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The Enduring Primacy of Air Superiority in  
Modern Warfare

DAVID A. DEPTULA

Air superiority is more essential to victory in warfare today than at 
any time since the concept first emerged over a century ago. From 
its roots in World War I, air superiority has consistently served as 
the backbone of successful military strategy. At its core, it grants 

two critical advantages: freedom to attack and freedom from attack. By control-
ling the air domain, a nation can shape the dynamics of conflict to its benefit. 
This enduring truth was most recently reaffirmed by Israel’s application of air-
power against Iran in June 2025.1

Air superiority is a mission that was forged in combat and paid for with the 
sacrifices of those who learned the hard truths of warfare. From the biplane 
dogfights of World War I to Israel’s high-tempo air campaign against Iran, 
achieving and maintaining air superiority has proven indispensable to securing 
victory and achieving strategic objectives.2

This imperative endures even as warfare evolves to include drones, space, 
cyber capabilities, and other technological advances. Those who question this 
should consider the realities of Russia’s war in Ukraine. It offers a stark con-
trast to Israel’s campaign against Iran. Ukraine and Russia’s inability to estab-
lish air superiority has locked both sides into a grinding war of attrition. Con-
versely, Israel’s rapid attainment of air superiority over Iran enabled it to meet 
its strategic objectives with speed, precision, and operational freedom.

As small drones and loitering munitions proliferate across the Ukrainian 
battlespace, some analysts have proposed air denial as a viable strategy to deal 
with the challenges posed in a supposed air littoral.3 Others have suggested 
that modern warfare should “move beyond air superiority.”4 Prominent tech-
nologists have questioned the need for advanced fighter aircraft when—in their
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view—uninhabited aircraft could achieve the same results at less cost.5 Such 
critiques, reflecting confidence in the capabilities of modern technology, often 
confuse tactical improvisation with strategic sufficiency.

Airpower has always been shaped by those willing to question assumptions, 
challenge orthodoxy, and leverage emerging technologies to advance operational 
advantage. That spirit of innovation is the hallmark of air-minded thinking. Yet 
while innovation rightly demands that Airmen continuously reexamine assump-
tions, it does not absolve us from the obligation to critically assess the difference 
between suppositions and operational truth. While technological advancements 
continue to expand the range of military capabilities, maintaining air superiority 
persists as a fundamental and indispensable principle of modern warfare.

Definitions

A clear understanding of the terms associated with control of the air domain is 
essential to any serious discussion of airpower. The concepts of air superiority, 
air supremacy, and air parity describe different degrees of control, each with di-
rect implications for joint operations, force survivability, and strategic success.6

Air Force doctrine defines air superiority as “that degree of control of the air 
by one force that permits the conduct of its operations at a given time and place 
without prohibitive interference from air and missile threats.”7 It is not an ab-
solute or permanent condition but is gained and maintained in specific loca-
tions and time frames—windows of opportunity that enable freedom of action. 
Air superiority allows friendly forces to operate with reduced risk, while simul-
taneously denying the enemy the same freedom. The importance of air superi-
ority has been demonstrated repeatedly: from the skies over Europe and the 
Pacific in World War II to the deserts of Iraq, Iran, and Syria and the moun-
tains of Afghanistan. Since the inception of airpower, the success of every major 
US military operation has rested on the ability to control the air.

Air supremacy denotes an advanced state of aerial dominance in which 
enemy air forces are rendered incapable of mounting effective interference 
within a specified operational area. Achieving this condition is highly challeng-
ing when facing near-peer adversaries equipped with sophisticated air defenses. 
Yet, in every conflict since 1991, the United States enjoyed near-total air su-
premacy. It has experienced air supremacy for so long, the criticality of this 
condition and the necessity of allocating resources to achieve and sustain it 
have diminished. This level of air control enabled both Israel and the United 
States to substantially degrade Iran’s nuclear program in June 2025.

5. Ryan Pickrell et al., “Elon Musk Says Human-Piloted Fighter Jets Like the F-35 Are Obsolete. Drone 
Tech Can’t Yet Fill the Gap,” Business Insider, 26 November 2024, https://www.businessinsider.com/.

6. Air Force Doctrine Publication (AFDP) 3-01, Counterair Operations (Department of the Air Force 
[DAF], 15 June 2023), 1–2, https://www.doctrine.af.mil/.

7. AFDP 3-01.
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At the opposite end of the spectrum is air parity: a condition in which nei-
ther side has effective control of the air. In this environment, both friendly and 
enemy forces face persistent risk from aerial threats. Air parity often results in 
high attrition rates and degraded operational effectiveness. This was the default 
condition during World War II until the Allies achieved air superiority later in 
the European campaign. It is also the prevailing condition in Ukraine today—
where dense ground-based threats, insufficient modern air capabilities, and a 
variety of other issues on both sides have produced a contested and highly le-
thal air environment.

Some analysts have proposed alternative terms such as mutual air denial to 
describe contested airspace.8 Yet, this refers to a condition that is functionally 
equivalent to air parity and does not warrant new terminology. At low alti-
tudes, this condition often results from dense concentrations of ground-based 
air defenses such as man-portable air defense systems (MANPADS), anti-aircraft 
artillery (AAA), and surface-to-air missile systems (SAMS), which deny flight 
corridors without necessarily granting the defender control of the skies.

These distinctions are not merely academic. They provide a doctrinal frame-
work for operational planning and highlight why achieving air superiority—not 
merely denying it to the enemy—remains central to successful joint operations.

