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PRES I DENT’S FO RUM 

What Will Be Asked of Our Navy? Some Re flec tions on 

“What It All Means” 

A RE CENT AR TI CLE IN FORBES by Steve Co hen dis cusses the fu ture of

air craft car ri ers in the larger con text of mar i time se cu rity and ar -

gues, even more im por tant, that the Amer i can pub lic seems un in ter ested in what

is hap pen ing in the Navy gen er ally.1 Jim Bencivenga re cently ad dressed in the

Chris tian Sci ence Mon i tor the im pact the state of the econ omy will have on fu ture

na val forces.2 Fi nally, Dr. Hew Strachan has writ ten about civil-mil i tary re la tions

and grand strat egy.3 

The in ter est ing thing is that these three ar ti cles have ap peared within days of

each other, in three very dif fer ent ven ues, none of them par tic u larly “na val” pub li -

ca tions. Here in New port at the Na val War Col lege—a place char tered for the past

125 years to think about these is sues—it is very in ter est ing and grat i fy ing that

jour nal ists are be gin ning to write about na val is sues and that Dr. Strachan, who

has fre quently vis ited us here, is ad dress ing the state of civil-mil i tary re la tions and

their rel e vance to strat egy and op er a tions. These is sues are right in our “sweet

spot,” and we have had some very in ter est ing con fer ences, games, and dis cus sions

deal ing di rectly with such ques tions. By the time this goes to print, Rob ert Kaplan

will have spo ken to us about his view of the fu ture. Kaplan has sailed with Navy

folks and writ ten widely about his ex pe ri ences.4 

Though we are very con scious of the dan gers of try ing to pre dict the fu ture,

all these ar ti cles are highly rel e vant and re lated to work we’re do ing here in New -

port. Discussion of naval is sues like these will soon be come important to our

lead er ship as it at tempts not only to un der stand but to ex plain the im por tance

and rel e vance of the U.S. Navy and sea power to the Amer i can peo ple in the

post-Iraq and -Af ghan i stan fu ture. 
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In his re cent guid ance to the ser vice, the Chief of Na val Op er a tions, Ad mi ral

Gary Roughead, has put his fin ger right on the pulse: “I see con tin ued dis or der in

the global se cu rity en vi ron ment, a slow eco nomic re cov ery, and in creas ing de -

mand on our Navy.”5 To me, as I look out from New port, the global se cu rity en vi -

ron ment seems as un set tled as I’ve ever seen it. That has driven us here to a very

in ter est ing se ries of games, work shops, and con fer ences to try to cap ture a sense of 

the com plex ity of is sues that will face the Navy and our na tion in the fu ture. 

Speak ing of com plex ity and his tory, I am fre quently asked, “Ad mi ral, what

are you read ing?” Just now, my fac ulty has me read ing A Distant Mirror, by

Barbara Tuchman, and Be fore Eu ro pean He ge mony, by Janet Abu-Lughod.6 Both

books con cern the era lead ing up to a ma jor “de com pres sion” in the four teenth-

cen tury Eu rope. I have learned a les son from these im por tant works, which fo -

cus on the life of that time. It is a les son (it may sound like Yogi Berra) re in forced

dur ing my dis cus sions with the fac ulty here—that is, what we know hap pened,

hap pened. It is his tory. We have been here be fore. It is not spec u la tion. 

In the case of me di eval Eu rope, there may be dif fer ences in in ter pre ta tion, but 

there is very lit tle dis agree ment on the facts—there was no deus ex ma china but

a com bi na tion of fac tors that led to ma jor prob lems. Pro fes sor Abu-Lughod

says, “In the case of the de cline of Bruges and Ghent[, for ex am ple, there were]

nat u ral, ep i demic, po lit i cal, and eco nomic [fac tors,] and it is hard to see how

‘pol icy’ could have averted any of them.”7 That is the “les son of Flan ders,” that no 

one thing but a com bi na tion of things led to the de cline—bank fail ures, wars,

twenty-five mil lion deaths from the plague, and fi nally the silt ing up of the port

of Bruges. 

