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Air-Mindedness 

Confessions of an Airpower Advocate 

Lt Gen Robert J. Elder Jr., USAF, Retired 

As Airmen face the challenges of 
justifying their requirements in 
the Defense Budget and continue 

to plan and execute air, space, and cyber­
space operations around the globe, there 
are precious few opportunities to reflect 
on the events that made the US Air Force 
what it is today or to consider the value 
of an independent Air Force to the na­
tion. Certainly, many events involving 
the United States Air Force look signifi­
cantly different when viewed from a his­
torical perspective—perhaps because we 
tend to view current events through bu­
reaucratic lenses that are colored by the 
issues of the day. But when we review 
those same occurrences years later 
through a strategic lens, unclouded by 
news headlines and with the benefit of 

history, our observations can lead to im­
portant new lessons which would have 
been difficult to recognize at the time. 

Multidimensional Perspectives 
on Airpower 

It is also important to recognize that 
Airmen, like any other group of people, 
tend to perceive events in a way that re­
flects their own institutional and bureau­
cratic perspectives. In a sense, each 
group’s point of view is deficient by it­
self; however, taken together, they can 
provide a useful picture for detailed analy­
sis. Arguably, people view the Air Force 
from at least four different perspectives: 
First, there is a national view, which re­
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flects how the people of the United 
States see the Air Force generally, as 
through the eyes of Congress or the me­
dia. The second view is the perspective 
of joint force commanders and their rep­
resentatives, which typically translates to 
how we are regarded in the Washington 
arena by the Office of the Secretary of 
Defense and the Joint Staff. The ground 
services—the Army and Marine Corps— 
view us from a third perspective: the air 
support we provide to their operations. It 
is important for Airmen to recognize the 
difference between multiservice tactical 
operations and interdependent joint op­
erations so that they can provide the 
critically important fourth perspective, 
which is the employment of airpower at 
the operational and strategic levels. Fi­
nally, it is also important to recognize 
the intrinsic value of each independent 
service: to advocate for the innovation 
and technology that support the service’s 
approach to military operations and na­
tional security. It is this facet of the Air 
Force which ties it to every other inde­
pendent air force around the world. 
While each point of view is important, 
none provide a complete picture without 
the others. In recent times, there have 
been frequent attempts to view the Air 
Force through just one lens, which leaves 
these observers with a simple “black and 
white” view of our brilliantly colored, 
multidimensional institution. 

Does the Nation Need 

an Independent Air Force?


Perhaps most importantly, we need to 
consider why the nation sees value in an 
independent Air Force. We should ask 
ourselves the question “Why did the Con­
gress decide to establish the Air Force as 
an independent service in the first place?” 
Certainly, our Air Force was forged in 
the battles of World War II although 
much work had taken place over the 
years predating this conflict to establish 
our independence. But World War II 

marked the first time that political lead­
ers could clearly see what airpower pro­
vides the nation. To answer the question 
previously posed, we must consider that 
at the time of the creation of our service, 
four major operational commands ex­
isted: Strategic Air Command, Air De­
fense Command, Air Transport Service, 
and Tactical Air Command (listed in or­
der of their size at the time of the Air 
Force’s establishment in 1947). Here is 
the telling question: “Without the capa­
bilities inherent in Strategic Air Com­
mand or Air Defense Command, would 
the nation have seen a need for an inde­
pendent Air Force?” It seems reasonable 
to conclude that, as important as these 
missions are, it is unlikely that Congress 
would have established an Air Force for 
the sole purpose of providing airlift and 
air support to US ground forces. 

