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A swinging ship for the navigation withing the inland Seas of Insulinde, 9th century.  
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For all political entities, regardless of nature (city, State, alliance, etc.), period 
or location, prominence always seems to be the condition of those with the 
greatest number of ships. Warships, merchant vessels and fishing vessels spring 

to mind, but why not also scientific vessels?

Egypt in the age of the Pharaohs managed to supplant its adversaries thanks to the sea, 
initiating a vigorous tradition of trade 1. In the first naval battle in recorded history, 
around 1191 BC, Ramses III used his fleet to push back invaders from the north, 
known as “peoples of the sea”. Moreover, the decline of ancient Egypt resulted from 
the Pharaohs’ decision to rely on a Greek and Phoenician fleet for defence from the 
4th century onwards.

So too did the Greek city-States incorporate the sea as a factor of power. In the case 
of ancient Greece, it would surely be premature to speak of thalassocracy, a form of 
outside domination through which States base their power essentially on control of 
the sea 2. Nonetheless, certain States had already implemented large-scale maritime 
policies. Such was the case for Miletus, Naxos, Phocaea, Corinth and Samos, Aegina 
and others. According to Herodotus, Miletus had sailing vessels and controlled the 
sea right from the late 7th century BC, and continued to do so until it was conquered 
by Darius. Likewise, it was thanks to the sea that Aegina was able to break off from 
Epidaurus and pursue a policy of plundering coastal populations.

For a true thalassocracy to exist, a State must have external support, permanent 
facilities and a fleet that is not only large but well-maintained and constantly replaced, 
unlike certain fleets of Antiquity that were built for a specific purpose and soon 
forgotten. For a fleet to be maintained, it must be indispensable. As such, a State’s 
foreign policy must require extensive mastery of the sea, either to underpin dominance 
on land or to contribute to territorial expansion. Such was the case of the Persian 
Empire, the first maritime power in history, which continually expanded from the final 
third of the 6th century to the beginning of the 5th century BC, controlling the entire 
coastline from Asia Minor to Syria. Control later extended as far as Egypt following 
the conquest by Cambyses, who boasted of having completed his father’s empire by 
adding an empire of the sea. The Persians initially relied on Phoenician expertise to 
build their powerful fleet, but were forced to go further. It was then that, thanks to 
contact with Egypt during the fight against Amasis, the trireme came into being.  

1. Graciela Gestoso Singer, “Development of Maritime Trade in the Egyptian World During the Late Bronze Age”, Ancient and 
Sydney Hervé Auffrère, “Un Événement nautique de la 26e dynastie: le voyage de la future divine adoratrice Nitocris de Saïs à Thèbes 
sous le règne de Psammétique Ier en 655 avant Jésus-Christ”, Ancient.
2. Jean-Nicolas Corvisier, “La Naissance des flottes en Égée”, Ancient.
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The Persian maritime juggernaut culminated with Darius (522-486 BC) who 
conquered Samos in 517 BC, ventured into the Cyclades, starting with Naxos, and 
attacked the Scythians with an armada of 600 ships. He also succeeded in placing 
Cyrenaica under Persian influence, retaking control of Cyprus and strengthening his 
hold over the Hellespont. The Battle of Lade (494 BC), where the first stirrings of the 
art of naval tactics can be seen, brought together a total of 600 Phoenician, Cilician, 
Cypriot and Egyptian warships fighting for the Persians. The armada vanquished the 
353 Greek triremes (80 from Miletus, 12 from Priene, 3 from Myus, 17 from Teos, 
100 from Chios, 8 from Erythraea, 3 from Phocaea, 70 from Lesbos, 60 from Samos).

These expeditions and those that followed, targeting the Cyclades, Euboea and Aegina, 
reflect the thalassocratic rationale of control of the land by the sea. In 490 BC, thanks 
to the technical effect of its victory of Lade, the undertaking was quite reasonable. 
The ultimate defeat, at Salamis and Plataea, was due to the creation in Athens, at the 
initiative of Themistocles, of the first standing war fleet capable of measuring up to 
the Persian armada. Moreover, this new force was perfectly suited to a specific vessel, 
the trireme. Although it was not an Athenian invention, the Athenians nonetheless 
recognised the true worth of this design. Twenty-three centuries before Alfred Mahan, 
conceptualisation of naval power had been achieved 3. It would seem that the only 
way to triumph over maritime predominance is with maritime predominance itself.

But Poseidon is capricious, and the slightest technology gap can be fatal. The 
superiority of its triremes led Athens to victory in the Greco-Persian Wars, but her 
disregard for new forms of combat which favoured large-size vessels and boarding 
enemy ships rather than mobility and ramming, resulted in defeat, first in the Bay 
of Syracuse and later at the Battle of Aegospotami 4.

Carthage, thanks to its maritime strength, took the place of Athens as the dominant 
power, reigning over the western Mediterranean from the 6th century BC until the first 
Punic War in 241 BC, when it fell to the single greatest naval power of Antiquity: Rome.

Yes, Rome. Well before the fabled military supremacy of the legions under Caesar and 
other illustrious generals, Rome was first and foremost a naval power. If Hannibal, 
Rome’s mortal enemy, chose to skirt the Mediterranean by land, enduring the painful 
ordeal of crossing the Pyrenees and Alps with elephants, it was simply because his 

3. Jean-Nicolas Corvisier, Ancient, op. cit. and Vincent Gabrielsen, “Financial, Human, Material and Economic Resources Required 
to Build and Operate Navies in the Classical Greek World”, Ancient.
4. Cf. for example, the role of innovation in conflicts between Athens and Sparta in Daniel Battesti-Laurène Leclercq, “Les Expéditions 
athéniennes en Sicile, ou la difficulté pour une marine de garder sa supériorité”, Ancient.



