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ABSTRACT 

Why would a US military service relinquish a mission—a mission that could justify 

millions of dollars in new assets—while pursuing another to the point of near obsession? Why do 

these decisions regarding “turf,” that is, the martial components of a military service, sometimes 

spark intense interservice competition? To address the puzzle of US military turf decisions, I bring 

a powerful conceptual tool from the field of organizational behavior, organizational identity (OI), 

to the field of security studies.  

The basic premise behind OI as an explanatory variable is that leaders make significant 

decisions consistent with the OI. What is “good” for the organization is defined in reference to the 

OI. The process of organizational identification (OID) inculcates members with organizationally 

beneficial OI logics and decision premises (rhetorical syllogisms) which guide members to 

decisions. The US military services exemplify organizations with strong OI and OID. US military 

officers typically conflate personal, organizational, and national interests. 

First, through examination of artifacts, discourse, history, practices, and memory, as well 

as an original survey of US Air Force officers, I formulate a detailed description of the Air Force 

OI. Second, I use that OI description as an empirical referent in a case study analysis, that of the 

Air Force’s adoption of the RQ-1 Predator unmanned aerial vehicle, 1993-2001. This case offers 

the advantage of a change in the dependent variable, turf decision-making, allowing for before-
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after case comparison. Through detailed process tracing, I evaluate the explanatory power of OI 

against several alternative theories and their derivative hypotheses. 

I find that OI exerts a power influence on the Air Force’s decision-making regarding turf. 

Decisions are made by individuals who identify deeply with their organization, and turf is 

assessed vis-à-vis the organizational identity, regardless of attendant resources. The logic of OI 

makes anti-turf behavior as comprehendible as pro-turf behavior. This argument goes against the 

conventional wisdom that the US military services, as typical bureaucracies, work to accumulate 

turf in a purely rational, self-interested manner. Through this study I aim to present a more 

truthful and nuanced understanding of the behavior of the US military services. 
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black box (noun): a complex piece of equipment, such as an electronic 

system found on a warplane, whose internal mechanism is mysterious to 

the user.  

 

Air Force blue (noun, adjective): the color of the sky on a clear day. 
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Chapter 1 

Explaining the US Military Services’ Decision-Making 

 

In the mid-1990s, the US Air Force retired its dedicated electronic warfare aircraft, the 

EF-111A Raven, with no plan for a follow-on platform. In effect, the Air Force ceded an entire 

mission to the US Navy, which in turn employed the EA-6B Prowler to provide electronic attack 

in support of both services. In the early 2000s, as the aging EA-6B itself stood to be retired, the 

Air Force and Navy were tasked with producing a plan for the future of airborne electronic 

attack. Again, the Air Force forfeited the opportunity to develop this mission to the Navy, which 

subsequently acquired a new fleet of EA-18G Growlers to replace the EA-6B. In the interim 

years, the Air Force twice cancelled its stand-off jammer, a small electronic attack program 

worth perhaps $3-4 billion, citing the high price tag.1 But around the same time, the Air Force 

spent $79 billion just to acquire the F-22 Raptor aircraft,2 and continues to pour millions into the 

program for upgrades.3  

Why would the Air Force repeatedly relinquish an airborne mission, a mission that could 

justify millions of dollars in new assets? Why does the Air Force seem content to cede one 

mission to the Navy while pursuing another to the point of near obsession? 

This project addresses this puzzle by offering a powerful theory of organizational 

decision-making, and thus a better understanding of the organizations that formulate and execute 

US national security strategy. First, the study explores how military members, specifically those 

 
1Stephen Trimble, “US Air Force Cancels SAM-jamming EB-52 for Second Time,” Flightglobal, March 3, 2009, 

accessed February 22, 2016, www.flightglobal.com. 
2 United States Government Accountability Office, Defense Acquisitions: Assessments of Selected Weapon 

Programs, GAO-12-400SP, March 2012. 
3 United States Government Accountability Office, F-22 Modernization: Cost and Schedule Transparency is 

Improved, Further Visibility into Reliability Efforts is Needed, GAO-14-425, May 2014. 
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in the US Air Force, see themselves as an organization, and then, through a case study analysis, 

explains how that identity shapes decision-making outcomes. As a career US Naval officer, I 

bring a near-insider perspective to the study of a sister service, while avoiding the biases inherent 

in the study of one’s own organization—an emic-etic balance.4 

While many previous answers to this puzzle focus on bureaucratic determinants of 

behavior, this project calls into question the applicability of the bureaucratic paradigm to the US 

military services. The services boast robust and complex cultures, deeply rooted in the moral 

imperative of providing for the nation’s security. Specifically, each US service exhibits a strong 

organizational identity (OI), defined as the self-referential and shared beliefs regarding what is 

central, enduring, and distinctive about an organization.5 For many reasons, detailed below, 

servicemembers’ personal social identities are tied to their service in a way quite unlike what is 

normally seen in other organizations. The US military services are different from other US 

public bureaucracies, and therefore, a different approach is needed. 

This study seeks to explain the preference formulation that drives an organization’s own 

decisions; any bargaining dynamics with external political entities that may occur after the 

decision are not examined specifically, although the primary and alternative explanations offer 

some pathways to incorporate that phase of analysis. I only seek to explain why the services 

want what they want and make the decisions they do, and recognize that in some cases their 

decisions may be contested.  

 
4 I served as a Naval Flight Officer and Foreign Area Officer in the US Navy, 1998-2018. I do not claim to be 

completely objective, but hope my military experience helpfully informs the research. For a discussion of etic 

(outsider) and emic (insider) approaches, see Joanne Martin, Organizational Culture: Mapping the Terrain 

(Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2002): 36-40. 
5 Stuart Albert and David A. Whetten, “Organizational Identity,” in Research in Organizational Behavior: An 

Annual Series of Analytical Essays and Critical Reviews 7, ed. L. L. Cummings and Barry M. Staw (Greenwich, CT: 

JAI Press, 1985), 264-5. 
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This introductory chapter examines previous efforts to explain military behavior, presents 

a summary of my central argument and its implications, and concludes with a short guide to the 

dissertation’s structure. 

 

The Literature and its Limits 

The most powerful institutions on the American political scene are arguably the national 

security organizations, primarily the US Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marine Corps, and others 

such as the Central Intelligence Agency and National Security Agency. The US military services 

possess the power to wage global war, and their daily operations reach around the globe. Yet, to 

most Americans outside these institutions, each service represents a “black box,” the inner 

workings of which remain mysterious. At a time when increasingly narrow segments of 

American society choose to join the armed services, and fewer and fewer policymakers can draw 

from their own military experience, it is imperative that we demystify these powerful 

institutions. Moreover, we must understand the processes that drive their decision-making and 

resultant behavior if we are to ensure US foreign policy is implemented as intended. What are 

the primary influences of behavioral outcomes? To place the question in a military context, 

which missions and weapon systems can we expect these organizations to prioritize? Scholarship 

provides few answers. 

 

The Bureaucratic Paradigm 

The conventional conception of governmental organizations, such as the US Air Force, is 

a bureaucratic one. In this paradigm, rules-driven monoliths fight endlessly for missions and 

associated resources, or “turf,” to ensure survival. Typically, scholars working in the 
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bureaucratic paradigm treat organizations as rational, incentive-focused, and self-interested, i.e., 

the aggregate outcome of individuals who also exhibit these traits.6 The bureaucratic theory of 

organizational preferences can be aptly summarized by the so-called Miles’ Law, “Where you 

stand depends on where you sit.” In other words, a bureaucrat’s personal “seat” or position 

within the organization defines that individual’s priorities and preferences.7 Bureaucratic 

concerns, so the argument goes, take primacy over national concerns.8  

In the classic bureaucratic paradigm, represented by Downs (1967)9 and Holden (1966)10, 

organizations are assumed, in Weberian fashion, to make deliberate cost-benefit calculations to 

determine which course of action among options would maximize constituent support, power, 

and odds of survival. Self-interest, rooted in the individual and expressed through the 

organization and its behavior, play a large part in collective motivation. Power, prestige and 

money are at the top of Downs’ list of officials’ possible motivations.11 The particular mission 

and tasking of a bureau is thought to matter little; behavior could be generalized across types. 

Bureaucracy implies the technical, the rational, and the non-cultural. Turf, too, remains 

undifferentiated; aside from a comparison of attached resources, one piece is as good as another. 

A new wave of theorists challenged some of these traditional assumptions. Graham 

Allison broke ground in 1971 with his Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis 

 
6 Terry M. Moe, “The Politics of Bureaucratic Structure,” in Can the Government Govern? ed. John E. Chubb and 

Paul E. Peterson (Washington, DC: Brookings Institute, 1989): 267-329; Lawrence S. Rothenberg, Regulation, 

Organization, and Politics: Motor Freight Policy at the Interstate Commerce Commission (Ann Arbor, MI: 

University of Michigan Press, 1994). 
7 Rufus E. Miles, Jr., “The Origin and Meaning of Miles' Law,” Public Administration Review 38, no. 5 (September-

October 1978): 399-403. 
8 Graham T. Allison and Philip Zelikow, Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis, 2nd ed. (New 

York: Longman, 1999), 164-166, 272-3. 
9 Anthony Downs and RAND Corporation, Inside Bureaucracy (Boston: Little, Brown, 1967). 
10 Matthew Holden, Jr., “‘Imperialism’ in Bureaucracy,” American Political Science Review 60, no.4 (1966): 943-

51. 
11 Downs, 1967, 84. 
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(updated in 1999 with Philip Zelikow).12 His Organizational Behavior (Model II) points to 

organizational attributes such as routines, standard operating procedures (SOPs), propensity for 

problem solving, and culture as determinates of organizational output. In organizations, argues 

Allison, the “logic of appropriateness,” in which one applies rules of behavior to fit familiar 

situations, dominates over analytic rationality, or the “logic of consequences.”13 Still, Allison 

includes “imperialism” as part of Model II. The imperialistic impulse leads organizations to seek 

growth in budgets, personnel, and missions, that is, “appealing new territory.”14 

James Q. Wilson (1989), while making no claims of a formal theory, links a non-material 

factor, “sense of mission,” with turf decisions. Wilson defines “turf” simply as autonomy over 

some function.15 According to Wilson, a strong sense of mission shapes an organization’s 

perception of turf and its desirability. Organizations are choosey when it comes to functions and 

will ignore those that fall outside the principal mission.16 Wilson offers one of the very few 

examples in the literature that links organizational identity and anti-turf behavior (although he 

does not use either term).17 

The work of Halperin and Clapp with Kanter (2006) made even more room for non-

material factors while narrowing the scope of their study to national security organizations, 

namely the US military services, Foreign Service and the CIA.18 The authors emphasize the 

 
12 Allison and Zelikow, 1999, full cite at n7. 
13 Allison and Zelikow, 1999, 146, 163-181, discussion on organizational culture and the logic of appropriateness 

are found in the 1999 update, not in the original 1970 edition. For more on bounded rationality in an organizational 

setting, see James March and Herbert Simon, Organizations, 2nd ed. (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 1993): 

157-192. 
14 Allison and Zelikow, 1999, 181, but see also 195n76 for refinement of the term “imperialism.” 
15 James Q. Wilson. Bureaucracy: What Government Agencies Do and Why They Do It, rev ed. (New York: Basic 

Books, 2000), 167, 175, 179-195. 
16 Wilson, 2000, 101, 187. 
17 Wilson, 2000, 108-109. 
18 Morton H. Halperin and Priscilla A. Clapp with Arnold Kanter, Bureaucratic Politics and Foreign Policy, 2nd ed. 

(Washington, D.C: Brookings Institution Press, 2006). 
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import of organizational essence, “the view held by the dominant group within the organization 

of what its missions and capabilities should be.”19 Halperin and Clapp’s “organizational essence” 

parallels Wilson’s “sense of mission.” Like Wilson, these scholars reverse Downs’ ordering of 

priorities, arguing that national security organizations value autonomy over resources, and 

moreover, will work to preserve the organizational essence/sense of mission even at the expense  

 of new turf (described as roles, missions, and budget increases). 

Halperin and Clapp devote much space to the examination of organizational turf 

decisions, pointing out that turf may be resisted if perceived as (1) irrelevant to or likely to dilute 

the essence, (2) threatening to officers’ established career progression paths, (3) attached to loss 

or compromise of autonomy, or (4) requiring budget trade-offs that harm favored programs.20 

These explanations of anti-turf behavior constitute a mix of bureaucratic and cultural/identity-

based rationales. Significantly, Halperin and Clapp point toward the conflation of perceived 

national, organizational, and individual interests: “All participants in the national security 

decisionmaking process profess to be pursuing the national interest and much of the time they 

believe they are.”21 On an individual level, members see no “contradiction between their quest 

for advancement and the quest for national security, believing that the government and the nation 

will benefit from their services at higher levels.”22  

Table 1.1 clarifies the utility each author ascribes to different concepts. Concerns and 

needs could be thought of as ends and means. The resulting behavior reveals the strategy taken to 

match ends and means.  

 

 
19 Halperin and Clapp, 2006, 27. 
20 Halperin and Clapp, 2006, 38-40, 49-57. 
21 Halperin and Clapp, 2006, 9. 
22 Halperin and Clapp, 2006, 85-6. 
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Turf Competition in the Bureaucratic Paradigm 

In the traditional bureaucratic paradigm, an organization’s parochial interests drive turf 

decision-making behavior. When it comes to turf, more is better. All else equal, the organization 

works to expand roles, missions, capabilities, and budget.23 In the case of the military services, 

the expansion imperative is all the more pronounced, critics say, due to the boosting effects of 

the “military-industrial-congressional complex,” also called the “iron triangle” of military, 

industry, and Congress. 24  

The sudden availability of new turf presents an opportunity for organizational 

aggrandizement. It can be expected that similar organizations, like the four military services, will 

vie for the same piece of turf—the proverbial “turf war,” often seen as a prime example of 

bureaucratic politics in action. Such competition engenders the frequent accusation of 

 
23 Graham T. Allison and Morton H. Halperin, "Bureaucratic Politics: A Paradigm and Some Policy Implications," World 

Politics 24 (Spring 1972): 48; Holden, 1966; Halperin and Clapp, 2006, 56-57; Allison and Zelikow, 1999, 181. 
24 Randall B. Ripley and Grace A. Franklin, Congress, the Bureaucracy, and Public Policy, 5th ed. (Pacific Grove, 

CA: Brooks/Cole Publishing Co., 1991), 155; Gordon Adams, Christine D’Onofrio, and Nancy Sokoloff, The Iron 

Triangle: The Politics of Defense Contracting (New York: Council on Economic Priorities, 1981); Shahnaz M. 

Punjani, The Iron Triangle Manifested: US Air Force Tanker Lease 2001-2005 Case Study (Washington, D.C: 

National Defense University Press, 2012). 

Table 1.1. Bureaucratic paradigm overview: Organizational concerns, needs, and behavior 

 

Primary Concern 

(Ends) 

Primary Needs 

(Means) 

Resultant 

Behavior 

(Strategy) 

Downs Survival Growth, conserve resources Territoriality 

Holden Survival 

Power/constituencies' 

support Imperialism 

Wilson Autonomy Sense of mission/efficiency 

Mission-turf 

matching 

Allison & Zelikow 

(Model II) Health/autonomy Growth Imperialism 

Halperin & Clapp 

National interest/ 

Organizational essence 

(conflated) Autonomy 

Essence-turf 

matching 
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“interservice rivalry,” a somewhat pejorative term that invokes the idea of “sibling” rivalry, 

appropriate for “sister” services. It seems every disagreement, no matter how legitimate or 

sincere, between the services qualifies as interservice rivalry. The phrase “interservice 

competition” better captures the nature of turf disputes. Andrew Abbott (1988) points the way 

toward an understanding of turf competition that transcends basic desire for resources. He 

describes competition between similar professions as seated in rival claims of expert knowledge 

jurisdiction, a conceptual base for competition readily exported to the US services.25 Missions, 

capabilities and attendant resources could stand as markers for the underlying service claims to 

expertise. 

On face, there is reason to doubt the applicability of the bureaucratic model to the US 

military services. For these enormous, long-standing organizations, survival is largely assumed 

for the foreseeable future; additional turf is not required to assure the organization’s continued 

existence. And although it may be the case that other public bureaucracies’ behavior is more or 

less predicated on their unique functions, in contrast, “military preferences cannot be deduced 

from the functional needs of the military organizations.”26 It is worth noting that military officers 

do not typically self-identify as bureaucrats, “engaged in daily struggles to gain a bit more 

political power or resources here, while defending against Army and Navy encroachments 

there.”27 At least one study has found that a military service does not act as bureaucratic models 

would predict, but that shared conceptual images of the service provide an explanation of 

 
25 Andrew Abbott, The System of Professions: An Essay on the Division of Expert Labor (University of Chicago 

Press: 1988): 59-85. 
26 Elizabeth Kier, Imagining War: French and British Military Doctrine between the Wars (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 1997), 143. 
27 Brian J. Collins, “The Officer Corps and Profession: Time for a New Model,” Joint Force Quarterly, 2nd Quarter 

2007, 104. Collins is himself an Air Force officer. 
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behavior; where you stand depends on what you think.28 At a basic level, the life and death 

nature of these organizations’ functions makes them un-bureaucratic.29 

The bottom line is that the classic bureaucratic paradigm does not capture the emotional 

and cognitive dimensions of organized human behavior. Although Downs and others allow for 

organizational loyalty, they consider truly altruistic loyalty to be rare. More recent authors in the 

bureaucratic paradigm have approached the concept of organizational identification and its 

conflation with national interests, but do not go far enough in explicating causal mechanisms and 

their links to outcomes. Ultimately, organizational identity concepts cannot be blended into the 

bureaucratic paradigm because the guiding theories remain at odds regarding fundamental 

assumptions of preference formation and behavior.  

 

Civil-Military Relations: Agency Theory and Appointed Civilian Leaders 

Another strand of political science seeks to study US military behavior in the context of 

the civilian-military problematique, that is, the question of how civilians maintain control over 

the powerful armed forces. The indisputable godfather of this literature is Samuel P. 

Huntington’s The Soldier and the State (1957).30 Huntington conceived of the US military as a 

profession as well as an institution, and recognized the officer corps’ claim to specialized 

esoteric knowledge—knowledge not easily grasped by civilians due to both its technical and 

experiential character. Consequently, civilian leaders refrain (as they should, says Huntington) 

 
28 Edward Rhodes, “Do Bureaucratic Politics Matter? Some Disconfirming Findings from the Case of the US 

Navy,” World Politics 47, no. 1 (October 1994): 1-41. Rhodes finds that no Chief of Naval Operations gave 

evidence of favoring his community (aviation, surface warfare, or submarines). He argues, “even in areas of 

apparently routine bureaucratic decision making, state behavior must be seen as driven not by parochial, 

bureaucratic self-interest but by the influence of particular sets of widely shared beliefs,” 41. 
29 Note that the administrative arm of the military may act as a typical bureaucracy.  
30 Samuel P. Huntington, The Soldier and the State: The Theory and Politics of Civil-Military Relations (1957; repr., 

Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1985). 
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from interference in the details of military affairs; in exchange, the services subordinate 

themselves to civilian control as a matter of honor and professionalism. Often paired with 

Huntington, Morris Janowitz (1960) offers a critique of The Soldier and the State, detailing 

through his “political and sociological portrait” of the US military its inexorable and deliberate 

path to politicization.31 Together these works initiated a lively area of research, seeking to 

explain US military behavior in relation to democratic society.32 

Peter D. Feaver (2006) presents agency theory as an “explicit alternative to Huntington’s 

approach.”33 Borrowing the principal-agent framework from the field of economics, agency 

theory presents the services as rational “agents” to the civilian leader “principals.” Feaver 

unapologetically takes a rationalist approach, aiming to bring “material factors” into the question 

of civilian control of the military. Military organizations act collectively as utility-maximizers. 

He writes, “it is plausible and even obvious to think of civilians and the military as political 

actors responding to basic incentives like costs and benefits.”34 For Feaver, the military’s 

estimate of the extent of civilian monitoring and the probability of punishment are the primary 

considerations in decision-making. In this way, Feaver’s theory treats the military as a typical 

bureaucracy responding to rules, inducements, and punishments designed to control members’ 

behavior. However, Feaver argues, in the civil-military setting, the military generally enjoys an 

advantage of information asymmetry not seen in the classic principal-agent model. Esoteric 

 
31 Morris Janowitz, The Professional Soldier: A Social and Political Portrait (1960; repr., New York: Free Press, 

2017). 
32 See inter alia Peter D. Feaver “The Civil-Military Problematique: Huntington, Janowitz, and the Question of 

Civilian Control,” Armed Forces and Society 23, no. 2 (1996): 149–78; James Burk, “Theories of Democratic Civil-

Military Relations,” Armed Forces and Society 29, no. 1 (2002): 7–29; Damon Coletta, “The US Civil-Military 

Problematique and New Military Missions,” in Civil-Military Relations in Perspective: Strategy, Structure and 

Policy, ed. Stephen J. Cimbala (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2012), 83-100. 
33 Peter D. Feaver, Armed Servants: Agency, Oversight, and Civil-Military Relations (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 2003): 7. 
34 Feaver, 2003, 14. 
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knowledge regarding the application of deadly force is not thought to be quickly or easily 

internalized by civilians, and such an advantage, Feaver claims, incentivizes military 

disobedience.35 

Agency theory can be reduced to a game with specific decision points. For the military, 

two behaviors are possible: “working,” that is, acting exactly as the civilian principal desires, and 

“shirking,” which here means acting according to the military’s own preferences.36 Agency 

theory does not distinguish turf decisions from among others, but shirking might be equated with 

a service’s turf decisions, if, for example, the civilian -principal directs adoption of the turf and 

the military agent resists, or if the agent neglects turf which the principal champions. 

As in the market setting, agency theory assumes the principal and agent have divergent 

and often opposing incentives. In actuality, preferences between the US military and its civilian 

masters do not diverge that often or that dramatically.37 Both agent and principal want the same 

thing, state security. Differences of opinion generally only pertain to how to obtain that goal. 

Furthermore, the agent, as a military professional, wants to obey the principal because to do 

otherwise is dishonorable.38 Military members see the stakes of their contribution as very high, 

ultimately ensuring national security. Therefore, they feel morally obligated to do their jobs to 

the best of their ability. Thus, underlying principal-agent theory’s adaptation to civil-military 

relations is a fundamental lack of fit regarding the extent of the divergence of interests between 

 
35 Feaver, 2003, 68-70, 72. 
36 Feaver, 2003, 3, 96-102. In using the term “shirking,” Feaver does not imply that military organizations or their 

members tend to be “lazy.” Feaver clarifies that “shirking” in his usage describes the case in which the military 

(agent) does things according to its own preferences, instead of perfectly embodying the intent of the elected 

government (principal). Shirking takes place when the agent works diligently, but not exactly in the manner that the 

principal directs. 
37 Feaver, 2003, 59, 87; Andrew J. Bacevich, “Absent History: A Comment on Dauber, Desch, and Feaver,” Armed 

Forces and Society 24, no. 3 (Spring 1998): 447–53. 
38 Janowitz, 1960, 440; Huntington, 1985, 73-74, 84. 
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principal and agent. And when the preferences of principal and agent converge, little remains of 

an “agency problem” to motivate the game. 

The application of the rational-actor model to an entire organization further strains the 

model; the service in question is assumed to have a collective understanding of the risk of 

punishment and a uniform strategy based on agreed-upon projections of possible outcomes (and 

their relative desirability). Similarly, collapsing the civilian principal into a single actor is a 

major simplification that presents problems for the analyst when preferences of the multiple 

players in the Executive and Congress diverge.39 

Further, agency theory cannot explain seemingly “non-rational” behaviors such as in the 

case of airborne electronic warfare, mentioned above, in which a service ignores or rejects turf 

which civilian principals would rather the service adopt, or conversely, pursues turf despite risk 

of punishment. Typical of game theories, agency theory gives short shrift to the process of 

ordering the preferred outcomes of the strategic interaction in question. While attractive in its 

parsimony, this reductionist approach misses the explanatory richness offered by cultural 

approaches. Donnithorne (2018) seeks to rectify this drawback by presenting a two-phased 

adaptation of the agency theoretic model which incorporates culture.40 

A literature closely related to the civil-military problematique concerns the question of 

decision-making agency. Many executive departments’ leadership rotates with presidential 

administrations, and these service secretaries, undersecretaries, and deputy secretaries, as 

political appointees, may have little connection with the service they lead, as they did not “grow 

up” in that organization. Anthony Downs goes so far as to say that such appointees cannot even 

 
39 Richard W. Waterman and Kenneth J. Meier, “Principal-Agent Models: An Expansion?” Journal of Public 

Administration Research and Theory, 8, no. 2 (April 1998): 173–202. 
40 Jeffrey W. Donnithorne, Four Guardians: A Principled Agent View of American Civil-Military Relations 

(Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2018). 
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be considered true members of the organization.41 Appointed leaders find themselves torn 

between loyalty to the president, providing advice from personal judgment and experience, and 

loyalty to the organization they lead, acting as advocate and representative.42  

On the other hand, some have argued that civilian appointees are likely as not to be 

captured by the organizations they inherit. This is probably truest for those appointees down the 

hierarchy, and not part of the president’s immediate advisory group.43 In these cases, the civilian 

appointee typically defers to the organization’s career experts, “rubberstamping” their 

recommendations. The case of service secretaries seems to follow this pattern. Former Secretary 

of the Navy Fred Korth (1962-63) paints an arresting picture of the relationship between the 

Secretary of the Navy and Chief of Naval Operations (CNO): 

The CNO commands almost all of the resources of the navy….The secretary of the navy 

is like the driver of a huge truck that is thundering down the highway. The secretary sits 

high in the cab, thrilled with the majesty and power of it all. Then suddenly he realizes 

that his steering wheel is not connected to anything. Others, down below, are steering the 

vehicle and deciding where it will go.44  

 

Considering the role of outsiders, Barry R. Posen posits that outsider intervention acts as 

a spur to military doctrinal innovation. Such intervention may even be required for meaningful 

change, despite the emergence of new weapon technologies, since militaries, in Posen’s view, 

generally behave as hidebound bureaucracies. However, since civilians suffer from profound 

information asymmetries in military affairs, they must find in the ranks a source of knowledge, a 

“maverick” or “insurgent” officer, willing to supply expertise and intra-organizational 

 
41 Downs, 1967, 28. 
42 See Irving L. Janis, Groupthink: Psychological Studies of Policy Decisions and Fiascoes, 2nd ed. (Boston: 

Houghton Mifflin, 1982), 39-47, 99-101, 191; Wilson, 2000, 229; Stephen D. Krasner, “Are Bureaucracies Important? 

(Or Allison Wonderland),” Foreign Policy no. 7 (Summer 1972): 165-166. 
43 Halperin and Clapp, 2006, 94-96. 
44 As retold in Andy Kerr, A Journey Amongst the Good and the Great (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 

1987): 150. 
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coordination.45 Stephen Peter Rosen offers the counterpoint to Posen, finding little role for 

civilians in the instigation of military innovation. Rosen discounts the military maverick’s impact 

as more myth than reality.46  

Another reason to doubt the idea of civilian outsiders as the locus of decision is that the 

bulk of the literature agrees that the US military services generally get what they want, at least on 

issues most significant to them. One reason for this has already been mentioned: outsiders 

generally lack the martial expertise to formulate a decision with the confidence required to take 

on senior military officers. The sheer complexity of military matters forces delegation.47 

Furthermore, outsider interference, if seen as meddling, tends to provoke organizational 

resistance.48 The services can often rely on powerful allies in Congress to aid in the struggle 

against distasteful executive policies. But perhaps most potently, military leaders, knowing 

elected and appointed officials come and go, can fight back with the “oldest and most lethal 

weapon in the arsenal of public bureaucracy: delay.”49 

The primacy of service prerogatives manifests especially in new weapons acquisition. 

This kind of turf cannot be forced on the services. To begin with, the likelihood of a weapon 

system surviving the labyrinthine procurement process depends critically on service enthusiasm 

for it.50 Two empirically detailed studies of US military adoption of unmanned aerial vehicles 

 
45 Barry R. Posen, Sources of Military Doctrine: France, Britain, and Germany Between the World Wars (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 1984). 
46 Stephen Peter Rosen, Winning the Next War: Innovation and the Modern Military (Ithaca: Cornell University 

Press, 1991). 
47 Richard Neustadt, Presidential Power (New York: John Wiley, 1980); Arnold Kanter, Defense Politics: A 

Budgetary Perspective (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979), 45; Downs, 1967, 134-136. 
48 Rosen, 1991, 11. 
49 Donald P. Warwick, Marvin Mead, and Theodore Reed, A Theory of Public Bureaucracy: Politics, Personality, 

and Organization in the State Department (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1975), 68. 
50 Thomas L. McNaugher, New Weapons, Old Politics: America’s Military Procurement Muddle (Washington. DC: 

The Brookings Institution, 1989), 8-10, 38, 144-49.  
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(UAVs) came to the same conclusion: the services must literally “buy-in” to a program, 

committing to pay for procurement and life-cycle costs. Only the service can truly integrate a 

platform into its own organization, creating the necessary sub-entities and manpower actions.51  

 

Turf Competition in the Civil-Military Problematique 

In sum, the civil-military problematique offers some insight to military turf behavior, but 

not a full explanation. As the literature focuses primarily on the question of civilian control of 

the military, relationships between military branches, such as manifested in turf competition, 

remain underexamined. Agency theory suggests that in the case of civilian and military 

divergence of preference regarding a turf decision, the military will calculate its risk of 

punishment and decide to “work” or “shirk” accordingly. The theory says little about cases in 

which civilian and military leaders agree on turf. Information asymmetries enhance the military’s 

shirking prospects. Those who argue that civilian leaders ultimately direct turf decision behavior, 

even over military leaders’ objections, see that civilians find ways to overcome such 

asymmetries, perhaps by coopting an ally from the officer ranks. But such a perspective cannot 

account for the endurance or fleetingness of decisions over time. This literature mostly avoids 

questions regarding the formation and substance of a military service’s unique preferences 

regarding the turf at issue.  

 

 
51 Jon Jason Rosenwasser, “Governance Structure and Weapon Innovation: The Case of Unmanned Aerial 

Vehicles,” (PhD diss., Tufts University, 2004), 119-127, 386; Thomas P. Ehrhard, Air Force UAVs: The Secret 

History (Arlington, VA: Mitchell Institute Press, 2010), 41, 56-57. On the other hand, when a service resolutely and 

persistently works to gain a weapon system, it will likely get it, eventually. A case in point is the Air Force’s B-70 

bomber, cancelled by Robert McNamara in the 1960s, yet flying today as the B-1 Lancer. For resistance to the B-

70/AMSA/B-1 and how the Air Force prevailed, see Robert Frank Futrell, Ideas, Concepts, Doctrine: Basic 

Thinking in the United States Air Force, 1907-1984, 2 vols. (Maxwell Air Force Base, AL: Air University Press, 

1989), 2:391-426; McNaugher, 1989, 145-46. 
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Culturalist Approaches in Security Studies 

The internal processes and behavioral patterns of the military or other national security 

agencies is a topic without a natural home among the various fields and subfields of political 

science.52 As Amy B. Zegart (1999) points out, “US national security organizations have fallen 

between the cracks of international relations and American politics.”53 Studies of the individual 

US services are generally left to historians. Further, scholars tend to view the military and 

defense policy as in a separate category from other public institutions and domestic policy, and 

maintain that the dynamics of political bargaining do not (and should not) intrude on what is (and 

should be) objective national interests.54 In this respect, scholars are guided by the correct notion 

that the services truly do not resemble other government agencies. The lack of attention given to 

militaries as organizations may also be due in part to the conventional approach of international 

relations (IR) which treats states as unitary actors.55  

Allison’s (1999) approach questioned the then-dominant notion of the state as a unified 

rational actor. His Model III, Governmental Politics, argued that national policy decisions are 

typically the outcome of “pulling and hauling,” that is, bargaining, amongst the many 

government actors with a stake in the decision. Robert D. Putnam (1988) offered a new 

conception of domestic and international policy interaction with his metaphor of a two-level 

 
52 Some notable exceptions include Rhodes, 1994; Jeffrey W. Legro, “Culture and Preferences in the International 

Cooperation Two-Step,” American Political Science Review 90, no. 1 (March 1996): 118-37; Daniel W. Drezner, 

“Ideas, Bureaucratic Politics, and the Crafting of Foreign Policy,” American Journal of Political Science 44, no. 4 

(October 2000): 733-49. 
53 Amy B. Zegart, Flawed by Design: The Evolution of the CIA, JCS, and NSC (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 

1999), 3. 
54 Kenneth R. Mayer and Anne M. Khademian, “Bringing Politics Back In: Defense Policy and the Theoretical 

Study of Institutions and Processes,” Public Administration Review 56, no. 2 (1996): 180-90. 
55 See especially the highly influential Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading, MA: Addison-

Wesley, 1979). Legro (1996) argues that state preferences are often taken as an exogenous given, and that 

preference formation, and thus the sub-state actors which are key to preference formation, are neglected due to a 

“systemic bias” in international relations that pays scant attention to domestic-level analysis. 



 

17 
 

game, which built on Allison’s Model III by positing foreign policy outcomes as the result, in 

part, of bargaining amongst sub-state actors.56 As Putnam’s work lent credibility to the study of 

domestic entities, a handful of IR scholars chose to examine the influence of the military, a sub-

state actor, on state strategic behavior. 

The turn toward domestic factors, coupled with the rise of constructivism, prompted 

scholars to take the role of military culture more seriously. Jeffrey W. Legro (1994),57 in his 

study of warfighting escalation in World War II, offered this concise theoretical statement: 

“Military cultures—beliefs and norms about the optimal means to fight wars—are important 

because they have a pervasive impact on the preferences and actions of both armies and states.” 

Elizabeth Kier (1993) also demonstrated how military culture could act as a plausible variable in 

theory testing, interacting with domestic opinion to produce divergent outcomes in strategic 

doctrine.58 Although Stephen Peter Rosen (1991) did not posit organizational culture as a 

variable per se, he argued that a service's successful innovation depends heavily on the ability of 

its officer corps to envision the next war in peacetime, an ability determined in part by culture. 

More recently, Jonathan Monten and Andrew Bennett (2010) found that organizational culture 

best explained the content of the US services’ policy recommendations and preferences in 

episodes of national decision-making during the 1990-1991 Persian Gulf War.59 A new edited 

collection, The Culture of Military Organizations (2019), examines the relationship between 

military culture and military effectiveness, with international as well as American case studies.60 

 
56 Robert D. Putnam, “Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: The Logic of Two-Level Games,” International 

Organization 42, no. 3 (Summer 1988): 427-60. 
57 Jeffrey W. Legro, “Military Culture and Inadvertent Escalation in World War II,” International Security 18, no. 4 

(Spring 1994): 108-142. 
58 Kier, 1997. 
59 Jonathan Monten and Andrew Bennett, “Models of Crisis Decision Making and the 1990-91 Gulf War,” Security 

Studies, 19, no. 3 (2010): 486-520. 
60 Peter R. Mansoor and Williamson Murray, The Culture of Military Organizations (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 

University Press, 2019). 
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In contrast, Barry Posen (1984), takes an approach that borrows from Allison’s Model II 

in terms of organizational culture, but also assigns state-like behavior to the military as 

determined by materialist factors—essentially, applying a structural realist perspective to the 

sub-state level. For Posen, innovation must come from external sources, as organizational culture 

acts as an impediment to change. Scholars in this vein subscribe to a more traditional 

bureaucratic organizational model (dubbed “organization theory”), emphasizing material and 

environmental determinants of behavior, and downplaying the influence of culture, aside, 

perhaps, from a spare concept of Halperinian “essence.”61 

A handful of studies seek to explicate US service culture in disaggregate form, treating 

the Army, Navy, Air Force and Marine Corps as the distinct cultural entities they are. These 

studies implicitly recognize that structuralist or functionalist explanations of organizational 

preference, which argue that similarly positioned or similarly tasked organizations exhibit similar 

preferences and behavior, are empirically untenable.62 Even a cursory examination of various 

military entities in the US and abroad reveals differences in beliefs, norms, and practice, even as 

those organizations face similar environmental pressures and perform similar missions. 

One of first to examine the distinct perspectives of the US services was Rear Admiral J. 

C. Wylie (1967) who breaks out air theory, maritime theory, and continental theory as 

components of the overall US theoretical approach to war, delineating the strategic, thematic, 

 
61 See inter alia Jack L. Snyder, The Ideology of the Offensive: Military Decision Making and the Disasters of 1914 

(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1984); Stephen Van Evera, "Offense, Defense, and the Causes of War," 

International Security 22, no. 4 (1998): 5-43; Matthew Evangelista, Innovation and the Arms Race : How the United 

States and the Soviet Union Develop New Military Technologies (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1988); 

Kimberly Marten Zisk, Engaging the Enemy : Organization Theory and Soviet Military Innovation, 1955-1991 

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993); C. F. Larry Heimann, "Understanding the Challenger Disaster: 

Organizational Structure and the Design of Reliable Systems," American Political Science Review 87, no. 2 (1993): 421-35. 
62 See Legro, 1996, 121.  
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and conceptual consequences of each for the respective services.63 Carl H. Builder, in his 1989 

RAND study, The Masks of War, sketches the “personalities” of each service and offers some 

implications regarding strategic preferences and operational planning and analysis.64 Air Force 

Colonel Jeffrey W. Donnithorne (2018) presents what is likely the first systematic and 

comparative analysis of the four US services cultures, offering rich and nuanced descriptions of 

each.65 Dedicated studies of Air Force organizational culture alone are very few.66  

 

Turf Competition in the Culturalist Approach 

While culturalists generally agree that culture and preferences are linked, and that both 

are consequential, the internal mechanisms that translate these concepts to outcomes, such as turf 

behavior, remain vague. Typically, following Legro (1996, 1997),67 scholars posit culture’s 

causal mechanism as one of shaping perceptions, that is, determining what gets attention, what is 

ignored, what is seen as a problem, and what is seen as a potential solution. Culture acts as an 

intervening variable, as both constraint and motivation. But how do intersubjective 

 
63 J. C. Wylie, Military Strategy: A General Theory of Power Control (1967; repr., Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute 

Press, 1989). 
64 Carl H. Builder, The Masks of War: American Military Styles in Strategy and Analysis (Baltimore, Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1989). 
65 Donnithorne, 2018. 
66 The dedicated studies of US Air Force culture (loosely defined) that I am aware of are: Carl H. Builder, The 

Icarus Syndrome: The Role of Air Power Theory in the Evolution and Fate of the US Air Force (New Brunswick, 

NJ: Transaction Publishers, 1994); Donnithorne, 2018, chap. 5; Charles J. Dunlap, Jr., “Understanding Airmen: A 

Primer for Soldiers,” Military Review, 87 no.5 (2007): 126-130; Robert M. Farley, Grounded: The Case for 

Abolishing the United States Air Force (Lexington, KY: University Press of Kentucky, 2014); James M. Smith, 

USAF Culture and Cohesion: Building an Air and Space Force for the 21st Century, USAF Institute for National 

Security Studies, Occasional Paper 19, June 1998; Paula G. Thornhill, “Over Not Through”: The Search for a 

Strong, Unified Culture for America’s Airmen, Occasional Paper, RAND Project Air Force, 2012; Alan J. Vick, 

Proclaiming Airpower: Air Force Narratives and American Public Opinion from 1917 to 2014 (Santa Monica, CA: 

RAND, 2015). While not culturalist in orientation, a pair of books, each authored by Air Force colonels, explore 

dynamics of power in the Air Force through time, pointing to cultural consequences: Jeffrey J. Smith, Tomorrow’s 

Air Force: Tracing the Past, Shaping the Future (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2014); R. Michael 

Worden, Rise of the Fighter Generals: The Problem of Air Force Leadership, 1945-1982 (Maxwell AFB, AL: Air 

University Press, 1998). 
67 Legro, 1996; Jeffrey W. Legro, “Which Norms Matter? Revisiting the ‘Failure’ of Internationalism,” 

International Organization 51, no. 1 (Winter, 1997): 31-63. 
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understandings and perceptual limiting lead to collective policy preferences, which in turn lead 

to a leader’s decisions? The process remains murky. 

Further, the subject of interservice competition for turf is almost absent from this 

literature. A cultural perspective might explain services’ disagreement over policy, but scholars 

in this line seldom seek to explain or predict the more active and dynamic intergroup behavior of 

competition for missions, weapons, and associated resources. 

Part of the analytic problem has to do with the broad and ubiquitous nature of 

organizational culture. Even granting that culture forms preferences, which elements of culture 

are most salient in a particular circumstance is difficult to discern (without knowing the outcome 

in advance). As Colin Gray (2007) argues, all individuals are enculturated, and therefore 

virtually everything is influenced by culture to varying degrees, making culture impossible to 

isolate as an independent variable.68 

One approach to solving the over-determined or “kitchen sink” nature of culture as a 

variable is to take a disciplined, systematic approach to the explication of an organization’s 

culture, as exemplified by Donnithorne (2018). Another is to find a narrower culturalist variable, 

as I do here. The variable I introduce in this project, organizational identity (OI), is virtually 

absent from the security studies literature as a defined theoretical concept, suggesting this project 

offers a novel approach in the field. Meanwhile, the field of organizational behavior, which 

originated OI, has focused primarily on private corporations, occasionally examining smaller 

domestic government entities, but seldom taking on the giant US national security 

organizations.69 In this project, I aim to bring the fields of political science and organizational 

 
68 Colin S. Gray “Out of the Wilderness: Prime Time for Strategic Culture,” Comparative Strategy 26, no. 1 (2007): 

14-17. 
69 A significant hurdle is the inaccessibility of the organizations themselves; the services prefer to commission their 

own self-studies and resist unsolicited scholarly entreaties. 
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behavior together, coopting a powerful conceptual tool from studies of organizational behavior 

to increase understanding of the US military services, specifically the US Air Force. This novel 

theoretical application supplies an explanation of organizational preference formation and 

resultant outcomes, and a promising new line of study. 

 

The Critical Role of Organizational Identity 

The central argument of this project is that organizational identity (OI) greatly influences 

organizational decision-making behavior. This is because leaders make decisions consistent with 

the OI. Therefore, to understand an organization’s decision-making behavior, one must 

understand the organization’s identity.  

Organizational identity is a theory that members of an organization have about who they 

are.70 OI can be categorized as a special case of social identity theory (SIT) as developed 

principally by Henri Tajfel.71 A social identity is “that part of the individual’s self-concept which 

derives from their knowledge of their membership of a social group (or groups) together with the 

value and emotional significance attached to that membership.”72 According to SIT, the 

individual self-categorizes as a member of the organization, personally adopts characteristics 

 
70 J. L. Stimpert, Loren T. Gustafson, and Yolanda Sarason, “Organizational Identity Within the Strategic 

Management Conversation: Contributions and Assumptions,” in Identity in Organizations: Building Theory 

Through Conversations, ed. David A. Whetten and Paul C. Godfrey (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1998), 

87. 
71 Henri Tajfel, Human Groups and Social Categories: Studies in Social Psychology (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 

University Press, 1981); Henri Tajfel, “Social Psychology of Intergroup Relations,” Annual Review of Psychology 

33 (1982):1-39; Henri Tajfel and John C. Turner, “The Social Identity Theory of Intergroup Behavior,” in 

Psychology of Intergroup Relations 2nd ed., ed. William G. Austin and Stephen Worchel (Chicago: Nelson-Hall, 

1986): 7-24. 
72 Tajfel, 1981, 255, italics in original. 



 

22 
 

perceived as prototypical of the organization, and vicariously partakes in its successes and 

status.73 

Albert and Whetten’s (1985) basic formulation of OI has been taken as the standard: 

1. The ideational component: OI is the members’ shared beliefs regarding the question, 

“Who are we as an organization?”  

2. The definitional component: what is central, enduring, and distinctive (or 

distinguishing) about an organization, commonly abbreviated CED.74  

The ideational component points to the shared beliefs of members regarding who they are as an 

organization. The definitional component equates OI with the content or substance of those 

beliefs, i.e., what is CED.  

I present OI as “an extra-individual construct underpinned and made possible by 

individual level cognitions…this view considers the individual’s cognition about organizational 

identity and the collective, shared belief as two wings of the same bird.”75 As such, OI is socially 

constructed among members in the process of sensemaking,76 as well as through sensegiving77 

 
73 Blake E. Ashforth and Fred Mael, “Social Identity Theory and the Organization,” Academy of Management 

Review 14, no. 1 (January 1989): 22, 27. 
74 Albert and Whetten, 1985; David A. Whetten, “Albert and Whetten Revisited: Strengthening the Concept of 

Organizational Identity,” Journal of Management Inquiry 15, no. 3 (September 2006): 220. A third component, the 

phenomenological component, is the position that identity-related discourse is most likely to be observed in 

conjunction with organizational crisis and is therefore an exceptional explanation for organizational behavior. This 

component is not universally accepted. 
75 Kevin G. Corley, Celia V. Harquail, Michael G. Pratt, Mary Ann Glynn, C. Marlene Fiol, and Mary Jo Hatch, 

“Guiding Organizational Identity Through Aged Adolescence,” Journal of Management Inquiry 15, no. 2 (2006): 

88. 
76 Sensemaking is the continuous cognitive process of meaning construction, typically post hoc, in response to 

ambiguity or choice in environmental stimuli. Karl Weick says sensemaking is “literally just what it says it is.” See 

Karl E. Weick, Sensemaking in Organizations (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1995), 1-16, quote on 16. 
77 Sensegiving is the activity of deliberately influencing the sensemaking (meaning construction) of others, that is, 

providing others with issue interpretations, rationales for action etc. See Dennis A. Gioia and Kumar Chittipeddi, 

“Sensemaking and Sensegiving in Strategic Change Initiation,” Strategic Management Journal 12, no. 6 (September 

1991): 433-48. 
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efforts of leaders.78 I contend that outsiders can determine the content of the OI through 

immersive study of such sources as organizational artifacts and discourse, and through survey 

responses. The integrated results of such efforts, yielding a description of the content of the OI, 

can serve as an empiric referent79 for the evaluation of behavioral outcomes. 

In a military service, the overarching OI and sub-organizational identities (sub-OIs) 

operate in a nested manner. Servicemembers take on multiple identities in a hierarchy of units, 

each subordinate to the one above it, as well as identities related to their warfighting specialty. 

Thus, while the OI exhibits homogeneity across the service, it coexists with divergent subgroup 

organizations which may enact the OI in unique ways.80 

 

Organizational Identity vs. Culture 

IR scholars have increasingly turned to the concept of organizational culture as a theory 

of preferences. The narrower, self-focused culturalist concept of OI offers the advantage of 

increased analytic purchase in two ways. The first is that through the psychological causal chain 

described below, researchers have convincingly linked OI to decision-making of individuals in 

organizations in well-delineated ways.  

Secondly, OI is proven to be easier to assess and portray than culture; individuals have an 

less difficult time describing how they define themselves than they do describing the interpretive 

 
78 Davide Ravasi, and Majken Schultz, “Responding to Organizational Identity Threats: Exploring the Role of 

Organizational Culture,” Academy of Management Journal 49, no. 3 (2006): 433-35; Blake E. Ashforth, Spencer H. 

Harrison, Kevin G. Corley, “Identification in Organizations: An Examination of Four Fundamental Questions,” 

Journal of Management, 34, no. 3 (June 2008): 333. 
79 Alastair Iain Johnston, “Thinking About Strategic Culture,” International Security 19, no. 4 (1995): 32–64. 
80 This topic is further examined in Chapter 2. 
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(and often obscured) meanings behind cultural artifacts, and myriad underlying forces that drive 

various types of behavior.81 In other words, OI is observable relative to organizational culture.82 

 

Organizational Identification 

Organizational identification (OID) is the perception of “oneness” with or belongingness 

to a group.83 Organizational identification can also mean the active process of acquiring a 

perception of “oneness” or belongingness to a group.84 In other words, OID is used to describe 

both acculturation and indoctrination activities and the results of those activities. A strong OI 

generally implies strong OID and vice versa, so OID may be thought of as condition that 

determines the likelihood of OI influencing high-level decisions.85 OID engenders internalization 

of group values and norms, homogeneity in attitudes and behavior, and loyalty to and pride in the 

group. A relatively stronger OID typically leads to more reliably pro-organizational behaviors 

and decisions; self-interest and organizational interest merge.86 As administrative science expert 

Herbert A. Simon observed, “A person identifies with a group, when, in making a decision, he 

evaluates the several alternatives of choice in terms of consequences for the specified group.”87 

 
81 C. Marlene Fiol, Mary Jo Hatch, and Karen Golden-Biddle, “Organizational Culture and Identity: What’s the 

Difference Anyway?” in Whetten and Godfrey, 1998, 56-58. 
82 It should also be noted that behavioral scientists enjoy a fairly consistent definition of OI, whereas the same 

cannot be said of organizational culture. Edgar H. Schein, a preeminent culturalist, notes eleven definitions of 

organizational culture in use across fields. Edgar H. Schein, Organizational Culture and Leadership, 4th ed. (San 

Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2010), 14-16.  
83 Ashforth and Mael, 1989, 34. 
84 See George Cheney, “On the Various and Changing Meanings of Organizational Membership: A Field Study of 

Organizational Identification,” Communication Monographs 50 (December 1983): 342. 
85 Michael S. Cole and Heike Bruch, “Organizational Identity Strength, Identification, and Commitment and their 

Relationships to Turnover Intention: Does Organizational Hierarchy Matter?” Journal of Organizational Behavior 

27, no. 5 (August 2006): 585-606; Ashforth and Mael, 1989, 27; Ashforth, Harrison, and Corley, 2008, 328-29; Glen 

E. Kreiner and Blake E. Ashforth, “Evidence toward an Expanded Model of Organizational Identification,” Journal 

of Organizational Behavior 25, no 1 (February 2004): 8, 20-21. 
86 Ashforth and Mael, 1989, 26; Ashforth, Harrison, and Corley, 2008, 331; Hongwei He and Andrew D. Brown, 

“Organizational Identity and Organizational Identification: A Review of the Literature and Suggestions for Future 

Research,” Group and Organization Management 38, no. 1 (2013): 13. 
87 Simon, 1997, 205. 
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OI, OID, and Decision-Making 

In this project, I evaluate the explanatory power of OI as an independent variable (IV). 

The dependent variable (DV) is organizational behavior, specifically decision-making regarding 

turf. Turf comprises the martial components of a military service, such as weapons programs. 

The basic premise behind OI as an explanatory variable is that individuals make decisions with 

emotional and cognitive reference to the organizational identity as a primary consideration; 

leaders make decisions consistent with the OI. What is “good” for the organization is defined in 

reference to the OI. The process of OID includes the inculcation of members with 

organizationally beneficial OI logics and decision premises, that is, rhetorical syllogisms, which 

guide members to decisions that best serve the organization, as interpreted through the OI. 88 The 

result is that decisions fall in line with the organization’s interests and espoused values, as 

interpreted through the OI “lens,” and biases such behavior toward the content of the OI.89  

OI determines the interpretation of significant issues that confront the organization, 

informs and constrains what the organization considers to be viable courses of action, drives the 

selection of a course of action, and finally, defines success and failure when evaluating the 

chosen course of action retrospectively. A key point is that OID drives the formulation of 

 
88 Phillip K. Tompkins and George Cheney, “Communication and Unobtrusive Control in Contemporary 

Organizations,” in Organizational Communication: Traditional Themes and New Directions, ed. Robert D. McPhee 

and Phillip K. Tompkins (Beverly Hills: Sage Publications, 1985), 185, 191,194; James R. DiSanza and Connie A. 

Bullis, “‘Everybody Identifies with Smokey the Bear’: Employee Responses to Newsletter Identification 

Inducements at the US Forest Service,” Management Communication Quarterly 12, no.3 (February 1999): 348-349; 

Cheney, 1983, 352. An example of a rhetorical syllogism might be, “Air officers deliver high-quality work; 

therefore, as an Air officer, I will deliver high-quality work.” A higher-level decision-making syllogism example is, 

“I choose option A because it is consistent with who we are as an organization.” 
89 Tompkins and Cheney, 1985; DiSanza and Bullis, 1999. Decision premises as discussed here might be likened to 

the “operational code” construct, but whereas individualistic beliefs regarding political life serve as referent for the 

operational code, here, the service’s capture of the decision-maker (a senior career officer) through deep OID is 

assumed, and the OI is the primary referent. See Alexander L. George, “The Causal Nexus between Cognitive 

Beliefs and Decision-Making Behavior: The ‘Operational Code’ Belief System,” in Psychological Models in 

International Politics, ed. Lawrence S. Falkowski, (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1979): 95-124. 
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alternatives, as well as the actual choice among them.90 High level decision-making for key 

issues, such as turf action, follows logics of maintaining consistency with the OI, either by 

“acting in character,” or by acting as in similar situations in the past (or both). Such logics yield 

legitimated decisions, ones that are perceived to benefit the organization and maintain the 

integrity of the OI.91 In turn, once made, decisions confirm, reinforce, and perpetuate the OI.92 

These OI logics and their derivative decision premises, as well as issue interpretations at all 

decision-making stages, may be thought of as intervening variables (although not usually labeled 

as such in OI literature.) In sum, as the environment brings forward issue areas requiring a 

decision, leaders, having strong OID, interpret the issue and options through the OI lens, and 

employ OI logics and decision premises to make decisions beneficial to the organization. 

 

Rival Organizations 

According to SIT, knowledge that another group merely exists is enough to engender a 

competitive intergroup attitude. Each group, looking to enhance positive ingroup distinctiveness, 

generates favorable self-comparisons with the other, the “outgroup.” This, in turn, engenders 

feelings of high self-esteem among ingroup members.93  

Tajfel finds that “groups will tend to work harder at establishing their distinctiveness 

from the outgroups which are perceived as similar than from those which are seen as 

 
90 Jane E. Dutton and Janet M. Dukerich. “Keeping an Eye on the Mirror: Image and Identity in Organizational 

Adaptation,” Academy of Management Journal 34, no. 3 (1991): 517-554. On focusing events, see John W. 

Kingdon, Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies 2nd ed. (New York: Longman, 1995): 94-98. 
91 Whetten, 2006, 223. 
92 Fred Mael and Blake E. Ashforth, “Alumni and their Alma Mater: A Partial Test of the Reformulated Model of 

Organizational Identification,” Journal of Organizational Behavior 13, no. 2 (1992): 103-123; Weick, 1995, 68, 

162-168; George R. Mastroianni, “Occupations, Cultures, and Leadership in the Army and Air Force,” Parameters 

35, no. 4 (2005): 82. 
93 Tajfel, 1982, 24-25. 
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dissimilar.”94 Individuals construct social identity with references to other groups for 

comparison, and the more similar the group, the more important the differences.  

An outgroup’s threat to the ingroup’s realms of competence—for the military, missions 

and capabilities—exacerbates intergroup tensions. Threats to this vital type of “turf,” regardless 

of resources attached, equate to threats to the OI, and provoke fierce organizational responses.95 

Threats to the OI are often taken personally by members, stirring intense emotions, and leading 

to furiously determined efforts to defend and preserve the OI.96 Thus, organizational behavior is 

not directly linked to resources to be gained or lost in competition, but mediated through the OI 

and efforts to maintain its integrity.97 SIT and OI provide a compelling explanation of the 

motivation and intensity behind the interservice competition of “turf wars.” 

 

Dependent Variable: Turf Decision-Making 

The US military services enjoy considerable latitude regarding how they execute 

assigned missions. Such warfighting prerogatives constitute a service’s turf. A service’s turf 

includes the martial components of the organization, i.e., warfighting capabilities, major 

programs, missions, and associated resources. Turf implies both responsibility and autonomy 

(oversight notwithstanding) over those functions and resources.  

Turf is interesting to the study of US national security for two reasons. First, turf 

decisions tend to be broad and consequential. As I have defined turf here, small administrative 

claims are not considered turf. When a service claims or rejects a mission or weapon system, the 

 
94 Tajfel, 1982, 25. 
95 Dutton and Dukerich, 1991; Ashforth and Mael, 1989, 31. 
96 Dutton and Dukerich, 1991; Jane E. Dutton, Janet M. Dukerich, and Celia V. Harquail, “Organizational Images 

and Member Identification,” Administrative Science Quarterly 39, no. 2 (June 1994): 239–63; Kimberly D. Elsbach 

and Roderick M. Kramer, “Members’ Responses to Organizational Identity Threats: Encountering and Countering 

the Business Week Rankings,” Administrative Science Quarterly 14, no. 3 (September 1996): 442-76. 
97 Ashforth and Mael, 1989, 31. 
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reverberations may be felt through the entire defense establishment, and more importantly, may 

shape the outcome of subsequent conflicts. Second, turf decisions act as clear, observable 

markers for underlying phenomena. Turf decisions are typically indicated with discernable 

artifacts, such as internal memoranda, policy statements, comments to the news media, the 

creation of sub organizational entities, and budgetary shifts. Such turf markers convert the 

ambiguities of decision-making into discrete causal process observations.98 

Although the most well-known example of turf behavior is the so-called “turf war” in 

which organizations compete for turf, turf behavior falls on a spectrum. An organization may 

enthusiastically embrace new turf, or accept it only lukewarmly. Turf may be neglected, or even 

rejected. I group turf behavior into pro- and anti-turf types, with some behaviors falling into 

either category, such as delegating and sharing turf. 

 

Theory Summary 

In this project I apply concepts of organizational behavior to the study of a US military 

organization, namely the US Air Force. I consider the Air Force and other US services to be 

exemplars of organizations with strong OI and OID. Through the process of OID, the 

organization becomes part of each member’s self-definition. The members internalize the 

substance of OI, including its inherent values, beliefs, and norms across various aspects of their 

lives. 

Through the process of OID, a US military service becomes as much a part of the 

servicemember as the member is a part of the service. Decision-makers, namely the senior line 

 
98 On causal process observations, see Henry E. Brady, David Collier, and Jason Seawright, “Refocusing the 

Discussion of Methodology,” in Henry E. Brady and David collier, eds. Rethinking Social Inquiry: Diverse Tools, 

Shared Standards, 2nd ed. (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 2010), 24-25. 
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officers whose professional identities and organizational identities are essentially one and the 

same, make pro-organizational decisions—including turf decisions—through reference to the OI 

and decision-making premises inculcated through OID. For these members, self-interest, 

organizational interest, and national interest are aligned, even conflated. Since a service’s OI 

revolves around what is understood to be the highest calling, safeguarding national security, 

leaders are motivated to make decisions that protect the OI at all costs. 

 

Conclusion: Implications of OI and Military Decision-Making 

I argue that organizational identity exerts a power influence on organizational behavior 

regarding turf. Decisions are made by individuals with a deep identification with their 

organization, and turf is assessed vis-à-vis the organizational identity, regardless of attendant 

resources. The logic of OI makes anti-turf behavior as comprehendible as pro-turf behavior. This 

argument goes against the conventional wisdom that the US military services, as typical 

bureaucracies, work to accumulate turf to ensure survival in a purely rational, self-interested 

manner. This study also questions the traditional depiction of the military services as constantly 

fighting each other in rancorous turf wars—behavior typically explained as “parochialism” or 

“interservice rivalry.” 

This project was inspired by a study which asserts that in the formation of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff and National Security Council, senior military officers did not consider national 

interests, and characterizes these officers as “actors who are out for themselves, who put their 

own interest above national ones.”99  

 
99 Zegart, 1999, 52. 
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But these actors had just fought and won World War II. Could it really be true that these 

admirals and generals were self-centered bureaucrats “out for themselves” and uninterested in 

the national defense? Could it not instead be the case that these officers believed in their stated 

justifications for their services’ continued independence, believed that their services were 

essential to national defense? After all, as four-star officers, they had nothing to gain or lose 

personally; they had risen to the highest ranks possible and were on the verge of retirement. 

Carl H. Builder offers this perspective: 

A military service, as viewed by one of its own members, necessarily has a strong belief 

in its vital relevance to national security. Therefore, a member of that institution finds no 

contradiction between the interest of the institution and those of the nation. This is 

apparent even with most retired officers, who no longer have any career or financial 

interest to protect, when they speak for or about their particular service’s interests.100 

 

The theory and the resultant hypotheses I offer here together create an explanation of why 

it is that individuals see no contradiction between institutional and national interests, or for that 

matter, their own self-interests. Decisions that might seem “selfish” to an outsider may stem 

from the purest of motivations from the insider’s view. 

The review of the literature above makes clear that most analyses that attribute actions to 

organizational interests are incomplete. By bringing in powerful explanatory concepts from the 

field of organizational behavior, I offer the “why” behind organizational preferences and 

interests, and in so doing, create a theory of military organizational behavior that is largely 

absent from foreign policy and security studies. Moreover, I provide a convincing alternative to 

theories derived from economic transaction, which downplay non-material factors, such as 

cultural, cognitive, and emotional factors. Such theories, although attractive in their parsimony, 

must oversimplify in a way that ultimately distorts our understanding of organizational behavior. 

 
100 Builder, 1989, 208n8. 
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As one economist notes, “Agency theory is only relevant when people in an organization have 

not identified with and internalized the moral.”101 

Importantly, OI theory does not see emotion as opposed to rationality, or as a deviation 

from rationality.102 Instead, it acknowledges that rationality cannot be separated from emotions, 

because the interplay between the two is constant, each contextualizing the other. 103 

Organizational identity is necessarily cognitive and emotional, and by bringing these elements 

into a structured framework that can be used for future research, my theory broadens and 

enriches our understanding of what is fundamentally a human phenomenon.  

Furthermore, I offer an alternative to individual-level theories, suggesting instead a 

collective, and thus more enduring, psychological determinant, which ultimately allows better 

prediction of organizational behavior. 

Through this study I aim to present a more truthful and nuanced understanding of the 

behavior of the US military services. 

 

Structure of the Dissertation 

Chapter 2 explicates OI theory, adapting it to the military setting, and enumerates 

alternative explanations. This chapter also includes a detailed methodological discussion. 

Chapters 3 through 12 constitute the qualitative exegesis of the US Air Force OI. 

Chapters 3 and 4 discuss structural characteristics and Chapters 5 through 12 each explicate a 

different component referent of the OI. For each, I introduce the referent and establish the 

 
101 Jay B. Barney, “A Strategy Conversation on the Topic of Organizational Identity,” in Whetten and Godfrey, 

1998, 164.  
102 In his influential text, Robert Jervis argues that psychological factors cause “misperceptions,” thus solidly 

implanting the rational/non-rational dichotomy in many international relations scholars’ approaches. Robert Jervis, 

Perception and Misperception in International Politics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1976). 
103 Emma Hutchison and Roland Bleiker, “Theorizing Emotions in World Politics,” International Theory 6 no. 3 

(November 2014): 491. 
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presence of the referent and its basic substance. Then, as applicable, I discuss relevant theory, 

and explore historical roots, patterns, and remembered history concerning the referent. I also 

examine particularly significant aspects or current areas of tension within the referent. Chapter 5 

“Technologists” is longer than the others, discussing key episodes in US Air Force history to 

serve as a reference for remaining chapters.  

Chapters 13 and 14 present a survey of Air Force officers, contributing to the 

understanding of Air Force OI, including an original survey instrument. Chapter 13 reviews the 

survey methodology, and Chapter 14 presents the results. Chapter 15 is a one-page summary of 

the US Air Force OI based on the qualitative study and the survey results combined.  

Chapter 16 applies the OI to the case study of the Air Force’s adoption of unmanned 

aerial vehicles, particularly the RQ-1 Predator. This chapter comprises the case study in Phase1, 

a historical preface, and Phases 2a and 2b, the case narrative. I include a comparative theoretical 

analysis in both Phase 2a and Phase 2b. Chapter 17 concludes the dissertation.  
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Chapter 2 

Toward a Theory of Organizational Behavior of the US Military Services 

 

Organizations—particularly organizations with strong identities—make decisions 

consistent with their organizational identity (OI). Decision-makers reference what members 

believe to be central, enduring and distinct (CED) about their organization in interpreting issues 

that arise, and employ logics of consistency, upholding the integrity of the OI, in decision-

making. Military organizations, in which the leaders’ professional and organizational identities 

converge, are especially likely to make major decisions with reference to the OI. Significant 

decisions, such as those concerning the adoption of warfare capabilities, are especially likely to 

animate the OI. 

This chapter further develops OI theory as applied to the US military services, 

operationalizing OI concepts in a military setting and offering defined hypotheses. I also discuss 

the methods used in this study to derive the contents of the US Air Force (USAF) OI and to test 

the argument. The chapter concludes with the delineation of alternative hypotheses.  

 

Unique Features of OI in the Military Setting 

In this section, I will address three characteristics of the US military services relevant to 

the application of OI and organizational identification (OID) theoretical concepts. As I discussed 

in Chapter 1, the established OI/OID theory was developed principally in the corporate 

environment.1 Thus, drawing attention to key distinctions between military and corporate entities 

 
1 See, inter alia, Kevin G. Corley and Dennis A. Gioia, “Identity Ambiguity and Change in the Wake of a Corporate 

Spin-Off,” Administrative Science Quarterly 49, no. 2 (June 2004): 173–208; Mirdita N. Elstak, Mamta Bhatt, Cees 
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allows for a better understanding of theoretical implications and the evaluation of commonly 

held assumptions. 

 

The Stability of OI in the US Services 

 Scholars of organizational behavior often take OI to be a fairly constant social 

phenomenon, serving as a stable independent variable.2 However, in the corporate world, 

acquisitions, mergers and new business strategies cause disruption, often forcing a renegotiation 

of OI.3 The US military services are much less vulnerable to such major upheavals. The US 

services have adapted to new strategies of warfighting and new capabilities and, even in the 

tumultuous aftermath of the Vietnam War, chosen to consolidate their OI rather than go through 

painful soul-searching and change.4 It would seem, as of yet, that no external event has forced 

serious questioning of organizational identity or overhaul of preferred warfighting styles and 

doctrine. Moreover, scholars of military culture in international relations (IR) seem to agree that 

military culture, the context of OI, is more unchanging than not.5 Indeed, the inability to adapt 

due to hidebound traditionalism remains the classic critique of militaries. 

 
B. M. Van Riel, Michael G. Pratt, and Guido A. J. M. Berens, “Organizational Identification During a Merger: The 

Role of Self‐Enhancement and Uncertainty Reduction Motives During a Major Organizational Change,” Journal of 

Management Studies 52, no. 1 (January 2015): 32–62; Annemette L. Kjærgaard, “Organizational Identity and 

Strategy: An Empirical Study of Organizational Identity’s Influence on the Strategy-Making Process,” International 

Studies of Management and Organization 39, no. 1 (Spring 2009): 50-69; Davide Ravasi and Nelson Phillips, 

“Strategies of Alignment: Organizational Identity Management and Strategic Change at Bang & Olufsen,” Strategic 

Organization 9, no. 2 (May 2011): 103–35; Ravasi and Schultz, 2006. 
2 Kjærgaard, 2009: 51; Blake Ashforth and Fred Mael, “Organizational Identity and Strategy as a Context for the 

Individual,” in Advances in Strategic Management vol. 13, ed. Joel A. C. Baum and Jane E. Dutton (Greenwich, CT: 

JAI Press, 1996), 53-53; Ravasi and Schultz, 2006, 434. 
3 Elstak, et al, 2015; Ravasi and Schultz, 2006. 
4 See John A. Nagl, Learning to Eat Soup with a Knife: Counterinsurgency Lessons from Malaya and Vietnam 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 205-208; Phillip S. Meilinger, “The Problem with Our Air Power 

Doctrine,” Airpower Journal 11, no. 1 (Spring 1992); 25. The Air Force revamped its fighter training and went 

through an internal power transition from bomber to fighter communities (see Worden, 1998), but the overall Air 

Force OI, which had always idolized fighter pilots, remained intact. 
5 Kier, 1997, 28-29; Legro, 1995, 22-23. 
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Thomas G. Mahnken argues that US service culture is especially resilient, even in the 

face of revolutionary technological change.6 One reason is the self-replicating nature of the 

services’ OIs: the attractiveness of a service’s OI, boosted in part by its distinctiveness among 

services, brings in recruits predisposed to the OI and to OID.7 Mahnken writes,  

Service cultures are hard to change, because they are the product of the acculturation of 

millions of service members over decades and are supported by a network of social and 

professional incentives. People join the US Army, the US Navy, US Air Force, and the 

US Marine Corps, not “the military” in the abstract. They do so because they identify—or 

want to identify—with a service’s values and its culture.8 

 

Carl H. Builder also characterized military identities as essentially unchanging, for 

reasons that align with Mahnken’s view. Builder’s proposition, supported by recruiting data,9 is 

that people who join a service find something attractive and admirable in that particular service, 

something they want to associate with, and therefore join predisposed to strongly identify with 

that service. As members, these individuals exude a strong conservative counterpressure to any 

changes that would disrupt their perceived appeal of the service, the reason they joined in first 

place. Writes Builder, “Barring a catastrophe that decimates one or more of the services, the 

unique service identities….are likely to persist for a very long time. Indeed, the service identities 

or personalities are likely to be one of the most stable aspects of the nation’s future security 

prospects.”10 

 

 

 

 
6 Thomas G. Mahnken, Technology and the American Way of War Since 1945 (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 2008). 
7 See Fred A. Mael and Blake E. Ashforth, “Loyal from Day One: Biodata, Organizational Identification, and 

Turnover Among Newcomers,” Personnel Psychology 48, no. 2 (1995): 309–333. 
8 Mahnken, 2008, 7. 
9 Mael and Ashforth, 1995. 
10 Builder, 1989, 38-39. 
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Strength of OI/OID in the US Services 

In the US services, the strength of OI, in terms of homogeneity across a service and 

centrality to the relationship between individual and group, and the strength of OID, the 

“oneness” members feel with the service, are on the extreme end of the spectrum of 

organizations. Thomas P. Ehrhard, himself a retired Air Force colonel, explains the depth of 

culture and OI/OID in the military as compared with corporations in terms of a deliberate non-

rationality that enables effective warfighting. The persistence of possible death and killing 

separates military OI/OID from that of corporations categorically: 

The issue of death permeates the military profession in ways no civilian 

profession can replicate, least of all those concerned with making a profit…. Unit, 

subgroup, and service loyalty provides the glue that allows civilized people to 

fight effectively….One cannot generally compare what scholars call 

“organizational culture” to that of the military because they cannot reach the 

depth of culture achieved by even the most shallow of service cultures. In 

businesses, this depth of cultural behavior might be viewed as pathological.11 

 

Many factors reinforce the strength and depth of OI/OID stemming from the mission of 

warfighting. Acculturation processes, such as enlisted boot camp and the officer academies’ 

summer initiation,12 are especially intense, including aspects of physical discomfort, de-

individualization, various indignities, and induced stress, as well as lack of freedom of 

movement and almost complete social isolation, all while demanding physical and professional 

performance. Cultural indoctrination (sensemaking)13 and teambuilding during these early phases 

 
11 Thomas P. Ehrhard, “Unmanned Aerial Vehicles in the United States Armed Services: A Comparative Study of 

Weapon System Innovation,” (PhD dissertation, Johns Hopkins University, 2000), 92, 93n176. 
12 The first experience for those attending a service academy is an intense boot camp-like indoctrination program 

known as “plebe summer” at the US Naval Academy and US Military Academy, and BCT (pronounced “beast”) 

summer at the US Air Force Academy.  
13 Sensegiving is the activity of deliberately influencing the sensemaking (meaning construction) of others, that is, 

providing others with issue interpretations, rationales for action etc. See Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991. 
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support individuals’ sensemaking14 processes as they adopt a new identity, typically at an early 

age, as a member of the service. 

Even after initiation, life in the military entails sacrifice and loss of control of basic 

prerogatives, such as where to live and what to wear. The military has been called a “greedy” 

institution, in that exclusive loyalty is expected, other social identities are downplayed, and 

obligations remain open-ended and continual: “Their demands on the person are omnivorous.”15 

Further, the members find themselves in a near “total” institution16 in which virtually all aspects 

of life, from eating and sleeping to recreation, fall under the auspices and control of the 

organization. Workplace and social circles overlap, and afterwork activities often take place on 

base or in the company of fellow members 

Scholars studying OI have noted competition arising between professional and 

organizational identities in civilian settings.17 But at least for line officers and career enlisted, the 

two identities are mutually reliant and enforcing, that is, mutually constitutive. They could hardly 

be in competition because one could not exist without the other: to be a Naval Officer only 

makes sense because there is a US Navy; the US Marine Corps means nothing without Marines. 

 
14 Sensemaking is the continuous cognitive process of meaning construction, typically post hoc, in response to 

ambiguity or choice in environmental stimuli. Karl Weick says sensemaking is “literally just what it says it is.” See 

Weick, 1995, 1-16, quote on 16. 
15 Lewis A. Coser, Greedy Institutions: Patterns of Undivided Commitment (New York: Free Press, 1974): 4.  
16 The classic work on total institutions is Erving Goffman, Asylums: Essays on the Social Situation of Asylum 

Patients and other Inmates (New York: Doubleday and Company, 1961). He defined a total institution as a “place of 

residence and work where a large number of like-situated individuals, cut off from the wider society for an 

appreciable period of time, together lead an enclosed, formally administered round of life,” xiii. On the US military 

as a total institution see Jennifer Hickes Lundquist, “When Race Makes No Difference: Marriage and the Military,” 

Social Forces, 83 no. 2 (December 2004):731-757; Julia Anderson, “Warriors in the Academy: Veterans Transition 

from the Military to Higher Education,” (Master’s thesis, George Mason University, 2012). On the US Air Force 

Academy as total institution, see James Joon Woo Do, “Crossing into the Blue: Cadet Culture and Officer 

Development at the US Air Force Academy,” (PhD diss., University of Colorado, 2015). 
17 While it is generally recognized that individuals have multiple social identities, one of which could be an 

organizational identity, how identities compete or reinforce behaviors is not well understood. This interaction is 

especially difficult to study because the varying identities may not be salient in motivating any particular behavior 

consistently. 
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It follows that the uniqueness, intensity, and totality of the demands of military life 

require a correspondingly unique, intense, and total OI/OID for cognitive and emotional 

congruence, and self-coherence.18 Putting it another way, the psychological investment required 

of military members in turn requires a high level of OID and reification of the OI.19 The member 

thinks, “I make these sacrifices because I’m a Sailor; it’s who I am,” as well as, “I’m a Sailor, so 

of course I make these sacrifices; it’s what I do.” Note that this kind of sensemaking points to 

meanings of self, not external justification, such as pay and benefits. 

A final aspect of the military which helps explicate its strong OI/OID is what I term 

“conflation.” Conflation is the perceived behavioral, cognitive, and emotional overlap between a 

member’s self-interest, organizational interest, and national interest. As Graham Allison 

observes, “Members of an [governmental] organization, particularly career officials, come to 

believe that the health of their organization is vital to the national interest.”20 Conflation brings to 

the military OI a pressing element of national security, and even survival. Businesses can rarely 

talk about their success in terms of national survival; the military does so without a second 

thought. A member’s understanding that his or her work contributes to the fate of the nation 

greatly amplifies the self-esteem and self-enhancement motivations of OID, and provides an 

element of transcendence to daily work. 21 

 

 

 

 
18 On self-coherence, see Blake E. Ashforth, Role Transitions in Organizational Life: An Identity-Based Perspective 

(New York: Routledge, 2001), 58. 
19 Fred A. Mael and Blake E. Ashforth, “Identification in Work, War, Sports, and Religion: Contrasting the Benefits 

and Risks,” Journal for the Theory of Social Behavior 32, no. 2 (June 2011): 211-13. 
20 Graham Allison, Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis (Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1971), 

167. See also Halperin and Clapp, 2006, 85-89. 
21 See Ashforth, 2001, 56, 62-64. 
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OI Hierarchies in the US Services: Sub-organizations and Subgroups 

In a military service, the OI and sub-organizational identities (sub-OIs) operate in a 

nested manner. Servicemembers take on multiple identities in a hierarchy of units, each 

subordinate to the one above it. This nested identity flows in an “identity cascade,” in which each 

level informs the one below it.22 The nested, or embedded, aspect of OI constrains conflict 

between the identity levels, because the substance of any sub-OI cannot significantly contradict 

that which is superordinate to it. The sub-OI constitutes a more localized and specific version of 

the general and more abstract overarching OI.23 Thus, an Air Force officer sees herself as a 

member of the US armed forces as well as an Air Force officer and a member of her squadron. 

Just as service culture is embedded in US strategic culture, so is the OI embedded in a national 

identity.24  

As a general rule, I posit that, in the military setting, the OI predominates over sub-OIs in 

the long run. Different units may emphasize different aspects of the OI, but at the same time, we 

expect a tendency to isomorphism, or sameness, in OI content across units. The reasons for this 

are 1) a practical need for organizational coherence in order to perform the mission, and 2) the 

typical way that lower levels must answer to higher levels, an effect enhanced in the military.25  

A host of military-specific reasons further suggest that the OI prevails over sub-OIs in the 

military setting. First, the structurally hierarchical nature of the service consciously or 

subconsciously informs the identity salience hierarchy of each member; they “know” their 

primary OI is that of the service. Second, throughout the transformative and foundational 

 
22 Ashforth, Rogers, and Corley, 2011, 1150; Cole and Bruch, 2006, 585-606. 
23 Whetten, 2006, 224-25; Ashforth and Mael, 1989, 29-30; March and Simon, 1993, 93-97; Shubha D. Patvardhan, 

Dennis A. Gioia, and Aimee L. Hamilton, “Weathering a Meta-Level Identity Crisis: Forging a Coherent Collective 

Identity for an Emerging Field,” Academy of Management Journal 58, no. 2 (2015): 405–35. 
24 See Gray, 2007, 7, 10. 
25 Blake E. Ashforth, Kristie M. Rogers, and Kevin G. Corley, “Identity in Organizations: Exploring Cross-Level 

Dynamics,” Organization Science 22, no. 5 (September-October 2011): 1148-49.  
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initiation process, the identification target is the service, not any sub-organization. Thirdly, 

members change sub-organizations (commands or units) multiple times through a career, while 

the service remains constant and ever-present. Fourth, external recognition of the four US 

services, but not the plethora of sub-units, reinforces the OI: “I’m in the Navy,” to a new 

acquaintance, not, “I’m at COMNAVSURFPAC.” Fifth, important symbology, prevalent 

through all sub-organizations, maintains the OI’s position. For example, the variance in unit-

identifying badges and other unit-specific uniform items disappears with dress uniforms, which 

are virtually identical across units. Sixth, competition for ranking on performance reports among 

peers in a sub-organization mitigates against cohesion in and identification with that unit.26 For 

officers, that competition can be intense and impact career prospects greatly; there will be, as 

necessitated by the service’s pyramidal hierarchy, winners and losers in this zero-sum game. 

Lastly, a strong OI reinforces itself relative to sub-OIs, by diminishing the effects of ingroup bias 

(which reify the sub-OI) and uniting sub-organizations under a “common banner.”27 

As the choice of OI must be considered logically prior to that of the sub-OI, and the 

construction of the OI preceeds that of any sub-OI, the OI is necessarily more central and 

enduring than any lower order OI. This, and the overall predominance of the OI over sub-OIs, 

suggests the OI represents the most appropriate level of study.28 However, this does not rule out 

the possibility of sub-OI attributes “trickling up” to influence the higher order OI, and thus 

justifying study of key sub-OIs.29 

 
26 March and Simon, 1993, 95. 
27 Ashforth, Harrison, and Corley, 2008, 349, 355. 
28 See Whetten, 2006, 225. 
29 See, for example, Melvin G. Deaile, “The SAC Mentality: The Origins of Strategic Air Command’s 

Organizational Culture, 1948-51,” Air & Space Power Journal (March-April 2015): 48-73. Many attributes of the 

SAC OI and culture entered the larger Air Force OI and culture. 
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The question of identification with occupational specialty or warfighting community,30 

two types of subgroups, adds another element of complexity. This question of institutional vs. 

occupational loyalty and identity has received considerable scholarly attention (see Chapter 3). 

The weight of the literature indicates that, in general, US military members, especially officers, 

identify with their service before their specialty, although the strength and salience of this 

subgroup identity, which correlates to skills and tasks, not a formal organization, varies 

considerably among services. Air Force pilots, for example, have often been fingered as 

identifying as pilots, or even specific types of pilots, at the expense of their identity as Air Force 

officers.31 Interestingly, as we shall see, the Air Force OI and its pilot subgroup OI are almost 

indistinguishable. However, in the Navy and Army, things are different. Builder notes that 

despite elaborate distinctions between warfighting communities in the Navy, “naval officers see 

themselves, first, as naval officers, and only secondarily as specialists (e.g, as fighter pilots or 

submariners).”32 The Army exhibits a kind of brotherhood of branches, recognizing 

interdependence even while members celebrate their respective specialties.33 A 2002 survey of 

officers from all services found service to be a better predictor of attitudes than warfighting 

 
30 Occupational specialty denotes the formal accreditation of a member with specific warfighting skills, typically 

recognized with the award of a badge or pin. Terms such as Military Occupational Specialty (MOS) or Air Force 

Specialty Code (AFSC) point to occupational specialty designations. “Community” is an extremely context-

dependent term. For example, there exists both a Navy F/A-18 Hornet community and a Navy fighter community; 

depending on circumstances, personnel associated with Marine Corps F/A-18 Hornets could be included in either 

one. In the OI analysis and case study to follow, the Air Force “fighter community” denotes Air Force fighter pilots 

from across fighter aircraft types.  
31 Retired Air Force Chief of Staff General Michael J. Dugan worried that Air Force officers viewed themselves as 

“heavy equipment operators.” Michael J. Dugan, “Roles and Missions,” (remarks to Air Warfare Symposium, 

Orlando, Florida, February 5, 1999), www.airforcemag.com. See also Builder, 1989, 23.  
32 Builder, 1989, 25-26. The warfighting background of the Chief of Naval Operations (CNO) rotates among the 

major warfighting communities, and members do pay attention to the backgrounds of the CNO and other senior 

leaders. 
33 Builder, 1989, 26-27. 

http://www.airforcemag.com/


 

42 
 

specialty.34 Still, the topic of OI vs. subgroup identity deserves more investigation.35 The survey 

presented here offers evidence of Air Force members’ stronger OID with warfighting specialty 

than with service (see Chapters 13 and 14). 

 

Applying Organizational Identity to Military Decision-Making 

This section operationalizes the OI theoretical concept, defines variables relevant to the 

study, and presents my resulting hypotheses. 

 

Independent Variable: Organizational Identity (OI) 

Organizational identity (OI) is a theory that members of an organization have about who 

they are. OI can be categorized as a special case of social identity theory (SIT).36 According to 

SIT, the individual self-categorizes as a member of the organization, personally adopts 

characteristics perceived as prototypical of the organization, and vicariously partakes in its 

successes and status. As such, OI is considered a “root construct” in that every entity needs to 

have a sense of who or what it is relative to other entities.37  

The OI consists of members’ shared beliefs regarding what central, enduring, and 

distinctive (CED).38 The organization’s specific CED attributes, including beliefs, claims, and 

aspirations, demarcate the organization’s unique social space. OI is both self-determined and 

defining of self. Reference to a group distinguishes this concept from purely individual-level 

cognitive phenomena.39 

 
34 Thomas G. Mahnken and James R. FitzSimonds, The Limits of Transformation: Officer Attitudes toward the 

Revolution in Military Affairs, Newport Paper #17 (Newport, RI: Naval War College Press, 2003), 107-109. 
35 For a synopsis across services I believe is still sound, see Kanter, 1979, 17-20. 
36 Tajfel, 1981, 1982, with Turner, 1986. 
37 Ashforth, Harrison, and Corley, 2008, 326. 
38 Albert and Whetten, 1985; Whetten, 2006, 220. 
39 For example, operational code, George (1979). 
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However, individual cognition plays a central role in both OI construction and 

perception. I view organizational identity as being created via both “top down” and “bottom up” 

processes, which is to say sensegiving and sensemaking activities coexist. These processes are 

mutually recursive. 40 As such, OI is socially constructed among all members, in conjunction 

with sensegiving efforts of leaders. 

OI strength can be measured in its intensity and conviction (centrality), and by the extent 

OI contents are shared (homogeneity).41 Ashforth and Mael (1989) noted that “The more salient, 

stable and internally consistent the character of an organization…the greater the internalization 

[of organizational values and beliefs].”42  

 

Organizational Identification (OID) 

Organizational identification (OID) is the perception of “oneness” with or belongingness 

to a group.43 Organizational identification can also mean the active process of acquiring a 

perception of oneness or belongingness to a group.44 In other words, OID is used to describe both 

acculturation and indoctrination activities, and the results of those activities. 

Tajfel (1982) formulated OID has having two necessary components, and a third 

frequently associated: 

 1. A cognitive component, in the sense of awareness of membership. 

2. An evaluative component, in the sense that membership is related to some 

value connotations. 

 
40 Ravasi and Schultz, 2006; Ashforth, Harrison, and Corley, 2008. 
41 Jay B Barney, J. Stuart Bunderson, Peter Foreman, Loren T. Gustafson, Anne S. Huff, Luis L. Martins, Rhonda K. 

Reger, Yolanda Sarason, J. L. Stimpert, “A Strategy Conversation on the Topic of Organizational Identity,” in 

Whetten and Godfrey, 1998, 121, table 5.3.; Corley, et al, 2006, 91. 
42 Ashforth and Mael, 1989, 27. 
43 Ashforth and Mael, 1989, 34. 
44 See Cheney, 1983, 342. 



 

44 
 

 3. An emotional investment in the first two components.45 

OI and OID are two sides of the same coin. To study OI is to examine “identity-of” an 

organization, while OID research explores the relationship between the individual and 

organization, that is, “identification-with.”46 The stronger the organizational identity, the stronger 

the potential for identification. A strong OI generally implies strong OID and vice versa. 47 

OID can have a “powerful impact on affect and behavior” and furthermore, it is 

“reasonable to expect that identification would be associated with loyalty to and pride in the 

group and its activities.”48 OID engenders internalization of group values and norms, and 

homogeneity in attitudes and behavior. Herbert Kaufman’s description of the US Forest Service 

from his classic 1960 study applies equally well or more so to the US military services: “The 

organization is as much a part of the members as they are a part of it.”49 

 

OI, OID, and Decision-Making 

 OI and OID are potent determinants of decision-making behavior. As Tompkins and 

Cheney (1985) argue “The link between organizational identification and decision-making is a 

powerful one.”50 Members with strong OI/OID base decisions on what they understand to be 

“right” or “best” for the organization, acting on the part of, and in character with, the 

 
45 Tajfel, 1982, 2. 
46 Mary Jo Hatch and Majken Schultz, “Scaling the Tower of Babel: Relational Differences between Identity, Image, 

and Culture in Organizations,” in The Expressive Organization: Linking Identity, Reputation, and the Corporate 

Brand, ed. Majken Schultz, Mary Jo Hatch, and Mogens Holten Larsen (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 

16. 
47 Ashforth, Harrison, and Corley, 2008, 328; Cole and Bruch, 2006, 585-606; Kreiner and Ashforth, 2004, 8, 20-21. 
48 Ashforth and Mael, 1989, 26. 
49 Herbert Kaufman, The Forest Ranger: A Study in Administrative Behavior (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins Press, 

1960) 197, italics are mine. Kaufman goes on to quote a former head of the Bureau of Land Management: “Many 

Forest Service men are dedicated in the sense that they will fight for a course of action, and against others, almost 

without regard to the cost in terms of wear and tear upon their own emotional systems or in terms of public criticism 

or opposition,” 197n27. This observation demonstrates the possibility of conflation of self-interest with that of the 

organization in a way not often seen in corporate life, but which seems to be possible in public service entities. 
50 Tompkins and Cheney, 1985, 191. 
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organization. Ashforth, Harrison, and Corley (2008) write, “In OI, as the individual’s identity 

and fate become intertwined with those of the organization, he or she becomes a microcosm of 

the organization.”51 OID involves the intertwining of identities, removing the distance between 

acting on behalf of the organization and acting in self-interest.52 To the extent that members 

identify with the organization, they experience a sense of “oneness” with the organization, to the 

point of attributing prototypical attributes of the OI to themselves, essentially, self-

stereotyping.53 It is this oneness that gives meaning and direction to behavior, including 

decision- making. 

 

Enactment, Sensemaking, and Identity Construction 

Enactment, such as in decision-making behavior, naturally evokes thought and feeling, 

and so can be conceptualized as a confluence of behavior, cognition and emotion.54 This social 

“performance” of identity55 and sensemaking are mutually reinforcing activities; sensemaking is 

both the consequence of enactment and an engine of identity construction.56 Thus, behaviors 

reflect, confirm, and reinforce the OI and its attraction. This effect is so strong that members’ 

behavior reflects their OID with the organization even after having left it, as in after retirement.57 

Everyday sensemaking and action of members perpetuate and reinforce the OI, a continual 

 
51 Ashforth, Harrison, and Corley, 2008, 333. 
52 DiSanza and Bullis, 1999, 348-350. 
53 Ashforth and Mael, 1989; Ashforth, 2001, 34. Ashforth also uses the term “microcosm.” 
54 Ashforth, Harrison, and Corley, 2008, 344. 
55 Erving Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (Garden City, NY: Doubleday Anchor Books, 1959). 
56 Ashforth, Harrison, and Corley, 2008, 343; Weick, 1995, 23-24; Mats Alvesson and Hugh Willmott “Identity 

Regulation as Organizational Control: Producing the Appropriate Individual,” Journal of Management Studies 39, 

no. 5 (July 2002): 619-44; Cheney, 1983, 355-56. 
57 Fred Mael and Blake E. Ashforth, “Alumni and their Alma Mater: A Partial Test of the Reformulated Model of 

Organizational Identification,” Journal of Organizational Behavior 13, no. 2 (1992): 103-123.  
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process of self-fulfilling prophecy.58 Leaders’ enactment of the OI through high-level decision-

making behavior serves as one especially visible and consequential example. 

 

Intervening Variables: Interpretations, OI Logics, Competition 

 

Interpretations 

The OI shapes a member’s interaction with and interpretation of the environment.59 The 

OI “situates the person in a given context, delimiting a set of cognitions, affect, and behaviors.”60 

Thus, individuals interpret the environment through the “lens” of the OI. These interpretations 

affect decision-making during all stages: issue awareness, issue categorization, development and 

evaluation of options, choice of options, and assessment of the outcome of a decision.61  

OI-guided interpretations determine what is seen as an important issue, and what is not. 

These interpretations also drive the formulation of alternatives during decision-making, as well 

as the choice among alternatives.62 Interpretations limit available options to what is beneficial, 

appropriate, and possible in terms of the OI. Because of this narrowing of possibilities, the OI 

can be viewed as a “cognitive coping mechanism for the individual making decisions in a 

complex organizational setting.”63 But the OI is much more than this because the organization’s 

values, goals, and interests, as manifested in the OI, are taken as a member’s own, resulting in a 

 
58 Weick, 1995, 68, 162-68; for a military example see George R. Mastroianni, “Occupations, Cultures, and 

Leadership in the Army and Air Force,” Parameters 35, no. 4 (2005): 82. 
59 Weick, 1995, 17-24, 34. Sensemaking’s grounding in identity suggests members refer to the OI in continual 

interaction with external stimuli. 
60 Ashford, Harrison, and Corley, 2008, 334. 
61 Dutton and Dukerich, 1991. 
62 Bullis and Tompkins, 1989, 289; Dutton and Dukerich, 1991. 
63 Tompkins and Cheney, 1985, 191-2. See also Halperin and Clapp, 2006. 
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“profound internalization of the preferred decisional premises.”64 Interpretations, through the 

lens of the OI, bring leaders to the point of decision-making. 

 

OI Logics and Decision Premises 

Leaders use two OI-based logics for making significant decisions, comparative and 

historical. These logics are expressed through decision premises (syllogisms). The comparative 

logic directs decisions consistent with the OI in terms of what is CED: “We must do X because it 

is consistent with who we are.” The historical logic directs actions consistent with the 

organization’s similar actions in the past: “We must do Y because it is consistent with our 

organization’s history of choices like this.” These logics invoke legitimacy through maintaining 

integrity of the OI, and “acting in-character.”65 It is through these logics and derived decision 

premises that decision-makers, as necessary, narrow down the “appropriate” or “good” options 

(as interpreted through the OI) and ultimately judge what is “right” or “best” for the 

organization.  

The organization itself provides these organizationally beneficial logics and decision 

premises through the process of OID. Since OI guides the decision-making and other behaviors 

of members to outcomes in line with the organization’s interests, and biases such behavior 

toward the content of the OI, OID could be considered a kind of unobtrusive control (also called 

concertive or normative control) that stands in sharp contrast to the rules, inducements, and 

punishments of bureaucratic control. Members experience a content feeling of autonomy while 

making pro-organizational decisions.66 

 
64 Bullis and Tompkins, 1989, 289. 
65 Whetten, 2006, 223. 
66 Connie A. Bullis and Phillip K. Tompkins, “The Forest Ranger Revisited: A Study of Control Practices and 

Identification,” Communication Monographs 56 (December 1989), 289; see also Alvesson and Willmott, 2002. 
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Competition: OI Threats, and Turf Decisions 

According to SIT, knowledge that another group merely exists is enough to engender a 

competitive intergroup attitude, regardless of plentitude or scarcity of resources. Each group, 

looking to enhance positive “ingroup” distinctiveness, generates favorable self-comparisons with 

the other, the “outgroup.” This, in turn, engenders feelings of high self-esteem among ingroup 

members.67 The ingroup-outgroup dynamic grows even more acute in the case of deeply rooted 

and robust OI/OIDs. 

Tajfel finds that “groups will tend to work harder at establishing their distinctiveness 

from the outgroups which are perceived as similar than from those which are seen as 

dissimilar.”68 In other words, peer groups matter the most in intergroup dynamics. Individuals 

construct social identity with reference to other groups for comparison, and the more similar the 

group, the more important the differences.  

The relevant consequence is that decision-making behavior is not directly linked to 

resources to be gained or lost in intergroup competition, but mediated through the OI. According 

to Ashforth and Mael (1989), “Experimental and field research do suggest that groups are willing 

to sacrifice large monetary gains that do not establish a positive difference between groups for 

smaller gains that do.”69 An organization looks to make decisions that reaffirm distinctions 

between itself and the salient outgroup. 

Threats to the ingroup’s realms of competence (missions and capabilities in the military 

setting) provoke energetic organizational responses. This is because threats to this vital type of 

turf, regardless of resources attached, equate to threats to the OI. Threats to the OI exacerbate 

 
67 Tajfel, 1982, 24-25. 
68 Tajfel, 1982, 25. 
69 Ashforth and Mael, 1989, 31. 
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intergroup tensions and the tendency to disparage or think of the outgroup pejoratively. Threats 

to the OI are often taken personally by members, stirring intense emotions and leading to 

furiously determined efforts to defend and preserve the OI.70 To defend the OI is to defend and 

affirm one’s own identity, a fundamental need. Thus, SIT and OI provide a compelling 

explanation of the motivation and intensity behind interservice rivalry and “turf wars.” 

However, social comparisons function differently in areas where the ingroup’s and 

outgroup’s realms of competence do not overlap. The acknowledgment of outgroup expertise in 

its own domain does not challenge the ingroup’s OI. Each group can acknowledge the other’s 

expertise without feeling threatened. In such cases, turf behavior may be cordial between similar 

groups.71 

 

Dependent Variable: Turf Decision-Making 

Within guidelines, such as the National Security Strategy and the National Military 

Strategy documents, the US military services enjoy considerable latitude regarding how they will 

execute assigned missions.72 Such warfighting prerogatives constitute a service’s turf. A 

service’s turf includes the martial components of the organization, i.e., warfighting capabilities, 

major programs, missions, and associated resources. Turf implies both responsibility and 

autonomy (oversight notwithstanding) over those functions and resources.73 

Turf decisions tend to be consequential and are thus made at high levels. Turf decisions 

act as clear, observable markers for underlying phenomena, and are typically indicated with 

 
70 Dutton and Dukerich, 1991; Dutton, Dukerich, and Harquail, 1994; Elsbach and Kramer, 1996. 
71 Ashforth and Mael, 1989, 33. 
72 Allison and Zelikow, 1999, 166. 
73 The degree of autonomy may vary with each function, but that is beyond the scope of my examination. Almost all 

observers agree that organizations strive for autonomy; I consider this to be unproblematic. 
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discernable artifacts, such as internal memoranda and policy statements. Although the most well-

known example of turf behavior is the so-called “turf war” in which organizations compete for 

turf, turf behavior falls on a spectrum. Not all turf is contested. An organization may 

enthusiastically embrace bestowed turf, or accept it only lukewarmly. If an organization cares 

enough to fight and win a turf war, it will likely develop and build on the turf, that is, invest 

resources in it. Some refer to this as “empire building.”74 But consider that an organization may 

not be at all keen to accept some turf; it may in fact resist it. In this case, the organization 

maneuvers to ensure the assignment of unwanted turf to another entity, or delegates as much of 

the turf as possible at the outset. After all, avoiding turf up front is much easier. But once 

assigned to an organization, it is much harder to eschew, for now presumption goes in the other 

direction. 

Once saddled with unwanted turf, the natural response is to try to cut it or give it away; if 

that is not possible, neglect often ensues. For example, the US Air Force has shown a decades-

long pattern of neglect toward its airlift/mobility mission, but has never realistically considered 

cutting it or offering it to another service.75 Some have also suggested that an organization might 

hoard (and then neglect) troublesome turf due to fear of the consequences should it fall into a 

rival’s hands: “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.”76 For clarity, I group turf 

behavior into pro- and anti-turf types, with some behaviors potentially falling into either category 

(see table 2.1). 

 

 
74 For example, see Daryl J. Levinson, “Empire-Building Government in Constitutional Law,” Harvard Law Review, 

118 no. 3 (January 2005): 915-972. 
75 For a detailed history of the neglect of airlift/mobility, see John Douglas Harrington, “Neglected Military 

Missions: Contending Theories of Bureaucratic Politics and Organizational Culture and the Case of Airlift Mobility” 

(PhD diss., Georgetown University, 1996). On the Air Force’s lack of enthusiasm regarding ground support, see in 

this work Chapter 12, section, “The Least Favored Missions: Ground Support.” 
76 I thank Professor Andrew Bennett for this point. 
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A difficulty with extant literature is that, in assuming turf expansion is the norm, it 

overlooks the possibility that turf could be shed, neglected, resisted, or even ignored. A few 

scattered examples in the bureaucratic politics canon acknowledge that sometimes organizations 

do indeed resist new turf.77 But which turf and why?  

The concept of OI gives us an informed theory to help predict and explain turf behavior. 

OI shapes a service’s judgment of turf as prestigious or distasteful, likely to succeed or doomed 

to fail, as attractive or repellant on numerous levels. In short, the organization comes to decisions 

about turf vis-à-vis organizational identity. 

 

Scope Conditions: Strong OID and Significant Decisions 

Behavior could be considered a probabilistic outcome of OID, with relatively stronger 

OID increasing likelihood of the use of OI logics and premises. Strong OID typically leads to 

more reliably pro-organizational decisions, as self-interest and organizational interests merge.78 

In this project, I make no claims about organizations with weak OI/OID. The US military 

services, as explained above, are thought to have extremely strong OI/OID. I expect that OI plays 

a strong role in the decision-making of all the US national security organizations, which directly 

 
77 Wilson, 2000, 190-91; Allison and Zelikow, 1999, 195n76. 
78 Ashforth and Mael, 1989, 26; Ashforth, Harrison, and Corley, 2008, 331; He and Brown, 2013, 13. 

Table 2.1. Spectrum of turf behavior 

Pro-Turf Behavior Pro- or Anti- Anti-Turf Behavior 

Accept turf Redefine turf Ignore available turf 

Embrace turf Delegate turf Resist turf 

Develop turf (“empire building”) Share turf Neglect turf 

Fight for turf (“turf war”)  Cede/cut turf 
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link their core purpose to national security and survival, and thus may exhibit conflation. The 

FBI and CIA, for example, likely fit this profile. 

Organizations are most likely to engage OI logics for “fork-in-the-road” choices, that is, 

decisions of considerable significance.79 The dependent variable, turf decision-making, builds in 

the scope condition of service-wide, high-visibility, and high-impact decision-making behavior, 

in that turf, as I define it here, describes major warfighting capabilities and associated missions. 

This ensures the issue area in question animates the OI in an observable way.  

 

Having explicated the variables above, I propose the following hypotheses: 

H1: The organizational identity of a US military service influences its decision-making behavior 

with regard to turf. 

H1a: All else equal, the service is more likely to exhibit anti-turf behavior when the turf 

at issue is perceived to be inconsistent with the organization’s identity. 

H1b: All else equal, the service is more likely to exhibit pro-turf behavior when the turf 

at issue is perceived to be consistent with the organization’s identity. 

H1c: The existence of salient outgroups and threats to the service’s organizational 

identity will intensify the service’s turf behavior.  

If it is true that the US services make turf decisions consistent with their organizational 

identity, the evidence should show the following: 

1. Appeals to what is central, enduring, and distinct about the service surround 

organizational discussion of turf decisions. 

 
79 Whetten, 2006, 223, 226. I expect that most enacted routines and practices also align with and reflect the OI, 

perhaps in a deeply subconscious manner. 
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2. Appeals to self-definitions, such as “who we are,” surround organizational discussion 

of turf decisions. 

3. Turf decisions are demonstrably aligned and coherent with the service OI. 

4. Discussion surrounding turf decisions may turn toward the emotional.  

5. Turf decisions demonstrate consistency with similar decisions through the service’s 

history. 

6. When peer competition is a salient factor in turf decisions, the organization references 

the OI (often emotionally) and works to maintain its integrity. 

 

Testing the Explanatory Value of OI: A Two-Stage Methodology 

This study proceeds in two phases. First, I inductively discover, formulate, and describe 

the Air Force OI, stated concisely in Chapter 15, using textual material and an original survey 

instrument. I then deductively consider the role of the OI, as well as that of alternative 

explanations, in the outcomes of a case study. The formulation of the OI is kept ideationally 

separate from the case study analysis. The intent is to separate the organizational behavior of 

interest from the content of the OI, thus avoiding tautological argument. The OI, as fully and as 

accurately described as possible by an outsider, becomes the empiric referent for the case study 

analysis.80 

 

 

 
80 On empiric referents, see Johnston, 1995. This two-stage methodology is distinct from typical OI studies which 

develop the description of the OI content while simultaneously evaluating its influence on behavior, e.g., Dutton and 

Dukerich, 1991, Elsbach and Kramer, 1996; Michael G. Pratt, “The Good, the Bad, and the Ambivalent: Managing 

Identification among Amway Distributors,” Administrative Science Quarterly 45, no.3 (September 2000): 456-93. 

For theoretical discussion of this approach, see Kathleen M. Eisenhardt, “Building Theories from Case Study 

Research,” The Academy of Management Review 14, no. 4 (October 1989): 532-50. 
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Stage 1: Discovery, Formulation, and Description of the US Air Force’s OI 

Using Carl H. Builder’s The Masks of War (1989) and my own observations as a starting 

point, I construct a profile of the US Air Force’s organizational identity.81 Adopting a method of 

induction,82 I discovered themes in organizational discourse, textual sources, and history. These 

themes were authenticated at an early stage by several Air Force officers. In an iterative process, 

I developed and organized these themes further into key attributes or elements of the OI, called 

OI referents. These referents were further validated through a survey of USAF officers attending 

professional military education. Using the referents, I delineate a concise profile of the Air Force 

OI, found in Chapter 15. 

The OI referents constitute that which is central, enduring and distinctive about the OI—

or said another way, “the central and enduring attributes of an organization that distinguish it 

from other organizations.”83 OI is distinct from outside opinion and perception of an 

organization, which is usually dubbed “image.”84 I take broad view of OI’s components, 

including OI claims, OI beliefs, and OI aspirations, all of which are often intertwined.85 

I am not the first to study of the Air Force, and so I frequently turn to those who have 

gone before me as guides, such as Builder. Their observations shed light on the Air Force 

identity, pointing me to explore certain aspects. Of course, my discoveries and theirs do not 

 
81 Builder, 1989. I served in the US Navy for 24 years, during which time I attended the US Air Force’s Air 

Command and Staff College, served in several joint (Air Force, Navy, Marine Corps) aviation training 

environments, and worked side-by-side Air Force officers on many occasions. This experience has undoubtably 

shaped my analysis in subtle ways, for example, informing my assessment of source material as reliable or not. I 

recognize that my interpretation of the OI plays a large role in how I represent it here; it is not perception neutral. 
82 See Johan van Rekom and Cees B. M. van Riel, “Operational Measures of Organizational Identity: A Review of 

Existing Methods,” Corporate Reputation Review 3, no. 4 (Autumn 2000): 334. 
83 Albert and Whetten, 1985; Whetten, 2006. 
84 Gioia and Thomas, 1996; Dutton and Dukerich, 1991. 
85 For discussion on this operationalization of OI, see Davide Ravasi and Anna Canato, “How Do I Know Who You 

Think You Are? A Review of Research Methods on Organizational Identity,” International Journal of Management 

Reviews 15, no. 2 (2013): 192, 196-97. Studies that take this approach include Gioia and Thomas, 1996, Ravasi and 

Phillips, 2011, Dutton and Dukerich, 1991, and Bertrand Moingeon, “From Corporate Culture to Corporate 

Identity,” Corporate Reputation Review 2, no. 4 (1999) 352-60. 
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always align. I have generally limited my consideration of observers from outside the Air Force 

to those with superb academic credentials, or those who are military members from other 

services and have direct experience in working with the Air Force. 

I have particularly made use of the work of historian Robert Frank Futrell due to his 

heavy reliance on primary sources of Air Force thought, and inclusion of many extended quotes 

from Air Force leaders’ speeches, congressional testimony, professional school lectures, and the 

like, which grant access to discourse otherwise hard to come by. 

At times, I choose to employ rather lengthy quotes myself, risking tedium for 

authenticity. Long quotes supply the reader with a measure of context, allowing for his or her 

own interpretation, and ensuring that mine does not take liberties. 

 

Limitations and Validity Checks 

 The two main limitations in this method are 1) as an outsider, I do not participate in the 

USAF OI and therefore cannot fully experience the same understandings that members do; and 

2) I can only offer a description which is the result of my own interpretation of sources, and 

which constitutes only one interpretation among (potentially) many. 

 To mitigate these limitations and bolster the validity of my claims, I triangulate data by 

using multiple sources of textual and other data, including a survey to assess members’ perceived 

OI. Using evidence from multiple sources serves to clarify and enrich interpretation, and increase 

confidence in validity of findings by compensating for each sources’ partial capacity to express 

the OI. Furthermore, I maintain complete transparency regarding source, context, and intended 

audience of all textual materials.86  

 
86 See Ravasi and Canato, 2013, 192-3, 198. 
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I apply validity standards to organizational attributes to determine what should be 

included in the content of the USAF OI. The following questions serve as guides: 

 1. Is this organizational attribute central, enduring, and distinctive, or CED? Do 

members use this attribute to positively distinguish the organization from its peers? 

 2. Do members point to this attribute as a justification of what is “required” or 

“ideal” for the organization? Is this attribute used to draw attention to what must be done 

to avoid acting “out of character?” 

 3. Are organizational imperatives invoked surrounding this organizational 

attribute, taking the tone of truth claims or moral obligation?  

 4. Is there an emotional aspect to this organizational attribute?  

 5. Is this attribute manifested in core programs, policies and procedure, especially 

in terms of organizational mission or strategy? 

 6. Is this attribute used to frame, formulate, and guide choices in decision-

making? Is it used as a justification for past decisions or as basis for evaluating the success 

or failure of decisions? 

 7. If this attribute where removed, would the character (and history) of the 

organization be significantly altered? 

 8. Does this attribute reflect the organization’s highest priorities and deepest 

commitments? 

 9. Is this attribute referenced in the “court of last appeal” for resolving internal 

conflict pertaining to consequential decisions? 

 10. Do organizational narratives, lore, or symbols reflect this attribute? 87 

 
87 Validity checks adapted from Whetten, 2006, 222. 



 

57 
 

Referents and “Master Referents”  

As my working list of referents evolved through an iterative process of research and 

analysis, common themes emerged across the referents in overt and subtle ways. This suggested 

that some referents might be more prominent in the OI than others, and strongly influence other 

referents. To note their relatively greater weight in the overall OI, I dub these cross-cutting and 

foremost referents as “master referents.”  

The drawing of boundary lines between the referents has been necessarily arbitrary. OI is 

a social phenomena, occurring naturally and intersubjectively among the members of the Air 

Force. The formulation and description of referents creates a model, and necessarily simplifies 

reality as well as introducing the influence of the researcher. Others may create equally valid 

models. I have done my best to group these aspects logically and in a way that is not 

purposefully at odds with extant literature. Furthermore, many aspects of the referents overlap 

and connect. In these cases, I have endeavored, through cross-referencing, to point the reader to 

other chapters in order to highlight related areas and topics.  

To know what something is, it is helpful to know what it is not. While this project is not a 

fully comparative effort, at times I contrast and compare Air Force OI aspects with those of the 

other services. My intent is to emphasize the uniqueness of the Air Force OI by putting it in 

sharp relief, not to critique it. 
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Sources of OI 

Acknowledging, accepting, and anticipating considerable overlap between the source of 

OI construction (topic of study) and evidentiary sources (resources),88 I discuss below several 

macro-level (organizational level) areas of OI construction and the resources derived from each. 

 

Whose Construction Matters? 

A key research concern involves the “who” in OI evidence. Scholars agree that OI is 

measurable, accessed through the perception of members.89 But how can we be sure which 

individuals’ perceptions are the most representative of the OI?90 Certainly, OI perception varies 

from member to member, as each member conducts individual sensemaking activity and houses 

unique intrasubjective (within the self) construction of the identity, separate from the collective 

(intersubjective or shared) construction of the OI.91 However, some constructions inevitably 

carry more influence than others in the creation and reification of the OI. As Weick observes, 

“Sense may be in the eye of the beholder, but beholders vote and the majority rules.”92  

To start, many scholars see that leaders at the foundation of an organization wield 

outsized influence in the establishment of organizational culture and identity. Organizational 

culturalist Edgar H. Schein argues that the impact of founders is “by far the most important for 

cultural beginnings” because early leaders impart foundational beliefs, values, assumptions on 

the nascent organization, and make a slew of consequential material and pragmatic choices such 

as mission, location, and personnel.93 Organizational behavior scholar David A. Whetten agrees, 

 
88 See Ilkka Arminen, “Scientific and ‘Radical’ Ethnomethodology: From Incompatible Paradigms to 

Ethnomethodological Sociology,” Philosophy of the Social Sciences 38 no. 2 (June 2008): 167-91. 
89 Van Rekom and van Riel, 2000, 347. 
90 Ravasi and Canato, 2013, 186, 197. 
91 Weick, 1995, 71; Ashforth, Rogers, and Corley, 2011. 
92 Weick, 1995, 20. 
93 Schein, 2010, 219-258, quote on 219. 
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observing that founding leaders leave a “long term, path-defining imprint,” in keeping with the 

path-dependent nature of organizational development. Whetten elaborates, “Organizational 

identity referents can be thought of as the institutionalized reminders of significant organizing 

[founding] choices.” 94 Founding leaders establish the initial OI by communicating and enacting 

the central, enduring and distinct attributes of a legitimate (from both internal and external 

perspectives) OI.95  

Therefore, I focus on the writings of seminal airpower theorists and aviation pioneers, 

especially Giulio Douhet, William “Billy” Mitchell, Henry “Hap” Arnold, and Ira Eaker. I 

consider these sources as exemplars of airpower thought for their respective eras, but also as 

having disproportional influence through the history of the Air Force to the present.96 

The senior leadership’s perception of the OI, both as a current claim and aspiration, 

exerts enormous influence, and constitutes the “lens” through which they and others interpret 

various issues.97 As senior leaders tend to strongly identify (have strong OID), they are very 

likely to use the OI as a reference for decision-making and other behavior because of its 

continual salience for them.98 Leaders play a unique role in the OI creation process through 

sensegiving activity, which maintains and amplifies the OI. In the military context, sensegiving 

could take the form of memoranda, speeches, policy directives, doctrine, regulations, 

professional education curricula, comments to the media, and various “identity efforts” 

 
94 Whetten, 2006, 225, 224. 
95 Stewart R. Clegg, Carl Rhodes, and Martin Kornberger, “Desperately Seeking Legitimacy: Organizational 

Identity and Emerging Industries,” Organization Studies 28, no. 4 (2007): 495–513. See also Abbott, 1988, 59-85. 
96 Lest one think that these seminal works are long forgotten by today’s airmen, I offer this anecdote: the editors of a 

2019 imprint of Douhet’s Command of the Air noted that Air University felt compelled to reissue this classic work 

in hardcover because the softcover copies then in use were “literally falling apart” due to Air officers’ avid 

readership. Donna Budjenska, editor’s preface to Giulio Douhet, Command of the Air, trans. Dino Ferrari 

(1921/1942; repr. Maxwell AFB, AL: Air University Press, 2019), vii. 
97 Gioia and Thomas, 1996. 
98 Corina Debora Riantoputra, “Know Thyself: Examining Factors that Influence the Activation of Organizational 

Identity Concepts in Top Managers’ Minds,” Group & Organization Management 35, no. 1 (2010): 8–38. 
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such as creeds, songs, mottos, and logos. It is senior leaders that make the most impactful 

decisions that, especially in early years of the organization’s existence, shape the OI.  

The officer corps in general, as the members charged with leadership in warfighting and 

administrative functions, are the carriers and continual maintainers of the OI, and having the 

greatest tenure, commitment, involvement, and responsibility, are likely the most imbued with 

OI, and the strongest OID.99 Scholars agree that examination of the officer corps is key to 

understanding the military service. Air Force Colonel James M. Smith (1998) argues that 

officers, especially those in operational (vs. support) communities represent the “core” of the 

organization, the professional elite of the service. This core “defines the essence, sets the culture, 

and determines the vision which define the organization.”100 The officers’ attitudes are often the 

most informative in the study of militaries because officers hold leadership roles, amplifying 

their opinions, and because they are the recognized experts and ultimate practitioners of 

warfare.101 Officers enact the OI discursively, through professional journal and magazine 

articles and books, and their beliefs are reflected in doctrine, which mid-grade officers draft. It 

is among officers we can witness key practices and procedures. In the Air Force, it is generally 

the officers who experience warfare most directly. Thus, officers are the locus of “embodied 

cognition,” that is, the construal of OI based on physical experiences, such as flying aircraft.102  

Among these officers, several special categories need mention. One is the particular role 

of retired general officers, typically viewed as revered military experts. These officers, having 

served around 30 years, can be understood to still deeply identify with their services.103 As 

 
99 Senior enlisted may also strongly identify, but have less of a “platform” than officers as far as sensegiving 

because they are less involved in crafting the sensegiving tools, such as doctrine and policy directives. 
100 James M. Smith, 1998, 2-4. 
101 Mahnken and FitzSimonds, 2003, 2-3. 
102 See Celia V. Harquail and Adelaide Wilcox King, “Construing Organizational Identity: The Role of Embodied 

Cognition,” Organization Studies 31, no. 12 (2010): 1619–48. 
103 Mael and Ashforth, 1992. 
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retirees, however, they feel far fewer political and positional constraints on their discursive 

expression of the OI and other opinions through interviews, books, and memoirs, for example. 

Another category is that of “identity entrepreneurs,” or guiding voices, who by virtue of their 

intellect and personality, manage to exert an influence disproportionate to their rank.104 These 

individuals manage to influence in ways not directly tied to rank, and thus involvement in the 

construction of OI, as Harrison, Rogers, and Corley (2011) explain: 

The entrepreneurial example…is instructive because it highlights the role of powerful 

individuals in "upward identity influence," such that those individuals who have greater 

potential to influence the thinking and actions of others are more likely to be involved in 

the process through which individual identities affect collective identities.105 

 

In the Air Force, Colonels Phillip S. Meilinger and John A. Warden III exemplify this 

category. Each has excelled in influencing through books, articles, and in the case of Warden, air 

campaign design. 

One last category is that of the relatively junior officer or enlisted member who gains a 

platform for the expression of OI through the media, internet, or perhaps a memoir or war 

novel. These sources can provide a useful and fascinating, and often quite unguarded, window 

into the everyday enactments and expressions of the OI.  

 

 

 

 
104 I use the term “identity entrepreneur” as something akin to “policy entrepreneur” (Kingdon, 1995, 122-24, 179-

81). Founding leaders, to be successful, must act as identity entrepreneurs, but I extend the term to other officers 

through the history of the organization who manage to influence in ways less determined by rank or position. On 

founding leaders as identity entrepreneurs, see S. Alexander Haslam and Stephen Reicher, “Identity 

Entrepreneurship and the Consequences of Identity Failure: The Dynamics of Leadership in the BBC Prison Study,” 

Social Psychology Quarterly 70, no. 2 (2007): 125–47. On entrepreneurs as change agents, see Royston Greenwood 

and Roy Suddaby, “Institutional Entrepreneurship in Mature Fields: The Big Five Accounting Firms,” Academy of 

Management Journal 49 no.1 (February 2006): 27-48. 
105 Ashforth, Rogers, and Corley, 2011, 1146. 
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OI and the Environment 

As has been discussed previously, the OI serves as a “lens” for interpreting issues 

brought to the attention of the organization from the environment.106 Weick locates interpretation 

of external stimuli in sensemaking activity, which relies heavily on the OI as guide.107 Thus, 

members construct meaning as they interpret environment. The term “bracketed reality” captures 

how the OI guides members’ interpretation of environmental actualities.108  

An “institutionalist” conception of the environment seems appropriate for the military 

services due to their embedded position in the US government. This approach considers the 

organization at the meta-level, and understands OI, especially at founding, to be highly 

influenced by peer organizations. The “organizational field” for a military service is its sister 

services. Organizations seek to balance distinctiveness and isomorphism relative to peers at 

founding, that is, to find the point of “optimal distinctiveness” that results in legitimacy.109 This 

means that the organization defines itself in large part in terms of its peers in the field, 

differentiating itself but also mimicking what it sees as admirable.  

This perspective of OI construction would seem especially relevant to the birth of the Air 

Force, since the other services had preceded it by over 100 years. Naturally, the Air Force would 

look to the Navy and Army as references. The broader social setting during those years also 

offers a source of significant influence. As with early leaders, early environmental influences 

 
106 Dutton and Dukerich, 1991; Ashforth, Harrison, and Corley, 2008, 334. 
107 Weick, 1995, 17-24, 34. 
108 Kjærgaard, 2009, 63-64. I do not go as far as to say that environmental factors are socially constructed, only 

perceived and interpreted by individuals. 
109 Marilynn B. Brewer, “The Social Self: On Being the Same and Different at the Same Time,” Personality & 

Social Psychology Bulletin 17, no. 5 (1991): 475–82; Dennis A. Gioia, Kristin N. Price, Aimee L. Hamilton, and 

James B. Thomas, “Forging an Identity: An Insider-Outsider Study of Processes Involved in the Formation of 

Organizational Identity,” Administrative Science Quarterly 55, no. 1 (March 2010): 1-46; Mary Ann Glynn and 

Rikki Abzug, “Institutionalizing Identity: Symbolic Isomorphism and Organizational Names,” The Academy of 

Management Journal 45, no. 1 (February 2002): 267-280; Clegg, Rhodes, and Kornberger, 2007. 
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likely have relatively greater impact on the Air Force’s OI construction due to the path 

dependent nature of the service.110 

With this discussion in mind, we can expect histories of the organization to shed light 

on the dynamics of the relationship of the OI and the surrounding norms and identities of 

external institutions, as well as the broader global security environment. Historical narratives, 

read as authentic history, reveal patterns of past decisions and action that point up the OI at 

work, and aid in the prediction of future behavior. A close reading of foundational history, 

including the social setting of the times, yields insights into the contemporary OI content. The 

influence of technological developments applicable to warfighting as well as armed conflicts 

and wars themselves deserve special attention. And as OI is inherently comparative and 

relational, efforts to both diverge from and emulate other services deserve special attention. 

 

OI and Memory  

Organizational memory and remembered history play prominent roles in sensegiving and 

sensemaking activity. Many scholars describe ways in which leadership and other organizational 

stakeholders utilize, manage and even manipulate historical narrative and remembrance for 

internal and external audiences in order to meet organizational needs, such as support for a 

strategic initiative.111 Individual sensemaking processes also constitute organizational memory, 

although each is necessarily idiosyncratic. As Aleida Assmann explains, “Autobiographical 

 
110 See W. Richard Scott, Institutions and Organizations (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1995), 38-39, 51, 

122, 168. 
111 For key examples, see Michael Rowlinson and John Hassard, “The Invention of Corporate Culture: A History of 

the Histories of Cadbury,” Human Relations 46, no. 3 (March 1993): 299–326; Olof Brunninge, “Using History in 

Organizations,” Journal of Organizational Change Management 22, no. 1 (2009): 8–26; Majken Schultz and Tor 

Hernes, “A Temporal Perspective on Organizational Identity,” Organization Science 24, no. 1 (January-February 

2013): 1–21; Mary Jo Hatch and Majken Schultz, “Toward a Theory of Using History Authentically: Historicizing 

in the Carlsberg Group,” Administrative Science Quarterly 62, no. 4 (December 2017): 657–97.  
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memories cannot be embodied by another person, but they can be shared with others. Once they 

are verbalized in the form of a narrative or represented by a visual image, the individual's 

memories become part of an intersubjective symbolic system,” and thus part of the 

organization’s intersubjective understanding of its history.112 Richard Daft and Karl Weick 

(1984) point out that it is at the organizational level that organizational self-knowledge 

accumulates through intersubjective processes: “Individuals come and go, but organizations 

preserve knowledge, behaviors, mental maps, norms, and values over time.”113 Individual 

memories may be gleaned from interviews, memoirs, or war novels, among many other 

sources.  

