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“National defense [sic] can be 
assured only by an Independent 
Air Force of adequate power.”Giulio Douhet 1

Introduction

A ir power was born over the trenches in 
World War I, went through its adoles-
cence during the relative peace of the 

interwar period and reached a level of maturity 
in European skies during World War II. It is 
arguable that most students of air power theory 
would accept this statement at face value.  
Unfortunately, the statement is extremely 
Western-centric and reflects the domination, 
at least in air power literature, of the United 
States (US) and, to a lesser extent, Great Britain. 
Anglo-American air power would centre 
on three basic facts: strategic bombing was a 
war-winning, decisive strategy; the bomber 
would always get through; and only an inde-
pendent air force commanded by airmen could 
implement the strategy. Even Germany, the 
Anglo-American European foe, is accorded an 
honoured place in air power discussions not 
only because the German approach to air power 
was extremely similar to that followed by the 
US and Britain, but because the Luftwaffe’s 
lack of appreciation of the strategic bombing 
role resulted in its defeat. Therefore, Germany 
is the perfect “negative” example of how not to 
develop air power doctrine. However, the US 
and Great Britain did face another major chal-
lenge with respect to the successful prosecution 
of an air war in World War II—Japan. Japan’s 
approach to air power during the interwar 
period was radically different from that pursued 
by the other three nations in that it never 
advocated a strategic bombing doctrine, was 
totally integrated with a parent service and was 
not commanded by an airman. That Japan chose 
this approach to air power should not be seen 
as “wrong,” but merely reflective of a different 
developmental process and as worthy of study 
as the Anglo-American theories of air power.

My analysis and discussion is limited to the 
primary representatives and developers of air 

power doctrine in each of the four nations that 
will be examined. In the US this position was 
occupied by the Army Air Corps, in Britain by 
the Royal Air Force (RAF), in Germany the 
Luftwaffe and in Japan the Imperial Japanese 
Naval Air Force. These four organizations were 
pivotal in the development of their respective 
national approaches to air power during the  
interwar period. In this first of two parts, 
this paper will briefly examine the birth of 
air power, discuss the nature of doctrine and 
examine the growth of Anglo-American air 
power doctrine during the interwar period. The 
second part will address the air power doctrine 
development of Britain and the US’s primary 
adversaries during World War II and will offer 
some conclusions on similarities and differences 
between the combatants. 

Air Power	
Prior to 1914, aviation was in its infancy. 

Barely eleven years old when war engulfed 
Europe, heavier-than-air aircraft were slow, 
fragile and relatively unarmed. Although the 
first tentative steps had been taken to explore 
the offensive potential of aircraft, aviation  
commenced the war as essentially the “eyes” 
of long-established land and maritime forces. 
It was the considered opinion of the military 
experts of the day that this was the most effi-
cient and effective use of this new technology. 
For the most part, the potential of this new 
technology to change the face of war and effect 
national destinies was left to the imagination 
of fiction writers.2 Four years later, much of 
the fiction had become reality and aviation had 
become a tactical necessity on the battlefield, as 
well as a strategic concern on the home front. 
Nearly every major combatant in World War I, 
whether victor or vanquished, had an air service 
as part of their fielded military forces on  
11 November 1918. However, despite the emer-
gence of aviation as a major factor in modern 
war, the concept of “air power” as an element 
of a nation’s military repertoire, as important as 
land or maritime power, had yet to be developed. 
Empirical proof from the war aside, nations 
and militaries would struggle to find a “home” 
for air power throughout the interwar period.
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The various bombing campaigns of World 
War I planted the seeds for the development 
of air power doctrine during the interwar 
period, at least in the West. Beginning in 1916, 
the Germans began launching attacks against 
London, at first with airships and then with 
large bombardment aircraft. Reprisal raids by 
Britain were the stated purpose of the Indepen-
dent Force of bombers under the command of 
a future leader of the RAF, Lord Trenchard. As 
well, the Italians and Austrians were enthusi-
astically bombing each other in their theatre 
of war. All of these campaigns had a profound 
effect on theorists who either had direct experi-
ence in bombing operations, such as Trenchard 
and Giulio Douhet, or experienced them second 
hand through discussion and observation, such 
as William Mitchell.  

