
The Air Force’s answer to these questions was the strategy 
of ‘space superiority’. This was essentially a translation of 
the older concept of ‘air superiority’ to the new medium 
of space. Its aim was to be able to control space in order 
to use it for reconnaissance and bombardment, while 
simultaneously being able to deny an opponent access to 
space.1 Between 1957 and 1963 the Air Force argued that, 
in order to achieve this goal, it needed manned orbital 
fighters, space bombers and even a Moon base, to secure 
the space between the Earth and the Moon.2 Today these 
ideas sound more like science fiction than serious propo-
sals, but at the time the Air Force genuinely believed they 
were necessary. So how did the Air Force come up with 
this seemingly bizarre strategy and does it provide any 
lessons for today’s debate about a ‘Space Force’? 

To answer these crucial questions I have approached 
space superiority as an intellectual historian. This me-
ans that I have studied the language and the types of 
arguments that the Air Force used to promote its space 
strategy. The existing body of literature on this topic 
focusses primarily on the bureaucratic struggles between 
the Air Force and NASA and the technical and managerial 
aspects of space programs. However, my new approach 
has revealed that, rather than being the result of solely 
bureaucratic or technical considerations, space superiority 
was also a product of the unique intellectual and ideolo-
gical circumstances of the early Cold War. It was shaped 

by the modernist trend in American academia at the time, 
as well as the Air Force’s assessment of the Soviet Union’s 
political and economic system and finally its experiences 

with aerial warfare 
during the world 
wars. By studying 
these influences I 
have been able to 
gain a significantly 
better understan-
ding of the reaso-
ning behind the 
Air Force’s space 
strategy, its even-
tual failure and its 
relevance today. 

This last point has 
become especially 
important because 
militaries are beco-
ming increasingly 
dependent on satel-
lites for navigation, 
weapons guidance 

and reconnaissance, and Donald Trump’s call for a Space 
Force has reignited old debates about how warfare in 
space would work.3 It is now therefore more fascinating 
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than ever to look at how the Air Force developed its first 
space strategy.

The start of the ‘Space Age’

The Air Force’s evaluation of the historical importance of 
spaceflight would have a significant influence on the de-
velopment of space superiority. Its leadership saw the lau-
nch of Sputnik as the start of a new era. After centuries 
of exploring the oceans and the continents, mankind had 
at last entered the final frontier of space, which humans 
would now explore and settle. The way in which Thomas 
D. White, the Air Force’s Chief of Staff at the time, wrote 
about spaceflight illustrates this attitude:

“I look upon the Air Force’s interest and ventures 
into space as being as logical and as natural as 
when men of old sailing ships first ventured forth 
from the inland seas.”4

According to White, the development of spaceflight was 
a natural next step in history. This argument reveals the 

influence of modernism, which dominated American aca-
demia during this period, on the Air Force’s approach to 
spaceflight. Modernist historians, economists and socio-
logists believed that history was being propelled by big 
processes that spanned hundreds or thousands of years.5 
They argued that, throughout history, humans had always 
used technology to conquer their natural surroundings, 
from the invention of fire to clear forests for hunting and 
agriculture, to the construction of ships to sail the seas. 
New technologies were constantly being developed to 
extend humanity’s reach. 

The Air Force’s leadership saw the development of 
spaceflight as a new chapter in this grand historical pro-
cess. They claimed humans possessed an inherent desire 
to explore and conquer new frontiers. This was what drove 
the Spanish and the Portuguese to set out to sea during 
the age of discovery and it would also drive humanity 
into the cosmos during the space age. With these kinds 
of allusions to the history of colonialism, the Air Force 
tried to frame spaceflight as a matter of do or die. Just as 
the conquest of the seas had given Europe the power to 
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Sputnik I exhibit in the Missile & Space Gallery at the National Museum of the United States Air Force. With Sputnik, the Soviet 

