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Introduction
Giulio Douhet, Famous and Yet Unknown

Éric Lehmann

TEXT

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

3
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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

6



Introduction

BIBLIOGRAPHY

ALEGI Gregory, “Res istere sulla su per‐ 
ficie per far massa sull’aria. Nazione,
difesa nazionale e armata aerea in Gi‐ 
ulio Douhet”, in RAINERO Ro main, AL‐ 
BER INI Paolo (dirs.), Le forze armate e la
nazione itali ana (1915-1943) (Gaeta:
Agen zia in dus tria difesa, 2005), pp. 251-
271.

BIDDLE Tami, Rhet oric and Real ity in
Air War fare: the Cre ation of Brit ish and
Amer ican Ideas About Stra tegic Bomb‐ 
ing, 1914-1945 (Prin ceton NJ: Prin ceton
Uni ver sity Press, Chichester, 2007), 416
p.

BOONE ATKIN SON John, “Italian In flu‐ 
ence on the Ori gins of the Amer ican
Concept of Stra tegic Bom bard ment”,
Air Power His tor ian, July 1957, pp.  141-
149.

BOTTI Fer ru cio, “Da Clause witz a
Douhet alla ricerca dell’arma as sol uta.
Douhet e il pen siero mil it are itali ano
con tem por aneo”, Riv ista aero naut ica,
n°  1 (1985), pp.  8-13; “Il pen siero di
Douhet alla luce della teoria clause wit‐ 
zi ana della Guerra”, ibid., n°  2 (1985),
pp. 8-13; “Wells, Ader e Douhet. Chi fu il
primo?”, ibid., n° 6 (1985), pp. 22-30.

BOTTI Fer ru cio, “Douhet- Mecozzi. Le
due anime dell’aero naut ica”, Pan or ama
difesa, n° 56 (Juny 1989), pp. 70-77.

BOTTI Fer ruc cio, CER MELLI Mario, La
teoria della guerra aerea in Italia dalle
ori gini alla seconda guerra mon diale
(1884-1939) (Roma: Stato mag giore
dell’aero naut ica, Uf fi cio storico, 1989),
607 p.

be fore Douhet’s reck less con duct dur ing the First World War brought
it to a pre ma ture end. It also stud ies the com plex net work of re la‐ 
tion ships that Douhet wove in the polit ical world with the dual aim of
gain ing ac cept ance for his ideas and be com ing the head of the Italian
mil it ary air force.

The second part of the dossier deals with Douhet’s con tri bu tion to
the de vel op ment of con tem por ary stra tegic think ing. The reader will
find two in ter pret at ive es says, each rep res ent ing one of the two main
trends in the most re cent his tori ography on the sub ject.

7

In the third part, the au thors ex am ine the weight of the Douhet ian
leg acy by meas ur ing the in flu ence of the stra tegic vis ion of the au‐ 
thor of The Comand of the air on the doc trine and op er a tional prac‐ 
tice of some of the major air powers of the West ern world.

8

In con clu sion of the dossier, we wished to take stock of the ori gin and
mat ur a tion of the the ory de veloped by Douhet.

9



Introduction

BRODIE Bern ard, Strategy in the Mis sile
Age (Santa Mon ica CA: New Rand ed.,
2007, 1  ed. 1959), 440 p.

BUCKLEY John, Air Power in the Age of
Total War (Lon don: UCL, 1999), 260 p.

CLOD FEL TER Marc, Be ne fi cial Bomb ing.
The Pro gress ive Fond a tion of Amer ican
Air Power, 1917-1945 (Lin coln N: Uni ver‐ 
sity of Neb raska Press, 2010), 392 p.

COL LECT IVE, La figura e l’opera di Gi‐ 
ulio Douhet, Atti del con ve gno di Case rta
- Pozzuoli 12-14 aprile 1987 (Società di
storia pat ria di terra di la voro, 1988),
340 p.