Of course, today we have neither a 
Strategic Air Command nor an Air De­
fense Command; however, the organiza­
tions themselves are not as important as 
the fact that we continue to provide the 
nation with the capabilities these two 
commands offered when they did exist. 
Strategic Air Command could hold tar­
gets at risk without deploying large 
forces and putting them into harm’s way. 
Air Defense Command made it difficult 
for an adversary to threaten the people 
of the United States or its global interests 
with attack. Nevertheless, we have dem­
onstrated these capabilities in recent 
years but didn’t recognize the signifi­
cance of our activities because we under­
stood the events only in the context of 
the bureaucratic issues we faced at the 
time. Since our reorganization in 1992, 
which was based largely on functional 
alignment, Air Force members have 
tended to view events through a mobility 
perspective, a combat air forces perspec­
tive, or a space perspective rather than 
an Airman’s perspective. We need to rec­
ognize and reinforce the idea that the 
value of an independent Air Force lies in 
the synergy it provides across these func­
tional capabilities—not in the effective­
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ness or efficiency of the independent ca­
pabilities themselves. 

We can also understand the value of 
the US Air Force by comparing our use 
of the air domain with that of the other 
services’ aviation forces. The Army opti­
mizes its air arm to provide organic mo­
bility, surveillance and reconnaissance, 
indirect fires, and close air support to 
tactical forces in battle. Naval aviation 
has the primary role of protecting the 
fleet; however, by moving to littoral re­
gions in the vicinity of military opera­
tions and conducting flight operations 
from the sea, it provides the nation a 
unique capability for presence around 
the globe. Rather than support its infan­
try with airpower, the Marine Corps 
fully integrates aviation with its infantry 
forces, functioning as a single, interde­
pendent, ground-centric force that can 
operate from land or sea. Only the US 
Air Force has historically operated from 
garrison locations to project power at 
long distances, employing “effects” plat­
forms (strike, airdrop, surveillance/­
reconnaissance, and air superiority air­
craft) enabled by our “strategic” tanker 
capabilities. The Air Force offers excep­
tional support to ground or maritime 
operations but has the unique ability to 
deliver global and theater effects from 
its garrison locations. We demonstrated 
theater-wide reach and power in World 
War II, extending this capability world­
wide during the first two decades of the 
Cold War. 

The Legacy of 

Strategic Air Command


People who grew up in the 1950s and 
1960s saw an abundance of movies about 
World War II in theaters and on televi­
sion. The nation was captivated by its 
“flyboys.” When people thought of the 
United States Air Force, they based their 
thinking on movies like Twelve O’Clock 
High that showed bombers, protected by 
long-range fighters, changing the course 

of history and the nation’s approach to 
warfare. Of course, in these two decades, 
people were also very familiar with the 
significance of the nuclear bombs 
dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. As 
Strategic Air Command evolved, it trans­
formed from a primarily conventional 
bombardment command to an organiza­
tion almost exclusively focused on nu­
clear deterrence. (Recall its motto Peace 
Is Our Profession.) The command not 
only possessed bombers but also con­
trolled the tankers that made it possible 
for those bombers to reach their targets 
on the other side of the globe. The 
bomber crews understood the tanker 
mission well, and the tanker crews un­
derstood their contributions to the bomb­
ing mission very well. However, both of 
these capabilities focused solely on deliv­
ering nuclear weapons against targets in 
the Soviet Union. The value of long-
range air strike came under scrutiny 
early in the 1960s with the introduction 
of intercontinental ballistic missiles 
(ICBM), but bombers continued to play 
an important role in the nuclear “triad.” 
Air Defense Command, not Strategic Air 
Command, experienced a significant de­
cline in resources because the nation no 
longer saw a need to maintain a robust 
strategic air defense against air attack. 
Interestingly, the Soviet Union did not 
match the United States in this regard—it 
continued to maintain and expand its for­
midable air defense capability. 

