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By Land or by Sea
Continental Power, Maritime Power, 
and the Fight for a New World Order

S. C. M. PAINE

G reat-power competition once again defines international 
relations. But the exact contours of today’s contest remain 
the subject of debate. Some observers emphasize ideological 

precedents from the Cold War. Others focus on changing military bal-
ances. Still others highlight leaders and their choices. In truth, modern 
conflicts over the international system flow from a long-standing, if 
unrecognized, disagreement over the sources of power and prosper-
ity. The dispute originates from geography, and it has produced two 
antithetical global outlooks: one continental and the other maritime.

In the continental world, the currency of power is land. Most countries, 
by geography, inhabit a continental world with multiple neighbors. Such 
neighbors have, historically, been each other’s primary adversaries. Those 
with enough power to conquer others—continental hegemons such as 
China and Russia—believe the international system should be divided 
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among them into huge spheres of influence. They funnel resources into 
their militaries to protect boundaries, conquer and intimidate neighbors 
in wealth-destroying wars, and entrench authoritarian rule at home to 
prioritize military over civilian needs. The result is a vicious cycle. To 
justify their repression and retain the throne, despots require a big enemy 
and manufacture security threats that lead to more wars. 

By contrast, states with an oceanic moat have relative security from 
invasion. They can thus focus on compounding wealth rather than on 
fighting neighbors. These maritime states see money, not territory, 
as the source of power. They advance domestic prosperity through 
international commerce and through industry, minimizing the tradeo) 
between military and civilian needs. While continental hegemons grav-
itate toward finite-game, winner-take-all strategies that are ruinous 
to the defeated, those vested in the maritime order prefer the infinite 
game of wealth-compounding, mutually beneficial transactions. They 
view neighbors as trade partners, not enemies.

The maritime worldview goes back to the ancient Athenians, whose 
rimland empire depended on accruing wealth from coastal trade. Such 
states wish to treat the oceans as commons, so all can share them and 
safely trade. It is not a coincidence that Hugo Grotius, the founding 
father of international law, came from the Dutch Republic, a trading 
empire. And since World War II, commercially minded countries have 
developed regional and global institutions to facilitate trade, minimize 
transaction costs, and compound wealth. They have coordinated their 
coast guards and navies to eliminate piracy so that trade gets through. 
This has produced an evolving maritime, rules-based order with dozens 
of members that together enforce the regulations that protect them all. 

Today’s competition is just the latest iteration of the continental-
maritime conflict. Since World War II, the United States’ strategy has 
reflected its position as a maritime power. Because of its economic 
structure, the country has an interest in maintaining trade and com-
merce. And thanks to its geography and strength, it can hinder countries 
from undermining the sovereignty of other states. China, Iran, North 
Korea, and Russia, meanwhile, want to undermine the rules-based order 
because their leaders consider more liberal societies an existential threat 
to their rule and national security visions.

The United States can prevail in the second cold war, just as in the 
first, by hewing to the successful strategies of maritime power. But if 
it reverts to a continental paradigm—by erecting barriers, threatening 
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neighbors, and undermining global institutions—it is likely to fail. It 
may then be unable to recover.

TH( T,&C-! ./ T,%0(
The United Kingdom developed the modern maritime playbook for 
countering continental powers during the Napoleonic Wars. London 
became the world’s dominant power not by deploying its army to 
obliterate rivals but by growing rich from trade and industry while 
other European countries ruined each other militarily. All continental 
states had to maintain large armies either to conquer or to avoid being 
conquered. Often, they organized their economies around the needs of 
their army, not their merchants. But the United Kingdom, protected 
on every side by water and by its dominant navy, was less afraid of 
an invasion. It therefore did not need a large, expensive, potentially 
coup-generating ground force. It focused on compounding its wealth 
through commerce, relying on its navy to defend shipping lanes. 

Alone of all the great powers, the United Kingdom belonged to every suc-
cessive coalition fighting France. After the Royal Navy defeated Napoleon 
at Trafalgar, he turned to an economic strategy. He imposed a continent  -  
wide blockade on British commerce, known as the Continental Sys-
tem—a strategy that Napoleon described as la France avant tout (France 
first). But this blockade hurt the economies of France and its allies far 
more than it did the United Kingdom, which had maritime access to alter-
native markets across the planet. The blockade led Napoleon to launch 
his ruinous invasion of Russia, which continued trading with the British.

