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O Atléntico, porta do Contemporineo

Alvaro Monjardino

I-AS IDADES DA HISTORIA

1. O que é o Contemporineo?

Vem de Joaquim de Fiore a teoria das #és idades em que o fra-
de cisterciense dividia a Hist6ria da Humanidade. Projectando-lhes o
mistério trinitdrio, Joaquim de Fiore chamou-lhes entio a era do Pai,
a era do Filho e a era do Espirito Santo.

Esta viso teol6gica encontraria algum eco nos nossos dias. E
um eco particularmente nitido na fase final, aquela em que Teilhard
de Chardin, apés descrever o passo da vida e o passo da reflexio,
apontou ainda a sobrevida como estddio dltimo na evolugio do
mundo.

No século XVII o pensamento renascentista exprimiu-se em
outra visdo tripartida da Histéria. Dividiu-a entio em Idade Antiga,
Idade Média e Idade Moderna. A sensibilidade clssica estava tio pre-
sente que as datas-charneira foram as de dois cataclismos politicos
desabados sobre os impérios que modelaram a Civiliza¢do Ocidental.
Assim, a queda de Roma nas maos dos hérulos, com deposicio do
imperador, em 476, marcou o fim da Antiguidade. Dez séculos depois,
a queda de Constantinopla em 1453, com o fim do Império Romano
do Oriente, assinalou o fim da Idade Média.
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Pensadores franceses de oitocentos acharam aquela modernidade
ja antiga e escolheram novo marco. Para eles, a revolug@o francesa
(1789) dava inicio a uma idade nova — ¢ para ela cunharam a expres-
sio Idade Contempordnea. Contemporanea deles, é claro. Porque a
qualificagdo era muito mais relativa que as anteriores haviam sido. E
assim, esta Idade Contemporanea, hoje também ja velha de dois sé-
culos, dificilmente o pode ser também de nds e para nds, a tantos anos
de vista. Porém ndo pode negar-se que, convencionalmente,
corresponde a um periodo novo, em qualquer caso diferente, na vida
dos Homens. De resto, o euro-centrismo dos critérios usados para di-
vidir a Histéria explica a escolha dos marcos divisérios para cada era.
E o galo-centrismo, particularmente, O do ultimo desses marcos.

Embora. A abertura do Contempordneo, tema para 0s trabalhos
deste Coléquio no que toca as ilhas do Atlantico, incide nos séculos
XVIII e XIX, aquele periodo realmente comecado por transformagoes
tecnolégicas e suas considerdveis repercussdes sécio-politicas. Além
disso, como vai ver-se, é o periodo em que a Europa, onde se fez a
civilizagio presente, comega a deixar de ser o que antes fora: o agente
das mudancas trazidas ao mundo.

2. Este Contemporéneo de dois séculos comegou efectivamen-
te a desenhar-se com uma revoluggo. E, antes € mais que social, com
uma revolucdo tecnolégica. A outra revolugdo, a das ideias, essa vi-
nha detras, da ciéncia experimental e das liberdades do pensamento
renascentista ainda quando espartilhadas por um absolutismo politi-
co que chegou a instrumentalizar a prépria disciplina das igrejas.

O Coléquio que agora iniciamos é, portanto, sobre o papel das
Ilhas do Atléntico na abertura do Contemporaneo — desse mesmo
Contemporaneo que, em boa verdade, nem é dos nossos dias nem
realmente comecou com a revolugdo francesa.

Porqué, pois, as Ilhas? E, mais precisamente, porqué o
Atlantico?

E que as anteriores idades, na visdo dos historiadores que as
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qualificaram, viam mesmo a Europa como o nicleo da (Gnica?) ci-
vilizagdo. Olhada mais de perto, de facto algo nela parecia caminhar
do Levante para o Poente, assim como que contrariando a rotacdo da
terra... Mas a referéncia era sempre o Mediterraneo e, crescentemente,
as terras a seu norte. Mesmo quando, quebrada pelos Descobrimen-
tos, essa antiga perspectiva se abriu ao resto do mundo.

Abriu, decerto, e de que maneira. E no entanto o sujeito activo
do processo histérico continuava a ser europeu. Mesmo quando alcan-
¢ava o Oriente por mar, mesmo quando dava a volta 3 Terra, mesmo
quando encontrava essa Quarta Parte nova depois chamada de as
Américas. Ainda entdo a pequena Europa, ousada, conflitual e con-
quistadora, permanecia o centro desse mundo em que os continentes
surgiam e os mares se agigantavam enquanto as distincias ficavam
mensuraveis e afinal mais curtas do que nos tempos do mistério. O
Império Otomano, por mais asiatico que se tornasse, desejava a Eu-
ropa como dominio e, em qualquer caso, olhava-a como referéncia.
A Russia de Pedro, o Grande, estendida embora até Vladivostok e ao
Mar de Bering, mais tarde mesmo as costas ocidentais americanas,
continuava a ter a Europa como guia. A falta de melhor, a chamada
Janela do czar Pedro I deitava para o Biltico e o seu palacio de Ve-
rao acabava num jardim com balcdo aberto sobre o Golfo da
Finlandia...

Ora uma das coisas que aparecem de novo no século XVIII,
mesmo para além das descobertas técnicas que abrem caminho 2 revo-
lugdo industrial, é o inicio de uma mudanga do centro de gravidade
do préprio mundo. Na América do Norte se travou, sendao o mais
duro, decerto o que viria a revelar-se mais frutuoso em termos
territoriais — da chamada Guerra dos Sete Anos. As novas poténcias
que acediam a idade industrial e tinham alguma tradicdo maritima
procuravam, ji entdo e quase obsessivamente, projectar-se além-
-Atléantico. Os dois paises ibéricos haviam iniciado a exploracdo das
riquezas nesse novo mundo, fosse pela rapina, fosse pela agricultura,
logo com a transformagdo do que ela produzia, como aconteceu com
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o acicar. Pela agricultura principiaram também os colonos ingleses do
século XVIL Antes ainda, aparecera a prata, primeiro no México, de-
pois no Alto Peru. Com ela financiou a Espanha a longa e penosa
Guerra dos Trinta Anos. E muita dela passou pelo porto desta nossa
pequena cidade, dando causa a construcdo da enorme fortaleza filipina
que Ihe coroa o horizonte. No século XVIII, o Brasil, que comecara
como mera escala no caminho da fndia, depois como coldnia
acucareira, ia revelando as riquezas € a dimensdo do seu interior. As
capitanias costeiras do tempo de D. Jodo III cediam o passo a uma
penetracdo que ultrapassava em muito a linha ocidental de
Tordesilhas. E era o oiro que, descoberto desde 1690 e explorado nas
décadas seguintes, desviou o centro econémico do Brasil para o sul,
e a capital, de Salvador da Bafa para o Rio de Janeiro (1763). Este
esforco de penetragdo criou conflitos com as colénias de Espanha,
ecoando com crescente e maior violéncia os que surgiam do lado eu-
ropeu do Atlantico.

