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The National Security Strategy calls for the defeat, disruption, and dismantlement of alQa’ida and its affiliates. However, after 14 years, the goal to defeat al-Qa’ida seems
unattainable. The goal should be changed from defeating al-Qa’ida to making them
irrelevant. If the ends change, then the strategy must also change. Theorist Sir Julian
Corbett’s ideas of command of the sea, dispute, and limited war align well with the new
endstate. Using analogs between the Corbett of 1906 and his ideas applied
contemporaneously, a maritime strategy develops as an option to degrade al-Qa’ida.
Further, when maritime strategy concepts are expanded beyond the sea and military,
then a much greater opportunity arises for strategic leaders to think about how to
disrupt, dismantle, and make al-Qa’ida and their affiliates irrelevant. The United States
should apply maritime theory ideas to the whole of government using all of the
instruments of national power, making the strategy even more powerful.

New Counter-Terrorism Strategy: Applying Corbett’s Theory Beyond the Sea
Beyond Afghanistan, we must define our effort not as a boundless “global
war on terror,” but rather as a series of persistent, targeted efforts to
dismantle specific networks of violent extremists that threaten America.
––President Barack Obama1
The National Security Strategy gives clear direction regarding terrorism,
specifically calling for the defeat, disruption, and dismantlement of al-Qa’ida2 and its
affiliates.3 From here, the guidance flows through not only Department of Defense
strategies and policies, but also the Department of Homeland Security.4 President
Obama’s statement above clearly touches on national interests and intent that should
drive a national strategy. The United States uses its instruments of national power-diplomacy, information, military, and economic--to influence both state and non-state
actors. The ways, when combined with the means and clear ends, develop into a
strategy. The strategy can falter and can even be misapplied when the ends, ways, and
means are not balanced.
The United States has employed different strategies based on the political
situation. It has practiced diplomatic strategies of isolation and coercion, military
strategies based on land and sea power, and economic trade strategies just to name a
few. As the United States moves forward in its war against terror, it must revise its
strategy and better balance the ways to meet its goals. The continental strategy 5 of
force-on-force land power inside national boundaries is becoming archaic. The idea of
fighting terrorists on a field of battle with overwhelming land power is incongruent with
reality. Al-Qa’ida no longer masses in formations. As a way forward, the United States
should adjust the maritime strategies of old to the current and future fight against alQa’ida and its affiliates in order to meet national objectives.

While there are many roads to travel in this discussion, this paper will
demonstrate the strategic endstate of defeating al-Qa’ida should be replaced with
making al-Qa’ida irrelevant. When leaders adjust the endstate, they must also adjust the
ways. As previously discussed, the maritime strategy fits into the new way and leaves
the continental strategy behind. The paper will explore the maritime theory of Sir Julian
Corbett, providing analogs to compare traditional maritime strategy to modern
application. In the end, the reader will be able to understand why the modern application
of a maritime strategy, with aligned ends ways, and means, make it possible to more
effectively prosecute the current fight against al-Qa’ida and its affiliates.
The Current Strategy
In the 2012 Defense Strategic Guidance, President Obama wrote, “We have . . .
put al-Qa’ida on the path to defeat.”6 While it is true there have been zero major
successful attacks on the homeland since 2001, the Nation has not met its objective to
defeat al-Qa’ida. As the 2014 Quadrennial Defense Review notes, “Although core alQa’ida has been severely degraded, instability in the Middle East and civil war in Syria
have enabled al-Qa’ida to expand its global reach and operate in new areas.”7 Al-Qa’ida
has been organizationally dismantled, but has reemerged in other places like Yemen,
Iraq, and northern Africa. In line with the National Security Strategy, the terrorist group
has been disrupted, evidenced by its inability to conduct major attacks against the
United States, but one cannot argue it has been defeated.
A major issue with the strategy employed since 2001 is tied up in the word
“defeat.” This word is an operational term with specific outcomes. Defeat comes when
the enemy has lost the means or the will to fight.8 The term conjures the thought of
combat, which continues with the use of a ground force. In strategic terms, this likely
2

