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Abstract 

This dissertation chronicles the role of airpower as a focal point in the evolution 

of the hawk vs. dove dynamic in American politics. It accounts for the relationship 

between changes in the viability of aerial weapons technologies and the general 

commitment of elected officials to expand or restrict the standing and use of hard power 

as a foreign policy tool. By comparing and contrasting the aftermath of two main 

paradigms of conflict -- the post-Vietnam era and the post-9/11 era -- it shows how 

disagreement over the size, scope, and role of the nation’s armed forces has changed 

amid the introduction of airpower technologies that have in many cases been developed 

to mitigate the increasing level of conflict asymmetry witnessed by the transition from 

one strategic threat environment to the next. Accordingly, the analysis follows a basic 

chronology of comparative case study: first it examines the waning years of the Vietnam 

War through to the years following its conclusion, establishing a baseline for the 

character of the hawk/ dove dynamic amid a mindset of mostly conventional conflict 

before proceeding to the post-9/11 era, evaluating how trends in the hawk/ dove debate 

have shifted in an age of extreme asymmetry and non-linear battlefields. The lion’s share 

of the research analyzes legislative voting data on the U.S. Congress from 1964-2012 to 

visually chart how the hawk/ dove dynamic has fluctuated over time in terms of its 

intensity, primary focal point(s), and the balance of the dynamic. Seven litmus tests are 

identified as individual moving parts: 1) airpower policy, 2) defense spending in general, 

3) (de)escalation of conflict, 4) foreign military aid, 5) WMD policy, 6) war powers/ 

inter-branch relations, and 7) NASA support as part of air and space power. Providing a 

quantitative basis for analysis, the findings are revealed along with contextual points of 
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interest found in the public communication of key intellectual leaders (including those in 

the executive branch). Taken together, the research offers a comprehensive view into the 

evolving debate over peace and war in an age of rapidly-advancing airpower systems 

used in increasingly asymmetrical conflict. 
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Chapter One: 

Introduction 
 

 
 
 The contest between war hawks and peace doves is a dynamic that has emerged as 

an object of real fascination in the popular imagination of modern democratic society. 

Nearly everyone can relate to either anti-war or pro-war sentiments (sometimes both), 

which flow from some of the oldest and most fundamental questions surrounding 

humankind’s penchant for violence against fellow wo(man). Indeed, the basic dilemma 

over resorting to the use of force as a (democratic) society speaks to the core of a nation’s 

character, values, priorities, ethics, and morality, which has the tendency to motivate 

perhaps the most ardent passions seen in political life. Though somewhat simplistic in its 

binary premise -- representing a philosophical divergence of course in military policy -- 

the hawk/ dove debate over the extent of America’s militarism, in particular, is an 

evolving political phenomenon that defies easy explanation and remains murky absent a 

more comprehensive attempts to account for the debate, its moving parts, and their 

connections to real-world military affairs. It is with these central aims that the project 

unfolds. In particular, how does this dynamic actually work over time when involving 

several different issue areas, countless competing interests in representative democracy, 

an increasingly complex and often challenging security landscape in international affairs, 

and the development of ever more destructive weaponry? 

 Certainly, to better understand the hawk/ dove dynamic in the U.S. -- especially as 

it concerns the most advanced military ever assembled on the face of the Earth -- is to 

better grasp outcomes in military conflict from a global perspective as well. And central 
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to this, aerial technologies have led the way in the transformation of hard power, from 

Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles (ICBMs) to attack drones. But how do these concepts 

intersect and how can they be effectively measured or otherwise accounted for? 

Addressing this area of inquiry in the pages to come is a journey into the U.S. Congress, 

as the beating heart of the hawk/ dove dynamic on any official level. According to the 

seven primary litmus tests identified by this project as exhibiting the dynamic (including 

support for airpower as the primary focal point), it reveals a fascinating history buried 

deep within the Congress’ storied voting behavior on key issues of peace and war 

between 1964 and 2012. 

To start down this intellectual road, the following chapter provides an 

introductory survey of the topic, including a discussion of what the hawk/ dove dynamic 

actually represents, how it can be measured, and how it relates to global affairs/ real-

world events. It also sets up the structure of the rest of the project, chapter by chapter, as 

a preview of how the research is presented. 

 

Topic Overview 

 Over the course of the sophistication of human conflict, the most valuable 

province in which to hold the upper hand militarily has progressed from the ground, to 

the sea, to the air, and ultimately to space. From the armies of Genghis Khan conquering 

previously unimaginable amounts of terrain throughout Eurasia, to British naval 

dominance across the high seas linking an empire on which the sun proverbially never 

set, and more recently to American technological superiority in the skies and in space, the 

reins of hegemony (though never absolute) have hinged on the domination of these 
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spatial domains in which hard power can be exercised. Each built upon the previous one 

as technologies improved, furthered by the simple fact that land covers roughly 30% of 

the Earth’s surface, water covers some 70%, but air covers a full 100% of the globe. 

Indeed, all of these areas have remained important throughout the development of 

increasingly stronger military forces by states and empires, and ‘holding ground’ may 

always remain a core interest of governments. However, it is clear that the heavens have 

been the most prized battle space in which great military powers have strived to excel. 

Control the air, and one shall control the ground beneath it. 

 Even before the advent of heavier-than-air flight, military thinkers began 

salivating over the possibility of being able to deliver ordinance from the air, including 

by balloon, even though it proved impractical throughout the late 19th century.1 But with 

sustained, powered, and controlled flight made possible after 1903, the value of aviation 

used initially as a surveillance and reconnaissance tool quickly expanded to its use as a 

munitions delivery platform. Governments plainly realized the advantage of this new 

capability for their militaries, and ever since, they have moved quite resolutely to 

improve their air forces. If only the first military aviators -- men like Italian pilot Giulio 

Gavotti who in 1911 threw bombs by hand out of his rickety monoplane against Ottoman 

loyalists in Libya2 -- could have peered into the future to see Predator drones firing 

                                                 
1 Though it proved unreliable and unpredictable due to weight issues and wind direction, among other 
things, the prospect of this technology presented enough of a concern that the practice of dropping 
projectiles from balloons was curtailed in the Hague IV Conventions on July 29, 1899 concerning Laws of 
War: Prohibiting Launching of Projectiles and Explosives from Balloons, which stated literally that “the 
Contracting Powers agree to prohibit, for a term of five years, the launching of projectiles and explosives 
from balloons, or by other new methods of similar nature.” This can be found among international law 
archives compiled by the Avalon Project at Yale Law School. See Hague IV Conventions, July 29, 1899. 
<http://avalon.law.yale.edu/19th_century/hague994.asp> 
 
2 See Johnston, Alan. “Libya 1911: How an Italian Pilot Began the Air War Era.” BBC News. May 19, 
2011.< http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-13294524> 
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Hellfire missiles piloted remotely from thousands of miles away, they would undoubtedly 

be mesmerized. With such advancement in aerial weapons technology over the last 100+ 

years, especially following the introduction of jet engines and modern rocketry (including 

nuclear ICBMs), the stick of American foreign policy has transitioned inexorably toward 

one that is swung overwhelmingly from the air. No American conflict since WWII (or 

any war plan in the future for that matter) could even be imagined, in strategic or tactical 

terms, without the role of airpower capabilities. 

Especially since the end of the Cold War, American supremacy in this area has 

been unparalleled, becoming quite comprehensively global in scope with technology like 

the F-22 Raptor fighter jet, for example, which according to one of its lead test pilots, 

brings aviation toward a level of superiority in avionics, targeting, and maneuverability 

that is “… like going to Disney Land and you have the whole place to yourself.”3 These 

leaps forward in aerial tools of combat -- including uninhabited platforms -- have put 

America’s leadership in the remarkable and often tempting position of being able to 

launch airstrikes against virtually any precise location on the planet within a matter of 

hours or in some cases minutes. However, largely in reaction to this advantage enjoyed 

by the U.S. in the air, America’s adversaries have increasingly sought to exchange fire in 

different and often unconventional domains, leading to the problem of conflict 

asymmetry where strategic bombers with nuclear payloads -- built for a war against the 

Soviet Union or other state adversaries -- hold little value against individual militants in 

                                                 
3 This is a quote by Raptor test pilot Major Chris Keithly as featured in “Secret Access: Superpower.” 
History Specials Season 1, Episode 147. A&E Television Networks for the History Channel. March 1, 
2012. 
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plain clothes hiding out amongst civilian populations4 (barring the rejection of any ethical 

standards in the conduct of warfare). 

 As growing bodies of evidence suggest, many of the old rules of the game simply 

do not apply as it concerns the use of (air) force in this new environment, especially after 

the attacks of 9/11. But in a democracy with civilian oversight of the military, this is not 

merely a problem for uniformed members of the military/ security apparatus. Ultimately, 

real-world outcomes in the course of America’s foray into global aerial dominance stem 

from the positions carved out by politicians, including for the purposes of this study -- 

and to the extent they are involved in such matters -- members of Congress tasked with 

weighing a more hawkish course against a more dovish course amid increasingly 

complex features of the new strategic landscape. 

 It is a relationship of mutual reshaping between powerful actors and changes in 

the nature of fighting war, which is summed up by a recent report to Congress by the 

Congressional Research Service: 

Today’s new technologies, including the development of precision-guided 
weaponry, have given rise to new methods of war fighting, thus bringing 
dramatic change to the operational battlefield. As will other decision 
makers, Members of Congress will confront significant challenges in 
making their choices about how to adapt to the continually evolving 
environment…5 

 
As is often the case, new complexities can bring about greater confusion, which in 

turn, can breed heightened controversy when it comes to making decisions in this area, 

                                                 
4 This concept is central to the literature review presented along with this prospectus. See for example 
Betts, Richard K., “The Soft Underbelly of American Primacy: Tactical Advantages of Terror.” Political 
Science Quarterly, Vol. 17, No. 1, pp. 19-36. Spring 2002. Also, see Bowen, Wyn Q., “Deterrence and 
Asymmetry: Non-state Actors and Mass-Casualty Terrorism.” Contemporary Security Policy, Vol. 25, No. 
1, pp. 54-70. April 2004. 
 
5 See Huiss, Randy. “Proliferation of Precision Strike: Issues for Congress.” Congressional Research 
Service. May, 2012. <http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/nuke/R42539.pdf> 
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begging questions about how the hawk/ dove dynamic may have been shaped as a result 

– along with how it shapes the mitigation of these complexities/ challenges. No doubt 

inseparable from these larger issues of airpower in warfare and conflict asymmetry as an 

outgrowth of the proliferation of violent non-state actors challenging states for power/ 

authority, decision-makers in Washington D.C. have had to undergo a major realignment 

in their understanding of the fundamental nature of how America orchestrates warfare 

with precision strike and other advanced capabilities. And although this study falls short 

of drawing direct lines of causation between the extent of conflict asymmetry and trends 

in opinion or policy, it is put forth here that this rather drastic restructuration in the 

operating assumptions of applying force in the 21st century can act as a strong push-

factor, and at the very least, provides indispensable context in studying the evolution of 

contention between hawks and doves over time. In the opposite direction, it is clear that 

the intentions of the U.S. Congress (and the nation’s leadership in general) have, more 

than any other entity in the last several decades, shaped the course of military affairs and 

actual conflict around the globe. 

 With power in the skies having risen to a clear place of prominence in military 

affairs, and especially given the difficulties of adapting to extreme asymmetry with new 

technology after 9/11, it is no wonder that the huge attention paid to the role of America’s 

air assets in foreign/ security policy has translated to a notable extent into controversy in 

the political realm. After all, this is where the development of airpower is funded (in the 

legislative branch) and where policy on its strategic use is primarily decided (especially 

within the executive branch) – issue areas not detached from the contention spawned by 

electoral politics. With a sense of growing importance, the level of commitment by 
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political leaders to the development of aerial technology, as well as the extent of its actual 

use against the nation’s adversaries, has become central to understanding the nature and 

evolution of the distinctive hawk vs. dove dynamic in American politics. Yet, curiosity 

looms over how asymmetry in conflict, along with the airpower technologies purported to 

overcome them, figures into the now perpetual debate within America’s foreign policy 

leadership, the balance of which dictates how aggressively new technologies are 

cultivated and brought to bear against opponents (real or perceived) of the U.S. around 

the globe. 

 Because asymmetry has so extensively changed the nature of how contemporary 

war is fought by the U.S. military after 9/11, including the aerial technologies now being 

relied upon to in many ways bridge the asymmetry gap (e.g., armed drones), it begs the 

question: have key characteristics of the hawk/ dove dynamic established in a mostly 

conventional paradigm of conflict during Vietnam vanished entirely in this new 

environment after 9/11? Or have specific elements/ trends perhaps been persistent? Most 

particularly, how has the course of this debate been altered amid new constraints/ 

opportunities confronting political leaders in the area of aerial weapons technology? This 

line of questioning sets up the premise of the overall comparison throughout the project 

between the (post)-Vietnam and post-9/11 eras. 

For answers, the research seeks to tease out airpower’s role in the dynamic 

between generally anti-war and pro-war conglomerations in the U.S. Congress, a body 

where the debate between hawks and doves is the most visible and consequential. 

Centered on the methodological exercise of tracking Congressional vote data and 

applying it to the cases, the dissertation specifically aims to answer: 
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1) Has the hawk/ dove dynamic in the post-9/11 era become more contentious or less 

contentious than in the post-Vietnam era? To what extent have certain issues that are 

nested within the hawk/ dove dynamic fluctuated independently in terms of their 

frequency and intensity? 

2) Which side seems to have been winning out over time? How has the balance varied for 

separate sub-issues that demonstrate the hawk/ dove dynamic? 

3) Do the trends involved in airpower-related issues stand apart from those witnessed by 

the dynamic applied more generally to other areas of contention? 

4) In light of the results, what connections (if any) can be made with significant events in 

international affairs, especially concerning major paradigm shifts and the overall 

prevalence of aerial warfare in asymmetrical conflict? 

 

Methodological Considerations 

 In answering the core research questions, the research turns to a straightforward, 

quantitative approach supported by certain crucial qualitative elements. To begin, it is 

imperative to point out that the struggle between hawks and doves is not uni-dimensional. 

It has evolved and given rise to certain different and specific points of contention that 

have dominated the dynamic, waxing and waning based on the nature of the conflict 

environment in which the nation has found itself. These fault lines have recurred in 

regards to specific policy preferences falling under the purview of seven distinct litmus 

tests identified by this dissertation as demonstrating the hawk/ dove dynamic in clear 

terms. Considering them separately obtains greater insight into the mechanics of the 

hawk/ dove dynamic because each of them operates independently according to different 
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sub-issue areas. They are:  1) the extent of support for all forms of airpower (the central 

focus of the project), 2) defense spending on everything other than airpower, 3) the active 

deployment of U.S. military force (e.g., escalation vs. de-escalation), 4) foreign (allied) 

military support, 5) weapons of mass destruction (WMD) policy, 6) war powers/ inter-

branch relations, and 7) support for the National Aeronautics and Space Administration 

(NASA) as a key aspect of the nation’s air and space power. Implicit in making these 

distinctions, hawkishness in one area does not automatically translate to hawkishness in 

another area, for example. As such, they constitute individual moving parts to the debate 

worthy of independent consideration. 

According to these fundamental litmus tests for judging hawkishness/ dovishness 

that can be found in bulk voting data of the Congress, this dissertation systematically 

chronicles how airpower has acted -- in relation to the other categories -- as a focal point 

in the disagreement between the two sides over the course of the transition from a period 

of mostly conventional/ symmetrical conflict during and after Vietnam, to a period of 

highly asymmetrical/ non-linear conflict after 9/11. 

 This is perhaps the most important component of this work, for in order to 

actually track change in the standing of the hawk/ dove split as it relates to the leveraging 

of airpower, a coherent data set is required, which in this case centers on the U.S. 

Congress (to the extent that the legislative branch has oversight power and controls the 

power of the purse). This is designed to gauge the level of support for the furtherance of 

American militarism, holding apart the level of support for funding or expanding aerial 

weaponry for purposes of comparison. To do this, the research scours raw voting data 

made available by Govtrack.us, a leading organization that has pioneered the 



- 10 - 

 
 

comprehensive online accumulation of unfiltered data on Congress (a procedure at which 

the body itself does not excel), dating back to the founding of the United States. Making 

use of an initial data set of every floor vote held in both houses of Congress from 1964 up 

through 2012 -- no doubt a massive data set to start out with -- this became an extensive 

qualitative process of separating relevant floor votes from irrelevant ones, categorizing 

the ones to be included in the final data set according to the litmus tests, tabulating ‘yea’ 

and ‘nay’ vote data for each year, and then calculating key trends witnessed over time. 

Subsequently, numerous charts were created to help put the findings in visual terms, most 

of which are revealed, along with a comprehensive discussion of the entire 

methodological process, in chapter three. Boiled down to each floor vote with hawk/ 

dove relevance, this data set allowed for the extrapolation of some rather interesting 

insights into the voting behavior of Congress, such as the level of intensity for each 

litmus test and trends in the balance between the two poles (more hawkish or more 

dovish over time). Given the comprehensive yet straightforward data organization 

process employed by this research, the questions posed at the outset can begin to be 

answered with enhanced intellectual credibility. 

 With the data out of the way in the first half of the project, the findings are then 

applied to the two general cases that serve as the primary comparison that is developed 

more thoroughly in the latter chapters: the post-Vietnam and post-9/11 eras. On the heels 

of a massive task of data entry and calculation, this is where qualitative analysis re-enters 

the picture. In fundamental terms, to answer whether key aspects of the hawk/ dove 

debate have preserved any of their essential character over the transition from a mindset 

of fighting state adversaries with conventional means to a mindset of fighting non-state 
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adversaries employing non-conventional tactics, one must establish a baseline for the 

prior age. Only then can any comparison be done with present conditions. Accordingly, 

the core of this dissertation relies on the case study method and basic comparativism to 

analyze how the issues described have played out during the post-Vietnam and post-9/11 

eras. It shows how U.S. airpower as an aspect of the hawk/ dove dynamic played out in 

the first strategic era (during and after Vietnam) versus the contemporary strategic era 

(after 9/11), which provides context for grasping the evolution of these issues over 

successive periods of political leadership. Specifically, it ‘tests’ whether and to what 

extent a paradigm of asymmetry is different from the prior conventional paradigm in 

terms of the controversy that has arisen over the proper role of American hard power on 

the world stage throughout the end of the 20th century and into the 2000s. In this regard, 

the temporal nature of the comparative analysis is crucial due to the nature of rapid 

discursive change on issues of armed conflict amid ever-tumultuous international 

developments. In turn, the time span examined in each of the two cases is deliberate and 

rather meticulously chronological throughout. 

 These two general paradigms of conflict selected for the overall comparison are 

most relevant because shifts in the dominant positioning of political leaders on dilemmas 

of peace and war have been rather dramatic, especially after major crises of conflict, 

when such issues are thrust to the forefront of the debate and force clear stances out of 

decision-makers. This is certainly the case in the latter stages and aftermath of the 

Vietnam War, as well as the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks and resulting wars in 

Afghanistan and Iraq under the heading of the war against terrorism. 
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 It is clear that the intensity of the hawk/ dove dynamic depends on the difficulty 

of the national security question(s) being debated in political life. Tough problems, 

complex scenarios, and particularly confusing security environments increase the level of 

controversy involved. And when military action -- particularly involving the tremendous 

destruction aerial campaigns can bring to bear -- is highly controversial, it tends to 

polarize opinion. High cost in blood and treasure pushes opinions even further apart with 

some wishing to cut losses and others hoping to avoid the effort and funds having been 

expended in vain. Most often, hawk/ dove contention is negligible when questions of 

foreign policy and national security are comparatively more ‘easy,’ as they are thus, more 

unified. This is the case both in times of relative peace, where the lack of crisis or present 

enemies makes hawkishness less necessary, as well as in times of existential threat from a 

clear enemy, when doves seem few and far between (e.g., after Pearl Harbor). It is for 

these reasons that this dissertation pays particular attention to the sharpest controversy 

during the Vietnam War and its aftermath, as well as during the U.S.-led ‘war on 

terrorism’ launched after 9/11 (including Iraq). 

 The first general case on the end/ aftermath of the Vietnam conflict is especially 

appropriate given the watershed time period for change in this dynamic. With the 

establishment of a permanent anti-war movement amid new heights for American 

military might, the aftermath of the conflict’s end in 1975 set the stage for perpetual 

debate over the wisdom of American military action. The scale of the war itself, 

particularly in the larger context of the Cold War, naturally put military/ foreign policy 

front and center in the discourse and motivated great changes in opinion. Similarly, the 

attacks of 9/11 and the wars that followed (serving as the second case study) were 
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conflicts mired in similar political and social disagreement, moving minds in the process, 

both to the left and to the right, and opening up new grounds for contention. The post-

Vietnam and post-9/11 periods can be regarded as critical paradigms of American 

conflict within the context of the Cold War and ‘War on Terror’ (WOT), respectively, 

that most boldly reveal such changes in opinion, and are therefore the main foci of the 

analysis. With two overall and temporally-defined cases that break the interpretive 

portion of the dissertation into two halves, the findings of the project are outlined with 

greater chronological simplicity and analytical clarity. 

 To be sure, comparing the post-Vietnam and post-9/11 eras may seem 

counterintuitive in the sense that the post-Vietnam era was relatively peaceful for 

American forces on any large scale (until 1991) while the years since 9/11 have been rife 

with the heat of near constant battle in two major theatres. Moreover, Vietnam was a 

nearly decade-long war and 9/11 was a single day of destruction on the U.S. homeland. 

Yet, in justification of the temporal focus of the case studies, both eras are said to have 

been ‘wakeup calls’ and influential breaks with the past that changed the nature of 

American conflict, how it is contemplated, how it is waged, and where it is focused. Part 

of this related to the corollary line of inquiry into the validity of the conventional wisdom 

holding that Vietnam made the U.S. more dovish vis-à-vis war weariness and 9/11 made 

the U.S. more hawkish vis-à-vis the desire for retribution. And although the emphasis in 

the first case is on the aftermath of the Vietnam War, it does consider some of the 

conflict itself in its latter stages because these years constitute a major contextual 

environment in which the hawk/ dove relationship took shape in modern history. Thus, 

the period of time covered from roughly 1964-1975, during escalation, peak military 
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footprint, and then a path of de-escalation in Indo-china, serves as a more valid 

comparison alongside the active period of conflict witnessed in the years since 9/11. In 

other words, without examining the years included during the Vietnam War, the cases 

might in this respect be taken as incongruent (comparing a post-conflict time period with 

an active conflict period). 

 Moreover, each case stands apart, representing a major paradigm in terms of what 

is perceived as America’s primary adversary: the Soviet Union and communism during 

the Cold War and non-state groups like al-Qaeda and radical Islamist terrorism during the 

global war against terrorism. To the extent, however, that the research explicitly covers 

1964-2012, four basic periods actually comprise spans of time (nested within the two 

cases) that are analyzed with some distinction: the Vietnam War, the post-Vietnam or 

latter Cold War years, the post-Cold War or ‘unipolar moment’ years, and the post-9/11 

years. 

In the more qualitative second half of the dissertation, separate chapters tackle 

each of the two cases with in-depth discussions of the relationship between the data 

produced for that period and the qualitative insights into motivations/ rationales behind 

changes in focus/ policy seen in Congress. In straightforward terms, the dissertation as a 

whole is a basic comparison of two distinct periods of conflict designed to pin down what 

is similar and what is different in terms of how opinions on the utility of airpower are 

debated in the wake of emergent constraints on the battlefield and the development of 

technologies aimed at mitigating those constraints. The similarities and differences of the 

two main paradigms of American conflict used in this study serve as the framework for 

this dissertation and set up the overall conclusions presented at the end. 
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 Running parallel to the numerical data, the true state of the hawk versus dove 

dynamic is ascertained more accurately by looking to actual ideas and plans 

communicated to the public vis-à-vis certain illuminating 1) party platforms, 2) 

programs, and 3) rhetoric put forth by key intellectual and party leaders. Thus, the 

dissertation retains important qualitative elements.6 A central aspect also involves 

literature reviews of the theoretical foundations made by other authors (tackled in the 

following chapter). In keeping with the central logic of the dissertation, the literature 

review is geared toward pinning down conflict asymmetry as a concept in global affairs, 

and more particularly as it operates in relation to advances made in the application of 

airpower. Subsequently, the two main case studies on the post-Vietnam and post-9/11 

periods are centered on high-profile and readily observable examples of hawk/ dove 

opinion (i.e., ones that are actually communicated to the public). One by one, these 

metrics are analyzed in terms of how new realities of conflict in these time periods can be 

interpreted as having shifted stances along each of the sub-component parts of the hawk/ 

dove continuum (wherever relevant). 

Thus, in addition to voting behavior in Congress, this dissertation conducts its 

analysis with data that is most readily available for study, including the speeches and 

official communications put forth by presidents, presidential nominees, and other party 

leaders in Congress with oversight responsibility, (e.g., major speeches, policy 

statements, campaign literature, debate performances). It also looks at the major party 

platforms published from 1968 to 2012, scouring them for revelations as to major 

                                                 
6 To evaluate in quantitative terms alone borders on futile given that the initiation of conflict comes down 
to so few individual actors (even when acting on behalf of larger political constructs) and in formal terms, 
so few votes. The U.S. Congress has only voted to declare war five times, and in other instances of hard 
power being exercised, the hands-on nature of this power has been increasingly concentrated in the 
executive branch of government. 
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divisions of hard power policy. These data points are most relevant because presidential-

level politics typify the rhetorical manifestations of differing approaches to foreign/ 

military policy, and therefore, offer an insightful window into the evolving views of 

policy standard-bearers. Some qualitative insight into how this all operates in the 

executive branch is a nice parallel to the data set exclusive to the legislative branch. 

