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Let me begin this with a confession, or perhaps a statement of the obvious: I have a severe case of professional schizophrenia.  However, my two professional personalities do sometimes intersect, and as I am told many of you are here to listen to at least something from me relating to my original academic personality, political philosophy, I’ll try to oblige.  

Political philosophers are not known for their advocacy of sea power, but let me set the stage for this discussion of the role of the Navy in American national strategy today by citing two eminent political philosophers on the important role navies can have in national strategy.  And while on the subject, I will also call your attention to another eminent political philosopher who was led into colossal error by his failure to appreciate the role of sea power in history.

In the seventh book of his Politics, the incomparable Aristotle addresses the question of the best political order or the best regime.  It turns out to begin with that the best regime can only exist in a small society on the model of the classical Greek city, the polis.  Aristotle was not unmindful of the problem this creates for the security of the best regime, since as he was of course well aware, small states are acutely vulnerable to conquest by larger ones.  Indeed--as he was perhaps not fully aware--the Greek cities of his own day were already facing an existential threat in the form of the Macedonian territorial monarchy created by Philip, the father of Alexander the Great.  It is surprising and disappointing that Aristotle does not explicitly discuss the possibility of permanent alliances, confederations or federal states as a solution to this problem, in spite of the fact that examples of all of these political forms were available in the Greek world of his own time.  Nevertheless, he does suggest two other ways to limit the vulnerability of the polis.  One is extensive fortifications, the other, naval power.  
Aristotle takes it for granted that the best city should have access to the sea, for reasons largely of ease of foreign trade, but this also creates a security problem and raises the question how best to protect the city on its maritime frontier. “Concerning naval power,” Aristotle goes on to say, “it is not unclear that it is best to have a certain amount of it.  They should be formidable and capable of putting up a defense by sea as well as by land not only for themselves but also for certain of their neighbors. Concerning the amount and size of this force, one must look to the way of life of the city.  If it is going to lead a way of life that involves leadership and is political, it must necessarily have this sort of power available as well to match its actions.” What is significant here is Aristotle’s direct linking of naval power with the foreign policy or national strategy a state pursues.  A state that aspires to leadership—literally, “hegemony”—is one that seeks sustained political engagement with and influence over other states, but if it is to be successful in doing so, it needs to be able to project power and in particular naval power in a convincing manner so as to overawe some and reassure others.  As he indicates, alliances with certain neighboring states improve one’s own security, and these are particularly facilitated by substantial naval forces, which can offer rapid and timely assistance to allies under threat.  Aristotle is thinking here of course in the first instance of the history of Athens, whose naval resources and sea-faring prowess beginning in the early fifth century helped create a Greek maritime coalition that pushed the Persians out of the Aegean—and of course formed the nucleus of its own maritime empire during the Peloponnesian War.  All of this, as we shall see, bears directly on the role of the American Navy in the twenty-first century—from Plato to NATO, as it were. 