suggests employment of land forces (army, special operations forces, or Marines, for
example) as the means to achieve the objective. Strategic leaders had the choice of
using land, air, or sea power as the military way to achieve the goal to defeat al-Qa’ida.
Appropriately, all three ways were used. With the preponderance of effort under the
land power umbrella, one can argue that a continental (land-based) strategy was used
to fight al-Qa’ida in Afghanistan.
A continental strategy is useful when the belligerents agree to operate in the
same battlespace and fight using conventional means. Armies applied this type of
strategy in the World Wars as well as the continental wars in North America.9 In modern
times, the continental strategy also applied to Operation DESERT STORM, Operation
ENDURING FREEDOM (OEF) in Afghanistan, and Operation IRAQI FREEDOM. In
these cases, the object of the conflict was to control territory by expelling the enemy and
to reestablish governance. Therefore, the United States and its allies and partners
fought a land war with the end purpose of defining or reestablishing borders and
enabling civil governments. However, for OEF, once territory was restored and
government was in place, the campaign changed to focus on ideas. Al-Qa’ida was not
defeated and their ideas remained in the same battlespace as coalition military and also
began to spread to other geographic locations.
The history of how the war on terror began, the chosen strategy, and the long
prosecution of conflict are important because it allows the reader to frame the past in
order to look to the future. In 2001, the United States began its efforts to combat alQa’ida by exploiting communications and intelligence data. But most visible was the
authorization for the President to:
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Use all necessary and appropriate force against those nations,
organizations, or persons he determines planned, authorized, committed,
or aided the terrorist attacks that occurred on September 11, 2001, or
harbored such organizations or persons, in order to prevent any future
acts of international terrorism against the United States by such nations,
organizations or persons.10
From here came heavy use of the military instrument in a continental strategy with over
9,000 troops in Afghanistan in September 2002.11 The continental strategy made sense
because it was a focused, land-based effort using land forces to engage a massed
enemy. It was focused on defeat. However, if defeat defines victory, then the United
States still has some difficult work to do if it chooses to meet this strategic objective.
By redefining the objective, one can relook at the ways and means and attempt
to rebalance the strategy. Changing the objective to making al-Qa’ida and its affiliates
irrelevant is more attainable than defeat. While both may be on a scale of success, 12 alQa’ida’s irrelevance is really what is driving action. Irrelevance does not mean al-Qa’ida
ceases to exist or no longer wishes to inflict damage upon the United States or its
interests. Irrelevance means not allowing al-Qa’ida access to finances and ideological
hotspots, and isolating them from other communities of interest. Since 9/11, Al-Qa’ida
has not demonstrated the ability to attack the United States or its interests with great
effect.13 When this happens, they become irrelevant to other similar groups, their
financiers, and those they seek to target. Irrelevance derails al-Qa’ida’s attempts to
meet its own internal goals. While this sounds like defeat, al-Qa’ida’s will has not been
broken, and they still desire to attack.
Even after billions of dollars and lives spent fighting al-Qa’ida, the only way to get
“defeat” as a measure of victory is to spend much more. One then must ask how much
is too much? In the current fiscal situation, this is an even more important question.
4