II - UMA IDADE TRANSATLANTICA

3. A Franga iniciara uma presenga significativa nos espagos que,
na América do Norte e entre o Mississipi ¢ as Rochosas, se estendiam
até 20 Golfo do México. Reconhecido pelos espanhois desde 1519,
este territério foi ocupado por La Salle em 1682, reinando Luis X1V,
donde o seu nome de Luisiana. Cedido depois a Espanha em 1762,
passando de novo a Franca em 1801, acabaria vendido aos Estados
Unidos da América por 15 milhdes de dolares dois anos volvidos.
Mas ndo sem que, antes, se houvesse tentado a sua rentabilizacdo a
partir da Europa... O escocés John Law fundara em 1717 a Compa-
nhia das Indias Ocidentais justamente para exploragao da Luisiana.
Esta primeira experiéncia capitalista transatlantica apostava, natural-
mente, nas potencialidades dos enormes espagos que pareciam abrir-
-se, do outro lado do oceano, ao dinamismo e 3 iniciativa do que hoje
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se chamariam os agentes econémicos. A iniciativa de Law arrastou
entusiastas, deu azo a grande especulagdo mas terminou com a ban-
carrota sucedida em 1720.

Menos de quatro décadas volvidas comegava a Guerra dos Sete
Anos (1756-63). Comecava de maneira tipicamente europeia-conti-
nental, com a invasdo da Silésia pelos prussianos. A proposta do Pac-
to de Familia ligando as casas reais onde havia Bourbons, Portugal
nao aderiu por razdes que tinham a ver com a ligacdo a Inglaterra —
€ com as implicagdes maritimas em geral e as transatlanticas em par-
ticular. O Brasil, claro... Houve, efectivamente, uma invasdo franco-
-espanhola do territério portugués. Mas as lutas, se ndo maiores, de-
certo de maior consequéncia — em aquisi¢es territoriais e efeitos fi-
turos — aconteceram nas Américas. Foi entdo que a Franga perdeu o
Canad4, a ilha de Cabo Bretio e algumas Antilhas, enquanto a
Espanha ficava sem a Florida. A Inglaterra aumentava substancial-
mente a sua presenga na América, reconhecida pelo Tratado de Paris
de 1763. Este éxito viria a ter um prego, também transatlantico e com
repercussdes bem maiores, logo na década seguinte.

4. As ilhas do Atlantico sdo muitas e nem todas pequenas, iso-
ladas ou dispersas como s vezes parece pensar-se naquelas que a isso
se limitam.... Ilha, todavia, é a Gronelindia, ilhas sio a Islandia, a Ir-
landa, a Gra-Bretanha... Ora foi justamente nesta grande ilha do Atlan-
tico que teve inicio a revolugdo industrial. Comegada pela indistria
téxtil, com mdquinas accionadas por moinhos de dgua, ganharia de-
cisivo impulso com o uso crescente da maquina a vapor. Circunstin-
cias naturais (rios navegaveis e de caudal regular, depois o carvio e
metais para a inddstria pesada), sociais (libertagdo dos servos e afas-
tamento dos campos de batalha europeus) e geopoliticas (abertura ao
mar e poder naval desenvolvido sobretudo a partir do Acto de Nave-
gacdo de Cromwell, em 1651) fizeram da Gri-Bretanha a iniciadora
e, durante bastante tempo, a forca condutora da revolucdo industrial.

No 3.° quartel do século XVIII estavam definidos os tragos da
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primeira economia global. E esta comegava justamente por ser tran-
satlintica. As Américas iam ja recebendo migragao de europeus e,
para as suas plantagoes tropicais, importavam escravos da costa afri-
cana a um ritmo tal que viria a suscitar reacgoes no século seguinte.
Desde que os colonos vindos da Europa se fixaram nas Américas,
foram cerca de 15 milhOes os escravos negros levados para 0 novo
continente. E destes, tanto como 2 milhdes ¢ 300 mil s6 nos ultimos
30 anos do século XVIIL. Os produtos americanos tinham mercado
crescente na Europa. A revolugao industrial, nascida embora numa
ilha do Atlantico, essa ndo atravessara logo o Oceano. Mas projectar-
_se-ia do outro lado com o desdobrar da época, até assentar ai as ba-
ses para o que, no futuro, se afirmaria como o maior poder econdémico
dos nossos dias.

5. O Contemporéneo comegava também com revoltas sociais €
politicas. E a mais importante de todas elas foi a das coldnias ingle-
sas da América de 1775, que conduziu a declaragao da independén-
cia dos Estados Unidos no ano seguinte, 0 mesmo em que Adam
Smith dava 2 estampa a sua Rigueza das Nagoes. A emancipag@o nor-
te-americana, ancorada na ideologia liberal, tivera como causa proxi-
ma a reacgdo contra os tributos destinados a cobrir os custos daque-
la guerra dos Sete Anos, cujas implicagdes no Novo Continente au-
tenticamente lhe haviam redesenhado o mapa ¢ as fronteiras. Acon-
teceu entdo a recusa de pagar o imposto do selo (1765), substituido
por direitos sobre o cha, o papel e os vidros, tudo ainda importado
da metrépole britanica. Dai o Boston Tea Party de 1773, o congres-
so de Filadélfia e a independéncia da Virginia, seguida da declaragao
da independéncia das colonias como um todo, em 1776.

Era uma rebelido de colonos. Colonos brancos € europeus de
origem. Seguida com atencdo na Ibero-América, apenas seria contu-
do af secundada por revoltas independentistas eficazes — também de
brancos ou crioulos, em qualquer caso de grupos dominantes — no pri-
meiro quartel do século XIX. Houve para isso factores proprios. Um,
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a propria mentalidade dos colonos de raiz ibérica. Outro, um elemento
moderador externo.

. Esse elemento moderador dos novos movimentos independen-
tistas americanos seria precisamente uma outra rebelido diferente em
lermos sociais: a revolta dos escravos em §. Domingos havida em
1792. Esta — afinal a segunda revolugdo americana — assentava em
principios menos utilitarios e mais humanitarios, como eram os pro-
clamados pela revolugio francesa Ja entdo em pleno curso. Nio apre-
sentou assim, como nos Estados Unidos, a caracteristica de uma re-
volugdo de élites. A revolta dos escravos conduziria a independéncia
do Haiti em 1804, mas constituiu um factor retardador para as das co-
16nias espanholas e, mais ainda, para a do Brasil.

Esta dualidade revoluciondria verificada ao longo das orlas
orientais do Atlantico prefigura afinal muito do que Iria acontecer, tan-
to imediatamente depois como até aos nossos dias. Porventura pela
primeira vez a realidade transatlantica afirmava-se na histéria do mun-
do, mostrando-se determinante quer nas solu¢des quer também nas
contradi¢bes. Porque as revoltas independentistas mostravam ja as
duas faces de uma realidade social, conflituante e que de maneira ne-
nhuma se ficaria por ali.

6. Presentes nas Caraibas desde o tempo da grande pirataria —
concretamente em Antigua desde 1632, em Barbados desde 1655, nas
Bahamas desde 1717 - os ingleses eram senhores da Jamaica em
1670 e fizeram desta ilha um dos maiores mercados mundiais de es-
cravos. A mesma motivacio inicial — a de interceptar as frotas
rumando a Peninsula Ibérica — explica a presenga de franceses e dos
holandeses nas Antilhas, ocupando posi¢des insulares pobres mas es-
tratégicas que ainda subsistem. E ainda a presenga dos mesmos nas
Guianas, mas estas sobretudo por haverem falhado as tentativas de
uns e outros para se instalarem no Brasil,

Entretanto, perdidas que estavam as coldénias da América do
Norte, a Gra-Bretanha, Jé langada numa diniamica de poténcia indus-
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trial em busca de mercados, voltava-se sem demora para a Ibero-
-América. A intervengdo britdnica nas guerras napoleonicas traduzi-
ra-se em afirmagdes notdveis de poder naval e com grande incid€n-
cia atlantica — o bloqueio continental, a ocupagao da Madeira, as vi-
térias no Cabo de Sdo Vicente, em Copenhague, em Trafalgar. Na sua
esteira se situa a penetragdo econdmica nas antigas possessoes de
Espanha que iam acedendo a independéncia. Foi ainda neste contex-
to que também se apossaram de Ascensio, em 1815, e das Falkland
em 1832. Nessa altura os ingleses eram também uma forte presenga
no Brasil, a cujos portos haviam conseguido livre acesso desde que
a corte portuguesa fora para o Rio de Janeiro em 1807. E isto ao mes-
mo tempo que dominavam, por arrastamento das guerras napoleé-
nicas, o continente portugués ¢ tomavam posi¢des econdmicas em
Espanha, desde as Asturias € 0 Pais Basco até a Andaluzia. E olha-
vam as ilhas atlanticas como pontos estratégicos para o seu projecto
imperial.

