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ABSTRACT 

This study explores how the United States Air Force negotiates the problem of 
publicly communicating on behalf of its own interests while subordinating its 
communication to national objectives during military operations.  The author proposes a 
theory of military public communication that links the act of persuasion to a military 
service’s core function, the application or threat of coercive force.  The theory predicts 
that, as the level of coercive airpower exerted or implied in a conflict increases, the 
character of Air Force communication becomes more domestically focused, more reliant 
on needs-based appeals, and more concerned with ensuring information security and 
controlling information flows through censorship or propaganda.  When national 
priorities clearly align with the coercive force that airpower provides, service 
communication generally coheres with stated policy.  As lower levels of violence become 
the intent of policy, airpower may seem contradictory.  This disparity encourages higher 
authorities to control Air Force communication in the interest of policy coherence.  
Nevertheless, national or Air Force preferences for information control will be frustrated 
by the need for organizational advocacy within the policy process as well as trends 
favoring public transparency in cyberspace. 

The study evaluates these theoretical predictions using several case studies.  The 
high level of violence associated with air operations against Japan in the Second World 
War sanctioned censorship while channeling most government communication toward 
domestic audiences or psychological operations supporting tactical military actions in the 
Pacific Theater. Under the emerging realities of the brutal air war, the air-minded 
propaganda favored by early airpower advocates yielded to a more transparent but overly 
technical mode of objective communication about airpower’s effects—a style that has 
characterized much subsequent Air Force and other US military discourse. 

US officials supporting actions against the Hukbalahap insurgency in the 
Philippines downplayed American involvement, which enhanced the legitimacy of the 
Philippine government’s response.  The Philippine armed forces employed airpower as a 
discrete language of force against hard-core insurgents.  Conversely, civil-military 
operations and broader government reforms spoke a language of friendship to soft-core 
Huk supporters. 

During the Vietnam War, the Johnson administration encouraged an 
unprecedented level of public transparency in military operations.  Still, the military 
hierarchy attempted to impose more stringent controls on information about air 
operations. Around the time of the 1968 Tet Offensive, transparency began to reveal a 
breakdown in consensus among policy elites as well as the hollowness of technical 
military assessments.  The overall policy therefore drifted toward information control.  
President Nixon imposed rigid censorship on information about air operations in 
Cambodia, Laos, and North Vietnam, since these operations contradicted his professed 
strategy of pairing peace negotiations with Vietnamization of the conflict.  Censorship 
resulted in unanswered enemy propaganda and government leaks that severely damaged 
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the credibility of American institutions.  In contrast to the Huk insurgency, the emphasis 
on bombing marginalized airborne psychological operations in Vietnam, which further 
undermined any prospects for successful persuasion. 

Both the Huk insurgency and the Vietnam War provide examples of strategic 
communication in which a central authority controls institutional communication to 
achieve specific national objectives.  Although such an approach can be effective, as it 
was in the Philippines, it can also be abused, as it was in Vietnam.  Efforts to maintain 
control over communicative actions for an extended period of time will prove difficult in 
a large, liberal-democratic bureaucracy confronted by a free press and an adaptive 
adversary. Effective strategic communication appears to require the use of diverse 
communicative styles developed within distinct organizational cultures, rather than a 
homogenization of government communication. 

During Operation Desert Storm in 1991, dramatic images of airpower 
commanded attention at a time when worldwide media had little information beyond 
what coalition and Iraqi forces would provide.  Popular perceptions of airpower benefited 
the Air Force in the short term but skewed public understanding of the precision and 
effectiveness of air strikes.  America’s adversaries began to exploit discrepancies 
between public expectations and the actual results of air operations as the transparency of 
conflict zones increased with the expansion of global information networks throughout 
the 1990s. Ironically, although propaganda against US airpower encouraged Department 
of Defense planners to embed media with military units during the 2003 invasion of Iraq, 
the Air Force could not take advantage of the increased transparency.  Host-nation 
sensitivity to direct association with airpower violence, combined with institutional habits 
of control, limited public information about the Air Force’s role in the operation, which 
has hurt the service politically. 

In sum, the recent history of US air operations confirms predictions that public 
communication about airpower tends to be controlled, needs-based, and domestically 
focused. At the same time, social and technological pressures favoring public 
transparency have made this traditional mode of communication increasingly ineffective.  
The Air Force now confronts a situation where the service’s belief in the strategic 
relevance of airpower is diverging from both public opinion and the perspectives of other 
government agencies.  The service must adopt a position of critical publicity in the public 
sphere that adapts service positions to shifting public perceptions through open and 
varied communication processes. While capitalizing on its advantage in providing 
objective information, especially visual information, the Air Force must work harder to 
develop compelling, subjective narratives appropriate for air operations.  Current 
attempts to operationalize service communication are superficial: they do not reduce the 
bureaucratic barriers between operators and the public, and they do not provide 
professional communicators with more operational experience.  Air Force 
communication reform should address these shortfalls to create a more flexible, 
transparent communication capability that advances the service’s interests within 
boundaries acceptable to DOD and national policymakers. 
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Introduction 

The Organizational Foundation of Public Communication 

The standard US government public affairs operation was designed primarily to 
respond to individual requests for information.  It tends to be reactive, not 
proactive – and it still operates for the most part on an eight hour, five- or six-
day-a-week basis, while the world events, and our enemies, are operating 24-7, 
across every time zone.  That’s an unacceptable dangerous deficiency....  

– US Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld 
17 February 2006 

What is clear to me is that there is a need for a dramatic increase in spending on 
the civilian instruments of national security – diplomacy, strategic 
communications, foreign assistance, civic action, and economic reconstruction 
and development. 

– US Secretary of Defense Robert Gates 
26 November 2007 

[US Air Force Chief of Staff General T. Michael] Moseley also announced he 
stood up a new Office of Strategic Communications [sic], doubling the 
Pentagon’s 56-member public affairs staff with new divisions under the 
leadership of a two-star general instead of a one-star....  The new divisions in the 
Pentagon will reshape how the Air Force represents itself in a “new media 
world,” with everything from blogs to traditional media, he said.  

– Nicole Gaudiano 
“USAF Chief Seeks Boost in Intel Presence,” 

Air Force Times, 22 November 2005 

The wars America is fighting and many of the wars it will fight in the future are 

primarily wars of ideas.  How America chooses to fight those wars depends on the 

outcome of an unresolved civil war among agencies of the United States government, 

each seeking to define new strategies for improving the nation’s image and influence in 

the world. The epigraphs above represent three different opinions about the proper role 

of military forces in a national effort to promote and protect ideas—the US government-

wide means of informing and influencing public perceptions lately termed strategic 

communication. Former Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld sees a significant role for 



military personnel in strategic communication, although he acknowledges that poor 

training and promotion incentives have hindered the development of effective military 

communicators.1  Secretary Gates views strategic communication primarily as one of the 

“civilian instruments of national security,” which will be enhanced less by military 

initiatives than by improving the capabilities of the State Department and other federal 

agencies.2  In contrast to both Rumsfeld and Gates, the formation of an Air Force 

communication directorate represents an approach that links national security objectives 

to institutional interests, a good image of the Air Force presumably reinforcing the 

national policies that sustain and employ the force. 

Why, then, should the Air Force engage in strategic communication—for itself or 

for its country?  Alternatively, should the Air Force minimize its communication efforts 

in favor of other government agencies or priorities?  By presenting a theory of public 

communication in war and applying this theory to an evaluation of air operations over 

several decades, this study argues that the US Air Force cannot escape the need to 

communicate with global audiences.  Moreover, such communication invariably will take 

root in the service’s self-image and interests.  Self-representation is the purpose of 

communication by a government organization in a democracy.   

However, the success of Air Force and US government communicators during 

previous conflicts has been frustrated or at least tempered by the tensions inherent in the 

institutional nature of public communication.  Ideally, airmen should communicate in 

ways that triangulate between the visions of Gates, Rumsfeld, and Moseley—that is, Air 

Force public communication should advance US strategic interests, joint military 

operations, and organizational objectives all at the same time.  Building a communication 

capability that can consistently approach that ideal begins with a thorough understanding 

of the dimensions of Air Force communication in both theory and practice.   

1 Donald H. Rumsfeld, secretary of defense, US Department of Defense (address, Council on Foreign

Relations, New York, 17 February 2006), http://www.defenselink.mil/ speeches/2006/sp20060217

12574.html.

2 Robert M. Gates, secretary of defense, US Department of Defense (lecture, Kansas State University, 

Manhattan, KS, 26 November 2007), http://www.defenselink.mil/speeches/speech.aspx?speechid=1199. 
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Public Communication versus Strategic Communication 

Within the current policy debate, strategic communication and public diplomacy 

are the two terms used most often as labels for official US communication activities.  

Public diplomacy is the term of art within the State Department.  The Department of 

Defense (DOD) generally has preferred strategic communication. Since diplomacy is 

commonly understood as an activity directed toward citizens of other nations, it neglects 

the need to communicate with domestic audiences to inform political debate and counter 

the information activities of US adversaries.  Strategic communication also avoids 

implicitly bounding communicative responsibility within the State Department’s 

established public diplomacy programs and organizations.  Despite the descriptive 

advantage of strategic communication, the term seems to be losing bureaucratic steam, 

having provoked opposition from the current chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.3 

Matters of verbal fashion aside, the official definition of strategic communication 

is problematic.  DOD defines strategic communication as “focused United States 

Government efforts to understand and engage key audiences to create, strengthen, or 

preserve conditions favorable for the advancement of United States Government 

interests, policies, and objectives through the use of coordinated programs, plans, themes, 

messages, and products synchronized with the actions of all instruments of national 

power.”4  This definition’s emphasis on US interests—which are assumed to exist in a 

form coherent enough to devise an array of themes, messages, plans, programs, and 

products to support them—denies the role of government organizations in shaping those 

interests through communication. It may be politically expedient for the Air Force to 

symbolically reinforce a distinction between US and organizational interests, as it 

presumably did when it renamed its service-centric Office of Strategic Communication 

within a year of its inception.5  For the purposes of this study, however, service or other 

government leaders are assumed to face difficulties when attempting to identify, 

prioritize, and deconflict national and institutional objectives. 

3 Adm M. G. Mullen, chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff, to the deputy secretary of defense, memorandum

CM-0087-07, 14 December 2007. 

4 Joint Publication (JP) 1-02, Department of Defense Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms, on-line 

ed., https://jdeis.js.mil, s.v. “strategic communication.” 

5 John Robinson, “Communicating Airpower: Strategic Communication and the United States Air Force 

since 9/11” (unpublished paper, Air Force Research Institute, Air University, Maxwell AFB, AL, 2008), 6.
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While retaining strategic communication in cases where the official definition 

applies, this study prefers to use the term public communication—or, more simply, 

communication—to distinguish a situation in which organizations exchange information 

with others for reasons that may include but are not limited to established US policy or 

national interests. Public communication assumes a voluntary exchange of information 

between individuals inside the organization and one or more designated populations 

outside the organization.  For military services and commands, information used for 

administration, logistics, intelligence, operational command and control, or policy 

deliberations is not considered part of public communication unless officials choose to 

release this information to individuals outside DOD.  Public communication also assumes 

a loss of control over future dissemination of released information.  Outsiders generally 

communicate the information they receive to others, reinterpreting the organization’s 

original perspective on the information along the way.  Law or custom may impose 

limitations on how one outside group, such as members of Congress, relays information 

to other outsiders, such as journalists. 

Traditional Air Force public communication functions are listed in Table 1.  The 

Air Force’s public communication capability resides in the institutional attention— 

personnel, resources, bureaucratic autonomy, and other forms of support—given to these 

and similar activities.  Of course, Air Force actions will generate public perceptions 

independent of communication activities, and the validity of words depends on their 

consonance with deeds. Likewise, information received from public sources should 

influence planning for future service actions.  Still, public communication is concerned 

primarily with the efforts needed to exchange information about organizational actions, 

rather than with the planning and execution of the actions themselves. 
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Table 1.  Traditional Air Force public communication functions. 

Function Sample Activities Extent of Air Force Activity 

Public Affairs Press conferences, media embedding, 
web-based military news and 
information services, Pentagon 
Channel and Armed Forces Network, 
engagement with domestic 
community leaders below the national 
level, and domestic mass media 
advertising 

Extensive: Most units at the wing level 
and above receive dedicated PA 
support.  Service provides the majority 
of DOD’s forward-based and 
deployable combat cameramen and 
military broadcasters. 

Psychological 
Operations 

Leaflets, EC-130J Commando Solo 
broadcasts, shows of force, direct 
communication with adversaries 
(speakers, phone, e-mail, etc.) for 
purpose of influence, and foreign 
mass media advertising 

Limited: Communication plans and 
product content typically developed by 
other agencies.  Service primarily 
supports these efforts by delivering 
products from airborne platforms. 

Civil-Military 
Operations 

Aid delivery, provision of medical or 
other essential services, infrastructure 
projects, and engagement with foreign 
community leaders at the local level 

Moderate: Extensive support of 
airborne aid delivery.  Active provider 
of medical assistance.  Other support 
typically provided only when 
requirements exceed Army 
capabilities. 

Military Deception Feints, ruses, and other information 
designed to mislead adversaries 

Limited: Used in combat operations, 
but communication usually limited to 
enabling a small audience to passively 
receive misleading or ambiguous 
information. 

Diplomacy & 
Security Cooperation 

Alliances, combined exercises, 
security assistance and training, 
technology transfer, engagement with 
foreign dignitaries, and air attachés 

Moderate: Active global engagement, 
but modest scope compared with other 
services and agencies. 

Exchange Programs Professional military education 
programs and liaison officers 

Moderate: Accepts many foreign 
personnel into military training and 
education programs.  Limited presence 
of liaison officers in service 
organizations, and very limited 
presence of USAF officers abroad. 

Legislative & Other 
Intragovernmental 
Liaison 

Testimony, orientation tours for key 
staff members, legislative and White 
House fellowships, and interagency 
liaison officers.  

Extensive: Dedicated legislative liaison 
staff and highly competitive selection 
of fellows.  Significant liaison 
relationships within DOD and 
intelligence community, but fewer 
within other US agencies. 

Source: author. 
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Methodology and Organization 

Because most recent literature has focused on the nexus between government 

policy and official activities implicit in a theory of strategic communication, this thesis 

begins with an alternative theoretical framework for public communication—specifically, 

communication that supports the use of airpower in war.  This approach assumes that the 

Air Force’s organizational culture and communicative motivations derive in part from 

those qualities of warfare in general and air warfare in particular identified by military 

theorists.  Connections identified between established military and communication theory 

help define the value of public communication for air operations in the abstract.  From 

this analysis emerges a relatively nuanced concept of public communication as a process 

of continuous organizational negotiation of the nature of war and war policy in the public 

sphere. This concept can be simplified by focusing on a few key dimensions of the 

communicative process, which in turn can be used to analyze the overall coherence and 

probable effectiveness of public communication. 

Historical case studies provide the method for evaluating the predictions derived 

from the theory presented in Chapter 1.  Chapters 2 through 4 examine public 

communication in three major eras of airpower development:   

� the Second World War, specifically air operations against Japan 

� the Vietnam War, focusing on the period after the 1968 Tet Offensive 

� air operations from 1991’s Operation Desert Storm to 2003’s Operation 

Iraqi Freedom.   

By way of contrast with what largely went wrong with airpower and public 

communication in the Vietnam War, Chapter 3 also includes a short consideration of the 

Philippine and US governments’ successful response to the Hukbalahap insurgency 

(1946-1954). Chapter 5 identifies trends in Air Force public communication derived 

from the case studies and discusses these findings in relation to future efforts to reform 

service and DOD programs. 

The particular cases examined in this study were selected for two reasons.  First, 

the cases demonstrate a range of possible strategies for public communication, discussed 

in greater detail within the individual chapters.  Second, taken together, the cases 

represent a fairly broad spectrum of military objectives associated with the use of force.  
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The cases do not include operations in which the resort to force mostly is implied, as it 

was during the Berlin Airlift or other humanitarian relief operations.  Although these 

activities deserve further study, they do not represent hard cases for military 

communicators because the means employed generally are consistent with the values and 

interests of the majority of public groups affected. 

As argued in the next chapter, public communication activities conducted by an 

airpower organization perform a supporting role within a wider military strategy.  

Although the results of organizational communication are evident in contemporary press 

reports on military operations, there is less evidence in primary documents about why 

particular communication approaches were accepted or rejected.  In some cases, 

conclusions must be inferred because they are consistent with other documented policies 

or concerns. Nevertheless, a sufficient basis of primary and secondary sources exists to 

trace general trends in the purpose and nature of public communication by air 

components in the four operations considered in this study. 

Value of the Study for Current Policy Debates 

The thoughts and analysis that follow are intended primarily for Air Force leaders 

interested in improving the service’s public communication programs, but the study has 

value for those considering the future of communication activities within the Defense 

Department or US government as a whole.  Specifically, this study adds two unique 

elements to the recent body of policy recommendations and research associated with 

strategic communication or public diplomacy. First, this research treats public 

communication in war as an organizational process of military components or services 

that can promote both positive and negative outcomes.  This approach moderates 

influential work that has either ignored service interests or presented them as problems to 

be overcome.  Second, the theory presented in Chapter 1 explicitly links public 

communication to established general theories of war applicable to the full range of 

military operations.  This analytical paradigm and the recommendations derived from it 

thus supplement recent research based on either traditional communication theory or 

specific military problems like fighting insurgencies.  A brief review of current policy 

issues and supporting literature will clarify how this study diverges—hopefully in a 
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productive way—from the main currents of thought on America’s public communication 

challenges. 

In general, the proliferating literature on this topic considers the government’s 

communication programs from the perspective of either grand strategy or current military 

operations. The literature focused on grand strategy can be categorized according to 

whether it advocates changes in communication programs or more fundamental changes 

in national policy.  Discussions of the role of communication in military operations, on 

the other hand, are circumscribed by two factors: an enduring debate about the proper 

relationship between the disciplines of public affairs (PA) and psychological operations 

(PSYOP), and the immediate demand for solutions to countering insurgents and 

terrorists.   

The grand strategic school of public communication analysis relies heavily on 

Joseph Nye’s work since 1990, which traces the growing importance of “soft power”— 

the ability to attract others through the appeal of national culture, values, policies, or 

institutions—as opposed to traditional “hard power”—the ability to coerce or reward 

others through military or economic actions.6  Nye includes the influence of observed or 

stated hard-power policies in his concept of soft power, and most subsequent 

commentators agree that words and deeds must complement each other.7  Panels of 

experts often produce predictable appeals for a grand strategy that balances hard and soft 

power. The Center for Strategic and International Studies, for example, recently 

recommended that the US reject reflexively military responses to enduring foreign policy 

problems, privileging instead a combination of economic incentives and public 

diplomacy.8  Individual policy analysts generally gravitate toward predominantly hard- or 

soft-power solutions, however. 

Analysts favoring hard power often note that better communication is 

meaningless until the US addresses real military and economic problems that foster anti

6 Joseph S. Nye, Jr., Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics (New York: Public Affairs, 2004), 

5-11.

7 An example emphasizing the need for both hard and soft power approaches to promoting democracy in

the Middle East is Thomas Carothers, “Democracy: Terrorism’s Uncertain Antidote,” Current History 102, 

no. 668 (December 2003): 403-406.

8 Center for Strategic and International Studies, CSIS Commission on Smart Power: A Smarter, More 

Secure America (Washington, DC: CSIS Press, 2007).
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Americanism, terrorism, and other ills.9  Critics with a more favorable or fatalistic view 

of US policy sometimes reverse this argument and contend that negative public opinion 

abroad is the inevitable result of US hegemony—a result of hard-power success rather 

than failure.10  Hard power also has its proponents among students of American public 

opinion, who argue that nothing succeeds like success when it comes to domestic support 

of military operations or other foreign policy actions.11  These arguments benefit from a 

certain irresistible logic: good policies that produce tangible benefits should be more 

popular than bad policies. Nonetheless, advocates of hard power overestimate both 

policymakers’ ability to make good policy choices and the public’s ability to perceive the 

benefits of those policies.  Communicators therefore must be prepared to promote 

policies with real and imagined virtues that are at best ambiguous.  Tipping ambiguity 

toward support is a function of public communication in the service of hard and soft 

power. 

Two studies by DOD’s Defense Science Board (DSB) and the Council on Foreign 

Relations (CFR) frame much of the debate on soft-power options at the level of grand 

strategy. To restore the centralized communication authority and expertise lost with the 

demise of the US Information Agency in 1998, the DSB in two consecutive reports has 

recommended the creation of permanent strategic communication structures within the 

National Security Council, DOD, and the State Department, along with a nonprofit center 

for independent research similar to the RAND Corporation.12  Although its independent 

task force on public diplomacy acknowledges the need for some reorganization, the CFR 

primarily emphasizes an “engagement approach” to communication, characterized by 

dialogue on contested issues and the courting of credible third-party spokespeople among 

9 For example, Lamis Adoni, “Deeds Speak Louder than Words,” Washington Quarterly 25, no. 2 (Spring 

2002): 85-100. 

10 Fouad Ajami, “The falseness of anti-Americanism,” Foreign Policy no. 138 (September/October 2003): 

52-61.

11 Col William M. Darley, “War Policy, Public Support, and the Media,” Parameters 35, no. 2 (Summer 

2005): 121-134. 

12 Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Acquisition, Technology, and Logistics, Report of the 

Defense Science Board: Task Force on Strategic Communication, (Washington, DC: September 2004).

Several military organizations created strategic communication offices after the 2004 report, but most of 

the board’s recommendations were not implemented and therefore were repeated in its 2008 report. Office 

of the Under Secretary of Defense for Acquisition, Technology, and Logistics, Report of the Defense 

Science Board: Task Force on Strategic Communication (Washington, DC: January 2008). 
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foreign press, clergy, cultural organizations, and business sectors.13  Since the DSB and 

CFR reports, more recent literature weighs the relative merits of changing organization or 

style to improve government-wide public communication, with critics observing that 

little progress has been made on either front.14 

The principal limitation of grand strategies for communication—whether reached 

through interagency consensus or the decree of an information czar—is the failure to 

approach public communication as an organizational process that alternately supports 

the competing ends of government institutions and US national security.  In the context of 

public communication, organizational interests are discussed—when they are 

discussed—as barriers to effectiveness.  As a member of the DSB strategic 

communication task force observes, the organizational culture within government 

communication offices, manifested by norms and firewalls, enhances professionalization 

but ultimately impedes the necessary centralization of US communication policy and 

planning.15  An Air Force PA officer notes that, within DOD, “Joint planning efforts for 

delivery of information can quickly devolve into a service competition for the largest 

budget allocation or most and best media coverage in an operation.”16  A strategic 

communication process must ensure that such competition “should not come at the 

expense of DOD’s success in supporting national strategies.”17 

But how does DOD define and seek success in supporting national strategies? 

Without discounting the negative effects of tribalism—which are amply demonstrated by 

the case studies in Chapters 2 through 4—this study assumes that organizational cultures 

and political competition are the principal means through which military institutions 

develop and execute communication policies. Strategic communication initiatives 

13 Peter G. Peterson, “Public Diplomacy and the War on Terrorism,” Foreign Affairs 81, no. 5

(September/October 2002): 74-92.

14 For a representative example of a predominantly organizational approach, see Jeffrey P. Jones, “Strategic

Communication: A Mandate for the United States,” Joint Forces Quarterly 39, no. 4 (4th Quarter 2005):

108-114.  For an example of a stylistic approach, see Marc Lynch, “Al-Qaeda’s Media Strategies,” 

National Interest, no. 83 (Spring 2006): 50-56.  Both discuss systemic issues that have slowed reform of 

US communication programs.  

15 Bruce Gregory, “Public Diplomacy and Strategic Communication: Cultures, Firewalls, and Imported 

Norms” (paper presented at the American Political Science Association Conference on International 

Communication and Conflict, George Washington University and Georgetown University, Washington,

DC, 31 August 2005). 

16 Lt Col Lindsey J. Borg, “Communicating with Intent: DOD and Strategic Communication” (Air Force 

Fellows program paper, Air University, April 2007), 72. 

17 Borg, “Communicating with Intent: DOD and Strategic Communication,” 71. 
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implemented at or above the DOD level will be stillborn if they do not account for how 

constituent institutions organize and conduct vital communication activities in specific 

ways, for specific reasons. Failure to address potential contradictions at the outset may 

hinder government officials in any effort to shape America’s ability to win a war of ideas. 

Graham Allison, Carl Builder, and Morton Halperin have analyzed the pervasive 

influence of organizational culture and political competition in questions of strategy.18 

However, the centrality of organizations has its opponents.  With specific reference to 

military doctrine, for example, Barry Posen has argued that military organizations 

generally resist change; innovation requires the active intervention of civilian authorities 

motivated by balance of power considerations that transcend institutional interests.19 

Thus the degree of change implicit in the reorientation of government-wide 

communication programs may warrant the imposition of civilian authority as 

recommended by the DSB and others.  In opposition to Posen, Stephen Peter Rosen has 

argued that military innovation derives from changes in organizational culture, as when 

commanders radically redefine traditional measures of effectiveness in war, or when far

sighted military leaders create promotion pathways for young officers proficient in new 

ways of war.20  This study assumes that military strategy is influenced more heavily by 

the organizational and political factors identified by Allison, Builder, Halperin, and 

Rosen. Although new strategies for communication may be demanded from without, 

they will only achieve a practical and enduring form from within. 

The organizational unit of analysis for this study is an individual military service, 

the US Air Force. This unit of analysis represents another departure from recent trends in 

academic and professional literature.  Critics of US grand strategy, while demonstrating 

growing appreciation for organizational culture and interests, typically structure their 

discussion around differences that emerge among agencies at the Cabinet level.21 

18 Graham Allison and Philip Zelikow, Essence of Decision: Exploring the Cuban Missile Crisis, 2nd ed. 

(New York: Longman, 1999).  Carl H. Builder, The Masks of War: American Military Styles in Strategy 

and Analysis (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989).  Morton Halperin, Bureaucratic 

Politics and Foreign Policy (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, 1974). 

19 Barry R. Posen, The Sources of Military Doctrine: France, Britain, and Germany Between the World

Wars (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1984). 

20 Stephen Peter Rosen, Winning the Next War: Innovation and the Modern Military (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 

University Press, 1991). 

21 For example, Carnes Lord, Losing Hearts and Minds?: Public Diplomacy and Strategic Influence in an

Age of Terror (Westport, CT: Praeger Security International, 2006). 


11 




Literature focused on DOD communication programs demonstrate different choices in 

simplification, viewing public communication through the lens of particular military 

functions or the specific types of conflict in which US forces now are engaged.  These 

approaches to the problems and promise of public communication are useful, but they 

also introduce crucial limitations to the debate.  

The 2006 Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) approaches strategic 

communication as a matter of improving existing DOD functions as part of an anticipated 

interagency solution. Strategic communication depends on “efforts led by the 

Department of State to improve integration of this vital element of national power into 

strategies across the Federal Government,” but such strategies rely on “primary 

supporting capabilities” fielded by DOD.22  The QDR commits the Defense Department 

to improving four identified capabilities: military PA, diplomacy by military officials, 

defense support to public diplomacy programs, and military information operations (IO), 

including PSYOP.23  Where the full degree of organizational cooperation necessary to 

implement “strategies across the Federal Government” may be lacking, presuming 

incompatibility among one or more of these functions avoids the unpleasant finger-

pointing associated with discussing public communication writ large as a responsibility 

of organizations headed by appointed officials.  Within this construct, fulfilling the QDR 

mandate becomes a question of reconciling the somewhat contradictory nature of PA and 

PSYOP, the military’s established public communication disciplines.   

For reasons discussed later, the military has primarily used its PA function to 

provide information to US news media; therefore, the discipline has broadly if 

imperfectly reflected domestic trends favoring press freedoms and objective presentation 

of information.  In contrast, PSYOP programs have adopted more controlled, subjective 

approaches to influencing foreign audiences.24  Thus, PA officers tend to write the history 

of communication in war as the history of informing the political discourse of the 

American public, while PSYOP officers shift the focus toward government attempts to 

22 Office of the Secretary of Defense, Quadrennial Defense Review Report, (Washington, DC: Government

Printing Office, 6 February 2006), 92. 

23 Office of the Secretary of Defense, Quadrennial Defense Review Report, 92. 

24 Gregory, “Public Diplomacy and Strategic Communication,” 15-28.
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influence foreign populations.25  Yet assumed differences between informing and 

influencing, between discursive and instrumental communication, may be distinctions 

without a difference when it comes to government information programs.26  The case 

studies that follow suggest that there has not been a strong practical distinction among 

various modes of public communication in the past, and technological advances will not 

make functional categorization easier for government officials.  Global communication 

networks have eliminated the government’s ability to channel information exclusively to 

either US or foreign audiences, and the line between subjectivity and objectivity has 

blurred as proliferating media frame facts from many cultural and political viewpoints.   

Still, as the conditions that spawned the military’s communication disciplines 

have changed, efforts to reform those disciplines have raised fundamental questions about 

the proper limits of government propaganda programs.  The Senate Armed Services 

Committee rejected a $3 million DOD request to implement its Strategic Communication 

Execution Roadmap in 2007 because “any attempt to integrate” the functions of public 

diplomacy, PA, and IO “could compromise the integrity of each of these functions.”27 

The previous two chairmen of the Joint Chiefs of Staff have reversed policies on the 

proper relationship of PA and IO during operations in Iraq and Afghanistan.28  The 

current chairman has argued that any strategic communication organization “should exist 

only to facilitate the transition to more organic processes imbedded within existing 

structures.”29  This position effectively dissolved DOD’s fledgling strategic 

communication office, which provoked the House Armed Services Committee to use its 

version of the fiscal year 2009 defense authorization bill to direct the re-establishment of 

the office.30  But legislators also approved language barring DOD from “any form of 

communication in support of national objectives designed to influence the opinions, 

25 Darley, “War Policy, Public Support, and the Media.”  Lt Col Susan L. Gough, “The Evolution of 
Strategic Influence” (research paper, US Army War College, Carlisle Barracks, PA, 7 April 2003). 
26 Gregory, “Public Diplomacy and Strategic Communication,” 13-14. 
27 Sebastian Sprenger, “Congress Balks at DOD’s ‘Strategic Communication’ Plans,” Federal Computer 
Week, 14 August 2007.  For the proposed roadmap, see Gordan England, Deputy Secretary of Defense, to 
secretaries of the military departments et al., memorandum OSD 13697-06, 25 September 2006.  
28 Gen Richard B. Meyers, chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff, to service chiefs and combatant command 
commanders, memorandum CM-2077-04, 27 September 2004.  Gen Peter Pace, chairman, Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, to service chiefs and combatant command commanders, memorandum CM-0879-07, 14 June 2007. 
29 Mullen, to the deputy secretary of defense, memorandum CM-0087-07, 14 December 2007. 
30 Christopher J. Castelli, “Demise of Strategic Communications Group Disturbs House Panel,” Inside the 
Pentagon, 22 May 2008. 
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emotions, attitudes or behavior of the people of the United States in order to benefit the 

sponsor, either directly or indirectly.”31  Consensus that the United States must win the 

current war of ideas is matched with consensus that government agencies cannot become 

too influential while doing so. This is really no consensus at all.  

Although such confusion may frustrate the functional organization of 

communication across DOD in the near term, fresh experience in fighting terrorists and 

insurgents has renewed interest in pragmatic, lower-level solutions for current 

communication challenges.  In a representative sample drawn from US Army journals in 

the spring of 2006, commanders are focusing on integrating existing communication 

capabilities into evolving counterinsurgency (COIN) strategies at the corps level and 

below.32  There is value in defining communication tactics appropriate to specific 

operational scenarios in this manner, but the approach carries little prescriptive value for 

the full range of potential scenarios a military force may confront.  For example, can a 

limited set of communication tactics be employed in a “three-block war,” in which US 

forces conduct full-scale combat, peacekeeping, and humanitarian relief operations 

simultaneously?33  A 2005 workshop bringing together Army commanders with 

experience in Iraq and Afghanistan confirmed the dilemma of defining communication 

tactics for complex environments.  Participants declared themselves unable to 

recommend how communication and civil reconstruction efforts could be reconciled with 

the lethal operations necessary to maintain stability against an active insurgency.34 

As this necessarily short review of relevant literature suggests, studies of public 

communication from the perspective of its constituent functions or specific operational 

categories have not advanced the military’s understanding of the subject as far as might 

31 Associated Press, “Democrats’ attempted ban on Pentagon propaganda could be easier said than done,”

International Herald Tribune, 3 June 2008, http://www.iht.com/articles/ap/2008/06/03/america/NA-GEN

US-Pentagon-Propaganda.php. 

32 Col Ralph O. Baker, “The Decisive Weapon: A Brigade Combat Team Commander’s Perspective on

Information Operations,” Military Review (May-June 2006): 13-32.  Lt Gen Thomas F. Metz et al., 

“Massing Effects in the Information Domain: A Case Study in Aggressive Information Operations,” 

Military Review (May-June 2006): 2-12.  Capt Greg Tomlin, “More than a Campaign of Platitudes: 

Effective Information Operations for the Battalion/Task Force and Company/Team,” Armor (May-June

2006): 20-25. 

33 Gen Charles C. Krulak, “The Strategic Corporal: Leadership in the Three Block War,” Marines 

Magazine 28, no. 1 (January 1999): 28-34.

34 Deirdre Collings and Rafal Pohozinski, Shifting Fire: Information Effects in Counterinsurgency and

Stability Operations, A Workshop Report (Carlisle Barracks, PA: US Army War College, 2006). 
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 be wished. Therefore, there may be value in the service-oriented, organizational 

approach adopted by this study. In fact, service cultures and interests may help explain 

why other interpretive frameworks have not been able to spur more significant policy 

changes. The Army stands to gain if DOD reorients itself toward COIN operations and 

communication directed at foreign audiences, since the Army retains the bulk of PSYOP 

and other special operations forces. At the same time, the legacy of Vietnam probably 

has prevented senior Army leaders from wholeheartedly embracing the COIN or PSYOP 

missions.35  The Navy and Air Force have an arguably more limited role in COIN and 

PSYOP, and, despite periodic setbacks, both services also have strong track records in 

successfully exploiting communication with the American public, Congress, and policy 

elites.36  These services and their champions within the Joint Staff and Congress therefore 

have an interest in checking the growth of strategic communication bureaucracies that 

further restrict their independence in domestic communication.  Consequently, Army 

ambivalence and the interests of sister services may limit the extent to which COIN 

doctrine, PSYOP capabilities, or strategic communication concepts can drive substantial 

reforms within DOD. 

The influence of service cultures on major policy paths should not be overstated; 

the security environment, politics, economics, and technology will shape organizational 

norms and interests over time.  However, the future of public communication within the 

US defense establishment depends in large part on the choices that individual military 

services make today.  Wherever military forces are deployed in this century, they will be 

serving on the front lines of ideological conflict.  Their success will depend on how well 

their parent services have organized, trained, and equipped them for the communication 

challenges of modern warfare.  The quality of each service’s preparation, in turn, will 

depend on the institution’s vision of itself: its dominant theories of victory, its historical 

experience, and its relationship to the public groups it seeks to persuade. 

35 Thomas E. Ricks, Fiasco: The American Military Adventure in Iraq (New York: Penguin, 2006), 129
133.  James Kitfield, Prodigal Soldiers: How the Generation of Officers Born of Vietnam Revolutionized 

the American Style of War (Washington, DC: Potomac Books, 1995). 

36 Robinson, “Communicating Airpower,” 29-34.
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Chapter 1 

Public Communication and Airpower Strategy 

For the implementation of a normative grand strategy, the organization of 
modern states is both the essential instrument and a powerful impediment.  

– Edward N. Luttwak 
Strategy: The Logic of War and Peace (2001) 

If strategy is the agent of policy, so policy is the product of an ongoing political 
process, just as strategy itself is the product of an ongoing strategy-making 
process. 

– Colin S. Gray 
Modern Strategy (1999) 

From an organizational perspective, the purpose of public communication is self-

defined. The definition may be explicit, as when organizations develop communication 

campaigns in support of specific organizational objectives.  Often, however, 

organizations do not declare the purposes served by public communication programs.  In 

some cases, organizations obscure the connection in order to preserve the credibility of 

public communication through an illusion of disinterested discourse. More frequently, 

however, the organization’s purposes and its habits of communication become so rooted 

in institutional culture and practice that any previously explicit connection between the 

two fades. When the effectiveness of public communication programs is questioned—as 

it has been in recent years—it becomes necessary to define implicit relationships.  We 

cannot tell if communication programs are succeeding if we do not know what they are 

designed to do. This chapter represents an attempt to recover implicit, foundational 

connections between the US Air Force and its public communication programs.  

Variation in the communication mechanisms that airmen use to persuade people about the 

nature, purpose, or effect of airpower operations are determined largely by the 

relationship between coercive force and the characteristics of the persuasive act itself.     
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Elements of Strategy: Instruments, Mechanisms, and Outcomes   

Strategy is, among other things, a process of defining the instruments and 

mechanisms that will produce desired outcomes.1  The nature of instruments, 

mechanisms, and outcomes as elements of strategy is summarized by Daniel Byman and 

Matthew Waxman, using the example of the 1999 air operations against Serbia: 

During Operation Allied Force, NATO tried to force Serbian President 
Slobodan Milosevic to make concessions in part by attacking strategic 
targets in Serbia proper, such as the electric grid and the facilities of 
regime supporters.  NATO planners believed that as the destruction 
mounted, key regime supporters and the population at large would become 
disgruntled with Milosevic’s leadership, forcing him to cede autonomy to 
Kosovo or risk losing power. In other words, NATO sought to use air 
attacks (a coercive instrument) on strategic targets to generate popular and 
elite disaffection (the theorized mechanisms) that would favorably 
influence Milosevic’s decision making and lead him to accept terms 
similar to the Rambouillet accords (desired concessions).2 

This example follows a relatively straightforward strategic logic that starts with a desired 

outcome and determines the mechanisms and instruments that might achieve this 

outcome at acceptable risk and cost.  This is the same conceptual process advocated in 

Air Force doctrine, which discusses strategy in terms of ends (outcomes), ways 

(mechanisms), means (instruments), and risk.3  Strategic logic in practice is more 

complex, since outcomes are seldom static or predetermined, and the mere availability of 

instruments influences decisions to change the strategic status quo in specific ways.  

Serbian concessions on Kosovo’s autonomy became a desired outcome of the strategic 

situation in the former Yugoslavia in part because NATO possessed the ability to apply 

airpower to that end.4 

When viewing military strategy as a product of the political interaction of military 

services and other organizations, it makes sense to consider the formulation of strategy, 

1 Daniel Byman and Matthew Waxman, The Dynamics of Coercion: American Foreign Policy and the 
Limits of Military Might (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 27-29. 
2 Byman and Waxman, The Dynamics of Coercion, 28. 
3 Air Force Doctrine Document (AFDD) 2, Operations and Organization, 3 April 2007, 5-6. 
4 Benjamin S. Lambeth, NATO’s Air War for Kosovo: A Strategic and Operational Assessment (Santa 
Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2001), 245-250.  Paul G. Gillespie, Weapons of Choice: The 
Development of Precision Guided Munitions (Tuscaloosa, AL: University of Alabama Press, 2006), 155
158. 
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not from outcomes to instruments, but from instruments to outcomes.  This approach 

does not argue that desired outcomes lack primacy in the development of strategy.  The 

last move is the one that counts, even if the strategist never quite gets there.  

