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The Gloves Will Have To Come Off:
A Reappraisal of the Legitimacy

of the RAF Bomber Offensive
Against Germany

By Air Commodore (Ret’d) Peter Gray

The debates surrounding the RAF strategic air offensive against Germany 
continue to attract considerable attention at academic and popular levels of 
debate.  This article examines what is arguably one of the most contentious 
aspects of all - the legality and legitimacy of the campaign.  It argues that the  
debate within the Air Ministry and with Bomber Command was actually more 
nuanced than is normally admitted and that thinking on the laws of air warfare 
was very mature in the inter war years.  The bottom line, however, was that the 
Second World War was total war and had to be won; the strategic air offensive 
played a vital part.
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Introduction

One of the great 
misconceptions, and then 
font of many subsequent 

injustices, arising from the Second 
World War was that the airmen 
merely saw this conflict as the ideal 
proving ground for the application 
of the principles of unrestricted air 
war against civilians and their cities 
as had been laid down by the various 
inter-war ‘prophets’.1   The myth has 
continued that the ‘Bomber Barons’ 
then pursued those aims without 
constraint once the nature of the 
conflict confirmed that the gloves had 
indeed come off.  The expression itself 
is derived from the short hand used 
by senior officers in the RAF in the 
lead up to the War in which Britain 
should not be the first to unleash 
unrestricted warfare, but that it was 
ultimately inevitable.  But this image 
of callous, blood thirsty, potential war 
criminals sits at considerable odds 
with the more traditional concepts of 
military chivalry and the underlying 
requirements for the conflict to be 
legal and for there to be a just cause 
for the military actions undertaken.2 

The underlying military ethos was 
built on the work of early Christian 
writers who, acknowledging the 
sanctity of human life, tried to 
impose a degree of rationalism and 
discipline on the inevitable exercise 
of violence and taking of life.  In 418, 
St Augustine wrote a short treatise 
on military morality to a senior 
Roman official charged with keeping 
tribesmen from the Sahara out of 
Roman (Christian) Africa.  Augustine 
advised that war should only be 
conducted when necessary and then 
with the minimum force; he added 
that mercy should be shown to the 

enemy.3   These tenets gave rise to 
the concepts of ius ad bellum and ius 
in bello which are central to the Just 
War Theory and are also key in the 
International Law of War; in turn, 
they reflect the rules of going to war 
and the conduct of combatants in war 
itself.4   More recently, and arguably 
reflecting his own age as well as 
that of his subject, General Viscount 
Wolseley in his Life of John Churchill, 
writing in 1894, stated that

history proves that it [the army] has 
seldom fought well in what it believed 
to be an unrighteous cause.  Unless the 
Rank and File are interested in their 
work, there will be no enthusiasm, and 
from an army without enthusiasm little 
can be expected.5 

The essence of this was, written as 
it was by a distinguished soldier, 
that the need for a just cause was 
paramount for military forces to be 
expected to function (presumably 
in the absence of prevailing laws of 
armed conflict which were then newly 
under development).6   Despite more 
modern rhetoric, these concepts were 
equally valid for the bomber crews 
and their commanders.

The standard refrain, however, 
has been that cynical national 
interests prevented the ratification 
of the 1923 Hague Rules on Aerial 
Bombardment and any meaningful 
progress to be made at the Geneva 
Disarmament Conference,  thus 
preventing the use of the bomber 
from being outlawed or restraint 
placed on its use.  Recent discussion 
has therefore tended to have been 
conducted on moral grounds thus 
allowing the philosophers and 
more emotive voices to come to the 
fore.  This exercise has often been 
completed using modern vocabulary, 
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standards and invariably without 
the international and technological 
context.  Recent examples include 
A. C. Grayling, Among the Dead Cities 
and Donald Bloxham’s chapter, 
‘Dresden as a War Crime’ in Addison 
and Crang’s Firestorm: The Bombing 
of Dresden.7   For some authors, the 
bombing offensive has become 
the epitome of all that is brutal 
in war with, in an extreme form, 
the air offensive approximating 
in its manifestation of evil to the 
Holocaust.8   Although it is possible 
to use theories such as Michael 
Walzer’s work on Just and Unjust 
Wars it has to be acknowledged 
that, notwithstanding its ancient 
precedents, this concept was not 
in widespread use at the time 
that the Offensive was planned 
and conducted.9   It is therefore 
suggested that it is not appropriate 
to use modern constructions out of 
the context of the times and that a 
serious analysis should be seen from 
a historical backdrop.  This paper
will examine the development of 
thinking on the restraint of warfare 
prior to the advent of air power 
and subsequently in order to show 
that thinking at the senior levels in 
the Royal Air Force and in the Air 
Ministry was considerably more 
complex and sophisticated than the 
standard caricature.

The second serious misconception 
has been that the Strategic Air 
Offensive against Germany, to use 
the title of the Official History, 
and area bombing in particular 
started with Harris and his advent 
to power as Commander-in-Chief 
Bomber Command in February 
1942.10   As this paper will show, the 
road to area bombing was all the 
more incremental with all of the 

implications involved in a progressive 
approach.  The third misconception, 
will be explored is that once the 
‘gloves’ had come off, the debate was 
over.  The reality was that there were 
serious concerns over the perceptions 
of the campaign and its portrayal. 
Finally, the paper will show how these 
concerns became evident even while 
the offensive was being waged.

The Development of Thinking on 
the Morality and Legality of Warfare

The standing military view on 
ethics in conflict, pertaining to 
the period in which air power was 
conceived and developed, can best 
be summarised as conservative and, 
to the military mind, appealingly 
pragmatic.  In a lecture to the Royal 
United Services Institute in February 
1898, W. V. Herbert queried whether 
it was possible to have an ethical 
side to warfare.  He went on to 
discount the arguments germane 
to the professional philosopher 
who ‘will argue a soul into a stone, 
and beauty into the earthworm’, 
preferring to align the discussion 
with ‘the ordinary fight-your-daily-
battle individual like you and me.’11   
Herbert dealt with ius ad bellum as 
concomitant with nationhood and 
therefore inevitable.12   But he saw 
ius in bello as having changed, or 
developed, with ‘women and children 
not molested – at least, not officially;’ 
open towns are not shelled and 
poison gas is held in abhorrence.13  
Herbert, arguably showing more 
foresight than many others 
investigating the moral and legal 
issues, concluded with the suggestion 
that as warfare had developed, 
there was need to develop, a ‘firmly-
established and universally-accepted 
code’ to regulate its conduct.14    But he 
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then went on to stress the primacy of 
actually winning:

All said and done, ‘Win your war’ is 
the most important, and it is the most 
primitive, maxim of the science of strategy 
– that is drive your opponent into such a 
corner that he is content to have the terms 
of peace dictated to him.  The rest comes a 
long way after.15 

In an answer to a question from the 
floor, Herbert explained that a code of 
ethics could only be relevant between 
nations of an equal state of civilisation 
and that it could not reasonably 
be expected to apply between the 
English and the Zulus.16   

This presentation was only 20 years 
before the end of the First World War 
and it is unlikely that attitudes would 
have changed markedly from the date 
of its delivery through to the years of 
colonial air policing and the formation 
of Fighter and Bomber Commands 
in 1936.  The need for parity between 
the levels of civilisation of the 
warring states would later have 
chilling overtones in the justification 
for a range of activities in Europe 
and the Far East.  The Germans, for 
example, considered the Slavs to 
be approaching subhuman and the 
Japanese had a similar approach 
to the Chinese.  The Americans in 
putting together their fire-bombing 
offensive of mainland Japan had 
a similar mindset.17   At a more 
pragmatic level, the language used 
by Herbert should not be viewed 
with modern mindsets of equality 
and tolerance; his was very much the 
language and attitude of the time.  
And this was reflected in the official 
publications (acknowledging the 
Journal of the Royal United Services 
Institute as only quasi-official) such 
as C.D 22 Operations Manual, Royal Air 

Force issued in 1922 in which chapter 
XI deals with ‘Aircraft in Warfare 
against an Uncivilised Enemy.’18   
The enemy are uncompromisingly 
referred to as ‘savages’.19

The natural progression from a 
broadly accepted code of conduct, 
arguably an extension of the chivalric 
code, is for the required behaviours 
to be set out in formal language and 
agreed between nations; ideally this 
should take the form of a binding 
treaty.  In short, to transpose them 
into an international law of armed 
combat.  Adam Roberts has insisted 
that the study of [international] law 
must be integrated with the study of 
history.20   A logical extension of this 
is that the development of air law,
and indeed strategy and doctrine, 
must be examined in the context of 
the wider international and domestic 
political situation.  In turn, the 
developments in thinking must take 
heed of the pace of technological 
progress (including limitations), and 
in particular the weapons on which 
restraint was sought.  

