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Preface

An interesting but happy conjuncture of strategical, political, and intellectual 
currents first provoked the editors of this volume into the idea of inviting a 
group of naval historians to join them in a comparative examination of an age-
old issue: that is, how do sovereign states and their naval services handle the 
challenges thrown at them when they confront more than one maritime rival, 
and when their navies have to operate in more than one direction? Already at the 
beginning of 2016, the then-Chief of Naval Operations to the U.S. Navy, 
Admiral John Richardson, had published his open-access statement on naval 
strategy, A Design for Maintaining Maritime Superiority, which called for his 
service to confront the emergence or, better, re-emergence of a world of several 
significant other navies.1 If there had been a “unipolar naval moment,” to para-
phrase Charles Krauthammer’s famous 1990 phrase about the enhanced 
American strategic position after the fall of the Soviet Union,2 then it was no 
more. Not only was the Russian Navy under the determined Vladimir Putin 
government developing sophisticated sea and air weapons-systems intended, in 
an asymmetrical way, to reduce the U.S.’s global military effectiveness, but, 
even more alarming, there was arising across East Asian waters a new and long-
term Chinese naval challenge which might be far more substantial than anything 
they had obtained even during the Cold War. There was also, one might add, the 
continued challenge of trying to preserve maritime security in the Persian Gulf 
in the face of Iranian military threats, not to mention the question of whether the 
United States Navy could continue to operate in the eastern Mediterranean. Even 
if American maritime forces were larger than anybody else’s, they could not be 
strong everywhere if threats were arising at the same time in different parts of 
the world. Yet if the Navy had to divide its assets, would that be better or worse 
than concentrating upon only one danger, say, China, and abandoning obliga-
tions elsewhere? How did one choose?

Here, History kicks in. A reader of Admiral Richardson’s message might well 
have wondered, at least a little, how an earlier U.S. Navy had thought about 
multiple foreign threats, say, during its rise before the First World War, or 
during the twin expansion of Japanese and German naval capacities in the late 
1930s. And, as it turned out, the Chief of Naval Operations was indeed wanting 
to stress the importance for flag officers to have thought historically. In fact, it 



Preface    xv

would be critical, he went on to say, for today’s and tomorrow’s naval officer 
corps to have imbibed the writings and lessons of the great classics of the past: 
of Thucydides, Mahan, and Richmond.3

Even if, moreover, the historical circumstances today are different than from 
any period of our pre-nuclear-weapons and pre-Artificial Intelligence past—and 
of course each age will differ in certain critical ways from those preceding it—
might there not be a benefit to taking another look at this issue: of looking at 
various examples of how other naval powers, especially great powers, had 
juggled the problem of having to face in different directions, and of their navies 
having to plan for, to deploy, and perhaps on occasion to fight, in what was truly 
a multipolar world? In an unashamedly didactic way, might not one go looking 
for historical “Lessons” for today’s navies, who may now have to operate in 
strategical and geopolitical circumstances that are neither bipolar (Cold War) 
nor unipolar (post-Cold War), but have become more complex and multivariate? 
Perhaps we have not yet come to a post-American world order, and it certainly 
still doesn’t look that way when measured in terms of “hard power” naval assets 
right now, although even that comfortable assurance may have to change fairly 
soon.4 Whatever one’s judgment about America’s relative capacity currently, 
though, it remains worth asking the question: how do navies and their 
leaderships operate in a situation where they conclude that they are facing mul-
tiple challenges?