Limited means demands the strategy be looked at in parallel with risk. The next logical
question regarding means is to ask what the risk is by applying fewer means.
Changing the national objective to “irrelevance” with regard to al-Qa’ida does
bring risk. The current situation brings a return from Iraq and Afghanistan, noncommitment to known al-Qa’ida strongholds in the Maghreb or Yemen, and limited
influence against al-Qa’ida hotspots in Iraq and Syria. The risk of moving from “defeat”
to “irrelevance” may be an increase in attacks or rise of al-Qa’ida influence after a
successful attack. Regardless, the reduction in means is a distinct factor in the change
to the proposed national objective. To meet this new condition, strategic leaders should
consider a move away from a continental strategy towards a maritime strategy.
Maritime Strategy
In 2014, the land-based strategy assumes certain conditions that must be
reconsidered. It assumes borders are real, that there will continue to be force-on-force
engagements in the land domain, and that the national goals are still achievable with
regard to defeat. As the United States moves forward in its conflict with al-Qa’ida, it
must reframe the environment in order to change to a strategy more in balance with
ways and means. If one looks carefully, this change is happening.
The maritime strategy concept is not new. One can see the makings of strong
maritime strategy in the way Athens went about its influence during the period of the
Peloponnesian War. More modern incarnations of the strategy develop naturally from
the maritime states. As examples, the United Kingdom, Spain, and Japan are all
maritime nations. So, too, is the United States. Therefore, it makes sense for the United
States to apply a maritime strategy as it strives to protect its national interests abroad.

5

The works of American Admirals Alfred T. Mahan and J.C. Wylie in conjunction
with British theorists Dr. Geoffrey Till and Sir Julian Corbett contribute greatly to the
thoughts regarding naval and sea power. One can easily take their works and apply
them contemporaneously to national security issues. They would certainly argue that
sea power is as important in the current time as it was 50 or 100 years ago. Mahan’s six
elements of maritime power and how they depend on geographical position, territory,
population, and national character still hold merit.14 Wylie asserts a strong navy should
conduct passive defense of its own and an active destruction of the opposing force.15
Till brings the ideas of globalization to the maritime theory, recognizing one of the
developments to be a “borderless world.”16 Finally, Corbett posits about command of the
sea and the sea in dispute as his contributions to maritime theory. While these great
thinkers all add to the picture, Corbett’s concepts provide the greatest application to the
fight against terror.
The time has come, however, to expand the thoughts of the original maritime
theorists. When they wrote, they were focused on sea control. However, as air and
space domains became more accessible and exploitable, others have begun to see the
relevance of maritime theory to these other domains.17 Moreover, as understanding of
the cyber domain increases, one could apply the principles of maritime strategy here as
well. To take it a step further, because the domains are more connected than ever, one
could apply Corbett’s principles to all domains. It is not, however, a one-to-one
comparison. Further, the use of a maritime strategy does not eliminate the need for a
land force. Rather the use of a land force must be at the right time and place to fully
enable the strategy.

6

As a student of Clausewitz,18 Corbett subscribed to the understanding that policy
is always the object of war. War is only a way to get to the object and the means must
always keep the ends in view.19 Moreover, he conceded that maritime strategy is
concerned about the relations of both the army and navy in plans for war.20 Using an
analog, one can extend his ideas to embrace air, space, and even cyber in the
calculation of means. Even in 1906, Corbett was visionary enough to recognize land
and sea depended upon one another strategically. This vision allows the leap to
contemporary issues and the application of Corbett’s theory.
A key component of the use of a maritime strategy and its analogs is to
understand the idea of the global commons, or those areas “traditionally defined as
those parts of the planet that fall outside of national jurisdictions and to which all nations
have access.”21 While civilians define the global commons as the high seas, the
atmosphere, Antarctica, and space,22 the Department of Defense has expanded the
term to include “space, international waters and airspace, and cyberspace.”23 Recalling
Till’s idea of the “borderless world,” the global commons describes the areas where alQa’ida operates. Thus, the United States must be able and willing to operate there as
well.
The reality is, however, that sovereign borders exist, providing a constraint to be
considered. The caution is that in the fight against al-Qa’ida, the United States cannot
necessarily gain control of territory--an end result of Corbett’s ideas--because state
sovereignty is an issue. The White House acknowledged:
Whenever the United States uses force in foreign territories, international
legal principles, including respect for sovereignty and the law of armed
conflict, impose important constraints on the ability of the United States to
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act unilaterally – and on the way in which the United States can use force.
The United States respects national sovereignty and international law. 24
As a non-state actor, al-Qa’ida does not have to follow the constraints of territory, and
they certainly do not follow the rule of law. Rather, al-Qa’ida takes advantages of both of
these conditions. They move about when and where able and expose a point that
emphasizes command of lines of communication is a difficult condition to acquire.
Corbett’s Principles Applied to the Modern Situation
Corbett based his theory on command of the sea, pared down further to control
of maritime communication. He envisioned sea lines differently from land
communications because the sea encompasses more than just territory. To him,
maritime communication was the linchpin of strategy. One could achieve command in
one of two ways: either secure the lines or prevent the enemy from securing the lines of
communication.25 With command secured, Corbett’s theory asserts the ability to apply
direct military pressure ashore while maintaining defense against the enemy. To
Corbett, protecting maritime communications was more of a way than an end.
Controlling the communications meant a military, economic, and financial advantage.
For the enemy, the lack of maritime control resulted in reduced means which, in turn,
overthrows the “enemy’s power of resistance.”26 As Corbett’s basic premise, command
of the sea brings with it the strategic weight to both press the protagonist’s advantage
and deny the enemy’s leverage.
Command of the Sea
Command of the sea applies in the fight against terror if one thinks differently
about how to apply the concept of maritime communications. In this case, maritime
could refer to the global commons discussed above. One can draw a parallel, for
8

