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PUBLISHER’S FOREWORD

No book series entitled Roots of Strategy would be complete without the inclusion of those late-nineteenth-and early-twentieth-century military theorists who addressed—and set the course—for what we today call the joint operational and strategic arenas of warfare. Sun Tzu, Jomini, Clausewitz, Frederick the Great, Napoleon, and other key strategists throughout the ages addressed themselves primarily to land forces. Modern warfare integrates land power, airpower, and sea power. Employment of air and sea power for strategic objectives was seriously addressed at the turn of the twentieth century and thereafter by four “crusaders”—Alfred Thayer Mahan, Julian Corbett, Giulio Douhet, and William Mitchell.

We are fortunate to have the strategic significance of these four writers introduced by the noted author and scholar, Colonel David Jablonsky, Professor of National Security Affairs at the U.S. Army War College. Professor Jablonsky has pulled together the best parts of the writings of the four theorists who have had the greatest influence on the roles of naval and airpower in the past century. Alfred Thayer Mahan’s The Influence of Sea Power Upon History, Julian Corbett’s Some Principles of Maritime Strategy, Giulio Douhet’s Command of the Air, and William “Billy” Mitchell’s Winged Defense continue to have relevance for students and practitioners of naval and air strategy—and indeed, for students of joint operations and strategy—because their works illustrate the continuity of the fundamentals of strategic thought, even in today’s era of great and ubiquitous change.




EDITOR’S FOREWORD

The purpose of the preceding three Roots of Strategy books was to make available in compact form the writings of significant strategic theorists throughout history. This volume is no exception. Alfred Thayer Mahan and Julian Stafford Corbett dealt with naval strategy and operational art in a time of great change as navies emerged from the age of sail. The environment of change was even more pronounced for the early air theorists, Giulio Douhet and Billy Mitchell, as they attempted to deal with a new dimension of warfare. In such an environment, it is not surprising that the four theorists were not always correct in their calculations of the relationship of means and ends—the essence of strategy. But the problems they encountered are as important as their successes for the modern strategists who must deal with a future that promises to be marked by both the speed and the ubiquity of change.

My thanks to the following for their help in preparing this volume: Edward Skender at Stackpole Books; teaching colleagues: Donald Boose, Joseph Cerami, James Holcomb, Leonard Fullenkampf, James McCallum, and Richard Mullery; the U.S. Army War College library staff: Jacqueline Bey, Jane Gibish, Kathryn Hindman, Patsy Myers, Mary Rife, and Virginia Shope; the Department of National Security and Strategy staff: Sandy Foote, Jody Swartz and, above all, Rosemary Moore.



INTRODUCTION:
STRATEGY, CONTINUITY,
AND CHANGE

Modern military forces normally work in an environment in which the major dilemma is that of properly matching continuity and change. The answer to this problem lies in the process of what Richard Neustadt and Ernest May call thinking in “time streams.” The core attribute for such thinking is to imagine the future as it may be when it becomes the past—a thing of complex continuity. Thus, the primary challenge is to ascertain whether change has really happened, is happening, or will happen. “What’s so new about that?” is the operative question that can reveal continuity as well as change.1

It is not, however, an easy matter to draw reliable distinctions between the two in advance of retrospect. How, for instance, could Herbert Hoover have known in the spring of 1930 that the accustomed past would not reassert itself? Certainly there was no guide in the experiences of the 1893 to 1897 depression or the financial panics of 1907 and 1921. Nevertheless, such sudden change does not occur often in history; and continuity remains an important anodyne from the past that can inform the present and the future. This is why Thucydides can seem so contemporary—why, for instance, the contest between Athens and Sparta in the Peloponnesian War resonated in the Cold War and why the expedition to Syracuse had overtones for Americas “half-war” in Vietnam.

Thinking in time is particularly helpful in peacetime—a period in which military forces normally encounter an environment that is at best indifferent, at worst hostile. This is compounded at the theater strategic, operational, and tactical levels of war, since there is no basis in peacetime for complete feedback—true verification of the interaction of organization, doctrine, and technology. The military at such times, Michael Howard points out,


is like a sailor navigating by dead reckoning. You have left the terra firma of the last war and are extrapolating from the experiences of that war. The greater the distance from the last war, the greater become the chances of error in this extrapolation. Occasionally there is a break in the clouds: a small-scale conflict occurs somewhere and gives you a “fix” by showing whether certain weapons and techniques are effective or not: but it is always a doubtful mix. … For the most part you have to sail on in a fog of peace until at the last moment. Then, probably when it is too late, the clouds lift and there is land immediately ahead; breakers, probably, and rocks. Then you find out rather late in the day whether your calculations have been right or not.2



More often than not, these calculations will be wrong. What is equally important, however, is that strategic theorists have been at work asking the right questions, determining what can be jettisoned as ephemeral, what is of continuing validity, and how, in particular, the latter can be reduced to abiding principles. Such questions ultimately separate the variables from the constants—the objective of all scientific thought—and, as a consequence, allow some basis for establishing a capacity to quickly correct doctrinal problems when the moment arrives in which the military discovers that it hasn’t got it quite right.3 The sea and air theorists represented in this volume pose these types of questions.

All four theorists were born in the nineteenth century: Alfred Thayer Mahan in 1840; Julian Stafford Corbett in 1854; Giulio Douhet in 1869; and William “Billy” Mitchell in 1879. Only Mahan, however, actually produced his primary strategic work, The Influence of Sea Power Upon History, 1660-1783, in that century. The publication of the study in 1890 was his first effort; and the preface, the introductory, and the first chapter of that book compose the initial selection in this volume. Corbett, on the other hand, worked for many years on a series of historical studies before distilling the essence of his efforts in his 1911 Some Principles of Maritime Strategy, extracts of which form the second selection of readings. Giulio Douhet wrote The Command of the Air in 1921 and revised it in 1927. The third selection contains most of this work and an additional article, all of which along with two other articles was translated into English and published in 1942 as The Command of the Air. The final selection is from Billy Mitchells Winged Defense, a collection of magazine articles and Mitchells congressional testimony in 1925, the year of his court-martial.4

Three of these four theorists were career military officers. Mahan graduated second in his class from the U.S. Naval Academy in 1859 and served in the Civil War on ships patrolling the Confederate coast. For twenty years after that conflict, he served in navy yards, on the Naval Academy staff, and on ships operating in Asia and off the west coast of South America. In 1886 he joined the faculty of the Naval War College and twice served as the president of that institution. In 1889 Mahan organized his lectures into book form, published the following year as The Influence of Sea Power Upon History 1660-1783. The book was instantly acclaimed in Great Britain; and when Mahan, back on sea duty, brought his ship into Southampton in the summer of 1893, he was hailed everywhere, entertained by the Queen and other notables, and presented with honorary degrees from Oxford and Cambridge. In 1896 he retired from active duty and, until his death in 1914, continued to produce an enormous output of books and articles.5

Douhet was commissioned as an artillery officer in the Italian Army in 1882 and became an early enthusiast of motor transport for the military. In 1909, however, Wilbur Wrights visit to Italy with a demonstration plane caused Douhet to switch his enthusiasm; he began to write articles on airpower and to urge the establishment of a military aviation branch. In 1912 he assumed command of the first aviation unit in the Italian Army, which he followed by a tour as head of the Army’s Aviation Section. In World War I his criticism of government aviation policy resulted in his court-martial for slandering the Italian high command; sentenced to a year in prison, he busied himself with drafting plans for an interallied air fleet of 20,000 strategic bombers. After the debacle at Caporetto, the Italian authorities reopened Douhet’s case and restored him to active duty as chief of the Central Aeronautical Bureau. He retired in 1918. In late 1920 Douhet was fully exonerated and, still in retirement, was promoted to brigadier general in 1921, the year he published The Command of the Air. He returned briefly to active duty in 1923 as commissioner of aviation in Benito Mussolini’s fascist government. From that time until his death in 1930, Douhet revised his book and continued to write articles promoting his concepts concerning airpower and his prophesies concerning future air war.6

