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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Air power is the most difficult of military force to measure or even express in precise terms. The problem is compounded by the fact that aviation tends to attract adventurous souls, physically adept, mentally alert and pragmatically rather than philosophically inclined.

WINSTON CHURCHILL1

In this, much used, quotation, Churchill identified a number of paradoxes about the use of air power and the romance of air warfare. As a new form of warfare in the twentieth century, it consistently offered great promise. Arguably, it still does. Mastery of the third dimension, through the atmosphere and into space, facilitates attack at long range, information gathering, information transmission and an almost instant advantage over foes constrained to a two-dimensional battlefield. This mastery would obviously have to be fought for, and then maintained, as had also been stated by Churchill elsewhere. But the battles in the sky, from the earliest days of air combat, brought with them a degree of romance, chivalry and excitement in marked contrast to the popular portrayals of the gloom of the trenches. The new breed of aerial warriors had to be adventurous given the nature of the early machines; the descriptors physically adept, pragmatic and mentally alert also were very apt. Churchill, of course, understood this from his early attempts to learn to fly himself.2 Although Churchill was not successful in his quest, those that did conquer the air were happy to assume the heroic mantle.3 Churchill was again instrumental in maintaining this image with his famous speech on ‘the Few’.4

It is, however, interesting to question Churchill’s assertion that airmen were more ‘pragmatically rather than philosophically inclined’. It could well be a reflection that airmen were happy to promise many things for the future of air warfare that, had they thought more deeply, they would have seen the myriad practical difficulties. The early days of the Second World War in France and then in the bomber offensive over Germany were to show this; Churchill’s frustration over this is reflected in his wartime correspondence. But, is it that difficult to measure, or define in precise terms?

The Air Publication from which the Churchill quotation was taken defined air power as:

The ability to project military force in air or space by or from a platform or missile operating above the surface of the earth. Air platforms are defined as any aircraft, helicopter or unmanned vehicle.5

It should be noted that this definition is service neutral; the platforms could be army, navy or air force. It encompasses naval aviation, tactical reconnaissance, air transport, rotary wing operations, deployment of airborne forces along with strike, interdiction and control of the air. A subsequent revision of British doctrine published as a joint document, defined air power as ‘using air capabilities to influence the behaviour of actors and the course of events’.6 One could take the definitions from the doctrinal publications of many air forces. But though the words may change slightly, the essence of any final definition would contain most of the sentiments expressed in the two definitions above. It is also, at this stage, worth noting the comment by David MacIsaac in his chapter ‘Voices from the Central Blue: The Air Power Theorists’ in which he acknowledged that the term ‘air power’ is variously used.7 He also suggested that the term ‘should be reserved for discussions of the full potential of a nation’s air capability in peace as well as war, in civilian as well as military pursuits’; but he admits that this interpretation is rare.8 The term ‘air warfare’ is equally liable to be defined in a number of ways. But the reality is that most students of the discipline are either practitioners, as aircrew, ground crew or are employed in other similar roles in the military, or they are attracted to the subject because it is about fighting and warfare. That was one of the prime reasons for its inclusion in the title.

Air power has traditionally been described as having four key roles. The first of these is control of the air and this applies whether it is referring to sovereign airspace or above a battlefield. Doctrine manuals wax lyrical about the subject and deservedly so. Control of the air is essential for naval or land forces to stand any chance of being able to carry out their core functions without interference from enemy air forces. By the same token, if friendly air is to assist sister forces (or components), they need to be free from aerial harassment. Control of the air can be limited in time and space, or in more ideal circumstances, amount to air superiority or supremacy. Airspace may be generally protected over a wide area such as the UK air defence region, or concentrated zones such as over the Olympic Games in London in 2012. All forms of delivering bombs, missiles and other ordnance against surface targets can be loosely termed as attack or strike. Movement of forces can equally be grouped under the heading of mobility; this includes air-to-air refuelling. Seeking and gathering intelligence and information forms the fourth role. None of these are specifically platform dependent and many aircrafts are capable of operating across a range of roles.

This book is unashamedly written and produced as a textbook. It does not pretend to have all of the answers on air power, or air warfare, within its covers; but the extensive referencing used throughout will give the student of air warfare adequate clues as to where wider research may be fruitful. Wherever possible, references have included online material and open-access sources. Producing a textbook is fraught with problems and challenges. The first of these is that experts in any particular field will be quickly frustrated that the text may not go far enough or particular favourite references have been omitted. Wherever possible, important sources have been chosen because they are in print and easily available. Inevitably, some are harder to find.

