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Reconceptualizing Strategic Attack

Implications for the Air Force

HEATHER P. VENABLE

This article reconceptualizes strategic attack, addressing the ambiguity sur-
rounding the concept in both airpower history and doctrine. A review of  cur-
rent doctrine and case studies from World War I to the present reveals that 
much of  what is considered strategic attack—thought to dominate the US Air 
Force’s history in practice—is actually operational in nature. A more joint-
minded way of  considering the service’s history demonstrates how a revised 
and refined understanding of  strategic attack can ease ongoing tensions among 
the military services and strengthen airpower’s role in joint operations.1

More than one hundred years have passed since Airmen first began 
using long-range bombers to target an adversary’s cities, seeking to 
have a number of strategic and operational effects that ranged from 
destroying infrastructure to disrupting supply lines to demoralizing 

the enemy. Yet confusion reigns—both in airpower historiography and doctrine—
as to what such strategic attack actually entails and what it does not.

This confusion creates ongoing tension that undermines joint operations, in 
part because such an expansive view of strategic attack tends to reinforce the 
perception that the Air Force values strategic attack above all else, especially 
close air support.2 For airpower practitioners, then, it is important to under-
stand the muddled and problematic nature of past and current thinking on 
strategic attack within the national security community. Additionally, largely 
eliminating the argument that airpower can be used independently helps the 
Air Force improve its reputation for jointness. Finally, using a more precise and 
narrow definition of strategic attack puts airpower history in perspective, re-
vealing that since the inception of the Army Air Corps, airpower historically has
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provided far more strategic effect—defined as an impact that helps to meet po-
litical objectives—through operational rather than strategic attack. Given how 
contentious such air warfare is among the Air Force’s sister services, recogniz-
ing and addressing this reality can improve joint relations.

What Is Strategic Attack?

Scholars themselves cannot agree on what constitutes strategic attack. One 
analyst defines this practice as “attacks [against] fixed military, industrial, and 
civilian targets in and near political or economic centers.”3 By this definition, 
almost any strike could be considered a strategic attack as long as it occurred 
near “political or economic centers.” In a similar vein, this analysis uses the 
term strategic interdiction, which is problematic if viewed in terms of effect.4 
For example, striking a tank factory would be perceived to be strategic interdic-
tion. This may sometimes be the most efficient way to destroy tanks, but plan-
ners seek to destroy tanks primarily to have operational effects, undercutting 
an opponent’s military strategy on the battlefield.

Another scholar offers a more focused definition of strategic attack as the 
“use of air power against targets that were chosen specifically because of the 
damage to the enemy that would result in advance of any battle, such as facto-
ries, cities, and transport systems.”5 Yet such a definition emphasizes eroding 
the enemy’s military capabilities before they can be brought to bear on the bat-
tlefield. This version resembles the previous definition of strategic and opera-
tional interdiction while ignoring the true marks of strategic attack—non-military 
targets such as cities, political leadership, or the economy.

Yet another analysis homes in on targeting “a country’s warmaking potential 
rather than at its deployed armed forces.”6 This narrow definition similarly ex-
cludes a range of potential political targets, once again highlighting operational 
attack more than strategic attack. Its economic focus, however, is most in keep-
ing with how the US Army Air Forces itself conceived of strategic bombardment 
in World War II.7

Finally, a perspective that considers the aims of strategic attack makes the 
unusual distinction that it must have effects in multiple theaters as well as “ful-
fill national or multinational objectives.” Elsewhere in this analysis, however, 
certain elements echo the tendency of many scholars to refer more to opera-
tional than strategic attack. For example, the analysis claims that strategic at-

3. Robert Pape, Bombing to Win: Air Power and Coercion in War (Cornell University Press, 1996), 46.
4. Pape, Bombing, 72 and 75.
5. Phillips Payson O’Brien, How the War Was Won (Cambridge University Press, 2015), 18.
6. Mark Clodfelter, The Limits of Air Power: The American Bombing of North Vietnam (University of 
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tack “generally and directly relate[s] to the opponent’s ability to maintain 
forces in the field as well as his will to resist.” This example mimics the first two 
analysts’ interdiction-heavy focus. From this perspective, however, even an air 
superiority campaign is “in its effects, a strategic attack.”8 According to this line 
of thinking, if air superiority constitutes strategic attack, then it would follow 
that almost all airpower history consists of strategic attacks.

Considering these varied approaches to the concept, this article proposes that 
whether a strike is a strategic or operational attack is determined largely by a 
planner’s primary intended effect. If, above all else, a strike seeks to directly affect 
the political level of war—that is, non-military targets—then it is strategic. By con-
trast, if an attack focuses on affecting an opponent’s military strategy—whether it 
be by attacking a tank or a tank factory, for example—it is operational.