The historical frame of reference serves as a basis for organizational action when leaders 

construe action as being consistent with past enaction of the OI, with the aim of justifying the 

action and maintaining organizational integrity.114 Leaders point to organizational history to 

legitimize and delegitimize different strategic options.115 

I follow Olick’s lead and “see the diverse forms of historical reference and mnemonic 

activity as related.”116 Thus, I consider all the following to be sources of OI construction and 

potential evidence of OI content: 

 
112 Aleida Assmann. “Transformations Between History and Memory,” Social Research 75, no. 1 (Spring 2008): 50. 
113 Richard L. Daft and Karl E. Weick, “Toward a Model of Organizations as Interpretation Systems,” Academy of 

Management Review 9, no. 2 (1984): 285. 
114 Whetten, 2006, 223. 
115 Brunninge, 2009. 
116 Jeffrey K. Olick, "Collective Memory: The Two Cultures," Sociological Theory 17, no. 3 (November 1999): 345. 
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Organizational (collective)117 memory: History and commemoration (meaning co-

remembering) in organizations.118 The relationship between organizational memory and OI is 

reciprocal: “What is remembered is defined by identity, and remembering sustains identity.”119 

OI influences which historic events are considered significant and how they are portrayed, thus 

the examination of these remembered events illuminates the content of the OI. Organizational 

memory informs the OI by illustrating “who we are through our past.”120  

Remembered History: Historical sequences of events and organizational experiences, 

irrespective of historicity, adopted by the organization as historical fact.121 Remembered history 

may include official representations of the past, and explanations of “why” something 

happened.122 

Organizational Narratives/Stories: A recounted sequence of actions and events in the 

setting of the organization, in a chronological and generally logically consistent manner, which 

explains equivocal happenings and outcomes.123 Narratives may invoke history, be taken from 

history, or become ensconced as organizational “lore.” I refer to these oft-retold stories 

containing important lessons, especially those relevant to the OI, as “canonized stories.”124 

Narratives may be designed for either internal or external audiences. Although academically 

 
117 Collective memory, a more general term than organizational memory, is defined as memory which is constructed 

and shared by a group. In this project, I use collective memory and organizational memory interchangeably. See 

Andrea Casey, “Collective Memory in Organizations,” in Advances in Strategic Management vol 14, ed. James P. 

Walsh and Anne S. Huff (Greenwich, CT: JAI Press, 1997), 113-15. 
118 Andrea Casey, Organizational Identity and Memory: A Multidisciplinary Approach (New York: Routledge, 

2019): 27-28, 127. 
119 Casey, 2019, 1, 130. 
120 Casey, 2019, 2, 8, 130. 
121 This is the approach taken in Jefferson Pooley, “Fifteen Pages That Shook the Field: ‘Personal Influence,’ 

Edward Shils, and the Remembered History of Mass Communication Research,” The Annals of the American 

Academy of Political and Social Science 608, no. 1 (November 2006): 130–56. 
122 Casey, 2019, 127. 
123 Andrew D. Brown, Patrick Stacey, and Joe Nandhakumar, “Making Sense of Sensemaking Narratives,” Human 

Relations 61, no. 8 (August 2008): 1035–62. 
124 Tineke Abma, “Learning by Telling: Storytelling Workshops as an Organizational Learning Intervention,” 

Management Learning 34, no. 2 (June 2003): 221–40. 
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conceptualized as episodic stories that may even follow a script,125 the word narrative has also 

recently been used to describe a summary of a historical epoch in the life of an organization.126 

(Note , when I use “narrative” to describe elements of this project, I am not referring to Air Force 

organizational narratives, but my retelling of historical events for the purpose of contextualizing 

analytical elements of the study.)127 

Sagas: “A collective understanding of unique accomplishment in a formally established 

group.”128 Sagas are similar to narratives, but longer and more sweeping.129 Further, sagas are 

inherently positive, telling of heroic exploits and instilling pride in the organization, as well as 

informing the OI.130 An example of a saga from the automotive industry shows how members 

interpreted organizational history to frame their current OI in a positive and self-affirming way: 

“‘Audianer’ constructed themselves as ‘underdogs’ who had eventually become economically 

successful, despite encountering adverse conditions along the way.”131 

Art, memorials, monuments, and displays of technological artifacts: These material 

artifacts, embodiments of remembered history, offer a direct sensory experience that can 

powerfully evoke organizational memory, OI, and the dynamic relationship between the two, for 

example, by connecting current members with those of the past, or suggesting past experiences 

and struggles.132 Such artifacts can extend and embellish organizational history, and new artifacts 

 
125 Martin, 2002, 72-75. 
126 Thornhill, 2012; Vick, 2015. 
127 I avoid the word “myth” as a pejorative which takes a privileged position for the researcher. 
128 Burton R. Clark, “The Organizational Saga in Higher Education,” in Qualitative Studies of Organizations, ed. 

John Van Maanen (1972; repr., Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1998): 197. 
129 Martin, 2002, 72. 
130 Clark, 1972. 
131 Daniel Mai, Organizational Cultures of Remembrance: Exploring the Relationships Between Memory, Identity, 

and Image in an Automobile Company (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2015): 314. 
132 Schultz and Hernes, 2013. 



 

67 
 

become part of “history’s forward arc.”133 These material artifacts represent “objectified culture, 

that is, the texts, rites, images, buildings, and monuments which are designed to recall fateful 

events in the history of the collective. As the officially sanctioned heritage of a society, they are 

intended for the longue dureé.”134 Uniforms and unit emblems (“patches”) and titles, usually 

(but not always) steeped in history, also convey information regarding the OI, in addition to 

marking subgroup and sub-organization identities.135 The service also remembers the past 

through the naming of buildings after members the organization selects to lionize.136 Members 

even seek out material artifacts, viewed as material forms of memory, to “construct historicized 

understandings of organizational identity, and use these understandings to inform their decisions 

and actions.” Members can use artifacts as examples of what is CED in the organization, 

expanding and deepening understandings of the OI.137 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
133 Mary Jo Hatch and Majken Schultz, “Toward a Theory of Using History Authentically: Historicizing in the 

Carlsberg Group,” Administrative Science Quarterly 62, no. 4 (December 2017): 676, 687. 
134 Wulf Kansteiner, “Finding Meaning in Memory: A Methodological Critique of Collective Memory Studies,” 

History and Theory 41, no. 2 (May 2002): 182. 
135 Michael G. Pratt and Anat Rafaeli, “Organizational Dress as a Symbol of Multilayered Social Identities,” 

Academy of Management Journal 40, no. 4 (August 1997): 862–98. 
136 Michael Rowlinson, Charles Booth, Peter Clark, Agnes Delahaye, and Stephen Procter, “Social Remembering 

and Organizational Memory,” Organization Studies 31, no. 1 (2010): 83. 
137 Davide Ravasi, Violina Rindova, and Ileana Stigliani, “The Stuff of Legend: History, Memory, and the 

Temporality of Organizational Identity Construction,” Academy of Management Journal 62, no. 5 (October 2019): 

1523–55, quote on 1524. 
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OI and Discourse138 

This project is not primarily grounded in discourse analysis per se, but I do examine 

some linguistic and discursive texts in casting a wide net for sources. Several have been 

mentioned above, such as doctrine and official and semi-official journals and magazines.  

Also in this category, I examine the Air Force’s espoused values, known in the Air Force 

as “core values.” These values are publicly articulated and have an aspirational quality.139 The 

relationship between organizational values and the OI is fundamental, as organizational values 

are central, enduring, and distinct (differing from OI referents in that they are not unambiguously 

self-referencing). Organizational values may be thought of as identity “indicators,”140 while 

recognizing that discrepancies and tensions may exist between espoused values, as a kind of 

sensegiving, and enacted values (at any level).141 

Language too, possesses a fundamental quality, because it is through the channel of 

language that that processes of OI and OID, are often conducted. OI is most directly constructed 

and expressed through language.142 Buzzwords may include terms that are imbued with deep 

meaning, or passing fads that do more to obfuscate than elucidate.143 I make some references to 

use of lexicon and jargon, although it is not analyzed as a separate category. I also examine a 

 
138 Neither sensegiving nor sensemaking evidentiary sources fully capture the OI; both, in different ways, allow for a 

richer understanding. As Ashforth, Rogers, and Corely (2011) explain: “It would be a mistake….to cast discursive 

resources as simply cynical ploys for legitimacy; they often assume a mythic quality, embodying an idealized past 

and the good faith aspirations and hopes for the organization's future. In conveying (and thereby reinforcing) what 

the organization and its constituent parts represent (or are hoped to represent), rich discursive resources often 

articulate the organization's origin(s) and preferred destination(s), creating a sense of trajectory and momentum,” 

1149. 
139 Schein, 2010, 15. 
140 Philip Jerold Aust, “Communicated Values as Indicators of Organizational Identity: A Method for Organizational 

Assessment and Its Application in a Case Study,” Communication Studies 55, no. 4 (Winter 2004): 515–34. 
141 Schein, 2010, 27, 320-21; Anna Canato, Davide Ravasi, and Nelson Phillips, “Coerced Practice Implementation 

in Cases of Low Cultural Fit: Cultural Change and Practice Adaptation During the Implementation of Six Sigma at 

3M,” Academy of Management Journal 56, no. 6 (December 2013): 1724–53. 
142 C. Marlene Fiol, “Capitalizing on Paradox: The Role of Language in Transforming Organizational Identities,” 

Organization Science 13, no. 6 (November-December 2002): 653–66. 
143 See Robert Cluley “What Makes a Management Buzzword Buzz?” Organization Studies 34, no. 1 (2013): 33–43. 



 

69 
 

personal letter. Care must be taken to assess if the intent of the text in question is to influence 

perception of the OI to external or internal audiences, or if it expresses the OI naturally.144  

I pay special attention to US Air Force doctrine in this project, but opinions differ as to 

the impact of doctrine on the organization collectively. Some suggest that pilot officers simply 

do not have the time or inclination to afford it attention: “Becoming proficient in an F-15 or F-16 

could easily dominate an aviator’s life, and little time remained to consider anything other than 

the tactical aspects of air war. (In addition, of course, ‘flying is so much sheer fun that no normal 

fighter pilot would want to consider something more abstract.’)”145 In contrast, recently, an Air 

Force major made unequivocal claims for its import: “Across the US military, capstone 

doctrine—that is, basic doctrine in Air Force parlance—provides the authoritative formulation of 

purpose and identity for military forces. This authority makes capstone doctrine the most 

important encapsulation of the beliefs, values, and assumptions that underpin military culture 

within each branch of the armed forces.”146 

I am inclined toward the latter view for several reasons. Current Air Force doctrine 

displays a remarkable consistency of thought going back almost to the invention of the airplane, 

and should be considered both a steady influence on, and reflection of, Air Force culture and OI. 

Doctrinal missions are interwoven into the Air Force’s raison d'être and current doctrine retains 

deep roots in Air Force history. Doctrine, in fact, preceded and helped justify institutional 

independence. Because of the role doctrine played in bringing the Air Force into existence, in a 

way historically distinct from the other services, doctrine holds a special place in Air Force 

culture as a consequential and formational element. Air Force doctrine is written by career Air 

 
144 Ravasi and Canato, 2013. 
145 Lieutenant General Charles G. Boyd, Commander, Air University, remarks to the first class of the School of 

Advanced Airpower Studies, Maxwell AFB, Alabama, July 22, 1991, quoted in Meilinger, 1992, 27. 
146 Kenneth Grosselin, “A Culture of Military Spacepower,” Air & Space Power Journal (Spring 2020): 78. 
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officers, and thus reflects what they think. Over the years, the writers seem to have made an 

effort to make the text less formal, more straightforward, and more directly applicable to 

practical questions of warfare. Air Force doctrine is more accessible to members than it has ever 

been before, now available on-line, without login credentials. Further, Air Force leadership 

actively encourages the reading of doctrine so that members can advocate for the service with 

eloquence (see Chapter 11). As one recent doctrinal bulletin states: “Terminology is important. 

Airmen need to understand our terminology so we can properly explain our foundational beliefs 

to our joint and international partners.”147  

To help orient the reader, here is a short description of several publications often cited in 

this work. These journals constitute important venues for the expression, transmission, and 

instantiation of the Air Force OI. 

Air University’s flagship professional publication has gone by many names since its 

inception in 1947: Air University Quarterly Review, Air University Review, Airpower Journal, 

Aerospace Power Journal, and currently, Air & Space Power Journal.148 This journal’s target 

readership is the Air Force officer corps. The peer-reviewed journal includes contributions from 

Air Force civilian scholars as well the best officer writing from the various Air Force 

professional military education schools. It can be thought of as a forum for operational and 

technical warfighting discussion. 

Air Force Magazine is a publication of the Air Force Association (AFA), an advocacy 

and booster organization for the Air Force and Space Force, comprising active and retired 

members.149 Air Force Magazine enjoys wider readership than the Air & Space Power Journal, 

 
147 US Air Force, “Doctrine Advisory: Control of the Air,” July 2017, www.doctrine.af.mil. 
148 See www.airuniversity.af.edu/ASPJ/About/. 
149 See www.airforcemag.com and www.afa.org. 

http://www.airuniversity.af.edu/ASPJ/About/
http://www.airforcemag.com/
http://www.afa.org/
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offers broader topics of discussion, typically including a long-form history article, and has a 

popular, interest-based magazine look rather than that of a trade journal, as might be expected. 

The magazine can be considered a carrier of widely held Air Force beliefs and attitudes, and 

since it is not an official publication of the Air Force, the authors tend to be less restrained in 

their writing, but also less critical of the Air Force and more congratulatory in tone. 

Strategic Studies Quarterly is the Air Force’s peer-reviewed academic journal, started in 

2007. Its intended audience is international security professionals, strategic studies academics, 

and officers of a scholarly bent.150 Editors admit more theoretical discussion than is the case with 

the Air & Space Power Journal, and the journal is presented in typical academic format.  

 

OI and Aircraft 

 Aircraft, as technological artifacts, deserve a special category in the study of Air Force 

OI. They are flown in daily operations, meticulously maintained, exhibited prominently in 

museums, proclaimed in textual sources both formal and informal, incorporated into image and 

identity efforts, and displayed in and around Air Force bases (“on sticks”). They are integral to 

Air Force strategy, planning and warfighting practices. Aircraft might be considered “defining 

artifacts,” that is, material artifacts “so closely associated with the identity of a[n organization] 

that they affect the way that all perceivers make sense of the [organization]. These artifacts 

convey specific meanings about its raison d'être, such that corporate communication 

(sensegiving) efforts are focused to an extraordinary degree on the ‘ideal’ interpretations to be 

given these artifacts.”151 

 
150 See www.airuniversity.af.edu/SSQ/About/. 
151 Rosella Cappetta and Dennis A. Gioia, “Fine Fashion: Using Symbolic Artifacts, Sensemaking, and Sensegiving 

to Construct Identity and Image,” in Artifacts and Organizations: Beyond Mere Symbolism, ed. Anat Rafaeli and 

Michael G. Pratt (Mahwah, N.J: Lawrence Erlbaum, 2006), O’Reilly Media eBook, np. 
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Organizational Characteristics: OID, Institutionalism vs. Occupationalism, and Pilot 

Elitism 

Though the research processes of Stage1, I discovered three organizational attributes or 

dimensions, which I call “characteristics,” which do not meet the definition of OI referent but 

strongly inform the context of OI construction and instantiation. Simply put, one cannot 

understand the Air Force OI without the context of these three characteristics. Thus, the survey 

component of this project measures each of these three characteristics. 

The first is organizational identification (OID), discussed above. OID describes the 

degree of “oneness” a member feels with the organization, or put another way, the amount of 

overlap the member perceives between his or her personal identity and that of the 

organization.152 Strong OIDs imply strong OIs, and vice versa, and so members’ OID is 

fundamental to an overall understanding of the Air Force OI. As discussed above, we have many 

reasons to believe that OID for military services is on the extreme high end of the organizational 

spectrum.  

The second characteristic is type as per the Institutional vs Occupational (I/O) continuum 

which describes two polar organizational models. In the institutional model, typified by the 

traditional military stereotype, members are motivated by abstract ideals, such as duty, service, 

self-sacrifice, and courage. Motivations transcend personal material interest. In contrast, in the 

occupational model, members see their work as “just another job;” motivation derives primarily 

from monetary compensation and tangible benefits. Chapter 3 discusses this organizational 

dimension in depth. 

 
152 Ashforth and Mael, 1989. 
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The third characteristic is the Air Force’s unique power structure which places pilots—

and even more so, fighter pilots—at the top of formal and informal hierarchies. Some consider 

pilots to be on a plane by themselves, dividing the Air Force into two castes: pilots and everyone 

else. This organizational structuration is the subject of Chapter 4. 

 

Stage 2: Testing OI in an Empirical Case Study—US Air Force Turf Behavior in the 

Adoption of the RQ-1 Predator 

In the second stage of the research, I apply the Air Force OI in a three-phase case study. 

The case concerns the US Air Force’s turf decisions regarding the RQ-1 Predator unmanned 

aerial vehicle (UAV) through the years 1993-2001. The Air Force/Predator adoption case 

presents an advantage in that the dependent variable changes, due to internal organizational 

decision-making behavior, from neutral- or slightly anti-turf to pro-turf; after turning down the 

Predator program, the Air Force abruptly moved to claim it. In this way, the case offers a “before 

and after” case study research design.153  

Through the case study, the independent variable (IV), organizational identity (OI), is 

present and strong. A strong IV provides the opportunity to see how a non-material factor 

manifests concretely in decision-making. As Pratt (2000) puts it, “Extreme cases facilitate theory 

building because the dynamics being examined tend to be more visible than they might be in 

other contexts.”154 As I am making no claims about organizations with weak to moderate 

organizational identities, naturally I pick a case study featuring one of the US military services, 

which epitomize strong OI and OID. 

 
153 Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences 

(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2005), 166-67. 
154 Pratt, 2000, 3. 
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The change in DV over time prompts me to look for changes in variables relevant to the 

decision-making process, in environmental factors, and in variables related to the alternative 

hypotheses. While I posit the OI itself remains steady, key OI-related intervening variables, such 

as issue interpretation, may shift or evolve.  

Relatedly, the case also has the benefit of highlighting a discrete behavior, isolated from 

that of other actors, with clear indicators of one decision and then another, evidenced by 

memoranda, leaders’ verbal statements, program initiation, the establishment of new subunits, 

and personnel management actions, etc. Note that the case, and my claims here, exclude the 

multi-faceted and multi-player processes of technological development, and operational 

utilization post-adoption; I am only interested in the turf decision itself and the immediate 

actions following which indicate initial compliance or non-compliance and thus mark the 

decision as binding or ephemeral.  

Moreover, the chosen case meets additional selection criteria set forth by Stephen Van 

Evera (1997):155 (1) data richness, as will become evident in the case study empirics; (2) research 

viability, which was demonstrated in the course of initial “soaking and poking” steps;156 (3) 

representativeness, as weapon system adoption is a mainline activity for the military and of 

central interest in strategic and security studies; and (4) importance, as the case is intrinsically 

and historically important, since a weapon system’s adoption carries a lasting service-wide 

impact. The case’s historical import is discussed at the beginning of Chapter 16. 

Finally, this case offers useful contrast in predictions between the alternative theories and 

hypotheses I present below. 

 
155 Stephen Van Evera, Guide to Methods for Students of Political Science (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 

1997), 77-78. 
156 See George and Bennett, 2005, 96. 
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Case Study Methodology and Evidence 

I begin the case study with a contextualizing pre-case history (Phase 1). This historical 

portrait highlights Air Force decisions regarding unmanned systems from WWI through the 

1990’s. This examination allows for the assessment of patterns of Air Force attitude, approach, 

and decision-making regarding UAVs prior to the case study proper. The organizational history 

of this category of weapon system reveals much about how the RQ-1 Predator program was 

likely interpreted in 1993, and allows for the assessment of the use of the OI logic of historical 

consistency. 

I then proceed with a chronological and theoretically oriented narrative (Phase 2) of the 

Air Force’s behavior toward the RQ-1 Predator, qua turf, employing process-tracing and 

congruence methods to connect causal process observations relevant to the comparative 

theoretical analysis, and oriented toward before-after case comparison.157 

I focus on evidentiary sources close to decision-making processes, such as policy 

memoranda, and intra-organizational reports. I also strive, principally via discursive resources, to 

recreate the mindset and vision of the Air Force’s primary decision-maker, the Air Force Chief 

of Staff. A collection of Air Force internal documents regarding the Predator case have been 

made available through the generosity of retired US Air Force Colonel Sean M. Frisbee. Such 

primary sources provide unique and important evidence because, having not been generated for 

external audiences, they speak directly and candidly to attitudes surrounding the Predator and the 

state of the Air Force’s Predator program. These documents and others are considered as 

diagnostic pieces of evidence (causal process observations) to elucidate the 

 
157 George and Bennett, 2005, 6-7, 188-189. 
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hypothesized/counter-hypothesized causal process. Attention to the details of numerous trade 

news reports and reliable secondary sources complements the process-tracing method.158  

Environmental variables considered in the case study narrative include: the Air Force’s 

recent warfighting experience and anticipated demands of future war; current military tasking 

and capability demands; the state of technology relevant to UAVs; the status of other UAV 

programs besides Predator, especially those of the Air Force; resource challenges; and civilian 

officials’ direction. 

With the stage set, the study turns towards the details of the Air Force response(s) to the 

Predator as an issue area. The key players involved in major decisions in this hierarchical 

organization are likely to be clustered at the top. Of particular interest, as mentioned, is the Air 

Force Chief of Staff, who wields enormous power and influence. Supporting general officers 

who have the Chief of Staff’s ear may also play a role in the internal decision-making process. 

Also of interest are expert officers, typically in the colonel and lieutenant colonel ranks, who 

“staff” responses related to current issues, that is, analyze problems and recommend solutions, 

usually through formal reports. These officers provide the information and expertise general 

officers rely on daily. Restraints on the influence of any officer include the structure of the 

power/rank hierarchy, and the limited time in each position (officers rotate jobs every few years 

or may retire). 

Note that throughout the case study narrative, I do not collect evidence to elucidate the 

content of the OI, leaving my description developed in Chapters 5 through 14 and stated 

concisely in Chapter 15, as the empiric referent. This is necessary in order to prevent tautological 

 
158 George and Bennett, 2005, 97, 97n16. 
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reasoning. I point out connections to the OI through the case study narrative that may be useful 

for the reader. 

 

Alternative Explanations 

Within the case study analysis stage, I consider three alternative explanations, each 

offering potentially fruitful insight and coherent causal explanation of organizational decision-

making. These three alternatives are variations on a theme, as each rests on the conception of the 

military services as bureaucracies. Each theory selected represents a wider set of counter-

hypotheses available, with the aim of fairly assessing the explanatory purchase of OI theory 

against a broad literature. This project stands as a critique to the bureaucratic characterization of 

the military, so as one would expect, the basic theoretical assumptions of each alternative 

ultimately cannot be reconciled the OI explanation I advance. Below, I outline the three 

alternative explanations and offer counter-hypotheses derived from these alternatives along with 

associated observable implications. 

 

Alternative Explanation #1: Agency Theory 

The first alternative explanation represents the rationalist approach to understanding 

military behavior. Extending the microeconomic principal-agent framework to civil-military 

relations, Peter D. Feaver presents “agency theory,” with the military playing the role of agent to 

the civilian leadership principal. In Feaver’s conception, military organizations act as utility-

maximizers, employing cost-benefit analyses to inform decisions, and rank ordering outcomes. 

Psychological factors are incorporated as “cost factors” in the actors’ decision calculus. The 

theory can be reduced to a game with decision points. For the military, two behaviors are 
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possible: “working,” that is, acting exactly as the civilian principal desires, and “shirking,” which 

here means acting in accordance with the military’s own preferences. The military’s primary 

decision-making consideration is its estimate of the risk of punishment for shirking. 

 

Agency theory’s alternative hypotheses are: 

H2: The rational cost-benefit analysis of possible outcomes and calculated risk of punishment 

determine US military service decision-making behavior with regard to turf, especially in the 

case of civilian directives that conflict with the service’s preference. 

H2a: All else equal, the service is more likely to exhibit shirking when it calculates there 

is low probability of civilian punishment. 

H2b: All else equal, the service is more likely to exhibit working when it calculates there 

is high probability of civilian punishment. 

If it is true that rational calculations best describe the decision-making process, the 

evidence should show the following: 

1. Turf decisions are discussed with little appeal to self-definition; the players 

unemotionally consider alternative courses of action and the pros/cons of each. 

 2. Civilian superiors’ probable response to the (in)action is a prime consideration. 

 3. In the course of discussion, few references are made to peer organizations. 

 4. Discussion regarding turf decisions does not include references to elements of 

organizational identity (what is central, enduring, distinctive). 

 5. Resultant decisions may be demonstrably inconsistent with the OI. 
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Alternative Explanation #2: Appointed Leader Decides  

In some cases, an organization’s leader may neither identify with the organization nor 

share in its predominant culture.159 Many executive agencies’ leadership rotates with presidential 

administrations, for example, service secretaries, undersecretaries, and deputy secretaries. As 

political appointees, they may have little connection with the service they lead. Such appointees 

may not even be considered true members of the organization. Hence, the leader’s preferences 

may be substantially at odds with the preferences of the careerists he or she leads.160 

Conceivably, the leader may work to garner turf the organization writ large would rather ignore 

or cede turf that the organization would prefer to keep.  

On the other hand, some have argued that civilian appointees are as likely as not to be 

captured by the organizations they inherit.161 In these cases, the civilian appointee defers on most 

issues to the career experts in the organization, “rubberstamping” their recommendations.  

In another take on the role of outsiders, Barry R. Posen (1991) posits that outsider 

intervention acts as the chief spur to military innovation, despite the emergence of new weapons 

technology. Militaries, in this view, generally behave as hidebound bureaucracies. Since, 

civilians suffer from profound information asymmetry in military affairs, a civilian leader must 

find in the ranks a source of knowledge, a “maverick” officer willing to supply expertise and 

intra-organizational coordination.162 

The civilian intervention explanation of turf behavior takes turf decision-making out of 

the hands of the senior line officers, rendering the question of organizational preferences moot.  

 
159 See Halperin and Clapp, 2006, 89; Jerel A. Rosati, and James M. Scott, The Politics of United States Foreign 

Policy, 5th ed. (Boston: Wadsworth, Cengage Learning, 2011), 151-53. 
160 Robert Jervis noted that during the Cuban Missile Crisis, “none of the leading officials espoused views that were 

linked to his position within the government,” Jervis, 1976, 26-27. 
161 Halperin and Clapp, 2006, 94-96. 
162 Posen, 1984. 
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The resultant alternative hypothesis is formulated as: 

H3: All else equal, the preferences of the appointed civilian leader(s) of a US military service 

determine its decision-making behavior with regard to turf. 

If it is true that the appointed leader decides, with little regard to organizational identity, 

the evidence should show the following: 

1. Turf decisions are discussed at the senior civilian level with little input from 

line officers; moreover, there is no evidence of “rubberstamping” line officer 

recommendations.  

2. Line officers lobby their civilian superiors to make decisions according to their 

preferences. 

3. Discussion over turf decisions at the secretary/senior civilian level does not 

include references to elements of OI (what is central, enduring, distinctive). 

4. Civilian leaders team with “maverick” officers to make and implement 

decisions. 

5. The decision made may be demonstrably inconsistent with the OI. 

 

 

Alternative Explanation #3: Bureaucratic Paradigm 

In the traditional bureaucratic paradigm, members of the organization are assumed to be 

rational utility maximizers, looking out for their own interests. A bureaucrat’s personal position 

within the organization defines that individual’s priorities and preferences. Individual and bureau 

aggrandizement drives the formation of organizational preferences which, in turn, shape 
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decision-making and other behavior.163 Concern for bureaucratic health and survival take 

primacy over national concerns.164 In the bureaucratic paradigm, an organization’s parochial 

interests drive turf decision making, with a default preference of “more is better.” All else equal, 

the organization works to expand roles, missions, capabilities, and budget.165 Interservice rivalry 

over turf stands as a prime example of bureaucratic politics in action. 

 

The alternative hypothesis based on the bureaucratic paradigm is: 

H4: All else equal, organizational growth and survival, and/or officials’ self-interest, determine 

the US military services’ decision-making behavior with regard to turf. 

If it is true that material bureaucratic interests of senior decision-makers determine turf 

behavior, the evidence should show the following: 

1. Turf decisions are discussed with little appeal to self-definition; the players 

unemotionally consider alternative courses of action and the pros/cons of each. 

2. Turf decisions can be linked to personal interests of decision-makers.  

3. Turf decisions tend toward aggrandizement, expansion, and “imperialism.” 

4. When new turf becomes available, regardless of its relevance to the OI, competition 

between services results. 

5. Discussion regarding turf decisions does not include references to elements of the OI 

(what is central, enduring, distinctive). 

6. Decisions may be demonstrably inconsistent with the OI. 

 

 
163 Miles, 1978. 
164 Allison and Zelikow, 1999, 164-66, 272-73. 
165 Allison and Halperin, 1972: 48; Holden, 1966; Halperin and Clapp, 2006, 56-57; Allison and Zelikow, 1999, 181. 
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The alternative theories and hypotheses analyzed here are all similar in that they rest to 

varying extents on assumptions inherent to the bureaucratic paradigm. For example, decisions 

are characterized by analytic rationality, and often, self-interest.166 The punishments Feaver 

points to as compelling decisions to work or shirk would seem to align with elements of 

bureaucratic control.167 Hidebound militaries require outside intervention for their own good. 

Bureaucratic theories and OI theory diverge in their explanations of decision-making. In 

the bureaucratic paradigm, bias is based in the individual and rooted in his or her self-interest; 

the delta between an official’s self-interest and the bureau’s interest or national interest defines 

that bias. OI theory argues that cognitive bias derives from the convergence of, not the delta 

between, self-interest and organizational and national interest. In the bureaucratic paradigm, 

decision-making is limited by the leader’s ability to process information. In OI theory, 

interpretations through the lens of the OI determine the issues to be addressed; decision-making 

is limited by truncation of any options inconsistent with the OI. Bureaucratic theories assume the 

conception of public interest varies by individual. But OI theory suggests collective agreement 

on the definition of public interest. 

The divergence in assumptions leads us to expect differing predictions regarding turf 

decisions. Purely rationalistic bureaucratic theories leave little room for anti-turf behavior, 

assuming senior officials drive the organization toward “imperialism.” Self-interest creates the 

incentive for every official to both exaggerate their (sub-)organization’s import, and to expand its 

domain. Writes Downs, bureaucrats “will ‘look under every rock’ for additional functions his 

department might perform and rack his brain—and the brains of his subordinates—for reasons 

 
166 Allison and Zelikow, 1999, 146. 
167 Tompkins and Cheney, 1985; Bullis and Tompkins, 1989. 
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why his activities should be enlarged rather than pruned.”168 On the topic of anti-turf behavior, 

bureaucratic theories must remain silent because self-interest alone cannot justify it. 

The Air Force/Predator case offers an “easy” case for the bureaucratic paradigm. The 

Predator program, in late 1993 through 1994, was an exceeding available and potentially 

valuable piece of turf, just waiting to be claimed. As the case evolves, costs of seizing the turf 

increase, as other entities have taken control the program and must be evicted; the old adage 

“possession is 9/10ths of the law,” comes to mind. The bureaucratic paradigm thus predicts pro-

turf shifting to neutral- or anti-turf behavior. On the other hand, the Air Force adoption of 

Predator could be seen as a “hard case” for OI theory because, during the timeframe of the case, 

UAVs as a weapon system category did not hold an agreed-upon position in the organizational 

culture nor the OI. The Predator was an “unknown” in terms of both its capabilities and general 

nature. Was it an aircraft, or something else? A case involving the adoption of, say, a fighter jet 

offers an “easy case” by contrast. 

 

On Causality 

 In discussing the impact of OI on USAF turf behavior, I analyze plausible influence of 

other independent variables as suggested by competing theories, such as agency theory. I 

recognize that many variables may be at play in any turf decision-making outcome. I am more 

interested in whether and how variables mattered, and I am much less focused on comparatively 

weighing the impact of each.169 In terms of assessing causation, although I may use the term 

cause, I mean “to cause” in the less deterministic sense of “influence” or “shape,” or even 

“enable.” When I argue that OI (or another variable) caused or influenced organizational 

 
168 Downs, 1967, 105. 
169 George and Bennett, 2005, 25. 
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behavior, I am saying that the behavior would have been unlikely to have occurred in the way 

that it did had the OI been substantially different in character. In other words, a dissimilar OI 

would likely have led to dissimilar behavior, and so to arrive at the actual outcome, the actual OI 

was necessary (not sufficient).  

 

Conclusion 

This project evaluates how organizational identity (OI) influences leaders’ decision-

making behavior in organizations with strong OI and organizational identification (OID). I adapt 

and apply a new variable from the field of organizational behavior, OI, to the US military 

services, and explain how OI uniquely operates with this type of actor. I offer a clear causal 

chain that links OI, under conditions of strong OID, through the intervening variables of OI-

guided interpretations and OI logics with derivative decision premises, to decisions regarding 

turf. I develop the idea of turf to include a spectrum of behavior, from pro- to anti-turf. Finally, I 

present competing theories and their divergent observable outcomes in order to assess the 

explanatory power of OI vs. extant theories. 
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Chapter 3 

Organizational Characteristic: Institutional-Occupational Continuum 

 

The Institutional-Occupational (I/O) organizational characteristic sets the stage for 

further discussion of the US Air Force organizational identity (OI) in several ways. First, I/O 

speaks to the similarity or divergence in the strength of organizational identification (OID) of the 

various subgroups within the USAF. Second, this meta-level characteristic potentially calls into 

question the “nested” nature of OI, and relative isomorphism (sameness) of OI across subgroups 

and sub-organizations. Third, the discussion of I/O is especially pertinent in that it is the most 

common theoretical reference used by Air officers themselves when examining the Air Force’s 

organizational character. The concept of I/O, formally stated or implied, and related concerns of 

fractionation or an “identity crisis,” preponderate the Air Force’s inward-looking discussion. 

In this chapter, I describe I/O theory and conceptual linkages to OI/OID, discuss its 

application to the Air Force, present Air Force voices and stances on the subject, and conclude 

with analysis of the I/O characteristic as it applies to this project. 

 

I/O Theory 

The Institutional-Occupational (I/O) formulation comes from academic literature on the 

social organization of the military. Originated by Charles C. Moskos in 1977,1 Air Force textual 

resources often use this thesis as a starting point in self-assessment of organizational attributes 

 
1 Charles C. Moskos Jr., “The All-Volunteer Military: Calling, Profession, or Occupation?” Parameters (1977; repr., 

Winter 2010-2011): 23-31.  
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and health. I/O theory proposes two organizational models on each end of a continuum of 

military organizational types. The polar types are “institutional” and “occupational.”2  

The institutional model represents the traditional military archetype. In this type, 

members are motivated by abstract ideals, such as duty, service, self-sacrifice, and courage. 

These “intrinsic” motivations transcend personal material interest. Members see their work as a 

calling or vocation, and believe their effort serves a greater purpose and higher good. A strong 

sense of shared identity, regardless of warfare or technical specialty, serves to bind members 

together.3 

On the other end of the spectrum, members of an occupational military see their work as 

“just another job.” Motivation comes primarily through monetary compensation and tangible 

benefits, or “extrinsic” rewards. Members identify with others who perform similar work for 

similar pay, both inside and, significantly, outside the military organization. For example, an 

aircraft engine mechanic in this type would identity closer with another aircraft engine mechanic 

in the commercial sector than with other members of his service in a different specialty.4 

Recall that OID describes a member’s perception of “oneness” or identity overlap with 

the organization. I/O theory is about motives for performance (intrinsic vs. extrinsic), and 

orientations of loyalty and identity of both type (institution vs. occupation) and level 

(organization vs. workplace). In as much as the institutional type inheres members’ espousal and 

enactment of values important to the institution, there seems to be some conceptual overlap of 

institutionalism and strong OI/OID. On the other hand, the occupational mode implies a 

relatively lesser role for the OI, and behaviors in line with bureaucratic rationalism. In the 

 
2 Charles C. Moskos and Frank R. Wood, eds., The Military: More than Just a Job? (Washington, DC: Pergamon-

Brassey’s International Defense Publishers, 1988). 
3 Moskos and Wood, 1988. 
4 Moskos and Wood, 1988. 
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occupational-type, members expect tangible compensation commensurate to the market value of 

their skills and labor, contributing to the bureaucratization of a military organization. As 

extrinsic incentives replace intrinsic ones, bureaucratic rationalization replaces the 

professionalism associated with militaries with a strong OI.5 Thus an occupational-type military 

may act much like a bureaucracy. 

Another ramification of the I/O thesis concerns organizational fractionation. In the 

occupational model, members identify with subgroups based on occupational specialty, and feel 

a strong connection to civilian counterparts. Subgroups may exhibit divergent levels of OID in 

the occupational model, and so the OI may not be uniformly operative across subgroups in the 

determination of behavioral outcomes. 

 

I/O Theory and the US Air Force: The Role of Technology 

Moskos predicted an inevitable trend in the US military away from institutionalism 

toward occupationalism, as part of an overall trend in Western society. According to Moskos and 

most Air officers who reference I/O theory, the trend is a dangerous and unhealthy one, 

undermining military effectiveness and cohesion, as well as individuals’ performance and 

commitment.  

The Air Force showed considerable involvement in the Institutional-Occupational 

conceptual development.6 The Air Force is generally acknowledged to be the most 

 
5 Elizabeth A. Stanley-Mitchell, “The Military Profession and Intangible Rewards for Service,” in Filling the Ranks: 

Transforming the US Military Personnel System, ed. Cindy Williams (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2004), 93-118; 

John F. Faris, “The Social Psychology of Military Service and the Influence of Bureaucratic Rationalism,” in 

Moskos and Wood, 1988, 57-73. 
6 Moskos and Wood, 1988, xi. 



 

88 
 

technologically-oriented service, and the threat of occupationalism is therefore thought to be 

relatively greater for that service. Frank R. Wood explains, 

Because of their extensive use of technology, the air force and the air force officer corps 

tend to be the most susceptible to increasing specialization and diffused sense of 

purpose…They face the greatest pressure for occupationalism and serve as a harbinger of 

things to come for other branches as they become increasingly dependent on technology.7 

 

This concern stems in part from the idea that the more technical the service, the more 

likely its distinctive specialties have civilian equivalents, and the more likely the value of the 

specialists’ work would be derived from external markets.8 Considering the Air Force’s strong 

historical and continuing connection to the civilian air industry, the claim resonates with many. 

The overlap and cross-over of technical developments in operations, in safety, and in working 

within Federally-controlled airspace has generated parallel personnel specialties in aircraft 

maintenance and air operations, including pilots. The same cannot be said of the Army and 

Navy, at least not to the same extent. Artillery officers and submariners have no direct civilian 

counterparts. 

Further, the Air Force’s foundational collaboration with scientists and engineers in 

academia and industry offers another example of robust external relationships with a pull on the 

officer corps. Post-WWII, the drive toward technological superiority as a kind of guarantee 

against Soviet numerical superiority prompted the Air Force to create organizational structures 

that promoted connection to civilian technologists: “Of the three military services, the Air Force 

relied (and continues to rely) most heavily on academia and industry…the Air Force devised 

organizational structures and processes to facilitate interactions among Air Force officers on one 

 
7 Frank R. Wood, “At the Cutting Edge of Institutional and Occupational Trends: The US Air Force Officer Corps,” 

in Moskos and Wood, 1988, 27. 
8 Wood in Moskos and Wood, 1988, 30-35. 
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side and scientists and engineers on the other.”9 Thus, the Air Force, relative to the other 

services, is seen to have thicker ties to external but similar occupational subgroups, for both 

enlisted and officers. 

 

The US Air Force: Institutional or Occupational? 

The obvious question is, “Where is the Air Force on the Institutional-Occupational 

continuum?” The question continues to spark lively debate in the Air Force. 

Most observers agree that the Air Force tends toward occupationalism or is at least the 

most occupational of the US military services. Typically found in professional journal articles 

and officer theses, this discourse examines the degree of occupationalism, suggests the causes, 

laments the effects, and proposes various cures. These works offer valuable insight on how those 

within the Air Force, as well as long-time observers, view the Air Force vis-à-vis the I/O 

continuum. 

In Carl H. Builder’s discussion on the power of identity, he makes note of the cognitive 

and emotional split between the institution and the idea of “self”:  

The Air Force identifies itself with flying and things that fly; the institution is secondary, 

it is a means to these things. A brave band of intrepid aviators, bonded primarily in the 

love of flight and flying machines, may have a clear sense of themselves, but it is not so 

much an institutional as it is an individual sense of self. And it is not focused so much 

who they are as it is on what they want to do.10 

 

His words echo the occupational theme of “doing” what one enjoys in the institution vs. 

“being” a part of the institution itself. (The survey item, “One of the main reasons I became an 

Air Force officer was to do a job I would love” probes this motivation. See Chapter 14.) Builder 

 
9 Stephen B. Johnson, The United States Air Force and the Culture of Innovation, 1945-1965 (Washington, DC: Air 

Force History and Museums Program, 2001), 222. 
10 Builder, 1989, 37, italics are mine. 
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observes that the Air Force’s various factions are not at all equal. Builder argues that pilots are in 

a “caste” above all others, and that Air Force pilots “are likely ….to see themselves as pilots 

even more than as Air Force officers.”11 This elite of the Air Force is a prime example of a well-

established occupational subgroup. (See Chapter 4, “Organizational Characteristic: Pilot 

Elitism.”) 

Mike Thirtle, another long-time observer of the Air Force, traces the roots of 

occupationalism to the foundational history of the Air Force: “Because different stakeholders had 

unique beliefs as to the purpose of an air force, people embraced airpower theory in different 

ways—a phenomenon that remains essentially unchanged.”12 He also attributes a causal role to 

the Air Force’s focus on technology. Symptomatic of the resultant occupationalism is that Air 

Force officers seldom respond to the question “What do you do?” with the institutional answer, 

“I am an Air Force officer.” They are much more likely to respond with, “I am a fighter (bomber, 

cargo, etc.) pilot” or “I am a missileer” and so on. The most salient group identity is that of 

warfighting specialty.13 

Air officers themselves have taken up the theme of subgroups in the Air Force as a 

hindrance to Air Force unity or coherence. For these contributors, isomorphism of identity across 

the service is a self-evident good. Most offer practical solutions to the problem, such as formal 

re-institutionalization programs. Read as artifacts, their writing shows a great concern for 

institutional values and demonstrate institutional motivations of the authors themselves.  

For example, retired Air Force Brigadier General Paula G. Thornhill finds historical links 

to the rise of subgroups within the Air Force. In the Cold War, the dominance of Strategic Air 

 
11 Builder, 1989, 26. 
12 Mike Thirtle, “Developing Aerospace Leaders for the Twenty-first Century: A Historical Context for the DAL 

Concept," Air and Space Power Journal 15, no. 2 (Summer 2001): 55. 
13 Thirtle, 2001, 55. Builder notes the same phenomenon, Builder, 1989, 23. 
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Command (SAC), created a “in/out” dynamic within the service; the choice was SAC or 

comparative irrelevance. Writes Thornhill: 

Absent an embrace by many senior Air Force leaders, these new groups of Airmen 

[developing new technologies such as ballistic missiles, early warning, and space 

communications] functioned on the periphery of the traditional flying mission. Left 

largely to themselves, they began to develop their own cultures and ethos…many of the 

Airmen behind these [technological] advances created cultural narratives unique to their 

skills rather than embracing a unifying one across the force. Thus the Cold War, which 

marked the institutional apogee of the Air Force in so many ways, simultaneously 

provided a catalyst for cultural fragmentation and led some Airmen to contemplate the 

eventual creation of separate organizations, such as a space service.14 

 

This analysis traces the rise of subgroups to the rise of non-aircraft technologies on the 

“periphery” of the Air Force’s premier mission (at that time) of nuclear strategic bombing. But at 

odds with I/O assumptions, the Air officers involved in development and operationalization of 

ballistic missiles, early warning systems, and space communications would likely have no more 

civilian counterpart than a submariner, tank driver, or infantryman. 

In his 2002 dissertation on post-Cold War organizational change in the Air Force, 

William C. Thomas, an Air Force major at the time, agreed that the Air Force’s predilection for 

technology was the primary cause of the Air Force’s occupational tendencies. It was 

occupationalism that led to sharp division between the technical specialties (not the other way 

around) and the flourishing of distinct sub-organizations and their strong subcultures.15 

For decades, argues Thomas, these sub-organizations were held together only by the 

singular mission of deterring the Soviet Union. In the post-Cold War environment, this common 

mission disappeared, and with it the shared sense of purpose that acted as a kind of “glue.” The 

result was disunity and an even greater shift toward extrinsic, occupational values among Air 

 
14 Thornhill, 2012, 6. 
15 William C. Thomas, “Organizational Change in the United States Air Force (PhD diss., George Mason University, 

2002).  
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Force members. This shift manifested itself in decreased retention among other ills, and those 

that did stay in demonstrated increased careerist and self-interested attitudes.16 

Lieutenant Colonel Jack L. Sine II sees technology and mission diversity (strengths of the 

service, in his view) as, ironically, the source of what has been recently dubbed the “silos of 

excellence” problem: the pursuit of achievement and expertise in a specialty, combined with lack 

of opportunity (or desire) to learn about and collaborate with other specialties. This leads to a 

collection of highly competent, yet isolated, subgroups that have little appreciation or awareness 

of each other. Writes   Sine, “These communities become micro-services with little interaction or 

coordination except at the staff level.” Interestingly, Sine sees a potential solvency mechanism in 

the strengthening of the OI. 17 

Some see a link between the flourishing of subgroups and the dynamic between combat 

and support functions. Traditionally, militaries afford combat functions higher prestige than 

support functions.18 Subgroup loyalty and identification may manifest as a coping mechanism to 

this status differential. In his study of Air Force Special Operations Forces (AFSOF) Lieutenant 

Colonel Ioannis Koskinas writes of subcultures, sub-subcultures, and micro-cultures within the 

service, which he views as a “loosely aligned federation of different tribes.”19 The subgroups, 

and associated devolution of loyalty, start with mission area, further divide by sub-mission and 

aircraft type, and finally split into individual units.20 Over time, AFSOF crews, viewed as 

“support” players by the dominant fighter pilot community despite their constant and arduous 

 
16 Thomas, 2002. 
17 Jack L. Sine II, “Discovering Air Force Identity: Airpower and Innovator” (Thesis, USAF Air War College, 

2012), quote on 7. 
18 Stanley-Mitchell in Williams, 2004, 101. 
19 Ioannis Koskinas, Black Hats and White Hats: The Effect of Organizational Culture and Institutional Identity on 

the Twenty-third Air Force, CADRE Paper #24 (Maxwell AFB, AL: Air University Press, December 2006): 21. 
20 Koskinas, 2006, 49. 
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combat-related duties, felt marginalized. They “began to see themselves as ‘special operators’ 

first and ‘Airmen’ second.”21 

In his analyses of the Gulf War and its implications for airpower theory, Air Force 

Colonel Edward C. Mann III paints a portrait of organizational fractionation: 

We were a conglomerate of specialists with greater loyalty to machines and sleeve 

patches than to any single unifying theme or to the Air Force itself. We held no common 

perception of mission except perhaps ‘to fly and fight,’ a calling that left most of us on 

the outside looking in.…Over the years, we in the Air Force had cloistered ourselves in 

occupational monasteries, efficiently performing the rites of our orders with no sense of 

the church’s mission.22  

 

But external pressures and inducements were not to blame, as is assumed in I/O theory. With no 

sense of overarching service mission or greater purpose, members drifted toward occupational 

orientations for personal fulfillment “as a matter of survival.”23 Members did not eschew 

intrinsic rewards, but sought them through their occupational specialties. 

The service recognizes this seeming incoherence. Official Air Force doctrine 

acknowledges the need to unify subgroups under encompassing warfighting concepts, chiefly 

airpower: 

Air Force doctrine presents airpower as a unitary construct….Air Force doctrine should 

address what unifies Airmen. Thus, in the Air Force’s senior doctrine product, it is 

appropriate to use concepts and language that bind Airmen together instead of presenting 

the Air Force as a collection of tribes broken out in technological stovepipes according to 

the domains of air, space, and cyberspace.24 

 

This doctrinal excerpt seems a direct response to Builder’s widely-read 1994 work which claims 

that the Air Force’s pilot leadership, enamored with aircraft, failed to unite the disparate Air 

 
21 Koskinas, 2006, 36. 
22 Edward C. Mann III, Thunder and Lightning: Desert Storm and the Airpower Debates (repr. on demand, The 

BibiloGov Project, 2018, originally published by Maxwell AFB, AL: Air University Press, 1995), 163. 
23 Mann, 1995, 165. 
24 US Air Force, US Air Force Doctrine Volume 1: Basic Doctrine, Chapter 2: “Airpower,” section, “Airpower,” 

February 27, 2015, www.doctrine.af.mil. 
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Force specialties under the conceptual umbrella of airpower theory, thus resulting in an 

organizational identity crisis.25  

Air Force Colonel James M. Smith’s 1998 study stands out in that it seeks to measure the 

degree of Institutionalism and Occupationalism among Air Force officers with a survey. Smith 

saw understanding I/O as key to the Air Force “cohesion problem.” Smith concludes, “The 

overall result is a snapshot of an organization defined by its subcultures and fracture lines more 

than, or at least as much as, its common base or heart.”26 

Significantly, Smith’s survey results showed variance in I/O orientations between 

specialties. Rated officers, that is, pilots and navigators, showed the most occupational attitudes, 

while non-rated officers and officers in support roles tended toward institutional attitudes.27 This 

finding squares with Builder’s view that pilots are the prime example of occupationalism in the 

Air Force because they are the most devoted to a specific technology, the airplane, and 

unconcerned with other means to deliver airpower. Still, on the whole, Smith’s survey responses 

fell on the institutional side of the mean. In other words, the surveyed officers demonstrated, as a 

group, more institutional than occupational orientations.28 

 

I/O Theory and the Question of Motives 

A recurrent pattern in the Air Force literature is to equate the mere existence of well-

established subgroups with the pathologies of occupationalism. In occupational-type 

 
25 Carl H. Builder, The Icarus Syndrome: The Role of Air Power Theory in the Evolution and Fate of the US Air 

Force (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 1994). 
26 James M. Smith, 1998, 19. It is worth noting that since Smith’s study, conducted in the fall of 1997, there has 

been little or no survey research covering similar ground until the present study, a gap of 21 years. Although Smith’s 

study may be dated, considering the stability of OI and the paucity of OI-relevant studies of the Air Force, his results 

warrant examination. 
27 James M. Smith, 1998, 34-46. 
28 James M. Smith, 1998, 45-47. 
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organizations, members are motivated by extrinsic and self-focused incentives and identify with 

civilian counterparts who share their skill set. For members of these types of organizations, work 

should not entail self-sacrifice, and members abandon the OI when leaving work for the day.  

Authors writing on this topic, while concerned about such a state of affairs, do not 

present much concrete evidence of occupationalism in the Air Force. Evidence of self-focused, 

extrinsic motivations overtaking institutionally-focused, intrinsic motivations is rare (although 

both motivations may be present). Still scarcer is observed loyalty to or strong identification with 

occupational groups, i.e., with civilian counterparts, at all, much less at the expense of the greater 

institution. Thus, it seems plausible that the problem is not as “bad” as Moskos predicted.  

The I/O theory is one of motives, but the question of motives hardly allows neat, 

categorical, verifiable answers. In Builder’s words, “Attributing motivations to a person or an 

institution has great potential for mischief. Motivations are likely to be both more complex and 

more revealing than either their owner or their observer can admit.”29 

To wit, studies find that both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations, even when clearly 

distinct, can exist concurrently in an individual. Verdugo and Verdugo (2008) find that among 

US Army recruits and potential recruits, reasons to join the service consist of a mix of 

institutional and occupational motives. Which motive is most salient at any given moment is 

hard to say; motives can be a moving target.30 Motives can shift; as described in Chapter 2, 

military indoctrination processes have a powerful effect on new members, instilling institutional 

 
29 Builder, 1989, 10. 
30 Naomi B. Verdugo and Richard R Verdugo, “Enlisting in the US Army: Institutional and Occupational Motives,” 

in Encyclopedia of Violence, Peace, and Conflict, 2nd ed., ed. Lester R. Kurtz (San Diego: Academic Press, 2008): 

690-5. 



 

96 
 

values and discouraging occupational orientations.31 Furthermore, intrinsic and extrinsic rewards 

may also interact in unanticipated ways, or even backfire.32  

Todd D. Woodruff’s (2017) noteworthy study of hundreds of US Army soldiers was 

spurred by concern over the use of economic incentives in military recruiting.33 Moskos held that 

such tactics would recruit individuals with occupational antecedents.34 Woodruff’s survey 

population included US Army recruits who had not yet started training, those in initial training, 

and those in operational units at varying stages of the deployment cycle. His findings clearly 

demonstrated that intrinsic enlistment motives which aligned with institutional values, such as 

altruism and organizational prestige, had a strong positive effect on OID as well as pro-

organizational behavior, such as self-sacrifice.35 

However, there was a non-intuitive finding that highlights the difficulty with classing 

motives as simply intrinsic or extrinsic: “Contrary to Moskos’ institutional–occupational (I/O) 

arguments, the intrinsic self-focused, self-enhancement goal created substantial positive effects, 

presumably because the form of self-enhancement was strongly aligned with organizational 

interests.” The self-enhancement goal was even shown to positively affect OID.36 Self-

enhancement, or self-actualization goals (“Be all you can be”) are distinct from extrinsic 

economic goals that do not directly fulfill a member psychologically, such as pay, job training, 

and educational benefits.37 

 
31 For a Marine Corps example of how boot camp can shift member I/O orientations, see Thomas E. Ricks, Making 

the Corps, 10th anniv. ed. (New York: Scribner, 2007). 
32 Stanley-Mitchell, 2004, 98-100, 114-5; Moskos and Wood, 1988, 5.  
33 Todd D. Woodruff, “Who Should the Military Recruit? The Effects of Institutional, Occupational, and Self-

Enhancement Enlistment Motives on Soldier Identification and Behavior,” Armed Forces & Society 43, no. 4 

(2017): 579-607. 
34 Woodruff, 2017, 580-1. 
35 Woodruff, 2017. 
36 Woodruff, 2017, 581, 592-95, quote on 581. Woodruff explains that the “self-enhancement” goal is both intrinsic, 

that is, psychologically satisfying, and self-focused. 
37 Woodruff, 2017. 
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The effects of the self-enhancement goal in Woodruff’s research reflect what 

organizational behavior studies have shown again and again: the values embraced by the 

organization and its members converge when OI and OID are strong. Self-interest and 

organizational interest merge together, demonstrated in pro-organizational behavior. 

Furthermore, for a servicemember, extrinsic motivation, in the sense of monetary 

compensation and benefits, does not necessarily equate to occupational identification with 

external civilian counterparts. Moskos and those Air officers who take him up typically assume 

these to externalities go hand-in-hand, or the distinction simply gets lost.  

 

Implications of I/O Theory 

The I/O paradigm is not just about the occurrence or dominance of subgroups within an 

institution, or even loyalties to those subgroups. At its heart, the I/O model is about members’ 

characteristic motivations. If motivations are intrinsic and reinforce institutional values, it 

follows that decision-making is influenced by the overarching organizational identity. However, 

if motivations are largely extrinsic or economic, dissociated from institutional values and 

informed by identities other than the Air Force’s, the OI is less likely to shape decision-making. 

All this points to several possibilities regarding the Air Force. First, fragmentation into 

subgroups, which seems an undeniable reality, and institutionalism, may co-exist. The common 

misconception is that the predominance of subgroups implies occupational motivations among 

members. It seems quite conceivable, and I argue, probable, that within those “silos of 

excellence” members enact the OI with local distinctions and carry out their duties with 

institutional motives. Institutional values find expression in a bespoke fashion in subgroups. 
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Conceivably, some Air Force specialties lean toward occupational orientations, while 

others toward institutional orientations. Which ones are which matters, because rated officers, 

namely pilots, dominate the upper ranks and make the important decisions with force-wide 

consequences. The risk, of course, is that decisions could be biased toward the decision-makers’ 

subgroup. But subgroups consisting of members with strong OID take the organization’s 

interests as their own. By definition, their motives are institutional. To the extent of their 

subgroup’s dominance, they push the characterization of the entire organization toward the 

institutional side of the I/O spectrum. 

In the next chapter, I examine the primary example of a subgroup with strong OID, the 

dominant Air Force subgroup: the pilots.  
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Chapter 4 

Organizational Characteristic: Pilot Elitism 

 

Any organizational examination of the US Air Force must address the long-standing 

power structure manifested in pilot elitism. The Air Force cannot be understood without 

recognition that pilots stand on a high plateau above all other members. Pilots hold the lion’s 

share of power in the service. Pilots hold the majority of leadership positions, and therefore make 

the highest level and most consequential decisions. Pilots largely decide on the allocation of 

resources. Pilots determine who will be promoted to serve as the next generation of leaders. And 

importantly, the pilots, as both leaders and heroic exemplars, are the principal purveyors of 

organizational culture and identification. 

In all militaries, officers, by design, wield authority and power. Among Air Force 

officers, pilots, who make up about 4% of the force, hold a vastly disproportionate amount of 

power. Among pilots, fighter pilots, constituting a mere 1% of USAF personnel, hold the most 

power of all.1 This elite within an elite stand atop the formal leadership hierarchy of the entire 

service and have done so comfortably since the 1980s.2 Fighter pilots also occupy the top perch 

of the informal prestige pecking order, above other combat pilots, such those flying the A-10 and 

B-1, who in turn sit above support pilots, such as those flying airlift and tanker aircraft. Other 

“rated” flying officers, such as navigators and air battle managers, occupy somewhat nebulous 

and varied positions. All others sit below.3 

 
1 Thomas P. Ehrhard, An Air Force Strategy for the Long Haul (Center of Strategic and Budgetary Assessments, 

2009), 11. 
2 See Worden, 1998. 
3 Some might quibble with the order I have laid out here, and I will discuss one possible exception below. But most 

agree that pilots are generally at the top, and fighter pilots at the very top. In Jeffrey J. Smith’s 2010 survey study, 
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The perpetual dominance of the pilot elite defines the organizational power structure of 

the Air Force. The organizational privileging of warriors plays out in different ways among the 

services. However, Air Force pilot elitism, and fighter pilot elitism within it, is unique among the 

services in that so much power is held by so few. 4 

Air Force officers generally acknowledge that pilots hold an exceptionally privileged 

place in the service. A 2010 survey conducted by Jeffrey J. Smith, an Air Force colonel, reveals 

the widely held belief among Air officers that pilots are the most likely to be promoted to the 

rank of general; and furthermore, the informal prestige held by pilots is commonly recognized: 

“What is noteworthy is the overwhelming (almost 100 percent) agreement that the pilot 

community at large holds the greatest amount of unwritten prestige within the USAF.” Of this 

group, fighter pilots are at the top, again with nearly 100 percent of respondents ranking fighter 

pilot as the “most important and prestigious” type of pilot.5 

While Smith uses the term “unwritten,” the prestige held by pilots, especially fighter 

pilots, is no secret. It finds expression in numerous artifacts, from aircraft displays, to the naming 

of bases and buildings, to remembered histories and narratives, to uniforms. Even the Air Force 

Song (“Off We Go”) is about fighter pilots: 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Air Force officers across specialties and ranks showed overwhelming agreement on the following prestige ranking: 

pilot, intelligence, space, missile, support; and in a breakdown of pilot types, participants agreed on this ranking: 

fighter, special operations/helicopters, airlift, tanker, C2ISR, UAV. See Jeffrey J. Smith, 2014, 181-82. 
4 Ehrhard, 2009, 7. 
5 Jeffrey J. Smith, 2014, 179-82, quotes on 180 and 182. 



 

101 
 

Off we go into the wild blue yonder, 

Climbing high into the sun; 

Here they come zooming to meet our thunder, 

At 'em boys, Give 'er the gun! (Give 'er the gun!) 

Down we dive, spouting our flames from under, 

Off with one helluva roar! 

We live in fame or go down in flame. Hey! 

Nothing'll stop the U.S. Air Force! 6
 

 

Pilots’ uniforms distinguish them visually from all others with meaning-filled symbols. 

Pilots are marked by silver wings in dress uniforms, and by the coveted flightsuit for daily attire. 

Only flyers receive leather “bomber” jackets and aviator-style sunglasses. Other accoutrements, 

such as ascots, patches, flight bags, gloves, and special boots communicate the wearer’s special 

status. Pilots embody an idealized image of the service, dramatizing what it means to be a 

member. Pilots make it exciting to be in the Air Force.7 

Much organizational discussion surrounding the Air Force concerns the tendency to 

divide into subgroups along lines of different technologies (see Chapter 3: “Institutional-

Occupational Continuum.”). Pilots serve as the prime example of such a technologically-driven 

divide. The near synonymy of pilots and aircraft permeates the USAF. Pilots are the chosen few 

who fly the most-prized technology. 

The Air Force’s formal leadership hierarchy, with prescribed chains of command, could 

be likened to a pyramid, with generals at the top, colonels directly below, then lieutenant 

colonels and majors and so forth. Such a mental model conveys the cascade of influence down 

through the ranks.  

 
6 “Air Force Song,” by Major Robert Crawford, accessed February 11, 2021, www.peterson.af.mil. On the import of 

songs in organizational culture, see Harrison M. Trice, Occupational Subcultures in the Workplace (Ithaca, NY: ILR 

Press, 1993), 93-92. Songs dramatize group beliefs and practices and present the organization’s ideals in a way that 

promotes connection between past and current members. 
7 See Trice, 1993, 69-70. 

http://www.peterson.af.mil,/
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But another way to envision the organizational structure is to place groups closer to or 

farther from the cultural “core” of the organization, based on the groups’ relative influence on 

that culture. Colonel James M. Smith’s model of the Air Force, derived from the work of 

Frederick Mosher, captures both the structural position of the pilot elite and its organizational 

cultural implications: “Within even the most complex organization, a single professional elite 

possesses knowledge, skills, and orientations identical to the mission and activity of the 

organization. This is the corps elite, or the elite profession within the organization, and it defines 

the essence, sets the culture and determines the vision which define the organization.”8  

 

Figure 4.1. Mosher’s schematic of a professional government agency. Source: James M. Smith, 1998. 

 

In Smith’s application of the model to the USAF, all active-duty line officers fall into the 

corps elite (Category 2), but within this corps there is yet another sub-corps, the pilots (Category 

 
8 James M. Smith, 1998, 2-3. 
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2a), which wields the most influence and holds distinct advantages in awards and promotion 

rates.9 We may imagine a sub-sub corps, say Category 2aa, of fighter pilots.  

Smith’s description of the corps elite alludes to the role these elite play in the 

organization. Pilots are the culture-builders as well as the leaders, those charged with creating 

and promulgating the organization’s cohesive sense of mission, vision, and a distinct sense of 

identity. In other words, this segment defines the organization’s “core.” Relating OI to behavior, 

Smith observes that the corps will fight for turf deemed part of the core, remain indifferent to 

peripheral turf, and reject missions it sees as clearly outside its core.10  

The overarching Air Force OI is largely that of the pilot subgroup OI. It was pilots who 

founded the OI, who preserve and promulgate the OI, and exemplify the OI in every day 

organizational life. As the ideological models for the service, pilots’ rich culture extends to the 

entire Air Force. Air Force life is replete with pilot-centric language and jargon, images, stories, 

and heroes. The individual pilot stands as metaphor for everything the service believes in and 

aspires to be.11 

 

Fighter Pilots: Tip Top of the Totem Pole 

Among pilots, fighter pilots have always held a special place in the organization, and 

fighter aircraft, fast and powerful, yet small and maneuverable, enjoy a particular mystique. Even 

in the years of Strategic Air Command (SAC) dominance, the top flight school graduates sought 

assignment to the fighter community. (Bombers were thought to be “boring.”)12 

 
9 James M. Smith, 1998, 2-5, 11. 
10 James M. Smith, 1998, 8. 
11 See Trice, 1993, on organizational leaders as ideological models and metaphors, 75-76. 
12 William F. Andrews, “To Fly and Fight: The Experience of American Airmen in Southeast Asia,” (PhD diss., 

George Mason University, 2011), 40. 
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Fighter pilots consolidated their power through a major reorganization of the Air Force in 

1992. The realignment of three commands (SAC, Tactical Air Command (TAC), and Military 

Airlift Command (MAC)), into two commands (Air Combat Command (ACC) and Air Mobility 

Command (AMC)), signified the completion of the transition of power from the bomber 

community to the fighter community. Moreover, the realignment “formalized a clear split in the 

USAF—between fighter pilots and everyone else.”13 ACC, the direct descendant of TAC and 

dominated by fighter pilots, became the premier Air Force command. SAC, the flagship 

command of the Air Force since its founding and home of bomber pilots, was deactivated, and its 

assets divided among ACC and AMC.14 The reorganization was both a consequence of the 

fighter pilot rise to power and a structural source of the perpetuation of fighter pilot elitism. 

Writes Colonel Jeffrey J. Smith: “This in-group versus out-group dynamic could not have been 

more prevalent, and it was within this context that the fighter community was given full authority 

over the organizational construct of the USAF.”15 

Fighter pilot ultra-elitism appears deeply entrenched and resistant to change. A 2019 

RAND study of Air Force culture found that “the dominance of fighter culture drives resource 

decisions, leadership positions, and the impression that outside entities have of the Air Force.”16 

Attempts to diversify leadership in the last decade or so produced some signal successes. But the 

goal to introduce a balance of specialties into the highest ranks remains, so far, unrealized. 

 
13 Jeffrey J. Smith, 2014, 108. 
14 William T. Y’Blood, “Metamorphosis: The Air Force Approaches the Next Century,” in Winged Shield, Winged 

Sword: A History of the United States Air Force, 1950-1997, 2 vols., ed. Bernard C. Nalty (Washington, DC: Air 

Force History and Museums Program, 1997), 2:549. 
15 Jeffrey J. Smith, 2014, 109. 
16 Natasha Lander, “The Air Force,” in Movement and Maneuver: Culture and the Competition for Influence Among 

the US Military Services, by S. Rebecca Zimmerman, Kimberly Jackson, Natasha Lander, Colin Roberts, Dan 

Madden, and Rebeca Orrie (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2019), 79. 
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Although frustrations do surface, and critiques of the “fighter mafia’s” control of the Air 

Force are far from taboo, what is prevalent, and perhaps more interesting, is not resistance to 

continued rule by the pilot elite, but acceptance of it.  

 

Structural Mechanisms which Preserve the Status Quo 

For much of its history, the Air Force conferred a “taken for granted” status to pilot 

elitism. That pilots should command flying units was even enshrined in law.17 As late as 2010, 

Air officers evinced a mentality of “this is the way it was, this is the way that it would always 

be.”18 As described above, the organization of the Air Force into major command arrangements 

beneficial to fighter pilots serves to perpetuate fighter pilot dominance in the senior leadership 

positions. Despite some informal expressions of discontent as part of this major reorganization 

that cemented the in-group/out-group dynamic, the split remains.19 ACC, the bastion of fighter 

pilots and a major organizational hub, continues to serve as an instrument for the promotion of 

fighter pilot careers.  

Formal practices in the USAF also work to preserve the dominance of fighter pilots. For 

example, the format of the all-important officer Performance Report, a periodic evaluation 

critical to an officer’s career progression, makes obvious if the officer in question is a pilot, and 

if so, from what aircraft community. Comparing the Air Force evaluation form to those of the 

other services, an Army officer concludes, “The Air Force fitness report, since it makes pilots 

 
17 Timothy B. Missler, “A Service in Transition: Forging an Integrated Institutional Identity for the United States Air 

Force,” (Thesis, USAF School of Advanced Air and Space Studies, 2010), 110. 
18 Missler, 2010, 120. 
19 On the infamous “brown paper” entitled “TAC-umcizing the Air Force: The Emerging Vision of the Future” see 

Jeffrey J. Smith, 2014, 108-109; Builder, 1994, 12-13. 
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and their aircraft easily identifiable to [promotion] boards, makes it easy to continue to 

discriminate promotions based on the Air Force class system.”20 

The format of the evaluation report is symptomatic of larger structural bias in the 

promotion system. The requirements for promotion guarantee that pilots hold an overwhelming 

advantage. Only pilots can command flying units, and operational command is the sine qua non 

of promotion to colonel and into the general ranks above. This longstanding structural roadblock 

for non-pilots prevents any redistribution of power, even if such an outcome were desired. In a 

thorough examination of the relationship between command opportunity and promotion in the 

Air Force, a Marine officer studying at the Air Force’s School of Advanced Air and Space 

Studies (SAASS) concludes, “After considering the disparity in numbers between the flying 

wings/groups and all others, it is apparent that pilots have a greater opportunity for command 

selection than their non-pilot brethren.”21 To put an even sharper point on the distinction between 

pilots and all others, pilots may also command non-pilot specialty units but not vice-versa.22 

The authors of the 2019 RAND study agree with the SAASS student’s analysis, noting, 

“The way the Air Force defines prime assignments illustrates its preference for the fighter 

community, as many of these opportunities pave the way to becoming a wing commander, a high 

distinction for an Air Force pilot.” Furthermore, the report continues, the Air Force’s tendency to 

identify, groom, and promote its star officers earlier than other services “seems to reinforce the 

prominence of fighters.”23 

 
20 Joyce P. DeMarco, “Service Culture Effects on Joint Operations: The Masks of War Unveiled,” (monograph, US 

Army School of Advanced Military Studies), 63 
21 Missler, 2010, 110. 
22 Missler, 2010, 110, 118-9. 
23 Lander, 2019, 91. 
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Fighter pilot promotion advantage, even among pilots, shows in the number of 3- and 4-

star generals with a fighter background, around 50%. Bomber, special operations, and mobility 

pilots take up most of the remaining 3- and 4- star billets.24 With only one exception, the top job 

of Air Force Chief of Staff has been consistently held by a fighter pilot since 1982. The current 

Air Force chief as of this writing is an F-16 pilot with multiple operational commands under his 

belt.25  

And yet there may not be much “push back” against the status quo, despite talk of the 

need for diversity of career background in senior leadership. Said a retired Air Force general, 

“Unless your chief gets fired, the likelihood of space or cyber becoming chief are low. They 

might not even want to. Not everyone can aspire to be Air Force Chief of Staff.”26 

Writes the Marine SAASS student, “Leadership opportunities and promotion above the 

O-6 level are seen to be much greater for those Airmen genetically blessed with the 20/20 

eyesight and hand-eye coordination needed to fly-fighters.”27 This editorializing comment wryly 

discounts any special leadership talent of pilots, reducing them to the good luck of perfect 

eyesight and hand-eye coordination.28 

Still, as clearly articulated in the “What It Takes” article quoted below, a strain of 

thinking in the Air Force persists that the skills, especially cognitive skills, required to be a 

competent pilot translate to leadership abilities. Such skills include quick and resolute decision-

making, and the ability to multitask, to remain unemotional and clearsighted in the face of stress, 

 
24 Missler, 2010, 114. 
10 See www.af.mil/About-Us/Biographies. The exception is General Norton A. Schwartz, a mobility and special 

operations pilot. He was likely appointed in a deliberate effort to bring in an outsider. See Ehrhard, 2009, 7; Mike 

Glenn, “Trump Nominates First Black Officer to be Air Force Chief of Staff,” Washington Times, March 2, 2020, 

accessed March 5, 2020, www.washingtontimes.com. 
26 Lander, 2019, 90, quoting unnamed flag-level retiree and RAND analyst. 
27 Missler, 2010, 106. 
28 Missler, 2010, 106, 118-9. 

http://www.af.mil/About-Us/Biographies
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and “to think in unconstrained ways.”29 Naturally, pilots tend to espouse this opinion, along with 

the view that pilots are the natural leaders of the service.30 

Consider the reaction to the recent assignment of a rated, but non-pilot, general officer to 

command Air Forces-Pacific (PACAF). Discussion immediately centered on the new 

commander’s non-pilot background, and assurance that there would be pilots surrounding her to 

provide needed expertise. Her appointment was couched in terms of a “diversity push.” In 

response to her appointment, an unnamed retired Air Force officer argues that to understand the 

full implications of sending pilots into combat, one must be a pilot: “It is because you make 

operational decisions that require the understanding of what you are going to ask pilots to 

execute in combat where the wrong decisions mean the difference between life and death….Now 

her vice commander and director of operations will be rated fighter pilots, but still she makes the 

decisions.”31 

At the change of command ceremony, the Air Force chief of staff spoke a few words on 

her behalf: "Gen. Lori Robinson is a phenomenal leader and a proven operator….She fully 

understands what it takes to be successful in this business and has all the tools to take this 

command to even higher levels of performance."32 Such affirming comments would hardly have 

been necessary had the new commander been a fighter pilot. Note the use of the term “operator” 

to reassure the audience of her combat expertise. 

 
29 Lander, 2019, 86-87, quoting unnamed Senior Executive Service member. 
30 Lander, 2019, 90; Jeffrey J. Smith, 2014, 177. 
31 Rowan Scarborough, “Highway to the Danger Zone? Obama Picks Non-pilot to Head Air Force in Pacific” 

Washington Times, July 17, 2014, accessed March 6, 2020, www.washingtontimes.com. 
32Headquarters Pacific Air Forces Public Affairs, “General Robinson takes Command of PACAF,” October 16, 

2014, accessed March 6, 2020, www.7af.pacaf.af.mil, italics are mine. The tone of official public affairs comments 

after General Robinson had successfully commanded PACAF and took command of Northern Command and North 

American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) changed from countering the notion that a non-pilot was 

selected because she was a woman, to just countering the notion that she was selected because she was a woman. 

http://www.7af.pacaf.af.mil/


 

109 
 

Another non-pilot commander adopted a tone of having to defend his recent appointment, 

and also reassures his audience that pilots will surround him through his tenure, providing expert 

advice: “I have a great team of pilots at all levels who will support me in any issues that I do not 

know about and need to review to make a decision.” He goes on to emphasize that his vice 

commander and subcommanders are all “rock solid F-15 fighter pilots and leaders.”33 

A final structural aspect that works to maintain pilot elitism is the Air Force’s primary 

area of practice. The Air Force centers on flying manned aircraft. The Air Force operates the 

preponderance of major air assets among the services. Flying is seen as the main activity of the 

Air Force, despite numerous other mission areas such as intelligence, air defense, and cyber. 

Because flying is the central activity, it naturally follows that pilots should play the primary 

leadership role. As a lieutenant colonel wrote in 1957, “The Air Force is a flying business. When 

the day comes that the Air Force is not primarily concerned with flying, then it may be ably led 

by non-pilots, but not before. For the present and years to come we must be led by pilots who are 

active flyers with up-to-date, personal knowledge of our primary business.”34 

 

Historic Foundations of Pilot Elitism 

The remembered history of the Air Force is to a large extent the history of Air Force 

pilots. This section traces historical roots of current pilot elitism in the Air Force. Historical 

events and societal context served to place pilots in an elite group from the Air Force’s inception. 

Furthermore, organizational memory reinforces pilot primacy in the present. 

 
33 Hope E. Tremblay, “New 104th Fighter Wing Commander Col. Peter Green is ‘Right Leader’ for the Future of the 

Westfield Air Base,” Masslive, June 17, 2018, accessed March 6, 2020, www.masslive.com. 
34 F. D. Henderson, “What’s the Lead Time?” Air Force Magazine, November 1957, 44. 



 

110 
 

The glamorization of pilots and flying began well before the invention of the aircraft.35 

Even prior to WWI, popular literature romanticized heroic pilots and their futuristic aircraft in 

what today would be called the “science fiction” genre. Serious authors, especially in the United 

States, linked the potential of aviation to human progress, prophesying a utopian age in which 

the air machine would make war so horrible as to be impossible. The belief that the conquest of 

the air would be revolutionary and usher a new age of human development naturally led to the 

idea that the men who would enact this revolution must be of a special breed. The fate of nations 

would lie in their hands. Writes historian Michael Paris: “Surely the man who controlled this 

wondrous machine must possess unique qualities, must indeed be a special kind of hero.”36 Thus, 

a cult of the pilot was born in the late 1800’s and flourished through the mid-20th century, the 

“Golden Age of Flight.” 

Reinforcing literary images, even the earliest, most rudimentary moving pictures 

succeeded in instilling striking visual images into the minds of the public. A new idol emerged, 

“the aviator as a special kind of man, daring, resourceful and master of a new technology.”37 

This image held such a grip on the public imagination that the earliest actual aviators would step 

into the iconic image pre-crafted for them in popular culture: “The air-hero that emerged in 

popular literature and film created a stereotypical image into which the real pioneers of aviation, 

when they emerged, were molded to fit. Even the unlikely figures of Orville and Wilbur Wright 

were raised to heroic status.”38 

 
35 Michael Paris, “The Rise of the Airmen: The Origins of Air Force Elitism, c. 1890-1918,” Journal of 

Contemporary History 28, no. 1 (January 1993): 123-41. 
36 Paris, 1993, 129. 
37 Paris, 1993, 129. 
38 Paris, 1993, 129. 
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The public rained adulation on pilots, seen as heroes not just for their courage in the air, 

but as restorers of ancient virtues many thought lost to modernity.39 These brave men had 

realized, in the name of humanity, the Promethean dream: “Through the miracle of flight, myth 

had been transformed into technological reality. Henceforth technology would take the pace of 

myth.”40 The air hero was a different kind of elite, a truly sanctioned elite, because of the public 

aspirations he embodied. He was elite not because of who he was or what he could achieve for 

himself, but because he would bring about a golden transformation of civilization.  

The heroic pilot image from this era forms the basis of the Air Force pilot identity and 

structural pilot elitism in the Air Force today. All that was needed to make it complete and 

unique was an aspect of warriorship. This came with World War I. Through the more specified 

phenomena of the Great War’s cult of the ace, with true stories of daring-do, the image of the 

elite pilot as warrior thrived in the minds of the public, military members, and no doubt in the 

minds of the pilots themselves. Now, the hero of heroes was not a sportsman or barnstormer, but 

a military pilot—a fighter pilot.41 

Those agitating for an independent Air Force played to and encouraged these popular 

sentiments through early public relations efforts. As historian John F. Shiner notes, “The 

combination of pioneer and publicist found in [William “Billy”] Mitchell was common among 

Air Service officers.”42 Others such as Henry “Hap” Arnold, James “Jimmy” Doolittle, and Carl 

A. Spaatz regularly participated in air races and aerial demonstrations, spreading the cult of the 

elite military pilot even as they enacted arguments for air service independence. Writes Shiner, 

 
39 Robert Wohl, “Republic of the Air,” Wilson Quarterly 17, no. 2 (Spring 1993): 110. 
40 Wohl, 1993,110. 
41 Robert Wohl, A Passion for Wings: Aviation and the Western Imagination, 1909-1918 (New Haven, CT: Yale 

University Press, 1994), 203, 244. 
42 John F. Shiner, “From Air Service to Air Corps: The Era of Billy Mitchell,” in Nalty, 1997, 1:91. 
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“Army airmen established numerous records for speed, altitude, distance and endurance 

sometimes advancing aeronautical science or the art of flying and always garnering favorable 

publicity for military aeronautics.”43 Considering that around about 5% of the Army’s pilots died 

every year in accidents in that era,44 no one could question their bravery.  

A deeply ingrained recurrent image from WWI, a war which marked the first use of 

aircraft in major combat and ensured the Army air forces would survive in one form or another, 

is that of a combat aircraft flying over the trenches. The imagery manifests in artwork, in formal 

documents such as Global Vigilance, Global Reach, Global Power for America,45 and numerous 

other allusions and depictions throughout the Air Force. In reference to this image, one general 

has proposed “Over Not Through” as a unifying Air Force motto.46 Writes another Air officer, 

“The Air Forces of the world arose out of Flanders Field. They provided the world something 

visible, something pure and good, to hold onto while the earth crumbed beneath them.”47 Even 

Air Force official doctrine recalls the WWI image: “The evolution of contemporary airpower 

stems from the Airman’s original vision of combat from a distance, bypassing the force-on-force 

clash of surface combat….Air Force assets can secure strategic outcomes at any time by 

overflying surface forces.”48 

 

 
43 Shiner, 1997, 1:87. 
44 Shiner, 1997, 1:83. 
45 US Air Force Headquarters, Air Staff, Global Vigilance, Global Reach Global Power for America: The World's 

Greatest Air Force—Powered by Airmen, Fueled by Innovation, April 2014, 3, 12, 

www.af.mil/Portals/1/images/airpower/GV_GR_GP_300DPI.pdf 
46 Thornhill, 2012.  
47 Mark T. Matthews, “A Search for Warriors: The Effects of Technology on the Air Force Ethos” (Thesis, USAF 

Air War College, 1997), 40. 
48 US Air Force Doctrine Volume 1: Basic Doctrine, Chapter 2: “Airpower,” section “Airpower,” and section “The 

Foundations of Airpower,” February 27, 2015. 
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Figure 4.2. US Army aircraft over the trenches in WWI. Source: US Air Force, Global 

Vigilance, Global Reach, Global Power for America, 3. 

 

 

As a metaphor, the image works on several different levels. It represents innovation, 

going around problems instead of dealing with them head-on. Efficiency and efficacy, too, are 

clear to see. The image shows the aircraft ascendant, literally, over the earth-bound soldiers, as 

aviation ascends institutionally and as the predominant warfighting mode. It contrasts the beauty 

and transcendence of flight with the gruesome and seemingly endless toil of ground war, at its 

worst in the WWI trench. Most elementally, it offers a vision of heaven and hell. But of course, 

the central figure of the image is the pilot himself, soaring over the carnage, above it all in every 

sense. Despite his avoidance of the killing grounds, the pilot is no shirker—he is just as brave 

and noble as those below, or more so. He is simply better. He is special. He is elite. 

The contrasts of the WWI experience left an indelible mark on the pilot psyche: “The 

elevated position of aviators in the sky encouraged, and perhaps even dictated, a spectatorial 

attitude toward the war on the ground. Foot soldiers fought and died by the thousands to advance 
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across territory that aviators overflew at will.”49 Can one doubt that such a juxtaposition 

engendered feelings of superiority and pilots’ strong identification as members of an elite group? 

The flyer-over-trenches metaphor constantly reifies these sentiments among pilots. As Generals 

Hap Arnold and Ira Eaker wrote, echoing this dominant image, “The airman looks down on the 

earth, he sees it in broader outline; he alone can know all the beauties of land and sea, for he 

alone has seen them.”50 General Carl A. “Tooey” Spaatz put it this way: “I guess we considered 

ourselves a different breed of cat right in the beginning. We flew through the air and the other 

people walked on the ground; it was as simple as that!”51 

 

The Right Stuff 

Air Force pilots, especially fighter pilots, are the crème de la crème of the organization; 

by nature and nature, they are superior human beings. In 1942, Generals Arnold and Eaker 

expressed the unique level of responsibility and difficulty the pilot faces compared with other 

types of warriors, and by necessity, his greater mental and physical capability: 

As his knowledge and vision is greater, so also are his responsibilities, the requirements 

of his profession….He has more duties to perform than any other fighter; they are more 

complicated and less normal to civil pursuits. His moments of combat are fiercer, there is 

less preparation, greater likelihood of surprise. The average air combat may last less than 

a minute but in that time more than ten thousand rounds of ammunition may have 

exploded from the blazing barrels of his multiple guns. In much less time than that he 

will have joined the combat he may have approached at five hundred miles per hour. He 

will have won or lost in seconds. The terrific pace and speed of air combat calls for a 

mental alertness and muscular reaction wholly foreign to all the other pursuits of man 

either military or nonmilitary.52 

 

 
49 Wohl, 1994, 241. 
50 H. H. Arnold and Ira Eaker, Army Flyer (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1942), 8. 
51 Quoted in Ronald R. Fogleman, “Aerospace Doctrine: More than Just a Theory,” Airpower Journal 10, no. 2 

(Summer 1996), 42. 
52 Arnold and Eaker, 1942, 8. 



 

115 
 

What makes a successful pilot is not exactly technical expertise, but some je ne sais quoi. 

Unsurprisingly, this is something the Air Force has for decades attempted to pinpoint. In an Air 

Force Research Lab study profiling desired psychological attributes of UAV pilots, the authors 

write of pilots in general: 

Military flying….is an extraordinary profession requiring a special set of traits and 

talents. It is perceived by many that those who desire to become military pilots 

possess high levels of courage, self-discipline, aggressiveness, self-confidence, and 

strong interest in high-risk activities. These traits are believed to accompany a 

superior level of intelligence, dexterity, coordination, and reflexes that are 

combined with a strong motivation to fly. This particular picture of a pilot has been 

portrayed in novels (e.g., The Right Stuff as well as films e.g., “The Right Stuff” 

and “Top Gun”) and is a common perception among military leadership and 

civilians.53 

 

Note that the psychologist authors reference both psychological studies and popular culture. For 

the authors, the argument for the superiority of pilots is justified both by scientific data and the 

beliefs of military leadership and of society at large. Attempting to further quantify pilot 

aptitudes, the study continues: 

A meta-analysis of military pilot selection literature over the past 20 years 

concluded that inherent cognitive aptitudes relevant to pilot performance included 

general intelligence, general verbal and quantitative abilities, dexterity, perceptual 

speed and information processing, reaction time, and visual spatial-abilities.54 

 

While this list seems reasonable enough for screening pilot candidates, whether or not an 

individual possesses “the right stuff” can only be tested in the cockpit. Flight school is where this 

assessment must take place.55 Hence flight school has taken on a prestige and mystique of its 

own; this is where the organization discovers who is of that “special breed.” 

 
53 US Air Force, USAF School of Aerospace Medicine, Important and Critical Psychological Attributes of USAF 

MQ-1 Predator and MQ-9 Reaper Pilots, According to Subject Matter Experts, by Wayne Chappelle, Kent 

McDonald, and Katharine McMillan. AFRL-SA-WP-TR-2011-0002, May 2011, 2. 
54 Chappelle, McDonald, and McMillan, 2011, 9. 
55 Previous academic achievement is one predictor of flight school success, likely due to the study skills required in 

both settings. There are required written tests that attempt to screen for inherent aviation talent. Also, at each 

commissioning source, the selection of pilots is competitive, ensuring that only the most successful new officers are 
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Successful flight students are the ones who “get it” quickly; flight schools cannot afford 

to give someone too many chances to get it right. This is one reason why military flight schools 

are generally considered to be so much more difficult that their civilian counterparts, where the 

students themselves pay for their own training and may take all the time they need (or can 

afford). Military flight schools have been extremely difficult since the beginning: 

Despite the scarcity of pilots in the 1920s, training was extremely rigorous. 

Because the Air Service had far more applicants for flying training than it had 

funds to accept, it maintained high entrance standards, taking only the best 

prospects. Even so only a few survived the ruthless screening during the course of 

instruction. Charles A. Lindbergh….recalled that of the 103 cadets who entered the 

training with him, only 17 graduated from the advanced course.56 

 

The phrase “few survived” has a (perhaps intended) double-meaning here. Flight school 

was not only extremely difficult, but exceedingly dangerous and many students died in accidents. 

Improved equipment, standardized training, and stringent safety and maintenance procedures 

would gradually reduce the number of accidents through the years. However, even to the present 

day, fatal accidents, resulting in death of both instructors and students, are a sad reality of flight 

training. 

The historical description of flight school above also highlights the exceptionally 

competitive nature of admittance to flight school. To the present, would-be flight students must 

compete with others in their commissioning source, and pass various written, physical, and 

medical tests just to get in. These non-flying tests continue throughout the flight school 

process.57 Of course, the flight school curriculum itself, in which virtually every flight is graded, 

 
admitted to flight schools. Hence, the commissioning source acts as a kind of screen as well. The Air Force has 

made efforts to prescreen would-be aviators in less-expensive flying environments, such as through the Air Force 

Academy cadet flying curriculum. 
56 Shiner, 1997, 81. 
57 Examples of non-flying tests might include anthropometric measurements to assess a student’s body dimensions 

for cockpit suitability, a semi-annual physical fitness test, and a test of sustained endurance of gravitational forces 

(g-forces). Some medical conditions discovered during flight training, such as color-blindness or continual air 

sickness, may also be disqualifying. 
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whittles away at student numbers, until only a few are left to receive their wings. Those for 

whom the curriculum proves too difficult may find their way to other non-flying specialties. But 

the flow is one way; those who fail at other specialty schools never get to attempt flight school. 

As both a rite of passage and socialization process, completion of flight school confers 

full status as a pilot and membership into the elite, marked with the bestowal of the silver wings 

emblem.58 Write Arnold and Eaker of the symbology of the coveted wings: 

The silver wings which he wears on his chest are symbols which indicate this careful 

selection [for soundness of mind and body], which proclaim the successful completion of 

training more intense and rigorous than that of any other artisan in combat. They say to 

the world, “here is a man, his government has found him after careful search and the 

examination of hundreds of his fellows; his nation has spent thousands of dollars on his 

specialized training; it pronounces him qualified to participate in the severest combat role 

in his nation’s defenses.59 

 

Adulation of fighter pilots expresses a broad institutional pride often under-recognized, 

and certainly contributes to pilot elitism and prestige. A recent Air Force Magazine article 

entitled “What It Takes” expresses the organization’s admiration for the abilities of fighter pilots 

especially, noting that “fighter pilots score in the 90th-94th percentile for IQ in the general 

population, landing them in a superior range of functioning.” Says an aerospace medicine expert, 

“It’s pretty impressive the folks…our country has been able to put out.” Fighter pilots must be 

uncommonly fine physical specimens as well, able to overcome gravitational pull on the body’s 

blood from the brain and to fight off hypoxia, all while multitasking: “It feels like you’re trying 

to solve math problems while doing a CrossFit exercise,” quips an F-16 pilot. The pilots 

interviewed for the article are not shy to elaborate on the complexities of their tasking—and by 

implication their abilities: “You want to be on that razor’s edge of 99 percent perfect every time 

 
58 The difficulty of flight school is highlighted by the contrast with many other areas of warfare in which combat 

experience or at least operational experience marks the essential rite of passage. 
59 Arnold and Eaker, 1942, 9. 



 

118 
 

you go [on a flight], because it means life or death for you or somebody close to you….That’s 

the cost of doing business. That’s what it takes.”60  

The article’s author also points out that the security of the United States is on the line, 

motivating pilots to do their best every day. Clearly, the stakes are very high, justifying the 

expensive training fighter pilots receive, and, more broadly, fighter pilot prestige and dominance 

in the USAF. Overall, the article, as an artifact, reflects organizational celebration of the 

superiority of fighter pilots, and voices a slew of justifications for their elite status. 

Pilots, aside from possessing straight-forwardly high cognitive capabilities, are also 

thought to be exceptionally capable of “air-mindedness,” a unique perspective and understanding 

of air warfare. (See Chapter 9: “The Excellent/The Elite.”) The young pilot shows potential for 

air-mindedness in the completion of flight school, as basic “air sense” and talent for flying are 

thought to be prerequisite for the higher-order understandings that the term air-mindedness 

connotes. Some wish to extend the term to non-flyers, but it is clear that pilots are presumed to 

be most naturally capable of air-mindedness, due to their first-hand knowledge of flying and air 

combat. 

In the founding years of the Air Force, to be air-minded was to be imaginative enough, 

astute enough, and radical enough to realize the unlimited potential of aviation and its massive 

effect on warfare, or as famous aviator and inventor Alexander P. de Seversky put it, to possess 

an “emancipated” mind.61 Even today, pilots and other observers equate air-mindedness with 

creativity, progressive thinking, and a “broader sense of consciousness.”62 As a comparative 

advantage over the other services, Air Force pilots bring air-mindedness to the joint warfare 

 
60 Elise Steinberger, “What It Takes,” Air Force Magazine, February 1, 2016, 52-53. 
61 Alexander P. de Seversky, Victory through Air Power (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1942), 220. 
62 Jason M. Trew, “Rescuing Icarus: The Problems and Possibilities of Air-Mindedness,” Air & Space Power 

Journal (Summer 2019): 51. 
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table, being uniquely imbued with it (so it is believed) among their flying Army and Naval 

comrades. 

In general, the status of navigator remains a distant second to that of pilot.63 But 

navigators do complicate the prestige pecking order. One’s proximity to the flight controls 

reflects in organizational standing.64 The pilot, tasked with physical maneuvering of the aircraft 

flight control surfaces, constitutes the locus of control and decision-making in flight. Status 

decreases the farther one is from the flight controls. A tactical navigator in an F-15 Strike Eagle 

bears many co-pilot responsibilities, requiring intimate knowledge of flying procedures, and thus 

ranks in the informal prestige hierarchy above, say, an E-8 air battle manager, who rides 

separated from the cockpit by distance as well as function. A tactical navigator and a cargo pilot 

(for example) may disagree about their relative positions in the pecking order because the 

navigator directly participates in combat while the cargo pilot provides support. 

 

The Deep Identification of Pilots 

We can beat any man in any land 

In any game he can name 

For any amount he can count. 

—Vietnam War era fighter squadron motto65 

 

The identity of “Air Force pilot” is likely the most consistently salient identity of those 

who claim it. Considering that many pilots aspired to fly early in life, the length and difficulty of 

the pilot acquisition processes, and the almost total life effort required to graduate flight school, 

 
63 See Builder, 1989, 26. 
64 In contrast, Naval Flight Officers, analogous to navigators, are generally considered on par with Navy pilots for 

operational roles such as mission commander, and selection for squadron command and higher. See Builder, 1994, 

227 for an illustration of this contrast. Naval Flight Officers routinely command squadrons and have commanded air 

wings, aircraft carriers, battlegroups, and even numbered fleets. 
65 Quoted in Andrews, 2011, 40, see also 53. 
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this comes as no surprise. Perhaps a commitment to assume this identity almost completely is 

necessary to overcome the many hurdles on route to the silver wings.  

By contrast, Naval pilots tend to self-identify as Naval officers first, and pilot second.66 

No doubt the power structure of the Air Force, unlike that of the Navy, reinforces the salience of 

the pilot identity in individuals. Belonging to the principal in-group, the elite, of the organization 

which demands so much of one’s life, both enhances esteem and justifies the many sacrifices. In 

turn, the singular strength of the “pilot” identity among those who fly helps explain why so much 

of pilot culture has become the organization’s general culture. 

To a great extent, to be an Air Force pilot is a whole life commitment. Attests one USAF 

officer, “It takes a decade or more to master a modern aircraft....Preparation to plan and conduct 

air operations is a lifetime commitment...”67 Especially in an operational squadron, the pilot’s 

experience is a total one, with few analogs in civilian or even military life. Thus, pilots tend to 

flock together, bonded by their shared unique experience and intensity of daily effort. They have 

no time and perhaps no inclination to fully integrate into the life outside the air base. On 

deployment, this separation is virtually absolute. 

The totality and separateness of the pilot’s existence has pertained since the days of the 

WWI ace, and it is no doubt true that pilots, as they did then, still relate better to foreign pilots 

than to many of their own countrymen.68 Fighter pilots also seek to connect with fighter pilots of 

previous eras, taking on their romanticized identities through symbolic squadron and aircraft 

 
66 Post-war Naval aviators sought to elevate Naval aviation as a means of securing the Navy’s institutional position. 

See Vincent Davis, Post-War Defense Policy and the US Navy, 1943-1946 (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 1966), 45, 120. The same has been said of Army officers, see Art Pine, “Air Force Critics Seek to 

Clip Wings of an Elitist Culture,” Los Angeles Times, October 8, 1994, http://articles.latimes.com. 
67 Charles M. Westenhoff, “Why We Need an Air Force,” Joint Force Quarterly, Autumn/Winter 1994-1995, 66. 
68 See Wohl, 1994, 240. 
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nicknames.69 Modern day pilots surely wish to carry on historic legacies, but consider also that 

the pilots from days of yore are some of the few people that today’s pilots can relate to and 

model. Colonel William “Billy” Mitchell’s 1925 observation holds true today: 

Few people outside the air fraternity itself know or understand the dangers that these men 

face, the lives that they lead and how they actually act when in the air, how they find their 

way across the continent with unerring exactness—over mountains, forests, rivers and 

deserts; what they actually do in improving the science and art of flying and how they 

feel when engaged in combat with enemy aircraft. No one can explain these things except 

the airmen themselves.70 

 

To be elite is to be isolated as well as to be mysterious to outsiders. Such separation and 

inability to relate to others works to reinforce the ingroup/outgroup dynamic, and broadens it to 

society. For a pilot, there are few competing identities. 

 

Warriorship and Organizational Esteem 

Naturally, keeping the current order serves those in power now. The 2019 RAND study 

suggests that “fighters arguably believe they deserve the preponderance of resources because of 

their place at the tip of the service’s spear.”71 It appears that others in the organization believe 

this as well. As the post-Vietnam transition from bomber to fighter pilot dominance shows, Air 

Force leadership historically derives from those communities perceived by the organization to be 

most relevant to warfighting; the warriors should lead the service. (Any non-pilot claim to 

warriorship is met with skepticism.) 

The elite echelon of pilots creates, promulgates, and personifies overarching culture for 

the organization. But there is another aspect of culture creation: Air Force practices, in the main, 

 
69 Andrews, 2011, 53; Curtis Peebles, Dark Eagles: A History of Top Secret US Aircraft, rev. ed. (New York: 

Ballantine Books, 1995), 179. 
70 William Mitchell, Winged Defense: The Development and Possibilities of Modern Air Power—Economic and 

Military (1925; repr., Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2009), xii. 
71 Lander, 2019, 81. 
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are based on flying, the primary combat activity. In other services the modes of combat are more 

diverse, and incorporate a greater portion of personnel. In a candid assessment of Air Force 

culture, one Air Force lieutenant colonel writes: 

A key difference between the Air Force and the other services consists of the number of 

people in these major subcultures. Almost all Marines and a large percentage of 

individuals in the Army and Navy belong to one of their “warfighting” subcultures; 

however, less than four percent of individuals in the Air Force belong to the pilot 

subculture. Since the majority of individuals are excluded from the “warrior” class, they 

seek fulfillment in their occupational subcultures: maintenance, civil engineering, 

communications, space systems operations, and so forth.72 

 

This observation alludes to the surprising truth that non-pilots largely accept pilot elitism, 

acknowledging that they, as supporting players and non-warriors, cannot participate directly in 

combat. Non-flyers instead focus on achievement their own specialties. 

Due to a paucity of warriors in the Air Force, the organization as a whole places a high 

value on these few pilots, especially combat pilots. There is no other subgroup which performs 

the warrior function, which must entail direct risk of life and willingness to kill the enemy, 

colloquially known as the being on “tip of the spear.” Without pilots, the Air Force might not be 

a military entity. The value the organization places on these prize members helps explain why 

pilot elitism is accepted and tolerated by the rest of the organization. These “most valuable 

players,” are naturally accorded the attendant prestige as sole carriers of the warriorship mantle. 

An oft repeated prosaism says that in other services, the officers send the enlisted to fight, 

but in the Air Force, the enlisted remain back while the officers go off to fight. While somewhat 

simplistic, this common sentiment reflects the unequal distribution of endangerment among Air 

Force members. With a few exceptions, it is pilots who assume both the dangers of combat and 

the unique risks associated with flight itself. Even in a warzone, forward air bases tend to be 

 
72 Lynne E. Vermillion, “Understanding Air Force Culture,” (thesis, USAF Air War College, 1996), 51. 
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relatively safe. This also contributes to general acceptance of pilot elitism; pilots earn the right to 

lead the service by taking on the greatest risks to life and limb, and by doing so daily. Air Force 

Colonel Jeffrey Donnithorne, himself an aviator, describes these risks vividly: 

An airman in flight inhabits a precarious space, vulnerable to threats seen and unseen, 

natural and manmade, and his occupation thereof is inherently temporary. These 

dynamics give airmen both an appreciation for and a profound dependence on their 

machines. They develop a mindset for emergency preparedness, shaped by the 

vulnerability of speeding 500 miles per hour, five miles above the earth, precariously 

perched in front of 10,000 gallons of jet fuel steadily exploding in the engine bays behind 

them.73 

 

Understanding the asymmetry in combat and flight risk exposure makes it possible to 

understand why pilots, especially fighter pilots, are the Air Force’s vessels of warrior ethos, and 

sole embodiment of associated warrior mythologies. Warriors create and perpetuate culture in 

any military and are the only ones who participate fully in it.74 This extends to OI. Pilots 

disproportionately influence OI construction and embody the OI most fully. Public rhetoric 

extoling teamwork notwithstanding, pilots are “technical experts at a task to which non-pilots 

have nothing to contribute.”75 As Mastroianni points out, pilots are unique in their full 

participation in the Air Force culture. It follows that pilots dominate the creation of that 

culture—and OI—as well. 

The elevation of the warriors in a military organization is both understandable and 

unexceptional. It is, in fact, central to the Western approach to war in the modern era, as well as 

the larger society’s system of meaning and belief. The roots of pilot elitism, seen as the elevation 

of warriors, run deep in Western military cultural traditions: 

 
73 Donnithorne, 2018, 121. When Donnithorne says “airman” he really means “pilot,” or at least “aircrew.” 
74 Mastroianni, 2005/2006, 80. Special Operations Forces (SOF) and Individual Augmentees (IA) provide 

counterexamples. The SOF subgroup is small, and although elite, exerts little influence on the service OI. IAs, who 

come from specialties across the service, may be having some impact. But as the force drawdown from Afghanistan 

and Iraq reduces the requirement for IA tours, the dwindling number of IAs is unlikely to sustain any change. 
75 Mastroianni, 2005/2006, 80. As a (Marine) pilot once explained to me, “There is a sense that I could always do 

what you do, but you could never do what I do.” 
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The knightly heroic traditions emphasize bravery in combat and loyalty to one’s 

comrades and liege. They retain power today, as shown in the symbols used in 

advertisements for military recruiting and, more importantly, in the high prestige 

accorded those who have faced combat….Preparing for and facing battle remains the 

central commitment. It is a shared commitment that presumes personal willingness to kill 

and accepts the risk of being killed….This commitment underlies the professional 

soldier’s corporate identity, as the pursuit of truth underlies the corporate identity of 

scholars.76 

 

Without pilots, the Air Force has no warrior identity. Some members do understand that 

devaluation of the pilot community in attempts to unify the service’s subgroups and encourage 

cohesion could be harmful for the Air Force, undermining its very essence as a military 

organization. Attempts to distribute leadership roles or downplay fighter culture are often met 

with concern and resistance from within. Writes one Air officer concerned with the institutional 

effects of the increasing distance and safety afforded by technologies: 

From Gilgamesh to the young F-15 Lieutenant, little has changed. The opportunity to 

prove yourself superior to an adversary at the closest possible range….is the highest 

measure of honor. It is this honor that spurs the warrior to the greatest sacrifice in 

combat, for the warrior would rather die than live without honor….The emotions tied to 

the warrior-hero are fundamental to man, and in large part define what he is. In all 

cultures, whether Greek, Chinese or Inca, the lone warrior is admired.77 

 

Another Air officer argues that to depreciate fighter culture would lead to mediocracy. He 

writes, 

I’ve lived in the fighter pilot community for the past 11 years…. Fighter pilot culture is 

underpinned by a genuine belief that no problem is unsolvable and no solution is good 

enough. Prepare for what’s possible, train to the probable, and debrief to perfection. 

The mission is demanding, dangerous and uncompromising. Today’s fighter pilot 

has to be well-versed in upwards of 4,000 pages of aircraft technical details, threat 

information, tactics and procedures. And they must be able to recall it all at a moment’s 

notice. The cognitive demands to operate at this level are high, compounded by an ever-

changing threat environment. Fighter pilots are proud of a winning streak that dates to 

April 15, 1953, the last time a US ground troop was killed by an aerial attack.78 

 
76 James Burk, “Military Culture,” in Encyclopedia of Violence, Peace, and Conflict, 2nd ed., ed. Lester R. Kurtz, 

(San Diego, CA: Academic Press, 2008), Elsevier eBook, np. 
77 Matthews, 1997, 24. 
78 Mike Benitez, “Air Force Culture in Crisis, Part III: Dear Boss, It’s All About the Culture,” War on the Rocks 

(website), March 15, 2018, accessed March 16, 2018, https://warontherocks.com. 
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This major argues for the immense value of pilots, and in addition to this borderline deification 

of them, points to the enormous investment of service resources that go into their training. To 

promote non-pilots and to require pilots to garner non-flying experience reveal the organization’s 

“misplaced priorities.”79 

Not everyone in the organization can seriously take on the identity of warrior. Warriors 

must be ready to kill or be killed, so to expand the title “warrior” to those in an office building 

far from the combat zone is to render the term meaningless, even ridiculous. The Air Force 

knows this. One organizational coping technique is to extend the term “operator” to those who 

participate in combat without going in harm’s way.80 Yet warriors are a requirement for any 

military to be regarded as such, both internally and externally. Warriors embody the purpose, and 

more, the honor, of a military organization. Warriors, the source of “gallantry, chivalry, integrity 

and glory” so important to both the individual and his unit, and indeed, to society at large, are 

necessary to sustain the organization’s self-esteem.81  

If pilots are the most prestigious, members of support specialties represent the other end 

of the spectrum, the least prestigious. Indeed, Jeffrey J. Smith’s survey found broad agreement 

among officers that “support functions” fall at the bottom of the service’s prestige hierarchy.82 

As many students of military culture have found, militaries tend to privilege combat functions 

over support functions. The dominance of pilots in the Air Force shows how this more general 

propensity plays out in a specific service. 

 
79 Benitez, 2018. 
80 See Matthews, 1997, 5, 39. 
81 Matthews, 1997, 25, 41-42. 
82 Jeffrey J. Smith, 2014, 181. 
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For the Air Force’s non-flyers, technical and moral competence define the ideal subgroup 

identity. However, support of those who fight is a point of pride and connection to the “central 

commitment.” Proximity to the warriors, such as in maintaining aircraft, also provides a source 

of prestige and pride. Simply put, the closer to the pilots, the better.  

In recent years, pilots and others have expressed fear that support capabilities will replace 

flying as the principal activity of the service. If such a shift were to occur, the warrior ethos and 

mythology of the pilot might be usurped by those in various specialties, or worse, disappear 

altogether. The entire service would be seen as a supporting force. Without warriors on the tip of 

the spear, there is only a shaft. Knowing this, Air Force leadership elevates pilots, especially 

fighter pilots, for external and internal audiences: “Part of the Air Force’s strategy to establish 

itself as a warfighting service rather than a support service is its cultural emphasis on its fighter 

pilots.”83 

As a service often accused of being more like a corporation than a military branch, the 

Air Force greatly needs its pilots to demonstrate otherwise, both to itself and to others. In the 

context of competition with other services, for both talent and reputation broadly, the Air Force 

“routinely highlights” fighter pilots, because these are the warfighters the Air Force can point to, 

showing something “on par with the flagship warfighters of the other services.”84 The 

organization writ large garners the esteem afforded its elite warriors, the fighter pilots. 

 

 
83 Lander, 2019, 83. 
84 Lander, 2019, 87. 
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Chapter 5 

Technologists (Master Referent) 

 

The Technologist OI referent predominates in the OI content. Aspects of the 

Technologist run through every other OI referent, inspiring the concept of “master referent.” 

Technology is a central and enduring aspect of Air Force operations, but is also a broad cultural 

setting, or milieu, for the Air Force. The Air Force’s relationship with technology is distinct from 

that of the other services in both in character and degree of intensity. The organization’s identity 

regarding technology is a recurring topic of the Air Force’s own organizational discourse. The 

Air Force, self-aware regarding its unique relationship with technology, seeks to define, assess, 

and explain it to internal and external audiences. The Air Force optimistically, yet pragmatically, 

looks to technology for solutions. While the Air Force may obsess about technology, that 

obsession stems from an understanding of the competitive nature of military technology and the 

danger it presents in enemy hands. The Air Force feels duty bound to lead and control 

development of military technology, both in the US and globally.  

This chapter introduces the Technologist in an essentialized portrait, and then embarks on 

a selective history to examine some historical antecedents which shape what is CED in the Air 

Force’s Technologist OI referent.  

 

The Technologist: Central, Enduring and Distinct 

The theme of technology can be found in virtually every discussion of the Air Force’s 

history, culture, and identity. Carl Builder’s oft-quoted description of the Air Force’s relationship 

to technology captures how central, enduring and distinctive technology is for the Air Force: 
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“The Air Force could be said to worship at the altar of technology. The airplane was the 

instrument that gave birth to independent air forces; the airplane has, from its inception, been an 

expression of the miracles of technology.”1 

Many students of the Air Force as an organization reference Builder and overwhelmingly 

agree on the centrality of technology in the Air Force. One Air Force officer-scholar, Timothy J. 

Cathcart, even goes as far as to say that the Air Force is a technology-worshipping religion, 

beyond the metaphorical sense.2 Technology is deeply implicated in the justification for an 

independent Air Force and advances in technology, it is thought, ensure the survival of the Air 

Force.3 The Air Force positions itself as the agency best able to adopt and operationalize high-

technology—the US’s military technological vanguard. 

The airplane epitomizes technology for the Air Force, embodying all the wonder, 

possibility, and power of technological progress. Airplanes attract not just would-be aviators, but 

those who maintain, design, and develop them. In this sense, identification as Technologists and 

Aviation Fanatics are mutually reinforcing (see Chapter 8).  

 While the Air Force’s fascination with military technology generally and airplanes 

specifically complement and overlap each other, technology is more of a setting for the Air Force 

than a focus. The Air Force operates in a technological cultural milieu, broader than any one 

technology. The airplane is the primary feature of that milieu. Although the airplane is the most 

emblematic and beloved machine in the Air Force, the belief in the promise of technology has 

evolved and extended to encompass new technologies, such as those of the cyber realm. The 

 
1 Builder, 1989, 19. 
2 Timothy J. Cathcart, “Touching the Face of God: Religion, Technology, and the United States Air Force,” (PhD 

diss., Virginia Polytechnic Institute, 2008), 9, 73. 
3 Builder, 1989, 19; Perry McCoy Smith, The Air Force Plans for Peace, 1943-1945 (1970; repr., Washington, DC: 

Ross & Perry, 2002), chaps. 2 and 3. 
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growth of well-defined subgroups and sub-organizations, each centered on specific technologies, 

characterizes the Air Force structure (see Chapter 3). 

The Air Force believes itself uniquely capable among the services of harnessing 

technological advances for the nation’s good. In his Air Force culture “apologetic,” Major 

General Charles J. Dunlap, Jr. hints at the interrelatedness of advanced technology, its 

operational impact, and a unique identity which promotes self-esteem: 

Scarcely anyone disputes the supremacy that U.S. airpower now enjoys in the dimensions 

in which it operates. To achieve that dominance, the Air Force is vastly more technology-

dependent than the other services need to be, and that fact greatly influences Air Force 

culture and thinking….The sheer sophistication of the technology counts a lot, perhaps 

even as much as the skill of the Airman wielding it…. 

….Historical models are of limited value in an Airman’s mind because the nature 

of the air weapon gives him a keen appreciation of how quickly technological change can 

alter the warfighting equation.4 

 

Dunlap’s words point not only to unique role technology plays in the organization, but also the 

Air Force belief that technological advantage, subject to abrupt change, is the primary 

determinant of military victory. 

Technology is at the heart of airpower in a triumphal sense, enabling the fulfillment of 

airpower’s promise. Air Force officer and scholar Colonel Dennis M. Drew writes of the 

inexorable force of technology to overcome the many obstacles blocking the realization of 

airpower’s promise: “Sometimes slowly, sometimes with mind-boggling speed, but always with 

predictable persistence, technology overcame the limitations, peeled away many of the problems, 

and left air power with its prophetic revolutionary essence.”5 Thus, technology was the source of 

solvency for its own problems, such as aerodynamics and power plant design, and those 

presented by nature, namely poor weather and the dark of night. 

 
4 Dunlap, 2007, 127. 
5 Dennis M. Drew, “Desert Storm as a Symbol: Implications of the Air War in the Desert,” Airpower Journal 6, no.3 

(Fall 1992): 6. 
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Internal publications inculcate this perspective as sensemaking activity. In Colonel 

Phillip S. Meilinger’s widely dispersed 10 Propositions Regarding Air Power, Proposition #9 

states: “Technology and air power are integrally and synergistically related.” The pocket-sized 

airpower primer goes on to explain: 

Air power is the result of technology. Man has been able to fight with his hands or simple 

implements and sail on water using wind or muscle power for millennia, but flight 

required advanced technology. As a consequence of this immutable fact, air power has 

enjoyed a synergistic relationship with technology not common to surface forces, and this 

is part of the airman’s culture. Air power depends upon the most advanced developments 

in aerodynamics, electronics, metallurgy, and computer technology.6 

 

These officers’ words capture much of how the Air Force thinks about the relationship of 

technology and airpower. The miracle of flight is one of technology. Technology is fundamental, 

central, ubiquitous. It is part of the Airman’s way of thinking. He operates in concert with it to 

defeat the enemy. Airpower is the result of technology and thus depends on technology’s 

continuing fruits. Comparisons with surface forces illustrate how Air Force members see their 

own “synergistic” relationship with technology as distinct. The other services, semi-Luddites, 

fight with hands, simple instruments, muscle power, or even the wind.  

The Air Force’s view of technology fits within the larger role that technology, and faith 

in technology, has played in the United States’ history, culture, and national security strategy. 

Broadly, American society, military and civilian, ascribes to the inherent goodness of 

technology. Thomas G. Manken points out the military role of technology: “Reliance on 

advanced technology has been a central pillar of the American way of war, a least since World 

War II. No nation in recent history has placed greater emphasis upon the role of technology in 

planning and waging war than the United States.”7 

 
6 Phillip S. Meilinger, 10 Propositions Regarding Air Power (Washington DC: Air Force History and Museums 

Program, 1995), 57. 
7 Mahnken, 2008, 5. 
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A key distinguishing aspect of the Air Force’s relationship with technology, one that 

elevates the relationship to the level of what some call technological zealousness (Worden’s 

term)8 or even technological fanaticism (Sherry’s term),9 is that the Air Force sees itself as the 

vanguard and guardian of military technology and its development. The Air Force sees its role as 

technological scene setter and pace setter for the other services and the nation, with the duty of 

ensuring that America keeps its defensive technological edge. 

The Air Force’s conceptualization of technology, and self-identification vis-à-vis 

technology, are clearly distinct from that of its sister services in other ways as well. Some may 

argue that the US Navy is just as technologically reliant and savvy as the US Air Force. Like the 

Air Force, the Navy relies on technology in order to operate in its primary domain. But the 

difference between these two services lies in the meaning given to technology, and how it relates 

to their respective organizational identities. The Navy considers technology to be important, but 

not fundamental or aspirational. The Navy values technical knowhow, but values traditional 

solutions as well. The value placed on the human element reflects in the deep authorities invested 

in a ship’s captain, enacting the foremost ideal and principle of Command at Sea. 

The Marine Corps and Army grow daily more technologically equipped, but continue to 

emphasize the human element, central to their OIs. For these two services, technology’s role is to 

support the servicemember, and therefore they conceptualize technology primarily in reference 

to them.10  

Although technophiliac, the Air Force’s fervor toward technology is not due to blind 

love. In the Air Force view, technology is the medium of a life and death competition, the stakes 

 
8 See Worden, 1998, 127n18.  
9 See Michael S. Sherry, The Rise of American Airpower: The Creation of Armageddon (New Haven, CT: Yale 

University Press, 1987), xi. 
10 See Mahnken, 2008, 7-9; Builder, 1989, chap. 2.  
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of which could not be higher: national survival, and even humankind’s survival in the nuclear 

age. Technology exists in a state of continuous advance. Thus, it is up to the Air Force to manage 

and control technology, and to keep ahead of adversaries who would use technology against the 

United States. Technology may be “mindless,” in a strict sense, but its development is driven by 

the human motivations of friend or foe, for good or for evil. As Air Force General Hoyt S. 

Vandenberg testified before Congress in 1947, “Air power is a power for peace in the uncertain 

world of today—if air supremacy rests in the right hands.”11 

For the Air Force, technology is not so much an altar of worship, but an unpredictable 

saga. The US’s technological advantage cannot be taken for granted; it could be usurped at any 

time by technological surprise. That surprise will manifest itself in an operational setting, so the 

Air Force strives to anticipate technological contingencies as well as the character of future 

conflict. 

 

A Selective and Remembered History of the Air Force and Technology 

 

The Roots of the Air Force-Industrial-Academic complex 

At the introduction of airpower to warfare, it was clear that the advent of the aircraft 

harkened a change in the pace of technological development. As Thomas L. McNaugher writes, 

“Nothing in the leisurely pace of technological change in the nineteenth century prepared 

military organizations for the dizzying speed with which aircraft technologies turned over.”12 

Perpetual advances in aeronautics greatly complicated manufacturing: “Freezing an airplane 

 
11 Futrell, 1989, 1:443, italics are mine. 
12 McNaugher, 1989, 18. 
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design was like trying to freeze a moonbeam. By the time a new plane was delivered to the Air 

Corps somebody was planning to change it.”13  

The US Army air division had already lost pace as early as WWI, which US Army 

aviators closely observed prior to the United States’ late entry into the conflict.14 During this 

time, tactical aircraft models were considered obsolete after two or three years, and in some 

cases, the useful life of a particular design was measured in months.15 When the US finally 

entered the fight against Germany, the aircraft of the US Army were already a generation or two 

behind those of the European Allies, and virtually all recent innovation in aircraft design had 

originated in Europe.16 Furthermore, the war demonstrated how aeronautical advances could 

immediately affect tactical and operational conditions on the battlefront. Historian Bernard 

Brodie describes how, “a single advance in fighter performance could bring one side or the other 

virtual domination of the skies.”17  

Aircraft were a unique technology in yet another way: they could not be mass produced. 

Already a system of systems, aircraft production had been a cottage industry prior to WWI (and 

would largely continue as such through the interwar years) and no two aircraft were exactly the 

same. Their construction required multiple types of specialists, painstaking craftsmanship, and 

diverse materials. The across-the-board failure of American industry to mobilize for WWI 

prompted the War Department to establish the Army Industrial College in 1924. Henry H. “Hap” 

Arnold, future General and Chief of the Air Corps, was a member of its founding class.18 The 

 
13 Geoffrey Perret, Winged Victory: The Army Air Forces in World War II (New York: Random House, 1993), 39. 
14 Daniel R. Mortenson, “The Air Service in the Great War,” in Nalty, 1997, 1:41-43. Aviation enthusiasts were 

among the earliest American entrants; some 38,000 volunteers, lured by the opportunity to fly, sought to join British 

and French squadrons, Mortenson, 1:51-52, 56. 
15 McNaugher, 1989, 19. 
16 Mortenson, 1997, 1:38. 
17 Bernard Brodie, Strategy in the Missile Age (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1959), 80. 
18 Perret, 1993, 17-20, 38-44. 
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WWI industrial mobilization failure also underscored the Army arsenal system’s inability to 

successfully procure aircraft; these bureaucracies were simply not set up to handle such rapid 

technological change and fluidity of requirements.19 

The US aircraft industry (including both airframe and engine firms) proved more 

responsive to innovation than the arsenal system, demonstrated by the quick development of the 

Liberty engine for the British De Havilland-4 (one of the only notable American contributions to 

Allied aeronautical development efforts).20 Under one roof, namely the production line, 

companies combined research, development and production functions. Designers were 

physically near the manufacturing processes, and could readily incorporate new technology, or 

respond to technical problems immediately.21 

The military and aircraft industry already enjoyed strong ties. Military and industry were 

both present at the birth of aviation itself. The Wright Brothers’ first customer was the US Army, 

which awarded the Wrights $30,000 for one airplane and associated pilot training in 1909. The 

Wrights trained the first Army aviators themselves. Glenn Curtiss soon opened a competing 

flight school and invited perspective military pilots.22 

And so, in the early days of aviation, there came to be one enterprise with two areas of 

emphasis: military and civilian. The military’s relationship with industry flourished as the 

technology advanced, and industry proved an irreplaceable source of technical innovation. The 

development of aircraft for commercial and military uses went hand-in-hand; advancements in 

one accrued to the other. Many military pilots also worked for the fledgling industry at times, 

 
19 McNaugher, 1989, 20-22. 
20 Perret, 1993, 18. 
21 McNaugher, 189, 23. 
22 Alfred F. Hurley and William C. Heimdahl, “The Roots of US Military Aviation,” in Nalty, 1997, 1:14-20. Henry 

H. “Hap” Arnold trained at the Wright brothers’ flight school in 1911.  



 

135 
 

even performing flight tests for private firms while in still uniform; there was essentially a 

“revolving door” between the military and private companies.23 

Army aviators also sought assistance from civilian scientists and engineers in academia. 