example, between commerce shipping and global banking or financial systems. In its
efforts to disrupt al-Qa’ida, the United States continues to isolate the financial lines
supporting the terrorist’s objectives by exerting pressure on the systems that support alQa’ida. Similarly, by following the money trail, the United States is able to gain an
advantage and is better able to seek out and dismantle the al-Qa’ida leadership by
applying other ways (military, diplomatic, and information, as examples).
An important concept of command is that a state cannot control the whole of the
sea (global commons), so it seeks to control the important communications. Since the
character of war continues to change in the intensity and domains in which it is fought,
then this definition should be applied to conditions where a state strives to gain or
maintain an advantage. The United States seeks to gain control of those areas most
beneficial to the strategy, including cyber, financial, and information to name a few.
The United States uses special operations forces and unmanned aerial systems
to gain command by applying direct military pressure. Striking the enemy from a
position of strength is an important part of having command. When terrorists appear,
they are targeted in the same way an enemy ship would have been targeted by the
stronger naval power in Corbett’s time. As an example, four al-Qai’da leaders in Yemen
were targeted and killed by an unmanned aerial system on March 3, 2014.27 On
October 5, 2013, special operations forces conducted raids in Libya and captured a
senior al-Qa’ida leader, prompting Secretary of State Kerry to say terrorists “can run,
but they can’t hide.”28 These types of operations are perfect examples of a maritime
strategy at work. Instead of using ships to exact damage and disruption, the United
States uses its own version of “cruisers.”

9

Corbett would look at the current situation and determine the United States has
gained general command in its fight against al-Qa’ida. He explained that general
command is established when the "enemy is no longer able to act dangerously against
our line of passage and communication or to defend his own, or in other words he is no
longer able to interfere seriously with our trade or our military or diplomatic
operations."29 The essential point is al-Qa’ida currently does not pose a serious threat
and cannot impose serious interference on United States interests. This does not mean
that al-Qa’ida does not continually attempt to wrest command away from the United
States.
Dispute
When command is not achieved, there are two ways to conduct naval warfare:
one could either “obtain or dispute the command of the sea,” or exert control that one
already has.30 The second case forces the stronger and weaker powers to understand
where they fit with regard to conducting offensive or defensive operations. The aim of
defense is for a power to deny the enemy something or prevent the enemy from gaining
something. Corbett argues for the offensive as the desired and more efficient approach
for the stronger power, and leaves the defensive to the weaker power because it
requires less force.31 In reality, a combination of both must be used depending on the
domain or location. As the United States shifts to get off a war footing, the defensive
must come into play, but is not a signal of a weaker power. Recognizing the options
above leads to strategic decisions supported by a maritime strategy.
The first of these cases is interesting when one considers dispute of command.
This case occurs when relative strength is not adequate to command the sea and is the
norm until the powers reach a final decision.32 Corbett’s two rules for dispute come from
10