Mitchell enlisted in the U.S. Army in 1898 at the age of 18 and shortly thereafter was commissioned in the Signal Corps, demonstrating an early interest in the application of radio and motor transport to military operations. In 1916 Mitchell learned to fly and with the U.S. entry into World War I the next year, transferred into the American Air Service, rising steadily to the head of air operations by the closing weeks of the war. After that conflict, there was a tour in Europe to study the status of aviation in the major powers, and from 1921 to 1925 he served in the rank of brigadier general as the assistant chief of the air service. The combination of his zealous promotion of a unified air force, separate from the other services, and his vehement criticisms of policies by the War and Navy Departments resulted in his court-martial in the fall of 1925. He resigned from the Army early in 1926 and devoted the remaining ten years of his life to denouncing the direction of U.S. military and civil aeronautical policies, while promoting the cause of a unified air arm in lectures, writings, and appearances before congressional committees.7

Corbett never served in the military. He received a law degree from Trinity College, Cambridge in 1877 and, in the words of his biographer, “spasmodically pursued a legal career until 1882.”8 After some years spent traveling and producing a few indifferent novels, he began to write serious naval history. By 1900 Corbett had produced two important works and, like Mahan at the same age of forty-five, decided to commit himself to the writing of naval history. In 1902 he was invited to be a lecturer at the Royal Naval College and at the same time was drawn into the burgeoning movement for British naval reform led by Second Sea Lord Sir John Fisher. In the ensuing years, Corbett continued to write books on naval history concerning the period between the age of Drake and that of Nelson. The ideas drawn from these writings as well as his lectures and staff work for Fisher were published in 1911 as Some Principles of Maritime Strategy. His work continued to have influence in World War I, and he was completing the official naval history of that conflict when he died in 1922.9

ENVIRONMENT

The significance of the four theorists represented in this volume lies not so much in the originality of their thinking, but in their being the first to assemble ideas, widely known at the time, into a collected, structured order. They all lived in periods of enormous change, which stimulated not only their thinking but that of other theorists who in turn influenced them.

In such a milieu, Alfred Thayer Mahan drew upon a wide variety of general and specific influences in the 1880s to put together the Naval War College lectures that formed the basis for his first book. First was his father, Dennis Hart Mahan, “old Dennis,” a professor at West Point who had provided half the Civil War leaders their education in military engineering and tactics, and in particular had introduced them to the military writing of the Swiss philosopher of war, Antoine-Henri Jomini. Mahan was greatly influenced by Jomini, “my best military friend,” who believed that in war “methods change but principles are unchanging.”10 For Mahan, Jomini served as an example of how to integrate structure and system into historical studies in order to create general principles, rules, and conclusions. This structure provided The Influence of Sea Power Upon History with a sense of cohesion and universal applicability that was lacking in earlier naval histories and which helped impart a practical, realistic air to the book.11

Another major influence at this time, by Mahan’s own account, was Theodor Mommsen’s History of Rome, which he read, during a voyage in 1884, at the English Club in Lima, Peru. “It suddenly struck me,” Mahan wrote concerning Mommsen’s description of the Punic Wars, “how different things might have been could Hannibal have invaded Italy by sea … or could he, after arrival, have been in free communication with Carthage by water.”12 That same year Stephen B. Luce, the founder of the U.S. Naval War College, recruited Mahan to teach at that institution. It was Luce, with his own broad approach to the highest level of naval thought, who introduced Mahan to his ideas and those of the various naval reform groups that had emerged since the Civil War, in particular the pioneering use of historical study in the 1870s by Sir John Knox Laughton.13 As a consequence, Mahan was well aware by 1890 that with the The Influence of Sea Power Upon History, he was embarking on a well-traveled intellectual road. That same year, for example, British Vice Adm. Phillip Colomb published Naval Warfare: Its Ruling Principles and Practice Historically Treated. And in the fall of the previous year, even as his manuscript was accepted for publication, Mahan was disturbed by the appearance of an article entitled, “War and the British Empire,”by the noted British historian John R. Seeley of Cambridge University. Because the article, in Mahan’s judgment, “so epitomized the general drift of my book,” he sent it to his publishers who decided nonetheless to proceed with the printing. The Seeley article was a reminder to Mahan, as his most recent biographer concludes, that “The Influence of Sea Power Upon History was not an original piece of work from either an intellectual or conceptual standpoint. It was a skillful synthesis of the ideas of others.”14 On the other hand, as another biographer has pointed out, if Mahan “discovered nothing in particular, he discovered it very well.”15

Many of these same theorists as well as Mahan influenced Julian Corbett as he produced a series of naval histories and lectures between 1898 and the publication of Some Principles of Maritime Strategy in 1911. From Laughton, for example, he learned the meticulous use of detailed sources. And from Mahan, he came to appreciate that the use of naval activity minutiae without a constant reference to the primary objectives that caused the activity could distort historical perspective. “For the first time,” he wrote of The Influence of Sea Power Upon History,


naval history was placed on a philosophical basis. From the mass of facts which had hitherto done duty for naval history, broad generalizations were possible. The lairs of statesmen and publicists were opened, and a new note began to sound in world politics.16



Equally important for Corbett was his interaction with Sir John Fisher and other reformers in the navy hierarchy—the so-called “Fishpond.” Serving as a War Course faculty member at the Royal Naval College and interacting with a “think tank” for influential naval professionals, enlarged and enriched his perspective as well as his reputation for clear-headed, independent thinking in an environment that almost invariably produced the worst kind of pandering to naval officialdom. At the same time, there was the propitious assignment in 1905 of Captain Edmond Slade as the Director of the War Course—a mentor who was destined to play a role similar to that of Luce with Mahan. Together, the two men took on the strategy curriculum as a joint project, with concepts worked out in close cooperation. One result was that Corbett in consultation with Slade produced the so-called “Green Pamphlet” in 1906, entitled “Strategical Terms and Definitions Used in Lectures on Naval History,” which along with a revision in 1909 addressed the concepts and principles that would form the basis for his 1911 masterwork.17 But Slade’s influence did not end there, for it is quite likely that as a linguist and a student of the German wars of unification, he augmented Corbett’s reading of Jomini and other war theorists with those of Carl von Clausewitz. In any event, while Corbett’s 1904 study of England in the Mediterranean was devoid of Clausewitzian thought, the Prussian philosopher was very much in evidence in the “Green Pamphlet,” the first section of which began with a paraphrase of Clausewitz’s most fundamental dictum concerning war as a continuation of policy.18

For both Mahan and Corbett, two trends in the nineteenth century virtually ensured them an audience for their theories of sea power and maritime strategy. The first was the rapid development of naval technology. Steam applied to ships early in the century had been followed within three decades by the advent of the screw propeller followed within a similar period by great innovations in ordnance, armor, and coal consumption. By 1873 the launching of the Devastation marked the arrival of a warship similar in its essentials to those of the capital ships early in the next century, with its iron hull, propeller, armor plate, rifled guns, and a mast used only for signaling. This dramatically new technology set the stage for the second trend involving growing global rivalries among the major powers in the late nineteenth century. For these new developments enabled countries like Japan and the United States to establish local naval superiority and thus to challenge the global naval supremacy of Great Britain, just as that country’s lead in industrialization was beginning to slip away. Moreover, the 1875 to 1896 global depression caused most of these powers to adopt protective tariffs, which only added to the rivalries that found expression in the seizure of territories held by nations too weak to secure them. These two interdependent trends challenged traditional thinking about navies. Previously, there had been no attempts to intellectualize the subject or to produce any serious professional literature. In this chaotic, fluctuating environment, Mahan and Corbett, dissatisfied with what they perceived as narrow technical viewpoints within their countries’ navies, attempted to create “some enduring and steady guide.”19

