Yemeni Houthis and Palestinian Hamas.  

In exchange for varying abilities to direct objectives and actions, Iran provides these groups with support 
including financial assistance, material aid (often in the form of weapons), training and advisors, territorial 
sanctuary and political backing. While some of these organisations pre-date Iranian involvement, a handful 
have been created by Iran to fulfil specific objectives. Iran has proven itself quite flexible and able to adjust 
its support to different types of groups, as well as different ideologically affiliated organisations, to pursue 
Iranian strategic objectives.  

Cultivating and supporting non-state proxies is the dedicated mission of a specific branch of the Iranian 
military, the Quds Force. Under the long-standing leadership of Qassem Soleimani, who led the group 
from roughly 1998 until his death in a US drone strike in 2020, the Quds Force forged relationships with 
a number of non-state actors. They were able to leverage not only their own resources, but those of other 
Iranian military forces, to train and support these proxies. Under Soleimani’s leadership, the Quds Force 
demonstrated a great deal of ideological flexibility in supporting a variety of actors most heavily 
concentrated in the Middle East and North Africa, but also across Central and South Asia and Africa. 
Arguably, its involvement with these groups, which has continued under Soleimani’s successor, Esmail 
Qaani, has enabled Iran to not only influence military and security situations, but also political landscapes, 
as demonstrated by the involvement of Hizbullah and many of Iran’s Iraqi partners in electoral politics.  
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Figure D.9 Iran's use of proxies throughout the Greater Middle East region 

 
Source: IISS (2019) 

Unlike state actors, Iran enjoys a fundamental power advantage over the non-state actors it supports. Iran’s 
longest-standing non-state partner is Hizbullah, which it has supported since the group’s creation in 1982. 
Hizbullah is a singular entity among Iran’s proxies, primarily due to its close affiliation; Hizbullah is now 
enabled to support various proxies on Iran’s behalf, including training Houthi rebels in Yemen and fighting 
in Syria. However, at least one expert has argued that even Hizbullah, Iran’s most evolved proxy, still 
maintains a fundamental imbalance of power with Iran; as the state sponsor, Iran can shape Hizbullah’s 
thinking or even force particular decisions by withholding resources. This power imbalance enables Iran to 
maintain the advantage and dominant influence in these relationships.  

Iran has been able to leverage its multiple proxies to project power throughout the region in a way that 
would have been otherwise impossible, given its resource constraints. In recent decades, Iran has been able 
to pursue its interests on multiple battlefields in areas throughout the Greater Middle East and North Africa, 
as well as South Asia. For example, it has demonstrated its ability to put military pressure on the US military 
in Afghanistan and Iraq, while simultaneously fighting the ISIS in Syria, preventing the Kurdistan Regional 
government in Iraq from expanding their territory, and supporting Hamas in diverting significant Israeli 
Defense Force resources. This further enables it to hold adversaries at risk across a broad geographic area, 
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despite a lack of conventional long-distance firepower. One example of this is Iran’s provision of 
technologies such as explosively formed projectiles to anti-American Shia militias in Iraq, as well as support 
for the Taliban in Afghanistan, both of which compromised the effectiveness of the US military. Another 
is the proximity to sensitive shipping lanes, such as Bab al-Mandeb, that Iran gains from its support for 
proxies in Yemen; it can then use this proximity to threaten international shipping lanes. Another has been 
its ability to impose military costs on Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates in their ongoing war in 
Yemen.  

Iran has been able to project this power and achieve these objectives through its use of proxies at a much 
lower cost than would have been possible with formal military intervention, both in terms of resource and 
risk. Even as the financial costs for supporting a large number of proxies have risen in recent years, the need 
to deploy Iranian personnel has remained relatively limited, which has encouraged Iran to continue its use 
of proxies instead of own, limited, military resources. An IISS report notes that this enables Iran to ‘raise 
the risk to adversaries without increasing the risks and costs to Iranian forces’. Additionally, it has been a 
policy that has provided cumulative benefits: Iran’s previous investment in Hizbullah has now enabled it to 
delegate the management of other non-state actors to Hizbullah, rather than managing them itself. For 
example, Hizbullah has been heavily involved in training and equipping the Houthis in Yemen on Iran’s 
behalf. In addition, over time, the costs of supporting Hizbullah have been offset by the organisation’s 
ability to increasingly produce its own cash flow, including through illicit means.  

Furthermore, the use of proxies both avoids direct confrontation and limits the risk of potential backlash. 
Multiple sources noted that the use of proxies has enabled Iran over the years to foster and maintain 
plausible deniability, even as its proxies have furthered its agenda. Arguably, the flexible and dynamic 
command and control arrangements that Iran maintains with its various proxies increase this deniability: 
adversaries cannot be sure of the degree to which Iran has been involved in any particular decision. This 
ambiguity has enabled Iran to avoid direct confrontation with more powerful adversaries. As the same IISS 
report notes, this ‘has allowed Iran to test (and successively breach) perceived international red lines’.  

On the other side of the coin, the open acknowledgement that Iran operates through these proxies also 
enables the actions of its proxies to have a deterrent effect. One source referred the power Iran derives from 
this as ‘retaliatory deterrence’, or the knowledge that it can deter adversaries by demonstrating its ability to 
strike them at a time and place of Iran’s choosing. Particularly for a group like Hizbullah, which is so openly 
linked to the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), it is very difficult for Iran to deny that it was 
involved in anything that Hizbullah may have done. This combination of deniability and overt involvement 
is a phenomenon of many proxy wars.  

Iran uses state-to-state collaboration 

In addition to leveraging its alliances with non-state actors, Iran has also leveraged its relationships with 
state actors to its advantage. Some of these collaborations are based on longer-term relationships: while Iran 
does not have many such allies, its relationship with Syria has long helped Iran to support non-state actors 
such as Hizbullah with relative ease.  

However, in its relationships with state actors, Iran has exercised what some categorise as a pragmatic and 
utilitarian approach. Historically, while its relationships with Israel and America have often been fraught 
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and combative, Iran worked with Israel to receive missiles paid for by the United States during the Iran-
Iraq War. It later worked with the United States to overthrow the Taliban in 2001, providing access to its 
long-standing connections with anti-Taliban forces in the region. It has also worked with Turkey to evade 
sanctions and combat the shared threat of Kurdish insurgency, despite existing tensions between them. 
Finally, Iran has selectively invested in its relationship with Russia, often to specific ends, such as ensuring 
Russian support for Iranian efforts to prop up the Assad government in Syria. These relationships are often 
transactional, pursuing specific shared goals, and do not prevent Iran from opposing these countries in other 
areas. 

Returning to the debate referenced above, on whether Iran can be considered a rational actor, some experts 
perceive Iran’s complex and multifaceted relationships with other states as a malicious manipulation of 
circumstances to create uncertainty about Iranian objectives. Others see this as a pragmatic and utilitarian 
approach that leverages expedient collaboration, even with adversaries, to pursue key strategic priorities. 
One observer described this as a careful balancing of different interests and coalitions against one another: 
for example, as in Iran’s simultaneous dealings with Russia and the United States. In either case, Iran has 
been able to use relationships with state actors to pursue strategic objectives. 

Iran undertakes selective investment in military equipment 

Limited economic and conventional military resources compared with its adversaries, exacerbated by 
isolation from the international community, have forced Iran to carefully consider the types of weapons it 
is able to design, manufacture and maintain. For example, the experience of having access to the Shah’s 
impressive pre-1979 arsenal, only to be unable to use and maintain it after being cut off from international 
arms markets, drove Iran to put a premium on an autonomous defence industry. One RAND Corporation 
report pointed out that ‘Iran’s forgoing of significant investment in air force capabilities reflects a logical 
calculation that it cannot catch up to its potential adversaries’. Consequently, Iran has focused its defence 
budget in areas that provide the most impact: three examples of this are its ballistic missile programme, its 
guerrilla-style naval tactics, and cyber. 

Several sources argued that Iran’s ballistic missile programme is a key example of this strategic rationale, an 
effort to gain the maximum amount of ‘deterrence and coercive leverage’. Iran has arguably the largest 
missile force in the region, with ballistic missiles suitable for a variety of ranges and domains. This ballistic 
missile programme is a successful deterrent in its own right; however, its impact is arguably increased by 
Iran’s nuclear weapons programme. Ballistic missile testing also gives Iran an ability to flex the existence 
and potential impact of its nuclear weapons programme without violating international non-proliferation 
agreements or, more recently, the terms of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA). In more 
recent years, to similarly enhance its long-distance strike capability, Iran has also been investing in drone 
technology.  

In the naval domain, Iran has pursued a small number of less technical weapons that enable it to pressure 
and deter its adversaries. In this case, Iran’s proximity to key shipping lanes such as the Strait of Hormuz 
increase the value of this leverage, given the significant economic impact that Iran could derive from closing 
those lanes. The relevant capabilities here include, specifically, swarms of small boats, a large inventory of 
naval mines, and an arsenal of anti-ship missiles.  
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In recent years, Iran has also pursued offensive cyber capabilities as a low-cost method for gathering 
information and acting below the threshold of warfare. Iran is able to leverage a ‘comparatively well-
educated and computer-literate young population’ in order to ‘conduct espionage…control dissident 
activity and…further hybrid-war campaigns’. High-profile attacks, such as the 2012 Shamoon attack on 
Saudi Aramco infrastructure, are one example of this. Iran also engages in ongoing low-level cyberattacks 
on Israeli infrastructure, often in a retaliatory tit-for-tat spiral, and has increased its ability to defend itself 
against future attacks after the strategic shock presented by Stuxnet in 2010.  

Iran seeks to maintain information advantage 

In addition to its use of proxies and aggression below the threshold of conventional warfare, Iran has also 
used information operations to offset its perceived disadvantages. Its use of propaganda, both directly 
through government-controlled media, as well as through proxy broadcasting networks in other countries, 
have enabled it to manipulate information and spread favourable narratives about its actions. The use of 
proxies also has an information value of its own, shaping perceptions of Iran’s strategic goals as having 
popular backing and support from organisations in other countries. Further, Iran provides military training, 
as well as both financial and military aid, to communities in other countries, which it uses for additional 
propaganda value.  

Another soft power tool is Iran’s use of cultural, ideological and religious ties throughout the region. While 
observers dispute the extent to which various factions within Iran adhere to the regime’s avowed ideology, 
its leaders strongly communicate certain aspects of this ideology, such as anti-American and anti-Israel 
perceptions, externally, through their rhetoric and certain actions. As a previous RAND report described, 
‘anti-American and anti-Israel elements of Iranian policy…are…geopolitically instrumental’. Such 
sentiments have helped Iran to express shared objectives with other regional groups that, for example, may 
not share Iran’s broader goals but might oppose US involvement in the region, such as the Taliban. 
Simultaneously, Iran’s sectarian identity supports its outreach to Shia communities in neighbouring 
countries. As discussed in previous sections, Iran’s ability to work with and through these communities, 
both by influencing popular opinion and working directly with proxies, enables it to put pressure on 
neighbouring countries with significant Shia minorities. Iranian rhetoric therefore enables it to create 
connections with other actors, regardless of whether its beliefs are genuinely felt or simply exploited for 
political gain. 

Finally, Iran has used its representatives in the international media to send specific types of messages about 
its identity as a country. One key example of this is through two of the most prominent politicians 
representing Iran internationally between 2010 and 2020: Javad Zarif, the former foreign minister of Iran, 
and Qassem Soleimani, the former head of the Quds force. These two men are quite different. Zarif is a 
multilingual, US-educated diplomat who previously represented Iran in the UN and participated in a 
number of the JCPOA negotiations around Iran’s nuclear programme; he is frequently portrayed with his 
European and American counterparts. In contrast, before his death in a US drone strike 2020, Soleimani 
was a career member of the IRGC, having not continued his formal education past high school, and 
managed Iran’s relationships with non-state actors and proxies around the world. Both men were widely 
reported to be extremely popular in Iran and both frequently appeared in Western news coverage. In 
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combination, they send a powerful message about Iran’s ability to present a sophisticated, urbane and 
diplomatic negotiating partner, while simultaneously working with multiple international pariahs to 
advance a more aggressive agenda. Together, the two men presented both an opportunity for other members 
of the international community to engage positively with Iran, and a reminder of what might happen should 
Iran find their behaviour aggressive or unpalatable.  

D.5.4. Implications and lessons identified 

Iran’s ability to fulfil its strategic objectives since 1979, despite its resource constraints, political isolation 
and apparent conventional military weakness, indicates the importance of thinking more broadly about 
sources of advantage. Its ability to operate in the ‘grey zone’ or conduct ‘hybrid warfare’, often without 
provoking open conventional confrontation with adversaries, has arguably enabled Iran to build its position 
in the region. Iran has also demonstrated an ability to gain information advantage, to deter adversaries with 
carefully targeted capabilities, and to project power inexpensively. While the UK obviously cannot and will 
not pursue some of the controversial courses of action that Iran has undertaken, it can still incorporate these 
lessons in a manner that does not violate international law. The uses of unconventional and innovative 
means for pursuing strategic advantage provide the following potential lessons for the UK.  

D.5.4.1. Strategic advantage does not always materialise in conventional terms 

While Iran lacks advantage in many areas, such as conventional military capabilities, economic power and 
strong alliances with other countries, it has nonetheless managed to create and pursue strategic advantage. 
It has done this by taking advantage of unusual levers of power that other countries may not perceive or be 
willing to use.  

Iran’s ability to achieve its strategic goals using non-conventional means indicates that the UK needs to 
understand how adversaries see themselves, what means are available to them, and what goals they 
pursue. These thought processes, particularly for authoritarian countries, may not align with the ways in 
which the UK traditionally views national objectives or foreign policy tools. However, even if the UK prefers 
to continue in a more conventional manner, its adversaries may choose to use non-traditional and innovative 
means of achieving strategic advantage. The UK will need to be able to recognise such means, as well as be 
prepared to counter them. 

D.5.4.2. Connections with a variety of stakeholders offer diverse means for 
pursuing advantage 

As one source described, ‘Iran’s interventions have validated an external military doctrine emphasising 
hybrid-war techniques and cooperation with state and sub-state actors’. In particular, Iran’s extensive 

networks of non-state actors may indicate that the UK needs to similarly expand its partnerships and 
networks with a variety of non-state actors across civil society, the private sector and other communities 
who may share a similar agenda. Working through partners can enable the UK to maintain plausible 
deniability, avoid direct confrontation with adversaries, or achieve goals at a lower cost. These partnerships 
do not all have to be extremely consolidated, as Iran demonstrates in its varying levels of cooperation with 
different stakeholders. For example, its close relationship with Hizbullah is distinct from lower levels of 
cooperation with Hamas or the Taliban. However, all these organisations help Iran to achieve different 
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goals. The UK could similarly pursue close partnerships with selected stakeholders, such as key allies and 
partners, while maintaining more casual relationships with other organisations, such as multinational 
corporations.  

Additionally, diverse connections with multiple stakeholders can offer more freedom of movement than a 
single close relationship with, for example, another state actor, which can constrain freedom of action. 
Further positive implications of shorter, more transactional relationships may be an area that warrants 
further consideration in terms of lessons for the UK. 

D.5.4.3. Defining clear priorities can enable an actor to better direct resources and 
leverage relationships to achieve specific ends  

Iran has arguably demonstrated an ability to define clear foreign and security priorities and to approach 
them with almost ruthless pragmatism. As its government has shown through its support for first the 
Northern Alliance and then the Taliban in Afghanistan, in its willingness to accept support from Israel and 
the United States during the Iran-Iraq war, and its continued relations with state actors such as Russia and 
Turkey, Iran’s ideological rhetoric has not prevented it from engaging with a wide variety of partners at 
different times. These transactional relationships, based on common interests and expedience, may also 

offer a lesson for the UK at a time in which the international arena is shifting and fragmented.  

Similarly, Iran has chosen not to invest in certain capabilities, such as its existing but obsolete air force, in 
order to direct resource to capabilities better suited to its resource constraints and aims, such as its ballistic 
missile programme. Its choice of a ballistic missile programme also lessened the need for Iran to rely on 
external actors for freedom of movement as compared to an air force, which often requires foreign resupply 
and maintenance. As the cost of conventional capabilities continues to grow and economies struggle with 

the impact of COVID-19 and the conflict in Ukraine, the imperative for a ruthless prioritisation of limited 
resources for capabilities of greatest strategic benefit to the UK will become even more pronounced. 
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D.6. France and the Front de Libération Nationale (FLN) in the Algerian 
War of Independence (1954–1962): Defeating military advantage by 
building political legitimacy 

Peter Carlyon, RAND 

Figure D.10 Overview of main implications and lessons identified from Case Study 6 

 
Source: RAND Europe analysis. 

D.6.1. Summary 

To explore the concept of strategic advantage, this case study considers the conflict between France and the 
Front de Libération Nationale (FLN) from 1954-1962 in the struggle for Algerian independence. It 
identifies two core dimensions of strategic advantage that influenced the FLN’s eventual victory: military 
advantage and political advantage.  

The case study first contextualises the conflict, before analysing its military development. As the colonial 
power, France began the conflict with an apparent clear strategic advantage in terms of the size, resources 
and experience of its military. The analysis firstly details how France employed this advantage and how the 
FLN sought to mitigate it, ultimately concluding that France was successful in militarily defeating the FLN.  

The analysis then focuses on the political struggle happening alongside this military conflict. It details how, 
despite yielding tactical and operational successes, France’s military approach ultimately prevented it from 
achieving its overarching strategic objective of retaining control over Algeria. The FLN proved to be far 
more skilful in politically outmanoeuvring its opponent, tailoring its political and military strategy to the 
overarching objective of liberating and governing Algeria while also responding quickly to changing events 
surrounding the conflict.  

This interaction between political and military advantage thus offers valuable lessons for how the UK should 
conceptualise strategic advantage. The final section of the analysis explores this interplay in greater detail, 
highlighting how France’s strategic decision-making in Algeria was limited by a deeply unstable political 
system back home.  

Finally, the case study reflects on the lessons and implications for the concept of strategic advantage. It 
provides four core takeaways:  

• Strategic advantage is not a substitute for effective strategic manoeuvring. 
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• Networks of allies and supporters are crucial in leveraging political advantage. 

• Strategic ends should not be confused with strategic ways and means. 

• Different levers or dimensions of strategic advantage are often inseparable from one another. 

D.6.2. Context 

To fully understand the development of Algeria’s independence movement from 1954-1962, it is necessary 
first to establish the context behind the outbreak of armed conflict. France ruled Algeria from 1830-1962, 
having taken over from a declining Ottoman Empire in 1830, and established political control across 
Algeria, often by means of violence, in the decades following.304 From there, France expanded its presence 
across the region, entrenching its colonial rule and establishing Algeria’s Mediterranean coast in particular 
as a prime location for French settlers.305 The combination of Algeria’s close proximity to metropolitan 
France and the high number of settlers, led Algeria to be viewed as separate to other colonies – not simply 
as a distant base for resource extraction, but an extension of France itself.306  

French and European settlers, called the pied noirs, were a key source of political instability within Algeria. 
The pied noirs typically enjoyed a superior quality of life to the Muslim Algerian population, benefitting 
both from forced land transfers and the favourable treatment of governing authorities. As France’s bond 
with Algerian lands grew, the reverse was true for many Muslim Algerians: calls for Algerian independence 
grew in the early 20th century, as long-running dissatisfaction with living conditions merged with the 
perceived injustice of Algerian soldiers dying for the French flag in two world wars. This came to a head at 
the end of World War II. On 8 May 1945, the day victory was declared in Europe, thousands of Algerians 
poured into the town of Setif to protest in favour of independence. French authorities responded by firing 
shots into the crowd, leading to a violent riot in which Algerian protestors killed 103 European pied noirs 
and colonial authorities.307 French forces retaliated by massacring anyone deemed associated with the riots, 
leading to days of bloodshed in which anywhere between 1,300 and 15,000 Algerians were killed – many 
of whom were innocent of any involvement in the violence.308 The Setif massacre catalysed the movement 
for Algerian independence, leading to a surge in political organising on the behalf of Algerian groups – such 
as the FLN and the Mouvement pour le triomphe des libertés démocratiques – and mounting tension 
between Algerian Muslims and pied noirs across Algeria.  

Just as the political situation within Algeria was evolving, so too was politics on the world stage. Countries 
across the world began demanding their independence from European empires, with the end of World War 
II precipitating a powerful global decolonisation movement that brought many French colonies back under 
local rule. In Indochina from 1945-1954, for example, a nationalist movement led by Ho Chi Minh 
succeeded in overthrowing the militarily superior French forces using guerrilla tactics of blending into 
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civilian populations and avoiding protracted confrontation.309 The humiliation this caused the French is a 
key contextual factor explaining their reaction to the Algerian independence movement, whilst the 
transferrable counter-insurgency experience Indochina provided many French officers is also pertinent in 
the context of this case study. In addition, Morocco and Tunisia, Algeria’s westerly and easterly neighbours 
respectively, both also achieved independence from France in 1956.310  

By the time Algerian nationalists launched their attack upon various colonial outposts across Algeria on 1 
November 1954 to initiate the Algerian War, therefore, several powerful political undercurrents were 
already shaping events. Algerian nationalists were driven by continued French repression and buoyed by the 
growing global decolonisation movement; one French colony had already fallen by 1954, and two more 
along Algeria’s borders were also on their way. Yet Algeria was prized by France and would not be given up 
easily. French settlers had grown to identify with their Algerian home, and Algeria was viewed very 
differently to France’s more distant colonies, as encapsulated by Governor-General Soustelle’s remark that 
‘France will not leave Algeria any more than she shall leave Provence and Brittany’.311 With these key 
contextual factors in mind, the following section explores how the conflict developed.  

D.6.3. Analysis 

To highlight the role of strategic advantage in determining the outcome of the Algerian War of 
Independence (1954-1962), this section identifies two core dimensions of advantage: military advantage 
and political advantage. The section begins by exploring military advantage and assessing how the conflict 
developed militarily; tracing the strategic interplay between a powerful French fighting force and the 
insurgent troops of the National Liberation Army (ALN), the armed wing of the FLN, who would refuse 
to fight on conventional terms. Despite the best efforts of the ALN, however, it was defeated militarily. Yet 
control over Algeria was a fundamentally political objective, and it is in the realm of political advantage that 
the FLN achieved success. The following paragraphs explore in more detail how the FLN created and 
leveraged political advantage for its core objective, examining the strategic manoeuvres of the FLN before 
reflecting upon the lessons this holds for thinking about strategic advantage more broadly.  

D.6.3.1. Military advantage 

At the outset of the conflict, French forces had an apparent strategic advantage in terms of the strength of 
their military. Firstly, the French force was larger: 450,000 troops served in Algeria in 1956 alone, compared 
to approximately 20,000 ALN troops in the same year. 312 Secondly, it was better resourced: French and 
FLN budgets at their peak were USD780 million (£278m in 1958 prices) and USD40 million (£14.28m 
in 1958 prices),  respectively, and by 1959 the French air force had stationed over 1,000 aircraft in Algeria 
compared to none belonging to the FLN.313 And finally, the French forces had relevant military experience: 
French officers and troops who fought in Indochina had directly transferrable knowledge of 
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counterinsurgency warfare, and even new recruits had the benefit of receiving training in a highly 
experienced state military. By contrast, the ALN had no previous fighting experience as a collective unit, 
having been formed as an entity for this specific conflict.314 The French military was therefore superior to 
that of the FLN in terms of size, firepower, logistics, training and combat experience, seemingly constituting 
a clear military advantage. 

Conscious of the apparent asymmetries, the military approach of the FLN was not to engage in the kind of 
direct combat where the French could make effective use of this advantage.315 The FLN drew inspiration 
from Mao Zedong’s revolutionary doctrine that had given the Viet Minh success in overthrowing the 
French: blending insurgent troops into civilian surroundings, refusing to occupy strategic bases the enemy 
could destroy, and engaging only in swift and targeted guerrilla attacks.316 These tactics formed part of an 
overarching strategy to demotivate the occupying force over a protracted period, instigating violent French 
reprisals against the civilian population that were expected to strengthen popular support for the insurgents. 
The blending of military and political factors and incentives was therefore apparent from the very outset of 
the conflict as both actors would seek political legitimacy in order to undermine their opponent’s support 
base and obtain valuable intelligence. Activities related to the provision of public services, protecting the 
population, and building an inclusive political process thus had both political and military dimensions.317 
The military manoeuvres of both French and FLN forces must therefore be understood in relation to the 
central political objective of gaining control of Algeria.  

The FLN’s reliance on a strategy of provocation  

The FLN initiated the conflict through a series of clandestine attacks on pied noirs and French authorities, 
designed to draw brutal retaliations and sow division. The FLN launched its opening attack against the 
French on All Saints Day (1 November) 1954 – chosen for its symbolic significance – targeting police and 
military infrastructure across Algeria.318 While the attacks failed to resonate much with the Muslim Algerian 
population and resulted only in further strengthening the French military, with the 25th Parachute regiment 
being deployed to the region, they marked the beginning of a series of attacks in which the FLN increasingly 
targeted pied noirs.319  

The attack on Philippeville in August 1955 is widely regarded to be a turning point in the conflict, whereby 
a co-ordinated ALN attack on Philippeville’s small settler community killed 123 pied noirs in a brutal 
fashion; men, women and children were disembowelled and had their throats slit.320 French forces 
responded through a policy of ‘collective responsibility’ (meaning punitive action against entire 
communities, rather than confirmed ALN fighters), leading to a cycle of violence in which approximately 
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12,000 Muslim villagers were killed, many of whom were innocent of any connection to the FLN.321 This 
violence helped to ostracise Muslim Algerians from French forces and draw further support for the FLN 
cause. By 1956, the FLN was large enough to start collecting tax income from the local population in some 
areas, effectively forming a shadow government.322 Similarly, back in France, the Philippeville attacks 
prompted a dramatic upsurge in French commitment to the war. Jacques Soustelle, governor-general of 
Algeria in 1955, announced an increase in troop numbers from 150,000 to 400,000.323 France therefore 
began making greater use of its military advantage, recognising the Algerian uprising as a war, where 
previously the issue was downplayed as primarily a problem of law and order.324 

France initially approached this task by distributing its forces across Algeria. It spread soldiers across the 
country, in an effort to identify hidden ALN fighters and demonstrate France’s ability to protect the 
country’s  civilian population.325 The French approach here was to ensure that at no time were significant 
sections of the civilian population left unguarded from the insurgents, lest the FLN intimidate or persuade 
them into supporting the revolutionary cause.326 One way in which they did this was through a policy called 
ratissage – ‘to sweep’– whereby soldiers would comb through villages and towns suspected of harbouring 
ALN combatants and subject their inhabitants to torture and intimidation.327 The ostensible purpose of 
inflicting such violence on innocent civilians was to extract valuable intelligence about FLN identities and 
hide-outs, yet it also served the underlying political aim of demonstrating that the FLN was incapable of 
offering protection. In practise, ratissage illustrated a poor understanding of the FLN’s strategy to divide the 
settler and indigenous populations. Such brutality served only to alienate the latter population, and to 
exemplify the FLN’s claims about France being an illegitimate oppressor. In time, this allowed the FLN to 
recruit sufficient numbers of fighters and to launch a sustained campaign of violence upon the French in 
the Battle of Algiers.328 

France’s reliance on a strategy of an intense military response 

Beginning in June 1956, the Battle of Algiers was the first protracted military confrontation between the 
French and the FLN. After two prominent FLN members were guillotined on 19 June 1956 at Barbarousse 
Prison, one of many squalid and overcrowded prisons across Algeria, the FLN vowed to kill 100 Frenchmen 
for every FLN member killed.329 This initiated an escalatory cycle of violence in Algiers. FLN members 
planted bombs in various public spaces popular with pied noirs in addition to attacking any isolated colonial 
authorities in a spate of opportunistic attacks. As was the intention of the FLN, the French responded by 
repressing the entire population and deeming Muslim Algerians to be collectively responsible for FLN 
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attacks.330 French authorities placed checkpoints and distributed police across the city, attempting to 
securitise Algiers’ public spaces, yet these struggled to contain the flow of insurgents, weapons and other 
supplies to the FLN. The FLN succeeded in smuggling small arms in food crates to enable the many 
individual attacks, such as FLN member Ali la Pointe’s assassination of the Algiers Mayor Amédée Froger. 
They also used female FLN members with European appearances to place bombs at popular pied noirs 
hangouts, such as in the 30 September 1956 bombing of the Milk Bar Cafe.331  

The inability of existing French forces to contain these attacks led to an expansion of the military response. 
The governor-general of Algeria from 1956-1958, Robert Lacoste, announced a troop surge to bolster the 
existing 1,500 police officers holding down Algiers with 4,600 soldiers from General Massu’s elite 10th 
Parachute division.332 These forces were granted full authority to command the city, using brutal torture 
methods and mass detention to obtain information about insurgents; waterboarding, electrocution and 
genital mutilation were all extensively used, and over the course of nine months, General Massu’s men 
arrested approximately 30-40 per cent of the male population of Algiers, 3,000 of whom ‘disappeared’ in 
prison.333 This effectively drove the FLN leadership out of Algiers, allowing the French to claim military 
victory in the capital. 334  

Such tactics were replicated on a national level. Noting that FLN leaders were planning attacks and running 
training bases in Morocco and Tunisia, in 1957 the French erected large border walls across Algeria’s 
Moroccan and Tunisian borders to stem the flow of people and equipment to the ALN.335 French Prime 
Minister Guy Mollet accepted the military’s calls for greater troop numbers across Algeria, deploying 
hundreds of thousands of reservists and conscripts to undertake General Raol Salan’s strategy of quadrillage 
– dividing Algeria into small quadrants to be distributed up among French forces and systematically combed 
through in the search for insurgents.336  

Under the guidance of Charles de Gaulle’s newly formed Fifth Republic, General Maurice Challe was 
brought in to instil a unified counter-insurgency effort in 1959, the Challe Plan.337 Challe felt that previous 
troop dispersion was too broad and too reactive; he assessed that disseminating French forces across Algeria 
and securing individual quadrants was wasteful, and that France should instead go on the offensive.338 
Challe formed commando de chase units using the information and country knowledge of harkis – Muslim 
Algerian soldiers fighting for French rule – combined with the aircraft and fighting pedigree of the French 
army to hunt down ALN groups who had been pushed back from cities into the mountains.339 Any areas 
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suspected of harbouring ALN members had their civilians interrogated and forcibly relocated into centres 
de regoupment – barbed wire compounds kept under armed guard, in which starvation, disease and sexual 
violence were rife.340  

The Challe plan was exceedingly successful in military terms. Challe’s commando de chase units bombarded 
the Algerian countryside with their powerful and highly informed units, reducing the number of ALN 
combatants from 60-90,000 in January 1958 to just 8,000 by 1960.341 By 1961, the ALN was practically 
eradicated within Algeria’s borders. Through utilising their military advantage in terms of resources, and by 
learning the tactics of guerrilla warfare over the course of the revolution, the French succeeded in militarily 
defeating the ALN.  

D.6.3.2. Political advantage  

However, in achieving this military victory the French undermined their claim as legitimate rulers of 
Algeria. The goal to retain control over Algeria was primarily a political one, and it is on political terrain 
that the FLN achieved victory.  

The FLN’s approach to achieving political advantage on the domestic stage 

The FLN profited from France’s brutal military campaign, as it slowly started to damage the country’s 
standing in the eyes of the local population. Not only was France responsible for violent attacks, but it also 
led public campaigns to ‘liberate’ Algerian women from supposedly Muslim customs while simultaneously 
incarcerating large swathes of the Muslim Algerian population in camps de regroupment and squalid urban 
prisons. The resentment this caused made such locations a hotbed for FLN recruitment. The FLN 
deliberately allowed recruiters into be incarcerated, in order to spread the FLN’s message and tales of 
historical French brutality, such as the mid-19th century practice of ‘smoking out’ Algerian families hiding 
in caves by lighting fires to suffocate them.342  

In addition to detailing negative aspects of French rule, the FLN also attracted Muslim Algerians to its cause 
by emphasising the positives it could bring to the country. The FLN ran a newspaper, El Moudjahid, helping 
to spread the Algerian nationalist cause across Algeria and beyond its borders. Through this and its broader 
political organisation, the FLN appealed to the concerns of regular people and led demonstrations related 
to issues such as workers’ rights and employment opportunities.343 These efforts were closely tied in with 
the FLN’s plan to use France’s violence against it, as the repression that followed popular demonstrations – 
such as the eight day strike preceding the Battle of Algiers – only served to exemplify the FLN’s argument 
that France was an illegitimate oppressor. It constructed its own political system to run alongside the French 
system, appealing to the Algerian populace to reject contributing towards the French system and to start 
paying taxes to the FLN instead.344 By the time of Battle of Algiers began in 1956 the FLN was using tax 
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income to make welfare payments to the families of wounded and/or imprisoned ALN fighters, while also 
seeking to persuade local populations to abide by its own legal and moral codes.345 The FLN’s strategy 
towards Muslim Algerians was therefore to draw the entire population into the conflict, on one hand 
conducting targeted attacks designed to incite retribution, and on the other developing mechanisms to 
amplify and support the popular concerns of regular people.  