My second citation is from Sir Francis Bacon, one of the founders of modern political philosophy and, in his day job, chancellor of England at a time when the British were on the cusp of their rise as a global maritime power.  Bacon famously said: “But this much is certain, that he that commands the sea is at great liberty, and may take as much and as little of the war as he will, whereas those that be strongest by land are many times nevertheless in great straits.” Bacon here, like Aristotle, is thinking largely of the ability of a naval power to support and leverage allies in a coalition struggle without committing substantial ground forces of its own—for several centuries the core of Britain’s national strategy with respect to continental Europe.  At a time when the United States has had a part of the Department of the Navy, namely the Marine Corps, heavily engaged in ground warfare in the cities and deserts of Iraq and Afghanistan for five years or more, Americans need to consider whether we are not in danger of losing contact with this home truth.
Finally, let us consider briefly the case of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, the political philosopher who famously discovered or invented the “end of history.”  For Hegel, the event that decisively signaled this culminating point in the development of human consciousness was Napoleon’s victory over Prussia at the Battle of Jena in 1807, which according to him represented, to state it loosely, the enactment in historical reality of the ideals of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution.  Hegel, of course, was a Prussian himself, and like his somewhat younger contemporary, the great military theorist Carl von Clausewitz, tended to look at war from the narrow perspective of land warfare.  In fact, a case could be made that a more important and decisive world-historical moment (to borrow Hegel’s terminology) during the era of the Napoleonic wars was the great victory gained by the British over a combined French and Spanish fleet at the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805.  Though Admiral Horatio Nelson’s immortal feat of arms did not and could not defeat Napoleon’s continental empire, it did bring an end not only to a very real invasion threat to the British Isles but to Napoleon’s commitment to mounting any serious naval challenge to Britain’s mastery of the seas.  In so doing, it not only safeguarded Britain in a physical sense but helped ensure that the future would belong to Anglo-American style liberalism rather than to some more or less authoritarian version of modern socialism, a likely outcome of the triumph of Bonapartism throughout Europe. 
It is surely interesting that it was an American naval officer who first made a compelling case for the influence of seapower on history.  Alfred Thayer Mahan’s classic tome, The Influence of Sea Power on History, 1660-1783, published in 1890, set out to explain how Britain’s rise as a global power was decisively aided by its maritime situation as well as a navy grown increasingly formidable in the course of multiple wars against its French, Spanish and Dutch rivals.  Mahan’s book was a hit, understandably, in Britain, but it also helped propel the United States into the front rank of naval powers within the space of only a few decades. When President Theodore Roosevelt, Mahan’s admirer and correspondent, sent the battle line of the Great White Fleet on a tour around the world in 1907-09, his intention was to signal precisely this; and the message was widely noted.  It was not that the United States Navy had not previously shown the flag in distant seas. On the contrary, the Navy had battled pirates on the shores of Tripoli when Jefferson was president, raided British commerce as far as the Irish Sea during the War of 1812, and opened Japan to western commerce and influence in the 1850s; and in peacetime American naval squadrons routinely patrolled the waters of the western Pacific.  What the United States had not done was to build and maintain a fleet of capital ships capable of meeting the fleets of other major powers in battle and safeguarding global sea lines of communication vital to American commerce in a rapidly globalizing world--supported, it should be added, by a system of coaling stations or bases strategically situated around the world.  But this was just the message Mahan preached.
It is an interesting exercise to compare the experience of nations that attempted to transform themselves at some stage in their histories from continental to naval or maritime powers.  If we look at the world today, we see one case of manifest failure in such an endeavor (Russia) and one case of arguable success (China).  (We have recently done a study of this subject at the Naval War College, focusing on contemporary China but taking the story back as far as the Persian and Roman empires.)  Although the United States always had more of a maritime orientation than is typical of continental powers, its maritime transformation at the turn of the twentieth century nevertheless represented a striking change in its geostrategic situation and outlook on the world, and one that was certainly not foreordained.  Throughout the nineteenth century, the United States enjoyed a security bonus in the form of the British Royal Navy, which essentially provided a defense in depth of the American homeland from attack by another European power in spite of the absence of any formal alliance.  By the early decades of the twentieth century, it had become virtually unthinkable that the two great English-speaking nations would again go to war against each other.  Why then build a navy of our own?

There are two short answers to this question.  The first is that Britain’s industrial economy was insufficiently robust to sustain its maritime dominance; the second, that Japan was rapidly emerging as a serious maritime threat to the United States, particularly after its occupation of the mandated German territories in the Pacific following World War I.  This was clear as early as 1902, when the Anglo-Japanese alliance telegraphed British acknowledgment of the fact that the Royal Navy could no longer by itself defend British interests in Asia and the Pacific.  In the 1920s, the British formally conceded parity with the United States in the Washington Naval Treaties.  By the end of World War II, thanks to the prodigious exertions of its shipyards and aircraft factories in response to the assault of the Axis powers, the United States possessed the most powerful fleet by far in the world.

I’m not going to take you through the history of our Navy in World War II, which witnessed of course the most gigantic naval conflict in world history across thousands of miles of the Pacific Ocean, or the Cold War, where we faced off against a rival that would eventually pose a grave challenge to American dominance of the global commons.  I ask simply, where do we stand today?  As Americans celebrate the hundredth anniversary of Roosevelt’s Great White Fleet and our nation’s emergence as a major maritime power, it is well to pause and reflect on what our Navy is for, what shape it is in, and what challenges it faces, now and in the foreseeable future.  

