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Strat egy, the use of engage ments for the object of war. 

—Carl von Clausewitz 

The objec tive sought—an effect on the war as a whole—deter mines if a 
tar get or attack is strate gic. Similarly, the enemy reac tion deter mines 
whether an attack has strate gic results. 

IN THE YEARS since the end 
of World War II, American 
air men have justi fied their 
in de pend ence largely by em­
pha siz ing the mission of 
stra te gic bombard ment. They
ar gued that only the re-

sources and flexibil ity inher ent in an inde­
pend ent service could mass the requi site 
force to defeat an enemy without recourse 
to ground troops. Unfor tu nately, this zeal­
ous advo ca tion of Douhet-style airpower has 
caused a misun der stand ing among many Air 
Force profes sion als as to the true nature of 
aer ial strategy. We have truncated the defini­
tion of strate gic airpower to such a degree 
that to many people it now equates to strate­
gic bombard ment, whether that concept im­
plies the mass destruc tion of German and 
Japa nese cities in World War II, or the more 
re cent surgi cal at tacks on Iraq during the 
Gulf War. In either case, limit ing our defini­
tion of strate gic airpower to bombard ment 
mis sions prevents us from fully exploit ing 
the vast range of alter na tives available in aer­
ial combat. To take advan tage of these op­
por tu ni ties, we must rede fine strate gic 
air power in terms of what an air force con­
trib utes to the overall war effort. The Luft­
waffe and the US Army Air Corps (USAAC) 
of early World War II each offer an exam ple 
of an air force which accepted and appre ci­
ated this broader context. 

Few airmen or histo ri ans have recog nized 
the strate gic nature of the Luftwaf fe’s World 

Air Force Manual (AFM)1–1, 
Ba sic Aerospace Doctrine 

of the United States Air Force, 
(1992) 

War II doctrine. Fewer still have allowed that 
con tem po rary USAAC offi cers appre ci ated 
this doctrine. Instead, most postwar histo ri­
ans noted the conspicu ous absence of a 
heavy bomber fleet in the Luftwaf fe’s inven­
tory and concluded that it had been 
equipped primar ily for use in a tacti cal and 
close air support role.1 In a similar vein, 
independence- minded American airmen 
pointed to their own successes with aerial 
bom bard ment and condemned Luftwaffe of­
fi cers for their lack of vision. 

In actu al ity, although Luftwaffe strate­
gists appre ci ated the merits of aerial at tacks 
against centers of popula tion and produc­
tion, they tempered their zeal for strate gic 
bomb ing with a sophis ti cated under stand­
ing of their country’s overall strate gic situa­
tion. This insight allowed them to develop a 
flexi ble doctrine that enabled them to devise 
op era tional plans with several differ ent and 
com ple men tary aerial missions throughout 
the first year of World War II. Although 
these missions did not neces sar ily corre­
spond to the prewar American concept of 
stra te gic at tack, USAAC offi cers recog nized 
that they did have a profoundly strate gic ef­
fect on the outcome of the fighting. 

When war broke out in Europe in 1939, 
the USAAC scrambled to collect as much in-
for ma tion as possi ble regard ing the tactics 
and technol ogy of the bellig er ents. In par­
ticu lar, the USAAC wanted to know what 
mis sions had been assigned to the Luft­
waffe, how it carried out these missions, and 
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Doc trinal disputes over the proper employ ment of the Junkers Ju.87 (Stuka) divided the Luftwaf fe’s general staff dur­
ing 1938–39. 

how the Third Reich executed the command 
and control of its air forces. This scrutiny re­
sulted in a number of reports on the organi­
za tion and doctrine of the Luftwaffe. 
Evalu at ing these esti mates illu mi nates the 
nature of this doctrine during the opening 
stages of the war and provides a clearer un­
der stand ing of the basis of American opin­
ions of it. 

