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Forward Presence and Engagement
Historical Insights into the Problem of “Shaping”

Edward Rhodes, Jonathan DiCicco, Sarah Milburn Moore, and
Tom Walker

AMERICAN NATIONAL SECURITY STRATEGY and military strategy
emphasize the role of forward military presence and peacetime
military engagement in “shaping” the post-Cold War international
environment, creating conditions conducive to realizing American
foreign policy goals of enhanced security, increased prosperity, and ex-
panded democracy. Unfortunately, our knowledge of how this peace-
time “shaping” process works is rudimentary at best. No one knows
exactly how and in what ways overseas military operations during
peacetime contribute to the political outcomes and political evolution
the United States seeks. Our understanding of basic issues, such as
what kinds of “shaping” have historically proved possible and what
types of military power have been useful to great powers in their “shap-
ing” efforts, is severely limited.
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As a consequence, political and military decision makers find them-
selves relying on common sense and gut instincts rather than on more
carefully developed models as they pursue national strategy. What
types of military forces are necessary if the United States is to convince
a sometimes skeptical world that violence is unacceptable, that open
markets and free trade are mutually beneficial, and that democracy and
human rights are to be embraced and cherished? How should these
forces be deployed and operated? How should military presence be
integrated into larger national policy and linked to economic and
diplomatic efforts? Given budgetary pressures on today’s defense estab-
lishment, the drain on personnel and materiel caused by forward de-
ployment, the global nature of American commitments, the sweeping
goals of American foreign policy, and the long-term consequences of
investment decisions, an improved understanding of how peacetime
presence and engagement influence the political environment is crucial.

This article reports the findings of a major exploratory study of for-
ward military presence and peacetime political “shaping.” Our concern
in this study was with understanding the ability of great powers to en-
gage in peacetime “shaping”—to use their military preponderance to
shape regional peacetime political environments in ways consistent
with their desires. We looked at six very different cases in which demo-
cratic powers attempted to influence and stabilize political realities in
regions in which they enjoyed military predominance, asking in each
case the same questions about the great power’s military capacity, the
other resources available to it, constraints on its actions, and outcomes
achieved. Clearly, such a study cannot offer definitive answers to all of
our questions about “shaping.” It can, however, help us discover gen-
eral patterns and suggest preliminary propositions that, after further
analysis, could serve as guidelines for policy.

Research Design

In selecting cases from which to draw lessons, we sought historical
situations that are in some important respects analogous to the one
currently facing the United States. First, the great power should have
enjoyed predominant military power in the region. Next, the great
power should have been a democracy, subject to whatever constraints
on the use of military power democratic institutions might impose.
Third, the great power also should have been dealing with other
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sovereign states——that is, we avoided colonial cases, in which key re-
gional actors lacked formal sovereignty. Fourth, the great power should
have had clearly identified goals. Finally, we looked for cases involving
different great powers and different regions, in which great powers
pursued a variety of objectives and had a range of resources, to help dis-
tinguish between idiosyncratic and general findings.

In examining the cases selected, we employed focused-comparison
techniques—that is, for each case we asked the same set of ques-
tions—making it possible to lay the answers to particular questions lit-
erally side by side, comparing across the six cases. The questions fell
into three general categories:"

» What was the great power’s military capability—what were the
principal attributes of its military power—in the region?

» What other resources were at the great power’s disposal, and what
political constraints may have affected its behavior or influence in
the region?

* How successful was the great power in shaping the peacetime
political environments in ways consistent with its preferences?

For each case, the historical material allowed answers to a list of spe-
cific questions and subquestions.

What were the great power’s military capabilities? What was the overall
regional military balance between the great power and regional powers?
What was the degree of the great power’s effective technological superior-
ity over regional powers? (“Effective” here implies not merely posses-
sion of technology but also the training and institutional capacity to
maintain and employ it.) How constant was the great power’s presence
in the region, with what kinds and levels of forces? What was the speed
of great-power response? What military options were available to the
great power? Did the great power have the ability to intervene in domestic
political affairs (for instance, to save or topple governments)? Did the
great power have the ability to conduct humanitarian and peacekeeping oper-
ations?

What were the great power’s other resources, and what constraints on its be-
havior existed? What was the great power’s economic leverage? What was

* The first category represents the relevant independent variable, the impact of which is to be

examined. The second category represents contrel and intervening variables. The third
category, the outcome, represents the dependent variable of the study.
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the great power’s political penetration of regional actors? How much
freedom of action did the great power have, given domestic political con-
straints? What international regimes and institutions existed that either
supported or worked against the great power’s objectives? Were other
great powers active in, or capable of intervening in, the region? What re-
alistic options did regional states have to put pressure on the great
power? Did regional states and the great power share common objectives?
Was the great power able to shape the peacetime environment in a way consis-
tent with its preferences? To what extent was it able to deter unwanted con-
flict in the region? How well could it control the outcome of such conflict,
reassure aligned states, and protect its economic interests in the region?
Could it ensure that regional states pursued foreign policies it desired? To
what extent could it further domestic developments in the region that were
consistent with its values and preferences (such as democratic devel-
opment, economic development, or procapitalist economic policies)?
The six cases we selected for investigation were:

» Britain in the eastern Mediterranean during the Concert of Europe
period (1816-52)

¢ Britain in the eastern Mediterranean during the interwar years
(1919-37)

» Britain in South America between 1850 and 1890

* The United States in the Caribbean between 1903 and 1920

* France in West Africa between 1960 and 1970

» France in Central Africa between 1970 and 1995.

Case Summaries

Three of our cases are drawn frorm British experience—two in a re-
gion geographically vital to Britain (the eastern Mediterranean) and
one in a region of economic significance but of only peripheral political
importance, South America. In the first of the eastern Mediterranean
cases, British presence in the region was largely military, with little po-
litical entanglement; in the second, Britain was deeply enmeshed in the
domestic affairs of several key countries in the region, enjoying the
benefits and experiencing the discomforts of a history of imperial in-
volvement. Significant too is the fact that in the second eastern Medi-
terranean case Great Britain was a declining power, facing increasing
challenges from other great powers.
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Our fourth case is drawn from American history: U.S. efforts at the
beginning of the twentieth century to influence political developments
in the Caribbean basin, aimed at stabilizing the region and promoting
democratic government. Perhaps what is most striking about this case
is the amount of power the United States could bring to bear. Our fifth
and sixth cases examine French efforts in francophone Africa. They are
remarkable for the extent of France’s postcolonial penetration of the
region and the degree to which sovereignty was blurred, giving France
enormous leverage in influencing political outcomes. Taken together,
these six historical cases suggest some general lessons about the prob-
lem of political “shaping.”

Case 1, Sea Power and International Order: Great Britain in the eastern
Mediterranean, 1816-52. In the wake of the Napoleonic wars, Britain
aimed to stabilize the eastern Mediterranean region, prevent the col-
lapse of the Ottoman Empire and the expansion of other great powers’
influence in the area, protect British commerce and communication
routes, and encourage free trade and Western-style social progress.!
Though peripheral to the continental European theater, the eastern
Mediterranean was geographically critical to Britain.

British naval forces maintained a consistent presence in the eastern
Mediterranean, operating from forward bases at Malta and in the is-
lands of the lonian Sea. In its dealings with regional actors, the Royal
Navy enjoyed a qualitative edge—an edge that at times proved critical
and that rested not on better technology but on the superior training
and professionalism of its sailors and officers.2 In fact, given the weak-
ness of the post-Napoleonic British army, the Royal Navy represented
the only effective military tool at Britain’s disposal.? Nonmilitary
sources of power or influence were also quite limited—British trade
and financial ties offered little leverage, and political penetration of re-
gional governments was negligible.* (In Egypt, for example, British po-
litical presence was less than France’s; even in Constantinople, British
counsels frequently went unheeded.)