the view point of the enemy: if dispute can force a power to concentrate, operating by
evasion is an option for the weaker, and during dispute, if the weaker cannot obstruct
passage, he may be able to defend his own passages (critical lines).33 Al-Qa’ida forced
the United States to concentrate its force in Afghanistan, rotating hundreds of
thousands of military members into the fight. At the same time, al-Qa’ida used Pakistan
as a safe haven to defend their critical lines. Naval analyst Norman Friedman wrote the
maritime strategy could be a bait and trap strategy to pull forces out for battle during a
dispute situation.34 Perhaps this was al-Qa’ida’s intent even back in 2001, when they
demonstrated clear use of maritime strategy concepts. Regardless of the severe
disruption imposed on al-Qa’ida, they slipped away to strengthen in other places like
Yemen, Somalia, northern Africa, Syria, and the Middle East.
Dispute brings the concept of Corbett’s possessing a “fleet in being” and
conducting minor counter-attacks. Corbett maintained the fleet had to be in service for it
to serve a purpose and should not necessarily seek battle lest it be lost. At the same
time, cruisers would conduct minor counter-attacks against targets and at locations not
well protected by the opposing force.35 Dispute normally comes from the weaker side.
Therefore the inferior force resorts to the “fleet in being” and counter-attack concepts.
One should resist applying Corbett’s idea of dispute only to the United States,
which is a major power. Instead, one can equally apply the concept to al-Qa’ida as they
operate against the United States. Al-Qa’ida certainly does not match the military
strength or the financial resources of the United States. They cannot pick a decisive
point to bring their full force to bear, as they would be overmatched. Therefore, alQa’ida garrisons its forces out of sight and does not offer military battle. Instead, they
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turn to the minor counter-attack in the form of improvised explosive devices, bombings
in major cities like Madrid and London, and attacks against ships like the USS Cole. By
disputing command, al-Qa’ida attempts to deny the United States the command it seeks
to obtain and forces the United States to fight on different terms.
A dangerous situation lies in the deployment of weapons of mass destruction. AlQa’ida could deal a strong counterstroke with catastrophic consequences in the
homeland. This scenario highlights a key aspect of the maritime strategy concept: the
weaker seeks ways to dispute because they are limited in their means. A successful
counterstroke can force the stronger to reallocate resources into defense and away
from command of communications. If al-Qa’ida were to successfully deploy these
weapons, it could force an inward look and retrenchment of military forces. In this case,
the global commons becomes more open for the weaker to gain strength.
Consider the dispute concept and extend the analog to the cyber domain. AlQa’ida has used the internet to raise money, spread their message, recruit members,
plan and control operations, select targets, and send cryptic messages.36 One might
characterize the United States as on the defensive in this situation, requiring it to
dispute control of the cyber domain. Recalling that dispute does not equal control, the
United States does not have to be everywhere in the cyber domain as it opposes alQa’ida. Rather, the United States must find the key nodes of weakness and dominate
them at the time of its choosing. In the cyber realm, the United States continues to
break cyphered messages, listen to communications, and discern what al-Qa’ida is
going to do next. Dispute was quite successful until August 2013, when United States
