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Civil-Military Module Discussion Questions 

 
1. Your oath of loyalty and fealty is to the Constitution, and does not, like the oath of 
enlisted members, include language about obeying orders.  Yet the Constitution clearly 
establishes the President as Commander-in-Chief and with that goes the presumption of 
obedience by everyone junior in the chain of command.  The system has clear guidance on 
how to respond to illegal orders. What about “unwise” orders?  In dealing with civilian 
leaders, can your oath to support the Constitution override requests, hints, directions, 
directives, or even orders that you deem unwise? Under what circumstances and with what 
processes can senior military people deal with orders they find problematic? 

2. Leaving the question of legality, what do you do as a senior leader about orders that 
you find immoral or unethical?  Do you have any recourse, e.g., resign? Quietly or in 
protest?  Can you ask to be relieved or retired in these, or any other, circumstances? What 
other circumstances? 

3. Is it possible to be caught between the executive, legislative, and/or judicial branches 
of government in a situation or situations in which legal and constitutional authorities over 
the military are in conflict?  Think of some situations; what would you do? 

4. Thinking about the so-called civil-military gap, how can we celebrate the 
distinctiveness of military culture without appearing to disparage civilian culture?  Are 
there aspects of military culture today that need to be adjusted to better track with civilian 
society?  What are they? Are there aspects of military culture today that need to be 
protected from pressures to conform to civilian society?  What are they? 

5. How do we go about lessening the suspicion, distrust, tension, and even outright 
conflict between senior military leaders and the top political leaders, elected and appointed-
-and still fulfill our responsibilities under various laws pertaining to positions we might 
hold, to provide advice and execute orders?  What avenues are appropriate/inappropriate in 
circumstances when senior military leaders believe that the civilian leadership is preventing 
them from providing their professional advice candidly and privately? 

6. What responsibilities do senior leaders have to mentor officers under their command on 
civil-military relations? What venues could be used for that? How could senior leaders go 
about it? 

7. A bedrock of civil-military relations is an a-political, or non-partisan, military.  How 
does that square with retired flag officers endorsing political candidates? Are such 
endorsements proper for some ranks and not for others? Is there a distinction between 
endorsing in local elections, and getting involved in local community service-- like school 
boards--that some might consider "political" if not partisan? How about running themselves 
for office or speaking out/sharing expertise and perspectives on national defense and 
security? Would that be permissible? Why or why not? 
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Originally a lecture for a two-day seminar for senior flag officers on civil-military 
relations held at UNC-Chapel Hill and sponsored by the Triangle Institute for 
Security Studies, this essay will be published in slightly different form as the 
introduction to Civil-Military Relations in the United States (London: Routledge, 
2017). Not to be circulated, cited, or quoted without permission of the author. 
  

 
Six Myths about Civil-Military Relations in the United States 

 
Richard H. Kohn 

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
 

Very few people today think about civil-military relations until something out-of-the-
ordinary occurs. A top general clashes in public or in congressional testimony with the 
President. Or the President fires a prominent four-star commander or chief for 
malfeasance of some kind. Even fewer Americans have heard of civil-military relations 
or know what it means. While one of the least studied subjects, it can be the most 
important aspect of war and military affairs, and thus national security. 
 
A chief reason is that the substance of civil-military relations is extremely broad. It 
encompasses the entire set connections between a military and its host society, from the 
interactions of military bases with surrounding communities to consultations between 
civilian political leaders and their most senior military officers. All of that affects national 
defense in peace and in war, in ways great and small. For example, civil-military 
relations are deeply involved in cyberwar, where the government has only begun to 
address the problems of agency responsibilities, command and control, and legal 
authorities for defense and attack in cyberspace against civilian businesses and public 
infrastructures. Civil-military relations pervade the campaign against terrorism, in the 
controversies over government surveillance or drone killings of American citizens. Cyber 
and terrorism revisit age-old debates about the balance between liberty and security, 
which for countries with political systems like that of the United States, have always been 
central to civil–military relations. 
 
What follows, as an introduction to the subject, began as a lecture in 2012 to a workshop 
for senior American generals and admirals. In many iterations since for civilian and 
military audiences, the text has undergone revisions as I’ve gathered more evidence and 
refined the central message, which is that much of our understanding of civil-military 
relations is myth. Long experience convinces me that what most people (including the 
military) know or think they know about the subject is simplistic or actually untrue. Mark 
Twain supposedly remarked that “It’s not what you don’t know that hurts you. It’s what 
you know that just ain’t so.” And in national defense, what we know that just ain’t so, can 
be extremely dangerous. 
 

* * * * * 
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The first myth is that everything is fine in the relationship between the top military and 
political officials in the government. This is demonstrably false. There have been 
problems throughout American history, but particularly since World War II. The 
relationship has been messy, filled with mutual misunderstanding and suspicion. 
Historians frequently mention Abraham Lincoln’s disagreements with his generals but 
rarely mention bad blood between cabinet secretaries and their most senior unformed 
subordinates. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld’s distant and dysfunctional 
relationship with the generals and admirals had many precedents well over a century old; 
two commanding generals moved their headquarters out of Washington to escape their 
cabinet bosses, and the first Chief of Naval Operations rose over the heads of all the 
serving admirals at the time, so terrible was the Navy secretary’s working relationship 
with them. Presidents from John Adams to Barack Obama have distrusted their generals, 
occasionally clashed with them and occasionally relieved them of their posts. Mr. Obama 
fired two American commanders in Afghanistan and declined to put his most prominent 
general, David Petraeus, in the top military job. The problems, while episodic, have been 
consistent.1 
 
A flag officer once questioned whether this tension, even the conflict, was relevant, since 
our system “works:” the U.S. has been most frequently successful in war and in 
defending itself, civilians can fire generals, and we can go on about our business. That’s 
certainly true enough. We have plenty of generals and admirals. We fire them rarely, and 
there are always others available to take their place. The problem, however, is that the 
distrust and discontinuity in the relationship have impeded communication, produced 
poor decisions, warped policies, and on occasion harmed the nation’s effectiveness in 
wartime. Perhaps the most blatant example was Douglas MacArthur’s attempt to widen 
the Korean War and undermine the Truman Administration’s decisions, including not to 
send American troops to the Yalu River, which MacArthur, of course, did, leading to a 
disastrous defeat. Some forty years later, the Joint Chiefs of Staff publicly resisted the 
1992 effort to repeal the ban on open homosexual service. This was as open and 
egregious (if less dangerous) a rebellion as MacArthur’s, and rebellion is the right word. 
Blocking President Bill Clinton so weakened him politically as to unhinge his 
administration at its inception. So everything is not fine in the relationship.2 
 
 * * * * * 
 
A second myth follows closely upon the first: that civilian control of the military is safe, 
sound, and inviolate, or, in other words, No Coup, No Problem. We seem to believe that 
the Constitution assures civilian control when in fact it does not. The Constitution intends 
civilian control of the military, but doesn’t assure it. In his memoirs, Harry Truman 

                                                 
1For a survey of conflict during American wars, see Mathew Moten, Presidents and Their 
Generals: An American History of Command in War (New York, 2014). 
 
2See Richard H. Kohn, “The Erosion of Civilian Control of the Military in the United 
States Today,” Naval War College Review 55 (2002): 9-59. 
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commented about firing Douglas MacArthur for publicly opposing the limiting of the war 
in Korea to that peninsula: “If there is one basic element in our Constitution, it is civilian 
control of the military,” Truman wrote. “If I allowed him to defy the civil authorities in 
this manner, I myself would be violating my oath to uphold and defend the 
Constitution.”3  
 
Certainly civilian control has been embraced by all Americans from the beginning of the 
Republic to the present; it is the foundation for the relationship between the military and 
the government. The framers of the Constitution structured the national government 
explicitly for civilian control. They believed, however, that nothing could physically 
restrain an army. A standing army in peacetime might seize power or act as the 
instrument for someone else to do so. Or so history suggested. Yet in spite of inserting all 
sorts of devices in the document to restrain the military, all involving essentially shared 
and overlapping civilian powers, in the end the framers divided authority over the 
military so that one branch of the government could not use the military against the 
others. The military couldn’t even exist without explicit agreement by civilians, much 
less act on its own, unless it ignored or overthrew the Constitution.  
 
Now divided and shared powers, as we know from recent history, can be a recipe for 
paralysis or conflict between the branches, or for irrational policies and decisions. Budget 
“sequestration”–the 2011 law that capped the budgets of all agencies of the federal 
government at an arbitrary figure for ten years and required percentage cuts across the 
board–is the most blatant recent example. But it is not the first instance of the use and 
abuse of the military (which accounted for half the cuts under sequestration) for struggles 
between the President and Congress. “The Constitution is an invitation to struggle,” 
wrote one scholar.4 
 
Divided and shared power also permits the Pentagon to play the executive and legislative 
branches off against each other, something frequent since World War II, or to limit the 
control either branch exercises over the military. The President is commander in chief, 
but time and again has had to negotiate with his military leadership in order to get his 
way, as President George W. Bush felt he had to do to get his chiefs to agree to the surge 
in Iraq in 2006 lest they oppose it or undermine it in some way and Congress withhold 

                                                 
3Memoirs by Harry S. Truman, Volume Two: Years of Trial and Hope (New York, 1956), 
503. 
 
4John T. Rourke and Russell Farnen, “War, Presidents, and the Constitution,” 18 
Presidential Studies Quarterly 18(1998):513; Christopher J. Deering, Congress, the 
President, and Military Policy, Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science (1988):136–47. 
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funding.5 Presidents negotiated with the military during the Cold War in order to get 
support for arms-control agreements with the Soviets so the Senate would ratify the 
treaties. Mr. Obama negotiated the Afghan surge with his military. He negotiated the 
repeal of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell. It took him almost two years into his administration, and 
it succeeded only in the legislative equivalent of the “dead of the night,” a special session 
of the lame-duck Congress in late 2010.6 Similarly difficult has been the opening of 
combat duty to women. In truth, the pictures of the chain of command that grace the 
walls of all military headquarters ought to include the Capitol building on an even level 
with that of the President of the United States. 
  
What has made civilian control work has been, in my judgment, at least four factors in 
American history: first, reverence for the Constitution and the primacy of law that 
undergirds society; second, geographic separation from Europe, which allowed the 
country to avoid a substantial standing military until the Cold War with its nuclear 
weapons and their delivery by air, which diminished the safety of ocean boundaries; 
third, reliance in war on a policy of mobilization using citizen soldiers in the form of state 
militias, reservists, and volunteers, and later conscription; and fourth, the professionalism 
of the military itself–its willing subordination as a core value of the profession of arms in 
the United States. But all four of these factors have weakened to a greater or lesser extent 
in the last seventy-five years. 
  
While the lampooning of lawyers in American culture goes all the way back to 
Shakespeare’s day, the reverence for law, including the Constitution and judges, has 
declined in the United States. Respect for the Supreme Court, as revealed most recently 
in polling, has also lessened because some recent decisions have seemed starkly partisan. 
Law, lawyers, judges, and the legal system have eroded in credibility and respect, 
certainly since the Warren Court’s epochal decisions and the opposition they provoked. 
  

                                                 
5Bob Woodward, The War Within: A Secret White House History 2006-2008 (New York, 
2008), 286–89; George W. Bush, Decision Points (New York, 2010), 375-378; Peter D. 
Feaver, “The Right to Be Right: Civil-Military Relations and the Iraq Surge Decision,” 
International Security 35 (2011):89–124. According to Stephen Hadley, Bush’s National 
Security Adviser, "If the president had just decided, without . . . bringing the military on 
board, " it would have produced "a split between the president and his military in 
wartime. Not good. That's a constitutional crisis. But more to the point, Congress--who 
did not like the surge and was appalled that the president would do this--would have 
brought forward all those military officers who'd had any reservation about the surge in 
order to defeat it. And the president would have announced his surge, but he’d have never 
gotten it funded." Quoted in Peter Bergen, The Longest War: The Enduring Conflict 
between America and al-Qaeda (New York, 2011), 282-283. 
 
6The best description of the repeal of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell to date is Chuck Todd, The 
Stranger: Barack Obama in the White House (New York, 2014), 184-203. 
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The second weakened pillar of support for civilian control of the military has been a 
permanent military of real size since the beginning of the Cold War, ironically the result 
of nuclear weapons and air power, two innovations the U.S. itself pioneered, and the 
transformation of the United States into the guarantor of security and stability in Europe, 
the Middle East, and East Asia. 
 
Third of all, citizen soldiers. How many people in our society are conscious of the 
obligation to serve if the nation calls? All of the military, including the National Guard 
and the Reserves, while they call themselves citizen soldiers, are resolutely proud of their 
professionalism, and when surveyed about their values, attitudes, opinions, and 
perspectives in 1998-99 by the Triangle Institute for Security Studies, they expressed 
views hardly different from those of the regular military.7 We have no active planning for 
mobilization beyond the callup of the Reserves and the National Guard. The possibility of 
drafting American youth to create a traditionally citizen military has all but died.  
  
Last, the willing subordination of the military itself to civilian control has also weakened. 
The entire military subscribes to civilian control, believes in civilian control, but like the 
rest of society, many in the military sometimes have a dim understanding of the 
behaviors and attitudes necessary to foster and support it. People in the military, and 
sometimes the armed services as institutions, have engaged in behaviors that—all through 
American history, but particularly in the last two generations—dilute civilian control.8 
 
Of course any attempt to overthrow the government is unthinkable. Indeed, only a couple 
of plausible scenarios have ever been advanced that imagined the possibility, and they’re 
farfetched.9 In the United States, power and authority are too separated, divided, shared, 
and distributed amongst national, state, and local governments, for anybody to control 
anything (not to mention the power of the private sector to act independently and to 
influence government at all levels). This causes constant tension, competition, suspicion, 
misunderstanding, and outright conflict in many areas of national life, civil–military 
relations among them. 
  
Yet, the absence of a revolt has not prevented occasional defiance or regular instances of 
passive resistance, evasion, or manipulation by the military establishment and, of course, 
                                                 
7Ole R. Holsti, “Of Chasms and Convergences: Attitudes and Beliefs of Civilians and 
Military Elites at the Start of a New Millennium,” Soldiers and Civilians: The Civil–
Military Gap and American National Security, ed. Peter D. Feaver and Richard H. Kohn 
(Cambridge, MA, 2001), 28, 33, 3538–39, 48–49, 52–54, 55, 58, 60, 61, 64, 65, 67, 68–
69, 71, 72–73, 76–77, 78–79, 81, 83, 86–87, 88, 89, 91.

 
8Kohn, “Erosion of Civilian Control,” 23–33; Peter D. Feaver, Armed Servants: Agency, 
Oversight, and Civil–Military Relations (Cambridge, MA, 2003). 
 
9Fletcher Knebel and Charles W. Bailey II, Seven Days in May (New York, 1962); 
Charles J. Dunlap, Jr, “Origins of the American Coup of 2012,” Parameters: US Army 
War College Quarterly 22 (1992):2–20.
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by the politicians of the military. From the beginning, beneath subordination, there has 
often been the kind of distrust that prevents civil–military relations from working in a 
healthy fashion. Congress and state governors distrusted George Washington and the 
Continental Army throughout the War for Independence. On at least one occasion, the 
officer corps teetered on the brink of outright mutiny. Andrew Jackson, appointed a 
regular army general after the War of 1812, defied the Secretary of War and wiped out an 
Indian tribe in Florida, precipitating a crisis that led to the purchase of what was then 
foreign territory. During the Mexican War, James K. Polk so distrusted his chief general, 
Winfield Scott, that Polk acted as his own Secretary of War and watched Scott closely. 
For his part, Scott ran for the presidency twice in the 1840s, then in 1852 actually wrested 
the Whig party nomination from his commander and chief, all the while on active duty as 
a general, and during two elections, the Commanding General of the entire Army. 
 