Admiral Richardson’s query about how a future U.S. Navy might respond to 
a world of multiple naval threats struck a particular chord among some of us 
who had been researching and debating how previous great maritime Powers—
most notably, the Royal Navy before both World Wars—grappled with a similar 
problem. Moreover, if one searches the historical record, it becomes clear that 
the challenge of facing two or more naval obligations was not solely a British 
one back then, or an American one just now. So why not take a further look at 
this issue, and invite a dozen or so specialist scholars to present case studies that 
might help illuminate things? When, indeed, this happened—in an April 2018 
conference at Yale entitled “Navies in Multipolar Worlds”5—the organizers 
were struck by the richness of material and variety of non-Anglo-American 
examples that contributors brought to the debate, and hence to this collection. At 
almost all ages in the past, it seems, navies have had to operate in a world of 
multiple powers and thus found themselves tugged in various geographical 
directions. Indeed, anyone familiar with the late Jan Glete’s remarkable book 
Navies and Nations (1993) will know that admiralties of the past had to operate 
with eyes in the backs of their heads. Thus, to pick just one random example, 
which foreign naval power was the chief concern of the Royal Danish Navy 
during the volatile conflicts of the early eighteenth century: Sweden, Russia, 
France, Britain, or the Netherlands? It was always hard to say, and quite often a 
new enemy would rise to eclipse an older one.6

If it is the British example that is so often cited, it is because the Royal Navy 
was the world’s predominant maritime empire for so long, and because its 
extensive global commitments meant that it faced frequent threats in so many 
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foreign theaters. Could it ever, then, place all of its naval eggs (or fleets) in a 
single basket? How could it, say, in the troubled 1930s, avoid Frederick the 
Great’s well-known warning that the dispersion of military forces would always 
lead to one’s being “weak everywhere, and thus strong nowhere”?7 When in 
1970 the accomplished American naval scholar Arthur J. Marder took a first 
look at the newly-released British naval and cabinet records for the 1930s and 
produced his important article on “The Royal Navy and the Abyssinian Crisis, 
1935–1936,”8 he described a service whose contradictory advice to the Cabinet 
simply reflected the confused strategic scene which then existed. Mussolini’s 
blatant aggressions against Abyssinia flouted the League of Nations’ principles, 
and had to be answered; but how? To be sure, the Royal Navy felt that it could 
take on the Italian fleet of that time, and this despite its growing realization of 
the defense deficiencies at the critical bases of Gibraltar, Malta, and Alexandria. 
Yet it also warned that it would need to keep a substantial force in home waters 
to keep a watchful eye over the rising German fleet; and, above all, it strongly 
urged the British government to reach a diplomatic compromise with Rome, 
because it feared that an escalating Anglo-Italian conflict in the Mediterranean 
and Red Sea might encourage the ambitious Japanese to take advantage of that, 
and make a forward move in East Asia. Naval strategy could not be made vis-à-
vis one particular challenger and in one region, therefore, without consideration 
of the larger picture. With war clouds darkening in several places, having a 
single focus was not enough; and the awful prospect loomed that perhaps the 
British Empire might have to “appease” in one part of the globe in order to stay 
committed in another.9

Interestingly, some 30 years earlier, around 1905–6, the Royal Navy and the 
British government had been confronting a somewhat analogous strategic 
problem, although with different foreign players in the constellation. For decades 
before that time, the Admiralty had based its fleet allocation strategy—and, 
indeed, its successive “Two-Power Standard” warship-building programs10—on 
the assumption that its chief foes were the substantial fleets of France and 
Russia, who were also its greatest colonial rivals. The destruction of the Russian 
Navy at Tsushima in May 1905, and the coming of the Anglo-French Entente 
Cordiale significantly changed things. So, perhaps even more, did London’s 
recognition that Admiral Tirpitz’s fast-expanding “risk fleet” could be a 
challenge to British naval mastery. Along with the new “diplomatic revolution,” 
there might have to come a naval-strategic revolution as well, as Germany 
became the Power against which Britain most likely might find itself at war in 
the near future.11 This in turn required a screeching alteration in the Royal 
Navy’s fleet dispositions, the building of a new naval base in the North Sea (at 
Rosyth), the recall of the battleship squadron from Hong Kong, the transfer of 
many flotillas from the Mediterranean to home waters, the scrapping of many 
older, slower warships, and the hammering-out of completely new operational 
plans.