Prior to WWI, the Army had only a handful of aeronautical engineers in its ranks. The Army 

relied on scientists from the Smithsonian Institute and Stanford University to help write the 

curriculum used by the first military flight school in 1913. 24 During WWI, when Army 

aviation’s new Engineering Division began its work in aeronautical research and development, it 

filled out its roster with civilian aeronautical engineers.25 

What emerged in this period was a tight network of aviation experts across fields, 

working together to advance the state of the art and grow the enterprise. Writes Timothy Moy, 

“The primary factor promoting close communication was the simple fact that the administrators 

of these various entities—the (Air Corps’) Materiel Division, NACA,26 the aircraft companies, 

and the universities—were often the same people….This constant exchange of information 

meant that the Air Corps leaders were always aware of the latest technical possibilities, and the 

NACA, the universities, and the industry were ever mindful of the Air Corps’ needs.”27 This 

network would be the foundation for the Air Force’s domain in what has been called the 

military-industrial-academic complex.28  

 

 

 

 
23 Timothy Moy, War Machines: Transforming Technologies in the US Military, 1920-1940 (College Station, TX: 

Texas A&M University Press, 2001), 36-37. 
24 Hurley and Heimdahl, 1997, 24. 
25 Mortensen, 1997, 46-47. 
26 National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics, a forerunner of NASA. 
27 Moy, 2001, 41. 
28 For example, see Moy, 2001, 33. 
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The Formal Establishment of the USAF 

The Air Force achieved organizational independence with Allied victory in WWII and 

the onset of the Cold War and nuclear era. The external factors and internal choices made in the 

foundational moments, as well as the beliefs and values of the founders themselves, would have 

outsized and lasting effects. At this crucial time, the organization solidified the bases of the 

organizational identity and differentiated itself from other entities.29 

Through the years of aviation’s infancy and first wartime employment, early aviators 

learned that aeronautics were a distinct kind of technology, one in which advancements raced, 

one which required unique expertise from a broad array of sources, one which required dedicated 

experts to employ effectively, and one which could be devastating in the hands of the enemy. 

Early agitators for an independent Air Force saw that to subjugate and exploit this technological 

force would require a military service especially suited to the task, one lead by aviators. This was 

the basic justification for a new, independent service. 

WWII demonstrated the power and danger of this new technology in wartime 

competition. Although flying had always been a deadly gamble, the number of aircrew that died 

in WWII was staggering. The US lost 79,265 men in air combat in the European theater alone.30 

Over 15,500 more died in training back in the United States.31 

In the 1920’s, when William “Billy” Mitchell warned that the United States coasts were 

vulnerable to air attack, it likely seemed far-fetched to most, and not at all urgent. But WWII 

changed that; if Dresden and Hiroshima could be destroyed by air, then so could New York and 

 
29 See Schein, 2010, 273. 
30 US Department of War, The United States Strategic Bombing Survey: Summary Report (European War) (1945; 

repr., Maxwell AFB, AL: Air University Press, 1989), 5-6.  
31 Anthony J. Mireles, Fatal Army Air Forces Aviation Accidents in the United States, 1941-1945 (Jefferson NC: 

McFarland, 2006), xi. This figure includes only accidents of the Army Air Forces. 
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Los Angeles. Such a threat to the continental US seemed imminent, just over the technological 

horizon. Alexander P. de Seversky, a well-known and respected figure in the aviation industry 

and pilot, predicted in his wartime book, Victory through Air Power, that aircraft with global 

range would soon be able to attack the United States from any direction.32 By the late 1940s, it 

was apparent that those aircraft would be Russian. 33 

The Commander of the Army Air Forces (AAF) during the initial post-war reorganization 

efforts, General Hap Arnold, would prove to be one of the most forward leaning and prescient 

leaders of that period. He also understood the need to permanently incorporate the rich reservoir 

of the civilian scientific community into the US airpower establishment. Among many other 

efforts to institutionalize Air Force research and development, he created the Air Force Scientific 

Advisory Board34 with his personal scientific advisor, the highly-influential Dr. Theodore von 

Kármàn, as chairman. Seeking to gain a full picture of the global state of aeronautic technology, 

in 1945, Arnold dispatched von Kármàn and his team on a fact-finding mission to European 

nations, including the USSR. Already deeply impressed by the advances the Germans had made 

under stressing wartime conditions, von Kármàn’s eyes were opened to the massive Soviet 

scientific organization, abundantly equipped with specialized laboratories spanning from the 

Ural Mountains to the Ukraine.35 

Just as the Air Force was gaining institutional independence, the gravity of the Cold War 

competition was coming to light for the US and its allies. Against a rival possessing great masses 

of people, land, and resources, technological superiority was the only hope. This contest for 

 
32 De Seversky, 1942, 32, 188. 
33 Futrell, 1989, 1:167-172, 214. 
34 Originally called the Army Air Force Consulting Board for Future Research, and the Army Air Force Scientific 

Advisory Group (SAG). 
35 Michael H. Gorn, Harnessing the Genie: Science and Technology Forecasting for the Air Force, 1944-1986 

(1988; repr. on demand, Progressive Management, 2018, originally published by Washington, DC: Office of Air 

Force History), 14-21, 23-24. 
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survival would deeply affect the USAF’s perception of technology and its consequences. During 

this era, elements of the Technologist OI referent began to gel in the minds of the Air Force: 

more than any other service, national security relied on the Air Force, and more than any other 

service, the Air Force relied on technology. 

 From the moment of its independence, the Air Force conflated national interest and 

survival with organizational interest and survival. The Air Force alone stood in the way of 

national destruction at the hand of the Soviets. The other services would assist in time of war, 

say, in Europe, but it was the Air Force who could attack the USSR’s homeland in a matter of 

hours, and win a full-scale conflict, or better, deter it. The Air Force was America’s shield and 

only hope for survival. The increasingly dominant bomber advocates within the Air Force argued 

that nuclear bombers could win a war with the USSR without the need for the US Army to take 

any territory or hold forward bases; an all-out attack at the onset of war would quickly bring the 

enemy into submission. (The Army and Navy might be needed in a second phase, the mopping 

up phase.) Internal writing at this time made sweeping claims about strategic bombing, arguing 

that the “quantum jump” in military technology embodied by nuclear-laden strategic bombers 

was the key to a Pax Americana.36 

No Air Force entity better exemplified this line of thinking than the first specified 

command, the Strategic Air Command (SAC). This command was born of the coupling of two 

technologies: the long-range bomber and the nuclear bomb. One historian writes, “The internal 

beliefs of the Air Force on strategic bombing came to fruition with the creation of SAC.”37 When 

General Curtis E. LeMay took command of SAC in 1948, he perceived that “upon his shoulders 

 
36 Futrell, 1989, 1:170, 238-40, 254-55. 
37 Deaile, 2015, 53, italics in original. 
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would lie the onerous responsibility for the security of the free world.”38 SAC had to operate as if 

at war already because the Soviets could surprise the US at any time. The SAC mission 

superseded “all other considerations because the price of failure may be paid with national 

survival.”39 It was a common sentiment. As Air Force Chief of Staff General Thomas D. White 

put it in 1957, “there is no question that SAC, as presently constituted, is the only thing that 

stands between us and oblivion.”40 

A call to prioritize science and technology permeates Air Force discourse of this period.41 

Even before WWII ended, Arnold was advocating for permanent continuation of wartime 

research and development programs.42 Arnold’s successor as Commanding General of the Army 

Air Forces, General Carl A. Spaatz, argued before the President’s Aviation Policy Commission 

in 1947 that a major component of the new Air Force should be a research and development 

program “second to none.” Lieutenant General George E. Stratemeyer, head of the postwar Air 

Defense Command, contended that research and development should have first priority in the Air 

Force budget. Perhaps General White said it most succinctly: “We in the Air Force….always 

want to see technology move faster because we realize that it is from the area of new 

developments that our lifeblood stems.”43 

Following Arnold’s lead, these leaders imbued their new institution with a technological 

appreciation and orientation. With a sense of urgency, they created internal organizational 

structures to integrate science, research, and technology as founding elements of the Air Force. 

 
38 Worden, 1998, 59. 
39 Futrell, 1989, 1:441. 
40 Futrell, 1989, 1:514. 
41 Much of the discourse took place in the context of diminishing post-war budgets which forced decisions about 

trade-offs. R&D funding was at its nadir in 1946, as funds were sorely needed to keep some portion of the air forces-

in-being mission capable. 
42 Herman S. Wolk, “The Quest for Independence,” in Nalty, 1997, 1:372-4. 
43 Futrell, 1989, 2:193.  
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As the dispatch of the von Kármàn team demonstrated, the new service was seeking answers, 

yearning to know the state of military technology worldwide. With knowledge would come more 

foresight and control. 

Air officers understood that valuable scientific and technological knowledge could be 

found external to the institution. They saw that even basic research was not just relevant to 

airpower, but so essential that it needed to be an integral part of the new Air Force. That meant 

recruiting the assistance of the best scientists and engineers, and placing them at high levels in 

the organization, where they would have access to senior leadership. Such structuring created a 

norm of civilian experts and uniformed officers working side-by-side. 

 

Cold War 

The Cold War context was the predominant environmental factor shaping the Air Force’s 

behavior for the first decades of its formal institutional life. To be in the Air Force meant to be in 

competition with the Soviets. The Soviet threat was the backdrop for every operation, activity, 

and decision. Air officers dedicated themselves and their new institution to gaining and 

maintaining technological advantage over the Soviets.  

 

Technology Forecasts and the Rise of the Technical Officer 

The immediate post-WWII years set the tone for Cold War Air Force’s perception of 

technology as a competitive, high-stakes arena: “For many years to come the reputation of von 

Kármàn and his report would exert a powerful influence over the American air power 

establishment. Always mindful of the impermanence of technological leads in an age of 
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breakneck discovery, von Kármàn elevated science to a matter of national survival.”44 In the 

Cold War competition, in which national survival was on the line, the Air Force saw technology 

as their primary source of competitive advantage. But Air officers needed to see into the future in 

order to control the course of military technology and make related decisions. Building on von 

Kármàn’s example, about every 10 years through the Cold War the service expended 

considerable resources to produce a science and technology forecast. These forecast studies, 

which stand as some of the most ambitious analyses of aerospace technology, served to reduce 

organizational uncertainty and create usable knowledge. Furthermore, as historian Michael H. 

Gorn describes, the forecast studies gave rise to a cadre of military officers with scientific 

backgrounds: 

Not only was the officer with extensive technical education commonplace as early as the 

mid-1960’s, clear rewards existed for the technologically trained. A coherent and 

carefully conceived program had been established for military scientists and engineers to 

assure career progression within their field, assuring a steady influx of technical minds 

for the Air Force.45 

 

Gradually, scientists and engineers in uniform took on greater leadership roles and the 

Air Force relied less and less on civilians in certain positions, such as on the Scientific Advisory 

Board, and in the forecasting studies themselves. The movement toward grooming officer 

scientists and engineers signaled an institutionalization of the Air Force’s technology focus, and 

consolidation of processes to thoroughly integrate and normalize the research and development 

function. Essentially, the Air Force no longer had to “outsource” for needed expertise as often; it 

was committed to developing in-house specialists.  

 

 

 
44 Gorn, 1988, 32-33. 
45 Gorn, 1988, 92. 
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Atomic Weapons 

Created in 1947, the civilian Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) controlled the few 

nuclear weapons available at that time. The Air Force, however, made a successful pro-turf bid 

to act as Executive Agent of the Armed Forces Special Weapons Project, the interservice agency 

that assembled nuclear bombs once released by the AEC. 

The decision in the US to pursue the hydrogen bomb was driven by fear of falling behind 

in the emerging competition with the USSR: “The Soviet atom bomb had introduced a sense of 

an arms race in a way that had not been felt before. It was now felt imperative to stay ahead.”46 

This feeling intensified with indignation and anger when in 1950, it came to light that the Soviets 

had achieved their atom bomb so rapidly only through stolen US technology; the US labs at Los 

Alamos had been successfully infiltrated, and informants, most famously Dr. Klaus Fuchs, had 

passed nuclear secrets to the USSR.47 

Even as the US progressed rapidly in its own nuclear program, the USSR again surprised 

the world by announcing on August 20, 1953, that it had successfully tested a hydrogen bomb. 

(The US had tested a cumbersome hydrogen device on November 1, 1952, but it was not until 

March 1, 1954 that the US tested anything that could be considered a “bomb.”)48 This 

unwelcomed surprise cast into stark relief the United States’ dearth of knowledge regarding 

Soviet technological advances. Reconnaissance satellites were projected to be the best, and 

perhaps the only, method of assessing the USSR’s progress in nuclear weapons development—

and deployment. 

 
46 Lawrence Freedman, The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy, 3rd ed. (Hampshire, UK: Palgrave MacMillan, 2003), 

64. 
47 For a thorough report of this episode based on post-Cold War interviews and declassified documents, see Michael 
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48 Walter A. McDougall, …The Heavens and the Earth: A Political History of the Space Age (Baltimore, MD: Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 1997), 106. 
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Satellites 

The genesis of Air Force satellite programs can be traced to the vision of General Hap 

Arnold. Realizing that R&D funds would grow increasingly scarce post-wartime, he transferred 

$10 million to Douglas Aircraft Company for studies on future warfare. The RAND Project was 

born in Douglas’s Engineering Division to carry out this contract (RAND is a contraction of 

Research and Development). RAND spun off as an independent think tank in 1947, specializing 

in future-oriented operations research and systems analysis.49 

General Curtis LeMay, as chief of Air Force R&D, tasked the RAND Project (still part of 

Douglas Aircraft Company at the time), to write a report on the feasibility of artificial satellites 

in preparation for talks with the Navy on a joint satellite endeavor. Within its three-week 

deadline, RAND produced an extremely detailed engineering analysis, including two missile 

designs, titled Preliminary Design of an Experimental World-Circling Spaceship. The authors 

concluded that a 500-pound satellite was practical with current technologies and could be 

achieved in five years at a cost of $150 million: “Even our more conservative engineers agree 

that it is possible to undertake design and construction now of a vehicle which would become a 

satellite of the earth.” The authors drew the analogy between the current state of the art of 

spacecraft, and the Wright Brothers’ first steps toward the airplane. 50 

The fortunes of satellite development were closely tied to that of missile development. 

Air officers well understood that the InterContinental Ballistic Missile (ICBM) would enable the 

launch of artificial satellites, and eventually, vehicles for manned space travel.51 The Navy and 

 
49 Futrell, 1989, 1:478; Stephen B. Johnson, 2001, 32. 
50 Douglas Aircraft Company, Inc., Preliminary Design of a World-Circling Space Craft, Report No. SM-11827, 
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in the ballistic missile program can be applied to advancing space satellites and other vehicles.” See also Everett C. 
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Army had begun preliminary examinations of satellite feasibility and several small-scale projects 

were in the works. The Air Force, influenced by the 1946 RAND report, sought to claim this 

turf. In 1948, as Chief of Staff, General Vandenberg signed a policy statement claiming that the 

Air Force had “logical responsibility for the satellite.”52 

With no real idea of the status of Soviet long-range bomber and nuclear weapons 

programs, many analysts assumed the worst; still-fresh memories of Pearl Harbor led to worries 

of a surprise attack. The secretive nature of the Soviet Union and its vast land mass (surrounded 

by a ring of hostile Warsaw Pact nations) pointed to air- and space-borne intelligence solutions. 

Thus, the need for strategic intelligence was the impetus for the defense establishment’s decision 

to enter space, not the prestige or psychological impact of being first in space. The Air Force 

embraced the newly created mission set, taking on the role of primary service to carry out the 

novel strategic reconnaissance program. The mission reinforced the Air Force’s identity as 

technological leader among the services and seemed a natural complement for the strategic 

bombing mission—after all, the intelligence garnered would provide the grist for targeting and 

force planning.  

 In March of 1955, the Air Force issued a requirement for a strategic satellite system and 

in 1956, awarded the contract for the WS 117L to Lockheed Aircraft Corporation.53 As historian 

Walter A. McDougall describes the WS 177L, “This was no ‘quick and dirty’ orbiting beeper, 

but a large, sophisticated spacecraft integrating the most advanced technology from a dozen 

fields of American industry.”54 

 
52 McDougall, 1997, 101-103; Futrell, 1989, 1:541. 
53 Futrell, 1989, 1:541. 
54 McDougall, 1997, 111. 
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While awaiting the development of the reconnaissance satellite, the Air Force tried 

various stopgaps, including high altitude balloons (futilely)55 and manned aircraft. Beginning in 

the late 1940s, the Air Force launched manned electronics intelligence (ELINT) flights over 

Soviet territory, using the RB-29, the RB-50, and the RB-45. While these aircraft provided some 

valuable intelligence, they could not determine the size of the Soviet nuclear arsenal or bomber 

force. These flights were also too dangerous to be sustained; at least 16 aircraft and 164 crewmen 

were lost.56 

The need for more survivable and capable platforms lead to the successful U-2 and A-

12/SR-71 programs. These aircraft were monumental achievements in aeronautics and 

represented immense effort; the U-2 flew only 10 months after President Dwight D. Eisenhower 

authorized the project. In 1956-1960, U-2 aircraft overflew the USSR 24 times. However, the 

downing of Francis Gary Powers’ U-2 in 1960 punctuated the danger aircrew faced during such 

flights, as well as the political problematics of flying in Soviet airspace.57 

As with the development of reconnaissance aircraft, the development of military satellites 

and their payloads presented enormous technological challenges, made even more difficult by 

the fact that earth-orbiting satellites had no technological antecedents: “That the United States 

was able to overcome such obstacles was a testament both to the scientific and technical 

ingenuity of the United States as well as the ability of the U.S. government to harness that 

ingenuity in the service of national goals.”58 
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The WS 117L project resulted in the highly classified and covert Corona 

photoreconnaissance satellite program, which used the cover name of Discoverer, with a faux 

biomedical mission complete with (doomed) mice. In August 1960, the Discoverer XIII’s 

recovery capsule, containing an American flag, reentered the atmosphere successfully, becoming 

the first man-made object to be recovered from space. The next week, Discoverer XIV returned 

more photographs of the USSR than all previous U-2 flights combined.59  

The U-2 and photoreconnaissance satellite programs laid the groundwork for Air Force, 

CIA, and industry collaboration on ambitious secret projects for years to come. Furthermore, the 

advent of a strategic reconnaissance capability demonstrated dramatically how technology could 

reduce environmental uncertainty. Satellites also showed that unmanned systems held distinct 

advantages over manned aircraft for some missions.  

Sputnik 

When the Soviet satellite Sputnik 1 succeeded in reaching orbit on October 4, 1957, it 

spurred near-panic among the American populace. But as historian Roger D. Launius remarks, 

“Sputnik 1…proved a decidedly unspectacular satellite that probably should not have elicited the 

horrific reaction it wrought.”60  

In reality, the US was well ahead of the USSR in the missile and space race by this time. 

To the extent that there was a “missile gap,” it favored the United States. Ironically, the crash 

program that ostensibly should have been a response to the Sputnik surprise had already 

happened in the mid-1950s. Thanks to this “Manhattan Project”-like program, which enjoyed 
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national prioritization, the Air Force had begun testing its first ICBM, Atlas, months prior to 

Sputnik’s launch. The US was also ahead in missile guidance technology and warhead design. 

Furthermore, WS 117L, a satellite far more sophisticated than Sputnik, was in the works and 

would be operational by 1960. The Army and Navy also had missile programs, and each was 

essentially ready to launch a satellite, if given the go-ahead.61 

General LeMay and others tried to explain that Sputnik was militarily irrelevant, and 

“just a hunk of iron,” but the media would not believe them. Instead, America believed Life 

magazine, which “instructed the American people to panic.”62 While the USSR’s motivation for 

its space program was pure prestige, the US was desperate for information about the secretive 

and enormous USSR: “The United States needed to spy on the Soviet Union more than 

the...Soviets needed to spy on the Americans.”63 This divergence of requirement determined the 

relative technological sophistication of the two satellites. The Technologist OI, expressed in the 

aesthetic of the advanced technology, as well as in the military utility of the Air Force satellite, is 

evident in WS 117L’s design, especially compared to that of the Soviet Sputnik: 

 
61 McDougall, 1997, 111,131, 190. If all three US military services had satellite and missile programs in full swing, 
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Figure 5.1. Soviet Sputnik 1 vs. US Discoverer/Corona. This US satellite program was 

initiated in the mid-1950’s as WS 117L. Sputnik 1’s sole capability was a to transmit a radio 

tone. The US satellite boasted two cameras and a complex film recovery system. Note its space 

vehicle shape. Sources: www.afspc.af.mil and www.airandspace.si.edu. 

 

ICBMs 

 “The aerial missile, by whatever means it may be delivered, is the weapon of the Air 

Corps. Unless we recognize it as such and aggressively establish ourselves as most competent in 

this field, the responsibility therefore will become established by the Army or the Navy.” So 

argued Major General Hugh J. Knerr in a February 1946 memo to Chief of Staff General Carl A. 

Spaatz, defining missiles as new technological turf to be expeditiously claimed. 

Despite the naysaying of many experts, such as the well-regarded physicist Dr. Vannevar 

Bush, and the indisputable immaturity of the state of the art at the time, the AAF committed 

more than $34 million in FY1946 to missile research of all types. On the list of some 28 projects 

was a 5000 nm-range ICBM and enabling technologies known as the MX 774 Hiroc.64 The AAF 

was well aware that ICBMs were far away from operational realization, but chose to fund initial 
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research as a hedge against the future, as well as a stake in missile and nuclear turf. General 

Curtis LeMay, then-Deputy Chief of Staff for R&D, wrote in a 1946 memo to General Spaatz of 

his belief that “The long range future of the AAF lies in the field of guided missiles.”65 

Lieutenant General Ira C. Eaker, then-Deputy Commanding General of the AAF, 

defended funding missile research before Congress in terms of hedging. He estimated that an 

ICBM prototype would cost $200 million ($2.7 billion in 2020)66 and production rockets would 

each cost $7 million ($92 million in 2020). These staggering costs recommended the bomber as 

the weapon of choice, but not to the neglect of missile research: “We cannot, therefore, abandon 

the development of the very long-range, very heavy bomber as the primary weapon of our long-

range striking force but we should, as a wise precaution, spend the necessary experimental funds 

to insure that we are the first in the field with a long-range guided missile, which may be the 

primary weapon at some future date, but probably not within 15 years.”67 By “first in the field,” 

he may have meant first among the US services as much as among the nations. 

The initial technical challenges presented by the ICBM concept were truly formidable; 

the missile would need to deliver a 5-ton atomic warhead to a target 5000 miles away with an 

accuracy of .01 degrees.68 Thus, the Air Force prioritized the urgent needs of the bomber force. 

Clearly, the Air Force would not hock forces-in-being for a distant and unproven technology; the 

stakes, no less than national survival, were too high. Development of cruise missiles, such as the 

Matador (TM-6), Snark (SM-62), and Navaho (SM-64) proceeded, as these showed “greatest 

promise of early tactical availability.”69 Overall, the prioritizations showed a mix of hedging and 

 
65 Edmund Beard, Developing the ICBM: A Study in Bureaucratic Politics (New York: Columbia University Press, 

1976), 39. 
66 Futrell, 1989, 1:479. 
67 Futrell, 1989, 1:482. Italics are mine. 
68 McDougall, 1997, 105. 
69 Futrell, 1989, 1: 482. Quote from Major General Benjamin W. Chidlaw, Air Materiel Command’s deputy 

commander for engineering, May 6, 1947. 
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pragmatism, as well as certain faith that technology would (eventually) deliver capable new 

weapons. 

The hydrogen bomb was a technological breakthrough of enormous significance, 

allowing for a much smaller payload than the atomic bomb, for an explosive yield 1000 times 

greater. The advent of the hydrogen bomb greatly diminished the fuel-to-weight and structural 

hurdles that had plagued rocket engineers, not to mention simplifying the launch pad 

infrastructure required. The USSR’s successful testing of its own hydrogen bomb in 1953 

provided additional impetus to increase both the pace and priority of ICBM development.70  

Following the recommendations of the Air Force Strategic Missiles Evaluation 

Committee, informally known as the “Teapot Committee,” and led by renowned mathematician 

John von Neumann, on May 14th , 1954, the MX 774 ICBM, renamed Atlas, officially became 

the Air Force’s number one R&D priority, even over bomber technologies.71 With a sense of 

urgency, the Air Force authorized the establishment of the Western Development Division 

(WDD) for the express purpose of rushing the ICBM, in the vein of the Manhattan Project. The 

WDD went to work on the missile and its subsystems, as well as the training and infrastructure 

required to operationalize the weapon.72 By 1957, the program incorporated 17 principal 

contractors, 200 subcontractors, and 70,000 personnel.73 The ICBM was considered so important 

that the Air Force also developed of a fully redundant weapon system in parallel, the Titan 

missile.74 

 
70 Stephen B. Johnson, 2001, 60. 
71 Futrell, 1989, 1:489-90. 
72 Stephen B. Johnson, 2001, 60-110. 
73 Thomas P. Hughes, Rescuing Prometheus: Four Monumental Projects that Changed the Modern World (New 

York: Vintage Books, 2000), 70. 
74 Futrell, 1989, 1:492. 
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The development of the ICBM took place in the context of a race against the Soviets, one 

in which it was difficult to know competitors’ relative positions. The notion that the US had to 

stay ahead or perish prevailed among developers: “We had to get that weapon first.”75 The 

missiles entered the testing phase in the summer of 1957, a few months before Sputnik’s 

launch.76 Atlas launched the world’s first communication satellite in December of 1958, 

broadcasting President Eisenhower’s Christmas greetings to all those listening below.77 

 

Figure 5.2. Soviet R-7 Semyorka ICBM vs. Atlas B in December 1958. The Soviet designers 

overbuilt the R-7, which launched Sputnik 1 in October 1957, failing to take into account the 

hydrogen bomb’s reduced weight. Atlas was appropriately trimmer and therefore more efficient 

and useful.78 Sources: www.servimg.com. and www.afspacemuseum.org. 

 

 
75 Futrell, 1989, 1:494, quoting Trevor Gardner. 
76 Stephen B. Johnson, 2001, 92. 
77 McDougall, 1997, 190. 
78 Writes historian Christopher Gainor, “Atlas was trimmed on the drawing board to fit lightweight thermonuclear 

warheads, while the R-7’s size and power were based on an incorrect and overly large estimate of the size of 

thermonuclear warheads….But the R-7s great size made it less useful as an ICBM…” Christopher Gainor, “The 

Atlas and the Air Force: Reassessing the Beginnings of America's First Intercontinental Ballistic Missile,” 

Technology and Culture 54, no. 2 (April 2013): 362. 
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ICBMs: A Case of “White Scarf Syndrome?” 

Some historians, including several cited here, have proposed Air Force cultural resistance 

and even a conscious effort to slow ICBM development as reasons for delay in the ICBM 

program. 79 This effort to obstruct unmanned systems is sometimes called “white scarf 

syndrome.” (See Chapter 16). According to this claim, the Air Force was organizationally 

identified with the manned bomber to an extent that blinded it to the potential advantages of 

missiles, or alternatively, Air officers recognized that potential and feared missiles would replace 

their beloved aircraft. A review of the Air Force’s decision-making regarding ICBMs gives cause 

to doubt claims of white scarf. 

In the early Cold War years, many prominent civilian scientists and engineers voiced 

skepticism regarding the ICBM.80 It was despite this sound advice that the Air Force chose to 

invest scarce funds in ICBMs. The new USAF made a concentrated effort to gain the strategic 

missile turf, ultimately gaining two legs of the nuclear triad for itself. ICBMs and nuclear 

technology represented a nexus of high-technology and awesome destructive power, the 

airpower story on a futuristic platform. It fit in completely with the OI the founders were 

building internally and the image they wished to project externally.  

At the same time, the Air Force let cruise missiles go, eventually cancelling every 

program. Why? The cruise missile was just as futuristic and technologically advanced and, in 

theory, could carry a nuclear warhead. The cruise missile, being a winged, air-breathing 

machine, fit clearly in the Air Force arsenal, whereas the ballistic missile was foreign and 

seemingly unconnected in any intrinsic way.81 The truth was that the cruise missile just did not 

 
79 See Builder, 1989, 165-71; Beard, 1976, 8; McDougall, 1997, 106. 
80 Dr. Vannevar Bush thought ICBMs and satellites to be fanciful. Even Beard (1976) acknowledges common 

“public judgments that the weapons were extremely unlikely if not impossible,” 8. 
81 See Beard, 1976, 5; Builder, 1989, 168. 
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work very well and provided few or no advantages over bombers. The ICBM, especially once 

solid-fuel versions came along, emerged from the technological milieu as a superior weapon.82  

In the immediate post-war years, Air officers generally acknowledged that missiles of all 

types would be useful new weapons, but when and in what roles remained unclear as the 

technology was in its infancy. During the time in which decisions were made regarding the 

futuristic missile projects, General LeMay’s and others’ arguments that the bomber should stand 

as the primary deterrent and retaliatory weapon were completely reasonable. The technological 

barriers to a successful ICBM were indeed enormous. In retrospect, belief that these hurdles 

would ever be overcome in the foreseeable future was a testament to faith in American ingenuity, 

and reflects a great deal of optimism regarding the force of technology.83 The “thermal barrier,” 

for example, seemed virtually insuperable, as the nose of the missile was expected to reach 

temperatures 2000 degrees F hotter than the surface of the sun during reentry.84  

As confidence in the ICBM grew, Air officers, including General LeMay, grew 

increasingly enthusiastic. Air officers’ arguments regarding the ICBM emphasized incorporation, 

as well as the complementarity of the ICBM and bomber. As early as 1951, General LeMay 

stated SAC policy was to “get into the guided missile business at the earliest possible date and 

further to get guided missiles into the war plans at the earliest possible date.”85 In 1961, General 

LeMay offered an insight into his reasoning:  

 

 
82 See Walton S. Moody, Jacob Neufeld, and R. Cargill Hall, “The Emergence of Strategic Air Command,” in Nalty, 

1997, 2:87; Futrell, 1989, 1:518-523. 
83 Perhaps rumors of Soviet ballistic missile progress, and later, ironically, Sputnik itself, generated confidence that 

it could be done. See David Arnold, “Sputnik 50 Years Later: Why was it first; what is its significance to space 

professionals?” October 1, 2007, accessed 15 March 15, 2019, www.schriever.af.mil/. 
84 Loyd S. Swenson, Jr., James M. Grimwood, and Charles C. Alexander, This New Ocean: A History of Project 

Mercury (Washington, DC: NASA History Office, 1998), 59. 
85 Futrell, 1989, 1:508. LeMay was referring to V-1 type (cruise) missiles, which appeared more feasible and closer 

to realization at the time, but the point is that he promoted strategic missile integration. 
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I seek weapon systems that I think can do the best job and afford the nation the most 

protection. In military thinking I am a conservative. I believe we shouldn’t discard a 

proven, reliable weapon system or concept unless we have something that is able to 

replace it and do a better job. In short, I believe in having protection along with 

progress.86 

 

Later he protested, “I object to having the term ‘bomberman’ applied to me. I use the weapon 

system that will do the job. If kiddie cars will do the job, I will use those.”87 

As Air Force Chief, LeMay testified to Congress that both ICBMs and manned platforms 

were needed to deter, and if necessary, fight, the Soviets: “I consider a mix of ballistic missiles 

and manned strategic aircraft, in numbers appropriate to their respective tasks, will remain the 

only appropriate basis for general war planning for the foreseeable future…Manned aircraft and 

ballistic missiles also complement one another in the manner in which they compound the 

offensive and defensive problems of the enemy.”88 LeMay, often portrayed as an unyielding 

bomber advocate, emerges as a lucid voice in favor of missile development and incorporation.  

Another reason to doubt the obstructionist argument is that the Air Force’s self-awareness 

of its predisposition toward manned platforms acted as a kind of inoculation against biased 

decision-making, encouraging leaders to check their motivations. Chief of Staff General Thomas 

White was especially frank about this apparent fixation on airplanes, and recognized the risks it 

might pose, warning, “The senior Air Force officer’s dedication to the airplane is deeply 

ingrained, and rightly so, but we must never permit this to result in a battleship attitude. We 

cannot afford to ignore the basic precept that all truths change with time.”89 

 
86 Futrell, 1989, 1:504. 
87 Futrell, 1989, 2:54. 
88 Futrell, 1989, 2:112. 
89 Futrell, 1989, 1:514. 
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If any Air Force obstructionism toward ICBMs did exist in the late 1940s and early 

1950s, it evaporated (or was completely ineffective) by May of 1954, when the Air Force made 

Atlas its number one research and development priority.90  

 

Cold War Summary  

The Air Force was born into an era of permanent technological competition, and until 

1989, the Air Force operated daily in this competitive paradigm. The main playing field was 

defense technology, an area in which the US had once taken its superiority for granted. By the 

late 1950s, it was clear that the USSR would not play fair. The Soviets had stolen nuclear secrets, 

reverse-engineered US bombers, and the cheating would continue as illustrated by the case of 

stolen and repurposed ball-bearing technology that led to enormous improvements in Soviet 

nuclear missile accuracy.91 

As Air officers recognized, technological change drove rapid fluctuation in the 

relationship between the offense and defense.92 The Air Force was preoccupied with staying 

ahead, looking to technology for warfighting advantage. When in doubt, the best strategy was 

one of pragmatism: to hedge. 

Furthermore, this era, punctuated by fierce debate between the US services, introduced 

the Air Force to a kind of two-level game:93 interservice competition took place concurrently and 

was intertwined with the international competition of the Cold War. 

 

 
90 Futrell, 1989, 1:490. 
91 On ball-bearings, see Futrell, 1989, 2:355; on reverse-engineering bombers, see Von Hardesty, “Made in the 

USSR,” Air and Space Magazine, March 2001, www.airspacemag.com. 
92 See, for example, Futrell, 1989, 1:445-7. 
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Vietnam War 

During the years of war in Indochina, the Air Force flew 5.25 million sorties over North 

and South Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia.94 In terms of total US expenditures on the Vietnam 

War, over half went to support aerial operations. In the end, the Air Force lost 2,257 aircraft and 

more than 2,700 people in the war.95 

The context of Cold War competition with the USSR had great implications for the Air 

Force and its technology in Southeast Asia and vice versa. The air war was a high-tech conflict 

using state-of-the-art equipment. Marshall L. Michel III, an Air Force F-4 Phantom pilot and 

veteran of the war, explains that unlike the ground war, the air war over North Vietnam was  

…the one area of the Vietnam War that had military significance in the global balance of 

power. Both the United States and Soviet Union put some of their best weapons into play 

in the skies over North Vietnam. US pilots were using many of the latest US systems and 

tactics against a Soviet-style air defense system….closely imitating the Soviet system in 

Europe. If an American ground unit inflicted a defeat on a North Vietnamese unit in the 

jungles of Vietnam, it had little bearing on whether or not that US unit was capable of 

defeating a similar Soviet unit in Germany. If American air forces could operate with 

impunity in a Soviet SAM [surface-to-air missile] environment, this had serious 

implications for Soviet forces in Europe. If North Vietnamese MiG-21s could shoot down 

American F-4s on a regular basis, this indicated how American F-4s might fare against 

Soviet-flown MiG-21s.96 

 

As such, each loss and each victory in the air was freighted with meaning in the larger 

competition with the USSR. The “lessons learned” could not be easily dismissed since the war 

might be a harbinger of what was to come, not just an outlier. 

The Cold War exigencies determined the weapons and tactics the USAF took to the fight. 

The Air Force had focused on preparing for a rapid war, expecting a few decisive exchanges. 

 
94 John Schlight, A War Too Long: The USAF in Southeast Asia 1961-1975 (Washington, DC: US Air Force History 

and Museums Program, 1996), 103. 
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96 Marshall L. Michel III, Clashes: Air Combat over North Vietnam, 1965-1972 (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute 
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Close air-to-air engagements, known colloquially as “dogfights,” and conventional strategic 

bombing had virtually disappeared from USAF doctrine and training, and considered relics of a 

bygone era.97 

Aeronautical developers and Air officers emphasized bigger, faster, and higher in aircraft 

design. Anything else was a step backwards.98 Tactical aircraft were designed as small nuclear 

bombers whose mission was to enter Soviet airspace at low altitude and high speed to avoid 

detection. Maneuverability and survivability were secondary considerations. Since the 

technology the Air Force had available at that time was not optimized for the conflict at hand, 

adjustments and innovations occurred through the years of war.  

In the fighter-bomber realm, the Air Force had available the Republic F-105 

Thunderchief, aka the “Thud.” Despite its designation as a fighter, the aircraft suffered from poor 

turning capability. The cockpit was streamlined with the fuselage to reduce drag and enhance 

speed, but at the expense of visibility behind. This was no small design flaw, as a fighter pilot of 

the era explains, “It is impossible to overstate the value of being able to see behind the aircraft in 

air-to-air combat.”99 The inclusion of an internal cannon, a 20 mm Gatling gun, seems surprising 

considering the overall design, but turned out to be the Thud’s only means of defending itself 

(besides escaping at very high speed). The aircraft was complex, costly to maintain, and its 

systems, not having been built with survivability in mind, were especially vulnerable to fire and 

explosion.100 

 
97 Michel, 1997, 11, 16, 28; Worden, 1998, 174; Steven A. Fino, “Breaking the Trance: The Perils of Technological 
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100 Kenneth P. Werrell, Chasing the Silver Bullet: US Air Force Weapons Development from Vietnam to Desert 
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The Air Force also had F-4C Phantoms, one of three airframes the service had acquired 

from the Navy to meet wartime needs.101 The F-4 was an excellent aircraft missing a vital 

component: a cannon. This aircraft was designed as an interceptor (although it could drop 

nuclear bombs), and as such, carried a powerful state-of-the-art radar and a complement of radar-

guided and heat-seeking air-to-air missiles. Like the F-105, cockpit visibility was not prioritized 

in the design. Unfortunately, the hot and muggy conditions in Southeast Asia wreaked havoc on 

the aircraft’s electronics, causing components to literally melt. The aircraft engine also smoked, 

giving away the jet’s position with smoke trails visible up to 30 miles away.102  

Combat losses of these two aircraft were devastating. The F-105 Thunderchief bore the 

highest loss rate of any US aircraft in theater with 332 downed in combat. More than half of the 

F-105D/Fs ever built were destroyed.103 Of the over 5000 F-4s built by McDonnell Douglas, 

about 1 out of 8 was lost in the Vietnam War.104 During Operation Rolling Thunder (March 2, 

1965 to November 1, 1968) 1 out of every 40 USAF sorties, of all aircraft types, was lost.105 

 

USAF vs. IADS 

The air war began in a way reminiscent of the Korean War; the original North 

Vietnamese air defenses posed no real threat to the US aircraft, but then North Vietnam’s 

communist sponsors quickly changed the order of battle. Competing with each other to claim the 

role of global communist leader, the Chinese and Soviets lavished food, supplies, and extensive 

military aid on tiny North Vietnam.106 Just two days after the initial US air strikes in 1964, the 
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new MiG-17 Fresco appeared at an airfield near Hanoi.107 Soon Soviet radar-guided surface-to-

air missiles (SAMs), radar-guided antiaircraft artillery (AAA), and early warning radars sprang 

up over the war zone. Early on, the North Vietnamese began to build a complex radar net for 

early warning and ground control intercept (GCI) to direct fighters. The GCI system could also 

cue SAMs. This increasingly competent and coordinated net included some 200 installations and 

3 or 4 control nodes, providing excellent coverage of the warzone.108 The upshot was that over 

North Vietnam, US flyers faced a Soviet-style integrated air defense system (IADS).  

The American struggle against the North Vietnam IADS was characterized by cycles of 

action and reaction, measure, countermeasure, and counter-counter measure. In the summer of 

1965, after SA-2 SAMs shot down several US aircraft, the Air Force and Navy executed low-

altitude strikes against SA-2 sites. Both attempts were disastrous, with each service losing six 

aircraft to AAA that guarded the sites.109 Proven successful, the SAM force proliferated, and the 

communists rapidly expanded the number of sites to about 200.110  

The Air Force saw the SAMs as a technical problem, requiring technical solutions.111 The 

F-105’s radar homing and warning (RHAW) gear provided the pilot with some indication that he 

was being targeted by a SAM, but was not enough to prevent many losses to the SA-2.112 The 

Air Force’s EB-66B/C/E “Brown Cradle” radar jamming aircraft were initially effective in 

blinding the North Vietnamese fire control radars, so effective that these specialized and valuable 

aircraft were soon targeted by MiGs. The defenseless EB-66s were compelled to pull back to 

 
107 Mahnken, 2008, 91; Werrell, 2003, 42. The MiG-17 was essentially an upgraded MiG-15, the primary Soviet 
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safer orbits farther from the MiG threat, where their jamming was less effective.113 The Air 

Force pursued another electronic countermeasure, on-board jamming pods. By early 1967, all F-

105 and F-4 wings were equipped with the QRC-160 pods. Through the months that the pods 

were gradually arriving in theater, the F-4s, which had no RHAW gear and were last to receive 

the pods, suffered intense targeting by the North Vietnamese who quickly perceived their relative 

vulnerability. The North Vietnamese responded to the pods by incorporating jam-resistant radars 

and adjusting the radars’ frequencies. In turn, the Air Force fielded a modified pod, the QRC-

160-8, which was more powerful.114 In 1968, the North Vietnamese had to fire 100 missiles to 

shoot down one Air Force jet, compared to the 16 to one ratio of 1965. The Air Force was 

comfortable with this rate, and considered strike packages largely immune to SAMs, at least for 

a while.115 

When President Richard Nixon resumed the bombing of North Vietnam in 1972 in 

response to the communists’ invasion of South Vietnam, US aircrews saw a renewed SAM 

threat. SAM operators had learned to keep their signal off the air as much as possible, making it 

less likely to trigger RHAW gear or attract anti-radiation missiles.116 North Vietnamese technical 

counter-countermeasures included jam-resistant transponders on the missiles, and a new optical 

guidance system which was completely unaffected by jamming.117 SAMs remained a problem 

until the very last days of US involvement in the war, claiming 15 B-52 bombers in the 

December 1972 Linebacker II strikes. Finally, on December 26, F-4s destroyed the main SAM 

assembly facility in Hanoi, and the North Vietnamese ran out of missiles the next day.118 
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The SAMs acted as a gap filler and adjunct in the North Vietnamese air defense, serving 

as mainline defenses while the North Vietnamese built up their air forces.119 

 

The Air-to-Air Fight 

The Air Force’s record in the air-to-air realm over North Vietnam revealed major 

shortcomings in technology, tactics, training, and even personnel policies. It was, and still is, an 

embarrassment to the organization.120 

Through the Korean War, the Air Force enjoyed at least a 10:1 kill ratio, that is, 10 MiGs 

were downed for every 1 US fighter downed.121 But the overall ratio in Vietnam was barely 

2:1.122 At times, the ratio even flipped, with the North Vietnamese holding the advantage over a 

period. For example, in the last months of Rolling Thunder, MiG-21 pilots could boast of a 5:1 

kill ratio over the USAF.123 In the summer of 1972, the Air Force’s kill ratio sunk to an abysmal 

.6:1, in what one Air Force F-4 pilot dubbed “an old fashioned butt kicking, pure and simple.”124  

While it is open to debate whether technology or training was most determinative in the 

air-to-air realm, both were surely major factors in the Air Force’s failure to achieve air 

superiority.125 The same assumptions and visions of future war drove choices in both technology 

and tactics. In case of a Soviet attack on the continental US, air-to-air missiles would be the 

prime interceptor weapon, and were thus designed to stave off bombers; enemy fighters would 
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be irrelevant in this scenario. In US offensive operations, Soviet fighters would be eliminated on 

the ground before launch. With these assumptions, it is no wonder that air-to-air combat was 

thought to be passé, and training for dogfights a romantic indulgence, not worth the inherent 

risks. These skills atrophied across the Air Force.126  

The Soviet fighter advantages correlated to the US fighter disadvantages. Compared to 

US fighters, the MiG-17 and MiG-21 were small, and therefore hard to see. These Soviet fighters 

boasted excellent turning capability, allowing them to quickly move into firing position. While 

US aircraft were more powerful than the MiG-17, the MiG-21 enjoyed a power and speed 

advantage, and its AA-2 Atoll heat-seeking missile—a copy of the American AIM-9—was 

effective against a fleeing target. The F-105 could outrun the MiG-17, but not the Mig-21.127 

Many US pilots considered the Soviet-style radar net and GCI to be the communist air 

forces’ greatest asset, and studies affirmed this belief, noting that 81 percent of aircraft lost in 

air-to-air combat were victims of surprise attack. The North Vietnamese controllers, who were 

pilots themselves, would vector the MiGs to an advantageous position, from which the MiGs 

could “jump” US aircrews. Often, the first time a US jet realized it was under attack was when 

an Atoll missile impacted. In contrast, the Americans had no equivalent system, which made it 

that much easier for the MiGs to surprise them. 128 

Another technological difficulty was that through the war, US air-to-air missiles failed 

spectacularly. The Air Force’s AIM-4D Falcon was the worst. Out of 61 attempts throughout the 

war, the missile scored only 7 hits. The USAF was forced to rely on the Navy’s AIM-7 Sparrow 
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and AIM-9 Sidewinder, and discontinued the AIM-4D program by 1970.129 However, even with 

these missiles, the Air Force still achieved a dismal success rate: for the entire war, AIM-7s 

produced a meager success rate of 7%, and the AIM-9 could claim a success rate of only 18%. 

While some of the failures were attributed to pilot error (a result of lack of training) such as 

firing outside the missile’s parameters, 66% of AIM-7s and 47% of AIM-9s simply did not 

work.130 With considerable understatement, Michel writes, “It was very frustrating for the US 

crews to work their way into position for a kill and have the missiles malfunction.”131  

To make matters worse for the Air Force, the Navy was doing much better by the 

numbers. It seemed the USAF was the third best air force in the fight.132 Recall that the Air Force 

was forced to use Navy-developed missiles, and the largely Navy-designed F-4.133 But what 

must have been truly galling was that the USAF pilots fell far behind the Navy pilots in air-to-air 

combat. The Navy F-8 pilots, who were well-trained in dogfighting maneuvers, scored 13 MiG 

kills in 1967-68 for no losses at all.134 Linebackers I and II were much the same story, but worse: 

the USAF kill ratio was 2:1, while the Navy could boast of a 6:1 kill ratio. At one point, the 

Navy had scored 20 kills for just one loss, and the North Vietnamese started to simply avoid 

Navy fighters.135 A joke circulated among US pilots about a large sign at North Vietnamese Phuc 
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Yen airfield which read, “Rule 1: Don’t eat yellow snow. Rule 2: Don’t attack gray [US Navy] 

Phantoms.”136 

The Air Force looked to technical solutions to improve their record, but designers and 

engineers had a late start; many valuable technologies arrived in theater in the last year or two of 

the war. The airframes themselves received incremental improvements to increase survivability, 

lethality and maneuverability. External cannon pods for the F-4, largely developed in the field, 

garnered immediate success.137 The addition of the cannon to the new model F-4E, requiring a 

significant redesign of the nose, marked the return to what had been considered by Air Force 

leaders as an antiquated weapon of bygone eras, and “was a powerful ideological statement that 

Air Force pilots were less missile system managers than gunfighters, capable of dogfighting and 

strafing ground units like their predecessors in other wars.”138 

The agonizing, tangible result of USAF failure over North Vietnam was the capture of 

Prisoners of War (POWs). Each one represented a case in which America was beaten by the 

communists and their technology. One can discern the place Vietnam War POWs hold in the 

consciousness of the Air Force in official art of the organization, which reflects values and 

emotions in a way words cannot. Paintings which grace the Air Force’s corridors in the Pentagon 

and other significant buildings typically, and unsurprisingly, feature airplanes. Celebrating the 

history of the force, the aircraft are often shown in action on particularly noteworthy wartime 

missions, with all details rendered in excruciating historical accuracy. The human element, when 

included, is usually portrayed in relation to aircraft somehow. But one notices a change with art 

of the Vietnam War. We see POWs. The portraits are simple, each depicting one captive, in stark 
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isolation. Bold lines and somber or harsh colors connote endurance, courage, and pain. He is 

without technology or artifact of any kind, with just bleak cell walls for a setting. Stripped of 

flightsuit and boots, garbed in a pajama-like prison uniform and thong slippers, the man is 

completely divorced from the aircraft that brought him there. These paintings are a study of 

heroism in suffering, but above all, the human element of war.139 

In the end, the Vietnam War marked a turning point for the Air Force’s relationship with 

technology. Some scholars have cited Air Force behavior toward technology in the decade prior 

to the Vietnam War as evidence of technological zeal,140 technological exuberance,141 or even 

hubris142 in the organization. Surely, some individual air officers fit the mold of techno-zealot.143 

It is probably fair to say that the average Air Force pilot had faith in his technology to the extent 

that it would do what it was designed to do. But over Vietnam, technology, especially air-to-air 

missiles, let pilots down. Further, the pilots knew their training and tactics had led to numerous 

losses, and said so in post-war debriefs.144 As mentioned, the pilots flying over North Vietnam 

had very little experience in air-to-air combat maneuvers. Air-to air training was never repaired 

or re-emphasized during the war. For some aircrew, their first air-to-air engagement was with a 

MiG over Vietnam, or simply being shot down.145 

The veteran pilots understood this: technology could not save the insufficiently trained, 

nor was technology to blame for their losses. The cadre of fighter pilots who emerged from the 
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war was destined to lead the organization. They recognized that both training and technology had 

played a role in the story of Vietnam, and were determined to make changes. 

 

Organizational Change and Technology: The Ascendance of the “Fighter Mafia” 

The 1970s and 1980s witnessed a massive shift of power from SAC to TAC. Officers 

with fighter backgrounds took control of the service and ascended into leadership positions in the 

USAF. With this change, fighter culture, incorporating a certain “machismo” and irreverence, 

and a fighter-operations perspective, spread through the organization.146 When General Charles 

A. Gabriel took command of the service as Chief of Staff in 1982, he was the first fighter pilot to 

do so, breaking the bomber generals’ lock on the top position. In 1975, bomber generals 

outnumbered fighter generals on the Air Staff by two to one, but by 1982 there were no bomber 

generals in the important Air Staff positions. The shift was seen not only in the highest levels of 

leadership, but across the service: from 1971 to 1982, fighter pilots out-numbered bomber pilots 

by an average of four to one. With this transfer of power came concomitant changes in budgets, 

procurement, and doctrine, all towards the fighter and tactical side of airpower. As with SAC 

before it, TAC’s ways largely became the Air Force’s ways.147 

Many forces coalesced to produce this tectonic shift, but the Vietnam War was 

undoubtedly the greatest factor. TAC no longer operated as a “mini-SAC.”148 Conventional, 

limited conflicts now seemed to be the most likely, and precision-guided missiles (PGMs), 

delivered by cost-effective multi-role fighters, would be the weapon of choice for these conflicts. 
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Combat experience, as always, was the chief discriminator at promotion boards, and here tactical 

pilots held the advantage.149 

In the mid-1960s, a wave of WWII-generation officers retired from the service. The 

younger generation of pilots showed clearer strains of pragmatism and creativity when it came to 

technology. Said a fighter pilot of the day, “There was always a better way to get the job done, 

and an in-depth knowledge of available technology was the path to success….Fighter pilots live 

in a personal world of pragmatism.”150 Michel, also a fighter pilot, describes the “new model” as 

“responsible, cool-headed but still aggressive pilots and flight leaders who ‘knew when to hold 

‘em and when to fold ‘em.’”151 

From this cadre emerged the USAF’s senior leaders of the 1990s—the key decision-

makers in the case of the adoption of the Predator UAV (see Chapter 16).  

The Vietnam air war revealed painful truths. To begin with, the Russians had taken a 

handful of North Vietnamese pilots, from a tiny, largely pre-industrial country, and with the right 

technology and a few months of training, had created an air force that could seriously challenge 

the USAF. To some thinkers willing to consider the uncomfortable, that fact might imply that 

any nation could challenge the USAF, given advanced technology (e.g., Soviet) and a little 

training. Worse, if the Soviets could create an effective air force out of the North Vietnamese, 

how much more formidable would the Soviets themselves be in their own equipment over 

Europe? 

The organizational reaction was not to retreat to pre-Vietnam comfort in the nuclear 

mission and ignore the lessons of the war, as some have claimed. The Air Force took dramatic 
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steps to improve its cooperation with the Army and grow the ground support mission, expressed 

in the AirLand Doctrine.152 The fighter generals ensured that the USAF would not easily be 

bested by technology, acquiring not one, but two excellent fighters with complementary 

attributes, the F-15 and F-16. As for the burgeoning SAM threat, a technological solution would 

render it impotent: stealth.  

The Air Force’s orientation redirected toward the human element as well. Air officers 

now saw tactics and training as synergistic with technology, each one necessary, but neither one 

sufficient on its own. The post-Vietnam years saw a renaissance in aircrew training, including 

the establishment of a permanent “Aggressor” squadron of F-5 fighters playing the role of MiGs, 

the innovative multi-event Red Flag exercise complete with an environment of opposing Soviet 

weaponry, and high-tech tracking and feedback systems that could replay what occurred in a 

training flight. This advance allowed honest and critical assessment of performance in the air.153 

Never again would the USAF be third best. 

 

Precision-Guided Munitions: A Love Affair 

In a frustrating, dangerous, and at times, demoralizing war, precision-guided munitions 

(PGMs), which hit the scene in time for the Linebacker campaigns, were a silver lining. Pilots 

were amazed, and then elated, at the realization of the wide-ranging and beneficial ramifications 

of these highly accurate weapons. They recognized it as a dawn of a new era.154 It was a rapid 
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Air Force research and development effort, resulting in the laser-guided bomb (LGB), that would 

have the greatest impact on the Linebacker bombing campaigns.155 

PGMs immediately and dramatically showed their worth. For aviators in Vietnam, the 

effect of PGMs was jaw—and bridge—dropping. Two infamous bridges, one on the main line of 

communication (LOC) from China to Hanoi, and the other on the main LOC from Hanoi to 

South Vietnam, held immense strategic value, and increasingly symbolic value as the war went 

on. These two bridges at the heart of Hanoi’s logistics network had been denominated on US 

target lists even before the Gulf of Tonkin incident, but the bridges continually defied destruction 

and cost many losses through multiple attempts to make them impassible. In the spring of 1972, 

PGMs ended years of frustration and quickly took the bridges down.156 The stunning success 

against the two bridges engendered an emotionalization of PGMs. A veteran of the time remarks 

that the PGMs’ destruction of the bridges, “started an Air Force love affair with laser-guided 

bombs and laser designators that still burns brightly today.”157 

The effectiveness of PGMs created an atmosphere of semi-euphoria around them. One 

official post-war report observed that eight F-4s with LGBs wielded the equivalent firepower of 

2000 sorties with “dumb” (unguided) bombs.158 Another study estimated that LBGs were 100-

200 times more effective than dumb bombs against very hard targets.159 
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In the pre-industrial setting of North Vietnam, PGMs turned out to be the weapon of 

choice. With the advent of PGMs, previously proscribed targets were approved for attack, 

including a thermal power plant located precariously close to a dam, the previously mentioned 

SAM assembly plant located in a Hanoi neighborhood, and the underground Bac Mai air defense 

command and control post, also located in a Hanoi residential area.160 The inherent 

discrimination of the weapons allowed the targeting of physically small objectives, like caches of 

petroleum barrels or vehicle repair shops. The enemy tactic of collocating military supplies near 

hospitals or in villages could be negated. In sum, it was PGMs that held at risk North Vietnam’s 

long-term war-making potential.161 The guided weapons proved simple to use and reliable; pilots 

trusted they would “work” in combat.162 

PGMs changed the composition of strike packages due to their efficiency. Fewer aircraft 

were needed to deliver bombs in each mission, thus making available more aircraft to 

concentrate on countering enemy air defenses. Because each strike mission would be more 

effective, due to both the accuracy of the weapons and comparative invulnerability to threats, the 

overall air operation could be more efficient; each target required fewer missions. This meant air 

forces could “service” more targets, enabling greater systemic effects while incurring fewer 

losses. And the PGMs themselves were not terribly expensive.163 

A key aspect of PGMs was the interplay between casualties and operational efficiency. 

Over the years, a societal concern for American lives evolved into a casualty aversion which 
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extended to enemy combatants and civilians as well.164 As purveyors of firebombing, nuclear 

bombing, and carpet bombing, Air officers felt an exceptional tension between preventing 

casualties and their missions. Going far in resolving this inherent conflict of moral duties, PGMs 

were a godsend. 

 

The Quantity vs. Quality Preference  

As Builder notes, “For the Air Force, aerodynamic performance and technological quality 

of its aircraft have always been of higher priority than the number….to be outnumbered may be 

tolerable, but to be outflown is not.”165 

The Air Force does indeed prefer quality over quantity. Air officers measure not just the 

service’s organizational standing and health by its technological quality, but measure themselves, 

inasmuch as their identities center on specific platforms.166  

The preference for quality over quantity, often expressed as a preference for few numbers 

of high-tech platforms over large numbers of low-tech platforms, reflects a larger US defense 

strategy that emerged in the Cold War known as the “offset” strategy. In general, an offset 

strategy aims to counter manpower (and perhaps a greater willingness to risk soldiers’ lives) with 

technology. Technological quality stood as both a contrast and as a counter to the Soviets’ 

perceived backwardness, represented by images of the Soviet’s massive quantities of low-quality 

equipment and legions of apparent cannon fodder. 
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As an organization born into the Cold War, the Air Force likely absorbed the “high 

quality” mindset to a greater degree than its sister services. The issue came to the fore right from 

the beginning: WWII ended as the jet age dawned, leaving the new USAF with large stocks of 

outdated aircraft procured in wartime. Just when the service needed to make the leap to the jet 

age, the country was most adamant about cutting defense budgets. General Hap Arnold, a 

champion of research and development, often spoke of a technological imperative, and argued 

before the Senate in October 1945: “We must remember at all times that the degree of national 

security rapidly declines when reliance is placed on the quantity of existing equipment instead of 

its quality.”167 

The offset strategy endured through the Cold War, growing more formalized as an 

articulated policy.168 The defense establishment conceptualized a European War against the 

Warsaw Pact as a (hopefully) conventional fight of US technology versus Soviet manpower. Air 

Force platforms developed and fielded in the 1970s and 1980s such as the F-15, F-16, AWACS, 

and the stealthy F-117 were consciously designed with the goal of maintaining a qualitative edge 

over the Soviet numerical advantage, an advantage likely to manifest in the air defense realm.169 

Some observers point to the F-16 Fighting Falcon (better known in the Air Force as the 

Viper) as an example of the Air Force choosing (or being forced to choose) quantity over quality. 

But even the first F-16s off the line were not low-quality aircraft by any means, and in fact, the 

F-16 was arguably the most capable dogfighter in the world at its birth. The F-16 incorporated 

ground-breaking technologies, and in several ways, was more technologically advanced than the 

F-15, even with a smaller airframe and smaller price tag. 
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Significantly, the relatively small size and weight of the F-16 airframe embodied not 

austerity or retrograding, but a technologically innovative approach to aircraft design. In the 

words of the F-16’s chief designer, Harry Hillaker, “The F-16 is much more of an application of 

high technology than the F-15….Our design was a finesse approach. If we wanted to fly faster, 

we made the drag lower by reducing size and adjusting the configuration itself. If we wanted 

greater range, we made the plane more efficient, more compact.”170 

A notable high-tech innovation was the “fly-by-wire” system, that is, electronic flight 

control system. Fly-by-wire allowed the F-16 to be designed in such a way as to make it 

incredibly maneuverable because, relying less on direct pilot input for control, the jet could be 

less aerodynamically stable.171 The jet’s maneuverability was unparalleled; it could pull 9-G 

turns almost instantly.172 The F-16 was excellent in the close-in dogfight, probably the best in the 

world.173 Other included technological innovations were equally impressive: a “head’s up” 

display (HUD) showing key instrument and weapons information at the pilot’s eye-level, a small 

joystick-style controller instead of the typical push-pull control stick, and weapons delivery 

software which provided remarkable accuracy and made the jet’s small air-to-ground payload go 

far.174 The resulting fighter was a pilot’s dream. A fighter pilot from that time describes its 

reception: 

Lord Byron said that a thing of beauty is a joy forever, and the newest jet [the F-16] to 

join the Air Force was indeed a thing of beauty. The sleek design wrapped around a 

single, powerful F100 engine in smooth sleekness said, “This is one hot jet”…. Every 

generation has an airplane for which pilots unabashedly carry a flaming torch. In World 
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War II, it was the P–51 Mustang; in Korea, the F–86 Sabre. After Korea and the F–86, a 

few might argue, but most would point to the F–104 Starfighter—the “Last of the Sport 

Models.” All had common features—small, powerful, single-seat, single engine, and a 

joy to fly. The F–16 epitomized its little predecessors in every way, especially the joy of 

flight.175 

 

The aircraft was a major success. The Air Force purchased 2231 copies, acquiring some 

as recently as 2005.176 The F-16 case shows how the Air Force put ground-breaking technology 

into service to yield high performance without the high price tag. Knowing they could never 

afford all the F-15s needed to counter the Warsaw Pact threat geographically, Air Force leaders 

sought a complementary, comparatively cheaper, multi-role, high-tech aircraft, not an austere, 

cheap, single-role, low-tech aircraft. 

Increasingly long lead times in development of high-tech platforms, typically more than 

10 years in the case of aircraft, encourage air officers to think in terms of hedging; they prepare 

for the worst in face of an unknowable but potentially threatening future. Furthermore, airframes 

now last decades; air officers see few chances to acquire a new aircraft and whatever they do 

acquire must last a long time. As such, requirements for a new aircraft tend to be extensive, 

reflecting multiple, even competing, visions of future warfare. General LeMay voiced this 

concern with characteristic candor: “When something faster comes along I want it…I want to get 

a force and a combat capability that will cover anything you can think of, because I don't believe 

you can forecast how the next war is going to start and what conditions are going to be."177 

For example, the F-15 incorporated maximum capability for both long-range, beyond 

visual range (BVR) air intercepts and close air-to-air combat as seen in Vietnam; “the aircraft’s 

requirement thus satisfied old and new theories of combat.” The Air Force chose to require a 
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very high top speed of Mach 2.5 at the cost of 150 additional aircraft.178 Air officers defend such 

choices with well-reasoned arguments for maintaining a technological advantage in the face of 

uncertainty. One person’s gold plating is another person’s foresightedness. 

But probably the greatest source of the quality-over-quantity mindset in the Air Force is 

the service’s interpretation of historic air-to-air contests, which have come to symbolize the 

entire issue. The lesson learned from WWI and subsequent air wars was that a technologically 

superior aircraft enjoys not an incremental, but an exponential, advantage; a few superior aircraft 

of can clear the sky of a multitude of inferior machines.179 

In the 1970s and 1980s, a fringe group of Air officer and technocrat “Critics” challenged 

the traditional notion of quality over quantity. The Critics voiced the opinion that simple aircraft, 

and more of them, would be the most effective and most maintainable in combat. They 

succeeded in planting enough seeds of doubt to spur a movement, and Congress formed the 

Military Reform Caucus. Ultimately, the Critics did not succeed in forcing the Air Force to buy 

cheap, simple weapons, but made a long-lasting impression on the public’s perception of military 

leaders and acquisition processes.180 

The Critic’s challenge to the Air Force was neither a matter of arcane technological 

debate nor well-meaning efforts at constructive criticism. The Critics and their followers 
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impugned the officer corps’ competency, resorting to ad hominem attacks and even base insults. 

They cut to the heart of Air Force leaders by denying their professionalism and by discounting 

their unique expertise garnered through years of experience. Even worse, the Critics indicted Air 

leaders’ integrity by accusing them of corruption and self-dealing in procurement.181 This was 

the most reprehensible of sins in light of the OI, that of putting one’s own selfish interests before 

the security of the nation.  

It is within this context that we can understand the Air Force’s sense of vindication that 

came with the 1991 Persian Gulf War. 

 

The Persian Gulf War 

The 1991 Persian Gulf War (also known by its military moniker Operation Desert Storm, 

or simply the Gulf War) was the first major conflict in the post-Cold War era and a watershed in 

military history. On the eve of the war, Iraqi despot Saddam Hussein wielded the largest military 

in the region, one that had invaded and conquered neighboring Kuwait with ease. Saddam’s 

forces included a sizeable air force that boasted modern fighters such as the MiG-29 and Su-24, 

and a formidable modern air defense system, more dense than many found in Eastern Europe 

during the Cold War, and far more advanced than that which protected Hanoi in the Vietnam 

War years.182 Despite all this, US and Coalition forces routed Iraq’s military in about 6 weeks, 

with extraordinarily low casualties on the US/Coalition side, and minimal Iraqi military and 

civilian casualties.183 The Air Force played a leading role, bombing strategic targets as well as 
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attacking fielded forces, performing air interdiction, and leading the hunt for Scud missile 

launchers. Against the Iraqi Air Force, Coalition air forces achieved a 33:1 kill ratio, forcing the 

Iraqi pilots to give up and either stay grounded or try to escape.184 The air campaign of January 

17-February 24 preceded a successful ground campaign which was touted as lasting only 100 

hours. 

The Persian Gulf War was a defining moment for the USAF, dramatically affecting the 

organization in ways that reinforced and refined the Technologist OI referent. A triumphalist 

mood spread throughout the service. It became commonplace to read that the Air Force had 

“dominated” the conflict.185 Not only had the Air Force proven itself indispensable, wielding the 

decisive means of war, but the lopsided victory brought catharsis, purging the toxic detritus of 

the Vietnam War. It was both a moral and military victory, underwritten by investments in 

advanced technology and the training to use it. 

 

Euphoria, Domination and Decisiveness 

After months of anticipation and build up, and numerous pundits’ predictions of a bloody 

stalemate and casualties in the tens of thousands, the war’s quick victory, in which airpower 

clearly played an outsized role, put the Air Force in a state of elation. As USAF colonel and 

scholar Dennis M. Drew put it, “Almost nothing could dampen the euphoria which followed 

such a successful short war that produced remarkably few casualties.”186 
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The prevailing view to emerge among Air officers was that airpower (practically 

synonymous with the US Air Force) had, for all intents and purposes, won the Gulf War, 

defeating Iraq’s ground and air forces, such that all that remained for the Army to do was a 

“mop-up” operation.187 At a press conference immediately after the conflict, Air Force Chief of 

Staff General Merrill A. “Tony” McPeak characterized the Gulf War as “largely a story about 

airpower, a success story for US and coalition air forces,” and after giving the obligatory tip of 

the hat to ground forces, stated frankly, “My private conviction is that this is the first time in 

history that a field army has been defeated by airpower.”188 His words revealed what many 

airmen were beginning to feel at the time, and confirmed their hunch. 

Pundits, wags, and scholarly analyses all attempted to determine if airpower was truly 

decisive, either alone or in conjunction with the ground forces.189 But the very fact that this 

question could be debated seriously for the first time, and that civilian analysts could credibly 

argue that airpower was indeed decisive, was an enormous development in the history of 

airpower, and a powerful shot in the arm for the Air Force. The Gulf War victory represented 

resolution, finally, of doubt and debate over the utility of airpower. Wrote Colonel Drew, 

In previous wars, the impact of air power had always been a bone of contention, an article 

of unresolved and unresolvable debate. In the Gulf War, the impact of air power…was 

clearly overwhelming and decisive. The clarity of the aerial victory also provided a 

symbolic beacon of sorts. It symbolized the maturity of air power, the domination of air 

power, and the need for a new paradigm of warfare.190 

 

On the wings of technology, the potential of airpower had come to full fruition. And so 

the Gulf War marked a coming of age for the service most strongly associated with airpower, the 
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USAF. Regardless of the nitty-gritty details of war analyses, it appeared to many Air officers that 

airpower had finally proven decisive, perhaps even capable of winning a war on its own, as air 

theorists since Billy Mitchell, and Giulio Douhet had claimed. Drew concludes,  

The stunning performance of coalition air power symbolized both the maturity of air 

power and its dominant position in late twentieth-century warfare….The most obvious 

symbolic meaning of the Desert Storm experience was that air power has matured as an 

instrument of war. At long last, air power lived up to its potential and fulfilled the 

promises made by the early prophets of air power.191  

 

If the Gulf War helped to dispel some of the USAF’s lingering insecurities about the 

nation’s requirement for an independent air arm, it also provided new justification. The tide had 

turned: airpower now took the lead in combat, as Desert Storm “saw ground forces supporting 

the dominant air effort.”192 Air Force voices confidently argued that airpower should not just 

support ground forces, but could increasingly do the work of ground forces, and do it more 

efficiently and with fewer casualties. Not long after the Gulf War, the typically circumspect Air 

Force Chief of Staff General Ronald Fogleman remarked to an Air Force doctrine symposium 

that,  

Airpower has fundamentally changed the nature of warfare….We can now see the results 

of that approach as laid out in some of the visions of early airmen. The need for mass on 

the battlefield has changed. We don't need to occupy an enemy's country to defeat his 

strategy. We can reduce his combat capabilities and in many instances defeat his armed 

forces from the air.193 

 

From the Gulf War forward, the Air Force saw itself as the foremost service, and 

airpower as the weapon of choice, capable of driving events on the surface and a guarantor of 

victory in all types of combat. The technological vanguard now saw itself as the US military 
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vanguard, and easily the “World’s Greatest Air Force” (See Chapter 9 “The Excellent/The 

Elite”).194 

In the institution’s relatively short history, the USAF collective memory places the Gulf 

War in a special category as both “turning point” and “heyday.” The USAF official history, 

while typically dry and fact-driven, remembers the Gulf War almost as a joyous romp: “As the 

B-52s devastated enemy units on the ground, Coalition aircraft swept the Iraqi air force from the 

sky;” “These [US] aircraft had a field day with the [Iraqi] convoy;” reconnaissance aircraft 

spotted “juicy targets for the flyers;” “the Iraqi army was ripe for a sucker punch and it got one;” 

an F-111 strike in the last hours of the air war was dubbed “The Grand Finale.”195 Such language 

commemorates the long-awaited and complete victory over a worthy, but outmatched, foe, and 

the establishment of a sense of indisputable technological superiority among the US services and 

over any adversary. 

 

Expurgating Vietnam 

“By God, we’ve kicked the Vietnam syndrome once and for all!”196 So famously 

exclaimed the Commander-in-Chief, George H. W. Bush, in an ultimate verdict and approbation 

of Air Force efforts to lay the ghosts of Vietnam to rest. Through all stages of the Gulf War—

planning, execution, and post-war analyses—the USAF consciously worked to “kick the 

Vietnam syndrome” and incorporate “lessons learned” in Vietnam. In so doing, the service could 

heal its wounds, silence criticism, and redeem itself both externally and internally. Although the 
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other services, particularly the Army, also felt redeemed by the results of the Gulf War, the Air 

Force’s interpretation of events reflected, defended, and reinforced the OI in distinct ways. 

Moreover, vindication from the Critics’ attacks proved especially poignant for Technologists. 

From the first inklings of a likely conflict in the Persian Gulf, Air officers set about to 

emancipate the institution from the shackles of Vietnam memories. Colonel John A. Warden III, 

the mastermind behind the strategic air campaign, dubbed his plan “Instant Thunder” as a direct 

repudiation of Vietnam’s air campaign, “Rolling Thunder.” There would be no “gradual 

escalation;” air forces would hit hard and fast, and without ceasing.197 Warden had served in 

Vietnam and pledged that he would do everything he could to ensure the US would win the next 

time. Writes his biographer, “The experience of witnessing a losing campaign from the inside 

exerted a profound influence on his way of thinking: twenty years later, when Iraq invaded 

Kuwait, he viewed it as an opportunity and obligation to ‘get it right.’”198 

When the initial air plan was presented to the Air Force general in charge of strategic 

plans on the Joint Staff, he reportedly exclaimed, “Excellent, excellent! This is the exact opposite 

of what we did in Vietnam! This is what we want!”199 A deliberate effort to avoid the pitfalls of 

the Vietnam War permeated the execution of the Gulf War as well as its planning. Desert Storm 

air commander, General Charles A. “Chuck” Horner, in a post-war interview, described 

pervasive disavowal of perceived Vietnam-style operations: “Many of us came through the same 

experience in Vietnam and saw all the gross errors in the operation there and vowed it would 

never happen again.”200 In an interview on the occasion of the 20-year anniversary of the Gulf 
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War, Horner went a step further and credited the tragedy of the Vietnam War with victory in the 

Gulf War: “We learned bitter, bitter lessons in Vietnam that really paid off in Desert Storm.”201 

In this way, the Air Force could “own” failure in Vietnam and turn it into something beneficial; 

the loss in Vietnam had not been in vain. 

The organization of all US and Coalition air assets under a single air component 

commander, the Joint Force Air Component Commander (JFACC), also expressed a USAF 

effort, years in the making, to incorporate hard lessons of Vietnam. The consolidation of 

command unified the air effort in order to increase operational coherence and efficiency. Both 

symbolically and in effect, the JFACC, as an organizational form, countered the much-

disparaged “route package” system employed in Southeast Asia, in which airspace and 

operational command were divided among forces (see Chapter 12).202 

References and comparisons to the Vietnam War pepper the Air Force’s official 

examination of Operation Desert Storm, The Gulf War Air Power Survey. The survey’s summary 

analysis cites the Vietnam War over 20 times. The report’s lead authors, Thomas A. Keaney and 

Eliot A. Cohen, note the confidence derived from superior equipment; technology would not just 

deliver a “crushing” victory in the Gulf War, but “settle accounts” regarding the Vietnam War 

and airpower: 

Perhaps the greatest intangible attribute brought to the Gulf by American commanders, in 

the air as on land, was supreme confidence in the ability of their troops and the quality of 

their equipment….Few doubted that the war would end other than with a crushing 

Coalition victory. This mood of confidence mixed with a deep sense of determination 

(the TACC [Tactical Air Control Center] logs show this vividly) that this war would wipe 

clean the memory of the half-hearted efforts and mishaps of Vietnam and other occasions 

on which air forces had achieved less than their advocates had hoped. Many officers 
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expected and desired that this war would, in some fashion, settle an open account in the 

history of air power.203 

 

As the authors above allude, victory in the Gulf War allowed the Air Force to frame the 

struggles of the 1980s as years in which the institution boldly strove to reinvent itself in the face 

of naysayers. In one example among many, the Air Force Magazine webpage memorializing 

General Wilbur L. Creech, commander of TAC from 1978-1984, claims “his greatest triumph 

was transforming Tactical Air Command from post-Vietnam basket case into the sword of 

Desert Storm.”204 Moreover, this audacious endeavor to understand and prepare for future 

combat belonged only to the Air Force. As Colonel Phillip Meilinger observes, the other US 

services “elected to organize and equip themselves as they had prior to Vietnam.…The Air 

Force, on the other hand, significantly reoriented its strategy, doctrine and technology.”205 

 

Vindication and the Quality-Quantity Debate 

Vindication was sweet. The overwhelming victory of the Gulf War silenced the “Critics,” 

many of whom had grossly overestimated the number of casualties the war would bring. With 

the indisputable results of the air war, USAF leaders regained their confidence, and success 

restored credibility to their professional judgment. They had been right all along! The Air Force 

philosophy of high-tech, high quality platforms had won the war and won the day. 

Understandably, the Air Force lost no time in trumpeting these results both internally and 

externally. Even before the war’s conclusion, an Air Force Magazine editorial remarked that Air 

Force success “seems to amaze—and in some cases, disappoint—critics who had depicted the 
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armed forces as a bunch of bunglers, wasting money on complicated weapons that didn't work 

and spinning scare stories about conflicts that would never happen.”206 

The results of the Gulf War appeared to irrefutably demonstrate that quality mattered 

more than quantity. The debate moved from theoretical to empirical, and the evidence 

overwhelmingly favored quality. Indeed, some of the most lauded and useful aircraft in the Gulf 

War, such as the F-15 and F-111, were exactly those most maligned by the Critics. The Iraqis’ 

Soviet equipment, touted by reformers as rugged, reliable, cheap, and well-suited for the 

grittiness of actual battle, hardly challenged the US’s high-tech weaponry. Moreover, the US 

aircraft, high-tech but designed with simplicity of maintenance in mind, boasted a high sortie 

completion rate, eviscerating the Critics’ central argument that high-tech equipment would never 

hold up in battle due to its complexity and complicated maintenance requirements.207 Wrote one 

civilian analyst not long after the war, “The success of advanced conventional munitions in the 

Gulf War demonstrated that the quality—rather than the quantity—of weapons will be 

emphasized in future warfare.”208 

Indeed, the air campaign maximized return on the Air Force’s new technological 

investments, such as the F-117, F-111 and F-15, all carrying PGMs. If one development came to 

epitomize the USAF role in the conflict, it was the pairing of PGMs and stealth. PGMs made for 

dramatic TV footage witnessed by millions of Americans as these super-accurate missiles 

slipped through an air vent or bunker door. The ultrahigh-tech stealthy F-117 emerged as the 

“superstar” from a field of astonishingly capable performers.209 In many ways, the strange-
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looking aircraft, previously shrouded in secrecy, became the face of the air war, and with it, all 

the futuristic, powerful high-technology its existence and stellar combat performance implied. 

Untouched and virtually undetected by Iraqi air defenses, it enjoyed an aura of invincibility.210 

The implication of stealth for strategic competition was clear: adversaries would be forced to 

spend immense resources to counter it. But no other nation had anything like stealth in their 

arsenal. Stealth was a uniquely American technology, wielded by the USAF alone. 

In the years immediately after the war, General Fogleman noted, “In the end, it's a 

combination of equipment and the way you are trained to employ that equipment that produces 

these kinds of results.”211 Here, Fogleman expresses the Air Force conception, solidified in the 

1970s and 1980s, of training as a part of technology; the two are part and parcel of any 

capability. Air Force training, presumed excellent in quality, is considered part of the 

technological “package” for any piece of equipment. 

 

Technology and Post-Gulf War Restructuring 

As the war established the primacy of advanced technologies, it concomitantly reinforced 

the esteem of the community within the Air Force most strongly associated with them, the fighter 

pilots. 212 Writes Air Force historian Paul G. Gillespie, “The nuclear arsenal that once formed the 

mainstay of national defense has been largely supplanted by the less restrictive, and hence, more 

potent, precision air weapon.” Thus PGMs, from an Air Force perspective, took their place as 

“the centerpiece of the US arsenal.”213  
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Sweeping structural change marked the culmination of a power shift years in the making 

from bomber pilots to fighter pilots.214 The fighter pilot-dominated Air Combat Command 

(ACC) replaced both Strategic Air Command (SAC) and Tactical Air Command (TAC). This 

significant restructuring razed Cold War organizational pillars and revealed the extent of the 

marginalization of the nuclear mission. SAC, once the core of the service, disappeared along 

with the USSR. The creation of ACC reflected the new reality of conventional technology: the 

line between the strategic and the tactical was blurred to the point of meaninglessness. 

 

The Gulf War and the RMA  

The Coalition’s lopsided victory in the Gulf War led many to believe they were 

witnessing a revolution in military affairs (RMA), that is, a discontinuous and fundamental 

alteration of the nature of warfare enabled by a quantum leap in technology.215  

The RMA was a hot topic at the time, and the Air Force was at the center of it all. The 

information age-driven RMA could be understood as another offset strategy, that is, a 

substitution of technology in place of manpower—a central premise of airpower. Analysts often 

cited the Air Force’s performance and technology in the Gulf War as ushering in the RMA, the 

harbinger of what was to come.216 The Air Force’s primary technologies were nearly 

synonymous with the RMA: air- and space-borne reconnaissance platforms, command and 
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control systems, and information networks. Internally and externally, the Air Force was 

perceived as best suited to harness and benefit from the RMA. Words from 10 Propositions of 

Air Power summarize the view: “Air power is most affected [by the RMA] because advancing 

technologies in space, computers, electronics, low observable weapons and information systems 

will enhance those services that rely on technology to decide the issue of war.”217 

 

Conclusion 

This selective history, tracing the origins and themes of the USAF and technology, brings 

us to the years in which this project’s case study begins (see Chapter 16). The Air Force sees 

itself as the nation’s military technological vanguard. Technology represents a broad cultural 

milieu for the organization, as well as a competitive realm, both globally and between services. 

History shows a pattern of openness to external sources for technological expertise and 

innovation, represented by close relationships with industry and academia. The Air Force is 

characteristically pragmatic in weapon systems choices, maintaining the force-in-being while 

hedging in the face of uncertainty, but always working to be the technology leader. The Air 

Force considers integration and training of the human element to be part of technology. 

The Gulf War proved a watershed for the Air Force, especially momentous due to the 

relatively short history of the organization. The conflict solidified the nature of the USAF’s OI 

vis-à-vis technology. The Gulf War marked the USAF’s coming of age and fulfillment of 

airpower’s promise. The war also confirmed and reinforced the Air Force’s preference for 

quality over quantity. 
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PGMs delivered the USAF success after a time of institutional insecurity. Witnessing the 

increasing reliance on air strikes over the course of the 1990s, some even saw a new US way of 

war, with the USAF holding the key. With tools ultra-powerful, yet humane by any historic 

standard, and unique only to itself, the Air Force could deliver results overwhelming and 

decisive. 
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Chapter 6 

Innovators 

 

The Innovator referent is closely tied to the Technologist and Futurist referents. 

Innovation usually implies a positive effect on military efficacy, and the referent is both an 

identity claim and aspiration. Among the referents, the Air Force touts itself as Innovator for 

external audiences, presenting it as a valuable and unique characteristic of the service. Often 

framed as “problem solving,” innovation is something that the Air Force can say it does, even 

does best, and provide empirical examples to make the case.  

Some who have studied innovation in the Air Force have found that the type and style of 

innovation seen in the Air Force differs from that of the other US services. The Air Force surely 

can point to many major and minor innovations through the years. But, through indoctrination, 

structural institutionalization, and commemoration, the Air Force has consciously built up this 

referent as central, enduring, and distinct (CED). At times, the service struggles to find a proper 

relationship between innovation in ideas, such as strategy and doctrine, and innovation in 

technology. 

 

Innovator: Claim and Aspiration 

Scholarship offers many views on the sources of military innovation. Proffered 

explanatory factors include the strategic environment and external threats,1 technological 
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developments,2 interservice rivalry (or bureaucratic politics generally),3 national, military or 

service culture,4 or some complex combination of all of these.5  

However, the Air Force believes innovation comes from within. As then-Air Force Chief 

of Staff General David L. Goldfein proclaimed, “Innovation is in our blood.”6 The Air Force 

bills itself as the most innovative service for both internal and external audiences. As Air Force 

officer and scholar Jeffrey W. Donnithorne observes, “As a service, the Air Force maintains an 

ongoing commitment to finding creative ways to bypass conventional conflict and conventional 

thinking.”7 The USAF’s 2013 vision statement captures the aspirational aspect of the Innovator 

referent: “The World’s Greatest Air Force—Powered by Airmen, Fueled by Innovation.” 

Air Force views its creation story as emblematic of such innovation.8 The aircraft was, of 

course, a technological innovation, and those who dedicated themselves to aviation’s 

development considered themselves to be innovators. Many have noted aviation pioneers’ 

motivation to find an innovative alternative to the gruesome trench warfare of the first world 

war. Airmen’s claim to innovation was part of the early justification for an independent service. 

In Winged Defense, Billy Mitchell decried that “any innovation, particularly in methods of 

warfare, is kept down by the more conservative elements” in the defense establishment, and 

argued that disaster was the inevitable result of the “conservatism of these permanent military 

services [which] always tend to perpetuate their existing systems and institutions and resist 
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changes and innovations.”9 The antidote was a new service capable of embracing such 

innovations.  

As Mitchell and his contemporaries considered themselves innovators in their own time, 

present-day Air officers use that example to support their own identification as Innovators. In 

this way, a collective understanding of and connection to the past is used to justify current claims 

to the Innovator identity. For example, at a 2016 conference for Air Force, industry, and defense 

establishment leaders, the speakers’ recurrent theme was the unique ability of the USAF to solve 

daunting problems through its “strong cultural tradition of innovation.” The conference remarks 

were then duly reported by Air Force Magazine, disseminating the message for a broader Air 

Force audience.10 

The Air Force mission document, Global Vigilance, Global Reach, Global Power for 

America, serves as an example of a top-down effort to enshrine the service’s history of 

innovation, and uses this hisotry as a basis for the claim of innovation in the present. Its Air Staff 

authors appeal to the USAF formation story, history of WWI, and early leaders such as Mitchell 

to back up the claim that innovation is a deeply rooted fundament of the service’s organizational 

culture: 

The effectiveness of Air Force airpower comes directly from the power of Airmen. While 

it is natural to define the Air Force in terms of its aircraft, missiles, or satellites, in reality, 

the Service’s unmatched capabilities exist only and precisely because of the imagination, 

innovation, and dedication of its people. Since the airplane was employed over the 

battlefields of World War I, Airmen have stood for and pioneered new and innovative 

ways to shape the fight and reinvent the battle itself. Whereas pre-Kitty Hawk warriors 

relied on breaking through fortified lines on the ground, Airmen have always sought to 

go over, not through, those fortifications to defeat our enemies and achieve the Nation’s 

objectives.  

This spirit of innovation, of seeing problems from an alternative perspective, is in 

our culture, in our heritage, and in every Airman…. 
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….The Air Force’s competitive advantage begins with its ability to recruit, 

develop, and retain innovative warriors...11 

 

While invoking history, the document works hard to establish innovation as a human endeavor, 

distinct from technology itself, and a unique strength of members of the Air Force, who 

“characteristically view security challenges differently.” (Note the use of language borrowed 

from the corporate world: innovation is the Air Force’s “competitive advantage.”) To reinforce 

the organization’s past as a determinant of its current organizational identity, the document’s 

headings are placed over a backdrop of a 1997 painting by Robert E. Bell depicting aircraft 

through the years, a continuous line of innovation connecting the earliest days of the 

organization to the present.12 

The words “over not through,” used above to describe how airmen flew over the trenches 

instead of fighting through them, have become something of a catchphrase, furthered through the 

widely-cited writing of retired Brigadier General Paula G. Thornhill, who urges the Air Force to 

“return to its original organizational culture, a unique blend of military professionalism and 

innovation” and to the “innovative spirit [which] captured the hearts and minds of the nation.”13 

Thornhill recommends a deliberate sensegiving effort to instill and recognize Innovator as the 

core of the USAF OI, reflected in her proposed service motto “Over Not Through.” Moreover, 

argues Thornhill, the unique ability to innovate comprises the primary justification for the Air 

Force itself, “essential to its long-term institutional health and legitimacy.” Thornhill also 

 
11 US Air Force, 2014, 3. 
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proposes Innovator as organizational image, that is, a desired impression for external 

audiences.14 

Air Force leadership seems to have heard her message. As one general remarked during 

congressional testimony, also invoking history and employing the key verbiage, “Your Air Force 

was born of innovation. From the first time the pioneers of the Army Air Corps found ways to go 

‘over, not through,’ the Air Force has embraced new ways of thinking, taken prudent risks to 

achieve mission success, and encouraged innovation to solve hard problems.”15 On the occasion 

of the 25-year anniversary of the Persian Gulf War, Air Force Deputy Chief of Staff Lieutenant 

General John Raymond remarked, “The Air Force has an incredible story to tell and that story is 

innovation.”16 

Another long-held Air Force perspective holds innovation to be a means for obtaining 

and defending turf, i.e., capabilities, missions, and attendant resources. Perceiving Army 

incursions on Air Force turf, and believing doctrinal stagnation to be the cause, Air Force 

leadership established the Directorate of Doctrine Concepts and Objectives in 1966.17 Major 

General Richard A. Yudkin, the first chief of this new body, linked innovation and turf 

explicitly. He alerted his Air officer audience to a competition or “race” not with the Soviet 

adversary, but with the other US services, and he urged the Air Force to wield innovation in this 

contest: 

It is evident from the course of events in recent years that historical precedents, parochial 

logic and official function papers will not be determinant in decisions on which service 

has what missions, procures what hardware, or achieves what force level. The race will 
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Services, US House of Representatives, January 13, 2016.  
16 “Operation Desert Storm Changed the Air Force through Innovation,” Air Force News Service, January 31, 2016, 

accessed September 25, 2019, www.af.mil. 
17 Futrell, 1989, 2:717. 

http://www.af.mil/


 

194 
 

normally go to the service that proposes the most in terms of imaginative concepts, 

substantial requirements, and forward-looking solutions. This applies particularly in 

obtaining approval for initial or prototype hardware….The departure point for success—

or if you prefer survival—is flexibility in our thinking, willingness to innovate and to 

change....18  

 

Yudkin invoked the old notion of turf as key to survival. Innovation engenders new turf and 

justifies turf claims in competition with rivals. Innovators provide “forward-looking solutions” to 

defense problems facing national leaders, and are duly rewarded. 

 

The Nature of Innovation in the USAF 

The type and style of innovation found in the Air Force differs from that found in the 

other US services.19 A 2016 RAND study, commissioned by the Air Force for the purpose of 

furthering Air Force innovativeness, opens with the observation that “innovation is intrinsic to 

the identity of the United States Air Force.” The study finds that Air Force innovation has unique 

characteristics, and that innovation must be preceded by the general acknowledgement that a 

certain operational problem warrants priority. Failure to innovate largely equates to failure to 

predict the nature of combat in future conflict.20 

Once the institution focuses on an operational problem, the distinct quality of Air Force 

innovation comes into play, drawing from a “deep heritage of innovation and adaptation.”21 The 

Air Force innovation style is decentralized and diffuse, with major commands (MAJCOMs) 

often playing a larger role than headquarters staff. The study also finds a high level of outsider 

contribution, called “permeability,” compared to the other services, which one would expect 

 
18 Futrell, 1989, 2:721. 
19 Adam R. Grissom, Caitlin Lee, and Karl P. Mueller, Innovation in the Air Force: Evidence from Six Cases (Santa 

Monica: CA, RAND, 2016.) 
20 Grissom, Lee, and Mueller, 2016, 1, 86-90. 
21 Grissom, Lee, and Mueller, 2016, 88. 
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considering the strong relationship the institution enjoys with civilian scientists and engineers in 

academia and industry. Innovations can happen quickly, over the course of a few sorties, or may 

take several years, depending on the scale of the innovation, and at what level of command the 

innovation takes place.22 

These conclusions find support in Air Force history. Some of the most remarkable 

innovations have been accomplished quickly and by relatively low-ranking individuals, 

suggesting that the Air Force officer corps does see innovation, often framed as problem-solving, 

as one of their unique strengths and a significant part of their organizational identity. Historian 

Kenneth P. Werrell relates such a story in the early development of PGMs: 

The USAF code-named the initial version of the laser-guided bomb Paveway I. The Air 

Force mounted a hand-held Navy laser designator, fitted with a four-power telescope, on 

the left rear cockpit rail of an F-4. The designator system was invented by two 

lieutenants, Wendy Hull and Ed Scholenberger, who literally put it together in a garage. 

At first, there were problems with refraction of the laser beam passing through the 

aircrafts curved canopy glass, however, the resourceful young officers solved it by 

cutting a hole in the canopy.23 

 

The renowned series of fixed-wing gunships of the Vietnam era also serves as an 

example of rapid wartime innovation. Filling the need for heavy gunfire support to ground forces 

as well as to interdict enemy logistics, the gunship concept was proposed and promoted by mid-

grade officers but found support in such leaders as General Curtis LeMay. The gunships 

exhibited a pragmatic mix of high and low technologies; the basic (and sometimes aging) 

airframes housed cutting-edge technology within their slow-moving hulls. Werrell, as in the case 

of the Paveway I, credits “highly motivated, imaginative, and persistent individuals” with the 

realization of one of the most successful weapon programs of the era.24 

 
22 Grissom, Lee, and Mueller, 2016, 88-90. 
23 Werrell, 2003,149. 
24 Werrell, 2003, 15-23; Mets in Neufeld, 1997, 129. 
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Stealth, a technology close to the Air Force’s heart, illustrates the Innovator characteristic 

of permeability. The concept of stealthy airframe design owes much to Lockheed mathematician 

Bill Schroeder and software engineer Denys Overholser. The two originated “faceting”25 in 

aircraft design, as well as a computer program to predict the radar signature of a faceted aircraft 

shape. These breakthroughs led to what is now commonly understood as stealth.26 Although the 

innovation originated outside the Air Force, the service, as Technologist and Innovator, quickly 

moved to gain control the program and “own” it as a hallmark technology. 

The Air Force also points to tactical innovation, distinct from technological, to support its 

claim as Innovator. One such case was the novel employment of B-52 strategic bombers in 

ground-support and interdiction roles in the Vietnam War. This effective but largely overlooked 

innovation enabled the US and South Vietnamese to successfully repel the North Vietnamese 

during the Tet and Easter Offensives.27 Rapid procedural innovation also typified air operations 

in Desert Storm. When poor weather and the unexpected diversion of assets to find Scud missiles 

threatened the success of the air campaign, mid-level officers recommended new tactics, such as 

the rapid implementation of Forward Air Controllers (FACs) and the “tank plinking” tactic of 

using PGMs to attrit Iraqi Army equipment.28 

The Air Force also takes pride in its unique ability to quickly organize and establish the 

structure required to accomplish massive projects, creating the conditions and processes that 

encourage the myriad innovations that must occur for the success of a large-scale endeavor. 

Historian Thomas Hughes’ work on mammoth research and development projects finds the Air 

 
25 Faceting is the use of flat plates as seen in the F-117 airframe. 
26 Peebles, 1995, 141-42. Aside from airframe design, stealth (or low-observable) technologies also include airframe 

materials, paint schemes, emissions control, etc. 
27 For effectiveness of the B-52 as a tactical asset, see Lewis Sorely, A Better War: The Unexamined Victories and 

Final Tragedy of America's Last Years in Vietnam (Orlando, FL: Harcourt, 1999), 99, 333-35, 338-45; Werrell, 

2003, 31; Schlight in Nalty, 1997, 2:290, 318-24; Futrell, 1989, 2:262, 268-69; Tilford, 1991, 168-69. 
28 Rebecca Grant, “Flexibility in the Storm,” Air Force Magazine, February 2016, 40-45. 
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Force at the center of two of the four he examines: the Semi-Automatic Ground Environment 

(SAGE) air defense system, and the previously described Atlas missile (see Chapter 5). The 

USAF was a major impetus behind a third large-scale project as well, the ARPANET, forerunner 

of the modern-day internet. These projects exemplify the Air Force’s enthusiasm for teaming 

with civilian scientists and engineers, even placing them in leadership roles, and embracing 

useful innovations from those sources (Hughes’s term is “Military-Industrial-University 

Complex”).29  

To a great extent, the procedures developed for the Atlas project, as well as the 

conceptual apparatus behind them, were adopted by the entire Air Force and its partner NASA. 

The Air Force approach became standard in the aerospace and computing industries as well, 

forming a broad culture of technological innovation at grand scales and deep faith in the 

organization’s ability to overcome technological hurdles.30 Such organizational efforts to create 

conducive environments for innovation, and to constantly be innovating, became a “way of life” 

for the Air Force from the Cold War on: 

Since its inception the United States Air Force has depended on advanced technologies to 

maintain an edge over its actual and potential enemies. Continuous innovation became a 

way of life and Air Force leaders learned quickly to foster productive relationships 

among their service and the scientists, engineers, and industry leaders who built the 

aircraft, missiles, computers, radar systems, and other technologies on which the Air 

Force depended. When we consider the criticality of advanced technology for air and 

space warfare, it is not terribly surprising that the Air Force created and standardized 

organizational means to foster technical creativity and harness it into offensive and 

defensive weaponry.31 

 

The Air Force’s demonstrated ability to incorporate, sometimes quite rapidly, innovations 

originating informally from lower levels, as well as to organize and lead monumental projects 

 
29 Hughes, 2000, 9, chaps. 2, 3, 6. 
30 Hughes, 2000, 166; Stephen B. Johnson, 2001, 211-4, 222, 234-5.  
31 Stephen B. Johnson, 2001, 212. 
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requiring countless innovations, serves as both a historical pattern suggesting the Innovator 

referent, and historical support for Air Force claims as Innovator.  

 

The Air Training Revolution: A Favorite Memory of Innovation 

The Air Force remembers the creation of challenging and realistic air training during the 

late 1970s and early 1980s as a major innovation, serving to remedy the failings of the Vietnam 

era and delivering victory in the Persian Gulf. This “revolution,” proudly curated by the 

organization as such, provides insight on the extent and nature of Innovator as an important 

element of the organizational identity.  

The broad revision and expansion of air training was led by fighter pilots, a group that at 

that time was in the process of organizational ascension in the USAF. These officers were (and 

are still) the vanguards of culture in the Air Force. The purpose of the new air training endeavor 

was to create a better pilot, not a better aircraft (although substantially improved aircraft, namely 

the F-15 and F-16, were in the works elsewhere in the organization).  

Contemporaries of that time use the monikers “Iron Majors” or “Fighter Mafia” to 

describe a specific group of particularly driven fighter pilots who worked together on innovative 

projects in the Pentagon and at the Tactical Fighter Weapons Center at Nellis Air Force Base in 

Nevada. This group proved especially influential in the post-Vietnam years and yielded many 

colonels and generals.32 The veteran combat pilots reached a kind of critical mass that allowed 

 
32 Michel lists among the “Iron Majors” the following: Richard “Moody” Suter, Roger Wells, John Vickery, John 

Corder, Charles “Chuck”” Horner, William Kirk, Will Rudd, James “Snake” Clark, and John Jumper, 13n2, and 

232. Richard Hallion, Air Force Historian, lists John Jumper, Larry Keith, Ron Keys, Joe Bob Phillips, Earl 

Henderson, Moody Suter, John Corder, Jim Brown, John Vickery, Jack Lefforge, Jack Ihle, Stump Bowen, Dave 

Dellwardt, Tommy Dyches, John Madden, and Dick Myers. See Foreword in Anderegg, 2001, v. Anderegg adds 

Tom Hall to this list, 90-92. Ronald Fogleman should also be included in this group; see Anderegg, 26, 155. For 

more on the Iron Majors/Fighter Mafia, see Anderegg, 89, Michel, 2006, 189-192. More generally, officers employ 

the term “iron major” to describe a sharp, experienced, and tenacious mid-grade officer (of any service). The 
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for the promulgation of a new flying culture, distinct from the rules-bound SAC or the risk-

adverse TAC.33 Those recounting the period consistently describe these officers as pragmatists, 

and decidedly not technological zealots, although they recognized the advantage technology 

could convey: 

While others leave the service for greener pastures…the hard core hangs on, willing to 

face the challenge….If nothing else, fighter pilots are pragmatists; they knew the 

difference between what went well [in the Vietnam War] and what went badly. They also 

knew that the things that were wrong needed repair, and that the things that had gone 

right probably would not work in the next war anyhow.34 

 

Among this new generation, as Marshall L. Michell III, historian and Air Force F-4 pilot of that 

era observed, “The crews found combat a condition of high uncertainty, stress, and complexity, 

and also found that fast-moving combat situations tended to reward aggressiveness, flexibility, 

and innovation.”35 

The Fighter Mafia extrapolated the Air Force’s poor performance against the North 

Vietnamese to a war in Europe. They were determined to prevent such a disaster, and make sure 

the Air Force learned the “right” lessons from Vietnam.36 While much discussion at the time 

centered on various failures of equipment, officers were honest about pilot shortcomings, laid 

bare in the USAF studies known as the Red Baron Reports: “The main problem they had seen in 

the war in general, and in Linebacker in particular, was poor training.”37 

 
appellation of “fighter mafia” may be more generally used to reference the preponderance of Air Force leaders with 

fighter backgrounds. The group under discussion here specifically does not include John Boyd and Everest Riccioni. 
33 For TAC’s culture of prioritizing safety above all else, see Anderegg, 2001, 74; Michel, 2006, 104, 110, 113, 159. 
34 Anderegg, 2001, 181. 
35 Michel, 2006, 61. Italics are mine. 
36 See Walter J. Boyne, “Red Flag,” Air Force Magazine November 2000, 47-50, and Michel, 2006, 54, 71, 190. 

The 1973 Arab-Israeli War also provided impetus for change; Grissom, Lee, and Mueller, 2006, 53. 
37 Boyne, 2000, 47; see also Alexander Berger, “Beyond Blue Four: The Past and Future Transformation of Red 

Flag,” Air & Space Power Journal 19, no. 2 (Summer 2005): 44-45. 
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The Fighter Mafia, mostly mid-level officers, figured the winning formula to be quality 

training combined with superior technology.38 Credible tactics, always subject to reevaluation, 

would be derived from both, as well as from a thorough study of the enemy. Writes Michel, 

“This was a remarkable innovation for a service that, until that time, had completely eschewed 

improvement by training the man for improvement by technology.”39 

Working in coordination at different levels across the Air Force, the Fighter Mafia built 

support for their concepts within the rank structure, finding senior leaders to sponsor their 

proposed programs. The fighter pilots’ pitch for realistic training found a receptive ear in two 

successive TAC commanders, Generals Robert J. Dixon and Wilbur “Bill” Creech. The position 

of TAC Commander was arguably the most powerful billet in the Air Force, and was the only 

position wielding the authority required to make innovative air training ideas a reality.40 That 

two individuals open to change and the corresponding risks led TAC back-to-back during this era 

was a fortuitous circumstance that cannot be overlooked. 

First, the Fighter Mafia established a simulated adversary fighter squadron, called the 

Aggressors, which would teach Soviet tactics, aircraft characteristics, and provide dissimilar air 

combat training (DACT). The US F-5 played the role of the agile MiG-21 in air-to-air training 

flights.41  

Success in this endeavor encouraged the realization of a larger innovative concept 

“marketed” by the Fighter Mafia: a robust multi-week exercise in a simulated combat 

environment, aiming for as much realism as possible and incorporating all elements of the force. 

Friendly forces would face realistic simulated air defenses, with the Aggressors acting as enemy 

 
38 See especially Michel, 2006, 205 but this is apparent across sources. 
39 Michel, 2006, 7. 
40 Michel, 2006, 405-406.  
41 Boyne, 2000, 47-50, Michel, 1997, 290. 
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fighters. Such an exercise required a massive and costly air training complex, complete with the 

personnel to run it. Based on a high-intensity European scenario, the exercise incorporated 

Soviet equipment captured by the Israelis in the 1973 Arab-Israeli War.42 

The first Red Flag took place in 1975 and was deemed an unqualified success. The 

program flourished, rapidly expanding in scope, participation, and sophistication. Before long, 

Red Flag spread as a model and standard of realistic and effective training for the other US 

services and beyond.43 

The conduct of the training missions, which included extensive pre- and post-briefings, 

presented two significant aspects with wide-reaching cultural ramifications. First, these debriefs, 

and informal discussion at the officers’ club afterward, were characterized by cross-talk among 

different squadrons, students, instructors, and members from the other US services.44 These 

conversations were vehicles for deducing formal and informal “lessons learned” which would be 

incorporated into practice, and constituted innovations great and small over the iterations of Red 

Flag and other similar exercises. Such cross-organizational discourse lends credence to the 

argument that Air Force innovation tends to be “permeable” at root. 

Secondly, the instructors running Red Flag worked to improve feedback by insisting gun 

camera footage be used whenever possible, and installing an extensive array of video cameras on 

the Nellis range to record aircraft maneuvers and aid in assessment of bombing accuracy. These 

videos were replayed for all to see and analyze during the extensive debriefings at Red Flag.45 

 
42 Anderegg, 2001, 94-99, 114; Boyne, 2000, 50. 
43 For more on the training and operational implications of Red Flag, see Anderegg, 2001, 89-101, Michel, 2006, 

223-36; Boyne, 2000; Berger, 2005, 43-54. Israeli scholar of military innovation Dima Adamsky considers this era 

as a watershed in US military thinking writ large, representing nothing less than the “unprecedented introduction of 

the operational perspective to American military thought,” that is, the embracing of Operational Art. An operational 

perspective, lying between the levels of the tactical and the strategic, amounts to the “conceptual precondition” for 

the US military’s RMA, substantially realized in Operation Iraqi Freedom in 2003, Adamky, 2010, 59-60, 69. 
44 Anderegg, 2001, 97. 
45 Anderegg, 2001, on gun camera use, 105-107, on range video cameras, 96, 115-16. 
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Even more illuminating was the computerized Air Combat Maneuvering, Instrumented (ACMI) 

system which could display, record, and play back aircraft positions and parameters post-flight 

with unprecedented accuracy and detail. This eye-opening debriefing aid “accelerated learning 

dramatically.”46 As a result of these technical advances, the nature of debriefs changed from a 

competition of personalities, informed by guess work and wishful thinking, to a clear and 

incisive learning process using dependable technological means. The tone of debriefs became 

one of brutal honesty.47  

The mid-level pilots led these training developments themselves and “owned” the 

important innovations represented by Red Flag and its spin-offs. In reference to external groups, 

they could see themselves as purveyors of the ultimate in air training, generously sharing 

innovations with other US services and eventually with many international air forces as well. 

Red Flag and all it stood for became a source of pride for the organization, especially among the 

fighter pilots at the center of it. The externally acknowledged revolution in air training was 

remarkable in yet another way: although technology certainly enabled the training and was key 

to its realism, Red Flag was remembered as a distinctly human-oriented innovation, dedicated to 

training the warfighter, not necessarily improving the weapons technology. 

The creation of the new air training could properly be called a watershed as it shaped 

tactical and operational innovations within the Air Force and beyond for decades. The air 

training effort created a standing field experimentation capacity and established the structural 

mechanisms, and intellectual and physical space for air operations innovation to occur.48  

 
46 Anderegg, 2001, 96-116, quote on 110.  
47 On the change in debriefing practices, see Michel, 2006, 150-51, 233-34, 227-31; Anderegg, 2001, 108-110, 182-

83. 
48Grissom, Lee, and Mueller, 2016, vii, 57, 90.  



 

203 
 

This era and its accomplishments live on in organizational memory. Michel concludes, 

“There have been few changes in American military history that have been as profound as the 

ones brought on by Red Flag.”49 Anderegg agrees, “The impact of Red Flag on combat training 

is nearly immeasurable.”50 Walter Boyne, a retired Air Force colonel remarks, “Over a quarter 

century, Red Flag has become one of the greatest of Air Force success stories.”51 Participants 

and historians alike have credited the training revolution with success in the Gulf War, a war that 

“showcased” the impact of Red Flag on the force.52  

To enshrine the memory, the Air Force renamed Indian Springs Air Force Auxiliary Field 

to Creech Air Force Base in honor of General Wilbur Creech, one of the pivotal TAC 

commanders mentioned above.53 Suter Hall, the main Red Flag building at Nellis AFB, was 

named for Colonel Richard “Moody” Suter, due to his leading role in establishing the Red Flag 

exercises and Aggressor squadrons. Two other facilities are named for Suter as well.54 The 

naming of buildings after deceased individuals serves to keep their memory alive in the daily 

activities of current Air Force members. 

Moody Suter, remembered as “an innovator with a canny understanding of people and 

money,” has become somewhat of an Air Force Innovator archetype. He emerges as visionary 

yet pragmatic, wily yet charismatic. In Wingman Magazine, his friend and fellow pilot, James G. 

“Snake” Clark (who plays prominently in the case study to follow) writes, “Suter’s influence and 

 
49 Michel, 2006, 235. 
50 Anderegg, 2001, 183. 
51 Boyne, 2000, 46. 
52 Boyne, 2000, 52. On crediting the training revolution and Red Flag with success in Operation Desert Storm, see 

James G. Clark, “The Visionary Moody Suter,” Air Force Magazine’s Wingman, July 2016, 3; Grissom, Lee, and 

Mueller, 2016, 56-57; Anderegg, 2001, 183; Brian Laslie, “Red Flag, Realistic Training, and the US Air Force’s 

Way of War after Vietnam,” Leading Edge: Airpower in Theory and Practice (website), May 8, 2015, accessed 

March 26, 2021, www.leadingedgeairpower.com; Michel, 2006, 11-13, 397-98. 
53 See www.military.com/base-guide/creech-air-force-base, accessed October 21, 2019. 
54 Clark, 2016, 5. 

http://www.leadingedgeairpower.com/


 

204 
 

legacy are still alive and well in our Air Force, and he continues to shape our future.”55 Boyne 

notes that at the time of the Suter Hall naming ceremony in 1996, Suter, then very recently 

deceased, was “already a legend.”56 

 

Innovation as Conundrum 

Despite the Air Force’s embrace of Innovator as identity and its continued efforts to bill 

itself as the most innovative service, a central tension endures between technology and ideas, 

such as those found in doctrine and strategy. Which is the horse and which is the cart? As we 

have established, the Air Force believes that technological development can be quite 

unpredictable, making it difficult to know what means will be available to execute any future 

strategy. The question of adversaries’ future technological capabilities adds another level of 

complexity. Thus, the service has given considerable attention to the problem of foreseeing the 

future (see discussion of technological forecasting in Chapter 5). 

An enduring critique of the Air Force (and US military in general) is that innovation in 

technology has driven innovation in strategy and doctrine to its detriment. As national security 

strategist Colin Gray describes this critique (which he refutes), “Technological advance is its 

own rationale. At ever greater expense, so the argument proceeds, technology as airpower 

advances to nowhere in particular for no good political or strategic reasons. Technology is the 

pilot; it is served by policy, strategy, operations, tactics, and logistics.” 57  

Whatever the merits of the critique, Air leaders appear to be aware of it. The proper 

relationship between technology and strategy is of perennial concern. This can be seen in the 

 
55Clark, 2016, 1, 5. 
56 Boyne, 2000, 52 
57 Colin S. Gray, “Understanding Airpower: Bonfire of the Fallacies,” Strategic Studies Quarterly  2, no. 4 (2008): 

52-53. Gray argues this is, in fact, the prevailing view, and a fallacy he must send to the bonfire. 
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determination of the service to initially formulate and promulgate its doctrine, despite the 

cumbersome, frustrating, and sometimes painful process this entailed.58 Air Force leaders were 

openly anxious regarding the proper role of conceptual innovation. Secretary of the Air Force 

Eugene Zuckert admonished an Air War College graduating class in 1965: 

Frankly, I do not see quite the same degree of inventiveness in our concepts and doctrine 

that we have demonstrated in technology and in military adaptation to technological 

change…military science, which includes doctrine, ideally should stay well ahead of 

technology to give technology meaningful direction.59  

 

A self-conscious response to the technology-as-driver critique can be seen in the way the 

Air Force orients its “Third Offset” strategy, that is, its strategy to overcome the Gulf War-level 

of weaponry now possessed by US adversaries. The service insists it is not wed to a specific slate 

of new weapons, but adopting a mindset to “out-innovate” military competitors, and “disrupt 

ourselves before somebody else does.”60 Air Force leaders tout examples of “creative thinking” 

that exemplify a combination of new and existing systems, and “open architectures” which 

would allow for technology insertion into existing systems as innovations occur.61 The purposive 

linking of a new wave of technologies to Airmen’s innovation seems to confirm the currency of 

Innovator as a referent in the Air Force’s organizational identity. 

 

 
58 Futrell, 1989, 2:711-45.  
59 Futrell, 1989, 2:714. 
60 John A. Tirpak, “The Third Offset,” Air Force Magazine, July 25, 2016, 24-29, quoting Stephen P. Welby, 

Assistant Secretary of Defense for Research and Development, 26 and 29.  
61 John A. Tirpak, “An Air Force for the Future,” Air Force Magazine, March 28, 2016, www.airforcemag.com.  

http://www.airforcemag.com/
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Chapter 7 

Futurists 

 

The organizational identity referent of Futurist imbues an orientation toward the future 

and a complicated relationship with history and tradition. At first, it may appear that the 

Technologist and Futurist identity referents are different names for the same thing. But while 

advanced technology does often connote futurism, there have been many organizations which 

cling to or celebrate technologies of the past. One well-known military example is that of the 

Army and the horse cavalry, a technology of ancient origin.1 Perhaps ironically, some have even 

seen a similar attachment to the past in the Air Force’s devotion to the airplane. 

Nonetheless, for the Air Force, technology and the future surely go together, and the 

word “technology” as used by the Air Force implies modern technology, not historical 

technology. Moreover, the Air Force claims to be future-oriented in a way that extends beyond 

military technology to warfare in general. Born in an “aeronautical age,” and born precisely 

because of it, the nascent organization that would become the Air Force demonstrated a forward-

looking mindset from its earliest days. For the first Air officers, still members of the US Army, 

the Futurist identity and conscious rejection of tradition served to found a new military 

community and to psychologically separate from the Army. Nowadays, recognition of the crucial 

role of history, tradition, and ritual in a military institution points toward an accommodation 

between the Futurist identity and the institutional need to draw from the past. The Futurist OI 

 
1 Edward L. Katzenbach, “The Horse Cavalry in the Twentieth Century: A Study in Policy Response,” Public Policy 

(1958): 120-49. 
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referent points the Air Force to certain mission areas and practices—attractive because they are 

“futuristic.”  

No doubt the Air Force’s Futurist identity is intertwined with the airplane itself. At the 

birth of the service, a forward-looking mindset was born of both the frenetic pace of aircraft 

technological development, as well as the absence of any airpower history. Much more than 

other technologies, such as the railroad or steamboat, the airplane symbolized the future, even as 

it was imagined before its actual invention.2 The service faces a conundrum as this central 

cultural artifact approaches technological obsolescence. 

 

Futurism in the Aeronautical Era 

The American aviation enterprise writ large was endowed with a futurist orientation from 

the very beginning. The zeitgeist of the day held aviation to be a transformative force in human 

affairs; aircraft heralded the dawn of a glorious new epoch. Writes historian Joseph Corn, 

“Aviation literally was the future, or so it seemed during the period from about 1910 to 1950.”3 

If aviation was the primary catalyst for benevolent social change, then aviation should be 

embraced and evangelized, so that all could understand and take part; “More than anything, the 

airplane symbolized the promise of the future. Americans in this period viewed mechanical flight 

as portending a wondrous era of peace and harmony, of culture and prosperity. This was the 

promise of the ‘winged gospel.’” 4 (See Chapter 8.) 

 
2 Paris, 1993; Wohl, 1993. 
3 Joseph J. Corn, The Winged Gospel: America’s Romance with Aviation (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University 

Press, 2002), x, italics in original. 
4 Corn, 2002, x-xiii, quote on x. 
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Prophecies abounded across the spectrum from practical to outrageous, all linked by the 

belief that aviation presaged a “great new future of the world.”5 When that future would 

materialize remained indeterminant. After the miracles at Kitty Hawk, 

Enthusiasts rejoiced that they lived in this air age, yet they looked forward nonetheless to 

an epoch more glorious still, the mighty era when the airplane’s promise had been wholly 

fulfilled…Prophets seldom provided any timetable for the arrival of this millennium, and 

as the years passed it elusively kept receding further into the future. It was always 

scheduled for “tomorrow” and remained just around the corner.6 

 

Early military aviators were both products and motivators of the era and took on this 

forward-looking mode of thinking. Colonel William “Billy” Mitchell, with characteristic drama, 

proclaimed, “The world stands on the threshold of the ‘aeronautical era.’ During this epoch the 

destinies of all people will be controlled through the air.”7 His 1925 book Winged Defense 

expressed a military take on the broader “winged gospel.” Mitchell schooled his reader on the 

military implications of the aeronautical age: “A new set of rules for the conduct of war will 

have to be devised and a whole new set of ideas of strategy learned by those charged with the 

conduct of war.”8 

For Mitchell, Clausewitz and Mahan could tell strategists nothing in this new age. The 

established body of military knowledge, and the associated military traditions which reflected 

and sustained this knowledge, were henceforth obsolete. The future was here; aviation and 

aviators were at the fore. And yet, it would be in the future that airpower would prove itself. In 

Winged Defense, Mitchell speaks matter-of-factly of “future wars when air power becomes a 

most vital factor in national defense.”9 

 
5 Corn, 2002, 42, quoting Mary B. Parker. 
6 Corn, 2002, 31-32. 
7 Mitchell, 1925, 3. 
8 Mitchell, 1925, 6. 
9 Mitchell, 1925, 243. 
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Glory Days Ahead 

As with the US aviation community in general, the pioneering military aviators believed 

that glory days lay ahead. These visionaries saw the task before them as preparing for the time 

when airpower would prove decisive in war, thus justifying an independent service and 

vindicating their enthusiasm for aircraft. The Army Air Corps put considerable effort into the 

creation of a long-range heavy bomber in the interwar period, as strategic bombing theory 

outpaced the technology that would enable its proper execution. But a technological optimism 

prevailed: technology would, in the future, deliver the means to enact the theory.10 

The locus of tactical and doctrinal development was the Air Corps Tactical School 

(ACTS), the forerunner of the Air University at Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama. A hotbed of 

creativity and debate on the subject of airpower, ACTS adopted the motto: Proficimus More 

Irretenti (We Make Progress Unhindered by Tradition). A historian of the school writes of the 

motto, “It was singularly appropriate. For the record of airpower in World War I was one of 

promise rather than solid achievement, and the Air Corps Tactical School was more concerned 

with the promise than with the limited record, with tomorrow than with yesterday.”11 

The student aviators had to work through their own processes of disidentification with the 

Army, and of self-extraction from Army customs and culture. This meant eschewing traditional 

Army officer corps practices, such as horseback riding.12 The school provided an isolated and 

protected space for students to meet, exchange ideas, and form a new community, one in which 

West Point graduates were notably underrepresented. In these ways, the school served as a 

 
10 Moy, 2001, 66-80. 
11 Robert T. Finney, History of the Air Corps Tactical School, 1920-1940 (Washington, DC: Air Force History and 

Museums Program, 1998), v. 
12 Tami Davis Biddle, Rhetoric and Reality in Air Warfare: The Evolution of British and American Ideas about 

Strategic Bombing, 1914-1945, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004), 155. 
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mechanism to allow Army aviators to break emotionally and cognitively from the Army, now 

seen as synonymous with the past. 

Through this burgeoning airpower think tank of sorts passed the Air officers who would 

prepare and lead the Army Air Forces in WWII, and who would found the independent service 

after. The contemporary Air Force remembers them as prophets and visionaries, once relegated 

to the fringes, but now accepted and lionized: “They were frontiersmen—out of the Army 

mainstream, anticipating the future. The stories of their struggles and triumphs are now Air Force 

legends. Their frontier was the future of the Air Force. Their countermainstream became 

mainstream.”13  

In a practical sense, the ACTS students had little to show for their new air power theories 

and had to convince the nation of the decisive potential of the bomber based on predictive 

claims, not empirical example. Here, the Futurist OI referent served them and bolstered their 

conviction; no matter how proven or unproven, successful or unsuccessful the organization 

might be in the present, the future was open to imagination, and therefore, great victories. 

 

Rapid Technological Change and Looking Forward 

Another source of the Air Force’s Futurist OI lies in the particular exigencies of aircraft 

technology itself, namely the rapid turnover and continuous incremental improvement that are 

characteristic of aeronautics, especially in the early years (also discussed in Chapter 5). For early 

aviators, it soon became necessary and normal to always be looking forward as a way to mitigate 

and anticipate the rapid technological change inherent in aviation. Aviators recognized this state 

of affairs early on as something unique for aviators to grapple with, and their ability to do so 

 
13 Carl H. Builder, "Doctrinal Frontiers," Airpower Journal 19 no. 4 (Winter 1995): 7-8. 
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made aviators unique among warriors in turn. As Mitchell wrote in 1925, “In the development of 

air power, one has to look ahead and not backward and figure out what is going to happen, not 

too much what has happened. That is why the older services have been psychologically unfit to 

develop this new arm to the fullest extent practicable with the methods and means at hand.”14 

In their 1941 book Winged Warfare, Generals Hap Arnold and Ira Eaker bemoaned rapid 

changes in technology, but argued that with effort, one can anticipate the next season’s “style” of 

aircraft: 

The style in fighting planes changes as rapidly as the hat and dress styles in Paris. The 

pendulum in aircraft design swings faster than a grandfather clock. The superior airplane 

today may be discarded as unsafe or unsound for air combat tomorrow. It is possible, 

however, to look back over the way we have come, then to gaze skyward today and make 

some fairly safe predictions about the fighting plane for next spring.15 

 

In present day, while aircraft types can remain in service for decades, the Futurist OI 

finds expression using modified verbiage. “Rapid technical change” has morphed to the “long 

lead-times” required to develop new aircraft. USAF Major General Charles J. Dunlap, Jr., with 

explicit comparison to the other services, echoes Mitchell in linking the pace of aviation 

technological development with the organization’s Futurist identity: 

Airmen, aware of the long lead-time needed to develop complicated aircraft, always press 

to acquire the most advanced systems far ahead of potential adversaries. This can be a 

source of irritation to the other services where technological advantage changes the 

calculus of battles more slowly. This scientific orientation is one reason the Air Force 

considers itself, rather immodestly, to be the most forward-thinking of the services.16 

 

As technology bred a Futurist OI, sometimes the Air Force’s OI as Futurists plays a role 

in the selection of technologies. When an advanced technology symbolizes the future, it attracts 

the Air Force and not necessarily for any inherent combat advantage. Such was the case with 

 
14 Mitchell, 1925, 20-21. 
15 H. H. Arnold and Ira C. Eaker, Winged Warfare (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1941), 6. 
16 Dunlap, 2007, 127. 
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metal construction of aircraft, replacing wood. In the early days, the engineering benefits of 

metal over wood were dubious, but people at that time perceived metal, in all kinds of 

applications, as “futuristic.” Metal represented technical progress and freedom from the 

constraints of what nature had to offer; man could make his own materials.17 Used for aircraft, 

the symbology of metal was double; gleaming, shiny fuselages and wings embodied all that was 

beautiful about the future of mankind. Voicing common opinion in 1920, one Army pilot 

described the first all-metal aircraft to be procured by the US military, the Junker JL-6, as “the 

airplane of the future.”18 A few years later, when the Air Corps rolled out its B-17 Flying 

Fortress, millions flocked to admire its “gleaming silvery sides” and, thanks to a robust public 

relations effort, the Air Corps’ public image fused with that of the large, sophisticated, futuristic 

bomber.19 

In a more recent and mundane anecdote, in the mid-2000s, Air Force flight instructors 

insisted on the acquisition of large flatscreen monitors for student flight briefings and watch-

standers’ use; their Navy counterparts remained content with whiteboards. The Air officers 

openly justified their insistence on the flatscreens with the need to be more modern; no 

improvement to the training was clearly articulated.20 

 

Anti-Traditionalism, “Glory Days Behind,” and Sensemaking 

“Air power has rudely upset the traditions of the older services.”21 Mitchell delighted in 

the disruption in military affairs aviation technology fomented, and the new breed of air-minded 

 
17 Eric Schatzberg, “Ideology and Technical Choice: The Decline of the Wooden Airplane in the United States, 

1920-1945,” Technology and Culture 35, no 1. (January 1994): 34-69.  
18 Schatzberg, 1994, 37. 
19 Moy, 2001, 79-80. 
20 Anecdote from author’s experience in military aviation training. 
21 Mitchell, 1925, x. 
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people the technology engendered. Still retaining that delight, the Air Force goes beyond its 

futuristic orientation to be consciously anti-traditionalist, at least in some ways. As has been 

mentioned, rejecting Army traditions helped to distinguish members of the aviation branch from 

the rest of the Army, both internally and externally, and instill a sense of separateness that would 

later play into making the Air Force its own service.  

