The Air Campaign: John Warden and the Classical Airpower Theorists. By David R. Mets. Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala.: Air University Press, 1998. 

As a retired US Air Force officer who graduated from the Naval Academy and taught military history at West Point, David R. Mets has a unique joint perspective on airpower. This slim monograph is based on a series of lectures he presented at the Marine Corps Command and Staff College. His goals are to compare the ideas of Colonel John Warden, which influenced the air campaign in the 1991 Persian Gulf War, with those of the classical air​power theorists to determine if this newest thinker has contributed anything really new and to see if his work provides new insight into the aerial Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA).

After an ambitious chapter in which he tries to present the context of the conditions that produced classical airpower thought, Mets then devotes a chapter each to Giulio Douhet, Hugh Trenchard, and Billy Mitchell. He describes their personalities and style, key assumptions and theses, targeting concepts, views on air superiority and air exploitation, how they believed armed forces should be organized for war, and their impact on their own countries as well as the rest of the world. He offers many provocative insights, and his critique of Mitchell is especially perceptive. Mitchell’s proteges Henry Arnold and Carl Spaatz led the Air Force during the most important nine years of its establishment, and his vigorous advocacy for one service controlling all air assets alarmed the Navy enough to help their aviators get support for their own air arm. Mets notes that most of Mitchell’s air contemporaries believed that his “methods more so than his ideas had done more harm than good to the service” (p. 34). Mets also argues that the man and his myth still heavily influence the Air Force today, including encouraging some leaders to promulgate the idea that principled airmen must always be prepared “to advance the cause of airpower regardless of personal cost” (p. 42).

Mets finishes with a chapter on Warden that follows the same structure as the previous ones. The author concludes that while Warden has developed few ideas that are new, he may prove to be an influential synthesizer like Alfred Thayer Mahan. However, Mets leaves readers to come to their own conclusion as to whether Warden should be added to the pantheon of great airpower thinkers, as well as to the status of the airpower RMA. This brief monograph is a good primer for beginners in this new theoretical field. Those who are inspired to learn more should refer to the more detailed essays in The Paths of Heaven, edited by Phillip Meilinger.
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