The employment of British naval power was not significantly con-
strained by domestic opinion: foreign secretaries were typically able to
manipulate public opinion; they were seldom compelled to tailor their
actions to it or to parliamentary pressure. Public and parliamentary
opinion did, however, constrain British defense spending, a serious
overall limitation on British policy, and at the extreme public and
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parliamentary opinion may have kept foreign secretaries from pursuing
policies that would have precipitated great-power war.>

While not unchallenged (France and Russia were both able to intervene
in the region), Britain clearly dominated the eastern Mediterranean,
thanks to its naval power. Although great-power interests frequently
collided, particularly with regard to the Turkish Straits, British objec-
tives were generally consistent with international regimes—the 1815
Concert of Europe, which had in broad terms endorsed the status quo,
and the antislavery regime, which reflected British notions of prog

Maximizing military presence for “shaping” outcomes in the
short run may... undercut the long-term goals that prompted
great-power involvement in the first place.

ress.b Because of Britain’s interest in preserving the Ottoman Empire,
its goals and those of the Sublime Porte (the Ottoman government)
were frequently, though not always, congruent; for that reason, how-
ever, British and Egyptian goals were often in direct conflict.

Britain’s capacity to shape outcomes in the region appears to have
been principally based on its ability to use its naval power to foreclose
Egyptian options and, to a lesser extent, French and Russian ones. Na-
val power offered Britain a range of options. However, few extended
farther inland than the reach of the Royal Navy’s guns. Frequently the
speed of British reaction, made possible by the presence of Royal Navy
warships in the region, seems to have been important in deterring ad-
versaries, reassuring friends, preventing undesired faits accomplis, and
achieving the goals of British policy.”

Britain’s overall success in shaping outcomes in the eastern Mediter-
ranean (with a few notable exceptions, such as the Ottoman turn to-
ward Russia in 1833) must be seen in light of the distinctly modest
British goals, which were limited in two regards. First (and with such
exceptions as eventual support for Greek independence), the British
generally sought to prevent or defeat challenges to the status quo. That
is, British policy was essentially a holding action, aimed at foiling those
who sought change. Second, the British did not seek to transform the
domestic politics or conditions of the region’s nations. Given their lib-
eral political ideology and commitment to progress, this is perhaps sur-
prising, but the British seem consistently to have defined progress in
terms of foreign policy, not domestic transformation. Thus Britain
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sought to stem the slave trade and encouraged freer international trad-
ing, but it did not actively further constitutional government in the
eastern Mediterranean.8

In sum, within the distinct limits set by successive governments,
British policy was largely effective in stabilizing the eastern Mediterra-
nean. By and large, the British were able, by means of the sustained
presence of thoroughly trained naval forces, to foreclose the military
and diplomatic options of regional actors and other great powers. By
doing so, they deterred, limited, or ensured satisfactory outcomes in
regional conflicts, and they limited political penetration by other great
powers, protected British trade and commerce, and encouraged the
emergence of a progressive international order based on free trade and
antislavery norms. Though the evidence is less than definitive, it ap-
pears that the achievement of these goals depended on the presence of
forces able actually to prevent or defeat challenges by anti-status quo
powers that were quite prepared to pose such challenges. That is, the
Royal Navy’s role was more than symbolic, and these other powers (at
varying times Egypt, Russia, and France) were at least sometimes
highly sensitive to the actual capabilities of forward-operating ele-
ments of the Royal Navy.

Case 2, Hegemony in Decline: Great Britain in the eastern Mediterranean,
1919-37. In the interwar years, as during the period of the Concert of
Europe, Britain sought to stabilize the eastern Mediterranean region,
maintain the status quo, preserve British primacy, and deter conflict.
The region remained a key one for British foreign policy because of its
strategic position on the route to India and Singapore as well as the oil
reserves in Iraq.? Britain’s policy in the eastern Mediterranean was both
facilitated and complicated by its colonial role and by its presence and in-
fluence in the postcolonial states. Unlike in the earlier period, British
ability to stabilize the region was thus intimately linked to its ability to
ensure domestic order, not just to influence the international environ-
ment. The aims of British policy with respect to the eastern Mediterra-
nean were thus substantially greater than in the preceding century: to
deter great-power aggression; limit the spread of great-power influence;
limit the economic inroads of other powers, particularly in key sectors
like oil; and maintain domestic order while preventing an anti-British
political backlash in the Arab world that would jeopardize London’s con-
tinued control or influence there.
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British military resources were markedly overextended, both on land
and at sea.!® British garrisons in its Arab protectorates and mandates
were modest, even for the limited task of maintaining local order. They
did, however, represent a consistent presence ashore in the southern
and eastern parts of the region, although this presence could be pro-
jected only with difficulty into sparsely populated areas. As the Chanak
crisis with Turkey illustrated, Britain was also hampered by the fact
that while its forces in the region might be sufficient to deter conflict
briefly, a major war would require mobilization, which would be time
consuming and probably unacceptable politically.!! Still, British naval
power was regionally dominant, however stretched globally, The Medi-
terranean represented the center of gravity for the Royal Navy; roughly
half the British fleet was deployed there during the interwar period,
with major bases at Malta and Alexandria.!2

British technological superiority played an important role in how
policy makers dealt with at least one of their many problems: how to
police sparsely populated areas, maintaining order and preventing the
coalescence of anti-British political movements. Here, airpower proved
effective. The system of air policing devised by Air Marshal Hugh
Trenchard, chief of staff of the Royal Air Force, appears to have been
generally a success.’® Two important observations need be made, how-
ever. First, the Trenchard system did not rest on bluff or reflect hesita-
tion to use violence; rather, it appears that the coercive effectiveness of
aircraft was predicated on the considerable British record of actual air
bombardment. Second, the effectiveness of air policing reflected the
unusual geographic and sociopolitical conditions of the Arab hinter-
land. In urban areas, maintenance of order required some combination
of “boots on the ground” and political penetration, in particular a mas-
tery of divide-and-conquer approaches to political manipulation,'*

While British economic leverage vis-a-vis regional actors was, as in
the earlier period, limited, in the interwar years British policy in the
eastern Mediterranean relied heavily on political penetration, formal
and informal, especially in the Arab zone.! The presence of British ad-
visors and administrators was as vital as that of British soldiers to en-
suring that the foreign and domestic policies of the Arab states
remained consistent with British aims. This political resource, how-
ever, waned as the period advanced, and its decline presented British
policy makers with a no-win dilemma: whereas continued political
presence tended to promote Arab nationalist opposition, retrenchment
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would weaken London’s ability to control the local elements that were
pushing for further British withdrawal. In general, British military
presence remained able to cope with violent expressions of national-
ism or anti-British sentiment, but only at increasing cost.¢

At home, antiwar sentiment, domestic preoccupations, and budget-
ary concerns all constrained British policy in the eastern Mediterra-
nean, as elsewhere in the world."” Again, however, these domestic
constraints tended to set overall bounds rather than sharply limit free-
dom of action in particular crises. These constraints were at least at the
margin reinforced by the international naval arms control regime of the
period, although it is difficult to know how much more Britain—or its
rivals—would have spent in its absence.!®

British goals tended to be consistent with the aspirations of the
League of Nations (indeed, Britain was the essential power in the orga-
nization); had League norms been more effective, they probably would
have assisted British policy, especially with respect to Italy.!® The Ital-
ian invasion of Abyssinia represented a direct challenge to—and defeat
for—British policy.2® Other challenges tended to be more chronic in
nature, however. The rise of Arab nationalism, the increasing ability of
regional players like Turkey to play off the great powers, and the deep-
ening economic penetration of the region by firms from other nations
all posed long-run dilemmas for which the British had no long-run so-
lution.

