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LET ME BEGIN with a histori cal anal- fer ently. They saw the war as an ideal oppor­
ogy. Early in his career, when he tu nity to expand the terri tory of the United 
served as a con gress man from Il li nois, States. So they voted him out of office. 
Abra ham Lincoln was confronted Lin coln never forgot that lesson. He came 

with the neces sity of voting for or against the to real ize that ideal ism must always be tem­
dec la ra tion of war against Mexico in 1846. pered with real ism and practi cal ity. He came 
Ever the high-minded ideal ist, he voted to real ize that the workable way was a case of 
against declar ing war. It was, he said, an im- “eyes on the stars, feet on the ground.” Dur­
moral land grab. His con stitu ents thought dif- ing the Civil War, for exam ple, he wanted to 

*I wish to acknowledge the contribution of my former graduate student, Maj Robert Taguchi, USA, who propounded a checklist for 
doctrine writers at my urging, which I found helpful in preparing this article. 
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free the slaves. But when he issued the Eman­
ci pa tion Procla ma tion, he excluded all those 
slaves held in states such as Maryland, which 
sided with the Union. Lincoln needed the 
votes and the manpower of those states to 
wage war ef fec tively against the Con fed er acy. 
So the Emanci pa tion Procla ma tion was a 
com pro mise. In the eyes of many abo li tion ist
crit ics, it was a seri ously flawed document—a 
sell out. The only slaves it “freed” were those
be hind the Confed er ate lines—the very ones 
the Un ion forces didn’t yet con trol. But as we 
now know, though flawed and com pro mised, 
the procla ma tion worked. 

The ends we seek are implicit in the 
means we use. 

What am I trying to say here? The means 
we employ when we under take to formu late 
doc trine are every bit as im por tant as the ends 
we seek. The ends we seek are implicit in the 
means we use. That is one of the fun da men tal 
philo sophi cal princi ples that under gird this 
great repub lic in which we live. I repeat: the 
ends we seek are im plicit in the means we use. 

I have devoted much of my profes sional 
life in the Air Force to the quest for suitable 
air doctrine. I have written books and arti cles 
for this purpose. It now appears that my ef­
forts have been with out much suc cess, for we 
are still groping for a better path to sound 
doc trine. Our proce dures for devis ing doc-
trine at all echelons are still far from ideal. 
Look about you. Do we any where have a com­
pre hen sive set of instruc tions to guide those 
peo ple who are assigned the diffi cult task of 
pro duc ing Air Force doctrine? 

I propose to ask a series of searching ques­
tions to help those people who are launching 
a new doc trinal cen ter at Air Uni ver sity. First, 
what should we ask about the compo si tion of 
the team—the offi cers selected to formu late 
doc trine for the Air Force? What past expe ri­
ence and educa tion uniquely qualify them 
for this duty? In prior as sign ments, have they 
given evi dence of crea tive imagi na tion? Have 
they demon strated a capac ity for rigor ous 

evalua tion of conflict ing evidence? Does the 
doc trine team re flect an ade quate spec trum of
ex pe ri ence to cope with the whole range of 
po ten tial Air Force capa bili ties? 

Next, are doctrine writers employ ing ade­
quate proce dures in gather ing evidence on 
air- arm expe ri ence in order to formu late 
sound doctrine? Do they cast their research 
net widely enough? Do they survey the full­
est possi ble range of after-action reports and 
simi lar sources from the field? If after-action 
re ports are a primary source of air-arm opera­
tional ex pe ri ence, have doc trine writ ers taken 
steps to insure that the scope and quality of 
such reports are adequate for doctrinal pur­
poses? Are after-action reports as objec tive as 
they ought to be? In the view of this observer, 
very little is currently being done to enhance 
the quality of such reports and the regular ity 
with which they are submit ted. 