Long after institutional independence, anti-traditionalism acts as a coping mechanism. 

The Air Force is still a relatively new service, with comparatively few distinct traditions and 

short institutional narrative. The Air Force cannot claim the honor and glory of storied heroes 

and battles of long-ago; until very recently, the Air Force’s entire record could be remembered 

by a living generation. The claim to unique futurism and the boast of anti-traditionalism makes a 

strength out of a weakness, and provides a ready response to the jibing from older services. Even 

Arnold and Eaker made lack of history an asset, “The student and practitioner of air tactics is not 

handicapped by centuries of illustrious lore as are those of the ground troops.”22 A poverty of 

institutional history and tradition becomes a source of pride. 

But one often senses a tension within the USAF regarding tradition. Despite its espoused 

anti-traditionalism, the Air Force harbors a wistfulness for traditions.23 History, tradition, and 

memory play important roles in maintaining and expressing the OI, as well as in building 

organizational cohesion and esprit de corps; new members desire to become a part of the living 

history of a unit and the service, carrying on the mission and mantle of their forebearers.24 It is 

not an overstatement to say warriors of today channel the strength and courage of warriors of the 

past, and servicemembers’ camaraderie spans generations. Memories of past bravery and 

 
22 Arnold and Eaker, 1942, 107. 
23 I remember a conversation, years ago, with an Air Force Academy cadet who lamented the recent prohibition of 

cheese throwing in the academy’s dining hall, as it was a budding tradition in a service that had so few. 
24 Burk, 2008. 
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heroism in war bestow an important sense of pride in current members who carry the 

organization forward.25 

A physical manifestation of this need to connect with the past lies in the many air 

museums dotting the nation, often near air bases. Airplanes entrance visitors in a way that other 

technological artifacts from the past cannot. Nostalgia remains a powerful force even in a service 

with a short history.26 

 

 
Figure 7.1. The National Museum of the United States Air Force in Dayton, Ohio. 

A modern exterior houses treasures of a short organizational history. 

Source: www.nationalmuseum.af.mil. 

 

 

The Air Force must accommodate its organizational need for commemoration and 

remembered history with its identity of Futurist. For those at ACTS, Proficimus More Irretenti 

implied a throwing-off of all tradition, and a view that progress was enabled by unshackling the 

chains of tradition. But today’s Air officer would likely take the motto to simply mean that 

progress should not be hampered by tradition, but that tradition may well be worth embracing for 

a multitude of reasons and purposes. 

 
25 Hatch and Schultz, 2017. 
26 On organizational nostalgia, see Tim Strangleman, “The Nostalgia of Organisations and the Organisation of 

Nostalgia: Past and Present in the Contemporary Railway Industry,” Sociology (Oxford) 33, no. 4 (1999): 725–46. 

http://www.nationalmuseum.af.mil/
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Understanding the import of history and tradition on OI, Air Force leaders regularly 

endeavor to promote USAF history and build traditions. The 2014 Global Vigilance, Global 

Reach, Global Power for America, the sweeping and inspirationally worded “core mission 

document,” boasts a cover depicting the stylized wings of the USAF emblem, with two versions 

of the WWII “Hap Arnold” emblem shadowing behind it, as if to suggest a long legacy of the 

symbol and its unbroken lineage.27 The look of the publication seems intended to invoke a 

feeling of history, employing a stylized font on a background simulating yellowed, creased, and 

smudged paper as if from an antique document. The booklet opens with a page of quotes from 

iconic aviators and leaders of the past, and a portrait of Billy Mitchell features early in the text. 

In the preface, Air Force Chief of Staff General Mark A. Welsh III avers, “Since the Air Force 

was born in 1947, the core missions of the United States Air Force haven’t fundamentally 

changed,” and takes pains to list all the earliest missions with arrows pointing to their modern-

day analogs. The document can only be taken as a direct appeal to history and tradition. 

 

 
Figure 7.2. Cover graphic of Global Vigilance, Global Reach, Global Power for America. 

 
27 In actuality, the two WWII era emblems are the same with only slight differences, and the Air Force did not adopt 

a service-wide emblem, the current angular wings symbol, until 2004. 
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But identity efforts (sensemaking) are a tricky business, and often top-down initiatives to 

promote tradition fail to generate the hoped-for enthusiasm. One such case was Air Force Chief 

of Staff General Merrill A. “Tony” McPeak’s heritage program, which assigned points to 

squadrons to rank their legacy value (!). The program met with derision, although McPeak’s 

stated intent was to preserve organizational history in the face of force reductions.28 In another 

instance, the Air Force’s decision to implement a universal Airman’s Creed, replacing a 

collection of informal creeds emerging over the decades, was ridiculed as an “attempt to 

manufacture tradition” and a “hokey experiment.”29  

 

Futurism and Turf Claims 

The Air Force has repeatedly claimed space and cyber mission areas, which it perceives 

as futuristic. These claims have been largely driven by and based on the Air Force’s Futurist OI. 

To outsiders, the assertion that these mission areas and their associated domains somehow 

naturally fall under the Air Force’s purview seems dubious at best. Indeed, all the services rely 

on computers, operating in cyberspace continuously at all levels. The medium of space has been 

most convincingly likened to oceans, comprising lines of communication, chokepoints, and 

ports, an environment most familiar to the Navy.30 

Today, the cyber realm represents the future among military missions. One former Air 

Force officer argues that due to its unique “cyber-mindedness” (essentially, unconventional and 

 
28 Lynn E. Vermillion, “Understanding Air Force Culture,” (thesis, USAF Air War College, 1996), 40; Jacob 

Neufeld, "History Makes You Smart—Heritage Makes You Proud, " Air Power History 57, no. 1 (2010): 45, Tim 

Hopper, “General Merrill A. McPeak: An Effective Change Agent?” (thesis, USAF Air War College, 1997), 32-33. 
29 “Service Culture: You’re Doing it Wrong,” John Q. Public blog, October 22, 2014, accessed September 11, 2019, 

www.jqpublicblog.com/service-culture-youre-wrong/. 
30 See Swenson, Grimwood, and Alexander, 1998; Dolman, 2002, 71-76. The creators of popular science fiction, 

such as Star Trek, have viewed space as a vast ocean, expecting the Navy to take the lead in its exploration. 

http://www.jqpublicblog.com/service-culture-youre-wrong/
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technological thinking) and, ironically, its historic claim to the cyber mission, the Air Force 

should take the lead in cyber warfare: 

The Air Force should build on its early cybernetics history to play a lead role in the future 

of cyber….The nation created the Air Force in 1947 to have a force specialized in rapidly 

bypassing the enemies’ fielded forces with new, technological capabilities. This new 

battlefield of cyberspace should be a natural fit for airmen. The exact future is uncertain, 

but this much is clear: A mentality of “cyber-mindedness” will be just as crucial in the 

future as that of “air-mindedness” has been since the advent of flight—an understanding 

which can only be achieved by studying and building on the legacy of the Air Force’s 

cyber history.31 

 

This appeal to history is an attempt to beat the older services at their own game. It is the legacy 

of aviation that will translate to the new mission area of cyber—not any specific technology 

itself, but the creative thinking which leads airmen to “bypass” the enemy with new 

technologies. 

 

The Tyranny of Obsolescence 

A fact not lost on Air officers is that virtually every technology eventually becomes 

obsolete, and this fate will one day befall manned aircraft. Technological obsolescence, in turn, 

renders doctrine and whole mission areas anachronistic. While the potential loss of turf and 

associated resources would cause any organization to fret, to lose manned aircraft to the steady 

march of technological advance is not simply to lose an important piece of turf, but to gut the 

service of its primary symbol and cultural artifact, and cast doubt on its organizational identity. 

In short, the Air Force’s OI is threatened by the tyranny of obsolescence. 

The “battleship attitude” phrase (see Chapter 5), an oft repeated and enjoyable dig at the 

Navy, still serves to remind the Air Force not to get overly attached to any particular 

 
31 Jason Healey, “From Cybernetics to Cyberspace,” Air Force Magazine, January 2019, www.airforcemag.com. 

http://www.airforcemag.com/
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technology.32 It also hints at a persistent worry that the Air Force will age, and eventually begin 

to act like the other services: slow-moving, calcified bureaucracies clinging to traditions and 

obsolescent technology. Of course, the Navy was never as devoted to battleships as the Air Force 

is to airplanes. The Navy continues on without battleships, the Army without horses. Considering 

the centrality of the airplane to the Air Force, the likelihood of a “battleship mentality” in the 

young service seems certain to some observers. And yet to abandon the airplane as the most 

central and enduring symbol may prove the more dangerous option in terms of organizational 

identity. 

Eventually, the Futurist must concede that the future is unknown, unknowable. Perhaps 

the only certain thing is that the airplane will one day be an obsolete technology, not just useless, 

but anathema to the Futurist Air Force. Where does that leave the Air Force? The institution 

must acknowledge that its core technology is, like any other, destined for the history books, and 

with no clear replacement. To be about the future is to be about nothing concrete, only visions—

that is, guesses. 

 

 

 
32 Futrell, 1989, 1:514. The phrase may actually have been coined by the Navy. In the late 1940s, Admiral Arthur 

W. Radford mocked the Air Force’s B-36 heavy bomber as the “battleship of the air,” Futrell, 1989, 1:252. 
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Chapter 8 

Aviation Fanatics 

 

This referent encompasses the connection and fascination Air Force members feel for 

flight, flying, airplanes, and all things related to military aviation and aviation operations, what I 

refer to as the military aviation enterprise. Members are “fanatics” in the sense of the shortened 

version of the word, “fan,” that is, more akin to “buff”” or “aficionado” than to “zealot” or 

“extremist.” Although the Air Force’s mission set has steadily diversified, flying airplanes 

remains the most discernable and readily articulable raison d'être for the Air Force, as well as its 

most representative and symbolic practice. This, in spite of the fact that of the Air Force’s 63,902 

officers, only 12,323 are pilots and 3,265 are navigators in the grade of lieutenant colonel and 

below, that is to say, likely to spend much time actually flying.1 

Carl H. Builder virtually reduces the entire Air Force identity to Aviation Fanatics: “The 

Air Force identifies itself with flying and things that fly; the institution is secondary, it is a means 

to those things.”2 While Builder’s general argument in The Icarus Syndrome is that the Air Force 

has no unifying organizational identity, in constructing his case, he unwittingly reveals the 

strength of the Aviation Fanatic identity referent. Through his research of internal documents, he 

demonstrates that the Air Force officer corps believes that “The Air Force, by contrast [to the 

other services] has identified itself with the air weapon.”3 

 
1 This figure does not include National Guard or Reserve Officers. “Military Demographics,” Air Force Personnel 

Center, September 30, 2019, accessed December 5, 2019, www.afpc.af.mil/About/Air-Force-Demographics/. 
2 Builder, 1989, 37. 
3 Builder, 1994, 6. 

https://www.afpc.af.mil/About/Air-Force-Demographics/
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Builder misses how the love of airplanes and aviation unifies the service. Flying is not at 

odds with institutional loyalty, but intrinsic to it. Pilots hold no monopoly on fascination with 

flight and aircraft; aviation draws groundlings and flyers alike to the Air Force. (Do many join 

the Air Force who do not find aviation appealing in some way?) The many non-flying roles in 

aviation offer a chance to immerse oneself in the world of military aviation and be near to the 

wonder and power of advanced military aircraft. Moreover, the pilot elite play the leading role in 

construction and transmission of OI; pilots’ love of aviation becomes the organization’s love of 

aviation. Those in the service find a nurturing environment for any nascent interest in aviation, 

and through daily experience, intensify the Aviation Fan identity within the flying service. 

 

Aviation as Mass Cultural Phenomenon 

It is hard to overstate the extent of American enthrallment with aviation in the first half of 

the 20th century, remembered as the “Golden Age of Flight.” The intensity with which aviation 

gripped the collective imagination defies conception today, even as the impact of aviation’s 

advent still reverberates across American culture. RAND analyst Alan J. Vick postulates that 

fascination with flight was “the first mass cultural phenomenon in the United States.”4 For the 

decades in which aviation technology and accomplishment proceeded at a lightning pace, the 

social milieu was such that, “Average people identified with flight and aviators, they routinely 

discussed aviation matters with friends and family, they avidly sought and shared information 

about aviation, and many became aviation advocates.”5 

The airplane was unlike most other technological advances of the day which, far from 

inspiring the average citizen, tied them to the realities of arduous or monotonous labor: the 

 
4 Vick, 2015, 133. 
5 Vick, 2015, 134. 
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thresher, the assembly line, the textile mill, and industrial sewing machine. Everyday people 

came to see the technological wonder of the airplane as something special, something that 

symbolized victory of mankind and science over chaotic natural forces: “Coming as it did on the 

heels of an apparently never-ending series of technological innovations, the flying machine was 

interpreted as a confirmation that the Western peoples had subjugated Nature to their will and 

intelligence, and hence as a promise, even a guarantee, of greater victories to come.”6 

Flying constituted an aesthetic and moral experience, presenting society with a means of 

“spiritual transcendence” in the minds of many, as well as evidence of a new age and new type 

of civilization: 

Even writers who deplored the building up of nationalist tensions and the cult of violence 

in pre-1914 Europe could not suppress their enthusiasm for aviation. The passion for 

flight and the willingness of young aviators to risk their lives, they felt, was a sign of 

vitality and a demonstration that, contrary to what many claimed, the Western people 

were not in decline. Ancient virtues that many feared had been eroded by urban 

civilization had reappeared. Heroism had been reborn.7 

 

Aviation historian Joseph J. Corn goes as far as describing this cultural phenomenon as a 

“secular religion,” due to its prophetic nature and salvific creed: “the airplane was its god, 

considered to be a messianic force for beneficial change in human affairs.”8 The coming “air 

age” promised to be a “wonderous era of peace and harmony, of culture and prosperity.”9 Soon 

every American family would have an airplane of their own; flying would transition from an 

elite to a democratic endeavor.10 Prophets of the Winged Gospel held that the airplane would 

solve problems as wide ranging as unfair practices in the railroad business to racial and sexual 

 
6 Wohl, 1993, 110. 
7 Wohl, 1993, 109-110. 
8 Corn, 2002, x. 
9 Corn, 2002, xiii. 
10 Corn, 2002, 91-111. 
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discrimination. Many believed that the advent of the airplane would likely eradicate armed 

conflict. Utopia was at hand.11  

How could a technological development create such a cultural movement in a way none 

other had before or since? Corn holds that what distinguished this technological marvel from 

others was the very action of flying itself. The age-old dream of flying had set an aesthetic, 

religious, and philosophical foundation, and so the Winged Gospel found purchase in a tradition 

as old as recorded history itself: 

This was the idea that flying was somehow divine. Since ancient times, virtually all of the 

world’s religions had postulated some sort of heaven-dwelling or flying god. Long before 

the airplane was even a dream, human beings had associated flight with omnipotence and 

immortality, traits frustrating absent in themselves. It was the connecting of this tradition 

with the newly invented flying machine which distinguished the gospel of aviation from 

responses to all other inventions. For the flying machine possessed a unique and 

extraordinary intellectual prologue, a history of accumulated longings and projections.12 

 

Thus was the unique social climate that birthed military aviation. Society’s fascination 

with aviation reached its zenith coincidental with the formative years of the Air Force. The 

budding Army air corps “rode the wave” of broad public enthusiasm for aviation, seeking to 

build support for military aviation from the exceptionally favorable social setting.13 Of course, 

military aviators contributed to the public’s enthusiasm by performing in airshows, setting 

records, and winning races—what might be dubbed “proselytization.”14 The allure of aviation 

was ingrained in the very foundation of the Air Force and interwoven in its fibers. 

The Air Force today still draws on a romantic memory of the gilded era of its birth, and 

on that era’s contemporary echoes in the form of civilian and military flying clubs, air shows, 

 
11Corn, 2002, 32-39. See also photo inset. 
12 Corn, 2002, 47-48, italics are mine. 
13 Vick, 2015, 2, 28. 
14 Vick, 2015, 134. Corn, 2002, 51-52; Shiner in Nalty, 1997, 1:87-91.  
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museums, books, movies, fan magazines, music, fashion (the classic leather jacket!),15 and 

advertising. Society’s fascination with flight lives on, ever present in the background of the 

cultural landscape, or thriving in niche activities. 

Americans’ continued attraction to flight yields many applicants to the Air Force, the 

institution in which a person can get close to the aviation enterprise and to those magnificent 

flying machines. Knowing this, Air Force recruiting advertisements prominently feature aircraft 

and flying, even though the vast number of recruits will never see a cockpit. Many a pilot will 

tell you they grew up wanting to fly, long before understanding concepts like national security, 

or the implications and particulars of embarking on a career in the Air Force.16 

In a time when the American public most commonly experiences flying via the 

frustrations and discomfort of commercial air travel, how could aviation still enthrall? The 

answer lies in the mystique of aviation: it has always been rooted in the risk of death. As Wohl 

points out, the great paradox of aviation as a source of cultural inspiration is that as flying 

became safer and more routine, it lost much of its glamour and allure.17 But in one pocket of the 

aviation world, the danger still exists: the military. The risk of death has never been eradicated 

from military aviation, even with vast improvements in safety. Death via combat or accident is a 

constant for military flyers, and most have lost a comrade somewhere along the line. The Air 

Force still embodies the original mystique of aviation, recalling the days of 1911, when thirty 

aviators died in the span of 6 months.18 

 

 
15 Mick Ferren, The Black Leather Jacket (Medford, NJ: Plexus Publishing, 2007); Patty Wagstaff, "Aviation 

Fashion," Plane and Pilot, July 2018, 56-58. 
16 I remember the words of a fellow flight student, an Air Force officer: “I’d do this if they paid me in sand!” 
17 Wohl, 2005, 322. 
18 Statistic from Wohl, 1994, 133. 
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Admiration of Pilots and Aviation Fans 

Fascination with aviation naturally includes the pilots. Although the organizational status 

of pilots in the Air Force is more fully explored in Chapter 4, here I discuss how the Aviation 

Fan’s love and enthusiasm for aircraft and flight extends to pilots, with the purpose of 

elucidating this OI referent. 

 

A New Breed of Man 

Like flight itself, pilot glorification found a basis in preconditions set by Western cultural 

history.19 Wohl writes, “The twentieth century was born yearning for a new type of hero: 

someone able to master the cold inhuman machines that the nineteenth century had bequeathed 

and at the same time capable of transforming them into resplendent art and myth. Unknown to 

themselves, the Western peoples secretly desired an epic poetry of technological deeds.”20 A cult 

of the pilot sprouted as early as the years just prior to the turn of the century.21 

And so, a few years later, Wilbur Wright, although an “intensely practical and down-to-

earth man” found himself the focus of society’s tremendous adulation, and duly imbued by 

observers with the characteristics of the stereotypical celebrity flyer: self-reliance, determination, 

attention to detail, extraordinary patience, but also genius, purity, aesthetic sensitivity, aloneness, 

spirituality, mystery, and heroism. The aviator existed, literally and figuratively, far above 

ordinary human beings.22 

 

 

 
19 Wohl, 1994, 23-37. 
20 Wohl, 1994, 27. 
21 Paris, 1993, 129. 
22 Wohl, 1994, 27-29; Paris, 1993, 129. 
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The Cult of Aces 

Initially the flyer was conceived as a kind of “sportsman,” akin to a horseman on his 

elegant steed. Indeed, many of the early aviators, including Hap Arnold and Manfred von 

Richthofen, still remembered as the infamous Red Baron, had cavalry experience.23 But through 

the course of WWI, the sportsman image was replaced by that of the fighter ace: “an airborne 

knight armed with a machine gun who jousted in the sky.”24 

The cult of aces grew out of general aviation fanaticism and the attendant admiration of 

pilots. The aviation zeitgeist combined with patriotism and pride in martial exploits, brought to 

the fore during wartime and energetically promoted by journalists. Originally a European 

phenomenon, the cult of aces spread to the US thanks to the American entry into WWI and the 

aerial triumphs of America’s own leading ace and former race car driver, Eddie Rickenbacker. 

For the publics of the nations embroiled in a horrifically violent yet maddeningly stagnant war, 

the aces offered a refreshingly different image of combat, one of action, of heroism, of chivalry. 

Aces, brave and dashing, full of elán, embodied national virtues, and existed above the fray 

literally and metaphorically. The air war, while often brutal in reality, lent itself to exciting 

description in newsprint, and accomplishments, such as the downing of enemy aircraft, were 

easily quantified.25 The aces enjoyed public fame and military commendation until they day they 

(almost inevitably) ran out of luck.26 

Far from fading out with the Armistice, the cult of aces flourished in the interwar years, 

as Hollywood, publishers of popular literature, and famous barnstormers reified the image of the 

 
23 On Hap Arnold’s cavalry ambitions, see Perret, 1993, 15-16; on the relationship between cavalry and aviation see 

Wohl, 1994, 243. 
24 Wohl, 1994, 203. 
25 Wohl, 1994, 239-44. 
26 Wohl, 1994, 218, 221-22, 249; Wohl, 2005, 210-11. 



 

226 
 

heroic, daring, superhuman pilot.27 The cult of aces played an indispensable role in establishing 

the image of the elite pilot in the minds of the contemporary Western public, and the modern-day 

persona of the pilots themselves. Today’s military flyers, which in the US are found principally 

in the Air Force, are the inheritors of the legends of the ace. 

 

The Experience of Flying 

Members of an organization construct OI in part from physical and sensory 

experiences.28 Here I examine the experience of flying in aircraft and its effects on the Air Force 

OI. Unlike most military tasks, flying is fun, even “semirecreational!”29 So much so, in fact, that 

it has been critiqued as a “narcissistic indulgence” of Air Force pilots.30 Consider that outside of 

the military, flying can be a sport or hobby. While long flights may be arduous and flying in 

combat or simulated combat can be stressful and exhausting, aviators of all stripes commonly 

contend that the worst day in the cockpit is better than the best day at a desk. (Those who do not 

enjoy it for whatever reason generally exit early.) Pilots lament the necessary evils of their 

collateral squadron duties which take time and energy away from what they see as their true 

purpose and primary job: flying. The physical experience of flying cannot be truly replicated in a 

flight simulator.  

Pilots are well aware that they get to do a fun job while other military members toil away 

in both war and peacetime settings. Aviators’ daily flights thus recall those of WWI air warriors 

soaring over the suffering in the trenches. Working on the fortuitous side of this great divide 

contributes to pilots’ sense of their own elitism, and to their elite status within and without the 

 
27 Corn, 2002, 75; Wohl, 1994, 249-50. 
28 Harquail and King, 2010. 
29 Gray, 2008, 66. 
30 Builder, 1994, 180. 
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service. In turn, elitism further ties pilots emotionally to the act of flying and to aircraft, from 

which they derive their elevated status. 

Since the beginning, pilots have rhapsodized over the physical and sensory experience of 

flying: “How exhilarating to feel the lash of the wind on one’s face and to feel at one with the 

world as one flew above it! Could there be an experience more intense than pitting one’s flying 

skills against the fickle moods of the ‘wayward air’?”31 Wilbur Wright, although enjoying only 

the briefest of flights in his rudimentary machines, found sheer pleasure in flying: “There is no 

sport in all the world quite equal to that which aviators enjoy while being carried through the air 

on great white wings. Compared with the motion of a jolting automobile is not flying real 

poetry?”32  

The sensory experience, of movement through a different realm, and of perspective only 

achievable from on high, was then, and is still, distinctly pleasurable. Unlike balloons or 

dirigibles, the airplane allowed maneuverability and responsive control in three dimensions. 

Even the fourth dimension, time, seems overcome by the still unmatched speed of airplanes. 

Aviatrix Louise Thaden described flying in terms of freedom and escape: “Unshackled. 

Unfettered. Free to soar as never bird had soared, pinioned only by the motor’s throaty roar, its 

glad prisoner of sound—drinking deeply of the cool clear air, alone in the untrammeled sky.”33 

One early writer even likened the exhilaration of flying to a narcotic high: “It’s our cocaine, our 

opium.”34 

Since the early days, the military has offered aspiring pilots a route to experience the joy 

of flying. Early US Army pilot and leading WWI ace Eddie Rickenbacker recalled being drawn 

 
31 Wohl, 1993, 110-11. 
32 Wilbur Wright in a letter dated December 15, 1905, quoted in Wohl, 1994, 16. 
33 Louise Thaden, quoted in Wohl, 2005, 281. 
34 Rene Chambe, quoted in Wohl, 2005, 281. 
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to wartime flying: “I loved flying. I had been familiar with motors all my life….The excitement 

of automobile racing did not compare with what I know must come with aeroplane fighting in 

France.”35 

In 1945, Army Air Forces psychiatrists, supplying a scientific explanation for the joy of 

flying, concluded that flying served deep-seated needs to master nature and oneself: 

Everyone would like to feel that he can control his physical environment. On earth such 

control is at best two-dimensional, flat and definitely limited. Flying is the apotheosis of 

this desire for control and mastery. The child’s dreams of omnipotence in the face of his 

toddling weakness are usually abandoned with fairy tales and toys. They become true 

again, however, by virtue of the airplane. This supertoy, this powerful, snorting, 

impatient but submissive machine, enables the man to escape the usual limitations of time 

and space. Truly godlike, the flier soars above the earth and the little men confined to its 

surface. He feels his mastery of space and time by means of the intense speed of modern 

aircraft and their ability to maneuver without obstacle into any desired position…. 

….The mastery of the power in the machine is a challenge which gives a justified sense 

of accomplishment when it has been successfully met. Furthermore, the flier increases his 

sense of power by identifying himself with his plane, which he feels as an extension of 

his own body. He thereby achieves a feeling of aggressive potency bordering on the 

unchallenged strength of a superman.36 

 

What is remarkable about this explanation is that, aside from likening pilots to toddlers, it so 

closely mirrors what flyers themselves say they feel. The psychiatrists also capture the 

psychological core of pilot elitism, both intrinsic and extrinsic, the superhuman aspect of 

controlling such power from such heights above “little men” below.37  

Military flying today, especially tactical flying such as in fighters, is an avenue to 

experience the unregulated freedom early aviators knew, with unprecedented speed and 

 
35 Wohl, 1994, 240. Note the use of the term “sport,” to describe flying and fighting, as was often the case in the 

early years. The element of competition in military flying remains salient, see Andrews, 2011; and Chapter 9: The 

Excellent/The Elite, in this work. 
36 Roy R. Grinker and John P. Spiegel, Men Under Stress (Philadelphia, PA: Blakiston, 1945), 4-5. 
37 The authors of this landmark study also assert that flying serves as “very satisfying compensation for feelings of 

inferiority,” attracting those who had suffered personal defeat. My experience as a flight instructor runs directly 

counter to this. While flying certainly attracts those who seek control and power in the air, successful flight students 

very often have innate confidence, as a result of their upbringing and previous successes. With quiet confidence 

comes a relaxed and somewhat self-deprecating attitude. These self-assured types have no need for braggadocio. 
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maneuverability. Military aviators are often exempt from the restrictions of normal air traffic 

control, flying in blocks of airspace set aside for official training. Military aircraft may also 

“speed” at low altitudes on designated routes, an especially thrilling flight profile. Tactical 

military aircraft represent the pinnacle of maneuverability and power in the realm of aviation. 

A career pilot of vintage military aircraft explains, “Those of us who reach for the sky do 

so because flying brings us great joy—it so often frames our lives and brings them real 

purpose.”38 Today, the sheer joy of flying is a somewhat unspoken truth among pilots. It might 

be considered gauche to rave about how fun one’s job is publicly. But Air Force pilot and scholar 

Colonel William F. Andrews finds that pure love of flying was the principal motivation of USAF 

pilots fighting in the Vietnam War. Three intrinsic appeals of military aviation comprised a 

common core of motivation: power, control, and freedom.39 Inspired by images of the WWII air 

war through their childhood, and drawn to the sleek lines of Cold War era combat aircraft, “Air 

Force aviators enjoyed a high degree of self-actualization gained from controlling powerful 

military aircraft, and enjoyed a profound sense of freedom and excitement in flight training, and 

often in battle.”40 Through Air Force squadron life, aviators developed an “obsessive passion for 

flying” and an addiction to the “sense of freedom in the sky.”41 

The act of flying presents a spiritual dimension as well. Flying demonstrates a freedom 

from fear of death, a fear that shackles ordinary mortals to the ground. The early aces imagined 

air warfare as a game like no other, one only the fearless played, and figured their likely deaths 

would come with glory and honor befitting their heroic deeds.42 The airmen of WWII “achieved 

 
38 Richard Mallory Allnutt, editorial, “The Beauty of Flying Vintage Aircraft,” Warbird Digest, October 7, 2019, 

accessed January 30, 2020. www.warbirdsnews.com. 
39 Andrews, 11, 2011. 
40 Andrews, 2011, 24.  
41 Andrews, 2011, 10-11, 23-24, 38. 
42 Wohl, 2005, 290; Wohl, 1994, 239. 



 

230 
 

mastery of the natural world by risking return to it—they conquered death by courting it.”43 To 

survive is to prove oneself above nature and to beat death. Charles Lindbergh described his 

recurring feeling of transcendence of the mortal human condition, and even transformation into a 

divine being: “There were times in an airplane when it seemed I had partially escaped mortality, 

to look down on earth like a god.”44 

Many flyers have described flight in religious terms, or equated flying with a feeling of 

godliness.45 Claims to godliness lie mostly in the past (such verbiage today would seem arrogant 

and overly elitist even coming from an Air Force pilot.) Still, the divine nature of flight remains 

a theme. The Air Force remains a religious institution and one’s work receives meaning through 

one’s faith.46 At times, flying is construed as the ultimate service to God.47 Such an 

understanding justifies the risks and sacrifices, and makes obvious the metaphor of flying as 

getting near to God. One of the most well-known and commonly reproduced expressions of the 

joy and spiritual transcendence of flight is fighter pilot John Gillespie Magee’s poem, penned 

shortly before his death in an aviation mishap in 1941: 

High Flight 

 

Oh! I have slipped the surly bonds of Earth 

And danced the skies on laughter-silvered wings; 

Sunward I've climbed, and joined the tumbling mirth 

of sun-split clouds,-and done a hundred things 

You have not dreamed of-wheeled and soared and swung 

High in the sunlit silence. Hov'ring there, 

I've chased the shouting wind along, and flung 

My eager craft through footless halls of air.... 

Up, up the long, delirious, burning blue 

I've topped the wind-swept heights with easy grace 

 
43 Sherry, 1987, 216. 
44 Wohl, 2005, 280. 
45 Corn, 2002, 50. 
46 Cathcart, 2008, esp. 70; Kathleen Harrington, “Leadership by Design: The Gendered Construction of Military (Air 

Force) Officers” (PhD diss., University of Washington, 1999), 136-63. 
47 Harrington, 1999, 137. 
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Where never lark nor ever eagle flew- 

And, while with silent lifting mind I've trod 

The high untrespassed sanctity of space, 

Put out my hand, and touched the face of God.48 

 

The poem holds a special place in the institution’s literary canon—and imagination.49 Air Force 

Academy cadets have been required to memorize it, and more tellingly, the poem’s lines grace 

the interment markers of many aviators in Arlington National Cemetery.50 

 

Love of Aircraft 

Fascination with airplanes qualitatively differs from general techno-fanaticism. Even in 

the modern days of mass air transit, the airplane remains a special technology with its own 

mythos. The most advanced rifle, tank, ship, satellite, or missile cannot fascinate the way an 

aircraft can, nor can it lift imaginations and hearts like an airplane soaring through the heavens. 

While some characterize the airplane as a specific instance of the Air Force’s 

technological orientation, the airplane means much more than that to the Air Force. As often 

noted, many in the Air Force identify closely and primarily with their assigned plane. A pilot 

might introduce herself with the words “I’m an F-16 pilot,” while a maintainer sums his time in 

the service with, “I worked on B-52s.”51 In contrast Army and Naval officers are more likely to 

identify as exactly that. One can hardly miss the airframes displayed at Air Force base entrances 

and in prominent positions therein. Colonel Jeffrey Donnithorne describes these artifacts of 

adoration at his alma mater: “The Terrazzo at the US Air Force Academy is cornered by sleek 

 
48 “Words to High Flight,” www.afhistory.af.mil.  
49 Trew, 2019, 56. For a USAF video from the 1960s featuring the F-104 and a reading of “High Flight” to stirring 

music, see www.youtube.com/watch?v=IoL-KCFbIpA. 
50 Trew, 2019, 56; Arlington National Cemetery website, www.arlingtoncemetery.net/highflig.htm. 
51 See Builder, 1989, 23, 26; Donnithorne, 2018, 22; Pine, 1994. 

http://www.afhistory.af.mil/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IoL-KCFbIpA
http://www.arlingtoncemetery.net/highflig.htm
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airplanes: F-15, F-16, F-4 and F-105.”52 In contrast, you will not find Naval jets on poles 

amongst the quirky monuments at Annapolis, and West Point prefers tributes to great Army 

leaders. The main chapel at the Air Force Academy has been likened to “seventeen B-49 

bombers standing on their swept-back wingtips, prepared to bolt for the sky.”53 Unsurprisingly, 

chapels at the other academies bear no such resemblance, but harken architecturally to times and 

places significant to those services. 

Air Force pilots love their planes and identify with them. Pilots and aircrew commonly 

take on a certain partisanship for their aircraft type. Out of flight school, many an aviator 

receives assignment to an aircraft not of his or her first choosing, but, almost always, comes to 

appreciate and even identify with that aircraft.54 As WWII pilot Major General Perry McCoy 

Smith explains: 

Objectivity about this weapon was absent within Air Corps circles for many reasons. 

Perhaps the foremost reason was the psychological attachment of the airman to his 

machine. To him the airplane was not just a new and exciting weapon; it was what 

carried him miles behind enemy lines and brought him back; it was a personal possession 

which was given a personal, usually feminine, name, kissed upon return from a mission, 

and painted with a symbol for each enemy plane shot down or bombing mission 

completed. The affinity of pilot for airplane has its parallel in history in the cavalry 

soldier and his horse. The airman, like the cavalryman of the past, was not known for his 

modesty, or his objectivity, when it came to the employment of his chosen steed.55 

 

Smith brings the organizational love of aircraft and flying down to the level of the individual, 

and explicates sources of human emotional connection to airplanes, especially in war. The 

aircraft is a pilot’s “personal possession,” or his companion in combat who ensures his safe 

return to real life. As one Air Force colonel remembers his B-17 Flying Fortress in WWII, “You 

 
52 Donnithorne, 2018, 121. 
53 Builder, 1989, 34. 
54 See Andrews, 2011, 53-55, 330 for Vietnam War examples.  
55 Perry McCoy Smith, The Air Force Plans for Peace, 1943-1945 (1970, repr., Washington, DC: Ross & Perry, 

Inc., 2002), 18. 
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wanted the airplane to bring you home. Every time, it did.” Then his face “crumples” with 

emotion: “That's a love affair. You always stayed with it. It stayed with you."56 

Specific airframes have been the object of much affection, as seen in the naming of 

bombers in WWII (Memphis Belle and Enola Gay are two well-known examples) and the 

adornment of an airplane’s hull with the most beautiful image other than an aircraft, a pin-up 

girl. Fighters sport rows of aggressive tiger teeth. Such decoration is a method of individualizing 

and bestowing personality on a machine, as well as giving “her” aircrew and maintainers a 

morale boost.57 Beyond that, the feminization of aircraft links deployed airmen to “stateside 

sources of love and security.”58 Remnants of this style of art can still be seen in official and 

unofficial patches and squadron insignia. 

 

The Aesthetic of Flight 

The Aviation Fan experiences the cognitive, emotional, physical, and even spiritual 

quality of flight, a transcendent aesthetic unique to aircraft and flying. An aircraft in flight is 

beautiful to watch, with “its own set of joys and fulfillment” that extend beyond vicariously 

piloting the aircraft. 59 Part of the visual beauty of flight is its aspirational symbolism in the 

lifting up of mankind. 

Aviation has captured the imagination of artists since its inception. In the 1910s, aviation 

developed alongside the avant garde movement, and artists soon extolled the beauty of the 

airplane on canvas, on stage, and in verse. Flying paralleled the abstract and futuristic aspirations 

 
56 “Francis Ronald Cappelletti,” December 8, 2005, accessed, March 27, 2021, 

www.arlingtoncemetery.net/frcappel.htm 
57 Harry Lawson, “War-Paint, Shark Teeth, and Pin-Ups: A Brief History of Aircraft Nose Art,” Royal Aeronautical 

Society website, April 8, 2016, accessed March 27, 2021, www.aerosociety.com. 
58 Sherry, 1987, 215. 
59 Richard Thom, “The Beauty of Flying Vintage Aircraft,” Warbird Digest, October 7, 2019, accessed January 31, 

2020, www.warbirdsnews.com.  
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of artists of the time, presenting a new approach to perception and revealing a higher level of 

existence, one that allowed for the escape from the mundane and limiting earthly reality. Flying 

was thus a metaphor for a new artistic philosophy, enactment of the philosophy, and subject 

matter for the expression of that philosophy.60 Through the years, artists still regard aircraft as 

aesthetic objects, whether freighted with metaphysical implications, or simply a thing of 

beauty.61 

 
Figure 8.1. Stanton Macdonald-Wright, Airplane Synchromy, 1920. 

Source: www.artcontrarian.blogspot.com. 

 

 

The words of aviation aficionados reveal the intertwining of the aesthetic and emotional:  

 

We love airplanes for what they are, where they can take us, and for reasons that are 

more related to aesthetics than utility. We feel that airplanes, at least some of them, are 

beautiful to behold. Part of that is the emotional mystery behind airplanes. They are, after 

all, doing something that, until 150 years ago, was impossible. So we have a reverence 

for aircraft that at its root is steeped in wonder.62 

 

 
60 Wohl, 1994,157-200. 
61 See Huston Paschal and Linda Johnson Dougherty, eds. Defying Gravity: Contemporary Art and Flight (Raleigh, 

NC: North Carolina Museum of Art, 2003). 
62 “The 9 Most Beautiful FA Airplanes,” Plane and Pilot, May 15, 2018, accessed January 30, 2020, 

www.planeandpilotmag.com. 
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Description of aircraft frequently waxes lyrical, expounding on aesthetic characteristics 

in admiring, rhapsodic detail: 

The P-51D is a stunningly gorgeous airplane, instantly recognizable for its long, slim 

nose, teardrop canopy and belly air scoop…. 

 

….For a time “Piper Cub” became the popular parlance for “airplane,” for even non-

pilots recognize a beautiful airplane when they see one…. 

 

….The Beech Model 17….is the epitome of aviation beauty….The Staggerwing was so 

named for its top wing being set considerably behind the bottom wing. That 

configuration….created an aggressive, rakish look. The Staggerwing's beautiful art deco 

design touches sealed the deal on an airplane so beautiful it seems impossible that it was 

created during the depths of the Great Depression.63 

 

Few other technologies inspire such personification or such rapturous praise for their mere 

appearance. 

Unsurprisingly, themes of flying and flight dominate official Air Force art programs, with 

aircraft as the principal subject. Other technologies, such as missiles or spacecraft, seem to be 

included only as a self-conscious corrective.64 Air officers themselves embrace aircraft as an 

objet d’arte as well; one commonly finds renderings of aircraft on the walls of Air Force 

households, either those flown by the resident aviator or historic favorites.65 

 

The Air Force: A Home for Aviation Fanatics 

Fascination with aircraft abounds in society at large. This phenomenon draws people to 

the Air Force to be near aircraft, to work on aircraft, or simply be part of an organization that is 

“about” aircraft. The institution and its supporting organizations are populated with technicians, 

maintainers, managers, developers, researchers, and engineers who all derive personal 

 
63 “Top 25 Most Beautiful Airplanes,” Flying, May 21, 2014, accessed January 30, 2020, www.flyingmag.com. 
64 See Keck, 2014. 
65 From personal observation. 
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satisfaction from their contribution to aviation operations. Through the institution, members can 

connect with aircraft in an organizational setting and formally identify as Aviation Fans. 

Those attracted to the Air Force to serve in non-flying capacities perhaps feel something 

of what French writer Joseph Kessel attributed to the early Aéropostale air mail service: “a 

gigantic organization with its leaders, its discipline, its engineers, its ships, its aerial fleet, its 

creators in the desert, its adventurers, its mystique.”66 The flying units of the Air Force, 

especially at the squadron level, embody a great endeavor and commonality of purpose, reflect 

the human spirit, and cultivate camaraderie, all inextricably intertwined with the risk and beauty 

of flight. Here one finds history and nostalgia, as well as the future and leading-edge technology. 

If individual aircraft take on personality, the aviation enterprise is imbued with a soul. 

Many pilots upon leaving military service find a second career in the civilian world doing 

what they love: flying. There are many aviation-related fields and non-flying careers that retain 

the member’s connection to aviation, such as the aerospace defense industry and general 

aviation. Such a transition is part of the service tradition. Notes one pilot: “Some of those [who 

can remember WWII] served in the Armed Forces and many of them later came home to become 

the pilots who would fuel the rise of general aviation in the United States into the segment that 

created some of the most beautiful machines ever made.”67 Retirees and other former military 

members do their part to keep society’s fascination with aircraft alive and inspire the next 

generation of military aviation fans. 

 

 
66 Joseph Kessler, Vent de sable (Paris: Éditions de France, 1929), 6, quoted in Wohl, 2005, 165. 
67 “The 9 Most Beautiful FA Airplanes,” 2018. 



 

237 
 

Chapter 9 

The Excellent/The Elite 

 

The Excellent/The Elite referent comprises the self-identification of the Air Force as the 

preeminent US military service. While other services have elite sub-groups, such as special 

operations forces, the Air Force OI self-definition of The Excellent/The Elite encompasses the 

entire Air Force, both officers and enlisted. Airmen are a cut above the rest, especially in mental 

capacity, professional talent, and that elusive trait of “air-mindedness.” Evidence of The 

Excellent/The Elite OI can be found in numerous sources, including Air Force officers’ textual 

sources, Air Force doctrine, Air Force images promulgated for various audiences including 

potential recruits, and observed behavior and discourse. The referent has a cerebral bent, with the 

service “convinced of its intellectual superiority.”1 Furthermore, the Air Force sees its mission 

set as especially and uniquely vital to the nation’s security. 

Excellence/Elitism derives from many sources, including the marvel of the aircraft, the 

elitism of pilots (see Chapters 4 and 8), and the perceived import of Air Force missions, the latter 

of which allows an Air Force officer to make the rather immodest claim, “America’s aerospace 

advantage, unmatched by any other nation, is the primary factor in maintaining its status as the 

world’s lone superpower.”2 Excellence/Elitism is the flip side of the Air Force’s collective 

insecurity, the continual need to prove itself worthy of being a separate, independent service (see 

Chapter 11). 

 
1 Mastroianni, 2005/2006, 83. 
2 Paul K. White, Crisis After the Storm: An Appraisal of US Air Operations in Iraq Since the Persian Gulf War. 

(Washington, DC: Washington Institution for Near East Policy, 1999), xvi. 
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The Excellent/The Elite referent is sustained by the related claim, which may exist mostly 

as a private belief these days, that the Air Force is the only service capable of being 

independently decisive, that is, able to win a conflict on its own (see Chapter 11). This aspect of 

the OI necessarily makes reference to the other services. Overt efforts to differentiate the Air 

Force and its members from the other services and their members permeate Air Force formal and 

informal discourse. Among international peers, the Air Force sees itself as the “World’s 

Greatest.”3 

 

Elitism at the Founding 

Envious of the elevated standing of the Royal Air Force in British society, early 

American military aviators actively cultivated an aura and status of elitism as part of their bid for 

independence, an image they bought into themselves.4 Air warfare, and those who carried it out, 

were thought to be special, inspiring awe, fascination, and envy even as deadly bombs dropped 

and countless pilots gave their lives flying for their countries. Both those in the trenches and 

those overflying their position recognized that the wartime experience of the pilot and ground 

solider were fundamentally different; they operated on different planes of existence.5 (See 

Chapter 4.) Particularly, the cult of aces (see Chapter 8) presented an attractive and honorable 

aesthetic, and a distinctly military side of aviation’s heroism: “The first world war introduced 

new factors—that air warfare was glamorous and romantic, that it marked a return to chivalry 

and knightly aspirations in modern combat.” 6 While the memory of the air war in WWI was part 

history and part fabrication, it was a uniquely good memory of the conflict: “The air war 

 
3 The Air Force’s 2013 vision statement: “World’s Greatest Air Force—Powered by Airmen, Fueled by Innovation.”  
4 Paris, 1993, 123. 
5 Wohl, 1994, 240-249. 
6 Paris, 1993, 139. 
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appeared to be the one positive success story of 1914-1918. That is what we might perhaps call 

the formal sanctioning of air élitism…”7 

The lessons of the war, its images and experiences, wrote indelibly on the heart of the 

nascent Air Force, still a part of the US Army for years to come. If the aerial mode of warfare 

was chivalrous, glamorous, and potentially the most effective, then the organization conducting 

aerial warfare must possess those exceptional characteristics as well. Historian Michael Paris 

remarks, “Here we have, perhaps the origins of the air force view that it was unique, a special 

force and something more than just another part of the military establishment, for it was the final 

weapon which would make existing forces virtually redundant.”8 Thus, elitism became entwined 

with justification for an independent US Air Force. 

Not only was aviation itself a unique and glamorous enterprise, the people who flew and 

maintained aircraft were of a new breed, deserving of their own organization. In his 1925 book 

Winged Defense, Billy Mitchell, makes one of the first statements of the Air Force’s 

organizational identity: 

Already we have an entirely new class of people that we may call “the air-going people” 

as distinguished from the “land-going people” and the “sea-going people.” The air-going 

people have a spirit, language and customs of their own...the air-going people form such 

a new class that only those engaged in the actual development and the younger generation 

appreciate what it means.9 

 

Mitchell locates Airmen not only physically above, but qualitatively beyond the archaic land and 

sea forces: fewer, younger, superior. The “air fraternity” was an exclusive club.  

Eventually, the idea that air power could be decisive in war, not just an important asset, 

began to take hold among early Army fliers. Air power’s predicted decisiveness justified the 

 
7 Paris, 1993, 124. The informal segment of such elitism lay in the cult of aces. 
8 Paris, 1993, 135. 
9 Mitchell, 1925, 6. 
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creation of an independent Air Force, but significantly, reinforced pilots’ sense of exceptionality 

among their fellow warfighters, and of being surpassingly powerful. Influential Italian air 

theorist Giulio Douhet confirmed, “To have command of the air means to be in a position to 

wield offensive power so great it defies human imagination.”10 A common theme among early 

airpower theorists was that air power could nullify enemy land and naval assets by cutting them 

off, destroying them outright, or simply bypassing them overhead. And although aviation could 

support one’s own land and sea forces if needed, it was not reliant on them in any way. 

Billy Mitchell’s publicity stunts, demonstrating the supposed vulnerability of naval 

vessels to bombers, offer perhaps the most overt and notorious examples of the early impulse to 

prove decisiveness.11 Alexander P. de Seversky (a fan of Mitchell) later wrote in his 1942 

bestseller Victory Through Air Power that the US Navy, although the strongest in the world in 

his opinion, “can now do nothing, literally nothing, against the locust swarms of giant 

airplanes.”12 

Thus, in the foundational years, airpower advocates worked to render the traditional 

services redundant at best, but likely irrelevant. And even if the other services, namely the Navy, 

could claim their own aviation expertise, it was only the Air Force that understood the right way 

to employ air power.13 With their unique understanding of airpower, and then control of the 

decisive weapons of war, namely nuclear bombers, pilots of the Army Air Forces envisioned a 

new force “that would eclipse all other military forces in importance, size, funding, and 

esteem.”14  

 
10 Douhet, 1921, 20. 
11 For a short recount of the sinking of the Ostfriesland, see Shiner in Nalty, 1997, 1:94-95. 
12 De Seversky, 1942, 10. 
13 See Donnithorne, 2018, 14, 114.  
14 Builder, 1994, 208. 
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Such an outlook necessarily engendered enmity in the older services. Writes Colonel 

Jeffrey Donnithorne, “The Air Force, born amid competition and strife, inherits some 

misunderstanding and rivalry as part of its birthright.”15 Interservice antagonism was the price of 

the elitism embraced on the journey to independence. 

 

A Young Air Force at the Fore of National Security 

Public, Executive, and congressional opinion of the Air Force formed a feedback loop of 

exultance in the early years of the institution. The Army Air Forces exited the war years in a 

generally congratulatory national atmosphere, and successfully positioned itself as the primary 

service to defend the nation against the Soviet threat.16 The Air Force offered a simple and 

appealing formula: substitute airpower for manpower. Airpower would be both the cheapest and 

the most effective option in the emerging Cold War. War would likely lead to total destruction of 

the nation within minutes, and therefore, the only sane strategy would be to deter nuclear attack. 

Such deterrence, based on airpower, was the job of the Air Force.17 In short, national defense, 

indeed national survival, depended almost solely on the Air Force. 

The results of this Air Force narrative effort seemed to bear fruit in the budgetary realm.18 

The Air Force enjoyed preferential treatment throughout the Eisenhower Administration, 

receiving a disproportionately large share of the defense budget—as much as 45%—funded by 

reducing allocations to the other services. Even in the leaner Kennedy-Johnson years, dependable 

congressional support buoyed acquisitions and emboldened the Air Force Chief of Staff amongst 

 
15 Donnithorne, 2018, 126. 
16 On public opinion at the end of WWII see Vick, 2015, 15; Sherry, 1987, 354-5. On the Air Force positioning itself 

as the leading military service, see Arlene Lazarowitz, “Promoting Air Power: The Influence of the US Air Force on 

the Creation of the National Security State,” Independent Review 9 no. 4 (Spring 2005): 480, 483. 
17 Vick, 2015, 57-60. 
18 Despite its ardent attempts to reduce military spending, the Truman Administration awarded a healthy 

supplemental appropriation to the Air Force to cover air operations in the Korean War, Lazarowitz, 2005, 478. 
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the Joint Chiefs.19 Air officers surely read success in the zero-sum budget competition as proof 

of the service’s predominance and most-favored status.  

Budget victories also signaled the president’s decision to primarily rely on airpower, not 

land or sea forces.20 President John F. Kennedy remarked in 1963 that graduating Air Force 

Academy cadets enjoyed “an opportunity for a service career more varied and demanding than 

any that has been opened to any officer corps in the history of any country.”21 Throughout the 

1950s, public opinion overwhelmingly favored the Air Force as the most important branch of the 

US military, polling 10 times higher than the other services.22 

One can discern an ever-strengthening cycle: the Air Force’s own narrative as the 

indispensable service finds confirmation and reinforcement in the form of budget awards, praise 

from the Commander-in-Chief, and enduring public approval. And so, being “the best” service 

became part of the organization’s tacit collective knowledge. 

The Strategic Air Command (SAC), as the dominant USAF sub-organization of the era, 

embodied The Excellent/The Elite identity. SAC, formed after WWII to carry out the Air Force’s 

strategic nuclear bombing mission, greatly influenced Air Force organizational culture in the 

service’s infancy. The high stakes of the nuclear mission demanded virtual perfection of its 

people. The unique operational requirements of SAC required flawless adherence to procedures 

and extreme precision of execution; mistakes could be catastrophic both in terms of safety and 

national security.23 Such an operating environment imbued excellence in the performance of 

one’s daily duties with ultimate significance. After the Cuban Missile Crisis, President Kennedy 

 
19 Kanter, 1979, 30-43. 
20 Kanter, 1979, 81-82. 
21 John F. Kennedy, remarks at the US Air Force Academy, Colorado Springs, Colorado, June 5, 1963. John F. 

Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, accessed January 24, 2020, www.jfklibrary.org. 
22 Vick, 2015, 93-96. Polling data is missing for the 1960-1970s, but later polls in the 1980s-2000s suggests the Air 

Force enjoyed sustained high public regard. 
23 Deaile, 2015, esp. 49, 61. 

http://www.jfklibrary.org/
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commended SAC in a personal visit to SAC headquarters, remarking, “We are indebted to you 

all in the past, now, and our security depends upon you in the future.”24 Thus the Commander-in-

Chief again reinforced and validated the Air Force’s own perception of its itself as sole guarantor 

of national security. 

 

The Excellent/The Elite: Personnel 

 

Pilots: Daily Excellence is the Price of Elitism 

The Excellence/The Elite referent, enacted in striving for excellence in daily performance 

(or feeling that one should strive for excellence), grew, at least in part, from pilot practices. As 

has been mentioned, the elite position of pilots, especially fighter pilots, within the organization 

makes them primary sources of sensegiving and identity construction. 

A pilot’s squadron life from flight school on comprises a routine of briefing and 

debriefing flights in detail, in which every facet of a flight is dissected, always with a goal of 

perfection. Constant evaluation and competition equate to a demand for daily excellence. Career 

prospects rely on success in this intra-squadron competition. Pride, “bragging rights,” and self-

esteem may be even more forceful motivators. The ever-present danger of flight provides an 

additional spur to excellence; an “off day” in a high-performance jet could be deadly. 

Colonel William F. Andrews, himself a fighter pilot, describes how the process of 

accession to flight school, flight school itself, follow-on training and operational squadron life 

inculcates a “habitual drive for perfection in flying,” and a “group culture founded on 

 
24 John F. Kennedy, “Remarks in Omaha Upon Presenting a Special Flight Safety Plaque to the Strategic Air 

Command,” December 7, 1962. The American Presidency Project, accessed January 24, 2020, 

www.presidency.ucsb.edu.  

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu./
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performance, competition, and winning,” in an environment of “relentless competition.” 25 The 

inculturation experienced of flight school has a particularly profound impact on pilots, shaping 

their behaviors for years to come: 

Competition and unsparing evaluations by flight instructor cadres sparked a lifelong drive 

for learning, self-improvement and excellence as an aviator that was continuously 

revalidated to oneself and one’s fellow aviators…Flight training embedded patterns of 

behavior on those who could perform up to the high standards and removed those unable. 

The constant critique of pilot performance stirred in most pilots a search for 

perfection….26 

 

The Air Force’s flight debriefing process evolved to a level of excruciating exactitude, in 

concert with the standardization of maneuvers to a level of meticulous detail. Through the 1970s-

1980s, flyers adopted new audio-video technologies to reveal aspects of the flight formally 

unknowable or subject to biased recollection. A pilot’s triumph, or blunder, could now be 

displayed for all to see.27 (See Chapter 6.) Daily excellence in these contexts remains the main 

requirement of elitism, the price of admittance to an exclusive club, and its currency: “Flying 

expertise was the primary means to secure one’s place in an elite group of high-performing and 

like-minded individuals.”28 

 

Enlisted Personnel: Technical Training and Glamor29 

The Air Force is where the superhuman pilots reside (see Chapter 4), and the 

organization basks in their glow. Other personnel take on this elitism by association, and through 

the OI. Manpower is a realm in which the Air Force confidently competes with the other 

 
25 Andrews, 2011, 11, 23-25. 
26 Andrews, 2011, 38. 
27 Anderegg, 2001, 56, 96, 107-110. 
28 Andrews, 2011, 39. 
29 “Technical Training and Glamor” is Moskos’ shorthand for the Air Force image. Charles C. Moskos, Jr., The 

American Enlisted Man: The Rank and File in Today’s Military (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1970), 18. 
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services.30 A common perception (and organizational aspiration) is that the Air Force recruits 

higher quality people from society into its officer and enlisted ranks than do the other services, 

and that the Air Force is the first choice of services among those looking to enter the military. 

The other services get what the Air Force does not take, that is, those who did not make the cut. 

The “Aim High” slogan appeals to this notion of the Air Force being the top choice, to which 

acceptance is the most difficult. This excerpt from a career management website represents the 

conventional wisdom: 

The Air Force gets more volunteers than they have slots for….That allows the Air Force 

to be more selective when accepting applicants than the other services. 

The number of slots available varies from year to year, but it is always a small 

number compared with the Army and Navy. You will be competing with many others 

who are looking to join the Air Force. With advances in technology, the Air Force 

requires far fewer folks to operate and maintain their weapon systems. This can result in a 

decreased need for recruitment, or even downsizing, varying from year to year.31 

 

It makes sense that uber-elite flyers in the most technologically advanced machines 

known to man would have the best maintainers and other support personnel. The prevailing 

perception in the Air Force is that Airmen enlisted must necessarily be of higher-than-average 

quality in order to maintain and operate the high-technology equipment so central to everything 

the Air Force does. The Air Force enlisted ranks have no need for “grunts.” As one Air Force 

officer states bluntly, 

Each service places a different emphasis on mental ability. The Air Force believes its 

high-tech environment requires mental agility and cognitive skills, and this is reflected in 

different entry level requirements…Although many individuals in the Army, Navy or 

Marines are just as bright as those in the Air Force, their services place a lower emphasis 

on mental skills.32 

 
30 Lander, 2019, 86. 
31 Rod Powers, “What Air Force Recruits Need to Know,” The Balance Careers, October 7, 2018, accessed March 

27, 2020, www.thebalancecareers.com. 
32 Vermillion, 1996, 34. 
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The Air Force must be discriminating in its recruitment; the high-tech nature of the 

service demands it. This logic suggests that The Excellent/The Elite identity attracts a certain 

type of person: “Either one joins to become a pilot or one joins expecting a high-tech job and a 

mental rather than physical challenge with better working and living conditions than would be 

found in the other services.”33  

The Air Force fosters an image of exclusivity by touting recruitment data. For example, 

the minimum score for Air Force enlistees on the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery 

(ASVAB) is 36. In contrast, the Navy requires a score of 35; the Marine Corps, 32; and the 

Army, only 31.34 In some years, the Air Force has been able to take very high percentages of its 

recruits from those who scored above a 50 (the mean) on the ASVAB, dubbed “high-quality” 

recruits.35 Typically that number is around 77-80%, but in 2010 it climbed to 90% and in 2011, 

98%.36 

Interest in ASVAB data is by no means limited to the esoteric realm of manpower 

specialists. The ASVAB score is all-important for a recruit; not only does it screen for 

acceptance into the Air Force, but largely determines which job specialties an individual may 

choose from once accepted. The ASVAB is a common topic of discussion among would-be 

recruits, new recruits, instructors, and the Air Force ranks in general.  

Beyond recruitment data, the Air Force points to higher levels of education, higher levels 

of reenlistment, higher average enlisted age, and lower levels of alcohol use, drug abuse, and 

 
33 Vermillion, 1996, 32. 
34 The services do not officially promulgate their minimum ASVAB scores in order to preserve flexibility. The 

scores reported here reflect a consensus among career and ASVAB preparation websites. The minimum scores listed 

here apply to applicants with a high school diploma, which comprises the vast majority of entrants into all four 

services. Note that the US Coast Guard minimum ASVAB score is the highest of all at 40.  
35 Department of Defense, Defense Manpower Data Center, Personnel Testing Division, ASVAB Technical Bulletin 

No. 4: P&P-ASVAB Forms 23-27, March 2009, revised 2012, 7. 
36 Michelle Tan, “90% of New Recruits Score in Top Half of Aptitude Test,” Air Force Times, August 30, 2010, 24.  
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even smoking to make the claim, “The Air Force enlisted corps stands out in contrast to the other 

services.”37 Air officers believe that a highly educated and technically-competent force is an Air 

Force requirement, and that Airmen’s ASVAB scores and education levels give them the 

appropriate characteristics.38 In contrast, the other services are more inclined to highlight 

leadership, ability to work as a team, and dedication as admirable attributes of their enlisted 

members. 

 

Retention and Quality of Life 

The self-identification of Air Force members as the highest caliber among the services is 

sustained by a history of loss of trained personnel to the civilian sector.39 The need for especially 

tech-savvy enlisted, and competition with civilian employers, is often tied to the justification for 

“quality of life” programs that the Air Force consistently prioritizes. The roots of the Air Force’s 

lavish approach to members’ quality of life concerns, such as housing, go far back. In 1925, Billy 

Mitchell wrote that mechanics “should be housed and cared for on a scale which is the equivalent 

of the living conditions of the expert mechanics in civil life.”40 No other US military branch 

subscribes to such a notion. For example, only recently has the Navy provided barracks to house 

single junior sailors whose ship is docked at home port; historically, sailors have had to remain 

aboard ship in extremely cramped berthing, with virtually no privacy, whether at sea or in port.41  

 
37 Ehrhard, 2009, 12; see also Vermillion, 1996, 33-36; James M. Smith, 1998, 20-21. 
38 Koskinas, 2006, 11. 
39 For example, in the immediate post-WWII years, the effective formation of SAC was hampered by a shortage of 

some 5000 personnel, because many airmen, especially those highly trained and skilled in aircraft maintenance and 

technology, left the new service for the civilian sector, Deaile, 2015, 57. 
40 Mitchell, 1925, 177. 
41 Allison Batdorff, “Sailors Trade Ship Berthing for Barracks as Home Port Ashore Initiative Begins,” Stars and 

Stripes, May 20, 2006, accessed October 29, 2018, www.stripes.com; Courtney Mabeus, “Sailors Preparing to Move 

into Naval Station's Newly Renovated Barracks,” The Virginia Pilot, December 27, 2017, accessed October 29, 

2018, www.pilotonline.com.  

http://www.stripes.com;/
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Air Force Major General Charles J. Dunlap, Jr. explains the rationale behind the Air 

Force approach: 

As a group, Airmen have ready options in civilian life. Fortunately, so far the Air Force 

has been very effective in recruiting and retaining the right people. 

How does the Air Force do it? Actually, the answer has much to do with another 

misunderstood feature of the Air Force culture, the emphasis on quality of 

life…Specifically, the Air Force does not want to place its Airmen in the position of 

having to choose between the quality of life they could easily acquire for their families in 

the civilian world and what is available to them in the service of their country. 

For that reason, the Air Force is unapologetic about having the finest, most 

family-friendly bases in the Armed Forces.42 

 

Even while deployed, Air Force personnel usually enjoy a much higher living standard 

than their counterparts in other services, and deployments are typically shorter. The 

understanding that they sacrifice relatively less in both time away from home and in creature 

comforts than enlisted in other services reinforces the message that Airmen are exceptionally 

valuable and worthy of special treatment. 43 The contrast can be sharp; one anecdote tells of 

deployed Airmen housed in hotels while their soldier counterparts slept in tents nearby.44 

 

Air-Mindedness 

Both Air Force officers and enlisted are viewed to be uniquely capable of an “air-

mindedness” that outsiders are simply not able to realize. Air officers admit this “perplexing and 

somewhat odd term” can be hard to define, but agree it concerns a mindset and perspective 

available only (or at least primarily) to members of the Air Force.45 The rationale for such 

exclusivity, as Billy Mitchell’s quote above regarding “the air-going people” alludes, is that only 

 
42 Dunlap, 2007, 129. 
43 Mastroianni, 2005/2006, 82. 
44 Vermillion, 1996, 39. 
45 Mike Benitez, “Air-mindedness 2.0: We Need to Do Better than ‘Fly, Fight and Win,’” War on the Rocks 

(website), August 8, 2016, accessed January 24, 2020, https://warontherocks.com; Dale L. Hayden, “Air-

Mindedness,” Air & Space Power Journal 22 no. 4 (Winter 2008): 44-45; Jason M. Trew, “Rescuing Icarus: The 

Problems and Possibilities of ‘Air-Mindedness,’” Air & Space Power Journal 30 no. 2, (Summer 2019): 48-60. 

https://warontherocks.com/
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those directly involved in the aviation enterprise can truly comprehend the airplane’s capabilities 

and potential. 

The Air Force enshrined air-mindedness in a 1992 doctrine rewrite, teaching that the 

operational environment of the Air Force “naturally confers a global strategic perspective upon 

the Airman.”46 The current version of the doctrine gives air-mindedness its own section: 

The perspective of Airmen is necessarily different; it reflects a unique appreciation of 

airpower’s potential, as well as the threats and survival imperatives unique to Airmen. 

The study of airpower leads to a particular expertise and a distinctive point of view that 

General Henry H. “Hap” Arnold termed “airmindedness”….  

….Airmindedness enables Airmen to think and act at the tactical, operational, and 

strategic levels of war, simultaneously if called for. Thus, the flexibility and utility of 

airpower is best fully exploited by an air-minded Airman.47 

 

Attributing the term to founder Hap Arnold, the Air Force doctrine claims air-mindedness for the 

entire Air Force institution. Note how the phraseology of this doctrinal text implies comparison 

with the other military branches. Airmen are “different,” and “unique” in their thinking, which 

reflects “particular expertise.” The utility of airpower is “best” placed in the hands of Air Force 

members; aviators in other services are not considered. 

The salience of air-mindedness features in current discourse, an example of doctrine 

reflecting practice. Arnold’s and Mitchell’s original viewpoints continue to find voice, largely 

unaltered. Writes an Air Force lieutenant colonel in 2012: 

Airpower demands a certain breadth of vision that goes beyond understanding a 

continuity of events serially, as war on terrain suggests.…Airpower represents agility, 

rapidity, and reach that extend beyond conventional land-based thinking…Airpower and 

air-mindedness involve a degree of complexity that cannot be assumed immediately upon 

joining the service. The concepts require a fair amount of investment in educating and 

indoctrinating new members to ensure understanding.48 

 
46 Trew, 2019, 54. 
47 US Air Force Doctrine Volume 1: Basic Doctrine, Chapter 2: “Airpower,” section: “Airmindedness,” February 

27, 2015. 
48 Jack L. Sine II, “Discovering Air Force Identity: Airpower and Innovator,” (thesis, USAF Air War College, 

2012), 10, 13. 
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The clear implication is that only people of superior intellect can comprehend the ramifications 

of airpower; they must possess minds equally as agile, rapid, broad-reaching, and complex as the 

airplane itself.  

As recently as 2019, in an interview for a RAND study, another officer unabashedly 

compares the Air Force to other services: “The Air Force prides itself on innovation and 

flexibility. A lot of people call this air-mindedness: given how we operate, we think we see 

problems differently than other services do. We’re problem solvers by nature and able to be 

flexible, possibly because we’re a younger service. Other services are maybe too steeped in 

tradition.”49 This mid-level officer gives an explanation of why aviators in other services cannot 

readily grasp all that air-mindedness encompasses: Army and Naval aviators’ thinking cannot 

escape the intellectual confines of their parent services. As de Seversky remarked decades 

before, air-mindedness is only available to “emancipated minds,” and “eludes static, orthodox 

minds no matter how brilliant they may be.”50 Those possessing minds steeped in “totally 

different traditions” (read Army, Navy or Marine Corps) “seem psychologically incapable of 

recognizing aviation in its primary character as the new military force…which dominates the 

world.”51 

 

Excellence as Air Force Core Value 

 “Excellence in all we do” is an official Air Force core value. Among the services, only 

the Air Force includes “Excellence” among its core values. The identity of The Excellent/The 

 
49 Lander, 2019, 80. 
50 De Seversky, 1942, 220, 5. 
51 De Seversky, 1942, 220, 219. 
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Elite transforms from who the organization is into something its people do, which seems more 

socially palatable and also serves as an articulated expectation of behavior.52 

The Air Force first promulgated its three core values, “Integrity First,” “Service Before 

Self,” and “Excellence in All We Do,” in the original “Little Blue Book” published in 1997.53 

Clearly a re-institutionalization effort, the “Little Blue Book” was disseminated widely in the Air 

Force. Its creators made it small and thin, to allow it to be carried in a uniform pocket. The 

“Little Blue Book articulated “Excellence” this way: 

Excellence in all we do directs us to develop a sustained passion for continuous 

improvement and innovation that will propel the Air Force into a long-term, upward 

spiral of accomplishment and performance.54 

 

Updated Air Force doctrine expands on this, linking the complexity of airpower and the national 

security of the United States with a moral obligation to meet or exceed standards and to 

continually innovate:  

Excellence in All We Do.  This core value demands Airmen constantly strive to perform 

at their best. It is a commitment to high standards and an understanding that each Airman 

has been entrusted with our nation’s security. Airmen understand the Air Force mission is 

very complex and exists in a constantly changing world. They understand that all efforts 

in planning and executing airpower are designed to ensure the national security interests 

of the United States. Therefore, they must always strive to meet or exceed standards 

objectively based on mission needs and continuously search for new and innovative ways 

to successfully accomplish the mission. It is not only a professional obligation but a 

moral responsibility as well.55  

 

 
52 The purpose of core values, according to Air Force doctrine, is to communicate the values of the service and 

provide overarching moral guidance to members of the force: “The core values are a statement of those institutional 

values and principles of conduct that provide the moral framework for military activities…The core values identify 

the attributes all Airmen should live, ” US Air Force Doctrine Volume 2: Leadership, Chapter 1: “The Airman,” 

section “The Air Force Core Values,” August 8, 2015. See Aust, 2004; Schein, 2010, 15, 27, 320-1. 
53 This book had no official document number. The original 1997 “Little Blue Book” titled Air Force Core Values is 

different from the current “Little Blue Book” titled Air Force Standards which also has blue cover and is standard 

issue for new recruits. The current version is officially Air Force Instruction 1-1 and includes regulations as well as 

the core values.  
54 US Department of the Air Force, United States Air Force Core Values (Washington, DC, 1997). 
55 US Air Force Doctrine Volume 2: Leadership, Chapter 1: “The Airman,” section: “The Air Force Core Values,” 

August 8, 2015. 

https://www.doctrine.af.mil/Core-Doctrine/Vol-2-Leadership/
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Cultural artifacts echo the refrain of “higher standards.” For example, this quote can be 

found on the Air Force Memorial monument in Washington, DC: 

We’re entrusted with the security of our nation. The tools of our trade are lethal, and we 

engage in operations that involve risk to human life and untold national treasure. Because 

of what we do, our standards must be higher than those of society at large. 

—General Ronald R. Fogleman, 15th CSAF 

 

By contrast, the other services do not include anything as evaluative or comparative as 

“Excellence” or “higher standards” as core values. The Army has seven core values: Loyalty, 

Duty, Respect, Selfless Service, Honor, Integrity and Personal Courage.56 The Navy and Marine 

Corps share three core values: Honor, Courage and Commitment.57 Apparently, the other 

services see “Excellence” either as a natural consequence of embracing their core values, or 

simply do not value excellence over, say, pragmatism. “Whatever it takes” or “whatever gets the 

job done” might be considered sensible alternatives to “Excellence in all we do.” When time and 

resources are scarce, can an organization really be “excellent” in everything? Prioritization 

comes into play.58 

A final observation serves to illustrate The Excellent/The Elite OI referent in the Air 

Force. Among military officers, Air Force officers have a known predilection for BMW brand 

cars. BMW markets its vehicles with the slogan of “The ultimate driving machine.” The logic is 

inescapable: if the aircraft is the ultimate piece of technology, executing the most important 

missions, as part of the preeminent service, then it is only appropriate that the elites who lead 

that service, and fly those aircraft, should drive “the ultimate driving machine.” 

 

 
56 www.army.mil, accessed October 23, 2018. 
57 www.secnav.navy.mil, accessed October 23, 2018. 
58 In the Navy, by contrast, one often heard phrases such as, “Perfection is the enemy of good enough,” “Get to the 

80% solution,” and “Do more with less.” 

http://www.secnav.navy.mil/
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Chapter 10 

Individualists 

 

Among the services, the Air Force alone produces an annual listing of exemplars, the 

“Guide to Aces and Heroes.” Covering WWI through the present, this almanac lists by name 

each awardee of a major decoration, and each fighter ace, along with his number of kills.1 A 

celebration of personal achievement and heroism, the guide is perhaps the artifact that most 

manifestly demonstrates the OI referent of Individualist. 

In 2008 researchers found “individual achievement” to be a prevailing theme among 

USAF members regarding the “essence of what it means to be in the Air Force.”2 One field grade 

officer explains that the Air Force “believes in the supremacy of individual efforts and ideas. 

Individuals may work together in heterogenous teams, but not homogenous groups.” She notes 

that the service remembers the feats of aces unconnected from their units.3 

The Individualist was born of the pilot experience. Major General Charles J. Dunlap, Jr. 

ascribes “assertive individuality” as part of an “Airman’s DNA” owing to the foundational 

history of the service; the hazards and many unknowns of flying led early aviators to discount 

conventional military wisdom. When their vision of the warfighting potential of aircraft faced 

resistance from within the military establishment, the first Army pilots began to question 

authority. It became a habit of mind.4 

 
1 “2019 USAF Almanac Guide to Aces and Heroes,” www.airforcemag.com. 
2 A. J. Bosker, “Air Force Identity, Symbol in Transition,” Air and Space Forces Intellectual Property Management, 

November 18, 2008, quoting Secretary of the Air Force Whit Peters, www.trademark.af.mil.  
3 Vermillion, 1996, 24-25, 29, 40, 55. 
4 Dunlap, 2007, 128. 

http://www.trademark.af.mil/
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In extreme form, the Individualist becomes the “maverick.” Officer-scholar Timothy 

Cathcart observes, “The Air Force is full of stories and legends about the maverick ‘great man’ 

that brought about massive change to the organization.”5 These stories pit the lone pilot against 

bureaucratic resistance and the intransigence of “the system.” Air Force founders set a pattern of 

nonconformity and inculcated the presumption that officers are capable of judging when and 

how to follow or break the rules, a belief reflected in service lore: “Air Force stories seem to 

indicate that it is sometimes completely acceptable, even necessary, to ignore regulations to 

achieve some ‘greater good.’”6 But in actuality, the service’s attitude toward mavericks is 

complicated by the discipline and loyalty required of the “wingman,”7 which serves as a 

metaphor for self-restraint and trust in interpersonal behavior. 

Clearly, Air Force members of all ranks are self-conscious of individualism as a critique 

of their service, and concern regarding careerism and occupationalism (see Chapter 3) becomes 

intertwined and conflated with the Individualist. Defenses range from embracing individualism 

as a unique strength, to justifying individualism by pointing to the structure of the service and the 

way it conducts operations, i.e., not fighting in groups. But Airmen seldom deny individualistic 

tendencies, especially in comparison to the sister services. 

The most revered leaders in Air Force history exhibit nonconformist leanings, but to 

ensure an untarnished legacy, an officer must curtail maverick tendencies, operate mostly within 

the system, and work well with others. Although Mitchell remains a hero and exemplar, the 

mixed opinions regarding his legacy suggest that the institution frowns on outright rebellion 

against it. Much admired and preferred to mavericks are “innovators,” who accomplish 

 
5 Cathcart, 2008, 65. 
6 Vermillion, 1996, 55. 
7 In a flight (group) of two aircraft, one pilot leads, and the other is the “wingman,” whose role is to follow and 

support the lead. 
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something which enhances the organization, not harming it from within; Bernard Schriever and 

Moody Suter exemplify this ideal. 

 

Individualism: The Pilot Experience 

The OI referent of Individualist derives largely from the fighter pilot experience both in 

history and in the present, and from what skill is valued most in the Air Force: “the ability to 

single-handedly wield an advanced technological machine in combat.”8 The pilot’s experience, 

both in the cockpit and in a broader, historic sense, informs individualistic tendencies throughout 

the service 

According to historian Robert O’Connell, “The phenomenon of the champion, the single 

superbly equipped warrior…asserts itself throughout military history. Despite a general 

willingness to employ weapons in groups, man has demonstrated a consistent penchant for 

individual combat right up to the present.”9 This penchant would seem especially prevalent in the 

Air Force among the services, due to the individual nature of air combat. 

Unlike the other services, where members fight in groups such as platoons or ships’ 

crews, pilots fight as individuals, and the individual is the basic fighting unit. The squadron tasks 

pilots by name via the flight schedule. The nature of life in a deployed Air Force squadron 

mimics life stateside, typified by individual rooms in a relatively safe and comfortable area. 

There is no collective experience analogous to months spent together aboard a ship on distant 

seas, or fighting side-by-side in a strange land. Pilots, especially fighter pilots, generally fly and 

fight alone. Even in a flight formation (group of aircraft), pilots are single entities, capable of 

 
8 Daniel L. Magruder, Jr., “The US Air Force and Irregular Warfare: Success as a Hurdle,” Small Wars Journal 

(July 15, 2009): 3, www.smallwarsjournal.com. 
9 Robert L. O’Connell, Of Arms and Men: A History of War, Weapons, and Aggression (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1989), 23. 

http://www.smallwarsjournal.com/
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independent movement and separated by physical distance from comrades. Furthermore, a pilot 

in combat must analyze the situation, make decisions, and act on his or her own cognizance. 

Only the pilot pulls the trigger to fire the gun or missile. Success is a personal achievement; the 

most prestigious awards go to individuals, not units, for their own distinct actions. 

The belief in the primacy of individual agency runs deep, expressed by the Air Force 

founders explicitly. Billy Mitchell, true to form, was especially frank:  

The air man's psychology of war depends on the action of the individual, he has no man 

at his elbow to support him; no officers in front to lead him, and no file closers behind 

him to shoot him if he runs away as is the case in a ground army. The whole system is 

entirely different from that of troops on the ground where mob psychology has to be used 

in directing the men in combat.10 

 

In Mitchell’s description the flyer is his own leader and his own comrade-in-arms. He must be 

self-sufficient in terms of judgement as well as morale. Generals Hap Arnold and Ira Eaker, 

recognized and reiterated these truths in their primer for would-be WWII military flyers: “No 

other fighter is so alone as the airman who rides above the clouds in the vastness of the sky, earth 

hidden below, sustaining life by artificially fed oxygen.”11 

The WWII pilot was alone in yet another way: while many an officer followed a family 

tradition of military service, most pilots would be the first to follow such a career path, even if 

their fathers had served in the military.12 Due to the recency of aviation, pilots ineluctably broke 

the familial chain of profession. With few mentors or models to imitate, pilots were free to 

embrace their preexisting individuality, or invent a new one. 

 

 

 
10 Mitchell, 1925, 160-61. 
11 Arnold and Eaker, 1942, 8. 
12 Arnold and Eaker, 1942, 8; see also Janowitz, 1960, 95-97. 



 

257 

 

Dogfights and Aces 

Air Force pilots, especially fighter pilots, inherit the of persona of the ace. As pertains to 

the Individualist OI referent, we see that the mystique of the ace has much to do with his solitary, 

unaided, and individuated nature. 

With the invention of the mechanical synchronizer in WWI, which allowed the pilot to 

shoot the machine gun forward through moving propeller blades, the fighter pilot became one 

force with his machine. His eye, the gunsight, and the aircraft nose aligned on one axis, and on 

this axis he pointed the entire aircraft toward the enemy. Extra crewmembers became 

superfluous and the one-on-one “dogfight” was born.13 

The dogfights of WWI saw the “ancient institution of single combat” resurrected, and 

welcomed by those fighting in the trenches as well as in the air. Air combat was an affair of 

individuals by both nature and design: “nearly every important ace….expressed an absolute 

preference for fighting alone, and doing so in single-place, not dual-position, planes.”14 The ace 

flew alone, fighting mano a mano; “Their behavior recalled the days when battle was valorous 

and chivalric. Pilots fought each other individually, in dramatic dogfights or duels.”15 Individual 

fighting was somehow more praiseworthy than group fighting, not in spite of the hellish 

conditions of the trenches, but because of it. Aircraft markings and paint schemes expressed pilot 

individualism, such as the Red Baron’s totally red aircraft, “probably the most celebrated piece 

of combat equipment in the entire war.”16 

For the public, the ability to identify individual hero pilots was integral to the ace 

phenomenon. Contraposing the nameless, faceless, troops in the trenches, each ace was a well-

 
13 O’Connell, 1989, 262. See also the dramatic artistic interpretation at Wohl, 1994, 202. 
14 O’Connell, 1989, 262. 
15 Corn, 2002, 11. 
16 O’Connell, 1989, 262. 
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known personality, with his own stories and attributes, a print-worthy portrait, and a list of 

quantifiable accomplishments.17 It was individuation that enabled hero worship.  

The “golden age” of aviation and the “golden age” of cinema overlapped almost 

perfectly, and the ace on the silver screen inspired a generation of military pilots. The ace 

endures in his institutional home as a fundament of the Air Force identity, embodied in the 

fighter pilot. One pilot explained, “In a fighter plane…we have found a way to return to war as it 

ought to be, war which is individual combat between two people, in which one either kills or is 

killed. It’s exciting, it’s individual, and it’s disinterested.”18 In this pilot’s eyes, the advent of the 

dogfight returned the warrior to combat in pure form, as it was in some imagined romantic era of 

the past. 

 

The Individualist Against “The System” 

Idealized imagery and frustrating reality clashed in the skies over Southeast Asia. As a 

reaction, individualistic behavior among pilots surged during the Vietnam War and immediately 

after. Under no conceivable threat of disestablishment, the Air Force itself came to be viewed by 

that time as an indurated, immovable part of “the system.” Writes Colonel C. R. Anderegg, a 

fighter pilot who served during those years: 

Some observers of peacetime fighter squadrons after Vietnam would have [characterized] 

these units [as] wild and undisciplined. Many crews were nonconformist and frequently 

disregarded regulations about uniforms, flying, and social behavior. They left the 

Vietnam conflict distrustful of not only their national leadership, but Air Force leadership 

as well. The supreme lesson from combat was that the only people one could trust were 

the other members of the flight and squadron peers. No matter how bad things got in a 

battle, the wingman never abandoned his leader, and the leader always took care of the 

wingman.19  

 

 
17 See Wohl, 1994, 243-50. 
18 Wohl, 1993, 116, quoting Richard Hillary. 
19 Anderegg, 2001, 47. 
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Trust for the institution reached a nadir. It was replaced with trust for individuals—the 

lead pilot and the wingman. Anderegg continues: “A contradiction existed in the fighter force. 

Within the fighter culture there was unquestioning loyalty to one’s mates that demanded total 

discipline in the air. But there was also a common disregard, even disrespect, for authority above 

the squadron level.”20 The era showed a kind of turning inward, to oneself, and to one’s 

immediate comrades, for strength and support. By exerting his individualism, the member gains 

power in a seemingly unwinnable situation. 

 

Individualists in Air Force War Novels 

Air Force novels written by veterans act as deep repositories of identity. The authors 

express themselves freely about what mattered and resonated most through their years of service. 

Retired Air Force colonel and scholar Phillip S. Meilinger articulates what makes most Air Force 

“fictional memoirs” distinct: 

Novels dealing with air warfare differ from those that depict war on land or sea. One 

difference is that the latter generally emphasize the notion of the group or unit 

cohesion—the squad, platoon, or ship’s company is usually a dominant theme. To be 

sure, the concept of crew togetherness and the squadron as a tight-knit entity are present 

in air war novels, but air combat and death were often a solitary experience. Aircraft took 

off into that “wild blue yonder” and sometimes they simply disappeared. Even if others 

saw a plane go down, the deaths of those inside were unseen or the bodies never 

recovered. Men died alone.21 

 

Novels about the Air Force typically tell a single pilot’s story, even those featuring 

bombers with large crews. The pilot, whose exploits might feature in dramatic dogfights, is the 

seat of agency, and typically a lone wolf. The pilot must confront fear, personal failure, loss, and 

the potential of death—alone. 

 
20 Anderegg, 2001, 49. 
21 Phillip S. Meilinger, “Into the Wild Blue Yonder”: Ten Novels of the US Air Force and the Wars in Asia,” 

Journal of American-East Asian Relations 18 (2011): 183. 
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Historic fiction from the Vietnam era especially emphasizes the individual as rebel 

against distant and indifferent leadership. The Vietnam warfighting experience reinforced the 

flyers’ struggle against authority: “The literature of the Vietnam War is….biased towards fighter 

pilot accounts….In addition, fighter pilots are almost universally depicted as hard-drinking, hard-

loving miscreants who have gotten ahead by defying authority.”22 The pilot “gets ahead” at the 

squadron level by “defying authority” of levels above those with whom he flies—sometimes as a 

wingman, sometimes with a wingman. And the literature shows a yearning for such defiance to 

prevail, even if in real life it likely could not. 

 

Wingman Discipline 

In wingman discipline, we find an overlooked counterforce towards conformity. An 

organization-wide tendency toward discipline, again derived from the experiences of aviators, 

works to keep rebellious impulses in check. As Cathcart explains, “The single-seat fighter jet, in 

which one person’s actions may have tactical, operational and strategic application, demonstrates 

how and why discipline is required.”23 Far-flung special operations and airlift missions give 

additional examples. Pilots must operate individually, with little to no oversight. Individuality 

begets a practical requirement for discipline.24  

Discipline at the level of a flight, that is, two or more individual aircraft, goes hand and 

hand with trust. The wingman keeps watch for a sneak attack while the lead focuses on the 

target; the wingman “has the pilot’s back,” literally. The Air Force believes that wingman 

discipline saves lives, and the wingman serves as metaphor across the force. 

 
22 Meilinger, 2011, 182. 
23 Cathcart, 2008, 65. 
24 Cathcart, 2008, 65. 
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Single-Seat Fighters 

A case for organizational identity determining technological choice is well-made in the 

continual preference the Air Force shows for single-seat aircraft. Aircraft with a one-person 

cockpit, dominant through the years and still highly preferred by most Air Force pilots, stand as 

material artifacts of the Individualist and the desire for total control of the aircraft (see Chapter 

12). Through the generations the attraction of single-seat aircraft runs strong.25 

Championed by Air Force legend Claire L. Chennault, the Air Force established its 

preference for single-seat fighters as early as 1939.26 Single-seat fighters are synonymous with 

power, speed, excitement—and fun. Even in the years of SAC’s dominance and the attendant 

career-boosting effects of flying bombers, the top flight school graduates most often opted to fly 

single-seat fighters.27 One pilot who had flown the two-seat F-4 but then transitioned to the 

single-seat F-16 was surprised by how easily he came to understand the draw of the single-seat 

fighter: “The whole thrill of flying single-seat got to me…one of those hidden lusts.”28 To fly 

alone is empowering and liberating; no one second-guesses your decisions, looks over your 

shoulder, or talks in your ear. In the serenely quiet solitude of the sky the pilot enjoys total 

agency. Pilots seldom remark on the pleasures of flying alone in a public forum; these are shared 

understandings between themselves.29 

During the Vietnam War, F-4 crews developed a subculture of fighter pilot and navigator 

teams, and proclaimed advantages of the two-man cockpit. But by and large, Air Force fighter 

 
25 Anderegg, 2001, 174. 
26 Thomas H. Greer, The Development of Air Doctrine in the Army Air Arm, 1917-1941 (1955, repr. on demand, 

Progressive Management, 2018, originally published by Washington, DC: Office of Air Force History, 1985), 74-

80, 103; Arnold and Eaker, 1941, 6-7.  
27 Andrews, 2001, 39-40. The lowest tier of newly graduated pilots was typically assigned to fly SAC tankers. 
28 Anderegg, 2001, 173, quoting Stephen W. Hanes, a retired Air Force pilot and fighter weapons school instructor.  
29 It might be considered gauche or politically incorrect to trumpet preference for single-seat aircraft when teamwork 

and inclusivity must be at least outwardly espoused. 
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pilots continued to pursue single-seat fighters in their careers, and the service continued to 

procure them.30 The designs of the F-15, F-16, F-22, and F-35 patently demonstrate Air Force 

organizational preference for single-seat fighters. Certainly, individual conviction on the topic 

varies from pilot to pilot, and exceptions for extra-taxing missions, such as those of the F-15E 

Strike Eagle, provide counterexamples. But through the years, the design of the Air Force’s 

fighters show clearly that the single-seat cockpit remains the ideal. 

Almost always, the Air Force justifies the single-seat not by citing pilot preference for the 

freedom and empowerment of flying solo, but by touting technologies designed to reduce pilot 

workload. Ironically, at times the Air Force has had to choose between technological 

enhancements and the ideal of the single pilot cockpit. Technology can streamline procedures, 

but also create new demands on attention. In such cases, the Air Force may resist technological 

upgrades that could potentially overload the single pilot, and thus threaten the single-seat ideal.31 

 

The Airman’s Creed 

The Airman’s Creed has proven a kind of lightning rod for the tensions surrounding the 

Individualist OI referent. Introduced in 2007 by then-Chief of Staff T. Michael Mosely to 

“reinvigorate the warrior ethos in every Airman,” it became a formal part of Air Force culture by 

fiat.32 

 

 

 

 
30 Anderegg, 2001, 152. 
31 For an example, see Allard,1996, 217-18, 229. 
32 T. Michael Moseley, “CSAF presents Airman’s Creed,” April 24, 2007, accessed February 21, 2020, 

www.seymourjohnson.af.mil. 
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The Airman’s Creed 

I am an American Airman. 

I am a warrior. 

I have answered my nation’s call. 

 

I am an American Airman. 

My mission is to fly, fight and win. 

I am faithful to a proud heritage 

A tradition of honor, 

And a legacy of valor. 

 

I am an American Airman, 

Guardian of freedom and justice, 

My nation’s sword and shield, 

Its sentry and avenger. 

I defend my country with my life. 

 

I am an American Airman: 

Wingman, leader, warrior. 

I will never leave an Airman behind, 

I will never falter, 

And I will not fail.33 

 

One immediately notes the references to the pilot experience, cast as universal for all 

Airmen. The vast majority of Air Force members will never “fly, fight and win.” Most could 

claim the role of avenger, guardian, sword, shield, or warrior in only an abstract sense of 

supporting those who wield arms. In a statement accompanying the rollout of the creed, Mosely 

avowed, “We must never forget that our Air Force isn't just a conglomeration of diverse 

specialties, skill sets, or jobs.”34 But ironically, many have seen the creed as a reflection of a 

service both balkanized and individuated.  

The popular anonymous blogger John Q. Public rendered a scathing review of the 

Airmen’s Creed for his Air Force-heavy readership: “Note that the focus of the creed is almost 

 
33 US Air Force Doctrine Volume 2: Leadership, Chapter 1: “The Airman,” section: “The Airman’s Creed,” August 

8, 2015. 
34 Mosely, 2007. 
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exclusively individual. Of its 94 words, 16 are either ‘I’ or ‘my.’”35 A careful reading of Public’s 

critique detects an underlying resistance to official identity efforts in general, not only because 

top-down culture fabrication is odious and ineffective, but because sensegiving efforts are too 

controlling of the individual and interfere with individual sensemaking. 

 

Mitchell and the Problem of Mavericks 

Maverick behavior can be thought of individualism in extreme form. Mavericks employ 

individualism in zealous pursuit of a cherished project. Donnithorne (2018) gives the entire 

institution the identity of maverick vis-à-vis the older services: “the very existence of the Air 

Force is an organizational rebuke of the other services’ inadequate appreciation of airpower’s 

full potential. Many of the Air Force’s cultural beliefs are thus deliberately novel and 

contrarian.”36 

But as the service ages and its permanence assumes a taken-for-granted character, the Air 

Force itself often constitutes “the system” or “the establishment” which mavericks pit themselves 

against. The inclination to resist institutional strictures may begin, at least for many officers, with 

initial indoctrination. United States Air Force Academy (USAFA) alumnus and faculty member 

James Joon Woo Do argues that, as part of the construction of cadet identity, cadets participate in 

a culture of “selective rebellion against authority and rules and regulations” through “enactment 

of non-compliance.”37 

 
35 John Q. Public [pseud.], “Service Culture: You’re Doing it Wrong,” John Q. Public blog, October 22, 2014, 

accessed October 16, 2017, www.jqpublicblog.com. 
36 Donnithorne, 2018, 125. 
37 Do, 2015, 4. Such resistance to control mechanisms typifies the actions of those in a total institution, such as 

USAFA. See Blake E. Ashforth and Fred A Mael, “The Power of Resistance: Sustaining Valued Identities,” in 

Power and Influence in Organizations, ed. Roderick M. Kramer and Margaret A. Neale, 89-119 (Thousand Oaks, 

CA: Sage, 1998). 
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Billy Mitchell stands as the obvious maverick prototype. He was keen to frame the 

struggle for military aviation’s independence as a struggle of the individual. Flamboyant, 

outspoken, and gifted with a knack for garnering both publicity and loyalty, he was something of 

a legend in his own time: “Most pilots either worshipped Billy, or if they were feeling 

iconoclastic, settled for some less enraptured state, such as admiration.”38 Hap Arnold, Ira Eaker, 

and Carl Spaatz counted among his acolytes. It was Mitchell who commanded Allied air forces 

in WWI, who relentlessly advocated for airpower, broke records, won races, sunk battleships, 

and pioneered air tactics, operations, and doctrine. He was also court-martialed, which ended his 

career. But seemingly as a direct outcome, the Air Service became the much more independent 

and better resourced Air Corps only months later.39 

In the Air Force memory, Mitchell personifies the rebellion against the traditional 

services that brought the Air Force into being; a maverick pilot begot the maverick service. 

While he remains a hero, perspectives regarding his legacy run the gamut, revealing the 

institutional ambivalence towards subversiveness of mavericks. It would seem there are limits on 

what “insurgent” behavior the Air Force deems useful or desirable.40 Ironically, the most iconic 

of Air Force heroes is not generally remembered as America’s first combined force air 

component commander, a role in which Mitchell proved superb and in which he forged a model 

for generations to come.41 The Battle of Saint-Mihiel is not as well-known as one would 

expect.42 

 
38 Perret, 1993, 6. 
39 Perrett, 1993, 13-14. 
40 Rebecca Grant, “The Billy Mitchell Syndrome,” Air Force Magazine, December 2006; Rebecca Grant, “The Real 

Billy Mitchell,” Air Force Magazine, February 2001; both at www.airforcemag.com.  
41 Grant, 2001. 
42 See Chapter 12 for more on this battle. 
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The court-martial looms large. Consider Air Force Captain Daniel Magruder’s view of 

Mitchell: “Mitchell was a man of character and honor who was court-martialed for his beliefs.” 

Magruder remembers Mitchell as an officer who sacrificed himself for his convictions—the 

court-martial was “necessary” to promulgate the prophecy of airpower, and an unavoidable 

consequence of doing the right thing.43  

Lieutenant Colonel Timothy E. Kline sees Mitchell as an Individualist, which beyond any 

particular thing he did or said, was his enduring legacy and the trigger of his demise: “Mitchell, 

in an Army uniform, cut across the grain of a tradition that considers ‘military individualism’ a 

potential spoiler of democracy….Mitchell was the upshot, deliberately and quite legitimately 

dispatched by a military tribunal that recognized him as a threat to its order and stability.”44 

Kline reiterates the generalized clash of the Air officer with tradition, and places Mitchell in a 

battle between the bureaucratic and the heroic leadership roles of the institution.45  

Perhaps more officers today hold that Mitchell was justifiably punished for his 

inflammatory behavior. Air officers of this view see Mitchell’s legacy as a failure of method; he 

should have worked within the system, not against it, and his chosen methods undermined his 

legacy. In this perspective, Mitchell’s court-martial was the discreditable result of poor 

judgement: “One can only wonder what he might have accomplished had he approached the 

problem in a more professional and careful fashion.”46 The question is one of indulging in 

“excesses” versus following norms of “acceptable behavior.” Innovation is desirable, rebellion is 

not: “Mitchell’s example is not one that senior Air Force leaders typically encourage their junior 

 
43 Magruder, 2009, 10. 
44 Timothy E. Kline, “Where Have All the Mitchell’s Gone?” Airpower Journal 11 no. 3 (Fall 1997): 70. 
45 Kline, 1997, 72-73. 
46 Robert S. Ehlers, Jr., preface to Mitchell, 1925/2009, v-vi. 
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airmen to follow wholeheartedly.”47 In other words, today’s mavericks must conform to be 

successful. 

 

Mavericks and Innovators in the Chain of Icons 

“The rule breaking military leader of unconventional background has a long history in 

American military affairs,” observes Janowitz.48 The Air Force memory elevates such leaders to 

the status of icon. In fact, the Air Force tends to distill its history into a line of key personages. 

The names of battles and units are seldom recalled, but famous pilots serve as historical 

signposts, representing their particular epochs.  

As with the other services, dramatic leadership is valued and promoted during wartime; 

Generals James Doolittle and Curtis LeMay exemplify the “heroic fighter” leadership style.49 

This leadership type resists authority specifically when honor is on the line.50 Such behavior is 

admired, iconized, and emulated in the Air Force. Air Force icons tend to be some shade of 

maverick, although the preferred term today might be “innovator.” The narrative of the maverick 

typically pits an officer of rare vision and selfless courage against regulations and the hide-bound 

bureaucracy. 

General Bernard Schriever, who never commanded an operational aviation unit, is 

nonetheless remembered as a heroic iconoclast in his relentless and successful pursuit of 

strategic missiles. Schriever, politically astute and gifted with the skills of process analysis and 

large-scale project management, not only brought America’s ICBMs into being, but 

 
47 Donnithorne, 2018, 109. 
48 Janowitz, 1960, 151. 
49 See Janowitz, 1960, 154. 
50 Janowitz, 1960, 156. 
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revolutionized Air Force thinking about weapons development.51 The naming of Schriever Air 

Force Base in 1998, unprecedented in that its namesake was still living at the time, demonstrates 

institutional approval of this type of leader, a maverick only in terms of bureaucratic maneuver 

and technological innovation.52  

Another hero, well-known to Air Force fighter pilots if more obscure to outsiders, is the 

mind behind the Air Force’s turn to realistic training and many other forward-thinking projects, 

Colonel Richard “Moody” Suter (see Chapter 6). Having flown 232 combat missions in the 

Vietnam War, Suter held the requisite credentials for success in the organization; “Suter was 

well-known and well-liked….other pilots listened to what he had to say.”53 A retired USAF 

colonel who worked closely with Suter admiringly writes that Suter was “an airpower visionary 

who was also a master pitchman and a skilled politician.”54 Suter’s exploits show his willingness 

to bend, or very carefully break, the rules. He was a maverick, but within boundaries, and he was 

successful exactly because he could work within the constraints of the system to forward his pet 

causes. He took care to build loyalty and patronage, ruffling as few feathers as possible. That 

Suter Hall, the Red Flag Building at Nellis AFB, was named for him just before he died, shows 

both his accomplishment and his freedom from detractors or controversy. 

Another maverick and potential icon emerges from the 1990s: Colonel John A. Warden 

III, a fighter pilot known for his airpower theories described in his book The Air Campaign: 

Planning for Combat (1988)55 and for his authorship of the plan that formed the core of the 

Desert Storm air campaign. Several authors credit Warden explicitly for the astounding success 

 
51 Stephen B. Johnson, 2001, 13, 44, 59-60, 119, 221, 228-29. 
52 See https://militarybase.net/schriever-air-force-base/.  
53 Boyne, 2000. 
54 Clark, 2016, 1. 
55 John A. Warden III, The Air Campaign: Planning for Combat, rev. ed. (San Jose, CA: toExcel, 1998). 

https://militarybase.net/schriever-air-force-base/
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of the air campaign, and aver that as a consequence of Warden’s ideas, thousands of ground 

troops, on both sides, returned home alive, and many Iraqi civilians were spared as well.56 

Warden’s biographer describes him as a nonconformist and intellectual, a quintessential 

maverick. But his placement in the chain of icons cannot be assured: “The very mention of his 

name still elicits both warm affection and cold contempt inside and outside the U.S. Air Force.”57 

With the publication of his own book and another bestseller which credited him with much of the 

Air Force’s success in Desert Storm, debate and controversy continue.58 Despite his leading role 

in designing what was arguably the most successful air campaign ever, the organization denied 

Warden’s promotion to general. In the struggle to get the Air Force to accept his theories, he 

alienated too many, especially those in the favored TAC command. Worse, in the various post-

war analyses, it seemed to those in TAC that Warden “had usurped their place in the sun, and 

they resented him accordingly.”59 He had never fit in with the fighter community to begin with, 

was considered a failed commander even if a brilliant strategist, and “according to the rank and 

file, he was a long way from a war fighter!”60 Perhaps most fatally, he was not seen as a “team 

player;” he failed in the one distinct type of discipline absolutely inviolate, that of the allegorical 

wingman.61 

Such description, and Warden’s polarized legacy, say much about the place of mavericks 

in the Air Force today. Successful operational command is the most prized achievement, not the 

contribution of far-reaching theories or concepts, and no matter the value of one’s ideas, working 

 
56 For example, see, Mann, 1995, 176; Keaney and Cohen, 1995, 36-43, 77; Richard P. Hallion, Storm over Iraq: Air 

Power and the Gulf War (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992), 115-18, 243, 264. 
57 John Andreas Olsen, John Warden and the Renaissance of American Air Power (Washington, DC: Potomac 

Books, 2007), 5. 
58 Olsen, 2007, 278-80. 
59 Olsen, 2007, 280. 
60 Olsen, 2007, 271, quoting retired Air Force General Robert D. Russ, December 9, 1991. 
61 Olsen, 2007, 272, see quoted email from retired Air Force Lieutenant General Charles A. May Jr., August 21, 

1992. 
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within the chain of command, paying adherence and respect to the hierarchy, and resisting the 

expedience of “going it alone,” are required for ultimate success. To do otherwise is no longer 

acceptable, even if acting from a deep conviction or sense of duty.  

Warden often inspires comparisons to Mitchell. While Mitchell is best remembered for 

his revolutionary theories and maverick persona, the modern Air Force would not condone 

Warden’s emulation of those aspects. Ironically, Mitchell’s forgotten wartime command success 

at the Battle of Saint-Mihiel epitomize the type of contribution valued and rewarded today. 

Warden’s professional record held no such achievement. Both failed to work through the system, 

both out of a sense of impatience with those who could not comprehend the full dimension of 

their ideas. 
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Chapter 11 

(Insecure) Advocates 

 

The Air Force suffers from a “persistent institutional insecurity.”1 Builder, for one, was 

aware of this unobvious organizational characteristic and postulated its root causes: 

The Air Force, as the newest of the three services and the one whose separation from the 

others had to be justified within living memories, has always been most sensitive to 

defending or guarding its legitimacy as an independent institution. The fight for 

autonomy by the Air Force was long and hard; and victory was not total: The Navy 

retained control of its aviation and the Army has periodically threatened encroachments. 

If aviation in support of naval operations is controlled by the Navy, why should not 

aviation in support of ground operations be controlled by the Army? If the Air Force is 

not a decisive and independent instrument of warfare, the reasons for having a separate 

service to wield aerospace power evaporate.2 

 

In the present day, the Air Force’s fight for independence is beyond the collective 

“living” memory, but the fact remains that the Air Force’s creation is relatively recent, whereas 

the roots of the US Army and US Navy go back to the foundations of the nation and more 

generally, back across millennia. The older services can point to specific clauses in the US 

Constitution which direct the formation and maintenance of an army and navy. The fact that the 

Army, Navy, and Marine Corps all boast organic air components fuels the argument that an 

independent Air Force is unnecessary.3 

The elements of the Air Force’s institutional insecurity are thus: the memory of the hard-

fought battle for autonomy; an attitude of comparison, competition, and even antipathy regarding 

the other services; and the two related tenets that form the crux of the justification for (or 

 
1 Donnithorne, 2018, 14. 
2 Builder, 1989, 27-28. 
3 See Robert M. Farley, Grounded: The Case for Abolishing the United States Air Force (Lexington, KY: University 

Press of Kentucky, 2014); James Carroll, “It’s Time to Abolish the Air Force,” The Boston Globe, January 6, 2014, 

www.bostonglobe.com  
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against) institutional independence: (1) the Air Force must offer some military benefit beyond 

the air operations of the three other services, and (2) that benefit must yield a decisive result in 

combat. In military parlance, “decisiveness” generally denotes a warfighting contribution that 

was the most proximate cause of victory in combat, or that deserves the greatest credit for 

victory in combat.4 For the Air Force, the word “decisive” or “decisiveness” is both a touchstone 

of doctrine and key aspect of this OI referent.5 

The Air Force’s never-ending quest for institutional security begets a disposition toward 

advocacy. That powerful catchword, “decisiveness,” is the key term used in the expression of the 

identity of Advocate. The institution senses itself under perennial attack, its very raison d’être a 

matter of continual debate. To face this attack, the institution directs its members to advocate for 

airpower, and arms them with persuasive argumentation through official doctrine and other 

publications written for the purpose. 

Historically and through today, the Air Force primarily and instinctively justifies its 

independence with one potentially decisive mission: strategic bombing. (The Air Force purports 

a unique “air-mindedness” as an auxiliary argument for independence. See Chapter 9.) 

Claims of decisiveness were part and parcel to the post-WWII justification for 

institutional independence.6 The Air Force was established on the basis of decisiveness, and not, 

say, on the need for a dedicated service to operate in the new combat medium of the air. In 

working to convince others of the absolute necessity of an independent Air Force, early Air 

 
4 The term finds its antecedents in the works of Carl von Clausewitz and Antoine de Jomini. These eminent theorists 

spoke of “decisive operations” that would, if successful, achieve a military purpose or objective by compromising 

enemy centers of gravity. 
5 See Cluley, 2013. 
6 See broadly Perry McCoy Smith, 1970. 
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officers often overstated what airpower could do. The need to deliver on those promises remains 

part of the Air Force psyche, aggravating its sense of insecurity. 

Decisiveness is more than a claim, but a belief about what has happened in the past, and 

what that means for the Air Force of the future. At the center of much of the Air Force’s self-

examination discourse is how the Air Force was, or could have been, decisive. One sees this 

repeatedly in historical analyses of air combat in WWII, Korea, Vietnam, the Persian Gulf War, 

the Balkans, Afghanistan, and the Iraq War. The air war over Vietnam stands as a special case of 

(Insecure) Advocates promoting a specific narrative for extricating their service from failure. If 

air power was not decisive in these cases, institutional legitimacy demands a reason why not.  

Decisive results imply strategic results, that is, effects at the highest level of war which 

lead to overall desired outcomes or end states of a conflict.7 This prompts Air officers to prefer 

the strategic level of war over the tactical, and direct combat roles over support, as support can 

never be decisive.8 Even while resisting any cession of the ground support mission, the service 

points to strategic capabilities first to justify its autonomy. Strategic missions include air 

superiority and global strike capability, but the Air Force also labels as strategic such support 

roles as command and control, cyber, and intelligence. 

Lately, the Air Force struggles with additional sources of insecurity. Its main 

contributions in recent wars have been support functions. Even air superiority can only set the 

necessary conditions for success, and therefore, could be categorized as support. For decades, the 

Air Force has decried the other services’ assumption of the condition of US air superiority, 

always expected in combat, but without appreciation of the enormous training effort and 

 
7 US Air Force Doctrine Volume 1: Basic Doctrine, Chapter 3: “The Range of Military Operations,” section: 

“Levels of War,” February 27, 2015. 
8 James M. Smith, 1998, 13, italics are mine. 
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technological investment required of the Air Force. Today the Air Force still hankers for 

decisiveness, if only to prove itself, and strategic bombing remains the decisive mission, under 

the titles “precision strike” and “global strike.” 

 

The Fight for Independence: Advocacy and Overstatement as Habits of Mind 

The remembered history of Air Force organizational identity as Advocate no doubt starts 

with Billy Mitchell, the outspoken proponent of airpower and an independent Air Force. Mitchell 

was prone to overstatement in making his case for the decisiveness of airpower, setting the tone 

for those to come: “The air force might bring victory unaided to the side which was able to 

control the air.”9 Mitchell bequeathed an identity of Advocate on the Air Force. A legend in his 

own time, the “colorful and controversial” Mitchell competes only with Hap Arnold for the title 

of “Father of the US Air Force.”10 While Air officers debate the merit and necessity of his 

methods (see Chapter 10), the key role Mitchell played as Advocate in propelling the Air Force 

toward independence remains indisputable. Thus, the identity of Advocate is the aspect of the 

multi-faceted Mitchell which Air officers can most readily emulate.  

In the decade or so prior to WWII, Army pilots seized upon strategic bombardment as a 

mission executable only by the Army Air Corps, and one that could be decisive. Moreover, it 

was a mission wholly unconnected with ground forces. At the time, claims for airpower were 

pure theory, a promise, and an aspiration of those who would carry it out, with little basis in 

empirical knowledge.11 But if strategic bombing theory was flawed, and the Army Air Forces 

 
9 Mitchell, 1925, 11, italics are mine. 
10 See Perret, 1993, 6 for contemporary opinion, 4 for quote.  
11 Moy, 2001, 8-9, 32-33; see Builder, 1994, 69-70. 
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remained suitable only for support of ground forces, then the rationale for an independent air 

service faded.12 

Through the interwar years, Air officers understood that decisiveness and independence 

were linked, creating a strong momentum behind the as-yet unproven strategic bombing 

doctrine; the theory was the source of “direction and energy” to those early airmen yearning for 

autonomy.13 These officers unified as one dogged mind in their tenacious quest for 

organizational independence.14 The “decisive” buzzword was already in use among young Army 

pilots in the interwar years, as they developed the theory of strategic bombing that would 

undergird the US air campaigns of WWII. The Air Corps Tactical School staff even employed 

the word in a 1938 text predicting “immediate and decisive results” of strategic bombing on the 

enemy’s key economic nodes.15  

Habits of overstatement surged in the late 1930s, continued through WWII, and then into 

the post-war defense establishment reconstruction, and even into the first attempts at written 

doctrine.16 Bomber losses in WWII were staggering: about 23,000 aircraft lost and over 52,000 

men killed in action, more than suffered by the Marine Corps.17 Such statistics should have put 

strategic bombing doctrine under deep scrutiny. 

But the atomic bomb instantly rendered the hard-won lessons of WWII irrelevant. The 

ugly realities of strategic bombing’s limitations in WWII, seemingly ancient history in light of 

the new weapon, could be safely ignored.18 In fact, the advent of the atomic bomb hardly altered 

 
12 Perry McCoy Smith, 1970, 27. 
13 Builder, 1994, 88. 
14 Perry McCoy Smith, 1970, 23-26; Sherry, 1987, 238-39. 
15 Biddle, 2004, 160-62. 
16 Perry McCoy Smith, 1970, 15-18, 33. 
17 John T. Correll, “The US Army Air Forces at War: A Statistical Portrait of USAAF in World War II,” Air Force 

Magazine, June 1995, www.airforcemag.com.  
18 Perry McCoy Smith, 1970, 17. 

http://www.airforcemag.com/
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the argument for strategic bombing’s decisiveness, but quite the opposite. At the time, most 

people agreed with the words of Basil Liddell Hart: “its decisive effect can hardly be disputed.”19 

The Air Force, while still loyal to its memory of conventional strategic bombing in 

WWII, coopted the decisiveness of the atomic bomb. It would be an Air Force long-range 

bomber that would deliver this ultimate weapon, in a nuclear version of strategic bombing. 

Generals such as Hap Arnold and Ira Eaker had come to believe that the service was now 

finally considered indispensable, and the time had come to mature in discourse as well, to put 

aside the emotional need to prove airpower’s value.20 But as Perry McCoy Smith describes, the 

rhetoric of airpower “prophets” such as Billy Mitchell seemed tame compared to that of the post-

WWII era. As Army Air Corps officers fought for institutional freedom, and seemed closer to 

realizing that dream than ever before, the claims they made regarding airpower grew more, not 

less, hyperbolic, especially with the introduction of the nuclear weapon: 

The Air Corps leaders of the 1920s and 1930s had been much more subtle in their 

arguments for autonomy. As World War II drew to a close, subtlety had largely 

disappeared and the obsolescence of navies and armies was pointed out by key AAF 

commanders….They claimed that they wanted equality with the Army and Navy, but in 

making their case before Congress and the press their arguments were such that they 

could justify not equality but supremacy of the Air Force….  

….The great joy and overstatement in the period immediately following the 

successful explosion of the two atomic bombs was well recorded in the press and in the 

congressional hearings of 1945 and 1946. Airpower would defend this nation; airpower 

would guarantee the success of a new international security organization; airpower would 

punish aggression wherever it might manifest itself; airpower would save the world. 

Salvation had come….The airplane was not considered just another weapon; it was the 

ultimate weapon for universal peacekeeping.21 

 

 
19 Quoted in Freedman, 2003, 20. 
20 Arnold and Eaker, 1942, 7. 
21 Perry McCoy Smith, 1970, 15, 18. As cases in point, see Generals James Doolittle and George Kenney, quoted in 

Worden, 1998, 30-31. 
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The “arsenal of decisiveness” could determine not just the outcome of any war, but the very 

survival of the belligerents.22 The Strategic Air Command, the organizational embodiment of 

strategic bombing, held a position virtually synonymous with the entire Air Force in many Cold 

War minds, and certainly dominated the service in terms of mission orientation and associated 

resources. Thus, structural factors locked in place beliefs about the decisiveness of strategic 

bombing for several decades. 

The creation story of the Air Force, while full of determination and sacrifice of 

individuals, is hardly a source of institutional confidence and amour-propre. In the dark recesses 

of the collective memory, members understand that the case for independence was built upon 

overdrawn theories and premises that remained, and perhaps still remain, uncorroborated by the 

realities of war, and accompanied by heavy doses of fabrication and vitriol. As Air Force officer 

and historian Earl H. Tilford, Jr. remarks, 

From the 1920s air power enthusiasts within the Army, however well intentioned, 

engaged in subterfuge and intrigue to promote their case for an independent Air Force. 

Like an illegitimate child at a family reunion, the Air Force felt less than fully 

comfortable with its origins, and all the more so since its primary reason for being was 

based on the unproven doctrine of strategic bombing.23 

 

If strategic bombing were to be proven decisive, this would exonerate the somewhat ignoble 

quality of the Air Force’s founding, vindicate the hyperbolic claims of early theorists and flyers, 

cement legitimacy, and remove lingering doubts once and for all. 

 

Insecurity and the Vietnam War: “Our Hands were Tied.” 

Although those who fought it have long left the service, excruciating memories of the 

Vietnam War still reverberate through the Air Force today. A look into this episode of Air Force 

 
22 See Worden, 1998, 108. 
23 Tilford, 1991, 284. 
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history illustrates the depth of the (Insecure) Advocates OI referent and the visceral, emotional 

quality of responses to OI threats. Taken as a whole, the Vietnam experience undoubtably 

contributes to the organization’s sense of insecurity. Advocacy requires an explanation for 

apparent failure. 

With the institutional legitimacy of the Air Force at stake, any wartime lessons regarding 

strategic bombing are a delicate matter, and resultant narratives must be carefully shaped and 

guarded. At no time was this more apparent than in the aftermath of the Vietnam War. The 

narrative that emerged during the war and after could be summarized as “our hands were tied:” 

politicians and their inept advisors deliberately held back the full potential of airpower.24  

The overall theme of the “hands tied” narrative is that airpower was misapplied in 

Vietnam, that strategic bombing was not properly exercised according to its basic precepts, 

namely, destroy the enemy’s capability to fight, and in turn, his will to fight. Air superiority must 

be established early, which means the adversary’s aircraft, air bases, and anti-air systems should 

be destroyed as soon as possible, so that bombers may proceed uninhibited. Then targeting shifts 

focus to industrial and economic centers, especially those that directly support the enemy’s 

warfighting effort.  

The elements of the remembered history of having “hands tied” stand as antithesis to 

these doctrinal precepts. The Air Force was not allowed to implement a true strategic air 

campaign. As early as 1964, General Curtis LeMay, as Air Force Chief of Staff, argued in favor 

 
24 The “our hands were tied” narrative manifested in different forms in the different US services, each reflecting 

unique operative aspects of the respective service’s OI. The Air Force version was distinct, as we shall see, in its 

argument about airpower theory and how that instantiated and bolstered the (Insecure) Advocate referent. 

Although this study remains agnostic on the merits of strategic bombing in Southeast Asia and elsewhere, it 

should be mentioned that Air Force officers are not alone in their beliefs and find plenty of support from outside 

sources. Their perspective is far from self-delusion, but is a narrative constructed, with honest conviction, in a way 

that accords with deeply held organizational beliefs and maintains consistency with the organizational identity. It is 

too strong a statement to say that Air officers fabricated the “hands tied” narrative in the face of concrete contrary 

evidence for self-serving and self-consoling ends. 
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of a concentrated attack on North Vietnam’s “vital centers” employing a term from original pre-

WWII strategic bombing doctrine. In 1965, LeMay’s successor advocated a classic strategic 

bombing campaign comprised of 94 targets—the “JCS 94-Target List.”25 Instead, the Air Force 

was relegated to Rolling Thunder, characterized by graduated and intermittent bombing. A truth 

universally agreed upon is the failure of Rolling Thunder. Restrictive “rules of engagement” 

prevented the air Force from preemptively attacking North Vietnamese air defenses, and put US 

pilots at a disadvantage versus enemy fighter pilots, whose air bases were barred from attack. 

The capital of Hanoi and main port of Haiphong were also “off limits.”26 The operation resulted 

in many Americans killed and missing in action, and produced several hundred POWs. In the Air 

Force collective memory, the Rolling Thunder experience did nothing to disprove strategic 

bombing theory and was a gross mishandling of airpower. 

Moving forward to 1972, the bombing campaigns dubbed Linebackers I and II 

represented classic strategic bombing campaigns. In just eleven days, Linebacker II “won” the 

war, or alternatively, should have won the war but it was too late. Linebacker II proved that 

strategic bombing was effective by bringing the North Vietnamese to the negotiating table. On 

this point, Air officers like to quote British counterinsurgency expert Sir Robert Thompson: 

In my view, on December 30,1972, after eleven days of those B-52 attacks on the Hanoi 

area, you had won the war. It was over!...They and their whole rear base at that point 

were at your mercy. They would have taken any terms. And that is why, of course, you 

actually got a peace agreement in January, which you had not been able to get in 

October.27 

 

 
25 Tilford, 1991, 93, 100. 
26 Meilinger, 2011, 183, 194; Tilford, 1991, chapt. 3. 
27 Quoted in Futrell, 1989, 2:271, italics are original. 
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The inescapable conclusion is that if a Linebacker II-style campaign had been permitted earlier, 

using a plan such as that delineated in the JCS 94-Target list of 1965, victory could have come 

years sooner, with much less cost in life and treasure. 

This set of ideas could be considered the mainstream Air Force interpretation of the 

conflict. Writes Air Force officer and historian Earl H. Tilford: 

The Air Force, on the other hand, believed (and still believes) it won the war. Ask many 

airmen about air power in Vietnam, and they will relate the myth of Linebacker Two: 

how using B-52s over Hanoi and other major cities for 11 days in December of 1972 

brought the North Vietnamese to their collective knees.28 

 

The “hands tied” narrative explicitly places blame on political figures, and so, most Air officers 

would have to wait until retirement before expressing their true opinions. Some of the most 

vociferous exponents of the “hands tied” narrative were retired Air Force generals, showing how 

the OI can last through official separation from the organization; these men epitomized the 

Advocate referent long after hanging up the uniform. For example, retired Major General George 

J. Keegan, Jr., a bomber pilot, expounded: 

The tragedy of Vietnam is that the target system evolved in Washington was the most 

inept of any war in which modern air power has been committed. Contrary to the 

judgements held by 99 percent of our defense analysts and political leaders, I for one 

came out of that war convinced that a bombing campaign like Linebacker II….could have 

brought the war to a close as early as 1965.29 

 

General William W. Momyer, who served as commander of the Air Force component in 

Southeast Asia during the Vietnam War, revealed his opinions only on the last pages of his 

detailed book on air operations. Even through the restrained prose, one can sense his frustration:  

I deeply resented the proscription of attacks on North Vietnamese airfields, SAM and 

AAA sites, and other targets. Airmen are bound to resent such restraints; it is an ugly and 

bitter thing to hold a hand voluntarily behind one’s back while being beaten or while 

watching one’s friend being beaten…. 

 
28 Tilford, 1991, xvii. 
29 Quoted in James William Gibson, The Perfect War: Technowar in Vietnam (New York: Atlantic Monthly Press, 

2000), 447. 
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….As an alternative to this approach, airpower offers the possibility of an early 

LINEBACKER II campaign (with the enforcing threat of subsequent LINEBACKERs, a 

threat that was conspicuously missing in 1975 [the North Vietnamese invasion of South 

Vietnam]). Airpower can be strategically decisive if its application is intense, continuous, 

and focused on the enemy’s vital systems.30 

 

General T. Ross Milton, a WWII bomber pilot and Air Force advocate after his 

retirement in 1974, voiced his disdain for meddling civilians, and also points to the 

counterfactual of a strategic bombing campaign in 1965. His reference to the POWs underscores 

his outrage:  

It is difficult now, at this growing distance, to realize the arrogance, the almost incredible 

self-assurance, of our civilian leaders in those early and heady days of the Vietnam 

adventure….The Christmas [Linebacker II] bombings of 1972 should have taken place in 

1965, before we had filled the Hanoi Hilton with aviators shot down while carrying out 

the absurd strategy of giving signals….31 

 

An excerpt of an interview with four retired Air Force generals in the early 1980s, all of 

them bomber commanders in WWII, reveals in poignant detail their interpretation of airpower’s 

misapplication in Vietnam and leaves no question of who is to blame. These generals were old 

acquaintances, and after several hours of the interview, had relaxed into frank discussion. 