Douhet wrote that air power was an offensive 
force that would dominate the modern battlefield. 
In order to triumph, a nation must be prepared 
to strike quickly at the beginning of a conflict 
and launch “massive attacks against the enemy 
centres of population, government and indus-
try—hit first and hit hard to shatter enemy 
civilian morale, leaving the enemy government 
no option but to sue for peace.” He also argued 
that “an independent air force armed with  
long-range bombardment aircraft, maintained 
in a constant state of readiness, [was] the  
primary requirement” to accomplish this  
mission.3 With only slight variations, this 
would become the focus of Anglo-American  
air power doctrine between the wars. 

Despite its rapid development during 
World War I, military aviation’s place within 
the political and military apparatus of nations 
was far from certain during the interwar period. 
Without doubt military aviation was here 
to stay, but what shape this new element of 
warfare would take had yet to be determined. 
Although the aircraft had proven itself to be a 
formidable addition to the combat power of a 
nation, the life and death struggle of the war 
meant that air power had been guided by the 
requirements of day-to-day survival rather than 
a coherent approach to its long-term utility to 
national interests. Battle-proven, air power now 
had to establish itself in the somewhat harsher 

arena of peacetime politics and institutional 
infighting. In other words, air power needed its 
own doctrine upon which to “hang its hat.” 

Doctrine 
What is doctrine and why is it important? 

Chris Demchak, in Military Organizations, 
Complex Machines, and Modernization in the 
U.S. Armed Services, defined it as “the military 
professional’s best guess as to how organizations 
should respond to the unknowns of wartime in 
order to be successful.…”4 This simple defini-
tion highlights three general perceptions about  
doctrine: it is the exclusive purview of the  
military, it is a “guess” and that it is only  
applicable in wartime. Such a definition ignores 
the impact of non-military contributors, such 
as politicians, academics or business people, to 
a nation’s air power doctrine. These contribu-
tions were especially important during a period 
when air power doctrine was in a permanent 
state of flux. At the same time, although there 
may be an element of “guess work” involved 
in doctrinal development, all factors being 
equal, it is normally mitigated by experience 
and practice. It could be argued that, given its 
rather short history, interwar air power doctrine 
relied rather heavily on “guess work”; however, 
this varied from nation to nation and was more 
likely to occur when other developmental factors 
dominated the process. Without disputing its 
wartime utility, doctrine should permit the  
employment of all the elements of national 
power, including military aviation, to further 
the state’s goals be it during peace or war.	

Barry Posen’s definition of doctrine is closer 
to the mark. Posen wrote that military doctrine 
“is a response to both national and international 
influences. It represents the state’s response to 
the constraints and incentives of the external 
world, yet it encompasses means that are in the 
custody of military organizations.”5 In other 
words, doctrine is “bigger” than just a military 
organization and is influenced by a number of 
factors external to that organization. As well, 
Posen argues that military doctrine has a direct 
bearing on the well-being of the state in that it 
has an impact on international political life and 
the security of the state.6 Interwar air power 
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advocates would have found little in Posen’s 
statement to disagree with. 	

Posen advances two theories to serve as the 
basis for analysing French, British and German 
doctrinal development between the wars: orga-
nizational theory and balance of power theory. 
Organizational theory tends to focus on the 
organization’s purpose, people and environment 
as the principle causal factors that influence 
its approach to basic doctrinal elements such 
as adopting an offensive, defensive or deterrent 
posture; political-military integration; and in-
novation.7 On the whole, Posen concludes that 
military organizations favour offensive doctrine. 
Offensive doctrine provides a focused purpose 
that reduces uncertainty by maintaining the 
initiative in a conflict and encouraging state 
support during peacetime. At the same time, 
this type of doctrine may lead to increased 
size, wealth and autonomy as the organization 
is perceived to be of increasing importance  
to the state.8 