The Importance of Doctrine

Military doctrine is more than theory: it is the distilled wisdom of warfight-
ing experience. It reflects lessons forged in the crucible of battle, paid for with 
blood, sacrifice, and hardship. Doctrine guides force development, operational 
design, and tactical execution. While doctrine must evolve with technological 
advances and lessons from current conflicts, it must also preserve the enduring 
principles that enable strategic success. Striking this balance is critical.

History offers stark reminders of what happens when militaries abandon 
proven doctrine in pursuit of untested ideas. After World War I, for example, 
France misread the character of future warfare, investing heavily in static forti-
fications such as the Maginot Line and emphasizing heavy tanks designed for 
linear defense. The result was strategic inflexibility—an army optimized for the 
last war, unable to counter Germany’s mobile combined-arms approach in 1940.

Likewise in the interwar period, early airpower theorists such as Giulio 
Douhet championed strategic bombing as a war-winning capability, believing 
bombers could always penetrate enemy airspace and destroy industrial capacity 
with minimal opposition.9 While strategic bombing ultimately played a pivotal 
role in World War II, its early execution suffered from theoretical overreach 
and technological limitations. Allied bombers incurred devastating losses until 

8. Bremer and Grieco, “Air Denial.”
9. Robert Dudnet, “Douhet,” Air Force Magazine, 20 April 2011, 64, https://www.airandspaceforces.com/.
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the introduction of longer-range escort fighters and more survivable aircraft 
designs. It took a second cycle of innovation—grounded in combat experience—
to validate the role of strategic bombing as an effective campaign tool.

These examples underscore a critical point: doctrine must be adaptive but 
not ahistorical. It should integrate new tools and techniques while remaining 
anchored in operational truths. To jettison enduring tenets—such as the impor-
tance of air superiority—because of contemporary improvisations risks repeat-
ing past errors under modern conditions.

This is especially relevant today, as some propose new concepts such as mu-
tual air denial or drone-dominated combat as strategic alternatives. These sug-
gestions often stem from observations in constrained environments—such as 
Ukraine—where improvisation was driven by necessity, not preference. With-
out proper context, there is a danger that short-term tactical adaptations will be 
mistaken for long-term operational solutions.

The challenge for today’s military leaders and strategists is to critically evalu-
ate emerging lessons without abandoning time-tested principles. Doctrine must 
remain flexible enough to absorb innovation yet firm enough to avoid being 
reshaped by every new tactical trend. Success in future conflicts will depend on 
the ability to incorporate new technologies—such as uninhabited aerial vehicles 
(UAV), first-person view (FPV) precision-guided munitions (PGM), cyber tools, 
and electronic warfare—into a coherent doctrinal framework that remains 
grounded in strategic fundamentals.

Air superiority, for instance, is not just a legacy concept: it is a foundational 
condition for joint force effectiveness. Its relevance spans all domains and all 
levels of warfare. No amount of technological novelty can substitute for the op-
erational freedom it provides. Doctrine that fails to account for this reality will 
leave the military unprepared for the demands of future conflicts.

Observations from Recent Conflicts

Confusing Ways and Means: Technology, Terminology  
and Misconceptions

The widespread use of UAVs in Russia’s war in Ukraine—especially in the 
form of low-cost, FPV drones—has led some to question the enduring relevance 
of air superiority.10 Proponents of this view argue that these developments 
mark the dawn of a new era in which control of the skies is no longer necessary 
or even possible. They have claimed that air superiority is an outdated goal 
given the increasing use of drone swarms and the distributed lethality that 

10. Kreuzer, “Air Superiority.”
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results.11 These arguments confuse adaptation under constraint with a shift in 
strategic logic.

What has occurred in Ukraine is not a doctrinal breakthrough, but an impro-
visational workaround driven by necessity. Ukraine had to come up with a 
means to effectively defend itself considering its weapon capacity deficiencies 
relative to Russia. The solution was to develop cheap, easy to produce and tacti-
cally effective PGMs—largely quadcopters with explosive charges—that could be 
effectively used both in traditional infantry and armor engagements.

Ukraine was also denied access to sufficient numbers of modern Western 
fighter aircraft and other means to conduct offensive counter-air operations. Its 
drone-centric adaptation reflects innovation under pressure—not the emer-
gence of a preferred model for future warfare. Indeed, Ukraine’s persistent lob-
bying for F-16s and other Western aircraft underscores its continued recogni-
tion of the importance of air superiority. A nation embracing air denial would 
not seek modern aircraft to achieve air superiority.

The actual effects of small UAVs and FPV drones are many. Perhaps the 
most significant in the context of the Russia-Ukraine war is that they provide 
individual soldiers access and control of their own PGMs. Before this war, 
PGMs were generally only applied in quantity by combat aircraft.

A second class of weapons incorporated by Ukraine, often redundantly 
termed “one-way kamikaze lethal attack drones” or some similar phrase, are in 
reality cruise missiles. Powered by propellers rather than turbojets, Ukraine 
uses these indigenously made inexpensive cruise missiles as a substitute for 
penetrating aircraft that could deliver PGMs to conduct strategic attack and in-
terdiction missions inside Russia. It has not carried out these cruise missile at-
tacks at a rate or intensity that would be possible with a robust coalition of air 
forces. Yet, by accelerating its substitute means and applying an effects-based 
strategy, they may ultimately give Ukraine a path toward strategic success.12

Contributing to some of the misconceptions emanating from Russia’s war in 
Ukraine is that the term drone is so ubiquitous that it has become an imprecise 
descriptor encompassing a wide range of UAVs and munitions with varying ca-
pabilities and applications. Its ambiguity obscures the distinctions between 
small hobbyist toys, military aircraft, cruise missiles, and munitions, often 
leading to misunderstandings and inaccurate perceptions.

