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THE ENDURING RELEVANCE OF SEA POWER: HOW
CONTROL OF THE OCEANS SHAPED OUR WORLD

For centuries, the rhythm of global power has been dictated not
by the movement of armies across land, but by the silent,
strategic dominance of the world's oceans. The concept of sea
power, so eloquently captured by Alfred Thayer Mahan in his
seminal work, The Influence of Sea Power Upon History,
1660-1783, is far more than a relic of a bygone era of wooden
ships and cannon fire. It is a living, breathing force that continues
to shape international relations, economic prosperity, and
military strategy in the 21st century. To understand the modern
world, from the bustling ports of Shanghai to the strategic
chokepoints of the South China Sea, we must first look to the
waves. This article explores the multifaceted influence of sea
power upon history, examining its profound impact on the rise
and fall of empires, the mechanics of global trade, and the
delicate balance of modern geopolitics.

The Genesis of a Theory:
Alfred Thayer Mahan's

Masterwork

Any discussion of the influence of sea power upon history
must begin with Alfred Thayer Mahan. A United States Navy
officer and historian, Mahan published his landmark book in 1890
at a time when the United States was beginning to look outward.
His central thesis was revolutionary for its time: that national
greatness and prosperity were inextricably linked to the control
of the sea. Mahan argued that history was not merely a sequence
of land battles, but a grand narrative of maritime competition. He
identified six key conditions that determined a nation's potential
for sea power:

* Geographical Position: A nation with a coastline, deep
harbors, and a location conducive to trade and naval
projection has a natural advantage.

e Physical Conformation: The shape of a coastline,
including the number and quality of harbors and rivers, is
crucial.

e Extent of Territory: A nation must have a sufficient
landmass to support a population and resource base for a
navy, but not so much that it neglects the sea.

 Number of Population: A large population is necessary to
man a substantial navy and merchant marine.

e National Character: A population with a natural aptitude
for commerce and seafaring is essential.

e Character of Government: The government must be
wise and energetic in its pursuit of a maritime policy,
including the establishment of naval bases and a powerful
fleet.

Mahan's book was not merely an academic exercise. It was a
strategic manual that was eagerly read by world leaders,
including Kaiser Wilhelm Il of Germany, Theodore Roosevelt of

the United States, and leaders in Japan. It provided a clear,
compelling framework for understanding how a nation could rise
to global prominence. The book’s influence was immediate and
profound, directly inspiring the naval arms races of the late 19th
and early 20th centuries.

The Rise of the British
Empire: A Case Study in
Maritime Dominance

The most powerful, and perhaps most obvious, historical example
of the influence of sea power is the British Empire. For over a
century, the Royal Navy was the undisputed master of the world's
oceans, a position that allowed a small, rainy island off the coast
of Europe to build the largest empire in human history. The
phrase “Britannia Rules the Waves” was not a mere boast; it was
a statement of geopolitical fact.

Britain’s sea power was built on a foundation of three critical
elements: a powerful navy, a massive merchant marine, and a
global network of coaling stations and naval bases. This triad
allowed Britain to:

* Protect its trade routes: The British economy was fueled
by trade with its colonies and with other nations. The Royal
Navy ensured that the sea lanes remained open and safe
for British shipping, while simultaneously disrupting the
trade of its rivals.

* Project Power Globally: A single British warship could
intimidate a local ruler on the other side of the world more
effectively than an entire army that took months to
transport. Sea power gave Britain the ability to intervene
rapidly in distant conflicts.

e Enforce a Blockade: During the Napoleonic Wars, the
Royal Navy’s blockade of French ports was a decisive factor
in Napoleon’s eventual defeat. It crippled the French
economy and prevented it from receiving vital resources.

e Control Strategic Chokepoints: British control of critical
maritime chokepoints like Gibraltar, Suez, the Cape of Good
Hope, and Malacca meant that almost all global shipping
passed under their watchful eye.

The decline of the British Empire in the 20th century can also be
seen through the lens of sea power. The rise of the United States
and Japan as major naval powers eroded Britain's relative
dominance. The costly naval arms race with Germany before
World War I, while ultimately successful, placed a tremendous
burden on the British economy. The lesson is clear: sea power is
not a static possession but a dynamic, competitive field.

The United States: From
Continental Republic to
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Global Maritime Hegemon

The rise of the United States as a global superpower is a textbook
application of Mahan’s theories. For much of the 19th century,
the U.S. focused on continental expansion, its navy a relatively
small force. However, the publication of The Influence of Sea
Power Upon History provided a powerful intellectual justification
for a new, outward-looking foreign policy. Figures like Theodore
Roosevelt and Senator Henry Cabot Lodge were ardent believers
in sea power.

The practical consequences of this shift were dramatic. The
United States:

e Built a modern navy: The "Great White Fleet," sent
around the world by Roosevelt from 1907 to 1909, was a
powerful demonstration of America’s new naval capability.

¢ Acquired overseas bases: The victory in the Spanish-
American War in 1898 gave the U.S. control of the
Philippines, Guam, Puerto Rico, and—critically—the ability
to influence Cuba. Hawaii was annexed the same year.

e Constructed the Panama Canal: This monumental
engineering feat, completed in 1914, was a brilliant
strategic move. It allowed the U.S. Navy to move rapidly
between the Atlantic and Pacific, dramatically shortening
transit times and consolidating American control over the
Western Hemisphere.