Moreover, each of the platforms of the two major parties published every four years 

comprises a sort of explicit ideological repository and the essence of the key positions of 

the parties as a whole on military/ foreign policy. This aspect of the supplementary 

qualitative data includes portions of both Democratic and Republican political party 

platforms compiled by The American Presidency Project.7 These resources are examined 

for specific instances of support for or dissent against instances of military intervention 

that either line up with or run counter to the data produced for the time period in question. 

However, because presidential-level speeches and party platforms are written in sanitized 

and highly parsed language, this will ultimately be of limited utility. Undergirding the 

research in this area, key papers, speeches, and official statements of other leading figures 

within the two general ideological camps, especially those of fringe or insurgent 

candidates, will also be considered. This includes relevant op-ed pieces published in 

major newspapers over the period in question. Collected and organized in tandem, the 

totality of this data is used to compare the primary points of contention on issues of peace 

and war unfolding over the course of the two main cases. 

 Though centered on the two umbrella cases, the discussion incorporates context 

involving specific crises of hard power showing up as points of relevance in the data, 

                                                 
7 The American Presidency Project is a digital document repository formed by John Woolley and Gerhard 
Peters at the University of California, Santa Barbara in 1999. See 
<http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/platforms.php> 
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including Gulf War I, American involvement in Kosovo, the U.S. component of the 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) action in Libya, and to a less temporally 

precise extent, continuing aerial theatres of operation over countries like Yemen and 

Somalia. Within the context of the post-Vietnam and post-9/11 eras, these crises capture 

the essence of the most consequential, and therefore, controversial instances of U.S. hard 

power being used on the world stage, offering excellent insights into the most significant 

politicking and debate that surrounds them. Thus, the case study method is central to the 

project, to more concretely examine and compare the course of hawk/ dove struggles 

during several of the most heavily politicized conflicts. 

 

Theoretical Considerations 

 In conjunction with the most primitive human organizations formed for security 

against threats from the natural world throughout prehistory came an acceptance that 

other groups of humans likewise posed potential threats. This fundamental security 

paradigm, in which the formation of increasingly powerful organizations eventually leads 

to conflict, has been endemic to virtually all human affairs dating back to before the 

written word was even conceived of and for the first time applied to documenting warfare 

between Sumer and Elam around 2,700 B.C.E.8 In the approximately 739 major wars that 

have been fought since then,9 the parties involved have -- to varying degrees -- been 

concerned with the justification behind the use of force. With the capacity for higher-

order reasoning and an understanding of the fundamental risks of waging war in the first 

                                                 
8 See Meistrich, Ira. “Military History: The Birthplace of War.” Military History Quarterly. Spring 2005. 
<http://www.historynet.com/military-history-the-birthplace-of-war.htm> 
 
9 See “The Terrible Truth.” The Human History of War. <http://www.bibleufo.com/terribletruth5.htm> 
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place, decision-makers have treated its initiation with careful attention, albeit often in an 

exclusive and closed setting. But it is not until relatively recently that democratic/ 

pluralistic features have appeared in governance, allowing for questions of peace and war 

to be distinctly more public questions and central topics of general, and thereby often 

contentious, discourse. 

 As such, debating war has become subject to the same political realities as all 

other issues discussed in the social arena. Where before, the ideologies of various polities 

were monolithic (including their stance on rival powers), more distinctive groupings have 

formed in the last few centuries to either support or oppose the assertive use of force to 

achieve a given nation’s security objectives or other priorities, which in some cases are 

decisions made outside of the specific circumstances involved. The merits and/ or pitfalls 

of exercising hard power have become embedded in deeper approaches to political 

philosophy and worldview, where the fundamental morality of militarism is called into 

question, not only its wisdom or viability. 

 In open democracies, there is indeed heated and honest debate over issues related 

to peace and war. American foreign policy leaders of both major parties have in 

particular come to spar quite frequently over how to manage such potentially destructive 

air capability in recent years. Although this research does not single out the partisan 

component of the hawk/ dove dynamic for analysis, it is an inescapable and recurring 

theme worth consideration in the context of the rest of the project. In this vein, 

conventional wisdom holds that hawks (mostly Republicans) have tended to fast-track the 

development of aerial hard power and often also expand its use in response to security 

challenges abroad. By contrast, doves (mostly Democrats) have tended to limit its use, 



- 19 - 

 
 

and perhaps to a lesser extent, put the brakes on its development, as an obvious target in 

their opposition to what they view as bellicose militarism by the hawks. 

Though certainly not always in alignment with party allegiance, the struggle 

between the two dominant poles of thought on the methodology of foreign-policy (i.e., 

preferring the use of sticks vs. carrots) has been a key component of the rather sharp 

disagreement that has persisted in Washington D.C. and throughout the country, even 

case even when the ends of foreign policy are more or less agreed upon. Especially from 

the Vietnam conflict forward and the establishment of a permanent anti-war movement, 

the dynamic has become a perennial issue. In fact, widespread political usage of the hawk 

and dove metaphor, itself thematically aerial, gained renewed traction out of controversy 

over whether and to what extent the U.S. should escalate the air campaign in Indochina 

leading up to the Tet Offensive in 1968.10 Used pejoratively, the label ‘dove’ was 

tantamount to an accusation of weakness and lack of resolve in the face of an expanding 

communist sphere. In the years since, the label ‘hawk’ applied to foreign policy hard-

liners has been used pejoratively as a moniker of reckless militancy and uninformed 

jingoism in the conduct of foreign policy. Interestingly, these terms have also been used 

as a badge of honor by both sides as a means of touting foreign policy bona fides that 

align with their ideological identity, and in turn, for electoral advantage vis-à-vis political 

rhetoric put forth to the public. 

                                                 
10 Though the metaphor gained significant mileage in the context of the Cuban Missile Crisis just as the 
U.S. was beginning to ramp up its presence in Vietnam, its initial use came about in the context of the War 
of 1812, based on the words of Congressman John Randolph of Roanoke. See for example Blacklidge, 
Jacob C., “John Randolph of Roanoke Predicts War: Speaker Clay Prevents Debate on Anti-War Motion.” 
The Carolina Gazette. ‘19th Century Now’ - May 29, 1812 – Posted by Dr. James L. Senefeld on June 5, 
2012. <http://www.19thcenturynow.com/?p=279> 
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 Although change in the fault lines of the hawk versus dove dynamic has been an 

overarching and highly consequential feature of recent U.S. political discourse, this 

research is merited in this area specifically to chronicle and gauge the dynamic over time, 

especially in light of the added context of globalization and the new realities of warfare 

after 9/11. How changes in U.S. approaches to the use of its colossal airpower assets fit 

into the global security arena -- and vice versa -- bears further scrutiny, especially as the 

medium to long-term durability of the U.S.-led global security umbrella (implicitly 

suspended by the use or the threat of using airpower) lingers in question. However, the 

use of American military power delivered from the air continues to be a leading vehicle 

for violent social and/ or political change on the world stage today (e.g., Libya), such that 

the implications here are truly global in scope, with significant ripple effects into issues 

and regions other than those proximate to what is immediately in question. 

 All of this speaks to the significance and importance of this research. The 

evolution of the hawk/ dove dynamic is a real peculiarity in modern politics. No other 

issue area seems to cause as many ‘flip-flops’ or inconsistencies by leading figures in 

American political life, and yet, especially with unprecedented military capability in 

modern times, the tone and tenor of American partisan approaches to the use of its near-

plenipotentiary hard power directly holds the fate of millions around the globe in the 

balance between a comprehensive security platform and the receiving end of a 

devastating aerial attack. Researching and documenting these intricacies of American 

opinion in this area has wide-ranging implications for the study of conflict in the 21st 

century, given that airpower seems to have renewed itself as a prime avenue for conflict 

in the contemporary age of globalization. A more comprehensive attempt to uniquely 
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articulate the extent of these controversies over how to approach the management of 

highly lethal airpower is intrinsically worthwhile, contributing to today’s discourse 

surrounding how globalization has pushed the envelope of prior assumptions on how 

organized conflict is conducted (including who the players are), and has tested the 

boundaries of conventional wisdom in this area amid radical advancements in the 

digitization and automation of aerial weapons platforms in just the last decade. 

 Aiming to answer how the clash between hawks and doves has changed over time 

-- and articulating how exactly it happened -- undoubtedly sheds badly needed light on a 

whole range of other, macro corollary issues surrounding the direction of globalization, 

the nature of conflict an security in the contemporary age, and the viability of the U.S. to 

continue operating as a global hegemonic state. Ultimately, the main value of this inquiry 

into the hawk/ dove dynamic lies in its assessment of how it connects with real-world 

technological change in the tools of aerial combat as well as how the dynamic itself is 

shaped by the increasing prevalence of asymmetry/ non-linear warfare -- each essential 

symptoms of globalization that influence each other in the modern age. 

 

Hawks and Doves: The Dynamic Explained from the Bird’s Eye View 

At the most basic level, there remains significant confusion in the literature and 

especially in general discourse about how to appropriately label, classify, or otherwise 

measure ‘hawkishness’ or ‘dovishness,’ which begs further qualitative elaboration given 

the extensive, but often imprecise, use of these terms in the lexicon of today’s political 

chatter. Thus, particularly nebulous or slippery metaphorical language, such as ‘hawk’ 

and ‘dove,’ which are umbrella terms often used pejoratively, begs precision and careful 
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qualification before proceeding. Though they are often used, these terms are properly 

understood less often. This section delves into a discussion of what actually constitutes 

hawkishness and dovishness as they are applied for the purposes of this study. So what 

are hawks and doves anyway, and what specific policy characteristics do these terms 

speak to? 

Indeed, the tension between hawkishness and dovishness is fundamental to the 

nature of existence and power, as an extension of the fight or flight response. Even on the 

individual level, people must make choices about when they decide that physical force in 

a given situation becomes justifiable, to defend themselves against an armed hostage 

taker for example, or perhaps even break up a fistfight. This dynamic is able to scale all 

the way up to the national and international levels, where nations and their leaders debate 

whether to fight back against an organized attack or even to intervene in a foreign civil 

war. 

 Analogous to the bullish/ bearish metaphor applied to investment strategy in the 

world of finance, the hawk/ dove dynamic itself is centered on a simple question: are you 

anti-war or pro-war? It is a question with timeless quality that today confronts both those 

in the upper echelons of power and the average voter. Recent decades have no doubt seen 

the question of when to use hard power coming to occupy an increasing share of the 

national political discourse, breathing new life into the hawk/ dove dynamic, especially in 

the American context in which deciding whether to support or oppose the use of this 

power in the name of security has become a frequent quandary for U.S. leaders. 

American tactical ability to intervene abroad with militarily force (especially in smaller-

scale/ ‘surgical’ air operations) became so overwhelming in the past few decades --
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largely balanced only by growing international public relations accountability -- that 

discussions about whether the U.S. should exercise its might came up often, meaning that 

the hawk vs. dove dynamic came to operate as its own distinctive and highly contentious 

area of the national debate. Also, as security challenges across the board have become 

less clear-cut from the national interest perspective, the virtues and perils of swinging the 

‘stick’ of U.S. foreign policy have been ever more hotly contested in an expanding 

ideological tug-of-war between these two poles. Now more than ever, it represents a 

unique political cleavage in the nation’s politics, operating as a distinct aspect of the 

ideological thought process. 

This runs directly counter to the notion of partisanship and ideology or otherwise 

contentious policymaking being said in the American context to end ‘at the water’s edge,’ 

implying a certain unspoken unity in the nation’s foreign/ security policies. Indeed, 

throughout most of U.S. history, there has been a certain harmony of opinion in this area. 

But with the diminishing importance of the spatial/ territorial component to threats as 

well as the governance challenges involved in guarding against such threats, this old 

political adage has increasingly been called into question. Where before, there was 

relative unanimity for the virtues of U.S. military involvement against obvious enemies 

when the need to fight was clear to national interest, the new features of modern warfare 

in an era of hyper-globalizing phenomena have made the wisdom of exercising military 

power a highly politicized, polarized, and often partisan affair – more likely to appear as 

an issue but also more nebulous in the determination of what constitutes ‘real’ or ‘net’ 

security gains for given political units of analysis. 
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 Just as threats are no longer buffeted by the water’s edge as a meaningful dividing 

line, ideas about how best to secure against said threats are in the same way no longer 

normalized simply by virtue of common national identity and patriotism. This is a central 

headline in the globalization story as it relates to questions of security over the last 

several decades; globalizing trends and the complexities they entail have greatly changed 

the prior structural features of the security landscape reflected in older strategic studies 

literature. The factors involved have greatly complicated this area of policy and, 

somewhat unsurprisingly, the nebulous nature of threats in the 21st century is 

accompanied by the equally nebulous ‘answers’ to those threats vis-à-vis the possible 

policy options. Just as oceans are no longer seen as barriers to threats in an age of modern 

globalization, oceans no longer seem to contain or standardize opinion on foreign policy. 

Threats can less and less be seen in unitary terms, and foreign/ security policies are 

therefore less unitary or cohesive to follow. As security concerns become increasingly 

de-territorialized, and less grounded per se, political positioning on security issues 

likewise becomes less grounded – unmoored from the prior norms of its discursive 

circle(s). This is part and parcel of the intersection of the national and global levels of 

abstraction, with national policymakers responding to (and in some cases trying to 

preempt) major changes in the global political and conflict environments. 

 With these emergent complexities factoring into the hawk/ dove struggle and the 

grounds on which it is debated in these national terms, it is important to discuss some 

important caveats about the limitations of the hawk/ dove metaphor (although it serves as 

a useful analytical framework for this project). For example, hawkish does not 

necessarily mean the use of force is simply seen as the first option. Likewise, dovish 
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certainly does not necessarily mean hard power is entirely off the table. So although not 

acting with the use of force serves as a kind of default position, even the dove will resort 

to force given certain conditions, and must not be perceived as necessarily being an 

unequivocal pacifist. Assuming basic agreement on the legitimacy of a given national 

order, hawks and doves essentially only disagree over the point at which ‘all other 

options have been exhausted’ and when the threshold for acting with force has been 

reached. It is a matter of requiring certain conditions to convince an individual that using 

hard power is wise and feasible. Virtually overnight, the attack on Pearl Harbor, for 

instance, turned staunch isolationists and those with dovish tendencies unapologetically 

pro-war; the desire for revenge was palpable and seen as entirely legitimate by any 

standard of warfare. Therefore, it could be said that doves can only truly flourish when 

there is a preexistent baseline environment of peace. In other words, if clear and present 

enemies began to attack and attempt to invade the U.S. on a consistent basis, doves from 

a different time period might be pro-war under such a hypothetical climate of national 

duress. 

 Thus, even though acting with hard power because of an existential threat and/ or 

in the name of legitimate parochial interest still constitutes the use of hard power in the 

affirmative, it does not mean that acting for such reasons is necessarily indicative of 

hawkishness per se. An act of justifiable homicide in genuine self-defense could hardly 

label someone a hawk -- to use the analogy of the individual -- even though they may 

have killed somebody to preserve their own life. Similarly, when hard power is brought 

to bear as the last option on the policy table and under ethically legitimate pretenses, its 

use can still be fundamentally dovish in its categorization. Thus, it is not the mere act of 
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using hard power that constitutes hawkishness; rather it is the context in which it is 

considered and used. Moreover, neither approach is inherently preferential in objective 

terms. Excessive hawkishness can indeed be reckless and breach the conditions of just 

war theory (both in its initiation and execution), just as excessive dovishness may be an 

abdication of responsibility and lead to unnecessary death and destruction, although this 

is far from always the case. 

 Furthermore, a major misconception of hawkishness, usually from the dovish 

perspective, is that it must always be out of financial gain (vis-à-vis the Military 

Industrial Complex, or MIC) or out of sheer bloodlust. However, it often advocates for 

the use of force out of a certain perspective on achieving justice, and a desire to create 

greater peace over the long term. A misconception of dovishness, usually from the 

hawkish perspective, is that it is never willing to use force. In fact, when certain lines are 

crossed, almost anyone would conceivably gravitate toward a hawkish stance. That is 

why this dynamic is so fungible. It entirely depends on the situation at hand. To say one 

is pro-war is not necessarily to say one favors the initiation of conflict merely for the sake 

of doing so or for some nefarious purposes. Indeed, there are numerous political 

considerations, both domestic and geo-strategic, that factor into a decision to be pro-war 

or anti-war during a given crisis. The terms dove and hawk, however, speak also to the 

longer-standing tendency for one to be pro or anti-war as the basis of an established 

worldview; as a lens through which to better interpret the wisdom of using force in the 

next crisis. 

 Going beyond when specific question of national security arises on the country’s 

radar screen, this shows the distinction between the dynamic in times of peace (when 
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ideology plays a larger role) vs. times of crisis (when specific facts and events primarily 

shape opinions).11 Here, context is everything. In times of relative peace, this question is 

entirely generic and speaks to the general ideological leanings of the person – a 

disposition that is evident in one’s level of support for defense spending, for example. On 

a crucial vote to authorize force or on the eve of proposed use of hard power, however 

(such as during President Bush’s 48 hour ultimatum to Saddam Hussein to leave Iraq), 

this question becomes relative to the specific proposed military action looming on the 

horizon. Both aspects become relevant in the data set covered in chapter three. 

 No matter the circumstance, there is always great complexity in what factors into 

dovish or hawkish policy. Isolationists and pacifists can both be dovish, but for different 

reasons; the former out of inward-looking parochialism and the latter out of moral 

aversion to violence. Then there is sheer partisan dovishness based on carefully crafted 

messaging in electoral politics. On the other side of things, hawkishness can exist on the 

basis of several reasons, many of them working in tandem as well to create hawkishness 

as a palpable body of thought in the discourse. Whether out of a sense of humanitarian 

internationalism, blunt no-holds-barred nationalism, sheer partisan gain, or even financial 

interests within the Military Industrial Complex, hawkishness can have several driving 

forces as well. 

 Notwithstanding, it must also be considered that hawkishness and dovishness do 

not always represent positions that exist merely for the sake of blindly pursuing conflict 

or conciliation, and manifestations of these tendencies are idealistic or self-serving less 

often than what might commonly be assumed. They arise most often out of honest 

                                                 
11 A hawk in time of crisis reveals himself or herself to support the use of hard power to solve the problem 
at hand, whereas a dove would not. In times of general peace, however, hawks still reveal themselves as 
deeply concerned about preparation for the military to be able to successfully wage wars of the future. 
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assessments of what is strategically wise or even feasible in a given scenario as well as a 

genuine belief in the best means of accomplishing a given goal, and are thus transcendent 

of partisan affiliation in many respects. Hawks -- generally defined -- routinely adopt 

what would otherwise be dovish positions (not to use force or use less force) when its 

application is unfeasible, counterproductive, or simply strategically unwise. By the same 

token, doves -- generally defined -- also routinely adopt what would otherwise seem to be 

hawkish positions when the ethics and legitimacy of using force are clear and necessary 

to vital interests of (inter)national peace and stability. In this mix, individual Democratic 

and Republican leaders often break ranks from party convention. Quite clearly, 

hawkishness and dovishness are not blanket terms and they seldom reveal much without 

knowing the context of the conflict paradigm to which they are applied. An assessment of 

this dynamic requires a qualitative approach with plenty of context and these caveats are 

critical in assessing which positions are indeed fair to consider hawkish or dovish in the 

analysis portion of the dissertation that looks at the voting behavior of successive 

Congresses. 

 In this vein, although examples of the hawk versus dove dynamic introduce 

countless corollary issues, and the complexity is rife depending on the situation, it is 

usually very clear what the more dovish and more hawkish positions are when context is 

presented – manifested in Congress as an up or down vote. And to be sure, the more 

dovish position can in many cases be merely less hawkish, but hawkish nonetheless. That 

said, this is a matter of interpretation, to which any political observer can attach a 

different value. In other words, the threshold for what constitutes something that is 

hawkish or dovish can never quite be established in objective terms. That is why the 
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relationship between these two poles is usually binary, meaning that it slides along a 

continuum. Therefore, the extent of hawkishness or dovishness in a given policy 

preference may be nearly impossible to ascertain, but the direction traveled is clear and 

can be pinned down/ measured more effectively. 

 As was alluded to earlier, this natural split goes beyond questions of actually 

going to war, and is manifested in the hawk versus dove relationship insofar that doves 

tend to want to limit armaments and hawks tend to want more of them, which can be 

especially telling in times of relative peace. In the American context, both sides -- as they 

are predominantly but not exclusively represented by the Democratic and Republican 

Parties -- generally agree on possessing a strong and capable U.S. military to defend 

American interests, but the clashes come most often on the extent of this strength. Thus, 

in the political realm, this is a question of trade-offs and prioritizing certain public-policy 

agendas, which usually boils down to funding for weapons and other defense needs. 

Doves are generally more inclined to limit military spending in favor of spending on 

other (mostly social) programs for domestic purposes, often described as the ‘guns versus 

butter’ debate. They view overspending on the military as wasteful and potentially 

provocative in the international arena. At root, hawks carry the belief that potential 

enemies are more likely to accept carrots when they know stick looms in the background, 

and because security is sacrosanct under this view, it outweighs even the most important 

domestic spending programs in terms of what is viewed as national priority. In this sense, 

they view a strong military as a vehicle for peace and as an incentive for more successful 

diplomacy. Some other facets of the hawkish position include also supporting more 

robust foreign military aid, the tendency toward favoring executive power over legislative 
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oversight, and maintaining international superiority with WMDs. And short of being 

proponents of actual war, hawks can also advocate for precursors or steps along the path 

to war during specific crises, including the imposition of a no fly zone, which often 

constitutes a significant ratcheting up of the show of force to dissuade aggressors. 

 This signifies a split in the methodology of foreign policy; whether to rely more 

heavily on the diplomatic establishment or the military establishment to achieve certain 

objectives in the international domain. Thus, it does not necessarily speak to any 

disagreement over the desired objectives of the nation’s foreign policy. Hawks and doves, 

therefore, disagree primarily over means, and not always the ends involved. For example, 

regime change in Iraq was largely supported by the Democratic Party since after the first 

Gulf War, just as it was resoundingly supported by Republicans. However, after 9/11 and 

the Bush Administration’s failed attempts to disarm Iraq through diplomatic channels, the 

Republicans moved to a policy of supporting preemptive invasion of the entire country. 

Though many tagged along vis-à-vis the vote on a resolution on the authorization of the 

use of force against Iraq, many Democrats favored containment and other strategies to try 

and de-fang Saddam Hussein’s military forces. 

 Interestingly, as part of the thorny features involved in the debate, doves are most 

often defined in relation to the more interventionist and hard power-reliant hawks, such 

that they do not necessarily oppose the use of the military in blanket strategic terms. 

Often, they simply take a less forceful position. Of course, much of this also simply boils 

down to the constraints of electoral politics and simple two-party polarization, although 

the data set does not account specifically for the hawk/ dove dynamic in partisan terms. 

Democrats seldom use expressions of unapologetic nationalism and the merits of hard 
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power to garner votes, while Republicans often do. Democrats, however, are keen to get 

the anti-war vote, and thus take on a more dovish nature, often speaking out against the 

pitfalls of militarism gone too far. Republicans appeal to the more hawkish nature present 

in the human spirit to achieve a greater good through armed intervention. But in any fair 

sense, and at least outwardly, even the self-professed dove in American politics supports 

a strong military and intelligence community. In reality, the American dove could be 

characterized as still being a hawk in form, but surely a dove in mind – implying a keen 

element of defensiveness in dovish foreign policy that focuses on preventing conflict 

through deterrence and diplomacy. But by any standard, the American hawk is a hawk in 

form and in practice. With these distinctions, the standing of the nation’s airpower 

capability and the standing of the debate over where and when to use such power are 

intimately related and have managed to rage into the present. 

 

The Hawk/ Dove Debate and Airpower Technology: Nature of the Relationship 

 There are certainly numerous aspects to the hawk/ dove split, but this dissertation 

treats airpower as the main focal point and as its own unit of analysis (i.e., a separate 

litmus test utilized in the data set). And insofar as this fascination with airpower has 

developed in the political realm, it is central to understanding the debate over the merits/ 

pitfalls of assertive interventionism between hawks and doves. Especially with the extent 

of U.S.’s military predominance in the air and the extensive reliance on power 

accumulation in this domain of warfare, this serves as the central object of study in the 

study. 
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As has been established, the term ‘hawk’ -- used to describe one’s pro-war stance 

generally, or in a given crisis -- is defined primarily by a low(er) threshold needed to 

favor the use or accumulation of military power in achieving a foreign policy objective. 

But beyond the inherent component of aggressiveness involved, there is also the question 

of capability, or the tools of combat (in this case aerial) at the military’s disposal that 

allow politicians to adopt a hawkish stance in the first place. To continue the analogy, a 

hawk in nature would not be a hawk per se, without its speed in flight, powerful talons, 

and sharp beak used to devastate its prey. Thus, the decision phase of resorting to force is 

greatly constrained by what can be brought to bear in the execution phase (as it stands 

against the size, weapons, and cunning of a given adversary). This is a basic precept of 

conflict that has undergirded all battlefield strategy since the dawn of organized conflict, 

even in most unconventional, sub-state, and individual contexts.12 Knowing how one’s 

power stacks up against potentially hostile enemies plays a pivotal role in determining 

whether it is wise or even feasible to adopt a pro-war stance at all; whether one is best 

suited to do what they can or suffer what they must13 (lest belligerent, but weaker powers 

risk annihilation). 

On the other side of the coin, the extent of hawkishness or dovishness present in 

the political leadership of the American government has an impact on the fate of these 

very military capabilities; whether they are better funded and more actively pursued, or 

perhaps best left undeveloped in lieu of other public spending priorities. If one generally 

                                                 
12 For example, in ‘bringing a knife to a gun fight,’ as the expression goes, the person with the knife can 
quickly become a dove. Similarly, countries without a permanent standing army like Costa Rica have few, 
if any, hawkish politicians – in a scenario in which the mere threat of force against a potential adversary is 
not even credible. 
 