The FLN’s approach to achieving political advantage on the international stage 

The FLN also worked to achieve political legitimacy on the international stage. One way it did so was 
through diplomacy. Ahmed Ben Bella, one of the FLN’s founders, expanded the FLN’s international reach 
by forging relations with countries sympathetic to the cause of Algerian independence, such as with Egypt 
and the newly independent states of Tunisia and Morocco.346 In April 1955, the FLN developed its reach 
further, successfully lobbying to attend the inaugural Bandung Conference, a meeting of developing nations 
constituting roughly half the world’s population. This allowed influential FLN members to raise the issue 
of Algerian independence on the world stage and canvass further support from leaders in Egypt, South 
Vietnam (part of former French Indochina) and Tunisia.347  

Amassing international support was beneficial in both military and political terms. Forming good relations 
with newly independent Tunisia and Morocco was particularly crucial, as these neighbouring states offered 
bases from which FLN leaders could train their troops and orchestrate their attacks largely outside the reach 
of the French authorities.348 This became even more important once the ALN was largely driven from 
Algerian territory.349 Numerous strategic factors intersect here to build the FLN’s overall political advantage: 
the FLN’s diplomatic engagements capitalised on wider political movements for decolonisation, allowing 
the FLN access to safe havens and to resources that could undermine France’s military advantage within 
Algeria.  

The FLN was also careful in its timings. During the Battle of Algiers, it planned an eight day workers’ strike 
to coincide with the UN’s debate on ‘The Algerian Question’ at the 1957 UN General Assembly.350 At that 
moment the UN General Assembly concluded that France was the legitimate authority in Algeria, yet the 
FLN leadership deemed the conference a success in its expanding of Algerian independence as a world 
issue.351  

As more attention turned to Algeria, France’s military aggression began to work against it. News of the 
camps de regroupment began to circulate across world’s media, with stories of rape, electrocution and 
prisoners surviving on little but grass in poverty-stricken detention centres causing France’s international 
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support base to falter.352 The French bombing of the Tunisian town Sakiet Sidi Youssef in February 1958 
was another key turning point in the conflict. The French suspected that ALN training camps were based 
there, yet the bombing ultimately killed 68 Tunisian civilians, many of whom were children. The bombing, 
undertaken by aircraft supplied by the United States, brought widespread international condemnation and 
led many of France’s allies to distance themselves from the French cause.353 Politicians in the United States 
worried that such brutal attacks risked ostracising anybody associated with them from the newly 
independent nations in the Maghreb, leaving the Soviet Union free to expand its influence.354 

The FLN also skilfully navigated the international environment in terms of communication, information 
and propaganda. It appealed to anti-colonial sentiments among left-wing movements in the West, whilst 
also threatening to turn towards the Soviet Union for support should Western nations continue to stand 
behind France.355 In the face of an increasingly skilled and offensive French army with insurmountable 
border walls built up between Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia, the FLN switched track to focus on 
communications and propaganda. The FLN leadership began to operate out of Tunisia, Morocco and 
Egypt, detailing French atrocities and sharing propaganda through radio broadcasts, diplomacy and other 
means.356 

While France found growing military success as the conflict wore on, the brutality of its tactics, and its 
inability to effectively navigate the political landscape either locally or internationally, made the case for 
continued French rule increasingly untenable. By 1960, the UN General Assembly had called for 
negotiations between France and the FLN. Though the 1960 Melun talks broke down, the Evian accords 
in 1961-62 between de Gaulle and the FLN’s Ferhat Abbas concluded with handing over power to the 
FLN.357 Following a series of bloody reprisals between military cadres and ALN fighters, and a mass exodus 
of European settlers from Algerian soil, Ahmed Ben Bella took charge of newly independent Algeria on 20 
September 1962.  

D.6.3.3. Strategic interplay 

The outcome of the Algerian revolution highlights the strategic interplay between the dimensions of 
political and military advantage. France gained military advantage over the course of the conflict, but 
ultimately at the expense of ceding political influence to the FLN both at home and abroad. France’s 
counterinsurgency campaign killed tens of thousands ALN members and civilians – an estimated 23,196 
French army and pied noirs died compared to 152,863 Algerians358 – yet the brutality by which they did so 
repulsed the international community and created many more FLN sympathisers in the process. French 
atrocities made international support from many key allies politically unviable, highlighting the dynamics 
by which their military domination ultimately worked against them in the political sphere.  
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The need to align appropriately strategic goals with ways and means was shown to be a major challenge: the 
goal for both France and the FLN was political control of Algeria, yet France’s strategy to achieve this 
objective drained it of the legitimacy necessary to achieve it. The FLN, conversely, created political 
legitimacy by inviting violence upon itself and the civilian population before using diplomacy to increase 
its status on the world stage. Its strategy targeted the internal and international legitimacy required to 
achieve its goal, in anticipation of how its adversary would respond. In short, the FLN arguably used 
France’s power against it. The strategic decision-making of leaders such as Ferhat Abbas, Ahmed Ben Bella 
and Mohamed Boudiaf took the broader political context of decolonisation and the Cold War into 
consideration, leading to carefully considered tactics that brought the FLN closer to its strategic goal of 
winning political power.  

France, on the other hand, appeared more narrowminded and short-termist in its approach. Its strategy to 
retain power appeared to be mostly military, and showed little appreciation of both the broader political 
context and how the FLN would respond. For instance, responding to the Philippeville riots by inciting a 
policy of ‘collective responsibility’ and slaughtering innocent civilians by a ratio of 10:1 achieved little 
tactical benefit and only exemplified the central argument of its enemy that the French were illegitimate 
oppressors.359 Ultimately, the brutality of responses like this served as a recruitment aid for the ALN. The 
recurring lesson that French brutality starved them of the legitimacy necessary to govern was not learned. 

One potential reason for France’s poor strategising as discussed by historians, may lie in French law and the 
unstable political constitution at the time. France’s Fourth Republic spanned from 1946-58, involving a 
decentralised system of governance whereby the executive held little power and proportional representation 
led to large patchworks of coalition governments.360 This created a structural weakness whereby 
disagreements and shifts of opinion on single political issues would lead to governmental collapse; in the 
space of just twelve years France’s Fourth Republic went through 21 different governments.361  Partly, this 
reflects a problem of structure: a lack of cohesive leadership and long-term strategy-making over the war in 
Algeria contrasts highly with the relatively constant presence of leading FLN figures like Ahmed Ben Bella, 
Mohamed Boudiaf and Ferhat Abbas. 

But the instability of French politics from 1946-58 also reflects the diversity of serious issues facing France 
during this period. French political parties were deeply divided over how to respond to the emerging threat 
of communism, while the country was also recovering from both the physical damage and the shame 
inflicted by World War II.362 A global decolonisation movement was threatening to take France’s most 
prized colonial possession away, a home for many of French, and to some an extension of France itself, 
having already prized Indochina, Morocco and Tunisia away. While the structure of France’s Fourth 
Republic did not help matters, therefore, the strategic context of the time made cohesive decision-making 
extremely difficult, and indeed political tensions continued to disrupt French politics long after the 
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establishment of the Fifth Republic in 1958.363 The FLN arguably benefitted from a favourable strategic 
context, but it also navigated this context well: it initiated the war at a moment of French weakness, fanning 
the flames of France’s internal divisions through propaganda and diplomacy, while contrastingly presenting 
a unified leadership focused on the single goal of Algerian independence.  

Overall, therefore, the FLN achieved success because it successfully navigated the strategic environment. It 
anticipated poorly considered French decision-making, utilised the geographical advantages provided by 
Moroccan and Tunisian independence, sanctuary and material support, and developed a persuasive political 
narrative to win the international support that ultimately granted it political power.  

D.6.4. Implications and lessons identified 

In summary, the case study of the French-Algerian war reveals the strategic interplay between political and 
military advantage. The FLN’s victory came down to its successful creation and leveraging of political 
advantage, and France’s defeat occurred due to its preoccupation with military victory at the expense of its 
ultimate political objective.  

This provides a series of potentially valuable lessons for the UK’s understanding of strategic advantage:  

• Strategic advantage is not a substitute for effective strategic manoeuvring. The FLN effectively 
navigated the surrounding geopolitical context and responded quickly to changing circumstances 
to achieve its aims. Leading FLN figures like Ahmed Ben Bella utilised the Cold War worries of 
the United States and its fear of expanding Soviet influence to lessen their support of France. The 
FLN’s plan to use France’s violence against itself in the political arena required a clear 
understanding of how its enemy’s reactions played into its overarching strategic aims. The FLN 
planned its attacks to take place on strategically significant and politically or culturally symbolic 
days, such as the opening attack on All Saints Day and initiating the Battle of Algiers to coincide 
with a UN debate on Algerian independence. Furthermore, the FLN was opportunistic in building 
relations with Egypt, Tunisia and Morocco, and adapted its approach (focusing on political 
communication rather than military confrontation) towards the end of the conflict once France 
had intensified its military grip on Algeria. Such tactical adaptation and deft strategic manoeuvring 
serve to show that holding strategic advantage and effectively implementing it are two very different 
things, and that making most effective use of one’s changing surroundings can ultimately be what 
grants success. When considering the pursuit of a strategic objective, therefore, the UK should 
recognise that effectively implementing strategic advantage requires both understanding, and the 
ability to navigate different aspects, of the strategic context – not just the military dimensions, but 
the diplomatic, information and economic ones also. 

• Networks of allies and supporters are crucial in leveraging political advantage. This case study 
demonstrates the importance of networks in both creating and diminishing strategic advantage. 
The FLN grew its political advantage by expanding its support network in a series of carefully 
considered steps: first by targeting states who were sympathetic to the revolutionary cause, such as 
South Vietnam, Egypt and Tunisia, before using the platform such support provided to undermine 
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France’s Western support base. France lost control over Algeria once it lost the support of its 
international allies. When considering the pursuit of a strategic objective, therefore, the UK should 
recognise the underlying networks and influence that achieving this objective requires. The strategy 
that follows should then attempt to cultivate and make effective use of this supporting network.  

• Strategic ends should not be confused with strategic ways and means. France’s failure to retain 
control over Algeria ultimately belies its confusion of ends, ways and means. The strategic objective 
of becoming the legitimate ruler of Algeria was inescapably political, however France prioritised 
military victory above political legitimacy and effective political communication. The FLN 
retreated from military confrontation towards the end of the conflict, once it became clear its radio 
broadcasts and international diplomacy efforts were more effective in achieving its strategic 
objective. The means of the French therefore became misaligned with the pursuit of its overarching 
strategic goal, and even today some scholars still regard France’s counterinsurgency effort as a 
victory.364 A strategic advantage can only be effectively used if it is closely aligned with a strategic 
objective, highlighting the importance of setting clear strategic goals and making clear plans for 
how to use one’s strategic advantages in pursuit of these goals.  

• Different levers of strategic advantage are often inseparable from one another. The interplay 
between political and military strategic advantage firstly illustrates that strategic competition has 
multiple dimensions. What it also shows is that these dimensions are connected: leveraging 
advantage in one area may create disadvantages in another, as with France diminishing its political 
legitimacy by deploying excessive military force. When conceptualising strategic advantage, 
therefore, the UK should be careful to recognise the interconnected nature of different strategic 
levers.  
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D.7. The US Second Offset Strategy (1970s–2010s): Employing 
technological development and doctrinal change to favourably shape 
strategic competition   

Sam Stockwell, RAND 

Figure D.11 Overview of main implications and lessons identified from Case Study 7 

 
Source: RAND Europe analysis. 

D.7.1. Summary 

The Second Offset Strategy was a coordinated effort to provide the United States with the means of 
reasserting its geopolitical leverage in response to the threat of perceived Soviet military advantage. In the 
middle stages of the Cold War, the Soviet Union (USSR) was beginning to tilt geopolitical advantage by 
approaching nuclear parity with the United States whilst simultaneously possessing a significantly larger 
conventional armed force, most notably in Europe. Recognising that it was politically and financially 
unfeasible to engage with the Soviets in amassing additional military forces or nuclear weapons, the strategy 
steered US research efforts towards nullifying their adversary’s quantitative superiority through other 
innovations that would offer a technological advantage to existing warfighting capabilities. In doing so, the 
United States was able to place cost impositions on the Soviets by shifting competitive interactions towards 
R&D investments where the USSR was at a disadvantage vis-à-vis the United States. This forced the USSR 
to compete and expend limited resources in a manner that resulted in financial overstretch. Investing in 
stealth technology, precision-guided munitions and other novel military hardware not only allowed America 
to overcome its fiscal and political constraints in counteracting Soviet advantage, but also favourably 
manipulated the Kremlin’s decision-making in a manner that harmed the Soviet economy.  

The Second Offset Strategy owed its success to much more than technological advancements alone. Rather, 
it was the adoption of a holistic perspective to technological advantage, acknowledging that these 
developments had to be embedded in new military doctrine, operating concepts and training, which resulted 
in its transformative impact. This was integrated through the creation of a clearly articulated long-term 
R&D plan that attempted to predict how warfighting could change through the deployment of hardware 
being invested, therefore pre-empting potential challenges or barriers to its effectiveness. Nevertheless, 
despite these benefits, the strategy also suffered from, and arguably contributed to, a culture of complacency 
towards the end of the 20th century that would erode many of America’s military advantages. A regression 
into a technological-centric perspective, which began to assume that the United States could defeat 
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adversaries in any conventional conflict merely through its technical superiority, failed to account for 
changing geopolitical factors that would lead to new adversaries with entirely different military capabilities 
and engagements which the Second Offset Strategy did not evolve to counteract (e.g. terrorist organisations 
and armed insurgencies employing a mix of low and high-end technology means to counter US advantages).  

D.7.2. Context 

Following the onset of the Cold War in the early 1950s, the United States faced a number of dilemmas and 
constraints over how to meet the military capabilities of its emerging rival, the USSR, with both nations 
vying for influence over geopolitical and ideological dynamics across the world.365 Of particular concern 
was the USSR’s significant numerical advantage in conventional military forces within Central and Eastern 
Europe, which threatened to undermine US leverage in a region that was considered strategically vital to 
contain the expansion of the Soviet bloc.366 At the same time, both the United States, and especially its 
NATO allies, could not afford an expensive rebuild of land, air and maritime forces in the wake of World 
War II, with the former seeking to reorient budgetary allocations towards domestic priorities.367  

In this context, the Eisenhower administration sought to orient US strategy towards offsetting the Soviets’ 
numerical military strength by investing in emerging nuclear capabilities, in what became known as the 
‘First Offset’. Through the threat of utilising retaliatory nuclear strikes in response to Soviet aggression or 
expansion, the United States reasserted its strategic leverage with the prospect of being able to target Soviet 
forces ‘at a time and place of [its] choosing’ with potentially devastating consequences.368 Alongside these 
military targets, the strategy would be designed to damage economic hubs, critical infrastructure and other 
vital societal functions that could erode the USSR’s capacity and will to fight in any future conflict. Not 
only did this assist in deterring the leadership of the USSR from large-scale offensive military endeavours, 
it also enabled the United States to reduce its conventional force presence and budgetary commitments to 
a military rebuild in Europe.369 

Nevertheless, whilst this First Offset Strategy was initially successful at favourably constraining Soviet 
strategic decision-making, its perceived and actual effectiveness was eventually undermined to the point 
that it was considered counterproductive. By the end of the 1950s, the so-called ‘missile gap’ debate was 
growing in public consciousness, where it was assumed that the USSR was reaching nuclear parity with the  
United States in a manner that made the threat of American retaliatory nuclear strikes less and less 
credible.370 Although the Soviets had acquired a stronger nuclear arsenal, with new additions such as the 
Soviet SS-19 nuclear missile, which could carry multiple and independently targetable payloads, public fear 
of this threat was also exacerbated.371 For instance, presidential candidate John F. Kennedy argued that the 
USSR’s accomplishments in space through the Sputnik tests would lead to Soviet superiority over the future 
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‘decisive weapons of war’.372 In addition, there was a growing fear and perception in the United States that 
the Soviets were outpacing the Americans in intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) and submarine-
launched ballistic missiles, which threatened to shift leverage away from the United States. 373 In 1966, the 
USSR possessed fewer than 400 ICBM launchers, but by 1972 had almost 1,600; by contrast, US ICBM 
stockpiles remained under 1,200 from 1967 to 1972.374 Subsequently, the United States recognised the 
need for a revised strategy that could counteract these new military imbalances and restore strategic 
advantage, which would become known as the ‘Second Offset’.  

D.7.3. Analysis  

D.7.3.1. Initiating the Second Offset Strategy 

The Second Offset Strategy, which lasted from the 1970s into the early 21st century, was originally designed 
to offer the US a technological advantage over the USSR in relation to military capabilities.375 As the Cold 
War intensified throughout the 1960s, disagreements took place between different government agencies 
over the extent of the Soviet threat and its intentions. For instance, whereas the Central Intelligence Agency 
(CIA) argued that the USSR was not in a situation to challenge US military capabilities, the Department 
of Defence (DoD) believed the CIA was underestimating the true ambitions and strength of the Soviets.376 
In light of these conflicting stances, the Ford administration conducted independent assessments in 1976 
to gain a clearer picture of this threat, where two teams of analysts presented separate findings on the USSR’s 
strategic objectives. Through leaked information from one these groups, Team B, to national media outlets, 
it was suggested that the CIA (who represented Team A in the exercise) had based their assessments of 
Soviet intentions and capabilities on ‘assumptions’.377 Importantly, this included the argument that the CIA 
misjudged the notion that the USSR merely sought parity or deterrence with the United States, believing 
that instead they desired ‘strategic superiority’.378 By doing so, the severity of these claims created a danger 
perceived within the US government that the USSR could outmanoeuvre the country in military capabilities 
if existing strategies were not changed.379 

Similarly, the leaked findings were received favourably by the US electorate, who preferred increasing 
defence expenditure and a new, critical approach to engagements with the Soviets. Consequently, what 
would become known as the First Offset Strategy was revised to reflect this increased perception of an 
eroding military advantage vis-à-vis the USSR. Instead of focusing on amassing larger nuclear stockpiles to 
nullify the USSR’s arsenal, the Second Offset Strategy, as it was later termed, shifted towards improving 
the technological capabilities of the US military in a manner designed to enable the deployment of fewer, 
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but more effective forces in a potential conflict against the Soviets.380 At the same time, the Second Offset 
strategy was also triggered by an additional strategic objective of achieving closer integration and 
collaboration with Western European NATO allies, where the transferral of new technologies was 
considered beneficial for maintaining American influence in the region against a resurgent USSR.381 

Aside from these developments in Europe, other military engagements in which United States was involved 
were also shaping the arguments for a change in offset approaches. In particular, the challenges with 
defeating Viet Cong and Viet Minh forces in the Vietnam War were important in highlighting the 
limitations of a military strategy largely orientated towards winning conflicts based on conventional warfare 
against standing armies. During the Vietnam War, US adversaries resorted to highly irregular, insurgency-
style warfighting that focused on only engaging the US army when the terms of fighting were highly 
favourable.382 In situations where this was not apparent, Viet Cong and Viet Minh soldiers would rapidly 
disperse from the battlefield, resorting to underground tunnels, booby traps and other guerrilla warfare 
strategies that were not factored in by the prevailing US military doctrine at the time.383 Indeed, the conflict 
exposed weaknesses in the notion that persistent aerial bombing campaigns, coupled with the threat of 
nuclear capabilities and large-scale deployments of forces in theatre, would overwhelm an enemy into 
defeat.384  

D.7.3.2. Deploying the Second Offset Strategy 

In the aftermath of Vietnam, American military strategists assessed their failures on the battlefield and 
recognised the need not only for more technology-based capabilities, but ‘smart weapons’ that could enable 
‘enemy forces [to] be located, tracked, and targeted almost instantaneously’.385 Central to the initiation of 
the Second Offset Strategy was the development of a detailed and clearly articulated R&D plan known as 
‘The Long Range Research and Development Planning Program’ (LRRDPP), developed by the Defense 
Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA).386 Orientated towards a long-term perspective, DARPA’s 
R&D plan sought to trade ‘firepower for precision’ by investing resources in improved weapons accuracy, 
enhanced mobility and firepower for vehicles, and a more robust command and control (C2) architecture.387 
This was based on the premise that improving the accuracy and lethality of conventional US military 
capabilities would also increase force multipliers to such an extent that it would provide a significant 
competitive advantage against Soviet forces, without the need for reliance on nuclear weapons.388  

Crucially, the R&D programme benefitted from unified administrative efforts across the DoD and the 
White House that helped to sustain technological developments over several decades. The creation of the 
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Director of Defense Research and Engineering positions within the DoD by the Eisenhower administration 
in 1958 was designed to provide supervision to ‘all research and engineering activities in the department’, 
helping to target resources and attention at new technology that could offer a decisive edge over US 
adversaries.389 In addition, the targeted nature of this position ensured that Pentagon researchers continued 
with LRRDPP-based innovations regardless of changes in the leadership.390 At the same time, multiple 
White House administrations recognised the importance of the Second Offset Strategy’s outcomes and 
prioritised military spending in the programme, resulting in it becoming ‘a tour de force that bridged across 
the Nixon, Ford, Carter, and Reagan presidencies’.391 

Although the Second Offset Strategy was fundamentally tied to novel military technologies, it was more 
widely employed as an operational concept centred on precision-based warfighting.392 Indeed, William 
Perry, who was the under secretary of defense for research and engineering in the late 1970s, emphasised 
that it was a ‘false assumption’ to perceive the primary aim of the strategy as merely ‘build[ing] better 
weapon systems than those of the Soviet Union’.393 Rather than seeing new military hardware as an end in 
itself, the United States understood that it was the combination of this technology with innovation in 
military doctrine and operating concepts that would deliver superiority on the battlefield.394 In addition to 
these doctrinal transformations, training reforms were also important to the materialisation of the Second 
Offset. New National Training Centers were established across the United States to train land forces on 
simulations and wargaming exercises, where personnel could improve their ‘tactical and technical 
proficiency’ prior to any conflict engagements.395 Such developments were also useful for military leaders, 
who observed how real-life combat scenarios might unfold and adjust operational strategies accordingly. 

Alongside this military component, the Second Offset Strategy also had an important economic dimension 
in seeking to spark an investment arms race with the USSR, where it was judged that the Soviets would be 
outcompeted. Indeed, it was recognised that by stretching limited USSR finances across new military 
investments, the Soviets could be compelled to match new US priorities and capabilities in technologies it 
had less understanding of.396 Not only did this enable the United States to damage the USSR economy, it 
also helped to shift Soviet efforts away from consolidating their pre-existing advantages in conventional 
armed forces and towards developing countermeasures to try and address novel US military hardware, such 
as air-missile defence systems.397 In doing so, Soviet military strategy increasingly focused on acquiring 
defensive capabilities, which helped incentivise a deterrence-based approach in international affairs.398 
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In practice, the strategy was based on a belief that this military advantage could be best obtained through 
the ability to achieve a wide situational awareness of enemy targets in an environment, combined with being 
able to directly hit and destroy any one of these targets rapidly.399 The United States funded new 
technological capabilities that centred on stealth aircraft, precision-guided munitions with mid-flight active 
trajectory, and satellite networks that facilitated global positioning systems.400 This new investment focus 
was embodied in the ‘Assault Breaker’ capability developed in the 1980s. Assault Breaker was an effort to 
combine novel forms of sensors, weapon platforms and information processing tools that could ‘attack 
multiple[…] targets using terminally guided sub-munitions’, providing the United States with the means 
to conduct deep and precise warfare against its adversaries.401 Alongside the Assault Breaker concept, 
transformations in battlefield intelligence processes further helped inject long-term decisive advantages into 
US warfighting capabilities. Assessments made in the 1970s highlighted that US military intelligence units 
were both disorganised and lacking in synergy with tactical-level forces, to the point where battlefield 
information was often not ‘actionable’ and resulting in inefficient, even inadvisable, command strategies.402 
Prompted by a desire to leverage novel hardware developments in other areas of military research, new 
programmes were initiated that focused on acquiring superior battlespace awareness, continuous 
surveillance and strategic pre-emption.403 When these new capabilities were realised, it represented the first 
time commanders of a conventional military force were able to deploy an ‘integrated, near-real-time picture 
of their battlefields’, in a manner that laid the foundations of US military dominance.404 

However, even before acquiring these developments, doctrinal revisions were made to prepare US military 
forces for utilising and integrating this new hardware into conventional capabilities. For instance, the 
Army’s Training and Doctrine Command created a new concept known as ‘AirLand Battle’, which reflected 
the forward-thinking of the Second Offset Strategy with its long-term perspective on how combat might 
evolve in the ten years following 1982.405 Moving away from the initial 1970s concept of ‘Active Defense’, 
which did not address important elements of Soviet military architecture integral to conventional operations 
– such as C2 links – AirLand Battle emphasised how new long-range, precision weapons could cripple the 
Soviets by targeting over the frontlines of their divisions and destroying forces throughout the enemy’s 
defence.406 In some ways, the logic behind this new method of warfare was derived from evolving Soviet 
concepts, such as ‘Deep Battle’. Utilised during World War II, the doctrine held that paralysing the enemy’s 
defensive system was essential for tactical success.407 In addition to doctrinal improvements, AirLand Battle 
helped to consolidate efforts for a more integrated military across different domains. Recognising that any 
future conflict with the Soviets would require the combined capabilities of air and land forces, the doctrine 
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strengthened cooperation between the two branches which, in turn, facilitated greater efficiency in 
operations including battlefield air interdiction and close air support.408 It was this preceding operational 
imperative, coupled with the doctrinal changes that came with it, that helped drive the Second Offset 
Strategy through several decades of R&D programmes, with some of the actual advantages not being 
realised until next generation applications were constructed.409  

D.7.3.3. The successes and failures of the Second Offset Strategy 

The Second Offset Strategy proved successful for the United States in several ways. Firstly, the strategy 
helped to shape US military composition in a way that achieved one of its main objectives. Part of the shift 
towards precision-based warfare led to a reduced role for human input, owing to the inaccuracy of user 
error in conventional targeting systems. As such, the force multiplier achieved through the Second Offset 
Strategy was based on placing human operators as ‘cog[s] in the machine’ of new technical hardware.410 At 
the same time, this enabled the United States to reduce the need to field mass on the battlefield through a 
new reliance on guided conventional weapons that could be accurately fired to hit targets from greater 
distances. Consequently, this meant that, even with the Soviet’s existing quantitative superiority in 
conventional military forces at the time, which the strategy was designed to offset, a smaller US force 
equipped with guided weapons could have a strong chance of defeating larger adversaries who utilised 
unguided capabilities.411  

It is important to note that these benefits were not observed in a conflict setting until after the Cold War 
ended, since the United States did not have to engage the USSR in conventional land warfare prior to the 
latter’s collapse. For instance, it was not until the Persian Gulf War in 1991 that the military lethality of 
US precision munitions, stealth aircraft and other advanced technologies (e.g. Assault Breaker) were 
demonstrated. During this conflict, the US-led coalition was able to disengage the world’s fourth-largest 
military from Kuwait ‘with a relatively small number of casualties’.412 Yet in many ways this was an 
additional element of the strategy’s success. The United States’ potential to effectively escalate and 
counteract against a Soviet conventional attack, rendering possible outcomes unclear for the first time since 
nuclear parity was achieved, allowed it to regain strategic advantage by constraining Moscow’s decision-
making options to deterrence instead of aggression, reducing the likelihood of direct conflict.413  

Another facet of the Second Offset Strategy was that it shifted competition in military affairs and 
investments towards areas in which America could outcompete the USSR. The creation of the All-Volunteer 
Force in 1973414 meant that the United States was further challenged in matching Soviet land force strength. 
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Not only was it lagging in conscripted numbers compared to the USSR, but the higher enlistment cost of 
US volunteer personnel compared to conscripted troops reduced the capacity to recruit citizens into the 
military forces.415 In addition, the Energy Crisis that emerged during the mid-1970s led to an American 
economic downturn,416 with the DoD receiving a reduced budget to invest in new technology.417 In this 
sense, forcing the Soviets away from further concentrating resources in amassing larger conventional military 
forces was considered essential to improve US chances of recovering strategic advantage, particularly since 
the US scientific base was considered more efficient and innovative.418 Indeed, when it began to recognise 
that the United States was achieving a decisive technological edge in warfighting capabilities, the Kremlin 
felt pressured to match these modernisation investments, which placed strain on the Soviet economy and 
complicated its competitive position.419 The Second Offset Strategy was therefore able to not only mitigate 
the weaknesses of American fiscal constraints during the 1970s, which risked causing a further gulf in 
military inferiority, but equally, it manipulated Soviet strategy into entering a competitive economic 
struggle in which the Americans held a decisive edge. 