The literature on the laws of war, and 
their development, is extensive.21   
Michael Howard makes the point 
that the role of the military is to use 
violence with deliberation, with 
purpose and in a legitimate manner; 
he characterises this as force and that 
force between states constitutes war.22   
This can be taken slightly further with 
the legal aspect expanded to include 
the use of force for legitimate reasons 
and applied in a legitimate manner 
thereby specifically encompassing 
ius ad bellum and ius in bello.  Within 
Howard’s use of ‘deliberation’, he 
embraces the elements of choice, 
decision and the issue of orders.23   
The latter, although Howard does not
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pursue the issue, is important in 
the context of subordinates being 
protected from charges of war crimes 
by the orders of their superiors; the 
understanding of international law 
in the inter-war years allowed such 
protection.24   But Howard does
make the point that if control does 
break down, the result is likely to
be one that contravenes the ethical 
and legal dimensions.25 

The development, and application, 
of international law has long been 
problematic in that states have 
consistently sought to avoid the 
incorporation of laws that they 
consider likely to impinge upon 
their national interests; this is 
compounded by the absence of any 
real enforcement mechanism beyond 
the utterances of the International 
Court of Justice.26   In his detailed 
review of Air War and the Law of War, 
the distinguished American military 
lawyer Hays Parks cites one of the 
most pre-eminent international 
lawyers of the 20th Century, Sir 
Hersch Lauterpacht, as stating that ‘If 
international law is the weakest point 
of all law, then the law of war is its 
vanishing point’.27   Notwithstanding 
this apparently cynical viewpoint 
from the legal profession, the 
advisers to the Air Ministry, and 
their predecessors in the War 
Office, took these issues seriously 
as will become evident below.  
The issue is further complicated 
by the benefit of hindsight in 
that the prospect of international 
conventions being used to curb the 
likes of Hitler seems improbable at 
best.  From a jurisprudential point 
of view, however, the possibility of 
contravention of these rules, and the 
unlikelihood of retribution, has not 
prevented nations, their politicians 

and their officials from seeking to 
impose some degree of order.
This may have been for a variety
of motives some of which may have 
been genuinely altruistic; others 
aspects may have been self-serving, 
but there is no doubt that at least
they tried.

Attempts to prohibit specific 
(usually nasty) types of weapon had 
a much longer provenance with 
Greek, Roman and Hindu codes 
banning the use poisons; later, the 
Lateran Council of 1132 declared 
that the arbalest and crossbow were 
‘unchristian weapons’.28   Beyond 
the broad appreciation of the need 
for there to be an underlying moral 
sense of rightness about the cause 
discussed above, the first significant 
attempt at the codification of the 
rules of warfare was completed by 
Dr. Francis Lieber of the University 
of Columbia for issue to the Union 
Army on 24th April 1863.29   The 
‘Lieber Code’ became the model for 
many national manuals and for the 
Hague Peace Conferences of 1899 
and 1907.30   More recently the 1868 
St. Petersburg Declaration sought 
to ban ‘explosive projectiles under 
400 Grammes weight’ (sic).31   This 
Declaration is also particularly 
significant in its attempt ‘to alleviate 
the calamities of war; That the only 
legitimate object which States
should endeavour to accomplish 
during war is to weaken the military 
forces of the enemy’.32 

This was followed by the 1899
Hague Conference which was 
originally called under a Russian 
initiative designed to slow down 
the potential impact of Western 
technology and, ideally, to avoid war 
completely.33   For obvious reasons, 
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air power was not high on the agenda, 
but Commission I of the conference 
agreed a 5-year moratorium on the 
discharge of explosives or projectiles 
from balloons.34   

The prohibition on the utilisation of 
balloons had expired by the time of 
the 1907 Hague Convention which 
duly renewed the ban.35   And 
although manned flight had occurred 
by this time, its military utility was 
not uppermost in the minds of the 
delegates.  Technological advances in 
artillery and ballistics, however, were 
such that the dangers of long range 
bombardment resulted in Convention 
IV laying down the following Articles 
which would later influence the 1923 
Convention on Aerial Warfare and 
the thinking of officials in the interim:

Article 25. The attack or bombardment, 
by whatever means, of towns, villages
or buildings which are undefended
is prohibited.

Article 26. The officer in Command
of an attacking force must, before 
commencing a bombardment, except in 
cases of assault, do all in his power to 
warn the authorities.

Article 27. In sieges and bombardments 
all necessary steps must be taken to spare, 
as far as possible, buildings dedicated 
to religion, art science, or charitable 
purposes, historic monuments, hospitals 
and places where the sick and wounded 
are collected, provided they are not being 
used for military purposes.36 	

The advent of the First World War saw
rapid developments in the aircraft and
associated weapons.  As the range, 
and payload, of the aircraft increased 
so did the capability to carry the 
war deeper into the homelands of 
the belligerents.  Technology had, 
however, only progressed so far and 

there were no real navigations aids, 
resulting in inaccuracies in bombing.  
For example, a German raid, by 
aircraft as opposed to Zeppelins, 
on 13 June 1917 against the ‘docks, 
wharves, railways, Government 
Stores, and warehouses situated 
in the centre of the town on the 
banks of the Thames’ actually hit 
a council school in the East End 
of London killing or injuring 120 
children.37   But as Parks points out, 
aerial bombing (or bombardment) 
was not the worst offender when it 
came to lack of discrimination.  The 
German ‘Paris Gun’, which was used 
in conjunction with their offensive in 
March 1918, had a range of 75 miles 
and could only be aimed at the centre 
of Paris.38   Naval bombardment of 
shore positions, especially as the 
calibre of the guns increased was no 
more discrete.  There is an interesting 
contemporary issue in these latter 
points in that artillery remains at 
least as guilty as air power in causing 
collateral damage, but the latter 
invariable gets the blame.39 

During the First World War, the War 
Cabinet was clearly concerned about 
the legality of aerial bombardment 
of undefended (or open) towns and 
cities and the possibility of ‘tit for tat’ 
reprisals.  The War Office accordingly 
produced two memoranda clarifying 
the situation.40   The General Staff 
summarised the use of aerial 
bombardment and outlined the 
history of the development of the 
law.  In the second paper, the Staff 
pointed out that the renewal (in 
1907) of the Hague Declaration 
of 1899 outlawing the launching 
of projectiles had not been fully 
ratified, and not at all by the four 
Central Powers, thereby leaving it 
without binding force.  The paper 
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went on to confirm that although 
bombardment of undefended towns 
was forbidden, there remained doubt 
on both sides as to what constituted 
defence, openness and the removal 
of legal protection when the town 
contained targets of military utility.41   
The interplay between technological 
capability, the needs of discrimination 
and the desirability of tapping the 
potential of offensive air power would 
continue to challenge the exponents 
of the new air arm throughout the 
period covered in this paper.

The development of the legal 
thinking in how to limit, contain 
or prohibit the use of aircraft 
continued almost seamlessly.  There 
was, however, a new impetus as the 
various powers tried to recover from 
the shock of four years of brutal 
warfare.  The Paris Aerial Navigation 
Convention of 1919 did nothing to 
constrain potential belligerents.42   
The Washington Naval Conference 
(more correctly titled the Washington 
Conference on the Limitation of 
Armament) made a brief attempt 
to ban novel forms of warfare, 
including aircraft, but concluded 
that this would not be practical.43   
Instead the baton was taken up by 
the Hague Commission of Jurists 
which commenced on 11 December 
1922 under the chairmanship of 
John Bassett Moore of the United 
States.44   The delegation consisted of 
representatives of the United States, 
Great Britain, France, Italy, Japan and 
the Netherlands; each delegation 
consisted of legal and technical 
experts.45   The delegation from 
the Britain included J. M. Spaight, 
a senior official from the newly 
formed Air Ministry.46   The Hague 
Conference finished on 19 February 
1923 with the unanimous adoption 

of a two-part report; the first part 
covered Rules for the Control of Radio 
in Time of War and the second Rules of 
Aerial Warfare.47   One of the crucial 
steps forward, in theory at least, was 
Article 22 which stated that:

Aerial bombardment for the purpose of 
terrorizing the civilian population, of 
destroying or damaging private property 
not of military character, or of injuring 
non-combatants is prohibited.48 

Article 24 went on to state that:

(1)	 Aerial bombardment is legitimate 
		  only when directed at a military 
		  objective, that is to say, an object
		  of which destruction or injury
		  would constitute a distinct military 	
		  advantage to the belligerent.