Coincidente no tempo com estes Sucessos, foi ainda o lado ame-
ricano do Atlantico que afinal assegurou a efectiva implantagao do libe-
ralismo politico em Portugal. A revolugao liberal de 1820 ficaraem fran-
galhos com a restauragao, dita legitimista, do infante D. Miguel. Seu ir-
mio, D. Pedro de Braganga tinha deixado o Brasil.cuja independéncia
fizera — ndo como republica, }pas como um ir?ﬁj’erio, porventura na
prefiguragdo do que viriaasera maior poténcia da América do Sul. Vi-
nha exilado, mas determinado a fazer triunfar o sistema constitucional
no territério portugués. Restava-lhe, em Portugal, esta nossa pequena
ilha, Gnica base liberal subsistente desde 1828 face as perseguigdes
miguelistas e & debandada geral dos revolucionérios havida no resto do
pafs. Para aqui veio pois D. Pedro, viajando a bordo da novidade que era
entdo um navio a vapor. Chamava-se Superb. A Terceira, logo o resto dos
Acores, ser-lhe-iam a indispensavel base para a conquista pretendida e
consumada dois anos depois. E com isso estas ilhas atlanticas desempe-
nharam também o seu papel, verdadeiramente impar, na criacdo do Con-
temporéaneo em Portugal.
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7. O século XIX veria o apogeu do império britanico e também
o inicio da sua decadéncia. A relacio Europa-América intensificava-
-S¢ através do Atlantico com a navegacio a vapor, o incremento do
comércio, a migragdo europeia e as comunicagdes por cabo subma-
rino. A Guerra da Secessdo, primeiro conflito bélico dos tempos mo-
dernos, consolidou a unido norte-americana. Surgiram novas armas
em terra € mar, abriu-se o passo a exploragdo do petréleo e a expan-
sdo no sentido da costa oeste. Uma tendencial superioridade tecno-
16gica, nascida de medidas educativas que, entdo legisladas, rapida-
mente se implementavam a nivel nacional, ¢ de uma auténtica corrida
as invengdes existia jd a par com uma imigragdo macica da Europa
pobre que atravessava o oceano em busca de vida melhor. E o novo
pais recebi-a, com exigéncias sanitdrias e certezas de trabalho duro,
€ certo, mas na nogio de que o capital humano € grande a base do
progresso. A Guerra de Cuba — com tomadas de posi¢do ainda em ter-
ritérios insulares — afirmaria o novo poder hegeménico que se dese-
nhava no fim do século XIX e se estendia Ja também para o Pacifico.
Sintomaticamente, até o falhango europeu na abertura do canal do
Panamd — a ligagdo entre os dois grandes mares — apenas seria suprido
por iniciativa e efectiva intervencio norte-americana.

IIT - UMA REALIZACAO DA UTOPIA?

8. Conquanto os projectos de sociedades perfeitas remontem 2
Antiguidade e a Utopia, ilha da completa harmonia, seja uma criacio
literdria de Thomas More, nido h4 ddvidas de que o Novo Mundo
atraiu também, a par dos que nele procuravam riquezas ou fazer cris-
tandade, os profetas e os agentes de solugBes sociais utdpicas. E acres-
centariamos, com Igor Chafarevitch, que entre os primeiros deles es-
tiveram os Jesuitas nas suas reducdes do Paraguai, desde o século
XVII estendidas dos Andes até praticamente ao Rio da Prata. Socie-
dades organizadas e disciplinadas por aqueles missiondrios atentos e
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sensiveis a cultura dos povos que queriam trazer a0 rebanho cristdo,
as redugdes jesuitas promoveram efectivamente os guaranis (em um
nimero da ordem dos 200000) fixando-os a terra, ensinando-lhes pro-
fissdes, mas mantendo-os sob uma apertada disciplina que, sendo so-
cial era, principalmente, espiritual e que, de alguma maneira, os infan-
tilizou. A propor¢do dos padres para a populagdo india ndo seria de
mais que um para mil. O sistema assim criado e ferreamente manti-
do viria a ser dramaticamente desfeito entre 1767 ¢ 1773 por inter-
vengdes externas, que foram de Espanha, de Portugal e do préprio
papa. O residuo politico desta tentativa falhada ou, mais precisamente,
interrompida, € a repiblica do Paraguai, onde subsistiram até ao nosso
tempo tradigdes de governo autoritario e sufocador das liberdades.
Mas as reducdes paraguaias ndo foram caso {inico de experiénci-
as utépicas. Reformadores sociais do século XIX tentaram dar corpo, em
terras americanas, as suas teorias socializantes a que a Europa se mos-
trava avessa... Foi o caso do inglés Robert Owen (1771-1858) que, vi-
sitando os Estados Unidos da América em 1825, fundou no estado de
Indiana uma coldnia utopista, a New Harmony, que em breve redunda-
ria em fracasso. O francés Charles Fourier (1772- 1837), esse idealizara
um sistema comunitario baseado em grupos de 1600 pessoas — as
falanges — cada um habitando um enorme edificio com 400 hectares de
terreno para cultura anexos — o falanstério. A ideia de Fourier seria
introduzida também nos Estados Unidos por Albert Brisbane e, entre
1840 e 1850, concretizou-se na construgdo e activagao de 40 falanstérios.
Sé depois a iniciativa esmoreceu. Em outra perspectiva, esta religiosa,
assinale-se o caso dos Mormons, mas aqui numa auténtica (e eficaz) ver-
sio norte-americana do povo hebraico da Biblia, com a sua cidade per-
feita e destruida, Nauvoo, as persegui¢des sofridas (em parte por prati-
carem o chamado casamento plural) o seu profeta martir, Joseph Smith,
o seu Moisés, Brigham Young, € até um Exodo, que os levou a atraves-
sar o continente, a fundarem uma nova cidade no meio de um deserto,
Salt Lake City, e finalmente  criagdo do Estado do Utah, recebido na fe-
deracdo norte-americana e onde ainda hoje so o grupo dominante.
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9. Mas, se a utopia &, por definicdo, algo de irrealizdvel, talvez
estejamos a esquecer a principal delas, que correspondeu a um efec-
tivo projecto de sociedade diferente (até por deliberada contraposicdo)
das que se haviam deixado na Europa, e também das dos povos que
ja habitavam o Novo Mundo muitos séculos antes de os Europeus ali
haverem chegado. Esse projecto teve, porém, uma peculiaridade im-
portante. E que se concretizou mesmo ¢, a dois séculos de vista, pode
dizer-se afoitamente ndo haver falhado em suas linhas fundamentais.
Ele veio a chamar-se justamente — Estados Unidos da América.

Quando Alexis de Tocqueville visitou o novo pais que emergia
de duas guerras da independéncia, este ainda nem sequer consolidara
verdadeiramente a sua unido e estava longe de haver ocupado o ter-
ritério que presentemente abrange. Mas os olhos jovens daquele eu-
ropeu arguto ja ali encontraram coisas novas e notdveis que deixou
assinaladas e descritas no ano de 1840.