The overall picture that emerges is thus mixed. Using a combination
of extensive political penetration (the legacy of British occupation and
of colonial or mandated control) and military presence both at sea and
in dispersed garrisons ashore, the British were able to retain their dom-
inant position in the eastern Mediterranean and, with the conspicuous
exception of Abyssinia, to shape regional developments in ways roughly
consistent with their preferences. This said, however, British ability to
control or influence the two resolutely independent states of the re-
gion, Turkey and Greece, was limited—as demonstrated by Turkey’s
successful opposition to Anglo-Greek policies in the 1920s, the Greek
turn away from Britain, and worrisome Turkish engagement with both
Germany and the USSR.?!

Perhaps even more significantly, Britain’s ability to shape regional
developments was clearly waning and unsustainable, however London
strove to achieve economies. Three contributory factors can be identi-
fied. First, Britain’s decline relative to other great powers, coupled with
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ideological and domestic constraints that made it unwilling to act pre-
emptively against emerging challengers like Italy, progressively re-
duced its ability to deter great-power involvement or intervention in
the eastern Mediterranean. Second, long-term economic developments
were bringing other powers, most conspicuously the United States,
into the region. Third, Britain was unable to control nationalist politi-
cal developments there. Britain’s co-optation of elites and manipula-
tion of domestic politics in the Arab world was at times masterful, but
its political and military presence does not appear to have contributed
to the development of institutions and norms that would have allowed
that presence to continue indefinitely.

In the short and medium terms, British successes seem to have re-
flected the presence of well-tailored military forces (a navy dominant at
sea, pgarrisons of lightly armed soldiers ashore, and RAF aircraft to po-
lice the hinterland) closely tied to and informed by a network of colo-
nial or postcolonial administrators. This politico-military presence
seems to have been designed with an eye to deterring or defeating the
particular challenges the British faced. With it, Britain attempted to
walk the fine line between appearing weak and thus inviting attack, on
the one hand, and on the other, provoking nationalist outbursts through
displays of power.

In its own terms, Britain’s “shaping” policy should probably be re-
garded as successful. Its goals, as enunciated, were modest. So too,
though, was its success—and time was not working in Britain’s favor.

Case 3, “Masterly Inactivity”: Great Britain in South America, 1850-1900.
The British experience of “shaping” in South America in the second
half of the nineteenth century supports one of the themes suggested by
the previous two cases: a great power that sets its sights low enough is
likely to achieve its goals. Britain’s aim in South America was clear and
consistent, but modest: to ensure a free trade regime. Since the nations
of the region already embraced the free trade norm, the only real threat
was the reestablishment of European empires. British policy was not to
attempt to exclude other great powers from South America but to
block any attempt to recolonize it. While Britain assumed that free
trade would ultimately lead to peace and progress, in general it did not
actively attempt otherwise to bring these about more directly, prevent
regional conflict, or influence domestic political developments. Lon-
don rarely involved itself in the region’s quarrels, even when British
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property and investments were threatened. Not surprisingly, Britain’s
policy has been described as one of “perfect indifference,” or “masterly
inactivity.” Since the British objectives of free trade and, as a corollary,
preservation of South American sovereignty were broadly shared by
political elites across the region, its indifference and inactivity—cou-
pled with underlying reassurance that Britain would not permit the
norms of sovereignty and free trade to be violated—were sufficient.??

Although the period marked the height of British naval mastery,
Royal Navy presence in South America, though continuous, was essen-
tially negligible—a handful of obsolescent warships operating out of fa-
cilities controlled by host states. In numbers and technology, these
warships were typically inferior to those of regional actors (though, as
the engagement between Peruvian and British forces in 1877 suggests,
superior training may have offset these inferiorities).? The importance
of the British naval presence thus seems to have been largely sym-
bolic—a reminder of the naval might that was potentially on call and of
British commitment to sovereignty and free trade. However, it is worth
recognizing that as a practical matter, given its limited objectives, the
token size of its naval squadron probably did not deny Britain options it
might have wanted to exercise: Britain was unlikely even to perceive a
need to join in regional squabbles, intervene in domestic fighting, or
step in to protect investments.2*

The British Empire lacked not only military instruments in South
America but economic and diplomatic ones as well. Britain’s commit-
ment to free trade undermined the credibility of economic threats, and
its diplomatic presence in the region was maintained only at the lowest
levels. Britain did, however, possess two important, if intangible, re-
sources. The first was local respect for Britain, particularly for the
Royal Navy, an attitude that dated back to its support in the wars for
Latin American independence. (This may help explain why the dis-
tinctly second-rate quality of Royal Navy forces in the region did not
undermine British prestige.) The second, and more critical, factor was
the intellectual commitment of South American elites to British-style
economic liberalism. In this regard, Britain can be described as exerting
something like Gramscian hegemony, having convinced ruling elites in
the region that their interests and Britain’s were at least generally con-
sistent,

Asin Cases 1 and 2, it is possible that parliamentary and public opin-
ion restricted the broad outlines of British policy even if it did not
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constrain immediate responses to crises. It seems doubtful that a Brit-
ish government could have found political support had it wanted to in-
crease British presence in South America, much less intervene. The
limited British policy in the region, in fact, seems to have been broadly
popular.

Several important observations derive from this case. First, when the
interests of regional states and a great power are perceived by regional
states as being the same, purely symbolic forces may be sufficient.
Large deployments, or even operationally effective units, may be un-
necessary.

Second, and most interestingly, in such a situation increased military
presence may not only be unnecessary but distinctly undesirable: as
one British diplomat observed, “Consuls without cannons had little
impact, yet the use of warships had often inflamed local feelings and
been counter productive.”?s The logic at work here is not difficult to
discern. More than token British presence would have manifestly given
Britain the ability to intervene whenever its interests diverged from
those of particular South American states. Thus, while eliminating the
Royal Navy presence might have left South American states feeling vul-
nerable to other European powers, increasing it would have created or
exacerbated fears that Britain intended to intervene on behalf of its na-
tionals, support factions in civil conflicts, or take sides in regional dis-
putes. Presence was necessary, then, but less was more. Indeed, this
lesson may have been driven home by the unsuccessful and unpopular
British effort in the 1840s to topple Argentina’s Rosas regime by block-
ading the River Plate.26

Third, while British policy was vastly successful in its own narrow
terms—DBritain was able to ensure free markets across South Amer-
ica—it was a failure in broader ways. An essential assumption underly-
ing British policy, at least when Liberal governments were in power,
was that free trade would result in peace, prosperity, and political prog-
ress. This proved wrong. The positive consequences (other than mar-
kets for manufactured goods) that Britain expected from its support for
free trade simply did not develop.

Case 4. Progressive Intervention: The United States in the Caribbean,
1903-20. In a number of significant ways, the U.S. experience of “shap-
ing” the Caribbean in the first decades of the twentieth century repre-
sents the reverse of that of Britain in South America in the late
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nineteenth century. Where British objectives were narrowly defined,
American ones were sweeping; where Britain employed only limited
forces, America committed major resources—military, economic, and
political; where Britain avoided domestic involvement, America plunged
in. The United States had two principal goals in the Caribbean. The
first, driven by realpolitik, was to prevent another great power from
gaining influence in the region. With the decision to construct an isth-
mian canal, this factor became critical to American security. This secu-
rity concern with great-power presence, though, also elevated U.S.
interest in the region’s internal affairs. Because instability and inability
to repay debts would justify and invite European intervention in the re-
gion (as the Venezuelan debt crisis of 1902 and the subsequent Hague
Court decision underscored), this realpolitik objective logically dic-
tated what became known as the Roosevelt corollary to the Monroe
Doctrine—that the United States itself would intervene to prevent
misgovernment. The second goal, which led to the same conclusion as
the first, reflected the internal logic and moral imperative of Progres-
sivism, which in those years informed American political ideology: by
Progressive reckoning, America had a duty to use, and a self-interest in
using, its power to establish stable, liberal, eventually democratic gov-
ernments in the region. The widely shared Progressive ethos of action,
service, and charity, as well as of the expansion of democracy, informed
American foreign policy decision makers from Theodore Roosevelt to
Woodrow Wilson. Very few American elites questioned this moral im-
perative of Progressivism.?’