Nevertheless, a military service’s charge to procure and develop distinct instruments of 

power encourages the service to value certain mechanisms for strategic problem-solving.  

Services have, or should have, distinguishable theories of success.  When national leaders 

seek solutions, the service’s preferred mechanisms become its arguments in the strategic 

debate. 

In a political system that allocates resources and prestige based on perceptions of 

current and future efficacy, a military service lives and dies through its ability to promote 

its preferred mechanisms as solutions to a range of desired outcomes.  Public 

communication thus serves two strategic purposes for the Air Force.  First, 

communication can enhance the effectiveness of the service’s preferred instruments and 

mechanisms.  Second, communication enables the service to champion its preferred 

instruments and mechanisms within the political processes that produce military strategy, 

military budgets, and national security policy.   

The remainder of this chapter relates public communication first to airpower and 

then to national strategy and policy, beginning at the level of strategic mechanisms—that 

is, ways of shaping outcomes.  Practical examples in the case studies that follow 

demonstrate how various instruments of public communication or airpower support these 

mechanisms.  A thorough familiarity with specific instruments is not necessary, however, 

because the usefulness of these instruments as elements of strategy derives from the 

mechanisms and outcomes they support.5 

The Air Force may choose, for example, to develop ballistic missile defenses in 

order to deter emerging adversaries who are pursuing missile technology.  The relevant 

deterrence mechanism here is denial: by possessing a system that prevents missiles from 

striking their intended targets, the Air Force denies would-be adversaries the strategic 

benefits of a missile program.  The Air Force’s PA instrument can contribute to this 

denial strategy by providing credible third parties with information about the 

5 For a discussion of Air Force public communication instruments, see Air Force Doctrine Document 
(AFDD) 2-5, Information Operations, 11 January 2005, 9-17.  For air power instruments, see Air Force 
Doctrine Document (AFDD) 1, Air Force Basic Doctrine, 17 November 2003, 39-58. 
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effectiveness of the service’s missile defenses.  The value of both missile defense and PA 

in this case depends on how well each supports the mechanism of denial and the outcome 

of preventing adversaries from developing or using missile technology.  The value of 

either instrument increases if it can be used to support other outcomes or different 

mechanisms. 

Public Communication as a Cumulative Strategy 

Although the instruments and mechanisms of public communication may have 

theoretical value for the Air Force, it does not follow that the communication function is 

valued within the organization. In fact, organizational theory suggests that the Air Force 

should tend to marginalize or neglect public communication.  As Halperin observes, an 

organization defines itself in terms of its essential roles and missions.6  Military 

organizations in particular will pursue and protect the capabilities that support its task-

oriented identity while favoring individuals associated most closely with that identity.7 

Within the Air Force, this means that pilots and aerospace technology—particularly 

destructive technology—generally are valued more than other organizational resources.8 

The concept of strategic communication posits that Air Force communication works like 

all other forms of US information power.  Given the Air Force’s focus on flying and 

fighting, it is fair to ask whether the service’s mission distinguishes its communication 

programs from those of agencies that do not identify themselves with the use of coercive 

force. 

Military public communication is best understood as a cumulative strategy that 

supports a complementary sequential strategy, although not necessarily a military one.  In 

his 1967 treatise on military strategy, Rear Admiral J.C. Wylie defined the difference 

between sequential and cumulative strategies.9  Sequential strategies are “composed of a 

series of discrete steps,” where “each step could clearly be seen by the strategist ahead of 

time, could be clearly appraised in terms of its expected result; and the actual result 

would in turn lead to the next step, the next position to be taken, or the next action to be 

6 Halperin, Bureaucratic Politics and Foreign Policy, 26-28. 

7 Halperin, Bureaucratic Politics and Foreign Policy, 39-40 and 55.

8 Builder, The Masks of War, 23 and 26.

9 Rear Adm J.C. Wylie, Military Strategy: A General Theory of Power Control (1967; repr., Annapolis, 

MD: Naval Institute Press, 1989), 22-27. Wylie credits the idea of sequential and cumulative strategies to

his conversations with Dr. Herbert Rosinski. 
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planned.”10  Cumulative strategies present a pattern “made up of a collection of lesser 

actions, but these lesser or individual actions are not sequentially interdependent.  Each 

individual one is no more than a single statistic, an isolated plus or minus, in arriving at 

the final result.”11  For Wylie, the dual Allied advance toward Japanese-held territory in 

the Southwest and Central Pacific represented a sequential strategy, whereas submarine 

warfare against Japanese shipping represented a cumulative strategy.12 

Airpower often produces cumulative effects, although these effects may be the 

decisive military element in a larger sequential strategy.  The subordination of the 

cumulative strategy to the sequential means that the strategic sense of the cumulative 

activity derives from how well its appreciable costs and outcomes align with the logic of 

the sequential strategy. The bombing of North Vietnam in 1972 thus matched the modest 

sequential strategy of the Nixon administration, which was to salvage any remaining 

national advantage in the debacle through diplomatic and political disengagement from 

Southeast Asia, as discussed in Chapter 3.13  American bombing in the Balkans in the 

1990’s provided other examples of diplomatic concessions won through the application 

of cumulative airpower pressure.14  The Air Force arguably demonstrated greater utility 

than any other military force available in these situations, but the effectiveness of 

airpower depended on the progress of the sequential strategy.  Without diplomatic 

concessions by the North Vietnamese or the Serbs, the Air Force could not have claimed 

even limited success. 

Public communication follows a similar cumulative logic.  In the American 

electoral process, for example, press coverage, advertising, and public appearances all 

play a significant role in a political campaign, but only in relation to a sequential strategy 

that navigates multiple paths toward success through fundraising, primaries, nominating 

conventions, and the general election, all setting the conditions under which the elected 

official assumes power.  Polls can assess public opinion toward candidates with a high 

10 Wylie, Military Strategy, 23. 

11 Wylie, Military Strategy, 23. 

12 Wylie, Military Strategy, 23-24. 

13 Mark Clodfelter, The Limits of Air Power: The American Bombing of North Vietnam (New York: Free

Press, 1989), 204-205.

14 Karl Mueller, “The Demise of Yugoslavia and the Destruction of Bosnia: Strategic Causes, Effects, and 

Responses,” in Deliberate Force: A Case Study in Effective Air Campaigning, ed. Col Robert C. Owen 

(Maxwell AFB, AL: Air University Press, 2000), 28.  Lambeth, NATO’s Air War for Kosovo, 8-10. 
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degree of accuracy, but a statistical margin of error or last-minute reversal can erase any 

cumulative gains made by communication if the setback comes at a crucial stage of the 

sequential strategy. Similarly, Wylie’s Navy could assess the increasing tonnage of 

Japanese shipping destroyed by submarine attacks, but these measurements did not mean 

that either Allied or Japanese leaders recognized when “Japan had long since passed the 

point of no return.”15 

Measurements of effectiveness for public communication—derived from direct 

audience feedback, polls, media content analysis, or other methods—may help public 

communicators refine their choice of messages, channels, audiences, or control measures.  

But because public communication operates as a nonlinear cumulative strategy, these 

measures cannot predict whether communication will succeed.  Success must be defined 

by the consistency between the communication strategy and its sequential strategy, just as 

submarine warfare in the Pacific complemented America’s advance against Japanese-

held territories. Cumulative communication strategies supporting cumulative airpower 

strategies, by extension, should look to align instruments and mechanisms with the 

outcomes desired by the sequential strategy that both communication and airpower 

support. In Edward Luttwak’s construct, communicative effectiveness derives from 

harmony in the vertical dimension—coherence of communication within the military 

chain of command—and the horizontal dimension—coherence among communicative 

tactics across agencies implementing grand strategy.16 

When applying the cumulative effects of communication about airpower 

operations to support a broader strategy, the effects of Air Force public communication 

are shaped by at least two factors: 

�	 the characteristics of the communicative act itself, which is an act of 

persuasion 

�	 the characteristics of airpower, which is a specific means for applying 

various levels of coercive force. 

The process by which a military organization conceives and produces communicative 

effects in war is illustrated in Figure 1.  In essence, airmen engaging in public 

15 Wylie, Military Strategy, 24. 

16 Edward N. Luttwak, Strategy: The Logic of War and Peace, revised ed. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 2001), 239-242. 
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communication start with choices about objectives, audiences, psychological appeals, 

control, and transparency that confront any communicator.  These purely communicative 

choices—made from within the service or air component—also are filtered through the 

lens of the organization’s main function, which is the use of coercive force.  Only then is 

communication subject to horizontal integration with other communicating agencies as 

well as interaction with an adaptive adversary.  Put another way, communication 

develops in a way that is inherently organizational before it can become strategic. 

The remaining sections of this chapter discuss the dimensions relevant to the first 

two stages of this strategic progression—persuasion and coercion—and suggest how they 

may be related in a theory of organizational public communication.  Whereas the nature 

of persuasion and coercion is relatively enduring, adversaries and interagency dynamics 

change with time and circumstances.  Discussion of these latter dimensions of 

communication therefore is reserved for the historical case studies. 

Figure 1.  Dimensions of public communication. 
Source: author. 
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Communication and the Dimensions of Persuasion 

The mechanisms of public communication operate through persuasion, defined 

here as the ability to influence others’ perceptions, emotions, or judgments in a manner 

consistent with desired outcomes.  The ends of persuasion may be individual or group 

adherence to a common system of values or beliefs—orthodoxy—or adherence to actions 

executed without reference to norms—orthopraxy.17  Philosophers and scientists have 

suggested many different systems for categorizing persuasive mechanisms.  Aristotle’s 

Rhetoric classifies persuasive appeals based on the character of the speaker (ethos), the 

psychology or emotions of the listener (pathos), or the listener’s reason (logos).18 

Variations of Gerald Marwell and David Schmitt’s taxonomy of 16 persuasive techniques 

enjoy wide currency in academic literature.19  Another popular system proposed by 

Robert Cialdini identifies six common approaches to persuasion: reciprocity, 

commitment and consistency, social proof, liking, scarcity, and authority.20  The 

abundance of persuasive mechanisms does not pose a problem for the public 

communicator, since more mechanisms provide more strategic options.  But effective 

public communication relies on an understanding of the basic dimensions that bound the 

range of available mechanisms. 

The pioneering work of the cyberneticist Norbert Weiner and Claude Shannon 

provides a model of communication, illustrated in Figure 2, that simplifies the task of 

identifying relevant dimensions of public communication.21 

17 Jacques Ellul, Propaganda: The Formation of Men’s Attitudes, trans. Konrad Kellen and Jean Lerner 

(New York: Vintage Books, 1973), 25-27. Ellul contends that propaganda in a technological society, to be 

effective, must seek to prompt action by short-circuiting thought—i.e., propaganda can seek orthopraxy but

not orthodoxy.  The social construction of policy in the public sphere, discussed later in this chapter, 

suggests that propagandistic public communication can be used to build a consensus that approaches

orthodoxy, although this is much more difficult to do than stimulating reflexive actions. 

18 Aristotle, Rhetorica, in The Works of Aristotle, vol. 11, trans. W. Rhys Roberts (Oxford, UK: Clarendon 

Press, 1924). 

19 Gerald Marwell and David R. Schmitt, “Dimensions of compliance-gaining behavior: An empirical 

analysis,” Sociometry 30, no. 4 (December 1967): 350-364. 

20 Robert B. Cialdini, Influence: Science and Practice, 4th ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Allyn & Bacon, 

2000). 

21 Claude E. Shannon and Warren Weaver, A Mathematical Model of Communication (Champaign, IL:

University of Illinois Press, 1949).  For Weiner’s influence on Shannon, see Adam Brate, 

Technomanifestos: Visions from the Information Revolutionaries (New York: Texere, 2002), 20-21.


23 




Figure 2.  Simplified communication process model. 

Source: adapted from Shannon and Weaver, A Mathematical Model of Communication. 


In this model, the sender’s intended message is encoded, passed over a communication 

channel where it is subject to inevitable distorting effects collectively defined as noise, 

and decoded for the receiver (audience) of the message, who can then provide feedback 

through an identical process. If the sender is attempting to persuade the receiver, success 

depends on the variable relationships between sender and receiver, as well as choices 

made in the use of available messages, channels, feedback, and noise-reduction 

techniques. These qualities of the communication process define five key dimensions of 

persuasion as it applies to public communication by a government organization.  These 

dimensions are discussed briefly below. 

Domestic or Foreign Audiences.  The pre-existing affinity between sender and 

receiver frequently depends on whether both belong to similar or different social groups.  

Obviously an almost limitless variety of possible social groupings exist, and global 

communication networks may be eroding people’s affinity for their national identity in 

favor of transnational or subnational ethnic, religious, or political movements.22 

However, the broad distinction between domestic and foreign audience affiliation 

remains central to public communication by US military organizations for two reasons.  

First, the 1948 Smith-Mundt Act and subsequent legal opinions, regulations, procedures, 

and routines currently insist on distinctions in the methods or resources used to 

communicate with US and foreign audiences.23  Second, decades of American military 

22 James N. Rosenau, “States, Sovereignty, and Diplomacy in the Information Age” (paper presented at the

Annual Meeting of the International Studies Association, Washington, DC, 18 February 1998). 

23 United States Information and Educational Exchange Act of 1948, US Code, title 22, sec. 1431 (2004). 
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hegemony produce clear cleavages in public attitudes toward the US military that define 

domestic and foreign audiences as distinct groups.  A RAND study of air operations in 

Iraq, Afghanistan, and the Balkans, for example, concludes that US media and the 

American public differ from their foreign counterparts in their willingness to accept 

claims that the Air Force attempts to minimize civilian casualties during bombing 

operations.24  The extent to which communicators shape information for presentation to 

either domestic or foreign audiences thus constitutes a key dimension for public 

communication by institutions such as the Air Force. 

Audience Affinity or Need.  The profusion of persuasive mechanisms suggests 

that senders may encode messages in a variety of ways that in turn affect how receivers 

decode those messages.  In general, persuasive messages are encoded and decoded in 

relation to the receiver’s psychological affinity for the message or the message’s 

relevance to the receiver’s physical needs.  During the Second World War, the classic US 

propaganda film series Why We Fight made an effective appeal to audiences’ affinity for 

political and social ideals at a time when the majority of Americans were safe from the 

ravages of war in Europe and the Pacific. The first film in the series described the “slave 

world” envisioned by rulers in Germany, Italy, and Japan, contrasting this with the “free 

world” that Americans, by their nature, must rise to defend.25  During the Vietnam War, 

in contrast, the hardship faced by the average North Vietnamese soldier was a major 

theme of US psychological operations.26  This PSYOP tactic addressed the intended 

audience’s need for physical safety and adequate food, clothing, and shelter.  Nye’s 

concept of soft power applies to public communication weighted toward audience 

affinity, since appeals to need imply punishments or inducements.27 

The use of appeals based on either affinity or need also affects the nature of 

feedback between sender and receiver. Affinity-based communication often assumes the 

form of a dialogue between sender and receiver, with the receiver seeking confirmation 

that the sender uses feedback to change his message or behavior in appropriate ways.  To 

24 Eric V. Larson and Bogdan Savych, Misfortunes of War: Press and Public Reactions to Civilian Deaths 

in Wartime (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2006). 

25 Special Services Division, Army Service Forces, Prelude to War, 1943, re-issued by Good Times 

Entertainment, 53 min., 2000, DVD. 

26 Robert W. Chandler, War of Ideas: The U.S. Propaganda Campaign in Vietnam (Boulder, CO: Westview 

Press, 1981), 48. 

27 Nye, Soft Power, 8-9.
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build affinity with local tribal leaders in Iraq, for example, American commanders and 

government officials often discuss local infrastructure priorities and economic initiatives 

with them, discussions that may influence how US reconstruction funds are spent.28  In 

contrast, need-based appeals often sever the feedback loop in an effort to communicate 

the sender’s resolve and the receiver’s need to comply without negotiation.  Thus 

unconditional surrender of the Axis powers became the axiom of British and American 

public communiqués in the Second World War, even though propagandists such as 

Robert Sherwood “believed that the utterance of these words would put the iron of 

desperate resistance into the Germans, Japanese, and Italians and thereby needlessly 

prolong the war.”29 

Communicative Control or Ambiguity.  In complex communication networks 

where an abundance of senders, messages, and channels exist, the information available 

to receivers is often ambiguous, producing noise that prohibits the easy decoding of 

messages.  In some cases, the sender may have an interest in allowing receivers to reach 

their own conclusions from ambiguous information.  In other cases, ambiguity may be an 

unavoidable feature of the communication environment, as Steven Corman has argued.30 

Most organizations, however, will attempt to reduce noise in messages and channels by 

using control mechanisms.  Control by censorship seeks to reduce the number of 

competing channels or messages relative to official sources.  Control by propaganda 

attempts to make official messages or channels more attractive for receivers.31  During 

28 James Glanz, “Abandoned Iraqi factories now manufacture hope,” International Herald Tribune, 18 
January 2007, http://www.iht.com/articles/2007/01/18/news/factory.php. 
29 Quoted in William E. Daugherty and Morris Janowitz, eds., A Psychological Warfare Casebook, 
Operations Research Office Technical Memorandum ORO-T-360 (Bethesda, MD: Johns Hopkins Press, 
March 1958), 274.
30 Steven R. Corman, Angela Trethewey, and Bud Goodall, A 21st Century Model for Communication in 
the Global War of Ideas: From Simplistic Influence to Pragmatic Complexity, Consortium for Strategic 
Communication, report no. 0701 (Arizona State University, Tempe, AZ, April 2007).  Steven R. Corman 
and Kevin J. Dooley, Strategic Communication on a Rugged Landscape: Principles for Finding the Right 
Message, Consortium for Strategic Communication, report no. 0801, (Arizona State University, Tempe, 
AZ, January 2008). 
31 The term propaganda has acquired negative connotations during the past century—in part as a result of 
its use as an instrument of repression and indoctrination by Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union, as well as 
its misuse by democracies—and some have argued that propaganda is an unalloyed social evil (e.g., Ellul, 
Propaganda). This study uses the term in its value-neutral, historic and literal sense, as a means of 
propagating ideas that can be either beneficial or harmful.  See Philip M. Taylor, Munitions of the Mind: A 
History of Propaganda from the Ancient World to the Present Day (Manchester, UK: Manchester 
University Press, 2003), 1-16. 
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Operation Desert Storm in 1991, for example, heavy-handed Iraqi propaganda alleging 

coalition atrocities, coalition news blackouts, and self-censorship by Western media 

organizations limited broadcasting of the war’s more gruesome images in favor of subtler 

coalition propaganda on the surgical precision of air strikes, as discussed in Chapter 4.32 

The case studies demonstrate various types and degrees of control sought in US public 

communication programs associated with the use of airpower and how these programs 

have wrestled with information ambiguity. 

Organizational Transparency or Security.  Senders may also seek to reduce 

noise by increasing the transparency of public communication—that is, by reducing 

organizational self-censorship and thereby increasing the total amount of information 

about the institution available through various channels.  By establishing the dominance 

of official sources or overwhelming the information processing capabilities of receivers 

through sheer volume, transparency can become a strategy of control.33  The practice of 

media embedding during Operation Iraqi Freedom in 2003, described in Chapter 4, 

represented an attempt to control public communication through increased transparency.  

Nevertheless, the increased availability of contradictory information from within the 

transparent organization may increase ambiguity and thus complicate attempts to achieve 

desired outcomes.  Within the US government, organizations must meet minimum 

standards of public transparency by complying with legislation like the Freedom of 

Information Act.34 

Despite the desire or requirement for transparency, organizations also have 

information they must withhold from the public.  The need for security is particularly 

acute within military organizations, since matters of life and death supplement standard 

concerns about personal privacy and proprietary information. The Air Force’s operations 

security (OPSEC) methodology attempts to balance the need to communicate with the 

risks of adversary access to critical information.35  While security is usually part of a 

communication control strategy, it may at times increase ambiguity by preventing the 

32 Taylor, Munitions of the Mind, 293-296.

33 Martin C. Libicki, Conquest in Cyberspace: National Security and Information Warfare (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2007), 122-168.  Maj Brad D. Lafferty et al., “The Impact of Media 

Information on Enemy Effectiveness: A Model for Conflict,” Proteus: A Journal of Ideas 12, no. 2 (Spring 

1994): 1-41. 

34 Freedom of Information Act, US Code, title 5, sec. 552 (2002). 

35 AFDD 2-5, Information Operations, 12-13.
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release of clarifying information.  As with transparency, US law imposes security 

standards for the protection of personal privacy and classified information.36  The 

institutional cultures and professional habits of military and intelligence personnel tend to 

favor security over transparency. In its 2007 annual report on classified material, for 

example, the US Information Security Oversight Office found that more than 10 percent 

of the 20.5 million secret documents sampled lacked any clear basis for withholding them 

from the public.37 

National Objectives or Institutional Interests.  A final key dimension of public 

communication by military services or their representatives in joint commands is the 

degree to which the use of feedback and the selection of messages, channels, and 

receivers serve established objectives of US foreign policy or the interests of the sender’s 

organization. As discussed in the introduction to this study, proponents of strategic 

communication often presume that government organizations can formulate and 

coordinate a single communication strategy that supports national objectives.  The theory 

of public communication proposed in this chapter assumes that communicators face two 

potential dilemmas. On one hand, they may be unable to distinguish between national 

objectives and institutional interests, especially when either set of goals lacks clarity or 

changes frequently over time.  On the other hand, communicators who can make the 

distinction may still feel the need to promote institutional interests over national 

objectives. The following chapters discuss convergences and divergences in national 

objectives and air service interests during four military operations. 

In summary, the basic quality of Air Force public communication programs will 

depend on how airmen answer the following questions: 

�	 Is the audience primarily foreign or domestic? 

�	 Should messages appeal more to the audience’s affinities or its needs? 

�	 To what extent can or should the strategy seek to reduce ambiguity 

through available control mechanisms? 

�	 Should the strategy favor organizational transparency or security? 

36 Privacy Act of 1974, US Code, title 5, sec. 552a (2004).  Disclosure of Classified Information, US Code,

title 18, sec. 798 (1996). 

37 “Report: 20.5 Million Secrets Were Classified,” USA Today, 18 July 2007, 5. 
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�	 How does the strategy identify and reconcile national objectives and 

institutional interests? 

Airpower and the Dimension of Coercion 

In war, a sixth question shapes Air Force public communication: how does 

communication support the application of force or the threat of force by airpower?  As 

Everett Carl Dolman has argued, the purpose of airpower is “to command the air.”38 

Public communication cannot advance the purpose of airpower, because command 

requires the capacity to operate within the medium.  Public communication does not 

operate in the air; it operates instead in the physical and cognitive spaces that connect 

organizations to publics. Communication about air operations therefore must support the 

function of airpower once it is able to exploit command of the air—that is, the ability “to 

maximize violence at the direction of political authority,” which is “common to all forms 

of military power.”39 

Although the grammar of public communication on behalf of airpower may be 

distinct, its logic is shared with those mechanisms common to military power in general.  

These mechanisms of military power are bounded within an additional analytic 

dimension not yet discussed, coercion, which can be understood as a range of options 

involving the threatened or actual use of force to obtain an adversary’s compliance.  The 

spectrum of coercive activities and related mechanisms are well established in the 

literature of military theory, but the need to relate these mechanisms to a general theory 

of public communication in war merits a brief trip through the coercive dimension. 

Brute Force.  The upper limit of coercion is brute force, the complete destruction 

of an adversary’s capability to resist.  In Thomas Schelling’s formulation, brute force 

“succeeds when it is used” and therefore involves only the act of violence and not the 

communication of its intent.40  Since even the bloodiest conflicts generally end while 

some potential for further violence against enemy forces is held in reserve, conflict 

38 Everett Carl Dolman, Pure Strategy: Power and Principle in the Space and Information Age (New York: 

Frank Cass, 2005), 34.  Air power is used throughout this study to encompass military operations conducted

within both the atmosphere and space.  The implication of Air Force initiatives to develop applications of 

military power within cyberspace receives separate consideration later in this chapter. 

39 Everett Carl Dolman, Pure Strategy, 34.

40 Thomas C. Schelling, Arms and Influence (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1966), 3.
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termination usually involves some negotiation of adversary compliance against the threat 

of additional force. Pure brute force is therefore rarely the only mechanism used in war. 

Compellence.  Coercion by compellence “involves attempts to reverse an action 

that has already occurred or to otherwise overturn the status quo, such as evicting an 

aggressor from territory it has just conquered or convincing a proliferating state to 

abandon its nuclear weapons program.”41  Analysts have identified several airpower 

mechanisms commonly associated with compellence, which include: 

�	 Denial: using airpower to contest an adversary’s ability to achieve his 

objectives—for example, by destroying communication networks or the 

ground forces the adversary uses to conquer or hold territory.42 

�	 Decapitation: destroying or threatening the lives of enemy leaders 

through air strikes.43 

�	 Risk: damaging or threatening the relationship of enemy leaders to their 

power base through attacks against key political, military, economic, or 

social networks supporting the regime.44 

�	 Punishment: attempting to foment popular resistance to enemy leaders or 

the enemy nation’s war effort by “raising costs or risks to civilian 

populations” through air attacks.45 

Punishment was the mechanism of choice among many early advocates of airpower, but 

it has faced critical and moral censure in recent decades.46  Following the lead of Colonel 

John Warden, modern airpower strategy often rejects punishment and pursues instead 

some form of strategic paralysis—achieving the collapse of enemy resistance through the 

41 Byman and Waxman, The Dynamics of Coercion, 6.

42 Robert A. Pape, Bombing to Win: Air Power and Coercion in War (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 

1996), 13. 

43 Byman and Waxman, The Dynamics of Coercion, 94-95. 

44 Byman and Waxman, The Dynamics of Coercion, 92-94. 

45 Pape, Bombing to Win, 13.

46 The classic formulation of air power’s use as an instrument of punishment is Giulio Douhet, The

Command of The Air, trans. Dino Ferrari (1942; new imprint, Washington, DC: Air Force History and 

Museums Program, 1998).  For criticism of punishment as a mechanism of strategic success, see: Pape, 

Bombing to Win; 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, 2002);

Michael S. Sherry, The Rise of American Air Power: The Creation of Armageddon (New Haven, CT: Yale 

University Press, 1987). 
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instrument of rapid, persistent air strikes in combination with denial, decapitation, or risk 

mechanisms.47 

Deterrence.  Deterrence “involves attempts to prevent an as yet unmaterialized 

action from occurring in the first place, such as dissuading an aggressor from trying to 

conquer a neighboring state or convincing a country that desires nuclear weapons not to 

seek them.”48  Deterrence can target an immediate, specific threat or a general, 

unspecified threat.49  Although adversaries may abandon a desired course because they 

anticipate denial, decapitation, risk, or punishment, the deterrence variants of these 

mechanisms rely less on the actions of the deterring force than on its reputation—its 

perceived willingness and ability to act.50 

Attraction.  At its lower limit, coercive hard power blends with attractive soft 

power. US participation in alliances and various security assistance and training 

programs depend on America’s ability to provide its partners with the means of 

compellence and deterrence.  At the same time, such arrangements would not be possible 

without partner nations possessing some affinity for American culture, values, or 

policies.51  Intelligence sharing is another activity that blends coercion and attraction— 

one of particular importance to the Air Force, since it operates many of the US military’s 

intelligence and information systems.  By increasing transparency, sharing intelligence 

promotes cooperation and trust, enhancing mutual security and encouraging the 

development of common security perspectives.52  It also creates a degree of dependency 

on US intelligence sources and networks while extending the global image of America as 

a formidable ally or adversary. 

An Air Force public communication capability must be able to support the full 

range of possible coercive mechanisms between pure attraction and pure brute force.  As 

discussed in the introduction, rising anti-Americanism and the particular demands of 

fighting terrorists and insurgents has identified the need for improving military strategies 

of attraction and deterrence that will enhance America’s image while expanding US 

47 John Andreas Olsen, John Warden and the Renaissance of American Air Power (Washington, DC:

Potomac Books, 2007), 283-285. 

48 Byman and Waxman, The Dynamics of Coercion, 6.

49 Lawrence Freedman, Deterrence (Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2004), 40-42. 

50 Lawrence Freedman, Deterrence, 55.

51 These are the sources of soft power identified by Nye, Soft Power, 44-68.

52 Nye, Soft Power, 134.
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military and intelligence partnerships.53  Conversely, Air Force leaders have emphasized 

the dangers of assuming “that future conflicts will resemble the current fight in Iraq or 

Afghanistan—lest we lose the ability to project global power, inflict strategic paralysis, 

deter nation-states, destroy their fielded forces, and defend our Homeland, its allies and 

friends.”54  The Air Force therefore remains committed to maintaining its capacity for 

brute force and compellence against emerging large-scale threats. 

Military Public Communication: Persuasion and Coercion 

We can now examine how the quality of organizational persuasion may change as 

the air operations under public discussion move along the continuum from attraction to 

brute force. An understanding of this relationship begins with an acknowledgement that 

the strategic effects of airpower depend in part on public perceptions because power is a 

function of both force and perception. Air force is a primarily physical phenomenon 

related to the quantity and quality of inputs—airmen, aircraft, munitions, and the like— 

for a given military action.  Conversely, airpower is an output of processes set in motion 

by those actions, the ability to elicit a desired response from actors who control the 

objective of the operation.55 

A state’s capability to compel enemy submission depends on the state’s ability to 

produce and apply force efficiently over time and space.  But as Luttwak observes in his 

analysis of ancient Roman strategy, a perfect one-for-one relationship between force and 

power, independent of human factors, is never the case. 

The ability to elicit desired responses through the decisions of the 
actor/objects of the power relation is plainly not a function of the ability to 
control costs and benefits [i.e., the efficient application of coercive force], 
but rather of the perceived ability to do so. In other words, the first stage 
of the power process is perceptual, and power is therefore initially a 
subjective phenomenon; it can only function through the medium of 
others’ perceptions.56 

53 Office of the Secretary of Defense, Quadrennial Defense Review Report, 92. 

54 Gen T. Michael Moseley, chief of staff, US Air Force, “The Nation’s Guardians: America’s 21st Century

Air Force,” (white paper, Headquarters, US Air Force, Washington, DC, 29 December 2007), 9. 

55 Edward N. Luttwak, The Grand Strategy of the Roman Empire: From the First Century A.D. to the Third

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976), 196-197.

56 Luttwak, The Grand Strategy of the Roman Empire, 197. 
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Moreover, since there are “not enough guns on the planet to enforce security,” airpower 

strategists generally should seek post-conflict stability by applying sufficient force to 

sustain enduring perceptions of power.57  Brute force and compellence thus represent 

force-heavy interventions that should yield to a perception-heavy status quo of deterrence 

and attraction. This transition implies corresponding changes in the key dimensions of 

public communication: the choice of domestic or foreign audiences and the relative 

deference to control or ambiguity, transparency or security, and audience affinity or need.  

By considering each dimension of communication in relation to the strategic situation’s 

applicable—and changing—level of force, strategists can predict both the quality of the 

appropriate communicative approach as well as its potential limitations and constraints. 

Domestic or Foreign Audiences.  Brute force and compellence often require a 

sustained commitment of blood and treasure by domestic populations as well as violence 

against others that may exceed domestic social norms.58  A greater level of force thus 

suggests the need for greater attention to domestic audiences.  Less forceful strategies, in 

contrast, require a more concerted effort to shape the perceptions of foreign audiences.  

Deterrence, as the Air Force chief of staff has noted, “exists in the eye of the beholder.”59 

This apparent connection between level of force and relevant audiences may explain why 

the communication products most readily associated with the Second World War are 

those produced primarily for domestic consumption—Why We Fight, Triumph of the 

Will, or the speeches of Winston Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt.60  Conversely, those 

products most strongly associated with recent COIN operations—the Abu Ghraib photos 

and Iraqi war coverage by the Al Jazeera television network—are those that resonate 

most forcefully, albeit negatively, with foreign audiences.61 

57 Robert David Steele, Information Operations: Putting the “I” Back in DIME, Strategic Studies Institute 

monograph (Carlisle, PA: US Army War College, February 2006), 19.

58 Gil Merom, How Democracies Lose Small Wars: State, Society, and the Failures of France in Algeria, 

Israel in Lebanon, and the United States in Vietnam (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 

19-20.

59 Moseley, “The Nation’s Guardians,” 9.

60 Leni Riefenstahl, Triumph des Willens, 1935, re-issued by Synapse Films, 120 min., 2006, DVD.  

Winston Churchill, “Selected Speeches,” Churchill Centre, http://www.winstonchurchill.org.  Franklin D. 

Roosevelt, “Fireside Chats,” American Presidency Project, ed. John T. Woolley and Gerhard Peters (Santa 

Barbara, CA: University of California), http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/fireside.php.

61 Mark Danner, Torture and Truth: America, Abu Ghraib, and the War on Terror (New York: Review

Books, 2004). For Al Jazeera coverage of the Iraq conflict, see the Arabic-language site 
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An exclusive focus on domestic or foreign populations, although theoretically 

possible, is neither feasible nor desirable in an era of global communications.  Policies 

designed to attract foreign audiences still are subject to domestic debate, and government 

institutions must meet legal and moral obligations to inform that debate through 

communication with domestic audiences.  At the same time, airpower’s ability to sustain 

the persistent levels of force necessary to compel willful adversaries at a distance requires 

support for forward basing and overflight, which implies communicative relationships 

with foreign leaders and publics.62  Although escalations in the use of force may draw the 

attention of Air Force public communication toward domestic audiences, the service 

should seldom if ever completely neglect communication with foreign audiences. 

Audience Affinity or Need. Pure attraction toward an outcome relies solely on 

audience affinity for the desired action or belief.  Pure brute force operates instead by 

creating pure need, eliminating the means to actualize an affinity for any other option. 

Therefore, communication that seeks to compel an audience implies greater emphasis on 

audience need, while deterrence and attraction imply greater emphasis on audience 

affinity. Although deterrence may require the ability to threaten the physical security 

needs of others, the preferred condition—in terms of both stability and costs to the 

deterrer—is a form of internalized deterrence in which the deterred actor develops 

standards and norms that reflect an affinity for compliant behavior.63  Within the 

transition from a compellent use of airpower to a stable state of deterrence or attraction, 

then, there is a parallel transition from need to affinity in public communication programs 

toward adversary audiences. 

Communication to domestic, allied, or neutral audiences may seek to develop 

affinities for compellent behavior, but such an affinity is hard to sustain as increasing 

violence demands increasing sacrifices.  At some point, domestic moral affinity for 

violence—no matter how well cultivated by nature or communicative manipulation— 

must be replaced by appeals emphasizing the material need for violence.  The link 

(http://www.aljazeera.net), which differs substantially from the tone and content of the English-language 

site (http://english.aljazeera.net). 

62 On the Air Force’s current concern for “anti-access strategies” designed to thwart its ability to maximize

the application of actual or potential force against adversaries, see Moseley, “The Nation’s Guardians,” 9. 

63 Freedman, Deterrence, 29-32.
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between an increase in force and an increase in need-based appeals thus should follow a 

similar but not identical trajectory for both domestic and foreign audiences. 

Control or Ambiguity, Security or Transparency.  As the case studies will 

demonstrate, hierarchical military organizations engaged in lethal struggles tend to prefer 

information control and security to ambiguity and transparency.  Such an approach may 

be advisable or at least defensible when the relative level of violence is high, since the 

communicative focus is on shoring up domestic will against a formidable threat and 

encouraging compliance by adversary populations.  The prevalence of censorship and 

monologic propaganda in wars of national survival attests to some direct relationship 

between information control and extreme uses of force.  Toward the other end of the 

coercive spectrum, deterrence and attraction suggest a need for dialogue and 

transparency, since skeptical adversaries or other foreign audiences are unlikely to be 

persuaded by anything less than independent viewpoints and objectively verifiable facts.  

An increase in transparency, however, generally increases ambiguity, with a greater 

volume of public information translating into a proliferation of potentially contradictory 

information and competing interpretations of the truth.   

National Objectives or Institutional Interests.  It is more difficult to suggest 

direct relationships between the level of force in a given conflict and a military 

organization’s proclivity to focus its communication on national objectives or 

institutional interests.  In general, the Air Force sustains itself more through domestic 

than through foreign public opinion.  Domestic opposition could deny the service the 

people, planes, and other resources that are its lifeblood, whereas foreign opposition 

could limit but not eliminate global air and space operations.  Therefore, the greater 

emphasis on domestic audiences associated with higher levels of violence may provide 

greater incentive or opportunity to promote institutional interests.  Still, Air Force leaders 

could see narrow service interests as minor considerations against the need for national 

unity or international support of US policy in a brute force war.  By the same token, a 

stronger national focus on attracting or deterring foreign audiences may prompt the Air 

Force to devote more of its public communication resources toward support of US 

objectives. Nevertheless, service representatives probably will reassert institutional 

interests if awareness or appreciation of Air Force contributions begins to flag. 
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The best way to think about the relationship between Air Force interests and 

national objectives might be in terms of the coherence between the two.  Where the level 

of violence is high, Air Force communicators may have little difficulty maintaining 

coherence, since coercive airpower will figure prominently in national strategy and 

communication at all levels is likely to reflect institutional preferences for control and 

security. National and service communication priorities may diverge as the level of 

violence decreases, however. National policy will seek affinities with foreign audiences, 

which may be undercut by Air Force preferences for promoting the role of its threatening 

fighters and bombers rather than affinity-building airlift or intelligence assets.  Similarly, 

national communication strategies favoring transparency may collide with the service’s 

natural preference to maintain OPSEC.  Greater transparency will favor greater overall 

ambiguity and less perceived coherence between the attitudes or actions of the Air Force 

and other government agencies.  Therefore, although the pursuit of institutional interests 

or national objectives remains a matter of choice for Air Force leaders, that choice may 

appear more or less coherent, depending on the relative level of violence in a conflict.    

The broadly discernible links between the dimensions of persuasive public 

communication and coercive force considered so far in the abstract are illustrated in 

Figure 3. Although these relationships reflect significant influences on public 

communication in the service of military power, there are important countervailing 

trends. Specifically, the nature of public communication in the realms of politics and 

cyberspace affect the Air Force’s will and ability to use information control and security 

mechanisms, even when reason may dictate that these mechanisms are appropriate to the 

strategic situation. 
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Figure 3.  Communication quality in relation to military force. 
Source: author. 

Public Communication and Policy Negotiation 

The general theory of public communication in war presented to this point 

predicts that higher levels of force tend to produce communication focused on needs, 

domestic audiences, and the control and security of information.  The theory also predicts 

that higher levels of force will promote greater perceived coherence between articulated 

national objectives and public communication on behalf of military institutional interests.  

However, this relationship presumes an existing military strategy and national policy that 

determines the appropriate level of force for a strategic problem.  The process of forming 

strategy and policy will shape organizational public communication in ways not yet 

discussed. To complete our theoretical understanding of Air Force public communication 

in war, then, we must turn briefly to the military theory of Carl von Clausewitz as it 

relates to the concept of the public sphere proposed by Jürgen Habermas. 