The outcome of these trends was not always so self-evident. The history of the accomplishments of the sail-bedecked man-of-war appeared irrelevant as the age of steam began, particularly for enthusiastic navalists who perceived naval change only in the context of the second industrial revolution. Moreover, at the time Mahan was writing The Influence of Sea Power Upon History, a naval debate was raging in the United States that demonstrated that neither the Congress nor the public was prepared to accept large naval expansion programs. The European powers were occupied only with themselves; since there appeared to be no external discernable threat to America, there was no rationale to begin a major navalist effort in peacetime. Nevertheless, waiting in the wings was a wide assortment of interest groups ranging from nationalists, manufacturers, and builders of ships, engines, and armaments to ambitious military officers, bankers interested in foreign investment, and merchants searching for colonial markets. These groups, of course, were not unique to the United States; nor was the increased public interest in economic development and international relations, and their relationship to navies. Expansion and reform were in the air.20

Air theorists dealt with a faster changing environment and a new technology barely over a decade old when World War I began. That war had a greater impact on the subsequent development of airpower than airpower actually had on the conduct and outcome of the conflict. The American Air Service, for instance, had dropped only 138 tons of bombs and had never penetrated farther than 160 miles beyond the forward edge of the battle area. On the other hand, as David MacIsaac points out, “virtually every theory, attitude, idea, hope, dream, and debate that would mark the course of air warfare a quarter century later had been foreshadowed.”21 But prediction was not the same as implementation; the end of the war frustrated air theorists in all the belligerent countries. In October 1918, as an example, the western forces agreed to form an interallied independent air force that would be capable of a strategic bombardment campaign. The armistice the next month rendered this development inconclusive with no proof that aviation was anything more than an instrument to support armies and navies.22

By that time, there had been a liberal cross-fertilization of theories within the allied aviation community. In Italy, Douhet’s collaboration with Count Caproni di Taliedo to develop a strategic bomber had resulted by 1917 in successful raids on Austria with as many as 250 of these aircraft at a time. An American mission of aviators and aeronautical engineers, who observed these attacks, left Italy as enthusiastic supporters of the strategic bombardment theories of Douhet, then languishing in prison. Mitchell corresponded frequently with Caproni and certainly was aware of Douhet’s ideas. Many of these ideas coincided with those of Major General Hugh Trenchard, the commander of the Royal Flying Corps in France, with whom Mitchell had formed a close relationship even before Americas entry in the war. Trenchard, like many of his British colleagues, looked upon air forces as uniquely capable of directly attacking the enemy’s strategic heart by means of a “relentless and incessant offensive” that would defeat the nation without the “intermediate step” of defeating the enemy army.23 This approach was captured in the official Smuts Report to the British government in August 1917, which concluded that


the day may not be far off when aerial operations with their devastation of enemy lands and destruction of industrial and population centres on a vast scale may become the principal operations of war, to which the older forms of military and naval operations may become secondary and subordinate.24



As a consequence, by the time General John Pershing appointed Mitchell as the Aviation Officer of the American Expeditionary Force (AEF) in the summer of 1917, Mitchell had become a strategic bombing enthusiast to the extent that over three decades later, General Henry “Hap” Arnold could still recall Mitchell’s desire at the time to “blow up Germany.”25 Nevertheless, Mitchell curbed his zeal because of the AEF’s policy focus on the operational and tactical levels of war; and in the St.-Mihiel offensive in the fall of 1918, he employed 1,481 aircraft, the majority on loan from the allies, to support U.S. ground forces. That he had not lost his enthusiasm for strategic bombing was demonstrated by his continued correspondence with Caproni concerning possible acquisitions of long-range bombers and his continued efforts to assemble target data on German strategic objectives. At the war’s end, Mitchell was still negotiating with a British firm to procure bombers with a minimum range of 650 miles.26

In the interwar years, the Great War continued to exert a tremendous influence on the environment. To begin with, that period marked a general decline in the earlier public confidence concerning technological advances. The old premise of an escape from the horrors of war through technology had suffered almost mortal blows in the grim attrition of World War I. Paradoxically, revulsion against what technology had accomplished in that conflict kept the premise alive in the guise of airpower. For without some faith in the bombers expeditious decisiveness, the view of the future would have been too grim. “The more rapid and terrifying the arms are,” Douhet wrote, “the faster they will reach vital centers and the more deeply they will affect moral resistance. Hence the more civilized war will become.” And if all that seemed a bit strained in light of World War I experiences, Douhet acknowledged rather lamely, that cemeteries would grow under the impact of strategic bombardment, “but not as large as they became before the peace signed at Versailles.”27

The war also demonstrated to both the land and the sea theorists of the 1920s the clear ascendancy of the defense on land over the offense. Firepower, the cause of this change, would only increase in the future, leaving strategic air bombardment as the only solution to the bloody indecisiveness of land warfare. For B. H. Liddell Hart, the key was to attack beyond the enemy’s line in order “to strike at the nerve-system of the enemy nation, in which its industrial resources and communications form its Achilles heel.” Aircraft, in other words, would enable a nation “to jump over the army which shields the enemy government, industry and people, and so strike direct and immediately at the seat of the opposing will and policy.”28

But for many of the theorists at the time, the effectiveness of strategic bombing would not be due solely to the new technology. Sometimes implicitly, more often explicitly, they created images of how aerial destruction of “vital centers,” could bring a nation to its knees. After all, there were the examples of mass panic on the home fronts and mutiny in the trenches during the recent war. Moreover that conflict had demonstrated how susceptible societies were to propaganda and manipulation. In such an environment, the new technology of mass communication would only contribute to the fragility of societies with combinations of bombardment and propaganda working together in adverse synergism to erode the national will. For Douhet, even after four years of proof that public passions and other intangibles could sustain populations at war beyond rational limits, such resistance would still “deny reason itself.”29 Liddell Hart was equally adamant. “Would not the general will to resist vanish?” he asked as he described the destruction of government, factories, and railways.30 The answer by J. F. C. Fuller was resoundingly in the affirmative as he predicted how enemy air could turn London into “one raving Bedlam” with a government “swept away by an avalanche of terror,” ready to make peace on any terms.31

All this notwithstanding, the implementation of airpower theories in the interwar years was not an easy matter in most countries. Throughout military history, warfare had been compartmented on the earths surface between sea and land. With the advent of a new dimension, this separation had been bridged; and in fact airpower was defined in terms of its operation against the surface, whether sea or land. The most immediate practical problem for most governments, then, was to ascertain if independent airpower could win a future war. Here, the conclusions of the new theorists were generally less than convincing, particularly in light of airpower performance in World War I. And if independent airpower could not be decisive, it was understandable that land and sea services in most nations were reluctant to see the segregation of all air assets into a new service committed to its own dogmas and scornful of the future efficacy of armies and navies. In addition, a more fundamental part of the problem was that once the theorists had rejected any sizable aid to surface military forces, then civilian populations were the only practicable targets for independent airpower. The offensive independent air war envisaged by Douhet and the other theorists could be total only in its targeting of traditional noncombatants on the home fronts.32

In Italy, because of the geography, the positive wartime experience with strategic bombing, and the more militaristic fascist government after 1921, Douhet’s ideas had considerable doctrinal and organizational impact. In the United States, the issue of air strategy was compounded by the rapid reversion after 1920 to a policy of isolationism and continental defense. In this context, as the government-appointed Morrow Board pointed out in 1925, geography would serve as a buffer from foreign bomber threats, if indeed any such threat existed:


Our national policy calls for the establishment of the air strength of our Army primarily as an agency of defense. Protected, as the United States is, by broad oceans from possible enemies, the evidence submitted in our hearings gives complete ground for the conclusion that there is no present reason for apprehension of any invasion from overseas directly by way of the air; nor indeed is there any apparent probability of such an invasion in any future which can be foreseen.33



The findings resulted in a 1926 congressional act changing the title of the Army Air Service to the Army Air Corps with a strength of eighteen hundred planes and appropriate numbers of personnel. But there was no disguising the basic status quo conclusions in terms of strategy and command arrangements. The new organization remained firmly under the control of the Army General Staff, the “longbowmen,” as Mitchell described them; and Congress would seldom fund the authorized strength of the organization for the remainder of the interwar years.34

WAR AND STRATEGY

The approach to war by Mahan and Corbett was fundamentally different from that of Douhet and Mitchell. Both naval theorists essentially saw war in the Clausewitzian sense as a continuation of policy at the grand strategic level. Mahan had not been exposed to Clausewitz when he wrote The Influence of Sea Power Upon History. But as Corbett pointed out in terms of Clausewitz, “Jomini, his great contemporary and rival, though proceeding by a less philosophical but no less lucid method, entirely endorses this view. … Both men … are agreed that the fundamental conception of war is political.”35 It was the influence of both of these war philosophers that led Mahan and Corbett to link military strategy and operational matters to grand strategy and all the elements that compose national power. Equally important, this connection caused the two naval theorists to emphasize the most far-reaching of all strategic questions concerning the nature of a conflict and the idea that limited political objectives could produce limited wars.