Other dividends stemming from the Second Offset Strategy would emerge in the years after the Cold War. 
Leveraging the advantages and progress made in the fields of communication, navigation and precision 
weapons enabled both the United States and its European allies the ability to ‘assert strategic ownership 
over the “global commons”’, such as in air, sea and space.420 Upending conventional warfare capabilities 
provided the United States with a technological advantage over its adversaries, so that the Second Offset 
offered a large degree of freedom of action across the world during the late 1990s, which translated to 
battlefield successes ranging from the Persian Gulf war (1991) to the Air War in Kosovo (1999).421 During 
these conflicts, the long-range and precision-based capabilities afforded through the strategy also assisted in 
conducting warfare against hostile states ‘more surgically and humanely’, than in the previous century.422 
Alongside reducing the risk of harm to civilian populations in conflict zones, which alleviated domestic and 
international criticism to operations, the United States also garnered legitimacy in the use of lethal force to 
nullify targets considered important for mission success.423 

Yet despite these successes, in the long term, the Second Offset Strategy also played an influential role in 
shaping the contemporary trajectory of strategic competition with the United States’ adversaries towards a 
more challenging and unfavourable pathway. Following the failures of US involvement in the Vietnam 
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War, where guerrilla warfare tactics enabled Vietnamese forces to outmanoeuvre their US counterparts, 
changes to operational doctrine designed to address these vulnerabilities further shifted focus towards ‘rapid, 
decisive’ warfighting that employed technological advantages to quickly defeat adversaries.424 Although this 
transition benefitted US strategic competition with adversaries at the time, such as the USSR, it also inspired 
other competitors to devise ways to overcome these imbalances, which have persisted into the contemporary 
period.425 For instance, after witnessing the success of the US military in the Persian Gulf War, where a 
smaller but qualitatively superior force defeated a much larger one that lacked precision-guided capabilities, 
China recognised that future conflicts would be won ‘under high technology conditions’.426 Consequently, 
Chinese military strategists began to develop their own offset strategy, which emphasised the need to 
counter US technological advantages and would later be known as ‘intelligentised warfare’.427 Alongside an 
increase of 620 per cent in Chinese defence spending from 1996-2015, China also exploited the logic of 
the US Second Offset Strategy to invest heavily in emerging technical developments that could deter 
potential adversaries from future war.428 Since its initial offset strategy in the mid-1990s, the Chinese 
military has not only narrowed the gap to technological parity with the United States in long-range and 
precision-guided weapons, but is now also considered to be leading the competition in new research fields 
likely to be important for achieving a future strategic military edge, such as AI and swarm intelligence.429  

At the same time, non-state adversaries emerging following the end of the Cold War, such as al-Qaeda, 
emulated forms of warfighting that were not tackled by the Second Offset Strategy, to undermine US 
military capabilities. The prevailing doctrinal focus that the strategy was based on, which centred on armed 
conflicts that would be fought between two nation-states comprised of conventional military capabilities, 
did not factor in the type of counterinsurgency operations that would become prevalent in the 2000s.430 As 
such, the United States suffered several offensive incidents by terrorist organisations during this period that 
weakened its strategic advantage in certain conflicts. This included the first phase of the Iraqi insurgency 
campaign in 2005, where the United States relied on precision- and targeting-based weapons systems, which 
were of limited use given the lack of conventional targets.431 With urban warfare likely to be an increasing 
element of future conflicts, which may not only require military actors’ closer physical proximity to the 
battlefield, but also entail complications for forms of long-range warfare (e.g. aerial bombings), the strategic 
advantage afforded to the United States by precision capabilities has eroded to the point of being lost.432 
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D.7.4. Implications and lessons identified 

D.7.4.1. The need for a multi-faceted understanding of strategic advantage 

One of the main lessons to be derived from the Second Offset Strategy is the need to incorporate a holistic 

perspective on the role technology can play in achieving strategic advantage. Although the strategy was 
heavily reliant on investment in, and development of, new military hardware, such as stealth aircraft and 
precision-guided munitions, these developments alone did not result in the United States offsetting the 
Soviet advantages that emerged in the 1970s.433 Instead, it was the recognition that novel technologies had 
to be accompanied by, and embedded within, fundamental changes to ‘military doctrine, operating 
concepts and training’ that helped the United States regain a decisive warfighting edge over its adversaries.434 
Consequently, there are risks to taking a largely technological-centric view of strategic competition, with 
the notion that breakthroughs in hardware capabilities will automatically lead to an advantage. Indeed, 
understanding the ‘ecosystem of symbiotic relationships’ between the nexus of technology, doctrine and 
training highlighted to US military officials that each element provided an important function which, when 
combined, resulted in transformative benefits.435  

D.7.4.2. Shifting strategic competition to engagements with favourable conditions 

A further implication that can be gleaned from the Second Offset Strategy is the importance of ensuring 

that strategic competition takes place on conditions favourable to the actor. Faced with the USSR’s efforts 
to achieve nuclear parity and amass larger weapons capabilities, alongside its superior quantitative advantage 
in conventional land forces, the United States faced immense pressure to match these investments to 
mitigate the potential threat of losing geopolitical leverage.436 However, owing to the fiscal and political 
damages this strategy would entail, there was a danger the United States would be at risk of falling into a 
primarily reactive and subordinate position vis-à-vis Soviet decision-making.437 Yet by focusing instead on 
nullifying the USSR’s military advantages the USSR in a way that ensured that the United States was not 
outcompeted, it was able to not only offset Soviet superiority in numerical force strength, but also 
demonstrate that it could deliver more lethality with fewer forces. Subsequently, this led to the United 
States constraining Soviet decision-making in a desirable way by shifting investments away from nuclear or 
land reserve capabilities and towards technological developments that the USSR could ultimately not 
compete against.438 These dynamics highlight that cost imposition strategies can be a successful means of 
achieving strategic advantage, where adversaries are manipulated into engaging in areas of competition 
where they are at a strong disadvantage. UK Defence could therefore conduct assessments of where its 
greatest strengths lie in relation to competitive international interactions, providing useful situational 
awareness that could be leveraged to channel adversaries into engagements where they will likely be defeated. 
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D.7.4.3. Alignment and unification of administrative priorities 

Thirdly, strategic continuity across different government institutions to the R&D vision of the Second 
Offset Strategy was central to its enduring success in the 20th century. From the early 1970s, the operational 
imperative underpinning the Second Offset Strategy was clearly articulated and detailed by the DoD to 
both the White House and across the Defence sector through its LRRDPP, which helped to raise awareness 
of its strategic importance.439 Not only did this result in a consistent drive from R&D, to testing and fielding 
new capabilities; an innovation culture enmeshed in acquiring precision weapon systems permeated and 
spanned several presidencies, ensuring that following through with the requirements of the strategy was 
prioritised from the top-down.440 This reflects the broader benefits that targeted and streamlined R&D 
processes can offer when aligned with wider government ambitions, as demonstrated by the success of the 
1969 Moon landings. In this case, breaking down an apparently insurmountable task into smaller, more 
achievable goals helped the United States overcome the various obstacles to the lunar mission.441 Of equal 
importance was the role the defence industry played, such as with the emergence of key players that had 
previously been unimportant for innovation (e.g. Lockheed Martin). Owing to the nature of the new 
military hardware being produced, in which systems became increasingly fragmented into different 
components, greater reliance was needed on private contractors such as Boeing.442 Closer collaboration 
between the defence industry and US government helped spread knowledge diffusion and reduce barriers 
to fielding new capabilities. This included the Lockheed F-117 Nighthawk, on which the Skunk Works 
team at Lockheed Martin worked with the US Air Force to transition stealth technology ‘from concept to 
reality’.443 As such, seeking to foster a whole-of-government approach and foster alignment over strategic 

goals can help ensure that these ambitions translate into beneficial and lasting impacts on competitive 
engagements with adversaries.  

D.7.4.4. Embedding flexibility and future-thinking into notions of strategic 
advantage 

Although there are many positive implications that can be identified from the Second Offset Strategy, one 
major negative lesson relates to the lack of foresight into how strategic advantage might evolve over time. 
Once the United States had begun to achieve qualitative advantages in military capabilities that were seen 
to favourably shape strategic competition with the Soviets, a technology-centric perspective began to prevail 
within government organisations, leading to complacency over the direction of the strategy.444  In this 
context, the United States came to assume that the revolution in military affairs they had created would 
result in the ‘end of history’ for conventional warfighting, where America’s adversaries would be unable to 
match US lethality.445 In doing so, however, the strategy neglected geopolitical factors that were slowly 
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eroding the military superiority of the United States over time, such as Chinese investment in new battlefield 
technologies and the rise of counterinsurgent operations. This gulf would widen to such an extent that a 
new Third Offset Strategy was developed in 2014, as the ‘expensive modernization efforts’ that were a legacy 
of the Second Offset increasingly misaligned with the nature of contemporary military conflicts.446 
Consequently, this reflects the need to embed future-thinking and flexibility within the conceptual 

understanding of strategic advantage. Recognising that the trajectory of strategies may need to change in 
light of external developments, as well as appreciating that strategic advantages are not permanent, will help 
to improve chances of identifying and thwarting attempts by adversaries to undermine this superiority. UK 
Defence could achieve this type of vision by adopting a pan-Defence Line of Development approach, where 
new development programmes are integrated with a perspective that covers not only the necessary 
technology required, but also the elements underpinning the effective deployment of such hardware, 
including doctrine, operating concepts and training.  
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D.8. Britain and The Great Exhibition of 1851: Building the foundations of 
future strategic advantage in Science & Technology 

Maeve Ryan, King’s College London 

Figure D.12 Overview of main implications and lessons identified from Case Study 8 

 
Source: RAND Europe analysis. 

D.8.1. Summary  

The Great Exhibition, or ‘The Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations’, was the first large-scale 
international industrial and technological ‘world’s fair,’ or ‘exposition’. Its success influenced the emergence 
of regular international exhibitions (or expositions) as an important platform for public diplomacy, and for 
the promotion of liberalised international trade, cross-border collaboration and investment. International 
exhibitions have become recognised as both a source and amplifier of soft power. As Burton Benedict says: 

‘The Great Exhibition, like the many international expositions or world’s fairs that followed it, was a 
phenomenon of industrial capitalism. Mass producers sought international mass markets for their goods, 
and world’s fairs provided display cases reaching millions of potential customers. But the fairs were not 
only selling goods, they were selling ideas: ideas about the relations between nations, the spread of 
education, the advancement of science, the form of cities, the nature of domestic life, the place of art in 
society.’447 

Since the doors of Hyde Park’s Crystal Palace closed for the final time in October 1851, the Great 
Exhibition has achieved cult status in popular memory. It has been called ‘the greatest defining occasion for 
nineteenth-century Britons between the Battle of Waterloo in 1815 and Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee 
in 1897’.448 It was housed in a purpose-built building of glass and steel: the Crystal Palace, erected for six 
months in London’s Hyde Park, an engineering triumph and spectacle in its own right. Inside, over 100,000 
exhibits brought by nearly 14,000 exhibitors from all over the planet, to show their achievements, to define 
themselves, and be defined by others.449 
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Although in popular memory, the Great Exhibition was a brash, self-confident display of the raw power of 
the British Empire and a celebration of prosperity and free trade, it was in reality motivated by slightly more 
prosaic thinking; indeed, even an anxiety about the beginnings of British relative decline. A core objective 
was to remedy this decline through:  

• Promotion of UK industry, design and arts 

• Identification and promotion of future technologies 

• The encouragement of innovation and entrepreneurship 

• Stimulation of elite appetite for investment in improving scientific and technological education 
and research.  

In addition to this, organisers of the Great Exhibition pursued a series of potential strategic benefits for the 
state, including the consolidation of domestic and international public and elite support for global free 
trade. In turn, free trade would, they believed, reduce or even eliminate costly, disruptive and destructive 
interstate wars.  

More domestically focused objectives included the cultivation of ‘taste’ (and therefore demand) amongst 
British middle-class consumers, and the encouragement of peaceful public acceptance – even welcoming – 
of the labour market adjustments that would come with future mechanisation.  

While the Exhibition did not achieve all its objectives – and world peace remained, alas, elusive – the 
experiment reaped some long-term benefits that had not been anticipated directly by the organisers. One 
important outcome was the significant profit accrued by the Royal Commission for the Exhibition of 1851, 
and the decision to invest this money to endow some of the UK’s leading academic and cultural institutions, 
creating a platform for modern Britain’s globally recognised excellence in third-level scientific education 
and research. The Exhibition also served some important purposes in terms of Britain’s foreign relations. 
Its stated purpose was to act as a platform for cultural exchange, peaceful competition and entrepreneurial 
network building. Other purposes included demonstrating Britain’s considerable convening power and 
persuading other powers of the wisdom of trade liberalisation.  

International exhibitors came to London for a variety of reasons, and pursued different forms of advantage, 
including the promotion of their domestic industry and raw-material export markets and the compilation 
of detailed commercial intelligence; others focused more upon cultivating a favourable international 
impression of the quality of their manufactures, the refinement of their cultures, and the modernity of their 
polities and societies. Some, including the German states, used the Exhibition effectively to persuade their 
own domestic audiences of the need for economic reform and modernisation.  

Curiously, although weaponry and other military materiel featured in many exhibits, the British and other 
participants seem to have engaged less than one might have expected in collating military intelligence. For 
example, European powers failed to identify the evident disparity between Russia’s reputation for military 
prowess and its poor show on mechanisation and the modernisation of its heavy industry. Such intelligence 
might have been of major strategic significance in the Crimean War that began just two years later. 
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D.8.2. Context 

D.8.2.1. Crumbling fundamentals behind Britain’s industrial and economic 
advantage 

In 1815, the British writer Patrick Colquhoun wrote, in a tone of evident awe, that: 

‘It is impossible to contemplate the progress of manufactures in Great Britain within the last thirty years 
without wonder and astonishment. Its rapidity, particularly since the commencement of the French 
revolutionary war, exceeds all credibility. The improvement of steam engines, but above all the facilities 
afforded to the great branches of the woollen and cotton manufactories by ingenious machinery, 
invigorated by capital and skill, are beyond all calculation.’450  

Colquhoun’s view was shared by many contemporaries, and the impression of a triumphant nineteenth-
century Britain as a path-breaking industrial behemoth – or the ‘workshop of the world’ – has persisted in 
popular memory ever since.451  

It is true that Britain emerged from the Napoleonic Wars with a significant set of advantages relative to her 
rivals. This included the command of by far the most powerful navy and merchant marine on the planet, 
combined with a burgeoning colonial empire, a financial sector growing in sophistication, and a civil service 
bureaucracy professionalising in response to the growing complexity of British imperial holdings and 
interests – which, it is estimated, expanded by about 100,000 square miles per year from 1815 to 1865.452 
Between 1760 and 1830, Britain was responsible for approximately 60 per cent of European industrial 
output. Between 1760 and 1860, its share of world manufacturing production increased from 1.9 per cent 
to 19.9 per cent. By many measures, by the mid-nineteenth century, Britain was indeed the world’s leading 
industrialised nation. Although containing only around 2 per cent of the world’s population, Britain 
produced approximately 50 per cent of the world’s iron, coal and lignite, and consumed just under 50 per 
cent of the world’s raw cotton output. This equated to a productive capacity equal to 40-45 per cent of the 
world’s potential, and 55-60 per cent of Europe’s. Britain’s energy consumption in this period was five 
times that of the United States or Prussia, six times that of France and 155 times that of Russia.453  

However, by the late 1840s, some significant structural problems had become apparent. The deepening 
misery of the poor in the 1830s and 1840s fuelled a perception that the speed and intensity of 
industrialisation had outpaced society’s capacity to adapt, and that the country was splitting into two ever-
more divided nations. Thomas Carlyle encapsulated the anxiety surrounding the ‘Condition of England 
Question’ first in his 1829 article, ‘Signs of the Times’, and more explicitly again in his 1839 treatise, 
Chartism.454 Throughout this period, ‘free traders’ attacked the vested, primarily aristocratic interests who 
fuelled Britain’s accelerating wealth disparity and its related social problems and political tensions. By the 
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late 1840s, the sustained challenge to the post-1815 economic order resulted in the dismantling of the 
mercantilist state, including the abolition of the Navigation Acts, the repeal of the unpopular Corn Laws, 
and the end of the ‘ties of preference’ across the territories of the British Empire.455 Shortly afterwards, in 
1848, much of the continent of Europe was rocked by waves of liberal constitutional revolutions seeking to 
throw off the reactionary, repressive rule of the conservative autocracies. In parallel, successive crop failures 
struck across the British Isles and northern Europe, triggering food shortages and famines – and in the case 
of Ireland, mass starvation, disease and emigration in ‘The Great Famine’ (‘An Gorta Mór’) which lasted 
from 1845-1852.  

It was during the 1830s and 1840s that British reformers and public intellectuals began to pay particular 
attention to the deeply uneven foundations of British economic strength, including the disparity between 
Britain and its rapidly industrialising rivals in terms of the investment made by each in the skills and 
capabilities needed to maintain competitive advantage and drive scientific and technological innovation.456 
In 1824, the reformer and parliamentarian Henry Brougham had written an influential article in the 
Edinburgh Review arguing for improvements in scientific education, and asserting that British artisans and 
middle-class manufacturers were the worst educated in Europe.457 In 1835, the House of Commons Select 
Committee on Arts and Manufactures inquired ‘into the best means of extending a knowledge of the Fine 
Arts, and of the Principles of Design among the people – especially the manufacturing population – of the 
country.’458 Its report found that after 1815, and the conclusion of two decades of war, producers and 
governments had focused more energy and investment on quantity, speed and cheapness of production, 
rather than the aesthetics and innovation of design. By contrast, continental European governments were 
investing in the education of artisans, designers and artists. By the second quarter of the century, British 
manufacturers of pottery, textiles, furniture and other ornamented goods were becoming increasingly reliant 
on hiring skilled foreign designers.  

Therefore, by the 1840s, weaknesses in British technical and scientific education, design and innovation led 
commentators to recognise the possibility that Britain might be fast losing the advantages created by its 
head-start in industrialisation, and indeed might already be locked into significant relative decline.459 
Britain’s underfunded, underdeveloped and poorly performing system of workers’ education was a source 
of particular concern, because this had direct effects upon the production of goods both for domestic use 
and export.460 The old system of apprenticeship, long established in Britain, was rendered obsolete by the 
Industrial Revolution and the growth of the factory system. In its place, reformers called for a new 
educational process that centred around science and technology, and a system of incentives to encourage 
and stimulate discovery and invention. However, neither of the two principal initiatives attempted in the 
first half of the nineteenth century to improve workers’ skills and education levels in Britain – mechanics' 
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institutes and schools of design – was successful. Partly, this was a result of the underlying poor state of the 
foundational (i.e. primary) education provision. By mid-century, many contemporaries recognised the risks 
associated with the growing disparity between the scale of British global ambition and the reality of domestic 
investment in the skills and education required to maintain a position at the forefront of global industrial 
innovation.461  

D.8.2.2. The birth of exhibitions as a means to stimulate innovation 

It was in the context of this anxiety that the Royal Society of Arts, as it was known after 1847, resolved to 
organise and host a series of periodic exhibitions of ‘works of industry’, which would ‘stimulate the 
invention of mechanical devices by offering prizes and awards for different categories of new industrial 
products’.462 These exhibitions built explicitly on previous models of small-scale local exhibitions across the 
European continent that blended entertainment and economic exchanges with displays of power and 
advancement.463 Such exhibitions at the local level had been held by mechanics’ institutes in the north of 
England since the late 1830s, as well as continental exhibitions, including the 1844 Berlin exhibition for 
the Zollverein – the German Customs Union – and the series of quinquennial French national exhibitions 
that began during the Napoleonic Wars as ‘economic weapons in the fight against England’ and continued 
into peacetime because of the advantages they offered for French industry and innovation.464  

In June 1849, the idea of a major, national-level exhibition received the backing of Prince Albert, Prince 
Consort to Queen Victoria and President of the Society of Arts, and planning got underway for ‘a great 
collection of works of industry and art’ to take place in London in 1851 under the direction of a Royal 
Commission. At Albert’s decision, the exhibition would also ‘embrace foreign productions’.465 The 
exhibition’s three core purposes – exhibition, competition, encouragement – were implicit in a comment 
Albert made in 1850 regarding the plans for the Great Exhibition: it was to be ‘a true test and living picture 
of the points of development at which the whole of mankind has arrived in this great task, and a new starting 
point from which all nations will be able to further direct their assertions’. Billed as ‘a pacific competition 
among nations that would demonstrate the benefits of free trade, the Great Exhibition was a unique 
opportunity for Europeans to observe and evaluate firsthand’ each other’s industrial and technological 
progress. This, The Times described as ‘a ‘taking stock’ of the world's inventive ingenuity and manipulative 
skill’.466  

 
461 The issue attracted the interest of a diverse coalition of industrialists, scientists, parliamentarians (including those 
who participated in the House of Commons Select Committee on Arts and Manufactures), free trade lobbyists, and 
reform-minded social commentators, both in and out of government (including Charles Babbage, Henry Cole and 
others). 
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D.8.3. Analysis 

D.8.3.1. Impact and legacy 

The Great Exhibition of 1851 was a runaway success. The opening day attracted more than 25,000 visitors, 
a spectacle The Times described as ‘the first morning since the creation of the world that all peoples have 
assembled from all parts of the world and done a common act.’ In total, over 25,000 season tickets were 
sold, and the highest number of visitors in a single day reached 109,915 on 7 October 1851. Over 7,000 
British and 6,500 international exhibitors participated in the six-month event. The juries considered over a 
million exhibits and awarded 2,918 Prize Medals.467 Visitors were dazzled by the scale and resplendence of 
the whole experience, sometimes even moved to tears. By October 1851, there had been more than six 
million paid entrances to the Exhibition, which amounted to a significant profit for the Commission.468  

Historians in the nineteenth and early 20th centuries interpreted the Great Exhibition as symbolic of a 
stridently ‘progressive’ and confident free-trading Britain, flush with pride at its status as the first and most 
advanced industrialised nation and a beacon of constitutional liberalism. Others proclaimed the Exhibition 
a ‘pageant of domestic peace’, ‘the first embodiment of a commodity culture’, ‘the origin of industrial 
design’ and even ‘the advent of modernity’.469 Many others interpreted it as the embodiment of 
cosmopolitan imperialism: the material expression of a global power nearing the zenith of its imperial power.  

However, it is important to keep in mind the more prosaic fundamental purpose in the minds of the 
organisers: to improve British design and stimulate domestic innovation, in hope of improving the economy 
and laying the foundations for future strategic advantage in the area of science and technology. Underneath 
the pageantry and spectacle, therefore, the Great Exhibition served an important purpose that was ‘less to 
demonstrate Britain’s industrial successes than to identify and rectify Britain’s manufacturing deficiencies’. 
However, some – including the prominent free trader Richard Cobden – recognised that Britain’s challenges 
went beyond the quality of its designs to the very structure of its production processes.470 

Since 1851, the model of the world’s fair (otherwise known as world exposition, universal exposition, or 
international exposition – or ‘expo’) has become a familiar phenomenon. These large-scale international 
expositions now take place all over the world, most recently in Dubai.471 According to the Bureau 
International des Expositions, which coordinates and oversees the international exhibition calendar, ‘since 
1851, Expos have helped humanity make sense of change and chart a more progressive future by gathering 
people and nations under the common banner of education, innovation and cooperation.’ Expos act as 
‘mirrors of their time’, reflecting ‘evolving priorities and worldviews, all while anticipating a future shaped 
by technological progress. From their earliest manifestations as a showcase of industrial prowess to their 
modern incarnation as platforms for cross-border collaboration, Expos have transformed cities, shaped 
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debates on key issues, and provided unforgettable experiences to hundreds of millions of visitors.’472 The 
Dubai 2020 Expo’s publicity materials promise a ‘showcase’ of ‘human brilliance and achievement’. 
Underlying the spectacle, remains the same core offer for exhibitors as the Great Exhibition offered in 1851: 
to promote cultural and intellectual exchange, to build relationships and international collaborations, and 
to amplify exhibiting states’ prestige and soft power. Significantly, the Bureau International des Expositions 
regards Expos as ‘a growing form of public diplomacy’. 

It is clear that the commercial success and prestige of Britain’s 1851 Great Exhibition paved the way for a 
particularly successful model of knowledge exchange, network development, consumer engagement and 
market expansion. However, examining the question of how much specific advantage was accrued by 
Britain, as the host nation, reveals a rather more mixed picture. Did the Great Exhibition stimulate British 
industry, innovation and consumerism, and did this give the domestic and imperial economy the advantage 
organisers sought relative to rivals? What other types of advantage did it build, either intentionally or 
otherwise? Did other powers seek forms of strategic advantage in London in 1851? The following sections 
will strive to analyse the answers to these questions in more detail.  

D.8.3.2. Realised and unrealised benefits for Britain 

Validating’s Britain’s pivot towards free trade 

The Great Exhibition conferred some direct benefits to Britain. The first was its perceived validation of 
Britain’s recent pivot towards free trade – an issue that continued to fuel heated debates about Britain’s 
place in the world and the foreign and economic policies of the empire, and remained one of the defining 
grand strategic questions of the Victorian period. According to Henry Cole, the noted civil servant and 
inventor, one of the Exhibition’s leading organisers and later the director of the Victoria & Albert Museum, 
British ‘Free Trade, or ‘unrestricted competition’ was the root of the Exhibition’s appeal. The Exhibition 
could only have happened because ‘that great statesman, Sir Robert Peel,473 had loosened the fetters of our 
commercial tariff, so that it might be the interest of foreigners to accept the invitation to show us the fruits 
of their Industry.’474 British and international visitors to the Crystal Palace were actively encouraged to 
interpret the panoply of human accomplishment on show as a direct consequence of the recent liberalisation 
of British trade: one of the Exhibition’s publicity brochures proclaimed that  

‘The exhibition of 1851 will fulfil the prophecy of the sacred volume, and hasten the period “when men 
shall beat their swords into ploughshares, and their spears into pruning-hooks.” It is a stage forward in 
that millennium which announces “peace and goodwill towards men!”’475  

In this way, the organisers sought to demonstrate not only the economic advantages of free trade, and the 
dazzling new vistas of consumerism this made possible, but the ability of free trade to foster close economic 
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integration, and in this way to make the nations of Europe less interested in (or capable of) the prosecution 
of major wars between them. In the words of the Economist:  

‘Free Trade and [pacifists] are close allies, and would bind all nations in bonds of amity. Without peace, 
the law that permits unrestrained intercourse would be a dead letter- without Free Trade, peace would 
have none of the intercourse of friendship.’476 

Engaging the public and the private sector as key stakeholders in interstate relations 

Henry Cole hoped that the Exhibition had shown the value in enabling ‘the men of Art, Science, and 
Commerce’ to regulate their own affairs without the ‘professional superintendence of their brethren of 
Politics, Law, and War’. In this way, the Exhibition’s momentum might ‘keep nations from going to blows 
as hastily and foolishly as they have been accustomed to do’; it might allow ‘international discussion of 
questions’ to be managed ‘by parties most informed and most interested in them’, and ‘thus the old-
fashioned, narrow suspicions and secrecy of diplomacy will be exchanged for public confidence and public 
discussion.’477 One author wrote that ‘Besides the incalculable influence [the Great Exhibition] must 
exercise on the taste, skill, knowledge, and commerce of the world, it will probably go far towards the 
suppression of wars.’478  

Unfortunately, the visions of greater peace and prosperity were not realised. Within a decade, the great 
powers of Europe would be at war in the Crimea, The First Indian War of Independence would unleash 
horrific colonial violence and suffering across British India, and the United States would descend into the 
bloodiest civil war in modern western hemispheric history. But the organisers’ utopian pacifist 
internationalist visions of the future should not be understood solely as a moral rejection of war. Rather, 
they reflected an understanding of the strategic benefits of a long peace, and an awareness that the relative 
stability of the post-1815 European order had created a platform for the acceleration of British development 
in the First Industrial Revolution and the surge in prosperity, prestige and power that this entailed. The 
attempt to render war obsolete through the ‘globalisation’ of trade and the construction of intricately 
interwoven international commercial and financial relationships was, in this sense, equivalent to the pursuit 
of strategic advantage through the pursuit of peace – and was recognised as such by international 
observers.479 

Transferring the free trade ideology to non-British audiences 

While they did not secure universal peace, the Exhibition organisers were more successful in propagating 
the purely economic dimension of their pro-trade-liberalisation message and driving the ‘transfer’ of free 
trade ideology to some non-British audiences. The staging of the Great Exhibition as a cultural event was 
key to this success, because while it could be counterproductive to exert direct diplomatic pressure on 
foreign governments to commit to free trade, the Exhibition’s purposively peaceful focus on healthy 
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competition emphasised the common interest, and depoliticised and denationalised free trade doctrine and 
policy. Subsequent world expositions built upon this platform and ‘helped to transform the prevailing 
norms and values in continental Europe sufficiently to make it easier for governments to proceed with 
substantial trade liberalisation during the prolonged economic expansion of the 1850s and 1860s.’480  

Stimulating British innovation, manufacturing and material consumption 

Another important benefit of the Exhibition for Britain was the stimulus it provided to British design 
innovation, manufacturing, and the transformation of (primarily middle-class) consumer taste.481 The 
Exhibition did indeed bring home to British observers that ‘while other countries have been studying chiefly 
to render their products artistic, we have been struggling to render ours cheap and serviceable.’ A report 
commissioned by the Society of Arts in 1861, reflecting on the decade since the Exhibition, demonstrated 
that commerce had grown in the intervening time, although it did not attribute this growth exclusively to 
the effects of the 1851 Exhibition.482  

It is unsurprising that British consumer tastes were also markedly affected, since the Exhibition represented 
a shared cultural experience on an unprecedented scale explicitly targeted at changing their tastes.483 This 
meant more than simply the stimulation of new consumer demand for industrial products; it offered, in a 
way, a route to the peaceful adjustment of the social contract. In its comprehensive display of the dazzling 
fruits of technological change, the Exhibition also helped to guide public understanding of the future of 
labour in an age of increased mechanisation in agriculture and industry, and to frame this in terms of the 
material benefits – indeed, joys – of a new age of consumerism.484 

Consolidating domestic support for the growing British Empire 

The Exhibition also played an important role in consolidating domestic support for – and ability to engage 
imaginatively and emotionally with – the growing British Empire. The Crystal Palace was a showcase not 
only of commodities and goods, but of colonial ‘possessions’, including India, Ceylon (Sri Lanka), Malta, 
Gibraltar, the Channel Islands, The Cape of Good Hope, Mauritius, the Seychelles, Canada, the Caribbean 
islands (including Barbados, the Bahamas, Bermuda and Grenada), and Australia and New Zealand. The 
India exhibit presented the sub-continent as a vast, untapped treasure-trove, while Africa was presented as 
largely a source of raw materials. Detailed maps and charts helped British visitors learn what ‘belonged’ to 
them, and created a (misleading) sense of the coherence of the ‘Empire project,’ including the degree of 
real-terms metropolitan and regional control over territories, and the administrative and security integration 
between London and the periphery. Together, the imperial exhibits offered the illusion of touring the world, 
titillating Britons with the thrill of the exotic and the alien, which at a deeper level consolidated Britons’ 
impression of the empire as their achievement and a source of national pride.485 This sort of public 

 
480 Wolfram (2005). 
481 Tiedmann (2019). 
482 Shears (2017).  
483 Some estimates suggest that up to a fifth of the UK’s population visited the Exhibition at least once. 
484 Davis (2007); Auerbach (1999). 
485 Darwin (2009); Message and Johnston (2008). 



Strategic Advantage in a Competitive Age 

125 
 
 

emotional connection would build throughout the latter half of the century, as Britons increasingly became 
‘at home with the empire’ and gave a considerable amount of tacit public consent for costly imperial 
‘adventures’ (which were costly both in economic terms and in terms of human life).486 Later world 
expositions would take to greater extremes the exoticisation of empire and the racist objectification of non-
white peoples, including through ‘live exhibits’ (or what was termed ‘human zoos’) of indigenous men, 
women, and children.487  

Reforming the system of technical and scientific education 

However, the Exhibition does not seem to have solved one of the fundamental challenges that drove its 
inception: the need to reform the system of technical education. Powerful structural and cultural factors 
would preserve the elite status of classical over technical education in the British class system for decades to 
come. Managers of industry remained unconvinced of the importance of technical training and education 
and investment in long-term design capability. Periodic parliamentary committees from the 1860s to the 
1880s noted the widening gulf between Britain and continental rivals in this regard.488 

That said, while the Exhibition did not lead in the immediate term to the reform of design and technical 
education some commentators sought, it nevertheless resulted in the transformation of British scientific 
education. Perhaps the most significant long-term direct consequence of the Exhibition, and one that 
created significant strategic advantage for Britain, was the decision to spend the £186,000 surplus on 
purchasing land in South Kensington for what ultimately became the Victoria & Albert and Natural History 
Museums, the Science Museum, Imperial College of Science & Technology and the Royal Albert Hall. 
Funds from the Royal Commission for the Exhibition were also invested in a series of scholarship schemes, 
which began in 1891 and (to date) have produced thirteen Nobel Laureates, seven holders of the Order of 
Merit and four Presidents of the Royal Society.489 In an undertaking intended by Albert to ‘ensure that the 
Arts and Sciences would “not again relapse into a state of comparative isolation from each other”’ the 
proceeds of the Great Exhibition therefore not only reshaped the map of modern London and created some 
of the state’s most important and treasured cultural repositories, they also created the platform for what 
became a global top-ten university with a world-class reputation in science, engineering, business and 
medicine, which is an important pillar of Britain’s globally recognised excellence in third-level scientific 
education and research.  