This book followed several years of designing and teaching an air power course at Master’s degree level at the University of Birmingham and it is, to a certain extent, based upon that course. It is not, however, the product of a military academy where the interpretation of the core material has to suit the demands of the organization. As a textbook it is suitable for students at all levels who have an interest in the subject. It will certainly be of interest to military practitioners either at colleges, staff or war colleges, or more generally. The book will also be valuable for those seeking an academic rigour to their studies. This immediately begs a series of related questions including ‘why study military history?’; ‘why study air warfare?’; or more fundamentally, ‘why study?’ and ‘why air warfare?’ Some study for the qualification, either to progress to a higher degree and then into academe or for some professional advancement. Others study because they are passionately interested in the subject and want to put some structure into their reading and interest. Biddle and Citino have made the point that it is essential that, in a liberal education system, students are taught to ‘think critically and wisely about issues of peace and war’.9 For others, it is the culmination of a lifetime of interest in the subject from the days when their fascination was caught with childhood comics and plastic model aeroplane kits. I can probably plead guilty to all of these, as can many of my students.

There are some other guilty pleas that have to be acknowledged. This book is rather UK biased and concentrates on English, Commonwealth and American sources. There is some excuse for that in terms of availability and of language proficiency. Part of the rationale is based on my own familiarity with the materials and sources, especially archival. Where possible a wide range of authors and sources have been cited, but in parallel with the use of air power, Anglo-American works predominate.

Following this introduction the first substantive chapter will explore in more depth the fundamental question as to why we should want to study air warfare. Logically, its successor covers the basics of the historiography and the sources and therefore where some of the answers can be found. In this, every effort has been made to widen the scope and the author is very grateful to air power colleagues (in the Acknowledgements) who have assisted in the list of materials presented. The following chapter discusses air power theory without, hopefully, getting too bogged down in the literature. Again, there is plenty of scope for wider reading. The following chapter makes the transition from theory to practice and outlines the key roles of air power. It does not seek to replace texts or doctrine manuals, but does highlight some of the debates and controversies surrounding the practical employment of air power. The next chapter is on leadership and command in air warfare followed by a discussion on the thorny subjects of law and ethics. The final substantive chapter is on air warfare and the levels of warfare; this includes a discussion on intelligence and targeting. Each of the main chapters from the historiography onwards finishes with a case study. These have almost invariably been based on research carried out and they have been used extensively in a teaching environment to a wide variety of audiences. There may be small areas of overlap with the broader text and this has been maintained for reasons of continuity and flow.

War studies as an academic subject can be broadly taken either as a subset of political sciences (including international relations) or as a historical discipline. The author has done both and this comes through in some of the treatment of the materials. This also reflects the reality of the theory, practice and, indeed, history. From the historical point of view, it has to be acknowledged that authors change their minds over time, views mature or alter, or the person just dies. It is therefore good practice to use the past tense through the discussion and this has been attempted in the text. The Italian air power theorist Giulio Douhet is an excellent example of this especially on the bombing of cities and civilians. His early writings were strongly opposed, but swung around completely as a result of his observations on the First World War.


CHAPTER TWO

Air warfare, war studies and military history in the twenty-first century

Military history is one of those terms which inevitably means different things to different people. A very brief trawl through the curriculum vitae of a wide variety of people will show an interest in the subject and it often appears at the very end of the CV under ‘other interests’. This is inevitably true of members of the armed forces, whether retired or not, as well as the wider public. But a brief visit to any bookstore in the United Kingdom, United States, Canada, New Zealand or Australia or indeed to one’s favourite book search engine will reveal a vast range of topics and a huge diversity in target audiences. Significantly, bookstores in France and Germany tend not have military history sections and display far fewer books on the subject. The study of air warfare is no exception to this and the fascination with aircraft and their associated technologies arguably increases the appeal. This works at the basic level with (a largely male) addiction to gadgets; beyond this, Morillo has argued that technology has a specific role in the shaping of patterns of warfare.1 At the academic end of the spectrum, military history has often been popular with students, but its intellectual standing has been questioned on many continents over the last century.2 Sir Michael Howard has pointed out that professional historians have ‘found it hard to think of the term in anything but a rather pejorative sense’.3 Ironically, Howard’s chapter in Murray and Sinnreich’s study The Past as Prologue: The Importance of History to the Military Profession highlights one of the reasons for the disdain of other historians in that they perceive military history as having been written and studied precisely for the purpose of educating soldiers.4 Although this is a perfectly reasonable use of military history it is by no means the only one and certainly does not prevent it, and the wider study of warfare, from being a genuine academic subject.

