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The beginning of the 20th century was the stage for Mahan’s concepts for sea-
power, and while his basic tenets are still relevant, the environment in which they
must be applied hus witnessed o significant change. It was in recognition of this new
setting that the Naval War College Seapower Symposium was conceived, and among
the fruits of this event are an increased appreciation and awareness of the need for
international responsibility and cooperation in the world maritime arena.

FOCUS ON SEAPOWER:

a Perspective of the First

Naval War College Seapower Symposium

An article prepared

Commander James F. McNulty, U.S. Navy

A university should be a place of
light, of liberty, and of learning.

B. Disraeli, House of Commons,

3 March 1873

The work and thought of Alfred
Thayer Mahan proved conclusively that
the sea and seapower have always ex-
erted significant influence on the events
of human society. His analyses, theories,
and published writings revolutionized
basic concepts and strategies in every
naval ministry of the world at the turn
of this century. His accomplishment is
memorable not because of his demon-
strated skill at reconstructing the less
obvious implications of historical mari-
time events, but principally because of
his skill in the organization and pursuit
of informed understanding in a new
intellectual  discipline—the study of
seapower.

The U.S. Naval War College provided
the platform from which Mahan could
promote his theories as well as the
intellectual environment within which
he could pursue his personal search for
the elusive structure of a new line of
strategic thought. Since those early days
of enterprise and inspiration, the War
College has continuously directed its
major efforts in support of its legacy as
the conservator and executor of
Mahan’s intellectual estate. No graduate
of the Naval War College has ever
returned to his military or governmental
duties without having gained a meaning-
{ful measure of understanding of the
strategic implications of the sea and
seapower. 'rom time to time, through
the eventful decades of this century,
other more spectacular and visible disci-
plines have stimulated the imaginations
and challenged the intellectual inclina-
tions of political and military strategists.
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Throughoutl the period, however, the
War College has focused on seapower,
inlegrating new diseiplines inlo its stra-
tegic studics as social evolulion and
technological ehange have hrought them
lo maturity. Thus, as the predominant
source of naval thought and expression
and by its continueus appraisal of the
somelimes sublle shilling ol the world
seapower balunce, the college has always
made major contributions to the evolu-
Lion of ULS, national stralegy.

‘The maritime  campaigns ol the
Atlantic and Pacific wars have heen
fully ecataloged, and many thoughtful
authors have rendered tribute Lo the
role of the Naval War College in en-
visioning the winning strategy and train-
ing the leaders who ereated viclory. In
one Lribule, Fleel Adm. Chester Nimilz
related that the only problem the Naval
War College (ailed to loresee in the
Pacitic campaign was the Kamikaze.

The reputation ol the Naval War
College as a place of light and learning
has remained undiminished through the
postwar years, 1L is nol unnatural, then,
to find the college continuing to break
new ground in devising tools with which
Lo enhance its proven capability as a
leading  exponent ol madern  naval
thought. Tn particular, the sponsorship
hy the eollege of the firsl Naval War
College  Scapower  Symposium,  held
from 17 Lo 20 November 1969, which
has been deseribed in general Llerms in
the ebrnary issue ol the Navel War
College Revicw, constitutes convincing
testimony to the vigor and imagination
of an institution which recently com-
pleted ils 85th year of existence,

The symposinm, bronght  together
under one root the largest single assem-
blage of senior naval leaders ever re-
corded in modern history. Thirly-seven
nations sent reprosenlatives Lo Newporl
for the purpose of promoling mutual
understanding of common problems and
inlerests in the marilime field through
free diseussion of any aspeel of mari-
time affairs deemed importanl lo any

participating nation. Countries repre-
sented inelude over one-third of the
estimated lolal population of Lhe world
within their boundavies. The meeting
was Dboth heroie in conception and
profound in its implications.

In his classic Hiqwatha, the American
poct Longlellow expressed a view which
might mosl appropriately serve as the
visible guiding spirit of the symposium
and whicly, in retrospeet, well charae-
Lerizes the sense of unily ereated during
Lhis historie meeting. 11 goes:

All your strength is in your
nnion,

All your danger is in
discord.

tn lact, the dynamic foree which made
the symposium a realily was rooled in
the  established  recognition ol the
dungers ol discord and Lhe invaluahle
strength whieh eomes lrom unily.