It is rarely an easy thing for a country’s armed services to adjust in all regards 
to the emergence of a new, powerful challenger, and in this case the archival 



Preface    xvii

record shows that both the British Army (formerly focused upon colonial wars) 
and, even more, the Royal Navy, found it hard to grasp the full consequences of 
the German threat.12 This was especially hard because the Admiralty was also 
trying to understand and respond effectively to the swift development of certain 
brand-new and critical technologies and weapons-systems (the wireless, the 
torpedo, the naval mine, new fire-control systems, the submarine, possibly 
newer aircraft), some of which might give an asymmetric-warfare advantage to a 
numerically inferior navy. Even if one measured relative naval power solely in 
terms of capital ships, and the Admiralty designers produced the super-fast, all-
big-gunned Dreadnought types, such measures could be (and very soon were) 
imitated by Imperial Germany. Moreover, the fact that the High Seas Fleet was 
expanding so swiftly just across the North Sea did not mean that exclusive atten-
tion could be paid to this theater alone. The Royal Navy still had huge imperial 
trade routes to look after, the political scene in the Far East and Near East was 
still rather precarious, Russia still seemed a dangerous and unpredictable factor, 
and there was considerable resistance to pulling out completely, or even 
substantially, from the Mediterranean.

Could the Number One Naval Power just focus, then, upon a single 
challenger (however impressive the new Germany appeared), in a single theater 
of the globe? Was it not called upon to remain strong elsewhere? One after 
another Admiralty statement seemed to wrestle with this dilemma. Thus, as 
early as October 1902, a Memorandum by the First Lord, Selborne, called atten-
tion to the rise of Imperial Germany, whose navy “seemed designed for a pos-
sible conflict with the British Fleet.”13 Yet it was only a few years later, in 1905, 
that Selborne’s successor, Earl Cawdor, had issued in his name another strategic 
statement that warned against the assumption that any reallocation of naval 
forces and fleets should somehow be regarded as fixed. In what became a mem-
orable turn of phrase, then, the Cawdor Memorandum stated that “the kaleido-
scopic nature of international relations, as well as the variations or new 
developments in Seapower,” made necessary periodic redistributions to meet 
any newer political requirements.14 In other words, just because the Royal 
Navy’s battleship and cruiser numbers were disposed to particular overseas 
Stations in previous years certainly did not preclude such assets being moved to 
another part of the globe if the political circumstances called for it. By this 
token, just where and when the Royal Navy’s strength was allocated depended 
on the subjective assessment of where the greater maritime challenge lay—
whether in the Franco-Russian naval danger of yore, or in the newer German 
strategic threat.

Reference to the Cawdor Memorandum is made here for two rather different 
reasons. In historiographical terms, it constitutes just one in a voluminous and 
often contradictory array of documents about the true direction and purposes of 
British foreign and naval policy in those years of flux. Was it really becoming 
fixated upon the German threat, to the relative discounting of concerns about 
France and Russia? Cawdor’s general principle of course worked both ways; 
while written to justify pulling overseas squadrons back into home waters in 
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1905, there was no reason why—should circumstances change, and a Franco-
Russian challenge re-emerge—the Admiralty couldn’t once again make those 
powers its chief concern. A definitive account of the British government’s stra-
tegic prioritization in this period is still not available, and in the meantime the 
reader has to be content with a formidable and frequently partisan array of 
scholarly arguments over this important matter.15 Certainly, this editor’s own 
writings about “the rise of the Anglo-German antagonism” prior to 191416 is not 
the only voice in this matter. It is nice to include in this volume, therefore, John 
Maurer’s illuminating Afterword on the British grapplings over the longer term 
with its dilemma of being in the uncertain world of various naval power. In a 
larger collection than we have here, perhaps more could have been attempted. 
As it is, case studies of how the Royal Navy responded to rising new threats 
over time offers the single largest corpus of materials to U.S. naval officers 
studying that strategic and operational problem today.