	
Unfortunately, a military organization’s 

increasing importance and autonomy does not 
always foreshadow a symbiotic relationship 
with a nation’s goals and means. Noting that 
militaries have a tendency to minimize “civil-
ian interference” as much as possible, Posen 
deduces that militaries do not place a priority 
on reconciling their means with state policy, 
tend to restrict the flow of information to their 
civilian masters and, in the absence of strong 
civilian oversight, will reach a negotiated settle-
ment amongst the different service elements 
that will, for all practical purposes, permit them 
to achieve their doctrinal aims.9 

Finally, with respect to innovation, Posen 
states that only rarely will militaries initiate 
innovative military doctrine internally.10 
Although changes to military doctrine 
can reasonably be expected to stem from 
technological changes or stimulation provided 
from outside sources, this is often not the case 
because innovation brings with it operational 
and institutional uncertainty. Military 
organizations may attempt to minimize this 
uncertainty in a number of ways including 
making new technology “fit” existing doctrine; 

ignoring potential lessons to be learned 
from other militaries or organizations; and 
corrupting or suppressing evidence that 
contradicts their preferred doctrine.11 	
	 The second theory that Posen advances to 
explain doctrinal development is the balance 
of power theory. This theory predicts a “greater 
heterogeneity in military doctrine” based upon 
“reasonable appraisals by each state of its politi-
cal, technological, economic and geographical 
problems and possibilities in the international 
system.”12 Accordingly, offensive doctrines will 
most likely be adopted by states that wish to 
expand, fear high collateral damage, face  
multiple opponents, anticipate an erosion of 
relative power, are geographically dominated  
by potential opponents or have global security 
requirements. Defensive doctrines are preferred 
by nations that have limited resources, opt for 
security through a coalition, seek to maintain 
the status quo or feel that they are in no imme-
diate danger. Finally, deterrent doctrines may be 
employed by states with limited military means 
as a sort of “default” position. Regardless of the 
type of defence posture selected, the balance 
of power theory presupposes a high degree of 
rational civilian intervention in military doc-
trinal development. In turn, such a high degree 
of civil-military integration would lead to a 
balanced doctrine more capable of adopting in-
novative approaches to changing imperatives.13

	
Although valid in many areas, Posen’s  

theories do indicate a strong bias against the 
organizational imperatives of militaries and 
seem to over-emphasize the “even-handedness” 
of civilian politicians. Elizabeth Kier in her 
examination of French and British military 
doctrine between the wars agrees with Posen’s 
viewpoint that often “military organizations 
pursue their parochial interests.” She goes on to 
note that military doctrine is also about the  
allocation of power within [emphasis in 
original] society” which makes it very much 
a domestic political issue.14 Domestic politics 
have a completely different set of paradigms as 
compared to those that govern international 
relations. Kier notes that Posen’s: 

argument about the role of civilians and 
the international system exaggerates the 
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power of systemic imperatives  
and misses what civilian policy makers  
often care most about. First, as many 
realists recognized, the structure of the 
international system is indeterminate of 
choices between offensive and defensive 
doctrines. Second, even during periods 
of international threat, civilians rarely 
intervene in doctrinal developments, and 
when they do, their decisions are often 
damaging to the state’s strategic objectives. 
Third…civilian intervention is often a 
response to domestic political concerns, 
not to the distribution of power in the 
international system.15 

In certain situations, perceived domestic 
political requirements may have had a greater 
effect on doctrinal development then either  
organizational or international security requirements.

Drew and Snow made the point that  
doctrine is not just the result of experience. 
They point out that:

Experience by itself has limited utility.  
As Frederick the Great pointed out, if 
experiences were all-important, he had 
several pack mules who had seen enough 
of war to be field marshals. The real key 
is the accurate analysis and interpretation 
of history (experience) – and therein lies 
the rub. Each individual looks at history 
through different lenses, lenses shaped 
by a variety of factors, lenses that inter-
pret history in very  
different ways. The results 
are differing views among 
nations and among 
military services within 
nations about the  

lessons of history and their applicability 
to the present and future.16

Each nation that was wrestling with the 
issue of air power during the interwar period 
approached it from a different perspective based 
upon its interpretation of not only history, 

but of organizational, balance of power and 
domestic political concerns as well. Depend-
ing on which one of these areas dominated the 
developmental process, the national approach 
to air power doctrine could be similar (US and 
Great Britain), slightly different (Germany) or 
radical ( Japan). 