The Seapower Symposium coneepl
was a logical outgrowth ol events in
which the War College played a leading
role as far back as the mid-filtics. Al
that Gime, under the enthusiastic spon-
sorship ol the CNO, Ailm.  Arleigh
Burke, a new curricolum was established
al the War College in support of an
entirely new edueational concepl. The
Naval Command Course, a 10-month
resident course ol instruclion (or senior
oflicers ol foreign navies, was cstab-
lished al Newport. 11 was hoped that an
open exchange of opinions i an atmo-
sphere ol academie  [reedom would
foster nol only educalion, bul mulual
understanding of problems comnon lo
all naval leaders and strategists. Vhe lirst
class convened in August 1950, and
during the ensuing 13 years, hundreds
of non-11.8, naval olTicers have altended
the course, with a Lolal national repre-
senlation ol A0 different conntries. The
course  was suceessiul beyond all ex-
peetations: successful both for the pro-
fessional advancement of the students
who have retiened to their own navies
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and for the U.S. Navy and Lhe War
College.

The Navy and the War College have
benefited  immeasurably  throngh  the
establishment of personal and profes-
sional ties in & worldwide fraternity of
naval leaders, while the seapower per-
speclives of the Naval Command Course
studenls have gained recognition on
their own meril, in many cases earning
the distinetion of publication in the
Naval War College Review, the United
States Naval Institiute Proceedings, and
in the maritime journals of their native
lands.

From this experience with the Nayal
Command Course and in keeping wilh
its conlinuing analysis of the implica-
Lions of seapower in a changing world, il
became apparent Lo both the War Col-
lege and a growing cirele of senior naval
leaders thal the necessarily subjective
analysis of 1.5, naval officers could be
eomplemented by incorporating  the
analylic ability of their counterparts
who view lhe marilime arena [rom
differing nalional perspectives, In a
global society whose marilime intor-
dependence  has heen growing apace
wilh political, ceonomic, and techno-
logical changes, a world view of com-
mon problems in the field would be
invaluable to all world naval leaders.

In his opening remarks Lo the sym-
posium atlendees, Viee Adm. Richard
(. Colbert, President of the U.S, Naval
War College—and carlier the first Direc-
tor of the Naval Command Course--
testificd Lo his faith in the ability of
naval officers to contribute a broad-
based understanding ol common prob-
lems beeause of the unique condilioning
arising {rom a lifetime of sharing both
the hazards and the opportunities of
scamen. Ag he elearly stated, there was
no iutent to develop concrete solulions
lo any problem which might be dis-
cussed—Lhe principal goal of the sympo-
sium was simply Lo provide a forum in
which the national perspectives of the
participants  could illuminate the

problems and prospects of seapower in a
wotld now grown far more sophisticated
than that known by Mahan and his
contemporarics.

Observers of maritime cvenls may
recognize that even this modest aim was
most amhitious, as the world press has
continuously played up the competilive
agpeets of reeent maritime affairs, with
grealer emphasis on the differenees than
on Lhe poinls of common interest
shared by all maritime states, In this
regard, then, an implieit goal of the
gymposium was lo conflirm the exis-
tenee of assumed points of common
interesl and to idenlify others which
could bhe revealed only Lhrough the
frank and unfettered presentation of the
views of cach parlicipant, conditioned
as they are by the perspectives of their
unigque national experienec.

No final evaluastion of the degree of
allainmenl of these goals is possible so
soon aller the evenl, It i clear, how-
cver, Lthat the parlicipants regarded Lhe
opportunily for these discussions very
highly. They plunged enthusiastically
into the search for meaningful ap-
proaches to questions ol greatest com-
mon interest. Mosl importantly, their
discussions were clearly on a level indi-
catiug sincere dediealion Lo the spiril of
free iuquiry, which sel Lhe tone for the
entire 4 days of discussion.

A delailed summary of the major
events of Lhe symposium has already
Licen chronicled in the Revicw, and it is
nol the purpose of this cssay Lo discuss
them further. Also, it would be in-
appropriale for this observer to atlempl
to evaluale the substance of proceedings
conducted by these naval thinkers at
this time. Yet, without presuming to
speak for any person other than myself,
1 believe that there are some generalized
implieations of, and observations about,
this historic event which ean be ex-
pressed by au interested observer privi-
Ieged to be prescut during the sympo-
sium,