One valuable piece of opera tional intel li­
gence possessed by the USAAC was Luft­
waffe Manual 16, The Conduct of Aerial 
War fare. Published in 1936, this regula tion
pro vided American offi cers a synop sis of the 
in ter war Luftwaf fe’s employ ment theories. 
Al though some observ ers have inter preted 
this manual as evidence of an “overwhelm­
ing empha sis on tacti cal rather than strate gic
bomb ing,”2 its authors obvi ously intended 
to highlight the flexibil ity of airpower. 

The manual began with an unequivo cal 
state ment: “Air power carries the war right 
into the heart of enemy country from the 
mo ment war breaks out. It strikes at the very 
root of the enemy’s fighting power and of 
the people’s will to resist.”3 Still, the manual 
did not call for the exclu sive use of strate gic 
bom bard ment. Consis tent with the German 
mili tary’s tradi tional empha sis on adap ta­
tion, it stated that “the nature of the enemy, 
the time of year, the structure of his land, 
the charac ter of his people as well as one’s 
own military capa bili ties”4 should dictate 
the use of airpower. Their country’s geo­
graphi cal posi tion in the heart of Europe 
was histori cally a paramount concern to 
Ger man strate gic planners. Conse quently, 
the Luftwaffe did not subscribe to the theory 
of strate gic bombing that advo cated the ex­
clu sive use of aerial bombard ment against 
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an enemy’s homeland.5 Such a strategy 
would doom Germany to defeat at the hands 
of an enemy land army long before the air 
of fen sive had any effect.6 

None the less, the Luftwaffe contin ued to 
sup port strate gic bombing opera tions, al­
though not to the exclu sion of other mis­
sions. In 1937, for exam ple, the Luftwaffe 
be gan work on a new two-engine bomber, 
the Heinkel He.177, thinking that it would 
have the requi site opera tional radius to fill 
the gap in force structure created by the lack 
of long-range bombard ment aircraft in the 
early 1940s.7 Doctrinal disputes over the 
proper employ ment of the Junkers Ju.87 
(Stuka) divided the Luftwaf fe’s general staff 
dur ing 1938–39. Offi cers argued over 
whether the air force should use the Stuka 
against tacti cal or strate gic targets. Eventu­
ally they compro mised, decid ing that, de-
spite its limited range and bomb load, the 
dive- bomber could perform missions of ei­
ther type.8 

As the Luftwaf fe’s capa bili ties grew, Third 
Reich offi cials found in it an extremely in­
timi dat ing saber that they did not hesitate to 
rat tle in order to rein force their diplo macy. 
A carefully staged plan of strate gic decep tion
cre ated in the minds of the world a vision of 
the Luftwaffe as an omnipo tent force capa­
ble of striking anywhere in Europe.9 Cou­
pled with the aggres sive nature of the Third 
Rei ch’s foreign policy during the 1930s, it 
caused consid er able concern among Ameri­
can military offi cers. In an effort to evaluate 
the threat posed by German airpower, the 
USAAC began a series of annual air reports
cov er ing all aspects of the Luftwaf fe’s capa­
bili ties.10 

The 1939 air report was completed before 
the German inva sion of Poland. Based pri­
mar ily on compi la tions of air atta ché notes, 
this document accu rately described the Ger­
man air force’s doctrine. The section de-
voted to opera tions began with an 
af firma tion of the Luftwaf fe’s status: “The 
Ger man war doctrine is predicated on the 
pos ses sion of an inde pend ent Air Force.” 
The report then outlined the catego ries of air 
op era tions for which the Luftwaffe had pre-

pared. Signifi cantly, the authors chose to 
“us[e] the German termi nol ogy” when list­
ing these missions. In addi tion to planes fit­
ted for service as recon nais sance,
dive- bombing, and pursuit, they noted that 
the Luftwaffe possessed aircraft for both 
“me dium at tack (fast bombers)” and “heavy
at tack (night bombers).”11 

The Luftwaffe empha sized opera­
tions inde pend ent of the army, in­
clud ing the destruc tion of the 
en emy air force, inter dic tion of lines 
of supply and commu ni ca tions, and 
stra te gic bombard ment. 