Counterfactuals carry much weight in their minds, and for these men, Vietnam invokes regret, 

frustration, and a final vindication that went unnoticed. Each element of the “hands tied” 

narrative emerges.32 

 
30 William W. Momyer, Air Power in Three Wars (Washington, DC: US Government Printing Office, 1978), 338-

39. 
31 T. Ross Milton, “The Lessons of Vietnam,” Air Force Magazine, March 1983, www.airforcemag.com.  
32 The interviewees are Generals Leon W. Johnson, David A. Burchinal, Jack J. Catton, and Curtis E. LeMay. Note 

how the first three defer respectfully to General LeMay. At times they even steer the dialogue so as to prompt him to 

express his opinion and allow him to make the strongest statements. LeMay, described by a future Air Force general 

and historian as a kind of “oracle,” (Worden, 1998, 150) surely represented and informed the opinions of many of 

his contemporaries. All four generals were bomber commanders in WWII. 

http://www.airforcemag.com/
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This excerpt picks up with the generals’ disparagement of “flexible response,” that is, 

using minimal and calibrated measures of force in order to coerce gradually. The generals agree 

that it was “absolutely a loser.” As LeMay explains, 

LeMay: Of course, this violates the principles of war, and over the centuries we have 

found that it doesn’t work. But we couldn’t convince anybody in the Pentagon at the time 

[referring to civilian leadership] it wouldn’t work.  

  

Burchinal: It also conveyed to the enemy a clear impression of weakness, of lack of will. 

You don’t have the will, really, or the guts, when push comes to shove. 

  

LeMay: That’s right. And they were right; we didn’t have it. 

  

Burchinal: Exactly, we didn’t have it at the political level. 

  

…. 

  

Burchinal: Curt [Curtis LeMay], was there ever a time during Vietnam when the 

recommendation was made that we go up and burn down North Vietnam? 

  

LeMay: Yes. When we finally got that [94-] target list through the Joint Chiefs. 

 

Burchinal: Because that would have ended the war real quick, just like it did in Japan. 

 

LeMay: We could have ended it in any ten-day period you wanted to, but they never 

would bomb the target list we had. 

  

Burchinal: We could have dropped circulars like we did in Japan and said, “Get out 

because this town won’t be here tomorrow.” 

  

Kohn [interviewer]: Do you all think that what we did in the Southeast Asia war was at 

all a strategic air campaign, as you learned to wage strategic air war in your military 

careers? 

  

LeMay: Definitely not. It wasn’t until the last two weeks of the war that we even 

approached it. When we turned the B-52s loose up north—that started what would have 

been a strategic campaign, and it would have been completely over in a few more days if 

we had just continued it. A few more days’ work and we would have been completely 

free without any casualties because all of the SAMs were gone by that time.…and we 

would have completely won the war. 

  

…. 
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Kohn: Perhaps you are saying that in the end, the ultimate target is the will of the enemy. 

It is something Douhet raised back in the 1920s: that you destroy enough or so much that 

your enemy simply ceases to make war against you.33 

  

Burchinal: Destroy the will and capability; separate the two. 

  

…. 

  

LeMay: If you destroy their capability to win war, then the will to wage war disappears 

also. 34 

 

Although memories of the war in Southeast Asia fade further into the past, the emotional 

scarring of the Vietnam generation is not unfelt by today’s officer corps. Vietnam remains the 

subject of visceral debate.35 Echoes of the arguments for and against strategic bombing’s efficacy 

never die out. To wit, one Air officer wrote, “As Desert Shield began, serious debates raged over 

the same old issues: What can airpower do? Can it alone be decisive?”36 

 

The Advocates’ Doctrine: Decisive Claims and Defensive Tone 

The Air Force’s earliest formal doctrine, written in the 1950s, articulated unabashed 

dogmatism in prescription of strategic bombing, and codified the decisiveness of airpower: “Of 

the various types of military forces, those which conduct air operations are most capable of 

decisive results….They provide the dominant military means of exercising the initiative and 

gaining decisions in all forms of international relations, including full peace, cold war, limited 

wars of all types, and total war.”37  

 
33 See below for more on Douhet’s doctrinal influence. 
34 Richard H. Kohn and Joseph P. Harahan, eds., Strategic Air Warfare: An Interview with Generals Curtis E. 

LeMay, Leon W. Johnson, David A. Burchinal, and Jack J. Catton (Washington DC: Office of Air Force History, 

US Air Force, 1988), 121-22, 125-26, 129-30. 
35 For example, see “Ricochets and Replies,” Aerospace Power Journal 15, no. 2 (Summer 2001): 93-103. 
36 Mann, 1995, 54. 
37 Air Force Manual (AFM) 1-2, United States Air Force Basic Doctrine, April 1,1955, 10, quoted in Mark 

Clodfelter, “Ricochets and Replies,” Aerospace Power Journal 15, no. 2 (Summer 2001): 95. 
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Indeed, some quarters of the organization considered this initial expression of doctrine to 

be conclusive, the end-all be-all; the Air Force had discovered an “infallible” doctrine.38 We can 

infer this view was broadly shared, as Air Force Magazine triumphally proclaimed the 1955 

version of the basic doctrine manual to be “one of the most important books in the world.”39 

In Air Force doctrine, one hears a tone of advocacy and justification for the service’s 

existence, and concomitant denigration of the contribution of the other services. Such denigration 

becomes a kind of rhetorical trap: to elevate one arm to predominance, as implied by 

decisiveness, is to devalue the others. Although Air Force formal doctrine has undergone 

multiple revisions through the years, this rhetorical pattern remains—the inadequacies of the 

other services and their limited understanding of airpower provide justifications for the Air 

Force. The current doctrinal text explicates the unique understandings of Airmen: 

Airmen have a special appreciation for airpower’s broader potential. Unlike our 

counterparts in the other Services, Airmen do not view or study airpower as an auxiliary 

or complementary capability subordinate to some other branch of our Service necessary 

to accomplishing assigned functions or tasks. Instead, we view our expertise in the 

application of airpower as the main reason for the existence of an Air Force.40 

 

The leading paragraph of the “Airpower” section instructs readers to educate themselves 

in order to be ready to defend the service’s existence, to be better Advocates: 

Airpower provides the Nation and the joint force with unique and valuable capabilities. 

Airmen should understand the intellectual foundations behind airpower and 

articulate its proper application at all levels of conflict; translate the benefits of 

airpower into meaningful objectives and desired effects; and influence the overall 

operational planning effort from inception to whatever post-conflict operations are 

required.41 

 

 
38 Futrell, 1989, 2:711. 
39 Futrell, 1989, 1:400.  
40 US Air Force Doctrine Volume 1: Basic Doctrine, Chapter 2: “Airpower,” introduction, February 27, 2015. 
41 US Air Force Doctrine Volume 1: Basic Doctrine, Chapter 2: “Airpower,” section, “Foundations of Airpower,” 

February 27, 2015, boldface in original. While a full discussion of Air Force doctrinal development is beyond this 

project’s scope, it is interesting to note how the Air Force continues to adopt Mahanian thought, claiming the 

strategic advantages of sea power for airpower.  
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Military doctrine usually reads as a textbook might, but the tone of these doctrinal 

chapters recalls an impassioned opinion piece. The shortcomings of the other services act as a 

kind of rhetorical foil, allowing the authors to highlight the Air Force’s strengths. A few 

examples suffice: 

With its speed, range, and three-dimensional perspective, airpower operates in ways 

that are fundamentally different from other forms of military power…. 

 

…. Up until the latter part of the 20th century, naval forces provided the primary 

symbol of American military power and resolve; powerful warships making port calls 

throughout the world were visible symbols of the strength and capability of the United 

States. Today, airpower plays a very similar role—and not just in those nations with 

major seaports…. 

 

Even in situations when joint strategy requires large-scale destruction of enemy 

surface forces, Air Force forces can deliver the bulk of that destruction. It can do these 

things sooner than can other military forces.42 

 

The authors point to other services’ apparent shortcomings as grist for self-justification and for 

favorable comparison of the Air Force’s capabilities. Air Force doctrine arms members to be 

Advocates and fuels their identity of The Excellent/The Elite (see Chapter 9). Army and Naval 

doctrine, on the other hand, emphasize airpower in a joint operational context, not in any contest 

of relative import. 

 

A House Built Upon the Sand: Theoretical Underpinnings of Insecurity and 

Advocacy 

All US services have traditionally encouraged their members to be “public relations-

conscious” as a general responsibility, and over time, this has resulted in members acting more 

 
42 US Air Force Doctrine Volume 1: Basic Doctrine, Chapter 2: “Airpower,” section: “Foundations of Airpower,” 

February 27, 2015, boldface in original. 
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and more as champions of their own services. But as Samuel Huntington pointed out in 1961, the 

Air Force was unique in its advocacy concern:  

By almost any standard, the Air Force was the strongest service politically during the 

post-war decade….Yet the Air Force undoubtedly complained the most about its political 

weakness. The Air Force, one of its generals declared, had "a special problem in public 

relations" because most Americans did not understand the basic concepts of strategic air 

power and believed air power to be too expensive.43 

 

Then as now, Air Force leaders lament members’ inability to articulate the mission of the 

Air Force in terms of airpower, and of the public’s failure to grasp the same. The Air Force’s 

material sources of power cannot save it from a deep insecurity caused by its ideational 

foundations, of which, lack of understanding of airpower, within and without, is merely a 

symptom.44 But to be specific, it is the substance of the Air Force’s foundational doctrine which 

drives insecurity. Military theories are always open to debate and revision, but the unique nature 

of airpower theory leaves the Air Force in an especially precarious position. 

From the interwar days of the Army Air Corps Tactical School, the fledgling service 

based its strategic bombing doctrine solidly on the ideas of Italian airpower theorist General 

Giulio Douhet, and Douhetian ideas still permeate Air Force thinking.45 Since Douhet argued 

that airpower was both necessary and sufficient to win wars, this has given the Air Force a lot to 

defend, and a perpetually extreme position to uphold. Such a logical set up boxes the Air Force 

into an apologetic corner. With every war, the Air Force is on trial. Any wartime deficiency can 

be construed as disconfirming evidence of airpower theory—and disconfirming the need for an 

Air Force. Unsurprisingly, the Air Force reflexively analyzes combat experience with an eye 

toward proving the case for decisiveness, and thus self-justification. And so, even after 

 
43Samuel P. Huntington, “Interservice Competition and the Political Roles of the Armed Services,” American 

Political Science Review 55, no. 1 (March 1961), 43. 
44 See Donnithorne, 2018, 14. 
45 Wylie, 1967, 36-41; Perry McCoy Smith, 1970, 28-29, 38; Sherry, 1987, 23-27; Builder, 1989, 67-68. 
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remarkable and validating performances over the Balkans, Afghanistan and Iraq, the Air Force 

remains on edge, an adolescent service constantly trying to prove itself. 

Furthermore, the theory itself begets insecurity in another way. If taken to its conclusion, 

as it was explicitly by Douhet, strategic bombing theory dictates little or no role for land and sea 

forces, and a correspondingly large reduction in those forces. This foundational assumption goes 

a long way in explaining the Air Force’s habit of comparing itself to the other services. It also 

guarantees resentment of the other services, serving only to increase the Air Force’s sense of 

constant besiegement.  

Vexingly, any advantage attributed to airpower theory is far from the sole province of the 

Air Force. To the extent that the theory “works,” others can claim it, and have developed the 

means to do so. All the services have their own air arms, and today, this includes the most 

modern of unmanned aerial vehicles. As one Air Force lieutenant colonel points out, with so 

many seemingly duplicated capabilities across the other services, “Many ask the question, ‘what 

unique ability does the Air Force bring?’”46 

In light of the universal applicability of airpower theory, capabilities of other services can 

be seen as threatening, and so the Air Force works to hold turf toward which it feels only 

lukewarm in order to head off encroachment: “Even if missions like close air support are deemed 

not to be the primary mission of the Air Force, the service would not cede them for fear of 

creating a rival part of another service.”47 

As a singular example of the Air Force’s deep-seated need to explain airpower theory and 

present itself as airpower’s principal proprietor, in 1995, the Air Force published a pocket-sized 

book for wide distribution entitled 10 Propositions of Air Power, to educate its members that 

 
46 Matthews, 1997, 4. 
47 Lander, 2019, 82. Builder made the same point in 1989. 
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they might become more effective Advocates. The forward reads: “This book has been 

deliberately designed in a small format so that it can be readily carried in the pocket of a flight 

suit or a BDU [battle dress uniform]. Readers are encouraged to discuss these propositions.”48 

 

Taken for Granted 

Recently, the Air Force’s insecurity has focused on two related concerns: being relegated 

as a “support” service and being “taken for granted.” Both worries reflect perpetual anxiety over 

institutional legitimacy, even in an era in which the threat of disestablishment seems remote. 

Over the years of the Global War on Terror, the Air Force’s sense of institutional 

insecurity intensified due to the perception that the other services played a more direct role, with 

the Air Force as only a “key enabler.” 49 To be identified as mainly a supporting service is 

anathema to the Air Force fighter pilot elite. Through the ages, an indisputable military truth 

endures: combat is preferred to support and garners more prestige (see Chapters 3 and 4). These 

support functions often happen in the background and do not lend themselves to visual 

expression. Says an Air Force senior executive, “Much of what we do is assumed to 

occur….There is a need for the Air Force to continually explain their value.”50 

And yet, somewhat paradoxically, Air Force leadership also perceives that its provision 

of support functions serves as a necessary aid to preserve institutional security, at least for now.51 

The Air Force resolves this paradox by invoking the strategic effects of its support functions. As 

mentioned, the doctrinal concepts of “strategic” and “decisive” are linked, and the Air Force has 

always preferred to be thought of as a strategic service, delivering far-reaching, long-lasting 

 
48 Richard P. Hallion, forward to Meilinger, 1995. 
49 Lander, 2019, 80. 
50 Lander, 2019, 82. 
51 Lander, 2019, 86. 
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military solutions to the nation. By implication, the Air Force positions itself as the organization 

best-suited to use advanced technologies for strategic and national-level purposes.52  

It may also be possible that Air Force leadership senses an opportunity here. Through 

performing enabling functions, such as transport, communications, and aerial refueling, the Air 

Force holds a certain control over the other services and their day-to-day activities. By 

monopolizing a slew of “key enablers” the organization makes itself indispensable and enjoys 

the recognition and leverage this entails. 

Of all the support functions, the Air Force is most piqued when it comes to air superiority 

being taken for granted. The undervaluation of the technical and training effort required to 

deliver air superiority in combat is a perennial source of impassioned and indignant commentary. 

For example, General Ronald Fogleman lamented to an audience of Air Force officers in 1996, 

I don't think there's much of a debate about the need for air superiority. But there is a lack 

of appreciation for where air superiority comes from. 

No American soldier has been attacked on the ground by an air-breathing vehicle 

since 1953. From that experience has grown a general feeling that air superiority is a 

God-given right of Americans. It just happens. It belongs to us. It's an absolute on the 

battlefield.53  

 

One senses that Fogleman means to provide words for the officers in the audience to defend their 

position and their service.  

In response, the Air Force works to make air superiority an accepted central tenet of US 

military strategy.54 As primary provider of air superiority, the Air Force would thus be clearly 

indispensable. If air superiority is accepted as an absolute dictum, and only the Air Force can 

provide it in any large measure, then this could constitute a distinct way to be uniquely decisive, 

 
52 Vermillion, 1996, 29. 
53 Fogleman, 1996, 2, 44. 
54 Lander, 2019, 82. 
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although the contention is considerably toned down from the necessary and sufficient claims of 

strategic bombing in the past. 

Strategic bombing still stands as the most aspirational of institutional justifications. 

Repackaged by 2014 as “Global Strike” (bombers and ICBMs) and “Precision Strike” (fighters), 

the ability to “credibly threaten and effectively conduct global strike by holding any target on the 

planet at risk, and if necessary, disabling or destroying it promptly,” remains, in essence, 

strategic bombing.55 The Air Force has largely replaced the freighted term “bombing” with the 

newer, more technical, and more precise sounding “strike.”56 Writes Donnithorne: “the Air Force 

continues to hold a core belief in the decisive strategic potential of airpower to bypass 

conventional fielded forces, strike the enemy’s center of gravity, and achieve decisive impact in 

war.”57 In other words, the Air Force continues to believe in strategic bombing. 

  

 
55 US Air Force, Air Staff, Global Vigilance, Global Reach, Global Power for America, 2014, 8. The forward to this 

document admits as much, equating the historic “Strategic Air Force” with the current “Global Strike” mission. Note 

that the term “bombing” is avoided.  
56 The term “bombing” appears in the Global Vigilance, Global Reach, Global Power for America document only 

one time, qualified by the word “precision.” In contrast, “strike” is used 14 times. 
57 Donnithorne, 2018, 110. 
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Chapter 12 

Controllers (Master Referent) 

 

The OI master referent of Controller manifests as the overarching drive and instinct to 

control at varied levels and aspects of practice. At one end of the spectrum is the essential act of 

controlling the flight surfaces of the aircraft from which so much of the organization’s character 

and structure springs (see Chapters 4 and 9). At the other extreme, is an approach to warfighting 

that places the Air Force in control of major air operations. As mentioned, the technology of 

aircraft has long been associated with an aspiration to conquer and control nature (see Chapter 

5). Thus, we can observe the OI referent of Controller in the immediate and tangible, such as in 

the control of aircraft flight surfaces, as well as in the remote and abstract, such as doctrinal 

convictions and philosophical approaches to uncertainty. The Air officer’s desire to control is 

almost limitless, but the Air officer’s belief in control is not absolute, as some would claim. 

Aircrew know only too well the implications of mankind’s inability to predict and tame that 

inescapable expression of nature, the weather. Consequently, a healthy regard for the fog and 

friction of war tends to mitigate against overconfidence, even while optimism for the future 

prevails. 

 

Control Writ Small 

From flight school on, pilots understand that a knack for manipulating the aircraft flight 

surfaces and engine is highly valued, and virtually assures success.1 Control of the aircraft is 

foundational to the pilot’s identity, because, through the competition of flight school, that 

 
1 Andrews, 2011, 24-25. 
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singular skill makes the difference between those who succeed and those who fail: “They came 

to believe that their comrades who “washed out” of flight school or crashed and died did so 

because they had “screwed up” and their skills were not up to the task.”2 

Beyond flight school, pilots derive prestige and reputation among other pilots from their 

relative skill in controlling the aircraft. Vietnam-era fighter pilot C. R. Anderegg recalled, “A 

fighter pilot who was adept at maneuvering and controlling his jet was said to be a ‘good stick’ 

or to have ‘good hands.’ Those who were less adept were referred to as ‘ham fists’ or 

‘hamburgers’….The highest compliment was to say a pilot was a good stick.”3 

Not much has changed; pilots still admiringly use the terms “good stick” and “good 

hands,” even if modern day air combat increasingly places a premium on a “good head.”4 The 

reality that pilots enjoy flying for the sense of control, power, and freedom is a shared, mostly 

tacit understanding among aviators in today’s Air Force. The act of controlling aircraft is a 

privilege in the sense that only a select few can enjoy this experience, and a privileged act in the 

sense that the organization affords it so much value.  

American fighter pilots retain control of the tactical situation in the air-to-air realm, using 

airborne or ground intercept control as advisory only. Such a system relies on pilot decision-

making and ability, and reinforces pilot identity as a heroic and free individual, elite even among 

the world’s fighter pilots. USAF pilots, as an enduring point of pride, recognize that the US 

method stands in contrast to the Soviet model, employed by the North Vietnamese and Iraqi air 

forces among others, in which intercept controllers hold authority to direct the fighters’ 

maneuvers and many other aspects of the flight; “Denying the initiative of individual pilots 

 
2 Andrews, 2011, 11. 
3 Anderegg, 2001, 45. 
4 See Anderegg, 2001, 164. 
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through strict ground control was a key feature of Soviet airpower doctrine, reflective of Russian 

centralization and authoritarianism.”5 

 

Control of Technology 

As detailed in Chapter 5, the Air Force toils to harness technology, seeking to control the 

course of its development, while acknowledging the difficulty in doing so. To surrender to 

technological determinism would be to relinquish control, to admit that the Air Force and 

America have no special claim to technological advances, no unique calling or talent regarding 

research and development; a competitor might just as easily reap the benefits of technology. The 

technology competition is determined by which nation can control technology best, and here, the 

Air Force believes, is a strength the United States can leverage against foes. 

And so, the Air Force must always be on guard, always monitoring the progress of 

technology at home and abroad. As vanguard of technology and the most futuristic force, the Air 

Force finds it necessary to control aviation and closely-related technologies, and foster solid 

collective knowledge of all relevant advanced technologies. And while technologies can devolve 

into double-edged swords with unintended consequences, USAF technological innovations are 

often driven by the need to reduce and manage uncertainty.6 

The Air Force has long seen itself as a leader in the American aviation enterprise, and 

certainly at the forefront of all military aviation developments. Such positioning confers control 

of the direction and strategy of the US aerospace defense industry. The service must stay 

informed of all industry breakthroughs. For another nation, friendly or adversarial, to get 

 
5Hankins, 2016, 12. See also Benjamin S. Lambeth, Air Power Against Terror: America’s Conduct of Operation 

Enduring Freedom (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2005), 329.  
6 See Rosen, 1991 
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substantively ahead is rare, but the Air Force remains wary. Air officers pour over magazines 

like Jane’s Defense and Aviation Week & Space Technology. They fly themselves to aerospace 

expos and frequent air shows. 

  

Man-In-The-Loop 

As technology yields increasingly autonomous weaponry, a recurrent debate concerns the 

level of autonomy appropriate or required in these plainly useful and desirable weapons. In 

keeping with the OI referent of Controller, the Air Force consistently upholds the virtues of 

maintaining a “man-in-the-loop” (MITL).7 An MITL simply means that a human retains manual 

control of key operations of a weapon system during its employment. The superior flexibility and 

decision-making of man over machine forms the crux of the argument, supplemented by moral 

factors associated with weapons release. 

The Air Force chafes at the term “unmanned” even while continuing to use it, pointing 

out that all weapons systems, in fact, require some level of human input for operation.8 The basic 

lines of the MITL contention developed in the Cold War as a response to the advent of ICBMs 

and cruise missiles (“unmanned aircraft” as they were then known). The Air Force, with typical 

pragmatism, opted for a mixed force of missiles and aircraft, with the rationale that these systems 

were complementary in terms of strengths and weaknesses. Dr. George E. Valley, the Air 

Force’s chief scientist at the time, gave a summary of the position in a 1958 speech published by 

the Air Force Times: 

In a deeper sense, there is no such thing as an unmanned weapon system….Human 

beings are human beings, and while there may be unmanned aircraft and unmanned 

missiles there still is no such thing as an unmanned weapon system. Even if and when 

 
7 Or “Human-in-the-loop.” 
8 Completely autonomous systems are indeed rare or hypothetical, e.g., a deep space probe. 
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pushbutton warfare reaches its ultimate degree of development….and when the only 

control is a push button on the President’s desk, there will still be that man in the system.9 

 

His point is that while manned aircraft were certainly more controllable than the ICBM, it was 

only a matter of degree.  

Perhaps surprisingly, the ascendence of UAVs clearly revealed the Air Force impulse to 

maintain the MITL. The Air Force came out not against UAVs, but wary of their full autonomy, 

and thus strongly in favor of the MITL as applied to UAVs.10 Air officers related instances 

where pilots made last-minute decisions that saved lives and prevented collateral damage. It was 

the MITL which prevented catastrophe in cases of targeting process or intelligence failure.11 

Legal and moral issues abound regarding automated kinetic attack. Writes one Air officer, “An 

MITL system does not guarantee 100 percent accuracy or reliability, but it does provide 100 

percent accountability.”12 

Air officers, especially UAV pilots, routinely admonish others regarding the manned 

character of UAVs, preferring to call them Remotely Piloted Vehicles (RPVs), or Remotely 

Piloted Aircraft (RPAs), and loathing the term “drone.” Most would agree with the words of this 

Predator squadron commander who insists that “‘unmanned’ is really a misnomer: “There is a 

man in the loop every step of the way, including three men or women in the immediate crew.” 

The first UAV pilots came from manned aircraft, and through today, many or most UAV 

pilots have flown manned aircraft at some point. The UAVs, conceptualized as aircraft, must be 

controlled by the experts, even as unglamorous as the assignment might be. As with manned 

 
9 George E. Valley, “Man is Not Yet Obsolete,” Air Force Magazine, April 1958, 41.  
10 For example, see the Summer 2002 issue of Aerospace Power Journal, focused on UAVs; Jeff Mustin, “Flesh and 

Blood: The Call for the Pilot in the Cockpit,” (c. 2001), www.airuniversity.af.edu. 
11 See Keith Kosan, “United States Air Force Precision Engagement against Mobile Targets: Is Man in or Out?” 

(Thesis, USAF School of Advanced Airpower Studies, 2001), 17-18. 
12 Kosan, 55. 

http://www.airuniversity.af.edu/
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platforms, pilots are driven to control aircraft flight surfaces and weapons release, even if from 

the ground, and extremely reluctant to cede that control to non-pilots or enlisted members (much 

less to the UAV itself). Only when the insatiable operational demand for UAVs through the 

2000s, and the subsequent demand for UAV pilots, left the Air Force no choice did the 

organization begin to train UAV pilots with no previous manned flight experience in a 

standalone “pipeline.”13 

Recently, two MIT researchers interviewed Air Force pilots regarding the “Loyal 

Wingman,” the pairing of manned and unmanned aircraft for air operations.14 In the pilot’s 

perceptions and attitudes; one can hear an echo of Dr. Valley and a positive restatement of 

commitment to the MITL: 

Pilots asserted that the UAV should….never be allowed to automatically designate a 

target. They believed that in the “free-flowing environment” of an offensive combat 

mission, only a human being with experience and knowledge could accurately assess the 

situation and determine a course of action….Pilots….recognize that some functions 

should be automated but they want to be kept “in the loop” on most decisions.15 

 

 

Centralized Command, By an Airman 

Control is at the center of the USAF operational paradigm, expressed as an undeniable 

truth about airpower: “Air Power’s unique characteristics necessitate that it be centrally 

controlled by airmen.”16 Two essential elements combine in this precept: first, airpower must be 

 
13 Anna Mulrine, “UAV Pilots,” Air Force Magazine, January 1, 2009, www.airforcemag.com; S. L. Fuller, “A Day 

in the Life of a US Air Force Drone Pilot,” Aviation Today, March 16, 2017, www.avaitiontoday.com; W. J. 

Hennigan, “Air Force to Allow Non-Officers to Fly Drones for First Time,” Stars and Stripes Guam, December 18, 

2015, www.guam.stripe.com. 
14 John A. Tirpak, “An Air Force for the Future,” Air Force Magazine, April 2016, www.airforcemag.com; Eric 

Teglar, “The Concept of One Operator, Many Unmanned Systems Takes Shape,” Unmanned Systems, June 19, 

2019, www.auvsi.org. 
15 D. Morales and M. L. Cummings, “UAVs as Tactical Wingmen: Control Methods and Pilots’ Perceptions,” 

unpublished manuscript, no date, www.hal.pratt.duke.edu. 
16 Meilinger, 1995, 49. 

http://www.airforcemag.com/
http://www.airforcemag.com/
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centrally controlled (and de-centrally executed), and second, air assets must be controlled by an 

Airman, that is to say, a USAF pilot. More than an esoteric theoretical point, for Air officers, 

centralized control by an Airman is an unshakeable belief.  

Billy Mitchell wrote in his 1925 treatise Winged Defense, “The system of command of 

military airpower should consist in having the greatest centralization practicable.”17 The Air 

Force takes this advice to heart. The Air Force’s insistence on unified operational control is 

historically consistent, and foundational to doctrine at least since 1943. The Air Force unfailingly 

places this core contention prominently in doctrinal texts, the latest iteration stating: 

The tenet of centralized control and decentralized execution is critical to effective 

employment of airpower….Because of airpower’s unique potential to directly affect 

the strategic and operational levels of war, it should be controlled by a single 

Airman who maintains the broad, strategic perspective necessary to balance and 

prioritize the use of a powerful, highly desired yet limited force....This tenet is best 

appreciated as a general philosophy for the command and control (C2) of airpower.18 

 

 

Centralized Command… 

In the Air Force mind, the phrase “centralized command” comes with a historical episode 

attached. The canonized story of the WWII episode at Kasserine Pass in North Africa features 

prominently in the annals of Air Force remembered history. This story, referenced almost as a 

matter of routine in Air Force discussions of command and control, serves as the touchtone for 

the centralized command airpower precept, and as “go-to” empirical proof of the import of 

centralized command.19 

 
17 Mitchell, 1925, 217. 
18 US Air Force Doctrine Volume 1: Basic Doctrine, Chapter 5: “Tenets of Airpower,” section: “Centralized Control 

and Decentralized Execution,” February 27, 2015, boldface in original. 
19 To give a sense of the ubiquity of this canonized story, here are a few sources, cited elsewhere in this project, that 

mention the WWII North Africa/Kasserine Pass episode: Allard, 1996, 108-109; Donnithorne, 2018, 118; Mann, 

1995, 53; Meilinger, 1995, 53-54; Momyer, 1985, 39-41; Perret, 1993, 188-92; Jeffrey J. Smith, 2014, 42; 

Fogleman, 1996, 45. For a characteristic Air Force recounting of the story, see Shawn P. Rife, “Kasserine Pass and 

the Proper Application of Airpower,” Joint Force Quarterly (Autumn/Winter 1998-1999): 71-77. 
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To summarize the story, as the American, French, and British forces teamed to defeat 

Axis forces under German Field Marshal Erwin Rommel in 1942-1943, Allied troops fought 

without the benefit of air superiority nor reliable air support. Lack of unified effort and 

haphazard organization of the air war resulted in only piecemeal and ad hoc effects on the 

ground, culminating in a disastrous retreat of American forces through the Kasserine Pass in 

Tunisia.20 

Over the sands of North Africa, the Army Air Force committed two cardinal sins (hastily 

rectified in conjunction with the British): the air command hierarchy was split between American 

and British forces, and aircraft were parceled out to army corps commanders. Thus, the Allies 

violated the unity of command principle in two ways.  

From this chapter in Air Force history comes the term, borrowed from the British, “penny 

packets” used as shorthand to describe the “improper subdivision and parceling out of airpower 

to ground forces.”21 The disaster at Kasserine Pass is thought to provide unassailable evidence of 

the folly of penny packets and the utmost necessity of centralized command. Soon after 

Kasserine Pass, the Army Air Forces codified centralized control of air assets with the wartime 

release of Field Service Regulation 100-20.22 

The idea persisted through changes in security environment and visions of war. 

Testifying before a senate investigative committee on airpower in April 1956, General Curtis 

Lemay argued that the nuclear age offered further proof of “what we airmen have maintained all 

along, to fight an air power battle requires a single commander."23 As another example, Air 

 
20 Bernard C. Nalty, “The Defeat of Italy and Germany,” in Nalty, 1997, 1:270-77; Rebecca Grant, “Up from 

Kasserine Pass,” Air Force Magazine, September 2007, www.airforcemag.com. 
21 Grant, 2007. 
22 Quoted in Allard, 1996, 108-109. 
23 Quoted in Futrell, 1989, 1:439. 

http://www.airforcemag.com/
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officers point to a lack of unified command in Southeast Asia, and the division of the theater air 

war via the “route package” system, as an underlying reason for failure over Vietnam.24 On the 

other hand, centralized command was achieved in the Gulf War and credited with the success of 

the air campaign in that conflict.25 

 

…By an Airman 

The insistence and never-forgotten qualifier that airpower be centrally controlled “by an 

Airman” reflects the service’s belief that airpower can only be truly understood by one of its 

own. Only Air Force pilots possess that elusive quality of “air-mindedness,” i.e., thinking 

broadly, flexibly, three dimensionally.26 (See Chapter 9.) The Air Force believes it holds a 

monopoly on divining the “right way” to employ airpower.27 The complaint that other services 

misuse air assets has a long history. Indeed, this was one of the early Army aviators’ arguments 

for institutional independence, that is, that the Army misuses it. In World War II, the Navy 

showed it could be but little trusted either.28 In terms of individuals, even experienced aviators 

from other services, as captives of their service’s culture, are unenlightened and unacceptable, 

 
24 Futrell, 1998, 2:198-204, 213, 429; see Momyer, 1985, 65-108, especially 95 for a critique of the route package 

system; Mark Clodfelter, The Limits of Air Power: The American Bombing of North Vietnam (rev ed., Lincoln: 

University of Nebraska Press, 2006), 164, 220; Hallion, 1992, 143-44; Stephen O. Fought, “The Tale of the 

C/JFACC: A Long and Winding Road,” Air and Space Power Journal 18 no 4 (Winter 2004): 22. 
25 Fought, 2004, 23; Hallion, 1992, 206-209; Warden, 1998, 160. 
26 The idea that surface operations are two-dimensional or linear persists, despite demonstrable reasons to doubt this. 

The Army and Marine Corps must deal with topography as well as air threats, not to mention human terrain, and the 

Navy operates subsurface, surface, and air platforms. This suggests that the “linear thinking” ascribed by Air 

officers to the other services has much to do with Air Force OI construction vis-à-vis peer groups. 
27 Donnithorne, 2018, 14, 114. 
28 The Army Air Force was critical of the Navy’s handling of air assets at the Battle of Midway. Hap Arnold 

objected to the Navy’s distribution of airpower in depth, instead of employing the AAF’s preferred method of 

massing air assets to quickly “break the back” of enemy air forces. While US forces ultimately achieved a pivotal 

success in that battle, Army pilots drew the lesson that Army airplanes should only be commanded by AAF officers. 

See Allard, 1996, 107. Hap Arnold was also generally critical of the Navy’s command decisions concerning 

airpower, and wrote in his 1949 memoir, “A general impression existed that the Navy did not understand the 

technique of ground operations, nor the technique of our air operations,” Arnold, Global Mission (New York: 

Harper & Brothers, 1949), 349. 
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much less aviators from other nations. Therefore, according to the dictates of the OI referent of 

Controller, it must be a US Air Force pilot who commands all air assets in a combat theater.  

Air officers worry especially that ground commanders will violate the sacred principle 

that airpower should be “centrally controlled, decentrally executed” and divide air forces among 

the various ground echelons. Consequently, such parceling would also violate the principle of 

massed force, which the Air Force holds is only achievable by a single commander.29 

Furthermore, if air forces are divided, leaders cannot take advantage of airpower’s inherent 

flexibility, as no overall commander can direct it as required by the flow of combat.30 

Air officers also assume that ground commanders will misuse airpower in other ways as 

well. Air officers have long claimed that ground troops view aircraft as just long-range 

artillery.31 Worse, the soldier may come to expect air support to an unreasonable degree and be 

unable to act without it. Hap Arnold and Ira Eaker fret, “The hard-pressed infantryman will be 

likely to call for air assistance when his own artillery would be more or equally effective.”32 The 

complaint points to both the incompetence of the soldier in the use of airpower, and also his 

growing too accustomed to it. More recently, air theorist and Air Force Colonel John Warden III 

echoes the concern of Arnold and Eaker when he observes that ground commanders and staff 

“tend to be vitally concerned with their immediate front—as they should be,” in contrast to the 

Air officer who “tends to look at greater expanses of space and time.”33  

In another sense, “by an Airman” also connotes emancipation for the Air Force from the 

Army and ground forces in general, to do things its own way, for good or ill. It comes down to 

 
29 See Futrell, 1989, 2:173-74; Allard, 1996, 108-109, Warden, 1989, 88. 
30 Meilinger, 1995, explains this clearly, 52-53. See also Arnold and Eaker, 1941, 150. 
31 David E. Johnson, 2007, 9; Allard, 1996, 108; Futrell, 1989, 2:181, 189, 262; Hallion, 1992, 208. 
32 Arnold and Eaker, 1941, 124. 
33 Warden, 1998, 88. 
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an organization’s liberty to follow its own prerogatives in its area of expertise. Warden explains: 

“If a rational air campaign is to be carried out….and air force must have freedom to do it.”34 

 

Control Artifacts: Positions and Tools of Control 

 

The JFACC 

The assurance of control “by an Airman” resides in the specific position of the doctrinally 

prescribed theater air commander, the Combined/Joint Force Air Component Commander 

(C/JFACC—hereafter JFACC, pronounced “Jay Fack”). Joint doctrine describes the position in 

service-neutral terms,35 but in the Air Force conception, the JFACC personifies centralized 

control “by an Airman.” With only the Joint Force Commander to answer to, the JFACC designs 

and commands the air war, and typically acts as Airspace Control Authority (ACA) as well, in 

charge of “planning, coordinating, and developing airspace control procedures and operating the 

ACS [Airspace Control System].”36 The JFACC is the head aviator in the war, and the face of 

the combined/joint air effort, as well as keeper of the airspace. 

Billy Mitchell himself served as a kind of JFACC prototype at the Battle of Saint-Mihiel 

in 1918. Through charisma and sheer force of will, Mitchell assembled an enormous offensive 

force which included more than 1500 aircraft of all combat types, performing a wide range of 

missions, from four different nations. It was the first proof of concept for centralized control of 

combined air forces by a US pilot.37 And from this historic example, we see that for the Air 

 
34 Warden, 1998, 88. 
35 Joint Publication 3-30, Joint Air Operations, July 25, 2019, II-2, www.jcs.mil. 
36 US Air Force Doctrine Publication 3-52, Airspace Control, July 12, 2019. 
37 Russell F. Weigley, The American Way of War: A History of United States Military Strategy and Policy (1973, 

repr., Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1977) 224; Grant, 2006; Biddle, 2004, 52; Jeffrey J. Smith, 2014, 22-

23. 
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Force, joint or combined operations do not mean giving up assets, but generally and happily 

gaining control of assets of other US military branches and allies. Air officers unswervingly 

argue that air assets must be pooled for greatest effect.38 

Such thinking formally became part of the Air Force belief system as early as the 1930s, 

incorporated into an Air Corps Tactical School textbook which cited the traditional combat 

principle of massing forces at the decisive point as the primary reason to unify command at the 

highest levels. The text pointed to the Battle of Saint-Mihiel for a historical example.39 

 

The CAOC 

In order to facilitate centralized control, the Air Force, over time, developed what came 

to be the Joint/Combined Air Operations Center (J/CAOC, hereafter AOC, pronounced “A. O. 

C.,” or in the case of a CAOC, “kay-ock”), an innovation that reflects and perpetuates the Air 

Force’s “vision of itself as the custodian of ‘theater battle management.’”40 Formally designated 

as the AN/USQ-163 Falconer weapons system, the AOC is a theater or functional air command 

and control center, consisting of a suite of high-technology intelligence and communication 

platforms and a core cadre of operators.41 

The precept of the USAF’s AOC is that it offers the joint or combined force the best 

situational awareness possible, as described in Air Force doctrine: “By design and intent, the 

AOC provides the best C242 capability to command and control the joint air effort.”43 The 

 
38 Donnithorne, 2018, 119. 
39 Greer, 1955, 66-67. 
40 Allard, 1996, 293. For a brief history of command and control challenges that led to the development of the Air 

Force’s JFACC and AOC concepts, see Fought, 2004, 18-26. 
41 Several Falconer systems are operational at present. Perhaps the most familiar of them is the AOC directing air 

operations from Al Udeid Air Base in Qatar, often referred to as “the CAOC.” 
42 Command and Control. 
43 US Air Force Doctrine Publication 3-30, Command and Control, Appendix B: “The Air Operations Center,” 

January 7, 2020, 55. 
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Falconer AOC is perhaps the only C2 asset which allows for the massing of air forces at a 

decisive point.44 Again, such a massing of forces presumes not that the Air Force will give up 

control of air assets in a joint/combined setting, but will gain control of more. 

Furthermore, the AOC is the organizing mechanism which enables the necessarily 

centralized planning and direction of the favored mission, strategic bombing (now called 

“precision strike”). The JFACC’s staff members control the selection of targets to be attacked; 

other entities only nominate targets. The designation of an Air Force officer as JFACC ensures 

that sorties will not be diverted to tactical targets at the expense of the strategic campaign. 

The Falconer AOC is unique to the Air Force, a point of pride and exemplar of 

innovation, a space where “creative problem solving meets complex challenges” every day.45 

The JFACC and AOC combination came to fruition in the Persian Gulf War and enjoys this 

positive association with victory and vindication.46 As an Air Force historian put it at the time, 

“The long-held dream of Air Service/Air Corps/Army Air Forces/USAF leaders has finally been 

realized in the JFACC system.”47 The JFACC and the CAOC together represent a wiser modern 

era in which “centralized command by an Airman” has been achieved and accepted, with the Air 

Force’s role solidified among the services.48 

The AOC has another special relevance for the Air Force: such a robust C2 system 

ensures that in case of a major operation, the Air Force will best meet the Joint doctrinal 

 
44 Warden and others have suggested that with the advent of stealth and precision, the principle of mass should be 

reconceptualized as “mass effects” potentially achievable with few aircraft. See Warden, 1998, 29, 61-63, 68, 135, 

160. 
45 Brissett, 2016, 61. Air Force doctrine emphasizes the Falconer AOC is organic to the Air Force; if a JFACC 

should be designated from another service, that JFACC would not enjoy its use, US Air Force Doctrine Publication 

3-30, Command and Control, Appendix B, “The Air Operations Center,” January 7, 2020, 55. 
46 For example, Hallion, 1992, 206-209. 
47 David R. Mets, “Bomber Barons, Bureaucrats and Budgets: Your Professional Reading on the Theory and 

Doctrine of Strategic Air Attack,” Airpower Journal 10 no. 2 (Summer 1996): 95. 
48 Benjamin S. Lambeth, The Transformation of American Air Power (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2000): 130-

33. 
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requisites not only for the “preponderance of forces” but also to possess “the ability to 

effectively plan, task, and control joint air operations” and subsequently clinch the designation of 

JFACC. Official USAF doctrine states as much.49 The Air Force, sees the role of JFACC as 

rightfully its own.50 The CAOC all but guarantees that it is. 

 

The ATO 

The primary control tool of the AOC is the daily Air Tasking Order (ATO).51 The ATO, 

likened to an enormous flight schedule, is a written command order, sometimes hundreds of 

pages long, which tasks subordinate units with missions. The ATO provides the information 

which allows operators to plan and execute a range of missions including target details, key 

locations, air refueling plans, and callsigns.52 

The ATO has come to be the Air Force’s primary mechanism for control of air operations 

during joint campaigns. In the Gulf War, no friendly fixed wing aircraft flew over the Area of 

Operations (AOR) without instructions to do so via the ATO. It remains the primary daily 

communication tool between the CAOC and participating units (most often, squadron level 

operators never see or even talk to staff at the CAOC). It has been called the “lifeblood” of an air 

campaign.53 Even though the ATO is not strictly an Air Force document, the Air Force feels a 

sense of ownership over the ATO, much as it feels the JFACC is inherently an Air Force role, 

and that the term AOC is synonymous with the AN/USQ-163 Falconer system. As one Air Force 

 
49 US Air Force Doctrine, Volume 3, Leadership, Chapter 4: “Joint Force Air Component Commander,” November 

22, 2016. 
50 Air Force Doctrine Publication 3-52, Airspace Control, July 12, 2019; C. Q. Brown, Jr., and Rick Fournier, “No 

Longer the Outlier: Updating Air Component Structure,” Air & Space Power Journal 30 no 1 (Spring 2016): 10. 
51 Both the AOC and ATO emerged essentially in their present form in the 1991 Persian Gulf War. 
52 See Mann, 1995, 44n1. 
53 Grissom, Lee, and Mueller, 2016, 63. 
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colonel remarked, every Air Force member, regardless of rank or specialty, “should care about 

the Air Tasking Order because it is the embodiment of what we do.”54  

Despite the democratic verbiage above, the obvious truth is that the ATO is an order from 

a pilot (the JFACC) to pilots. And, the ATO is written, by and large, by pilots on the AOC staff. 

Thus, the JFACC, AOC, and ATO constitute a closed loop of command and authority: 

centralized control by pilots, decentralized execution by pilots.55 

 

Control in Air Force Doctrine 

The organizationally-favored missions—strategic bombing and air superiority—embody 

doctrines of control. They aim to retain, promote, and extend Air Force control of the combat 

domain. This section references the predominant air theorists influencing American airpower 

doctrine, generals Giulio Douhet and Billy Mitchell, and late 20th century airpower theorist, 

Colonel John A. Warden III. 

 

Air Superiority: Control of the Air 

Air superiority, also traditionally called “command of the air” or “control of the air,” is 

doctrinally defined as: “that degree of control of the air by one force that permits the conduct of 

its operations at a given time and place without prohibitive interference from air and missile 

threats.” Although this doctrinal definition indicates a certain degree of control of the air, the 

term “air superiority” is often employed as a shorthand to mean the condition of friendly control 

 
54 Kimberly Spinner, “ATO 101: What every Airman should know about an Air Tasking Order,” 7th Air Force 

Public Affairs, August 25, 2011, www.pacaf.af.mil. 
55 An Air Force lieutenant colonel remarks, “The epitome of decentralized execution rests with the mission 

commander, package commander, flight lead, and terminal attack controller.” The first three are pilot roles, the 

fourth may or may not be a pilot. Alan Docauer, “Peeling the Onion: Why Centralized Control/Decentralized 

Execution Works,” Air & Space Power Journal, 28, no 2 (March-April 2014): 27. 
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of the air in a general sense.56 The mission to achieve this condition is also called air superiority, 

and could include air-to-air engagements, destruction of enemy airfields and aircraft on the 

ground, or destruction of air defenses. 

Mitchell argued after the war that air superiority—“control of the sky”—was the 

principal aim of the Army Air Service.57 One historian notes that even in the 1930s, as the 

strategic bombing mission increasingly eclipsed tactical missions, “Establishing dominance 

(supremacy if possible) over the enemy air force was seen as in and of itself the single greatest 

contribution an air force could make to friendly surface forces.”58 

The concept of air control is generally posited in respect to an adversary, but for the Air 

Force, there is also an aspect of air control oriented toward friendly assets; the Air Force feels it 

must control all aerial movement and action in the area over which air superiority is held, 

typically envisioned at the operational level, or theater. Such control includes the obvious 

necessity of air traffic control, control of air campaign direction and goals, and target selection.  

The air superiority mission, and the air-to-air contest it supposes, harken back to pilots’ 

original image and identity as chivalric knights of the air, for whom battle was a heroic, personal, 

and even glamorous activity (see Chapters 4 and 9). The mission retains much of that prestige 

and cachet to this day: “The air-to-air mission is the soul of the fighter community.”59  

 
56 US Air Force, “Doctrinal Advisory: Control of the Air,” July 2017, www.doctrine.af.mil. Note that doctrinal 

usage makes air superiority a degree of “Control of the Air,” which varies from enemy total control to parity to 

friendly total control. The difference between air superiority and air supremacy is one of degree: “Air Supremacy is 

that degree of control of the air wherein the opposing force is incapable of effective interference within the 

operational area using air and missile threats.” While there is a doctrinal difference, very commonly people speak of 

air superiority as a broader term that would include both air superiority and air supremacy. The term “theater air 

superiority” is sometimes used synonymously with air supremacy. 
57 Greer, 1955, 11-12, 30. Note that the United States did not even possess bombers at the outbreak of WWI. 
58 David MacIsaac, “Voices from the Central Blue: The Air Power Theorists,” in Makers of Modern Strategy from 

Machiavelli to the Nuclear Age, ed. Gorden A. Craig, Felix Gilbert, and Peter Peret (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 2010), 638. 
59 Jeffrey J. Smith, 2014, 169. 

http://www.doctrine.af.mil/
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Air Superiority as Prerequisite 

An enduring core belief of the Air Force is that before any other strategic or tactical 

operation can be successfully undertaken, whether on land or sea or in the air, air superiority 

must be obtained as a crucial precondition.60 It remains the “essential first step” to all other 

operations.61 John Warden argues that to attempt other missions prior to achieving air superiority 

is “dangerous.”62 

In this way, air superiority offers a way to control the other services inter-

organizationally. As only the Air Force can ensure sustained theater-wide air superiority, the 

requirement for air superiority makes the Air Force indispensable and guarantees Air Force 

participation in any operation. As a necessary step, air superiority, in effect, gives the Air Force a 

veto over any further action. In these ways, the Air Force maintains an element of control over 

planned and actual operations, and makes the other services dependent on the Air Force. (See 

Chapter 11.) As Colonel Jeffrey J. Smith exhorts his intended audience of Air officers, “There is 

no conceivable context where US military operations could succeed without the prerequisite of 

airpower control….this is about effective messaging….it should and must define airpower’s 

capability and ultimately its identity.”63 

 

Air Superiority as Control of Domains 

Notions of air superiority are, by definition, about control of the air domain, but suggest 

control of other domains as well. Many have observed that air control seems to mimic the 

 
60 See de Seversky’s quote in Futrell, 1989, 1:172.  
61 Meilinger, 1995, 6-7. 
62 Warden, 11, 13, 95, 135. 
63 Jeffrey J. Smith, 2014, 227. 
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Mahanian concept of sea control, reimagined in the new operational medium.64 Air control does 

resemble sea control, but with a twist: control of the air means control of all the operating 

domains, whereas sea control never purported to deliver control of the land (or air). Because the 

air is above everything, airpower dominates all.65 The very first of Colonel Meilinger’s 10 

Propositions Regarding Air Power is about air superiority, phrased in terms of control: 

“Whoever controls the air generally controls the surface.”66 

The implication of this dictum is that the side which prevails in the fight for air 

superiority can have its way over the loser. As Mitchell put it, “Once supremacy of the air has 

been established, airplanes can fly over a hostile country at will.”67 The superior air force gains 

access and control of enemy territory. Thus, in this way airpower usurps the roles of the other 

services, gaining their objectives before they even enter the fray. Current doctrine states, “Much 

of what airpower can accomplish….is done to critically affect events in the land and maritime 

domains…. Airmen integrate capabilities…to achieve effects across all domains.”68 

 

Air Superiority and Control of War’s Outcome 

To carry these beliefs to their logical conclusion, one sees that air superiority implies 

control of any war’s ultimate outcome. The Air Force claims with one unitary, decades-old voice 

that some degree of air superiority is absolutely necessary, and perhaps even sufficient, for 

overall victory. 

 
64 See for example, Futrell, 1989, 1:171; Mark A. Clodfelter, “Molding Airpower Convictions: Development and 

Legacy of William Mitchell’s Strategic Thought,” in The Paths of Heaven: The Evolution of Airpower Theory, ed. 

Phillip S. Meilinger (Maxwell AFB, AL: Air University Press, 1997), 101; Perry McCoy Smith, 1970, 35-38; 

Sherry, 1987, 27.  
65 Mitchell, 1925, 214-15. 
66 Meilinger, 1995, 3. 
67 Mitchell, 1925, 9. See also his Chapter X broadly. 
68 US Air Force Doctrine Volume 1: Basic Doctrine, Chapter 2: “Airpower,” section: “Airpower,” February 27, 

2015. 
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Douhet proclaimed in a quote well known in Air Force circles, “To conquer the 

command of the air means victory; to be beaten in the air means defeat and acceptance of 

whatever terms the enemy may be pleased to impose….From this axiom we come immediately 

to this first corollary: In order to assure an adequate national defense, it is necessary—and 

sufficient—to be in a position in case of war to conquer the command of the air.”69 For all intents 

and purposes, the outcome of the war is determined by air superiority, because with it, one 

wields utter control over the adversary’s homeland: “With the command of the air an 

accomplished fact, [an air force] will have won complete liberty of action to strike at will, with 

no risk to itself, over all the enemy’s territory, and quickly bring him to his knees.”70 

Mitchell wrote in similarly sweeping terms, and like Douhet, as part encouragement and 

part warning: “Should a nation, therefore, attain complete control of the air, it could more nearly 

master the earth than has ever been the case in the past.”71 Here Mitchell does not merely mean 

“the earth” as in the land domain, but the entire planet Earth. He echoes the theme that with air 

superiority, the war’s outcome is a fait accompli, as he learned in WWI: “Neither armies nor 

navies can exist unless the air is controlled over them.”72 

More recent theories have scarcely backed away from these claims. In his 1988 treatise, 

John Warden holds that air superiority is always necessary and sometimes even sufficient: 

Air superiority is a necessity. Since the German attack on Poland in 1939, no country has 

won a war in the face of enemy air superiority, no major offensive has succeeded against 

an opponent who controlled the air, and no defense has sustained itself against an enemy 

who had air superiority. Conversely, no state has lost a war while it maintained air 

superiority, and attainment of air superiority consistently has been a prelude to military 

victory.73 

 

 
69 Douhet, 1921, 25. 
70 Douhet, 1921, 52. 
71 Mitchell, 1925, 26. 
72 Mitchell, 1925, xv. 
73 Warden, 1998, 10, see also 141: “In many circumstances [air superiority] alone can win a war.” 
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Remembered History and Air Superiority 

A piece of remembered Air Force history and source of perpetual self-flagellation is the 

story of the relative neglect of tactical aircraft and doctrine in the years leading up to World War 

II. Air officers learn the details of this history through professional education.74 Air superiority 

has always been largely the realm of tactical air forces. At the time, the prevailing voices at the 

Air Corps Tactical School intoned that “the bomber will always get through,” discounting the 

capabilities of anti-aircraft artillery and fighter opposition. Most Army pilots at the time agreed 

that long range escort fighters were neither necessary nor technically feasible due the great speed 

and range projected for bombers. Moreover, limited budgets forced the Air Corps to prioritize 

development of its primary aircraft, the long-range bomber, at the near exclusion of other 

types.75 When it came time to develop war plans, tactical aircraft could not be included because 

none suitable existed.76 

Although much is made about the “motivated bias” of the Air Corps/AAF during these 

years, and its stubborn inability to learn from the British experiences in 1940-1941, Arnold took 

note of the Air Corps’ fighter discrepancy as early 1939.77 In the time it took to rectify the 

situation, many bombers and their aircrew were lost to German interceptors. The error would not 

be repeated in the Pacific, nor over Japan, where Allied forces’ series of victories proved air 

superiority to be “the most critical element.”78 

 
74 For example, Biddle’s (2002) history of this period has been required reading at Air Command and Staff College. 
75 Futrell, 1989, 1:80; Greer, 1955, 68-74, 81, 98-99, 106; Perry McCoy Smith, 1970, 30-33; Biddle, 2004, 164-70. 
76 Greer, 1955, 147. 
77 Greer, 1955, 136, 140; Perry McCoy Smith, 1970, 30; Futrell, 1989, 1:96-101. 
78 Weigley, 1973, 233. 
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In the Korean War, the UN forces achieved air superiority relatively easily, and so the 

Air Force contribution in the conflict retains a rosy sheen. As with the story of Kasserine Pass, 

Air officers reflexively tell the canonized story of Korea, 1953: 

“The last American ground soldier killed by air attack was in 1953.” –Colonel Phillip S. 

Meilinger79 

 

“No American soldier has been attacked on the ground by an air-breathing vehicle since 

1953.” –General Ronald R. Fogleman80 

 

“Not since April 15, 1953, has an enemy combat aircraft killed a servicemember in the 

American ground forces.” –Global Vigilance, Global Reach, Global Power for America: 

The World’s Greatest Air Force—Powered by Airmen, Fueled by Innovation81 

 

“Fighter pilots are proud of a winning streak that dates to April 15, 1953, the last time a 

US ground troop was killed by an aerial attack.” –Major Mike Benitez, USAF82 

 

“Airmen fondly recite the historical fact that the last American ground soldier killed by 

air attack was in 1953.” –Colonel Jeffrey W. Donnithorne83 

 

The story expresses pride in both obtaining control of the air and in keeping it indefinitely. 

 

Strategic Bombing: Control of the Enemy’s Mind 

The import of strategic bombing in Air Force history and culture can hardly be 

overstated, although defense scholar Caroline F. Ziemke comes close: “Strategic bombing is as 

central to the identity of the Air Force as the New Testament is to the Catholic Church. Without 

the Gospels there would be no pope; and without strategic bombing there would be no Air 

Force.”84 In fact, strategic bombing, through the history of the Air Force, has often been taken to 

be airpower itself.85  

 
79 Meilinger, 1995, 4. 
80 Fogleman, 1996, 44. 
81 US Air Force, Global Vigilance, Global Reach, Global Power for America, 4. 
82 Benitez, 2018. 
83 Donnithorne, 2018, 116. 
84 Caroline F. Ziemke, foreword to Tilford, 1991, ix. 
85 Hallion, 1992, 9, 67. 
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Strategic bombing, a purely offensive mission, aims to produce a political reaction, 

usually the enemy’s surrender, through destruction. This core of the theory has remained 

virtually unchanged since the 1920s. Since surrender or other concession is a decision taking 

place in the mind of the adversary, strategic bombing is fundamentally about control of the 

enemy’s mind. 

For Douhet, “morale” of the citizenry was key.86 Douhet’s recommendations 

consequently give priority to “crushing” civilian morale: “Having the command of the air, aerial 

forces should direct their offensives against surface objectives with the intention of crushing the 

material and moral resistance of the enemy.”87 In fact, Douhet felt that the loss of morale would 

be so complete and so rapid, that a war could be over well before land and sea battles had been 

decided.88 

Mitchell predicted that even the mere threat of bombing would likely cause evacuation of 

factories and greatly impede military production.89 Air superiority achieved, one could 

commence widespread bombing, which would bring about the end of the war: “An early 

cessation of hostilities will be more earnestly desired by the people on both sides and will be 

forced by popular demand upon the nation least efficient in air power.”90 Mitchell testified 

before Congress in February 1926, that the principal target of war had always been an enemy’s 

“vital centers,” meaning centers of industry, population, agriculture—“anything that tended to 

 
86 Douhet, 1921, 51, 114. “Morale,” spelled or translated with or without an “e” on the end and pronounced with an 

accent on the second syllable, as in French, describes the collective emotional status of a population. Its use at the 

time, as in “moral effect,” especially denoted psychological aftereffects of bombing, particularly relating to will or 

determination. 
87 Douhet, 1925, 116-17, 126, 200, quote on 116. 
88 Douhet, 117, 176-77, 181. 
89 Mitchell, 1925, 6. Mitchell’s earlier statements emphasize the destruction of enemy fielded forces as the prime 

determinant of a war’s outcome. See Futrell, 1989, 1:22. 
90 Mitchell, 1925, 244. See also Mitchell’s quote regarding loss of air superiority and war termination, Futrell, 1989, 

1:33. 
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keep up a war.” That the enemy’s military should be the focus was a false notion. Aircraft could 

attack these vital centers directly, determining the war’s outcome, and “that,” said Mitchell, “is 

the modern theory of making war.”91 

Mitchell’s theory helped cement the idea within the Army’s air arm that destruction of 

industrial capability would also destroy the enemy’s will to resist. Loss of will would (somehow) 

inevitably lead to victory over one’s foe.92 The relative lack of interest in the surrender 

mechanism of the theory reveals the organization’s core belief about the ease with which 

airpower can control the decision-making, the very mind, of the enemy’s leadership. 

 

ACTS, Industrial Web Theory, and the Enemy’s Will 

The Air Corps Tactical School, incubator of air theory in the interwar years, took up the 

theme of capability and will in its efforts to derive a comprehensive theory of airpower. Early 

statements on airpower theory employ almost bodily references to the enemy’s mind, revealing a 

clear intent to control the adversary’s physical brain and thoughts; Air officers described how the 

“nerve fiber of the civilian,” and “nerve ganglia of national morale,” were the aim of modern 

war. The anatomical and the analogous meanings (that is, “nerve center” referring to economic 

or population hub) were often used interchangeably.93 

The pilots at ACTS hit upon the idea of modeling the modern industrial nation as a 

system, defined by its “web” of interwoven industries, including links, such as railroads and 

highways, and nodes, such as factories and sources of supply. The strategic objective was now 

 
91 Quoted in Futrell, 1989, 1:49. See also Weigley, 1973, 233-35. 
92 Strategic bombing theory has always been open to the criticism that the mechanisms underlying the sequential 

steps from destruction, to will of the populace, to the enemy’s acquiescence are underspecified. For example, see 

Sherry, 54-55, 93, 251, 300, 307. 
93 For examples, see Greer, 1955, 25-26; Futrell, 1989, 1:34; Douhet, 1921, 128; Mitchell, 1925, 72 (referring to a 

naval vessel). 
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the crippling of this economic system, presumed to be fragile. When the system was unable to 

function, the war-making capability of the adversary nation would cease to exist, and its 

population’s will to fight would dissipate. One of the most appealing aspects of this concept was 

its efficiency; by destroying only a few “key nodes” the entire system could be quickly 

incapacitated, falling like a house of cards. These “Achilles heel” targets, also known as vital 

centers, panacea targets, or bottleneck targets, would be destroyed by precision daylight bombing 

raids. The industrial web/key-node targeting concept represented a clear break from Douhet; 

indiscriminate city bombing was out. ACTS students busied themselves through the 1930s with 

the challenge of studying national production, energy, and transportation systems in order to 

select the key nodes.94  

The precision aspect of the doctrine was neither incidental nor dispensable. The notion of 

“precision,” in contrast to city or wide-area bombing, accorded with the traditional American 

frontiersman’s reputation for expert marksmanship, and its humane aspects appealed to the 

airman’s identity as chivalric knight.95 Moreover, both the conceptualization of the enemy nation 

as an economic structure, and the notion that surgical destruction of a few expertly selected 

targets could immobilize that structure, seemed scientific, even elegant. An intellectual exercise 

in targeting, followed by the expert technical removal of pinpointed targets, would bring a quick 

and relatively bloodless victory. In this way, the theory made an uncomfortable Clausewitzian 

dictum, that one must subdue the adversary’s will, more tangible and palatable to practically-

 
94 Arnold and Eaker, 1941, 133-34; Biddle, 2004, 140-41, 160-64; Perry McCoy Smith, 1970, 28-29; Greer, 1955, 

70-71, 96-97; 135-36, Sherry, 1987, 55, Mark Clodfelter, "Pinpointing Devastation: American Air Campaign 

Planning before Pearl Harbor," The Journal of Military History 58, no. 1 (1994): 85-86. 
95 Wesley Frank Craven and James Lea Cate, eds., The Army Air Forces in World War II, Vol 1: Plans and Early 

Operations, January 1939 to August 1942 (1949, repr., Washington, DC: Office of Air Force History, 1983), 597; 

Greer, 1955, 70; Hallion, 1992, 9-10.  
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minded airmen.96 Moreover, it was a wonderfully efficient method, simple and inexpensive, and 

forever after, economy of force would be a central claim and selling point for US airpower.97  

 

Strategic Bombing: Tools of Control 

Recognizing that doctrine had outpaced technology, Army pilots, with persistence 

through the 1930s, and then with urgency brought about by the outbreak of WWII, managed to 

bring the tools into being that would ostensibly make their theory of strategic bombing a 

reality.98 The impressive B-17 Flying Fortress and the highly-touted Norden bombsight seemed 

to exemplify how technology made dreams a reality and solved all operational, and even ethical, 

problems.99 

The emotional draw of these two technologies was powerful, and their incorporation as 

symbols and artifacts of the increasingly independent Air Force instantiates the IO referents of 

Controller, Technologist, and Aviation Fanatic. The mystique of the “top secret,” mechanically 

intricate Norden bombsight made it irresistible to a force that already perceived itself as the most 

technological military arm.100 It was literally an instrument of control in that it consisted of a 

manual, yet mechanized, tool that gave aircrew increased power over where the bomb would hit. 

The bombsight promised to tame chaotic and unpredictable physical forces that heretofore had 

denied bombing accuracy. (But, as WWII would show, true precision was still a fantasy only to 

be realized decades later.) 

 
96 Biddle, 2004, 140, 163-64. 
97 Craven and Cate, 1949, 597; Edward C. Holland III, “Fighting with a Conscience: The Effects of an American 

Sense of Morality on the Evolution of Strategic Bombing Campaigns” (thesis, USAF School of Advanced Airpower 

Studies, 1992), 10. 
98 Historians agree that doctrine preceded the enabling technology, although the appearance of the long-range 

bomber and accurate bombsights in the 1930s probably confirmed and encouraged ideas already in formulation. See 

Craven and Cate, 1949, 597-99; Sherry, 1987, 52; Greer, 1955, 55, 58, 70-71; and especially Moy, 2001, 18-19, 32. 
99 Biddle, 2004, 161. 
100 Moy, 2001, 88-93. 
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The B-17, with its “five gun emplacements and beautiful, flowing lines….came with a 

high tingle factor: Just looking at could prickle a man’s scalp.”101 This aircraft would decide 

wars and bring Air officers control of their own organization. As historian Lawrence Freedman 

puts it, “Bureaucratic and operational independence, élan of airmen, the primacy of the strategic 

bombardment mission were all bound up in a general sense of the uniqueness, in its power and 

directness, of the heavy bomber.”102 But more, the bomber was a phenomenon, a unique 

technological creation of the Air Force.103 The bomber, with its “power and directness” enabled 

and embodied the Air officers’ sense of control, a kind of control through destruction, or mere 

threat of destruction. The bomber remains the Air Force’s most trusted instrument of destruction. 

As one airpower historian remarks on the Air Force’s bomber nonpareil, still in operation as of 

this writing: “As symbol, the B-52 is air power in a way no other air system matches.”104 

   

Strategic Bombing: Warden and the Airpower Theory Renaissance 

The Vietnam War’s failed Rolling Thunder campaign reinforced the Air Force’s belief in 

extant strategic bombing doctrine. The Air Force was quick to seize on a story of victory for 

strategic bombing in the Linebacker Operations, especially Linebacker II, choosing to see them 

as a “reaffirmation of traditional doctrines and strategies.” 105 (See Chapter 11.) As testament to 

the organizational endurance of strategic bombing, the tactical aviators, now in power, moved to 

claim that prized mission for their own, equipping their fighters, namely the F-15, for the 

bombing role.106 The fighter elite reinvigorated the air-to-air mission, so central to their identity, 

 
101 Perret, 1993, 27. See also Moy, 2001, 74-76, 79.  
102 Freedman, 2003, 22. 
103 However, the mission of conventional strategic bombing faded into virtual obscurity until revitalized by John A. 

Warden III. See Worden, 1998, 233n65; Mann, 1995, 19-30. 
104 Hallion, 1992, 67. 
105 Tilford, 1991, 284. 
106 Michel, 2006, 308-309, 379-80. 
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but also claimed and coopted precision strategic bombing as a war-winning mission that only 

they could perform. 

In 1988, The Air Campaign, authored by Colonel John A. Warden, III, hit the scene. 

Warden’s treatise was a clarion call for the return to the classic tenets of airpower and constituted 

a watershed in Air Force doctrine after a long hiatus in fresh thinking about airpower theory. Air 

Force historian Richard P. Hallion praised the work as “the clearest American expression of air 

power thought since the days of Mitchell and Seversky, though considerably more concise, 

cogent and balanced.”107 Indeed, it was an unabashed throwback to the original strategic 

bombing doctrine, and was recognized as such.108 All the jewels of the Air Force doctrinal 

treasure trove appeared in Warden’s elegant prose: central command by an Airman, the unique 

air-mindedness of Air Force pilots, the Mitchellian (from the Clausewitzian) concentration of 

mass, air superiority as vital first step, the enemy nation as an interconnected system of industrial 

nodes, victory through destruction of physical capacity and thus will, and the core belief that 

airpower could be decisive.  

Warden voiced the Air Force identity of Controller: war was something knowable, and 

once revealed, the underlying cause and effect relationships translated into solutions for 

problems. To wit, he argued that “we can think broadly about war in the form of an equation: 

(Physical) x (Morale) = Outcome.”109 Here, Warden, echoing the ACTS texts from decades 

before,110 offers a succinct method to control the enemy. 

 
107 Hallion, 1992, 116. 
108 Olsen, 2007, 75-76; Scott D. West, Warden and the Air Corps Tactical School: Déjà Vu? (Maxwell AFB, AL: 

Air University Press, 1999); Howard D. Belote, “Warden and the Air Corps Tactical School: What Goes Around 

Comes Around,” Airpower Journal 13, no. 3 (Fall 1999): 39-47. 
109 John A. Warden III, “The Enemy as a System,” Airpower Journal 9 no. 1 (Spring 1995): 43. Note that this 

equation perfectly expresses General Curtis E. LeMay’s statement of 1988, “If you destroy their capability to win 

war, then the will to wage war disappears also,” in Kohn and Harahan, 1988, 130, italics in original. 
110 David S. Fadok, John Boyd and John Warden: Air Power's Quest for Strategic Paralysis (Maxwell AFB, AL: 

Air University Press, 1995), 31n22. 
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Warden is generally credited with the design of the 1991 Persian Gulf War’s strategic air 

campaign.111 Warden, in the role of lead air planner for that war, believed that strategic bombing, 

by controlling the will of Saddam Hussein and his surrounding elites, would deliver a coup d'état 

or surrender in a few days.112 This did not happen. But it mattered not in the afterglow of victory. 

That the strategic bombing phase of the air campaign yielded little quantifiable effect was a 

detail mostly overlooked. The lesson many drew was that the Gulf War had demonstrated defeat 

of the enemy’s will much as Warden envisioned, i.e., without the Clausewitzian clash of armies, 

and with relatively little civilian loss and suffering.113 Conventional strategic bombing was back, 

now with stealth and true precision. The war vindicated the early prophets of airpower, Warden, 

and the Air Force itself. 

 

Strategic Bombing: Control as Coercion  

The events of the 1990s served to reinforce the idea that, at least in some cases, strategic 

bombing (now called strategic attack or precision strike114) could control the enemy’s mind and 

produce capitulation, all without the commitment of troops. In fact, the demonstrated 

effectiveness and economy of force of airpower worried some: it was too easy, too seemingly 

risk-free, and thus too attractive a choice for politicians under pressure to “do something.”115  

Air Force thinking regarding precision strategic attack began to focus on coercion well 

short of annihilation or regime change, and without the commitment of ground troops. Such a 

 
111 For example, see Olsen, 2007, 2-4; Mann, 1995, 19-42; Fadok, 1995, 23: Hallion, 1992, 118, 142-43, 243. 
112 Mann, 1995, 60-61; 169-70. 
113 Hallion, 1992, 251-53; Mann, 1995, 5n, 11-12, 19-20; Keaney and Cohen, 1995, 214-15. 
114 There are doctrinal nuances; not all strikes use PGMs, and not all attacks are strategic. 
115 For examples, see Earl H. Tilford, Jr., “Operation Allied Force and the Role of Air Power,” Parameters 29, no. 4 

(Winter 1999-2000): 29; Jeffrey Record, “Allied Force: Yet Another Wake-Up Call for the Army?” Parameters 29, 

no. 4 (Winter 1999-2000): 13; Gillespie, 2006, 149-57; Cooper in Wrage, 2003, 15-16; Stephen D. Wrage, “The 

Ethics of Precision Air Power,” in Wrage, 2003, 90; Lambeth, 2000, 216-17, 228 (see General John P. Jumper’s 

quote on 228), 231-32; Conrad C. Crane, “The Lure of Strike,” Parameters 43, no 2 (Summer 2013): 5-12. 
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campaign would necessarily target the decision-making process, i.e., the mind, of enemy leaders. 

The seventeen-day bombing campaign over Bosnia, Operation Deliberate Force, reinforced the 

idea among Air Force officers that strategic bombing could change minds and win wars on its 

own.116  

The greater test came with Operation Allied Force over Serbia, a campaign to pressure 

Serbian strongman Slobodan Miloševic to withdraw from Kosovo and cease his brutal program 

of ethnic cleansing. Although various explanations exist as to why Miloševic decided to 

withdraw when he did, unsurprisingly, the prevailing opinion in the Air Force credits 

airpower.117 The precision attacks on the enemy’s economic centers and strategic infrastructure 

realized the deeply held convictions of Air Force leaders, especially with the shift in targeting to 

the valued assets of Miloševic’s inner circle, dubbed “crony attack.”118 Targeting those things 

most valued by the Belgrade political and military elite recognized Warden’s advice to consider 

strategic objectives through the enemy leadership’s eyes.119 

In 2003’s Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF), airpower was credited with profoundly 

affecting the minds of Iraqi ground troops, many of whom abandoned their fighting vehicles and 

deserted.120 When viewed broadly, airpower in OIF achieved its goal of regime change in about 

three weeks, with few casualties.121 The outcome seemed predetermined (at least in retrospect). 

 
116 Mahnken, 2008, 182-83; David E. Johnson, 2007, 53-56, Lambeth, 2001, 228. 
117 This opinion coexisted with the Air Force’s frustration with the conduct of the air campaign. See Lambeth, 2000, 

224; David E. Johnson, 2007, 77-78; Paul C. Strickland, “USAF Aerospace Power Doctrine: Decisive or Coercive?" 

Aerospace Power Journal 14, no. 3 (Fall 2000): 13-25. 
118 Jeffrey J. Smith, 2014, 127-28; on targets starting the fourth week of the air campaign, Lambeth, 2000, 187-88, 

Mahnken, 2008, 186-87; Adam J. Hebert, “The Balkan Air War,” Air Force Magazine, March 2009; Rebecca Grant, 

“Air Power Made It Work,” Air Force Magazine, November 1999; William A. Sayers, “Operation Allied Force: 

How Airpower Won the War for Kosovo,” Air Force Magazine, May 2019; all at www.airforcemag.com. 
119 Warden, 1998, 111. 
120 David E. Johnson, 127-28; 128n82; Michael Pietrucha, “The Five-Ring Circus: How Airpower Enthusiasts 

Forgot About Interdiction,” War on the Rocks (website), September 29, 2015, accessed August 26, 2020, 

https://warontherocks.com, see especially quote from the commander of the Iraqi Al Nida Armored Division; John 

A. Tirpak, “Precision: The Next Generation,” Air Force Magazine, November 1, 2003, www.airforcemag.com. 
121 Jeffrey J. Smith, 2014, 137. 
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In this sense it was a tour de force of control. Warden’s work, restating classic themes of control, 

remains “deeply ingrained in the Air Force” according to one Air Force colonel navigator’s 

recent critique, and to many airpower enthusiasts, “seems to have been proven in Iraq in 

2003.”122  A discerning look at the initial OIF air war reveals that planners, true to classic 

doctrine, did indeed analyze the Iraqi regime as a system and went about eliminating key nodes 

critical to the regime.123 

The doctrine of controlling the enemy’s will or mental state lives on. General Charles 

Dunlap describes the prevalent belief borne of OIF and other post-Cold War successes: “The 

precision revolution, along with air dominance, now produces an unprecedented ability to inflict 

a sense of helplessness that unhinges adversaries.”124 

 

The Least Favored Missions: Ground Support 

The least favored Air Force missions, support to ground forces, includes close air support 

(CAS), interdiction, aerial reconnaissance, and local airlift. In terms of control, these missions 

represent the doctrinal antipode to air superiority and strategic bombing. The USAF’s general 

disdain for this family of missions is in keeping with the OI referent of Controller. 

The Air Force consistently downplays ground support missions, even while refusing to 

relinquish those missions to the Army.125 As mentioned, ground support missions cannot clearly 

 
122 Pietrucha, 2015. 
123 David E. Johnson, 2007, 124-26. 
124 Dunlap, 2007, 128, italics are mine. 
125 The Key West Agreement of 1948 and follow-on policy directives delineated the turf boundaries of the four US 

military services which have remained largely unchanged to this day. However, the dividing line between Army and 

Air Force air support to ground forces remains blurry, and is often a point of contention between these two services. 

See Mike Pietrucha, “Slaying the Unicorn: The Army and Fixed-Wing Attack,” War on the Rocks (website), 

December 9, 2019, accessed April 28, 2021, https://warontherocks.com; Trevor Phillips-Levine, "Redistributing 

Airpower for the Spectrum of Warfare" Air & Space Power Journal 34, no. 3 (Fall 2020): 54-69; Futrell, 1989, 

2:190, 516-31. 
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justify an institutionally independent Air Force since airpower plays an auxiliary role in these 

missions (although air support can and has been a contributing factor in the success of ground 

engagements, such as at Khe Sanh in 1968). Victory is defined by the outcome of the action 

below. Secondly, these missions inhere combat at the Air Force’s least preferred level of 

warfare, the tactical. In general, the Air Force prefers to think strategically, or at least considers 

itself to be the most strategic of the services. A third reason for the Air Force’s disregard for 

ground support missions has to do directly with control. While supporting ground forces, pilots 

necessarily cede initiative and control of the tactical situation to ground forces, the supported 

entity. This places pilots in a reactive mode, responding to the needs of ground forces as the 

action develops.126 A fourth reason for ground support’s unpopularity also deals with control, but 

at a higher echelon. Pilots associate ground support missions with that continual worry, 

described above, that aircraft will be removed from Air Force command and control and 

reassigned to ground forces, an arrangement consistently and intensely opposed by the USAF 

through its existence. When required to perform ground support missions, one thing is absolutely 

certain: the Air Force will insist on retaining control of its aircraft during these operations to the 

maximal degree.127 

The organizational insistence on retaining as much control as feasible in the ground 

support role demonstrates that the desire for control need not be limited to strategic and 

potentially decisive missions.128 In other words, operational autonomy, and the demonstration of 

an independent decisive effect, constitute two separate organizational imperatives. 

 

 
126 See Futrell, 1989, 2:299, 301. 
127 Wylie, 1967, 40. 
128 See Futrell 1988, 2:499, 518 for details on attempts to implement centralized control procedures for tactical 

aviation while delegating local tactical decision-making to ground forces. 
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Control and Casualty Aversion 

The aspiration to and belief in the Air Force’s capability to prevent or limit casualties—

civilian and combatant, friendly and enemy—represents a specific manifestation of the OI 

referent of Controller. This aspect must be addressed to understand the full OI referent. The 

organizational identity as those who can control combat to the point of near-elimination of 

casualties is not only fundamental and persistent throughout the Air Force’s history and current 

thought, but illustrates with remarkable clarity how the referent of Controller motivates so much 

of Air Force practice.  

An abiding sense of non-lethal intention, and the adoption of practices designed to reduce 

or avoid casualties during war, bestows a sense of chivalry, moral and professional excellence, 

and heroism on members. This is especially true when pilots understand they are taking on 

additional risks to themselves or their mission in order to spare the adversary’s civilian 

population. Recall that early conceptualizations of airpower largely arose in response to the 

general revulsion toward the carnage of WWI, and an ardent desire to never again see the horror 

of trench warfare and its staggering death count. Pilots, those “knights of the air,” engage in 

glorious duals, far above the fray and grind of war on the ground, and such knights do not kill the 

defenseless, even those of the enemy—noblesse oblige. 

Pragmatic reasons have often accompanied the organization’s moral imperative to avoid 

casualties: the enemy uses casualties for propaganda; casualties damage organizational image; 

targeting civilians is inefficient and/or ineffective; casualties endanger coalitions; and high 

numbers of casualties impede post-war reconstruction and objectives. 
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But the moral basis of casualty avoidance is the most resonant, consistent, and deeply 

held.129 The Air Force’s particular casualty aversion exists within the context of a broader 

casualty aversion found in American strategic culture, and even goes back as far as the wartime 

philosophies of General William T. Sherman, who, while famously destroying much of Georgia 

and the Carolinas, ordered civilians not to be touched. His goal, like that of traditional strategic 

bombing, was to decimate the capability and the will to fight, not the population.130 

The Air Force also believes it is uniquely capable among the services when it comes to 

avoiding casualties. War with few(er) deaths was an original promise of airpower, and air leaders 

seek to deliver on this promise even today. Such conviction is reflected in airpower strategy, 

namely precision strategic bombing, which is characterized by non-lethal intent131 and the 

immense organizational emphasis placed on precision-guided munitions (see Chapter 5). Here as 

elsewhere, one finds a remarkable consistency through decades in the logic and assumptions 

undergirding strategic bombing doctrine and its related moral justification. 

As early as 1917, Army pilots advocated bombing of factories and supply centers, not 

cities, and not even enemy armed forces.132 Airpower was about controlling the outcome of war 

by destroying things, not people, and leveraging machines, not manpower. Billy Mitchell voiced 

this conception in 1925: “Air forces will attack centers of production of all kinds, means of 

transportation, agricultural areas, ports and shipping; not so much the people themselves.”133 

The Air Force offers interrelated bases for the claim that airpower is well-suited for 

achieving operational success with minimal casualties. The principal bases include: deterrence, 

 
129 Adamsky, 2010, 86: Gillespie, 2006, 127-28; Freedman, 2003, 45-46. For an example of USAF perception of 

American societal casualty (in)tolerance and how it may be leveraged against the United States, see Jeffery R. 

Barnett, “Defeating Insurgents with Technology,” Airpower Journal, 10, no 2 (Summer 1996): 72. 
130 Holland, 1992, 3, 9. 
131 Craven and Cate, 1949, 597; Fadok, 1995, 8; Holland, 1992, 12-13. 
132 Greer, 1955, 17-18. 
133 Mitchell, 1925, 16. 
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the quick resolution of war, reduction or elimination of the ground combat requirement, 

precision, and persistence. 

 

Deterrence 

One of airpower advocates’ first predictions and claims was that airpower would 

constitute an effective deterrent and so prevent conflict from occurring. War from the air would 

be so horrific that sane men could only chose peace.134 Orville Wright himself, after observing 

what airpower could do in WWI, projected, “The aeroplane has made war so terrible that I do not 

believe any country will again care to start a war.”135 

Although bombers failed to prevent WWII, the advent of the atomic bomb renewed the 

idea of bomber as deterrent, as SAC underscored in 1957 with its telling motto, “Peace is Our 

Profession.” The motto, an articulation of the predominant USAF narrative of the Cold War era, 

captured air leaders’ beliefs and hopes that airpower would avert WWIII, saving innumerable 

lives, and even civilization.136 

 

Quick Resolution of War 

Airpower has always promised a unique efficiency in war, delivering success quickly and 

with less overall destruction than a prolonged war.137 Airpower is humane in its decisiveness. 

 
134 Biddle, 2004, 12-13; Corn, 2002, 37, 44; Sherry, 1987, 4-5, 43, 76. 
135 Sherry, 1987, 10. Quote from a private letter dated November 7, 1918.  
136 Sherry, 1987, 353; Freedman, 2003, 60-61, 65, 76-78; Curtis E. LeMay, “The Ingredients of Effective 

Deterrence,” Air Force Magazine, November 1, 1963, www.airforcemag.com; Thornhill, 2012; Vick, 2015, 57-63. 
137 These precepts could be broken up, as efficiency does not always imply an easy or rapid resolution of war. 

Warden, in The Air Campaign, urges patience and perseverance in strategic campaigns. (He also predicted that the 

air campaign in Operation Desert Storm would yield capitulation in around a week.) I pair these claims because the 

discourse so often pairs them in phrases such as, “cheap and easy.” See Holland, 1992, 10, for an ACTS 1934 

textbook example; John F. Shiner, “The Heyday of the GHQ Air Force, 1935-1939,” in Nalty, 1997, 151, for 

consensus among ACTS officers that strategic bombing would deliver victory “quickly and cheaply.” 
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Douhet expected airpower to bring major wars to a close in about two days.138 Mitchell voiced 

conviction that the airpower revolution “will make the contest much sharper, more decisive, and 

more quickly finished. This will result in a diminished loss of life and treasure and will thus be a 

distinct benefit to civilization.”139 Indeed, as noted historian Russell F. Weigley remarks, it was 

Mitchell’s “disgust with the indecisive bloodletting of the armies of the Great War which had 

prompted his speculations about airpower in the first place.”140  

As discussed above, strategic bombing traditionally sought rapid victory through the 

destruction of a few key nodes or “Achilles Heel” targets, quickly bringing the enemy’s war 

effort to a grinding halt. Arnold publicly declared airpower to be “by far the greatest economizer 

in human lives.”141 In the extreme, the bomber could even be considered as an alternative to war, 

because its human effects would be (or have been) so different from those of traditional land and 

sea combat.142 And the claim remains salient for an important external reason: airpower’s 

perceived efficiency has made it attractive to a nation inclined to leverage technology, reduce 

defense expenditures, and avoid casualties. 

In recent years, we see quick resolution of war underscored by reference to the number of 

days a campaign lasted, e.g., Operation Desert Storm was a 39-day air campaign with a 100-hour 

finale; Operation Allied Freedom over Kosovo is almost invariably described by its 78-day 

duration. Official post-conflict reports adopt the practice of measuring air campaigns in days or 

even hours.143 References to the short duration of these air campaigns are meant to point out their 

 
138 Douhet, 1921, 356-58, quote on 358, from his description of a hypothetical future war, written in 1930, included 

in The Command of the Air, 2019.  
139 Mitchell, 1925, xvi, 16, 126-27. 
140 Weigley, 1973, 235. 
141 Quoted in Sherry, 1987, 125. 
142 Sherry, 1987, 21, 100, 115. 
143 For example, see “US Central Command, Assessment and Analysis Division, Operation IRAQI FREEDOM—By 

the Numbers,” April 30, 2003, which covers an air campaign of “a total of 720 hours, inclusive,” 2, 

www.globalsecurity.org. 
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efficiency, and by implication, a low number of resultant casualties. John Warden neatly captures 

how a quick resolution of war is also the most humane: it is like a “bullet through the brain.”144 

 

Reduction or Elimination of the Ground Combat Requirement: “No Troops Needed” 

The third underlying rationale for casualty avoidance is the historical claim that proper 

use of airpower, typically in the initial stages of conflict, will reduce the scale of ground fighting 

ultimately required or preclude it altogether. Ground combat is thought, with good reason, to 

generate the greatest number of casualties in warfare; even the Army considers “close, personal, 

and often brutal combat” among its critical contributions in war.145 And so it follows that any 

reduction in that arena represents a corresponding reduction in probable casualties. 

To a large extent, the claim to preclude or greatly reduce the scale of the ground effort 

parallels the USAF claim and aspiration to decisiveness (see Chapter 11). The logic is simple: if 

airpower is or can be the decisive factor in war (or in the extreme allegation, the only factor) then 

what remains for ground forces to do? An Air Force junior officer quipped in 2009 that a good 

slogan for Air Force doctrine would be “No US ground troops required.” His point finds 

historical precedent—many early statements of airpower doctrine said, essentially, just that. As 

usual, Mitchell provides the exemplar: “An air force can be ready to strike at least two weeks 

before any armies join battle….If an air force is sufficiently well organized, equipped, and 

instructed, these armies probably never will come into contact as the air force will settle the 

matter itself.”146  

 
144 Warden quoted in Fadok, 1995, 36. 
145 David E. Johnson, 2007, 63. 
146 Futrell, 1989, 1:37-38, see also Mitchell’s quote on 1:42. 
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As evidenced by so much blood shed by US soldiers in the conflicts of the Cold War era, 

airpower could not begin to deliver on the promise of “no troops needed” until decades later. As 

with many other aspects of Air Force doctrine and culture, the 1991 Gulf War brought 

fulfillment of the Mitchellian “no troops” ideal. Air Force historian and airpower advocate 

Richard P. Hallion reveled that airpower in the Gulf War sidestepped the slaughter of a classic 

Clausewitzian battle of mass on mass: “Where was there ever a decisive battle? Where was the 

Iraqi Gettysburg?” 

The ultimate in casualty avoidance is the surrender of enemy troops without a fight. Air 

officers recount with satisfaction the thousands of Iraqi troops who surrendered or deserted in 

Operation Desert Storm, and a similar occurrence 12 years later in Operation Iraqi Freedom 

when the majority of Iraqi soldiers simply slipped away from the fight. 

 

Precision 

Precision-guided munitions are a privileged and revered technology in the Air Force 

organizational culture, as discussed in Chapter 5. Here I discuss precision, in a more general 

sense, as a historical aspiration and doctrinal linchpin of strategic bombing to explain the 

underpinnings of casualty aversion which is so foundational to the OI referent of Controller. 

In the late 1930s, the budding Army air forces committed to a doctrinal split from Douhet 

and Mitchell that forever placed casualty avoidance at the center of strategic bombing doctrine, 

however paradoxical it may seem. The airmen at the ACTS, adhering to the industrial web model 

of modern nations, made vital centers the priority targets, not cities or populace, forever 
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orienting doctrine, operations, and identity toward precision.147 The blunt instrument would be 

transformed into an elegant scalpel. 

Although many factors influenced the development and embrace of precision bombing 

doctrine, its purported morality drove and distinguished the theory from its counterparts in other 

countries. Due to the airmen’s own revulsion to casualties stemming from WWI and the shared 

sentiments of the Americans they served, the organization consciously linked precision with 

casualty avoidance at the birth of the doctrine.148 On the eve of US entry into WWII, Major Muir 

S. Fairchild lectured his ACTS audience on both practical and moral justifications for precision 

bombing: “The school believes that this method of attack is more in keeping with our 

humanitarian ideals.”149 

The AAF’s precision bombing experience in WWII demonstrates the strength of the 

Controller OI in the reaction of Air officers when confronted with pressures from Allies and 

operational exigencies that precluded precision attacks. Based on the theories developed at the 

ACTS, the AAF’s initial air campaign plan to defeat Germany focused on vital industry and war 

economy.150 Despite considerable pressure from the British (Arnold remembered it as a 

“constantly nagging effort”) to adopt the RAF’s non-precision night tactics, AAF leaders held 

fast to their proprietary doctrine. Indeed, they were horrified by the RAF’s city bombing 

campaign. The need to remain able to self-identify as moral agents—both internally and 

externally—was ever present.151 

 
147 Greer, 1955, 70. 
148 Craven and Cate, 1949, 597; Gillespie, 2006, 169; Greer, 1955, 70; Sherry, 1987, 53, 57, 62, 75, 100; Holland, 
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150 Craven and Cate, 1949, 599-600; Clodfelter, 1994, 91-94: Sherry, 1987, 98-100.  
151 Arnold, 1949, 216, 225, 309; Holland, 1992, 15-18; Biddle, 2004, 109, 208-209, 214-15, 239-45, 258; Sherry, 

1987, 98-100, 120; Craven and Cate, 1949, 599-606. 
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Through an incremental process of experiential learning, frustrated endeavors, horrifying 

losses, organizational imperatives, increasing pressure to end the war, and the grind of daily 

combat, the AAF reluctantly adopted non-precision tactics, and even then, only through a great 

deal of self-denial, assiduous justification, and mental separation from the actual killing of 

civilians. It was not until 1944, in the midst of unsustainable losses and demoralizing setbacks, 

that the AAF began to adopt tactics resembling those of the Royal Air Force in Europe.152 

The Air officers held fast to their conviction in the airpower theory that they had 

developed. Precision strategic bombing remained the preferred method, even while not the 

primary method, in both Europe and Japan; AAF bomber units often reverted to it when 

possible.153 In light of the AAF’s need to cling to precision, and to convince themselves of it, we 

can understand Hap Arnold’s absurd instruction to use incendiaries on “suitable precise 

industrial objectives,” and the AAF’s public relations’ ludicrous yet oft-repeated phrase, “pin-

point, incendiary bombing.”154 

In the nuclear age, the Air Force again took up the mantel of precision as soon as 

technology could make a plausible claim to precision. Air Force Chief of Staff General Nathan 

F. Twining stated in a landmark speech in February 1954: "We can now aim directly to disarm 

an enemy rather than to destroy him as was so often necessary in wars of the past."155 Even more 

remarkable was an influential article entitled, “No Need to Bomb Cities to Win War,” in which 

Air Force pilot Colonel Richard S. Leghorn attempted to reconcile nuclear war with 

 
152 Biddle, 2004, 223-29, 241-45, 253-70; Sherry, 1987, 157-66, 231-32, 256-62, 266-73, 282-89. 
153 Biddle, 2004, 245, 270; Sherry, 1987, 256-57. 
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humanitarian principals, advocating a counter-force strategy employing tactical nuclear 

weapons.156  

The crucial role of the precision concept in the Air Force’s humanitarian aspirations and 

self-image, even amidst discourse that included terms like “massive retaliation,” illuminates the 

cultural context in which the advent of true PGMs, decades later, took place, and why these 

weapons hold such a privileged and revered position. 

Precision-guided munitions (PGMs) play a special role in casualty aversion in that these 

weapons represent the realization of the Air Force’s long-held aspiration to true precision. The 

link between casualty avoidance and precision technology is straightforward: if aircrew aim a 

PGM at anything, it is extremely likely to hit that object and only that object. Greater accuracy 

allows planners and aircrew to target infrastructure in ways that avoid harming civilians, even 

those nearby. For example, a few PGMs felled a Belgrade communications tower, located in a 

residential area, by destroying two supporting legs, causing the tower to tip and fall away from a 

group of houses.157 With PGMs, fewer bombs are required to destroy a target than was the case 

in the past, reducing overall destruction, and moreover, fewer aircrew must risk exposure to 

combat to destroy any particular target. While errors of intelligence and timing still occur, the 

days of errant bombs are largely a thing of the past, and large volleys over a wide area are rare 

indeed. 

US Army General Wesley K. Clark, overall commander of Operation Allied Force 

(Kosovo) would emphasize, with some irony, the selectivity and restraint of that air campaign, in 

remarking that until NATO forces finally decided to destroy the Belgrade power grid, “this was 

 
156 Richard S. Leghorn, “No Need to Bomb Cities to Win War: A New Counter-Force Strategy for Air Warfare,” US 

News & World Report, January 28, 1955, 78-94. Both Futrell, 1989, 1:435-36 and Freedman, 2003, 108 mention this 
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the only air campaign in history in which lovers strolled down riverbanks in the gathering 

twilight and ate at outdoor cafés and watched the fireworks.”158 

 

Persistence 

This somewhat new element of airpower, enabled almost solely by remotely piloted 

vehicles, adds a fresh dimension to precision targeting and dramatic reduction of unintended 

casualties. Prior to UAVs’ ascendance, airpower’s claim to persistence, that is, continued 

presence in a locale, was typically described in terms of revisit rates.159 UAVs offer true 

persistence, often referred to as “loiter,” in that the aircraft can maintain position around a certain 

location for hours. This extended loiter time allows operators to patiently observe the scene, sort 

combatant from non-combatant, ensure correct target identification, and take a shot at the time of 

the UAV operator’s choosing, that is, when the target is isolated and innocents are less likely to 

be harmed.160  

 

Casualty Avoidance: A Sincerely Held Belief 

One might reasonably ask if the Air Force’s concern for casualties is sincere, or simply a 

response to external requirements to prevent casualties, or even part of a conscious effort of 

image creation and management. While the latter two factors are real concerns, the USAF 

understands itself has holding a sincere conviction to avoid unnecessary casualties. Air officers 

believe they operate under a moral imperative to conduct war as humanely as possible, in the 

context of the congruent moral disposition of their civilian masters and greater society. Even 

 
158 Michael Ignatieff, “The Virtual Commander,” The New Yorker, August 2, 1999, 35. 
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critics note that the USAF has continued to act with restraint, resisting the temptation to take 

greater risks given the extreme accuracy afforded by PGMs.161 Consider also the pre-attack 

routine of dropping warning leaflets, a practice seen in WWII, the Korean War, Operation Desert 

Storm, and the present, even though at times it has been considered an “irksome” task, and 

exposes pilots to additional risk.162 At times, operations designed to avoid casualties have forced 

pilots to accept great risk by routing them through enemy air defenses.163 

Perhaps the unaffected and unguarded words of air officers provide the best window into 

the genuine sentiments of the Air Force. A private letter written by General James Doolittle to 

his wife immediately post-WWII captures the raw emotion engendered by confronting face-to-

face with the results of the war in which he participated, and an honest, direct recognition of the 

suffering caused by bombing. This is the casualty aversion that the Air Force, as an organization, 

sees in itself: 

Took a jeep trip up to the north end of the island Thursday and looked over the military 

government installations. They are handling over 200,000 natives. Many are still coming 

in from the hills and most of these are in pretty bad shape from malnutrition. Quite a few 

are “non-reversible” and even with the best of medical care soon succumb. Horribly 

infected battle casualties are still being brought in. Many of these are children and most 

are the handiwork of bombardment. It’s distressing to realize that only two military 

services are constructive—the medics and the engineers. All the rest of us are destructive. 

I saw a little six year old….with his hand blown off by a bomb fragment and a 

little sock over the stump. He was all alone, an orphan, leaning against a fence post. As I 

met his eye I know that my glance showed guilt as well as pity.164 
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Control Writ Large 

From the beginning, Western society interpreted aviation as a human endeavor to take 

control of nature itself: “Now that Western man had successfully escaped from the earth and 

invaded the heavens—a realm formerly preserved for birds, angels, and God—who could say 

with any certitude where his limitations lay?” Even as the pilot subjected himself to nature’s 

whims, he exalted in the proximity of the surrounding elements, the wind in his face, the 

negation of gravity.165 If he conquered nature, surely he could conquer the world. 

Indeed, many futurists writing in the early days of aviation believed the airplane would 

determine the course of human history.166 The military mind readily saw a direct connection 

between the free use of force from the air, and the rise and fall of nations. And so military 

airpower enthusiasts eagerly repeated the refrain of those who saw the invention of the airplane 

as a pivotal moment in history; emblematic is Billy Mitchell’s declaration in 1927 that, “The 

airplane is now the arbiter of the nation’s destiny,” and more, “the future arbiter of the world’s 

destiny.” By 1935, Mitchell had escalated his rhetoric to proclaim the airplane as the key to 

world dominance.167 

Echoing these sentiments in the heart of the Cold War, Air Force Chief of Staff General 

Thomas D. White continued to remind the defense establishment that, in the course of history, it 

was initially those who controlled the land who had controlled the world; then it was those who 

controlled the seas. Those who controlled the air now controlled the world.168 White conveyed 

the sense of historic inevitability, a kind of manifest destiny, felt throughout the Air Force. It was 

the service’s job to seize its rightful place in steering the future of mankind. 

 
165 Wohl, 1993, 110-11, 114, quote on 110; Corn, 2002, 8, 12. 
166 Corn, 2002, 29-42; Wohl, 1993, 108-110. 
167 Greer, 1955, 61. 
168 Futrell, 1989, 2:215, see also General Thomas White’s quote on 2:212. 
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From this intellectual heritage, a mid-grade Air officer could years later write of 

“Aerospace Omnipotence” matter-of-factly: 

As we enter the twenty-first century, there is basically another element of difficulty added 

to the command-of-the-air equation, something we might call aerospace omnipotence. To 

go from air superiority to air supremacy to aerospace omnipotence—the ability to win the 

entire fight, achieving the desired effects and end states from aerospace—the force has to 

be superior not just in the air, but in the many realms interconnected with aerospace.169 

 

Thus, this editor of the Aerospace Power Journal places “aerospace omnipotence” on the 

doctrinal spectrum of air control, jumping from air supremacy to total control “of the many 

realms interconnected with aerospace,” as though it were a natural continuation. Omnipotence 

may seem a staggering endeavor, but the author sees it as only the latest “element of difficulty.” 

It is a challenge, not a dream. 

The Air Force has, at least since WWII, characterized itself as a “global” force, able to 

apply airpower anywhere on the globe within hours or minutes. However, since WWII, conflicts 

have been (fortunately) localized affairs, encouraging the Air Force to focus on total control of 

the relevant combat geography. The Air Force sees the Area of Operations (AOR), the setting of 

the operational level of war, called the “theater,” as its rightful sphere of influence.170 Nothing 

transpires in the AOR without detection and at least passive consent. The AOR’s airspace is 

especially sacrosanct, the exclusive property of the USAF.171 

Mitchell’s notion that “Air power can neutralize anything…on the surface of the earth or 

water” lives on in Air Force visions of future war.172 Chief of Staff General Ronald R. Fogleman 

waxed rapturous before a congressional committee in 1997, asserting that soon, with airpower, 

 
169 Eric Ash, “Aerospace Omnipotence?” editorial, Aerospace Power Journal 14, no 4 (Winter 2000): 4. 
170 Allard, 1996, notes the Air Force’s “vision of itself as the custodian of ‘theater battle management,’” 293. 
171 For an article that voices anxiety over foreign intrusion into USAF-controlled airspace, see Jules “Jay” Hurst, 

“Small Unmanned Aerial Systems and Tactical Air Control,” Air & Space Power Journal 33, no 1 (Spring 2019): 

19-33. 
172 Greer, 1955, 61. 
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“you will be able to find, fix or track, and target—in near real-time—anything of consequence 

that moves upon or is located on the face of the Earth.”173 More recently, the goal of total 

awareness has acquired a “taken for granted” quality. Writes one aviator regarding a forthcoming 

command and control system, “The benefits of knowing in real-time the positions of all friendly 

and known enemy forces in every domain do not need to be explained, and ABMS [Advanced 

Battle Management System] can allow commanders to progress closer to that goal.”174 

Omniscience begets omnipotence: what can be seen can be known, analyzed, influenced, and 

ultimately, controlled—or wiped from the Earth. 

Overlayed on this mental schema, Air officers, already mentally primed by weather in 

flight praxis, have taught themselves to respect the invisible forces of chaos, and to abandon 

overly-reductionist thinking. Being open to the unpredictability of war tempers and moderates 

the drive to control, but does not discourage it. Instead, it promotes creativity regarding 

mitigation of uncertainty with no expectation that the fog and friction of war can be completely 

irradicated, at least not in the present.  

If the airplane determines the course of mankind’s history, it is only fitting that the Air 

Force take control of its own remembered history. The OI referent of Controller prompts Air 

officers to take control of shared memories and understandings, primal elements of the broader 

organizational culture. A case in point, as we have returned to several times, is the war in 

Southeast Asia. The Air Force’s unique understanding of that conflict is shaped by the OI of 

Controller. To the Air Force, Vietnam is what loss of control “looks like.” The Air Force had to 

take back control of its own narrative, and its own identity as the preeminent service.  

 
173 Thomas K. Adams, The Army After Next: The First Postindustrial Army (Stanford, CA: Stanford University 

Press, 2008), 45. 
174 Rudy Novak, “Table Stakes of the Advanced Battle Management System,” Air & Space Power Journal, 34, no. 3 

(Fall 2020): 82.  
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Aspirations and insistences to control aircraft physically, to control one’s own 

organization wholly, to control its remembered history, to control the development of 

technology, to control employment of air assets, to control the entire medium of the air, and even 

those domains beneath it, to control the mind of the enemy, to control solely the outcomes of 

war, to control the immutable forces of warfare, such as the heretofore intractable reality of 

unintended casualties in war—all of these point to a unique Air Force outlook and identity. 

Unlike most of society, Air officers have never completely abandoned the original view of the 

aircraft as a messianic force,175 ushering in great new futures, new possibilities, and bestowing 

on the Air Force a power to shape world affairs, and ultimately, history. In this way, aircraft 

embody Control writ large. The Air Force holds the stick and throttle. 

  

 
175 See Corn, 2002. 
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Chapter 13 

Survey of USAF Officers: Description and Methodology 

 

Mixed-method research design offers the advantage of increased confidence in findings, 

especially as those findings converge. Used together and in sequence, information from multiple 

types of sources and differing modes of collection generates a more certain portrayal of the 

dynamic and multistranded phenomenon that is the US Air Force organizational identity (OI). 

Evidence from multiple sources serves to cross-check and validate interpretation as well. Here, 

quantitative survey data combined with qualitative analysis of organizational history, artifacts, 

and discourse, presented in Chapters 3 through 12, allows me to triangulate the data, and provide 

a more holistic and nuanced understanding of the USAF OI.1 An anonymous survey has the 

additional strength of yielding unguarded views, directly from members of the organization, 

bringing the research closer to the subject. 

For these reasons, I designed an original survey instrument for the purpose of identifying 

and assessing the salience of proposed USAF OI referents, as well as measuring the strength of 

organizational identification (OID) and two other organizational characteristics. An additional 

goal of the survey was to obtain insight regarding attitudes toward the USAF’s adoption of 

unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), information relevant to the case study (see Chapter 16). 

Conducted in the late summer of 2018, the survey was both voluntary and anonymous. 

The surveyed group consisted of 91 active-duty US Air Force officers. The survey was open to 

 
1 Geoffrey Maruyama and Carey S. Ryan, Research Methods in Social Relations, 8th ed. (Chichester, UK: John 

Wiley & Sons, 2014), 202-203, 497-99, 441-50; Sidney Tarrow, “Bridging the Quantitative-Qualitative Divide in 

Political Science,” American Political Science Review 9, no. 2 (June 1995): 471-74; Todd D. Jick, “Mixing 

Qualitative and Quantitative Methods: Triangulation in Action,” Administrative Science Quarterly 24 no. 4 (1979): 

602-11; Gary Goertz and James Mahoney, A Tale of Two Cultures : Qualitative and Quantitative Research in the 

Social Sciences (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 2012), 88, 96-97. 
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current USAF officers attending or instructing at the Air War College (AWC) and the Air 

Command and Staff College (ACSC), both part of the Air University at Maxwell Air Force Base, 

Alabama. ACSC students generally hold the rank of major, with ten to fourteen years of service. 

These officers are being prepared for command. Air officers at AWC are lieutenant colonels and 

colonels with over fifteen years of service. These officers are being groomed for senior 

leadership. 

The surveyed officers are the elite in their specialties, high-performing individuals who 

have made the Air Force a career. Admittance to in-residence professional military education 

(PME) courses is extremely competitive and only the top officers, those with high promotion 

potential, are selected. (At ACSC, selection to attend “in-residence” is itself widely considered to 

confer promotion.) To illustrate the selectivity, about 480 officers are selected for the in-

residence ACSC program each year, while about 11,000 are enrolled in the non-competitive 

distance learning program at any time. For AWC, in-residence officers number 250, while 

distance learners number 4,500.2 These in-residence students are the current and future leaders 

that define, promulgate, and embody the OI.  

 

Conduct of the Survey 

The survey was conducted in compliance with all Institutional Review of Georgetown 

University directives, and in conjunction with Air University.3 Air University administered the 

 
2 “Air University Fact Sheet,” accessed October 21, 2020, www.af.mil/About-Us/Fact-

Sheets/Display/Article/104493/air-university/. All USAF officers are expected to complete the requisite PME for 

their rank either in-residence or via distance learning to be considered for promotion. The numbers show how few 

enjoy attending PME in person, marking those who do as exceptionally high performers, and to graduate with 

distinction is still another significant discriminator for promotion. In other services, officers are often concerned that 

time spent at PME could actually harm their career; this is emphatically not the case for the Air Force. 
3 In accordance with Air Force Instruction 38-501, “US Air Force Survey Program,” May 12, 2010. Air University 

sponsored this survey for the benefit of the Air Force. 
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survey. All participants provided informed consent in accordance with Institutional Review 

directives before initiating the survey. The survey was to be completed outside of official 

military obligations. Incentives were not offered.4  

The survey was offered early in the fall semester, at the very beginning of the PME 

courses, before any effects of the PME itself could set in. A systematic approach was taken to 

promote participation.5 An eye-catching blue paper recruitment letter invited student officers to 

participate. The letters were placed in locations accessible to students, but were not read aloud to 

classes by instructors.6 This letter explained the benefits of the survey, namely, reward of 

contributing to important research which would greatly benefit the USAF, and appealed to 

potential respondents’ unique expertise as Air Force officers.7 The letter helped to legitimate the 

survey by stating that the research was being conducted under the auspices of Georgetown 

University and Air University.8  

Additionally, a recruitment email was simultaneously sent to all eligible respondents, i.e., 

active duty USAF officers at AWC and ACSC, from a member of each of the respective schools’ 

faculty. The email stated the benefits of participating in the survey, and also that it was voluntary 

and anonymous. Several follow-up emails from faculty and staff reiterated the recruitment 

invitation, and a follow-up blue hard-copy invitation letter encouraged participation several 

weeks later. Contact rate was likely near 100%. 

 

 
4 As per Department of Defense regulations regarding servicemember compensation during the duty day, 

participants could not be compensated beyond their wages for their participation in this study. (In any case, students 

were not given class time to complete the survey.) 
5 Don A. Dillman, Jolene D. Smyth, and Leah Melani Christian, Internet, Phone, Mail, and Mixed-Mode Surveys: 

The Tailored Design Method, 4th ed. (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 2014), 19-23, 43-54. 
6 This was in compliance with Georgetown University IRB directives and Air University guidance. 
7 Dillman, Smyth, and Christian, 2014, 24-28. 
8 Dillman, Smyth, and Christian, 2014, 29, 39. The letter also contained IRB informed consent verbiage, and a 

compressed link (a “Tiny URL”) to the survey in order to facilitate the typing of the link from hard copy. 
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Surveyed Organizational Characteristics and Organizational Identity Referents 

The main goal of the survey was to assess and validate organizational characteristics and 

OI referents derived from Stage 1, and to measure the strength of OID. The characteristics and 

OI referents reflected in the survey items were derived from an exploratory literature review, 

completed prior to the bulk of the research and analysis in Stage 1. The characteristics and OI 

referents were discussed with USAF officers as expert reviewers; all seemed plausible to the 

officers consulted. This review served to affirm the utility of the operational definitions of the 

constructs in question. More extensive qualitative research suggested some adjustments to the 

list of tested OI referents, as well as survey item categorization. 

USAF Organizational Characteristics: 

 Organizational Identification (OID) 

 Institutional-Occupational Continuum 

 Pilot Elitism 

 

USAF OI Referents: 

Technologists 

Futurists 

Innovators 

Aviation Fanatics 

The Excellent/The Elite  

Individualists 

(Insecure) Advocates 

Controllers 

 

Also surveyed: 

Attitudes toward USAF Adoption of UAVs 

 

To the author’s knowledge, no other survey to date has sought to explicate OI, as such, in 

the USAF. However, some questions were derived from previous surveys on closely related 

subjects in order to allow for comparison between surveys. This continuity may also facilitate 

future research concerning the USAF OI or organizational characteristics. These adapted survey 

items are noted in Chapter 14. 
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Survey Instrument Design 

The survey instrument was designed as a self-administered web-based questionnaire 

using the Qualtrics platform.9 The design concept was premised on simplicity, professionalism, 

and interest. A sleek theme of gray and black was selected to be attractive and sophisticated. A 

“Welcome” screen established the legitimacy of the survey by citing its connection with 

Georgetown University and Air University. A statement about the objective of the survey made 

the point that the research would be beneficial for the Air Force.10 This screen also informed the 

respondent that the survey was anonymous, voluntary, would take about 20 minutes, and could 

be abandoned at any time. 

A second paragraph on the “Welcome” screen included orientation text explaining the 

purpose of the survey and clarified how the items are to be approached: 

It’s important to answer the questions with regard to how you see the Air Force yourself, 

not how you believe other people see the Air Force from the outside, or how the Air 

Force desires to be seen by others. How do you answer the question, ‘Who are we?’ in 

the Air Force? Please be as honest as possible, and answer the questions based on your 

own personal opinion.  

 

This instruction made clear the distinction between the concepts of organizational image and 

organizational identity, and encouraged the respondent to answer frankly instead of trying for the 

“right” or expected response. 

Conventional item formats, such as Likert-style response format, promoted ease and 

familiarity of use, and kept the items from becoming a source of distraction in themselves.11 

 
9 The surveyed group was considered a highly computer-literate population for whom this mode would present no 

problem. 
10 Dillman, Smyth, and Christian, 2014, 315-17; Chris Parsons, “Web-Based Surveys: Best Practices Based on the 

Research Literature,” Visitor Studies 10, no 1 (2007): 26. 
11 For ease of use, the survey required no scrolling; groups of items were presented on a single screen. All possible 

responses were visible at once on the screen (with the exception of some demographic items) so as to minimize the 

need for scrolling in boxes or drop-down menus, which is both tiresome and likely to result in missed options. See 

Parsons, 2007, 27. 
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Variation in item format aimed to keep interest up. Transitional text guided the respondent 

between sections, and reinforced theoretical objectives by (re)focusing the respondent on the 

central, enduring and distinctive (CED) aspects of the Air Force organization. On some items, a 

grid format listing succinctly-worded attitude objects down the side with possible responses 

across the top allowed for rapid selection of responses on many items with a minimum number 

of pages. This grouping format made the survey go quickly, as the respondent could easily run 

down the list and rate each item. To encourage completion, a progress bar across the top 

informed respondents of progress through the survey.12  

Survey items were designed to be engaging and clear, using military terms that members 

of the surveyed group themselves would use. Item verbiage aimed to be as neutral and non-

leading as possible. On some items, a “Disagree”/“Strongly disagree” response indicated positive 

evidence of the proposed characteristic or referent; this served to reduce acquiescence response 

bias.13 The first question screened for the targeted population by asking if the respondent was a 

current USAF officer; a “no” response ended the survey. This was the only sequencing in the 

survey. If a respondent skipped an item, a reminder text would appear, but no answers (except 

the first screening answer) were forced.14 The most difficult and potentially controversial items 

were weighted toward the end. In order to acknowledge the respondents’ personal expertise and 

to gain additional insight, one open-ended item completed the survey: “Do you have any 

additional comments for the researchers?” 

Demographic questions were limited to four in order to shorten the overall length of the 

survey and minimize tedium. Many “standard” demographic questions would not have generated 

 
12 Parsons, 2007, 29. 
13 Maruyama and Ryan, 2014, 184. 
14 Dillman, Smyth, and Christian, 2014, 320-21; Parsons, 2007, 26. 
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useful data or significantly contributed toward survey objectives. Limiting demographic 

questions also avoided creating an impression that a respondent could be traced and identified 

through their demographic factors.15 The four demographics solicited (rank, commissioning 

source, sex, Air Force Specialty Code) were chosen with care and restraint.16 

Expert review and discussion of the survey with USAF officers served to evaluate 

validity and reliability. A copy of the survey as a Word document was sent by email to several 

Air Force officers, friends of the researcher, with a request to review it and offer feedback.17 

Four active-duty and one retired Air Force officers assisted in this informal pretest. Subsequent 

discussion was conducted through email, telephone, or in person. The extremely useful feedback 

from these officers helped refine survey aspects such as nuance in wording and lingo. Review of 

the survey by individuals close in profile to the surveyed group also increased confidence that 

the respondents would interpret the survey items as intended. Those items for which an 

unintentional meaning or implication might be perceived were re-worded or eliminated. The 

officers also each estimated how much time they thought it would take to complete the survey, 

and as a result, several items were dropped. The remaining items were thought to best measure 

the salience of posited characteristics and OI referents. The survey was then built on Qualtrics 

and tested on the platform, checking for technical glitches and visual coherence.18  

 
15 Dillman, Smyth, and Christian, 2014, 32, 36. 
16 Rank indicates approximate years of service, as well as power and influence within the organization. All 

respondents are assumed to be careerists due to rank and selection to ACSC or AWC. The tracking of rank allows 

for detection of cohort (societal or institutional) effects. Commissioning source bears on the level of 

institutionalization effort and process experienced by an individual, see Thomas M. McCloy and William H. Clover, 

“Value Formation at the Air Force Academy,” in Moskos and Wood, 1988, 129-49. Sex is thought to determine how 

an individual experiences life in the military to a large degree; see Patricia Shields, “Sex Roles in the Military,” in 

Moskos and Wood, 99-113. (While not germane to this study, this basic demographic could be helpful to future 

projects.) Air Force Specialty Code (AFSC), equating roughly to “specialty” or “community,” pertains to the 

prevalence of sub-organizations and subgroups, especially when seeking to isolate the attitudes of and about the 

preeminent subgroup, pilots. 
17 Any survey responses informally given were neither retained nor included in the analysis. 
18 The URL for the review copy of the survey differed from the URL of the final survey, ensuring that reviewers’ 

data was not mixed in with respondents’ data. 
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Respondents’ Demographics 

A total of 91 officers completed the survey for a response rate of 12%. About 60% of the 

respondents held the rank of major, and 40% held the rank of colonel or lieutenant colonel (see 

table 13.1). This split reflects the student body sizes of ACSC and AWC, about 480 and 250 Air 

Force officers, respectively.19 

Although the surveyed group is not construed as a representative sample of any broader 

population, this group was remarkably representative of the overall Air Force officer corps in 

some respects. Respondents commissioned through the Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC) 

counted for just over half of the group, and those commissioned through the US Air Force 

Academy (USAFA) and Officer Candidate School (OCS) comprised about 28% and 13%, 

respectively. This distribution roughly parallels that of the entire officer corps (see table 13.2).20 

The percentage of female respondents was 20%, about equal to the overall representation of 

females in the officer corps (see table 13.3).21 As table 13.4 shows, many communities, including 

some relatively small communities, were represented by at least one or two respondents. Pilots 

may have been slightly overrepresented at about 30%; pilots make up around 19% of the officer 

corps at the grade of lieutenant colonel and below. This percentage may be higher when the rank 

of colonel is included.22 

 

 

 

 

 
19 “Air University Fact Sheet.” 
20 Air Force Personnel Center, “Military Demographics,” October 31, 2020, accessed April 26, 2021, 

www.afpc.af.mil. 
21 “Military Demographics,” 2020. 
22 “Military Demographics,” 2020. Pilot representation as a percentage of the overall officer corps is not available.  

http://www.afpc.af.mil/


 

345 
 

Table 13.1. Response by rank 

Rank % of respondents Count  

O-6/Colonel 6.6% 6 

O-5/Lt. Col. 34.1% 31 

O-4/Major 59.3% 54 

Total 100.0% 91 

 

 

Table 13.2. Response by commissioning source 

Commissioning 

Source 

% in USAF 

officer corps23 
% of 

respondents 

Count 

(respondents) 

USAFA 22.2% 27.5% 25 

ROTC 40.8% 53.9% 49 

OCS/OTS 20.5% 13.2% 12 

Other24 16.5% 5.5% 5 

Total 100.0% 100.0% 91 

 

 

Table 13.3. Response by sex 

Sex 
% in USAF 

officer corps25 
% of 

respondents 

Count 

(respondents) 

Male 77.6% 80.2% 73 

Female 22.4% 19.8% 18 

Total 100.0% 100.0% 91 

 

 
23 “Military Demographics,” 2020. 
24 The “other” category includes direct appointment, other service academies, etc. 
25 “Military Demographics,” 2020. 
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Table 13.4: Response by Air Force Specialty Code (AFSC) 

Air Force Specialty Code % Count 

11xx: Pilot 29.7% 27 

11xx or 18xx: RPA Pilot 2.2% 2 

12xx: Navigator/CSO/WSO 5.5% 5 

13xx: Space, Missile, C2 14.3% 13 

14xx: Intelligence 9.9% 9 

17xx: Cyber/Network Ops 5.5% 5 

21xx: Maintenance and Logistics 8.8% 8 

31xx: Security Forces 1.1% 1 

32xx: Civil Engineer 1.1% 1 

35xx: Band/Public Affairs 4.4% 4 

38xx: Force Support 1.1% 1 

41xx through 48xx: Medical and 

Dental 
1.1% 1 

52xx: Chaplain 1.1% 1 

61xx: Scientific Research and 

Development 
3.3% 3 

62xx: Developmental Engineer 3.3% 3 

63xx: Acquisitions 1.1% 1 

64xx: Contracting 2.2% 2 

65xx: Finance 2.2% 2 

Other 2.2% 2 

Total 100.0% 91 
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Possible Self-Selection/Non-Response Bias26 

This section addresses the low response rate of about 12%. A population of officers from 

across ranks and specialties, especially pulled together in a schoolhouse environment, makes for 

a handy survey population. Thus, student officers find themselves bombarded with surveys from 

many sources. The officers suffer from a kind of “survey fatigue.” As a result of this and other 

factors, many officers simply do not care to take surveys, and some, as a personal policy, do not 

participate unless the survey is mandatory. Additionally, officers at PME face considerable time 

constraints to complete coursework and other military obligations. 

Consequently, those who feel strongly about expressing their opinions regarding the 

USAF and its identity may be overrepresented in this survey. These respondents are the few 

officers, who despite a busy schedule, made time for survey participation. Thus, self-selection 

bias is likely toward respondents with strong opinions, those who have “something to say,” either 

positive or negative, about the Air Force as an organization, as well as a desire to share those 

opinions. The survey could miss those who, in balancing professional and personal demands on 

their time, feel less compelled to express themselves through a survey. 

As the organizational elite and primary carriers and creators of the OI, pilots likely 

perceive themselves as the key stakeholders and experts in any examination of its content. A 

survey on that topic might compel their participation to ensure the OI is “correctly” 

communicated and understood. This could explain their relatively high representation in the 

survey group of about 30%. 

 

 
26 Dillman, Smyth, and Christian, 2014, 5-6. 
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Chapter 14 

Survey of USAF Officers: Analysis of Survey Results 

    

This chapter will discuss the results of the web-based survey given to Air Force officers 

in the fall of 2018, as described in the previous chapter. To begin, relevant details of the survey 

instrument are presented (the entire survey is found in Appendix B). For analysis, the survey 

items are grouped by survey objective: organizational characteristics including organizational 

identification (OID), organizational identity (OI) referents, and attitudes toward the Air Force’s 

UAV adoption (the latter being pertinent to the case study in this project; see Chapter 16). 

 

Survey Instrument 

The survey included 63 survey items. Many survey items relate to more than one 

objective under examination, and differing numbers of survey items supported each objective. 

This design aspect ensured the most investigative leverage per survey item and allowed for 

multiple survey items per objective, increasing confidence in validity while at the same time 

keeping the survey manageably short. Using survey items for multiple elements also makes 

theoretical sense due to the conceptual overlap in many investigated elements. For items with a 

Likert-type response format, possible response options were treated as interval-level 

measurement scales.1  

 
1 Spencer E. Harpe, “How to Analyze Likert and Other Rating Scale Data,” Currents in Pharmacy Teaching and 

Learning 7 (2015): 842; James Carifio and Rocco J. Perla, “Ten Common Misunderstandings, Misconceptions, 

Persistent Myths, and Urban Legends about Likert Scales and Likert Response Formats and their Antidotes,” 

Journal of Social Sciences 3, no 3 (2007): 109-11, 114. 
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In this analysis, survey items are listed by both the sequential number as seen by survey 

takers, and a “Q” number assigned by Qualtrics to track survey items.  

As mentioned, most survey items seek to capture information on more than one objective. 

In these cases, the graphic depiction of responses will be included at the first mention of the 

survey item, and thereafter will be referenced by the table or figure number as appropriate. The 

bar graphs’ horizontal scale represents the count for each possible response.  