During the Cold War, the services actively fought each other over unification and 
contested Truman’s budget limits. The admirals revolted against the administration’s 
cancellation of the super carrier United States in 1949, a clash that resulted in several 
sackings. Eisenhower, certainly he most knowledgeable modern president about the 
military in America, replaced a number of his chiefs. The Army leadership under him 
attempted everything short of open revolt to undermine the policy of emphasizing air, 
naval, and nuclear weapons. In his last year in office, Eisenhower considered firing his 
Air Force chief. At one point, he called the behavior of some of his senior military 
leaders “damn near treason.”10 Eisenhower first labeled Richard Nixon's secretary of 
defense, Melvin Laird, "too devious," but after a meeting with him, Ike told Nixon "Of 
course Laird is devious, but for anyone who has to run the Pentagon, and get along with 
Congress, that is a valuable asset."11   Kennedy, too, had to fire some of his military 
leaders. They had opposed Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara's reforms of military 
policy, strategy, and budget procedures. The bad blood between McNamara and the 
military antedated the Vietnam War but escalated dramatically during that conflict, 
spreading into the Nixon years with a President who so distrusted his own secretary of 
defense, and he the President (and the military distrusting both), that, according to the 
official history, "The secretary, the White House, and the JCS would deliberately keep 
each other in the dark about their actions or intentions."12 
  
From the military’s revolt over open homosexual service in the early 1990s through 
Donald Rumsfeld’s sour relationship with the services and beyond, conflict has flared 
regularly, to include the struggle over strategy in the Afghanistan War from its beginning 

                                                 
10Robert J. Watson, Into the Missile Age, 1956–1960 [History of the Office of the 
Secretary of Defense, v. 4] (Washington, DC, 1997), 775. 
 
11Richard Nixon, RN: the Memoirs of Richard Nixon (New York, 1978), 289. 
 
12Richard A. Hunt, Melvin Laird and the Foundation of the Post-Vietnam Military, 1969-
1973 [Secretary of Defense Historical Series Volume VII] (Washington, 2015), 28-29. 
See also 59, 549-50. 
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in 2001 to the drawdown that began in 2011. The most consistent conflict and mutual 
manipulation has been over budgets. One officer told me in the 1990s that his job in 
legislative liaison was to go up on Capitol Hill and restore two billion dollars to his 
service’s budget that the Secretary of Defense had eliminated. 
 
While conflict has diminished in the last ten years, it has become endemic. In 2015, 
responding to a question about “the tension between civilian decision makers and their 
military advisors in making wartime decisions,” the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, 
General Martin Dempsey, reflected after some four years in the job that “the system is 
actually designed to create that friction in decision making.”13 Furthermore, the tension is 
more visible, partly because Congress and the press are always trying to lure the military 
into expressing disagreement with executive branch bosses, forcing generals and admirals 
to choose their words carefully in testimony. When military witnesses do practice such 
caution, they’re sometimes accused of lying or holding back their real views; and if they 
do disagree, then they are criticized for undermining their civilian superiors (and on 
occasion enraging them). So the senior military in our system is damned either way. 
Dempsey was accused of being a Democrat general when supporting the White House 
and in September 2014 was widely bashed for contradicting presidential statements 
(which he did not do) on using ground troops to combat the Islamic State in Iraq and 
Syria. During the prior administration, the liberal organization MoveOn.org smeared 
General David Petraeus, testifying before the House and Senate after he took over in the 
Iraq “surge,” of being General “Betray Us.” The Democrats were on his case consistently 
probing for disagreement between him and the Bush Administration. Suspicions were so 
aroused that the General did not clear his testimony with the White House because that 
itself would have undermined his credibility.14 Imagine a general in charge of a war who 
cannot clear his testimony with his boss. It was an amazing scene, but one repeated in 
minor ways for many years. 
  
Military leaders have returned this distrust. Douglas MacArthur, the army chief of staff at 
the depth of the Great Depression, recounted in his memoirs that he became so frustrated, 
in a meeting at the White House with the President and the Secretary of War (before the 
President had a Secretary of Defense), that he, MacArthur, “[s]poke recklessly and said 
something to the general effect that when we lost the next war and a American boy lying 
in the mud with an enemy bayonet through his belly and an enemy foot on his dying 
throat spat out his last curse, I wanted the name not to be MacArthur but Roosevelt.” 
Roosevelt, “[g]rew livid,” MacArthur remembered. “‘You must not talk that way to the 
President,’ [Roosevelt] roared.”15 MacArthur recognized immediately the truth of that, 

                                                 
13From the Chairman: An Interview with Martin E. Dempsey,” Joint Force Quarterly, 78 
(3d Quarter 2015):5.  
 
14Woodward, War Within, 385–88; Thomas E. Ricks, The Gamble: General David 
Petraeus and the American Military Adventure in Iraq, 2006–2008, (New York, 2009), 
243-251. 
 
15Douglas MacArthur, Reminiscences (New York, 1964), 101. 

2-7



 8

said he was sorry, apologized, and offered his resignation. Roosevelt in his cavalier way 
brushed off the offer; MacArthur left with the Secretary of War and vomited on the 
White House steps. The General recalled that Roosevelt never again consulted him on 
anything of substance even though MacArthur remained Chief of Staff of the Army and 
became one of the four major theater commanders of World War II.13 

 
Tension and distrust continue down to today. In the last two decades, a surprising number 
of four-star officials have been relieved or were forced to retire early three Chiefs of Staff 
of the Air Force, a Commander of the Army Training and Doctrine Command, a Supreme 
Allied Commander in Europe (NATO), two commanders of Central Command, a Pacific 
Air Force commander, and two commanders in Afghanistan. There was in 2013 the 
clumsy retirement a few months early of the legendary Marine General James Mattis. In 
1995, the chief of naval operations committed suicide while on active duty in the office. 
In the George W. Bush Administration, a chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff was not 
renewed for a second two-year term.  
 
In 2007 I asked a colleague who wrote a book on the Secretaries of Defense, an office 
created in late 1940s, whether any secretary had ever embarked on the office trusting the 
military. He said no.16 Leon Panetta, Mr. Obama’s first CIA director and second 
Secretary of Defense, told people in the White House in 2009, “No Democratic President 
can go against the military advice, especially if he asked for it.” Panetta’s attitude was, 
“So just do it. Do what they say.”17  
 
Even so, over time, there’s been enough divisiveness to make cooperation and 
collaboration quite difficult, sometimes to the detriment of sound policy and effective 
decision-making. Secretary of Defense Robert Gates recalls in his memoir that at one 
point, General Petraeus said “with half a chuckle, ‘You know I could make your life 
miserable.’”18 Gates was struck by the cheekiness of the remark, but any observer of 
civil–military relations could agree that what Petraeus said was true. The very fact that he 
would say it was an implicit threat. Earlier, President Obama had told Gates, in the midst 
of the review of Afghanistan strategy, “I’m tired of negotiating with the military.”19 
Former congressman Jim Marshall, the son and grandson of army generals and himself a 
decorated combat veteran of the Vietnam War, summed it up it this way: “Those of us 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
16This exchange with Charles A. Stevenson, author of Warriors and Politicians: US 
Civil–Military Relations Under Stress (Washington, DC, 2006) and SECDEF: The 
Impossible Job of Secretary of Defense (Washington, DC, 2006) took place at West Point 
at the annual Social Sciences Department Senior Conference in June 2007. 
 
17Woodward, War Within, 247. 
 
18Robert M. Gates, Duty: Memoirs of a Secretary at War (New York, 2014), 68. 
 
19Ibid., 382. 
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who have experienced both sides of the civil-military relationship see a wide gulf of 
misunderstanding, dislike, and distrust. . . .”20 
 
 * * * * * 
 
A third myth is that a clear bright line exists between military and civilian 
responsibilities, in peace and in war. The civilians decide policy and make big decisions 
on budgets, interventions, strategy, and the like while the military advises and then 
executes. One knowledgeable journalist of military affairs described it this way: “The 
military’s view is, tell us where you want to go and leave the driving to us.”21 The 
problem is that this has rarely been American practice historically and it isn’t today. 
Often, civilians haven’t decided on their goals and objectives. “Elected officials are 
hardwired to ask for options first and then reverse-engineer objective,” Dempsey 
observed.22 They want to know as exactly as possible the price in blood and treasure 
beforehand so that they can calculate the cost–benefit ratio. Or they want assurances of 
success. If they don’t get one or the other (or both), or if they receive answers from their 
military advisers that are unduly hedged, politicians may, and often have, changed the 
policy and the strategy accordingly, and unpredictably. The effect on a military 
commander responsible for success, with history looking over his shoulder and 
responsibility for the lives of American children and grandchildren, can be daunting. 
 
In his thoughtful book on his command in Iraq, General George Casey remembered no 
specific directives from his civilian bosses when he took over in 2004. He had to research 
his own mission from presidential speeches, from other documents, and from meetings 
with various officials. He did not recall a four-page list of some ten goals that his superior 
officer, the US Central Command commander General John Abizaid, had given him, 
perhaps because Casey and Abizaid were so close; they talked every day and their close 
friendship and collaboration went back years. So Casey would not necessarily remember 
such a document. But his uncertainty was not as unusual as one might expect. “Years of 
experience at the strategic level had taught me that the higher up you go, the less 
guidance you receive.”23  

                                                 
20Foreword, American Civil–Military Relations: The Soldiers and the State in a New Era, 
ed. Suzanne C. Nielsen and Don M. Snider (Baltimore, 2009), x. See also biographies at 
https://www.govtrack.us/congress/members/james_marshall/400254 and 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jim_Marshall_(Georgia_politician).	
 
21James Kitfield of the National Journal made this remark at the Conference on the 
Military and Civilian Society, First Division Museum, Cantigny, Wheaton, Ill. (Oct. 27–
29, 1999). I attended and was struck by the insight of the analogy. 
 
22“From the Chairman: An Interview with Martin E. Dempsey,” 5. 
 
23George W. Casey, Jr, Strategic Reflections: Operation Iraqi Freedom July 2004-
February 2007, (Washington, DC, 2012), 6. I read a draft of the memoir at General 
Casey's invitation and discussed the manuscript with him in person. 
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Going back into the nineteenth century, the best example of this disjunction between the 
military and its civilian overseer was Lincoln, who began the Civil War without a 
strategy. He soon adopted army Commanding General Winfield Scott’s Anaconda plan. 
The next year, the President expanded the goals of the war from restoring the Union and 
defeating Southern armies to crushing the Confederacy and abolishing slavery. Many 
Union army officers opposed the new objectives. At times, Lincoln haunted the telegraph 
office, ordering troops around himself and telling his commanders what to do. Even after 
he appointed Ulysses Grant as chief general in the eastern theater, Lincoln had his own 
agent–a presidential spy in effect–traveling with Grant and reporting on what Grant was 
doing and thinking. Grant was one of the smartest generals in American history; he 
welcomed that person and treated him with candor and transparency.24 
 
A century and a half later, General Stanley McChrystal remembered meeting only once 
with President Obama before leaving for Afghanistan, and in that meeting not discussing 
strategy. Of course, after General McChrystal’s assessment was leaked, President Obama 
changed the strategy and the timetable of the war.25 
 
The truth of post World War II history is that nuclear weapons and the limited conflicts 
of the Cold War increased the oversight and intrusion of political leaders into military 
affairs, into what had been, during World War II and before, the domain of military 
authority. The 1964 satirical film Dr. Strangelove, about the outbreak of a nuclear war 
provoked by iconic caricatures of deranged generals Jack D. Ripper and Buck Turgidson, 
dramatized the reasoning. But real life experiences were equally influential in producing 
increasingly restrictive rules of engagement imposed on military operations. Early in the 
Korean War, four Air Force jets set out to bomb an airfield in northeastern North Korea. 
Because of dense cloud cover, the two that didn't abort navigated by dead reckoning. 
Upon finding a break in the clouds where they expected to find the target (it was the right 
timing), they dropped down and attacked the airfield. Unfortunately, it was a Soviet 
installation dozens of miles inside the Soviet border.26 Presidents have imposed strict 
rules of engagement at the cost of considerable civil–military friction, in an effort to 
synchronize policy with strategy and strategy with operations, and sometimes even with 
tactics. When those rules are unclear or civilians do not communicate honestly with 
                                                                                                                                                 
 
24Eliot A. Cohen, Supreme Command: Soldiers, Statesmen, and Leadership in Wartime  
(New York, 2002), 42-45. 
 
25Stanley McChrystal, My Share of the Task: A Memoir (New York, 2013), 288–89. For a 
description of the review of the strategy for Afghanistan in the fall of 2009, see Bob 
Woodward, Obama’s Wars (New York, 2010), 144–352; and Gates, Duty, 352–85. 
 
26Entries for Oct. 10–13, 1950, The Three Wars of Lt. Gen. George E. Stratemeyer: His 
Korean War Diary, ed. William T. Y’Blood (Washington, DC, 1999), 226–31; Robert 
Frank Futrell, The United States Air Force in Korea 1950–1953 (Washington, DC, 1961), 
142n.
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military leaders--as occurred in the bombing of North Vietnam in the latter stages of that 
war--military commanders can be caught in the middle, as was Seventh Air Force 
General John Lavelle in 1972. He was fired and retired as a two-star general.27 Civilian 
control empowers the politicians to make the rules and forces the military to follow them. 
Senior officers who recognize the changed circumstances since World War II try to help 
the civilians as much as possible in order to get workable, effective orders. 
 
The most powerful constraint on the civilians, beyond the need for military effectiveness, 
is political. In the last thirty years, the military has risen to be the most trusted and 
respected institution in American society. This prestige and legitimacy put considerable 
restraint on the civilians. They know it; they’re jealous of it; and they fear it. During the 
1990s, when Mr. Clinton tried to impose open homosexual service on the armed services, 
he weakened himself enormously. Though he intervened overseas with more force more 
often than any of his predecessors, it was almost always after negotiation with his 
military advisors. One heard at the time that a sardonic joke, perhaps apocryphal, 
circulated in the Pentagon in the middle of the 1990s to the effect, “The answer is 
500,000 troops in ten years. Now what’s the question?” More than one official has 
admitted that Clinton feared those in uniform.28  
 
The caution with which presidents deal with their military advisers and commanders 
brings up a corollary myth to the division between civilian and military responsibilities: 
that the military should push back in such a fashion, even speaking out publicly, even to 
the point of either threatening or actually “resigning” if they oppose orders that promise 
disaster, or are professionally untenable, or are immoral or unethical in a senior officer’s 
view. This idea is articulated regularly among officers and sometimes in print in military 
journals. The problem is whose definition of disaster and whose system of morality? The 
implications for civilian control and civil-military cooperation after a four-star chief or 
field commander “resigns” over a critical issue, with our without going public about it, 
are almost certain to damage civil-military relations and erode military professionalism. 
Few senior officers think about such circumstances, expecting that they’ll know and react 
appropriately were such a situation to arise.  
 
I asked General Curtis LeMay, with whom I had a friendly relationship when I was Chief 
of Air Force History in the 1980s, if he’d ever considered “resigning.” He clashed 
frequently with his civilian superiors when he was Air Force chief of staff in the 1960s. 
Given the implications of resignation, officers’ obligation to the profession, their duty to 

                                                 
27Mark Clodfelter, Violating Reality: the Lavelle Affair, Nixon, and Parsing the Truth 
(Washington, DC 2016). 
 
