
Daniel A. Silva 

Lt. Col. Jeffery J. Cook 

Boston University 

OTP AS420 A1 

6 March 2013 

 

From Revolution to Rapprochement 

The War of 1812: The Causes, the War, the Legacy 

 

Introduction and Thesis 

 The War of 1812 was a conflict between the fledgling United States and the United 

Kingdom. On its side, the Republic had few allies amongst the native peoples of America. On 

the other hand, the United Kingdom boasted the might of its Empire, including British Canada 

to the north, and the Indian confederacy. At face value, the Americans would seem to have 

been surrounded at the start of the war by Britain and its navy to the East and South, Canada to 

the North and Britain’s native allies to the West. 

 It is important however, to not look at the War of 1812 through an isolated and finite 

lens. When looking at this conflict, like most in human history, it is critical that the wider 

panorama of global politics be taken into account in order to fully understand the particular 

topic at hand – in this case, the War of 1812. Two hundred one years ago, at the outbreak of 

the war, Britain, along with most of Europe was embroiled in the monumental undertaking of 

the Napoleonic Wars, specifically the War of the Sixth Coalition. This greater conflict attracted 



most of the attention and the resources of the British Empire, leaving the War of 1812 to be 

only a back thought in the minds of the British government and population. 

In the fledgling Republic however, the case was quite the opposite. The United States 

maintained an aloof approach to world politics, involving itself only when its interests were on 

the table, a policy better known as Isolationism. At home, the United States remained 

embroiled in a bitter partisan political struggle between the Federalist and the Democratic-

Republican parties. The war was at the center of American national politics. 

It is not necessarily the war itself or its immediate impacts thereafter that make it 

important in the context of world history. The legacy of the conflict and the role it plays in 

setting the stage for the Great Rapprochement in 1898 and the United States’ transformation 

into a military power in the Americas and around the globe are consequences of the war. In 

essence, while the War of 1812 was fought over important issues such as impressment, trade 

and historical grievances – the unforeseen impacts that occurred as a result in the US post-war 

era (such as the Era of Goodwill, Manifest Destiny, and a satisfied peace with Britain) changed 

the world in ways never imagined at the onset of the conflict in 1812. 

 

The Wider World and the Home-front of 1812 

 In the modern era of the twenty-first century we often say we now live in a globalized 

world, at times suggesting that this is somehow a new reality or a contemporary phenomenon. 

This is inherently untrue. In reality, we have simply achieved a higher level of globalization in 



recent years. The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines globalization as, “the act or process of 

globalizing; the state of being globalized.”
i
 Globalized and globalizing, in the Merriam-Webster 

dictionary share the same definition: “to make global; to make worldwide in scope or 

application.”
ii
 By these terms and the limits of practicality (ergo limiting the scope to human 

events and not natural disasters), the definition of living in a globalized world is a world in 

which any one point on earth can be affected by events in another. Given this definition, 

globalized civilization began the moment humans were able to regularly cross oceans, thus 

opening the entire planet to the effects of purse and blade, 1492 CE. From this date forward, it 

is not possible to isolate the analysis of any single geo-political event to itself only; you must 

look at the global panorama to truly understand its causes and effects. 

Bearing the aforementioned in mind it is then, without question, important to pause 

and look at the state of the world in the early 1800’s before attempting to understand and 

analyze the War of 1812. While there were countless events taking place around the globe, by 

far the most pivotal to the War of 1812 were the events of the War of the Sixth Coalition, 

another conflict of the Napoleonic Era which once again consumed all of the planet’s great 

powers. There were many fronts to this grand conflict on the European continent, the German 

war, the Invasion of Russia by the Grand Armeé and lastly the Peninsular War in Iberia.  These 

conflicts put the great powers on edge as they attempted to starve and destroy Napoleon’s 

empire. Of particular importance to the War of 1812 was the burden placed on Britain’s armed 

forces and economy as it was now involved in two wars on opposing fronts: its commitments to 

the Peninsular War and its allies in Portugal, as well as the conflict with the United States and 



the defense of British Canada. Britain was at a critical juncture, as Ian W. Toll, author of Six 

Frigates: The Epic History of the Founding of the US Navy states:  

“If Russia was conquered, there would be no other viable threat to France in the 

east, and Napoleon would be free to turn his full attention to defeating the 

British armies under Lord Wellington on the Iberian Peninsula, and perhaps 

renewing his old dream of invading England.”
iii
 

Given this far more immediate threat, as evidenced by the fact that there were only 7,000 

British and Canadian regulars available for immediate deployment out of Canada, the War of 

1812 took a backseat in Britain both politically and militarily.
iv
 

 In the United States, things were different. The new Republic was suffering from what is 

still to-date considered one of the worst eras of partisan division it had ever seen. Federalists 

and Democrat-Republicans were effectively at war with one another in the halls of Congress. 