This delineation aligns with the theory of victory according to the first genera-
tion of Airmen—to obviate the need to defeat an opponent’s military, a lesson they 
believed World War I made self-evident.9 This approach also overlaps to some ex-
tent with the idea of effects-based operations in that planners should consider what 
specific effects they seek beyond simple destruction.10 While one scholar correctly 
states that only the target can ultimately decide what strategic effects an attack may 
have by determining how to react, it is also impossible for planners to anticipate 
that reaction, making this approach more feasible for current officers.11

A Narrower View of Strategic Attack

The key distinction, then, between strategic attack and operational attack is 
whether the mission seeks to have a direct effect at the enemy’s political level, 
including impacts on their political leaders, transportation systems, civilian 
population, general economy, and other non-military targets. The operational 
level of war, by contrast, focuses on “translat[ing] broad military strategic ob-
jectives into tangible tactical activities.”12 Seeking operational effect, then, se-
cures military objectives and sucks effort into the very maw of war, which Ital-
ian Air Marshal Giulio Douhet and others desperately wanted to avoid by 
advocating for attacking the military itself or its supply source.

This distinction more neatly organizes the desired effects of an attack as either 
strategic or operational. For example, strategic attack is exemplified in Germa-

8. Mark J. Conversino, “The Changed Nature of Strategic Air Attack,” The US Army War College Quar-
terly: Parameters 27, no. 4 (1997): 34.

9. Giulio Douhet, Command of the Air (repr., Air University Press, 2019); and see also B. H. Lidell 
Hart, Strategy, 2nd edition (Penguin, 1991), 349.

10. See, for example, John T. Correll, “The Assault on EBO,” Air & Space Forces Magazine, 1 January 
2013, https://www.airandspaceforces.com/article/0113ebo/.

11. Colin Gray, Airpower for Strategic Effect (Air University Press, 2012).
12. Peter Mientus, “The Importance of Effective Joint Operational Level Warfare and How to Achieve 

It,” The Three Swords Magazine 36 (2020): 53; https://www.jwc.nato.int/newsroom/three-swords/.
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ny’s unrestricted U-boat campaign against Great Britain and the United States 
during World War II, where planners desired above all to isolate and starve Brit-
ain so Germany would not have to defeat its opponent on the battlefield.

The argument is not that only non-military attacks will directly affect politi-
cal leadership. It is that the actual effects are unpredictable, most especially 
when it comes to human decision-making. Moreover, operational attack is an 
indirect and generally slow way to change political will.13 In some cases, plan-
ners might be seeking to have both operational and strategic effects, but gener-
ally one effect will be of primary importance. Focusing on the effect planners 
intended or intend reveals the contexts in which strategic and operational at-
tack have been most successful and when they have failed.

Strategic Attack Doctrine in the US Air Force

Air Force Doctrine Publication (AFDP) 3-70 notes that strategic attack is a 
method of “bypass[ing] surface forces and strik[ing] directly at the enemy’s 
heart.”14 It further explains that one need not engage in “attrition or decisive 
battle” to meet political objectives. The purpose of strategic attack, versus tradi-
tional warfare, is to leapfrog “operational-level effects” (fig. 1).15

Figure 1. Differences between strategic attack and operational attack

13. John A. Warden III, “The Enemy as a System,” Airpower Journal (Spring 1995): 43.
14. Air Force Doctrine Publication 3-70 (AFDP), Strategic Attack (Curtis LeMay Center for Doctrine 

Development and Education, 22 November 2021), 3; https://www.doctrine.af.mil/Doctrine-Publications 
/AFDP-3-70-Strategic-Attack/.

15. AFDP 3-70, 7.
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AFDP 3-70, however, simultaneously undercuts traditional understanding 
by insisting that strategic attack can “achieve national or military strategic 
objectives.”16 The premise of strategic attack is to avoid military objectives.

Elsewhere, AFDP 3-70 problematically interweaves various theories of vic-
tory, including paralysis theory, systems theory, and complexity theory. It 
vaguely remarks, for example, that strategic attack’s “most distinguishing fea-
ture is its focus on high-level effects against enemy systems.” Having not de-
fined or given an example, AFDP 3-70 quickly shifts to another planning con-
cept: centers of gravity, stating: “Through application of force against enemy 
centers of gravity (COGs), [strategic attack’s] goal is to achieve strategic, war-
winning effects by the most direct, effective, and efficient means possible.” It 
then further explains that strategic attack can have effects on “critical leader-
ship functions, infrastructure, and strategy, achieving results by affecting the 
psychological, cognitive, and behavioral aspects of warfare.”17 AFDP 3-70 also 
adds more possible effects, including causing “systemic shock.”18 Taken to-
gether, it is difficult to figure out how to conceptualize strategic attack.