That the symposium Look place at all
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is tribute Lo the inherent nature of man
lo inquire into the meaning ol events
about him, even as il is cqually pre-
dictable for him Lo conduct those evenls
in tarmoil and disorder. Further, even
disinlerested wilnesses to happenings on
the maritime scene over the last Lwo
deeades have suspected a subtle but
persistent vecasting of Lhe traditional
marilime nations into new  seapower
posturcs. Thus, the ready participation
of so many current naval leaders in an
evenl advertised as an inquiry inlo this
generalized problem is Llestimony Lo the
reality of change in the mlernational
scapower balance during these eventful
years, Hecognizing the existence of a
prollem is the first step in obtaining a
solution, and il may he reasonahly
inferred that the simple act of atlen-
dance, despite the considerable cost to
parlicipants in both time and Lreasure,
acknowledges the probahle existence ol
a common problem. Furlhermore, this
same acl may be most indicative of an
acceptance of the idea that solutions to
international problems may most often
be found through international coopera-
Lion,

OFf further and more profound signi-
ficanec was the apparent acceptance by
all present of Lthe need to seck solutions
to these international maritime prol-
lems  throogh  essentially  nonmilitary
means. In this respect, the activity of
the conferees dircetly refuted the image
of the stercotyped military mind which
has been widely advertised by the world
press in reeent years, This clearly was no
eonclave of warmongers, secking to in-
crease their own power and importance
through the enlargement of their forces
or their budgets. These were concerned
and competent professionals devoted to
the national goals and aspirations which
condition us all, hul manifesting sincere
appreciation for the international eco-
nomic, psychological, and social impli-
calions of problemns which, in a bygone
cra, might have heen treated {from a
strictly military point of view, The

depth of injustice being done daily to
Lthese eminenl leaders by Lhe generalized
accusalions of some authors that mili-
lary professionals are unfil or incapable
of stalesmanlike appreciation of com-
plex modern problems was clearly ap-
parent. All of those in attendance con-
stantly displayed a elear understanding
of the fact that there are no longer any
purely military problems. IFrom this
faclor il is possible Lo draw some very
lavorable opinions aboul the educa-
tional and promotion structures which
brought these men to the top of their
individual navics. ¥Yurthermore, we need
not deery the absence of the military
intellectual in the councils of world
strategy, as some of Lhose same wrilers
do, for the daily activity of the sympo-
sium revealed that new Mahans exist in
probably every naval ministry of the
world. They earve no public roads in the
jungle of theory hul, rather, privately
devote their efforts Lo considered ap-
praisal of their national strategies and
the interrclationship of those posilions
with world seapower strategies,

However important these ohserva-
tions may appear in and of themselves,
they signal the possible existence of an
even more profound corollary interpre-
Lation of the real meaning of the dis-
cussions, Speeulating on  the singular
events of that week, one is led to seck
out a broader meaning.

Consider  bricfly the international
political and military environment in
which Mahan cdueed his theories and
expressed  his conclusions with lasting
impact. At the turn of the centlury,
international events hinged on tradi-
tional realpolitik, levered by  (orces
ercated through interactions of classic
halance-ol-power theorists. The United
States, despite ils late move toward
colonialism, resulting from the Spanish
War, waus introspective and effectively a
hystander, respon(ling lo cvents gen-
craled by the aclivity ol powers al-
templing Lo maintain residoes of influ-
ence from the reactionary Coneert of
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Europe era of the dying cenlury. Whal
we now call the Third World existed
only in the hushed dreams of effectively
caplive nationalists. Only a few deeades
carlicr, humanity had existed principally
in separale agglomerations  sprinkled
over Lhe face of the carth, cach clump
having little need or desivre Lo interact
oyer the [ull spectrum of human in-
terests with ils neighhors, whether near
or distant. Almost cvery countryside
grew the food and fiher needed for the
support of nearby cities, while almost
every cily processed and manufactured
essentially all that was needed by the
adjacent countryside to continue Lhe
social and cconomie eycle. International
trade and economics were relatively
minuscule and largely restricted Lo ex-
changes arising {rom semiclosed colonial
syslems,

As Lhe new cenlury progressed, man-
kind alternated in a few shorl years
from an carly, unwarranted relianee on
international law for the control and the
regulation of the ever more complex
interactions of nalions Lo the total
harbarism of the war which opened in
1914, After that prolonged aherration
from commongense had heen brought to
a close, internattonal relations reverted
to what now seems a sort ol controlled
chuos, with competing advocacy of
“back to normaley,” “world disarma-
ment treaties,” demands for reparalions
from the vanquished balanced hap-
hazardly against the availability of loans
from the viclors Lo make the payments,
all capped hy the utter lack of sophis-
tication reflected by the statement,
“They hired the money, didn’t they?”

