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Introduction
Giulio Douhet, Famous and Yet Unknown

Éric Lehmann

TEXTE

Nu mer ous stud ies have been de voted, in whole or in part, to the
ideas of Gen eral Gi ulio Douhet (1869-1930), 1 “the only Italian mil it ary
the or ist (after Ma chiavelli) known through out the world, per haps
more abroad than in Italy”, 2 com monly con sidered in mil it ary and
aero naut ical circles as the first paladin of the in de pend ence of the air
forces and as the founder of the doc trine of stra tegic bom bard ment, 3

which he for mu lated or gan ic ally in his most fam ous work pub lished
in 1921, then re vised and ex pan ded in a second edi tion in 1927. 4

1

And yet, partly be cause of prob ably ir re par able doc u ment ary gaps, 5

cer tain as pects of Douhet’s think ing and, more im port antly, of his life
re main so little known or un ex plored that the Amer ican air power
spe cial ist Phil lip Meilinger, a re tired US Air Force col onel, was rightly
able to write:

2

Per haps the most im port ant air the or ist was Gi ulio Douhet. When
study ing him, how ever, one is struck by how little has been writ ten
about the man and his ideas. No bio graphy of Douhet has been pub ‐
lished in Eng lish (al though a use ful doc toral dis ser ta tion on him ap ‐
peared nearly 25 years ago), 6 and little is known about his life. Ana ‐
lyses of his works are also sur pris ing in both their su per fi ci al ity and
their paucity in num ber. Most amaz ing of all, al though Douhet wrote
prodi giously, very few of his works have been trans lated from his
nat ive Italian. His pre war writ ings, war di ar ies, and nu mer ous art ‐
icles and nov els com posed in the 1920s are un known in Eng lish. In ‐
deed, fully one- half of the first edi tion of his sem inal The Com mand
of the Air re mains un trans lated and vir tu ally for got ten. 7

How can Meilinger be wrong, when such a spe cial ist in aero naut ical
his tory, how ever highly ex per i enced, is con vinced that Douhet, who
never took the pilot’s li cence, would have led “at the head of a squad‐ 
ron […] in 1911 the first air raid in his tory against Turk ish po s i tions in
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Libya” but also that he would have been for sev eral year Head Of ficer
of Avi ation in the gov ern ments presided over by the fas cist leader
Benito Mus solini, even though it is true that he had to give up this of‐ 
fice, to which he had ac tu ally been ap poin ted in Oc to ber 1922, be fore
he could even take up his of fice; 8 or when a mil it ary his tor ian states
that Douhet “de clined Mus solini’s offer to head the new force [the
Regia Aero naut ica cre ated on 28 March 1923], re cog nising that his
fiery nature and propensity to ward po lem ics would make his lead er‐ 
ship prob lem at ical”, when Mus solini did not think for a mo ment of
en trust ing him with the dir ec tion of the in de pend ent air force he had
just foun ded? 9 Or again when the most re cent English- language re‐ 
print of Douhet’s mas ter book 10 is a re print of the in tro duc tion to a
1983 edi tion, the au thors of which make vari ous blun ders about
Douhet’s mil it ary ca reer and claim that for a few months he was “the
head of avi ation in Mus solini’s gov ern ment in 1922”. 11

Moreover, this kind of mis take should not come as a sur prise: know‐ 
ledge of the his tory of Italian aero naut ics, par tic u larly that of the
Great War and the Fas cist period, was for a long time altered by ten a‐ 
cious myths that spe cial ists have only be latedly begun to de con‐ 
struct. 12 Even more as ton ish ing is the rad ical ig nor ance of Douhet ian
thought con fessed with dis arm ing cand our by the air force pilot of‐ 
ficer who wrote the first com plete French trans la tion of the book Il
Dominio dell’aria, pub lished in 2006�

4

[…] I only dis covered Douhet when I entered the col lege… 13, thanks
to my strategy teach ers. This dis cov ery was first of all a sur prise: I
thought I knew the his tory of mil it ary avi ation well, but I had never
heard of an au thor who was at the ori gin of the found ing con cepts of
the use of air power. 14

The dossier we are present ing today, with the as sist ance of some of
Douhet’s lead ing ex perts on Douhet and the his tory of air power, is
in ten ded to provide an over view of the latest re search on the main
as pects of Douhet’s life, the ory and leg acy in the doc trine and op er a‐ 
tional prac tice of some of the West ern world’s air forces.