For Clausewitz, “The first, the supreme, the most far-reaching act of judgment 

that the statesman and commander have to make is to establish by that test [i.e., an 
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examination of motives and situations] the kind of war on which they are embarking; 

neither mistaking it for, nor trying to turn it into, something that is alien to its nature.”64 

The nature of war is not static, but rather a dynamic phenomenon in which “dominant 

tendencies always make war a paradoxical trinity” of violence, chance, and reason.65 

Clausewitz further defines these tendencies through their general social expression in the 

people’s will to wage violent war, the military commander’s talent in exploiting 

probability and chance for victory, and the government’s ability to subordinate violence 

to sound policy objectives. 

This second aspect of Clausewitz’s trinity, the social construction of war as 

policy, is extended by Habermas’s concept of the public sphere.  In describing the 

evolution of modern democracies, Habermas views public opinion as the result of 

conflict and consensus within the public sphere, which consists of two “politically 

relevant areas of communication”—“the system of informal, personal, nonpublic 

opinions on the one hand, and on the other that of formal, institutionally authorized 

opinions.”66  These domains are mediated by a third, the area of “critical publicity” 

involving “the participation of private people in a process of formal communication 

conducted through intraorganizational public spheres.”67   Policy in a democracy depends 

on the normative power conferred by public opinion, which in turn derives from the 

ability of policy elites to mediate conflict and consensus between the volatile private 

opinions of the general public and the sanctioned opinions of government institutions.   

Taken together, Clausewitz and Habermas provide a comprehensive theoretical 

model of how political interactions define war for a democracy.  The relationship of these 

factors is illustrated in Figure 4.  Two key observations emerge from this model relevant 

to the role of organizational public communication in defining the nature of war as a 

chosen policy. 

64 Carl von Clausewitz, On War, ed. and trans. Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton, NJ: Princeton

University Press, 1976), 88. 

65 Clausewitz, On War, 89. 

66 Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of

Bourgeois Society, trans. Thomas Burger (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991), 245. 

67 Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 248. 
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Figure 4.  War policy formation. 

Source: adapted from Clausewitz, On War, and Habermas, The Structural 

Transformation of the Public Sphere. 


First, since the true nature of a conflict exists in an elusive, dynamic tension 

between opposing poles in the public sphere, perceptions about the conflict—and thus the 

strategies derived from those perceptions—depend on one’s position in time and virtual 

space within the public sphere.  As Allison observes in his analysis of the Cuban missile 

crisis, organizational culture and politics motivate actors within the policy process to 

advance different strategic preferences.68  How actors champion strategic preferences in 

the process of creating policy depends on the positions they occupy within the public 

sphere. 

The public position most commonly adopted by military organizations is one 

which limits communication in the policy process to the authorized opinions of the 

organization. During the Korean War, the organizational preference of Strategic Air 

Command (SAC) for global nuclear deterrence emerged in what became public resistance 

to the use of its bombers in a limited war.  In congressional testimony about the 

operations of Far East Air Forces Bomber Command, for example, Lt Gen Curtis LeMay 

remarked, “I think this is a rather bizarre war out there, and I think we can learn an awful 

68 Allison and Zelikow, Essence of Decision, 2nd ed., 143-185 and 255-313. 
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lot of bad habits in it.”69  By choosing this approach, institutions release their preferences 

into the public sphere, where interest groups or other elites negotiate policy from the mix 

of competing organizational preferences and informal opinion.  When organizational 

outsiders perform the role of mediator, chance and probability play a significant role in 

which policy preferences gain attention and traction in the public sphere.  In this 

example, SAC lost the argument over the use of its bombers in Korea but won the debate 

over the wider implications of the war, since policymakers did not force SAC to adapt to 

“bizarre” wars like Korea—much to the America’s regret when it began bombing 

operations in Vietnam.70 

A second, less common position is to adapt organizational preferences to 

competing interests in the public sphere.  Public communication then becomes an act of 

critical publicity—analogous to the role of Clausewitzian military genius in exploiting 

chance and probability—in which the organization independently proposes a negotiated 

solution. Military organizations adopting this approach would seek to demonstrate a 

clear, public break with previous organizational preferences in favor of a new theory of 

success in the wars they will fight.  This approach is not easy, since critical publicity is a 

form of organizational heresy.  Still, heretical groups within the services have used 

critical publicity to good effect. Early American airpower advocates advanced, from the 

Army’s perspective, a self-critical public position on the value of an independent Air 

Force. General David Petraeus and other soldiers arguably did much the same thing, 

albeit in subtler fashion, by promoting a new approach to fighting insurgencies against 

the dominant organizational culture of the Army.71  Although the US military generally 

embraces professional norms of organizational loyalty and apolitical subordination to 

civilian control, military leaders cannot avoid occasionally unorthodox political behavior 

if they are to serve as responsible members of the public sphere. 

The abundance of critical mediators and organizations with differing opinions on 

policy leads to another significant observation derived from the Clausewitz-Habermas 

69 Quoted in Conrad C. Crane, American Airpower Strategy in Korea, 1950-1953 (Lawrence, KS: 

University Press of Kansas, 2000), 60. 

70 Crane, American Airpower Strategy in Korea, 178. 

71 Michael R. Gordon, “Military Hones a New Strategy on Insurgency,” New York Times, 5 October 2006, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2006/10/05/washington/05doctrine.html.  For Army biases against this strategic 

approach stemming from its involvement in Vietnam, see Ricks, Fiasco, 129-133, and Kitfield, Prodigal 

Soldiers, 148-151.  
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model. Simply stated, no actor in the policy process can have more than a partial 

understanding of the current or future conflicts they contemplate.  Although military 

doctrine and textbooks on strategy might advocate an objective assessment of ends, ways, 

means, and risks, the task is so complex and daunting that modern nations cannot 

undertake it except in pieces, divided among bureaucratic agencies.72  Moreover, the 

various perspectives each of these agencies brings to the formulation of a national policy 

is nothing compared to the complications introduced by adversaries and allies who may 

have very different but equally fragmented perspectives on the nature of the conflict at 

hand. 

The negotiation of diverse organizational and individual opinions into something 

resembling policy consensus is a process that is conducted largely through public 

communication. Robert Entman has argued convincingly, for example, that news frames 

heavily influence how US policymakers understand public opinion on foreign policy and 

how the public understands that policy. But news frames—far from being the product of 

an independent or biased media—are highly dependent on the narratives presented by the 

elites and organizations responsible for formulating policy.73  Additionally, although a 

small minority of military personnel has the opportunity for face-to-face communication 

with policymakers, communication through third-party media now bridges much of the 

gap between militarily inexperienced politicians and a military subculture alienated from 

the American mainstream.74  Lacking any guidance from the White House, for example, 

Warden’s Checkmate team derived the political objectives for their 1991 Gulf War air 

strategy “from the president’s speeches, press conferences, and newspaper articles.”75 

These objectives were adopted by General Norman Schwarzkopf and never substantially 

modified as military and administration officials debated the Desert Storm operational 

plan. In essence, press coverage of the president’s political rhetoric established the 

boundaries of the military strategy.  If the policy process within the US government itself 

72 Luttwak, Strategy, 260. 

73 Robert M. Entman, Projections of Power: Framing News, Public Opinion, and U.S. Foreign Policy

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004). 

74 Peter D. Feaver and Richard H. Kohn, “The Gap: Soldiers, Civilians and their Mutual 

Misunderstandings,” National Interest 61 (Fall 2000): 29-37.

75 Olsen, John Warden and the Renaissance of American Air Power, 148. 
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is mediated to this degree, then foreign perceptions and decisions based on US policy are 

even more reliant on communication within the public sphere.        

Robust public communication therefore is essential to the policy process in a 

democracy, which means that the policy process itself undermines efforts to control or 

secure information flows.  Strategic communication cannot give US foreign policy a 

single face for the international community to gaze upon, because the domestic process of 

forming that policy has already given it many public masks.  To the average American or 

the average citizen of the world, American policy could be what the President says, what 

the Secretary of Defense says, what an Air Force general says, what a member of 

Congress says, or any combination of these.  Even when a majority of these 

organizational interests align with policy and thus remove incentives to express 

dissenting opinions, individual, self-appointed critics will emerge to challenge the policy.  

These challenges spark official responses. The usual net effect of this spiral of public 

debate during wartime is the availability of more real information—and thus more 

contradictory information—about military strategy and operations. 

Implications of Cyberspace 

The influence of the political process on the ambiguity and transparency of 

military operations is compounded by the quality of communication about those 

operations in cyberspace, a domain that the Air Force officially added to its mission 

statement in 2005.76  To date, the Air Force and much of DOD has conceptualized the 

value and threat of cyberspace in terms of its relationship to traditional forms of hard 

power. Advocates of network-centric warfare envision a degree of technological 

connectivity throughout the electromagnetic spectrum that allows “low-level forces to 

operate nearly autonomously and to re-task themselves through exploitation of shared 

awareness and the commander’s intent.”77  Reliance on cyberspace, however, leaves 

military forces vulnerable to adversaries with easy access to the domain, where they can 

do damage “at low cost with relative impunity.”78 

76 MSgt Mitch Gettle, “Air Force releases new mission statement,” Air Force Link, 8 December 2005, 

http://www.af.mil.

77 Department of Defense Office of Force Transformation, The Implementation of Network-Centric 

Warfare (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, January 2005), 9.

78 Moseley, “The Nation’s Guardians,” 4.
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Although analyzing the implications of cyberspace for the Air Force’s public 

communication programs may not give the service what it wants or needs—presumably 

the resources to effectively command and exploit cyberspace against an adversary—those 

implications are significant and extensive.  Cyberspace has further diversified the ways in 

which key actors might perceive the interplay of violence, chance, and reason in air 

operations, just as it has expanded the number of voices influencing the policy or strategy 

appropriate to the state of these tendencies in a given situation.  In the past, informal 

opinions about the proper use of airpower and other questions central to popular 

consensus on war aims were bounded by national culture.  Formal opinions and the 

function of critical publicity were restricted to well-established social institutions like 

government agencies, political parties, or national television networks.  Today, individual 

associations with these national sources of information and authority are weakening 

while new, spontaneous associations are forming within transnational or subnational 

cyber-communities.79 

Once a local phenomenon, terrorist organizations in cyberspace have found an 

international stage for their messages and global sources of support.80   Arab media— 

largely state-run, terrestrial broadcasters a decade ago—can now influence regional and 

Western policy debates through transnational satellite and Internet services.81  Both 

terrorist networks and Arab media have made dubious claims about the motives or effects 

of airpower. But it has proven difficult to challenge the objectivity of these information 

sources when such professional standards rely on subjective criteria established by elite 

Western journalists.  Indeed, the emergence of citizen-journalists in cyberspace 

“challenges the assumption that information must move from credentialed producers to 

passive consumers,” an idea that is “rapidly transforming our notions of how expertise, 

relevance, and professionalism develop in the media.”82 

The proliferation of nontraditional information sources and dense networks of 

communication channels in cyberspace raises serious doubts about the ability of military 

79 Rosenau, “States, Sovereignty, and Diplomacy in the Information Age.”

80 Gabriel Weimann, Terror on the Internet: The New Arena, the New Challenges (Washington, DC: United

States Institute of Peace Press, 2006). 

81 Steve Tatham, Losing Arab Hearts and Minds: The Coalition, Al Jazeera and Muslim Public Opinion

(Rockville Center, NY: Front Street Press, 2006), 60-78. 

82 Don Tapscott and Anthony D. Williams, Wikinomics: How Mass Collaboration Changes Everything

(New York: Portfolio, 2006), 146.
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organizations to achieve anything approaching command of public cyberspace. In this 

sense, information power in public cyberspace resembles Sir Julian Corbett’s concept of 

naval power, in which “the normal position is not a commanded sea, but an 

uncommanded sea.”83  The normal position of public communication is to compete in 

public cyberspace against an almost endless supply of contradictory official, semi

official, and unofficial information sources.  Because it restricts an institution’s supply of 

information relative to competitors, the best that a strategy of censorship or propaganda 

can hope for is a kind of localized guerre de course, in which communicators are able to 

dominate discourse within very narrow limits of circumstance, time, and audience.  

Strategic communication that uses these traditional forms of information control is more 

opportunistic than strategic, however, since it seeks no continuing advantage by 

manipulating the boundaries in which communication normally takes place.84  Similarly, 

the naval guerre de course of the 18th Century, “seeking prizes and avoiding encounters 

with enemy warships whenever possible, was not amenable to strategic direction.”85 

A different approach to the problem of commanding areas of generally 

uncontrolled and ambiguous cyberspace would be to make military information systems 

more transparent to the public sphere.  During the course of a conflict, network-centric 

warfare systems could feed an information-rich common operating picture (COP) to other 

US agencies, members of Congress, allied governments, and international media.  This 

would fulfill a military commander’s responsibility within the public sphere in a 

relatively objective way, the view of the war that the commander receives through 

networked systems becoming his unspun contribution to public discourse.  From a more 

instrumental perspective, a public COP could flood adversary intelligence analysts and 

make more opinion leaders dependent on US information systems, strategies consistent 

with Martin Libicki’s conception of hostile or friendly conquest in cyberspace.86 

Embedding select media representatives with combat units during Operation Iraqi 

Freedom enabled the coalition to provide massive amounts of content about tactical 

83 Julian S. Corbett, Some Principles of Maritime Strategy, (1911; repr., Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1988), 
91.

84 Dolman, Pure Strategy, 4-5. 

85 William H. McNeill, The Pursuit of Power: Technology, Armed Force, and Society since A.D. 1000

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), 182.

86 Libicki, Conquest in Cyberspace, 122-168. 
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developments to the portions of public cyberspace served by those media, but the 

operational context ostensibly provided by the coalition’s press information centers was 

mostly deficient.87   A COP could correct this deficiency by providing an operational 

perspective while expanding the US military’s ability to command relevant portions of 

public cyberspace with a greater mass of content. 

Public transparency of course increases the amount of contradictory information 

emerging from an organization.  The idea, however, is not to exercise control by 

attempting to reduce ambiguity but by developing audience affinities for insiders who 

provide maximum information, rather than outsiders who manipulate limited information 

for malicious purposes.  It is important to emphasize that audience affinity for inside 

information based strictly on its availability is not guaranteed. As the case studies that 

follow demonstrate, objective, technical information divorced from subjective, 

interpretive context has been a problem in the past, and a public COP in cyberspace 

would confront this problem.  But reaching the point where more transparent 

communication can become more attractive and thus more dominant communication first 

requires relaxation of the military hierarchy’s traditional preference for information 

control and security. 

Instituting a radically new approach to public transparency in cyberspace 

therefore remains an act of faith, albeit a faith that is no more radical—and certainly 

easier to reverse if proven wrong—than a belief that massive infusions of cyberspace 

technology will transform the nature of war.  Nevertheless, the fact that greater 

transparency has some merit in theory if not in current practice only emphasizes the main 

point. An Air Force that seeks to fly and fight in broad regions of public cyberspace must 

abide by the logic of the domain, which is the logic of information ambiguity and 

transparency. 

Public Communication and Airpower: Six Propositions 

The theory presented in this chapter leads to the following six propositions 

regarding the characteristics of wartime public communication in support of airpower: 

87 Tatham, Losing Arab Hearts and Minds, 108-122. 
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1.	 Public communication strategies are influenced by the exploitation of airpower in 

a conflict, which involves the use or threat of coercive force along a continuum 

from attraction to brute force.   

2.	 Generally, as the use of airpower becomes more violent, public communication 

will tend to focus on domestic audiences; however, communication with foreign 

audiences will be necessary for maintaining international support of operations as 

well as communicating terms of compliance to adversaries.  Conversely, as the 

use of airpower becomes less violent and relies more heavily on adversary 

perceptions of deterrent or attractive power, the requirement to communicate with 

foreign audiences grows; however, the need to maintain popular support for 

policy will keep channels to domestic audiences open. 

3.	 As violence increases, communication will emphasize needs: the needs of 

adversaries to cease or avoid conflict, and the needs of the home front to support 

the sacrifices and brutalities associated with the use of airpower.  As violence 

decreases, communication will emphasize audience affinities with desired 

outcomes or policies. 

4.	 The Air Force’s preference in public communication is for control and security of 

information.  This preference is reinforced when violence increases, but contested 

when violence decreases.   

5.	 Air Force representatives may choose to favor national objectives or institutional 

interests in their public communication, but public perceptions of the coherence 

between the two will vary based on the previous propositions.  Public 

communication about more violent air operations will tend to cohere with the 

national policy sanctioning those operations, while communication about 

airpower during periods of decreasing violence will become less coherent.   

6.	 The process of formulating national policy and military strategy favors ambiguity 

and transparency, as does the evolving nature of public communication in 

cyberspace. Strategies that seek control and security will be frustrated when 

policy and strategy are in flux or when transnational cyberspace is the primary 

means of communication. 
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The following chapters will assess the validity of these propositions against the evidence 

of public communication programs supporting airpower in several conflicts, beginning 

with US air operations against Japan in the Second World War. 
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Chapter 2 

Fear the Bomb and Love the Bomber: Air Operations against Japan, 1942-1945 

While I am naturally feeling very good about peace being effected with Japan, as 
far as the Army Air Forces are concerned it is, shall I say, unfortunate that we 
were never able to launch the full power of our bombing attack with the B-29s. 
The power of these attacks would certainly have convinced any doubting 
Thomases as to the capabilities of a modern Air Force. 

– General of the Air Force H. H. Arnold 
Letter to Gen Carl Spaatz, 19 August 1945 

Air operations against Japan during the Second World War were the closest the 

US air arm has come to a pure brute force strategy.  Over the course of the war, airmen 

used conventional bombs and incendiaries against more than 60 Japanese cities, killing 

approximately 900,000 civilians or 1.2 percent of the population—a death toll that 

doubles the number of Americans killed in all foreign wars to date.1  The two atomic 

bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki killed another 127,150 people—44 percent 

of the total number of US military personnel lost in the war.2  The theory of military 

public communication presented in Chapter 1 suggests that this extremely high level of 

violence should favor a communication strategy decisively focused on domestic 

audiences, information control, operations security, and need-based appeals.  The 

character of public communication programs and practices in the Pacific theater and in 

Washington during this period generally supports these predictions.  However, 

organizational politics—primarily the Army Air Forces’ desire to establish an 

independent Air Force after the war—and the emergence of global mass media 

introduced pressures for greater transparency.  The result was some degree of ambiguity 

and incoherence between air service positions and government policy, despite an 

unprecedented and so far unrepeated mobilization of American society in support of 

national objectives. 

1 Pape, Bombing to Win, 129. Walter Russell Mead, Special Providence: American Foreign Policy and 

How It Changed the World (New York: Routledge, 2002), 218. 

2 Mead, Special Providence, 218 and 349. 
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Violence and the Character of Public Communication 

The relationship between the extreme violence of the American military effort 

against the Axis powers and the character of government public communication is 

perhaps best illustrated by the brief history of the Office of War Information (OWI), 

established by a presidential executive order in June 1942.3  Artists-turned-political

activists including Archibald MacLeish and Robert Sherwood originally conceived OWI 

as a means to execute a unified, national communication strategy of transparent truth 

against fascist propaganda. Given the right information, these idealistic New Deal 

liberals believed that a “rational and reasonable” public “with the proper evidence at hand 

would make informed decisions.”4 

Domestically, this vision almost immediately ran afoul of information campaigns 

designed to encourage specific public actions such as rationing and war bond purchases, 

as well as the propagandistic tendencies of the professional public relations and 

advertising experts who joined OWI.5  Angered by “promotional techniques” that they 

claimed had won out over the “full truth,” OWI writers Henry Pringle, Francis Brennan, 

and Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., publicly resigned from the organization in April 1943.6 

The agency’s activities also were constrained by political resistance from the State, War, 

and Navy departments, which distrusted OWI’s ability to protect sensitive information.7 

Within a year, plagued by controversy and budget cuts stemming from congressional 

hostility to occasionally glowing portrayals of President Roosevelt, OWI’s domestic 

branch was reduced to the task of coordinating voluntary efforts to reflect “American 

tastes and American values” in popular national media.8 

The 40 OWI communication offices overseas became somewhat more effective 

by reorienting their initial value-based strategy toward “more expedient efforts to 

prosecute the war,” which consisted mostly of psychological warfare in support of 

tactical military operations.9  In the southwest Pacific, Gen Douglas MacArthur 

3 Daugherty and Janowitz, eds., A Psychological Warfare Casebook, 128. 

4 Allan M. Winkler, The Politics of Propaganda: The Office of War Information, 1942-1945 (New Haven, 

CT: Yale University Press, 1978), 40. 

5 Winkler, The Politics of Propaganda, 35 and 40. 

6 Winkler, The Politics of Propaganda, 65.

7 Winkler, The Politics of Propaganda, 44-45.

8 Winkler, The Politics of Propaganda, 70-71.

9 Winkler, The Politics of Propaganda, 110. 
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established a Psychological Warfare Branch under his direct supervision, composed of 

roughly equal numbers of military officers and OWI civilians.10  OWI offices produced 

leaflets or radio broadcasts that encouraged Japanese soldiers to surrender in advance of 

US assaults.11  The Chinese press received much of its information on US operations in 

Asia through the cooperation of the local OWI branch with military public relations 

officers.12  Aided by enemy prisoners of war, OWI civilians conducted psychological 

operations encouraging native resistance to the Japanese occupation of Burma.13  As 

useful as OWI’s assistance may have been to US commanders in the Pacific, however, 

the military establishment in Washington favored rigid controls on the flow of public 

information.  Describing his relationship with the Navy’s top officer, OWI Director 

Elmer Davis remarked that he “always suspected that Admiral [Ernest] King’s idea of 

War Information was that there should be just one communiqué.  Some morning we 

would announce that the war was over and that we won it.”14 

Independent efforts by OWI to promote domestic and foreign affinity for 

American ideals quickly gave way to military necessity.15  Most communication 

programs for foreign audiences became extensions of military PSYOP, while domestic 

propaganda programs fell away, replaced by reports from war correspondents subject to 

military censorship overseas.  In this respect, the government’s near-total dedication to 

the military effort of applying force on a massive scale in two theaters left little room for 

communication not dictated by the logic of coercion.  The nature of the war and its 

politics pulled OWI from an abstract strategy of transparent truth toward a pragmatic 

submission to policies of information control and security.  As a creation of the wartime 

10 Daugherty and Janowitz, eds., A Psychological Warfare Casebook, 132. 

11 Daugherty and Janowitz, eds., A Psychological Warfare Casebook, 133. 

12 Maj Rankin Roberts, United States Army Forces China, Burma, and India, to Maj Henry [sic] M.

Paynter, Headquarters Army Air Force, memorandum, 6 December 1943.  Annex to third preliminary 

report at tab 8 in Maj Harold Paynter’s undated final report to the Assistant Chief of the Air Staff for 

Intelligence on his 1943 overseas mission to inspect Army Air Force public relations offices.  Report 

maintained at Air Force Historical Research Agency, Maxwell AFB, AL, file 168.3. Referenced hereafter 

as “Paynter report,” with appropriate tab number, report number, report date, and page number cited.

13 Daugherty and Janowitz, eds., A Psychological Warfare Casebook, 133. 

14 Quoted in Winkler, The Politics of Propaganda, 49.

15 Interestingly, this progression may have reversed itself after the war, when psychological warfare during

the military confrontations faced by the Truman and Eisenhower administrations gave way to diplomatic

détente and US Information Agency programs designed to undermine foreign affinities for Soviet ideology.  

See Walter L. Hixon, Parting the Curtain: Propaganda, Culture, and the Cold War, 1945-1961 (New

York: St. Martin’s Press, 1997).
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military hierarchy, then, public relations for the US Army Air Forces (AAF) necessarily 

began at the point OWI reached by 1944: control, security, and the demands of complete 

military victory.16  Nonetheless, institutional interests sometimes were frustrated by this 

approach, drawing AAF communication programs back toward the pre-war method of 

building domestic affinity for an independent air arm. 

Security through Censorship 

As discussed in Chapter 1, the traditional approaches to information control are 

propaganda and censorship. Propaganda presents selected facts within the context of an 

official narrative; censorship limits access to objectionable facts or narratives without 

providing an explicit narrative that frames the censored information.  American society 

experienced both forms of control during the Second World War.  As OWI’s propaganda 

programs fell victim to domestic politics or were co-opted for tactical PSYOP, however, 

censorship became the more prevalent method. 

US Director of Censorship Byron Price explained the principles guiding the 

government’s censorship program in October 1942: 

(1) Censorship is a war measure.  It is justifiable only in so far as it aids 
prosecution of the war. (2) Censorship is no respecter of persons.  No one 
is exempt.  But censorship does respect the mails and the cables.   
(3) Censorship is frank with the public.  Rules and the reasons for them 
are published, for prevention in censorship is much better than cure.   
(4) The best censorship, if any censorship can be so called, is one of facts 
rather than of opinion.17 

The War Department implemented this guidance by establishing a depersonalized, 

bureaucratic system of overseas censors working from lists of prohibited information.  

Security considerations most often defined the limits of censorable information, 

especially tactical procedures that, if known by the enemy, could endanger the success of 

future military operations.  As US forces began their drive across the central Pacific, for 

example, theater censors were advised to prohibit “minute-by-minute” accounts of 

16 The air arm of the US military changed its name several times before its separation from the Army in 
1947.  This chapter uses the term Army Air Forces or AAF throughout to prevent the confusion caused by 
alternating among the organizational title appropriate at any one time. 
17 Byron Price, “Governmental Censorship in War-Time,” American Political Science Review 36, no. 5 
(October 1942): 849. 
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assaults, detailed descriptions of the effectiveness of specific weapons against specific 

targets, the use of code names or text quoted from official messages, and information that 

would indicate advantage gained by the capture of enemy personnel.18  War 

correspondents accredited to cover military operations knew the restrictions and often 

self-censored their material, yet they also submitted products for official censorship 

before transmitting them by military mail or telegraph.19 

Occasionally, the desire to protect military secrets crossed the line of providing 

false information to journalists in an attempt to obscure sensitive information.  In one 

instance, an article that correctly identified US intent to use Chinese-based B-29s to strike 

the Sasebo naval base in Japan prompted Col William Westlake—the senior AAF 

representative in the War Department’s Bureau of Public Relations—to plant false stories 

that the bombers were to be used for cargo transportation in the Pacific or the invasion of 

Europe.20  Despite occasional deceptions and inevitable security breaches, AAF officials 

usually protected sensitive information to their own satisfaction by ensuring that both 

reporters and official censors knew what to keep out of press accounts. 

Although censorship was reasonably effective in maintaining OPSEC, it posed 

four practical problems for US forces in general and AAF units in particular.  First, 

forward-based air units were subordinate to the US Army and allied command structures, 

and thus press material submitted for review passed through additional bureaucratic 

layers. A typical press communiqué or war correspondent’s report filed from Fourteenth 

Air Force headquarters in China, for example, faced a lengthy censorship process that 

included: 

�	 review by the staff operations officer (A-3), who checked the accuracy 

of the information against operational summaries 

�	 review by the unit’s designated intelligence (A-2) “origin censor” 

18 Capt Waldo Drake, Headquarters, Commander in Chief, US Pacific Fleet and Pacific Ocean Areas, to 
press correspondents and public relations personnel, memorandum, 24 May 1944.  Second attachment to 
Capt Ross D. Thompson, acting adjutant general, Forward Echelon, Headquarters VII Bomber Command, 
“Intelligence and Public Relations: VII Bomber Command Public Relations Policy,” circular no. 45-1, 21 
August 1944 (Maxwell AFB, AL: Air Force Historical Research Agency, file 742.951).
19 “War Correspondent Special Pass,” US Army Forces China-Burma-India, Paynter report, tab 9. 
20 Col William Westlake, USAF retired, interview by Dr. Murray Green, 12 February 1970 (transcript, 
Maxwell AFB, AL: Air Force Historical Research Agency, microfilm 43828), 25-26. 
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�	 courier or hand delivery to the public relations officer at the nearest 

theater branch headquarters 

�	 review by the intelligence staff (G-2) at the branch headquarters 

�	 review by the Chinese Ministry of Information, if appropriate 

�	 transmission by radio or land wire to theater headquarters for 

retransmission to the United States.21 

In addition to degrading the timeliness and therefore the value of news coming from 

official sources, censorship ceded the initiative to enemy propagandists.  As Maj Harold 

Paynter observed during his October 1943 fact-finding mission to AAF public relations 

offices in China, “Japanese radio would give a distorted version of 14th AF tactical 

operations, and when 14th’s version appeared 24 to 48 hours thereafter, it would put the 

14th in the position of continually denying Japanese claims (a patently unfavorable 

position from a propaganda and PR point of view).”22 

A second problem spawned by censorship—the way in which the process favored 

domestic reporters—further complicated efforts to provide internationally credible 

responses to enemy propaganda.  Officials generally trusted their own national 

correspondents, who were bound by patriotism, military status, and existing censorship 

codes, over foreign reporters, who were not. Reluctant to embed foreign correspondents 

in military units, official press conferences, speeches, and communiqués became the 

preferred sources of military information for the foreign press.23  But these were 

relatively infrequent events compared with the daily output of domestic war 

correspondents. In India, for example, US and British interaction with local reporters 

was sporadic, the consensus among Allied officers being that the “Indians aren’t much 

interested in the war and tend to distort everything for political reasons.”24  If foreign 

media representatives proved uncooperative in disseminating the official line when they 

did receive information, then American-produced propaganda became the only 

acceptable alternative. Although the Fourteenth Air Force commander, Maj Gen Claire 

21 Paynter report, tab 8, third preliminary report, 20 October 1943, 13-14. 
22 Paynter report, tab 8, third preliminary report, 20 October 1943, 9. 
23 Paynter report, tab 8, third preliminary report, 20 October 1943, 5-6. 
24 Paynter report, tab 8, fifth preliminary report, 5 November 1943, 31. 
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Chennault, “desired to accredit some Chinese correspondents,” established policies 

forced him to settle for “the dropping of leaflets to Chinese in occupied areas.”25 

In addition to time delays and biases toward domestic reporters, the censorship 

procedures themselves could be exploited for personal and organizational benefit.  

American public relations pioneers Scott Cutlip and Allen Center, reviewing the actions 

of public relations officers and their commanders during the war, noted that too many of 

them “confused information endangering military security with that endangering the 

reputation of individual officers who made mistakes.”26  For airmen, however, there was 

also the added danger that the Army could manipulate its control of the accreditation and 

censorship processes to downplay the contributions of airpower.  Summarizing the results 

of numerous interviews with Public Relations Officers (PROs) in the China-Burma-India 

Theater in November 1943, Paynter concluded: 

Therefore, no matter how harmonious relations may be between AAF 
PRO and Theater PRO, Ground Forces policies are binding.  In this 
Theater a relatively small AAF organization has been performing nearly 
all of the “newsworthy” combat activities, which, in the mind of the 
Theater PRO, creates a definite morale problem relating to the much larger 
number of ground forces in the theater, most of whom are not engaged in 
direct combat operations.  No matter how fair the Theater (Ground) PROs 
try to be, they cannot help but be mindful of the situation and, whether 
rightly or wrongly, the AAF PROs tend to feel that Theater (Ground) 
PROs do not enthusiastically favor more than restrained AAF PRO 
output.27 

Ironically, the Army’s professed support for “the importance of all arms” and “a unified 

or joint mental approach” could manifest itself in censorship decisions that evoked the 

opposite, an apparent attitude of “petty ‘arm’ jealousy.”28 

Airmen and the Army also clashed over AAF attempts to field a corps of 

independent public relations officers throughout the war.  Early in the conflict, those few 

AAF public relations positions that existed fell under the intelligence function, 

25 Paynter report, tab 8, fifth preliminary report, 5 November 1943, 5.

26 Quoted in John Landis Hartig, “The Evolution of Air Force Public Relations” (master’s thesis, American

University, Washington, DC, June 1956), 86.  Copy at Maxwell AFB, AL: Air Force Historical Research

Agency, file K112.2-4.  

27 Paynter report, tab 8, fifth preliminary report, 5 November 1943, 3.

28 Paynter report, tab 8, second preliminary report, 15 October 1943, 9.  Original emphasis.
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presumably since both dealt with understanding and reporting what had happened during 

military operations.  This arrangement proved unsatisfactory, however, because public 

relations officers were “constantly thinking how to give out” information that intelligence 

officers were “constantly striving to keep in.”29  Although most military commands 

separated public relations from intelligence as the war progressed, AAF subordination to 

the Army caused additional problems for publicity-hungry airmen.  In August 1942, for 

example, the War Department disbanded the air arm’s small public relations office in 

Washington, despite arguments that the volume and specialized nature of press inquiries 

merited a separate AAF office subject to War Department oversight.30 

From the perspective of organizational politics, a final problem associated with 

government censorship was the voluntary nature of the program within the United 

States—what Price called “a patriotic contribution by editors and broadcasters to the 

national security.”31  Although the American press corps had agreed to abide by a code 

prohibiting the public release of certain categories of information, newsmen were free to 

interpret this code for themselves.32  This denied AAF officials in Washington the shield 

of enforced censorship available to commands overseas at a time when the trials of war 

were subjecting airpower to increasing public scrutiny. 

As early as September 1942, American airpower confronted several domestic 

public relations problems, including what senior airmen considered “misapprehension of 

the dangers of aviation training and operational flying” as well as “adverse criticism of 

the P-40, B-26 and other types of combat aircraft.”33  Irritated by “cocky and uneducated 

Press comparisons … disparaging our airplanes in favor of the enemy’s,” General of the 

Air Force Henry H. Arnold shamed representatives of the New York Herald Tribune and 

Daily Mirror into dropping the issue.34  In a less successful attempt at discouraging Walt 

Disney’s adaptation of Alexander de Seversky’s Victory Through Air Power—a best

selling treatise on air warfare by an outspoken critic of Arnold—Col Arthur Ennis, a top 

29 Paynter report, tab 8, third preliminary report, 20 October 1943, 4.

30 Hartig, “The Evolution of Air Force Public Relations,” 92-96. 

31 Price, “Governmental Censorship in War-Time,” 844.

32 Price, “Governmental Censorship in War-Time,” 845-847.

33 Hartig, “The Evolution of Air Force Public Relations,” 105. 

34 H. H. Arnold, Global Mission (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1949), 296.


55 




AAF public relations officer, was dispatched to Los Angeles to kill the project.35 

Arnold’s civilian boss at the War Department, Assistant Secretary for Air Robert A. 

Lovett, took a subtler approach, encouraging self-censorship through his friendships with 

journalism and publishing luminaries like Averell Harriman, Arthur Krock, C. L. 

Sulzberger, Walter Lippmann, and Henry Luce.36  Although AAF officials more often 

than not succeeded in blunting bad publicity in this fashion, censorship of war news alone 

could not produce what those leaders craved: a compelling narrative about the 

contributions of airpower. Spurred by a system of information control that neither 

glorified the air arm when it succeeded nor protected it when it failed, American airmen 

turned to other solutions. 

Air-minded Propaganda to Transparent Necessity 

During the early years of American aviation, the dominant mode of information 

control had been propaganda, specifically a narrative of air-mindedness that exalted the 

technological marvels of flight and the men who mastered this new form of power.  Even 

before America’s entry into the First World War, Arnold noted that press coverage 

ennobling military aviators as “Knights of the Air” sparked “a zeal to form private 

groups,” including “volunteer militia squadrons which learned to fly at their own 

expense.”37  For two decades after the 1918 armistice, dramatic accounts of American 

aces, the exploits of aerial pioneers such as Charles Lindbergh, and Hollywood 

productions including Wings (1927) and Hell’s Angels (1930) sustained an idealized 

vision of aviation, even though the war’s carnage had dispelled many other romantic 

illusions about modern combat.38  Enhancing the image of the skilled and daring airman 

became a central concern of the first generation of Army pilots.  “Regardless of where 

they were,” Arnold recalled, “all air officers did what they could to keep the Air Arm 

before the public.”39  Among other air-minded publicity measures, Arnold himself raced 

35 Westlake, interview, 12 February 1970 (transcript), 30.  Arnold, Global Mission, 298.

36 Eric Larrabee, Commander in Chief: Franklin Delano Roosevelt, His Lieutenants, and Their War

(Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1987), 215-216. Sherry, The Rise of American Air Power, 183.

37 Arnold, Global Mission, 56.

38 Sherry, The Rise of American Air Power, 39-42. 

39 Arnold, Global Mission, 100.
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a pigeon from Portland, Oregon, to San Francisco in 1921 and later coauthored three 

books about flying with fellow airman Ira Eaker.40 

Early airpower advocates also appealed to America’s interwar affinity for 

isolationism and inexpensive solutions for national defense.  Brig Gen William “Billy” 

Mitchell stridently emphasized the military value of aircraft against enemy ships—the 

principal threat to America once it withdrew to its own shores and, conveniently, a threat 

the Navy chose to contest with a fleet of expensive capital ships.  Mitchell’s controversial 

1921 sinking of the former German battleship Ostfriesland was foremost a demonstration 

of economic efficiency, an argument he put in his critics’ mouths in his personal account 

of the event: “some thought we should be restrained from doing it because it would lead 

people to believe that the navy should be entirely scrapped, as a thousand airplanes could 

be built for the price of one battleship.”41  Mitchell also bolstered the economic case for 

airpower by promoting the peacetime benefits of government aircraft for mapping, fire 

patrol, crop dusting, and mail delivery.42  Framed in this way, as Michael Sherry 

observes, air-mindedness resonated with contemporary America’s “virtues of economy, 

efficiency, and technological innovation.”43  At the heart of these integrated appeals, 

however, was the desire for an independent Air Force, a quest that Arnold characterized 

as “a battle of ideas, involving air-minded people and non-air-minded people.”44 

Air-mindedness persisted as a propaganda theme beyond the outbreak of the 

Second World War.  As R. J. Overy concludes, because of “the highly individualist 

character of air combat the public was made much more aware of the contribution of the 

air forces to victory. Fighter aces had relatively little competition from submarine 

captains and tank drivers.”45  Public fascination with the air war also extended to bomber 

crews, who were portrayed as heroes wielding an unstoppable technology that could take 

the fight to the distant Japanese mainland.  For example, although several initial reports 

of Lt Col James Doolittle’s 18 April 1942 bombing raid on Tokyo drew from Japanese 

40 Arnold, Global Mission, 100-101.  Rebecca Grant, “Eaker’s Way,” Air Force: Journal of the Air Force 

Association 88, no. 12 (December 2005): 71. 

41 William Mitchell, Winged Defense: The Development and Possibilities of Modern Air Power—Economic 

and Military (1925; repr., Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, 1988), 71. 

42 Mitchell, Winged Defense, 144-146.

43 Sherry, The Rise of American Air Power, 35.

44 Arnold, Global Mission, 100.

45 R. J. Overy, The Air War, 1939-1945 (New York: Stein and Day, 1980), 266.
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radio reports claiming damage to a school and hospital, the raid immediately acquired the 

aura of legend.46  Roosevelt joked that the carrier-based B-25s originated from a base in 

the mythical Shangri-La, reporters speculated that the operation would provoke fear 

bordering on national psychosis in Japan, and Doolittle received rapid promotion and the 

Medal of Honor amid reports that glossed over heavy American losses and the minor 

damage done in the attack.47  Early air operations like the Doolittle raid or the exploits of 

Claire Chennault’s Flying Tigers became a kind of popular shorthand for the moral and 

material superiority that would enable America to defeat Japan (see Figure 2-1). 