For Douhet and Mitchell, the advent of air had fundamentally altered the nature of war. In both their works, the question of political direction was subsumed in the imperative for total war in order to prevent a bloodletting similar to World War I. The irony was that in the search for decisiveness, the two theorists elevated bloodletting to the sine qua non of their theories. “The purpose of war is to harm the enemy as much as possible,” Douhet wrote, “and all means which contribute to this will be employed, no matter what they are.”36 In such a depiction, if harming the enemy became an end in itself, then war’s irrationality could return full circle to the destructive attrition of the Great War. For if the bomber was not immediately decisive in the next war and if nations resisted despite the terror of strategic bombardment, then wars of attrition could emerge in even more brutal form, with entire populations under siege. Such an outcome was characterized by Douhet as “an inhuman, atrocious performance.”37 But like Mitchell, who saw strategic bombing as making war “sharper, more decisive, and more quickly finished,” Douhet, did not believe that this would occur and thus did not explore any details of such a scenario.38

Mahan

In The Influence of Sea Power Upon History, Alfred Thayer Mahan used the naval, military, diplomatic, and commercial events that occurred in the conflicts between Britain and other great powers between 1660 and 1783 to demonstrate that the states that had exercised control of all or important parts of the sea, had dominated history. More specifically, it was the “effect of sea power upon the course of history and the prosperity of nations” that had caused such a broad and decisive effect.39 And even more specifically, it was this sea power that had allowed Britain to achieve global preeminence. “It can scarcely be denied that England’s uncontrolled dominion of the seas, during almost the whole period chosen for our subject,” he wrote, “was by long odds the chief among the military factors that determined the final issue.”40

Mahan addressed two principal subjects in the book. The first was grand strategy, which encompassed for him the relationships of maritime and naval activities with broader political and economic ideas both national and international. This was presented in a relatively straightforward manner with the utilitarian purpose of advancing a political agenda that promoted navalism. The second subject, presented in a more difficult, complex, and elusive manner, was the art and science of command, concerned with operational decision making in wartime. Here, Mahan’s objective was to improve naval officer education by providing a series of principles to act as a guide for these professionals. He considered these two elements to be of equal importance and, in fact, interdependent.41

The bridge between the two subjects was sea power; a term never clearly defined by Mahan, whose comment in 1897 that it was “at once an abstraction and a concrete fact” did little to clear up the matter.42 Nevertheless, it was clear that sea power in terms of the operational art and science of command meant command of the sea through naval superiority. Since the sea was both a logistical highway and an avenue of enemy approach, Mahan emphasized, command of sea lines of communications would provide any belligerent with enormous power. Powerful, concentrated fleets organized as units that should never be divided, as history had demonstrated, could attain this command. In that light, commercial raiding was an indecisive, wasteful activity; it could never lead to command of the sea, which could only be attained by a dominant “fleet in being,” capable of decisive battles.

Naval power, then, was a subset of sea power—a connection that was an indispensable part of the bridge to the realm of grand strategy. For if the battle fleets were to dominate the sea lines of communication, they would require the capability to range the globe. That had been possible in the self-contained wind-powered ships in the age of sail. But absent widely available coaling and repair stations, this was an impossibility for steam-driven men-of-war. The establishment and defense of such bases, however, meant colonies. And colonies would, in turn, provide the trade necessary for a flourishing merchant marine to travel the sea lines of communications that would have to be secured in wartime by command of the sea. Sea power, in short, consisted of naval power, overseas trade, and colonies—a very attractive combination of power projection and profits in which even in peacetime, a big navy would “pay.”43

Corbett

The thoughts of Clausewitz permeated Julian Corbett’s Some Principles of Maritime Strategy, whether the subject was uncertainty and the naval fog of war or the utility and nonutility of theory. Most importantly, there was the Clausewitzian influence in the realm of what Corbett termed “major strategy,” which was to be derived from the war’s purpose as a whole, encompassing all elements of national power. Britain’s success as a great power, he emphasized in this regard, was based on the ability to combine and exploit its entire naval, military, economic, and diplomatic resources in a comprehensive policy.44 Within the category of major strategy, the maritime component provided the principles governing the relationship of the fleet to policy, to nonmilitary elements of power, and to the actions of political and military forces on land. Naval strategy, a subset of maritime strategy, detailed the operational and the tactical movement of the fleet—“minor strategy” in Corbett’s terminology.

Against the backdrop of major strategy, Corbett constantly asserted (throughout a long writing career leading up to his major work) that maritime power was important because of its influence on political, diplomatic, economic, and military operations ashore. In terms of the military, he concluded as early as his 1900 study of the post-Armada period that there was a mutual dependence between land and naval power and that it was a mistake to study separately the histories of British armies and navies. “The real importance of maritime power,” he wrote, “is its influence on military operations.”45 And four years later in his study, England in the Mediterranean, Corbett demonstrated how both William III and Marlborough used English sea power to influence the outcome of land campaigns against Louis XIV.46 Finally, there was Corbett’s 1910 study, The Campaign of Trafalgar, in which he described how the land victory at Austerlitz had confounded the statecraft of Pitt the Younger despite the great operational sea victory in that campaign.47 Corbett continued this theme the next year in his opening chapter on the theory of war in Some Principles of Maritime Strategy, emphasizing that his focus was maritime, not naval,


for it scarcely needs saying that it is almost impossible that a war can be decided by naval action alone. … Since men live upon the land and not upon the sea, great issues between nations at war have always been decided—except in the rarest cases—either by what your army can do against your enemy’s territory and national life, or else by the fear of what the fleet makes it possible for your army to do.48



Corbett’s outlook on the broader aspects of maritime strategy was linked to the concept of limited war—what Clausewitz called “war by contingent”—and the primary policy question concerning the political objective and thus the nature of the war. This idea of limitation brought Corbett’s approach to maritime strategy into the British tradition of using naval strength to assist land allies against any would-be European hegemon. “The army is a projectile,” Sir John Fisher commented in this regard, “to be fired by the navy.”49 Acting under this concept and by commanding the sea, Britain would be able not only to isolate any distant objective, but also to prevent invasion of the home territory. In the end, it was a reaffirmation, quoted in Corbett’s Principles, of Roger Bacons assertion in Elizabethan times that “he that commands the sea is at great liberty and may take as much or as little of the war as he will.”50

From this perspective, it was not always necessary to exercise command of the sea in the Mahanian zero-sum sense. For Corbett, the concept was not analogous to territorial conquest, but instead meant “nothing but the control of maritime communications, whether for commercial or military purposes.”51 And this, in turn, meant that decisive battle was not necessarily always the right answer. It was true that winning such encounters was still “the supreme function of the fleet.”52 But if local or temporary control of maritime communications was all that was necessary to achieve objectives, there were other options for navies. What was essential for sea control, then, was not the destruction of the enemy fleet, but the right of passage on the sea. Decisive action against the enemy was only necessary if that fleet was able to render unsafe a friendly fleet’s passage. In any event, the presence of a major naval force, a “fleet in being” on the edge of a decisive ocean area might suffice alone to deter an enemy naval force from putting to sea for the purpose of denial or disruption.

