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July 21, 1921. General Billy Mitchell paced the deck; eyes fixed on the captured Capital German battleship Ostfriesland. Skeptical naval officers and political leaders watch as Army Air Corp Martin bombers appear on the horizon. The unthinkable happens before hundreds of witnesses - the "unsinkable" ship rolls and vanishes beneath the waves. In that moment, Airpower proves itself as a combat-credible domain through visible demonstration.
Today, the Space Force stands at a similar inflection point as the early Army Air Corps. Currently, the Space Force is viewed only as a joint combat enabler rather than a combat-credible force, paralleling how the air domain was perceived during WWI. General Mitchell's advocacy and WWII operations conclusively demonstrated the need for combat-credible Air Force operating in a newly contested domain. Now that space has become a contested domain, the Space Force must establish its own counter-space offensive fighting capability, or 'StarFighters,' to enable effective Space Control. This offensive force must demonstrate combat-credible power projection in space, creating deterrence through visible capabilities and operational readiness.

Here are five reasons why developing a Space offensive fighting force is critical now:

1. Our adversaries already possess offensive capabilities. Russia and China have transformed orbital regions into contested battlegrounds. They conduct anti-satellite tests, deploy spacecraft capable of manipulating satellites, and jam critical communications while dismissing international protests. These actions demand more than strongly worded diplomacy, and our allies and commercial partnerships would benefit from demonstrated assurance. Just as the Air Force would not send bombers without fighter escort, our vital space assets require protection from direct space threats. Currently, government, commercial, and international satellites follow predictable orbits without adequate defensive escorts, remaining vulnerable to adversary interception. 
2. Space Dominance requires demonstrated capability. The Space Force needs an offensive force or "StarFighters" that can publicly showcase combat-credible maneuver dominance alongside our allies. These purpose-built spacecraft would be designed specifically for offensive counter-space operations, including maneuverable satellites with directed energy capabilities, kinetic kill vehicles for precision interception, and systems that can approach and neutralize hostile space assets. Just as air power evolved from observation balloons to purpose-built fighter aircraft, these vehicles would represent a similar evolution in space with specialized platforms optimized for space superiority. These capabilities will safeguard our architecture by publicly holding adversary targets at risk and assuring terrestrial joint force operations. As Dr. Strangelove aptly noted, "The whole point of a Doomsday Machine is lost if you keep it a secret." The most powerful capabilities lose deterrent value when they are developed and hidden inside classified programs at the same time protecting those programs from being known.
3. Defensive measures alone cannot ensure space security or enable Space Control. Significant investment has enhanced space resilience through proliferated constellations, multi-orbital architectures, and tactically responsive space. While these defensive measures extend operational longevity, demonstrable combat capability truly preserves this endurance. When adversaries perceive our ability to maneuver decisively and deliver calibrated effects, they must recalculate their own decision making before initiating aggressive behavior.
4. Current Congressional requirements don't match the urgency of the threat. The United States maintains sophisticated surveillance and resilient space architectures. However, a critical capability gap exists in operational offensive space capabilities. Congressional direction in the House FY26 NDAA mandates a DSO roadmap for the possibility of fielding an in-space robotic arm culpability within three-to-five years. This contrasts with China's already demonstrated manipulation capabilities. The SJ-21 satellite in 2022 grabbed a defunct satellite and relocated it to a graveyard orbit. This current trajectory suggests the United States may not field comparable offensive technologies until approximately 2031, a decade behind Chinese current advancements.
5. The Space Force lacks a tangible strategic foresight message. The Space Force lacks a compelling strategic narrative that captures public imagination. China brands its space ambitions as their "space dream" within national rejuvenation, creating a repeatable identity that unifies purpose and resources, America needs its own galvanizing vision. "StarFighters" offers this unifying concept for American Spacepower. The public intuitively understands Fighter Aircraft, Fighter Squadrons, and even Star Wars X-wing references; StarFighters transforms complex space security challenges into a comprehensible mission of heroic defenders patrolling the cosmic frontier.  
When military leaders talk about Fighter Wings or Carrier Strike Groups, they talk about presence and power projection in a region. With offensive capabilities, the Space Force can project similar military power globally. 
Most critically, StarFighters would hold counterspace threats at risk, giving political leaders and military commanders the options to deny, degrade, or destroy adversary capabilities threatening U.S. and allied space assets. Without this capability, the space enterprise architecture remains vulnerable regardless of resilience measures. With it, leadership gains the same decision space in space that they expect in other domains.
Critics might warn that public demonstrations could spark an arms race. Deterrence history suggests the opposite: opacity fuels miscalculation, while capability, doctrine, and guardrails reduce it. The demonstrations would be bounded, debris-free, and observed. Others might argue that an offensive fighting force would siphon resources from the proliferation architecture; in practice, offense and resilience are mutually reinforcing, the way Fighter Wings protect critical assets while projecting power.
I recommend providing supplemental Space Control policy about use control of space-to-space counter offensive capabilities and a commissioned joint study on concept design and execution feasibility by bridging together the DAF, NRO, NGA, DoE, FFRDC, and CSpO partners. The goal would be to define the offensive objective force in practical terms, wargame, and execute demonstrations that make the design real. This collaborative effort would chart the course for America's StarFighters, establishing clear timelines, resource requirements, and performance benchmarks to transform bold vision into an operational reality.
While General Mitchell's demonstration a century ago might seem simplistic for today's orbital complexities, he proved that theoretical capabilities only become real when demonstrated through decisive action. Today's Space Force stands at its threshold moment, where abstract doctrine about Space Control must transform into demonstrated reality. The StarFighters concept provides the operational design and narrative to get there, turning potential into capability that shapes behavior before the first crisis. Just as Mitchell's vision revolutionized warfare in the skies, StarFighters will establish American dominance in the stars, securing our nation's future beyond Earth's atmosphere.
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