Surely, the years between 1919 and
1940 were nol marked by consistently
stalesmanlike conduct even on Lhe part
of statesmen, and thus military men of
that era found it casy Lo limil the arca
of their concern lo purely military
matlers. Most regarded diplomats and
politicians  with either absolute  de-
ferenee or wary indifference, Scapower
theorisls could justifiably limil them-

gelves to the simple enlargement of
Mahan's beliefs to accommodate a
gradually chunging bul recognizably
sirnilar inLernational environment. All of
this was appropriale lo those interwar
years and, Lo some exlenl, was moeaning-
ful during the cuarly poslwar years,
However, since 1950 o wholly new sel
of inlernational values has come inlo
cxistence. ‘T'his shift of real world eir-
cumstance may haye brought about the
intellectnal bankruptey ol those who
conlinue Lo cling Lo seapower Lheorics
rooted in the clussicism of Mahan,
which are essenlially governed by uni-
lateral national consideratlions.

Sinee 1900 all of the major intellce-
tual diseiplines of society have under-
gone change al a pace which has foreed
theiv evolution into complelely new
conceplual dimensions. Physical seience,
polilics, cconomics, medicine, art, reli-
gion, archileclure—all these and more
have moved to new plateaus, discarding
once-treasured Lheories as they hecame
incompatible with the times. So also it
may be with the disciplines of naval
strategy and scapower. Is it possible that
the dead hand of classical scapower
theorists is hampering the development
ol a more modern thesis?

For example, neither Mahan nor any
of his conlemporaries  envisioned a
world s0 ceonomically and politically
interdependent that cvents in a remote
African jungle could affeclt the com-
modity exchanges of the entire world
wilhin hours of Lheir oceurrence. [le
could nol conceive of nalions so power-
(ul that they dare not even consider the
use of maximum military power in any
circumslance shorlt of national life or
death, Ile would never have accepted
the possibility of the smallesl nalions
carrying cqual weighl with the largest i
the delibeealions ol international coun-
cils, He would have countered any such
propisition with his beliel' that an ecssen-
Lial aspeel of nalionality is competilive-
ness and thal national sovercignly is
absolutely indivigible. However mueh he
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may have wished it, he would never
believe that powerful nations would
subordinate strong national interests in
support of the common good of all
mankind. Most of all, he might have
found incredible the possibility that
nations would call into existence new
political and economic forces which
could now act out in proxy war the
competitive geist of human nature in an
arena called “peaceful coexistence.”

Yet, despite the possible disbelief of
turn-of-the-century theorists, is this not
what is happening? Is it not possible
that an entirely new world order has
come into existence—a world in which
substantially new theories of seapower
would be more appropriate than those
rooted in a world beyond recall?

Perhaps, then, the presence atb the
U.5. Naval War College of dozens of
statesmanlike, concerned, intensely
aware, and thoughtful naval leaders
presages the growth of a modern theory
of scapower constructed around a nexus
of international responsibility and co-
operation in the common good, In time,
such a theory may be as significant as
those simpler theories espoused from
the same platform in an earlier and less
complex world. Surely, no theory which
places national considerations above all
others can long survive in the face of
new developments.

The very character of the sea itself
has changed in the last 70 years. Both
naval warfare and commercial exploita-
tion have come to include in their
calculations the dimensions of depth
and airspace in addition to those of
latitude and longitude. The riches of the
sea bottom itself have become essential
nalional resources of coastal states. The
traditional veean highways of antiquity
have now hecome vital lifelines linking
the economic well-being of almost all

states. Mutual dependence of the world
community of nations on the sea and
sea resources dictates that purely na-
tional views of the meaning of seapower
may now be subordinate to interna-
tionally oriented new concepts. This
may prove to be the real meaning of the
Seapower Symposium. Perhaps it will
come to pass that all the peoples of the
world will truthfully say of themselves,
as once the British did, “We are a people
of the sea, and the sea is our security
and safety.” (Prime Minister Ramsay
MacDonald, Speech, 11 October 1929.)

In any case, the Naval War College
has surely found justification for inten-
sifying its appraisal of events affecting
the world seapower balance. The
symposium is clearly one of the most
significant of those events, and it will
remain as dynamic testimony to the fact
that the Naval War College remains “a
place of light, of liberty, and of learn-
ing.
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