The British Approach	
Of all the major combatants in World War I, 

Great Britain was the only one that came away 
from the war with an independent air force. 
However, it was an air force that was very  
much a creature of the circumstances and 
personalities that had created it. The RAF 
came into being on 1 April 1918 primarily in 
response to German attacks on London and the 
perceived inability of its predecessor (the Royal 
Flying Corps) to deal with them. In addition, 
the newly created third military service of the 
Empire was to strike back at Germany in kind. 
Therefore, from its very inception the RAF was 
assigned strategic bombardment as a founding 
role.17 There is no doubt that the creation of 
the RAF served the organizational desires of 
air officers for independence from the army 
and navy, while the strategic bombardment role 
gave them a mission that only they could carry 
out. However, without the domestic political 
requirement to demonstrate something was being 
done to defend the home front, while at the 
same time exacting revenge against the “Hun,” 
it is arguable that Britain would have had to 

wait longer for an independent 
air force.

	 Although a victor in the 
war, the conflict had 

left Britain much weakened economically and 
retrenchment became the order of the day.  
In August 1919, the British cabinet agreed 
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upon broad guidelines that would dominate 
defence planning and expenditures until the 
early 1930s. The services were told to plan for 
no major war for the next five to ten years and 
to focus their efforts on policing the Empire. 
To accomplish these policing tasks, manpower 
would approach pre-1914 levels. Finally, where 
possible, new weapons and technology would 
replace manpower.18 To a certain extent these 
guidelines were based on the perceived state 
of international affairs. However, it would be 
equally true to say that they reflected a true 
appreciation of economic reality and a profound 
distaste for the type of conflict that they had 
just been through. Stephen Cimbala labeled it 
“belligerent non-belligerence” derived from a 
firm belief that “World War I had been ‘a war 
to end all wars’ and it was against accepted 
canon to argue otherwise.”19

Lord Trenchard, as Chief of the Air Staff, 
proved adept at navigating the political and 
fiscal waters of the 1920s ensuring not only 
the survival of the RAF as an independent 
service, but gaining acceptance of strategic 
bombardment as the focal point of British air 
power doctrine as well. Commencing with 
an expedition to Somaliland in 1919, he gave 
successive governments what they craved—a 
cheap method of “policing” recalcitrant colonial 
tribes via aerial attack with minimal ground 
support.20 A role only the RAF could perform, 
aerial policing, as this policy came to be known, 
provided the necessary political support to 
permit Trenchard to establish permanent RAF 
bases and institutions including the RAF Staff 
College. Opened in 1922, the RAF Staff Col-
lege would serve to cultivate an air force spirit 
and culture very much focused on the efficacy 

of strategic bombing.21 

According to Tami Biddle, the RAF Staff 
College served “more as a disseminating station 
for the accepted organization viewpoint than it 
did a centre for critical thinking.”22 Even after 
his retirement in 1930, the accepted organi-
zational viewpoint with respect to strategic 
bombing was Trenchard’s. War was a psycho-
logical contest where the morale of a hostile 
nation could be shattered by targeting enemy 
workers’ homes and workplaces. The attack 

would be conducted incessantly, without regard 
to losses, forcing the enemy on the defensive 
until they finally surrendered. Anything that 
detracted from the aerial offensive was relegated 
to secondary importance. In general terms, this 
was the doctrine advocated by the Royal Air 
Force War Manual published in 1928.23 