(2)	 Such bombardment is legitimate 	
		  only when directed exclusively at 
		  the following objectives: military 
		  forces; military works; military
		  establishments or depots; factories
		  constituting important and 
		  well-known centres engaged in
		  the manufacture of arms,	
		  ammunition or distinctively
		  military supplies; lines of 	
		  communication or transportation 	
		  used for military forces.

(3)	 The bombardment of cities, towns, 	
		  villages, dwellings or buildings not 
		  in the immediate neighbourhood
		  of the operations of land forces is
		  prohibited.  In cases where the
		  objectives specified in paragraph
		  2 are so situated, that they cannot 
		  be bombarded without the
		  indiscriminate bombardment of
		  the civilian population, the aircraft 	
		  must abstain from bombardment.

(4)	 In the immediate neighbourhood
		  of the operations of land forces,
		  the bombardment of cities, towns,
		  villages, dwellings or buildings is



16

		  legitimate provided there exists a
		  reasonable presumption that
		  the military concentration is
		  sufficiently important to justify
		  such bombardment having regard
		  to the danger thus caused to the 	
		  civilian population.49 

These Rules made a brave attempt to 
impose some degree of humanitarian 
control on the development of air 
power.  But the 1923 Hague Rules 
were not ratified by any of the nations,
with France, the Netherlands and 
Great Britain particularly opposed to 
their adoption.50   The conventional 
view, therefore, was (and remains) 
that they were a political and legal 
failure.51   The reality was that the 
states involved were not prepared to 
fetter what was still a largely untested 
weapon of war that clearly had 
considerable potential.

That said, the Hague Rules provided 
a foundation level of understanding 
of what possible future laws of 
aerial warfare might look like, or 
be based upon.52   The Rules also 
provided a useful vehicle for the 
evolution of those that had been 
specifically drafted for Land or Naval 
warfare.  Furthermore, rules for 
the third dimension acknowledged 
that air operations could operate 
over either environment without 
discrimination; by implications, crews 
could not be expected to follow one 
set or the other depending on their 
geographical location.53   Probably 
most importantly, in absolute terms in 
Britain and more specifically for the 
development of thinking in the Air 
Ministry, the sessions in the Hague 
kept the issues close to the forefront 
of intellectual endeavour.  This was 
due in no small part to the efforts of 
J. M. Spaight, who was a delegation 

member in 1923.  In addition to being 
a senior official in the Air Ministry 
(having transferred from the War 
Office on the formation of the new 
organisation), Spaight was a prolific 
author writing on issues such as the 
legalities of Land Warfare.54   He was 
also a keen advocate of air power 
publishing numerous volumes 
including one on the likely future 
role of air power in a potential major 
war which was published in Liddell 
Hart’s series.55   Spaight’s work has 
three facets that are both distinct, and 
complementary.  He was an air power 
advocate; an academic lawyer (a jurist 
in his own right); and a senior official.  
What then is the evidence for his 
influence on the existing and future 
members of the Air Ministry?

The difficulties of establishing 
influence are considerable, 
particularly when those who should 
be susceptible are idealists wedded 
to the invincibility of their ideas or 
weapons.56   Nevertheless, Higham 
considers Spaight to be an air power 
theorist without whom no survey 
would be complete; he describes him 
as being ‘Trenchard’s good friend’.57   
Some degree of influence may be 
assumed from such an association.  
Spaight’s academic pedigree 
(including an LLD), along with his 
status in the, then small, Air Ministry 
also implies a degree of influence – 
especially over legal issues.58   This 
is seen quite specifically in 1921 
when he proffered text and advice – 
which is taken in full – for the draft 
of CD22 the RAF’s first Operations 
Manual.59   Spaight then took his 
academic knowledge, and experience 
of attending the Hague Conference, 
and articulated his thinking in Air 
Power and War Rights first published in 
1924.60   In his preface to the second
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edition, he wrote of the great honour 
to have had his book officially 
recommended to candidates for the 
RAF Staff College, implying that 
there was a captive audience of 
potential students to be influenced.61   
Spaight saw his intermediate work, 
Air Power and the Cities, as being part 
of a continuum.62   Beyond the rather 
high-flown prose of his published 
work, Spaight also produced two 
legal briefs for internal Air Ministry 
consumption; these are undated, but 
the AHB archivist’s assumption is that 
they were written in 1927.63   Higham 
suggests that Spaight’s influence 
comes through in a memorandum 
published by Trenchard in 1928 which 
points up the likeness between naval 
and air bombardment.64   

There are, however, a number of more 
explicit references to Spaight’s work 
which confirm his influence.  In the 
Chief of the Air Staff’s submission 
to a Chiefs of Staff Meeting in 1928, 
the equivalence of naval and air 
bombardment was reintroduced 
with a specific reference to the 
British Year Book of International Law 
article written in 1923 by Spaight.65   
A similar, but even more explicit, 
reference occurs four years later in 
the context of Air Ministry proposals 
for amendments to the Hague Rules 
in which a minute to the Chief of the 
Air Staff confirms that:

Some help has also been given by Mr. 
Spaight whose book on ‘Air Power and 
War Rights’ has been considerably drawn 
on in framing the paper.66

The minute sheet is subsequently 
initialled with ‘I agree J.M.S.’ 
presumably indicating Spaight’s 
concurrence with the paper.  It is
clear from (then) Group Captain
C F A Portal’s signature to a number of

minutes on the file (as Director of 
Operations and Intelligence) that 
the future Chief of the Air Staff was 
fully conversant with the debate.67  
The fact that Spaight was employed 
at the time as Director of Accounts 
clearly did not limit his influence 
on international legal matters.68   A 
similar minute to the Chief of the Air 
Staff on Disarmament links potential 
use of bombing with reprisals and 
specifically cites Spaight as the source 
of legal advice (again still as Director 
of Accounts).69      

Although Spaight saw his Air Power 
and War Rights and Air Power and the 
Cities as being a series with the first 
edition of War Rights in 1924; Cities in 
1930 and the second edition of War 
Rights in 1933, it was clear that any 
amendments that Spaight sought 
to make to the second edition were 
limited by the printing requirements 
of not being able to change the 
pagination.70   The most significant 
difference between the two editions 
is the introduction of discussion on 
disarmament.71   Parks makes the 
point that Spaight’s works were ‘far 
more comprehensive than any law 
of war manual used by any military 
service at the time.’72   Spaight’s work 
was therefore a readily available 
source of legal advice for his 
colleagues in the Air Ministry, and 
those who were likely to become staff 
officers having attended the Staff 
College at Andover.  At the most basic 
level he provided a straightforward 
iteration of the Draft Rules and a 
guide to their interpretation.  More 
importantly, Spaight also provided 
detailed examples of where the 
British, French and German air 
forces had used air power in the 
First World War.  This was not just of 
historic interest, but presented clear 
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evidence of the custom and practice 
of states – opinion juris and therefore 
an actual source of international 
law.73   He took the analytical process 
a stage further by highlighting areas 
where the Draft Rules would be 
likely to be impractical guidelines 
for future commanders.  Spaight was 
prophetic in his identification of the 
difficulty in discriminating between 
military targets and neighbouring 
civilian populations.74   He went on to 
highlight the potential difficulties for 
airmen in operating at considerable 
height and in bad weather.75   

As a keen author on wider air 
power issues, as well as having the 
insight from his position in the Air 
Ministry, Spaight was well aware 
of the contemporary thinking on 
the morale-damaging potential of 
air attack.  He therefore commence 
his chapter on ‘Bombing: (III) 
Civilian Property’ with a discussion 
on bombing ‘for a political or 
psychological end’.76        

The object of their attack will be moral, 
psychological and political rather 
than military: the aim will be to so to 
disorganise and disturb the life and 
business of the enemy community as
to make it impossible for the enemy
State to continue to resist, and at the
same time to create in the enemy 
population as a whole a feeling of 
depression and hopelessness, to make
a whole nation war-weary.77      

Spaight then introduced a degree of 
realism into the jurisprudential arena 
by acknowledging that States would 
accept the prohibition on attacking 
civilian property, but that they would 
qualify it with the proviso that 
‘common sense and practicability’ 
would not prevent attacks from taking 
place.78   He suggested that jurists 

and statesmen should acknowledge 
this pragmatism and, instead of 
seeking outright prohibitions, they 
should attempt to impose some 
degree of control.  This conditional 
use of language is important in that it 
allowed Spaight to introduce his next 
theme in which ‘there is a right to 
bombard certain categories of purely 
civilian property [which] should 
be recognised and regulated’.79   
Characteristically, he then went on to 
describe custom and practice in land 
and naval engagements.