Douhet

Giulio Douhet’s principal thesis was that the new technology of the air arm had broken the “evolutionary continuity of the character of war.”53 War was now based on the dominance of airpower with its primary proposition that an air force must achieve command of the air to achieve victory. “To have command of the air,” Douhet wrote in terms that would not have been unfamiliar to Mahan and Corbett, “means to be in a position to prevent the enemy from flying while retaining the ability to fly oneself.”54 And only large-scale strategic bombardment could accomplish this. In air warfare, it was a race against annihilation, a fight for national survival based on the destruction of the threatening rival power, “smashing the material and moral resources of a people … until the final collapse of all social organization.”55 In the past, enemy blows had fallen on armies and navies, rarely on nations. The land and sea services, as the Great War had demonstrated, had reached a stage of development that consigned them to a purely defensive role in future wars. Those conflicts, Douhet emphasized, would be won instead by the air arm consisting of massive fleets of strategic bombers loaded with high explosive, incendiary, and chemical bombs directed at enemy populations,


entities less well-organized and disciplined, less able to resist, and helpless to act or counteract. It is fated, therefore, that the moral and material collapse will come about more quickly and easily. A body of troops will stand fast under intensive bombings, even after losing half or two-thirds of its men; but the workers in shop, factory, or harbor will melt away after the first losses.56



It was a scenario of total war, an apparent reversal of Clausewitzian linkage, in which military means in the form of the strategic bomber would dominate political objectives. And if war was total, then limitations imposed by law and morality were irrelevant. As a consequence, Douhet continued to advocate aerochemical attacks on cities long after Italy’s ratification of the 1925 Geneva Protocol prohibiting such weapons. “It is useless to delude ourselves,” he wrote. “All the restrictions, all the international agreements made during peacetime are fated to be swept away like dried leaves on the winds of war. … The limitations applied to the so-called inhuman and atrocious means of war are nothing but international demagogic hypocrisies.”57

Adding to the totality of this approach was Douhet’s fundamental belief in the offensive advantages of bombers that was basic to his command of the air concept. “Viewed in its true light,” he concluded, “aerial warfare admits of no defense, only offense.”58 From that perspective, surface defenses against aerial attack such as antiaircraft artillery were worse than useless. “How many guns lay waiting month after month, even years,” he wrote of the World War I experience, “mouths gaping to the sky, on the watch for an attack which never came!”59 Nor in the preradar era did Douhet see any great chances for interception, since the infinite approach options of incoming bombers combined with the weak endurance, or “air-keeping” capability of fighter-interceptors, prevented the massing of interception capabilities.

Because there was no defense against air attack, Douhet also emphasized the necessity of an air fleet in being that could begin an all-out attack as soon as the conflict began. Airpower in future wars would not have the luxury of time for mobilization afforded to surface forces. Lack of readiness meant loss of command of the air, which in turn meant defeat. One consequence of this perception of the overwhelming effects of offensive air in which mobilization was not a factor and air defense was impossible, was a situation potentially so destabilizing that preemption might be necessary as the possibility of hostilities increased.


A belief generally held nowadays is that wars will begin in the air, and that large-scale aerial actions will be carried out even before the declaration of war, because everyone will be trying to get the advantage of surprise. … for each side will realize the necessity … of ridding the air of enemy aerial means so as to prevent any possible retaliation from him.60



All this played a major role in the evolution of Douhet’s thoughts on organization. In his original 1921 edition of The Command of the Air; he stipulated that the two surface services should be allowed to retain their auxiliary aviation units to assist in their primarily defensive missions, while the aviation arm should dominate the offensive. In his 1927 revision, Douhet acknowledged that a lack of courage prompted his earlier position. By that time, Douhet had also introduced the concept of a “battleplane,” a bomber with enough armor and armament to ensure that it could act independently. The proper course, he now insisted, was to provide all air assets to an independent air force to further its essential and decisive mission of commanding the air.61

Mitchell

After World War I, Billy Mitchell represented Americas different outlook concerning the bomber. He understood the European perspective based on the relative ease with which nations on that continent could reach each other by plane. But in the United States, protected by vast oceans, Mitchell perceived the bomber as a means to strengthen defense by sweeping sea lines of communications to North America and by destroying any sea or air armada that approached the continent. For naval proof, he directed the bombing of a series of obsolete battleships, dismissing the idea that the lack of antiaircraft and other defenses for the surface ships might have detracted from the aerial onslaught’s effectiveness. In terms of air, there were the lessons from the recent conflict. “It was proved in the European War,” he wrote, “that the only effective defense against aerial attack is to whip the enemy’s air forces in air battles.”62 As a result, Mitchell pointed out, interception not retaliation was all that was required, and this in turn meant an air force of fighter and pursuit aircraft as well as bombers—a far cry from Douhet’s all-bomber fleet focused on the strategic offense.

But there were also similarities with Douhet in the years immediately after World War I. In his first book, published the same year as Douhet’s first edition of Command, Mitchell echoed his Italian counterpart by concluding that if a nation achieved command of the air, it was “practically certain to win the whole war.”63 And like Douhet, he relegated land and sea (except submarines) to secondary, defensive roles. Moreover, both men also agreed on the assumption that the current era was one of total war; on the rapidity of change itself in the area of aircraft research and development; and on the importance of civil aviation as a basis during peace for wartime expansion. Finally, Mitchell was as adamant as the Italian about the creation of an independent air force, which in his scheme would be under a “Ministry of Defense” charged with coordinating the functions of the three services as well as their wartime roles. Only a Department of Aeronautics, he insisted, could organize aviation technology development and personnel training. Much of the European perspective in Mitchell’s thinking would emerge in starker outline in the late 1920s. In many of his earlier writings, for instance, he described an oceangoing bomber that would have to be in range, size, and accuracy, a plane that could accomplish offensive actions into an enemy’s heartland. Opportunities for such attacks by the United States were thinly disguised in his many descriptions of American cities under strategic bombardment, published in his polemics early in the decade and in more detail in 1925 in a series of magazine articles that were eventually included in Winged Defense.64

The problem was that in the early 1920s, Mitchells view of airpower matched the public’s mood; an inexpensive instrument of war with defensive capabilities against seaborne attack had been dramatized, however unscientifically, to the nation by the bombing tests on the battleships. Airpower, as described by Mitchell in comforting terms, would be a source of cheap security into a future free from the militarism, taxation, and conscription that marked the Great War. For the American people, General Arnold recalled, “Billy and his antiquated bombers were not so much a new weapon as the death knell of weapons. To hell with armament; to hell with everything to do with war!”65 Unfortunately, Mitchell’s plans for American aviation outran the existing technology and thus the prevailing mood of “normalcy,” isolationism, and economy. By 1924 he had no issue, which could overcome the bureaucratic morass of interservice and congressional wrangling, to elicit the reforms and support he desired. The next year, he dramatized his case with his own court-martial, convinced that “changes in military systems are brought about only through the pressure of public opinion or disaster in war.”66

The court-martial in the fall of 1925 was a turning point for Mitchell. Prior to it, his theories were closely tied to both the tactical as well as the strategic realities of air warfare. As late as January of that year, he wrote of strategic bombing as an independently decisive weapon, then added the qualification that ultimately war resolution could only come about on the ground and that the applicability of strategic bombing depended on a nations geographic position. This schizophrenic approach was captured in Winged Defense later in the year, a book that stressed the vulnerability of nations, even the United States, to attacks by bombers, invincible except for an important exception:


The frontiers in the old sense—the coast lines or borders—are no longer applicable to the air because aircraft can fly anywhere that there is air. Interior cities are now as subject to attack as those along the coast. Nothing can stop the attack of aircraft except other aircraft.67



After he resigned from the army in 1926, however, Mitchells predictions concerning airpower became increasingly inflated and more closely aligned to Douhet’s “command of the air.” “The advent of air power, which can go straight to the vital centers and either neutralize or destroy them,” he wrote in 1930, “has put a completely new complexion on the old system of making war. It is now realized that the hostile main army in the field is a false objective, and the real objectives are the vital centers. … ”68

STYLE

The theorists represented in this volume were crusaders. The two naval theorists in the period between 1890 and World War I were bent on promoting navalism, improving naval officer education, and using lessons from the age of sail to arrive at broad maritime principles based on general theories of war and the proposition that navies exist for national purposes. Both were dealing with a traditional form of warfare in the process of transformation by technology. The use of history and strategy was a reactionary approach that would, nonetheless, prove effective in achieving their objectives in an age of technological revolution. The two air theorists, on the other hand, were dealing with a new form of warfare, not yet completely defined in terms of the new technology. Moreover, they were operating in a different era, separated from the earlier period by the jagged scar of World War I. And their objectives, such as the independence of their respective air forces, posed immediate threats to the traditional services. As a consequence, both men emerged as more strident, but less immediately effective crusaders than their naval predecessors.