The second reason, obviously, is that Cawdor’s reference to “the kaleido-
scopic nature of international relations” necessitating periodic shifts in a navy’s 
fleet dispositions and war plans brings us back to Admiral Richardson’s policy 
statement, and thus to the U.S.’s global strategic obligations today. And even in 
the few years that have elapsed since A Design for Maintaining Maritime 
Superiority appeared, the strategic debate about how the Pentagon and the U.S. 
Navy should respond to China’s growth has intensified.17

As this book goes to press in the spring of 2020, then, it is interesting to note 
an apparently authoritative newspaper report that the U.S. Marine Corps is itself 
engaged in a complex re-examination of its global mission, with a consequent 
need for major changes in its force structures, equipment, battle training, and its 
expected geographical theater of future deployment. Instead of being conformed 
to fight far from the sea, in Afghanistan and Iraq, the Marines would return to 
their former interwar-years posture, preparing for an island-hopping fight across 
the Pacific, against a newer foe, “with China in mind.”18 They would therefore 
be much more closely aligned with their parent-service, the U.S. Navy, than has 
been the case since the “9/11” attack caused a re-orientation of American stra-
tegic priorities and the Marines became a sort of mini-land army. This was no 
longer to be the case, and the so-called “pivot to Asia” in American strategic 
planning would further intensify. But just as interesting here, the same Wall 
Street Journal article reported on other voices—expressed by retired senior 
Marine officers—against “organiz[ing] yourself to go after a specific region,” 
and, presumably, a single possible future foe.19 In an anarchic and unpredictable 
world, where threats to the national interests rise and fall, concentrating atten-
tion upon one military task, or one theater of operations, or one particular foe, 
could be very unwise indeed. Although of course the critics were not invoking 
it, might one not hear an echo of that distant Cawdor Memorandum, and an 
intimation of the strategic dilemma that faces all great Naval Powers in a world 
of various contending obligations. Even as the U.S. Navy and its Marine Corps 
tilt again toward the Pacific realm, will they not also have to bear in mind the 
warning that “the kaleidoscopic nature of international relations … forbids any 
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permanent allocation of numbers”? And as naval challenges always change over 
time, won’t there always be “the necessity for periodic redistribution”?

Both with the maritime historian’s professional interest in examining case 
studies of navies and naval policy in the past, and in the belief that this exercise 
might contribute toward fulfilling Admiral Richardson’s hope that contemporary 
U. S. strategy might be usefully enhanced by a stronger historical understanding, 
the editors offer to the reader this present scholarly collection.

Paul Kennedy
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Introduction

Evan Wilson

Most of the contributors and both of the editors of this book are historians, but 
its title uses the language of International Relations. This decision requires some 
justification. Scholars of International Relations have long used polarity as an 
explanatory tool. Structural realists, such as Kenneth Waltz and John 
Mearsheimer, have tended to deploy tightly bounded definitions, which distil as 
the capacity of a state to balance independently against the most powerful other 
state in the system without relying on allies.1 A unipolar system has one state 
against whom no other state can balance; a bipolar system has two that can 
balance against each other; and a multipolar system has multiple states capable 
of balancing against each other. That much is simple and straightforward, 
comprehensible even to fuzzy-headed historians.

Yet it is remarkable how little agreement there is among both scholars and 
policymakers about the nature of the international system today. For some com-
mentators, we are still in the long lee of 1991, with the United States 
predominant, while for others, we have entered either a bipolar or multipolar 
world. There are two reasons for this confusion, and the first stems from the per-
spective adopted when defining a state’s capacities. If we adopt the structural 
realist perspective, which usually encompasses the entire international system, 
in relative material and military terms the United States remains the sole super-
power.2 But from other perspectives, especially when polarity is applied 
regionally rather than globally, unipolarity is not the best explanatory tool.3 
China’s growing capabilities in the South China Sea, for example, illustrate one 
way a rising power is beginning to balance against the unipole—suggesting an 
end or at least a weakening of the unipolar era.4