Com mis sione in ternazionale di storia
mil it are – In ter na tional Com mis sion of
Mil it ary His tory – Com mis sion in ter na‐ 
tionale d’His toire milit aire, “Air power in
20  Cen tury. Doc trines and Em ploy‐ 
ment. Na tional Ex per i ences”, Riv ista in‐ 
ternazionale di storia mil it are, n°  89,
Rome, 2011, 352 p. See par tic u larly the
art icles of POM MERIN Reiner,
“Between ‘Douhet ism’ and ‘Close Air
Sup port’ The Ger man Air War Doc trine
in World War II”, pp.  89-104; PEATY
John, “The Place of Douhet: A Re as sess‐ 
ment”, pp. 105-120; DI MAR TINO Ba silio,
“Una storia in compi uta. Potere aereo e
dot trina d’im piego in Italia dal 1923 ad
oggi”, pp. 181-206; WOLKE Lars Eric son,
“Douhet or not Douhet. Swedish Air
Power Doc trine in the 1930’s and
1940’s”, pp. 291-300.

COUTEAU- BÉGARIE Hervé (dir.), “L’ap‐ 
port de Gi ulio Douhet à la pensée
stratégique, des fonde ments à au‐ 
jourd’hui”, Penser les ailes françaises,
n°  9 (février 2006), Centre d’Études
stratégiques et spa tiales, Paris, pp.  4-
68.

CURAMI An drea, ROCHAT Gior gio, Gi‐ 
ulio Douhet: scritti 1901-1915 (Roma:
Aero naut ica Mil it are – Uf fi cio Storico,
1993), 545 p.

FACON Patrick, Le Bom barde ment
stratégique (Monaco: éditions du
Rocher, 1995), 355 p.

FLU GEL Ray mond, United States Air
Power Doc trine. A Study of the In flu ence
of Wil liam Mitchell and Gi ulio Douhet at
the Air Corps Tac tical School 1921-1935
(Nor man OK: Uni ver sity of Ok lahoma,
1966), 270 p.

FUTRELL Robert, Ideas, Con cepts, Doc‐ 
trine. Basic Think ing in the United
States Air Force, vol. I 1907-1960, vol. II,
1961-1984 (Wash ing ton DC: Gov ern ment
re prints press, 2002), 665 p.

GOOCH John (dir.), Air Power The ory
and Prac tice (Lon don: Franck Cass,
1995), 276 p.

HIGHAM Robin, 100 Years of Air Power
and Avi ation (Col lege Sta tion TX: Texas
A&M Uni ver sity Press, 2003), 448 p.

HIGHAM Robin, HAR RIS Stephen (dirs.),
Why Air Forces Fail. The Ana tomy of De‐ 
feat (Lex ing ton KY: The Uni ver sity
Press of Ken tucky, 2006), 382 p.

HIP PLER Thomas, Gi ulio Douhet and
the Found a tions of Air Power Strategy,
1884-1939 (Cam bridge: Cam bridge Uni‐ 
ver sity Press, 2013), 291 p.

KEY Wil liam, “Some pa pers of Count
Cap roni di Taliedo. Con tro versy in the
mak ing?”, The Pe gasus, Janu ary 1956
(sup ple ment), pp. 1-20.

LEHMANN Éric, La guerra dell’aria. Gi‐ 
ulio Douhet, stratega im pol itico (Bo‐ 
logna: Il Mulino, 2013), 226 p.

st

th



Introduction

LEHMANN Éric, “Gi ulio Douhet et la
nais sance de l’Air Power”, in idem, “La
Grande Guerre. Re gards croisés franco- 
italiens/The Great Air War. Franco- 
Italian Com par is ons”, Na celles. Passé et
présent de l’aéronautique et du spa tial, 3,
Presses uni versitaires du Midi, (2017).

LEHMANN Éric, “Una Ca por etto an‐ 
nun ci ata. La con duzione della guerra
cador ni ana nel Di ario critico di guerra
di Gi ulio Douhet”, in NEGLIE Pietro,
UN GARI An drea (dirs.), La Guerra di
Cadorna 1915-1917. Atti del Con ve gno
(Trieste e Gor izia, 2-4 novembre 2016)
(Rome: Uf fi cio Storico dello Stato mag‐ 
giore dell’Eser cito, 2018), pp. 583-604.