The Evolution of 

Tactical Airpower


Not a popular war but certainly a water­
shed event for the Air Force, Vietnam 
involved large numbers of ground forces 
participating in what we called at the 
time “limited intensity conflict.” More­
over, Vietnam was definitely not an air-
minded campaign—the primary mea­
sures of effectiveness were casualty 
ratios, not the attainment of operational 
or strategic objectives. Of significance to 
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Airmen, Vietnam dramatically changed 
the way we look at airpower: rather than 
a means to avoid attrition warfare, it be­
came a critical enabler for force-on-force 
conflict. With increasing numbers of 
ICBMs and now submarine-launched bal­
listic missiles, we took bombers off alert 
and deployed them to Southeast Asia to 
become part of the war effort. It soon be­
came clear that the bomber crews, which 
had operated independently throughout 
the Cold War, did not know how to inte­
grate with other combat air forces. The 
loss of 15 B-52s during Linebacker II 
serves as an example of this failure to 
exploit the benefits of force packaging. 
The Vietnam experience convinced Air 
Force leaders of a critical need to better 
integrate Strategic Air Command’s capa­
bilities with those of Tactical Air Com­
mand—one of two primary lessons for 
Airmen from Vietnam. (The second con­
cerned the need for a fighter optimized 
for air superiority.) However, we often 
forget that Linebacker II, which again 
demonstrated our ability to hold targets 
at risk without force-on-force conflict, 
was also responsible for driving the 
North Vietnamese to the negotiation table, 
which soon put an end to this conflict 
and brought home our prisoners of war. 
This should have been our primary ob­
servation: airpower not only can support 
tactical ground operations but also can 
enable other instruments of national 
power, such as diplomacy, to achieve 
strategic effects. 

A number of events that would have 
huge effects on the Air Force occurred 
in the 1980s. First, negotiations for the 
Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty began 
in 1982 when the United States pro­
posed substantial downsizing of both 
sides’ nuclear arsenals. Second, the 
Goldwater-Nichols Department of De­
fense Reorganization Act of 1986 cen­
tralized operational authority in the 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff as 
opposed to the Service Chiefs and des­
ignated the Chairman as the principal 
military adviser to the President, Na­

tional Security Council, and Secretary of 
Defense. Finally, in 1989 the Berlin Wall 
fell, signaling the approaching end of 
the Cold War. As a result, in the early 
1990s, the Department of Defense had 
begun downsizing to a level called the 
“Base Force” when Saddam Hussein in­
vaded Kuwait. The Air Force had 
worked aggressively to develop inte­
grated conventional-bomber operations, 
and the F-15 fighter allowed us to domi­
nate the skies over Iraq. The Air Force 
conducted a 38-day air campaign that 
enabled ground forces to occupy south­
ern Iraq in only 100 hours. We proved 
that we had learned the lessons of Viet­
nam. Although we celebrated our vic­
tory, we also continued the massive 
downsizing of American forces com­
monly referred to as the Cold War 
“peace dividend.” 

Functional Reorganization 
of the Air Force 

We took our bombers off alert in Sep­
tember 1991 as Gen Merrill McPeak, the 
Air Force chief of staff, launched an ef­
fort to reorganize a significantly smaller 
Air Force. Having no requirement to 
maintain an aircraft alert force, the ser­
vice disbanded Strategic Air Command, 
divesting its bombers to a new command, 
Air Combat Command, and its tankers 
to another new command, Air Mobility 
Command. Because bombers did not sit 
alert, they were no longer considered 
part of the nuclear-deterrence force, 
which provided an important benefit at 
the time. Specifically, many countries 
that previously would not allow the 
United States to operate bombers from 
their soil now found conventional-only 
bomber deployments acceptable. How­
ever, negative consequences accrued as 
well: soon bombers were no longer re­
garded as an active element of the nu­
clear deterrence force, and the Air Force 
lost its sense of a common institutional 
mission. From this time forward, Air­
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men would identify themselves as 
members of the combat air forces, mo­
bility air forces, or the space commu­
nity. Consistent with Goldwater-Nichols, 
members of the combat air forces would 
continue to be operationally assigned to 
multiple combatant commands; how­
ever, Air Mobility Command was opera­
tionally aligned to a single combatant 
command, US Transportation Com­
mand, and the space community re­
mained aligned to a single combatant 
command, US Space Command. Airmen 
began to associate “global reach” with 
Air Mobility Command and “global 
power” with Air Combat Command. A 
brief attempt occurred to associate “vir­
tual presence” with space. Capitalizing 
on our success in Operation Desert 
Storm, Airmen successfully argued the 
value of a joint force air component 
commander, but for the most part, the 
other services continued to divide re­
sponsibilities along geographic rather 
than functional lines. Since joint task 
force commands continued to be as­
signed geographically (with two notable 
exceptions led by Airmen: the func­
tional joint task forces for Operations 
Northern and Southern Watch) and be­
cause Airmen were excited that they 
had control of air across an entire the­
ater, to this day Airmen do not have an 
effective career-development path to 
become joint task force or regional joint 
force (combatant) commanders. 

