From maritime strategy to sea power: an
analytical view of the evolving maritime

domain

Abstract:

This research paper explores the evolution and significance of maritime strategy in shaping
global geopolitics, naval warfare, and economic stability. It traces the historical development of
sea power from ancient civilizations to modern times, emphasizing the integrated approach of
naval and military forces. The paper examines the multifaceted role of maritime strategy in
national security, economic influence, and power projection. It analyzes contemporary
challenges, including regional maritime disputes, technological advancements, and
environmental concerns. The study also investigates Pakistan's maritime strategy, focusing on the
development of Gwadar Port and its strategic implications. Furthermore, it discusses the impact
of naval alliances, maritime diplomacy, and emerging technologies on future maritime strategies.
The research concludes by highlighting the critical importance of adaptive maritime strategies in
addressing complex global security challenges and maintaining geopolitical stability in an

increasingly interconnected world.

INTRODUCTION:

"Whoever rules the waves rules the world."
Alfred Thayer Mahan.

Where the great powers compete for economic gain, political dominance, diplomatic control, and
sea hegemony in the 21 century, the understanding and significance of the maritime strategy,
naval development, and integration of technology under sea has become the choke point of the
dictum “Who will rule the world”. Maritime strategy is a critical aspect of strategic studies,
emphasizing the influence of naval forces on the balance of power and geopolitical stability. As

noted in strategic literature, maritime power shapes both peacetime diplomacy and wartime



outcomes. It integrates the use of naval forces to protect trade routes, assert control over
maritime territories, and project power globally. It also brings the state under the sea flag to
resolve the issues such as climate change, piracy, smuggling, terrorism, and sea exploitation to
maintain the norm of equal stability for all the species and peace under and upper the sea. The
ocean's strategic significance lies in its role as a medium for commerce, a pathway for military

mobility, and a space for geopolitical contests.
ORIGIN:

The article Origins of Maritime Strategy and the Development of Sea Power by James A. Field,
Jr., delivered at the Naval War College in 1954, explores the historical evolution of maritime
strategy. It highlights how ancient Greek and Roman civilizations utilized sea power for trade,
colonization, and military dominance. The Greeks excelled culturally but faltered politically due
to internal divisions, while the Romans unified vast territories through superior organization and
infrastructure, emphasizing the critical role of communications. These lessons underscore the

enduring importance of strategic maritime planning.'

INTEGRATED APPROACH TO MARITIME STRATEGY:

In the intricate domain of strategy, maritime considerations form a pivotal axis around which the
coordination of naval and military forces revolves. Maritime strategy extends beyond mere naval
maneuvers, emphasizing the interplay between sea and land forces in achieving decisive
outcomes in war. It underscores the premise that wars are rarely won by naval power alone;
instead, decisive impacts are rooted in the army's ability to capitalize on the opportunities created
by the fleet. This symbiotic relationship calls for an integrated approach where neither the army

nor the navy functions in isolation but rather as complementary forces within a unified strategy.

Historical and theoretical studies of strategy provide valuable insights into the "normal" patterns
of warfare, which help strategists identify successful courses of action and calculate potential

deviations. Such studies highlight that while wars may vary widely in form and objectives,
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consistent patterns emerge regarding the roles of sea power, territorial control, and national
morale. By embracing these insights, strategists can make informed decisions, remaining

adaptive to unforeseen challenges while maintaining coherence in their overarching plans.

Corbett particularly emphasizes the necessity of viewing naval and military strategy as
interconnected rather than separate domains. This perspective enriches the understanding of their
joint potential, ensuring that each branch supports the other's objectives to achieve a harmonious
and effective application of force. As Corbett aptly noted, this comprehensive maritime strategy
aligns the fleet and army as parts of a single, unified weapon designed to maximize a state’s war-

fighting potential.

This integrated approach to strategy not only fosters efficiency but also strengthens the
coherence of decision-making processes, especially during critical moments in warfare. In
councils of war, this theoretical foundation acts as a stabilizing framework, helping to clarify
priorities and mitigate distractions, ultimately guiding strategists toward outcomes that align with

their strategic objectives. 2

SIGNIFICANCE: -

The importance of maritime strategy lies in its role as a fundamental element of national and
global security, extending far beyond military engagements to encompass economic, political,
and social dimensions. Maritime strategy ensures the control and use of the seas to secure a

nation’s strategic interests, including trade routes, resources, and global influence.
Key aspects include:

1. Control and Projection: Maritime strategy enables sea control, allowing nations to
dominate key maritime areas during peacetime and conflict. This is critical for projecting
power and ensuring the security of shipping lanes, which are vital for global trade and

resource distribution.

