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Eighteenth-century portrait of Willem 
van de Velde the Elder, draftsman to 
King Charles II, engraved by Gerard 
Sibelius from an original painting by 
Godfrey Kneller. In “Seventeenth-Century 
Dutch Stranger Painter Willem van 
de Velde the Elder and His Impact on 
British Maritime Art,” Mary Raum 
chronicles van de Velde’s emigration 
from the Netherlands to England and 
the Dutch-influenced skills in mari-
time art that he brought with him. The 
Elder began his career as draftsman 
for the Dutch admiralty; later, he and 
his sons created some of the first images 
of Britain’s expanding Royal Navy in 
the 1600s.

Source: This is a faithful photographic 
reproduction of a two-dimensional, 
public-domain work of art. Photographed 
at Royal Museums Greenwich, U.K., 
and digitally available at Wikimedia 
Commons.
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FROM THE EDITORS

The recently concluded NATO summit in Vilnius, Lithuania, has reinforced the 
commitment of the broad Western community to support Ukraine’s ongoing 
struggle against the Russian aggressor—while falling short of a definitive com-
mitment to admitting Ukraine into the Atlantic Alliance� This marks a critical 
point in the crisis created by Russia’s unprovoked invasion of Ukraine in 2022� 
In this country and elsewhere in the West, the larger implications of all this too 
often are obscured by the vicissitudes of the battlefield� In “Ukraine, Nuclear 
Weapons, and the Future of International Law,” Nicholas Rostow sets these larger 
issues in their appropriate context� In 1991, Rostow argues, the United States and 
its allies acted properly in expelling Iraqi forces from Kuwait by invoking Sad-
dam’s flagrant violation of international legal norms as set down in the United 
Nations Charter� Putin’s invasion of Ukraine poses a challenge that is similar yet 
graver, not least because of the looming possibility of Russian resort to nuclear 
weapons� The author suggests that it is time to face head-on the issue of Western 
self-deterrence in response to Russian nuclear threats� Nicholas Rostow is a se-
nior research scholar at the Yale University Law School, and he served as Stockton 
Professor of International Law at the Naval War College in 2001�

In “Disadvantages Ashore: Constraints on Achieving Integrated All-Domain 
Naval Power,” Sam J� Tangredi offers a penetrating analysis of Advantage at Sea, 
the most recent triservice (Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard) maritime-
strategy document, issued in September 2020� Rather than providing a straight-
forward account of this document, however, the author focuses on the “contrary 
winds and eddies” that threaten to blow the ship off its appointed course, or what 
he labels the “disadvantages” present in its larger environment� Those disadvan-
tages include the “sea blindness” of the American public (and much of Congress), 
the problematic size of the battle fleet in relation to its chief competitor, the 
“ideology of jointness,” the dominance of combatant commander requirements 
in war planning, the principles or habits of defense acquisition, and the belief in 
technological solutions to military challenges� Until these issues are understood 
and addressed, Tangredi argues, Advantage at Sea and similar documents will 
continue to have (in his blunt assessment) zero impact on debates over the future 
of the Navy� Sam Tangredi holds the Leidos Chair of Future Warfare Studies at 
the Naval War College�
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With its notorious allergy to doctrine and its reliance on experience to fur-
nish the minds of and provide skill-sets to its officers, the U�S� Navy seems to 
have little use for a theory of naval warfare� In “On Naval Theory,” Milan Vego 
begs to differ� He argues that a proper understanding of the nature and charac-
ter of warfare, and warfare at sea in particular, requires a degree of conceptual 
sophistication that can be acquired only through a careful study of naval his-
tory and an ability to extrapolate from it to present conditions� With frequent 
reference to Carl von Clausewitz, he argues that theory never can provide neat 
solutions to practical problems, yet it is essential in providing the appropri-
ate intellectual context for addressing them� Milan Vego is the Admiral R� K� 
Turner Professor of Operational Art at the Naval War College�

If imaginative reconstruction of past wars is key to developing an actionable 
theory of war for the present, the same can be said of imaginative attempts to 
picture wars of the future� In “The Future-War Literature of the Reagan Era: 
Winning World War III in Fiction,” Nicholas Evan Sarantakes provides a valu-
able survey of the popular and influential works of authors such as Tom Clancy 
and Sir John Hackett that explore plausible scenarios of a third world war, one 
between the United States and its allies and the Soviet Union� While much of this 
literature was intended simply as entertainment, some of it—notably, the British 
general’s widely read The Third World War—was intended to deliver lessons or 
warnings; moreover, many of these works were taken seriously by political figures 
as well as military practitioners� Nicholas Evan Sarantakes is a professor in the 
Strategy and Policy Department of the Naval War College�

Finally, for a change of pace, Mary Raum offers our readers an excursion into 
European maritime art of the early modern era� In “Seventeenth-Century Dutch 
‘Stranger Painter’ Willem van de Velde the Elder and His Impact on British 
Maritime Art: Two Kings, the Netherland Marine Painters, and the Rise of the 
British Navy,” she provides a richly illustrated survey of the little-known origins 
of realistic maritime art in the seventeenth century� Mary Raum is a professor in 
the National Security Affairs Department of the Naval War College�
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Rear Admiral Shoshana Chatfield is the fifty- 
seventh President of the U.S. Naval War College and 
a career naval helicopter pilot. A native of Garden 
Grove, California, she graduated from Boston Uni-
versity in 1987 with a bachelor of arts in interna-
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PRESIDENT’S FORUM

AS MY TENURE AS President of the Naval War College (NWC) 
draws to a close, I feel a deep sense of gratitude to our extraor-

dinary community members and pride for the remarkable achievements we have 
accomplished together� Throughout its 138-year history, the NWC has evolved to 
meet the changing needs of our Joint Force, ensuring that our graduates have the 
knowledge and skills necessary to excel in an ever-changing world� In my final 
column in the Naval War College Review, I would like to reflect on the transfor-
mative initiatives that have defined our time together and share my optimism for 
the future of this esteemed institution�

The NWC’s commitment to the Joint Force, war-fighting effectiveness, inter-
agency collaboration, and international partnerships has shaped our programs 
and achievements� The resident-student program at the heart of the NWC con-
tinues to serve as the cornerstone of our joint professional military education 
(JPME) curriculum development� With a diverse student body representing all 
armed-service branches and many interagency and international partners, we 
have created a vibrant community of learners� On campus, our historic buildings 
embody the legacy of the NWC, where we prepare future leaders to navigate the 
complexities of warfare and strategy� Our academic programs are unparalleled in 
the PME world, with students from all branches competing to attend� Our Fleet 
Seminar Program, Graduate Degree Program, and fully online Naval Command 
and Staff Program reach thousands of students annually, fostering a diverse and 
inclusive community of scholars and leaders� Our mission to provide exceptional 
maritime-focused education and original research prepares our students for 
future success and delivers war-fighting advantage to our Navy and Joint Forces�
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During my tenure, we aimed to support our high-performing team by pro-
moting diversity, equity, and inclusion within the NWC community� By appoint-
ing a Chief Inclusion and Diversity Officer and expanding opportunities in these 
areas, we have created an environment that embraces the strength provided by 
diverse perspectives� In support of the Women, Peace, and Security (WPS) Act 
of 2017 and the Secretary of the Navy’s direction to mainstream WPS principles 
across the PME curriculum, we demonstrated our commitment to the meaning-
ful participation of women in the Joint Force and among partner nations and to 
protecting vulnerable populations during conflict and crisis�

On my arrival, I identified increasing trust and facilitating open communi-
cation between NWC leadership and faculty as a top priority� Building on the 
work of the College’s inaugural Faculty Senate, our Faculty Advisory Council has 
played a vital role in this endeavor, especially during important policy revisions 
and planning for upcoming renovations� Our collaborative approach ensures a 
dynamic and supportive environment for both faculty and students; a produc-
tive relationship between the administration and the faculty; and—of interest 

to our accreditors—increased 
participation of faculty and 
staff members in the shared 
governance of our institution�

Recognizing the impor-
tance of faculty development, 
the NWC continues to invest 
in ongoing development op-
portunities� We are commit-

ted to allocating resources to empower our faculty members to stay at the fore-
front of their respective fields, which enriches the educational experience for all� 
Our commitment to excellence in education and research remains unwavering, 
and we are grateful to the Naval War College Foundation for its generous gifts 
that support these lines of effort�

Over the past four years, the NWC has implemented several internal pro-
grams and streamlined business processes to achieve organizational excellence� 
Noteworthy initiatives include the comprehensive command-security program, 
the fifteen-year infrastructure modernization and maintenance plan, and a new 
financial-management process� These endeavors have created a more efficient 
and effective Naval War College�

As David and I welcome Rear Admiral Pete Garvin and his wife, Sheryl, to 
Newport, we wish to express our thanks to the many people here in Newport, 
in Monterey, and at our many distributed locations who stepped through these 
past four years with us� Whenever we meet NWC alumni, we will think of our 

Our collaborative approach ensures a dynamic 
and supportive environment for both faculty 
and students, a productive relationship be-
tween the administration and the faculty, 
and—of interest to our accreditors—increased 
participation of faculty and staff members in 
the shared governance of our institution.
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time here and the lasting impact made by the talented and committed team at 
the Naval War College�

Fair winds and following seas�

SHOSHANA S� CHATFIELD

Rear Admiral, U.S. Navy
President, U.S. Naval War College
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Nicholas Rostow is a senior partner at Zumpano, 
Patricios, P.A., resident in the New York City office, 
Zumpano, Patricios & Popok, PLLC. He also is a 
Senior Research Scholar at the Yale Law School. In 
2022 and 2023 he was a visiting professor of law at 
the Cornell Law School. He served as the Stockton 
Professor of International Law at the Naval War Col-
lege in 2001.

Naval War College Review, Summer 2023, Vol. 76, No. 3

16

Naval War College Review, Vol. 76 [2023], No. 3, Art. 1

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol76/iss3/1



UKRAINE, NUCLEAR WEAPONS, AND THE  
FUTURE OF INTERNATIONAL LAW

Nicholas Rostow

 Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine, which continued the Russian war against 
Ukraine begun in 2014, has raised profound strategic, legal, and moral is-

sues�1 In addition to posing a direct threat to such former Soviet republics as 
the Baltic States, Russian aggression threatens the character and future of the 
international system of states� One state’s aggression against another challenges 
the very idea of a system� While any international use of force poses questions 
about the relevance of international law to peace, aggression stands apart—and 
great-power aggression all the more so, because a great power has enormous 
destructive capabilities� In the past three centuries, great-power aggression has 
triggered world wars�

Since the defeat of Napoléon in 1815 and the ensuing establishment of the 
European system of great-power congresses, governments and observers have 
presumed that great powers bear special responsibility for the maintenance of 
international peace and security�2 The two world wars and subsequent decoloni-
zation globalized this presumption, which is embodied today in the United Na-
tions (UN) Charter� The 1928 Treaty Providing for the Renunciation of War as an 
Instrument of National Policy (also known as the Pact of Paris or Kellogg-Briand 
Pact) and article 2, paragraph 4, of the UN Charter codified the prohibition on 
the use of force against the territorial integrity or political independence of states 
even more than the League of Nations Covenant had done�3 The Soviet Union 
(USSR), of which the Russian Federation is a successor, joined the Kellogg- 
Briand Pact in 1929 and helped draft the UN Charter�4 Russia’s uses of force 
against independent states, including Ukraine (an original UN member), which 
formerly were republics of the Soviet Union, have attacked the long-established 
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and most-fundamental norms of the international system�5 Therefore, the stakes 
at issue in Russia’s war against Ukraine could not be more significant for every 
member of the international community�

These stakes include the continued vitality and relevance of the following: 
(1) the UN Charter prohibition on the threat or use of force against the territo-
rial integrity or political independence of any state; (2) the 1968 Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT) and the positive security assurances of the United 
States, United Kingdom, and Soviet Union to non-nuclear-weapons states given 
in connection with the NPT and reaffirmed by the five UN Security Council 
permanent members, each of which possesses nuclear weapons, when the NPT 
became permanent in 1995; and (3) the subjection of even the greatest powers 
to the rule of law and legal accountability with respect to war crimes and other 
justiciable crimes under international and municipal law�

The strategic and legal issues overlap because they implicate the fundamental 
values of the international community� As a result, they give additional moral 
meaning to the issues involved� By invading a UN member country for the sec-
ond time in less than a decade, Russia under President Vladimir V� Putin has 
repudiated the international order� He labels it a tool of the United States and 
has never accepted Ukraine as an independent state�6 That refusal, whatever its 
justification, does not change the international and legal character of Ukraine� It 
is the same as that of Kuwait, a country that Iraq tried to annex by force beginning 
on 2 August 1990, claiming that Kuwait was a province of Iraq hived off by Great 
Britain during the period of imperial rule�7 Ukraine’s legal character and right to 
exist as an independent state in fact is the same as those of the United States or 
Russia� Just as Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait assaulted the most fundamental norms 
of international behavior, so too did Russia’s 2014 and 2022 invasions of Ukraine 
(actually, a continuous military campaign)� All states understood this reality in 
1990 and continue to do so today with respect to Ukraine, even if some sit on the 
fence waiting to see whether Russia prevails in its aggression�

Putin’s justification for the invasion provides a structure for examining his 
understanding of history and law� He has raised the possibility of using nuclear 
weapons, and thus reversed Soviet and Russian positions since 1968 with respect 
to the threat, use, or proliferation of such weapons� Opponents of his action 
should develop and implement a new strategy for addressing this situation� This 
last point is even more important because Putin has made clear that his war is 
with the Atlantic Alliance and its organization, NATO, even more than with his-
tory and Ukraine�

Putin has confronted the world—not just Ukraine, the United States, and 
NATO allies—with fateful choices� First is whether the minimum world public 
order so painfully constructed and defended after World War II is to survive, or 
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is it to be replaced completely by the rule of Thucydides’s Melian dialogue: “the 
strong do what they have the power to do and the weak accept what they have 
to accept”?8 Second, are nuclear powers to be free to commit aggression, using 
the fear that they might start a nuclear war as the ultimate guarantee against suc-
cessful defense? Third, is any state that is not a formal ally of a state possessing 
nuclear weapons fair game for attack? In other words, in Europe, if a state is not 
a member of NATO, does Russia have a license to kill?

To date (June 2023), the United States and its allies have refrained from 
engaging directly with Russian forces in Ukraine� To avoid positive answers to 
the foregoing questions and others like them, Ukraine’s friends should up the 
ante� This conclusion does not mean attacking Russia� It does mean preparing 
to attack Russian forces in Ukraine in the event Russia uses weapons of mass 
destruction or seems close to victory� A place for Ukraine’s allies to start would 
be to send armored divisions, air wings, and missiles and other advanced, 
precision-guided offensive and defensive weapons to NATO states bordering on 
Ukraine and engage in large training exercises with Finland and Sweden� Such 
steps should make clear to Putin that he will not be allowed to prevail or escape 
accountability for his crimes—aggression, brandishing nuclear weapons, war 
crimes, and perhaps crimes against humanity� It may not be too late to impose 
a no-fly zone over Ukraine�

The first part of this article situates the Ukraine war and Russia’s justifications 
for it in international law� Part 2 examines Russia’s threats to use nuclear weapons� 
Part 3 recommends vigorous responses to those threats� The conclusion is that, 
because I believe the stakes raised by the Russian invasion of Ukraine could not 
be higher, the response required has to be correspondingly firm and courageous� 
The whole world is watching� We do not want the consequence of Russia’s inva-
sion for Ukraine to be sauve qui peut (everyone for itself)�

RUSSIA AND UKRAINE: INTERNATIONAL LAW AND WAR
The UN Charter limits the circumstances in which a use of military force is lawful� 
The Charter starts with a general prohibition on “the threat or use of force against 
the territorial integrity or political independence of any state, or in any other man-
ner inconsistent with the Purposes of the United Nations [i�e�, article 1 of the UN 
Charter]�”9 Then comes the right of self-defense� It is lawful to use force in response 
to an armed attack or in anticipation of an armed attack where no alternative rea-
sonably exists�10 Second, it is lawful to use force pursuant to another state’s inherent 
right to ask others to join in its defense—that is, in exercise of the right of collective 
self-defense� Third, it is lawful to use force pursuant to UN Security Council autho-
rization� Essential to both the law governing the use of force and the law governing 
military operations are the principles of necessity and proportionality�
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Necessity, Proportionality, and Self-defense
Necessity means that no reasonable alternative to the use of force exists� It makes 
force a last resort, taking the totality of the circumstances into account in reach-
ing a decision that therefore is reasonable�11 Judgment is inescapable� Necessity 
with respect to the decision to use force is different from the concept of military 
necessity, which the United States, for example, defines as “the principle that justi-
fies the use of all measures needed to defeat the enemy as quickly and efficiently 
as possible that are not prohibited by the law of war�”12

Proportionality requires that the quantum of force be the minimum required 
to achieve the lawful purpose�13 Proportionality also involves the application of 

a standard of reasonableness 
and judgment�14 “Tit for tat” is 
not the standard; rather, it is 
that amount of force reason-
ably necessary to bring to an 
end the circumstances giving 
rise to the right to use force 
in self-defense—in the UN 
Charter’s language, “armed 

attack”—whatever that may mean in practical terms, given both the articulated 
law of self-defense going back at least to the Caroline affair in 1837 and the tech-
nological context of the moment�15

In that mid-nineteenth-century Caroline case, when the technological context 
more closely resembled the eighteenth century’s than today’s, Secretary of State 
Daniel Webster and British foreign secretary Lord Ashburton agreed that the 
party claiming a right to use force in self-defense had to “show a necessity of self-
defence, instant, overwhelming, leaving no choice of means, and no moment for 
deliberation� It will be for it to show, also, that the local authorities of Canada, 
even supposing the necessity of the moment authorized them to enter the ter-
ritories of the United States at all, did nothing unreasonable or excessive; since 
the act justified by the necessity of self-defence, must be limited by that necessity, 
and kept clearly within it�”16

At the time, statesmen adhered to the view represented in this language be-
cause they considered it both realistic and accurate as a statement of legal require-
ments, including limits� Subsequent statesmen, scholars, and international bodies 
have concurred�17 Indeed, limit is an essential idea in the law� While Webster and 
Ashburton acknowledged that self-preservation—an instinct—underpinned the 
right of self-defense, the two foreign ministers also accepted that that right was 
limited by necessity and must be kept within it�18 Instinct and the law may clash, 
and instinct may prevail� Illustrating this connection, the views of J� L� Brierly—a 

Russia’s uses of force against independent 
states, including Ukraine (an original  
UN member) . . . have attacked the long-
established and most-fundamental norms of 
the international system. . . . The stakes at 
issue . . . could not be more significant for ev-
ery member of the international community.
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leading scholar writing in a previous time—are so well stated and relevant that 
they bear lengthy quotation:

[W]e ought not to argue that because states or individuals are likely to behave in a 
certain way in certain circumstances, therefore they have a right to behave in that 
way� � � � 

Self-defence, properly understood, is a legal right, and as with other legal rights the 
question whether a specific state of facts warrants its exercise is a legal question� It 
is not a question on which a state is entitled, in any special sense, to be a judge in its 
own cause� In one sense a state in international law may always be a judge in its own 
cause, for, in the absence of a treaty obligation, it is not compulsory for a state to sub-
mit its conduct to the judgement of any international tribunal� But this is a loose way 
of speaking� A state which refuses to submit its case does not become a “judge”; it 
merely blocks the channels of due process of law, as, owing to the defective organiza-
tion of international justice, it is still able to do� This is a defect of general application 
in international law, which applies, but not in any special sense, to a disputed case of 
self-defence� There is, however, another circumstance which gives a certain plausibil-
ity to the common claim that every state is competent to decide for itself whether a 
necessity for self-defence has arisen� It is, or may be, of the nature of the emergency 
which seems to justify defensive action that action, if it is to be effective, must be im-
mediate� This is equally true of defensive action by an individual� To wait for author-
ity to act from any outside body may mean disaster, either for a state or an individual, 
and either may have to decide in the first instance whether or in what measure the 
occasion calls for defensive action� With the individual, under any civilized system of 
law, this initial decision is not final; it may be reviewed later by the law in the light of 
all the relevant circumstances� There is no reason to believe that the case is different 
with a state, apart from the procedural difficulty of procuring the submission of the 
question to judicial review; and fortunately this conclusion does not depend on a 
priori argument� For the practice of states decisively rejects the view that a state need 
only declare its own action to be defensive for that action to become defensive as a 
matter of law�19

Were this analysis not correct, there would have been no cause to complain about 
unlawful invasions, including Russia’s invasions of Ukraine in 2014 and 2022�

The point is that the right of self-defense is a legal, if limited, right� Under 
the UN Charter, the Security Council may judge its exercise� The Charter 
requires that a state using force in self-defense report that fact to the Security 
Council and that the right remains to be exercised until the Security Council 
takes measures necessary to maintain or restore peace� That is, the Security 
Council’s measures must be effective: they must bring an end to the situation 
giving rise to the right or effectively start the process of bringing it to an end�20 
The General Assembly also has authority to approve a claim that a use of force 
is in self-defense� When Russia exercised its veto to block Security Council 
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substantive consideration of the invasion of Ukraine, the Security Council in-
vited the General Assembly to consider the matter, a move that was procedural 
and not subject to veto�21 On 2 March 2022, the General Assembly considered 
the invocation of self-defense and “deplore[d] in the strongest terms the aggres-
sion by the Russian Federation against Ukraine in violation of Article 2(4) of 
the Charter�”22

In addition to the Security Council and the General Assembly, the UN In-
ternational Court of Justice (ICJ) also may review uses of force claimed to be in 
self-defense� It has done so on five occasions� It is considering Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine under the guise of Ukraine’s claim that Russia has violated the Conven-
tion against Genocide�23 The fact that Moscow understood that its use of force 
against Ukraine would be subject to review and evaluation, first by the Security 
Council, whose response it could block, and then by the General Assembly and 
the ICJ, which could not be prevented from acting, demonstrates that Russia was 
unwilling to be deterred� Moreover, and of utmost import, international law, like 
all law, is not a suicide pact� The blockage of certain avenues of vindication does 
not mean members of the international system are powerless to defend them-
selves, their allies and friends, and the values expressed in the UN Charter�

Putin’s Justification of the Invasion of Ukraine
Article 51 does not require a particular form of report� More common than us-
ing a speech as the report are brief notifications of the use of force, such as the 
U�S� communication in regard to Afghanistan in 2001�24 At that time, no state 
complained that the United States lacked the right to use force in self-defense 
in response to the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001� Russia’s report on 24 
February 2022 took the form of President Putin’s speech of the same date�25

Speeches are occasions when leaders express their thoughts, claims, and justi-
fications� Whether in private or in public, they are of inestimable value as a place 
to begin analysis� President Putin’s public speeches justifying his actions against 
Ukraine in 2014 and 2022 share themes� In March 2014, Putin gave his view 
of Russian-Crimean history, concluding that “[i]n people’s hearts and minds, 
Crimea has always been an inseparable part of Russia�”26 He insisted that the 
2014 Crimean referendum on joining Russia—“Over 96 percent of them spoke 
out in favour of reuniting with Russia”—was consistent with history and interna-
tional law and no more than what the United States had endorsed with respect 
to Kosovo’s declaration of independence from Serbia�27 Within five years of this 
speech, Putin was admitting that Russian intelligence and military forces had 
entered Crimea, ensured the outcome of the vote, and secured the peninsula for 
Russia�28 Putin’s 2014 speech then addressed Ukraine: “[W]e are not simply close 
neighbours but, as I have said many times already, we are one people� Kiev is the 
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mother of Russian cities� Ancient Rus is our common source and we cannot live 
without each other�”29 He also more than hinted that the United States and NATO 
were responsible for Russian action�

Like a mirror, the situation in Ukraine reflects what is going on and what has been 
happening in the world over the past several decades� After the dissolution of bipo-
larity on the planet, we no longer have stability� Key international institutions are not 
getting any stronger; on the contrary, in many cases, they are sadly degrading� Our 
western partners, led by the United States of America, prefer not to be guided by in-
ternational law in their practical policies, but by the rule of the gun� They have come 
to believe in their exclusivity and exceptionalism, that they can decide the destinies 
of the world, that only they can ever be right� They act as they please: here and there, 
they use force against sovereign states, building coalitions based on the principle 
“If you are not with us, you are against us�” To make this aggression look legitimate, 
they force the necessary resolutions from international organisations, and if for some 
reason this does not work, they simply ignore the UN Security Council and the UN 
overall� 

This happened in Yugoslavia; we remember 1999 very well� It was hard to believe, 
even seeing it with my own eyes, that at the end of the 20th century, one of Europe’s 
capitals, Belgrade, was under missile attack for several weeks, and then came the real 
intervention� Was there a UN Security Council resolution on this matter, allowing for 
these actions? Nothing of the sort� And then, they hit Afghanistan, Iraq, and frankly 
violated the UN Security Council resolution on Libya, when instead of imposing the 
so-called no-fly zone over it they started bombing it too� 

There was a whole series of controlled “colour” revolutions� Clearly, the people in 
those nations, where these events took place, were sick of tyranny and poverty, of 
their lack of prospects; but these feelings were taken advantage of cynically� Standards 
were imposed on these nations that did not in any way correspond to their way of life, 
traditions, or these peoples’ cultures� As a result, instead of democracy and freedom, 
there was chaos, outbreaks in violence and a series of upheavals� The Arab Spring 
turned into the Arab Winter�30

A similar situation unfolded in Ukraine� � � � 

Today, we are being threatened with sanctions, but we already experience many 
limitations, ones that are quite significant for us, our economy and our nation� For 
example, still during the times of the Cold War, the US and subsequently other 
nations restricted a large list of technologies and equipment from being sold to the 
USSR, creating the Coordinating Committee for Multilateral Export Controls list� 
Today, they have formally been eliminated, but only formally; and in reality, many 
limitations are still in effect�

In short, we have every reason to assume that the infamous policy of containment, 
led in the 18th, 19th and 20th centuries, continues today�31 They are constantly 
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trying to sweep us into a corner because we have an independent position, because 
we maintain it and because we call things like they are and do not engage in hypoc-
risy� But there is a limit to everything� And with Ukraine, our western partners have 
crossed the line, playing the bear and acting irresponsibly and unprofessionally�

After all, they were fully aware that there are millions of Russians living in Ukraine 
and in Crimea� They must have really lacked political instinct and common sense 
not to foresee all the consequences of their actions� Russia found itself in a position it 
could not retreat from� If you compress the spring all the way to its limit, it will snap 
back hard� You must always remember this� 

Today, it is imperative to end this hysteria, to refute the rhetoric of the cold war and 
to accept the obvious fact: Russia is an independent, active participant in internation-
al affairs; like other countries, it has its own national interests that need to be taken 
into account and respected�32

Putin’s 2014 recitation of historical claims and grievances amounts to the 
idea that Russia has national interests and, therefore, can do what it wants and 

move in whatever direction 
it can until it meets immov-
able resistance� Hence, Russia 
invaded Ukraine in 2014 and 
seized Crimea� Putin’s theme 
is common in international 

history but inconsistent per se with the foundational norms of the international 
system of independent states�33

Putin’s address of 24 February 2022 repeated the themes of 2014 but this time 
began with NATO� Putin justified Russia’s second invasion of Ukraine as self-
defense against NATO expansion “ever closer to Russia’s borders�”34 It is difficult 
to recall a historical example of a state claiming that the inclusion of new states 
in a defensive alliance constituted an “armed attack” giving rise to the right to use 
force in self-defense� He accused the United States of abusing its position after 
the end of the Cold War and collapse of the Soviet Union to engage in military 
action against Serbia, Libya, and Iraq without proper authorization from the 
Security Council� Even taking these historical accounts and legal conclusions to 
be true—as lawyers like to say—these events did not constitute armed attacks 
against Russia�

Putin said that the consequences of these U�S�-led actions in North Africa and 
the Middle East were dire because those areas became homes to terrorists and 
sources of massive migrations to Europe� He blamed the Syrian civil war on the 
United States as well� “In general,” Putin said, “it would appear that in many re-
gions of the world, almost wherever the West comes to establish its order, it leaves 
bloody, open wounds and the sores of international terrorism and extremism�”35 

Putin has made clear that his war is with 
the Atlantic Alliance and its organization, 
NATO, even more than with history and 
Ukraine.
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He rehearsed Russian grievances, even to the point of blaming Hitler’s attack on 
the Soviet Union in 1941 on Western appeasement of Germany in the 1930s (con-
veniently omitting such material events as the signing of the Ribbentrop-Molotov 
Nonaggression Pact of August 1939, which, among other things, redistributed 
countries in central and eastern Europe between Germany and the Soviet Union)� 
“For the United States and its allies, this is the so-called policy of containment of 
Russia, with obvious geopolitical dividends� But for our country this is ultimately 
a matter of life and death, the question of our historical future as a people.

“And this is not an exaggeration—it is a fact� This is a real threat not just to our 
interests, but to the very existence of our State and its sovereignty� This is the red 
line that has been talked about many times: they have crossed it�”36

Putin also reminded his listeners of Russia’s nuclear power and willingness to 
use nuclear weapons: “Russia today is one of the most powerful nuclear powers 
in the world and, moreover, has certain advantages in some of the newest types of 
weaponry� In that context, no one should have any doubt that a direct attack on our 
country will lead to defeat and terrible consequences for any potential aggressor�”37

Putin reiterated these themes in the remainder of his speech, accusing NATO— 
“it is only a tool of United States foreign policy”—of threatening Russia by ex-
panding its “infrastructure to the borders of Russia�”38 He capped off the argu-
ment by claiming that Ukraine was engaging in 

a genocide against the millions of people living there [Donbass] who are pinning 
their hopes on Russia, on us alone� It is their aspiration, the feelings and pain of these 
people that were the main motivating force behind our decision to recognize the 
independence of the Donbass People’s Republics� � � �

In this regard, in accordance with Article 51 (chapter VII) of the Charter of the 
United Nations, I have decided to conduct a special military operation � � � to protect 
people who have been subjected to abuse and genocide by the Kiev regime for eight 
years�39 

This statement recalled Hitler’s tactics and justifications with regard to ethnic 
Germans living in Czechoslovakia: Czechoslovakia was persecuting ethnic Ger-
man citizens of that country, and, therefore, Germany had a right to dismember 
Czechoslovakia and incorporate areas with ethnic Germans and eventually the 
whole of Czechoslovakia into Germany�40 Putin’s speech also showed that he is 
cavalier about the legal consequences of the use of particular words� Ukraine used 
the accusation of genocide to sue Russia before the International Court of Justice�

In February 2023, Putin repeated the same themes� One year after this second 
invasion of Ukraine, Putin’s message was even clearer than it had been earlier�

Responsibility for inciting and escalating the Ukraine conflict as well as the sheer 
number of casualties lies entirely with the Western elites and, of course, today’s 
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Kiev regime, for which the Ukrainian people are, in fact, not its own people� The 
current Ukrainian regime is serving not national interests, but the interests of third 
countries�

The West is using Ukraine as a battering ram against Russia and as a testing range� I 
am not going to discuss in detail the West’s attempts to turn the war around, or their 
plans to ramp up military supplies, since everyone is well aware of that� However, 
there is one circumstance that everyone should be clear about: the longer the range 
of the Western systems that will be supplied to Ukraine, the further we will have to 
move the threat away from our borders� This is obvious�

The Western elite make no secret of their goal, which is, I quote, “Russia’s strategic 
defeat�” What does this mean to us? This means they plan to finish us once and for 
all� In other words, they plan to grow a local conflict into a global confrontation� This 
is how we understand it and we will respond accordingly, because this represents an 
existential threat to our country�41

These speeches fall far short of making a credible or even colorable legal argu-
ment for a use of force in self-defense� If Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has resulted 
in, and constitutes, “an existential threat” to Russia, Putin made it so, not Ukraine 
by exercising its inherent right of individual and collective self-defense�

Putin’s principal points are three� One, NATO expansion constitutes a 
mortal threat to Russian civilization and existence� Two, Ukraine is not a real 
state but rather an integral part of Russia that has engaged in genocide against 
ethnic Russians� Finally, U�S� and Western abuse of international law resulted 
in unlawful wars against Serbia, Libya, and Iraq, leaving great human trag-
edies and international threats in their wake� None of these complaints, even 
if valid—which they are not, or at least not as framed by Putin—constitutes an 
armed attack against Russia within any interpretation of the international law 
of self-defense as summarized in the UN Charter and expounded elsewhere�42 
In addition, of course, the ICJ is considering the legal consequences of Russia’s 
allegation that Ukraine has engaged in genocide� So far, the court has held that 
it has jurisdiction under the Genocide Convention to consider whether geno-
cide has occurred and whether the convention confers a right to use force to 
prevent its continuation�43

Whether Russia has any justification in the law for using force against Ukraine, 
its scarcely veiled threats to use nuclear or other weapons of mass destruction 
merit separate consideration� In 1968 and 1995, the Soviet Union and then Russia 
assured all non-nuclear-weapons states party to the NPT that it would seek ac-
tion by the UN Security Council if they were subject to the threat or use of force 
involving nuclear weapons� In 1994, Russia, the United States, and the United 
Kingdom reiterated the 1968 positive security assurance specifically with regard 
to Ukraine� Nothing that occurred since those assurances were given in any way 
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amounted to an armed attack or even an incipient armed attack on the Russian 
Federation that would justify the invasions of Ukraine�

NUCLEAR WEAPONS AND UKRAINE
Nuclear weapons occupy a unique place within arsenals, in grand strategy, in 
international law, and in world public order� They are by far the most lethal 
of modern weapons in terms of quantum and longevity of destructiveness per 
unit�44 The absence of general war among the great powers since 1945 owes 
much to such weapons and the fear that they properly engender� Whether or not 
a state possesses nuclear weapons, they figure in calculations of national interest� 
Nuclear weapons also highlight the importance of proportionality as a political, 
strategic, and legal principle�45

Western Views
As the developer, first user, and monopolist holder until August 1949, the United 
States was the first state to confront the implications of the weapon� On 9 August 
1945, after the bombing of Nagasaki, Truman said that he understood at least 
some of the ramifications of the atomic bomb:

I realize the tragic significance of the atomic bomb�

Its production and its use were not lightly undertaken by this Government� But we 
knew that our enemies were on the search for it� We know now how close they were 
to finding it� And we knew the disaster which would come to this Nation, and to all 
peace-loving nations, to all civilization, if they had found it first� � � � 

The atomic bomb is too dangerous to be loose in a lawless world� That is why Great 
Britain, Canada, and the United States, who have the secret of its production, do not 
intend to reveal that secret until means have been found to control the bomb so as to 
protect ourselves and the rest of the world from the danger of total destruction� � � � 

We must constitute ourselves trustees of this new force—to prevent its misuse, and to 
turn it into the channels of service to mankind�

It is an awful responsibility which has come to us�46

Almost from the inception of the nuclear age, therefore, Western leaders and 
commentators began to equate war involving nuclear weapons with oblitera-
tion� The U�S�-U�K�-Canada Agreed Declaration of 15 November 1945—the first 
postwar multilateral statement on atomic weapons—reaffirmed Truman’s point: 
the three governments affirmed their policy “to attain the most effective means 
of entirely eliminating the use of atomic energy for destructive purposes and 
promote its widest use for industrial and humanitarian purposes�”47

Stalin’s reaction to the atomic bomb was markedly different from Truman’s� 
At Potsdam on 24 July 1945, slightly more than a week after the successful test 
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in New Mexico, Truman told Stalin that the United States had a “new weapon 
of unusual destructive force�”48 Stalin, however, already knew about the atomic 
bomb by means of espionage� No sooner had the United States used the weapon 
against Japan than Stalin decided to accelerate the Soviet atomic weapons program, 
launched in 1942, to completion�49 He told Boris Vannikov, People’s Commissar 
for Munitions, his deputies, and Igor V� Kurchatov, a physicist: “You know that  
Hiroshima has shaken the whole world� The equilibrium has been destroyed� 
Provide the bomb—it will remove a great danger from us�”50 Stalin’s reaction to the 
bombing of Hiroshima itself was that it was unnecessary “super-barbarity� And 

there was no need to use it� 
Japan was already doomed�”51 
He also apparently believed 
that the bombing of Hiroshima 
was aimed at the Soviet Union 
and on hearing of it said that 

“A-bomb blackmail is American policy�”52 Stalin’s summation of American policy 
discounted Washington’s eagerness to have the Soviet Union enter the war against 
Japan and the opportunity for territorial and perhaps other gains that that invita-
tion offered�

Stalin sought to shorten as much as possible the period during which the Unit-
ed States had a monopoly of the weapon� Did Stalin understand U�S� inability to 
decide how to use or even try to use the weapon in terms of international politics? 
Did he have ideas about how he would have used a monopoly of nuclear weap-
ons? In any event, at the dawn of the nuclear age and of the Cold War, American 
officials were on a different tack from that of Stalin�

In 1961, newly appointed Secretary of State Dean Rusk received a briefing on 
nuclear war and concluded that every political leader in every country should 
sit through a detailed briefing on the probable look of nuclear war so that they 
would “understand what they are talking about when they discuss nuclear war�”53 
According to Rusk, President John F� Kennedy understood “and was appalled” by 
nuclear war�54 As Raymond Aron wrote, “The free choice between war and peace, 
[the] essence of sovereignty in the traditional sense of the word, no longer has the 
same meaning now that the choice of war implies or could imply the annihilation 
of the nation itself�”55 Yet the divergence between U�S� and Soviet perspectives on 
nuclear weapons persisted until the United States and the Soviet Union saw their 
interests coinciding with respect to the proliferation of nuclear weapons� A little 
more than twenty years after Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the great nuclear powers 
gave a positive security assurance to states that did not possess nuclear weapons� 
This action followed much experience with the danger of nuclear weapons and 
the development of nuclear diplomacy and crisis management�56

Putin . . . has used nuclear weapons to try 
to shield Russian aggression against Ukraine 
from a confrontation with non-Ukrainian 
armed forces.

28

Naval War College Review, Vol. 76 [2023], No. 3, Art. 1

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol76/iss3/1



 R O S T O W  2 3

In connection with the adoption in 1968 of the NPT, three of the five perma-
nent members of the UN Security Council—the United Kingdom, the United 
States, and the Soviet Union—issued declarations that, in the event that a non-
nuclear state party to the NPT was victim of aggression or threat of aggression “in 
which nuclear weapons are used,” they would seek immediate Security Council 
action to provide assistance�57 France did not join these declarations or the NPT, 
although it had possessed nuclear weapons since 1960� In 1968, the People’s 
Republic of China was not a UN member� In the context of 1968, one might 
be forgiven for considering that the agreement of the United States, the United 
Kingdom, and the Soviet Union amounted to a guarantee� One should under-
stand the statements as a crucially important part of the NPT bargain, persuading 
nonnuclear states to forgo nuclear weapons� The identical statements contained 
the following language:

The Government of the Soviet Union [the United Kingdom, the United States] notes 
with appreciation the desire expressed by a large number of States to subscribe to the 
Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons�

We welcome the willingness of these States to undertake not to receive the transfer 
from any transferor whatsoever of nuclear weapons or other nuclear explosive de-
vices or of control over such weapons or explosive devices directly, or indirectly; not 
to manufacture or otherwise acquire nuclear weapons or other nuclear explosive de-
vices; and not to seek or receive any assistance in the manufacture of nuclear weapons 
or other nuclear explosive devices�

The Soviet Union [the United Kingdom, the United States] also notes the concern 
of certain of these States that, in conjunction with their adherence to the Treaty on 
the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, appropriate measures be undertaken to 
safeguard their security� Any aggression accompanied by the use of nuclear weapons 
would endanger the peace and security of all States�

Bearing these considerations in mind, the Soviet Union [the United Kingdom, the 
United States] declares the following:

Aggression with nuclear weapons, or the threat of such aggression, against a non-
nuclear-weapon State would create a qualitatively new situation in which the nuclear-
weapon States which are permanent members of the United Nations Security Council 
would have to act immediately through the Security Council to take the measures 
necessary to counter such aggression or remove the threat of aggression in accor-
dance with the United Nations Charter, which calls for taking “effective collective 
measures for the prevention and removal of threats to the peace, and for the suppres-
sion of acts of aggression or other breaches of the peace�” [U�N� Charter art� 1, para� 
1] Therefore, any State which commits aggression accompanied by the use of nuclear 
weapons or threatens such aggression must be aware that its actions will be countered 
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effectively by measures to be taken in accordance with the United Nations Charter to 
suppress the aggression or remove the threat of aggression�

The Soviet Union [the United Kingdom, the United States] affirms its intention, as 
a permanent member of the United Nations Security Council, to seek immediate 
Security Council action to provide assistance, in accordance with the Charter, to any 
non-nuclear-weapon State, party to the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear 
Weapons, that is a victim of an act of aggression or an object of a threat of aggression 
in which nuclear weapons are used�

The Soviet Union [the United Kingdom, the United States] reaffirms in particular the 
inherent right, recognized under Article 51 of the Charter, of individual or collective 
self-defence if an armed attack, including a nuclear attack, occurs against a Member 
of the United Nations, until the Security Council has taken the measures necessary to 
maintain international peace and security�

The Soviet Union’s [the United Kingdom’s, the United States] vote for the resolu-
tion before us and this statement of the way in which the Soviet Union [the United 
Kingdom, the United States] intends to act in accordance with the Charter of the 
United Nations are based upon the fact that the resolution is supported by other per-
manent members of the Security Council who are nuclear-weapon States and are also 
proposing to sign the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, and that 
these States have made similar statements as to the way in which they intend to act in 
accordance with the Charter�58

The three states did not use Truman’s trustee metaphor, but their assurance per-
haps ought to be understood as a reversion to that idea�

Everyone familiar with the UN during the Cold War knew that the Soviet 
Union, the United Kingdom, and the United States, if they acted together, could 
command an overwhelming majority in the Security Council and that neither 
France nor China likely would exercise its veto in opposition� Indeed, the resolu-
tion endorsing the Soviet, U�K�, and U�S� statements was adopted without opposi-
tion (although five states abstained)�59

When the NPT was made permanent in 1995, these assurances could be rein-
forced and added to by pledges from China and France� But first came Ukrainian 
adherence to the NPT and the country’s commitment in December 1994 to allow 
the removal of all nuclear warheads from its territory as well as the destruction or 
removal of all strategic nuclear weapons delivery vehicles� (The last warhead was 
removed on 1 June 1996�)60 Among the documents filed in the UN Treaty Office 
in connection with Ukraine’s accession to the NPT is the formal Budapest memo-
randum on security assurances, signed on 5 December 1994, by the presidents of 
Ukraine, the Russian Federation, and the United States and the prime minister 
of the United Kingdom�61 Adapting the 1968 NPT language and the language of 
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the UN Charter, and other international security assurances such as those in the 
Helsinki Final Act, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States pledged 
that they would respect Ukraine’s independence and territorial integrity and en-
sure its safety in the event of threat or attack with nuclear weapons�62 By its terms, 
the memorandum took effect on signature� In this document, Russia, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States

 1� � � � reaffirm their commitment to Ukraine, in accordance with the principles of 
the CSCE Final Act [Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe—Hel-
sinki, 1975], to respect the independence and sovereignty and the existing borders 
of Ukraine[;]

 2� � � � reaffirm their obligation to refrain from the threat or use of force against the 
territorial integrity or political independence of Ukraine, and that none of their 
weapons will ever be used against Ukraine except in self-defense or otherwise in 
accordance with the Charter of the United Nations[;]

 3� � � � reaffirm their commitment to Ukraine � � � to refrain from economic coercion 
designed to subordinate to their own interest the exercise by Ukraine of the rights 
inherent in its sovereignty and thus to secure advantages of any kind[;]

 4� � � � reaffirm their commitment to seek immediate United Nations Security Coun-
cil action to provide assistance to Ukraine, as a non-nuclear-weapon state party 
to the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, if Ukraine should 
become a victim of an act of aggression or an object of a threat of aggression in 
which nuclear weapons are used[;]

 5� � � � reaffirm, in the case of Ukraine, their commitment not to use nuclear weapons 
against any non-nuclear-weapon state party to the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation 
of Nuclear Weapons, except in the case of an attack on themselves, their territories 
or dependent territories, their armed forces, or their allies, by such a state in as-
sociation or alliance with a nuclear weapon state�

Ukraine, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States also agree to “con-
sult in the event a situation arises which raises a question concerning these 
commitments�”63

In 1995, in connection with the NPT review, the permanent members of the 
Security Council—China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States—issued declarations stating their promises not to use nuclear weapons 
against a nonnuclear state except in individual or collective self-defense against 
an attack by such state in association or alliance with a nuclear-weapon-state� In 
the event of aggression or the threat of aggression against a nonnuclear state in 
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which nuclear weapons are used, these powers individually declared that they 
would offer immediate assistance and use the UN Security Council and other 
bodies to provide effective assistance and bring an end to the threat or use of 
nuclear weapons�64

These events of 1968, 1994, and 1995 ought to have strengthened the regime 
of the UN Charter and added to every state’s security�

Russia’s Position
Obviously, Russia has ignored these commitments� It also has ignored the Soviet 
Union’s pledge to the world community made at the Security Council in 1968� A 
wave of acquisitions of nuclear weapons by presently nonnuclear states party to 
the NPT, were it to occur, would be a foreseeable consequence of Russia’s invasion 

and disregard of its obliga-
tions� While some political 
scientists would regard such 
a growth in the number of 
nuclear-weapons states as sta-
bilizing, governments such as 

that of the United States take a more cautious approach� They worry that nuclear 
proliferation increases the risk of nuclear conflict�65

President Putin’s view is different� On 24 February 2022, he said:

I would now like to say something very important for those who may be tempted to 
interfere in these developments from the outside� No matter who tries to stand in our 
way or all the more so create threats for our country and our people, they must know 
that Russia will respond immediately, and the consequences will be such as you have 
never seen in your entire history� No matter how the events unfold, we are ready� All 
the necessary decisions in this regard have been taken� I hope that my words will be 
heard�66

Governments understood that this statement, followed by an order to place 
Russian nuclear forces on alert, constituted a threat to use nuclear weapons 
against, particularly, a NATO intervention on behalf of Ukraine� This part of 
Putin’s speech seemed to go further than his reference to using nuclear weapons 
to defend Russia in the event of a direct attack on the country�67 Putin thus has 
used nuclear weapons to try to shield Russian aggression against Ukraine from a 
confrontation with non-Ukrainian armed forces�68

MORE TO BE DONE
A recent analysis published in these pages has described the Russian military 
doctrine and operational devices supporting the policy of aggression against 
Ukraine and hostility to the West more generally�69 The threat to use nuclear 

[I]f the relevant international machinery is 
blocked and unavailable, for whatever rea-
son, the law does not leave states helpless to 
defend fundamental values under siege.
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weapons is an integral part of Russia’s approach� It has helped deter Western 
states from imposing such measures as no-fly zones in Ukraine’s airspace, 
something that would have harmed Russia in Ukraine and limited Russia’s 
ability to control the pace of the war� Without directly challenging NATO, 
Russia thus has retained “escalation dominance�”70 Yet Russia’s Ukraine war has 
demonstrated that Moscow cannot challenge NATO directly with any hope of 
success�

That said, Russia’s continuation of the war demands additional measures in 
response� Sanctions always take time to work and inflict sufficient pain on the 
target country to affect government decision-making� In the history of sanctions, 
a year is not long� They therefore need to be maintained with—if possible—even-
more-rigorous enforcement� The possibility of imposing a no-fly zone in Ukraine 
should be reexamined� During the Cold War, the United States and NATO un-
dertook training exercises to demonstrate the speed with which troops could be 
sent to Germany (the REFORGER exercises)�71 Such substantial NATO training 
exercises should be conducted, and they should include newest NATO members 
Finland and Sweden� Putin’s actions warrant nothing less�

President Putin went beyond using nuclear weapons as a shield� He also 
repudiated the international law requirement of armed attack as the basis for a 
lawful, defensive use of force�72 The accusation that “containing” Russia, whatever 
that might mean in the post–Cold War context—resisting Russian territorial 
expansion at the expense of neighboring, independent states that also are UN 
members?—justifies a use of force does not come close to meeting the require-
ments of article 51 of the UN Charter, however expansively one might interpret 
the “inherent right of individual or collective self-defence�”73

At the strategic level, Russia confronts an Atlantic community more united 
in fear than has been the case in decades� Successive American politicians and 
presidents, including Barack H� Obama and Donald J� Trump, railed against 
rich European countries that did not contribute adequately to Europe’s and 
the Atlantic community’s defense and did not meet defense spending obliga-
tions in relation to gross domestic product to which they had agreed at NATO 
meetings�74 Now, as a result of Russia’s invasion, allied defense spending has 
increased�75

Finland and Sweden have become members of the Atlantic Alliance and  
NATO�76 In addition, of course, friends of Ukraine such as the United States 
have contributed billions of dollars in matériel to Ukraine’s armed forces fight-
ing Russia� Governments do not have a monopoly on assistance� Nongovern-
mental organizations—whether companies, bar associations, or other organiza-
tions and networks—have provided assistance, including to preserve evidence 
to support eventual legal claims� This outpouring represents a community 
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response� Russia’s veto of UN Security Council action forced governments, 
citizens, and nongovernmental organizations to try other methods to vindicate 
the values of the UN Charter�

Russia also has sharpened the tensions between democratic and not-so- 
democratic or outright tyrannical governments that have dominated internation-
al politics since the end of the Cold War and certainly since the terrorist attacks of 
September 11, 2001, and the U�S�-led invasion of Iraq of 2003� At the same time, 
some voices urge trying to find a negotiated end to the Ukraine war that would 
leave Russia with Crimea and the Donbass and avoid creating a long-lived, per-
haps even permanent, Russo-Chinese alliance� Some advocates of such an end to 
the war worry that the West is on a course to paint Putin into a corner from which 
he cannot escape�77 One journalist called this view “pragmatic realpolitik.”78 But 
is it an appropriate attitude toward international relations and aggression? There 
are a substantial number of historical examples of aggressors beginning with a 
single target but then moving on to others� It is important to recall in this context 
that Putin painted Russia into the corner in which it finds itself� At the moment 
(June 2023), he is showing no interest in escaping� Indeed, he continues to say 
that the war is a response to an existential threat posed by NATO� It is difficult 
to see in such views the basis for a negotiation� And any result that allows Putin 
to claim success will leave Ukraine vulnerable in the future to Russian influence 
operations and encourage other states to see nuclear weapons as the essential tool 
for military and political success�

Russia’s conduct of the Ukraine war has demonstrated its military weak-
ness� Despite seemingly vast quantities of weapons, Russia has not been able to 
defeat Ukraine and seize much more territory than it controlled after the 2014 
invasion� Russian weakness has increased the country’s dependency on China� 
That fact affects China’s ability to be any kind of honest broker of negotiations� 
It also upsets the dynamic balance of power that imposes limits on the actions 
of sovereign states� This new reality is of strategic significance for the near and 
long terms�

It also is of legal significance, because the idea of balance and the acceptance 
of limits is at the core of every legal system� In this connection, Justice Louis D� 
Brandeis’s insight into the working of the American Constitution is relevant to 
understanding the working of the international political and legal system and the 
importance of a balance of power to that system: “The doctrine of the separation 
of powers was adopted by the convention of 1787 not to promote efficiency, but 
to preclude the exercise of arbitrary power� The purpose was not to avoid friction 
but, by means of the inevitable friction incident to the distribution of the govern-
mental powers among three departments, to save the people from autocracy�”79 In 
the international arena, the balance of power plays the same role�
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Wars matter� The Russian invasion of Ukraine already has had important strate-
gic, moral, and legal consequences� Russia’s military operations ignore the most 
fundamental law governing the use of force and laws of war: it ignores the need 
to distinguish between military and civilian targets� Other Russian actions argu-
ably amount to genocide and pillage/plunder�80 Russia uses nuclear weapons as a 
shield granting impunity for aggression and war crimes�

The international legal system includes fundamental norms regarding the use 
of force and other subjects such as human rights enforced or advanced through 
the actions of governments, intergovernmental organizations, and nongovern-
mental actors� It is a flexible arrangement, particularly where the existence of 
states is at stake� In September 1965, Secretary of State Dean Rusk put the point 
well in discussing the role of the State Department legal adviser� 

The test of policy by reference to law goes beyond the technical issues of law or even 
the broader objective of the rule of law� Law is the custodian of the standard of gener-
alized conduct� Our Legal Adviser is responsible for putting to us the questions: What 
happens if everyone else acts as we are proposing to do? How are we prepared to act 
if a similar situation arises elsewhere?

The law liberates by making it possible to predict, with reasonable assurance, what 
the other fellow is going to do� One of the most exciting and hopeful developments 
of this postwar period, even though largely unnoticed, is the rapid growth of what 
Wilfred Jenks has called “the Common Law of Mankind�” The gravitational pull of 
law in policy is and must be a powerful factor in policy decision�81

What the invasion of Ukraine has put on the table is the future of that gravi-
tational pull toward minimum world public order� Part of that gravitational pull 
involves answers to the question, Who decides? The structure of the international 
system—a system of independent, sovereign, nominally equal states and inter-
national organizations to which the states have delegated certain powers without 
giving up their independence—means that states decide� Their decisions may 
take place inside or outside international organizations such as the UN� The point 
is that, if the relevant international machinery is blocked and unavailable, for 
whatever reason, the law does not leave states helpless to defend fundamental val-
ues under siege� That is the situation raised by the Russian invasion of Ukraine�

The answer is neither sauve qui peut nor submission� A collective, multilayered, 
and multifaceted defense of the fundamental values under attack lawfully may be 
mounted� We have seen the West engage in such an effort in response to Russia’s 
invasion� Additional measures are in order� They include the provision of ad-
vanced aircraft, imposition of a no-fly zone, and the reinforcement of NATO’s de-
fenses as an additional warning to Russia not to use weapons of mass destruction� 
The West, in fact, should send the message to Putin that President George H� W� 
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  The views expressed here are my own and 
do not reflect the views of any governmental 
or other institution with which I am or have 
been associated� I would like to acknowledge 
the assistance of Susan J� Koch, formerly of 
the National Security Council, the U�S� Arms 
Control and Disarmament Agency, and the 
Department of Defense, for saving me from 
error with regard to the 1968 and 1995 assur-
ances given in connection with the Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty�

 1� On the issue of nuclear weapons and interna-
tional law, including the laws of war and the 
International Court of Justice 1996 advisory 
opinion, see Nicholas Rostow, “The World 
Health Organization, the International Court 
of Justice, and Nuclear Weapons,” Yale Journal 
of International Law 20, no� 1 (Winter 1995), 
pp� 151–85, and Nicholas Rostow, “Pandora’s 
Paradoxes: Nuclear Weapons, World Public 
Order, and International Humanitarian Law,” 
Israel Yearbook on Human Rights 45 (2015), 
pp� 107–31, and works cited therein�

 2� See, for example, F� H� Hinsley, Power and the 
Pursuit of Peace: Theory and Practice in the 
History of Relations between States (Cam-
bridge, U�K�: Cambridge Univ� Press, 1963)�

 3� League of Nations Covenant pmbl� and arts� 
12–15 (the preamble begins: “THE HIGH 
CONTRACTING PARTIES, in order to 
promote international co-operation and to 
achieve international peace and security by 
the acceptance of obligations not to resort to 
war � � �”; articles 12–15 address measures and 
mechanisms in the event of war between or 
among states); U�N� Charter art� 2, para� 4�

 4� It took World War II and the postwar Nurem-
berg trials to vindicate the Kellogg-Briand 
Pact�

 5� Although they were constituent parts of the 
USSR, Ukraine and Belorussia (now Belarus) 
became UN members in 1945 as part of the 

price the Soviet Union exacted for joining the 
new global organization� Ukraine and Belarus 
became independent states de facto as well as 
de jure only after the Soviet Union dissolved 
in 1991�

 6� Permanent Rep� of the Russian Federation to 
the U�N�, letter dated 24 February 2022 from 
the Permanent Rep� of the Russian Federa-
tion to the United Nations addressed to the 
Secretary-General, U�N� Doc� S/2022/154 
(24 February 2022), which includes text of 
President Putin’s speech of the same date�

 7� See John Norton Moore, Crisis in the Gulf: 
Enforcing the Rule of Law (New York: Oceana, 
1992), and S� Shamir Hasan, “Britain and 
the Iraq-Kuwait Dispute,” Proceedings of the 
Indian History Congress 56 (1995), p� 881�

 8� Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, 
trans� Rex Warner (Harmondsworth, U�K�: 
Penguin Books, 1972), p� 402�

 9� U�N� Charter art� 2, para 4�

 10� Ibid�, art� 51� “Nothing in the present Charter 
shall impair the inherent right of individual or 
collective self-defence if an armed attack oc-
curs against a Member of the United Nations 
until the Security Council has taken measures 
necessary to maintain international peace and 
security� Measures taken by Members in the 
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Naval War College Review, Summer 2023, Vol. 76, No. 3

 The naval triservice public document released in December 2020, Advantage 
at Sea (also keyworded on the web as the “TriServices Strategy”), is a logical 

and well-written general statement of the self-concept and future objectives 
of the Department of the Navy and the national-defense components of the 
U�S� Coast Guard�1 Signed by the Secretary of the Navy (in the preface) and 
Chief of Naval Operations (CNO), Commandant of the Marine Corps (CMC), 
and Commandant of the Coast Guard (in the foreword), Advantage at Sea is 
identified as succeeding and superseding A Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century 
Seapower (Revised) of 2015�2

Yet, despite its virtues, the document faces a series of what may be called “dis-
advantages” in its voyage to shape the roles, missions, organization, and force 
structures of the naval services�3 Rather than operational disadvantages, these are 

actually political and internal difficulties that, if not 
identified, examined, and addressed, could create 
shoals, eddies, and unfavorable winds that would 
force the strategy far off course� The reality is that 
these shoreside disadvantages in the sea of defense-
policy decision-making very easily could turn into 
material disadvantages if the U�S� Navy were to face 
a competent enemy on the actual oceans�

At least six political-bureaucratic-doctrinal 
disadvantages can be identified: (1) American 
perceptions concerning maritime aspects of 
national security, (2) the present size of the 
U�S� fleet, (3) the ideology of jointness, (4) the 
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dominance of combatant-commander requirements in defense policy, (5) cur-
rent guiding principles of defense acquisition, and (6) the passionate belief in 
technological solutions to military competition� It is prudent for strategists 
and analysts to examine these disadvantages in any assessment of the value and 
likely effectiveness, longevity, and resilience of the recently issued triservices 
strategy�

CRITERIA FOR EVALUATION
This article does not attempt to assess all the detailed particulars of the strategy; 
rather, its intent is to focus on the stumbling blocks that might prevent translation 
of the written document into capabilities and actions at sea� The article’s guiding 
premise is that such a strategy is effective if (1) its objectives are clear and under-
standable to the naval community and the American public, (2) it provides a core 
vision of the future to guide naval programs, and (3) it is capable of generating 
strong resource support from the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD), the 
presidential administration, and—most importantly—Congress�4 To do that, it 
must overcome the six identified disadvantages�

Of particular note for historical comparison, these disadvantages are contem-
porary, and they differ from the challenges faced by earlier naval strategic visions, 
such as the famed Maritime Strategy of the Cold War� The Maritime Strategy often 
is credited with having played a significant role in deterring war between the So-
viet Union and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), and it was the 
subject of much political and intellectual debate�5 In any event, it successfully met 
the three criteria of effectiveness identified above�

Even though the challenges that Advantage at Sea faces are different, it never-
theless is appropriate to compare it with the Maritime Strategy because both were 
drafted in eras of growing naval challenges from near-peer competitors� These 
competitions—involving continuous forms of deterrence—have stretched across 
times of “peace” as well as war� Advantage at Sea refers to the current challenge 
using a new joint-doctrine term, competition continuum; the Maritime Strategy 
referred to it as activities along a spectrum of conflict�6

YES, IT IS A STRATEGY. YES, ALL STRATEGIES FACE OPPOSITION.
For its efforts, the Advantage at Sea document certainly deserves to be described 
as a strategy, despite the pedantic argument that it is the Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs (and thereby the Joint Staff) and joint combatant commanders 
(COCOMs) who actually define U�S� military strategy, whereas the armed 
services themselves merely provide the means to execute it�7 One might sidestep 
this argument by referring to the document as a strategic vision or, in the words 
of the late Professor Samuel P� Huntington, a strategic concept�8 Or one can take 
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on the debate directly by pointing out that the joint COCOMs are charged with 
war planning rather than long-term strategy, and that the Joint Staff–developed 
National Military Strategy is largely a compilation of service visions framed by 
the preferred terminology of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (CJCS)�9 
Additionally, as members of the Joints Chiefs of Staff, the CNO and CMC are 
required to provide their best professional advice on national strategy, and 
Advantage at Sea can be seen as the articulation of their advice�10

In any event, Advantage at Sea is certainly a strategy according to the definition 
promulgated by Professor Lawrence Freedman—who is credited with the most 
thorough recent examination of strategic theory—as an attempt “to think about 
actions in advance, in the light of our goals and our capacities�”11 In Advantage at 
Sea, the U�S� Navy, U�S� Marine Corps, and U�S� Coast Guard identify their im-
mediate and long-term missions as “shap[ing] the maritime balance of power for 
the rest of this century,” primarily against the efforts of Vladimir V� Putin’s Rus-
sian government and the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) to erode the “free and 
open, rules-based order” that largely has defined international relations since the 
conclusion of the Second World War, and most certainly since the end of the Cold 
War�12 In identifying Putinized Russia and Xi’s CCP as the primary threats to the 
maritime security of other nations (as well as global security overall), Advantage 
at Sea also fulfills another requirement in Freedman’s construct: that “strategy 
comes into play where there is actual or potential conflict, when interests collide 
and forms of resolution are required�”13

Yet, as previously noted, the identification of the primary external military 
threats does not encompass fully all the potential conflicts and colliding inter-
ests that will create considerable friction during the voyage of the naval services 
toward the achievement of the strategy’s goals� The majority of these colliding 
interests actually reside within the Department of Defense (DoD), and the fric-
tion will be generated by the contentious decision-making process applicable to 
defense policy in a democratic nation�14

THEMES AGAINST THE CURRENTS
Advantage at Sea describes the naval services’ future actions in terms of five 
“themes” intended to connect “the Service Chiefs’ statutory roles” of “developing 
naval forces and providing best military advice for employing naval forces�” The 
document focuses almost exclusively on the latter role rather than the former, 
although its section titled “IV� Developing Naval Forces” does hint at the nature 
(if not the composition) of future naval-force structure and capabilities through 
developmental priorities� The two most significant of these are an “[e]mphasis on 
sea control relative to other naval missions” and acquiring “[g]reater numbers of 
distributable capabilities over fewer exquisite platforms�”15 These twin priorities 
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mark a growing shift in the philosophy of naval-force design since the March 
2015 Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower: Forward, Engaged, Ready.

Advantage at Sea summarizes its identified themes or missions and this grow-
ing shift as the pursuit of “all-domain naval power�” The term all-domain actually 
predates the U�S� Army’s use of multidomain warfare, first entering the naval 
lexicon during Admiral Jonathan W� Greenert’s tour as CNO (2011–15)�16

Of course, all strategies face opposition� As noted, the Maritime Strategy 
experienced considerable opposition as well as support� Presumably, the draft-
ers of Advantage at Sea took such potential opposition into consideration� For 
any strategy, much of the underlying opposition actually does not involve its 
details� Certainly, there are those who might view the threats identified and the 
means to combat them as inaccurate, insufficient, or simply wrongheaded� But 
the bulk of opposition is generated by competing views in the debate about how 
defense resources are best spent� There is a significant amount of military and 
international-relations theory involved in this debate; however, much is tied up 
with the struggle among contending organizations—the military services and 
defense agencies� Joining in this competition is the OSD staff (which presum-
ably enjoys an advantage because, in theory, its political appointees represent 
the perspective of the president and civilian authority) and the personnel of the 
Joint Staff (which presumably represents the collective views of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff themselves in integrating the programs of the services, but is actually an 
autonomous participant)�17 Overlying this internal bureaucratic struggle is the 
national political debate normal for any democracy incorporating a congres-
sional system�

For any written strategy to have effect, its tenets much be translated into re-
sources and action� That is where much of the opposition originates, abetted by 
the identified disadvantages�

CONTEXT OF THE DISADVANTAGES: WHAT THREAT? WHAT 
WORLD ORDER?
Importantly, these disadvantages did not exist, or were barely nascent, during 
much of the Cold War, the previous era of “great-power competition” (more 
properly “great-systems conflict”) in which the Maritime Strategy delineated the 
Navy’s strategic vision�18 President Ronald W� Reagan’s administration, in which 
that strategy primarily was resourced, promoted an across-the-board increase 
in defense spending—muting the natural intra-DoD competition�19 Meanwhile, 
the focus of the U�S� Army and U�S� Air Force (USAF) was funding and 
operationalizing the Air-Land Battle doctrine that served as the two services’ de 
facto strategic concept�20 Since the Maritime Strategy promised to take the naval 
fight to Soviet territory (or at least its maritime periphery) to relieve the pressure 
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on the central front in Europe (toward which Air-Land Battle was optimized), 
the other services saw little with which to take offense, since their own resources 
were expanding�

Obviously, that situation was much different from today’s� The Cold War, 
with its unrelenting sense of threat, is thirty years in the past� The pressure of 
the looming potential for strategic nuclear war has dissipated, although fear of 
nuclear escalation has restrained actions by outside forces during Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine� Still, DoD is facing constrained, possibly reduced, financial re-
sources� The United States has wound down its interventionist actions support-
ing the global war on terror (such as in Afghanistan and Iraq), and polls indicate 
that the American public is weary of such interventions�21 This is reflected in the 
debate concerning intervention in defense of Ukraine� It translates to a weari-
ness regarding foreign relations in general, which may have been a major factor 
in the election of former president Donald J� Trump� The possibility of war with 
the People’s Republic of China (PRC), particularly over the de facto indepen-
dence of Taiwan, is acknowledged openly in U�S� defense strategies (including 
in Advantage at Sea), and the strength of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) is 
seen as the pacing threat�22 However, lingering ambiguity remains from the last 
three decades, during which the U�S� government was unsure whether the PRC 
was a strategic competitor, trade partner (and rival), or potential “responsible 
stakeholder�”23 International affairs—except when there is a photogenic over-
seas tragedy (a categorization that includes Russia’s invasion of Ukraine)—have 
taken a back seat in an American national political debate that revolves around 
economic issues, income inequality, pandemics and health care, and culture and 
diversity�24

Admittedly, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine may change this perception� Putin’s 
actions certainly have revitalized NATO in ways that no threat other than a direct 
attack on a member state would have inspired�25 As of this writing, the conflict is 
ongoing and the outcome is uncertain� Advantage at Sea appears quite prescient 
in stating that “[i]n the event of conflict, China and Russia will likely attempt 
to seize territory before the United States and its allies can mount an effective 
response�”26 Nevertheless, dramatic Western public support for Ukraine and its 
resistance is not guaranteed to sustain an impression that Russia poses a direct 
threat to the United States, and the economic implications for global trade and 
the sober reality of Russian nuclear-weapon capabilities eventually may make 
“aggressive” strategic declarations impolitic� Public support for sanctions may 
waver once the long-term economic impact is felt in Western states (such as in 
gas supplies to Europe)�27

In any event, the current context is different from that of the Cold War� Those 
differences are laid out in more detail in the sections that follow�
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Awareness of an Enemy
In assessing the contextual difference, Rear Admiral Michael McDevitt, USN 
(Ret�), points out that the successful reception of the Maritime Strategy in the 
1980s hinged on the fact that Americans accepted the perception that the Soviet 
Union was an existential enemy, and they were uncomfortable with a defense 
posture that relied primarily on nuclear weapons (whether tactical or strategic)� 
The Maritime Strategy held the promise that the U�S� Navy could help deter 
or defeat Soviet forces without resorting to a nuclear exchange� In contrast,  
McDevitt notes, since 1991 “there has been no widely agreed upon enemy that 
could generate a significant enough demand signal for a major navy buildup 
or naval strategic story like that of the early 1980s�” Although “[i]t appears that 
China may now be filling that gap today,” it remains very difficult to shape “a 
compelling ‘naval strategic story’” amid the many contending (and perhaps 
more-dramatic) arguments�28

Within that different context, the need for an explicit naval strategy (or 
strategic concept or strategic vision) simply may not appear to be a pressing public 
concern�29 Even as the American people routinely express their appreciation for 
military servicemembers and acknowledge the need for an effective national 
defense, the intricacy of naval strategy is certainly not a high-interest subject� 
The publication of Advantage at Sea would not (and did not) make headlines 
outside the defense press and professional military publications (and only briefly 
therein)�30 Unlike during the Maritime Strategy era, there is no cadre of civilian 
university professors determined to denounce it in the op-ed pages of prestigious 
journals—always a bellwether of serious interest among an elite audience�31 
Whether they supported or hated the Maritime Strategy, readers of national 
media came to know that there was such a document and that its contents were 
controversial�

Lack of Interest
Perhaps the general lack of interest in naval strategy simply means that the nation 
has reverted to pre–Cold War (perhaps post–Cold War / pre-9/11) normalcy� Or 
perhaps it reflects a popular sense that—given that the Ukraine invasion was by 
a state (Russia) that supposedly was integrated to a considerable extent in the 
global economy—there is no existent “global order,” and thus no order to defend�32 
Advantage at Sea very explicitly states that the “rules-based international order 
is once again under assault” and that “[f]orward deployed forces of � � � the Naval 
Service � � � have guaranteed the security of this system�”33

Perhaps, too, the whole concept of defending a rules-based international order 
no longer can generate sustained  public commitment� Who wants to risk potential 
war to defend an “order”? Advantage at Sea initially makes the obligatory use of the 
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term rules-based international order, but then fortunately it shifts its language to 
naval power, defense of the nation, strategic competition, and national interests.34 The 
latter language is more in keeping with traditional views concerning the purposes 
of military forces�

Nevertheless, drafting such a strategy is still essential in justifying the 
appropriation of resources by Congress and influencing their apportionment 
within DoD� This is the premise from which the six political-bureaucratic-
doctrinal disadvantages need to be examined�

What Maritime Nation? Advantage at Sea begins with the following statement: 
“The United States is a maritime nation�” But is it? More importantly, do Ameri-
cans perceive it to be so? Does Congress perceive it to be?

The first question is one of perspective� In scholarly literature, Andrew 
Lambert—hardly an antinavalist—argues that the United States is really not a 
maritime nation, because the American economy is not completely dependent 
on overseas trade (and thereby the sea itself), as were those of Athens, Carthage, 
Venice, the Dutch Republic, and Great Britain, which he views as having been the 
true (historic) “seapower states�” Although the United States possesses sea power, 
it is also a continental military superpower, which Lambert argues indicates 
that “the sea is at best a marginal factor” in America’s identity�35 By Lambert’s 
criteria, the United States as a whole does not possess a “maritime culture,” even 
if maritime trade was the dominant factor in the U�S� economy at least until 1820 
and perhaps—one can argue—until 1860�

Of course, Lambert’s is the minority view� Other historians point out that many 
markets and materials that fuel the American economy lie beyond Canada and 
Mexico� The conflicts in which the United States has involved itself since 1865 
have taken place across (or within) oceans, demonstrating that it must possess sea 
power to project its overall military forces through and over these oceans� If one 
accepts the definition of sea power (equated with command of the sea) preferred 
by Sir Julian S� Corbett—Lambert’s favorite strategist—the United States is the sea 
power�36 Meanwhile, the size of American international trade is such that it cannot 
avoid being—at least in part—a maritime nation� The consumables available at 
“low prices every day” (a motto of Walmart) float most of the way here�

But even if history suggests that the United States is (or at least was) a 
maritime nation, it does not mean that the American public of the 2020s “has 
a clue�” Sea blindness is a term used in the United Kingdom and other island 
nations to indicate the lack of public awareness of their economic dependence 
on ocean transport�37 Although there have been no recent polls concerning the 
awareness of Americans of the economic and security importance of the oceans 
that constitute the majority of their national borders, the fact that they share this 
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blindness seems apparent�38 Arguably, members of the public were “less blind” in 
the Maritime Strategy era, when they were aware of Soviet submarines operating 
close to American shores and remembered the fortunate effects of a maritime 
embargo conducted against Soviet missiles headed to Cuba�

Few Eyes on the Sea. Until the recent pandemic-induced containership bottle-
necks were publicized widely, the maritime aspects of international trade were 
discussed in public media only infrequently�39 U�S� Navy (USN) documents can 
point to the fact that, whether measured by weight or volume, 90 percent of inter-
national trade travels by sea—but most of that weight and volume is in raw mate-
rials that few Americans encounter directly� Oceangoing trade still does carry the 
largest portion, by dollar value, of exports and imports—the durable goods that 
stock retail shelves�40 However, as long as shelves remain stocked, the relationship 
between freedom of the seas and international trade is not apparent�

With oceangoing shipping confined to but a few hub ports, for the sake of 
efficiency, even Americans living in coastal areas rarely see a transoceanic ves-
sel, and certainly few that fly the American flag� In 1950, there were 3,492 U�S�-
flagged vessels�41 Owing to the much lower operating costs, regulatory burdens, 
and taxes under flags of convenience, today there are at most 120 U�S� merchant 
ships capable of foreign trade, including those chartered to the Military Sealift 
Command (MSC)� This small number exists solely because of subsidies from the 
U�S� Maritime Administration designed to ensure that, when necessary, there will 
be at least 3,600 American merchant mariners to crew MSC ships�42 These subsi-
dies were decreased significantly in 1995, causing the Maritime Administration 
to cease any significant efforts at promoting reflagging� The Jones Act of 1920, 
last modified in 2006, which permits only U�S�-flagged vessels to carry goods 
between U�S� ports, maintains maritime infrastructure, but most vessels in the 
domestic trade are not transoceanic�43

Consider what outside observers could deduce from these numbers: 3,600 out 
of a population of 300 million citizens are seagoing mariners; and the number 
of U�S�-flagged merchant vessels is less than half that of ships in the USN fleet� 
Meanwhile, policy think tanks argue that the Jones Act should be repealed, allow-
ing foreign nations to manage all U�S� seagoing transportation; for example, the 
libertarian Cato Foundation has mounted a never-ending and shrill campaign 
against the Jones Act�44

Given these optics, a favorable American perception (or even an awareness) 
concerning maritime aspects of national security cannot be assumed� With the 
decades-long focus on the decidedly land-based threats of terrorism and instabil-
ity, the role of naval forces (with the exception of U�S� Marine Corps operations in 
Iraq and Navy SEALs) has faded far from the national policy dialogue� To some 
extent, the U�S� Navy is a victim of its own success in dominating the world’s 
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oceans� During the Maritime Strategy era the U�S� Navy may have been dominant, 
but there was recognition that the Soviet navy could challenge the American navy 
for control of trade in particular regions�

Thus, the U�S� Navy’s responsibility to ensure America’s access to interna-
tional trade—to prevent, in the words of Alfred Thayer Mahan, the country’s 
trade from being a “fugitive” that must seek to avoid the control or restrictions 
of hostile powers—currently is undervalued�45 In fact, many business leaders 
and even some scholars argue that it no longer matters, since opposing, perhaps 
even hostile, nations always will trade with each other—if there is money to be 
made�46 Given the drastic sanctions regime presently directed at Russia, some 
proponents of that view may be reconsidering�47 Notably, during the period of the 
Maritime Strategy the West (which did not include the Eastern European states) 
was not dependent on Soviet fuel exports, since the blocs’ economies were not 
linked together� Thus, the Maritime Strategy did not have to take allied resource 
dependency into consideration�

Need for More-Intensive Explanations. Although general statements concerning 
the United States being a maritime nation may be valid and appropriate for Ad-
vantage at Sea, the naval services cannot assume that these statements have any 
positive effects on their arguments for gaining sufficient resources to implement 
the strategy� Likely those arguments constitute mere “boilerplate” in the minds 
of the audience� To be persuasive on the subject of American reliance on foreign 
trade and the potential impact of a maritime environment effectively controlled 
by others, what is needed is a discussion that is more detailed and backed by con-
siderable quantitative evidence�

Advantage at Sea does include some quantitative analysis—for instance, it 
states that “[b]y value, 90 percent of global trade travels by sea, facilitating $5�4 
trillion of U�S� annual commerce and supporting 31 million American jobs� 
Undersea cables transmit 95 percent of international communications and 
roughly $10 trillion in financial transactions each day�”48 Yet the inclusion of the 
undersea cables statistics actually drowns out the impact of the first sentence; no 
one envisions the naval services routinely standing guard over undersea cables 
(nor do they)� (However, the statement could have an impact, with the addition 
of the historical detail that the Soviet navy cut transatlantic cables on at least three 
occasions in the 1960s, including once during a NATO exercise�49 Technology 
today makes it easier for the Russian navy or the People’s Liberation Army Navy 
[PLAN] to do the same�)

Perhaps a strategy document such as Advantage at Sea does not provide the 
most appropriate platform for such an extended discussion� More suitable may 
be a public “handbook” such as the U�S� Navy’s 2015 How We Fight: Handbook for 
the Naval Warfighter, cited previously� In any case, a better supporting dialogue 
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needs to be generated if Advantage at Sea is to be validated on the “maritime 
nation” argument�

Low public awareness of the security requirements of maritime trade is a 
potential detriment to achieving support for the implementation of integrated, 
all-domain naval power—a detriment that is reflected in congressional priorities� 
In such a context, it is difficult to make objectives clear and understandable to the 
American public (criterion of effectiveness no� 1)�

Present Size of the U.S. Fleet
It is very evident that the U�S� naval fleet is shrinking to its smallest size since 
1916, in terms of ship numbers�50 According to current Navy plans, twenty-four 
ships will be decommissioned in the next several years, while fewer than one-
quarter of that number will be commissioned� At that rate, the 297 warships that 
are credited for 2020 will shrink to 280 by 2027�51

While the U�S� naval fleet is shrinking, the PLAN—to which DoD refers as the 
pacing (and most capable) threat—continues to expand rapidly�52 Advantage at 
Sea states that “China’s navy battle force has more than tripled in size in only two 
decades�”53 The official estimate is that the PLAN currently is “numerically the 
largest navy in the world[,] with an overall battle force of approximately 355 ships 
and submarines�”54 At the current rate of ship commissioning, the PLAN could 
have 375 battle-force ships by 2027�55

If—as then–Commander, U�S� Pacific Command Admiral Philip S� Davidson, 
USN, stated in 2021—the PRC may try to take control of Taiwan in “the next six 
years” (i�e�, by 2027), the comparative USN-to-PLAN ratio of 280 to 375 warships 
would appear worrisome�56 Sources suggest that CCP leader Xi Jinping desires to 
“resolve the Taiwan situation” before the end of his tenure as PRC leader� Xi ar-
ranged for his continuation as party general secretary at the 2022 CCP Party Con-
gress—an unprecedented move that violated the current CCP regulation and was 
eschewed by his predecessors since Mao�57 However, speculation is that he will be 
unable to persuade senior party members to grant him a fourth term at the 2027 
Congress; therefore, 2027 represents the time limit he has to “resolve the situation” 
by force�58 Other sources downplay that possibility�59

In any event, Advantage at Sea maintains that “China’s and Russia’s aggressive 
naval growth and modernization are eroding U�S� military advantages� 
Unchecked, these trends will leave the Naval Service unprepared to ensure our 
advantage at sea and protect national interests within the next decade.”60 If such is 
the case, it is logical to ask how the Naval Service intends to “check” erosion of 
relative military capabilities and maintain “our advantage at sea” with a fleet that 
is shrinking nearly to half the size of its primary potential opponent�61

This question can be amplified by noting that U�S� naval forces operate 
worldwide in support of the regional joint COCOMs—a posture (and 
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responsibility) that makes it difficult, if not impossible, to concentrate the 
entirety of the U�S� fleet in the western Pacific as a significant form of deterrence� 
In contrast, PLAN out-of-area deployments are currently rare, and the bulk of its 
fleet operates exclusively in near seas� In the initial phases of a conflict, this would 
create an even more unbalanced ratio in terms of available maritime platforms� 
As Advantage at Sea notes, “Whereas U�S� naval forces are globally dispersed, 
supporting U�S� interests and deterring aggression from multiple threats, China’s 
numerically larger forces are primarily concentrated in the Western Pacific�”62

“Numbers Don’t Matter.” One frequent answer has been that “fleet size doesn’t 
matter,” or, more cautiously, that “fleet size doesn’t always matter�” Even the 
CNO—perhaps to conform to the administration’s policy toward defense budget-
ing—has made that argument�63 Less cautious was the then chairman of the House 
Armed Services Committee, Representative D� Adam Smith (D-WA), when asked 
in 2001 about a prospective increase in ship numbers: “If you have a 500-ship 
navy and you’re up against someone who has a five-ship navy, but they’re able to 
shut down your information systems so none of your 500 ships work, they win�  
� � � Okay? That’s what it comes down to�”64

Representative Smith’s statement reflects the view that cyber and electronic 
warfare can disable a much larger fleet—yet to date there is no evidence that this 
is so� The pacing threat identified by U�S� strategy—the CCP, in the form of its 
PLAN—is a technological near peer with considerable cyber- and electronic-
warfare capabilities�65 Thus, the scenario of a smaller fleet “shutting down” a 
much larger fleet needs to be relegated to the category of hyperbole�

Nevertheless, the statement appears to reflect the political climate and general 
sense of the current Congress regarding the limited urgency to increase the size 
of the fleet� Despite the fact that it is official U�S� policy to accomplish the goal of 
building and maintaining a 355-ship Navy, there has been little attempt to ensure 
that the policy is followed—with the exception of the small minority of members 
of Congress who represent districts or states where there are shipyards, major 
concentrations of defense industry, or naval bases�66 The Biden administration 
essentially codified the gradual reduction to 280 ships, prompting at least one 
commentator to suggest that the “new US Navy budget [is] illegal�”67 Regardless 
of whether the fiscal year (FY) 2022 Navy budget can be considered illegal, much 
of Congress will provide only rhetorical support for larger naval services�68 Pre-
sumably, Advantage at Sea was written to change that merely rhetorical support 
into real support for these greater resources�

Criticism from Congressional Supporters. Yet even congressional supporters do not 
seem greatly enamored of recent Department of the Navy planning and decision-
making�69 Usual Navy supporters find the Navy’s FY23 thirty-year shipbuilding 
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plan, which provides three alternative force structures, to be confusing and 
insufficient� Former representative Elaine G� Luria (D-VA) summed up this view 
by asking, “Is it really a plan if you present three plans?”70 Congresswoman Luria 
went even further in her criticism of USN leadership for perceived poor fleet-
design and acquisition decisions over the past decades, stating that “the Navy owes 
the American public an apology� � � � For two decades, they’ve been building failed 
classes of ships� � � � [T]hey like the highest tech, biggest and newest thing�”71

Such statements by members of Congress normally predisposed to support 
an increase in the size of the U�S� fleet are in stark contrast to those of their 
predecessors during the Maritime Strategy era of the 1980s; in fact, they seem 
more like the statements of those who opposed the Maritime Strategy and its 
underpinning fleet buildup� The conceptual contrast between the two eras is 
striking; for implementing Advantage at Sea, key decision makers describe fleet 
size as “not mattering,” whereas the Maritime Strategy was premised on developing 
a “600-ship Navy�”

Since Congress is a primary audience toward which the logic of Advantage 
at Sea is directed, the document thus far can be judged to be ineffective as an 
argument for resources� It would appear that Advantage at Sea neither attracts 
general attention from the overall Congress nor persuades supportive members 
that the Navy has an effective strategy that guides its force-design and acquisition 
decisions� Until the Department of the Navy and, in particular, the U�S� Navy can 
regain the trust of their most committed congressional supporters, support for 
both the strategy and shipbuilding plans will remain tepid�

This lack of trust, combined with shipbuilding plans that do not appear to 
correspond to the Advantage at Sea admonition that “[o]ur actions in this decade 
will shape the maritime balance of power for the rest of this century,” creates a 
vicious cycle in which the size of the current fleet is insufficient to implement the 
goals of Advantage at Sea, yet the document itself is unable to persuade Congress 
to increase the size of the fleet� Meanwhile, CNO Admiral Michael M� Gilday has 
stated that the Navy needs five hundred ships to accomplish its assigned tasks in 
the 2022 National Defense Strategy as well as Advantage at Sea, yet he appears 
resigned to accepting a much smaller fleet�72 These contradictions make it dif-
ficult to achieve criteria of effectiveness nos� 2 and 3�

Effects of Joint Ideology
Originally one of the most significant improvements in operational war fighting, 
the concept of jointness has cemented into an ideology centered on the belief 
that all services should have an equal “share” in operations, defense policies, 
joint doctrine, and, inevitably, the DoD budget�73 In the case of contingencies or 
operations, every service (and perhaps defense agencies as well) should participate 
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in some way, even if the contribution is small or shoehorned into an awkward 
fit�74 No one gets left on the bench� Everyone gets a chance at obtaining similar 
resources� To remain relevant, every service somehow must present itself as a 
contributor to every national capability described by joint doctrine� And each 
needs to do this with full regard for the “rights” of other services�

This ideology, evident in the functioning of the Joint Staff, also is fueled by 
the continuous desire of the COCOMs for almost any resource that conceivably 
could be useful for deterrence or operations within their own theaters� Service 
force development is to serve the needs of the COCOMs� Thus, services that 
present strategic visions proposing (or assuming) a more global or less regionally 
directed architecture for their force development (such as Advantage at Sea) are 
not perceived as supporting a “joint approach” to strategy�

This is yet another contrast with the environment in which the Maritime Strat-
egy was written and perceived� Several differences apply� First, of course, is that 
the Maritime Strategy was drafted before the passage of the Goldwater-Nichols 
Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1986, even though the public ver-
sion of the Strategy did not appear until that year� The Goldwater-Nichols Act 
made changes that greatly reduced the power of the services and their chiefs of 
staff to influence policy while making the CJCS—and not the collective Joint 
Chiefs—the primary military adviser on all matters to the Secretary of Defense 
(SECDEF) and the president� This intervening change presumably makes current 
service strategies less important than they were in the Maritime Strategy era�

Second, the naval services argued that the Maritime Strategy was indeed a joint 
plan, since its purpose was to shift Soviet attention away (at least in part) from the 
central front in Europe toward which most U�S� Army and U�S� Air Force tactical 
assets were directed�75 Indeed, the U�S� Air Force had a role in implementing the 
Strategy� Threatening the Soviet Union from the north and in the Pacific (which 
naval forces could do, while land forces could not) was certainly part of a global 
war plan that was joint in its essence�

Third, as noted, the Maritime Strategy was implemented in a period in which 
defense resources were increasing for all services� Although the debate over what 
portion of the budget each service would receive was (and is) never ending, the 
intensity of such a debate often is muted when the entire pie to be divided is 
expanding� A reduction in this intensity often is interpreted as an increase in 
jointness�

Tepid Independence. In any event, the Maritime Strategy was able to radiate a 
sense of bold independence and generate an underlying argument for a major 
increase in naval resources that simply would not be countenanced under today’s 
joint ideology� It attempted to place the naval services in the forefront of the 
global aspects of U�S� grand strategy�76
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Advantage at Sea does attempt to re-create this sense of independence—at 
least in spirit� Unlike previous naval-strategy documents since 1990, it does 
not insist repeatedly that it constitutes a joint approach (beyond the three sea 
services), nor does it appear to seek some degree of joint (staff) approval� It does 
mention the integration of the expected future Naval Tactical Grid with Joint 
All-Domain Command and Control systems (referred to as JADC2), also under 
development� But this is addressed in terms of “expand[ing] our maritime ISR 
[intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance] framework” rather than as a joint 
tasking�77

Perhaps by now jointness is so ingrained in all service planning that it is 
assumed and therefore needs to be mentioned only briefly—almost by courtesy—
in Advantage at Sea�78 The document simply states in one mention that “[t]he 
Naval Service does not compete, deter, or fight alone� We are an integral part 
of the Joint Force and work closely with allies, partners, and other government 
agencies�”79

Or perhaps it is perceived that since the Joint Staff is responsible for all joint-
force concept development, there is no room for individual service staffs to offer 
other (potentially conflicting) views on how jointness should be implemented� 
The sublimation of the bold combined U�S� Navy–U�S� Air Force effort (2009–13) 
at developing an Air-Sea Battle concept to defeat PLA/PLAN antiaccess systems 
into the weak “joint concept” of Joint Access and Maneuver in the Global Com-
mons (referred to as JAM-GC) demonstrated the power of the Joint Staff (at the 
prompting of the U�S� Army) to shut down biservice collaboration conducted 
outside the “joint system�” This bureaucratic maneuvering succeeded despite 
praise by SECDEF Robert M� Gates for the original Air-Sea Battle effort�80 If a 
USN-USAF collaborative program directed at coordinating their capabilities 
and resources to defeat the enemy’s antiaccess/area-denial efforts in a region and 
scenario dominated by the “maritime domain” is not considered “joint enough” 
(and therefore must be discarded), there is little if any space for service strategies 
to influence joint programs�

Therein lies the dilemma for developing a mono- or biservice strategic vision 
that can be effective at justifying an increase in the resources necessary for its 
own implementation, particularly to an administration reluctant to make any 
increase in defense spending� Justifying a greater share of the overall pot requires 
making a persuasive argument on why the particular service or combination of 
services has a greater potential for solving a strategic or operational problem or 
dealing with a perceived threat than do other elements of the joint force� How-
ever, making such an argument violates joint ideology�

Advantage at Sea does make a bold statement that could be the basis for 
an argument for an increased share of overall defense resources: “The Naval 
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Service—forward deployed and capable of both rapid response and sustained 
operations globally—remains America’s most persistent and versatile instrument 
of military influence�” This is language in the spirit of the Maritime Strategy, and it 
was embedded in preceding post–Cold War naval-strategy documents� However, 
in Advantage at Sea it appears solely on the reverse of the front cover (no page 
number)—a location in which many readers likely will miss it entirely� Perhaps 
an avoidance of joint rivalry did not motivate the placement, but it has that effect� 
A weaker characterization—“our Nation’s most persistent and versatile maneuver 
force”—does appear in the conclusion�81 However, the term maneuver force 
incorporates a significantly softened modifier�

Admittedly, Advantage at Sea does take a gentle swipe at land-based forces, 
referring to the fact that “[n]aval forces’ unique attributes generate options and 
decision space for national leadership, providing credible deterrence and prompt 
crisis response worldwide, regardless of access to overseas bases�”82 But what joint 
capability does not “generate options and decision space”?