Rather than fighting Napoleon’s large military directly, the United 
Kingdom used its growing wealth to fund and arm Austria, Prussia, 
Russia, and numerous smaller states, which together pinned down the 
bulk of Napoleon’s forces on the main front in central or eastern Europe. 
The British then opened a peripheral theater on the Iberian Peninsula, 
what Napoleon called his “Spanish ulcer,” which had better sea than 
land access, so that attrition rates favored them. The cumulative casu-
alties from this and the main front ultimately overextended Napoleon, 
dooming his military when his adversaries simultaneously ganged up. 
Virtually every European country su)ered extensive war damage, but 
the British economy emerged unscathed. The same was true for the 
United States in both world wars. 

After the Napoleonic Wars, the Industrial Revolution introduced 
compounded economic growth. This tilted the playing field even more 
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in favor of maritime powers. Suddenly, it was far easier to accrue power 
from industry, commerce, and trade than from wealth-destroying wars. 
Doing so depended on the external lines of communication provided by 
the seas rather than the internal lines that continental powers, such as 
Napoleonic France, leveraged to defend and expand their empires. As 
a result, today, the world order is maritime in nature—even though few 
perceive it that way. Around half the world’s population lives by the sea, 
coastal areas create roughly two-thirds of global wealth, 90 percent of 
traded goods (measured by weight) arrive at their final destination via 
oceans, and submarine cables account for 99 percent of international 
communications tra1c. International bodies and treaties regulate trade. 
The seas connect everyone with everything. No one state can keep them 
open, but a coalition of coastal states can make them safe for transit.

This system has broadly benefited the world’s people. Trading rules 
have minimized bottlenecks, reducing costs. Safe, open seas facilitate eco-
nomic growth, raising living standards. People can travel, work, and invest 
abroad. Billionaires are the greatest beneficiaries of the maritime order 
because they have the most to lose to confiscation when the rules disap-
pear, and because their economic interests are global. Countries vested 
in the maritime order are far richer than those that seek to undermine 
it. Even those intending to overturn this system have benefited from it. 
China, for instance, became rich only after it joined the maritime order 
when the Cold War ended. The Iranian and Russian economies are a 
fraction of what they could be if they followed international law and built 
institutions to protect their citizens instead of their dictators.

 
C.N23(, %N0 C.44%$!(

In the continental world, power is a function of territory. Neighbors 
are dangerous. Since strong ones may invade, continental hegemons 
work to destabilize nearby countries. In modern times, they do so 
by deluging them with fake news to fuel internal resentments and 
regional disagreements. Weak neighbors also pose a threat, as terrorism 
and chaos can bleed over shared borders. To protect themselves and 
increase their power, continental states often invade and ingest their 
neighbors, eliminating potential threats by wiping them o) the map.

In their drive to increase in size and power, successful continental 
hegemons follow two rules: avoid two-front wars and neutralize great-
power neighbors. But the continental theory of security provides no 
counsel for when to stop expanding and yields no permanent alliances. 
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Neighbors understand that the hegemon promises long-term trouble. As 
a result, continentalists often find themselves overextended, alone, and, 
eventually, at risk of collapse. Both wars for territory and the destabili-
zation of neighbors swiftly destroy wealth.

Germany, for example, could have dominated the European conti-
nent economically during the twentieth century, given its more rapid 
economic growth rate relative to its neighbors. Instead, it fought two 
expansionist world wars. In both, it violated the rules for continental 
empire by fighting on multiple fronts against multiple great powers. 
The wars, far from cementing Germany’s dominance, delayed its rise 
by generations at a massive cost in both lives and wealth across Europe. 

Likewise, Japan prospered under a maritime trading order. Then, in 
the 1930s, it adopted a continental paradigm and seized a large empire 
on the Asian mainland. As with Germany, its quest initially yielded 
territory but produced multiple enemies and military and economic 
overextension that destroyed both Japan and those it invaded. Postwar 
Japan then returned to a maritime paradigm of working through inter-
national organizations and under international law. This produced 
the Japanese economic miracle, in which a ruined country quickly 
became one of the world’s richest. (Hong Kong, Singapore, South 
Korea, and Taiwan had Cold War economic miracles thanks to the 
maritime system, as well.)

Overextension was also central to the fall of the Soviet Union. That 
empire not only ingested Eastern Europe at the end of World War II; it 
imposed an economic model conducive to dictatorial rule but not to eco-
nomic growth. It then expanded this program to as much of the devel-
oping world as possible. Ultimately, the lethargic Soviet economy could 
not sustain Moscow’s imperial adventures and impracticable projects.