Has the doctrine team compre hen sively
stud ied the expe ri ence of foreign air forces? 
Has it guarded against the bias that arises 
from rely ing only on those reports of foreign
ex pe ri ence and practice which have been 
trans lated, while ignor ing contrary evidence 
which happens not to have been translated? 
Has appro pri ate account been taken of cul­
tural or mate rial differ ences under ly ing for ­
eign expe ri ence and practice when weighing 
the utility of foreign doctrinal ideas? 

What can we learn from the ways and 
means employed by foreign air forces in for-
mu lat ing doctrine? Has our doctrine team 
ever under taken any system atic effort along 
this line? Do foreign air forces have proce­
dural manuals or regula tions on the formu la­
tion of doctrine that might offer us insights 
on their meth ods, if not their doc trines? In re-
cent years, I have been much impressed with 
the way the Royal Aus tra lian Air Force (RAAF) 
has grappled with the problem of doctrine. A 
small air force with lim ited fund ing, the RAAF 
has been driven to think deeply about doc­
trinal is sues. Has the USAF stud ied this source 
in depth?

Be fore publish ing USAF offi cial doctrine, 
what steps should doctrine writers under take 
to test the valid ity of their formu la tions? 
Have they launched “trial balloons” in the 
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form of journal arti cles to elicit feedback? 
How success ful is the practice of holding
sym po sia in devel op ing new or revised doc-
trine? Does the current prac tice of cir cu lat ing 
drafts to the Air Force major commands 
(MAJCOM) for comment elicit con struc tive 
re plies? Do the MAJCOMs evaluate pro-
posed doctrine compre hen sively? Or do they
re spond critically only when some vested in­
ter est of the command seems threatened? 
Has the doctrine team under taken a system­
atic survey of knowledge able indi vidu als to 
sup ple ment the writ ten rec ord of after- action 
re ports and other such evidence? Has it been 
at pains to inter view indi vidu als at all eche­
lons—not just senior offi cers—to secure the 
wid est possi ble perspec tive on a given body 
of expe ri ence? What steps should be taken to
pre pare inter view ers to elicit objec tive evi­
dence? Are the inter view ers sensi tive to the 
dan ger of asking, wittingly or unwit tingly, 
lead ing questions that elicit the answers de­
sired—an swers that conform to their presup­
po si tions? Do doc trine writ ers have ade quate 
fund ing to per mit the travel that might be re­
quired to elicit the kind of testi mony
needed—es pe cially that of junior partici pants 
with actual opera tional expe ri ence? 

Have doctrine writers paid appro pri ate 
heed to support functions, or have their ef­
forts been al most ex clu sively de voted to op­
era tional concerns? Doctrine applies to lo­
gis tics as well as tac tics. Do we have suit able
lo gis ti cal doctrine? Do we have suitable re-
search and de vel op ment doc trine? At a time 
when preserv ing the indus trial base is an 
acute problem, what guidance can doctrine 
sug gest? This nation has expe ri enced ear­
lier and even more drastic reduc tions in de­
fense spend ing that have sav aged the in dus­
trial base. What gener al ized expe ri ence 
from such past history can inform our doc-
trine writers today? 

When doctrine writers assess success or 
fail ure in past opera tions, do they ask if 
flawed perform ance or faulty doctrine led to 
fail ure? Can extant doctrine be effec tively
evalu ated without a conscious awareness of 
many other factors that may have contrib­
uted to success or failure? Will the same or 

simi lar “other factors” be present when our 
cur rent doctrine is applied? 

What have been the sources of signifi cant
doc trinal in no va tion in the past? Will a study 
of such patterns of inno va tion lead to a 
prompter devel op ment of appro pri ate doc-
trine? Because techno logi cal advances are a 
ma jor factor in forcing doctrinal revi sion, 
what proce dures should doctrinal writers es­
tab lish to insure an ade quate re sponse to “on 
the hori zon” technolo gies? 

I have devoted much of my pro­
fessional life in the Air Force to the 
quest for suitable air doctrine. . . . It 
now appears that my efforts have 
been without much success. 