The Air Corps needed the paren theti cal 
clari fi ca tion due to the lack of dedicated at-
tack aircraft in its own inven tory. However, 
this dual catego ri za tion also reflects the in-
her ent flexi bil ity of 1939 Luftwaffe air doc-
trine. Recog ni tion of this pliabil ity emerged
through out the remain der of the report. 
“The [German] Air Force is prepared and de-
signed to provide army and navy coop era­
tion units” in the form of ground—attack 
air craft, includ ing both the Junkers Ju.87 
Stuka and two-engine bombers—spe cifi cally, 
the Junkers Ju.88 and the Dornier Do.17.12 In 
ad di tion, the report noted that the Luftwaffe 
em pha sized opera tions inde pend ent of the 
army, includ ing the destruc tion of the en­
emy air force, inter dic tion of lines of supply 
and com mu ni ca tions, and strate gic bombard­
ment. Specific targets included “all the en­
emy estab lish ments and equipment of 
im por tance to the conduct of war, espe cially
air plane fields and aircraft on the ground . . 
. military supply centers, road and railway
con struc tions, centers of traffic and commu­
ni ca tions . . . [and the] arma ment and air-
craft indus try.”13 

Ac cord ing to the report, the Luftwaffe an­
tici pated using three methods of bombard­
ment to achieve these objec tives: high­
al ti tude horizon tal, low-altitude horizon tal, 
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and dive-bombing. The report however, did

rec og nize that “the German viewpoint holds

the low alti tude

than the high alti tude horizon tal bombing.

Greater accu racy, at the expense of reduced

bomb penetra tion,

doc trine

“against concen trated or small, impor tant

ob jec tives.” Addi tion ally, it recog nized that

al though

bom bard ment, they agreed with the Ameri­

can opinion that it had at best, a limited ef­

fect. 

con sid ered [by the Luftwaffe] primar ily as a

dis rupt ing opera tion for comple men tary use

with day attacks.”14


War had “provided [the Luftwaffe] a practi­

cal school of training of ines ti ma ble value.”

In deed,

mander of the Legion Condor, sent by the

Third Reich to Gen Francisco Franco’s aid—

quickly real ized the inade quacy of the Luft­


gener ally more effec tive 

is claimed.” Luftwaffe 
favored using dive-bombing 

the Germans consid ered night 

tack [is] ing 

The USA AC real ized that the Spanish Civil 

Wolfram von fen—com­

waf fe’s training manuals with regard to air-
support missions. In March 1937, for the 
first time, single-seat, single-engine Heinkel 
He.51s were used in a ground-support role. 
The success of this raid, which effec tively
para lyzed the ground troops it targeted, 

vised a primitive system 

cism on the part of the Luftwaffe High 
Com mand,15 Richthofen’s opera tions “proved 

used against enemy troop concen tra tions, 
strong- points, and 
tion.”16 This expe ri ence led directly to the 

ten. Although the air fleets remained at­
tached to a particu lar land-based area of 

signed to increase the mobil ity of the Air 

cal or admin is tra tive commands.”17 

atnight “[T]he be

Richtho

of lines 

caught Richthofen’s at ten tion. He soon de-
of air-ground 

support reminis cent of his background experi­
ence in World War I. Despite initial skepti­

that bombers were extremely effec tive when 

commu ni ca­

crea tion of air divi sions within the Luft flot­

re spon si bil ity, “these changes have been de-

Force and reduce its ties to fixed geo graphi-

Dur ing the ground-support phase of opera tions, the Luftwaffe concen trated on inter dict ing enemy supply and com­
mu ni ca tions. 
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Ob ser va tions in the report clearly cor­
robo rate the thesis that USAAC offi cers rec­
og nized the valid ity of most of the 
Luft waf fe’s doctrinal concepts. For instance, 
a remark able degree of congru ence existed 
be tween the Luftwaf fe’s and the USAAC’s 
per cep tions of night bombing. The report 
also noted the funda men tal nature of the 
Luft waf fe’s inde pend ent status to its opera­
tions. It identi fied only two German weak­
nesses: “relatively inade quate numbers of 
trained person nel . . . and the question able 
ade quacy of neces sary mate rial stocks for 
war time support of the armed forces.”18 To 
Ameri can air offi cers, neither of these weak­
nesses indi cated anything amiss in the Luft­
waf fe’s concep tion of aerial warfare. 