A notable example was the January 2024 claimed drone attack by the Is-
lamic Resistance in Iraq on Tower 22 in Jordan that killed three US Soldiers. 
Some stated that it “was the first time in nearly 70 years that the US military 
lost ground combatants to an adversary airstrike, excluding missile attacks.”13 

11. Bremer and Grieco, “Air Denial.”
12. David A. Deptula, “Ukraine’s Effects-Based Precision Guided Munition Strikes: Implications,” 

Forbes, 12 June 2025, https://www.forbes.com/.
13. See Kreuzer, “Air Superiority.”
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The weapons used in that attack were in fact cruise missiles—in other words, 
munitions—not reusable strike aircraft. Moreover, no air defenses were as-
signed to protect the outpost—illustrating a failure of force protection policy 
rather than a failure of air superiority.

The fundamental error in the concept of air littoral and air denial is conflat-
ing what Ukraine is doing out of necessity with what it would choose to do if it 
possessed adequate means to achieve air superiority. To fit their preferred nar-
rative, proponents of these terms make the assertion that Ukraine is executing 
an air denial strategy. In fact, Ukraine’s actions result from significant strategic 
limitations in both capability and resource allocation.

FPV PGMs have undoubtedly transformed the tactical landscape of ground 
combat, but their adoption has primarily been fueled by strategic necessity due 
to the West’s unwillingness and inability to supply Ukraine with sufficient con-
ventional artillery and by the choice of two US administrations not to modern-
ize Ukraine’s air force as rapidly as Ukraine would like.14 Ukraine’s adoption of 
cruise missiles as substitutes for penetrating aircraft, and FPV PGMs as substi-
tutes for precision artillery, illustrates tactical ingenuity—not an air denial 
strategy instead of air superiority. Proposing these improvisations as an endur-
ing strategy that the United States should embrace risks building a future force 
on false premises. Denying the enemy the skies may delay defeat—but it is the 
ability to gain mastery of the skies that enables victory.

 “Air Littoral”: An Inaccurate Term

The term air littoral—drawing a parallel to maritime contested zones to de-
scribe contested airspace—to describe a low-altitude zone densely populated 
with drones, loitering munitions, and short-range air defenses offers no real 
advantage over existing terminology.

To begin with, the term is inappropriate. Littoral by definition refers to a 
coastal zone—terrain situated along the shore of a sea or lake.15 There is no 
analogous boundary in the sky. The term low-altitude airspace already exists 
and generally describes the contested vertical domain in question. Moreover, 
advocates of the term air littoral define it as the “area from the Coordinating 
Altitude to the Earth’s surface.”16 Coordinating altitude is a procedural airspace 
control measure already established in joint doctrine.17 In other words, the area 
making up the supposed air littoral is already defined. Introducing unnecessary 

14. Vadim Kushnikov, “US So Far Excludes Transferring F-16 Fighter Jets to Ukraine – Biden,” Mili-
tarNYI, 25 February 2023, https://militarnyi.com/.

15. The Oxford Pocket Dictionary of Current English, “littoral,” accessed 11 July 2025, https://www.encyclo 
pedia.com/.

16. Kelly A. Grieco and Maximilian K. Bremer, “Contesting the Air Littoral,” Æther: A Journal of Stra-
tegic Airpower & Spacepower 3, no. 3 (2024): 11, https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/.

17. Joint Publication 3-52, Joint Airspace Control (Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 13 November 
2014), III-6, C-6, GL-4, https://irp.fas.org/.
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new terminology that has not undergone a thorough vetting in the joint doc-
trine development process risks confusing what is already clear. More impor-
tant, it risks misdefining the real challenge—optimizing the means to defeat 
enemy systems of relevance in low-altitude airspace.

Proponents go on to argue that the air littoral is “the airspace between 
ground forces and high-end fighters and bombers.”18 This is an inaccurate de-
scription considering that high-end fighters routinely operate at very low alti-
tudes and recently demonstrated the ability to do so very effectively in defeat-
ing Iranian cruise missile attacks against Israel.

More fundamentally, the term air littoral reinforces a common flawed as-
sumption about joint warfare: that land warfare will always be a fundamental 
component of every conflict with the implication that high densities of small 
drones/PGMs will be present virtually everywhere. This stems from the funda-
mental error of always tying airpower to landpower. That interpretation may be 
one of the greatest limitations of military perspective in the twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries as it disregards airpower’s unique value as a key force of its 
own and a potential decisive strategic instrument.19 Joint warfare is not intended 
to use every force every place and every time force is needed, but to apply the 
right force at the right place at the right time to achieve desired military effects.

The proliferation of small drones/PGMs demands attention. They are new 
tools in the conduct of warfare. The air littoral terminology misses that these 
low-altitude threats are specific to a particular conflict environment. In the 
Russia-Ukraine war their density is high only in the vicinity of the front lines of 
ground combat, which only exists because of the failure of either side to achieve 
air superiority.