Union entered the Space Age began and challenged the U.S. to follow its lead (photo: U.S. Air Force)
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dominate the world in the past, so too would conquering 
space be the only way to maintain the power and freedom 
of the United States in the future.6

In order to accomplish this the United States could spare 
no expense for the development of military space tech-
nology. Superior technology had enabled the Europeans 
to dominate the world during the nineteenth century and 
technological innovation would be even more vital in the 
future. This was because the Air Force believed that by 
the 1950s revolutionary new technologies were being de-
veloped so rapidly that no one could afford to fall behind. 
Both aircraft and nuclear weapons had, for example, been 
conceived of only a few decades prior, but had already 
developed into decisive weapons of war. The Air Force was 
convinced that space technology would undergo a similar 
development.7

So when Sputnik started the ‘space race’, the Air Force 
believed it was critical to keep up with the Soviet Union. 
Societies that had failed to keep up with technological 
developments in the past had lost their independence. 
And in order to avoid a similar fate, the United States 
could not afford to be complacent about spaceflight.

The Soviet threat 

From this understanding of history the Soviet Union 
seemed like the ultimate threat. The Soviets were assu-
med to be determined to overthrow the ‘free world.’ And, 
according to the Air Force, technological innovation was 
their means of accomplishing this goal. As space was seen 
as the next great frontier of colonization and military in-
novation, the apparent Soviet advantage in this field was 
very distressing for the Air Force’s leadership. An Air Force 
report from 1960 shows why they believed the Soviet 
space program was such a threat:

“Our greatest threat is from an opposing nation 
[the Soviet Union] which recognizes the military 
value of space operations, is capable of extreme 
control and acceleration of development effort, and 
will probably not, in actuality, conform to any inter-
national agreements for ‘peaceful use only’ of space. 
With this in mind, our nation must lose no time in 
defining and initiating a coordinated military space 
systems program.”8

This view of the Soviet Union clashed with the policies of 
Presidents Eisenhower and Kennedy, who spent their terms 
trying to come to an agreement with the Soviet Union 

about possible restrictions to the military uses of space. 
In order to decrease tensions and avoid an expensive 
arms race, they therefore tried to make the development 
of spaceflight about science and prestige, rather than 
military power.9 

However, the Air Force argued that this approach was 
dangerous. Since the Soviet leadership had repeatedly 
called for a ‘world revolution’ that would overthrow the 
liberal democracies of the ‘free world’, they could not be 
expected to conform to any agreement about peaceful 
uses of space. The United States had already negotiated 
in good faith with the Soviet Union too often, while the 
Soviets had merely used these negotiations to buy time 
to prepare its aggression.10 This had already happened 
in Greece, Korea and Vietnam, and the Air Force feared 
that any negotiations about space would be a similar 
ruse, meant to stall the development of American military 
capabilities there. 

Such a stall would be unacceptable because the Soviet 
Union’s political and economic system seemed very adept 
at quickly developing new military technologies. While in 
the United States much scientific talent was wasted on 
developing consumer products, the Soviet Union’s rese-
arch and development was centralized. Furthermore, it 
could also use its repressive system of slave-labor camps 
to quickly build military space systems. According to the 
Air Force, this had enabled the Soviets to launch the first 
satellite, the first probe to the Moon and the first human 
to circle the earth. The United States could therefore 
not afford any delay in its drive to build up a military 
capability in space. The stakes were simply too great, as 
any hesitation would be exploited by the Soviet Union to 
extend its lead even further.11

With the benefit of hindsight we now know that these 
Soviet ‘firsts’ were mostly publicity stunts and that the 
United States was actually much more advanced than the 
Soviets in the development of useful applications of space 
technology, such as weather prediction and intelligence 
gathering. At the time, however, the Soviet space program 
seemed like an existential menace to the Air Force.

