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Undersea Warfare (USW) is a wide-ranging topic that covers many subjects that are vital to the Nation’s maritime and 
defense strategies. The major parts of the overarching USW framework are Submarine Warfare, Antisubmarine 
Warfare, Subsea Warfare, and Mine Warfare. All areas are very technical and complex in nature requiring those who 
serve in them to be technically proficient as well as innovative and adaptive to meet ever-changing requirements. 
Technical competency and procedural compliance are the bedrock of the Submarine Warfare aspect of USW, 
especially nuclear submarining. Submarines today are vastly complex warships containing very advanced and 
dangerous technology that if not operated and maintained properly would present a danger to the crew and public. 
From day one of Nuclear Power School and the Basic Enlisted Submarine School every Submariner, nuclear-trained 
or otherwise, is drilled and re-drilled on the importance of procedural compliance. This has allowed the U.S. Navy’s 
nuclear submarines and surface ships to operate with a perfect safety record for over 60 years, an incredible 
achievement. However, today’s Submarine Force puts the majority of its emphasis on to-the-letter-procedural 
compliance. In doing so we have drifted away from the equally important other half of the equation–creativity and 
increased personal responsibility–that created the independent, innovative, war-winning Force that almost single 
handedly crippled the Imperial Japanese Navy’s merchant fleet. In order to retain our dominance in the Submarine 
Warfare arena as the rest of the world catches up in technology, and in order to ensure the Submarine Force is ready 
when it is called on for its Next Finest Hour, the Submarine Force must put a greater emphasis on boldness and 
innovation at all levels while maintaining its spotless engineering safety record. 
 
Some History 

Arguably, the most successful the United States Navy’s Submarine Force has ever been was during its Second 
World War operations against the Imperial Japanese Navy (IJN). The relatively small Submarine Force accounted for 
55 percent of all Japan’s merchant losses,
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 effectively strangling the island nation and playing a major role in the end 

of the war. This war-ending success against the IJN merchant fleet did not come quickly or without cost. The 
beginning of the war in the Pacific saw a peacetime Navy struggling to quickly and effectively come to a wartime 
footing. Many older commanders of submarines were overly cautious, nervous, and unwilling to take the calculated 
risks that would lead to success. For example, operating constantly submerged provided the submarines a way to 
remain safe and undetected, but made it impossible to catch up to the faster moving surface ships. 
 



This problem of timid commanders and senior officers who were more concerned with their own advancement and 
appearance than success of their forces was not exclusive to the Submarine Force. In fact, in January 1941 then Vice 
Adm. King, Commander-in-Chief Atlantic Fleet, issued Cinclant Serial 053 with the subject line: Exercise of 
Command–Excess of Detail in Orders and Instructions. In this message Vice Adm. King lays out his growing concern 
of the practice of senior officers providing too much “how” in their orders to subordinates and of senior officers failing 
to allow their subordinates to gain the extremely vital experience that only comes from trying–and failing.
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 He lays the 

blame for this culture of fear and micromanagement on not only the desire of senior commanders to have their 
commands entirely beyond reproach, but also overly exuberant staffs which encroach on the reason for being of the 
ships and divisions they are meant to support. Two other key contributors were anxiety at all levels regarding 
exercising initiative for fear that it may influence promotion, and the creation of a coddled group of commanders who 
were too used to being told how to do something that they lost the ability to think for themselves. 

 

  

Self-Assessment 

It is prudent to examine our current Force using the lens provided by Adm. King’s message to see where we stack 
up. The Design for Undersea Warfare is a good place to begin. Published by Commander, Submarine Forces in July 
2011, it took a hard look at how the Submarine Force operates and identified four areas that need to be improved: 

1) The current approach to assessments and inspections rewards cyclic and temporary-narrow—excellence, vice 
sustained and broad excellence. 
2) TYCOM and ISIC efforts tend to limit a commanding officer’s freedom and flexibility by sharing responsibility and 
accountability. Excessive administrative distractions are burdensome, also. 
3) Insufficient emphasis is given to developing creativity and initiative. 
4) Solutions to problems tend towards bureaucratic, process-dominated approaches. 
 
Comparing these with the causes listed by Adm. King shows that the current Submarine Force more closely 
resembles its pre-World War II version, than the highly successful Force developed during the war years. Ship’s 
attitudes and priorities are focused on the short-term success of doing well on an external inspection since those 
scores play a major role in fitness reports, rankings, and promotions. The well-meaning interventions of TYCOM and 
ISIC staffs have resulted in the dilution of the authority of the commanding officer. Adding to the areas identified by 
the Design for Undersea Warfare, the procedural compliance (and sometimes reliance!) mentality brought about by 
the Submarine Force’s strong nuclear engineering background has created an incredibly administratively 
burdensome process that only adds to the issues identified in the second part of 2) and 4). Well-meaning ideas have 
been applied blindly and without the filter of independent, creative thought creating the present situation. 
 