2. Economic Stability: The world's economy heavily relies on maritime trade, with the
majority of goods transported via sea routes. Maritime strategy safeguards these routes,

ensuring uninterrupted trade flows and economic stability.
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3. Global Influence: Effective maritime strategy allows nations to exert influence far
beyond their borders. Naval forces provide a visible presence in international waters,

deterring adversaries and fostering alliances.

4. Integrated Operations: A modern maritime strategy incorporates multilateral efforts, as
demonstrated by international coalitions like NATO. It emphasizes interoperability,
logistics, and coordination among allied forces, crucial for addressing shared challenges

such as piracy, terrorism, and regional instability.?

PAKISTAN MARITIME STRATEGY: -

Pakistan's maritime strategy has long been shaped by its strategic location, with vital trade routes
passing through the Arabian Sea and the Indian Ocean. The country’s coastline, though long, has
often been underutilized, which has impacted both its economic potential and national security.
Historically, Pakistan's maritime sector has faced significant challenges, including neglect in
infrastructure development, lack of a coherent policy, and the underperformance of key

industries like shipping and shipbuilding.

Pakistan’s maritime strategy has largely focused on the development of the Gwadar Port, which
has been seen as a key element in enhancing the country's economic growth and security. With
its strategic proximity to the Middle East and China, Gwadar has been positioned as a potential
hub for regional trade and energy transport. The port's development is part of Pakistan’s broader
vision to integrate its maritime strategy with economic development, particularly by facilitating

energy transit from the Persian Gulf to China.

This port is not just important for Pakistan, but also for China’s interests, as it provides a shorter
and more secure route for energy supplies, significantly reducing transportation distances from

the Persian Gulf.

However, Pakistan’s maritime strategy still faces several hurdles. While the nation is surrounded
by water, it has not yet capitalized on the full potential of its maritime resources. The lack of a

coherent maritime policy has hampered its ability to build a robust maritime infrastructure. A
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more integrated and strategic approach could provide a much-needed boost, ensuring better

utilization of Pakistan’s resources and enhancing its geopolitical standing in the region.*

EVOLUTION OF SEA POWER:

Sea power has historically evolved alongside technological advancements, changing the
dynamics of global military and economic power. The evolution of maritime strategies can be
traced back to early naval powers like the Phoenicians, who were pioneers of seafaring trade, and
the Greeks and Romans, whose naval victories laid the foundation for future strategic thought.
The Age of Sail in the 16th to 19th centuries marked a period of naval dominance by European
colonial powers, emphasizing the control of sea lanes for both economic and military

advantage.

With the industrial revolution, steamships, ironclads, and eventually, the development of
submarines and aircraft carriers, drastically changed maritime capabilities. By the 20th century,
sea power was not only about naval supremacy but also economic influence through control of
international trade routes and the strategic positioning of fleets. The shift from blue-water navies
(which can operate across the open ocean) to power-projection forces utilizing aircraft carriers,

submarines, and destroyers reflects the growing complexity of modern maritime strategy.

In the 21st century, maritime strategy incorporates multifaceted goals that go beyond traditional
naval warfare. Modern maritime strategy is heavily shaped by the need for regional security,
global trade protection, and deterrence. Navies now operate in a multi-domain environment, with

technologies enabling integration with air forces, space systems, and cyber capabilities.

Furthermore, the importance of maritime trade routes such as the Strait of Hormuz, the Bab el-
Mandeb Strait, and the Malacca Strait underscores the need for navies to protect critical
chokepoints. Contemporary naval strategies often blend hard power (military) and soft power

(diplomatic influence) to safeguard these vital areas while maintaining international cooperation.

NAVAL WARFARE:
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Modern naval forces are characterized by their ability to operate across various domains,
blending naval, air, land, and cyber operations. The development of advanced submarines,
aircraft carriers, and destroyers has allowed navies to extend their reach beyond national waters,
enabling force projection across oceans. For example, the United States Navy’s global presence
is largely powered by its fleet of nuclear-powered aircraft carriers, which serve as mobile

airbases, projecting power well beyond the shores of the home nation.

Submarines, particularly nuclear-powered, play an increasingly significant role in modern naval
strategy, providing both deterrence and the ability to strike with precision. The rise of hypersonic
missiles and advanced anti-ship missile systems is transforming naval combat, making traditional

surface battleships and carriers less vulnerable.

REGIONAL MARITIME CHALLENGES:

The challenges strategy is not only about defending national interests but also about addressing
regional security challenges. One of the most pressing issues in maritime strategy today is the
tension over maritime territorial disputes, particularly in regions like the South China Sea, where
countries like China, Vietnam, and the Philippines contest sovereignty over islands and waters

rich in resources.

Pakistan, located in the Indian Ocean, faces its regional challenges. Its maritime strategy has
been shaped by the need to secure shipping lanes, prevent piracy, and protect its economic and

strategic interests, particularly concerning its vital trade routes passing through the Arabian Sea.

GEOPOLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE IN MARITIME STRATEGY:

Maritime strategy plays a central role in global geopolitics due to its ability to control critical
international trade routes, enforce territorial claims, and project military power. For example, the
United States, through its dominance in the Western Hemisphere and the Indo-Pacific, has long
maintained a policy of ensuring open sea lanes for trade and military operations. Control of
strategic chokepoints such as the Suez Canal, Malacca Strait, and Strait of Hormuz is vital for

global trade and military power projection.

This control also extends to energy security, as maritime trade routes account for nearly 90% of

global trade, including vital oil and gas shipments. A nation’s naval capabilities and strategy



often correlate with its global influence, as demonstrated by the naval strategies of major powers
like the U.S., China, and India. Control over these sea lanes allows nations to influence economic
and military outcomes far beyond their borders. The Role of Naval Alliances and Maritime

Diplomacy

Naval power not only secures a nation's borders but also fosters diplomatic relations with
regional and global partners. Naval alliances, such as NATO, are crucial in ensuring maritime
security and peace in critical regions. These alliances help mitigate potential conflicts by offering
collective security arrangements and cooperative defense initiatives. Maritime diplomacy can
often provide more effective means of conflict resolution compared to land-based strategies, as
naval forces are capable of projecting power while simultaneously fostering economic

cooperation through trade partnerships and port access.

In the Indo-Pacific region, for instance, the Quad (a strategic alliance between the U.S., India,
Japan, and Australia) represents a concerted effort to maintain a free and open Indo-Pacific,
counteracting growing maritime assertiveness from China. By conducting joint military exercises,
such as Malabar, and increasing naval presence, these nations signal their commitment to

safeguarding vital sea lanes, particularly in the South China Sea.’

TECHNOLOGICAL ADVANCES:

The 21st century has brought unprecedented changes to naval warfare, largely due to
technological advancements. The digitization of warfare, the rise of cyberwarfare, and the
development of autonomous naval systems have redefined naval strategies globally. Nations
now invest heavily in unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), submarines, and cyber-capable

fleets to protect their maritime interests and maintain dominance over strategic maritime zones.

Submarines, especially nuclear ones, play a key role in modern naval strategies, offering stealth
capabilities and serving as strategic deterrents during conflicts. Additionally, the use of space-
based technologies, such as satellite surveillance for tracking maritime activity, has become

increasingly vital for nations to safeguard their maritime borders. Cyberattacks targeting critical
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maritime infrastructure, including ports and shipping lines, further highlight the need for naval

forces to stay ahead in technology.®

SUSTAINABILITY:

As global environmental concerns continue to rise, maritime strategy must also adapt to
challenges related to sustainability. The increasing reliance on maritime transport for global trade
has intensified issues such as marine pollution, overfishing, and habitat destruction. Countries
with large naval fleets are under pressure to balance defense needs with environmental
responsibilities. Green shipping technologies and the reduction of carbon emissions in maritime
industries are becoming key areas of focus for modern maritime strategies. Efforts to protect
marine biodiversity and ensure the sustainability of fisheries are also important aspects of

maritime diplomacy in the 21st century.’

Moreover, the impact of climate change frequency of extreme weather events is creating new
challenges for naval forces, particularly those operating in low-lying regions or areas prone to
maritime flooding. Countries are increasingly incorporating environmental impact assessments
into their naval strategies, adjusting operational guidelines to mitigate environmental harm while

ensuring naval readiness.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS:

The future of strategy will undoubtedly be shaped by technological developments, shifting
geopolitical dynamics, and the emerging role of non-state actors. Artificial intelligence (Al) and
autonomous systems will likely play an even more significant role in naval operations, leading to
faster and more efficient decision-making processes. Moreover, as global power dynamics shift
towards Asia, with countries like China and India increasing their naval capabilities, there will
likely be an intensified focus on securing new maritime trade routes in the Arctic, and deep-sea

resources will become increasingly strategic.
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Naval powers are also investing in space capabilities, with military salience for better naval
strategy, while satellite-based communication systems improve naval operations. The integration
of hybrid warfare, combining conventional military power with cyber and information warfare,
will be another key development in the coming decades. As naval operations become more
complex, interagency and multinational cooperation will be essential for managing global

maritime security challenges.®

CONCLUSION:

Maritime strategy is a multifaceted, evolving concept that draws upon naval capabilities, regional
geopolitics, international trade dynamics, and technological advancements. The integration of
land, air, and naval forces has made maritime strategy a critical element of national security and
global power projection. As maritime trade continues to form the backbone of the world
economy, nations will continue to refine their naval strategies to secure vital sea lanes, protect
economic interests, and maintain regional stability. The case of Pakistan demonstrates how
nations with strategic coastlines are increasingly recognizing the importance of naval and

maritime development for both defense and economic growth.’
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