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It is reassuring to know that DefenceSynergia (DS) is not alone in recognising there are 
ever widening cracks in the foundations of UK's defence strategy, as emphasised by 
Robert Gates, a former US Defense Secretary, on the BBC Today programme on the 16 
January 2014. The latter adding further strength to the concerns articulated by Professor 
Sir Hew Strachan in his new book 'Direction of War' – Contemporary Strategy in Historic 
Perspective.

However, I wonder if the government is actually listening, despite being given much 
amplified commentary from knowledgeable and authoritative sources. Therefore, I offer 
here a view on current strategic thinking and some of its impact on the British armed 
forces and government policy today by briefly referencing our past military history. To that 
end I have often heard it said that the United Kingdom (UK) armed forces have the ability 
to act successfully alone (without allies). Indeed, have done so strategically many times. 
Whilst this thesis might be true of the Royal Navy (RN) over the past 300 years it may be 
less accurate when considering the British Army and Royal Air Force (RAF) beyond small 
scale operations and colonial actions. In saying this I draw on my own understanding and 
interpretation of our military history between 1799 to the present day.  

A Brief Look at The History of British Military Campaigns 1799 to 1945 

The Napoleonic Wars of 1799 to 1815 were characterised by several British led allied 
coalitions facing Napoleon's revolutionary army which at various times consisted of British, 
Dutch, Belgian, Spanish, Portuguese and Prussian troops; only the Royal Navy (RN) was 
large enough to act alone on a global scale. By the time of the Crimean war of 1853-56 
Great Britain was allied with France and the Ottoman Empire against Russia. The eventual 
costly land victory arguably owing more to the stoic bravery of the ordinary British soldier 
than a sclerotic British high command. Indeed, by the time of the second Boer war of 
1899-1902 the urgent need for reform in command and administration following early 
defeats and unnecessary casualties became abundantly apparent. 

Fortunately reform of the army came in 1912 when the secretary of State for War, Richard 
Burdon Haldane, reconstituted the army so that it was equipped and trained to fight 
overseas and provide home defence through the Territorial and Reserve Forces Act 1907. 
At the same time the RN, under the First Sea Lord, Jackie Fisher, laid-up obsolescent 
ships to fund the new Dreadnought class of battleship. However, the Imperial German 
Navy was able to keep pace with ship design, if not total numbers, and at the start of WWI, 
for the first time since 1805, the RN had a serious maritime competitor. In the air the first 
decade of the 20th century saw the advent of heavier than air flying machines and by 1914 
the Royal Flying Corps (RFC) and its naval offshoot the Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS) 
had been formed; an independent air force being created on 1 April 1918 by amalgamation 
of the RFC and RNAS into the Royal Air Force. 

It was these British ground, maritime and air forces that were committed in 1914 as part of 
the 'Triple Entente' alliance of France, Russia and Great Britain. The first commander of 
the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), Sir John French, was instructed by Lord Kitchener 
not to take orders from the French but by the Spring of 1915 this instruction had morphed 
into an agreement for the British to 'coordinate' all offensive action - de facto putting the 
BEF in a position of subordination to overarching French strategy. All the while the British 
worked tirelessly to draw the USA into the conflict. This was achieved in April 1917 and by 



November 1918 over half a million US ground forces were in France. Indeed, by the time 
of the Armistice the British Army itself had grown to well over 2 million with major 
contributions from Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Africa, India and Nepal.

When WWII began for Great Britain on 3rd September 1939 the regular army could muster 
224,000 trained men, supported by a reserve of 174,000 and a Territorial Army of 438,000. 
Conscription was introduced under the Military Training and the National Service (Armed 
Forces) Acts 1939; liability to military service being extended to all fit men between the 
ages of 18–41. The size of the British Army alone peaking in June 1945 at 2.9 million. Yet, 
despite the heroic efforts to expand the size of the armed forces they required still more 
personnel and many came on a purely volunteer basis from the Empire and Dominions. 
And at various times Belgium, Holland, Norway, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Greece and 
France et al, contributed forces. After December 1941 the USA entered the fray and by the 
war's end 11.2 million Americans were serving in the U.S. Army and US Army Air Corps, 
4.2 million served in the US Navy and 660,000 in the US Marine Corps. 

The British, though rightly proud of being in the vanguard from start to finish of the two 
world wars and for not capitulating in 1940, were never entirely alone. The international roll 
of honour in The Battle of Britain offering early testament to this assertion.   