Then, on 1 Septem ber 1939, Germany 
launched its attack against Poland. The Luft­
waffe entered the fray with all of its dive-
bombers, 70 percent of its bombers, and 50 
per cent of its fighters.19 Two geographi cally 
based air fleets, Luft flot ten 1 and 4, partici­
pated in the offen sive. During the initial 
stages of the attack, the Luftwaffe directed 
most of its opera tions against Polish air-
fields. On 3 Septem ber, the empha sis shifted 
to the aircraft and muni tions indus tries. 
Only after these two missions had been 
com pleted did the Luftwaffe turn its atten­
tion to close air support of the 
Wehrmacht.20 Albert Kessel ring, then com­
mander of Luft flotte 1, later noted that doc­
trinal consid era tions dictated this order of 
op era tions: “Accord ing to the opera tion 
prin ci ple govern ing the Luftwaffe, the en­
emy air force and the aircraft facto ries in the 
im me di ate vicin ity of the airfields were to 
be attacked.”21 

Dur ing the ground-support phase of opera­
tions, the Luftwaffe concen trated on inter dict­
ing enemy supply and commu ni ca tions. 
Other targets included masses of reserve 
troops and the retreat ing Polish forces. Few re-
ports exist which recount di rect support of 
army opera tions or the use of the Luftwaffe as 
aer ial artil lery. On trial at Nurem berg, Field 
Mar shal Kessel ring insisted that opera tions 
such as the bombing of War saw, although “se­
vere measures,” were “army action[s],”22 con­

ducted only at the army’s request and then 
for tacti cal purposes.23 In fact, Luftwaffe doc-
trine proscribed the use of terror bombing, 
and “very detailed instruc tions were pub­
lished by the Oberkom mando der Wehrmacht 
(OKW) that only these military targets 
should be bombed.”24 

By no means does this constraint towards 
the bombing of civil ian popula tions imply 
that the Luftwaffe espoused any less a com­
mit ment to strate gic opera tions. Although 

Al though German aircraft did un­
der take missions in direct support of 
ground troops, the bulk of their op­
era tions was directed against the Pol­
ish air force, vital indus tries, and 
lines of support and commu ni ca tion. 

Ger man aircraft did under take missions in 
di rect support of ground troops, the bulk of 
their opera tions was directed against the Pol­
ish air force, vital indus tries, and lines of 
sup port and commu ni ca tion. Indeed, only 
poor weather condi tions had prevented the 
Ger mans from “launching a massive, all-out 
at tack on the military instal la tions and ar­
ma ment facto ries of War saw to break Polish 
re sis tance at the start of the campaign.”25 

Moreo ver, the command ers of the Luft­
flot ten at trib uted the campaign’s success to 
the Luftwaf fe’s inde pend ence. Al ex an der 
Loehr, Luft flotte 4’s commander, stated that 
“the Air Force was to oper ate for the first 
time in world history as an inde pend ent 
arm. Thereby it was to open up new aspects 
of a strategy which in its princi ples had re­
mained unal tered throughout the course of 
his tory.”26 Field Marshal Kessel ring sec­
onded his comrade: “The Polish campaign 
was the touchstone of the poten ti ali ties of 
the German Air Force.”27 