13 This borrows from the infamous quote by Thucydides, which serves as a key tenet of realist thought in 
international relations. See History of the Peloponnesian War translated by Rex Warner. Penguin Books. 
New York, NY. 1972. 
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believes that military action is unwise by its very nature, then there is less of a burden to 

support a strong and more powerful military. Those that feel that military action is indeed 

a legitimate policy tool naturally want to see it stronger and better prepared to act in this 

capacity. This boils down to support for funding for the military, and the air assets of 

each of its branches in particular, which aside from all the politicized ‘riders’ present in 

American legislative appropriations for the military, constitutes a key litmus test for 

gauging hawkishness/ dovishness, especially in peacetime. 

As the discord over foreign policy methodology on the one hand, and the standing 

of hard power capacity on the other, are so interrelated in this way, it is logical to 

conclude that there are consequential insights yet to be fully extrapolated from the 

relationships between the posture of America’s military arsenals (including specific 

weapons systems/ innovations of airpower) and the ideological posture of the political 

agency exercised to control them. 

 Whether one favors the use of the carrot or the stick in a situation, largely comes 

down to the size of the stick, and the size of the stick wielded by the given opponent. 

Indeed this may change depending on the specific circumstances at hand, but it is 

precisely because of the fact that the nature and effectiveness of sticks in the military 

sense advance so rapidly that the level of hawkishness in the parties fluctuates so 

significantly. That said, hawkishness in many cases verges on an ideology, which 

transcends individual crises to inform one’s position on future ones. 

This speaks to the distinction between the two questions of when the military 

should be unleashed against another power, and what the military is able to unleash at all 

against that opposing power. Policy -- especially policy towards the international realm -- 
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is limited by the capacity to enforce it. Naturally, weaker military powers are unable to 

dictate terms in the course of international affairs when operating in the shadow of a 

larger power with contravening interests; hence the quest for military power as the basis 

of all Realpolitik and most interstate-relations throughout history. Much policy, 

especially that directed at the international realm falls flat without teeth to back it up. 

 There are lines separating opinions on the wisest means of achieving more-or-less 

agreed upon goals in foreign policy: either through the use of carrots, diplomacy, and soft 

power or the stick of the nation’s unrivaled military might. Thus, the question arises: 

have the introduction of new military technologies impacted the prevalence of 

hawkishness within Congress? Conversely, have understandings of the limitations of 

emergent battlefield technologies facilitated the advancement of hawkishness or 

dovishness in Congress? 

 To be sure, military weapons development has been the ultimate game of cat and 

mouse playing out over the centuries, quite literally from sticks and stones to pilotless 

attack drones firing hellfire missiles; all the result of competition between rival powers 

and hostile enemies. This newfound airpower, however, has the potential to make the use 

of force a more controversial area of policy. This is for two mutually-reinforcing reasons. 

First, with the relative ease of initiating an air attack against an adversary, the issue 

simply comes up more often. Second, when the issue of using force does come up, it is 

often in the context of elective, or at least non-existential, engagements. This means that 

the urgency for solving the problem at hand is less than absolute, which lessens 

popularity and support for war. In fact, in cases where warfare is entirely non-elective, 

and a true matter of survival, then support for the use of hard power reaches near 
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unanimity in society. And yet, even with these conditions that might tend to breed 

heightened controversy (both evident in the WOT after 9/11), a key question (and 

hypothesis) that this dissertation sheds light on is the extent to which transformational 

weapons systems like drones actually lessen controversy and pave the way for a new 

consensus on the stick of America’s foreign policy. 

 

Chapter Layout 

This chapter has surveyed the topic in introductory terms and provided a glimpse 

into what is to come. It outlined the topic and its significance, the research questions, the 

main arguments, and the basic methodologies to be employed. In addition, it covered 

some of the theoretical complexity found in the hawkishness/ dovishness continuum and 

its sub-components, serving as the basis for understanding the subsequent analysis. On 

the heels of thorough literature review sections that cover the nature of hawk/ dove 

opposition and the role of airpower in the asymmetrical conflict environment (comprising 

the bulk of chapter two), the project’s data set is revealed in general terms throughout 

chapter three. Entitled ‘The Hawk/ Dove Dynamic: Data and Methods,’ it comprises the 

heart of the entire dissertation and is where the bulk of the actual numbers crunching, 

visualization, and comparative analysis is treated. It unpacks the data set with a 

comprehensive discussion of the data, how it is organized, and interpreted. It also reveals 

the main findings along with charts to put the information in visual terms. 

With the conceptual basis for the dissertation firmly established in the opening 

chapters, it then continues on to the case studies. Chapter four turns to ‘Case #1: Hawks 

and Doves Clash over Vietnam and Beyond.’ It evaluates the data collected for the (post) 
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Vietnam era, showing how new and existing aerial technologies of the time became the 

grounds for heated debate over funding such programs, such as the B1, cruise missile, 

and other programs. It provides a baseline for how the dynamic played out in these years 

according to each of the litmus tests, including of course, the fundamental flash point 

over the wisdom of escalation/ de-escalation central to the war. The next chapter then 

tackles the second study in order to have a comparison on how the litmus tests changed in 

the new, post-9/11 environment. It is entitled ‘Case #2: Hawks and Doves Clash after 

9/11.’ With more or less the same structure as the previous chapter/ case study, it 

examines the data collected for the years 2001-2012 and offers a glimpse into each of the 

litmus tests as they have risen and fallen during the WOT. Finally, chapter six is largely a 

recap of the key findings and a discussion of final conclusions for the whole project. It 

also turns an eye to the future. With this overview, the dissertation now moves on to a 

comprehensive, two-part literature review covering 1) the hawk/ dove dynamic, operating 

primarily in national terms, and 2) asymmetry in armed (specifically aerial) combat, 

operating primarily in international/ global terms. 
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Chapter Two: 
Literature Review 

 
 
 
 Being able to locate the original contribution of a dissertation among a wider 

body of established research is imperative in any field. This task is made somewhat more 

difficult in a global affairs context, which demands knowledge in more than one 

discipline and often leads to making connections between what might otherwise be 

considered disparate concepts. As it concerns the main focal point of airpower as a tool of 

U.S. foreign policy, a proper review of the literature in which this topic is couched 

demands separate treatment of two main areas: 1) the hawk vs. dove dynamic and 2) 

asymmetry in armed conflict. This section examines the central theoretical issues raised 

by these general bodies of published work, with particular attention paid to the 

implications for American politics in the period in question (Vietnam-present). The 

following serves as a basis for understanding the subsequent logic of this project, which 

is greatly aided by a proper evaluation of certain intellectual output derived from key 

areas of prior scholarship. 

 Before proceeding, it is critical to point out that this dissertation considers 

airpower itself as more of an empirical frame for the project (as opposed to a theoretical 

strand) and is therefore most appropriately called upon as needed throughout the 

development of the text, instead of being covered in this section.1 A comprehensive, 

standalone look at airpower literature copiously produced by military institutions, and to 

                                                 
1 The role of airpower is partially discussed in the section on asymmetry insofar as it appears in the 
literature as a platform on which asymmetry can be mitigated. 
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a lesser extent by wider academia, (including its numerous tactical and strategic facets)2 

is undoubtedly a daunting task tangential to the specific research objective set forth here. 

Detailing how the growing prevalence of asymmetry in the application of airpower has 

shaped the political dynamics of the American hawk/ dove contest after Vietnam -- 

compared to after 9/11 -- does however demand a solid grasp of the theory behind two 

conceptual moving parts: the nature of political contention over the use of force (e.g., in 

Congress) and the nature of using force in asymmetrical conflict (e.g., in the U.S.-led 

fight against terrorism). 

The interplay pursued in this vein is integral to this project and is certainly worth 

reiterating here. In the face of growing asymmetry, the development of state-of-the-art 

airpower technologies has been tailored to keep the option of hard power ‘on the table’ 

for America’s decision makers insofar as they are geared toward reducing the risks of 

deploying airmen and women as well as keeping collateral damage to non-combatant 

civilians down to a ‘tolerable’ level.3 To illustrate further by counterfactual, if the U.S. 

had never pushed the envelope to cultivate reliably precise munitions, especially on 

unmanned platforms after 9/11, an over-reliance on aging fleets of Cold War-era bombers 

capable only of carpet-bombing wide swaths of terrain for example, would essentially 

render the option of using airpower off-limits politically speaking. In the fight against 

groups like al-Qaeda, it would be nearly impossible for political parties in power, or in 

the minority for that matter, to justify the level of collateral damage incurred by such 

                                                 
2 The huge volume of publications in this area is evidenced by, among other things, the sheer number of 
journals on airpower, both from within and outside of the military. See for instance Air and Space Power 
Journal, Airpower Journal, Air University Review, Airpower Review, International Airpower Review 
(formerly World Air Power Journal), and The Airpower Historian, among others. 
 
3 As just one example of this notion expresses even before the events of 9/11, see chapter five entitled 
“Technology and Future Constraints on Air Operations” in Waxman, Matthew C., International Law and 
the Politics of Urban Air Operations. RAND, Santa Monica, CA. 2000. 
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weapons systems that are vastly incongruent with the nature of conflict against individual 

militants that live and plot amongst civilians. All this is heightened in an age of instant 

communications and global media that amplifies outrage, facilitates public relations 

disasters, and always keeps powerful entities under the microscope. 

 By extension, it is clear that the terms of the hawk/ dove dynamic debate would 

be vastly different absent these new technologies that at least partially mitigate 

asymmetry by delivering fire from the air in smaller, smarter, and more targeted doses, 

thereby relegating the debate to consideration of alternative means of applying hard 

power and perhaps greatly altering the dynamic’s intensity and/ or level of partisanship. 

Thus, the constraints and opportunities created by the actual terms of how war is fought 

in different and/ or novel ways end up greatly shaping the political debate over its 

viability as a foreign policy tool. In other words, the tendency of political leaders to adopt 

hawkish stances is limited or enabled by what is possible on the military side of things, 

while in the opposite direction, the application of airpower to mitigate asymmetry in the 

field depends largely on the level of support received from the political realm (i.e., 

funding). This relationship constitutes the explanatory frame in which the analytical 

dimension of the project is presented. 

 But with growing asymmetry in conflict (and the technology purported to 

overcome it) serving as the most consequential development to arise with implications for 

the viability of airpower over the last few decades, determining the manner in which the 

hawk/ dove clash has changed -- in terms of 1) its balance, 2) its intensity, and 3) its 

degree of partisanship -- necessarily requires more than a review of literature; it demands 

a look to specific data. As a basis for comparing these metrics in the (post) Vietnam era 
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vs. the post-9/11 era, the methodology turns to a basic quantitative task of aggregating, 

charting, and interpreting Congressional votes on legislation involving questions of 

airpower from the mid-1960s to the present. The heart of the methodology looking at 

voting behavior in Congress over the years seeks to clearly chart how the hawk/ dove 

struggle has unfolded over the years, providing a more solid basis on which to consider 

how qualitative changes in the nature of warfare operate alongside quantitative fate of 

bills voted on in Congress. And although they do not always win the day against the 

power of the executive branch in the realm of international affairs, aggregation of bills 

brought to the floor of the U.S. House of Representatives and Senate reveal the Mens 

Rea, or mental component, of Congress (and thereby the two major parties) as it develops 

alongside Presidential leadership. But before being able to perform this research relating 

the new era of air warfare in an age of asymmetry to the state of the hawk/ dove dynamic, 

one must understand the moving parts involved, which in this case includes a look back 

to what others have written on the basic divergence between those who are favorable 

toward the use of force and those who remain dubious. 

 

Part I: The Hawk/ Dove Dynamic 

 The following literature review section evaluates how the hawk vs. dove dynamic 

has been described by prior scholars and applied to differing contexts throughout history, 

serving as indispensable background for how to approach a study of the U.S. Congress’ 

experience with the dynamic in latter decades. But whereas many of the other approaches 

to the hawk/ dove split in American politics have tended to hinge on certain specific 
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crises,4 the value of this study lies in its consideration of the dynamic as it has evolved 

over successive periods of conflict. Only then can trends be established and context 

involving the nature of using airpower in changing threat environments be appreciated -- 

factors treated in the subsequent literature review section (part II) which are inseparable 

from the hawk/ dove dynamic if for no other reason than that virtually all U.S. conflicts 

since WWII have relied overwhelmingly, and indeed primarily, on airpower capability. 

To be sure, airpower is seldom brought to bear by the U.S. without some degree of 

(usually significant and healthy) debate between those in positions of national leadership 

who emphasize the pros and those who emphasize the cons of doing so. 

 In fact, the development of dramatic metaphorical imagery such as white 

fluttering doves holding out carrots on the one hand, and dark scowling hawks wielding 

sticks on the other (no doubt the basis of many a political cartoon), is a reflection of the 

fundamental philosophical divide in question and a testament to its highly consequential 

nature. The metaphor is derived from the animal world, as so many other political 

metaphors have similarly emerged with quasi-zoomorphic origins, such as the 

Democratic donkey and the Republican elephant, the blue dog (conservative Democrat), 

and the rhino (or ‘rino’ as an acronym for ‘Republican in name only’). There are also 

other more pejorative terms such as the chicken-hawk (one that advocates war after 

having him or herself shirked responsibility to fight in war) as well as the ostrich, which 

is said to outright ignore questions of peace and war while making decisions in complete 

                                                 
4 For example, this is seen in literature discussing the hawk/ dove/ and even “owlish” positions during the 
Cuban Missile Crisis, such as Blight, James G., Joseph S. Nye, Jr., and David A. Welch “The Cuban 
Missile Crisis Revisited.” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 66, No. 1, pp. 170-188. Fall 1987. Another example is 
found in a discussion of the hawk/ dove split leading to peculiar (and seemingly contradictory) positioning 
during the air war in Desert Storm. See Spencer, Metta. “Anti-War Hawks and Pro-War Doves.” Peace and 
Change, Vol. 17, No. 2, pp. 172-197. April 1992. 
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denial about legitimate security threats. But whereas the now ubiquitous donkey and 

elephant gained notoriety and went mainstream through political cartoons in the late 

1800’s (widely credited to Harper’s Weekly cartoonist Thomas Nast),5 the hawk and 

dove metaphor had decidedly more political, and indeed legislative, roots. In fact, it was 

borne in the American context - first documented in the run up to the War of 1812 by 

journalist Jacob C. Blacklidge who on May 29, 1812, wrote: 

Today in the House, the Hon. John Randolph of Roanoke predicted that by 
Monday next, a Declaration of War would be forthcoming from the Chief 
Executive. Any knowledge of this was denied by the War Hawks, led by 
Speaker Clay and the Hon. John C. Calhoun.6  
 

Noted in the report were the quotations from Virginia Congressman John Randolph, 

regarded as having coined the term war hawks, who commented: 

I was simply outgunned today in the House by that infernal combination 
of Calhoun and Clay and 66 more willing souls who blocked my… 
attempt to dissuade these young lions and hawks from a war declaration. 
[Moreover,] …some two-thirds of the House so rapidly rejected… my 
proposition… that it is not expedient at this time to resort to a war against 
Great Britain… Not everyone is lucky enough to pick a fight with a giant 
and succeed. [They] are more experienced today and have better 
weapons…7 
 

 Regardless of his rationale in suggesting that the U.S. would likely lose another 

armed confrontation with the British, Randolph’s opposition to the ‘hawks,’ many of 

whom were too young to recall the horrors of fighting the British the last time around, 

                                                 
5 This can be traced to a cartoon named “The Third Term Panic” originally published on November 7, 
1974, which provided a visual commentary on the controversy over Ulysses S. Grant’s bid for a third term 
as president, including images of a donkey (which had first come about in the characterization of Andrew 
Jackson as a jackass in the election of 1828) and for the first time, an elephant representing the Republican 
vote. See Kennedy, Robert C., Cartoon of the Day – ‘The Third Term Panic.’ HarpWeek. 
<http://www.harpweek.com/09cartoon/BrowseByDateCartoon.asp?Month=November&Date=7>  
 
6 See Blacklidge, Jacob C., “John Randolph of Roanoke Predicts War: Speaker Clay Prevents Debate on 
Anti-War Motion.” The Carolina Gazette. ‘19th Century Now’ - May 29, 1812 –Posted by Dr. James L. 
Senefeld on June 5, 2012. <http://www.19thcenturynow.com/?p=279> 
 
7 Ibid. 
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was quite clearly an early example of dovishness expressed in America’s burgeoning 

foreign policy debate. The ornithological symbolism of the dove, which is based on this 

longstanding Judeo-Christian image of peace and which naturally counter-balanced the 

notion of a war hawk, set the stage for understanding pro-war/ pro-military vs. anti-war/ 

anti-military debates in these terms. 

 No matter the imagery, this metaphor puts its finger on a fascinating political 

phenomenon that operated long before being described in these particular terms. In fact, 

what can be described as sustained political disagreement between two generally 

dogmatic, closed belief systems8 (pro-war and anti-war bodies of thought remaining rigid 

even in the face of inconvenient facts) is a dynamic that has no doubt operated in multiple 

contexts and at multiple levels of abstraction throughout the history of civilization (both 

above and below the nation-state). This is due to the fact that the basic conundrum of 

fight or flight, confrontation or conciliation, is intrinsic to the human experience. Every 

individual must contend with the question of where to set the bar in terms of when the 

threshold for the justifiable use of force has been reached, as part of the inner fiber of 

one’s psychology of threat perception and response. This exists from being in a 

schoolyard fistfight all the way up to being a leader of a nation involved in a nuclear 

showdown. It is a spectrum with no shortage of adherents to either side: proponents of 

both dovishness and hawkishness that exist often times in the extreme. 

In fact, research in the areas of evolutionary biology and behavioral psychology 

has shown that it is natural for populations to exhibit a divergence of thought taking place 

between those who concentrate on achieving ends through threats of force and those who 

                                                 
8 For research on the dogmatism involved at the height of the Vietnam War, see for instance Karabenick, 
Stuart A., and R. Ward Wilson. “Dogmatism among War Hawks and Peace Doves.” Psychological 
Reports, Vol. 25, pp. 419-422. 1969. 
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favor conciliatory and non-threatening strategies. There are applications to both animal 

and human behavior: 

Fighting strategies are vital necessities within nature. The hawk strategy is 
one that favors fighting an opponent over backing off. Dove strategies 
entail withdrawing from an opponent rather than engaging in an attack… 
[and] when there is an equilibrium between the number of hawks and 
doves within a population, then that species will be able to survive and 
produce in a fashion that will be beneficial for a given population.9 
 

This has been explored under the purview of game theory as an evolutionary 

stable strategy (ESS) and numerous corollary lines of thought, including the ‘chicken’ 

game involving, among other scenarios, the brinksmanship of hawks on two opposing 

sides.10 Further work in modern psychology has even emerged with more politically-

relevant implications to shown that decision makers are “…predisposed to believe their 

hawkish advisors more than the doves… a bias… [that] is built into the fabric of the 

human mind.”11 Whether intrinsically slanted to one side or not, this fundamental 

dynamic has naturally been manifested within innumerable social and political contexts 

throughout time. On one side of the spectrum, the idea of pursuing a dovish course found 

in literature goes at least as far back as the notion applied to the individual of turning the 

other cheek expressed in the bible. Even when faced with direct physical attack from 

another person, the lesson is to not retaliate or use force in return – dovishness to the 

extreme, although on the other side of things, the notion of ‘an eye for an eye’ found in 

                                                 
9 See Cook, Carrie. “John Maynard Smith.” December 1999. 
<http://www.muskingum.edu/~psych/psycweb/history/smith.htm> 
 
10 See Killingback, Timothy and Michael Doebeli. “Spatial Evolutionary Game Theory: Hawks and Doves 
Revisited.” Proceedings: Biological Sciences, Vol. 263, No. 1374, pp. 1135-1144. September 22, 1996. For 
a more foundational work on the topic, see Smith, John Maynard. Evolution and Theory of Games. 
Cambridge University Press. Cambridge, UK. 1982. 
 
11 See Kahneman, Daniel and Jonathan Renshon. “Why Hawks Win.” Foreign Policy, No. 158, pp. 34-38. 
January – February, 2007. 
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the Old Testament of the bible has a decidedly different character. Here, a connection can 

be made on a larger political level to the later Machiavellian sentiment about the ends 

justifying the means found in his infamous work The Prince. The lesson is that if a goal is 

noble (i.e., maintaining the power of a prince or a kingdom), employing what would 

otherwise be regarded as ruthless tactics (i.e., hard power) to achieve that goal can be 

seen as acceptable.12 

However, among some of the earliest work documenting the political 

development of cohesive pro-war/ anti-war debates in actual representative democratic 

institutions can be traced as far back as Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War, 

in which he details the rhetorical back and forth between Athenian delegations over 

whether and to what extent to intervene against the Spartan-led Peloponnesian League. 

Though not employing the explicit metaphorical imagery of hawks and doves in his 

writings some 400 years before the Common Era, the essential characteristic spoken to by 

these terms -- namely binary factionalism in the political leadership based on divided 

opinion on questions of peace and war -- were rather extensively alluded to by the ancient 

historian. He quotes the impassioned speeches of the saber-rattling war mongers at 

considerable length -- men who were clearly hawkish in their policy against rival Sparta. 

However, modern scholars are careful to note that the ‘doves’ in this Athenian context 

were not necessarily anti-war per se, but rather restrained only in their opinions on where 

                                                 
12 See chapter 18 in Machiavelli, Niccolo. The Prince, where it is said that “In the actions of all men, and 
especially of princes, where there is no tribunal to which to appeal, one must consider the final result. 
Therefore, let a prince conquer and maintain the state, and his methods will always be judged honorable 
and praised by all.” (Published on Natural Law, Natural Rights, and American Constitutionalism). 
<http://www.nlnrac.org/critics/machiavelli/primary-source-documents/the-prince> 
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and how forcefully to attack Spartan interests after war with their former ally against the 

Persians was already a foregone conclusion.13 

It is also important to point out in this case that the pro-war/ anti-war dynamic 

seen in Ancient Greek legislatures took place in regards to a state of specific crisis – war 

between the Athenian and Peloponnesian Leagues. In later, more politically developed 

contexts, the dynamic has taken on a longer-standing and more ideological character, 

which operates even during times of peace (as it concerns preparations by a permanent 

national security establishment made in advance of the next potential crisis – such as 

accelerating funding for more and better aerial platforms). This dissertation considers 

both aspects, which is to say that it looks at how the dynamic operates in crisis as well as 

in peacetime. 

 In contemporary times, the dynamic has unmistakably come to operate most 

robustly in nations with military muscles to flex in the first place and crucially also in 

democracies where there is space for open debate and disagreement between cohesive 

political factions. Both elements (hard power capability and protected free speech/ 

genuine democratic debate) obviously facilitate the development of a hawk/ dove 

dynamic (which can either be seen as healthy for, or harmful to, national security). Thus, 

it has been described in terms of operating most often, though not exclusively, in the 

Westphalian, nation-state context. This is natural in the sense that militaries, and air 

forces in particular, are the chess pieces of nations. Whether to deploy such force is 

therefore a question that operates internal, even exclusive, to the national leadership 

                                                 
13 See Mulligan, Bret. “‘Hawks’ vs. ‘Doves’: Athenian Politics after the Persian Wars (478-458 BCE).” 
CSTS119: Culture and Crisis in the Golden Age of Athens. October 14, 2009. 
<http://iris.haverford.edu/athens/2009/10/14/hawks-vs-doves-athenian-politics-after-the-persian-wars-478-
458-bce/> 
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controlling it. And although this project focuses on the hawk/ dove dynamic in American 

politics, literature has revealed how other nations have robust hawk/ dove dynamics 

unique to their own security challenges as well, which are interesting to consider. 

 Israeli party politics in the Knesset have in particular seen a very intense hawk/ 

dove debate due to the nation’s vibrant democratic tradition, legendary military/ security 

apparatus, and also its constant feeling of threat (and actual attack) by neighboring states 

as well as terrorist groups.14 Therefore, it is clear that a third factor that polarizes opinion 

on the use of force is naturally when threats are a persistent question on the national 

agenda. Nations facing few threats to speak of need not have a robust debate on the 

wisdom of the use of force when it seems unlikely to even come up in the first place. And 

in this vein, the hawk/ dove dynamic has ebbed and flowed in its appearance in academic 

discourse according to country-specific debates over potential targets of military 

intervention. In the American context, it has come up frequently amid the successive 

crises involving Cuba, (North) Vietnam, Iraq, Somalia, Rwanda, Kosovo, Afghanistan, 

Libya, and Syria, among others – asking on a basic level: should America commit its 

military abroad? 

 The relatively incipient but limited literature published to zero in on the nature 

and evolution of the hawk/ dove dynamic is a reflection of the fact that it flourishes (for 

better or worse) almost exclusively in open, liberal democratic societies that allow for 

free debate. Closed, authoritarian societies that quell dissent simply have no breathing 

room for a hawk/ dove debate, at least not outside of perhaps an inner circle of top 

                                                 
14 See Rouleau, Eric. “Hawks and Doves in Israel’s Foreign Policy.” The World Today, Vol. 24, No. 12, pp. 
496-503. December 1968, as well as Roberts, Samuel J., Party and Policy in Israel: The Battle between 
Hawks and Doves. Westview Press. Boulder, CO. 1990, and the later work by Liebes, Tamar. “Decoding 
Television News: The Political Discourse of Israeli Hawks and Doves.” Theory and Society, Vol. 21, No. 3, 
pp. 357-381. June 1992. 
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advisors that might be sought out to avoid the flattery that follows totalitarian leaders. 