Items with a decimal in the “Q” number were presented in a grid format as attitude 

objects listed on the left and Likert-type response choices across the top. These items are distinct 

in that they are not full sentences. The grid was prefaced by these instructions:  

Using your own judgment, evaluate each of the items below in terms of their relevance 

and importance to the USAF as an organization. Consider if each is a central and 

enduring aspect of the Air Force, and if it helps make the Air Force distinct from other 

military services and other organizations.  

 

The response options were:  

1= Least or not very important 

2= Slightly important 

3= Important 

4= Very important 

5= Most or extremely important 

 

In the next section of the survey instrument, survey items were written as full sentence attitude 

statements, and prefaced with these instructions: 

 

Rate how much you agree with the following statements. Answer in the way you truly 

feel, not what you think the “correct” or anticipated response should be. If unsure, follow 

your emotions and instincts, or initial reaction to the statement. 

 

The response options were: 

1=Strongly disagree 

2=Disagree 

3=Neither agree nor disagree 

4=Agree 

5=Strongly agree 
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Finally, two survey items referenced this diagram, with the instructions displayed below: 

 

 
 

61/Q63. This question is intended to assess your relationship with the US Air Force. In 

each rectangle, there are two circles. One represents you, and the other the US Air Force. 

The circles are overlapping by different amounts. In the first rectangle (1) the circles are 

completely separate and represent a situation in which you do not identify at all with the 

US Air Force. In the last rectangle (7), the circles completely overlap and represent a 

situation in which you totally identify with the US Air Force. Choose from the seven 

rectangles the one that best represents the extent to which you identify with the US Air 

Force.2 

 

62/Q64. Again referencing the diagram, choose out of the seven rectangles the one that 

best represents the extent to which you identify with your specialty within the US Air 

Force. 

 

 
2 The diagram and text for survey item 61/Q63 (slightly modified) are taken from Boas Shamir and Ronit Kark, “A 

Single-Item Graphic Scale for the Measurement of Organizational Identification,” Journal of Occupational and 

Organizational Psychology 77 (2004): 115-23. The authors sought to measure the degree of organizational 

identification (OID) using an unusual survey item that would break the monotony of Likert-type items and generate 

thoughtful responses. The circles graphically represent cognitive distance/overlap regarding identity. As the authors 

explain, “The stronger a member’s OID, the smaller the cognitive space (or higher the overlap) between the 

perception of self and the perception of the organization or organizational unit to which he/she belongs,”116. The 

comparative aspect of items 61/Q63 and 62/Q64, i.e., using the graphic scale for two survey items to allow 

comparison between identification with the overarching organization and its subgroups, is original. 
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The survey concluded with an open-ended response option (63/Q65), “Do you have any 

additional comments for the researchers?” Respondents offered well-considered comments, 

sometimes seeking to clarify or qualify their previous responses, or expand on a topic inferred by 

the survey instrument. Some comments consisted of a critique of the survey itself or mentioned 

detected themes. The quality of the comments suggested that respondents took the survey 

seriously and gave thoughtful responses. The comment content also showed awareness of current 

debates and self-reflective discourse regarding USAF organizational culture and identity. Some 

of the most relevant comments are included here in the discussion of results. 

For the analysis below, in order to avoid confusion, I have reverse coded items sparingly, 

usually when necessary to combine survey item means into a block for analysis. Other times, I 

have put reverse-coded items in a separate block to simplify the analysis. In places where 

agreement indicates a negative response toward the subject in question, I have made note of that 

in the text.  

 

USAF Organizational Characteristics 

 

I/O: Institutional—Occupational Continuum 

Chapter 3 discussed the Institutional—Occupational continuum as it applies to the US Air 

Force. The location of the USAF on this continuum is a characteristic of the USAF that provides 

greater context to and informs its organizational culture and identity. Findings of the qualitative 

examination in Chapter 3 suggest an Air Force that is largely institutional in its orientation, 

although perhaps less so in some ways than the other US services. In contrast with how the 

concepts are typically theorized, I find that the Air Force appears to retain its institutional 
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orientation while existing as a highly fractionated organization. Internal-intrinsic motivations 

operate within the context of sub-organizations and subgroups, alongside sub-

organization/subgroup loyalty and identity. The location of any subgroup on the I/O continuum 

likely varies among subgroups.  

The survey items seeking to locate the USAF on the I/O continuum are listed below. 

Several items also explore fractionation or perception of fractionation in the organization. While 

I maintain fractionation does not imply occupationalism, many scholars see these two concepts 

as going hand-in-hand. In contrast, I do not present fractionation as evidence of occupationalism, 

but posit fractionation as a characteristic of the organization, epitomized by the pilot elite, 

discussed in Chapter 4 and below. 

 

Survey Items  

9/Q11.4. Tradition and history 

10/Q11.5. Efficiency, such as staying within budgets and maximizing resources 

29/Q31. Our ability to work as a cohesive team is what really makes the USAF a lethal and 

effective force. 

37/Q39. I wish that Air Force officers would think more about serving their country, and less 

about advancing their careers. 

38/Q40. One of the main reasons I became an Air Force officer was to do a job I would love. 

42/Q44. In the Air Force, being a pilot generally garners a lot of prestige. 

44/Q46. Support missions are important, but when the fighting starts, armed platforms 

(delivering kinetic effects) will be the ones that determine the outcome. 

47/Q49. If I suddenly became rich (due to winning the lottery, for example) I would continue my 

military career.3 

48/Q50. In today’s highly-technical military, we really don’t need so much military ritual and 

tradition as in the past.4 

 
3 This survey item is adapted from a proposed survey item in Moskos and Wood, 295. 
4 This survey item is adapted from a proposed survey item in Moskos and Wood, 296. 
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49/Q51. It may sound corny, but one of the main reasons I serve in the USAF is because I really 

want to make the world a better, safer place. 

52/Q54. When I hear someone insult the Air Force, it feels like a personal insult.5 

53/Q55. I would like to have some reference to my service in the Air Force on my tombstone (or 

other interment marker). 

54/Q56. Serving alongside Army or Marine combat troops as a specialist is a growing source of 

pride for Air Force members. 

59/Q61. Air Force members and/or units with vital skills (in areas such as medical evacuation, 

ISR, cyber, mobility, detainee ops) can be critical enablers for Army or Marine ground units. 

61/Q63 and 62/Q64. [See diagram and text above.]  

 

Analysis 

Survey items for this characteristic attempted to capture attitudes on two aspects, 

institutional-intrinsic motivation, and fractionation. Two survey items, 9/Q11.4 and 48/Q50, 

sought attitudes regarding institutional history, tradition, and ritual. The responses between the 

two survey items were surprisingly disparate, suggesting some ambivalence. Attitude object 

9/Q11.4, “Tradition and history,” had the lowest mean of all 22 items in the grid, 2.62, and was 

one of only three items in the grid with a mean of less than 3 (“Important”). For comparison, the 

grid items’ average mean was 3.75. Responses for the grid items as a whole tended toward 

greater importance, i.e., response 4 (“Very important”) and 5 (“Most or extremely important”) 

were selected more than 1 (“Least or not very important”) and 2 (“Slightly important”) for 

almost all attitude objects. Survey item 9/Q11.4 clearly bucked this trend with 40% of 

respondents choosing 1 or 2. 

Yet item 48/Q50, for which agreement would indicate a dismissive attitude toward 

tradition and ritual, also had a low mean of 2.32, with 68% of respondents selecting “Strongly 

 
5 This survey item is adapted from a similar survey item in Mael and Ashforth, 1992, 122. 
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disagree” (5) or “Disagree” (4).6 Of the two items, 9/Q11.4 may be the more revealing in that 

“Tradition and history” was listed in the context of many attitude objects, all ostensibly 

important to the USAF to some degree. The respondents as a group thought other things were 

more important. Respondents may have been thinking in terms of what is central, enduring, and 

distinct (CED) compared to other organizations, i.e., tradition and history are more CED in the 

other US services. We will return to this topic below under the Organizational Identification 

heading. 

 

Table 14.1. Survey Item 9/Q11.4: Tradition and history in the USAF 

 

Least or 

not very 

important 

Slightly 

important 
Important 

Very 

important 

Most or 

extremely 

important 

Tradition 

and history 
14.29% 26.37% 46.15% 9.89% 3.30% 

 

 

 

Figure 14.1. Survey item 48/Q50: “In today’s highly-technical military, we really don’t 

need so much military ritual and tradition as in the past.”7 

 

 
6 This survey item was adapted from a proposed survey item by Moskos and Wood, 296, and was also used by 

James M. Smith, 1998, 61. Smith found much lower means, under 2.0 across ranks, indicating less agreement with 

the statement and thus greater institutional orientation. 
7 All bar graphs in this chapter are created in Qualtrics. 
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Similar to item 9/Q11.4, survey item 10/Q11.5 did not fare well when placed in a context 

with other attitude objects in the grid format, with one of the lower means of 3.13. This item 

intends to assess the degree of the prevalence of “bureaucratic rationalism” as predicted by 

Stanley-Mitchell and Faris.8 The respondents recognized bureaucratic efficiency as important, 

but perhaps not CED. (Very likely, the general attitude towards administrative tasks is at odds 

with a prevailing practice of prioritizing efficiency.) 

 

Table 14.2. Survey item 10/Q11.5: Efficiency in the USAF 

 

Least or 

not very 

important 

Slightly 

important 
Important 

Very 

important 

Most or 

extremely 

important 

Efficiency, such as 

staying within 

budgets and 

maximizing 

resources 

4.40% 20.88% 41.76% 23.08% 9.89% 

 

 

Survey items 37/Q39, 38/Q40, 47/Q49, 49/Q51, 52/Q54 and 53/Q55 as a block seek to 

assess the respondents’ emotional attachment to the organization, as well inculcation of 

institutional ideals and the transcendent quality of service and self-sacrifice. Agreement indicates 

an institutional orientation, with the exceptions of 37/Q39 and 38/Q40, for which agreement (as 

the survey item was intended) indicates an occupational orientation. These two items will be 

analyzed as a separate block. 

As a group, the responses lean towards institutionalism. 47/Q49 showed a split among 

respondents, yet 67% agreed or strongly agreed, suggesting motives for service other than 

financial compensation. Item 49/Q51, worded to capture the transcendent and idealist aspects of 

service, received an overwhelming positive response, with 79% selecting “Agree” or “Strongly 

 
8 Stanley-Mitchell in Williams, 2004, 93-118; Faris in Moskos and Wood, 1988, 57-73. 
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agree.” In fact, 31% of respondents strongly agreed that sentiments some might find “corny” 

motivated them to serve. Item 52/Q54 elicited a less resolute response, reflected in a mean of 

3.23; perhaps the statement did not resonate with some since 21% of respondents selected 

“Neither agree nor disagree.” Still, “Agree” was the most common response at 45%. 

Survey item 53/Q55 was inspired by the observation that so many veterans or their 

families choose to commemorate military service on the veteran’s interment marker. This 

tradition is especially striking in that it leaves a permanent expression of OI, and on a marker that 

is limited to only the most fundamental identities of the deceased. A gravestone is, in fact, a very 

brief summary of a person’s life, with the words carefully chosen to express how that person 

should be remembered. The widespread commemoration of military service on interment 

markers seems to be quite unique among the professions. For item 53/Q55, about as many 

respondents selected “Disagree”/“Strongly disagree” as did “Agree”/“Strongly agree” with 

“Agree” being the most common answer (30%). A full quarter were non-committal, suggesting 

this item may have caught some people by surprise or seemed odd. This item might prove an 

exceptionally effective focus group or interview question in the future.  

The United States Air Force Academy (USAFA) is thought to act as a strong mechanism 

for the inculcation of institutional values.9 Additionally, young people who chose to go to the 

USAFA, sacrificing many of the freedoms and enjoyments of civilian college life, are thought to 

be more predisposed to institutional inculcation through this self-selection process.10 

 

 

 

 

 

 
9 McCloy and Clover in Moskos and Wood, 1988, 135-40. 
10 McCoy and Clover in Moskos and Wood, 1988, 131-34. 
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Table 14.3. Institutional orientation by commissioning source (means) 

  Overall USAFA ROTC OCS Other 

47/Q49 3.51 3.80 3.39 3.25 3.80 

49/Q51 4.02 4.00 4.00 3.92 4.60 

52/Q54 3.23 3.44 3.14 3.09 3.40 

53/Q55 3.01 2.80 3.04 2.91 4.00 

Block 3.44 3.51 3.39 3.29 3.95 

 

 

Responses for the institutional orientation survey item block were broken out by 

commissioning source, as shown in table 14.3. The results of the averaged mean for the block do 

support a slightly more institutional orientation for USAFA graduates in this survey group, 

showing the highest mean among commissioning sources (the “other” category contained only 

five people). 

Survey items 37/Q39 and 39/Q40 were written so that agreement would point toward an 

occupational orientation, but the responses may have indicated the opposite for this group. For 

37/Q39, respondents showed strong concern over observed careerism at the expense of mission 

with “Strongly agree” being the most commonly selected response at 43%. This item produced 

one of the highest means in the survey at 4.14. The officers perceive careerism around them, but 

“wish” things were different. This anxiety reflects institutional values in that careerism is seen as 

the “wrong” focus, malign to the organization. Agreement with the statement implies placing 

oneself in the category of those who do the “right” thing in focusing on national security instead 

of career advancement. (With such overall strong agreement, where are these supposed 

careerists?) Responses to 38/Q40 were also overwhelmingly positive, with 81% of respondents 

selecting “Agree” or “Strongly Agree.” As the statement was written, such agreement was 

intended to capture the appeal of a certain “job” as a motivation to join the military, but 

respondents may have taken the term “job” without the vocational implications and instead 
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inferred the statement was pointing to the “love” of one’s service within the institution in 

general. Still, the survey item results show positive attitudes toward work within the USAF in 

any case, whereas in other organizations, members may join despite accepting a specific job they 

know they will not love, perhaps only tolerate. 

 

Table 14.4. Occupational orientation by commissioning source (means) 

  Overall USAFA ROTC OCS Other 

37/Q39 4.14 4.12 4.10 4.33 4.20 

38/Q40 4.08 3.94 4.42 4.20 4.05 

Block  4.11 4.03 4.26 4.27 4.13 

 

 

Survey items 29/Q31, 42/Q44, 44/Q46, 54/Q56 and 59/Q61 all seek to assess the degree 

of fractionation (or perceived fractionation) in the USAF. As a group, the responses tended 

slightly toward fractionation. Item 29/Q31 seems encouraging, with 77% agreeing or strongly 

agreeing that teamwork is the key to USAF lethality and efficacy, but it “cost” the respondents 

nothing to answer in the “expected” way; results might have been different if the survey item 

forced a choice between teamwork and something else, such as technological innovation. In any 

case, it appears that the group has been inculcated in the ideal of institutional cohesion, likely 

through institutionalization efforts. Broader societal norms also promote teamwork as an 

objective good. Item 42/Q44 points to the main division in the USAF, and unsurprisingly, a full 

82% agreed or strongly agreed that pilots enjoy prestige (although, again this was a “low-cost” 

survey item, requiring no ranking or choices). Item 44/Q46 requires more of a choice, this time 

between combat functions and support functions, and the results are correspondingly more 

ambivalent. Almost a quarter of respondents chose to neither agree nor disagree, and the rest 

split almost evenly on either side. 
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Table 14.5 summarizes these results, with greater means denoting greater fractionation. 

Survey item 29/Q31 was reverse coded (i.e., “Strongly disagree” was scored a 5 and “Strongly 

agree” was scored a 1). 

 

 

Table 14.5. Attitudes regarding organizational fractionation in the USAF (means) 

  Overall USAFA ROTC OCS Other 

29/Q31 1.96 2.04 2.02 1.58 1.80 

42/Q44 4.08 4.00 4.00 4.33 4.60 

44/Q46 2.95 2.76 3.02 2.83 3.40 

Block 2.99 2.93 3.01 2.92 3.27 

 

 

Three items, 54/Q56, 59/Q61, and 26/Q8.10 seek to determine attitudes toward non-core 

USAF missions and the recent emphasis on these missions, a more subtle way of investigating 

fractionation. Higher means for these items indicate greater fractionation. On 54/Q56, about two-

thirds were inclined to agree, but the remaining third was unsure. A related item, 59/Q61, which 

only asks if Air Force specialists “can be” critical enablers, showed almost total agreement, with 

one of the highest means of the survey at 4.56. Item 26/Q8.10 places non-core missions among 

other attitude items, and does not fare well, with one of the lowest means in the grid. Results 

showed only slight variation between commissioning source, with no clear trend.  

 

Table 14.6. Non-core USAF missions by commissioning source (means) 

 Overall USAFA ROTC OCS Other 

54/Q56 3.73 3.72 3.65 3.82 4.40 

59/Q61 4.56 4.52 4.59 4.36 4.80 

26/Q8.10 2.95 2.76 2.86 3.50 3.40 

Block 3.75 3.67 3.70 3.89 4.20 
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The last two survey items pertaining to the I/O continuum proved especially revealing. 

Recall that item 61/Q63 asked respondents to characterize their relationship with the USAF as a 

whole, and 62/Q64 asked respondents to characterize their relationship with their own specialty, 

both referring to a series of overlapping circles. Responses ranged from values 1 (no overlap, “do 

not identify at all with”) to 7 (complete overlap, “totally identify with”). Note that the 

respondents were free to go back in the survey and adjust responses. Item 61/Q63 yielded a mean 

of 4.45, with two-thirds of the respondents choosing 4 or 5. Thus, respondents averaged more 

than a half-way overlap for identification with the USAF. Overall, the survey group professed 

remarkably stronger identification with specialties than with the institution as a whole. Item 

62/Q64 yielded a mean of 4.72. Responses were more evenly spread through the options, and a 

few respondents did opt for a lower number on the second question. But as a whole, the selected 

degree of overlap increased dramatically between the first and second items, with about 75% of 

the respondents choosing 4, 5, 6 or 7 on the second item. Perhaps most striking is the number of 

6s (25%) and 7s (14%) which represent near and total identification with the respondent’s 

specialty, respectively. 
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Figure 14.2. Survey item 61/Q63: Extent of identification (overlap) with the USAF. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 14.3. Survey item 62/Q64: Extent of identification (overlap) with respondent’s 

specialty. 
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Table 14.7. Extent of identification (overlap) with the USAF and respondent’s specialty by 

commissioning source (means) 

  Overall USAFA ROTC OCS Other 

61/Q63 4.45 4.46 4.44 4.55 4.40 

62/Q64 4.72 4.75 4.69 5.00 4.20 

  

 

 

The survey results showed an increase in overlap from 61/Q63 to 61/Q64 for all 

commissioning sources, except for the “other” category which only represented five people. The 

biggest jump was amongst OCS graduates, with USAFA and ROTC graduates aligning closely. 

Fractionation was a major theme in the responses given to the sole open-ended question 

63/Q65, “Do you have any additional comments for the researchers?” One lieutenant colonel 

identifying as a maintenance/logistics officer clearly perceived fractionation to the detriment of 

the mission: “Overall, the Air Force views its officers/career fields in a caste system and that 

inhibits teamwork….The Air Force is tribal and that hinders our performance.” Similarly, a pilot 

with the rank of major commented, “Even within those specialties [listed on the survey 

instrument] there is further delineation when it comes to platform or MAJCOM [major 

command] association. I think this results in intra-service rivalries that sometimes reduce our 

ability to innovate, acquire, and field new capabilities in an efficient manner.” A colonel in the 

medical field called attention the combat/support divide: “Negative and dismissive comments 

about Airmen in supporting roles have a negative impact on the Airman trying to make the 

mission happen.” No comments suggested that fractionation could yield benefits or might be 

desirable in some way. 
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Conclusion 

Survey results paint a picture of a highly fractionated service with a strong institutional 

orientation. Conflicting responses to items concerning history, tradition, and ritual hint at the 

organization’s complicated relationship to these foundational institutional elements; yet, few 

agreed that military tradition and ritual should be done away with. Respondents recognized the 

import of efficiency but without the enthusiasm that would indicate a dominant rational 

bureaucratization. With a few exceptions, statements pointing toward institutionalization 

received positive responses. Respondents as a group professed fairly strong identification with 

the Air Force. Air Force Academy graduates showed a slightly greater institutional orientation 

than their peers. Respondents seem to be concerned about careerism in the service, but such 

anxiety could be interpreted as institutional in itself. Respondents seem inculcated in the import 

of teamwork, and supportive of those who serve in non-core missions, but they do not see those 

missions as CED for the organization. Respondents as a whole believed that pilots enjoy great 

prestige, evidencing pilot elitism, which constitutes the major division in the Air Force. Open-

ended comments pointed up observed fractionation, using terms such as “caste” and “tribal” to 

describe the organizational structure, as well as describing further delineation of subgroups into 

sub-subgroups. 

 

Organizational Identification (OID) 

Organizational Identification (OID) shares much conceptually with the “institutional” 

side of the I/O continuum, such as the attribution of motives to institutional values, and the 

promotion of pro-organizational, self-sacrificial behavior. However, OID, typically measured by 

its strength, is theoretically distinct, and is presented here as a separate characteristic. While the 
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I/O continuum primarily seeks to type organizations by members’ motives, organizational 

identification describes the cognitive connection between a particular member and the OI. OID is 

the process by or degree to which a member takes on the OI, defining oneself in terms of the 

organization.11 Identification appears to have both cognitive and emotional aspects.12 OID and 

OI are closely related; OI can be thought of as the basis for OID.13 A strong OID across 

membership suggests a strong OI, with core aspects solidly recognized as central, enduring and 

distinct—the “substance” toward which OID is oriented.14 OID is the more delimited concept, its 

conciseness reflected by the fewer survey items used to assess it. 

 

Survey Items 

9/Q11.4. Tradition and history  

47/Q49. If I suddenly became rich (due to winning the lottery, for example) I would continue my 

military career.  

48/Q50. In today’s highly-technical military, we really don’t need so much military ritual and 

tradition as in the past. 

49/Q51. It may sound corny, but one of the main reasons I serve in the USAF is because I really 

want to make the world a better, safer place. 

52/Q54. When I hear someone insult the Air Force, it feels like a personal insult. 

53/Q55. I would like to have some reference to my service in the Air Force on my tombstone (or 

other interment marker). 

61/Q63 and 62/Q64. [See diagram and text above.]  

 

 

 

 
11 Pratt; 2000; Dutton, Dukerich, and Harquail, 1994, 239-43. 
12 Dutton, Dukerich, and Harquail, 1994, 239-40; Mael and Ashforth, 1992, 103-105; Pratt, 2000, 484-85. 
13 Hatch and Schultz in Shultz, Hatch, and Larsen, 2000, 16. 
14 Ashforth and Mael, 1989; Mael and Ashforth 1992; Dutton, Dukarich and Harquail, 1994, 246; Kreiner and 

Ashforth, 2004, 8, 20-21; Cole and Bruch, 2006, 585-606. 
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Analysis 

Sociological researchers designed the graphic diagram used for survey items 61/Q63 and 

62/Q64 expressly for measuring OID, that is the degree of “oneness” or belonging a member 

perceives with an organization.15 Recall that item 61/Q63 asked for strength of identification 

with the USAF as a whole, and 62/Q64 asked for strength of identification with the respondent’s 

specialty, both referring to a series of overlapping circles. Possible responses ranged from values 

1 (no overlap, no OID) to 7 (complete overlap, total OID). Note that the respondents were free to 

go back in the survey and adjust responses. Item 61/Q63 yielded a mean of 4.45, with two-thirds 

of the respondents choosing 4 or 5. Thus, respondents averaged more than a half-way overlap for 

identification with the USAF. Overall, the survey group professed remarkably stronger 

identification with specialties than with the institution as a whole. Item 62/Q64 yielded a mean of 

4.72, with about 75% of the respondents choosing 4, 5, 6 or 7 on the second question. Perhaps 

most striking is the number of 6s (25%) and 7s (14%), which represent near total and total 

identification with the respondent’s specialty, respectively. (See figures 14.2, 14.3, and table 

14.7 above.) 

Survey items 9/Q11.4 and 48/Q50 seek to assess respondents’ attitudes toward history, 

tradition, and military ritual. In the context of OID, the survey items underscore the emotional 

connection, or lack thereof, of members to institutional memory. Military ritual consists of 

physical practices that set the organization apart from civilian organizations. Members with 

strong OID seek to become part of the organization’s history, and may even be drawn to its 

tradition and ritual as part of the self-selection and recruitment process.16 

 
15 Shamir and Kark, 2004, 116; Mael and Ashforth, 1992, 104. 
16 Mael and Ashforth, 1992, 1995; Woodruff, 2017; Dutton, Dukerich, and Harquail, 1994. 
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Considering that so much of Air Force culture and practice is oriented toward futuristic 

technology, a positive attitude toward history and tradition says something especially significant: 

members are not willing to abandon history and tradition despite their futuristic orientation. 

Neither will they allow tradition to hold back innovation. The organization works to 

accommodate the two. In this way, organizational history becomes a story of innovation and 

futuristic thought, ahead of peer services.  

This accommodation seems to be captured in one major’s comment, “Pride and heritage 

are important motivators to give Airmen a foundation and sense of belonging, but they do not 

restrict our growth into and above the Wild Blue Yonder.” Perhaps intentionally, his comment 

echoes the ACTS motto, “We Proceed Unhindered by Tradition.” 

The responses between the two survey items were surprisingly disparate, suggesting 

some ambivalence. Item 9/Q11.4 had the lowest mean of all 22 items in the grid, 2.62, and was 

one of only three items in the grid with a mean of less than 3 (“Important.”). Responses for the 

grid items as a whole tended toward greater importance. Survey item 9/Q11.4 clearly bucked this 

trend with 40% of respondents choosing 1 or 2. See table 14.1 above. 

Yet item 48/Q50, for which agreement would indicate a dismissive attitude toward 

tradition and ritual, also had a low mean of 2.32, with 68% of respondents selecting “Strongly 

disagree” or “Disagree” (see figure 14.1). Of the two items, 9/Q11.4 may be the more revealing 

in that “Tradition and history” was listed in the context of many attitude objects, all ostensibly 

important to the USAF to some degree. The respondents as a group thought other things were 

more important. 

Survey items 47/Q49, 49/Q51, 52/Q54, and 53/Q55 together constitute a block to 

measure OID. Item means are listed below, broken out by pilot and all others. 
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Table 14.8. OID by pilot and non-pilot (means) 

  Pilots Non-pilots 

47/Q49 3.67 3.44 

49/Q51 3.96 4.05 

52/Q54 3.37 3.17 

53/Q55 3.00 3.02 

Block 3.50 3.42 

 

The results in table 14.8 show similar results between pilots and all other AFSCs. 

Notably, pilots were more likely to say they would continue with their career in the Air Force 

even if financially able to quit working completely. Pilots were also more likely to take an insult 

directed at the Air Force personally.  

The means of all survey items in this block fall on the positive side of center (3.00). Item 

53/Q55 had the lowest mean, but “Agree” was still the most popular choice with 30% of 

respondents selecting that option and another 10% selecting “Strongly agree.” As noted above, 

this item showed an unusually high (for this survey instrument) number of respondents selecting 

“Neither agree nor disagree.” Each item in this block is discussed more in depth the in the “I/O: 

Institutionalism—Occupationalism” subsection above. 

 

Conclusion 

As predicted, results indicate a strong OID, with most respondents choosing a high 

degree of personal identity overlap with the USAF, and an even higher degree of overlap with 

their specialty. The results support the contention that identification with a subgroup does not 

necessarily counteract identification with the organization as a whole, but can reinforce it.17 The 

 
17 Kim Peters, Alexander Haslam, Michelle K. Ryan, and Miguel Fonseca, “Working with Subgroup Identities to 

Build Organizational Identification and Support for Organizational Strategy: A Test of the ASPIRe Model,” Group 

& Organization Management 38, no. 1 (February 2013): 128–44; Ashforth, Harrison, and Corley, 2008, 352-60. 
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organization works to accommodate history, tradition, and ritual, so central to OID, with 

seemingly-competing identity referents and orientations (Technologists, Futurists, Innovators) by 

folding these into historical narratives. For example, organizational history becomes a history of 

innovation and being “ahead of their time.” Positive responses to survey items relating to OID, 

regardless of membership in the pilot elite, further suggest a strong OID in the USAF. 

 

Pilot Elitism 

Among the collection of subgroups that comprise the Air Force, one group exists on a 

plane by itself: pilots. Among pilots, fighter pilots reign supreme. So says the majority of 

observers of the Air Force (see Chapter 4.) Pilot elitism is conceptualized here as the primary 

instance of fractionation in the Air Force, and the one most consequential to the OI. While pilot 

elitism has been an undeniable organizational structural characteristic through the years, as 

empirically demonstrated, for example, by the pilot backgrounds of all Chiefs of Staff through 

the organization’s history, it is worth exploring the current status of pilots to reveal any trends 

away from this principal division of the organization into two classes, pilots and everyone else. 

Note that the recent creation of the US Space Force removes a large group of contenders for the 

top leadership roles pilots now hold and may have the effect of securing the pilots’ dominant 

position. (The survey was administered before the official announcement of the establishment of 

the US Space Force.) 

About 30% of the survey group identified as pilots, almost double the representation of 

the next most common specialty in the group, space/missile/C2 officers (AFSC 13XX). The 

survey did not ask for further delineation of the pilots into fighter or other types, although two 

additional officers identified as pilots of Remotely Piloted Aircraft (RPAs). These officers and 
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the few who identified as navigators were grouped with non-pilots in the analysis that follows. 

As the topic of pilot elitism is one of the more controversial in the survey, and likely to stoke 

emotions among all groups, the survey instrument employed a number of items to approach the 

issue from different directions and attempted to avoid provocation.  

 

Survey Items 

12/Q11.7. Air superiority 

14/Q11.9. Flying in combat 

16/Q11.11. Air-mindedness 

17/Q8.1. ICBMs 

18/Q8.2 Manned aircraft 

20/Q8.4. Satellites 

21/Q8.5. Cyber 

22/Q8.6. Air mobility 

27/Q8.11. Love of aviation 

34/Q36. In most conflicts, air superiority or supremacy is a prerequisite to victory. 

35/Q37. Among the services, the Air Force has unique expertise and experience when it comes 

to air operations. 

36/Q38. Although ICBMs, UAVs, and satellites are important, manned aviation is the core of the 

Air Force. 

39/Q41. In general, the Air Force is the best service for operating air assets. 

40/Q42. Although technology confers many advantages, it’s important to keep a “man in the 

loop.” 

42/Q44. In the Air Force, being a pilot generally garners a lot of prestige. 

44/Q46. Support missions are important, but when the fighting starts, armed platforms 

(delivering kinetic effects) will be the ones that determine the outcome. 

51/Q53. Manned aircraft will be as important in 2040 as they are today.18 

 
18 This survey item adopted from Mahnken and FitzSimonds, 2003, 30-32. 
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58/Q60. Air power’s unique characteristics necessitate that it be controlled by airmen. 

60/Q62. It’s important to continue the development of automation in order to reduce or eliminate 

human error. 

61/Q63 and 62/Q64. [See diagram and text above.] 

 

Analysis 

Survey items 12/Q11.7, 14/Q11.9, 16/Q11.11, 18/Q8.2, 22/Q8.6, and 27/Q8.11 consist of 

attitude objects presented in grid form, with higher ranking of importance correlating to pilot 

elitism. As a group, to the extent that these items represent CED aspects of the USAF’s OI, the 

pilots themselves, strongly associated with these items, would also constitute a CED aspect of 

the USAF OI, embodying the OI. Air mobility is included here because this mission is unlikely 

to be assumed by UAVs or automation any time in the foreseeable future; it is and will likely 

remain strongly associated with pilots. 

 

Table 14.9. Pilot-associated attitude objects by pilots and non-pilots (means) 

 Pilots Non Pilots 

12/Q11.7: 4.81 4.48 

14/Q11.9: 4.30 3.88 

16/Q11.11 4.19 3.73 

18/Q8.2: 4.30 3.91 

22/Q8.6 4.30 4.14 

27/Q8.11 3.04 2.64 

Block 4.15 3.80 

 

 

The first thing to note about the results in table 14.9 is that with few exceptions, both types of 

respondents ranked the attitude objects associated with pilots highly, many well above the grid 

item mean of 3.75. The pilots, unsurprisingly, rank the items higher in every case, with the 

largest delta of .46 on item 16/Q11.11, “Air-mindedness.” The difference between pilot and non-

pilot attitude is one of degree. We can interpret these results to indicate that the non-pilots 
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participate in structural pilot elitism (which is, of course, necessary to maintain the division) in 

that they recognize pilot-related attitude objects as strongly CED in the Air Force identity. 

 To the extent that other attitude objects not associated with pilots, namely ICBMs, cyber, 

and satellites, are CED, other communities could compete with the pilot community for cultural 

centrality. A community enjoying cultural centrality and a strong association with what is 

considered CED for the OI will likely also be the community that leads the organization.19  

 

Table 14.10. Attitude objects not associated with pilots by pilots and non-pilots (means) 

 Pilots Non-pilots 

17/Q8.1: 3.89 3.34 

20/Q8.4: 4.11 3.80 

21/Q8.5: 3.89 3.88 

Block 3.96 3.67 

 

Interestingly, pilots showed more enthusiasm for these attitude objects than did the non-pilots. 

The non-pilots’ overall ranking of the items in table 14.10 is lower than those in table 14.9, 

which seems to present another indication of non-pilot “buy-in” to the pilot-driven OI and 

culture. 

Survey item 42/Q44 takes a direct approach regarding pilot prestige. This group agreed 

whole-heartedly that pilots enjoy “a lot of prestige,” with 82% selecting “Agree” or “Strongly 

agree.” No one selected “Strongly Disagree.” Interestingly, the non-pilots agreed with the 

statement more than their pilot counterparts in this surveyed group by a large margin (a mean of 

4.23 versus 3.70), further suggesting non-pilot recognition of and participation in pilot elitism.20 

In future studies, survey items that require the ranking of the prestige of various specialties and 

 
19 This is because leaders demonstrate the OI as part of top-down sensegiving processes to promote bottom-up 

enactment of the OI. See Ashforth, Harrison, and Corley, 2008, 340-43; Schein, 2010, 23-25, 235-38. 
20 It may be in the interest of lower-status groups to emphasize prestige differentials, and in the interests of the 

higher-status group to downplay prestige differentials. See Tajfel, 1982, 18. 
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various types of pilots may yield comparative information that points to the stability of pilot 

elitism.  

 

Table 14.11. Survey item 42/Q44: Pilot prestige by pilots and non-pilots (means) 

  Pilots Non-pilots 

42/Q44 3.70 4.23 

 

 

Three survey items, 34/Q36, 36/Q38 and 44/Q46 point to the centrality of pilots and their 

missions in the USAF. Agreement that the missions in which pilots play the dominant or 

essential operational role, such as air superiority, are indeed the core or central missions of the 

USAF suggests that pilots will maintain their elite status due to their indispensable operational 

contribution. Survey item 44/Q46 distinguishes between combat and support roles. Survey item 

36/Q38 makes the boldest statement, that manned aviation is the “core of the Air Force.” 

 

Table 14.12. Pilot elitism in missions by pilots and non-pilots (means) 

 Pilots Non-pilots 

34/Q36 4.52 4.13 

36/Q38 3.59 2.81 

44/Q46 2.89 2.97 

Block 3.67 3.30 

 

Survey item 34/Q36, like the attitude object “Air superiority,” yielded high means for both pilots 

and non-pilots. Both groups tended towards ambivalence on survey item 44/Q46. However, 

survey item 36/Q38 produced a divergence in response, with non-pilots tending toward 

ambivalence or slight disagreement; it might be very hard to agree, even on an anonymous 

survey, that another community is the “core” of your service. Pilots tended towards agreement, 
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despite the exclusionary wording of the survey item, but the lukewarm response likely shows a 

reluctance to self-aggrandize and the inculturation of a “team” mindset.  

Related to the previous group, the next group of survey items, 35/Q37, 39/Q41 and 

58/Q60, seek to determine if the unique skill set of USAF pilots is considered CED. The 

comparative aspect between US services is more distinct here, with the survey items using 

phrases such as “unique expertise and experience,” “best service,” and “unique characteristics.” 

The term “airmen” is expected to be recognized by participants as denoting USAF members, not 

airmen in other services.  

 

Table 14.13. Pilot elitism in skill set by pilots and non-pilots (means) 

 Pilots Non-pilots 

35/Q37 4.44 4.44 

39/Q41 4.52 4.22 

58/Q60 3.96 3.73 

Block 4.31 4.13 

 

 

Much like the above blocks of attitude objects (tables 14.9 and 14.10), the difference in 

responses between pilots and non-pilots constitutes degree of agreement. Non-pilots seem to 

agree that the Air Force possesses special expertise and experience in air operations, and that the 

Air Force should control joint air operations. This valued expertise and experience are found 

mainly in pilots, and the ability of the organization to control air operations also depends on 

pilots. 

The next three survey items in this group point toward the future. Are pilots on their way 

out, to be replaced by equipment operators? Items 40/Q42 and 60/Q62 measure opinion on 

human agency versus automation. More automation would mean less operational role for pilots 

and a (further) blurring of the terms “pilot” and “operator.” These items ask if the specialized 
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skill set of pilots (not specifying man or unmanned) could be duplicated by technology, or at 

least if the significance of that rarified skill set could be diminished by technology—technology 

democratizes. Agreement and higher means on item 60/Q62 indicates a positive opinion toward 

automation, perhaps discounting the human element inherent in the role of pilot. Item 51/Q53 

asks respondents to predict the future of manned aircraft in the USAF; will manned aircraft 

maintain the same level of preeminence in the coming decades? The dynamics of the pilot elite 

divide is likely to change if manned aviation is expected to be phased out, and the organizational 

role of pilots is likely to diminish as that time approaches. 

 

Table 14.14. Pilot elitism in the future of by pilots and non-pilots (means) 

  Pilots Non-pilots 

40/Q42 4.19 3.88 

51/Q53 3.33 2.78 

60/Q62 3.85 4.16 

 

 

This group of survey items shows a well-defined divide of opinion between pilots and all others. 

Although both pilots and non-pilots tended to support the retention of a “man-in-the-loop,”21 

(MITL), pilots were much more adamant on the point. The means for item 60/Q62 confirms the 

validity of these responses; asked in a different way, results were quite similar (recall that 

agreement on 60/Q62 indicates a vote in favor of automation). Both groups were generally 

positive on automation, but pilots were less keen on it. The difference between the means of the 

two survey items is identical, .31. 

Survey item 51/Q53 demonstrates that pilots tend to agree that manned aircraft will be as 

important in 2040 as they are now, although not resolutely. Non-pilots tend toward the other side 

 
21 Or “human-in-the-loop.” 
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of neutral, disagreeing, but not resolutely. This survey item was adapted from an item included 

on a survey instrument administered to US military officers in 2000. Researchers Thomas G. 

Mahnken and James R. FitzSimonds found more agreement among aviators than in other types 

of specialties (65%), and less agreement among Air Force officers overall compared to those in 

other services (43%), suggesting a similar divide as the one found here.22  

Finally, a comparison of OID between pilots and the non-pilots tests the proposition that 

pilots embrace and embody the OI to a greater extent than other members, serving as the primary 

culture-setters. Recall that the scale for these two questions is from 1 (no overlap, no OID) to 7 

(complete overlap, total OID). 

 

Table 14.15. Extent of identification (overlap) with USAF and respondent’s specialty by 

pilots and non-pilots (means) 

  Pilots Non-pilots 

61/Q63 4.56 4.41 

62/Q64 5.26 4.48 

 

 

The pilots reported stronger OID with the USAF than did non-pilots, and to a greater extent, 

reported stronger OID with their specialty than did non-pilots. Remarkably, the average 

difference between the two survey items is much greater for pilots than for non-pilots, showing 

that pilots’ identification with their specialty is considerably more than their OID with the USAF 

broadly, and that this difference is especially pronounced among pilots versus non-pilots. So, not 

only do pilots more strongly identify with the Air Force than non-pilots, they also identify more 

strongly with their specialty than do non-pilots, and with a greater difference between the two. 

 
22 Mahnken and FitzSimonds, 2003, 30-32. 
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Air Force pilots’ identification as Air Force pilots is stronger than any other identification 

reported in table 14.15. 

Several participants offered comments relating to pilot elitism in the open-ended item 

soliciting any kind of feedback (63/Q65). One respondent, a lieutenant colonel and pilot, 

addressed this topic in a matter-of-fact way, pointing to the fact that the warfighters in the Air 

Force are almost exclusively officers, unlike those in other services: 

I think one of the key cultural differences of the Air Force in comparison to other services 

is the general makeup of the fighting force. Whereas the Army and Marines rely heavily 

on young high school graduates to fight (and thus shape their service to provide support 

to that demographic), the Air Force uses college-educated officers for most combat 

operations. I think that is a HUGE factor in how we organize, train, and equip our forces, 

and a defining factor of the Air Force. 

 

This officer recognizes one of the key realities perpetuating pilot elitism: pilots do the 

lion’s share of the frontline fighting and in general must take greater risks than most others do in 

the Air Force. Naturally, many organizational processes revolve around supporting the 

warfighter. 

Not all respondents see this circumstance as adequate justification for the distinction 

between pilots and all others. A major from the finance community equates pilots to “ops 

personnel,” contrasting combat and support: “Understandably, we put a high priority on ops 

personnel. However, it often comes at the expense of support personnel. In other words, if you 

are not a pilot then you do not matter. I honestly don't believe senior leaders believe this but 

sometimes at the lower grades (e.g., majors and below) it comes off that way.” However, another 

officer, a major from the band/public affairs community, opined that things were about to 

change: “Will the fighter mafia be unseated by the UAV operators? Likely.” The perennial topic 

of organizational power shifts driven by technological developments continues in the discourse. 
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Conclusion 

The results of this group of survey items show a consistent pattern of divergence in 

responses between pilots and non-pilots. This alone corroborates observations of pilot elitism 

and a two-class system in the Air Force. Interestingly, the difference between pilots and non-

pilots was usually one of degree, indicating that non-pilots recognize and participate in pilot 

elitism, and by doing so, perpetuate it. High rankings of attitude objects associated with pilots 

show that non-pilots take part in the OI, which is largely derived from pilot experience. The 

respondents as a group agreed that being a pilot in the Air Force generally garners prestige, and 

non-pilots were especially emphatic in their agreement. The pilots’ significantly greater OID 

responses, for both the USAF and the pilot specialty, correspond to pilots’ roles as organizational 

culture-setters, opinion-leaders, and the embodiment and repository of the OI. Simply stated, Air 

Force pilots enthusiastically embrace and deeply espouse the identity of Air Force pilot. 

 

USAF Organizational Identity (OI) Referents 

 

Technologists (Master Referent) 

 Chapter 5 posits that the organizational identity (OI) referent of Technologists represents 

a principal or “master” OI referent for the USAF, in that it links broadly across other referents 

proposed here, and most or all other referents relate to or derive from the Technologist identity. 

The technological orientation of the Air Force is often mischaracterized. The nature of the 

Technologist identity is neither blindly obsessive nor overoptimistic. While the Air Force is 

aware of its own technological orientation, and even its technophilia, the service sees a 

synergistic relationship between the human element and technology. Furthermore, Air officers 
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insist on keeping an MITL for combat operations, especially in the application of lethal force. 

The Air Force understands technology as not a basis for a quasi-religion, as some would have it, 

but a source of solutions to problems, and a powerful amoral force that must be controlled by the 

Air Force, the US’s military technological vanguard. 

The Stage 1 analysis suggests that while the Air Force remains interested in and attracted 

to useful technologies in general, the members are especially attracted to “cutting-edge” and high 

technologies. The Air Force takes special pride in its history of technological innovation and 

considers it a defining competency. The most symbolic and revered technology is the aircraft, 

which emblemizes the pinnacle of technology and fulfillment of its promise.  

 

Survey Items  

8/Q11.3. Cutting-edge technology 

17/Q8.1. ICBMs 

18/Q8.2. Manned aircraft 

19/Q8.3. UAVs 

20/Q8.4. Satellites 

21/Q8.5. Cyber 

29/Q31. Our ability to work as a cohesive team is what really makes the USAF a lethal and 

effective force.  

40/Q42. Although technology confers many advantages, it’s important to keep a “man in the 

loop.”       

43/Q45. Technological innovation is something that the Air Force generally does better than the 

other services. 

55/Q57. Generally, it’s better to buy more equipment or platforms of acceptable quality, rather 

than just a few of very high quality. 

60/Q62. It’s important to continue the development of automation in order to reduce or eliminate 

human error. 
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Analysis 

 Survey item 8/Q11.3 straight-forwardly asks respondents to rate “Cutting-edge 

technology,” in a grid with other items, implying (but not requiring) comparison of many attitude 

objects. Along with the broad “Cutting-edge technology” attitude object, several other attitude 

objects presented specific technological artifacts and are considered in this block. 

 

Table 14.16. Technologists attitude objects (means) 

 Mean 

8/Q11.3 4.02 

17/Q8.1 3.51 

18/Q8.2 4.02 

19/Q8.3 3.91 

20/Q8.4 3.89 

21/Q8.5 3.88 

Block 3.87 

 

With the exception of item 17/Q8.1, ICBMs, respondents rated the survey items in this block 

fairly high, with 64% of respondents rating item 8/Q11.3, “Cutting-edge technology,” as either 

“Very important” or “Most or extremely important.” This placed “Cutting-edge technology” 

ahead of items relating to tradition and history (mean=2.62), efficiency (mean=3.13) top-quality 

personnel (mean=3.77). The combined mean for this block of survey items places technology in 

general in the mid-to-high range of importance. Removing ICBMs, perhaps no longer seen as 

particularly high-technology weapons, brings the block mean up to 3.94, equivalent to “Very 

important.” 

A look at the scoring of Air Force missions sheds some indirect light on the attitudes 

toward technology. A relatively low-tech mission, “Support for Humanitarian and Disaster 

Relief Operations,” scored a mean of only 2.95; “Air superiority” and “Strategic use of air and 
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space assets,” two high-tech missions, scored the first and second highest means of the 22 grid 

items, at 4.58 and 4.23 respectively.  

Survey item 29/Q31 seeks to assess the organizational value placed on the human 

element, signaled by the term “team;” the unspoken alternative is, of course, the technological 

element, although the choice is not forced. The results overwhelmingly confirmed substantial 

value placed on the human element, with 77% of respondents selecting “Agree”/“Strongly 

agree,” for a mean of 4.04. As mentioned above, the positive response may reflect 

institutionalization efforts or the norms of broader society. 

 

 
Figure 14.4. Survey item 29/Q31: “Our ability to work as a cohesive team is what really 

makes the USAF a lethal and effective force.” 

 

 

Survey item 55/Q57 sought to test the contention that Air officers characteristically prefer 

quality to quantity, even to an unreasonable degree, a purported manifestation of technological 

fanaticism. As a group, respondents expressed ambivalence, as reflected in the mean of 3.34. 

Indeed, “Neither agree nor disagree” was the most popular response at 36%. Apparently, Air 

officers do not obstinately pursue highest-quality weaponry in every instance. Likely, they take a 
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case-by-case approach as reflected in the comments of this lieutenant colonel regrading quality 

vs. quantity: “I think the right answer is both. We need the high-end capabilities for the high-end 

fight. But we also need the workhorses for some of the low-intensity operations we are doing 

these days (light attack, etc.).” 

 

 
Figure 14.5. Survey item 55/Q57: “Generally, it’s better to buy more equipment or 

platforms of acceptable quality, rather than just a few of very high quality.” 

 

 

A pair of survey items, 40/Q42 and 60/Q62, sought to test officers’ faith in technology, 

specifically automation. Is there a continuing need for human input and oversight? Or is the 

human the weak link in the system, necessitating compensation for those weaknesses through 

technology? A high level of agreement on both items shows that officers saw no contradiction 

between retaining the MITL and increasing automation. It seems the group agreed that an MITL 

will continue to be necessary even as technology reduces human error. With less than 10% 

disagreeing, 76% of respondents felt that despite technology’s benefits, an MITL was necessary 

(for which mission was not specified). However, developments in automation should continue, 
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apparently to prevent that MITL from making mistakes. By a large majority of 84%, respondents 

agreed or strongly agreed with survey item 60/Q62. 

A major with the Space/Missile/C2 specialty code emphasized that the term “man-in-the-

loop” does not mean “man-in-the-cockpit”: “I want to be clear that ‘keeping a man in the loop’ 

does not mean keeping a pilot in the cockpit—when I say that UAVs will become the preeminent 

platform for conducting strike, that does not mean that humans will be out of the loop.” This 

officer is anxious to clarify that an MITL should be and will be part of the strike decision-

making process, a defensive stance no doubt sparked by various critical premonitions of fully 

automated warfare and widespread misunderstanding or misuse of the term “drone.” 

 

Conclusion 

As a group, the responses discussed above support the analysis of Chapter 5 and 

challenge the common claims of Air Force technological euphoria, fanaticism, obsession, or 

literal religiosity. The Air Force recognizes the human element even as it orients itself toward 

certain favored technologies, consistent with the Air Force’s emphasis on training. The Air Force 

views training and technology as synergistic; both are necessary and neither is sufficient. The Air 

Force feels obliged to harness technology in order to reap its benefits; optimism stems from 

proven ability to do so. The Air Force’s attitude toward technology is closer to something like 

“bounded positivism.” This outlook, combined with a sense of competition and a touch of 

anxiety, demand an approach of pragmatism and control. 
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Innovators 

 The Innovators OI referent presents an excellent example of how the power of OI can 

shape organizational behavior—numerous examples of innovation show how Air Force members 

acted as Innovators because they believed that, as part of the Air Force, they were innovators. As 

discussed in Chapter 6, the Air Force consciously nurtures the Innovator OI referent for both 

internal and external audiences. Innovation, sometimes framed as problem solving, is something 

the Air Force aspires to do best among the services, as a unique contribution to national security 

and a unifying theme within the organization itself. The Air Force bolsters its claim to 

exceptional innovativeness with examples from history and by proclaiming a “tradition of 

innovation;” a unique organizational history bequeaths unique advantages. The Innovator 

identity is not limited to the technological realm; the Air Force can point to broad-reaching 

innovations in training and strategy, for example. 

 

Survey Items  

7/Q11.2. Adaptability to new threats and challenges  

19/Q8.3. UAVs 

21/Q8.5. Cyber 

43/Q45. Technological innovation is something that the Air Force generally does better than the 

other services. 

 

Analysis 

 The group of survey items relating to the Innovator OI referent includes three attitude 

objects from the grid and one statement that directly seeks respondents’ opinions regarding 

innovation as a unique organizational ability. Survey item 7/Q11.2 speaks to innovation in terms 

of adaption, and UAVs and Cyber are often considered some of the most innovative of 
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technology areas, at least in current operation. Item 7/Q11.2’s mean of 4.11 was one of the 

highest garnered by grid items; item 19/Q8.3’s mean of 3.88 and 21/Q8.5’s mean of 3.91 fell in 

the middle of the attitude objects’ scores, but were still considered close to “Very important,” by 

the group. 

For the survey item most directly relevant to the Innovator OI referent, 43/Q45, almost 

half of the respondents (47%) selected “Agree.” Another large group of 35% selected “Neither 

agree nor disagree.” No one strongly agreed, only 5% disagreed, and only 12% felt bold enough 

to strongly agree. The overall mean came to 3.66. 

 

Figure 14.6. Survey item 43/Q45: “Technological innovation is something that the Air 

Force generally does better than the other services.” 

 

 

The results for this survey item seem to show agreement in the Air Force’s ability to 

innovate, but perhaps reluctance to proclaim the Air Force does it better than other services. The 

articulation of innovation as an Air Force advantage over other services may have seemed too 

blunt. Tempered phrasing such as, “Technological innovation is a unique capability that the Air 

Force contributes to US national security,” might have garnered more confidence in the 
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responses. The survey item limited the innovation in question to “technological,” which should 

have made it easier to agree, since the Air Force clearly sees itself as technologically oriented 

among the services. 

 

Conclusion 

With the overall high-to-medium means on this group of survey items, and 59% of 

respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing to survey item 43/Q45 specifically, inclusion of 

Innovator in the Air Force organizational identity seems warranted. As one maintenance/logistics 

major quipped, “The USAF should be looked at as the innovation/cutting edge/Apple Inc. of the 

DoD.” 

 

Futurists 

The Futurist OI referent (see Chapter 7) imbues the Air Force with a forward-looking 

mindset and general preference to practices and artifacts perceived as futuristic or modern. The 

Air Force’s brand of futurism, inherently sanguine, undergirds technological positivism. Air 

officers believe that the Airman’s ability to grasp and respond to the exigencies and opportunities 

presented by rapidly changing technology makes them unique among military members. Cyber, 

seemingly the most “futuristic” of mission areas, holds a special attraction for the Air Force, and 

the organization has fought for ownership of this turf.  

At the founding of the Air Force, the rejection of tradition, history, and ritual, specifically 

those of the US Army, helped establish the distinct identity of the new organization. In later 

years, Air officers have learned to appreciate the role of the service’s history and tradition in 

strengthening the institution, and instilling pride and esprit de corps among members.  
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Survey Items 

7/Q11.2. Adaptability to new threats and challenges 

9/Q11.4. Tradition and history  

21/Q8.5. Cyber   

23/Q8.7. Futuristic thinking among members 

48/Q50. In today’s highly-technical military, we really don’t need so much military ritual and 

tradition as in the past. 

 

Analysis 

Four attitude objects and one statement assess the OI referent of Futurist, with two of 

these items seeking to shed light on the Air Force’s somewhat tortuous relationship with military 

history, tradition and ritual. In the sense of the Futurist identity, survey item 7/Q11.2 speaks to 

the core contention of Air Force thought, that a unique futuristic outlook among Airmen allows 

for a certain agility of mind and action, appropriate for the rapidly changing technological 

developments in the aerospace industry. Such adaptability seems to be highly valued, as 82% of 

respondents selected “Very important” or “Most or extremely important” for a mean of 4.11, a 

high mean among grid attitude objects. As survey item 23/Q8.7 alludes, the discussion of 

futuristic thinking itself and its value to the Air Force finds voice in the discourse. This item 

directly asks for opinion on the role of futuristic thinking in making the USAF what it is. 

Respondents were fairly enthusiastic about this formulation, with 69% selecting “Very 

important” or “Most or extremely important” for a mean of 3.87. No respondents chose “Least or 

not very important” for this item. 

The Air Force claims the cyber mission because it finds it to be one of the most futuristic 

missions, and therefore naturally under its purview. Item 21/Q8.5, listed among other 

technologies in the grid, garnered a mean of 3.88 with 71% of respondents selecting “Very 
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important” or “Most or extremely important.” Of note, among pilots, this survey item mean was 

identical to that of the entire group at 3.88. (Only five cyber specialists participated in the 

survey.) One lieutenant colonel from the intelligence community bluntly remarked that “cyber is 

nothing but enablers,” perhaps suggesting that cyber cannot be conceived as a combat mission, 

but only support. On the other hand, a lieutenant colonel from the space/missile/C2 community 

opined, “I think space and cyber have already eclipsed air strike as the most lethal means of 

conducting warfare in today's world, and they should be prioritized as such.” 

Survey items 9/Q11.4 and 48/Q50 seek to assess respondents’ attitudes toward history, 

tradition, and military ritual. (A negative response for 48/Q50 indicates a positive attitude.) 

These items have been discussed above (see table 14.1 and figure 14.1), but to place the items in 

the context of the Futurist identity, a positive attitude toward history and tradition says 

something especially significant: members are not willing to abandon history and tradition 

despite the organization’s futuristic orientation.  

The responses to the two survey items were surprisingly disparate, suggesting some 

ambivalence. Significantly, attitude object 9/Q11.4 had the lowest mean of all 22 items in the 

grid and was one of only three items in the grid with a mean of less than 3 (“Important”). Item 

48/Q50, for which disagreement would indicate a positive attitude toward tradition and ritual, 

also yielded a low mean of 2.32, with 68% of respondents selecting “Strongly disagree” or 

“Disagree.” Of the two items, 9/Q11.4 may be the more revealing in that “Tradition and history” 

was listed in the context of many attitude objects, all ostensibly important to the USAF to some 

degree. 
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Conclusion 

The responses given by this group to the survey items generally support Futurist for 

inclusion as a referent in the OI. The remarkably low ranking of “Tradition and history” on face 

demonstrates enduring presence of the Futurist identity referent. The high scores for adaptability 

to new threats, futuristic thinking, and cyber reflect the Futurist identity as well, reinforcing its 

inclusion. The stark contrast in responses between the two survey items relating to history, 

tradition, and ritual reveals the complicated and conditional relationship with those aspects of Air 

Force organizational culture. For example, the Air Force relies in part on history and tradition to 

justify its claim to unique innovativeness.  

 

Aviation Fanatics 

The Aviation Fanatic OI referent, as discussed in Chapter 8, embodies the aviation 

enthusiast, buff, and afficionado identity, one that often attracts members to the organization 

with the dream of getting near those magnificent flying machines. The Air Force’s foundation 

coincides with the Golden Age of Aviation, and the glorification of the American aviation 

enterprise in those years lives on in the Air Force today. The Air Force, almost alone, carries on 

the original mystique of aviation which lies in flight’s inherent danger, no longer found 

(fortunately) in commercial air. Pilots are most likely to strongly embrace this referent, many 

officializing the fascination they have felt since childhood in their role as Air Force pilot. Their 

love of aviation is daily reinforced by the sheer joy, escapism, and powerful sensations of flying 

itself, and the aircraft which deliver that thrill. But the referent is by no means limited to aircrew. 

The aircraft themselves beguile many an observer, with their inherent aesthetic and ability to 

seemingly transcend the laws of nature to approach the divine. Aviation fans might design, 
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maintain, repair, supply, or even fuel aircraft. And yet, military pilots themselves are much 

admired as part and parcel of aviation fanaticism and have been since the days of the cult of the 

ace. Such admiration reinforces pilot elitism in the Air Force. 

 

Survey items 

12/Q11.7. Air superiority 

14/Q11.9. Flying in combat 

17/Q8.1. ICBMs  

18/Q8.2. Manned aircraft 

20/Q8.4. Satellites 

21/Q8.5. Cyber 

22/Q8.6. Air mobility   

27/Q8.11. Love of aviation  

36/Q38. Although ICBMs, UAVs, and satellites are important, manned aviation is the core of the 

Air Force. 

51/Q53. Manned aircraft will be as important in 2040 as they are today. 

 

Analysis 

The survey instrument included eight attitude objects and two statements which speak to 

the OI referent of Aviation Fanatic. Five attitude objects include either missions associated with 

manned aircraft, i.e., air superiority and air mobility, or artifacts and practices likely to appeal to 

the identity of Aviation Fanatic: manned aircraft, love of aviation, and flying in combat. In 

contrast, three attitude objects offered little for the Aviation Fanatic: ICBMs, satellites, and 

cyber. Tables 14.17 and 14.18 give the means for each attitude object for all survey respondents, 

as well as the average of the means for each block. Survey items regarding UAVs are not 

considered here as it remains unclear to what extent these aircraft might be included in the sphere 
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of aviation fandom. While UAVs are not anathema to the Air Force organizational culture, as 

some claim, it is likely they are “covered” by the general love of aviation to differing degrees 

among individuals. It seems to fair to say that UAVs lack the same intensity of emotional pull 

and allure exhibited by manned airplanes. 

 

Table 14.17. Aviation Fanatics affirming attitude objects (means) 

 Mean 

12/Q11.7 4.58 

14/Q11.9 4.00 

18/Q8.2 4.02 

22/Q8.6 4.19 

27/Q8.11 2.76 

Block 3.91 

Block without 

27/Q8.11 4.20 

 

 

 

Table 14.18. Aviation Fanatics OI: Non-related attitude objects (means) 

 Mean 

17/Q8.1 3.51 

20/Q8.4 3.89 

21/Q8.5 3.88 

Block 3.76 

 

 

Of the two tables, table 14.17 clearly shows higher means for each item, suggesting a healthy 

presence of the Aviation Fanatic identity. About 70% of respondents were not pilots, so these 

high means suggest importance attached to aviation-related missions, technologies, and practices 

across the Air officer corps. Indeed, air superiority, the preeminent mission executed by manned 

airplanes, garnered a mean of 4.58, the highest in the grid. 
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The low mean for the survey item meant to directly measure the Aviation Fanatic OI 

referent, item 27/Q8.11, “Love of aviation,” perplexes, especially considering the high means of 

the other items in the block, and the strong qualitative evidence pointing to a widespread 

enthusiasm for aviation in the Air Force. Indeed, of the grid items, only “Tradition and history” 

scored a lower mean. Perhaps respondents read the item as “Love of flying,” an activity in which 

only aircrew may participate, or evaluated the item in terms of its operational import. A low 

scoring of the love of aviation might also have been a kind of protest vote against pilot elitism. 

The mean for pilots only, at 3.04, was significantly higher than that of the overall group, 

although still not high in comparison to other attitude objects in the survey. Removing “Love of 

aviation” from its block of items (table 14.17) results in an even greater contrast between the two 

blocks, a mean of 4.20 versus 3.76. For an individual attitude object in the grid, a 4.20 would 

have been the third highest mean. 

Survey item 36/Q38 produced noticeably polarized responses. The surveyed group was 

close to evenly split between those who chose “Strongly disagree”/“Disagree” and “Strongly 

agree”/“Agree.” A relatively large percentage, 16%, opted not to take a stand. The statement may 

have been interpreted by some as referring to operations and others as referring to organizational 

structure or culture in terms of what was meant by the phrase “core of the Air Force.” The mean 

reflected this ambivalence at 3.04. Pilots felt much more inclined to agree, with a mean of 3.59; 

“Agree” was their most common choice. The mean for non-pilots was only 2.81. 
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Figure 14.7. Survey item 36/Q38: “Although ICBMs, UAVs, and satellites are important, 

manned aviation is the core of the Air Force.” 

 

 

Survey item 51/Q53 also yielded polarized responses. This survey item speaks to the 

enduring import of manned aircraft in the Air Force. The Aviation Fanatic would like to agree 

with this statement, even if it is wishful thinking, because he or she wishes to keep aviation alive 

in the force. In whatever way the respondents interpreted the statement, they had strongly 

divergent opinions, about evenly split between “Strongly disagree”/“Disagree” and “Strongly 

agree”/“Agree.” 
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Figure 14.8. Survey item 51/Q53: “Manned aircraft will be as important in 2040 as they are 

today.” 
 

 

Survey item 51/Q53 was adapted from a survey administered in the year 2000 by 

researchers Thomas G. Mahnken and James R. FitzSimonds. (The original statement used the 

year 2020.) In the 2000 survey, the Air Force among the services was the least confident in the 

continued role of manned aircraft, with 43% agreeing to the statement to some degree, compared 

to 57% to 66% in other services. The researchers attributed the difference to the types of manned 

aircraft envisioned by each service. Pilots as a subgroup diverged from the larger group with 

65% agreeing with the statement and only 29% disagreeing.23 In the current survey, pilots 

diverged by a notable margin as well; the non-pilot mean for this statement was 2.78 but was 

3.22 for pilots. 

 

Conclusion 

Aviation fanaticism may not lend itself to quantification in a survey, and survey items 

that point toward the Aviation Fanatic OI referent necessarily touch on the controversial subject 

 
23 Mahnken and FitzSimonds, 2003, 30-32. 
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of pilot elitism. Some Air officers seem aware that aircraft may be approaching obsolescence. 

Yet the overwhelmingly high means for aviation-related attitude objects on this survey provide 

strong evidence that the Aviation Fanatic OI referent is alive and well. 

 

The Excellent/The Elite 

This OI referent captures the Air Force’s self-regard as the premier service, performing 

the most important missions, enjoying the highest quality personnel, including the elite pilots, 

but extending to all Airmen, particularly the technically-savvy enlisted personnel (see Chapter 

9). The Excellent/The Elite identity might be considered the “flip side” of the (Insecure) 

Advocates identity. Airmen are thought to exhibit a unique capacity for air-mindedness. 

Recruitment efforts appeal to the perception of the Air Force as the most difficult service to 

enter. The Pilot Elitism structural characteristic reinforces The Excellent/The Elite OI referent in 

a “trickle down” effect. The overstatement characterizing the claims of early airpower advocates, 

as well as the denigration of the other services which seemed necessary at the time, served to 

solidify the identity of The Excellent/The Elite. The apparent primacy afforded the service by the 

national defense establishment in the Cold War further cemented the notion of the USAF as the 

indispensable service. The high quality of life afforded Air Force personnel seems to provide 

tangible proof that Air Force personnel are more valued than their counterparts in other services. 

The Air Force core value of “Excellence in All We Do,” not found among the other services’ 

core values, officially articulates and perpetuates this identity referent.  

 

Survey Items  

11/Q11.6. The ability to recruit top-quality personnel 

16/Q11.11. Air-mindedness 
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31/Q33. USAF members tend to be more intellectual and better educated than members of the 

other US military services.  

35/Q37. Among the services, the Air Force has unique expertise and experience when it comes 

to air operations.  

46/Q48. The Air Force generally attracts higher-quality recruits than the other US military 

services. 

57/Q59. A key quality that makes the Air Force distinct from the other US military services is 

our ability to think strategically. 

58/Q60. Air power’s unique characteristics necessitate that it be controlled by airmen. 

 

Analysis 

Undoubtedly, The Excellent/The Elite OI referent presents a challenge for the survey 

instrument writer, since this aspect of organizational identity is normally only implied. The 

difficulty is in formulation of survey items that reveal the tacitly accepted notion of preeminence 

of the service overall, and its personnel and missions, without appearing unseemly or provoking 

an opposite reaction.  

And yet, the survey items relating to The Excellent/The Elite OI referent may seem 

surprisingly direct. Air officers are remarkably open regarding their opinions about the 

superiority of Air Force recruits and enlisted personnel. Attitude object 11/Q11.6 scored a mean 

of 3.77, placing it near the mean for the grid items overall, 3.75. No one strongly disagreed with 

item 46/Q48, the closely-related statement regarding recruits, and a full two-thirds (67%) agreed 

or strongly agreed with the statement for a mean of 3.79, despite the implication that to do so 

was to disparage recruits in other services.  

 



 

 
396 

 

 
Figure 14.9. Survey item 46/Q48: “The Air Force generally attracts higher-quality recruits 

than the other US military services.” 

 

 

Nor were respondents too shy to agree to survey item 31/Q33, which also draws a direct 

comparison with the intellect and education of Air Force members and those in other services. 

Even though 25% chose not to take a side, 63% selected “Agree” or “Strongly Agree” for a 

clearly positive mean of 3.66. 

 

 
Figure 14.10. Survey item 31/Q33: “USAF members tend to be more intellectual and better 

educated than members of the other US military services.” 
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The question of intellectual superiority also underlies survey items 16/Q11.11. and 

57/Q59. Considering some of the brazen statements that go largely unchallenged in the 

professional literature and even official doctrine regarding the Air Force’s air-mindedness, and 

the unique strategic thinking capability such air-mindedness evokes, we could expect some frank 

responses. The most commonly given ranking for the “Air-mindedness” attitude object was 

“Most or extremely important” at 38% followed by “Very important” at 25%, for an overall 

mean of 3.87. For pilots alone, the mean was considerably higher at 4.19, with almost half of 

pilots choosing “Most or extremely important.”  

On item 57/Q59, the group was split with a mean of 2.99, and a plurality of 34% chose to 

neither agree nor disagree. (There was no significant difference in outcomes between 

specialties.) It could be that some respondents interpreted the statement as describing the status 

quo, finding the Air Force coming up short, and some respondents interpreted it as aspirational. 

Some may figure all the services think strategically or that it varies by member. Still, a full third 

of respondents felt comfortable indicating that strategic thinking is a key quality distinguishing 

the Air Force. Note that the other survey item to invoke the strategic level of warfare, attitude 

object 24/Q8.8 “Strategic use of air and space assets” garnered a mean of 4.23, the second 

highest mean out of 22 grid items. 
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Figure 14.11. Survey item 57/Q59: “A key quality that makes the Air Force distinct from 

the other US military services is our ability to think strategically.” 

 

 

Survey items 35/Q37 comes at The Excellent/The Elite identity in an indirect way, 

pointing to specific areas of distinct excellence. Apparently, respondents found this formulation 

easy to agree with, as 95% selected “Agree” or “Strongly Agree.” 

 

 
Figure 14.12. Survey item 35/Q37: “Among the services, the Air Force has unique expertise 

and experience when it comes to air operations.” 
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Responses to survey item 58/Q60 revealed the belief that Airmen (typically pilots) should 

control air assets in combat, pointing to the “unique characteristics of air power” for the 

rationale; this survey item was essentially a statement about the Air Force’s unique air-

mindedness with a reverse of emphasis. “Agree” was by far the most common response at 51% 

and another 21% of respondents chose to “Strongly Agree” for a mean of 3.80. Since the 

C/JFACC position is really in question here, a role always played by a pilot, we note that most 

pilots (78%) in the group selected “Agree”/“Strongly Agree,” with a mean of 3.96. 

 

 
Figure 14.13. Survey item 58/Q60: “Air power’s unique characteristics necessitate that it be 

controlled by airmen.” 

 

 

Conclusion 

Overall, the confirming responses on all survey items except one, which was ambivalent, 

strongly support the inclusion of The Excellent/The Elite OI referent. Respondents expressed 

belief that the service is home to the best educated, most intellectual, and highest-quality recruits. 

Furthermore, Airmen possess unique experience and expertise in air operations, making them 

deserving controllers of airpower. 
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Individualists 

The Individualists OI referent, as discussed in Chapter 10, reflects an orientation toward 

individual agency and achievement. The Individualist identity derives from the fighter pilot 

experience; fighter pilots fly and fight in individual units, as exemplified by single-seat fighter 

aircraft, and are individually recognized for their accomplishments. The norm of “wingman 

loyalty,” a discipline of mutual dependence and trust, mitigates against pure individualism. 

The Individualist also displays a tendency to nonconformism, contrarianism, or in 

extreme form, maverick behavior. A common narrative has the individual Airman, often a pilot, 

fighting against the calcified, unfeeling, and unknowing bureaucracy. Typical Individualist 

behavior may include disregard for rules and regulations. Across the Air Force, members are 

aware of outside critiques of individualism. The Airman’s Creed proved a lightning rod in this 

debate. Laudable Air Force icons mark the epochs of organizational history, showing varied 

levels of conformity and non-conformity. The ideal type seems to be the “innovator” who works 

for change within the constraints of the system.  

 

Survey Items 

6/Q11.1. Independent thinking among members 

29/Q31. Our ability to work as a cohesive team is what really makes the USAF a lethal and 

effective force.  

45/Q47. A little insubordination can be a good thing sometimes. 

 

Analysis 

Survey items 6/Q11.1 and 45/Q47 seek respondents’ attitudes toward individualistic 

tendencies, such as independent thinking, not automatically conforming to established thought, 

and “a little insubordination,” that is, knowing when and where to break the rules. Respondents 
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ranked “Independent thinking” moderately, with a mean of 3.71, right around the overall grid 

mean of 3.75. “Very important” was by far the most common response with 47% selecting this 

level of import.  

Some respondents might have felt uneasy about the issue of insubordination; over a 

quarter of respondents took no stand on survey item 45/Q47. However, the most common 

response was “Agree” at 46%, and another 8% chose “Strongly agree.” 

 
Figure 14.14. Survey item 45/Q47: “A little insubordination can be a good thing 

sometimes.” 

 

In the context of the Individualist OI referent, survey item 29/Q31 tests the preference 

toward teamwork versus individual effort and achievement (see figure 14.4). Most respondents 

(77%) selected “Agree” or Strongly agree,” for a mean of 4.04. Since teamwork is usually 

presented as objectively good in organizations and society at large, the positive response may 

reflect institutionalization efforts or societal norms. Also, the “wingman loyalty” standard of 

behavior demands cooperation and mutual support, mitigating against maverick and purely 

individualistic behavior.  
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Conclusion 

The survey items most tailored to measure the OI referent of Individualist returned 

positive evidence of the referent, especially survey item 45/Q47, which showed strong agreement 

despite the potentially sensitive subject of insubordination in the statement. Item 45/Q47 also 

supports inclusion of the referent in the USAF OI. Item 29/Q31 demonstrates that even 

individualists understand teamwork to be an objective good, as embodied in the “wingman” 

behavioral norm.  

 

(Insecure) Advocates 

The memory of the hard-fought battle for institutional independence, the existence of air 

arms in every other US service, and the logical commitments of airpower theory create in the Air 

Force an OI referent of (Insecure) Advocate, as described in Chapter 11. The identity of 

(Insecure) Advocate begets an attitude of competition and even antipathy regarding the other 

services. The Air Force perceives itself to be under constant attack and senses a perpetual 

requirement to prove itself. The Air Force must offer some military benefit beyond the air 

capabilities of the other three services and that benefit must yield a decisive result in combat. The 

capability to deliver a decisive result in war is what the Air Force sees as its essential 

contribution to the nation. Decisive results imply strategic results, that is, effects at the highest 

level of war that lead to overall desired outcomes or end states of a conflict.24 This prompts Air 

officers to prefer the strategic level of war over the tactical, and direct combat roles over support 

roles, as support can never be decisive. Aside from that, the Air Force perceives that its support 

contributions are often frustratingly taken for granted. In the face of insecurity, the institution 

 
24 US Air Force Doctrine, Volume 1: Basic Doctrine, Chapter 3: “The Range of Military Operations/Levels of 

War,” February 27, 2015. 
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directs its members to advocate for airpower, and arms them with persuasive argumentation 

through official doctrine and other publications written for the purpose.  

 

Survey Items 

12/Q11.7. Air superiority 

32/Q34. Air power can be deployed decisively by striking at the heart of the enemy. 

34/Q36. In most conflicts, air superiority or supremacy is a prerequisite to victory. 

50/Q52. I often feel the need to explain to people why we have a separate, independent Air 

Force. 

57./Q59. A key quality that makes the Air Force distinct from the other US military services is 

our ability to think strategically. 

56/Q58. In general, the purpose of the Air Force is not as clear to people as the purposes of the 

other US military services. 

 

Analysis 

 To assess the (Insecure) Advocate identity, the survey instrument included statements 

that embodied arguments often used by the USAF in its advocacy efforts. Positive responses 

might even indicate advocacy in practice, the intended audience being the researcher. As noted 

previously, the attitude object “Air superiority” received very high rankings from the group and 

was the highest ranked item in the grid with a mean of 4.58. Remarkably, 67% of respondents 

thought air superiority to be “Most or extremely important” when considering what is CED in 

the Air Force. Survey item 34/Q36 asked for opinion on air superiority in a different way, with a 

more specific standard as “pre-requisite to victory.” An astounding 49% of respondents chose 

“Strongly agree,” with another 33% selecting “Agree” for a mean of 4.24. These two survey 

items produced some of the highest means in the survey. 
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Figure 14.15. Survey item 34/Q36: “In most conflicts, air superiority or supremacy is a 

prerequisite to victory.” 

 

Survey item 32/Q34 tests the core contention of strategic bombing theory, engaging the 

key term “decisively,” and related item 57/Q59 seeks opinion on the organizational role of 

strategic thinking, the level of thinking that delivers “decisive” results. The literature indicates 

that Air officers prefer to think at the strategic level (or say they do), that strategic thinking is 

CED, and that, linked with air-mindedness, members claim an organizational ability to 

comprehend at the strategic level of analysis as a unique attribute of the Air Force in general. 

Respondents overwhelmingly agreed with survey item 32/Q34, with 73% selecting 

“Agree” or “Strongly Agree” for an overall mean of 3.81. This central precept of classic air 

theory remains relevant and viable. 
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Figure 14.16. Survey item 32/Q34: “Air power can be deployed decisively by striking at the 

heart of the enemy.” 

 

 

 Respondents were much less sure about survey item 57/Q59 (see figure 14.11). The most 

common response at 34% was “Neither agree nor disagree.” Remaining responses were almost 

perfectly split between “Agree”/“Strongly agree” and “Disagree”/“Strongly disagree.” It could 

be that some respondents interpreted the statement as describing the status quo, while some 

interpreted it as aspirational. Negative responses might indicate that the Air Force does not think 

strategically, even though it should. Still a full third of respondents agreed that strategic thinking 

distinguishes the Air Force. 

The last two survey items, 50/Q52 and 56/Q58 were written specifically to probe for 

feelings of institutional insecurity and the related impulse to advocate on behalf of the Air Force. 

Survey item 50/Q52 yielded one of the lowest means in the survey, 2.15. Apparently 70% of 

respondents did not often feel the need to explain the raison d'être of the Air Force. Interestingly, 

all of the respondents who selected “Agree”/“Strongly agree” were non-pilots. 
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Figure 14.17. Survey item 50/Q52: “I often feel the need to explain to people why we have a 

separate, independent Air Force.” 

 

 

 More respondents admitted they felt the purpose of the Air Force was less clear to 

“people” than those of the other services. The mean of 2.90 shows a close to even split between 

“Agree”/“Strongly Agree” and “Disagree”/“Strongly Disagree.” The response was indeed 

polarized as only 13% took the neutral option. Considering the sensitive nature of the statement, 

so much agreement (39%) is remarkable. 

 

 
Figure 14.18. Survey item 56/Q58: “In general, the purpose of the Air Force is not as clear 

to people as the purposes of the other US military services.” 
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Conclusion 

 By its nature, the (Insecure) Advocates OI referent is hard to capture via a survey 

instrument. This is one OI referent that remains mostly unspoken, only enacted. Surprisingly, 

one respondent, a lieutenant colonel from the Space/Missile/C2 community, commented frankly, 

“It is my opinion that the Air Force continues to try and justify itself as a separate service.” Air 

officers might object to an outsider insinuating insecurity or an energetic advocacy. Yet, noting 

the overwhelming agreement with items pertaining to the key missions of air superiority and 

strategic strike, which demonstrates an inculcation of emphasis on these key institutional 

justifications, a willingness to claim strategic thinking, and a high level of agreement on most 

other survey items in this group, the inclusion of the (Insecure) Advocates OI referent is 

warranted. 

 

Controllers (Master Referent) 

As discussed in detail in Chapter 12, the Master OI referent of Controller encompasses 

the overarching organizational drive and instinct to control at varied levels and aspects of 

practice, and to prefer doctrines and warfighting philosophies which exhibit strong elements of 

control. Control is at the center of the USAF operational paradigm, expressed as an undeniable 

truth about airpower: “Air Power’s unique characteristics necessitate that it be centrally 

controlled by airmen.”25  

The organizationally favored missions, strategic bombing and air superiority, embody 

doctrines of control. Control includes that of domains (air, land, and sea) and of an adversary 

nation’s territory, capability, and will. In order to facilitate centralized control, the Air Force 

 
25 Meilinger, 1995, 49. 
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developed what came to be the Joint/Combined Air Operations Center (J/CAOC), an innovation 

that reflects and perpetuates the Air Force’s “vision of itself as the custodian of ‘theater battle 

management.’”26 The AN/USQ-163 Falconer AOC is unique to the Air Force, and ensures that in 

case of a major operation, the Air Force will best be able to assume control of the air war. The 

insistence that airpower be centrally controlled “by an Airman” reflects the service’s belief that 

airpower can be understood only by one of its own. In keeping with the OI referent of Controller, 

the Air Force consistently upholds the virtues of maintaining a “man-in-the-loop” (MITL), 

particularly in the application of lethal force. 

 

Survey Items  

12/Q11.7. Air superiority 

13/Q11.8. Nuclear deterrence        

15/Q11.10. Centralized control of air power in war      

16/Q11.11. Air-mindedness         

24/Q8.8. Strategic use of air and space assets           

25/Q8.9. Air Operations Centers           

28/Q30. In general, the Air Force should have central control of air power.              

32/Q34. Air power can be deployed decisively by striking at the heart of the enemy.   

33/Q35. In general, combat aircraft should be under the operational control of the Air Force.               

34/Q36. In most conflicts, air superiority or supremacy is a prerequisite to victory.         

35/Q37. Among the services, the Air Force has unique expertise and experience when it comes 

to air operations.                  

39/Q41. In general, the Air Force is the best service for operating air assets.              

40/Q42. Although technology confers many advantages, it’s important to keep a “man in the 

loop.” 

 
26 Allard, 1996, 293. 
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58/Q60. Air power’s unique characteristics necessitate that it be controlled by airmen.                 

60/Q62. It’s important to continue the development of automation in order to reduce or eliminate 

human error. 

 

Analysis 

The first block of survey items assessing the identity referent of Controller consists of Air 

Force missions which embody control and allow the Air Force to gain and maintain control of 

domains, its own and others’ military forces, and enemy capability and will. Attitude objects 

from the grid included “Air superiority,” “Nuclear deterrence,” and “Strategic use of air and 

space assets.” Air superiority and the nuclear mission have often been conceptualized as 

determinant of war outcomes. Missions which set the necessary conditions for success make the 

Air Force an indispensable player, and provide avenues of interservice control in the conduct of 

joint operations. As noted above, 32/Q34 constitutes a statement of strategic bombing theory, 

and 34/Q36 presents an affirmation of air superiority as a necessary condition for combat 

success. 

 

Table 14.19. Controller missions (means) 

  Mean 

12Q11.7 4.58 

13Q11.8 4.16 

24Q8.8 4.23 

32Q34 3.81 

34Q36 4.24 

Block 4.20 

 

The survey items in this group represent some of the highest means in the survey, 

suggesting that the missions historically at the forefront of Air Force doctrinal thought and 

orientation remain there. 
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Special attention is given to the “Air Operations Center” attitude object, as this unique 

technological symbol stands for an entire philosophy of command and control, one in which the 

Air Force takes central stage. The mean was 3.68, slightly below average for the grid. Still, 

“Very important” was the most common response (37%) and almost a quarter ranked AOCs as 

“Most or extremely important.” Considering that the AOC is a building with computers and 

cubicles, a positive response for such an undramatic attitude object suggests recognition of all 

the AOC signifies for the Air Force as an organization, namely, control. 

 

Table 14.20. Survey item 25/Q8.9: Air Operations Centers 

 

The next block of items directly asks respondents to verify that long-expressed belief that 

airpower should be centrally controlled by an Airman. Again, the responses represent some of 

the highest in the survey, especially survey item 35/Q37 which points to the unique expertise and 

experience of the Air Force versus the other services regarding air operations. For the 

straightforwardly worded survey item 28/Q30, “In general, the Air Force should have central 

control of airpower,” 45% of respondents selected “Agree,” and another 34% chose “Strongly 

agree” for a total of 79%.  

 

Table 14.21. Centralized control of air power by the Air Force (means) 

  Mean 

15Q11.10 3.67 

28/Q30 4.04 

33/Q35 4.03 

35/Q37 4.44 

Block 4.05 

 Least or not very 

important 

Slightly 

important 
Important 

Very 

Important 

Most or extremely 

important 

Air Operations 

Centers 
2.20% 10.99% 26.37% 37.36% 23.08% 
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Two more survey items come at the question from the side of “controlled by an Airman,” 

that is, the averred special expertise and capacity for “air-mindedness” found only in the Air 

Force members, particularly pilots. Survey item 16/Q11.11, in which “air-mindedness” was 

presented as an attitude object garnered a mean of 3.87. Survey item 58/Q60 also elicited a 

strongly positive response with over half of respondents (51%) selecting “Agree” and another 

21% selecting “Strongly agree” for a mean of 3.80. (See figure 14.13 and analysis in The 

Excellent/The Elite section above.) 

Survey items 40/Q42 and 60/Q62 probe the issue of keeping control of warfighting 

technologies directly through a man-in-the-loop (MITL), and whether or not automation can 

mitigate human error. Note that agreement on 60/Q62 is meant to indicate a positive opinion 

toward relinquishment of decision-making control in favor of automation. Survey 40/Q42, 

promoting a man-in-the-loop, generated a mean of 3.97, with 76% of respondents choosing 

“Agree” or “Strongly agree.” Although seemingly opposed, survey item 60/Q62 also precipitated 

a strong positive response with a mean of 4.07 and 84% choosing “Agree”/“Strongly agree.” 

Perhaps we are seeing some agreement bias, but at least as likely is that Air officers have a 

nuanced view of MITL and automation. The pair of items are worded in a way that allows the 

respondent to agree that an MITL is necessary, while also believing the development of 

automation has value; the goal to reduce human error and the goal to maintain human decision-

making are not incompatible. And as OI referents of Innovator and Futurists direct, research 

should always press forward.  
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Conclusion 

As a whole, this group of survey items strongly supports the presence of the Controller 

OI referent and its inclusion as one of the two “master” referents in the USAF organizational 

identity. The survey items which were explicitly designed to uncover the OI referent of 

Controller, and presented the tenet of “airpower centrally controlled by Airmen” most directly, 

received overwhelmingly positive responses, even though to agree, respondents had to explicitly 

put their service above the others, a possibly uncomfortable step.  

 

Attitudes toward USAF Adoption of UAVs 

The attitudes of Air Force officers toward the service’s rapid and large-scale adoption of 

UAVs, particularly for small-scale strike operations, speaks to the case study presented in this 

project (Chapter 16). As a measure of attitudes toward one of the most dramatic adoptions of a 

military technology, it may also serve to inform future studies.  

At the outset, it is important to understand that for Air officers, UAVs are not the 

“opposite” of manned aircraft. The missions assigned to UAVs and manned aircraft remain 

distinct, and while some pilots have been assigned to fly UAVs instead of manned aircraft, many 

have simply incorporated UAV tours into their career, flying both. Also important to understand 

is that a substantial chasm, both cultural and organizational, separates large, high-altitude 

reconnaissance UAVs such as Global Hawk, from somewhat smaller, medium altitude 

reconnaissance/strike UAVs, such as Predator and Reaper. Air Force UAVs tend to be larger and 

more like manned aircraft than the various UAVs employed by the other services. 
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Survey items 

18/Q8.2. Manned aircraft 

19/Q8.3. UAVs 

30/Q32. UAVs will one day replace manned aircraft for most missions. 

41/Q43. Within the next 20 years, UAVs will become the predominant means of conducting 

strike warfare.27 

51/Q53. Manned aircraft will be as important in 2040 as they are today.  

 

Analysis 

Overall, the respondents seem to feel that UAVs are a central, enduring, and distinct part 

of the Air Force’s OI. For comparison, manned aircraft, arguably the most CED artifact in the 

Air Force, garnered a mean of 4.02, but UAVs were not far behind with a mean of 3.91. The 

most common response for manned aircraft was “Most or extremely important,” and the most 

common response for UAVs was “Very important.” The officers as a group seemed to think that 

manned aircraft should be rated the highest, with UAVs a notch below. Still, over a quarter of 

respondents thought UAVs were “Most or extremely important.” Respondents rated UAVs 

higher than other specific technology types in the grid, e.g., satellites, cyber, air operations 

centers, and ICBMs. The highest-rated attitude object among the grid items, “Air superiority,” 

which scored a mean of 4.58, is a mission strongly associated with fighter pilots and fighter 

aircraft and which will be primarily performed by manned aircraft for the foreseeable future. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
27This survey item adapted from a survey item in Mahnken and FitzSimonds, 2003, 27, 32. 
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Table 14.22. Survey items 18/Q8.2 and 19/Q8.3: Attitude objects “manned aircraft” and 

“UAVs” 

 

Least or 

not very 

important 

Slightly 

important 
Important 

Very 

important 

Most or 

extremely 

important 

Manned 

aircraft 
3.30% 7.69% 18.68% 24.18% 46.15% 

UAVs 1.10% 6.59% 18.68% 47.25% 26.37% 

 

 

 

Table 14.23. Attitude objects pertaining to technology types (ranked by means) 

  Mean 

8/Q11.3  Cutting-edge technology 4.02 

18/Q8.2  Manned aircraft 4.02 

19/Q8.3  UAVs 3.91 

20/Q8.4  Satellites 3.89 

21/Q8.5  Cyber 3.88 

25/Q8.9  Air Operations Centers 3.68 

17/Q8.1  ICBMs 3.51 

 

 

 

Items 30/Q32 and 41/Q43 asked similar things in two different ways. Item 30/Q32 was 

less specific, asking only if “one day” UAVs would replace manned aircraft, and with the 

qualifier, for “most” missions. Item 41/Q43 posited a specific timeline, the next 20 years, and a 

specific mission, “strike warfare,” for UAV adoption. Despite the different approach taken by the 

items, the results of the two items were similar: 73% agreed or strongly agreed to the statement 

in item 30/Q32, while 74% agreed or strongly agreed to the statement in item 41/Q43. This is 

especially remarkable considering that “strike warfare” is a modern expression of the culturally 

foundational mission of strategic bombing. It could be that respondents had in mind the limited 

strike missions performed by Predator and Reaper, not necessarily major strategic strikes or 

campaigns. 
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Survey item 51/Q53 (see figure 14.8) yielded a distinct polarization in responses. Instead 

of a statement about UAVs, this item centered on the future of manned aircraft. It too specified a 

future time of roughly 20 years out, 2040, but perhaps was more general in the phrase “as 

important” which could refer to operational requirements or to what is CED in the Air Force OI. 

In whatever way the respondents interpreted the statement, they had strongly divergent opinions, 

about evenly split between “Strongly disagree”/“Disagree” and “Strongly agree”/“Agree.” This 

suggests that the fate of manned aircraft is more emotional or contentious than the adoption of 

UAVs, and that the two are not necessarily seen as directly related. 

Survey items 41/Q43 and 51/Q53 were adapted from items in a previous survey, offering 

points of comparison. In mid-2000, Mahnken and FitzSimonds surveyed officers on PME tours 

from all US services in order to ascertain attitudes regarding the revolution in military affairs 

(RMA). The researchers employed attitudes toward UAVs as a kind of proxy for attitudes toward 

the RMA.28 Using a Likert-type survey item format, their survey instrument presented these two 

statements: 

Statement 20: “Within the next 20 years, uninhabited combat aerial vehicles will become 

the predominant means of conducting strike warfare.” 

 

Statement 8: “Manned aircraft will be as important in 2020 as they are today.”29 

 

  

At the time of their survey, Predator was considered a reconnaissance platform, not a 

strike platform, and still held the nomenclature RQ-1. But the idea of using UAVs for the strike 

mission had already entered Air Force discussion, centering on the X-45 Uninhabited Combat 

Aerial Vehicle (UCAV) mentioned in the statement (a concept ultimately left unrealized). In the 

2000 survey, over half (53%) of Air officers agreed that the UCAV would become the 

 
28 Mahnken and FitzSimonds, 2003, 27. 
29 Mahnken and FitzSimonds, 2003, 27. 
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predominant means of conducting strike warfare by 2020, showing more optimism than 

respondents in any other US service.30 

Responses to Statement 8 also demonstrated the Air Force’s belief in the successful and 

broad adoption of UAVs, at least indirectly, with 50% disagreeing with the statement, indicating 

that manned aircraft would be less important in 2020. By a wide margin, the Air Force was the 

least confident among the services in the continued role of manned aircraft.31 

FitzSimonds and Mahnken again surveyed PME students in 2006. This survey 

specifically sought attitudes regarding UAV adoption among aviators.32 The survey found little 

concern among Air Force flyers regarding the impact of widespread UAV adoption on their 

careers.33 A majority (68%) of the Air Force aviators surveyed expressed the belief that, “The 

pace at which UAVs are being introduced into my service is about right.”34 The researchers 

noted manned aircraft pilots felt a sense of ownership over the Predator program.35 To wit, 51% 

of Air Force respondents thought only qualified manned aircraft pilots should control UAVs, and 

similarly, 55% expressed belief that only officers should control UAVs. Both percentages were 

the highest among the services.36  

 

Conclusion 

Tracing the results of the current survey as well as two preceding surveys with similar 

goals regarding UAV attitude adoption provides well-grounded insights into the general attitudes 

 
30 Mahnken and FitzSimonds, 2003, 32-33. 
31 Mahnken and FitzSimonds, 30-32. 
32 FitzSimonds and Mahnken, 2007. The survey included Air Force pilots and navigators. 
33 FitzSimonds and Mahnken, 2007, 97, 100. 
34 FitzSimonds and Mahnken, 2007, 102. 
35 FitzSimonds and Mahnken, 2007, 103. 
36 FitzSimonds and Mahnken, 2007, 101. 
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of the Air Force toward this issue. For Air officers, even pilots, UAVs and manned aircraft are 

not at odds with one another and the adoption of UAVs does not directly equate to the demise of 

manned aircraft even if UAVs take over some of their missions. It is a situation of “both,” not 

“either/or.” 

The current survey results suggest that UAVs have attained by 2018 the status of a 

central, enduring, and distinct technological artifact, even more so than other long-standing 

technology types. However, they have not and likely will not displace manned aircraft in terms 

of what is CED, and in terms of what generates enthusiasm, fascination, and emotional draw. 

The all-important air superiority mission, performed by fighter pilots in manned aircraft for the 

foreseeable future, helps ensure a central place for manned aircraft. 

 

Conclusion 

Generally, the survey results corroborated the findings of Stage 1. The organizational 

characteristics and the OI referents formulated in Stage 1 found much support in the survey 

responses. There were a few survey items that delivered contradicting outcomes; these topics 

would be excellent discussion items for future focus groups. Sharply polarized responses reveal a 

complex opinion structure, the surface only scratched by the survey item. Perhaps most 

surprising among survey responses was the low mean for the attitude object “Love of aviation.” 

This could indicate that Air officers see the Air Force as less about aviation and more about other 

mission areas. But it might also indicate a confusion among the surveyed group as to whether the 

attitude objects in the grid should have been assessed in terms of operational import or cultural 

import. Several open comments from respondents suggest this might be the case. 
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Of course, with fewer than 100 respondents, the survey cannot be taken as the definitive 

statement of Air Force officer opinion regarding the survey objectives. However, the survey 

plays a useful role in understanding the Air Force OI and its consequences for organizational 

behavior. Separate sources of information increase confidence in validity of conclusions, and 

first-hand sources offer direct insights into the thinking of the members of the organization under 

study. The survey supplements and substantiates the qualitative portions of this study, and points 

to future areas of research. 

  



 

419 
 

Chapter 15 

A Concise Statement of the US Air Force Organizational Identity 

 

Technologists (Master Referent): 

The keepers and wielders of decisive, humane, efficient, high-quality, advanced 

technologies of war1  

Optimistic, yet pragmatic, problem-solvers, uniquely capable of harnessing technology 

to yield warfighting solutions and competitive advantage 

America’s military technological vanguard 

The “man-in-the-loop,” or human element, of technological systems 

Innovators: 

 Leaders of innovation in technology and beyond 

 Discoverers and adopters of innovation from a wide range of sources 

 Members of an institution born of innovation; innovation is “in our DNA” 

Futurists: 

 Those who make progress unhindered by tradition 

 Visionaries of warfare who anticipate the trajectory of technology 

 The only service with a tradition of futurism 

Aviation Fanatics: 

 Lovers and enthusiasts of aircraft, aviation, flight, and flying 

 Adherents of the transcendence, mystique, romance, and aesthetic of aviation 

The Excellent/The Elite: 

 The air-minded airpower experts 

 The most exclusive US service and world’s greatest Air Force 

 The highest-quality, most tech-savvy, and uniquely air-minded servicemembers 

Individualists: 

 Aces, heroes, and high achievers 

 Non-conformists, contrarians, and prudent mavericks 

 Loyal wingmen 

(Insecure) Advocates: 

 Those who deliver decisive results and strategic effects 

 Key enablers, often taken for granted 

Controllers (Master Referent): 

 Controllers of the air and all below it 

 Controllers of joint/combined air war, missions of control, and the outcome of war 

 Humane warriors who control the enemy’s mind to prevent or quickly resolve a war  

 
1 Adapted from Builder, 1989, 33. 
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Chapter 16 

Case Study: The USAF’s Turf Behavior in the Adoption of the RQ-1 Predator 

 

Within the span of the few months immediately following the terrorist attacks of 

September 11, 2001, the RQ-1 Predator UAV1 went from relative obscurity to national headlines. 

This happened in the context of a US-led war against the Taliban regime of Afghanistan and the 

terrorist group Al-Qaeda, responsible for attacks on New York City and Washington, DC which 

killed over three thousand people. The Predator UAV proved an ideal weapon in that war, known 

as Operation Enduring Freedom in the US military. With no air defenses to oppose it, the UAV 

enjoyed freedom of action in the skies, allowing its operators to take advantage of the UAV’s 

extremely long loiter or “dwell” capability, measured in tens of hours. Thousands of miles away, 

US Air Force pilots and sensor operators could observe and follow a potential target for hours to 

be certain of the target’s identity. Then, patiently, they would wait for the perfect shot, one sure 

to succeed while minimizing unintentional death and destruction, or “collateral damage.” The 

use of Predator and its derivatives spread to other counter-terrorist operations led by the CIA. 

The Predator marked a turning point in the history of military technologies. The first 

UAV to play a central role in combat operations, it launched a wave of development in that field, 

 
1 The Predator’s designation changed from RQ-1 (R for reconnaissance) to MQ-1 (M for multi-mission) in 2002 to 

signify its weapons-carrying capability. At the time of the case study, the RQ-1 designation was in use. 

Throughout this case study I use the terms unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV), remotely piloted vehicle (RPV), 

remotely piloted aircraft (RPA) and drone interchangeably, typically defaulting to the most common usage in the 

time period under consideration. A UAV is a reusable aircraft operated without humans aboard, either via remote 

control or autonomously. An unmanned aerial system (UAS) encompasses one or more aircraft, ground control 

station, other ground support equipment, and personnel. The distinction between UAVs and cruise missiles can be 

blurry, but UAVs typically do not have warheads. They often carry payloads which may include ordinance. UAVs 

are generally meant to be recoverable, but can be used as practice targets, decoys, or as guided missiles. The primary 

military UAV mission continues to be surveillance and reconnaissance. 
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extending beyond the United States and beyond military applications. Richard Whittle describes 

the Predator impact as a revolution with implications far beyond its battlefield capabilities: 

The UAV revolution has reshaped the Air Force and the Army’s aviation branch, revised 

US military tactics and doctrine for air and ground forces, and revamped plans, budgets, 

and corporate structures in the defense and aviation industries. The emergence of armed 

UAVs has had profound effects on US national security and foreign policy as well. For 

these reasons, the MQ-1 Predator is arguably the most important new military technology 

since the nuclear-armed intercontinental ballistic missile.2 

 

This case study examines the series of decisions that positioned the Predator weapon 

system for its meteoric rise in terms of quantity procured, number of missions flown, and place 

in the public’s attention in the two decades since 9-11. The organizational decision-making of 

the US Air Force is examined in detail. The strong presence of the USAF’s OI, this study’s 

independent variable, facilitates theory analysis because of its high visibility in the dynamics of 

the USAF’s decision-making behavior. The decisions under examination have to do with the 

Predator weapons system and its related support programs and activities within the organization, 

together conceptualized as a piece of turf—this study’s dependent variable. This case offers the 

advantage of a clear change in decision-making behavior, from neutral or mildly anti-turf 

behavior to increasingly intense pro-turf behavior. 

The narrative is divided into Phase 1, which traces the early and influential USAF drone 

experience before the Predator; Phase 2a, in which the USAF exhibits neutral to slightly negative 

turf behavior toward Predator; and Phase 2b, in which the USAF shifts to positive turf behavior 

and then “empire-building” behavior. Theoretical discussion follows Phases 2a and 2b, in which 

competing hypotheses are examined. Throughout Phase 2, emerging issue areas3 are flagged. 

 
2 Richard Whittle, "Predator’s Big Safari,” Mitchell Paper 7, Mitchell Institute for Air Power Studies, Arlington, 

VA: Mitchell Institute Press, August 2011, 9. 
3 Or “focusing events,” see Kingdon, 1996. 
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These issues mark natural initiation of decision-making processes in that they present challenges 

or problems for the Air Force to resolve. 

 

White Scarf 

This analysis pays specific attention to evidence indicating or refuting the presence and 

effects of “white scarf syndrome,” or “silk scarf syndrome,” a phrase that alludes to the silk 

neckwear traditionally donned by pilots. Although critics often use the term “white scarf 

syndrome” imprecisely, here I define it as pilots’ obstruction of unmanned platform adoption and 

integration.4 Specifically, white scarf syndrome refers to actions taken by pilots, empowered by 

their elite position in their military organization, to obstruct the development, adoption, and/or 

employment of non-piloted technologies, such as ICBMs, satellites, and UAVs. 

Those who allege white scarf syndrome among Air Force pilots often point to one or 

more underlying motivations: (1) to head off threats to pilots’ job security,5 (2) to entrench 

pilots’ elite position in the organization,6 or (3) to preserve the organizationally privileged role of 

manned aircraft, based on sentimentality and the pilots’ visceral connection to them.7 The first 

and second motivations can best be placed in the bureaucratic paradigm. Through the lens of 

bureaucratic rationales, if those officers operating manned and unmanned platforms find 

themselves pitted against each other in a fight for position and promotion, such intra-service 

 
4 Here I generally follow Ehrhard’s example, but (1) broaden it from obstruction of just UAVs to all unmanned 

systems, (2) include early obstruction surrounding adoption, a point relevant to turf decisions, and (3) allow for 

other motivations beside culture. See Ehrhard, 2000, 30. 
5 For example, see Benjamin F. Schemmer, foreword, William Wagner, Lightning Bugs and other Reconnaissance 

Drones (Fallbrook, CA: Armed Forces Journal International, 1982), np.  
6 For example, see David K. Edmonds, “In Search of the High Ground: The Airpower Trinity and the Decisive 

Potential of Air Power,” Airpower Journal 12, no. 1 (Spring 1998): 20; Caitlin Lee, “The Culture of US Air Force 

Innovation: A Historical Case Study of the Predator Program,” (PhD diss. King’s College, London, 2016), 298-99. 
7 For example, see Lawrence Spinetta and M. L. Cummings, “Unloved Aerial Vehicles,” Armed Forces Journal, 

(November 2012): 9-11, 32. Notably, it is UAV contractors and other industry voices who most adamantly insist 

that white scarf syndrome presents hurdles to UAV acquisition. 
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rivalry might be dubbed white scarf syndrome. The second motivation speaks similarly to intra-

service rivalry, with competition over the “scarce resource” of prestige. The third motivation 

suggests a pathology of organizational culture; the culture compels decision-makers to reject 

objectively beneficial options (say, a militarily utile UAV) in order to preserve and protect the 

culture, and perhaps even the OI. To the extent that civilian masters would support development 

of the most promising technology areas, manned or unmanned, white scarf syndrome could also 

be conceptualized as agency theory’s “shirking.”  

White scarf syndrome is not simply a preference for manned aircraft, or for flying 

manned aircraft over operating UAVs; white scarf describes a conscious obstruction of 

unmanned technologies. A love and fascination for aircraft runs deep through USAF OI (see 

Chapter 8). As Air Force Chief of Staff (1957-1961) General Thomas D. White quipped, “To say 

there is not a deeply ingrained prejudice in favor of aircraft among flyers would be a stupid 

statement for me to make. Of course there is.”8 Nonetheless, to claim this “deeply ingrained 

prejudice” manifests in active resistance to promising new technologies is quite a different 

argument than to simply say the USAF privileges manned aircraft. Because of its relevance to 

the theoretical contributions of this project, this case study analysis will be especially alert to any 

indications of the so-called white scarf syndrome.  

 

Pre-History of the Predator 

This section examines select historical episodes relating to UAVs in US Air Force 

history. The principal aim is to provide context and to reveal patterns of behavior in order to 

better understand the Air Force’s turf behavior relating to the Predator. Institutional memories 

 
8 Quoted in Futrell, 1989, 1:504.  
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inform decision-making in the Air Force, including those dealing with warfighting concepts and 

procurement.9 A central premise of this study is that organizational memory and remembered 

history are deeply implicated in the formation and maintenance of organizational identity, often 

providing substance for identity claims.10 These collective memories inform OI logics of 

historical consistency and decision-making (see Chapters 1 and 2). 

 

The Kettering Bug 

The pre-history of the US Air Force’s adoption of the Predator begins with the invention 

of the Kettering Liberty Eagle, or more precisely, the organizational behavior, manifested most 

singularly in the person of Hap Arnold, in reaction to this invention. Although more properly 

considered a forerunner of the guided missile, one often finds the Bug remembered as an early 

UAV.11 By 1917, Charles F. Kettering and others, in conjunction with the Army air service, had 

successfully tested an expendable pilotless aircraft, nicknamed the “Bug.” The development of 

the Bug was a mainline effort, involving the efforts of luminaries such as Orville Wright and 

Elmer Sperry, and supported by Major General George O. Squire, Chief Signal Officer of the 

Army. No crackpot, Kettering himself was one of the most notable inventors of his day, 

eventually holding 140 patents. The town of Kettering, Ohio is named for him.12 

 
9 Daniel J. Brown, “Institutional Memory and the US Air Force,” Air & Space Power Journal (Summer 2016): 38-

47. 
10 Casey, 1997, 2019; Mai, 2015; Boyce, 1996; Clark, 1972; Theo Farrell, “Memory, Imagination, and War,” 

History 87, no. 285 (January 2002): 61-73. 
11 For example, see Bill Yenne, Birds of Prey: Predators, Reapers and America’s Newest UAVs in Combat (North 

Branch, MN: Specialty Press, 2010), 9; Hugh McDaid and David Oliver, Smart Weapons: Top Secret History of 

Remote Controlled Airborne Weapons (New York: Barnes and Noble Books, 1997), 10-11; William Wagner and 

William P. Sloan, Fireflies and other UAVs (Arlington, TX: Aerofax, 1992), 15. 
12 Laurence R. Newcome, Unmanned Aviation: A Brief History of Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (Reston, VA: 

American Institute of Aeronautics and Astronautics, Inc., 2004), 23-30; H. H. Arnold, Global Mission (New York: 

Harper & Brothers, 1949), 74; “Kettering History,” www.ketteringoh.org; “About Charles Kettering,” 

www.online.kettering.edu.  

http://www.ketteringoh.org/


 

425 

 

It seems only the end of WWI precluded the Bug’s operationalization. Hap Arnold 

relayed the story of the Bug in great detail in his 1949 memoir, revealing much about the early 

Air Force OI.13 Although pilotless, he describes the device as a “complete little airplane,” 

suggesting his fascination with aircraft (Aviation Fanatic) spilled over to the unmanned Bug as 

well.14 He clearly claims the device for his service; this is not just a curiosity from the civilian 

sector: “for he [Kettering] and our own Air Force had fathered, if not invented, this weapon.”15 

His words show obvious delight in the “gadgets” and inner workings of the Bug, which he 

relates in detail, writing decades later. He recounts its flight parameters, both anticipated and 

demonstrated, as he would any airplane. 

As a Technologist, he pragmatically considered the operational utility of this device, and 

finding it promising, went forward with initial organizational planning. He extended the aircraft 

unit title of “squadron” to the unmanned Bug, and enjoyed, even as he wrote in the late 1940s, 

the thought of “thousands every day” causing “great consternation in the ranks of the German 

High Command.” In fact, this quote is the caption chosen for the full-page photo of the Bug 

included in the memoir.16 Convinced of the military potential of the Bug, Arnold worked to 

move the device into the awareness of decision-makers and onto the organizational agenda. He 

did nothing to obstruct acceptance of the early drone, but the exact opposite, possibly risking his 

reputation with the uncertain performance of the weapon in a demonstration.17  

As Arnold returned to the Bug in his memoir, he described how in 1941, “I had to make a 

decision which few people know about to this day.”18 In an astonishing disclosure, Arnold 

 
13 Arnold, 1949, 74-76, 259-61. 
14 Arnold, 1949, 74. 
15 Arnold, 1949, 74, italics are mine. 
16 Arnold, 1949, 76, photos insert, np. See also 261. 
17 Arnold, 1949, 75-76. 
18 Arnold, 1949, 259. 
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detailed his consideration of the Kettering Bug, even over the bomber, as the primary tool for 

attack on Germany. 

Our whole fight for an Air Force had come to center more and more around 

bombardment, precision bombardment by daylight, all the things summed up by the great 

word “B-17.” I now had to decide whether the four-engine bomber, and the whole 

bombardment program we had worked toward for so many years, should take second 

place in favor of something else…. 

….The pilotless Bug was, in any case, already a modern military weapon in 

being. It would cost, per unit, between $800 and $1000 as compared to $200,000 for a 

medium, or $400,000 for a single heavy bomber, and could be produced quickly in large 

numbers…. 

….Much more important than any monetary factor was the possible saving in 

human life….19 

 

We see the Technologist optimistically, if cautiously, seeking combat solutions through 

technology. The goal is to bomb the interior of Germany, but Arnold had few aircraft to do the 

job, and those he had were expensive. He saw that the operational concept of the Bug conformed 

to the tenets of airpower theory, striking at the heart of the enemy. Arnold, while realizing the 

bomber was key to Air Force independence, candidly described how the Bug would have been 

the war-winning technology, save for its range. He favored the idea of putting machines in 

harm’s way, not men, counting casualty avoidance as yet another advantage of the Bug.  

Arnold tellingly classified the Bug as a “weapon in being,” a significant categorization in 

that it distinguished the UAV from a risky experimental device. Arnold did not shy away from 

direct cost comparisons with the bomber; he ran the numbers and shared them with his reader. 

Again, it is Arnold as Technologist and Innovator who took the initiative to put the Bug on the 

decision-making agenda, setting up a meeting solely to analyze the Bug as a wartime option.20 

Arnold’s inclusion of the Kettering Bug in his memoir says something in itself. The Bug 

was inconsequential to operational outcomes as he admitted, a mere footnote in his career, yet he 

 
19 Arnold, 1949, 259-60. 
20 Arnold, 1949, 260-61. 
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devoted quite a few pages to it, returning to the 1918 story to extend it through 1941. It is a 

memory he was obviously fond of, one that he wanted to share.  

The Kettering Bug episode receives regular mention in Air Force and UAV literature. 

Carl Builder devoted most of a chapter to it in his 1994 work The Icarus Syndrome, a book 

widely read among the USAF officer corps.21 Air Force Magazine also highlighted the early 

UAV in a “Flashback” feature.22 A full-size replica of the Bug has been on display in the 

National Museum of the United States Air Force since 1964.23 The episode, highlighting 

Arnold’s WWI-era efforts to test the device, was even deemed important enough to warrant 

inclusion in the Air Force’s official history.24 The development of Kettering’s Bug and Arnold’s 

promotion of this early UAV stands as a canonized story and holds a secure place in Air Force 

lore.25 

 

Drones of the WWII Era 

Between the world wars, the Army took advantage of developments in radio control 

technologies in the form of target drones. The Radioplane OQ series of drones, rail launched and 

ground controlled, provided realistic training for anti-aircraft gunners on land and sea, its shape, 

sound, maneuverability, and speed much more closely resembling those of enemy aircraft than 

would a towed target banner. Radioplane introduced the first prototype as early as 1935, and by 

1941, with the support of the Army Air Forces (AAF), the drones had entered mass production. 

 
21 Builder, 1994, 157-61. 
22 “Flashback: The Bug,” Air Force Magazine, April 1994, 68. 
23 “Kettering Aerial Torpedo ‘Bug,’” April 7, 2015, www.nationalmuseum.af.mil. 
24 Mortensen in Nalty, 1997, 1:68. 
25 On canonized stories, see Abma, 2003.  

http://www.nationalmuseum.af.mil/


 

428 

 

Eventually, almost 15,000 were produced.26 The AAF’s familiarization with drones grew with 

the PQ-8 and PQ-14 target drones, also used for anti-aircraft artillery practice. These early radio-

controlled UAVs could launch and land conventionally on runways. Ultimately, the US Army 

and Navy would purchase over 3000 of the PQ-8s and PQ-14s (and destroy most of them in 

training).27 

But the most incredible UAV precursor of the WWII era was known as Project 

Aphrodite, the effort to convert manned bombers into remote control missiles. The terror of the 

German’s V-1 and V-2 missile attacks on England and Belgium prompted a search for solutions. 

To the chagrin of the AAF, the operational reality of the V-1s and V-2s seemed to point up a lag 

in the AAF’s own cruise missile technologies relative to those of the Germans.28 Even more 

terrifying German weapons, larger missiles with chemicals or biological warheads, capable of 

threatening the US, seemed to be on the horizon. The fear of what unknown horror might occur 

at any moment drove the initiation of the Aphrodite project and the completion of the first 

Aphrodite test aircraft 30 hours later.29  

This was no fringe effort; Prime Minister Winston Churchill visited the Aphrodite unit 

and personally examined modified aircraft. Futuristic, innovative, and gallant in its humanitarian 

goal to save civilians, Operation Aphrodite enjoyed the support of AAF generals as well, 

including Generals Doolittle, Spaatz, and Arnold. In fact, some officers at the time joked that it 

was Arnold’s pet project, “the Old Man’s baby,” and his encouraging messages seemed to 

 
26 “Radioplane RP-5A target drone,” Western Museum of Flight, www.wmof.com/rp5a.htm; McDaid and Oliver, 

1997, 16-17, tell the story of how Marilyn Monroe was “discovered” working in a Radioplane factory due, in part, to 

future president Ronald Reagan, who was serving as an US Army public affairs officer at the time. 
27 Frank B. Mormillo, “Defenseless Warrior: Culver’s PQ-14 Drone,” Air Enthusiast 93, May/June 2001, 6-7. 
28 Walter J. Boyne, “The Remote Control Bombers,” Air Force Magazine, November 1, 2010, 

www.airforcemag.com. 
29 Jack Olsen, Aphrodite: Desperate Mission (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1970), 15-18, 25, 84-85, 137-38, 

276. 
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confirm it.30 In a memo of July 1, 1944, to Spaatz, he wrote: “The initiative and imagination 

shown in your plans to fly crewless aircraft with heavy loads of high explosives into Noball 

[rocket] targets is a source of genuine pleasure! More power to you.”31 General Doolittle and 

Major General Earle Partridge were especially close to the project, and even accompanied 

missions, flying their own fighters to watch the action.32 

The Aphrodite operational concept was as risky as it was innovative. The target was the 

ominous and enormous German-built concrete bunkers near the French coast in Pas-de-Calais. 

At the time, the AAF was suffering 5% attrition in attacks on these heavily defended facilities. 

At a secret site on a sprawling British airfield, military personnel stripped war-weary B-17s and 

B-24s of standard equipment and packed them with 20,000 pounds of explosives. The plan was 

for a crew of two to fly the explosive-laden aircraft to a predetermined altitude, turn control over 

to a trailing “mothership,” and bail out. Using remote control technology borrowed from the 

earliest guided-missile prototypes, the controller in the mothership would direct the bomber-as-

missile to crash-dive into the target. Each mission required the support of a slew of manned 

aircraft flying in fighter escort, observation, photographic, and diversionary roles.33 

In August 1944, less than two months from project approval, the AAF attempted its first 

Aphrodite mission.34 But all nineteen attempts to employ Aphrodite failed. Reasons for the 

unsuccessful missions ran the gamut, but clearly the remote-control technology was not reliable. 

And yet, beyond what might be considered prudent, the AAF kept the program alive in order to 

bomb German cities and destroy morale, and contemplated extending its use to the war with 

 
30 Olsen, 1970, 17-18, 26, 46-48, 150-52, 279. 
31 Olsen, 1970, 47. 
32 Olsen, 1970, 60-61, 94, 168, 227. 
33 Olsen, 1970, 18, 22-23, 36, 39-40, 96. 
34 Boyne, 2010. 
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Japan. At the behest of Churchill, who feared reprisal on British citizens, President Truman 

suspended Aphrodite.35 

Fearing a German technological surprise almost to the level of hysteria, and desperate in 

their failures to stop the V-1s and V-2s, the AAF looked to innovations in technology to solve 

the problem of bombing heavily-defended targets while avoiding casualties. Notably, the 

Aphrodite Project demonstrated the willingness of the AAF to experiment with unmanned aerial 

vehicles in the wartime execution of the central mission, strategic bombing. The experiment was 

even housed within the bombing organization, under the Third Bombardment Division of the 

Eighth Air Force in England. This suggests the pragmatism inherent in the Technologist OI 

referent, and deep concern for casualties integral to the Controller OI referent, as overriding any 

“sacredness” of the strategic bombing mission that might preserve it as a mission for manned 

aircraft only. The Aphrodite project set precedents for arming drones, and for rapid reaction and 

creativity in aircraft modification to meet wartime demands. 

 

Lightning Bug and UAVs of the Cold War 

 

Global Security and Organizational Setting 

As discussed in Chapter 5, the Soviet Union’s demonstrated acquisition of nuclear 

weapons technology in August of 1941 created an intense drive in the United States to find ways 

to gather information regarding this apparent threat to national survival. The Air Force 

characteristically viewed the issue as a technological one, seeking solutions through three strains 

 
35 Olsen, 1970, 239-53, 256-7, 308-9. 
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of research and development in national reconnaissance platforms: satellites, manned aircraft, 

and unmanned aircraft.36  

The troika of the Air Force, the CIA, and crack civilian aerospace engineers teamed to 

develop the U-2 reconnaissance aircraft, which flew its first mission in 1956, less than two years 

after the project’s approval.37 The U-2 project established inter-organizational and personal 

relationships, and initiated the CIA’s role in reconnaissance systems development.38 A unique 

cross-agency community quickly evolved to enact and house these efforts. With the success of 

the Corona satellite program, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara formally established of the 

National Reconnaissance Office (NRO) to coordinate various national reconnaissance 

programs.39  

In the ultra-secret environment of the NRO, whose existence was only officially 

acknowledged in 1992,40 the CIA, USAF, and industry players could work relatively unfettered, 

free from normal governmental oversight and public scrutiny. Furthermore, the NRO was 

extremely well funded, acting as “rich uncle” for the Air Force’s futuristic projects.41 The 

freedom of action that secrecy and the NRO’s decentralized nature provided, combined with 

plentiful “off budget” resources, allowed for the risk-taking necessary for rapid innovation in 

manned aircraft and UAV technologies.42 The NRO divided its turf into Programs A, B, C, and 

 
36 An early Air Force reconnaissance attempt included the launching of camera-equipped high-altitude balloons over 

the USSR in early 1956; the unsuccessful program was cancelled after a month and the launching of 516 balloons. 

The US national intelligence problem of the time was not exclusively a technological one; some of the best 

intelligence regarding Soviet nuclear developments and posture came from human sources. See Mahnken, 2008, 24. 
37 Peebles, 1995, 23, 38. 
38 Peebles, 1995, 23; Bruce Berkowitz with Michael Suk, The National Reconnaissance Office at 50 Years: A Brief 

History, 2nd ed. (Chantilly, VA: Center of the Study of National Reconnaissance, National Reconnaissance Office, 

2018), 1-4, 27. 
39 Berkowitz, 2018, 12. 
40 Berkowitz, 2018, 23-24. 
41 Ehrhard, 2010, 4. 
42 Ehrhard, 2010, 4-5. On decentralized structures and the promotion of weapons innovation, see Matthew 

Evangelista, Innovation and the Arms Race: How the United States and the Soviet Union Develop New Military 

Technologies (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1988). 
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D, with all aerial programs, both manned and unmanned, grouped into Program D, which in time 

developed its own subculture.43 

The Air Force role within this specialized organization included the provision of pilots, 

training, bases, logistical support, and intelligence analysis. The Air Force generally operated the 

systems; even CIA pilots were actually Air Force pilots who “resigned” in order to fly for the 

CIA out of uniform.44 The national reconnaissance mission dovetailed with the Air Force’s larger 

strategic nuclear orientation by providing valuable targeting information to SAC.45 It was an 

excellent cultural fit. 

In fact, the Air Force had already established an airframe modification program office for 

special purpose weapon systems known as Big Safari. Big Safari’s secretive nature, small 

footprint, minimal paperwork, and rapid reaction approach to technological innovation 

complemented the needs of NRO’s Program D. Big Safari operated on the basis of handshake 

deals with contractors, and formed project-based teams with the goal of getting technology into 

the hands of operators in weeks or days, not months or years. The phrases “modify, don’t 

develop” and “good enough is best” were its mottos, and COTS46 was its by-word. Formed 

expressly to bypass cumbersome bureaucratic approval chains, Big Safari sat consciously outside 

the mainstream of acquisition processes. Unique among system program offices, Big Safari held 

the resident expertise to fly and maintain the systems it managed, even in combat.47 

 
43 Berkowitz, 2018, 13-14. 
44 Peebles, 1995, 31-32. Peebles describes this process as “sheep dipping.” See also Berkowitz, 2018, 4. 
45 Berkowitz, 2018, 4, 9, 13.  
46 “Commercial-Off-The-Shelf,” describes components readily available commercially. 
47 “Big Safari Program Office” overview brief, April 2003; Bill Grimes, The History of Big Safari (Bloomington, 

IN: Archway Publishing, 2014), 1-3; Sean M. Frisbee, “Weaponizing the Predator UAV: Toward a New Theory of 

Weapon System Innovation,” (thesis, USAF School of Advanced Air and Space Studies, 2004), 64n75; Wagner, 

1982, 23-24; Richard Whittle, Predator: The Secret Origins of the Drone Revolution (New York: Henry Holt and 

Co., 2014), 120-21. In 2006, Big Safari was redesignated as the 645 Aeronautical Systems Group, www.afhra.af.mil. 

The “Good enough is best” motto contradicts the Air Force core value of “Excellence in all we do.” These two 
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It was in this global security environment and organizational setting that the Air Force 

developed its national reconnaissance UAV projects, typically called drones or pilotless aircraft 

at the time.  

