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The Strait in the Cold War—Deep Science and Global
Geopolitics in the Mediterranean
By Lino Camprubi

The movie Das Boot followed the fictional German submarine U-96 as its captain tried to sail
from the Atlantic into the Mediterranean to assist in the 1942 war effort. The major challenge
was crossing the narrow Strait of Gibraltar, where the anxious crew was haunted by the “pings”
of British active sonar. In 1981, the year the movie was released, NATO was immersed in ocean-
ographic research at the Strait with the hope of enabling sonic detection of Soviet nuclear pow-
ered submarines (see Figure 1 as a summary). NATO’s Gibraltar Experiment soon became a

landmark of research on global ocean circula-
tion and climate change. As this sketch shows,
the recent history of underwater surveillance
at Gibraltar, a disputed territory at the heart
of today’s European Union, brings together
the geopolitics of the Global Cold War and
deep ocean science, enabling new global vi-

sions of the Mediterranean Sea.

Nuclear powered submarines armed with nu-
clear warheads recruited the underwater
world into a Cold War battlefield (see Figure
2). Because an invisible enemy could emerge
by surprise from any point of the world-
ocean, combatants aspired to global surveil-
lance. For that, they targeted chokepoints.
Together with the so-called GIUK gap be-

tween Greenland, Iceland, and the UK, the
Strait of Gibraltar was the most strategic bot-
tleneck for the US Navy to detect Soviet sub-
marines going into the Atlantic. While the
Strait’s narrowness presented an opportunity
for mounting detection barriers, its depth and
complex hydrology posed severe difficulties.
These were matched by the political frictions
existing around the Rock of Gibraltar—a Brit-
ish outpost bordering Francoist Spain, a non-
NATO ally to the US—and North African de-

colonization.

My current book project, The Strait in the Cold
War, is a history of oceanography and Cold
War geopolitics. It explores the geopolitical
and scientific resources mobilized in the effort



Fig. 1: Camprubi shows Department II

scholars a figure available in Thomas H.
Kinder and Harry L. Bryden, “Summary of the
Field Program and Initial Results of the
Gibraltar Experiment,” WHOI Technical
Reports (1988).

of anti-submarine warfare at Gibraltar. Far
from offering a US-centered perspective, it
analyzes a number of transnational research
programs and is very attentive to interests pre-
dating the Cold War, namely sovereignty dis-
putes and decolonization. Underwater sur-
veillance was a matter of acoustics. It required
both the

through trained ears and precise knowledge of

standardization of experience

sound propagation, which depended on At-
lantic-Mediterranean water flows. The atten-
tion to circulation of civil and military ocean-
ographers paved the way for the scientific

globalization of the Mediterranean.

The Strait in the Cold War dives into the Strait
of Gibraltar as a gateway between the Mediter-
ranean at the Atlantic. The main thesis ad-
vanced in this project is that anti-submarine
surveillance reunited geopolitics and ocean
science in such a way that rendered the Cold
War Mediterranean relevant to the creation of

modern globalities. Specifically, oceanogra-

phers started to discuss the Mediterranean as
both a factor in world ocean dynamics (for
which they traced Mediterranean water mass-
es as they crossed the Atlantic towards the
North Pole) and a model basin to understand
convection at a global scale. Anti-submarine
surveillance required detailed knowledge of
the behavior of deep currents (see Figure 3). In
particular, acoustic monitoring demanded
new and changing ways of perceiving under
water, from listening below the surface to see-
ing sound signatures in graphic patterns. This
new phenomenology gave shape to new ob-
jects, such as deep currents, scattering layers,
and internal

the thermocline, plankton,

waves.

The Strait of Gibraltar was one of the busiest
for commerce and military vessels throughout
the twentieth century. In the age of nuclear
deterrence between the two superpowers and
of North African decolonization, being able to
close or open that gateway between two oceans

became a priority of government and military
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Fig. 2: Colossus I experimental system.

Donald Ross, Twenty Years of Research at the
SACLANT ASW Research Center, 1959-1979,
La Spezia: SACLANT, special report M-93,
1980, p. 49.



Fig. 3: Bathymetry model of the Strait of Gibraltar ca. 1932, Instituto Espafiol de Oceanografia.

authorities of numerous countries. From the
1940s and well into the 1990s, scientists and
navy officials from more than ten nations
endeavored to map converging currents. They
did so through secret bilateral agreements as
well as through transnational collaborative
efforts such as the International Geophysical
Year (1957-1958), the NATO Subcommittee
for Oceanography (1959-1975), and the
Gibraltar Experiment (1985-1995). In this
account, the Strait becomes a chokepoint for
the entangled histories of worldwide
underwater surveillance and the construction
of the global

environmental senses.

ocean in scientific and

Among the players in this story are some of
the usual suspects in accounts of Cold War
oceanography, particularly scientists and in-
stitutions from the U.S., the U.S.S.R. and the

U.K. But the struggle for knowledge and pow-
er extended to scientific and diplomatic repre-
sentatives of Spain, France, Italy, Morocco,
and Algeria. Their respective strategies in-
cluded collaboration, hegemony, and competi-
tion through expeditions, publication pat-
terns, and funding decisions. The specificities
of the Strait of Gibraltar’s hydrology and poli-
tics, together with its commonalities to other
oceanic chokepoints, allowed it to become a
focal point for the emergence of a new global

world.

The visibility of the Mediterranean to contem-
porary readers has increased dramatically
over the past few years. Scanning newspapers
as well as general and specialized journals,
one notices that the Mediterranean Sea has re-
gained status as a unit of analysis (see Figure
4). The Arab Spring, the economic crisis of



Fig. 4: Refugees on a boat crossing the
Mediterranean Sea, heading from the Turkish
coast to the northeastern Greek island of
Lesbos, January 29, 2016. Mstyslav Chernov,

public domain, Wikimedia Commons.

southern Europe, and the tragedy of refugees
crossing Greek borders by the thousands have
challenged ideas about global geopolitics. De-
bates over the meaning and future of Europe
revolve around the Mediterranean. Border
control and surveillance occupy officials in
meetings, families of migrants, and the opin-
ions of the public. And yet, following Braudel,
most of the existing historiography ends
around 1500. At that point, the argument goes,
the Atlantic World obscured the significance
of the Mediterranean Sea to world history. The
Strait in the Cold War aims to change our vi-
sions of the modern Mediterranean, making
historical sense of its current visibility. This is
a contribution to a growing literature on the
construction of new oceanic spaces through

science, war, and law. This revolution in mari-

time history can speak to wider concerns
about the present and future of oceans, in-
cluding those voiced as part of the German
Bundesministerium
2016/17—Meere und Ozeane.
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The attention to underwater surveillance,
deep science, and the relevance of the Strait’s
chokepoint to global geopolitics opens ways to
rethinking the world’s political geography. It
also provides an entry point into the local
manufacture of the idea of the global environ-
ment, thus contributing to the Department II
Working Group Experiencing the Global Envi-
ronment. As with other Department II initia-
tives, this Working Group aims at historiciz-
ing a concept considered central to today’s
scientific worldview. The idea of the global
environment provides frameworks and moti-
vations for Earth system sciences and at the
same time mobilizes public opinion, often in
polarized ways. Exploring its epistemology
brings the history of science into an urgent

conversation.
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