The U.S. naval construction program that began in 1890, realities of
geography (the Caribbean was close to U.S. bases but far from Europe),
and a balance of power in Europe that kept European fleets close to
home combined to give the United States an ability to deploy decisive
naval power in the region. Bases at Guantanamo, San Juan, and Culebra
(a small island east of Puerto Rico) supported the standing Caribbean
Squadron and major units conducting training exercises. The United
States possessed essentially all the naval power it could imagine using:
in every instance during the seventeen years embraced by this case, the
U.S. Navy found it possible to dispatch immediately a warship to the
trouble spot identified by the State Department. Equally important,
the United States possessed in the Marine Corps, which was dramati-
cally expanded during this period, a professional, disciplined force that

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 2000



Naval War College Review, Vol. 53 [2000], No. 1, Art. 3

38 Naval War College Review

could intervene ashore with what by local standards amounted to over-
whelming force.28

In sum, no regional state could resist American military power, ei-
ther at sea or ashore. As was repeatedly demonstrated, American mili-
tary power was sufficient to intervene, restore order, prevent the
overthrow of governments, ensure the success of antigovernment
movements, impose truces on warring parties or bring them to the
peace table, and even undertake major civic construction projects. Both
at sea and ashore, U.S. military forces possessed a huge technological
advantage over those of regional states. Forward deployment and
state-of-the-art communications technology permitted the United States
to respond in a timely fashion to developing situations. At least as rele-
vant, however, was the superior professionalism and discipline of its
armed services, which permitted small American forces to restore or-
der or decisively influence events in the face of much larger numbers.??

American power was not only military, of course. In contrast to the
three British cases discussed above, American business and financial in-
stitutions generally worked hand in glove with the American govern-
ment, and they dominated the economies of the region. In several
important instances, the United States itself took over the public fi-
nances of Caribbean states. Beyond this indirect or direct control over
Caribbean economies, the United States also enjoyed considerable polit-
ical penetration of regional elites, which in some cases identified closely
with the United States.

America’s military freedom of action in the Caribbean during this
period was essentially unlimited. In the wake of the Venezuelan crisis
of 1902, the two great powers that might conceivably have disputed
American hegemony, Great Britain (which had the naval power but not
the interest) and Germany (which found itself diplomatically at odds
with the United States but was otherwise engaged in Europe), effec-
tively conceded the region. In American domestic politics, both conser-
vatives and liberals, though for different reasons, supported the
Progressive policy of intervention; no significant voices opposed it. The
international regimes of the day gave the United States carte blanche,
even strong encouragement, for intervention. In short, options up to
and including prolonged military occupation were entirely feasible.

Despite this overwhelming power and the absence of constraints on
its use, U.S. policy must be judged as at best only partially successful.
While the United States kept other powers out of the Caribbean,
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largely prevented interstate clashes, and protected American property
and investments, it failed in its efforts to transform domestic societies
and create stable internal order. The region remained marked by do-
mestic instability and violence. Although the United States was able to
determine the political victors in internal struggles across the Carib-
bean, this did not result in the political progress the United States
sought.

This is a striking finding, worth underscoring. Despite the fact that
the United States possessed overwhelming military, economic, and po-
litical capabilities, including the capacity to respond decisively, and es-
sentially immediately, with naval power; despite strong domestic
support and a lack of international opposition; and despite the comical
military and political weakness of regional states, the United States
was unable to reshape domestic order in the Caribbean.

A second worrisome point: in the end, American intervention proved
domestically unsustainable. After 1920, as part of a general rejection of
U.S. interventionism, American public and elite opinion turned against
the Caribbean policy, and efforts to reshape the region politically were
largely abandoned.*°

Case 5, “la Chasse Gardée”: France in West Africa, 1960-70. There are
important parallels between American involvement in the Caribbean
in the early decades of the twentieth century and French presence in
francophone West and Central Africa in the post-World War Il period.
Both great powers sought to influence domestic as well as interna-
tional conditions, using a mix of military, economic, and political tools.
In each case, the great power’s economic and political penetration of
the region was extraordinary. In each case the great power had a fairly
free hand—while suspicious of other great powers and determined to
prevent encroachment in an area they saw of vital interest, the United
States and France actually enjoyed widely, if only implicitly, recognized
spheres of influence, and both had only the most general domestic po-
litical constraints on their actions.

French and American objectives, however, differed substantially. For
France, the goal of preserving a “chasse gardée” (literally, a feudal hunting
preserve) in Africa stemmed from a perceived need to restore its political
prestige and retain effective control over the region’s raw materials,
manpower, and markets.*! This dictated “shaping” the region’s politics
in such a way that none of the three threats France perceived to the chasse
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gardée—political and cultural encroachment by the anglophone powers;
ideological and diplomatic interference by the Soviet Union and its cli-
ents; and African anti-neocolonial, nationalist sentiment--endangered
either the continued special politico-economic relationship between
francophone Africa and France or the continued dominance of franco-
phone culture. Thus where the underlying aim of American involvement
in the Caribbean was to ensure stability and progress, that of France’s
involvement in Africa was to protect its hegemony over, and the French
special relationship with, the region.

We note this difference in goals not to claim some moral superiority
for America but to point out two factors that may explain differences in
success. First, in conception if not always in practice, American policy
ultimately sought a profound transformation of political institutions
and social relationships; French policy accepted the existing ones. Sec-
ond, whatever pragmatic compromises it from time to time embraced,
American policy during the Progressive period regarded disorder and
the violent overthrow of governments as undesirable per se; French
policy, by contrast, was willing to tolerate political violence and em-
brace undemocratic political transitions so long as they yielded leaders
who continued the French relationship.?

French efforts also displayed a greater continuity of purpose over
time and a higher level of involvement: French politico-economic-
military penetration of the region dated from the colonial expansion of
the nineteenth century; it continued to follow a clear and consistent
policy after the Brazzaville Conference of 1944;3* and perhaps most im-
portantly, it was managed directly by a succession of French presidents
who were remarkably free not only of parliamentary scrutiny but of the
red tape of bureaucratic management.** Finally, it should be empha-
sized that the French penetration of the region was a product of colo-
nial history. It is difficult to imagine so pervasive a local political
presence in any but a postcolonial context.

French military presence in the region took three simultaneous
forms: troops and bases; a network of military and intelligence advisors
and agents in key posts;3 and a sustained pattern of military aid and
transfers.3® Defense and military cooperation agreements signed at the
time of independence of each former colony provided not only the legal
bases for French intervention but also foundations for extensive politi-
cal and politico-military penetration: French military advisors in Africa
ranged between a thousand and three thousand in the 1960-80 period,
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expatriate French officers occupied key positions in most francophone
African militaries, and substantial numbers of African officers were
trained in French schools. France also provided the visual trappings of
power—uniforms, jets, military ceremonies—that conveyed legitimacy
for African rulers.?’

