
Sanat Kritiği Ajans

t. 0123 456 78 90

f. 0123 456 78 91 e.

bilgi@sanatkritigi.com.tr

Kandilli Cad. No:123 Beykoz

sanatkritigi.com.tr

How The Concept of Freedom of Nav�gat�on Developed?

Freedom of nav�gat�on (FoN) at sea has been a cornerstone of the L�beral Internat�onal Order
s�nce World War II, promot�ng open and unrestr�cted sea l�nes of commun�cat�on (SLOCs). Hugo
Grot�us framed �t as human�ty's shared r�ght (res commun�s) to use the seas for trade and
mutual benef�t. For centur�es, FoN upheld the pr�nc�ple of open seas, largely free from
hegemon�c �nterference, unt�l Western not�ons of sea power began reshap�ng th�s dynam�c.
Alfred Thayer Mahan l�nked control of sea l�nes of commun�cat�on (SLOCs) to global hegemony,
transform�ng the seas' pol�t�cal structure as states sought to dom�nate chokepo�nts l�ke stra�ts
and canals. From the 1500s, FoN became t�ed to mar�t�me hegemony, serv�ng the �nterests of
dom�nant powers and the�r all�es. Th�s requ�red a hegemon to be both benevolent—fac�l�tat�ng
sea use and protect�ng al�gned states—and coerc�ve—project�ng power and restr�ct�ng r�vals.
Mar�t�me hegemony thus secured the seas under an agenda al�gned w�th �ts system, often
shap�ng FoN to f�t �ts �nfluence.

S�nce the 1500s, mar�t�me hegemony has evolved through the Span�sh, Dutch, Br�t�sh, and
Amer�can eras. In the 16th century, Spa�n's str�ct sea control prompted strateg�es l�ke guerre-
de-course—state-backed pr�vateer�ng to d�srupt hegemon�c trade routes—adopted by the
French �n the 18th century and later by the Germans unt�l 1945. The Br�t�sh, fac�ng French
challenges, redef�ned FoN as a c�v�c r�ght, culm�nat�ng �n the 1856 Par�s Declarat�on to
un�versal�ze �ts protect�on. Efforts cont�nued through the League of Nat�ons and W�lson�an
Pr�nc�ples, but FoN’s development and enforcement cons�stently rel�ed on the coerc�ve power
of the mar�t�me hegemon.

Res Commun�s: A Race to Secure the Future of the Freedom of 
Nav�gat�on at Seas �n Cr�ses

Freedom of Nav�gat�on (FoN) �s v�tal to global trade and secur�ty, form�ng the foundat�on

of the L�beral Internat�onal Order. Wh�le cod�f�ed under the Un�ted Nat�ons Convent�on on

the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), FoN faces grow�ng threats from grey tact�cs, blockades,

and d�sputed mar�t�me cla�ms. Th�s report exam�nes FoN's evolut�on, �ts vulnerab�l�t�es,

and case stud�es, such as Russ�a's blockade �n the Black Sea, Houth� d�srupt�ons �n the

Red Sea, and Ch�na's operat�ons �n the South Ch�na Sea. It concludes w�th pol�cy

recommendat�ons for mult�lateral cooperat�on and adapt�ve secur�ty strateg�es to

safeguard FoN am�d �ncreas�ng geopol�t�cal uncerta�nty.
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How Governance of Seas Changed w�th the UNCLOS?

In the post-WWII order, the U.S. assumed the role of protect�ng FoN, a comm�tment that had
drawn �t �nto two world wars. Under the U.S.-led L�beral Order, FoN was treated as almost
sacrosanct. Desp�te challenges l�ke the Tanker War and p�racy, the U.S. and �ts coal�t�on
safeguarded the seas. However, FoN underwent s�gn�f�cant changes, as Geoffrey T�ll noted, due
to factors l�ke the reduced role of nav�es w�th nuclear weapons, decolon�zat�on, pr�vat�zat�on of
mar�t�me log�st�cs, and new commun�cat�on and transport modes, such as a�rplanes and the
Internet. These sh�fts lessened global rel�ance on sea power and Western mar�t�me capab�l�t�es.
The s�gn�ng of UNCLOS marked a p�votal moment �n mar�t�me governance, �ntroduc�ng legal
frameworks that reshaped coastal control and Exclus�ve Econom�c Zones (EEZs). Art�cle 17
upheld the r�ght of �nnocent passage through terr�tor�al seas, re�nforc�ng FoN, wh�le Art�cle 56
granted coastal states pr�macy over econom�c and sc�ent�f�c act�v�t�es w�th�n EEZs, balanc�ng
sovere�gnty w�th FoN preservat�on. Wh�le UNCLOS �nst�tut�onal�zed FoN, �ts enforcement often
depended on coastal states, creat�ng grey areas �n �mplementat�on. The terr�tor�al�zat�on of
waters and EEZs has also enabled hybr�d and grey zone act�v�t�es, compl�cat�ng mar�t�me
dynam�cs. By curb�ng hegemon�c �nfluence and boost�ng coastal state control, UNCLOS has
�ntroduced a more uncerta�n era for FoN.