Use of drones/PGMs at low altitudes over ground forces in close combat does 
not affect the significance or need for air superiority as a mission. Air superiority 
is a way toward achieving an end. The means by which it is achieved may vary 
depending on the severity of the threats present in low-altitude airspace in a 
particular area of interest. In Vietnam, over 80 percent of the US Air Force air-
craft combat losses were due to AAA in the low-altitude environment.20 To avoid 
these disastrous consequences, during Operation Desert Storm we designed air 
operations—to include the early achievement of air superiority—to avoid low-
altitude airspace altogether. Not until ground forces were engaged during the 
final four days of that 43-day war was that limitation lifted, and then only when 
it became necessary to fly lower to save soldiers’ lives.21

18. Bremer and Grieco, “Air Denial.”
19. Phillips P. O’Brien, “The Weirdest Air Campaign In History,” Phillips’s Newsletter, 27 June 2025, 

https://phillipspobrien.substack.com/.
20. Rebecca Grant, “The Crucible of Vietnam,” Air & Space Forces Magazine, 1 February 2013, https://

www.airandspaceforces.com/.
21. Thomas Keaney and Elliot Cohen, Gulf War Airpower Survey Summary Report (DAF, 1993), 22, 

https://apps.dtic.mil/.

https://phillipspobrien.substack.com/p/the-weirdest-air-campaign-in-history?utm_source=post-email-title&publication_id=1176440&post_id=167023054&utm_campaign=email-post-title&isFreemail=false&r=3aj3w&triedRedirect=true&utm_medium=email
https://www.airandspaceforces.com/article/0213vietnam/
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Operations Desert Storm, Allied Force, and Israel’s dominance over Iran during 
Operation Rising Lion showcased what air superiority can achieve when applied at 
scale: unfettered air operations that delivered strategic paralysis of enemy leader-
ship, destruction of fielded forces, and rapid achievement of political objectives 
with minimal ground engagement. By contrast, Ukraine, lacking the ability to gain 
air superiority, was forced into a defensive campaign with incredibly heavy casual-
ties. The lesson is that without air superiority even the most courageous and cre-
ative defense becomes a war of survival rather than one of decision.

Renaming established terminology does not enhance clarity; rather, it may 
obscure existing doctrine and redirect attention inappropriately. For example, 
there is evidence suggesting that the Army may be adopting the air littoral term 
to assert increased control over low-altitude airspace, an area traditionally 
managed jointly with the Air Force when both services operate in proximity.22 
On 30 April 2025, Secretary of War Pete Hegseth issued a memorandum in-
structing the Army secretary “to achieve air-littoral dominance,” which implies 
an intention for the Army to obtain authority over the so-called air-littoral air-
space.23 From a joint operational standpoint, this approach raises several con-
cerns. Specifically, the term air littoral is not in the DOW dictionary and has 
not gone through the joint doctrine development process. It is likely that advo-
cates included this term during memo drafting to lend it legitimacy, potentially 
without the secretary of defense’s full awareness of its disputed status or the 
lack of consent of its use by the Air Force.

The operational need shared by all the service components is not to substi-
tute new terms for terms that already exist but to ensure that control measures 
for ground-based air defenses are integrated with aircraft from all the service 
components to effectively deal with large numbers of enemy cruise missiles, 
drones/PGMs at scale, and/or swarms of these munitions as appropriate to a 
particular conflict. The operational challenge is real; the solution lies not in se-
mantics, but in capability, coordination, and strategic coherence.

Drones/PGMs and loitering munitions have undoubtedly reshaped the tactical 
environment, particularly in close combat ground operations. But their prolifera-
tion does not negate the relevance of air superiority. Air superiority is a strategic 
condition: a way to achieve operational freedom and strategic success. It is not 
defined by altitude, platform, or even size of the force—it is defined by effect.

The Dog that Didn’t Bark: Russia’s Air Force in Ukraine

Despite possessing overwhelming numerical and technological advantages, 
Russia has not achieved air superiority over Ukraine—a strategic miscalculation 

22. Brandon W. Gulick, “Liminality: Opportunities in the Transition Space of the Air Littoral,” Æther:  
A Journal of Strategic Airpower & Spacepower 3, no. 3 (2024): 67, https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/.

23. Pete B. Hegseth to senior Pentagon leadership, memorandum, “Army Transformation and Acqui-
sition Reform,” 30 April 2025, https://media.defense.gov/.

https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AEtherJournal/Journals/Volume-3_Number-3/Gulick.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2025/May/01/2003702281/-1/-1/1/ARMY-TRANSFORMATION-AND-ACQUISITION-REFORM.PDF
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that may be one of the war’s defining characteristics. The Russian Aerospace 
Forces (VKS) entered the war with nearly 350 combat aircraft in the vicinity of 
Ukraine out of approximately 1,130 total combat aircraft compared to Ukraine’s 
147 aging fighters.24 Russian aircraft featured longer-range sensors and mis-
siles, and Moscow enjoyed sanctuary from attack, due in part to US-imposed 
restrictions on Ukraine’s use of Western-supplied weapons. Yet the VKS was 
unable to translate this advantage into control of the air.