34 / Études marines

age-old adversary ruled the waves; reaching Italy by sea would have been impossible. 
This same maritime dominance made it possible for Scipio to land in Africa, where 
he definitively crushed Hannibal at Zama (202 BC), thereby ending the second Punic 
War. The Roman navy was everywhere, contributing to combined operations with 
what today is called force projection: a portion of the troops reached the battlefield by 
land, while the others travelled by sea (or an inland waterway) to surround the enemy. 
Ships were also mobilised specifically to observe and report on enemy movements. 
Thanks to the pax maritima, Rome held control over maritime traffic, which then 
continued by land as far as the regions around the Indian Ocean 5. Only piracy-the 
poor man’s warfare-occasionally succeeded in disrupting delivery of supplies to the 
Empire’s constellation of urban centres. However, any act of piracy elicited a strong 
and determined response: in 67 BC, General Pompey was entrusted with 500 vessels 
and 120,000 men, i.e. the equivalent of 20 legions, to eradicate pirates. His success 
elevated him to the highest rank of the imperial podium.

But the time came when Roman stability fell victim to acerbic ambitions throughout 
the excessively large empire. The sea continued to take centre stage in these conflicts. 
The naval Battle of Actium (31 BC) brought Octavian victory over Mark Antony and 
Cleopatra; the equally decisive battle of Eleous (324 AD) brought Constantine victory 
over Licinius, a follower of highly combative polytheism, and ensured continuing 
adherence to monotheistic Christianity. Under Julian, the Roman war fleet once again 
provided strong support to land operations as it had for centuries. However, funds 
were lacking and the navy would soon become impossible to maintain. The weight 
and precious metal content in Roman currency was decreasing. The Roman navy fell 
into decline and soon became incapable of taking effective action against the ever 
more numerous-and better organised-barbarians at the borders 6.

The Vandal King Genseric was able to dominate the entire western Mediterranean for 
nearly half a century thanks to the naval force he established. Sea power was also the key 
to his conquest of Rome in 455. Likewise, maritime development lies behind Neustria’s 
turning the scales to dominate Burgundy and Austrasia in the late 6th century 7.

In the south, Byzantium, a direct successor of the empire, replaced Rome. It endured 
from the founding of its arsenal following the Battle of the Dardanelles in 324 until 
the 10th-11th centuries, some 700 years. From the 4th to the 10th centuries, the imperial 
city relied on the main fleet based in the Bosphorus, as well as provincial fleets. It 

5. Phyllis Culham, “The Roman Empire and the Seas”, Ancient.
6. Yann Le Bohec, “La Marine de guerre romaine de 284 à 363”, Ancient.
7. Régine Le Jan, “Les Royaumes barbares et la mer, Ve – début du VIIIe siècle”, Medieval.
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remained impregnable until the assault and sack of the Fourth Crusade (1202-1204). 
The Byzantine phenomenon represents the mirror image of the paradoxically maritime 
domination of the Roman Empire. Rome rose to supremacy through successive 
conquests of the shores of the Mediterranean, which ultimately became a Roman lake. 
Having inherited Rome’s naval power, Byzantium disintegrated due to the loss of its 
coastlines, as the core of Byzantine resistance consisted of the city-navy relationship. 
Technological superiority, manifested principally by Greek fire, played a fundamental 
role until the secret behind this weapon was revealed, making it available to all. The 
Byzantine fleet made extensive use of surprise tactics in the form of sophisticated 
assaults. The fleet served at once as a weapon of combat, logistical tool, strike force 
and a means of force projection. Our knowledge of the Byzantine merchant marine 
remains largely uncertain. It would seem that in comparison with Italian cities, the 
decline of this institution was much less clear-cut than traditionally thought. The 
Middle East became a Muslim territory following the Arab conquest of the 7th to 
10th centuries, with the final blows to Byzantium delivered by the Seljuq dynasty and 
later the Ottoman Empire. Byzantium, already crumbling in the wake of betrayal 
by Venice, Genoa and the crusaders, endured the final stages of a very slow decline. 

The coast was thus clear for the Italian cities, radiating with opulence and splendour 
taken directly from the sea. The Doges of Venice officially recognised the Adriatic 
as their benefactor every year at the feast of the Ascension, celebrating the marriage 
between La Serenissima and the sea. “We wed thee, sea, as a sign of the true and 
everlasting Lord”, they would say, throwing a ring into the water from the State barge, 
the Bucentaur.
 
Indeed, the notion of maritime predominance seems to be the key to geopolitical 
oscillations. Henri Legohérel (Medieval) arrives at the same conclusions in his 
remarkable contribution, “Capetians and Plantagenets: the Struggle for Maritime 
Supremacy”, which radically upsets the traditional, land-focused understanding of 
this period. Maritime struggles in fact play the role of kingmaker over the 250-year 
period in question. The sea divides the period into different segments, bestowing 
predominance on the side with the most proactive maritime policy. 

From this perspective, the business of Aquitaine is enlightening. Triggered by disputes 
between seamen from Bayonne and Normandy, it ultimately led to the confiscation of 
the fiefdom of Aquitaine in 1294, followed by a counter-attack by England, unwilling to 
abandon one of its foremost possessions: an English fleet devastated the French Atlantic 
coast, sailed up the Gironde to La Réole, well past Bordeaux, and liberated Bayonne. 
Philip IV rose to England’s challenge by establishing the Clos des Galées in Rouen, 
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France’s first dockyard, and building a fleet that outnumbered Edward I Plantagenet’s 
500 ships. The result was spectacular: the Capetian navy gained control of the sea. 
Philip IV attempted a sort of blockade of England, while the French Navy engaged 
in ever more attacks on a terrorised English coast. The sea took the day: the peace of 
1299 led Edward I to evacuate Flanders and accept French occupation of Bordeaux.