Spaight pragmatically summed up his 
thinking on the subject – as a jurist 
seeking to influence his peers in the 
legal arena on whom would fall the 
responsibility of formulating revised 
rules – by bluntly stating that:

Let there be no mistake about it: the cities 
will be bombed, whatever rule is laid 
down.  In no other way will belligerents 
be able to seek to obtain the moral effect 
which they will certainly seek.80      

This set the tone for the thinking in 
the Air Ministry and subsequently 
Bomber Command.  There was a 
complete acceptance that air warfare 
should be waged in as humane a 
way as possible consistent with 
the exigencies of the conflict.  This 
was underpinned by the conflicting 
wishes to see as fair a code of rules 
as could be achieved.  Furthermore, 
it shows that official Air Ministry 
thinking had developed in pace 
with international developments, 
with acknowledgement to the 
technological developments and 
with a marked degree of common 
sense.  Finally, it is evident that senior 
military officers, and in particular 
those destined to run the strategic 
air offensive had direct access to the 
thinking and were influenced by it.
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The Geneva Disarmament 
Conference and the Potential
for limitations on Bombing

The Geneva Conference enjoyed 
cross-party support in the United 
Kingdom with Lloyd George, 
MacDonald and Baldwin firmly 
behind the main issues.81   They 
considered the country to be bound 
by Article 8 of the Covenant of the 
League of Nations in which:

The Members of the League recognise 
that the maintenance of peace requires 
the reduction of national armaments to 
the lowest point consistent with national 
safety and the enforcement by common 
action of international obligations.82 

Furthermore, the preamble to Part 
V of the Treaty of Versailles required 
Germany ‘strictly to observe the 
military, naval and air clauses’ 
in ‘order to render possible the 
initiation of a general limitation of the 
armaments of all nations’.83   Baldwin 
saw this also as a matter of honour.84   
Unfortunately, the vast majority of 
States represented, and especially 
the more powerful, ‘did not care 
what came out of the Conference, 
for good or ill, provided their own 
interests were safeguarded’.85   
Furthermore, ‘the whole Conference 
was impractical in its approach to 
realities, and tendentious suggestions 
increasingly flowed from the various 
delegations’.86   Londonderry 
(Secretary of State for Air) concluded 
that ‘[the Conference] never had 
a chance of success from the very 
beginning owing to the fact that,
with exception of ourselves, no
Power, small or great, had any 
intention of reducing its armed 
forces’.87   Nevertheless, the task
had to be tackled.  The inherent 
contradictions did little to make the 

task easier for those entrusted with 
giving effect to government policy, 
or to building a bomber force that 
could potentially reach the desired 
deterrent features.

Given that the rationale for the 
Conference was based (at least in 
part) on alleviation of suffering 
inflicted on the huge scale in 
evidence during the First World 
War, it may have been reasonable 
to assume that each of the military 
environments was equally at risk of 
forced reduction, or abolition.  Fleets 
had arguably been responsible for 
the blockade of Germany and the 
deaths of three-quarters of a million 
civilians.88   Similarly, Terraine offers 
‘a grim commentary’ in his tables 
of casualties during the First World 
War challenging the myth that the 
defensive was less costly than the 
offensive.89   The irony therefore was 
that it was the potential of air power, 
rather than its proven destructive 
capacity and ability to inflict 
suffering, that brought it to centre-
stage in Geneva.

After some seven years of preliminary 
discussions, the Conference opened 
formally in Geneva on 2 February 
1932.90   Fifty nine nations sent 
delegations and this rose to sixty one 
before the end of the proceedings; 
each nation carried an equal vote 
leading countries that did not have 
a particular capability to vote for the 
abolition of weapon systems that 
they did not possess (such as air 
power or submarines).91   Inevitably 
continental nations saw the offensive, 
or defensive, nature of weapons from 
their own geo-strategic viewpoint; 
for example, the Japanese saw large 
surface fleets as aggressive, whereas 
the United States viewed them as 
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first lines of defence.92   The British 
approach was to encourage an all 
round reduction in armaments and 
was prepared to set the example
even though British air strength
was lagging behind that of Italy, 
France, the Soviet Union and 
America.93   The Chiefs of Staff 
Annual Review for 1932 made grim 
reading in its description of the 
effects of the ten-year rule and dire 
economic situation.94   But the
Foreign Office saw this as what
today would be described as ‘best 
practice’ with Britain demonstrating 
real commitment to treaty obligations.
The official Foreign Office policy 
submission to the Cabinet was 
based on the so-called ‘Leeper 
memorandum’, named after its 
author in the department.95   The 
proposals in this document included 
the submission that German
claims for parity of treatment
should be acknowledged; that the 
British policy should be based on 
qualitative disarmament; and that 
HMG should consider proposing
‘the complete prohibition and 
outlawry in all circumstances of
the dropping of bombs from any 
aircraft on the territory or shipping
of another Sovereign State’.96   It was
axiomatic to the Foreign Office that 
Britain should play a leading role at 
the Conference.97 

In Cabinet on 4 May 1932, the Prime 
Minister (Ramsay MacDonald) 
pointed out to his colleagues that
‘nearly every nation had made 
proposals’ on the subject of air 
warfare and the absence of a statement
on the United Kingdom position was 
very likely to be remarked upon.98

Various suggestions, including
the introduction of a new law of war
prohibiting ‘bomb-dropping on the 

territory and shipping of another 
Sovereign Signatory State’, and the 
abolition of heavy bombers, had been 
raised, but subject to much criticism.99   
Baldwin took matters considerably 
further with the radical, but heartfelt, 
suggestion that if nations were really 
serious, they 

‘ought to agree to scrap all military 
and naval aviation.  Civil aviation also 
would have to be dealt with, possibly by 
abolishing the costly subsidies devoted to 
this purpose’.100 

He went on to acknowledge that 
his views were unlikely to find 
favour, either with colleagues, or 
internationally.  But Baldwin stressed 
that if his ideas were feasible the 
abolition would ‘remove one of the 
main elements of that fear that 
was the disturbing feature in the 
international situation’ (emphasis
in the original).101   The Cabinet
were reported to be ‘impressed’ by 
the proposal and no objection of 
principle was raised.102   A more 
pragmatic note crept in with the 
acknowledgement of likely rejection 
and the concomitant requirement to 
have policy at hand to cope with the 
many other proposals tabled.103 

Baldwin’s realisation that a total 
abolition of military aviation was 
unlikely to find favour was quickly 
realised.  The Prime Minister 
raised the issue informally with the 
French who ‘would have none of 
it’.104   The Air Ministry response 
was inevitably hostile, both to the 
impracticality of abolishing all air 
forces and imposing control over 
civil aviation.105   The former point 
was eventually acknowledged by 
the Cabinet which agreed that other 
methods would be required.106   Nor 
was the Air Ministry convinced that 



a prohibition of bombing would 
result in a meaningful reduction in 
the threat to world peace.  The CAS 
stated in a letter to Londonderry 
that, in the event of war, reliance on a 
written pact would have little chance 
of observance, not least because war 
was supposed already to have been 
renounced by just such a pact.107   
Furthermore any country at risk of 
aggression would use ‘every weapon
it could lay its hands on’.108   Finally, 
Salmond pointed out that reliance
on a ‘paper pact’ would be dangerous 
for the protection of ‘military 
objectives in this country, including 
those in London’ and that this point 
had been accepted by the Cabinet 
sub-committee chaired by Baldwin.109   
A complete abolition of bombing also
required qualification to allow its
limited use in air policing in India,
Aden and Iraq as had been tentatively
acknowledged by Leeper and featured
in most Air Ministry submissions.110 

The Air Ministry preference was for 
there to be a strict convention on the 
circumstances under which bombing 
from the air could be considered 
acceptable.  They were totally content 
to see an ‘entire prohibition of all air 
attack upon the civilian population’ 
and restrictions in numbers and 
weights.111   The Air Staff files show 
the depth of the debate on these 
issues with advice coming from J.M. 
Spaight on what had already been 
covered during the discussions 
on the Hague Rules in 1923.112   
These suggestions varied from a 
requirement for all potential military 
targets to be situated a specified 
distance from civilian populations 
through to an acknowledgement that 
a general prohibition of bombing
was not considered legally workable. 
The essence of the Air Ministry 

thinking was that a complete abolition 
would render rules nugatory meaning
that once conflict commenced, 
bombing would be unrestricted; it 
would be better to acknowledge the 
probability of bombing being used, 
but to circumscribe its use by clear 
rules.113   This is echoed in the Second
Edition of Air Power and War Rights,
where J.M. Spaight wrote:

It seems to be unsafe to disregard the 
verdict which history has pronounced 
from the Second Lateran Council 
onwards, upon such attempts to ban 
completely the use of new and more 
scientific weapons of war.  Such attempts 
are foredoomed.  Rules regulating and 
restricting bombing, but not prohibiting 
it absolutely, are likely in the writer’s 
opinion, to be honourably observed by 
civilised states.114 

These debates continued throughout 
the life of the Conference in a 
manner that was described by a 
Foreign Office official, who quoted 
the French delegation as saying that 
‘the Disarmament Conference was 
like merry-go-around – the same old 
wooden horse kept coming round 
and round again’, but that he was 
afraid ‘that it is the French themselves 
who supply the motive gyratory 
power’.115   Germany withdrew from 
the Conference in mid-September 
1932, not to return until January 
1933.116   Hitler’s accession to the 
Chancellorship on 30 January 1933 
ensured that the demands for parity 
of treatment would grow along with 
French concerns over security.117   
Germany finally walked out of the 
Conference chamber on 14 October 
1933 and subsequently resigned from 
the League of Nations, effectively 
bringing matters to an end.118

From the spectre of disarmament 
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and the abolition of air power, the 
task facing Londonderry and his 
senior colleagues changed radically 
to became one of matching German 
growth in aircraft.  Nevertheless, 
the evidence from the files does 
not suggest the degree of cynicism 
over which airmen have been so 
frequently accused.  There was 
certainly realism at all levels that air 
warfare could not be banned, but 
there seems to have been a genuine 
acceptance of the political desirability 
of outlining rules under which it 
could be used. 

The Road to War

The use of air power in Spain (and 
in particular in Barcelona in March 
1938 where bombardment had been 
used with the threat that it would 
be repeated every three hours 
until the city surrendered) and by 
the Japanese in China was cited 
as evidence that ‘the only way to 
humanise war is to abolish it.’119   The 
Prime Minister admitted that the 
advent of air warfare had introduced 
‘new methods, new scope and new 
horrors which have, in fact materially 
changed its character.’120   He went 
on to admit that there was ‘no 
international code of law with respect 
to aerial warfare which is the subject 
of international agreement,’ but that 
the underlying principles of the law 
as it applied to sea and land warfare 
were applicable to the air ‘and are 
not only admitted but insisted upon 
by this Government.’121   These 
principles included that it was 

against international law to bomb 
civilians as such, and to make deliberate 
attacks upon civilian populations.

In the second place, targets which are 
aimed at from the air must be legitimate 

military objectives and must be capable 
of identification.

In the third place, reasonable care must 
be taken in attacking those military 
objectives so that by carelessness a 
civilian population in the neighbourhood 
id not bombed.122 

This expression of formal 
Government policy was reiterated 
to Bomber Command in response 
to a query from the C-in-C on 30 
August 1938 that in attacking German 
aircraft factories, a proportion 
of bombs would fall outside the 
immediate designated target area 
causing serious casualties among 
the civilian population.123   The Air 
Council replied on 15 September 1938 
having taken advice from Malkin.124   
The Air Council admitted that ‘there 
are certain objectives, particularly 
among aircraft factories, which it 
would be impossible to attack, even 
by day, without causing loss of life 
to the civilian population in the 
neighbourhood.’  The operational 
limitations were again acknowledged, 
but ‘for reasons of policy, however, 
which the Council feel sure you will 
readily understand, it is essential that 
in the opening stages of a war your 
action should be rigorously restricted 
to attack on objectives which are 
manifestly and unmistakably military 
on the narrowest interpretation 
of the term; and that even such 
objectives should not be attacked 
initially unless they can be clearly 
identified and attacked with a 
reasonable expectation of damage 
being confined to them.’  The policy 
was based on the need not alienate 
neutral opinion (not stated, but 
presumably America as Roosevelt 
had appealed for such restraint) and 
to avoid giving any ‘genuine pretext 
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for retaliatory action.’  Attacks would 
therefore have to be concentrated 
on targets such as railways (but not 
trains unless positively identified as 
military), formed bodies of troops 
and concentrations of transport.  
Newall, in submitting this directive to 
Swinton for approval concluded that 
these restrictions were unlikely to last 
long stating: ‘but we obviously cannot 
be the first ‘to take the gloves off.”125 

Chamberlain’s acknowledgement of 
the parallel nature of some of the laws 
of war came into focus in 1939 when 
the Admiralty raised the question 
of bombardment of targets on the 
shore including coastal defence 
works and docks.126   The CAS wrote 
to his naval counterpart (Admiral Sir 
John Pound) suggesting that Malkin 
chair a meeting with representation 
from each of the Services to discuss 
setting rules to prevent loss of 
civilian life.127   The meeting went 
into considerable detail and outlined 
a two-stage approach with first 
restricting bombardment to a very 
narrow interpretation of military 
objectives and the second allowing 
a broader approach consistent with 
the lines agreed with French in Staff 
Conversations.128   The instructions, 
which Army commanders were to be 
required to obey in spirit, reiterated 
the key principles of bombardment
of civilians being illegal.129   In the
event, foreign policy issues intervened
with Lord Halifax of the opinion 
that the original ‘Stage One was 
too restrictive and would alarm our 
allies.’130   These were duly issued 
by the Air Council to Air Officers 
Commanding at home and overseas 
on 22 August 1939, followed by a 
further letter enclosing ‘Air Ministry 
Instructions and Notes on the Rules 
to be observed by the Royal Air Force 

in War.’131   In setting the foundations 
for the future direction of war, the Air 
ministry letter included the following 
general statement:

The policy governing the selection of 
targets for air attack is a matter for
decision by the government.  This policy
will be made known, through the Air 
Ministry, to Commanders-in Chief and
will be reflected in operation orders.’132

The practicalities of who would be 
allowed to do what and when were 
discussed by the Chiefs of Staff 
and subsequently in the CID on 
1 September 1939.  The essence of 
the discussion was that if Germany 
initiated unrestricted air attacks 
at the outset of hostilities, Bomber 
Command would be used to
attack the German oil resources.
If, however, Germany was to restrict 
attacks to military objectives, the
RAF would attack the German
Fleet at Wilhelmshaven; attack 
warships at sea when found within 
range; undertake widespread 
propaganda (leaflet) drops at night; 
and ‘conserve resources until our 
hands are freed.’133 

Bomber Command therefore went
to war with bombing policy 
predicated on the foreign policy 
requirements consistent with 
President Roosevelt’s message to 
all potential belligerents that their 
‘armed forces shall in no event and 
under no circumstances undertake 
bombardment from the air of civilian 
populations or unfortified cities, upon 
the understanding that the same 
rules of warfare shall be scrupulously 
observed by all their opponents.’134   
The other constraint (imposed by 
Halifax) was that the rules should
not appear overly restrictive lest allies 
(France in particular) thought that 
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Britain was being overly cautious in
the interests of its own defence.  
But throughout the process, it is 
clear that the serving officers, at 
least from Group Captain and 
above were prepared to follow 
a restrictive approach.  It could 
be argued that this was a merely 
mechanical reaction based on the, 
admittedly high, likelihood that 
the gloves would indeed have to 
come off at some stage.  But the 
evidence suggests that if those in 
the Air Ministry were cynical about 
the whole issue, they had the sense 
not confide their doubts to the files 
destined for the archives!  But as 
Hays Parks has pointed out, even 
the international lawyers of the 
day doubted the applicability of 
the international law of war to the 
modern means at the disposal of 
nations on an unprecedented scale.135   
Interestingly, Parks acknowledges
the failures in diplomacy, but 
has hard words for the failure of 
international lawyers and moral 
philosophers of the time ‘who failed 
to adjust international law and moral 
thinking to major technological 
changes in society and warfare.’136   
Nor could the scholars claim that 
the issues had not been raised.137   
That said, neither government, nor 
private citizens, had much faith in 
international agreements providing 
them with protection.138   The reality 
of the international experience of the 
1930s where Britain had attempted 
to set the example by unilaterally 
disarming had been shown to be 
false logic.  International agreements 
appeared to mean little to the new 
breed of dictators as events were 
proving.  And the ready examples
of the use of air power in Abyssinia, 
Spain and China suggested that the 

analogy of ‘removing gloves’ was mild 
in the extreme.