28Kohn, “Erosion of Civilian Control,” 18–19, 32–33. A useful review of civil–military 
relations during the Clinton years is David Halberstam, War in a Time of Peace: Bush, 
Clinton, and the Generals (New York, 2001). 
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the people under their care and command, LeMay responded with words to the effect, 
“No. I knew they’d just get some toady in there. I was going to stay and fight.”29  
 
Military officers also have an obligation to their oath and the civilian control implied in 
that oath. There’s no tradition of resignation in the American armed forces and for good 
reason. The very threat chills civil–military relations, destroying any trust in a 
relationship that contains inherent distrust. Resignation pits an officer’s judgment of a 
policy or decision against that of his or her civilian boss. The role of the military is to 
advise and then execute a decision provided the orders do not violate law.  
 
Furthermore, “resignation,” even the discussion of it, much less the threat of it, is likely 
to cause a political problem for the politicians involved, and they know it; thus a flag 
officer under consideration for appointment to a sensitive position at the highest level is 
sometimes asked directly or indirectly to discuss under what circumstances he or she 
might resign, or to reveal their political “affiliation” as a way to investigate the officer’s 
comfort with the policies of an administration. In other words, politicians have for some 
years now been vetting senior military people for appointments on the basis of whether 
they will be loyal or whether they might resign and go public with disagreements they 
might have with a decision or policy.  
 
Many officers chafe at the subordination of the senior leadership to civilian policies and 
decisions. On occasion, one hears officers claim that their oath is to the Constitution, not 
the political leadership (the wording is different than the oath that enlisted people take). 
The distinction first became prominent in 1951 when Douglas MacArthur used it as an 
excuse for his public opposition to Truman’s Korean War policies. What he ignored was 
the clear conflict between swearing or affirming “to support and defend the Constitution” 
and “bear true, faith and allegiance” to it, while, at the same time, refusing or evading the 
orders of the top civilians in the chain of command, or the laws passed by Congress and 
signed by the President. One cannot have it both ways: supporting the Constitution while 
ignoring or disobeying legal orders, or laws, or the policies set by the President, is simply 
inconsistent. 
 
Thinking otherwise erodes civilian control, undermines military professionalism, and can 
lead to enormous dysfunction in the civil–military relationship. Yet the thought endures 
for some in uniform. So the ugly truth is that the only differentiation between civilian and 
military responsibility is what the civilians choose to accept or allow the military to 
control. That authority can be revoked at any time if it’s not written into law. And in any 
event, the differentiation of responsibility and authority has changed over time, and is 
inherently situational.  
 
 * * * * * 
 

                                                 
29During the 1980s, I periodically met with General LeMay at his request when he visited 
Washington as the member of the governing board of the National Geographic Society. 
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A fourth myth comes in two versions: first, that the military is nonpartisan and apolitical; 
second, that the military is political and politicized. Both of these are true, and both are 
false.  
 
Part of the ambiguity turns on the definition of political. The military functions as the 
neutral servant of the state. Yet officers know and on occasion practice politics: in the 
promotion of their careers, advancing or protecting their branch or community within 
their service, championing a weapons system, or their armed service itself–to name only 
a few examples. Beginning in the late l9th century, when the services expanded their 
roles in national defense, embracing new technologies and doctrines, their need for more 
money from Congress and thus public support increased.30 The large standing military 
establishment for the Cold War intensified both the need for larger budgets and 
competition between the services to capture that funding. As national security rose in 
importance, it sometimes crowded out other issues as an arena for domestic partisan 
combat. Americans are not so careful to distinguish bureaucratic or national security 
politics from partisan politics; the line between them has in recent decades become 
somewhat murky anyway. When the Triangle Institute for Security Studies surveyed civil 
and military elites and the general public on the gap between the military and society, one 
question asked whether the military would seek to avoid carrying out orders it opposed. 
Two-thirds of the public judged that such would occur at least some of the time, and a 
sizable minority of the officers themselves said that it would be likely, suggesting that 
both saw the military to some extent as just another bureaucracy practicing the politics of 
self-interest.31 
 
Over the last three generations, the perception has grown that the officer corps is not only 
political but has become partisan; survey data indicates less identification as 
independents and greater affinity for the Republicans. To a degree, this is unsurprising–
inherent in the conservatism of the military. When lives and the fate of the nation are 
involved, a certain cautious skepticism and conservatism is not only natural but 

                                                 
30Allan R. Millett, The American Political System and Civilian Control of the Military: A 
Historical Perspective (Mershon Center Position papers in the Policy Sciences, Number 
Four, April 1979) (Columbus, OH, 1979), 19, 27-29. 
 
31Paul Gronke and Peter D. Feaver, “Uncertain Confidence: Civilian and Military 
Attitudes about Civil-Military Relations,” in Soldiers and Civilians,” ed. Feaver and 
Kohn, 154-57. In the Princeton Survey Research Associates telephone survey of the 
public (1,001 individuals over age 18) in the fall of 1998 commissioned by the Triangle 
Institute, 9 percent answered “all of the time,” 21.1 percent “most of the time,” and 38.2 
percent “some of the time.” See Triangle Institute for Security Studies, 2003, "Survey on 
the Military in the Post Cold War Era, 1999", http://hdl.handle.net/1902.29/D-31625 
Odum Institute;Odum Institute for Research in Social Science, University of North 
Carolina [Distributor] V1 [Version] at 
http://arc.irss.unc.edu/dvn/faces/study/StudyPage.xhtml?globalId=hdl:1902.29/D-
31625&studyListingIndex=1_4c184fe10a520f873284ebe31cda 
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functional. However Vietnam accelerated the trend: bitter conflict with the Kennedy and 
Johnson administrations over how to prosecute the conflict, and in its aftermath, the 
abandonment of the military by the Democrats, the embrace of military spending by the 
Republicans, and their outreach to the military as a core constituency. 
 
Contributing to the politicization of the military has been the growing salience of national 
security in American life beginning in World War II. A huge step occurred when Truman 
fired MacArthur and the military leadership publicly endorsed the Administration’s 
policy of limiting the Korean War. Most memorably, Omar Bradley, the first Chairman 
of the Joint Chiefs, called expanding the conflict to attack China would “in the opinion of 
the Joint Chiefs . . . involve us in the wrong war, at the wrong place, at the wrong time, 
and with the wrong enemy.”32 The hearings were a politicizing event, and many chairmen 
since have found that avoiding the appearance of politicization quite challenging. 
 
The most dramatic break with past tradition burst onto the scene in the election of 1992 
when the most recently retired chairman, the respected and popular Admiral William 
Crowe, along some two dozen other retired flag officers, endorsed Bill Clinton for the 
presidency. Here was a direct intervention in politics, both a symptom of politicization, 
and a spur to more of it. In one act, Crowe took Clinton’s fitness to be commander-in-
chief off the table. In the next twenty years, more and more retired four stars began 
endorsing presidential candidates. The number has grown beyond the top rank to 
hundreds of retired generals and admirals. It’s now typical for both parties to trot out 
senior retired flags in order to burnish the candidate’s national-security credentials. One 
retired Chief of Staff of the Air Force traveled the country introducing a presidential 
candidate named Barack Obama. In the 1990s there were frequent reports of officers, 
sometimes on active duty, taking positions on the political issues of the day in private 
amongst their peers or in public spaces. While there is a long history of writing memoirs 
or articles, or speaking out, after retirement, it has rarely been explicitly partisan. Yet in 
much of the public’s minds and politicians’ thinking, the military has become an interest 
group that is not always scrupulously nonpartisan. In truth, many professional officers 
have lost sight of the necessity to be, and to appear to be, steadfastly apolitical. And 
politics can infect the ranks; the day after the election of 2008, a group of soldiers, 
officers and enlisted, apparently posted a picture of Mr. Obama at the rifle range for a 
target, and then destroyed the big-screen TV on which they watched the election 
returns.33 
 
Over the last half-century, military people have come to vote in higher percentages than 
the rest of the public. In the 1950s, during a time when Americans were drafted into the 
military, the Eisenhower Administration created what became the federal voter-assistance 

                                                 
32Military Situation in the Far East: Hearing before the Senate Committee on Armed 
Services and Foreign Relations, 82d Cong. 732 (1951) (testimony of General of the 
Army Omar N. Bradley, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff). 
  
33 Email from an historian colleague, Sept. 2, 2015. 
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program to help military people vote because they’re so often away from home. What 
began as an effort to make voting available grew to one making it easier, then 
encouraging it, and then hectoring service people to vote; every unit designates an officer 
to provide assistance. They can’t very well tell people to vote, praising the act as a 
citizen’s duty, and then abstain from voting themselves; officers are citizens, too, and 
proud of it. They take citizenship and voting seriously, knowing the direction of the 
country affects them personally. They devote a meaningful period of their lives, perhaps 
a whole career, to serving the nation.  
  
Officer voting was not typical before World War II. Army chief of staff General George 
C. Marshall did not vote. Soldiers in his generation thought it was politicizing; many 
believed it would undermine their ability to do their duty (and besides, absentee voting 
was not as extensive or as convenient then). When I mention this to military audiences, 
an officer almost always pops up and says, “You’re telling us we don’t have the right to 
vote,” or “You’re telling us not to vote.” I always reply, “No, you have the right. If you 
want to vote, go ahead. You just shouldn’t discuss it in front of subordinates, peers, or 
superiors. Every time you go into the voting booth, recognize that you are disagreeing 
with George C. Marshall. Ask yourselves, since he’s one of the most revered generals in 
American history, why you disagree with George C. Marshall, and why you’re right and 
he’s wrong.” 
  
Whatever the sources or the perceptions, politicization threatens healthy civil-military 
relations.  If the armed services lose their reputation for being nonsectarian, nonpartisan, 
and non-ideological, they will lose esteem and could cease being viewed as the military 
of all the American people. Indeed trust and confidence in the military already divides to 
some extent along partisan lines, suggesting that Republicans have more confidence 
because they think the military is conservative and Republican.34 No amount of testimony 
by officers that they do their duty regardless of party or personal views can diminish the 
impression of political bias. A partisan military will be even less trusted by presidents 
and congresses, further harming the candor and privacy so indispensable to civil–military 
consultation and collaboration in the Executive Branch, and trust in military testimony 
and advice in Congress. Presidents and secretaries of defense will begin to “vet” officers 
for their political views or loyalty to administration policies and decisions, fearing leaks 
or warped advice or poor implementation of decisions or even endorsement of a political 
opponent once the officer retires. Thoughtful officers know this. The vast majority of 
retired four-stars reject endorsing presidential candidates, not wanting to encourage 
partisanship in the ranks or misleading the public into thinking that the military is 
partisan. General Petraeus announced that he stopped voting when he became a two-star 
general. General Petraeus has a PhD in Politics (the label for political science at 
Princeton). He certainly understands civil–military relations, as he wrote about it his PhD 

                                                 
34James T. Golby, “Self-Interest Misunderstood? Political Activity by Military Officers 
and Public Trust,” Inter-University Seminar on the Armed Forces and Society Biennial 
Conference, Oct. 2013, Chicago IL. 
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dissertation in the 1980s. But I have wondered why that particular rank represented some 
dividing line for him to stop voting. 
 
 * * * * * 
 
A fifth myth is that Americans love their military. On the surface, this seems no myth. 
Ours is a patriotic nation that flies the flag and honors it in all sorts of ways. The national 
anthem and pledge of allegiance are so central to public culture as to constitute civic 
religion. In annual surveys for three decades, Americans express more trust and 
confidence in the military than in any other American institution. Thousands of programs 
in government, business, and the nonprofit world offer help and benefits to veterans and 
their families. Federal pensions for wartime service or for families of those killed in 
battle go back nearly two centuries.  There are special jobs program and “veteran 
preference” in federal hiring, even reserved parking spots for vets in local supermarkets. 
In 2000, one congressman, an expert on the military and later chairman of the House 
Armed Services Committee, told a colleague and me that virtually anything helpful to 
veterans flies through Congress almost automatically. Since 9/11, public honoring of 
soldiers and veterans have become far more vocal and virtually obligatory, even to the 
point of the personal salutation “thank you for your service” frequently voiced to 
uniformed personnel and recent veterans. The Obama administration seems to shower 
more praise and gratitude, more often and in more venues, than any administration in 
memory. As the journalist James Fallows explained, Americans, who have a "reverent 
but disengaged attitude toward the military," expect the rhetoric of "Overblown, limitless 
praise" from politicians and the media to be routine.35 
 

                                                 
35James Fallows, "The Tragedy of the American Military," The Atlantic 
(January/February 2015), http://www.theatlantic.com/features/archive/2014/12/the-
tragedy-of-the-american-military/283516/. See also Matt Richtel, “Please Don’t Thank 
Me for My Service,” New York Times, February 22, 2015, p. SR6. For polling, see Jeff 
Manza, Jennifer A. Heerwig, and Brian J. McCagbe, “Public Opinion in the ‘Age of 
Reagan’: Political Trends 1972-2006,” Tom W. Smith, “Trends in Confidence in 
Institutions, 1973-2006,” in Social Trends in American Life: Findings from the General 
Social Survey since 1972, ed. Peter V. Marsden (Princeton, 2012), 130, 138, 178-207; 
David C. King and Zachary Karabell, The Generation of Trust: Public Confidence in the 
U.S. Military since Vietnam (Washington, 2003); Hunter Walker, "Harvard Poll Shows 
Millennials Have 'Historic Low' Levels Of Trust In Government," Business Insider, April 
29, 104, http://www.businessinsider.com/poll-millenials-have-historically-low-levels-of-
trust-in-government-2014-4; Stephen J. Hadley and William J. Perry, The QDR in 
Perspective: Meeting America's National Security Needs in the 21st Century 
(Washington, n.d. [2010]), 43. In a January 2015 interview with Vox, President Obama 
used his typically laudatory language when mentioning “the incredible valor of our 
troops–and I’m in awe of them every single day when I work with them.” 
http://www.vox.com/a/barack-obama-interview-vox-conversation/obama-foreign-policy-
transcript. 
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Yet beneath the surface, the evidence is much more ambiguous. To begin with, American 
have celebrated and assisted their citizen soldiers–the people who fight our wars and then 
return to civilian life–far more than the professionals, who have historically suffered 
varying degrees of distrust and disparagement. Since the end of the draft in 1973, the 
citizen soldier and professional soldier have become conflated in the public mind and 
even amongst some in the military, as when a Marine major insisted to me in the late 
1990s, after a panel discussion at his staff college, that he was a “citizen soldier.” 
Everyone in the military considers themselves “professional” (even the enlisted and the 
reserves) while wearing their citizenship proudly.  
 