D.8.3.3. Realised and unrealised benefits for the international participants 

Engaging and communicating with foreign public audiences 

As the mathematician, inventor, philosopher and engineer Charles Babbage noted in 1851 in anticipation 
of the Exhibition’s opening, ‘England has invited the civilised world to meet in its great commercial 
centre…asking it, in friendly rivalry to display its resources and achievements, and this invitation had been 
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‘universally accepted.’490 It is undoubtedly true that the Exhibition piqued the interest of the wider world. 
Both before and during the period of the Exhibition, its impact and influence extended far overseas, and 
can be traced in frequent reports, both in the official reports of the delegates of participating nations, and 
in the newsprint and lithographs of the new mass-circulation press.491 This interest was actively – even 
aggressively – cultivated on some issues, not least the promotion of free trade, which some international 
participants found wearisome and even irritating at times.492 Many visitors were oblivious to (or adept at 
ignoring) the implicitly triumphalist British self-image on display, and came to London instead only to see 
proofs of their own nation’s developmental superiority.493  

Overall, as a state-sponsored initiative to engage with, communicate with, and influence the opinion of 
foreign public audiences, the Great Exhibition might be regarded as an early attempt at public diplomacy. 
The event was an opportunity for exhibiting states to build new connections with other countries and raise 
the level of their ambitions through the competitive spirit of comparison. In an era in which most great 
powers were just getting to grips with the idea of engaging strategically with public opinion, seeking to 
shape opinion through mass media, and recognising the risks in failing to do so, the Exhibition also offered 
the opportunity to communicate to foreign audiences an image of the state and its people.494 In this sense, 
international participants in the Great Exhibition – and the other international expositions that followed 
it, notably the famous Expositions Universelles of 1889 and 1900 in Paris – can be understood as engaging 
in an early, and undeveloped form of strategic communication. The exposition forum was a ‘giant theatre 
– or a great multiplicity of theatres – in which each nation projects the image of itself that it wishes others 
to have of it.’495 The German states, for example, sought to reinforce the generally favourable impression 
held in Britain regarding the quality of German industrial outputs, and the superior artistic and scientific 
knowledge of the German industrial base, with a specific aim of increasing the value of German exports. 
Britons, for their part, sought to use the Great Exhibition to persuade the states of the Zollverein (or 
Prussian-led customs union of primarily German states, which had been founded in 1834) to lower or 
eliminate their tariffs and embrace commercial liberalisation. Prince Albert hoped that the Exhibition would 
nurture pro-Prussian sympathy in Britain, and he ensured that the Prussian Ambassador took a prominent 
role in the promotion of the Exhibition.496  

However, states did not always create the impression they sought to. Russia enthusiasts for the Great 
Exhibition saw it as an opportunity to challenge European Russophobia, which had been surging since the 
tsar’s crushing of the Polish rebellion of 1830-31, the suppression of the Hungarian rebellion in 1849, and 
the subsequent diplomatic crisis over Louis Kossuth and other political refugees granted asylum in 
Constantinople. For an increasingly isolated Russia, the Great Exhibition represented an opportunity to 
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achieve three things: to promote Russian agriculture and industry, to stimulate the export of raw materials, 
and to prove foreigners wrong in their perception of Russians as ‘barbaric people living in arctic cold and 
ruled by tyrannical despots’.497 To this end, Russian organisers assembled an exhibit of two halves: one half 
a fantastic array of luxury goods and objets d’art, including fine tapestries, diamond jewellery, ebony and 
marble furniture, furs, cashmeres and silks; enormous vases of jasper and porcelain, and elaborately 
embellished crafts inlaid with precious gems. The other half included more basic and practical items, 
including samples of flax, grain and tobacco, as well as linen, cotton and woollen textiles and a selection of 
peasant handicrafts and curiosities. The display was notable for its absence of machinery – a (Polish-made) 
calculating machine was a rare exception – but an array of Russian-made weapons was shown, including 
bombs, grenades, sabres and lances made in the imperial ironworks. While the artistry and skill of the fine 
crafts were much admired, the exhibit did not much alter the view of western Europeans and Americans of 
Russia as an underdeveloped serfdom ruled by ruthless and self-serving elites who were out of touch with 
the lives of the masses they oppressed. The Illustrated London News criticised the tsar for promulgating in 
London ‘the military, the anti-democratic, and anti-industrial principle’, and some commentators even 
questioned whether Russians could have made the more impressive and intricate items, implying that 
perhaps they were the work of foreigners resident in Russia. Russian officials, for their part, appear to have 
learned little from the Exhibition about how to improve Russia’s manufacturing industry.498   

Enhancing commercial knowledge and intelligence 

For some international participants, the Great Exhibition delivered significant strategic benefits in the area 
of commercial knowledge and intelligence. The German states, for example, seized the opportunity to 
collate data and produce detailed assessments regarding the industrial and military capabilities of the allies, 
neighbours, and potential rivals who exhibited at the Crystal Palace. This included detailed reports on the 
quality and range of raw materials, with suggestions for cheaper sources that might be available. It also 
included reports on gaps that German observers had identified in the international market that aspiring 
German manufacturers might fill. Some published full lists of products on exhibit, including their prices, 
with detailed descriptions (and even diagrams) of machinery, and advertisements of manufacturers who had 
been identified as willing to provide originals or produce copies.499  

The Exhibition also served to galvanise the Prussian-led push towards economic modernisation. At a 
moment in German history when the economy was transitioning from premodern to modern, the 
Exhibition helped to promote mass production, free trade and the benefits of new technology, while 
designers, inventors, manufacturers and buyers formed important new relationships and channels of 
communication across borders. The market opportunities created by the Great Exhibition probably played 
an important role in the German economic ‘take-off’ in the 1850s. The firms of Krupp, Siemens and 
Reuters, for example, all attribute later success to the platform created by the Great Exhibition.500 
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Not all powers recognised the intelligence-gathering opportunities of the Great Exhibition, however. It is 
particularly curious that while the other great powers noted the poor performance of Russia’s industrial 
sector, they did not draw sharper conclusions about what this might mean for Russia’s military development 
and capacity to wage war. And one historian notes, ‘for Russia, and Europe, the Great Exhibition was a 
missed opportunity to assess the strategic implications of the technology it celebrated’.501 The catastrophe 
of the Crimean War would foreground these realities, but not without considerable suffering, destruction 
and loss of life, and not without major strategic implications for all powers involved.  

D.8.4. Implications and lessons identified 

The pursuit of strategic advantage forms a central element of the 2021 Integrated Review (‘IR’), the most 
comprehensive grand strategic reset in recent British history.502 The term ‘strategic advantage’ is primarily 
used in the IR to indicate the focused pursuit of competitive advantage in the areas of science and technology 
which are, or will be, of highest strategic significance to the state. Science and technology is explicitly 
referred to in the document as a key arena of systemic competition and an increasingly important metric of 
state power, and the IR is explicitly critical of the shortcomings to date in the UK’s innovation landscape, 
where early research and design successes have been insufficiently supported, and thus influence over 
important emerging technologies has been lost overseas. It calls for more ambition, more toughness, and 
more astuteness in ‘ensuring British influence over the critical and emerging technologies that are central to 
geopolitical competition and future prosperity’, and in achieving ‘preeminence in and access to technology 
– as well as access to the human and natural resources needed to harness it – and the ability to protect 
intellectual property’. Implicit across the piece is a call to think much more shrewdly, creatively and 
competitively about sovereign capabilities. 

Three main lessons can be drawn from the case study of the Great Exhibition when considering how the 
UK can best understand and pursue strategic advantage in science and technology for the 21st century.  

D.8.4.1. The development of collaborative partnerships in art, science, technology 
and trade 

The first is the power of ‘expos’ and related soft-power, public-private sector engagement models to 

enable the people ‘of Art, Science and Commerce’ to engage collaboratively with their counterparts and 
wider networks of international stakeholders in ways that are not mediated through the framework of 
‘Politics, Law, and War’ – as Charles Babbage described it in 1851 (quoted above).503 While the UK at the 
Great Exhibition prioritised the expansion of global free trade, and missed an opportunity to more shrewdly 
identify and cultivate future strategic partners, British policymakers pursuing the ‘Global Britain’ agenda 
might consider how future expos can be used to encourage and enable strategic partnerships, both public 
and private sector, with states of particular strategic interest. This is of particular salience for the UK’s 
planned ‘tilt’ to the Indo-Pacific region, a strategic initiative that will succeed or fail depending, to a large 
extent, upon how effectively the UK’s prosperity agenda – and in particular, the ideas, interests and energy 
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of the private sector, UK and international – are integrated into implementing a coherent strategy that 
builds concrete partnerships with priority regional stakeholders and with minilateral groupings such as the 
Quad, whose potential economic significance should not be underestimated.504   

Strategic communication will be an important part of the process of cultivating these relationships and 
supporting them through stronger diplomatic ties in a region where the UK lacks significant cultural 
nuance, knowledge and strategic fluency. With careful planning, expos (and similar international 
gatherings) might better support the development of the UK’s relationships with strategic partners in the 
Indo-Pacific region; to promote existing British science and technology; to signal Britain’s openness to 
invest in collaborative innovation; and to help define and articulate to international audiences a positive 
identity and purpose to ‘Global Britain’ (discussed further in the next section). 

D.8.4.2. The development of public consent for foreign policy 

A second lesson relates to the development of public consent for foreign policy. Although there are not 
direct lines to be drawn between the Victorian ‘project of empire’ and Britain’s 21st century overseas 
ambitions – including the ‘Global Britain’ agenda and the ‘Indo-Pacific Tilt’ – nevertheless, something can 
be learned from the general principle at the Exhibition of making distant places more ‘real’ and tangible to 
Britons, and making the idea of British presence in these spaces less fantastical.505 A specific problem to be 
addressed is the significant gap for most Britons in understanding the rationale for ‘Global Britain’, and 
particularly the strategic and moral case for British involvement in the likely future contest over the openness 
of the Indo-Pacific region. Forums like international expositions and related engagement models offer the 
opportunity to ‘bring to life’ for British voters the issues and complexities of the Indo-Pacific region, and 
to help define what exactly ‘Global Britain’ means – and what it does not mean.  

Importantly, any such future initiatives should actively foreground the perspectives and wishes of regional 
partners and stakeholders, giving voice to those who are vocal in encouraging more British involvement in 
the region as a bulwark against Chinese aggression, and to protect the principle of a free and open Indo-
Pacific. Their voices and perspectives will help shape the UK public’s understanding that the UK is 
welcome, and not simply imposing itself back into a postcolonial space. This matters particularly given that 
the UK population is still working through the political, moral and emotional legacies of the disastrous Iraq 
War, and more recently the undignified withdrawal from, and catastrophic collapse of, Afghanistan, and 
doing so against a backdrop of sustained and often heated public debate about the significance of Britain’s 
imperial past, and the legacies of colonialism, racism, slavery and imperial violence. In this context, the 
possible meanings of ‘Global Britain’ remain deeply contested and there exists considerable risk of 
misunderstanding. There is an imperative, therefore, to actively build public consent for sustained overseas 
security engagement, and for persuading the British public that the strategic imperatives of an Indo-Pacific 
policy reflect a positive agenda, shaped in dialogue with regional partners, and not an expression of imperial 
nostalgia, hubris, or worse. 
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D.8.4.3. The strategic importance of long-term investment in the skills and 
capabilities 

A final lesson relates to the strategic importance of long-term investment in the skills and capabilities of 

rising generations. The hardest part of ‘doing’ grand strategy is fighting against the short-termism of 
modern democratic politics. However, as the case of British relative decline in the nineteenth and 20th 
century makes clear, long-term investment is key to building and maintaining the skills, capabilities and 
culture of risk-taking and innovation required to become a science and technology superpower. It was clear 
to perceptive observers of the Great Exhibition that not only was science and technology going to be an 
increasingly important tool of statecraft in the coming decades, but that, left unaddressed, the long-
recognised deficiencies in British scientific and technical education would accelerate British relative decline. 
It took over a century, however, before these realisations were acted upon in a serious way, and for the rigid 
class system and mindsets of its elite schools and universities to begin to confer scientific education with the 
degree of prestige accorded to the classics.506 While it is hard to imagine a modern government committing 
to a step so bold as the Royal Commission’s purchase and endowment of the Kensington institutional 
complex in the nineteenth century, it is important to ensure sufficient investment is being made and 
sustained in British research and education, not just for well-established centres of STEM excellence, but 
across the arts and sciences, with a healthy risk appetite for dynamic and innovative new discoveries, 
developments and convergences. 

A modern initiative in this space could build upon and surpass the achievements of the Great Exhibition 
by blending both types of its intervention in science and technology education and research, for example, 
by: 

• Building more robust three-way communication between government, academia and the private 
sector. 

• Identifying key areas of future technological competition (globally and within key regions of 
competition). 

• Selecting for accelerated investment and development a series of technologies to develop as 
sovereign capabilities, and thereby closing out predatory foreign-state IP acquisitions from taking 
place before promising start-ups have reached the more established thresholds for UK state 
investment.  

The Integrated Review of Security, Defence, Development and Foreign Policy507 and the supporting 
strategy and policy documents such as the Defence and Security Industrial Strategy508 and the UK 
Innovation Strategy509 show the UK government already recognises the value of these measures 
domestically, as well as the need to work with  key allies and partners, including through collaborative 
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international platforms (such as expositions) to help build public consent and support around areas of 
mutual interest and potential convergence.   
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D.9. Silicon Valley and the Rise of the United States’ Science and 
Technology Advantage (1920s–Present): Financing and encouraging 
innovation to achieve technological superiority  

Mann Virdee and Jennifer Cheung, RAND 

Figure D.13 Overview of main implications and lessons identified from Case Study 9 

 
Source: RAND Europe analysis. 

D.9.1. Summary  

This case study considers the strategic advantage conferred by Silicon Valley on the United States and the 
factors that contributed to its rise and consolidation. More specifically, it focuses on a strategic advantage 
in S&T, which has allowed the United States to become one of the most competitive and innovative 
economies in the world. The following factors are identified as key to Silicon Valley’s status as a Cluster of 
Innovation (COI), and, consequently, key to the S&T strategic advantage that it confers: 

• The role of the US government in financing technological advancement, including through 
military and defence contracts. 

• The re-orientation and rise of universities in S&T. 

• The culture of entrepreneurial innovation. 

• The ecosystem of various industries and networks.  

Silicon Valley has its origins in the mid-20th century, where global geopolitical tensions served as an 
incentive for the federal government’s heavy investments in S&T. These geopolitical tensions include 
World War II, the Cold War and the threat of Japanese technological advancement in the 1980s. In the 
latter half of the 20th century, a number of federal policies emerged that influenced Silicon Valley’s 
specialisation in electronic technologies, which has evolved through seven waves of technological 
revolutions. These policies included military and defence contracts, investments in S&T R&D, patent laws, 
immigration laws, and the financing of small businesses. These favourable conditions strengthened 
incumbent firms, gave rise to new start-ups, and highlighted the synergy between private actors, research 
institutions and government agencies. It can be argued that technological competitiveness was seen by the 
federal government as a precursor to national security and economic competitiveness.  
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The rise of renowned universities such as Stanford University and the University of California, Berkeley, 
played an integral role at this time. Federal policies incentivised Stanford University to reorient itself into 
specialising in engineering and electronics, where the University went on to win federal funding. However, 
the proactive policies of university leaders also emphasised the importance of academia-industry links and 
formed close networks with local industry actors to create and nurture conditions for innovation. This can 
be seen through the establishment of numerous initiatives such as the Stanford Research Institute (SRI), 
Stanford Industrial Park, the Honours Cooperative Program and the Industry Affiliates Program. A culture 
emerged whereby Stanford University alumni went on to create their own start-ups or went to work in 
prestigious and well-established tech companies in Silicon Valley. 

In addition to the policies of the federal government and renowned universities, the geography of Silicon 
Valley aided the rise of a distinct culture of entrepreneurship. This was marked by a culture of horizontal 
integration, risk-taking, hard work and ambition, and close networks. These traits contributed to the 
emergence of the concept of a ‘professional entrepreneur’, where serial entrepreneurship and failure were 
often encouraged. It can be argued that this fluid and decentralised environment allowed Silicon Valley to 
thrive, whereas its counterpart at the time, Route 128510 – an emerging COI located in Boston – declined 
in competitiveness. 

Lastly, it is important to note that start-ups often do not reach maturity without the help of auxiliary 
professional services in various industries. Silicon Valley is filled with different types of businesses that play 
a large part in strengthening the know-how and financial capital of start-ups. These include specialist 
services (law firms, marketing agencies, accountancies recruitment firms), technical services (experts in 
machinery and prototyping), and finance providers (such as angel investors, venture capitalists, etc.). This 
entrepreneurial support network is crucial to helping young firms navigate the complexities of starting and 
operating businesses and helps start-ups by performing non-core outsourced activities. 

These factors play a key part in building and maintaining the technological and economic strategic 
advantage conferred by Silicon Valley on the United States. Whilst it can be argued that formal policies and 
activities fuelled many of Silicon Valley’s activities, it should be noted that what makes Silicon Valley unique 
is in large part due to circumstances and context, and the coming-together of ambitious and like-minded 
groups who see an opportunity to innovate and develop state-of-the-art technologies.  

 
510 During the 1970s, Boston’s ‘Route 128’ was seen as one of the world’s leading centres for electronic innovation, 
demonstrating strong technological entrepreneurship and economic growth. Route 128 benefitted from the strong 
science-based research at universities such as MIT, Harvard University, and Boston University. However, after some 
initial success, Route 128’s ‘Massachusetts Miracle’ ended whilst Silicon Valley saw successive waves of innovation – 
see Wonglimpiyarat (2006b) and Saxenian (1996). 
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D.9.2. Context 

D.9.2.1. Silicon Valley 

Silicon Valley is a global centre of technological innovation and is often regarded as the epicentre of 
disruptive innovation.511 It is the archetypal COI, that is, one of the ‘global economic “hot spots” where 
new technologies germinate at an astounding rate and where pools of capital, expertise and talent foster the 
development of new industries and new ways of doing business’.512 

Located in Northern California in the United States, Silicon Valley is geographically defined as 
encompassing Santa Clara County and San Mateo County, as well as parts of Alameda County and Santa 
Cruz County, with a total a population of over 3 million.513 However, it has also been argued that Silicon 
Valley has ceased to be a meaningful geographic designation as the ‘activities it connotes now extend from 
Santa Cruz in the south to Skywalker Ranch an hour’s drive north of the Golden Gate Bridge’.514 

Various factors are cited as central to the establishment of Silicon Valley. These include its early success as 
a hub for telegraph and radio industries515; the US Navy’s purchase of Moffett Field, which became a hub 
for the aerospace industry; and the founding of the Ames Research Center, which became home to the 
world’s largest wind tunnel.516 It is the Hewlett Packard House and Garage in Palo Alto, Santa Clara 
County, however, that claims to be the ‘birthplace of Silicon Valley’.517 According to a plaque at the site, 
the garage is the birthplace of the ‘world’s first high-technology region’ based on the idea of a Stanford 
University professor, Frederick Terman, who encouraged his students to start up electronics companies in 
the Santa Clara Valley area, rather than join established firms on the eastern coast of the United States.518 
The plaque notes that William Hewlett and David Packard began developing their first product, an audio 
oscillator, in the garage in 1938.519   

It was only decades later, however, that the term ‘Silicon Valley’ was first used. It is thought to have been 
coined in 1971 by a journalist to describe the region, which had become a major centre for semiconductor 
design and manufacturing.520 Silicon Valley has seen numerous ‘waves’ of innovation, of which silicon-
based integrated circuits and semiconductors were just one (see Table 1).  
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Table D.2 The evolution of the Silicon Valley in waves 

Wave Time period521 Example companies and organisations 

Vacuum tubes, telegraph and 
radio 

1920s – 1950s Federal Telegraph Company; Eimac 

Defence and electro-technical 
instruments 1940s – 1970s 

Stanford Research Institute; Ames Research Center; 
Lockheed Missiles & Space Company; Hewlett & 
Packard; Litton Engineering 

Integrated circuits, such as the 
silicon chip 

1970s – 1980s 
Fairchild Semiconductor; Shockley Semiconductor Labs; 
Intel; AMD 

Computing 1980s – 1990s 
Apple; Silicon Graphics; SUN; IBM; Xerox PARC; Atari; 
Oracle; Microsoft; Cisco; 3Com 

The internet 1990s – 2000s Google; Netscape; eBay; Yahoo!; PayPal 

Social media 2000s – 2010s  Facebook; Twitter; LinkedIn 

Platform economy, artificial 
intelligence, and virtual and 
augmented reality522 

2010s – present Uber; Airbnb; Tesla 

Source: RAND Europe analysis of Hulsink et al. (2008); Henton et al. (2015); Wonglimpiyarat (2006a); Hogarth 
(2017); Fuerlinger & Garzik (2022). 

These successive waves demonstrate Silicon Valley’s resilience. In 1960, French President Charles de Gaulle 
toured Silicon Valley to try to understand the factors contributing to its success; in 2010, Russian President 
Dmitri Medvedev visited Silicon Valley with the same intention.523 Despite many attempts to replicate its 
ecosystem, and research into the keys to Silicon Valley’s success, it has largely defied efforts to recreate it. 
Silicon Valley appears to have ‘an innate capability to restructure itself by a rapid and frequent reshuffling 
of people, competencies, resources and firms’.524 The process of ‘learning by doing, failing and recombining’ 
may be one of the key factors underpinning the dominance of Silicon Valley.525 In addition, Silicon Valley 
has other advantages that are perhaps unique in their precise combination: the presence of some of the 

 
521 Time periods for waves of innovation vary between sources. As such, waves of innovation and the time periods and 
should be viewed as indicative rather than clearly defined. 
522 The seventh wave of innovation in Silicon Valley described here has not yet been clearly defined in academic 
literature. However, sources indicate that the emergence of companies such as Uber, Airbnb and Tesla represents a 
new turn for Silicon Valley, and one that has brought about disruption to some traditional services and industries 
(taxis, hotels and car manufacturing, respectively). This table has been updated to reflect this development, whilst 
acknowledging that there are a variety of opinions on the current and future trajectory of Silicon Valley – with 
commentators focusing on developments such as the internet of things (IoT), quantum technology, and the metaverse 
respectively. 
523 Etzkowitz (2019) O’mara (2011). 
524 Hulsink et al. (2008). 
525 Hulsink et al. (2008). 
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world’s biggest technology companies, world-class universities, venture capital and a culture that facilitates 
entrepreneurialism.526 These will be discussed in more detail in the following sections.  

D.9.2.2. The broader geopolitical and geo-economic context 

The broader context helps to illuminate the development of Silicon Valley and the factors that contributed 
to its success. In particular, geopolitical trends in the latter half of the 20th century provided a backdrop 
against which Silicon Valley was able to thrive. Early beginnings of the US focus on innovation can be seen 
during World War II, which saw the creation of new S&T relationships between the federal government 
and research institutions, private foundations and industry.527 As is explored in more detail in the section 
on the role of government, World War II played a vital role in the development of Silicon Valley: the US 
Military purchased equipment such as vacuum tubes for use in radar equipment, and the Food Machinery 
and Chemical Corporation, based in San Jose, transformed its factories to produce tanks instead of 
tractors.528 

At the end of World War II, the United States held an unchallenged economic and political world position, 
aided by a period of post-war economic prosperity known as the ‘Golden Age of Capitalism’. It was also at 
this time that policymakers realised that relationships between R&D institutions and government agencies 
could be as beneficial for civil society as they were for the military, fuelling economic prosperity.529 This 
realisation led to the establishment of initiatives that aimed to expand military-industry-academia links, 
such as the National Science Foundation, which aimed to develop and apply scientific research beyond 
military activities,530 and the Strategic Defence Initiative Organisation’s creation of an Office of Technology 
Applications, which sought to commercialise defence technologies.531 During the Cold War, the US 
government provided vast sums of money to small start-up towns, and also acted as the main buyer of new 
technologies.532 Silicon Valley greatly benefited from Cold War military spending, as it created a large 
market for electronic devices.533 

It is important to note that, post-World War II, these developments in S&T continued to be fuelled by 
matters of national security: it was the threat of the Soviet Union that led to new levels of federal funding 
for R&D at the height of the Cold War534; and Japan’s technological competitiveness in the 1980s led to 
the Defence Semiconductor Dependency report, which warned that United States’ diminishing manufacturing 
capabilities would be detrimental to US weaponry capabilities.535 As such, a number of reforms were 
launched by the federal government to invigorate military and commercial development of technologies, 
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including patent/intellectual property reforms, programmatic and procurement reforms and organisational 
reforms.536 These will be further discussed in Section 1.3, but they help explain how the broader geopolitical 
context gave rise to technological innovation for both military and commercial purposes.  

D.9.3. Analysis 

The strategic advantage stemming from the Silicon Valley is primarily technological, but it is interconnected 
with informational and economic advantages. Silicon Valley has consistently been at the frontier of 
technological disruption, driving major waves of innovation (see Table 1). Each wave of innovation helped 
consolidate Silicon Valley as an economic and technological powerhouse, and brought about major 
economic growth in the United States.537 In 2019, Silicon Valley topped the list in Startup Genome’s 
Global Startup Ecosystem Ranking, occupying the same position since 2017 despite increased competition 
and dynamism in emerging regions.538 Silicon Valley is home to an estimated 40,000 start-ups and 1,000 
venture capital (VC) firms, and accounts for 13 per cent of all US patent registrations in 2021.539 As such, 
the United States has taken a leading position in global innovation: a 2009 report by RAND found that 
the United States accounted for 40 per cent of total world R&D spending and 38 per cent of patented new 
technologies in the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)540; a 2019 report 
from the World Economic Forum shows that the United States remains the second economy in the world 
in regard to global competitiveness (behind Singapore).541  

There are a wide variety of factors that contribute to Silicon Valley’s development and the strategic 
advantage it confers to the United States. These include an environment fostered by the US government, 
the role of world-class universities, and cultural factors that facilitate entrepreneurialism. These will be 
explored further here. 

D.9.3.1. The role of federal policies 

Several academics have stressed that one of the fundamental elements in understanding Silicon Valley is 
that it was not created by strategic government policy or planning, but instead developed organically.542, 

Nevertheless, the federal government played a significant role in fostering favourable business environments 
across the United States, which helped fuel Silicon Valley’s beginnings as an emerging leader in science and 
engineering. These contributing factors include military and defence contracts, investment in S&T, and 
programmes to finance innovation.543 In doing so, the US government played a vital role in catalysing the 
strategic advantage conferred by Silicon Valley. 
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US military activities played an integral part in fostering scientific research across the country. At the peak 
of defence build-up under President Ronald Reagan, Santa Clara County received almost USD5 billion 
annually in military contracts.544 Santa Clara County produced all the US Navy’s ICBMs, the majority of 
its reconnaissance satellites and tracking systems, and a range of microelectronics central to high-tech 
weapons and weapons systems, such as those used for the General Dynamics F-16 Fighting Falcon.545 A 
number of incumbent firms opened up offices in Silicon Valley to pursue the development of defence 
technologies: in 1956, Lockheed relocated its Missile Systems Division to Sunnyvale and became the largest 
industrial employer in Silicon Valley during the Cold War546; Philco established the Western Development 
Laboratories in Palo Alto in 1957 and began manufacturing satellites,547 where they were subsequently 
contracted by NASA to build Mission Control Houston548; Westinghouse Marine Division, a satellite and 
missile manufacturing company in Silicon Valley, built missile launcher subsystems for the Navy and the 
MX ICBM for the Air Force549; and in the 1950s, Fairchild Semiconductor produced transistors for the 
military. Fairchild Semiconductor also made components for the Apollo human spaceflight program, which 
played a core role part in helping establish the world market for integrated circuits.550 In these examples, it 
is important to note that whilst the government was a significant funder of R&D activities in Silicon Valley, 
the government also acted as a market for products made by Silicon Valley companies. In fact, these military 
programs ‘absorbed almost half of the industry’s aggregate output’.551  

This stream of military funding was aided by the ‘ratchet effect’ of World War II: a desire to retain military 
funding for infrastructure – or what a state commission referred to as ‘war winnings’.552 Military agencies 
and their clients resisted attempts to cut defence budgets and lobbied for increased resources.553 Whilst 
business leaders on the West Coast and in Silicon Valley did not see military spending as a viable long-term 
foundation for the economy, the intensification of the Cold War and subsequent expansion of federal 
defence spending meant that by 1950, employment in defence-related industries such as aircraft and 
electronics, and the defence R&D budget ‘exceeded wartime peaks’. 554 In fact, in 1990, at the end of the 
Cold War, defence contractors were employing thousands in Silicon Valley – such as Lockheed Missiles 
and Space Company (20,000), Ford Aerospace (7,000) and Food Machinery and Chemical Corporation 
(4,000).555 Such defence contracts facilitated important developments in Silicon Valley, notably flexible 
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specialisation, disintegrated manufacturing and custom production.556 It is clear that the government’s 
military funding, as a result of the geopolitical tensions of the time, incentivised incumbent firms to open 
offices in Silicon Valley, thus setting the foundation for strong scientific R&D. 

This initial wave of investment also paved the way for greater technological innovations beyond military 
applications in later decades. As technological innovation started to gain traction in the Valley, federal 
government policies in the 1980s helped make doing business and innovation easier. One example is the 
1980 Bayh-Dole Act, which created a framework to facilitate technology transfer from universities receiving 
government funds to the private sector.557 The Act clarified patent rights and allowed universities to license 
the right to use new technologies to the private sector.558 Its impact was wide-reaching: the number of 
patents awarded to universities increased from 390 in 1980 to 3,088 in 2009, and 11,210 start-ups were 
created between 1980 and 2014 as a result of tech transfer activities.559 Another such initiative is the 1986 
Federal Technology Transfer Act, which aimed to ‘eliminate potential barriers to technology transfer and 
provide government agencies further incentives to enter into technology transfer agreements’.560 Alongside 
this, the government was  able to promote the VC industry and entrepreneurial innovation through 
lowering tax rates on capital gains,561 such as the 1958 Small Business Investment Act, which provided tax 
breaks to start-ups in Silicon Valley. These initiatives helped create an environment that was conducive to 
effective private investments in start-ups and small businesses. 

With regard to doing business, the government launched numerous initiatives to further encourage 
innovation, including the Small Business Innovation Research Program (SBIR), the Small Business 
Technology Transfer Program, Advanced Technology Program, DARPA, Cooperative R&D Agreements, 
Small Business Administration, and Manufacturing and Extension Program.562 In particular, the SBIR 
played a significant role in encouraging new types of business activities across America, as it was created in 
response to a crisis of economic slowdown and declining competitiveness. Between 1979 and 1995, more 
than 43 million jobs were lost in the United States as a result of corporate downsizing.563 Policymakers 
decided to shift economic activity from the traditional industries of production, which became more 
competitive due to rise of lost-cost production in foreign locations, and into knowledge-based economic 
activities.564 Indeed, knowledge-based activities showed resilience: whilst the rest of the country was going 
through economic downturn, employment had increased by 15 per cent in Silicon Valley between 1992 
and 1996, and mean income was 50 per cent greater than in the rest of the country.565 Therefore, due in 
part to the launch of SBIR, the late 1990s saw a resurgence in competitiveness, innovative activity and job 
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creation in the United States. However, this also demonstrates that whilst Silicon Valley’s entrepreneurship 
and innovation was aided by federal policies and funds, Silicon Valley was largely self-sustaining and 
remained largely unaffected by economic downturn in the late 20th century.566 

D.9.3.2. The role of research institutes  

Universities have played a unique role in Silicon Valley, as they not only paved the way for its now-renowned 
engineering capabilities, but also contributed to developing its distinct culture of entrepreneurship. The 
emerging role of research institutes in S&T began in World War II, which saw the creation of new S&T 
relationships between the federal government, research institutions, private foundations and industry.567 As 
such, in 1945, Director of the US Office for Scientific R&D Vannevar Bush delivered a report entitled 
Science, The Endless Frontier, that highlighted a need to develop and apply scientific research and 
advancement beyond military activities,568 arguing that the government should support basic research 
activities while preserving ‘as far as possible the private support of research both in industry and in the 
colleges, universities, and research institutes’.569 Bush’s paper led to the creation of the National Science 
Foundation (NSF) in 1950, representing a shift towards scientific research within policymaking circles. 
However, the activities of research institutes remained heavily catered towards military activities, as federal 
funding in this area was unparalleled. For example, the NSF’s publication of the Soviet Professional 
Manpower in 1955 led to an eight-fold increase in its educational budget for S&T by the Congress.570 The 
same was true for Stanford University in Silicon Valley: in the context of the Korean War and the Cold 
War, the federal government funded research projects at various universities, particularly in the domain of 
the defence.571 This incentivised Stanford University to specialise in defence research and engineering, 
building closer networks with hi-tech corporations and increasing the visibility of its engineering 
department.  