At this stage, it is worth pausing to question whether ‘military history’ is the most appropriate term to deploy. It is in widespread use and influential critiques such as Jeremy Black’s Rethinking Military History take this broad view, at least in its title.5 But it could be argued that ‘military’ only encompasses the land environment (i.e. armies) excluding maritime and air power. The natural extension to this in the quest for accurate terminology is to consider the history or war (or warfare) and the associated academic subject of ‘war studies’. Howard has recounted the discussions within King’s College, London in the early 1950s over the title of the chair which he was later to occupy with such distinction.6 Sir Charles Webster is described as having thumped the table ‘and demanded: “It’s about war isn’t it? So what’s wrong with War Studies?”’7 The title has stuck in London, at the University of Birmingham and in various publishers’ series. It also resonates with the various War Colleges around the world, often differentiating these higher-level and more strategically focused institutions from the staff colleges.8 Broadening the title, and subject area, to encompass warfare also invites consideration of the other strategic levers of power such as political, economic, diplomatic and so on. It also allows the academic discipline to overlap with ethics, law, international law, literature, political theory, economics and political science. It also encompasses cultural aspects along with relationships with wider society. The study of the history, theory and practice of warfare goes back therefore to the earliest writings of Herodotus and covers every geographical area.9 The utility of war studies, or even occasionally the obverse of the coin, peace studies, would seem obvious, begging the question as to why a body of literature is needed to defend the subject.

The first issue is the misperception that military history is little more than a stand full of glossy publications detailing the exact colour schemes of particular weapons systems, the regalia and uniforms of various ‘crack’ or elite units and painfully detailed accounts of a tiny fragment of a greater campaign. The reality is that the public audiences are genuinely interested in these areas, and the books sell; after all, they support perfectly reasonable hobbies. This in turn builds a need among some readers to delve more deeply into battles, campaigns and the utility of different weapons systems. This then fuels the middle ground of bookstore material on warfare which again sells well, especially if published in parallel with a television series. Where the problems arguably begin is that the lucrative middle ground is also the province of journalists or TV historians some of whose rigour (or that of their research teams) is not always to the highest academic standards; it often relies on a single source chosen for convenience rather than scholarship. Many established military historians also either specialize in this field or have contributed to it. Again these books are generally marketed and sold well. But this arguably makes matters worse; for a minority of professional historians, it seems that popularity and accessibility are directly counter to intellectual rigour. But this is only a very small part of the issue. In practice, the academic publishing systems, in most countries, have a pecking order in terms of prestige. This is partly based on reputation, and also on the levels of academic scrutiny that the work submitted for publication has to undergo. The same is true with academic journals. One must, here, also take account of the business models utilized by book publishers who, naturally enough, have to turn a profit. The genuine academic works are often only produced in expensive hardback format intended either for academics who cannot afford ‘not to have’ a particular title or for the libraries of their institutions. Paperback editions are rare in this model, although e-versions are becoming increasingly available. Publishers also jump on anniversary bandwagons such as the Battle of Britain, the Somme and individual raids such as the Dambusters. Major events such as the centenary of the First World War become a feeding frenzy for publishers and authors alike; this may seem like a specious comment, but this process takes up a surprising amount of production capacity, arguably at the expense of more scholarly work. None of this endears war studies and military historians to their colleagues!

The second problem is the notion that the subject area is merely lists of battles and the lives of dead generals; the apparent coincidence that many of these have been written by nearly-dead generals only compounds the issue.10 Those historians who challenge military history on this latter ground usually fail to acknowledge that for a significant part of the last two centuries the ‘great deeds of great men’ approach to history also encompassed politicians, diplomats and even academic historians.11 The disdain is then exacerbated by a lack of understanding of the military instrument and its practitioners. Although many in the international politics field of study fully understand the wider issues around humanitarian intervention, nation-building and the wider sweep of security roles, these are easily swept aside by the cynic.12 Some military historians have formally categorized the move away from the caricature version of military history as being about battles and generals, calling the emergent discipline ‘new military history’. But Biddle and Citino, along with Joanna Bourke, have pointed out that it is no longer ‘new’.13

Finally, distaste for the politics of a particular conflict, whether it be Vietnam, Srebrenica, Afghanistan (Russian intervention as well as American) and the Gulf wars apparently renders the academic study of these conflicts both inappropriate and pointless. This list of concerns and prejudices is not exhaustive, but gives a flavour of some of the challenges. There are, however, more serious issues to be tackled.

One of the more serious accusations against studying the history of warfare is that it may actually be of some use, rather than just being an abstract discipline.14 The first of these is the use of history to educate servicemen and women of all ranks, along with politicians, officials and the general public.15 This is especially relevant on the more senior military courses where aspects of higher command are studied.16 Inevitably, this process of education is fraught with difficulty in that one has to be selective as to the sources chosen, including official histories of conflict which should not be taken as the last word.17 Coupled with this is the normal historical caution on the need to examine who the author was, his or her standpoint, why it was written and what was left out and why.18 The second issue surrounds the very natural desire to learn lessons. But as Howard has cautioned:

The lessons of history are never clear. Clio is like the Delphic oracle: it is only in retrospect, and usually too late, that we understand what she was trying to say.19

It is important here that the embryonic military commander understands
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