Likewise, the predominance of the Capetian navy over the following 30 years 
contributed to consolidating and strengthening the reign of Philip IV by protecting 
the salt convoys from the Bay of Bourgneuf and providing security for areas with 
significant merchant marine activity (the Seine estuary, the area around the Channel 
Islands, tidal passages in Brittany, the Saintonge Narrows).

The same is true for the Hundred Years’ War. Each of the conflict’s three phases was 
fought at sea. 

The first (1337-1360) was marked by English preponderance. England’s mastery 
of the sea brought wealth through development of trade, while making it possible 
to transport English troops. Such factors serve to explain England’s successes and 
France’s setbacks (Poitiers in 1356 and the capture of King John II).

During the second phase of the war (1360-1413), France took the necessary steps: 
Charles V reorganised and strengthened the Clos des Galées, put the Admiral of 
France at the same rank as the Constable and found the right man for the job, Jean de 
Vienne. In 1377, France took back the initiative at sea, and the waves were once again 
under Capetian control. English ports were neutralised, supply routes towards the 
continent were cut off and the morale of the English maritime community hit hard. 
French control of the sea created excellent conditions for the land-based campaign 
of Du Guesclin and Clisson. France held sway until 1386, when dissent within the 
government composed of the uncles of Charles VI led the French to abandon the 
plan for a land invasion of England. Faced with the decline of French naval forces, 
Jean de Vienne left to join the Crusade.

The third and final phase witnessed a dual victory thanks once again to the sea. 
Henry V, the most brilliant of the Lancasters, was the first Plantagenet since Richard 
the Lionheart to understand how to use naval might as a tool of war. He rebuilt a 
powerful fleet with ships of up to 800 tons, such as the Grace-Dieu and the Trinity. 
England’s only hope against a wealthier enemy motivated by defending its own land 
was use the mobility offered by the sea to take the strategic initiative, choosing the 
time and place of the decisive encounter. The English victory was absolute. Henry V 
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had shown military superiority and would become heir to the French crown on 
the death of Charles VI a few weeks later. The enemy fleet had disappeared and the 
English Channel was once again mare britannicum. As such, why continue to maintain 
a costly and seemingly useless English fleet that had unquestionably grown too large? 
In 1423, the government of the young King Henry VI, presided by his uncle, the 
Duke of Bedford, took the peculiar decision to sell most of England’s ships. This was 
a sensible decision from a purely financial standpoint, but scorning such a beneficial 
ally as the sea turned out to be a major strategic error. History abounds with lessons…

The tide soon turned. The Plantagenet government no longer had the means to convey 
reinforcements to the continent: there is no other explanation for England’s weak 
reaction to the campaigns of Joan of Arc and her successors, as well as the decisive 
French victories at the final battles of Formigny (1450) and Castillon (1453).

We tend not to realise that a second Hundred Years’ War opposed France and England, 
starting in 1689 with the beginning of the penultimate war waged by Louis XIV, and 
continuing until the end of the Napoleonic Wars. Despite what one reads in history 
books, this was no simple string of conflicts, but indeed a Hundred Years’ War fought 
not for eastern territorial expansion, but rather for maritime predominance in the 
west and access to American markets. In the age-old struggle between land and sea, 
the sea took the day as it always has. England, umbilically connected to the sea, took 
the mantle of worldwide supremacy that continental France had temporarily achieved 
due to its excessive centralisation and strong population growth. Great Britain would 
display this manifestation of power throughout the seven seas, with an empire upon 
which the sun never set, until the 1922 Washington Conference at which England 
graciously accepted to share its supremacy with its protective big brother on the other 
side of the Atlantic 8. England’s brilliance lies in its having been the first to realise that 
the sea is the world’s largest free-trade zone.

As we have seen, history repeats itself. The “Continental Blockade” decreed by 
Napoleon did much more harm to France’s empire than to England. Thanks to the 
mobility of its fleets, the latter was always able to obtain the resources it needed and 
to maintain its trade, even if that meant expanding over the world to develop its 
economy and meet its needs. Ultimately, he who controls the sea controls the land: 
this is one of the primary lessons of this study of the role and place of maritime 
activities in the march of History. 

8. Phillips Payson O’Brien, “The Washington Treaty Era, 1919-1936: Naval Arms Limitation”, Modern.
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By addressing human history through the lens of the sea for the first time, the 
research conducted by Océanides utterly revises our approach to History, and thus 
to geopolitics, which has heretofore focused on land-based history in its search for 
structural components. Sir Halford Mackinder, in the famed lecture of 25 January 
1904 that established him as the founding father of twentieth century geopolitics, 
defined his notion of “Heartland”, the Geographical Pivot of history and “Citadel 
of the World Empire”. “Who rules the Heartland commands the World-Island”, he 
wrote, “who rules the World-Island commands the world”. This is far from the 1595 
quote by Sir Walter Raleigh, beautifully expressing the British ideal from the depths 
of the Tower of London where he was held prisoner: “For whosoever commands the 
sea commands the trade; whosoever commands the trade of the world commands 
the riches of the world, and consequently the world itself ”. Taken in its full depth, 
History favours Raleigh over Mackinder 9. Do we fully realise this fact? Geopolitics 
remains an eminently land-based science despite the work of Alfred Thayer Mahan at 
the end of the 19th century and John Spykman’s adaptation of Mackinder’s thoughts 
at the turning point of World War II, introducing the particularly central notion of 
“Rimland”. 