A Brief Look at British Military Operations Since 1945 

Since 1945 the UK has only once conducted a major sea and land engagement without 
the participation of allied forces – the Falklands in 1982 - where 25,000 all arms were 
committed. In most major combat operations since 1945 British  forces have operated as 
part of a coalition – Korea, Suez, Iraq (twice), Bosnia, Kosovo and Afghanistan. However, 
UK forces with local support have conducted counter-insurgency operations in Malaya, 
Kenya, Cyprus, Brunei, Sarawak, Oman, Northern Ireland and Sierra Leone. Albeit in the 
case of Korea, Malaya, Suez, Kenya and Cyprus these were at a time when national 
servicemen were available to bolster numbers.

The Truth of Past British Military Campaigns Since 1945 

The Korean war lasted for 3 years, the Malayan Emergency and Afghanistan closer to 12 
years and although Britain's engagements in the Falklands and Iraq were initially short and 
sharp wars, as in Afghanistan, the longer term need for unplanned follow-on stabilization 
and deterrent forces has been a defining feature. Therefore, it can be seen that since the 
end of WWII, with the exception of colonial actions and the Falklands, UK forces have 
mainly operated with UN or NATO forces - the USA and France most particularly. The 
duration of most engagements lasting for years rather than months with some inconclusive 
results indicating that without clear strategic forethought it can be easier to commit forces 
than to withdraw them especially when it is unclear what final success should look like!  

Although not unique to Great Britain too many early engagements of British forces in the 
first half of the 20th century could be characterised as 'unprepared'. For example, at the 
start of WWII, whilst a small British force in North Africa managed exceptional 
achievements against the Italians the initial engagements by British and allied forces in 
Norway, France, Crete, Singapore and Burma were characterised by retreat, evacuation or 
defeat. Arguably, poor leadership - a lack of prior planning and appreciation within a 
confused imperial command and control structure fostered in a pre-war strategic vacuum - 
being the primary cause. Early disasters forcing a change in administration and the new 
government to acknowledge that a 'strategy' focused war aim - enabled by appropriate 



critical mass, training and readiness to meet clear political objectives - is crucial. 

However, to commit armed force without a clear understanding of the intended political 
goals or end-game is to invite confusion downstream. Thus, whilst the initial short and 
sharp war fighting operations in Afghanistan 2001 and Iraq 2003 were successful the post-
war occupation, stabilisation and nation building activities in these countries have arguably 
fallen short because of a political and diplomatic lacuna. The principal collateral casualty of 
this lack of strategic focus being the reputation of Great Britain's professional army.        

The Elephant in the Room 

One should not underestimate the political challenge that public approval of policy plays in 
the UK; not least when defence funding is the main casualty in a drive for increased social 
expenditure. Indeed, between the two world wars this desire for peace to promote 
prosperity arguably fostered an appeasement mentality within the nation. So much so that 
it was near impossible, until the eleventh hour, for those responsible for imperial defence 
to persuade government to fund adequate deterrent forces. The consequence was that the 
nation had to fund and fight a prolonged global war of survival that proved far more costly 
than deterrence. In the post 'Cold War' era a 'peace dividend' mantra incubated in a 
'strategy-free' environment points to a similar socio-political climate today. 

For over 300 years the projection of British power was exercised primarily through a 
'maritime centric strategy' - since 1914 with increasing support from tactical and strategic 
air enablers. The British army's primary military role being to take and occupy ground 
(wins wars). However, in the 20th century the army did not win a major battle without the 
combined combat support provided by maritime and air forces; often in the company of 
allies. The balance of these forces being the end product of a cohesive national or 
internationally agreed strategy - however belatedly this strategic focus may seem in 
retrospect. 

Whilst one of Great Britain's major strengths throughout history has been its ability to build 
alliances – its soft power influence to defend shared values and/or interests - its ability to 
do so has largely depended upon diplomatic and military credibility. The latter position, 
hard won, is now being squandered by an apparent unwillingness on the part of 
government to articulate its national strategy for fear that the true cost of 'hard power' 
enablers to meet policy aspirations would have to be tested at some stage by the 
electorate. Thus, as the UK enters the second decade of the 21st century an over reliance 
upon 'soft power' to save money for social causes is being substituted for the judicious 
deterrent effect of 'hard power'. In the process confidence and credibility in our nation's 
traditional strengths seem to be replaced by a new and arguably false paradigm; that only 
managed decline is viable. 

Thus, in the 21st century, strategy and its relationship to policy has been completely 
forgotten by some in government; dismissed as an anachronism by others. So, as 
casualties have accrued over prolonged periods in what are perceived to be failed and ill-
conceived wars in Iraq and Afghanistan is it any wonder that UK foreign policy options 
appear unsupported by large swathes of the public. The prevailing view of UK military 
operations manifesting itself in a mistrust of the political elite - less the armed forces - 
when the government is incapable of satisfactorily explaining, defining or justifying for the 
public the strategic rationale or historic context that informs foreign policy actions or 
intentions.  