Thus, the list of truly politically-open nations throughout history -- that also had enough 

military power to allow for a hawkish political class -- is a relatively short one, limiting 

the number of case-studies able to have been pursued on the topic. And even in the U.S., 

which exhibits these two characteristics in no small measure, such issues of peace and 

war were said to ‘end at the water’s edge,’ at least up until the Vietnam War, making this 

a somewhat recent phenomenon as well. In fact, the very existence of the dynamic runs 

contrary to this political adage, which after only a few decades of rancorous foreign 

policy debate seems entirely obsolete. To be sure, the emergent disunity in U.S. foreign 

policy speaks to the potential for rapid evolution of the hawk/ dove dynamic and its 

ability to transform the political landscape of nations. No longer the province of fairly 

strict national unity (as it once was), hard power policy has undoubtedly taken on a 

distinctly partisan/ ideological character in recent decades,15 and certainly in today’s 

context, the dynamic seems ever-present, receiving significant attention from the 

academic world, especially in regards to Vietnam and Iraq (2003), two of America’s most 

contentious wars. 

 It should be noted however, that counter to any notion of a substantive left/ right 

split in this area of policy, doubts have been expressed about whether the dynamic 

represents genuine disagreement, or instead, reflects a shallower rhetorical split that 

exists more for electoral posturing. Certainly, some scholars contend that differences 

between the two sides in America’s foreign policy debate are only skin-deep, not 

                                                 
15 See Klugman, Jeffry. “Hawks and Doves.” Political Psychology, Vol. 6, No. 4, pp. 573-589. December 
1985. 
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reflective of fundamental divergences of course,16 and moreover that the split is largely 

only an elite, ‘inside the beltway’ phenomenon.17 

The schisms between hawks and doves are even further accentuated by the 

conditions created by first-past-the-post voting systems, like in the U.S., that thereby tend 

to also have two-party systems. Naturally, a binary political configuration is conducive to 

binary policy preference formation. Much of this has been described generically in terms 

of political polarization in the area of foreign policy, which it is suggested plays out not 

just on the merits of the arguments for or against foreign military involvement, but 

among other reasons, also for politicians to score political points.18 This has also been 

described more specifically in terms of partisanship,19 policy -- including on the basis of 

security vs. entitlement tradeoffs implicit in the ‘guns vs. butter’ debate20 -- and in terms 

of ideology as well.21 Among the ideological strains pursued of late, scholars have 

                                                 
16 See Betts, Richard K., “The Political Support System for American Primacy.” International Affairs, Vol. 
81, No. 1, pp. 1-14. 2005. 
 
17 Fiorina, Morris P. and Samuel J. Abrams. Political Polarization in the American Public.” Annual Review 
of Political Science, No. 11, pp. 563-588. 2008). 
 
18 See Mitchell, C.R., “Foreign Policy Problems and Polarized Political Communities: Some Implications 
of a Simple Model.” British Journal of Political Science, Vol. 1, No. 2, pp. 223-251. April 1971, as well as 
Beinart, Peter. “When Politics No Longer Stops at the Water’s Edge: Partisan Polarization and Foreign 
Policy.” Chapter 4 in Nivola, Pietro S. and David W. Brady (eds.), Red and Blue Nation? Volume 2: 
Consequences and Correction of America’s Polarized Politics. Brookings Institution Press. Baltimore, MD. 
2008. 
 
19 See McCormick, James M., and Eugene R. Wittkopf. “Bipartisanship, Partisanship, and Ideology in 
Congressional-Executive Foreign Policy Relations, 1947-1988.” The Journal of Politics, Vol. 52, No. 4, pp. 
1077-1100. November 1990, as well as Kaplan, Eben. “U.S. Political Parties and Foreign Policy.” Council 
on Foreign Relations. October 2006. 
<http://www.cfr.org/publication/9488/us_political_parties_and_foreign_policy.html> 
 
20 See Mintz, Alex. “Guns versus Butter: A Disaggregated Analysis.” The American Political Science 
Review, Vol. 83, No. 4, pp. 1285-1293. December 1989. 
 
21 See Hunt, Michael. Ideology and U.S. Foreign Policy. Yale University Press. New Haven, CT. 2009. 
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emphasized the phenomenon of hawks clashing with doves in a heightened sense as a 

result of the rise of a new hawkish neo-conservatism.22 

 Beyond consideration of the conditions and parallel factors involved, the literature 

has also considered the hawk/ dove dynamic (though not always by name) in regards to 

other less obvious contexts. Interestingly, significant points of disagreement between 

hawks and doves do not just operate among public intellectuals or even partisan standard-

bearers in Congress. The actual hands-on disagreements often play out most fervently 

within presidential administrations, even as they would otherwise be inclined to feature a 

harmony of opinion under the purview of winner-take-all control of the White House by 

one party or another. This is seen quite clearly in epic battles that have taken place 

between Secretaries of State and Defense, and on an institutional basis, between these 

respective departments.23 But because difficult questions of national security have 

become increasingly complex with nuclear missiles and global media attention in the 

mix, sharp disagreements can come out of the woodwork between various organs of 

government -- especially those that already display this basic divide in the methodology 

of foreign policy, namely the conflict between the diplomatic and military 

establishments. 

 As far as the theoretical side of its contextualization, the dynamic can also be 

discussed in the context of the literature on international relations schools of thought. It is 

                                                 
22 See Ehrman, John. The Rise of Neoconservatism: Intellectuals and Foreign Affairs: 1945-1994. Yale 
University Press. New Haven, CT. 1995, as well as Marshall, Joshua Micah. “Remaking the World: Bush 
and the Neoconservatives.” Foreign Affairs, November/ December 2003. 
 
23 See Rife, Rickey L., and Rosemary Hansen. “Defense is from Mars, State is from Venus: Improving 
Communications and Promoting National Security.” USAWC Strategy Research Project. June 1998. 
<http://www.dtic.mil/cgi-bin/GetTRDoc?Location=U2&doc=GetTRDoc.pdf&AD=ADA351032> as well 
as Warner, Margaret. “Historical Perspectives: Division within the Cabinet.” A NewsHour with Jim Lehrer 
transcript. May 14th, 2003. <http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/white_house/jan-june03/division_05-
14.html> 



- 51 - 

 
 

applicable to the divide between realism and liberal institutionalism, and although hawks 

have tended to be realists and doves have tended to be liberals, this is not always the case. 

Speaking to the complexity involved in the sub-component parts of the hawk/ dove 

continuum, realism can be hawkish as an outgrowth of its fear of anarchy and emphasis 

on national power. It also focuses unapologetically on (its own) state interests and views 

unilateralism favorably. However, it is also antithetical to foreign military 

interventionism in the sense that the high costs in blood and treasure -- and often 

nebulous security gains that accompany such commitments -- make military engagements 

seem contrary to the preservation of national interest. On the other hand, liberalism tends 

toward the dovish side of the spectrum insofar as it focuses on peace and cooperation, 

negotiation and compromise, even while there is a clear opening for hawkishness in the 

desire to prevent humanitarian crises abroad that usually require some application of 

military force. Thus realists can be on either side of the hawk/ dove coin. Hans 

Morgenthau (in 1965) cautioned against America’s involvement in Vietnam, and “… 

Zbigniew Brzezinski [maintained] that escalation is exactly what [was] needed to end the 

war.”24 

Even when not referring deliberately to the hawk/ dove metaphor, much has 

indeed been written about it at least tangentially, and it seems an undercurrent of several 

other works in the areas of politics and foreign policy. In fact, nearly all advocacy in 

foreign policy, representing any facet of the issue(s), contains elements which could be 

plausibly associated with hawkish or dovish policy preferences. Though not addressing 

                                                 
24 See “Hawk v. Dove.” Time Magazine. Friday, May 7, 1965. 
<http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,898748,00.html> For a supplement to this, see 
Mearsheimer, John J., “Hans Morgenthau and the Iraq War: Realism versus Neo-Conservatism.” Open 
Democracy. May 18, 2005. <http://www.opendemocracy.net/democracy-
americanpower/morgenthau_2522.jsp> 
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the dynamic per se, numerous works certainly take on the mantle of a hawkish or dovish 

bent in the course of their studies. Books like Blowback by Chalmers Johnson or 

Hegemony or Survival: America’s Quest for Global Dominance by Noam Chomsky show 

the implicit dovishness in foreign policy advocacy put forth by such authors. Others like 

Niall Ferguson or Robert Kagan, for example, have written in general support of U.S. 

military engagement and its role as a stabilizing force for good in the world. Works by 

Kagan like Of Paradise and Power: America and Europe in the New World Order have 

implicit hawkish undertones (however extensively nuanced). 

 

Part II: Asymmetry in Armed Conflict 

 By itself, a study of Congressional vote data to determine trends in the evolution 

of the hawk/ dove dynamic lacks the crucial context of the conflict environment in which 

decisions are made in the arena of foreign policy. And without question, the main thread 

dominating the nature of modern conflict (especially as it concerns American 

involvement) is the heightening of asymmetry in conflict, which largely came about as a 

direct result of adversaries realizing that to fight openly against American air dominance 

is futile – other methods of exchanging fire were developed such as suicide terrorism. It 

is one thing to conclude for example, that the Congress has become more hawkish over 

time, but from a wider academic perspective (and certainly a global affairs perspective) it 

may beg the age-old question: so what? What adds color to such conclusions is precisely 

a parallel understanding of the changing nature of conflict itself, which certainly affects 
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people’s opinions on whether the use of force is wise or even feasible in the first place, 

both in the U.S. and internationally.25 

 In concert with the understanding of the hawk/ dove laid out in the previous 

passage (part I), this section of the literature review (part II) deals with asymmetry in 

armed conflict, especially as it concerns the role of airpower both furthering it and 

reacting to it. The connection made here is deliberate: that tactical and strategic 

challenges/ opportunities witnessed on the battlefield weigh heavily on the policy 

calculation of members of the U.S. Congress voting on issues related to peace and war. 

Specifically, and perhaps most importantly, the challenges of asymmetry and the 

airpower innovations like armed drones designed to overcome them weigh heavily in the 

decision-making process of members of Congress contemplating the use of force (namely 

from the air). In fact, any analysis of whether politicians and parties have become more 

or less hawkish would be entirely bland absent a consideration of the real-world factors 

shaping the feasibility of striking targets from the air. 

 Long before powered flight -- ever since weaker powers first went up against 

considerably stronger powers millennia ago, those at an inherent disadvantage on the 

battlefield have come up with new and imaginative ways to inflict harm against even the 

most colossal of armies. Elements of this dynamic have been around since the first 

underdogs in warfare. The essential characteristics of asymmetry date back to the earliest 

military theorists and are often a factor even in smaller scale conflicts -- not just between 

superpowers and rag-tag militant groups. It is certainly the case that conflict is only 

feasible for any extended period of time between two powers with vastly different 

                                                 
25 This applies both to other nations’ internal discourse about the use of their own militaries, as well as their 
opinions regarding the best role for America’s armed forces in the global security environment. 
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military capabilities when unconventional tactics are resorted to that can circumvent the 

stronger power’s strengths and stave off what would otherwise be decisive defeat. This 

basic David vs. Goliath feature seen in much conflict throughout history, though by no 

means universally favorable to the smaller power, is a dynamic that has fed a relentless 

cat-and-mouse game by which each side embroiled in a conflict of this nature looks to 

gain the upper hand. Weaker powers search for new ways to strike at their more powerful 

enemies, and large military entities constantly seek to improve their abilities -- often in 

the area of superior technology -- to stay one step ahead and reduce the lethality of 

weaker but cunning and stealthy enemies that are often willing to launch their attacks by 

any means necessary. Though counterintuitive at face value, big nations can indeed lose 

small wars.26 

Each a far cry from the U.S. military fighting Nazi Germany for example (i.e., 

two roughly equal, conventional armies), most of America’s conflicts after WWII have to 

one extent or another featured asymmetrical challenges, by simple virtue of the fact that 

the U.S. had become a clear superpower on the world stage, rivaled only by one other 

entity – the Soviet Union. It became obvious that no other adversary of the U.S. would 

last long if lined up in formation on the infamously open battlefield of wars past, which 

has continued to feed the asymmetry dynamic. Particularly after the attacks of 9/11, and 

the wars that followed in Afghanistan and Iraq under the rubric of the ‘Global War on 

Terrorism’ (GWOT), it has become evident that groups like al-Qaeda resort to 

unconventional tactics to strike the U.S. and its interests when and where it can – often 

soft targets that the conventional military establishment cannot protect against, per se. 

                                                 
26 See Mack, Andrew. “Why Big Nations Lose Small Wars.” World Politics, Vol. 27, No. 2, pp. 175-200. 
January 1975. 
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This has fueled a significant and growing body of literature on asymmetry in this conflict 

and the airpower used to try and overcome it, from both empirical and theoretical 

perspectives.27 And although relatively little has emerged to consider the explicitly 

political ramifications of this new dynamic in warfare, this section briefly covers the 

essentials of these perspectives on asymmetry in order to set the stage for the validity of 

the comparative case study method pursued later in this work.  

 First, it is important to consider that the U.S. is a nation borne out of the 

asymmetrical conflict experience, which its founding fathers utilized to great avail 

against the British.28 At a time when lining up formally on a battlefield was a matter of 

honor, early American colonialists were willing to adopt hit-and run tactics, including 

sabotage, sniping, spying, and other means of deception to beat back the redcoats. 

However, the fundamental nature of the problem of asymmetry is by no means unique to 

American conflict. Although the U.S. had long grown accustomed to conventional wars 

against comparable national enemies (essentially up until 9/11), this is a phenomenon that 

has been highly problematic elsewhere around the world – often in a civil war context. 

Thus, even within nations, governments utilize airpower to fight against much weaker, 

yet determined challengers to their authority, such as what has been documented in the 

fight against insurgents challenging the national government in India.29 

                                                 
27 See Clodfelter, Mark. “Airpower versus Asymmetric Enemies: A Framework for Evaluating 
Effectiveness.” Air and Space Power Journal, Vol., 16, No. 3, pp. 37-46. Fall 2002, as well as Hayward, 
Joel (ed.), Air Power, Insurgency and the “War on Terror.” Royal Air Force Centre for Air Power Studies. 
Lincolnshire, UK. 2009, and also Lambeth, Benjamin S., Air Power against Terror: America's Conduct of 
Operation Enduring Freedom. RAND. Santa Monica, CA. 2005. 
 
28 See Skelton, Ike. “America’s Frontier Wars: Lessons for Asymmetric Conflicts.” Military Review, Vol. 
81, No. 5, pp. 22-27. September-October 2001. 
 
29 See for example Joseph, T.D., “Air Power and Asymmetric Challenges to India.” Air Power Journal, 
Vol. 2, No. 4, pp. 91-112. Winter 2005. 
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 No matter the location (arguably the entire globe in the fight against al-Qaeda) or 

specific grievances behind the conflict, guerilla warfare by informal, unprofessional, and 

poorly-equipped militants has been a challenge for governments, especially since the 

1960s onwards. The infamous Marxist revolutionary Che Guevara himself penned one of 

the early seminal works in this area, Guerilla War, as a sort of how-to and lessons-

learned guide to violent overthrow after his experiences alongside Fidel Castro in Cuba. 

It shares some similarities with Mao Tsedung’s earlier work, On Protracted War, which 

in 1938, dealt with how to fight as peasants on the weaker side of an asymmetry in China. 

Later considering how to fight such a conflict in urban environments  -- again from the 

weaker side’s perspective -- Brazilian revolutionary Carlos Marighella authored his 

‘Minimanual’ of the Urban Guerilla in 1969,30 which has since inspired countless 

revolutionaries around the globe. These kinds of works from the left outline quite clearly 

how weaker powers can to rather significant avail, challenge much stronger powers in the 

realm of armed conflict. 

 Although asymmetry has also been usefully discussed in theoretical terms of the 

consequences of warfare being so unbalanced, it is indeed quite an empirical, real-life 

problem for nation-states, which has been dealt with extensively in the doctrinal approach 

found in counterinsurgency (COIN) strategy developed by, among others, former Central 

Intelligence Agency (CIA) Director General David Petraeus, in the counterinsurgency 

field manual.31 It is an entirely utilitarian approach to fighting asymmetrical war, though 

                                                 
30 Marighella, Carlos. Minimanual of the Urban Guerilla. Red and Black Publishers. St. Petersburg, FL. 
2008. 
 
31 See Petraeus, General David H., Lt. General James F. Amos, and Lt. Colonel John A. Nagl. The U.S. 
Army, Marine Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual. The University of Chicago Press. Chicago, IL. 
2007. 
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mostly from the ground, aimed at an audience of practitioners, which constitutes a ‘how-

to’ guide on fighting asymmetrical war from the stronger power’s side of the equation. 

Others have looked in more theoretical terms to the impact of airpower on COIN.32 

 Without question, asymmetry has at its heart an element of inequality (reflected in 

the Marxist origins of many asymmetrical tactics of weaker powers). It arises out of weak 

political and economic power, which is needed to support large expenditures by 

organizations -- be they state or non-state -- to fund competent military activities. 

However, with considerable cunning, the poor underdog can study its enemy well and 

strike with the element of surprise as its advantage, and do so in ways that expose the 

larger power’s weaknesses and capitalize most efficiently on the weaker power’s 

strengths. It is a contest between military haves and have-nots; a challenging of the social 

order by a weaker entity as it vies for political control and challenges the legitimacy of 

authority in the social, economic, cultural, and political realms. And also inseparable 

from a solid grasp of asymmetrical warfare is an understanding of the associated concepts 

of unconventional tactics (e.g., suicide hijackings), low-intensity combat (e.g., the slow 

drip of casualties in America’s longest war in Afghanistan), and non-linear battlefields 

(e.g., zones of conflict without a front line, and where any place is potentially as 

dangerous as any other). All of these concepts seem to come as a sort of package deal in 

this paradigm of conflict. 

 As it concerns the logical structure of this dissertation, the literature that examines 

the role of airpower within the context of conflict asymmetry is itself considerable. This 

is because of the simple fact that airpower and irregular warfare are inextricably linked in 

                                                 
32 Schwartz, Norton A., “Airpower in Counterinsurgency and Stability Operations.” Prism, Vol. 2, No. 2, 
pp. 127-134. March 2011. 
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today’s environment.33 Over the course of recent decades, one likely would not exist 

nearly as extensively without the other. Especially as airpower has become the center-of-

gravity for the strategic projection of American hard power, it is no wonder that the 

constraints imposed by this growing asymmetry – the terms of which tend to 

disadvantage the stronger power, have had immense implications in the realm of 

administering hard power from the air and how enemies react to such power. Since 

WWII, ships and tanks have played a smaller role in armed conflict when compared to 

the confidence in, and reliance on, air assets to form the tip of the spear of American 

military might. This means that the problem of asymmetry has primarily fallen as a 

burden on airpower to adapt and overcome in light of the challenges brought on by new 

conditions of warfare. Constraints imposed by devastatingly counter-productive instances 

of collateral damage to innocent civilians for instance, which are more likely to occur in 

asymmetrical wars on non-linear battlefields, have forced the form and function of the 

nation’s go-to airpower technologies to change quite significantly. This has precipitated 

the development of cutting-edge aerial technology, the likes of which include precision 

munitions systems like the Joint Direct Attack Munition (JDAM) and ‘uninhabited’ or 

unmanned kinetic strike platforms like the Predator drone. Both aim to overcome the 

problem of asymmetry by reducing collateral damage, and although there were indeed 

asymmetrical features to the war in Vietnam for example34 -- including some rather 

unconventional tactics according to modern and Western means of fighting war (like 

                                                 
33 See for example Peck, Allen G., “Airpower’s Crucial Role in Irregular Warfare.” Air & Space Power 
Journal, Vol. 21, No. 2, pp. 10-15. Summer 2007. Also, with whole institutions recognizing the clear link, 
there is even an aptly-titled Airpower and Asymmetric Warfare Research Center as part of the Fisher 
Institute for Air and Space Strategic Studies at the Israel Air Force Center Foundation. 
 
34 See among other sources, Mrozek, Donald J., “Asymmetric Response to American Air Supremacy in 
Vietnam,” pp. 81-110 in Matthews, Lloyd J., (ed.), Challenging the United States Symmetrically and 
Asymmetrically: Can America Be Defeated? U.S. Army War College, Carlisle Barracks, PA. 1998. 
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jungle booby traps) -- considerably more lopsided strains of conflict have called these 

new weapons into action and become the norm for America’s leaders after 9/11. 

 Largely due to the modern technological advancements in the aerial tools of 

combat pursued more aggressively after 2001, the sheer scale of American military 

capability as ‘the world’s last superpower’ is literally unrivaled in all of human history 

and no U.S. casualties have been suffered by enemy air attack since the Korean War.35 

But it has also been well established that the conventional and rather bulky configuration 

of American hard power, all the while designed to engage other state adversaries in 

conventional battle spaces with aircraft carriers and thermo-nuclear weapons for 

example, is especially ill-suited to take on the asymmetrical threat matrix posed by 

terrorists and other sub-state adversaries in the 21st century.36 This basic disconnect 

between the form of a shadowy enemy that exploits its civilian status to launch its attacks 

and the core function of state actors’ security apparatuses still largely dominated by rank-

and-file militaries, continues to be a central problem in geo-political affairs. Certainly, to 

accumulate technology of armaments in a certain area (like the air) is to in some way lock 

in the terms of conflict and how fire will be exchanged. But in many cases, when 

inferiority is openly acknowledged by a weaker power with sub-standard technology, 

they choose not to exchange fire in this domain. Instead, attempts are made to circumvent 

the advantages held by the opposition in this particular battle space, to instead exploit 

weaknesses in other areas and capitalize on opportunities whenever they arise. 

                                                 
35 See Grier, Peter. “No US Ground Troop Has Been Killed in an Enemy Aircraft Attack since the Korean 
War: April 15, 1953.” Air Force Magazine, pp. 55-58. June 2011. 
 
36 See Betts, Richard K., “The Soft Underbelly of American Primacy: Tactical Advantages of Terror.” 
Political Science Quarterly, Vol. 17, No. 1, pp. 19-36. Spring 2002, as well as Bowen, Wyn Q., 
“Deterrence and Asymmetry: Non-state Actors and Mass-Casualty Terrorism.” Contemporary Security 
Policy, Vol. 25, No. 1, pp. 54-70. April 2004. 





- 109 - 

 
 

 With hindsight, and with this data in hand, it seems to confirm general trends in 

history. Yet, with a more in-depth look at the data, many more interesting trends can be 

uncovered. The key here for the general aim of the dissertation, however, is to take this 

one crucial step forward and begin to connect the data involved with the international 

environment and trends identified in global affairs, to either establish linkages or cast 

doubt upon certain notions of how Congress’ role in international affairs (as the funding 

mechanism behind the world’s most advanced superpower) is shaped by trends in the 

defense/ security landscape that are often beyond its control (and vice versa). This leads, 

for example, to questions about whether the consensus on the trend towards the use of 

airpower over other means of exercising hard power is inaccurate or misleading – as well 

as whether defense spending in general has been as contentious as once thought. It is to 

this and other points that the rest of this dissertation now shifts its focus. 
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Chapter Four: 
Case #1: Hawks and Doves 

Clash over Vietnam and Beyond 
 
 
 
 The experience in Vietnam marked a unique period in American history. Once 

said to end at the water’s edge,1 politics by the height of the war no longer exhibited the 

relative unity that had characterized much of the nation’s prior foreign and military 

policies. It exposed a raw nerve of division in the halls of power that reflected a bitterly 

divided populace, with significant internal conflict (mostly peaceful political conflict) 

opening up over America’s external conflict in the world abroad (rife with life and death 

issues). Set against the wider backdrop of grand strategy during the decades-long clash 

between democracy and communism, the war constituted a watershed moment for the 

material emergence and tumultuous growth of the modern hawk/ dove dynamic among 

U.S. leaders. Coinciding with the increasingly controversial escalation of American hard 

power being brought to bear in Vietnam, it has been noted that: 

For the first two decades of the Cold War there were no identifiable 
consistent differences between the stances of the two parties on foreign 
affairs or in their credibility on these issues in the eyes of voters. Clearer 
differences emerged in the second half of the Cold War.2 
 

 As this chapter shows, the data for the years in question supports such general 

observations, though not merely in a partisan context. Peering deeper to the actual policy 

mechanics of the clash between hawks and doves, it reveals clear peaks/ troughs and 

                                                 
1 This phrase expressing the unity of American foreign policy during the early Cold War years was coined 
by the Chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee Arthur Vandenberg (R-MI) amid bipartisan 
support for the Truman Doctrine, the Marshall Plan, and the creation of NATO. See Senate.gov 
<http://www.senate.gov/artandhistory/history/common/generic/Featured_Bio_Vandenberg.htm> 
 
2 See p. 2 in Betts, Richard K., “The Political Support System for American Primacy.” International 
Affairs, Vol. 81, No. 1, pp. 1-14. 2005. 
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proximate fluctuations for every metric used here to gauge the dynamic, providing a more 

complex picture of changing opinions/ priorities involved in the tug-of-war characteristic 

of military policy during and after Vietnam (itself a proxy conflict in the Cold War). 

Along with key qualitative insights to add frame of reference beyond the numbers, it 

becomes evident that especially in the period after the Tet Offensive of 1968, issues 

pertinent to warfare/ international conflict were debated in the U.S. Congress with new 

ferocity, often more frequently and much more contentiously. These years formed the 

basis of a new standard against which subsequent clashes between the two sides can be 

compared. 