O que Tocqueville apontava no seu classico Democracia na
América era algo que pensadores europeus haviam sonhado, preconi-
zado mesmo, mas cuja realizacdo tardava ou se ficara pelo caminho:
o principio da efectiva soberania do povo, a descentralizagdo politi-
ca e administrativa, um equilibrio feito da vigilancia reciproca dos trés
poderes, uma religiosidade democratizada, a associagdo civica siste-
maética e actuante, um peso menor da burocracia e o relevo priorita-
riamente dado 2 educacdo de base. Era, no fundo, o primado de uma
sociedade civil activa e interventora.

S6 que estas caracteristicas, incipientes embora, estavam jad na
altura em efectiva concretizago. A utopia realizava-se, contradizendo
0 seu proprio conceito. Hoje, século e meio volvido, vemos que as
coisas observadas e descritas por Tocqueville se consolidaram — muj-
tas delas através de dsperas lutas, resisténcias e até injusticas — mas
continuam, com as referéncias do inicio, a fazer o seu caminho. Ca-
minho que transbordaria as fronteiras, se repercutiria na prépria Eu-
ropa e no resto das Américas. Caminho que havia de se estender, j4
no presente século, ao outro lado do mundo e is velhas civilizagbes
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do Extremo-Oriente. A utopia americana seria, assim, de alguma ma-
neira exportada. E comegara por sé-lo para o outro lado do mar, desse
mesmo Atlantico por onde os primeiros europeus ali haviam chega-
do, a maior parte deles. para comegarem uma vida nova de mais jus-
tica e maior liberdade.

E eis por que o Atlantico, a antiga estrada das descobertas
europeias, mar de piratas e cOrsarios, via dolorosa para 0s €sCravos
de Africa, acabou por se revelar como a porta do Contemporaneo:
quando a revolugao industrial — nascida em uma das suas ilhas — e
Jogo o peso de valores € de institui¢des finalmente desabrochados no
Jado ocidental das suas margens passaram a ser, como foram e ainda
hoje s@o, determinantes na Histéria do mundo.



Islands and Maritime Power

Geoffrey Till

Introduction

The maritime environment is a function of the interaction of many
elements. Some are dynamic and transitory like trade patterns, the
correlation of naval forces, shifts in political opinion on land and so
on, but others are more enduring. Amongst the most enduring are the
world’s basic geographic realities, the shape of coastlines, the nature
of access to the high seas, the availability of ports; such general
characteristics were well described by Mahan "

But Mahan had much to say specifically on the matter of the
significance of islands, most obviously for the United States, Hawaii
and the West Indies. A canal across Panama would transform the
Caribbean into one of the great shipping highways of the world, and
the islands of the area would be crucial to its control; the greatest
prize of all was Cuba. In 1891, Mahan urged his Government to
improve the US position in the region by buying St Thomas and St
John from Denmark, and to establish naval leases in Haiti and San

[1] Mahan, Alfred Thayer, The Influence of Sea Power Upon History 1660-1783 [Boston :
Litte, Brown, 1890] pp 25-57.
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Domingo. The Caribbean was a cluster of island fortresses [“the very
domain of sea power if ever region could be called s0”]®¥ by which
the canal and its shipping could be controlled, by means of their
dominance of the main sea lines of communication. These strategic
aspirations played a considerable part in bringing about the Spanish-
American war which in the end delivered many of Mahan’s
objectives.

In 1893, he argued with equal conviction and for the same sort of
reasons that the United States should regard itself as the natural
guardian of the increasingly vulnerable Hawaiian islands. Uniquely
situated astride some of the Pacific’s main trade routes, their
acquisition was to be regarded first as an advance defence for the
American coast, and second as a base for a move into the western
Pacific. As he put it:

Sea power consists, in the first place of a proper navy and a
proper fleet; but in order to sustain a navy we must have
suitable posts for naval stations, strong places where a navy can
be protected and refurnished.™

First Hawaii, and then the Philippines !

So then, what are the characteristics of islands 7 Why do they matter?
What, in fact, is an island? “A piece of land,” says the New Oxford
Shorter Dictionary unhelpfully, “completely surrounded by water.” At
one end of the scale, the term could embrace barren rocks like
Rockall, currently disputed between the Irish Republic and the UK.
At the other, it could apply to both those countries themselves.

[2] Quoted in Livezey, William E, Mahan on Sea Power [Norman : University of Oklahoma
Press, 1981] p126.
[3] Ibid, p 181
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It could apply to larger entities such as Australia, even to the whole
of the Eurasian land-mass which Halford Mackinder referred to as
“The World Island,” distinguishing it thereby from all the other more
maritime islands scattered around its periphery. Since some 75 per
cent of the world’s surface is sea, after all, all the land could be said
to come in the form of islands of various kinds, sizes and shapes. The
confusion is evident. Even Mahan thought Cuba “not so much an
island as a continent.” ® But common usage 1s much more restrictive
than this; it defines islands more narrowly, in terms of the many
characteristics that determine their role in maritime history.

The characteristics of islands

Surrounded by the Sea

“This precious stone set in a silver seq. "5

Islands are surrounded by the sea and have often become bases for
the use or ownership of local sea areas. Under the recently ratified UN
Convention on the Law of the Sea [UNCLOS], islands capable of
sustaining economic life have the same rights to a territorial sea, a
contiguous zone and an exclusive economic zone as does mainland
territory. The resultant extension in a state’s sea area can be quite
dramatic. The Pacific island of Kiribati for example now has a sea
area of some 3.5 million square kilometres even though its land area
is only some 690 square kilometres.

(4] Ibid, p 127
(5] William Shakespeare 1564-1616, Richard 11
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If the resources [oil, perhaps, or gas, or fish] of the sea areas in
question are of commercial value, then the ownership of islands can
be of very considerable economic, political and strategic significance.
Sovereignty and jurisdictional rights over islands becomes crucial to
the prosperity of nations, when established title confers rights over
intrinsically valuable parts of the world ocean.

The sea-bed in the Spratly, Paracel and Senkaku island areas of the
Western Pacific, for example, 18 thought likely to be rich in the oil,
gas and other sea-based minerals on which the burgeoning economies
of East Asia will increasingly depend. The American Crestone
company has long been exploring the area with the agreement of the
Chinese; other companies have also moved in as well, sparking real
tensions between Vietnam, China, Japan and other claimants to the
islands.

The areas around these islands are also rich fishing grounds, a fact
that may, in fact, prove to be of more commercial significance than
its mineral potential. Certainly the significance of islands for
commercial fishing should not be forgotten. Ownership of the South
Kuriles [disputed between Russia and Japan, for example, confers an
EEZ of some 100,000 square kilometres containing fish, invertebrates
and water plants with a market value of some $1 billion. Of Russia’s
total 6-7 million tons annual total fish catch, some 1¥2 million comes
from this region. With such commercial interests at stake, neither
disputant is likely to be particularly accommodating to the other.

Other examples of this can be found in the South Atlantic. Here it is
not only a question of the resources of the disputed sea areas
themselves [which in this case are fish, krill and their oil-bearing

[6] Zinberg Yakov and Drfte, Reinhard, “Chas and Russia and the Territorial Dispute with
Japan”, The Pacific Review Vol 6, No 3, 1993.