Stanford has played a particularly central role in the development of Silicon Valley and in its engineering 
capabilities and technological entrepreneurship.572 During World War II, on the east coast of the United 
States, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) was successful in attracting government research 
funds to build a critical mass of research competence. This inspired Stanford to pursue a similar strategy 
during the post-war period,573 and Stanford was successful at attracting government funds for defence 
research projects.574 As such, Stanford University started to reorient its research strengths: the Department 
of Electrical Engineering (DEE) renewed its curriculum at both undergraduate and graduate levels to reflect 
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new developments and breakthrough technologies in Silicon Valley,575 which was achieved by adding new 
research fields to the DEE. Such funding helped to build Stanford’s reputation as a leading research 
university and played a key role to attract the interest of Silicon Valley industry at its early stage just after 
World War II. Indeed, microwave electronics, one of Silicon Valley’s first high-tech industries, ‘owed its 
existence to defence contracting and military-sponsored research at Stanford University’.576 In 1969, the 
SRI became one of the four nodes of the Advanced Research Projects Agency Network, a government 
research project that would – as the ‘first large-scale, general purpose, packet-switched computer network’ 
– help lay the foundations for the internet.577 As such, government defence contracts helped Stanford gain 
expertise and helped Stanford to become ‘the compelling partner of industry’. 578  

Beyond its involvement in defence research, Stanford University was also where close academia-industry 
networks emerged. This contributed greatly to the ability of the Silicon Valley to create a strategic advantage 
in technological innovation, as it facilitated cross-sector exchanges of knowledge, ideas and resources. It was 
during the formative years of Silicon Valley, from the mid-1940s to the mid-1960s, where Stanford’s 
primary contribution in building Silicon Valley’s knowledge base involved relations with firms 
headquartered outside of Silicon Valley or with established firms, rather than with local start-ups.579 For 
instance, between 1945 and 1965, Stanford established programs of outreach to the local business 
community, such as the SRI, Stanford Industrial Park, the Honors Cooperative Program and the Industry 
Affiliates Program.580 During the 1950s and early 1960s, Stanford’s relationships were primarily with 
established companies such as Lockheed, General Electric and IBM and its assistance to entrepreneurs – 
such as in the case of Hewlett-Packard and Varian – was ‘ancillary at best’.581 Even so, these close networks 
helped consolidate Silicon Valley as a community and as a COI: in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the 
Competitiveness Centre of SRI International advised mid-western states in industrial decline how to 
organise regional cooperative groups to revitalise their economies.582 This proved useful following the 
recession of the early 1990s, which hit Silicon Valley: researchers from the SRI established the Joint Venture 
Silicon Valley, which brought together ‘high-tech company executives, local government officials and 
academics for a series of public meetings’.583 Some of the ideas that evolved from these meetings became 
‘projects for the development of new high-tech industry’. 584 

However, it wasn’t until the ‘father of Silicon Valley’585, Stanford University professor Frederick Terman, 
encouraged his students to establish electronics companies in the Santa Clara Valley area that a culture of 
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entrepreneurship emerged. Stanford’s physical proximity helped to provide Silicon Valley access to research 
activities, world-class engineers, opportunities to continue education and opportunities for Stanford faculty 
members to provide their expertise formally or informally. At the same time, Silicon Valley was a source of 
funding, internships and employment opportunity for Stanford students and graduates – a mutually 
beneficial relationship.586 This proximity also provided opportunities for students and entrepreneurs to 
create personal contacts and linkages. During the 1980s, Stanford professors and graduates founded 
hundreds of firms, including Silicon Graphics, Sun Microsystems, Cisco Systems, Yahoo and Google.587 In 
was also at this time that it became the default for Stanford engineering graduates to work in Silicon Valley, 
rather than for firms on the eastern coast of the United States, as Frederick Terman had encouraged in the 
1930s (see introduction).588 This had wide-ranging impacts: even after excluding the impact of Hewlett-
Packard (Silicon Valley’s largest homegrown company), more than half of the revenues of companies based 
in Silicon Valley in the 1980s and 1990s came from companies either started by Stanford students or 
professors, or using technology developed at Stanford.589 Another study suggests that almost 2,000 of the 
Bay Area’s high-tech firms were founded by Stanford alumni or faculty.590 This analysis of Stanford 
University suggests that university leaders were able to capitalise on opportunities afforded by federal 
policies and reorient their programmes and connections, and were hence able to establish fertile ground for 
S&T ventures.  

D.9.3.3. The role of culture 

As the previous section explained, Stanford University was integral in fostering a culture of 
entrepreneurship. However, it is important to discuss Silicon Valley’s distinct culture of entrepreneurship 
and sense of community, as indicated by mottos such as of ‘move fast and break things’ and ‘fail fast, fail 
often’. Indeed, the idea of big risks for big rewards is encouraged by the tendency to have numerous start-
ups: Engel elaborates that ‘Silicon Valley entrepreneurs often recycle themselves (and their wealth and 
relationships) into subsequent start-ups.591 These “professional entrepreneurs” are core actors who drive 
Silicon Valley’s continuous self-reinvention with new industries and technologies’.592 Rather than shunning 
entrepreneurs who fail, risk-taking attitudes are often encouraged.593 As a result of such high levels of job 
hopping and trial-and-error, a culture of collective learning and horizontal integration has emerged.594  

The flow of talent, ideas and resources in Silicon Valley is further aided by its geography and infrastructure. 
As Saxenian notes, the peninsula helped form dense clusters, minimising physical distances between 
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organisations and enabling intensive informal communication.595 The creation of the technology park in 
1951 was central to this: it housed firms such as General Electric, IBM Eastman Kodak, Lockheed, Varian 
and Hewlett-Packard. After its establishment, companies started to spread to Mountain View, Sunnyvale, 
Santa Clara and San Jose, but 150 tech companies and 23,000 employees remain at the Stanford Research 
Park.596 Proximity has many advantages for COIs: they enable the spread of tacit knowledge, specialised 
resources, and expertise.597 

This combination of geographical proximity and dense academia-industry networks has been integral to 
Silicon Valley’s success. This ‘decentralised and fluid environment accelerated the diffusion of technological 
capabilities and know-how within the region’, allows Silicon Valley to thrive whilst the more hierarchical 
and vertically integrated Route 128 has declined.598 This culture also made its way into organisational 
management: for example, the ‘HP Way’ emphasises a decentralised corporate structure, informal 
management style, teamwork and shared responsibility, entrepreneurship and close ties with competitors.599  

These factors demonstrate that Silicon Valley’s successful entrepreneurial culture is based on a common 
bond and outlook shared between people, strengthened by the cultivation of a microculture.600 Therefore, 
this suggests that, whilst top-down government policies were useful in helping to articulate a vision for the 
Silicon Valley, a critical part of the COI’s success was also the government’s initiative to encourage 
innovation and entrepreneurial culture in incumbent stakeholders.601  

D.9.3.4. The role of industry and other institutions 

COIs are information-rich; an ecosystem of knowledge is needed to sustain Silicon Valley’s technological 
innovation and entrepreneurship. This includes knowledge about market needs, financial resources, new 
and emerging technologies, operations and logistics, machinery, and services and marketing. As such, 
specialised service providers are crucial to the Silicon Valley ecosystem. Mason and Brown identify three 
types of specialist services:602  

• Specialist business services, such as law firms with experience in handling initial public offerings 
(IPOs), marketing firms, recruitment firms and accountancies. 

• Technical services that have expertise in areas such as precision machining, prototyping, precision 
moulding and testing. 

• Finance providers, such as VC firms and investment banks that specialise in IPOs. 
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These specialised service providers first came about to answer the needs of start-ups without much capital. 
These actors are willing to provide discounted services in exchange for a stake in the start-up.603 Law firms, 
for example, are often only paid if their clients are successful. Therefore, the internal selection processes are 
rigorous, and lawyers often act as business advisors and dealmakers.604 Similarly, VCs are often active and 
involved in their portfolio companies’ management, such as being active on firm boards.605 This 
entrepreneurial support network is crucial to helping young firms navigate the complexities of starting and 
operating businesses, and helping start-ups by performing non-core outsourced activities.606  

Access to financial resources is particularly important to COIs. In the early days of Silicon Valley, start-ups 
were often financed by operation corporations, not investment firms.607 It was only with the first IPOs of 
Silicon Valley start-ups, such as Varian in 1956 and Hewlett-Packard in 1957, that professional VC 
investors appeared in Silicon Valley.608 Since then, the organisation and structure of VCs, such as carried 
interest compensation, staged financing and a limited fund life, have been quite influential in Silicon 
Valley’s own entrepreneurial processes, such as the need for rapid value creation, scaling, and early exits.609 
However, academics note that VC investors often lag behind entrepreneurial activity, as initial investors are 
often private individuals and families, or other corporations that have a relationship with the start-up.610 
Seed funding and angel investors therefore play a critical role in providing finance and operational support, 
along with the rise of start-up accelerators, also known as incubators.611 New forms of financing have also 
evolved, such as crowdfunding, peer-to-peer lending and invoice-based finance.612 This demonstrates that 
whilst industries play a large role in creating and sustaining start-ups today, the development of these services 
has evolved organically and continues to do so, as a response to the needs of start-ups.  

D.9.4. Implications and lessons identified 

This case study has shown that Silicon Valley was not created intentionally to achieve a pre-identified 
strategic objective but rather evolved organically through a variety of developments and enabling policies. 
Its success relies on a combination of a knowledge-base and environment fostered by the government, 
prestigious engineering-focused universities such as Stanford, and cultural factors that facilitate 
entrepreneurship. These factors have proved difficult to replicate, despite many attempts to do so in places 
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such as Route 128, New Jersey and Texas, which were also homes to high tech industries but lacked research 
institutions and horizontal linkages.613  

Many government policies helped fuel the early beginnings of Silicon Valley. A significant amount of 
defence funding was provided amidst perceived threats to national security, such as from the Soviet Union 
in the late 20th century. This military funding helped companies specialising in areas such as transistors by 
providing a large market for products such as aircrafts, missiles and satellites. In the 1950s, the government 
also started investing in basic research, such as the NSF, but research institutes found they were able to 
benefit most from federal funding if they also catered to national security interests. Stanford University was 
able to reorient its engineering department, becoming renowned for its research, teaching programmes and 
inventions, thus attracting industry links and significant federal funding. Outside of military activities, the 
federal government was also able to enhance the business environment for new tech entrepreneurs by 
enacting policies that encouraged industry-academia collaborations, a more diverse workforce and 
entrepreneurship. Most of these policies were enacted as a result of economic recession in the late 20th 
century and were not directly aimed at the Silicon Valley. That said, Silicon Valley was able to capitalise 
upon these opportunities and attract greater funding and talent, thus building upon its emerging advantages 
in engineering, technology and entrepreneurship.  

Whilst government policies during the latter half of the 20th century were central to Silicon Valley’s success 
and represent a concerted strategic objective to develop high-tech weaponry and technology, Silicon Valley 
was not created intentionally. As Heinrich notes, ‘this line of argument [should not be construed] as an 
attempt to portray [Silicon Valley’s] economy as a by-product of the Cold War and military contracting’.614 
The government was able to provide opportunity, which allowed for the rise of incumbent firms, 
universities and, as a result, entrepreneurs. The other drivers, such as culture, were able to emerge as a result 
of the coming together of like-minded people with similar skills and ambitions. As Silicon Valley started to 
gain more attention, other industry players, such as law firms and VC investors, naturally came to fill in the 
gaps and fulfil the needs of these start-ups. To this day, forms of talent, finance and ideas continue to evolve 
without much government intervention. This is demonstrated by the fact that Silicon Valley has seen 
numerous ‘waves’ of innovation and has demonstrated ‘an innate capability to restructure itself by a rapid 
and frequent reshuffling of people, competencies, resources and firms’.615 This capability is central to Silicon 
Valley’s strategic advantage and dominance – its ability to learn through doing, failing and recombining. 

Although Silicon Valley’s success has remained difficult to replicate, there are lessons about strategic 
advantage that can be learned from this context. Chief among these is that Silicon Valley has demonstrated 
repeatedly that strategic advantage in one area of technological innovation can lead to advantage in another. 
Whilst it is difficult to know what direction innovation will take, there are steps institutions can take to 
encourage innovation to continue from one technological area to another, which can also apply to the UK 
context. This case study has shown that: 
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• Government can help build and maintain strategic advantage in S&T through basic investment in 
R&D, through patent and immigration laws, as well as by providing a market to facilitate 
commercialisation and uptake of technology. Government programmes and initiatives can 
encourage technological transfer, increase financial resources and reduce transaction frictions and 
costs. These have allowed Silicon Valley to maintain its business dynamism and entrepreneurship, 
key factors that have contributed to building and maintaining the United States’ strategic advantage 
in S&T. 

• Universities can help foster strategic advantage in S&T by incorporating emerging fields of 
knowledge into courses and adapting to changing knowledge demands. Universities are also able 
to provide knowledge and skills to foster technological innovation to industry, whilst industry can 
help finance research and provide employment opportunities and internships for researchers at 
universities, particularly those in close proximity. Moreover, these networks can encourage 
knowledge growth, accelerate knowledge exchanges and facilitate horizontal links.616 

• Auxiliary services are crucial to help start-ups achieve maturity as they strengthen the knowledge-
base and provide much needed financial capital of start-ups. Access to services such as law firms, 
marketing agencies, accountancies, recruitment firms, experts in machinery and prototyping, as 
well as angel investors and venture capitalists, can help a centre of innovation maintain strategic 
advantage. 
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D.10. The Arab-Israeli Wars (1948, 1967, 1973): The shifting dynamics 
of strategic advantage 

Ahron Bregman, King’s College London 

Figure D.14 Overview of main implications and lessons identified from Case Study 10 

 
Source: RAND Europe analysis. 

D.10.1. Summary 

The following pages provide an analysis of the 1948, 1967 and 1973 Arab-Israeli wars. These case studies 
are analysed to demonstrate how Israel and the various Arab nations who opposed it tried to achieve their 
strategic objectives by employing strategic advantages.  

In the 1948 war, the key Israeli objective was to survive an Arab assault. The Israeli Defence Forces (IDF) 
were able to fulfil this objective by exploiting key strategic advantages in manpower, weaponry and 
diplomacy, complemented by the perception that they – survivors of the European Holocaust – were 
fighting for their life, at a time when their Arab adversaries underestimated them as capable fighters.  

In the 1967 war, Israel’s two strategic objectives were first, to pre-empt an Arab attack, and second, to 
restore deterrence vis-à-vis their Arab neighbours. The Israelis were able to achieve these objectives due to a 
mix of inherent and proactively cultivated strategic advantages. These included the United States’ 
willingness to turn a blind eye to an Israeli first strike, combined with excellent intelligence, particularly on 
the Egyptian Air Force, an element of luck, and – as in 1948 – strong IDF will to fight because of fear of a 
second Holocaust. On the other hand, the Arab camp in this war was divided and tactically surprised at the 
opening phase of the war by the efficient Israeli air campaign.  

In the 1973 war, Egypt performed better in leveraging key strategic advantages to achieve its objective. 
Egypt’s objective in this war was to cross the Suez Canal by force in order to create a crisis; this crisis was 
supposed to put in motion a diplomatic process, the intended outcome of which would be the full Israeli 
withdrawal from the occupied Sinai Peninsula. The strategic advantages that enabled Egypt to achieve this 
objective included a highly effective deception plan that resulted in Israel being caught unprepared and off-
guard, and an effective air defence system which prevented the Israeli Air Force (IAF) from harassing the 
Egyptian attacking forces. As time passed, however, these initial Egyptian advantages diminished and, 
instead, Israel exploited its new emerging advantages in mobilised manpower and its control of the sky to 
push the Egyptians (and their Syrian allies) back. However, Egypt’s initial success in this war – crossing the 
canal and causing the Israelis significant damage – meant that the Israelis were more ready to compromise. 
As a result, between 1974 and 1982, Israel fully withdrew from the occupied Sinai. 



RAND Europe 

148 
 

D.10.2. Context 

The Arab-Israeli conflict is usually seen as a succession of separate, short wars:  

• The 1948 War that followed Israel’s declaration of independence. 

• The Suez War of 1956 that followed Gamal Abdel Nasser’s nationalisation of the Suez Canal. 

• The Six-Day War of 1967. 

• The War of Attrition along the Suez Canal 1967-1970. 

• The War of 1973 (known variously as the October/Ramadan War by Arabs and as the Yom Kippur 
War by Israelis). 

• The Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982. 

• The Second Lebanon War of 2006.  

Between these seven major outbreaks, tension had been fairly continuous, fed by persistent friction between 
Israelis and Palestinian guerrilla fighters, and the general rejection of Israel by its Arab neighbours.  

These wars took place over an area known variously as Palestine and Israel. Throughout its history, Palestine 
has tended to fall under the control of the most powerful power in the Middle East. For four centuries, 
until the World War I, control lay with the Ottoman Empire. Then, as the Ottoman Empire disintegrated, 
the territories fell under a British mandate.  

Before the British conquest of Palestine, a Jewish political movement called Zionism, born out of pogroms 
in Eastern Europe against Jewish populations, had been buying land in Palestine to enable Jews to return 
to their biblical home and rebuild the country.617 A Russian-born English Jew, Chaim Weizmann, 
persuaded the British government that backing Zionism and allowing Jewish immigration to Palestine 
should be the policy of British rule. However, the majority of the inhabitants of Palestine were Arabs and 
feared that increased Jewish migration would overwhelm them and take over the territory they inhabited.618 
Arab protest against the British and Jews often turned violent, particularly in the 1930s when waves of 
Jewish immigrants arrived in Palestine. The British retaliated, but this policy merely increased the Arab 
population’s anger. Gradually, the British decided that Jewish immigration into Palestine had to be curtailed 
as Britain needed Arab leaders as allies to secure the route to India through the Suez Canal, to maintain 
bases in Egypt, Jordan and Iraq, and to keep Arab oil flowing.619 British attempts to strengthen relations 
with the Arab nations by reducing Jewish immigration to Palestine coincided with attacks on Jews by Nazi 
Germany. Thousands of European Jews tried to sail to Palestine, which they regarded as a safe haven, but 
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Britain turned them away in line with its promise to the Arabs to stop Jewish immigration; some Jewish 
refugees consequently ended up back in camps in Europe.620  

Frustrated by what they regarded as anti-Jewish policy, Palestinian Jews attacked the British; they blew up 
bridges, raided British military camps and destroyed railways.621 The British rulers withdrew into wired 
security compounds and sent thousands of staff, women and children home to the UK. Exhausted both by 
the toll of World War II and the ongoing attacks in Palestine, the British decided to withdraw from 
Palestine. They consulted with the UN as to what to do next. The UN created a partition plan to divide 
Palestine between Arabs and Jews, allotting the former 45 per cent of the land, and the latter 55 per cent of 
it.622 On 29 November 1947, the UN General Assembly voted 33 to thirteen, with ten abstentions, in 
favour of Resolution 181 to partition Palestine. The British declined to implement the UN partition as they 
saw the scheme as unfair to the Arabs, a majority of the local population, and impossible to impose except 
by overwhelming force, which they were neither willing nor able to employ. On Friday, 14 May 1948, 
therefore, the British withdrew from Palestine, amidst growing Arab-Jewish tensions and threats of civil 
war. On that day, two other dramatic events, which would change the fate of Palestine, took place. The 
first was the declaration of the State of Israel, and the second an Arab invasion that marked the beginning 
of the Arab-Israeli conflict as described in the next section. 

D.10.3. Analysis 

D.10.3.1. Strategic advantage and the 1948 War 

Five Arab nations dispatched troops to invade Israel upon its declaration of independence in 1948: Egypt, 
Jordan, Syria, Iraq and Lebanon. Saudi Arabia and Yemen also sent small, symbolic forces to participate. 
The declared strategic objective of the invading Arab armies was to annihilate the nascent Israeli state and 
protect native Arab Palestinians. This ‘War of Independence’, as the Israelis refer to it, or ‘the Nakba’ (the 
Catastrophe), as it would come to be known in the Arab world, lasted for nearly ten months. By the time 
it ended in 1949, Israel had managed to achieve its key strategic objective: surviving the Arab onslaught and 
securing what was allotted to it by the UN back in the November 1947 Partition Plan. In addition, Israeli 
forces also managed to seize some of the land assigned to the Arabs under this plan.  

Israel enjoyed some key strategic advantages, which it could capitalise on to achieve its objective. These 
included: manpower and weaponry, divisions within the Arab coalition and effective lines of 
communication. 

Manpower and weaponry 

 

620 The ship Exodus 1947 took 4,515 Jewish refugees, most of them Holocaust survivors, from France to Palestine, 
then under British Mandate. The Royal Navy boarded the ship in international water and took her to Haifa, in 
northern Palestine, where ships were waiting to return the migrants to refugee camps in Europe. On the Exodus affairs 
see Halamish (1998).   
621 One of the most notorious attacks took place on 22 July 1946 on the King David Hotel in Jerusalem, which was 
the site of the British military command and the British Criminal Investigation Division (CID). On this attack, see 
Bowyer (1966). 
622 The map of the 1947 partition plan can be found at: https://www.un.org/unispal/document/auto-insert-208958/  
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At the time of the Arab invasion, there were 600,000 Israelis facing a potential opposition of 40 million 
Arabs in the Middle East, the latter being a large potential pool from which Arab nations could have 
recruited troops to fight the Israelis. In the absence of advanced weapons or economic strength on either 
side, population size mattered. In the face of this dilemma, the Israeli leadership was proactive in trying to 
build a strategic advantage by turning Israel into a nation-in-arms, imposing compulsory service on the 
population. The thinking behind this initiative was that ratios among adversaries do not merely reflect 
population ratios, and that a high degree of manpower mobilisation could make up for the quantitative 
demographic inferiority of a small, fledgling nation such as Israel in 1948.  

A breakdown shows that the total strength of the invading Arab armies was about 23,500 troops, compared 
with the total of 29,677 men and women that Israel committed to battle. With the progressive mobilisation 
of Israeli society and the average monthly arrival of 10,300 new immigrants to Israel, the number of available 
fighters steadily grew, so much so that by the end of the war the Israeli forces were as least twice as numerous 
as all Arab armies put together. Thus, the common impression that the small but heroic Israeli army was 
fighting against tremendous odds (‘one army against seven Arab armies’)623 is a myth, as Israel managed to 
organise, build and gain a key strategic advantage through its effective recruitment initiative. Strategic 
advantage, of course, is inherently relational, and while the Israelis kept drafting an even larger proportion 
of its young men, the Arabs were unwilling to commit more than they had already done.624   

As in manpower, so with weaponry: while at the opening of the war the Arabs had a clear edge, as the war 
progressed the balance steadily tipped in favour of the Israelis. Strategic advantage, it is worth noting, does 
not apply only to known competitors: it also applies to allies, co-belligerents and neutrals, such as, in this 
case, the United States. A fundraising mission to the United States by Golda Meir, a future Prime Minister 
of Israel, raised USD50 million, which was used to buy arms from sources across the world.625 In New York, 
a team headed by Teddy Kollek, later the long-serving Mayor of Jerusalem, bought aircraft, took them to 
pieces and shipped the precious components to Israel for assembly and use. Israel also signed contracts with 
Czechoslovakia to obtain new weapons and ammunition.626 By the end of the war, the Israelis had many 
more modern weapons than the invading armies. 

A divided Arab coalition 

Another development that the Israelis were able to turn to strategic advantage was the growing disunity 
among the Arab states invading Israel, pro-actively enhanced further by Israeli diplomatic efforts. Although 
declaring that one of their key objectives in invading Palestine was to protect local Arab Palestinians, the 
Arab nations each had additional objectives. Egypt sought to control southern Palestine, and Syria and 
Lebanon planned to dominate the north; Jordan wanted to control the west bank of the river Jordan.627  

 
623 Glubb (1958).  

624 Tal (2004). 
625 Jewish Women’s Archive (n.d.) 
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Israel identified Jordan as the weak link, turning it into its main target for diplomatic efforts to further 
divide the Arab coalition. Israeli officials, including Golda Meir, travelled to Jordan to meet King Abdullah 
to persuade him to refrain from fighting Israel; in return, Israel took it upon itself not to oppose a Jordanian 
annexation of the West Bank, land the UN had allotted to the Palestinians in the November 1947 Partition 
Plan.628 Thus, although Israel suffered war on three fronts, in effect, it fought separate enemies; the Israeli-
Jordanian front was almost entirely quiet with the exception of Jerusalem, where Israelis and Jordanians 
fought a hard battle for control of the city. From early on, therefore, there was disunity among the Arab 
nations in the conduct of the offensive and there was limited to no coordination of operational plans or of 
movement and concentration of forces, reflecting both the lack of common interest of the invaders and the 
divided purposes in the minds of the Arab leaders. 

Short interior lines of communication 

Another advantage the Israelis enjoyed in 1948 was both inherent and gained: short lines of communication. 
Israeli forces worked hard to secure communication routes between scattered Jewish communities, so that 
reinforcements could move at speed, reaching isolated villages quickly when necessary. The Israelis also 
constructed strong bunkers and fortifications around villages, and armed their populations, so they could 
absorb initial Arab attacks, slow them down and thus gain time to allow reinforcements to arrive from other 
fronts.629 The IDF further streamlined its command structure by establishing communication directly 
between Tel Aviv and front-line commanders and villages.  

In contrast, the Arab armies often experienced challenges with long lines of communication, which ended 
up slowing down their progress. Long lines of communication meant it would take time for food (both for 
troops and animals) and ammunition to reach the advancing Egyptian forces. Abdel Ghani Kanout, an 
Egyptian officer during the 1948 war, recalls: ‘We went to the front on horseback… we did not have enough 
food for the horses, so we had to send them back. Overnight my unit was transformed from a cavalry unit 
to an infantry unit’.630 

Perception 

Perceptions are also important when considering strategic advantages. One of the most important 
advantages Israel enjoyed in this war was their perception, correct or otherwise, that this was a life-or-death 
struggle, and that if they lost the war there would be another Holocaust.631 This contributed to high morale 
among Israeli troops and a strong national will to fight, as well as support (e.g. new volunteers) from the 
broader Jewish diaspora. At the same time, a common Arab perception of the Israelis was that they were 
bad soldiers. Adel Sabit, a cousin of King Farouk of Egypt recalls: ‘We were complacently expecting the 
Jews to run away the moment they saw us… we thought it would be a pushover’.632  Mourad Ghaleb, an 
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Egyptian officer in the war, recalls: ‘We thought that the Jews were not courageous … not fighters.’633  And 
Lieutenant-General John Bagot Glubb, the British commander of the Arab Legion: ‘The Arabs believed 
themselves to be a great military people, and regarded the Jews as a nation of shopkeepers… The Arabs 
assumed that they would find no difficulty in defeating the Jews.’634   

The dynamic nature of strategic advantage 

Strategic advantages are dynamic and change over time. The invading Arab armies enjoyed some advantages 
at the opening of the war, such as having more weapons as described above, but these, and other advantages, 
diminished over time.  

When the Arabs started moving in the direction of Israel, they were fresh by comparison with the Israelis, 
who were exhausted after five months of bloody civil war in Palestine; however, over time, the arrival of 
more Jewish immigrants and volunteers cancelled out the initial Arab advantage.  

Another advantage that initially benefited the invaders was that they were relatively homogenous, with 
commanders and troops communicating in the same language, Arabic. The Israelis, on the other hand, 
suffered language difficulties, as many of them were new immigrants who could hardly speak Hebrew. The 
Israelis overcame this disadvantage by running crash courses in basic Hebrew words and phrases which 
enabled a reasonable communication on the battlefield.  

The weather also played an important role, providing the Arabs with a clear initial advantage. The summer 
of 1948 was extremely hot and harsh, and Israeli troops, many of whom had just arrived from mild Europe, 
found it too oppressive to operate effectively. But, with the war extending into autumn, and the changing 
seasons, this Arab advantage became irrelevant.  

In a nutshell: Israel’s success in achieving its strategic objective in the 1948 war was the result of its effective 
employment of advantages in manpower, geography, weaponry and diplomacy, complemented by the 
perception that they were fighting for their life, at a time when their Arab opponents regarded them as 
incompetent combatants.  

D.10.3.2. Strategic advantage and the 1967 War 

In the Spring of 1967, President Nasser of Egypt, who regarded himself as the leader of the Arab world, 
was under external pressure from the Arab world to act against Israel, particularly after a Soviet report of 13 
May 1967, claiming that ten Israeli brigades were concentrated on the Syrian border ready to attack.635 A 
mutual defence pact, signed between Egypt and Syria in 1966, obliged Egypt to come to Syria’s aid in such 
a situation.636 Upon hearing the news that Israel was moving forces to attack Syria, Nasser sent two divisions 
into the desert in the direction of Israel to deflect it from striking at Syria. He then embarked on a series of 
steps that aggravated tensions. First, he expelled UN peacekeepers who had been patrolling the border with 
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Israel since 1956.637 He then declared the closure of the Straits of Tiran to Israeli shipping.638 The Straits 
were perceived by Israel as a vital interest and closing them meant bottling up Israel and hampering both 
vital imports – mainly oil from Iran – and exports.  

The strategic objectives of the Arabs (Egypt, Syria and Jordan, who joined Egypt in preparations to fight 
Israel) were similar to those in the 1948 War. Declarations made by Nasser, the driving force in this crisis, 
and other Arab leaders, show that their objective was to annihilate Israel, and to allow Palestinian refugees 
of the 1948 War to return to their homeland. Nasser declared that ‘the battle [with Israel] will be a general 

one and our basic objective will be to destroy Israel’.639 In Damascus, in the meantime, it was announced 

that the time was ripe ‘to liberate Palestine’.640 As for the Israeli objective, it was, at least at the opening of 
the crisis, to absorb the Arab onslaught and survive. As the crisis escalated, however, Israeli strategic 
objectives evolved. Israel was now seeking to restore deterrence vis-à-vis the Arab world by securing a 
decisive military victory and thus ensuring that the challenges they posed to Israel in May-June 1967 would 
not be repeated in the future.  

There was a three-week interval, which came to be known as the ‘waiting period’, between the issuing of 
the Soviet report and the actual war. During this time, the parties mobilised their forces, deploying them 
along the borders in pre-jump positions.  

The war started on the morning of Monday, 5 June 1967 with a major Israeli air attack on Egypt. Ground 
forces then moved into the Sinai desert, occupying it down to the Suez Canal. While the IAF’s 
bombardment against Egypt was still underway, Jordan opened fire along its border with Israel, thus 
provoking an Israeli attack. This resulted in the occupation of the entire West Bank and East Jerusalem 
from the Jordanians.641 Finally, with Egypt and Jordan defeated, Israel attacked Syria, seizing the Golan 
Heights. These occupations effectively tripled the size of the territory under Israel's control. A few strategic 
advantages combined to enable Israel to gain such a convincing military victory over the Arabs. 

US ’amber light’ to strike first 

As mentioned in the previous sections, strategic advantage should explicitly take into account the actions 
and intentions of both allies and competitors. In the Six Day War, the United States played an important 
part in shaping Israel’s strategic advantage. On the eve of the 1967 War, the United States was willing to 
provide Israel with tacit permission to strike first.  

On 26 May, Israeli Foreign Minister Abba Eban met with President Lyndon Johnson in Washington. He 
explained that Nasser had committed an act of aggression and that his objective was the strangulation of 
Israel. Johnson, however, rejected Eban’s request to attack first, saying that, ‘We do not believe that the 
Arabs are about to attack Israel. And if they do, you’ll lick ‘em – if not in seven days, then in a short 
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war…’642 At around this time, an Egyptian delegation led by Egypt’s Minister of War Shams Badran met 
with its Soviet patrons in Moscow to ask permission to strike first. But the Soviets, just like the Americans 
in their meetings with the Israelis, would not approve such an attack. Badran was told that the Soviets 
would not castigate Nasser if he engaged in hostilities with Israel, but only if he was not the one to attack 
first; the Soviets did not want to appear to be the aggressors. So, Nasser decided to let Israel strike first, 
which he expected it to do, even though Sidki Mahmoud, the commander of the Egyptian air force, warned 

him that an Israeli air attack, ‘will cripple the armed forces’.643  

However, the Israelis were determined to strike, as the long ‘waiting period’ in which the entire nation was 
mobilised, started to have a negative impact on the country’s economy. On 30 May, Director of Mossad 
Meir Amit was dispatched to Washington to repeat the request to embark on war. In a meeting with US 
Secretary of Defence Robert McNamara, Amit said: ‘You know our situation … All we want from you is 
three things: one, that you refill our arsenal after the war. Two, that you help us in the UN. Three, that you 
isolate the Russians from the arena.’ McNamara replied: ‘I read you loud and clear’ to which Amit said: ‘I 

am going to recommend [to the cabinet] that we act’.644   

McNamara’s response, while not a green light to go to war, was perceived in Israel as an ‘amber’ light, 
indicating that the Americans would accept an Israeli pre-emptive attack on the Arabs. This was significant 
and a key strategic advantage for the Israelis, as the first to strike in war always have, at least at the opening, 
a tactical advantage over their adversary. 