 

The Innovative Origins of Lightning Bug 

The genesis of the national reconnaissance drone idea offers an example of the OI 

referent of Innovator in action and at a relatively low level. Some weeks prior to the May 1960 

shootdown of Francis Gary Powers’ U-2, a pair of Air officers, Colonel Harold Wood and 

Lieutenant Colonel Lloyd Ryan, found themselves in casual conversation with an executive from 

Hycon, the company that made the cameras for the U-2. The two officers expressed their 

increasing trepidation that a U-2 pilot might be shot down. Charged with the development of Air 

Force reconnaissance aircraft, the pair was surprised by the Hycon executive’s suggestion to 

install his product on a Firebee jet target drone. Neither knew about such a drone and so quickly 

set about learning all they could. After a few calls to Ryan Aeronautical Company, the maker of 

the drone, “things at last began to fall into place.”48 

Wood and Ryan, largely on their own accord, took steps to create a new reconnaissance 

drone program, shepherding the key industry and Pentagon players toward that end. With the 

downing of Powers’ U-2 a few weeks later, the issue became politically salient and the 

reconnaissance drone concept gained momentum. The fatal Russian MiG shootdown of an RB-

47 signals gathering aircraft on July 1, 1960, underscored the inherent risk to reconnaissance 

aircrew, even while flying in international airspace. A week later, the Air Force and Ryan 

 
opposing aphorisms represent a contrast in operating philosophies between Big Safari and Air Combat Command 

which would come to the surface during the normalization of the Predator UAV. 
48 Wagner, 2014, 6-8. 
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Aeronautical signed a contract for a flight demonstration program to determine the feasibility of 

the modified target drone as reconnaissance platform. The concept of the reconnaissance drone, 

although known only to a few, quickly found strong support from the Air Staff, then-Vice Chief 

of Staff General Curtis LeMay, the Air Force’s chief scientist, Joseph Charyk, and Deputy 

Secretary of Defense, Roswell Gilpatric, as well as the CIA. Lieutenant Colonel Ryan was 

described by a contemporary as “the Air Force missionary who took the gospel of unmanned 

aircraft to the unbelievers.”49 

 

The Fate of National Reconnaissance Drones 

Air Force initiative and industry response ultimately led to the Lightning Bug, examined 

below. But before a look at the Lightning Bug program, the general fate of reconnaissance 

drones merits consideration. Most reconnaissance UAVs, initiated with enthusiasm, never 

achieved operational capability, despite major investment of resources.50 Lightning Bug, in its 

operational success, was an outlier. 

Technical barriers prevented most Cold War UAVs from achieving operationalization. 

Today, in a world where drones are ubiquitous at every level from a $20 toy to a $20 million 

military weapon system, it may be hard to comprehend what a technological stretch UAVs 

presented for engineers in the 1950s and 1960s. The technologies that enabled the U-2, such as 

high-altitude engines, had only recently emerged.51 To build a robot reconnaissance aircraft was 

a truly futuristic endeavor. There was no question of competition between manned and 

 
49 Wagner, 2014, 4-5, 15-17, 22. 
50 See Ehrhard, 2010, 9-17. 
51 Peebles, 1995, 19. 
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unmanned aircraft in terms of capability; of course manned aircraft could perform better, just in 

navigation alone. 

Mission requirements set a high bar; in order to fly over hostile territory, the drones 

would have to be large, fast, able to operate at extremely high-altitudes, and even defend in some 

way against SAMs. Removing the pilot increased required manning dramatically, as the drones 

of this era typically required extensive support in terms of manned aircraft for launching, 

recovery, combat air patrol, data relay, electronic warfare support, etc.52 The Air Force 

considered national reconnaissance UAVs to be aircraft, with manned and unmanned platforms 

at times quite integrated,53 and these large, complex UAVs, while dubbed “drones,” stood in 

stark contrast to the simpler battlefield support drones favored by the other US services.54 

Even so, concurrent with the operation of the various Lightning Bug models, the Air 

Force and its industry partners invested in a series of UAVs meant to improve upon the inherent 

limitations of Lightning Bug’s 1948 origins. These early UAVs included the D-21 

Tagboard/Senior Bowl, Compass Arrow, and Combat Dawn projects.55 The general Air Force 

attitude toward UAVs was one of enthusiasm, and these three drones enjoyed the support of both 

Air Force and civilian leadership. These decision-makers aligned on the burning need for 

intelligence and the imperative to avoid the loss or capture of pilots. Notable UAV proponents 

included successive Air Force Chiefs of Staff Generals LeMay, John. D Ryan, and George S 

Brown, not to mention the U-2 pilot who watched in awe as an SA-2 SAM “consumed” a drone 

over Vietnam.56  

 
52 Ehrhard, 2010, 24, 66n161. For example, the D-21 Tagboard required a B-52, US Navy picket ships, aerial 

refuelers, and a JC-130 recovery aircraft, Ehrhard, 2010, 10. Grimes calculates that a Lightning Bug mission 

required 15 crewmembers, Grimes, 2014, 233. 
53 Wagner, 1982, 99. 
54 Wagner and Sloan, 1992, 135-36, 138; Ehrhard, 2000, 164, 215-19, 304-305, 329; Ehrhard, 2010, 4, 20, 43, 45. 
55 Ehrhard, 2010. 
56 Peebles, 1995, 34, 40; Ehrhard, 2010, 5-8, 10, 30-31, 43-46; Wagner, 1982, 99. 
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But for most UAVs, the technological challenges ultimately proved insuperable, despite 

the NRO’s significant investment of resources.57 The Mach 4 Tagboard, essentially a UAV 

version of the SR-71 and a wonderful example of technological optimism, failed all four of its 

operational attempts and was cancelled shortly thereafter.58 Compass Arrow, the Lightning Bug 

follow-on hailed by SAC as “revolutionary,” came to naught, and only “proved that the most 

advanced aerospace nation in the world was not up to the engineering challenge of long distance, 

high altitude, unmanned operation within feasible limits of time and money.”59 With 

improvements in satellite capabilities, as well as Soviet air defenses, Compass Arrow’s 

technology became obsolete almost overnight, making the program nothing more than an 

“expensive anachronism”—anathema to the Air Force OI. Satellites fulfilled the reconnaissance 

mission with a reliability, simplicity, and versatility that aircraft, manned or unmanned, could not 

match.60 Satellites were simply the better technology for the job. 

 

Rapid Turf Building: The Lightning Bug 

The Lightning Bug, an NRO-backed program operated by the USAF, was the most 

significant UAV program of the 20th century and the only UAV to see significant, sustained 

military operations prior to Predator. A turbojet target drone, the Firebee, provided the baseline 

for the Lightning Bug. Firebee was fast, capable of 500-600 kts, and maneuverable, suitable for 

target practice. Firebee drones could also fly quite high, reaching 50,000 feet.61 Although 

 
57 Specifically, the data link and navigation subsystems, as well as the complications of launch and recovery, lagged 

developments in payload, i.e., sensors and cameras. On the weakness of navigation systems and data links, see 

Ehrhard, 2010, 9, 20, 24, 27, 30. 38. 62n87, 68n199, 74n315. 
58 Peebles, 1995, 130-31. 
59 Ehrhard, 2010, 11. 
60 Ehrhard, 2010, 12. 
61 Some Lightning Bug variants could fly at nearly 70,000 feet, Wagner, 1982, 118. 
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originally conceived as a high-altitude drone, the true value of the Lightning Bug would emerge 

as a low-altitude penetrator—the prototypical tactical reconnaissance UAV.62 

The Air Force assigned the project to Big Safari to deliberately streamline the acquisition 

process, and Ryan’s San Diego warehouse provided the super-secret, oversight-free working 

environment.63 The fact that the new reconnaissance drone was a modification of an existing 

operational platform was crucial; it brought in the technological maturity that enabled such a 

rapid development, and no doubt utilization of the familiar, proven system bolstered USAF 

confidence in the project. The first Lightning Bug, originally called Fire Fly, went from concept 

to operations in 91 days.64 

The Air Force committed to making the Lightning Bug work. Big Safari established a 

detachment at Ryan’s San Diego facility, and another at Lockheed in Ontario, California, to 

coordinate modification of the C-130 launch aircraft.65 Perhaps the most visible evidence of Air 

Force support was the allocation to the project of a certain Air Force civilian specialist, a former 

Flying Tiger known as Big Jim Regis, an “expediter” extraordinaire.66 

In time, there came to be a cadre of Air Force officers promoting reconnaissance drones 

within the service. These officers worked tirelessly to ensure the Lightning Bug’s success, at 

times taking career risks, but always working within the necessary channels to achieve what was 

needed. One officer, a reconnaissance expert, observed, “Virtually everyone who ever got 

involved wanted to stay with the program; it was almost impossible to pry them away from the 

 
62 Wagner, 1982, 10-14, 31, 90-92, 118, 189; Ehrhard, 2010, 23, 26. 
63 Grimes, 2014, 230-31; Wagner, 1982, 16, 22. 
64 Grimes, 2014, 231; Wagner, 1982, 10-14, 23-24, 29, 90-91. The original name for the project, Fire Fly, was 

compromised and so changed to Lightning Bug by March of 1963, Wagner, 1982, 48. 
65 Grimes, 2014, 230-32. 
66 Grimes, 2014, 231; Wagner, 1982, 27-29, 58-59. 
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challenge.” The strict top-secret classification of the program served to truncate chains of 

command, while at the same time allowing little room for maverick-type action.67 

Having gained a sponsor in SAC, the first Lightning Bugs quickly found themselves on 

72-hour alert, and came close to flying reconnaissance missions during the Cuban Missile Crisis 

of 1963. (LeMay, who greatly valued the drones’ capability, prevented such use in order to avoid 

compromising the program, essentially saving them for “something bigger.”) The fatal 

shootdown of Major Rudolph Anderson, Jr. during the crisis provided the proximate impulse for 

a new contract for Lightning Bug production, one that would eventually total $13 million ($112 

million in 2020 dollars).68 

Hours after the Gulf of Tonkin incident on August 4, 1964, national authorities ordered 

the Lightning Bugs to Kadena Air Force Base in Okinawa, an excellent launch point for 

reconnaissance flights over mainland China. SAC sought to rapidly train and integrate the drone 

unit in order to quickly reap the intelligence which the drones’ precious photos could provide. 

With such a rush through development to deployment, the drones unsurprisingly experienced 

significant maintenance and personnel problems, and numerous technological difficulties. 

Nevertheless, SAC’s reaction was to invest more resources, sending over SAC’s general 

in charge of maintenance and the reconnaissance wing commander to fix the problem.69 It was a 

pattern that would repeat over the course of the Vietnam War. Senior stakeholders at the NRO 

and in Washington desperately wanted the imagery these drones might provide, and were not 

about to let the program fail. By this time, the casualty avoidance aspect came into play as well, 

 
67 These officers include the already-mentioned Colonels Harold Wood and Lloyd Ryan, as well as Lieutenant 

Colonel Andrew Corra, Colonels John Dale, Ellsworth Powell, John Des Portes, Harold “Red” Smith, and William 

Forehand, and Brigadier General Doug Steakley; their contributions are described throughout Wagner’s interview-

based history of the Lightning Bug project. Quote from Andrew Corra in Wagner, 1982, 151. On the effects of 

secrecy and chain of command, see Wagner, 1982, 50, 83, 150-51. 
68 Wagner, 1982, 32, 41-42, 49. 
69 Wagner, 1982, 60-61. Big Jim Regis was already there. 
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as the Taiwanese Air Force was losing U-2s and pilots regularly over China. The requirement for 

imagery only intensified when China detonated a nuclear bomb. Despite numerous technical 

problems and loss of aircraft, the operational value of the Lightning Bug demanded whatever it 

took for success.70 

 

Drones Over Vietnam 

Within a few weeks, the drone unit, in fits and starts, moved to Bien Hoa Air Base near 

Saigon in South Vietnam, following US intelligence requirements driven by the brewing conflict. 

The drones settled into the routine of high-altitude photographic reconnaissance over both North 

Vietnam and China.71 Gradually, the scope of the drone operations grew in terms of both types 

and number of missions. The unmanned platform could fly in heavily defended areas too risky 

for manned aircraft, or too politically sensitive.72 Through the years in Vietnam, the Lightning 

Bugs shifted from primarily high-altitude mission profiles to altitudes between 500 and 1500 

feet, with variants swiftly developed to optimize performance at these lower altitudes.73 Flying 

lower meant the drones could take photos below clouds, whereas high-flying manned aircraft and 

satellites could not, and the photos delivered great detail unachievable by other means. The 

Lightning Bug, as one program manager explained, “can identify the exact type of a tank. The 

SR-71 can only tell you a tank is there.”74 The lower flight profile also skimmed below the SAM 

envelopes, increasing survivability.75 Thus, these UAVs fulfilled an operational niche. 

 
70 Wagner, 1982, 52-53, 58-61, 65-70, 129-32; Peebles, 1995, 92; Ehrhard, 2010, 60n39. 
71 Wagner, 1982, 59-73. 
72 Ehrhard, 2010, 25-26; Wagner, 1982, 194-95; Grimes, 2014, 240-41. 
73 Wagner, 125, 172. 
74 Peebles, 1995, 96; Wagner, 1982, 194-95, quote on 194. 
75 Peebles, 1995, 96. 
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Operations were terribly complex and expensive, and over the course of the war, 578 

drones were lost to enemy fire or accident. Each drone lasted only 7.3 missions on average 

(although this was better than anticipated).76 As a snapshot, the Lightning Bug loss rate in 1969 

was 24%; procurement that same year totaled $100 million ($709 million in 2020 dollars) while 

maintenance and operations ran to $250 million ($1.77 billion in 2020 dollars). These figures do 

not include the separate costs represented by the many manned aircraft and occasional Navy 

ships required to support the drone missions. All this support, both financial and material, 

yielded only a 50% success rate on photo reconnaissance missions.77 The program may seem 

extravagant in retrospect, but at the time, the NRO and Washington elite agreed the gains of the 

intelligence justified the cost. 

Eventually, the Air Force and Ryan Aeronautical developed at least 28 variants of the 

Lightning Bug, with model 147SC numbering over 1000 copies and 19 different sub-variants.78 

Although photo reconnaissance remained the primary mission, the many variants enabled 

specialized missions such as signals intelligence, electronic countermeasures, leaflet dropping, 

and the role of expendable decoy. Modifications for new missions were continuous, and new 

variants typically appeared in combat within a few weeks after a new requirement came to the 

fore. In characteristic fashion, the NRO traded money for time, and Big Safari and Ryan’s drone 

division, itself a “company within a company,” were well-suited for such a process expedited by 

the pressures of war.79 

As time went on, the drones became a normalized, integrated part of the USAF’s 

organization fighting the war in Southeast Asia. The Ryan company historian, habitually looking 

 
76 Wagner, 1982, 200. 
77 Ehrhard, 2010, 24. 
78 Wagner, 1982, 213; Peebles, 1995, 112. 
79 Wagner, 1982, 106, 213; Grimes, 2014, 233; Ehrhard, 2010, 36-37. 
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for non-technical issues to finger for the drone’s difficulties, denied any Air Force white scarf 

syndrome, insisting that pilots, once familiarized with the capabilities of the drones, where more 

than happy to let them do the dangerous missions.80 Pilots ran the drone squadron as part of 

SAC, the premier command at the time. The Air Force granted equal pay and combat status for 

the drone unit as enjoyed by its sister U-2 squadron, the first steps in manned and unmanned 

pilot organizational equivalency.81 

The Lightning Bugs continued to operate over North Vietnam and the surrounding area 

until June of 1975. The drones amassed 3,435 operational sorties over a 12-year period and took 

145 million photos.82 The drone operation enjoyed committed support from high-level civilian 

sponsors in the Department of Defense.83 Operational success garnered attention, or as one Big 

Safari proponent put it, “drone envy.” But the price paid to produce such success may not have 

been clear to all; insiders estimated the final program’s cost at around $1.1 billion total, or $7.8 

billion in 2020 dollars.84  

 

A Drone Turf War 

TAC bore the brunt of North Vietnam’s robust air defenses, with many pilots lost or 

captured. Fighter pilots looked to the Lightning Bug, among other avenues, for solutions. And so 

a turf war developed between NRO/SAC, who controlled the drones and their routing, and TAC, 

who needed the drones for defense suppression and tactical photo reconnaissance responsive to 

the air campaign.85 In 1967, TAC managed to get control of a squadron of Lightning Bugs for a 

 
80 Wagner, 1982, 99-100, 151; Wagner and Sloan, 1992, x. 
81 Wagner, 1982, 113. 
82 Wagner, 1982, 199-200, 213; Peebles, 1995, 113. 
83 Wagner, 1982, 151, 167. 
84 Ehrhard, 2010, 24, 28. 71n247, quote on 76n344. 
85 See Worden, 1998. 
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chaff dispensing mission known as Combat Angel.86 After a rush effort to produce 67 modified 

drones and 400 chaff dispensers in 90 days, the endeavor died on the vine when President 

Lyndon Johnson called for a bombing halt in November of 1968.  

Through the war, TAC continually pressured SAC to be more responsive to TAC 

commanders’ needs when allocating drone missions. General John W. Vogt Jr., the commander 

of 7th Air Force, voiced the concern of fighter pilots and the rationale behind TAC control of 

UAVs: “I think it is essential that we come up with a drone capability for the tactical 

commander, under his control, not subject to diversion, if he’s to successfully carry on his air 

campaign with minimum loss of lives and maximum effect on the enemy.”87 This turf was 

valuable, and to gain it meant control of assets vital to TAC’s mission effectiveness. 

In the mid-1970s, TAC commander General Robert J. Dixon, after frustrated appeals to 

the bomber-dominated Air Staff, injected wide-ranging UAV roles in TAC’s battleplans for war 

against the Soviets in Europe. These formal requirements pushed the issue. Then going directly 

to the SAC commander, Dixon made his case for TAC to take the drones: the drones played little 

to no role in SAC’s nuclear plan, but would be crucial to the tactical fight over Europe. As fate 

would have it, in 1974, the NRO divested itself of Program D, leaving SAC holding the bill for 

any further drone production. It seemed like a good time to cut turf. Dougherty relented and TAC 

took operational control of all Air Force drones.88 

 

 

 
86 Chaff consists of strips of radar-reflective foil which bloom into a cloud after release in the air. Chaff corridors 

were employed to hide the radar returns of aircraft amongst the returns from the foil, making it harder for SAM 

operators to target the aircraft. 
87 Ehrhard, 2010, 27. 
88 Ehrhard, 2010, 31, 72n275. 
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RPV Optimism and Armed Drones 

Operational success in Vietnam and the emergence of new drone-applicable technologies 

fed a wave of technological optimism regarding drones—by this time typically called “remotely 

piloted vehicles” (RPVs)—in the early 1970s.89 One Air officer and drone proponent declared 

that RPVs represented a “new threshold in the history of air power,” and that “for the near term, 

the technology is available, with no apparent breakthroughs required before the use of RPVs can 

be exploited.”90 General John D. Ryan, Chief of Staff from 1969-1973 and a RPV “believer,” 

directed a broad expansion of RPV programs throughout his tenure. The Air Force embraced this 

optimism to a much greater extent than the other services, directing the vast majority of military 

RPV programs by 1972. For the 1974 budget, the Air Force requested $40 million ($234 million 

in 2020 dollars) for RPV research and development.91  

The natural progression for the RPV was to become a weaponized platform, an idea Ryan 

Aeronautical Company and others had floated for years.92 In 1970, the Air Force allotted $14 

million dollars ($93.9 million in 2020 dollars) for RPV modifications under the code name Have 

Lemon. The program aimed to create a capability to destroy SAMs and AAA without 

endangering a pilot. Within a few months, a modified Lightning Bug successfully destroyed a 

target using an electro-optically guided Maverick air-to-ground missile. In 1972, the Air Force 

put forward a requirement for a multi-mission drone, one capable of not just reconnaissance and 

electronic warfare, but of kinetic strike missions. Already, the Air Force was looking to 

 
89 See E. J. Kellerstrass, “Drone Remotely Piloted Vehicles and Aerospace Power,” Air University Review 24, no. 6 

(September-October 1973): 43-54; “Remotely Flown Vehicles Stir Wide Interest,” Aviation Week & Space 

Technology, June 14, 1971, 26; Aviation Week & Space Technology, January 22, 1973, issue headlined “Special 

Report: RPVs—An Emerging Technology.”  
90 Kellerstrass, 1973, 44, 54. 
91 Ehrhard, 2010, 30-31. 
92 Ehrhard, 2010, 70n216; Wagner, 1982, 173-89; Wagner and Sloan, 1992, ix-x, 98-101; “Germans Study 

Technical Aspects of RPVs,” Aviation Week & Space Technology, January 22, 1973, 96. 
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compress the target cycle or “kill chain” by uniting the sensor and shooter as one platform. 

Although the project enjoyed Air Force and senior civilian support, the multi-mission RPV failed 

to reach fruition despite major investment.93 

As might be expected considering the Air Force’s historical experience with unmanned 

platforms, the service exhibited few qualms about arming RPVs, and even experimented with the 

idea of RPVs in an air-to-air role. Concepts of employment and operation which integrated the 

RPVs into the overall air war, specifically in the air defense roll-back phase, were already in the 

works in the early 1970s.94 In fact, the Air Force would invest $50 million ($335 million in 2020 

dollars) in the mid-1970s in pursuit of a viable strike drone.95 The “man-in-the-loop” (MITL) 

theme had already emerged, with early arguments for keeping an MITL and the insistence that 

RPVs were indeed “piloted” with armament under human control, just remotely.96  

 

A Drone Hiatus?  

With the realization that a Lightning Bug follow-on would not be feasible for a slew of 

reasons97 and after two additional successive failures in the high-altitude endurance UAV 

 
93 Wagner, 1982, 180-85; Wagner and Sloan, 1992, 98-108, “Remotely Flown Vehicles,” 1971; Barry Miller, “US 

Exploits Spurious Radiation,” Aviation Week & Space Technology, January 22, 1973, 12-13, Ehrhard, 2010, 72n270. 

Have Lemon was likely a Big Safari program, although Wagner only mentions it was run by Air Force Systems 

Command, Big Safari’s parent command, through a “Safari-type system to shortcut many formal procedures,” 

Wagner, 1982, 181. 
94 Kellerstrass, 1973, 52-53; “Remotely Flown Vehicles,” 1971, 26; Wagner and Sloan, 1992, 100. 
95 Ehrhard, 2010, 34. 
96 Edgar Ulsamer, “Remotely Piloted Aircraft—Weapon Systems of the Future?” Air Force Magazine, October 

1970, 44; Kellerstrass, 1973, 52; Wagner, 1982, 85, 91. 
97 Lightning Bug and its descendants launched from under the wings of specially modified DC-130s and landed 

either via parachute or via a complicated airborne retrieval system involving a helicopter. Launch and landing 

systems accounted for an astounding 50% of operating and maintenance costs. Retrieval issues accounted for much 

damage and loss, and required an air sanctuary that could not be expected in the lethal skies over Europe. 

Compounding the alarming cost overruns, the technical hurdle of a jam-proof data link, and the confirmation that 

arming the drone would violate the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT) II, the Air Force foresaw that the 

Lightning Bug derivatives could not provide significant military utility over Europe, with its challenges of weather, 

terrain, and denied airspace. On the MARS retrieval system, see Grimes, 2014, 238-39; on other UAV challenges 

see John L. McLucas, NRO Director/Undersecretary of the Air Force, memo to David Packard, Deputy Secretary of 
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realm,98 the Air Force reluctantly scaled back its UAV ambitions. The military need was clear 

and urgent, but UAV technology of the time could not deliver, and increased investment would 

not have changed this.99 The Air Force had to look elsewhere (stealth and PGMs) for solutions to 

its survivability problem in Europe. The technological optimism surrounding RPVs in the 1970s 

was about 20 years too early.  

After 1974, when the NRO no longer paid the RPV bill, the Air Force could no longer 

afford such extravagance for experimental systems that filled niche missions, in niche theaters. 

Furthermore, with NRO’s relinquishment, RPVs were exposed to the light of normal acquisition 

channels, making their exorbitant price tags clear for all to see. “Cost effectiveness,” remarks 

Thomas Ehrhard, “as it turned out, was not an attribute of any RPV program of that era.”100 

Congress’s enthusiasm also waned, and RPV cutbacks featured in the larger post-Vietnam 

military budget contraction.101 Even though TAC may have wished to continue pursuing RPVs, 

it had to fall in line with its civilian masters’ wishes in this case.102 A senior pilot voiced the Air 

Force’s priorities succinctly: “With all these cutbacks, we can’t afford to have anything but 

shooters.”103  

And so, the oft-recounted story behind the relative lull in UAV development from the 

mid-1970s to mid-1980s is not what one might expect. A fair critique would charge that the Air 

 
Defense, April 8, 1971, Subject: Future of Drones and Aircraft in Overhead Reconnaissance; Ehrhard, 2010, 30-36, 

38. 
98 Compass Dwell and Compass Cope, Ehrhard, 2010, 32-33. 
99 Ehrhard, 2010, 38. 
100 Ehrhard, 2010, 36. 
101 Wagner and Sloan, 1992, 108. For example, Congress cut the USAF’s $8.4 million ($49.2 million in 2020 

dollars) RPV request for FY1974, citing “past waste,” likely referring to Compass Arrow, which cost about $2 

billion in 2020 dollars, and yet never flew an operational mission, Ehrhard, 2010, 37, 76n355. 
102 Commander General Robert J. Dixon fought for the program, protesting the cuts in a memo to the USAF Chief of 

Staff. See Ehrhard 76n340. But the larger Air Force had no choice but to scale back RPV programs. See also Barry 

Miller, “Cost Cuts, Performance Stressed,” Aviation Week & Space Technology, March 17, 1975, 161-165+. 
103 Ehrhard, 2010, 46. 
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Force, in many cases, held on to the UAV dream long after operational and technological 

realities made it no longer prudent to do so. For example, even after it became clear that 

Tagboard’s design exceeded the limits of available technology, achieving a dismal 71% 

reliability rate two years after its intended operational date, SAC still fought for the program, 

recommending its prioritization in the budget. Projects like Tagboard likely convinced the NRO 

to get out of the drone business, even as they excited the Air Force’s imagination.104  

As evidence for the Air Force’s abdication or neglect of UAVs in the 1980s, some point 

to the government’s intrusive attempts to intervene, creating first the UAV Joint Project Office 

(JPO) in 1988, and then the Defense Airborne Reconnaissance Office (DARO) in 1993.105 These 

centralized bodies largely usurped the role of the services in directing of the joint development of 

UAVs. 

But then, as now, two aspects combine to generate the misperception of Air Force neglect 

of drones despite its near-opposite behavior. First is the general lack of knowledge regarding the 

scope, expense, or even existence of the USAF’s string of Cold War drone efforts, first under the 

NRO and then independently. It seems plausible as well that civilian decision-makers did not 

primarily have the Air Force in mind when enacting these “punishments,” as the Navy had little 

to show in the way of UAV development and the Army, while fervently desiring a battlefield 

support drone, had failed disastrously in its several attempts to bring one to fruition.106 

 
104 Ehrhard, 2010, 61n74; McLucas memo to Packard. 
105 See, for example, Lee, 2016, 102-105. 
106 In the creation of the UAV JPO, Congress likely had the failed US Army Aquila and joint Pioneer programs in 

mind. See Michael R. Thirtle, Robert V. Johnson, and John L. Birkler, The Predator ACTD: A Case Study for 

Transition Planning to the Formal Acquisition Process (Santa Monica, CA: RAND, 1997), 8; Rosenwasser, 2004, 

137; Ehrhard, 2000, 52, 172, 205, 286, 290. In the creation of DARO, the impetus was likely the MR UAV’s 

troubled development as well as the overall shortfall of tactical reconnaissance exposed by the Gulf War. See 

Congressional Record, Conference Report for the FY1994 National Defense Authorization Act, 103rd Cong., 

November 10, 1993, HR Report 103-357, 28762, 28873, hereafter, HR 103-357.  
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The second aspect, related to the first, is an underappreciation of the technological 

barriers to operational success, and the clear superiority of satellites and manned aircraft for all 

but niche missions through the time period under discussion. Lightning Bug may have appeared 

to the outside eye as proof of technology and concept; therefore, in the eyes of critics, only the 

military itself could be holding UAVs back. The hoary details of the classified drone 

operations—the complexities of system integration, the demand on manpower, the wrecks, the 

lost payloads during recovery, the miles of useless film, the mysterious malfunctions, the jungle 

searches for missing drones, and the low mission success rates—were hardly common 

knowledge.107 Furthermore, the enormous price paid for modest technological progress (and 

military utility) achieved by drones remained hidden under the veil of the secret NRO. The NRO 

and Air Force, far from holding the drones back, supported them to a fault. But again, this was 

not an intuitive conclusion, and many outsiders then (as now) reflexively assumed pilots 

abhorred drones. 

In any case, the dream was far from dead, and UAV development did continue, if at a 

reduced level. As per normal, the USAF’s UAV efforts fell into two categories: high-altitude 

reconnaissance platforms, and fast, low-altitude tactical platforms. By 1985, the Air Force had 

one of each in development.  

The success of Lightning Bug lingered in the Air Force psyche, and in 1985, the Air 

Force yet again launched a project to develop a jet-powered tactical reconnaissance UAV. The 

tactical penetrator was dubbed the BQM-145A Medium Range UAV (MR UAV).108 Per force a 

joint project with the Navy, the USAF took the lead on the payload, a high-tech sensor system, 

 
107 On these many challenges and drawbacks, see Wagner, 1982. The details of the operation were mostly classified 

at the time, reflected in scant media coverage. 
108 “Medium-Range UAV to Help Military Narrow Tactical Intelligence Gap,” Aviation Week & Space Technology, 

December 9, 1991, 42-43. 
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and the Navy took responsibility for the airframe.109 The other UAV in development was the 

mysterious and exorbitantly expensive Advanced Airborne Reconnaissance System (AARS), 

also known as Quartz, a collaborative project with the CIA and NRO. Both of these systems are 

discussed further below. 

 

Phase 1 Conclusion 

Perhaps counterintuitively, drones fit well in the Air Force organizational culture and 

operational processes (within the limits of technology). From the earliest days, Air officers 

extended their fascination with manned aircraft to the unmanned, and appreciated the 

technological achievement that drones represented. Arnold set the tone, declaring the Kettering 

Bug to be “twenty-five years ahead of its time,” a Futurist’s beau ideal.110 Through the years, the 

Air Force saw itself as the natural leader in this field ripe for Innovators. 

Starting with Arnold and continuing through the Cold War, Air leaders conceived UAVs 

as a potential technological solution to warfighting problems. The UAV deserved pragmatic 

assessment, like any platform, based on its military utility, and in comparison with other options. 

Arnold’s calculation of Lightning Bug vs. bomber illustrates this willingness dramatically. Cost 

became a central factor when the Air Force took complete control of its UAV programs in the 

1970s. Despite the Air Force’s UAV dreams, the hard reality was that UAVs at that time were 

not cost effective; while absorbing a large share of receding budgets, UAVs offered only niche 

capabilities. The most successful operational UAV, the Lightning Bug, had proved its military 

 
109 DoD Joint UAV Program Working Group, DoD Joint UAV Program Master Plan, June 27, 1988, 44. Hereafter, 

UAV Master Plan 1988. 
110 Arnold, 1949, 76. 
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utility in only limited circumstances, and only with periodic injections of millions of dollars. Due 

to the state of relevant component technologies, other platforms responded better to investment. 

UAVs appealed to the OI referents of Technologist, Innovator, Futurist, and Aviation Fan 

especially, and naturally attracted Air officers to the fascinating, hard-scrabble drone programs. 

Soon cadres formed to advocate for nascent drone programs and communicate their worth to 

leaders. In line with the Individualist identity, these officers acted as conceptual entrepreneurs, 

not mavericks. Officers at the lieutenant colonel and colonel level worked within the system to 

bring the UAVs into operation and to integrate them into Air Force processes, both operational 

and administrative. 

Decision-making behavior resided in the most senior uniformed leadership, many of 

whom strongly backed UAV programs and directed the larger Air Force’s interpretation of 

UAVs in ways that conformed to the OI. For example, Project Aphrodite, while motivated by 

desperation, shows the leadership’s willingness to use unmanned options for the most crucial 

missions.  

The Cold War established routines of partnership with the CIA in technological 

development and the provision of pilots for various strategic platforms. The war in Vietnam, and 

the NRO’s divestment of Program D, shifted the sense of UAV ownership towards the Air Force; 

it was more and more the USAF’s own program, operating under its structures and standards, 

with its own people and processes. The Big Safari office provided rapid wartime modifications 

and streamlined acquisition, both of which became associated with tactical UAVs. 

The Controller identity’s casualty aversion imperative made drones especially attractive. 

The real threat to pilots was not drones, but air defenses. With only limited military utility, RPVs 

never challenged the primacy of the pilot elite. That manned aircraft outperformed unmanned 
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was not in question. But UAVs could perform missions too risky for manned aircraft, missions 

that would not have been flown at all otherwise. This brought added value to the fight despite the 

UAVs’ expense and many drawbacks. 

Pilots claimed UAVs as their own, as aircraft, not “equipment,” and saw them as 

complementary, not competitive, with manned aircraft. UAVs were often flown in conjunction 

with other supporting aircraft, and in fact were typically dependent on them. Pilots had a vested 

interest in UAVs’ success in that they performed high-mortality missions. Pilots also benefitted 

from target information the drones delivered. Indeed, pilots saw drones as valuable enough to 

spark an intra-service turf war. Here, one can hardly descry “white scarf syndrome” as TAC and 

SAC pilots fought over UAVs for a decade.111 

The Air Force’s perennial endeavor to arm drones further evidences a serious 

commitment to incorporate these aircraft into the force, in that doing so would bring UAVs out 

of the support realm and make it a “shooter.” Early on, aviators saw arming UAVs as a way to 

compress the kill chain and so set about exploring this concept with such projects as Have 

Lemon. 

As manned aircraft shootdowns pushed the Air Force toward UAVs, crashes, symbolic of 

failure and the antithesis of excellence, pushed it away. Reliability would continue to act as an 

organizational barometer of UAVs’ worth. 

In sum, this pre-history reveals the Air Force’s precedent for adopting and arming UAVs, 

with support at high levels and by cadres of UAV “evangelists,” typically pilots. Despite UAVs’ 

technical immaturity, the Air Force pursued them to a greater extent than is generally recognized, 

and to a much greater extent than any other US service. The Air Force by far outspent its sister 
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services on UAV development and production, investing over $21.2 billion (in 2020 dollars) in 

1954-1999, accounting for 66% of all service UAV expenditures combined. The Air Force spent 

about four times as much on UAVs as either the Army or the Navy.112 

UAVs appealed to multiple referents of the Air Force OI, and their adoption was 

consistent with the Air Force OI. 

 

Phase 2: Air Force Turf Behavior and the RQ-1 Predator UAV 

In this section, I examine the case of the Air Force’s turf behavior with regard to the 

Predator UAV. The examination proceeds through two subcases within the larger case: the Air 

Force first exhibits neutral or slightly anti-turf behavior, then switches to strongly pro-turf 

behavior first by claiming turf, and then by building on pre-existing turf. For each subcase, I will 

consider the predictive and explanatory value of OI theory, as well as competing theories. 

 

Phase 2a: The Air Force Passes on the Predator UAV 

 

UAVs in the Persian Gulf War 

As we begin this before-after case comparison, the relevant issue area from the Air 

Force’s perspective was not the advent of any particular UAV, but the Air Force’s need to 

remedy tactical reconnaissance shortfalls as well as fulfill its traditional strategic reconnaissance 

role.113  In a sense, the Air Force’s endeavor to provide adequate tactical reconnaissance had 

 
112 Ehrhard, 2000, 636. This figure does not include operational or life-cycle costs, or costs of operating supporting 

platforms, which would add millions of dollars. This figure also does not include intelligence agencys’ expenditures, 

which add $15.2 billion (in 2020 dollars). 
113 Tactical reconnaissance includes information key to air campaign success, such as battle damage assessment 

(BDA), and location of enemy air defenses, both mobile and fixed. Tactical reconnaissance also provides 

information crucial to ground commanders, such as location of enemy units and command posts. 
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been on-going since the Cuban Missile Crisis, when a capability to see under clouds would have 

been useful, and the tactical reconnaissance requirement was only reinforced by the Vietnam and 

Yom Kippur Wars.114 But in the mid-to-late 1980s, the proximate spur to acquisition of new 

tactical reconnaissance capabilities was the imminent retirement of the Air Force’s primary 

tactical reconnaissance platform, the RF-4C.115 Well aware of the tactical reconnaissance gap in 

the force, the Air Force was developing both manned and unmanned solutions. 

The Persian Gulf War constituted a watershed event in Air Force history and memory 

(see Chapter 5.) The Air Force employed Northrup BQM-74C Chukars in an effort managed by 

Big Safari and known as Scathe Mean. Following the Israeli’s Yom Kippur War model, the 

small expendable Chukars were used as decoys to confuse and saturate Iraqi air defenses. The 

Chukars contributed to the rapid roll-back of Iraqi air defenses, a major bragging point for the 

Air Force.116 

But more significant were the UAVs the Air Force did not bring to the fight. As 

mentioned above, the Air Force was heavily invested in the MR UAV program for tactical 

reconnaissance in the late 1980s. But the development of this UAV and its support equipment 

suffered from a litany of technical issues, generally stemming from its forced joint mandate, 

 
114 See Futrell, 1989, 2:84, 185, 488, 552. 
115 “USAF Seeks New RPVs by 1993,” Aviation Week & Space Technology, February 16, 1987, 17-18; Ehrhard, 

2010, 41, 79n390. The US Marine Corps version of the reconnaissance F-4, the RF-4B, was retired on the eve of the 

Persian Gulf War in August of 1990. The Alabama Air National Guard flew RF-4Cs in the war; these aircraft were 

retired by 1994. “F-4,” October 12, 2000, www.fas.org. 
116 “US Air Force Target Drones Baffled Iraqi Defense Radars,” Aviation Week & Space Technology, August 19, 

1991, 65; "Secret Carbon-Fiber Warheads Blinded Iraqi Air Defenses," Aviation Week & Space Technology, April 

27, 1992, 20; “BQM-74 Drones Operated by Former GLCM Unit Played a Key Role in Deceiving Iraqi Military,” 

Aviation Week & Space Technology, April 27, 1992, 20; Keaney and Cohen, 1993, 49, 51. It was Colonel John A. 

Warden III who requested the decoys, copying the successful Israeli model, Ehrhard, 2010, 69n216. 
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which made staying on schedule and budget impossible. When the Gulf War came around, the 

MR UAV was nowhere near ready for combat operations.117 

Aside from the expendable decoys, the Air Force was the only service without a combat 

UAV in the Gulf War.118 The Pioneer UAV, operated by the Army, Navy, and Marine Corps, 

garnered praise from many quarters, even from the JFACC, Lieutenant General Charles A. 

Horner, who said the battlefield contribution of the UAVs was all the more valuable for lack of 

other sources of tactical reconnaissance.119 A popular book on UAVs quoted Marine Corps 

Lieutenant General Walter Boomer lauding Pioneer as “the single most important intelligence 

collector” in the conflict, and noted that “Pioneer was deemed one of the greatest success stories 

of Desert Storm.”120 And then there was the widely-related incident of Iraqi soldiers surrendering 

to a Navy Pioneer.121 In all, the Pioneer, despite the attrition of 11 out of 30 deployed, received 

far more attention than did the Lightning Bug in Vietnam.122  

Furthermore, the Gulf War highlighted the Air Force’s tactical reconnaissance shortfall. 

In the midst of the air campaign, in contrast to the overwhelming successes exemplified by the 

combination of stealth aircraft and PGMs, the Air Force found itself in an unwinnable fight 

against what turned out to be the most surprisingly deadly weapon in the Iraqi arsenal, the Scud 

missile. A relatively low-tech Soviet ballistic missile, a single Scud managed to kill 28 US 

soldiers and injure 98 in a lucky shot at the Dhahran barracks in Saudi Arabia, accounting for the 

greatest percentage of soldiers killed in any incident in the conflict. The Iraqi Scud crews could 

 
117 US General Accounting Office, Unmanned Aerial Vehicles: Medium Range System Components Do Not Fit, 
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118 Ehrhard, 2010, 42. 
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121 Hallion, 1992, 312, 371n7. 
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set up, fire, and relocate in a matter of minutes, and skillfully hid the launchers under road 

overpasses and in culverts. Some 4,000 Coalition sorties were diverted to what some called the 

Great Scud Hunt. For all the effort, no mobile Scud launcher was ever confirmed to be destroyed 

by Coalition forces.123 It was one of very few smudges on the Air Force’s stellar record in the 

Persian Gulf War. 

As post-war accolades gave way to more scholarly analysis of the Gulf War, a common 

conclusion was that tactical reconnaissance was broadly lacking during the conflict, the Scud 

hunt serving as only the most overt example. The notable deficit in tactical reconnaissance 

opened up the Air Force to strong criticism regarding force structure.124 Had it been ready, the 

MR UAV could have gone a long way in fulfilling tactical reconnaissance demands. Such a 

UAV might even have helped solve the vexing Scud missile location problem.125 Pouring salt in 

the wound, some analysts pointed out that the Pioneer helped compensate for the Air Force’s 

deficiency in tactical reconnaissance.126 The entire experience left many in the Air Force wanting 

a tactical UAV more than ever.127 
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UAVs in the Early 1990s 

 

MR UAV. Conceived and contracted to Teledyne Ryan Aeronautical in the years leading up to 

the Gulf War, the MR UAV was a comfortable and familiar airframe, built by the same 

contractor as the Lightning Bug, with similar flight profiles and performance characteristics. It 

was conceived as a high-subsonic penetrator (meaning, able to penetrate defended enemy 

airspace) and designed to collect data on fixed and mobile targets as well as battle damage 

assessment (BDA). As with the Lightning Bug in Southeast Asia, it would fulfill missions quite 

hazardous (and politically untenable in some situations) for manned aircraft. After the Gulf War, 

the MR UAV acquired Scud hunting as a specific mission.128  

The Air Force’s interest in the MR UAV only intensified with post-Gulf War lessons 

learned. The tactical reconnaissance requirement, the fly in the ointment of the Desert Storm 

experience “remain[ed] very much alive.”129 Consistent with its Technologist identity, the Air 

Force saw the stealthy, GPS-equipped, pointy-nose MR UAV as a solution. The MR UAV 

looked to be the wave of the UAV future, maybe even the tactical reconnaissance future, landing 

on the December 9, 1991 cover of Aviation Week & Space Technology.  

 

 
128 Wagner and Sloan, 1982, 176-82; “Medium-Range UAV” December 9, 1991, 42-43; “Gulf War Prompts 

Improvements,” 1991, 44-45; GAO, 1991, 9; Rosenwasser, 2004, 137n23. 
129 John D. Morrocco, “Pentagon-CIA UAV Gains New Significance,” Aviation Week & Space Technology, 
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Figure 16.1. December 9, 1991 cover of Aviation Week & Space Technology. 

The sleek, stealthy, low-flying, jet-powered airframe, designed to be packed with high-

tech sensors, fit the Air Force’s preferred mental image of a tactical reconnaissance UAV. Like 

the Lightning Bug, the airframe offered unlimited potential for future variations adapted to other 

intelligence missions, such as high-altitude long-endurance profiles. The MR UAV boasted a 

neat technological trick: upon returning to base, it could pop up to high altitude, jettison its 

stealthy pointy nose to reveal a second blunt nose, and relay collected data from the air to the 

ground before landing.130 The MR UAV was meant to complement manned operations, forming 

one part of the overall tactical reconnaissance capability. The Air Force’s creative concept of 

operations included pairing the MR UAV with its launcher F-16Rs in a manned/unmanned mix 

for a healthy five-squadron capability. Although the UAVs would most often be ground 

 
130 “Medium-Range UAV,” December 9, 1991, 43. 



 

457 

 

launched, launching under the wing of the F-16R would extend the UAV’s range when 

needed.131 As with Lightning Bug, the MR UAV would fall squarely in the organizational realm 

of the pilot elite, a tool for pilot use.132 

But the program failed, principally due to joint requirements overload and 

incompatibility. On the coattails of the Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986, Congress directed 

another “punishment” for the service’s lack of jointness among UAVs in 1987. Funding streams 

halted pending the consolidation of all UAVs under a new UAV Joint Program Office (JPO).133 

The new entity was placed within a larger pre-existing acquisition office, the Navy’s Program 

Executive Officer for Cruise Missiles and Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (PEO (CU)). In 1988, the 

UAV JPO took over the MR UAV among other projects and enforced its commonality mandate 

“with a vengeance,” focusing, incongruously, on the airframe instead of payloads.134 

The supposed efficiency garnered through commonality of airframes among services 

failed to materialize, and in fact efforts at commonality backfired dramatically, with the 

 
131 US Department of Defense, Office of the Inspector General, Acquisition of Unmanned Aerial Vehicles, Audit 

Report #93-102, May 27, 1993, 8-9, hereafter DoD IG, 1993; GAO,1991, 9; “Medium-Range UAV,” December 9, 

1991, 43. 
132 Collaboration with manned aircraft seemed to be the preferred operational mode in the USAF for this type of 

UAV at the time. See David A. Fulghum, “UAVs Prove Real Time Intelligence Concept,” Aviation Week & Space 

Technology, November 2, 1992, 48-49 which describes a demonstration in which a Teledyne Ryan Aeronautics 

UAV called Argus collaborated with other aircraft to produce and disseminate real-time intelligence. 
133 Rosenwasser, 2004, 137-38; Wagner and Sloan, 1992, 176. This office is also called the Joint Projects Office in 
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program’s total cost increasing over 300%.135 A host of technical problems, all derived from 

competing service requirements, required restructuring the program and years of delay.136 

To complicate matters, the MR UAV’s intended payload, the Advanced Tactical Air 

Reconnaissance System (ATARS) sensor package, had, through the course of its own 

development, outgrown the airframe.137 The GAO placed the blame for this disaster squarely on 

the Air Force.138 Even though it was meant to be carried by several manned aircraft as well as the 

MR UAV, ATARS ultimately fell victim to its own technical overreach and a frustrated Air 

Force Chief of Staff Merrill “Tony” McPeak declared, “The Air Force is not going to spend one 

more cent on ATARS.”139  

In the midst of post-Cold War budget cuts, the Navy decided to pull out of the expensive 

MR UAV program completely. The Air Force again found it hard to give up on an unsalvageable 

UAV project, and continued to press for the system at a purchase much smaller than envisioned 

(145 airframes opposed to the originally planned 260) and paired with a scaled-down sensor.140 

But the imperiled program did not survive a massive overhaul of the DoD UAV development 

program in 1993. Prompted by the Navy’s intention to exit, the Joint Requirements Oversight 

Council (JROC) deprioritized the MR UAV and eliminated the Navy’s and USMC’s MR UAV 

requirement in May of 1993. The Air Force finally let go in early October, even as the 

 
135 Ehrhard, 2010, 42; Wagner and Sloan, 1992, 185; GAO, 1991, 10-11, 21. 
136 GAO, 1991, 2-3, 14, 18; DoD IG, 1993, 8-10, 12-15, 50, 51; “Medium-Range UAV,” December 9, 1991, 43; 

Ehrhard, 2010, 41-42; Wagner and Sloan, 1992, 182-85. 
137 Through a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) signed in 1985, the Air Force agreed to develop ATARS 

while the Navy took over development of the airframe. UAV Master Plan 1988, 44; Rosenwasser, 2004, 136n21. 
138 GAO, 1991, 2, 4, 12-13. 
139 Fulghum, September 27, 1993, 44; on perception of ATARS technology overreach, see David A. Fulghum and 

John D. Morrocco, “US Military to Boost Tactical Recon in ’95,” Aviation Week & Space Technology, January 9, 

1995, 23; The ATARS program was transferred to the US Marine Corps and finally achieved operational status in 

1999, Fulgum and Morocco, January 9, 1995, 23, www.globalsecurity.org. 
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government accepted the first airframe from Teledyne Ryan. The program was cancelled later 

that month by the Under Secretary of Defense for Acquisition and Technology (USD (A&T)), 

John M. Deutch, who determined, in the words of the decision memorandum, that the MR UAV 

“was not affordable given its priority within the UAV family and resources available.”141 

 

AARS. Sometime in the late 1970s or early 1980s, the NRO picked up the drone mantel again, 

this time to solve the problem of keeping track of Soviet mobile nuclear and anti-air missiles, 

something neither satellites, U-2s, nor SR-71s could do. Surveillance, as opposed to 

reconnaissance, required more dwell, or loiter time, not just the one-pass glimpse offered by 

satellites and manned reconnaissance aircraft. The result was a UAV some two decades in 

development, the super-secret Advanced Airborne Reconnaissance System (AARS), also known 

as Quartz, a large, long-loiter, high-altitude, stealthy UAV that would essentially perform as an 

endo-atmospheric geostationary satellite. The Air Force, CIA, and NRO returned to 

organizational habit and collaborated on the project, together with major contractors Boeing and 

Lockheed. The Air Force would take on the role as operator as per usual, and projected AARS to 

replace the SR-71 manned reconnaissance aircraft, slated to retire in 1990.142 

Indeed, the ultra-high-tech autonomous AARS had many interested parties in the military 

and intelligence communities, each pushing its own preferred capabilities for the system. The 

AARS suffered from overwhelming requirements growth and associated costs. Quipped one 
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Replace SR-71,” Jane’s Defence Weekly, December 17, 1994, 1; David A. Fulghum, “USAF Pursues Stealthy UAV 

to Improve Reconnaissance,” Aviation Week & Space Technology, January 17, 1994, 44-45, see McPeak’s 

comments on the issue of reconnaissance vs. surveillance. 
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official familiar with the project, “It was going to do everything and cook breakfast, too.”143 The 

AARS was comparable to a B-2 in terms of size, radar cross section, complexity, and cost, which 

proved to be a liability. A defense official remarked, “If one had crashed, it would have been so 

classified we would have had to bomb it to ensure it was destroyed.”144 The exorbitantly 

expensive program did not survive the transition to the post-Cold War era and was eliminated in 

December of 1992.145 

However, the years of effort and millions of dollars put into AARS were not in vain. Two 

derivative programs, the Global Hawk and DarkStar UAVs, arose from the ashes of AARS to 

eventually compete for the High Altitude Endurance (HAE) UAV mission.146 The Air Force was 

the natural military operator for both of these strategic reconnaissance programs. 

 

Leadership and Environmental Factors. The Air Force Chief of Staff from October 1990 to 

October 1994, General Merrill “Tony” McPeak, was preoccupied during his tenure by what he 

articulated as a “one third draw down” of the service. He admitted to a group of officers at 

Maxwell AFB in 1992 that while it was an “important time” to be in the Air Force, it was not a 

“fun time,” due to the massive budget cuts the service was working through, and the consequent 

force structure losses; as he put it in a widely-disseminated video briefing, “This drawdown hurts 

and hurts bad.”147 General Michael Moseley, one of his successors years later, described 

 
143 Ehrhard, 2010, 16-17; quote in Boatman, 1994, 1. 
144 David A. Fulghum and John D. Morrocco, “CIA to Deploy UAVs in Albania,” Aviation Week & Space 

Technology, January 31, 1994, 21; “Stealthy UAV is a Flying Wing,” Aviation Week & Space Technology, July 11, 

1994, 21. 
145 Ehrhard, 2010, 17. 
146 The High-Altitude Long-Endurance (HALE) program transitioned between CY1992 and CY1993 to the 

Endurance Program, as the subcategory of High-Altitude Endurance (HAE), see Thirtle, Johnson, and Birkler, 1997, 
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McPeak’s predicament as “having to kill one out of three of his babies.”148 In this environment, 

investments in projects of unclear utility could not be justified, and certainly were at odds with 

the mood of the times. McPeak looked to satellites as his primary overhead reconnaissance 

assets, and although they could not assist in locating mobile Scud launchers, he gave satellites 

credit for warning US troops in advance of Scud attacks during the Persian Gulf War, which 

saved lives.149 

Even as his envisioned reconnaissance force structure relied more on satellites, McPeak 

did support a strategic role for Air Force UAVs: “Unmanned systems seem to offer promise. 

This is especially important in reconnaissance, where we need long-endurance sensor platforms 

that can do continuous wide-area surveillance and targeting.”150 He elaborated elsewhere that the 

Air Force required a large UAV airframe capable of carrying a big payload, “that stays there and 

gives you…. continuous coverage, rather than episodic coverage like you get with [satellites].”151 

Considering the UAV scene at the time, he was likely thinking of UAVs like the AARS and its 

derivatives—large, high-altitude, long endurance pseudosatellites.  

Despite the post-Cold War drawdowns, the time period in some ways offered an excellent 

environment for UAV development. To begin with, key enabling technologies had finally 

reached maturity. Advances in miniaturization, computer processing speeds, data links, and 

satellite communications would accrue in ways crucial, even asymmetrically, to UAV 

development. But above all was the advent of GPS. Navigation instantly became more accurate 

and simplified. Finally, the UAV could know its own location and therefore the location of 

anything viewed by its sensors. In fact, the MR UAV was one of the first platforms to enjoy the 
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benefits of GPS.152 In 1988, General Atomics Aeronautical Systems Inc.(GA-ASI), of San 

Diego, with little fanfare, independently proved the concept of coupling GPS to a rudimentary 

UAV.153  

While GPS conferred location and navigation accuracy for all platforms, it was especially 

crucial in unmanned reconnaissance flights. If the platform could not reliably stay on course or 

self-locate, how could analysts be sure of where the photos were taken or what they represented? 

Reconstructing UAV missions had always been an exercise in frustration. With GPS, the 

problem was essentially solved. The accuracy of the flight path gave analysts confidence in the 

imagery. Soon there were ways to embed geographic coordinates within the imagery itself.154 

Consequently, the imagery could provide information accurate enough to inform targeting. Thus, 

GPS, in this way and others, opened paths to the Air Force’s holy grail, true precision.155  

The environment also supported UAV adoption implicitly in terms of increased 

intolerance, real or perceived, for casualties and collateral damage (see Chapter 12 for further 

discussion on casualty aversion). Casualty aversion points to a general attractiveness of UAVs as 

an alternative to manned platforms in that pilots are not put at risk in dangerous missions. The 

military clearly perceived growing casualty aversion as a constraint to future operations after the 

Gulf War. The authors of the preeminent study of airpower in the Gulf War noted, “In interview 

after interview conducted by the GWAPS [Gulf War Air Power Survey] personnel with military 

participants in the Gulf War, the ‘lesson’ that the low casualties experienced in Desert Storm 
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established a ‘norm’ that the U. S. military will have to meet in future wars was virtually 

universal.”156 

Furthermore, an urgent new requirement for tactical reconnaissance arose just as the new 

Clinton Administration transitioned to the White House. Each day, more voices called for the 

United States to take action regarding the civil war raging in the remnants of the former 

Yugoslavia. Russian client state Serbia, by far the dominant military force in the region, engaged 

in a devastating siege and wanton shelling of civilians in the Bosnian capital of Sarajevo.157 

When the United Nations sent peacekeeping troops to quell the violence, the Serbians attacked 

them as well. The situation demanded a response, but air strikes depended on reliable 

intelligence to be effective and avoid casualties, and that intelligence was lacking. 

In many ways, the tactical situation was not unlike that of the Great Scud Hunt. Serbian 

forces quickly relocated mortars after firing, concealing them in forest foliage or barns, and took 

advantage of overcast weather that hampered U-2 and satellite collection efforts. The rapidly 

changing tactical, political, and humanitarian situation pointed to a requirement to surveil the 

area over time; periodic snapshots would not be enough. The White House demanded 

intelligence of the very kind that had been frustrating the US military for decades, the location of 

mobile targets, and this time in the most challenging of terrain and climate.158  
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Coordinated Responses to War in Bosnia 

The White House’s order motivated two parallel efforts by the CIA and DoD to deliver 

the reconnaissance capability required. Both responses would revolve around endurance UAVs.  

Newly appointed CIA director, R. James Woolsey, a self-described UAV fan, 

immediately thought of UAVs as a solution. Canvassing his staff, he discovered resident UAV 

expertise already in the ranks. For several years, Agency operators had been developing the 

technologies and concepts of operation that would allow an endurance UAV to operate and 

communicate beyond line-of-site, using a manned relay aircraft. Through their research, the team 

discovered a solid endurance UAV that would fit the bill, the Gnat. In a briefing, Woolsey 

recognized the unique design of this UAV; it could only be the work of Israeli-born aeronautical 

engineer and inventor Abe Karem. Woolsey had a previous connection with Karem and admired 

his “out of the box” thinking. Woolsey also knew one of the cofounders of the company that 

Karem worked for, fellow Yale graduate Linden Blue of GA-ASI in San Diego. Things moved 

quickly. In March 1993, a CIA team traveled to California for a personal demonstration of the 

latest Karem-designed UAV, the Gnat 750.159 

The Gnat 750 could remain aloft in excess of up to 40 hours, fly at altitudes up to 25,000 

feet, and, weighing just over 1100 pounds itself, carry a payload of 140 pounds.160 The Gnat 750 

evolved from a lighter, more capable UAV, the Amber, which Karem had developed in 

conjunction with the Navy and DARPA.161 Karem built the original technology demonstrator for 

the series, the Albatross, in his garage. An iconoclast by nature, Karem designed his drone in 

 
International Security 26, no. 4 (April 1, 2002): 112–42; Frank Strickland, “The Early Evolution of the Predator 

Drone,” Studies in Intelligence 57, no. 1 (Excerpts, March 2013): 2. 
159 Whittle, 2014, 68-72; Strickland, 2013, 2-5. 
160 Thirtle, Johnson, and Birkler, 1997, 8. 
161 Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency. 



 

465 

 

direct opposition to mainstream military models. Albatross was deliberately low-tech, with 

characteristics opposite that of a jet. But built into the original design goals were attributes that 

would one day prove especially attractive to the Air Force, namely, a level of reliability 

uncharacteristic of UAVs, and never-before-seen endurance. DARPA recognized the potential of 

this design which could stay aloft for days.162 Indeed, the emergence of Amber prompted the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) to create the Endurance UAV category enumerated in the Joint UAV 

Program’s congressionally-mandated “Master Plan” of 1988.163  

Although the Amber ultimately lost the DoD competition for the Short Range UAV, it 

received press coverage and was known within military UAV circles. The Gnat 750, a heavier 

and simpler version of the Amber, was a back-up project Karem intended for export. In 1991, 

GA-ASI acquired Karem’s operation and all intellectual property not owned by the government, 

including a few Gnat 750s.164  

The CIA effort to purchase and deploy a UAV was well-supported and coordinated by 

elements within the DoD. The new Under Secretary of Defense for Acquisition and Technology 

(USD (A&T)), John M. Deutch, happened to be an old friend of Woolsey’s, as well as a fellow 

drone advocate. The two soon began to coordinate their respective UAV programs. Navy 

Commander Steve Jayjock, a UAV expert familiar with Amber, served as liaison between the 

two efforts and assisted the CIA with its drone purchase as a subject matter expert. Deutch, eager 

to drum up military support for endurance UAVs, had the CIA deputy director of operations brief 

 
162 The reliability resided in the control software, and the endurance derived from the glider-based design and gas-
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a room full of flag officers on the Agency’s UAV ambition. (At the time, Deutch garnered little 

enthusiasm among military leaders for a similar endurance UAV effort.165) 

Meanwhile in the DoD, the Joint Intelligence directorate (J2), lead by Rear Admiral 

Michael Cramer, worked to respond to Chairman of the JCS Colin Powell’s directive to find an 

airborne surveillance solution for the Bosnian civil war. General Powell did not specify that it be 

a UAV. However, Cramer assigned Commander Jayjock (the liaison to the CIA) the task of 

refining the military requirements and developing a solution. Jayjock was knowledgeable on 

UAVs and Amber in particular, and he and Cramer agreed that a UAV was the best solution for 

the long-dwell surveillance that the situation in the Balkans required.166  

On a whiteboard, Cramer and Jayjock brainstormed what this UAV might look like. 

Based on their own expertise, the two devised a list of performance characteristics: 24-hours or 

more on-station time, a 500-mile operating radius, operating altitude of at least 25,000 feet to 

enhance survivability, and all-weather day-night sensors, meaning an electro-optical daylight 

camera, infra-red (IR) detector, and synthetic aperture radar. The system would have to be 

unclassified to allow for broad dissemination of collection products, and to minimize 

compromise should one be lost over hostile territory. Importantly, the UAV would need beyond 

line-of-sight communications for both control and data links. This meant a satellite antenna. 

In terms of an acquisition strategy, the UAV would have to be comprised mostly of 

commercial-off-the-shelf (COTS) systems, be essentially ready to go (not in development), and 

acquired through streamlined processes, in order to meet the urgency of the current intelligence 

demand. And it would have to be cheap, costing no more than a cruise missile would at $2.5 
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million apiece. The low price would fit the fiscal constraints of the “peace dividend” years and 

avoid controversy should any drones be lost to accidents or combat. 

Soon, Navy Captain Allan Rutherford of the UAV JPO was brought on board to manage 

the project. With the help of a civilian “think tank,” he performed an industry survey to find a 

UAV that would fit the description Cramer and Jayjock had generated. The conclusion of the 

survey: the Gnat 750 was the closest fit.167 The team of Cramer, Jayjock, and Rutherford briefed 

Deutch and the Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), Admiral David Jeremiah, on 

their idea. Deutch approved the idea 15 minutes into the brief.168 Deutch formalized the 

requirements, essentially unchanged from the whiteboard session, in what would be known as 

the “Deutch Memo” dated July 12, 1993.169 Upon receipt, the UAV JPO set up its Medium 

Altitude Endurance (MAE) UAV program, and in November, at the direction of Verne “Larry” 

Lynn, Deputy Under Secretary of Defense for Advanced Technology (DUSD/AT), solicited bids 

for competition.170  

As can be seen through the tracing of this process that led to the MAE UAV requirements 

and acquisition plan, the formulation of what would become Predator, the Air Force was not 

involved. In a formal sense, none of the services were. The MAE UAV concept sprang from the 

minds of a trio of Naval officers and found a receptive audience in technologist and UAV fan 

John Deutch. The Joint Requirements Oversight Committee (JROC), the body normally charged 

 
167 Whittle, 2014, 74-75; Rosenwasser, 2004, 226-27. Rosenwasser’s account gives more credit to Rutherford in the 
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with refinement and approval of combat system requirements, was deliberately cut out of the 

process. Admiral Jeremiah, yet another Naval officer, who as Vice Chairman of the JCS headed 

up the JROC, never convened the JROC on the MAE UAV issue in a deliberate move to “stiff-

arm” additional requirements.171 Normally, an Operational Requirements Document (ORD), 

perhaps hundreds of pages long, describes expected system performance; in this case, the 

requirement was delineated in a two-page memo. Thomas Ehrhard remarks that “Predator was a 

UAV system developed with virtually no service input—it was the ‘anti-joint’ UAV.”172 

By May 17, 1993, the CIA had decided to purchase two Gnat 750s from GA-ASI and 

began immediate preparations for deployment to the Balkans. In coordination with the Agency, 

the DoD would follow with a larger, ruggedized, and more sophisticated UAV, which would 

include satellite communications for control and data dissemination.173 The thinking behind this 

ordering of efforts was that the CIA, as the more bureaucratically nimble organization, would be 

able to set up and fund its program more quickly than the DoD, and rapidly begin to generate the 

hard-sought imagery. The CIA would share lessons learned with the UAV JPO. By February of 

1994, the CIA was flying Gnat 750s over Bosnia.174 

But the senior DoD leaders’ plans for UAVs went further than the immediate Bosnia 

intelligence requirement. Deutch saw in UAVs a “silver bullet” with potential to make a 

“dramatic difference to the efficiency and effectiveness” of the US military.175 Deutch and 

Congress agreed: the military had failed to properly cultivate this capability. The FY1994 
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defense authorization conference report noted, “The conferees are alarmed by the military 

departments’ failed attempts to develop a tactical level reconnaissance capability,” and, grouping 

UAVs in with this category, “The conferees have repeatedly expressed concern about the lack of 

progress the UAV JPO is making.”176 The state of the military’s UAV program necessitated 

expanded oversight as well as consolidation. That year the DoD witnessed a complete overhaul 

of its tactical UAV program, with planned procurement slashed from $9.1 billion to $5.1 billion. 

The Close Range and Medium Range UAVs were the big losers; endurance UAVS seemed to be 

on the rise.177 

Indeed, Deutch’s new UAV acquisition strategy emphasized “tactical endurance” UAVs 

by delineating the category into progressively capable “Tiers.” Tier I acted as a cover for the 

CIA Gnat 750 rapid protype program until Aviation Week & Space Technology broke the story in 

September of 1993.178 Tier II was the UAV described in the Deutch Memo; no definite airframe 

had been chosen, but an enlarged and improved Gnat 750 was probably what planners had in 

mind.179 Tier II Plus and Tier III Minus were to be wide-area surveillance high-altitude 

endurance UAVs. Tier II Plus was competitively bid and became the Global Hawk. Tier III 

Minus was a direct descendant of the Lockheed/Boeing AARS and therefore not bid due to its 

classified nature; this became the DarkStar, a stealthy UAV that looked like a flying clam.180  

The most significant thing about the Tiers for this analysis is that Tier II was wide open 

for the taking. No binding preconceptions linked the turf to a particular service, nor stood in the 
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way of a claim by any of the services. The UAV which the Deutch Memo and Tier II 

requirement described fit between the battlespace support UAVs typically operated by the Army 

and Marine Corps, and the high-altitude surveillance platforms, manned and unmanned, that the 

Air Force had flown for years.181 The Navy could easily claim it as a maritime surveillance 

UAV—or not. That Tier I was a CIA and not a DOD program only reinforced the sense of 

ambiguity. 

 

Management Structures: DARO and ACTDs 

In a move of unprecedented civilian intervention into military acquisition, Deputy 

Secretary of Defense William Perry created the Defense Airborne Reconnaissance Office 

(DARO) via a November 6, 2003, memo. The new DoD entity controlled funding for all airborne 

reconnaissance programs, manned and unmanned. DARO was yet another initiative of USD 

(A&T) Deutch, and the organization fell under the office of his compatriot in OSD, DUSD/AT 

Verne “Larry” Lynn. DARO’s mandate went well beyond the management activities of the UAV 

JPO in that it arguably usurped the “equip” function from the services’ Title X authority to 

“organize, train, and equip.” Each service was forced to transfer its reconnaissance acquisition 

budget to DARO. The Air Force lost the most—over $1 billion. DARO captured all UAVs, 

including the HAE UAVs that the intelligence community had resisted turning over to the JPO, 

as well as manned reconnaissance platforms, such as the U-2 and RC-135 Rivet Joint.182 
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Although DARO’s establishment coincided with the termination of the MR UAV and 

consolidation or reduction of several other tactical UAV programs, the new office by no means 

intended to squelch UAVs. DARO’s organizational structure and mandate allowed it to allocate 

funds among its programs, manned and unmanned, in essence creating a zero-sum-game among 

platforms. Under the direction of his civilian masters in the DoD, DARO’s chief, Air Force 

Major General Kenneth R. Israel, moved to promote the development of UAVs, consistently 

moving funding from manned aircraft to unmanned.183 

In keeping with the theme of streamlining acquisition, Deutch and Lynn created a new 

mechanism to avoid normal acquisition channels, the Advanced Concept Technology 

Demonstration (ACTD). Under the ACTD process, military operators would assess the utility of 

mature technologies over the course of two to four years, including operational evaluation in 

military training exercises or even real-world combat. ACTDs attempted to ascertain the 

potential value of a mature system, using COTS components when available, rather than develop 

and field a new system in compliance with normal strict military standards. By design, any 

ACTD would yield only a few platforms. At the end of the ACTD, users could recommend 

cancellation or transition to the formal acquisition process. The entire ACTD process was 

overseen at the highest levels, with selection and funding oversight provided by a steering group 

chaired by the Vice Chairman of the JCS, and the USD (A&T).184  

The ACTD concept and the MAE UAV/Tier II concept were born around the same time, 

among the same people, and seemed a natural pairing. The MAE UAV fit the streamlined ACTD 

focus as it was intended to be a low-risk, mature system, using COTS products, and slated for 

 
183 Ehrhard, 2010, 48, 81n432, Rossenwasser, 2004, 306-307, Whittle, 2014, 123. 
184 Most sources give Lynn credit for the ACTD idea. Stacey Evers, “Gnat-750 May Raise Profile of UAVs,” 

Aviation Week & Space Technology, February 7, 1994, 54-55; Thirtle, Johnson, and Birkler, 1997, xiii, 1-2, 12-17, 

40, 77; Whittle, 2014, 79-80. 
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rapid final development and deployment. Thus, the future Predator became a de facto prototype 

for the ACTD concept.185 Congress liked the ACTD idea; the FY1994 defense authorization 

conference report directed the use of an ACTD for Tier II by name.186 

In fact, Congress supported Deutch’s initiatives across the board. The conference report 

encouraged the formation of DARO, the cancellation of the MR UAV and AARS, and allotted 

$40 million to Tier II. The conference members also appreciated the urgency behind the Tier II’s 

purpose, and directed that the project be contracted within 40 days of the passage of that year’s 

National Defense Authorization Act.187  

 

The Air Force’s Turf Behavior 

On January 7, 1994, GA-ASI won the MAE UAV/Tier II188 contract for $31.7 million.189 

Within 6 months, three UAVs were expected to fly with electro-optical/infrared (EO/IR) sensors 

and UHF satellite communications capability. Progressive milestones would lead to the delivery 

of 10 fully capable UAVs within 30 months. The UAV airframe to fill this role had several 

names, such as the Gnat 750-45, but the sobriquet “Predator” stuck.190 

As the Predator project got underway, the Air Force played little to no role. Deutch 

named the Navy’s Program Executive Officer for Cruise Missiles and Unmanned Aerial 

Vehicles (PEO (CU)), as the developing agency. Recall that the UAV JPO was part of this 

office.191 Navy Captain Allan Rutherford served as program manager, reporting directly to 

 
185 Thirtle, Johnson, and  Birkler, 1997, 11-12; “Predator ACTD Transition Must Settle on System’s Baseline 

Components,” Inside the Pentagon, June 27, 1996, 11-12. 
186 HR 103-357, 28874 
187 HR 103-357, 28762, 28862, 28873-4. 
188 Also known at that time as the Tactical Endurance UAV. 
189 Thirtle, Johnson, and Birkler, 1997, 20. 
190 “Tier 2 UAV Revealed,” Aviation Week & Space Technology, February 7, 1994, 23; Whittle, 2014, 83. 
191 UAV Master Plan 1994, 1-1. 
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DUSD/AT Larry Lynn.192 The nominal “user” command that would determine if the project 

inhered military utility was US Atlantic Command, which assigned an Army colonel to be the 

Operation Manager, essentially representing the warfighter point of view on the project. These 

choices were based in part by which organizations were likely to use the Predator in the future. 

The Air Force’s role was limited to one member on the Oversight Panel.193  

The Air Force had little or no part in the development of the Predator’s concept of 

operations (CONOP). The main military operator throughout the ACTD was a battalion of Army 

pilots, who came aboard to forestall disbandment of their unit.194 The Army also provided 

infrastructure and logistical support, and procured the synthetic aperture radar, which would also 

be used on its favored UAV, Hunter. GA-ASI contractors were influential on the scene as pilots, 

pilot instructors, and maintainers, participating in all operational demonstrations. On the ground, 

it was primarily a combined effort of GA-ASI and the Army.195 

The Predator’s success in training exercises, combined with an urgent need for 

reconnaissance, won approval for the UAV to deploy for real-world combat operations over 

Bosnia. But having had little involvement in the ACTD, the Air Force was in no position to take 

operational control of the 1995 deployment to the Balkans, and sent just one pilot.196  

 

 
192 Rosenwasser, 2004, 229, 232. 
193 The Predator/MAE UAV project was formalized as an ACTD in April 1994, but was structured as such from its 

initiation. Thirtle, Johnson, and Birkler, 1997, 11-12, 28-29. 
194 Whittle, 2014, 91. 
195 Thirtle, Johnson, and Birkler, 1997, 47-49, 65; Rosenwasser, 2004, 233-4. 
196 The timeline shows that Air Force leadership wanted to take control of Predator by the time it was approved for 

deployment to the Balkans, in June 1995 (see Phase 2b). However, having had little involvement in the ACTD in the 

previous months, the Air Force was not organizationally ready to take over. Scott Anthony Cuomo, “From No, to 

Yes, Maybe and Nimby: Explaining Variation in Remotely Piloted Aircraft Adoption between the US Air Force and 

the Marine Corps since 1993,” (PhD diss., Georgetown University, 2020), 123; Lee, 2016; and Ehrhard, 2000, 2010 

all treat this as a case of active rejection, for which I could find little evidence. See Ehrhard, 2010 (whom Lee cites 

primarily), 50, 81n440, 81n442. 
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Theoretical Analysis 

 

Organizational Identity 

H1: The organizational identity of a US military service influences its decision-making behavior 

with regard to turf. 

H1a: All else equal, the service is more likely to exhibit anti-turf behavior when the turf 

at issue is perceived to be inconsistent with the organization’s identity. 

H1b: All else equal, the service is more likely to exhibit pro-turf behavior when the turf 

at issue is perceived to be consistent with the organization’s identity. 

H1c: The existence of salient outgroups and threats to the service’s organizational 

identity will intensify the service’s turf behavior.  

If it is true that the US services make turf decisions consistent with their organizational 

identity, the evidence should show the following: 

1. Appeals to what is central, enduring, and distinct about the service surround 

organizational discussion of turf decisions. 

2. Appeals to self-definitions, such as “who we are,” surround organizational 

discussion of turf decisions. 

3.  Turf decisions are demonstrably aligned and coherent with the service OI. 

4. Discussion surrounding turf decisions may turn toward the emotional.  

5.  Turf decisions demonstrate consistency with similar decisions through the 

service’s history. 

6.  When peer competition is a salient factor in turf decisions, the organization 

references the OI (often emotionally) and works to maintain its integrity. 
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In terms of the turf behavior spectrum, USAF largely ignored the advent of the new turf 

represented by the Predator ACTD. This was not a case of active resistance, as the DoD was not 

pressuring the Air Force to participate in the ACTD or any formal acquisition program. The 

ACTD process was a deliberately small program in terms of scope and goals, requiring only 10-

12 officers to manage it, and the decision of whether to pursue formal acquisition (or not) was 

months away.197 With the Army contributing the necessary pilots, the Air Force was free to take 

a pass. 

As the Predator project got underway, the CIA and GA-ASI struggled to make the Gnat 

750 a deployable intelligence asset. The Predator was essentially a more sophisticated Gnat 750, 

so the CIA’s effort would serve as both testbed and demonstration for the Predator project. No 

doubt Air Force leaders watched with interest. They could afford to take a “wait and see” 

approach. 

Through the lens of the OI, it made sense to do so. McPeak was forced to make hard 

choices under fiscal austerity; he chose the platforms that could be decisive in war, and proven 

support platforms, such as satellites. As a Technologist, Futurist, and Aviation Fanatic, McPeak 

saw a role for UAVs to be sure—UAVs of the most modern and advanced kind, those that could 

be described as “real” aircraft, not model planes: the large, high-altitude, ultra-long-endurance 

UAVs represented by AARS and its derivatives.198 The MAE UAV as described in the Deutch 

Memo did not fit that mold. 

Because the Predator’s predecessors originated from outside of the Air Force, there was 

no group of advocates, no dedicated cadre to explain the Predator’s benefits for the Air Force 

 
197 Thirtle, Johnson, and Birkler, 1997, 29, 60. These authors note that the UAV JPO and US Atlantic Command had 

a difficult time obtaining manning support from the services initially. This would not have been the case if OSD was 

applying pressure on the issue or intervening directly. 
198 Fulghum, January 17, 1994, 44, 46. 
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through the lens of the OI. The Predator was derived from the GA-ASI Gnat 750, which in turn 

derived from the Amber UAV, which was a scaled-up version of the Albatross UAV developed 

in inventor Abe Karem’s garage. Amber emerged onto the US military scene as a fringe 

DARPA/US Navy project that had little apparent applicability to the Air Force in the 1980s. 

While the USAF did pursue UAVs to fill roles in a NATO war, it was looking for either a high-

altitude ISR/communications relay platform or a low-altitude fast penetrator.199 There was no 

immediate requirement for Amber, a medium-altitude platform, which anyone could see would 

not survive combat over Europe. Amber had competed for (and lost) the Short Range UAV 

program, which was intended to be primarily a battlefield support UAV for ground forces. Very 

little linked the USAF to the Predator in terms of the drone’s developmental history. 

Furthermore, there had been no MAJCOM involvement, the normal innovation 

pathway.200 Normally the Air Combat Command (ACC) at Langley AFB would have played a 

leading role in the generation of requirements for any warfighting project the Air Force was 

considering.201 In contrast to the usual process, the requirements for the MAE UAV were 

generated on a whiteboard hanging somewhere in the J2 offices in the Pentagon. And so, no 

cadre of Air officers coalesced at this stage either, as would naturally result with any MAJCOM-

backed effort to envision and establish a project’s initial goals and parameters. 

As Technologists and Aviation Fans, it is easy to see why Air officers were skeptical of 

UAVs in general. To put it plainly, crashes are a big turn off. This has been the case since the 

beginning of aviation.202 To crash is to fail technologically and aeronautically. Crashing is the 

 
199 The high-altitude communications relay UAVs developed during this period included Compass Cope and 

Compass Dwell; penetrators included the Multi-Mission Lightning Bug and MR UAV discussed in this chapter. For 

others, see Ehrhard, 2010, 31-36. 
200 Grissom, Lee, and Mueller, 2016, 88-90. 
201 Thirtle, Johnson, and Birkler, 1997, 70-71. 
202 For example, see Newcome’s 1912 story of the US Army and Elmer Sperry’s gyrostabilizer, 2004,16.  
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opposite of excellence. And UAVs were notorious for crashing.203 For example, over half of all 

Lightning Bugs were lost due to combat or malfunction.204 The Navy’s QH-50 DASH helicopter 

drone’s operational loss rate was also 50%.205 Two of the D-21 Tagboard’s four operational 

missions resulted in crashes.206 The Army’s Aquila UAV, cancelled in 1987 after 8 years of 

development and $1 billion invested, crashed once every 20 flight hours on average.207 The joint 

Hunter UAV incurred four crashes in less than a month, ultimately leading to the project’s 

cancellation in the mid-1990s. Justly or not, that UAV is remembered for NBC’s Dateline 

observation that “Hunters just keep falling out of the sky.”208 

But UAVs’ categorical unreliability only made the Air Force skeptical, not UAV-

adverse. The Air Force, Technologists after all, had pioneered UAV development and had tried 

to save the MR UAV in the face of its inevitable termination. The Air Force was willing to give 

UAVs a chance, but as Technologists, Futurists, and Innovators, Air officers gravitated to the 

fast, jet-powered UAVs for the tactical reconnaissance mission. From the Technologist’s 

pragmatic perspective, such UAVs better fit the survivability requirements of the European 

theater. The large, high-altitude, super high-tech UAVs such as Tier III and its derivatives fit 

well within the Air Force’s tradition of providing national intelligence, and appealed to the OI 

with cutting-edge, advanced technology. The Aviation Fanatic saw these UAVs as “real” 

airplanes, not dinky toys. Consider these photos below of favored Air Force UAVs vs. the Gnat 

750. 

 
203 Director of Central Intelligence Richard Helms reportedly quipped, “We flew a lot of drones into China during 

World War II. I wonder if they all landed in the same pile,” Strickland, 2013, 3. 
204 Newcome, 2004, 86. 
205 Newcome, 2004, 88. 
206 Ehrhard, 2010, 10; Newcome, 2004, 90. 
207 Rosenwasser, 2004, 135; “The Dronefather,” 23. 
208 Rosenwasser, 2004, 221-22. 
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Figure 16.2. Model 147 SC Lightning Bug. Source: www.nationalmuseum.af. 

 

 

 

Figure 16.3. D-21 Tagboard/Senior Bowl. Source: www.uasvision.com. 

 

http://www.nationalmuseum.af/
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Figure 16.4. BQM 145 Medium Range UAV. Source: www.fas.org. 

 

 

f 

Figure 16.5. Gnat 750. Source: www.fas.org. 
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In many ways, traditional Air Force drones resembled high-speed missiles or manned 

jets. At best, the Gnat 750 looked akin to an Army battlefield support UAV. At worst, it seemed 

to represent the fragile “hobby shop” genre of UAV, anathema to a service whose identity abides 

in high technologies. Another contemporary UAV, the Pathfinder, epitomizes this “hobby shop” 

type, the bane of warfighters in need of a solid reconnaissance asset. DARO considered the 

solar-powered, eight-engine Pathfinder for ballistic missile defense as a sensor and missile 

platform.209 At one time, highly experimental UAVs such as Pathfinder might have piqued the 

Innovator OI referent, but the USAF had grown wary of flimsy, unreliable UAVs. DARO’s 

Pathfinder reaffirmed the view of weird-looking, lightweight, prop-driven UAVs as science 

experiments far from ready for combat. 

 

Figure 16.6. Pathfinder. Source: www.commons.wikimedia.com. 

At the point in time in which the Air Force passed on the Predator ACTD, there was as 

yet no obvious link between the UAV and casualty avoidance. The operational situation in the 

 
209 Fulghum, April 11, 1994, 23. 
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Balkans was just starting to unfold; it was not clear yet how this slow, low-tech UAV would help 

avoid casualties or prevent collateral damage. Similarly, the UAV’s ramifications regarding 

airspace or command and control issues were far in the future. 

Although its common to read that Air officers thought UAVs “a threat,” a fighter pilot of 

the day would likely have smirked at the idea. UAVs were significantly less capable than 

manned aircraft, and even other unmanned assets such as satellites, ICBMs and cruise missiles. 

They could not carry ordinance by international law.210 As a non-lethal platform, there was no 

path for the UAV to decisiveness. Aside from carrying no ordinance, the Gnat 750, like the 

Amber before it, was hardly formidable. It weighed about as much as an economy car, and its 

tiny piston motor pushed it along at about 90kts. On windy days, it was likely to crash. The 

downward “V”-shaped vertical stabilizers characteristic of the Karem line gave the airframe an 

odd, ungainly profile. Although so small and slow it was hard to observe by radar, once detected, 

it was a sitting duck for any air defenses of minimal competence. On face, the idea that a UAV 

like Amber or Gnat 750 could in any way threaten the OI or status of a fighter pilot seems a bit 

silly.  

 

 
210 A strict reading of the Intermediate Nuclear Forces (INF) treaty’s definition of “cruise missile” would include 

UAVs. Thus, at the time, armed UAVs were thought to be potentially restricted or banned by the INF and the 

Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START). As such, the scope of UAV JPO’s mandate was clearly stated as 

encompassing “non-lethal” UAVs. United States Scientific Advisory Board, UAV Technologies and Combat 

Operations, 1996, 9-4, www.fas.org; UAV Master Plan 1994, 4. This issue will be discussed further in a future 

section of this analysis. 
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Figure 16.7. F-15E Strike Eagle. Source: www.planes-encyclopedia.com. 

 

The new Predator presented nothing salient to the USAF OI, neither threat nor attraction. 

The platform signified little in terms of OI consistency, legitimacy, nor integrity. Thus, it did not 

animate the OI, resulting in a non-decision. 

 

Agency Theory 

H2: The rational cost-benefit analysis of possible outcomes and calculated risk of punishment 

determine US military service decision-making behavior with regard to turf, especially in the 

case of civilian directives that conflict with the service’s preference. 

H2a: All else equal, the service is more likely to exhibit shirking when it calculates there 

is low probability of civilian punishment. 

H2b: All else equal, the service is more likely to exhibit working when it calculates there 

is high probability of civilian punishment. 

http://www.planes-encyclopedia.com/
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If it is true that rational calculations best describe the decision-making process, the 

evidence should show the following: 

1. Turf decisions are discussed with little appeal to self-definition; the players 

unemotionally consider alternative courses of action and the pros and cons of 

each. 

2. Civilian superiors’ probable response to the (in)action is a prime consideration. 

3. In the course of discussion, few references are made to peer organizations. 

4. Discussion regarding turf decisions does not include references to elements of 

organizational identity (what is central, enduring, distinctive). 

5. Resultant decisions may be demonstrably inconsistent with the OI. 

 

Agency theory starts with the decision of civilian masters to monitor or not, and to what 

extent. This establishes the setting for the military’s decision to work or shirk. In the era of the 

case study, ever-increasing oversight mechanisms such as the UAV JPO, the JROC, and DARO 

indicate intrusive monitoring of the military by civilian masters. However, the US president 

found himself in weak position relative to the military on national security issues due to his 

personal history and several missteps his first days in office. Therefore, the military had little to 

fear in terms of punishment from that level.211 Since there was no expectation that the Air Force 

take the Predator ACTD, there was no fear of reprisal from OSD or Congress. The Amber UAV, 

Gnat 750’s predecessor, had been a Navy/DARPA project considered as a follow-on to the 

Pioneer, which the Air Force did not operate—but the Army, Navy, and Marine Corps did. Any 

 
211 Feaver, 2003, 207-219. 
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of the other services would seem a more natural choice than the Air Force to operate the Gnat 

750. 

The divergence of preference between the OSD and the Air Force is somewhat 

ambiguous. The OSD did not insist that the Air Force take part in the ACTD or lead the 

deployment to the Balkans; as long as the job got done, the OSD was agnostic about which 

service fulfilled its endurance UAV ambition. But considering that OSD placed a major 

emphasis on UAVs in 1993, it likely would have preferred to see some enthusiasm from the 

services. The account of Deutch orchestrating a CIA briefing on the Gnat 750 for a room full of 

three-star officers from each service illustrates his desire for the services to hop on the UAV 

bandwagon.212 From this one might infer that Deutch and his OSD colleagues would have been 

delighted if the Air Force had come out strongly in favor of the program, and took the helm. 

Therefore, the preferences of players diverge moderately; the Air Force would rather not have 

taken on the Predator ACTD but did not need to actively resist. 

This moment in time presents an uncommonly united principal. Congress also strongly 

supported tactical reconnaissance and development of endurance UAVs, illustrated by the 

defense authorization conference report wording that mirrored Deutch’s plans in the OSD, such 

as establishing DARO and directing that Tier II be an ACTD with contracting on an expedited 

basis. Congress made their preference very clear: “Although the Cold War is over, tactical 

reconnaissance is relatively more important to national security than at any time in history.”213 

To summarize: although the divergence between Air Force and civilian preferences is not 

stark, we see that the Air Force preferred to not be involved with the Predator ACTD. The 

military knew that the probability and extent of punishment were low, both in general and in this 

 
212 Whittle, 2014, 76-77. 
213 HR 103-357; 28762, 28873-4. 
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specific instance. According to Feaver’s rubric, the payoff from shirking is greater than the 

payoff of working, even in a world of intrusive monitoring, if punishment is not a factor.214  

Following the branches of the agency theory formal game described by Feaver, the 

civilians choose to monitor intrusively, the military decides to shirk, the civilians catch the 

shirking, but do not punish the military. An equilibria condition is reached in which civilians 

arrive at their least preferred outcome, the civilian payoff of military shirking without 

punishment, less the cost of monitoring. The military achieves its second-best outcome, military 

payoff for shirking with intrusive monitoring.215 

In simple terms, as the probability of punishment decreases, the military’s incentive and 

ability to ignore civilian initiatives it finds bothersome increases. Agency theory accurately 

predicts the Air Force’s negative turf behavior in this case. 

 

Appointed Leader Decides 

H3: All else equal, the preferences of the appointed civilian leader(s) of a US military service 

determine its decision-making behavior with regard to turf. 

If it is true that the appointed leader decides, with little regard to organizational identity, 

the evidence should show the following: 

1. Turf decisions are discussed at the senior civilian level with little input from 

line officers; moreover, there is no evidence of “rubberstamping” line officer 

recommendations.  

2. Line officers lobby their civilian superiors to make decisions according to their 

preferences. 

 
214 Feaver, 2003, 103-104. 
215 Feaver, 2003, 102-109. 
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3. Discussion over turf decisions at the secretary/senior civilian level does not 

include references to elements of OI (what is central, enduring, distinctive). 

4. Civilian leaders team with “maverick” officers to make and implement 

decisions. 

5. The decision made may be demonstrably inconsistent with the OI. 

 

The current case study offers an “easy case” for this theory. The Clinton Administration, 

in line with the overall “Reinventing Government” initiative, looked to reform military 

acquisition, rationalize and consolidate military programs, and cut costs. Through improved 

management, jointness (here, meaning commonality of technologies) and leveraging COTS 

components, military effectiveness could be enhanced even in a time of fiscal austerity. The 

restructuring of the tactical reconnaissance program exemplified the larger agenda.  

The newly-appointed OSD leaders were perfectly suited to the task—a veritable “dream 

team.” An entrepreneur and Stanford professor of mathematics, Deputy Secretary (later 

Secretary) of Defense William Perry had served as Under Secretary of Defense for Research and 

Engineering from 1977-1981, and chaired the acquisition panel of the Packard Commission of 

1986.216 Deutch hailed from MIT where he served as a chemistry professor. He held several 

positions in the Department of Energy under the Carter Administration and served on numerous 

presidential boards in both the Carter and Reagan years. He was a true polymath, supremely 

knowledgeable in a range of issues including international security, energy, and defense 

technology.217 Lynn, also from MIT where he worked at the Lincoln Laboratory for 26 years, 

 
216 “Dr. William J. Perry, Secretary of Defense” accessed January 19, 2021, 

www.govinfo.library.unt.edu/npr/library/status/bios/perry.htm. 
217 “John M. Deutch, Institute Professor, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Department of Chemistry, 

Biography,” accessed January 19, 2021, web.mit.edu/chemistry/deutch/index.html.  

http://www.govinfo.library.unt.edu/npr/library/status/bios/perry.htm
http://web.mit.edu/chemistry/deutch/index.html
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served as deputy director of DARPA from 1981-1985 and then director from 1995-1998. Lynn 

brought expertise in radar and surveillance systems.218 These three knew each other well and 

were personal friends.219 Aligned in their vision of reform, wielding expert knowledge to match 

their military counterparts, and united as a cohesive force, this trio presented the ideal 

opportunity for civilian outsiders to instigate change in a reluctant military organization. 

The OSD leadership succeeded in establishing DARO, consolidating some UAV 

programs, eliminating others, creating the streamlined ACTD process, and, significantly, 

initiating the Predator program through the Deutch Memo and DARO’s direct funding. Tier II 

was an OSD creation. But these “outsiders” could not, or would not, induce the Air Force (or any 

other service) to take control of the program. The ACTD launched with no lead service, and 

continued without one until December 16, 1995, only seven months before the end of the 

ACTD.220 By that time both Deutch and Lynn had left the OSD.221 

 

Bureaucratic Paradigm 

H4: All else equal, organizational growth and survival, and/or officials’ self-interest, determine 

the US military services’ decision-making behavior with regard to turf. 

If it is true that material bureaucratic interests of senior decision-makers determine turf 

behavior, the evidence should show the following: 

1. Turf decisions are discussed with little appeal to self-definition; the players 

unemotionally consider alternative courses of action and the pros and cons of each. 

 
218 “Verne ‘Larry’ Lynn,” accessed January 19, 2021, www.piadvance.com/2020/06/verne-larry-lynn/; Whittle, 

2014, 79. 
219 Rossenwasser, 2004, 187-88, 198, 201n34. 
220 Thirtle, Johnson, and Birkler, 1997, 57. 
221 Deutch took over as Director of Central Intelligence in May of 1995, and Lynn was appointed director of 

DARPA in July of 1995. 

http://www.piadvance.com/2020/06/verne-larry-lynn/
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2. Turf decisions can be linked to personal self-interest of decision-makers. 

3. Turf decisions tend toward aggrandizement, expansion, and “imperialism.” 

4. When new turf becomes available, regardless of its relation to the OI, 

competition between services results. 

5. Discussion regarding turf decisions does not include references to elements of 

OI (what is central, enduring, distinctive). 

6. Decisions made may be demonstrably inconsistent with the OI. 

 

The bureaucratic paradigm predicts the USAF would have claimed the turf immediately 

in attempt to keep it from others and enhance prospects for organizational survival. The nature of 

the turf is beside the point; all turf represents organizational growth and health. But pro-turf 

behavior did not happen. 

Perhaps there would have been a turf trade-off that would have made taking the turf a net 

loss by analytic rationality. This would be the case at the completion of an ACTD, when and if 

the technology under investigation entered formal acquisition processes. But in early 1994, the 

ACTD was funded directly through DARO.222 The only cost would have been the reassignment 

of a few personnel to the ACTD. From a cost-benefit perspective, this turf would cost little, a 

bargain. It was also low-risk in that the technology was relatively mature, and formal acquisition 

was optional.  

Taking the Predator turf would have allowed the Air Force to wrest some control of a 

joint UAV program from both the Navy (UAV JPO) and the Army (operational support and 

pilots). Inserting itself early in the ACTD would have also ensured that rival services had less, 

 
222 Thirtle, Johnson, and Birkler, 1997, 28, 43. 
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and the Air Force had more, leverage over the direction of the program in general. If Air Force 

pilots saw advances in UAVs like this one as threatening, they would have grabbed the program 

in order to tamp it down. 

Surprisingly, the most obvious potential rival for the USAF in the case study was not 

another service, but the CIA. Both the DoD and the CIA aimed to deliver valuable tactical 

intelligence from Bosnia to the White House. Both hit upon UAVs, even the same line of UAVs, 

as the enabling technological solution. For the Air Force to take the lead on the more advanced 

UAV (Tier II was to be more capable than Tier I) would on face seem bureaucratically 

beneficial, increasing the Air Force’s profile in an important mission area, and positioning itself 

to edge out or up-stage the CIA competitor. 

But apparently the Air Force did not feel the pull of competition with CIA. Nor did senior 

leaders in the Pentagon. Deutch took a collaborative approach with the CIA while he was USD 

(A&T), and did the same with the DoD in his next position as head of the CIA.223 What 

transpired in this case was quite the opposite of competitive behavior, at least at senior levels; the 

DoD and the CIA worked in tandem, coordinating their plans. As a concrete expression of this 

partnership, the CIA’s project held a formal place in the DoD’s Tier acquisition scheme 

(although Tier I was not acquired by the DoD but through Agency funding channels.)224 

A facet often lost in the Predator story is the effect of the recent cancellation of the MR 

UAV. The MR UAV, a program started in 1985, had been cancelled via USD (A&T) Acquisition 

Decision Memorandum on October 29, 1993.225 Mere days later, on November 17, 1993, 

 
223 Mark Mazzetti, The Way of the Knife: The CIA, a Secret Army, and a War at the Ends of the Earth (New York: 

Penguin, 2013), 59-60; Daniel Benjamin and Steven Simon, The Age of Sacred Terror: Radical Islam’s War Against 

America (New York: Random House, 2003), 240. 
224 Fulghum, September 17, 1993, 44. 
225 UAV Master Plan 1994, 3-29. 
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DUSD/AT Larry Lynn directed the UAV JPO to prepare for a speedy contract award for the 

MAE UAV.226 In fact, the Air Force had just terminated two major UAV programs, if one 

considers the AARS, cancelled December 1992. It seems unrealistic that the Air Force would 

snap up the new turf in the wake of forfeiting so much investment in turf of the same general 

type. Still nursing their wounds and digesting the reality of losing billions of dollars and years of 

investment, Air officers were not likely to turn around and jump on another UAV project just a 

short while later. One of the reasons Congress cited for the cancellation of the MR UAV was the 

emergence and prioritization of the MAE UAV program, which probably did not engender warm 

feelings for the project.227 

The next subcase examines the story of how the Predator ACTD got a lead service. 

 

Table 16.1. Phase 2a summary evaluation of competing theories and hypotheses 
Theory/hypotheses Prediction Actual Behavior Evaluation 

Organizational Identity Neutral. No animation 

of OI on unknown and 

unlinked UAV. 

Neutral to slightly 

negative. Air Force 

takes “wait and see” 

approach. 

Theory supported 

by evidence, 

explains behavior 

Agency Theory Shirking due to little 

risk of punishment. 

Mild shirking. OSD 

preferred to have a 

lead service but did 

not direct Air Force to 

do it. 

Theory supported 

by evidence, but no 

explanation for 

shirking preference. 

Appointed Leader OSD directs (any) 

service to lead favored 

Tier II project. 

OSD “shops” Predator 

around and finds no 

takers for lead service. 

Theory not 

supported by 

evidence. 

Bureaucratic Paradigm Air Force and other 

services fight over new 

Predator turf. 

Air Force and other 

services do not fight 

over new Predator 

turf. Air Force assists 

CIA with ostensibly 

rival UAV program. 

Theory not 

supported by 

evidence. 

 

 
226 The memo echoed the FY1994 defense authorization conference report’s direction to sign a contract for Tier II 

within 40 days of passage of the National Defense Authorization Act. Lynn, memo, November 17, 1993. 
227 HR 103-357, 28873. 
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Phase 2b: The USAF Grabs Predator Turf 

 

Tier I: The CIA’s Gnat 750 Operation 

A mentioned above, the Air Force’s decision to pass on leadership of the Predator ACTD 

and its first operational deployment took place around the same time as the CIA’s endeavor to 

gather intelligence in Bosnia got underway with its own drone, Predator’s immediate forebear, 

the Gnat 750. 

The CIA team, rushing to deploy as soon as possible, got off to a rocky start. The Gnat 

750 system required two lines of development: (1) the incorporation of a manned relay aircraft 

with the UAV itself and with its ground station to allow for beyond line-of-sight control and data 

relay, and (2) the sub-systems integration necessary to make the Gnat 750 a long-endurance 

surveillance aircraft. The technical challenges involved were hardly trivial and involved 

modifications to the seat of the UAV’s reliability, its flight control software. As reported with the 

ignominious tagline, “Gnat Goes Splat,” the CIA lost one of its two airframes in the California 

desert in October 1993, even before leaving for the Balkans.228 

By the time the CIA team arrived in Europe, almost five months later than planned, cost 

overruns totaled $1 million, a high sum for the small program. Once in the Balkans, bad weather, 

maintenance issues, and technical difficulties with the data link grounded the operation after only 

10 flights. With NATO on the verge of ordering air strikes, the failure to provide tactical 

intelligence seemed especially discomfiting.229 

 
228 Strickland, 2013, 5; “Gnat Goes Splat,” Aviation Week & Space Technology, November 1, 1993, 23. 
229 “Gnat Goes Splat,” 1993, 23; Fulghum and Morrocco, January 31, 1994, 20-22; “Gnats Weathered Out,” 

February 14, 1994, 19. 
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Ultimately the modest CIA operation completed only 12 out of 30 assigned missions 

before going home.230 Even so, the operation was deemed worthwhile because what little 

intelligence the Gnat 750 delivered was exactly the kind that political and military leaders 

desperately wanted. Military leaders, including the Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Jeremy 

M. Boorda, specifically requested the Gnat 750’s return.231 The imagery allowed analysts to 

distinguish real targets from decoys, find surface-to-air threats, track mobile artillery and tanks, 

and monitor United Nation convoys.232 

CIA officials could watch the Gnat 750’s video feed on a small monitor at headquarters. 

Woolsey later remembered, “I could sit in my office, call up a classified channel and in an early 

version of e-mail type messages to a guy in Albania asking him to zoom in on things.”233 But 

perhaps more consequentially, senior military leaders at US European Command (EUCOM), 

who were running the US war effort in the Balkans, could watch, too.234 The Gnat 750 had 

planted the seed of “Predator crack,” addictive full-motion video (FMV) from the combat zone. 

It was clear the CIA would be returning to the Balkans. The CIA moved to expand and 

upgrade the program, especially with an eye toward extending on-station time.235 As a partial 

 
230 “Spying on Bosnia,” Aviation Week & Space Technology, June 6, 1994, 23. 
231 A. Normal Schindler, Chief, Balkan Task Force, Memorandum to Director of Central Intelligence, Subject: 

“Principals Committee Meeting on Bosnia, 8 April 1994,” April 8, 1994, CIA Historical Collections.  
232 David A. Fulgum, “CIA to Fly Missions from Inside Croatia,” Aviation Week & Space Technology, July 11, 

1994, 21. 
233 Peter Finn, “Rise of the Drones: From Calif. Garage to Multibillion-Dollar Defense Industry,” Washington Post, 

December 23, 2011, www.washingtonpost.com. Woolsey articulated that anecdote consistently, e.g., see Steve Coll, 

Ghost Wars, The Secret History of the CIA, Afghanistan, and bin Laden, from the Soviet Invasion to September 10, 

2001 (New York: Penguin Books, 2004), 529; Whittle, 2014, 82, 93. 
234 Newcome, 2004, 109. 
235 The great endurance advantage of the Gnat 750 could not be realized with the Schweizer RG-8 manned aircraft 

relay, which due to the geography of the situation, used six of eight hours of its own endurance to get on station and 

back to base. This left only two hours of surveillance time for the UAV. Newcome (2004) refers to the manned 

aircraft as a TG-8, 107, while Sargent (in Owen), 227, Aviation Week, and most others use the nomenclature RG-8 

and/or RG-8A (Condor). Sargent’s source is the CAOC daily mission summaries from Operation Deny Flight, 225-

227, 253. He confuses the manned relay aircraft for the drone, which was apparently not listed separately on the 

ATO, and describes it as a US Army aircraft conducting weather reconnaissance. Such illustrates the secrecy 

surrounding the CIA’s Gnat 750 deployments. 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/
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solution, the CIA looked to buy more Gnat 750s to serve as the relay platforms. The Agency also 

planned to modify the UAVs with more powerful, quieter engines—the engines developed for 

Predator. The crucial sensor payload would also receive upgrades and additions. By November 

1994, the CIA and its Gnat 750s were back in the Balkans.236 Ultimately, the CIA and the Gnat 

750 would make five combat deployments by July 1996.237 

 

The Predator Proves Itself 

Meanwhile, the Predator made its 6-month demonstration deadline, and on August 31, 

1994, GA-ASI hosted an official rollout for about 200 spectators. Congress’s foremost champion 

of the Predator, Representative Jerry Lewis, spoke at the event, which received positive media 

coverage.238 To stir up support for the Predator, Rutherford initiated an impressive “marketing” 

campaign, even distributing professionally produced video tapes of the Predator’s full motion 

video around the Pentagon and to other stakeholders, and cultivated positive press coverage.239 It 

was no wonder that in November 1994, the influential Aviation Week & Space Technology 

magazine reported that the Predator enjoyed lots of customers, from US Central Command to US 

Southern Command to the Army National Guard.240 

 

Leadership. As the CIA’s Gnat 750 Balkan operations and Rutherford’s Predator marketing 

campaign continued to unfold into the fall of 1994, a new Air Force Chief of Staff, General 

Ronald R. Fogleman was settling into the job. He soon received a visit from DARO’s director, 

 
236 Whittle, 2014, 82; “Spying on Bosnia,” June 6, 1994, 23; Fulghum, July 11, 1994; “Spy Ops,” November 14, 

1994, 17; Fulghum and Morrocco, January 9, 1995, 22. 
237 Newcome, 2004, 107; Thirtle, Johnson and Birkler, 1997, 8. 
238 Whittle, 2014, 88-9; Thirtle, Johnson, and Birkler, 1997, 22. 
239 Whittle, 2014, 88-89, 95. 
240 David A. Fulghum, “Predator UAV Produces High-Quality Images,” Aviation Week & Space Technology, 

November 28, 1994, 62. 
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Air Force Major General Kenneth Israel. Israel came to gauge Fogleman’s potential interest in 

taking the Predator program for the Air Force at the conclusion of the ACTD in July 1996. As 

Fogleman remembers it, “The Army wanted it, but they weren’t passionate about it. On the other 

hand, the Air Force really hadn’t looked at it in much detail.”241  

Fogleman, a fighter pilot who had previously served as commander of both Air Mobility 

Command and Transportation Command, possessed a wholly different outlook from his 

predecessor. No doubt this was at least in part due to the circumstances surrounding him. As the 

trauma of the initial post-Cold War defense cuts subsided, concurrent with improvement in the 

national economy, Fogleman was free to focus on more than just economizing assets. He could 

dream. 

Fogleman’s remarks at various fora around that time offer insight into his mindset. 

Unlike that which McPeak endured, he interpreted the environment as a “period of relative 

stability” that provided a window of opportunity for the Air Force to “focus on the future.”242 

Aside from revealing the general salience of the Futurist OI for Fogleman, these words 

demonstrate his conception of the place of the Air Force in the arc of history, and his role at that 

propitious moment in time. He was to prepare and shape the Air Force for its bright future. 

Fogleman touted the practice of envisioning the future as the best planning tool for the 

present. Drawing a contrast between himself and his last four predecessors, he described his 

approach as less “programmatic” and more “imaginative.” He described future oriented-thinking 

this way: “Fly into the future, maybe to the year 2020. Then we should put ourselves in a low 

earth orbit, in a position to take a look at what the world will most likely look like, at what 

 
241 Whittle, 2011, 9. For why the Army was generally passive on Predator, see Rosenwasser, 2004, 274. 
242 Ronald R. Fogleman, “The Future is Ours—Today,” remarks at the Air Force Association Symposium, Los 

Angeles, October 27, 1995, np., www.afa.org. 
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society will be like and at what warfare in this period of time will be like. I call this approach 

‘looking back to the present.’”243 Within a few more months he had developed the approach into 

a three-step process: explore the future, plan for the future, and prepare for the future.244 

A second meta-theme running through his speeches of that time was the “information 

explosion” the world recently experienced due to the increase in computing speeds and 

connectivity.245 He proposed information as the “Fifth Dimension of Warfare,” the first four 

consisting of land, sea, air, and space. More than once, he spoke of the “ascending and 

transcending influence” of information.246 Information systems allowed for synchronization 

across levels of command and between units, creating the “dominant battlefield awareness” that 

allowed for precision attack, among other benefits: “Information will leverage all we do.”247 

Fogleman saw that harnessing this information technology was the only way for the US military 

to stay competitive. As he professed to an Air Force Association crowd, “The opportunities 

brought to us through advances in technology, especially in the area of information, computing, 

and space-based operations are out there for us. We can seize the initiative or allow it to fly 

by.”248 

Fogleman was a self-acknowledged devotee of Admiral William A. Owens, who was 

known for his leading voice in the Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA) discourse in the US.249 

 
243 Ronald R. Fogleman, “Getting the Air Force Into the 21st Century: The Ability to Model and Simulate Combat,” 

remarks at the Air Force Association Air Warfare Symposium, Orlando, Florida, February 24, 1995, Vital Speeches 

of the Day 61 no. 14 (May 1, 1995): 435. 
244 Fogleman, October 27, 1995, np. 
245 Ronald R. Fogleman, “Information Operations: The Fifth Dimension of Warfare,” remarks to the Armed Forces 

Communications-Electronics Association, Washington, DC, April 25, 1995, Defense Issues 10, no. 47, np. 
246 Fogleman, February 24, 1995, 436; October 27, 1995, np. 
247 Fogleman, April 25, 1995, np. 
248 Fogleman, October 27, 1995, np. 
249 Lee, 167. Admiral Owens served as the Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff from 1994-1996. For a 

summary of his thoughts on the RMA, see William A. Owens, “The Emerging US System of Systems,” Strategic 

Forum, 63, February 1996, 1-6. 
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As such, Fogleman’s Technologist identity oriented him toward transitions in technology and its 

use, in the context of his Futurist paradigm. One way he would lead the Air Force into the next 

century was by capitalizing on the new technologies offered by the RMA. He was especially 

alert for technologies that represented “transition points” in the future history of the Air Force.250 

UAVs, which he hardly failed to mention in front of an audience, represented such a technology. 

As Chief of Staff, Fogleman followed the Air Force tradition of technology forecasting, 

directing the USAF Scientific Advisory Board to complete two new studies. New World Vistas 

aimed to identify “explosive” technologies most consequential to the Air Force, and UAV 

Technologies and Combat Operations explored immediate to long-range application of UAVs to 

Air Force missions.251 

Intellectually situated in the larger information warfare domain, Fogleman recognized the 

severity of the tactical reconnaissance gap, recently pointed up in the desperate reactivation of 

the SR-71.252 While his predecessor McPeak placed great store in satellites, Fogleman remained 

unconvinced of satellites’ tactical efficacy. Satellites in themselves did not constitute an ISR 

system-of-systems. More was needed. He leaned toward airborne assets, as was natural for a 

former F-100 Super Sabre Misty Fast FAC253 and RF-4C Phantom II pilot who had flown 

tactical reconnaissance missions himself over Vietnam.254 Moreover, he knew first-hand the 

limitations and dangers of manned tactical air reconnaissance. 

 
250 Ehrhard, 2010, 51. See for example, October 27, 1995 remarks and December 1, 1996 remarks. 
251 Fogleman, February 24, 1995, 437; USAF Scientific Advisory Board, New World Vistas: Air and Space Power 

for the 21st Century (Summary Volume), December 15, 1995; USAF Scientific Advisory Board, UAV Technologies 

and Combat Operations, December 6, 1996, www.fas.org. 
252 Against the Air Force’s desires, Congress directed the reactivation of the SR-71 program on September 29, 1994 

via the allotment of $105 million in the FY1995 National Defense Authorization Act, Grimes, 2014, 326. 
253 Forward Air Controller (the acronym is pronounced, “fack”). 
254 “General Ronald R. Fogleman” (biography), www.af.mil; Whittle, 2014, 109. 
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Fogleman’s overall vision for the future Air Force, his mission as Chief of Staff, and his 

background experience all combined to render him especially receptive to UAVs. Sometime 

between late 1994 and early 1995, he made up his mind about the Predator specifically.255 As 

mentioned, DARO’s director General Ken Israel courted the Air Force for lead service, speaking 

with Fogleman directly. If Fogleman had been unfamiliar with the Predator, its capabilities, and 

its availability for the taking, Israel surely brought him “up to speed.”  

 

The Predator’s Profile. Rutherford’s Predator marketing campaign could not have escaped 

Fogleman’s attention. Not only was Rutherford distributing video tapes of Predator footage, but 

on January 11, 1995, with the help of a genius “technoscientist” named Pete Weideman, he 

managed to transmit live Predator video to a full Pentagon briefing room, causing a stir. Many 

more demonstrations of “Predator TV” followed. Rutherford remembers Pentagon brass staring 

at the Predator feed, mesmerized. One early Predator TV fan was Admiral Owens, who received 

a personal viewing in June of 1995.256 

The Predator received continued press attention after its August 1994 roll out. In 

November of 1994, Aviation Week ran an article with the headline “Predator UAV Produces 

High-Quality Images.”257 An article on January 9, 1995 proclaimed the Predator was “now flying 

daily” and available for immediate deployment.258 Shortly thereafter, the UAV set an endurance 

record for 40 hours, also covered by the relevant press outlets.259  

 

 
255 Whittle, 2014, 108; Whittle, 2011, 9. 
256 Whittle, 2014, uses the alias “Werner,” for Weideman, but Grimes names him, 2014, 335. Weideman, later as a 

Big Safari contractor, is credited by both sources for the technological wizardry that made remote split operations 

(RSO) possible. 
257 Fulghum, November 28, 1994, 62. 
258 Fulghum and Morrocco, January 9, 1995, 22. 
259 Thirtle, Johnson, and Birkler, 1997, 23, 85. 
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Pro-Turf Behavior: The Air Force Makes its Move 

Soon trade journals noted a remarkable change in the Air Force’s ambitions regarding the 

Predator. Jane’s Defense Weekly reported that the USAF’s switch from hostility to “embracing” 

the UAV constituted a “major policy shift by Chief of Staff General Ronald Fogleman.”260 Later 

in the year, Defense Daily noted the Air Force’s “new commitment” to UAVs and remarked that, 

“The sea change in Air Force thinking is largely due to Air Force Chief of Staff General Ronald 

Fogleman.”261 

In October of 1994, the Predator moved from testing sites in southern California and 

began operating out of the US Army’s Fort Huachuca in Arizona.262 Soon the Predator entered 

the operational demonstration stage of the ACTD and participated in various training exercises 

across services and commands.263 In simulated combat, Predator was proving itself, confirming 

Fogleman’s judgement. The joint Roving Sands exercise of April 29-May 8, 1995 proved the 

most significant, a coming-out party of sorts for Predator, not only because the Predator received 

rave reviews, but because the UAV proved it could find Scud mobile missile launchers. Predator 

showed off its surveillance capability by providing 85% of the imagery collected for the entire 

event. The UAV proved 95% effective at locating fixed targets, and 50% effective at locating the 

camouflaged and hidden simulated Scud missiles—quite respectable considering the challenge. 

Predator also demonstrated reliability, flying 25 days out of 26 during the exercise.264 

By June 1995, Rutherford had convinced his leadership that the Predator should deploy to 

the Balkans.265 The US European Command (EUCOM) made the official request for “around-

 
260 John Boatman, “Tier II-Plus: Taking the UAV to New Heights,” Jane’s Defence Weekly, August 12, 1995, np. 
261 “Air Force Forms UAV Program Office,” Defense Daily, November 15, 1995, 1. 
262 Fulghum, November 28, 1994, 62. 
263 See Thirtle, Johnson, and Birkler, 1997, for the exercise schedule, 26 (Figure 3.3) and 37 (Figure 3.5). 
264 David A. Fulghum, and John D. Morrocco, “US Readies Predator for Missions in Bosnia,” Aviation Week & 

Space Technology, June 5, 1997, 22; Thirtle, Johnson, and Birkler, 1997, 23. 
265 Whittle, 2014, 99-100. 
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the-clock, seven-days-a-week operations,” over a 60-day deployment.266 With the Serbs taking 

UN hostages, NATO and EUCOM commanders needed all the ISR they could get. The 

shootdown of Air Force F-16 pilot Captain Scott O’Grady amplified the need for assets which, if 

shot down, would not require over 40 aircraft and dozens of Marines to recover.267 The Air 

Force, having minimal participation in the ACTD, was in no position to take over and lead the 

deployment.268 The Air Force contributed with an engineering team to set up the Predator’s 

operations site at the primitive Gjader air base, in Albania.269 In July 1995, the Predator began 

combat flights over Bosnia, presumably alongside the CIA’s Gnat-750, which continued to 

support US operations in the Balkans until mid-1996.270  

Meanwhile, Fogleman took actions that signaled commitment to the Predator, all before 

the Air Force was officially designated as the Predator’s service. 

• July 1995: The Air Force allotted money in the Air Force’s long-term budget 

plan for the Predator. Although surprised by steeper life-cycle and support 

equipment costs than anticipated, the Air Force planned for long-term 

funding, and generated realistic budget estimates.271 The Air Force pointed to 

these efforts as a sign of its commitment; an Air Force official said around 

that time “...now that we want to make it a real acquisition program, we need 

to figure out what it will really cost for supportability, maintainability and 

 
266 Fulghum and Morrocco, June 5, 1997, 22. 
267 Fred H. Allison, “While the World Watched: The Rescue of Captain Scott O’Grady, USAF,” Leatherneck 103, 

no. 8 (August 1, 2020): 30–35; Fulghum and Morrocco, June 5, 1995, 22. 
268 Thirtle, Johnson, and Birkler, 1997, 35, 57, 64. 
269 Whittle, 2014, 101. Gjader offered no usable buildings, no electricity, no running water, and no toilets. 
270 Newcome, 2004, 207; McDaid and Oliver, 1997, 107. 
271 Rosenwasser, 2004, 238. 
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reliability.”272 That month, the Air Force also signaled resolve to procure 

more Predators with its own funds, in addition to the 10 produced through the 

ACTD.273 

 

• July 29, 1995: After announcing its intention to do so earlier in the month, 

well ahead of the first Predator deployment, the Air Force activated the 11th 

Reconnaissance Squadron (11RS) to operate the Predator out of Indian 

Springs Auxiliary Airfield, near Nellis Air Force Base, Nevada. A navigator 

from the F-4G Wild Weasel community assumed command.274 The 11RS 

traced its squadron lineage back to WWII, and under various names had 

performed the reconnaissance mission with both manned and unmanned 

aircraft through the Cold War. The squadron flew F-4C reconnaissance 

aircraft and managed Lighting Bug operations in Southeast Asia.275 Major 

General Frank Campbell, a senior officer on the Air Staff, informed the 

audience at the Association of Unmanned Vehicles Systems 1995 Conference 

that the new squadron reflected Fogleman’s desire for the service to be more 

aggressive in adopting UAVs.276 It took a little over a year to set up the 

squadron and make it ready for operations, as is normal for any squadron. The 

 
272 Thirtle, Johnson, and Birkler, 1997, 43-44; Douglas Berenson, “Future ACTDs to Be Planned with Production 

Transition in Mind,” Defense Information & Electronics Report, December 1, 1995, quoted in Rosenwasser, 2004, 

241. 
273 “Air Force Stands Up First UAV Squadron Next Month," C4I News, 20 July 1995, 1. 
274 Ehrhard, 2010, 82n545; David A. Fulghum, “New UAV Force Forms at Nellis,” Aviation Week & Space 

Technology, July 31, 1995, 20-22. 
275 “11 Attack Squadron (Fact Sheet),” www.afhra.af.mil; ww35.usafunithistory.com; Wagner, 1982, 155. 
276 “Air Force to Stand Up First UAV Squadron in August,” Tactical Technology, July 26, 1995. 
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11RS assumed operational control of the Predator deployment in the Balkans 

(this time operating out of Taszár, Hungary) on September 2, 1996.277  

 

• Early Fall 1995: The Air Force hosted a meeting with leaders from all services 

to communicate its intentions to take control of the Predator. No OSD or Joint 

Community representatives were invited, ensuring their agendas would not 

derail USAF plans, and that the warfighters could speak candidly. By the end 

of the meeting, the other services acquiesced, making a clear path for the Air 

Force’s UAV turf grab.278 

 

• October 23, 1995: The Air Combat Command, the presumptive Major 

Command to which the Predator program would be assigned, formed a Site 

Activation Task Force to ready the desolate Indian Springs Auxiliary Field. 

One job of the Task Force was to ensure that Predator systems returning from 

Bosnia would head straight for Indian Springs, bypassing Ft. Huachuca, 

Arizona, the Predator’s previous base and home of the new state-of-the-art 

Joint UAV Training Center, as well as other UAVs such as Pioneer and 

Hunter.279 The Task Force loaded up all assets remaining at Ft. Huachuca, and 

under the 11RS commander’s personal supervision, hauled it off to Indian 

Springs. Thus, the Air Force took physical control of the Predator.280 

 
277 DoD, Defense Airborne Reconnaissance Office Unmanned Aerial Vehicle (UAV) Annual Report FY1996, 

November 6, 1996, 9, hereafter, DARO FY96 Report. 
278 Rosenwasser, 2004, 276. His source is a background interview with an Air Force official. 
279 DARO FY96 Report, 14-15, 27; UAV Master Plan 1994, 2-2. 
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• November 13, 1995: The Air Force created the Joint Endurance UAV System 

Program Office (SPO) at Wright-Patterson AFB, Ohio. A key organizational 

requirement to control the Predator system, this office signified the USAF’s 

resolve. Furthermore, the new program office resided organizationally among 

other normalized ISR assets, such as the U-2, RC-135 Rivet Joint, and SR-71 

platforms under the Reconnaissance Aircraft Systems Group.281 This 

organizational set up reinforced the message that UAVs were but another kind 

of Air Force ISR asset. 

 

• November 1995: The Air Force needed to clearly define the Predator as a 

theater asset for use by theater commanders and above, an asset emphatically 

not at the disposal of ground unit commanders. The Deutch Memo of July 

1995 spoke of the need to provide intelligence on mobile targets to “the in-

theater Commander-in-Chief (CINC), the National Command Authority 

(NCA) or the Joint Force Commander (JFC).”282 But the Army and US 

Atlantic Command preferred a Concept of Operations (CONOPS) that 

allowed for direct tasking at much lower levels. Absent from the ACTD, the 

Air Force had no part in the original CONOPS developed by US Atlantic 

Command, the UAV JPO, and others as part of the ACTD.283 Motivated by 

the impending cancellation of its Short Range UAV, Hunter, the Army’s 

 
281 Sue Baker, “AF Creates UAV Office,” Air Force News Service, November 13, 1995, www.fas.org; “Air Force 

Forms UAV Program Office,” 1995. The SPO would manage the Tier II-Plus (Global Hawk) and Tier III-Minus 

(DarkStar) programs over which the Air Force had won control via an August 23, 1995, memorandum of 

understanding signed by all the services, the Joint Chiefs, DARPA and OSD.  
282 Deutch Memo. 
283 Rosenwasser, 2004, 295; Thirtle, Johnson, and Birkler, 1997, 33-36. 
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TRADOC set about drafting a CONOPS for the Predator to support division 

and corps commanders.284 The Air Force had to fend off these potential 

operational encroachments, and its own written CONOPS was needed as an 

essential reference in that fight. 

 

Fogleman communicated the intent behind these actions clearly for both internal and 

external audiences in an August 12, 1995, policy memorandum. Fogleman first set the stage for 

UAVs in their versatility: “UAVs hold great promise to perform many theater reconnaissance 

operations―from surveillance to targeting and bomb damage assessment. Beyond these, we are 

contemplating their use in a variety of other operations, from peacekeeping or peace enforcement 

to counterdrug, counterterrorism, peacetime surveillance and even strike operations.”285 

In the memorandum, Fogleman placed the UAV in the story of the service’s 

technological progress, acknowledging the technological immaturity of UAVs in the past which 

thwarted operationalization: “We are now impressed by the convergence of technological 

advances in computers, flight controls, lightweight materials, advanced electric motors and 

communications packages that will make modern UAVs extremely effective.”286  

The memorandum explained how UAVs enabled information dominance by providing 

“warfighters the right information at the right time to enable them to fight and win.” Specifically, 

UAVs could aid in the everlasting quest to shorten the kill chain: “They will play an important 

role in the complex battle-space information process by helping to reduce to cycle time from 
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‘task’ to ‘act’ to ‘reassess.’”287 The policy memo left no doubt about the direction of the service 

regarding UAVs. It was a technology whose time had come, and the USAF was poised to guide 

and exploit it. 