BOLETIM DO INSTITUTO HISTORICO DA ILHA TERCEIRA 29

potential] but also their implications for claims upon the continent of
Antarctica. Islands are the basis for most of the complex and
overlapping claims of Argentina, Chile, Britain, France, Australia and
New Zealand. For a while it seemed that were the claims of Chile and
the UK [based respectively on the Beagle islands, the Falklands and
the Falkland Island dependencies [namely South Georgia and the
South Sandwich Islands] to be pressed vigorously, Argentina would
be cut off from the south completely. At the other end of the scale,
Norway’s previous exploration work in the area and consequent
ownership of Bouvet island might confer title to 1.2 million square
miles, a great swathe of a continent almost as far away from Oslo as
it is possible to get. While all such claims are in abeyance and the
economic exploitation of Antarctica, the world’s last wilderness has
been frozen for 50 years it is hard to believe that a land area that
occupies some 10 per cent of the world’s surface does not contain
resources to tempt exploitation with the technology of the 21st
Century. Accordingly, all such claims remain, unresolved, on the table.

Remote From the main Sources of National Power

“Some secreted island, Heaven knows where!” 7

Historically, governments have always felt themselves to have fewer
security resources [money, soldiers, institutional infrastructure] than
their full security requires. For this reason, they tend to concentrate
on the security of the land area nearest home and their power to de-
termine the outcome of events on the periphery is greatly conditioned

[7] William Wordsworth (1770-1850) The Prelude.
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by the strategic realities and limitations of the situation at the centre.
Accordingly islands, which almost by definition are remote from the
centre, will tend to be neglected, left to their own devices,
economically under-developed, sparsely populated, indifferently
administered and often ambiguously owned.

Indeed, this is one of their main attractions to mainlanders. Going to
islands is the classic means of “getting away from it all.” In ancient
times the otherworldliness of islands sparked myths and mystery. The
legend of Atlantis is common throughout Europe but many individual
countries have their own home-spun alternatives; for the British it was
a mystic fascination for the lands of Lyonesse somewhere west of
Cornwall, for the druidical mysteries of Anglesey and so on. More
prosaically, Scotland’s Western Isles, the Orkneys and the Shetlands
have become a place of deliberate retreat for mainlanders
disenchanted with the pressures of modern life. Such feelings,
however, are not peculiar to the British but universal.

In practical terms, however, this remoteness sometimes makes islands
seem unowned and certainly vulnerable to seizure and possibly
development by entrepreneurial outsiders using the means of sea
power. Thus the British seizure of Hong Kong and Singapore, islands
largely ignored by the local mainlanders but which later came to
dominate regional economies; nor is this an exclusively European
activity. In quite the same style, the Omanis of the 19th Century first
conquered, then developed, the islands of Pemba, Kilwa and Zanzibar
as an entrepot for the whole of west Africa.

The island of Taiwan is another example. Once sparsely inhabited by
Malayo-Polynesian aborigines, it had little contact with mainland
China, except as an occasional place of refuge, even though it is
barely 130 kilometres away. As such it was ripe for seizure,and
exploitation by others. The Portuguese were first on the scene in
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1590; they called it Ilha Formosa [Beautiful Island] in tribute to the
virgin forests that then covered it. The Dutch followed in 1633, took
over completely and were ejected in their turn 30 years later. The
1sland remained tenuously part of a fading mainland China, always on
the margins of Imperial interest. The Americans thought about buying
it, but settled in the end for establishing trading posts there, as did
other Westerners. All this foreign interest encouraged the Chinese to
consolidate their rights over the island, but they lost it again in 1895,
this time to the Japanese, after the disasters of the Sino-Japanese war.
Japan held it for the next 50 years when they were dispossessed in
turn and the island was handed back to the Chinese, in the shape of
the Kuomintang. The ownership and status of the island of Taiwan of
course remains a major point of contention.

The point of all these examples is that maritime power was the means
by which such ambiguities in ownership were exploited by acquisitive
outsiders, and once acquired, they provided both a defence
commitment and a means of consolidating the power that had made
such acquisitions possible.

Self-Contained

PN . . (8]
An island entire of itself.

Islands can also become a mark of sovereignty, a matter of national
pride irrespective of any strategic or commercial interest they might
have. In 1804, the British seized a 600 feet high lump of basalt rock
just off the coast of Martinique, commissioned it as the sloop-of-war

[8] Dofin Donne 1571-1631, Devotions XV11.
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HMS Diamond Rock and used it to help impose a blockade of Fort
Royal. For Napoleon, this was an outrage; in a letter to Admiral
Villeneuve, he referred to it as “that symbol of British insolence on
the doorstep of Martinique” [ . and authorised a major expedition to
re-take it. Much the same kind of symbolism animated Argentina’s
General Galtieri in 1982. The Falklands conflict of 1982 was at least
partially set off by the desire of the Junta to find some popular and
emblematic cause that would offset the Ar%entine people’s growing
dissatisfaction with their own govemment.[ ]

National pride has also been very evident in the various current island
disputes of the Asia-Pacific. The popular dissent that led to the
Tiananmen square incident and the international reaction to it
. «..forced,” it is claimed, « the Chinese government to resort to
".pationalistic appeals as a major way of shoring up its legitimacy.”
Such sentiments may apply to the Vietnamese t00." Considerable
nationalistic fervour has also been demonstrated by the disputants over
the Senkaku islands, although often by non-official groups. In one
instance of this, some 20 Taiwanese Olympic athletes, inevitably
accompanied by some journalists, sought to plant a “holy torch” as
a way of asserting Chinese sovereignty. They were repelled by a
considerable show of force involving 11 Japanese Coastguard vessels,
two helicopters and a fighter aircraft.'? Nationalism is also clearly
at stake in the dispute between Japan and Russia over the South
Kuriles, and even more obviously in the various disputes between
China and Taiwan, and between Greece and Turkey in the Aegean.

[9] Quoted on Stuart, Vivian and Egglestone, George T, His Majesty’s Sleep of War Diamond
Rock [London : Robert Hale. 1978] p 109.

[10] Gamba Stonehouse, Virginia Gamba, Strategy in the Southern Oceans : A South American
View [London : Harvester, 1989] p 104.

[11] Chen Jie, "Human Rights : ASDANs New Importance to China”, The Pacific Review, Vol
6, No 3.

{12] “Specks on Ocean Spark Dispute”, The Sunday Times 28 October 1993.
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Perhaps one reason for the tendency to look at islands in this way is
that the geographic discreteness that is by definition a characteristic
of islands makes them peculiarly suitable as a means of displaying
nationalistic fervour in a limited and containable way. This was
plainly behind Sir Julian Corbett’s view that conflicts that centred on
maritime issues were more likely to be contained than those on land,
especially between territorial neighbours.!' A comparison between
the short, sharp, limited Falklands War of 1982, with the messy open-
ended Israeli intervention in the Lebanon which took place at the
same time, appears to support the notion that expressing nationalism
by action over islands may be somewhat safer than doing so on the
mainland!

But, in fact, the Falklands episode shows that the symbolism can go
horribly wrong - with effects that escalate far beyond what may have
been intended. In just the same way, it would be dangerous to assu-
me that the effects of such gestures as the Chinese missile firings of
1996 against Taiwan can always be accurately assessed in advance
and contained afterwards.