The Strategic Air Offensive

The raw reality of the first months 
of the war was the RAF was not 
technologically capable of carrying 
heavy bombing raids into German 
territory irrespective of the rights or 
wrongs; in the words of the official 
historians ‘Bomber Command was 
small, ill equipped and ineffective.’139   
This was recognised within the 
COS as was the need to build up 
strength in what became known 
as the ‘phoney war’.140   Within the 
Air Ministry, the Director of Plans 
(Slessor), as early as 7 September 
1939, carried out a detailed review of 
German actions in Poland working on 
the basis that Germany had set the 
precedent for unrestricted attack.141   
The official historians point out that 
it was ‘Air Commodore Slessor’s duty 
to examine this question from every 
side, and his memorandum should 
not be taken as an indication that 
he or the Air Staff were at this time 
definitely opposed to the policy of 
restricted bombing.’142   Nevertheless, 
they added that the policy was as 
much a matter of expediency as of 
morality.143   This view was directly 
reflected in the words used by Newall 
in a telegram to Barratt in France 
some weeks later in which he said:

Owing to German action in Poland, we 
are no longer bound by restrictions under 
the instructions governing naval and 
air bombardment S.46239/S.6 of 22/8 
nor by our acceptance of Roosevelt’s 
appeal.  Our action is now governed 
entirely be expediency i.e. what it suits 
us to do having regard to (a) the need 
to conserve our resources; (b) probable 
enemy retaliatory action, and (c) our need 
still to take into account to some extent 
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influential neutral opinion.144 

At face value, this would appear as if 
Slessor’s appreciation of the situation 
had been accepted by the CAS and 
policy had changed formally.  The 
reality, however, is that the strategic 
air offensive was held in check for 
many months and prohibition on 
indiscriminate bombing remained 
in place until 1942 and explicitly 
reinforced on a number of occasions 
as will be covered below.  From 
the wording used by the Air Staff, 
including in formal Directives, it 
is clear that while Newall would 
have liked to change RAF policy, 
Government policy had not moved
at all.145   Chamberlain clearly 
believed that the war would ‘fizzle 
out with the collapse of the Nazi 
regime’ and an escalation in the use 
of air power may have exacerbated 
the situation.146   He had also seen 
the bombing force primarily as a 
deterrent from the beginning of the 
rearmament phase.147   Chamberlain 
also fundamentally believed that 
Britain should have the ‘moral 
right’ on her side as it would be a 
‘tremendous force on our side’ and 
that if bombing started it would 
be ‘worth a lot for us to be able to 
blame them for it’.148   It is possible 
that Chamberlain’s mindset over 
countries far away prevented 
him from agreeing with Slessor’s 
establishment of the precedent.

The question of expediency and 
morality had to be reviewed, first in 
the light of the invasion of Denmark 
and Norway on 9 April 1940 and 
then the low-countries in May 1940. 
Following consideration by the COS, 
fresh instructions were issued on 4 
June 1940 in which the term ‘military’ 
was to be interpreted in the broadest 

sense; lines of communication which 
were useable for military purposes 
were included.149   From this point, 
there was a gradual escalation in 
what Bomber Command was being 
asked to carry out, and what it 
sought permission to attempt.150   For 
example, in part in retaliation for 
the bombing attacks on London, the 
C-in-C sought permission to attack 
the ‘middle of Berlin’ citing the 
German War Office and Air Ministry 
as appropriate aiming points.151   
Newall’s response was to substitute 
‘Railway Communications’ and 
not mention the former targets!152   
Nevertheless it is clear from a minute 
sent by SASO Bomber Command 
(AVM Bottomley) to the Groups 
which reminded them that the 
behaviour of aircrews from ‘another 
Command’ in jettisoning their bombs 
through cloud without being able
to identify the target was not 
acceptable; the minute concluded 
unequivocally that ‘Bombs are not to 
be dropped indiscriminately.’153 

The retaliatory nature of the 
escalation is apparent from the 
Directive issued to the Command 
at the end of October 1940.  This 
included the need to attack the 
morale of the German people ‘when 
they can no longer expect an early 
victory.’154   In addition to attacks on 
oil, and aluminium and component 
factories, there should be raids to 
cause ‘heavy material destruction in 
large towns and centres of industry’ 
as a demonstration ‘to the enemy 
of the power and severity of air 
bombardment and the hardships 
and dislocation that will result.’155   
These attacks were to include high 
explosives, incendiaries, delayed 
action bombs and ‘the occasional 
mine.’156   Part of the rationale was to
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impose pressure on the fire services.157   
These instructions clearly mirror 
the experiences of London over the 
period and again echo the place 
of retaliatory action in the culture 
of the times (which had been 
present since the German Zeppelin 
raids of 1916).  After an interlude, 
which was planned to be about 
four months, where the Directives 
focused on anti-submarine activities 
a ‘comprehensive review of the 
enemy’s present political, economic 
and military situation’, disclosed that 
the weakest points in his armour lie
in the morale of the civilian population
and in his inland transportation 
system.’158   Although barely 
mentioned in the directive, the aim 
of the review was to see what could 
be done to assist Russia.159   The other 
important milestone in this directive 
was the inclusion of ‘Targets on water 
suitable for concentrated and continuous 
area attacks on moonless nights’ 
[emphasis in the original]; these 
targets were ‘congested industrial 
towns where the psychological effect 
will be the greatest’ and included 
Cologne, Dusseldorf, Duisburg and 
Duisburg-Ruhrort.160   The section 
on Duisburg, almost certainly 
inadvertent considering the emotive 
tones it would later carry, included 
the word ‘area.’161 

This period saw the Chiefs of Staff 
conclude that, after ‘meeting the 
needs of our own security,’ the heavy 
bomber would receive top priority 
in production in order to destroy 
the ‘foundations upon which the 
[German] war machine rests – the 
economy which sustains it, the morale 
which sustains it, the supplies which 
nourish it and the hopes of victory 
which inspire it.’162   The Directorate
of Bomber Operations worked up this

plan and the CAS (Sir Charles Portal) 
submitted it to Churchill who was 
doubtful, to say the least.163   The 
Prime Minister was clearly concerned 
that the required resources, based 
on the extant woeful lack of accuracy, 
would not produce the effects that 
the Air Ministry predicted.164   The 
situation was compounded by 
depressingly high casualty figures 
among the aircrews that, if sustained, 
would prevent the force ever 
generating sufficient crews to man 
the expanded force.165   Accordingly, 
directives were issued emphasising 
the conservation of forces ‘in order to 
build a strong force to be available by 
the spring of next year’ [1942].166   This 
recuperative lull, and the impending 
introduction of navigation aids such 
as Gee, enabled the Air Ministry to 
issue the Directive of 14 February 
1942 (notably to Air Marshal Baldwin 
who was Acting C-in-C prior to the 
arrival of Harris) in which he was 
‘accordingly authorised to employ 
your effort without restriction’ 
[emphasis added].167   The directive 
acknowledged that this renewal 
of the offensive ‘on a heavy scale’ 
would ‘enhearten [sic] and support 
the Russians.’168   Furthermore, the 
directive of 9 July 1941 was modified 
because it had been decided that the 
‘primary object’ of Bomber Command 
operations ‘should now be focused 
on the morale of the enemy civil 
population and in particular, of the 
industrial workers.’169   It would be 
all too easy to take the critical words 
‘without restriction’ out of context 
and imply that this meant the formal 
institution of terror bombing. 
Throughout the first three years of 
the war, the legality and morality 
of the strategic air offensive were 
inextricably interlinked with what 
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was technically possible.  It is clear 
from Churchill’s frustration over 
the lack of urgency in carrying out 
reprisals included an element of 
moral argument.170   For much of 
the period, Britain fought without 
effective allies with whom a coalition 
strategy could have offered an 
alternative to bombing.  In efforts 
to have some real effect on the 
German war machine, the march 
towards unrestricted area bombing 
was inevitable.  The unthinkable 
option of coming to terms with 
Germany passed and the focus of 
those charged with the conduct 
of the war had to come up with 
strategy that offered a credible way 
in which to win.  W.V. Herbert’s 
1898 RUSI lecture had stressed the 
importance of winning ‘with all of 
the rest coming a long way after’ was 
arguably increasingly relevant as 
the war became ‘more total’.171   In 
many ways, it was easier for those 
charged with decision making if the 
movement (one would hardly call it 
progress) towards totality in warfare 
was gradual and the decisions could 
be taken incrementally rather than 
in a single step.172    This incremental 
process, and the central role played 
by Portal as C-in-C and then CAS, 
must be acknowledged.  The Directive 
of 1942 was in place before Harris 
arrived as C-in-C.  Although he had 
been involved in policy formulation 
when he was DCAS, this was earlier 
in the war and although he was 
subsequently an advocate of the 
Offensive, he was not its sole author 
or architect. 