This propelled the War of 1812 to the forefront of American national debate. Throughout most 

of the country, with the exception of the New England region (politically aligned with the anti-

War, pro-Britain Federalist party) the population was longing for a reaffirmation of American 

independence and a more severe cut in relations with the United Kingdom, as well as territorial 

expansion into Canada and Spanish Florida.
iv
 
v
 These were not however, the only grievances. 

Due to Britain’s ongoing conflict in Europe, and its critically undermanned fleet, the Royal Navy 

had been carrying out a policy of impressment and American merchant marines and sailors 

became victims, further propelling American anti-British sentiment. This, in addition to Britain’s 

ongoing support for the United States’ Native American aggressors during a time of expansion, 



set the stage for President Madison and Congress to act and eventually declare war on the 

British Empire.
vi
 

 

The War of 1812: Declaration of War and Battlefield Realities 

 There were a great many phases to the War of 1812, ranging from the invasion of 

Canada and to the single-ship victories of the US Navy, to the British counteroffensive and the 

Battle of New Orleans. All of these phases were critical to the war itself either because of their 

strategic consequences on the battlefields of North America, or on the American side, their 

impacts on public support in the face of conquest. 

 There was overwhelming support for war with the United Kingdom in the bastions of 

the Democratic-Republican Party in the South and Midwest. Like their populations, these 

decision makers, who represented a majority, also saw the war as a matter of American honor. 

They likewise anticipated a ‘Second War of Independence’ and with Britain caught up in 

Europe, they believed it would be a war of conquest, resulting in the American annexation of 

Canada and Florida.
iv v

 Their vision was to achieve the desires and aspirations of their 

constituencies. The 12
th

 Congress, which was a majority Democrat-Republican (seventy-five 

percent in the House of Representatives, eighty-two percent in the Senate), became the first of 

only five United States Congresses to declare formal war on another state.  The act passed by a 

very close vote of sixty-one percent in the House of Representatives and fifty-nine percent in 

the Senate, caused by a lack of support from the Federalist Party and some Democrat-

Republicans not in the ‘War Hawk’ sect.
vii

 
viii

 On June 18
th

, 1812, President Madison signed the 



declaration into law and the war had begun. It would take three weeks for the news to reach 

London. 

 The conflict itself can be divided into three main theatres of war: the North Atlantic, the 

Great Lakes and Mid-West and the Southern United States.  In the earliest phase of the War, 

the Americans found themselves in what would be a relatively strong position. This was mostly 

due to the fact that the United Kingdom, as aforementioned, remained caught up in the 

Napoleonic Wars and thus had little to no resources available to send across the Atlantic.
iv
 This 

strength however, was an illusion. British Canada, despite its lack of support, was able to 

successfully repel the American invaders and counter attack shortly thereafter. The United 

States Navy made some ground at the beginning, along with American privateers; they pillaged 

and boarded enemy ships on the Great Lakes and the high seas in small confrontations. Though 

once more British ships arrived in 1813 and 1814, the tide quickly turned. The year of 1812, 

arguably, was as far into the war as the American decision makers had anticipated. Washington 

did attempt to adequately prepare for the war itself on a military level by restructuring the War 

Department to improve its performance, however it was nevertheless significantly hampered 

by the lack of support in New England and moreover, the lack of a centralized banking system 

which prevented problem-free funding throughout the conflict.
iv ix

 It is in this respect, when you 

look beyond the number of troops or deployable militia, that you realize that while the United 

States may have had the potential to be prepared for the war, in actuality it was completely 

unprepared. 



 On a strategic, operational and tactical level, the balance of power see-sawed from one 

side to the other throughout the war. For Britain, it was due to an overstretched military, a 

distant battlefield, and arguably bad luck and some incompetence on the battlefield at places 

such as New Orleans. On the American side, due to its short existence, the country faced a large 

deficit of experience both in the military and in Congress; this led to a lack of foresight and thus 

a lack of infrastructure and organization when compared to its adversary led to the 

aforementioned misconceptions of its preparedness. This carried over to the battlefield 

performance as well. Drawing on Congress’ and the people’s original intentions for the war and 

the course it actually took, we can ascertain that the military’s primary missions were to 

conquer Canada and oust the British from their final continental strongholds in North America 

and to harass British ships along the Atlantic seaboard. Strategically, the United States left long 

swathes of its coast largely undefended in the early stages of the war in its attempts to conquer 

Canada. Militarily, this put far too much pressure on the fledgling US navy, which at the time 

had very little capability as more British ships began making their way across the Atlantic.
vi
 This 

general theme continued throughout the war, with the ultimate capture and razing of 

Washington DC paying credence to such lack of strategic foresight. This is well explained by the 

US Army in their description of the War of 1812’s latter stages: “The third stage, in 1814, was 

marked by the constant arrival in North America of British Regulars and naval reinforcements, 

which enabled the enemy to raid the North American coast almost at will and to take the 

offensive in several quarters.”
iv
 Tactically however, American battlefield commanders proved 

quite capable in times of despair as the war dragged on. The stunning successes in Baltimore at 

Ft. Henry that inspired our national anthem and New Orleans by General Jackson exemplified 



American tactical ingenuity and not only helped pull the country through the war physically at 

key times and places, but also proved to be an important source of morale for a struggling 

nation. 