The “trust” and “confidence” indices have been high for the armed forces only beginning 
in the late 1980s, and only in comparison to other institutions; the overall trend since the 
Vietnam War has been declining trust in government and institutions generally. While 
analysis of the polling data indicates that millennials have greater confidence in the 
military than their elders, the numbers among the young have dropped off rather 
significantly recently and their propensity to serve has also been declining. Analysts of 
the numbers attribute the rise in respect since Vietnam to military success, to the 
perception of high professionalism in the armed forces, and to the favorable portrait in 
military advertising and in popular culture. Support for increased military spending has 
generally been low except for short-term spikes in the late 1970s, when military 
capability seemed in decline, and then after the 9/11 attack. Confidence in the military is 
highest among the least educated in American society, and noticeably higher among 
Republicans then Democrats, among whom the more education, the less confidence.36 
Even the yellow ribbons that sprouted during the 1990-91 Persian Gulf War, and graced 
so many vehicles for years, seemed more an expression of public guilt for the way 
soldiers returning from Vietnam suffered blame and disrespect. Differentiating “support 
for the troops” and support for a war may be a way to assuage such guilt and muffle a 
potential civil-military conflict. Americans seem to have a more mixed reaction to the 
military than commonly appreciated. “The Brass” as a term almost immediately elicits 
suspicion and jealousy, if not outright contempt, perhaps in part because of a general 
dislike of elites and authority (one thinks of the sardonic comic strip Beetle Bailey, with 
the bumbling General Halftrack, begun in 1950 and still running–and other caricatures in 
popular culture). It even turns out that the salutes to the troops by the National Football 

                                                 
36Jeff Manza, Jennifer A. Heerwig, and Brian J. McCagbe, “Public Opinion in the ‘Age 
of Reagan’: Political Trends 1972-2006,” Tom W. Smith, “Trends in Confidence in 
Institutions, 1973-2006,” in Social Trends in American Life: Findings from the General 
Social Survey since 1972, ed. Peter V. Marsden (Princeton, 2012), 130, 138, 178-207; 
David C. King and Zachary Karabell, The Generation of Trust: Public Confidence in the 
U.S. Military since Vietnam (Washington, 2003); Hunter Walker, "Harvard Poll Shows 
Millennials Have 'Historic Low' Levels Of Trust In Government," Business Insider, April 
29, 2014, http://www.businessinsider.com/poll-millenials-have-historically-low-levels-
of-trust-in-government-2014-4; Stephen J. Hadley and William J. Perry, The QDR in 
Perspective: Meeting America's National Security Needs in the 21st Century 
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League were actually subsidized--paid for--by the Defense Department; between 2012 
and 2015, the Pentagon paid over "$10 million in marketing and advertising contracts 
with professional sports teams . . for what . . . senators called 'paid patriotism.'"37 
 
A corollary to the myth of loving the military–that there is a contract or covenant 
between the American people and soldiers–is also suspect although commonly believed 
in the national security community. The contract was best articulated on the first page of 
the first joint officer guide put out by the new Department of Defense in 1950: “the 
Nation also becomes a party to the contract [with officers inherent in their commission], 
and will faithfully keep its bond with the man. While he continues to serve honorably, it 
will sustain and will clothe him with its dignity.” The commission provides “a felicitous 
status in our society. . . . Should he become ill, the Nation will care for him. Should he be 
disabled, it will stand as his guardian through life. Should he seek to advance himself 
through higher studies, it will open the way.”38  
 
Such a bargain has been partly true but for the citizen forces raised for major conflict 
until the 1970s. Mass armies before the 1940s involved thousands or millions of people 
who, with their families, were or would become voters. The pensions and bonuses created 
for soldiers and their families who had served or died in the Civil War (but for only one 
side) were the largest government social program in American history until then.39 The 
symbol for the promise originated in the 1944 GI bill, which did so much to help veterans 
with loans for homes and businesses and education. In the last twenty years, those 
benefits have escalated with the merging in the public mind of citizen soldiers and 
professionals–and the need to recruit people into uniform for distant and controversial 
wars. A comprehensive "contract," fully funded and implemented, has not been the 
historical norm. Benefits expanded only with the merging of citizen-soldiers and 
professionals, the need to attract recruits, and the rise of trust and confidence for the 
military in the 1980s which has evolved into near adulation after 9/11, at least 

                                                 
37 "Pro Football," New York Times, May 20, 2016, p. B14. 
38[S.L.A. Marshall], The Armed Forces Officer (Washington, 1950), 1-2. The first chapter 
is reprinted in the most recent edition as an appendix [U.S. Department of Defense, The 
Armed Forces Officer (Washington, 2007), 149-158] because, while “Marshall’s 
language is a bit dated, . . . the chapter retains its original ability to inspire officers of all 
generations alike” (p. xviii).

 
39See William H. Glasson, Federal Military Pensions in the United States (New York, 
1918); Theda Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and Mothers: The Political Origins of Social 
Policy in the United States (Cambridge, MA, 1992). 
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rhetorically. A covenant appeared to be functional and necessary, and politically 
unassailable.40 
 
Promises to citizen armies have gone unfulfilled more often than we like to admit. 
Officers in the Continental Army came within a hair of revolting in Newburgh in 1783 
over unpaid bonuses and pensions at the end of the Revolutionary War; World War I 
veterans, the Bonus Army, marched on Washington over promised payments in 1932, 
camping in Anacostia Flats until dispersed with force by the regular army. The Veterans 
Administration only became a cabinet department in 1988. The VA has often been 
underfunded, overworked, understaffed, mal-administered, and to be charitable, sluggish. 
Who can forget the way Vietnam servicemen were disparaged, or even reviled, or the 
way the VA resisted accepting disabilities for diseases related to Agent Orange, or PTSD, 
or Gulf War syndrome? Or the scandals over crippling delays in medical appointments, 
along with lies about the waiting times?41  
     
However that consensus is fraying. Since the rise of the Tea Party, deficit hawks have 
attacked all government spending, fracturing longstanding Republican support for the 
military. The potential for the split was always there. In the late 1990s, in a bar in 
Newport, Rhode Island, I asked former Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich whether 
Republicans cared more about tax cuts or a strong national defense. After glancing 
around as though to check whether someone might be listening, he replied: “tax cuts.” 
Knowledgeable people aware of the money going into military pay, retirement, and 

                                                 
40For an example of the benefits now available, see the 2013 edition of Federal Benefits 
for Veterans, Dependents and Survivors published by the Department of Veterans Affairs 
at 
http://www.va.gov/opa/publications/benefits_book/2013_Federal_Benefits_for_Veterans
_English.pdf, and apparently published yearly. The edition cited is 132 pages long. 
Evidence for the dysfunction of the VA was in the news for most of 2014 and 2025. 
 
41See Richard A. Oppel Jr., “Needing to Hire, Chief of V.A. Tries to Sell Doctors on 
Change,” Dave Phillips, "Veterans Affairs Official Overseeing Backlog of Claims 
Resigns" and "Report Finds Sharp Increase in Veterans Denied V.A Benefits," New York 
Times, Nov. 9, 2014, A18, Oct. 17, 2015, A3, Mar. 30, 2016, A14; “Robert McDonald: 
Cleaning Up the VA; The Secretary of Veterans Affairs tells Scott Pelley about his 
personal mission to reorganize the troubled agency for his fellow vets,” CBS News Sixty 
Minutes, http://www.cbsnews.com/news/robert-mcdonald-cleaning-up-the-veterans-
affairs-hospitals/; David B. Caruso, “VA struggling to shorten waits,” James Ferguson, 
“An appalling record on caring for veterans,” The News & Observer (Raleigh, NC), Apr. 
10, 2015, 1A Apr. 22, 2014, 7A; Jordan Carney, “McCain wants answers on VA delays 
in healthcare for veterans,” The Hill, Aug. 13, 2015, http://thehill.com/blogs/foor-
action/senate/251108-mccain-wants-answers-on-va-glitch. 
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health benefits predict that the all-volunteer military is unsustainable, and pressure has 
been building to revise the pay and benefits of the military.42 
  
So if there is a covenant, it is an uncertain one grounded in political and military 
expedience. With veterans dying at over 1000 a day, the larger wars fading into the past, 
and now paralyzing budget limits, the treatment of soldiers may well revert to some 
historical norm of neglect or at least inconsistency. 
 
 * * * * * 
 
A sixth myth is that Americans understand civilian control of the military. 

If civilian control of the military were widely understood in government and by the 
American people, it is unlikely that there would be so much tension and conflict in the 
relationship, or so much confusion in the press or in public opinion. And there is much 
evidence for the latter: in the public’s belief that, in wartime, military leaders should be 
unleashed to make strategy and even policy; in the deference, apprehension, and 
fumbling of political leaders in all three branches of the government when dealing with 
the military; and in the behavior and thinking of many officers at all ranks about civil–
military relations.43 Military subjects are not taught widely in the nation’s college and 
universities. Yet decisions “about war and peace are made by civilians,” two 
distinguished military historians have pointed out, “civilians who, increasingly, have no 
historical or analytical frameworks to guide them in making the most consequential of all 
decisions.”44 Military officers, while far better informed, spend little time studying or 
thinking about their relationship with such political leaders. A most distinguished retired 
officer with whom I worked on the civil-military gap study, and for whom I have 
enormous respect and admiration, once said to me, “Dick, I don’t understand why you 
think we in the military are not committed to civilian control.” I replied, “Walt, I 
understand that everybody in the military believes in civilian control. The problem is that 
large numbers of officers and sometimes the institutional culture seem not to understand 
civilian control, particularly many of the attitudes and behaviors that are necessary to 
make it work and operate smoothly and consistently.”45 Since that conversation, over 

                                                 
42See, for example, Arnold Punaro, Conference on Civil-Military Divide and The Future 
of the All-Volunteer Force, session on "Redesigning The All-Volunteer Force of the 
Future," Center for a New American Security, Washington, D.C., November 20, 2014, 
http://www.cnas.org/media/list?field_media_type_tid[]=541&field_media_type_tid[]=54
2, from 11:30 to 18:00 on the recording. 
 
43See the tables cited in note 7 above. 
 
44Tami Davis Biddle and Robert M. Citino, “The Role of Military History in the 
Contemporary Academy,” Society for Military History White Paper, Nov. 2014, 
http://www.smh-hq.org/docs/SMHWhitePaper.pdf. 
 
45This exchange, with retired army lieutenant general Walter Ulmer, took place in 1999. 
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fifteen years ago, there has been improvement, but with the constant turnover of officers 
and the political leadership, the problems recur. 

* * * * * 
 

What these examples, explored in the essays in this book, suggest is that the relationship 
between the most senior military officers and the political leaders with whom they 
interact at the top of the American government, is highly situational: dependent on the 
context, the issues, the people involved, and more.46 There are some commonalities that 
repeat over time: differing perspectives, suspicion on both sides, frequent distrust, 
occasional conflict, and of course everyday cooperation and collaboration that we expect 
to be normal. The point is that civilian control is not a fact but a process that varies over 
time. It isn’t a matter of control or a coup. We know who writes and signs the laws. We 
know who issues the orders. But civilian control in reality depends to a considerable 
extent on the relative power over national defense of the political leadership and the 
leaders of the uniformed military. What we are talking about is not “control,” but who 
calls the tune, who frames the choices. The issue is what each side in a relationship, in 
which both are dependent on the other, can achieve at any given time if they have 
differing perspectives and judgments. 
No discussion can be complete without addressing what might be labeled the “Zinni 
question,” after retired Marine Corps General Anthony Zinni: what about the civilian side 
of civil-military relations? In March 2014 when I gave a version of this essay to the 
International Society of Barristers annual meeting, the General, a former commander of 
US Central Command, asserted that “If you want civilian control of the military–which I 
fully subscribe to” and “think . . . is absolutely a key underpinning of the way we govern–
somebody had better teach those civilians how to use it.” He is absolutely right. He and 
others emphasize the importance of educating the civilian leadership. “It’s like giving the 
car keys to your sixteen-year-old son,” Zinni said; “you don’t give him the keys without 
first teaching him how to drive.”47  

 
The difficulty is how to educate politicians and their appointees in military affairs in 
general and civil-military relations in particular. Years of pondering this part of the 
equation have led me to very low expectations. Civilian officials–elected and appointed–
come and go. They are picked by voters and presidents for all sorts of reasons only a few 
of which have to do with experience and understanding of war, military institutions, and 
military service. Sometimes they are terrific despite thin backgrounds and sometimes 
they are terrible despite wide and deep experience in military subjects. Perhaps the best 
cabinet secretary in the history of American defense, Elihu Root, when offered the War 
Department in 1899, responded honestly "that it is quite absurd, I know nothing about 

                                                 
46I owe this insight to Alfred Goldberg, for over thirty years the chief of the historical 
office in the Office of the Secretary of Defense, who offered the interpretation to me in 
the early 1980s based on his own observations and his wide knowledge of the history. 
 
47Gen. Anthony Zinni, “The New World Disorder,” International Society of Barristers 
Quarterly 48 no. 3 (2014):49-50. 
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war, I know nothing about the army." The response: "'President McKinley directs me to 
say that he is not looking for any one who knows anything about the army; he has got to 
have a lawyer to direct the government of these Spanish islands, and you are the lawyer 
he wants.'"48 We’ve now had some sixteen years of Democratic presidents with Clinton 
and Obama, and of the seven Secretaries of Defense who have served them, three have 
been Republicans who occupied the office about half the time. What does that say about 
the situational nature of civilian leadership? Among other considerations, Republican 
appointees could stifle the charge of Democratic weakness on national defense. In his 
memoirs, Robert Gates wrote that Mr. Obama practically tried to handcuff Gates to the 
Pentagon.49 
 
In closing, I always remind military audiences that while the civilians are in charge, the 
military is the constant in the equation of civil–military relations, the steward of the 
military profession charged with the nation's defense over time. Lawyers, doctors, and 
other professionals essentially determine their relationship with their clients and patients. 
The military’s client is the civilian political leadership. Other professions can refuse to 
advise or represent a client, but the military cannot. But like all professionals, the top 
generals and admirals can educate their bosses and shape to some degree the relationship, 
even if it is a less equal and more subordinate role than other professions possess. The 
military’s bosses are whomever the American political system chooses.  
  
One very high-ranking general said to me once, when a new administration took office, 
“You know, it’s like waking up in the morning and looking across the bed, and you have 
a new spouse. You don’t know who she is. You don’t know what she thinks or is going to 
do.” He looked at me. “We-all on this side of the river don’t have to take it.”  
 
I asked, “What do you mean, you ‘don’t have to take it?’”  
 
He said, “Well, I can resign.” 
  
I replied, “You certainly cannot. You can’t resign; there’s no tradition of that.” 
 
“Well, Ron Fogleman [Air Force chief of staff in the mid-1990s] resigned,” he insisted.  
 
“He did not,” I insisted. “I interviewed him after he left. I’ll send you the galley proofs of 
the article that showed that he did not resign.”50 

                                                 
48Root remembered the telephone exchange some years later, in a speech, quoted in 
Philip C. Jessup, Elihu Root, vol. 1 (New York, 1938), 215. See pages 215-20 for some 
of the politics of the appointment and the reaction. 
 
49Gates, Duty, 430-31, 488-89. 
 
50Conversation with a four-star officer, Washington, DC (January 2001). See “The Early 
Retirement of Gen Ronald R. Fogleman, Chief of Staff, United States Air Force,” ed. 
Richard H. Kohn, Aerospace Power Journal 15 (2001):6–23. 
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To civilian audiences, I close with a plea to take civil-military relations seriously. I ask 
them to reverse the old aphorism attributed to Mark Twain that “Everybody talks about 
the weather, but nobody is doing anything about it.” Turning it upside down: “Nobody 
talks about civil–military relations, but almost everyone is doing something about it (even 
if ignoring it).” If the public and the political leadership neglect this subject–don’t think 
about it, don’t care about it until it’s too late–and a crisis or a conflict threatens our 
military effectiveness or the trust that’s indispensable to decision-making in government, 
who then will be responsible for making the relationship work before something happens 
to produce disaster? 

While the military defends the United States, the American people elect those who bear 
ultimate responsibility for the nation’s security. They must take military affairs seriously 
enough to learn to understand war and use the military instrument wisely. If top officials 
know nothing about war or the military, as Elihu Root and Abraham Lincoln did not 
when they embarked on high office, then they must study it, understand it, and try on 
their own side to build trust in the relationship with their military subordinates. 
Politicians should not manipulate the military or hide behind it, or use it for political 
purposes, as civilian leaders have often done.51 In the end, it’s up to the American people 
to make their government work. A lady accosted Benjamin Franklin as he emerged from 
the constitutional convention in 1787. "Well, Doctor, what have we got, a republic or a 
monarchy?" Franklin replied: "A republic, if you can keep it.”52 

51See Richard H. Kohn, “Building Trust: Civil-Military Behaviors for Effective National 
Security,” American Civil–Military Relations, ed. Nielsen and Snider, 284–87. 