The bomber community, once the 
largest in the Air Force, downsized dra­
matically and transitioned from one 
known for “range and payload” to one 
known for its “persistence and payload.” 
The integration of bombers and fighters 
constituted a formidable capability, but 
the B-52’s relatively slow speed made it 
difficult to integrate into large force pack­
ages; consequently, the B-1 became the 
backbone of the conventional bomber 
force. In 1992, when Navy and Air Force 
fighters began flying patrols over north­
ern and southern Iraq, the Air Force saw 
a diminishing role for bombers and other 

long-range conventional strike capabili­
ties in Airmen’s view of airpower. 

Decisive Roles for Airpower? 
In July 1995, the international com­

munity agreed to extend the threat of air 
strikes against Bosnian Serbs if they at­
tacked any of the remaining “safe areas” 
in Bosnia, which included Gorazde, Tuzla, 
Bihac, and Sarajevo. Croatian forces en­
tered the fighting in early August, and 
Operation Deliberate Force began on 30 
August 1995 with attacks against Bosnian 
Serb military targets in response to a Bos­
nian Serb mortar attack on civilians in 
Sarajevo. The alliance conducted air 
strikes over 11 days during the period 
ending 14 September 1995. The threat of 
attacks from the air as well as from Bos­
niak and Bosnian Croat forces forced the 
Bosnian Serbs to send Serbian president 
Slobodan Miloševic to represent their in­
terests in negotiations that led to the 
Dayton Peace Agreement. As one source 
still reports, “Operation DELIBERATE 
FORCE proved that airpower can have a 
decisive role when serving achievable, 
clear policy objectives.”1 However, look­
ing back with a historical perspective, 
Airmen must realize that (1) airpower 
caused indigenous forces (Bosnians and 
Croats) to pose a threat to a much more 
powerful ground force and (2) airpower 
enabled the effectiveness of the diplo­
matic instrument of power. Bombing by 
itself did not produce the outcome, but 
without bombing, it is unlikely that Ser­
bia would have negotiated with the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). 
Thus, Bosnia offers two important, 
though largely ignored, lessons for Air­
men: airpower can enable indigenous 
ground forces to fight successfully and 
can enable other instruments of national 
power to become more effective. 

In March 1999, NATO initiated Opera­
tion Allied Force to compel Miloševic to 
stop the ethnic cleansing of Albanians in 
Kosovo and to withdraw Serbian forces 
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from the province. Although the alliance 
initially designed the air campaign to de­
stroy Serbian air defenses and high-value 
military targets, it increasingly used air 
to attack Serbian units on the ground as 
well. Strategic targets included bridges 
across the Danube, factories, power sta­
tions, telecommunications facilities, and 
the headquarters of a political party led 
by Miloševic’s wife. Allied Force marked 
both the first operational use of B-2 
bombers, which flew from Whiteman 
AFB, Missouri, to their targets and back, 
and the return of B-52s to high-altitude 
bombing. Although the role of airpower 
in bringing this conflict to resolution has 
prompted much debate, a RAND report 
suggests that Miloševic decided to capitu­
late on 3 June because (1) he realized 
that his ethnic-cleansing strategy had not 
weakened NATO’s resolve but had actu­
ally increased the alliance’s commit­
ment; (2) after a defiant initial response 
to the bombing campaign, the Serbian 
population eventually became war weary 
and willing to accept concessions; (3) 
damage to Serbia’s infrastructure and 
economy undermined the support that 
Miloševic required to ensure his regime’s 
survival; (4) he expected NATO to transi­
tion to an unconstrained bombing cam­
paign if its terms, by this time supported 
by Russia, were ignored; (5) NATO indi­
cated that it was considering a future 
ground invasion (an effective coercion 
tactic even though it would have re­
quired at least two to three months of 
deployment preparation); and (6) NATO 
provided Miloševic with an agreement 
that gave him some domestic political 
cover. The same RAND report notes that 
“damage to Yugoslav military forces and 
the ‘resurgence’ of the Kosovo Liberation 
Army generated little pressure.”2 Kosovo 
led to a debate regarding airpower’s “de­
cisiveness,” but this tactical discussion is 
not as important to Airmen as the value 
of airpower in enabling diplomatic, infor­
mational, and economic instruments of 
power. The strategic value of airpower as 
an enabler for other instruments of na­