Effects of JPME. In addition to the pressure for equal resource allocation, critics 
charge that the template for joint doctrine is “a product almost wholly derived 
from existing Army doctrine�” In adopting the concept of joint operational art, 
the Navy accepted a method of planning based on “the scheme of maneuver for 
large field armies�” All services are expected to teach joint professional military 
education (JPME), so critics also perceive the methodology taught to be tailored 
toward land warfare� The result, in the words of Jeffrey R� Cares and Anthony 
Cowden, is that “[t]oday, a ‘joint sailor’ is not someone who thinks like a sailor 
at all but one who thinks almost entirely like a 1980s-vintage Army planner�”83 
Under these conditions, there is little room for service strategies that emphasize 
service uniqueness and argue that any single service offers the optimal capabili-
ties for any specific threat, scenario, or region�

That is not to say that senior DoD leadership may not recognize such optimal 
capabilities� As CJCS, Army general Mark A� Milley in 2020 acknowledged the 
following: “Look, I’m an Army guy� � � � And I love the Army � � � but the funda-
mental defense of the United States and the ability to project power forward will 
always be for America naval and air and space power�” General Milley predicted 
a shift in Pentagon resources to fund a larger fleet, going so far as to state (prior 
to the promulgation of Advantage at Sea) that “we’re a maritime nation � � � and 
the defense of the United States depends on air power and sea power primarily� 
People can say what they want and argue what they want, but that’s a reality�”84 
Yet despite CJCS public support and the publication of Advantage at Sea, such a 
shift in resources thus far has not occurred�

The inability—or perhaps the unwillingness—to break from joint ideology 
puts criterion no� 3 in doubt�
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Regional versus Global Planning
Contrasting with the political-bureaucratic-doctrinal environment in which 
Advantage at Sea was drafted, the Maritime Strategy was crafted in an era when 
naval planners were versed in naval-centric concepts and professional military 
education (PME), not a land-centric JPME variant� But that does not mean that 
the original drafters did not have a solid knowledge of joint doctrine� A number 
of them had served on the Joint Staff or in billets on the staffs of regional or 
specified COCOMs (the contemporary term was CINCs, for commanders in 
chief of joint commands), thus gaining JPME-like knowledge through practical 
experience� Some were graduates of the National War College or other joint 
institutions at what is now National Defense University� A few were graduates 
of other-service war colleges� However, their approach to building the Maritime 
Strategy—which was primarily a classified force-employment strategy—could be 
described as uniquely naval, with an emphasis on global operations rather than 
region-specific planning� Naval-centric PME is necessarily global in its focus�

However, the global focus was tough to sustain without a global enemy� More 
than the Goldwater-Nichols Act alone—as Steven T� Wills notes—“[t]he apparent 
success of joint approaches in fighting the Gulf War [1991], in particular in 
regard to Army and Air Force operations, demanded that the Navy’s follow-on 
strategy parallel that of the other services�” Under joint planning, “planners drew 
‘lines in the water’ that linked naval forces with land-based commanders�” The 
result “fundamentally altered the Navy’s strategy from a global focus in support 
of general U�S� interests to one delimited by maintenance of the newly imposed 
joint force structure within designated regional boundaries�”85

Effects of COCOM Dominance. In reality, COCOM dominance over defense 
planning makes considerable sense if there is no global threat, and if successive 
presidential administrations seek to pursue an activist foreign policy leading to 
interventions in “regions of crisis�” The details of each crisis are different, presumably 
shaped by regional cultures and geography� Thus each “crisis action plan” drafted 
by the COCOM involved must be tailored to the region� In turn, the joint force 
(including assigned naval forces) must be tailored to the plans� Moreover, each 
COCOM seeks to deter potential crises by having a dedicated force on hand to 
provide the credible deterrent� This means that the six regional COCOMs make 
constant and simultaneous demands for forces� Six separate and simultaneous 
regional demand signals easily drown out any comprehensive global perspective�

This poses significant problems for naval forces� First, although the standard 
unit deployed to service COCOM demands is a strike group (an aircraft carrier 
and four or five other combatants) or an expeditionary strike group (centered on 
an amphibious assault ship—i�e�, LHA—considered by some a “light carrier”), 
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naval forces operate most effectively and provide deterrence against major 
conflicts as fleets or marine expeditionary forces of multiple combined strike or 
expeditionary warfare groups�86 There are in fact assigned fleet headquarters for 
four of the regional COCOMs, two fleets being dual hatted for two COCOMs�87 
However, those naval-component commanders control very few permanently 
assigned warships or fleet Marines; instead, naval-component commanders and 
COCOMs essentially recycle the same strike groups, warships, and Marines over 
and over� The same ships and aircraft (and embarked Marines) are “chopped” 
(from “change of operational command”) sequentially to multiple COCOMs, all 
of whom prefer to have exclusive use of them for as long as possible to satisfy their 
own regional requirements�

Again, a shrinking fleet cannot satisfy multiple continuing demands� It 
certainly cannot do so without a globally envisioned deployment plan� Advantage 
at Sea maintains that “[w]e cannot operate everywhere, at all times, with equal 
effectiveness�”88 Yet any voiced desire for such a global plan inevitably generates 
criticism from COCOMs, who seem to consider their importance slighted if they do 
not get the assets that their own plans require� The effect of this criticism frequently 
prompts DoD leadership to question the naval services’ globally envisioned asset-
deployment scheduling, especially when ship maintenance is backlogged owing to 
funding shortfalls� As former SECDEF Mark T� Esper told the House Armed Services 
Committee in 2020, “The OFRP [the Navy’s Optimized Fleet Response Plan] hasn’t 
worked for years, so why should we assume it will work in the future[?]”89

An alternative option—namely, assigning specific strike and expeditionary 
groups or individual ships to specific COCOMs—cannot be sustained at the 
current fleet size� Even those ships that are forward-homeported overseas within 
the regions of particular COCOMs “chop” to others by necessity�90

Maintenance, Training, and Readiness. The tensions that arise from attempting 
to satisfy the competing demand signals from multiple COCOMs for forward-
presence deployments is made evident by a prioritization identified in Advantage 
at Sea. The document states that the naval services will seek “[f]uture warfighting 
readiness over near-term demand�” Yet the document also maintains that rou-
tinely “[o]perating forward deters coercive behavior and conventional aggression 
� � � and build[s] trust � � � with our maritime allies and partners,” which cannot 
be done “from a distance� Nor can we contest malign activities without being 
present�”91

Influential critics of the U�S� Navy’s past focus on forward presence maintain 
that forward presence reduces war-fighting readiness�92 From this perspective, 
forward-presence missions need to be curtailed to provide for the training 
activities necessary to achieve the readiness posture for a potential war with the 
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PRC� Some—but not all—critics concede that COCOM demand has become a 
post–Goldwater-Nichols Act driver of forward-presence requirements� Those who 
do acknowledge such, such as Robert O� Work, recommend that the Navy make 
“deliberate efforts to convince the Secretary of Defense and regional CoComs that 
Navy warfighting and material readiness should no longer be sacrificed on the 
altar of forward presence�”93 Robert C� Rubel (along with Work and others) has 
proposed methods by which COCOM demand can be regulated�94 Advantage at 
Sea necessarily hedges on this subject; and although, as previously noted, its text 
refers to this tension, it does not recommend particular DoD actions�

In contrast, the Maritime Strategy implied that forward presence constituted 
combat readiness� An argument can be made that even today, owing to the 
training inherent in preparing to conduct forward-presence missions, naval 
ships and aircraft squadrons are at their highest state of combat readiness about 
two-thirds of the way through a forward deployment—that is, at a higher level 
than those conducting fleet exercises near home ports� Of course, the size of the 
U�S� Navy during the Maritime Strategy era and the funding available provided 
the resources for extensive ship and aircraft maintenance, including operating 
repair ships, destroyer tenders, and submarine tenders alongside the combatants 
on forward deployments�95

Advantage at Sea does attempt to apply a global focus, describing the Naval 
Service as “forward deployed and capable of both rapid response and sustained 
operations globally�” But because force employment today is governed by the 
regional crisis-action (war) plans of the COCOMs, Advantage at Sea can contain 
only the “aspirational” elements of what could be a global campaign—particularly 
if the PLAN can deploy its larger numbers of battle-force ships successfully 
beyond the western Pacific�96 Nevertheless, the impact on OSD seems minimal� 
In handling the forward-presence-versus-readiness issue, Advantage at Sea 
appears to miss the three criteria of effectiveness�

Ironically enough, it has been a COCOM—the joint Commander, Special 
Operations Command (SOCOM)—that best has maintained a global perspective 
throughout the global war on terror� Having essentially its own budget, SOCOM 
has been able to operate in a manner similar to the services; but unlike the ser-
vices, it routinely is forgiven for violating defense-acquisition regulations�

Current Guiding Principles of Defense Acquisition
The process of defense acquisition always has been politically and publicly 
contentious, with routine denunciations of cost overruns and production-
schedule delays� At least since the 1960s tenure of SECDEF Robert S� McNamara, 
U�S� defense leadership has insisted that defense acquisition be “run like a 
(commercial) business�” Unfortunately, the gap between the objectives and 
practices of profit-seeking corporations operating in the civilian commercial 
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(nondefense) sector and DoD acquisition procedures is vast� Even profit-seeking 
businesses in the defense sector face restrictions and must conduct business 
planning in ways much different from those in nondefense industries� As a noted 
defense-acquisition official describes, the defense industrial base “produces high-
cost, complex, specialized, even unique products in low volumes to one principal 
customer in a highly regulated business environment�”97

Beyond bookkeeping and “back office” procedures, the adoption of commercial 
business-investment practices remains an awkward fit for the naval services, and 
indeed for all DoD� Successful missions derive no financial profits; therefore, the 
results of acquisition programs cannot be measured by commercial standards, 
except for cost and schedule� Acquisition-program managers—who may or may 
not have participated in product design—are judged effective if their programs 
are completed at or below expected cost and on schedule� However, whether the 
acquired system meets operational expectations and contributes to achieving 
strategic objectives (in a cost-effective manner, as compared with alternatives) 
becomes apparent only when the system actually is operated in the fleet�

The U�S� Navy and U�S� Marine Corps of the 1920s and 1930s are lauded 
by scholars and analysts as organizations that were successful at introducing 
“disruptive innovation” into the fleet as part of an ongoing “revolution in military 
affairs�”98 They also are identified as a “complex adaptive system” characterized 
by continual learning and improvement�99 It should be noted that during that 
period the naval services were willing to build one-of-a-kind platforms that 
were integrated into fleet experimentation and operations to determine whether 
they would constitute a successful program, worthy of being continued�100 
Improving fleet capabilities, not meeting cost and schedule, was the determinant 
of acquisition success� One-of-a-kind operational platforms frequently exceeded 
planned costs and schedules without being judged problematic� Failure of a 
platform design to fit the evolving operational environment was anticipated—
which is why new platforms were not put immediately into mass production�

Among the commercial principles adopted by the modern DoD for resource-
allocation and acquisition programs, two stand out as practices different from 
those of the earlier “disruptive innovation” period: (1) prioritizing economies of 
scale and (2) concurrent production�

Economies of Scale. Economy of scale can be defined as “cost advantages companies 
experience when production becomes efficient, as costs can be spread over a 
larger amount of goods�”101 It is a well-respected and invariably used principle 
of commercial business� However, in defense acquisition, efficiencies cannot be  
determined by monetary cost-benefit analysis, because there is no profit to use as 
a measure� Thus, a reduction in the per-unit price achieved by purchasing multiple 
units is itself seen as efficiency—even when the initial product ultimately does 
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not match operational requirements� The prioritization of economies of scale 
incentivizes multiunit purchases even before the first units become operational—
essentially a gamble�102

Since Advantage at Sea identifies “[g]reater numbers of distributable 
capabilities over fewer exquisite platforms” as a goal, prioritizing economy of 
scale will create considerable pressure within both the naval services and DoD 
to bring such “distributable capabilities” into multiunit, multiyear production 
runs—even before the capabilities have been validated by actual use in fleet 
operation�103 Doing otherwise would seem “inefficient�”

Presumably the procurement of multiple littoral combat ships (LCSs) 
constituted “efficient” acquisition� Unfortunately, the LCS has failed to prove 
its worth in a great-systems-conflict environment (and has suffered design 
and engineering problems as well) and early units already are beginning to be 
decommissioned before half their expected lifespan has expired� Ironically—
owing to the prioritization of economy of scale—LCS platforms still are being 
built and commissioned at the same time that LCS-class decommissionings 
are being conducted�104 This is one of the aforementioned complaints of former 
congresswoman Luria and the other normally supportive legislators�105 For the 
goals of Advantage at Sea to be achieved, acquisition of “[g]reater numbers of 
distributable capabilities” must be conducted in a way that prioritization of 
economy of scale does not become its primary measure of success�

Although by all standards the USS Arleigh Burke guided-missile destroyer 
(DDG) class was a successful program, in 1990 the General Accounting Office 
(GAO; renamed Government Accountability Office in 2004) assessed it in a way 
that illustrates the economy-of-scale gamble: 

[I]n January 1990 we reported that the DDG-51 contractor has experienced problems 
in designing and constructing the lead ship� Because of these problems and because 
the Navy has changed the contract’s requirements, costs have increased substantially, 
and the expected delivery schedule has slipped about 17 months from the original 
estimate� 

Although the first follow-on ship is only 1 percent complete, the estimated cost to 
complete it is already over the ceiling price by 11 percent, according to the contractor, 
and by 22 percent, according to the Navy� In our report on the DDG-51 program we 
recommended that the Secretary of Defense delay the contract award for follow-on 
ships until he could provide assurance as to the development and affordability of the 
program� 

In February, 1990, the Navy awarded contracts for 5 follow-on ships and now has a 
total of 12 follow-on ships under contract� Furthermore, the Navy could have as many 
as 17 ships under construction or awarded before the lead ship has finished testing and 
has been delivered in February 1991�106
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In the case of the DDG-51 class, the economy-of-scale gamble eventually paid 
off� In the case of more-recent programs, such as the LCS, it did not�

Concurrency. Another practice that may be inimical to the changes in force de-
sign that Advantage at Sea promotes is concurrency� Concurrency can be defined 
broadly as “the overlap between the development and production phases of an 
acquisition program�” Perhaps the best description comes from congressional tes-
timony by a GAO official� “[I]t means that for a given weapon system, some parts 
or subsystems are being developed while others are being produced� It also means 
that some parts or subsystems are being developed and produced at the same 
time� When subsystems in development are especially important to the overall 
effectiveness of a weapon system, or are technologically complex, the risks associ-
ated with concurrency increase�”107

Concurrency has been praised by some as resulting in faster acquisition, 
since ship construction is not held up by the development of the command, 
control, and computer and weapon systems designated for installation� Once 
these systems are fully developed, they can be installed on the already-under-
construction hulls, thereby allowing for faster ship-class construction�

DoD has been practicing concurrency for decades, but it appears to be most 
effective during periods of an increasing defense budget, when initial cost over-
runs may not appear to have an effect on the availability of resources� However, 
it has had disastrous effects—with very evident congressional concern—during 
other periods� Ironically, a defense analyst’s 2015 paean to the virtues of concur-
rency used the LCS as an example:

Another program that has benefitted in many ways from concurrency is the Littoral 
Combat Ship� The LCS suffered from numerous early teething problems, virtually all 
of which have been overcome� IOC [initial operational capability] for the three mission 
modules (anti-surface warfare, anti-submarine warfare and mine countermeasures) 
is expected next year� Early deployment of the first LCSs allowed the Navy to acquire 
extremely important operational experience that it translated into changes in design, 
equipment, operational concepts and sustainment� Early entry into production allowed 
the two builders, Marinette Marine and General Dynamics[,] to improve their produc-
tion processes to the point that both could significantly lower the price of each ship, 
enabling the Navy to procure both variants� Marinette Marine was able to invest in a 
near-total redesign of its facility that literally took miles out of the production line� 

It is not clear, as critics of concurrency have asserted, that this approach adds costs to 
a program�108

However, in 2017 an academic study at Indiana State University came to 
a dramatically different conclusion: that “the utilization of concurrency as it 
was implemented in the programs under study was shown to have no effect 

62

Naval War College Review, Vol. 76 [2023], No. 3, Art. 1

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol76/iss3/1



 TA N G R E D I  5 7

on cost performance, and that performance to development schedule, one of 
the purported benefits of concurrency, was actually shown to deteriorate with 
increases in concurrency�”109

Combined Complexity. Both concurrency and economy of scale in defense 
acquisition have been challenged by “commonsense” arguments� The following 
example concerns the USS Gerald R. Ford–class aircraft carrier�

The idea that a weapons manufacturer, aided by computer modeling, modern 
material science and other fragmented improvements in design and construction 
techniques realized over the last 20 years, can design something so complex yet so 
perfect on the first try, that testing it is more of a formality than a necessity, is totally 
strange� This bizarre notion literally goes against every historical trend when it comes 
to weapons procurement, including many hard learned and expensive lessons of the 
past� Furthermore, it goes against basic logic� Why purchase something en masse, 
especially something very expensive, extremely complex, and something that has 
huge national defense implications, without even verifying its effectiveness first? � � �

A great business strategy but a horrific defense strategy�110

The ever-growing dependency of weapon systems on software is perhaps the 
best illustration of these kinds of risks� The risks are compounded by a “thirst for 
technology�” The USS Zumwalt–class program, in which thirty-two hulls were 
planned, was touted for incorporating eight unproven emerging technologies 
that would be developed concurrently� The result was a DDG-1000 program that 
Congress truncated at three ships because of construction and technical-component 
problems (as well as mission change)� Six years after the commissioning of USS 
Zumwalt, the three constructed ships still await some of the anticipated technologies�

The stumbling blocks that these current guiding principles of defense acquisition 
put in the way of successful implementation of the objectives of Advantage at Sea, 
as well as support from Congress during a time of resource limitations, are larger 
than the naval-services leadership has recognized� In contrast, the Maritime 
Strategy was released publicly following a period of increasing defense resources� 
Thus, accompanying acquisition “sins” were less recognized and did not have as 
much of a negative impact on the 1980s strategic vision�

Thirsting after Technology
Advantage at Sea states the following: “New and converging technologies will have 
profound impacts on the security environment� Artificial intelligence, autonomy, 
additive manufacturing, quantum computing, and new communications and 
energy technologies could each, individually, generate enormous disruptive 
change�”111 These particular technologies included in Advantage at Sea likely were 
chosen without a close examination of whether they actually would have direct 
effects on maritime operations� The listing is indicative of a mantra-like approach 
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to citing technologies� None of those technologies is mature enough to have 
“profound impacts on the security environment” during the current decade, and 
perhaps not for several decades� If perfected, they are likely to have evolutionary 
effects, not “enormous disruptive change” on naval war fighting, owing both to 
long development times and to the fact that they are largely improvements on 
existing capabilities�

This raises the question whether the drafters of Advantage at Sea view 
“disruptive technologies” as necessary for the implementation of the strategy or 
simply as serving to describe part of the environment in which the strategy will 
be implemented� Or perhaps the reference is made obligatory by the prevalence 
of the view that technological advances can “solve” such strategic challenges as 
conducting combat operations against a substantially larger enemy fleet�

Artificial Intelligence. If artificial intelligence (AI) is defined as machines capable 
of imitating human decision-making, then it already exists in the current U�S� 
fleet� When operated in “automatic” or “autonomous” mode, the Aegis combat 
system and close-in weapon systems (referred to as CIWS) effectively constitute 
AI�112 Such systems rarely are included in the popular listing of “AI breakthroughs” 
(in contrast to defeats of chess or Go masters), but that is largely because they 
were developed prior to the explosion of public interest in AI and do not have 
commercial applications such as optimizing Internet advertising� Nevertheless, 
under the general definition, AI is not a new naval technology�

Alternatively, if artificial intelligence is defined as “the set of statistical 
techniques that teaches software to make decisions on past data,” there is 
considerable opportunity for the naval services to upgrade analytical functions, 
such as target detection from sonar data�113 This more specific definition lowers 
the expectation that AI will “generate enormous disruptive change” in naval 
warfare� Rather, the application of AI in tactical equipment, in the collection of 
ISR information, and in the analysis of maintenance data should improve the 
speed and perhaps the accuracy of current processes—resulting in a metaphorical 
sharpening of tools already in the tool kit�114

Of course, the term AI is very flexible, so the expectations also can be very 
flexible� One naval analyst has remarked—with only slight facetiousness—that 
“AI is whatever we have not done with computers already�”115 Alternatively, 
“AI describes a human emotional response to new automation and is not a 
description of how that automation works�”116 Under these depictions, almost 
every system, digital or physical, that increases the speed of decision or reduces 
the number of humans involved in decision-making can be considered AI, and 
inevitably all these systems will “disrupt” existing procedures to some extent�117 
To the individuals directly involved in their implementation, such changes can 
seem “enormous”; however, this does not mean that continuing progress in 
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(primarily commercial) AI will “disrupt” naval operations as practiced over the 
next several decades�

Additive Manufacturing. Touted as a capability that would enhance ship 
maintenance and repair at sea by eliminating the need to embark extensive 
stocks of repair parts, additive manufacturing has good prospects for increased 
use at shore-based facilities or aboard submarine tenders but limited prospect 
of fulfilling that requirement at sea in combatant ships in the near term�118 
Additive manufacturing is particularly difficult to accomplish using metal 
alloys, and it requires an extensive and expensive software library (with yet-
to-be-developed applications) as well as a ready onboard supply of appropriate 
materials�119 Being able to “print” repair parts ashore, where an abundant supply 
of bulk raw material can be kept readily available, does not mean that the same 
can be done at sea�120

Moreover, there is no firm evidence that the cost of additive manufacturing of 
ship and naval-weapon-systems replacement parts will be less than the cost of the 
current practice of maintaining onboard spare-parts inventories� For example, 
potential experimental installations on submarines are expected to print parts of 
only six to ten different types�121 The easiest parts to print are those that are also 
easiest to maintain as spares, being small and relatively low cost�

Theoretically, additive manufacturing will have a substantial impact on equip-
ment repair on a commercial basis, but that is dependent on the willingness of 
parts manufacturers to accept potentially lower profits by selling their intellectual 
capital rather than the actual parts�122 In any event, the degree of “disruption” that 
additive manufacturing will cause in supply-chain logistics is uncertain�

Quantum Computing. Quantum computing, which currently requires tempera-
tures approaching absolute zero (–273°C), appears to have the potential to create 
cryptographic products that are more difficult to decode and to make current 
cryptography easier to break�123 It already has demonstrated the capability to do 
complex calculations faster than existing supercomputers� Avoiding the terms 
qubits, superposition, and entanglement used in most explanations, we can say 
that the advantage of quantum computing over current methods is that it is not 
limited exclusively to binary calculations (using 1s and 0s) but can use values that 
temporarily can be both�124 Perhaps an easier way to understand the advantage 
is that quantum computing adds negative 1 to the existing positive 1s and 0s (as 
displayed along x and y axes)�125

Although this constitutes a breakthrough for computer science, quantum 
computing in itself does not have a direct effect on core naval functions� Perhaps it 
will increase the speed of decision, but only a few spaces—for instance, maritime 
operations centers—can be cooled to near absolute zero to employ independent 
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quantum computers� (Some limited-function prototypes—with the emphasis on 
limited—that could be operated at room temperature are being developed in the 
laboratory�)126 When quantum computers are used at a centralized location, their 
transmitted information can be intercepted or jammed, just like all electronic 
communications�

New Communications and Energy Technologies. Exactly which “new 
communications and energy technologies” will “generate enormous disruptive 
change” is left unclear in Advantage at Sea� Rarely acknowledged by the media 
(and not by Advantage at Sea) is the fact that today’s commercial cellular 
communication was developed from 1960s–1970s military and NASA research, 
including the Navy’s Demand Assigned Multiple Access (DAMA) program�127 
In that sense, the fundamental disruptive changes in communications 
have occurred already, and evolving commercial developments largely are 
refinements (primarily increasing speed and bandwidth), not new functions� 
(The main “disruptive” change in the past several decades has been the civilian 
commercialization of what was exclusive military technology, along with 
continuing improvements once a profit base was established�) Additionally, 
a greater dependence on long-haul communications with high bandwidth 
creates greater force vulnerability when operating against a technological near 
peer with extensive electromagnetic-warfare capabilities�

The U�S� Navy already has access to the most reliable, although most unpopu-
lar, energy source: nuclear power� Again, the disruptive change has occurred 
already� The size of nuclear reactors may be reduced, but until cold fusion has 
been demonstrated (after many false claims), revolutionary power sources—as 
opposed to evolving improvements in existing power generation—are still theo-
retical� The expectation (repeatedly hyped) that naval use of biofuels in a “great 
green fleet” would help expand the biofuels industry, thereby diversifying energy 
sources, has proved chimerical�128

Autonomy. Autonomy is not in itself a technology; rather, it is a mode of op-
eration that requires a complex combination of multiple technologies—some of 
which are slow to perfect� The term autonomy frequently is conflated with the 
control of unmanned vehicles that are operated remotely� Unmanned aircraft 
such as Triton or Fire Scout are flown (controlled) by pilots who are not in the 
aircraft�129 Unmanned vehicles often are equipped with autopilot features similar 
to those installed in manned aircraft and vessels� That does not constitute auton-
omy, since human supervision is retained� Nevertheless, the subject of autonomy 
is worthy of discussion in any new naval-strategy document, since statements by 
naval leadership and in the 2022 thirty-year shipbuilding plan suggest that the 
future fleet will be up to 50 percent unmanned or uncrewed�130
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Yet fulfillment of the prospect of naval autonomous units operating under 
battle conditions or conducting combat operations against a capable enemy may 
fall beyond the scope of the thirty-year plan� An expert consensus is that truly 
autonomous/self-driving (Level 5) cars—the popular image of autonomy—are 
unlikely to be functional prior to 2050�131 There is no reason to expect fully 
autonomous warships to precede them�

For warships, the obvious issue is survivability� Such ongoing programs as Sea 
Hunter, Ghost Fleet Overlord, and Echo Voyager have demonstrated the capabil-
ity to carry out independent navigation in the open ocean and to operate as sen-
sor platforms—under benign conditions�132 Conducting operations under threat 
of attack, however, would require sensing and maneuvering capabilities that are 
not yet attainable and involve many millions of lines of code—dwarfing by many 
times that required for self-driving cars�

Sea Hunter has been designed initially as a trail vessel, intended to track and 
follow opposing submarines—an operation that should be achievable under 
peacetime or prewar conditions�133 If conflict were to occur suddenly, Sea Hunter 
could provide initial targeting data� Obviously, the critical components are self-
directed antisubmarine warfare (ASW) sensors, along with the autonomous 
programming needed to perform navigation and to match submarine target 
maneuvers� If armed with ASW weapons, Sea Hunter might be able to conduct a 
successful attack on a submerged vessel� However, then–Deputy SECDEF Robert 
Work insisted in 2016 that Sea Hunter would deploy weapons only under direct 
human control�134 This suggests that the vessel will be unmanned/uncrewed but 
will operate with only partial or occasional autonomy�

A Ghost Fleet Overlord vessel—described as designed to be capable of con-
ducting offensive operations—participated in the 2021 Exercise DAWN BLITZ—
albeit with a safety crew aboard� It also was operated by remote control during 
critical evolutions�135

The large undersea vehicle Echo Voyager (and subsequent Orca) is reported 
as operating completely autonomously; however, it too has a limited range of 
missions, albeit with a 7,500-nautical-mile range�136 Again, it has the potential to 
serve as a loitering weapons platform, although presumably under human control�

Public-media reports on these operations and exercises are indicative of 
public confusion between the concepts of unmanned vehicles and autonomy�137 
The terms almost always are used interchangeably� This inevitably clouds the 
discussion of options for future naval fleets by implying that the introduction 
of large-scale autonomous platforms is imminent� As the service gradually 
introduces additional unmanned/uncrewed vehicles into naval operations, there 
likely will be a gradual evolution in such vehicles toward increasing autonomy� 
By existing policy, however, the decision to employ lethal force must remain in 

67

Naval War College: Summer 2023 Full Issue

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 2023



 6 2  NAVA L  WA R  C O L L E G E  R E V I E W

the hands of humans� Thus—and despite questions whether human control is 
possible in a contested electromagnetic environment—autonomy always will 
remain limited�138

Given that the specific technologies listed in Advantage at Sea actually will have 
limited effect on force development and shipbuilding for decades—with the 
possible exception of autonomy, which is not a technology—one can ask why a 
strategy document specifically mentions them rather than other less “disruptive” 
but more-attainable technical developments� A broader question is: Why does it 
include a list of technologies at all?

A retort could be: What is the problem with listing them? What is so 
bad about including a few “innocent” words on “disruptive” technologies in 
Advantage at Sea? The answer, in short, is that it creates overexpectations that 
such technologies will change profoundly the nature of the force structure 
necessary for carrying out the strategy� This provides a justification (perhaps an 
excuse) for not resourcing an expansion of the fleet to match the strategy, on the 
premise that waiting for a disruptive technology to develop represents a more 
farsighted and economical approach� But this premise, though often repeated, 
has little supporting evidence� The Maritime Strategy did not posit a need for or 
expectation of future technologies�

Arguably, the expectation that technology will bring “disruptive change” 
already has resulted in the failure of hyped, overreaching, and truncated naval-
acquisition programs, including the LCS (modularity and technology-based crew 
reduction), the Zumwalt class (incorporating eight unproven technologies), and 
the rail gun (reducing the cost of combat engagements)� Such are the programs 
for which Congresswoman Luria suggested that “the Navy owes the American 
public an apology�”

Establishing a balance between “breakthrough,” “disruptive” technologies—
those considered to be innovative—and moderate, “incremental” technological 
enhancements is not a potential naval line of effort represented in Advantage at 
Sea� Yet in its evaluations of defense programs the GAO frequently has identified 
as critical the need for such balance�139 The credibility of (a rewritten) Advantage 
at Sea would be enhanced by incorporating a discussion of this balance rather 
than a listing of media-popular “disruptive” technologies, and doing so might 
regenerate support from skeptical members of Congress�

Perhaps the disconnect between expectations for and the developmental real-
ity of “emergent” technologies is captured best by a comment made in 2022 by 
Deputy SECDEF Kathleen H� Hicks during an examination of autonomous ve-
hicle (AV) development in Silicon Valley� “Commenting on the maturity of the AV 
industry generally, Hicks said progress has taken ‘longer than I ever imagined�’”140
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Making “disruptive” technologies a significant premise of Advantage at Sea 
represents hope, not strategy� To echo Hicks’s remark, the application of “dis-
ruptive” technology—particularly autonomy—to the U�S� fleet will take longer 
and cost more than today’s naval leadership might imagine� Given current fiscal 
restraints, it is unlikely that the Department of the Navy can fund these applica-
tions without a further reduction in the fleet—making the implementation of 
Advantage at Sea even more difficult�141

An additional observation is that acknowledgment by the naval services of the 
difficulties created by past acquisition programs might contribute to the strategy’s 
credibility� As long as the more-supportive members of Congress believe that the 
naval services are “building failed classes of ships [because] they like the highest 
tech, biggest and newest thing,” Advantage at Sea (or any similar document) 
is unlikely to have a favorable impact on the allocation of defense resources—
which, as previously noted, presumably is one of its goals�142

THE COMPARATIVE IMPACT OF ADVANTAGE AT SEA
Two years after its publication, Advantage at Sea has not had a public impact 
comparable to that of the Maritime Strategy� In fact—and although this may 
seem a harsh assessment—it thus far appears to have had no public impact at all� 
It has not been mentioned in prestige civilian media, which limits the awareness 
of most Americans� It appears to have failed to impress members of Congress� 
Whether it has had direct effects on naval resource allocation is uncertain� It 
rarely (perhaps not at all) has been cited or recognized by senior defense offi-
cials outside the Department of the Navy� It is unlikely to have affected the Joint 
Staff ’s development of concepts, with the exception of the premise of integrated 
all-domain naval power (formerly integrated all-domain access), although even 
within the overall defense dialogue it has to contend with the U�S� Army’s pre-
ferred term of multi-domain�

Part of that problem derives from a lack of clarity� Although Advantage at Sea 
identifies integrated all-domain naval power as one of its five themes, there is no 
firm definition of the term�143 Three questions can be asked: (1) What will make 
the naval services more integrated than previously experienced—particularly 
during the 1990s . . . From the Sea era? (2) How can U�S� naval power “prevail” 
or “ensure our advantage at sea and protect national interests” with a shrinking 
fleet and an expanding pacing threat? (3) How can the naval services describe 
themselves as “all-domain” when joint ideology appears to assign specific 
domains to individual services and, in the case of cyber and special operations, to 
COCOMs that are budgeted individually?144 The weak answers that Advantage at 
Sea provides seem to crash bow on into the disadvantages that this article listed at 
the outset, without clear plans (or fallback plans) to neutralize or overcome them�
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Another part of the lack of clarity concerns the lack of solid explanations for 
the use of the doctrinal terms distributed maritime operations (DMO), littoral 
operations in a contested environment (LOCE), and expeditionary advanced base 
operations (EABO)� These significant concepts are mentioned briefly but not 
explained in the body of the text, yet members of the naval-services leadership 
employ them constantly both internally and in public when describing their 
vision of the future force� Each of these terms appears more often in defense 
literature than does integrated all-domain naval power� They are used to plan 
future force architecture� They do appear in the Advantage at Sea glossary, but 
there they are described in an ambiguous fashion that emphasizes the integration 
of platforms and services, without providing substantive detail�145 It is impossible 
to determine their significance� This is a major disconnect in the Advantage at 
Sea strategy document� Careful readers are likely to view the largely unexplained 
terms as mere buzzwords, raising such questions as: Why are the forces not 
integrated already? How distributed is DMO? What is the relationship between 
LOCE and EABO, and why does the Marine Corps need two doctrinal terms?

This ambiguity contrasts noticeably with the impression of clarity that the Mar-
itime Strategy provided� It must be noted, however, that the Maritime Strategy had 
a major advantage compared with attempts to implement the concepts of Advan-
tage at Sea: in effect, it already was implemented� By the time the public version of 
the Maritime Strategy was released, the U�S� Navy for almost a decade already had 
conducted significant exercises and experiments in support of the concepts, and 
a classified version of the document had been circulated years before� In contrast, 
the concepts outlined in Advantage at Sea are still under refinement, and experi-
mentation has begun only recently� In this view, the Maritime Strategy actually 
represented continuity, whereas Advantage at Sea represents aspirations�

An additional problem—which is compounded most distinctly by the 
ideology of jointness (disadvantage 3 above) and desires of the COCOMs for 
immediate resources for the prospective “fight tonight” (disadvantage 4)—is 
that the document’s attempt to distinguish the naval services (and the unique 
advantages they provide) from other forms of military power lacks the bold, direct 
arguments that existing congressional supporters can use within Congress to 
obtain additional resources� Again, this contrasts with the Maritime Strategy� The 
Maritime Strategy can be criticized for its own flaws, and it is hardly holy writ, but 
it cannot be faulted for a lack of bold argument�

Navies and armies are fundamentally different instruments of power�146 Their 
employments in war and peace are unique to themselves� The primary purpose of 
an army is to defeat an enemy’s military forces, conquer its territory, and garrison 
its state in preparation for the postwar denouement� The purpose of navies—
whose definition includes amphibious/littoral forces, the major components of 
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air forces, and space and cyber forces (in other words, “all-domain naval pow-
er”)—is to control (and, in wartime, to dominate) the fluid mediums that human 
beings use for global transportation, communications, and trade and finance, but 
that they normally do not inhabit� In peacetime, navies are geoeconomic instru-
ments� In wartime, by dominating the global commons (such as by maintaining 
sea control) naval forces can deliver access to the enemy’s territory to enable land 
forces to wage a decisive campaign� Navies also provide kinetic and nonkinetic 
fires against the opposing armed forces and into the enemy’s territory or external 
territory under the enemy’s control� It is possible for navies to “win” a war without 
resorting to land forces, but that is circumstantial—it depends on the enemy’s 
objectives, its calculation of risks and outcomes, and a willingness to accept (at 
least temporarily) a “defeat�” In most cases, land and land-air forces are required 
to force a decision, but global geography dictates that naval forces are a prereq-
uisite thereto� Unfortunately, Advantage at Sea does not make this dichotomy of 
functions—which indeed could help to define all-domain naval power—clear and 
definitive� Nor does it do so for the argument that naval forces are the prerequisite 
for joint force power; that argument is but hinted at�

In evaluating Advantage at Sea against the three criteria of effectiveness, it is 
difficult to credit it with the ability to overcome the six political-bureaucratic-
doctrinal disadvantages and provide a persuasive and confident argument�

Hindsight recommendations are easy to discard, but a comparative view sug-
gests that for the naval services to achieve results similar to those of the Maritime 
Strategy in a new global-systems competition—particularly if they are to gain 
the resources necessary to deter or win a great-power conflict against a pacing-
threat near peer—their public triservice strategy requires a bolder and Maritime  
Strategy–esque approach� As but one indicator of the success of an updated  
Advantage at Sea, if critics not only mention but denounce it in prestigious print 
or web journals, that will mean it is on an effective course� Such denunciations 
helped the Maritime Strategy to achieve prominence during the previous great-
systems competition�

N O T E S

 1� Advantage at Sea: Prevailing with Integrated 
All-Domain Naval Power is an unclassified 
document of thirty-two pages (not counting 
blanks), signed by the Secretary of the Navy 
and the uniformed chiefs of the U�S� Navy, 
Marine Corps, and Coast Guard, published 
in December 2020, and available on the web 
at media�defense�gov/� Its intended audience 

is indicated by the opening salutation of the 
Secretary of the Navy’s personal remarks (in 
letter form, as the preface): “To the American 
People�” Obviously, Congress, embodying the 
representatives of the American people, is the 
initial target�

 2� Ibid� The foreword states, “The security envi-
ronment has dramatically changed since we 

71

Naval War College: Summer 2023 Full Issue

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 2023



 6 6  NAVA L  WA R  C O L L E G E  R E V I E W

last published A Cooperative Strategy for 21st 
Century Seapower in 2015�” The full title of 
the previous official strategy is A Cooperative 
Strategy for 21st Century Seapower: Forward, 
Engaged, Ready. It also is referred to as A Co-
operative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower 
(Revised) or A Cooperative Strategy for 21st 
Century Seapower (R) because its predeces-
sor of 2007 also was named A Cooperative 
Strategy for 21st Century Seapower�

 3� Throughout Advantage at Sea, the document 
refers to the U�S� Navy, U�S� Marine Corps, 
and U�S� Coast Guard as “the Naval Service�” 
This is a break in tradition that inadvertently 
could raise political or legal objections� In 
previous Department of the Navy strategic 
documents, the Navy and Marine Corps 
are together called “the Naval Services,” 
and when the U�S� Coast Guard is included 
with that duo the collective combination is 
referred to as “the Sea Services�” This distinc-
tion is meant to clarify that the Coast Guard 
is not under the authority of the Department 
of the Navy in peacetime, and that (until so 
assigned in a declared war) it is not legally 
obligated in any way to conform to a Depart-
ment of the Navy–issued strategy� Although 
the distinction appears to be mere nuance, 
the reality is that the Coast Guard’s participa-
tion in the drafting of Advantage at Sea—as 
with previous naval strategic documents—is 
a purely voluntary activity initiated by the 
chiefs of the “Naval Services” and the Coast 
Guard Commandant, but not necessar-
ily supported in its details by the Secretary 
of Homeland Security, who is the civilian 
authority for the Coast Guard� The traditional 
“Naval Services” need to conform to a strat-
egy dictated by the Secretary of the Navy (and 
Secretary of Defense); as a “Sea Service,” the 
Coast Guard does not� Referring to the U�S� 
Coast Guard as a “naval service” fuzzes the 
nature of its command relationship and the 
measure of its responsibility for the strategy�

 4� Bruce Stubbs describes similar criteria or 
measures of effectiveness for naval strategies 
in Stubbs, Crafting Naval Strategy: Observa-
tions and Recommendations for the Develop-
ment of Future Strategies, ed� Sam J� Tangredi, 
Leidos Chair of Future Warfare Studies 1 
(Newport, RI: Naval War College Press, 
2021)� See, in particular, pp� 24–25, 36–38, 
58–59, 68–70�

 5� The contemporary literature debating the 
Maritime Strategy is prodigious, particularly 
about its strategic nuclear implications� The 
unclassified version of the strategy document 
was published as a supplement to the U�S� 
Naval Institute Proceedings in January 1986, 
available at www�usni�org/, although the 
actual strategy had been in the making since 
the late 1970s, and a frequently updated clas-
sified version preceded the public document� 
An outline of this development can be seen 
in Thomas B� Hayward [Adm�, USN], “The 
Future of U�S� Sea Power,” U�S� Naval Institute 
Proceedings 105/5/915 (May 1979), pp� 66–71� 
Until 1986, John F� Lehman, “Rebirth of a 
U�S� Naval Strategy,” Strategic Review 9, no� 
3 (Summer 1981), pp� 9–15, was the most 
public expression of the developing mari-
time strategy� Even before the actual public 
document was released, prominent critics 
challenged some of the principles� Critical 
assessments include Barry R� Posen, “Inad-
vertent Nuclear War? Escalation and NATO’s 
Northern Flank,” International Security 7, no� 
2 (Fall 1982), pp� 28–54; Robert W� Komer, 
“Maritime Strategy vs� Coalition Defense,” 
Foreign Affairs 60, no� 5 (Summer 1982), pp� 
1124–44; and John J� Mearsheimer, “A Strate-
gic Misstep: The Maritime Strategy and De-
terrence in Europe,” International Security 11, 
no� 2 (Fall 1986), pp� 3–57� There were spir-
ited and sometimes scholarly defense efforts, 
such as Linton F� Brooks [Capt�, USN], “Naval 
Power and National Security: The Case for 
the Maritime Strategy,” International Security 
11, no� 2 (Fall 1986), pp� 58–88� Many of these 
are collected in Steven E� Miller and Stephen 
Van Evera, eds�, Naval Strategy and National 
Security: An International Security Reader 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ� Press, 1988)� 
The most comprehensive, contemporary, 
single-volume assessment of the strategy is 
Norman Friedman, The US Maritime Strategy 
(London: Jane’s, 1988)� A recent history of 
the development and writing of the strategy 
(particularly in comparison with subsequent 
strategies) is Steven T� Wills, Strategy Shelved: 
The Collapse of Cold War Naval Strategic 
Planning (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute 
Press, 2021)� In addition to his own writings 
on the subject, Capt� Peter M� Swartz, USN 
(a participant in the drafting of the Mari-
time Strategy), created two contemporary 
annotated bibliographies that remain of great 
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utility: “Contemporary U�S� Naval Strategy: A 
Bibliography,” U�S� Naval Institute Proceedings 
112/1/995 (January 1986), supplement, pp� 
41–47, and Addendum to “Contemporary U.S. 
Naval Strategy: A Bibliography” (Annapolis, 
MD: Naval Institute Press, 1987), both avail-
able at www�usni�org/�

 6� In fact, the public version of the Maritime 
Strategy provided a graph (intensity versus 
probability) of the “spectrum of conflict�” 
Variants of the graph were used by the other 
armed services and NATO, becoming a 
de facto joint concept that eventually was 
codified; see the supplement to the January 
1986 Proceedings, p� 8�

 7� This argument peaked in the late 1990s; 
however, the effects remain evident in joint 
doctrine� For example, Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
Joint Planning, JP 5�0 (Washington, DC: 1 
December 2020), available at www�jcs�mil/, 
which is intended to describe the military 
planning process in the Department of 
Defense, mentions the individual “Services” 
only once (in a diagram on page II-11) in its 
383 pages� However, it does include a short 
list of the titles of selected service concept 
and doctrine documents, in appendix M (pp� 
M-5 to M-6, but pp� 364–65 in the overall 
publication)� (An interesting observation 
is that appendix M lists nine publications 
of the U�S� Air Force and eight publications 
of the U�S� Army but only two publications 
each from the Navy and Marine Corps�) It is 
hard not to develop the impression that the 
individual services play no role whatsoever in 
the overall strategic-planning process within 
the Department of Defense, at least from the 
perspective of the Joint Staff�

