AIR POWER AND MANEUVER WARFARE by Martin van Creveld, with Steven L. Canby and Kenneth S. Brower.  Air University Press, Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala., 1994. 

     This book examines air power through the maneuver warfare lens. Unfortunately, its two-dimensional view of the battlefield confuses more than it explores or expands the subject. Rather than pursue air power possibilities and constructive alternatives for future integrated operations and joint warfare, Martin van Creveld fuels an already divisive "roles and functions" debate with his conclusions.
     There is something in this book to make soldiers and airmen alike mad. Soldiers will use the book as proof that aviation is and should only be a combat support element and that they are not getting enough of it. Airmen will likely quit reading the book because van Creveld’s view of modern warfare is stuck in the 19th century with airplanes and helicopters as newer forms of cannons and wagons.

     If we accept the premise that maneuver warfare is “exploiting an enemy weakness to strike deep into an opponent’s rear, hard and fast, to disrupt or destroy his ability to command and control (C2) combat power,” then modern air power is an important capability in the joint force commander's toolbox. It has become exceedingly clear that the US military will not conduct operations as a single service, and theater planners must know exactly what capabilities their operations require and what each service can offer the commander in chief to achieve campaign goals. Joint Publication 1, Joint Warfare for the U.S. Armed Forces, makes it clear that we fight as a team, capitalizing on each service's strengths and trusting each other as competent, confident and responsive war-fighting partners. This book does not give air power such trust.
     In the last 10 years, the United States has recognized the need for and developed the doctrine, organizations and equipment to overcome numerical disadvantages in ground forces with its air forces. This strategy has paid off. We have seen how air power can disrupt the enemy's rear, generate confusion and disorder, dislocate and disrupt his C2 systems and degrade the opposing combat units' cohesion and morale. All this can be achieved before ground units become engaged.

The military lesson of the last 10 years’ doctrinal and technological evolution is that air power does not replace, but is an equal partner with, other elements of maneuver warfare. This book discounts air power’s ability to be a distinct man​euver element and seeks to bind avia​tion to ground maneuver forces. This forfeits the tremendous capability and flexibility of current and future avi​ation systems and organizations.

     Airpower and Maneuver Warfare begins by discussing the fundamen​tals of, but never defining, maneuver warfare. Chapter 1, "The Nature of the Beast," promises to establish the maneuver warfare foundation but never really does. An unambiguous maneuver warfare definition providing the promised foundation cannot be found anywhere in the chapter. Adding further confusion is that operational warfare and maneuver warfare are used interchangeably, despite the fact that the terms are not synonymous. Operational warfare is a level of war or environment, whereas maneuver warfare is a theory or concept of operations.

     The next few chapters use German, Soviet and Israeli case studies to illustrate historical maneuver warfare theory applications. Van Creveld falls into the trap Sir B. H. Liddell Hart cautions against by making too much of historical analogies. The Germans and the Soviets during World War II, and the Israelis since then, are not the United States at the 20th century’s end. Unlike the air forces in the case studies, US air power has been resourced, organized and employed to achieve operational ends through indirect means. Van Creveld would have better served the subject had he chosen case studies where the resourcing and relationships between combat forces more closely resembled the 1990s US military.

     Chapter 6, “Maneuver Warfare and Air Power in the 1990s,” concludes the book by applying lessons learned in the previous case studies to the present. The logic does not flow, and the chapter often stretches to make the lessons learned. Sometimes I could pull a nugget from the text, but those thoughts were usually random and undeveloped. Halfway through the final chapter, van Creveld writes, “The objective is to orchestrate air's attributes to best accomplish the theater commander’s mission.” This is a key point that airmen continually make. While the author admits it is important, he leaves it hanging, burying it at the end of the book. The point is never developed to show how air power can or should be sequenced with other operational warfare elements. More important, the book does not explore possibilities for air power to conduct or contribute to maneuver warfare.
     I wanted more from this book. The title and author’s reputation held tremendous promise, but I found the book terribly lacking. It is a rehash of history, rather than an exploration of potential. Air power has come a long way in its evolution, especially in the last decade. Airmen from all our services have worked long and hard to establish and maintain their credibility as full partners on the combined arms battlefield. Unfortunately, this book adds little to the professional discus​sion of air power, maneuver warfare or operational warfighting.
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