The Debate over Perceptions
of the Campaign

As C-in-C, Harris was acutely aware 
of the dangers faced by his crews, and

was not shy to admit that to their 
faces.173   But at the same time, Harris 
was aware of the serious potential of 
damage to morale if their sacrifice 
was ignored, or worse, that a public 
debate should challenge the morality 
of their actions.  Any war machine 
runs the risk of being depicted 
as causing wanton death and 
destruction; this is an enduring fact 
of warfare.  The problem for Bomber 
Command, and the Air Ministry, was 
all the more complex because the 
crews, who risked their lives daily, 
still lived in the local community and 
had to return there every morning.  
Accusations against them would have 
been hugely detrimental to their 
morale and that of their families.  But 
Harris was keen for the importance 
of his Command’s work to reach 
a wider public.174   His post-war 
complaint was that the Air Ministry 
was ‘extraordinarily cautious’ in 
the way in which it dealt with even 
the more intelligent and reputable 
journalists.175   On the other hand, 
Churchill, Portal and the Air Staff 
were concerned that offensive could 
be portrayed as indiscriminate.176  
Although Harris would almost 
certainly not have been bothered by 
the comparison, it is probable that his 
more strategically minded colleagues 
would have preferred not to have 
any comparisons between British 
and American professed operational 
techniques aired in public, 
particularly in the United States.

The problem was exacerbated by the 
repeated government statements 
confirming that ‘the policy of limiting 
objectives of Bomber Command to 
targets of military importance... and 
not been changed to the bombing 
of towns and wide areas in which 
military targets are situated.’177   In 
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Parliament, in December 1943, 
Sinclair confirmed that the policy had 
not changed since he had previously 
answered a similar question in March 
1943.  When tackled over Berlin, 
Sinclair confirmed the military and 
economic significance of the capital, 
but again avoided the issue of the 
government having now ‘resorted to 
indiscriminate bombing, including 
residential areas.’178   As Hastings 
has pointed out, a similar exchange 
took place between Sinclair and Lord 
Salisbury when again the Secretary 
of State failed to defend the C-in-C 
whose rhetoric over the heart of 
Berlin ‘ceasing to beat’ had provoked 
the correspondence.179  

Predictably, Harris took up the 
cudgels formally against the 
‘dead hand of the Civil Service’ 
in attempting to ensure that the 
public understood what was being 
achieved by his people.180   The 
Permanent Under Secretary (PUS), 
Sir Arthur Street assured Harris 
that ‘no attempt has been made to 
conceal from the public the immense 
devastation that is being brought to 
the German industrial cities’, but he 
went on to point out that ‘in all official 
pronouncements’ the emphasis 
was on the ‘obvious truth, i.e., that 
the widespread devastation is not 
an end in itself but the inevitable 
accompaniment of an all-out attack 
on the enemy’s means and capacity to 
wage war.’181   Street then went on to 
state that: 

It is, in any event, desirable to present 
the bomber offensive in such a light 
as to provoke the minimum of public 
controversy and so far as possible
to avoid conflict with religious and 
humanitarian opinion.  Any public protest,
whether reasonable or unreasonable, 

against the bomber offensive could
not but hamper the Government in the 
execution of this policy and might affect 
the morale of the aircrews themselves.182 

Biddle has described this as ‘semantic 
hair-splitting’ which ‘enraged
Harris’; presumably the lengthy
delay before Street replied would 
have done little to help.183   Harris 
was not prepared to accept what 
was arguably a more reasoned and 
strategic outlook.  His response 
provided both a blunt statement of 
the reality of the offensive and a clear 
insight into his own view of the total 
nature of the war.

It is surely obvious that children, invalids 
and old people who are economically 
unproductive but must nevertheless 
consume food and other necessaries are 
a handicap to the German war effort and 
it would therefore be sheer waste of effort 
to attack them....The German economic 
system, which I am instructed by my 
directive to destroy, includes workers, 
houses, and public utilities, and it is 
therefore meaningless to claim that the 
wiping out of German cities is ‘not an end 
in itself....’184 

Harris then went on to explain the 
reality, that in the war as it was 
then being fought, ‘everything and 
everybody’ in the cities ‘which is 
a help to the German war effort’ 
came within the objectives which 
Bomber Command was seeking to 
destroy.  Furthermore, he asked that 
anyone in the authorities who did 
not understand this should ‘at once 
be disabused of the illusion, which is 
not merely unfair to our crews now 
but will inevitably lead to deplorable 
controversies when the facts are fully 
and generally known.’  Harris further 
emphasised that

It is not enough to admit that devastation 



is caused by our attacks, or to suggest that 
it is an incidental and rather regrettable 
concomitant of night bombing.  It is in fact 
produced deliberately.185 

He went on to recommend that 
the Air Ministry request the Joint 
Intelligence Committee (JIC) 
to produce a report on German 
morale.186   The findings of this, and 
the more detailed report produced 
by the Air Ministry intelligence staff 
will be covered in the next section; 
meanwhile, it is interesting to note 
that with the exception of a JIC 
Report in October 1943, very little 
intelligence work had been done 
on the subject since at least before 
America entered the war.187 

It is clear from the correspondence 
that Harris understood that the Air 
Ministry was trying to ‘provoke the 
minimum of public controversy and 
so far as possible avoid conflict with 
religious and humanitarian opinion’, 
but did not accept the primacy of 
such an approach over the protection 
of the morale of his crews who may 
not have been expected to grasp the 
subtleties of the real strategic level.  
Probert, citing Longmate presumably 
with approval, has suggested that 
only Harris emerged from this debate 
with any real credit.188   But it could 
be argued that Harris was not able 
to grasp, or accept, the complexities 
and ambiguity that characterises 
leadership at the highest levels.  
Furthermore, although he professed 
that he understood the potential 
consequences of too open an 
admission of the totality of the
war Bomber Command was
fighting, Harris was clearly not 
willing to moderate his anger or 
exasperation.  In his memoirs, he
remained uncompromising and 

almost dismissive with language such
as ‘the fact that our aircraft occasionally
killed women and children is cast in
my teeth I always produce this 
example of the blockade.’189   To 
Harris, it was evident that the war 
with Germany was total war, and he 
was unshakeable in this view and 
in the consequences that stemmed 
from it.190   In the context of Sinclair’s 
‘hedging’, Probert has suggested that 
Harris ‘was being left, in effect, to 
carry the can at home and abroad.’191   
It could therefore be argued that 
allowing Harris to remain in post 
was a politically shrewd decision by 
Sinclair and Portal, even though they 
may not have said as much.

The Sting in the Tail

On 26 January 1945, Churchill 
minuted his close friend Sir 
Archibald Sinclair (Secretary of State 
for Air):

I did not ask you last night about plans 
for harrying the German retreat from 
Breslau.  On the contrary, I asked 
whether Berlin, and no doubt other 
large cities in East Germany, should not 
now be considered especially attractive 
targets.  I am glad that this is ‘under 
consideration’.  Pray report to me 
tomorrow what is going to be done.192 

Sinclair dutifully replied the next
day that, after attacks on oil 
production and other approved 
systems, the Air Staff had now 
arranged for effort to be directed 
against ‘Berlin, Dresden, Chemnitz 
and Leipzig or against other cities 
where severe bombing would
not only destroy communication
vital to the evacuation from the
East but would also hamper the
movement of troops from the West.’193 

Despite reservations from Harris as 
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to the utility of attacking Dresden, 
Bomber Command attacked on 13 
February 1945 with the USAAF Eighth 
Air Force following up the next day.194   
Even by the improved standards 
of 1945, the raids were extremely 
successful causing considerable 
damage and many casualties.  What 
made Dresden different was the 
press release and interview given by 
Air Commodore C. M. Grierson at 
the Supreme Headquarters Allied 
Expeditionary Force in Paris.195   The 
ensuing Associated Press (AP) 
despatch stated that Allied Air Chiefs 
had made the ‘long awaited decision 
to adopt deliberate terror bombing 
of German population centres as 
a ruthless expedient to hastening 
Hitler’s doom.’196   This was widely 
published in America and was 
broadcast in Paris.  Public opinion 
in the US had hitherto been fed a 
diet that emphasised the precision 
of the American bombing campaign.  
Concern was only partly alleviated by 
Marshall’s statement that it had been 
carried out at Russian request.197   

The despatch gained a brief exposure 
in London prior to heavy censorship.  
The matter was subsequently raised 
in parliament on 6 March 1945 by
Mr Richard Stokes MP.198   As he
rose to speak in the House, Sinclair 
rose from his seat and pointedly
left the Chamber.  Stokes read out
the AP despatch in full and then 
accused the government of hiding
the true nature of the bombing 
campaign from the British public.  
Sinclair replied some hours later
that the government was not wasting 
its time on purely terror tactics.
Although criticism was relatively 
muted, the seeds had been sown for 
later outbursts of conscience.