Figure 5.  Popular reaction to the Doolittle Raid.  Inevitable victory over an inferior (and 
often racially caricatured) enemy was a major theme of US press coverage of early air 
operations against Japan. 
Source: New York Daily Mirror, 4 May 1942 (History Department, University of San 
Diego, http://history.sandiego.edu/gen/ww2timeline/doolittle.html). 

46 “Tokyo Bombed!” Los Angeles Times, 18 April 1942.  “Tokyo Bombed in First Allied Raid,” Hartford

Courant, 18 April 1942.

47 “President Puts Raiders of Tokyo at ‘Shangri-La,’” New York Times, 22 April 1942.  Henry C. Wolfe, 

“What the Japanese Fear Most,” New York Times Magazine, 26 April 1942.  “Jimmy Did It,” Time, 1 June 

1942. 
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Motion pictures were another major weapon in this battle for air-mindedness.  

Warner Studios had been producing public awareness shorts for the War Department’s 

Bureau of Public Relations on a voluntary basis even before America’s entry into the 

war. 48  Arnold seized the opportunity to formalize this relationship by offering Army Air 

Force commissions to producer Jack Warner and studio writer Owen Crisp, who became 

the nucleus of the 18th Air Force Base Unit, commonly known as the First Motion 

Picture Unit (FMPU).49  Starting with its first short in May 1942—Winning Your Wings, 

starring AAF Lt James Stewart—the FMPU produced more than 400 films with recruited 

actors such as Ronald Reagan, William Holden, Alan Ladd, and Lee Cobb.50  In 

November 1942, Arnold launched a program to feed footage to the FMPU by assigning 

combat motion picture units to AAF commands overseas in order to “secure coverage of 

combat operations in the air.”51  The system for centralizing AAF propaganda projects 

had broken down by October 1944, however, when Lt Gen Barney Giles, chief of the Air 

Staff, reminded his commanders that combat camera units should only be producing “raw 

material for rearrangement, consolidation, and production” of “an accurate, interesting, 

and complete motion picture history of AAF activities in the present war.”52  Despite the 

air arm’s inability to prevent the War Department and theater commanders from 

appropriating AAF motion picture units for Army projects, by the end of the war the 

FMPU had produced many solidly air-minded films—including Lt Col William Wyler’s 

1944 dramatized documentary of a B-17 crew, Memphis Belle: A Story of a Flying 

Fortress.53 

Nevertheless, the continued viability of the air-minded narrative in film and print 

was strained by the reality of a protracted air war against Japan.  The aviator’s image as a 

knight of the air clashed with the actual situation faced by aircrews stationed far from 

home and risking death for little visible gain to the war effort.  A public relations officer 

48 MSgt George J. Siegel, “Hollywood’s Army: The First Motion Picture Unit, US Army Air Forces, 

Culver City, California,” California State Military Museum, http://www.militarymuseum.org/1stmpu.html.  

49 Siegel, “Hollywood’s Army.”

50 Siegel, “Hollywood’s Army.”

51 Lt Gen H. H. Arnold, commanding general, Army Air Forces, to director of photography, Army Air

Forces, memorandum, 10 November 1942 (author’s copy).

52 Lt Gen Barney M. Giles, chief of Air Staff, to all Army Air Forces commanding generals, memorandum, 

AAF letter no. 95-2, 23 October 1944 (author’s copy).

53 William Wyler, Memphis Belle: A Story of a Flying Fortress, 1944, re-issued by Periscope Film, 110

min., 2006, DVD. 
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in China in 1943, objecting to broadcasts of US radio programs to his unit “for 

indoctrination purposes,” stressed that “the men this far out on the vine do not need to be 

told what they’re fighting for … they’re fighting to go home!  No psychologist, 

sociologist, or propagandist can give them a more potent reason to fight.”54  Morale was 

also a problem within Army and RAF units seeing little action against Japan, which gave 

Allied commanders little incentive to trumpet the comparative achievements of US 

airpower.55  For these reasons, air-mindedness was a message that became unacceptable 

to some degree within Allied military circles. 

AAF leaders were also concerned that the true effects of bombing operations 

would tarnish the air arm’s public reputation and its prospects for institutional 

independence. Even before the airplane’s development as a weapon of war, H. G. Wells 

had advanced an argument that the heroic, technological progress of an air-minded nation 

would end with apocalyptic air warfare.56  Reflecting on the public’s conflicted attitude 

toward airpower, Arnold cogently observed that “As far as the public was concerned, 

airplanes, aviation, were fascinating.  Bombers in themselves, and in the only meaning to 

be drawn from them, were not….  [A]s World War II crept closer and closer, 

bombardment came to be classed in the public mind as akin to the criminal in warfare.”57 

In a 1938 Gallup poll, 91 percent of Americans agreed that “all nations should agree not 

to bomb civilians in cities in wartime.”58 

Japanese aggression and the rallying of the American public behind the war effort 

largely erased this popular aversion to bombing enemy cities.  Three days after the attack 

on Pearl Harbor, 67 percent of Americans favored indiscriminate bombing of Japan, and 

by 1944 a full 75 percent of Americans approved of bombing historic and cultural 

buildings to end the war.59  Wartime editorial pages, as Stephen Budiansky notes, were 

54 Maj Rankin Roberts, United States Army Forces China, Burma, and India, to Lt Col Thomas H. Lewis,

Radio Section, Headquarters Special Services Division, memorandum, 4 November 1943.  Annex to

Paynter report, tab 8, third preliminary report. 

55 Paynter report, tab 8, fourth preliminary report, 24 October 1943, 5.

56 H. G. Wells, The War in the Air, and Particularly How Mr. Bert Smallways Fared While It Lasted (New

York: Macmillan Company, 1908). 

57 Arnold, Global Mission, 159.
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less likely to conclude that American airpower was killing too many innocent people than 

to suggest “that America was not hitting German and Japanese civilians hard enough.”60 

Regardless of this shift in public attitudes, AAF leaders worked hard to emphasize 

the military necessity of violent air strikes against Japanese cities.  Although their precise 

motives for avoiding the more bloodthirsty currents of public opinion remain unclear, 

there are several possible explanations.  First, American airpower doctrine had developed 

at the Air Corps Tactical School in less bellicose times, and airmen may have been 

determined to validate publicly their prewar confidence in high-altitude daylight 

precision bombing against economic targets.61  Second, AAF operations were threatened 

on two fronts by Japanese propaganda. Embracing attacks against civilian targets risked 

public condemnation on humanitarian grounds, while more limited bombing could be 

portrayed as a sign of military weakness or lack of national resolve.  As Budiansky 

suggests, “bad bombing,” properly justified, may have appeared “better than no 

bombing.”62  Third, the thread of the airpower narrative that predicted a quick, decisive 

enemy collapse simply proved untrue as the war dragged on, creating a need to manage 

public expectations. Finally, senior airmen may have recognized that, after the initial 

heat of American vengeance had cooled, postwar accountability would demand a public 

record of demonstrable restraint. 

Whatever the reasons, internal and perceived external pressure against air-minded 

propaganda prompted a partial retreat toward a selective but more transparent 

presentation of the facts about the air war.  Once AAF B-29s were able to conduct 

sustained bombing operations against the Japanese mainland, bomber commands in the 

Pacific received instructions that press accounts of operations should “emphasize 

accuracy rather than press-agentry” so that the public could “judge for itself as to the 

effectiveness of our operations.”63  In a May 1944 memorandum, Giles advised 

commanders that the “AAF has suffered in the past from misguided enthusiasm.  

Histrionic overstatements of its potentials have resulted in public misunderstandings of 

60 Budiansky, Air Power, 320.

61 Lt Col Peter R. Faber, “Interwar US Army Aviation and the Air Corps Tactical School: Incubators of

American Airpower,” in The Paths of Heaven: The Evolution of Airpower Theory, ed. Col Philip S. 

Meilinger (Maxwell AFB, AL: Air University Press, 1997), 211-222. 

62 Budiansky, Air Power, 320.

63 Quoted in Sherry, The Rise of American Air Power, 184.


61 




what is the mission of the AAF.”64  That mission, he continued, “has never been to break 

the enemy’s will to fight by direct air attack against the morale of his people,” but rather 

to destroy “physical things upon which the enemy’s ability to fight are dependent.”65 

Giles emphasized that the “public utterances or statements of AAF officers should be 

restrained. They should be factual and wholly objective and not fanciful nor speculative.  

The AAF needs no promotion and propagandizing.”66  Assistant Secretary Lovett 

reiterated this guidance at a conference on War Department public information in 

February 1945, declaring, as one commentator noted afterwards, that the “full record of 

the Air Force will be open to the American people, subject only to legitimate security 

restrictions and to physical limitations.”67 

Of course, an AAF policy of increased transparency was subject to severe 

restrictions and limitations, given the Army’s censorship policy and the fledgling air 

arm’s institutional insecurities.  Nevertheless, AAF officials made tentative steps toward 

fuller public disclosure. As discussed above, both Lovett and Arnold sometimes 

managed their relationships with the press by sharing sensitive information with 

journalists or editors. Maj Gen Curtis LeMay’s Twentieth Air Force—advised by its 

public relations officer, former New Yorker correspondent Lt Col St. Clair McKelway— 

provided intelligence briefings to reporters in advance of major missions, ensuring that 

initial reports on air operations were informed by AAF sources rather than Japanese 

propaganda.68  The most significant AAF innovation with respect to public transparency, 

however, was the use of statistics and photographs to describe air operations. 

Statistics fed the AAF desire for a more fact-based approach to public information 

while still retaining the technical and economic aspects of traditional air-mindedness.  

The facts presented about the air war against Japan often represented no more than rough 

estimates, since analysts could not access most targeted areas until after the war, but 

64 Giles to commanding generals, memorandum, AAF letter no. 200-1, 26 May 1944, 1. First attachment to
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estimates were better than unsupported assertions of airpower’s effectiveness.  Moreover, 

engineers and technicians steeped in the scientific and mathematical complexities of 

aircraft design, construction, and operation were comfortable discussing air attacks in 

terms of numbers.  What statistical summaries of air operations gained in pseudo

scientific objectivity, however, they lost by depersonalizing acts that remained 

intertwined with valor, danger, fear, suffering, and death.  Thus, in March 1945, when 

Maj Gen Lauris Norstad briefed Washington reporters on the latest results of LeMay’s 

bombing of Tokyo, estimates of the area of industrialized land destroyed or the number 

of workers left homeless failed to capture the true cost of the air war on a major city 

subjected to sustained firebombing.69 

Photographic reconnaissance provided a more dramatic but suitably objective 

means of describing the effects of air operations.  In the interest of “bringing home to our 

Air Forces throughout the world and to our comrades in other arms of the service what 

the force, or impact, of air power is and can be,” Lovett and Arnold authorized the 

production and dissemination of Impact, a glossy magazine of intelligence photos and 

illustrations with explanatory text provided to field units and government leaders between 

April 1943 and October 1945.70  Produced by a former Life picture editor, Lt Col Edward 

Thompson, and a small staff under the AAF’s assistant chief of staff for intelligence, 

Impact added the visual weight of photos, maps, and diagrams to standard arguments 

about the effects of bombing operations on Japan’s war-making capacity.  For example, 

the magazine’s belated account of the Doolittle raid—entitled “For the Record: 

Legitimate Military Targets Hit in Japan”—included maps with 12 military and industrial 

targets identified in the vicinity of Tokyo, Nagoya, and Kobe.71  The fact that each issue 

of Impact was marked and distributed as a confidential document enhanced the authority 

of this interpretation of events.  When most issues of the magazine were declassified by 

the Air Staff in September 1945, Impact was positioned to serve as a first rough draft of 

the history of the air war as airmen saw it. 
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The use of visual information to bolster statistical analysis of airpower’s effects 

did not negate the need for a compelling narrative that placed individual facts and photos 

in context, however. The final, unclassified issue of Impact tellingly captured the 

devastation of Japan in a two-page spread that compared the estimated destruction of 69 

Japanese cities to comparable population centers in the United States.72  But the AAF’s 

enduring insistence on the military-industrial value of its targets could tip its master 

narrative toward absurdity. Reviewing the effects of the atomic bomb dropped on 

Nagasaki, Impact used photos of the city’s Mitsubishi steel works to suggest the motive 

for the attack, and a photo of shanties built on rubble ostensibly demonstrated that “Life 

goes on” after atomic bombardment.73  A day after the Hiroshima bombing, AAF 

headquarters reported to Gen Carl Spaatz, “It is understood that the Secretary of War in 

his press conference tomorrow will release a map or photostat of Hiroshima showing the 

aiming point and the general area of damage.  It is believed here that the accuracy with 

which the bomb was placed may counter a thought that the CENTERBOARD project 

involves wanton, indiscriminate bombing.”74  In the end, the ferocity unleashed on the 

Japanese people could not be explained coherently through an objective consideration of 

urban industrial capacity, aim points, or bomb damage assessments. 

The fundamental incoherence in AAF and broader US public communication was 

in part a problem of where air operations needed to stop on the sliding scale from 

compellence to brute force.  As one airman observed, after the war 

… indifference to the psychological potentialities of air power can be 
traced to our fundamental thinking on the object of air warfare.  We 
established as the objective the destruction of the enemy’s economic war 
potential, and this required more and more power for more and more 
destruction. The net result was the beginning of the destruction of the 
enemy social fabric.  Did we lose sight of the political objective of air war: 
to force our will upon the enemy?  To control him?75 
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Continued brute force attacks aimed at the unconditional surrender of Japan had broad 

support among US and Allied audiences, but anything short of Japan’s annihilation 

recommended a softer line aimed at compelling adversary leaders to end the war on 

acceptable terms.  Japan’s apparently suicidal defiance in the face of slow strangulation 

by bombing, shipping interdiction, and military reversals throughout the Pacific did not 

help the case for compellence.  If Japan was unwilling to accept its inevitable defeat, 

military public communication would need to keep the domestic fires burning for a 

longer and costlier war. 

The path along which domestic and foreign policy was stumbling did not matter 

much for PSYOP undertaken in support of the tactical engagements of 1944 and 1945, 

where overwhelming military force added immediacy to broadcasts or leaflets 

encouraging Japanese rank-and-file soldiers to surrender.76  But PSYOP on a national, 

strategic scale—in the case of AAF operations, warnings to Japanese civilians of 

impending air attacks—suffered from internal contradictions.  On the one hand, bomb 

warnings were “used to reinforce the fears of people” and to demonstrate the “materiel 

and military superiority” of an American air armada that could announce its blows in 

advance.77  On the other hand, the leaflets served to warn innocents away from targeted 

areas, “to reduce a target group’s resentment” against its attackers, and “to establish 

credibility for American propaganda” at the expense of the Japanese government.78  As 

Sherry notes, the grim reality of firebombing when paired with such psychological 

appeals—simultaneously menacing and benevolent, divisive and conciliatory—“sent a 

conflicting message or at least one which the enemy government could use to cry 

hypocrisy.”79  According to Overy, Japanese leaders took full advantage of this 

psychological rift, using the threat of continued bombing “to increase mobilization and 

participation in the war, while the actual and demoralizing experience of bombing was 

used by the military authorities to justify policies of fanatical resistance.”80 
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For the advocates of airpower, the inability to develop coherent propaganda for 

the Japanese people reinforced the AAF’s preferred focus on the domestic audiences that 

would determine its organizational future.  Senior airmen who had shaped US military 

aviation since its inception wanted to avoid “a repitition [sic] of the situation at the end of 

the last war—a public decision to junk the Air Forces and rely chiefly on increased naval 

power.”81  As now Lt Gen Jimmy Doolittle explained in 1943: 

Public relations must be recognized as a Number One problem of air 
commangind [sic] generals. It is of greatest importance to morale, and 
therefore efficiency. It should try to make every individual, regardless of 
rank, believe the public of the United States is proud of him and his 
organization. That pride makes good soldiers.  It is of long range 
importance to the Air Forces and to the United States as a nation, for if the 
public can be made to know and understand the mission of the AAF, its 
position during and after the war will be assured, and the security of the 
nation will thus be protected.82 

Of course, from an airman’s perspective, the best way to assure both the air arm’s future 

and the nation’s security was through the creation of an independent Air Force, a vision 

that remained the guiding light of AAF public communication activities, although—as 

one air officer conceded—the policy would “never be stated in so many words for public 

consumption.”83 

Public Communication at the Dawn of Air Force Independence 

The degree of coercive violence used against Japan influenced the entire character 

of US public communication during the Second World War.  Even the Office of War 

Information—a civilian agency designed to build affinity for American goals and 

values—gradually abandoned this mission in favor of military pragmatism, promoting 

rationing or war bond campaigns at home and supporting tactical psychological 

operations abroad. Although OWI operations migrated from affinity toward necessity 

over the course of the war, public communication for a military organization like the US 

Army Air Forces naturally began there.  AAF communication in support of military 

81 Paynter report, tab 1, “History of Mission,” 2.

82 Quoted in Paynter report, tab 7, summary report and recommendations, 1.

83 Lt Col Hartzel Spence, to Maj Gen Lauris Norstad, memorandum, 22 May 1945.  Copy in records of the 

Headquarters, Twentieth Air Force, file 322.01. 
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operations sought to protect OPSEC and otherwise control information about the war 

through a policy of enforced and voluntary censorship, focused primarily on domestic 

reporters and the audiences they served. 

Despite its continued use throughout the war, censorship proved somewhat 

counterproductive both to national military objectives and to airmen’s institutional 

interests. Journalists in America who were free to interpret censorship guidelines for 

themselves used radio and wire reports to gather information for their stories, which 

allowed enemy propaganda to inform news coverage when US censors delayed the 

transmission of officially sanctioned news.  Of greater concern to airmen was the way in 

which Army officials could manipulate the censorship and media accreditation process to 

downplay the contributions of air operations.   

Although still adhering to guidelines that protected OPSEC through censorship, 

AAF officials sought other methods of information control that would allow them to 

highlight the achievements of airpower.  During the First World War and the interwar 

years, the air arm’s preferred mode of information control had been propaganda, 

specifically a narrative of air-mindedness that integrated elements of individual heroism, 

technological progressivism, and economic efficiency.  Even though elements of this 

narrative persisted throughout the Second World War, it proved increasingly inconsistent 

with the realities of a brutal air campaign and the reluctance of military leaders to glorify 

airmen at the expense of soldiers and sailors.  Air-minded propaganda thus began to yield 

to a more acceptable policy of selective transparency, particularly the use of nominally 

objective statistics and aerial photography to describe airpower’s effects. 

Visual facts or mathematical estimates did not make sense unless presented in the 

context of a narrative, however, and AAF officials therefore retained their prewar 

argument that bombing was a technologically efficient means to destroy an enemy’s 

military and industrial capabilities.  This argument created a second source of 

incoherence in public communication, since AAF policy was precise targeting of 

Japanese industry but the observable outcome was widespread destruction of Japanese 

cities. In particular, with respect to PSYOP aimed at weakening enemy resolve and 

compelling surrender, Japanese authorities could exploit the violence of brute force air 

attacks to strengthen popular resistance. 
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What ultimately mattered to AAF leaders, however, were the domestic audiences 

that would weigh the effectiveness of airpower in the postwar political struggle for an 

independent Air Force. In this respect, inconsistencies in AAF public communication did 

not impair organizational success.  By 1945, the Air Force had cemented its public image 

as an efficient, technologically sophisticated force ready to unleash total destruction on a 

distant enemy, an image well suited to the Cold War.  The dispassionate narratives 

airmen employed in the later stages of the air war against Japan demonstrated their 

readiness to deal with the unimaginable consequences of a nuclear exchange with the 

Soviet Union in the only way possible—as a matter of scientific and technical 

proficiency. It remained to be seen, however, whether the emerging character of Air 

Force public communication suited the less violent conflicts that would break out under 

the nuclear umbrella. 
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Chapter 3 

Eagles in Chains: Strategic Communication in the Philippines and Vietnam 

I was initially quite opposed to the bombing, since it broke almost every rule that 
I knew of for success in a political war which was being undertaken in Vietnam 
at the time....  As with the Luftwaffe attacks on Britain, it permitted Ho Chi Minh 
and some other smart political leaders to do a Winston Churchill and prove that 
an enemy was attacking them and therefore the people must hold together and 
unify and defy this enemy.  So, in effect, we were doing something that would 
look good from our rules of warfare, but in terms of the actual war that was 
being conducted in Vietnam, we were letting the aggressors and our enemies take 
full political and psychological advantage of something.  We gave them a very 
priceless way of maintaining and strengthening their leadership at the very time 
when we wanted it weakened. 

– Maj Gen (retired) Edward G. Lansdale 
Interview, 30 April 1971 

The public communication environment during air operations against Japan in 

many respects favored the US Army Air Forces.  Social mobilization and broad domestic 

consensus on the vital national interests at stake in the conflict opened doors for 

information control through censorship and propaganda.  Although self-interest and an 

emerging network of information media with global reach prompted airmen to expand 

public transparency, initiatives could be pursued selectively on the organization’s terms.  

At home, most Americans supported more violence against Japan than airmen were able 

or willing to supply.  The enemy population, meanwhile, was itself mobilized in a 

perceived struggle for national survival under an even tighter system of information 

control.  Since the enemy appeared largely beyond persuasion, US public communication 

programs were only marginally concerned with the Japanese people. 

The Allied victory in 1945 changed the world, but by doing so it weakened the 

newly independent Air Force’s position in public debates over future wars.  With the sole 

existential threat to the United States suspended in nuclear stalemate, the ends and means 

of the wars America actually fought were contestable.  The national interests sought 

through US military interventions were matters of interpretation, and, since interpretation 

required information, the public and the press were more reluctant to accept government 
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censorship. By making it easier to circumvent official restrictions on information flows, 

improvements in global communication networks increased both the transparency of US 

actions and the proliferation of propaganda providing competing explanations for those 

actions. The material superiority of US forces in comparison to their Third World 

adversaries—especially with respect to airpower—supported public calls to limit the use 

of force. The number and complexity of issues that America now faced as a superpower 

diversified perspectives within the federal bureaucracy, which in turn created more 

opportunities for political confrontations between the Air Force and other agencies.   

In short, a mode of public communication appropriate for wars between great 

powers did not necessarily serve the Air Force well in globally publicized wars against 

lesser states, insurgents, or terrorists.  A review of public communication in the 

Philippine government’s successful campaign against Hukbalahap insurgents 

demonstrates how the character of one such war determined the quality of effective 

communication in the conflict.  In contrast to efforts in the Philippines, US public 

communication in the last six years of the Vietnam War illustrates how temporary 

escalations of airpower violence were handled with traditional approaches to information 

control that were expedient but not effective.  Each case study is an example of strategic 

communication at work: the air arm’s organizational interests were subsumed in a 

coherent, centrally controlled government communication program supporting national 

objectives. Taken together, the cases suggest the limits of strategic communication in the 

international system. 

Airpower and Communication against the Huks 

US Air Force public communication played no appreciable role in the Philippine 

government’s successful campaign against the Hukbalahap communist guerilla 

movement between 1946 and 1954.1  However, a short consideration of the conflict is 

useful for three reasons. First, it shows how the demands of a counterinsurgency (COIN) 

campaign change the character of appropriate air operations.  Second, the fight against 

the Huks provides an example of the successful integration of air operations, 

1 The term Hukbalahap is a contraction of Hukbo Nang Bayan Laban Sa Hapon (People’s Anti-Japanese 
Army), which describes the movement’s origins as an indigenous Communist resistance to Japanese 
occupation of the Philippines during the Second World War. 
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communication, and other government activities into a coherent grand strategy.  Third, 

the campaign relied on American military advisors within the Joint US Military 

Assistance Group (JUSMAG)—particularly Air Force Col Edward Lansdale—and thus 

demonstrates how the US and Philippine governments managed their relationship in 

response to a common threat. Each of these three issues remains relevant to Air Force 

public communication in operations aimed at stabilizing failing states or fighting the 

global insurgency of Islamic terrorism.  Therefore, a brief examination of the Huk 

insurgency will explain at least some of the conditions of success that have often eluded 

US officials in later wars. 

Air Operations.  The Philippine Air Force (PAF) had limited resources with 

which to combat the Huks; during much of the campaign, some 4,000 Philippine airmen 

supported operations with a few squadrons of C-47, F-51, L-4, L-5, T-6, and T-13 aircraft 

flying out of two main bases.2  Use of this small force varied over time and space, as the 

changing composition of the Huk movement during the course of the conflict suggested a 

different weight of effort toward persuasion or coercion.  As PAF Lt Col Tomás Tirona 

explained, the Philippine government roughly divided the insurgency into two groups: 

1.	 The hard core—die-hards thoroughly indoctrinated in Communist 
ideology and irrevocably against democracy as a political society.  
These understood only the language of force. 

2.	 The soft core—misguided peasants, workers, opportunists, fugitives 
from justice, and adventurers.  These were won over by the policy of 
“attraction and fellowship.”3 

The implication of this distinction was that airpower could speak the “language of force” 

only after the hard core had been physically separated from soft core supporters.  As 

Lansdale observed, PAF attacks exhibited 

… no hesitation at all when the target was out in an open area, a long way 
from villages or the civilian population.  [Philippine Secretary of Defense 
Ramon] Magsaysay had a very clear understanding of the war’s objective, 
to win the people away from the other side over to the Philippine 

2 A. H. Peterson, G. C. Reinhardt, and E. E. Conger, eds., Symposium on the Role of Airpower in 
Counterinsurgency and Unconventional Warfare: The Philippine Huk Campaign, memorandum RM-3652
PR (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, July 1963), 34. 
3 Lt Col Tomás C. Tirona, Philippine Air Force, “The Philippine Anti-Communist Campaign: A Study of 
Democracy in Action,” Air University Quarterly Review 7, no. 2 (Summer 1954): 51. 
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government’s side.  You don’t do that by killing people’s innocent 
relatives. You don’t make war where it will hurt the people you are trying 
to win over; you try to strike an identified enemy.4 

By late 1950, the Huk movement had grown to a peak strength of 15,000 guerillas 

living among an estimated population of one million supporters across the central island 

of Luzon, with the insurgency expanding to the Viscayon island group.5  Until the Huks 

could be separated from their supporters, air attacks threatened to kill guerillas and 

civilians indiscriminately, further alienating the government from the population.  PAF 

operations therefore focused on transporting Philippine Army soldiers, supplying small-

unit operations deep in insurgent-held territory, and conducting aerial reconnaissance and 

PSYOP against the Huks.6  As government reforms and communication programs 

(discussed below) began to erode popular support for the movement, air operations 

against isolated concentrations of guerillas became possible.7  PAF raids on “production 

bases, bivouacs, and trails important to enemy logistics” harassed the Huks, demoralizing 

the insurgents by denying them “security, rest, food sources, and adequate shelter.”8 

According to Philippine Army Colonel Napoleon Valeriano, the air arm became 

“a busy service during the later stages of our counterinsurgency effort,” but only after the 

guerillas had been ousted from “popular bases in developed areas.”9  Broadly speaking, 

where insurgents were indistinguishable from the populace, PAF efforts denied the Huks 

opportunities for large-scale operations through reconnaissance, rapid airlift, PSYOP, and 

shows of force.  Where intelligence identified an unambiguous Huk target, airpower 

would, in Valeriano’s words, “deliver a terrific punch” that made deterrence credible.10 

The level of coercion relevant to PAF operations against the Huks, then, could be 

4 Peterson et al., eds., Symposium on the Role of Airpower in Counterinsurgency and Unconventional

Warfare, 57.

5 Peter W. Borg, The United States, the Huk Movement, and Ramon Magsaysay (Washington, DC:

Department of Defense, 1965), 4.  Cecil B. Currey, Edward Lansdale: The Unquiet American (Boston:

Houghton Mifflin Company, 1988), 79.

6 Peterson et al., eds., Symposium on the Role of Airpower in Counterinsurgency and Unconventional

Warfare, 39-52.

7 Peterson et al., eds., Symposium on the Role of Airpower in Counterinsurgency and Unconventional

Warfare, 35.

8 Tirona, “The Philippine Anti-Communist Campaign,” 52.

9 Peterson et al., eds., Symposium on the Role of Airpower in Counterinsurgency and Unconventional

Warfare, 35.

10 Peterson et al., eds., Symposium on the Role of Airpower in Counterinsurgency and Unconventional

Warfare, 39.
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characterized as widespread deterrence supplemented by localized compellence or brute 

force. This approach is generally consistent with the recent history of COIN operations 

and other forms of irregular warfare, in which excessive force can be counterproductive 

and the less lethal advantages of airpower become more important.11 

Strategic Communication and Grand Strategy.  Limits on the PAF’s use of lethal 

force was part of a grand strategy to defeat the Huks orchestrated by Ramon Magsaysay, 

Philippine secretary of defense from August 1950 to February 1953 and president from 

December 1953 until his death in a plane crash on 17 March 1957.  For a modern 

industrial war like the one the United States fought against Japan, grand strategy involved 

mobilizing society for a sustained campaign of military violence, and communication 

became a way of explaining the need for violence.  To defeat a popular Communist 

insurgency, Magsaysay reversed that traditional formula.  Grand strategy required 

restoring Philippine society’s lost affinity for the government at the expense of the Huks’ 

popularity. Military violence against insurgents was necessary, but primarily as a means 

of communicating the government’s strength and competence.  According to one 

biographer, “the entire establishment was organized into a ‘public relations outfit with 

every officer and every soldier under orders to win public esteem.’”12  Where 

conventional war demanded communication in support of a high level of military 

violence, unconventional war demanded a lower level of military violence in support of 

communication. 

In the early stages of the insurgency, the Huks had gained popularity through 

promises of “land for the landless,” “equal justice,” and “government for the people.”13 

These messages resonated with large sectors of the Philippine population in the post-war 

period, since the ruling Liberal Party and the military were viewed as corrupt institutions 

that had collaborated with the Japanese occupation and now supported landowners and 

business interests at the expense of the poor.  Government actions before 1950 largely 

supported these perceptions. Within days of taking office as president following the 1946 

11 James S. Corum and Wray R. Johnson, Airpower in Small Wars: Fighting Insurgents and Terrorists

(Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 2003), 270-72. 

12 Carlos P. Romulo and Marvin M. Gray, The Magsaysay Story (New York: John Day Company, 1956), 

126.

13 Maj Lawrence M. Greenberg, The Hukbalahap Insurrection: A Case Study of a Successful Anti-

Insurgency Operation in the Philippines, 1946-1955 (Washington, DC: US Army Center of Military 

History, 1987), 52. 
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national elections, Manual Roxas—a former government administrator under the 

Japanese—granted amnesty to Japanese collaborators and proposed a 30 percent 

reduction in the portion of harvests reserved by law for tenant farmers.14  The 

government prevented Huk leader Luis Taruc and eight other members of leftist 

opposition parties from taking elected positions in the Philippine Congress.15  After a 

brief attempt to co-opt the Huks through an amnesty program, the government cracked 

down. Police and private security forces responded to rural protests for land reform with 

lethal violence.16  By 1949, government forces were indiscriminately shelling or bombing 

villages presumed to harbor Huk supporters.17  After fraudulent elections that maintained 

the Liberal Party’s hold on power in 1949 under President Elpidio Quirino, the Huks 

urged the population to reject democratic solutions by adopting the slogan “bullets, not 

ballots.”18 

Magsaysay’s strategy was to frame the insurgency as a purposeless and futile 

effort by eliminating the legitimate grievances fueling the movement while killing Huk 

fighters. The restoration of government legitimacy started with military reforms aimed at 

improving the average Filipino’s affinity for the armed forces.  Magsaysay increased 

military pay so that fewer soldiers resorted to theft or extortion.19  He flew to distant 

military outposts to conduct surprise inspections, punishing local commanders who were 

lazy or corrupt.20  Filipinos who had problems with the military were urged to send free 

telegrams to Magsaysay, who quickly acted on complaints.21  Although the remarkably 

independent Philippine press was initially critical of the new defense chief, Magsaysay 

did not repress journalists but investigated their allegations.22  Military lawyers were 

14 Greenberg, The Hukbalahap Insurrection, 39.  Luis Taruc, Born of the People (New York: International 

Publishers, 1953), 221-27.  Benedict J. Kirkvliet, The Huk Rebellion: A Study of Peasant Revolt in the 

Philippines (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1977), 199.

15 Edward Geary Lansdale, In the Midst of Wars: An American’s Mission to Southeast Asia (New York: 

Harper & Row, 1972), 8.  Greenberg, The Hukbalahap Insurrection, 44-45.

16 Lansdale, In the Midst of Wars, 28.

17 Blake Clark, “Are the Philippines Going the Way of China?” Reader's Digest, June 1950, 28-34.

18 Greenberg, The Hukbalahap Insurrection, 52. 

19 Greenberg, The Hukbalahap Insurrection, 107. 

20 Peterson et al., eds., Symposium on the Role of Airpower in Counterinsurgency and Unconventional

Warfare, 47-48.

21 Greenberg, The Hukbalahap Insurrection, 86. 

22 Lt Col James R. Bortree, “The Implications of Religiously Motivated Insurgencies for Psychological 

Operations” (master’s thesis, Air University, School of Advanced Air and Space Studies, Maxwell AFB, 

AL, June 2006), 74.  
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assigned to represent tenant farmers in legal disputes with landlords.23  Under the 

direction of a new civil affairs office, battalion combat teams living among Filipinos 

improved local infrastructure and integrated themselves into the daily social activities of 

their communities.24 

Despite these highly visible changes within the military, broader political and 

legislative reform was the most meaningful step toward improving the legitimacy of the 

Philippine government.  Prior to national elections in 1951, Magsaysay established the 

nonpartisan National Movement for Free Elections to develop fair procedures, register 

voters, ensure turnout at the polls, and monitor the elections.25  The result of the 

elections—the Liberal Party lost all but one of the contested races—severely weakened 

the Huks’ argument that only violence could facilitate political change in the 

Philippines.26  This argument was further undercut by the actions of the incoming 

government, which established financial programs and legal protections to aid tenant 

farmers as well as expanding the legal assistance and public works programs begun by 

the military.27  Such tangible reforms validated public confidence in and loyalty to the 

Philippine government, a common theme in Magsaysay’s frequent public appearances 

and other communication programs centrally directed by the defense secretary through 

his civil affairs office.28 

23 Napolean D. Valeriano and Charles T. R. Bohannan, Counter-Guerilla Operations: The Philippine

Experience (New York: Praeger, 1962), 218. 

24 Uldarico S. Baclagon, Lessons from the Huk Campaign in the Philippines (Manila: M. Colcol & 

Company, 1960), 191.  Valeriano and Bohannan, 129.

25 Lansdale, In the Midst of Wars, 90.  Borg, The United States, the Huk Movement, and Ramon 

Magsaysay, 27. 

26 Lansdale, In the Midst of Wars, 92-93.

27 Committee on National Defense and Security, Security Problem Posed by the Huk Movement and on the 

Government’s Performance in Central Luzon (Manila: Republic of the Philippines Senate, 1967), 26-31.

Valeriano and Bohannan, Counter-Guerilla Operations, 81 and 86.

28 Baclagon, Lessons from the Huk Campaign in the Philippines, 175. 
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Figure 6.  “Eye of God” leaflet.  
Conceived by JUSMAG advisor 
Col Edward Lansdale, this design 
was used in Philippine government 
PSYOP products to announce that 
security forces were watching Huk 
insurgents and their supporters in a 
given area. 
Source: Greenberg, The 
Hukbalahap Insurrection, 117. 

Although Magsaysay sought to build affinity between the Philippine public and 

the government through publicly responsive reforms, his response to the Huks consisted 

of coercive force combined with appeals to the insurgents’ needs for physical and 

financial security. Often, however, standard, need-based persuasion of the guerillas— 

offering safe conduct or monetary rewards to those who broke faith with insurgents, and 

death to hard-core Huks—was supplemented with messages designed to sow dissention 

within the movement.  In community venues or even in the air above ongoing battles, 

government forces developed the tactic of publicly identifying known Huk leaders as 

informants, leading to purges or defections for the promise of government protection.29 

Magsaysay offered a $50,000 bounty for Taruc but a higher bounty for subordinates, 

creating rivalries among Huk leaders and their lieutenants.30  Lansdale designed an “eye 

of God” icon (Figure 6) for leaflets distributed in areas supporting the Huks to spread 

respect and fear of a watchful government.31  Magsaysay also eroded the Huks’ affinity 

29 Greenberg, The Hukbalahap Insurrection, 121-22. 
30 Greenberg, The Hukbalahap Insurrection, 121. 
31 Lansdale, In the Midst of Wars, 75. 
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for their cause through the Economic Development Corps (EDCOR), a program designed 

to subvert the Huks’ “land for the landless” theme by resettling insurgents on farms in 

Mindanao and providing vocational training to the insurgents.32  Under Magsaysay’s 

guidance, the Philippine government’s strategy against the Huks thus combined coercion 

and deterrence of hard-core insurgents with attraction of disillusioned supporters. 

US-Philippine Relations.  The United States facilitated Magsaysay’s role as the 

architect of a successful COIN strategy.  As the Huk movement gained momentum in the 

years immediately following the Japanese occupation, US policy tended to favor the 

insurgents by alternating between poorly administered aid packages that fueled 

government corruption and heavy-handed measures that alienated Filipino war veterans 

and restored the neo-colonial economic status quo.33  The worsening situation in the 

Philippines and America’s extensive post-war commitments—including the outbreak of 

war in Korea—convinced US officials that more radical, local solutions were demanded.  

JUSMAG personnel familiar with Filipino politicians decided to back Magsaysay fully, 

and the US government used the leverage of $250 million in economic aid provided by 

the Quirino-Foster Act to secure Magsaysay’s position in the government.34 

Beginning in 1950, the United States supported the Philippine armed forces with 

more generous shipments of small arms, artillery, vehicles, and surplus aircraft.35  In 

1951, the Truman administration approved $10 million to supplement Philippine Army 

pay in support of Magsaysay’s anti-corruption reforms, and DOD officials expanded the 

number of professional military education and training slots available for Filipino officers 

and enlisted men.36  US aid in 1952 included $48.9 million for another 16 battalion 

combat teams and an additional $5 million for payroll supplements and a program to buy 

back weapons from the Huks.37  During this three-year turnaround in the campaign, 

Lansdale—an intelligence officer who had worked at an advertising agency before the 

Second World War—helped Philippine officers gain additional intelligence and 

32 Kirkvliet, The Huk Rebellion, 239.  Currey, Edward Lansdale, 99.

33 Greenberg, The Hukbalahap Insurrection, 32-37.

34 Kirkvliet, The Huk Rebellion, 118.  Currey, Edward Lansdale, 70-73.

35 Greenberg, The Hukbalahap Insurrection, 106-107.

36 Greenberg, The Hukbalahap Insurrection, 107-108.

37 Greenberg, The Hukbalahap Insurrection, 109. 
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psychological warfare training essential to the COIN effort.38  The US Information 

Service office in Manila produced anti-Huk propaganda for nationwide distribution.39 

Most importantly, US officials ensured the fairness of the crucial 1951 elections by 

privately informing Philippine leaders that they would withhold military and economic 

aid if election reforms were not approved and enforced.40 

Perhaps the key element in the US-Philippine relationship—certainly so with 

respect to Magsaysay’s strategic communication initiatives—was the willingness of US 

officials to remain in the public background.  Until late in the conflict, JUSMAG advisors 

with the exception of Lansdale were prohibited from accompanying units in the field.  