Given that all thinkers and writ ers are sub­
tly in flu enced by their as sump tions, wit tingly 
or unwit tingly, what steps should doctrine 
writ ers take to insure that their assump tions 
are valid? Should doctrine writers reach out-
side their imme di ate organi za tion to invite 
criti cal evaluations of their assump tions to 
avoid paro chial bias? Should some such out-
side critics be drawn from the other military
serv ices or even foreign services? 

Be yond probing our assump tions, what 
steps should the doc trine team take to test the
va lid ity of its formu la tions? Beyond feedback 
from various Air Force echelons, what actual 
field testing should be under taken in peace-
time via maneu vers, exer cises, and the like? 
Have the doc trine folk es tab lished ef fec tive li­
ai son with such ongo ing opera tions as Red 
Flag? Should doctrine writers solicit high­
com mand support for more far-reaching test­
ing of key doctrinal formu la tions? 

Should our doctrine team give thought to 
what is now of ten re ferred to as asym met ri cal
hos tile actions? Does the Air Force have a 
valid role in counter ing ter ror ism? If so, then 
surely we must spell out suitable doctrine for 
deal ing with such threats. And what about 
non vio lent terror ism or economic mischief 
mak ing? In 1995 a Rus sian hacker in Saint Pe­
ters burg broke into Citicorp’s comput er ized 
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cash manage ment system in New York and 
ca pri ciously transferred $12 million to vari­
ous banks around the world. The Rus sian po­
lice co op er ated with the FBI in ap pre hend ing 
this scoundrel, but what he did may have 
been a blessing in alerting us to the poten tial 
for such nonvio lent acts of terror ism.1  I’m 
not con vinced that the Air Force has a role or 
a respon si bil ity in confront ing such threats. I 
men tion them only to suggest that our doc-

What generalized experience from 
such past history can inform our 

doctrine writers today? 

trine writ ers must de cide what threats re quire 
a doctrinal response. 

Have our doctrine writers given adequate
at ten tion to the means by which doctrine is 
prom ul gated or dissemi nated? Are doctrine 
manu als the best way to commu ni cate doc-
trine? Do manuals as now conceived employ 
the most effec tive format?2 What alter na tive 
or supple men tal means of promul gat ing,
com mu ni cat ing, or distrib ut ing doctrinal 
ideas might we employ to insure greater cir­
cu la tion and penetra tion within the offi cer 
corps? 

To day the Air Force is much concerned 
over coop er at ing with people engaged in de­
vel op ing joint doctrine. To what extent does 
hu man nature oper ate to inhibit the success­
ful appli ca tion of joint doctrine? All military
or gani za tions need to achieve cohe sion—the
bond ing of members in a given service. But 
such bonding tends to gener ate a “them ver­
sus us” out look, which is det ri men tal to joint­
ness. Does our Air Force organ iza tional cul­
ture thus adversely influ ence the practice, if 
not the words, of joint doctrine?3 

Can writ ers of joint doc trine over come the
in her ent differ ences which exist, for exam­
ple, be tween the ground- arm per spec tive and 
the air-arm per spec tive? Whereas the ground 
folk stress coor di na tion, we stress flexibil ity. 
As my friend Roger Spiller of the Army Com­

mand and Gen eral Staff Col lege once asked, Is 
the search for joint doctrine “a continu ing
pro cess of nego tia tion and recon cilia tion be-
tween inter ests” the object of which is “the 
tri umph of one over the other”? Can we de-
vise ways to overcome this paro chial service 
ri valry? Must those people who nego ti ate 
joint doctrine always regard conces sions as 
“giv ing up the farm”—a surren der of control? 
Does the person al ity of indi vidu als who ne­
go ti ate the formu la tion of joint doctrine 
make a critical differ ence? If so, what consid­
era tions should enter in the selec tion of such 
ne go tia tors? 