In World War I, every European power, including the United King-
dom, pursued continental strategies that required using massive armies 
to establish diverse empires with overlapping territory. Each state had 
di)erent primary adversaries and primary theaters, even within each 
alliance system. This produced a series of uncoordinated, parallel wars. 
The European powers, including the United Kingdom, also struggled 
because they allowed army o1cers to oversee the war e)ort with inad-
equate input from civilian leaders who had insights into the economic 
underpinnings of power. Army o1cers doubled down on stalemated 
o)ensives for months, wasting hundreds of thousands of young lives 
rather than owning up to the profligacy of their strategy.
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Arguably, no European country fully recovered from its World 
War I losses. The war destroyed the continental empires that had 
insisted on fighting it—Austria-Hungary, Germany, and Russia. 
Despite their victory, France and the United Kingdom were worse 
o) afterward. The United States emerged disgusted by European 
entanglements, paving the way for the original America Firsters, who 
enacted tari)s that deepened the Great Depression and set the stage 
for a world war rerun. By contrast, during the long peace between the 
Napoleonic Wars and World War I, Europe’s a5uence compounded. 
Likewise, when the United States followed the maritime paradigm 
to win World War II, unprecedented prosperity ensued. Unlike after 
World War I, Washington did not recede into isolationism. Instead, it 
assumed the mantle of leadership by helping partners rebuild and acting 
as the guarantor of an international system it created in cooperation 
with its postwar allies to preserve peace. These institutions succeeded 
in Europe until Russian President Vladimir Putin invaded Ukraine.

TH( 0.6! ./ 7%,
Most countries are geographically continental. They lack an oceanic 
moat completely insulating them from threats. Only the maritime rules-
based order o)ers such states full protection. Institutions and alliance 
systems integrate the diverse capabilities of the many to contain the 
threats from the few. They are the insurance program for the rules-
based order. They cannot eliminate dangers altogether, but if members 
coordinate to maximize their economic growth and constrain the con-
tinentalists, they can minimize risks.

But the world still has many committed continentalists. Putin has 
made it clear he intends to expand Russia’s borders. His initial objec-
tive is control over Ukraine, the hors d’oeuvre before the main course. 
“There’s an old rule that wherever a Russian soldier sets foot, that’s 
ours,” Putin said, laying out his menu. It features, at a minimum, central 
and eastern Europe, which Soviet troops occupied after World War II. 
His statement may also portend visions of power over Paris, which 
Russian troops reached at the end of the Napoleonic Wars. 

As during the first Cold War, Moscow wants to break apart the West 
both from without and from within. Ever since the Bolshevik Revolution, 
Russians have excelled at propaganda. They used it to successfully market 
communism around the world, costing many countries decades of growth. 
Now, Russia is using propaganda to spread the fiction that N%T. threatens 
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Russia rather than the reverse. (N%T. countries do not covet Moscow’s 
territory; they want Russia to deal with its domestic dystopian mess and 
become a constructive member of the international system.)

Social media has radically increased Russia’s ability to sow discord 
abroad, which it does by stoking hatred on both sides of divisive issues. 
Moscow has sought to transform the war in Ukraine into a wedge issue 
that divides the United States from Europe and di)erent European 
states from each other, weakening both N%T. and the (3. It helped 
promote Brexit, which has eroded the United Kingdom’s ties with the 
continent. It helped create massive migrant flows by supporting the 
dictator Bashar al-Assad’s forces during the Syrian civil war and now 
by destabilizing Africa, sending refugees pouring into Europe. These 
inflows have been profoundly destabilizing, facilitating the rise of the 
continent’s isolationist right.

Other continental powers also wish to overturn the present global 
order. North Korea wants control of the entire Korean Peninsula, elim-
inating South Korea. Iran’s primary theater is the Middle East, where 
Tehran seeks to extend its influence over Gaza, Iraq, Lebanon, and Syria. 

Then there is China. The country’s decision to integrate into the 
current world order in pursuit of wealth suggested that, despite its 
authoritarian government, it might be adopting a maritime outlook. It 
even built a large navy. But Beijing cannot reliably deploy that navy in 
wartime because of the narrow, shallow, island-cluttered, enclosed seas 
that surround its coasts. This makes it much like Germany, which built 
large navies it could not reliably use in either world war. The United 
Kingdom blockaded the narrow North Sea and Baltic Sea, eliminating 
Germany’s merchant tra1c and reducing its naval tra1c mainly to 
submarines. In World War II, Berlin required the long French and 
Norwegian coastlines for more reliable egress for its submarines, but 
that was still insu1cient for its navy, let alone its merchant marine. 
China is even more reliant on trade and imports than Germany was 
then, particularly energy and food. The economic bottlenecks from a 
shutdown of its oceanic trade would debilitate its economy.