This restriction fostered “a sense of Filipino self-reliance” and enabled government 

officials to “look good and receive credit for successful operations.”41  Although 

Lansdale’s 1972 memoir would place him at the center of events as Magsaysay’s close 

friend and personal advisor, most contemporary US and Filipino press accounts lionized 

Magsaysay.42  As late as 1971, Lansdale was reluctant to characterize the relationship as 

anything more than “the way two friends would talk to each other”: 

My advice to him was mostly initially as a good listener and friend who let 
him talk out his problems and would single out the most salient features 
and talk back the problem to him as he had thought of it, and what I knew 
of the scene as well, and putting values on it in terms of principles 
involved and solutions, and letting him pick the right course, which he 
would do.43 

38 Maj Gen Edward Lansdale, USAF retired, interview by Maj Alnwick, 30 April 1971 (transcript, Maxwell 

AFB, AL: Air Force Historical Research Agency, file K239.0512-768), 1 and 30-31.  Greenberg, The

Hukbalahap Insurrection, 97. 

39 Daugherty and Janowitz, eds., A Psychological Warfare Casebook, 371. 

40 Lt Col Clarence G. Barrens, “I Promise: Magsaysay’s Unique PSYOP ‘Defeats’ Huks” (master’s thesis, 

US Army Command and General Staff College, Ft. Leavenworth, KS, 1970), 56.  Brig Gen Edward G. 

Lansdale, “Introductory Comments on the Huk Campaign” (remarks to counter-guerilla seminar, Ft. Bragg, 

NC, 15 June 1961), http://www.icdc.com/~paulwolf/colombia/hukcampaign15june1961I.htm.

41 Greenberg, The Hukbalahap Insurrection, 149. 

42 The titles or headlines of several articles from major US periodicals are representative of the general 

focus on Magsaysay and his new approach to fighting the Huks: “Ramon Magsaysay of the Philippines”

(Time, 26 November 1951), “Victor over Huks Off to Visit U.S.” (New York Times, 8 June 1952), “Robin

Hood of the Islands” (Saturday Evening Post, 12 June 1952).  The relative media attention given to Gen

David Petraeus rather than Iraqi officials during a comparable change in leadership and strategy in 

February 2007 provides an interesting contrast. 

43 Lansdale, interview, 30 April 1971 (transcript), 43. 
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This deference to Filipino sensibilities and Magsaysay’s independence foiled the Huks’ 

1952 peace offensive, which tried unsuccessfully to win a truce by painting the state of 

emergency in the Philippines as a US-directed ploy.44  With a subdued US presence, the 

Philippine armed forces were widely perceived as “fighting to protect their countrymen” 

rather than as “an occupation force trying to subdue an unruly foreign population.”45 

In summary, the Philippine government’s successful suppression of the 

Hukbalahap insurgency and the strategic communication program supporting that effort 

relied on the conjunction of several factors: 

�	 a national emergency that threatened the Philippine government and 

the political future of its people 

�	 an extraordinarily powerful and effective executive, Ramon 

Magsaysay 

�	 the Philippine government’s willingness to apply effective but 

appropriately limited airpower and other military force in response to 

Huk provocations 

�	 the Philippine government’s ability to match word and deed through 

extensive military, economic, and legal reforms 

�	 the US government’s largely unconditional military, financial, and 

diplomatic support of Magsaysay from 1950 until the effective end of 

the conflict in May 1954 

�	 the US government’s willingness to accept a supporting and mostly 

unheralded role in the conflict. 

Together, these elements countered “land for the landless” and “bullets, not ballots” with 

a compelling public narrative: a nation, under the leadership of a great man, seizing 

control of its own destiny through democratic change, expanded freedom and 

opportunity, and the protection of its people against a violent revolutionary minority.  

Two decades later, another powerful executive, President Richard Nixon, would attempt 

to construct a similar narrative of a self-reliant South Vietnam as he sought to withdraw 

44 Baclagon, Lessons from the Huk Campaign in the Philippines, 178. 
45 Greenberg, The Hukbalahap Insurrection, 149. 
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US forces from that country.  Unfortunately, the outcome in this case would be disastrous 

for both America and its Asian ally. 

Johnson’s Transparent War: A Restrained Air Force 

Understanding Nixon’s expedient but ultimately failed approach to strategic 

communication requires a review of information policy under President Lyndon Johnson, 

which sowed seeds of communication failure that both presidents reaped.  The Johnson 

administration’s general approach was to treat the Vietnam conflict as a transparent war, 

but media reports reflecting divisions among US policy elites after the 1968 Tet 

Offensive accelerated trends toward technocratic media management similar to those 

seen in the later stages of the air campaign against Japan.  In this case, however, US 

officials would come to consider the airpower story a liability that could not be hidden 

from public view. 

In his two-volume history of military-media relations during the Vietnam War, 

William Hammond observes that 

… Johnson and the members of his administration took pains to avoid 
alienating the American news media.  Although reporters sometimes 
impeded Johnson’s designs by publicizing the widening of the war, the 
presence of uncensored, sometimes critical American reporters in South 
Vietnam contradicted enemy claims that the president was somehow 
luring the American people into an unwanted conflict.  The press also 
provided an excellent means for signaling American intentions to North 
Vietnam and its allies.46 

Using press transparency in the hope of signaling simultaneous restrain and resolve to 

multiple audiences complemented Johnson’s approach of managing coercive air strikes 

for the same effect.  The president’s logic emerged clearly during his declared bombing 

halt in the spring of 1968, when Johnson and his military advisors were concerned that 

reports of air interdiction operations in North Vietnam might fuel domestic war criticism 

and provide Hanoi with an excuse to reject offered peace talks.  Secretary of Defense 

Clark Clifford argued in favor of an open press policy, concluding that reporters could 

confirm that the US was honoring its pledge not to bomb north of the 20th Parallel while 

46 William M. Hammond, Public Affairs: The Military and the Media, 1968-1973, The United States Army 
in Vietnam, ed. Jeffrey J. Clarke (Washington, DC: US Army Center of Military History, 1996), 3. 
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halting the southward flow of forces and supplies that threatened US and allied troops.47 

Transparency was a gamble that more public information would help Johnson walk the 

tightrope of incrementalism—convincing Hanoi that he was prepared to discuss but not 

beg for peace, while balancing domestic perceptions that he was prosecuting the war with 

either excessive or insufficient zeal. 

Of course, greater public transparency entailed not just political but physical risks 

for future military operations.  To mitigate threats to operations security, journalists in 

Vietnam agreed to voluntary self-censorship.  Reports on air operations, for example, 

were supposed to omit information on rules of engagement, the effectiveness of enemy 

air defenses, “tactical specifics” like altitude or angles of attack for weapon delivery, 

reasons for aborted missions, and the status of ongoing missions, especially “efforts to 

find and rescue downed airmen.”48  News reports did not pass through government 

censors, but this did not cause appreciable OPSEC problems.  Although the Military 

Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV) Office of Information could revoke a 

correspondent’s accreditation for violating the self-censorship guidelines, only three 

reporters were disaccredited for such violations between 1962 and 1968.49 

Beyond these basic restrictions, however, the US military under Johnson often 

went out of its way to facilitate open press coverage of the war.  In addition to standard 

press releases, briefings, and query responses, MACV established press camps at key 

outposts in South Vietnam and provided reporters with air and ground transportation 

throughout the country.50  It was not unusual for the press to accompany soldiers and 

airmen in even the most dangerous situations.  In 1966, Dan Rather of CBS flew on a 

Ranch Hand defoliant spraying mission in which his C-123 and two others had to return 

to base after taking multiple hits from ground fire.51  Two years later, Col David Lownds, 

commander of the besieged garrison at Khe Sanh, gave daily briefings in his bunker to 

47 Hammond, Public Affairs, 19-20. 
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reporters flown into the camp.52  Perhaps professing its openness too much, the Johnson 

administration directed military airlift to bring reporters and other public opinion leaders 

to Vietnam in an operation called Maximum Candor.53 

A more transparent information policy fed the growing sense of professionalism 

among US and international reporters, who in media expert Daniel Hallin’s view no 

longer saw themselves as “‘soldiers of the typewriter’ whose mission was to serve the 

war effort.”54  In return for “renouncing the right to make partisan criticisms of political 

authority,” news professionals were “granted a regular right of access to the inner 

counsels of government,” which included military leaders and commanders in the field.55 

By and large, press access worked to the government’s advantage, since through the act 

of reporting on the daily activities of US officials, journalists wound up “accepting for 

the most part the language, agenda, and perspectives of the political ‘establishment.’”56 

Despite the benefits of public transparency for both the government and the press, 

the policy ultimately fell victim to a Cold War technocracy that believed, in the words of 

Walter McDougall, that foreign and domestic problems could be solved by “the 

technological and managerial fix: revolutionary change without revolution, qualitative 

problems solved with quantitative methods.”57  In military public communication from 

Vietnam, this spirit manifested itself in increasing use of dispassionate, technical 

language to describe violent, emotional events.  At times this was simply a reflection of 

established military jargon, but at other times it was a deliberate, propagandistic attempt 

to manage perceptions—as when MACV Commander Gen William Westmoreland 

banned public use of the term search and destroy, substituting spoiling attacks or 

reconnaissance in force.58 

A more pernicious result of the technical co-option of public transparency was a 

resurgent emphasis on facts, figures, and photos as the alpha and omega of credible 
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communication. The most notorious example of this tendency were MACV body counts, 

which Air Force officers assigned to the Office of Information in Saigon attributed to the 

military’s attempt to meet reporters’ demands for daily, objective, quantifiable 

information: 

The media guys who were there ... they had created part of this problem 
themselves ... the business of body-counts and inflated body counts ... 
there was a lot of that that went on, and it was a bad thing on the part of 
the Army and the Air Force and others.  But the media forced a lot of that. 
The media wanted to know who won the “game” last night. And, the 
“game” last night might have been just a skirmish in which four 
Americans were killed. It was an insignificant skirmish, as far as the 
whole situation ... but that would be the headline back at home ... 
“SKIRMISH — AMERICANS KILLED.” It was insignificant in 
comparison with the big picture. And, that was the problem.  I think the 
media never really saw the big picture.59 

For Col William McGinty, the senior Air Force PA officer serving in Vietnam in 1966, 

the relentless presentation of facts in the daily MACV briefings that came to be known as 

the Five O’Clock Follies “sounded like a Salvation Army drum, ‘Boom, boom, boom.’  

Same old thing.”60  Numbers were at best an insufficient representation of reality and at 

worst an invitation to inflated reporting and unjustified optimism in statistical trends that 

superficially resembled military progress.  “Rather than have an array of briefers up 

there,” McGinty felt it would be both more effective and more responsible to “bring the 

actuality to the reporters; the people that were doing the fighting.”61 

A US Foreign Service Officer stationed in Europe during the Johnson years also 

believed that public distortions of the situation in Vietnam were caused by a misguided 

insistence on technical objectivity.  Because military operations were “open, reportable, 

59 Brig Gen H. J. Dalton, USAF retired, interview by John Gura, 1 December 1995 (transcript, Fairfax, VA: 
Air Force Public Affairs Alumni Association Oral History Program), 48.  Dalton’s recollection is supported 
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and conducive to news items likely to be printed,” what Europeans “saw on TV or read in 

their newspapers were photos and reports of American military sweeps, American 

bombings, American bases, American naval vessels, ad infinitum.”62  Since “neither the 

terrorism nor constructive activities were likely to be reported or photographed,” US 

officials had lost the thread of a convincing narrative: the perspective that, “as John 

Steinbeck once put it, ‘Charley is a son of a bitch’” and America was helping the 

Vietnamese people.63 

Psychological operations by US and South Vietnamese forces also suffered from 

a focus on the technical aspects of communication.  The effect was most pronounced in 

the Air Force which, as one after-action report concluded, “does not have broad enough 

contacts with the people or enemy forces to warrant extensive, independent participation 

in the formulation of psyops themes and materials.”64  Airmen therefore concentrated 

mostly on the mechanics of PSYOP delivery, including aircraft scheduling, logistics, 

leaflet dispersal, and the effectiveness of speaker systems.65  Although agencies other 

than the Air Force were better suited to explore the actual psychology of PSYOP, the 

approach was indicative of a wider obsession with efficient outreach to the largest 

possible audience and a “general unwillingness to conduct person-to-person propaganda 

among the rural population.”66  A 1967 report by the Advanced Research Projects 

Agency concluded that the “military PSYOP effort is obsessed with leaflets, 

loudspeakers, and ready-made materials....  The bulk of psychological operations carried 

on outside of Saigon tend to emphasize pre-packaged materials and standardized 

format.”67 

Aside from emboldening technocrats to exercise preferences for impersonal 

communication, disembodied data, and emotionless language, public transparency 

worked against Johnson in another way. Professional journalists had made a Faustian 
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bargain to gain information in exchange for faithfully representing the consensus of the 

US political establishment, but the pact was no longer binding when establishment 

consensus disintegrated.  As Hallin argues: 

News content may not mirror the facts, but the media, as institutions, do 
reflect the prevailing pattern of political debate: when consensus is strong, 
they tend to stay within the limits of the political discussion it defines; 
when it begins to break down, coverage becomes increasingly critical and 
diverse in the viewpoints it represents, and increasingly difficult for 
officials to control.68 

Press coverage of the 1968 Tet Offensive is usually described as the turning point in 

American support of the war, but elite consensus already had fractured by that time.  As 

early as August 1967, for example, Pentagon in-fighting between the Joint Chiefs, who 

favored escalated bombing, and Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara’s Office of 

Systems Analysis, which favored pacification of the population and a strengthening of 

South Vietnamese defense forces, erupted in a clash of official testimony before the 

Senate, followed by McNamara’s resignation.69 

When CBS news anchor Walter Cronkite declared the war a “bloody stalemate” 

on 27 February 1968, Johnson reportedly turned to aides and said “It’s over.”70  The 

sentiment was not a testament to Cronkite’s ability to suddenly reverse America’s 

opinion of the conflict. Polling data earlier in the month suggested that Americans had 

actually grown slightly more hawkish since October 1967, and subsequent polls would 

show no precipitous drop in support for the war.71  Instead, Johnson’s dismay probably 

reflected his judgment that the mainstream press was now ready to discuss the war less as 

a heroic national endeavor than as a tragedy for the Vietnamese people and a point of 

contention within US policy circles.72 

In a sense, the gradual escalation of violence in the skies above Vietnam and on 

the ground below had gradually shifted the war’s narrative out of Johnson’s control.  

What began as a broad affinity for the war’s anti-communist objectives devolved to 
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questions of urgent regional security and humanitarian needs that were debated between 

the president and his domestic opposition.  This new, political-process narrative could in 

turn encourage the administration’s critics and drive reporters to seek more contentious 

facts, images, and interviews in an attempt to prove whether or not post-Tet Vietnam was 

in fact a political, military, and human disaster.73  At the beginning of Johnson’s term, 

transparency worked because what it revealed were political elites united behind the 

military effort.  By late 1968, transparency revealed something quite different. 

When transparency turned against Johnson, the ever-present technocratic instinct 

toward centralized communication management asserted itself more forcefully.  Clifford 

instructed DOD officials to rein in the outspoken optimism of their previous public 

communication.74  Barry Zorthian, the former newsman who integrated US public 

communication in Saigon as head of both PA and PSYOP for the US mission, was 

replaced by two less experienced officials who divided these functions between them, 

thus ceding more information power to Washington.75  Most importantly, as Gen 

Creighton Abrams succeeded Westmoreland in June 1968, he ordered his staff’s full 

retreat into technical objectivity free of context.  The general instructed commanders that 

MACV’s public communication policy “will be to let results speak for themselves.  We 

will not deal in propaganda exercises in any way but will play all of our activities in a 

low key.”76 

While the new MACV policy placed an admirable emphasis on releasing bad 

news, commanders were also told to use the phrase no comment until after authorities had 

conducted a full investigation.77  Occasionally, Abrams directed military officials in 

Vietnam to refrain from elaborating on the military effects of policy decisions.  This was 

MACV’s position during the unilateral bombing halt of October 1968, which opened the 
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door for angry South Vietnamese officials to publicly accuse the US president of selling 

out his ally for electoral advantage.78 

From an Air Force perspective, the growing problem of centralized information 

control was a familiar one that predated Tet: information about air operations flowed 

through a MACV hierarchy controlled by the Army, which had little interest in extending 

transparency toward Air Force self-promotion.  A PA officer sent to Saigon in 1965 with 

instructions from service officials to “put the Air Force ‘into the war’ over there” found 

that 

… MACV had the Air Force information business really sewed up.  
Photos had to be approved by MACV public affairs before release … and 
that took days … and photographs are perishable material.  And, news 
releases had to be handled the same way.  The Air Force had been dealing 
in history and not news.79 

Still, through all but the last months of the Johnson administration, airmen usually were 

able to work within the overall policy of public transparency to sustain a service-centric 

narrative. Although the hierarchy may have required airmen to formally coordinate press 

materials “through the eye of a needle,” open access meant that Air Force communication 

could compensate by “sending reporters out” to cover air operations away from the 

headquarters or “working with the reporters” through extensive background interviews.80 

The results of airmen serving the Air Force’s interests inside MACV headquarters 

were not insignificant.  As Hallin points out, “the image of the pilot as a hero of 

technology” was one of the few traditional myths of the American fighting man that 

largely survived the war.81  The myth survived by adapting, however, and the restrained 

character of air operations in Vietnam colored the emerging airpower story with shades 

of Billy Mitchell’s martyrdom by court-martial.  The most extreme example from the 

immediate post-Tet period was Thud Ridge, Col Jack Broughton’s 1969 memoir of F-105 

missions over North Vietnam—which the author claims was written “to give you a feel 
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for the way those of us who devoted our careers to fighter aircraft and their tactical 

employment wanted to do the job” and “to expose you to the oversupervision and the 

costly, restrictive attitudes imposed by our strategically or administratively oriented 

superiors.”82 

Airmen chained by policy became increasingly bitter, rebellious anti-heroes, 

fighting the enemy but also fighting the ill-conceived strategy of leaders who neither 

understood nor appreciated their business. Even this variation of the Air Force story, 

developing as Johnson’s administration reeled from unprecedented transparency toward 

tighter restrictions on information flow, would all but disappear as President Nixon fully 

embraced control.  The result was a vicious cycle that further alienated airmen and other 

US officials from the press and handed important propaganda victories to Hanoi. 

Nixon’s Opaque War: A Silent Air Force 

If Nixon failed to connect airpower and strategic communication, then it was not 

for lack of strategic thought or centralized control of the instruments of national power.  

In a telling comparison, Stephen Randolph notes that in North Vietnam, a state “as 

totalitarian and fully mobilized as any in history, no single leader possessed anything like 

the authority in strategic decisionmaking exercised by Nixon within a democratic 

system.”83  The president used this authority to deliberately control the application of 

airpower “in concert with his twin policies of negotiation and Vietnamization,” and Mark 

Clodfelter has argued convincingly that this was a good marriage of diplomacy and 

military force.84  But the withdrawal strategy also occasioned an ugly divorce of 

communication from air operations.  The White House muzzled the military for the 

laudable objectives of protecting multilateral negotiations, bringing the South Vietnamese 

to the foreground, and salvaging sufficient domestic support.  The intended result was 

peace with some degree of honor, at least on Nixon’s abbreviated watch.  The unintended 

result—and one that further qualifies the withdrawal from Vietnam as a limited strategic 

success—was an erosion of public credibility that still haunts US military operations. 
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Despite the long-term legacy of Nixon’s strategy, in the context of the times it 

represented a political masterstroke.  McGeorge Bundy, former national security advisor 

under presidents Kennedy and Johnson, had said in 1968, “It is a miracle, in a way, that 

our people have stayed with the war as long as they have.”85  Opinion polls a year later 

sent a clear message that the new president could rely on miracles no longer.  After a 

customary post-inaugural honeymoon and an anticipated change of course that did not 

materialize, support for Nixon’s handling of the war began to slide in the summer of 

1969.86  By pairing peace negotiations with a gradual military withdrawal that turned 

over more responsibility for fighting to South Vietnamese forces, Nixon was able to 

pursue—or at least promise—victory against the communist adversary with fewer 

American lives at risk.  As historian Clarence Wyatt observes: 

By reducing American casualties, Nixon, in essence, turned the clock back 
to a time when the American public knew little and cared less about what 
was going on in Vietnam. What Nixon promised the American people 
was not an end to the killing in Vietnam but, rather, an end to the killing of 
Americans.87 

Hallin similarly concludes that “it was the very fact that the Nixon administration’s 

Vietnam policy was so contradictory that made it an effective political strategy.  Nixon 

promised what the public wanted: to end the war and win the peace.”88 

Although the contradictions inherent in Vietnamization may have accurately 

reflected popular desires, this did not mean that audiences would tolerate those 

contradictions when they were reflected back in full public view.  Deft political 

maneuvers bought the White House time, since the new policy temporarily shifted press 

coverage toward the process of selling the policy at home and abroad, or toward 

speculations about South Vietnam’s ability to carry on the conflict.89  But a credible 

policy eventually required public proof of the competency of the South Vietnamese and 

the disengagement of American forces.  US officials attempted to simulate this proof by 
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tighter controls on communication and greater reliance on information sources within the 

Republic of Vietnam (RVN).  Neither approach worked for long. 

Expanding Information Control, 1969-1972.  Restrictions on US public 

communication began with the centralization of responsibility for those activities.  Under 

Johnson, Saigon had been the primary locus of press reporting, but Abrams and Nixon’s 

Secretary of Defense, Melvin Laird, accelerated the post-Tet trend of providing more 

information through the White House or DOD Public Affairs, with MACV’s Office of 

Information elaborating as little as possible on statements made in Washington.90 

Although the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Gen Earle Wheeler, favored a 

stronger communication push to highlight the role of South Vietnamese forces, the 

approach adopted by Abrams and the administration more often resembled propaganda 

through self-censorship.91  The less information about US military operations provided to 

the press or the public, the reasoning seemed to be, the more credible was the position 

that Vietnamization was working.  If the success of this approach can be measured by the 

disappearance of reporters from the combat zone, then the policy was successful.  

Whereas around 450 accredited correspondents had been the norm in Saigon, peaking at 

648 just after Tet, by the end of 1971 less than 200 reporters were covering operations 

from South Vietnam.92 

Information flow from Vietnam was restricted in a number of ways.  One obvious 

method was to reduce the number of PA and PSYOP officers in country as part of wider 

troop withdrawals and military budget cuts.  In December 1969, Nixon had asked his 

national security advisor, Henry Kissinger, to arrange cuts in the number of military PA 

officers, whom he suspected of disloyalty to administration policies because of their 

tendency to “lean to the left.”93  Acting in its own interests, MACV deferred the full 

impact of directed personnel reductions through administrative delays and shell games, 

but by the end of 1970 the size of PA and PSYOP staffs in Saigon had been reduced by at 
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least 13 percent.94  More important was the decline in the quality of staff officers, as 

MACV dropped several rank and training requirements for personnel serving in Saigon.95 

Another method of downplaying US involvement in military operations—one 

more amenable to Abrams and his staff—was to implement stricter policies on 

information release and press interactions.  By August 1969, US military spokesmen in 

the field had received instructions to avoid publicizing unit operations unless they 

“contain substantial news value,” which was interpreted as cases where “an operation 

achieves significant results, and its existence is probably very well known to newsmen.”96 

Reporters began to lose their accustomed privilege of using military transportation to 

cover operations, and regular meetings between Abrams and Saigon bureau chiefs 

disappeared after 1970.97  The decline of MACV’s support to the press itself became 

news in January 1971, when a wire service article aired reporters’ complaints that the 

command refused to confirm or comment on information already released in Washington 

and had stopped providing background briefings or coordinating interview requests.98 

Bowing to pressure from Wheeler and the commander-in-chief of US Pacific 

Command—Adm John S. McCain, Jr.—MACV began to compensate for the deficit in 

information from US sources by encouraging greater transparency from the South 

Vietnamese.  Abrams promised stronger public communication on RVN contributions, 

and his information officers duly initiated a campaign to highlight the accomplishments 

of Vietnamization, albeit in the low-key, factual fashion now favored by the command.99 

McCain thought it more important that “the Vietnamese should establish and operate 

their own public information program,” including a formal separation of the RVN’s PA 

and PSYOP organizations.100  MACV therefore stepped up efforts to provide local and 
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stateside PA and English-language training to South Vietnamese officers, who in turn had 

some success in opening RVN operations to the press.101 

The increase in South Vietnamese transparency was destined to be limited and 

temporary, however.  RVN President Nguyen Van Thieu’s increasingly autocratic regime 

was anything but friendly to reporters.  From 1969 through 1971, the government 

routinely threatened and occasionally expelled international reporters from the country on 

dubious charges while also lying to journalists, denying them visas, and restricting their 

movement within the country.  By the summer of 1972, Thieu had gone as far as shutting 

down newspapers and criminalizing news and pictures deemed a threat to national 

security.102  South Vietnamese officers could not hope to do better than their political 

masters—especially when it came to the fine distinctions in forms of public 

communication that McCain was advocating. The formal separation of PA and PSYOP 

were contrary both to recent Asian experience (Magsaysay, for one, made no distinction 

between PA and PSYOP in his national civil affairs organization) and to recent US 

example (with both functions under Zorthian’s leadership at the US mission prior to 

1968). Additionally, neither the RVN armed forces nor the Vietnamese Information 

Service could be expected to suddenly fill the vacuum left by what had been a robust 

communication effort advertising the American presence.  As a 1968 MACV report 

concluded, US public communication tended to reinforce the most painful lesson of the 

country’s history: “After 500 years of having various countries try to control their 

resources, the people of South Vietnam simply cannot visualize a nation that has no 

interest in colonialism.”103 

Vietnamization of public communication therefore foundered on the twin shoals 

of South Vietnamese predilections for information control in the interest of regime 

survival and the legacy of an American monopoly on affinity-building communication 

with the press and the Vietnamese people.  The MACV operations plan for 1972 still 

sought basic improvements in RVN military communication programs to “demonstrate 

and emphasize” that Vietnamization was progressing, steps that Wheeler and McCain had 
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urged in 1969.104  The South Vietnamese military’s December 1971 press guidance, 

according to the frank admission of an RVN spokesman, was designed to “very much 

restrict reporting on military operations.”105  Conversely, South Vietnamese efforts at 

providing information could be worse than denying it.  Official radio reports followed by 

official denials of a fight with Viet Cong guerillas on the outskirts of Saigon in January 

1972 prompted a Reuters reporter to lament the replacement of “the large information 

office of the United States command” with an “amorphous structure of South Vietnamese 

military officers, Government officials, and official and semi-official radio and television 

stations and news agencies.”106 

Air Operations, 1969-1972.  If public communication from Saigon in general 

caused problems for Nixon’s strategy, public statements about airpower from the theater 

were a double threat. First, the White House’s diplomatic narrative was one intended to 

increase affinity for an acceptable peace settlement among a variety of international 

actors, including Russia and China.  Any escalation of air strikes, while placing physical 

pressure on North Vietnam and its military forces throughout Southeast Asia, also 

allowed Vietnamese communists to decry US hypocrisy and plead the need for continued 

struggle. Second, just as MACV had failed to elevate South Vietnamese public 

communication to Western standards by 1972, US airmen had insisted that RVN air 

forces train to fight an American-style air campaign.  When their pupils proved unequal 

to the task, US Air Force pilots, in the interest of short-term tactical success, flew most 

combat sorties themselves.107  Air strikes were thus overwhelmingly American air strikes, 

which undermined Nixon’s claim that Vietnamization was progressing on the military 

front. Thus, as “the air war took center stage, American officials cut back on what they 

would say about it.”108  Centralized control restricted almost all information about major 

bombing operations, which became public only when the administration felt significant 

pressure to confirm the obvious. 
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Such pressure for public transparency emerged soon after Nixon took office, 

when he approved B-52 strikes of suspected communist sanctuaries in Cambodia.  

Information on the planning of the 18 March 1969 bombing, codenamed Operation 

Breakfast, was leaked in less than a week to Washington Star reporter Jack Walsh and 

later to William Beecher for a New York Times follow-up story. At the time, the event 

resulted in a discrete investigation of MACV personnel by Abrams but little public 

reaction.109  Nevertheless, fear of leaks led to a highly secretive planning process for 

further air operations, a process that excluded even the secretary and chief of staff of the 

Air Force.110  Military officials took no chances on press guidance for Operation Menu, 

which involved more than 3,600 Air Force sorties flown until the spring of 1970 against 

targets in Cambodia.111  Briefers were instructed to hide information about Menu raids in 

lists of cover strikes from phony press releases, acknowledging only that operations were 

sometimes conducted near the Cambodian border and that such incidents were 

investigated. Truth was the last resort, approved only when a public protest from the 

Cambodians made subterfuge impossible.112 

Although Air Force officials agreed to implement these decisions, the decisions 

themselves were often beyond the service’s or even DOD’s control.  During the fall of 

1969, the US ambassador to Laos, G. McMurtrie Godley, effectively lobbied for a hold 

on information about military operations in that country.  Because news of military 

activities could complicate regional peace negotiations and the Laotian government’s 

conflict with North Vietnamese and Pathet Lao forces, Godley argued for moral 

flexibility: “the Christian ethic which regards confession as good for the soul has no 

parallel in [the] oriental value system.”113 

Public silence on American bombing in Laos was more than a matter of 

diplomatic finesse, however, as a restrictive information policy complicated the effective 

use of airpower against the Ho Chi Minh Trail.  Concerned about the propaganda value 

of a downed B-52 for the North Vietnamese and Pathet Lao, Nixon banned heavy-

bomber strikes in the vicinity of surface-to-air missile sites, leading to a build-up in 
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enemy air defenses and, consequently, more dangerous missions for B-52 crews in 

Laos.114  Prompted to consider the effects of another secret air war on the fiscal health 

and public image of his force, Secretary of the Air Force Robert Seamans pled for greater 

transparency in a 27 February 1970 memo to Laird: 

If we are to continue our air operations in Laos, even at reduced levels, we 
are going to require substantial funding from Congress and the underlying 
support of the American people.  Because of the importance of these 
operations to our overall posture in Southeast Asia, it thus becomes in the 
national interest to be more candid publicly; otherwise, I question how 
long we can maintain the necessary public support.115 

Such pressure from within DOD, combined with relentless nagging by the press, resulted 

in a 6 March 1970 presidential declaration confirming air operations in Laos, intended by 

Nixon to counter public speculation “that American ground forces are engaged in combat 

in Laos, and that our air activity has had the effect of escalating the conflict.”116  With 

Nixon having opened the floodgates on what were described as protective reaction 

strikes, DOD and MACV officials began to release more information, starting with sortie 

statistics and reconnaissance photos of the Ho Chi Minh Trail, followed by press visits to 

Laos hosted by a reluctant Godley.117 

State Department concerns about the effect of public communication on the 

strength of alliances and the momentum of the peace process were reinforced by the 

policies of nations hosting air units.  The failed liberalization of South Vietnamese press 

policy has been discussed already, but Thailand also restricted the flow of information on 

airpower. Wyatt may be overstating the case when he claims that, after 1969, “American 

air bases in Thailand remained, as they had been throughout the war, off limits to 

American reporters,” but each relaxation in press controls was temporary and required 

substantial diplomatic wrangling.118  The Thai government’s position, according to 

Hammond, was that “the United States had leased only the bases and that decisions on 
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access for newsmen to those facilities remained a Thai prerogative.”119  That prerogative 

was exercised rarely. An April 1972 initiative to fly reporters on AC-130 gunships based 

in Thailand, for example, required the involvement of the US ambassador and several 

months of deliberation by Thai officials before the government would grant journalists 

even limited access to air bases.120 

All these restrictions converged to make press coverage of airpower in Southeast 

Asia a vicious circle of mutual distrust.  Frustrated by information controls imposed by 

the White House, State Department, MACV, and host nations, reporters developed more 

cynical and angry attitudes toward the expansion of the air campaign, which emerged in 

stories relying more heavily on leaks, unidentified sources, or enemy propaganda.  The 

tenor of the news from Washington and Saigon made American and host-nation officials 

question the professionalism of the press corps, which in turn discouraged their further 

cooperation with journalists or a loosening of governmental control on public 

communication.121 

Nonetheless, it is important to re-emphasize Hallin’s point that this cycle worked 

to Nixon’s advantage through his first term in office, giving the president “a good deal of 

power to ‘manage’ the news.… News coverage in the later years of the war was 

considerably less positive than in the early years, but not nearly so consistently negative 

as the conventional wisdom now seems to hold.”122  Johnson, after all, had demonstrated 

the limits of transparency in a divided polity, and by 1968 his administration had drifted 

into the information policies Nixon would adopt in 1969.  The benefits of information 

control in sustaining the war effort, however, came at the cost of alienating domestic and 

international audiences from the officials responsible for that effort.  When decisions for 

dramatic surges of airpower were made in 1972, Nixon made his besieged isolation 

complete by abandoning even token efforts to maintain public support for the escalations 

in violence. 

Easter Offensive, 1972.  Unlike the Viet Cong insurgency in South Vietnam or 

Hanoi’s activity in Cambodia and Laos, the North Vietnamese offensive in April 1972 
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was a “twelve-division assault [that] crashed across clearly defined borders and was a 

blatant display of aggression.”123  Although public opinion polls and press reaction 

continued to reflect the predominant mood of ambivalence toward the war, the 

president’s decision to rescue failing RVN forces with the Linebacker air operation did 

not provoke overwhelming congressional or public opposition, even on ostensibly 

volatile college campuses.124  MACV’s initial public response to the Easter Offensive 

also tended to highlight the advantages of airpower against the concentrated, 

conventional attacks mounted by the North Vietnamese.  At a press conference in Da 

Nang shortly after air attacks began on 16 April, a B-52 pilot told reporters, “It was the 

most satisfying mission I’ve ever been on.  I don’t think when I was here before we ever 

had a target that was quite that lucrative.”125  MACV and DOD pressed their advantage to 

provide more data about sorties and targets, as well as photos and maps of bomb damage, 

despite Navy concerns about protecting classified information related to the mining of 

Haiphong Harbor.126 

The turn toward expanded transparency appears to have been supported by 

Nixon’s conclusion that the timing of the North Vietnamese attack was propitious for a 

more aggressive airpower and communication campaign. The president told Kissinger 

on 30 April that, while the need for strong air strikes against Hanoi and Haiphong was 

clear now, the increased military violence would cause political problems with a Russian 

summit and Democratic convention in the offing.127  On 9 May, he predicted that as 

“each day goes by criticism will reduce support for our action and also the failure to get 

results will reduce the enthusiasm of our supporters.”128  Now was the time to avoid the 

“talk big and act little” tendencies of his predecessor: “We have the power to destroy [the 

enemy’s] war making capacity.  The only question is whether we have the will to use that 

power. What distinguishes me from Johnson is that I have the will in spades.”129 
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Whether or not Nixon’s self-assessment was valid, his forecast of declining public 

support for violent air strikes was accurate.  Two developments in the Linebacker 

campaign caused particular problems for the administration in this regard, prompting a 

return to the policy of greater information control.  The first began on 9 May, when North 

Vietnamese radio announced that American bombs had struck dikes in Namha Province 

southeast of Hanoi.130  White House aide Kenneth Clawson accused the New York Times 

of being a “conduit of enemy propaganda” for publishing these and subsequent 

allegations, to which managing editor A. M. Rosenthal provided a predictably lofty 

response: “The Times will continue to seek and publish pertinent, essential information 

from every source rather than restrict itself and its readers to official United States 

Government statements as Mr. Clawson seems to demand.”131  Stories followed in which 

reporters contrasted the death and destruction witnessed in arranged visits to North 

Vietnamese villages with “American strategists of the Vietnam war” who “tend to think 

in large abstractions uncluttered by human beings.”132  The disparity between Nixon’s 

promise to end the war and the intensity of air operations became the dominant narrative 

of the Easter Offensive as the passing weeks brought more expressions of concern or 

outrage from journalists, the actress Jane Fonda, former US Attorney General Ramsey 

Clark, and other guests of the North Vietnamese (Figure 7).133 

The US response to growing concerns about the impact of air operations on North 

Vietnamese civilians was a circling of the wagons accompanied by a dribbling out of 

contradictory information over several months.  In late May, Maj Gen Alexander Haig, 

then deputy assistant to the president for national security affairs, provided a “deep 

background, off the record” briefing to reporters providing intelligence estimates of the 

strictly military effects of the bombings.134  By July 13, Laird was blaming dike damage 

on 1971 flooding, and an anonymous Air Force general told Seymour Hersh that in the 

case of Linebacker collateral damage was “possible” but “highly improbable.”135  DOD 

Public Affairs and the MACV Office of Information released an intelligence study in late 
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July confirming that 12 dikes had been destroyed—fewer than the 40 Hanoi claimed, but 

more than US defense officials had acknowledged over the three months since the 

allegations surfaced.136  At a 27 July press conference, Nixon made the reasonable 

argument that “If it were the policy of the United States to bomb the dikes, we could take 

them out, the significant part of them out, in a week.  We don’t do so for the reasons that 

I have mentioned, because we are trying to avoid civilian casualties, not cause them.”137 

Figure 7.  Popular reaction to the 
Easter Offensive. “Fourth Year 
Of The ‘Plan To End The War’ 
(Contd.),” a 15 May 1972 political 
cartoon by the popular American 
artist Herblock, reflected the 
dominant mood of concern over 
apparent inconsistencies between 
the Nixon administration’s 
ostensible efforts to end the war 
and the increased violence of air 
operations. 
Source: Herb Block Foundation. 
Reprinted by permission of the 
copyright owner. 