5

The first two art icles place Douhet in the Italian con text of his time,
from the last years of the lib eral era to the first dec ade of the fas cist
re gime. It fol lows the path of a mil it ary ca reer that looked prom ising
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1  The lit er at ure on the sub ject is very rich, so we will limit ourselves to
men tion ing in the bib li o graphy a sample of works and art icles which seem
to us to be the most ap pro pri ate to situ ate Douhet’s the ory in the con text of
the his tory of war and the use of the air force, on the one hand, and to take
ac count of the di versity of in ter pret a tions and judge ments re lat ing to this
the ory, on the other.

2  G. Ro chat, Le guer re ita lia ne 1935-1943. Dall’im pe ro d’Etio pia alla di sfat ta
(To ri no: Ei nau di, 2005), p. 226.

3  Ac cord ing to col onel of the US Air Force Phil lip Meilinger, “Gen Gi ulio
Douhet of Italy was among the first people to think deeply and write co‐ 
gently about air power and its role in war, meth od ic ally and sys tem at ic ally
el ev at ing an idea to a level of ab strac tion that could be con sidered a the ory”,
P. Meilinger, Gi ulio Douhet and the Ori gins of Air Power The ory, idem (dir.),
The Paths of Heaven. The Evol u tion of Air Power The ory (Max well: Air uni ver‐ 
sity press, AL, 1997), p.1.

4  G. Dou het, Il do mi nio dell’aria. Saggio sull’arte della guer ra aerea, con una
ap pen di ce con te nen te no zio ni ele men ta ri di ae ro nau ti ca, Il do mi nio dell’aria.
Sag gio sull’arte della guer ra aerea, con una ap pen di ce con te nen te no zio ni ele‐ 
men ta ri di ae ro nau ti ca, Sta bi li men to po li gra fi co per l’am mi ni stra zio ne della
guer ra, Rome, 1921; idem, Il do mi nio dell’aria. Sag gio sull’arte della guer ra
aerea. Se con da edi zio ne coll’ag giun ta di un nuovo libro pub bli ca ta sotto gli
au spi ci dell’Isti tu to Na zio na le Fa sci sta di Cul tu ra (Rome: C. De Al ber ti Edi to‐ 
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5  On 26 Oc to ber 1966, the Di rec tor of the Air Uni ver si ty Cen ter of the
Uni ted Sta tes Air Force John L. Boone At kin son wrote to the avia tion hi sto‐ 
rian Robin Hi gham a let ter in which he re coun ted a visit made in 1957 to the
Roman home of the en gi neer Gian ni Ca pro ni, an old friend of Dou het’s, a
few weeks be fo re the death of the fa mous air craft ma nu fac tu rer: “[…] I un‐ 
der stood from the Count ess Cap roni [the en gin eer’s widow] that Douhet’s
widow des troyed his pa pers after his death” (Max well: United States Air
Force His tor ical Re search Agency (AFHRA), AL, file 168.66).

6  F. Cap pel luti, The Life and Thought of Gi ulio Douhet (PhD thesis, Ne wark
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9  B. Sul li van, Down fall of the Regia Aero naut ica, 1933-1943, in R. Higham, S.
Har ris (dirs.), Why Air Forces Fail. The Ana tomy of De feat (Lex ing ton KY: The
Uni ver sity Press of Ken tucky, 2006), p. 136.

10  G. Douhet, The Com mand of the Air, Air Uni ver sity Press (Max well Air
Force Base, AL, 2019).

11  Idem, The Com mand of the Air (Wash ing ton DC: Of fice of Air Force His‐ 
tory, 1983). The in tro duc tion is by Richard H. Kohn and Joseph P. Hara han.
Er rors that we men tion can be found on pp. IX-X in the 2019 edi tion.

12  For a crit ical study of this aero naut ical myth o logy, cf. É. Lehmann, Le ali
del potere. La pro pa gan da ae ro nau ti ca nell’Ita lia fa sci sta (To ri no: Utet, 2010).

13  The Collège Inter- armée de Défense, as the École de guerre was called
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