LEHMANN Éric, “Ca por etto an ti cipata,
Ca por etto spie gata. Ori gini e cause del
tracollo mil it are itali ano nel Di ario
critico di guerra del colon nello Gi ulio
Douhet”, in DE PAULIS Maria Pia,
BELVISO Francesca, GI AC ONE Aless‐ 
andro (dirs.), Il trauma di Ca por etto.
Storia, let ter atura e arti (Turin: Ac ca‐ 
demia Uni ver sity Press, “Bib li oteca di
His toria Ma gis tra”, 2018), pp. 22-37.

LEHMANN Éric, “Bom bardare per vin‐ 
cere. L’Italia e la co operazione aero‐ 
naut ica in ter alleata”, in VAR SORI Ant o‐ 
nio, BURIGANA David, UN GARI An drea
(dirs.), Dal Piave a Ver sailles. Atti del
Con ve gno Padova 4-6 gi ugno 2018
(Rome: Uf fi cio Storico dello Stato mag‐ 
giore dell’Eser cito, 2019), pp. 209-222.

MACISAAC David, “Voices from the
Cent ral Blue. The Air Power The or ists”,
in PARET Peter, CRAIG Gor don, GIL‐ 
BERT Felix (dirs.), Makers of Mod ern
Strategy from Ma chiavelli to the Nuc lear
Age (Prin ceton NJ: Prin ceton Uni ver sity
Press, 1986), pp. 624-647.

MEILINGER Phil lip (dir.), The Paths of
Heaven. The Evol u tion of Air Power
The ory (Max well AL: Air uni ver sity
press, 1997), 672 p.

MEILINGER Phil lip, Air war The ory and
Prac tice (Lon don: Franck Cass, 2003),
234 p.

MUR RAY Wil li am son, War in the Air
1914-1945 (Lon don: Cas sel, 1999) 224 p.

OVERY Richard, The Bomb ing War- 
Europe 1939-1945 (London- New York:
Allen Lane, 2013).

PAPE Robert, Bomb ing to Win: Air
Power and Co er cition in War (Lon don:
Ithaca, 1996), 366 p.

ROCHAT Gior gio, Italo Balbo avi atore e
min is tro dell’aero naut ica 1926-1933
(Fer rara: Bovolenta, 1979), 226 p.

ROCHAT Gior gio, “Gi ulio Douhet and
the Italian Mil it ary Thought”, in L’Ad‐ 
apt a tion de l’arme aérienne aux con flits
con tem po rains et le pro ces sus
d’indépendance des armées de l’air des
ori gines à la fin de la Seconde Guerre
mon diale (Paris: SHAA, 1985), pp. 19-30.

ROCHAT Gior gio, “Gi ulio Douhet”, in
Précurseurs et prophètes de l’avi ation
milit aire (Paris: SHAA, 1992), pp. 121-
130.

ROCHAT Gior gio, “Il potere aereo in
Italia”, in Balbo, aviazione e potere aereo.
Con ve gno del cen ten ario (Roma: Aero‐ 
naut ica Mil it are, 1996), pp. 219-26.

SEGRÈ Clau dio, “Douhet in Italy.
Prophet without honor?”, Aerospace
his tor ian, n° 26 (1979), pp. 69-80.

SEGRÈ Clau dio, “Gi ulio Douhet.
Strategist, The or ist, Prophet?”, Journal
of Stra tegic Stud ies, n° 15 (1992), pp. 351-
66.



Introduction

NOTES
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sity press, AL, 1997), p.1.
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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‐ 
re, 1927). The mo dern re fe ren ce edi tion of both texts, with an in tro duc tion
by L. Bozzo, can be found in the vo lu me: Il do mi nio dell’aria e altri scrit ti
(Roma: Ae ro nau ti ca Mi li ta re – Uf fi cio Sto ri co, 2002), pp. 11-168.
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EARLE Ed ward (dir.), Makers of Mod ern
Strategy. From Ma chiavelli to Hitler
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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
NJ: Rut gers Uni ver sity, 1967).

7  P. Meilinger (dir.), The Paths of Heaven. The Evol u tion of Air Power The ory
(Max well AL: Air uni ver sity press, 1997), p. XIII.

8  B. Marck, Dic tion naire uni versel de l’avi ation (Paris: Tall an d ier, 2005), ad
vocem.

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
between 1993 and 2011.
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Maîtrise de l’air (Paris: Eco nom ica, 2006), p. 33.
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