	
Successive British governments were of 

two minds when it came to strategic bomb-
ing. There was a desire to “outlaw” strategic 
bombing as an acceptable method of war. This 
grew from concerns about the moral and legal 
issues surrounding the deliberate targeting 
of non-combatants and the realization that 
foreign air power threatened British cities, as 
evidenced by the 1925 French “scare.” Britain 
pressed for “aerial disarmament” at the Geneva 
disarmament talks that took place from 1932 
to 1934. Unfortunately, this proposal, as well as 
the entire talks, collapsed with no resolution.24 
Some British politicians actively supported the 
RAF’s offensive doctrine because it allowed 
them to avoid that which they feared the 
most—an expensive continental commitment 
similar to that of 1914.25 As late as 1936, the 
government’s White Paper on defence placed 
committing forces to the continent behind 
defence of the British Isles and garrisoning the 
Empire in order of priority. That same year the 
Chancellor of the Exchequer, Neville Chamber-
lain, confided to his diary that “I cannot believe 
that the next war, if it ever comes, will be like 
the last one, and I believe our resources will be 
more profitably employed in the air, and on the 
sea, than in building up great armies.”26 One 
year later, Chamberlain was the Prime Minister 
and his outlook on defence had not changed as 
he remained convinced that “the maintenance 
of Britain’s economic stability represented an 
essential element in the maintenance of her 
defensive strength.”27 

The desire to avoid a major continen-
tal commitment did not mean that British 
politicians failed to appreciate the potential 
threat that lay in a resurgent Germany and a 
militaristic Japan. Commencing in 1935, the 
government did commit modest funds for 
rearmament, but these funds were intended to 
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increase military strength as a deterrent rather 
than as concrete preparation for war. Therefore, 
Britain sought numerical parity with Germany, 
especially with respect to bombers, in the belief 
that such action would signal Britain’s deter-
mination to defend itself while not appearing 
threatening.28 For the RAF, this meant additional 
funds for their strategic bombing forces.29

By the mid-1930s, the RAF’s strategic 
deterrent lay with Bomber Command. However, 
it was a hollow force. RAF doctrine called for 
massive attacks on enemy heartland, but it 
lacked the aircraft, bomb carrying capacity  
and ability to locate even the largest cities.  
Furthermore, the firm belief that “the bomber 
would always get through” allowed the RAF  
to conveniently ignore the rapid pace of 
technological changes occurring through the 
1930s.30 Trenchardian doctrine was large on 
rhetoric but short on practical details on how  
to mount a sustained aerial offensive. Nor was 
the RAF particularly concerned throughout  
the 1920s and 1930s because their doctrine  
had served organizational requirements very  
effectively. Tami Biddle summed up the  
apparent complacency as follows:

Of the dominant RAF view in the 
interwar years, Sir John Slessor later 
wrote, “Our belief in the bomber, in 
fact, was intuitive—a matter of faith.” 
This faith came partly from prevail-
ing assumptions about societal and 
economic vulnerability, partly from 
the need to preserve a lever—in the 
form of the strategic air offensive—in 
interservice wars, and partly from cul-
tural norms inside the service. Though 
formally professionalized, the military 
services in interwar Britain continued 
to be pervaded by a spirit of traditional 
amateurism.31

The cost of trying to maintain parity with 
Germany had grown so great that by 1938 the 
British government realized that it could not 
continue with this policy. It, therefore, radically 
reoriented its air power focus to one stressing 
defence rather than offense; henceforth Fighter 

Command would get significantly more 
resources which, as it turned out, was fortunate 
for Great Britain.32 

When war began in September 1940, the 
RAF’s ability to mount the type of bomber 
attacks that they had advocated for so long was 
restricted due to both technology and policy 
as the government did not want to encourage 
the Germans to respond in kind. When the 
RAF finally began to mount their first “raids” 
they quickly found out that their doctrine of 
daylight attacks by unescorted bombers was  
unworkable. Losses mounted to the point 
where the RAF was forced to switch to night 
bombing which meant that survivability went 
up, but accuracy went down.33 

