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Flexi bil ity is the key to victory, and airpower is the key to flexibil ity. 

—Un known 

It depends. 

—Weap ons School unof fi cial standard answer 

AIRPOWER is neither inher ently 
stra te gic nor tacti cal in nature, but 
it is inher ently flexible. This is the 
key to coerc ing our enemies 

through airpower, and failure to recog nize 
this funda men tal truth has led many air-
power theorists astray. Airpower is but one 
of the tools available to the military com­
mander, and that tool may be applied in 
dif fer ent ways at several differ ent levels of 
war. To proclaim that a single approach 
against a certain target set will always suc­
ceed, ignores the fact that circum stances
sur round ing differ ent conflicts can be 
vastly dissimi lar. This arti cle shows the 
link ages between the various accepted 
types of coer cive strategy and the ways 
they are more described as points along a
sin gle contin uum of military options 
rather than as separate, isolated strategies. 
The deci sion as to which portion of that 
con tin uum to employ—and at what level 
of war—can be made only after exam in ing 
the context within which a par ticu lar con­
flict exis ts. 

Terms Defined 
To set the stage, I must first give my own

defi ni tions of several key terms. Most of 
these resem ble the defini tions used by such 
theo rists as Thomas Schelling1 and Robert 
Pape,2 but to avoid confu sion, I will give the 
reader my exact meaning.

Co er cion is the use of force either to com­
pel the enemy to cease an action or to deter 
him from starting one. The alter na tive to 

co er cion is brute force, which is described as 
the straightfor ward destruc tion of an ene­
my’s capa bil ity to resist, leaving him no 
choice other than uncon di tional surren der.
Co er cion requires that the enemy make a 
con scious deci sion to quit, prior to complete
mili tary defeat, while he still has an option 
to continue military resis tance.3 Of the two 
types of coer cion, compel lence is more dif­
fi cult to achieve than deter rence, partially 
due to iner tia within the enemy system. 
This iner tia is a key concept in Graham Alli­
son’s “organ iza tional process” model, in 
which insti tu tions have diffi culty accept ing
co erced change to actions they have put in
mo tion.4 

The lev els of war are commonly defined as 
stra te gic, opera tional, and tacti cal. As de-
fined in current joint doctrine,5 the strate gic 
level is that level at which a nation or coali­
tion deter mines secu rity objec tives and 
guid ance. Opera tional art, working at the 
op era tional level of war, “links the tacti cal
em ploy ment of forces to the strate gic objec­
tives.”6 Opera tional art governs the organi­
za tion, deploy ment, inte gra tion, and 
con duct of major campaigns and opera tions. 
Proper leader ship at this level guides the di­
rec tion and coor di na tion of tacti cal forces 
within the theater. Tacti cal doctrine (tactics)
pro vides detailed guidance to combat units 
for winning indi vid ual engage ments. De­
scrib ing airpower, as used to target the en­
emy, we can further refine each of the levels 
of war. At the strate gic level lies the deter mi­
na tion of what military objec tive(s) we wish 
to achieve by target ing the enemy. Deci sions 
at this level of war are concerned with 
large- scale systemic effects on the enemy 
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The B-17 was perhaps the defini tive strate gic bomber, but in World War II it was used many times in the tacti cal 
ground- support role. 

and are directly influ enced by national pol-
icy. At the opera tional level, we decide 
which targets to attack, from which plat-
forms, and how to coor di nate those plat-
forms in order to achieve our military
ob jec tives. The opera tional level bridges the 
gap between getting “bombs on target” and 
in flu enc ing enemy policy. In current air-
power doctrine, the joint force air compo­
nent commander (JFACC) acts at the 
op era tional level through devices such as 
the air tasking order (ATO). At the bottom is 
the tacti cal level, which is concerned with 
how best to attack each aim point while
avoid ing enemy threats. Too often we tend 
to concen trate most of our intel li gence at 
the tacti cal level, rather than looking for 
high- level system effects and indi ca tors that 
the enemy is adjust ing his policy in re­
sponse to our attacks; it is much easier to 
count bomb craters than to analyze politi cal 

re ac tions. Another factor seems to be that 
strategic- level results take much longer to 
achieve than tactical-level effects, so time 
must be included in the deci sion as to 
which level to influ ence directly. 