One might go on prolif er at ing a hundred 
more questions of the sort I have already 
posed. But now let me consider other ap­
proaches to the problem of improv ing the 
ways we gener ate doctrine. Gen Donn Starry, 
one of the ablest think ers of the Army, now re-
tired, a dozen or so years ago wrote an arti cle
en ti tled “To Change an Army,” which offers 
some provoca tive guidelines that should be 
of inter est as we go about devel op ing a new 
ap proach to doctrine writing.4 

Gen eral Starry, who toward the end of his 
ca reer headed the Army’s Training and Doc-
trine Com mand (TRA DOC), asked, “What are 
the factors required to effect change?” This I 
take to mean, “What does it require to intro­
duce signifi cant new doctrine?” This he fol­
lows with a checklist which strongly suggests 
that promul gat ing doc trine in volves far more 
than publish ing a manual. Let’s look at the 
steps he offers: 

• There must be an insti tu tion or mechanism 
to identify the need for change, to draw up 
pa rame ters for change and to de scribe clearly 
what is to be done and how that differs from 
what has been done before. 

•	 The edu ca tional back ground of the prin ci pal 
staff and com mand per son ali ties re spon si ble 
for change must be suffi ciently rigor ous, de­
mand ing and relevant to bring a common 
cul tural bias to the solu tion of problems. 

•	 There must be a spokesman for change. The 
spokes man can be a per son, one of the mav er­
icks; an in sti tu tion such as a staff col lege; or a 
staff agency. 

• Who ever or whatever it may be, the spokes-
man must build a con sen sus that will give the 
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new ideas, and the need to adopt them, a 
wider audience of converts and believ ers. 

• There must be conti nu ity among the archi­
tects of change so that con sis tency of ef fort is 
brought to bear on the process. 

•	 Some one at or near the top of the in sti tu tion 
must be willing to hear out argu ments for 
change, agree to the need, embrace the new 
op era tional concepts and become at least a 
sup porter, if not a cham pion, of the cause for 
change. 

• Changes proposed must be subjected to tri­
als. Their relevance must be convinc ingly
dem on strated to a wide audience by experi­
ment and expe ri ence, and neces sary modifi­
ca tions must be made as a re sult of such trial 
out comes.5 

We would do well to reflect on these sugges­
tions as we build the new doctrinal center at 
Air Univer sity. 

Fi nally, I want to turn from the doctrinal 
writ ers and their problems of proce dure and 
or gani za tion to consider the recipi ents—the 
read ers and us ers of doc trine. Do Air Force of­
fi cers un der stand what doc trine really is? Do 
they know what the in tended use of doc trine 
is? Does the Air Force in its whole system of 
pro fes sional military educa tion (PME) ever 
ex plic itly instruct offi cers in the proper use 
of doctrine? I suspect not, when we hear a 
sen ior flag offi cer assert ing that doctrine is 
“bull crap.” 

Can we improve our PME to achieve a bet­
ter under stand ing, Air Force wide, of what 
doc trine is and is not? Surely this should be 
one of the initia tives of the new doctrinal 
cen ter. Doctrine is not and was never meant 
to be prescrip tive. Doctrine is sugges tive. It 
says, “This is what has usu ally worked best in 
the past,” but this in no way frees deci sion 
mak ers from the need to form their own judg­
ment in any given situation. If the study of 

war tells us anything, it is that the only con­
stant is war’s in con stancy—that it is filled with
sur prises, contin gen cies, and unknowns. 

Does the Air Force in its whole 
system of professional military 
education (PME) ever explicitly 
instruct officers in the proper 
use of doctrine? I suspect not, 
when we hear a senior flag 
officer asserting that doctrine is 
“bull crap.” 

We have se ri ously ne glected edu cat ing our
of fi cers in how to read doctrine and how to 
use it. Well-educated offi cers must engage in 
a critical intel lec tual activ ity, with the doc­
trinal op tions avail able to them. Doc trines are 
not a series of univer sally valid maxims or 
posi tive prescrip tions. They are points of de-
par ture for the thoughtful deci sion maker, 
who must judge each situation indi vidu ally. 
When we say doctrine is “authorita tive,” all 
we mean is that it is objec tively recorded ex­
pe ri ence that remains worthy of and requires 
the criti cal at ten tion of the de ci sion maker. 
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