Royal Air Force doctrine during the inter-
war period was dominated by organizational 
concerns. Strategic bombing to shatter an 
enemy’s will, although initially a minor part of 
Britain’s air effort during World War I became, 
thanks to Trenchard and his disciples, one 
of the two central tenets of British air power 
doctrine. The second tenet was that an inde-
pendent air force was required to carry out the 
first; however the first was needed to preserve 
the second. Given British domestic political 
and international security concerns, the best 
way to preserve the RAF was to solve both 
problems cheaply; strategic bombing doctrine 
fit the bill nicely. After World War I, bombing 
not only provided an apparently efficient and 
cost-effective method of policing the Empire, it 
also seemed to offer the government a means to 
avoid a manpower-heavy commitment to Con-
tinental Europe, an anathema to British voters. 
Despite efforts to have aerial bombardment  
declared an illegal form of warfare, Great Britain 
came to rely upon the RAF’s Bomber Command 
as the only effective deterrent against a resurgent 
Germany. To this end they were influenced 
by the “air propaganda” coming from the Air 
Ministry that offered a cost-effective solution. 
From an organizational viewpoint, reliance 
on Bomber Command not only maintained 
the primacy of strategic bombing doctrine, it 
permitted the RAF to obtain a privileged position 
during inter-service discussions.34 Regardless of 
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the fact that the RAF had done little to make 
their strategic bombing doctrine any more than 
a self-serving theory, the organizational goals of 
the air force had been met. 

The American Approach	
World War I ended before the American 

air services were fully developed. For the most 
part, US participation in the air war was limited 
to direct support of American ground forces 
using foreign manufactured aircraft. Although 
some senior air officers gained a certain amount 
of experience commanding large formations of 
aircraft, they never had the opportunity to fully 
explore elements of air power such as strategic 
bombardment.35 When hostilities ended, the 
US Army Air Service remained a small, sub-
ordinate part of the overall US Army and so it 
would remain for approximately the next 15 years.

	
Eliot Cohen noted that throughout “the 

1920s and 1930s, most Americans viewed 
World War I as a grievous exception to a long-
standing policy of non-involvement in European 
affairs. To most the war represented a terrible 
mistake. A happy revision to an ante bellum 
strategic outlook seemed the logical outcome.”36 
Unlike Great Britain, two oceans and harmless 
neighbours to the north and south secured the 
heartland of the United States. There was sim-
ply no comparable threat of invasion or aerial 
attack to stimulate defence planning. However, 
like Great Britain the US had vital interests 
in the Far-East. United States’ interests in the 
Philippines and Pacific island possessions, such 
as Wake and Guam, needed to be garrisoned 
and protected. Although the army (including 
land-based aircraft) would provide the garrisons, 
the responsibility for their defence rested with 
the United States Navy (USN). To ensure that 
the strategic environment remained as benign 
as possible, Congress controlled military expen-
ditures and passed “neutrality legislation” to 
make sure the US stayed out of foreign wars.37

Air power advocates returning from the 
battlefields of France were “behind the eight 
ball.” Still subordinate to the army, the Air 
Service (or Air Corps as it would soon be 
renamed) had no rationale for the establishment 

of an independent service. However, in the 
RAF they had an example for inspiration, and 
in Brigadier-General William Mitchell they 
found a voice. Influenced by both his war-
time experience and conversations with Lord 
Trenchard, Mitchell came to firmly believe that 
aviation had revolutionized warfare. In effect, 
air power rendered armies and navies obsolete by 
being able to fly over them to attack the enemy 
nation. Like Trenchard, Mitchell believed that 
strategic bombardment by large numbers of 
bombers offered an efficient, effective and deci-
sive way to wage war. He argued that the large 
sums of money now being spent on the army, 
and especially on the navy, should instead be in-
vested in an independent air force, commanded 
by airmen who knew better than anyone else 
how to employ this new technology.38

	
It is difficult to determine Mitchell’s overall 

effect on doctrine development within the Air 
Corps. Through a series of well-publicized 
“stunts,” published works and speaking engage-
ments, there is no doubt he not only managed 
to irritate the military hierarchy of both the 
army and navy, he kept air power in the public 
eye. Court-martialled in 1925 for insubordina-
tion, Mitchell gradually faded from public view. 
Although his call for an independent air force 
with a strategic bombing mission resonated 
with the young airmen of the day, I.B. Holley Jr. 
offers a more balanced assessment:

Although airpower [sic] advocates have 
found it useful to employ the hero-martyr 
Mitchell as a symbol, a close study of 
his writings will quickly reveal the su-
perficiality of this thinking and its lack 
of solid doctrinal content. It might even 
be argued that his intemperate style of 
advocacy did more harm than good to 
the cause of airpower. … Billy Mitchell 
was a romantic in an era that called for 
disciplined analysis in an increasingly 
high-tech field.39

Peter Faber in his paper on the Air Corps 
Tactical School describes a four-part strategy 
developed ad hoc by early air leaders and think-
ers in order to ensure that American air power 
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developed to its full potential. In general, they 
sought to “(1) redefine America as an airpower 
[sic] rather than a maritime nation; (2) demon-
strate and publicize the versatility of airpower [sic] 
in peacetime roles; (3) create both a corporate 
Air Corps identity through political maneuvering 
and an independent air force through legislation; 
and (4)…develop a unique theory of air warfare 
– unescorted high-altitude precision daylight 
bombardment against the key nodes of an enemy’s 
industrial infrastructure.”40 In other words, air-
men were going to work towards the primacy of 
air power over the objections of the other military 
organizations and their political masters and 
without regard to the international policies of 
the state. This was definitely an example of the 
triumph of organizational imperatives.

	
Although efforts to demonstrate and 

publicize the peacetime utility of air power met 
with only limited success, the strategy scored 
some notable achievements in the other areas. 
For all practical purposes by the late 1930s, 
America did consider itself both an air power 
and a sea power. A major step in this goal had 
been reached in 1931 when the heads of the 
US Army and USN reached an agreement 
to determine the functional responsibilities 
of their respective services regarding coastal 
defence and seaborne operations. Land-based 
army aircraft were to be employed in defending 
the coasts both at home and abroad. Depend-
ing upon how the mission was defined, and 
the Air Corps defined it in their favour, coastal 
defence required long-range aircraft capable of 
precision attacks against enemy shipping. These 
capabilities would be “coached” in defensive 
terms to meet the dictates of national policy, 
but the seeds were laid for the development of 

technology such as the B-17 and the Norden 
bomb-sight.41

	
Throughout the 1920s and early 1930s, 

efforts to create an independent air force had 
resulted in incremental changes, but fallen short 
of achieving anything substantial. Then in 1934, 
the government sponsored Howell Commission 
decided that “the Air Service had now passed 
beyond its former position as a useful auxiliary 
and should in the future be considered an im-
portant means of exerting directly the will of the 
Commander-in-Chief.” Recognizing that the 
agreement between the army and navy described 
above had effectively given the Air Corps con-
trol over all land-based bombardment, pursuit 
(fighter), attack and observation aircraft, the 
Commission recommended the formation of a 
permanent General Headquarters (GHQ) Air 
Force to serve as “an independent striking unit.” 
Approved in 1935, GHQ Air Force would be as 
close to independence as the Air Corps would 
come prior to World War II.42 

Underpinning all of the organizational  
infighting and political maneuvering was the 
development of a distinct air power doctrine. 
Like their British counterparts, American  
airmen were drawn to what they saw as the  
potential of air power through strategic bombing 
to bring a new, decisive element to warfare. 
However, they did not agree with the RAF’s 
focus on the morale effects of this type of 
bombing. Instead, they focused on the perceived 
“frailties and weaknesses in the interlocking 
structure of a modern industrial society.” 
Through careful analysis, they reasoned 
that critical nodes could be identified, the 
destruction of which would 
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critically impair the enemy’s ability to wage 
war and lead to victory. Developed and refined 
by the so-called “Bomber Mafia” at the Air 
Corps Tactical School (ACTS) throughout the 
1920s and 1930s, the “industrial fabric” theory 
of bombing dominated air doctrine within the 
United States during the interwar period.43 The 
best way to strike these critical nodes would be 
via daylight precision bombing. The Air Corps 
pinned its hopes on the B-17, equipped with 
the Norden bombsight, as the aircraft that 
would enable it to field its envisioned strategic 
bombing capability. 