AFDP 3-70 provides a chart of seven short examples of what it claims to be 
successful historical strategic attack, including two non-airpower examples. Yet 
of those seven, only one clearly constitutes strategic attack in seeking to avoid 
the defeat of an opponent’s military. This example concerns Operation Allied 
Force, where NATO “strategic attack operations helped coerce Yugoslav leader 
Slobodan Milošević to submit to NATO demands (1999).” Yet its vague causal 
explanation undercuts the definition of strategic attack and renders it unhelpful 
for airpower professionals.

This ambiguity is repeated in the next listed incident. In seeking to affect 
“key government and military installations,” the airstrikes conducted during 
the initial period of Operation Iraqi Freedom (2003) provide an example of 
both strategic and operational attack; however, the doctrine fails to distinguish 
between the two. And while the airstrikes “disrupt[ed] Iraqi command and con-
trol,” doctrine does not clarify whether this effect was on political leadership, 
the military, or both. One might also point out that any strategic effect was ulti-
mately limited because the airstrikes failed to bring peace quickly—the very in-
tent of strategic attack.

The other examples are arguably misidentified as strategic rather than opera-
tional. Doctrine cites the Battle of Issus (333 BCE), where Alexander the Great 
led an attack against King Darius III, ending in his removal from the battlefield 
and the Persian army’s retreat.19 But the example only provides operational 

16. AFDP 3-70, 3.
17. AFDP 3-70, 3.
18. AFDP 3-70, 2.
19. AFDP 3-70, 7.
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rather than strategic effects—the army’s retreat. Indeed, the campaign continued 
for years because Alexander did not fulfill his political objectives at Issus.20

The same holds true for the second listed example, best described as an op-
erational attack because it affected Germany’s military capability. During 
World War II, “Allied bomber crews and commando teams destroyed the Ger-
man heavy-water program—derailing Nazi nuclear reactor plans and Hitler’s 
hope for an atomic bomb with it.”21 Air Force doctrine claims that this pur-
ported strategic attack prevented the Germans from developing the bomb; 
however, as tempting as it may be to read this attack’s effect retrospectively be-
cause it targeted an atomic weapon, it is ultimately unhelpful to impose such an 
understanding of the possible revolution caused by nuclear weapons into the 
thinking of the time.22 A better example of strategic attack would be the Hiro-
shima and Nagasaki bombings that compelled Japanese leaders to surrender.

Another example from World War II—the Allied destruction of Japanese 
merchant ships in the Pacific that “consciously avoided engagement with Japa-
nese naval forces while denying Japan crucial war-sustaining resources”—has 
some elements of strategic attack in how US submarines avoided Japanese 
ships. Yet attacks on “merchant shipping” aimed at “denying Japan crucial war-
sustaining resources” sought above all to have operational effects by undermin-
ing Japan’s warfighting capability.23

This mislabeling occurs with the remaining two examples: the coalition 
strikes “on a Libyan regime convoy, leading directly to Muamar Gaddafi’s cap-
ture and fulfillment of U.N. Security Council Resolution 1973 (2011), preventing 
further attacks against civilians by Gaddafi’s forces”; and the 2020 US airstrike 
that killed Iranian Quds leader General Qasem Soleimani. The former takes a 
highly short-term view, ignoring the extent to which Gaddafi’s death by oppos-
ing rebels may have protected some civilians initially but precipitated a larger 
civil war that had catastrophic implications for many others.24 By only tempo-
rarily securing peace and concluding operations before Libya determined 
whether it could be successfully governed, this example cannot be considered 
to have met political objectives.25 The latter case involving Soleimani is also not 

20. Donathan Taylor, “Battle of Issus,” EBSCO Research Starters, accessed 22 July 2025, https://www 
.ebsco.com/.

21. AFDP 3-70, 7.
22. Michael D. Gordin, Five Days in August: How World War II Became a Nuclear War (Princeton 

University Press, 2015).
23. AFDP 3-70, 7.
24. Kersten Knipp, “Libya’s Unstable Decade After Moammar Gadhafi’s Death,” DW [Deutsche Welle], 

20 October 2021, https://www.dw.com/; and Mohamed A. Daw et al., “Trends and Patterns of Deaths, In-
juries and Intentional Disabilities Within the Libyan Armed Conflict: 2012–2017,” PloS One 14, no. 5 
(2019): e0216061.