52Quoted in Richard H. Kohn, “Using the Military at Home: Yesterday, Today, and 
Tomorrow,” Chicago Journal of International Law 4 (2003):192. 
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Civil-military relations at the pinnacle of government has often differed, and differed 
dramatically, in war from the relationship in peacetime. And relations have often differed 
depending on the era, country, type of war, personalities, and other variables. The 
"normative" theory in the United States, frequently voiced by political leaders since the 
Vietnam War and indeed extant in the scholarly literature beginning with Samuel P. 
Huntington's influential and iconic volume in 1957, The Soldier and the State: The Theory and 
Politics of Civil-Military Relations, is that once the fighting begins, the politicians set the goals 
and then turn the war over to the military, refraining from further direction and interference. 

Such has not been the case in American history, at least for presidents since the 
beginning of the Republic, with the possible exception of Woodrow Wilson in World War I. 
And during the Cold War, from the mid-1940s to the beginning of the 1990s--a period marked 
by both active wars and periods without major military operations involving combat-- 
American presidents and their secretaries of defense sometimes actively monitored and even 
directed strategy and military operations, and sometimes not--with inconsistent results. Eliot 
Cohen argues that a common pattern of successful wars has been the intervention of presidents 
and prime ministers at crucial points of their conflicts, contrary to what most political and 
military leaders think or say in the United States today. 

Eliot A. Cohen, Supreme Command: Soldiers, Statement, and Leadership in Wartime (New York: 
The Free Press, 2002), pp. 1-14, 199-207, 225-233, 239-248. 
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One of the broader and most frequently commented upon developments in civil-military 
relations has been the gap between the military and society. Concern about making 
military forces reflective of the broader society, and connected to it, began with the 
founding of the United States. Until the all-volunteer armed force came into existence in 
1973, the raising of citizen forces for wars or a draft for the Cold War tended to avert 
much of the concern.  

While some voiced worries in the 1970s, the prominence of the issue rose in the late 1990s, 
leading the Triangle Institute for Security Studies to undertake a large, multi-disciplinary 
effort comparing the attitudes, opinions, and perspectives of a slice of the officer corps with 
elite civilians and the general public. This reading summarizes that study and updates it 
with similar surveys in the last fifteen years. The focus was on whether a "gap" existed,  
and if so, its characteristics and implications. 

Should the military establishment be concerned about a "gap? Why or why not? 

Jim Golby, Lindsay Cohn Warrior, and Peter D. Feaver, “Thanks For Your Service: Civilian and 
Veteran Attitudes After Fifteen Years of War,” in Warrior and Citizens: American Views of our 
Military, ed. by Jim Mattis and Kori Schake (Palo Alto: Hoover Institution Press, 2016) 

In 2011, Mark Thompson wrote a piece for Time magazine titled “The Other 1%.” The title 
was a direct reference to the then-prominent cry of the Occupy movement about how nearly half 
of the wealth in the United States was controlled by only one percent of the people. The Occupy 
movement alleged that “real” or “regular” Americans were estranged from this tiny group of the 
super-rich, whose lives were utterly different from everyone else’s. The one percent to which 
Thompson was referring, however, was the tiny number of Americans serving in the armed 
forces. His argument was that, if Americans were unhappy about half of their wealth belonging 
to only one percent, shouldn’t they also feel that it was unfair for the entire defense burden to 
rest on only one percent of the people? 

Thompson’s piece was just one more salvo in the long-standing debate about the idea of a 
civil-military “gap” in American society (for recent prominent examples in the media, see Fallows 
2015, Eikenberry and Kennedy 2013; for the older literature, see Ricks 1997a, Cohn 1999, Feaver 
and Kohn 2001). The issue is as old as the American republic itself (Weigley 2001; Langston 
2003). The Framers of the Constitution wanted to create an army under national control, but 
nevertheless devoted a considerable amount of their efforts to designing a system that would 
minimize the fledgling republic’s dependence on standing military forces to ensure ratification 
(Kohn 1991). Along with other institutional checks, the maintenance of the citizen-based militia 
system would allow for a military that would share “the same spirit as the people” but that would 
still help meet the country’s security needs. 

Systematic scholarly attention really took off in the United States in the first decades of the 
Cold War with the publication of two seminal works on civil-military relations: Samuel P. 
Huntington’s The Soldier and the State (1957) and Morris Janowitz’s The Professional Soldier 
(1960). These works were in part a reaction to the fact that the United States was, for the first time 
in its history, maintaining a large, standing, conscription-based military to meet an indefinite 
threat; while perhaps not truly “peacetime” the Cold War posture was certainly not the wartime 
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frame of previous conflicts – Civil War, World War I, and World War II – when Americans had 
tolerated mass mobilization. They set up a debate based on differing normative interpretations of 
military professionalism and civilian control of the military but also about the relationship between 
civilian and military cultures – the extent to which they do and ought to differ and how to manage 
whatever differences might arise.  

Later, after the war in Vietnam and the return to an all-volunteer military, the literature focused 
on two issues: first, how the shift to a necessarily smaller and more self-selective volunteer force 
would change the military and its relations with society; and second, to what extent military 
officers at the top of the chain should push back against civilian policy decisions, whether coming 
from the executive or the legislature. The end of the Cold War ushered in another period in the gap 
debate, inspired by the changing security environment, the shrinking military establishment, and a 
spike in friction between civilian and military leaders over controversial policy choices, most 
visibly the question of whether gays and lesbians should be allowed to serve openly in the armed 
forces. This era was characterized by various pressures to adapt the military culture to a new, 
peacetime context.  

Now, we are in a new and in some ways unprecedented period. It is an era during which the 
Afghanistan and Iraq wars required the active duty military to fight prolonged, bloody, and 
increasingly unpopular engagements with extended and repeated call-ups of the National Guard 
and the Reserves, but without the other resources of a full wartime mobilization of society – 
something that had never been contemplated for the All-Volunteer Force. The strains on the force 
and the strains on public support for the missions raised anew the traditional themes of alienation, 
difference, and lack of understanding, despite the apparent popularity and general admiration of 
military personnel. Many people hope now to move beyond the post-9/11 war on terror and 
America’s long and contentious counter-insurgency wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, yet a new war 
against the Islamic State in Iraq and al Sham (ISIS) is accelerating, Russia is actively destabilizing 
Ukraine, and China is making ever more assertive moves in the South and East China Seas. Global 
uncertainty is increasing. This new period has included public discussion of the apparent 
partisanship of the military officer corps, the inequity of the defense burden, and the possible 
policy repercussions of these phenomena.  

This new study is thus a timely contribution to a long-standing issue. The YouGov survey is 
particularly valuable because it provides something that has been comparatively rare over the 
decades of scholarly analysis: systematic data comparing the responses of civilians and the military 
across a rich array of questions. The largest study of this kind was the Triangle Institute for Security 
Studies (TISS) Project on the Gap Between the Military and Civilian Society, which marshaled 
the efforts of some two dozen scholars across a range of disciplines to study the gap from all 
perspectives. The centerpiece of the TISS study was a one-of-a-kind dataset of survey results 
comparing the attitudes of “elite civilians” (defined as up and coming civilian leaders drawn from 
Who’s Who and other similar registries), “elite military officers” (defined as up and coming 
military officers drawn from the professional military education schools – National War College, 
Army Command and General Staff College, and so on – that prepare such leaders for future 
promotion), and the general public. The TISS survey has never been fully replicated, although 
portions of it have been updated in recent years (which we discuss more below). The YouGov 
survey is one of the more extensive updates and sets the stage for a renewed discussion informed 
by valuable and current public opinion data. 

 This chapter will summarize the most relevant findings from the TISS survey, discuss 
the scholarly literature on post-9/11 civil-military relations in the United States, and then 
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compare the YouGov survey results with those from the TISS survey to shed new light on how 
much the gap has changed over the last fifteen years. We conclude with some thoughts about 
what may be driving the changes we see, a discussion of the policy relevance of these 
phenomena, and some suggestions for further research. 
A. The TISS Study. 

In the 1990s, civil-military relations were often on the front pages.  President Clinton had a 
notoriously rocky relationship with the military, and it was not unusual for pundits to voice 
concerns about the conservative military’s loyalty to the liberal president and American public. 
Tom Ricks’s 1997 book, Making the Corps, argued that the virtues and discipline required of 
military personnel estranged them from what many of them considered the overweight, lazy, pot-
smoking, welfare-dependent American people and that this disconnect was a dangerous problem. 
Debates raged over initiatives to allow homosexuals to serve openly and to allow women to 
serve in previously closed specialties. In response to this debate, Peter Feaver and Richard Kohn 
brought together a number of scholars to gather and examine the data. Was there a “gap”? In 
what sense? What factors were shaping it? Was it different from earlier civil-military relations? 
Did it matter? 

The resulting study was published in 20011 and found the following: there did appear to be 
several “gaps,” only some of which gave reason for concern. There were some differences and 
disagreements that appeared to threaten military effectiveness and needed to be addressed. There 
were other gaps that did not seem to have any negative implications. There were yet other areas 
where no gaps appeared at all. In a number of areas, the views of military officers were more 
conservative than those of the political elite, but on other subjects they were actually less 
conservative than those of the American public. It is perhaps interesting to note that almost 70% 
of military leaders agreed (either “strongly” or “somewhat”) with the idea of “placing stringent 
controls on the sale of handguns” (Holsti 2001, 49). Military officers tended to support civil 
liberties at significantly higher rates than did the general public. On the other hand, military 
leaders were the least likely of all groups to consider protecting the environment important, and 
military and Active Reserve leaders were together the least likely to consider growing income 
inequality to be a problem. Both military and civilian elites were more likely than the general 
public to feel that most people could be trusted and to have trust specifically in government 
institutions. The military sample was more “religious” than the civilian elite, but not dramatically 
so. Veteran status did not appear to have affected Congressional voting patterns, and the gap did 
not seem to be a major driver of the size of the defense budget or the salience of the military 
institution in American society. However, the trends were notable, and there was a possibility for 
a growing gap in the understanding each group had of the others’ norms, roles, and nature, which 
might lead to other negative consequences if nothing was done. 

Although the TISS finding most noticed by the media was that military officers were 
significantly more Republican than the general public, the survey found that this was due largely 
to a decline in the number of officers who reported themselves as independent or non-partisan, 
not to a decline in self-identified Democrats. This was striking because it represented a departure 
from the tradition of military officers avoiding partisan identification. The TISS study did not 
pose specific questions to discover whether officers were particularly activist or extreme in their 
political beliefs or behavior, and thus could not reveal anything about the specific content of the 

1 The TISS project resulted in multiple publications, including Feaver and Kohn’s 2001 edited volume, Soldiers and Civilians, a 
special edition of the journal Armed Forces and Society (27(2), 2001), a special section in the Journal of Strategic Studies (26(2), 
2003),  and Feaver and Gelpi’s 2005 book, Choosing Your Battles. 
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officers’ partisan identification.  
With respect to attitudes toward military culture and missions, and foreign policy, the 

opinion gaps between the military and civilian elite samples were quite small: about a third of 
each agreed that a cultural “gap” might hurt military effectiveness; only small percentages 
thought that a social-engineering role for the military was “important” or “very important” 
(although the civilians agreed at a slightly higher level than the military officers); and the groups 
were roughly in agreement about the military’s ability to perform constabulary missions, 
although the civilians were more likely than the military to want to use the military for such 
missions. There was a very large opinion gap on the issue of allowing homosexuals to serve 
openly in the military: 76% of the military officers opposed it, while more than 50% of both the 
elite and mass civilians supported it. Military and non-veteran civilian respondents were also in 
some disagreement about providing economic aid to poor countries (with military and veteran 
respondents less likely to agree to such aid) and about the relative importance of military and 
economic strength for American security (with civilian non-veterans more likely to rate 
economic strength as more important). 

Another issue the TISS study addressed was that of the “familiarity gap”, or the decreasing 
levels of personal contact and familiarity between civilians and service-members. James Davis 
notes that “elite officers are disproportionately highly educated, middle-aged, and male. They are 
also somewhat more likely than the general population to be white and Catholic but differ little 
from it in class or regional origins” (Davis 2001, 122). James Burk argues that the military remains 
a highly visible and salient institution in American society, despite its declining numbers and 
shrinking geographic presence. Bill Bianco and Jaime Markham find that the trend of veterans’ 
overrepresentation in Congress, which had been evident since at least the late 19th century, had 
begun to fade in the 1970s and disappeared entirely by the mid-1990s. They argue that generational 
replacement alone could not explain this trend, but their study was unable to produce a clear 
explanation. However, they also find that veteran status has no significant impact on roll-call votes, 
so if the dearth of veterans in Congress has an effect on politics, it must be through other means 
(such as, e.g., determining what issues are discussed, setting the tone of debates, or providing 
information). Feaver and Kohn (2001) note, however, that a decline in the number of veterans in 
Congress could also lead to less knowledgeable oversight of the military and of national security 
issues (464). Later research (Feaver and Gelpi 2005) shows that military experience among the 
policy elite does matter on decisions about the use of force, but that finding includes both appointed 
and elected members within the “policy elite.”  

On the very basic issue of personal familiarity with someone who has served in uniform, the 
TISS survey showed that an average of 63% of respondents had an immediate family member who 
had served in the military at some point (The group with the lowest level of family connections 
was the civilian veteran elite, with only 50% reporting having a veteran in their immediate family; 
the military elite had the highest level, with 72%.) In the workplace, about 43% of both veteran 
and non-veteran civilian elites reported working with at least some current members of the 
military; among the military elites and the masses – both veteran and non-veteran – the numbers 
were closer to 90%. As for whether respondents believed the military got more or less respect than 
it deserved, between 40% and 50% of civilian elites felt that the military got less respect than it 
deserved, 56% of the military elite thought it got less respect than it deserved, and between 60% 
and 66% of the general public felt that Americans gave their military too little respect. In all cases, 
the vast majority of the remaining respondents felt that the military got about the right amount of 
respect; in no group did more than 10% think the military got more respect than it deserved. 
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On issues of the civil-military relationship, one problem uncovered by the TISS survey was 
the apparent willingness of the mass public to give the military far more influence in its dealings 
with political leaders and in the formation of foreign policy than many elites – including the 
military themselves – would find appropriate (Davis 2001, 121). Another significant gap that 
emerged between the military and civilian respondents to the TISS survey was over the questions 
asking what military officers should do if confronted with either unethical (but legal) or unwise 
orders. Overwhelmingly, the military respondents felt that unethical orders ought to be resisted in 
various ways, while the civilians felt that they ought to be carried out; the officers felt that unwise 
orders should be met with a smart salute, while the civilians thought they should be “appealed” 
and “resisted.” It may be relevant to note, however, that the civilian respondents, both veteran and 
non-veteran, were also much more likely than the military respondents to expect that officers 
would seek to avoid carrying out orders with which they disagree.  

In general, however, there was a lot of agreement. Although military leaders were slightly more 
likely than civilians to think that media depictions of the military were hostile, the differences were 
not significant. While the military respondents were more likely than civilians to think that 
civilians did not understand the sacrifices made by service-members, all groups agreed that 
civilians had a great deal of respect for the military. Military leaders disagreed with civilian leaders 
about civilian leaders’ relative levels of knowledge or ignorance about military matters, but all 
groups agreed that civilian leaders were neither very knowledgeable nor very ignorant. Both 
military and civilian elites were almost equally divided on the question of whether civilian political 
leaders shared the same values as the American people. On the other hand, civilian non-veteran 
leaders were less likely than military elites to believe that military leaders shared the American 
people’s values, but this may be because the civilians felt they did not know what military leaders’ 
values were. On a battery of questions about things that might hurt military effectiveness – such 
as lack of public trust in military leaders or the military culture becoming less masculine –military 
and civilian respondents generally agreed that most were not significant threats.  
B. Post-9/11. 
The Party Gap 

The TISS finding that 67 percent of “elite” officers self-identify as Republican generated a 
great deal of media attention and public commentary. After 9/11, the friction between the 
administration and high-ranking military officials contributed to scholars’ desire to understand 
the complex relationship between military partisanship and civilian control (Teigen 2007; Teigen 
2008; Dempsey 2009; Urben 2010; Golby 2011; Golby, Dropp, and Feaver 2012). The overall 
tenor of these newer studies is that fears about extreme military partisanship are overblown for 
several reasons, but the phenomenon still requires attention and management.   