 

The Predator Wins Accolades 

As Fogleman orchestrated this fait accompli, Predator won accolades for its performance 

overseas. Its color imagery was in demand; the Predator unit received constant tasking to 

confirm suspected Serb military hiding spots. The deployment demonstrated a steady learning 

curve and trend of increasing capability as technicians improved systems as per the ACTD 

schedule.288 Early into the deployment, two Predators were lost, but no one seemed too 

concerned, in stark contrast to the national anxiety accompanying the O’Grady shootdown two 

months earlier.289 It was essentially a replay of Lightning Bug losses in Vietnam: there was 

indeed a cost involved (about $3 million),290 but the service and the nation could absorb it, 

without attendant tragedy or embarrassment. 

The system was so well received by the theater leadership that Predator’s first 

deployment was extended from 60 days to 4 months. Even before the end of the first 

deployment, plans were underway for a second deployment in early March 1996, after the worst 

of the winter weather would be past. This time, Predator would have a synthetic aperture radar 
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(SAR) that could see through clouds.291 In many ways, the Predator was proving superior to 

other reconnaissance assets, namely the U-2 and satellites. The U-2 could only provide periodic 

snapshots and had to fly “stand-off” routes to avoid surface-to-air missiles. Satellites, also 

limited to episodic coverage, could not see through clouds.292 Predator’s long dwell times 

allowed NATO leaders to monitor and fully assess Serbian actions, despite subterfuge, and later 

would help prevent and document atrocities.293  

Predator was not the only UAV in town; the need for ISR was great and several other 

UAVs, such as the Army’s Short Range UAV, Hunter, deployed in support of the NATO 

operation. But Predator outclassed them all. And Predator provided strategic, theater-level ISR 

to the decision-makers. Inside the Army reported, very tellingly, “Predator, sources say, spends 

most of its time observing areas considered important by the four-star leadership in the region. 

Hunter is expected to be available for leaders at the ‘two-star’ level.”294  

DARO singled out the Predator for accolades in its November 1996 Annual report: 

“UAV deployments to Bosnia, in support of joint and combined operations, are the major UAV 

"success story" of FY 1996….Despite its early limitations for all-weather operation, Predator 

helped determine the course of the Bosnia conflict.”295 Several news outlets picked up and 

amplified the words of the DARO report.296 An article in Airman magazine gushed that thanks to 
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Predator’s success in the Balkans, UAVs had “won their spurs,” and lauded Predator as the 

“system of choice among warfighters,” who “can’t get enough of its imagery.”297  

Predator was recognized for its contribution in Operation Deliberate Force (ODF), a 17-

day air campaign aiming to halt Bosnian Serb Army attacks on Sarajevo and other safe enclaves. 

Air University’s assessment of ODF related this exchange between US Navy Admiral Leighton 

W. Smith, Commander in Chief of Allied Forces Southern Europe, and French Army Lieutenant 

General Bernard Janvier, Commander of United Nations Peace Forces: 

A prime demonstration of Predator’s value occurred on 5 September 1995, as Admiral 

Smith and General Janvier pondered whether or not to resume bombing. Their decision 

hinged on whether the Serbs were withdrawing, or at least demonstrating an intention to 

withdraw, their heavy weapons from the Sarajevo safe area. Based on a Predator sortie 

launched just before dawn, Admiral Smith advised Janvier that “there were no intents 

being demonstrated; let’s get on with it!”298 

 

In this way, Air Force leaders could see that Predator possessed strategic significance. The 

Predator proved its versatility by assisting in search and rescue operations, and safeguarding 

several high-profile visits to the region, again proving valuable at the national level. Flying from 

Taszár, the 11RS, by now in operational control, flew two dedicated missions for 22.5 total hours 

to support Pope John Paul II’s April 1997 visit to the region, and at times, was the only airborne 

asset providing imagery. Predator also stood watch over US Secretary of State Madeleine 

Albright’s official visit to the Balkans that spring.299  

The Predator’s stand-out performance served to reinforce the impact of Fogleman’s 

actions internally, uniting officers to Fogleman’s cause and building support for the Predator 
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within the officer corps. In the words of Big Safari director Bill Grimes, “This one’s different. 

This one actually works.”300 

In the fall of 1995, through the ACTD process, US Atlantic Command officially declared 

that the Predator had demonstrated “military utility;” the Predator had passed the test and, funds 

permitting, would enter formal acquisition and production.301 But no lead service had yet been 

established, and the ACTD would end on June 30, 1996. 

 

Turf Consolidation and Normalization 

To win selection as the Predator ACTDs lead service, implying post-ACTD operational 

control, represented a turf victory. This turf would not be uncontested. Predator’s successes had 

made it a more attractive piece of turf. US Atlantic Command, the “warfighter” representative on 

the ACTD, unsurprisingly recommended the Army for lead service. However, a memo from the 

JROC, chaired by the second-highest ranking officer in the US military, Admiral Owens, 

endorsed the Air Force for service lead under Air Combat Command (ACC). The memo also 

recommended leaving the program under the UAV JPO for its system program office (SPO), 

tasked with system development and procurement.302 This recommendation was accepted and 

made official in a memo from Secretary of Defense William Perry, with additional direction that 

“the continued participation of each service must be maintained.”303 
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Although discontent with the split authorities over the Predator program, the USAF 

consolidated its new turf through normalization, starting with acquisition. At the completion of 

the ACTD, GA-ASI received a new contract for $23 million for another five aircraft and support 

equipment. Congress was enthusiastic about the Predator program, more than doubling the 

requested amount to $115.8 million for FY1997.304 But the Air Force had to spend millions 

building up GA-ASI into a proper contractor capable of supporting an operational UAV force. 

Furthermore, the Air Force found itself “scrambling” to gap the deficiencies of the spare and 

experimental ACTD process in the face of myriad requirements to field the Predator as a martial 

component of the organization.305 

The JROC recommended a rather small force structure of only 16 systems, each 

including four aircraft; that number was later revised downward to only 12 systems. This JROC 

constraint made the Predator a low-density/high-demand (LD/HD) asset early in its operational 

life, even as it deployed near-constantly to the Balkans through the end of the 1990s.306 Although 

well-funded, as a program, the Predator would remain a relatively small piece of turf. 

The establishment of 11RS, and its subsequent physical control of the Predator systems, 

went a long way towards normalization. The Predator airframes now boasted typical unit 

markings and insignia, visually categorizing them as warbirds belonging to a combat squadron. 

Familiar gray paint replaced the white, denoting “military” and “operational” instead of 

“civilian” and “experimental.” Perhaps most significantly, the squadron stenciled pilots’ and 
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crew chiefs’ names on the sides, just like any other tactical aircraft, denoting personal 

identification with and ownership of the UAV.307 

The first squadron commander, Lieutenant Colonel Steve Hampton, insisted that the 

operation of a UAV squadron was “structurally and philosophically the same” as that of any 

other flying squadron. “Our charter is to normalize the UAV business….We work hard to make 

the rules look the same….In deployments we are remarkably similar.” The commander 

emphasized the adoption of standard aircrew practices, appropriate for flying a “real” airplane: 

“We file flight plans, get NOTAMs, take weather briefs.…and we go on the ATO like everyone 

else.” The last phrase mentioning the ATO underscores the deep divide between small battlefield 

support drones used by ground forces at the unit level and superfluous to the ATO, and fixed-

wing aircraft controlled by the JFACC and always included on the ATO. In case it was still not 

clear to anyone, Hampton added, “There’s no mistaking this for a remote-control toy.”308 

Creation of yet another organizational entity signaled and solidified the elevated role of 

UAVs in the Air Force. Following the Army model, Fogleman stood up a series of “battlelabs” 

to spur innovation in certain warfighting areas crucial to his vision of the “21st Century Air 

Force.” The labs were manned with uniformed officers to ensure connection to and input from 

operator-users. Among the six new labs was the UAV Battlelab at Eglin Air Force Base, Florida, 

which opened April 1, 1997. The UAV Battlelab staff included rated aviators and was charged 

with “exploring the future of UAVs and UCAVs.”309 
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UAVs and Getting the Air Force into the 21st Century 

Released in 1996, after about 18 months of development, Fogleman’s new strategic 

vision document Global Engagement: A Vision for the 21st Century Air Force enumerated six 

core competencies. Alongside the expected “Air and Space Superiority” (the fighter realm) and 

“Global Attack” (the bomber realm) appeared “Information Superiority.” The description of the 

latter included ISR and mentions the Predator by name: “A dedicated Air Force UAV squadron 

will focus on operating the Predator medium-range surveillance UAV, which also will serve as a 

testbed for developing concepts for operating high altitude, long endurance UAVs.” In such a 

concisely-worded document, such attention to one small platform, attention not afforded to 

others, was significant indeed and explicitly placed Predator at the center of the emerging 

mission of information dominance, a symbol of innovation and of the future.  

Furthermore, the document explicitly stated that Predator served as leverage for the Air 

Force’s claim to the two more advanced UAVs under development, Global Hawk (Tier II-Plus) 

and DarkStar (Tier III-Minus). Fogleman considered these two UAVs to be exemplars of “high 

pay off technologies.”310 By August 1995, less than a year after Fogleman had assumed the 

office of Chief of Staff, the Air Force was already developing concepts of operations for these 

two platforms and considering ways to integrate their capabilities amongst legacy systems.311 
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Turf Demarcation and Defense: The Last Fights  

 

Political Costs of Coming in Late. The Air Force’s successful move to take the Predator was not 

without political cost. The Air Force was barely involved in the ACTD until it suddenly became 

the lead service on December 16, 1995. Many involved saw the Air Force as a “johnny-come-

lately” to the project, lacking the institutional knowledge required to lead the project, yet making 

new demands to shape the project to its liking. The Air Force immediately requested the addition 

of three items to the airframe, which, from the Air Force perspective, were absolutely necessary 

and basic for the UAV’s integration into flight operations: a UHF radio, an identification friend-

or-foe (IFF) transceiver, and an Air Force standard de-icing system.312 

A 1997 RAND study, based on interviews of ACTD participants, implied that the 

selection of the Air Force for lead service was not entirely above board. The study repeatedly 

emphasized, in scolding tones, how the Air Force’s late takeover caused various significant 

problems.313 We may surmise that the ACTD ended on a sour interservice note, coloring 

attitudes regarding the Air Force’s moves to take the Predator. The Army, while not strongly 

committed at the initiation of the ACTD, became increasingly invested in the project, and many 

assumed the Army would be chosen as lead service. But the Air Force jumped in at the last 

minute. Cross-service resentment simmered at some levels, aggravated by Hunter’s cancellation 

in January 1996 and the Predator’s success in Bosnia under the pilotage of Army operators.314  

In fairness, the Army desperately needed a battlefield support UAV, and while Predator 

was not the ideal fit, it had proven useful and reliable in combat. Army commanders in the 
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Balkans found plenty of tasking for the UAV. The Army agreed not to fight the cancellation of 

Hunter with the understanding that Predator would provide ground commanders with tactical 

support.315 In the closed-door, military-only meeting the Air Force held in 1995 (see above), it is 

more than plausible that the Air Force made promises to fulfill the Army’s tactical needs with 

Predator as a condition for the Army’s accession to the Air Force plan to take the Predator for its 

own. If so, it was a promise the Air Force did not keep, and probably never intended to.  

 

Forward Control Element. The Air Force and Army proceeded to write competing and 

incompatible CONOPS for Predator. The Air Force CONOP treated the Predator like a national 

and theater intelligence asset, scheduled via the ATO and taking its orders from the CAOC. 

Imagery and other collected data would go up the hierarchy from the UAV’s communication 

terminal, not down. The Army had other ideas. “Much like the way we utilize the Air Force for 

close air support, we’ll utilize them for Predator UAV support,” said an Army official, seemingly 

oblivious to the decades of interservice doctrinal contention his comment encapsulated. The 

Army CONOPS articulated direct use of the Predator by corps and division commanders, 

abhorrent to the Air Force.316  

The center of the Army’s CONOP for Predator was the idea that physical control of an 

airborne UAV could be temporarily transferred to a “forward control element (FCE)” on the 

ground. Fogleman himself fought hard against the idea, pointing to joint doctrine stating that 

“Flight control of individual UAVs is always retained by the UAV unit commander.” He also 

pointed to the limited number of Predators likely to be available, given the unanticipated life 

cycle costs of the program. In an August 16, 1996, “tank” meeting of the service chiefs, Army 
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Chief of Staff General Dennis Reimer agreed to give the Air Force a chance to show it could 

support the Army’s tactical ISR requirements using its own methods.317  

But the battle was not over. TRADOC leadership had urged Reimer not to give in, and 

discontent was in the air. Said one officer, "Everybody in the Army below the rank of chief of 

staff wants to go with the forward control element concept. Everyone thinks that's the way to go 

except the guy who counts....Where the Army is getting screwed again is we don’t think it will 

work. History says it won’t work. Our recent experience in Bosnia says it won’t work.”318 

Frustrated with Reimer’s concession, some in the Army set out to prove the Air Force could not 

adequately support ground commanders, seeking justification for the acquisition of the Army’s 

own Predators, or a re-match over the FCE. 

Complaints came rolling in regarding Predator’s performance in Bosnia. In a January 

1997 high-visibility “message to the field,” Army Vice Chief of Staff General Ronald Griffith 

described Predator support to the 1st Armored Division as “less than satisfactory.”319 Less than a 

month after 11RS had taken over, one of three deployed Predators crashed due to an engine 

failure. Soon after, icing apparently caused yet another crash. Was the unit floundering? 

Fogleman wanted ground truth.320 

At the personal behest of Fogleman, Colonel James “Snake” Clark embarked on a fact-

finding mission to the Predator detachment in Taszár, Hungary in March 1997. Clark warrants 

special attention here, first, because he enacted in a concrete way Fogleman’s commitment to the 

Predator; and second, due to his parallel to Big Jim Regis of the early Lightning Bug days. He 
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was a bureaucratic expediter, pulled into the UAV project to ensure success when needed. 

Interjecting as “fixer” at key moments in the Predator’s history, he has been called the UAV’s 

“godfather.”321 Notably, he was also a disciple and admirer of the late Colonel Richard “Moody” 

Suter, described as a prototypical Air Force Innovator in Chapters 6 and 10.322  

At Taszár, Clark discovered that the Army and the weather were doing virtually 

everything possible to make life hard on the 11RS detachment and its young leader. Apparently 

following Assistant Vice Chief of Staff Lieutenant General Jay Garner’s suggestion that the 

Army should articulate its requirements for the Predator "and then monitor the system support,” 

the Army’s 1st Infantry Division was doing just that.323 Clark’s report to Fogleman included the 

1st Infantry Division’s “Predator Statistics” for that month as an attachment. Citing an Inside the 

Army article which described a possible resurrection of the Hunter UAV, Clark surmised, “The 

Army is still mad that they lost the [Predator] program after the ACTD. Their possible agenda is 

to prove that the USAF cannot properly support their ground commanders and to regain control 

of the Predator program or restore funding to their Hunter program.”324 

Giving the 11RS operators credit for doing their best under bad circumstances, Snake 

advised Fogleman on what needed to be done organizationally: “The Joint Program Office (JPO) 

has not met the challenge of supporting operations in Taszár and run an orderly transition from 

ACTD to formal acquisition and operations…The USAF has no direct control over its own 

destiny with Predator as long as the Navy is [in] charge of the program office running the JPO. 

There needs to be a single USAF office to run the entire program.”325 

 
321 See his Gathering of Eagles Foundation profile at www.goefoundation.org/eagles/clark-james-snake/. 
322 Whittle, 2014, 113-4; see also Clark’s tribute to Richard “Moody” Suter, Clark, 2016. 
323 “Griffith: Predator Not Responsive,” 1997. 
324 James G. Clark, AF/CVSM, memo to AF/CVA, CV, CSAF, April 25, 1997, Subject: Predator. 
325 Clark memo, 1997. 



 

515 

 

Clark’s report on Predator operations in Hungary further fueled Fogleman’s drive to 

control Predator, not just operationally, but programmatically—that is, completely.326 This meant 

wresting program management from DARO and the UAV JPO. As it turned out, Fogleman 

would get his wish with the demise of those two offices later in the year. But he would not enjoy 

the victory from the office of the Chief of Staff. In August 1997, he retired early, a deliberately 

distinct action from resigning in protest, over the handling of several personnel disciplinary 

issues. 

In late 1997, the services reasserted authority over UAVs in the wake of DARO’s 

defunding brought about by its “extreme alienation from the services, the loss of its ‘godfathers’ 

in OSD, and the evaporation of congressional support after DARO meddled in manned 

reconnaissance programs.”327 Having expended its patience with the UAV JPO, Congress also 

killed that office, making a clean sweep. 

The Intelligence Authorization Act for FY1998, consistent with the NDAA for FY1998, 

transferred all Predator functions previously performed by the JPO and all related unexpended 

funds to the Department of the Air Force.328 The Predator’s system management likely would 

have fallen under the Air Combat Command’s UAV program office at that point, but for the 

House Intelligence Committee’s attached report which, after detailing some of the UAV JPO’s 

failures, said, “The Committee has been keenly interested in the rapid, flexible and innovative 

acquisition approaches that hallmark Big Safari, and it strongly urges the Assistant Secretary of 
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the Air Force (Acquisition) to consider using the Big Safari streamlined acquisition and 

management program for Predator.”329 

New USD (A&T) Jacques Gansler’s April 1998 memorandum to the Air Force 

acquisition executive office ordered exactly that, and Big Safari established a liaison office at 

GA-ASI in August 1998.330 Big Safari, the entity which had traditionally housed Air Force 

UAVs, such as Lightning Bug, welcomed Predator home. Predator was a small, specialized 

program, with few airframes and a platform well-suited for modifications using COTS 

components. Big Safari’s streamlined and expedited modus operandi, with built-in reliance on 

direct warfighter input, was not unlike that of the ACTD. It was a natural fit. 

 

Tactical Control System. The Air Force faced one last fight for total control. The FCE concept 

reared its head again, this time in the form of the Tactical Control System (TCS), a fairly recent 

UAV JPO and DARO jointness initiative that aimed for common software and hardware among 

all UAV systems, and for the passing of control of airborne assets from one TCS ground station 

to another.331 Essentially, the TCS comprised the equipment that would enable the FCE concept. 

The Army naturally championed this project, looking forward to the day when ground 

commanders could take physical control of the Predator, among other UAVs, direct its flightpath 

and sensors as desired, and direct the flow of gathered information to the local unit. The TCS 

would have the effect, in the words of Thomas Ehrhard, of “turning the Air Force into little more 
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than an agency for Predator funding, takeoff, and landing.”332 But it was even worse than that; 

the full implementation of the TCS design, called “Level 5,” meant other services would have 

“full function and control of the UAV from takeoff to landing.”333  

As with the FCE concept, this was absolutely unacceptable to the Air Force. But the 

threat was more now substantial and proximate in the form of tangible enabling equipment. In 

1996-1997, the FCE enjoyed significant support and was gaining momentum.334 The Air Force 

was horrified that another service might take control of its aircraft mid-flight, offending long-

standing doctrinal precepts. The service would not, indeed could not, give up the principal locus 

of control―physical control of its own airplanes’ flight surfaces and systems. The very idea was 

viscerally repulsive. 

Those in favor of the TCS couched it in equally dire terms. The commander of US 

Atlantic Command, Admiral Harold W. Gehman, Jr. described TCS as “a life and death joint 

issue.”335 The idea of passing around control of a UAV fit in with other services’ conception of 

UAVs as “equipment,” but the Air Force saw its UAVs as “real airplanes.” Opposed by the 

Army, Navy, Marine Corps, OSD, JROC, and Congress, the Air Force threw the full weight of 

the service into fighting off the TCS. It was at the secretary of defense level that the issue was 

ultimately decided: William S. Cohen deferred to the Air Force.336 The JROC subsequently 
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issued a memorandum stating that the Predator would not have to fully comply with TCS 

requirements, essentially ending the issue.337 

The TCS had been a favored program of Vice Chairman of the JCS Admiral Owens, 

who, through the JROC, sought to “harness” the RMA and establish jointness by overriding 

service chiefs if necessary. But his successor, Air Force General Joseph Ralston, set a more 

conciliatory tone.338 With Owens as VCJCS, leading a robust and energized JROC, the Air Force 

might have indeed lost its fight against the TCS. Undoubtedly this would have changed the 

course of the Predator’s history. The Air Force would have had to decide if this tainted and 

compromised turf was still worthy of investment. 

 

Pro-Turf Behavior: Building Up 

Having organizationally consolidated, demarcated, and defended its new Predator turf, 

the Air Force moved to build on that turf, surprising any observers who might have suspected the 

Air Force snatched the UAV only to keep it from others. The Air Force built up the program in 

two ways that elevated Predator to a combat weapon, not just a support asset. Limited by the 

JROC to a small number of airframes, the Air Force accomplished this through technological 

enhancements. 

 

UCAV. While building up its Predator turf, the Air Force also moved to assert itself as the 

service lead on all UAVs playing theater and national roles. In conjunction with DARPA, the 

service pursued the Unmanned Combat Air Vehicle (UCAV) as an Advanced Technology 
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Demonstration (essentially an ACTD). The 1996 USAF Scientific Advisory Board (SAB) study 

UAV Technologies and Combat Operations had found that UAVs could be weaponized in the 

near-term (1996-2005) and that “most…technologies necessary for platforms, propulsion, 

avionics, and mission systems are sufficiently mature” to do so.339 The study recommended the 

Suppression of Enemy Air Defenses (SEAD) as an ideal early application, which included an 

attack role.340 

The USAF/DARPA UCAV project sought to fulfill the SAB’s recommendations and 

prove “technical feasibility” of a UCAV.341 At this time, the term “UAV” generally denoted an 

ISR asset in defense circles. The term “UCAV” distinguished the platform as a futuristic combat 

weapon. A “UCAV” is more than just an armed UAV; the term “UCAV” implies a high-

technology, sleek, fast, unmanned system that may also be armed.342 The USAF/DARPA 

demonstrator was ultimately shelved after a years-long exploratory effort. But important to the 

Predator case study, it provided the Air Force with two things. First, the UCAV probably 

absorbed many demonstrations and R&D projects that would have hampered Predator’s normal 

programmed schedule of basic improvements. Secondly, the UCAV provided the Air Force 

imagination with a UAV in keeping with the OI. As a cutting-edge “revolutionary new weapon 

system,”343 it assured the Air Force that future armed UAVs would “look good and fly good,” 

making the homely, wobbly Predator more palatable. 

 

 
339 USAF Scientific Advisory Board, 1996, Executive Summary, np. 
340 USAF Scientific Advisory Board, 1996, 11-1, 11-2. 
341 DARPA, Unmanned Combat Air Vehicle Advanced Technology Demonstration (UCAV ATD) Phase 1 Selection 

Process Document, March 9, 1998, 4. 
342 See Newcome, 2004, 3, and McDavid and Oliver, 1997,144-153. 
343 Office of Assistant Secretary of Defense (Public Affairs) News Release, No. 123-99, “DARPA and Air Force 

Select Boeing to Build UCAV Demonstrator System,” March 24, 1999. 
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Laser Designator. Although the Predator received a steady stream of improvements and 

upgrades in the years immediately following the Air Force’s turf grab, two stand out. In response 

to an urgent Combat Mission Needs Statement in Operation Allied Force, the NATO air 

campaign of March-June 1999 to stop Serbian leader Slobodan Miloševic’s genocidal program 

against the Albanian Kosovars, Big Safari equipped three Predators with laser target designators. 

This allowed Predator to “buddy lase,” that is, laser designate for another platform carrying 

laser-guided munitions. Such a capability represented a step in compressing the kill chain; the 

sensor and the designator were now one. 

During Operational Allied Force, the Predator was the only UAV in theater that remained 

under control of senior USAF officers in the CAOC throughout the conflict. Low cloud cover 

and effective Serbian air defenses complicated Allied targeting, as well as the almost absolute 

imperative to avoid casualties, in terms of both civilians and Coalition aircrew, and collateral 

damage. Targets had to be verified by two “sets of eyes,” and Predator imagery qualified as one 

set.344 

The Predator presented a helpful tool in that the UAV could fly below blankets of clouds, 

searching for targets without risking human lives. But once the Predator found a valid target, the 

frustration began. An officer in the CAOC, viewing the Predator’s video feed, would have to 

“talk on” the pilot of the strike aircraft. Due to mismatched levels of situational awareness 

between Predator sensors (narrow, often called a “soda straw” view) and manned strike aircraft 

(wide, a pilot looking out of the cockpit) this process proved painful and futile. The CAOC duty 

officer (not trained in forward air control technique) would describe, for example, a tank between 

two red-roofed buildings. The pilot of the attack aircraft would see several villages, all with red 

 
344 Tim Ripley, “UAVs Over Kosovo―Did the Earth Move?” Defence Systems Daily, December 1, 1999, 

www.defence-data.com (may no longer be available, contact author for a copy). 

http://www.defence-data.com/
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roofs.345 This “dialogue of the deaf” resulted in the attack of only 3 out of almost 300 spotted 

Serbian mobile targets.346  

Air Force Chief of Staff, General Michael E. Ryan and General John P. Jumper, 

commander of US Air Forces Europe (USAFE), searched for immediate solutions. Ryan, having 

been advised by Fogleman to do so when needed, called up Snake Clark. Clark advised Ryan 

there was no available technology to allow the Predator to pass accurate targeting information to 

Coalition pilots. Ryan’s response: “Invent it.” Clark called Big Safari.347 

Pete Weideman, the technoscientist, now a contractor at Big Safari, had one solution 

close to ready: a computer display that would map the Predator’s location and mark where its 

camera was looking; this became the first part of the technical solution. Big Safari director, Air 

Force retired Colonel Bill Grimes suggested a laser designator could be installed on Predator; 

this was the second part of the solution.348 

Even before being tasked officially, Big Safari was already working on the project, and 

after several false starts, identified an existing laser turret that would serve for a modification to 

the Predator airframe. Unfortunately, only four of the turrets had been built and they all belonged 

to the Navy. Again, Snake Clark stepped in at this critical juncture, and asked General Ryan to 

convince his Navy counterpart, Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Jay Johnson, to make the 

laser turrets available to the Air Force. Ryan did as asked, and so did Johnson.349 

 
345 Example taken from James G. Roche, “Applying UAV Lessons Learned to Transform the Battlefield,” remarks 

at the Association of Unmanned Vehicles Systems International, July 15, 2003, Air Force Speeches (DefenseLink), 

www.thefreelibrary.com. 
346 Roche, 2003; Newcome, 2004, 109. Roche attributes the “dialogue of the deaf” phrase to General John P. 

Jumper. 
347 Whittle, 2014, 133-34; Walter J. Boyne, “How the Predator Grew Teeth,” Air Force Magazine, July 2009, 43. 
348 Whittle, 2014, 134, 141. Roche attributes the laser designator idea to Jumper, Roche, 2003. 
349 Frisbee, 2004, 59-61. 
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Working around the clock, Big Safari and GA-ASI succeeded in modifying three 

Predators with the laser turret, as well as training a small group of military members and 

contractors to operate and maintain it. Dubbed “WILD Predator,” the systems and the Big Safari 

team arrived in theater on May 22, 1999, just over five weeks from initial tasking. Although the 

conflict ended before the laser designator could be put to use in combat, there was time to test 

the system. With a Predator buddy lasing, an A-10 Warthog attack aircraft successfully 

destroyed an old shack.350  

Some see organizational resistance to UAVs in the Air Combat Command (ACC)’s 

instruction to remove the new laser designator turrets upon the Predator’s return from Kosovo.351 

But to return the system to its pre-modification state represents simple enaction of organizational 

routine, especially characteristic behavior for an institution which inherited much of SAC’s 

devotion to standardization and exacting procedural adherence. Predator was a “real airplane” in 

the eyes of ACC, and therefore ACC applied the philosophy of standardization that had served 

the larger Air Force so well through its history. A basic rule was that capabilities must be 

matched to formally stated and approved requirements in order to enable an orderly system of 

funding, support, maintenance, and logistics. There was no written post-war requirement for the 

designator yet. 

There were practical reasons as well that validated the ACC approach. Due to the rush to 

field the laser designator, Big Safari installed readily available equipment, which in effect caused 

 
350 Whittle, 2014, 141-42. This is apparently misreported in Grimes, 2014, 331, and in Whittle, 2011, see Whittle, 

2014, 323n142. 
351 Removing the designator was stipulated in ACC Msg 301436Z APR 99. However, that same message also 

directed steps that moved to normalize Predator as a combat aircraft, such as painting the airframes gray and 

installing military standard UHF radios. See Rosenwasser, 2004, 355n67. 
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the removal of a key sensor, the daytime electro-optical (EO) camera.352 The EO camera enabled 

Predator’s hallmark full motion color video. Moreover, in installing the designator, Big Safari 

short-circuited the painstaking systems integration process for the sake of wartime expediency, 

resulting in interference problems among subsystems.353 In light of these technical issues, it 

seems reasonable that ACC would want a return to the original configuration until the laser 

designator could be properly integrated as standard equipment, which occurred a few months 

later.354 

In its FY1996 report, DARO listed a laser designator as a Preplanned Program 

Improvement (P3I) item.355 Talk of installing laser designators on UAVs had been going on for 

years and the idea was no longer novel.356 In fact, the Hunter, the Army’s Short Range UAV, had 

already served as a testbed for such equipment under DARO auspices a few years earlier.357 The 

installment of a laser designator was more evolutionary than revolutionary, and by this time well 

within the realm of the achievable, and, perhaps, the inevitable. 

 

 
352 Department of Defense Information Paper, “Questions on FY01 Air Force Unfunded Priority List (UPL) 

(Modernization) #11 Predator”; Mark Mattoon, “Point Paper on Predator Laser Designator,” April 19, 1999. Mark 

Mattoon was an Air Force major on Big Safari’s staff. 
353 Whittle, 2014, 142. 
354 Official Predator UAV program reports clearly show that the laser designator was a planned system upgrade. For 

more on laser designators becoming standard equipment see Grimes, 2014, 331; Whittle, 2004, 167, 175-76; 

Elizabeth Rees, “Research Lab to Develop New Imaging Laser for the Predator UAV,” Inside the Air Force, 

February 28, 2003, 8. The Air Force asked for funding for an upgraded laser turret for FY01 and FY02, DoD, 

“Questions on FY01;” Robert E. Dehnert, “Predator UAV Program Monthly Acquisition Report,” October 2000. 

Robert E. Dehnert was the Air Force colonel who directed the Reconnaissance SPO at the Aeronautical Systems 

Center. The October report states, “Continuing to pursue an improved laser designation capability for the 

Predator―Awaiting 15 DEC 00 delivery of a modified “Kosovo Ball.” 
355 DARO FY96 Report, 19. 
356 See Boatman, 1995; US Congress, House of Representatives, Committee on National Security, National Defense 

Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 1997, 104th Congress, 2nd Session, May 7, 1996, Rep. 104-563, 215; Zachary 

Lum, "Killint: EW on the Offensive," Journal of Electronic Defense 20, July 1997, 39; Brendan P. Rivers, "UAVs: 

100 Eyes in the Sky," Journal of Electronic Defense 22, no. 6, June 1999, 46. 
357 DARO FY96 Report, 15; “Hunter UAV Designates Missile Target Using Laser,” August 2, 1996, Defense Daily, 

1. 
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Arming the Predator. General John P. Jumper, as ACC commander February 2000–September 

2001, played a central role in weaponizing the Predator. Jumper flew F-4Ds as a Fast FAC pilot 

over Vietnam and was instrumental in the development of tactics and training techniques that 

undergirded the post-Vietnam War fighter training revolution. Jumper was a true fighter 

mafiosi.358 An energetic, forward-looking leader, he had championed the normalization of 

Predator early, when he was Deputy Chief of Staff for Air and Space Operations, June 1996-

November 1997.359 Jumper saw that organizational acceptance of the Predator depended on 

reliability. Military UAVs, including the Predator, were still crashing at a rate far, far greater 

than manned platforms. He saw that reliability came from treating the Predator like any other 

aircraft: 

We need to start off with all the discipline that airmen put into flying airplanes, with 

measurable parameters for performance, safety statistics, reliability improvements, and 

all the things that keep us away from the notion that the Predator A is an expendable 

thing, that it’s okay if it goes and crashes. It’s not okay if it goes and crashes….And if we 

were going to send this thing off to the battle lines, and deploy it, we wanted to have a 

“blue-suit” capability to do this. And I wanted the opportunity to put this into the Air 

Force culture in a way that everyone accepted it.360 

 

Although Jumper appreciated the work of Big Safari, and would approve of Big Safari as the 

entity to quickly deliver a weaponized Predator, he saw that for the long term, the Predator 

needed to be treated like any other aircraft on the flight line. It needed to be flown and 

maintained by “blue-suiters,” that is, Air Force personnel, not contractors, as was still largely the 

case. Reliability would make the UAV a technical marvel that worked. 

As Deputy Chief of Staff, Jumper created a “Predator 9-1-1 Task Force” to focus solely 

on the issue of normalizing the Predator; it met weekly through the summer of 1997.361 Later, as 

 
358 Anderegg, 2001, 29-30; 54-65. 
359 “General John P. Jumper” (official military biography), www.af.mil. 
360 Rosenwasser, 2004, 291. 
361 Rosenwasser, 2004, 293. 
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ACC commander, he would continue to push to mainstream the Predator, even as he urged Big 

Safari to expedite weaponization of the UAV. Regarding Big Safari, he remarked, “Those people 

are very good at getting things on a platform quickly. What they are less good at is normalizing 

systems.” He continued, stating his decision to move Predator from Big Safari and its rationale: 

“My objective is to normalize the Predator [including] its tech data, its maintenance practices 

and the metrics used to judge its performance….This is something I’m going to have to put my 

personal attention on.”362  

Jumper took over as ACC Commander a few months after the conclusion of Operation 

Allied Force, in February 2000.363 The challenges of Kosovo were on his mind. He would 

explain the goal of arming Predator this way: “For those fleeting, perishable targets that present 

themselves as they did in Kosovo, this is a great opportunity to close the loop between tracking 

targets and engaging.”364  

Some have suggested or implied that the manhunt for al Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden 

was the impetus for the installation of the laser designator and/or weaponization of the 

Predator.365 But a close look at the case study timeline shows that the idea to arm the UAV likely 

had roots independent of the CIA’s counter-terrorism efforts. Jumper himself insisted in a 2004 

interview, “We were doing this for the Air Force, not for anybody else.”366 As we have seen, the 

Air Force had been open to the idea arming drones through the years, always with the caveat of 

maintaining of a “man-in-the-loop.” The Have Lemon project and the Multi-Mission Lightning 

Bug prototypes demonstrated that weaponization was possible. Arming a successful sensor 

 
362 David A. Fulghum, “Star Unmanned Aircraft Faces Bureaucratic Fight,” Aviation Week & Space Technology, 

March 12, 2001, 28-29. 
363 “General John P. Jumper.” 
364 Fulghum, March 21, 2001, 29. 
365 For example, Boyne, July 2009; and James A. Kitfield, “Airpower Comes of Age,” Air Force Magazine, August 

25, 2015, www.airforcemag.com. 
366 Rosenwasser, 2004, 362. 

http://www.airforcemag.com/
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platform like the Predator presented a way to compress the kill chain even further than with the 

“buddy lase” tactic. The Predator could use its own designator, and its own PGM, making the 

sensor and the shooter one.367 And it was a way to answer the perennial conundrum of mobile 

targets, even deadly air defense missiles and artillery. Considering the timing of events discussed 

below, and the Air Force’s focal technical-operational challenges, we can take Jumper at his 

word when he characterized arming the Predator as simply “the next logical step.”368 

In early 2000, the Air Armaments Center’s commander, Major General Michael C. 

Kostelnik, was seeking a way to demonstrate the viability of launching small weapons from a 

UAV, paving the way for the armament of the UCAV, still some years off.369 In March 2000, 

Jumper received a personal brief from Kostelnik’s deputy on the demonstration idea, which was 

to be a small-scale, minimal cost endeavor.370 This brief likely brought the issue of arming the 

Predator to the forefront of Jumper’s attention. He agreed with the basic idea, but a vision 

broader than Kostelnik’s guided Jumper. He went in a different direction. 

Jumper moved quickly. In May 2000, he released a program direction memorandum 

which put the service on the alert that things were going to be different regarding UAVs. It read, 

Chief, ACC has internalized the Predator lessons learned from Operation Allied Force 

and is changing the direction for the Predator program which immediately improves the 

JFACC’s warfighting capability….[We] are moving out on the next logical step for 

USAF UAVs using Predator—weaponizing UAVs.371 

 

A June 21, 2000 decision brief presented the Small Smart Bomb (SSB), Low-Cost Autonomous 

Attack System (LOCAAS), and Hellfire anti-tank missile as possible armaments, recommending 

 
367 See “Air Force Needs UAVs to Improve Sensor-to-Shooter Timeline,” C41 News, July 18, 2002, 1. 
368 John P. Jumper, Commander Air Combat Command, message to US Air Force Headquarters, et. al., May 1, 

2000, Subject: RQ-1, Predator, Program Direction. 
369 Michael C. Kostelnik, email to Sean M. Frisbee, May 6, 2004. 
370 Kevin Sullivan, “Weaponized UAV Demonstration,” brief dated March 16, 2000. Brigadier General Kevin 

Sullivan was Vice Commander of the Air Armament Center. On “personal brief” see Whittle, 2014, 168; on “small-

scale, minimal-cost” see Frisbee, 2004, 71. 
371 “RQ-1, Predator, Program Direction.” 
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the SSB. Jumper picked the Hellfire instead, apparently because it was immediately available.372 

As Colonel Sean M. Frisbee explains, “This decision signified a mental leap that General Jumper 

had made but others had not. General Jumper recognized the program not as a demonstration, but 

as one that could rapidly provide new operational capability.”373  

The weaponization project proceeded in the context of Predator’s continuing 

normalization. ACC aimed to move the Predator out of the esoteric specialty aircraft niche of Big 

Safari and place it fully under ACC’s domain, alongside most other tactical aircraft. However, 

the weaponization project remained with Big Safari, and proceeded in characteristic streamlined, 

accelerated fashion. On July 12, 2000, Jumper was presented with two options for a plan to arm 

the Predator. The first was estimated at $1.3 million, would take eight to nine months, and result 

in a basic usable capability. The second was estimated at $1.5 million, would take 12 weeks, and 

result in a demonstration of concept. Jumper chose both plans, and made a phone call on the spot 

to secure $3 million, covering more than both options combined.374 

However, Jumper remembered the story differently:  

When I said, “Put the Hellfire on Predator,” the first briefing I got was very smart, well-

meaning people, come back and say, “You know, sir, this is gonna take a number of years 

and its gonna take tens of millions of dollars, and everything is high risk.” And I looked 

at them and I said, “You know, this is the United States of America. You take three 

months and $3 million, and you go do it, just do it.”375 

 

 
372 Robert E. Dehnert, Jr., “Predator Weaponization Decision Brief,” June 21, 2000, slide 23 states, “HELLFIRE: 

Production Availability―Immediately,” and lists a unit price lower than that of the SSB; Kostelnik email, 2004. 
373 Frisbee, 2004, 74. 
374 Robert E. Dehnert, “COMACC [Commander, Air Combat Command] Predator/Hellfire Demo Decision Brief,” 

brief given to John P. Jumper on July 13, 2000; Robert E. Dehnert, memo to AFMC/CC [Commander, Air Force 

Material Command], July 14, 2000, Subject: Predator/Hellfire Demo, Baseline vs. Accelerated.” Although 

programmatically, it did not make sense to “do both” because the plans were mutually exclusive, the officers 

involved “restructured the effort to accomplish the accelerated program initially with a follow-on effort to 

complete/validate the engineering, safety, sustainability, et al.” Raymond F. Pry, Predator program manager, email 

to Sean M. Frisbee, February 19, 2004. 
375 John P. Jumper interviewed by David Martin, “The Predator,” 60 Minutes II, CBS News, aired January 8, 2003. 

Roche also relays the story, attributing it to Jumper in the “Applying UAV Lessons” 2003 speech (cited elsewhere). 

Those who presented the $1.3 million and $1.5 million options were also aware that this story was going around, 

and refuted it with documentation. Raymond F. Pry, email to Sean M. Frisbee, February 19, 2004. 
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His version of the story is significant. In this retelling, he casts the arming of the Predator in the 

light of the American “can-do” attitude and points to the US’s technological prowess. Proving 

the naysayers wrong, arming the Predator becomes a chapter in the history of Air Force 

innovation, one to be proud of.  

 

The INF Treaty. The project had the effect of pushing the legal issues of arming a UAV to the 

fore. The Air Force officers working on the Predator program were aware that arming a UAV of 

any kind might violate international treaties and mentioned this in the June 21, 2000 brief 

regarding the selection of armament.376 The most pertinent treaty was the 1987 Intermediate-

range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty with the Soviets, presumably still in effect with Russia in 

2000. A strict reading of the definition of “ground-launched cruise missile” (GLCM) would 

include UAVs, and arming any UAV of a certain class might render the entire class as a GLCM, 

and therefore, limited or banned.377 As the Air Force awaited a State Department ruling on the 

issue, all Hellfire-Predator integration ceased, causing day-for-day program slippage and costing 

$11,000 weekly.378 

Although the Air Force dutifully complied by pausing work on the project at considerable 

expense, Air Force leadership saw this as a barrier to be overcome. In September, the State 

Department issued an opinion that arming Predator violated the treaty.379 Wrote Lieutenant 

 
376 “Predator Weaponization Decision Brief,” slides 9, 20. 
377 Scientific Advisory Board, 1996, 9-4. 
378 Robert E. Dehnert, “Predator UAV Program Monthly Acquisition Report,” for October 2000 through January 

2001. A January 2001 “Monthly Acquisition Report―Special,” notes “Full-court press resumed 02 Jan 01…Treaty 

delays consumed approx. $88K ($11K/week for 8 weeks.)” 
379 Chief, Special Projects at the Office of the Secretary of the Air Force, Directorate of Information Dominance 

(sender’s name redacted), email to James Clark, September 7, 2000; Amy Butler, “DoD, State Department Debate 

Whether ‘Weaponized’ UAV Would Violate Treaty,” Inside the Air Force, December 8, 2000. 
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General Stephen Plummer from the office of the Assistant Secretary of the Air Force for 

Acquisition (SAF/AQ) to Jumper, still ACC Commander,  

DoS GC [Department of State General Counsel] opinion is that weaponized Predator 

constitutes a cruise missile, hence an INF treaty problem. DoD GC is working with them 

to change that opinion.380  

 

In turn, Jumper advised the Air Force Chief of Staff, General Michael Ryan,  

We should not allow this opinion to stand or to ripen for any length of time. We need to 

get on with this…to save lives and allow us to react to those targets most sensitive to 

Joint Commanders. With your permission I would like to put together a briefing (case 

study) from Kosovo that explains what we are after and engage the lawyers. Implications 

for UCAV etc. are obvious.381 

 

Ryan agreed, instructing the Air Staff executive officer to take the lead on reversing the State 

Department stance, with the comment, “The longer that opinion stands the longer it will take to 

reverse.”382 The opinion was indeed reversed by that December and USD (A&T) Jacques 

Gansler issued a memorandum certifying compliance for the Predator weaponization “tests.”383 

 

Setting the Record Straight. Jumper’s haste in initiating the project to arm the Predator and 

pushing its execution has been interpreted by some as evidence that he had some other motive 

than Air Force readiness in mind. In truth, the motive behind the urgency likely shifted over the 

course of late 2000 and the first half of 2001 from purely Air Force concerns—that is, to deal 

with fleeting mobile targets—to assisting the CIA.384 The pace of the Predator weaponization 

 
380 Stephen B. Plummer, John P. Jumper, and Michael E. Ryan, email chain, Subject: Predator Weaponization and 

INF Treaty, September 23-24, 2000, https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB484/, Document 8. 
381 Plummer, Jumper, and Ryan, email chain, 2000. 
382 Plummer, Jumper, and Ryan, email chain, 2000. 
383 Amy Butler, “Predator Test and State Department Concerns, Inside the Air Force, April 1, 2000; Jacques 

Gansler, Under Secretary of Defense (Acquisition and Technology), memo to Secretary of the Air Force and 

Director of DARPA, December 21, 2000, Subject: Compliance Certification of Predator Tests and the 

DARPA/USAF X-45A. 
384 The NSC and CIA became aware of the Predator weaponization project in the fall of 2000, around the same time 

as Afghan Eyes, 9/11 Commission, Eighth Public Hearing, “Staff Statement #7: Intelligence Policy,” March 24, 
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effort depended on the overall system program’s timetable, which in turn was built around 

technical considerations, and it was already on an accelerated pace. It probably could not have 

been sped up much more. In any case, the Predator weaponization program began in the summer 

of 2000, and was well under way by the time a concurrent Predator program to find Osama bin 

Laden, called Afghan Eyes, punctuated the need for a kinetic option upon sightings of terrorist 

leaders.385 Bin Laden himself was seen at least two times in September 2000 by the Predator 

during this CIA-directed, USAF-operated program. No ready option existed to quickly and 

reliably respond without high risk of civilian casualties.386 Again, the sense of overwhelming 

frustration motivated a search for solutions. As the director of Big Safari put it, “The need for a 

weaponized Predator was driven home like a nail into flesh.”387 

 

A Combat Asset. The armed Predator project progressed at an accelerated pace through 2001 and 

was nearing operational capability by the end of that summer.388 In the days before the 9-11 

attacks, the CIA, NSA, and DoD were still hammering out seemingly intractable questions of 

risk, responsibility, accountability, and legality associated with using an Air Force drone in a 

CIA operation to eliminate a terrorist thousands of miles away. A follow-on to Afghan Eyes for 

 
2004, 6, www.9-11commission.gov. At the operating level, personnel became increasingly aware of the CIA’s 

interest in the project, but had no concrete knowledge of any CIA plan, Whittle, 2014, 179, 201, 205, 224, 237; 

Mazetti, 2013, 94-97. 
385 The weaponization of Predator began almost immediately after the July 13, 2000 decision brief. Pry email, and 

Robert E. Dehnert, “Predator UAV Program Monthly Acquisition Report, October 2000” which states that official 

tasking was received on July 28, 2000. The idea for what would be dubbed “Afghan Eyes,” a CIA effort using 

Predator to find Osama bin Laden in Afghanistan originated in the spring of 2000, and operations began in 

September of that year. Predator’s mission objectives were “giving the United States eyes on the target” capability 

and collecting intelligence.” Central Intelligence Agency, Director’s Review Group, DCI Report: The Rise of UBL 

and Al-Qa’ida and the Intelligence Community Response, March 19, 2004, 60-62. 
386 DCI Report, 2004, 62. 
387 Grimes, 2014, 333. 
388 In a July 11, 2001 memorandum to the Air Force, CIA, OSD and JCS, Deputy National Security Advisor Stephen 

Hadley expressed the White House’s desire to have the weaponized Predator ready by September 1, 2001. It is hard 

to know if the growing CIA and White House sense of urgency sped up a project that was already quite ambitious in 

its schedule. See “Staff Statement #7,” 7. 
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reconnaissance only was approved on September 4, 2001.389 After 9-11, such considerations no 

longer constituted significant roadblocks, and the armed Predator, flown by Air Force personnel 

in a CIA-directed mission, deployed for operations over Afghanistan within mere hours of the 

attacks.390  

Arming the Predator moved it from support to combat and earned it respect. No other 

UAV at the time was weaponized. It changed how Air officers looked at the platform. It was 

even more clear now that the Predator required a rated officer pilot; it was a real, armed, combat 

airplane. As Jumper recalled, 

[Predator] found a complete new niche when we put a laser designator on it. And then we 

had to stop considering this a thing that could be flown sort of by anybody, that’s going 

to sort of passively surveil, into a system that is going to carry all the burden and weight 

of being able to put bombs on target and all the responsibility that goes along with that. 

And in the Air Force, the people who hold that responsibility are credentialed warriors, 

who have to go through a training….Now, you had a complete change of mindset.391  

 

 

Theoretical Analysis 

 

Organizational Identity  

H1: The organizational identity of a US military service influences its decision-making behavior 

with regard to turf. 

 
389 “DCI Report,” 63; for the CIA’s reluctance to “pull the trigger” on an armed UAV, see DCI Report, 62-63; 

Benjamin and Simon, 2003, 337-38; Coll, 2004, 548-50; Whittle, 2014, 200-201; 206-209; 222-26. 
390 Air Combat Command Headquarters, Special Order GB-52, September 18, 2001, orders the activation of the unit 

that would remotely fly the Predator out of the CIA headquarters site at Langley, Virginia. An Air Force Form 35, 

“Request and Authorization for Assumption of/Appointment to Command,” issued September 18, 2001, places 

Edward J. Boyle in command of the unit, now dubbed the Air Combat Command Expeditionary Intelligence 

Squadron (EAIS); see also Whittle’s full account, 2014, 232-44.  
391 Rosenwasser, 2004, 356-57. 
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H1a: All else equal, the service is more likely to exhibit anti-turf behavior when the turf 

at issue is perceived to be inconsistent with the organization’s identity. 

H1b: All else equal, the service is more likely to exhibit pro-turf behavior when the turf 

at issue is perceived to be consistent with the organization’s identity. 

H1c: The existence of salient outgroups and threats to the service’s organizational 

identity will intensify the service’s turf behavior.  

 

OI theory predicts that organizations will claim turf seen as consistent with the OI, 

reinforcing it. Studies also find organizations react strongly and emotionally to OI threats, 

seeking to protect and reaffirm the OI. Knowing the OI and its component referents, we can see 

that the Air Force’s OI compels the adoption of certain classes of UAVs, as the case study pre-

history and case study proper both demonstrate. The Predator case study also provides a clear 

example of an organizational response to threats to its OI. The Army’s claim to the Predator, first 

as lead service, and then in the FCE concept and TCS program, constituted a threat to the OI. 

The Army’s turf claims had the effect of making the Predator turf more salient and vital, 

clarifying the issues at stake in terms of OI and intensifying the Air Force’s pro-turf behavior. 

Through the years of the case study, Air Force leaders, especially chiefs of staff, 

practiced sensegiving by interpreting the Predator through the OI “lens” for the benefit of the 

larger organization. Air Force senior leaders were some of the first to see that unmanned systems 

categorically aligned with the Air Force OI, and these leaders were deeply influential as expected 

by the hierarchical structure of the service. Once the Predator was proven to be technologically 

mature and operationally feasible, filling a recognized military need, the Predator joined 

Lightning Bug and other historical Air Force UAVs in the category of the “right” kind of UAV 
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for the Air Force. To adopt the Predator was to invoke the OI logic of historical consistency. In 

fact, the resurrection of 11RS as the first Predator squadron was a nod to that unit’s history of 

operating drones. Teaming with the CIA, placing Predator in Big Safari, tasking an “expediter” 

to help the program along, and eventually, arming the Predator also showed “in character” 

decision-making, as these actions all had strong historical precedents. 

Chief of Staff General Ronald Fogleman saw UAVs as not only coherent with the OI, but 

as necessary. For the USAF, the RMA was practically synonymous with technological 

innovation. As leaders of the RMA, a fitting and essential role for Technologists and Innovators, 

the Air Force felt it should take the lead on transition technologies, the “flagship” technologies of 

the RMA. UAVs were one of these technologies. With explicitly futuristic language, Fogleman 

communicated how UAVs would fly the USAF into the 21st Century. Fogleman moved UAVs 

from the past and into the future, appealing to the Futurist identity. The UAVs of past years 

delivered mixed results, but thanks to the fruition of multiple enabling technologies, the UAVs of 

the future would be an example of Air Force Excellence. And only a few, the Elite, would boast 

such capability. 

Global Hawk and DarkStar fit the ideal of futuristic UAVs. The Air Force had influenced 

the development of these platforms in its work on AARS. If fielded, there could be but little 

doubt that the Air Force would operate these new high-tech systems, as it always had operated 

strategic reconnaissance systems. The Predator was a different story, however. Its flight profile 

fit between that of battlefield support, clearly the domain of ground forces, and high-altitude 

reconnaissance platforms, traditionally the realm of the USAF (and the CIA). 

While Chief of Staff General Tony McPeak took a “wait-and-see” approach, Fogleman 

had seen enough. The Gnat 750, essentially a less-capable Predator, proved itself over Bosnia in 
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early 1994, and the Predator was looking better in its ACTD performances every day. The Gnat 

750—not the Predator, but close enough—demonstrated it could reliably perform air surveillance 

and reconnaissance, a mission not only in the Air Force domain, but one in which the Air Force 

desperately needed to fill shortfalls. If the Air Force could find mobile targets over Bosnia, that 

would help assuage the failure of the Great Scud Hunt in Desert Storm. The political demand for 

casualty-free war only made UAVs that much more attractive. The Predator would be able to 

take on missions too risky for manned platforms. Fogleman would not adopt a system likely to 

fail, as this would violate the Excellent reputation of the Air Force for aircraft operation. But the 

Predator looked like a good bet. 

As ungainly as the Predator was, it operated like a “real airplane.” Other UAVs shot into 

the air from ground launchers, like a missile, and recovery ranged from nets to parachutes—all 

awkward. The Predator launched and landed like manned aircraft, from a runway, negating the 

inelegant recovery solutions that traditionally plagued UAVs.  

But most importantly, the Predator operated in USAF controlled airspace, in busy 

medium altitudes. As theater battle manager, C/JFACC, and Airspace Control Authority, the Air 

Force guarded this airspace jealously. Predator’s operating altitudes demanded the UAV be 

incorporated into the JFACC/CAOC command structure and included on the ATO, for safety if 

for no other reason. This was no tactical, unit-level UAV flying just above the tree line for a few 

minutes. Furthermore, coincident with the advent of the Predator, the Air Force was in the midst 

of a major effort to reassert itself in the command and control (C2) and ISR realms. Lack of 

control over the Predator would undermine these efforts.392 

 
392 Frisbee, 2004, 31; Rosenwasser, 2004, 303. On safety concerns regarding airspace deconfliction with an aircraft 

that cannot “see and avoid,” other aircraft, see testimony of Lieutenant General Walter Buchanan in Hearing on 

DoD Unmanned Aerial Vehicle (UAV) and Unmanned Combat Air Vehicle (UCAV) Programs, House of 
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The operational value of Predator’s FMV made the UAV something close to a national-

level intelligence platform, with the data going through the JFACC; such information was too 

valuable to be disseminated at lower levels. Further, with the installation of a satellite control 

link in late 1995, the Predator could fly all over the area of operations, untethered from any 

ground unit, unrestricted by line-of-site constraints. Set free of ground units, the Predator was 

even more clearly an airplane and a theater asset. 

As the uniquely air-minded service, with distinguishing expertise in airpower, the Air 

Force was the rightful operator of the Predator. Only the Air Force could ensure the platform was 

treated as an airplane, ensuring its reliability and utility. Fogleman explained in 1999 interview, 

“I thought it best that airmen operated the system….If the Army took Predator, they would just 

screw it up and the program would go down the tubes; if anyone was going to make it work, we 

were.”393 

His comments remained consistent over the years. In 2013, he remarked again on the 

Army’s lack of air-mindedness and failure to appreciate that the Predator was a real airplane: 

“When I got into looking at why they [the Army] had such a lousy record [with UAVs], to me it 

came down to the fact that they saw these things not as aerospace vehicles, but as just another 

piece of equipment, like trucks in a motor pool.”394 The Air Force saw itself as the “right” 

organization for the Predator, and thus adopting the Predator was “in character” and historically 

consistent. The Air Force was the Technologist, the Innovator, and the Futurist. In contrast, the 

Army was human-centered, slow to adapt, and traditional—clearly wrong for the job. 

 
Representatives, Subcommittee on Tactical Air and Land Forces, Committee on Armed Services, March 17, 2004, 

75 (lines 1725–1729). Buchanan served as CFACC in US Central Command from August 2003 to April 2006. 
393 Ehrhard, 2010, 50-51. 
394 Lee, 2016, 179. 
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Indeed, the Air Force’s OI grew in its earliest days from deliberate efforts to distinguish it 

from that of the Army, and this favorable comparison with the “outgroup” was a continual source 

of members’ esteem and pride.395 The Predator was a theater asset flying in USAF airspace, the 

Air Force’s rightful domain. The Controllers could not tolerate an Army aircraft violating basic 

tenets of airspace control doctrine and practice. The JFACC, not ground commanders, was 

rightful Controller of the crucial collected information, pertinent to theater-level airpower 

decisions. And as the air-minded elite, the Air Force was the appropriate operator of the 

Predator, not the two-dimensional Army.  

The Army’s bid to claim a piece of actual flight operations through the FCE concept and 

TCS program cut to the quick; it amounted to ripping the airplane from the hands of its true 

pilots, literally wresting away control of flight surfaces. The Controllers could not tolerate such a 

loss of command over their own aircraft. In all, the Army’s various claims to the Predator 

presented a major threat to the Air Force OI. 

Such threat explains the zeal with which Fogleman moved to claim Predator, setting up a 

squadron and more, months before the turf claim was resolved in the Air Force’s favor. These 

steps served as internal and external signals of the Air Force’s commitment to its rightful turf.  

The visceral nature of the OI threat comes out in McPeak’s words as well. Looking back, 

he asserted, “If I thought the Army was going to go make something out of it, I would have told 

them it was ours….This is airpower! You’re poaching on my territory!”396 This telling quote 

shows how OI threats inflame emotions and prompt organizational response. McPeak even uses 

language of turf behavior. As Chief of Staff, McPeak was not presented with the option to 

formally acquire Predator. That decision would come a few years after his tenure, with the 

 
395 See Tajfel, 1982, 24. 
396 Lee, 2016, 181. 
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“military utility” declaration and completion of the ACTD. But this impassioned response, 

apparently stirred by the thought that the Army might have flown the Predator (now knowing 

Predator’s reputation and capability) speaks to the instinctual nature of the OI and the intensity 

of emotion brought on by intergroup competition. 

Chiefs of Staff General Michael Ryan and General John Jumper continued pro-turf 

behavior by consolidating and building on the Predator program. The Predator moved to Big 

Safari in 1998, and the laser designator installment a few months later was exactly the kind of 

rapid modification challenge Big Safari thrived on. Jumper, his Kosovo memories still fresh, saw 

that the Predator could do more than ISR, more than play the role of forward air controller with 

laser designator; it could find the “perishable, fleeting targets” and then act, decisively. Predator 

stood at the axis of two interrelated Air Force technological-operational quests: the location and 

destruction of mobile targets, and the compression of the kill-chain.  

Post-Kosovo, an improved laser designator moved up on the list of programmatic 

improvements for Predator. Based on his experiences in Kosovo and the innovative suggestions 

of those at the Air Armament Center, Jumper initiated the weaponization of the Predator. The 

idea of arming UAVs was not especially revolutionary or volatile; the UCAV was to have a 

strike capability and even Amber had been considered for armament years before.397 Jumper 

interpreted the arming of Predator as an example of Air Force Innovators at work, enshrining the 

episode in a myth about succeeding against all odds. 

At the same time, Jumper moved to normalize the Predator. Normalization was the key to 

reliability and to acceptance. What is sometimes seen as a case of resistance, or white scarf 

syndrome, is actually evidence of ACC and other players learning to treat the Predator like a real 

 
397 DARPA, 1998; Whittle, 2014, 56. 
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airplane, and its incorporation into normal organizational routines and processes. Real airplanes 

do not fly around with non-standard modifications. Real airplanes have Air Force approved 

technical data and maintenance documentation. Real airplanes are flown by rated aviators, not 

contract pilots. The Air Force understands its structured, standardized approach to system 

program management, maintenance, training, and logistics to be what makes the Air Force a 

professional, and formidable, purveyor of airpower. 

Anecdotes of pilot resistance to flying UAVs (not UAVs in principle) abound. Of course 

pilots would rather fly a manned aircraft than an unmanned one. This seems completely 

understandable and not especially interesting theoretically. Imagine if a Formula One driver was 

informed that he would now only drive RC toy cars, and when doing so could not leave his 

garage. Would it be fair or accurate to describe his displeasure with this arrangement as deep-

seated bias against RC toy cars?  

A full examination of the Air Force’s personnel policy regarding manning UAV units is 

beyond the scope of this study. Suffice it to say that many factors, such as a perennial pilot 

shortage, an insatiable demand for Predator FMV, and several egregious missteps on the part of 

the Air Force complicated the manning issue. In turn, manning policies created much 

dissatisfaction amongst the many pilots who found themselves, by one way or another, flying 

Predators instead of manned aircraft.398 

 
398 See David A. Fulghum, “UAV Testers Call for Planes, Pilots, Funds,” Aviation Week & Space Technology, 

August 26, 2002, 35-36; David Bond, ed., “Paying UAV Pilots,” Aviation Week & Space Technology, October 21, 

2002, 21; Rosenwasser, 2004, 281-83; Benjamin S. Lambeth, Air Power Against Terror: America’s Conduct of 
Operation Enduring Freedom (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2005), 325-33; Marc V. Schanz, ed., “UAVs 

Will Still Be Flown by Rated Officers “ Air Force Magazine, April 2007, 7; Anna Mulrine, “UAV Pilots,” Air Force 

Magazine, January 2009, 34-37; Greg Jaffe, “Combat Generation: Drone Operators Climb on Winds of Change in 

the Air Force,” Washington Post, February 28, 2010, A01; Whittle, 2014, 114-15, 272-73, 299; Mike Benitez, “Air 

Force in Crisis, Part II: How Did We Get Here?” War On the Rocks (website) March 8, 2018, accessed March 16, 

2018, https://warontherocks.com. 
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The consternation of pilots deprived of their manned flying experience should not be 

interpreted as white scarf. These pilots might have been happy to fly UAVs for a tour had there 

been no trade-off with flying manned aircraft or detriment to their careers. Furthermore, these 

pilots, however disgruntled, operated well below the consequential decision-making level and 

held no leverage to resist or obstruct the adoption of UAVs. As evidence of the absence of 

obstruction, consider that the Predator program grew to around 150 individual airframes, and the 

Air Force flew the Predator for over 20 years.399 

 

Agency Theory 

H2: The rational cost-benefit analysis of possible outcomes and calculated risk of punishment 

determine US military service decision-making behavior with regard to turf, especially in the 

case of civilian directives that conflict with the service’s preference. 

H2a: All else equal, the service is more likely to exhibit shirking when it calculates there 

is low probability of civilian punishment. 

H2b: All else equal, the service is more likely to exhibit working when it calculates there 

is high probability of civilian punishment. 

 

During Phase 2b, the preferences of the USAF and its civilian masters in the defense 

establishment generally aligned. USD (A&T) Paul G. Kaminksi was a technologist and 

supported DARO’s UAV push. His successor, Jacques S. Gansler, focused elsewhere, but was at 

least neutral regarding UAVs. Secretary of Defense William J. Perry, an ardent RMA and drone 

promoter, remained in office until January 1997. His successor, William S. Cohen, also 

 
399 “MQ-1B Predator” (fact sheet), September 23, 2015, www.af.mil. The Predator retired in 2018. 
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advocated for UAVs, writing in a July 6, 1999 memorandum: “UAV programs...demand a 

strong, renewed commitment from the Department….The opportunity is here to develop, 

acquire, and integrate unmanned airborne reconnaissance capabilities into the force structure in a 

rapid, but prudent, pace.”400 DARO, while a champion of UAVs, vociferously opposed arming 

them.401 But DARO was gone by 1998, well before the Predator weaponization effort of 2000-

2001. Therefore, from Fogelman’s 1995 decision to acquire the Predator, through Jumper’s 2000 

decision to arm it, we can characterize the OSD preference for adoption and development of 

UAVs as convergent with that of the USAF. 

Congress, however, was somewhat schizophrenic regarding UAVs. The Predator 

program (thanks in part to effective lobbying by GA-ASI) repeatedly received more annual funds 

than requested by DoD.402 The House Armed Services Committee’s Chairman for the Tactical 

Air and Land Forces Subcommittee, Curt Weldon, was an especially outspoken UAV advocate, 

using language identical to Jumper’s in describing weaponization of the UAV as the “next 

logical step.”403 Perhaps most aggressive in pursuing UAVs was Senator John Warner of 

Virginia, who proposed in 2000 that one-third of deep strike aircraft be unmanned within 10 

years.404  

But representatives with legacy system constituencies in their districts felt differently. Air 

Force Lieutenant General Buster C. Glosson, a key figure in Operation Desert Storm, noted that 

 
400 William S. Cohen, Secretary of Defense, “Memorandum for Secretaries of the Military Departments, Chairman 

of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Under Secretaries of Defense, Assistant Secretary of Defense (Command, Control, 

Communications, and Intelligence), July 6, 1999, Subject: Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs), quoted in 

Rosenwasser, 2004, 357. 
401 Curt Weldon, letter to Sean M. Frisbee, May 24, 2004. 
402 Chris Woods, Sudden Justice: America’s Secret Drone Wars (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 33; 

DARO FY96 Report, 19. 
403 Weldon letter. 
404 Frank Wolfe, “Warner: Speed Development of Unmanned Combat Systems,” Defense Daily February 9, 2000, 1. 



 

541 

 

reconnaissance UAVs faced stiff opposition from “Congressional U-2 mafias.”405 Some probably 

truly felt the force-in-being should not be traded for unproven platforms, as expressed by the 

conference committee for the FY1994 NDAA: “The conferees’ experience with the SR-71 serves 

as a reminder of the pitfalls of failing to keep existing systems up-to-date and capable in the hope 

of acquiring other capabilities.”406 Four years later, the NDAA for FY1998 had this to say 

regarding UAVs: 

Since 1979, Congress has provided more than $3,000,000,000 to the Department of 

Defense for the purpose of developing unmanned aerial vehicles. To date, no system has 

reached full operational capability. Despite this track record, the Department continues to 

spend almost 40 percent of its airborne reconnaissance budget on UAV development, 

blatantly ignoring congressional direction with regard to Rivet Joint reengining, U-2 

upgrades, SR-71 funding, and other manned reconnaissance requirements. The 

Committee is unaware of any other major DOD program where current, proven systems 

that are used on a daily basis throughout the world have been consistently sacrificed for 

almost 20 years' worth of yet-to-be realized technology development.407 

 

With OSD generally in favor of the Predator’s development, but Congress torn between 

supporting legacy systems or funding experimental UAVs, we confront a recognized point of 

contention with agency theory, that of the split principal.408 To resolve it, I assume the OSD 

masters are the more salient players in the civil-military problematique; the services are more 

responsive to those leaders in an immediate sense than they are to Congress. The OSD and other 

executive leaders are the ones most likely and able to inflict punishment; Congress’s power base 

is more diffuse and its likelihood of mustering a punishment is lower. 

Taking OSD’s preferences into the model, we find little divergence between the 

principal, the OSD, and the agent, the USAF. One area of discord was in the cases of the FCE 

and TCS; virtually every other player wanted the USAF to comply with control-passing, but the 

 
405 Ehrhard, 2010, 55. 
406 HR 103-357, 28874. 
407 Department of Defense Appropriation Bill, 1998, US Congressional Serial Set (1997): 129. 
408 Feaver, 2003, 98-99. 
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Air Force refused. Since the USAF got its way thoroughly through Phase 2, any other unnoted 

divergence of preference between the Air Force and the OSD went in favor of the USAF. Thus, 

since the USAF did things according to its own desires, disregarding incidental preference 

divergence with the OSD, I label its choice for this phase as “shirking.” 

During this period, the Air Force committed as much as reasonably possible to UAVs, 

including Predator and others such as Global Hawk; shirking only means here that the 

organization did things their own way. In this case, shirking does not indicate white scarf 

syndrome. To the extent that the Air Force prioritized UAVs at the expense of manned legacy 

systems, shirking with reference to some civilian masters in Congress was quite literally the 

opposite of white scarf syndrome. 

Returning to the model, under conditions of intrusive monitoring (in the years in which 

DARO and the UAV JPO are active), the USAF shirks, and is either not caught, or caught and 

not punished, as the risk of punishment in this era is virtually nil.409 The game results in an 

outcome least favored for the civilians, the civilian payoff of military shirking if the civilian does 

not punish, less the cost of monitoring. The military arrives at its second-most favored outcome, 

the military payoff of shirking with intrusive monitoring. After the demise of DARO and the 

UAV JPO in 1998, the civilian side moves up one level of outcome to the civilian payoff of 

military shirking if the civilian does not punish (with no monitoring). The military arrives at 

either its second-most favored outcome, the military payoff of shirking with intrusive 

monitoring, and then, absent DARO and the UAV JPO, its most favored outcome, the military 

payoff of shirking with unintrusive monitoring.  

 
409 Feaver, 2003, 207-19. 
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Agency theory assumes a substantial divergence of preferences between the principal and 

agent. In fact, such “agency problems” are what motivates the game itself. The theory loses 

utility when the two players have nothing in contention, as is largely the case in the Predator 

adoption story; agency problems disappear as the civilian principal and Air Force agent are 

generally on the “same team.” Another lesson here seems to be that the military does what it 

wants, irrespective of monitoring, when the risk of punishment is slim to none—again obviating 

the game. 

 

Appointed Leader Decides 

H3: All else equal, the preferences of the appointed civilian leader(s) of a US military service 

determine its decision-making behavior with regard to turf. 

 

This hypothesis predicts that high-level civilians will force the hidebound bureaucratic 

military services to adopt innovative technologies. On face, this case study seems to present an 

“easy” case for an outsider decision, as DARO embodies a directive, intrusive instrument to 

execute the vision of political appointees, deliberately designed to usurp military prerogatives 

and override military objections (see analysis under Phase 2a). Yet DARO did not and could not 

force any service into the role of lead service for the Predator ACTD. The Air Force’s adoption 

of the Predator was clearly based on its own initiative. 

Realizing no service could be forced to take a platform against its will, DARO 

necessarily had to remain agnostic regarding which service took the lead on the Predator. Its 

director, Major General Ken Israel, “shopped” the project around, looking for takers. He recalled 

a few years later, 
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Who did I want [to take the Predator after the ACTD ended]? Let me tell you, I was 

neutral. To me, I said, “Look, Navy do you want it? Yes or no.” The answer came back, 

“No.” Army, “Do you want Predator, yes or no?” “No.” Air Force, “Do you want it?” 

And I talked directly with General Moorman in the Air Force and said, “Moorman, do 

you want Predator, yes or no?” And he said, “Yeah, we’d like to take over Predator 

because we kind of see it as an airborne reconnaissance asset that had legs.”  

We’re basically talking about an asset that had a 500 nautical mile range, flew in 

airspace that Air Force typically flew in a lot, somewhere between 15- and 25,000 feet.  

So I said, “Okay, if you guys want it, fine.”410 

 

DARO was happy for any service to take the Predator ACTD. Continuing through the narrative, 

we see a trend of acquiescence to the Air Force’s claim, demarcation, consolidation, and 

development of the Predator turf. Admiral Owens recommended the Air Force over the Army for 

ACTD lead. Secretary of Defense William Perry rubberstamped the decision. The Air Force 

readied itself for a battle royale over the TCS, but again, the Secretary of Defense, this time 

William Cohen, deferred to the Air Force’s demands. The Air Force added the laser designator 

through a rapid wartime acquisition process, asking no permission, and the weaponization of 

Predator was clearly Jumper’s initiative. The INF question proved to be no obstacle, with civilian 

leaders apparently working for the Air Force to obtain a favorable legal interpretation, one that 

would allow the Air Force to continue with its plans. 

As mentioned above, Congress was divided on the proper prioritization of UAVs. 

Naturally, those in Congress whose districts contained constituents of legacy manned programs 

were not too keen on the transfer of funds away from those programs to new UAVs. DARO’s 

budgeting structure created a zero-sum-game between UAVs and manned reconnaissance 

aircraft; prior to this, the two had never been pitted against each other so unequivocally. Israel, as 

an outspoken UAV advocate, even bragged how UAVs would take funds from manned 

 
410 Kenneth Israel, quoted in Rosenwasser, 2004, 275-76. General Thomas S. Moorman, Jr. was Air Force Vice 

Chief of Staff from July 1994 to July 1997, “General Thomas S. Moorman, Jr.” (fact sheet), www.af.mil. The phrase 

“has legs” means it has considerable range. 
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platforms, unreservedly pointing out the zero-sum nature of the DARO budget. As Air Force 

Magazine reported, 

The general [Israel] explained that UAV work represents roughly 30 percent of DARO’s 

overall budget, which also funds operations of the SR-71, U-2, and RC-135 Rivet Joint 

aircraft. He anticipates, however, that the division between “evolutionary” programs such 

as the manned systems and “revolutionary” efforts such as UAVs may “flop-flop” in the 

next few years, with as much as 75 percent of DARO’s budget going to UAVs.411 

 

Unsurprisingly, such an agenda (and related public remarks) enraged supporters of those 

“evolutionary” systems. DARO was soon eliminated, along with the UAV JPO, with which 

Congress simply ran out of patience. Congress felt it was “time to review DOD's entire UAV 

strategy.”412  

The Air Force’s objectives with the Predator largely aligned with DARO’s. Yet DARO 

had little influence on the Air Force, even in these ideal circumstances. The Air Force continued 

to exist after DARO and its creators were long gone from the scene. In fact, DARO and the UAV 

JPO were largely unsuccessful in their overall mission to promote UAVs, with the MR UAV and 

SR UAV providing two expensive examples of failure. The only two UAVs poised for military 

fielding during these years were the Air Force’s: Predator and Global Hawk. What these two 

UAVs had in common was service support and protection from “jointness,” a driving imperative 

of the UAV JPO and DARO. So, it would appear that outsider influence yielded the reverse of 

what was intended; the examples of UAVs that thrived did so in spite of, not because of, outsider 

intrusion. The creators of the UAV JPO and DARO took a page from Posen—and proved it 

wrong. 

 
411 Tirkpak, 1997. 
412 See Ehrhard, 2010, 83n486; Department of Defense Appropriation Bill, 1998, US Congressional Serial Set, 1997, 

129. See also Newcome’s (2004) comments on how ACTDs, the preferred acquisition process for UAVs, caused 

substantial budget disruption in existing programs, resulting in much consternation, 108-109. 
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Outsiders still deserve some credit for creating the circumstances that led the Air Force to 

adopt Predator on its own volition. The UAV JPO, an outsider creation, played a role in the 

events that led to GA-ASI’s award of the MAE UAV/Tier II contract in January 1994, thus 

bringing the Predator to the attention of the Air Force, if gradually. It was DARPA, another 

outside entity whose business is the discovery of innovative technologies, which had the wisdom 

to see the potential in Abe Karem’s Albatross design. Without the substantial support and 

funding given Amber under the UAV JPO, the Gnat 750 likely would not have been developed, 

at least not in the form that made it attractive to the CIA. The Gnat 750’s performance in Bosnia 

spoke directly to the Predator’s potential and gave the Predator the cachet of a “proven” system. 

This, plus the Predator’s selection for Tier II, ultimately led to its adoption by the Air Force. 

The services provided little input into Karem’s line. Indeed, this was not the UAV the Air 

Force thought it wanted; if left to its own devices, the Air Force would have no doubt focused 

again on a fast, tough, penetrator in the style of the MR UAV and Lightning Bug.  

It was Larry Lynn who conceived, and DARO who executed, the ACTD process, which 

allowed for the rapid demonstration of the Predator’s military utility, confirming Fogleman’s 

intuition and making believers out of skeptics. This made it easier for Fogleman and his 

successors to communicate the Predator’s value. OSD’s initiation of the ACTD affected the 

timing of the Air Force turf claim as well, because it forced the issue of who would be lead 

service. DARO also gets credit for raising the profile of UAVs in the defense establishment 

generally, which undoubtedly boosted UAV development in myriad, diffuse ways. The 

resentment towards UAVs generated by DARO’s budget practices seems to have resided with 

DARO’s closure. 
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Bureaucratic Paradigm 

H4: All else equal, organizational growth and survival, and/or officials’ self-interest, determine 

the US military services’ decision-making behavior with regard to turf. 

 

The bureaucratic paradigm predicts the USAF would take every opportunity to claim and 

build on turf. Any available turf will do. From a bureaucratic perspective, there is no 

differentiation among pieces of turf, except in terms of garnered resources. This begs the 

question regarding the USAF’s turf grab: Why this turf, why now? Bureaucratic models cannot 

answer. 

The Air Force incurred numerous political and monetary costs in the decision to take 

Predator, suggesting something other than a purely rational analytic mindset was at work. At 

least initially, the Air Force had to expend far more resources than it likely expected to get back. 

At the end of the ACTD, the system was little more than a prototype, requiring extensive 

investments in infrastructure, manpower, and standard militarization. The Air Force needed 

immediate upgrades to the UAV in order for it to work in the context of Air Force routines and 

procedures, such as a UHF radio and IFF. The contractor, GA-ASI, was relatively new at the 

UAV game, and the Air Force spent millions of dollars turning GA-ASI into a mature and 

productive partner, capable of providing standard technical support.413 

The Air Force also had to expend political capital, smoothing over the friction caused by 

late entry into the ACTD, and then later, assuring the Army that its battlefield reconnaissance 

needs would be met. And all of these costs would but yield but a small program due to the 

 
413 Ehrhard, 51, 82n457, 82n458. 



 

548 

 

JROC’s restriction on acquisitions, certainly not large enough to constitute significant 

organizational growth, much less affect odds of survival. 

The bureaucratic paradigm expects turf development or “empire building” as seen in the 

addition of the laser designator and the arming of the Predator with Hellfire. In this way, the 

actions of the Air Force do conform to the tenets of bureaucratic behavior, since the Air Force 

developed the Predator in a way that would indirectly benefit the “health” of the organization by 

increasing its combat capability in meaningful ways, and by providing solutions to enduring 

problems. But the bureaucratic paradigm cannot provide insights as to why the Air Force would 

see these upgrades as “meaningful.” Nor can it clearly tie the Predator’s adoption or upgrades to 

any individual’s self-interest. 

Some have suggested that the USAF acted, at least in part, out of a fear that the CIA 

could claim the long-endurance UAV mission. This seems unlikely due to the incongruity of the 

CIA making a play for a broad military mission for which it could not easily produce the 

resources nor expertise. The CIA is the much smaller entity, and flying airplanes is hardly its 

main line of business. The CIA barely pulled off the Gnat 750 program in the Balkans in the 

1990s and had to run it on a shoestring. The Agency had to rely on the Air Force for assistance 

and expertise along the way. If the CIA did have the gumption to challenge the Air Force for a 

piece of combat aviation turf, the Air Force could easily overmatch the Agency bureaucratically 

and fiscally.414 

Moreover, CIA leaders could barely agree on using the Predator as a reconnaissance asset 

in Afghanistan, much less as an armed platform. Division and angst, and even deep soul-

searching characterized the internal organizational debate through 2001. Underscoring the 

 
414 Todd Stiefler, “CIA’s Leadership and Major Covert Operations: Rogue Elephants or Risk-Adverse Bureaucrats?” 

Intelligence and National Security 19, no. 4 (Winter 2004): 647-48, 649-50. 
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relative puniness of the CIA, a major sticking point at that time was the question of who would 

pay for Predators lost in action, each valued at around $3 million. While a tolerable cost for the 

DoD, this was an amount difficult for the CIA to absorb.415 The bottom line is that until the 

events of September 11, 2001, the CIA was not close to being organizationally prepared and 

willing to even direct an armed Predator mission, much less challenge the USAF for that 

capability and mission. 

A point often overlooked is that the USAF already had a piece of the CIA’s UAV turf. In 

terms of development, as with previous ISR platforms, CIA and USAF drones were intertwined, 

consistent with organizational habit. As a previous director of USAF intelligence observed, “It’s 

probably quicker to talk about the reconnaissance aircraft the US Air Force and CIA didn’t co-

develop than the ones they did.”416 The CIA could not operate UAVs without USAF crew and 

technical support. And the Air Force seemed willing to assist, provided it did not lose money on 

the deal (like paying for crashed Predator replacements). It is not clear who operated the Gnat 

750 systems in Bosnia, but historically, Air Force pilots, sometimes “sheep-dipped,” have flown 

CIA aircraft.417 The CIA had some resident aviation and UAV expertise, and no doubt the 

contractor, GA-ASI, played a large part in those years as well.418 In any case, the CIA shared 

lessons learned with the USAF, as an example of the two agencies’ characteristic cooperation.419 

 
415 DCI Report, 53; Coll, 2004, 533-34. 
416 Woods, 2015, 33. 
417 On sheep-dipping, see Peebles, 1995, 31-32. Roy Gutman reported seeing “Americans in uniform” operating the 

Gnat 750s out of Croatia in July 1995 as part of the CIA operation, “What Did the CIA Know?” Newsweek, August 

27, 2001, 30. 
418 Likely it was a combination of all of these actors in different proportions at different times over the five 

deployment cycles. On resident expertise, see Coll, 2015, 527-28; Strickland, 2013, 3-6; David A. Fulghum, 

“Afghanistan Crash Reveals US Intel Operation,” Aviation Week & Space Technology, October 1, 2001, 28-29. 
419 David A. Fulghum, “Tier 2 Endurance UAV Nears First Flight,” Aviation Week & Space Technology, May 16, 

1994, 20. 
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It is well documented that when the CIA deployed the Predator for Afghan Eyes, and then the 

armed Predator immediately after 9-11, the Air Force provided most of the operators.420  

The Predator’s greatest advocates came from the fighter pilot community, casting doubt 

on the aphorism, “where you stand depends on where you sit,” as well as the bureaucratic 

significance of white scarf syndrome. Chiefs of Staff Generals Fogleman, Ryan, and Jumper all 

flew F-4s over Vietnam. At the most senior levels, such as the Chief of Staff position, decision-

makers saw themselves as representing the entire Air Force, with responsibility for its future 

ability to serve the nation. It would be a stretch to suggest that the Predator constitutes a case of 

“empire building” for the fighter pilot community (although it arguably boosted the ACC in the 

long run). Fogleman and others saw that the system would be useful, but during the timeframe of 

this case study, they could not have foreseen its rapid programmatic growth and constant demand 

in the post-9-11 years.  

During the years of the case study, the pilot community knew that this low-rate 

production platform would not threaten pilots’ preeminence any time soon. The vast majority of 

pilots kept flying manned aircraft, and pilots remained in demand. If anything, pilot jobs were 

only further secured by the additional need for rated aviators created by the Predator. As William 

Arkin reported in 2002, “Contrary to widespread belief outside the Pentagon, it is not die-hard 

fighter pilots who feel threatened by UAVs. ‘I’ve seen that silly horse being ridden,’ says one 

senior flight officer. ‘There’s nobody that thinks UAVs might endanger us in terms of our 

jobs.’”421 

 
420 Gutman, 2001; Woods, 2015, 17-20, 38-39; Grimes, 2014, 332-33; and Whittle, 2014, 154-59. The CIA also 

directly benefitted from Big Safari’s development of remote split operations; see Grimes, 2014, 333-35 (see box on 

335); Whittle, 2014, 151-53; 155-56; 210-14, 220-21. 
421 William M. Arkin, “Unmanned Planes Face Threats from Near, Far,” Los Angeles Times, February 3, 2002, 10. 
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As Arkin perceived, the greatest organizational resistance to Predator came not from silk 

scarf-wearing aviators, but from the intelligence community. Initially analysts insisted on using 

only selected frames from the Predator’s full motion video instead of adapting their methods to 

the video itself.422 Later the community objected to arming the Predator, on the basis that the 

attack mission would de-prioritize the reconnaissance mission.423 In no case did the intelligence 

community ever succeed in obstructing the adoption of Predator. The senior leadership’s thirst 

for FMV was virtually unquenchable, and Predator’s weaponization was extended, with a greater 

payload, into Predator’s successor, the Reaper. 

Another source of resistance might have been U-2 pilots, as the Predator encroached on 

their community’s mission, theater and national reconnaissance.424 But the U-2 community was 

in no position to take a stand against the Predator. In the Balkan wars, U-2 flight profiles were 

limited by surface-to-air missile threats; Predator flew missions that were too risky for manned 

assets. The U-2 could not have performed those missions, even had the Predator not existed. The 

U-2 platform retained plenty of support, receiving new engines on all airframes in the late 1990s. 

The biggest problem the community faced at that time was not losing its missions to drones, but 

the opposite: high operating tempos drove pilots away from the force.425 Apparently, there was 

more than enough reconnaissance tasking to go around. 

 

 

 

 

 
422 Whittle, 2014, 100-103; Lee, 2016, 164. 
423 Woods, 2015, 31; Lee, 2016, 203-204. 
424 Whittle describes U-2 pilots downplaying Predator’s accomplishments, 2014, 111-12. 
425 “Air Force, CIA Celebrate U-2 Spy Plane History, but Problems Loom,” C4I News, September 24, 1998, 1. 
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Table 16.2. Phase 2b summary evaluation of competing theories and hypotheses 
Theory/hypotheses Prediction Actual Behavior Evaluation 

Organizational Identity Pro-turf. Predator now 

animates OI referents in 

multiple ways; Predator 

seen as “consistent” 

with OI. 

Pro-turf: turf claim, 

turf war, empire 

building. 

Theory supported 

by evidence, 

explains behavior. 

Agency Theory Shirking due to little 

risk of punishment. Air 

Force takes the Predator 

(or not) in accordance 

with its preference. 

Working. Air Force 

takes over as lead 

service and builds 

program in alignment 

with civilian 

preferences. 

Theory mechanism 

undercut by general 

convergence of 

principal and agent 

interests. 

Working=shirking 

in this case. 

Appointed Leader -OSD directs (any) 

service to adopt and 

integrate Predator.  

 

-Civilian intervention 

required for innovation 

(UAV programs). 

-Air Force takes 

Predator on own 

volition. Civilians 

acquiescence to Air 

Force on FCE/TCS 

dispute and INF issue. 

 

-Civilian intervention 

largely responsible for 

failure of some UAV 

programs. 

Theory partially 

supported by 

evidence. Civilian 

interference 

undermined some 

UAV programs but 

set the conditions 

for Air Force 

decision to take the 

Predator, leading to 

success. Civilians 

seemed to “work” 

for Air Force at 

times. 

Bureaucratic Paradigm Prediction unclear. Air 

Force less likely to grab 

turf as costs increase; 

more likely to grab and 

fight for turf as Predator 

succeeds, enhancing 

organizational health—

but only if high costs 

are “worth it” for a 

relatively small 

program. Predicts 

building on turf once 

acquired. 

Air Force grabs turf, 

but still cooperates 

with ostensible 

competitor, CIA. 

Accepts relatively 

high costs of taking 

Predator, not easily 

justified by 

organizational growth, 

survival, or personal 

interests. 

Fights Army for 

Predator control. 

Builds on Predator turf 

with laser designator 

and PGMs.  

Theory partially 

supported by 

evidence. Air Force 

takes Predator after 

cost to do so 

increased, 

suggesting cost-

benefit analysis not 

employed. Turf war 

occurred, but no 

clear reason why it 

did, and with such 

intensity. No 

apparent link to 

personal interests. 

Evidence of turf 

building supports 

theory. 
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Chapter 17 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

This project aimed toward a better understanding of the inner workings of the US military 

services, an attempt to pry open the “black box.” In this study, I presented and demonstrated a 

theoretical tool from the field of organizational behavior, organizational identity (OI), defined as 

the self-referential and shared beliefs regarding what is central, enduring, and distinctive about 

an organization.1 I employed OI to analyze the turf decision-making behavior of a US military 

service, namely the US Air Force. This new application of OI supplies a route to in-depth 

analysis of the content and formation of what, in security studies, is known as organizational 

preference. 

I argue that the bureaucratic paradigm is not applicable to the US military services, as 

these institutions are characterized by unusually strong cultures and identities, deeply rooted in 

the moral imperative of providing for the nation’s security. The military services are different 

from other public bureaucracies, and therefore, a different approach is required for their study. 

What makes the military services distinct from typical bureaucracies is the intensity of OI and a 

related concept, organizational identification (OID). Through OID, military members take on the 

OI as part of their own social identity, perceiving a sense of “oneness” with the organization.2 

Organizational goals and interests become that of its members. My term “conflation” describes 

the perceived behavioral, cognitive, and emotional overlap between a member’s self-interest, 

organizational interest, and national interest. 

 
1 Albert and Whetten, 1985. 
2 Ashforth and Mael, 1989. 
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In this chapter, I review the theoretical basis and methodology of the study, report and 

comment on findings, discuss theoretical and practical implications, and suggest areas of future 

study. 

Review of Theory and Method 

 

Independent Variable: Organizational Identity 

Organizational identity (OI) is the shared belief that members of an organization have 

about who they are.3 The content of the OI comprises what members believe is central, enduring 

and distinct about their organization.4 In this study, OI serves as an independent variable. OI 

shapes how members perceive and respond to issue areas arising from the environment. Through 

the process of OID, members are inculcated with OI logics and decision premises that guide 

them to organizationally-beneficial decisions. OI logics direct the decision-maker to options that 

are consistent with the OI and maintain its integrity. It is with reference to the OI that decision-

makers determine what is “right” or “good” for the organization. 

This project may be one of the first efforts to employ the concept of organizational 

identity to the field of security studies. The narrower, self-focused concept of OI offers the 

advantage of increased analytic purchase over the more commonly used variable, organizational 

culture, in two ways. The first is that researchers have convincingly linked OI to decision-

making of individuals in organizations. The OI concept goes beyond mere description of 

organizations and allows researchers to explain behavior.5 Secondly, OI has proven to be more 

observable relative to organizational culture. 

 
3 Stimpert, Gustafson, and Sarason, 1998, 87. 
4 Albert and Whetten, 1985. 
5 Moingeon, 1999, 353. 
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Dependent Variable: Turf Decision-Making 

The dependent variable in this study is turf decision-making behavior of the US military 

services. A service’s turf includes the martial components of the organization, i.e., its 

warfighting capabilities, missions, major programs, and associated resources. Turf behavior falls 

on a spectrum from anti-turf, including active resistance of new turf, to pro-turf, typified by the 

so-called “turf war.” Turf decisions tend to be consequential, sufficient to animate the OI in 

decision-making. When a service claims or rejects a mission or weapon system, the 

reverberations may be felt through the entire defense establishment, and more importantly, may 

shape the outcome of subsequent conflicts. Turf decisions are typically indicated with 

discernable markers, such as internal memoranda, policy statements, comments to the news 

media, the creation of sub-organizational entities, and budgetary shifts.  

 

Alternative Theories 

The counter-hypotheses examined stemmed from rational analytic models, and included 

agency theory, a civil-military version of principal-agent theory as conceptualized by Peter D. 

Feaver,6 and the bureaucratic paradigm, which conceptualizes decision-making outcomes as the 

product of bureaucratic self-interest, at the micro-level and/or meta-level. Bureaucracies and turf 

remain undifferentiated. A third counter-hypothesis questions the appropriate level of decision-

making analysis and the agentic role of federal institutions by arguing that the locus of impactful 

decision-making, and of organizational creativity, is found in appointed civilian leaders. 

 

 

 
6 Feaver, 2003. 
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Methodology 

The research was conducted in 2 stages. Stage 1 sought to establish an operable 

description of the OI of the US Air Force, using both qualitative analysis and a survey of US Air 

Force officers. The qualitative analysis focused on the service’s historical foundations and 

patterns, remembered history, textual resources, espoused values, embodied cognitions, central 

artifacts, and other expressions and enactments of the OI. The survey sought to triangulate 

proposed content of the OI and to provide data regarding the strength of OID, as well as to 

validate two other organizational characteristics. The survey also gathered information on 

attitudes regarding the Air Force’s UAV adoption. 

Stage 2 examined the Air Force’s decision-making related to the adoption of the RQ-1 

Predator, qua turf, from 1993-2001, in a detailed case study analysis. This case study consisted 

of three phases. Phase 1, a historical preface to the case study proper, explored Air Force 

historical approaches to unmanned systems, contextualizing the case study and providing a 

reference for OI logics of historical consistency. Phases 2a and 2b comprised a before-after case 

analysis of the Air Force’s change of turf decision regarding the Predator. Theoretical analysis 

followed both Phase 2a and 2b, in which propositions derived from OI theory and the competing 

theories were evaluated for predictive and explanatory value. 

 

Findings 

Stage 1 

Stage 1 sought to establish a utile interpretation of the Air Force OI to serve as an empiric 

referent for the Stage 2 case study analysis. Stage 1 produced three organizational characteristics, 

crucial to understanding and contextualizing the OI, and a description of the OI, formulated as 
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eight OI referents (attributes or elements). Early in the qualitative research phase, two 

organizational characteristics of the Air Force emerged, in addition to the theoretically postulated 

OID, that required attention in order to understand and situate the OI. The first concerned the Air 

Force’s Institutional or Occupational (I/O) typing. I find that the Air Force is more institutional 

than occupational, and that although members identify strongly with their specialties and 

communities, members ascribe to institutional values. Members enact the OI in a local setting, 

with local “flavor.” 

The second characteristic is the power structure of the Air Force that places pilots, 

especially fighter pilots, in a category above all others. Pilots play an outsized role in 

constructing and influencing the overarching OI, and pilot subgroup identity is essentially the 

same as the OI. Pilots identify strongly as Air Force pilots, even more than as Air Force officers. 

Pilots embody and promulgate the OI, making it attractive for everyone in the organization. The 

elite status of pilots is sustained by other members in order to legitimate the service as a 

warfighting organization. Members often see pilots as deserving of leadership positions by virtue 

of their presumed superiority, the risks they alone take in flight and air combat, and their 

embodiment of the service’s warfighting ethos. 

Through an iterative study of emergent themes, I formulated eight interrelated OI 

referents and described their historic foundations, content, relevant theory, instantiations, areas 

of tension, and future prospects. Of the eight referents, two seemed predominant in that they 

informed the other referents to a great degree; these I call “master referents.” My concise 

description of the USAF OI is found in Chapter 15.7 The eight referents are: Technologists 

(master referent), Innovators, Futurists, Aviation Fanatics, The Excellent/The Elite, 

 
7 Chapters 3 through 12 represent a scaled-down version of a larger (158,000 word) effort to formulate and describe 

the Air Force OI. 
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Individualists, (Insecure) Advocates, and Controllers (master referent). Some key and 

unexpected findings, some of which go against conventional thought, include the following:  

 

• The Air Force takes an optimistic but pragmatic approach to technology, more 

balanced than “worship” or “obsession” characterizations, often hedging in the 

face of uncertainty. The Air Force feels it has a duty and unique ability to control 

military technology. The Air Force reflexively turns to technology, including 

unmanned systems, to solve problems in warfare. Technology is coeval with the 

training of human operators, and is symbolic of organizational vindication. 

 

• The Air Force’s most promoted identity, for both external and internal audiences, 

is that of Innovator. Innovation extends beyond technology to creative ways of 

thinking and problem solving. 

 

• The Air Force accommodates its Futurist identity with acknowledgement of the 

role of history and tradition, and the need to draw upon these as resources. 

 

• Love of aviation, or at least appreciation of it, unites the organization across 

levels and groups; it is not the sole property of pilots. 

 

• The Air Force identity as The Excellent/The Elite can be found in a mix of overt 

and more private expressions, but is especially embodied in the words air-
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mindedness and decisive. The Air Force sees itself as indisputable airpower 

expert. 

 

• The Air Force’s well-recognized Individualist streak is mediated by the 

expectations of the “wingman” role in interpersonal relations, which demands 

self-control, reliability, and loyalty. 

 

• Insecurity manifests in constant advocacy and exhortation for advocacy. The roots 

of insecurity are found in habitually overstated claims for airpower and the logic 

of airpower doctrine itself. The Air Force worries about being “taken for granted.” 

 

• The master referent of Controllers includes the drive to control the air as well as 

the battlefield below, and to control air operations at every level from individual 

aircraft to Joint Force Air Component Commander. The Air Force even believes it 

can control the outcome of war, given the right circumstances. While recognizing 

the fog and friction of war can never be completely resolved, the Air Force looks 

to technology to mitigate it. The Air Force’s identity as Controller inheres strong 

casualty aversion. 

 

To increase confidence in my formulation of the OI, I conducted a survey, discussed in 

Chapters 13 and 14. The survey instrument can be found in Appendix B. About 100 Air Force 

officers, all ostensible future decision-makers in a competitive professional military education 

setting, completed the anonymous survey. The survey largely confirmed the OI referents and 
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also provided evidence of strong OID, strong subgroup identification, an institutionalist 

orientation, the endurance of the Pilot Elite, and an acceptance of UAVs as a legitimate weapon 

category. 

 

Stage 2  

Stage 2 applied the established OI description from Stage 1 to the case of the USAF’s 

adoption of the Predator UAV. Initially, the Air Force passed on the Predator, taking a “wait and 

see” approach. A few months later, the USAF wrenched control of the Predator from other 

players, took steps to integrate and normalize the system, and scheduled programmatic upgrades 

including a laser designator. As head of Air Combat Command, General John Jumper took the 

lead on a rapid weaponization program. 

 

Agency Theory 

From agency theory’s application to this case, we see that when USAF preferences 

diverge from their civilian masters’ and absent risk of punishment, the Air Force follows its own 

counsel, considers its own preferences, and carries out its mission in the way it sees best. The 

findings support the contention that the military gets its way, at least on issues it deems 

important. We are still left with the question of pre-game preferences that set the parameters of 

decision-making, that is, which issues are selected for attention, what options are generated, and 

of course, what decision is made.8 But this is more than a problem of phasing the analysis. A real 

problem also seems to be finding unequivocal evidence that military leaders take threats of 

punishment into consideration at all when considering a major turf decision. If a military service 

 
8 See Donnithorne, 2018. 
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is convinced its preference will ensure national security, the emotional, visceral nature of OI 

suggests that senior decision-makers will be guided by that imperative, not petty calculations. 

Further, the case study shows what is likely the norm: little divergence between civilian 

and military preferences in areas of undisputed military expertise. Without an “agency problem” 

to motivate the game in the first place, agency theory’s utility to explain decisions all but 

disappears. 

 

The Bureaucratic Paradigm 

The bureaucratic paradigm evidenced its unsuitability in describing the US military 

services’ behavior by predicting the opposite of what actually occurred. When the Predator turf 

was “easy pickings,” and estimated to cost little, the Air Force passed. After costs of grabbing 

the turf increased, and it became clear the program would remain small, the USAF (and other 

services) grew more determined to take or hold it. Something like a turf war did transpire, which 

the bureaucratic paradigm would predict, but attempts to link this behavior to individual or 

bureaucratic interests yields little. The bureaucratic paradigm seems unable to predict when turf 

wars will erupt, much less why or with whom. After all, the Air Force bent over backward to 

help the CIA with both the Gnat 750 and the Predator. The bureaucratic paradigm’s main fault 

lies in its conception of bureaucratic interests as divorced from a larger purpose that transcends 

simple self-interest and organizational survival, especially in organizations which conflate 

national, organizational, and individual interests.  
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Appointed Leader Decides 

In this case study, although it should have been an easy case for the appointed leader 

counter-hypothesis, civilian leaders did not determine decision-making outcomes. John Deutch, 

Larry Lynn, and William Perry were brilliant men with little need for concern regarding any 

“information asymmetry” with their military counterparts. They were united in the cause of 

streamlining UAV acquisition, and were friends, even. But the Air Force adopted Predator on its 

own time, on its own volition. In some ways, civilian intervention backfired and hampered 

military UAV development. Civilians can be credited with bringing the Predator out of the 

extreme periphery and nearer to the center of the Air Force’s attention. Without the substantial 

support and funding given Amber under the UAV JPO, the Gnat 750 likely would not have taken 

the form it did. The external strategic need—for both tactical reconnaissance generally in the 

post-Gulf War years and for the immediate reconnaissance demands of the Balkan war—and the 

combined CIA and DoD efforts to use UAVs, made the MAE UAV/Tier II, later dubbed the 

Predator, an issue for the Air Force to at least watch. The Gnat 750’s performance in Bosnia 

spoke directly to the Predator’s potential and gave the follow-on Predator the cachet of a 

“proven” system. This, plus the Predator’s selection for Tier II, ultimately led to its adoption by 

the Air Force. 

 

Organizational Identity 

What emerges from the case study, contextualized by the UAV pre-history and the details 

of the USAF OI formulation and content, is a story of consistency. The Air Force has always 

looked to unmanned systems to solve warfighting problems, beginning in WWI. 
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Through most of the Air Force’s existence, technological hurdles made UAVs 

impracticable, thwarting Air officers’ best efforts and often large investments. Technologists and 

Innovators are pragmatic; they only want technology that will offer a clear military advantage 

outweighing any drawbacks. That case could not be made for early UAVs. Further, continual 

crashes and losses ran counter to the identity of The Excellent/The Elite regarding both air 

operations and the special knowledge of airpower. 

One of this project’s contributions is to correct an oft-repeated myth, dubious in light of 

empirical evidence. Much has been made of a “lull” or hiatus in UAV development just prior to 

the Predator’s adoption. But the record shows the USAF pressing ahead with two major 

programs in the mid-1980s, both quite expensive: AARS and MR UAV. The MR UAV was 

cancelled within weeks of the contract award for the MAE UAV/Tier II. The MR UAV fit the 

Air Force’s image of a preferred UAV, and even appeared on the cover of a major trade 

magazine. The Air Force would likely have been flying the MR UAV during the time of the case 

study if it had not been for counterproductive civilian interference in the forms of the UAV JPO, 

DARO, and the “jointness” agenda. Furthermore, GPS, widely acknowledged as the singular 

technology which made UAVs practicable, came on-line in the early-to-mid 1990s. Fogleman’s 

decision to grab the Predator turf was made in early 1995, leaving no gap to speak of between 

the advent of GPS and the Air Force’s adoption of the Predator. 

Throughout its history, the Air Force never rejected a promising, feasible unmanned 

system. The search continued, failure after failure, because of the attraction UAVs held for the 

OI. The Air Force invested, by far, the most money on UAVs of all the services in the years 

leading up the case study.9 The UAV, or the “dream” of the UAV, spoke broadly to the 

 
9 Ehrhard, 2000. 
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Technologist, Innovator, and Futurist as a high-technology, innovative warfighting capability 

that embodied futuristic robotic aircraft, and then later, the RMA. The high-altitude 

reconnaissance UAVs, such as Tier III, its offshoots, and UCAV, appealed in more obvious 

ways, but the Predator had its own high-tech, innovative, futuristic tricks, which became 

apparent quickly: FMV, satellite control, remote-split operations, and a laser designator. The 

Aviation Fan found UAVs fascinating, especially the sleek, jet-powered tactical UAVs. But 

UAVs which took off and landed conventionally and flew for long durations in the medium 

altitudes plainly qualified as real airplanes. A tactical UAV in a reconnaissance role would ease 

the Insecurity of the Advocate, filling an embarrassing shortfall and ensuring no more Great 

Scud Hunts. As long as UAVs met the Controller’s insistence for a man-in-the-loop, the UAV’s 

inherent casualty avoidance recommended it. Contribution to the Controller’s favored mission of 

precision strike made UAVs that much more attractive. 

The Air Force did not fight for other UAVs; the type of UAV matters. Other UAVs, such 

as Aquila, Pioneer, and Hunter, did not align with the USAF OI, or, put another way, were not 

interpreted in a way that aligned with the OI. In no way did these homely, short-range, low-

altitude, crash-prone UAVs threaten the USAF OI. 

General Tony McPeak’s decision (or non-decision) to pass on the Predator ACTD lead 

service role took on overblown significance post-facto because the Predator became such a high-

profile system. Nonetheless, McPeak’s decision was not an active rejection. In fact, no one 

thought the Air Force was an obvious choice for this platform; the Army and Navy seemed more 

logical candidates. Every service had used Pioneer in the Gulf War except the Air Force. The 

Predator was more like Pioneer and less like the MR UAV or AARS. 
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General Ronald Fogleman, a visionary, saw that UAVs fit the OI and communicated that 

message to the greater Air Force in an example of successful sensegiving. Both high altitude 

reconnaissance UAVs and the Predator not only aligned with the OI, but their adoption was 

necessary to maintain the OI’s integrity. Adopting these UAVs was to act “in character.” Roving 

Sands and other Predator successes proved Fogleman right and brought the Predator into the 

light. The Predator gained credibility and garnered believers as more Air officers became aware 

of its capabilities. 

Thus, it was completely understandable, through the lens of the OI, that the Army’s 

efforts to control the Predator, even in part, were seen as both an afront and a threat. The Air 

Force had no choice but to engage in a fight to the bitter end; the integrity of the OI demanded it. 

Internal documents show us what a rancorous fight it was indeed. 

The initial decision to grab the Predator should certainly be attributed to Fogleman, but 

the decision outlived him, showing acceptance by the Air Force writ large. General John 

Jumper’s efforts to upgrade and weaponize the Predator ensured it would be normalized as 

another tactical aircraft on the flight line. Jumper linked the Predator with favored weapons and 

missions, PGMs and precision strike (the modern formulation of strategic bombing). In another 

empiric contribution, this project establishes that Jumper’s decision to arm the Predator had little 

or nothing to do with the CIA’s manhunt for Osama bin Ladin, although the CIA’s Al Qaeda 

challenge may have somewhat accelerated the weaponization effort’s timeline. 

The USAF’s rejection of the ICBM is often presented as an analog of the service’s 

rejection of UAVs. To the contrary, I find that the ICBM’s acceptance serves as analog to the 

UAV’s acceptance. I find no evidence of the so-called white scarf syndrome. The USAF only 

feels compelled to adopt innovations that provide military utility—that work. National security 
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requires nothing less than such discernment. The service jettisoned the manned Dyna Soar and 

atomic aircraft, but embraced unmanned systems such as satellites, ICBMs, and UAVs. 

 

Implications for Theory 

This project promotes the benefits of interdisciplinarity. For those in organizational 

behavior and management, the research design presented here shows the epistemological benefits 

of separating the derivation of the OI’s content from the analysis of its impact on behavior. 

Creating an empiric referent keeps the analysis separate and prevents tautological thinking. I also 

hope that researchers in this field will find my disciplined formulation of referents and the 

addition of the concept of “master referent” useful in future investigations. 

For my colleagues in the International Relations field and subfields of security and 

strategic studies, the OI concept should prove helpful in understanding the behavior of the US 

services and international militaries, as well as other national security agencies, such as the FBI 

and the CIA. The field has made great strides in using organizational culture to unpack actor 

preferences, but could benefit from the analytical purchase and richness of explanation provided 

by OI. The effort required to establish a credible interpretation of a service OI is considerable, 

but once defined, the OI could be used as empiric referent for multiple case studies. 

Another methodological aspect emerged in the course of research, and in the exposure to 

previous research on similar subjects. In the study of the OI of US military services, a researcher 

from a “sister” service may be ideal, offering a compromise between the emic and etic 

approaches and resultant extremes of interpretation. As a US Naval officer10 studying the US Air 

Force OI, I was able to avoid the subjectivity inherent to the examination of one’s own 

 
10 I served as a US Naval Officer in aviation and international military affairs, 1998-2018. 
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organization, while at the same time, benefitting from a similar frame of reference that allows for 

identification of key OI attributes and some ability to understand observations based on 

experience. A near-insider also enjoys the advantage, in many cases, of a background that 

includes close observation of sister servicemembers during praxis in an unguarded environment 

prior to the formal research. This background informs the researcher’s perspective in myriad 

ways and allows for assessment of evidence, such as its authenticity or representativeness. 

Market-based organizations, universities, and other organizations surely have their own 

analogues to sister services. 

 

Implications for Practice 

The events of 9-11 ushered in many changes in the military, but for the Air Force, the 

meteoric rise of the Predator, in terms of both airframe numbers and mission requirements, may 

have had the greatest immediate impact. The demand for Predator orbits exceeded supply, 

especially in terms of pilots. The resultant personnel and training policies, coping methods more 

than deliberate plans, made for an inauspicious introduction of the UAV into mainline combat 

operations. The Air Force and observers worry about an organizational “identity crisis” brought 

about by the Predator. 

The Predator was a perfect weapon for the War on Terror and will continue to be useful. 

But it will not always be the case that slow, vulnerable, unmanned systems like the Predator and 

its successor Reaper will see the demand of recent years. Still, the rapid build-up and 

employment of Predator relative to manned platforms brings to the fore some questions that will 

have to be answered sooner or later as the Air Force integrates more advanced unmanned 
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systems. What does it mean to be a warrior? What exactly is an operator? Does personal risk 

matter, or does impact on the battlefield? Who should lead the Air Force? 

For Air Force leaders, knowing that UAVs can appeal to and align with the OI could be 

extremely useful in sensegiving efforts. For the rank and file, knowing that unmanned systems 

have long been a part of the service’s heritage and are consistent with the OI could be helpful in 

sensemaking efforts. These understandings help members interpret UAVs through the lens of the 

OI in an organizationally beneficial way that mitigates against broad UAV adoption 

compromising or delegitimating the OI.  

More generally, an appreciation for the military services’ OIs could assist civilian policy 

makers, fewer and fewer of whom have served in the military, and improve their working 

relationship with and understanding of the services. To impugn good faith efforts to serve the 

nation as “shirking,” to label honest disagreement on strategy as “interservice rivalry,” and to 

view a service’s enactment of deeply held beliefs and values as “self-interest” would be 

counterproductive and unlikely to result in outcomes benefitting the nation. The American civil-

military relationship is by and large a good one, and all involved should work to maintain it. 

 

Areas for Future Research 

During the development of this project, the US Space Force stood up as the newest US 

military service. The advent of a new service offers the researcher an ideal opportunity to 

examine the dynamics of a new major security organization at its foundation, including its efforts 

to establish and promulgate what is CED, its chosen level of “optimal distinctiveness,”11 what 

attributes it retains from its Air Force roots, etc.  

 
11 Brewer, 1991. 
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Another evident potential research effort would be to develop usable interpretations of 

the US Navy, US Marine Corps, and US Army OIs, allowing for comparison of OIs and their 

relative influence in case studies in which multiple services play a role. The study of 

international military OIs brings in more realms of possibility. 

Finally, although I conceptualize OI as a stable social phenomenon for this study, some 

researchers have demonstrated the malleability of OI. Environmental upheavals challenge OIs to 

adapt. Is the Air Force experiencing such an upheaval now? What kinds of change may occur? 

Even if “labels” for organizational understandings remain, underlying meanings may change.12 

How will the Air Force use the OI in sensegiving efforts to guide the Air Force through a seismic 

period? 

This project began with an impulse to bring a new generosity to the presumption of 

motives. Perhaps, in our critical scholarly habits, we have grown too jaded to admit the 

possibility of all things noble: duty, honor, courage, sacrifice. The US military services, as 

organizations, are motivated by the desire to win wars and guarantee national security. 

Conflation of interests and goals, not external incentives, ensures this. The services determine 

what it takes to win wars and guarantee national security in large part through the lens of the OI. 

Thus, understanding OI can help in predicting and explaining the decision-making behavior of 

the world’s finest military. 

  

 
12 Corley and Gioia, 2004; Ravasi and Schultz, 2006. 
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Appendix A 

United States Air Force Historic Organizational Designations1 

 

In the Office of the Chief Signal Officer (OCSO), War Department: 

• Aeronautical Division (1907-14) 

• Aviation Section (1914-15) 

• Aeronautical Division (1915-17) 

• Air Division/Air Service Division (1917-18) 

• Division of Military Aeronautics (1918) 

• Bureau of Aircraft Production (1918) 

In the War Department: 

• Division of Military Aeronautics (1918-19) 

• Bureau of Aircraft Production (1918-19) 

• Air Service (1919-26) 

• Air Corps (1926-41) 

• General Headquarters Air Force (GHQAF, 1935-41) 

• Air Force Combat Command (AFCC, 1941) 

• Army Air Forces (AAF, 1941-47) 

In the Department of the Air Force: 

• United States Air Force (USAF, 1947-Current) 

• United States Space Force (USSF, 2019-Current)  

  

 
1 National Archives, “Records of the Army Air Forces (AAF), 18.1 Administrative History,” 

www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records/groups/018.html.  

https://www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records/groups/018.html
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Appendix B 

Survey Instrument 

 

Note: This appendix consists of a text version of the survey which has been altered slightly from 

the view presented on the Qualtrics platform (for example, answer options are not listed under 

each item here as is the case in the Qualtrics view.) For each item, sequential numbers are listed 

first followed by a Qualtrics-assigned item number (“Q#”). 

 

Q44.                                                             Welcome! 

You are invited to participate in a research study about decision-making behavior of US national 

security organizations. This study is being conducted under the auspices of Georgetown 

University in conjunction with the Air University. The purpose of the study is to better 

understand the factors that influence decision making of the US national security organizations, 

such as the military services. 

Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You may choose not to participate or to leave the 

study at any time. The survey should take about 20 minutes. 

You are being asked to take part in this study because you are an officer in the US Air Force. 

All of your responses to this survey will remain anonymous and cannot be linked to you in any 

way. No identifying information about you will be collected, and your survey will be identified 

only with a random number. Once you submit your completed survey, there will be no way to 

withdraw your responses from the study because the survey contains no identifying information. 

By completing and submitting the survey, you are indicating your consent to participate in this 

study.  

Thank you. 

This survey will ask for your views and perceptions of the US Air Force as an organization. It’s 

important to answer the questions with regard to how you see the Air Force yourself, not how 

you believe other people see the Air Force from the outside, or how the Air Force desires to be 

seen by others. How do you answer the question, “Who are we?” in the Air Force? 

Please be as honest as possible, and answer the questions based on your own personal opinion.  
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1/Q46. Are you currently an officer in the US Air Force?  

 [Skip to end of survey if response is “No.”] 

2/Q6. What is your current rank? (If you are selected for promotion, please indicate the rank for 

which you have been selected.) 

3/Q8. What was your commissioning source? 

4/Q9. Are you male or female? 

5/Q10. What is your Air Force Specialty Code? (If you’ve had more than one, pick the one you 

most closely identify with.) 

Using your own judgment, evaluate each of the items below in terms of their relevance and 

importance to the USAF as an organization.  Consider if each is a central and enduring aspect 

of the Air Force, and if it helps make the Air Force distinct from other military services and 

other organizations.  

1= Least or not very important 

2= Slightly important 

3= Important 

4= Very important 

5= Most or extremely important 

 

6/Q11.1. Independent thinking among members      

7/Q11.2. Adaptability to new threats and challenges       

8/Q11.3. Cutting-edge technology      

9/Q11.4. Tradition and history      

10/Q11.5. Efficiency, such as staying within budgets and maximizing resources       

11/Q11.6. The ability to recruit top-quality personnel         

12/Q11.7. Air superiority        

13/Q11.8. Nuclear deterrence        

14/Q11.9. Flying in combat      
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15/Q11.10. Centralized control of air power in war      

16/Q11.11. Air-mindedness         

17/Q8.1. ICBMs          

18/Q8.2. Manned aircraft            

19/Q8.3. UAVs               

20/Q8.4. Satellites           

21/Q8.5. Cyber                

22/Q8.6. Air mobility   

23/Q8.7. Futuristic thinking among members              

24/Q8.8. Strategic use of air and space assets           

25/Q8.9. Air Operations Centers           

26/Q8.10. Support for Humanitarian and Disaster Relief Operations                  

27/Q8.11. Love of aviation                         

 

Q45. Rate how much you agree with the following statements. Answer in the way you truly feel, 

not what you think the “correct” or anticipated response should be.  If unsure, follow your 

emotions and instincts, or initial reaction to the statement. 

 

1=Strongly disagree 

2=Disagree 

3=Neither agree nor disagree 

4=Agree 

5=Strongly agree 
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28/Q30. In general, the Air Force should have central control of air power.              

29/Q31. Our ability to work as a cohesive team is what really makes the USAF a lethal and  

effective force.            

30/Q32. UAVs will one day replace manned aircraft for most missions. 

31/Q33. USAF members tend to be more intellectual and better educated than members of the 

other US military services.                   

32/Q34. Air power can be deployed decisively by striking at the heart of the enemy.   

33/Q35. In general, combat aircraft should be under the operational control of the Air Force.               

34/Q36. In most conflicts, air superiority or supremacy is a prerequisite to victory.         

35/Q37. Among the services, the Air Force has unique expertise and experience when it comes 

to air operations.                  

36/Q38. Although ICBMs, UAVs, and satellites are important, manned aviation is the core of the 

Air Force.           

37/Q39. I wish that Air Force officers would think more about serving their country, and less 

about advancing their careers.                  

38/Q40. One of the main reasons I became an Air Force officer was to do a job I would love.                

39/Q41. In general, the Air Force is the best service for operating air assets.              

40/Q42. Although technology confers many advantages, it’s important to keep a “man in the 

loop.”       

41/Q43. Within the next 20 years, UAVs will become the predominant means of conducting 

strike warfare.                    

42/Q44. In the Air Force, being a pilot generally garners a lot of prestige.           

43/Q45. Technological innovation is something that the Air Force generally does better than the 

other services.                     

44/Q46. Support missions are important, but when the fighting starts, armed platforms 

(delivering kinetic effects) will be the ones that determine the outcome.                 

45/Q47. A little insubordination can be a good thing sometimes.                       

46/Q48. The Air Force generally attracts higher-quality recruits than the other US military 

services.         
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47/Q49. If I suddenly became rich (due to winning the lottery, for example) I would continue my 

military career.                     

48/Q50. In today’s highly-technical military, we really don’t need so much military ritual and 

tradition as in the past.                   

49/Q51. It may sound corny, but one of the main reasons I serve in the USAF is because I really 

want to make the world a better, safer place.                      

50/Q52. I often feel the need to explain to people why we have a separate, independent Air 

Force.     

51/Q53. Manned aircraft will be as important in 2040 as they are today.                     

52/Q54. When I hear someone insult the Air Force, it feels like a personal insult.                 

53/Q55. I would like to have some reference to my service in the Air Force on my tombstone (or 

other interment marker).                 

54/Q56. Serving alongside Army or Marine combat troops as a specialist is a growing source of 

pride for Air Force members.             

55/Q57. Generally, it’s better to buy more equipment or platforms of acceptable quality, rather 

than just a few of very high quality.                     

56/Q58. In general, the purpose of the Air Force is not as clear to people as the purposes of the 

other US military services.               

57/Q59. A key quality that makes the Air Force distinct from the other US military services is 

our ability to think strategically.                    

58/Q60. Air power’s unique characteristics necessitate that it be controlled by airmen.                   

59/Q61. Air Force members and/or units with vital skills (in areas such as medical evacuation, 

ISR, cyber, mobility, detainee ops) can be critical enablers for Army or Marine ground units.                    

60/Q62. It’s important to continue the development of automation in order to reduce or eliminate 

human error.      
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61/Q63. This question is intended to assess your relationship with the US Air Force. In each 

rectangle, there are two circles. One represents you, and the other the US Air Force. The circles 

are overlapping by different amounts. In the first rectangle (1) the circles are completely separate 

and represent a situation in which you do not identify at all with the US Air Force. In the last 

rectangle (7), the circles completely overlap and represent a situation in which you totally 

identify with the US Air Force. Choose from the seven rectangles the one that best represents the 

extent to which you identify with the US Air Force. 

62/Q64. Again referencing the diagram, choose out of the seven rectangles the one that best 

represents the extent to which you identify with your specialty within the US Air Force. 

63/Q65. Do you have any additional comments for the researchers? 

 

We thank you for your time spent taking this survey. 

Your response has been recorded.  
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Appendix C 

Survey Items Listed by Objective 

 

Institutional-Occupational (I/O)      Technologists  
9/Q11.4 38/Q40 49/Q51 61/Q63      8/Q11.3 20/Q8.4 40/Q42  
10/Q11.5 42/Q44 52/Q54 62/Q64      12/Q11.7 21/Q8.5 43/Q45  
26/Q8.10 44/Q46 53/Q55       17/Q8.1 24/Q8.8 55/Q57  
29/Q31 47/Q49 54/Q56       18/Q8.2 26/Q8.10 60/Q62  
37/Q39 48/Q50 59/Q61       19/Q8.3 29/Q31   

             

 
 

           
Organizational Identification (OID)      Innovators  

9/Q11.4 53/Q55        7/Q11.2    
47/Q49 61/Q63        19/Q8.3    
48/Q50 62/Q64        21/Q8.5    
49/Q51         43/Q45    
52/Q54             
 

            
Pilot Elitism      Futurists  

12/Q11.7 21/Q8.5 36/Q38 51/Q53      7/Q11.2    
14/Q11.9 22/Q8.6 39/Q41 58/Q60      9/Q11.4    
16/Q11.11 27/Q8.11 40/Q42 60/Q62      21/Q8.5    
17/Q8.1 34/Q36 42/Q44 61/Q63      23/Q8.7    
18/Q8.2 35/Q37 44/Q46 62/Q64      48/Q50    
20/Q8.4             

             
Attitudes towards USAF Adoption of 

UAVs 

    

 Aviation Fanatics  
18/Q8.2         12/Q11.7 21/Q8.5   
19/Q8.3         14/Q11.9 22/Q8.6   
30/Q32         17/Q8.11 27/Q8.11   
41/Q43         18/Q8.2 36/Q38   
51/Q53         20/Q8.4 51/Q53   
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The Excellent/The Elite        
11/Q11.6 57/Q59            
16/Q11.11 58/Q60            
31/Q33             
35/Q37             
46/Q48             
             
             

Individualists        
6/Q11.1             
29/Q31             
45/Q47             
54/Q56             
             
             

(Insecure) Advocates        
12/Q11.7 57/Q59            
32/Q34             
34/Q36             
50/Q52             
56/Q58             
             
             

Controllers        
12/Q11.7 25/Q8.9 35/Q37           
13/Q11.8 28/Q30 39/Q41           
15/Q11.10 32/Q34 40/Q42           
16/Q11.11 33/Q35 58/Q60           
24/Q8.8 34/Q36            
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