I would con tend there are ma jor forces like that at work to day and that, to use

the words of Mark Twain, though his tory does n’t nec es sar ily re peat it self, it does

rhyme. In an un pub lished brief I saw in June 2009, a pro fes sor at the Swed ish

Na tional De fense Col lege, Tomas Ries, made the point this way. Sixty-five per -

cent of the world’s pop u la tion, he ar gues, finds it self to day in a “Zone of Mis ery,” 

trapped by his tory, cul ture, cli mate, and re sources; 19 per cent is in the “Global

Busi ness Elite/Flow World” of “elite trans na tional cor po ra tions, glob al ized de -

moc ra cies, and so ci et ies in rapid tran si tion,” which would likely fight each other

only if flows were dis rupted; the rest of the world’s pop u la tion lives on the bor -

der line be tween them, in the “Zone of Rev o lu tion,” with po ten tial for pos i tive

tran si tion—but then again, maybe not. Some sim i lar ideas have been ad vanced

by the Amer i can com men ta tor, his to rian, and ac tiv ist Mike Da vis.8 Dr. Mike

Vlahos of the Na val War Col lege is ask ing a se ries of ques tions about weather

events, the health of the oceans, fresh wa ter, net works and net worked sys tems

(think oil or util i ties dis tri bu tion net works), and pan ics, and whether cri sis
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en cour ages com pe ti tion and con flict or co op er a tion.9 He asks whether mind-

al ter ing events (say, a pan demic or some other dev as tat ing world event) shock us 

into new things. Is there a civilizational tip ping point, when we can only say, “It’s 

all over now, we must look to our selves”? What would a se ri ous pan demic do to

our un der stand ing of civ i li za tion? Can we mo bi lize be fore it’s too late? Think

about it. The Span ish flu pan demic in 1918 re sulted in over twenty mil lion

deaths, and that was be fore to day’s ex ten sive land, sea, and air trans por ta tion

net work ex isted. This is one of the main rea sons, in fact, that we asked Max

Brooks, a writer of sci ence fic tion, re cently of World War Z, to visit us here.10 

I am a serv ing Navy flag of fi cer, so I will stick to what I know. I’m no pes si mist, 

but as Pres i dent of the Na val War Col lege, I get paid to look at these hard ques -

tions. We try here to get our minds around big events, to make sense of what

might hap pen in the fu ture, and we can “game” such things—we’ve been do ing

that in New port for over a hun dred years. We con ducted a large and ex tended

game here back in 2006, in con junc tion with the de vel op ment of “A Co op er a tive 

Strategy for 21st Cen tury Seapower” (CS21), which ex am ined such is sues. In that

game, we found that al most all na tions, in clud ing those in the “Zone of Rev o lu -

tion,” have a stake in the ef fec tive func tion ing of the global sys tem of com merce

and se cu rity. This find ing heavily in flu enced CS21 de vel op ment, be cause it’s

clear that we in the United States are gen er ally part of what Tomas Ries would

call the “flow world” and there fore, as a na tion, we (at least, many of us in the

U.S. Navy) gen er ally feel re spon si ble for pre serv ing this global sys tem—along

with other na tions of the world and their na vies, though each will also work to -

ward what is in its own na tional in ter est.11 

The na val ser vices, like a con trol sys tem (in the tech no log i cal sense), work si -

lently, and most of the time in vis i bly, to keep things mov ing safely around the

world and to in ter vene when there is flow dis rup tion. We are see ing such dis rup -

tions now in the Gulf of Aden, we have seen them pre vi ously in the area of the

Strait of Malacca, and we could see them in the South China Sea, for ex am ple, or

po ten tially in any num ber of other ar eas. 

Dur ing three con fer ences here in New port over the past eigh teen months we

lis tened to peo ple whose names you’d rec og nize talk about “ir reg u lar war -

fare”—in Af ghan i stan, Iraq, Leb a non, and Chechnya, for ex am ple. Many of our

read ers are cer tainly fa mil iar with these op er a tions and have been in these places 

or know peo ple who have. This kind of war fare is what we’re do ing now, to day,

and could be do ing for the fore see able fu ture. But one of the con fer ence par tic i -

pants asked me, “Ad mi ral, are you gam ing cli mate change”? I pressed him as to

what he had in mind. What if, he asked, the oceans were to rise and flood a coun -

try en tirely? Who would help the peo ple? And if their neigh bors did n’t want
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them, “What do you do with them?” he asked. What in deed? And who would do

it? Find ing the an swer is not rocket sci ence; the coun tries with this level of ca pa -

bil ity make a pretty short list. 