Strategically Worthwhile

In some cases, the control of islands may confer important strategic
benefits, in particular an enhanced capacity to control the activities of
other states in the area. At least in theory possessing nearby islands
would seem likely to make it easier to control, or at least supervise
the movement of nearby shipping. Archipelagic states like the
Philippines and Indonesia are able to exercise considerable authority

[13] Corbett, Sir Julian S Some Principles of Maritime Strategy [London ° Brassey’s, 1988]

pp 56-57.
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over the intermediate sea areas between their islands, including the
designation of shipping lanes. More ominously, Iran’s seizure of the
Tumb islands in 1971 seemed to confer an enhanced ability to super-
vise the movement of shipping through the Strait of Hormuz — at least
as far as some of her neighbours were concerned. The Falklands,
Ascension, Tristan da Cunha, the Pitcairn islands on the other hand
are simply too far away from the major shipping routes 10 matter,
from this point of view, except perhaps as an occasional refuge for
commerce raiders.

Leaving aside the question of why such states would wish to inter-
fere with shipping in this way, their ability to do so is dependent on
the position of the islands, and their size and facilities. Let us consider
the question of position first. The Spratlys’ proximity to the major
shipping routes through the South China Seas and its various
approaches to the Indian Ocean appears to make them very significant
in this regard. One of the reasons why the Japanese for example have
demonstrated nervousness over the Spratlys dispute is that although
they have renounced their own claims to the area, much of their
shipping passes through the South China Sea area and could be
vulnerable to deliberate or inadvertent interference. In fact, though
much of the Spratlys area is designated by mariners as “dangerous
ground” to be avoided wherever possible. The main shipping route in
fact lies some distance away.

The South Kurile islands could, in some scenarios, be even more
significant since they form part of a chain of islands that border the
Sea of Okhotsk a sea area second only to the Barents in importance
to the former Soviet Union because it was a vital operating area of
its ballistic missile firing submarines coming out of Petropavlovsk on
the Kamchatka peninsula. Moreover, the straits between the South
Kuriles and Japan was one of a chain of access points for the Soviet/
Russian Pacific Fleet out into the Pacific, or, for their enemies, into
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its base areas. The same goes for some of the islands disputed
between South Korea and Japan.

But, often, remote spots like Diego Garcia and Ascension can have
enormous significance as staging posts on the way to distant theatres
of operation. Diego Garcia has been vital to the conduct of recent
operations in the Gulf while Ascension was crucial to the conduct of
the Falkland campaign. Ascension unexpectedly found itself to be a
staging post for ships and aircraft en route to the operational area,
with its airbase providing facilities for Nimrod and Vulcan aircraft.
It facilitated the reorganisation, transfer and final stowage of the war
supplies of an RN Task Force that had departed the UK in extreme
haste. Widewawake airport lived up to its name, with 100 fixed wing
flights and 500 helicopter movements in and out, every day. It was
the scene of tremendous industry with the Royal Engineers laying a
3 mile pipeline across the island in 3 days. Ascension was also an
Important communications centre between the UK and the operational
area, it was the scene of last-minute conferences and facilitated the
monitoring of Argentine radio communications. Finally, it was of
considerable value as an exercise area, allowing troops to come ashore
after a long sea-passage and to join in intensive landing and other
exercises to sharpen up for impending conflict.

The strategic value of islands has often been recognised in unusual
ways. Indeed, not infrequently they been commissioned as warships
in their own right. HMS Diamond Rock has already been mentioned.
The island of Anholt in the Kattegat was another example in 1811.
Famously, the island of Malta was awarded the George Cross in
recognition of both its strategic importance to the conduct of the
Mediterranean campaign in the Second World War and of the bravery
of its inhabitants.

Paradoxically, their value is sometimes recognised in reverse as it
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were, by various attempts to decouple islands from their strategic
significance. The Spitzbergen archipelago for example, though
indisputably owned by Norway could be crucial to the conduct of
maritime operations in Europe’s northern waters and so the object of
considerable contention between local powers. For this reason, the
1919 treaty guarantees their permanent demilitarisation and the equit-
able distribution of their coal and other resources amongst the many
signatories. The Aland islands in the Baltic are another interesting
case. Largely inhabited by people of Swedish stock, but owned first
by Russia and now by Finland, they are seen to represent a serious
threat to the security of Stockholm. In recognition of their consider-
able potential for conflict, they have been guaranteed a high g]egree
of autonomy, cultural integrity, neutralised and demilitarised.

But, in truth, mere position on its own confers little strategic benefit
unless there are adequate facilities to go with it. The Dardanelles
experience in 1915 is instructive in this regard. The nearby islands of
Imbros, Lemnos, Lesbos and Samothrace were immediately useful to
the allies in their invasion of Turkey as fleet anchorages. But it was
only when airstrips, harbours, port facilities and military base areas
inland were constructed that their proximity to the battlefront was of
decisive advantage. In 1982, Ascension was of considerable value to
the British Falklands force as we have seen, but South Georgia [much
nearer the battle area] was as we have seen strategically irrelevant for
this reason. In the Gulf War, the ability to make use of facilities on
the mainland, much reduced the strategic significance of the area’s
many islands.

Few of the disputed islands in the Pacific have these kinds of facilities
_ largely in consequence of their remoteness. Area control often

{14] Rystad, Goran et al (Eds), In Quest of Trade and Security : The Baltic in Power Politics
1500-1990 Vol II pp51-106.
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depends heavily on air superiority. Interestingly, in the Paracels,
Woody island and in the Spratlys, Pagasa have airstrips maintained by
the Chinese and Philippines respectively. Both, though, are far too
small for modern high-performance aircraft like Mig 29s, Su 27s or
F-15s since these normally need runways of some 10,000 feet. Older
fighters like the Chinese J-6 [a Mig-19 derivative] could probably be
operated from the 7-8,000 feet runway on Woody island, if with some
difficulty. But the airstrips built on some of the Spratlys could handle
no more than small transport or patrol aircraft. These could, at a
pinch, be equipped with missiles for use against ships or other aircraft
but such aircraft would find it difficult to sustain air or surface
superiority in the region.

Thus, it would be extremely difficult for any of the contestants to
establish air superiority in an area as geographically remote as the
Spratlys [unless they invest heavily in aircraft carriers or in-flight
refuelling (IFR) facilities]. Some concern has been expressed at
China’s acquisition of Su 27s and Mig 29s from Russia and their
possible deployment to Hainan island, but without extensive IFR such
aircraft even though they could cover the Spratlys, would not be able
to linger for long enough to be decisive. Moreover, other countries of
the region [most obviously Vietnam] may be able to deploy as many,
or even more, modern fighter aircraft into the region.

Rather the same arguments can be made about naval facilities. Na-
val forces in any case have much more strategic mobility than air for-
ces do because they can take their supplies with them more easily. For
this reason, the clashes in the Paracels and Spratlys to date have been
fought by naval forces. Their range is dependent on ship size, and
their capacity for distant replenishment from supply ships. Although
none of the navies in question are, strong in this regard [though they
are certainly improving] they could sustain significant naval
operations in the Spratlys even without local support. To provide any
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significant extension to the range of their navies by the construction
of base facilities in the area, would seem to require much more space,
and much more financial investment by the disputants than seems
likely or sensible.

But there is a strategic disadvantage to seizing and maintaining such
islands too. Turning them into something that is strategically
beneficial requires huge infrastructure investments [harbours,
unloading and storage facilities, fuel depots, maintenance facilities,
garrison accommodation etc]. The British effort to improve the
defensibility of the Falklands after the campaign is a case in point. But
without such efforts, distant islands can easily become a hostage to
fortune if they are susceptible to a coup de main spoiling raid from
a nearby adversary. As the Japanese demonstrated in 1941, even large,
strong islands [such as Singapore] are vulnerable to surprise attack.
Less dramatically, a few mines unloaded into the sea around a
disputed island claimed and used by a competitor would be difficult
indeed to deal with. However, sometimes, disputed islands are seized
by an adversary; because the new occupant might reasonably
anticipate and guard against retaliation, the recapture of islands once
lost becomes an expensive and difficult operation as the British
discovered in 1982. Defending their offshore islands against the
mainland Chinese has been an onerous task for the Taiwanese for
many years. For all these reasons, the strategic benefits conferred by
islands [and especially small ones remote from a friendly mainland]
are often quite dubious, and the military commitments entailed
something that needs to be set against their economic or political
value. For this reason, states have often shown themselves reluctant
to take on such responsibilities, or to abandon them like Rattan in
1748 or Belle Isle in 1763 once the immediate need has passed.