Protestations of America’s good intentions, however, were undercut by the June 

drama surrounding the dismissal of Gen John Lavelle, commander of Seventh Air Force 

from July 1971 to March 1972.  Gen John Ryan, Air Force chief of staff, had relieved 

Lavelle from command after learning that Lavelle had violated bombing restrictions and 
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instructed personnel to falsify reports categorizing planned attacks against North 

Vietnamese infrastructure as protective reaction strikes.138  After the dismissal, the Air 

Force had announced Lavelle’s retirement “for personal and health reasons” while taking 

the unusual step of demoting him to three-star rank.139  Accusing the Air Force of “trying 

to sweep a scandal under the rug,” Representative Otis Pike launched an investigation in 

which Lavelle admitted to “interpretations that were probably beyond the literal 

intention” of the rules of engagement in at least 20 instances.140  Although Laird and 

Adm Thomas Moorer, then chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, attempted to convince 

the public that the event was isolated, the Air Force response had called into question the 

US government’s ability to control the application of airpower in support of national 

objectives.141  As columnist James Reston noted at the time, in a “Vietnam policy 

seething with deception since 1965…the astonishing thing is not that there has been some 

deception by generals on the battlefield, but that there have not been more Lavelles.”142 

Ironically, while the prospects of heavier civilian casualties and the Lavelle affair 

were driving the Nixon administration, DOD, and the Air Force back toward technocratic 

dissembling with the domestic and foreign press corps, the president was seeking greater 

transparency for the citizens of North Vietnam.  In early May, when popular support of 

air operations was still high, Nixon told Kissinger he wanted an “imaginative” 

propaganda campaign based on facts about that support and “the damage being done to 

installations in North Vietnam.”143  The president’s view, largely confirmed by Johnson-

era reviews of the PSYOP program in Vietnam, was that US propagandists were “more 

interested in numbers of hours of broadcasts, numbers of leaflets—in other words, simply 

how much they are doing—than the quality of what they are doing.”144 

The resulting PSYOP campaign, dubbed Operation Field Goal, was designed to 

convince the North Vietnamese people that their government was responsible for the 
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collapse of the peace process.145  This message was carried forward through the dropping 

of more than 660 million leaflets as well as transistor radios over North Vietnam between 

July 1972 and January 1973.146  The effort largely failed, for two reasons. First, in 

Linebacker and its sequel (see below), the Air Force was taking its star turn at strategic 

bombing, and PSYOP therefore received short shrift, even with strong MACV and White 

House interest in the effort.147  “Because of the emphasis being directed toward planning 

for the possibility of renewed bombing in the North,” a Seventh Air Force report found, 

“planning for PSYOP over the North received relatively little attention” or resources.148 

Second, as Robert Chandler observes, Field Goal was making its appeal against 

incredible odds: 

… American psychological operations were forced to use impersonal 
scraps of paper and radio broadcasts to penetrate the all encompassing, 
intricate ideological shield thrown-up around the North’s population and 
armed forces....  Clearly, the odds were overwhelmingly in favor of Hanoi; 
failure of the psychological offensive could have been foretold of [sic] the 
beginning.149 

With the North Vietnamese unconvinced that their leaders were to blame when American 

aircraft were dropping the bombs, the breakdown of negotiations on 16 December 1972 

gave Nixon another chance to use coercion instead of persuasion. 

Christmas Bombings, 1972.  Between 18 and 29 December 1972, US aircraft 

dropped 15,237 tons of bombs on 729 targets north of the 20th Parallel, making 

Operation Linebacker II the largest bombing campaign of the war.150  Nixon rejected the 

idea of a television address announcing another round of bombing, as he had done with 

Linebacker. Kissinger suggests that Nixon’s aversion to publicity was motivated by both 

the desire to bring North Vietnam back to the peace table and the desire to save his own 

political skin. On one hand, the president was “concerned not to jeopardize the 
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negotiations; silence enabled him to avoid giving our actions the character of an 

ultimatum and thus permitted Hanoi to return to the conference table without loss of 

face.”151  On the other hand, “Nixon was determined to take himself out of the line of 

fire…. He resented having to face once again the emotional travail of an expanded war at 

the very start of his new administration.”152  To whatever extent these or other 

considerations plagued the president, the outcome was a level of information control that 

completely obscured the purpose, scope, and effects of the Christmas Bombings. 

After a duplicitous statement by presidential spokesman Ron Ziegler that “linked 

the latest action to the threat of another North Vietnamese offensive”—a statement 

immediately contradicted by military analysts—both DOD and MACV leaders kept 

quiet.153  Pressed by reporters the day after the start of the operation, Laird would only 

confirm that “Air operations are being conducted throughout North Vietnam at the 

present time.”154  A 19 December CBS report based primarily on Vietnamese sources 

noted that “Military sources in Washington and Saigon say President Nixon has clamped 

a lid on any information.  Said one officer, ‘We’ve never been under such tight 

restrictions.’”155 As late as 28 December, Air Force spokesman Maj Gilbert Whiteman 

was continuing to lean on the OPSEC crutch, telling the Washington Post that the 

sustained embargo on information was to “protect the safety of the crews.”156  That same 

day, a Post editorial complained that, instead of an explanation for the air offensive from 

President Nixon, “we have heard from surrogates and spokesmen and military 

headquarters, cryptically, about the loss of men and aircraft and the alleged military 

significance of the raids. It is from others, around the world, that we hear about the 

havoc our bombers are wreaking on innocent civilians with the heaviest aerial onslaught 

of this or any other war.”157 

Active enemy propaganda further fueled perceptions of the bombings as havoc 

wrought on innocents. Within the first week of the bombing, the North Vietnamese 
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claimed that American bombs had struck the prisoner of war compound known as the 

Hanoi Hilton, the civilian passenger terminal of the Hanoi airport, and Bach Mai 

Hospital, the North’s largest medical facility.158  Singer Joan Baez and Nuremberg war 

crimes prosecutor Telford Taylor were given tours of the damaged sites.159  In an attempt 

to counter these claims, DOD Public Affairs and the MACV Office of Information on 27 

December released a long list of military targets that had been selected for the attack.160 

A statement released the next day, endorsed by three Nobel Prize winners and other 

members of the American Association for the Advancement of Science, countered that 

“launching those attacks against concentrated centers of civilian population, while 

blandly announcing lists of military targets” insulted “the intelligence of every thinking 

person.”161  The journalists David Lawrence and Richard Halloran were more forgiving, 

willing to attribute civilian casualties to the fog of war or the formidable air defenses 

opposing B-52 crews.162  But such perspectives were rare in the face of sustained refusals 

to provide information. 

On 2 January 1973, DOD spokesman Jerry Friedheim finally was able to confirm 

that air strikes had caused “limited, accidental” damage to Bach Mai Hospital.163  Three 

months later, after the signing of the Paris Peace Accords and the departure of the last US 

combat troops from South Vietnam, the Pentagon released photos that effectively refuted 

claims that US airpower targeted civilians during Linebacker II.  Since military officials 

had been in no rush to produce the evidence, the press was in no rush to publish it.  

Another month after the release of the photos, a New York Times article served as a fitting 

epitaph to an information policy and a strategic mind-set that had done no favors for the 

Watergate-bound Nixon or the Air Force: 

Aerial photographs of the results of the heavy bombing of Hanoi 
last December show damage to military targets, to a hospital near a 
military airfield and to a commercial and residential area close to the main 
railroad station and yards. 
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The photographs, taken by reconnaissance drones after the 12-day 
bombing offensive and made public by the Defense Department, include 
one composite picture of Hanoi.  This does not support charges made 
during the offensive that United States Air Force planes subjected Hanoi 
to the kind of carpet-bombing employed against German cities in World 
War II. 

A senior Air Force officer commented that the pictures “confirmed 
what we said at the time, that with one or two exceptions we were on 
target and that we were doing extensive damage to military targets.”164 

The Limits of Strategic Communication 

America’s experience in Vietnam reflects the complex interaction of persuasion 

and coercion as discussed in Chapter 1. The airpower and public communication 

strategies pursued by Johnson and Nixon conform to the prediction that higher levels of 

airpower violence should result in a stronger communicative focus on domestic 

audiences, need-based appeals, control, and security.  As part of the wider expansion of 

US military operations in Vietnam, Johnson’s air campaign started with relatively low 

levels of violence that favored an imperfect but identifiable transparency—a more global 

approach that sustained, however tenuously, broad anti-communist affinities for US 

action while keeping Russia and China out of the war.  As violence gradually escalated 

throughout his tenure, transparency became a less practical option for Johnson, who 

shifted his information policy toward more centralized control in an effort to explain the 

need for continued American involvement in Southeast Asia.   

Nixon inherited and maintained this position of control throughout the remainder 

of the war, which was characterized by troop withdrawals but expanded bombing in 

Cambodia, Laos, and North Vietnam.  An exception was the 1972 Easter Offensive, 

when administration officials attempted to employ more violence and transparency to 

force a quick peace settlement before the Russian summit and US election season.  When 

this strategy failed, Nixon reverted to the expected pattern of increased violence with 

increased information control during the Christmas Bombings. 

Nevertheless, global information networks and the process of democratic policy 

formulation complicated organizational preferences for control and security in periods of 

heightened violence.  International journalists’ ready access to North Vietnamese 
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propagandists, anonymous sources, and US government whistle-blowers frequently 

frustrated Nixon’s communication policy. Uncovered deceptions and unanswered 

allegations increased pressures for public transparency.  Because such openness was 

usually a belated response to what others had released, however, the best that US officials 

could hope for was an ambiguous parity in public perceptions.  Lavelle therefore was 

labeled as a rogue commander, but maybe not the only one.  Many observers agreed that 

American bombers probably tried to minimize civilian casualties, but maybe with 

variable degrees of commitment and success. 

The militarization of the Office of War Information during the Second World War 

suggested that greater violence creates greater policy coherence as the communication 

activities of government agencies—which normally span the spectrum from compellence 

to attraction—converge on total support of military solutions.165  Because the overall air 

campaign in Vietnam was fought at a low level of violence compared to operations 

against Japan, a significant degree of policy incoherence is expected.  Yet policy 

coherence for both Johnson and Nixon seemed to decrease as violence escalated. More 

intense bombing operations only promoted stronger internal and external dissent over the 

purpose and prospects of each president’s plan for ending the war. 

One possible explanation for this disparity comes from comparing Vietnam with 

the Philippine government’s campaign against Hukbalahap insurgents.  Although 

different in many ways, both conflicts contained elements of irregular warfare that 

required a dual methodology of public communication. Ramon Magsaysay needed to 

attract supporters away from the Huks by strengthening the affinity of moderate Filipinos 

for their government.  He also needed to coerce Huk guerillas through appeals to their 

needs for physical and financial security or, barring that, through the use of force.  

Similarly, Johnson and Nixon needed   

�	 to convince the South Vietnamese people to support the Thieu 

government against Viet Cong insurgents and North Vietnamese 

invaders 

�	 to coerce insurgents and invaders 

165 See Chapter 2. 
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� to sustain domestic support for a conflict in which vital national 

interests were not at stake. 

Schooled in great-power conflicts where domestic support was assumed and only 

coercion mattered, US leaders drifted toward coercion to the detriment of attracting and 

retaining public support. Magsaysay did not make this mistake. 

 Both the Vietnam War and the Huk insurgency present an interesting challenge 

to this work’s foundational proposition that institutional identities and interests shape the 

forms and practices of public communication.  Magsaysay, Nixon, and, to a lesser extent, 

MACV headquarters under Johnson all subordinated their air arm’s public 

communication to a program of strategic communication supporting joint military or 

national objectives. Magsaysay had the advantage of being able to impose his will on 

military institutions still reforming after the Japanese occupation.  MACV and Nixon, on 

the other hand, had to contend with an established Air Force communication culture and 

therefore faced periodic challenges to their authority—including the flaunting of release 

procedures, the neglect of Field Goal planning, and the protection of Lavelle. 

Three key observations emerge from an examination of the viability of US and 

Philippine strategic communication programs in these conflicts.  First, a strategic 

communication approach to a given problem is not inherently better than a public 

communication approach. Magsaysay was able to suppress corrupt institutional interests 

to spread his message of government reform, which made sense in the context of the 

particular challenge posed by the Huks. Conversely, centralized control of information 

during the Vietnam War perpetuated a harmful cycle of distrust, broken only when self-

interested US officials exploited opportunities for greater transparency.   

Second, strategic communication benefits from specific cultural, political, and 

historical circumstances that may limit one’s ability to sustain even an adaptive 

centralized communication campaign for more than a few years.  Confronted with a 

national emergency, Magsaysay turned the perceptual tide against the Huks in just three 

years, but only with quiet US support that allowed him to oppose the short-term interests 

of multiple agencies within the Philippine national government and armed forces.  

Vietnamization also earned Nixon a brief lull in serious domestic opposition to the war, 
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although his inability to retain control of many of his communication operations for more 

than a few days, much less years, hastened the end of this interval. 

Third, effective strategic communication is not about achieving uniformity in the 

communication of all government agencies.  Rather, strategic communication requires the 

ability to exercise appropriate, diverse communication capabilities at the proper place and 

time.  Although he had only one large body of relatively homogeneous personnel under 

his command, Magsaysay had at least two distinct modes of communication: those that 

developed around the COIN fight (threats, cash rewards, dissention programs, the “eye of 

God”) and those that developed around his civil-society initiatives (military and electoral 

reforms, community service, EDCOR).  Battalion combat teams did not speak the 

“language of force” and “attraction and fellowship” simultaneously, but instead applied 

the appropriate mode of engagement to changing local conditions. 

In contrast, Nixon could not localize PA and PSYOP activities conducted through 

mass media; his spokesmen usually were on a national if not international stage.  

Therefore, if administration officials considered information from the organization 

counterproductive to the broadest current direction of policy—or if the political loyalties 

of the spokesmen themselves were suspect—then those sources were silenced.  Those 

silences were deepened by the failure to develop an effective public communication 

capability within the South Vietnamese government.  What had been a managed flow of 

information about military operations in the Johnson years became a trickle, worsened by 

what had become a dominant, technical mode of communicating to the public with facts, 

figures, and photos. As television and newspapers supplied a daily diet of less abstract 

horrors, the public slowly abandoned the Nixon administration’s strategists for the 

opposition’s sympathists. 

The North Vietnamese had exposed a weakness in the Air Force’s technological 

might.  Airpower that appeared simply devastating against a military peer seemed 

excessively ruthless against a less advanced foe.  If the bombing of Tokyo could be 

presented to the public as a tragedy, then the bombing of Vietnam might be presented 

convincingly as a crime.  Among the slowly released stacks of statistics that somehow 

failed to be accepted as an accurate record of the war’s human toll, however, airmen 

could take heart in one arresting fact.  Despite press speculation at the time that B-52 
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attacks in North Vietnam were scattering bombs over area targets “more than half a mile 

wide and more than a mile and a half long,” Linebacker II had featured emerging tactics 

and technology for precision attack.166  After 12 days of intense bombardment, North 

Vietnam suffered only 1,318 civilian casualties—approximately 0.1 percent of the 

population of Hanoi.167  B-52s, the Air Force’s feared engines of wanton death and 

destruction, could be remarkably, humanely discriminate instruments of military force.  

Perhaps this was the story that should have been told as the Air Force left Vietnam 

behind, headed for better days. 

166 “Terror from the Skies,” editorial, New York Times, 22 December 1972. 

167 Clodfelter, The Limits of Air Power, 195. William S. Turley, “Urbanization in War: Hanoi, 1946-1973,” 

Pacific Affairs 48, no. 3 (Autumn, 1975): 379.
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Chapter 4 

Transparency Killed the Video Star: Airpower Operations since 1991 

The loss of air superiority put Iraq completely under the power of the coalition; 
what would be destroyed and what would survive was up to the coalition, and 
Iraq could do nothing.  It lay as defenseless as if occupied by a million men.  For 
practical purposes, it had in fact become a state occupied—from the air. 

– Air Force Col John Warden (1992) 

You can’t embed somebody in an F-16 fighter jet, there is only space for one 
person. 

– Air Force Col Jay DeFrank, 
former director of press operations, 

Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Public Affairs 

In the conflicts that followed Vietnam, trends in government information control 

and American military culture limited the prospects for promoting US airpower.  

Although the long decline of public support for the Vietnam War was more a reflection 

of widening divisions among government leaders and flawed communication policies, the 

misperception that the press had forsaken the US military was strong enough to prevent 

effective cooperation with reporters during operations in Grenada and Panama.1  This 

situation changed in the 1991 Gulf War, when advances in global communication and the 

Air Force’s proven knack for self-promotion combined to catapult the service to stardom 

in a world increasingly captivated by live broadcasts of visual information.  This 

development undoubtedly benefited the Air Force in the short term, but the service 

became too reliant on traditional if more technologically sophisticated communicative 

forms.  Advocates of US airpower were therefore at a disadvantage when DOD strategy 

shifted toward more extensive public transparency during the 2003 invasion of Iraq. 

1 Christopher Paul and James J. Kim, Reporters on the Battlefield: The Embedded Press System in 
Historical Context (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2004), 39-42. 
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Propaganda in the 1990s: Precision or Annihilation?  

To some extent, the Air Force was possessed by demons of Vietnam-era media 

antagonism that it had failed to exorcise before Operation Desert Storm commenced on 

17 January 1991. That week, an anonymous “senior Air Force officer” began his 

background briefing to reporters with this confession: “Let me say up front that I don’t 

like the press. Your presence here can’t possibly do me any good, and it can hurt me and 

my people.”2  That officer was wrong on at least one count.  In his review of F-117 

stealth fighter attacks against targets in Baghdad, William Arkin concludes that the 

“stealth-delivered bomb that had the single biggest impact” was “the object of the first 

publicly unveiled videotape when Lt Gen Charles Horner showed it hitting the 13-story 

Iraqi air force headquarters building on the southeast edge of Muthenna airfield” on 18 

January.3  Such “pictures of bombs penetrating ventilator ports and elevator 

shafts…demonstrated how air power could deliver lethality and precision without 

inflicting massive casualties” (Figures 8 and 9).4  Those first few seconds of grainy gun-

camera footage were a defining moment in the search for a mode of communication 

appropriate for the impressive capabilities of the modern Air Force. 

The debut of the airpower videos evolved from a contentious information control 

policy established by DOD and US Central Command (CENTCOM).  In testimony at a 

Senate hearing in February 1991, Barry Zorthian—PA and PSYOP chief at the US 

embassy in Saigon during the Johnson years—characterized the central problem as a lack 

of press access to combat units.5  Fewer than 8 percent of the 2,000 CENTCOM-

registered journalists in theater were assigned to provide pool coverage of combat 

activities under the constant supervision of military escorts, and pool reports were subject 

to extensive censorship review and transmission delays.6  Although reporters generally 

lauded the support provided by the Marines, procedures established by VII Corps 

2 Quoted in Malcolm W. Browne, “War in the Gulf: The Press,” New York Times, 21 January 1991. 

3 William M. Arkin, “Baghdad: The Urban Sanctuary in Desert Storm?,” Airpower Journal 11, no. 1 

(Spring 1997): 12. 

4 Olsen, John Warden and the Renaissance of American Air Power, 229. 

5 Barry Zorthian, “Statement Before the U.S. Senate Committee on Governmental Affairs,” in The Media 

and the Gulf War: The Press and Democracy in Wartime, ed. Hedrick Smith (Washington, DC: Seven 

Locks Press, 1992), 101-104. 

6 Thomas Rid, War and Media Operations: The US military and the press from Vietnam to Iraq (New

York: Routledge, 2007), 77 and 81. 
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divisions exeuting the now-fabled “left hook” into Iraq delayed reports from the front by 

at least 72 hours, leaving the story of “one of the largest tank battles in military history” 

largely untold at the time.7  “The absence of cameras in Kuwait or at the Iraqi front line,” 

according to Philip Taylor, “meant that neither the main reason for war, nor the 

battlefields where it was mainly won and lost, were being seen.”8 

Figure 8.  Air Force Lt Gen Charles Horner 
(above), coalition air commander, discusses 
air operations at a press briefing during the 
1991 Gulf War. Figure 9.  Video of a laser-
guided munition striking the elevator shaft of 
an Iraqi military headquarters building (left) 
became an iconic image of airpower’s 
central role in the conflict.   
Source: USAF photos, TSgt Fernando 
Serna. 

Other than those reporters who remained in Baghdad under the eyes of the Iraqi 

regime, CENTCOM press briefings became the primary source of official information on 

Desert Storm. The Air Force was quick to recognize that the traditional briefing form—a 

7 Rid, War and Media Operations, 82-83.

8 Philip M. Taylor, War and the Media (Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press, 1992), 278. 
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single speaker with static maps, charts, and photos—would not be sufficient.  Continuous 

television coverage of the war called for fresh, compelling images and knowledgeable 

pundits, and the Air Force was able to supply both.  On the first night of the war, Col 

John Warden and his Checkmate air planning team began feeding information on air 

operations to retired Air Force generals Perry Smith and Michael Dugan, then serving as 

expert commentators for CNN and CBS, respectively.  Smith in turn used his Pentagon 

contacts to push for the release of more photos and videos showing the results of air 

strikes.9 

The visual information selected for release by DOD and CENTCOM officials 

captured the public imagination but nevertheless shaped an erroneous understanding of 

the air war. Because reporters only saw footage from successful strikes, they tended to 

overestimate the effectiveness of precision-guided munitions, which missed their 

intended target nearly half of the time until technical issues were resolved after the first 

week of air operations.10  With air strikes in Baghdad as the focus of press briefings and 

CNN coverage, reporters also misunderstood the weight of effort that the coalition had 

placed on attacking the Iraqi capital.  Although the New York Times would conclude 

afterwards that Baghdad had suffered “one of the heaviest aerial bombardments in 

history,” the city received only 0.1 percent of the ordnance dropped during the conflict, 

most of it on three targets.11  The total tonnage dropped on Baghdad for 43 days was 2 

percent of the total dropped on Hanoi during the 12 days of Linebacker II.12 

Another limitation of target-imagery propaganda—one that worked against US 

and Air Force interests—was its vulnerability to enemy counterpropaganda.  Surgical 

strikes against impersonal targets when viewed from the air became scenes of incredible 

violence and personal tragedy when viewed from the ground.  Reporting from Iraq, CNN 

correspondent Peter Arnett received “guided tours” and government videotapes of “what 

Iraqi officials described as nonmilitary targets.”13  Most famously, Arnett reported from 

9 Olsen, John Warden and the Renaissance of American Air Power, 228-229. 

10 Rid, War and Media Operations, 80.  Rick Atkinson, Crusade: The Untold Story of the Gulf War (New

York: Mariner Books, 1994), 157-158. 

11 Paul Lewis, “Iraq’s Scars of War: Scarce and Precise,” New York Times, 22 April 1991, A1.  Arkin, 

“Baghdad: The Urban Sanctuary in Desert Storm?,” 7.

12 Arkin, “Baghdad: The Urban Sanctuary in Desert Storm?,” 7.

13 Walter Goodman, “CNN in Baghdad: Danger of Propaganda Vs. Virtue of Reporting,” New York Times, 

29 January 1991, C11.
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the site of a biological-weapons facility in the Abu Ghraib area outside Baghdad, where 

the reporter was shown an “intact signboard at the entrance to the factory” that “read 

‘Baby Milk Plant’ in English and in Arabic ” (Figures 10 and 11).14 

Two images of the same target.  Figure 10. 
A 17 January 1991 US reconnaissance photo 
of a biological weapons facility at Abu Ghraib 
(right). Figure 11. The facility as presented to 
reporters during an Iraqi tour on 23 January 
(above). 
Source: Department of Defense, “Iraqi Denial 
and Deception for Weapons of Mass 
Destruction & Ballistic Missile Programs” 
(press briefing slides, 8 October 2002). 

Aside from such ham-handed manipulations, Iraqi propaganda did enable the 

regime to capitalize on legitimate coalition mistakes.  On 13 February 1991, an F-117 

14 Goodman, “CNN in Baghdad.” 
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unwittingly struck a bunker in the Al Firdos suburb of Baghdad that was being used as an 

air-raid shelter. Arnett and other international reporters were hustled to the scene within 

hours to record the deaths of up to 300 civilians, including 100 children.15  A 2006 

RAND analysis concluded that the Al Firdos strike had a limited effect on international 

public support of Desert Storm.  “Reporting on civilian casualties peaked at the time of 

the incident, and then quickly receded, with the incident seemingly becoming a part of 

the contextual fabric for subsequent reporting”—a context that included inflated 

estimates of Iraqi civilian casualties that the public seemed to accept.16  Nevertheless, the 

reported number of civilian casualties “did not materially affect the high level of [US and 

international] support for the war or the belief that the coalition was making efforts to 

avoid civilian casualties and collateral damage.”17  What mattered most at the time, 

however, were the perceptions of US leaders. Officials in Washington and the 

CENTCOM commander, Gen Norman Schwarzkopf, quickly reached an agreement that 

the bombing in Al Firdos had given the coalition a black eye that necessitated a change in 

military operations:  

As a result of the bombing of the bunker that in fact incurred the civilian 
casualties, the decision was made as we’d just about gotten all we can out 
of the strategic bombing campaign down in Baghdad.  And this was one 
of those decisions that came about from a political initiative in 
Washington about the concern for civilian casualties.  And we came to the 
conclusion that we could pull back from the strategic bombing campaign 
without diminishing the overall campaign plan and so we went back to 
Washington and said “Look, we can do that if you want us to do.” And 
they came back and said “Fine, do it!” and that was it.18 

On a global stage, the level of force implicit in Desert Storm air operations was 

able to short-circuit what Nye calls “the paradox of plenty,” in which the “plenitude of 

information” available through global media “leads to a poverty of attention” among 

15 Rid, War and Media Operations, 85-86.

16 Larson and Savych, Misfortunes of War, 59. 

17 Larson and Savych, Misfortunes of War, 60. 

18 Gen Norman Schwarzkopf, interview transcript, Public Broadcasting Service, Frontline: The Gulf War, 

an in-depth examination of the 1990-1991 Persian Gulf crisis (1996), http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/ 

frontline/gulf/oral/schwarzkopf/1.html.  
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policymakers.19  The disproportionate public attention given to airpower had both 

positive and negative implications for the Air Force.  Positively, images of the precise 

and persistent application of airpower provided an impressive public demonstration of the 

military utility of the air arm.  Negatively, adversaries could exploit real or staged 

incidents of civilian casualties by leveraging US leaders’ sensitivity to relentless global 

media coverage of air operations.  Even though it might be difficult to reverse public 

support of a given conflict, airpower raised the risks of politically harmful moral 

condemnation.         

Unfortunately, the Air Force chose to accentuate the positive to such an extent 

that precision became a public expectation—accepted to the point of being ignored in 

future wars, except when it failed. “Air power did exactly what air power visionaries said 

it could” in the Gulf War, asserted Air Force Secretary Donald Rice in a typical service 

self-assessment of Desert Storm.  “We can plan a strategic campaign and carry it out.  We 

can go around and over the enemy, strike critical nodes precisely, and paralyze him with 

strategic and tactical assets. We see his every move and block it.”20  Coming when it did, 

such rhetoric fell on fertile strategic and budgetary ground.  The collapse of the Soviet 

Union had shattered the prevailing paradigm of American national security and at the 

same time raised the hope of a peace dividend in the form of a smaller, less expensive 

military force structure.21 

Still, while Air Force and broader government confidence in the decisiveness of 

air operations was increasing, America’s adversaries were honing propaganda skills 

designed to limit the effectiveness of airpower, as demonstrated during NATO operations 

in Bosnia and Kosovo. Serb forces in particular proved adept at playing what media 

analyst Chuck de Caro describes as a game of “Balkan jacks,” throwing balls in the air to 

distract public and official attention while sweeping up jacks to solidify positions of 

19 Joseph S. Nye Jr., The Paradox of American Power: Why the World’s Only Superpower Can’t Go It

Alone (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 67. 

20 In Richard H. Shultz, Jr., and Robert L. Pfalzgraff, Jr., The Future of Air Power in the Aftermath of the 

Gulf War (Maxwell AFB, AL: Air University Press, 1992), 11-12. 

21 Frederick W. Kagan, Finding the Target: The Transformation of American Military Policy (New York: 

Encounter Books, 2006), 150-156.
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strategic advantage in their campaigns of ethnic violence.22  Serb success in this regard 

perhaps explains why the most memorable airpower moments in the Balkans were those 

in which NATO forces appeared careless or vulnerable, such as: 

�	 the shoot-down of F-16 pilot Capt Scott O’Grady on 2 June 199523 

�	 the downing of an F-117 stealth fighter on 27 March 199924 

�	 the bombing of a tractor convoy near the Kosovar village of Djakovica on 

14 April 1999, which killed up to 20 civilians25 

�	 the bombing of the misidentified Chinese embassy in Belgrade on 7 May 

1999, in which three Chinese citizens were killed.26 

Serbian radio and television provided the first reports of many of these incidents, and in 

some cases Serb officials arranged independent media tours of bombed sites to sustain 

coverage critical of NATO.27  Allied commanders were so concerned about the influence 

of Serb propaganda that they attacked the Belgrade studios of state-owned Radio 

Televizija Srbije (RTS) on 23 April 1999, killing between 10 and 17 people but 

interrupting broadcasts for only a few hours.28 

Although propaganda was valuable as a means of embarrassing NATO forces, it 

was equally effective in limiting the scope of air operations.  When allied air forces were 

enforcing a no-fly zone over Bosnia during Deny Flight in 1993, NATO permitted flights 

by helicopters, which all warring parties often painted with red crosses even while using 

them for “tactical resupply and other missions.”29  US and NATO officials, according to 

Karl Mueller, were possessed by “the very plausible fear that if one were shot down, its 

owners would rapidly fabricate evidence that it had been on a humanitarian mission 

loaded with noncombatants, potentially causing a public relations disaster for NATO.”30 

22 Chuck de Caro, “SOFTWAR,” in CyberWar: Security, Strategy, and Conflict in the Information Age, 
eds. Alan D. Campen, Douglas H. Dearth, and R. Thomas Goodden (Fairfax, VA: AFCEA Press, 1996), 
215.

23 Francis X. Clines, “Evaded Capture for 6 Nights in the Woods,” New York Times, 9 June 1995, A1. 

24 John M. Broder, “Pilot Is Rescued,” New York Times, 28 March 1999, 1. 

25 Michael R. Gordon, “Civilians Are Slain in Military Attack on a Kosovo Road,” New York Times, 15 

April 1999, A1. 

26 Steven Lee Myers, “Deaths Reported,” New York Times, 8 May 1999, A1. 

27 Rid, War and Media Operations, 97-98. Larson and Savych, Misfortunes of War, 95 and 107. 

28 Rid, War and Media Operations, 99. Maj Gary Pounder, “Opportunity Lost: Public Affairs, Information 

Operations, and the Air War against Serbia,” Aerospace Power Journal 14, no. 2 (Summer 2000): 72. 

29 Mueller, “The Demise of Yugoslavia and the Destruction of Bosnia,” 19. 

30 Mueller, “The Demise of Yugoslavia and the Destruction of Bosnia,” 19. 
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Actual public relations disasters during Allied Force forced the suspension of daytime 

sorties after the Djakovica attack and halts on the bombing of Belgrade after the strike on 

the Chinese embassy.31  The Supreme Allied Commander Europe, Gen Wesley Clark, 

later observed, “The weight of public opinion was doing to us what the Serb air defense 

system had failed to do: limit our strikes.”32  Unlike the Al Firdos bunker bombing in 

Desert Storm, collateral damage in Allied Force seemed to shift public opinion against air 

operations, prompting “growing elite criticism” of the airpower strategy and greater 

public concern that “NATO was not being careful enough to avoid civilian casualties.”33 

In the Kosovo air war, the adversary’s sophisticated propaganda—enhanced by 

the inherent advantage of being able to control media access to sites in Serbia—put 

NATO’s public communication on the defensive.  “The enemy deliberately and 

criminally killed innocents by the thousands, but no one saw it,” concluded Adm James 

Ellis, Allied Forces Southern Europe commander.  “We accidentally killed innocents, 

sometimes by the dozens, and the world watched on the evening news.  We were 

continuously reacting, investigating, and trying to answer ‘how could this happen?’”34 

NATO officials required five days to respond to the Djakovica bombing and three days to 

respond to the Chinese embassy bombing.35  The glacial pace of the alliance’s public 

communication was in part a function of negotiating political sensitivities and OPSEC 

concerns among NATO member states.36  The traditional preference for combining 

coercive violence with information control had asserted itself at the outbreak of air 

operations, according to Benjamin Lambeth: 

It was hard during the first few weeks for outside observers to assess and 
validate the Pentagon’s and NATO’s claims of making progress because 
U.S. and NATO officials had so deliberately refrained from disclosing any 
significant details about the operation.  Instead, administration and NATO 
sources limited themselves to vague generalizations about the air war’s 

31 Rid, War and Media Operations, 99.

32 Wesley K. Clark, Waging Modern War: Bosnia, Kosovo, and the Future of Combat (New York: Public 

Affairs, 2001), 444. 

33 Larson and Savych, Misfortunes of War, 121. 

34 Quoted in Pounder, “Opportunity Lost,” 58.

35 Pounder, “Opportunity Lost,” 72. 

36 Pounder, “Opportunity Lost,” 66. 
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effects, using such hedged terms as “degrading,” “disrupting,” and 
“debilitating” rather than the more unambiguous “destroying.”37 

The dispassionate language also points toward another possible reason for the 

failure of public communication in Allied Force: the habitual mode of representing air 

operations with self-contained technical terms, facts, and images.  NATO information 

offices produced “thousands of still pictures and reams of video footage” of air 

operations, but these products did not refute Serbian claims of civilian casualties or 

expose the mass graves and refugees that Serb forces left in their wake.38  CNN’s Bill 

Hemmer noted that—while OPSEC concerns sent reporters begging for information— 

NATO’s policy of barring air commanders from interviews denied the alliance an 

opportunity to offer “context and perspective that the American public wanted.”39 

Although the Air Force was able to place 250 reporters on Allied Force missions while 

arranging numerous interviews with airmen and their families, these efforts did not 

produce a compelling airpower narrative. “The NATO ‘story’ failed to stress the 

successes of the air component, and the focus of the media became more on collateral 

damage,” in the estimation of journalism professor and former Air Force PA officer 

Virginia Sullivan. “Where were the successes—who were the heroes, the soldier, sailor, 

or airman who helped a family or a refugee?”40 

Government leaders took note of NATO’s communication failures in the Kosovo 

air war. Shortly after the Djakovica incident, President Bill Clinton and British Prime 

Minister Tony Blair sent two of their most talented communicators, P.J. Crowley and 

Alistair Campbell, to NATO headquarters in Brussels, along with reinforcements from 

DOD, the State Department, and the White House.41  Even though little could be done to 

change course in the midst of a 78-day conflict, the event marked a subtle turning point in 

the rehabilitation of military public communication after Vietnam.  Through lessons 

learned from the failure of information control in Allied Force and later in Enduring 

Freedom, there emerged a strategy of public transparency employed successfully during 

37 Lambeth, NATO’s Air War for Kosovo, 31.

38 Pounder, “Opportunity Lost,” 74. 

39 Pounder, “Opportunity Lost,” 68. 

40 Quoted in Pounder, “Opportunity Lost,” 70.

41 Rid, War and Media Operations, 98.
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the 2003 invasion of Iraq. DOD officials specifically crafted this strategy to ease the 

public beatings that the US military had taken from Iraqi and Serbian propaganda in the 

1990s. Oddly, the Air Force—the number-one target of the propagandists—neglected to 

prepare itself for this strategic shift, confident that air operations in Iraq and the Balkans 

had validated the pre-eminence of airpower. 

A Revolution in Military Transparency 

The Pentagon’s initial communication strategy for Operation Enduring Freedom, 

in the words of German foreign policy analyst Thomas Rid, was to “provide media 

coverage from Arlington.”42  The impulse toward information control in October 2001 

was understandable. Terrorists had executed a devastating attack on the American 

homeland less than a month prior to the operation.  The battlefield was the remote and 

rugged terrain of Afghanistan, and the force consisted mainly of US aircraft, special 

operations forces, and indigenous units of the Northern Alliance—all of which made 

media access to the fight more problematic.  Furthermore, many members of the 

American and international press corps had been shocked by the September 11 attacks 

and were willing to give US leaders the benefit of the doubt on matters of military and 

communication policy. Even CBS News anchor Dan Rather—soon to become a 

whipping boy for media bias against the Bush administration—remarked at the time, 

“George Bush is the President, he makes the decisions, and, you know, as just one 

American, he wants me to line up, just tell me where.”43 

Nonetheless, DOD officials drew sharp criticism for their handling of the press 

during the initial months of Enduring Freedom.  The journalists aboard the USS Carl 

Vinson were prohibited from filing stories until 20 hours after the initial air strikes, and 

reporters afloat continued to face delays and reticence from aircrews.44  Permission to fly 

media representatives aboard US bombers, which had been permitted in Allied Force, 

was now denied.45  As the New York Times noted after more than a month of military 

activity in Afghanistan: 

42 Rid, War and Media Operations, 102.

43 Quoted in Entman, Projections of Power, 1.

44 Rid, War and Media Operations, 102.  Elizabeth Becker, “In the War on Terrorism, A Battle to Shape 

Opinion,” New York Times, 11 November 2001, A1. 

45 Paul and Kim, Reporters on the Battlefield, 50.
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… after-action access to the troops engaged in bombing or other combat 
missions has been almost nonexistent.  While there are hundreds of 
reporters in countries like Pakistan, the Persian Gulf states, Uzbekistan 
and the northern areas of Afghanistan—all places where United States 
troops have been deployed—the Central Command has yet to allow 
reporters to have any contact with the troops most involved.46 

DOD’s attempts to bridge the information gap with footage of special operations shot by 

combat cameramen were met with skepticism by the Washington press corps.47  Pentagon 

spokeswoman Victoria “Torie” Clarke issued a formal apology for “severe shortcomings 

in our preparedness to support news organizations” when reporters at Forward Operating 

Base Rhino were barred from covering the return of soldiers killed in a B-52 fratricide 

incident in December.48  The Frankfurter Rundschau, a leading liberal German daily, 

regularly warned its readers that information provided by both US and Taliban sources 

was “subject to censorship” and could not be independently confirmed by the 
49newspaper.

The backlash against information control by an otherwise largely sympathetic 

press corps prompted two changes in US and British public communication.  The first 

was the establishment of Coalition Information Centers (CICs) in Islamabad, London, 

and Washington.50  The CICs allowed the coalition to respond to Taliban accusations 

within Asian, European, and American news cycles, so that news breaking in one region 

did not pass without official comment into later reports in another region.51  In a return to 

the work that Campbell and others had done to improve NATO communication programs 

during Allied Force, another objective of the CICs was to corner the market on media 

coverage. By establishing multiple communication centers, the coalition could “be on the 

air the whole time, crowd out the opposition, give every interview, do every briefing.”52 

A second change was to reinstate the practice of embedding a small number of reporters 

46 Becker, “In the War on Terrorism, A Battle to Shape Opinion.” 

47 Rid, War and Media Operations, 102-103. 

48 Torie Clarke, Lipstick on a Pig: Winning in the No-Spin Era by Someone Who Knows the Game (New 

York: Free Press, 2006), 22-23. 

49 Becker, “In the War on Terrorism, A Battle to Shape Opinion.” 

50 Rid, War and Media Operations, 103.

51 Rid, War and Media Operations, 103.

52 Jamie Shea, “The Kosovo Crisis and the Media: Reflections of a NATO Spokesman” (address, Reform

Club, London, 15 July 1999). 
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with Marine and Army combat units, which generally resulted in more informed 

coverage of military actions in Afghanistan from December 2001 through May 2002.53 

Building from the lessons of Afghanistan and confronted with an impending 

invasion of Iraq in 2002, Clarke and her PA team at the Pentagon proposed a 

revolutionary break from the information control policies that had dominated US military 

operations since the Johnson administration.  The concerns motivating the media embed 

program were the same encountered in US operations since the First Gulf War.  