25. Melissa Salyk-Virk, “The Conflicts in Libya from 2011-2020,” in Airstrikes, Proxy Warfare, and 
Civilian Casualties in Libya (New America, last updated 2 June 2020), https://www.newamerica.org/.
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strategic but operational, given that doctrine notes how it “disrupt[ed] Iranian 
military operations.”26 By AFDP 3-70’s own definition of strategic attack, dis-
ruption does not meet the bar of “achiev[ing] strategic, war-winning effects.”27

The Air Force’s current doctrine consists of cherry-picked and problematic 
examples of strategic attack, leaving planners struggling to understand what it 
entails. A broader span of US airpower history helps to distinguish between op-
erational and strategic attack in several key conflicts, identifying when each 
method has been most successful in contributing to political objectives.

The Historical Effectiveness of Strategic Attack

As the following historical case studies demonstrate, operational airpower has 
consistently and most effectively helped meet political objectives by defeating an 
opponent’s military strategy. Strategic attack has also been successful at times.

World War I

From almost the beginning of World War I, multiple countries experimented 
with strategic attack, seeking various desired effects, with some more coherent 
than others. For example, Royal Air Force Secretary of State William Weir, des-
perate to try anything to end the war, expressed to his then-Chief of the Air 
Staff Hugh Trenchard that he hoped Trenchard “could start up a really big fire” 
in a German town, presumably to cause fear and panic among civilians.28

Historians agree that strategic attack failed for a range of reasons, including 
the bombers’ significant lack of precision, thus failing to achieve its political ob-
jectives. Operational effect, however, proved to be a critical enabler of victory. 
Over time, Great Britain and France eroded German airpower advantages as 
they gained air superiority, helped defeat the Ludendorff Offensive, and refined 
air-ground operations to defeat Germany in the 100 Days Offensive.29

World War II—Europe

Airpower against Germany in World War II had far more significant opera-
tional than strategic effects, as can be seen clearly even in the Combined Bomber 
Offensive (CBO). From its beginning in 1943, the CBO focused on undermining 
German warfighting capability. It prioritized submarine construction yards, air-
craft factories, transportation, oil, and other war-supporting factories.

This campaign also does not meet the intent of strategic attack as set forth by 
airpower advocates like Douhet. It did not end the war quickly and decisively by 

26. AFDP 3-70, 7.
27. AFDP 3-70, 3.
28. John H. Morrow Jr., “The First World War, 1914–1919,” in A History of Air Warfare, ed. John Andreas 

Olsen (Potomac Books, 2010), 23.
29. Morrow, “First World War,” 24.
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attacking political targets. As one scholar argues, the CBO did not even represent 
an independent air campaign. Army Air Force war plans noted that the CBO “re-
sembled the British commitment to wearing Germany down prior to a land 
invasion.”30 In this way, the CBO sought to make the ground operation far easier.

The Allies’ operational approach continued to dominate during 1944, most 
notably by securing air superiority for the Normandy invasion. In the process, 
Germany diverted 68 percent of its aircraft from the Eastern Front for home-
land defense.31 In an added irony, the Army Air Forces used its offensive 
weapon par excellence—the bomber—as bait to compel the German fighters up 
to the skies so American fighters could destroy them.32

The Army Air Forces estimated that by 1945, it had devoted only about 24 
percent of its efforts to strategic attack. Of that 24 percent, however, almost 75 
percent actually sought operational effects (table 1).33

Table 1. Army Air Forces target sets, 1944 to 1945, by percentage of total 
bomb tonnage, with potential strategic attack designated by an asterisk.34

Target Set % of Total Tons of Bombs Dropped

Marshalling yards 27% 195,610

Airfields 11.6% 82,691

Military installations 8.8% 62,908

Other specific industries* 7.5% 53,492

Aircraft factories 6.2% 44,437

Ground cooperation 5% 36,958

Ship yards, sub pens 4.8% 34,427

Railroads, roads, bridges 4.2% 30,557

Jettisoned and unknown* 3.6% 25,535

Obviously “city areas” comes closest to representing the vision of strategic 
bombardment theorists like Douhet, but the Army Air Forces targeted those 
areas only 6.6 percent of the time in terms of total bomb tonnage.35 While it 
could be argued its practice of blind bombing resulted in unintended effects 
on the civilian populations of cities, the service intended to hit more opera-

30. Richard Overy, The Bombers and the Bombed: Allied Air War over Europe, 1940–1945 (Penguin, 
2013), 110.

31. Richard Overy, “The Air War in Europe, 1939–1945” in History of Air Warfare, 49.
32. Eugene Thomas Winn, Liberator Bomber: The Correspondence of Lieutenant Eugene T. Winn of the 

446th Bomb Group, 1942–1945 (Mercer University Press, 2004), 68.
33. Thomas Alexander Hughes, Over Lord: General Pete Quesada and the Triumph of Tactical Air 

Power in World War II (The Free Press, 1995), 16.
34. Army Air Forces Statistical Digest World War II, 2nd printing (Office of Statistical Control, Decem-

ber 1945), 240; http://www.91stbombgroup.com/.
35. Statistical Digest, 242.
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tional targets that tragically happened to be located in urban areas.36 The 
Army Air Forces devoted slightly more to other unspecified industrial tar-
gets.37 The attritional nature of these attacks undercuts the label “strategic” as 
Airmen understood it.