Warfare in space

So the Air Force’s leadership believed that humans would 
inevitably conquer space and that the threat posed by 
the Soviet Union demanded immediate action. But how 
would space warfare work in practice? To answer this 
question the Air Force built on its own experience with 



aerial warfare. Most Air Force generals had been pilots or 
officers during the Second World War and this shaped how 
they thought about space warfare. Spacecraft were seen 
as the ultimate evolution of aircraft, since they could fly 
at vastly greater speeds and altitudes. However, the Air 
Force believed these impressive capabilities would be me-
aningless without a good pilot, because spacecraft were 
expected to perform a similar role as aircraft:

“For all practical purposes air and space merge, 
[they] form a continuous and indivisible field of 
operations. Just as in the past, when our capa-
bility to control the air permitted our freedom of 
movement in the land and seas beneath, so, in the 
future, will the capability to control space permit 
freedom of movement on the surface of the earth 
and through the atmosphere.”12

The Air Force based this assessment of the future role 
of spacecraft on its experiences during the world wars. 
They argued that the first military use of aircraft was for 
reconnaissance during the First World War. Initially these 
aerial scouts would not really bother each other, but as 
it became clear that the information they collected could 
determine the outcome of battles, this all changed. At 
first the pilots of the reconnaissance aircraft received 
small arms to shoot at each other, but soon specialized 
fighters were developed to shoot down enemy scouts. 
Eventually these aircraft became powerful enough to not 
just observe the enemy below, but also attack him with 
bombs and missiles. As a consequence, it became impossi-
ble to win on the ground without control of the skies.

The Air Force expected a similar development to take 
place in space. The first satellites would also be used for 
reconnaissance. But as these satellites would start to de-
cide the outcome of battles within the atmosphere, space 
fighters would also be developed in order to destroy them. 
And just as during World War One, these fighters would 
eventually evolve into orbital bombers that could attack 
targets within the atmosphere, both on the ground and in 
the air. This meant that establishing air superiority would 
in the future require being in control of space. Taking this 
line of reasoning even further, the Air Force also argued 
that eventually even the Moon would have to be secured. 
Spacecraft in orbit around the Earth would otherwise still 
be vulnerable to attacks from the Moon, just as aircraft 
would be vulnerable to attacks from spacecraft.13

By 1963 however, the Air Force’s space programs had all 
been cancelled. It had become clear that spacecraft were 

not evolutions of aircraft, but an entirely new kind of 
vehicle. Unmanned satellites and intercontinental ballistic 
missiles proved far more efficient than manned spacecraft 
and orbital bombers.14 Moreover, the superpowers had also 
realized that a military space race would be prohibitively 
expensive. They therefore entered into negotiations which 
culminated in the Outer Space Treaty in 1967. This treaty 
provided a clear set of rules for international interacti-
on in space and forbade the placement of weapons of 
mass destruction there.15 By looking at spacecraft as the 
ultimate development of aircraft, the Air Force, in a final 
parallel with the First World War, was thinking about 
fighting tomorrow’s war with yesterday’s concepts. In the 
ideological battle of the Cold War, the space race was not 
about conquering cosmic real estate, but about conque-
ring the hearts and minds of the watching world.

Concluding remarks

So how did the doctrine of space superiority come to be? 
Firstly, it resulted from the Air Force’s conviction that 
space was destined to be settled by humans and that 
no nation could therefore afford to fall behind in the 
development of space technology. Secondly, from this 
perspective the Soviet space program seemed like the 
ultimate threat, as the Air Force believed technology was 
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A Dyna-Soar (Dynamic Soaring) vehicle clears the launch tower atop an Air Force Titan II launch vehicle in this 1961 artist’s 

concept. (photo: Wikimedia Commons)
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the Soviet Union’s means of achieving a world revolution. 
This meant that the United States could waste no time 
in developing the most advanced military space systems. 
And finally these military space systems were expected 
to develop in a way similar to that of aircraft during the 
First World War. In the end, however, the Air Force proved 
too ambitious about the rate of technological develop-
ment, too cynical about the readiness of the Soviet Union 
to come to the negotiating table and incorrect about the 
similarities between the air- and spacecraft. 