As Ukraine has demonstrated with its sinking of Russian ships, drones 
can close narrow seas. China has 13 landward neighbors and seven sea-
ward neighbors, and no shortage of disagreements with them. With sub-
marines, shore artillery, drones, and planes, these neighbors can shut 
down China’s merchant tra1c and make its naval passage perilous. Many 
of its close coastal neighbors, by contrast, do not need to traverse the 
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South China Sea to reach the open ocean—Indonesia, Malaysia, the 
Philippines, and Thailand, as well as Taiwan, all have alternative coast-
lines on the open seas, making them di1cult to blockade. 

Like Russia, China retains a continental outlook. In addition to ter-
ritorial claims on Japan and the Philippines, and its threat to use force 
to take all of Taiwan, Beijing seeks territory from Bhutan, India, and 
Nepal. When Chinese citizens list their historic lands, they either name 
the Mongol Yuan dynasty, which extended all the way to Hungary, or 
the Manchu Qing empire, which encompassed the lands the Belt and 
Road Initiative is now peeling away from the Russian sphere of influence. 
The Chinese still have two names for themselves, either “the central 
kingdom” or the even more grandiose “all under Heaven”—a complete 
world order unto itself and all the lands it conquers.

Beijing, unlike Moscow, has not yet launched outright wars of aggres-
sion. But China is waging financial war with its predatory Belt and Road 
Initiative loans, which leave recipients massively indebted. It is conduct-
ing cyberwarfare, hacking into other countries’ critical infrastructure 
and stealing their secrets. It engages in resource warfare by limiting 
rare-earth mineral exports, ecological warfare by damming Southeast 
Asia’s Mekong River and South Asia’s Yarlung Tsangpo River, and drug 
warfare by flooding the United States with fentanyl. It has even dabbled 
in irregular warfare, with incursions into Indian territory that killed 
Indian soldiers. This is a continental recipe for overextension.

%8(,T&N6 C%T%!T,.$H(
To confront the continentalists, the United States and its allies do not 
need to reinvent the wheel. The strategy that won the previous Cold War 
remains equally serviceable today. It begins with a recognition that this 
struggle—like the last—will be protracted. Rather than attempting a rapid 
resolution, which could have triggered nuclear war, the victors in the first 
Cold War managed the conflict for several generations. The same advice 
applies today: the maritime powers must be patient and keep the current 
conflict cold. They should particularly avoid hot wars in theaters lacking 
adequate maritime access, in states surrounded by hostile countries likely 
to intervene, and in states where the local population is broadly unwilling 
to provide assistance. These characteristics applied to Afghanistan and 
Iraq, and help explain Washington’s unsuccessful conflicts there.

Instead of fighting hot wars, the United States and its partners 
should leverage the great strength of the maritime world against the 
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great weakness of the continentalists: their di)erent capacities to generate 
wealth. They should exclude continentalists from the benefits of the mar-
itime order by sanctioning them until they cease violating international 
law, put aside warfare, and embrace diplomacy. Unlike tari)s, which are 
taxes on imports to protect domestic producers, sanctions make targeted 
transactions illegal to penalize malign actors. Even porous sanctions, which 
shave growth rates by a percentage point or two, can produce devastating, 
long-term compounding e)ects—as a comparison of sanctioned North 
Korea and unsanctioned South Korea illustrates. Sanctions are a form of 
economic chemotherapy. They may not eliminate the tumor, but they 
will, at a minimum, slow its progress. They can be particularly e)ective 
at setting back technological development, as the Soviets experienced. 

Washington and its partners should accommodate states that are not 
revisionists. The victors in the last Cold War understood that alliances are 
additive. Partners bring new capabilities that can help overwhelm enemies. 
Institutions then mobilize expertise to provide services and prevent prob-
lems that can help member states combat the continentalists. The United 
States should thus strengthen and expand its network. It should focus on 
maintaining not just its own prosperity but also that of its partners, so 
they can gang up on the bullies. Alliance systems should also aid those 
beset by the continentalists, whose resistance weakens their enemies. Just 
as the West armed Moscow’s enemies until the Soviet Union withdrew 
from its war against Afghanistan, the West must now aid Ukraine for as 
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long as it takes. The longer the Ukraine conflict continues, the weaker 
Moscow will become, opening itself up to possible Chinese predation.