About a year ago, in the fall of 2009, we co spon sored with Woods Hole

Ocean o graphic In sti tu tion a con fer ence called “Arc tic Se cu rity in an Age of Cli -

mate Change.” As Ad mi ral Thad Allen (who re tired in May 2010 as Com man -

dant of the U.S. Coast Guard) likes to say, no mat ter what you think about global

warm ing, there is now wa ter in places where be fore there was ice, and the Navy

and Coast Guard have to deal with that. We had gov ern ment of fi cials and ac a -

dem ics from China visit here to talk about mil i tary ac tiv i ties in the ex clu sive

eco nomic zone in 2009, and ear lier this year we hosted such a group to dis cuss

non tra di tional se cu rity chal lenges for the mar i time do main. We had a con fer -

ence in De cem ber 2009 to dis cuss the sci ence of cli mate change, civilizational

evo lu tion, en ergy and raw ma te ri als, and what they mean to the Navy. We’re

think ing a lot about how these com plex is sues might evolve over time. 

Lieu ten ant Gen eral Bill Caldwell showed us, when he re cently vis ited here, a

pop u lar Web video in which speak ers say, “We live in ex po nen tial times.”12 I

think there is a lot of truth in that. The video ends with the ques tion, “What does

it all mean?” They might well ask. One of the speak ers at our Cur rent Strat egy

Fo rum in June 2009 told us that we have his tor i cally been very bad at try ing to

pre dict the fu ture. In fact, we have al most al ways got ten it wrong, and so we

should ex pect to be sur prised, ex pect the un ex pected. Here in New port we’re

sim ply try ing to an tic i pate, to stay ahead—sim ply put, to get the feel of the na -

tional zeit geist.

Yet none of this al ters the fact that over my thirty-three years of ser vice as a

de stroyer of fi cer, the geopolitical en vi ron ment has slowly but surely been chang -

ing, for a mul ti tude of rea sons. Rear Ad mi ral Bradley Fiske wrote in 1916 with

an al most math e mat i cal pre ci sion about how fleets work, try ing to en gi neer war

with some kind of pre ci sion.13 How ever, even Fiske re al ized that there was still as

much art as sci ence in mil i tary op er a tions. Think about the re cent con flict in Sri

Lanka. It might be an easy leap to say, here is what things will be like in fu ture

“con ven tional war”: it’s still about get ting ord nance on tar get, though the nar ra -

tive in that case, so im por tant in all in sur gen cies, meant that Sri Lanka’s fight

was not a pure “Leyte Gulf–style” slugfest, force on force—in the old style. 

OK, Ad mi ral, you might ask, so what? 

In the U.S. Navy, we like to think our skill level is very high; the fact is, how -

ever, that we can not be com pla cent. The Navy has es sen tially not been chal -

lenged at sea since 1945. The last time its ships fired mis siles at other war ships

was in 1988, dur ing Op er a tion PRAYING MAN TIS.14 In DESERT STORM, I was
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ex ec u tive of fi cer of a cruiser, USS Val ley Forge (CG 50), and I know we were ready. 

We op er ated in the mine fields of the north ern Gulf as our air con trol lers

vectored doz ens of air craft onto what be came known as the “high way of death.”

At sea, how ever, there were only mi nor pa trol-boat ac tions, which were han dled

pri mar ily by armed strike-re con nais sance air craft and Royal Navy armed

he li cop ters. 

That said, as for what we would in the Navy call “con ven tional war”—power

pro jec tion, mas sive fleet ac tion—could it hap pen again? Any na val of fi cer serv -

ing in the west ern Pa cific within the past few years will tell you we’d be fools to

as sume it could n’t. We cer tainly are think ing about it, and oth ers in the Asian

neigh bor hood are too. It’s part of the daily de ci sion cal cu lus, both in the U.S.