Intelligence 

An effective air strike on Egypt, Israel’s most formidable adversary, was crucial for achieving Israel’s objective 
of surviving and restoring deterrence vis-à-vis the Arabs. But for this to succeed Israel needed accurate 
intelligence. In the event, the amount and quality of intelligence Israel possessed on Egypt and its air force 
was staggering.645 This data had been collected for years – in fact since the late 1950s – and it was not 
specifically part of the preparation for the 1967 war.  

On 26 July 1956, Egypt’s President Nasser announced the nationalisation of the Suez Canal Company, the 
joint British-French enterprise which had owned and operated the Suez Canal. Subsequently, Britain, 
France and Israel planned a military operation against Egypt. Israel agreed to start a war by attacking Egypt 
towards the Suez Canal, which would then be followed by a British and French intervention, during which 
the two nations would regain control of the Suez Canal.646 As a reward for its willingness to be the aggressor 
and start the war, France provided Israel with a nuclear reactor. It was built in the Negev desert, not far 
from Egypt. The Israeli concern, however, was that Egypt might try to destroy the reactor by an air attack. 
To counter this danger, the Israelis, since getting the nuclear reactor, worked hard to collect data, 
particularly on the Egyptian Air Force, so if an Egyptian attack was imminent the IAF could react effectively 
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to neutralise it. In 1967, this intelligence was to be used for another purpose: to destroy the Egyptian air 
force.  

Codenamed ‘Operation Moked’ (Operation Focus), the IAF strike began at 7.45 am, on 5 June 1967, as 
Egyptian pilots were having their breakfast. The amount of intelligence the Israelis had gathered was such 
that they knew where each and every Egyptian aeroplane was parked; they even knew the names of the 
Egyptian pilots. Operation Moked was a resounding success. Within 190 minutes, the backbone of the 
Egyptian Air Force was broken; the first wave of the Israeli attack destroyed 189 Egyptian aircraft, mostly 
on the ground, and by the end of the first day of war, 298 Egyptian planes lay in ruins.647 Backed by 
complete air superiority, Israeli ground forces could then easily operate in the Sinai against Egyptian ground 
forces, which lacked air support and were exposed to merciless attacks by the IAF.  

In his classic work On War, Carl Von Clausewitz said that: ‘no other human activity is so continuously or 
universally bound up with chance. Through the element of chance, guesswork and luck come to play a great 
part in war.’648 In analysing strategic advantages in war, chance and luck should also be taken into 
consideration. On the morning of 5 June 1967, the Israelis were very lucky.  

In Cairo, while almost the entire IAF was en route to bomb Egypt, a group of Egyptian officials including 
Deputy Supreme Commander Hakim Amer, Minister of War Sham Badran, Commander of the Air Force 
Sidki Mahmoud, and army commanders, were on their way, in a single aeroplane, to visit their forces in 
the Sinai. Acknowledging that their own troops, operating the air defence system, were nervous and edgy, 
orders had been issued to Egyptian anti-aircraft batteries to turn off their radar systems and hold their fire 
as long as the aeroplane carrying the visitors was still airborne, so they would not shoot it down by mistake. 
This was one of the reasons why the Israeli aeroplanes on the way to bomb Egypt had not been detected. 
However, a warning from a Jordanian radar station which was passed to Egyptian HQs in Cairo, saying 
that Israeli jets were on their way to Egypt, could not be deciphered because the Egyptians had changed 
their code that day. As such, luck played a key role in the Israeli air success and was a key advantage at the 
opening phase of the war.649 

A divided Arab coalition 

As in the 1948 War, the Arab camp comprised a few member states including Egypt, Syria and Jordan. As 
explained, the Egyptians and Syrians had signed a mutual military defence pact stating that they would 
support each other in case of an Israeli attack on either of them. On 30 May, Jordan and Egypt signed a 
similar defence pact of mutual support. However, when war started there was little cooperation between 
the three key parties and the Arab coalition was divided in its response, presenting Israel with an unexpected 
advantage. Just after his air force was completely incapacitated by the Israelis on the morning of 5th June, 
President Nasser called King Hussein of Jordan to lie that, ‘today we have sent all our aeroplanes against 

Israel. Since the early hours of the morning our air force has been bombing the Israeli air force.’650 As for 
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the Syrians, particularly after perceiving the fate of Egypt, they opted to keep out of the battle. Asked by 
King Hussein of Jordan if they could provide his forces with air support, Syria responded that, all their 
aircraft ‘were on training missions and not a single aircraft was available’.651  

Additional Israeli strategic advantages 

As in the past, short lines of supply played a key role in securing Israel’s victory. This meant that the IAF, 
troops, and supplies, could be transferred and move quickly from front to front to deal separately with the 
Arab armies, first Egypt, then Jordan, and finally Syria. On the other hand, Egypt in particular had long 
supply chains, which were also exposed in the open desert.  

In addition, the experience of the Holocaust had a strong impact on attitudes in Israel in the 1967 War 
and, in an indirect way, provided Israel with yet another strategic advantage as it spurred the Israelis to 
fight. Just how strongly this trauma affected Israelis is shown in The Seventh Day: Soldiers Talk about the Six 
Day War, a book in which returning soldiers talked about their experiences and thoughts. One of these 
soldiers, Yariv Ben-Aharon, seemed to represent the general mood in Israel at the time: ‘People believed 
that we would be exterminated if we lost the war … we got this idea – or inherited it – from the 

concentration camps … Genocide – it's a feasible notion … This is the lesson of the gas chambers …’.652 
And as General Uzi Narkiss, who would later lead his forces to occupy Jerusalem, recalls: ‘Auschwitz came 
up … Israelis said, “we are surrounded, no one will help us, and God forbid if the Arabs armies invade, 

they’ll kill us”’.653  

In short, Israel’s extraordinary military success in the 1967 War was possible due to important strategic 
advantages, namely Washington’s willingness to turn a blind eye to an Israeli first strike, combined with 
superb intelligence, particularly on the Egyptian Air Force, luck, and the willingness of Israelis to fight 
because of their fear of a second Holocaust. On the other hand, the Arab camp was divided, and was 
tactically surprised and weakened by the IAF attack on its strongest member, Egypt. 

D.10.3.3. Strategic advantage and the 1973 War 

Israel, after the 1967 War, was in possession of large territories – the West Bank, Golan Heights, Sinai and 
the Gaza Strip. Surrounded by a belt of newly seized lands which offered good strategic depth, Israel 
considered its position safe, and was thus reluctant to return the occupied lands. But the Arabs – particularly 
Egypt and Syria – insisted that the lands they had lost in 1967 must be returned. Egypt’s new president, 
Anwar Sadat, who replaced the deceased Nasser in 1970, turned out to be the driving force in trying to 
regain the lost territories. However, Israel, under the premiership of Golda Meir, refused to return these 
territories, effectively leaving the Arabs with no other option but go to war to win back their lands.  

Sadat’s strategic objective was political in nature: to cross the Suez Canal by force in order to create a crisis. 
This, he hoped, would lead to the intervention of the superpowers – the United States and the USSR – to 
try solving the crisis. Diplomacy would follow the war, resulting in a full Israeli withdrawal from the Sinai. 
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Syria’s strategic objective was more direct, namely to regain control of the entire Golan Heights. Israel’s 
strategic objective was negative in nature, namely to keep the status quo unchanged – to cling to the 
occupied territories. 

The combined Egyptian-Syrian military effort to liberate their occupied territories begun on 6 October 
1973, when they opened fire in the Sinai and the Golan Heights at 2pm.654 The surprise attack caught Israel 
unprepared and off guard. While on the Egyptian front 100,000 troops were ready to cross the Suez Canal, 
facing them, on the east bank of the canal, were fewer than 500 Israelis. On the Golan Heights, Syrian 
forces also outnumbered Israeli troops.655 By the time the Israeli army had started to engage, the Egyptians, 
as planned, managed to cross the canal in commando boats. Having brought down with water pumps the 
sand barrier built by the Israelis on the bank of the canal, they moved ten to fifteen kilometres into the 
desert, and then dug in. The Syrians also were successful in their initial offensive on the Golan Heights, 
occupying about a third of it in the opening phase of the war. 

The war went on for almost three weeks, ending with a cease-fire brokered by the United States and the 
Soviet Union on 24 October 1973.656 By the end of the war, the situation on the Egyptian front was – 
militarily – a draw, with some Israeli forces stationed on the west bank of the Suez Canal and some Egyptians 
on the eastern bank. One third of the Egyptian attacking force – the third Army – was encircled by Israeli 
forces and dependent on the Israelis for water, food and other supplies. However, Egypt’s initial success in 
this war meant that the Israelis were more ready to compromise. In post-war negotiations, brokered by 
Washington, Israel agreed to withdraw in the Sinai; under the Sinai I (1974) and Sinai II (1975) agreements 
they withdrew some 35 kilometres east of the Suez Canal.657 Therefore, this outcome can be described as 
Egypt’s success in terms of breaking the stalemate, while Israel failed to achieve its objective, which was to 
maintain the status quo. Following the initial withdrawal from parts of the Sinai (1974 and 1975), between 
1979 and 1982, following the signing of a peace treaty between Israel and Egypt, Israel withdrew fully from 
the Sinai. On the Syrian front, by contrast, Israel managed to achieve its strategic objective. Despite an 
initial Syrian success, Israelis succeeded in repelling the attack and occupying even more land than it had 
before the Syrians struck on 6 October.  

Two main strategic advantages enabled Egypt to achieve its success: the first was the development by Egypt 
of a successful deception plan, which led to a situation whereby the Israelis were caught by surprise and 
unprepared for war. The second was the deployment of advanced surface-to-air missiles (SAMs) which, 
when the war started, were able to prevent the IAF from attacking the crossing forces. 

Egypt’s deception plan 

The specific day chosen by Egypt and Syria to strike – Yom Kippur – is perhaps the most obvious ingredient 
of their deception plan. As previously discussed, Israel is a nation-in-arms whereby the main part of its 
armed forces is the reserve force. Mobilising the reserves used to be done by calls on radio and television. 
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But on Yom Kippur, which is the holiest day in the Jewish calendar, there is no broadcasting, as many 
Israelis spend their days in synagogues. Attacking on this day, the Arabs rightly calculated, would complicate 
matters for the Israelis and delay their mobilisation. On the other hand, most of the Egyptian (and Syrian) 
attacking forces were close to the front, already in positions of pre-attack. Pre-positioned, the Egyptian and 
Syrian forces enjoyed an important strategic advantage over Israel, which was yet to mobilise troops and 
equipment and bring them to the front.  

Another element that was prominent in the Arab deception plan were the repeated false mobilisations 
initiated, particularly by the Egyptians, in the weeks and months before the actual attack on Yom Kippur. 
They would mobilise forces – troops, tanks, ammunition, equipment – bringing the situation along the 
borders to the brink of war, only then to demobilise. In April 1973, such an Egyptian mobilisation triggered 
an Israeli counter-mobilisation that came to be known as ‘Blue White’. But the Egyptian attack did not 
materialise, and the Israeli forces were dispersed. This futile mobilisation cost Israel USD45 million.658 As 
a result, when Egypt and Syria mobilised again, there was a lot of hesitation on the Israeli side to respond, 
lest it turned out to be yet another expensive false alarm. This Egyptian (and Syrian) technique – mobilising 
and demobilising – aimed at numbing the Israelis, would continue in the weeks and days before the war.  

The final Egyptian deception move took place just ten days before the actual attack. On 27 September, a 
mobilisation was announced in Egypt, but to lull suspicion and to camouflage its intention, the Egyptian 
High Command ordered, on 4 October, the demobilisation of 20,000 men of the 27 September intake. 
Also, instructions for officers desiring to leave during the course of the exercise to take part in the Umra, 
the small pilgrimage to Mecca, were announced in Al Ahram.659 On 1 October, the Egyptian strategic 
exercise, Tharir 41, which included movements of troops and armour and was to last until 7 October, had 
started. The Egyptians would mobilise 22 times before, finally, launching the real attack on 6 October, 
when the exercise maps of Tharir 41 were replaced with the genuine war maps. This successful Egyptian-
Syrian deception plan provided the Arabs with a key strategic advantage over the Israelis who trusted, 
particularly, their air force to absorb any potential Arab attack. 

‘The Missile Wall’ 

Another key advantage that enabled the Egyptian success at the opening phase of the October War was 
advanced technology, namely SAM-2 and SAM-3, deployed along the Suez Canal. This would enable 
Egyptian troops to cross the canal and stay under an effective missile umbrella, thus neutralising the threat 
posed by the IAF to the advancing forces.  

One of the key lessons Egypt drew from the 1967 War was that it must develop the capability to deny 
Israeli air superiority. This led to reorganisation of the Egyptian Air Defence Force (EADF). On 23 June 
1969, the EADF became a separate service, co-equal to the Egyptian Army, Navy, and Air Force. The 
EADF gained substantial operational experience during the War of Attrition of 1967-1970 between Egypt 
and Israel, and in which the EADF meticulously noted every Israeli tactic, especially in the air. The EADF 
was organised, trained and equipped for only one purpose: to maintain air superiority above Egyptian 
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troops, particularly during the canal crossing in a future war. By 1973, the EADF had 280 radar sites, 400 
radars, 50 control centres and approximately 200,000 well-trained officers and men.  

In addition, during the War of Attrition, the Egyptians, assisted by Russian experts, erected an Anti-Air 
Belt, often called ‘The Missile Wall’. During May and June 1970, sites were built and on the night of 29 
June 1970, SAMs were brought forward to the canal sites; on the next day, 30 June, a SAM umbrella 
became operational over the canal. 

On 7 August 1970, Israel and Egypt signed a cease-fire agreement that put an end to the War of Attrition. 
On this day, the Egyptians violated the terms of the cease-fire by moving forward, even closer to the Suez 
Canal, many of their mobile SAMs.660 The Israelis protested but were so keen to have a cease-fire in place, 
that they accepted the new reality. This moving forward of the Egyptian missiles ever closer to the canal, 
combined with advanced Russian-made radar equipment, changed the balance of power along the Suez 
Canal in favour of the Egyptians, providing them with a key strategic advantage in the coming war.  

The efficiency of the Missile Wall was apparent when the Egyptians started crossing the canal on the 
afternoon of 6 October and the IAF tried, but failed, to stop them. Between 6 and 8 October 1973, around 
50 IAF aircraft were shot down. Subsequently, the IAF warned all its pilots not to fly over certain areas, 
which effectively became no-fly zones due to the effectiveness of the SAMs. Under this formidable missile 
umbrella, the Egyptian forces were able to cross the Suez Canal and dig in on its Eastern bank. 

The dynamic nature of strategic advantage 

However, strategic advantage is never static, as situations keep changing and participants develop and deploy 
countermeasures. At the beginning of the war, the Egyptians and Syrians had enjoyed the advantage of 
surprise and preponderant superiority of forces, but gradually the Israelis mobilised and changed the 
balance. The coming Israeli success, however, was not so much a result of superior insight or strategy, but 
rather of miscalculations and short-sightedness on the Egyptian side. The original Egyptian plan was to 
cross the Suez Canal, move only a few kilometres into the desert, obtain a lodgement and defend it while 
remaining under the safe cover of the SAM system. But, aiming to follow up their initial success, and under 
intense pressure from Damascus to keep fighting in order to pin down the Israelis and relieve pressure on 
Syrian troops, the Egyptians pushed deeper into the Sinai.  

On 14 October, four Egyptian armoured brigades and a mechanised infantry brigade started moving deeper 
into the desert, but they became an easy prey for the IAF, which, away from the missile umbrella, had 
command of the sky and was able to harass the advancing troops and tanks with impunity. By early 
afternoon, 100-120 Egyptian tanks were either burning or destroyed on the sand. By midday, the attacking 
forces, which had managed to advance only a few kilometres into the Sinai, were brought to a complete halt 
by Israeli tanks and the IAF. They suffered heavy losses of 250 tanks, which more than doubled their losses 
in the whole war to date; soon, they began to fall back to the line from which they had started. The Israelis, 
under General Ariel Sharon, then went on the offensive and crossed to the other side of the Suez Canal. On 
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their way, they destroyed many of the SAM sites, thus enabling the IAF to fly freely again, and encircled 
the third Egyptian army. 661 

So, while exploiting initial strategic advantages – a highly effective deception plan and an effective air 
defence system – enabled the Egyptians to surprise the Israelis and win the opening battle of the war, as 
time passed, the Egyptian advantages diminished and, instead, Israel exploited its new emerging advantages 
to push the Egyptians and Syrians back. But, as mentioned above, Arab initial success at the opening phase 
of the war had a significant impact on the Israeli state of mind, making clear that Egypt, in particular, would 
not accept the continuation of the Sinai occupation. Sadat’s relative success at the opening phase of the war, 
broke the political stalemate and led to a full Israeli withdrawal from the Sinai.  

D.10.4. Implications and lessons identified 

There are several implications and lessons emerging from this case study with regards to strategic advantage: 

• Perhaps the main lesson learned from the Israeli experience in the 1948, 1967 and 1973 wars is 
that strategic advantage is very dynamic and keeps changing over time. Therefore, one should 
constantly monitor the situation, looking to exploit changing, and newly emerged, strategic 
advantages. The advantages Israel enjoyed in 1967, for instance, where it had clear air superiority, 
evaporated six years later, when new technologies and advanced SAMs enabled the Egyptians to 
cancel out Israel’s earlier advantage. The Israelis were late to realise the change in technologies and 
as a result suffered a defeat at the opening phase of the 1973 October war. Flexibility should 
therefore be an important component in building strategic advantage and in planning how it may 
be employed to meet strategic objectives.  

• Will to fight, as shown by the Israelis in this case study, is inherently bound with the existential 
threat under which the country considers itself, and is a most important strategic advantage. The 
importance of will to fight is an old lesson of war and should always be kept in mind. In World 
War II, for example, the US administration found it necessary to explain to troops being sent to 
fight in faraway lands, why America was fighting. This led to the production of a series of 
‘information films’ called Why We Fight by a famous producer, Frank Capra. Nowadays, in an era 
where even troops on the battlefield have access to social media and are often exposed to 
misinformation, it is even more important for the high command to keep explaining to troops the 
importance of the mission, in order to keep up morale, and both the troops’ and broader society’s 
will to fight.  

• Another key lesson learned from the Israeli experience, is that strategic advantage may not always 

arise in relation to the specific strategic objectives originally in mind, as was so well illustrated in 
the 1967 case study. Intelligence gathered by the Israelis in the years before the war to protect their 
nuclear reactor from a potential Egyptian air attack, was shifted, on the eve of the 1967 War, to be 
used to launch an attack on the Egyptian Air Force on the morning of 5 June. To maximise the 
timeliness of opportunities, intelligence agencies, which are often quite protective of their 
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information, must learn to disseminate their data, so it can be taken advantage of for various 
emerging, often unexpected, missions.   
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D.11. The Rise of Japan as a Diplomatic and Economic Power (1955–
1995): Leveraging economic and military asymmetry to achieve 
strategic advantage 

Alessio Patalano, King’s College London 

Figure D.15 Overview of main implications and lessons identified from Case Study 11 

 
Source: RAND Europe analysis. 

D.11.1. Summary 

In the aftermath of World War II, Japan stood as a country with a shattered economy and very limited tools 
of statecraft. Japan had virtually no strategic advantage. Yet, by the second half of the 1970s, Japan was the 
fastest growing economy in the world, and one of the most competitive export-oriented economies. How 
did Japan achieve such a strategic economic edge? How did it manage to retain it for almost four decades? 

The paper seeks to answer these questions by exploring the rise of Japan as a diplomatic and economic 
power. Japan’s strategic advantage in economic matters should be divided in two main phases:  

• The first phase concerns the establishment of a Japanese economic edge, which took place during 
the period 1955-1975. 

• The second phase focuses on how Japanese authorities sought to retain and consolidate the 
advantage established in the previous period, and encompasses the years 1975-1995. 

Four main conclusions emerge from this case study. First, the country’s extreme success in trade came at no 
small cost. Japanese authorities sacrificed broader ‘agency’ and autonomy in international affairs, and 
accepted self-imposed constraints in areas of foreign and security policy. They maintained an economy-
focused foreign policy and developed a defence and security apparatus that rested on an alliance with the 
United States. 

Second, Japan’s economic strategic advantage was the result of a constant adaptation to external needs and 
domestic demands. Japanese trade surpluses drew upon the Japanese ability to guide industrial policy to 
identify markets that could drive exports and, in doing so, facilitate transformation and reforms at home.  

The third conclusion is that Japan, whilst accepting constraints in its foreign and security behaviours, still 
sought to maximise the asymmetric character of its political, geo-strategic and geo-economic outlooks. In 



Strategic Advantage in a Competitive Age 

163 
 
 

defence and security in particular, Japanese authorities developed a military posture that, whilst keeping the 
costs of defence down, eventually served both the purpose of national defence and alliance management.  

The fourth conclusion unfolds directly from the previous. The Japanese case suggests that a strategic 
advantage in economic terms cannot be achieved without some measure of military power underpinning it. 
Indeed, Japan’s choice to accept restrictions in its foreign and security policy meant that its main defence 
focus was aimed at containing military procurement costs by stressing complementarity with the United 
States. Japan did not have to pursue a strategic advantage in military terms, but it did seek strategic 
asymmetry to maximise its overall ‘value’ to the alliance with the United States. This, in turn, meant that 
in some maritime capability areas, Japan possessed – within the alliance – an advantage in that the United 
States relied on the country to fulfil a specific mission. 

D.11.2. Context 

The period under review encompasses Japan’s Cold War years, namely the four decades between 1955 and 
1995. This is a period in which Japan excelled at making the most of the circumstances its elites were 
presented with at the end of World War II. Japan’s Cold War years resemble an exercise in seeking to 
transform economic weakness into successful trade policies. Japanese elites understood early on that a close 
partnership with the United States could enable the country to fulfil trade ambitions and to mitigate 
problems from the practice of economic protectionism. In particular, American strategic priorities 
unfolding from the East-West confrontation presented the Japanese with an opportunity to benefit from 
their geographic position as the physical frontline of the Cold War in East Asia. This, in turn, created 
continuity in an overarching framework within which they could adapt and adjust to maintain a relatively 
advantageous position. 

Prime Minister Shigeru Yoshida was at the helm of government from 1948 to 1954, overseeing the 
American-led Allied occupation of Japan and enacting policies – working closely with occupation 
authorities – that shaped Japan’s rise over the subsequent four decades. He is known for the so-called 
‘Yoshida Doctrine’, a grand strategy that he developed during the occupation, which aimed at first 
maximising Japan’s economic recovery, and then expanding and consolidating the country’s economic and 
diplomatic power and status.  

With the assistance of the United States, which by 1950 considered an economically strong and politically 
stable Japan as strategically necessary to contain the spread of Communism in East Asia, Yoshida planted 
the seeds of Japan’s post-war economic success in three steps:  

• First, in light of the content of Article 9662 of the new constitution enacted in 1947, Yoshida made 
a firm commitment to prioritise economic might over military power within the tools of 
statecraft.663  

 
662 Article 9 prohibited the use of military power to solve international disputes, and within that context it limited the 
procurement of capabilities for purposes beyond self-defence.  
663 Nakamura (1998). 
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• Second, between 1949 and 1950, Yoshida succeeded in returning a highly skilled pre-war 
bureaucracy to the civil service to help government’s implement policy.664  

• Third, in 1951, he secured a Security Treaty that formalised Japan’s dependence on, and alignment 
with, the United States, to meet its security needs and protect the archipelago’s territorial 
integrity.665 

Yoshida never considered his prioritisation of economic recovery a ‘doctrine’, nor that it should last longer 
than necessary. Yet, among the prime ministers that succeeded him, three of his protégés, Kishi Nobusuke, 
Ikeda Hayato and Saito Eisaku, all followed – albeit with different styles – Yoshida’s approach until the 
mid-1970s. This, in turn, set continuity in government priorities that contributed to delivering continuous 
domestic growth and defined the rise, and role of, Japan as a major ‘Cold War power’ internationally.  

Prime Minister Ikeda followed Yoshida’s approach most faithfully and transformed it into a genuine 
‘doctrine’.666 When he came into power, Ikeda adopted an Income-Doubling Plan based on a strong, 
export-led growth model, which he presented during a tour of Europe in 1962. His conceived Japan as one 
of three pillars of the ‘Free World’, alongside the United States and Europe.667 Ikeda was on a wider quest 
to secure access to the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and participation in the OECD. 
In achieving these aims, he de facto linked Japan’s economic success to the Western narrative about the 
advantages of a capitalist economic model. In particular, as an Asian nation, Japan proved the point that 
the Western model of economic development could be successful beyond the boundaries of North America 
and Western Europe. Notwithstanding the negative impact of the 1973 oil shock that exposed the 
vulnerability of Japan’s economy to fluctuations in oil prices and availability of such primary resources, by 
the early 1980s Tokyo maintained a ‘visible’ bilateral trade surplus with the United States and Europe, 
whilst its share of OECD exports of manufactures to third countries had risen to almost 20 per cent of the 
total.668 This trend remained in place until the implosion of the speculative bubble a decade later. 

Throughout the entire period, security arrangements with the United States enabled Japan to keep down 
the costs of national defence. This is a crucial aspect of Japan’s wider Cold War context, but one that needs 
qualification in terms of what it actually entailed for Japan’s rearmament process. In this respect, Japanese 
defence investments should be divided into two main phases: a first phase lasting more or less until the 
adoption of the first National Defence Program Outline (NDPO) in 1976, and a second phase that lasted 
until 1995. During the first phase, Japanese concerns focused on developing a baseline of air and land 
capabilities to ensure the defence of the Japanese islands from a potential invasion, whilst reducing the 
burden for the United States to do so. Such concerns informed the process of renewal of the Security Treaty 
with the United States in 1960, and were in part challenged by negotiations with Washington for the return 
of Okinawa in 1971 (which vastly extended the archipelago’s defensive perimeter). Similarly, the US rethink 
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of its posture and presence in Asia in the aftermath of Nixon’s Guam Doctrine669 announcement put 
pressure on Japanese elites to review the scope of their defence posture.670  

Indeed, before 1976, US-Japan security arrangements set in the 1951 and 1960 treaties did not entail, nor 
demand, strong military bilateral coordination. The Japanese forces were designed to ensure Japanese 
territorial defence, with no expectations of operating alongside United States. Between 1976 and 1978, this 
changed significantly. The United States began to demand a type of burden sharing that implied a Japanese 
contribution to the defence of the archipelago, alleviating US efforts to secure Japan’s immediate geographic 
neighbourhood. Against this backdrop, the first ‘Guidelines for US-Japan Defence Cooperation’ formalised 
the military ties between the two countries, and set in motion a change in the character of Japanese 
rearmament. During this second phase, Japanese rearmament focused on a qualitative effort that rewarded 
a maritime-centric defence posture which, by serving Japan’s wider security need to ensure stability along 
sea lanes (essential to an export-oriented economy dependent on the import of primary resources), preserved 
the US forward presence in the Western Pacific.671 Japanese military planners, working in close 
collaboration with their US counterparts, had already set forth the notion of a rearmament that maximised 
the effects of Japan’s limited resources, given the country’s geostrategic position in Northeast Asia. The idea 
was to empower Japan with a fleet – including maritime air patrol assets, a surface Anti-Submarine Warfare 
fleet, and a core of submarines to defend key straits around the archipelago – that would offer relief to the 
United States by keeping the Soviet forces in the Pacific under watch and, if needed, bottled up within the 
Sea of Japan. For the Japanese, this choice to transform the security arrangements into a maritime alliance 
served the wider purpose of a posture that aligned with the constrains of Article 9, but allowed Tokyo to 
meet American demands.672 For the United States, this meant that bases in Japan were no longer primarily 
a defence of Japan, but a launching pad for Washington’s wider influence across East Asia.673 

The limits of the Japanese defence approach were exposed during the First Gulf War (1990-91). During 
the Cold War, Japan had acquired considerable international economic power, which it had wielded 
through ‘chequebook diplomacy’, an approach in which Japanese diplomacy was ancillary to wider trade 
interests, and was delivered through aid and investments. Japan had specifically focused on East Asia, and 
especially Southeast Asia, to maximise its economic influence. Yet, the events surrounding the Gulf War 
revealed the limits of this ‘strategic advantage’ in economic term, which failed to translate into political 
clout or recognition beyond the boundaries of East Asia.674 Japan’s economic-led approach had relatively 
little agency to offer in a context in which shaping international affairs demanded a contribution to stability 
through security. In particular, for Japanese elites the Gulf War suggested that economic power did not 

 
669 The Nixon Doctrine was made public during a press conference in Guam in 1969 and stated that the United States 
would, from then onwards, support allies with economic and military aid, as opposed to with ground troops, and 
would act as a nuclear umbrella. Allies were otherwise in charge of their own security and were expected to contribute 
significantly to their own defence. See Samuels (n.d.).  
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create political influence without a security contribution to underwrite such a pursuit. The strategic 
advantage in economic matters developed during the Cold War seemed to be quickly fading away, and 
therefore demanded revision.  

Such a revision took place in 1995, when Japanese elites began consultations to assess what changes to 
foreign and security postures had to be carried out, in light also of Japan’s first peacekeeping mission in 
Cambodia, the UN Transition Authority in Cambodia.675 The sense of urgency was aggravated by the poor 
performance of the Japanese economy following the burst of the speculative bubble in 1990, which by 1992 
had entailed a fall in equity prices of about 60 per cent.676 The source of Japanese diplomatic behaviour – 
its economic might – was standing now on less solid foundations. 

In December 1995, the government adopted a new NDPO – equivalent to the UK defence review 
documents – that replaced the previous review conducted in 1976.677 The NDPO was fundamentally 
different from the previous 1976 review in two respects. First, it acknowledged the end of the Cold War in 
that it recognised that global armed conflict was now a ‘remote’ possibility. Second, it stressed that 
‘complicated and diverse regional conflicts’ were likely to persist, highlighting how Japan had to approach 
its contribution to international security in a fashion fundamentally different from the Cold War.678 Indeed, 
the NDPO highlighted how Japan now had to more actively engage – predominantly, but not exclusively, 
through the US-Japan alliance – in deepening cooperative relations to achieve regional stability.679 In 1997, 
the Guidelines for US-Japan Defence Cooperation confirmed that core Cold War assumptions informing 
Japanese foreign policy calculus were no longer applicable.680 Japan’s prior strategic advantage in leveraging 
economic power to advance national interests was now reconsidered in favour of a more balanced mix of 
economic and security activities to underwrite diplomacy. 

D.11.3. Analysis 

D.11.3.1. Political stability, defence dependency and trade primacy 

Strategic advantage is a relational concept. In Japan’s case, economic power became a strategic advantage 
that was delivered through diplomacy. This rested on two factors: first, the subordination of defence and 
security matters to the requirements of the US-Japan alliance; second, a continued effort to maintain 
political stability at home to secure continuity in political leadership and underwrite economic growth. The 
Yoshida doctrine and the US-Japan Security Treaty provided the reference frameworks for this formula, 
but this does not mean Tokyo elites did not have to adapt and adjust throughout the decades to maintain 
their economic edge. Japan’s strategic advantage should be divided into two interconnected but 
distinguished periods:  
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• The first concerns the creation and the development of the country’s economic strategic advantage. 
In the mid-1950s, this was far from a guaranteed success, but by the mid-1970s, Japan’s ability to 
adjust to the oil shocks gave a strong indication that Japan had mastered the capacity to be 
economically competitive, and indeed to possess a ‘strategic advantage’. This advantage became the 
focus of Japanese action and the axis around which domestic and security policies pivoted. 

• In this respect, the second period speaks to the Japanese ability to adjust the character of its 
economic growth to retain its economic edge. The ability of Japanese bureaucrats to use 
international aid to underwrite the country’s diplomatic agenda and economic objectives set the 
foundations for a sustained, albeit different, economic power.  

