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A COMMENTARY


Prophets, Heretics, and
Peculiar Evils 
REINA PENNINGTON 

ON SZAFRANSKI: 

IN HIS article, in this issue of APJ, Col Rich­
ard Szafranski considers the implementation 
of a Quadrennial Strategy Review as pro -
posed by the secretary of defense and sup -

ported by the Department of Defense (DOD). He 
suggests that the Army, Navy, and Marine Corps 
will be pitted against the Air Force and that the 
central issue would be whether surface or air and 
space forces are more cost-effective. Szafranski 
speculates on whether jointness or interservice ri ­
valry would prevail in such a scenario and seems 
to believe that the joint culture created in the past 
decade is a frail thing indeed. He suggests that 
the debate on roles and missions continues to be 
“the capstone activity of interservice rivalry” and 
is still the driving force in the Pentagon. Factors 
such as continued budget cuts, the lack of an 
identifiable threat, and uncertainty about the fu ­
ture will exacerbate rivalries, throwing the serv -
ices into a Darwinistic struggle unmitigated by 
Joint Staff efforts to foster cooperation rather 
than competition. As the “gloves [come] off” 
and the services “scoot down Maslow’s pyra -
mid,” any review process will resemble a demoli ­
tion derby in which survival is based on the 
destruction of other services’ programs. 

The possibility of a recurring strategy review 
provides Szafranski an interesting framework 
within which to examine the state of airpower 
theory and doctrine. When the nature of future 
conflict is uncertain, he believes, then the serv -

ices will attempt to justify their strategic utility 
by asserting superior theories and by drawing on 
tradition and historical successes. Szafranski 
says the Air Force will have “a tougher row to 
hoe” in these debates than the Army or Navy. 

A strategy review would be conducted in the 
context of the uncertain view of the future threat. 
Here, Szafranski paints a grim picture indeed. 
Like Samuel P. Huntington and Martin van 

But Colonel Szafranski believes the Air

Force will find itself unable to prove its

utility. He argues that the

failure of airpower in Vietnam

and Afghanistan has, for many

people, invalidated the concept

of air superiority.


Creveld, he postulates a world where civilizations 
descend a long spiral into ever-more atavistic na ­
tionalism and terrorism conducted by “de-massi ­
fied” forces. This sort of threat, he implies, can 
be countered only by the Army and Navy. The 
Army will argue that its “simple, all-weather, all-
terrain soldiers” are the most flexible tool in any 
future war; that territory matters; and that only 
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the Army can control territory. The Navy, he 
suggests, will argue for John Keegan’s theory of 
future war along the littoral, making the Navy the 
best response. The Air Force, however, will find 
itself hard-pressed to justify its utility in such an 
unpredictable environment. 

The Air Force, he believes, cannot survive un -
less it can both refute what he describes as the 
“very nearly indisputable arguments” of the other 
services and then advance an alternative and “su ­
perior theory” of airpower. But Colonel Szafran -
ski believes the Air Force will find itself unable 
to prove its utility. He argues that the failure of 
airpower in Vietnam and Afghanistan has, for 
many people, invalidated the concept of air supe ­
riority—though he does not suggest that the fail ­
ure of the armies in both cases invalidated the 
utility of surface maneuver forces. In addition , he 
says, the Air Force must prove that its human-op ­
erated platforms are the only means of accom ­
plishing air superiority. 

The Air Force will find itself in a

Catch-22: it can only justify its utility

based on theory . . . but the theory


we have is shaky

and overextended.