Navy and in the cap i tals of po ten tial ad ver sar ies. We’re not com pla cent. But as

my gamers tell me, not hav ing been tested for the past twenty years or more does

not equal dom i nance, as the Royal Navy found out at Jutland in the First World

War, over a hun dred years af ter its last real fleet ac tion, at Tra fal gar. Nei ther,

how ever, is any par tic u lar out come pre or dained. 

If you don’t think that Clausewitz had it right when he pos tu lated that war is

“more than a cha me leon,” just ask the mas ter of M/V Maersk Al a bama or, per -

haps, the mas ter of USNS Im pec ca ble. Is pi racy in the Gulf of Aden a form of

war? It may, for now, look more like crime and law less ness, but if you do noth -

ing, you get the “bro ken-win dow ef fect” we saw ap plied in New York City (which 

sup posed that un less you re pair each bro ken win dow, peo ple will get the wrong

sig nal and things will get worse, that crim i nals left to go about their busi ness un -

checked tend to get bolder and more bra zen). What about war on net works?

When does a de nial of Internet ser vice be come an act of war? It seems to me that

a se ri ous global de pres sion could lead to con flicts in new are nas, some of them

un likely ar eas that would be sur pris ing to many Amer i cans. How do we more

pre cisely un der stand the com plex syn ergy of feed back loops as we mon i tor the

world’s en vi ron ment? (Think Green land, where Woods Hole is do ing very good

work.)15 Do we un der stand trig gers and tip ping points and their syn ergy? 

Think about coun tries: 

• With out en ergy or freshwa ter (de ser ti fi ca tion) as dis tri bu tion net works are

dis rupted and prices shoot through the roof 

• With out food, as pro duc tion and dis tri bu tion net works are dis rupted 

• With out proper med i cal care, as mil lions die from a global pan demic 

• With out gov er nance, re sources, or trade in a pro longed eco nomic cri sis

• Failed states with out al ter na tives, in low-ly ing ar eas at the mercy of

weather, as tem per a tures and the level of the ocean rise.16
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Dr. Vlahos has made a sketch that viv idly sug gests the com plex ity of all this.17 

What will be asked of na val forces in such a fu ture? 

You could make the case that the U.S. Navy has be come a fea ture of the world -

wide stra te gic en vi ron ment and that a lot could be asked of it in such a world, if

even only some of these points are ever in play. Think about “gam ing cli mate

change”—it could mean hu man i tar ian evac u a tion un der com bat con di tions or

non com ba tant evac u a tions in a des per ate, vi o lent en vi ron ment like So ma lia, or

Leb a non of re cent years. As an ex am ple, I lived in South Ko rea for two years re -

cently, and it was clear to us in Se oul that the Sev enth Fleet, along with the U.S.

global lo gis tics in fra struc ture is a part of the land scape, and “as sumed.” The Sev -

enth Fleet is both part of the de ci sion cal cu lus of po ten tial ad ver sar ies (and

thereby a de ter rent, which is good) and a pol icy tool, to show sup port for our

al lies.

It has be come clear to me since ar riv ing in New port that in vest ment in the ed -

u ca tion of our com mand ers will be es sen tial in the twenty-first cen tury if they

are to have the tools they will need to deal with these chal lenges.18 We can’t, and

don’t, just as sume that “con ven tional war” would be a re peat of World War II.

The in ter est ing thing is that this com plex ity and dif fi culty don’t nec es sar ily im -

ply any par tic u lar out come in a con flict be tween great pow ers. Janet Abu-

 Lughod ex plic itly shows that none of the cur rent “re ceived wis dom” about how

uni fied Eu rope has come to be to day was pre or dained. The wheels could have

2 6 N A V A L  W A R  C O L L E G E  R E V I E W
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come off at any point, and some times they did and for a va ri ety of rea sons

—twice in a big way in the twen ti eth cen tury. It’s our job here in New port to

make sure we can an tic i pate, and that the wheels stay on, as far as we can help it. 

JAMES P. WISECUP

Rear Ad mi ral, U.S. Navy
Pres i dent, Na val War Col lege 
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