For the naval theorists, the utilitarian use of history was essential to their crusade. Mahan dealt with large generalizations and broad syntheses, primarily dependent on secondary sources. But there were problems inherent in his method of coming to predetermined conclusions and then marshaling historical facts as illustrations and proof. Sea power, for example, was certainly a necessary cause of Britain’s victories over France in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; but it was not, as Mahan maintained, the sufficient cause. Other historical events ranging from military victories on land to diplomatic successes also played a part. In general, Mahan’s discrete general thesis dealing with political, economic, and governmental arguments concerning grand strategy was elaborated in a straightforward manner. But his belief that historical narrative and expression of principles were reciprocal approaches made it difficult to get a precise understanding of his operational and professional arguments dealing with the art and science of naval command. The reader of The Influence of Sea Power Upon History was often left with detailed narrative descriptions that required close reading for any assimilation of ideas.69

Corbett was a self-taught historian who became a strategist. His work was marked by an ability to trace the larger, interconnected significance of historical events and apply his findings to a finely drawn strategic approach. Moreover, his sources were primary in nature for the most part and more extensive than those normally used by Mahan. And since he was less rigidly logical than Mahan, he was less inclined to form conclusions and was certainly more prepared to allow what he called “applied history” to determine his theories.70 The result in Some Principles of Maritime Strategy was a study based on a foundation of rigorous, in-depth research and historical accuracy, which as Donald Schurman points out never deviated from its crusade for reform of British maritime strategy and naval education:


That such independent work could come from the pen of a man who enjoyed high naval patronage and at a time when subservience to the needs of military men in high places was both common and respectable is a measure of both his character and his accomplishment.71



The differences in writing styles between the two naval theorists were equally marked. In The Influence of Sea Power Upon History, there were many classic descriptive passages that were marred by long, convoluted sentences and paragraphs. Mahan claimed that the often-wearying style occurred because of his emphasis on accuracy. Whatever the reason, the prose in his first book was sometimes stilted and often difficult. One French admiral commented in this regard that Mahan’s style was “ponderous, rambling, ambiguous and cloudy,” requiring “genuine courage … to persevere to the end. …” And even Mahan’s son believed that The Influence of Sea Power Upon History “could have been considerably shortened to advantage.”72 In a similar manner, Corbett wrote in a somewhat voluble Edwardian style that his War Course students found in lecture form to be “needlessly complicated and obscure as well as killing in its academic austerity and brilliance.”73 But generally, he was a graceful, talented writer who utilized training at the bar and a novelist’s temperament to produce in Some Principles of Maritime Strategy an energetic style marked by clarity of thought and unobtrusive, informed scholarship.

The historical outlook of Douhet and Mitchell stood in sharp contrast to the naval theorists. For both these men, the airplanes revolutionary nature had transformed warfare and thus rendered history irrelevant. Lessons from the past, Douhet wrote, in particular those concerning the ambiguity of the bomber’s performance in the Great War, taught contemporaries “less than nothing.”74 In an environment marked by the ubiquity of change, to consider principles based on the past as “immutable” verged for air theorists on the frivolous if not the irrelevant. And yet Douhet and Mitchell were bound to the experience of the recent past, from which they simplistically extrapolated future results. Both, for instance, derided the offensive à outrance mentality of World War I, while elaborating scenarios of air warfare, replete with the offensive spirit and the uncomplicated faith in the offensive capability of the bomber.75

Douhet similarly was content to let the recent conflict predict the defensive nature of future sea and land endeavors, in part because new offensive theories of surface warfare involved tactical aviation, the efficacy of which he dismissed out of hand. At the same time, the Italian theorist made no allowance for unpredictability in the evolution of airplanes, negating the possibility that the interplay of defense as well as offense might create its own indecisiveness in the air. Mitchell also never appeared to expect the development of countermeasures in consonance with the developments he anticipated in aircraft. In 1928, for instance, he was correct in assessing the lack of progress in antiaircraft weapons since the armistice. But then typically, there was the all-encompassing conclusion:


They never can improve much because a missile-throwing weapon needs a point of reference with which to check the strike of its projectiles. There is no such point in the air.76



The approach to history was typical for the aviation pioneers who were rarely analytical and never dispassionate about their subject. This was reflected in their visions of how airpower could effect warfare—visions that invariably far exceeded the immediate reality, leaving the converted disappointed and the unbelievers derisive. Both theorists were fluent writers with appealing styles, in Mitchells case oriented on persuading the public, in Douhet’s on a professional military audience. Douhet, in particular, wrote passionately in a broad, eloquent, and dramatic manner that survived the 1942 English translation of The Command of the Air. But unlike Mitchell and other writers of the era who tended to glorify air warfare, Douhet’s view was decidedly unromantic. There were no passages in his writings that addressed the near mystical, exhilarating experience of flight. There were no comparisons of pilots to chivalrous and dashing knights. Aviators in Douhet’s world were simply determined and stoic professionals who matter-of-factly went about their dangerous and deadly business.77

In addition, neither theorist was ever exact in his language concerning his vision. In 1930, for example, in a monograph entitled “The War of 19—,” Douhet left details of the actual attacks to the readers’ imagination, with no suggestion that there were any complicating developments on the ground other than panic and surrender. To have suggested otherwise would have contradicted the basic premise of decisiveness, upon which the promise of airpower was predicated. By that year Mitchell had become an unqualified supporter of strategic bombardment primacy; but like Douhet, he never systematically developed the concept beyond the basic strategic idea.78

In the end Mitchell was more an agitator and propagandist for his airpower crusade than a theorist—far removed from the academic retreats in which the sea theorist had operated. In Corbett’s time, for instance, there were no examinations on his lectures. And without the feedback of testing his theories in an academic setting, he was dependent on the comments of those who reviewed his books. Even Douhet maintained an attitude of a dispassionate seeker of truth in responses to his opponents. But Mitchell lost his perspective under the weight of his strategic vision of aviations potential. He began to attack the integrity of an often equally dedicated opposition, attempting, as Trenchard pointed out, “to convert his opponents by killing them first.”79 Equally important, he began to substitute promises for performance, overestimating the rate of technical progress in the near future and exaggerating the possibilities of what was immediately realizable from the technology. “I can say now, definitely,” Mitchell wrote in Winged Defense, “that we can encircle the globe in a very short time on a single charge of gasoline.”80

Ultimately, Mitchell was like Woodrow Wilson in his ability to stir his fellow Americans and in his inability to compromise. It was a fatal temperamental flaw. Soon, he was dominated by the publicity that he had courted. And in order to maintain this hold on the headlines, his comments became progressively more reckless in nature and less susceptible to specific proof. In the end Mitchell’s crusade foundered, as Alfred Hurley points out, on “his failure to sustain the kind of day-to-day self-effacing effort that builds any institution, whether military or otherwise.”81

IMPACT

Of the four theoretical works represented in this volume, Alfred Thayer Mahan’s The Influence of Sea Power Upon History, had the greatest immediate impact. Not since the publication of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Toms Cabin in 1852, had a book written in nineteenth-century America had such a speedy and profound influence on the nations direction. Part of the reason was that Mahan’s easily assimilated concept concerning command of the sea explained how the larger, more powerful warships of the industrial age could be used. Most telling was his concept of sea power, with its appealing polemical fusion of naval expansion, colonialism, and aggressive mercantilism as a formula to attain or maintain great power status and global influence. The most immediate and direct consequence of the book was reform in U.S. officer education, with Mahan presented as proof of the value of historical perspective, while more up-to-date materials were provided for detailed analysis. At the grand strategic level, however, the popularity of Mahan’s initial work was not alone sufficient to convert U.S. policy. Leading political elites like Theodore Roosevelt and Henry Cabot Lodge already advocated navalism by 1890 and used Mahan simply to buttress their arguments. It took a series of international incidents in that decade, ranging from the Venezuelan affair of 1895 to the “splendid little war” with Spain in 1898 to fully launch the United States on a policy of aggressive navalism.82