The question of what navies are for is deceptively simple.  The purpose of armies and air forces is primarily to win wars, but navies have an important array of peacetime functions that other services don’t.  Among other things, navies have a unique relationship to their medium—they are students of the oceans, collecting hydrographic information, mapping the undersea world, understanding global weather patterns, and the like.  Navies also have a unique relationship to international law—they are guardians of the complex set of regulations that govern human activity on the global maritime commons, and more generally, help sustain what is sometimes called “good order at sea” from threats such as piracy and trafficking in drugs and human beings.  (It might be pointed out that the continuing failure of the United States to ratify the UN-sponsored Law of the Sea Treaty reflects in no way on our Navy, which fully supports it.)   In addition, and something often overlooked, navies have unique capabilities for the collection of information--intelligence, of course, on potential adversaries, but also general information on the movement of ships of all kinds at sea in support of what is now referred to as “maritime domain awareness.”  The current terrorist threat to our homeland has given an entirely new urgency to this function.  Further, as Aristotle understood, navies have an important role as diplomatic instruments.  They underpin key alliance relationships, and are a tool that can be flexibly and readily deployed over great distances to reassure friends and deter or coerce adversaries.  Finally, in our own day navies have increasingly taken on a special role in providing humanitarian assistance and disaster relief around the world.  In all of these respects, navies are unique national assets.  They have an important “soft power” dimension, to use the fashionable phrase, one that is easily forgotten or neglected—sometimes indeed by navies themselves.
What exactly is a navy?  Another deceptively easy question, but one we should address briefly.  Traditional navies were simply collections of surface ships of varying size and purpose; some navies today still answer to this description.  But the US Navy is an altogether different kettle of fish, if you’ll pardon the metaphor.  The US Navy operates not only on the ocean but under the ocean, in the air, and to some degree in space as well.  And not only does the Navy have its own air force, it has its own army—in the form of the US Marine Corps.  Though it is true the Marines have developed greater autonomy as a distinct service in recent years and have moved away from their classic role of amphibious warfare, they nevertheless remain very much a part of the Navy.  Furthermore, we can’t forget the US Coast Guard.  Though never formally part of the Department of the Navy or Department of Defense, owing primarily to its unique law enforcement function, the Coast Guard is larger and more capable than a great many navies of other nations today; and in spite of its name, its sphere of operation is by no means confined to the North American littorals.  Because it is viewed by foreigners as an essentially civilian organization with a benign mission set, the Coast Guard has a substantial advantage over the Navy in dealing with foreign naval and maritime partners, and it now undertakes a variety of training and engagement activities with them.  One more point, less obvious but also important.  It is natural to think of navies as mere collections of ships, organized in fleets that operate largely autonomously of one another in different parts of the world.  Today, however, at least for the US Navy, the vision and to some degree the emerging reality is different.  Thanks to our ever-improving communications technologies, the Navy functions increasingly as a single organism, a network that spans the globe and connects the fleet and its various elements via an array of land-based operations centers and space satellites. For this reason, but also because of fundamental reforms in the way the Pentagon operates that were put in play by the landmark Goldwater-Nichols bill of 1986, the Navy also functions increasingly as an integrated part of a larger military collective.  This emphasis in our defense establishment on so-called “joint” warfare has brought many benefits to the Navy and the nation.  At the same time, it holds some distinct dangers, which I will speak to in a moment.