How Guerre-de-Course Returned w�th Presence versus Int�m�dat�on?

Follow�ng the Tanker War, the relevance of guerre-de-course d�m�n�shed. H�stor�cally used by
r�s�ng powers to challenge mar�t�me hegemons, the strategy faded by the 21st century.
Interdependence, econom�c growth, and trade now serve as key deterrents, d�scourag�ng great
powers from target�ng commerce. For example, Ch�na’s secur�ty pol�c�es emphas�ze open SLOCs
over such tact�cs. Douglas Pe�fer noted that blockades, once tools of weaker states aga�nst
stronger ones, have become �nstruments of hegemon�c powers, further underscor�ng th�s sh�ft.
The decl�ne of trad�t�onal guerre-de-course strateg�es stems from d�vers�f�ed transportat�on
methods and the challenges of susta�n�ng a naval presence. Dur�ng �ts 2022 �nvas�on of Ukra�ne,
Russ�a blockaded ports l�ke Odessa and Mykola�v and deployed sh�ps, �nclud�ng the cru�ser
Moskva, near Snake Island. However, pred�ctable operat�ons made the Moskva vulnerable,
lead�ng to �ts destruct�on by Ukra�n�an m�ss�les. Follow�ng losses, Russ�a reduced �ts presence,
l�fted the blockade, and accepted the Turk�sh-med�ated Black Sea Gra�n Deal. Th�s underscored
the d�ff�culty of enforc�ng blockades through d�rect presence. Nevertheless, guerre-de-course
has evolved �nto subtler forms, rely�ng on �nt�m�dat�on rather than prolonged naval deployments.

2 MURCIR Anal�z 23

 Yıl/ Year 2  Sayı/No 23 03.02.2025



Sanat Kritiği Ajans

t. 0123 456 78 90

f. 0123 456 78 91 e.

bilgi@sanatkritigi.com.tr

Kandilli Cad. No:123 Beykoz

sanatkritigi.com.tr

How Russ�a used Grey Guerre-de-Course?

After l�ft�ng �ts blockade on Ukra�ne, the Russ�an Navy adopted a grey zone strategy. Dur�ng
the Gra�n Deal, Russ�a used long-range str�kes to target c�v�l�an sh�ps and Ukra�n�an port
fac�l�t�es, deterr�ng sh�pp�ng compan�es from operat�ng �n Ukra�ne. In July 2023, Russ�a
w�thdrew from the deal, declar�ng all sh�ps bound for Ukra�ne host�le. Although these threats
were not fully executed and l�ved short, many sh�pp�ng compan�es avo�ded Ukra�ne, lead�ng to a
sharp decl�ne �n gra�n exports dur�ng the cr�t�cal 2023 harvest, as reported by the BBC. Ukra�ne
countered by creat�ng alternat�ve gra�n routes through NATO partners' waters and us�ng
mar�t�me unmanned surface veh�cles (MUSVs) to target the Russ�an Black Sea Fleet. Wh�le
Russ�a reduced �ts naval presence, �t �ntens�f�ed long-range str�kes on Ukra�n�an ports, a�m�ng
to pressure Ukra�ne �nto negot�at�ons on Russ�a’s terms and explo�t emerg�ng markets to
strengthen �ts pos�t�on.

How Houth�s and Iran use Grey Guerre-de-Course?

Iran and the Houth�s employed �nt�m�dator guerre-de-course tact�cs �n the Stra�t of Hormuz and
the Red Sea from 2020 to 2024. In late 2023 and 2024, after Israel� operat�ons �n Gaza, the
Houth�s launched a w�despread campa�gn us�ng long-range m�ss�les, MUSVs, and drones to
target c�v�l�an sh�ps. Wh�le they cla�med to target vessels l�nked to Israel, the�r attacks spanned
a broad range of ownersh�p, cargo, �nsurance and crew. These act�ons paralleled Iran�an
operat�ons �n the Stra�t of Hormuz, �nd�cat�ng a coord�nated mar�t�me campa�gn �n the M�ddle
East's cr�t�cal chokepo�nts. The escalat�ng threats led the U.S. and EU to form separate
mar�t�me coal�t�ons to protect sh�pp�ng. Desp�te U.S. and all�ed a�rstr�kes, Houth� attacks
pers�sted, deterr�ng c�v�l�an sh�pp�ng and �ncreas�ng log�st�cal and human costs. Accord�ng to
Lloyd’s Sh�pp�ng Company, the number of conta�ner sh�ps rerout�ng v�a the Cape of Good Hope
�ncreased from 40 to 130, underscor�ng the s�gn�f�cant r�sks guerre-de-course and mar�t�me
grey act�v�t�es—even w�thout naval presence—pose to the concept of FoN.