Teigen (2007) finds that veterans’ Republican slant appears to have little to do with military 
service or experience, as such, and more to do with their race, gender, education level, and 
parents’ partisan identification. Similarly, Golby (2011) finds that, once you condition for 
respondents’ partisanship, opinion differences between civilian elites and military officers 
generally disappear on foreign policy issues. In other words, Republican military officers and 
Republican civilian elites hold roughly the same foreign policy attitudes. Because of the small 
number of liberals in the senior ranks of the military, however, senior military Democrats tend to 
be more moderate than Democratic civilian elites. Many of the differences in opinion between 
military officers and civilian elites appear to be the result of the partisan composition of the 
force, not time spent or experience in the military.  

Urben’s (2010) findings support Teigen’s argument that military officer partisanship is 
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explained largely by the same demographic factors that explain partisanship among Americans in 
general. She also finds, as does Dempsey (2009), that military officers appear to be less partisan 
and activist than civilians in general, though Golby (2011) finds that Democrats enter the officer 
corps at lower rates than Republicans and leave at higher rates after their initial terms of service. 
Nevertheless, Dempsey (2009), echoing earlier studies by Segal (2001), notes that the enlisted 
ranks are far more politically diverse than the officer corps, and enlisted service members 
constitute the bulk of military personnel.  

A recent Pew Social Trends survey (2011) also found some attitudes among post-9/11 
veterans that do not seem excessively partisan: “About half of post-9/11 veterans (51%) say 
relying too much on military force creates hatred that leads to more terrorism, while four-in-ten 
endorse the opposite view: that overwhelming force is the best way to defeat terrorism. The 
views of the public are nearly identical: 52% say too much force leads to more terrorism, while 
38% say using military force is the best approach.” The survey also observed, “About six-in-ten 
post-9/11 veterans (59%) support the noncombat “nation-building” role the military has taken on 
in Iraq and Afghanistan. The public and pre-9/11 veterans are less enthused. Just 45% of both 
groups say they think this is an appropriate role for the military.”2 
The Familiarity Gap  

Post-9/11 anecdotal commentaries also revived attention to the concerns identified by TISS 
about the familiarity gap: one, that only a tiny percentage of the population was bearing the brunt 
of the burden; and, two, that this meant that the general population didn’t care and was either 
unwilling or unable to exercise control and oversight over politicians’ policies (Roth-Douquet and 
Schaeffer 2006; Wrona 2006; Thompson 2011; Fallows 2015). On the other hand, Mackubin 
Owens (2011) argues that “the nexus of two wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the explosion of 
communications, both electronic and otherwise, and the unprecedented reliance of the military 
services on the reserve component arguably have made the military more visible to the American 
public than it was in the era of the draft and Vietnam” (129, emphasis added). He argues that “the 
idea of a civil-military “gap” that took hold in the 1990s was probably overstated then and is less 
salient now” (129). 

The 2011 Pew Social Trends survey3 mentioned above found that 61% of Americans had an 
immediate family member (parent, child, sibling) who served in the military – essentially no 
change from the TISS study. For Americans under the age of 40, however, about 40% had an 
immediate family member who served in the armed forces, and for Americans under 30 it dropped 
to 33%. One plausible inference is that the pattern of high social familiarity was a legacy of the 
large World War II and Cold War-era militaries, and as that generation dies off so too do its familial 
ties to military service. In its stead is a more tightly linked and narrower network, where families 
with social ties beget new families with social ties. Among veterans under the age of 40, for 
instance, the percentage with a veteran in their immediate family was 60%. Furthermore, veterans 
were more than twice as likely as the general public to say they had a child who had served in the 
military (21% vs. 9%), and half of veterans had a parent who served, compared to 41% of the 
general public. However, whites are more likely than African Americans to have such a connection 
(68% vs. 59%), and Hispanics are much less likely than either (30%). Those who live in the South 
are somewhat more likely than those in the Northeast or West to have a family member who has 
served (64% vs. 56% vs. 57%). Finally, Republicans are far more likely to have a family member 
who served (73% vs. 59% for Democrats and 56% for Independents), and it is possible that some 

2 http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2011/10/05/war-and-sacrifice-in-the-post-911-era/ 
3 http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2011/11/23/the-military-civilian-gap-fewer-family-connections/ 
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of these demographic and partisanship factors explain much of the military family member effect. 
Perhaps most importantly, however, a finding that between 30% and 60% of the American public 
still report having immediate family members who have served in uniform shows the lingering 
generational impact of the large mobilization militaries of the mid-20th century. It also contrasts 
markedly with the claim that the U.S. military is isolated from society or that American civilians 
have no contact with or familiarity with the military as an institution – though the demographic 
trendline is inexorable and so, barring a massive mobilization, the percentage in coming years will 
continue to decline. 

In determining whether or not this “familiarity gap” matters, the Pew study found that 
American adults with a veteran in the family were more likely to consider themselves more 
patriotic than most other Americans, more likely to consider America the “greatest country in the 
world,” and more likely to recommend a career in the military. Interestingly, however, while 
having a veteran as a close relative did have some negative effect on views of how President 
Obama is handling his job as Commander in Chief (41% of those with veterans in their families 
disapprove vs. 34% with no veteran family member), it had no effect on people’s views of whether 
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan were worth fighting, nor did it appear to make a difference in 
their feeling that the wars made little difference in their lives (about half of each sample agreed 
with that statement). Teigen (2008) finds that veteran status did not help candidates for office 
significantly in elections between 2000 and 2006, and to the small extent that veteran status did 
make a difference, it benefited Republicans and incumbents more than Democrats and challengers 
(122). Inbody (2008) argues that the veteran deficit in Congress was temporary: while Bianco and 
Markham (2001) find that veterans in Congress had fallen below their percentage of the general 
population for the first time, Inbody finds that veterans “remain vastly overrepresented in Congress 
compared to the population as a whole” (141).  

The executive summary of the Pew report states: “Some 83% of all adults say that military 
personnel and their families have had to make a lot of sacrifices since the Sept. 11, 2001, attacks; 
43% say the same about the American people. However, even among those who acknowledge this 
gap in burden-sharing, only 26% describe it as unfair. Seven-in-ten (70%) consider it ‘just part of 
being in the military.’”4 
C. The New Survey. 

This much is already known and discussed in the debate. What new insights does the YouGov 
survey add to the public conversation? While the YouGov data is especially rich and our 
summaries below only begin to analyze its findings, we argue that a few results are of special 
importance.  

Comparing any two surveys across fifteen years poses challenges, and this effort was no 
exception. The biggest issue we faced was due to the different techniques that TISS and YouGov 
used to identify an individual’s “military status.” Although YouGov did ask all respondents 
whether they or a family member had served in the military since 1991, YouGov asked only certain 
respondents whether they were veterans themselves. In order to make apples-to-apples 
comparisons, we had to go with smaller sample sizes, reducing the YouGov “veteran or family 
member of a veteran” sample down to just “veterans.” Using smaller sample sizes increases our 
statistical margin of error, but it also ensures that we do not falsely claim that attitudes have 
changed over the last fifteen years when we are actually just comparing different groups. 

Moreover, because the sampling design for identifying elites was different in both surveys, we 
are cautious about attributing changes among elites to the effects of the last thirteen years of war. 

4 http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2011/10/05/war-and-sacrifice-in-the-post-911-era/ 
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The YouGov elite sample differs from the TISS sample across several important demographic 
categories to a larger extent than we would have expected; for example, the YouGov elite sample, 
both civilian and veteran, is much more Republican and male than the TISS sample, and the 
magnitude of these changes is not reflected in similar changes in other polls over the last fifteen 
years. Consequently, it may be that the changes we note below are due to changes in the underlying 
attitude profile of the populations (and thus a reflection of deeper societal changes such as the 
impact of the long wars in Iraq and Afghanistan), but it is also possible that they are due to 
differences in sampling design, especially among elite respondents.  

Several summary findings emerge from the comparison of the two surveys and are depicted in 
the figures below. First, some of the patterns observed in the TISS survey reappear in the YouGov 
survey. There is still a significant tendency for veterans and military personnel to identify as 
Republican at a higher rate than non-veteran/military groups. Feaver and Gelpi’s (2005) finding 
about the effects of veteran status on preferences about the use of force appears to remain true, at 
the very least for the mass public: veterans are more reluctant about the use of force but favor 
fewer restrictions on its employment, whereas non-veterans are supportive of more wide-ranging 
use, but favor greater restrictions on force levels and how they are employed. There is less evidence 
for this difference among the elite, but that may simply be a result of the fact that the YouGov elite 
sample is much more Republican and male than the TISS sample was. And, though we do not 
reproduce every question in a figure, many of the unsurprising results of the earlier civil-military 
survey show up again.  
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Figure 1: Party Identification  

Figure 2: Military vs. Political Goals and the Use of Force 
TISS Question Text: This question asks you to indicate your position on certain propositions that 
are sometimes described as lessons that the United States should have learned from past 
experiences abroad: When force is used, military rather than political goals should determine its 
application. 

YouGov Question Text: (same as TISS) 
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Figure 3: Quick and Massive Interventions vs. Gradual Escalation 

TISS Question Text: This question asks you to indicate your position on certain propositions that 
are sometimes described as lessons that the United States should have learned from past 
experiences abroad: Use of force in foreign interventions should be applied quickly and 
massively rather than by gradual escalation. 

YouGov Question Text: (same as TISS) 
 
 Second, there are new patterns that emerge that were not evident in earlier data or stand 
out far more prominently now. There is a significantly higher tendency for non-veterans to respond 
to questions about the military with “don’t know” or “no opinion.” Indeed, every time that YouGov 
asked the non-veteran civilian masses a question about the military, there was a large and 
significant shift compared to the TISS study in the number of respondents who offered the “no 
opinion” response (see, for example, Figure 3). Moreover, as shown in Figure 4, there appears to 
be markedly less contact between civilians and military personnel, but this finding should not be 
taken too literally, as the questions about both work contacts and family members were worded 
very differently. That being said, the change is so enormous that it is unlikely to be due entirely to 
question wording.  
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Figure 4: Workplace Contact with Military Personnel 
TISS Question Text: Now consider the people you come in regular contact with at work. Are they 
all civilians, mostly civilians with some military, about equal civilians and military, mostly 
military with some civilians, or all military? For the purposes of this question, "civilian" here 
refers to civilians other than civil servants or contractors working for the military. 

YouGov Question Text: Do you work with anyone currently in the military? (Responses in 
parentheses.) 
 

The later survey indicates that, after Afghanistan and Iraq, Americans are less likely to believe 
that they, as a group, are casualty-phobic, but this appears to be a matter of degree rather than a 
change in direction. The YouGov results also indicate that Americans have even less trust in their 
civilian leadership than they did at the end of the 1990s. For example, respondents in the post-
Afghanistan and Iraq YouGov survey were much more likely than their pre-9/11 countrymen to 
think that civilian politicians should essentially let military leaders run the foreign policy show 
(“when force is used, military rather than political goals should determine its application”). In the 
TISS survey, the military elite sample sharply disagreed with that sentiment, and sizable portions 
of both civilian elites and masses also disagreed. For the YouGov survey, supermajorities of both 
elite and masses supported this claim, with the veterans discernibly more supportive than non-
veterans (although again there is a large bump in “no opinion,” from 8% to 32% among non-
veteran civilians). Similarly, both groups of masses also are more willing to agree that the president 
should basically follow the advice of the generals, though the question wording is slightly 
different. Respondents in the later survey were also more likely than TISS respondents to believe 
that political leaders did not have the same values as the American public. 
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Figure 5: Perceptions of the Public's Casualty Tolerance  
TISS Question Text: This question asks you to indicate your position on certain propositions that 
are sometimes described as lessons that the United States should have learned from past 
experiences abroad: The American public will rarely tolerate large numbers of U.S. casualties in 
military operations. 

YouGov Question Text: (same as TISS) 
 

Figure 6: The President's and Military's Leadership Roles during War 

TISS Question Text: This question asks for your opinion on a number of statements concerning 
relations between the military and senior civilian leaders: In wartime, civilian government 
leaders should let the military take over running the war. 

YouGov Question Text: When the country is at war, the President should basically follow the 
advice of the generals. 
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Figure 7: Political Leaders and the Public's Values  

TISS Question Text: Do you think our political leaders, in general, share the same values as the 
American people? 

YouGov Question Text: In general, do you think political leaders share the same values as the 
American people? (Did not include “No Opinion” response) 

 
The issue of women in ground combat units is still controversial, but less so than it was in the 

TISS era. All groups are likely to support women in combat roles; however, the rise in support 
among non-veterans has been large, while the rise in support among veterans has been quite 
modest. YouGov still shows strong confidence that the military has addressed racial discrimination 
within the military more effectively than American society has in general, but the confidence there 
has ebbed somewhat. The gays in the military issue is much less controversial, though there is still 
a noticeable veteran vs. non-veteran gap even today, with non-veterans far more supportive of 
allowing gays to serve. 
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Figure 8: Allowing Women in Combat Jobs 

TISS Question Text: Do you think women should be allowed to serve in all combat jobs? 

YouGov Question Text: Do you agree or disagree with excluding women from the infantry? 
(Responses in parentheses.) 
 
 

 
 
Figure 9: Racial Discrimination in the Military 

TISS Question Text: The U.S. military has done a much better job of eliminating racial 
discrimination within the military than American society in general. 

YouGov Question Text: (same as TISS) 
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Figure 10: Allowing Homosexuals in the Military 

TISS Question Text: Do you think gay men and lesbians should be allowed to serve openly in the 
military?  

YouGov Question Text: Do you think people who are openly gay or homosexual should be 
allowed to serve in the U.S. military? 

One of the disturbing findings from the TISS survey was the high numbers of the non-veterans, 
elite and mass, who seemed to accept improper civil-military norms – in particular, the idea that a 
military officer ought to resist (actively or passively) direct orders from the civilian political 
authorities if the officer thought the orders unwise. It should cause significant concern that the 
portion of the public that accepts this view of things is even greater in the YouGov survey. 
Respondents to the YouGov survey were more likely than their earlier TISS counterparts to 
support an officer leaking what he or she thinks are unwise decisions to the press, even though that 
remains the form of resistance considered least legitimate by all respondent groups. 

In the TISS surveys, approximately 30% of respondents in each group thought it was 
appropriate for a military officer to retire or leave the service in protest when faced with an unwise 
order. This was already taken by some scholars of civil-military relations to indicate a dangerous 
breakdown in what they saw as a critical norm against resigning in protest (Kohn 2009). The 
YouGov survey shows that this norm has broken down completely among all groups except non-
veteran masses. Solid majorities of elite veterans, elite non-veterans and mass veterans said that 
an officer could retire or leave the service to protest an unwise order. Additionally, veterans’ 
attitudes regarding civil-military norms shifted on almost every question. Whereas veterans and 
military respondents in the TISS survey were more likely to give answers consistent with 
appropriate norms of civil-military relations than were their non-veteran civilian counterparts, the 
gap has now narrowed, with veterans becoming more likely to give normatively problematic 
answers. With the notable exception of resignation, however, the overwhelming majority of 
veterans still give “correct” answers (cf. Cloud and Schmitt 2006). 
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Figure 11: How Officers Should Respond to Unwise Orders 
TISS Question Text: If a senior civilian Department of Defense leader asks a military officer to 
do something that the military officer believes is unwise, would it be appropriate for the officer 
to... 