At a more elevated level, the Prime 
Minister put pen to paper in what has 
been described variously as among 
the ‘least felicitous… of the long 
series of war-time minutes’ and ‘an 
astonishing minute.’199   He wrote:

It seems to me that the moment has come 
when the question of bombing German 
cities simply for the sake of increasing 
terror, though under other pretexts, 
should be reviewed.  Otherwise we shall 
come into control of an utterly ruined 
land….The destruction of Dresden 
remains a serious query against the 
conduct of Allied bombing.  I am of the 
opinion that military objectives must 
henceforth be strictly studied in our own 
interests rather than that of the enemy.’200  

Portal immediately instructed 
Bottomley to ask for Harris’s 
comments.  His personal letter 
to the C-in-C is reproduced in 
full in Saward’s ‘Bomber’ Harris.201   
Bottomley summarised the Prime 
Minister’s note, reiterated extant 
policy and invited the C-in-C to 
comment.  Harris’s reply was prompt 
and predictably pungent.  He pointed 
out in characteristically blunt terms 
that the suggestion that the Bomber 
offensive had been conducted for 
the ‘sake of increasing terror, though 
under other pretexts’ was an insult 
both to the Air Ministry policy and 
to the crews that had carried it out.  
Harris went on to highlight the 
misperceptions over Dresden that 
would be obvious to any psychiatrist 
– ‘it is connected to German bands 
and Dresden shepherdesses’.  Rather, 
‘Dresden was a mass of munition 
works, an intact government centre 
and a key transportation point to the 
East.  It is now none of those things.’  
He went on to discuss the policy 
underlying the Bomber offensive, 
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concluding with the warning that 
such scruples as the Prime Minister 
was considering would lengthen
the war and increase the task facing 
the army both in Germany and 
against Japan.

Portal strongly backed the stance 
taken by his C-in-C and Churchill 
withdrew his minute.  The revised 
version made no mention of Dresden.  
The attack, however, was something 
of a turning point in that the genie 
was now out of the bottle and the 
role and purpose of the offensive 
was subject to rather more debate 
– on both sides of the Atlantic.  In 
the UK, this increased as it became 
increasingly obvious that the war 
was going to be won and that such 
destruction would require to be more 
rigorously justified.  Arguably this 
saga was the starting point of what 
many saw as the belittlement of 
Bomber Command’s achievements 
leading to bitterness and acrimony 
among crews, groundcrews and 
commanders as the politicians were 
seen as belatedly scrabbling for the 
moral high ground.202 

Concluding Comments

This paper has sought to place the 
‘savage debate’ over legality and 
morality of the Strategic Air Offensive 
in some form of historical context 
rather than adopt the now popular 
emotive tone adopted by some 
modern philosophers.  The track 
record of the lawyers, officials and 
military officers over the half century 
before area bombing shows that a 
number of attempts were made, even 
before air power was recognised as 
having the potential that it eventually 
achieved, to limit or regulate the 
bombardment of cities and civilians. 
There is clear evidence that this both 

reached the highest levels of the Air 
Ministry in the inter-war years and 
was acknowledged in the Geneva 
Disarmament process.  As the Second 
World War approached, there was 
considerable American pressure on 
the belligerents not to remove the 
gloves.  It was clearly understood 
within the Air Ministry that, although 
Germany had attacked cities in 
Poland and subsequently Rotterdam 
in an indiscriminate manner, the 
RAF would not be allowed to do so 
as it was contrary to Government 
policy.  This did not change until 
Chamberlain was replaced by 
Churchill who favoured offensive 
actions in all its guises and was 
adamantly opposed to any political 
settlement with Germany.  For many 
months thereafter, Bomber Command 
was the only means by which Britain 
could strike at Germany.  Even when 
America entered the war after Pearl 
Harbor, it was many months before 
sufficient means were available to 
adopt a different strategy.  Even 
then, any possible method could be 
considered reasonable to shorten the 
conflict and save lives (of whatever 
nation) as a result.  The memories 
of flying over the devastation of the 
battle fields of the First World War 
remained clear in the minds of the 
Commanders and senior politicians 
and the carnage of bitterly fought 
land warfare was to be avoided.

The reality was that the road to area 
bombing was complex involving a 
range of factors, including technology, 
poor weather, aircrew loss rates, 
German defences and the need to 
demonstrate a second front to the 
Russians all contributing to the 
development of the policy.  It is clear 
that German bombing of European 
cities and eventually British added 
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to the ‘justification’ for widening the 
scope of the attacks on Germany. 
Although the Directive of February 
1942 was a watershed in terms of 
targeting policy it has to be noted 
that this was in place before Harris 
took Command.  Admittedly, he was 
a staunch advocate of the Offensive, 
and had been part of the staffing 
process when DCAS; but he was 
not its sole architect.  It is also clear 
that the senior figures in Whitehall 
at political, official and military 
levels, understood that there was an 
underlying debate to be had on the 
morality of the offensive they were 
extremely keen that it should be 
downplayed for much of the War.  The 
unedifying scramble for the moral 
high ground after Dresden, and the 
subsequent snub of the Command, 
all suggest that these senior folk 
were well aware of the action for 
which they bore as much, if not more, 
responsibility than Harris. 

By the end of the Second World War 
it appeared that little had changed 
from Herbert’s presentation at RUSI; 
even in the realms of ius in bello, the 
racial sub texts of rules only applying 
to civilised peers were evident in the 
German attitudes to Slavs and by 
(and against) the Japanese in the far-
east and Pacific.  And Herbert’s stress 
on the importance of winning ‘with 
all of the rest coming a long way
after’ was arguably increasingly 
relevant as the war became ‘more 
total’.  In many ways, it was easier 
for those charged with decision 
making if the movement (one would 
hardly call it progress) towards 
totality in warfare was gradual 
and the decisions could be taken 
incrementally rather than in a single 
step.  The logic of the transition at 
the time was all the more reasonable 

because of the lack of alternatives, 
especially in 1942; by the unanimity of 
purpose within the senior leadership 
in the UK; by the agreement with the
American allies from 1943 onwards; 
and by the evident results as the 
offensive continued.

In retrospect, there is a seeming 
inevitability about the move towards 
area bombing as part of the totality 
of the war against Germany.  In 
the context of the scale of losses 
in the bombing of Japan (both 
conventionally, by fire bombing 
and the two nuclear detonations); 
in the holocaust; and on the eastern 
front between Russia and Germany 
the damage inflicted on Germany 
was an integral part of what it took 
to win.  It also meshed with the 
culture of thinking on bombing that 
had grown from popular literature, 
through the experiences of 1916-18, 
by which London had to be defended 
– preferably by offensive action and 
that the British public (and its press) 
demanded retribution in kind.  But 
this culture in Britain also allowed 
the politicians, officials and senior 
military officers to go through the 
motions of seeking either to abolish, 
or to regulate, warfare (and aerial 
bombardment in particular) in a way 
that seemed to have been futile in 
1942 and arguably ever since.  The 
reality was that there were no extant 
Laws of war that would make the 
bombing offensive legal or otherwise. 
To many, however, the honest 
endeavour of the inter-war years 
and the patient attention to detail, 
for whatever underlying reason, did 
more than enough to ensure that 
cause was seen as just and legitimate. 
The practicalities of having a war 
to win, by any available means and 
without restriction, was hardly a 
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policy that was going to withstand 
post-war scrutiny, especially when 
the erstwhile aggressors were likely 
to be tried for war crimes.  But the 
scramble for the moral high ground 
did little to dignify what, for the 
vast majority, for the greatest bulk 
of the time was a just and legitimate 
offensive.  That it was seen as such 
is evident from the words of a letter 
from Marshal of the Royal Air Force, 
Sir John Salmond to the Archbishop 
of Canterbury (Dr William Temple) 
who had expressed his regret to the 
press over the bombing of Lubeck 
and Rostock:

Surely the innate decency of the Briton 
and the principles of Freedom and Justice 
which all of the allies are united to 
maintain, are sufficient moral guarantee 
that they will be qualified to use ‘Victory 
to God’s Glory’, when the time comes.203
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