 Accordingly, this chapter forming the first main case study examines the time 

period that includes the incipient build-up of American forces in Vietnam, the height of 

battle, and quite crucially for the purposes of this analysis, also the post-Vietnam era. In 

fact, because it began gradually with small contingents of military advisers in an assisting 

role before escalating to a staggering rate of as many as 500 U.S. combat fatalities per 

week,3 Vietnam’s role in shaping attitudes was predominately felt toward the latter stages 

of the war debate, and in terms of its political repercussions, perhaps most profoundly in 

the years following the end of American involvement in 1975. Although this entire swath 

of history forms the overall case #1 as it is discussed in the dissertation’s conclusion 

(essentially 1964-2000, which goes all the way up to the beginning of the second case 

study that covers the post-9/11 era), this chapter discusses them and provides 

visualizations of the data by dividing them into more manageable spans of time nested 

within this period, to include the duration of the war itself and the immediate post-war 

years (from 1964 to 1980) as well as the Reagan Cold War years through to and including 
                                                 
3 See Gelb, Leslie H., “The Essential Domino: American Politics and Vietnam.” Foreign Affairs. April 1972. 
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the immediate post-Cold War years (from 1981 to 2000). Indeed, the data for 1964 up 

until the eve of 9/11 represents a wide period to chart changes in opinion over successive 

Congresses. However, this is necessary for a comprehensive look at the complete legacy 

of Vietnam in this area of study, which is why the research is keen to look back as far as 

1964 to grasp how the politics materialized along the course of initial escalation, serving 

as a sort of built-in control for the findings on the war’s aftermath. 

 Apparent in the data for these years, the nation’s politics had grown divided in 

new and more complex ways, forever changing the nature of the political discourse on 

issues of peace and war and each of its subcomponents. Even today, it is clear that the 

legacy of Vietnam continues to polarize positions on, and approaches to, foreign 

interventionism with hard power. In fact, it gained new visibility in the context of the 

Afghanistan and Iraq war debates after 9/11, based on the critique from doves that Iraq in 

particular threatened to become another Vietnam. The parallels made between these two 

periods of conflict quickly flooded the hawk/ dove debate, with New York Times articles, 

for example, exploring the connection in 2003: “‘quagmire,’ ‘attrition,’ ‘credibility gap,’ 

‘Iraqification’ -- a listener to the debate over the situation in Iraq might think that it truly 

is Vietnam all over again.”4 Dovish leaders such as Senator Edward Kennedy and others 

tended to promote this connection as a means of hammering home the perceived folly of 

the continued occupation of Iraq, commenting in 2005 that the U.S. was, much like 

Vietnam, stuck “… in a seemingly intractable quagmire.”5 But beyond its use as an 

                                                 
4 See Whitney, Craig R., “The World: Tunnel Vision; Watching Iraq, Seeing Vietnam.” The New York 
Times. November 9, 2003. <http://www.nytimes.com/2003/11/09/weekinreview/the-world-tunnel-vision-
watching-iraq-seeing-vietnam.html?pagewanted=all&src=pm> 
 
5 See Dunham, Will. “Rumsfeld Rejects Notion Iraq War Is a ‘Quagmire’” Reuters. June 23, 2005. 
<http://archive.truthout.org/article/rumsfeld-rejects-notion-iraq-war-is-a-quagmire> 
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aspect of dovish rhetoric, the comparison made between Vietnam and the wars in 

Afghanistan and Iraq is natural given their comparable scale of operations and the shared 

strategic goals of holding vast territory and standing up new governments. Most other 

interventions by U.S. forces since WWII simply have not involved the sheer scale and 

extent of such occupation and nation-building objectives, which is why American 

intervention in Grenada, for example, did not garner anything approaching the 

controversy surrounding, or comparisons made to Vietnam. Thus, the domineering nature 

of conflict in Southeast Asia during the Cold War on the one hand, and conflict in the 

Middle East during the ‘War on Terror’ on the other, lends credence to the overarching 

contrast developed throughout the dissertation between these two paradigms of American 

military operations. 

 

The Aerial Component 

 Crucial in this discussion, both Vietnam and the wars launched by the U.S. after 

9/11 were/ are periods of conflicts in which issues concerning airpower have figured 

prominently. Each in their own way, these two cases share a common thread of notable 

political controversy over the proper standing/ application of this power, but vary greatly 

in terms of the nature of the technology involved in each case. This points to the key 

factor being examined: differences in the nature and capabilities of waging air warfare 

that vary quite extensively between the two eras – from conventional airpower doctrine 

carried out with ‘dumb’ bombs to highly asymmetrical conflict being fought with 

increased reliance on technology, including surgical ‘smart’ bombs and UAVs, which 
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offer surveillance, kinetic strike, and real-time battle damage assessment capabilities in a 

single package. 

 To be sure, the main temporal qualifier of case #1 on the (post)-Vietnam era is 

important not only given its enormous role in shaping debates over American military 

force generally speaking, but also for the specific and more novel extent to which 

airpower as an aspect of the use of force arose in this period as a standalone object of the 

debate. In fact, with the rise in importance of the aerial battle space seen in global conflict 

after WWII, the standing of airpower technology emerged as perhaps the main focal point 

the Vietnam debate, including primary arguments over whether it should be more 

aggressively utilized against targets in North Vietnam/ the wider region, and later on, 

whether it should be more aggressively developed after the war in preparation for future 

conflicts. After years of debating how assertive the U.S. should be in applying the use of 

force from the air during the war, this disagreement shifted markedly after 1975 to more 

frequent and pressing questions over the fate of the technology that makes air dominance 

or superiority possible, such as intercontinental ballistic missile technology (including 

missile defense), the strategic bomber fleet (B-1, and later, the B-2), and other programs. 

After the infamous last chopper flight from the U.S. embassy in Saigon with a line of 

people clinging to it for dear life as it ascended from the building’s rooftop, the focus 

naturally moved away from a debate on the level of airpower applied against clear and 

present enemies toward a concern over the standing of airpower in preparation for the 

next likely military confrontation(s). 

 With the gravity that leading developments in the conduct of air warfare entail for 

the hawk/ dove debate at large, the case of Vietnam in this chapter reveals a multitude of 
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interesting changes over time, but taken as a whole, sets the stage for understanding 

change in the litmus tests after 9/11 that are tackled in the next chapter. On this basis, the 

following paragraphs have the primary goal of analyzing how the development of various 

aspects of aerial technology were construed by political leaders in order to establish a 

baseline for this aspect of the hawk/ dove dynamic amid a mindset of mostly 

conventional/ symmetrical conflicts and threats. It serves as the dissertation’s control for 

comparison to be made with the nature of the dynamic as it has transitioned to the post-

9/11 paradigm of asymmetry/ non-linear battlefields (though one not entirely devoid of 

the value of conventional armaments against potential state adversaries of the future).  

 The data for this chapter on the (post)-Vietnam era is presented chronologically, 

running alongside supporting historical consideration of consecutive stages of 

presidential leadership, freeing the data from the analytical limitation of considering 

Congress alone, as none of these issues operate in a vacuum exclusive to a single node of 

government. Especially because military operations are increasingly inseparable from the 

overall politics involved (both national and international), the research considers the 

extent to which U.S. presidents have, along with their allies in Congress, extensively 

shaped military and specifically airpower-related rhetoric and policy from the latter 

Johnson years onwards. Although less analysis is devoted to the years between the end of 

the Cold War and 9/11 given its relative retreat in terms of hawk/ dove contention (a 

glaring feature of the data in its own right), emphasis is placed on specific, ongoing 

arguments over airpower put out for public consumption in the midst of conflict, which 

give color, so to speak, to the most significant changes seen in the data. In qualitative 

terms, this includes open discourse in public life and notably also certain policy 
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sentiments expressed in the pages of the two major party platforms written every four 

years to coincide with the presidential election cycle. 

 In these and other sources, it is clear that political and intellectual leaders of the 

time came to clash rather specifically on the record, in print, and on the airwaves over 

issues involving airpower, which had come to operate as a key subcomponent of the 

overall hawk/ dove divergence and, in turn, occupy a growing share of the overall debate 

at critical junctures of history. The data on Congress vis-à-vis the voting behavior of 

elected representatives reflects this quite clearly, showing how widely opinion varied in 

this area at key moments and during crucial events. Grasping how the nature of these 

debates over aerial weapons technologies unfolded in the context of the history provides 

valuable insight into their perceived place/ viability in the external conflict environment 

during and after Vietnam.  

 In the context of the major weapons systems at stake during the Cold War arms 

race, hawks stood up in firm support of establishing/ expanding programs to fortify U.S. 

military/ atomic/ airpower predominance. They also tended to be quick to favor their 

actual use against America’s declared enemies. Doves, who felt that more arms were 

counterproductive to the ultimate aims of lessening the likelihood and destructive power 

of conflict -- especially nuclear weapons technologies -- called for more restraint and 

negotiated reductions in arms while also trying to limit perceived excesses of the 

conventional military. They also opposed the liberal (i.e., generous) use of force, railing 

against what they saw in American policy as an attitude of shooting first and asking 

questions later. Indeed, both sides in this general area of controversy stressed that their 

approach, to either expand or restrict various (aerial) weapons programs in particular, was 
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designed with the ultimate goal of peace at heart.6 Much of the desire for building-up 

arms and combat technology inherent to the hawkish position, for example, is predicated 

on the notion that with an overwhelming force, potential adversaries may be dissuaded 

altogether from choosing the path of conflict, in turn, leading to greater peace (i.e., the 

notions of deterrence and peace through strength). 

 In this discussion, it is especially important to consider that the contention being 

evaluated, as it has waxed and waned according to each of the litmus tests, is seen as 

relevant in the context of internal events and changes in the global military landscape. By 

themselves, the data points are interesting in an American politics context, but lack 

connection to parallel changes in the wider world. In this vein, it is crucial that the 

airpower litmus test is accounted for as a separate variable in the data, given that 

sophistication in the area of weapons technology is a leading (often dramatically 

transformational) element of change in how war is fought. In addition to allowing for the 

comparison of support for airpower against defense spending the other aspects of military 

might (as well as each of the other litmus tests), this facilitates separate consideration of 

the relationship between U.S. airpower and its place in the changing nature of strategic 

and international military affairs now increasingly globalized (with asymmetry as a 

central feature). It is with these prerequisites that the following pages drill down to the 

nature of the hawk/ doves clash over airpower as part of the larger dynamic surrounding 

the Vietnam War, and how it may connect to changes seen in the landscape of aerial/ 

often asymmetrical conflict around the world – especially given America’s leading 

military role in it. 

                                                 
6 This, by extension, also features a certain Machiavellian ends vs. means aspect to the debate. 
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 From a domestic U.S. political vantage point, a certain conventional wisdom has 

coalesced around the notion that Democrats have trended toward the dovish side of the 

spectrum, while Republicans have by and large done the opposite – especially since the 

end of Vietnam. There is a sense that: 

Democrats push primacy with a human face, dressed up in the rhetoric of 
multilateralism, and they use military power with much hesitancy and 
handwringing. Republicans push primacy ‘in your face’, with 
unapologetic unilateralism, and they swagger brazenly.7 
 

 Although this quote goes on to suggest that the somewhat superficial tone of 

political rhetoric in this area has varied much more than the actual policies that support 

and further U.S. primacy, the analysis put forth here reveals that the hawk/ dove dynamic 

is certainly not clear-cut and does indeed feature genuine splits over how important the 

military (and its air assets in particular) figures into this position of primacy. Especially 

by the latter stages of the Vietnam War, the hawk/ dove dynamic came to operate in tone 

and on substance within the context of several sub-issues and at multiple levels of 

abstraction, with airpower issues standing front and center. In many cases, the difficulty 

of the strategic and military challenges faced at this time defied the oft-applied partisan 

label of the debate, exhibiting not insignificant intraparty conflict over the heavy-

handedness of American airpower that also existed between various nodes of the U.S. 

government, and even within some organs of government (each considered below). All 

this had a profound impact on both the quantity and quality of American war making 

abroad. And although the data itself does not consider partisan affiliation as its own 

frame in which to base these calculations, it is certainly not something which can be 

ignored as a general current of the politics involved, if only a natural observation in the 

                                                 
7 Betts, p. 2. 
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process of conducting this research. The true extent to which partisanship is an accurate 

indicator of hawk/ dove politics, however, may very well open up an area in which this 

research can be expanded or continued in the future. 

Nonetheless, in any manner U.S. leaders were affiliated, the ghosts of America’s 

darkest days in Vietnam continued to loom over the nation as a Cold War geo-political 

climate persisted well past 1975. Doves had interpreted Vietnam as a teachable moment 

in the high costs and strategic foolishness of major land wars against indigenous 

adversaries in difficult terrain. It was to be a lesson learned, and a critical lens through 

which to hammer home the lack of wisdom of future military interventions. To most 

hawks with lingering resentment over what a more unrestricted unleashing of American 

hard power (e.g., aerial bombardment of Hanoi) could have done to change the outcome 

in Vietnam, adopting a renewed position of peace through strength in the face of a still 

threatening communist sphere became a post-war rite of passage and psychological 

means of avenging what had gone wrong in Vietnam. To be sure, most hawks did not 

view the failure to succeed in one military scenario as a tarnishing of the theoretical 

vision of the value of military intervention used as a legitimate extension of foreign-

policy. But how exactly did these strains of policy disagreement play out in Congress? 

And what does the data for 1964-2000 suggest about the interplay of American military 

policy and the nature of (air-based) military conflict on the world stage? 

 

A Closer Look at the Data 

 The following data takes a closer look at the intricacies of shifts in the policy 

dynamics displayed by Congress in the areas of airpower support, defense spending, 
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escalation/ de-escalation, foreign military aid, WMD policy, war powers/ inter-branch 

relations, and NASA support. Structurally, the charts provided are reproductions of those 

found in the previous chapter, but zero in on narrower and more specific ranges of time. 

Charting the data according to smaller windows of time allows for more particular 

analysis in terms of key fluctuations that show up in concert with notable events/ changes 

in the international conflict environment.  

 It allows for a more precise look at fluctuations in the numbers for this time 

period, both during the actual battle(s) as well as the years from 1975 to 1980 -- after the 

war’s conclusion -- showing the initial political aftershocks borne out in the immediate 

post-Vietnam era. To at least carry the story forward without gaps in the data, later 

sections detail the findings as they are shown for the years 1981 to 2000 (a period itself 

shaped by lingering ripple effects of Vietnam), essentially charting the decades before 

and after the end of the Cold War and leading to the next case study. 

 To begin with, even a cursory look at the intensity of each litmus test from 1964 

to the end of the war in 1975 (and to the years shortly thereafter) shows an unmistakable 

rise in how frequently hawk/ dove floor votes came up in Congress during the war. 

Moreover, it can be seen that the level of contention -- that is, the disparity between ‘yea’ 

votes and ‘nay’ votes -- also showed a steep rise in accordance with the path of the 

escalating American force presence. However, what seems somewhat striking, though 

perhaps not surprising given a proper understanding of history, is that much of this 

incipient contention rose significantly after the Tet Offensive of 1968. Up until that 

period (despite a spike in contention over defense spending in 1966 when casualties 

began to balloon), there is a sense from the charts that the hawk/ dove dynamic was 
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somewhat in its infancy, lacking the bitter division that it would later come to 

characterize in many of the more trying periods of American foreign/ military policy. By 

both measures of issue intensity, that is the total number of individual member votes cast 

as well as the total number of occasions for a floor vote, intensity more or less escalated 

right along with the level of American military involvement emerging from the early 

1960s towards de-escalation in the early 1970s: 
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 By both measures of issue intensity, most of the litmus tests saw an increase in 

frequency in the late 1980s. Quite remarkably, though once again not surprisingly, 

contention in virtually category dropped off extensively in the years following the 

dissolution of the Soviet Union. In fact, from around 1989 until 2000, most hawk/ dove 

issues receded to a new plateau of low levels of contention, even as defense spending 

spiked as an issue in 1995, coinciding with the historic Republican takeover of the House 

of Representatives and the subsequent budget battles waged between the parties. Also 

quite significant, airpower issues began dropping off the radar screen from 1988 on as 

seen in the previous charts. In fact, the entire hawk/ dove debate declined relatively 

speaking, and quite remarkably, as a share of Congress’ entire agenda from the high point 
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for the entire data set (1964-present) of just under 7% in 1988 until being revived in the 

post-9/11 era: 

 

 

 

 This trend of the easing of hawk/ dove tensions is seen also with the declining 

share of airpower floor votes in particular, as a share of all hawk/ dove votes. From a 

high point of some 50% of all hawk/ dove issues in 1982, the share of airpower-relevant 

data declined consistently until 2000: 
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 And in terms of the balance between the two sides on airpower issues, it is clear 

that the Reagan years into the post-Cold War years showed a much narrower spread 

between the two. This means essentially that dovishness managed to catch up to a certain 

extent to hawkishness (though seldom outstripping it). This is different from the charts 

produced for the prior years (1964-1980) in which hawks maintained a notable lead over 

doves almost the entire time. That said, after the height of this contention around 1987, 

doves did appear to have the edge in 1989 and 1990 (likely on the euphoria of the fall of 

the Berlin Wall and indications that the Soviet Union was beginning to falter): 
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headway. Again in 2007-08, dovishness made somewhat of a comeback, before again 

falling to a wave of hawkish airpower sentiments since 2009, when as will later become 

clear, the Democratic Party came to be identified with a comparable level of public 

expression of support for airpower – and drone usage in particular. Nonetheless, the 

charts show in an overall sense that when conflict is underway and at the forefront of the 

debate, airpower -- as America’s preferred hard power tool -- tends to be supported and 

expanded more than it is called into question or restricted. 

 It will be interesting to continue following these developments into the future, 

especially for the airpower litmus test in the years to come. On the heels of the relatively 

sharp increase in issue intensity of airpower from 2011 to 2012, it begs the question: will 

these trends press on into 2013 and beyond? Especially, as debate grows over the legal, 

moral, and ethical limitations of drone usage against U.S. citizens abroad (and perhaps 

domestically), further study will be required to untangle the complicated relationship 

between the political nature of governance and the revolutionary capabilities of aerial 

technology. 

 

Precision Strike, Unmanned Aerial Systems, and the New Era of Warfare 

 With the data now firmly established for the entire temporal range of this 

dissertation’s analysis, it is important to consider the unique aspects of aerial technology 

to come about in the post-9/11 years. Central to this discussion are precision strike 

capabilities by all means of conveyance; land, sea, and air-based systems have each 

entered the world of surgical targeting. But most often, this has focused on unmanned 

aerial systems (UAS) or so-called drones fitted with lethal armaments. 
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In the same way generals are always fighting the last war, the development of 

new tools of combat are always trying to predict the tactical needs of the next war. In this 

regard, it is clear that the U.S. has vested much in the development of UAV technology 

(even before 9/11) and precision munitions (since Vietnam) to in a way circumvent the 

problem of conflict asymmetry, which is seen as the domineering operational constraint 

of current and future warfare. It was already growing problem in Vietnam with no front 

line, deficient insignia, and enemy forces setting booby traps from the safety of 

underground tunnel networks, for example. These imbalances in the exchanging of lethal 

force have become even more dramatic since 2001. But where tanks and ground troops 

are too costly and impractical to fight in these terms, a drone can hover above, providing 

similar lethal force presence at low cost and with no risk to one’s forces. Especially in an 

age of de-territorialized (i.e., non-linear), low-intensity conflict, constant vigilance 

becomes a priority because the time (and place) of an enemy incursion is even more of an 

unknown – a vigilance that an unmanned drone hovering for hours or days at a time can 

certainly provide. And yet, the U.S. has made sure to maintain the upper hand in the air 

across the board. 

 In terms of more conventional force, the U.S. holds  a position of near impunity in 

the air, and at least for now, enjoys what could be considered a position of hegemony in 

the skies vis-à-vis its leading aircraft. For example, the 5th generation aircraft F-22A 

Raptor is said to ensure U.S. air (fighter) superiority for the next 40 years.3 Thus, fighter 

                                                 
3 See the F-22 Raptor team website at <http://www.f22-raptor.com/technology/index.html> Recently, 
however, a new aircraft devised by the Russians has sought to challenge the Raptor, highlighting how 
conventional arms races continue in the age of small wars and terrorism. See The Seferm Post. “Russia 
New Sukhoi T-50 Fighter Jet Challenges U.S. F-22 Raptor for Dominance.” Friday, January 29, 2010. 
<http://www.sefermpost.com/sefermpost/2010/01/russia-new-sukhoi-t50-fighter-jet-challenges-us-f22-
raptor-for-dominance.html> 
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aviation and other aspects of U.S. air warfare capability represent an aspect of the 

American security apparatus that has widened the hard power gap within potential 

interstate (conventional) battle spaces4. It has also, through the use of new technologies, 

served to partly bridge the asymmetry characteristic of GWOT operations, in turn, re-

leveraging the ‘stick’ of U.S. foreign policy in the current intrinsically-constrained 

fighting domain. However, it is primarily a discussion of the latter phenomenon that is 

the focus of this analysis, as it pertains to ‘uninhabited’ or unmanned aircraft.5 There 

have indeed been other battles over aerial weapons development, including ethical 

questions over the use of cluster bombs and developmental questions about the nuclear 

bunker buster program. Yet, the fascination seems to lie with drones and the tremendous 

tactical and strategic advantages they hold. It is a fascination reflected in the public eye, 

the media, as well as Congress and the military. And although the data does not reveal 

major fluctuations attributable to drone advancement in particular, its absence from the 

data is perhaps equally revealing – reinforcing the idea that there may be a potential 

convergence of opinion on the use of drones. 

 Much of the preoccupation with this area of technology exists for natural reasons, 

although the use of UAVs is not without its own sets of controversies. Launching hard 

power from the air is often cheaper, more effective, and less of a risk to personnel, but 

somehow less discriminate than ground forces that (in theory) only target combatants. 

The problem with turning to airpower as an answer to the concerns of cost in blood and 

                                                 
4 In addition to the F-22 Raptor, other new aircraft such as the tilt-rotor V-22 Osprey continue to 
revolutionize the U.S. air fleet in conventional capacities. 
 
5 The terms ‘uninhabited’ or ‘pilotless’ are often preferred to ‘unmanned’ because of their gender 
neutrality, even though people were never meant to live in (i.e., ‘inhabit’) aircraft in the first place and 
drones are often piloted (in part) via remote control, sometimes from thousands of miles away. The 
imprecision of the terminology suggests the relative infancy of this area of technology, similar to 
automobiles being referred to as ‘horseless carriages.’ 
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treasure of a nation’s war effort, is that bombs are far more destructive than a soldier with 

an M-16 but they blow up friendlies and non-combatants just as surely as an enemy 

combatant. Therefore, collateral damage becomes grounds for more opposition and 

international criticism to build against the overall war effort in question. Thus, the trend 

has been to attempt to make munitions dropped from the air more accurate. Such 

advancements have made bombs both more deadly (where they land), but also less deadly 

(because of where they do not land). They are more deadly in the sense that they can 

‘lock on’ to the intended target and all but ensure a kill. However, with this accuracy, 

comes the ability to avoid hitting what is to be spared from destruction. Thus, the 

technological form follows the function that is needed. The demands of the battlefield of 

today are always reflected in the designs of the weapons of tomorrow in terms of what 

the improvements are called for by warriors. It makes things less risky for personnel to 

deploy, with changing technological forms following the ever-changing functions needed 

on the battlefield. Since 9/11, this meant a re-affirmation of military technology, robotics, 

automation, advanced imaging, communications, and accurate kinetic strike. 

 Beyond merely being accurate, which is a criteria that a stealth bomber with a 

crew of two operators can no doubt satisfy, the concept of removing the human operator 

from flight missions altogether adds another set of tactical and strategic advantages. Yet, 

the concept is not a new one and the so-called ‘drone’ as an aerial vehicle is not anything 

particularly novel.6 In fact, ever since the earliest military kites and balloons, UAS of 

various stripes have long been used in military and law enforcement applications to 

conduct intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) – essentially having an ‘eye-

                                                 
6 For a basic discussion of the history of the use of UAVs in military applications, see Schwing, Richard P., 
“Unmanned Aerial Vehicles – Revolutionary Tools in War and Peace.” USAWC Strategy Research 
Project. <http://www.dtic.mil/cgi-bin/GetTRDoc?AD=ADA469608&Location=U2&doc=GetTRDoc.pdf> 
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in-the sky’ to maintain the situational awareness of ground forces. However, the 

relatively recent advent of marrying such aircraft with deadly precision attack munitions7 

has not only begun to revolutionize this area of conflict, it has more specifically, allowed 

U.S. forces to reclaim a significant tactical advantage in remote areas by devising this 

more symmetrical weapons system – symmetrical because attack drones can operate 

closer to, and have a greater impact on, suspected terrorist operatives moving in small 

groups throughout rugged terrain. 

 Remotely-operated aerial vehicles such as the MQ-1 Predator and its much larger 

cousin -- the MQ-9 Reaper -- are capable of firing AGM-114 Hellfire air-to-ground 

missiles and other precision munitions, which has transformed modern conflict, giving a 

distinct advantage to U.S. strategists in contemporary affairs.8 This has arguably opened 

the door to ‘push-button’ warfare, although most UASs operate in conjunction with 

soldiers in theatre to provide close air support for operations by actual boots on the 

ground. However, the implications of this and related developments will undoubtedly be 

adopted into other contexts and in future wars between a wide array of actors, including 

conventional ones. In a world of advanced robotics being proliferated more generally 

(ground, sea, and air),9 conflict has entered a novel era in which at least for the time 

being, “… robotic vehicles will allow modern conventional armies to minimize the 

                                                 
7 “After the Sept. 11 attacks, President Bush ordered a rapid escalation of a project to arm the Predators 
with missiles.” See Meyer, Josh. “CIA Expands Use of Drones in Terror War.” The Los Angeles Times. 
January 29, 2006. <http://articles.latimes.com/2006/jan/29/world/fg-predator29/5>. 
 
8 See Tierney, Steven and Oliver North (Producers). “War Stories with Oliver North: High Tech Warriors 
on the Battlefield.” [Television Broadcast] Fox News Channel. New York, NY. Sunday, April 11, 2010. 
 