YouGov Question Text: (same as TISS) 

Given its centrality to current debates, it is interesting to compare attitudes on the defense 
budget. We only have one comparison question, and the wording is not the same. However, the 
comparison is suggestive. In the TISS survey, 60% of both veterans and non-veterans in the mass 
public disagreed with cutting defense to increase education. By contrast, in the YouGov survey, 
there is a gap. A 40% plurality of veterans is in favor of increasing the defense budget, compared 
with 21% of non-veterans.  
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Figure 12: Changing the Federal Defense Budget 
TISS Question Text: This question asks you to indicate your position on certain domestic issues: 
Reducing the defense budget in order to increase the federal education budget. 

YouGov Question Text: Do you think the federal government should increase or decrease 
spending on [National Defense]? (Responses in parentheses.) 
 

Finally, in both surveys, respondents appear to believe there is a civil-military gap. In the 
TISS survey, fewer than 10% of respondents in every category believed that a “military culture 
and way of life that is very different from the culture and way of life of those who are not in the 
military” was “not happening. Similarly, solid majorities in every YouGov category stated that 
the U.S. military “has different values than the rest of society.” The two surveys asked different 
questions about how to narrow it; but, because the questions were asked in the opposite way, we 
cannot do a direct comparison. Nevertheless, it is possible that there has been a shift in the “who 
should change” answer.  Neither survey found strong support for the idea that the military should 
change to be more like society. In the more recent survey, however, the non-veteran mass public 
became far less likely to venture any opinion at all about whether the military should change its 
culture.  

The perception of the gap should not be over-stated, though, since respondents in both 
surveys believed that civilians respected the military and the military respected civilians in 
roughly similar proportions. Among the masses, the percentage of veterans who believe the 
military gets less respect than it deserves has dropped slightly, from 66% to 59%, while the 
percentage among non-veterans dropped 13 points, from 60% to 47%. The percentage of elite 
respondents who claim that the military gets less respect than it deserves actually has grown, 
from 49% to 64% among veterans and from 40% to 50% among non-veterans. This fact is 
striking given the high level of respect afforded to the military in the survey.  
D. What Might be Driving the Gap? 

The main variants on the “Gap” thesis suggest that any gaps we see are due either to a lack of 
military experience or a lack of personal familiarity with others who have that experience. The 
argument is that military training, organization, and experience produce certain attitudes, either 
through habituation or through a better, more appropriate understanding of the issues at stake (e.g., 
in decisions about the use of force). There is some evidence here for both of those claims. There 
is an enormous drop from the 1999 survey to the more recent one in the number of people of all 
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groups reporting a family member in the service, and that drop is significantly greater for non-
veteran groups than for veteran groups. It is important to note, however, that part of that drop 
comes necessarily from the fact that respondents to the TISS survey were reporting all family 
members who had ever served in uniform, whereas the YouGov respondents were reporting only 
those family members who had served since 1991.  

There is also little evidence in the data to support the popular contention that elites are less 
likely than the mass public to have a personal connection to a veteran. Among elites, 17% of all 
respondents reported that they or a family member had served in the military since 1991, compared 
to 20% among the masses. However, 47% of elites report having “socialized” with someone in the 
military over the last three months, compared to only 35% of the general population. In both cases, 
veterans were much more likely to socialize with someone in the military than non-veterans were. 
More than 45% of mass veterans and 54% of elite veterans reported spending time with someone 
in the military, compared to 22% of non-veterans in the general population and 38% of elite non-
veterans. 

There does seem to be a significant decline in contact with military service-members in the 
workplace: in 1999, about half of both veteran and non-veteran elite groups and close to 90% of 
the mass public reported that they had some workplace contact with someone currently in the 
military, but by 2014, those numbers had dropped to between 4% and 15%. This is a striking drop, 
but we must take care not to over-claim its significance.  Much of that drop is likely due to 
differences in the question wording, and it is important to note that both surveys asked about 
workplace contact with current military personnel, not veterans. In all cases, however, veterans 
were more likely than non-veterans to report workplace contact with military personnel, suggesting 
that the concentration phenomenon seen in the higher tendency of military families to produce 
volunteers also extends to post-service workplace selection (Segal and Segal 2004). So there is 
some evidence of declining familiarity, but it probably is not as drastic as some critics claim (e.g., 
Fallows 2015) or as this one question at first glance suggests. Nevertheless, all the numbers above 
are markedly less than the 62% of individuals who reported having a veteran in the family in the 
TISS sample and the 61% who did the same in the 2011 Pew survey. Absent a major expansion of 
the military in the future, demographic trends make the decline in the number of Americans with 
some kind of military connection inexorable.   

Another piece of evidence indicating support for the familiarity gap argument is the 
surprisingly large increase in the number of “don’t know” and “no opinion” responses from non-
veterans when asked about issues related to the military. Although Americans typically are willing 
to venture answers to survey questions even on topics with which they have little familiarity 
(Converse 1964), 25-30 % of the non-veteran masses consistently chose not to give an answer 
when the YouGov survey asked them a question about the military. Table 1 shows that this 
surprising unwillingness to answer questions about the military is strongly related to respondents’ 
social contact with those in uniform. All non-veteran respondents appear to be slightly less willing 
to offer opinions on military matters than civilians in the TISS study were, but YouGov 
respondents who had not interacted socially with someone in the military during the last 30 days 
were more than twice as likely to offer “no opinion” than those who had. A similar pattern holds 
for social contact with the military over the previous three months.  
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Table 1: Social Contact with the Military and Norms among Non-veteran Civilians 

Have you socialized with someone in the military or their spouse in the past 30 
days? 

Yes No 

Do you agree or disagree with [or have “no opinion” of] the following 
statements? 

Percent 
responding 

“No Opinion: 

An effective military depends on a very structured organization with a clear chain 
of command.  

6% 22% 

Military symbols - like uniforms and medals and military traditions - like 
ceremonies and parades are necessary to build morale, loyalty, and comradery in 
the military.  

8% 23% 

Even though women can serve in the military, the military should remain basically 
masculine, dominated by male values and characteristics.  

11% 24% 

The U.S. military has done a much better job of eliminating racial discrimination 
within the military than American society in general.  

25% 39% 

Even in a high tech era, people in the military have to have characteristics like 
strength, toughness, physical courage, and the willingness to make sacrifices.  

4% 18% 

The bonds and sense of loyalty that keep a military unit together under the stress of 
combat are fundamentally different than the bonds and loyalty that organizations try 
to develop in the business world.  

11% 26% 

Since military life is a young person's profession, the chance to retire with a good 
pension at a young age is very important in the military.  

13% 24% 

On most military bases there are company stores, childcare centers, and recreational 
facilities right on the base. It is very important to keep these things on military bases 
in order to keep a sense of identity in the military community.  

11% 27% 

Military leaders care more about the people under their command than leaders in 
the non-military world care about people under them.  

23% 31% 

AVERAGE 12% 26% 
 
The YouGov survey does not provide an explanation for why respondents who do not interact 

with members of the military would be so unwilling to answer questions about the military. One 
plausible explanation might be that non-veteran citizens know very little about the military, and 
know that they know very little. Americans have less direct contact with service members, but 
portrayals of the military in movies or on television are common. It might be that these depictions 
of the military do little to bridge the gap, and that they instead only highlight that military service 
has little to do with the lives of average Americans. It is interesting to note that, in the YouGov 
sample, only the non-veteran masses were less likely to think that military leaders shared the same 
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values as the American people. All other groups were more likely to believe that members of the 
military shared their values, but the non-veteran sub-sample moved from certainty to "no opinion." 
Similarly, when asked "do you think the U.S. military has different values than the rest of 
American society?" the number of non-veteran masses answering “no opinion” climbed 
considerably compared to TISS, while the number giving either a “yes” or a “no” both dropped 
significantly. Many non-veteran civilians in the general population appear to think that that they 
do not understand the military enough to answer, and they are not sure whether members of the 
military are like them or not. If this is the true explanation and current trends continue, the 
decreased contact between non-veteran civilians and increasingly smaller numbers of troops will 
only widen and deepen this lack of understanding. 

It is tempting to conclude that any gaps we see between veterans and non-veterans are all due 
to this familiarity or experience gap, but the data imply that there may be other factors driving the 
differences. Most prominently, these gaps could be driven largely by partisanship. That was the 
conclusion one of us reached in earlier analysis (Golby 2011), and there are indications that that 
may be what this data is showing, as well. Because our sample sizes were too small to yield a 
sufficiently high degree of confidence, we offer this as a plausible alternative hypothesis rather 
than a firm finding. Yet, the evidence is suggestive. For example, in closer analysis of several of 
the questions, we find that if we control for partisanship, the veteran-non-veteran differences 
practically disappear – that is, veterans who are Democrats are more like Democrat non-veterans 
than they are like Republican veterans. Figure 13 and Figure 14 are illustrative of this pattern, 
showing civil-military and partisan differences on an additive scale of four questions related to the 
Powell Doctrine. Figure 13 shows that veterans and non-veterans do hold different views about 
how and when to use military force; both elite and mass veterans score higher on the scale than 
non-veterans. However, Figure 14 shows that there are not necessarily uniform military and 
civilian positions on issues and that partisan differences are often much larger than civil-military 
differences.   
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Figure 13: Mean Support on the Powell Doctrine Scale (by Civil-Military Category) 
YouGov Question Text: a) Military force should be used only in pursuit of the goal of total 
victory; b) Use of force in foreign interventions should be applied quickly and massively; c) 
When force is used, military rather than political goals should determine its application; d) 
Public will not tolerate large numbers of U.S. casualties in military operations. (Additive scale 
runs from 0 to 1, with 1 signifying more support for the Powell Doctrine.) 

Figure 14: Mean Support on the Powell Doctrine Scale (by Civil-Military Category within 
Partisan Groups) 
YouGov Question Text: a) Military force should be used only in pursuit of the goal of total 
victory; b) Use of force in foreign interventions should be applied quickly and massively; c) 
When force is used, military rather than political goals should determine its application; d) 
Public will not tolerate large numbers of U.S. casualties in military operations. (Additive scale 
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runs from 0 to 1, with 1 signifying more support for the Powell Doctrine.) 
 This general pattern holds for opinions about the appropriate way to use force, and also shows 

up in opinions about whether people would want a child of theirs to join the military. This finding 
does not hold for every question – e.g., it does not explain the responses to questions about proper 
norms of civil-military relations (but on those questions the veteran-non-veteran difference itself 
shrank significantly). It is, however, a strong contender for explaining a great deal of the apparent 
divergence of opinions between veterans and non-veterans. Of course, finding that partisanship 
mediates the civil-military gap does not mean that the civil-military gap is nonexistent or 
irrelevant. Rather, it underscores the importance of partisan differences even inside the military, 
and in particular the propensity of the military to draw and retain more Republicans than 
Democrats in its ranks.  

Moreover, it is highly likely that both of these processes – the declining level of contact and 
the increasing partisan divide – are happening at the same time. For example, Republican civilians 
in the general population are almost twice as likely as Democrats to report socializing with 
someone in the military in the last three months (33% vs. 16%). Among elites, the difference is 
smaller but still large (40% vs. 29%). Much of the partisanship difference may be due to 
differences in demographics (Urben 2010; Teigen 2007), which is related to the issue of military 
families being more likely to produce volunteers. The important policy questions then become: to 
what extent are any of these trends potential problems for policy-making at the top, for 
congressional oversight and lawmaking, for the quality and sustainability of the force, and for the 
maintenance of the support of the American people for the military establishment?  
E. Policy Implications and Responses. 

 Perhaps one of our most striking overall conclusions from the new study is how many of the 
results resemble the ones we found 15 years ago despite the intervening experience of more than 
a decade of intense combat operations.  We cannot say for certain whether this is a sign that the 
gap was unchanged in the interval, or whether the gap did change with 9/11 but then had returned 
to previous conditions by 2014.  Regardless, some of the concerns and the remedies of that earlier 
study are still relevant today, while others may require a new approach. 

Familiarity gap – the main concerns with a familiarity gap are that those who have no 
experience or connection to the military may not understand the logic or limits of the use of force. 
Consequently, those with no “skin in the game” might be unable to make knowledgeable cost-
benefit calculations about the use of force, and are therefore prone to use force unwisely. Like the 
TISS study, the YouGov survey cannot answer the normative question about whether the use of 
force in a given case is appropriate or whether it is likely to succeed; as Feaver and Gelpi (2005) 
made clear, the data could at best only speak to attitude and frequency differences, not the specific 
wisdom or folly of different attitudes or frequencies.  Moreover, although there is still some 
support in this data for the Feaver and Gelpi (2005) finding on a veteran/non-veteran gap in 
preferences over the use of force – and Groves, Gelpi and Feaver (2014) show that this pattern 
extends well past the 9/11 era - we are mindful of Golby’s (2011) argument that this effect is 
heavily mediated by partisanship rather than experience in uniform.  Likewise, the YouGov data 
do not allow us to determine whether those with less personal contact with veterans are more likely 
to support the use of military force; the only indicator is that a large percentage of the population 
considers the sacrifices borne by the uniformed services to be “just part of being in the military.”5 
That being said, the YouGov data suggest that large numbers of Americans still report having 
family, work, or social contact with both veterans and active duty military members. However, the 

5 See supra note 4 

4-22



 

majority of those contacts are almost certainly older veterans from the WWII, Korea, and Vietnam 
eras, and the trajectory of familiarity is on a steep decline. Given our finding that civilians who 
report no interaction with the military are less likely to even answer questions about the military, 
declining contact with the military potentially could become a cause for concern in the future. This 
indicates both a need for significantly more study on the potential effects of a familiarity gap, and 
initiatives geared toward mitigating the extent to which a small, volunteer military becomes 
isolated from its host society. 

Partisanship gap – The earlier concern with an officer corps that self-identified as Republican 
was that a Democratic administration might have more difficulty trusting and being trusted by its 
top military leadership, and this could impede policy-making in dangerous ways. The YouGov 
survey cannot answer the question of whether this dynamic at the top does, in fact, happen, but it 
does demonstrate that the partisanship gap is persistent and showing no signs of moderation.   

Deference and entitlement – we do perceive a troubling level of deference to the military on 
the side of the civilians, and feelings of entitlement on the side of the military. This increased sense 
of entitlement manifests itself most among veterans and civilians in the general public, with larger 
gaps on questions about respect for the military, spending on national defense, and deference to 
the military during war. While some deference to expertise and experience is appropriate, it is 
unhealthy for civilian policy-makers to feel like they cannot question military officers, and 
potentially even more unhealthy for the public to put more trust in the political judgments of its 
military officers than its elected officials. Moreover, because of the levels of public trust in the 
military, both parties have an incentive to use military officers as policy salesmen, further 
undermining the norm of an apolitical military. The United States benefits from a large pool of 
civilian and academic expertise on defense and security issues, and it is highly problematic for 
civil-military relations if the public identifies uniformed personnel as uniquely qualified and 
trustworthy to make policy judgments in those areas.  