Sometimes, conquerors hang on to captured islands despite the
manifest strategic disdavadvantages of doing so. Hitler thought that
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seizing the British Channel Islands was a psychological coup — to the
extent of accepting the need for expensive fortifications and a 40,000
strong garrison {which included the good quality 319th Division]. In
the event these assets were completely irrelevant to the outcome of
the Normandy campaign and the islands, strategically worthless, were
liberated long after its conclusion.

But even when islands do confer strategic benefits these may com-
pete with their commercial advantages. It is hard to see, for example,
how the putative oil/gas reserves in the South China Sea or the fishing
grounds of the Okhotsk could be fully developed in the atmosphere
of prospective threat needed to realise their strategic utility.

Securely separate

The separateness of islands has also led them often to be regarded as
a place of imprisonment for criminals [Devil’s Island, Alcatraz] or
political opponents [once the project to purchase one of the Azores
was abandoned, Napoleon on Elba and St Helena, Mandela on
Robbins Island] or, indeed as general areas for resettlement for
offenders and other undesirables [Australia]. Even Taiwan was once
considered as a possible penal colony. The only connection between
this and maritime power is that the discovery, maintenance and
support of such islands is usually a naval responsibility.

But there are other interesting linkages too. The “separateness” of
islands may make their owners hard for mainlanders to dominate or
attack. Napoleon’s frustration at the British capacity to sit in their little
group of offshore islands and defy his plans for Europe is well known:

Either our Government must destroy the English monarchy,
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or  must expect to be destroyed by the corruption and intrigue of
these active islanders ...Let us concentrate all our activity — upon the

. [15]
navy, and destroy England. That done, Europe is at  our feet

Hitler felt much the same and so, now, do the mainland Chinese when
confronting their Taiwanese cousins across the water.

Nor is this relatively increased invulnerability simply maritime. The
maritime and commercial powers of the Gulf, for example, have
consistently shown a special interest in the acquisition of the area’s
islands. Islands insulate [the word itself is significant] their occupants
from social and political upheaval and envious marauders on the
mainland. Accordingly, their relative security led even barren and
unpromising islands such as Hormuz and Qais to be transformed into
rich and prosperous centres of maritime power. It was just such
thinking that persuaded Sayyid Said to seize Zanzibar in 1828.

Intrinsically productive

Some islands have benefited from a favourable climate, or position,
or combination of the two and have themselves become a valuable
source of national wealth and therefore a focus for maritime rivalry.
The Spice islands of South East Asia are one example of this, the su-
gar islands of the Caribbean another. The riches derived from the
latter were immense. According to Bryan Edwards in 1794, the su-
gar islands were “the principal source of the national opulence and
maritime power of Britain.” Famously, they were regarded by the
British as of more significance than the American colonies.

[15] Quoted in Woodman, Richard, The Victory of Seapower : Winning the Napoleonic War
1806-1814 [London : Chathan Publishing, 1998] p186.
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Accordingly, they were bitterly contested between Spain, the
Netherlands, Britain and France. The island of St Lucia changed
hands between Britain and France no less than 14 times.

These islands were important both for the production of sugar and as
sea bases from which the enemy’s sugar trade could be attacked. This
explained the desperate French attempts to sustain their remaining
island and other holdings in the Caribbean, namely Guadeloupe,
Martinique, Guiana and San Domingo between 1807-1812. !

Implications For Maritime Power

If these are the characteristics of islands, what are their implications
for maritime power ? There seem to be three: they are in themselves
an element of maritime power; accordingly, they become the object
of dispute and conflict between maritime nations; they therefore
influence the role and shape of navies.

Islands as an Element of Maritime Power

From all the above, it is clear that islands may make a significant,
diverse and varying contribution to a nation’s maritime power. That
value is completely dependent, however, on the strategic context. the
issue here may be simply technological. Clearly the decline of Angra
do Heroismo and other ports in the Azores is largely attributable to
the arrival of steam propulsion, which robbed them of the value of
their position.

The variability of strategic value is also illustrated by Iceland and the
other islands of the North Atlantic. Before the First World War,

{16] Stuart, op cit p 135.
[17] Woodman, op cit pp 75-80.
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Iceland was remote, cut-off from the mainstream of European life and
rarely visited. Since Command of the Sea was enjoyed by the British
Royal Navy, there was no need to take a strategic interest in the place
during World War. Even just before the Second World War, it was
primarily seen as a place to indulge in “a genuine desire to escape for
a time to some place remote from the upheavals of a Europe rapidly
going mad.” U1 But in the early days of the Second World War the
strategic context dramatically changed, and propelled Iceland into the
front-line.

In the first place, the unexpected German seizure of the whole of the
French and Norwegian coastlines, greatly extended the range of its U-
boats. These turned out to be much more of a threat than most pre-
war analysts had expected. A degree of over-confidence about their
capacity to contain the U-boat threat had led the British rather to
neglect the quality of their anti-submarine escorts. These were few 1n
number, inadequately armed, and crucially, of limited endurance -
much too short-legged for effective operations across the Atlantic
ocean. The same was true of anti-submarine aircraft. Worse still, the
British loss of the ports of southern and south-western Ire]arllcll meant
that their convoys were starting from further back anyway . Many
of these deficiencies could be ameliorated by the seizure of Iceland,
which the British duly did, politely but firmly, on 10th May 1940.
Amongst their final incentives was the nightmare prospect of the
Germans getting there before them, as they had in Denmark and
Norway. Months before, in January 1940 the Director of the

Admiralty’s Plans division warned:

[18] Quoted : Bittner, Donald F The Lion and the White Falcon : Britain and Iceland : The
World War 11 Era [Hamden, Course : Archon Books 1983] p 8.

{19] For more discussion of this and related points, see Sloan, Geoffrey, The Geopolitics of
Anelo-Irish Relations in the Twentieth Century. {London: Leicester University press,1997] Pp 134-238.
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The strategic value that would accrue to us by the unrestricted
use of Icelandic harbours is so great that I consider the
possibility of obtaining immediate use of them should be
examined at once. Certainly upon any sign of German invasion
of Denmark, 1 thin?lg we should take immediate steps to secure
them for our use. ~

Although the German “Fall Tkarus” in fact was never a realistic
possibility, the strategic consequences would have been so appalling
that the British felt they had no choice but to get there first.

Subsequent events proved them right. Iceland did indeed prove to be
of enormous benefit as a staging post for aircraft on ASW patrol and
for convoys crossing the Atlantic on the northern route, or in transit
to or from northern Russia. The occupation of Iceland also facilitated
the maritime blockade of Germany.