Colonel Szafranski seems to say that the Air 
Force’s problem is both too little and too much 
theory. He dismisses Col John Warden’s theories 
(generally credited as key to the success of air 
operations in Operation Desert Storm) as being 
little understood in the Air Force. The Air Force 
has no “success metrics” to prove its power. We 
have no airpower theory that can stand. The the ­
ory of air superiority, he believes, is a house of 
cards: we theorize that air superiority will be 
meaningful in a future conflict (Szafranski argues 
that it may not); we theorize that atmospheric so ­
lutions are required when surface solutions might 
suffice; and we theorize that these atmospheric 

solutions require a human in the cockpit—a re ­
quirement that Szafranski implies may soon be 
impracticable. At some point, he says, the weight 
of theory would seem to collapse the Air Force’s 
model. Thus, the Air Force will find itself in a 
Catch-22: it can only justify its utility based on 
theory (Szafranski finds Air Force history and 
tradition an inadequate base compared to the his -
tory and tradition of surface forces), but the the ­
ory we have is shaky and overextended. It is a 
no-win situation. Szafranski seems to agree with 
Goethe that life—in this case, the life of the Air 
Force—is set into a theory just as a live body is 
set on the cross on which it is crucified. 

There are several problems with Szafranski’s 
analysis, which is admittedly provocative. First 
is the conflation of airpower theory; Colonel Sza ­
franski’s discussion merges all the potential roles 
and missions of the Air Force into a single “the ­
ory of air superiority.” Second, he says that the 
Air Force will find it hard to justify the use of 
manned aircraft in the future, implying that tech ­
nology will replace the human elements; yet, he 
says it is precisely the continued reliance on the 
human component that will give the Army its 
flexibility. Third, it is highly debatable that the 
Army will in fact disavow the utility of the Air 
Force. The Army has explicitly stated in its own 
manuals that it “cannot win the land battle with -
out the Air Force.” 1  If the inutility of the Air 
Force must be proved, then the burden of proof 
will rest at least as much on the Army as on the 
Air Force. 

Richard Szafranski deals in realms of theory that 
are fascinating, exasperating, compelling , and dis­
maying. With every new twist of technology, 
theorists have postulated the  reduction or 
elimination of the Air Force— and of the human 
in the cockpit. Today , futurists prophesy a 
return to barbarism: future war will combine 
high technology with primitivism—and still they 
predict the demise of airpower. Dr James Mow -
bray has noted the fact that “the Air Force is still 
plagued by a high degree of paranoia about its 
survival as a service in spite of its track record of 
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success.”2 One can only hope that Szafranski is a 
victim of this paranoia rather than a prophet. 

Colonel Szafranski posits an extreme scenario 
in which choices must be made between surface 
and air forces, in which the Air Force must prove 
it is the be-all and end-all of military power—or 
else be diminished or even absorbed. Like most 
dichotomies, this one is false. There are multiple 
scenarios of future war, and it is easy to see that 
in some situations airpower might indeed be de ­
cisive. In others, naval or ground forces might be 
pivotal. A true joint-service perspective, espe ­
cially in the area of roles and missions, should 
help to eliminate such false dichotomies. Sza ­
franski himself acknowledges that his grim sce ­
nario could be avoided if the service chiefs could 
speak with one voice but notes that such a solu ­
tion—a truly joint solution—will happen only in 
“a world where pigs fly.” 

ON MYERS: 

THESE COMMENTS were first pre -
pared in response to Colonel Sza fran­
ski’s presentation at a recent 
conference panel on the topic of “In ­

terservice Rivalry and the Rise of Jointness.” At 
that time, I stated that I admired his moral cour -
age in challenging the Air Force’s party line. Un -
fortunately, it does still require courage to state a 
position that is bound to be unpopular and contro ­
versial. In the aftermath of the conference, 
charges of “bashing” were leveled at Colonel 
Szafranski and other speakers who found the cur -
rent state of airpower theory lacking. 3 

The Air Force’s continuing inability to toler -
ate self-criticism is even more dismaying than 
Szafranski’s article. Dr Mowbray noted that the 
Air Force’s paranoia is practically a “sacred leg­
acy of the service.” 4  It would appear that Sza­
franski and his critics share this paranoia; 
Szafranski exacerbates it, while his critics cannot 
tolerate its discussion. This intolerance is all the 
more disturbing because a flurry of discussion 

Richard Szafranski deals in realms of 
theory that are fascinating, 
exasperating, compelling, and 
dismaying. 