tional power is the lesson that every Air­
man should draw from NATO’s victory 
over Miloševic. It also offers a great les­
son for Airmen involved with strategic-
deterrence planning: Miloševic conceded 
because NATO provided him an accept­
able political outcome to end his aggres­
sion—and threatened him with signifi­
cant military cost if he continued. 

Just two years later, Operation Endur­
ing Freedom gave Airmen an opportu­
nity to reinforce long-established lessons 
of airpower. On Sunday, 7 October 2001, 
American and British forces began an 
aerial-bombing campaign targeting Taliban 
forces and al-Qaeda. Early combat opera­
tions included air strikes from B-1, B-2, 
and B-52 bombers flown from the conti­
nental United States and Diego Garcia, 
extended by tankers based in the Middle 
East; carrier-based F-14 and F/­A-18 fight­
ers operating in the Arabian Sea off Paki­
stan; and American and British Toma­
hawk cruise missiles. Later, land-based 
fighter aircraft would fly sorties into Pak­
istan from both the Middle East and Cen­
tral Asia. From the very first day of the 
conflict, strategic airdrop provided hu­
manitarian aid, clearly indicating that 
the United States was fighting the Taliban 
government and its support for al-Qaeda, 
not the people of Afghanistan. In early 
November, planners at US Central Com­
mand advocated the need to introduce 
US ground forces because they felt that 
the indigenous forces could not prevail 
against the Taliban without US and allied 
assistance on the ground. But on 9 No­
vember, the Northern Alliance, with the 
support of special operations forces, joint 
tactical air controllers, and airpower, 
fought against the weakened Taliban and 
captured Mazar-i-Sharif, taking control of 
Kabul just four days later as the Taliban 
fled the city. US and allied forces estab­
lished their first ground base in Afghani­
stan southwest of Kandahar in late No­
vember, with strategic airlift as the only 
source of logistics for several months. 
The first lesson for Airmen from these 
Afghanistan operations is the immense 
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value of long-range strike, including 
bombers and fighters, enabled by tank­
ers. The second lesson is the capability 
of airpower to enable the effectiveness of 
indigenous ground forces against more 
powerful forces. We also learned the 
value of special operations forces in sup­
port of airpower as enablers of indige­
nous forces. The third lesson reminds us 
of airpower’s flexibility—it can deliver 
both bombs and humanitarian aid. 