9 For instance, there have been other notable breakthroughs in robotics which increasingly find themselves 
on the actual battlefield (loosely defined), such as the Packbot, a small autonomous rover used for 
searching caves and the Talon, which is an IED disposal platform. Unmanned undersea vehicles (UUVs) 
are in use as well. See Tierney and North. 
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advantages guerilla opponents gain by their increased willingness to sacrifice their lives 

in order to inflict casualties on the enemy.”10 

 Specifically as it pertains to U.S.-led GWOT operations, the MQ-1 Predator, built 

by U.S. aeronautical defense contracting firm General Atomics, has carved out an 

increasing role alongside several of its system components and similar aircraft like 

Global Hawk.11 First made operational in the Balkans in 1995, the Predator drone, which 

has received the most attention in popular discourse (perhaps due to its catchy name) was 

originally used for gathering battlefield reconnaissance and performing surveillance with 

various vehicle-mounted cameras/ sensors, proving to be quite a versatile platform.12 In 

fact, it is precisely this versatility that has made the Pentagon so interested in unmanned 

systems, allowing for the fusion of a low-cost-to-operate system with precision deadly 

force, and  “in 2009, for the first time, the U.S. Air Force trained more ‘pilots’ for 

unmanned aircraft than for manned fighters and bombers.”13 The escalation of these 

lighter, cheaper, and more versatile aerial vehicles in operation today are a far cry from 

the planes developed during prior industrial races between states to develop the largest, 

fastest, stealthiest, planes with a higher payload capacity -- aircraft sometimes even far 

                                                 
10 See Levinson, Charles. “Israeli Robots Remake Battlefield: Nation Forges Ahead in Deploying 
Unmanned Military Vehicles by Air, Sea and Land.” The Wall Street Journal. January 13, 2010. 
<http://online.wsj.com/article/SB126325146524725387.html> 
 
11 Schwing. 
 
12 Ibid. 
 
13 Levinson. 
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exceeding their weight in gold when considering enormous research and development 

costs.14 

 Rather, the UAVs of today are designed for smaller-scale wars and lower-

intensity combat, such as the Raven, which is not designed to attack, but is small enough 

to launch by hand.15 Such craft do not even have to be equipped with defensive or even 

evasive capabilities because air warfare is simply not a battle space contested by groups 

like al-Qaeda. They are specifically used for tracking, targeting, and striking relatively 

small and non-fixed targets – usually groups of suspected terrorist or even individual 

operatives. That is why these now-deadly platforms are considerably more advantageous 

than the use of the ‘smart bombs’ -- Global Positioning System (GPS) or laser-guided -- 

which for example, allowed for ‘shock and awe’ in Iraq in 200316 and have for decades 

been launched through conventional platforms (i.e., long range bombers or from sea-

based platforms). 

Unmanned (or uninhabited) aerial vehicles are especially beneficial in that they 

do not endanger the life of a pilot, they are relatively inexpensive to deploy, and can 

circle over a single area for up to 24 hours, streaming near-real time footage (with as little 

as a 1.2 second delay) to virtually any location on the ground.17 Furthermore, the 

operational software in these vehicles often eliminates the need for troops on the ground 

                                                 
14 See Schultz, Kathyrn. “The B-2 ‘Spirit’ Bomber.” Center for Defense Information. May 1, 1996 
<http://www.cdi.org/issues/aviation/B296.html> 
 
15 Tierney and North. 
 
16 Though precise, the ‘shock and awe’ campaign was based on fixed and predetermined targets that were 
attacked with cruise missiles launched from naval carriers and conventional bombers, not from unmanned 
platforms. 
 
17 See Ghosh, Bobby and Mark Thompson. “The CIA’s Silent War in Pakistan.” TIME Magazine, pp. 40-
41. June 1, 2009. <http://www.time.com/time/magazine/pdf/20090601drone.pdf> 
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to laze targets, call in GPS coordinates, or pre-program them to fixed targets. In fact, the 

versatility of UAVs in a sense makes them transcendent technologies insofar that they 

can be equipped with nearly any kind of technological device used for simply surveying 

an area to the opposite extreme of administering death from above – as well as a wide 

range of other surveillance and deterrence mechanisms including but not limited to 

thermal imaging and night vision cameras, lasers, communications gear, long range 

acoustic devices (LRADs), and signals intelligence (SIGINT) payloads. With this cross-

fertilization of technology, operators can watch, follow, target, and if necessary, attack all 

in one package with these machines sometimes referred to as ‘hunter-killers.’ And 

because of advances in satellite communications, many of the military-controlled 

Predator attack drones flying above Afghanistan and Pakistan are for example controlled 

by human operators sitting in an air-conditioned work-station at Creech Air Force Base 

not far from Las Vegas, Nevada.18 

 An analysis of the last two Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) reports from 

2006 and 2010, which are key indicators of the U.S.’s grand national security strategy, 

reveals some interesting things about the DOD’s disposition toward this new area of 

technology. However, these reports are limited in their ability to discuss methods of 

operation and are notoriously vague in accordance with the trend toward the 

‘covertization’ of warfare. Nonetheless, it is striking that although the now ubiquitous 

acronym ‘UAV’ is mentioned 6 times in the 2006 QDR, it is not mentioned a single 

instance in the 2010 QDR. That is because the acronym has been replaced by ‘unmanned 

aerial system’ or UAS, which is a term not even found in the 2006 report at all. This 

speaks to the extent to which the aerial platform increasingly is seen as constituting only 
                                                 
18 Schwing, p. 9. 
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one piece in the larger puzzle of related technologies and support networks that work in 

harmony with such aircraft as part of a wider system of intelligence. Furthermore, it is 

interesting that there are a total of 18 mentions of the word ‘unmanned’ in the 2006 QDR 

and just 15 in the 2010 QDR. Of course, this is not necessarily suggestive of the 

qualitative importance placed on the use of UAVs, but it does at least raise interesting 

questions regarding whether the DOD has somewhat de-emphasized their use amid 

growing controversy that surrounds them (in a document otherwise completely sanitized 

of political overtones). Nonetheless, the 2010 QDR states forthrightly that: 

…in FY 2010, the Department made a commitment to grow to a capacity 
of 50 sustained orbits of Predator/Reaper by FY 2011. The Air Force is on 
track to achieve this goal and will continue to expand the force to 65 orbits 
by FY 2015. The Army is expanding all classes of UASs, including the 
accelerated production of the Predator-class Extended Range Multi-
Purpose (ER/MP) UAS.19 
 

This will no doubt have vast implications for the unmanning of warfare and the 

potentials seem almost limitless, with the Defense Department planning to spend $16 

billion on UAV technology by 2013.20 And by the year 2025, the DOD estimates that “… 

approximately 45% of the future long-range strike force will be unmanned. The capacity 

for joint air forces to conduct global conventional strikes against time-sensitive targets 

will also be increased.”21 By extension, there is a desire to: 

 

 

                                                 
19 See p. 22 in the 2010 Quadrennial Defense Review Report. February 2010. 
<http://www.defense.gov/qdr/qdr%20as%20of%2029jan10%201600.PDF> 
 
20 Tierney and North. 
 
21 See p. 46 in the 2006 Quadrennial Defense Review Report. February 6, 2006. 
<http://www.defense.gov/qdr/report/report20060203.pdf> 
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…restructure the Joint Unmanned Combat Air System (J-UCAS) program 
and develop an unmanned longer-range carrier-based aircraft capable of 
being air-refueled to provide greater standoff capability, to expand 
payload and launch options, and to increase naval reach and persistence.22 

 
 Though not without technical difficulties, this area of radically-advanced 

technology has constituted a new landscape of warfare that has emerged more or less 

since the CIA and the Pentagon began weaponizing UASs shortly after 9/11. To be sure, 

these aircraft have carried an increasing share of the burden of war under virtually any 

strategic environment, having achieved several high-profile kills, including Mohammed 

Atef, Baitullah Mehsud, Hakeemullah Mehsud (later reported to have survived the U.S. 

drone strike against him),23 and Osama Bin Laden’s own son (one of several).24 

 As the U.S. pursued a ‘surge’ of troops into Afghanistan, more unmanned 

platforms had been placed in the theatre to supplement and multiply the efforts of ground 

troops. But unmanned combat air vehicles (UCAVs) have also been argued to have the 

ability of compensating for drawing down numbers of ground troops, such as with the 

proposed force trajectory in Afghanistan for 2013 and beyond. There is little question that 

this capability to fight war and keep a very firm security policy while staying at arm’s 

length (something which has never really been possible before) serves to defuse come of 

the contention over issues of peace and war which would otherwise entail more 

fundamental divergences of course and more difficult questions of national engagement. 

At root, the technology will allow American forces and the NATO coalition to limit any 

                                                 
22 Ibid. 
 
23 See Roggio, Bill. “Hakeemullah Mehsud -- Not Dead Yet.” The Long War Journal. April 29, 2010. 
<http://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2010/04/a_senior_pakistani_i.php> 
 
24 See p. 1 in Bergen, Peter and Katherine Tiedemann. “The Year of the Drone: An Analysis of U.S. Drone 
Strikes in Pakistan, 2004-2010.” Counterterrorism Strategy Initiative Policy Paper, New America 
Foundation. February 24, 2010. 
<http://counterterrorism.newamerica.net/sites/newamerica.net/files/policydocs/bergentiedemann2.pdf> 
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real or perceived vacuum of power that would inevitably result from a significant pullout 

of troops, a notion advocated by George Will in 2009.25 

 Aside from the obvious strategic advantages of UASs in the field of combat, it is 

perhaps another matter in terms of geo-politics and the public diplomacy of the U.S., to 

which drone strikes have simultaneously become a political liability. The two phenomena 

-- benefits for achieving military objectives in the short term and detriments to American 

public diplomacy in the long term -- are not mutually exclusive. However, many would 

certainly argue that the questionable use of increasing UAV power constitutes a colossal 

blow to the U.S. in terms of its prestige and amounts to a loss of American global 

political capital. In other words, what the U.S. may gain in terms of hard power 

leveraging it more than pays for through the loss of soft power or the ability to engender 

‘compellance.’26 Others oppose the use of attack drones more specifically on grounds that 

they are immoral, unethical, or even illegal.27 Direct, violent blowback is naturally of 

great concern as well. 

 It is quite clear that new echelons of media scrutiny and the kinds of public 

diplomacy crises that result from excessive collateral damage have made the use of 

surgical precision of American air strike capability around the world increasingly 

tenuous. Even the 1.2 seconds it takes to strike from 8,000 miles away makes it difficult 
                                                 
25 See Will, George. “Time to Get out of Afghanistan.” The Washington Post, [Op-Ed]. Tuesday, 
September 1, 2009. <http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
dyn/content/article/2009/08/31/AR2009083102912.html 
 
26 Different from conventional descriptions of hard and soft power, Thomas Schelling established this 
notion of ‘compellance’ to describe how the U.S. has a high amount of destructive power, but that it is not 
easily translated into compelling people to accept or abide by U.S. foreign policy. For a more thorough 
discussion, see Kaldor, Mary. “American Power: From ‘Compellance’ to Cosmopolitanism?” International 
Affairs, Vol. 79, No. 1, pp. 1-22. 2003. 
 
27 The American Civil Liberties Union has recently filed suit against the U.S. federal government over the 
use of attack drones. See DiMascio, Jen. “ACLU Sues Government over the Use of Drones.” Politico. 
March 16, 2010. <http://www.politico.com/news/stories/0310/34529.html> 
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to be as accurate as would be ideal, given that a situational environment can change quite 

significantly in an instant. But decreases in the length of the sensor-to-shooter cycle, and 

the perception that UAVs are all but hyper-competent, places more pressure on decision-

makers to avoid collateral damage or faulty targeting. Mistakes can no longer be as easily 

blamed on mechanical error or technological insufficiencies, conditions which essentially 

absolved Allied powers during WWII of wrongdoing when civilian cities were carpet-

bombed almost completely indiscriminately. 

Media reporting on incidents like the baby milk factory that was bombed by the 

U.S. in Iraq in 1991 or more recently, a wedding party that had been mistakenly targeted 

in Afghanistan with over 30 deaths including children28 have done incalculable damage 

to U.S. prestige and credibility. In fact, such attacks are often reported in Pakistan and 

throughout the Muslim world with far higher casualty totals than the reality,29 and 

inflame untold hatred against the U.S. and the West. And with instant communications, 

these ripple effects can be felt within hours. On January 15, 2006, protests erupted and 

turned violent in Karachi following a strike on a remote village in Pakistan.30 It is fairly 

certain that such outrage is also directed at the Pakistani government that in many cases 

shares intelligence quite closely on targets, locations, and other contexts, while publicly 

condemning the attacks. 

                                                 
28 See for example Verkaik, Robert. “Top Judge: ‘Use of Drones Intolerable.’” The Independent. July 6, 
2009. <http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/top-judge-use-of-drones-intolerable-
1732756.html> 
 
29 This is mentioned in Rohde, David. “A Drone Strike and Dwindling Hope.” The New York Times. 
October 20, 2009. <http://www.nytimes.com/2009/10/21/world/asia/21hostage.html> 
 
30 See BBC News. “Pakistan Rally against U.S. Strike.” Sunday, January 16, 2006. 
<http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/4614486.stm> 
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 With such complexity in the global politics involved, these weapons systems have 

no doubt presented American policymakers -- especially in Congress -- with new 

opportunities, but also with new constraints in the setting of military/ foreign policy that 

is ultimately responsible for the proliferation of the use of UAS. This is where both 

domestic American as well as global politics enters the picture. The increased use of 

UAS is seen by U.S. national security policymakers as an attractive tool because it 

creates an image of being strong on security and does so while limiting the number of 

troops put in harm’s way. But data on the scale, frequency, and location of U.S. air 

attacks not only in Afghanistan and Iraq, but also into other ‘lawless’ regions of Yemen 

and Somalia suggests increasing boldness, and thereby a greater assumption of risk of 

blowback, on the part of top-level military leaders and national security policymakers 

who have consciously escalated this aspect of waging war over the last several years 

(albeit amid attempts to limit civilian casualties). 

 Yet, it remains unclear the extent to which there are direct political losses for the 

American position in the GWOT and more generally on the world stage. Of course, an 

analysis of the tension between the use of hard power and blowback (i.e., a study of 

whether the U.S.-led WOT is killing more terrorists than it creates) would be the holy 

grail of conflict analysis in this century, but is impossible to attain because of the 

complexity of the factors motivating armed resistance over many years.31 In that sense, 

blowback is often accumulative and is often felt gradually over extended periods of time, 

making it exceedingly difficult to quantify. In fact, the key interesting feature of 

blowback is its incipient nature. There is literally no way of knowing for sure or 

                                                 
31 For an interesting and primarily qualitative analysis of blowback, see Johnson, Chalmers. Blowback: The 
Costs and Consequences of American Empire. Henry Holt and Co., New York, NY. 2000. 
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accurately measuring residual hatred across a population and how that will be manifested 

as attacks against U.S. interests in future battles or conflicts. 

But in the question of blowback following collateral damage, there is the issue of 

shades of innocence (or guilt) that accompany those who are in the proximity of key 

terrorist figures. This has philosophical roots in questioning the murky division and often 

overlapping dividing line between ‘belligerent’ and ‘innocent bystander.’ Intelligence 

reports on high-level targets seldom contain any comprehensive knowledge on the extent 

to which family members, friends, or other associates may be funding, training, or 

otherwise assisting suspected militants. Thus, it does in fact come down to a 

philosophical judgment call. Naturally, those who sympathize with the ones killed as well 

as liberal human rights consciousness more generally would both tend to lean toward 

giving the benefit of the doubt to the victim, whereas supporters of the basic outline for a 

struggle of global civilized society against mass-casualty terrorism as a tactic (whether 

having roots in Islamic extremism or not) would tend to be able to justify such collateral 

deaths more readily. But with less intensity of conflict, exponentially more voluminous 

media coverage, and a comparatively acute aversion to U.S. casualties, the battlefield 

constraints of the post-9/11 conflict terrain are considerable. 

 Also, this technology has become ensconced in a certain mythological notion of 

hyper-capable governments through futuristic technologies, reminiscent of a kind of 

impersonal, technological ‘Big Brother’ governance from above. It has even been 

translated into perceptions of all out cowardice. Thus, there is an immense, largely under-

recognized qualitative element to human casualties. It is not just the number of deaths 

that provokes outrage in the form of protest, uncooperativeness, and support for or a 
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direct hand in violent resistance (which comprise the bulk of palpable blowback). It is 

often a question of precisely how individuals are killed. Throughout the Muslim world, 

outrage over collateral deaths has arguably been disproportionate their true impact, 

compared to other conventional operations that tend to be far more deadly. In fact, solely 

in a theoretical vacuum of military objectives, covert action (often employing UAVs) is 

often more effective, and less lethal than conventional operations that are more 

susceptible to the fog of war. In fact, “… there is no reason to hold that UAS cause more 

collateral damage than bombing or even attacks with Special Forces or regular ones.”32
 

Rife speculation about the future use of UAVs in a variety of applications has 

emerged as a kind of ‘hot-button’ issue, which is to say that the level of fascination many 

seem to have with such technologies likely exceeds their consequentiality on the 

battlefield up until now. Similarly, there are wide-ranging reports on the extent of 

collateral damage, making it difficult to pin down how effectual UASs have actually 

been. However, an in-depth study by terrorism expert Peter Bergen states that: 

…reported drone strikes in northwest Pakistan from 2004 to the present 
have killed between 830 and 1,210 individuals, of whom around 550 to 
850 were described as militants in reliable press accounts, about two-
thirds of the total on average. Thus, the true civilian fatality rate… is 
approximately 32 percent.33 

 
 Such numbers are no doubt critical to military commanders, but from an academic 

standpoint, the relevance of this area of study derives from the tremendous social ripple 

effects that reverberate throughout the world following attacks that cause civilian 

                                                 
32 See p. 70 in Etzioni, Amitai. “Unmanned Aircraft Systems: The Moral and Legal Case.” Joint Force 
Quarterly, Issue No. 57, pp. 66-71. 2nd Quarter 2010. 
 
33 Bergen and Tiedemann. 
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casualties – even if civilian deaths are assumed to be on the lower end of the scale.34 And 

although many analyses harp on the transformational character of the UAV specifically 

for battlefield operations or how they are undesirable due to blowback, little has been 

published about the extent to which they transform political dimensions of national 

security decision-making by shortening the time from target acquisition to destruction 

(and narrowing this window) such that proper political oversight becomes limited. Thus, 

a certain degree of trust and confidence must be allocated to those conducting the 

remotely-operated attacks, which all speaks to the value of a heightened intelligence role 

in this area of GWOT operations that have received presidential authorization for the 

DOD as well as the CIA, which operates its own drone strike program,35 to conduct what 

amounts to terrorist hunt-and-kill missions. 

 

Re-Leveraging the ‘Stick’ of American Foreign Policy 

 Although drones are not without their ethical quandaries, and dovish wings in 

both parties (libertarian Republicans and civil-libertarian Democrats) have expressed 

grave concern over collateral damage and other ethical reservations, a running theme in 

the following pages concerns the extent to which consensus is being forged on the drone 

question to -- in effect -- use hard power in a somewhat soft and perhaps smarter way. 

With radical advancements in drone and other technologies, the U.S. under the Bush 

Administration and now the Obama Administration has pushed to re-leverage the stick of 

foreign policy and use drones as an instrumental tool in the ongoing struggle against 

                                                 
34 Casualty reporting varies widely, as some “… commentators have suggested that the civilian death rate 
from the drone attacks in Pakistan is 98 percent, while one study claims it is only 10 percent.” The actual 
civilian casualty rate is more likely around 32%. See Bergen and Tiedemann. 
 
35 Meyer. 
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violent Islamic terrorism. This represents an area of policy continuity, which is reflected 

in the data (given the muted nature of hawk/ dove contention on airpower after 9/11, 

compared with prior decades). Given that terrorist groups such as al-Qaeda are by 

definition not interested in moving toward the use of conventional military conflict that 

abides by international legal standards of the rules of war, the U.S.-led invasions of 

Afghanistan and Iraq had essentially attempted to impose the conventional realist/ nation-

state paradigm onto the complex threat(s) at hand and divert fire onto ‘hard’ (military) 

targets, even as the Islamist extremist call to global jihad that had precipitated 9/11 

continues its quest to carry out mass-casualty terrorism against civilian populations in 

Afghanistan and Iraq, as well as ‘soft’ targets in cities throughout much of the rest of the 

world. Though largely perpetuating asymmetry, the interventions in these two theatres, 

the toppling of the Taliban and Baath Party regimes, and subsequent occupations have 

partly been justified by some as a ‘magnet’ for global terrorists,36 whereby jihadists were 

essentially prodded into using direct conventional violence (albeit in unconventional 

ways such as through the use of improvised explosive devices (IEDs)) against military 

vehicles and personnel – the argument being that it is better to fight terrorism offensively 

with the use of hard power abroad than defensively with law enforcement approaches on 

the homeland.37 This constituted a deliberate conflation of state and non-state paradigms 

and converged the civilian and combatant spheres. However, bridging the stark divide 

between the nature of hard power agency in the world today -- and the tactics used in its 

                                                 
36 See CNN.com, “Analysts: Iraq a ‘Magnet’ for Al Qaeda: Targets Shifting from Soldiers to Civilians, Ex-
diplomat Says.” August 20, 2003. 
<http://www.cnn.com/2003/US/08/19/sprj.irq.al.qaeda.magnet/index.html> 
 
37 This was a fundamental argument put forth by the Bush Administration. But in reality, the U.S. and other 
members of the coalition it assembled in the years after 9/11 have employed both means of dealing with 
terrorism – war and law. The argument of policy having to reflect one or the other on an exclusive basis is 
arguably a false dichotomy. 
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name -- has involved other non-strategic aspects related to radical innovations in UAV 

technology, which have presented states engaged with varying degrees of resolve in the 

GWOT with opportunities to actually reclaim some degree of tactical advantage, even 

within the overwhelmingly asymmetrical context. In effect, UASs have provided a 

mechanism by which U.S. forces can operate on the (lower) level of terrorist operatives. 

 With this capability, the military has begun to close the gap of asymmetry. 

However, this is only possible because of recent innovations in the use of new 

technologies, particularly as the delivery of ‘smart’ munitions has become cheaper,38 

easier, and lacking any real risk to human operators. They have also become much more 

accurate with advanced computer guidance systems, which have made it possible to send 

munitions on to targets without harming people or property just yards away. 

 Within the realm of international conflict, the political leaders, decision-makers, 

and military strategists of individual states are fundamentally constrained by the 

hardware, technology, and resources at their disposal. Just as the inability to legitimately 

use hard power within the confines of a particular conflict equates to a loss of that power 

in the real world, re-gaining applicability of power is tantamount to an increase of it. 

Whereas the use of IEDs has made U.S. and Coalition troops operating in Afghanistan 

and Iraq ‘sitting ducks,’ UAS have reclaimed tactical advantages and have instead made 

terrorist operatives/ insurgent militants into ‘sitting ducks.’ Militant activities are now 

readily seen on video screens and can be attacked almost immediately, greatly altering 

the battlefield psyche of militants who have grown increasingly paranoid and alter their 

                                                 
38 The MQ-1 Predator costs a modest $4 million, while the MQ-9 Reaper comes in at approximately $11.4 
million. See Tierney and North. 



- 196 - 

 
 

patterns of activity to elude UAS.39 After all, in the borderlands region of Afghanistan 

and Pakistan “the drones, which make a buzzing noise, are nicknamed machay (“wasps”) 

by the Pashtun natives, and can sometimes be seen and heard, depending on weather 

conditions.”40 

 Transitioning the existing tools of the military trade to meet the problem of global 

terrorism and further exploit the weaknesses of relatively unsophisticated terrorist groups 

has in many respects, merely been a process of retrofitting and tweaking the natural 

strategic advantage that the U.S. air fleet already enjoys in the skies above many regions 

throughout the Middle East. This has largely been the case for the U.S. and several of its 

NATO allies, which have moved toward downsizing and specializing air fleets but have 

also been unwilling to abandon their conventional military might in order to bridge the 

asymmetrical divide, including their air forces, because they are cognizant that traditional 

power plays on the world stage remain viable under a realist paradigm. Certainly, adding 

to their arsenals and adopting new innovations in technology that allow conventional 

military assets to comport more accurately with the nature of the threat of militants that 

form a kind of global insurgency has been underway even before 9/11. Such is precisely 

the case with UAVs which actually have quite a long history but have more recently 

come to fill this void of ‘ungoverned’ tribal areas such as in South Waziristan where 

‘carrots’ are largely off the table. And whereas the drones in a colony of bees are 

typically stingless, the drones of the modern American military feature plenty of ‘stick,’ 

                                                 
39 It has even been reported that key militants “…sleep outside under trees to avoid being targeted… [and] 
Taliban militants regularly execute suspected ‘spies’ in Waziristan accused of providing information to the 
United States…” See Bergen and Tiedemann, p. 5. 
 
40 See Mayer, Jane. “The Predator War: What Are the Risks of the C.I.A.’s Covert Drone Program?” The 
New Yorker. October 26, 2009. <http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2009/10/26/091026fa_fact_mayer> 
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which most leaders in Washington tend to agree has been re-leveraged quite effectively 

to at least in part, mitigate conflict asymmetry. 

 In this vein, there is much to explore regarding the continuation of U.S. air power 

predominance in the 21st century and its implications for the construct of ‘grand national 

security strategy’ in the GWOT, particularly as it pertains to the recent escalation of the 

use of deadly UAVs under the Obama Administration, which as a form of extrajudicial 

execution, “… represents a radically new and geographically unbounded use of state-

sanctioned lethal force.”41 In discussing how this area of military innovation has 

somewhat lessened the extreme asymmetry of battle,42 this topic also demands an 

explanation of the increasing importance of real-time intelligence and interagency 

cooperation as well as the contrasting political realities of what are widely reported as 

successful attacks on the one hand, and virulent ‘blowback’ against the U.S. and its 

interests on the other. And in exploring these complex issues that clearly have several 

political, strategic, moral, ethical, and legal dimensions, there is a false tendency toward 

believing that somehow asymmetry is exclusively an advantage for the non-state/ terrorist 

organization in every respect. Quite the contrary, this section puts forth the argument that 

within this landscape, remote-operated precision air power has displayed the increasing 

feasibility of American forces utilizing its own sort of unconventional tactics against an 

unconventional enemy. To be sure, UAVs are becoming increasingly conventional within 

                                                 
41 Ibid. 
 
42 There is a distinction between the use of attack drones against covert terrorists and somewhat more overt 
militants in the U.S. military theatres of Afghanistan and Iraq. Armed UAVs still retain a significant 
limitation/ conventional element in that they are markedly less effective and/ or altogether impractical 
against ‘sleeper cells’ already blended into civilian populations, plotting to attack cities in the West or in 
other highly-populated areas around the world. 
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the branches of the Armed Forces and the CIA, perhaps even outstripping manned aerial 

assets in the near future. 

