Rise of the Fighter Generals: The Problem of Air Force Leadership, 1945–1982. By Mike Worden, Col. USAF Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala.: Air University Press, 1998.

The near simultaneous fiftieth anniversary of both the end of World War II and the birth of the independent United States Air Force has witnessed an explosion in critical, retrospective studies of both the war and that service. Mike Worden's published doctoral dissertation, Rise of the Fighter Generals, is such a study—one that examines not only the evolution of Air Force high command but also the evolution of airmen.

By describing when, how, and why senior Air Force leadership (primarily the chief of ctaff and major theater commanders) shifted from bomber generals to fighter generals, Worden has also illuminated the undeniable evolution in the organization, training, doctrine, procurement and, in fact, the basic beliefs held by the USAF as an institution from its independence through the early 1980s. His study draws upon both solid historical research and clever demographic analysis of three officer groups that advanced to command positions during those years. The first, commissioned between 1926 and 1932, were mostly professional soldiers, West Pointers (82 percent), nearly all were ardent strategic bombing advocates and were extremely young at war’s end due to rapid promotions during World War II. The second, those entering the army between 1932 and 1935, more nearly reflected “the draft and society at large” (p. 3; although no mention is made, nor is a qualifier offered concerning racial or gender composition of the American military officer corps, at that time the vast majority of officers were white males). Most of these (60 percent) were also bomber pilots. The third, commissioned after World War II, were similar to the second except that a majority (60 percent) were fighter pilots.

To those unfamiliar with the USAF, the shift from bomber-type influence to fighter-type influence, simply by examining the numbers of officers in each category alone, might seem a foregone conclusion. But this study clearly reveals a much more complex story behind that evolution—one of political influence, economic determination, technical development, and conflicting national and military cultures.

Worden’s examination of the evolution of air doctrine and its relationship to the evolution of Air Force leadership is one of the book’s strongest sub-themes. Readers will better understand the many complexities involved in the evolution of doctrine, administrative command, and combatant command within the USAF after reading this book. Influences such as national defense policy, applicability and availability of airpower technology, and the friction between national and Air Force leadership continue to shape the USAF today.

Worden has well achieved his purpose, that of illuminating institutional dynamics—both national political and Air Force specific—that have determined the nature of USAF leadership. But he also tangentially, but clearly, depicts the evolution of a critical yet unexamined topic—the military culture of the modern Airman. For those interested in the evolution of military command, this book is unique. For those interested in the evolution and history of the USAF, it is essential.
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