capabilities were exposed, resulting in al-Qa’ida limiting its communications in the cyber
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domain.37 Now the United States must find another cyber location to dispute command
of communications.
Dispute of command is not limited to the military instrument of power. “No fly
lists” issued by the Department of Homeland Security, monitoring of al-Qa’ida
movements by the intelligence community, economic support to states where al-Qa’ida
operates (Yemen and Iraq as examples), and United States officials convincing others
that al-Qa’ida’s ideology is wrong are clear examples of the maritime principles applied
to the economic, information, and diplomatic instruments. Each of these is a way to
effectively isolate and disrupt al-Qa’ida operations without applying the full force of the
military.
Limited War
Corbett commits some thought to limited war as an explanation of the nature of
war. He wrote that limited wars depended on the amount of strength the belligerents are
“able or willing to bring to bear at the decisive point.”38 These wars do not depend on
the armed strength of the conflicting sides. Rather they depend on the will to use force
at the right place at the right time as a way to meet the political objective. Applying
these ideas to maritime strategy, fleets cannot be everywhere on the oceans at one
time, nor can armies or air forces. If the object of the policy is limited, then one should
not apply the entire means. Corbett continues his limited war explanation by discussing
the power of isolation and the power of securing a strong defense by not allowing a
“strong counterstroke.”39 When one is able to isolate the object, or fix them in place, one
can strike at the lines of communication and reduce the means of the opponent to
resist. On the defensive side, to ensure the enemy cannot apply a decisive blow is to
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avoid the counterstroke. By mixing the offense and the defense, Corbett shows limited
war as a variable condition applied where it best meets the objectives.
Corbett’s ideas on limited war apply directly to the current fight against al-Qa’ida.
Just as the enemy attempted to bring strength to a decisive point on September 11,
2001, the United States has been seeking the same opportunity.40 The United States
cannot be everywhere and is forced into the limited war Corbett describes. Rather, the
United States seeks to isolate al-Qa’ida in places like Afghanistan, Iraq, Yemen, and the
Maghreb. Similarly to how a ship might disrupt sea lines of communication, the United
States severs operational, financial, and information lines of communications as a way
to disrupt the terrorist group. Corbett’s warning about relative strength is truer in this
case than in the past.
The United States enjoys disproportionate means and ways compared to alQa’ida yet chooses not to bring full force to bear. Applying all national means (money,
military forces, law enforcement as examples) against Al Qaeda would expose the
United States to the counterstroke Corbett mentioned, or worse yet make the country
more vulnerable to other strategic blows. Instead, the United States has opted to bring
its strength to bear at other decisive points, which may or may not have been exposed
yet. That al-Qa’ida has not been successful is testament to the layered defense from
military, diplomatic, border, and law enforcement activities.
The Way Ahead
Assuming the national security objective changes to “disrupt, dismantle, and
make al-Qa’ida irrelevant,” and given current fiscal constraints, the United States should
seek to rebalance the ways it uses to protect itself from al-Qa’ida. With the ends, ways,
and means in mind, the United States must adapt a maritime strategy as it moves to
14