Air power, to a much greater extent than 
sur face forces, has the capa bil ity to attack at 
any of the three levels of war—this is what I 
mean by stating that airpower is inher ently
flexi ble. We can easily become confused, 
how ever, between the level of war at which 
we are oper at ing and the level the target oc­
cu pies. For exam ple, we would consider a 
strike by a flight of four fighters to be a tac­
ti cal opera tion since they are oper at ing at 
our tacti cal level of war. The same four fight­
ers, however, could be targeted against en ­
emy troops in the field (enemy’s tacti cal 
level), enemy theater headquar ters (enemy’s
op era tional level), or enemy indus trial facili­
ties (enemy’s strate gic level). Indeed, the es-
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De struc tion of Repub li can Guard units dur ing the Gulf War rep re sents a com bined de nial / pun ish ment strat egy. 

sence of the recent USAF inte gra tion of Stra ­
te gic Air Command and Tacti cal Air Com ­
mand into a single Air Combat Command 
was the concept that there are no tacti cal or 
stra te gic deliv ery platforms—only tacti cal or 
stra te gic targets. The primary discrimi na tor 
of which level the target occu pies is based 
on the desired di rect effect of hitting that 
tar get. Since all targets are attacked with the 
ul ti mate strate gic goal of winning the war, it 
is this first-order direct effect that deter-
mines the target’s level of war. I have used 
air- to- ground target ing as an exam ple be-
cause it clearly illus trates the process; other 
as pects of airpower such as air supe ri or ity 
and airlift opera tions can have their primary
im pact at various levels as well. 

De nial is a form of coer cion that relies on 
re duc ing or eliminat ing the enemy’s ability 
to resist. It can stem either from a direct as­
sault on the enemy’s fielded forces or from 
an attack on some critical area that cripples 

the enemy strategy. Denial targets tend to be 
lo cated close to the front lines and are nor­
mally attacked using close air support or in­
ter dic tion methods. Deep attack can also be 
de nial, espe cially when the targets are mili­
tary in nature, such as command and con­
trol (C 2) centers. Denial strategy leads to 
change in the enemy policy through his
physi cal inabil ity to continue employ ing 
that policy.7 

My defini tion for pun ish ment is a strategy 
that uses destruc tion of those things the en­
emy values most as the mechanism for 
achiev ing coer cion. This could be pain and
suf fer ing inflicted on his civil ian popula­
tion, destruc tion of produc tion capac ity
criti cal to his economic well-being, or any-
thing else that he values highly. Punish ment 
achieves policy change through moral 
mecha nisms; either the enemy govern ment 
is overthrown by a revolt or coup or the en­
emy govern ment itself finds that it cannot 
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Al though the desig na tion “fighter” indi cates a tacti cal orien ta tion, the F-117 was primar ily used against opera tional 
and stra te gic tar gets dur ing the Gulf War. 

bear the punish ment and agrees to change 
its course of action.8 

Risk strategy is a variation of punish ment 
strat egy, differ ing mainly in the timing and 
tempo of employ ment. With a risk approach, 
a short, measured attack is made on enemy 
high- value targets, followed by a pause for the 
en emy to reflect on what continu ing the war 
is likely to cost him. If no policy adjust ment is 
forth com ing, renewed attacks are made that 
es ca late the level of destruc tion. The primary 
mecha nism at work is not the high level of 
pun ish ment already received, but fear of what 
con tinu ing the war will cost the enemy in the 
fu ture.9 For a risk strategy to succeed, there 
must be enough high-value targets left to the 
en emy for future costs to be coer cive. This 
fact, coupled with the require ment for slow es­
ca la tion with peri odic breaks in the violence, 
tends to keep risk strategy from reaching the 

same levels of violence asso ci ated with ei­
ther denial or punishment. 

