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Trafalgar and Tsushima: Relevancefor India

C Uday Bhaskar

The one-armed picture of Lord Nelson, perhaps the most celebrated and
eulogised of British seefarers, issynonymouswith thevictory at Trafadgar andthe
bicentennial celebrations of thisfamous sea battle began on June 28 with an
International Fleet Review inthe Solent off south England. Indiaapart, the 35
participating naviesincludethe French and Spanish navieswho were defeated by
Nelson’ssuperior skillsin that decisive battle on October 21, 1805.

2005isamaritimeyear of multipleimport. Apart from the bicentennial of
Trafagar, it aso marks the centennial of the 1905 Russo-Japan War that is
symbolised by the Tsushima Strait battle, which marked the emergence of Japan
asacrediblemilitary power. And lower down thetemporal scale, thisyear also
marksthe 60" anniversary of the end of Second World War and the maritime
dimension of that six-year sagahas many naval punctuationsthat straddlethe
Atlantic, the Pacific and the Indian Oceans.

Trafa gar, Tsushimaand thetransmutation of naval power inthe21st century
hasacertain resonancewith theemerging globd strategic systemic and thechoices
that Indiahasto makeat the national level and the concomitant extrapolation to
thelndian Navy. Thisaspect acquiresgreater saliencein therun-up tothe Prime
Minister’svisit to Washington in mid-July and the proposed scope of the India-
USmilitary relationship.

Itisatenet of security studiesthat great power status hasawaysmovedin
tandem with credible naval/maritime capability and that the British Empire—on
whichthesun never set —waspredicated onthe Roya Navy (RN) keeping control
of relevant oceanic areas and vital choke points. While popular perception
associatesthe RN with ‘ sodomy and rum’ —inreality, for over acentury, theRN
provided the muscleto ensurethat the globa mercantile dynamism of the period
wasfacilitated by asafeand low threat environment at sea. The non-state pirating,
plundering and davetrafficking that was rampant at thetimewas brought under
firm check —albeit with the appropriate real politik underpinning —and gradually
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a consensus emerged among the major powers about how good order at sea
would be maintained so that the burgeoning rhythms of trade, commerce and
coloniaism could be sustained.

Reviewing thelong cycleof history, naval historiansaver that theturn of the
21% century issmilar to that of the 18thin that the principal threat from sea, of the
anterior period was neutralised or disappeared. The current analogy isthat with
theend of the Cold War, mgor naviesnow havetore-tool andjudtify their platforms
and budgetary support to sceptical national treasury mandarins. Countrieslike
Indiadid not haveto worry about the ultimate nuclear Armageddon at sea, for in
the Cold War decadesthe primary maritimefocuswastheAtlantic-Peacific combine
wherenuclear submarinesand aircraft carrier battle groups stalked each other for
monthson end.

Theanoma ous Cold War isnow relegated to history and withit the probability
of mgjor naval battlesala Trafalgar and Tsushima. Themorelikely and visible
maritimethreat isof thelow intengty conflict-maritimeterrorism (LIC-MT) variant.
Eventheworld'smost powerful navy isnotimmuneto such threstsasthe October
2000 terrorist attack on USS Cole demonstrated. More recently, the 9/11
experienceinthe USand therelated WMD anxiety has heightened thesefears
and the exigency of non-state disruption of the global maritime mercantileand
energy rhythmsisthe dreaded worst-case scenario.

Thus, naviesrepresent thelower end of national strategic capability. But, yet
another tenet of internationd relationsisthat thereisadominant constituency in
thelong cycleof history wherein nationsthat havethe appropriate capability evolve
amatrix of strategic equipoise. Henceinthecolonia period, whilethe European
powers beginning with [ beria(Portuga and Spain) battled among themselves, a
consensuswasarrived at to consolidate European supremacy —till it wascha lenged
by the USat theturn of the 20" century.

Currently, the US|eadsthe pack of comprehensivenava capability —strategic
deterrent, trans-border ordnance delivery, multiple ocean survelllanceand sustained
presencewith troop-lift capability —and no other nation can aspiretothisprofilein
thenear future. Globa maritimestrategicfocusinitsspatial scopehasshifted from
the Cold War combine of theAtlantic-Pecific to the Pacific-Indian Ocean and the
relevant Asan naviesareyet to evolve an gppropriate multilatera framework. The
major credible naval powersintheAsian matrix are Japan, Chinaand Indiaand
whileTokyoisaready part of theUSmilitary alianceand Beijing isyet to assert
itsnava muscle, Delhi by virtueof itsexigtential characterigticsisthemost relevant
nava power intheIndian Ocean.
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For India, its nascent nuclear weapon capability and the modest but proven
nava profilerepresent two endsof the nationd strategic quiver anditisimperative
that they are husbanded with rectitude and perceived asbeing part of the global
strategic management grid. Consequently, thetacit acceptance of India’snuclear
status and aspirations by the US augurswell and hopefully thiswill befurther
cemented during the PM’sJduly visit. It isthe naval dimension that still lacksthe
appropriate politico-military underpinning and arecal of thehistorical trgectory is
indructive.

Thecorepartnership or dlianceof every long cycleof history, sncetheadvent
of thesail to nuclear propulsion hasbeenlargely naval/maritime. AsMode ski and
Thompson point out intheir authoritative survey Sea Power in Global Poalitics:
“The primary cases are the Portuguese- Spanish working arrangement for the
‘divison’ of theworld (1494) and subsequently, for controlling accesstoit through
coordinated naval patrol measuresfrom the 1520s onwards; the Anglo-Dutch
dlianceintwo globa wars, andfinaly theAnglo-American ‘ specid relaionship’
of the 20th century cemented in the Second World War.”

The global strategic systemic is currently in a state of flux and the US
predicamentin Irag, thetrans-Atlantictens on, intraEuropedissonance, thefootprint
of terrorismand China’'s* peaceful rise’ areall casein point. Indiahastoevolvea
calibrated approach in defining itsownrelevanceto thisturbulent systemicand it
meritsrepetitionthat linear extrapolationsfrom history areinvalid. However, itis
nobody’scasethat Indiabecomemilitarily * digned’ withthe USor confront China
inAsa

What isnecessary isthat India‘ dign’ itsstrategic military capabilitieswithits
inexorableand abiding nationd interests. Whilethenuclear determinant will continue
to be nettlesome—given the sensitivitiesthat other nationsstill harbour (assenior
US officialswho visited Delhi on the eve of the PM’s Washington visit have
indicated) —thenaval dimensionisadoableactivity a thelndiaUShbilaterd level.
Themilitary subatern of the Cold War isnolonger valid and Delhi will not forget
the purple proseinvective preferred by Nixon-Kissinger during 1971 that hasjust
cometo light aspart of therelease of archival material.

But theessenceof Trafalgar in 1805isnot so much Nelson'sdaring victory as
the astute manner in which amilitary advantage was converted into an abiding
facilitator of the British national interest. Japan misread thetealeavesin 1905 and
Indiawould do well to introspect over thisniche of salty history.
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