The Luftwaf fe’s opera tions against Poland 
re flected the success ful use of an airpower 
doc trine empha siz ing the inde pend ent na-
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ture of air forces, the prior ity of gaining air 
su pe ri or ity, and attacks against strate gic ob­
jec tives. Direct support of ground forces
pro ceeded only after, or in conjunc tion 
with, the success ful accom plish ment of the 
other missions. The unique charac ter is tics of 
their Polish enemies dictated the Germans’ 
strat egy, and Luftwaffe doctrine flexed to ac­
com mo date it. The effect of this employ­
ment scheme on the outcome of the 
cam paign betrays its strate gic nature. Ameri­
can observ ers recog nized and appre ci ated 
the Luftwaf fe’s strategy. The USAAC, and 
Gen Henry H. Arnold in particu lar, were re-
as sured that American “tacti cal school theo­
ries seemed to be gener ally in accord with 
Ger man tactics.”28 

On 10 May 1940, this aerial strategy 
changed subtly with the launching of the of-
fen sive against France.29 Although the Luft­
waf fe’s imme di ate goal was the same as in 
Po land—the defeat of the enemy’s air 
forces—this time its aircraft would also be 
used from the outset in direct support of 
ground opera tions.30 Direct support of 
ground forces remained a high prior ity
through out the western offen sive. On 11 
May, the enormous number of German 
bomb ers needed for attacks against columns 
of French ground troops prevented their em-
ploy ment in other missions.31 When the 
Luft waffe focused its attacks on ground 
units, it empha sized concen tra tion at critical 
points. For exam ple, on 20 May, ground 
com mand ers called in the Luftwaffe for a 
mis sion against enemy troops in order to en-
large the bridgehead over the Somme River.32 

Later in the campaign, the German com­
mander requested at tacks against enemy rail 
and commu ni ca tion lines between Rheims 
and Paris.33 Despite the ground-support 
char ac ter of these missions, they had a pro­
foundly strate gic effect. Marc Bloch, a 
French army offi cer who became a parti san
af ter the fall of France, recorded his impres­
sion follow ing an attack by the Luftwaf fe’s
dive- bombers on 22 May: “the effect of 
bomb ing on the nerves is far-reaching, and 
can break the poten tial of resis tance over a 
large area. It was doubtless with that end in 

view that the enemy High Command sent 
wave after wave of bombers to attack us. The 
re sult came up only too well to their expec­
ta tions.”34 

The Luftwaf fe’s increased number of 
direct- support missions, however, did not 
pre- empt all inde pend ent opera tions. In 
mid- May, in a show of force inspired by 
Her man Göring, the Luftwaffe bombed the 
down town area of Rotter dam, the capital of 
Hol land.35 This attack contrib uted signifi­
cantly to the surren der of the Dutch after 
only five days of combat.36 At the Nurem­
berg trials, Field Marshal Kessel ring con-
ceded the strate gic nature of the attack: 
“This one attack brought imme di ate peace 
to Holland.”37 Early in the after noon of 3 
June, the Luftwaffe launched another largely
stra te gic at tack—Op era tion Paula. Lasting for 
two days, it was a series of aerial strikes 
against the aerodromes and aircraft facto ries 
on the outskirts of Paris. The Luftwaffe an­
tici pated that this attack might, like the one 
on Rotter dam, produce a worthwhile de­
spon dency among France’s civil ian popula-
tion.38 Overall, the Luftwaf fe’s opera tions, 
whether in support of the army or carried 
out inde pend ently, had the desired im­
pact—on 24 June, under the combined 
weight of the German air and ground offen­
sives, French resolve collapsed.39 

Dur ing the course of the western offen­
sive, American military at ta chés reported
con stantly to the War Depart ment in Wash­
ing ton, D.C., on what was transpir ing. As 
early as 29 May 1940, the military at ta ché in 
Paris, Capt John Sterling, dispatched his first 
ma jor effort to synthe size devel op ments in 
the aerial battle. The report noted that many 
of the Luftwaf fe’s missions had been in di­
rect support of ground forces. “The German 
air offen sive over French terri tory has con­
sisted primar ily of opera tions in close sup-
port of mechanized ground troops, use of 
aer ial bombard ment against forti fi ca tions 
prior to and during attack, [and] machine 
gun ning of enemy troops prior to and dur­
ing attack.”40 Nonethe less, the atta ché 
pointed out that “inde pend ent missions 
have daily attacked airdromes, [and] railway 
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By 1939, the Luftwaffe was prepared and designed to provide army and navy coop era tion units in the form of 
ground- attack aircraft, includ ing two-engine bombers, such as this Junkers Ju.88. 