According to Air Force Col Jay DeFrank, Clarke’s deputy for press operations: 

The Iraqis were masters at disinformation—exploiting anything, twisting 
the truth, lying, and had a long-standing track record of this. We knew 
with their propensity for propaganda, this would be a credibility issue.  If 
we sat back and denied what they said, without anyone on the ground, it 
would be sort of a ‘he said, she said’ kind of thing.  So we needed third 
party credibility and that’s where the media, with very few restraints, 
would come in.54 

By having reporters with access to global satellite communications accompanying 

coalition combat units, independent observers could verify competing claims almost 

immediately.  DOD officials felt that the truth was on their side, and they emphasized the 

point through numerous pre-conflict press briefings and releases describing US efforts to 

minimize civilian casualties as well as the Iraqi regime’s history of deception.55 

Large numbers of embedded media also would provide a continuous source of 

fresh news content that would allow information from the coalition’s perspective to 

dominate a given 24-hour news cycle.  During Allied Force, NATO press restrictions and 

a lack of access to the battlefield had created a higher demand for details, making Serb 

propaganda more attractive because it provided information from the conflict zones.  

Before the establishment of the CICs, DOD information control during Enduring 

Freedom had enabled Taliban propaganda to occupy empty spaces in global news reports 

hours ahead of London or Washington’s chance to respond.  The expected stream of 

53 Rid, War and Media Operations, 105-107. 

54 Quoted in Maj Allen Herritage, “Embedded Media during Operation Iraqi Freedom: A Policymaking 

Case Study” (research paper, University of Oklahoma, 2007), 33. 

55 Herritage, “Embedded Media during Operation Iraqi Freedom,” 33-34. White House Office of Global

Communications, Apparatus of Lies: Saddam’s Disinformation and Propaganda, 1990-2003, 

http://www.whitehouse.gov/ogc/apparatus.  Department of Defense, “Iraqi Denial and Deception for 

Weapons of Mass Destruction & Ballistic Missile Programs” (press briefing slides, 8 October 2002). 
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embedded media reports in what would become Operation Iraqi Freedom prevented the 

coalition from ceding the initiative to the Iraqis in this manner.  As Clarke told senior 

DOD and CENTCOM leaders during a December 2002 meeting in Qatar, “The essence 

of the communication plan is to flood the zone with information … information 

dominance.”56 

Finally, transparency shaped the behavior of US forces, making errors in 

judgment less likely and creating fewer tactical mistakes that the Iraqis could exploit for 

strategic effect. As Clarke explains: 

… flooding the zone can prevent problems from occurring.  The majority 
of our troops are both trained professionals and very decent people, so not 
many of them needed accountability from the media to keep them on the 
straight and narrow. But knowing a camera is perched over your shoulder 
at any given moment is also a pretty powerful incentive to do the right 
thing. Almost a year after I left the Pentagon, when the story of the 
prisoner abuse at Abu Ghraib prison broke, a former colleague (one never 
enthusiastic about embedding) wise-cracked, “I bet you wouldn’t have 
wanted any reporters embedded at Abu Ghraib.” 

“I absolutely would have,” I snapped back. “If that prison had 
been crawling with reporters, this never would have happened.”  
Embedding was real-time accountability, faster, stronger, and more visible 
than any court-martial or congressional investigation.57 

Despite initial concerns, the concept of embedding eventually gained acceptance 

among coalition leaders.  On 14 November 2002, the first of two “Personal For” 

messages from Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 

of Staff Gen Richard Myers went out to all senior US commanders, urging them to get 

their communication strategy “right from the start, not days or weeks into an 

operation.”58  Commanders were to approach decisions to be more transparent with an 

attitude of “why not” rather than “why,” and units were encouraged to “put in place 

mechanisms and processes for the rapid dissemination of weapon system video, ISR 

[intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance] footage, and operational combat camera 

footage before coalition forces move.”59  On 10 February 2003, commanders received PA 

56 Clarke, Lipstick on a Pig, 55.

57 Clarke, Lipstick on a Pig, 76-77. 

58 Quoted in Rid, War and Media Operations, 135.

59 Rid, War and Media Operations, 136.
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guidance directing “long-term, minimally restrictive access to U.S. air, ground and naval 

forces through embedding” and, in particular, “access to operational combat missions, 

including mission preparation and debriefing, whenever possible.”60 

By the time Operation Iraqi Freedom commenced on 19 March 2003, DOD had 

embedded approximately 400 reporters with the Army, 150 with the Marines, and 140 

with the Navy.61  The number of reporters embedded with US forces alone thus surpassed 

the number of accredited reporters in South Vietnam at the high-water mark of press 

coverage of that conflict.62  The Air Force entered the war with an anemic total of 18 

embedded media, down from an initial DOD allocation of 85.63  If embedding was to be 

the primary vehicle for US public communication about Operation Iraqi Freedom, then 

the Air Force started the war at a distinct disadvantage—a position from which it would 

not recover. 

The Air Force Struggles with Transparency 

The virtues and vices of media embedding have been debated extensively, and it 

is probably too early to judge the policy’s impact on either the continuing conflict in Iraq 

or the future of US military-media relations.  In a 2007 survey by the Project for 

Excellence in Journalism, 60 percent of veteran correspondents tended to view 

embedding as a means of giving them the access they needed to cover the Iraq war, while 

only 5 percent felt that the program was a way for the military to control media 

coverage.64  A RAND analysis by Christopher Paul and James Kim concludes that 

embedding is a value-maximizing solution for both the military and the press, but that it 

nevertheless introduces several potentially negative outcomes into the public 

communication process, including: 

� OPSEC risks 

60 Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Public Affairs, to combatant command commanders et

al., message, 101900Z FEB 03, 10 February 2003. 

61 Paul and Kim, Reporters on the Battlefield, 54.

62 See Chapter 3. 

63 Col David Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom: Prelude and War, September 

2002 – April 2003 (Washington, DC: Secretary of the Air Force Office of Public Affairs, December 2006), 

13.

64 Project for Excellence in Journalism, “Journalists in Iraq – A Survey of Reporters on the Front Lines,” 28

November 2007, http://journalism.org/node/8621.  
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�	 the difficulty of embedding media in operations with a shorter lead 

time or different composition of forces 

�	 the creation of an artificial hierarchy between embedded reporters and 

those who choose not to embed 

�	 the potential to foster a number of detailed but disconnected tactical-

level views of a conflict (i.e., soda-straw coverage) 

�	 the threatened loss of journalistic objectivity as reporters bond with the 

military personnel in their units 

�	 the propensity for embedded coverage to exaggerate tactical activities 

and encourage micromanagement of military forces.65 

The content analyses of press coverage to date generally support the contention that 

embedding resulted in more episodic reporting but otherwise reflected and maintained the 

existing domestic public consensus on the war, at least until the fall of Baghdad.66  Critics 

have argued persuasively that embedding as practiced in the Second Gulf War alienated 

most of the Arab press, which did nothing to improve chances for greater regional 

stability after the collapse of the Iraqi regime.67  Although some contend that the “genie is 

well out of the bottle” and embedding will remain a feature of US military operations, the 

US military’s reversion from a brief period of relative transparency prior to 1968 to a 

sustained period of information control until 2003 suggests that future embedding is not 

inevitable.68 

From an organizational perspective, the ultimate impact or durability of 

embedding is less important than how the transparency strategy affected Air Force public 

communication and how the service responded to the perceived results of this trial.  Air 

Force after-action reports have highlighted many of the barriers to effective 

communication, such as host-nation restrictions, OPSEC concerns, staffing, training, 

65 Paul and Kim, Reporters on the Battlefield, 108-114. 
66 Howard Tumber and Jerry Palmer, Media at War: The Iraq Crisis (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 
Publications, 2004), 96-113.  Michael Pfau et al., “Embedding Journalists in Military Combat Units: Impact 
on Newspaper Story Frames and Tone,” Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly 81, no. 1 (Spring 
2004): 74-88. 
67 Tatham, Losing Arab Hearts and Minds. 
68 Phil Nesbitt, quoted in Katherine M. Skiba, “Journalists Embodied Realities of the Iraq War,” Milwaukee 
Journal Sentinel, 14 September 2003.  For transparency and control policies in the Vietnam War, see 
Chapter 3. 
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equipment, and bureaucratic inertia.  But many of these conditions had become more or 

less constant features of the Air Force’s wartime communication environment by 2003, 

which suggests that in some respects the organization may have preferred to maintain the 

pre-transparency status quo by leaving barriers to communication in place.  Although 

transparency was a decidedly tougher diplomatic and technical proposition for the Air 

Force than for other services, a dominant culture of information control made what were 

merely difficult problems into insurmountable problems.  Moreover, the Air Force’s 

technical-objective mode of communication was an insufficient counterweight in those 

cases where the value of public outreach trumped limitations imposed by organizational 

culture. Under less external pressure to open up its operations to public view, the Air 

Force was content to allow de facto censorship to dictate more comfortable terms of 

information exchange.  What is perhaps more disconcerting is that—following the 

failures of this approach during major combat operations in Iraq—many of the Air 

Force’s initial solutions have reinforced the concept of information control, largely 

ignoring the potential benefits of transparency. 

Culture of Control.  The first service-specific challenge to DOD’s embedding 

policy came from the governments that would host deploying Air Force units.  Among 

the autocratic Gulf states, the Air Force originally had planned to embed reporters with 

units in Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and Kuwait, but the Kuwaiti emirate was the only 

government willing to accept embedded reporters.69  The loss of Saudi support was 

particularly difficult, because the Air Force had planned to embed at least one reporter in 

the Combined Air Operations Center (CAOC)—the air war’s nerve center—at Prince 

Sultan Air Base south of Riyadh.70  In February 2003, the air component commander’s 

PA director, Brig Gen Ron Rand, sought to coordinate Saudi approval through the US 

embassy, to no avail.71  The diplomatic situation with parliamentary systems in Europe 

was, if anything, more problematic.  The opportunity to compensate for Gulf-state 

restrictions by embedding media with projected air units in Turkey collapsed when the 

Turkish government denied the Air Force basing for most Iraqi Freedom missions.72 

69 Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom, 13-14. 
70 Herritage, “Embedded Media during Operation Iraqi Freedom,” 58. 
71 Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom, 13. 
72 Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom, 13. 
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Perhaps more surprisingly, the British government rejected multiple Air Force requests to 

allow press coverage of B-52 operations from the RAF base at Fairford, even though 

such requests had been approved during Allied Force.73 

The public communication model presented in Chapter 1 provides an explanation 

of host-nation reluctance to support increased transparency.  The countries rejecting 

embedded reporters were known supporters of air operations against the Iraqi regime: 

British backing of the 2003 invasion was a matter of public record, and both Turkey and 

the Gulf states had provided bases for the enforcement of no-fly zones in Iraq since 

1991.74  Although most nations diplomatically accepted use of their bases for Iraqi 

Freedom, repeated public acknowledgement of this fact through the reports of embedded 

journalists was politically unacceptable in the contentious climate of public opinion 

surrounding the operation. Airpower in support of regime change represented a 

quantitative and qualitative escalation of violence that encouraged states to focus on 

managing domestic opposition to the war and to impose policies of information control 

on US forces. Censorship subdued public discussion of policy incoherence that 

transparent support for US airpower would have aggravated. 

No doubt motivated by these host-nation concerns, CENTCOM provided its air 

component with little help in increasing transparency.  Despite DOD’s expressed desire 

to delegate release authority to the lowest level of command, CENTCOM retained its 

prerogative to declassify weapon system video (WSV), with the result that visual records 

of airpower in action were released days after they had lost most of their news value.75 

The combatant command eventually deployed a WSV team to the CAOC to work 

clearance issues, but the process “was never clearly laid-out, evolved too late and was 

never able to provide broadcast quality video easily.”76  CENTCOM also frustrated 

media travel to the theater on Air Mobility Command (AMC) aircraft when it adopted an 

73 Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom, 18-19. Maj Patrick Ryder, Plans and

Readiness Division, to director of public affairs, Headquarters, United States Air Forces in Europe, “HQ 

USAFE/PA Operation Iraqi Freedom After-Action Report,” 6 June 2003.

74 Tony Blair, “Prime Minister’s address to the Nation,” 20 March 2003, http://www.number-10.gov.uk/ 

output/Page3327.asp.  GlobalSecurity.org, “Operation Northern Watch” and “Operation Southern Watch,” 

http://www.globalsecurity.org.  

75 Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom, 38. 

76 Brig Gen Ronald T. Rand, “Operation Iraqi Freedom—Lessons Learned: Public Affairs” (working paper, 

Secretary of the Air Force Office of Public Affairs, 23 May 2003), 10. 
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unusually “strict interpretation of the rules governing foreign clearances in a combat 

zone. The command disapproved any request submitted with less than 30 days lead 

time.”77  Of course, country clearance was not an issue for ships at sea or for reporters 

embedded with ground forces once those units crossed into Iraq.  WSV declassification 

and country clearance were public communication obstacles that chiefly affected the air 

component, and CENTCOM’s approach to both may have reflected a lack of 

organizational incentive within the Army-centric command to support communication 

benefiting the Air Force.  In contrast, because Turkish opposition precluded the opening 

of a northern ground front, air operations became the primary contribution of US 

European Command (EUCOM) to Iraqi Freedom.  Unlike CENTCOM, EUCOM granted 

blanket approval for AMC flights transiting the theater with reporters.78 

Regardless of the limitations imposed by host nations or CENTCOM, the Air 

Force was not a helpless victim of other controlling cultures.  As Air Force leaders would 

emphasize later, before Iraqi Freedom the service had been conducting operations against 

Iraq at many of the same regional bases for more than a decade.79  Host-nation 

restrictions on public communication and WSV declassification were problems for the 

service throughout that period.  The standard approval time for WSV release during 

Enduring Freedom, for example, had been an astounding 14 days.80  With the exception 

of the British reversal on press coverage of B-52 flights, therefore, Air Force leaders 

should have known the roadblocks they would encounter. 

Nevertheless, awareness of potential problems did not translate into a concerted 

effort by the service to prepare itself.  DOD guidance urging commanders to plan for 

transparency had been available since November 2002, but serious coordination with host 

nations and CENTCOM did not begin until the month before the operation.  Despite the 

release of PA guidance in February 2003 directing media access to air operations, 

including combat missions, Air Force PA officers continued to receive “pushback from 

commanders who believed the embed program didn’t apply to them,” even when those 

77 Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom, 24. 

78 Ryder, “HQ USAFE/PA Operation Iraqi Freedom After-Action Report.”

79 Gen T. Michael Moseley, chief of staff, US Air Force, “To Fly, Fight and Win in the 21st Century” 

(address, Air Force Association Air and Space Conference and Technology Exposition, Washington, DC, 

26 September 2007).
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commanders were based in countries that accepted media.81  Although many forward air 

bases had no more than one or two PA specialists, they were sometimes directed to focus 

on unit newsletters or protocol support for distinguished visitors, rather than feeding 

requested public communication products to the CAOC.82  Overall, the Air Force 

accorded low priority to transparency initiatives and demanded little command 

accountability for public communication. The air component version of Secretary 

Rumsfeld and Gen Myers’s November 2002 “Personal For” message, encouraging all air 

commanders to support public communication efforts, was not published until 25 March 

2003—six days after the war had started.83 

The Air Force’s cultural preference for information control was demonstrated in 

other ways detailed in the service’s after-action reports.  As was the case with host-nation 

restrictions and WSV review, many of these issues were communication deficiencies 

identified in previous conflicts. A representative sample of organizational decisions that 

precluded greater transparency during Iraqi Freedom includes the following: 

�	 Because of OPSEC concerns, the Air Force failed to develop acceptable 

procedures to allow press coverage of US-based space operations, 

Predator unmanned aerial vehicle flights, or global tanker and airlift 

missions.84 

�	 AMC complicated the problem of transporting reporters to the Gulf 

Theater by insisting that a PA escort accompany flights with media 

aboard.85 

�	 Some airmen refused to identify themselves by name in press interviews 

as a result of lingering concern over the harassment of several Air Force 

families during Allied Force.86  Although PA guidance stated that self-

identification was a matter of personal consent, the practice was standard 

81 Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom, 12.  Ryder, “HQ USAFE/PA Operation

Iraqi Freedom After-Action Report.” 

82 Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom, 23.  Ryder, “HQ USAFE/PA Operation

Iraqi Freedom After-Action Report.”

83 Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom, 12. 

84 Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom, 21 and 25. 

85 Ryder, “HQ USAFE/PA Operation Iraqi Freedom After-Action Report.”

86 Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom, 19. 
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in other services and thus made these airmen appear unduly secretive or 

cautious.87 

�	 Officials citing safety considerations refused or slow-rolled efforts to 

install a handful of lipstick cameras in cockpits to capture video of combat 

missions—even though PA guidance encouraged the practice “to the 

greatest extent possible” and Air Combat Command “provided the 

technical specifications for installing these cameras in the aircraft.”88 

In short, resistance based on legitimate concerns about the security of classified 

information or the safety of airmen could blend imperceptibly into resistance based on 

inconvenience or fear of accountability.  Although other services at least acquiesced in 

DOD’s plan to allow relatively unrestricted documentation of the activities of young 

soldiers, sailors, and marines, the Air Force seemed less interested in doing its business 

with Clarke’s cameras perched over its shoulder.  On questions of transparency, the 

service—despite its marching orders—usually asked why rather than why not. 

Technical Communication.  With direct access limited by its circumstances and 

choices, the Air Force was forced  

… to develop alternative means for virtual access.  Techniques included 
radio beepers, telephone conferences, and [video teleconference] 
interviews. Unfortunately, plans to create virtual embeds were not 
developed as well as they could have been based on the assumption that 
media would be embedded with AF units.  This proved to be a limiting 
factor.89 

By many accounts, the Air Force’s improvised solutions to its public communication 

shortfalls were admirable, but they were not “virtual embeds.”  For better or worse, 

embedding provided viewers and readers with a slice of life—the dangerous or mundane 

details of people’s daily experience with war.  A virtual embed with the Air Force would 

have resembled a continuous Internet chat room or blog shared by multiple airmen and 

journalists or the general public, perhaps tied to several live webcams set up around a 

87 Message, 101900Z FEB 03, Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Public Affairs to combatant 

command commanders et al., 10 February 2003.

88 Message, 101900Z FEB 03, OASD/PA to combatant command commanders et al., 10 February 2003.  
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89 Rand, “Operation Iraqi Freedom—Lessons Learned: Public Affairs,” 8.
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forward air base. Such an arrangement could have given the press something like the 

many precious and mind-numbing human moments achieved through embedding.  What 

the press actually received were standard press interviews, albeit arranged with 

technological sophistication. Local television stations across America were able to talk 

to hometown airmen fighting the war through direct satellite links, and Pentagon 

reporters interviewed aircrews over the radio as they flew home.90  As in Desert Storm, 

Rand fed information to a group of 17 former officers who were serving as military 

analysts for major news organizations.91  Initiatives of this sort were solid public 

communication efforts, but there was nothing fundamentally open about them, nothing 

with a stronger sense of the real. 

At times, Air Force communication became a clinical dissection of air operations, 

reminiscent of the technical objectivity that in an earlier era had described the 

firebombing of Tokyo in terms of lost industrial capacity.92  Three days into Iraqi 

Freedom, air component PA officers began releasing “war data” that “included statistics 

on various aspects of the air war and became a daily product the Press Desk provided to 

reporters.”93  The press of course appreciated a steady supply of facts.  Still, most 

journalists were “only interested in a few items on the list,” and statistics inevitably 

generated more questions when reporters keeping their own “score card” found suspected 

discrepancies in the figures.94  In search of hooks that would attract media outlets to do 

more stories about airpower, PA officers also began reporting notable Air Force firsts, 

such as the “first combat package to include B-1s and B-52s” or the “first time a C-17 

used for a Combat Personnel Drop.”95  However alluring these events may have been, 

they were ultimately self-referential.  The significance of the service doing something it 

had never done before was a question of how the newly demonstrated capability altered 

the strategic situation. The Air Force seldom answered that question. 

The air component’s chosen mode of public communication was in part a function 

of its centralized approach to command-and-control.  Reporters embedded with the Army 

90 Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom, 28 and 35. 

91 Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom, 33. 

92 See Chapter 2. 

93 Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom, 33. 

94 Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom, 34. 

95 Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom, 17. 
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and Marines generally told their stories from the perspective of small maneuver units, 

approximating the individual soldier’s experience of war.  In one survey, eight out of 10 

journalists who had served in Iraq viewed the experience of US troops as the best-

covered aspect of the war—far above their ratings for counterinsurgency, democracy, or 

reconstruction efforts.96  The bottom-up, experiential nature of embedded reporting 

contrasts with the top-down, detached perspective of airpower communication as 

described by one PA officer who served in the CAOC: 

When you’re in the CAOC, you’re dealing in large numbers of sorties and 
air operations, and it’s an air component perspective even though it’s a 
joint ops center. You’re focused more at the 30,000-foot level looking 
down and what are you contributing to the fight from that perspective.  So 
your communication is focused more on sortie rates, what did you do, 
types of missions, what did you strike, why did you strike, and setting the 
context for your operations and trying to essentially make sure that folks 
understand what you’re trying to do with the air operations and why they 

97were necessary.

With few embedded reporters and inexperienced or misused PA personnel in the field, 

“90 percent” of the airpower story came from the CAOC, which inferred its operational 

awareness from aggregated data and broad, mostly static objectives.98 

Therefore, one consequence of centralizing communication activities at the 

CAOC was a lack of specificity that also plagued the heavily criticized CENTCOM press 

center in Doha, Qatar. During one press conference, a CBS reporter complained to 

CENTCOM spokesman Brig Gen Vincent Brooks that “we were told we would get the 

big picture here from this podium.  And instead we have been getting snapshot videos, 

vague generalities, broader timeline.”99  Less charitably, a Financial Times reporter 

remarked, “So metronomically on message was Brooks that you felt as if you might have 

found a cyborg inside if you opened him up.”100  Rand—a career PA officer, unlike 

Brooks—largely avoided such personal criticism; however, because of the vague, 

96 Project for Excellence in Journalism, “Journalists in Iraq – A Survey of Reporters on the Front Lines.” 

97 Lt Col Ronald Watrous (former public affairs planner, Combined Air Operations Center), interview by

the author, 29 March 2007. 

98 Rand, “Operation Iraqi Freedom—Lessons Learned: Public Affairs,” 5.

99 Tom Feneman, quoted in Rid, War and Media Operations, 158.
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unchanging, and mechanistic quality of several CAOC products and messages, “the 

media eventually saw them as canned and ignored them.”101 

Forgotten Foreigners.  A final notable aspect of Air Force public communication 

during the Second Gulf War was its strong focus on domestic audiences.  Of the 18 

reporters embedded with the Air Force, 16 represented American news organizations, and 

the other two represented the BBC.102  No one on the CAOC PA staff spoke Arabic.103 

Airpower communication theory as discussed in Chapter 1 predicts that the most intense 

period of air operations should have favored communication with US audiences, but a 

transition to stability operations also should have prompted greater outreach to foreign 

publics. Whether or not such a shift would have occurred must remain an open question.  

By 8 May 2003—one week after President Bush declared an end to major combat 

operations—most PA personnel who had deployed to the CAOC and Air Force 

expeditionary units were returning home, placing foreign communication in caretaker 

status through a significant manpower reduction.104 

Air component PSYOP activities appear to have had difficulty filling the PA void 

by communicating to foreign audiences at the theater level.  In the most extensive 

unclassified review of PSYOP lessons learned since 2001, Christopher Lamb concludes 

that current PSYOP assets such as the EC-130 Commando Solo aircraft or leaflet bombs 

possess a “more comprehensive ability to conduct tactical missions.”105  Put another way, 

the most effective functions of military PSYOP—such as persuading enemy forces to 

surrender or warning civilians of impending military action—are localized, a situation 

that remains essentially unchanged since the Second World War.  Lamb observes that a 

natural tension exists between ground commanders who want this kind of “direct and 

immediate PSYOP support for their fast-moving forces” and air or naval commanders 

“who generally [want] theater-wide effects from PSYOP.”106  The shortage of “organic 

PSYOP planning and tactical capabilities” within the air component makes it less likely 

101 Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom, 34. 

102 Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom, 51. 

103 Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom, 18. 
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that the theater perspective will prevail in the near term.107  The preference for persuasion 

through bombing also has created problems for the integration of PSYOP in air or wider 

joint operations. In an echo of NATO’s response to RTS broadcasts during Allied Force, 

coalition officials decided that the ridiculous Iraqi information minister, Mohammed 

Saeed al Sahaf, needed to be bombed off the air, even though he could reach few 

supporters within Iraq.108  According to Lamb, the “bombs failed to prevent the minister 

from broadcasting, but they did succeed in denying communication assets that PSYOP 

could have used” during subsequent stability operations.109 

The neglect of foreign audiences through the development of effective theater PA 

and local PSYOP capabilities carries substantial risks for airpower.  Reviewing the public 

fallout from the 26 March 2003 explosion in a Baghdad marketplace that Iraqi officials 

blamed on a coalition missile, Eric Larson and Bogdan Savych note a tendency for 

foreign publics to judge “harshly the United States’ efforts to minimize Iraqi civilian 

casualties” which was not present in the First Gulf War.110  Additionally, foreign public 

opinion can have a boomerang effect, as Americans become “acutely aware both of the 

prevalence of opposition to the war outside the ‘coalition of the willing,’ and the burdens 

and responsibilities inherent in conducting a war” without international support.111  Given 

the global proliferation of information sources willing to denounce US air operations, 

censorship will erode public support.  Although localized PSYOP can help shape 

opinions in the immediate vicinity of tactical operations, which will in turn feed global 

media, the best that officials can expect from expanding PSYOP or commercial 

propaganda activities across an entire theater are marginal gains in a vast and competitive 

media marketplace.112  In the conflicts that follow Iraqi Freedom, the optimal solution for 

American airpower may be to leverage the marketplace through maximum transparency 

of air operations to a wide variety of competing sources. 
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Postscript: The Wages of Control in a Transparent Age 

In his role as CAOC spokesman during the Second Gulf War, “Brig Gen Rand 

was always aware that he wore two hats. With the one, he had to think about the air 

component—the Army, Navy, Marine Corps, British, and Australian story. With the 

other, he was focused on the U.S. Air Force story.”113  The tension inherent in military 

public communication within a joint command is palpable in Rand’s March 2003 e-mail 

to a Pentagon correspondent, who was contemplating a story about how the Navy and 

Marine Corps provided more combat aircraft than the Air Force (Table 2).  From one 

angle, the document reads as a defense of international and interservice harmony.  From 

another angle, it seems an attempt to steer the story toward a better appreciation of the 

Air Force’s role in Iraqi Freedom.  As an air component commander responsible for air 

operations in Afghanistan and Iraq, Gen T. Michael Moseley could lead his team in the 

multi-service, multi-national spirit that Rand’s note probably reflects.  Nonetheless, when 

he became Air Force chief of staff in September 2005, the general accepted the 

responsibility to provide Air Force capability for joint operations—a responsibility that 

he cannot meet without vigorous public advocacy for the resources his service needs.  

The Air Force’s specific contribution to a “coalition team of airmen from all U.S. armed 

services and several coalition partners” must be made clear. 

Sadly, with his responsibility for advocacy, Moseley also inherited a public 

communication capability that had atrophied through a string of previous service 

decisions, including a 33 percent reduction in active-duty PA personnel since 1995.114 

“When I came into this business in the 1960s, the Air Force was the best in the business, 

hands down,” said Kendell Pease, a former chief of information for the Navy.115  Since 

the days when Air Force information officers were pushing the limits of transparency in 

Vietnam, though, some communication experts suggest that roles have reversed.  

According to Kenneth Bacon, former assistant secretary of defense for public affairs in 

the Clinton administration, “By far, the Navy and the Marines have been the most 

113 Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom, 22. 

114 Based on author’s work on career field manpower reductions as chief of manpower, organization, and
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successful at public affairs.”116  To Moseley’s credit, even critics who have attacked the 

Air Force’s modernization plans observe that he has worked through this legacy and done 

a much better job of explaining his positions, giving Air Force public communication 

more attention than any of his recent predecessors.117 

Table 2.  Negotiating joint communication.  Text of an e-mail from Brig Gen Ronald T. 
Rand, director of public affairs for the Combined Forces Air Component Commander, to 
a Pentagon correspondent, 18 March 2003. 

If we just look at shooters, here’s what’s out here with respect to strike aircraft under 
CFACC operational control: USN – less than 250; USMC – less than 150; coalition – 
about 100; USAF – more than 250.  But that doesn’t include so much more of the 
USAF contribution.  What about the nearly 100 bombers, gunships, and F-15Cs?  
What about the 50 DoD satellites the CFACC uses to provide continuous, precise and 
essential weather forecasting, communications, navigation, surveillance and missile 
warning for all coalition forces in the region?  What about the more than 60 ISR 
aircraft and UAVs, 200 tankers, and 120 tactical airlifters in theater?  And what about 
the strategic airlifters that make sustaining all this possible? 

Here’s an idea.  Instead of the tired old story of who is the force with the most 
shooters, tell the story about the orchestration of all this air and space capability to 
support Gen Franks.  Tell how it’s all part of a single airspace plan, employed with a 
single air tasking order, with a single set of C2, all controlled by a single Combined 
Forces Air Component Commander through a single combined air operations center 
by a coalition team of airmen from all U.S. armed services and several coalition 
partners. Tell how it’s about launching all those aircraft – approximately 1600 of 
them – from as far away as Whiteman AFB in Missouri, RAF Fairford in the UK, and 
Diego Garcia in the Indian Ocean, and from more than 30 bases in a dozen countries 
throughout this region, and from five carriers, and not caring where they launched 
from, or what flag they flew under, or what munitions they carried…as long as they 
created the precise effects desired at the precise locations at the precise times 
required, over and over again, as many times as needed, to support Gen Franks.  
That’s what we’re doing, and it’s a great story.  Please tell it for us…you’ll be doing 
all of us in Central Command’s air component a great service. 

Source: Talley, Air Force Public Affairs and Operation Iraqi Freedom, 55. 

116 Quoted in Sydney J. Freedberg, Jr., “Air Force aims for fresh image with public affairs overhaul,” 
Government Executive, 17 February 2006, http://www.govexec.com/dailyfed/0206/021706nj1.htm. 
117 Assessment of Lawrence Korb, in Freedberg, “Air Force aims for fresh image with public affairs 
overhaul.” 
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But more attention is not always a good thing, and some of the Air Force’s recent 

public communication initiatives have had unintended consequences.  The service’s 

projected $70 million round of “Above All” television advertisements with Internet tie-

ins have drawn criticism from DOD officials and members of Congress as an 

inappropriate, thinly veiled lobbying effort.118  Critics in the blogosphere have denounced 

the ads as everything from “scare-mongering” to “ambitious to the point of folly.”119 

The Air Force pulled one spot in May 2008 “due to a misleading statement about the 

ability of a single missile to take out multiple satellite capabilities,” according to a service 

spokeswoman.120 

The Air Force also disciplined a major general and four others in April 2008 after 

a DOD investigation revealed “improper influence” in a video production contract to 

support the Air Force’s aerial demonstration team, the Thunderbirds.121  In a report later 

released to the press, the major general told investigators that the project was inspired 

partly by a shared understanding among service leaders that “the USAF had to improve at 

its ways of communicating the USAF message.”122  The report also contains an e-mail in 

which the project manager brags to Moseley that his company was about to begin the 

“Lord’s work” to “help the Air Force re-brand itself in a way never before attempted.  

Our goal is simple: To storm, capture, and occupy significant national media real estate 

from which the Air Force can broadcast it’s [sic] strategic message to the American 

public ... on its terms.”123 

Air Force communication efforts since 2005 evoke an observation by Mark 

Twain: “an enemy can partly ruin a man, but it takes a good-natured injudicious friend to 

118 Julian E. Barnes and Peter Spiegel, “‘Above All’ Campaign,” Los Angeles Times, 30 March 2008, 

http://www.latimes.com.  

119 Noah Shachtman, “Air Force’s Scare-Mongering Space Ad Shoves Facts Out of the Airlock,” 7 May 

2008, at Danger Room, ed. Noah Shachtman, Wired Blog Network, http://blog.wired.com/defense/2008/05/ 

usaf-ridiculous.html.  William J. Astore, “The Air Force Above All,” 6 May 2008, at TomDispatch, ed. 

Tom Engelhardt, Mother Jones, http://www.motherjones.com/commentary/tomdispatch/2008/05/the-air

force-above-all.html.  

120 Ben Iannotta, “Air Force pulls controversial TV spot,” Air Force Times, 29 May 2008, 

http://www.airforcetimes.com/news/2008/05/isr_adpulled_airforce_052808w. 

121 Andrea Shalal-Esa, “Air Force disciplines 5 for Thunderbird contract,” Reuters, 17 April 2008, 

http://www.reuters.com/article/domesticNews/idUSN1721198420080417. 

122 Department of Defense Inspector General, Report of Investigation, Report no. 200600870H-24-FEB

2006-30LV-B2 (Nellis AFB, NV: Defense Criminal Investigative Service, 30 January 2008), 86. 

123 Department of Defense Inspector General, Report of Investigation, Report no. 200600870H-24-FEB

2006-30LV-B2, 149. 
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complete the thing and make it perfect.”124  Although US airpower requires strong 

advocacy at home and abroad, the evidence suggests that many audiences are 

increasingly skeptical of facile messages and slick promotional products.  Marketing 

principles may help the Air Force at the margins, but marketing as a substitute for 

identity, mission, heritage, or professional ethics would be disastrous.125 

An effective strategy for Air Force public communication requires an awareness 

of how the service’s mission and history have shaped its existing mode of public 

communication. Such a strategy should account for both the intragovernmental controls 

and the adversary responses that communication about airpower would confront across a 

spectrum of possible security environments.  Most importantly, a strategy worthy of the 

name must point the way toward maintaining a position of continuing communicative 

advantage in ever-changing circumstances, instead of focusing on scoring points in the 

short term through a single project or brief information campaign.  The final chapter of 

this work provides some preliminary thoughts on these topics as well as 

recommendations on issues the Air Force should consider as it attempts to restore its 

leadership in military public communication. 

124 Mark Twain, Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894; repr., New York: Penguin Books, 1986), 86. 

125 For a balanced discussion of applying marketing principles to military operations, see Todd C. Helmus, 

Christopher Paul, and Russell W. Glenn, Enlisting Madison Avenue: The Marketing Approach to Earning

Popular Support in Theaters of Operation (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2007). 
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Chapter 5 

Virtuous Ambition: The Air Force Public Communication Challenge 

Oh, now, forever 
Farewell the tranquil mind!  Farewell content! 
Farewell the pluméd troops and the big wars  
That makes ambition virtue! 

– William Shakespeare 
Othello, the Moor of Venice 

Act 3, Scene 3 (c. 1603) 

... the great security against the gradual concentration of the several powers in 
the same department consists in giving to those who administer each department 
the necessary constitutional means and personal motives to resist the 
encroachments of the others....  Ambition must be made to counteract ambition. 

– James Madison 
The Federalist No. 51 

6 February 1788 

Ambition is a good thing.  In 1921, Italian air power theorist Giulio Douhet made 

his famous declaration that “Victory smiles upon those who anticipate the changes in the 

character of war, not upon those who wait to adapt themselves after the changes occur.”1 

Since the advent of airpower, the ambition of airmen—the conviction that the next war 

would be theirs to win—has kept them striving for more and better means of waging war.  

But airpower ambitions also have drawn criticism.  Tami Davis Biddle argues that 

Douhet’s maxim reveals “too great a readiness to focus on the future without rigorously 

considering the past,” a perspective that ignores the reality of airpower’s performance 

and overvalues its promise.2  Michael Sherry considers the use of airpower theory to 

advance the interests of airmen as a symptom of “technological fanaticism”—the 

sacrifice of suitable strategic and moral ends for the means of developing aviation 

1 Douhet, The Command of The Air, 30.

2 Biddle, Rhetoric and Reality in Air Warfare, 291.
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technology.3  These arguments for the strategic or moral bankruptcy of airpower theory 

neglect an important fact. Victory in 1945 and 1991 smiled upon the nation that allowed 

its airmen to pursue overly ambitious plans for strategic bombing, and the result in both 

cases was far more international approbation than condemnation.  It is easy to mock the 

rhetoric and presumptions of American airpower as self-serving fantasy, but for almost 

seven decades the fantasists have done a remarkable job of providing viable strategic 

options for US leaders. Unfortunately, the Air Force has not been as ambitious in 

developing its powers of persuasion. 

Making a virtue of ambition will be the challenge for Air Force public 

communication in the coming years.  Domestically, as Maj Gen Charles Dunlap 

observes, many analysts believe “that our next war will be a replay of Iraq, and thus most 

of our armed forces should be structured for counterinsurgency.”4  Furthermore, these 

same analysts often assume that airpower’s benefits—particularly lethality from a 

distance—are liabilities in COIN operations or other less violent conflicts.  Direct efforts 

to dissuade policy elites or the public on either count are vulnerable to charges of crass 

politicking similar to those that initially greeted the “Above All” advertising campaign.  

Internationally, Dunlap argues that future security will not be assured by “winning hearts 

and minds with teams of anthropologists, propagandists and civil-affairs officers.”5  He is 

probably right, but propagandists are essential if traditional military forces want to go 

about the necessary business of killing people and destroying things.  Adversary 

propaganda has limited acceptable target sets and promoted restrictive rules of 

engagement in Vietnam, the Balkans, and Iraq.  In the future, there is every reason to 

expect that foreign governments will deny US forces both basing and airspace if such 

propaganda is ineffectively contested. At home and abroad, people need to be convinced 

that the Air Force is working in their interest—that the service’s political or operational 

ambitions are essentially virtuous. 

3 Sherry, The Rise of American Air Power, 251-52.

4 Maj Gen Charles J. Dunlap, Jr., “We Still Need the Big Guns,” editorial, New York Times, 9 January

2008, http://www.nytimes.com/2008/01/09/opinion/09dunlap.html. 

5 Dunlap, “We Still Need the Big Guns.” 
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Trends in Airpower Communication 

The challenge of changing public perceptions begins with understanding how the 

Air Force’s mission and approach to communication has shaped its relationship with 

audiences over time.  Perceptions of airpower are not ex nihilo creations of the latest 

CNN or Al Jazeera coverage of US air strikes but rather a cumulative result of the 

strategic choices made about air operations and public communication in past and present 

conflicts. Chapter 1 proposed a theoretical framework for communication strategy that 

linked the basic mechanisms of persuasion with airpower’s core function, coercion.  The 

theory predicts that increasing levels of violence will  

�	 encourage communication to domestic rather than foreign audiences 

�	 favor methods of information control (censorship or propaganda) to 

disseminate need-based appeals 

� accord greater weight to matters of information security.   

The quality of communication in the cases analyzed validates these predictions, with the 

concordance of cases and theory represented graphically as shown in Figure 12.     