This failure was due to deep flaws in Russian doctrine, leadership, training, 
and operational planning, as well as Ukrainian daring and ingenuity in capital-
izing on these deficiencies. After three days of heavy losses during the opening 
days of the invasion, the VKS abandoned its offensive counterair campaign in 
favor of supporting stalled ground offensives around Kyiv.25 This decision al-
lowed Ukrainian air defenses—largely Soviet-era systems—to reconstitute and 
to contest the airspace. Ukraine’s pilots adapted quickly, shifting tactics and 
relying on decentralized command and mobile air defense coordination. The 
result was a highly contested air environment that forced Russian aircraft to 
operate at standoff distances, often relying on glide bombs or cruise missiles in 
lieu of direct engagement.

Russia’s doctrinal weakness was further compounded by its ground-centric 
military culture. The VKS and Navy are subordinate to the Russian Army in 
both planning and execution. As a result, Russia has used airpower primarily as 
an adjunct to artillery to support ground advances rather than achieving opera-
tional and strategic level effects. This misuse prevented Russia from exploiting 
its numerical airpower advantage.26

In the opening weeks of the war, Russian aircraft followed predictable 
routes and flight patterns, making them vulnerable to Ukraine’s vast arsenal 
of MANPADS and mobile SAMS. Ukrainian forces reportedly downed eight 
Russian fighters in a single week through a combination of layered air de-
fenses and tactical discipline.27 Lacking a dynamic targeting process capable 
of conducting an effective suppression of enemy air defenses (SEAD) cam-
paign, Russia never created the conditions necessary for sustained air opera-
tions at scale.

As the war has progressed, the VKS has improved its tactics, particularly in 
delivering glide bombs against fortified Ukrainian positions such as Bakhmut.28 

24. “Russian Air Force Current Inventory,” WDMMA [World Directory of Modern Military Aircraft], 
updated 30 December 2024, https://www.wdmma.org/; and David Deptula and Christopher Bowie, The 
Significance of Air Superiority: The Ukraine-Russia War, Mitchell Institute Policy Paper 50 (Mitchell Insti-
tute for Aerospace Studies, July 2024), 3–4, https://www.mitchellaerospacepower.org/.

25. Deptula and Bowie, Significance, 5.
26. Deptula and Bowie, 3.
27. Deptula and Bowie, 6.
28. Donbas.Realities, “How Ukrainian Cities Were Wiped Out By Russian Glide Bombs And Artil-

lery,” Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 25 April 2025, https://www.rferl.org/.

https://www.wdmma.org/russian-air-force.php
https://www.mitchellaerospacepower.org/app/uploads/2024/07/Ukraine_Control_of_the_-Air_Policy_Paper_50.pdf
https://www.rferl.org/a/rferl-how-ukrainian-cities-russian-glide-bombs-artillery/33394484.html
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But these efforts remain largely tactical and localized. Russia continues to oper-
ate cautiously, unwilling or unable to commit to high-risk, high-reward air op-
erations that might shift the strategic balance. Its failure to achieve air superi-
ority has contributed directly to the conflict’s stalemate—and to the resiliency 
of Ukrainian forces.

The lesson is clear: numerical superiority and sanctuary are not enough. 
Without effective doctrine, training, and leadership—and thus without a coher-
ent strategy for gaining and exploiting air superiority—even a well-equipped air 
force cannot take advantage of its potential.

Israel’s Air Operations: A Saga of  Air Superiority

By contrast, since the October 7th attacks on Israel, the Israeli Air Force 
(IAF) has demonstrated the power of air superiority in modern warfare, execut-
ing a high-tempo, multi-theater air campaign with strategic precision. Through 
a deliberate combination of offensive counterair, SEAD, and irregular warfare 
operations, Israel secured air superiority—and in some areas, air supremacy—
across multiple fronts: Gaza, Lebanon, Syria, and Iran.

Air superiority has served as the critical enabler for Israel’s broader strategic 
objectives. In Lebanon, the systematic targeting of Hezbollah’s integrated air 
defenses created an environment in which Israeli aircraft now operate with 
near impunity. IAF Chief Major General Tomer Bar remarked, “Nowadays we 
fly freely over the skies of Lebanon. We destroyed extensive capabilities that 
had been meant to create an off-limits zone in Lebanese skies.”29 This shift in 
the air domain enabled Israel to sustain pressure on Hezbollah while simulta-
neously executing operations elsewhere.

With enemy air defenses neutralized, non-stealth aircraft such as F-15Is and 
F-16Is as well as UAVs could operate alongside F-35I stealth aircraft, maximiz-
ing sortie rates and weapons delivery. Similarly, the freedom to maneuver in 
previously hostile airspace allows Israel to operate aircraft such as air refueling 
tankers over Syria and Lebanon in support of its broader objectives against 
Iran, allowing even greater overall strategic flexibility.

The scope and scale of recent Israeli air operations are unprecedented. Within 
the first four months of the Gaza conflict, the IAF struck over 31,000 targets, av-
eraging 228 strikes per day—a tempo unmatched in IAF history.30 By September 
2024, Israel had conducted 8,300 cross-border attacks against Hezbollah in 
Lebanon—largely leveraging airpower. By contrast, Hezbollah has managed only 

29. “Israeli Air Force Plans Continued Lebanon Overflights,” FDD [Foundation for Defense of De-
mocracies], 9 February 2024, https://www.fdd.org/.