Should Russia’s current regime fall, the resulting succession struggle 
will force it to reduce its foreign commitments—as occurred with the 
Soviet Union during the Korean War, when Joseph Stalin’s death led to 
that conflict’s rapid conclusion. Should any of the continentalists cease 
coveting other countries’ territory and instead peacefully contribute to 
improving international laws and institutions, then the United States 
and its partners should welcome them into the rules-based order. But if 
these countries do not change, containment is the answer. Washington 
prevailed in its earlier showdown with Moscow not with a dramatic 
military victory but by prospering while the Soviet Union endured an 
economic decline of its own making. In the 1980s, while Soviets waited in 
line for basic goods, Americans took family vacations. The present U.S. 
objective should be to keep other democracies and partners prospering 
while weakening the continentalists. The latter powers may not go away 
any time soon, but if they cannot match the economic growth rates of 
those upholding the maritime order, the relative threat will shrink.

.7N 6.%4!
The stakes of the clash between the continental order and the mar-
itime, rules-based order have never been so high. There are many 
nuclear powers, and the United States is increasingly unwilling to act 
as the ultimate guarantor of the present global system by supporting 
allies and extending its nuclear umbrella. If the conflicts in Ukraine, 
across Africa, and between Israel and Iran expand and merge, a cat-
astrophic third world war might ensue. Unlike in the previous ones, 
everyone would be vulnerable to nuclear strikes and their toxic fallout.

The United States has already taken major steps to defeat its conti-
nental adversaries. It has imposed strict sanctions and export controls. 
It has funded and armed the countries facing down shared antagonists. 
But critics of the rules-based order are gathering strength. They see 
the system’s many imperfections but not its even more important ben-
efits—including the catastrophes the rules avert. The rules-based order 
benefits individuals, businesses, and governments not only by facilitat-
ing trade flows but also by deterring malign behavior. Unfortunately, 
people rarely appreciate a disaster averted. 

Today, even top U.S. o1cials are critical of the present order. Over 
the last year, Washington has gravitated toward a continental approach. 
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The United States will always have its natural moats—the Atlantic and 
the Pacific—to protect the mainland. But it also shares long borders 
with Canada and Mexico, and Washington is picking fights with both. 
It has berated numerous friendly democracies, levied tari)s on trading 
partners, and paralyzed international institutions that facilitate global 
economic growth by setting and enforcing the rules of the road. Mus-
ings from Washington about absorbing Canada, seizing Greenland from 
Denmark, and retaking the Panama Canal will, at a minimum, perma-
nently alter Canadian and European shopping choices and vacation 
plans. At worst, they will rupture Western alliances. 

Bad strategy could transform the United States from the essential 
power to the irrelevant power, as former partners form new alliances 
that exclude Washington. Such a shift would take time, but if it happens, 
the changes will be enduring. Europeans will grow stronger together, 
leaving the United States weaker and alone. In the worst-case scenario, 
Washington could become a shared primary adversary for China, Iran, 
North Korea, and Russia, with no allies left to help it. But even short 
of that, it may have to compete with Beijing on its own. If so, it may 
struggle to prevail. China has nearly three times as many people as 
does the United States and a much larger manufacturing base. It has 
nuclear weapons that can reach the American homeland, and might 
not have moral qualms about using them. The United States could also 
become less queasy about deploying its arsenal. If a state is about to lose 
a great-power conflict, after all, it may be incentivized to go nuclear, 
transforming a bilateral catastrophe into a global one. 

For Washington, a scenario that leaves it alone and defeated would 
be a tragic conclusion to the last 80 years. At the end of World War II, 
it had earned friends across the globe. But that moral capital, gained 
at great cost, is being squandered. Like Napoleon’s France avant tout, 
the recent reversion to America First is antagonizing allies everywhere. 
Undoubtedly, Washington’s enemies would relish seeing the United 
States brought low. 

Too many Americans have taken the benefits of the maritime order 
for granted and harped on its imperfections, frittering away their many 
geographic and historical advantages in the process. Like the oxygen 
around them, they will miss the global order should it disappear. As the 
Athenian leader Pericles lamented long ago on the eve of a succession 
of Athenian mistakes that permanently ended that city’s preeminence, 
“I am more afraid of our own blunders than of the enemy’s devices.” 9