How Ch�na uses Grey Guerre-de-Course?

The As�a-Pac�f�c reg�on, hous�ng cr�t�cal global trade arter�es, faces �ncreas�ng tens�ons over
Freedom of Nav�gat�on (FoN). Ch�na, rely�ng heav�ly on global trade, has enhanced �ts naval
presence and coerc�ve capab�l�t�es, part�cularly through quarant�ne and blockade capab�l�t�es.
As a major player �n mar�t�me trade, sh�pbu�ld�ng, and �nsurance, Ch�na holds a strateg�c
advantage over the West, �ts reg�onal all�es, and Ta�wan. Ch�na cont�nues �ts art�f�c�al �sland
construct�on and �nt�m�dat�on campa�gn �n the South Ch�na Sea us�ng �ts Mar�t�me M�l�t�a and
Coast Guard. In �ts naval dr�lls a�med at Ta�wan, Ch�na has used fleet d�spers�ons, comb�ned
w�th the PLAN, A�r Force and Rocket Forces, to blockade Ta�wan and prevent U.S. and Japanese
support from reach�ng the �sland. Ch�na’s grow�ng naval partnersh�p w�th Russ�a, �nclud�ng jo�nt
dr�lls �n the F�rst Island Cha�n, �s a�med at creat�ng a shared area-den�al/ant�-access framework.
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Beyond convent�onal m�l�tary threats, Ch�na employs grey and hybr�d tact�cs w�th global reach.
Its deep t�es w�th the local and global sh�pp�ng �ndustry have ra�sed concerns, as ev�denced by
the October 2024 �nc�dent where a Ch�nese cargo sh�p damaged a submar�ne f�bre-opt�c
Internet cable l�nk�ng F�nland and Germany. Wh�le Ch�na d�sm�ssed the event as an acc�dent
and blocked cr�m�nal proceed�ngs, th�s �nc�dent underscores Ch�na's expand�ng grey
capab�l�t�es, w�th the Western response rema�n�ng largely constra�ned.

How to Protect Freedom of Nav�gat�on �n an Age of Geopol�t�cal Cr�s�s?

These developments show that Freedom of Nav�gat�on (FoN) �s �ncreas�ngly threatened, not
just by trad�t�onal guerre-de-course but through subtler methods. Legal changes, part�cularly
through UNCLOS, have re�nforced th�s trend. Desp�te these challenges, the seas rema�n v�tal
for global trade, w�th the sh�pp�ng serv�ng as the backbone of the global economy. As a result,
safeguard�ng FoN �s cr�t�cal, and there are several strateg�es to ensure �ts protect�on.

F�rstly, the legal amb�gu�t�es �n UNCLOS should be addressed through deterrent and b�nd�ng
measures, laws, and �nst�tut�ons. Internat�onal organ�zat�ons, states, and non-state actors must
recogn�ze the s�gn�f�cance of FoN. State groups and coal�t�ons should reach a consensus to
refra�n from us�ng guerre de course as a pol�t�cal tool. Secondly, �f th�s consensus fa�ls, the U.S.
and �ts all�es must cont�nue to uphold mar�t�me order �n cooperat�on w�th coastal and partner
nat�ons. Th�rdly, actors resort�ng to guerre-de-course or grey zone/hybr�d guerre-de-course
tact�cs should be �solated and prevented from ach�ev�ng pol�t�cal goals through such methods.
Once a state succeeds �n advanc�ng �ts �nterests through �nt�m�dat�on, protect�ng FoN becomes
more d�ff�cult. Fourthly, mar�t�me war and strategy educat�on should go beyond convent�onal
confl�cts and �nclude these grey act�v�t�es. Lastly, mult�nat�onal compan�es and mar�t�me
organ�zat�ons must collaborate w�th states and �nternat�onal �nst�tut�ons to ensure the safety
and well-be�ng of all mar�t�me seafarers, offshore workers, sh�ps, and the env�ronment.
The seas are a shared her�tage, and the�r use �s a common r�ght for all of human�ty. Desp�te
�ncreas�ng scrut�ny on th�s shared future, there rema�ns hope for a better and more �nclus�ve
governance of the seas that benef�ts the global commun�ty as a whole.
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