(1.5L/D; 1.5S)
Instructional Period 6413

Title: Coercion Theory

Themes: 

1. Influence of politics across the full spectrum of warfare

2. Challenges of converting military victory into political success

3. Influence of local circumstances

Introduction: This instructional period explores the role of airpower as a coercive tool in limited wars. “Coercion,” in the words of the leading writer on coercive airpower, means to force a state the change its behavior by manipulating costs and benefits. “Coercion” usually means the use of force short of total defeat of the enemy state. It is thus a method of war fighting that seeks to limit costs and fighting on both sides. Most theorists agree that there are two kinds of coercion: punishment and denial. Denial usually denotes the use of military force to prevent an opposing state (and possibly its military forces) from undertaking an unacceptable act. It is the imposition of a physical barrier that denies the opposing state its goal. Punishment is the less direct form because it relies upon convincing the opposing state to cease its unacceptable behavior by raising the costs to be paid. A state seeking to coerce another through punishment may use force against a variety of targets not necessarily directly connected with a traditional battlefield.

The chapters of Robert Pape’s seminal book used in this instructional period examine coercion as a theoretical aspect of the use of force generally and in the second chapter, as an aspect of airpower. Robert Pape, now at the University of Chicago, previously was on the faculties at the School of Advanced Air and Space Power and at Dartmouth College. His writings have to a large extent shaped the recent debate on this important subject.

Lesson Objective: Analyze the elements of the coercive use of force and of airpower in particular. PJELA: 1a, 1b, 1c, 2b, 2c, 3b, 3c, 4a, 4d, 4e, 5c, 6a. SAE: 4, 5,6. DC: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6.

Desired Learning Outcomes:

1. Understand the basic elements of the concept of the use of force as a coercive tool of national strategy.

2. Assess the reasons for Pape’s argument that the coercive use of force usually fails and that denial is more effective

3. Assess Pape’s application of these concepts to airpower.

Questions for Study and Discussion:

1. What is the key difference between punishment and denial? Are they exclusive or complimentary? Does coercion primarily apply to a third party rather than to states directly involved in military conflict?

2. Why might a state choose to use punishment rather than denial? 

3. What key Clausewitzian concepts might play critical roles on both sides in a case where one side seeks to coerce the other?

4. What is peculiar about airpower as a coercive instrument and why has it become so attractive?

5. What are Pape’s four categories of coercive airpower? What examples can be seen in recent conflicts?

6. What is the link between Pape’s ideas of coercion and the decapitation/paralysis concept of John Warden?
Assigned Reading:

Pape, Robert A., Bombing to Win: Air Power and Coercion in War, 1996, pp. 12–86. (Separate Issue)

Suggested Readings:

Freedman, Lawrence (ed.), Strategic Coercion: Concepts and Cases (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998).

Schelling, Thomas, Arms and Influence (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1966).
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