 

The War’s Legacy: Treaty of Ghent to Rapprochement 

 The Library of Congress offers a well written yet concise description of the Treaty of 

Ghent: 

“[It] ended the War of 1812 between the United States and Great Britain. Peace 

negotiations began in Ghent, Belgium, starting in August of 1814. After four 

months of talks, the treaty was signed on December 24, 1814. The Senate 

unanimously ratified the Treaty of Ghent on February 16, 1815.”
x 

The terms of the Treaty are now largely common knowledge, the center piece being the idea 

and mutual acceptance of a status quo ante bellum between the two nations. Due to what had 

largely become a stalemate, the Americans, having been placed largely on the defensive with 

the exception of some holdings near Ontario, could make no territorial demands on Britain. The 

United Kingdom itself eventually, after some words from the Duke of Wellington, conceded its 

demands. Thus the understanding that both sides had reached a strategic stalemate led to the 

mutual acceptance of equal terms and the decisions that ultimately ended the war officially in 

1815.
iii
 



 American strategic thought shifted greatly after the War of 1812. This was both from a 

military and a national standpoint. First and foremost, the United States rejected the British 

attempts to establish a Native American nation-state west of the U.S. This resulted in the final 

termination of any such plans. From here, the first phases of true Manifest Destiny began to 

take root as America’s new found national ambition and unity pushed its citizens and its 

borders further West.
xi
 Despite its victories, the difficulty the United States had in its conflict 

with Britain left the nation well aware that further European expansion into the New World 

would prove hazardous to the long term survival of the United States. This is evidenced by the 

fact that not many years after the end of the War, the US began an international policy that 

would eventually be regarded as the Monroe Doctrine. Most European nations paid little mind 

due to a lack of American military capacity, however this does show a clear change in American 

strategic thinking where it shifts from pure isolationism (pre-War of 1812) to a global role. At 

the same time, the United States realized that its shores could no longer go undefended. The 

country began a naval build up after the war in an effort to shift its military posture to protect 

itself against British and other European naval forces.
iii
 In the years after the War of 1812, the 

United States changed greatly to reflect its new reality. 

 Returning briefly to the topic of the Treaty of Ghent, the peace established in 1815 did 

more than just stop the war drums on either side of the Atlantic for that one conflict. The War 

and the Treaty arguably provided ‘closure’ or a finality to the critical differences between the 

United States and Great Britain. Over time, as we would see in official joint statements (such as 

the tenth article of the Treaty of Ghent that committed both sides to fighting the slave trade) 

and the unofficial cooperation in enforcement of the terms of the Monroe Doctrine, American 



and British national interests and goals began to align.
xii

 This alignment of national interest 

ultimately helped lead to what would come to be known as the Great Rapprochement, and this 

is the true legacy of the War of 1812. In setting the stage of the Great Rapprochement, the war 

paved the way for the war time alliances in the great world wars of the twentieth century. This 

subsequently lead to the creation of the special relationship that now defines Anglo-American 

relations and plays a significant role in global politics. 

 

Conclusion 

 The War of 1812 ultimately started of the conflicts of its day and specters of the past 

that haunted the American national psyche after its separation from the United Kingdom. At 

the height of the Napoleonic Wars and an era of political strife in the United States, this led to 

war between the two countries. It was without doubt costly in both blood and treasure. 

However, we have gained far more from the War of 1812 in the years since than anyone could 

have imagined at the outbreak of the conflict or even in 1815 after the end of hostilities. The 

greatest lesson we can take away from the War of 1812 is as follows: wars are not simple, 

neither in their execution nor in their conclusion. The notion that the United States was 

anything close to prepared to take on the British Empire and conquer Canada in 1812 was 

foolhardy at best and catastrophic at worst. For all intents and purposes it could have led to the 

annexation of Canada, but far more likely it could have led to an occupation of the United 

States. While it is at times important for leaders to take risks in an effort to advance national 



goals for the better, in 1815 we were truly fortunate to have come out with a draw. In short, we 

must always remember the universal truth: wars are never over by Christmas. 
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