Transportation and the means to enable transportation, such as oil, received 
the majority of the Army Air Forces’ effort against Germany, constituting 42 
percent of targeting between March and May 1944.38 These strikes should be 
considered operational because they primarily intended to prevent Germany 
from using its railroads to send soldiers and materiel to the battlefield and its 
oil to fly airplanes and drive tanks. They also helped to paralyze the German 
ability to produce war materiel.39 Importantly, the attack on transportation was 
highly inefficient; only by taking an expansive view would one consider this 
strategic—but even then—it would be a highly inefficient form of it. The Army 
Air Forces itself recognized that cutting rail lines in particular required a “con-
tinuous operation” because the lines could be quickly repaired.40

Even if operational attack dominated, the CBO did have elements of strategic 
attack. At the political level of war, the CBO opened another front to shore up a 
key alliance with the Soviet Union. Yet, it was the Battle of Berlin as the Allied 
armies threatened the German capital—not the CBO—that affected Hitler’s 
decision-making when he took his own life. In short, strategic attack did not 
convince him to surrender.

Even if operational attack was more effective overall than strategic attack, it 
is still important to evaluate strategic attack not by the ambitious inter-war 
claims of the bomber barons but by what effects it had in wartime. One analy-
sis, for example, concludes that in “Europe, strategic bombing did not prove the 
case of its most outspoken advocates.”41 The RAF and later the US Army Air 
Forces experienced almost a “near-catastrophic failure … to make good the pre-
war claims.”42 This analysis is correct on both counts, but that is beside the 
point. The CBO did not need to win a war by itself to necessarily be worth the 
investment. In this case, interwar airpower theory—and its hold on airpower 
scholarship—threatens to undercut how practitioners might apply strategic at-
tack in future contests.

36. Overy, Bombers and the Bombed.
37. Statistical Digest, 242.
38. “Big Tonnages Clog Movement of Enemy Troops, Supplies,” Impact! (September 1944): 12.
39. Alfred C. Mierzejewski, The Collapse of the German War Economy, 1944–1945: Allied Air Power 

and the German National Railway (The University of North Carolina Press, 1988), 182.
40. Overy, Bombers and the Bombed, 350; and “Rail Lines Cut Off Across Italy,” Impact! (May 1944).
41. Tami Davis Biddle, Rhetoric and Reality in Air Warfare: The Evolution of British and American Ideas 

about Strategic Bombing, 1914–1945 (Princeton University Press, 2002), 292.
42. Biddle, Rhetoric and Reality, 301.
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World War II—Japan

The war against Japan played out differently in important ways. While joint 
air-sea operational attack theoretically defeated the Japanese military, it took 
strategic attack to change Tokyo’s decision-making.43

Beginning in the fall of 1943, the Army Air Forces launched its long-
awaited campaign against the Japanese homeland from the Mariana Islands. 
Initially, the operation targeted aircraft production, thus seeking to have an 
effect on Japan’s ability to defend itself as had occurred against Germany. 
Struggling to undertake precision attack, however, the Army Air Forces 
shifted to an incendiary campaign against Japan’s cities. Airmen claimed that 
they sought to shut down the Japanese factories’ support of the war effort. 
Arguably, such efforts also sought to have a psychological effect on Japanese 
civilians, although this was not stated outright.44 The Army Air Forces, how-
ever, failed to achieve much effectiveness through either operational or stra-
tegic attack through the firebombing campaign. Aerial mining and subma-
rines had already largely made it impossible for Japanese factories to secure 
the supplies they needed to produce much of anything.45 The plight of Japa-
nese civilians also did little to affect Japan’s leadership. Although firebombing 
destroyed some military production by burning Japan’s urban areas, it ulti-
mately failed to drive political leaders to surrender.

By contrast, the dropping of the atomic bombs on Japan quickly and dra-
matically changed decision-making.46 This was both the intended effect and the 
actual effect, making the “political” bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki one of 
history’s most successful examples of strategic attack.47 This effort resulted in 
the destruction of some previously untouched military facilities, but this was 
neither the desired effect nor the causal reason for Japanese surrender. As in 
most cases of successful strategic attack, external factors also helped, especially 
the possibility of the Soviet Union entering the war against Japan.