 

Presidential Transition and the Swing of the Pendulum?: From Bush to Obama 

 For all the negative public relations over collateral damage, the American senior 

leadership at the Defense Department has accepted the value of this instrument of power 

and their civilian counterparts have largely been willing to incur the political fallout of 

seeing the drone programs through. As this is the case, it is an area of hard power that 

requires adequate oversight (both executive and legislative), such that covert strike 

operations do not stray from the intent of lawmakers or undermine the position of 

diplomats to negotiate with foreign powers on terrorism or other issues. And although 

Congress has wrestled with the issue in its own right, more light can be shed in the data 

for 2001-2012 alongside an elaboration of the presidential politics witnessed in the 

transition from President Bush to President Obama. 

 Similar to how LBJ (and President Kennedy before him) got the U.S. into 

Vietnam, and the opposite party was elected in part to end the war but ended up carrying 

out escalation in some respects, the Republicans lost power to the other side (President 

Obama) which had advocated dovish sentiments but turned out to be rather hawkish with 

respect to drone usage in particular. This reveals the many shades of hawkishness and 

dovishness, which do not always adhere to the binary continuum outlined in the opening 

of this dissertation. In fact, it has become apparent that the Obama years are fast 

becoming characterized by the rather liberal application of hard power, and for lack of a 

better term, a somewhat hawkish presidency. Yet, the hawkishness is itself subject to 
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qualification insofar that President Obama has advocated a lessening of major Iraq-style 

ground action, while at the same time supporting the increase in aerial activities (and 

Special Forces activities). 

 Nonetheless, continuing on the heels of the Bush Administration and holding over 

several key members of the national security team such as Defense Secretary Robert 

Gates, Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman Admiral Mike Mullen, and U.S. Central Command 

(CENTCOM) commander David Petraeus, the very noticeable increase in the reliance on 

UAV power under the Obama Administration43 has allowed for criticism from the left in 

questioning his pacifist bona fides. On the other side, even some notable right-of-center 

commentators who might otherwise tend to be much more hawkish have suggested that 

the U.S. and its NATO allies should have begun to pull troops out of Afghanistan much 

earlier and instead play a more limited regional security role with emphasis placed on 

UAVs replacing boots on the ground in a combat role.44 

 Even as the data for this chapter seems to show no notable fluctuation in the 

changing of the guard from the Bush to Obama Administrations, the ‘surge’ in 

Afghanistan, the increased use of UAV attack drones in aerial theatres abroad (Pakistan, 

Yemen, Somalia, etc.), the Libya operation as part of NATO alliance, and the unilateral 

operation Neptune Spear to kill Osama bin Laden in Pakistan are each events indicative 

of fundamentally hawkish inclinations. Although the Obama Administration came to 

power cloaked in the rhetoric of dovishness, military policy (insofar as it is shaped by 

both the executive and legislative branches) has maintained a track of general 

hawkishness and relatively low levels of contention from dovish wings in either party.  

                                                 
43 Bergen and Tiedemann. 
 
44 Will. 
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Beyond the mere fact that people in power tend to want to exercise that power, there 

seems to be some interesting dynamics at work on the other side of the coin as well. As a 

case in point, most of the dovish votes against a key force authorization bill on Libya in 

the U.S. House (one of several similar floor votes) came from Republicans, again 

confirming the partisan ‘pull’ on hawk/ dove dynamics: 

 

 

H.J. Res. 68 (June 24, 2011 - 112th Congress) authorizing the limited use of the 
United States Armed Forces in support of the NATO mission in Libya.45 

 

 This certainly runs contrary to what might have been imagined in the mid-2000s, 

when clear dividing lines existed between hawks and doves – often grouped quite closely 

to party. The hawkishness of the Bush Administration was mirrored in the Republican 

Party ranks and its platform, while the Democratic opposition was largely defined by its 

dovish policy ideals. What might otherwise seem like a crossing of the wires in the 

hawkish/ dovish debate on airpower may in reality be more of a convergence of opinion 

on the increasing obsolescence of ground action. Insofar as there may be this growing 

consensus on the problems associated with large-scale invasions (and largely lessons 

learned from the experience in Iraq), there is growing recognition of the value of aerial 

hard power over other means of using force. Moreover, there may be an associated 

                                                 
45 From the Govtrack.gov data set. See <http://www.govtrack.us/congress/votes/112-2011/h493> 
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acceptance in the dovish school of thought in American foreign policy that if force must 

be used, at least it can be carried out in an informed, direct, and limited basis. 

 There understandably remains heated passion on both sides of the debate for or 

against the use of UAVs and related issues. If anything, there appears to be more 

complexity insofar as the libertarian wing of the Republican Party, often the younger 

leaders associated with Tea Party politics, tend to be somewhat less susceptible to the 

arguments for interventionism. Yet, it is not unfounded to conclude that at least in terms 

of airpower usage, the pendulum of party politics and polarization inherent to hawk/ dove 

dynamics has swung to the right in recent years and essentially stayed there, even under 

Democratic leadership. In other words, the move toward hawkishness (and thereby less 

contention) in aerial power has seemed to transcend both administrations, and perhaps 

has more of a national than a partisan character with real staying power. 

 

Conclusion 

 Although the case is ‘young’ and still unfolding, this chapter has shown that 

hawk/ dove politics in the post-9/11 have thus far been tame by the standards set in the 

Vietnam years and during the Reagan Cold War years. And yet, the last two years have 

begun to show the re-emergence of this type of contention, especially in the area of 

defense spending given that fiscal policy – including cuts to the military - has become 

crucial to the austerity debate in most nations. Unless this marks the beginning of a new 

baseline for contention in the years ahead, it is likely that with even more historical 

hindsight, the post-9/11 case will be seen for the relative unity seen throughout the 

‘WOT.’ In that sense, it seems as though the media narrative about the extent of political 
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divisions in the nation’s war-making activities have outstripped the reality, at least as far 

as it concerns contentious voting in Congress. 

 To be sure, the unity that followed immediately after 9/11 was materially 

reflected in the business of the institution insofar as its handling of military policies that 

tended to show a low level of issue intensity. And to the extent there was any leaning to 

one side or the other, it is evident that this move toward a relative consensus on hard 

power issues occurred in the hawkish direction. Although both periods were 

characterized by great violence, the post-9/11 data shows more unity, but perhaps more 

volatility in the potential for fluctuation. The fact that the data jumped so significantly in 

2011 over a very limited role for U.S. forces in a multinational effort shows the pull of 

partisan politics. And yet, airpower seems to have at least some level of immunity against 

the partisan contention that hangs over routine defense funding bills, for example. These 

and other conclusions are no doubt subject to change and bear further study, especially 

given the complexity involved and the inevitability of new trends in the years to follow. 

With both cases now established in the data and its analysis, this dissertation now 

proceeds to the concluding chapter, reaching more general conclusions in analyzing the 

comparison of the two case studies. It provides a recap of the main findings and a 

discussion of their relevance in a broader global affairs context. 
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Chapter Six: 
Further Conclusions and a Look to the Future 

 
 
 
 This dissertation has shown that the U.S. Congress has undergone a series of 

shifts in the nature of the debate on peace and war according to major changes in the 

strategic conflict paradigm. Though not always leading to definitive results, the 

preponderance of the research suggests that airpower has been critical in this story as 

battles over technology and their use on the battlefield raged during critical junctures in 

American foreign policy. Varying in their degree of importance, each of the litmus tests 

for the assertiveness of foreign/ military policy have similarly been accounted for in 

terms of the intensity of legislative contention they exhibit with time (along with the 

public debate that surrounds it). On the heels of both case studies now established, this 

final chapter offers some conclusions in terms of the perspective gained from the 

comparative method applied in the examination of similarities and differences seen with 

the (post)-Vietnam and (post)-9/11 eras. It proceeds with a discussion of conclusions 

falling under two main headings reflected in the literature review: that which can be said 

in general terms for the Congressional data on the hawk/ dove dynamic, and secondly, 

conclusions on the wider role of airpower technology in the evolving (and increasingly 

asymmetrical) global conflict environment. The very last section turns to some informed 

brainstorming on how things may unfold into the future, both empirically and in terms of 

continuing this area of research. 
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Comparing Cases: Hawks and Doves over the Long Run 

 The comparative method employed here is useful in its simplicity. Having two 

cases to compare and contrast facilitates a whole range of conclusions that can flow from 

such an analysis. This relatively straightforward approach is a counterbalance to the 

inherent complexity of the issues being considered. However, the degree of complexity 

found in the nature of America’s security predicament and subsequent use of force after 

9/11, is precisely what makes comprehensive study of the hawk/ dove dynamic both 

before and after this paradigm shift so worthwhile. In a sense, the years surrounding 

Vietnam could be seen as a control for the set of quite radical changes that have been 

seen after 9/11 (mostly straying from conventional features of conflict) and which have 

been tested here with the most significant implications for understanding current affairs 

in this area. 

 Each of the seven litmus tests moved according to an interplay of several causes/ 

facilitators unique to each of the cases, but over the nearly half century that the data 

covers, it is interesting that at no point since 1966 did hawks hold a greater lead over 

doves in Congress. But even as national security hawks have produced and maintained a 

stronger presence of opinion than doves nearly throughout the entire data set, dovish 

sentiments have carved out a sizeable and permanent place in modern political 

discussions concerning war and peace issues, especially as it concerns the basic suspicion 

of what is viewed as the overzealous nature of American military action. 

 Seen in no uncertain terms, there was somewhat of an unexpected result in that 

the contention seen in the charts peaked, virtually across the board, somewhere in 

between the main conflict periods receiving the focus of the comparative analysis. 
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Although the 1980s fall under the post-Vietnam purview, they were years characterized 

by a since unrivaled interplay of the heightened potential for conflict and the radical 

advancement of aerial technology. The data showing the overall summit in the data 

around 1986 supports the notion of placing the Reagan Cold War years in somewhat of a 

special category. At no other point in the last 60 or so years was there such a gap between 

the level of actual engagement by U.S. military force (relatively low) and the level of 

contention over military affairs (very high). This is an interesting finding because it 

suggests that the sharpest debate comes not over existing conflict or short-term problems, 

but rather how to handle and prepare for the next (as yet unknown) war(s) as a longer-

term strategic problem. In other words, airpower and most of the other litmus tests were 

more a point of dispute during periods of relative peace, when the specter of future 

conflict did however loom large. Indeed, this fits with Congress’ role as a longer-term 

oversight body, seldom involved in day-to day handling of foreign/ military affairs and 

the Reagan Cold War years show quite clearly that all of the litmus tests -- not the least of 

which airpower support -- spiked quite significantly and in relative unison during the 

height of militarization and ‘nuclearization’ of space in the tit-for-tat between U.S. and 

Soviet ICBM technology programs (both offensive and defensive). 

 In periods of significant military engagement (involving all elements of hard 

power), as was the case in Vietnam and then in both Afghanistan and Iraq after 9/11, 

there was a clear difference between the two case studies in the degree to which airpower 

policy was contested in hawk/ dove terms. This is to say that Vietnam and the years that 

followed were indeed much more controversial than post-9/11 conflict (at least in 

Congress), especially as it concerns the airpower litmus test. In fact, the reliance on (and 
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use of) airpower shares an inverse relationship with the amount of contention involved, 

meaning that when consensus begins to build around an aspect of national security 

strategy, it ends up being utilized more often precisely because it becomes an object of 

contention less often. Thus, although airpower has been utilized as an ever growing share 

of the U.S. hard power apparatus, this has not meant that controversy has necessarily 

followed; quite the contrary. The move toward a greater reliance on airpower has not 

occurred in spite of the controversy, it has occurred largely because the controversy itself 

has produced some harmony of opinion over years of debating the role of airpower and 

settling on it as a preferential means of using force when taking hard power action has 

been decided upon. However, as the conditions of conflict continue to change faster than 

ever, the basis on which this process of controversy, opinion-forming, and norm 

generation takes place may continue to become complicated – even for what later 

paragraphs in this conclusion describe as a certain movement towards consensus on 

airpower having pride of place in American grand strategy. 

 Over the course of such complex politicking and since the beginning of the time 

period covered by this study, there seems to have been a major break or shift in the nature 

of world conflict insofar as the U.S. military posture is affected, occurring roughly every 

10 to 15 years: the Vietnam War, to the post-Vietnam or latter Cold War years, to the 

post-Cold War or ‘unipolar moment’ years, and then on to the post-9/11 years. One 

question going forward, is whether the Arab Spring in 2011 and the events surrounding it 

represent a new turning point for the course of American conflict and the hawk/ dove 

debate that shapes its course. The spike in the data reflecting the debate over intervention 
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in Libya in 2011 certainly suggests that the current decade may be one of significant 

fluidity, even as certain features of hawkishness and dovishness seem to persist. 

 Along each of these major mile-markers, the heart of the hawk/ dove dynamic has 

been revealed, itself rife with certain paradoxes within both sides that are seen from the 

beginning of the data to its end. These speak to deeper and longer-standing features that 

were not themselves altered by the constraints/ opportunities presented by either of the 

case studies. Conservatism, for example, is wary of foreign intervention and entangling 

alliances, yet holds a no-compromise position for the strength of America and the 

preservation of its interests. Along with the accelerated globalization of the post-World 

War II era, domestic strength and security is increasingly dependent on links to other 

nations around the globe, making foreign intervention and entangling alliances all the 

more likely to emerge as a means of preserve American interests and national strength. 

On the other hand, the dynamic can bode in either direction on the liberal side of 

American politics, revealing what could also be considered a contravening policy aim. 

Liberalism preaches peace and pacifism, but is willing to intervene when certain 

conditions are met; namely multinational cooperation, clearly-defined objectives, and a 

passing of the ‘last resort’ rule of thumb. It is a body of thought seemingly not wary of 

becoming involved politically and linked to the fate of other nations, yet one that seems 

somewhat less willing to use force to protect and sustain the formation of its critical 

relationships. 

 In addition to any contradictions, the split itself is difficult enough to negotiate. 

Although a long period of history has been considered, hawks remain convinced that 

American security has an undeniable foreign component and is therefore something that 
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can only be achieved if ‘you go out there and get it.’ They act according to the time-

honored, though seemingly counterintuitive notion held in the Latin adage ‘Si vis pacem, 

para bellum,’ meaning ‘if you wish for peace, prepare for war.’ On the operational side of 

this same coin, the Powell Doctrine, for example (named after Colin Powell), argues for 

the use of overwhelming (ground) force when acting so as to undermine the enemy’s 

willingness to fight and therefore mitigate the total loss of life produced by armed 

conflict. Though it may be hawkish at heart, it is dovish in its ends. 

 Self-described doves, on the other hand, remain firm in their allegiance to the 

notion that force should remain a last resort, and should itself never be used as a 

‘coercive’ tool of foreign policy. They employ more of a wait-and-see approach (i.e., 

reactive), in the sense that they tend to view security in defensive terms, seldom achieved 

by proactive (i.e., preemptive) interventionist means. However, they tend to at times 

prefer the use of hard power on a limited basis on mostly humanitarian grounds. And yet, 

dovishness is always relative to the level of hawkishness present, meaning that dovish 

positions are often not defined by the opposite extreme of unvarnished opposition to 

military action and preparedness; but rather by a simple and thoughtful desire to act as a 

limiter of the extent of militarism.  

 Then there is another interesting split within dovish ranks - between those who 

have held firm to pacifist dogma, and those who feel that technocracy can be applied to 

the national security realm in order to make bad wars into good wars, and turn those that 

were unsupportable into those that are worth placing faith in. In fact the natural 

inclination of a liberal in the American context is to support liberal military engagement, 

vis-à-vis nearly a hundred years of predominantly Democratic Party wars in the 
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American Century. The rise of significant clusters of anti-war ideologues is a relatively 

recent advent in American politics, coming largely as a reaction to the difficulties of the 

Vietnam experience. 

 On the right, hawks often support hard power in all its forms on more traditional, 

realist grounds – rationalizing things in terms of perceived national interest, personal 

identity of nationalism, or perhaps even outright xenophobia. Part of hawkishness comes, 

however, in the tendency to go beyond the war only as a last resort rule of thumb – not 

necessarily because of simple bloodthirstiness, but because the ends begin to justify the 

means in a strategic assessment of threats, given overwhelming American conventional 

military superiority and its very real capacity to stamp out the world’s worst abusers of 

human rights and international order. 

 In a philosophical sense, these kinds of issues are at root, irreconcilable and will 

likely never be resolved until the very blueprint of Western democratic organization is 

fundamentally altered. This is a major aspect of continuity between the two case studies. 

And yet this perpetual tug of war (about the issue of war in the modern world) has 

profound implications in political and human terms, both domestic and global. For 

example, greater hawkish pressures in Congress and within the populace feed into the 

MIC, with not insignificant economic ramifications. A stronger hawkish presence within 

the discourse around the time of the Rwandan Genocide may have led to the insertion of 

U.S. military forces to intervene in defense of those being slaughtered by the hundreds of 

thousands – many in the most brutal of ways. On the other hand, hawkishness without 

balance can lead to excessive and/ or unnecessary bloodshed. The balance between 

hawkishness and dovishness in practice is a delicate one, which does not readily lend 
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itself to easy answers in terms of which approach is more effective, legitimate, or even 

moral. With hindsight, excessive hawkishness can seem unwise, even reckless as in the 

popular disaffection with the Iraq invasion, as is the case with excessive dovishness 

which can be seen as weak, dangerous, or even shirking from responsibility as was much 

of the criticism of Neville Chamberlain’s purported appeasement of Hitler and the Nazi 

threat. There are instances of perceived success and folly on both side of the coin. 

 Much of this, therefore, boils down to an offensive/ defensive divide between the 

policy poles. Although both may be equally concerned with the security of the nation, 

they part in how to achieve this. Hawks see the world, much as realists do, as an 

anarchical world where threats pervade. Especially because of globalization, these 

potential threats (both state and non-state alike) hold the potential to disrupt America’s 

security and stability gravely. 

 Stepping back a bit further, it is clear that the overall split between hawks and 

doves is about more than any single factor. It is undoubtedly tethered to the ground-level 

politics involved in electoral democracy, including parochial (monetary) interest of 

individual politicians, but it is also a dialectic process in which society struggles 

genuinely to find the best answers to problems of national security, which are often 

answered in the details of foreign and military policy. The development of highly 

particularized imagery such as fluttering doves offering carrots versus scowling hawks 

wielding sticks -- no doubt the basis of many a political cartoon -- is a reflection of the 

fundamental philosophical divide in question and its highly consequential nature for 

societies at large. This binary structure to the debate is itself a source of some contention, 

for on the one hand, heightened contention in these areas can be seen as healthy to 
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democracy because it shows vibrancy in debate, especially on the most consequential 

issues of peace and war that require deliberation to produce preferential solutions. But on 

the other hand, too much contention can paralyze the system and decisions on issues as 

important as going to war are argued to be best left to the clearest of cases in which there 

is something approaching unanimity. 

 This is certainly relevant in general, as well as legislative terms. Indeed, insofar as 

all of the data is focused, it speaks to the state of such opinions in the Congress, although 

supporting evidence from the historical record makes it clear that the hawk/ dove 

dynamic exists beyond the scope of Congress’ role in government. The executive branch 

and its deliberative process of crisis decision-making when issues come before the 

National Security Council (NSC) for example, is very much pointed at weighing and 

balancing more hawkish vs. more dovish policy options depending on the level of threat, 

the reliability of intelligence, and the logistical feasibility of intervening – all happening 

in a much more demanding compressed time environment. The dynamic exists as well 

within the Department of State and the military itself (themselves representing dovish and 

hawkish wings, respectively, of the carrying out of foreign policy). There are always 

genuine differences of opinion over how to stern to behave in the conduct of diplomacy 

and how forcefully to act in terms of war planning. This research has only begun to 

scratch the surface on the hawk/ dove dynamic in these other areas and discusses them 

only insofar as they are needed to broaden the otherwise limited focus on the Congress. 

 Thus, it is important to consider that the primary unit of analysis is limited -- 

especially so in the modern era. Many decades ago, when engaging in warfare necessarily 

meant sending large land armies overseas, there was simply more time for Congress to be 
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intimately involved. But with the pace of national security crises unfolding in a 

globalized world, as well as the speed of airpower delivery that can be done on a 

pinpointed and very limited basis, American warfare has been much more often, almost 

exclusively under the province of the White House. To the extent that Congress has less 

pull on questions of peace and war, this is mitigated by the fact that they are key partners 

in the President’s ability to lead, and thus, there is somewhat of an alignment between the 

branches. Also, the deference paid to the executive branch in this area makes it all the 

more likely that the level of hawkishness in one branch will tend to mirror the other.1 

 Therefore, it is obvious that because the use of airpower in tactical sense is time 

sensitive, such as when President Clinton launched tomahawk missiles against the Bin 

Laden training camps in Afghanistan in 1997, these decisions fall most often to those in 

the executive branch of government (the people with their hands on the problem), and are 

thus difficult to gauge from an analysis of Congress. The speed at which air strikes can be 

authorized and carried out makes oversight, and certainly and hands-on involvement, 

decidedly more cumbersome if not altogether unfeasible. This is part of the reason that 

the exercise of U.S. hard power has moved away from the legislative branch towards the 

executive branch. In fact, the power of the president over matters of national security in 

general, has grown unmistakably compared to that of legislators who, beyond voting on 

bills and amendments, only have generally outlined oversight roles depending on their 

committee assignments. However, the longer-standing characteristics of hawkishness and 

                                                 
1 The foreign policy complex has become defined by the executive branch carving out more areas of 
control over external affairs, for every bit that Congress relinquished. Especially after WWII, the U.S. 
Congress “increasingly… took a back seat to the person of the president, who commanded general 
deference as the embodiment of the nation in a semipermanent state of war.” See pp. 140 in Hunt, Michael 
H., The American Ascendancy: How The United States Gained and Wielded Global Dominance. The 
University of North Carolina Press. Chapel Hill, NC. 2007. 
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dovishness are revealed with some precision by the litmus test of support for spending on 

aerial research, development, and actual hardware appropriated for the military. This is 

appropriate given Congress’ power of the purse role in the American system, and the 

incipient rise of the standing of the executive branch on matters of national security, 

foreign, and, military affairs. It represents a split, or division of labor, between Congress’ 

cultivation of airpower and the executive branch’s exercising of it. At both stages, 

however, the hawk/ dove split rears its head.  

 

Major Developments in Technology and the Aerial Battle Space 

 Along with the remarkable advancement seen in aerial technological advancement 

over the last 100+ years, issues surrounding airpower have received wide-ranging 

attention from military strategists, academics, politicians, and indeed from popular 

culture. Humankind’s fascination with the air, in both the furtherance of war and in the 

conduct of peace, seems to know few bounds, even as flight -- both human and remote 

operated -- has become routine: 

America’s fixation with air power after WWII was a passing phenomenon, 
and its recurrence seems hard to imagine. The key ingredient in the 
cultural recipe leading to faith in air power—a society so fascinated with 
the sudden reality of human flight as to ascribe messianic properties to the 
airplane… will never come again.2  

 
 And yet, it is interestingly the removal of the human operator from mechanized 

flight and the conduct of air warfare that has served to re-inject a renewed fascination 

into aviation, though perhaps not to the level present when Lindberg flew across the 

Atlantic Ocean. But to those tasked with the preservation of America’s defenses, there 

                                                 
2 See Call, Steve. Selling Air Power: Military Aviation and American Popular Culture after WWII. Texas 
A&M University Press. College Station, TX. 2009. 
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has indeed been a sea change, especially given that now the U.S. trains and graduates 

more Remotely Piloted Aircraft (RPA) aviators than conventional ones (i.e., fighter and 

bomber pilots).3 Leaders have recognized that precision strike and the other array of 

advantages provided to militaries by the operation of UAS provide a huge strategic 

advantage of being able to penetrate behind enemy lines (insofar as that means anywhere 

on a non-linear battlefield). It is a sort of blitzkrieg, or lightning war, for the 21st century 

in which the objective is seldom to take a whole nation, but rather to take specific 

militants out of the fight, so to speak – a notion once thought unimaginable little more 

than a generation or two ago. 

 As a running theme, this dissertation has shown that the technology itself 

continues to be a significant vehicle for the contention seen between hawks and doves 

and is fundamental to the perpetuation of the dynamic. In fact, schisms of this kind over 

technology are age old. Since the very first criticisms of the Industrial Revolution 

appeared in romanticism and its artistic, literary, and intellectual themes, pacifist schools 

of thought have risen to express apprehension over the mechanization of death vis-à-vis 

advancements in military technology that did indeed turn the 20th century into somewhat 

of an assembly line of death (despite its unprecedented societal advancements). These 

anti-war opinions on the basis of an aversion to the technology itself, sharing much with 

more recent neo-luddism, hold that progress in these areas is inherently destructive to 

humankind and that nothing good can come of tools that are solely designed to increase 

lethality. But vastly opposed to those who believe in the inherent evil of technological 

innovation (particularly in the area of military arms), men like Alfred Nobel and Edward 

                                                 
3 See Wolverton, Joe. “U.S. Air Force Training More Drone, Than Traditional, ‘Pilots.’” August 4, 2012. 
<http://www.thenewamerican.com/tech/item/12322-drone-technology-accelerates-usaf-turns-attention-to-
training-drone-pilots> 
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Teller pioneered each their own caliber of explosives (dynamite and the hydrogen bomb, 

respectively) in the hopes that the extent of destruction wrought by these would actually 

limit the likelihood and ultimate extent of human suffering in war – especially when held 

in the ‘right’ and most responsible hands. Similarly, theories of realpolitik and realism 

hold that the accumulation of power is not only natural, but it is fundamental to the 

characteristic of what states do, and that therefore, advancements in military technology 

are not inherently evil. If used in accordance with the ethics of warfare, they are 

mechanisms of the legitimate pursuit of security in an environment where comparable 

actors do the same. Under this view, tools of war are not necessarily malicious to the 

human species; it is a question of the intent of the user when it comes to the tools of 

combat. This is the basis of the justification for strategies of peace through strength, and 

which is undergirded by the theory of deterrence, as it is understood in the conventional 

nation-state meaning of the term. 