The superiority of French forces over those of West Africa was large
and unquestioned. The armies of francophone African states remained
small and poorly trained.*® France’s technology provided its forces with
airpower and superior mobility, though its logistical capacity for long-
term actions was always problematic. French forces based in Africa
were backed up by the metropolitan-based (that is, in France) divi-

“Being there” is not just “hanging around”—“showing the
flag” and enjoying liberty ashore in exotic locales.

sion-strength intervention force, a substantial portion of which was air
mobile and which enjoyed access to an extensive network of bases.
Consequently, French military capacity in the region was neither theo-
retical nor limited to intervening in interstate conflicts: French forces
possessed and frequently exercised the ability—and, under the terms
of defense agreements, in many cases the legal right—to intervene in
domestic politics, providing “internal security” within African states
and for particular African leaders.

The depth of French penetration into African societies and political
institutions was remarkable, and this had obvious implications for how
the French “shaping” effort proceeded. While most of the francophone
African states became independent in 1960, the French left in place the
institutions and individuals necessary for extensive Franco-African
“cooperation” on military, political, and economic matters. Eco-
nomically, francophone Africa was completely dependent on France;
France controlled currencies and dominated investment and trade.
Equally significant, French culture continued to pervade the region;
also, in important cases, Aftican rulers had personal relationships with
a succession of French presidents.*! In many ways, the borders of sov-
ereignty were, and have remained, profoundly blurred.

Constraints on French actions were few. The power to set and imple-
ment African policy was concentrated in the president’s hands. Do-
mestically, the only significant military constraint was the legal one
against deploying conscripts abroad, necessitating the creation of
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nonconscript units.*2 Competition from and complications caused by
other great powers were also limited. Even when the Soviet Union and
its allies provided significant aid, and even when African states de-
clared themselves “Marxist,” it was always within the context of linger-
ing French dominance.*?

Perhaps not surprisingly, given the resources at its disposal, France
was successful nearly everywhere in francophone West Africa in main-
taining its hegemony during the years 1960-70. Only one of its former
colonies, Guinea, completely split with France during this period. Both
anglophone and Soviet influences were largely excluded.

This said, it is also useful to note that managing the region required
constant French attention and the frequent use of troops in shows of
force and to restore order. The chasse gardée did not maintain itself, nor
was it a little piece of paradise. The situation in francophone West Af-
rica was generally better than that in Central Africa (if more than thirty
thousand people died violently in Cameroon, over a hundred thousand
were killed in interethnic conflict in Rwanda in the 1950s and 1960s,
and a similar number in Zaire);** nonetheless, it would obviously be an
overstatement to describe the region as peaceful or politically stable.
Still, it is important to recognize that thanks to careful French manage-
ment, neither periodic violence nor endemic instability threatened
France’s position, and partnership with capable francophile leaders,
like Félix Houphouét-Boigny in the Cote d’Ivoire, actually yielded
long-term internal stability. Francophone African rulers with close ties
to French presidents knew they could count on intervention on their
behalf; those who thumbed their noses at Paris knew that without its
backing they were vulnerable to their own domestic opponents.*

Also interesting is that French influence and leverage does not ap-
pear to have extended to neighboring states where there was no French
military presence or political penetration. France’s indirect support for
Biafra during the 1967-70 civil war in anglophone Nigeria was a fail-
ure, for example, as were its efforts to limit or reduce Nigeria’s growing
involvement in regional politics.*6

Finally, it is worth observing that France’s success stemmed at least
in part from the extraordinary weakness of its potential adversaries in
the region. Typically, even very small numbers of French troops, if de-
ployed in a timely fashion, could have a decisive impact. However,
when France found itself facing an adversary of even modest capability
and staying power—for example, when it confronted Libyan-backed
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forces during the protracted Chadian civil war—its military was unable
to impose solutions France found fully satisfactory.?

Case 6, Toujours “la Chasse Gardée”: France in Central Africa, 1970-95.
This case represents a sequel to the preceding one, and it illustrates the
difficulties of continuing to “shape” a region over time. French goals in
Central Africa from 1970 to 1995 were essentially identical to those for
West Africa in the preceding period. Also as before, French ability to
shape political outcomes grew out of an extraordinary and carefully
maintained penetration of the region——involving not only military
forces, advisors, and aid, but “cooperants” throughout the state appara-
tus and education for African officers and bureaucrats. Gradually but
increasingly, however, the difficulties of preserving postcolonial influ-
ence grew. While to a remarkable degree France succeeded in preserv-
ing its African chasse gardée, this preserve showed signs of decay, and by
the mid-1990s the prospects for its continuance looked questionable.
The most spectacular French failures occurred where French politi-
cal penetration was most recent—in the former Belgian colonies of
Zaire and Rwanda. In Zaire, France’s inability to “shape” the post-
Mobutu years resulted in the effective collapse of the Zairean state,
civil war, and intervention by nonfrancophone neighbors. In Rwanda,
the victory of a largely Tutsi insurgent army supported by Uganda (an
anglophone state), international condemnation of Paris’s tacit support
of genocide by a northern Hutu political faction, and international op-
position to unilateral French military intervention (the widely reviled
Operation TURQUOISE) all marked substantial setbacks for France.®
These debacles need to be understood as logical consequences of a
number of long-term trends that increased the difficulty of “shaping”
francophone Africa. (Indeed, there are parallels between the factors
underlying this case and those operating upon the British in the east-
ern Mediterranean in the interwar years.) For the French in Africa,
these trends included the passing of a generation of leaders in France
and Africa for whom la francophonie was a powerful cognitive factor, and
between whom personal ties were deep and profound; the increasing
globalization of economic forces; and the growth of pan-African senti-
ment that transcended the historic division between anglophone and
francophone, permitting Nigeria to play a growing role in West Africa,
and Uganda and South Africa to play similarly threatening (from the
French perspective} parts in Central Africa. It also included the
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gradually increasing capacity of a few African states to challenge
France’s African presence militarily; for instance, the substantial
long-term commitment France found unavoidable in Chad, thanks in
part to Libya, was a major drain throughout this period.*

As in Case 5, France retained a substantial land-based military pres-
ence, backed up by interventionary forces based at home. Both Valery
Giscard d’Estaing and Frangois Mitterand invested in and expanded
this interventionary capacity, though logistical support remained a
weakness. Although technological sophistication grew in importance,
especially as France faced Libyan-backed forces in Chad, superior train-
ing and specialized capabilities, such as airborne assault, remained crit-
ical. Also as in the earlier instance, French forces intervened frequently
in domestic politics—restoring order, protecting French-supported
governments {and by purposeful inaction allowing the overthrow of
governments that no longer enjoyed French support), and, in unusual
cases like that of Emperor Jean-Bédel Bokassa of the Central African
Empire, toppling governments that had become embarrassments.50
More generally, however, French political penetration was sufficient to
induce changes in governmental composition or policy without more
dramatic action.

Thus the overall appraisal must be that France was able to use its
overwhelming political, economic, and military influence to “shape”
the region into a French preserve. Nonetheless, this case raises inter-
esting cautionary notes. Although France remains able to dominate
Central Africa, its failure to promote substantial political, social, or
economic development has resulted in instability that the French have
found increasingly difficult to control—as Zaire, Chad, and Rwanda
have demonstrated.

Patterns

As is already apparent, there are intriguing patterns to be found in
this collection of historical cases. In the interest of promoting spirited
debate and stimulating additional study, we present the patterns we
have observed as a set of deliberately provocative propositions about
“shaping.” Obviously, as the results of focused comparison of only six
cases, our findings must be regarded as highly tentative. Two further
reasons for caution must be emphasized. First, our cases may have
been in some way atypical; perhaps a larger or random selection would
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have suggested other findings. Second, we may have asked the wrong
questions—our “focused comparison” may.conceivably have focused
on the wrong issues; if this is the case, a theoretically better informed
investigation would highlight other, more general, or more useful, les-
sons about which attributes of military power truly matter.

