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Instructional Period 6422

Title: The Promise of Airpower and Technology

Themes:

1. Importance of local circumstances

2. Challenges of coalition warfare

3. Impact of technology on strategy and doctrine 

Introduction: Gulf War I seemed to herald a new type of warfare in which airpower produced quick, devastating results with low loss of life and little bloodshed relative to previous experiences in modern warfare. It has been called the first modern war, the first space war, the first stealth war, and the first precision war. It has also been called the last ancient war and has been seen as the last massive armed conventional conflict with large numbers of troops arrayed on both sides in slugfests of tanks and mechanized infantry. Gulf War II in Iraq may have disproved the latter, but it seemed to validate the importance of air, space, and information superiority and our increasing reliance on them to successfully prosecute war. In the last 15 years, it seems as if the promise of airpower has finally been fulfilled: that precise strategic and tactical aerial bombardment can have enormous effects in a short time frame and these have changed the nature of warfare for the US in the 21st century, if not those with whom we contend.

This IP will review the progress made in airpower—the use of PGMs, stealth, improved sensors (JSTARS), the use of UAVs and UCAVs, and improved communications—from the Gulf War through OEF and OIF. What has been called “the American way of war” relies increasingly on the integration and application of air, space, and information superiority and a technological asymmetry seeking rapid, dominant operations. It seems as if airpower has at last caught up with the promises of visionaries of the 1920s and 1930s who presumed air superiority, precision, and rapid strategic effects before they could be realized given the technological capabilities of that era. Examining the most recent applications of airpower will reveal the progress made and test this proposition.

Lesson Objective: Evaluate the progress made in the application of airpower in recent conflicts and the important contributions made by air, space, and information power in the joint application of military force. PJELA: 1a, 1b, 2a, 2c, 3b, 3c, 4a, 4d, 4e, 5c, 5d, 6a. SAE: 4,6. DC: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6.
Desired Learning Outcomes:

1. Understand the evolutionary and revolutionary changes in airpower.

2. Evaluate the contributions of airpower to modern warfare.

3. Assess the significance of the impact of the improvements in airpower to the strategy of US warfare in the last 15 years.

Questions for Study and Discussion:

1. What were the dramatic leaps in airpower capability that were responsible for changing “the American way of war?”

2. Were these transformations evolutionary or revolutionary?

3. Has jointness settled the debates about airpower’s being “decisive,” supported and supporting roles, and the priorities in campaign planning?

4. What are the problems in using air, space, and information power to achieve effects-based operations?

5. What were some of the intended and unintended consequences, strategically and operationally, of the applications of and improved air, space, and information capability over the last 15 years? 

Assigned Readings:

1. Kelly, Michael, “The American Way of War,” The Atlantic Monthly, Vol. 289, No. 6, June 2002, pp. 16–20.

2. Lambeth, Benjamin S., The Transformation of American Air Power, 2000, pp. 297–321. (Separate Issue)

3. Cordesman, Anthony H., The Lessons of Afghanistan: War Fighting, Intelligence and Force Transformation, September 2002, pp. 4–13, 78–80, 103–107, 120–122 (on airpower statistics in OEF, range and endurance, and UAVs and UCAVs respectively).

4. Cordesman, Anthony H., “Air, Missile, and Land-Based Air Defense Forces,” The Iraq War: Strategy, Tactics and Military Lessons, 2003, pp. 253–285, 290–299, 300–317, 340–346 (on airpower in OIF).

Suggested Readings:

Budiansky, Stephen, Air Power: The Men, Machines, and Ideas that Revolutionized War, From Kitty Hawk to Gulf War II.
Mason, Air Vice Marshall Tony, Air Power: A Centennial Appraisal (London: Brassey’s, 1994), Chapter 5, “The Gulf War: Unique or Precedent?” and Chapter 8, “The Era of Differential Air Power.”
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