D.11.3.2. 1955-1975: The foundations of economic power – political stability and 
market access 

The Japanese economy changed fundamentally in the early 1950s. In 1949, the country lay in ruins, with 
almost non-existent industrial and export capacities, and plagued by social unrest stemming predominantly 
from significant shortfalls in basic food supplies. The Korean War (1950-1953) changed that, bringing 
about what Prime Minister Yoshida regarded as a ‘gift of the Gods’.681 Between 1950 and 1952, special US 
military procurement provided a considerable boost, eventually accounting for 70 per cent of all Japanese 
exports.682 Four months after the war began, industrial production reached new highs, comparable to pre-
war levels. As the special demand from the war faded away, however, economic production did not falter. 
On the contrary, in 1956, Japan’s production peaked, reaching its highest pre-war level of production. 
Taken more broadly, between 1953 and 1958, the Japanese real gross national product increased 
approximately seven per cent annually.683 This stemmed from the fact that whilst exports remained relatively 
weak, home-made goods had started to replace imported supplies. The economic recovery that Yoshida had 
set out to achieve with his doctrine was, by the second half of the 1950s, within the country’s grasp. 

Between 1955 and 1956, Japan was ready to be fully reintegrated into the international community. 
Japanese political leadership envisaged this as a necessary step for the economy-first approach enshrined in 
the Yoshida doctrine to move beyond mere recovery, and towards creating more sustainable growth. In 
particular, the very nature of the Japanese economy demanded the ability to significantly increase exports 
to generate such growth. Japan depended heavily on importing raw materials to process into manufactured 
goods for export. Exports needed to be strong to enable larger imports of raw materials, which in turn would 
have led to growth – or at least prevent stagnation in case of an international crisis.684 The Suez Canal crisis 
in 1956, for example, had considerable – albeit short-lived – impact on the costs of imports and, as a result, 
the Japanese economy. Limited ability to increase domestic consumption further compounded the problem, 
and made access to foreign markets a pressing imperative.685 Cognisant of Japan’s economic reality, the 
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United States supported Japanese authorities in their quest. As a result, just a decade after the end of the 
war, Japan joined GATT (1955) and the UN (1956), setting in motion the external conditions for the 
country to develop a more active international economic agenda. As American Ambassador Douglas 
MacArthur II aptly put it, Japan had little choice but ‘to trade to live’.686 

In June 1957, Prime Minister Kishi conducted a high-profile visit to the United States; one of his key 
objectives was to start developing a specific international profile for Japan. Shortly before the visit, Kishi 
submitted to the US Ambassador in Tokyo a memorandum on Japan’s views on Southeast Asia with specific 
reference to ‘multilateral credit machinery’ to help the region.687 This project, tentatively titled at the time 
the ‘Southeast Asia Development Plan’, represented the opening salvo of a process that eventually led Japan 
to establish the Asian Development Bank in 1966. Kishi’s idea was to present Japan as a country aware that 
the ‘fervent nationalism in newly independent nations’ was ‘synonymous with anti-colonialism’.688 This 
created tensions with the West; it discouraged regional actors from considering economic aid that put the 
United States in the position of creditor and Southeast Asian nations in debt. Kishi understood that, for 
this reason, part of the potential appeal of Communism – especially Chinese Communism – across 
Southeast Asia depended on its promise of a ‘short-cut to progress’.689 For Kishi, this attraction was not on 
ideological terms; rather, he saw it as a need to address of the question of achieving political independence 
through economic support.690 Japan, in Kishi’s view, was an ideal counterpart because of its recent 
experience of great success in economic recovery and growth: Japan had a positive story to tell, and one that 
could appeal to Southeast Asian nations in search for their own way to promote economic growth. Crucially, 
Kishi believed that Southeast Asian nations aspired to strengthen their political independence through 
growth, and, for this reason, he made sure that the Southeast Asian Development Plan was designed to 
enable all participants to ‘have a say in its operations’.691 The plan was designed to turn Japan’s recent 
experience of securing political independence through economic growth into an advantage to establish 
access to new markets. In a context where there was still much animosity towards the country’s imperial 
past, Kishi’s initiative indirectly enabled Japan to re-engage with Southeast Asian nations by presenting a 
very different image of itself. Kishi’s focus on economic recovery as a ‘national rebirth’ aimed to show Japan 
as country aspiring to economic cooperation, and fundamentally different from its past as a military 
aggressor. 

The development of an approach aimed at increasing exports was informed by a clear political message 
domestically centred on specific growth goals. In 1960, Ikeda, drawing upon the ideas of a leading 
Hitotsubashi University economist, adopted an income-doubling plan that set a goal of nine per cent annual 
growth over the following three years.692 When Prime Minister Sato Eisaku took lead of government in 
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1964, he continued to embrace the idea of setting growth targets, but it put a stronger emphasis on ‘social 
development’. His idea was to contextualise economic growth as not merely the result of strong export 
performance; rather, economic growth should also include growth through investments to improve the 
national infrastructure (especially railways), and to enhance social conditions – both of which had been 
neglected in the past. By the mid-1960s, personal consumption also started to increase and Japan entered a 
phase known as the ‘Izanagi boom’, which continued into the early 1970s.693  

Across the decade, Japan recorded some of the highest growth rates experienced in modern economic 
history, with the British Foreign Office noting in 1970 that Japan’s annual average had been well over 13 
per cent for the previous three years.694 With clear targets in mind, Japanese elites deployed a mix of strong 
controls over imports, industrial regulations on standards for domestic products, and low-interest loans for 
Japanese business, which de facto enabled the government to guide industrial development through capital 
supply. This, in turn, led to a rapid transformation of key sectors – notably manufacturing – to a much 
greater predominance of the heavy and chemical industries. By 1970, Japan accounted for 15.7 per cent of 
total world production of crude steel, 21 per cent of synthetic fibres, 48.3 per cent of shipbuilding and 30.5 
per cent of commercial vehicles.695 In the 1970s, Japan’s strategic advantage drew upon a shift in production 
from basic materials to finished products, topped by the introduction of electronic products for an 
expanding domestic market. 

Management of Japan’s relationship with the United States remained a key enabler its commitment to 
deliver on access to export markets and domestic growth. Starting with the renewal of the security 
arrangements in 1960 and the return of Okinawa in 1971, consecutive Japanese prime ministers came to 
consider concessions in the realm of foreign policy and security – which encompassed issues of bilateral and 
multilateral ties, US pressure to increase defence spending, as much as the use of Japanese base facilities – 
as a key area to retain greater agency in economic policies. Japanese governments in the 1960s often clashed 
with their US counterparts over Japan’s desire to develop trade ties with the People’s Republic of China, 
and on this subject the Japanese acceptance to retain a limited role in defence and security matters had 
major drawbacks. Tokyo had no idea, and received no prior warning, about Nixon’s switch in recognition 
from Taiwan to Mainland China in 1971.696 Similarly, Tokyo remained frustrated with US military 
engagement in Vietnam. On matters of rearmament, the oil shocks prompted a debate in Japan that 
emphasised how a narrow understanding of defence as purely focused on preventing a Russian invasion 
(which seemed increasingly unlikely) was no longer in Japan’s best interests. Indeed, a focus that sought to 
address Japan’s vulnerability to disruptions to shipping within the context of the US-Japan alliance seemed 
a more desirable way to pursue national security needs. This recognition eventually enabled the country to 
align more closely with demands from the United States, thanks in no small measure to the close military 
links between the two countries, which – behind the scenes – helped guide the wider debate.697  
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Concurrently, the homeporting of the aircraft carrier USS Midway in Yokosuka in 1973 marked the first 
forward deployment of a strike group in the Western Pacific, and a shift in the role of bases in Japan, less 
for the defence of the country and more as launching pads for US forward regional presence. In a similar 
vein, in 1969 the Japanese government signed a secret pact that allowed the US military to introduce tactical 
nuclear weapons into Okinawa in times of emergency, without prior consultation with Japan, in clear 
breach of Japan’s non-nuclear policy.698 Growing Japanese trade was a point of friction in the relationship, 
which the Japanese sought to control through concessions in the realm of security. 

D.11.3.3. 1975-1995: Keeping the economic edge – domestic consumption and 
foreign aid 

Throughout the last 20 years examined in this case study, Japan no longer needed to catch up economically 
with the United States and the advanced industrial economies in Europe. By the end of the 1970s, its elites 
had realised the potential strategic advantage of an export-oriented economic outlook. They therefore faced 
a different type of tension.  

On the one hand, their primary concern was to retain a strategic advantage in a context in which, in light 
of the oil shocks of 1973 and 1976, the nature of Japanese exports had to change to remain competitive. 
The structural reforms to industry of the early 1970s had already indicated a shift from light- and heavy-
industry products, to goods less reliant on imports of primary resources than on skilled labour and 
technological sophistication.699  

On the other hand, they also understood that some of their neo-mercantilist practices, including 
government guidance in industrial policy and strict control over currency, were originally designed to favour 
recovery and therefore no longer viable. Now that the economy stood as one of the most competitive in the 
world, Japan was under considerable pressure to adjust and open its domestic market to foreign imports. 
For example, the United States, which regularly carried some of the highest levels of trade deficits with 
Japan, constantly pressured Tokyo to ‘voluntarily’ reduce its exports to the United States, starting with 
cotton textiles (1956) and steel (1968 and 1974), and followed by televisions (1977), automobiles (1981), 
semiconductors (1986) and machine tools (1987), among other leading products. In the 1980s, one leading 
academic noted that when it came to Japan, ‘Americans preached Adam Smith but practiced Lord Keynes’, 
in that they sought to pressure the Japanese to give US products favourable access to their markets, while 
limiting exports of Japanese products to the United States.700 European partners too, considered Japanese 
practices as ‘adept at playing off one of their allies against the other and at making minimal concessions to 
fend off mounting pressures on them without in fact dealing seriously with the underlying problem’.701 

In the 1980s, the Japanese understood that both increased access to their market and reduced restrictions 
on their currency had to be tackled. Their instincts were correct, especially regarding their partners’ 
perceptions. Frustration with Japanese economic protectionist practices such as high tariffs on imported 
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consumer goods was no longer an American issue alone. In a confidential cabinet-level document prepared 
in 1982 on ‘Policy Towards Japan’, the British government identified as one of Britain’s strategic objectives 
the reduction of the trade deficit through pressure on Tokyo to ‘accept greater responsibility for the 
international consequences of her economic success, and adapt her economic trading policies 
accordingly’.702 The same report noted also that all Western allies were affected by Japanese policies, and 
yet seemingly unable to cooperate effectively to put pressure on Japan. The United States worked through 
bilateral channels to address its trade deficit and declined to work in concert with European allies. Germany 
was hesitant to see the Japanese pressured in ways that could be applied to it too. Insofar as France was 
considered, the report pointed out that Paris professed to agree with British analysis, but its officials faded 
‘from sight when the going gets rough’.703 The British assessment was not too dissimilar from that of the 
United States in terms of identifying the root causes of the problem. During the second half of the 1970, 
the Japanese economy had become ‘very uncharacteristic’ in three key respects: first, its ratio of 
manufactured imports to GDP was very low; second, foreign investors had great difficulty in accessing the 
Japanese economy; and third, the large savings of the Japanese people were accessible only on a small scale 
to borrowers from other countries.704  

The sense of urgency among leading Western powers to tackle Japan’s economic practices and growing 
trade surpluses in the 1980s reflected the country’s wider, changing role in international trade and finance. 
As a proportion of trade within the free world, Japan’s combined exports and imports rose from just under 
4 per cent in 1960 to approximately 8 per cent by 1990. In the second half of the 1980s, Japan and West 
Germany became the United States’ largest creditor nations, with roughly equal amounts of net overseas 
assets705.706 Partly as a result of this, Japanese economic prowess started to spread to international finance as 
well. By the end of the decade, ‘Japanese money’ became a vital element in US efforts to support its chronic 
international deficit. For example, in 1986, the United States received more Japanese investment than any 
other nation. Between 1985 and 1990, Japanese institutions invested abroad some USD650 billion, nearly 
half of which went to the United States. Iconic American symbols became prized possessions of a seemingly 
unstoppable Japanese economic power. At the peak of Japan’s strategic advantage, Tokyo investors acquired 
major shares of the Rockefeller Center in New York, leading Hollywood studios, and Pebble Beach – 
considered by some to be America’s finest golf course.707The Japanese recognised that they had acquired a 
superpower status in economic matters and slowly accepted greater responsibility to manage pressures. 
Starting in 1973, Japanese authorities joined the Group of Five – later expanded to the Group of Seven – 
and through this forum sought to address concerns over its burgeoning trade surplus. In 1977, both Japan 
and West Germany agreed to accept an increase in value of their currencies with a floating exchange rate 

 
702 The National Archives (1982b). 
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system.708 A primary consequence of this step was a considerable increase in Japanese government debt, 
presenting successive administrations with the difficult task of keeping the country’s fiscal management 
under control previously unknown ways. 

The Japanese reluctance to address the ‘uncharacteristic’ nature of their economy gauged a need to allow 
fast changing domestic political, social and economic landscapes to propel renewed competitiveness. The 
late 1970s and the 1980s were a period of significant political and social transformation. In the 1970s, in 
the wake of the Lockheed Scandal and the Recruit Scandal, both involving bribery of leaders in the ruling 
party, the Liberal Democratic Party, Japan experienced its first period of political instability since the early 
1950s. From 1974 to 1982, four different prime ministers came into power, starting with Takeo Miki. 
Although few would have predicted Miki to constitute leadership material, he was selected from within the 
ruling party for his reputation as an honest and principled politician. Miki set the tone for internal reforms 
that, in 1982, enabled the emergence of a new type of political leader. Yasuhiro Nakasone, who was followed 
in 1987 by his protégé Noboru Takeshita, was elected in 1982 and became the political face of a Japan 
renewed in its confidence. Crucially, his faction’s dominance within the ruling party brought back a degree 
of political stability until the end of the decade. With public confidence in the ruling party restored, the 
Nakasone years witnessed important changes. Reforms in industry and in government regulations and 
controls, and crucially the privatisation of Japan National Railways, the Nippon Telegraph and Telephone 
Corporation and the Japan Monopolies Corporation (which controlled sales of tobacco) were proposed to 
apply the principles of lean management, and ferry the Japanese economy into a new era.709 These reforms 
became instrumental in tackling a changing society. The oil shocks and political scandals of the 1970s had 
made the Japanese society more prone to ‘conservatism’, preferring a political stability that delivered growth 
together with a better quality – and environmentally sustainable – way of life.710 By 1988, public opinion 
polls indicated that the Japanese people aimed for a ‘worry-free, relaxed life’.711 Domestic economic reforms 
in the late 1970s, conducted under tumultuous political circumstances, ensured political stability and higher 
standards in the 1980s. 

In the 1980s, Japan’s Official Development Assistance (ODA) and overseas investments became the primary 
tools to retain strategic advantage. Tokyo’s bureaucracy played a central role in the ODA strategy. Among 
the various national stakeholders, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA), the Ministry of Economy, Trade 
and Industry (METI) and the Ministry of Finance (MOF) controlled most of the ODA budget – receiving 
95 per cent of the overall funds available by the beginning of the 1990s.712 The three ministries had slightly 
different priorities. MOFA focused on projects that promoted Japanese diplomatic ties and international 
image. METI understood ODA as a vehicle to promote commercial interests by safeguarding natural 
resources and by promoting domestic goods and services. MOF, on the other hand, completed the picture 
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by promoting international financial institutions, especially the Asian Development Bank. When Japan 
announced in 1978 that it was planning to double its aid funds, and with the revaluation of the Yen 
following the Plaza Accord of 1985, Japan became the world’s leading ODA donor.713 Whilst Japanese 
ODA programmes were far from perfect, with cases of questionable support to kleptocratic systems, such 
as in the case of Philippines President Ferdinand Marcos, they empowered Japan with a great capacity for 
market penetration. In the private sector, Japanese investments were focused heavily in securities and, to a 
lesser extent, FDIs (the latter being very useful to mitigate US pressure by setting up production facilities 
in the country). Disposing considerable capital, Japan offered much lower interest rates than the United 
States. In the latter part of the 1980s, this state of affairs started to encourage excessive speculation in the 
stock market and real estate.714 ODA became also an important means to promote stronger ties with key 
countries in areas like Southeast Asia, which further contributed to addressing negative perceptions of Japan 
based on its imperial past and aggressions. Japan was now actively seeking to promote regional development. 

By the late 1970s, Japanese economic competitiveness had led to more regular US pressure to review military 
burden sharing within the alliance. In the United States, Japan was increasingly seen as a freeloader in 
defence matters, paying too little for the security granted by the United States. The 1976 NDPO  and the 
1978 Guidelines did much to set the context to change that. In particular, whilst the NPDO introduced a 
change in emphasis from an army-centric posture designed to repel an invasion, to one led by a modern 
navy to protect Japanese sea lanes, the guidelines defined how such a sea lanes defence strategy would be 
pursued with the United States. Both Japanese and American defence planners agreed that the alliance’s 
needs, as well as Japanese security, would be best served by Japan’s contribution to patrolling the waters of 
the Western Pacific against the risk of Soviet harassment of shipping lanes.715 In 1981, Prime Minister 
Suzuki Zenko oversaw the final definition of the new distribution of tasks when he pledged that Japan 
would commit to the protection of its sea lanes of communication up to 1,000 nautical miles from Japanese 
shores. Sea lanes defence also became an ideal solution to meet Japan’s longstanding commitment to a 
minimalist defence-oriented posture.716 Needless to say, Japan’s quest for an asymmetric military posture 
that remained complementary to that of the United States also had the benefit of preventing the rise of 
serious concerns over the potential return of a militarily assertive Japan in a way that might have disrupted 
regional stability. 

By committing to a specific role of ‘shielding’ in the Western Pacific, the Japanese created a unique context 
for the procurement of advanced capabilities. Since the end of the war, Japanese industry had maintained 
very little interest in defence capabilities since, due to restrictions on arms exports, the Japanese military 
represented its only customer. This meant that for Japan to develop an advanced and modern fleet structure 
capable of both keeping the Soviet fleet – especially its submarines – in check and of operating alongside 
the US defence capabilities represented a desirable option. From an American perspective, the procurement 
of advanced American capabilities represented an invaluable opportunity to reduce the trade deficit. As a 
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result, Japan became one of the first of the United States’ partners to procure some of Washington’s most 
advanced capabilities – in areas that were consistent with Japan’s role. The P-3C maritime patrol aircraft, 
the AEGIS combat system, and indeed the F-2 fighter jet, came to represent expressions of Japan’s quest to 
develop a specific security profile. Procurement of US capabilities achieved two objectives717; it reduced 
some of Japan’s surplus, and it enabled the country to enhance its potential interoperability with the United 
States. Within this context, it is worth stressing that the regular interactions between the military and 
defence industrial communities in the two countries unfolding from such a deeper military cooperation 
became central to maximising the alignment between respective defence and economic needs until well into 
the 1990s. 

D.11.4. Implications and lessons identified 

The case of Japanese diplomatic and economic power during the Cold War offers a number of relevant 
observations in exploring the question of how to achieve, adapt and maintain strategic advantage in a 
specific context. As a preliminary observation, it is important to point out that Japanese political elites were 
driven by a profound sense of existential insecurity when they regained independence in 1952. This shaped 
their approach to national priorities as well as their understanding of what a strategic advantage might look 
like. Economic considerations were of the utmost importance and the objective of recovery set the tone for 
how Japan organised its priorities in the early 1950s and, as a result, sought to limit the potential of other 
variables to prevent recovery. In this respect, the Japanese consciously decided to develop a policy 
framework, the handrails of their foreign policy, which included significant self-imposed restrictions in 
security and defence matters. Japanese diplomacy focused on two primary objectives: on the one hand to 
allow Japan to manage its constraints, with core efforts focusing on the management of the US-Japan 
alliance; on the other, to develop asymmetric ties (both in terms of scope and of geographic reach) to 
promote Japanese economic interests and trade whilst minimising political exposure.  

From the second half of the 1970s until the end of the period under examination, the issue changes 
dramatically. Japan’s case is not one of creating a strategic advantage, but maintaining it. The Japanese are 
quite successful in harnessing the power of their economic edge, but by the end of the 1980s the slowing 
pace of reforms in the management of overseas investments contributes to create a new type of risk in the 
realm of finance and property. Trade surpluses created the conditions for Japan’s economic edge to widen 
and, progressively, shift to a different area of international economy, but the government was simply unable 
to keep pace.  

Based on the above observations, the following lessons can be learned about how a ‘strategic advantage’ 
might be established and maintained: 

• Strategic advantage benefits from a ‘holistic’ approach. The Japanese did not operate with a 
conscious idea to gain a ‘strategic advantage’ into a specific area of statecraft well into the 1960s. 
Their objective was much more modest. They were focused on sustainable economic recovery. 
However, as the economy recovered and exports started to grow, the Japanese used diplomacy 
and rearmament to protect the momentum in trade and transform economic power in a 
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strategic advantage. The lesson is that strategic advantage is the result of a holistic approach, in 
which areas in which the tools of statecraft that constitute the ‘advantage’ must be coordinated 
with, and supported by, tools in other areas of statecraft. 

• Strategic advantage is enhanced by an asymmetric approach. Japan consistently sought to 
maximise an asymmetric posture in foreign and security policy so as to focus on economic 
power as the primary area of advantage. In the 1980s in particular, changes in security and 
defence policy, and the adoption of a fundamentally maritime-centric strategy, made Japan a 
very asymmetric military actor. Such an asymmetry limited Japan’s options in defence, but 
enabled its elites to transform and renew the alliance with the United States, served a specific 
understanding of Japanese security needs centred on dependence on sea lanes, and allowed the 
national political leadership to focus its efforts on retaining an economic edge. The lesson is 
that by accepting constrains in areas in which an advantage is not needed or not possible, one 
can enhance focus on retaining the edge gained in other areas of statecraft. 

• Strategic advantage needs continuous monitoring. In the early 1970s, Japan’s domestic and 
international contexts evolved and governments in Tokyo came to accept that success was a 
relative concept that needed continuous adjustment. The government focused on guiding 
industrial development, whilst closely monitoring the changing character of domestic 
consumption and international affairs. The lesson is that strategic advantage needs to be 
monitored regularly so as adjustments can be introduced to retain it. Clear methods to assess 
‘how’ a strategic advantage might be affected by changing circumstances are instrumental to 
this process. 

• Strategic advantage needs strategic narratives. One of the most remarkable aspects of the 
Japanese case is how, early in the late 1950s, politicians and bureaucrats sought to develop and 
communicate strategic narratives about Japan that gave the country a distinctive advantage. 
On the one hand, Japan’s dependence on imported primary resources allowed its leadership to 
present a narrative of a country with substantial vulnerabilities, which, in turn, enabled 
Japanese politicians to use this argument to contain pressure from the United States. On the 
other, this narrative of vulnerability enabled Japan to present itself as a country that understood 
other developing nations, or nations that had only recently gained independence, and use it to 
shift foreign perceptions of Japan – especially in Southeast Asia – from a country that had 
destabilised a region by means of force to one that was trying to increase stability through 
economic interaction and prosperity. The lesson here concerns the importance of articulating 
narratives that are tailored to different audiences to maximise one’s advantage and reduce risks 
and, where possible, competition. 

• Strategic advantage needs alliances and partnerships to balance national limits. The Japanese 
made the relationship with the United States a central pillar of their foreign and security policy. 
In doing so, the alliance became a focal point to limit challenges to Japanese relative advantages 
whilst enhancing the Japanese wider international reach and profile. It also became one of the 
primary spaces to absorb tensions in the relationship. The lesson is on the importance of using 
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alliances and partnerships as tools to maintain an advantage, or as platforms to enhance an 
advantage. 

• Strategic advantage demands an engagement with potential fears unfolding from it. Japan’s 
economic rise in the 1960s-1980s was without precedent in East Asia and as such, it could 
have led to significant backlash within region beyond the frictions with the United States. This 
risk was related in no small measure to lingering perceptions in North and Southeast Asia about 
wartime experiences of Japan’s imperial aggression. Instead, Japanese elites managed to 
navigate concerns by systematically engaging with states across the region, especially those in 
Southeast Asia that became primary markets of Japanese products, in ways that promoted a 
different image and defused fears. Additional ODA policies further reinforced positive 
perceptions of Japan. The Japanese decision to maintain a limited military profile through the 
US-Japan alliance offered an additional advantage, in that the strategic advantage in economic 
terms was not followed by a more assertive and muscular military posture.  
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D.12. Britain, the Great Powers and the Congress of Vienna (1814–1815): 
Employing diplomacy and grand strategic visions to reshape the 
European order 

Maeve Ryan, King’s College London 

Figure D.16 Overview of main implications and lessons identified from Case Study 12 

 
Source: RAND Europe analysis. 

D.12.1. Summary  

This paper considers how the possession and pursuit of strategic advantage informed the processes and 
outcomes of the Congress of Vienna – with a particular focus on Britain – and the ways in which different 
forms of strategic advantage were created and lost at Vienna and in its immediate aftermath.  

The forms of strategic advantage in play at Vienna can be understood in a number of ways. This paper 
highlights the following, as described below. 

At the outset of the Congress of Vienna, the five main actors held different degrees of strategic advantage, 
based on a variety of factors including political, economic, material and cultural factors, as well as each 
power’s individual strategic culture, conception of power, and the forms of competition it tended to 
prioritise. As the case studies of Austria and Britain demonstrate, due to the elite, personal nature of 
diplomacy in these years, the individual capabilities and mindsets of delegates mattered enormously. 
Possibly the most consequential factor in transforming pre-existing strategic disadvantage, or deepening and 
consolidating long-term strategic advantage, was the extraordinary diplomatic skill, depth of experience, 
and grand strategic perception of these countries’ lead strategists and negotiators. 

During the congress, the great powers engaged in the collective pursuit of a mutually advantageous form of 
continental equilibrium (as opposed to ‘balance of power’718) through a variety of routes which included:  

• The formal elevation in status of the victorious powers into a self-proclaimed great-power club, 
who assumed the exclusive legitimacy to define the territorial, ideological and political status quo 
on the continent of Europe. 
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• The pursuit of a general European peace constructed on durable principles of equilibrium, through 
which the great powers could empower themselves with mutually agreed spheres of influence and 
interest, buttressed by buffer states and complex geopolitical trade-offs, with a core aim of ensuring 
no one hegemonic power could conquer the continent again.719 

• The construction of a loose system for dialogue and dispute resolution through regular congresses 
(which were attended by the most senior foreign policy decision-makers) and conferences (which, 
more frequently from the 1820s, were attended by subordinates and ambassador-level 
representatives).  

The resulting Vienna Settlement led to a period of remarkable stability in European great-power relations. 
The new principles of European order and order-making enshrined during the Congress years (loosely, 
during the period from 1812 to 1822) changed the context in which the great powers competed with one 
another, with non-European actors, and with smaller European powers.720 The Vienna case study furthers 
the understanding of strategic advantage at moments of multilateral reordering by demonstrating: 

• The temporal character of strategic advantage, in that relative advantages created in the short term 
created acute problems later for the signatory powers at Vienna. Only the more astute, grand 
strategically minded actors tended to recognise and ‘cost in’ these risks. 

• The degree to which states pursued strategic advantage depended upon their individual conception 
of the fundamental characteristics of their own power, and upon their perception of the forms of 
power their most formidable opponents and rivals were cultivating.  

• The extent to which securing strategic advantage at a highly consequential ‘re-ordering moment’ 
was about more than just competing shrewdly. The powers that emerged from the Congress years 
with most aggregated advantage were those that: (i) had worked on the basis of a long-term grand 
strategic conception of their interests and objectives; and (ii) had the fluidity and resilience to adapt 
this to circumstances as they emerged. In the British case, this meant formulating and securing 
domestic executive consent for a precise yet realistic and mouldable negotiating position – one that 
was embedded in a clear theory of victory – and sufficiently supported by a domestic executive to 
enable some extraordinary departures from the generally agreed playbook.  

• The importance of personal capabilities and mindsets in predicting and managing potential 
strategic disadvantage, and ensuring that the short-term pursuit of strategic advantage aligns with 
a broader grand strategic conception of the national interest. 

D.12.2.  Context 

D.12.2.1. Background to the Congress of Vienna and the Concert of Europe 

By the winter of 1812, the continent of Europe had been engulfed for two decades in a series of wars through 
which most of the sovereign states of Europe had been subsumed into the hegemonic empire of Napoleon 
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Bonaparte. As the allies became aware in late 1812 of the destruction of Napoleon’s Grande Armée in Russia, 
and as British pressure on the ‘Spanish ulcer’ of the Iberian Peninsula sapped Napoleon’s strength to the 
south, it finally became possible to begin discussions about the possible lineaments of a peace settlement 
and the character of future order in a post-war Europe.  

Strictly speaking, the ‘Congress of Vienna’ refers to the conference of European powers who convened in 
the Austrian capital from 1814 to 1815 to settle matters relating to the European territorial redistribution 
that had been left unresolved by the First Peace of Paris (signed between France and the allied powers of 
Russia, Britain, Prussia, Austria, Sweden and Portugal in May 1814). However, the term ‘Congress of 
Vienna’ is often used as a shorthand to encompass the larger pattern of multilateral order-making meetings 
and endeavours that began in 1812 and continued in a fairly coherent form until 1822.721  

The objective of the powers that assembled in Vienna, great and small, was to conclude a general peace after 
two decades of war, and to construct a long-term settlement that would contain future French (or other) 
expansionist aggression and achieve a stable equilibrium acceptable to all. The settlement arrived at is often 
referred to as the ‘Concert of Europe’ or the ‘Vienna Settlement’: a remarkable diplomatic accomplishment 
defined by a number of unprecedented innovations and compromises that represented a departure from the 
systems and methods of transacting eighteenth century international affairs and managing disputes. Some 
scholars and analysts argue that this system continued to form the backbone of European international 
relations from 1815 until the eve of the First World War.722 It is more precise to say that the system in its 
original conception lasted from 1815 until about 1820 or 1822, and in an adapted form until 1848, when 
long-suppressed continental liberal constitutional movements exploded in a series of revolutions across 
Europe. By the conclusion of the Crimean War in 1856, the system had been eclipsed by profound changes 
in the diplomatic and constitutional landscape of Europe, and by the changed character of diplomacy, 
which across much of Europe now required at least some degree of public consent and which no longer 
endorsed quite the same degree of sustained secret, personal, elite-level diplomacy as had enabled the 
transaction of business at the Congress of Vienna and the other major meetings of the Congress years.  

It is important for our purposes to understand the system that emerged from the 1814-15 Vienna meetings, 
and to take account of the strengths and its weaknesses of the whole process:  

• The mindsets with which great-power actors came together consciously to reorder the territorial 
settlement of the continent and their relationships with one another. 

• How they exploited their advantages and sought new or greater forms of strategic advantage relative 
to others and to each other. 

• The longer-term costs they and their successors incurred for building the system they did. 

• The limits of the Concert System as a direct analogy that can be applied to the challenges of 
resurgent great-power competition and conflict in the present day.723  
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D.12.2.2. Key Actors 

The war years (1792-1815) provoked substantial changes in the material basis of large-state power in 
Europe, not least the capacity to support ‘total war’ by raising massive conscript armies (as France had done 
first with the levée en masse), and by increasing state revenues though innovations like the income tax (as 
Britain had done to great effect). After Trafalgar, Britain also seized the opportunity to eliminate meaningful 
naval rivals and assert absolute dominance of the high seas. In parallel, the wars had swept away much of 
the old European order, including shattering the Holy Roman Empire – which for centuries had served as 
a keystone of the continental balance of power – and diminishing the real-terms power of actors such as the 
Pope and the Ottoman Sultan. In its place, contemporaries recognised, had emerged a small group of self-
styled ‘great’ powers.724  

These included two powers of unquestioned ‘great’ status: Britain and Russia, both with considerable 
economic and political heft, and extensive extra-European interests, engagements and influence. Both easily 
meet the definition of a great power – that is, as ‘a country that can rely primarily on its own resources for 
the defence of its interests and existence’.725 Britain had weathered years of Napoleon’s ‘Continental System’ 
of economic warfare, and had emerged sufficiently resilient to bankroll the allied war effort through a 
generous programme of subsidies throughout the latter stages of the war.726 Indeed, as the only power to 
consistently oppose French hegemony throughout the six coalitions, and with 150,000 men in the field by 
1814 (out of a total allied force of 450,000), in addition to its naval supremacy, Britain held both the hard 
power and the prestige to be accorded great power status and to insist upon a central role in the construction 
of any peace settlement.  