But it is necessary to start somewhere. So, though claiming only
modest confidence in our analysis and urging that it be subjected to
further testing, we offer this set of historical cases as a good place to be-
gin to think about the question of “shaping,” and also ten basic propo-
sitions that seem to arise from them.

Proposition 1: “Being There” Matters. That actual military presence in a
region is fundamental represents at once the most obvious and most
problematic of our conclusions—obvious, because our historical exam-
ination makes plain that military presence has clearly been the neces-
sary basis for effective political “shaping”; problematic, because our
cases offer little insight into what happens in its absence. Because we
deliberately selected cases in which a great power was militarily pre-
dominant in a region, military presence was the norm. Plainly, to dem-
onstrate conclusively the importance of presence it is necessary to
review cases in which great powers attempted to “shape” regions with-
out a military presence. This additional work should be done; nonethe-
less, we are quite convinced that in our six cases military presence was
a prerequisite for the “shaping” each of the great powers sought to ac-
complish. Examining both the variation within our cases and the pro-
cesses by which outcomes were achieved, we conclude that troops on
the ground and ships on the horizon make a difference. In the eastern
Mediterranean during the Concert of Europe, for example, when Brit-
ain’s naval forces were not present, its success in “shaping” outcomes
declined sharply. During the interwar years, as British forces were
withdrawn from the Arab world, London’s ability to control domestic
political outcomes dropped; Britain’s influence along the northern lit-
toral, where it generally lacked forces ashore, was always less than it
was along the southern and eastern littorals, where its forces were.
Similarly, in West and Central Africa, French influence was largely lim-
ited to those countries with which it had a postcolonial relationship
and in which it maintained a military presence. Our conclusion that
presence matters is also plainly consistent with the views of contempo-
rary decision makers. Even in the South American case, as small and
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modest as the Royal Navy’s squadron was, local nationals and British
consuls clearly thought it made a difference.

Proposition 2; In General, Presence Must Be Tailored to Foreclose Opponents’
Military Options. Typically, “being there” is not enough; rather, what
makes the difference is “being there” with military forces that foreclose
for regional actors and other great powers particular options they
might otherwise be interested in (or that creates options preferred by
the dominant power that would otherwise not have been feasible).
“Being there” may deter or reassure, but what it is deterrent or reassur-
ing about is quite specific—it deters specific actions and reassures
friends that specific actions desired by the great power can be taken
safely. To be effective, therefore, presence must be tailored not only to
overall goals but to particular threats and concerns.

For example, British naval presence in the eastern Mediterranean in
the early years of the nineteenth century was critical in “shaping” the
region because it foreclosed Egypt’s option of attacking the Ottoman
Empire. By contrast, in the early twentieth-century interwar years,
British presence did not stop Turkey from demanding a revision of the
regional settlement, largely because British military power, however
superior to Turkey’s, was not able to block Turkish actions directly. In
a very different context, the effectiveness of French presence in Africa
seems to have been linked to the ability of French forces to respond to
the internal threats and domestic dangers that most clearly threatened
local rulers.

The cases suggest that regional actors, if sufficiently motivated, will
try to “design around” the great power’s presence. Thus “being there”
does not foreclose all hostile activities by regional actors—only those
to which the forces on the scene are militarily relevant. For example,
British naval presence did not stop all Egyptian efforts to undermine
the status quo during the Concert years, or make Egypt a satisfied
power; it only prevented challenges to the status quo that would have
required mastery of the littoral. British military presence ashore in the
Arab areas of the eastern Mediterranean during the interwar years did
not stop Arab nationalism, but it did foreclose particular nationalistic
expressions that would have been most damaging to British interests.

At first blush, the case of Britain in South America during the height
of the Pax Britannica would seem a counterexample: after all, Britain
was able to achieve its goals even though its forces in region were
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trivial and possessed an extremely limited capacity to intervene. On
more careful examination, though, this casc underscores rather than
undercuts the proposition. In South America there were no military
threats to British objectives. The threat was political (that either re-
gional states or other great powers would doubt British commitment
to free trade and sovereignty); therefore, token military forces were
sufficient to make the political point that Britain remained committed.
Global naval superiority also mattered—no great power could establish
South American colonies over British objections, given British ability
to close the sea lanes. In this case, though, the forces Britain needed to
foreclose the option of imperial conquest in South America did not
have to be on scene but could be concentrated in home waters.

Our cases thus suggest that if military presence is to be effective in
“shaping” an environment, it must be tailored both to the political ob-
jectives of the great power and to the challenges from regional actors
and other great powers. “Being there” implies a clear set of objectives
and a force deployment sized and structured to achieve them. “Being
there” is not just “hanging around”-—*“showing the flag” and enjoying
liberty ashore in exotic locales. Specifically, in designing military forces
for forward presence, three questions must be addressed: the nature of
the great power’s goals, the goals of the adversary, and the adversary’s
degree of commitment.

Here it is worth noting that “adversaries” are not necessarily states,
either regional ones or rival great powers outside of it. Indeed, in many
situations the key adversaries whose behavior and outlook must be
“shaped” can be nonstate entities. They may be insurgent movements
or local political leaders (as was frequently the case in the Caribbean),
nationalist movements or tribal actors (as in the eastern Mediterra-
nean in the interwar years), or feuding political elites or dissatisfied
military officers (as in Africa). Different adversaries have vastly differ-
ent goals and tools at their disposal, and their levels of commitment to
particular objectives also vary significantly. As a consequence, the op-
tions these adversaries might find attractive range widely, and the mili-
tary or other measures a great power needs to take to ensure the
outcomes it desires vary as well. Forces that were appropriate or suffi-
cient to shape one environment successfully may be inappropriate or
insufficient in another, even if the great power’s goals are the same.

Five conclusions follow. First and most importantly, no generaliz-
able picture emerges of precisely the kinds of military forces that are
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relevant for “shaping.” It is impossible in the abstract to argue what
forces are needed for effective presence—for example, air power, mis-
sile defense, precision strike, or ground forces—precisely because this
depends on the options that need to be foreclosed or created, which in
turn depend on the nature of the great power’s goals, the nature of
the adversary, and the adversary’s degree of commitment—all highly
variable.

Second, one size does not fit all: when used for peacetime presence,
military forces need to be tailored to the particular scenario. Standard-
izing the forces to be forward deployed in peacetime for presence pur-
poses is likely to be a suboptimal or even counterproductive approach.

Third, given the ability of adversaries to “design around” great-
power commitments and threats, great powers find useful presence
forces that have a range of capabilities. This offers great powers the
ability to tailor—and retailor—responses to adapt to particular events
or reformulated challenges and to solve the changing problems of a
particular ally. Flexibility complicates adversaries’ planning and makes
it easier to help friends.

Fourth, speed of reaction is important. Foreclosing options and pre-
venting faits accomplis clearly mattered in all but one of the cases we
studied, the possible exception being South America. (A warning here
is in order, however: the cases we examined offered little variance, and
without exploring cases in which the great power lacked the capacity to
respond quickly, it is difficult to know exactly how much speed is nec-
essary.)

Fifth, it is important to understand regional actors and politics, and
to be able to learn, assess, update, and adapt quickly. Situational
awareness, resting on carefully established and consistently main-
tained intelligence networks, is a key to responding flexibly and appro-
priately.

Caveat to Proposition 2: A Token or Symbolic Presence May Be Sufficient to
Deter Weakly Motivated Adversaries. Although our cases underscore the
point that forward-deployed forces are usually important because they
offer specific military options, they also raise the possibility that in
some situations forward forces are primarily symbolic or communica-
tive—that is, they represent a credible token of the great power’s com-
mitment—or are tripwires for a major intervention by the great power.
Our cases suggest that there may well be a direct relationship between
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the degree of commitment, or strength of motivation, of adversaries
and the degree to which the great power must tailor its forces to spe-
cific threats. While particular capabilities matter when dealing with
highly motivated adversaries, simply having forces present at all may
deter weakly motivated ones. In South America, on those rare occa-
sions when Britain became involved in regional squabbles, the mere
presence of British warships was sometimes sufficient; in cases like
this, in which the challenger is not deeply committed to its particular
objective, a small risk that events might spiral out of control may be
enough.