De capi ta tion  strategy is differ ent from the 
oth ers in that it is defined not by the coer­
cive mechanism, but by the target set we 
must attack to influ ence the enemy. This 
method targets the enemy leader ship and C2 

com mand appa ra tus and may include direct 
at tack aimed at killing the leader ship of an 
en emy nation.10 The mechanism may be ei­
ther denial or punish ment in nature.11 By
de stroy ing the enemy  C2 network, we may 
deny him the ability to control his military 
units or provide them intel li gence, result ing 
in an easy victory for our fielded forces. Ad­
di tion ally, most leaders place high value on 
their personal survival, even if capa ble suc­
ces sors exist. The new dicta tor, whose prede­
ces sor was turned into a smoking hole by a
laser- guided bomb, may quickly adjust his 
per sonal cost/benefit analysis of continu ing 
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Al though originally designed as a global strate gic bomber, the B-52 has been used in close air support of ground 
forces with excel lent results. 

the war. This allows decapi ta tion to work 
through a risk mechanism as well, since the 
new leader is likely deterred by fear of fu­
ture cost to his own life. It should be noted 
here that many nations adhere to a policy of 
not target ing specific indi vid ual leaders; this 
was the stated policy of the United States 
dur ing the Gulf War.12 

Problems with Single-
Focus Strategies 

With these defini tions in mind, let us ex-
am ine some of the diffi cul ties asso ci ated 
with trying to keep the various theoreti cal
strate gies separated. The typical distinc tion 
between denial and punish ment is that the 
first is counter force while the second is  

coun ter value. This separa tion fails if we at-
tack an enemy who highly values his fielded 
forces. One can argue that in the Gulf War, 
Sad dam’s Repub li can Guard mattered more 
to him than the safety and comfort of his 
own civil ians, given the repres sive nature of 
his regime and the key role the Repub li can 
Guard played (and still plays, unfor tu nately) 
in that repres sion. In this context, it appears 
that target ing the Repub li can Guard repre­
sented both denial and punish ment, since 
with one blow we would have denied Sad-
dam the use of his best fighting forces and 
de stroyed one of his most valued posses-
sions.13 

Sepa rat ing risk and punish ment strategies 
can also be diffi cult, if not impos si ble. 
When one looks at the mechanisms at work, 
it seems that each strategy employs portions 
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of the other, and the differ ence is really just 
a matter of degree. Since the main opera­
tional differ ence is timing and tempo, who 
is to say that all enemy nations will see the 
same strategy as gradual or quick? Punish­
ment strategy empha sizes damage already 
caused, but there must be some threat of 
dam age to come, or there would be no co­
er cive value. If an enemy took a terri ble 
beat ing but knew that tomor row would 
bring no further attacks or suffer ing, he 
would not be likely to give in. Likewise, 
risk strategy relies on damage and suffer­
ing already caused to show the enemy what 
the future will hold if he doesn’t adjust his 
ac tions. Both strategies, therefore, rely on 
the combi na tion of damage already caused 
and the threat of future damage if they are 
to have any effect. The questions of past
ver sus future and tempo of opera tions are 
really just shades of gray. 

Greater problems in keeping the various 
strate gies separated arise when the levels of 
war are viewed as a syner gis tic whole. 
Well- known airpower theorists such as Giu­
lio Douhet,14 Alex an der de Sever sky,15 Pape, 
and John Warden all propose a single strat­
egy that appears to work in a similar fash­
ion at all levels of war. But is that really the 
case? For exam ple, can we not employ a de­
capi ta tion strategy at the tacti cal level and 
achieve the indi rect effect of denial at the 
op era tional level? Classic punish ment theo­
rists such as Douhet focused exclu sively on 
the use of punish ment at the strate gic level, 
ig nor ing the often times more effec tive use 
of punish ment at the tacti cal level by at-
tack ing enemy fielded forces. 