30. Seth J. Frantzman, “Israeli Air Force Struck 31,000 Targets in Four Months of War,” Breaking Defense, 
20 February 2024, https://breakingdefense.com/.
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1,900, illustrating the asymmetric advantage air superiority provides.31 Israel’s 
air superiority also enabled it to degrade and destroy highly defended and hard-
ened targets. The targeting of Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah exemplified 
this capability—F-15I fighters dropped over 80 bunker-busting munitions to de-
stroy the underground command center where he was sheltering.32

Achieving air superiority over areas of its concern has provided Israel with 
remarkable strategic flexibility. The IAF has been able to rapidly employ air-
power to concentrate effective force against specific adversaries in parallel. This 
operational agility was provided by a formidable Air Force that combines ad-
vanced stealth aircraft—F-35Is—with sophisticated sensor fusion and penetra-
tion capability against some of the world’s most advanced SAMS; agile multi-
role combat aircraft (F-15Is and F-16Is) capable of delivering large payloads of 
precision direct and standoff weapons; aerial refueling tankers to extend their 
ranges to reach Iran and return; and a spectrum of uninhabited aircraft and 
drone/PGMs to both enhance situational awareness in an intelligence, surveil-
lance and reconnaissance (ISR) role and to employ force as well. This airpower 
combination has allowed Israel to systematically reduce threats across numer-
ous fronts while maintaining its defensive coverage of its homeland.

Airpower was a significant element in enabling Israel to dismantle Iran’s 
proxy network. Israel retained the strategic initiative thanks to its control of the 
air. Israel’s air superiority successes are not merely tactical or operational tri-
umphs. Instead, they represent a model of twenty-first-century warfare in 
which airpower—when properly resourced, integrated, and employed—can en-
able decisive outcomes across theaters. Air superiority is not simply about win-
ning battles; it is about shaping the entire strategic environment.

Airpower Unleashed: The Rewards of  Air Superiority

A core objective of Israel’s national security strategy has long been the elimi-
nation of Iran’s nuclear weapons program and its supporting military infra-
structure such as its long-range ballistic missiles.33 In June 2025, the ability to 
achieve that objective advanced significantly when Israel leveraged air superi-
ority to launch Operation Rising Lion, a high-intensity air campaign deep into 
Iranian territory. The results confirmed an often underappreciated principle 
among military strategists: once air superiority is established, airpower can 
achieve strategic objectives with a level of speed, scale, and precision that sur-
passes options from any other domain.

31. Mohammed Hussein, “Mapping 10,000 Cross-Border Attacks between Israel and Lebanon,” Al Jazeera, 
25 September 2024, https://www.aljazeera.com/.

32. Graham Scarbro, “A Closer Look at Israel’s Use of 80 Bunker-Buster JDAMs in Beirut,” Proceedings 
150, no. 10 (2024), https://www.usni.org/.

33. Aaron Bernstein, Israel’s Divine Mission Against Iran: How Meticulously Israel Plans to Break Iran’s 
Ayatollah’s Neck (Eigenverglag, 2025), https://books.google.com/.
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The campaign began with months of preparation, including the October 
2024 Operation Days of Repentance, during which the IAF systematically dis-
mantled Iranian air defense systems to create operational access. Traveling 
1,000 kilometers one way to reach targets deep inside Iran, Israeli aircraft—
specifically its American-made F-35I stealth fighters—successfully penetrated 
and destroyed multiple advanced Russian-made S-300 SAMs.34

Commencing on 13 June 2025, Israel’s surprise attack against Iran proper—
Operation Rising Lion—targeted key military and nuclear leadership, command, 
control, and communications, primary components of Iran’s nuclear weapons 
development, nuclear facilities, essential systems, and infrastructure; Iranian 
military installations; and critical military forces such as SAMs, missile launch-
ers, aerial tankers, fighters, and others.35 Iran retaliated by firing ballistic mis-
siles at Israeli cities, causing damage and casualties.36 In several respects, Is-
rael’s air campaign against Iran applied many of the same principles that the 
US-led coalition used in the extraordinarily successful Desert Storm air cam-
paign of 1991 but adapted to Israel’s particular campaign objectives.37 Israel flew 
approximately 1,500 sorties with over 600 air refuelings, attacked 900 targets 
with about 1,500 aimpoints using around 4,300 munitions; 370 of the strikes 
were by fighter jets and the rest by UAVs—all without a single loss of a manned 
aircraft.38 The Rising Lion air campaign lasted 12 days, ending on 24 June 2025.

It is important to highlight the performance of the IAF stealth F-35Is in 
achieving air superiority over Iran. Without the low observable characteristics 
(stealth) and situational awareness inherent in the F-35 design and systems, 
Israel could not have succeeded as it did. The IAF F-35Is conducted the initial 
penetration missions deep into Iran that neutralized Iran’s air defenses and 
gathered real-time intelligence, while F-15I fighters followed with heavy pay-
loads of up to 18,000 pounds to conduct sustained bombing together with F-16Is 
and a significant number of UAVs used both for ISR and weapons employ-
ment.39 In addition, the F-35I served as an airborne sensor, providing 

34. Sean Matthews, “Israel and US Modified F-35s to Enable Iran Attack without Refuelling, Sources 
Say,” Middle East Eye, 14 June 2025, https://www.middleeasteye.net/.

35. “U.S. and Israeli Strikes Against Iranian Targets,” JINSA [Jewish Institute for National Security of 
America], 24 June 2025, https://jinsa.org/.

36. Alia Chughtai, “Visualizing 12 Days of the Israel-Iran conflict,” Al Jazeera, 26 June 2025, https://
www.aljazeera.com/.

37. Diane T. Putney, Airpower Advantage: Planning the Gulf War Air Campaign 1989–1991 (Air Force 
History and Museums Program, 2004), https://media.defense.gov/.