Proposition 3: More (Presence) Is Not Always Better than Less (Presence).
The clearest illustration is the British experience in South America,
where heightened British presence plainly would have inflamed Latin
American public opinion and unnecessarily alarmed national elites,
weakening rather than strengthening Britain’s ability to “shape” the
region. Other cases, however, possibly offer even more compelling evi-
dence. Certainly the British experience in the eastern Mediterranean in
the interwar years reveals the fine line between a presence large
enough to deter and “shape,” and an overbearing one that heightens
nationalist opposition. The French have faced the same problem in Af-
rica; Niger in the early 1960s is a useful example.’! Military presence
risks defeating its political purpose by stimulating countervailing polit-
ical or military reactions, and the danger grows as the scale of the pres-
ence grows.

Interestingly, there is some indication that “less is more” may be as
true in the long run as in the short or medium terms, but with a differ-
ent mechanism. Both the French cases and the American involvement
in the Caribbean suggest that greater presence may not only generate
opposition but create long-term structural obstacles that reduce the
great power’s ability to achieve its goals. It is precisely in those Carib-
bean nations in which American presence was greatest that the long-
term development of democracy and stable government institutions
has been most problematic. For the French in Africa the evidence is a
lictle less clear (and we have less historical perspective), but again it
seems that at least in some nations French military presence has been
an alternative, rather than an aid, to stable domestic institutions that
would have maintained French influence at low cost.52 Maximizing
military presence for “shaping” outcomes in the short run may in the
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long run result in poorly developed or vestigial political structures that
make presence untenable or that undercut the long-term goals that
prompted great-power involvement in the first place.

Proposition 4: Depending on Circumstances and on the Goals of “Shaping,”
Presence May Have to Be Ashore. This proposition is no more than a logi-
cal corollary to Proposition 2, but it is worth distinguishing. It may be
possible to deter interstate conflict or ensure favorable outcomes in
wars from positions on the international commons (as Britain did in
the eastern Mediterranean in the Concert years and also, with more
limited objectives, in Latin America). However, in some cases, because
of geography or the goals of adversaries, deterring or winning regional
conflicts may require a presence ashore. For the British, this point was
driven home by the Chanak crisis with Turkey.

More importantly, when “stabilizing” a region means “shaping” do-
mestic behavior or influencing domestic actors rather than simply
blocking another nation’s particular foreign policy actions, typically
boots on the ground are required, whether routinely or during crises or
conflicts. In the Caribbean, to ensure “responsible” government that
would deny European powers a pretext for intervening, American
Marines had to go ashore. In the Arab world in the interwar years,
whether to prevent the rise of uncontrolled Arab nationalism or to
force particular policy changes by the Egyptian government, British
forces had to be either permanently stationed ashore or available to
make demonstrations, as they did in Alexandria to reassert British
power after Sir Lee Stack, a prominent British administrator, was as-
sassinated by Egyptian dissidents. To prevent {or at least limit) a hu-
manitarian disaster when the Turks occupied Smyrna in 1922, British
forces had to be ashore as well as at sea. Perhaps most strikingly,
French efforts to control the composition and policies of African gov-
ernments, and to reassure pro-French leaders, required forces inside
countries or a manifest ability to get them there rapidly.

The logical corollary to Proposition 3 also holds, however: forces
ashore would seem more likely than forces at sea to generate a counter-
vailing reaction. Certainly this appears to have been the British experi-
ence in the Arab world.

Especially given this last point, it might seem comforting to note
that the range of tasks that can be accomplished from the sea—that is,
the range of activities that can be deterred or the kinds of reassurance
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that can be provided—is growing. Obviously, a study like this one that
looks to the past provides little guidance as to what technology will
make possible in the future. The historical record does indicate, how-
ever, the range of threats that efforts to “shape” may have to deal with.
To the extent that great powers have perceived needs to ensure internal
order, support particular leaders, or {(most problematically) promote
some sort of domestic transformation, they have had to go ashore.
Thus, whatever will be technologically possible in the future, there is
reason for caution in assuming that “shaping” can necessarily be ac-
complished purely from the sca. A sea-based ballistic-missile shield
may reassure allies that they will be protected from a rogue neighbor,
and a sea-based arsenal of cruise missiles may convince a would-be ag-
gressor that its political and military command and control would not
survive a conflict. It is less clear, however, how these capabilities would
reassure a pro-American leader that an antidemocratic military coup is
impossible, that revolutionaries or rebel forces will not be able to seize
control of the hinterland, or that the demands of fundamentalist move-
ments can safely be ignored.

Proposition 5: Technology Does Not Offer Magic Bullets. To the extent that
we are currently experiencing a “revolution” in military affairs, the past
may not provide reliable guidance for the future. Nonetheless, it may
be useful to note how limited, on balance, the impact of technology has
been.

In several cases examined above, technology clearly did serve as a
force multiplier. For the United States in the Caribbean, modern com-
munications permitted the rapid dispatch of warships to trouble spots,
reducing the number it was necessary to maintain in the region. For the
British in the interwar years, airpower was able to police lightly popu-
lated parts of the Arab countryside, lessening the size of garrisons. For
the French in Africa, air mobility permitted rapid intervention with ei-
ther forward forces or metropolitan-based troops.

Four points seem worth highlighting, however. First, in two of the
cases (the eastern Mediterranean during the Concert of Europe, and
South America), the great power successfully “shaped” with essen-
tially the same technology that was available to regional actors. Second,
in several cases regional “shaping” was principally left to older, less ad-
vanced forces (South America, Africa, and, to some degree, the eastern
Mediterranean in 1816-52). Third, in most cases where technology
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does seem to have mattered, what was critical was the great power’s
ability to develop new tactics or strategies to use existing technologies
(airpower, air mobility) to meet the particular military threats of the
region (disregard of British authority in distant areas; rapidly develop-
ing but lightly armed domestic insurgencies).

Fourth and perhaps most interesting, where technology made a dif-
ference, it was the particular technology rather than technological su-
periority that mattered. Certain technologies—for example, radio
communications or air bombardment—were useful to the great power
given the nature of its goals and the nature of its opponent. Neither rel-
ative overall superiority in technology nor the possession of advanced,
state-of-the-art forces figured prominently in our findings, but the in-
telligent employment of particular technologies to solve particular
problems did. It was not that a great power had access to technologies
unavailable to regional players or competitors that made the difference,
or that it was pushing the technological envelope to new limits, but
rather how creatively the great power used existing technology to make
the problem of peacetime presence easier to manage.

Proposition 6: Training, Discipline, and Professionalism Matter. This was a
common theme in every case examined. Better training, discipline, and
professionalism not only permitted relatively small forces to deal with
numerically superior adversaries but provided the flexibility to adapt to
rapidly changing conditions. It thus played an important role in foreclos-
ing options to potential adversaries.

Obviously, technology and training go hand in hand: the first de-
mands the second, and the second permits effective use of the first.
Nonetheless, to the extent that there is a budgetary tradeoff between
technological advance and improvement of training, education, and
morale, the cases suggest the importance of the latter. Less clear, and
worth further investigation, is the appropriate balance between fo-
cused, mission-specific training, designed to maximize capability to
meet particular threats, and training aimed at a range of challenges.
Overall, however, the importance of investing in human capital is
plain.