I come to my next question: what shape is our Navy in today?  Let me begin with the good news.  In spite of a sharp decline in the size of the Navy since the end of the Cold War, the United States retains an overwhelming edge in naval and maritime power and reach by virtually any standard.  Today, the US Navy has some 280 major combatant vessels, down from almost 600 in 1987, just prior to the collapse of the Soviet Union; this is the smallest number it has possessed since just before its entry into World War I in 1916.  Yet these numbers are highly misleading.  The Navy’s current generation of ships is much more capable and lethal than the fleet it possessed in 1987 (at least if one leaves nuclear ballistic missile submarines out of the equation).  Of the top twenty naval powers in the world today, eighteen are friends or allies of the United States, while the other two, Russia and China, are no match for our Navy, even though in numbers of surface ships the two in combination enjoy a rough parity with it.  American surface ships are larger and better armed than their equivalents in other countries’ fleets; and no other country can remotely match the reach and combat power of America’s eleven aircraft carriers and thirty-one large-deck amphibious ships, the home at sea of its Marine Corps.  American submarines have superior quieting and combat systems, better-trained crews, and more rigorous maintenance standards than those of foreign navies.  The high operational tempo of the American Navy gives it an unmatched edge in training, operational experience, and tactical proficiency.  And finally, again, the thick network of sensor, communications, and command and control technologies that the Navy is in the process of deploying gives it enormous advantages in overall combat power that cannot be captured in any simple analysis of platform types or numbers.  This applies to defensive as well as offensive capabilities, including defense not only of the fleet itself but of allies and, not least important, the American homeland itself. 
All this having been said, however, there are also reasons for concern.  Foremost among them is simply the fact that the US Navy today no longer commands the attention or interest of the American people in the way it did during the Cold War, not to speak of the days of Mahan and Roosevelt.  Part of the reason for this, to be sure, is that the country has had its hands full of late with land wars in Iraq and Afghanistan—wars in which the Navy has played a very limited role.  There is a deeper problem, though.  With the disappearance of a peer naval competitor at the end of the Cold War, Americans have come increasingly to take for granted that the world’s oceans will remain an American lake for the indefinite future, with the result that they are disinclined to think seriously about the future of their Navy. Finally, though, one has to suspect that another factor is at work as well here—that Americans are beginning to lose the sense of themselves as a maritime country and people, a development reflecting among other things the secular decline of American shipbuilding, the fishing industry, and the merchant fleet.  To see such a process play itself out, one has only to contemplate the sad example of contemporary Britain. 

 The danger in all this, of course, is that the Navy will lose out in the allocation of funds for America’s myriad defense requirements.  In the current economic environment in this country, this danger has become all the more acute, and it seems virtually certain that as the Obama administration seeks to square the circle of the federal budget deficits that loom over the coming years, the Navy’s budget will be more than ever at risk.  This is particularly so because the Navy has very conspicuously failed to make a good case for its current shipbuilding program.  The most telling example is the Navy’s futuristic destroyer, the DDG-1000 as it is now called.  The DDG-1000 incorporates many revolutionary naval technologies (it is highly stealthy, for example), but its estimated cost has escalated just in the space of a few years from around $2b to an estimated $6b apiece—that’s “billion” and “apiece.” Yet this ship seems to have few real operational advantages over its predecessor in terms of deliverable firepower or anything else, and no clear mission in a post-9/11 environment.  Under congressional pressure, the Navy leadership has recently backpedaled and promised it would limit the DDG-1000 class to three vessels and instead reopen the production line of the much more affordable Arleigh Burke-class destroyer.  Controversy also continues to bedevil the Navy’s new multi-mission Littoral Combat Ship, though this new type of vessel, a frigate-sized platform designed for inshore operations, is in fact more responsive to the current security environment.  Rumor has it that the Navy may be backing away from its planned acquisition of 55 of these vessels.
The real question, of course, is whether the Navy of today has a strategy.  The Navy in World War II had a clear strategy for victory in the Pacific, and the Navy of the 1980s developed a well-articulated “Maritime Strategy” (as it was called) to help defeat the Soviet Union in a World War III.  When the Soviet Union went away, the Navy grappled for a decade and more with a novel situation where it lacked a plausible major power adversary and enjoyed an unchallengeable maritime preponderance across the globe.  The outcome of this was a reorientation of the Navy from a focus on command of the sea and war at sea to a focus on projecting naval power against a hostile shore.  In more recent years, the Navy has recognized the importance of several additional missions: defense against ballistic missile attacks on American forces or allies overseas and the American homeland itself; and—in the wake of 9/11—defense of the homeland and of the global maritime domain generally from the unconventional threat of radical Islamic terrorism.  With respect to this last, the Navy has increasingly realized that, given the diffuse nature of the threat as well as current and projected constraints on its own capabilities, it needs to pay much greater attention to leveraging the capabilities of allied and friendly navies.  In October 2007, the Navy unveiled a document entitled “A Cooperative Strategy for Twenty-First Century Seapower,” which placed maritime security cooperation at the forefront of what was billed as a new maritime strategy.  

