
Three Books, One Wing, Three Altitudes Of Explanation
Cross-reference: Anderson, Introduction to Flight (831 pp.) · Shaw, Fighter Combat (447 pp.) · FAA, Pilot's Handbook

of Aeronautical Knowledge (353 pp.)

Same physics, three different questions — and only one book asks about the human.

Anderson asks why the wing works. Shaw asks how to spend it against someone spending theirs. The

FAA asks what kills the person holding it. 

The Comparison

Anderson Shaw FAA handbook

Question Why does it fly? How do I win? What will kill me?

Method Derivation  from  conserva‐

tion laws

Practitioner  experience

plus diagrams

Regulatory assertion

Core object The drag polar The angles/energy trade The  poor  judgment

chain

The pilot Absent — a rigid body under

four forces

The limiting component The subject, and 75% of

accidents

Evidence First principles, reproducible None  cited;  no  engage‐

ment data

One  statistic,  heavily

leaned on

Fails at Anything a human does Post-visual-range combat Explaining why any of it

is true

Where They Converge

All three are about the same wing. Anderson's lift equation, Shaw's corner speed and the FAA's

60° bank limit are one constraint viewed from three distances.

Load factor is the shared hinge. Anderson derives it, Shaw spends it as the price of turn rate, the

FAA warns that 70° of bank costs a whole extra G.

Every book says the same thing about stalling. It is an angle-of-attack event, so "any airplane

may be stalled at any airspeed" is Anderson's aerodynamics in FAA prose.

All three treat performance as a trade, never a maximum. Range against payload, speed against

landing distance, angles against energy — the same structure each time.

Nobody claims a free lunch. Anderson's drag polar, Shaw's energy bleed and the FAA's density

altitude are three names for paying in one currency to get another.

Where They Split

The pilot appears, disappears and returns. Anderson removes the human entirely; Shaw makes

them the limiting component; the FAA makes them the whole subject.
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Their  epistemics  are  not  comparable. Anderson  derives  from mass  continuity  and  Newton's

second law. Shaw asserts from experience. The FAA asserts from authority.

Only Anderson could be wrong in a checkable way. His claims follow from stated premises.

Shaw's and the FAA's would need accident data nobody in either book presents.

Shaw and the FAA disagree about margin. The handbook teaches staying far inside the envel‐

ope; Shaw teaches operating at corner speed, which is the envelope's edge.

Both are right for their reader. One is written for a pilot who must not die today; the other for

one who must win against someone with the same aircraft.

Failure means different things. Anderson's failure is a bad prediction, Shaw's is being shot, the

FAA's is an accident chain — and only the last is treated as preventable by process.

AI Professor's Take

Read them in physical order — Anderson, FAA, Shaw — and the subject assembles. Why the

wing works, what breaks the person flying it, then what to do with both.

The most interesting agreement is about seeing, and neither side notices it. Shaw: most lost pi‐

lots never saw their attacker. The FAA: fixation and lost situational awareness cause accidents.

That is one finding in two vocabularies. Combat and general aviation both fail at perception

rather than at control, and neither book cites the other's literature.

The blind cone and the poor judgment chain are the same design insight. Both say: assume the

operator will miss something, and build the system to cover the miss.

Shaw's answer is a wingman. A second pair of eyes covering the blind region, chosen and spaced

by turn radius rather than by preference.

The FAA's answer is a checklist. A procedural second observer, applied to the pilot rather than the

aircraft, doing the same job with no second human available.

Anderson cannot participate in this conversation at all, and that is the honest limit of a first-

principles text — it models the airframe perfectly and the operator not at all.

The gap to close is  measurement. Shaw's  claim about  visual  acquisition is  the  highest-value

assertion across all three books and the only one with no data behind it.

Criminology  solved  an  equivalent  problem  by  counting. The  FAA's  75%  exists  because

someone built an accident database; nobody built the equivalent for engagements.

So the three books rank by falsifiability, not by usefulness. Anderson is checkable and least ac‐

tionable; Shaw is least checkable and most actionable; the FAA sits between.

The transferable structure is the altitude ladder. Mechanism, operator, adversary — any skilled

domain has these three books, and most people read only one.

Most readers read the wrong one first. Starting with tactics before mechanism gives you moves

without the reason they work, which is exactly what fails under novelty.
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