War after war, the same conclusion stands out. It only becomes perceptible by 
reading between the lines of history to understand the importance of mobility and 
connectivity of flows, the very quintessence of maritime activities. Following the 
imperial epic, in World War I, World War II and even the Cold War, victory went 
to the country or alliance that has mastered these flows.

From this point of view, it may be interesting to focus on World War I, a conflict for 
which historians have come to the overly hasty conclusion that navies had little impact 
on the military events that brought the war to an end. After Norman Friedman 10, 
Avner Offer (Modern) of Oxford demonstrates precisely the contrary for Océanides.  

Indeed, unable to procure foodstuffs on the world market for lack of a strong navy, 
Germany and Austria-Hungary needed men in the fields and could therefore not 
mobilise as many soldiers as would have been necessary. Russia’s choice of ensuring 
a strong military by sacrificing agricultural production soon led to a famine that 
precipitated the October Revolution. Conversely, England and France enjoyed 
communications thanks to mastery of the sea, thus guaranteeing supplies of food 
and energy, especially coal. In the long run, this advantage inevitably led to victory.

9. Christian Buchet, “Du Heartland à Océanides”, Revue de Défense Nationale, April 2016, p. 49-53.
10. Norman Friedman, Fighting the Great War at Sea: Strategy, Tactics and Technology, Barnsley, Seaforth Publishing, 2014.
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In order for the Central Powers to prevail, the war would have to be short. Only 
sufficient destruction of allied trade by U-boats could have made the difference. 
However, such a turn of events would hardly have been a realistic ambition so long 
as the German Empire could not command the sea. Moreover, merciless undersea 
warfare precipitated American participation in the conflict in 1917, transforming the 
Atlantic into a bridgehead that forced Germany to accept unconditional surrender. 

Like Napoleon, Germany in the First and Second World Wars attempted to overcome 
this food and energy shortage by advancing ever further into the continent, as far 
as Russia, serving only to prolong the war without changing the final outcome 11.

Later in the century, another war fought on the Atlantic-but this time against the 
submarines of Admiral Dönitz-together with the construction of some 8 million 
tonnes of merchant ships, made it possible to liberate Europe and guarantee the 
Allied victory during World War II 12. Mastery of the sea makes for primacy in trade 
and therefore economic predominance, enhancing military capacity and inevitably 
overcoming the adversary. This is precisely what Charles de Gaulle conveyed, with 
such vision and grandeur, in his famous Appeal of 18 June. France had lost a battle, 
but not the war, he wrote, because the country was “overwhelmed by the mechanical, 
ground and air forces of the enemy”. But France was not alone. She was not alone 
because she had a vast Empire behind her and could “align with the British Empire 
that holds the sea and continues the fight” and “like England, use without limit the 
immense industry of the United States”. 

Thanks to the work of Christopher Baxter (Modern) and G. Baer, we also discover 
how the collapse of Japanese trade, by stifling the national economy, prevented Japan 
from maintaining its operational capacity and allowed American and British forces to 
win the war in the Pacific. By August of 1945, Japan’s foreign trade had dropped to 
312,000 tonnes (less than 12% of pre-war traffic), while the Allies enjoyed 88 million 
tonnes in trade. 

Likewise, throughout the Cold War, Soviet inability to develop maritime trade, 
and thus its economy as a whole, ultimately undermined the willpower of Russian 
leaders to contain American hegemony. Today, we are conscious that the Soviet navy 
would have been powerless to contest U.S. supremacy 13. The Reagan administration’s 

11. Avner Offer, The First World War: An Agrarian Interpretation, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1989, p. 317. Cf. also Nicholas  
A. Lambert, Planning Armageddon: British Economic Warfare and the First World War, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2012. 
12. Christopher Baxter, “Britain and the Sea, 1943-1945”, Modern et W.J.R. Gardner, “Britain on the Defensive, 1939-1942”, Modern.
13. Colin S. Gray, “The Sea and the Soviet Empire”, Modern.
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considerable efforts to strengthen naval capacity, aiming for 600 warships that also 
surpassed the Soviet fleet in terms of quality, was the key factor in the collapse of 
the Soviet Union, marking the end of the Cold War and Western victory 14. For the 
third time in the 20th century, on an ever more oceanic planet, a maritime alliance 
eclipsed a land-based alliance…

All things considered, developing, and in particular maintaining, a navy requires 
wealth that cannot exist without powerful trade. Control of international trade is 
thus an indispensable factor for the long-term conservation of naval power. However, 
one must also keep in mind that, by the same token, a powerful navy is essential for 
a strong maritime economy. The counter-example for the Soviet navy is the French 
merchant fleet, which grew spectacularly under Louis XV and was poised to overtake 
British trade. However, England deliberately undertook to destroy French maritime 
trade through periodic wars. Indeed, without a sufficiently powerful French Navy, 
war served to shatter French trade while benefiting the English merchant marine.

In this regard, Patrick Villiers (Early Modern) has beautifully demonstrated that 
maritime trade can only be maintained or strengthened when it enjoys the support 
of a modern and powerful navy. From this perspective, the British model brilliantly 
illustrates the paradigm of naval policy contributing to a maritime economy. In 
1815, England achieved the long-standing dream of Portugal, Spain and the Dutch 
Republic: a virtual monopoly in maritime trade, a powerful driver of economic 
development.