 8� On identification of strategic concept, see 
Samuel P� Huntington, “National Policy and 
the Transoceanic Navy,” U�S� Naval Institute 
Proceedings 80/5/615 (May 1954), pp� 483–93� 
On the term strategic vision, see discussion 
in Sam J� Tangredi, “Running Silent and 
Algorithmic: The U�S� Navy Strategic Vision 
in 2019,” Naval War College Review 72, no� 2 
(Spring 2019), pp� 129–65, available at digital 
-commons�usnwc�edu/�

 9� Robert A� Gleckler, “Why War Plans,  
Really?,” Joint Force Quarterly, no� 79 (4th 
Quarter, October 2015), pp� 71–76, available 
at ndupress�ndu�edu/� Gleckler argues that 
war plans is a “legacy term” that should be 

replaced by contingency plans or operational 
plans� Nevertheless, he points to the fact that 
they are “plans,” not “strategy,” which is the 
purview of the chairman (and Joint Staff), not 
the combatant commanders�

 10� Joint Staff documentation downplays this 
role to some extent, stating that “all [Joint 
Chiefs of Staff] members are by law military 
advisers, and they may respond to a request 
or voluntarily submit, through the Chairman, 
advice or opinions to the President, the 
Secretary of Defense, or [National Security 
Council]”; see “The Joint Staff,” Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, www�jcs�mil/� The emphasis 
appears to be on “respond to a request,” with 
“voluntarily” seeming ancillary� Chapter 5, 
“The Joint Chiefs of Staff,” of Title 10 of the 
U�S� Code states that the “other members 
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff are military 
advisers to the President, the National 
Security Council, the Homeland Security 
Council, and the Secretary of Defense,” and 
clarifies, “A member of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff (other than the Chairman) may submit 
to the Chairman advice or an opinion in 
disagreement with, or advice or an opinion 
in addition to, the advice presented by the 
Chairman to the President, the National 
Security Council, the Homeland Security 
Council, or the Secretary of Defense� If a 
member submits such advice or opinion, 
the Chairman shall present the advice or 
opinion of such member at the same time he 
presents his own advice to the President, the 
National Security Council, the Homeland 
Security Council, or the Secretary of Defense, 
as the case may be�” 10 U�S�C� ch� 5, available 
at uscode�house�gov/� However, there is no 
legal prohibition on a service chief giving 
advice directly� In any event, Advantage at 
Sea certainly can be viewed as a “voluntary” 
submission of service chiefs’ advice or 
opinions�

 11� Lawrence Freedman, Strategy: A History 
(Oxford, U�K�: Oxford Univ� Press, 2013), 
p� x� In an assessment of this volume’s 
thoroughness, Financial Times selected it 
as a “Best Book of 2013”; a review in The 
Economist calls it “magisterial”; and a review 
in the Washington Post deems it “arguably the 
best book ever written on strategy�”

 12� Advantage at Sea, summary statement, pref-
ace, and foreword�
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 13� Freedman, Strategy, p� xi�

 14� A forceful justification for this debate comes 
from Vietnam veteran and former Secretary 
of the Navy James Webb� “Military subservi-
ence to political control applies to existing 
policy, not to policy debates� The political 
process requires the unfettered opinions of 
military leaders, and military leaders who 
lack the courage to offer such opinions are 
just as accountable to their people as the poli-
ticians who have secured their silence�” James 
H� Webb Jr�, “The Silence of the Admirals,” 
U�S� Naval Institute Proceedings 125/1/1,151 
(January 1999), pp� 29–34, available at www 
�usni�org/�

 15� Advantage at Sea, pp� 1–2, 16�

 16� For example, see U�S� Navy, How We 
Fight: Handbook for the Naval Warfighter 
(Washington, DC: U�S� Government Printing 
Office, 2015), pp� 142, 144�

 17� Steven Wills argues that as a result of the 
Goldwater-Nichols Act, the quality of 
naval personnel in strategy-development 
positions on the Chief of Naval Operations 
staff (i�e�, OPNAV) declined as the “trained 
experts” migrated to the Joint Staff, thereby 
ensuring de facto as well as de jure Joint Staff 
dominance of defense-strategy development� 
See Wills, Strategy Shelved, pp� 228–29�

 18� On the concept of describing the current 
era as one of great-systems conflict, see Chris 
Demchak, “Achieving Systemic Resilience 
in a Great Systems Conflict Era: Coalescing 
against Cyber, Pandemic, and Adversary 
Threats,” Cyber Defense Review 6, no� 2 
(Spring 2021), pp� 51–69�

 19� Tom Bowman, “Reagan Guided Huge Build-
up in Arms Race,” Baltimore Sun, 8 June 2004, 
www�baltimoresun�com/; Greg Schneider 
and Renae Merle, “Reagan’s Defense Buildup 
Bridged Military Eras,” Washington Post, 9 
June 2004, www�washingtonpost�com/�

 20� The U�S� Air Force also had a strategic-
deterrence mission, which it shared with the 
Navy� Within the Air Force, those leading 
the operational/tactical mission also vied for 
resources with those leading the strategic�

 21� An NBC News poll conducted 14–17 August 
2021 indicated that 61 percent of Americans 
polled said the Afghanistan war was not 
worth fighting� In a similar Associated Press 

poll from 12–16 August, it was 62 percent� 
Frank Newport, “American Public Opinion 
and the Afghanistan Situation,” Polling Mat-
ters (blog), Gallup, 27 August 2021, news 
�gallup�com/� This was even before the chaotic 
withdrawal from the Kabul airport�

 22� Jim Garamone, “Official Talks DOD Policy 
Role in Chinese Pacing Threat, Integrated 
Deterrence,” U.S. Defense Department of 
Defense, 2 June 2021, www�defense�gov/�

 23� Julia Bowie, “China: A Responsible Stake-
holder?,” The Buzz (blog), National Interest, 
10 May 2016, nationalinterest�org/; Colin 
Grabow, Responsible Stakeholders: Why 
the United States Should Welcome China’s 
Economic Leadership, Cato Institute Policy 
Analysis 821 ([Washington, DC]: Cato Insti-
tute, 3 October 2017), available at www�cato 
�org/; Hal Brands and Zack Cooper, “After 
the Responsible Stakeholder, What? Debating 
America’s China Strategy,” Texas National 
Security Review 2, no� 2 (February 2019), 
pp� 68–81, available at tnsr�org/; Andrew 
Taffer, “Washington Still Wants China to Be 
a Responsible Stakeholder,” Foreign Policy, 29 
December 2020, foreignpolicy�com/�

 24� An example of a photographed tragedy 
prompting foreign-policy action (as well as 
interest) concerns Trump administration  
actions toward Syria� See, for example, 
Jonathan Lemire and Vivian Salama, “Photos 
of Syria Victims Spurred Trump to Action,” 
Boston Globe, 8 April 2017, www�bostonglobe 
�com/, and Luke Harding, “‘It Had a Big 
Impact on Me’—Story behind Trump’s 
Whirlwind Missile Response,” The Guardian, 
7 April 2017, www�theguardian�com/�

 25� Paul Taylor, “Good Work, Volodya! Putin 
Resurrects NATO,” Politico, 25 January 2022, 
www�politico�eu/; Jamie Dettmer, “Putin 
Helping to Revive NATO, Say Western  
Officials,” VOA, 4 February 2022, www 
�voanews�com/; Matthias Gebauer and Ralf 
Neukirch, “How Putin Has Revived the 
NATO Alliance,” Spiegel  International, 25 
February 2022, www�spiegel�de/�

 26� Advantage at Sea, p� 5�

 27� Richard Haass argues, “There is a tendency to 
overlook or underestimate the direct cost of 
sanctions, perhaps because their costs do not 
show up in U�S� government budget tables� 
Sanctions do, however, affect the economy 
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by reducing revenues of U�S� companies and 
individuals� Moreover, even this cost is diffi-
cult to measure because it needs to reflect not 
simply lost sales but also forfeited opportuni-
ties� Sanctions cost U�S� companies billions 
of dollars a year in lost sales and returns on 
investment—and cost many thousands of 
workers their jobs�” Richard N� Haass, “Eco-
nomic Sanctions: Too Much of a Bad Thing,” 
Policy Brief 34, Brookings, 1 June 1998, www 
�brookings�edu/� Although the paper itself 
is dated, it is one of the best expressions of a 
logic that has been repeated into the 2020s�

 28� Joe Petrucelli, “Mike McDevitt on the 
Strategic Studies Group and Connecting 
Strategy with Programming,” CIMSEC, 24 
March 2021, cimsec�org/�

 29� Prior to the Russian invasion of Ukraine, 
Center for Strategic and International Studies 
fellow Andrew P� Hunter described the public 
attitude to defense policy within the Demo-
cratic Party as episodic and of secondary 
interest� “One thing that may unify all of them 
is that defense is usually not at the top of their 
priority list, it’s somewhere further down� I 
tend to find that it’s really hard to come up 
with overarching themes that you can get con-
sensus on�” Kathleen Hicks, “The Democratic 
Debate over Defense, Part 1,” 9 January 2020, 
in Defense 2020, produced by CSIS, podcast 
and transcript, www�csis�org/� The Republi-
can Party is seen as traditionally prioritizing 
defense issues� However, Thomas Mahnken, 
CEO of the Center for Strategic and Budgetary 
Assessments and former political appointee 
in a Republican administration, notes that in 
the early 2020s “the historian in me would say 
that, well, maybe defense will come up or it’ll 
come up in a debate or a couple of debates, 
but that’s probably it� Now, it might come up, 
if it comes up more centrally, I think it would 
probably be because of a disaster, and so let’s 
hope that that’s not the case�” Kathleen Hicks, 
“The Republican Debate over Defense, Part 1,” 
10 January 2020, in Defense 2020, produced by 
CSIS, podcast and transcript, www�csis�org/� 
Concerning the effect of disasters, see note 24 
above�

 30� A search of New York Times and Washing-
ton Post articles reveals no mention of the 
Advantage at Sea document, even under the 
triservices strategy keyword� The Wall Street 
Journal did carry a single op-ed concerning 

the document, written by a former Under 
Secretary of the Navy, Seth Cropsey� The 
Norfolk-based Virginia Pilot (despite its large 
Navy-related audience) carried no detailed 
reporting, although it has published articles 
on the unveiling of naval-strategy documents 
in the past� Outside of websites devoted to 
military news and analysis (such as USNI 
News, CIMSEC, War on the Rocks, and the 
National Interest—the last mentioned of which 
typically features op-ed-type commentary), 
only Forbes�com maintained any coverage� Of 
U�S� think tanks, only the Brookings Institu-
tion and Heritage Foundation published any 
analysis� The International Institute for Stra-
tegic Studies, primarily based in the United 
Kingdom, published some commentary�

 31� Professors Jon Caverley and Peter Dom-
browski of the Naval War College are at-
tempting to rebuild such scholarly interests� 
See Jonathan D� Caverley and Peter Dom-
browski, “Too Important to Be Left to the 
Admirals: The Need to Study Maritime Great-
Power Competition,” Security Studies 29, no� 4 
(August–September 2020), pp� 579–600�

 32� Arguments against the existence of such a 
world order include Jakub Grygiel, “Ukraine 
War Shows the ‘Rules-Based International 
Order’ Is a Myth,” Wall Street Journal, 
28 March 2022, www�wsj�com/� More-
fundamental arguments against a concept of 
“world order” include John J� Mearsheimer, 
The Great Delusion: Liberal Dreams and 
International Realities (New Haven, CT: Yale 
Univ� Press, 2018)�

 33� Advantage at Sea, preface, p� 1�

 34� Use of the term rules-based international 
order appears in the preface and on page 1�

 35� Andrew Lambert, Seapower States: Maritime 
Culture, Continental Empires and the Conflict 
That Made the Modern World (New Haven, 
CT: Yale Univ� Press, 2018), p� 6�

 36� Corbett’s focus is the military potential of 
sea power, as indicated by “command of the 
sea,” and he provides only a short treatment 
of Mahan’s emphasis on global trade and his 
“six fundamental principles of sea power”: 
“geographical position, physical conforma-
tion, extent of territory, size of population, 
character of the people, and character of 
government�” See Julian S� Corbett, Some 
Principles of Maritime Strategy (London: 
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Longmans, Green, 1911), pp� 93–107, avail-
able at www�gutenberg�org/� If sea power is 
judged on military potential alone, then the 
United States has been the global sea power 
from 1943 to the present�

 37� Chris Parry, Super Highway: Sea Power in the 
21st Century (London: Elliott and Thompson, 
2014), pp� 329–31�

 38� A recent effort to lift this “blindness” is Bruce 
D� Jones, To Rule the Waves: How Control 
of the World’s Oceans Shapes the Fate of the 
Superpowers (New York: Scribner, 2021)� In 
addition to discussions of the global economy, 
Jones includes considerable attention to the 
effects of climate change on the oceans—per-
haps a more popular topic�

 39� Rob Garver, “No Quick Fix for Shipping Cri-
sis Creating Supply Chain Bottlenecks,” VOA, 
28 August 2021, www�voanews�com/; Darren 
Dodd, “Hundreds of Container Ships Stuck as 
Global Bottlenecks Grow,” Financial Times, 15 
October 2021, www�ft�com/; Jackie Northam, 
“The Pandemic Economy’s Latest Victim? 
The Lowly Shipping Container,” NPR, 16 
November 2021, www�npr�org/; Marc Jones, 
“Snarled-Up Ports Point to Worsening Global 
Supply Chain Woes—Report,” Reuters, 3 May 
2022, www�reuters�com/�

 40� “Maritime Services Trade Data,” U.S. 
Department of Commerce, International Trade 
Administration, www�trade�gov/maritime 
-services-trade-data/�

 41� Robert Little, “U�S� Merchant Fleet Sails 
toward Oblivion,” Baltimore Sun, 6 August 
2001, www�baltimoresun�com/�

 42� The number 120 is approximate, since the 
definition of ship capable of foreign commerce 
remains vague� In 2010, the Transportation 
Department reported that there were “115 
self-propelled, U�S�-flag ships engaged in U�S� 
foreign commerce�” There is no indication 
that the number has increased since� See Sta-
tus of the U.S.-Flagged Vessels in U.S.-Foreign 
Trade: Hearing before the Subcomm. on Coast 
Guard and Maritime Transportation of the H. 
Comm. on Transportation and Infrastructure, 
111th Cong� (2010) (prepared statement of 
David T� Matsuda, Maritime Administrator), 
available at www�transportation�gov/�

 43� The “Jones Act” is a term used to refer to 
section 27 of the Merchant Marine Act of 

1920, which has been modified on numerous 
occasions by the U�S� Congress, the latest 
in 2006� Currently it appears in 46 U�S�C� 
§§ 50101 et seq� The Merchant Marine 
Act of 1920 is wide-ranging and includes a 
variety of provisions, with section 27 dealing 
with cabotage (coastwise trade)� Section 
27 requires that all goods transported by 
water between U�S� ports be carried on ships 
constructed in the United States, owned 
by U�S� citizens, crewed by U�S� citizens or 
permanent residents, and flying the U�S� flag�

 44� For decades, Cato Institute scholars have 
railed against the Jones Act in a large number 
of publications� See, for example, Colin 
Grabow, Inu Manak, and Daniel J� Ikenson, 
“The Jones Act: A Burden America Can No 
Longer Bear,” Cato Institute, 28 June 2018, 
www�cato�org/�

 45� Mahan states: “[I]t is the possession of that 
overbearing power on the sea which drives 
the enemy’s flag from it, or allows it to appear 
only as a fugitive�” The full quote is in Alfred 
Thayer Mahan, The Influence of Sea Power 
upon History, 1660–1783 (Boston: Little, 
Brown, 1890; repr� New York: Dover, 1987), p� 
138; also discussed in Mahan, Lessons of the 
War with Spain, and Other Articles (Boston: 
Little, Brown, 1899), p� 106�

 46� In addition to subjective opinions, scholarly 
study on trade between wartime enemies 
exists� See, for example, Mariya Grinberg, 
“Wartime Commercial Policy and Trade be-
tween Enemies,” International Security 46, no� 
1 (Summer 2021), pp� 9–52, direct�mit�edu/�

 47� Early in the Russian invasion, Putin pledged 
that oil and gas supplies to Europe would 
remain uninterrupted� See Katya Golubkova 
and Oksana Kobzeva, “Russia’s Putin Pledges 
Uninterrupted Gas Supplies as Sanctions 
Loom,” Reuters, 22 February 2022, www 
�reuters�com/� However, as European support 
for Ukraine solidified, Russia began to use 
energy exports as an economic weapon against 
those states through which weapons to Ukraine 
transited� See Benjamin Storrow, “Russia Halts 
Gas Flows to Poland, Bulgaria,” Energywire, 27 
April 2022, www�eenews�net/� In response to 
Western financial sanctions, Russia has insisted 
that energy exports be paid for in rubles, which 
created supply disturbances�

 48� Advantage at Sea, p� 3�
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 49� Michael Whitby (senior naval historian, 
Canadian Department of National Defence), 
“Canada and the Cuban Missile Crisis” 
(presentation to the Western Naval History 
Association, 28 May 2022, virtual)�

 50� On the ship count, see Louis Jacobson, 
“Anatomy of a Talking Point: The Smallest 
Navy since 1917,” PolitiFact, 3 August 2015, 
www�politifact�com/� A congressional goal of 
355 as U�S� policy was set by section 1025 of 
the fiscal year 2018 (FY18) National Defense 
Authorization Act, P�L� No� 115-91, 131 Stat�, 
p� 1283 (2017)�

 51� Vago Muradian, “US Must Learn Falklands 
War Lesson That Deterrence Matters,” 
Defense & Aerospace Report, 4 May 2022, 
defaeroreport�com/�

 52� On the PLA as the pacing threat, see Gara-
mone, “Official Talks DOD Policy Role in 
China Pacing Threat�”

 53� Advantage at Sea, p� 4�

 54� U�S� Defense Dept�, Military and Security 
Developments Involving the People’s Republic 
of China 2021: Annual Report to Congress 
(Washington, DC: Office of the Secretary of 
Defense, 2021) [hereafter U�S� Defense Dept�, 
Report to Congress: PRC 2021], pp� vi, 48, 
available at media�defense�gov/�

 55� James Fanell estimates that the PLAN will 
have at least 432 surface combatants and 
ninety-nine submarines by 2030� James E� 
Fanell, “China’s Global Naval Strategy and 
Expanding Force Structure: Pathway to He-
gemony,” Naval War College Review 72, no� 1 
(Winter 2019), p� 43, available at digital 
-commons�usnwc�edu/�

 56� Mallory Shelbourne, “Davidson: China Could 
Try to Take Control of Taiwan in ‘Next Six 
Years,’” USNI News, 9 March 2021, news�usni 
�org/�

 57� Kawashima Shin, “CCP Regulations and 
Xi Jinping’s Bid for a Third Term,” China 
Power (blog), The Diplomat, 22 April 2022, 
thediplomat�com/�

 58� Mikio Sugeno and Tsuyoshi Nagasawa, “Xi’s 
Potential 2027 Transition Poses Threat to 
Taiwan: Davidson,” Nikkei Asia, 18 September 
2021, asia�nikkei�com/; Ashish Dangwal, “Xi 
Jinping’s Top Advisor Says China Can Launch 
Invasion of Taiwan by 2027, Restrict US Navy 
within 1,000 Nautical Miles,” EurAsian Times, 

31 January 2022, eurasiantimes�com/; Joe 
Saballa, “China to Develop Ability to Seize 
Taiwan by 2027: US Intel,” Defense Post, 21 
September 2022, thedefensepost�com/�

 59� Fred Kaplan, “Will China Really Invade 
Taiwan?,” Slate, 9 November 2021, slate�com/; 
Rachel Esplin Odell and Eric Heginbotham, 
“Don’t Fall for the Invasion Panic,” in “Strait 
of Emergency? Debating Beijing’s Threat to 
Taiwan,” Foreign Affairs, September/October 
2021, www�foreignaffairs�com/; Hope Yen, 
“Despite Readiness Plans, China Has Doubts 
on Ability to Invade Taiwan, CIA Chief Says,” 
Los Angeles Times, 27 February 2003, latimes 
�com/�  

 60� Advantage at Sea, p� 5� Emphasis in original�

 61� Fanell writes: “Numbers matter� In the past, 
it was fair to say that numbers of hulls, or 
even tonnage, were not a complete measure 
of force-on-force capabilities and that 
American technology would outweigh the 
PLAN’s numbers� Today, that argument is no 
longer credible�” Fanell, “China’s Global Naval 
Strategy,” p� 13�

 62� Advantage at Sea, p� 4�

 63� Marcus Weisgerber, “Top Navy Admiral: Fleet 
Size Doesn’t Always Matter,” Defense One, 4 
April 2022, www�defenseone�com/�

 64� Sydney J� Freedberg Jr�, “HASC Chair 
Slams F-35, 500-Ship Fleet; Highlights 
Cyber,” Breaking Defense, 5 March 2021, 
breakingdefense�com/� Emphasis in original�

 65� China’s Cyber Capabilities: Warfare, 
Espionage, and Implications for the United 
States; Hearing before the U.S.-China 
Economic and Security Review Commission, 
117th Cong� (2022), available at www�uscc 
�gov/� U�S� Defense Dept�, Report to Congress: 
PRC 2021, states: “The PRC has continued its 
aggressive, top-level push to master advanced 
technologies and become a global innovation 
superpower” (p� xi) and “[t]he PLA’s focus on 
an integrated approach to cyber defense using 
advanced technologies likely will lead to the 
PLA improving its cyber defense capabilities 
over the next several years” (p� 79)�

 66� FY18 National Defense Authorization Act  
§ 1025�

 67� Brent Sadler, “Is Joe Biden’s New US 
Navy Budget Illegal?,” 1945, 8 April 2022, 
www�19fortyfive�com/�

77

Naval War College: Summer 2023 Full Issue

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 2023



 7 2  NAVA L  WA R  C O L L E G E  R E V I E W

 68� Sadler states that Senator Jim Inhofe (R-OK) 
“called out the [Navy budget’s] potential 
violation of the law�” Ibid�

 69� In addition to Senator Inhofe, in 2022 such 
supporters included Senators Jack Reed 
(D-RI) and Roger Wicker (R-MS) and 
Congresspeople Joe Courtney (D-CT), Mike 
Gallagher (R-WI), Elaine Luria (D-VA), and 
Rob Wittman (R-VA)�

 70� Dave Ress, “Navy Shipbuilding Plan Draws 
Congressional Fire as Legislators Gear Up for 
Another Funding Battle,” Daily Press, 3 May 
2022, www�dailypress�com/�

 71� Dave Ress, “‘The Navy Owes the American 
Public an Apology,’ Luria Says during Rebuke 
of Biden’s Budget Proposal,” Daily Press, 30 
March 2022, www�yahoo�com/�

 72� Sam LaGrone and Mallory Shelbourne, “CNO 
Gilday: ‘We Need a Naval Force of Over 500 
Ships,’” USNI News, 18 February 2022, news 
�usni�org/�

 73� As the 2018 congressionally chartered assess-
ment of the National Defense Strategy (NDS) 
of 2018 states, “The [Defense] Department 
has not clearly explained how it will imple-
ment the NDS with the resources available; in 
fact, many of the additional resources made 
available so far have been distributed uni-
formly across the defense bureaucracy so that 
‘everybody wins,’ rather than being strategi-
cally prioritized to build key future capabili-
ties�” Commission on the National Defense 
Strategy for the United States, Providing for 
the Common Defense: The Assessment and 
Recommendations of the National Defense 
Strategy Commission (Washington, DC: 
United States Institute of Peace, [2018]), p� 19, 
available at www�usip�org/�

 74� A recent discussion of how this distorts con-
cepts and strategy is John Schaus, “Bad Idea: 
Overprioritizing ‘Jointness’ in the Joint War-
fighting Concept,” Defense360, 10 December 
2021, defense360�csis�org/�

 75� In his 1985 defense of the Maritime Strategy 
from within a prime forum for its academic 
critics, Linton Brooks admits that “[n]o mean- 
ingful single-service strategy is possible in 
the modern era,” and the Maritime Strategy 
was the “maritime component of the National 
Military Strategy,” which naturally included 
the Army and Air Force� See Brooks, “Naval 
Power and National Security,” p� 59� Wills cites 

and expands on this discussion in terms of 
Goldwater-Nichols in Wills, Strategy Shelved, 
pp� 118–19�

 76� A detailed assessment of naval-force roles in 
the current U�S� grand strategy (if such exists) 
is Simon Reich and Peter Dombrowski, 
The End of Grand Strategy: US Maritime 
Operations in the Twenty-First Century 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell Univ� Press, 2017)�

 77� Advantage at Sea, p� 18�

 78� Wills, Strategy Shelved, p� 184�

 79� Advantage at Sea, p� 8�

 80� Phillip Ewing, “The Rise and Fall of Air-Sea 
Battle,” DoD Buzz: Online Defense and Ac-
quisition Journal, 1 May 2012, www�dodbuzz 
�com/�

 81� Advantage at Sea, p� 21�

 82� Ibid�, p� 7�

 83� Jeffrey R� Cares and Anthony Cowden, Fight-
ing the Fleet: Operational Art and Modern 
Fleet Combat (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute 
Press, 2021), p� 69�

 84� Paul McLeary, “CJCS Milley Predicts DoD 
Budget ‘Bloodletting’ to Fund Navy,” Breaking 
Defense, 3 December 2020, breakingdefense 
�com/�

 85� Wills, Strategy Shelved, p� 185�

 86� It must be acknowledged that the Marine 
Corps is transitioning to a force structure 
supporting expeditionary advanced base 
operations, which may impact the nature of 
future deployments outside the U�S� Indo-
Pacific Command area�

 87� This interprets the newly restored Atlantic 
Fleet as primarily supporting Commander, 
Naval Forces Europe—component 
commander to the COCOM, U�S� European 
Command—which controls that part of the 
Atlantic region requiring forward naval forces 
as a deterrent to Russia, and secondarily 
supporting U�S� Northern Command�

 88� Advantage at Sea, p� 9�

 89� Ben Werner, “SECDEF Esper Blames Failures 
of Optimized Fleet Response Plan for Delay 
of New 355-Ship Fleet Outlook,” USNI News, 
26 February 2020, news�usni�org/�

 90� There is one exception: designated regional 
fleet flagships� But even then, during the 
Gulf War of 1991 the flagship of U�S� Seventh 
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Fleet—normally under the command of U�S� 
Pacific Command—transited and “chopped” 
into U�S� Central Command’s region to en-
able the Seventh Fleet commander to take 
command as Central Command’s joint naval 
component commander�

 91� Advantage at Sea, pp� 6, 9�

 92� For example, see Robert O� Work, “A Slavish 
Devotion to Forward Presence Has Nearly 
Broken the U�S� Navy,” U�S� Naval Institute 
Proceedings 147/12/1,426 (December 2021), 
pp� 34–42�

 93� Ibid� Bryan Clark and Jesse Sloman conclude 
that “reducing presence may not be an 
option�” They suggest ways to mitigate the 
readiness problem identified� Bryan Clark 
and Jesse Sloman, Deploying beyond Their 
Means: America’s Navy and Marine Corps at 
a Tipping Point (Washington, DC: Center for 
Strategic and Budgetary Assessments, n�d� 
[ca� 2016]), pp� 19–29, 41�

 94� Robert C� Rubel [Capt�, USN (Ret�)], “Think 
Differently about Naval Presence,” U�S� Naval 
Institute Proceedings 147/12/1,426 (December 
2021), pp� 28–33; Work, “A Slavish Devotion 
to Forward Presence,” p� 41�

 95� All such vessels were decommissioned during 
the 1990s and early 2000s, after the end of the 
Cold War, with the exception of a handful of 
submarine tenders�

 96� Fanell, “China’s Global Naval Strategy,” pp� 
17–19�

 97� Frank Kendall, Getting Defense Acquisition 
Right (Fort Belvoir, VA: Defense Acquisition 
Univ� Press, [2017]), p� 95, available at dod 
�defense�gov/�

 98� Geoffrey Till, “Adopting the Aircraft Carrier: 
The British, American, and Japanese Case 
Studies,” in Military Innovation in the 
Interwar Period, ed� Williamson Murray 
and Allan R� Millett (Cambridge, U�K�: 
Cambridge Univ� Press, 1996), pp� 191–226; 
Jan M� Van Tol, “Military Innovation and 
Carrier Aviation—the Relevant History,” 
Joint Force Quarterly, no� 16 (Summer 
1997), pp� 77–87, available at apps�dtic�mil/; 
Terry C� Pierce, Warfighting and Disruptive 
Technologies: Disguising Innovation (London: 
Frank Cass, 2004), pp� 121–31�

 99� Trent Hone, Learning War: The Evolution of 
Fighting Doctrine in the U.S. Navy, 1898–1945 

(Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2018), 
pp� iv–vi, 1–12�

 100� The suggestion that the Defense Advanced 
Research Projects Agency (DARPA) or 
the Strategic Capabilities Office (SCO)—
both controlled by OSD—carries out 
development of one-of-the-kind platforms 
for experimentation in the same way that 
the naval services of the 1920s and ’30s did 
is inaccurate� DARPA and SCO conduct 
individual and isolated experimentation; they 
do not thrust new platforms directly into 
ongoing naval exercises and actual operations 
(including forward deployment) to determine 
their effectiveness� Thus, programs such 
as Ghost Fleet Overlord are perceived as 
“successful” when they demonstrate limited 
application to combat requirements� (See the 
“Thirsting after Technology” section�) The 
creation of a surface-warfare development 
squadron (SURFDEVRON 1) in 2019 may 
lead to the insertion of new experimental 
platforms into fleet exercises, but thus far the 
squadron largely has concentrated on scripted 
exercises “proving” the potential to achieve 
optimistically expected capabilities�

 101� Will Kenton, “Economies of Scale: What Are 
They and How Are They Used?,” Investopedia, 
14 May 2022, www�investopedia�com/�

 102� It can be argued that individual system mod-
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ON NAVAL THEORY

Milan Vego

Theory cannot equip the mind with formulas for solving problems, nor 
can it mark the narrow path on which the sole solution is supposed to lie 
by planting a hedge of principles on either side. But it can give the mind 
insight into the great mass of phenomena and of their relationships, then 
leave it free to rise into the higher realms of action.

MAJOR GENERAL CARL VON CLAUSEWITZ, ON WAR (1832)
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 The value and importance of theory to conducting naval warfare generally are 
either ignored or misunderstood by many naval officers� Too many believe 

that only practical experience counts and that what happened in the past is ir-
relevant to the present� Many also are skeptical of theory, with preference for the 
importance of technology� These officers fail to appreciate that naval history, 
which is one of the main sources of naval theory, provides the most important 
guide to wise action�1 Their apparent lack of knowledge and understanding of 
what naval theory is and how it is developed further fuels distrust of it�

Where experience does count, it demonstrates the critical importance of using 
a systematic approach to organizing all quantifiable and unquantifiable elements 
of a given discipline or field of science into a coherent and comprehensive theory� 
All the aspects of the conduct of war should be studied systematically and then 
selected elements should be synthesized into theory� But full knowledge and 
understanding of warfare cannot be obtained by personal experience alone; gaps 
in knowledge and understanding can be bridged by studying military theory� A 

naval theory can be described as a sound analysis of 
all the aspects of warfare at sea, its nature and char-
acter, and its conduct. It describes the inner struc-
ture, patterns, and mutual relationships of various 
components and elements of war at sea, and also 
describes methods for preventing war at sea. Naval 
theory also is subordinate to general theories of 
war and must be linked to theories of land and air 
warfare (see figure 1)�
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Sound naval theory helps officers to gain a broader and deeper understand-
ing of war at sea� Generally, a naval commander who is armed with theoretical 
knowledge should grasp sudden changes to the tactical or operational situation 
more effectively, allowing him to act more quickly and to exploit the dynamic 
with greater confidence� Comprehensive knowledge and understanding of naval 
theory also are necessary to assess the strengths and weaknesses of naval doctrine 
properly� Still, the best-educated and most theoretically ready commander might 
not succeed in war or combat� A commander’s performance in combat largely is 
an art, not a science, and will remain so in the future�

Navies that lack a comprehensive theory of war at sea invariably see adverse 
effects on their performance in combat, as the experience of the Royal Navy (RN) 
in World War I illustrates� Many British naval officers ignored the importance of 
naval theory� Instead, they believed that success in a war required common sense, 
quick decision-making, good personality, and character�2 The most influential 
advocates of the historical school (Julian S� Corbett, Herbert Richmond, and  
K� G� B� Dewar) had little influence in the Royal Navy� There was lack of consen-
sus on maritime strategy and naval tactics� The focus of combat training almost 
exclusively was on the use of guns and torpedoes� Too much attention was given 
to “fleet tactical evolutions,” while the problem of fighting a general fleet action 
was given short shrift�3 Most of the “strategical” war games conducted at the 
Royal Naval College, Greenwich, considered war at sea as nothing more than a 
“gladiatorial contest” between the opposing fleets�4

FIGURE 1 
NAVAL THEORY—ITS STRUCTURE AND ELEMENTS
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During the interwar years (1919–39), most of the major navies still lacked a 
comprehensive naval theory� The U�S� Navy and the Royal Navy were obsessed 
with fighting a decisive battle à la Jutland (1916)� In such a battle, the battleship 
would have the central and most decisive role�5 The curriculum at the Imperial 
Japanese Navy (IJN) Naval Staff College for high-ranking commanders empha-
sized narrow strategic and tactical subjects and neglected any comprehensive 
science of war� Strategy lectures in 1935–36 hardly differed from those on tactics, 
focusing on theory and war games for fighting a decisive battle à la Tsushima 
(1905)�6 This preoccupation with fighting a decisive battle guided the IJN’s tacti-
cal doctrine and ship designs� The result was the creation of a powerful surface 
force that was both one-dimensional and brittle�7

FOUNDATIONS OF NAVAL THEORY
The foundations for developing naval theory (which are analogous to those for 
developing military theory) are the nature, character, and characteristics of war 
at sea� The nature of war refers to those constant, universal, and inherent qualities 
that ultimately define war throughout the ages, such as the dominant role of policy 
and strategy, psychological factors, unpredictability, irrationality, violence, hatred, 
uncertainty, friction, fear, danger, accidents, chance, and luck.8 The nature of naval 
warfare largely is the same as the nature of war that the Prussian theorist Carl 
von Clausewitz (1780–1831) described, but there are some significant differences 
in emphasis owing to the characteristics of the physical environment of the sea 
versus land� Because the sea is bereft of human habitation, intangible elements 
are less important to war on the open ocean than to war on land� For Clausewitz, 
war was a trinity composed of primordial violence, hatred, and enmity—a blind 
natural force; a phenomenon full of chances and probabilities within which the 
creative spirit is free to roam�9 The nature of war is unchangeable even by radi-
cal changes in political forms or the motives leading to war or by technological 
advances� All wars have the same political nature�10

Like warfare in general, naval warfare is shaped by human nature, the com-
plexities of human behavior, and the limitations of human and physical condi-
tions� The material and psychological aspects of a war form an organic whole� 
They are inextricably linked�11 Clausewitz wrote that victory does not consist 
only in conquest on the battlefield but in the destruction of the physical and 
moral fighting forces�12 In contrast to war on land, war at sea (and war in the 
air) is directed to a greater extent against the enemy’s matériel� Nevertheless, to 
paraphrase Clausewitz, war at sea cannot be considered in purely material terms, 
but is always aimed simultaneously at moral forces�13

War on land often is conducted with forces in close contact with each other� 
Hence, the combat is full of bloodshed and violence� In contrast, naval vessels 
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and aircraft on both sides are separated, often by considerable distances� Violence 
and bloodshed at close range are rare, the exception being combat ashore dur-
ing amphibious landings or antiamphibious defense� The enemy’s fleet also can 
endeavor to avoid contact and withdraw to its bases�14

Because all wars are conducted by humans, the actions and reactions of the 
actors are hard (even impossible) to predict� The psychological states of the in-
dividuals or groups and their possible reactions under stress cannot be known 
in entirety� This is even more true when dealing with enemy forces� Human be-
havior, in a context of acute danger and fear, cannot be anticipated or measured 
in any meaningful way� War is a field of danger�15 Danger is “a part of the friction 
of war� Without an accurate conception of danger we cannot understand war�”16

INFLUENTIAL FACTORS
Factors with inherent influence on the outcome of naval warfare include (1) psy-
chological factors, (2) friction, (3) accidents, (4) uncertainty, (5) chance or luck, 
and (6) unpredictability�

Psychological Factors
Psychological factors are always present in naval warfare� Fighting at sea tests 
the physical and psychological endurance of ships’ crews and pilots� Clausewitz 
observed that psychological forces exert a decisive influence on a war; a numeri-
cally weaker side can neutralize the advantage of an adversary’s superior numbers 
through superior military and moral qualities� He argued that the principal moral 
elements of a fighting force were “the skill of the commander, the experience and 
courage of the troops, and their patriotic spirit�”17

Morale and discipline are opposite sides of the same coin� Successfully instill-
ing those qualities in a military force depends on how its leadership understands 
the nature of human relationships�18 At the tactical level, success in naval combat 
is highly dependent on the forces’ morale, discipline, small-unit cohesion, and 
combat motivation. Small-unit cohesion aims to bond together members of a unit 
to sustain their will to fight and their commitment to each other, their units, and 
their mission�19 The greater the cohesion of individual ships’ crews and the com-
mand elements above them, the greater the cohesion of the larger tactical forces 
and the fleet that they comprise� Combat motivation, or will to fight, is a combina-
tion of morale and discipline, small-unit cohesion, and training, all tempered by 
the combat environment� At any level of command, one of the principal tasks of 
commanders is to strengthen moral factors while mitigating the adverse effects 
of the environment�20

Training also affects a unit’s motivation in combat� Better-trained forces pos-
sess greater motivation for combat�21 Enforcing uniformly high training stan-
dards is the principal distinction between regular forces, such as surface forces, 
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and elite forces, such as submarines, marines or other naval infantry, and naval 
special forces� Submarine forces normally are among the most highly trained 
components of any navy� German U-boats’ excellent tactical performance in both 
world wars was due to their high standards of training�

Friction
War at sea is also full of friction. Clausewitz wrote that “[f]riction is the only 
concept which quite generally fits the difference between real war and war on  
paper,” and observed that “[e]verything in war is very simple, but the simplest 
thing is difficult� The difficulties accumulate and end by producing a kind of fric-
tion that is inconceivable unless one has experienced war� � � � Countless minor 
incidents—the kind you can never really foresee—combine to lower the general 
level of performance, so that one always falls short of the intended goal�” He 
further states that this “tremendous friction, which cannot, as in mechanics, be 
reduced to a few points, is everywhere in contact with chance, and brings about 
effects that cannot be measured, just because they are largely due to chance� � � � 
Friction � � � is the force that makes the apparently easy so difficult�”22 It encom-
passes uncertainties, errors, accidents, technical difficulties, and the unforeseen, 
and then their effects on one’s decisions, actions, and morale�23

The principal causes of friction in naval warfare are most often matériel related� 
The complexity of modern warships and naval aircraft enhances significantly 
the likelihood that machinery or weapons, or their associated sensors and equip-
ment, will malfunction or break completely� Additionally, the effects of weather 
and climate and the unpredictability of oceanographic phenomena accentuate 
friction as a factor� The human-related sources of friction in naval warfare include 
erroneous assumptions about the enemy’s intentions, actions, and reactions; 
inaccurate or untimely intelligence; inadequate or unreliable communications; 
poor system interoperability; unsound doctrine; inadequate logistical support 
and sustainment; overly complicated plans; incompetent higher or subordinate 
commanders; low morale or poor discipline; treason; unclear or ambiguous 
orders; clear orders that subordinates nonetheless misunderstand; and poor 
personal relationships between higher and subordinate commanders or among a 
unit’s commander, officers, and crew�

Accidents
Minor or major accidental events are another important part of the nature of war 
closely related to friction� Accidents are occurrences that cannot be predicted, 
nor can their effects be measured� Plans rarely are executed as designed and the 
more complicated a plan is, the more likely its execution will lead to a chain of 
unforeseen events that can lead cumulatively to its failure� Clausewitz observed 
that nowhere do accidents have such a free playing field as in war�24 Accidents 
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occur randomly� They are unavoidable under the demands of combat and have 
multiple and often unforeseeable causes�25 Actions by both sides in combat have 
different outcomes than intended originally�

In the chaotic conditions of combat, the information a commander receives 
is often incomplete, uncertain, misleading, or simply false� An event can be ob-
served accurately, but the reports may be transmitted too late to be exploited� 
Information on the enemy, or even on friendly forces, can be distorted uncon-
sciously or intentionally, or even falsified intentionally� Commanders and their 
subordinates can make mistakes through fear, fatigue, or simple incompetence� 
Executing one’s plans is influenced not only by the reaction of the enemy but by 
weather and other factors� These greater and smaller effects cannot be calculated 
in advance�

As an example, unexpectedly bad weather was one of the main causes of the 
disruption of the timetable for Japan’s Port Moresby–Solomons operation in May 
1942, which led to the disastrous (for Japan) Battle of the Coral Sea� The Japa-
nese Striking Force was directed to ferry eighteen Mitsubishi A6M Zero fighter 
aircraft from Truk to Rabaul� Everything went according to plan until 2 May, 
when the Striking Force reached a position about 240 miles northeast of Rabaul� 
That day and the next, the Japanese commander tried to launch Zeros to Rabaul� 
However, bad weather caused both attempts to fail, which also prevented the 
Japanese carriers from refueling at sea� Precious time was lost and Japan’s entire 
sequence of operations was disrupted� Moreover, the Japanese carrier force could 
not be within range to protect Tulagi from Allied attacks until 5 May—too late to 
have a decisive impact�26

Accidents also can be caused by factors unrelated to friction� Prevalent beliefs 
among the leadership of a military organization may predispose a naval com-
mander to act in a certain way despite the facts of the situation� Organizational 
culture is the product of many influences� It is not limited to the beliefs of a single 
person but consists instead of the broad sets of beliefs held by many people in that 
organization� A single individual cannot change beliefs that permeate a military 
organization of which the individual is a part� In general, the organizational 
culture viewpoint posits that the pattern of assumptions, ideas, and beliefs that 
prescribe how a military should conduct a battle will influence state preferences 
and actions on the use of that means�27

The first British ship lost to the Germans in World War II, the civilian ocean 
liner Athenia, was sunk erroneously as a result of the organizational culture of 
Germany’s U-boat force� In September 1939, the 13,465-gross-registered-ton 
Athenia, carrying 1,088 passengers, was torpedoed by U-30 some 250 miles 
northeast of Ireland, killing 118� The ship was sunk without a warning even 
though the Germans issued strict orders at the beginning of the war to exercise 
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meticulous restraint toward merchant and passenger ships, in accordance with 
international law� U-30’s commanding officer (CO) claimed that the passenger 
ship was an auxiliary cruiser because it was zigzagging and showed no lights; nei-
ther of these claims was true� The CO’s actions are understood best in the context 
of the German submarine force’s culture at that time� The most ambitious and 
talented officers volunteered to serve on board the U-boats� Admiral Karl Dönitz, 
the commander of the U-boat arm, infused his crews with an aggressive, can-do 
spirit� In that culture, which was ingrained in U-boat crews by training, the CO’s 
decision to sink Athenia is less surprising despite there being every reason—ex-
cept organizational predisposition—to show restraint�28

Uncertainty
In referring to uncertainty in war, Clausewitz observed that “the general unreli-
ability of all information presents a special problem in war: all action takes place, 
so to speak, in a kind of twilight, which, like fog or moonlight, often tends to 
make things seem grotesque and larger than they really are�”29 Despite techno-
logical advances, commanders rarely will know all the essential elements of the 
situation� They might receive information that is inaccurate because it was dis-
torted willfully, or even falsified, by subordinates; or a commander might have 
accurate, timely, and relevant information but fail to make a timely or sound deci-
sion� Even the physical elements of the situation might be known only partially, 
if at all� Technology is of little help in obtaining the most important information, 
such as the enemy’s intentions, actions or reactions, willingness to fight, combat 
readiness, morale and discipline, and many other hard-to-quantify elements� A 
naval commander usually lacks full knowledge of enemy plans and intentions� 
Information on the enemy’s forces generally is unreliable� The enemy also can use 
deception to obscure information about his plans and intentions�30 The uncer-
tainties and imperfections in the available knowledge of the situation on which 
commanders base their decisions and actions never can be mastered fully, no 
matter how advanced the technology available to them�

Chance
As with war on land, chance and pure luck are an integral part of naval warfare� 
In combat, chance and luck cannot be foreseen in terms of either place or time�

It was a lucky coincidence for the U�S� Navy, and unlucky for the Japanese 
attackers, that on 7 December 1941, none of the USN fleet carriers was in Pearl 
Harbor, Hawaii� Task Force (TF) 8 with the carrier Enterprise was returning from 
Wake Island and was about 215 miles west of Oahu at the time of the attack� TF-
12, with the carrier Lexington, was some 500 miles southeast of Midway Island� 
The carrier Saratoga had completed its overhaul at Bremerton, Washington, 
and was at San Diego, California, on 7 December and scheduled to sail for Pearl 
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Harbor� The carriers Yorktown and Wasp were in the Atlantic Fleet, while the new 
fleet carrier Hornet, commissioned in October 1941, had yet to start its shake-
down cruise� Finally, Yorktown was scheduled to be transferred to the Pacific on 
16 December�31