This book is not concerned with resolving the debate about the nature of the 
international system. There are perfectly sound reasons to think that today the 
world is genuinely multipolar, and that it may be a balanced or unbalanced 
system. Similarly, we admit the strength of arguments that see a return of Cold 
War-style bipolarity between the U.S. and China, as well as those that see a con-
tinuation of U.S. hegemony.5 Instead, this book is concerned with the second 
problem that has confused the debate about polarity: what it means when one 
state perceives the nature of the system to be changing.6 As Paul Kennedy 
mentions in his Preface, the particular case that inspired this book dates from 
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2016, when U.S. Chief of Naval Operations Admiral John Richardson admitted 
that for the first time in decades, the U.S. Navy was facing a return to a multi-
navy great power rivalry.7 From Richardson’s perspective, and that of a number 
of other commentators and policymakers, the U.S. Navy could no longer be 
assured of continuing maritime supremacy. To belabor the point: whether this is 
true is not the question that animates this book, but we should understand what 
happens when states conclude that their hegemony is being challenged. The 
perception of multipolarity is at least as important as tangible evidence of it.

For the editors, the question that stemmed from Admiral Richardson’s 
observation was, how have navies grappled with the challenges of preparing for 
or executing great power conflicts in the past? Based in part on papers given at 
the inaugural Yale Naval History Conference in April 2018, the chapters in this 
book address this question from a variety of angles, including: the regional and 
global distribution of forces; trade and communication protection; arms races; 
the emergence of naval challengers; fleet design; logistics; technology; civil–
naval relations; and grand strategy. They look beyond the Anglo-American 
world, and they cover topics from the age of sail to the present. In general, they 
adopt four vantage points, which depend on two variables: how relatively 
powerful is the navy in question, and how multipolar is the system in which it is 
operating?

The first vantage point is that of the most powerful navy in an era when it 
faced few challengers at sea. In examining the British Royal Navy in the 
nineteenth century and the U.S. Navy after 1991, the contributors demonstrate 
that no hegemon is as confident as it appears. Even when the threats to its 
supremacy have largely collapsed, it spends significant time and energy 
worrying that they will return. A dispassionate appraisal of relative tonnage or 
number of hulls might suggest dominance, but prudent administrators see threats 
around every corner. With no obvious challenger to design a fleet against, hege-
monic navies struggle to re-shape fleets to meet new challenges and have even 
more difficulty than normal in predicting the future. Though the importance of 
convoys seems obvious in retrospect, Roger Knight’s chapter demonstrates how 
hard it is to anticipate the shape of the next war in the midst of rapid technolo-
gical change. Dominant navies also struggle to adapt to new missions without 
losing capabilities and experience in fighting peer competitors. They become 
more like maritime police forces, even though they were not designed to act in 
that capacity. Few hegemonic navies are happy with such a role: the Royal 
Navy’s campaign against the slave trade endured for decades, and the U.S. 
Navy’s rules of engagement limited its effectiveness in recent anti-piracy actions 
off Somalia.

On the other hand, a naval superpower’s dominance at sea allows it to take 
risks and make mistakes. Few of the U.S. Navy’s recent innovations in ship 
design have been wholly successful, but the long unipolar era has provided 
space for experimentation and for learning procurement lessons. Naval policy in 
peacetime is as much a question of domestic politics as foreign policy: what 
levels of spending are appropriate? How many capital ships are really necessary 
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if there are no peer competitors? After 1815, domestic war-exhaustion combined 
with tight budgets meant Britain’s enormous advantage in capital ships shrank 
rapidly. In the short term, that meant adopting a relatively passive stance in 
international affairs; in the long term, the absence of another war gave the Royal 
Navy time to construct an even more powerful fleet.