The example of Russia is even more enlightening, magnificently illustrating the impact 
of the sea on nations’ development or decline. As long as Denmark, Sweden and the 
Hanseatic League denied Russia access to trade in the Baltic Sea, the country was unable 
to develop economically. Thus, contrary to the classic pattern according to which 
fishing is the first to develop, followed by trade, and finally a naval force to protect 
the rest, Russia started by instituting a navy under Czar Aleksey Mikhailovich (1645-
1676) and especially Peter the Great (1682-1725), who established a maritime capital 
in the country. The navy allowed Russia to enjoy economic development engendered 
by trade, while gaining the military and diplomatic status of a major power 15.

14. Eric Grove, “NATO’s Maritime Strategy was a Key Factor in Exerting the Decisive Strategic Pressure on the Soviet Union 
that Caused the Implosion that Ended the Cold War with Western Victory”, Modern.
15. Pavel Krotov, “Ambiguous Relations between Russia and the Sea: Causes and Consequences”, Early Modern and Jakob Seerup, 
“Sweedish and Danish Rivalry to become Great Powers through the Development of Naval and Merchant Fleets”, Early Modern.
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Much further south, the lesson was the same. Cyrille Poirier-Coutansais (Early 
Modern) shows a gap between Persia under the Safavid dynasty (1501-1736) and 
its Ottoman neighbour. The former, due to a lack of a maritime outlook, gradually 
found itself excluded from trade and was soon faced with a critical situation in its 
struggle against the Ottoman Empire of Selim I. Yet, a different policy would certainly 
have been possible. 

The Mayan Empire offers the perfect demonstration of this phenomenon, having 
established and maintained its supremacy through maritime trade in salt, obsidian, 
precious stones, gold and copper. This activity brought power and wealth, creating 
and expanding a territorial unit though an internal market. Nonetheless, this sea-
based predominance fell victim to the superior technology of Spanish ships, which 
were able to bring the empire to a rapid collapse by severing its maritime links 16. 

The same conclusion applies in Asia. In China, the prohibition of deep sea shipping 
following the death of the eunuch Zheng He in 1434, and the decision to favour inland 
waterways, particularly the Grand Canal, impeded the development of commercial 
capitalism, the system that brought glory to Japan during the Meiji era in the late 
19th century. Note that today all G8 and even G20 countries are maritime States.

The question arises, in contrast to these converging examples, whether political 
entities can develop and achieve predominance without turning to the sea. From this 
perspective, the Mongol Empire serves as the perfect counter-example. Indeed, the 
Mongols created the most extensive empire of all time, while completely neglecting 
the Pacific and Indian Oceans to which they enjoyed potential access. Their world 
was the world of steppes, forests, deserts, lakes and rivers, and they never entertained 
even symbolic ties with the great maritime spaces. They aimed to conquer land.

The work of Didier Gazagnadou (Medieval) is particularly helpful in understanding 
the factors that made it possible to establish and maintain this empire without 
being affected by the sea. The Mongols owed their success to a typically maritime 
feature: fluidity. By creating a dense network of post houses and caravanserais, 
they managed to develop a veritable hinterland, while the gravitational motion of 
caravans made for trade flows similar to those of the voltas of vessels operated by 
maritime powers. The Mongol Empire employed tens of thousands of men astride, 

16. Heather McKillop, “Early Maya Navigation and Maritime Connections in Mesoamerican”, Medieval and Émiliano Melgar, 
“The Maya Caribbean: Fishing, Navigation and Trade”, Medieval. Cf. also the contribution of Sebastian Kolditz, “Connectivity and 
Sea Power–Entangled Maritime Dimensions in the Medieval Mediterranean”, Medieval on this issue of Mediterranean connectivity 
in the medieval period.
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no fewer than 200,000 horses and even more camels and dromedaries, from the 
Pacifi c coast to the shores of the Black Sea, from the borders of Indochina to the 
heart of Tibet, from China to the borders of the Iranian world and Iraq, over a vast 
network covering at least 50 to 60,000 kilometres. “Th ese great nomads opened up 
Eurasian societies thanks to the fl uidity of the traffi  c they established. Metaphorically 
speaking, they treated the land as an ocean” 17. Goods were transported by camel and 
dromedary caravans, “ships of the steppes and the desert” (Bactrian camels travel some 
60 kilometres per day carrying between 150 and 200 kilogrammes on average, and 
dromedaries between 100 and 150 kilogrammes).

It remains to be seen whether the failure to develop and control the Indian and Pacifi c 
Oceans contributed to the collapse of the Mongol Empire. Perhaps, says Didier 
Gazagnadou, and despite the fl uidity of the land networks along the silk roads that 
conveyed substantial fl ows of goods, especially from east to west. Land transport 
is always slower and more expensive, and requires many more intermediaries and 
transhipments than maritime transport… If the Mongols in Iran and China had built 
fl eets and undertook to conquer the oceans, the history of Africa, America and the 
world as a whole might have been very diff erent. Th e Indian Ocean provides access 

17. Didier Gazagnadou, “Fluidité des circulations dans l’Empire mongol du XIIIe siècle”, Medieval.
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to Africa and the Indies; the Pacific provides access to the Americas. Unknown to the 
Mongols, these liaisons allowed many European businessmen and religious leaders to 
discover little-known lands in Asia, encouraging them to circumvent this immense 
empire, taking to the seas to establish direct contact with the rich wonders of China 
and the Indies. Indeed, as of the late 15th century European mariners struck out on 
sea expeditions, financed by powerful settled States, to make direct contact with Asian 
worlds and, by chance, discover the Americas.