 To be sure, there are always radical extremes of both tendencies – the so-called 

‘Unabomber,’ Ted Kazynski’s anti-technology campaign as outlined in his infamous 

manifesto following a string of terrorist bombings over decades comes down hard, for 

instance, against virtually all technologies. On the other extreme, many military leaders 

had advocated for the use of nuclear bombs in the Korean War, and later in the Vietnam 

War, even as a global taboo emerged around the use of nuclear weapons seen in the clear 

distinction between conventional and nuclear arms.4 

                                                 
4 In Korea, “US general Mark Clark, who… [became] UN commander in May 1952… was himself waiting 
for the opportunity to present to Eisenhower his strategy, known as Oplan 8-52… The US 8th Army would 
advance 90 or so kilometres [sic] to the narrow waist of Korea. There would be amphibious landings, air 
and sea attacks on China, a blockade and the attacks would include the use of nuclear bombs.” See Forbes, 
Cameron. “Korean War Faced Atomic-Bomb Conclusion.” The Australian. December 24, 2010. 
<http://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/features/korean-war-faced-atomic-bomb-conclusion/story-
e6frg6z6-1225975201581> 
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 Far from either such extreme, and settling with the majority of opinion 

somewhere in the center or right of center, the drone debate in particular has been unique 

and leads to a set of conclusions about the state of such technology in the U.S.’s attempts 

to combat terrorism after 9/11. It is interesting that for these past several years, the U.S. 

has not been fighting an air war per se, with any air-to-air combat to speak of. Rather, it 

has been fighting what was always fundamentally a ground war, but conducted from the 

air in a new kind of battle space that features the tricky interspersion of belligerents and 

non-combatants in urban landscapes. Thus, the proliferation of unmanned military 

hardware in particular, has the power to transform the use of hard power and thereby, the 

landscape of global politics, which is still largely predicated on the use of force or the 

threat thereof. In particular, the current trajectory of the funding, development, and 

operationalization of UAS may offer a temporary lead for the U.S. and other advanced 

industrialized nations in the West, although other states such as China are of course 

expanding their capabilities in this area as well, after having reverse-engineered U.S. 

Firebee reconnaissance drones downed as far back as the Vietnam War.5 

 A new kind of arms race has certainly ensued, as the U.S. is certainly not the only 

nation to take a lead on drone technology, but generally, non-state actors have not entered 

into this arena. This is likely because of the cost prohibitive nature of UAS, which require 

sophisticated networks of individuals to launch, operate, and then maintain such craft. 

Thus, these aircraft remain primarily a state-controlled enterprise. And although UAV 

manufacturing has been dominated by private firms, ones that contract with the Pentagon 

to develop specific systems for the American military of course require Congressional 

                                                 
5 See “Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs).” GlobalSecurity.org 
<http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/china/uav.htm> 
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approval to sell them abroad to states that are unwilling or unable to organically develop 

their own UAS and would prefer to secure them through direct acquisition.6 However, as 

time proceeds, it will become more and more likely that these kinds of remote-operated 

spy planes will ‘trickle down’ in to the hands of sub-state organizations such as drug 

cartels, which have employed increasingly brazen means of transporting narcotics, 

including the use of unmanned submarines.7 It is of particular note that: 

…as global research and development (R&D) investment increases, it is 
proving increasingly difficult for the United States to maintain a 
competitive advantage across the entire spectrum of defense technologies.8 
 

 However, the significant support for UAS by Congress demonstrates the 

continued resilience and adaptability of the American security agencies as well as the 

high-end technology sector rooted mostly in U.S. corporations to take the lead in new 

technological advancements. The funding and private contracting to countless private 

sector weapons development remains healthy and adaptive to new challenges, as one of 

the most dynamic sectors of the still-thriving MIC. What the Chinese for example take 

away from this is not fear over the fact that the U.S. is capable of striking a few terrorist 

operatives here and there. It is the larger picture of the American ingenuity and 

                                                 
6 See Talmadge, Eric. “Aircraft Maker Pushing Exports of Spy Drones.” The Associated Press. April 2, 
2010. 
<http://www.google.com/hostednews/ap/article/ALeqM5haHfNNXPFHlEU3v9fr9qAM7mjnTwD9EQPR8
G1> 
 
7 See Meserve, Jeanne and Mike M. Ahlers. “Coast Guard Hunts Drug-Running Semi-Subs.” CNN. March 
20, 2008. <http://www.cnn.com/2008/CRIME/03/20/drug.subs/index.html>  
 
8 See page 94 in the 2010 Quadrennial Defense Review Report. United States Department of Defense. 
February 2010. 
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industriousness, and its ability to meet new challenges vis-à-vis defense companies like 

QuinetiQ and iRobot are at the cutting edge or robotics technologies.9 

 

A New Consensus on U.S. Interventionism? 

 Whereas the basic ideas and motivations behind the hawkish/ dovish poles, and 

their manifestation within the business of Congress, have remained largely unchanged, 

the methods of intervention and the challenges of doing so have changed given the 

backing of Congress and the industriousness of leading defense firms. This technological 

component in and of itself leaves the hawk/ dove dynamic in a fundamentally different 

place today than when it began to emerge in earnest in the mid to late 1960s. Although 

the fundamental questions of how extensively to maintain the American colossus remain 

subject to significant disagreement (i.e., defense spending), the use of airpower in 

particular (over other means of force delivery and perhaps even before other options are 

exhausted) seems to be carving out a less contested space in the debate, and indeed in 

actual policy. 

Echoing in eternity, the bombing of Dresden during WWII, for example, was a 

lesson in the horror of unmitigated death from above, with some 3,900 tons of high-

explosive munitions and incendiaries dropped on mostly civilian populations during a 

massive four-part carpet-bombing raid.10 The main changes seen since then have been 

transformational along two parallel, yet seemingly counter-intuitive tracks. This area of 

weapons development has become less lethal while also becoming more lethal. This is 

                                                 
9 See Tierney, Steven and Oliver North (Producers). “War Stories with Oliver North: High Tech Warriors 
on the Battlefield.” [Television Broadcast] Fox News Channel. New York, NY. Sunday, April 11, 2010. 
 
10 See page 128 in Chant, Chris. Allied Bombers: 1939-1945. Amber Books. London, UK. 2008. 
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possible in the sense that the killing potential pound-for-pound is unquestionably tilted in 

favor of an armed drone with precision strike capability over a B-52 dropping dumb 

bombs. On the other hand, the very precision that makes it more lethal to those intended 

for the crosshairs, it becomes far less lethal to non-combatants and innocent bystanders. 

But one thing remains unaltered in both the conventional and the asymmetrical paradigm: 

the latest aerial technologies form the tip of the spear of American force whenever the 

use of hard power becomes a foregone conclusion. 

 Especially with the advancements that have been made, new technologies may be 

forging a sort of new consensus on foreign policy insofar that the cost to exert force in 

this way is less than other conventional arms being used. Interestingly, aerial 

technologies have been developed toward the delivery of more precise munitions, to in 

many cases, specifically assuage criticism from the left arguing that collateral damage is 

too great to justify using hard power in the first place. Otherwise inclined to merely 

deliver the most devastating bombardment possible, the extremes of a hawkish 

compulsion is attenuated in this way. Thus, especially in the modern environment, the 

sophistication of America’s air power has made it easier to be a hawk in the sense that 

limited action against an enemy with aerial attack holds down the cost of going to war 

and circumvents many of the unpopular aspects of initiating conflict in a democracy. In 

electoral terms, this means less worry over war weariness on the part of the public, few 

personal sacrifices in people’s daily routines, and little journalism coverage of casualties/ 

horrors of combat. Depending on the opponent in question, one can support the use of 

force by the U.S. on an assumption of few people in uniform being placed in harm’s way, 

and an intrinsic distance between the conflict and the homeland. 



- 220 - 

 
 

 Any warming to hawkishness is enhanced when the force in question is already 

underway and also when it is of a more limited nature. Therefore, the changes seen in the 

advancements of aerial platforms toward smaller and more capable packages in use 

against an ongoing extremist militant threat from the likes of al-Qaeda have worked 

toward a certain consensus of hawkishness on airpower. In many other cases, it simply 

bypasses the hawk/dove dynamic with the hawkish route (i.e., consensus). Procedurally, 

1996 for example saw increase in number of voice votes on airpower, meaning less 

contention. Unanimous consent agreements increased in this area in 2000, and in 2001, 

no fewer than 30 extra amendments on airpower came to the floor of Congress (that 

would otherwise have made into the data set), all without any substantive contention 

(either voice vote or UCA). In 2002, the only real airpower contention was over arming 

pilots on civilian flights and deleting funding for missile silos. And in October of 2005, 

for example, Senate amendment 1882 to H.R. 2863, which set out “to increase, with an 

offset, amounts available for the procurement of Predator unmanned aerial vehicles” was 

agreed to in the Senate by unanimous consent.11 

 That said, it is difficult to trace these changes according to specific changes in the 

technology of aerial warfare because such developments can have countervailing 

outcomes. For example, if certain technologies are proven to work and be uniquely 

deadly, this may lead to a hawkish tendency on the basis that it allows for the U.S. 

military to carry out its duties more efficiently, but it may also foster a dovish tendency 

on the basis that the technology is too destructive or perhaps indiscriminate in 

administering death from above. The surveillance and precision targeting features of the 

                                                 
11 See Library of Congress data through the THOMAS system at <http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-
bin/bdquery/D?d109:45:./temp/~bdkmC0::> 
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latest drones tend to assuage the latter concern, but the debate is still not free from those 

who oppose these new technologies – on both sides of the political spectrum. Civil 

libertarians, mostly in the left, tend to agree with the libertarians on the right that fear 

drones and the power they hold over people (even the nation’s enemies), are simply too 

extensive and threaten to spiral out of control, perhaps even in the wrong hands someday. 

Others from a tactician’s perspective simply oppose them on the basis of their 

impersonality; the idea that it is hard to win hearts and minds simply from robots in the 

air. 

 To be sure, the technology allows an opening for doves to take on a hawkish tone 

because it is so much less intrusive in the application of hard power. Many who might 

otherwise carry the dovish mantle are actually voting hawkish because it is limited in 

nature, and may in their opinion actually serve to lessen casualties on both sides. Thus, it 

is the quality of the hawkishness that is of concern, not merely its quantity. Not all means 

of intervention are created equal. American leaders seem to have coalesced around a 

belief in the ability of drones to deliver foreign policy ends more effectively as a 

beneficial option than what hawkish policies used to entail – greater ground force and 

larger commitments. 

 Thus, the debate may have shifted to a point where dovish tendency has embraced 

the limited stick of unmanned airpower and precision strike capability as a means of 

excusing the need for larger, more conventional aspects of U.S. air superiority to continue 

to guard against such challenges by potential state adversaries in the future. What doves 

like about the direction of the war against terrorism is that it provides an excuse to 

transition to a lighter, cheaper, and more mobile force – one that is ultimately less lethal 
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in a conventional sense, because it does not need to be large and bulky in order to fight 

low intensity conflict. As undesirable as it is compared to an ideal of world peace, the 

low loss of life inherent in LIC (compared to great purges of human life in the world wars 

for example) satisfies dovish concerns over bringing down the average loss of life in 

international conflict. The advances in technology themselves, allow for this thinking to 

operate more extensively, where doves seem like hawks especially when conflict can be 

conducted remotely. 

 Despite the clear zones of disagreement seen throughout the data presented in 

previous chapters, there is a school of thought suggesting that differences between 

hawkish and dovish poles are hardly skin-deep. Thus, one interpretation is to conclude 

that overall, the dynamic is really only about the contesting of relatively minor details 

and is ultimately just tweaking around the edges. Beyond the relative consensus about the 

leadership role for the U.S. (including its assertive military) to ‘police the world,’ many 

aspects of military policy are not even contested in any significant way by doves. 

Defense funds, for example, are essentially ‘main-lined’ because things like operation 

and maintenance costs do not start from zero in the budget. In fact, ‘zero’ becomes 

measured in relation to the projected rate of increase from the previous year. To stray 

from this perpetually inclined trajectory becomes the starting point in the discussion. 

However, as this data shows, individual programs for weapons systems are singled out to 

be funded/ de-funded. This could be considered the upper echelon of the defense 

budgeting process, where Congress exerts its control over its special projects to foster the 

highest-end (non-classified) weapons systems in the world. And yet, some of the clashes 
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do have a significant impact on the fate of specific systems that translate into real-world 

tactical advantages/ disadvantages for troops deployed in future conflicts. 

 These clashes, however, tend to have less impact on the overarching trajectory of 

American military prowess. As it pertains to the Obama Administration’s somewhat 

‘surprising’ hawkishness explored in chapter five, which is indicative of the general 

consensus formed around the more hawkish tone for American global leadership: 

Obama accepts the ideology of national security completely… [which] is 
not a statement about Obama’s flexibility or lack of it, except to say that 
he is constrained by the assumptions that govern how the political class 
understands the world and America’s place in it. The belated recognition 
by neoconservatives that Obama accepts this ideology was inevitable. 
They feign surprise mainly because it is useful to maintain the fiction that 
there are meaningful, large differences between the parties on major 
policies and they have an incentive to perpetuate the idea that they are 
better adherents of this ideology than those farther to the left. Likewise, 
there is a strong incentive on the left to emphasize small differences with 
neoconservatives over means and tactics.12 
 

 This embrace of relatively hawkish positioning -- especially concerning the use of 

armed drones -- by the Democratic Party (at least in rhetoric and within the executive 

branch) seems to tell a story of significantly less daylight between the two sides in 

partisan terms, which is mirrored as well in hawk/ dove terms by the data set. Either 

hawk/ dove contention was superficial all along, or there has indeed been a certain 

convergence of opinion – or both. To be sure, the combination of both factors has led to a 

similar place, although the data itself seems to suggest that the formation of some degree 

of consensus (i.e., policy convergence) through a long and event-filled process has been 

the more significant factor. Splits between hawks and doves were, and continue to be real 

– not just perceived phenomena, even as they may have come less frequently in the post-

                                                 
12 See Larison, Daniel. “Ideology of National Security.” The American Conservative. January 21, 2009. 
<http://www.amconmag.com/larison/2009/01/21/ideology-of-national-security/> 
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9/11 years and have less of an impact on outcomes in the nation’s assertive use of 

airpower. 

 That said, the complexity involved in these issues may be a push-factor in 

increasing the intensity of the dynamic while the precision of the munitions themselves 

may very well have the effect of facilitating the ‘easy’ and therefore more adventurous 

use of force. Indeed, before the relative ease and efficiency of launching hard power from 

the air, engaging in military conflict required huge efforts in terms of finances, 

manpower, industrial capacity, and centralized resource management. Accordingly, such 

undertakings were most often reserved for those conflicts that were distinctly part of the 

national interest, and thereby less controversial. “Easier wars” – that is, wars that can be 

launched with limited engagement are more likely to occur, though the overall lethality 

may be less.  

 Of course there is an emerging literature on the ethics of remote operated warfare 

where the argument is made that greater precision and capability to kill makes it more 

tempting to use such robotic weapons systems and therefore likely that casualties will 

rise.13 Certainly, there are “… fears that when countries no longer fear losing soldiers' 

lives in combat thanks to the ability to wage war with unmanned vehicles, they may 

prove more willing to initiate conflict.”14 However, the particularly strong American 

aversion to casualties following the experience in Vietnam (and put on display during the 

pullout of U.S. troops from Somalia in 1993) has made the use of UAVs an enticing 

                                                 
13 See for example Singer, P.W., Wired for War: The Robotics Revolution and Conflict in the 21st Century. 
The Penguin Press. New York, NY. 2009. 
 
14 See Levinson, Charles. “Israeli Robots Remake Battlefield: Nation Forges Ahead in Deploying 
Unmanned Military Vehicles by Air, Sea and Land.” The Wall Street Journal. January 13, 2010. 
<http://online.wsj.com/article/SB126325146524725387.html> 
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policy option to U.S. leaders. Such ease in the carrying out of force has always served to 

make some leaders more hawkish because they are that much more assured in victory. 

However, it is difficult to gauge the extent to which the ease of calling in airstrikes has 

made politicians more hawkish. 

 Nonetheless, the case has been made both for and against the use of precision 

strike capability; on one side as a reaction to the abuse of terrorists’ civilian status to 

attack innocent men, women, and children, and on the other side, an aversion to the 

killing of innocents as a byproduct of targeting the guilty. Even though these decisions 

are made carefully with legal counsel from afar, and are funneled through the careful 

checks and balances of the chain of command, it brings the ultimate extent of law (i.e., a 

death sentence) to places that are all but completely lawless. And this ‘extrajudicial 

execution’ even of American citizens abroad such as Anwar al-Awlaki signifies a 

continuation (and indeed an escalation) of hawkish policies under President Obama, 

despite rhetoric to the contrary by the administration and by many of its most loyal 

supporters. 

 

Going Forward: Change as a Constant in the Use of Aerial Power 

 The debate over how hard and how often the stick of American foreign policy 

should be swung, in addition to how large it should be in peacetime, will always be a 

pressing issue so long as critical national security challenges face the country. 

Notwithstanding all of the changes seen in the adaptation of American forces to the 

concept of asymmetry and the lighter, more technologically-driven aspects of fighting 

such conflict, there remains significant reservations (especially within hawkish ranks) 
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about strategic overcompensation. “If there is one attitude more dangerous than to 

assume that a future war will be just like the last one, it is to imagine that it will be so 

utterly different we can afford to ignore all the lessons of the last one.”15 Especially with 

the rise of other major state powers (e.g., the so-called BRIC nations of Brazil, Russia, 

India, and China in particular), the debate may at least in part swing back to a discussion 

of military preparedness in conventional terms against other state adversaries in potential 

(symmetrical) wars of the future. Hawks have specifically retained an element of not 

jumping too quickly to abandon the concern for conventional military strength as a 

deterrent and bulwark against potential state-adversaries of the future. 

 That said, UAVs have the potential to have at least as much impact in 

conventional wars as they do in present-day asymmetrical ones. Therefore, this is less of 

a debate about whether the new asymmetrical paradigm should be embraced in the sense 

that UAV technology presents itself as a clear, largely bi-partisan, component of 

American strategy in combatting militant extremists after 9/11. It is much more a 

question of whether elements of the old, conventional paradigm remain relevant and how 

new technologies fit into whatever rules of the game remain intact. The left, which has 

largely moved to accept the need for drone strikes and the like vis-à-vis President 

Obama’s evidently hawkish policy in this area, tends to view nuclear missile/ defense 

technology for example as antiquated and no longer needed, or at least significantly less 

relevant, to provide for longer-term U.S. and international security. Though clear in 

embracing new technological advances in the area of UAVS and the like, the right, has 

maintained an emphasis on need for maintaining conventional/ nuclear predominance as 

                                                 
15 This quote is by Sir John Cotesworth Slessor in his work Air Power and Armies, originally published in 
1936 and reprinted in 2009. See introduction by Phillip Meilinger in Slessor, Sir John Cotesworth. Air 
Power and Armies. University of Alabama Press. Tuscaloosa, AL. 2009. 
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well, in the face of lingering state adversaries such as North Korea, a regressive Russia, 

and perhaps even a not-long-off nuclear-armed Iran. Hawks of many stripes have been 

reluctant to place all the eggs of military armaments in this one basket of an exclusively 

asymmetrical paradigm. In the end however, the right has tended to embrace both 

paradigms and kept the throttle on funding for both types of technology – both the 

cutting-edge remote strike capabilities as well as the older, more conventional, and far 

more powerful nuclear ICBMs. 

 Also part of this area of discussion is the fact that although hawks advocate for 

the development and use of drone and other aerial technologies at least as forcefully as 

any dove in a position of leadership, they have after 9/11 also stressed the need for 

ground campaigns (as well as basic realist concerns over maintaining a strong 

conventional military to guard against current and future state adversaries). This turned 

into support for counterinsurgency strategy, accompanied by surges of ground forces, to 

‘win’ the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan – a strategy to which doves in the Democratic 

Party in particular were largely opposed. 

 In the end, however, it may simply be concluded that air operations tend to be less 

contentious and ground operations tend to be more contentious, no matter the affiliation 

or ideational allegiance of individual leaders. By extension, the cases showed that the  

Vietnam War (a more or less symmetrical conflict with vast commitments in blood and 

treasure) tended to stir up more hawk/ dove discontent than what has been the case for 

post-9/11 conflict (largely asymmetrical conflict with a lower level of commitments in 
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blood and treasure). This is borne out by a comparison of the costs of American warfare 

during these two eras.16 

 Thus, in the near(er) term, much debate will continue to center on drones and the 

ethical questions that surround their use (including in domestic law enforcement 

capacities). There has already been a sort of fraying of the usual dynamic here, offering 

further evidence of the trans-partisan nature of hawk/ dove politics. Republicans such as 

Ron Wyden and Rand Paul in the Senate may have more in common with the ACLU 

(American Civil Liberties Union) position on drones, then with the older hawks his own 

party such as John McCain (highlighting the fine line/ periodic overlap between 

libertarians on the right and civil libertarians on the left). In fact, more and more 

conservative politicians have recently begun to express grave reservations about drones -- 

both the technologies and the policies/ guidelines that govern their use -- especially as it 

concerns domestic use.17 But even as much debate swirls over the basic question over the 

ethics of their use, many more questions will surround the need for governance in this 

area when the decision to use them is reached (as it already so often has, often without 

much governance due to its novel status as an issue). By extension, what will be 

interesting to see in the coming years, is how -- amid future cuts to defense -- this 

prioritization weighing between conventional and aerial/ remote armaments plays out. 

                                                 
16 Although the U.S. has spent well over $1 trillion on warfare since 9/11 (compared to $738 billion for the 
Vietnam War in fiscal year 2011 adjusted dollars), Vietnam was far more of a commitment – financially, 
and certainly in terms of the loss of human life – when the figures are considered as a percentage of the 
nation’s gross domestic product (GDP) during the year of the war’s peak. In these terms, Vietnam 
amounted to 2.3% of the nation’s wealth while all post-9/11 operations (including Afghanistan, Iraq, and 
other actions) have amounted to just 1.2% of the nation’s wealth. See Daggett, Stephen. “Costs of Major 
U.S. Wars.” Congressional Research Service. June 29, 2010. 
<http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/RS22926.pdf> 
 
17 See Morley, Jefferson. “Conservatives Turn on Drones.” Salon.com. May 17, 2012. 
<http://www.salon.com/2012/05/17/conservatives_turn_on_drones/> 
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 Even with the move toward wide acceptance of the legitimate role of armed drone 

in 21st century warfare, further revolutions will likely be applied to the UAS platform to 

even further assuage the concerns of opponents of such technologies. This may very well 

come to include less-than lethal deterrence mechanisms such as LRADs for physical 

deterrence, blinding laser systems to debilitate combatants, non-lethal projectiles, and/ or 

perhaps even drones that may one day swoop down and capture, instead of kill, 

individual combatants. This might allow for militants to be taken out of the fight and 

subsequently screened for intelligence while avoiding the escalation inherent to the use of 

lethal force. This will begin to blur the lines between military and law enforcement 

applications of UAV technologies, bringing still more ethical questions as yet unresolved 

to the fore. Such advances in the technology have, and will continue therefore, to be 

subject to the hawk/ dove dynamic. It may also continue to thrust questions of how 

heavy-handed to apply force down to the tactical level, whereby individual units are 

tasked with deciding grave questions of how forcefully to apply airpower, as with the 

dilemma of whether to strike in a small village where winning hearts and minds is the 

goal. This speaks to the personalization of warfare seen in the targeting of individual 

militants tracked with surveillance drones -- often with facial recognition or other bio-

metric identifiers -- to then go through a stage of quasi-judicial review by military or CIA 

lawyers, before green-lighting a subsequent lethal strike. 

 In terms of this specific area of research going forward, there would certainly be 

much value in continuing this into the future (both for its own sake and to offer a greater 

period of time in the post-9/11 case on which to make further conclusions). Other similar 

and related approaches could also be taken to re-configure the data according to different 
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means of classification. For instance, another worthy method would have been to look 

only at defense spending, and then slice up litmus tests according to each area of armed 

force (e.g., airpower, naval power, land power, and perhaps nuclear arms and cyber 

capability, etc.). Indeed, this would be even more specific to airpower, with each other 

area of the use of force acting as a control for the extent of the reliance on air assets over 

others, which could be pinned down more effectively with this data configuration. 

 To be sure, this area of research and analysis is far from complete or definitive. 

The sheer extent of the complexities involved lends itself to significant further 

exploration of these issues lying beyond the scope of this dissertation. That said, the data 

has at a minimum established connections between the nature of air warfare technology 

available to the U.S. during the Vietnam War (namely the limitations of the ‘dumb’ 

bombardment strategy), and the contention seen in the political realm over airpower and 

other issues of military concern. This connection bears further scrutiny, especially as the 

conflict environment continues to evolve and airpower technology continues in its 

sophistication; how wrong indeed Orville Wright’s expectation that aircraft would one 

day lead to the obsolescence of war. 
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