yards and stations scattered over almost all 
of France.”41 Regard ing specific bombard­
ment techniques, the dispatch declined to 
un der take a detailed analysis. “Tactics em­
ployed by German bombers have varied con­
sid era bly; bombing has been conducted 
from all alti tudes, both horizon tal and verti­
cal [dive-bombing].”42 

Sub se quent reports took a more critical 
stance with regard to bombard ment. Al­
though the atta chés contin ued to stress the 
ef fec tive ness of missions support ing Ger­
man ground forces, inde pend ent opera tions
re ceived less praise. One report noted that 
“Ger many . . . concluded early in the war 
that low alti tude dive bombing was most ef­
fec tive and compara tively few high alti tude 
at tacks have been made.”43 A subse quent 
dis patch proclaimed that “the Germans have 
been very much surprised at their low effi­
ciency [in bombard ment] and will find ways 

of improv ing as soon as the present job [of 
de feat ing France] is finished.”44 American 
in tel li gence offi cers under stood that the 
Luft waffe had engaged signifi cant elements 
in ground-support opera tions and had in-
creased its reli ance on dive-bombers. They 
did not, however, believe that either of these 
phe nom ena signaled either a rejec tion of in-
de pend ent strate gic opera tions or the Luft­
waf fe’s subser vi ence to the Wehrmacht. 
In deed, USAAC analysts fully expected the 
Luft waffe to redou ble its efforts to perfect 
bomb ing techniques in light of these set-
backs. 

None the less, the atta chés acknowl edged 
the impor tance of effec tive coor di na tion be-
tween ground and air forces to Germany’s 
suc cess.45 War Depart ment studies reveal  a 
fur ther appre cia tion of the Luftwaf fe’s doc-
trine, espe cially in regards to the coor di na­
tion of opera tions with ground forces. The 
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Ger man success was attrib uted to unity of
com mand by an intel li gence memoran dum 
of 12 June 1940. “The efforts of the land, sea 
and air forces are subor di nated and directed 
to the task at hand. For the nation as a whole 
these efforts are coor di nated by the German 
High Command and the Supreme General 
Staff.” This, however, did not imply that the 
Luft waffe was viewed as an exten sion of the 
army. The memoran dum noted that only ob­
ser va tion and recon nais sance aircraft were 
as signed to ground forces. “In general, 
pursuit aviation is not allot ted to army units. . 
. . There is no known instance of the assign­
ment of bombard ment aviation to army 
units.” Even in direct ground support, the 
Luft waffe insisted on central ized control to 
maxi mize flexi bil ity. “Bombard ment units 
are controlled by the supreme commander 
of the particu lar opera tion, and . . . they 
may often be transferred from one opera­
tion to another by the German High Com­
mand.”46 

A month later, on 2 July 1940, just one 
week after the fall of France, a memoran­
dum to General Arnold noted that despite 
the high degree of coor di na tion between the 
Ger man armed forces, all three services were 
“free to develop their pecu liar powers and 
no one of the armed forces is subor di nated 
to the needs of another.” The Luftwaf fe’s ef­
fec tive ness stemmed not only from its
autono mous status under OKW, but also 
from “manda tory lateral coor di na tion.” The 
re port quickly added that OKW enforced 
this manda tory coor di na tion “through the 
nor mal chain of command of each of the 
armed forces, rather than by attach ing sub-
or di nate units of one of the armed forces to 
a subor di nate unit of another.”47 