Unpredictability
Clausewitz wrote that war is not the action of a living force on a lifeless mass but 
the collision of two living forces that interact� The enemy has his own will and 
will not behave the way one desires; he can react unpredictably and even irratio-
nally�32 The timing and scope of that irrationality cannot be predicted or mea-
sured, and the perception of irrationality often reflects one’s own cultural values, 
which affects how a commander evaluates the enemy’s actions and reactions� But 
an enemy commander is the product of a different society, traditions, and culture 
from one’s own, so an opponent’s “irrational” decisions nonetheless may be fully 
consonant with his own societal values and military culture�

Japan’s decision to use suicidal kamikaze pilots to overcome Allied air and sea 
superiority during the battle for Leyte in October 1944 was considered irrational 
by many Americans and other Westerners, but it was rational to many Japanese 
(or at least to their commanders)� It also proved an effective tactic against Allied 
aircraft carriers and large surface combatants� In the Allied invasion of Okinawa 
in April 1945 (Operation ICEBERG), some thirty naval vessels were sunk, mostly by 
kamikazes, and 368 other ships and craft were damaged; more than 4,900 sailors 
were killed or missing in action and more than 4,800 were wounded�33

CHARACTER OF WAR
The character of war refers to the transitory, circumstantial, and adaptive features 
that dominated in different periods of warfare throughout history and that will 
appear in the future.34 War’s character is determined by changes in the interna-
tional security environment; domestic politics; advances in science and technol-
ogy; the law of armed conflict and of the sea; and economic, demographic, social, 
religious, and other contemporaneous conditions� The character of war at sea 
further is influenced by the contemporary character of war on land and in the 
air, and by the ideas of influential naval thinkers� As these factors all are dynamic 
(and many interrelated), in contrast to the nature of war, the character of war is 
ever changing�

The most important factor that affects the character of war at sea is the in-
ternational balance of power� Radical changes in the character of war can occur 
in the aftermath of major wars that alter that balance, as the periods following 
the French revolutionary and Napoleonic wars (1792–1802; 1803–15) and both 
world wars (1914–18; 1939–45) illustrate� It also can happen in the case of the 
collapse of a major power, such as the breakup of the Soviet Union in 1990–91, or 

90

Naval War College Review, Vol. 76 [2023], No. 3, Art. 1

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol76/iss3/1



 V E G O  8 5

the rise of a major power, such as imperial Germany before 1914, and the People’s 
Republic of China today� The emergence or fall of major maritime rivals deter-
mines whether the future war at sea is global, with both blue-water and littoral 
dimensions, or predominantly confined to littoral waters�

The extraordinary growth of populations living on or near the coast since 
World War II considerably affects the contemporary character of war at sea� The 
political, demographic, economic, and military importance of the littorals has 
increased steadily in recent decades� The littorals account for just 16 percent 
of the world’s oceans, but some 60 percent of politically significant urban areas 
around the world are located within sixty-two miles of a coast, and 70 percent of 
the world’s population lives within three hundred miles of one�35 About 80 per-
cent of the world’s population is located in the littoral�36 This expansion of coastal 
urbanized areas will have a major effect not only on the conduct of war on land 
but also on the projection of power on the enemy shore by out-of-area navies�

A blue-water navy today faces greater and more-diverse threats in the littorals 
than in the past� This especially is the case in enclosed and semienclosed seas 
(collectively called “narrow seas”)� Compared with that faced on the open ocean, 
the threat to one’s forces steadily increases as they approach the enemy coast� 
The weaker side may be able to integrate widely distributed reconnaissance and 
surveillance systems with seagoing platforms, land-based aircraft, air defenses, 
coastal defenses, ground troops, and special operations forces into effective 
multilayered defenses� A force approaching the littorals then could be detected 
hundreds of miles away and attacked first by enemy submarines and land-based 
aircraft� It would encounter more intense and (possibly) lethal attacks as it comes 
within the effective range of enemy small surface combatants; armed helicopters; 
unmanned aerial, surface, and subsurface vehicles; “smart” mines; midget sub-
marines; and coastal missile and gun batteries� The weaker side today can reach 
out much farther and more potently than in the past, and perhaps catch the at-
tacking force off guard�37

TECHNOLOGICAL ADVANCES
War at sea (and in the air) generally is much more affected by technological ad-
vances than war on land� The main reason is that naval warfare revolves around 
platforms and the weapons and sensors they carry� Major changes in the charac-
ter of warfare at sea occurred following revolutionary advances in ship propul-
sion (e�g�, the steam engine, internal combustion engine, and nuclear reactor), 
platforms (e�g�, the introduction of submarines and airplanes), weapons (e�g�, the 
mine, torpedo, and missile), communications (e�g�, the telegraph, undersea cable, 
wireless radio, and satellite), and sensors (e�g�, radar, sonar, and the computer)� 
In the modern era, radical changes in capabilities principally were brought about 
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through evolutionary advances and the creative integration of existing technolo-
gies, as computing and information technologies illustrate�

Naval technological advances affect all components of the art of war at sea� 
In general, new technologies have the greatest effect on naval tactics, less on 
operational art, and the least on naval strategy� The advent of steam propulsion, 
in combination with the electric telegraph and undersea cable, brought about 
revolutionary changes to naval tactics and had a major impact on naval strategy� 
Steam-powered warships were faster than sailing ships and were independent of 
the wind� Their greater speed demanded faster thinking and decision-making 
by commanders than during the era of sail� Steam propulsion also increased the 
chances of contact between two opposing fleets� This, in turn, made it far more 
dangerous for a weaker force to remain at large within the effective striking range 
of the stronger force� Hence, the degree of control exercised by the superior force 
in areas within the range of its bases also increased�38

While steam propulsion increased warships’ tactical mobility, their strategic 
mobility initially was reduced� Because they needed to be refueled frequently, the 
endurance of steam-powered warships was measured in terms of days, not the 
months that sailing ships could remain at sea� Sailing ships could sail practically 
anywhere if there was sufficient wind; in contrast, exclusively steam-powered 
warships in the mid-nineteenth century could carry sufficient fuel for only ten 
or eleven days of sailing� Fleets thus became more dependent, as the armies were, 
on their lines of supply� The problem of logistical support became more complex 
because the steam-powered warships also needed to carry munitions, lubricants, 
and spare parts� During the sail era, a strong navy could make its superiority felt 
practically anywhere in the world, but steam-powered fleets dependent on fuel 
could do so only within range of major bases where they could resupply�39

Throughout the history of naval warfare, technology has played an important—
perhaps the most important—role in the adoption of new methods for employing 
naval forces in combat� In the era of sail and until the late nineteenth century, the 
principal method of combat employment of a fleet was the “decisive naval battle�” 
Some decisive battles—such as the Battle of Trafalgar in October 1805 or Tsushima 
in May 1905—drastically changed the situation at sea� Methods of employing naval 
forces in combat gradually changed because of the effects of the new technological 
advances in the mid- and late nineteenth century� Blue-water navies could conduct 
actions almost continuously, over large areas, using diverse fleet forces and weap-
ons� The very size of the major navies of the day, with their widely dispersed bases 
and installations, made it difficult to achieve decisive results by fighting a single 
“decisive battle” or even several of them (also called “general fleet actions”)�

In the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905, naval actions took place in the Yel-
low Sea, the Sea of Japan, and the western Pacific� For the Russian and Japanese 
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fleets, accomplishing their operational objectives required them to conduct a 
series of related major and minor naval actions based on a common idea�40 In 
retrospect, the Battle of Tsushima in May 1905, where Japan destroyed imperial 
Russia’s Second Pacific Squadron, was the last “decisive” naval battle in history�41 
The first major fleet-versus-fleet operations (the Battle of Jutland in 1916) and 
fleet-versus-shore operations (the Austro-Hungarian attack on the Italian ports 
and bases in the Adriatic in May 1915; the failed Allied landing at Gallipoli in 
April 1915; and the successful German landing at the Bay of Riga in October 
1917) emerged during World War I�42 The first offensive and defensive maritime 
campaigns against and in defense of merchant shipping were conducted in the 
Atlantic Ocean and adjacent seas in 1915–18�

LAW OF THE SEA
In the modern era, international law considerably influenced the conduct of 
naval warfare� The Dutch scholar Hugo Grotius (latinized from the Dutch, De 
Groot) is credited as being the first to introduce the concept of “freedom of the 
seas,” in his major work Mare Liberum, published in 1609� He argued the ocean 
is so huge that no nation could control it effectively� In his view, “every nation 
is free to travel to every other nation and to trade with it�” From this idea, he 
extrapolated that navigation on the sea is open to all those capable of sailing it� 
Grotius’s ideas, which principally pertained to the use of the sea in peacetime, 
became generally accepted by Western nation-states and mostly avoided critique 
or question until the past century�43

Since the seventeenth century, international law on the use of the sea has ex-
panded to address the use of naval forces, not only in peacetime, but also in war-
time� The major area of dispute between nation-states in international maritime 
law had been the use of the sea in times of war� By common consent, belligerents 
were allowed to exercise freedoms of the sea that were barred during peacetime�44 
However, since the turn of the twentieth century, international law has prescribed 
strict rules on the use of mines and torpedoes, the rights of neutrals in war, at-
tacks on merchant shipping, the size of the sea or ocean area allowed for the con-
duct of operations by belligerents, and the declaration and conduct of blockades�

International law also makes a distinction between territorial seas and the 
high seas� A coastal state possesses full sovereignty in its territorial seas, and 
belligerents are not allowed to conduct operations in the territorial seas of neu-
tral states� But the high seas are open to all, subject to the duty of each party to 
respect the rights of the others� Since World War II, the rights and authority of 
coastal states over adjacent seas have expanded� The traditional three-nautical-
mile limit of a coastal state’s territorial sea was extended to twelve nautical 
miles by an international convention in 1958, which increased the number of 
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international straits where competing territorial claims overlapped� The UN 
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) of 1982 introduced the concept 
of “archipelagic waters”—sovereign waters enclosed by straight baselines con-
necting the outermost islands and drying reefs, as well as the adjacent territo-
rial sea, of archipelagic island states� This rule substantially expanded the area 
of potentially neutral waters, where belligerent naval operations normally are 
prohibited� UNCLOS also adopted the concepts of the two-hundred-nautical-
mile-wide exclusive economic zone (EEZ) and continental-shelf rights� Coastal 
states have control over the economic resources within their EEZs but cannot 
prohibit surface warships or submarines from passing through, or loitering in, 
those EEZs� UNCLOS also requires belligerents to have due regard for the rights 
of coastal states in those zones when conducting hostilities in sea areas between 
the territorial sea and the high seas on the continental shelf�45 The San Remo 
Manual on International Law Applicable to Armed Conflicts at Sea stipulates that 
belligerent states may conduct hostile actions in the territorial sea and internal 
waters, on the land territories, on the EEZ, over the continental shelf, and (where 
applicable) also in the archipelagic waters of the opposing belligerents� It none-
theless encourages belligerent parties not to conduct hostile actions in areas that 
contain rare and fragile ecosystems or the habitats of depleted, threatened, or 
endangered species or other forms of marine life�46

THE INFLUENCE OF NAVAL THINKERS
From the late nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth, the most influential na-
val theoreticians, such as Alfred Thayer Mahan and Julian Corbett, principally 
studied naval strategy in a holistic context of sea power, broadly� None recognized 
what today is called operational art or operational warfare, an intermediate level 
of analysis and practice that is between strategy and tactics� But some of their 
theories nevertheless dealt with many important aspects of operational warfare 
at sea� And for better or worse, their theories shaped the service culture and doc-
trine of many navies, thereby influencing indirectly the character of war at sea�

American rear admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan (1840–1914) and the British 
naval historian and theoretician Sir Julian Corbett (1854–1922) were the lead-
ing naval thinkers of the “blue water” school� Both had a great influence on the 
development of modern naval strategy and naval construction� Mahan’s theo-
ries were influenced heavily by the writings of the Swiss-born French general 
Antoine-Henri de Jomini (1779–1869)� Corbett derived his theories on war and 
the relationship between strategy and policy from the writings of the Prussian 
general Carl von Clausewitz (1780–1831)�

Mahan’s reputation as a naval historian and theorist rests on his two major 
works, The Influence of Sea Power upon History, 1660–1783, published in 1890, 
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and the two-volume The Influence of Sea Power upon the French Revolution and 
Empire, 1793–1812, published two years later� His last book, Naval Strategy Com-
pared and Contrasted with the Principles and Practice of Military Operations on 
Land, published in 1911, did not attract as much attention as his two major works 
but substantially dealt with what we call today operational warfare at sea� 

Corbett trained as a lawyer and was a novelist before embarking on a methodi-
cal study of naval history� Corbett’s most important works before 1914 were his 
two-volume England in the Mediterranean: A Study of the Rise and Influence of 
British Power within the Straits, 1603–1713, published in 1904, and Some Principles 
of Maritime Strategy, published in 1911� He was the first blue-water naval theorist 
who tried to delineate strategy for a maritime power engaged in war with a supe-
rior continental power� He was also the first naval strategist who seriously thought 
about the direct contribution that maritime strategy could make to war on land�

The principal representative of the “continental school” of naval strategy was 
the French vice admiral Raoul Castex (1878–1968)� A prolific writer, his main 
work was the five-volume Théories stratégiques (Strategic Theories), published be-
tween 1929 and 1939�47 Only many years later did French naval officers recognize 
the value and importance of Castex’s strategic ideas�48

CHARACTERISTICS OF WAR AT SEA
Naval warfare has certain characteristics that make it unique compared with 
warfare on land or in the air� The successful conduct of naval warfare depends 
on one’s ability to obtain and maintain, or deny, control of a part of the maritime 
theater� All the actions by either side in a war at sea are projected out from the 
land, because that is where people live, supplies are stored, and ports reside� Ex-
cept for the initial phase of a war, the progress of war on land determines whether 
one’s naval forces are on the strategic offensive or defensive� A belligerent that is 
on the strategic offensive on land and that has a stronger navy would try to obtain 
and maintain sea control, while the weaker land power would be forced onto the 
strategic defensive at sea�

Clausewitz insisted that the defense is a stronger form of fighting than at-
tack� Among its weaknesses, offensive attack requires a significant superiority 
of forces� He wrote that the weaker the motives for action, the more will they be 
overlaid and neutralized by the disparity between attack and defense�49 However, 
Clausewitz’s dictum that “attack [is] the weaker and defense the stronger form 
of war” is not fully applicable to naval warfare (and similarly to war in the air)�50 
The stronger navy must be on the offensive if it aims to obtain and then maintain 
sea control� The accomplishment of that objective is a prerequisite for providing 
support to friendly forces on land and for carrying out all other missions success-
fully� The stronger belligerent at sea should try from the outset to obtain and then 
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maintain sea control in a part of the maritime theater� This requires the offensive 
employment of its forces� Likewise, exercising sea control consists of a series of 
offensive actions to search out and destroy or neutralize the enemy fleet, blockade 
the enemy’s coast (or a relevant strait or narrows), attack enemy installations or 
facilities on the coast, and conduct amphibious landings�51

The stronger side at sea still must take a combination of offensive and defen-
sive actions and measures in antisubmarine warfare (ASW), mine countermea-
sures, and the defense and protection of maritime trade� Clausewitz observed 
that “defense � � � is not an absolute state of waiting and repulse,” and that it always 
includes “pronounced elements of the offensive�” He pointed out that there is a 
“constant alternation and combination of attack and defense�” Clausewitz insisted 
that “[i]t follows that every attack has to take into account the defense that is 
necessarily inherent in it�”52 These views also apply to naval warfare� A strategic 
defensive at sea should include elements of the offensive� Disputing or contest-
ing sea control encompasses not only offensive actions aimed at weakening the 
enemy’s fleet over time but also actions aimed at lifting the enemy’s blockade, 
defense and protection of naval bases and ports and other coastal installations 
and facilities, and defense against enemy landings�53

The German Hochseeflotte (High Seas Fleet) was on the tactical offensive 
but strategic defensive in the North Sea for most of World War I� It went on the 
operational offensive in seeking a general fleet action against the British Grand 
Fleet, which led to the Battle of Jutland on 31 May and 1 June 1916� In the after-
math of Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941 and until mid-1942, 
the U�S� Navy was on the strategic defensive� Yet from late January to March 1942, 
U�S� carrier groups conducted a series of strikes against Japanese strongholds on 
the Marshall and Mariana Islands, and New Britain�54 The U�S� Navy directed its 
submarines to conduct unrestricted war against Japanese merchant shipping car-
rying vital supplies of oil, rubber, and other raw materials�

The greatest danger in remaining on the defensive for too long—presumably 
to conserve one’s strength for a future counteroffensive—is that it may affect the 
offensive spirit of one’s forces� From a standpoint of morale alone, the side on the 
strategic defensive at sea always should try to achieve at least some minor tactical 
successes� The true spirit of the offensive means being constantly ready to meet 
the enemy, while risking losses only when there exists a reasonable chance for 
commensurate gain�55

CONTRASTS BETWEEN WAR ON LAND AND WAR AT SEA
War on land and war at sea have many similarities but also important distinc-
tions� Unlike the completely politically demarcated landmasses, the sea is com-
mon to all belligerents and neutrals� Maritime theaters can be huge and are 
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not bounded rigidly�56 Maritime theaters can be separated from each other by 
long distances because of intervening continental landmasses� The sea usually 
serves as a country’s shield against would-be invaders� It also acts as a barrier 
to armies because it restricts their movements� At the same time, the sea is also 
a “highway”—a means of communication� However, unlike other highways, it 
belongs to no one� On land, a highway is usually owned by one side or the other� 
In contrast with the land, most of the ocean is not an obstacle to transportation�

Both war on land and war at sea are affected by the features of the physical en-
vironment� The course and outcome of war at sea depend, in relative terms, much 
more on the ability of one side to obtain or deny control of some key positions 
such as straits and narrows or large islands� A navy cannot conduct war at sea un-
less it has secure access to bases and anchorages on the coast� The configuration 
and physical features of land determine where the major ports are to be built and 
the locations of focal areas of maritime trade�57

In war on land, physical space is usually limited, while a maritime theater is 
much larger, open, and free of obstacles� An army usually can control the terri-
tory it occupies, while a fleet cannot occupy persistently even the maritime area 
where it may have defeated an adversary� At sea, it is much more difficult to move 
covertly and achieve surprise, or to ensure protection against enemy attack, es-
pecially from the air�

At sea, many of the individual interests among belligerents and neutrals are 
interwoven, and hostile acts by either belligerent can affect or damage those 
interests�58 Attacking an enemy’s maritime trade often results in collateral loss of 
neutral commercial shipping� Julian Corbett observed that “[i]t may be taken as 
a law of maritime warfare, which cannot be omitted from strategical calculation 
with impunity, that every step toward gaining command of the seas tends to turn 
neutral sea powers into enemies�”59

Naval forces have greater freedom of movement than ground forces� The high 
seas do not belong to anyone; they have no master� Only the territorial waters and 
internal waters of neutral countries are inaccessible to the belligerents at sea (and 
then only as a matter of political assent)� In land warfare, one can determine with 
some precision the limits and direction of the enemy’s movements, because they 
are conducted on roads or railroads and can be restricted by terrain obstacles� 
In contrast, similar determinations are much more difficult in naval warfare, 
because the sea generally is free of similar obstacles� Naval forces operating on 
the open ocean can move practically in any direction and at relatively high speed� 
Aircraft carriers and large surface combatants (cruisers and destroyers) can move 
more than two thousand nautical miles in seventy-two hours�

To force the enemy to concede and to cease hostilities, an army can capture a 
large part of, or the most productive part of, enemy territory� A fleet can destroy 
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the enemy fleet and enemy merchant shipping; capture enemy naval bases; and 
block, bombard, or force the abandonment of ports, but the navy alone cannot 
win a war�60 In war on the open ocean, two hostile fleets can be widely separated 
geographically� Very often, there is no available overland access between the sides 
in a war at sea� This separation also may be caused by intervening land areas of 
such an extent and character as to make it difficult or impossible for either side 
to exert its full strength against the other’s key sources of power� While ground 
forces can destroy an enemy army and capture territory, it is not always possible 
for naval forces to achieve a comparable result at sea�61

Fleet-versus-fleet encounters that result in an overwhelming victory for one 
side are often more decisive than similar encounters in war on land� The reason is 
that the navies are numerically much smaller than armies, so the loss of each ship 
or submarine is felt sorely� Large warships take a long time to build, especially 
aircraft carriers and nuclear-powered submarines� Unlike in wars on land, fleets 
typically do not keep a force in reserve in case of unforeseen calamity� The past 
exception was the use of a “floating” reserve during the conduct of amphibious 
landings� Because of the much smaller numerical size of navies, most operational 
ships and aircraft are employed at the outset of hostilities�

A defeated army often may be rebuilt with reinforcements or reconstituted 
with freshly mobilized troops� In contrast, a fleet, or a major part of one, cannot 
be reconstituted so easily or quickly, because of the time required to build new 
ships and train their crews� For example, it took about five years each to build 
the U�S� carrier Ronald Reagan (CVN 76) (1998–2003) and the nuclear-powered 
submarine Virginia (SSN 774) (1999–2004)�

A PROCESS FOR DEVELOPING THEORY
Methods used to develop military and naval theory are fundamentally different 
from those used to develop theories of formal or natural sciences� Yet despite 
those considerable differences, the methods do share some commonalities� These 
include observation, description, measurement, structural analysis, and causal 
inference or explanatory hypotheses�62 In natural or formal sciences, usually, 
several hypotheses are made and then tested repeatedly before they are accepted 
as part of the theory of the respective branch of science� In contrast, military and 
naval theory is based on the practice of war; the only part that is based largely on 
unproven hypotheses is a vision of the character of future war�

Military theory is influenced by the dominant science of the age in which the 
theoreticians live� Theory describes the best way of waging war in the universe 
described by science and on the basis of human nature in that universe, as de-
scribed by philosophy� The process by which scientific theories and their philo-
sophical interpretations affect military theory occurs over extended periods� It 
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takes time for a society to digest and interpret these theories before they become 
ingrained into the culture�63 Naval theory is affected indirectly by philosophers 
of a given era because most classical naval thinkers were influenced by classical 
military thinkers� For example, Alfred T� Mahan was influenced by the writings 
of Antoine-Henri de Jomini, while Corbett relied on Clausewitz’s ideas heavily� 
A naval theory should not be influenced by or, worse, developed out of pseudo-
scientific theories and intellectual fads�

Naval theory must be based on the practice of war at sea� Little in peacetime 
resembles war sufficiently for us to be confident of any supposed lessons that 
could be drawn�64 The life of naval officers is too short, and wars too infrequent, 
for them to acquire direct knowledge and understanding of all the relevant as-
pects of naval warfare in actual combat� In the absence of combat experience, 
the best and only source of relevant knowledge is military and naval history� The 
French marshal Ferdinand Foch (1851–1929) approvingly quoted the Prussian 
general Eduard von Peucker (1791–1876) in saying that “[t]he more an army 
is deficient in the experience of warfare, the more it behoves it to resort to the 
history of war, as a means of instruction and as a base for that instruction� � � � 
Although the history of war cannot replace acquired experience, it can neverthe-
less prepare for it� In peace-time it becomes the true means of learning war and of 
determining the fixed principles of the art of war�”65 By studying past wars at sea 
in great detail, it is possible to derive some commonalities that can be integrated 
into a naval theory�

Clausewitz derived his theory of war from the mass of military history—that 
is, the only body of evidence and collective experience available�66 History is the 
“record of the experiences of others� � � � The experience of our predecessors is of 
use in so far as the conditions of the experience correspond�”67 History is inher-
ently broader, deeper, and more diverse than any other domain of human activity 
we might study� It is “universal experience—infinitely longer, wider, and more 
varied than any individual’s experience�”68 History does not and cannot predict 
the future� However, it can teach us not to repeat the errors and blunders of our 
predecessors� And among the historical events that we can study are those that 
represent an integral part of the complex and highly dynamic interrelationship 
between humans and weapons�

In the development of naval theory, many wars at sea should be studied in great 
depth� The most valuable area of study is naval wars from the modern era� Yet de-
spite the passage of time, many valuable lessons can be identified by studying wars 
from the ancient era as well� More-recent wars should be studied with a great deal 
of caution because pertinent information may be lacking and it can take time to 
see those events in an objective light� Very few wars in history were purely naval� 
Combat employment of navies is heavily dependent on close cooperation with 
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armies on the coast and air forces� Hence, a naval theory would be unsound if it 
failed to incorporate the study of wars fought on land and in the air as well� More-
over, to understand any war, it is necessary also to study the history of its non-
military aspects (e�g�, political, diplomatic, social, and economic circumstances)�

THE IMPORTANCE OF CASE STUDIES
The key to acquiring the necessary knowledge and understanding of naval 
warfare is examining case studies of war at sea� Historical examples provide the 
best kind of proof of past experiences and outcomes� In the absence of historical 
examples, abstract discussion can lead to misunderstanding� A certain aspect 
of naval theory is derived from the analysis of many wars� Afterward, selected 
episodes can be used to clarify or illustrate particular aspects of war� Historical 
examples can be used as an explanation or application of an idea� They can be 
used to support a certain theoretical statement or construct�69

Clausewitz believed that historical examples provide the best kind of proof in 
the empirical sciences� This is particularly true of the art of war� One can refer to 
specific historical facts in support of a thesis, and a theory can be deduced by the 
circumstantial presentation of a historical event and its comparison with several 
others�70 Clausewitz insisted that care should be taken that every aspect bearing 
on the truth be developed fully and circumstantially, and carefully assembled; 
otherwise, the proof would be weakened� It also would be necessary to use sev-
eral case studies to provide any evidence missing in the first one� The larger the 
number of examples, the more reliable the results and the more likely that sound 
lessons will be derived� Yet this method often is abused, in the form of citing 
many examples while providing few details� Such an approach can provide proof 
that is superficially strong but without much substance�

There also are dangers in using historical examples, especially if they are se-
lected arbitrarily� Several factors should be considered in selecting a historical 
case study to develop naval theory� Optimally, a historical event should be a part 
of a maritime campaign or land campaign in the littorals, or a major naval or 
joint operation� It should include both the employment of combined naval com-
bat arms and the involvement of other military services� It should have a major 
impact on the course of a major naval or joint operation, or maritime campaign� 
Here, case studies from more recent history are the most useful, and the greater 
the number that can be selected, the better� The sound examination of a histori-
cal case study requires using reliable sources� A wide range of sources should be 
used, including primary documents, official and semiofficial histories, and major 
scholarly works, articles, and essays� The sources used should provide a compre-
hensive account of decisions and actions made by the opposing sides; otherwise, 
a given case study will be inconclusive and of little utility�
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A particular example, if not carefully selected, might fail to clarify or explain a 
certain theoretical construct� Sources for a particular example might be mislead-
ing or even false� Clausewitz warned that improper use of historical examples by 
theorists “normally not only leaves the reader dissatisfied but even irritates his 
intelligence�”71

A “military history, when superficially studied, will furnish arguments in sup-
port of any theory or opinion�”72 In studying history, there is only one’s judgment, 
but no formulas, tenets, or rules� There are some aspects of war for which one 
may present a dozen examples to support a certain theoretical construct—and 
the same number of examples to prove just the opposite� Clausewitz believed that 
a single event, thoroughly analyzed, is more instructive than one that is superfi-
cially treated� He observed that the danger in a superficial treatment lies in the 
fact that, in most cases, the one who acts in such a manner has never mastered 
the events he cites; therefore, such superficial, irresponsible handling of history 
leads to hundreds of wrong ideas and bogus theorizing�73

LESSONS LEARNED AND UNLEARNED
The study of naval history would be incomplete if it were not accompanied by 
a deduction of the lessons learned� In historical case studies, lessons should 
be derived from both sides in combat� However, a lesson drawn from history 
should not be expressed as a definite truth� The only eternal truth that history 
does “show” or “teach” is this: that no war is like another� Hence, there should be 
no search for recipes for simplistic victory, but only for an understanding of the 
phenomenon of war�74

Lessons learned can be technological, tactical, operational, or strategic� Tech-
nological lessons are derived from the use of weapons and sensors and their 
platforms and equipment� Tactical lessons are acquired from the study of tactical 
actions� In contrast, operational lessons are deduced from a thorough study of all 
aspects of major operations and campaigns� Strategic lessons are distilled from 
the comprehensive study and analysis of a war as a whole and its political, diplo-
matic, military, economic, informational, and other aspects�

The higher the level of war studied, the greater the importance, value, and 
durability of the lessons to be learned from it� Hence, operational lessons, by 
their nature, are more durable than tactical lessons; likewise, strategic lessons are 
more durable than operational or tactical lessons� Since war is a clash of human 
wills, the lessons pertaining to the human factor—such as leadership, the will to 
fight, unit cohesion, morale and discipline, and training—are essentially timeless� 
In contrast, technological lessons inherently are short-term because of the pace 
of technological advancement� Lessons learned also are interrelated; tactical les-
sons affect the theory and practice of operational art, while operational lessons 
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influence the theory and application of strategy� Likewise, strategic lessons con-
siderably affect the theory and practice of operational art and tactics�

However, even a seemingly careful process for distilling lessons from historical 
examples might not result in sound lessons learned� Major or even fatal errors 
in judgment are not only possible but likely� Going into World War II, the Royal 
Navy essentially forgot the lessons it had learned with great sacrifice in World 
War I about the critical role that convoying had played in blunting and eventually 
defeating the German U-boat offensive in 1917� In February of that year, the start 
of Germany’s unrestricted submarine operations against enemy trade, the Allies 
and neutral powers lost 368,521 gross registered tons (GRT) of shipping� By the 
end of May 1917, these losses rose to 596,620 GRT� The Allies introduced convoy-
ing between May and July 1917 and afterward, their shipping losses begin to de-
cline� By the end of December 1917, some 399,411 GRT of shipping was sunk; in 
July 1918, losses fell to 260,967 GRT, and in October 1918 to 118,559 GRT� Dur-
ing the entire war, 16,539 ships with 86,373,725 GRT were escorted safely from 
or to British ports, out of a total of 16,693 ships and 87,213,419 GRT convoyed� 
Of these ships in convoy, only 102, totaling 585,283 GRT, were torpedoed, or 0�61 
percent of Allied ships convoyed, comprising 0�67 percent of convoyed tonnage�75

These results were achieved even though only about 5 percent of the Royal 
Navy’s ships were used for convoy duties� Yet, during the interwar years, British 
planners refused to recognize that the convoy lay at the heart of any successful ef-
fort to control the threat posed by enemy submarines� They regarded the convoy 
as a purely defensive measure and noted that in World War I, escorts had sunk 
only twenty U-boats out of 178 boats destroyed�76 Yet World War I had shown 
that escorts were more effective than purely offensive methods such as hunting 
and patrolling� The U-boats had avoided convoys because of the possibility of 
encountering escorts� Experience also showed that if the U-boats persisted in an 
attack the resulting counterattack by escorts had a higher probability of success 
than did the one-on-one attacks carried out by hunter-killer groups�77 And yet 
during the interwar period the Royal Navy opposed convoying in the case of an-
other major war, insisting that the practice caused a grave loss in combat power 
and compared poorly with results for ships sailing independently� The Royal Navy 
also noted that the transit time of a ship in convoy compared poorly with that of 
an independent ship in peacetime� What that did not take into account was the 
crippling delays experienced in wartime by the holdup and routing of ships sail-
ing independently� RN thinking also apparently did not appreciate that, although 
the number of ships sailing in convoy steadily increased in 1917–18, the number 
of ships sunk in convoy decreased, excepting one quarter from that period�78 The 
antisubmarine division of the British Admiralty did analyze its experiences in 
fighting U-boats during World War I, but the resultant report was classified, and 
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hence inaccessible to most naval officers� What is even more surprising is that on 
the eve of war in 1939, this report was declared obsolete and then destroyed�79

Not until 1937 did the Royal Navy and Royal Air Force agree that convoys 
should be adopted if Germany waged unrestricted U-boat warfare against Brit-
ish shipping in a new conflict� The Admiralty concluded that the Third Reich 
most likely would fail to observe the international prohibitions against such 
indiscriminate commerce warfare� This tentative approach to adopting another 
convoy system was surprising, because its effectiveness had been demonstrated 
so convincingly in 1917� Nevertheless, the decision enabled Britain to create 
a worldwide shipping-control organization, and by 1939 those measures were 
well advanced�80 Still, the Royal Navy continued in its erroneous beliefs that 
unrestricted submarine warfare effectively had been eliminated by a series of 
international agreements since World War I�81 Also, in a classic case of mirror 
imaging, the Royal Navy believed that because its submarines had difficulty 
coordinating their own attacks it was unlikely that the German navy would use 
submarine groups in attacks against merchant shipping� Mystifyingly, the Royal 
Navy also dismissed the possibility that U-boats would conduct surface action 
against merchant ships in addition to submerged attacks�82

Underestimating the submarine’s threat to merchant shipping was not limited 
to the Royal Navy during the interwar years; neither Japan nor the United States 
gave much attention to preparations for protecting its shipping against subma-
rine or air attack in case of war�83 Like their British and U�S� counterparts, the IJN 
focused almost exclusively on studying the lessons of the Battle of Jutland and 
neglected the less glamorous but highly important task of defending and protect-
ing shipping� Yet the IJN was not completely ignorant of the problem its erstwhile 
allies in World War I had had in defeating the U-boat menace� Japanese naval 
observers and naval attachés collected detailed information on the Entente’s con-
voy system and antisubmarine measures, and on the British naval organization 
for protecting shipping� However, none of these studies garnered much interest 
within the IJN� 

In theory, the IJN acknowledged the importance of defending Japan’s mer-
chant fleet, but it made no concrete preparations to do so� Among other things, 
the IJN did not link commerce protection with antisubmarine warfare require-
ments and envisaged employing its relatively large submarine force solely 
against enemy surface combatants� One reason for this was that Japan’s naval 
high command assumed (correctly) that U�S� submarines would be employed 
the same way, which was, in fact, an accurate reading of U�S� submarine doc-
trine prior to 1941� The IJN also had given almost no thought to the possibility 
of U�S� submarines operating in Japanese home waters� At the beginning of the 
war, the Japanese had very little in the way of organization, platforms, weapons, 
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tactics, or training to conduct either convoys or ASW�84 Hence, during the war, 
the defense and protection of Japanese shipping, including by convoying, were 
improvised as the need arose� The result of the Japanese navy’s lack of theory, 
doctrine, or training in these areas was predictable: the IJN was unable to pre-
vent mounting (and eventually catastrophic) merchant shipping losses during 
the Pacific War of 1941–45�

The U�S� Navy played an important role in defeating the German U-boats in 
World War I� Yet it paid scant attention to the mission of defense and protection 
of maritime trade in the interwar years� By 1939, the lessons learned in protect-
ing maritime trade during World War I almost were forgotten; they had to be 
relearned—at high cost—during the ensuing Battle of the Atlantic�85 Through 
1938, the U�S� Navy remained steadfast in its belief that the primary mission of 
its submarine forces was to attack heavy enemy combatants, such as battleships, 
battle cruisers, and aircraft carriers� The service’s instructions and doctrine re-
flected this prevailing view, that it should employ its submarines against enemy 
warships, in combination with surface forces, not against seaborne commerce� 
Thus, the main mission of U�S� submarines remained fleet operations, especial-
ly against enemy warships, as well as scouting and the defense of Pearl Harbor�86

Although the U�S� Navy took part in an undeclared war against the Ger-
man U-boats in 1940–41, it was unprepared for the task when the Germans 
unleashed their U-boats against U�S� shipping off the East Coast in January 
1942 (Operation Paukenschlag [Drumbeat])� The coastal convoy system 
was not introduced until six months after the United States entered the war, it 
took several more months to establish a convoy system along the Gulf Coast, 
and it was not until September 1942 when the complex—but highly effective—
coastal interlocking convoy system was finally in place�87 From January to July 
1942, Allied losses off the North American East Coast, and in the Caribbean 
and Gulf of Mexico, were ninety-six ships, totaling 467,051 GRT�88 This failure 
owed more to the U�S� Navy’s inadequate doctrine and a lack of organization 
than to a shortage of escorts�

DANGERS IN DERIVING LESSONS
There is an ever-present danger of deriving lessons from history that might be 
valid in one given era but become invalidated by changes in the security envi-
ronment� It is even more dangerous to continue to rely on such lessons without 
trying to adjust, refine, or even abandon them in consideration of new situations� 
For several generations, Mahan’s ideas on the superiority of capital ships; the de-
cisiveness of major naval battles; and the irregular, inconclusive, and indecisive 
nature of commerce destruction were accepted almost without question as the 
foundations on which to build navies (although at the same time Mahan’s strong 
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support for convoying as the most effective method for the defense and protec-
tion of shipping was virtually ignored)�89 As a result of this uncritical acceptance 
of Mahanian views on the prime importance of the capital ship, major navies 
believed that the outcome of war at sea would be decided through a decisive na-
val battle and, therefore, privileged the number and capabilities of dreadnoughts 
over other force structure considerations� The basis for this was Mahan’s pre-
dominantly eighteenth-century historical case studies of sea power, in which the 
decisive naval battle had the most important role in obtaining command of the 
seas� This linkage between a decisive battle and command of the sea was widely 
accepted long after various advancements had rendered these views obsolete�90 
However, it was Mahan’s interpreters and uncritical followers of his ideas on the 
importance of the battle fleet and the decisive battle who are to blame for the 
consequences of their policies, not Mahan�

Sometimes, the lessons from a historic event were mislearned because the root 
causes of a failure were not examined properly or the effectiveness of new weap-
ons was exaggerated� In the aftermath of World War I, the Royal Navy devoted a 
great deal of attention to the experiences of the Gallipoli landing� The more that 
unsuccessful operation was studied, the less optimistic the British became about 
amphibious landings� They assumed (wrongly) that future amphibious landings 
must be smaller and simpler and take place only after dark or at dawn� Moreover, 
the British concluded that the advent of aircraft, modern artillery, and machine 
guns made opposed landings on the enemy shore next to impossible�91 The more 
important reason that the landing at Gallipoli failed was that the Allies had tried 
to force the Turkish Straits using a fleet alone and only conducted the landing af-
ter the fleet action failed, functionally as an independent operation� A combined 
Franco-British fleet bombarded the Turkish outer forts in the Dardanelles on 19 
and 25 February and 18 March 1915� These actions successfully silenced many 
Turkish batteries and the last bombardment, conducted by sixteen battleships, 
destroyed many more and created high casualties among the Turkish defenders� 
However, the fleet withdrew from the Dardanelles after three old battleships were 
sunk and three others damaged by mines�92

With the Franco-British fleet turned back, the Allies went forward with 
landing troops at Gallipoli, but not until a month after the Turkish defensive 
positions had been bombarded� Despite heavy damage and casualties suffered 
by the Turkish defenders, their morale remained high� The Allies’ first major 
landing—at Cape Hellas on the Gallipoli Peninsula—was not until 25 April 1915� 
In the meantime, the Turks reorganized and strengthened the defenses of the 
Dardanelles and Gallipoli Peninsula with the help of German advisers� Further, 
Turkish operational command and control was far superier to that of the Allies 
in the subsequent fighting ashore, and the Allies evacuated their troops from 
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Gallipoli between December 1915 and January 1916�93 A major lesson of the Gal-
lipoli landing was that no major naval attack should be conducted against strong 
coastal defenses with naval forces alone� To be successful, such an attack must be 
combined with a large-scale attack by ground troops to capture lodgment ashore� 
The Anglo-French errors were in believing that the Allied fleets could force the 
Turkish Straits without troops, and then landing troops without sufficient sup-
port and preparation by naval forces�94

Lessons are likely to be learned improperly if there are few opportunities to 
employ one’s major force elements under realistic combat conditions� The late 
nineteenth century was an era of great and fast naval technological advances� But 
there was little opportunity to test new tactical concepts properly� Apart from 
attacks against coastal fortifications, the only real combat experiences using 
new platforms and weapons were small-scale encounters at Mobile Bay (1864), 
Jasmund (formerly known as the battle of Rügen, 1864), Heligoland (1864), 
Lissa (1866), the Yalu River (1894), and Santiago de Cuba (1898)� The Battle of 
Tsushima in May 1905 was the first opportunity to employ modern battleships, 
armored cruisers, and torpedo boats jointly�95

Too much emphasis on the technological aspect of a war or even a single 
naval battle usually leads to erroneous lessons learned� Technological or tacti-
cal lessons are too narrow and short-lived� Even if these lessons are derived 
correctly, they should be reevaluated in consideration of new technological 
advances� Perhaps the best-known example of this fallacy was after the battle of 
Lissa (Vis, today) in July 1866, where the Austrians decisively defeated a much 
stronger Italian fleet and thereby obtained control of the Adriatic Sea� A single 
event in that battle—the sinking of the Italian ironclad frigate Re d’Italia by 
the Austrian flagship Erzherzog Ferdinand Max using a ram—was sufficient to 
convince many naval tacticians of the day that the ram had emerged as a real 
competitor to the supremacy of the gun� Of course, the real lesson of the battle 
of Lissa was not the ram’s efficacy but that a navy with a vigorous offensive spirit 
and better leadership and training generally will succeed against a passive and 
incompetent opponent� 

However, superficial judgment at the time credited Austria’s victory to the 
ram, even as technological conditions and weapon advancements had changed 
considerably�96 The French navy in particular became convinced that the ram 
and the torpedo could hit armor below the waterline and sink a battleship in 
a single stroke�97 Also, for many tacticians of the day, the battle of Hampton 
Roads on 8 March 1862, in which the Confederate ironclad Virginia sank two 
wooden-hulled Union warships (Cumberland and Congress), seemed to support 
the use of the ram as a weapon� What ram advocates neglected was that, both at 
Hampton Roads and at Lissa, the successful ram and torpedo attacks were against 
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stationary targets; against maneuvering targets, these weapons’ advantages over 
naval guns disappeared�98

CHARACTER OF THE FUTURE WAR
A naval theory is incomplete unless it includes the character of the future war. 
By conducting a comprehensive analysis of past wars, it is possible to construct 
some valid hypotheses about future wars�99 These hypotheses should be ex-
pressed only in general terms� They also should be tentative� The character of 
a future war is based on certain assumptions. They might be stated openly or 
remain hidden� These assumptions might be sound, only partly so, or entirely 
false� They should be reevaluated periodically and, if necessary, revised� These 
hypotheses can be tested in exercises and war games in peacetime, and, ulti-
mately, in combat� A naval theory also should include some assumptions about 
the most likely impact of new technologies on the character of a future war at 
sea� The biggest problem with future naval technologies is the lack of rigorous 
scientific methods to test the basic ideas properly� In contrast, traditional theo-
reticians may look to history for empirical evidence that supports or contradicts 
their theses� Theory based on history provides an empirical connection with 
actual events� It is also based on a solid interpretation of reality and on main-
taining a strong link to the empirical world�100 In contrast, theoreticians of future 
technologies should be careful not to dismiss the critical role that history plays 
in developing sound naval theory� 

Experience shows the great danger of underestimating or, even worse, ignor-
ing other changes in the international security environment, demography, and 
law of the sea and their effect on the character of the future war at sea� After 
World War I, most U�S� admirals and senior civilian Navy officials were focused 
on matériel concerns—specifically, the need to build and maintain a battle fleet, 
as they believed that smaller surface combatants, such as destroyers, could be 
constructed quickly in an emergency� The U�S� Navy’s doctrine and training at 
the time focused on preparing its battle fleet to fight a decisive battle with the 
Japanese fleet somewhere in the western Pacific� Thus, the Battle of Jutland was 
studied in detail at the Naval War College in Newport, Rhode Island, and the 
lessons were based on Mahan’s teachings� In fleet maneuvers and at the College, 
Mahan’s ideas on fighting a decisive battle were studied in excruciating detail 
and rehearsed exhaustively� The U�S� Navy’s tactical doctrine envisaged using 
carriers to sink or disable enemy carriers, while carrier-based aircraft would be 
used as gun spotters for the battle line that would engage the Japanese battle fleet 
in a Jutland-like decisive battle�101

The IJN had views almost identical to the U�S� Navy’s about the character of 
the future war in the Pacific; high-ranking Japanese admirals were also disciples 
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of Mahan� Hence, it is not surprising that in the interwar years, capital ships re-
mained the centerpiece of the IJN� Aircraft carriers and submarines were consid-
ered auxiliaries to the battle fleet� In contrast to most Japanese admirals, Admiral 
Isoroku Yamamoto, commander of the Combined Fleet, believed that the aircraft 
carrier was the ship of the future� However, he and other carrier advocates were 
not influential enough to change Japan’s naval doctrine before the start of the war 
in the Pacific in December 1941�102