By 1814, France could also make a plausible case for ‘greatness’ and global significance, or at least 
recognisable potential in this regard. However, by comparison, Prussia had only ‘the most slender resources’ 
among the five great powers, as well as ‘by far the most exposed and vulnerable frontiers, and the most 
extensive military obligations; there was no serious threat that it could have met without major allied 
assistance.’ 727 Similarly, Austria’s considerable size, population and resource base was counterweighted by 
so many external and internal weaknesses and vulnerabilities that it could not survive major external threats 
or internal upheaval without assistance from allies. By Paul W. Schroeder’s assessment, the five ‘great’ 
powers at Vienna were in reality two genuine superpowers, one ‘authentic but vulnerable’ great power, one 
‘highly marginal and even more vulnerable great power’, and one state that was called great ‘by courtesy 
only’.728 

However, while Austria’s geostrategic location was a clear vulnerability against hostile armies on the march, 
it represented an asset in negotiations due to its importance in determining the fate of the German states 
and the reconstitution of some kind of bloc as the keystone of a future European order. This, in addition 
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to the remarkable political astuteness and diplomatic skill of Foreign Minister Prince Klemens von 
Metternich, meant that Austria could claim and fulfil a central role in the congress.729 

As the historian Charles K. Webster noted in his landmark historical study of the Congress of Vienna, ‘the 
minor States knew that the Great Powers could do what they liked with the Napoleonic Empire if only they 
remained united.’730 The task of the great powers was to align upon some kind of shared vision and execute 
a new settlement that would address the core issues (including preventing another hegemon, preventing 
major conflict from erupting again, and breaking down unnecessary barriers to prosperity and security 
within Europe). As Kyle Lascurettes has shown, the powers did not simply reach for old eighteenth century 
balance-of-power playbook. The settlement was far more imaginative than that. Paul W. Schroeder calls 
what was achieved in 1813-15 ‘the revolutionary transformation of European international politics’. The 
following section will assess the significance of (i) the possession and (ii) the pursuit of strategic advantage 
at Vienna and in the remaining years of the Concert system.  

D.12.3. Analysis 

D.12.3.1. Pre-existing strategic advantage 

All of the great powers arriving at Vienna had carved out a degree of heightened strategic advantage relative 
to the smaller powers involved in the wars and interested in the details of the settlement. In part this was 
because of the changes in the nature and material bases of their power during the wars – most notably 
through the advent of mass conscription, and in the British case, the acceleration of industrial output and 
a series of fiscal and state bureaucratic innovations that bolstered state revenue and efficiency in the civil 
service and diplomatic corps, and created greater resilience to external shocks.731 In part, it was because all 
had gained in terms of prestige by the mutual recognition of the new ‘great’ status they accorded one 
another.732 

Another area of significant pre-existing strategic advantage lay in the capabilities of each state’s lead 
negotiators and strategists. Historians have long noted the gulf in skill, judgement, experience and deftness 
that lay between Prince Karl August von Hardenberg of Prussia and Tsar Alexander I of Russia on the one 
hand (along with the formal Russian lead negotiator, the foreign minister, Count Karl Robert von 
Nesselrode), and the representatives of France, Austria and Britain on the other: Prince Charles-Maurice de 
Talleyrand, Prince Klemens von Metternich and Robert Stewart, the Viscount Castlereagh. The degree of 
Metternich’s influence on the final settlement, compared to Tsar Alexander’s relatively small role, is 
testament to the importance of personal capabilities and influence in this era of elite, closed diplomacy. Like 
Castlereagh, Metternich is an example of how a skilful lead negotiator with the full backing of a government 
could secure outsized influence and set the direction of the Concert System. The significance of personal 
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capabilities, particularly the capacity for grand strategic thinking and a finely honed perception of the state’s 
long-term interests and objectives, will be discussed in more detail below. 

D.12.3.2. Strategic Advantage pursued and gained in the negotiation process 

In the deliberations of each of the treaties and agreements of the Congress years, states often sought (and 
sometimes achieved) relative gains in the specific pillars of their recognised state prestige, power and 
preferred areas of competition. An evaluation of each power’s specific state-level advantage in key metrics 
of state power (men in the field, treasuries, trade, naval strength, natural resources, population and territorial 
reach – including formal and informal imperial possessions and interests) yields a balance sheet that echoes 
the two-tiered great power status Schroeder and others have pointed to.733  

Table 1 below, collated by Kyle Lascurette of the 21st Century Concert Study Group734 offers a useful 
snapshot of the complex sequence of negotiations and treaties signed in this period, between March 1814, 
when the powers met in the war-ravaged town of Chaumont, and the Congress at Aix-la-Chapelle (Aachen) 
in late 1818, when the powers convened for what John Ikenberry has termed the ‘first ever conference held 
between states to regulate international relations in a time of peace’.735 
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Table D.3 Core agreements of the Vienna system 

Date Agreement Significance for the European Order 

March 
1814 

Treaty of 
Chaumont 

The allies in war against France pledge to negotiate with France only as a collective, 
not separately; they also pledge to keep the alliance together for an unprecedented 
length of at least 20 years. 

May 1814 
First Treaty 
of Paris 

In a separate, secret clause to this treaty that dictated the terms of peace with 
France, the great powers – Great Britain, Austria, Russia and Prussia – grant 
themselves status and rights as ‘great powers’ to dictate and enforce the terms of 
peace on the continent. 

June  

1815 

Vienna 
Final Act 

Separate negotiations and treaties at the Congress of Vienna produce a summary 
and collection of the massive territorial settlements; this is significant in implying that 
these separate settlements are now part of a united whole and are not reducible to 
their individual components. 

September 
1815 

Holy 
Alliance 

Austria, Russia and Prussia sign a vague agreement to come to each other’s aid; 
today, this is largely viewed as an empty agreement that was only later used by the 
eastern powers to justify anti-liberal interventions across the continent. 

November 
1815 

Second 
Treaty of 
Paris 

This treaty produces a slightly more punitive settlement against France in the wake of 
Napoleon’s escape and defeat at Waterloo; it contains the most concrete language 
to date implying that anti-liberal/anti-revolutionary sentiment is a significant 
component of the emerging post-war order. 

November 
1815 

Treaty of 
Alliance 
(Quadruple 
Alliance) 

This treaty renews the long-term and general alliance made in the Treat of 
Chaumont; it declares periodic meetings for the great powers to maintain peace and 
tranquillity together throughout Europe. 

October 
1818 

Treaty of 
Aix-la-
Chapelle 

France is welcomed into the Quadruple (now Quintuple) Alliance, Concert system, 
and great-power partnership; this treaty more strongly reiterates the great powers’ 
agreement to hold periodic meetings to address European geopolitical matters. 

Source: Lascurettes (2020). 

This table offers a neat summary of the commitment the powers made to repeated periods of intense 
negotiation and manoeuvring at the various congresses, often taking place across periods of many months, 
and involving multiple parallel negotiations on core issue areas. The Congress of Vienna, for example, was 
remarkable for the absence of plenary discussion and the variety of formats and configurations in which 
hundreds of distinct issues and agenda were discussed, debated and settled. 

The above table also points to some of the notable diplomatic and strategic innovations accomplished 
through the Congress years, which changed the nature of the European international system and the 
obligations of the great powers to one another. The Treaty of Chaumont sought to protect the recent 
military advantage that had been gained in the field, and the apparent turn of momentum, at long last, 
against Napoleon. It was vital to prevent the allies from doing as they had done so often previously, and 
splintering away to negotiate separately with Napoleon, thereby undermining not only their own solidarity 
but the formidable united front their alliance represented. The Treaty of Chaumont therefore committed 
the four allies – Austria, Prussia, Russia and Britain – to wait and negotiate as a bloc. This treaty also 
stipulated an extraordinarily long minimum duration for that alliance: a further 20 years. The strategic 
significance of this treaty will be discussed further below. 
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The ‘Vienna Final Act’ functioned to consolidate the multitude of smaller agreements signed during the 
Vienna congress, some of which set out specific arrangements at the most granular level of local affairs. By 
aggregating all Vienna’s agreements, large and small, the powers ensured that each such treaty was accorded 
an additional layer of endorsement and legitimacy. This served to the advantage of the beneficiaries by 
ensuring that the diplomatic agreements were seen as part of a whole, and not renegotiable on a piecemeal 
basis.736  

Several states came to Vienna with specific prizes in their sights (coveted territorial gains, for example) and 
less rational purposes (e.g. in Prussia’s case, crushing the old enemy of France, with little regard for the 
destabilising implications of this possibility). These pre-existing objectives generally tracked along the lines 
of how states understood their own power and that of their neighbours and rivals (although the fatigue of 
long war, the habitual patterns of rivalry, and often the counter-productive emotion and irrationality of 
proto-nationalist resentment, also played an important role).  

Not all states recognised the full extent of the strategic advantage they had won in the territorial elements 
of the Vienna Settlement. Prussia, for example, was frustrated in its bid for the kingdom of Saxony, and 
gained instead much of the left back of the Rhine. Intended as a buffer region to be held by the militarily 
adept Prussia to guarantee against future French expansionism, the territory included part of the Saarland, 
Westphalia and the Ruhr district, which neither Prussia nor the other contracting states recognised as 
resource-rich prizes that would become the industrial heartland of Europe within decades. Under the rapid 
industrialising policies of Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, and particularly after German unification in the 
aftermath of the Franco-Prussian War (1870-71), the riches of the Rhineland enabled Germany to become 
the continent’s foremost military and industrial power. 

The full strategic significance of the ‘Holy Alliance’ of September 1815 – which Castlereagh dismissed as a 
‘piece of sublime mysticism and nonsense’ – only became apparent later. While the agreement itself lacked 
substance and specificity, and none of the signatories (including Metternich) even appear to have taken it 
particularly seriously at the time, Metternich came to recognise it as an opportunity to draw the great powers 
– or at a minimum, the autocratic, conservative monarchical regimes of Central and Eastern Europe – into 
a pact that would establish and codify a set of norms and mutual assistance agreements aimed at the 
prevention of liberal dissent and challenge across the continent.737 His vision came to fruition with the 
Troppau Protocol of 19 November 1820, signed by Russia, Prussia and Austria, which attempted to 
establish a new norm preventing governments proclaimed through revolutionary means from being granted 
legitimacy, and enabling ‘legitimate’ powers to engage in a variety of sanctions, up to and including armed 
intervention to restore the former regime:  

‘States which have undergone a change of Government due to revolution, the results of which threaten 
other states, ipso facto cease to be members of the European Alliance, and remain excluded from it until 
their situation gives guarantees for legal order and stability. If owning to such situations, immediate 

 
736 Mitzen (2013); Nicolson (1946). 
737 Nicolson (1946). 
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danger threatens other states, the Powers bind themselves, by peaceful means, or if be by arms, to bring 
back the guilty state into the bosom of the Great Alliance.’738 

British statesmen were deeply sceptical of the vague language and overtly religious tone – even mysticism – 
of the Holy Alliance, not to mention the suspicion it would (and did) provoke among liberal opinion across 
Europe and particularly in Britain, and the disrepute into which it threatened to cast the wider project of 
the Congress. For these reasons, among others, Britain had declined to sign the Holy Alliance of 1815, 
although the Prince Regent offered his informal assent to the pact. While this divergence of Britain from 
the central powers was not enough in 1815 to undermine the overall alliance, or to prevent the Quadruple 
Alliance from being signed that year between Austria, Prussia, Russia and Britain, five years later, the 
Troppau Protocol demonstrated that the issue could not be evaded forever. As Castlereagh explained in his 
landmark State Paper of 1820 – one of the very few focused grand strategic texts produced by a British 
statesman before the 20th century – ‘to generalise such a principle [of general anti-liberal intervention] and 
to think of reducing it to a System, or to impose it as an obligation, is a Scheme utterly impracticable and 
objectionable.’739 That Metternich and others proceeded in spite of the virtual boycotting of Troppau by 
France and Britain indicates a calculation on his part that, by this point, more strategic advantage lay in 
pressing the reactionary principle and securing a mechanism to suppress challenge than in preserving the 
flexible, inclusivity and consensus of the Congress.  

The following section looks in more depth at the British role in constructing the Vienna settlement. 
Specifically, it examines the importance of the grand strategic approach of Lord Castlereagh, the domestic 
context within which he operated, and the factors that enabled Britain to secure and maintain a significant 
degree of strategic advantage during the Congress years in afterwards. 

D.12.3.3. Castlereagh, Britain and the pursuit of strategic advantage through the 
Congress system 

The British example offers important principles for understanding strategy and diplomacy at the crucial 
multilateral order-making moments of the Congress of Vienna. A close look at Castlereagh’s crafting of 
foreign policy and management of Britain’s negotiating position in the lead-up to Vienna and in its 
aftermath offers something like a best-practice example of conceptualising, planning for, gaining, and 
sustaining strategic advantage. 

British responsibility for the prosecution of the war’s endgame and negotiation of the peace was conferred 
upon the highly experienced and able politician and diplomat, Foreign Minister Robert Stewart, the 
Viscount Castlereagh. Castlereagh had previously held the offices of Chief Secretary of Ireland (where he 
had overseen the suppression of the 1798 Rebellion and helped to secure the passage of the 1801 Act of 
Union between the parliaments of Ireland and Britain, creating the United Kingdom), and Secretary of 
State for War and the Colonies (from 1805-6 and 1807 to 1809). From March 1812 until his death in 
1822, Castlereagh held the offices of both Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs and Leader of the House of 
Commons, which gave him a remarkable degree of influence over both foreign and domestic policies. 

 
738 Cox, Dunne & Booth (2001). 
739 Castlereagh State Paper (1820). 
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Castlereagh’s remarkable career offers one of the earliest examples of a grand strategically minded statesman, 
who had considerable influence over the conduct and course of British foreign policy at a pivotal moment 
in the history of the state.  

Castlereagh’s foreign policy exemplifies the clearly identifiable British grand strategic rationale – an 
understanding of the country’s ‘place in the world’ – that emerged out of the Napoleonic Wars. This was 
an approach that was antitheoretical and anti-doctrinal, but something more than simple pragmatism. To 
think grand strategically was to conceive of national interests in a more systematic and synchronised way 
than the day-to-day business of foreign affairs. This was not to set down certain rules of conduct that should 
be applied in every eventuality, but to reflect, in broader terms, about the international context in which 
the nation operated and the type of environment that was best suited to its pursuit of prosperity and security. 
He held in sight a clear and consistent central purpose: to sustain and expand the power base required to 
achieve British global commercial dominance, a key component of which was the maintenance of a 
favourable balance of power in Europe. It was this core purpose around which he designed flexible and 
adaptable approaches to the issues and events of the day.740 

For Castlereagh, this ‘grand strategic rationale’ comprised several core elements. It was influenced by his 
experiences as a young man in his early twenties, when he made two visits to Revolutionary France. He was 
initially sympathetic to the revolutionary cause, but by 1791, he saw little to celebrate in the breakdown of 
the established order, and in the chaos unleashed by an ideological fever bent upon transforming not only 
France but threatening the European continent. Partially influenced by Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the 
Revolution in France, he grew sceptical about the ability of the revolutionary regime to produce a stable and 
sustainable form of order that would enable France to reintegrate into the European system. Equally, while 
Castlereagh was influenced by Burke’s writings, he was uncomfortable with the idea of Britain engaging in 
open-ended, ideologically conditioned wars. He was careful to distance himself publicly from the insistence 
by Burke and others that Jacobinism must be destroyed as an ideology, in part because he recognised the 
folly of declaring war against an ideological position rather than a clearly specified adversary.  

Castlereagh’s firm response to the Troppau Protocol and his willingness to distance himself from the ‘grand 
alliance’ he had worked so hard to forge offers an important insight into how he understood the relationship 
between revolutionary challenge and legitimate order. For Castlereagh, the principle of legitimacy was 
crucial to the stability of any future European settlement. This manifested in a conservative caution about 
the pace of change and the importance of elite gatekeepers of order, but it also informed a suspicion of 
unrestrained reactionary autocracy.741 Henry Kissinger encapsulates this position: ‘Stability…has 
commonly resulted not from a quest for peace but from a generally accepted legitimacy,’ he argues, where 
legitimacy means ‘international agreement about the nature of workable arrangements and about the 
permissible aims and methods of foreign policy’. ‘A legitimate order does not make conflicts impossible, 
but it limits their scope’. In response to Troppau, Castlereagh took the unusual step of setting out his 
thinking in a ‘State Paper’ of 1820, in part to explain why Britain had fought in six coalitions against 

 
740 Bew, Ryan & Ehrhardt (2021). 
741 Castlereagh State Paper (1820). 
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revolutionary France, but would not commit to suppress other revolutionary challengers that did not 
impinge upon British interests or genuinely threaten the stability or territorial integrity of Europe. 

Perhaps the most important principle of Castlereagh’s statecraft was an understanding of power, rather than 
law, as the defining feature of the international arena. Although by most metrics, Britain in 1812-13 was 
an undisputed great power crucial to winning the war, it was by no means a foregone conclusion that British 
interests and influence would win the peace. Castlereagh had a keen understanding of the importance of 
ensuring that whenever the negotiations began in earnest, Britain had a seat at the top table. The 150,000 
troops in the field at the time of the signing at Chaumont, combined with the £5 million further subsidy 
pledge to the allies, is testament to Castlereagh’s determination ‘not to play second fiddle.’742 

It is important to be clear that Castlereagh did not immediately equate power with territorial reach. He 
recognised that British national interests were best served by a period of sustained peace, as Britain had a 
head start over the other powers in international commercial competition; thus, insofar as he wanted to see 
the monarchy restored in France it was simply because he believed this was the best means to preserve peace 
and stability and get back to the profitable business of peacetime trade. As early as 1801, he was prepared 
to return to France the colonies Britain had seized from her since hostilities began. All Castlereagh wished 
for, he claimed, was that British manufacturers and commercial interests should not be interfered with, and 
the continent of Europe (and crucially, its key internal waterways) should be opened up for trade. ‘Let a fair 
competition once be established, and I have no fear about the result.’743  

The same logic still applied in 1815. ‘It is not our business to collect trophies, but to try…[to] bring back 
the world to peaceful habits,’ he remarked after Napoleon’s final defeat at Waterloo. This self-serving image 
of Britain as the impartial arbiter (a somewhat self-satisfied affectation that infuriated its rivals) nonetheless 
did convey certain realities about the position adopted by the British state throughout the two final 
coalitions against Napoleonic France. It was borne out by the fact that, outside the Mediterranean, Britain 
did not have any major territorial demands in Europe after 1815, so long as a balance of power could be 
maintained in which no single hegemon would emerge – particularly Russia. 

It is not the intention here to suggest that Castlereagh was a lone strategic genius, or that British strategic 
advantage at Vienna can be attributed solely to a ‘great man of history’. Indeed, Castlereagh himself would 
be the first to point out that he considered himself the disciple of William Pitt the Younger, and that the 
success of his approach to re-ordering Europe was less a story of singular personal vision and more about 
the application of the plan Pitt had set out as early as 1804. It was through Pitt’s influence that Castlereagh 
formulated his conception of future European order, resting on four pillars: 

• The idea that Russia’s expansion must be balanced by the strengthening of Austria and Prussia. 

• The idea that Prussia should increase the area of her influence in northern and western Germany. 

• The idea that Austria should be encouraged by compensations in Italy. 

 
742 Bew (2011). 
743 Bew, Ryan and Ehrhardt (2021). 
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• The idea that, in return for the just equilibrium thus achieved, Great Britain should restore some 
at least of the colonial territory she had acquired.744  

Later, the principle of a grand alliance to counter Napoleon became a further objective, perhaps even ‘the 
centrepiece’ of Castlereagh’s position.745 Again, this was not entirely an innovation of Castlereagh’s – 
Foreign Secretary Lord Grenville had mooted the idea of a ‘union of the Great Powers which would have 
for its purpose the establishment of a general peace’ and security guarantee; Pitt’s January 1805 
memorandum similarly called for a ‘general agreement and Guarantee for the mutual protection and 
security of different Powers’.746 

Underlying Castlereagh’s strategic principles was a recognition, shared by many other British statesmen 
before and since, that Britain occupied a unique and unusual position vis-à-vis the European continent: at 
once invested, entangled and deeply interested in the outcomes of European political, economic, military 
and dynastic disputes, and yet simultaneously drawn away towards wider maritime connections, 
opportunities and extra-European interests.747 Like others before him, and several since, Castlereagh 
appreciated that Britain was at its most secure and most prosperous when it recognised the need to maintain 
a stake and a say in the European equilibrium.  

Britain’s negotiating position at Vienna was greatly enhanced by a number of factors. The first is that 
Castlereagh enjoyed an unusually free hand across the sequence of negotiations of the Congress years, and 
particularly at Vienna. He had been entrusted with the conduct of foreign policy at perhaps the most 
consequential moment in a generation, and by a Prime Minister and cabinet little interested in foreign 
policy.  

What resulted from the combination of Castlereagh’s background, influences, experience, and grand 
strategic conception of British power was a remarkably clear-sighted vision for how to prosecute the peace. 
Before leaving London in December 1813, Castlereagh had drawn up a series of negotiating positions and 
priorities, which he had secured Cabinet consent for, and had even informed the Russian and Austrian 
ambassadors, and the Prussian representative. The demands of the memorandum can be summarised as 
follows: 

• There was to be no discussion of Britain’s much-resented ‘maritime rights’. 

• Britain would permit no offers of arbitration of its dispute with America (the ‘War of 1812’). 

• France had to leave the Low Countries (Holland and Belgium). 

• The French fleet at Antwerp had to be destroyed. 

In return, however, Castlereagh wished to offer the following: 

 
744 Nicolson (1946). 
745 Bew (2011). 
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• Colonies seized by Britain during the wars could be traded for the above gains – in many cases, 
they could be given back to France. 

• France was to be allowed to return to 1793 borders and would suffer no punitive territorial losses. 

• France would be allowed to keep the treasure and colonies it had seized. 

• There were to be no punitive measures against France, and France would be permitted to re-join 
the community of nations.748 

Castlereagh recognised early that the defeat of Napoleon, whenever it came, would simply raise new 
questions of who might go forth to dominate the continent. Most likely, he realised, the new hegemon 
would be Russia. Therefore, when he left England for the continent on 26 December 1813, he already knew 
that he was not simply there to conclude the war and conclude a peace that restrained and contained French 
aggression, but to think several steps ahead and ensure that no aspect of the peace settlement created 
unintended consequences that might embolden or enable Russia’s (or others’) expansionism. For this 
reason, he understood that a stable France with a restored monarchy was in the interests of Britain. 

What is remarkable is how far Castlereagh was willing to push his position of relative autonomy to achieve 
his vision of acceptable balance: on 3 January 1815, in response to sustained Russian and Prussian pressure 
on the Polish question, Great Britain signed a secret alliance with Austria and France in which they pledged 
themselves to go to war to resist the designs of the Tsar. It is difficult to overstate how unusual this set of 
events was, and how fierce a reaction it provoked in some quarters – indeed it has been termed a ‘diplomatic 
revolution’ – particularly given that Castlereagh decided, alone and without the sanction of the prime 
minister or cabinet, to enter into a security alliance with the very power Britain had fought for 20 years and 
whose destruction of the European order the delegates had assembled in Vienna to address. 

D.12.4. Implications and lessons identified 

It is commonplace in the 21st century to see analysts revisit the Vienna model as a potential framework to 
address surging great-power rivalry, revisionism and systemic competition. There is now an extensive 
literature examining the usefulness, appropriateness and wisdom of the Vienna model, most commonly 
framed in terms of how the West might address the Russian or Chinese threat (or a nightmare-scenario 
combination of the two). It is worthwhile therefore to reflect upon the feasibility, wisdom and benefits for 
contemporary British security of seeking to return to more exclusive, elite consultative forms of multilateral 
engagement.749 

There are clear limits to the extent that Vienna offers a model to present-day UK diplomacy, strategy, and 
the remaking of world order: 

• Vienna was a regional settlement. It is plausible that a future regional concert might be convened 
to address regional order, but should the reordering moment be a global one, it is far from clear 

 
748 Harold (1946); Webster (1918). 
749 Further reading on the case study and themes raised in this paper: Kupchan and Kupchan (1991); Kupchan and 
Kupchan (1995); Lindley (2003); Sked (1979); Schroeder (1972).   
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how membership would be structured in order to balance legitimacy and transparency with efficacy 
and agility. (The 21st Century Study Group750 offers some suggestions, however, about a potential 
membership structure.)  

• At the closure of the French wars, Britain was negotiating from a position of something like 
superpower status. While in a future negotiation to remake European or Euro-Atlantic order, 
Britain would have a plausible claim to a seat at the table, it would need to develop a much stronger 
claim to a stake in any near-term regional reordering negotiation in, for example, the Indo-Pacific. 

• The Congress years were notable for the unusual calibre and level of experience amongst key 
figures. Metternich and Castlereagh were important variables, and it is unlikely that others would 
have produced the same results. Combined with this, the nineteenth century was a period in which 
a number of leading figures in European international affairs enjoyed extraordinarily long tenures 
in office. Although Castlereagh died in 1822, Metternich controlled foreign policy in Austria from 
1809-1848. Nesselrode served as Russian foreign minister from 1816 until 1856. His successor, 
Alexander Gorchakov, held the post for quarter of a century. In a similar vein, for much of the 35 
years after 1830, British foreign policy was dominated by Viscount Palmerston. Salisbury similarly 
dominated foreign policy for a quarter of a century.751 By comparison, modern democratic 
governments emphasise the need for frequent rotations of career diplomats, and few invest heavily 
in expert-level linguistic training and the cultural and historical education that best enables the 
development of either individual or collective-level strategic fluency. At the cabinet level, grand 
strategic minds are often the exception rather than the rule in a system that both disincentives and 
fails to reward such skills. Frequent reshuffles and party-political intrigues can lead to the 
appointment of foreign ministers of low ability and expertise, with little interest in, or grasp of, 
foreign policy, strategy or the landscape of international politics. 

• The character of diplomacy has changed. In part, this is about technology: Castlereagh’s physical 
presence at Vienna and the slow speed of communications gave him a lot of real-terms decision-
making power on questions the cabinet could not opt to reverse without incurring embarrassment. 
Diplomats in the 21st century simply do not enjoy such freedom of movement. When Castlereagh 
essentially went rogue in 1815 and signed a security pact with France, he could survive the storm 
of domestic outrage in part because his decision could not be overridden quickly, and he could not 
be quickly and easily recalled. It is difficult to imagine anything similar happening in the present 
day without swift retractions and resignations taking place. There is also the matter of transparency 
and accountability in modern diplomacy and foreign policy. In 1815, the foreign policies of the 

 
750 This study group is an initiative of the Peace Research Institute Frankfurt. In a 2014 report, it identified three 
criteria for membership of a hypothetical 21st century concert. These are: (i) sufficient material power; (ii) a 
demonstrated willingness to participate in global ‘maintenance’ endeavours; and (iii) recognition by others in the 
international system that the actor’s interests must be taken into consideration on global issues. The indicators they 
identified included: size of a state’s territory, size of its population, its degree of regional centrality, its gross national 
product, its annual military expenditure, whether it held membership in the G20, any service on the UN Security 
Council, and any contributions to recent peace operations mandated and led by the United Nations (The 21st Century 
Concert Study Group, 2014). See also Lascurettes (2017). 
751 Bridge and Bullen (2005). 
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great powers were typically formulated and executed by a very small number of men. Only in 
Britain and France was there the beginnings of a public discussion of foreign policy. 

• The character and composition of the UK government has changed. The political culture that 
produced Lord Castlereagh was far from perfect, and while it offers some lessons for those seeking 
to create a truly grand strategic culture of government in the present day, some aspects of the system 
are evidently inappropriate and undesirable. Whitehall and Westminster were highly elite and 
exclusive spaces in the nineteenth century, dominated by Oxford- and Cambridge-educated male 
aristocrats, and entirely absent any formal decision-making roles for women or representatives of 
Britain’s considerable ethnic minority populations. As is well known in the present, in narrow and 
discriminatory systems of elite privilege and patronage, individuals of low ability are frequently 
elevated to positions of responsibility far beyond their skills, experience and capabilities. While the 
system that produced Castlereagh enabled grand strategic thinking to germinate properly and 
inform policy in a structured and sustained way, the same political culture also contained and 
perpetuated many blind spots, with frequent policy failures resulting from governance systems in 
which few leaders understood or concerned themselves with the interests of those outside their 
class. 

That said, this case study offers some insights for British policymakers seeking to understand and create 
strategic advantage in the 21st century: 

• While the specifics of the Vienna case may not be repeated, it is realistic to assume that the coming 

decades will bring further reordering moments, either at the regional or global level, in which 
Britain will seek to create or maintain strategic advantage through multilateral diplomatic 
structures and processes, or to deny such advantage to adversaries. It is therefore prudent to ask 
the question of what multilateral security forums and tools will best enable such efforts, whether 
these would operate at a global level or with specific focus on key regions of high priority to the 
UK (particularly the Euro-Atlantic and Indo-Pacific regions), and whether these would be 
innovations or repurposed versions of existing forums.  

• The effective pursuit of strategic advantage starts with people who think grand strategically, and 
who situate short-term decisions within a conceptual architecture built around a clear conception 
of the national interest. Perhaps the most important insight 21st-cenutry Britain can learn from the 
Congress of Vienna is the value of developing grand strategic mindsets across government, and the 
wisdom of creating a governing culture that values and rewards the shrewdly competitive state 
pursuit of strategic advantage. The usefulness of the concept of strategic advantage may be first and 
foremost in how it conditions the pursuit, and in how it inculcates in an integrated way across 
government the mindset of ambition, toughness, risk-taking and agility that seeking ‘strategic 
advantage’ creates. 

• Creating a truly grand strategic culture within UK government will require some profound changes 
in the transaction of government business and the structures of decision-making.  

o The first and most important element of this is to ensure that senior decision-makers (and 

those who will succeed them) have protected time and opportunities to read deeply, and 
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to think about and discuss the ‘big picture’ and the underlying forces that shape and 
reshape global order. Castlereagh and his colleagues did not merely enjoy the privilege of 
an elite education: throughout their lives, they also had the time and inclination to read 
deeply and widely across many themes and subjects, and they lived within a culture that 
normalised debate of the big ideas under discussion in the latest works of history and 
philosophy, including serious debate about Britain’s role in the world and its long-term 
strategic position. The volume and pace of government work in the present day presents a 
formidable challenge, but if there is a serious desire to see a grand strategic culture re-
emerge within the UK, then there needs to be an equally serious effort to identify and 
eliminate unnecessary time sinks and to rebuild the attention spans of those too long 
accustomed to rapid-fire responsive management of urgent tasks. This should include 
reducing email volumes considerably and diminishing or eliminating the culture of out-
of-hours email and meetings. Equally, there should be a strong investment in skills training 
to equip decision-makers with the skill of ‘switching gear’ adeptly from the fast pace of 
short-term task/crisis management to the slower pace required of reading in depth and 
engaging in considered grand strategic thought.  

o Overcoming the 21st century governmental aversion to ‘talking shops’ is also key to 
recovering a grand strategic culture. Regular, small-cohort discussions at senior levels 
enable ideas to be debated and developed over time. In Castlereagh’s time, the UK cabinet 
was a more genuinely dialogic space, which – when it worked at its best – contained 
ministers both capable of, and inclined towards,  complex thought and debate. (Parliament 
too was characterised by a stronger emphasis on the quality of debate and oratory.) While 
the centralisation of power from the late 20th century onwards has changed the purpose 
and function of the cabinet itself, the cabinet model of regular discussion of ‘big picture’ 
issues could be replicated amongst other functional groupings, and – among other things 
– would support the effort to integrate strategy across government by strengthening 
stakeholders’ shared understandings of the levers of power, and helping more imaginative 
ideas emerge about how they can work together to support strategic objectives. This was 
significantly easier to do in the nineteenth century than it is now, given the vastly wider 
mandate of government and the considerably broader portfolios of departments, but is 
vital to the development of serious ‘muscle memory’ of strategic thought.  