Mod ern exam ples exist as well. Results 
from the Gulf War show strong evidence 
that many Iraqi troops defected or were 
made inef fec tive by coali tion bombing.16 

This had the indi rect effect of denial at the 
op era tional level, since those forces which 
had been “punished” at the tacti cal level 
were no longer capa ble of fighting for Sad-
dam. Likewise, denial at the tacti cal level 
may lead to risk effects at higher levels, as 
seems to have been the case in Bosnia after 
Op era tion Delib er ate Force. By inca paci tat ing 

their heavy forces through a denial campaign, 
we placed the Bosnian Serbs in what appears 
to have been a situation of unac cept able risk 
from the combined Croat/Muslim ground of-
fen sive, and they agreed to respect the remain­
ing safe havens and attend a settle ment 
con fer ence.17 

The bottom line is that we cannot focus 
on a single type of strategy and hope to em-
ploy it alone to achieve our goals. We must
ex am ine each of the levels of war for the de-
sired outcome and look at how the indi rect
ef fects cascade through the system. All of 
the various mechanisms for coer cion may 
come into play, and the result ing oppor tu ni­
ties will be missed if not foreseen. 

The Unified Approach 
Instead of trying to distin guish separate 

strate gies, with all of the diffi culty asso ci­
ated with that task, I propose that coer cive
air power is best employed through a single
all- encompassing strategy that I term the 
uni fied approach . This recog nizes that vari­
ous factors will affect the deci sion as to 
which targets to attack, and at what level of 
in ten sity and dura tion, while the direct and 
in di rect results will often be obtained 
through several mechanisms. The inher­
ently flexible nature of airpower allows for 
this, and does not demand that we set our 
fa vor ite target set down on stone tablets for 
the ages. Carl von Clausewitz rightly saw 
criti cal analysis as the funda men tal key to
mili tary success, and the ability to identify
cor rectly the enemy’s center of gravity in 
no way implies that all enemies, in all wars, 
must have the same center of gravity. It is 
just as ludi crous to suggest that airpower 
can always be success ful by bombing civil­
ians, leader ship, or fielded forces (or any 
other “pet” target set). The follow ing ma­
trix displays the various classi cal strategies 
and the loca tion where “single focus” theo­
rists maintain that the proper appli ca tion of 
air power lies. Some theorists predict suc­
cess by employ ment at more than one 
level of war: 
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Denial Decapitation Punishment Risk 

Strategic Warden Douhet, de 
Seversky 

Schelling 

Operational Level Pape Warden 

Tactical Level Pape 

A unified approach would be to step back 
and take in the en tire ma trix first and then 
fo cus on where a particu lar conflict’s best 
ap pli ca tion of airpower lies. 

I believe that the unified approach fits 
well with the theories of airpower es­
poused by Sir John Slessor18 and William 
Sher man,19 two air theorists who have not 
re ceived the same level of expo sure as 
Douhet, Warden, or Pape. They both took 
a more balanced view of the use of air-

power to coerce an enemy, allow ing for tac­
ti cal or stra te gic appli ca tions against differ­
ent targets as needed. This view also 
em braces the idea of joint opera tions and 
does not attempt to place airpower on the 
ped es tal of single-handedly winning all fu­
ture wars. Instead of focus ing on a single 
block in the strategy/lev els of war matrix, 
these theorists advo cated viewing the en-
tire picture and shifting from block to 
block as condi tions dictated. 