A naval theory predominantly or even exclusively developed in reliance on 
new or expected naval technological advances is one-sided and too narrow; 
hence it is invariably unsound� A good balance always must be found between 
the matériel and historic schools in developing naval theory� The French Jeune 
École (Young School) illustrates the consequences of embracing theories based 
on emerging and untested technologies and ignoring or mislearning the lessons 
of history� The Jeune École dominated French naval thinking from the mid-1870s 
to the early 1900s� It was derived almost exclusively from belief in the exagger-
ated benefits of the new technologies, mislearned lessons from the Austro-Italian 
war of 1866, and budgetary restrictions in the aftermath of the war with Prussia 
in 1870–71� The Jeune École negatively affected not only French naval thinking 
itself but also the resultant fleet-construction and personnel policies� Advocates 
of the school contended that technological advances of the time—specifically, 
the torpedo, ram, and mine—led to a corresponding increase in the effective-
ness of both the offense and defense� In an offensive variant of the idea, the 
bombardment of an enemy’s coast by French naval forces would be followed by 
their withdrawal into the safety of French coastal waters� This scenario relied on 
the unrealistic expectation that there would be no hostile fleet to spoil the game� 
The Jeune École enthusiasts firmly believed in the value of small surface ships�103 
They insisted that because of the new mines and torpedoes, command of the sea 
and the elements on which it had relied—the blockade and the large-scale naval 
battle—had lost all purpose and importance�104

The leading proponent of the Jeune École, Vice Admiral Hyacinthe-Laurent-
Théophile Aube (1826–90), argued that the ever-increasing effect of scientific 
advances and machines made the role of moral factors in warfare irrelevant� He 
believed that command of the sea itself, obtained through a naval battle or block-
ade, had become a problematic objective� For him, a naval battle, as exemplified 
by the battle of Lissa, was nothing more than a melee: orderless and senseless 
destruction of matériel and human lives, unrelated to the success achieved�105 
From that erroneous premise, Aube drew another erroneous conclusion: that 
the battleship—the key factor in obtaining command of the sea—was unneces-
sary for the French navy� Jeune École proponents believed they had found a new 
naval-warfare concept for attack against, and defense of, the coast, consisting of 
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a network of “sleeping” torpedoes and fortifications, combined with sporadic 
actions by ram ships, floating batteries, gunboats, and high-speed torpedo boats 
supported, according to local conditions, by armored ships�106 The proponents 
predicted that mines and propelled torpedoes would make effective blockade 
impossible in the future and would rob the battleship of its traditional value as 
the chief means of commanding the sea�107

The French navy finally abandoned the Jeune École in the early 1900s, but 
by then enormous damage had been done, especially to the navy’s officer corps� 
The ruthlessness of the leading advocates of the school toward those who op-
posed or even were skeptical of their ideas ruined the careers of many officers� 
The French theory did not find many adherents among other European navies, 
particularly in Britain, Italy, Russia, Austria-Hungary, and Germany, which 
continued to build large warships armed with heavy guns�108 The Jeune École 
provides a classic example of erroneous tactical lessons learned that produced 
a significant negative impact not only on a navy’s tactics but also on its strategy 
and operations�

The theories of information warfare, such as network-centric warfare (NCW) 
and effects-based operations, are based on scientific foundations�109 These 
theories of war reflect the neo-Newtonian view of warfare� Their vocal advocates 
believe that war is highly rational and everything in war can be controlled� The 
neo-Newtonian understanding of warfare is one of a well-functioning engine 
that, if meticulously designed and maintained, will ensure victory� They firmly 
believe that war is a one-sided problem susceptible to easy resolution, one that 
can be solved like an engineering problem or mathematical equation� Everything 
will run smoothly, precisely, and predictably� In this vision of war, the enemy’s ac-
tions or reactions essentially can be disregarded and the outcome of the war can 
be predicted accurately� Hence, information-warfare advocates put an extraordi-
nary emphasis on establishing quantifiable methods for measuring the progress 
and outcome of combat� They claim that the main reason for the “fog of war” and 
friction in combat is the inability to acquire and transmit information in real or 
near-real time�110 Their view assumes that friction can be reduced to manageable 
and controllable levels by deploying a vast array of sensors and computers net-
ted together and that new technological advances can overcome complexity and 
force the enemy to act in the desired direction�111

The leading proponents of NCW claim that new technologies have ushered in 
not only a new American way of war but also a new theory of war�112 The single 
most important justification for the idea that NCW represents an emerging the-
ory of war is (supposed) technological superiority� Its advocates claim that NCW 
has identified new sources of power (information sharing, information access, 
speed), how they relate to one another, how they are brought to bear to gain the 
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desired outcome, and how they link to the political objective�113 Its proponents 
insist that, as with earlier theories of war, NCW has its competitive space, rule 
sets, and metrics�114

In fact, the opposite is true: wars never have been fought (and are not success-
fully conducted) by sets of rules or metrics� These and similar claims, as well as 
ongoing efforts to quantify essentially unquantifiable things in warfare, are the 
most damning evidence that NCW proponents—incorrectly—consider warfare 
to be more or less a science rather than largely an art�

CONTENT OF THEORY
A sound naval theory should describe and evaluate relationships between na-
val theory and a general theory of war� It also should highlight the relationship 
between war at sea and wars on land and in the air� It should describe the op-
portunities and challenges involved in conducting war on the open ocean and in 
the littoral� Optimally, a naval theory should address two interrelated spheres of 
operations for naval forces: their employment in a high-intensity conventional 
war at sea and operations short of war� The focus nevertheless should be on 
theory that supports high-intensity conventional war at sea� The art of war at 
sea is common to both and is composed of three elements: (1) naval or maritime 
strategy; (2) naval operational art; and (3) naval tactics�

Naval or maritime strategy is subordinate to national military strategy and is 
applied across the entire spectrum of conflict� It should always dominate naval 
operational art and naval tactics� The main elements of naval or maritime strat-
egy are the use (or the threat of use) of sources of naval power, the development 

FIGURE 2 
NAVAL THEORY FOR HIGH-INTENSITY CONVENTIONAL WAR
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of naval alliances and coalitions, the enhancement of the country’s maritime 
position, the determination of naval strategic objectives, the strategic distribu-
tion (laydown) of one’s naval forces, and the determination of the primary and 
secondary maritime theaters�

The key elements of naval operational art are

1� Foundations (strategic and operational objectives, operational factors, 
major naval operations or maritime campaigns, operational command-
and-control and the command organization, operational support, 
operational design, operational leadership, and operational doctrine and 
training)

2� Obtaining and maintaining sea control

3� Exercising sea control

4� Sea denial and disputing sea control

5� Choke-point control and denial

6� Basing- and deployment-area control

The theory of naval operational art also addresses both offensive and defensive 
maritime trade or economic warfare, support of friendly ground forces, and 
defense of the coast� These three elements of theory also are integral to both sea 
control and sea denial, or, more generically, the “struggle for sea control” (see 
figures 2 and 3)�

FIGURE 3 
STRUGGLE FOR SEA CONTROL
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Naval tactics consist of

1� General naval tactics (tactical objectives, methods of tactical employment, 
tactical command-and-control and command organization, combat support, 
tactical design, tactical leadership, and tactical doctrine and training)

2� Tactics of single combat arms (surface and submarine forces, naval 
aviation, and naval special forces)

3� Tactics of combined naval combat arms (antisurface warfare, attack on the 
enemy coast, antiair warfare, antisubmarine warfare, amphibious warfare, 
and mine warfare)

4� Tactics of naval weapons and sensors

5� Tactics of naval unmanned vehicles (aerial, surface, and underwater)

Theory for employing naval forces in operations short of war is not developed 
fully� This is surprising, as navies have been employed extensively in such opera-
tions for centuries� These operations differ from high-intensity conventional war 
principally by their more restricted objectives, which as often as not are nonmili-
tary (instead being diplomatic, social, economic, or psychological)� Operationally, 
this means that severe restrictions on the use of lethal force usually are imposed on 
participating forces� A general theory for the employment of naval forces in opera-
tions short of war is needed, and, along with it, subordinate theories for naval sup-
port in (1) homeland security; (2) protection of the country’s economic interests 
at sea; (3) support of foreign policy; (4) support of military (theater) strategy; (5) 
enforcement of international maritime treaties; (6) humanitarian assistance and 
disaster relief; (7) humanitarian interventions; (8) irregular warfare (combating 
maritime terrorism, combating piracy, supporting insurgency, and supporting 
counterinsurgency); and (9) peace operations (see figure 4)�

FEATURES OF THEORY
The features of naval theory should (1) include universal experience, (2) be of a 
general nature, (3) avoid definitive conclusions, (4) be flexible, (5) pass the test 
of reality, and (6) be durable, simple, and understandable�

Like military theory, a sound naval theory should be universal, because it 
reflects the experience of the entirety of humanity in its conduct of wars at sea� 
There is no naval theory specifically tied to the experience of a single country� 
Hence, there is no such thing as American, British, German, Russian, or Chinese 
naval or military theory� Nor is there a military theory based on ideology,  
contrary to what the Marxist-Leninists firmly believed�

A naval theory cannot have the same precision or consistency as a theory in 
the formal or natural sciences, because the means of measurement are highly 
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uncertain� Theory does not submit to controlled experiments and the available 
analyses are not always objective�115 Hence, naval theory, first and foremost, 
should be general. Clausewitz’s theories remain viable today because of their 
general nature�116 He opposed creating hard-and-fast rules concerning warfare or 
postulating principles of war that did not consider man’s moral attributes�117 He 
avoided creating a rigid structure of thinking� Clausewitz did not want someone 
to believe that all that is needed is to fit the evidence into the preexisting frame-
work to create a theory that is “correct�”118 He rejected quantitative analysis and 
scientific formulas in favor of philosophical insights�119 Clausewitz wrote that 
even the most realistic theory cannot match reality� It follows that all attempts to 
establish rules with prescriptive power for an activity such as fighting are point-
less�120 For Clausewitz, “From the very start, there is an interplay of possibilities, 
probabilities, good luck and bad that weaves its way throughout the length and 
breadth of the tapestry� In the whole range of human activities, war most closely 
resembles a game of cards�”121

Naval theory cannot and should not be definitive� Hence, no valid final conclu-
sion can be made on any aspect of naval theory� Naval theory should be a living 
thing, not something akin to a religious script� Clausewitz wrote that “it is simply 
not possible to construct a model for the art of war that can serve as a scaffold-
ing on which the commander can rely for support at any time� Whenever he has 
to fall back on his innate talent, he will find himself outside the model and in 
conflict with it; no matter how versatile the code, the situation will always lead 
to the consequences we have already alluded to: talent and genius operate outside 
the rules, and theory conflicts with practice�”122

FIGURE 4 
NAVAL THEORY FOR OPERATIONS SHORT OF WAR
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A sound naval theory must be flexible to allow sufficient space for further 
development� It must be responsive to changes in the security environment and 
new theoretical constructs� Rigidity is the opposite of flexibility—any theory can 
be misused through rigid application to inappropriate or new circumstances� Yet 
neither misuse nor dogmatism is inherent in the creation and application of na-
val theory� Mahan’s theories, influenced by the writing of the Napoleonic officer 
and theorist Antoine-Henri de Jomini, were more deterministic than theories 
influenced by Clausewitz; Admiral Raoul Castex’s theories were more general 
and refined than theories propounded by Mahan and the Royal Navy admiral 
and historian Philip Colomb�

Naval theory should be based on some constants, not on transitory occurrenc-
es in naval warfare� It cannot insist on something that is disproved by reality� To 
remain valid, naval theory must be reevaluated, modified, and tested constantly� 
It must pass the test of reality at all times� Whenever naval theory is in a major 
disconnect with reality, it must yield to that reality� 

Optimally, naval theory should be durable. Examples of durable lessons 
include the absolute priority of policy and strategy, unwavering focus on objec-
tives, the need for freedom to act and to obtain and maintain the initiative, and 
the deleterious consequences of divided command and control� The structure of 
naval theory should encompass several all-encompassing concepts that would 
retain their validity regardless of the context of the situation and historical de-
velopments� Yet in practice, any naval theory always will fall short of this ideal 
concerning both timelessness and comprehensiveness�123

Naval theory also should be simple and understandable; otherwise, it would be 
too difficult to apply to any but the most specific conditions�124 A naval theory 
should be written in clear language so that it can be understood easily by all, 
debated, and accepted� Clarity requires precision, and superfluous wording 
should be avoided� Additionally, jargon and buzzwords adopted from business 
or psychology do not have a place in military or naval theory as they often are 
ephemeral and ambiguous� Optimally, naval theory should be written concisely 
but clearly� This requires using short words, sentences, and paragraphs� Short 
sentences are more easily and quickly understood than longer ones, although the 
danger of being so concise as to be incomplete or unclear must be kept in mind�

Naval theory shares many commonalities with the larger category of military 
theory� However, its scope is much narrower, because its focus is on the employ-
ment of naval forces across the spectrum of conflict at sea� It is also relatively less 
affected by political, diplomatic, economic, and social factors than the general 
theory of war� Naval theory is the key prerequisite for having a comprehensive 
and deep knowledge of all aspects of war at sea� Its main purpose is to equip a 
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commander with solid knowledge and understanding of war to act quickly and 
decisively in combat, especially when faced with an unforeseen situation� Anoth-
er purpose is to use naval theory to analyze the strengths and weaknesses of one’s 
naval doctrine� This is the proven and best way to apply naval doctrine creatively�

The history of the conduct of war in all its aspects is the very foundation of 
any sound military theory� It is military and naval history that allows a theorist 
to select historical examples either to clarify or to obtain evidence in support of a 
given statement or theoretical construct� Without historical examples and lessons 
learned, it is difficult to see how sound naval theory can be developed� Another 
critical part of naval theory is the vision it can supply of the future of war at sea� 
A sound naval theory should take into account fully the effect of current and an-
ticipated future technologies� However, it should not be derived predominantly 
or exclusively from technologies�

Despite the proven value of naval theory, too many naval officers mistrust, 
neglect, or even ignore its importance� Too much reliance is placed on advanced 
technologies as the key factor in the successful conduct of war at sea� Yet with-
out full knowledge and understanding of naval theory, it is very difficult—even 
impossible—to have the broad outlook necessary to employ naval forces success-
fully in a war� A sound naval theory is one of the key inputs for developing naval 
doctrine and then training one’s naval forces�

The value and importance of naval theory should be neither overestimated nor 
underestimated� A commander might have a solid knowledge of naval theory and 
still not be successful in combat� Despite all the technological advances, warfare 
at sea remains, as it was in the past, largely an art rather than a science� Hence, 
the commander’s skill, character, experience, and judgment are the key factors 
for success in combat� To retain its validity, naval theory must be constantly im-
proved, challenged, and tested�
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 Starting in the late 1970s and continuing on until the early 1990s, a number of 
American, British, and Canadian writers produced a series of novels—twenty- 

one in total—about a fictional World War III set in the context of the Cold 
War� Some of these authors—Sir John Hackett, Tom Clancy, Larry Bond, Clive 
Cussler—are well-known; others are less so� Their books depict a direct military 
confrontation between the United States and the former Soviet Union or its 
proxies, and they were immensely popular at the time—many of them were best 
sellers� These books were profoundly influential because they focused attention 
on specific issues and forced discussion among those in power�

There is nothing new about future-war literature or the academic study of 
it� Most of the latter comes from scholars working in college and university 
literature departments�1 Scholars from many fields have examined the mili-
tary and spy fiction of the 1980s in articles and book-length studies� James 
William Gibson argued that these works were an effort to redeem the U�S� 
experience in Vietnam�2 Historian Walter L� Hixson focused on the writings of 
novelist Tom Clancy�3 Jeffrey H� Michaels and Adam R� Seipp, in two separate 
works, studied General Sir John Hackett and his novel The Third World War: 
A Future History.4 Chris Hables Gray studied the role of future-war scenarios 

in science-fiction literature of the 1980s, argu-
ing that the authors were “pro-war�”5 Richard J� 
Norton, a professor at the Naval War College, 
examined the accuracy of predictions appear-
ing in speculative fiction in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries�6
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This article is different in that it makes distinctions in the genre that these 
earlier scholars did not address, and it examines not just one author but the 
entire future-war field of literature of the late Cold War period� Military fiction 
exploded in popularity in the late Cold War period in a way that had not been 
the case in the years immediately prior� Contemporary military topics were the 
subject of both films and novels, but this article concentrates only on the books� 
At the time and in the years since, these novels have been described as “techno-
thrillers�” That label, however, is too broad�

THE DIFFERENT FORMS OF MILITARY FICTION
There were several different genres of military fiction during the later years of 
the Cold War� The first genre was historical novels set in previous wars� The sec-
ond type was the techno-thriller. These books usually dealt with contemporary 
military topics and featured the workings of military weapon systems� Novelist 
Tom Clancy, at least in the context of military fiction, was the pioneer of this 
genre� A third category, which was quite popular in the era of President Ronald 
W� Reagan, was speculative fiction about a potential World War III� This type of 
fiction depicted military conflict between the United States and the Soviet Union 
or its proxies in the context of the Cold War� Some of these books were techno-
thrillers; others were not� This genre produced titles in the 1970s, ’80s, and early 
’90s� The best-known works in this field were Hackett’s Third World War, Clancy 
and Bond’s Red Storm Rising, Harold Coyle’s Team Yankee: A Novel of World War 
III, Bond’s Red Phoenix, and Ralph Peters’s Red Army. Some of the authors were 
making deliberate efforts to influence current events, while some simply were 
performing exercises in storytelling�

At the time of their publication, these novels were recognized as important 
contributions to literary, military, and political discussions� Much of the contem-
porary analysis assumed this literature was a tool for shaping public attitudes� 
“[N]o book simply entertains, and this use of technology, of the machine as an 
actor, carries with it enough baggage to turn good reads into troubling books,” 
stated Thomas Levenson, a producer for Boston public television station WGBH, 
in an essay in the book section of the Boston Globe. He compared these novels 
with pornography and said that they sanitized war� “What makes this kind of 
writing dangerous is its myth of containable violence, of limits that can be main-
tained under rational control�”7 Many people then and since have recognized the 
influence of this military-fiction literature of the 1980s� In recognition of this 
fact, the editors at Newsweek magazine commissioned a feature story on Tom 
Clancy� The historian Andrew Bacevich, a retired Army officer, was critical of 
trends in popular culture glorifying the military, and he saw Clancy as playing a 
large role in this development� In a review of Bacevich’s book The New American 
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Militarism, the historian David Fitzpatrick noted: “Clancy’s popularity speaks 
volumes regarding his influence�”8 These assessments, however, failed to notice 
the subcategories in the military fiction of the era, lumping them together as 
techno-thrillers�

Assessing public moods is a difficult thing, and there is a great deal of scholarly 
literature on this topic from a number of fields� To put it simply: There are many 
reasons why people buy and read books, but reader-response theory contends 
that there are ways to document the reading experience�9

Sir John Hackett
In the late 1970s, when Hackett was assembling a team to write a novel about 
fighting a World War III in the near future, he was explicit about his motivation� 
In a letter he sent to one of the individuals he was trying to recruit to the project, 
he explained: “The purpose of this book is, from the publishers’ point of view, to 
offer something interesting, saleable and topical� From mine it is to offer an awful 
warning of what could happen if we do not do enough in time about a deteriorat-
ing situation�”10

Hackett’s name is the only one on the cover, and he was the only one who 
promoted the book, but his collaborators are acknowledged inside the book� 
During his book tour, he was honest about wanting to influence defense policy: 
“My intention was to light a firecracker under the backsides of Britain and West 
Germany�” Despite the attention he received, evidence suggests that he failed to 
achieve his intended goals� In the United Kingdom, appropriations for the British 
army actually declined after the book appeared in print� In Germany, the book 
was criticized as people began to realize that World War III could be fought on 
German soil and that German citizens would be among the civilian casualties�11

Many of the authors in this genre influenced U�S� political leaders and mili-
tary leaders of strategy, operations, training, and education� This argument runs 
counter to the idea that the Pentagon was supporting these authors with the 
intention of shaping public opinion in certain directions�12 In reality, these writ-
ers forced individuals to ask questions and contemplate scenarios that otherwise 
might not have been considered� Many of these novels were reviewed in profes-
sional military publications and in journals aimed more at practitioners than 
academics� One review highlighted part of the reason these authors were getting 
attention: they were “much more fun to read” than briefing papers and official 
reports�13

There were other reasons� In 1990, Lieutenant Colonel Frederick P� Stein Jr�, 
who was on the faculty at the Army War College, recommended that officers 
include fiction on their professional reading lists� “The good novelist has several 
advantages over the historian,” Stein observed� They were not bound to evidence; 
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they had the freedom to invent within reason� “He seeks out the essential truths 
rather than the literal ones�” Among the World War III novels, he recommended 
the works of Clancy, Hackett, Coyle, and James McDonough�14

This view was not an isolated one� In 1987, the Army War College placed 
Clancy and Bond’s Red Storm Rising on its Contemporary Military Reading List� 
In 1991, when the Navy released its first Chief of Naval Operations Reading List, 
Red Storm Rising was included on it as well�15

These books had influence of one sort or another at every level of national 
security� At the political and policy levels, Prime Minister James Callaghan of 
the United Kingdom sent President James E� “Jimmy” Carter Jr� a copy of Hack-
ett’s novel as a gift through his son-in-law, Peter Jay, the British ambassador to 
the United States�16 Interest in the book was bipartisan� Ronald Reagan told the 
Christian Science Monitor in 1983 that he was reading Hackett’s book� He stayed 
true to Hackett’s views in 1986 during a dispute with British prime minister Mar-
garet Thatcher over nuclear deterrence� Thatcher favored such a strategy, since 
conventional military resources were inadequate—a position that Hackett had 
hoped to discourage with his novel� Reagan, in response, recommended that the 
prime minister read Red Storm Rising, which was similar in its broad conclusions� 
According to the British record, Reagan explained: “It gave an excellent picture 
of the Soviet Union’s intentions and strategy�”17 Thatcher did not understand this 
recommendation, and her staff had to explain it to her later�18

The novel also had an impact in other political centers� Hackett’s book drew edi-
torial commentary on opinion pages in both magazines and newspapers�19 Members 
of Congress also took notice� Congressman Newton L� “Newt” Gingrich of Georgia 
wrote to Hackett asking whether it was possible to see the earlier ending of his man-
uscript; the general—wary of being drawn into U�S� domestic politics—declined�20 
Senators and the staff of Senate committees bought and read copies of the book�21

In less than a year after the book’s initial publication, Hackett started to 
have a tangible impact in Washington� In November 1979, the Washington Star 
newspaper ran a series by defense correspondent John Fialka on the poor state 
of readiness in the Army� Fialka quoted Hackett’s book in one of his articles� At 
two different hearings in 1979, members of Congress asked witnesses about the 
book� Paul Trible, a congressman from Virginia, asked Vice Admiral William J� 
Crowe Jr� whether the Navy could resupply forces in Europe as Hackett depicted� 
Crowe avoided giving a direct answer, saying he had not read the book yet� (He, 
however, owned a copy�) During his long response, though, he slowly and reluc-
tantly admitted indirectly that the task was beyond the current capacity of the 
Navy� A week later at another hearing, Senator John Warner of Virginia, a for-
mer Secretary of the Navy, asked Norman Polmar, a writer and former Defense 
Department official, what he thought of the book� Polmar replied that while the 
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book was “excellent,” Hackett made overly optimistic assumptions� A month later, 
General Frederick Kroesen, commander in chief of the Army in Europe, also told 
Congress that the Army could not defend Europe successfully in Hackett’s sce-
nario� In another hearing, General David Jones, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff at the time, told Congress that these assessments were correct�22

Members of both houses of Congress responded to Hackett’s book� In 1979,  
G� William Whitehurst, a representative from Virginia, was part of the U�S� 
delegation to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO’s) North Atlantic 
Assembly� He told the assembly to listen to Hackett’s warnings� “They could be-
gin by arresting the deterioration of NATO forces,” he told the gathering� “They 
should let General Hackett’s book remain a work of fiction, and should avoid 
tempting fate�” The minutes of this meeting state that applause greeted these re-
marks� In 1980, Senator Robert J� Dole of Kansas read a section of Hackett’s novel 
about chemical warfare into the Congressional Record. “Most public attention has 
been focused on the potential for nuclear warfare,” he observed� “Yet, chemical/
biological weapons are as horrible and even more contemptible than nuclear 
weapons�” He acknowledged that Hackett’s book was “fictional,” but he called on 
the executive branch to make defense against these weapons a “major priority�”23

In 1985—the year in which Hackett set his fictional World War III—there was 
a renewed interest in the general’s novel� Since war had not come, British jour-
nalists suggested that there had not been much substance to his book after all� 
That argument was superficial, and it was not what Hackett had been trying to 
address; the real issue was readiness�24 Congress asked whether NATO was ready 
for combat operations against the countries in the Warsaw Pact� In hearings at the 
end of the year, Major General Robert F� Molinelli told the Senate Subcommittee 
on Preparedness that the Army still lacked the supplies to defend Europe in the 
scenario that Hackett had envisioned�25

Tom Clancy and Larry Bond
Clancy and Bond also had an impact at the policy level� In 1986, Gingrich was 
taking part in a House of Representatives debate on appropriations for military 
research and development� Gingrich remarked, “I just want to use the new novel 
by Tom Clancy, Red Storm Rising, to make the point that I think the opposition 
to an antisatellite technology may well be the most irrational position on the left 
this week�” He even read a section into the Congressional Record. “Clancy’s book 
is probably the best single illustration of how a major conflict would work in the 
real world�”26

Gingrich invited Clancy and Bond to lunch at the Capitol with other members 
of Congress� During the meal, the two authors talked about defense policy issues 
with the congressmen� Bond was surprised to see Richard B� “Dick” Cheney, a 
representative from Wyoming, taking notes as they talked about the Soviet navy�27
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The view that this book was important was a bipartisan one� “Red Storm Rising 
is entertaining� But it also has an important message for national policy makers,” 
stated Walter B� Jones, a Democratic member of the House of Representatives 
and the chair of the Committee on Merchant Marine and Fisheries� “I commend 
it to Members for their reading during our break between sessions�” Clancy, he 
said, was making the argument that the United States needed a strong merchant 
marine, using a “compelling story line that probably has more impact than all the 
charts and graphs we could put together�”28

Not everyone bought into Clancy’s scenario� Congressman James A� Courter 
of New Jersey, a member of the Armed Services Committee, was skeptical of 
Clancy’s assessment of NATO operations� He nonetheless thought the novel 
was a serious enough work to write an article rejecting its argument� “Clancy’s 
book has a happy ending,” he noted� “[I]n the event of a real attack, will life 
imitate art?” He worried that the complex weapon systems that NATO intended 
to use were too expensive for the Western democracies to buy in the numbers 
needed and too complex to withstand the demands of combat� “These and 
other similar challenges are enough to convince most analysts that the NATO 
air superiority featured so prominently in Red Storm Rising truly belongs in 
the realm of fiction�”29 Toward the very end of the Cold War, a subcommittee of 
the Senate Armed Services Committee commissioned an advisory group that 
reported that U�S� industry was in no position to win an actual shooting war: 
“Fanciful war scenarios like the one described in Tom Clancy’s novel Red Storm 
Rising predicate American victory on wartime resupply efforts which cannot 
be accomplished because the equipment and materials do not exist and cannot 
be produced in time�”30

The most visible moment of influence in the political realm came on 22 Sep-
tember 1987� The entire Senate debated for four hours about cutting the funding 
for Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), better known as “Star Wars�” In 
the debate that followed, Warner opposed the cuts and invoked Clancy’s Red 
Storm Rising. “This Senator believes the author painted a scenario that is too real 
to ignore�” In response to Warner’s questioning, Senator John F� Kerry of Mas-
sachusetts said reading Red Storm Rising “convinced” him that the militarization 
of space was a bad idea� Senator J� Danforth “Dan” Quayle of Indiana responded 
to Kerry: “I guess I just had a much different conclusion than my distinguished 
colleague�” Quayle declared that space was the future for the United States and 
that Clancy had figured it out� “[I]t was only through the Asat [antisatellite] 
capability in that novel, that the United States was able to turn a very difficult 
situation around�” He was fully aware that the novel was fiction, but that it did 
something other than just entertain: “We all have good pastime reading, and  
‘Red Storm Rising’ is certainly a good place to begin this discussion�”31 The Senate 
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voted 50–50 on the SDI funding, and Vice President George H� W� Bush cast the 
tie-breaking ballot in favor of it�32

News coverage the next day did not mention any of this exchange, but Quayle’s 
incisive observation, “What we are doing here is digging a grave for SDI,” ap-
peared in the Washington Post and the Los Angeles Times.33

Senators continued to cite Clancy and Bond’s book� During a Senate hearing 
in 1988, Senator Phil Gramm of Texas remarked: “I had hoped after ‘Red Storm 
Rising’ was written that people would read that book and decide that we needed 
that missile [defense]� But it did not happen�”34 Clancy was astonished that he was 
receiving this type of attention� “Congress can’t tell the difference between a novel 
and an intelligence briefing,” he remarked at a book signing�35

Clancy and Bond’s book had helped shape the views of four U�S� senators� 
This influence, though, eventually was distorted� In 1988, when Quayle became 
the Republican nominee for vice president, many cited this incident as an ex-
ample of him being an intellectual lightweight, because he used fiction rather 
than nonfiction in a policy debate� Quayle did himself no favors during the 
campaign� He threw away a prepared speech to show his independence from 
campaign officials and made a series of impromptu remarks about national 
security� He cited Tom Clancy in an address that was rambling and unfocused� 
This incident led to much ridicule and underscored his reputation as a man of 
no real substance�36

The historian John Lewis Gaddis worried about the influence of these novel-
ists� He wanted historians and political scientists to work closer together to pro-
duce material that policy makers would read� He complained that policy makers 
were “frittering away what little free time they have reading Tom Clancy novels 
instead of our own scholarly books and articles�”37

STRATEGIC-LEVEL INFLUENCE
At the strategic level, this literature had an impact on the Navy� A briefing that 
two analysts at the CNA—a think tank in Washington, DC—prepared in 2009 
argues that Hackett’s first novel, his follow-up effort (The Third World War: The 
Untold Story), and Clancy and Bond’s Red Storm Rising were three of the twelve 
key books that shaped the Maritime Strategy of the Navy in the 1980s�38 Naval 
historian John B� Hattendorf reached similar conclusions in his monograph on 
the development of the strategy�39

Contemporary documents support Hattendorf ’s conclusions� In 1980, the 
CNA had circulated a study that explored the vulnerability of NATO’s northern 
flank� “General Sir John Hackett et al� have given us a very useful vehicle for this,” 
the study notes� “The Third World War is, of course, a work of fiction� But it is fic-
tion of a special kind: extrapolation from fact�” The study’s author then explored 

126

Naval War College Review, Vol. 76 [2023], No. 3, Art. 1

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol76/iss3/1



 S A R A N TA K E S  1 2 1

the feasibility of the eight campaigns depicted in the novel, realizing full well 
that actual developments might turn out differently� “On the whole, however, the 
conflict scenario presented in the book is credible�”40

The study found that Hackett’s basic conclusions were sound� The NATO 
advantage in the air and on the sea would be crucial in stopping a ground inva-
sion� “The ‘bottom line’ in all this can be stated quite succinctly� What happens 
at sea will be determined by, and may in turn determine, what happens on land�” 
An important part of the plan would be moving reserve ground formations from 
the United States and Canada into the theater� The Soviets might be able to take 
key islands in the North Atlantic and the North Sea, but they would have little 
strength left to exploit the advantage these positions gave them� “The better able 
NATO becomes to defend itself on the land, the better able it must become to 
defend itself at sea� This is nowhere more true than in, on, and over northern 
waters� While NATO can win there and still lose the war, it can’t lose there and 
win the war�”41

Not everyone agreed with Hackett� Given the general’s concern about ground 
operations, an article in Military Review, a publication of the U�S� Army Com-
mand and General Staff College, explored the ramifications of his ground-
combat scenario� The historian John M� Lane noted a contradiction in the novel� 
The general and his coauthors had local units involved in “home defense,” which 
posed a problem for Hackett’s prediction of a rapid war� “If his analysis is correct, 
light infantry such as the militia will be involved in World War III� It will not be 
limited to a contest between elite formations and ultrasophisticated push-button 
weapons�” The use of this type of unstructured military forces would extend the 
course of the conflict� In that situation, Lane said, the lessons of Vietnam and 
Afghanistan would come into play�42 Citing Hackett, the political scientist John 
J� Mearsheimer published an influential article in International Security. The 
article’s title made Mearsheimer’s argument clear: “Why the Soviets Can’t Win 
Quickly in Central Europe�”43

Red Storm Rising saw similar scrutiny� Jeffrey Record, a defense intellectual 
who had a column on military affairs that appeared in the Baltimore Sun, wrote 
an article assessing the real-world implications of the novel� He found the origins 
of the conflict questionable� He also believed that the actual conduct of the war 
as Clancy and Bond depicted it was unlikely: “Red Storm Rising is a somewhat 
gentlemanly conflict in which both sides seem less concerned about winning 
than about limiting the war’s intensity and scope�” The war remained a European 
crisis and never expanded to other parts of the globe� He also added that the 
United States simply lacked the sealift capability to get troops and equipment to 
Europe as quickly as Clancy and Bond suggested was possible� He further noted 
that in the book the Western alliance never seemed to run out of ammunition� 

127

Naval War College: Summer 2023 Full Issue

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 2023



 1 2 2  NAVA L  WA R  C O L L E G E  R E V I E W

Record, however, was willing to give the authors their due� He observed that the 
two authors understood the operational implications of current weapons tech-
nology and that they had a “solid” understanding of the diplomatic dynamics of 
likely NATO actions�44

Leaders within the United States Army, however, were divided on the im-
portance of Red Storm Rising. A U�S� Army War College paper titled “Red Storm 
Rising—a Primer for a Future Conventional War in Central Europe” came to a 
conclusion quite different from that of Record� The novel “is replete with insight-
ful, identifiable circumstances in a not unimaginable conflict for which we have 
spent our careers in preparation�” Examining only the land war depicted in the 
novel, the study stated that Clancy and Bond had provided a warning of possible 
things to come� “Is RSR [Red Storm Rising] a harbinger of a future war in Central 
Europe? It could very well be� If, in some future war, the Soviets were to launch 
an attack against the West, the most critical factor in determining their success 
would be their ability to achieve strategic surprise� Absent this, they would not 
be able to fully exploit their offensive doctrine� Their firepower and formations 
would falter just as Clancy’s Soviets in Red Storm Rising�”45

In contrast, a year later, Michael J� Bradley argued in a U�S� Army Command 
and General Staff College study that Red Storm Rising was nothing but sound and 
fury� “Was it [the first operation described in the novel] linked to and integrated 
with the other functions of campaign design and did the firepower expended 
make sufficient contribution to the overall combat power effect?”46 Since Bradley 
believed the answer was no, stronger theater-level coordination was required� 
“We need operational FSCOORD [fire support coordinator] thinking to break 
the logjam� To get it we need joint doctrine and schooling�”47

The influence of Red Storm Rising even reached into homeland-defense ef-
forts� After reading the novel, Captain Val Flake, a reserve officer in the Air Force, 
developed a field-training exercise to test how food-distribution networks and 
health services would function under stress following a nuclear attack� Gover-
nors Booth Gardner of Washington and Neil Goldschmidt of Oregon garnered 
national media attention when they refused to cooperate with the Federal Emer-
gency Management Agency in this exercise, instead using it as an opportunity 
to score political points against the Reagan administration’s foreign policy and 
its dependence on nuclear weapons� “This is a very innocuous exercise that we 
planned,” William Mayer, the northwest regional director of the agency, argued 
in his response�48

OPERATIONAL- AND TACTICAL-LEVEL IMPACT
At the operational and tactical levels, these books influenced the training and 
education of the military� Both Clancy and Bond’s Red Storm Rising and Bond’s 

128

Naval War College Review, Vol. 76 [2023], No. 3, Art. 1

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol76/iss3/1



 S A R A N TA K E S  1 2 3

Red Phoenix became the foundation for computer simulations� The development 
company MicroProse adapted Red Storm Rising into a computer game, released 
in 1989� “The game is as realistic as you’re going to get outside of a classified en-
vironment,” Clancy boasted� “The games place the player in the same position as 
the author� You live the story, just as I live the story when I write it�”49 Fifteen years 
later, the U�S� Marine Corps contracted with the computer game firm Destineer 
to turn Red Phoenix into a computer game, designed to teach small-unit leaders 
cognitive lessons such as command, control, and communication�50

Clancy was invited to give talks to various military-training programs, and it 
is easy to see why he was a popular choice� Videos from this period show a lean 
individual who spoke with confidence, a strong voice, and an engaging sense of 
humor�51 The faculty teaching the Naval War College’s operations course used 
Clancy’s Hunt for Red October as an assigned reading exercise�52 David G� Clark, 
a captain in the Navy and an instructor at the College, explained that not every 
detail in the book was correct, but on the whole “it was the most readable and 
accurate piece available on one facet of contemporary naval operations outside 
wartime�” Clark noted that Clancy and Bond had produced a similarly important 
book in Red Storm Rising. He easily could see it providing the setting for teaching 
and discussion sessions—“again, not for its precise depiction of future history, 
but because this new novel” was “so thoroughly researched and authentic that 
it provides a plausible overview of warfare in the Atlantic and NATO, available 
nowhere else�”53 A colleague of his, Orville E� Hay, director of the Global War 
Game and Advanced Concepts Department at the College, had similar views� 
During testimony to a Senate committee, he was asked whether Red Storm Rising 
was required reading for his staff� “No, but it is an interesting book,” he replied� 
“There are some elements of it that I find intriguing in terms of what we are doing 
here� But I would say the book overall has been super because it is getting people 
to think about the dynamics that we are trying to portray�”54

These books also became part of the professional-development plans of many 
officers� Several pieces in the Marine Corps Gazette discussed Clancy and Bond’s 
book in three issues during the second half of 1986� John E� Greenwood, the edi-
tor of the magazine, stated that Red Storm Rising had “redeeming professional 
value�” The ultimate mission of every Western military at the time was to fight the 
Soviet Union� “Could things really happen as he projects? The answer is almost 
anybody’s guess, but what is certain is that he makes you think,” Greenwood 
wrote� “He, and � � � others like him, provide a great service by challenging us to 
rethink our perceptions of future warfare—a most worthwhile endeavor�”55 The 
reviewer of the book in the Marine Corps Gazette observed, “[T]his is an impor-
tant book� It simplifies national and defense strategies by incorporating them into 
a fast-moving, easy to read story with something for everyone�”56
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This type of commentary really mattered to Clancy� “When the [military] 
people you write about think you’re doing a good job, then you ARE doing a good 
job,” he observed�57

These books also had an impact at the personal level on military training and 
education in the late Cold War period� Ted Kluz, a professor at the U�S� Air War 
College, recommended that national-security professionals read Coyle’s second 
novel, Bright Star: “Military men and women will read this novel carefully� There 
is enough reality to chill them completely� Political men and women will not need 
to read this because they will not heed it nor will they learn from it�”58

Many junior personnel were heeding these recommendations� One section 
of Hackett’s book is about a defensive stand that the 11th U�S� Armored Cavalry 
Regiment takes in Germany to hold back advancing Soviets� “The book has be-
come virtually required reading in the 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment,” a cor-
respondent for the Los Angeles Times reported in 1982� “It is referred to repeat-
edly in response to questions about the unit’s activities� Yet its grim scenario has 
apparently not affected morale�” Roger Cirillo, a young officer in the regiment, 
recalled that Hackett’s book was “much read” in his unit, and “its lessons were 
not lost on us�”59

The men of this regiment were hardly alone� Many soldiers turned to this book 
to get ideas of what they should expect to face in combat� A reporter from Time 
magazine found soldiers in a New York National Guard unit reading Hackett 
and passing around copies to others while they conducted a training simulation 
at Fort Drum to protect the Rhineland-like terrain of upstate New York from a 
Soviet invasion�60

This use of fiction continued for several years� “Everyone reads Clancy’s books 
in the barracks, just about,” a Naval Reserve Officers Training Corps (ROTC) 
midshipman at the Virginia Military Institute explained to a newspaper reporter 
in 1989� There was a reason why junior-level personnel were turning to fiction: 
“It deals with stuff cadets want to do when they graduate�” Larry Bond heard that 
many Army officers stationed in Korea began reading Red Phoenix for much the 
same reasons� In 1990, Major Donald A� Carter, an instructor at the U�S� Army 
Field Artillery School, at Fort Sill, Oklahoma, observed, “I have been surprised at 
the high percentage of junior officers who already express an interest in reading 
military history�” In informal polls, he found that 60 to 70 percent of his students 
said studying history was an important part of their professional development� 
Carter was surprised with this finding, since the Army was using weapons that 
were far more complex than what had been used in the past� “The most popular 
reading material, by a wide margin, is the Tom Clancy–Harold Coyle range of 
contemporary fiction� While these authors are not examples of traditional mili-
tary history, they do serve to pique interest in other related fields�”61
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Clancy himself assumed that he was having some influence� “Clancy’s Law 
of Intelligence,” he told Navy ROTC students at Villanova University, states, “It’s 
not how smart you are, it’s whether people listen to you�” Clancy believed that the 
Soviets could not ignore the possibility that his novels were technically accurate� 
“There’s no way they’ll believe I’m some insurance puke who got lucky�” Clancy 
explained that he used only public information to write his books, and that he 
had put isolated bits of information together to create a new assessment� Some-
times he was right, and sometimes he was wrong; neither he nor the Soviets knew 
which was which� “If nothing else, I know I’ll keep the bastards awake at night,” 
he quipped, drawing appreciative laughter from the midshipmen�62

THE LAST YEARS OF WORLD WAR III
In 1989, Ralph Peters’s book Red Army was published� An active-duty Army 
captain, Peters wanted to help prepare the service for war in Europe, which he 
explained in an article published in Military Review about future wars� “We must 
dare to imagine,” he declared� The Army had to focus on tactical incisiveness, 
which entailed mastering the weapon systems and doctrines currently available� 
Soldiers also had to integrate all the various combat arms at the operational level 
in the service of a coherent strategy� The Army also had to have the right technol-
ogy and units trained properly for the fight they were facing; heavy tanks or troops 
trained to operate in mountain and cold-weather environments would not do 
well in a jungle� Whatever force was sent to fight, it had to be logistically sustain-
able�63 Red Army was fiction, but it was the manifestation of these real concerns� 
“I wanted to keep a staff duty officer up at 2 A�M� I wanted a book someone could 
throw in a backpack when they’re in the field�”64

In this effort, he was successful� In a 1997 review essay in Armor magazine of 
several Ralph Peters books, Lieutenant Colonel Daniel Bolger called Peters “the 
most gifted American military writer of them all�” Given the knowledge of the 
audience of the magazine, Bolger used military jargon in his review: “He’s enough 
to restore your faith in the S2�” Echoing critics of the late 1980s, Bolger observed 
that in Red Army, “Peters turns the genre on its head and gives us a very honest, 
exciting and (dare I say?) sympathetic portrayal of our Soviet enemies�”65

Bolger, who holds a PhD in history from the University of Chicago, believed 
Peters’s strength was his real-world experience: “Peters clearly understands the 
art of soldiering, and that shines through on every page�” That, according to Bol- 
ger, was not the case with others� “At bottom, brother Clancy remains a ‘wanna-
be,’ an overweight former insurance salesman who pals around with high-ranking 
officers and has an inordinate interest in firearms and modern weaponry�” That 
approach could take him only so far� “You can’t learn only by watching, folks�” 
Bolger’s point was that what mattered were the people and how they were trained� 
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“The hardware is there, but in a Peters book, the tanks and guns remain tools, 
not stars� His wars, like real wars, are fought and won by men�” Young officers 
and soldiers should read Red Army to get a feel for the Army’s recent past and its 
confrontation with the Soviets� They “are the guys we beat�”66

If nothing else, many of these novels became easy ways to explain complex 
concepts to nonspecialist audiences� In the 1980s, the idea of using space as a 
venue for military power was controversial, and much of the debate was about the 
strategic level� Lieutenant Colonel James R� McNeece wrote a letter to the editor 
of Marine Corps Gazette: “I noted the Marine Corps has interest in the outer space 
missions of ‘Force Enhancement’ and ‘Space Control�’ Mr� Clancy shows why�” He 
had an engaging story, and “throughout the book [Red Storm Rising], he makes 
clear the importance of satellite communications�” McNeece drew readers’ atten-
tion to page 219 of the novel, a point in the story at which a Soviet satellite spots 
U�S� ships and informs Moscow, allowing Soviet planes to locate and sink USS 
Saipan, which had an entire amphibious unit of two thousand Marines on board�67 
In 1987, Brigadier General Richard L� Phillips, another Marine, wrote an article 
promoting the importance of the space domain to military efforts and invoked 
Clancy: “The growing impact of space on areas of warfare is real� Today, this is 
highlighted by Tom Clancy in his current best-selling novel, Red Storm Rising.”68