Eventually, though, peer competitors emerge, or, as Admiral Richardson’s 
remarks illustrate, peer competitors are perceived to be emerging. The second 
perspective adopted by the contributors is that of the most powerful navy in an 
age of multipolar competition or war. In a surprising number of instances, we 
see such navies unable simply to impose their will, and instead turning to 
innovative strategies to compete. Two chapters examine the Royal Navy in the 
interwar period. For John Maurer, dealing with the emergence of naval 
challengers began domestically. Many of the most important battles happened 
in cabinet meetings, as politicians and admirals had to agree on the significance 
of the threat and the best way to meet it. G.H. Bennett picks up the story and 
looks at the ways in which the British adroitly used diplomacy to ring-fence the 
competition. One of the salient lessons of the period before 1914 was that if 
arms races were allowed to run unchecked, both sides ran unacceptable risks.8 
In the interwar period, the British sought to use bilateral and multilateral 
agreements to constrain and delay their rivals while limiting the domestic 
impact of their building programs.

British relative decline could only be delayed, not prevented, as Paul 
Kennedy’s chapter shows. The realization of the full potential of U.S. industry 
shifted the global balance of naval power. In many ways, Hu Bo and Geoffrey 
Till are asking whether the same will be true of the United States and China. 
That would require a commitment on the part of China to seek global maritime 
supremacy, and it is not at all clear that such a commitment will be forthcoming 
or would even be sensible if it were. China has many legitimate reasons to push 
the United States out of its near seas, but it is fundamentally a continental 
power.9 Again we see the salience of Maurer’s insight that domestic issues shape 
such decisions.

A third vantage point is that of the number two navy in a multipolar great 
power competition. What strategy should it adopt? If it adopts a maritime 
strategy, should it compete directly or asymmetrically? If it adopts the naval 
strategy of a continental power, what are the naval consequences of that choice? 
France features heavily here. In Alan James’ chapter, a close reading of the 
treaties that ended the War of Spanish Succession overturns the scholarly 
consensus on the origins of the concept of balance of power. By showing that 
the European system still relied on older mechanics of competition and dynastic 
issues, James reasserts the resilience of French naval power. He encourages 
historians to look beyond the war and France’s famous turn toward a commerce-
raiding strategy. A broader perspective shows many of France’s core interests 
still intact through the peace process and French naval power reviving after the 
war. Brian Chao also finds France to be an under-appreciated naval power, even 
after the great defeats of the Napoleonic Wars. Though it was always likely to 
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come second to Britain at sea, France nevertheless reached the pinnacle of its 
global power in the nineteenth century. Chao identifies France’s strategy as that 
of threat diffusion—the deployment of naval force to places and for purposes 
not antagonistic to the British—which allowed it to be an innovative player in 
the multipolar world of nineteenth century Europe. The looming threat of defeat 
can be a powerful stimulus for thinking creatively about how best to challenge a 
nearby rival.

S.C.M. Paine’s chapter on Japan in the first half of the twentieth century 
should be seen in partnership with the chapters on France. Whereas France’s 
geographic position always made it more likely to focus on its eastern border, 
especially as German power grew, Japan was a natural maritime power. Yet as 
Paine shows, Japan chose to turn away from the sea, with catastrophic con-
sequences. A similar debate emerges in Hu Bo’s chapter on China, though 
with the geographic constraints reversed. One path forward for China would 
be to adopt the strategies of nineteenth century France: investing consistently 
in naval forces; pushing technological innovations; and avoiding direct 
conflicts with the United States. China may eventually seek to challenge U.S. 
naval supremacy directly, but that requires a sustained commitment to the 
project.