In the same vein, India under the Great Moghul deserved to be examined, because of 
its conventional reputation as a hopelessly land-based geographic area unable to turn 
to the sea, except at rare and short-lived intervals. Hindu society, and particularly elite 
castes, are said to have felt not only indifference for the sea, but actual repugnance 
at the idea of leaving the shore due to religious prohibitions. Historical realities are 
in fact infinitely more complex. Close examination of the facts over several centuries 
shows that here as well, the success or failure of the various sovereigns hinged on 
the sea 18.

Indeed, Sher Shah Suri’s disregard for the sea and maritime trade contributed greatly 
to his ultimate failure. In contrast, Akbar (1566-1605) broke down barriers within 
his empire by linking production centres to the coast in Bengal and Gujarat, and 
implemented a mercantile policy grounded in the concept of the hinterland. By doing 
so, he brought about the development of prosperous towns at the crossroads of trade 
routes connected with seaborne trade and earned the title of “Great Moghul”. This 
initiative was suspended by his successors Jahangir (1605-1627) and Shah Jahan 
(1628-1657), only to be renewed under Aurangzeb (1659-1707), who went so far 
as to transfer the capital south to Aurangabad, a choice geopolitical and economic 
location at the junction of the two maritime regions of Golkonda and Vijayapur. 
This increased tax revenue, making it possible to consolidate the empire and resist 
the Maratha uprisings. 

It is also interesting to consider the role and place of the sea for groups whose epicentre 
is distant from the sea. Olivier Chaline’s study of Central Europe and the sea in 
modern times (Early Modern) shows how far inland maritime shock waves stirred 
the continent. Indeed, at first glance the sea may have had virtually nothing to do 
with the successes or failures of Central European States. Nonetheless, at certain key 
moments, maritime factors played a decisive role. Central Europe was largely deprived 
of access to the sea by costal States. Such was the case of Sweden, which thanks to 

18. Michel Vergé-Franceschi, “Le Grand Mogol et la mer”, Early Modern.
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its navy was able to project power well into Central Europe 19. The Holy Roman 
Empire and Poland both paid a high price, the former for its inability to develop 
naval power in time, and the latter for its inability to maintain its influence on the 
seas. At the height of their power in 1629, the Habsburgs were unable to prevent the 
seaborne landing by Gustavus Adolphus the following year and the establishment of 
lasting Swedish influence in the northern part of the Empire. Likewise, Austria and 
Prussia would have met with defeat in any number of conflicts without the support 
of maritime allies. 

By definition, the notion of predominance concerns but one political entity at any 
given time, or of two or three at the very most. However, in addition to generating 
virtuous economic cycles, as shown in the first part of our study, the turn to the 
sea provides groups with greater dynamism and positions of leadership, impelling 
historical trajectories in a favourable direction for institutions, populations and 
intellectual and cultural life.

The example of Portugal likewise reveals the benefits of maritime dynamics. Indeed, 
the sea forged the country’s destiny and independence. Portugal’s geographic location 
on the Atlantic Ocean and proactive openness to the sea were the two factors that 
shaped the character of this “maritime nation”, as well as its ability, thanks to the 
sea, to play an infinitely greater role in History than its demographic weight would 
otherwise have allowed 20.

The existence, independence and wealth of the Dutch Republic can also be understood 
only through the sea. The country’s control of the seaports was the factor that allowed 
it to break away from Spain 21. Thanks to fishing, trade and the ensuing agricultural 
specialisation, as well as the resulting industrial innovations, the Dutch population 
enjoyed the highest standard of living in Europe, and thus in the world, during the 
first half of the 17th century 22. The Dutch Republic was known at the time as the 
ultimate “enlightened power”, the country with the greatest respect for the values 
of freedom and tolerance. Newsletters enjoyed extraordinary editorial freedom for 
the time, and printers revelled in dissent. The country offered refuge to scholars and 

19. Jakob Seerup, op. cit., Early Modern.
20. Jorge Semedo de Matos, “Portugal, the West Seafront of Europe”, Early Modern.
21. Louis Sicking, “Le Maritime, fondement de la prédominance commerciale et économique des Provinces-Unies”, Early Modern.
22. Throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, maritime activities served as the foundation for economic development of the 
Dutch Republic. In the 17th century, more than 25% of the active male population worked on ships’ crews, and 1/6 continued  
to be employed at sea at the end of the 18th century. This demand for seafarers required significant foreign labour and 
spectacular investments in human capital in terms of training, generating substantial economic benefits. Cf. Jelle Van Lottum,  
“The Necessity and Consequences of Internationalisation: Maritime Work in the Dutch Republic in the 17th and 18th Centuries”, 
Early Modern.
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philosophers, not least among whom Descartes and Spinoza. Urban concentration, 
wealth and an entrepreneurial spirit gave rise to the greatest commercial entities of 
the age, including the VOC, the famous Dutch East India Company, founded in 
1602 as the first joint-stock company. It was in the Dutch Republic as well that many 
decisive inventions came into being: the telescope, microscope, chronometer, optical 
lenses, the first spectacles, etc. 23

The sea also proved to be a decisive factor in Korean history, as control of the coasts 
ensured not only the kingdom’s rise to power, but its very survival, independence 
and sovereignty for nearly a millennium 24. In the same way, but over a much shorter 
period, the establishment of a navy profoundly modified the course of history for 
some 60 years in the small Indian kingdom of Maratha, located in the north-west 
of the Indian subcontinent. The existence of a navy resulted in economic and 
commercial development, each strengthening the other. Furthermore, this maritime 
development offered the small kingdom unprecedented political influence, even for 
a certain time preventing European navies from taking advantage of the resulting 
economic benefits 25.