All this seemed to confirm Klaus Haushofer’s view [as quoted by
Churchill, that “...whoever possesses Iceland holds a pistol pointed at
England, America and Canada.” " . While the strategic context may
have radically changed with the onset of the Cold War, the military
importance of Iceland did not. The prospect of possible conflict with
the Soviet Union alerted the Americans to the need to negotiate for
base facilities all around the Atlantic basin, in Iceland, Greenland, the
Azores, the Canaries, Dakar, Liberia, Morocco and Ascension island.
For both the Danes and the Icelanders, experience showed that studied
neutrality had proved an inadequate defence against other countries’
perceptions of their strategic value. Accepting the inevitable in 1946,
the Icelanders agreed to allow the Americans to stay on and in 1949
followed Denmark into NATO.

[20] Quoted ibid, p 33.
[217 Quoted ibid, p 1.



44 BOLETIM DO INSTITUTO HISTORICO DA ILHA TERCEIRA

The strategic role and importance of Iceland however varied as the
Cold War proceeded. In the early days, when NATQ’s concern was
to prevent a Soviet submarine and cruiser break-out nto the Atlantic,
Iceland was a blockade base, and a jumping off point for forward
maritime and air operations against the Soviet Northern and Baltic
fleets. But with the onset of Massive Retaliation in the 1950s, when
the salience of such conventional operations seemed so much reduced,
the strategic value of Iceland likewise declined. It reverted to being
a point of support for American and Canadian reinforcement shipping
coming across the Atlantic - just like last time in fact. With the arrival
and development of the alternative philosophy of Flexible Response
through the 1960s and 1970s Iceland and the other Atlantic islands
became steadily more important along with the perceived likelihood
of sustained conventional operations. In the final phases of the Cold
War, the era of “The Maritime Strategy” and Reagan’s 600 ship navy,
Iceland became a key part of NATO strategy once more, just as it was
in the late 1940s, 2(2)nly this time the maritime adversary was much
more formidable.

With the end of the Cold War, however, the strategic significance of
the island has once more declined as maritime strategists look to other
areas and other problems. The rise and fall of Iceland as a factor in
maritime power shows the extent to which the strategic significance
of islands is a function of the strategic environment, and, not least,
the relative salience of maritime power itself. Islands are always there;
whether they are strategically valuable or not depends partly on their
own attributes of position, size, facilities and so forth, and partly on
external circumstances. The dramatic and completely unexpected rise

[22] Eberle, Adm Sir James “Future Policy Options™ in Till Geoffrey (Ed), Britain and NATO
- Northern Flank {London : Macmillan 1988] pp 165-174 et seq. More generally, see Palmer Michael
A, Origins of the Maritime Strategy . American Naval Strategy in the First Postwar Decade [Washington
- Naval Historical Center, 1988} and Friedman, Norman : The U S Maritime Strategy [London : Janes,
1988].
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in the importance of Ascension tn 1982 shows how dangerous it could
be for planners to neglect the contribution that islands can make to
maritime power.

Islands as Objects of Dispute and Conflict.

For all these reasons, the sovereignty of islands has become a matter
of dispute in many parts of the world. In the South Atlantic, the
Falkland islands became in 1982 the focus of a war between Argen-
tina and the UK, and force has certainly been threatened between
Greece and Turkey over various islands in the Aegean, most recently,
Imak between Argentina and Chile over the islands of the Beagle
Channel. There are also a number of disputed islands in the Gulf and
Middle East [Abu Musa and the Tumb islands occupied by Iran since
1992 and 1971 respectively, the Hawar islands disputed between
Bahrain and Quatar, Bubiyan owned by Kuwait, disputed by Irak, the
Hanish islands claimed by Eritrea and Yemen and so forth, But
probably the main focus for concern at the moment is the great swathe
of islands in the Asia Pacific stretching from Singapore to the north
of Japan, the disputes over which are summarised in the
accompanying table.

Some Island Disputes

Islands Disputants
1. Padra Branca Islands Malaysia and Singapore
2. Sipadan and Ligatan Islands Malaysia and Indonesia
3. Louisa Reef Malaysia and Brunei

4. Spratlys and Paracels and China, Taiwan, Vietnam,
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South China Sea Philippines, Malaysia
and Brunei
5. Senkaku Islands Japan, China and Taiwan
6. Liancourt Rocks Japan and ROK
7. S Kuriles Japan and Russia
8. Dongsha/Pratas Taiwan and China
Penghu/Pescadores
Taiwan

Of these, the dispute over the Paracel and Spratly islands is the most
complex, apparently intractable and potentially dangerous since it
involves so many countries with over-lapping claims to a very large
area, and has already led to lethal clashes between two of the main
disputants. It seriously disrupts international relations in the region.
The Chinese-Taiwan dispute can also be seen as an island dispute, and
in terms certainly of consequence is one of the most worrying cause
of tension in the whole Asia-Pacific region. Although the table shows
that this region is perhaps the worst affected by the kind of disputes
over the ownership of islands that seem inseparable from their
perceived importance, it is in truth a global phenomenon.

Islands as an Influence on the Size, Shape and Function of Navies

“We shall defend our island, whatever the cost may be. n]

The discovery, sustainment and defence of island territories in both
peace and war is a major commitment for the world’s maritime for-

[23] Winston Churchill, Speech, 4 June 1940.
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ces. It mandates legal awareness of the significance of islands and the
impact that an unfolding Law of the Sea can have upon them.
Countries which take their island holdings for granted [as perhaps did
the British over the Falklands before 1982 and the Philippines did
over Mischief Reef in 1995] will find their claims threatened and
perhaps a need for an expensive and difficult re-possession operation.

If jurisdiction needs to be continually asserted to be effective, then
navies with island territories to defend will need sufficient numbers
of ships, with the range, endurance and sea-keeping capacity necessary
for the task. If the islands are far away, they will also need to be able
to sustain a distant garrison. In all probability the task will require
significant investment in maritime airpower, and perhaps land forces,
too. The more, the bigger and the further away the islands are, the
greater the potential commitment required to sustain them, if they are
threatened. It is therefore no surprise to see that at least until the
recent currency crisis in the area all the navies of the Asia-Pacific are
expanding those aspects of their defence forces that seem most
appropriate to the defence of island and other sea territories that now
seem so much more important than they were. The lessons of the
Mischief Reef affair have been driven home.

They have been reinforced by those of the Falklands campaign, and
more remotely perhaps of the Second World War. Re-taking lost
islands is an expensive and difficult business, requiring a real
amphibious capacity and the ability to conduct forward operations in
a hostile environment.

Conclusions

The conclusion to this chapter is quite short and simple: from the
perspective of maritime power, islands matter - they always have and
they probably always will.






A Armada (e as Ilhas) na formacao
do Portugal Contemporineo

Antonio José Telo

O grande problema da Histéria Naval contemporinea em termos
nacionais € a falta de um aparelho conceptual de andlise adaptado a
realidade portuguesa. E esse o motivo por que se tende a considerar
este ramo da Hist6ria como menor, quase como um passatempo exer-
cido em circuito fechado para um publico pequeno, com um tom de
actividade saudosista dos séculos de ouro.

Ha uma tendéncia fatal para aplicar ao poder naval nacional os
conceitos desenvolvidos e vélidos para os grandes poderes, conceitos
que se prendem essencialmente com a forma e a fun¢do do controlo
ocednico em termos do poder global. O resultado destas tentativas,
como nao podia deixar de ser, € triste, pois fatalmente se verifica que
Portugal ndo tem um papel significativo na Epoca Contemporanea
(desde 1808 para cd) em termos do controlo activo dos oceanos do
mundo.

A conclusdo quase inevitdvel para os analistas mais distraidos
€ que o poder naval pouco interessa nos dois dltimos séculos da His-
toria Portuguesa. Ainda h4 pouco tempo um consagrado jornalista
portugués resumia muito bem esta ideia do “senso comum” ao dizer