The effort to employ Clancy’s sudden clout to win arguments even happened 
at the political level� Charles Wick, the director of the U�S� Information Agency 
(USIA), decided to use Clancy to sell the programs of his agency� He reached 
out to the novelist, inviting him to visit the USIA’s WorldNet satellite television 
network� This facility was a public-information operation designed to spread 
U�S� viewpoints on a global basis at a time just before the advent of commercial 
satellite networks� Clancy was impressed� He later wrote to Wick, telling him: 
“I think WorldNet has the potential to become the most powerful, most useful, 
most cost-effective tool of American diplomacy�” It had “the potential to remake 
the world�” That was the kind of endorsement that Wick could not buy, and in 
a clever bureaucratic move, he forwarded Clancy’s letter to President Reagan�69

In 1989, Lieutenant Commander Mary T� Hall, a Judge Advocate General’s 
Corps officer, published an article on deception in naval warfare in the Naval War 
College Review. The main point of her article was to explain when a deception 
on the high seas was legally permissible� She began and ended the article with 
references to a ruse scene in Red Storm Rising in which a Soviet ship passes itself 
off as a U�S� vessel�70

Despite the impact of these books, they were a product of their era and by 
most pop-culture standards should have been reduced to historical-curiosity sta-
tus if not for a resurrection of interest in the ideas of these authors in the 2010s�  
National-security and foreign-policy specialists began concentrating on the return 
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to traditional state rivalries, and many once again found value in these novels� In 
2014, the staff of the website War on the Rocks put together a reading list of national-
security novels� Red Storm Rising ended up on the list, offered by two contributors�71

Clancy and Bond’s book also was quite useful for ideas and guidance in how 
to deal with antiaccess/area-denial (A2/AD) weapon systems� Yao Ming Tiah, a 
civilian working for the government of Singapore, wrote a master’s thesis in op-
erational research at the Naval Postgraduate School on the subject of how a small 
navy could defeat a larger navy� According to his footnotes, he took his ideas on 
electronic countermeasures straight out of Red Storm Rising.72

An Air Force officer, Major Matthew J� Wemyss, found in another study that 
these new problems were recycled issues from a previous era� He examined the 
A2/AD efforts of China and Russia� Both had developed their air- and seapower 
to keep the United States from sending resources to its continental allies� “Even 
novels in the 1980s such as Tom Clancy’s Red Storm Rising focused on this Atlan-
tic Ocean battle and the impossibility of the situation,” Wemyss stated�73

Red Storm Rising also was deemed relevant to naval logistics three decades  
after publication� Commander Michael Moore, a naval supply officer, observed 
the following in his Joint Forces Staff College thesis�

In order to sustain combat at sea, there must be sufficient stocks of VLS [vertical 
launch system] weapons� The problem is that no nation has fought a prolonged naval 
war using missile munitions against massed attacks so there is no historical data to 
use for extrapolation of likely expenditures� Tom Clancy and Larry Bond obliquely 
address the subject in their novel, Red Storm Rising. During a fictional Soviet Union 
attack on a carrier strike group, the escort ships expend their entire stock of surface 
to air missiles�

Moore argued that this scenario, while fictional, had important lessons for the 
sea service� “The Navy must develop a holistic approach to sea basing, support-
ing afloat forces as well as expeditionary forces� A modern sea basing capability 
must include rearmament, repair, and replenishment capabilities, like those used 
by the Navy in the Western Pacific during World War II�”74

In 2021, the blog of the U�S� Army’s Training and Doctrine Command pub-
lished a post from Ian Sullivan, the assistant intelligence officer for future con-
flicts at the command, about the possibility of a war with the People’s Republic of 
China over Taiwan� He had wargamed this scenario and decided to craft a nar-
rative to explain the results� “Narrative writing is � � � powerful, and by spinning 
it around the bones of a game, I hope to help imagine what a fight could be�” He 
was taking his idea from fiction� “Tom Clancy and Larry Bond used this method 
in their novel Red Storm Rising, where they crafted a narrative around the results 
of a series of scenarios they played of the wargame Harpoon�” Sullivan, though, 
was taking more inspiration from a different novel� “My effort here, however, 
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is intended to be more in the spirit of Sir John Hackett’s The Third World War: 
August 1985, originally published in 1978, and intended to help NATO leaders 
imagine what a fight with the Warsaw Pact could look like�”75

In the scenario that Sullivan developed, the Army wins all its battles against 
the People’s Liberation Army—and the United States still loses the war, because 
none of these engagements altered the strategic balance� To avoid this situation, 
it was imperative that the Army consider how it might lose a conflict with China 
and respond with creative thinking� He ended his post by quoting Hackett: “We 
who have put this book together know very well that the only forecast that can 
be made with any confidence of the course and outcome of another world war, 
should there be one, is that nothing will happen exactly as we have shown here� 
There is the possibility, however, that it could�”76

As this article comes to an end, a few comments are in order� During the Reagan 
era, hypothetical fiction about a possible World War III was popular among the 
book-buying public� Some novels achieved much commercial success; others 
did not� Most novelists were trying to write engaging stories, make money, earn 
recognition and fame, and accomplish all the other things that motivate people to 
write books� A few, though, were intentional about trying to influence national-
security matters� None of these authors fundamentally altered events on their own� 
The ones who did have an impact often did so by shining light on certain topics, 
forcing discussions about issues, and giving ideas to those in power� Some of these 
books have endured and had influence years after the Cold War� These reactions 
often put these authors close to the center of debates—which is a pretty rare place 
for anyone to be�
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Photographic reproduction of Portrait of a Dutch Painter in His Studio, by Michiel van Musscher, oil on panel, 18.7 × 14.4 in., ca. 1665–70, The Princely Collec-
tions, Vienna (Wikimedia Commons).
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 In 1531, English diplomat and scholar Sir Thomas Elyot opined about his nation’s 
dawdling creativity: “If we will have anything well painted, carved or embroi-
dered, we abandon our own countrymen and resort unto strangers�”1 By the 
seventeenth century and for the duration of the reigns of Kings Charles I and 
Charles II, many leading painters and illustrators in England were either foreign-
born or were British artisans who had traveled abroad to expand their skill-sets or 
apprenticed with talented non-British experts� Such international influence was 
important to the growth and expansion of British creative aptitude and enabled 
England to pull out of its sixteenth-century doldrums and lackadaisical attitude 
regarding the fine arts�

In the seventeenth century, native English abilities in maritime art were partic-
ularly lacking� Nautical themes were provincial, and England was lagging behind 
as a top-notch seafaring nation� It did not help that King Charles I (1600–49) had 

a problematic relationship with the nation’s navy� 
Beginning in 1634, he levied ship money on his 
English citizens, and the unpopular tax exacerbated 
the first English Civil War between the Parliamen-
tarians and Royalists in 1642� The navy also split 
into Parliamentary and Royalist fleets, with the 
king’s flotilla comprising thirty-five larger vessels 
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and smaller ships, which performed army-supply and blockade functions� English 
marine art throughout the reign of Charles I—if it existed at all—was compara-
tively adolescent in temperament, particularly in comparison with Dutch art�2

In the year of Charles I’s regicide, Robert Blake—who had taken up arms 
against the king—was installed as Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports in the 
Cromwellian administration� Known as the father of the Royal Navy, he built 
up the greatest sea force in England’s history to that time� He defeated Dutch 
admirals Maarten H� Tromp, Cornelis de Witt, and Michiel de Ruyter in the First 
Anglo-Dutch War of 1652–54� Blake made two important innovations in the 
sailing forces: developing strategic ideas regarding blockades and landings and 
creating a set of overarching rules and regulations for naval personnel, includ-
ing sailing and fighting instructions� The British navy was on the rise as a global 
force, and this intensified interest in paralleling the newly found prowess at sea 
in artistic form�3

Still, themes of naval warfare were not yet “trendy” in England, and the subject 
matter remained uncommon�4 In the Netherlands, a wave of marine artists had 
been at work since the sixteenth century mastering techniques for presenting 
air, light, and water on paper and canvas� The region had become a wealthy em-
pire from its international cargo trading and fishing, and its citizenry collected 
decades of practical experience plying the North and Norwegian Seas and the 
Atlantic Ocean�5 Expansion of the Dutch maritime realm made the country the 
envy of much of the continent, and its shipbuilders dominated the European 
market, with sales reaching from Riga in the Baltic to as far as Venice in the 
Adriatic� Ship architects of northern and southern Holland became known for 
their technical superiority in vessel design, and they remained unmatched for 
a century� These designers borrowed heavily from the German architecture of 
square and lateen sails and Mediterranean-constructed hulls�6 As fierce and suc-
cessful naval fighters, the nation’s military commanders sought out artists who 
could replicate their exploits, produce striking scenes of their ships, and re-create 
the drama that was integral to maritime life�7

WILLEM VAN DE VELDE THE ELDER
One of the fleet’s most popular artists was draftsman Willem van de Velde the 
Elder� Research on Van de Velde’s life turns up little concerning his background� 
It is unclear where he may have learned to draw or whether he had any formal 
training or mentors�8 He was born in Leiden, a town in southern Holland, died 
in London in 1693 at the age of eighty-one, and was buried at Saint James’s 
courtyard�9 His Flemish father earned the family income as a ship’s master 
(known as a barque master in the Netherlands) of a transport merchant vessel� 
Willem spent the first half of his life on the inland waterways and high seas of 
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the Dutch territories soaking up the natural conditions that existed in a nation 
that thrived from its close association with the ocean� Afloat early, he already 
had been on a sea cruise with his father before he was twelve years of age�10 
Thus, as a young man Van de Velde became educated on the transformations of 
weather and seasons through life experience, and he would continue to prefer 
to sit and work within the natural environment of his work rather than compose 
fantastical renderings in a studio�

Van de Velde had three legitimate children, including a daughter, Magdalena, 
who seems to have been overshadowed by her two brothers, who followed in the 
family business by becoming artists� His son Willem the Younger, a conspicuously 
gifted studio oil painter of maritime scenes, often relied on his father’s drawings 
as a basis for developing subject matter�11 His younger son, Adriaen, grew into a 
capable draftsman and print artist of landscapes and animals�12

If Willem the Elder’s likeness provides any representation of his personality, he 
was a confident, cocky, tough, virile, and intrepid man (see figure 1)�13 He must 
have had the eyesight of a bird of prey, as evidenced by the elaborate elements he 

was able to impart to his drawings 
while seated in a bobbing boat in 
the middle of an unfolding battle�

The Elder served as draftsman 
for the Dutch admiralty, and the 
naval hierarchy prized his work 
highly� It was common for him to 
be found sketching both sides of a 
conflict a short distance away float-
ing on the water�14 He was present 
during the battle of Scheveningen 
in 1653 at the insistence of Ad-
miral Tromp, and he produced a 
time line of the conflict across six 
joined sheets of paper (see figure 
2)�15 In the lower front of one of 
his compositions, Van de Velde 
placed himself sitting in a galliot—
a single-masted Dutch cargo boat 
sometimes used as a fishing ves-
sel—sketching the tumult while 
wearing a sun hat and holding 
a drawing block (see figure 3)�  
A young man—perhaps his son, 

Photographic reproduction of Willem van den Velden, by Gerard Sibelius, engraving, 9.4 × 
7 in., ca. eighteenth century, Royal Museums Greenwich (Wikimedia Commons).

FIGURE 1
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the Younger, who had accompanied him on several occasions, including the 
Four Days’ Battle off North Foreland in 1666—stands next to him watching the 
fight� During the 1640s and 1650s, the Elder was very often in the Baltic record-
ing conflicts, also going as far north as Bergen in the Norwegian fjords�

In 1658, Van de Velde, along with nobleman Jacob van Wassenaar, convoyed 
with the Dutch navy to Copenhagen and recorded the defeat of Charles X Gus-
tav’s Swedish forces to end the blockades that had been disturbing the free flow 
of sea trade in the area�16 Van de Velde’s work earned him praise from the Dan-
ish king, Frederick III� After seeing Willem’s illustration of the flagship Amelia, 
Cornelis Evertsen the Elder—privateer and vice-commodore in the Zeelandic 
navy—asked that a commemorative series be made to glorify his family name� 
In the course of his career, Willem went on to receive several high-level com-
missions, including for Van Wassenaar, now an admiral; Charles X of Sweden; 
and Admiral Michiel de Ruyter�

Land and sea battles during the Anglo-Dutch Wars caused economic down-
turns and concern for their physical safety that forced continental artisans to 
vacate their homelands and disperse across Europe (see figure 4)�17 British inter-
est in marine-themed scenes was amplified during the Restoration period after 

FIGURE 2

Willem van de Velde the Elder created a continuous narrative of the battle of Scheveningen. Photographic reproduction of The Battle of Scheveningen, 10 
August 1653, by Willem van de Velde the Elder, ink on paper, 45 × 61.4 in., 1655, Royal Museums Greenwich (Wikimedia Commons).
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The maritime art of Van de Velde the Elder, who is depicted here in a sun hat, was composed while the Elder was an observational participant near active 
conflicts in the water, setting him apart from other artists. Enlargement of figure 2 by Mary Raum, 2023.

FIGURE 3

FIGURE 4

Map showing migratory movements of painters active in Amsterdam between 1600 and 1700, using modern borders and country names for reference.

Source: Marten Jan Bok, Harm Nijboer, and Judith Brouwer, eds., ECARTICO: Linking Cultural Industries in the Early Modern Low Countries, ca. 1475–
ca. 1725, vondel.humanities.uva.nl/.
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Charles II returned from his exile and concentrated on expanding his naval 
forces� He renamed all royal vessels with the designation His Majesty’s Ship 
(HMS), introduced navigation acts for trade, decimated the piratical Barbary 
corsairs, and began winning sea battles against the Spanish, Portuguese, French, 
and Dutch�18 As Charles II’s England gained naval notoriety, the king faced a lack 
of homegrown skills to satisfy his desire to produce artwork that could convey 
the nation’s seafaring excellence� 

In 1672, known as the “Disaster Year” by the Dutch Republic, the nation faced 
three conflicts close to one another� The Franco-Dutch War, the Third Anglo-
Dutch War, and the English naval blockade precipitated the failure of banks, 
shops, courts, schools, and theaters, and many artisans began to experience 
economic difficulty� During this turmoil, Charles II extended an invitation to 
Willem van de Velde the Elder and his son the Younger to become court artists 
for the house of Stuart�19

Three events contributed to the Elder’s decision to make this move: the impact 
of the economic depression on his ability to make a living, the dangers of the 
French occupation and its impact on his family’s safety, and Charles II’s issuance 
of a declaration of indulgence that encouraged Dutch citizens to emigrate to 
England�20 On 20 February 1674, the British monarch issued a warrant of ap-
pointment directing that the treasury of the navy pay “the Salary of One hundred 
pounds p� Annm unto William Van de Velde the Elder for taking and making 
Draughts of seafights, and the like Salary of One hundred pounds p� Annm unto 
William van de Velde the Younger for putting the said Draughts into Colours for 
our particular use�”21 Both father and son spent the remainder of their careers 
recording naval engagements from the British perspective�

The Younger’s oil-painting approach was very different from his father’s pre-
cise draftsmanship� Using the oil technique, the Elder’s son was able to create in-
terpretive differences among the atmospheric interplay of light and shade in both 
sea and sky� He became heir to the tonal paintings of Dutchmen Jan Porcellis and 
the exceptional genre painter Jan van Goyen, and during the Younger’s lifetime 
he would paint nearly every type of Dutch and English ship afloat�22

The combined aptitudes, techniques, and virtuosity of the father and son 
would set the standard for British marine art for the next two centuries—the 
Elder, a black-and-white, muted-tone draftsman, and the Younger, a color oil 
painter formally trained under the tutelage of the multifaceted, Rotterdam-born 
marine painter Simon de Vlieger� Their influence would permeate the field 
through the Enlightenment and Romantic periods into the nineteenth century, 
a period that saw the rise of a gifted cadre of British painters� Such artists in-
cluded cartographic style painter Peter Monamy (1681–1749); sea-battle painters 
Samuel Scott (ca� 1702–72) and Nicholas Pocock (1740–1821); and the leading 
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pioneer of Romantic marine art, J� M� W� Turner (1775–1851)�23 Monamy, who 
collected Van de Velde drawings, and Scott, who copiously copied them, both 
were inspired by the Elder’s craftsmanship�24

MARITIME ART BEFORE VAN DE VELDE
To understand Van de Velde’s influence on maritime art in Britain, it is useful to 
describe briefly what this form of endeavor entailed before his rise in the genre� 
A few examples from history will show how the field grew from its idealistic and 
imaginative roots toward realism�

In the period leading up to the fifteenth century, artists only were able to an-
ticipate and not replicate low horizons, and they were naive about the application 
of isometric perspective, foreshortening, and theoretical ground planes—tech-
niques that were imperative for displaying faithful representations in a water 
environment�25 Waves were especially inaccurate in these early works of art, as 
they were composed “using the fertility of invention” resulting from an unin-
formed internal viewpoint because many artists had never seen the water�26 It was 
not until 1805—nearly two hundred years after Dutch marine painters Cornelis 
Vroom, Jan van de Cappelle, and Ludolf Backhuysen already had leapt beyond 
elementary oceanic scenes—that the publication of a definitive educational trea-
tise on the optics governing wave action appeared in England, with Dominick 
Serres and John Thomas Serres’s penning of Liber Nauticus and Instructor in the 
Art of Marine Drawing.27

For many centuries, the earth’s curvature at the waterline was not depicted 
correctly, although Dutch-born Mainz woodcutter Erhard Reuwich was one of 
the first to attempt to do so, in the 1480s, in illustrations found in his travel books 
(see figure 5)�28 Some British cartographers had attempted to produce a sem-
blance of vessels and horizon lines on their charts around the mid-1500s�29 Nearly 
all these were of coastal cities projected from an unrealistic bird’s-eye view with 
ships not on the water but instead awkwardly rendered in relation to geographic 
features� For the most part, until the arrival of the Van de Velde father and sons, 
British marine art remained limited to flat-pattern making, manuscripts, and 
elementary official seals of coastal ports�30

In 1499, around the time of the second Ottoman-Venetian war, one of the first 
known artistically rendered naval battles appeared, depicting the clash between 
the Turks and Venetians off Cape Zonchio� The woodcut piece was hand printed 
from two blocks on two joined sheets of paper, then the artist stenciled color on 
top�31 In the piece, high-sided sailing vessels—known as round ships or carracks—
are jammed together, with sailors boarding one another’s watercraft� Spears and 
arrows fly, cannon fire, decks are ablaze, and men can be seen falling to their 
fate into the sea (see figure 6)� For a fifteenth-century display, its complexity is 
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astounding, and the use of a simplified color palette allows the viewer to appreci-
ate the action without being distracted by too much divergent pigment (see figure 
7)� Hash marks are used in an attempt to show depth—a technique that Willem 
the Elder used consistently in his drawings and pen paintings�32

One of the earliest battleships replicated in a flat-pattern engraving of an 
English war vessel was the galleon Ark Royal—and it was created by a Dutch-
man, Claes Janszoon Visscher, not a British artist. The vessel originally was built 
for Sir Walter Raleigh but was purchased by Queen Elizabeth I to contribute to 
the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588 (see figure 8)� A famous sea painting 
from 1588 of English vessels with a war theme by a British artist was part of 
the iconographic background found on a series of three surviving portraits of 
Elizabeth I� These armada portraits were a propagandistic expression extolling 
her nation’s triumph on the high seas against Spain� In these portraits, Elizabeth 
sits in the foreground, her hand resting on a globe� Behind the monarch are 

FIGURE 5

A view of Rhodes featuring an early attempt to show the curvature of the earth on a body of water. Photographic reproduction of Hartman Schedel, Liber 
chronicarum [“Nuremberg Chronicle”] (1493), fol. 26v, color plate, adapted from Bernhard von Breydenbach, Peregrinatio in Terram Sanctam (1486), 
woodcut (Wikimedia Commons).
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FIGURE 6

A fifteenth-century battle scene. Photographic reproduction of woodcut of the battle of Zonchio, 1499, featuring three large Venetian and Turkish vessels 
(“Nave Loredan,” “Nave Turchesca,” and “Nave Del Armer”), with numerous smaller vessels around them, by unknown artist (Italian school), colored by 
stencil and hand printed from two blocks on two joined sheets of paper, 22.4 × 32.5 in., 1499–1500, British Museum (Wikimedia Commons).

FIGURE 7

Enlargement of figure 6, which uses hash marks to show depth and shadow. 
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a pair of paintings, one depicting English fireships and galleons threatening 
the Spanish fleet and the other showing Spanish ships being driven onto the 
rocks off the coast in a stormy sea� It is evident in these late-sixteenth-century 
paintings that British artisans had not yet achieved sufficiency in maritime art, 
as neither rendering of vessels afloat is of the skill level of the Netherlandic 
schools—the ships look more like bathtub toys (see figure 9)�33

VAN DE VELDE THE ELDER BRINGS DUTCH TECHNIQUE AND 
ARTISTIC EXPERIMENTATION TO ENGLAND

Drawing is seven-eighths of what makes up painting.
EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY FRENCH GRISAILLE  

PAINTER JEAN-AUGUSTE-DOMINIQUE INGRES

Beyond Van de Velde the Elder’s intimate association with the sea from birth, 
three components led to his elevation of the field of naval and maritime art: (1) 
his application of geometric techniques, (2) the unique materials he used, and (3) 
his ability to form a successful business and studio model�34

Engraving by Dutch artist of Ark Royal under full sail, part of a set of ten prints. Photographic reproduction of Arca Rale Admirael, by Claes Janszoon 
Visscher, print, 15.3 × 21.1 in., 1587, National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, London (Wikimedia Commons).

FIGURE 8
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FIGURE 9

There are three versions of the Armada Portrait of Queen Elizabeth I. Two versions appear in the Woburn Abbey Collection (top and middle row) and 
the Queen’s House in Greenwich, U.K. (bottom row). Top: Photographic reproduction of the full Armada Portrait as it appears in Woburn Abbey Collec-
tion, unknown artist (formerly attributed to George Gower), oil on panel, ca. 1588 (Wikimedia Commons). Middle row: Details from the Woburn Abbey 
Armada Portrait, depicting the English fleet (left) and Spanish fleet (right). Bottom row: Details from a photographic reproduction of the Armada Portrait 
in Greenwich, depicting the English fleet (left) and Spanish fleet (right) (Wikimedia Commons). Analysts believe the Greenwich version was overpainted 
by an unknown artist in the seventeenth century.
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Application of Geometric Techniques
Willem the Elder considered himself foremost a ship’s draftsman rather than a 
painter, owing to his use of graphite, chalks, sepia ink, and washes instead of oils� 
The Elder first would make rapid sketches at sea with pen and ink or graphite; 
then he would return to his studio, where he would add vessel and panoramic 
background details� Many of his pen paintings used a similar format of “two 
large ships in the foreground with onlookers on the shore and a smaller vessel 
somewhere in the scene closer toward the viewer” (see figure 10)�35 Artists at the 
Van de Velde studio used a specific offset process as a means of reproduction for 
particular motifs� The process included the following: a piece of blank paper was 
moistened with water; next, an original drawing was placed face down over the 
paper; then, it was rubbed vigorously so that the drawing was transferred onto 
the blank paper� These illustrations were the lifeblood of the studio, and this 
technique was the most valuable part of the Elder’s ability to make a living from 
his art� 

His greatest contributions to marine art were his grisailles, which resembled 
drawings but in fact were a form of pseudopainting that used monochromatic 
palettes of gray or other neutral opaque color washes over pen-and-ink outlines� 
The technique was useful for creating an atmospheric ambience associated 
with sunshine and cloud cover (see figure 11)� Grisailles or penschilderij (which 

Although the image here features two views of the same vessel (Oosterwijk), the grisaille displays Van de Velde the Elder’s technique of placing two large 
vessels in the foreground with smaller vessels nearby in his grisailles. Photographic reproduction of The Dutch Ship Oosterwijk under Sail near the Shore 
in Two Positions, by Willem van de Velde the Elder, grisaille on panel, 36 × 48 in., 1654, National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, Macpherson Collection 
(Wikimedia Commons).

FIGURE 10
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translates from the Dutch as pen-and-ink drawing) collectively constituted Wil-
lem’s magnum opus, and they opened an entirely new market share that distin-
guished him from all other European marine artists� Near the end of his life, he 
also painted with color oils, but this was a rarity, and only eight of these works 
are known to exist today (see figure 12)�36

Willem was a spirited illustrator� He set about his work in two ways� As stated, 
sometimes he made quick drafts outdoors, to be used later for guidance in compos-
ing a final product (see figure 13)� Other times he drew judiciously, taking time to de-
tail the intricacies of ships� He was able to delineate the stunningly complex, carved, 
baroque sterns of naval vessels, with their complicated mazes of figures, coat-of-arms 
inlays, balconies, and extravagant gold-underlaid decorations (see figure 14)�37 

From the 1650s onward, he added paintbrushes to his repertoire of reed and quill 
work to apply washes to indicate the shadows on clouds and waves (see figure 15)� 
All the Elder’s artwork demonstrates a discerning mathematical eye and a natural 
aptitude for handling foreshadowing, viewer perspective, isometric perspective, 
and theoretical ground planes� Van de Velde the Younger took what was innate in 
his father’s tactile arithmetical abilities and turned out study materials for use in his 
studio classes (see figure 16)�38 If a design required a modification, redrawn overlays 
or cutouts would be placed on top of an original layout, as mentioned above� Sea 
sketches usually contained geometric lines and dots as well as written notes with 
explanations of a ship’s nationality, architecture, and movements� The Elder never 
considered his drawings to be finished products, as other artists may have done; 
instead, they were to serve as marketing inventory and a library of chronological 

FIGURE 11

The Battle of Scheveningen: The Meeting of the Squadrons of Lieutenant-Admiral Tromp and Vice-Admiral Witte de With, by Willem van de Velde the 
Elder, gray wash over graphite on six joined sheets of paper, 10.5 × 23.9 in., 1610–11, Morgan Library & Museum, Thaw Collection, New York (Wikimedia 
Commons).
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work, rather than to be sold as autonomous pieces� Much of this inventory was 
used to make print reproductions or serve as guides for other artists’ oil paintings 
of seascapes� During his lifetime, he amassed a catalog of items numbering in the 
thousands and kept them at the studio with an organized system to access them�39

Unique Materials
Early on, Van de Velde laid down his pictures using deep, black inks and animal 
glue� A thick quill was employed to make hash strokes to create a sense of reces-
sion on wave troughs and ship hulls (see figure 17)� The accuracy he achieved 
from employing these materials and tools could be found only in printmaking—a 
process that used intricate incisions on brass, copper, or wooden plates and could 
create lines less than one millimeter in width� Until the time of Van de Velde, 
England had produced only one native painter and line engraver of stature in the 
field of printmaking: William Faithorne, who had been exiled to France during 
the English Civil Wars�40

Willem often used Dutch and French handmade papers, because the qual-
ity was far superior to the coarse, inexpensive, oatmeal-and-sawdust papers 

FIGURE 12

One of only a few color oils produced by Willem van de Velde the Elder. Photographic reproduction of The Dutch Ship Gouden Leeuw Salutes English Ship 
Prince, by Willem van de Velde the Elder, oil on canvas, 62.9 × 84.25 in., ca. 1672–73, private collection, Amsterdam (Wikimedia Commons).
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FIGURE 13

FIGURE 14

Sketch by Willem van de Velde the Elder. Photographic reproduction of Figures on Board Small Merchant Vessels, by Willem van de Velde the Elder, pen 
and brown ink and blue-gray wash over lead point, incised for transfer, 8.3 × 12.7 in., ca. 1650–58, Getty Museum, Los Angeles (Wikimedia Commons). 

Photographic reproduction of Portrait of a Dutch Warship, by Willem van de Velde the Elder, black chalk and gray wash, 9.2 × 12.3 in., unknown date, 
private collection (Wikimedia Commons). 
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common in England� This use of expensive papers demonstrates that he was a 
profitable artist� Over time, he transitioned from vellum to wood panel to canvas� 
Vellum eventually became less popular with the artist, even though it could be 
acquired in large sheets that were conducive to his long, horizontal scenes� Its 
surface irregularities were incompatible with the exactness he wanted to realize, 
and the product also was susceptible to humidity, which caused rippling�41

Employing wooden panels also had its issues� The primary drawback was that 
some of the splendor of natural scenery attained when using paper or vellum 
was lost� To offset this problem, Van de Velde used an innovative method that 
others would copy later� First, a layer of brown paint was applied to a wooden 
board, which then was topped with two layers each of lead white (a form of plas-
ter), limestone chalk, and a drying oil; this resulted in six layers of materials�42 
The process required at least an eight-week cure time for the surface to harden 
enough that sharp reed pens could be used to create the hash marks required for 
imitating depth� Willem had a preference for graphite, another tool that was not 
embraced enthusiastically in Britain owing to its rarity and cost� He valued its 
impermeability and flexibity, and it was ideal for transference, which sped up the 
copying or alteration processes�

Example of a pen painting where a brush was used to delineate clouds. Photographic reproduction of Slag in de Sont [Battle of the Sound, 8 November 
1658], by Willem van de Velde the Elder, pen and ink and brush over lead white on oak panel, 38.4 × 55.5 in., ca. 1660, Amsterdam Museum (Open 
Art Images).

FIGURE 15
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Successful Business and Studio Model
In addition to the marine art proficiencies that Britain came to acquire through 
Van de Velde’s move from the Netherlands, the artist also brought experience in 
studio operations and a fruitful marketing model�43 Decades of experience in ob-
serving market-sector chains and an understanding of the differentiators among 

FIGURE 16

Perspective drawing that Willem van de Velde the Younger used in apprentice courses showing height walls for replicating ships of comparable size in 
three-dimensional space. Photographic reproduction of Royal Yachts and a Galliot at Anchor in a Calm, by Willem van de Velde the Younger, drawing, 
unknown date, in Daalder, Van de Velde & Son, pp. 194–95.  

FIGURE 17

Detail of a Van de Velde the Elder pen-and-ink drawing showing his use of lines and hash marks to define the movement of water. Photographic reproduc-
tion of A Sea-Piece with a Dutch Merchant Ship and a Swedish Flute, by Willem van de Velde the Elder, pen and brush on wood panel, 23.8 × 32.9 in., 
1650, National Galleries Scotland (Wikimedia Commons). Photographed by Alf van Beem, February 2020.
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wealthy connoisseurs, art lovers, serious collectors, dealers, merchants, and 
vendors were valuable assets to have in Britain during the period of burgeoning 
popularity of sea paintings�44 Willem and his son thrived in their new homeland 
because of a deep knowledge of Netherlandic art production that involved interna-
tional export-market chains, guild regulations, speculators, and pricing schemes�45

Part of Van de Velde’s affluence likely was tied to the significant growth in 
agents and collectors that occurred in London after his arrival� By the time he 
moved there, he was producing his work at the height of an explosion in the 
city’s population from eighty thousand in the mid-sixteenth century to over half 
a million by 1700� A quarter of those domiciled in London—where his studio was 
located—were tied to the trades or commerce� The growing middle class with 
more disposable income, the nation’s rise in sea dominance, and Van de Velde’s 
exceptional gifts were the reasons he gained his notoriety as a marine artist, de-
spite being a relative stranger�46

The barque master’s son rose to become a favorite image maker for the European 
elite� His skills were unmatched, which made him popular among European 
royalty, politicos, naval leaders, and wealthy businessmen� When Van de Velde 
moved to Britian, the nation acquired a superior dimensionalist and perspectiv-
ist and someone who understood how to use precise mathematical patterning in 
creating true-to-life maritime scenes� From his grisailles, artists learned how to 
depict air, water, and horizon in three dimensions� Owing to the prolific output 
from the Van de Velde studio, it became the home for over two thousand drafts 
that artists constantly reviewed for inspiration� Beyond his raw talent, Van de 
Velde was also at the right place at the right time� He moved to Britain when 
it was emerging as one of the most powerful maritime nations in the world; its 
citizens egotistically were yearning to acquire representations of their new status� 
Arising from the Van de Velde legacy of draftsmanship would be some of the 
greatest British marine painters in the nation’s history, including his son, Wil-
lem the Younger, Charles Brooking, Dominic Serres the Elder, John Cleveley the 
Younger, and J� M� W� Turner�
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ish Armada: A Painting and Its Afterlife,”  
Transactions of the Royal Historical Society  
14 (2004), pp� 123–40, available at www�jstor 
�org/�
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Apprentice Painters & Sculptors in the Early 
Modern British Tradition (Oxford, U�K�: 
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wich, U�K�: National Maritime Museum, 
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private collections� In the eighteenth century, 
Englishman Charles Gore, who had turned 
into a wealthy “gadabout” after a substantial 
inheritance, bought some of the draftsman’s 
drawings as inspiration for his amateur 
watercolors� In this case, Gore marred the 
originals with his own penwork and inks, and 
he overpainted some of them� It is not known 
whether, while Van de Velde was alive, the 
many drawings at the studio were “rented 
out” or left as open-source material to those 
who desired to study them� Collectively, they 
represented a valuable archive of precise 
historical research of navies and their battles 
in the seventeenth century�
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REVIEW ESSAY

PAST AND PRESENT IN THE  
IRANIAN REVOLUTIONARY GUARD CORPS

Heidi Elizabeth Lane

The Unfinished History of the Iran-Iraq War: Faith, Firepower, 
and Iran’s Revolutionary Guards, by Annie Tracy Samuel� Cam-
bridge, U�K�: Cambridge Univ� Press, 2021� 302 pages� $99�
Iran Reframed: Anxieties of Power in the Islamic Republic, by 
Narges Bajoghli� Stanford, CA: Stanford Univ� Press, 2019� 176 
pages� $22�

Although the body of scholarship about the past, present, and future of the Is-
lamic Republic has grown exponentially in recent years, substantive work that 
examines the historical, political, and cultural trends within the Iranian security 
apparatus itself has been sorely missing� Two recent monographs begin to fill 
this void� The Unfinished History of the Iran-Iraq War: Faith, Firepower, and Iran’s 
Revolutionary Guards, by historian Annie Tracy Samuel, and Iran Reframed: 
Anxieties of Power in the Islamic Republic, by anthropologist and documentary 
filmmaker Narges Bajoghli, introduce us to important inner debates, historical 
and contemporary, that have shaped and continue to shape the Iranian Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) organization and its members�

While each author applies different disciplinary tools and methodological 
frameworks, these monographs share two important commonalities� First, both 
authors rely almost exclusively on previously untapped primary sources in Persian� 

Second, both Samuel and Bajoghli begin with the 
premise that understanding Iran’s past and present 
and predicting its future are impossible without un-
derstanding the diverse perspectives of those who 
make up the vast bureaucracy that is the IRGC�

Heidi Elizabeth Lane serves as a professor of strategy 
and policy and director of the Greater Middle East 
Research Group at the Naval War College.

Naval War College Review, Summer 2023, Vol. 76, No. 3
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REVIEW ESSAY

Samuel’s Unfinished History is based on thousands of pages of source material 
that the author obtained from the Holy Defense Research and Documentation 
Center (HDRDC), which serves as the IRGC’s official historical archive� The 
documentation center contains dozens of volumes that were written (and con-
tinue to be revised) by multiple authors (to whom Samuel refers as “historians”) 
and that cover a range of topics� Her focus is on the way in which the IRGC has 
understood and told the story of its role in the calamitous Iran-Iraq War (1980–
88)� Through her meticulous curation and translation of these sources, Samuel 
introduces us to numerous unresolved internal debates within the IRGC� These 
include what the IRGC believes about Iraq’s invasion of Iran, what prompted 
the timing of the war, and how the organization documented its own evolution 
within the emerging postrevolutionary state� As Samuel explains in her intro-
duction, the massive project undertaken by the HDRDC is about the past, but it 
provides insights into the future of the organization and, by extension, that of the 
Islamic Republic itself�

Samuel has undertaken a colossal task in trying to make sense of such a large 
and complex trove of primary sources� Subject-matter experts will be delighted 
by the listing of the sources alone, meticulously annotated in the book’s extensive 
bibliography� In a modest twelve chapters, Samuel introduces internal contro-
versies within the organization that remain unresolved among different genera-
tions of guards� Her objective is to give voice to these previously unknown IRGC 
“historians” who fought the war while simultaneously attempting to document its 
causes, battles, and political implications� Some of the personalities in the book 
are well-known, such as Mohsen Rezaee, who is not only an academic but a deco-
rated veteran and former IRGC commander� Readers with a military background 
might conclude that these unique primary sources are akin to U�S� official unit 
and organizational “lessons learned” collections, but Samuel’s analysis proves that 
the gargantuan mandate of the HDRDC and its decades-long project of docu-
mentation is in part to provide a justification for and exploration of the IRGC’s 
existence and subsequent evolution�

Regarding some of the formative events during the war, throughout the book 
Samuel carefully explains several points of divergence from existing Western 
scholarship, contrasting such treatments with how those events are depicted in 
the documents themselves� While she does not accept all the historical arguments 
the IRGC historians make, she gently reminds the reader that her objective is to 
allow the sources (and their individual authors) to speak for themselves�

Some of the events the IRGC historians cover pertain to the period of the 
aftermath of the revolution, while other writers deal strictly with how Iranian 
soldiers fought on various battlefronts against Iraq� In chapter 3 (“Striking While 
the Revolution Is Hot”), Samuel discusses how the IRGC views the causes of the 
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Iran-Iraq War� According to the sources, the initial reason for the war was fear of 
the revolutionary spirit sparked by the Islamic Revolution; only subsequently was 
it about access to the Shatt al Arab or territorial control in Iran’s Arab-majority 
Khuzistan Province (pp� 68–71)�

We also learn about how the guards viewed their relationship with the Artesh 
(the regular Iranian forces) on the eve of the war (pp� 39–40)� According to 
Samuel, from the very first days of the Islamic Republic the nascent IRGC con-
stitution (or founding principles) had built into it cooperation with the Artesh� 
The objective of the IRGC, as a much weaker force, was to preserve the integrity 
of the Artesh, to preclude the complete disintegration of the state� Samuel also 
refers to the IRGC’s attempts to mitigate violence between members of the Artesh 
and other revolutionary groups that grew out of the revolution (p� 69)� Accord-
ing to HDRDC sources, members of the IRGC viewed themselves as reformers 
of the Artesh and arbiters among some of the most violent groups during the 
revolutionary transition�

Readers who take the time to digest Unfinished History will increase immea-
surably their understanding of the IRGC and the unresolved historical questions 
that have prompted ongoing soul-searching within the organization�

Iran Reframed: Anxieties of Power in the Islamic Republic, by Narges Bajoghli, 
is a short (162 text pages) but powerful monograph based on nearly a decade 
of on-the-ground research with current IRGC and Basij (Popular Mobilization 
Units) members in Iran� Ironically, Bajoghli encountered more roadblocks on the 
U�S� side than on the Iranian� Because her research involved “specially designated 
nationals,” she underwent a lengthy (more than a year) bureaucratic and legal 
process (aided by a legal team provided by New York University) to obtain U�S� 
government permission for her project (p� 19)�

Ultimately, Bajoghli gained rare access to official Iranian media-production 
and -distribution institutions such as the Howzeh Honari (Cultural Center) and 
its publishing house, Sureh, where IRGC and Basij media producers churn out 
films, videos, and other forms of state propaganda� Many of Bajoghli’s research 
subjects were Iran-Iraq War veterans who shared their unvarnished views about 
their role in the production of state propaganda, but they also included the 
youngest generation of members from the Basij� The Basij, whose volunteer and 
salaried members now number as high as 350,000, was originally an informal 
volunteer organization that grew out of the Iranian Revolution and now plays a 
formal role within the IRGC in matters of internal security�

Bajoghli’s chapters flow like an essay� In an engaging first-person narrative, 
Bajoghli describes her personal interactions with prominent Iranian media 
producers of different generations� Even though Bajoghli was born and raised 
in Iran, she nonetheless is considered a gheyr-e khodi (outsider) in these circles� 
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The media producers (to whom the author refers by pseudonyms) share their 
frustrations, frank political views, and fears about the future of Iran� We learn 
about the dynamics among three different generations of media producers and 
how they view the impact of their cultural and intellectual property� In chap-
ter 1, titled “Generational Changes,” Bajoghli cites conversations among older 
members of the IRGC media conglomerate, who openly admit that the media 
they produced, particularly during the calamitous Iran-Iraq War, were slanted 
deliberately to hide dissent and protest—an act that many now seem to question� 
Older-generation media producers have inoculated themselves against imbib-
ing their own propaganda, but they have been so successful that the youngest 
members of the organization cannot distinguish between the rasmi (the “official” 
story) and the vaq’-ey (the real one) (p� 53)� Bajoghli argues that, far from merely 
peddling propaganda, the media producers have devised a three-pronged solu-
tion; they attempt to obscure the origin of their product, while simultaneously 
attempting to create new ways to present their messages, to reach a more unify-
ing form of nationalism that goes beyond political ideology (p� 7)� The dialogue 
and cooperation between those who make the media—a category that includes 
ordinary Iranians, whose films are censored heavily—and those who attempt to 
shape it for regime purposes are part of the dynamic interaction among Iranians 
that Bajoghli brings to life�

In total, Bajoghli interviewed two hundred regime media producers, 150 of 
whom are Iran-Iraq veterans� The remaining fifty belong to what Bajoghli terms 
the “third generation” of media producers: young Basij members who do not re-
member the Islamic Revolution of 1979� Their older counterparts, on the basis of 
conversations with them, believe they also lack self-awareness and often are more 
conservative and rigid than their more-senior—and more-jaded—counterparts�

Bajoghli’s final chapters offer some key conclusions that easily could be over-
looked by those who tend to view the Iranian state in monolithic terms� Her re-
search makes clear that regime producers are themselves involved in an internal 
reset and are aware that their products have lost credibility with average Iranians, 
but that they nonetheless straddle the middle ground between the nezam (ideals 
of the regime) and Iranians’ growing discontent�

Despite the inclusion of Persian transliterations, which may not be familiar, 
neither Samuel nor Bajoghli overcomplicates her subject� Both books are acces-
sible and will be engaging even for readers who possess little background on the 
IRGC� For those who are subject-matter experts, each author has included a rich 
bibliography� Samuel’s bibliography is broken into subsections that include full 
bibliographical citations of IRGC publications (all in Persian) by subject� Bajoghli 
also introduces an impressive array of primary sources, many of which also are 
explained in her footnotes� In addition to the printed sources she provides, 
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Bajoghli includes a trove of Persian-language films and documentaries that intro-
duce readers to the basis for Iran’s international reputation as a film powerhouse� 
Whether the reader is a media practitioner, a member of the military, or an inter-
ested civilian, Bajoghli’s short book is a must-read, if only to understand better 
the complexity of the political space within which these media producers operate�

Together, these two books illuminate adaptive and agile strategies that the 
IRGC has used to sustain itself during internal and external periods of strain� 
Their timely publication shortly before the most recent wave of protests that have 
upended Iran over the past year will shred misperceptions about the IRGC and 
its historical past and present and offer new insights into how the larger Iranian 
security establishment may deal with imminent changes in Iranian society� Most 
importantly, Samuel and Bajoghli provide new insights into how such changes 
have altered and will continue to shape the IRGC itself�
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BOOK REVIEWS

LEADING THROUGH CHANGE

Mastering the Art of Command: Admiral Chester W. Nimitz and Victory in the Pacific, by Trent Hone� 
Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2022� 448 pages� $39�95�

In Mastering the Art of Command, naval 
historian and organizational analyst 
Trent Hone examines what makes a 
large organization successful in war� 
Hone’s earlier, award-winning study 
Learning War sought to reconcile the 
image of the interwar U�S� Navy as a 
successful learning organization with 
its brutal 1942 combat losses� Mastering 
the Art of Command similarly seeks 
to reconcile two seemingly divergent 
perspectives: the organizational consul-
tant’s focus on institutional structure 
and culture and the admiralty’s focus 
on personal leadership� Hone ties 
together these two views to illuminate 
the power and limitations of leadership 
in large combat organizations� As 
his case study, Hone uses the largest 
fleet in USN history—the World War 
II Pacific Fleet—operating under 
one of its most legendary leaders, 
Fleet Admiral Chester W� Nimitz�

Despite its subtitle, this book is not 
primarily a biography� Readers look-
ing for a more conventional study of 
Nimitz would be served better by Craig 
Symonds’s excellent work, Nimitz at 
War, or the earlier standard biographies� 

In contrast, Hone deconstructs Nimitz 
as a critical element within a complex 
adaptive system, able to employ its 
resources and shape its responses 
within the limitations of the larger 
organization� While this description 
may sound as if it minimizes Nimitz’s 
talents, every naval officer immediately 
will understand both that choices in 
any situation are bounded and that a 
skillful and imaginative commander 
can expand the bounds of what is 
imaginable and achievable—to a point�

When Nimitz arrived to take command 
of the Pacific Fleet in December 1941, 
he carried with him three decades of 
naval experience� That experience, of 
course, included familiarity with naval 
doctrine, Naval War College war games, 
and the Fleet Problem exercises that 
had defined both formal war plans and 
the informal tactical heuristics that 
guided USN forces� He also brought an 
exceptional familiarity with the senior 
officer talent available to the growing 
Navy� While the small size of the 
interwar Navy ensured that all senior 
officers had years of familiarity with 
one another, Nimitz’s tenure as chief of 
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the Bureau of Navigation—essentially 
Navy Personnel Command—gave him 
a comprehensive view of the officer 
corps� Some of Nimitz’s contemporaries 
saw little value in this insight, but 
Nimitz himself understood that, as a 
fleet- and theater-level commander, 
he worked through others, both 
subordinate commanders and his staff�

Hone characterizes Nimitz’s work in the 
first two years of the war as time spent 
building adaptive capacity within both 
the Pacific Fleet staff and the wider 
fleet� Nimitz faced the simultaneous 
challenges of building trust with his 
own staff, earning the confidence of 
his superiors, selecting and guiding 
subordinate commanders, and learning 
from ongoing operations� Hone argues 
that Nimitz’s acceptance of calculated 
risk in the months before and during 
the Midway operation was, in part, a 
measure that created space and time for 
institutional learning and adaptation�

It is in Nimitz’s command arrange-
ments that Hone sees the genius of a 
leader learning from and influencing 
a complex system� From 1942 to the 
end of the war, strategic and tactical 
actions remained under the fleet 
(CINCPAC) structure, which was 
configured to allow maximum space 
for subordinate commanders to 
exercise initiative in support of Nimitz’s 
intent� Operational-level tasks such as 
logistics and administration required 
tightly coupled integration of actions 
and were entrusted to a separate joint 
(CINCPOA) structure with a differ-
ent culture and expectations� Hone 
describes Nimitz’s command structure 
as “emergent”: a novel approach not 
derived from a previous design grow-
ing from the collective experience 
of the fleet and its commander�

Nimitz’s fleet-command arrange-
ments built on his “high trust” style 
of operational leadership� The close 
understanding that Nimitz developed 
with Admiral Raymond A� Spruance 
as a subordinate, numbered-fleet 
commander allowed a blurring of 
command lines and rapid, almost 
instinctive, alignment of purpose� The 
structure worked less well with Fleet 
Admiral William F� “Bull” Halsey, who 
required explicit and directive guidance 
while serving in the same subordinate 
role in a way that Spruance did not�

This observation highlights the one 
weakness of the volume� Focusing on 
Nimitz’s extraordinary successes does 
not exploit fully what can be learned 
from Nimitz’s few failures� One of 
Hone’s more tantalizing comments is 
that Nimitz’s successful World War II 
command style served him—and the 
Navy—poorly during his postwar tenure 
as Chief of Naval Operations� In the 
knife-fighting environment of Wash-
ington, DC, Nimitz was too collegial� 
A more thorough look at how Nimitz 
fell short or misread organizational 
dynamics would have helped round out 
our understanding of Nimitz as a leader�

Mastering the Art of Command is a 
richly layered book that will reward 
readers on multiple levels� Current and 
aspiring commanders will prize the ex-
ample of Nimitz exploiting his intimate 
knowledge of the Navy, in all its orga-
nizational complexity, to create space 
and opportunity for his subordinates to 
fight and win� More broadly, Mastering 
the Art of Command challenges all Navy 
leaders to think self-critically about the 
adaptive capacity and resilience that 
enabled Nimitz� The Navy that allowed 
a Nimitz to create these organizational 
virtues at a key time and place was not 
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the product of a single personality but 
was built by generations of leaders who 
demonstrated and modeled what was 
possible� Few can be a fleet commander 
in the mold of Nimitz, but Hone 
reminds us that every naval leader has 
a hand in enabling those who are�

DALE C� RIELAGE

Getting China Wrong, by Aaron L� Friedberg� 
Cambridge, U�K�: Polity, 2022� 196 pages� $27�49�

With the U�S� withdrawal from 
Afghanistan essentially complete and 
the long-vaunted pivot to the Pacific 
finally coming to fruition, the China 
challenge has moved to center stage� As 
defense professionals and policy makers 
in Washington, DC, seek to derive 
new policies to address the challenge 
that China poses, students at the Naval 
War College, such as myself, seek to 
gain a deeper understanding of China 
and its often tumultuous relationship 
with the United States� This is no easy 
task� A rash of “China experts” have 
come to the fore offering a variety 
of policy recommendations, thus 
widening the gap between thoughtful 
and poorly constructed analysis� Good 
advice has never been harder to find�

However, Aaron L� Friedberg fills 
that gap with Getting China Wrong, 
a thought-provoking, timely, and 
critical analysis of the relationship 
between the United States and China� 
Dr� Friedberg is a professor of politics 
and international affairs at Princeton 
University and the author of several 
works on China� His latest work delivers 
a compelling argument that U�S� 
policy makers fundamentally have 
misunderstood the Chinese Communist 

Party (CCP), resulting in flawed policies 
that have accomplished the exact 
opposite of what they sought; China 
increasingly is repressive at home yet 
aggressive abroad, and its values 
have failed to converge with those 
of the world’s liberal democracies�

In the first of Getting China Wrong’s six 
chapters, Friedberg examines the under-
lying ideology that resulted in the U�S�-
led West embracing China in a strategy 
of engagement—predicated on the idea 
that China could be shaped by greater 
economic connectivity with the West� 
This strategy of engagement has enjoyed 
bipartisan support in the United States, 
with its goal of connecting China more 
closely to a larger international order� 
Despite the 1989 Tiananmen protest 
and massacre, the U�S� government 
has believed that, with greater engage-
ment, Chinese values would converge 
with those in the West, resulting in a 
more democratic China less likely to 
disrupt the post–Cold War order�

The book’s next two chapters consider 
the CCP and its resistance to change� 
Well aware of the liberalizing goals of 
engagement, the CCP took steps to 
preserve its grip on power� Deng Xiao-
ping’s strategy of “reform and opening 
up” co-opted market forces as a tool in 
service to the party-state� The CCP was 
willing to open up in terms of economic 
practice—but only so far as would not 
threaten its hold on political power�

Another chapter aligns the CCP’s goals 
with its worldview� The reconfiguration 
of the international system following 
the collapse of the Soviet Union was 
seen as a threat to the party’s existence� 
In turn, the CCP acted to solidify its 
hold on power while advancing two 
goals: regain China’s position as the 
predominant power in East Asia, and 
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eventually replace the United States 
as leader of a new international order� 
Through successive leaders and several 
decades now, China’s goals and actions 
have remained incredibly consistent� 
Friedberg maintains that Xi Jinping’s 
rhetoric and actions do not represent 
a departure from the past; rather, Xi 
hopes to attain the same objectives as 
those leaders who came before him�

The book’s final chapter and conclusion 
lay out a framework to meet the China 
challenge� While some of Friedberg’s 
prescriptions may seem hawkish or 
overly antagonistic, he makes clear 
that a change of approach is necessary 
to avert direct confrontation and to 
preserve an international, rules-based 
order� Friedberg recommends a four-
pronged approach to deal with China� 
First, liberal democracies must mobilize 
their soft-power resources and popular 
will to compete head-on with China� 
Second, he urges partial disengagement, 
arguing that previous engagement has 
been of asymmetric benefit to China� 
Third, the United States must work 
globally with partners to maintain a 
military balance sufficient to discourage 
and challenge Chinese aggression� 
Finally, liberal democracies must realize 
that this is an ideological struggle� As 
during the Cold War, the “free world” 
must contend for the superiority of 
its system in words and deeds�

Getting China Wrong is a must-read 
for anyone who wishes to understand 
the relationship between the United 
States and China, with something to 
offer everyone� It is important that all 
citizens, not only those at the Naval 
War College or within the defense 
establishment, understand the threats 
and opportunities that arise from 
an ascendant China� An informed 

citizenry goes a long way to prevent 
a war that will serve the interests of 
neither China nor the United States�

DAVID ADAMIC

To Risk It All: Nine Conflicts and the Crucible of 
Decision, by James Stavridis [Adm�, USN (Ret�)]� 
New York: Penguin, 2022� 323 pages� $28�

Among the qualities of a military 
leader, the ability to make decisions is 
perhaps the most important� On the 
battlefield, as in life, making the right 
decisions is essential if one wishes to 
survive� As Admiral James Stavridis, 
USN (Ret�), shows in his new volume 
To Risk It All, making decisions requires 
understanding� In an extraordinary 
collection of stories, Stavridis manages 
to produce what few others have: a 
manual of practical leadership�

As Stavridis asserts in the introduction, 
decision-making is at the heart of naval 
leaders’ duty at every level� Whether in 
combat or highly stressful peacetime 
conditions, what goes on in the mind 
of a naval leader in the moment of the 
decision is the secret Stavridis aims to 
discover� The volume follows a simple 
structure of one example per chapter, 
totaling nine case studies spanning 
the entire history of the U�S� Navy 
and highlighting the intricate thought 
process that has guided these pillars of 
the American naval community� From 
the legendary captain John Paul Jones 
to the recent case of Captain Brett E� 
Crozier at the height of the COVID-19 
pandemic in 2020, Stavridis offers an 
insightful look into the mind of a naval 
leader when his or her decision well 
could mean the difference between life 
and death of the leader and the crew�
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Several lessons are associated with 
each chapter, but some overarching 
suggestions should reach the top of 
a leader’s list� The first is the need to 
strike a balance between emotion and 
calculation� Far from portraying the 
leaders in his book as static machines of 
military discipline, Stavridis allows their 
humanity—both flaws and strengths—to 
shine through their decision-making 
processes, and thus to provide a vivid 
and living example of leadership� The 
introduction of the psychological 
component to the decision-making 
process and the characterization of it 
through specific personalities are one 
of the strongest points of Stavridis’s 
volume� By delving into the psyches of 
these great sailors and leaders, Stavridis 
guides the reader down the reasoning 
avenues and the decision maze that 
turned the stories into timeless examples 
of how stressful situations shape the 
decision-making process in unique ways�

The second crucial consideration that 
Stavridis highlights throughout the book 
is the importance of time in the moment 
of the decision� All these leaders were 
short on time� The raging battle, the 
highest stakes, and the dramatic differ-
ence between failure and success, defeat 
or victory, all contributed to landing 
these leaders in the worst-case scenario� 
Few leaders ever receive sufficient in-
struction about such scenarios, because 
no one wants to think them possible, 
yet all nine leaders rose to the challenge� 
Stavridis’s heroes took the few minutes—
sometimes mere seconds—that they had 
and turned them into their most pre-
cious assets� They worked through their 
initial surprise, faced the unexpected 
storm and turned it back on their enemy, 
and diverted the tide of time to their 
favor� By doing so they also, in some 
instances, changed the course of history�

With an engaging style and detailed 
descriptions, Stavridis brings the readers 
to the port of Tripoli with Decatur 
and his men, sails into the heart of 
Confederate territory with Farragut, and 
leads the reader’s imagination into the 
dangers of Manila Bay and Leyte Gulf� 
To produce something that is more than 
a nonfiction book on decision-making 
and leadership, Stavridis employs a style 
that channels the classics of adventure 
literature and the stories of those heroes 
that inspired readers to take to the seven 
seas and see the world from the water-
ways� Far from creating just another 
academic work, Stavridis shows how it is 
possible to make potentially dry histori-
cal stories into exciting, “real-life” events 
that are meaningful in today’s world�

There is little doubt that Stavridis’s book 
will become classic reading for all who 
find U�S� naval history and its protago-
nists an ever-useful source of engage-
ment and interest� However, it is crucial 
to underline that Stavridis set out to 
do more than just this� A consistent 
element of his writing is the connection 
he establishes between the naval leaders 
of interest to him and his personal 
experience in the Navy� Every chapter 
opens with a description of how he met 
these characters—albeit figuratively—at 
different points on his career journey� 
This personal touch is a positive note 
of this volume� Most importantly, 
not all these meetings coincided with 
remarkable turning points in Stavridis’s 
naval experience� Still, they influenced 
his view and led him to realize that 
decision-making was a daring endeavor�

Stavridis and his collection of naval 
leaders trace the way for more sailors to 
appreciate the crucible of the decision, 
and potentially to have the proper 
references available when time is tight 
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and the stakes are high� Every sailor 
should look at this book as a compass 
with a steady north that will guide him 
or her through the raging storms and 
hardest sails of his or her life and career�

ANNA MATILDE BASSOLI

Just War and Ordered Liberty, by Paul D� Miller� 
Cambridge, U�K�: Cambridge Univ� Press, 2021� 
266 pages� $29�99�

A brilliant and intrepid effort, Just 
War and Ordered Liberty is one of the 
most current defenses of the just war 
tradition, and one that promises to be a 
classic textbook for warriors, scholars, 
and public servants alike� Unabashedly, 
Paul Miller argues that the just war 
tradition is the dynamic framework 
for conceptualizing and implement-
ing both principled and prudential 
military strategy and national-security 
interests� As legendary just war thinkers 
such as Cicero, Aquinas, and Grotius 
etched their names into the annals 
of Western civilization, so Miller has 
contributed a stellar chapter to the 
legacy of jus pax (just peace) that 
reenvisions modern theories and 
practices of war� Just War and Ordered 
Liberty compels serious consideration 
for at least three important reasons: a 
unique perspective, a robust dialogue, 
and a revisionist just war paradigm�

First, Miller, as a warfighter, policy 
maker, and academic, offers a unique 
perspective with undeniable subject-
matter credibility that very few can rival� 
Miller served with the U�S� Army, at the 
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), and 
as director for Afghanistan and Pakistan 
on the National Security Council staff in 
the White House for Presidents George 

W� Bush and Barack Obama� Addition-
ally, Miller is a professor of international 
practice at Georgetown University and 
the author of several noteworthy books 
on the relationship between just war 
principles and foreign policy (e�g�, 
Armed State Building: Confronting 
State Failure, 1898–2012 and American 
Power & Liberal Order: A Conservative 
Internationalist Grand Strategy)�

Second, Miller’s treatment exemplifies 
a robust dialogue that engages just war 
interlocutors of the past and the present� 
The Georgetown professor explores the 
three stages of just war development 
over the Augustinian, Westphalian, and 
liberal epochs, with their distinctive 
interpretations of natural law, justice, 
and sovereignty� As part of the rise 
of liberalism after World War II, the 
former CIA analyst underscores (1) the 
recovery of the just war language first 
espoused by Paul Ramsey in the postwar 
era, (2) the Westphalian inviolability 
of territorial integrity advocated by 
Michael Walzer, (3) “The Challenge of 
Peace: God’s Promise and Our Re-
sponse” (1983) proposed by the Roman 
Catholic bishops in the United States, 
and (4) the responsibility to protect 
(R2P) affirmed at the 2005 World Sum- 
mit sponsored by the United Nations� 
Miller’s analysis of the Challenge of 
Peace and the R2P illustrates the imprint 
of just war ideas in the post–World  
War II context and its suitability for 
today� Miller points out the relevancy 
and perspicuity of its doctrines by ex-
amining the wars in Iraq, Afghanistan, 
Libya, and Syria and by critiquing the 
shortfalls of such campaigns vis-à-vis 
the just war notion of jus post bellum 
(justice after war)� Miller highlights 
the renaissance of just war ethics in the 
remarkably massive volume of just war 
peer-reviewed articles published since 
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1990 that numbers over eight hundred 
thousand online sources (p� 155)�

Third, Miller champions a revisionist 
just war paradigm by synthesizing 
the three stages of just war discourse 
into what he calls an Augustinian 
liberalism� Miller incorporates the 
Augustinian premises of tranquility and 
sovereignty as a responsibility to pursue 
a just peace� In conjunction with that 
Augustinian foundation, Miller adds 
the liberal emphasis on human rights 
and humanitarian intervention� The 
former security director assimilates 
the Westphalian stress on the balance 
of international power and national 
autonomy (as safeguarded by the Treaty 
of Westphalia in 1648)� Miller concedes 
that the Augustinian heritage of salient 
religious values cannot parley easily 
with the pluralistic environment of the 
international forum� Thus, he weds 
the Augustinian virtues of justice and 
tranquilitas ordinis (order of tranquility) 
with the cultural prevalence of human 
rights as codified and promulgated 
by the United Nations in the 1948 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights�

In terms of constructive input, Miller 
fuses together Augustinian and liberal 
presuppositions and describes the strong 
family resemblance and conceptual alli-
ance between the two schools of thought 
even without any historical linkage� Yet 
earlier Miller castigates those just war 
theory proponents who integrate theo-
ries together without the rich continuity 
of historical insights embedded in the 
just war discourse (p� 156)� Does Miller 
perhaps open himself up to the same 
ahistorical criticism he levels at just war 
theorists? While he does not provide a 
historical narrative on the causal con-
nections between the two philosophical 
backgrounds, Miller suspects that he 

could mount a plausible defense of 
such a connection, but such an effort 
regretfully lies beyond the scope of 
his book (pp� 167–68)� Admittedly, 
Miller does furnish an ample supply 
of historical narratives throughout his 
work, but he does not offer the history 
of the causal relationship between his 
two leading philosophies of Augustini-
anism and liberalism—and he qualifies 
that this is not his expressed purpose�

That said, the reader already discovers 
implicitly the precedent of historical ties 
between Augustinianism and liberalism 
in the approach of Ramsey and the 
Challenge of Peace as a basis for Miller’s 
revisionist just war paradigm (p� 150)�

All in all, Just War and Ordered Liberty 
represents the highest standards of 
scholarly research and strategic 
responsibility, demonstrating a pas-
sionate vision and reappropriation 
of just war ideals repurposed and 
effectively reclaimed for great-power 
competition and asymmetric conflict�

EDWARD ERWIN

Battleship Commander: The Life of Vice Admiral 
Willis A. Lee Jr., by Paul Stillwell� Annapolis, MD: 
Naval Institute Press, 2021� 368 pages� $39�95�

It is hard to come away from Paul 
Stillwell’s treatment of the life of Willis 
“Ching” Lee without wishing you had 
known the man� Vice Admiral Lee is 
a fairly obscure figure in the mythos 
of World War II in the Pacific, in part 
because he died in 1945, and in part 
because he was embroiled in controver-
sies that stir debate to this day� That is a 
shame� Stillwell renders us a service by 
rescuing Lee’s memory and dwelling on 
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the personal, professional, and opera-
tional dimensions of his life and career�

On the personal front, Lee was at once 
a prodigy and an American everyman� 
Defying his poor eyesight, he competed 
with the U�S� rifle team at the 1920 
Antwerp Olympics, winning seven 
medals in team events� Fittingly for a 
future battleship commander, marks-
manship became a running theme in his 
professional life� He served as master of 
ordnance in the Midwest and on Long 
Island, earned a reputation as an innova-
tor in gunfire control, and excelled as a 
gunnery specialist in the realm of antiair 
warfare in particular� Technical pursuits, 
then, comprised his natural areas of 
endeavor� Stillwell depicts him as a 
“human computer” able, for instance, 
to calculate relative motion in his head 
rather than relying on instruments and 
maneuvering boards (pp� 77–78)�

And yet this competitive streak 
coexisted with nonchalance toward 
matters that held little interest for him� 
Writes Stillwell, “There was a dual 
nature to Willis Lee’s personality� In 
things he cared about, he was extremely 
competitive� But in other areas he was 
less competitive and often unconcerned” 
(p� 81)� Paperwork and spit-and-polish 
habits tended to languish in his com-
mands� As a commander, observes 
Stillwell, Lee was “democratic” in 
outlook, nonplussed in demeanor, 
and given to leading and managing 
by walking around and talking to 
subordinates (pp� 84, 90)� These are 
considerable virtues in any sailor�

Like most naval officers of his genera-
tion, Admiral Lee made his name during 
World War II� On the evening of 14 
November 1942, he led Task Force (TF) 
64—a hastily thrown-together six-ship 
flotilla made up of the battleships 

Washington and South Dakota, along 
with four destroyers—into Ironbottom 
Sound near the Solomon Islands� These 
waters were so dubbed because they 
had become a killing ground for surface 
warships during the early struggles 
for Guadalcanal� The date in question 
was no exception� Lee’s mission was to 
intercept an Imperial Japanese Navy 
convoy attempting to run supplies and 
reinforcements to an expeditionary 
ground force vying for control of the 
island and its all-important airfield�

A host of problems plagued TF 64: 
inexperience in working together; 
a dearth of doctrine for fighting in 
confined waters; the lack of anything 
more than a rudimentary combat 
information center; and the ill-judged 
positioning of the SG radar aboard 
Washington, which blacked out coverage 
aft of the battlewagon� And yet the 
task force prevailed, despite suffering 
a brutal beating at Japanese hands� Lee 
maintained his legendary calm amid 
the clangor of combat—the skipper 
of Washington recalled that Lee was 
“no more excited than at a peacetime 
target practice”—while radar supplied 
a crucial edge in fire control (p� 156)� 
The Japanese convoy and its protectors 
turned back, and the Japanese ground 
force went without replenishment that 
night� In fact, Stillwell concludes that 
the night action was “the straw that 
broke the camel’s back,” convincing 
the Japanese high command that 
Guadalcanal was a lost cause (p� 172)�

Yet Willis Lee’s career was not without 
controversy� He passed up a surface ac-
tion off Saipan in mid-1944, reasoning 
that his force commanded, in Stillwell’s 
words, no “clear tactical advantage” over 
its foe (p� 215)� His caution incensed 
Mahanians obsessed with major fleet 
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battles� That October he was attached 
to Admiral William F� “Bull” Halsey’s 
Third Fleet during the Battle of Leyte 
Gulf� On 24 October, Halsey sent out 
a radio message announcing that he 
intended to establish TF 34 under Lee’s 
command� Centered on four battleships, 
the surface force would guard the San 
Bernardino Strait to forestall a Japanese 
assault on General Douglas MacArthur’s 
landing force on the island of Leyte, as 
well as its offshore naval guardians�

But the new force never took station as 
Halsey envisioned� Admiral Lee urged 
Halsey’s staff, embarked aboard the 
battleship New Jersey, to form TF 34 
but to dispatch it for picket duty, while 
leaving Halsey’s main fleet to pursue 
a Japanese carrier group steaming to 
the north of the Philippine Islands� 
He expressed himself clearly and 
forcefully via flashing light and radio, 
but stopped short of seeming to pick 
a public quarrel with Halsey� As one 
of his staffers put it afterward, Lee 
“wasn’t a heckler, as such” (p� 226)�

The result was that the strait remained 
unguarded, and on 25 October the 
Japanese task force pummeled the 
remaining U�S� naval force off Samar� 
Only heroics on the part of destroyer 
sailors and carrier aviators, and an 
apparent loss of heart by the Japanese 
commander, Admiral Takeo Kurita, 
warded off an outright debacle� Halsey 
rightly bore most of the criticism for 
the command breakdown, but you have 
to think that some of it splattered onto 
Lee’s legacy by association� Such “what-
ifs” are the stuff of historical debate�

In the end, then, Willis Lee comes 
off as a commander any sailor would 
relish serving with, possessed of the 
right stuff as measured in character 
and technical acumen� His life is also 

a reminder that ill circumstances can 
ensnare even the doughtiest warrior�

JAMES R� HOLMES

Dark Skies: Space Expansionism, Planetary Geo-
politics, and the Ends of Humanity, by Daniel 
Deudney� New York: Oxford Univ� Press, 2020� 
464 pages� $30�

This extraordinary and important 
book challenges many contemporary 
orthodoxies� Above all, it challenges 
the way we commonly think about 
space and the future of human-
ity� But it does so in the context of a 
broader argument—developed in the 
author’s earlier work Bounding Power: 
Republican Security Theory from the 
Polis to the Global Village (2007)—that 
upends the accepted framework of 
international relations theory� It does 
so through a rediscovery of American 
federalism—a device that Deudney 
argues provides a novel and powerful 
solution to the problem of the historical 
fragility of republican government�

The core contention of Dark Skies 
is that what the author calls “space 
expansionism” is an ideological project 
derived from simplistic assumptions 
about science and technology, as 
well as from a completely inadequate 
understanding of the geopolitical 
and security implications of human-
ity venturing into space� In the first 
place, Deudney argues that, in spite 
of astounding advances in science 
and technology over the last century 
and more, the Baconian promise that 
modern empirical science would 
bring about the “conquest of nature” 
for the benefit of humanity remains 
fundamentally a fantasy—particularly 
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when applied to the radically hostile 
environment of outer space� Second, 
he tries to show that even if this were 
not the case, the rationale for space 
expansion is weak, while its potential 
negative and even catastrophic con-
sequences have been underestimated 
grossly, if not simply ignored� Third, he 
argues that there has been little serious 
thought given to the social, cultural, 
and political dimensions of life in space 
colonies, or to the security challenges 
of an actual or potential international 
system spanning our solar system�

The space expansionist project as 
described by Deudney has many 
variations, but some common features 
stand out� Perhaps most important is 
the influence of a century of science-
fiction literature (whether conscious 
or otherwise) on the way that even 
scientists today think about these mat-
ters� The grand horizons portrayed in 
this literature are inspiring and tend to 
foster a sense of the inevitability of man 
venturing into space, “the last frontier�” 
They seem to hold out a human future 
that provides a true “end of history,” 
perhaps including a further evolution 
of the human species itself into a higher 
form of life� Some versions of this kind 
of thinking veer away from science 
per se, in the direction of visionary 
or quasi-religious speculation� One 
might note in passing that this is not 
the only area of popular science today 
that has taken on a religious tint�

It is impossible to do justice to this 
book in a brief review, but a few things 
may be singled out� As far as our 
inability to control nature is concerned, 
Deudney points out that serious 
questions remain about the extended 
effects of a prolonged presence in space 
on the human body, including human 

reproduction (a potential showstopper 
for interstellar space travel)� Deudney 
includes an extensive discussion of 
military space activities, arguing that 
the militarization of space is already in 
full bloom, given the existence of ballis-
tic missiles as well as military satellites 
of all kinds� He is favorable toward 
strengthening existing arms-control 
regimes in space, especially to address 
the growing problem of space debris 
and its potential for igniting accidental 
nuclear war� He even goes so far as to 
envision a future—one presumably 
without the current Russian and 
Chinese regimes—in which ballistic 
missiles would be banned completely�

As far as the politics of space colonies, 
he argues that easy assumptions 
concerning the transferability of liberal 
and democratic practices to such places 
are totally unwarranted; rather than 
laboratories of participatory democracy, 
they are more likely to be dystopian 
tyrannies� In terms of warfare in space, 
he warns that it would be exceedingly 
destructive, given the fragility of space 
vehicles and infrastructure� He is par-
ticularly emphatic in calling attention 
to the potentially catastrophic danger of 
weaponizing asteroids—even while ac-
knowledging the arguments often made 
that technologies of asteroid deflection 
must be pursued to protect Earth from 
the (not unlikely) prospect of asteroids 
or comets colliding with us, as has 
happened regularly in the deep past�

Deudney does not want readers to 
think he is a Luddite about space or 
space technology, and he develops 
his own program of relatively limited 
steps that could be taken in the near 
future� But beyond that? Say, a colony 
on Mars? His answer: an emphatic no�

CARNES LORD
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Military Agility: Ensuring Rapid and Effective 
Transition from Peace to War, by Meir Finkel, 
trans� Moshe Tlamim� Lexington: Univ� Press of 
Kentucky, 2020� 192 pages� $35�

As the United States moves from nearly 
two decades of artisanal war to face 
potential opponents who can deliver 
combat on an industrial scale, Meir 
Finkel’s book is unusually timely� Using 
research and personal experience derived 
primarily from the October 1973 Yom 
Kippur War and the 2006 (second) 
Lebanon war, Finkel examines the 
challenges facing a military that must be 
ready to undergo a very rapid transition 
from current operations to all-out war�

As Finkel points out, the Israeli armed 
forces have not had the luxury of enjoy-
ing what most leaders would consider 
peace� Rather, the Israeli military—in 
particular, the army—and the nation are 
engaged perpetually in routine security 
operations (RSO)� The constant threat of 
terrorism, border incidents, and limited 
skirmishes with neighbors provides very 
real missions� At the same time, there is 
always a chance that all-out war might 
break out� Israeli intelligence historically 
has been good at providing a strategic 
warning of war, but no intelligence is 
infallible� As Finkel points out, unless a 
state is initiating conflict, there always 
will be some confusion and delay in 
recognizing that war has broken out 
and in adapting to this new reality�

During RSO, chains of command tend 
to become more inflexible� Areas of 
responsibility and operations often are 
defined rigidly� The locus of decision-
making moves upward along the chain 
of command, to the point where rather 
senior leaders make decisions for more-
junior commanders� Strict routines and 

procedures, designed to limit collateral 
damage and reduce risk of accidentally 
widening a conflict, multiply� Casualty 
avoidance—for both one’s own forces and 
enemy personnel—becomes widespread� 
Over time, military forces, such as 
artillery units, may be tasked to perform 
missions that are vital in an RSO environ-
ment but that are other than their official 
missions� This structure may make sense 
in meeting present needs, but it incurs an 
element of risk if and when future opera-
tions require skills that have withered�

Members of the U�S� national-security 
enterprise immediately will recognize 
these and similar issues, as they easily 
translate to challenges facing some of 
the U�S� armed forces� A decades-long 
focus on counterinsurgency operations 
and irregular warfare has left a deep 
mark on the Army and Marine Corps 
and, to a lesser extent, the Navy and Air 
Force� Certain skills have atrophied and 
our national force structure has shifted� 
As Finkel reminds the reader, even 
something as basic as ammunition stocks 
can be reduced to a level that is still 
sufficient for RSO, but not for prolonged 
war� An excellent recent example of 
this involves the expenditure of Javelin 
missiles in Ukraine; their use has far 
exceeded production, and the associated 
shortages would be far worse in the event 
of a wider Russia-NATO confrontation�

There are also challenges with the 
introduction of new systems and 
doctrine� No new system can be made 
fully operational and integrated without 
some trial and error� Undiscovered 
deficiencies and capabilities will emerge 
and will have to be corrected and used, 
respectively� This, in turn, requires 
significant changes in training, doctrine, 
and tactics and may affect maintenance 
and logistical functions� The Israelis have 
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to be especially careful in these efforts, 
because going to war in the middle of 
significant transitions can have extremely 
negative consequences� While the 
United States has a much larger ability 
to buffer its frontline forces from such 
turmoil, similar concerns do exist� Given 
the scope of potential changes, U�S� 
leaders need to think through ongoing 
and future transitions most carefully�

Perhaps even more important will be 
new requirements leveled on U�S� troops 
and their officers during an all-out 
conflict� Despite advances in protective 
equipment and sensors, casualties 
resulting from war with a peer or 
near-peer competitor will be continuous 
and far larger in number than those seen 
since the Vietnam War or even before� 
The physical and mental stress placed 
on U�S� service personnel will be worse, 
if only in scale, than any experienced by 
almost any unit in decades� Leadership 
and decision-making will be exercised in 
very different conditions� Commanders 
will be forced to push decision-making 
authority further and further down the 
chain of command� The kaleidoscopic 
nature of the fight will require even 
more resiliency and mental toughness, 
including the ability to accept and 
deal with potentially ugly mistakes� 
To survive and attain victory requires 
extensive and realistic training, not just 
for the active component, but for the 
reserves and National Guard as well�

Finkel’s book does not have all, or even 
most of, the answers to these issues� 
But he does present a strong set of 
initial questions that open the door to 
the discussions and decisions that are 
necessary if we are to be as ready as pos-
sible for an all-too-likely future conflict� 
This is a book well worth reading�

RICHARD NORTON

Bidding for the 1968 Olympic Games: International 
Sport’s Cold War Battle with NATO, by Heather L� 
Dichter� Amherst: Univ� of Massachusetts Press, 
2021� 275 pages� $29�95�

In 2022, the White House announced 
a “diplomatic boycott” of the 2022 
Beijing Winter Olympics� Like all the 
boycotts of Olympic gatherings that 
came before, it failed to alter the political 
landscape� One could be forgiven 
for thinking that sport and politics 
are so alien to one another that they 
do not mix� Heather L� Dichter has 
written a stunningly good book that 
shows that this simply is not true�

Using a plethora of research, Dichter be-
gins her accounting in the late 1950s as 
international sports federations and the 
International Olympic Committee (IOC) 
found themselves having to address a 
serious political issue: the status of Ger-
many� After the creation of the German 
Democratic Republic, there was a real 
question whether German sports federa-
tions, all based in the West, represented 
all German citizens� The IOC solved this 
situation by saying that they did, and by 
requiring the two Germanys (East and 
West) to compete as a unified team� That 
solution worked for about a decade�

Wishing to bolster its legitimacy, 
East Germany established a series of 
national sports federations and obtained 
membership in the international 
governing bodies of these various sports� 
As more and more East German 
federations obtained certification from 
the different international federations, 
questions about national symbols 
(flags, national anthems, and team 
uniforms) moved to the forefront� 
Could the East Germans use their flag, 
anthem, and team uniforms even in 
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nations that did not extend diplomatic 
recognition to the German Democratic 
Republic? Another factor at play was 
the establishment of the Berlin Wall� 
The wall offended the Western alliance, 
striking at the freedom of movement 
of individual citizens� West Germans 
and their NATO allies did not want to 
grant the Communist regime any form 
of legitimacy, and they struck back, 
refusing to grant visas to East Germans�

The result was that international sports 
became caught up in the Cold War� 
Sports administrators in NATO nations 
suddenly found political litmus tests 
being applied to the events they were 
organizing—and they did not appreciate 
it� When the national governments 
of municipalities hosting world and 
European championships refused to 
allow the athletes of all member sports 
federations—which is to say, refused 
to allow the East Germans—to attend, 
sports administrators responded by 
either canceling or moving the events� 
During planning sessions for future 
events, sports administrators required 
statements that the national govern-
ment would allow all teams to attend� 
The NATO nations refused, and the 
response was to schedule these events in 
Eastern Europe or in neutral nations�

Dichter explores new territory in her 
book� Drawing heavily on NATO 
records, she shows that the leaders of the 
alliance were interested in issues other 
than military strategy and operations� 
They believed the prestige of sport 
made it a “soft power” that they could 
use to influence popular opinion, so 
NATO devoted significant attention to 
the issue� Sports administrators real-
ized they had to consider geopolitical 
realities as they organized meets� The 
issue of East German passports had 

impact on ten world championships, 
three European championships, six 
sports congresses, and eleven other 
cases between 1959 and 1963�

The IOC refused to let itself be a pawn 
in the Cold War� Knowing that the 
sports federations could not make 
promises on behalf of foreign ministries 
that all passports and visas would be 
honored, the committee decided it 
would not award the Olympics to a city 
in a nation that would refuse entry of 
athletes from any national Olympic 
committee� Many sports federations 
followed suit, refusing to put official 
recognized matches and championships 
in NATO member nations� The result 
was that Western Europe and North 
America began to lose their dominant 
position in international sport�

All these issues came to a head in 1963 
when the IOC met in Baden-Baden, 
West Germany, to select the host for 
the 1968 Summer Olympics� The IOC 
gave Mexico City a majority of votes 
quickly—in only one round� In Mexico, 
there would be no issue about the East 
Germans� When the IOC met a few 
months later to vote on the 1968 Winter 
Olympics, the governments of France, 
Canada, and Norway broke with NATO 
and provided legal assurances that 
the East Germans would be allowed 
to cross their borders and compete 
in the games� Dichter argues that this 
incident marked the origins of détente�

Dichter’s research is nothing short of 
remarkable� This book is the product of 
work in twenty-five different archives 
in nine different nations, requiring 
competence in four languages� While 
those numbers are impressive, the intel-
lectual dexterity she shows is exemplary� 
Her account also shows complexity and 
nuance� She visited the archives not 
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only of foreign ministries but also of 
sports federations, NATO, and the IOC� 
Since all national Olympic committees 
had to communicate with the IOC 
in French or English, she uses these 
records to internationalize her account, 
documenting the views of the Italians, 
Portuguese, Spanish, Greeks, and others�

To make a long story short: Confusion 
plagued NATO delegates, but national 
Olympic committees and individual 
members of the IOC acted with purpose�

NICHOLAS EVAN SARANTAKES

Commanding Petty Despots: The American Navy 
in the New Republic, by Thomas Sheppard� An-
napolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2022� 264 
pages� $44�95�

All naval officers are familiar with the 
phrase “six-thousand-mile screwdriver,” 
although its origins are not entirely 
clear� A likely source is Vice Admiral 
Joseph Metcalf, who felt that the 
evacuation of Saigon in 1975 had been 
micromanaged from Washington, DC� 
The lesson Metcalf drew from this 
experience was to have his staff send 
two situational reports every hour to the 
higher command authority� The more 
information they had, he hoped, the less 
likely they would be to intervene (Chris-
topher J� Lamb, The Micromanagement 
Myth and Mission Command: Making 
the Case for Oversight of Military 
Operations [Washington, DC: Institute 
for National Strategic Studies, National 
Defense Univ� Press, 2020], p� 43)�

This tension between commanders on 
the spot and authorities in Washington 
was not invented in Vietnam, as 
Thomas Sheppard shows in his useful 

new book� Metcalf ’s frustration would 
have resonated with most officers of the 
U�S� Navy in the first fifty years of its 
existence� While communication tech-
nology meant that Metcalf ’s superiors 
had far greater ability to intervene than 
the first leaders of the Navy, the funda-
mental tension between the authority of 
a captain on board “his” ship and that 
captain’s relationship to his superiors is 
strikingly similar across the centuries�

Take, for example, the vignette that 
Sheppard uses to open the book� In June 
1813, Captain James Lawrence sailed 
USS Chesapeake out of Boston Harbor 
to fight HMS Shannon� A year into the 
war, the British blockade was beginning 
to tell� With Shannon alone guarding 
Boston, Lawrence saw an opportunity 
to break out� He misjudged his op-
ponent, however, and his aggression 
cost him his life and his ship� Shannon’s 
well-trained crew captured Chesapeake 
and mortally wounded Lawrence in 
an action lasting just fifteen minutes� 
For Sheppard, what is most interesting 
about this famous episode is that 
Lawrence directly disobeyed orders� 
The Secretary of the Navy, William 
Jones, had ordered Lawrence to avoid 
risking his ship in battle and instead 
to attack British merchant ships� In 
this case, leaders in Washington had 
been right to meddle, and the officer 
on the spot did not have some unique 
insight into the best course of action�

What Sheppard explores is how 
common it was for officers to ignore 
Washington’s instructions and how dif-
ficult it was for civilians to gain control 
over officers� Secretaries of the Navy did 
not wield six-thousand-mile screwdriv-
ers in the early republic, both because 
communication times limited their 
ability to do so and because officers 
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flatly refused to let them� What really 
motivated Lawrence, Sheppard shows, 
was not any strategic understanding 
of the blockade but rather a desire for 
glory� Early American naval officers, 
like all men of their social standing 
and background, defended their honor 
with their lives, frequently fighting 
duels� Seemingly minor questions 
of seniority quickly could spiral into 
bitter feuds leading to resignations� 
At sea, officers often prioritized fame 
and money over professional duties� 
Sheppard poses the question: How did 
the U�S� Navy create an institutional 
culture that reversed officers’ priorities?

Commanding Petty Despots is full 
of clashes between officers and the 
Secretary of the Navy� From 1808 to 
1810, the querulous David Porter com-
manded naval forces at New Orleans� 
His mission was to interdict smugglers, 
who used the maze of bayous and 
rivers to their advantage� Porter clearly 
needed many small vessels capable 
of following smugglers to their bases, 
but he discovered on his journey to 
New Orleans that the boats the Navy 
had given him were not up to the task� 
Taking the initiative, he purchased 
some small boats using his own money, 
then requested reimbursement from 
the Secretary of the Navy, Robert 
Smith� Smith denied the request on the 
grounds that the purchase had not been 
authorized, which predictably infuriated 
Porter� Smith, according to Porter, 
was not qualified to judge whether the 
purchase was necessary, because he 
was merely a civilian� Porter proposed 
instead that a committee of naval 
officers should be created to approve 
expenditures such as those in question� 
Smith refused, although Sheppard notes 
that Porter’s suggestion eventually was 

adopted with the creation of the Board 
of Navy Commissioners in 1815�

Sheppard traces the increasing profes-
sionalism of the officer corps and the 
related increasing bureaucratization of 
the Navy Department� It was a slow, 
grinding process on both sides� The 
Board of Navy Commissioners was 
designed to resolve some of the tension 
by giving officers bureaucratic oversight 
over their fellow officers while also lim-
iting their scope for independent action� 
Instead, the board became yet another 
battle space for civil-naval competition� 
The civilians eventually won, thanks to 
the direct intervention of the president, 
and in doing so they transformed the 
Navy’s institutional culture� Sheppard 
proposes that this transformation is as 
deserving of celebration as any of the 
great victories at sea in those years�

The book is built on the author’s 
doctoral dissertation, but it does not 
read like one� That is both a compli-
ment and a source of some frustration� 
Sheppard narrates his story well, and 
the book is free of academic jargon 
and other pitfalls of dissertations� 
However, in transforming it from a 
dissertation to a book some important 
pieces were lost� It is not clear from 
the introduction the extent to which 
its arguments are new� How does 
the story this book tells change our 
understanding of the U�S� Navy’s 
institutional culture? The bibliography 
is also incomplete� Works cited in the 
endnotes do not always appear there, 
which can make tracking down further 
reading more challenging than it needs 
to be� Overall, though, these are minor 
issues in an otherwise strong book�

EVAN WILSON
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REFLECTIONS ON READING

TILTING AT WINDMILLS IN THE DIGITAL AGE

Professor John E. Jackson of the Naval War College is the Program Man-
ager for the Chief of Naval Operations Professional Reading Program.

 In recent years, as Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, Twitter, and other forms of 
communication exploded, some have seen the focus of the Chief of Naval Opera-
tions Professional Reading Program (CNO-PRP)—advocacy of reading books of 
consequence—as a rather quixotic undertaking� This term, derived from the great 
novel Don Quixote de la Mancha by the Spaniard Miguel de Cervantes, in which 
the title character does battle with a windmill, often is used to describe wasted 
and foolish endeavors�

On closer examination, however, promoting literature is less quixotic these 
days, in part because of technological developments in the area of electronic 
reading devices� The popularity of electronic readers such as the iPad, Kindle, 
and Nook actually has revived the art of reading� These devices do not replace 
reading; they make it easier! They also make it, in the eyes of many, a “cool” thing 
to do; whereas reading a dusty old book from some library shelf is decidedly “old 
school,” reading the same material as an electronic book (e-book) on the screen 
of a high-tech tablet is somehow more socially acceptable�

The purchase of an e-book reader, now costing less than a hundred dollars 
in some formats, opens the door to hundreds of thousands of books from every 
genre, often for a minimal fee and many for free� As a bonus, the wireless com-
munications technology that makes such devices possible means that the time 
lapse between thinking about obtaining a book and beginning to read it can be 
measured in mere seconds� Never have information and entertainment been 
available so readily�

So, if e-book readers make reading easier and more socially acceptable, how 
best do we encourage people to read books in general, whether on these devices 
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or in hard-copy form? One way is to consider what some well-known and highly 
intelligent folks have had to say over the centuries about the value of reading�

• One of the earliest recorded quotes about reading comes from the Chinese 
philosopher Confucius, who noted, “No matter how busy you may think 
you are, you must find time for reading, or surrender yourself to self-chosen 
ignorance�”

• Dutch scholar Desiderius Erasmus (ca� 1466–1536) wrote, “When I get a little 
money, I buy books; and if any is left, I buy food and clothes�”

• In the eighteenth century, columnist Richard Steele wrote, “Reading is to the 
mind what exercise is to the body�”

• One of America’s greatest writers and humorists, Mark Twain, has been 
quoted (correctly or incorrectly) as saying: “The man who does not read 
good books has no advantage over the man who can’t read�”

• At least two U�S� presidents have shared their thoughts about reading:

• Harry S� Truman noted, “Not all readers are leaders, but all leaders are  
readers�”

• Lyndon Baines Johnson said, “A book is the most effective weapon against 
intolerance and ignorance�”

• In more recent years, management consultant and best-selling author Ste-
phen Covey wrote: “There’s no better way to inform and expand your mind 
on a regular basis than to get into the habit of reading good literature� � � � You 
can get into the best minds that are now or that have ever been in the world�”

• The highly popular and prolific author Stephen King called books “a unique-
ly portable magic�”

• Publisher Charles Scribner wrote, “Reading is a means of thinking with an-
other person’s mind; it forces you to stretch your own�”

• Educator and reading expert Mortimer Adler said, “It’s not how many books 
you get through, it’s how many books get through to you�”

• And finally, motivational speaker Charlie “Tremendous” Jones said: “You’re 
the same today as you’ll be in five years except for the people you meet and 
the books you read�”

Many of these pithy quotes would make great bumper stickers, and they 
serve an important purpose by helping to capture the joy and fascination that 
can be found in reading� The CNO-PRP is the Navy’s focused effort to make 
books of consequence available at little or no cost to sailors throughout the 
fleet� Our hope is that these works will be read, in whatever form, to improve 
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the professionalism of the men and women of the finest Navy in the world� The 
program’s actual motto is “Read Well to Lead Well”—a bumper sticker I might 
even stick on my Corvette!

JOHN E� JACKSON 

(This is a revised version of a column that first appeared in the Naval War 
College Review 65, no. 2 [Spring 2012].)
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