On a different scale, the sea made it possible for military orders, including the Knights 
Hospitaller, the Templars and the Teutonic Order, to assert their supranationality and 
derive substantial revenues from trade. It was thus no coincidence that fighting orders 
gave rise to illustrious seafarers of modern times, such as the Portuguese explorers 
Vasco de Gama and Pedro Alvares Cabral who explored the coasts of India and Brazil 
under the flag of the Order of Christ 26. Furthermore, if the Order of Malta continues 
to exist to the present day, it is thanks to a greater focus on maritime activities than 
other orders 27.

Likewise, do we truly realise that not only was the sea the stage for the greatest human 
migrations, as we have mentioned, but also for the global transfer of ideas and beliefs? 
This is true for all three major monotheistic religions, as well as for Hinduism and 
Buddhism 28. In Europe, caricatures of the work of Max Weber have sometimes led to 
the conclusion that the protestant work ethic is more conducive to the development of 

23. Jean-Pierre Poussou, Les îles Britanniques, les Provinces-Unies, la guerre et la paix au XVIIe siècle, Paris, Économica, 1991.
24. Alexandre Le Bouteiller, “Corée: les navires garants de la souveraineté”, Early Modern.
25. Sachin Pendse, “Shipbuilding in India up to the 15th century”, Early Modern.
26. Pierre-Vincent Claverie, “Les Ordres militaires et la mer”, Medieval and Juhan Kreem, “The Teutonic Order and the Baltic Sea 
in the 13th–16th centuries”, Medieval.
27. Alain Blondy, “L’Ordre des Hospitaliers de Saint-Jean de Jérusalem, Rhodes et Malte, puissance maritime”, Early Modern.
28. Cf. in particular, Chantal Reynier, “La Mer, vecteur d’explansion du christianisme au Ier siècle”, Ancient and Tansen Sen, “Early 
China and the Indian Ocean Networks”, Ancient.
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a capitalist spirit, although perfect counter-examples undermine this hypothesis 29. It is 
true that the relationship to money often differs considerably between countries with 
Catholic or Protestant majorities, but is not this fact more a corollary than a cause? 
It is interesting to note that Protestantism spread very quickly through maritime 
communities, and that the sea carried the Reformation over a large part of the 

European coast. Rather than the cause 
of this famous protestant work ethic, 
the Reformation seems to have been 
adopted on the basis of a pre-existing 
attitude towards trade, an attitude 
developed through contact with the 
sea. In our opinion, the true division 
lies rather between rural and maritime 
traditions, between a spirit of openness 
and one of inland isolationism. There is 
a striking contrast between 18th century 
France, where Physiocrats, particularly 
François Quesnay, saw the land as the 
sole source of wealth, and England, 
where the first optimistic portrayal 
of industrial philosophy appeared in 
1776: Adam Smith’s The Wealth of 
Nations 30.

Along the same lines, utopian socialist 
theories like those of Fourier, Saint-
Simon and Cabet are based on the 
establishment of rural communities 
of craftsmen with one common 

characteristic: a location far from the sea, unlike Thomas More’s island of Utopia. 
The same trend stands out in Spain with the Proyectistas, as well as in Russia, where 
the countryside continued to be of enormous significance, and where industrialisation 
had hardly begun at the end of the 19th century, despite the efforts of the State.

Perhaps more than any other, the Polynesian people, a veritable “Ocean People”, as 
Emmanuel Desclèves (Early Modern) elegantly describes them, achieved exceptional 

29. Klaus Malettke in La Puissance maritime, ed. Christian Buchet, Jean Meyer and Jean-Pierre Poussou, Paris, PUPS, 2004; 
Philippe Masson, De la Mer et de sa stratégie, Paris, Taillandier, 1986.
30. Christian Buchet, Une Autre Histoire des océans et de l’homme, preface by President Jacques Chirac, Paris, Robert Laffont, 2004.

Siege of Rhodes in 1480, Ms. Latin 6067,  
fol.80 v°, BnF. Wikimedia Commons.
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influence thanks to the sea. The Polynesian character is connected at its very core 
with the sea, at one with the ocean from which it derives strength, prestige and which 
profoundly forged its originality. Spread along the coasts of South-east Asia and the 
Americas, the maritime peoples of Oceania lived with a single point of reference: the 
sea, a source of both knowledge and power. Their gods and founding myths took 
shape in the ocean. From this perspective, discovery appears as an act of creation. 
The chiefs were the descendants of the gods, enlightened leaders and guardians of 
the ancestral mana. They were the masters of discoveries and relations with the other 
islands, their power granted by their people’s incomparable ability to navigate freely 
across this empty space open to inter-island communications. Communing with the 
ocean and the sky overhead, Polynesians are at home everywhere in this vast area. 
That is why they conceive the universe very differently from sedentary peoples whose 
horizon ends at the coast. Claire Laux (Modern) shows that Polynesian maritime 
societies appear as dynamic and hierarchical, while land-based Melanesian societies 
remained much more split up, as if unable to produce organised and hierarchical 
structures. Once again, we see the influence of a connection with the sea-or lack 
thereof-even on social attitudes. Claire Laux goes further, considering that within 
the Polynesian population “the most dynamic individuals were ‘people of contact’, 
particularly those of mixed race whose very existence was the fruit of maritime 
contact 31”. “Our ancestors saw the world as a ‘sea of islands’ rather than as ‘islands 
in the sea’”, said the Polynesian anthropologist Epeli Hau’ofoa.

