(1.5/LD; 1.5S)
Instructional Period 6405

Title: Airpower Prophecy: Douhet and the Air Corps Tactical School

Themes:

1. Influence of local circumstances

2. Impact of technology on strategy and doctrine

3. Challenges of converting military victory into political success

Introduction: In the wake of World War I, most people recognized the airplane as an important new weapon. Some thinkers, interpreting the World War strictly and conservatively, reckoned that airpower’s future lay in methodological advancement in reconnaissance, observation, and tactical support. Others, using more imagination and creativity, envisioned a bolder role for airpower in the quest to avoid the carnage of the World War’s trenches. This latter group included the Italian Giulio Douhet and the American Billy Mitchell. Each man contributed important elements in an emerging idea of independent and strategic airpower, but it was Douhet who first posited a theory of airpower. Douhet believed aerial bombing of enemy cities and military targets was a way to fight wars more efficiently and effectively than the trench combat of World War I. This idea found great resonance in the United States, and American airmen pursued a range of theoretical, technical, and mechanistic developments to render brutal ground war obsolete. The end result was a doctrine of airpower aimed at crafting an air arm capable of defending the nation and defeating foreign foes at costs acceptable to the citizenry. Advocating airpower as a more strategic way to fight wars, these thinkers by extension also implied a close relationship between the conduct of military operations and the pursuit of political goals. Their efforts translating Douhet’s theory into their doctrine offer an example of how military organizations move from idea to action, the central task of the current Department of Defense transformation.

Lesson Objective: Evaluate early airpower theory and assess how it was translated into doctrine. PJELA: 1a, 1b, 1c, 2b, 3a, 6a. SAE: 2, 6. DC: 1, 2, 3. 

Desired Learning Outcomes:
1. Analyze Douhet’s concepts concerning the new nature of warfare and his theory of airpower.

2. Assess how Douhet’s ideas influenced the development of American airpower doctrine.

3. Explore the constituent elements of strategic bombing doctrine.

Questions for Study and Discussion:
1. What strategic themes engaged Douhet? Why?

2. What did Douhet get right? Wrong? Why?

3. In the US, what relationship existed between emerging notions of airpower and the prevailing political policy, financial considerations, and geopolitics of the day?

4. How did the Air Corps Tactical School propose to operationalize a theory of airpower? Upon which constituent elements of doctrine and operations did they focus? Why?

5. In its work, did the Air Corps Tactical School adhere to a scientific or artistic view of war?

6. What implications for policy and diplomacy extrapolate from their theories of airpower? What do these theories of airpower imply about the relationship between political prerogative and military operations?

Assigned Readings:
1. Meilinger, Phillip, “Giulio Douhet and the Origins of Airpower Theory,” in Phillip Meilinger, ed., The Paths of Heaven: The Evolution of Airpower Theory, 1997, pp. 1–40. (Separate Issue)

2. Greer, Thomas, The Development of Air Doctrine in the Army Air Arm, 1917–1941, 1985 [1955], pp. 44–88. (Separate Issue)

Suggested Readings:
Douhet, Giulio, The Command of the Air, translated by Dino Ferrari (Washington: Office of Air Force History, 1983 [1942]).

Mitchell, William, Winged Defense (New York: G. P. Putnam’s, 1925).

Hurley, Alfred A., Billy Mitchell: Crusader for Air Power, revised ed. (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1975).

Clodfelter, Mark A., “Molding Airpower Convictions: Development and Legacy of William Mitchell’s Strategic thought,” in The Paths of Heaven, pp. 79–114.
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