Finally, the problem with the potential to cause the most damage to the Submarine Force’s goal of maintaining its 
dominance of the undersea environment is the lack of emphasis on developing individual initiative and creativity. 
Procedural compliance is an incredibly important part of submarining and its importance and continued relevance to 
the Submarine Force must not be diminished. Technical mastery is a necessary condition to enable operators to 
safely fight an incredibly complicated warship, but it alone is not sufficient to maximize the war fighting potential of the 
Force. As such, it must not be emphasized at the cost of developing officers and sailors who can adapt, improvise, 
and overcome any situation with which they are confronted. Adm. King sums this up perfectly saying if the members 
of the Submarine Force “are not habituated to think, to judge, to decide, and to act for themselves in their several 
echelons of command–we shall be in sorry case when the time of ‘active operations’ arrives.”
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The United States has, today, the world’s greatest Submarine Force. The people are dedicated, hard-
working, and intelligent. The technology is the best in the world. However, the rest of the world is 
catching up. Traditional rivals such as Russia and China are continually improving and modernizing their 
submarine fleets while other nations such as North Korea and Iran are emerging as potential adversaries 
by employing inexpensive but effective diesel and Air-Independent Propulsion technologies. Especially 
in this time of budget constraints and fiscal austerity, technology must not be relied upon to maintain 
dominance for the United States. We must look to our most valuable resource, that which carried us 
through to such success in World War II: the innovative, bright, and dedicated people who man our 
submarines. 
 
Corrective Actions 

Since today’s Submarine Force bears an uncanny resemblance to the Force lambasted in Adm. King’s 
message, his corrective actions can be logically applied to today’s Force also. He lays out five corollaries 
at the end to rectify these observed problems: 
 
1) Adopt the premise that the echelon commanders are competent in their several command echelons 
unless and until they themselves prove otherwise. 
2) Teach them that they are not only expected to be competent for their several command echelons, but 
that it is required of them that they be competent. 
3) Train them–by guidance and supervision–to exercise foresight, to think, to judge, to decide, and act 
for themselves.” 
3) Stop “nursing” them. 
4) Finally, train ourselves to be satisfied with “acceptable solutions” even though they are not “staff 
solutions” or other particular solutions that we ourselves prefer. 
 
Vice Adm. Charles J. Lockwood, Commander, Submarine Forces Pacific, played a large role in the 
reshaping of his portion of the timid Force by championing technological upgrades to the submarine fleet 
and by replacing the older, cautious commanders with younger skippers who were willing to take 
calculated risks to defeat the enemy. Perhaps most importantly, he allowed them the freedom to operate 
as their in-situ judgment dictated. In short he almost exactly implemented the key points from the King 
serial. 

 
 

USS Wahoo (SS 238) Commanding Officer Lt. Cmdr. Dudley W. “Mush” Morton  
speaks with his Executive Officer Lt. Richard H. O’Kane on the bridge. 

 
This resulted in Commanders like the legendary Eugene Fluckey and Dick O’Kane who were not afraid to take risky 
chances or push the edge of the envelope. Free from shore based micromanagement they created tactics from their 
own experience and imagination. They took calculated risk after calculated risk and they pushed the envelope with 



one goal in mind–bringing the fight to the enemy and destroying him wherever he was to be found. They helped 
create the finest hour of the U.S. Submarine Force. 
 
The implication here is clear. The World War II Submarine Force turned itself around with actions closely aligned to 
Adm. King’s message. The modern Submarine Force can, and should, absolutely do the same thing. The groundwork 
for this has already been laid. The initial purpose statement of the Design for Undersea Warfare immediately aligns 
itself with the concepts for success outlined by Adm. King by saying that it is meant to be “specific enough to clearly 
define the objective, while being flexible enough to encourage initiative and boldness throughout the Force–at all 
levels–in the attainment of these goals.”
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 It also encourages “increased emphasis on creativity and innovation, 

sparked by initiative and a heightened sense of authority, responsibility, and accountability at the lowest capable 
level–even to the individual.”
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The Design for Undersea Warfare is an excellent beginning to the changes that must be made to the way we operate 
and our culture to reshape the modern Submarine Force to continue its undersea dominance. The only directive 
phrase it contains sums this up perfectly saying, “The Design for Undersea Warfare is a framework for action. Read 
it, think about it, discuss it, and act on it.”
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 Adm. King would most certainly approve of this document since it provides 

guidance on what must be done, then utterly relies on individual commanders to successfully implement it. 
 