make al-Qa’ida irrelevant. Several options arise when applying Corbett’s principles of
command, dispute, and limited war. Using cyberspace, more special operations forces,
more unmanned aerial systems, developing partnerships, and a strong homeland
defense all fall into the lanes of a maritime strategy.
Using cyberspace as a way to counter al-Qai’da planning is one of the more
important methods to reach the strategic ends. The United States is very successful at
monitoring, collecting, and analyzing data from computers, cell phone transmissions,
and e-mails.41 Denying al-Qa’ida control of this medium cuts into their ability to plan and
execute operations against the United States and its interests. Cyber domain dispute
must be continued and pressed until the United States owns the advantage and gains
command of cyber over al-Qa’ida. When the advantage is gained, the enemy is unable
to attain their goals, thus rendering them irrelevant.
Special operations forces provide the ability to strike al-Qa’ida at the times and
places desired by the United States. Analogous to the cruisers of the naval age, these
light and lethal teams scan the environment, take a specific mission, and execute.
Whether from a position of strength or on the defensive, special operators hold the
enemy at risk all the time. By pinning down al-Qa’ida leadership and demonstrating the
capability to locate, capture, or kill them, the special forces deny the enemy their
required and desired freedom of movement. With continued and focused special
operations against them, al-Qai’da cedes a large degree of battlespace and is unable or
unwilling to present fighting forces in a decisive action. Just as the principle of command
of the sea implies, when the enemy is unable to give battle, then the stronger should
press for a final decision.
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Unmanned aerial systems, like special operations forces, place the enemy at
grave risk. Integrating the intelligence from the cyber, air, and land domains, unmanned
aerial systems can deliver devastating blows to the enemy by increasing personal
consequences. Moreover, these systems do not put friendly lives in danger as
compared to forces on the ground. Although using these systems can cause political
concerns, they have been effective at eliminating al-Qai’da leadership in Pakistan and
Yemen.
As the United States reduces the size of its land forces, it must seek other ways
to ensure capability to command or dispute the commons. A solution is to grow
partnerships with states and organizations that share common interests, namely alQa’ida’s downfall. In a naval sense, this would be similar to combining fleets in the
North Atlantic in World War II. However, in this case, it is expanding the “fleet” to include
other capabilities to operate together for the common goal. The United States uses its
instruments of power to build and maintain these partnerships. By building partner
capacity, sharing critical information, and providing economic assistance and
development, the United States can expand its reach to maintain general command or
dispute al-Qa’ida’s ability to operate.
Corbett warns against the weaker side delivering a strong counterstroke.
Therefore, the United States must continue to defend the homeland. If the homeland is
held in extreme risk, the maritime principles suggest the fleet will return in order to build
strength. The analog to current times is that more effort and resources might be diverted
to the homeland, taking the focus away from expeditionary missions. Additionally, a
weak homeland gives the enemy an advantage to be exploited. The current situation
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implies the homeland is well-defended. This condition must remain if the strategy to
counter al-Qa’ida is to succeed. The maritime strategy is incumbent on taking the fight
to the enemy rather than remaining at home.
In all cases, the United States must press the advantage it currently enjoys in the
fight against al-Qa’ida. Friedman writes that doing these actions quickly is important as
it “prevents the enemy from dispersing his forces into the open ocean, where they can
do enormous damage before they are tracked down and killed.”42 By keeping the fight in
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Yemen, and other al-Qa’ida locations, the United States has
been able to contain the problem. Considering al-Qa’ida operational areas from 20012004 (Afghanistan, Somalia, Yemen) and from 2004-present (Afghanistan, Pakistan,
Yemen, Iraq, Syria, Somalia, the Maghreb, Libya, Philippines, Thailand, and more), the
influence area is expanding. If the al-Qa’ida problem is not solved, in time the al-Qa’ida
fighters will be able to spread their ideology of violence to other locations, putting the
United States at greater risk of attack with serious consequences.
Conclusion
The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, General Martin Dempsey, recognized the
strategy to combat terrorism is more than just going to fight in Afghanistan. In a
discussion with the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, he said,
What we’ve seen our adversaries do is…decentralize. They rarely mass
against us any longer. They decentralize, they network, and they
syndicate. They network using 21st century information technologies. And
then they syndicate together--groups of state actors, non-state actors,
criminal actors--and they come together and they pull apart based on
moments of time when they want to find common purpose against us. 43
This decentralized approach the enemy takes no longer lends itself to a continental
strategy where forces meet on the battlefield. With the reduction in military budget and
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manpower, there is no choice but to adapt a maritime strategy to the current
environment.
If national goals adjust away from al-Qa’ida’s defeat as an objective, and
balanced ways and means are followed, then a different strategy becomes more
apparent. When the ends, ways, and means are aligned to fight an enemy operating in
a “borderless” world across several domains, what results is a maritime strategy that
looks strikingly similar to what Corbett wrote.
When maritime strategy concepts are expanded beyond the sea and military, a
much greater opportunity arises for strategic leaders to think about how to disrupt,
dismantle, and make al-Qa’ida and their affiliates irrelevant. Applying maritime strategy
ideas to the whole of government using all of the instruments of national power makes
the strategy even more powerful. As land power reductions begin, the verbiage of
national leaders point to a maritime strategy. Indeed the seeds of maritime strategy are
sown and are soon to be reaped. President Obama’s quote at the beginning of this
paper is an invitation to employ a modern maritime strategy. Now is the time to think
differently and apply maritime theories to the modern situation. With a wider aperture,
the maritime strategy can be applied not only to the fight against al-Qa’ida, but also to
other national security issues.
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