38. Emanuel Fabian, “‘The Stars Aligned’: Why Israel Set Out for a War Against Iran, and What It 
Achieved,” The Times of Israel, 27 June 2025, https://www.timesofisrael.com/.

39. Yonah Jeremy Bob, “Israel Accomplished ‘Revolutions’ in Drone and Air Defense Systems During 
Iran War,” The Jerusalem Post, 1 July 2025, https://www.jpost.com/; and Yaakov Lappin, “The F-35’s key 
role in the war against Iran,” JNS, 10 July 2025, https://www.jns.org/.
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360-degree spherical situational awareness and threat warnings to non-stealthy 
aircraft operating in the threat arena.

By systematically nullifying Iran’s air defenses, Israel achieved the air supe-
riority required to conduct high-tempo operations across the breadth and 
depth of Iran. Israel’s success demonstrates how effective air superiority can be 
in eliminating attempts to achieve anti-access and air denial by conducting ef-
fective offensive counterair operations that paved the way for sustained air-
power projection. This was clearly demonstrated in the form of both Israel’s 
own follow-on air strikes and the United States’ Operation Midnight Hammer 
B-2 stealth bomber attacks on Iran’s nuclear infrastructure.40

Beyond the direct military benefits that airpower delivered, achieving air supe-
riority over Iran enables Israel to execute a follow-on strategy. With its nuclear 
facilities severely damaged, its military and nuclear program leadership trun-
cated, and its enrichment efforts significantly disrupted, Tehran is forced into a 
permanent state of caution. That yields a strategy of denial by delay—a repeatable 
outcome, sustained through intermittent precision attacks. With air superiority 
established over Iran, Israel has already secured the means to pursue this 
strategy option repeatedly. Iran has no answer to Israel’s airpower, and as a re-
sult, Israel can steadily take apart any attempt to rebuild its nuclear and ballistic-
missile programs at will. This strategy also keeps Israel’s alternatives open. Now, 
Tehran can only reconstitute its missile program under threat. It would have to 
carry out any new effort to enrich uranium or build covert facilities under the 
shadow of Israeli air attack, which imposes a level of strategic control over Iran.41

Israel’s attainment of air superiority during Operation Rising Lion marked a 
strategic inflection point in the Middle East, fundamentally altering the political-
military dynamics of the region. By penetrating deep into Iranian territory to 
achieve desired effects against military and nuclear program leadership, mis-
sile, and military targets, Israel demonstrated airpower’s incredible level of op-
erational reach, precision, and resilience. This achievement of air superiority 
redefined strategic deterrence in the region: Iran can no longer rely on geogra-
phy or hardened facilities as a sanctuary. For Arab Gulf states, the operation 
elevated Israel’s credibility as both a security guarantor and a capable counter-
balance to Tehran’s ambitions.

The broader consequences are equally profound. Israel’s air superiority not 
only blunted Iran’s regional influence by crippling key Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps infrastructure and degrading nuclear capabilities, but it also 
shifted the balance of power across Iran’s proxy network. Hezbollah, the 
Houthis, and others now operate under the threat of Israeli preemption. More-

40. August Pfluger and David Deptula, “A Spectacular Airstrike On Iran—and a Sobering Warning,” 
The Hill, 27 June 2025, https://thehill.com/.

41. John A. Tirpak, “This Could Turn Out to Be the Successor to the Cold War Concept of Contain-
ment,” Air Force Magazine, February 1999. https://www.airandspaceforces.com/.
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over, the Operation Rising Lion air campaign validated a twenty-first-century 
model of warfare that integrates penetrating stealth aircraft, UAVs, standoff 
munitions, ISR fusion, cyber-electromagnetic dominance, and missile defense—
establishing systemic air superiority, not just tactical success. In doing so, it 
dispelled the supposition that air denial strategies render air superiority obso-
lete. Far from outdated, air superiority—executed with the right doctrine, plat-
forms, and political resolve—remains pivotal in modern warfare.

As a result, diplomatic leverage in the Middle East has markedly shifted to 
Jerusalem and Washington. With Iran forced to negotiate from a position of 
weakness and regional actors reassessing their security alignments, Israel se-
curing air superiority over Iran has not only reshaped the battlespace but also 
the diplomatic terrain.

Israel’s successful achievement of air superiority against Iran has changed 
the strategic environment of the Middle East forever. Summarizing the key 
contributors to that success Bar stated,

I want to tell you what the decisive component is, because that also dic-
tates what our flight policy should be. It’s the stand-in capability over 
Tehran. If you ask me: “Commander, what is the decisive element of 
victory? Is it Natanz? Is it 80 surface-to-surface missile launchers?” It 
is aircraft over Tehran whenever we choose—that’s a significant deci-
sive component.42

In other words—air superiority.

The Limits of Air Denial

The recent conflicts in Ukraine and the Middle East reveal a fundamental 
divergence in strategic outcomes tied directly to air control: where air superior-
ity is absent, wars degenerate into attritional stalemates. Where it is achieved, 
conflicts can be shaped decisively. The lesson is clear: air denial may frustrate 
an adversary’s ambitions, but only air superiority enables operational success 
and strategic initiative.