The Korean War

While some scholarship suggests that strategic bombing dogma greatly 
shaped how Airmen employed airpower in the Korean War, the reality is far 
different.48 During the war, the US Air Force considered that it had flown 
220,168 sorties for purposes of interdiction and armed reconnaissance; 92,603 

43. Sadao Asada, “The Shock of the Atomic Bomb and Japan’s Decision to Surrender: A Reconsidera-
tion,” Pacific Historical Review 67, no. 4 (1998).

44. Ralph H. Nutter, With the Possum and the Eagle: The Memoir of a Navigator’s War over Germany 
and Japan (University of North Texas Press, 2005), 237.

45. Nutter, Possum and the Eagle.
46. Asado, “Shock.”
47. O’Brien, War, 475–6.
48. Conrad C. Crane, American Airpower Strategy in Korea, 1950–1953 (University Press of Kansas, 2000).
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for close air support; 73,887 for offensive counterair; 60,971 for reconnais-
sance; and 12,931 for defensive counterair. The Air Force counted only 994—or 
0.2 percent—as strategic attack sorties. The Far East Air Force’s (FEAF) initial 
objectives mirrored this reality, with its commander, General George Strate-
meyer, considering his main priorities to be air superiority, support for the 
Army, and isolating the battlefield.49

FEAF had its greatest success early in the war as North Korea tried to dis-
lodge its opponent from the Korean Peninsula. Operational airpower used 
around the Pusan Perimeter had enormous success in terms of close air sup-
port and interdiction, aided by the fact that the mechanized North Korean mili-
tary was at the end of its supply lines and the road and rail network could not 
resupply fast enough. Judged by the original political objectives of US involve-
ment, the United States ensured South Korean sovereignty, making operational 
airpower hugely important to the meeting of political objectives. It was only 
when General Douglas MacArthur, commander of UN forces in Korea, changed 
those objectives to far more ambitious ones—dragging China into the war—that 
airpower struggled to be decisive in affecting the ground situation.

Most of what constitutes strategic attack occurred during the beginning and 
end of the Korean War. Strategic Air Command envisioned shocking North Ko-
rean cities as it had in the Japanese firebombing campaign by “bringing the war 
to the people.”50 Psychological effects, however, did not influence North Korean, 
Chinese, or Soviet decision-making. Moreover, the limitations that the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff imposed on airpower to prevent the Cold War’s expansion insured 
that the Air Force could not directly use strategic attack against the Soviet Union 
or China.51 As such, operational airpower had the most opportunity to try to con-
vince the communist powers that they could not fulfill their military strategy.

Some Western scholars incorrectly assert that the rise in strategic attack at 
the war’s end, including targeting hydroelectric plants and dams, succeeded in 
influencing the truce talks.52 While there is some indication that these attacks 
affected North Korean leadership, they did little to alter Soviet or Chinese 
thinking. Soviet leader Joseph Stalin particularly hoped to drag the war on as 
long as possible, given that the costs the war imposed on the United States were 
far higher than the ones he faced.

His death in March 1953, however, changed the political calculus, with in-
coming Soviet leadership adopting a new grand strategy in dealing with the 
West. China followed suit only 23 days after Stalin’s death; after meeting with 

49. Alan Stephens, “The Air War in Korea, 1950–1953,” in History of Air Warfare, 89.
50. Pape, Bombing, 144–5.
51. Robert F. Futrell, The United States Air Force in Korea (Office of Air Force History, 1983), 480.
52. Ziaoming Zhang, Red Wings over the Yalu: China, the Soviet Union, and the Air War in Korea 

(Texas A&M University Press, 2002), 195.
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the Soviets, China announced its readiness to restart peace proceedings.53 
Peace emerged on the Korean Peninsula not because of strategic attack but be-
cause of changed political circumstances.

The Gulf  War

Like World War II, Desert Storm provides another example of operational 
airpower most effectively meeting political objectives. While some claim that 
strategic bombing had won the war and that war did not require defeating an 
enemy’s fielded forces, they remain in the minority.54

This conflict also marked an evolution in thinking about strategic attack, as 
evident in the heated discussion between US Central Command’s Air Component 
Commander General Chuck Horner and Colonel John Warden, then lead of the 
Air Force planning cell Checkmate, with Horner conflating “strategic” attack with 
nuclear attack.55 Mutually assured destruction had made strategic attack un-
thinkable, and it took Airmen some time to revisit conventional strategic attack. 
Operation Desert Storm importantly brought this debate to the fore again.