Today, the United States Navy is the most powerful on earth. Its
carrier strike groups are the ultimate symbol of power projection.
The control of sea lanes, particularly the oil routes from the
Middle East, remains a cornerstone of American national security.
The "Pivot to Asia" of recent decades is, at its core, a recognition
of the importance of the Pacific as the new arena for global
economic and strategic competition, a competition that is
fundamentally about sea power.

Sea Power in the Modern
Age: From Battleships to
Blue Water Navies

The nature of sea power has evolved dramatically since Mahan's
day. The battleship, the queen of the fleet, has been replaced by
the aircraft carrier, the nuclear submarine, and the guided-missile
destroyer. The core principles, however, have remained
remarkably consistent.

The Strategic Chokepoints
of the 21st Century

Just as the British Empire relied on control of Gibraltar, modern
global trade is dependent on a handful of narrow, vulnerable
maritime chokepoints. Control or influence over these points
confers immense strategic and economic advantage. The most
critical of these include:

e The Strait of Malacca: Located between the Malay
Peninsula and the Indonesian island of Sumatra, this is the
primary channel for oil and goods between the Indian
Ocean and the Pacific Ocean. Roughly one-quarter of all
globally traded goods pass through this narrow waterway.
It is the lifeline of the Chinese, Japanese, and South Korean

economies.

e The Strait of Hormuz: At the mouth of the Persian Gulf,
this is the most important oil transit chokepoint in the
world. Nearly twenty percent of the world’s petroleum
passes through this narrow strait. Iran's periodic threats to
close the strait underscore its strategic value.

e The Panama and Suez Canals: These man-made canals
dramatically shorten shipping routes. Their continued
operation is vital for global trade. The six-day blockage of
the Suez Canal by the Ever Given in 2021, which cost
billions of dollars in lost trade per day, was a stark reminder
of their importance.

e The South China Sea: Not a single strait, but a complex
sea area, the South China Sea is a critical shipping lane and
a source of oil, gas, and fisheries. It is also the scene of
intense territorial disputes, particularly China's expansive
nine-dash line claims, which challenge the freedom of
navigation prized by the United States and its allies.

The Indian Navy: A Rising
Force in the Indo-Pacific

No discussion of modern sea power would be complete without
examining the rapid rise of the Indian Navy. India occupies a
privileged strategic position in the middle of the Indian Ocean,
dominating the sea lines of communication that run from the
Persian Gulf to the Strait of Malacca. For decades, India's naval
focus was primarily defensive. However, as its economy has
grown and its strategic interests have expanded, so too has its
navy.

The Indian Navy is now a true "blue water" force, capable of
projecting power far from its shores. It maintains a carrier battle
group, a growing fleet of nuclear-powered submarines, and a
network of surveillance and bases, including a strategically
important listening post in Madagascar. Its mission is clear: to
ensure the security of the Indian Ocean region, to protect its own
sea lanes, and to counter the growing influence of the Chinese
People's Liberation Army Navy (PLAN). The competition between
India and China in the Indian Ocean represents one of the most
significant and consequential maritime dynamics of the 21st
century, a direct echo of the great power rivalries Mahan wrote
about.

The Economic Fulcrum:
Global Trade Hangs in the
Balance

The influence of sea power upon history is, at its core, an
economic story. Over ninety percent of global trade by volume is
carried by sea. The global economy is a machine that runs on
shipping containers. A nation’s ability to protect its merchant
fleet, secure its trade routes, and guarantee access to foreign
markets is directly correlated to its standard of living and its
political stability.

The disruption of a single sea lane can send shockwaves through
the global economy. A naval blockade, once a weapon of war, is
now also a tool of economic coercion. The Houthi attacks on
shipping in the Red Sea in late 2023 and early 2024
demonstrated the fragility of these systems. The rerouting of
ships around the Cape of Good Hope added weeks to transit
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times, dramatically increased costs, and disrupted supply chains,
reminding the world of the sheer vulnerability of the globalized
economy to instability at sea. The country that can best ensure
the free flow of goods—or credibly threaten to interrupt it—holds
immense power.

CONCLUSION: THE UNBROKEN CHAIN OF MARITIME
INFLUENCE

From the galleys of ancient Athens to the nuclear-powered
aircraft carriers of the modern United States Navy, the influence
of sea power upon history has been a constant, unbroken thread.
The names of the ships may have changed, and the technology
has been utterly transformed, but the fundamental logic of the
sea remains intact. Control the sea, and you control the trade.

Control the trade, and you control the wealth. Control the wealth,
and you hold the ultimate lever of power.

Alfred Thayer Mahan’'s central insight—that a nation’s fate is tied
to its relationship with the ocean—is more relevant today than
ever before. As the world’s economic and strategic center of
gravity shifts to the Indo-Pacific, competition for sea control is
intensifying. Territorial disputes, naval buildups, and the
weaponization of trade are the new realities. The ability to
understand and navigate this maritime chessboard is not just a
matter of historical curiosity; it is a vital necessity for statesmen,
strategists, and citizens alike. The sea, as it has always been, is
the great stage upon which the drama of human history
continues to unfold. The nation that masters it will write the next
chapter.