The Luftwaf fe’s doctrine also received at-
ten tion from the War Depart ment. An intel­
li gence section memoran dum of 6 July 1940 
ob served that initially the major ity of Luft­
waffe units were assigned to the destruc tion 
of the French air force. “When this objec tive 
was accom plished, and when the hostile rear 
area was suffi ciently disrupted, then close 
sup port came into the picture.” Thus, even 
the War Depart ment found that the Luftwaf­

fe’s priori ties remained air supe ri or ity, inter­
dic tion, and close air support.48 

The Luftwaffe accom plished its basic mis­
sion of “eliminat[ing] effec tive hostile air 
power from the deci sive area . . . by attack­
ing facto ries and airdromes, by air combat 
and by anti air craft fire.” Once this task was 
fin ished, it then directed the “main weight 
of [the] attack . . . against objec tives in the 
rear of the front line troops.” The main 
goals of this phase of opera tions were “to 
para lyze Allied commu ni ca tions” and inter­
dict lines of supply. In the final phase of air 
op era tions—close air support—“Ger many had 
re mark able teamwork between its air force 
units and its fast moving land units.” 49 

Ameri can offi cers under stood that this 
“team work” did not come at the expense of 
Luft waffe inde pend ence. “Except for obser­
va tion the Germans employed their air force 
as a Theatre of Opera tions weapon. . . . The 
air force was employed in mass.” While not­
ing that “the German concep tion of air 
power is to retain a maximum of flexibil ity 
of employ ment,” the report cautioned that 
“the Germans obtained timely close support 
of their armored units without at tach ing
bom bard ment or pursuit to these ground 
forces.”50 

The War Depart ment’s intel li gence re-
ports during and imme di ately after the Bat­
tle of France clearly presented an accu rate
as sess ment of the Luftwaf fe’s doctrine. A 
1940 revi sion of Luftwaffe Manual 16 reit er­
ated the doctrine devel oped during the in­
ter war years and employed since Septem ber 
1939. The section of the manual devoted to 
op era tions began with a passage on the im­
por tance of gaining air supe ri or ity: “The en­
emy air force will be combated from the 
be gin ning of the war.” To accom plish this, 
the manual advised at tacks against an ene­
my’s air force in the air, at the aerodromes, 
and at the produc tion and supply facili ties.51 

The manual stressed flexibil ity when dis­
cuss ing ground-support opera tions: “De­
pend ing on the situation, the time, the type 
of target, manner of opera tion, terrain, and 
our own strength, the manner and extent of 
co op era tion with the army will be deter-
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mined. There is no modeled pattern.”52 The 
vi tal impor tance of inter dic tion was also rec­
og nized: “Attacks carried out in the rear 
eche lon of the zone of opera tions will ham-
per the supply of the battle zone and lead to 
con sid er able diffi cul ties in prompt supply of 
units, particu larly in critical situations.”53 

How ever, the revised manual devoted 
more space to strate gic bombard ment than 
to any other mission. There were separate 
sec tions describ ing the ration ale and meth­
ods for attack ing produc tion, food, imports, 
the power grid, and govern ment centers.54 It 
also devoted a section to the reasons and 
meth ods for attacks against civil ian popula­
tion centers. Under normal condi tions, such 
op era tions would not be allowed. “Attacks 
upon cities for [the] purpose of terror iz ing 
the popula tion will not be carried out.” 
How ever, if the enemy at tacked civil ian 
popu la tions first, then “‘retali ation attacks’ 
can be the sole means of dissuad ing the en­
emy from such acts of brutal aerial warfare.” 
The manual cautioned that random missions 
against popula tion centers could backfire: 
“At wrong moments, and at false esti ma tions 
of desired effect on the enemy, a stiffen ing 
will of resis tance—in stead of shock—may be 
the conse quence.”55 

We have truncated the defini tion of 
stra te gic airpower to such a degree 
that to many people it now equates to
stra te gic bombard ment. 