Proposition 7: Staying Power Matters. This is really two propositions.
First, great powers interested in “shaping” a region typically need lo-
gistical staying power to support sustained major military operations.
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Forces attempting to shape events may have to stay a while, and in
large numbers. A limited logistical capacity, for example, constrained
France’s options in Chad and Rwanda, undercutting its ability to influ-
ence outcomes there. This proposition underscores the importance of
investing in appropriate logistical “tail” and of developing a base infra-
structure in a region. To return to the French experience, a network of
bases and airstrips was critical to France’s ability to respond quickly
and forcefully to political and military events.

Second and more importantly, great powers need political and eco-
nomic staying power to remain involved for the long haul. “Shaping”
does not happen quickly; indeed, it may be open ended. This seems to
be how the British regarded their South American commitment, and
how the French regard their African ones. Thus effective “shaping” is
likely to demand a basic political consensus within the great power on
the wisdom or necessity of remaining engaged and a willingness and
ability to pay the price of that engagement.

This proposition is logically connected to earlier ones. “Shaping”
aimed at deterring particular actions by revisionist players requires
constant vigilance (as illustrated in the eastern Mediterranean cases).
“Shaping” to preserve particular governments or ensure that whoever
governs is favorably disposed (as, for example, in the French cases)
represents an open-ended commitment. If “shaping” means transform-
ing domestic social, economic, or political conditions (as it did for the
United States in the Caribbean), it is likely to take a long, long time.

Obviously, staying power in this context involves a combination of
picking objectives that will be sustainable in the long haul and creating
the domestic political mechanisms or consensus that will permit long-
term engagement. If economic and political resources are not sufficient
for the long haul, political goals must be reduced. A decline in eco-
nomic power, as Britain experienced in the interwar years, or loss of
political support, as occurred in the United States at the close of the
Progressive period, can force a retrenchment or abandonment of “shap-
ing” efforts.

Proposition 8: In Democracies, Public and Legislative Opinion Is Likely to Set
the Overall Parameters of “Shaping” Policies. Our historical cases suggest
two interesting lessons about the ability of a democratic great power to
use forward presence and engagement to shape regional developments.
First, there was little evidence that public and legislative opinion typi-
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cally imposed significant direct or immediate limits on action. Al-
though in a few situations governments found or felt themselves
constrained, in general they seem to have had a free hand.

Second, however, public and legislative opinion was quite likely to
set significant parameters on overall policy—by dictating national
goals, limiting budgets, or prohibiting certain actions on ideological
grounds. British policy makers during the interwar years, for example,
found themselves constrained by a society and parliament that viewed
war as an unacceptable instrument of policy and that severely limited
military expenditures—both of which necessarily hampered “shaping”
efforts. Similarly, while French presidents had impressive freedom in
setting African policy, it was within the framework of laws prohibiting
the deployment of conscripts overseas, thus limiting available logisti-
cal infrastructure and the scale of any African intervention. The Ameri-
can experience in the Caribbean is perhaps even more interesting:
while public opinion through the decade of 1910 was broadly support-
ive and the executive branch faced little opposition in its intervention-
ist policies, the “return to normalcy”—that is, to isolationism—of the
1920s dictated a fundamentally changed approach.

The lesson here seems to be that great-power governments need to
maintain public support for “shaping” policies if they wish to pursue
such policies consistently and for long periods.

Proposition 9: “Winning Minds” Is a Key Element in “Shaping.” Ultimately,
the success of “shaping” depends on influencing how foreign leaders or
masses view their situations. In the simplest scenarios and the shortest
time frames, this may simply mean convincing a would-be adversary
that it cannot achieve its foreign policy goal through military means
and that it makes no sense to try. More generally and in the longer run,
however, “shaping” is likely to require a more fundamental change in
how leaders and peoples in a region think about who they are, what
their goals are, and how they can best achieve those goals. It means get-
ting regional players to conclude that they share the aspirations of the
great power. Our cases suggest that to be successful in the long run,
forward military presence must be viewed as an integral part of, not
something separate from, an overall political effort.

Perhaps the clearest examples are the French cases. France’s success
at “shaping” hinged on convincing African leaders that their interests
were best served by remaining within the chasse gardée. In part, this
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meant making sure it was in their interest —that those who followed
the French lead were in fact protected from domestic threats and able
to reward supporters or boast domestic economic or political suc-
cesses. However, it also meant ensuring that they understood them-
selves as sharing a common purpose with France or as participating in
a community, whether of culture or personal friendship. To use the ter-
minology now popular in the social sciences, French “shaping” efforts
aimed at “constructing” a distinctive francophone African identity in
which France had a parental role.

Similarly, consider the case of Britain in South America. The key was
that Latin American elites had come to share the British presumption
that free trade was beneficial. Given this shared identification with free
trade, British military efforts could be largely simply symbolic.

By contrast, despite its overwhelming military power and its conse-
quent ability essentially to determine who would rule various Carib-
bean nations, the United States was unable to reshape the Caribbean
into a Progressive bastion. Failure to create in either the elites or mass
publics commitments to Progressive goals doomed American policy to
failure. (Here it may be useful to remember Proposition 7: staying
power matters.)

“Winning minds”—constructing regional identities that encourage
cooperation with the great power, and convincing regional players that
they share the great power’s goals—is obviously difficult. It is not in
any sense a classical military task. Nonetheless, military presence is
clearly a factor, for better or worse. A military presence that draws at-
tention to or exacerbates cultural, civilizational, or ideological clashes
is unlikely in the long run to prove sustainable or productive.

Proposition 10: “Shaping” Domestic Politics Is Very Difficult. Perhaps the
most important finding of this study is that when “shaping” involves
more than deterring particular external actions, it can prove very hard
to do. Given the expansive scope of current American “shaping” goals,
concern is thus warranted. Our case studies suggest that even over-
whelming military predominance may be insufficient to “shape” a re-
gion if this requires domestic transformation. The clearest illustration
is the American experience in the Caribbean: continuous intervention
provided a certain amount of surface stability but did not result in the
construction of effective democratic political institutions. In Africa, the
French began with a much higher level of political and intellectual pen-
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etration, as a colonial legacy, and they pursued much more limited
goals (preservation of French influence, vice the American aim of sta-
ble government) while tolerating more political instability and vio-
lence. Even so, they, like the British during the interwar years in the
Arab world, found their influence gradually declining and their ability
to influence events decreasing.

Implications

Assuming for the moment that this set of propositions is correct,
what does it suggest about American efforts to “shape” a safer, more
prosperous, and more democratic world?

It points to the value of forward presence, conducted with carefully
tailored forces capable of speedy reaction. These forces, designed to
achieve clearly identified peacetime goals in the region and supported
by good intelligence, need to be able to deny specific options to an ad-
versary. In some instances a large presence may be counterproductive,
while in others it may be necessary to be present not only on the high
seas but in the country itself. While technology may be valuable, tech-
nological improvements at the margin are not likely to be cost effective.
On the other hand, high states of training and professionalism will be
critically important.

Ultimately, “shaping” is about changing (or reinforcing) how foreign
leaders and ordinary citizens think about politics—how they view
themselves, their world, and the problems they face. Military activities
may affect how individuals view these, not only by foreclosing policy
options but by forcing them to rethink basic premises—yet this can
take considerable time. In pursuing “shaping” policies, U.S. leaders
thus need to think about the long haul, recognizing there are no quick
solutions and that their policies will need to be politically and econom-
ically sustainable across decades. This may mean scaling back political
goals to levels consistent with the means likely to be available. Lastly,
the nation as a whole needs to recognize that the kind of domestic
transformations it implicitly envisions when it secks democratic “en-
gagement and enlargement” are very difficult indeed to accomplish.
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