In certain parts of the African continent one sees this same close connection 
between the ability to govern and the ability to navigate at sea, the foundation 
and legitimisation of power and a factor of prestige and political influence. Myths 
collected in the 20th century portray seaborne expeditions, a ritual carried out under 
the watchful eye of a benevolent rainmaking goddess, as a sign of blessedness or a test 
used to choose a new king, particularly when there is no natural successor. A century 
ago on the coast of southern Somalia or northern Kenya, a Persian folk tale rich in 
maritime imagery recounted the long journey of a young man across the Indian 
Ocean. Upon his return, he is recognised by his people as their king, and by traveling 
merchants as a Muslim. Such practices also seem to have existed in the Malian Empire 
in the 14th century 32. These rituals indicate that the sea, as François-Xavier Fauvelle-
Aymar (Medieval) rightly states, serves as a political horizon, the matrix or mirror of 
a sovereign and occult afterlife: unfathomable, apt to provide answers to the mysteries 
of power, apt to bring forth dynastic legitimacy.

31. Emmanuel Desclèves, “Le Modèle maritime polynésien ou l’océan source de stimulation intellectuelle”, Early Modern.
32. François-Xavier Fauvelle-Aymar, “Le Mali et la mer (XIVe siècle): autour du récit du sultan Mûsâ sur l’expédition de son 
prédécesseur Muhammad”, Medieval.
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The sea is not only a means of discoveries and exchanges, but also a powerful driver 
of literary and artistic creation and inspiration 33. Indeed, mankind’s vision of the 
world and other cultures has long been impelled by the stories of seafarers. Maritime 
history has left a profound mark upon literary traditions and the history of ideas. This 
close correlation deserves a book in itself. For example, the maritime orientation of 
Indonesian ports in the Middle Ages gave rise to the country’s assimilation of cultural 
influences, with Indian-style art mixing with the Muslim religion. The Indonesian 
language itself features words from the four corners of the Indian Ocean 34.

Maritime contacts have inspired and driven original artistic developments such as 
Manueline architecture, as well as interior design. Thus the Indo-Portuguese style, 
encouraged by the Jesuits, combined ivory, exotic woods and Indian aesthetics for 
sculpture and furnishings.

As another example, the rise of Holland as a maritime power led to the birth of 
bourgeois art. An Antwerp-based community long established in Genoa accounts 
for the proliferation of Flemish workshops in the city in the early 17th century, at the 
same time that artists in Haarlem were producing the first paintings to portray the 
sea. Hotels on Via Balbi were hung with the work of Dutch and Flemish masters, as 
well as paintings by the emerging school of Genoese painters. As François Bellec (Early 
Modern) has demonstrated, the Ligurian school of painting developed a passion for 
decorative compositions-Vedute di Marina, Bataglie Navali and Fortuna di Mare-
while Dutch and Flemish painters glorified the Dutch Republic by emphasising the 
fruitfulness of the sea. Freed from the obligation to produce hagiography and biblical 
scenes, and stirred by patriotic enthusiasm, the first school of marine painting was 
established in Haarlem, born from the convergence of a brilliant artistic tradition, 
the maritime vocation of a nation intimately connected with the sea, and a new 
clientele of wealthy art patrons. Andries van Eertvelt was the first to immortalise The 
Return to Amsterdam of the Second Expedition to the East Indies in 1599 35. Three years 
later, the founding of the VOC, the famous Dutch East India Company, marked the 
emergence of a maritime and economic world power.

Starting in the 1620s, Amsterdam developed a new school founded on atmospheric 
painting in muted tones, more impressionist than documentary. Aelbert Cuyp’s 
A Senior Merchant of the Dutch East India Company, Jacob Mathieusen and his Wife 

33. Sydney Hervé Aufrère, op. cit., Ancient for ancient Egypt.
34. Paul Wormser, “Les Relations maritimes entre l’Indonésie et l’océan Indien au Moyen âge”, Medieval. Cf. also Fabrizia Baldissera, 
“The Mobility of People and Ideas on the Seas of Ancient India”, Ancient for India.
35. François Bellec, “Les Retombées littéraires et philosophiques des découvertes maritimes”, Early Modern.
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presented as an established reality Holland’s quiet power, prosperity, and industrial, 
commercial and maritime competence. England called upon Dutch artists, who 
appeared as useful as the carpenters in Amsterdam shipyards, to understand and 
appropriate the sea. They worked for England with no misgivings, even settling in the 
country despite the ongoing wars. Vroom, Bakhuizen and the Van de Veldes were soon 
as famous in London as in their home country. Furthermore, as had been the case in 
Portugal, the East Indies brought a touch of exoticism to European furnishings. This 
was particularly true for Jingdezhen porcelain, imported by the million and inspiring 
enduring aesthetic tastes 36.

36. Ibid.
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and institutions which support us know and understand well. Our long term objective 
is to raise awareness of today’s maritime challenges and development opportunities 
as well as to convince our societies of the sea’s crucial role in our future.” 
Readers will be fascinated by the diverse subjects explored by our researchers: natural 
resources, military technologies, trade, and political and social organisations, among 
others.”

Anne-Marie IDRAC, former minister, Chairwoman of the Board of Océanides

—

Founded in March 2012, Océanides is a five-year international research project which 
aims to provide scientific evidence of the key role seas and oceans have played in human 
evolution, culture and history.

Its primary objective is to provide the most global overview of maritime history to date, 
spanning five millennia and five continents. It aims to give policy makers the necessary 
tools with which to understand the close connection between humans and the sea, 
to appreciate the evidence of its crucial role in our future and to improve worldwide 
maritime policy.
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