The Luftwaffe of 1940 was dedicated to 
the concept of inde pend ent opera tions. This 
took several forms, from gaining air supe ri­
or ity, through the central ized control of 
ground- support aircraft, to inter dic tion and 
stra te gic bombing opera tions (which could—
un der certain condi tions—in clude missions 
against the enemy popula tion). Resource 
scar city partially explains the appar ent lack 
of empha sis on the bombard ment aspects of 
this doctrine. In his exami na tion of the rea­

sons for the Luftwaf fe’s defeat, William son 
Mur ray argued that “pre-war period Ger­
many was never in a posi tion to build a ‘str­
at egic’ bombing force.”56 In addi tion,
Mur ray asserts that a geographic vulner abil­
ity contrib uted to Germany’s concen tra tion 
on terri to rial advances: “It would pay the 
Reich little benefit to launch ‘strat egic’
bomb ing attacks against Paris, Warsaw or 
Pra gue at the same time that enemy ground 
forces seized the Rhineland or Silesia.”57 

De spite the Luftwaf fe’s lack of a dedi­
cated strate gic bombard ment aircraft, at-
tempts to belit tle the strate gic dimen sions of 
Luft waffe doctrine must inevi ta bly founder. 
The claim that “the [German] bomber force 
had been used [during the western offen­
sive] solely as a tacti cal air arm, with a sin­
gle excep tion of four days’ strate gic 
em ploy ment in France”58 displays a misun­
der stand ing of the distinc tions between 
cate go ries of air opera tions. More tenable is 
the posi tion that “the Luftwaf fe’s support of 
the ground forces during campaigns was on 
such a scale that it cannot be described as 
‘ta ct ical.’”59 Addi tion ally, opera tional flexi­
bil ity, so crucial to the stunning success of 
the Luftwaffe through June 1940, existed 
largely because of the air arm’s inde pend ent 
status. 

War Depart ment queries into Luftwaffe 
doc trine during the first 10 months of 
World War II resulted in a surpris ingly accu­
rate assess ment of the German air force’s op­
era tions, organi za tion, and degree of 
auton omy. American air offi cers under stood 
that the Luftwaffe valued strate gic bombard­
ment— but not to the exclu sion of other 
mis sions, such as centrally controlled 
ground support and deep inter dic tion. In-
deed, the record reveals that the USAAC tac­
itly under stood that the flexible nature of 
Ger man doctrine afforded the Luftwaffe a 
greater strate gic impact than massive bom­
bard ment alone.60 

Dur ing the latter half of 1940, this per­
cep tion changed radically as the Luftwaf fe’s 
de fi cien cies became more obvi ous. The first 
dem on stra tion of falli bil ity occurred over 
Dun kirk in June 1940. Although Göring as-



68 AIRPOWER JOURNAL SUMMER 1997 

sured Hitler that the Luftwaffe could turn 
the British evacuation effort into another 
War saw or Rotter dam, the Royal Air Force 
in flicted such heavy losses that the Luft­
waffe ceased opera tions against Dunkirk by 
2 June.61 

That autumn, the Luftwaf fe’s shortcom­
ings became even more appar ent. On 13 
August, the Luftwaffe launched an offen sive 
against the British Isles in prepara tion for an 
am phibi ous inva sion by the Wehrmacht. Hit­
ler issued his Opera tional Direc tive #17 
prior to the commence ment of these opera­
tions: “The German Air Force must with all 
means in their power and as quickly as pos­
si ble destroy the English air force. The at-
tacks must in the first instance be directed 
against flying forma tions, their ground or­
gani sa tions, and their supply organi sa tions, 
and in the second against aircraft produc tion
in dus try and the indus tries engaged in pro­
duc tion of anti-aircraft equipment.”62 

De spite the fact that the Führer had de-
fined the Luftwaf fe’s mission in precisely 
the same terms as the earlier Conti nen tal of-
fen sives, Germany failed in its attempts to 
sub due Britain. The lack of long-range bom­
bard ment aircraft gener ated a feeling among 
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