All of this is certainly to be welcomed.  At the same time, it’s far from clear that it solves or can solve the Navy’s fundamental problems.  We have seen unprecedented cooperation among some twenty navies in recent months in dealing with the problem of piracy off the Horn of Africa; yet we and our European allies seem fixated on playing this game by Marquess of Queensbury rules.  (Fortunately, some others—notably the Indians—have been less squeamish and actually taken out a Somali craft or two.)  The United States faces the same difficulties at sea as it has of late on land in motivating and sustaining so-called coalitions of the willing: the very disproportion in military capacity between our military and potential partners makes it difficult to operate together effectively and, more importantly, creates inevitable incentives for free-riding.  Let no one forget that this free-riding dynamic was a major factor in the morphing of the Athenian maritime alliance into an Athenian empire in the run-up to the Peloponnesian War. 
Let me say a few words, though, about the rise of China as a maritime power and its implications for the United States.  The emergence of China over the last decade as a serious naval power--more than 9/11--marks the end of the post-cold war era for the US Navy.  Public perceptions and even mainstream academic analysis in this country have yet to catch up with the reality of the stunning buildup--qualitative as well as quantitative--of the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) that has occurred over the last decade or so.  Enabled by China’s booming economy and inspired by a new vision--actually, more like the old vision of Alfred Thayer Mahan, who is studied more seriously in China than anywhere else in the world today—of the decisive role of naval power in history, the Chinese leadership is fully committed to transforming China into a naval power with regional and potentially even global reach.  
What does this mean for us?  In a word, China’s navy--or better, its counter-naval capabilities--are an increasing menace to the American military position in Asia, and thereby are calling into question our ability to come to the aid of our friends and allies there in the event of a conflict.  China is fast developing what in current naval jargon is referred to as an “access denial” capability against the US Pacific fleet, particularly in a scenario involving US military assistance to a Taiwan under Chinese attack.  This capability rests on two principal legs: a rapidly expanding modern submarine force, and an arsenal of land-based short- and medium-range ballistic missiles that are thought to be accurate enough to threaten US carrier battle groups many hundreds of miles off China’s coasts, not to speak of America’s very limited yet vital basing structure in the region.  Equally worrisome is China’s recently demonstrated ability to target and kill US surveillance and communications satellites on which our carrier battle groups are critically dependent.  
It’s true that the Taiwan scenario seems less of a concern today than it was a year ago, given the recent rapprochement between the new government in Taipei and the mainland.  Yet the Chinese are increasingly broadening their naval horizons.  China’s dispatch of several major naval combatants to the Horn of Africa some weeks ago is the first time Chinese warships have been seen in those waters since the fifteenth century.  Given China’s rapidly developing presence and economic stake in Africa, it seems likely that its fleet is there to stay.  And the Chinese have been busy for some time establishing a maritime infrastructure in the Indian Ocean that could support naval power projection throughout the region.  This involves assistance to Burma, Bangladesh and Pakistan in upgrading commercial port facilities that could eventually serve the Chinese as naval bases.  The Chinese have very much taken to heart the precepts of Mahan concerning the importance of protecting vital commercial sea lines of communication, and they are sensitive in particular to the possibility of any interruption of the flow of oil from Africa and the Persian Gulf that would endanger the energy-hungry Chinese economy.
What does all this mean for the Navy?  One need not be alarmist about a potential Chinese threat to agree that it introduces a new calculus into our naval thinking.  At the level of naval systems, it is causing the US Navy to become serious once again about the challenges of anti-submarine warfare, and to question the long-term viability of the aircraft carrier as the Navy’s capital ship--the role it has played since the beginning of World War II.  More generally, though, it is forcing the Navy to rediscover the imperative of command of the sea and the need to be prepared to fight our ships at sea to ensure this.  This may sound like it’s something we should be able to take for granted.  In fact, though, it will require a significant cultural readjustment.  I spoke earlier of the trend in the United States military toward increasing “jointness” or interservice integration.  Necessary as this is in some respects, it has also had the effect of imposing on the Navy a largely alien doctrinal template and, what is worse, of reducing the Navy to a kind of provider of services to the Army and Marine Corps.  The Navy needs to rediscover its own glorious traditions.  So do the American people.  
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