Finally, we can learn some great les­
sons from Operation Iraqi Freedom, the 
first of which corrects a common misper­
ception that ground forces entered south­
ern Iraq without the benefit of air superi­
ority. Few people are aware of an 
operation called Southern Focus, which 
began in the summer of 2002 and en­
sured air superiority over southern Iraq 
when Iraqi Freedom’s ground operations 
began in March 2003. Southern Focus 
was based on a change in rules of en­
gagement that enabled more effective 
use of airpower than under the rules in 
force during Southern Watch. As a result, 
when ground forces entered southern 
Iraq, they did so without fear of bom­
bardment from the air. Additionally, in 
northern Iraq, airpower and special op­
erations forces combined to work with 
the Kurds to protect the oil fields. The 
original plan called for a ground invasion 
from Turkey, but when that option was 
no longer available, planners developed 
and successfully implemented a scheme 
employing airpower, special operations 
forces, and the Kurdish Peshmerga (an 
indigenous militia force). To prevent the 
possibility of a Scud missile launch from 
the Western Desert of Iraq—the other 
major concern—the Air Force, again 
working with special operations forces, 
developed a plan to put a blanket of sur­
veillance and attack assets over the West­
ern Desert with special operations forces 
conducting special reconnaissance of 
designated sites on the ground. As a re­
sult, the Iraqis launched no Scuds into 
Israel. Although operations in Iraq con­
tinue, several lessons for Airmen have 

already become apparent. First, useful 
synergies result when airpower and spe­
cial operations forces operate interde­
pendently to attain asymmetric effects. 
Second, we saw that airpower can enable 
the effectiveness of a small or weakened 
ground force, as the Kurdish Peshmerga 
demonstrated in northern Iraq. Finally, 
Airmen can find different and innovative 
ways to achieve air superiority and en­
sure the protection of our ground forces. 

Conclusion 
Can we apply the Airman’s perspec­

tive to suggest alternative approaches to 
other issues facing our nation today? 
Clearly we can—and we must. Airmen 
look at problems differently; thus, find­
ing alternatives may require that we re­
state the problems we are attempting to 
resolve. For example, are the operations 
in Iraq “irregular warfare,” or are they 
“irregular peace” operations? Airmen 
should study Gen David Petraeus’s 
“surge” in detail to understand the rea­
sons for its effectiveness—specifically, 
the surge in manpower was accompa­
nied by a change in strategy that focused 
on achieving stability rather than elimi­
nating insurgents. Cyberspace serves as 
another example. Currently, we primar­
ily focus cyberspace military operations 
in the areas of computer network opera­
tions and cyber security. Is cyberspace 
simply about the maintenance and secu­
rity of our digital communications, or is 
it the foundation for a new “economic 
and social age” to replace the industrial 
age under which we operate as a nation 
today? The answer to this question has 
profound implications for the US military 
as well as our entire way of life. Finally, 
as we examine our priorities and mission 
as an Air Force following the past two 
years’ events that involved bombers and 
ICBMs, we need to ask ourselves 
whether these were isolated occurrences 
restricted to the nuclear operations com­
munity or events symptomatic of our 
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overall loss of focus on why we exist as a 
service. 

The international political environ­
ment has changed, but a quick review of 
recent military and national security op­
erations suggests that the nation needs 
the US Air Force for the same reasons it 
was established in 1947: 

•	 to sustain a full-spectrum force that 
encourages innovation, stimulates 
science and technology, and 
strengthens partners across the 
globe; 

•	 to offer alternatives to force-on-force 
conflict by developing strategies 
based on operating interdepen­
dently with other US and partner 
instruments of power; 

•	 to provide alternative joint courses 
of action that reduce the risk of US 
and friendly-force casualties when 
operating as an interdependent joint 
and coalition force; and 

•	 to support ground commanders 
with the world’s best air surveil­
lance, close air support, and other 
supporting tactical capabilities. 

As we consider the role of the Air 
Force in the future, we clearly see that, 

from its beginnings, our service has pos­
tured itself to protect America’s home­
land and citizens from attack, to help as­
sure our allies and partners, and to 
contribute to the advancement of Ameri­
ca’s global interests. We do this with our 
airlift, long-range strike (tankers and at­
tack platforms), surveillance and recon­
naissance (air and space), force enhance­
ment from space, and other capabilities 
inherent to air forces. To put this in clear 
terms that apply to all Airmen regardless 
of their functional specialty, “Airmen 
protect the nation and its global interests 
by conducting global, regional, and tacti­
cal operations through air, space, and 
cyberspace.” In short, we Airmen are dis­
tinguished by our air-mindedness! ✪ 
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