The final vantage point is that of a second-tier power in an age of 
multipolarity. Kennedy’s survey of the naval powers during the Second World 
War covers some of this territory, but the two chapters that deal with this issue 
most directly are Fabio De Ninno’s discussion of the Italian Navy under 
Mussolini and Timothy Choi’s examination of the Danish Navy in the last 40 
years. In both cases, geography plays an important role in defining the nature of 
the multipolar world. For the Italians, what mattered was not British supremacy 
globally, but rather British and French forces in the Mediterranean. No power 
can afford to ignore the wider strategic context for local competition, but the 
more they can prevent the full weight of the stronger powers from being 
deployed to the geographic area in question, the better their chances of com-
peting successfully. Even more so than the Italians, geography shapes Danish 
naval policy. The division between Baltic and Arctic responsibilities makes 
designing a fleet capable of operating in both environments particularly 
challenging. We can also add to that challenge the importance of the unipole: if 
American control of the maritime commons is no longer guaranteed, how does 
that shape Denmark’s strategic choices, both in the Baltic and the Arctic?

The final three chapters in the book offer diverse perspectives—the Danish, 
Chinese, and U.S. navies view their worlds very differently—but they do raise 
similar questions about the prospects for future wars at sea. Can competition in 
the Arctic be contained there, particularly as climate change gives more coun-
tries access to its resources? Will China and the United States fall into the 
so-called “Thucydides Trap”? Is China dangerous because it is a rising power 
determined to challenge the status quo, or is the United States more likely to 
initiate a conflict before its relative power has waned? Should we even be 
worried about a violent transition of power, or is it in fact common for power to 
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transition peacefully? How do second-tier navies grapple with the uncertainties 
of great power competition?10

Lurking in the background of this book is a debate among International 
Relations scholars about the stability of multipolar systems. For some, they are 
more prone to great power conflict than their bipolar or unipolar cousins. 
Balanced multipolar systems have multiple points that could be contested by 
one or more powers, none of whom feel constrained by the presence of a super-
power capable of limiting their scope for independent action; unbalanced 
multipolar systems may see some powers constrained, but their complexities 
may also make conflict more likely.11 An alternative interpretation sees conflict 
throughout unipolar and bipolar systems, though often at a level below great 
power conflict, while multipolar systems have built-in balancing mechanisms. 
If one power turns aggressive, there are usually two or more powers who are 
capable of deterring it.12 The case studies in this book do not resolve this 
debate, but they broaden our understanding of the various forms multipolarity 
can take.

Navies may be particularly wary of multipolar systems because of their need 
to invest heavily in peacetime against a wider and diverse range of threats. If the 
international system is relatively stable, then decisions about fleet design and 
capacities may appear to be easier to make; the opposite is true in multipolar 
systems. Capital ships have always been among the most complex, expensive, 
and long-gestating of national endeavors.13 Unstable multipolar systems force 
difficult choices on navies more so than other services. The qualities and quant-
ities of the fleet needed in 10 or 20 years’ time requires careful planning and a 
good deal of luck; armies, speaking in general terms, may perhaps be more 
readily reshaped on short notice.

Little wonder, then, that the U.S. Navy is warning of a return of great power 
competition. Perhaps lamenting the passage of its unipolar moment, it is now 
grappling with the consequences of multipolarity and even the prospect of 
bipolarity at sea. What form that polarity will take may depend not only on the 
relative balance of power, but also on the posture of that power. How should the 
U.S. Navy handle direct challenges to its sea control? Should it react differently 
if instead the challenge takes the form of sea denial? And should the answer to 
those questions shape how we think about polarity—or even what a “pole” is—
at sea?

As the chapters in this book show, no two multipolar environments are ever 
quite the same, and there is no one formula for success. But there is undoubtedly 
value in thinking through some of the ways in which the navies of the past have 
approached similar problems. One theme that emerges can be succinctly 
summarized by the ancient Greek aphorism, “know thyself.”14 It can have both 
positive and negative connotations, and both are relevant to navies. Negatively, 
it can be used as a put-down—know your place in the world, mere mortal. 
Navies must correctly identify their relative position in a multipolar environ-
ment. More positively, it is a call for self-study and reflection: what are your 
strengths and weaknesses, your tendencies and habits? Navies are not people, 