Ultimately, though, operational attack had far more effect than strategic at-
tack in Desert Storm, particularly in allowing for the efficient achievement of 
air superiority and then degrading the military effectiveness of Iraqi troops in 
the Kuwaiti theater of operations, thus paving the way for a relatively easy 
ground campaign.56

Operation Allied Force

Operation Allied Force showed the opposite to be true. Here, strategic attack 
worked in conjunction with diplomatic efforts, but operational airpower largely 
failed. Major factors that led Milošević to surrender included Russia’s reversal 
of support, careful targeting of Milošević’s cronies, and the NATO Alliance’s 
stability.57 By contrast, operational attack in targeting Serbian fielded forces 
yielded far less tangible benefit.58

53. Zhang, Red Wings, 190.
54. John A Warden III, “Success In Modern War: A Response to Robert Pape’s Bombing to Win,” Secu-

rity Studies 7, no. 2 (1997/98), https://doi.org/.
55. John Andreas Olsen, John Warden and the Renaissance of American Air Power (Potomac Books, 

2007), 141.
56. Benjamin S. Lambeth, Airpower in the War Against ISIS (Naval Institute Press, 2020), 39; and 
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Operation Inherent Resolve

With few chances to use strategic attack during the Global War on Terror, 
airpower advocates seized opportunities for what some—using a broad under-
standing of the term—considered to be strategic attack during Operation Inher-
ent Resolve. Unsurprisingly, during the operation, the Army and the Air Force 
argued over how to best employ a high-value asset. The Air Force advocated for 
a far greater role for the so-called “strategic” fight while the Army insisted on 
support for the “close” fight, reinforcing the perception by some critics that the 
Air Force did not want to support the Army.59

Two competing accounts take different approaches to this concept. A 2021 
RAND study reveals the tendency to take too encompassing a view of strategic 
attack while a separate analysis largely and correctly ignores the term. The 
RAND report blurs the line between what constitutes deep attack and strategic 
attack. For example, it describes how early on in the operation “the deep fight—
attacks on strategic targets intended to directly degrade ISIS [Islamic State of 
Iraq and Syria] capabilities—and close fights unfolded separately.”60 This con-
flates the conflict’s geography with its aims by defining it as strategic yet de-
scribing the desired effects as being exacted on vaguely-defined “capabilities.”

Under the narrower definition of strategic attack offered here, these attacks 
do not merit being considered strategic attack if planners wanted above all to 
undermine ISIS’ warfighting capability. Viewed this way, the Air Force appears 
far more eager to support the ground campaign’s military objective to retake 
territory, albeit off the battlefield, than if it sought largely to employ airpower 
independently in strategic attack.61

Subsequently, Operation Tidal Wave II sought to attack ISIS’ military 
strategy by undercutting the organization’s financial ability to wage war, thus 
serving a military objective.62 The United States also wanted to “undermine 
ISIS’s self-assurance and fighting spirit through such attacks.”63 This objective 
is so vague as to make it difficult to consider whether “self-assurance” intends 
to create operational or strategic attack, but the overall intent of Tidal Wave II 
appeared to require more operational than strategic attack. Notably, though, if 
planners did intend to undertake strategic attack, then targeting devolved into 
striking more than six hundred trucks hauling oil.64
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Operation Point Blank, by contrast, had both operational and strategic ele-
ments because planners wanted to undermine ISIS’ political ability to govern as 
well as its ability to recruit fighters.65 Still, this primarily constituted opera-
tional attack. As Inherent Resolve spokesperson Colonel Steven Warren noted, 
the real goal was to “eat away at their ability to continue their operations.”66

Unlike the RAND study, a separate analysis on Inherent Resolve barely men-
tions strategic attack, and correctly so. Instead, it suggests that the United States 
could have done “deeper interdiction” to provide “independent leverage against 
ISIS.”67 This use of independent, though, is problematic. Airpower conducts in-
terdiction to isolate the battlefield; thus, it is by nature joint, not independent.

A more strategic campaign would have focused on undercutting ISIS’ ability to 
govern.68 Retired Lieutenant General David A. Deptula, for example, sought 
“concurrent and sustained strategic attacks against ISIS’s most vital centers of 
gravity in Syria,” although he did not identify what those might be.69 Another 
more strategic campaign could have been waged in the information environment 
in “debunk[ing] the Daesh ‘strong caliphate’ narrative.”70 Some analysts, how-
ever, have debated whether this approach would have been more effective.71

Russia’s War in Ukraine

Although small unmanned aerial systems, or drones, have received the lion’s 
share of attention in analyses of the air portion of Russia’s war in Ukraine, 
there are several simultaneous campaigns that highlight the primary impor-
tance of operational attack and the secondary importance of strategic attack, 
which is in keeping with most of the case studies surveyed here.

The most important air war is the traditional operational air superiority bat-
tle. Russia has used missiles, Shaheds, and other cheap platforms to force 
Ukraine to make difficult and expensive choices about what to defend. NATO’s 
provision of Patriots, national advanced surface-to-air missile systems, and 
other air defense systems have critically kept Russia from achieving traditional 
air superiority over Ukraine as a whole. Ukraine’s air defense has preserved 
Ukrainian sovereignty to date, turning the ground war into a war of attrition.