In a similar manner, despite its enormous popularity in Britain, The Influence of Sea Power Upon History did little to affect the course of British policy other than to confirm and popularize decisions that had already been made. In fact the book accelerated forces that helped to undermine Britain’s maritime supremacy; for by linking sea power to national greatness and imperialism, Mahan stimulated already existing expansionist tendencies in the Far East, the United States, and Europe. The concept of sea power simply strengthened political and economic trends that were already encouraging the growth of navies. Those navies, in turn, generally supported the new imperialism, which then further accelerated the pace of ship construction. As the navies of other nations increased in power, Britain’s margin of global maritime supremacy declined.83

The impact of Julian Corbett’s Some Principles of Maritime Strategy was more circumscribed. To begin with, there was the antagonism within British naval ranks to a civilian expert who had never served in the navy. Mahan, of course, had been a mediocre seagoing naval officer who, upon assuming his last command after a stint at the Naval War College, complained: “I had forgotten what a beastly thing a ship is, and what a fool a man is who frequents one.”84 But active duty service and credibility as a theorist went hand in hand; and even Corbett believed that Clausewitz was more valuable as a philosopher of war because he “was no mere professor.”85 In 1911 many criticisms of Some Principles of Maritime Strategy were couched simply in terms of Corbett’s lack of sea experience. It was a deficiency that Fred T. Jane, author of Fighting Ships, soon put in perspective by noting that it would


be a bad day for historians if the principle ever gets established that unless a man is an actor he is incapable of criticizing the actions of a drama. … [T]he contention would work out that “you cannot tell whether an egg is bad or good unless you are a hen.”86



Corbett’s authoritative writings, nevertheless, influenced the public as well as the Royal Navy. The Edwardian period was a time in which there was an insatiable demand on the part of the British public for military books. The patronage of Lord Fisher and Corbett’s support of the naval reform movement allowed him to foster close associations with some leading naval officers; nevertheless, Corbett’s contentions in his 1911 work on maritime strategy antagonized a whole new segment of the naval hierarchy. In that book, he demonstrated that he understood the limitations of being too defensive minded; but he also emphasized, as he had in his work on Trafalgar the previous year, that there were inherent advantages to the defense in certain circumstances. In earlier years naval officers had accepted the contention in Corbett’s lectures that previous naval leaders were so clever that big sea battles were sometimes unnecessary. But they did not like a book by a civilian lecturer that dismissed the idea of grand battle as being decisive in itself instead of a means to an end. It was an approach that ran counter to Nelsonian lore, especially to Nelson’s heroic dictum that “no captain can do very wrong if he places his ship alongside that of an enemy.”87

In World War I Corbett served on various government committees and his services were not only used by Fisher, but Prime Ministers Herbert Asquith and Lloyd George as well. In 1917 he was knighted for that work. In addition Corbett was appointed official naval historian for the war. In this capacity he continued to advise the Admiralty staff and in fact helped draft the overall instructions for Admiral John Jellicoe, who as commander of the Grand Fleet enacted the cautious strategy of exercising sea command outside the North Sea, not risking actions that, as Winston Churchill noted, “could lose the war in one afternoon.”88 It was a measure of his influence that after the battle of Jutland in 1916, one member of the House of Lords blamed the indecisive results on the effect of Corbett’s philosophy on main fleet policy and cited his book on maritime strategy as one reason why there had been no major British naval successes in the war. The war’s end did not diminish this type of resistance to the principles in that book. In 1922, the year Corbett died, the third volume of the official British naval history dealing with Jutland, was published with a special disclaimer by the Board of Admiralty:


Their lordships find that some of the principles advocated in this book, especially the tendency to minimize the importance of seeking battle and forcing it to a conclusion, are directly in conflict with their views.89



There were no such problems for Giulio Douhet whose dramatic rendering of his ideas in The Command of the Air impressed the world within a decade of its initial publication. Nevertheless, the response to his work’s first edition in 1921 was fairly muted. The lack of reaction may have been due to the general wave of revulsion to war in the wake of the recent conflict or because of the turmoil concerning fascism that would culminate in the “March on Rome” the following year. In any event, the revised second edition in 1927 with its more extreme views on strategic bombing had a greater effect. In his own country, the book met with considerable resistance. In some nations, the book’s influence was mitigated by special circumstances. In Japan, for instance, conservative army and navy leaders controlled the government, and the great distances across the Pacific discouraged interest in strategic bombardment. And in the Soviet Union, the general who had written an introduction to the Russian translation of Douhet’s book was purged, a fate, it was rumored, not disconnected from his espousal of Douhet’s philosophy. In other countries like Germany and France, Douhet’s influence was substantial, bringing together for airpower enthusiasts concepts that confirmed ideas and issues with which they had already been grappling. “Douhet’s ideas met with a great deal of approval in Luftwaffe leading circles …,” General Adolf Galland recalled of the 1935 German translation. “I still remember clearly a period when the talk was all of strategic bombers and one referred with something of pitying condescension to ‘home defense fighters.’ ”90 The reception was equally enthusiastic in France where the translation of Douhet’s book contained a highly supportive introduction by Marshal Philippe Pétain:


The study of Douhet is an inexhaustible source for reflection. … Let us take care not to treat lightly, as a Utopian dreamer, a man who may later be regarded as a prophet.91



It was this French translation that provided a more accessible version than the original Italian to U.S. Army Corps officers. By 1933 it had been translated into English, reinforcing an inclination by most American airmen toward a philosophy of strategic bombing. And yet, as the American experience demonstrated, Douhet, unlike Mahan, did not provide commonly accepted principles—a single source from which the enthusiasts of airpower could unlock the mysteries of warfare’s third dimension. As a consequence, each major power in the interwar years made separate choices concerning aircraft application. “As regards strategic bombardment,” General Arnold recalled in this regard, “the doctrines were still Douhet’s ideas modified by our own thinking in regard to pure defense. … A different attitude from Douhet’s toward bomber escort and a very different view of precision bombing resulted.”92

In contrast to Douhet, Mitchell’s impact was primarily limited to his own country, where his controversial stands became part of the political debate over disarmament and military budgets—the latter, of course, a process encountered by all the air prophets and theorists. To start, there was Mitchells court-martial, a process set in a dingy government building which, as Michael Sherry points out, “suggested his martyrdom by a tawdry and faceless bureaucracy, a replay of old progressive battles pitting the people against the special interests.”93 Mitchell capitalized on this setting, and he was correct to some extent when he appraised his court-martial as a “necessary cog in the wheel of progress, a requisite step in the modernization and rehabilitation of the natural defense of the country.”94 For his statements and writings coupled with that procedure forced the Coolidge administration to reexamine the issue of military aviation and, in conjunction with Congress, proceed with a series of legislative actions that composed the first general aeronautical policy for the United States.95 In addition, the controversy only increased the readership of Mitchell’s popular articles on aviation reform in publications that ranged from the Saturday Evening Post, Liberty, and Colliers to the Atlantic Monthly and various Hearst publications. In keeping with his continual theme in all his writings at the time, one edition of Colliers in 1926 even illustrated Mitchell’s article with a picture of an air attack demolishing the New York City skyline.96 The next year, Lindbergh’s transatlantic flight further bolstered Mitchell’s career as an aviation publicist.