Released in November 2012, Update One to the Design for Undersea Warfare continues to emphasize the 
importance of developing and training the individuals of the Submarine Force to ensure success. It quickly defines the 
Foundation of the Strength of the Submarine Force as being built on individuals with expertise, discipline, and 
initiative as well as leaders who are motivating, capable, and decisive.
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Additionally, the first two focus areas 

delineated for 2013 talk about enhancing CO initiative, and training watchstanders and teams to develop the 
necessary skills to confront uncertainty, complexity, and urgency.
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 Finally, and most importantly, in the “Commander’s 

Guidance to Submarine Commanding Officers” section, the document acknowledges and specifies that it is only there 
to provide general guidance. Authority, and responsibility, to implement the Commander’s Intent is entirely handed 
over to each commanding officer to tailor to his or her specific situation and command. Similar guidance is 
promulgated to those who support the forces afloat. They are directed, above all else, to respect and defend the 
authority and responsibility of ship’s commanding officers and to use their own initiative to accomplish this. 
 
Conclusions 

The Design for Undersea Warfare and its recently released update are only a framework and the ultimate success 
and reshaping of the Submarine Force depends on command–and individual–level implementation. These 
documents can become a license to wildly innovate until our Submarine Force looks like we want it to. They are both 
a license and tool to change the status quo for the better. 
 
For the individual members of the Submarine Force it is important to not be afraid to challenge the current system 
with new and innovative ideas. The commonly heard phrases “that’s how we’ve always done it,” “living with a 
problem,” or “I could do it way better than this procedure tells me to” must become a call to action instead of only a 
gripe. Our legendary wit, problem solving skills, and refusal to be beaten are tools without equal. Apply them to fixing 
the issues we all despise the most. Deck plate solutions work on a daily basis and they will work even better when 
adapted and formalized for Force wide use. We can always do something better.  
 
For the leaders it is absolutely crucial to support and encourage those who work for us to do just that: challenge the 
system. We are constantly told that we have the best Sailors in the world so we must use them. Commanders who 
take pride in furthering and implementing the innovative ideas of their subordinates, while applying their own 
experience and ideas to innovate themselves, are the Fluckeys and O’Kanes of the future. Leaders who are afraid to 
challenge the current system, or who are too complacent to wonder how something could be done better, must 
become the forgotten and replaced commanders of Vice Adm. Lockwood’s era. 
 
Furthermore, leaders must not only teach every member of the Submarine Force the importance of innovation, but to 
mentor them as they develop the necessary skills. The qualification process, training plan, and inspection metrics 
must be revised for an increased emphasis on creativity by every watch stander. An environment that is tolerant of 
honest mistakes and failure must also be created. Failing is not something to be feared as long as the effort was 
honest, well thought out, and properly implemented. The long line of successful U.S. military operations has its own 
list of failures–and would not exist without those failures. The best and longest remembered lessons come from the 
ashes of failure. We must not let fear of failure, or criticism from that failure, prevent us from trying–and learning.  
 
To be clear, this is not a diatribe against procedural compliance, nor is it meant to diminish the great importance of 
technical mastery. Both of those doctrines make up a large portion of the bedrock of the Submarine Force and are 
now, and have always been, irreplaceable. It is not an easy problem to train sailors for the most technical job in the 
military while still asking them to be innovative and creative under pressure, but then again the leaders of the Force 



must remember that very few of us joined up because submarining was the easy path. So, the problem we face is not 
one of “either/or” but one of “both/and.”  
 
The Submarine Force of the Second World War was transformed by the necessity of war as well as the guidance of 
an amazing group of Sailors willing to change the status quo to achieve the results required. Our current Force is not 
at war, but is engaged in many missions vital to national security and as such must rely on us to supply the change 
necessary. The Design for Undersea Warfare, with its emphasis on individual authority, creativity, and responsibility 
is an excellent framework to begin this very necessary shaping of the attitude of the Submarine Force towards one of 
boldness and calculated risk taking. But, just as it was in World War II, it will be the individual Submariners who make 
this change, not reliance on the governing documents themselves. We all must implement and personally embody 
the tenets of Adm. King’s message and the Design for Undersea Warfare to ensure our continued dominance in the 
undersea domain. Our Next Finest Hour may be coming sooner than anyone thinks. 
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