The interdiction campaign, by contrast, has not been as important as it had 
the potential to be. On the one hand, Russia’s inability to do dynamic targeting 

65. Wasser et al., Air War.
66. Wasser et al., Air War, 227.
67. Lambeth, Air War, 82.
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makes it difficult for it to interdict effectively. By contrast, Ukraine struggles to 
mass enough resources to have significant and enduring operational effect. It 
has used air-launched ground weapons like Army Tactical Missile Systems with 
their almost 200-mile range to push Russian command and control and logis-
tics centers farther away from the frontlines.72 This approach adds friction to 
Russian efforts, but it has yet to enable a breakthrough.

In terms of the long-range campaigns waged by both sides, it is not always 
clear what effects planners seek. At times Ukraine seemingly has sought a psy-
chological effect on Russian citizens and decisionmakers in launching small at-
tacks against Moscow, thereby constituting strategic attack. On the other hand, 
the majority of Ukraine’s long-range campaign has been operational in seeking 
to destroy bombers and hurt oil and drone production.

Meanwhile, Russia wages strategic attacks against Ukrainian citizens in its hor-
rific strikes against hospitals and other civilian targets. Its targeting of Ukraine’s 
electricity infrastructure may also be considered strategic if Russian planners seek 
to affect enemy morale or political leaders’ willingness to continue waging the war. 
Yet thus far, such attacks have not changed Ukrainian leaders’ decision-making. 
On the other hand, if Russia seeks to force Ukraine to use up precious air defense, 
then such strikes are more operational. The Russian case highlights the tendency of 
air warfare to devolve into a game of trying a bit of everything at once when one has 
a sufficient inventory of aircraft, weapons, and more.

In short, neither side has been successful enough with operational attack to 
break through the stalemate and win on the battlefield. Meanwhile, strategic 
attack has yet to provide a shortcut to directly meet political objectives by win-
ning off the battlefield.

So What? Strategic Attack for Airpower Practitioners

Paring down the concept of strategic attack has two primary benefits for air-
power employment. First, and perhaps most importantly, it assuages concerns 
from joint and coalition partners that the Air Force understands their desire for 
the critical support airpower provides. In Operation Iraqi Freedom, simply label-
ing strategic attack as “strategic regime”—defined as neutralizing the “regime’s 
ability to command forces/govern State”—helped ease interservice tensions.73 In 
short, the Air Force’s approach to jointness stands to improve significantly with a 
more focused understanding of strategic attack.
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Second, recategorizing much of what has been considered strategic attack 
throughout airpower history as operational attack helps to confirm several points:

•  Strategic attack remains controversial in the national security community, in 
part because expansive and competing definitions have resulted in the identi-
fication of much of historical targeting as strategic. Separating out the in-
tended effects highlights that operational attack has generally but not always 
been more effective while providing a clearer perspective on the relative bal-
ance between operational and strategic approaches in past case studies.

•  Some airpower advocates believe that Air Force officers censor themselves 
too much, failing to convince sister services of what the Air Force can do. 
Highlighting the dominance of operational attack in Air Force history pro-
vides a path forward for more outspoken officers who better understand 
the breadth of US airpower history and can explain that strategic attack 
has not dominated the service’s historical record.74

•  Airpower, in this context, has never won a war by itself and almost cer-
tainly never will, especially given its exponentially increasing dependence 
on space and cyber. Except in very rare cases, it is no longer accurate to 
describe airpower as being employed independently. Indeed, doing so 
only perpetuates the Air Force’s reputation as a service with a preference 
for independent airpower.

•  Cutting through the clutter surrounding the concept in scholarship and 
doctrine helps airpower advocates make tailored arguments about the use 
and effectiveness of strategic attack. Strategic attack is only strategic in 
that it seeks to bypass the operational level of war and have direct effects 
on the political level.

Currently, Air Force doctrine lumps operational attack into its strategic at-
tack doctrine. To this, it also adds a multitude of other concepts that have a diz-
zying effect on the practitioner, especially given such doctrine’s overly simplis-
tic and problematic historical examples. By comparing and contrasting 
operational and strategic attack, the Air Force can clearly determine when and 
why each approach is likely to be successful.

Scholars and airpower practitioners alike have failed to agree on what con-
stitutes strategic attack, and this ambiguity threatens future joint operations. A 
reconceptualization that clearly distinguishes between effects on the military at 
the operational level of war and on society writ large at the strategic or political 
level of war helps to bring a more precise understanding to an important tool.µ

74. Lambeth, Air War, 40.
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