Regardless of the general alignment of conflict intensity with particular audiences 

or modes of communication, the most interesting implications of the study derive from 

the ways in which service and DOD actions are diverging from expectations.  In limited 

wars, the Air Force or the US government sometimes adopt a communication approach 

that is more domestically focused, controlled, secure, and needs-based than the 

operational situation warrants. In part this derives from the qualitative nature of violence 

from the air, which is succinctly expressed in Donald Hanle’s definition of terrorism:  “a 

deliberate attempt to create terror through a symbolic act involving the use or threat of 

abnormal lethal force for the purpose of influencing a target group or individual.”6  This 

is not to suggest a moral equivalency between airmen and terrorists but simply to observe 

that many of America’s current enemies stand defenseless against the probability of 

sudden death or destruction from above, a condition that remains outside normal human 

experience and therefore retains the ability to terrify.  Occupying ground forces may be 

the most resented face of US power, but lethal air forces are the most feared. 

6 Donald J. Hanle, Terrorism: The Newest Face of Warfare (Washington, DC: Pergamon-Brassey’s 
International Defense Publishers, 1989), 104. 
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Figure 12.  Communication quality and military force as analyzed in the case studies. 
Source: author. 

This aspect of airpower can push leaders to lavish excessive attention on 

managing public perceptions of air operations.  The perceived incoherence between 

Nixon’s pledge to end the war in Vietnam and expanded bombing of North Vietnam, 

Laos, and Cambodia prompted tougher information controls than Johnson imposed.  Iraqi 

and Serb propagandists exploited the perceptual distance between the proclaimed pieties 

of US-led coalitions and the unintended consequences of bombing, which often had the 

effect of inducing bureaucratic paralysis in US and allied communication.  Even clear 

attempts to reach out to foreign audiences with benign uses of airpower can provoke 

condemnation because of its association with contemporaneous lethal force.  The 

incongruities of a bombs and bread campaign pose significant political problems for 

military forces—as when the State Department, the US Agency for International 
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Development, and several international and nongovernmental organizations opposed 

DOD’s airdrops of food rations in Afghanistan during Operation Enduring Freedom.7  In 

addition to external opposition, the gap between necessary airpower violence and liberal 

American values can lead to expanded military self-censorship or the detached, technical-

objective mode of propaganda epitomized by official descriptions of air attacks against 

Japan during the Second World War. 

The importance of air-minded domestic propaganda for a young service reliant on 

expensive technology is another major influence on the character of Air Force public 

communication. In those instances where the service has pushed for greater 

transparency—as it did at various points during air operations against Japan, North 

Vietnam, and Iraq—it has done so in order to reach US audiences.  Tactical or theater 

PSYOP aimed at foreign audiences usually receives low service priority for staffing, 

system acquisition, or sortie allocation.  Institutional interests in nurturing domestic 

convictions about the value of robust air forces tend to predominate even when fairly low 

levels of violence might predict a stronger foreign focus.  In the midst of the Berlin 

Airlift, Maj Gen Laurence Kuter, the commander of the fledgling Military Air Transport 

Service, told his task force commander “that we should make every effort to have the 

VITTLES story told by qualified aviation writers who can appreciate the implications of 

such strategic air transport and who can explain both the techniques of the effort and its 

essential place in any plan of national defense.”8 

Connecting airpower to national interests is simple when the air arm 

predominates, as it did during the Berlin Airlift or Operation Allied Force.  But the 

combined arms character of most conflicts will put Air Force ambitions at odds with the 

interests of other services with higher positions in the military hierarchy.  Whether 

intentional or not, the information policies of Army-dominated staffs at the War 

Department, MACV, and CENTCOM placed greater communication restrictions on air 

forces than on ground forces. The Air Force’s preference for limiting the volume of 

available public information in order to exert more control over the content of that 

7 Olga Oliker et al., Aid During Conflict: Interaction Between Military and Civilian Assistance Providers in 

Afghanistan, September 2001–June 2002 (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2004), 44-48. 

8 Quoted in Roger G. Miller, To Save a City: The Berlin Airlift, 1948-1949 (Washington, DC: Air Force

History and Museums Program, 1998), 114.
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information therefore colludes with the instincts of soldiers, sailors, or marines leading 

joint commands, who have little personal incentive to increase the flow of information on 

Air Force operations until silence compromises mission success. 

Directly opposed to the Air Force’s preference for controlled communication is 

the second major trend identified in the coercion-persuasion model—the drift toward 

greater public transparency and communicative ambiguity in military operations since 

1942. The evolution of global communication networks over time has made more 

information available to a more diverse group of audiences.  Nuclear and conventional 

deterrence also has opened doors for varied interpretations of America’s words and 

deeds, since limited conflicts create space for global debates on acceptable ends and 

means.  The possibility always exists that a temporarily feasible strategy for extensive 

information control will emerge from another terrorist attack on US soil or an unexpected 

conflict with a powerful state rival.  However, it is more likely that time will witness an 

overall decline in the ability of the Air Force or any government agency to prevent the 

release of information or to mold the content of public discourse.  Future operations will 

invite continued comparisons with the limits of strategic communication and information 

control identified in the case studies.  Moreover, transparency will force interpretive 

duels of the type seen in US policy circles during the later stages of the Vietnam War or 

in the suitably real but otherwise conflicting viewpoints offered by embedded Western 

reporters and nonembedded Arabic media during the Second Gulf War. 

The trend toward transparency carries practical risks for the Air Force because it 

values and rewards some of the service’s relative weaknesses.  Foremost among these is 

the Air Force’s habitual PA style. Reviewing the recent history of military public 

communication, many observers have concluded, as Carnes Lord does, that “it is the 

nature of the public affairs function to be reactive rather than proactive and concerned 

primarily with the day-to-day handling of the domestic press.”9  This approach confuses 

the nature of PA—communication that seeks organizational legitimacy through third-

party media and civilian opinion leaders—with the manner in which the Air Force and 

other military services have chosen to employ PA.  When an organization privileges 

control over transparency and politics over legitimacy, it develops communication 

9 Lord, Losing Hearts and Minds?, 98. 
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capabilities focused on reaction to the latest domestic political crisis or breach of 

information security.  The case studies suggest that the Air Force traditionally has viewed 

PA as a quid pro quo arrangement, providing just enough media access in the short term 

to meet its obligations, answer its critics, and achieve limited institutional objectives.  

Should military organizations decide to reorient public communication toward foreign 

outreach or more deliberate, collaborative reputation-building with domestic 

stakeholders, there is no need to throw the baby out with the bath water.  It certainly 

would be easier to expand the PA corps and modify its skill sets than to follow Lord’s 

recommendation to create “a new cadre of public diplomatists or communicators within 

the defense establishment.”10 

Beyond PA, the Air Force has had moderate success integrating air operations 

with carefully controlled and relatively explicit tactical PSYOP—which usually operates 

as an enabler for forceful compellence by encouraging dissention or surrender among 

enemy personnel, or as a hedge against harming or alienating local civilians.  But the 

service does not have sufficient resources or mature operational concepts for supporting 

more indirect, affinity-building communication activities such as civil-military 

operations, security cooperation, or military diplomacy, all of which usually favor 

attractive or deterrent forms of persuasion.11  Public displays of airpower readiness and 

force posturing tend to be more a result of serendipity than a systematic strategy of global 

or regional deterrence.12  Nor does the Air Force possess sufficient communication 

expertise in its special operations teams to assist or advise foreign airmen when—as in 

the Philippine government’s struggle against the Huks—their fortunes rest on the 

simultaneous but discriminate use of the languages of force and friendship.   

As the Philippine experience shows, a battle for hearts and minds should not be 

confused with public communication that is strictly hearts and flowers.  Despite the 

enduring need for violence against terrorists and insurgents, though, historical trends in 

information transparency and public perceptions of coercive force will make it difficult 

for the Air Force to remain in its communication comfort zone.  If recent military 

10 Lord, Losing Hearts and Minds?, 99. 

11 See Introduction, Table I-1.

12 Lt Col Mark Dubaz (chief of influence operations, Air Force Information Operations Center, Lackland

AFB, TX), interview by the author, 2 April 2008. 
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experiences create stronger policy preferences for communicating with foreign audiences 

and intervening in emerging crises at lower levels of violence, then coercive airpower and 

traditional Air Force communication will seem a source of incoherence at best and a 

positive threat to national interests at worst.  By sticking to methods of information 

control in a rearguard action against eroding institutional credibility, the Air Force could 

become the black sheep of the US foreign policy family. 

Reviving Air Force Communication 

Despite the current policy fixation on Iraq, the Air Force does not need to make 

the mistake of fighting the last war as it seeks to regain ground in public communication.  

Yet it does need to change its concept of communication and public advocacy in light of 

present circumstances.  To return briefly to the discussion of the social construction of 

policy in Chapter 1, Clausewitz and Habermas posit three poles that determine the 

dynamic position of military policy in the public sphere: 

�	 an area of informal, largely emotional opinion residing with the people 

�	 an area of formal, more rational opinion embodied in the culture and 

policies of government institutions 

�	 an area of critical publicity that mediates formal and informal opinion, 

which can be compared to the creative role of Clausewitz’s military genius 

or the social function of politically active interest groups. 

American airpower emerged from a subculture of critical publicity within the US Army, 

but communication has seldom strayed outside sanctioned boundaries since the Air Force 

gained its independence in 1947. Service leaders from Assistant Secretary Lovett and 

General Arnold onward have played a strong, centralizing role in institutional 

communication. The airpower rebels that bucked MACV press controls in Vietnam were 

actually organization men dispatched by Maj Gen Eugene LeBailly, the Air Force 

director of information.13  For better and worse—and increasingly worse—the Air Force 

has placed tremendous stock in remaining on message. 

Formal opinion remains important to Air Force communication.  The heritage and 

values espoused by the organization earn airmen public respect.  Organizational culture 

13 Weiss, interview, 17 November 1994 (transcript), 29. US Air Force, “Lieutenant General Eugene B. 
LeBailly,” Air Force Link, http://www.af.mil/library/biographies/bio.asp?bioID=6165. 
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shapes strategic perspectives, providing a necessary consistency in emerging operational 

and tactical concepts. Nonetheless, violent agreement within the Air Force today mainly 

widens the distance between the organization and important areas of the public sphere 

where opinions of airpower are changing. In recent focus groups and surveys, the Air 

Force has found that Americans like airmen and airpower, but they question the relative 

value of the service’s particular gifts in the current security environment.14  Attempting to 

address these perceptions, Air Force public communication makes the common mistake 

that Corman identifies in US strategic communication efforts: the service assumes that it 

can transfer specific, culturally determined meanings about the broad strategic relevance 

of airpower directly to other people, treating air-mindedness like a brain transplant.15 

For most of its history, the Air Force benefited from a rough agreement between 

the service’s core objectives and the public’s perceived security needs.  Such agreement 

seems to be deteriorating, which suggests that the Air Force should concentrate less on 

finding new ways to proselytize old ideas than on synthesizing fundamental airpower 

principles with newly persuasive concepts from outside communities.  In short, the 

service should encourage airmen to adopt a position of critical publicity between formal 

and informal opinion groups in the public sphere. 

The potential institutional value of critical publicity is demonstrated by officers 

such as Gen David Petraeus, Col Peter Mansoor, and Lt Col John Nagl—intellectuals 

outside the mainstream of Army doctrinal orthodoxy and career progression who have 

saved their own service’s skin. For the most part, renewed public interest in the strategic 

relevance and material requirements of ground forces is a product of informal opinion, an 

emotional response to the blood shed in Afghanistan and Iraq.  Still, continued political 

and public support for COIN operations received a boost from perceptions that Petraeus 

and others were bringing needed change to a military culture “that has long promoted the 

virtues of using firepower and battlefield maneuvers in swift, decisive operations against 

a conventional enemy.”16  With the personal integrity, professional education, and 

institutional latitude to adopt a critical but forward-looking position on current 

14 Josh White, “Overlooked Air Force Launches Ads,” Washington Post, 25 February 2008, A13.  
15 Corman, Trethewey, and Goodall, A 21st Century Model for Communication in the Global War of Ideas, 
7.

16 Gordon, “Military Hones a New Strategy on Insurgency.” 
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operations, Petraeus won friends in the Congress and the press.17  Most importantly, the 

intellectual foundation of the Army’s new COIN doctrine was laid by an “odd fraternity” 

that included “representatives of human rights nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) 

and international organizations, academic experts, civilian agency representatives, 

journalists, and … foreign military.”18  By sanctioning a small group of officers to 

mediate a way ahead among competing public interests, the Army has been able to 

maintain support at a time when its institutional credibility was threatened. 

The Army’s experience with COIN doctrine is not a formula that the Air Force 

can replicate slavishly.  Rather, it is representative of an open, adaptive strategy of 

communication that Corman calls “pragmatic complexity.”19  Through a process of 

“strategic experimentation” that accepts communicative failures and occasional 

disruptions in established norms and relationships, organizations can sustain 

communication approaches “that ‘work’ and perhaps add resources to them.”20  This is 

not a counsel of blind trial and error, but it is an acknowledgement that effective 

communication will be a continuous process often relying on improvised solutions.   

The Air Force cannot prevent mixed meanings from adhering to carefully crafted 

messages, nor can it prevent a small number of expensive communication programs from 

disappearing in an expanding and fragmenting landscape of audiences and media.  The 

Air Force therefore should pursue measures that maximize the volume and variety of 

publicly available details and perspectives within broad but acceptable limits.  The bulk 

of service-provided information should enter the public sphere directly, without the 

requirements for bureaucratic coordination of normal information exchanges that 

characterize the Air Force’s current system of information control.  Eliminating these 

requirements allows communicators to focus on reinforcing success and cracking tough 

problems.  Currently, the service devotes most of its communicative attention to 

17 Dan Murphy, “New Commander, New Plan in Iraq,” Christian Science Monitor, 9 February 2007, 1.

Linda Robinson, “The Petraeus Factor,” US News & World Report, 28 May 2007, 

http://www.usnews.com/usnews/news/articles/070520/28petraeus.htm.

18 Sarah Sewall, “Modernizing U.S. Counterinsurgency Practice: Rethinking Risk and Developing a

National Strategy,” Military Review 86, no. 5 (September-October 2006): 103.

19 Corman, Trethewey, and Goodall, A 21st Century Model for Communication in the Global War of Ideas, 

9.

20 Corman, Trethewey, and Goodall, A 21st Century Model for Communication in the Global War of Ideas, 

13. 
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managing minor crises, enforcing self-censorship procedures, or embellishing routine 

information with attractive flourishes.  Whatever gains the organization makes at the 

margins of information quality are erased by the quantity of information coming from 

more efficient and numerous competitors.  At root, the Air Force needs a firmer faith that 

the organization can speak freely, frequently, and fluently for itself.  

Service Reforms for Further Consideration 

This chapter has sketched a public communication strategy for the Air Force in 

very broad strokes for the simple reason that the operational details of any significant 

shift toward transparency will be a matter of substantial negotiation.  What is more, an 

acceptable operational approach cannot be final in a dynamic information environment.  

New political challenges and nimble adversaries who will seek to foreclose strategic 

options for the United States will deny the Air Force any refuge in communicative 

complacency.  Nonetheless, specific observations drawn from the preceding case studies 

provide a few preliminary ideas the Air Force should evaluate as it moves forward with 

communication reform. 

Images.  One of the Air Force’s persistent communicative advantages has been its 

ability to supply imagery from air- and space-based platforms.  In conflicts since the 

Vietnam War, the service has used this capability to refute false accusations with 

overhead images from enemy-controlled territory.  The Air Force has produced or 

supported movies, magazines, and other visual products that have influenced 

policymakers and permeated popular culture with lasting impressions of the 

professionalism of airmen and the effects of airpower.  More recently, Air Force 

leadership recognized the importance of visual information in public communication by 

merging its multimedia and combat camera functions with PA.21  Yet as sophisticated 

communications technology has overtaken the Air Force’s precocity in this area, the 

service has been unable to release intelligence imagery, weapon system video, or other 

visual information at the speed of news cycles and adversary propaganda, even when 

political gag orders are not an issue.  Organizational culture also has resisted the use of 

21 Based on author’s experience with career field merger as chief of manpower, organization, and readiness, 
Secretary of the Air Force Office of Public Affairs, July 2005 to July 2006. 
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lipstick cameras or other options for increasing stocks of unclassified operational 

imagery. 

The Air Force should seek to maintain its inherent advantages as an imagery 

provider by lowering bureaucratic and technological barriers to the public release of 

operational imagery.  Provided that any lingering safety concerns are resolved quickly, 

objections to cockpit imagery are spurious.  If DOD can entrust the results of live, 

embedded media coverage to the judgment of individual soldiers and marines, the Air 

Force should have no problem allowing a self-contained camera to record the exploits of 

its airmen.  Concerns about the potential compromise of classified information and 

perishable intelligence capabilities are real but often overstated.  For example, US 

government efforts to keep the resolution of civilian remote-sensing satellites “well 

above the level of military usefulness” have “proved to be more fluid than was originally 

understood”—to the point that the US military and intelligence communities have 

become major consumers of high-quality commercial imagery in recent conflicts.22 

Additionally, a 2003 report by the Council on Foreign Relations has argued that the value 

of intelligence products for publicly justifying government decisions has begun to rival 

its utility as a source of information for US officials.23  Between commercial technology 

and threats to public legitimacy, therefore, the protection of technical intelligence 

capabilities is becoming less important than the efficiency and effectiveness with which 

agencies exploit the commonly known or assumed capabilities that collection systems 

provide. Successful exploitation of Air Force imagery or other forms of intelligence 

increasingly means rapid public dissemination of that intelligence. 

Narratives.  The downside of increasing the supply of Air Force images and other 

data is the risk of aggravating the service’s penchant for overly objective communication 

devoid of emotional context. From accounts of the Tokyo firebombings to the CAOC’s 

daily digest of largely irrelevant statistics during Operation Iraqi Freedom, airmen who 

speak as cold technicians actually can widen the gaps in understanding that they are 

trying to bridge. Whether as a result of psychological defenses, misguided political 

22 Roger Handberg, International Space Commerce: Building from Scratch (Gainesville, FL: University 

Press of Florida, 2006), 181. 

23 Council on Foreign Relations, Finding America’s Voice: A Strategy for Reinvigorating U.S. Public 

Diplomacy, report of the independent task force, 2003, 28-29.
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correctness, or misinformed deference to journalistic standards, the Air Force has public 

difficulty coming to verbal terms with the bloody business of killing.  The engaging 

discourse routinely heard in fighter and bomber squadrons is seldom heard in public.  

Whether as a result of institutional bias or excessive concerns about secrecy, compelling 

narratives about Air Force intelligence, mobility, and special operations activities central 

to COIN efforts are also missing in action.  The service’s Portraits in Courage series— 

which reduces the war narratives of exceptional airmen to a single photo and a few 

paragraphs of heavily edited text—is one example of a good idea smothered by 

organizational habits of information control.24  It is only a slight exaggeration to say that 

Americans learned more about the courage and sacrifice of airmen serving in Afghanistan 

from the first few minutes of the recent comic-book movie Iron Man than they did from 

nearly seven years of official efforts to tell the actual story of airmen in Afghanistan.25 

Rather than cursory treatments in a glossy brochure, web site, or drive-by news 

interview, the Air Force should connect more of its airmen with journalists and 

entertainment producers who can devote enough time and space to developing their 

personal stories. More importantly, airmen should be able to share their experiences in 

their own words through individual blogs or social networking sites, free from worries 

about disciplinary action as long as they follow a few simple rules that the service 

provides. Terrorists are not ashamed of their martyrs but glorify them through every 

available medium.  The Air Force should not be ashamed of its heroes but give them freer 

public rein. 

Crossing the Communicator-Operator Divide.  At least since the integration of 

PA personnel into the CAOC in 2003, the Air Force has recognized the need to 

operationalize public communication. Although the specific courses of action associated 

with this instinct vary from staff to staff, in general the Air Force seems to want to 

approach communication with the same methodological rigor used in planning, 

executing, and assessing air operations. The Air Force also appears to desire a 

24 US Air Force, “Portraits in Courage: Airmen in the Fight,” Air Force Link, http://www.af.mil/specials/

pic/portraits.html.

25 John Favreau, Iron Man, Paramount Pictures, 126 min., 2008.  Official Air Force support of this and 

other motion pictures in recent years has been one of the bright spots in the effort to provide contemporary

airpower narratives. 
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communication function that is better attuned to the concerns, priorities, and perspectives 

of the operators who lead the service.   

In the short term, operationalizing communication has meant placing senior 

officers with traditional operational backgrounds but limited communication experience 

in charge of Air Force communication functions.  Since General Rand retired from the 

position in January 2004, the three officers who have served as director of Air Force PA 

have had limited public communication experience.26  Meanwhile, the Air Force has cut 

the number of personnel in specialties ostensibly supporting these officers.  As noted in 

the previous chapter, there are now a third fewer PA officers than in 1995, despite a 

growing number of staff requirements.  The service’s IO organizations are dominated by 

technical career fields that specialize in electronic warfare, communications 

infrastructure, or intelligence collection instead of public influence, in part because Air 

Force doctrine defines the operational medium for IO as technical—the electromagnetic 

spectrum or the wires and nodes of cyberspace—rather than cognitive.27  The Air Force 

only employs about a dozen PSYOP-trained behavioral scientists to support its own IO 

teams and liaison positions with US Special Operations Command and the Army’s 4th 

Psychological Operations Group.28 

Change often requires tough love, but the Air Force cannot squeeze blood from 

stones. Fewer communicators with lower prospects for career progression or leadership 

positions are unlikely to meet higher expectations for communication performance.  

Furthermore, the de facto centralization achieved by the evisceration of communication 

capability below the air component level aggravates the problem of too little public 

26 US Air Force, “Brigadier General Ronald T. Rand,” Air Force Link, http://www.af.mil/bios/ 
bio.asp?bioID=6844.  The current Air Force PA director, Brig Gen Darren McDew, has two years of 
experience in legislative liaison; see US Air Force, “Brigadier General Darren W. McDew,” Air Force 
Link, http://www.af.mil/bios/bio.asp?bioID=8109.  The trend is not unique to the Air Force.  A review of 
senior officer biographies on other service web sites (as of 1 May 2008) reveals that only the Navy 
currently has a career PA officer directing its PA program. Within CENTCOM, Maj Gen Kevin Bergner is 
the first officer with PA experience to serve as the deputy chief of staff for strategic effects—the 
spokesman’s position for the headquarters of Multi-National Force-Iraq (author’s copy of Bergner 
biography). 
27 AFDD 2-5, Information Operations, 9-17. 
28 Maj Janelle Viera (deputy director, influence operations division, Directorate of Air and Space 
Operations, Headquarters, United States Air Force, Washington, DC), interview by the author, 12 
December 2007. 
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transparency in too few locations. The Air Force needs to look for different long-term 

solutions to make its communication more suitably operational. 

One obvious solution would be to use more operators as part-time 

communicators. For example, many small PA staffs essentially serve as information 

retailers, filling requests from public customers by turning to larger staffs of operators 

who serve as warehouses of specialized information within the organization.  In place of 

this inefficient arrangement, mid-level staff officers within a headquarters could establish 

direct relationships with the regular beat reporters or public officials who routinely seek 

basic information through PA.  The potential results of such an approach reflect the 

benefits of transparency. Appreciation for the organization is likely to grow among 

reporters or officials who receive more timely information along with the feeling that 

they are trusted to deal directly with experts.  Staff officers moving up the ranks become 

experienced in explaining their programs to outsiders and may develop more thoughtful 

positions by doing so.  Small PA staffs also gain more time to devote to proactive 

communication by spreading routine communication tasks across the organization. 

A second possible solution is to give full-time communicators more operational 

experience. The service’s need for professionals with a strong background in mass 

communication is a fairly clear historical lesson from the AAF experience in the Second 

World War.  Public understanding of airpower was obviously advanced by having the 

Hollywood pros of the First Motion Picture Unit, St Clair McKelway from the New 

Yorker, or Edward Thompson from Life drafted into the service to tell the airpower story.  

At the same time, an operational background can provide professional communicators 

with more detailed knowledge of the service’s mission and greater credibility within the 

organization. Before becoming career communicators, several of the more effective Air 

Force PA officers during the 1960s—including two who served as White House or DOD 

spokesmen—had prior experience as pilots, navigators, or air controllers.29 

The early history of Air Force public communication suggests one possible 

method for balancing communication professionalism with operational credibility.  As 

29 McGinty, interview, 24 January 1995 (transcript), i.  Weiss, interview, 17 November 1994 (transcript), 
iv.  Col Willis L. Helmantoler, USAF retired, interview by John Gura, 12 September 1994 (transcript, 
Fairfax, VA: Air Force Public Affairs Alumni Association Oral History Program), i.  William I. Greener, 
Jr., former assistant secretary of defense for public affairs, interview by John Gura, 10 July 1996 
(transcript, Fairfax, VA: Air Force Public Affairs Alumni Association Oral History Program), i. 
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discussed in Chapter 2, AAF public relations specialists originally worked for military 

intelligence, but conflicting attitudes toward information security made the relationship 

unsustainable. Now, with the public sphere playing a greater role as a source and 

destination of intelligence, it may be time to consider reintegrating the service’s major 

information functions to create a wider and deeper pool of talent.  Entry-level 

communication training for intelligence officers would expand their ability to use 

information in more effective ways.  Officers later selected to specialize in public 

communication would benefit from having developed their knowledge of airpower 

capabilities and security challenges during early assignments in intelligence units.  

Providing intelligence officers on a public communication track with language training 

and assignments to combatant command or State Department communication staffs 

within particular regions could enhance the Air Force’s ability to engage foreign 

audiences, assess emerging security challenges, and support interagency efforts in 

shaping or stability operations.  In the Philippine response to the Huk insurgency, Air 

Force intelligence officer Edward Lansdale was an effective advisor because of his 

regional expertise, military know-how, and an intuitive understanding of the dynamics of 

public legitimacy.  The Air Force created Lansdale by accident, but there is no reason 

why the service could not develop future Lansdales by design. 

Public Communication within the Defense Department 

Assuming that the Air Force successfully creates a more effective public 

communication capability, the question remains whether DOD or the executive branch 

will be comfortable with a more persuasive Air Force.  When service communication has 

threatened the objectives of American presidents, DOD, or joint headquarters in the past, 

the standard solution has been the imposition of censorship by fiat or bureaucratic inertia.  

At best, this approach has led to imperfect controls on the flow of public information 

about air operations, as when Air Force PA officers in Vietnam successfully subverted 

MACV’s excessive coordination requirements.  At worst, censorship has leant credibility 

to enemy propaganda and eroded trust in government institutions as contrary information 

leaks to the public, as it did when Nixon refused to discuss bombing operations 

associated with the Menu or Linebacker II operations. 
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A more effective approach to strategic communication would assert civilian 

control by leveraging service self-interest to expand rather than contract the volume of 

information disseminated in support of national objectives.  Such a process begins with 

the recognition that communication, as a cumulative process, has the greatest impact 

where wins outnumber losses over time.  Therefore, if DOD focuses too much on 

managing the daily conflicts and controversies that also draw in hordes of enemy 

propagandists, adversarial reporters, or hostile interest groups, then at best official 

communication will enable positive and negative perceptions of military operations to 

break even. Giving all services a higher profile in the less contested climes of public 

interest may pay greater dividends than encouraging more and more people to stare into 

the eye of the storm each day.   

In practice, DOD could encourage services to communicate more through Internet 

channels where, unlike commercial media, ideas are contested but less heavily censored.  

The department could guide and assist services toward promoting the nonlethal 

contributions of their forces to irregular warfare and stability operations, which would 

reduce policy incoherence.  Services with lower media visibility in ongoing operations 

could become more visible in other theaters for the purposes of deterrence or security 

cooperation. DOD also could allocate budget resources for necessary improvements in 

public communication with the stipulation that services develop these capabilities in a 

way that makes them more effective at engaging foreign audiences during joint 

operations. The US military shoulders responsibilities for security on a global scale, and 

channeling the flow of service self-interest—rather than shutting off the spigot—could 

expand public awareness of America as a force for good in places beyond Afghanistan 

and Iraq. 

Although DOD strategic communication should respect the interests and 

autonomy of service cultures, it should work within the government to eliminate outdated 

legal and bureaucratic barriers that have arisen between various forms of public 

communication. Lord recognizes the essential similarity of government communication 

functions when he observes that 

… it is important not to be misled by American or other defenders of 
psychological-political warfare into supposing that its various disciplines 

154 




do or should communicate only “truth.”  In the commercial world, “truth 
in advertising” hardly requires companies to emphasize ways in which 
their products are inferior to the competition’s.  Effective propaganda 
certainly needs to avoid lies in the sense of counterfactual statements, but 
it must also be selective in what it chooses to communicate.  Indeed, in 
this respect, there is not a sharp difference between PSYOP, public 
diplomacy, or public affairs—or for that matter, the routine practices of 
commercial media….30 

Yet Lord and others mistakenly assume that PA, PSYOP, and other communication 

functions must remain distinct specialties within the military bureaucracy.  That has not 

been the case in the past, and it does not need to be the case in the future—especially as 

global transparency continues to blur distinctions between domestic and foreign 

audiences or subjective and objective forms of communication.31 

Viewed in light of an eventual US commitment to more transparent military 

operations, there may be a distinction between PA and tactical PSYOP, since the latter 

must be responsive to discrete, localized military operations that require audiences to take 

specific actions. But distinctions largely evaporate among PA, theater PSYOP, or other 

forms of communication that attempt to persuade mass audiences across one or more 

countries. Here, the objective mode of communication through third-party media 

(characteristic of traditional PA operations) and subjective communication through 

government-sponsored media (characteristic of theater PSYOP) merge into an integrated 

effort to provide accurate facts and perspectives through all available media. 

Current distinctions among military communication functions are mainly the 

result of conservative interpretations of the Smith-Mundt Act—which does not 

specifically address defense activities, having been written instead to facilitate 

ideological competition with the Soviet Union by establishing a “foundation for efforts to 

30 Carnes Lord, Losing Hearts and Minds?, 34.
31 Organizational transparency does not imply a wholesale rejection of the selectivity in communication 
that Lord describes.  Rather, it suggests proactive extravagance with internal information in the interest of 
allowing greater parsimony in controlled reactions to external information.  Transparency maximizes the 
availability of unfiltered factual information, positive and negative. It also maximizes public access to 
voices within the organization that necessarily provide subjective but largely consistent interpretations of 
that information.  Contradictory facts and perspectives that lie outside the organization must fend for 
themselves.  In organizations where transparency is relatively automatic, outside information or opinions 
that become particularly troublesome can be addressed by professional communicators who are not 
otherwise preoccupied with managing elaborate systems of internal information control.  Such responses 
begin from a position of stronger organizational credibility because of demonstrable public transparency. 
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promote propaganda and culture abroad.”32  Long-standing DOD policy defers not to the 

law per se but to the political sensitivity of interpreting the law more liberally.  Both 

Congress and the press presumably are opposed to coordination of what is said through 

military propaganda activities overseas and what is said through worldwide broadcasts of 

government-sanctioned domestic communication that somehow differs from propaganda.  

Congress appears divided over the question of whether the Pentagon needs a megaphone 

or a muzzle.33  In its democratic watchdog role, the press is reflexively skeptical of any 

initiatives designed to make the government a healthier competitor in an adversarial 

process, but journalists hardly can complain if the net result of DOD communication 

reform is greater public transparency rather than more powerful information control.  To 

move forward and provide the kind of integrated capabilities needed to win a war of 

ideas, DOD should demonstrate its good faith by inviting congressional oversight and 

establishing an independent media ombudsman to ensure that its standards and practices 

categorically avoid the kind of manipulative and ultimately ineffective public propaganda 

that legislators and reporters fear. 

Of course, effective communication reform rests on the assumption that DOD and 

the military services can see past today’s hostile headlines and perceive the wisdom of 

expanding public transparency. Would-be reformers should have realistic expectations 

about the potential for such an adjustment within the military establishment.  There has 

never been a golden age of public transparency in military operations.  President Johnson 

opened the US military to the public in an unprecedented way in Vietnam, but press 

camps coexisted with MACV’s inflated body counts and excessively optimistic 

assessments about the war.  Torie Clarke brought Operation Iraqi Freedom to the world 

through an ambitious program of media embedding, but the program heavily weighted 

those opportunities toward US and British reporters. Although embedding succeeded in 

overwhelming English-speaking audiences with details about the experiences of coalition 

forces at war, CENTCOM mostly failed to provide a thoughtful and convincing context 

for those details. Both experiments retreated toward information control when increased 

32 Hixon, Parting the Curtain, 11.  For Smith-Mundt language, see United States Information and

Educational Exchange Act of 1948, US Code, title 22, sec. 1431 (2004). 

33 Castelli, “Demise of Strategic Communications Group Disturbs House Panel.”  Associated Press, 

“Democrats’ attempted ban on Pentagon propaganda could be easier said than done.” 
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violence against the coalition and questions about regional stability exposed apparent 

flaws in US policy. 

In addition to its short and imperfect track record, transparency as a concept is a 

tough sell to the Air Force or any military organization.  DOD has millions of lives and 

state secrets to protect. Commanders and their civilian leaders are proud people who 

prefer to avoid professional rebuke or embarrassment.  Five minutes of channel surfing 

through news broadcasts raises visceral doubts about the media market’s ability to get 

things right in the end. Given the way that trivial amounts of information produce big 

problems for military organizations, it seems counterintuitive that large amounts of 

information would not cause bigger problems.  There are laws to consider and turf to 

protect. Information control is simply more convenient for everyone. 

Nevertheless, transparency is the strategy consistent with the values of the United 

States and the men and women it sends forth to fight.  Transparency is the common 

thread running through what is possible, necessary, and expected in the emerging global 

information environment.  Reviewing the moral and legal judgments of the Bush 

administration in response to the September 11 terrorist attacks, a liberal human rights 

advocate and a conservative legal scholar agree that a key failing was an unwillingness to 

submit tolerable executive decisions to the “open adversarial review” and “democratic 

accountability” facilitated by public transparency.34  From the fall of Richard Nixon to 

the collapse of the Soviet Union to the bankruptcy of the energy giant Enron, 

transparency can be cruel to those who ignore it.  Still, as experts debate how government 

agencies should respond to information-age conundrums, the military services are free to 

entertain their doubts. Sooner or later, transparency will be ready for the US military, 

regardless of whether the military is ready for it. 

34 Michael Ignatieff, The Lesser Evil: Political Ethics in an Age of Terror (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2004), 24.  Jack Goldsmith, The Terror Presidency: Law and Judgment Inside the Bush 
Administration (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2007), 183. 
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Conclusion 

Down we dive, spouting our flame from under,

Off with one helluva roar! 

We live in fame or go down in flame. SHOUT!

Nothing’ll stop the Army Air Corps!


– Capt Robert Crawford 
 “Army Air Corps Song” (1939) 

After the Second Punic War, the historian Plutarch tells us, a victorious Rome 

assumed that its enemy Carthage was utterly defeated.  Visiting Carthage more than 40 

years later, Cato the Elder found that the state was prospering, and he dutifully reported 

this threat of an emerging rival to the Roman Senate.  “But,” Plutarch contends, “he 

surely went too far in adding to any statement he made on any subject whatsoever, ‘It 

seems to me that Carthage should cease to exist.’”1 

In its relentless advocacy for the resources needed to shield the nation against 

high-tech threats, the Air Force has become the Cato of American foreign policy.  

Operations in Iraq and Afghanistan have focused attention on the threats of regional 

instability and the readiness of American ground forces for sustained COIN operations.  

The policy consensus outside the Air Force favors more of everything presumed to defeat 

insurgents, especially ground troops trained for low-tech nation-building in lawless lands.  

From an airmen’s perspective, this analysis assumes insurgencies can be quelled by 

putting more occupying forces in harm’s way.  This plan may prove sound eventually but 

has not yet stopped the disquieting flow of casualties from overseas, nor soothed violent 

regional resentments against the United States.  Strategic decisions heavily weighted 

toward COIN doctrine also mortgage US readiness for more conventional conflicts that 

may lie beyond the horizon.  With weapon system development now measured in 

decades, DOD is gambling that America can maintain its military hegemony on the cheap 

for many years to come.     

1 Plutarch, Roman Lives, trans. Robin Waterfield (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 34. 
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The Pentagon currently considers it bad form to raise such objections.  In a recent 

speech to the Heritage Foundation, Defense Secretary Gates warned against “Next-War

itis,” which focuses too much public attention on “what might be needed in a future 

conflict.”2  In policy circles wary that direct confrontation will undermine perceived 

support of American troops, the Air Force received the most unambiguous message it 

could expect from Gates: “the kinds of capabilities we will most likely need in the years 

ahead will often resemble the kinds of capabilities we need today.”3  This is not the first 

time that the Air Force has been asked to curb its public rhetoric, although America’s 

overwhelming reliance on airpower has given the service few reasons to do so since 

1991. During air operations against Japan and North Vietnam, directives to limit service 

chest-thumping did not prevent senior airmen from dispatching publicists and 

photographers around the world to bring the airpower story home to Americans in 

innovative ways. Any war of ideas abroad has run a distant second to raising “one 

helluva roar” on behalf of a stronger Air Force.  In that vein, the service’s latest 

advertising campaign urges viewers to be ready for “a changing world” in which the Air 

Force remains “above all” in protecting America from emerging rivals, rogue states, and 

attacks in space and cyberspace—a somewhat different group of villains than the one 

preoccupying Gates.4 

There is little that DOD can or should do to restrict Air Force communication.  In 

the American system, truly strategic communication—the centralized control of 

communication by multiple government agencies in support of specific policy interests— 

is rare. The norm is institutional public communication characterized by a rough 

correspondence between broad national interests and organizational objectives.  The Air 

Force ads create the perception that airpower can, in Gates’s words, “provide the strategic 

flexibility we need to deter, and if necessary, respond to, other competitors.”5  If the Air 

Force can project an inspiring or intimidating image of American airpower without 

2 Robert M. Gates, secretary of defense, US Department of Defense (remarks, Heritage Foundation,

Colorado Springs, CO, 13 May 2008), http://www.defenselink.mil/speeches/speech.aspx?speechid=1240. 

3 Gates (remarks, Heritage Foundation, 13 May 2008). 

4 US Air Force, “It Takes the U. S. Air Force to Defend America in a Changing World,” 

http://www.airforce.com/achangingworld.

5 Gates (remarks, Heritage Foundation, 13 May 2008). 
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creating a public panic about the looming technological obsolescence of air and space 

forces, then DOD and service interests are sufficiently compatible. 

The real danger for Air Force communication is not the risk of provoking DOD’s 

wrath but the risk of isolating airmen from domestic and international public spheres 

where ideas about airpower are changing.  The service has reduced its force structure for 

public communication and devoted much of the remnant to crisis management in 

Washington. Promoting itself through a stream of catchy messages and flashy products, 

the Air Force has scored high on style but low on substance.  America is losing its chance 

to hear real, compelling stories about airmen and airpower.  At a critical crossroads in its 

strategic development, the Air Force also may be losing touch with America by endlessly 

repeating arguments that only resonate within the service. 

Looking back on the legacy of early airpower advocates, the Air Force may 

entertain a romantic notion that, once again, the air arm is a lone voice crying out in a 

wilderness of public ignorance. But in an era of expanding public transparency and 

diverse communication, the lone voice is lost in the roar of the multitudes.  The airpower 

message that people from the Pentagon to Pakistan are most likely to believe is the one 

that an open, varied, and adaptive communication process allows them to build for 

themselves. 
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