Russia’s war in Ukraine illustrates the perils of mutual air denial. The prolif-
eration of FPV PGMs and loitering munitions has made maneuver costly and 
territorial gains rare. Neither Russia nor Ukraine has been able to seize the ini-
tiative decisively because neither side controls the air.43 This kind of stalemate 
represents precisely what America’s military must avoid in future conflicts. The 
contrast between Ukraine’s defensive improvisation and Israel’s offensive flex-

42. Israeli Defense Forces, “Commander of the Israeli Air Force: ‘I Want to Tell You What the Decisive 
Component Is: Aircraft over Tehran Whenever We Choose,’ ” 27 June 2025, https://www.idf.il/.
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ibility shows why air superiority—not air denial—is the strategic asymmetry 
that unlocks victory.

This lesson is particularly urgent for the United States, which must maintain 
credible readiness across multiple theaters around the globe—from Europe and 
the Middle East to the Indo-Pacific. In any future conflict, particularly with a 
peer adversary, air superiority will be essential to countering aggression, pro-
jecting power, and meeting strategic objectives. It cannot be assumed; it must 
be planned for, resourced, and achieved.

Some have suggested that drone-centric strategies offer a cheaper, more 
scalable alternative to full-scale airpower.44 UAVs, collaborative combat air-
craft, FPV PGMs, drone swarms and loitering munitions have tactical utility, 
but they cannot support strategic objectives on their own. The US military must 
resist the temptation to see them as silver bullets. These systems are tools—not 
substitutes—for a comprehensive airpower strategy. Their real value lies in in-
tegration with crewed aircraft, ISR systems, and command-and-control net-
works that can execute coordinated and cohesive air campaigns.

Of course, the growing threat from drones/low-cost PGMs involves all the 
services. Addressing these threats demands an integrated joint approach. Rely-
ing on million-dollar air-to-air missiles or SAM interceptors to counter $1,000 
drones is unsustainable. Solving this problem will require rethinking air de-
fense altogether. Directed energy, electronic warfare, counter-UAV systems, 
and rapid-response sensors must be developed, deployed, and integrated across 
all service components. Offensive counterair operations targeting enemy drone 
production, storage, and launch infrastructure will be a key part of the solution. 
Strategies to deal with China’s potential aggression must not allow China sanc-
tuary anywhere.

Air denial may delay defeat. Air superiority enables victory.

Conclusion:  
Air Superiority Is a Strategic Constant

The defining lesson from today’s wars is clear: air superiority remains the 
cornerstone of decisive military power. Its absence results in strategic stagna-
tion, bloody attrition-based fights, and prolonged conflict. Its presence enables 
rapid decision, strategic flexibility, and political leverage. From the trench-
scarred plains of Ukraine to the skies over Tehran, modern conflict continues to 
validate these enduring truths.

Ukraine’s use of drones/PGMs, cruise missiles, and loitering munitions— 
while innovative and effective in delaying Russian advances—has not led to op-
erational breakthroughs. Ukraine has employed these systems out of necessity, 
not by choice, and they cannot substitute for sustained, theater-wide air con-

44. Pickrell et al., “Musk.”



Deptula

AIR & SPACE POWER JOURNAL  23

trol. By contrast, Israel’s 2025 air campaign against Iran, made possible by the 
swift achievement of air superiority, demonstrates what modern airpower can 
accomplish: decapitation of command networks, destruction of strategic capa-
bilities, deterrence through demonstrated reach, and freedom of action across 
multiple domains.

The United States must take heed. As it prepares for potential high-end con-
flict in the Indo-Pacific, rather than over-invest in cheap, small drones/PGMs, 
the United States must make prudent investments where such systems add value. 
Small drones have utility, but they lack the range, survivability, and punch re-
quired to project power across oceans or against peer adversaries. In any pro-
longed conflict—especially one involving China—victory will depend not on the 
ability to deny airspace temporarily but on the ability to dominate it decisively.

Air superiority remains a central doctrinal tenet of US military strategy. It 
must be resourced, modernized, and adapted to emerging threats—not rede-
fined on the basis of a conflict with unique circumstances that do not reflect US 
military characteristics, capabilities, or capacity. That includes acknowledging 
the growing danger of low-cost precision munitions and drone swarms but do-
ing so in an integrated fashion across all the services, not by adjusting air supe-
riority fundamentals in favor of reactive denial strategies.

Tools alone do not win wars: appropriate and adequately resourced strategy 
does. Drones, loitering munitions, and layered defenses are necessary but in-
sufficient components of such a strategy. They are tactical enablers, not strate-
gic substitutes. What enables freedom of maneuver, persistence of force effects, 
mobility, and dominance across all domains is control of the air.

Innovation is essential. But discarding what works is not. Tactical advances 
should be integrated with doctrine, not used to invalidate it prematurely. The 
absence of air superiority in Ukraine demonstrates what happens when a com-
batant lacks that capability. Israel’s rapid victory over Iran showcases the ad-
vantages that air superiority makes possible.

Air superiority enables success in major combat operations. It is not obso-
lete. It is essential, and it must remain a central tenet of US airpower. µ

Disclaimer and Copyright 
The views and opinions in Air & Space Power Journal (ASPJ) are those of the authors and are not officially 
sanctioned by any agency or department of the US government. This document and trademark(s) contained 
herein are protected by law and provided for noncommercial use only. Any reproduction is subject to the 
Copyright Act of 1976 and applicable treaties of the United States. The authors retain all rights granted under 
17 U.S.C. §106. Any reproduction requires author permission and a standard source credit line. Contact the 
ASPJ editor for assistance: aspj@au.af.edu.