Despite the Air Corps’ obvious preference 
for an offensive strategy, the B-17 was given 
the nickname the “Flying Fortress” in order to 
underline its “defensive” orientation.44 Then the 
Munich Crisis in September 1938 provided 
the impetus for a massive growth of American 
air power. In response to European events, 
President Roosevelt addressed Congress on 12 
January 1939 calling for a three-fold increase 
in the size of the Air Corps. This would be the 
first in a number of increases that would see the 
Air Corps expand from 20 tactical air groups in 
the spring of 1939 to 84 by the fall of 1941.45 	

Although Air Corps size and importance 
may have increased due to international security 
concerns, doctrine still remained firmly focused 
on the bomber. Furthermore, despite evidence 
provided by the RAF to the contrary, the 
Americans remained convinced that daylight 
precision bombing was the most efficient way 
to prosecute the war. This doctrine formed the 
basis for Air War Plans Division – 1 (AWPD-
1), developed by four men heavily indoctri-
nated by the ACTS. AWPD-1 emphasized 
selective daytime attacks on key targets by 
unescorted bombers.46 So intent was senior Air 
Corps leadership on maintaining the organi-
zational primacy that “bombers would always 
get through” that they ignored in-house reports 
to the contrary, “rigged” so-called demonstra-
tions and withheld technology that could have 
permitted the early fielding of escort fighters.47 
Thousands of American airmen would pay for 
this myopic adherence to Air Corps doctrine 
with their lives.

America spent most of the interwar period 
avoiding international entanglements. Until the 
late 1930s and early 1940s, US international 
security concerns were such that they had a 
minimal influence on the development of air 
doctrine. Although the technological promise 
of aviation inspired and interested the American 
public during this period, the attention paid to 
the military services including the Air Corps 
can be described as one of benign neglect. 
Therefore, organizational requirements were 
the driving force behind US air power doctrine. 
In this case, the purpose of the doctrine was to 
create an independent air force whose primary 
focus would be strategic bombing. They  
succeeded in that the US entered World War II 
with an air force independent in all but name 
and with an air power doctrine that called for 
daylight precision attacks on key enemy targets. 
It would be left to the crucible of war to  
determine if the doctrine was sound or not.

Conclusion
Both Great Britain and the United States 

developed similar air power doctrine based on 
organizational requirements modified, when 
required, to address international security and 
domestic political concerns. The RAF and the 
Air Corps adopted an offensive strategy based 
on aerial bombardment as the primary mission 
of military aviation. They differed only on the 
issue of targeting with the Americans seeking 
to destroy key nodes while the British sought 
to destroy the will of the enemy by striking 
directly at the civilian work force. Whereas the 
British could openly refer to such a strategy 
supported by both domestic policy seeking to 
avoid a repeat of World War I and the need to 
build a credible deterrent, until the beginning 
of World War II, the Air Corps had to insist 
that such a capability was defensive in nature.

	
A strategy of aerial bombardment would  

be administered most efficiently by an indepen-
dent air force commanded by airmen who best 
understood this new way of war. For the RAF, 
this meant keeping the air force in existence 
despite economic recession and challenges  
from the other services. To this end the RAF 
was willing to do whatever was required to 
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prove itself useful to the nation until such time 
as air power came to dominate defence consid-
erations. The US Air Corps spent the interwar 
period striving for independence and, for all 
practical purposes, achieved it by the start of 
World War II. 

The final major tenet of their doctrine was 
that the bomber would always be able to reach 
the target and it came from the experience 
gained during World War I, as well as during 

exercises conducted throughout the 1920s.  
As defensive technology (primarily fighter and 
early warning) improved, the possibility that 
the bomber would always get through came to 
be called into question. However, if the surviv-
ability and effectiveness of bombers was being 
challenged so too could the veracity of air power 
doctrine—including the need for independent 
air forces. Thus it was in the best interest of air 
power advocates to downplay a nation’s ability 
to defend against aerial bombardment. n
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