Flexi ble em ploy ment in the Gulf War fos tered new and ef fec tive tac tics, such as the F- 111 / laser-guided bomb com bi­
na tion against en emy ar mor. 
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Analytical Framework 
versus 

Preordained Strategy 
The key to proper use of coer cive airpower 

lies not in an isolated, world-beating strategy, 
but in the analyti cal framework used to de ­
cide which mechanism(s) to employ. Airpower 
com mand ers and planners must exam ine each 
case for those areas the enemy values most, 
the loca tion of his physical weak points, po­
liti cal constraints that will affect employ ment, 
types of expected feedback, the amount of 
time the strategy has before results must be 
seen, and a host of other factors that directly 
af fect the deci sion. Due to the inher ent limita­
tions of military intel li gence, a real is tic ap-

Too often we tend to concen trate 
most of our intel li gence at the 

tac ti cal level, rather than looking 
for high-level system effects and 

in di ca tors that the enemy is 
ad just ing his policy in response to 

our attacks; it is much easier to 
count bomb craters than to 
ana lyze politi cal reac tions. 

proach must be used that does not require all 
of these questions to be fully answered. 
Clause witz wrote about the differ ences be-
tween “real war” and “war on paper,” and 
these differ ences apply to airpower today.20 To 
ex pect to know exactly how any enemy will 
re act to, say, having his C 2 lines cut is unwise; 
to base an entire strategy on always having 
that knowledge would be arro gant in the ex­
treme. 

All of the mechanisms of coer cive air­
power—de nial, decapi ta tion, punish ment, 
and risk—must be taken into account. In-
stead of calling these separate strategies, 
how ever, the unified strategy lists these as 

dif fer ent methods at work within the same 
over ly ing strategy. Given the “fog of plan­
ning,” it may indeed be best to plan for sev­
eral paral lel effects in the hope that one or 
two will actu ally work as expected. This was 
true of the final airpower plan in the Gulf 
War, which used both decapi ta tion—through
de struc tion of key command, control, com­
mu ni ca ton, comput ers, and intel li gence 
(C4I) nodes  and denial by directly target­
ing the forward Iraqi units.21 People are still 
de bat ing which method worked (or whether 
they both worked); either way, we won the 
war in large part due to coer cive airpower. 

Nu clear weapons have a demon strated de­
struc tive poten tial that no nation can ig­
nore; therefore, risk strategy has worked 
well for deter rence at the nuclear level. 
When nations commit to protracted conven­
tional war, however, risk from airpower 
tends to not be greater than the risks already
ex posed by going to war in the first place.
Viet nam was a prime exam ple, in that the 
North was commit ted to victory at a higher 
cost than we were willing to inflict.22 For a 
risk mechanism to work, the damage risked 
must be greater (usually far greater) than 
what the enemy is willing to accept. 

De nial mechanisms tend to be more ef­
fec tive when the enemy forces are stressed 
in as many ways as possi ble. Attack ing the 
ene my’s petro leum, oil, and lubri cants 
(POL) storage and supply lines might have
lit tle effect if he is in a static defense, but it 
will have much greater impact if the enemy 
is advanc ing or retreat ing rapidly and using 
up his POL stocks. Bombing supplies of 
food and water for enemy troops can be dev­
as tat ing in hostile climates such as desert or 
arc tic areas, but if the enemy can easily live 
off the land he occu pies, a differ ent target 
set will probably be better. 

De capi ta tion mechanisms work best 
against highly central ized and tightly coor­
di nated units (such as the United States Air 
Force). An enemy that practices liberal use 
of Auf trag stak tik23 will be much less af ­
fected, since his doctrine allows for units to 
be out of contact for long peri ods and 
permits junior command ers to exer cise their 
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ini- tiative to keep fighting toward the ob­
jec tive. Loosely coor di nated forces are of -
ten less effec tive, however, and forcing the 
en emy to adopt such a posture through 
threat of decapi ta tion may have its own 
bene fits. Proper intel li gence on enemy doc-
trine is obvi ously critical. 

Jointness 
His tory seems to show that airpower can 

have its greatest coer cive effect when em­
ployed in conjunc tion with other forces. The 
uni fied approach lends itself to joint opera­
tions, since all one has to do is expand the 
mecha nism scale to include the impact of 
land and sea opera tions on the enemy at the 
vari ous levels of war. Nota bly, as the “cur-
rent fashion” of airpower strategy has gone 
from punish ment through nuclear risk and 
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