All this notwithstanding, there were very few immediate political dividends from Mitchell’s public travail. The tighter military budgets of the Coolidge administration caused army leaders to increase their resistance to the claims of airpower. Moreover, in his efforts to demonstrate that the more economical and effective airplane had replaced the battleship, Mitchell unwittingly catalysed the creation in naval aviation of a formidable adversary under the skilled direction of Admiral William A. Moffett.97 And while the spectacle of foundering battleships and quarreling bureaucrats always made good copy, the attention of the press and the public rallied little support from those powerful enough to help his cause. By 1935 Mitchell had lost his public allies among active duty airmen, and he had ineptly cut his political ties to the Roosevelt administration. At the same time, he became increasingly estranged from the popular press who had wearied of his repetitive themes. In the end, Mitchells fate made very little difference in the short run to U.S. military aviation, which in General Arnold’s estimation, “really couldn’t have amounted to very much then, even if everybody had agreed with him.”98

LEGACY

The legacies of the four theorists represented in this volume have much to do with different approaches to thinking about change and continuity. Both Mahan and Corbett were closer to pure theorists than their air counterparts. They systematically created ideas from the past to be authenticated for continuity in the future. To accomplish this, they virtually ignored technology while probing for higher truths from the age of sail—ideas that would be unaffected by change. “Conditions and weapons change,” Mahan wrote at the beginning of Influence; “but to cope with the one or successfully wield the others, respect must be had to those constant teachings of history … in those wider operations of war which are comprised under the name of strategy.”99 In this way, both men, relying on their own particular theorists, produced a large conceptual structure, within which they created the ideas and terminology that still form the foundation for thinking about sea power and maritime strategy. But the key was the lack of technological preoccupation, which as Donald Schurman points out, “lifted the thought above the output of the bric-a-brac ‘scientific’ lore that passed for strategic thought. …”100

For the two air theorists, on the other hand, technological change in the infancy of powered flight was the primary issue. “Victory smiles upon those who anticipate the changes in the character of war,” Douhet concluded early in his first edition of Command, “not upon those who wait to adapt themselves after the changes occur.”101 And in Winged Defense, Mitchell observed that “[v]ictory always comes to that country which has made a proper estimate of the equipment and methods that can be used in modern ways.”102 But like the nuclear theorists after World War II, there was little empirical evidence upon which the two men could draw, and who in any case chose to use selectively what little lessons were to be drawn from the Great War. The result was that Douhet and Mitchell were more visionaries than theorists, creating ideas that resisted systematic authentication and were thus more elusive and difficult to assess. It was a curious amalgam of change and continuity that left both men with little apparent grounding in either the past or the future. The significance of visionaries, however, lies not so much in details, as in their ability to inspire others to set new thoughts in train. In this regard, Mitchell and other air theorists were as much the beneficiary of Douhet, as a whole host of future American air leaders would be of Mitchell. “Sometimes visions and even myths,” I. B. Holley points out, “are more powerful than the most meticulously and rationally supported theories.”103

The two different approaches to change and continuity produced errors in both camps that have not stood the test of time. For Mahan there was his insistence that Britain was great because of her colonies—a reversal of the more accurate cause and effect relationship. And in his period of historical examination, Mahan ascribed a rational, top-down national and global policy to the British government that it only partially adopted under the frenzied imperial scrambles of the late nineteenth century. The major challenge to the structure of maritime dominance, however, emerged in 1904 with Sir Haiford Mackinder’s geopolitical argument that a new age of continental land powers was replacing the four centuries of European overseas exploration and conquest—the period known as the Columbian epoch. Corbett addressed some of these problems, but like Mahan, he was a blue water determinist who focused his historical examination on a time when the theories of continental geographic dominance appeared not to have great relevance. At the operational level, Corbett modified Mahan’s commitment to counterforce, concentration, and decisive battles to argue for a more subtle understudy of the meaning of “command of the sea.” But like Mahan, the past for him was a pattern for the future, not a prologue; and, he also failed to appreciate the pace of technological change in the form of submarines and aircraft in the second and third dimensions of warfare that would alter the ways to achieve command of the sea.104

For the air theorists, the preoccupation with technological change was understandable in the bid to separate airpower from the other services—with their centuries of history, deeply embedded traditions, slowly evolved doctrines, and fully formed officer education and training systems. One result was the tendency of visionaries like Douhet and Mitchell to make far-reaching claims for airpower, which exceeded the current technology and only exacerbated the skepticism of the traditionally conservative military. This in turn resulted in errors that became apparent in future wars. In Douhet’s case, to name a few, he overestimated the psychological and physical effects of strategic bombing; lacked any appreciation for the tactical air war; ignored the necessity of an air battle to determine the command of the air; denigrated the constraints of morality and of international law; and underestimated the future requirement for surface forces. Mitchell also succumbed to many of these errors after his court-martial when he moved away from his commitment to continental defense and tactical employment. Nevertheless, there was always a considerable amount of psychological and geographical distance between Mitchell’s ideas and Douhet’s stark theory of air bombardment. What linked the two visionaries was a belief that command of the air, however achieved, was a necessity for any nation contemplating war or pursuing national interests.105

No matter the approach, visionary or theoretical, both air and naval theorists left a legacy of service parochialism. For Douhet and Mitchell, zealotry was necessary to establish airpower as a revolutionary, unique approach to warfare in the face of stiff bureaucratic opposition. Both men belonged to those crusaders of every age who with their relentless insistence on the correctness of their convictions ultimately undermined what they were trying to achieve. It was this undeviating zeal, however, that also sustained them in their fight against the shortsighted and the uninformed. In a similar manner, Mahan and Corbett were navalists who stressed the principal theme inherent in sea power that dominance of the seas affected the general distribution of global power. Their legacy was the fundamental proposition that fleets provided political and economic security and were thus worth buying and that naval power as a basic component of sea power was worth having.106

Naval parochialism in the United States has been dissipated by other intellectual legacies from Mahan and Corbett. To start, both theorists established the linkage of sea power and maritime strategy to a larger strategic concept. In this context, naval theorists no longer claim a dominance of naval power over other forms of military force nor argue that such power can act independently. Instead, naval power is generally perceived as a military instrument within the broader theories of power control; not only is it applicable to national military strategies, but it is relevant to national strategies focused on the use of all elements of national power in international politics. This perception calls for new naval functions in a host of situations short of war, very much in keeping with the historical focus by both men on limited wars. And Corbett, in particular, would understand both the post-Goldwater-Nichols effort concerning jointness and the United States Navy’s emphasis on what it can accomplish in support of land operations “from the sea.”

There is a similar commitment to jointness on the part of the United States Air Force. Nevertheless, the legacy of both air theorists as crusaders lives on in their vision of the value of an independent air force that could wage and win decisive air campaigns. Neither theorist ever denied that the results of that campaign must ultimately be felt on land. “Of course, everything begins and ends on the ground,” Mitchell acknowledged in Winged Defense. “A person cannot permanently live out on the sea nor can a person live up in the air, so that any decision in war is based on what takes place ultimately on the ground.”107 But the vision did apply a uniqueness to airpower that surfaced once again in debates after the Gulf War. For land power enthusiasts, that conflict demonstrated that the primary airpower role continued to be the support of surface operations—the only operations that could ensure military victory. Airpower enthusiasts argued that thanks to new technology in the form of stealth and precision attack capabilities as well as information dominance, airpower could now largely determine conflict outcomes, suggesting that at least in high intensity conflict, the primary land power role might be to secure a victory rather than to achieve it.108

One reaction to such debates has been to vent frustrations on the earlier theorists. “Giulio Douhet’s conception of airpower and its potential contribution to winning wars,” one analyst concluded, “has been rendered obsolete by technological change.”109 This seems a bit harsh for a man of Douhet’s vision and intellect who created a work of great scope and audacity. And considering that it took over two millennia of warfare on land and sea to produce Jomini, Clausewitz, Mahan, and Corbett, it also seems somewhat unfair to be overly critical of someone who began writing a theory of air warfare a little more than one decade after the invention of the airplane.

In any event, all this misses the point concerning the ultimate legacy of all four theorists addressed in this volume. Many, if not most of the answers provided by those theorists are no longer relevant because of changes in such factors as technology and the international environment. But if the answers are no longer relevant, the questions they asked from their limited vantage points in times of great change are. All four theorists constantly asked their readers to seriously think about such matters as the meaning of command of the sea or the air; the exercise of that command and its relationship to the other instruments of military power; and, most importantly, the uses of navies and air forces as instruments of national policy. These are questions that link all services to a national military strategy and, together in war and peace, to the entire spectrum of national power that makes up grand strategy. They are, in short, questions that will always help strategists in times of great transformation to arrive at the proper mix of change and continuity.
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