Although most Air Force officers will reject 
Szafranski’s approach, it is useful for the discus ­
sion it generates—and perhaps this is precisely 
the effect he hopes to achieve. Szafranski wants 
to infuriate the Air Force so it will finally decide 
what it wants to be when it grows up. Undoubt ­
edly, Colonel Szafranski’s work will be a center -
piece of the roles and missions debate for years to 
come. 

on this very issue occurred more than a decade 
ago. In 1984, William S. Lind charged the Air 
Force with “unilateral disarmament in the war of 
ideas.”5  In 1988, Murphy Donovan wrote an elo ­
quent plea for free discussion in an article on 
“Strategic Literacy” that appeared in this journal. 
Donovan noted that one result of the heated de -
bate over Lind’s views was that “someone shot 
the messenger. AU [Air University] Review was 
consigned to the boneyard.” 6 The editor of Air-
power Journal  (the successor to Air University Re-

In 1984, William S. Lind charged the 
Air Force with “unilateral 
disarmament in the war of ideas.” 

view ) is now trying to revitalize free discussion 
(see his editorial “There Are No Sacred Cows” in 
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the Spring 1995 issue). 7  But it would appear that 
conditions are only slightly more receptive in the 
1990s than they were in the 1980s. 

We’re all familiar with Voltaire’s famous 
aphorism “I detest what you write, but I would 
give my life to make it possible for you to con ­
tinue to write.”8 That is what I would say to Dick 
Szafranski. We need thinkers like him, however 
much we disagree with their views. Murphy 
Donovan charged that “of all the services, it is no 
accident and more than a little ironic that the Air 

We’re all familiar with Voltaire’s fa­
mous aphorism “I detest what you 
write, but I would give my life to make 
it possible for you to continue to 
write.” That is what I would say to 
Dick Szafranski. 

Force—a corps inspired by the vision of Billy 
Mitchell and Hap Arnold—is now a slack player 
in the world of strategic ideas.” 9  We might fi­
nally reach pro status if we learn to conduct 
an intelligent and reasoned debate with theorists 
like Szafranski rather than irresponsibly dismiss ­
ing their ideas. 

Ironically, Szafranski is hardly the first to sug ­
gest that a comprehensive theory of airpower is 
lacking. Dr Harold R. Winton, who constructed 
the course in military theory at the School of Ad ­
vanced Airpower Studies, Maxwell AFB, Ala -
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bama, recently concluded that “there simply does 
not exist any body of codified, systematic 
thought that can  purport to be called a compre ­
hensive theory of air power” and then elegantly 
articulated the preconditions for developing 
such a theory.10 Winton described the current 
state of Air Force thinking in this area as a “black 
hole” but seems to have avoided charges of 
“bashing.” 

Is Richard Szafranski a prophet or a heretic? 
Neither, I hope; he is simply an able thinker who 
challenges our assumptions. He should be nei ­
ther canonized nor pilloried. Instead of castigat ­
ing Szafranski, we should look to our own 
arguments. If airpower theory is s oundly devel­
oped, then Szafranski’s scenarios  will never occur. 
If jointness prevails over interservice rivalry, the 
United States will get the military forces it needs 
and can afford. We can only hope for a world in 
which pigs fly but “pork” dies. 

John Stuart Mill said it best in On Liberty: 

The peculiar evil of silencing the expression of an 
opinion is, that it is robbing the human race: 
posterity as well as the existing generation; those who 
dissent from the opinion, still more than those who 
hold it. If the opinion is right, they are deprived of 
the opportunity of exchanging error for truth: if 
wrong, they lose, what is almost as great a benefit, 
the clearer perception and livelier impression of 
truth, produced by its collision with error.11 

This journal provides an excellent arena for 
such collisions and exchanges—but only if the 
players agree upon the rules. Are we ready for a 
fair fight? 
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me. 
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