However, this does not mean that the concept of space 
superiority has no merit. Even though humans have yet 
not colonized space, some of the other assumptions 
behind space superiority have come true. Just like the 
aerial scouts during the First World War, satellites for na-
vigation, reconnaissance, missile detection and weapons 
guidance have become essential for military operations 
within the atmosphere. During the First Gulf War, for 
instance, the American advantage in satellites proved 
crucial. Navigation satellites allowed American armoured 
divisions to ride off into the featureless desert in order to 
encircle the Iraqi army in Kuwait, reconnaissance satel-
lites provided targets for aircraft and weapons-guidance 
satellites made sure that the United States’ long-range 
missiles found their marks.16 After witnessing Iraq’s fate, 
many countries started to accelerate their military space 
programs. In 2018 China has, for example, launched over 
twice as many military satellites as the United States. In 
response to this rising competition in space, the Uni-
ted States has also started to invest more in its military 
capabilities in space, even before Trump’s call for a Space 
Force.

To counter these growing threats from space, many coun-
tries have also started to develop anti-satellite missiles, 
such as the one launched by India in April 2019. These 
missiles are launched from the surface or from aircraft and 
destroy a satellite by impacting against it. However, they 
do have a significant downside as they create a vast field 
of space debris when they hit their target. The Indian 
launch actually created so much debris that NASA claimed 
it posed a threat to the International Space Station.17 
So if these weapons were to be used en masse during 
a large-scale conflict, it could result in so much space 
debris, that space may become inaccessible to everyone. 
Furthermore, as satellites are becoming smaller and a new 
generation of cheap re-usable launch vehicles is being 
developed, these missiles are becoming even less useful. 
Rather than launching a single satellite that is expensive 
and vulnerable, militaries can now choose to launch do-

zens of smaller ones that work together. This makes them 
much less vulnerable to these kinds of missiles.18

Because of this, the United States, China, and Russia are 
all racing to build a variety of combat satellites that can 
attack other satellites. These combat satellites could, for 
instance, use lasers to disable the sensors of an enemy 
satellite or they could use electronic jamming to disrupt 
communication with it. But the main challenge comes 
from satellites that blur the line between military and 
civilian uses of space. All major space powers are, for 
instance, working on systems that are officially meant to 
clear up space debris. They will do this by tugging chunks 
of space debris into orbits where they either become 
harmless or burn up in the Earth’s atmosphere. But the 
problem is that these satellites could just as well tug an 
enemy satellite into these orbits. This makes them a ma-
jor challenge for international law in space because they 
pose the fundamental question of when a space system 
is a weapon. The spacecraft that were originally proposed 
by the Air Force during the 1950s and 1960s were clearly 
meant to be space weapons. They would destroy satellites 
with missiles and even looked like the jet fighters of the 
time. But today it is much less clear whether a satellite 
is going to be used as a weapon or for cosmic garbage 
disposal. This makes it very difficult to come to an inter-
national agreement that might limit today’s arms race in 
space.19

So in conclusion, the Air Force’s space strategy was based 
on flawed assumptions about the historical significance of 
spaceflight and the Soviet Union. The Air Force also mis-
judged what kinds of systems it needed to fight in space. 
But the fundamental comparison with the development of 
aircraft during the First World War mostly holds up. Satel-
lites have become critical to conduct operations within 
the atmosphere, and they have even necessitated the 
development of combat satellites, just as reconnaissance 
aircraft forced the development of fighters. The Air Force 
only could not yet grasp what these combat satellites 
would look like between 1957 and 1963.

Thijs Visser (University of Amsterdam) is the 
winner of the Netherlands Atlantic Association’s 
Dwight D. Eisenhower Thesis Prize, 2017-2018. 
This article is a summary of his thesis ‘Space 
Superiority. The United States Air Force and 
challenge of spaceflight, 1957-1963’.
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