Professionalism – we found a significant deterioration in what are considered traditional norms 
of civil-military relations, including a tendency among officers to feel that they should resist orders 
they considered unwise, and potentially even utilize the separation of powers and the availability 
of the press as ways to undermine policies with which they disagreed. Civilian leaders’ desire to 
obtain the public support of trusted senior military leaders also creates perverse incentives for 
senior officers to use the threat of public opposition or resignation to extract policy concessions 
from elected officials. While the authors emphasize that majorities of officers still support the 
traditional norms, the dissenting minorities are large and appear to be growing. This, added to the 
above concerns about partisanship and deference, may be grounds for concern about the civil-
military relationship at the policy-making levels. 
Recommendations: 

First, institutions of professional military education (PME) need to place renewed emphasis on 
professional norms of civil-military, and in particular to re-establish the norm that military officers 
ought not to act as or even appear to be partisan figures. We grant that there is a reasonable debate 
to be had over the extent to which military officers are, should, or must be political actors since 
they are necessarily involved in the bureaucratic politics of policymaking.  We are not 
recommending that that debate be silenced.  However, we submit that there is a crucial distinction 
between being political and being partisan, and that the latter is undesirable, whatever the former 
may be. 

Second, scholars, journalists, and the public must call out both politicians who hide behind 
military officers, and retired officers who use the public’s respect of those in uniform to weigh in 
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on partisan debates. While there is no obvious policy solution to this problem, the development 
and promulgation of norms help rein it in.  

Third, it is important not to exacerbate the otherwise natural tendency for the military to draw 
heavily from certain regions and demographics. It is an almost universal dynamic that parental 
work experience familiarizes children with that job and essentially does a significant portion of 
the recruiter’s job for him. But accession into the military is very different from other professions. 
There is almost no lateral entry, and the military occupies a privileged place in the political 
discourse and in the competition for societal resources. Moreover, as we have seen in the past 
decade-plus, the differential burden on the military posed by the high operations tempo of recent 
wars versus that imposed on civilians can itself become a political problem for the country. The 
problem can be exacerbated by a temptation in the military to concentrate recruiting efforts on the 
most promising demographics.  One way to address this issue is to ensure that recruiting staff are 
sent to currently “underserved” areas, such as large cities. At the same time, it would be necessary 
to change recruiters’ incentive structures: quality ought to be emphasized over quantity.  

Another solution that has been proposed is to reintroduce some form of universal (or near 
universal) military service via a draft, in the belief that such will “force” the elites to have more 
“skin in the game,” thus producing more cautious foreign policy. Proponents of compulsory 
service also claim it will ensure that most Americans either serve in uniform or know someone 
who has. We view compulsory military service as a cure that is worse then the disease, for the 
following reasons. First, we note that the current all-volunteer force is actually more representative 
in many ways than the draft force was at any time in the country’s history except during World 
War II (Segal and Segal 2004, esp. 24f., 37). Second, there is very little evidence in the scholarly 
literature to indicate that having any form of conscription makes a country less likely to use its 
military forces (Pickering 2011). Third, the expense of such a solution – even were it deemed 
constitutional – would be astronomical. The U.S. military currently accesses a little over 100,000 
people per year (including all active, reserve, and National Guard components);6 the cohort in the 
United States reaching age 18 every year is more than 4 million.7 Even assuming that large 
numbers would be disqualified on grounds of conscience or disability, that is still millions of 
people who would have to be clothed, fed, housed, trained, and paid some kind of stipend every 
year. A draft lottery targeting only part of the population obviously would be less costly, but – the 
smaller the drafted force became – the less it would address the issue of the civil-military gap. 
Furthermore, the effects of this on the deployability and capability of the U.S. forces would likely 
be devastating. As a country, we have come to expect a level of military proficiency that minimizes 
casualties – ours and innocent civilians’ – that are only achievable with the highly professionalized 
force we have today. No draft army could fight to the standards the country and the international 
community have come to demand of the All-Volunteer Force. We agree that there are some 
grounds for concern in the trends identified above, and that some of those trends are due to a 
declining veteran population, but that veteran bulge was due to large-scale mobilization in the mid-
20th century, not to a draft, as such. The vast majority of the United States’ history has been 
characterized by a military that constituted less than 1% of the population (Segal and Segal 2004, 
fig.1), and none of these problems are new. 

6 DoD Release NR 073-13, 16 December 2013; http://www.defense.gov/releases/release.aspx?releaseid=16429 
7 US Census table: PEPSYASEX Annual Estimates of the Resident Population by Single Year of Age and Sex for the United 
States, States, and Puerto Rico Commonwealth: April 1, 2010 to July 1, 2013; 
http://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?pid=PEP_2013_PEPSYASEX&prodType=table  
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A peacetime draft is neither politically feasible today nor is it the norm in American history. 
However, fighting two long ground wars in Iraq and Afghanistan while relying solely on 
volunteers is also unique in American history. The shift to the Total Force concept following the 
Vietnam War was designed in part to make it difficult for political leaders to use the military for a 
prolonged conflict without also expending the political capital to mobilize the country in support 
of the war. The designers believed that the draft had shielded the political leadership from the 
blowback that would have occurred if they had had to mobilize the Reserves (which came from an 
older cohort with greater political clout). The Total Force “succeeded” in the sense of reducing the 
need for a supplemental wartime draft and obliging leaders to mobilize the Guard and Reserves 
during these conflicts.  But in so doing, it required the Guard and Reserves to mobilize on a 
sustained basis in a way that no one expected. And, as renewed debates about the draft show, the 
mobilization of the Guard and Reserve did not settle the underlying questions about the degree of 
political and societal support for the conflicts.  Arguably, this reliance made the U.S. military 
extremely effective tactically and operationally, but it also may have contributed to the growing 
sense of entitlement among those who served. While the benefits of a supplemental wartime draft 
may not outweigh its costs in terms of the exceptional competence of the AVF, now is the time to 
debate how to mobilize the U.S. military and the population to face prolonged conflicts in the 
future. 
F. Conclusion. 

This review has just scratched the surface of the YouGov survey, but it suffices to demonstrate 
the richness of the data and the potential insights for civil-military relations. Far more research is 
needed into both what factors are causing these trends and what effects the trends have on policy-
making, civil-military relations, and national security as a whole. Here, we have noted that some 
veteran-non-veteran divisions are growing, while others have practically disappeared; some 
indicate problems for American civil-military relations, and others may be harmless; but, most 
importantly, that the issues involved cannot be reduced to the simplistic claim that the All-
Volunteer Force is dangerously isolated from American society. There are some ways in which 
the All-Volunteer Force is demographically and culturally similar to society, others in which, for 
appropriate functional reasons, it is different, and still others where its differences may be due 
simply to the fact that this profession, like many others, tends to draw people of a certain profile. 
While it is always appropriate for a society to have lively discussions of the relationship between 
citizenship and military service, and of the role of the expert in policy-making, it is crucial that 
those debates recognize the complexity of the forces at work and the trade-offs involved. The 
YouGov survey has given us the first opportunity since the landmark TISS study to see how more 
than ten years of war have affected the relationship between the American people and their 
military, and we find that the subject is just as important to national security and defense policy 
today as it was fifteen years ago. 

4-25



This page intentionally left blank



Members of the military must learn to connect 
with American civilians 
By John F. Kirby, Published: March 27 

Rear Adm. John F. Kirby is the U.S. Navy’s chief of information. This article is adapted from 
commencement remarks given at the Naval War College last month. 

In more than 10 years of war, we in the military have gone to great expense and trouble to listen to the 
concerns of foreign peoples and cultures. We have learned Dari and Arabic and Pashto. We have sat 
cross-legged in shura and tribal councils. And yet I worry that we do not pay our fellow Americans the 
same courtesy. 

It’s time that we do a better job understanding and relating to the people we serve. 

We do not talk with them. Too often, we talk at them. We are the guest speakers, the first-pitch- 
throwers, the grand marshals. We show them the power of our capabilities through air shows, port visits 
and other demonstrations. This outreach is important, but it isn’t always a two-way street. And it 
doesn’t improve our understanding of the society we defend. 

We tend to focus on the fact that, because so few Americans serve in uniform — something like 1 
percent — they don’t understand us. There’s some truth to that. But is it solely their fault? 

We are, after all, volunteers in a proportionally small military. Americans can choose to serve or not. 
Not everyone in the world has that option. Even among those who want to serve, there are only so 
many qualified to join our ranks. And those ranks are not likely to expand in this time of fiscal 
austerity. 

Being honest with ourselves, we would admit that we have been well-resourced and fully supported by 
the home front. From lifesaving force-protection gear to counter-IED technology to the finest in 
unmanned systems and much more, the American people have — through their elected representatives 
— given us the tools we’ve needed to fight two wars. 

They’ve also helped us find jobs when we come home. They’ve given us world-class education 
benefits. And they’ve helped ensure that returning troops get the physical and mental health care they 
richly deserve. Americans have built homes for wounded warriors and wrapped their arms around the 
families of our fallen. They have thanked us in airports, bus stations and parades. 

They may not know us. But they certainly support us. 

Of course, more can always be done to care for our troops and their families. A recent government report 
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says we lose a veteran to suicide nearly every hour of every day. While veterans represent less than 9 
percent of the population, they are about 15 percent of the homeless. Veterans of Iraq and Afghanistan 
are more likely to report a traumatic brain injury and to have received mental health treatment than 
veterans of other wars — treatment that must continue without the stigma it carries. 

According to some estimates, more than 1.5 million active-duty, reserve and National Guard troops will 
transition to civilian life in the next five years. We must continue to ensure that Americans are ready and 
willing to help them make that transition. 

We haven’t been neglected or forgotten. American civilians are simply confronted by problems other 
than war, problems we might have difficulty understanding from the relative permanence of our 
profession. They are not losing life and limb on the battlefield, but they are losing their jobs, their 
homes, their livelihoods. They can be forgiven for being distracted and even a little tired of war. 

I’ve been a spokesman throughout these wars, not a soldier. It’s been my job to explain military strategy 
and operations to people far and wide. I believe that many Americans don’t try harder to know us 
because they are so confident in our abilities. Better we should belong to a society that trusts us and 
winces at war than one that lusts for it. 

We should remember that we work for them. We come from them. And so shall we return. 
When someone thanks me for my service, I always thank them for their support. 

I also try to remember that, to the degree there is a civilian-military gap in this country, all of us in 
uniform are responsible for closing it. 

We can start by being better listeners — by finding out what Americans think, what they need and the 
problems they face. It’s fine to give speeches and take questions. But we shouldn’t be afraid to ask our 
own questions. If we can do that on an Afghan rug, surely we can do it on Main Street. 

Second, we would do well to better understand U.S. politics and politicians. I’m not suggesting we 
suddenly declare for one party or another. The apolitical nature of the military is vital to the health of 
our republic. We can never surrender that independence. 

But I have worked hard to learn about our democratic system so as to understand how and why policies 
are made. I’ve also tried to develop healthy relationships on Capitol Hill and with colleagues in other 
federal agencies. These are, after all, the decisions and decision-makers that drive our budgets, strategies 
and operations. We ignore them at our peril. 

I have been struck in just the past couple of years, indeed the past few months, by how some military 
officers dismiss Washington’s bitter partisanship as something beneath them. It’s not. Political discourse 
may appear messy, even unseemly. But it is the very business of governing. And if the military has any 
hope of properly advising our civilian masters, we must take the time to understand them and even their 
most acrimonious arguments. 

While he firmly believed that the military should play no role in political matters, my former boss, Adm. 
Mike Mullen, recognized that we could not be wholly divorced from them. Though he had developed 
solid relationships on the Hill, he was surprised early in his chairmanship of the Joint Chiefs of Staff that 
each week he would be at the White House so often, and for so long, that he and the chiefs needed to 
discuss and understand political factors as much as operational ones. He refused, of course, to make 
political decisions or give political advice. 
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“My job is to tell them what they need to hear,” he told me, “but I also have to listen to what they need 
to say.” 

Listening to what people need to say extends to other aspects of communication as well. It troubles me 
to see military doctrine, plans and operational memoranda that refer to public communication as some 
sort of weapon that can be fired downrange. It is not. Rather, it is an obligation to explain ourselves, to 
put into context what we are doing and why. 

We live in a participatory culture, a post-audience world. People don’t just want access to information 
anymore. They want access to conversation. They want to be heard. 

To take part in that conversation and guide it, at times, requires a humility that we don’t always possess. 
It requires us to listen as well as speak, to solicit as well as inform, to admit our shortcomings and accept 
sometimes brutally frank feedback. 

I know my credibility — and that of the Navy — is enhanced when I join a discussion rather than 
merely lead it. That can be a hard thing for those of us in uniform to do, to let go of leadership a little. 
But letting go means getting ahead. It gives us a better sense of the mood and attitude in which our 
words and actions land. It helps us communicate more comfortably across regions, dialects and 
generations. 

Finally, we shouldn’t become too enamored — as I fear many commanders are — of our ability to speak 
directly to people through technology. There is a place for social media, of course, but there is no better 
validation or check of our decisions than an independent press. Some of the best relationships we can 
form are with members of the news media — who, by the way, feel every bit as certain that they, too, 
perform a valuable public service. They’re right about that. 

We are taught almost from the beginning of our careers that military service is something special, apart 
from other forms of citizenship. We hold ourselves to higher standards of conduct. We tell ourselves that 
not everyone is good enough to join us. All this is true. 

But it’s foolish to believe we are better than the society we protect. To believe that only further separates 
us from the rest of America. Not everything we do is or should be accessible to the public. But as public 
servants, answerable to the taxpayers, we as individuals absolutely ought to be. 

We need to better understand the American people and the leaders they elect, to build relationships with 
those outside our Spartan lives. We need to talk a little less and listen a whole lot more. It’s time for this 
1 percent to say thanks to the 99 percent. They deserve it. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© The Washington Post Company 
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Military officers expect changes in the top civilian leadership in the executive branch because of 
presidential elections, retirements, choices by the officials themselves or their bosses, and the like. 
Change is constant in the most senior uniformed ranks, also: because a position is limited in length 
of time by law or by tradition, by retirements, and by the choices of top civilian officials. Change in 
the Congress can also occur: through elections, a new majority party, retirements, rotation to new 
committee assignments, or other reasons.  
 
However in a single year, 2015-2016, all seven members of the Joint Chiefs have turned over—an 
unusually large number of changes for so short a period of time. The new chiefs (and those who 
take over their previous positions) serve in the last year-plus of an outgoing administration and for 
some time after, for a new president and administration. Likewise there may be major changes in 
Congress in the coming year also. 
 
Are there special civil-military relations issues involved in a mass turnover of this kind? What 
might those be? Are there particular challenges in serving an outgoing, and then an incoming 
administration, and an old and new congress? What in particular should senior officers be sensitive 
to in situations of this kind? 
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The New Chiefs in Town 

Lt. Gen. David Barno, USA (Ret) and Dr. Nora Bensahel 

June 30, 2015 

On July 9, the Senate Armed Services Committee will hold a confirmation hearing for General 
Joseph Dunford, who has been nominated to be the next chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. 
Dunford’s hearing should not be contentious, but it will mark the beginning of a little-noticed but 
incredibly significant change: the impending and near-total departure of the nation’s senior military 
team. 

Between now and the end of September, five of the seven four-star service and joint chiefs will step 
down from their positions and be replaced by new leaders. The chiefs of the Army, Navy, and 
Marine Corps will exit in September along with both the chairman and vice chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff. By the same time next year, the chiefs of the Air Force and National Guard Bureau 
will depart as well, and the nation’s entire four-star military leadership in Washington will be made 
up of entirely new faces. 

This will be the first time in 32 years that all of the chiefs will have departed within a 12-month 
period, and only the fourth time since the Department of Defense was founded in 1947.* Six of the 
seven departing chiefs will have been at the helm of their respective organizations for four years. 
(Dunford is the exception that proves the rule: He served for less than a year as commandant of the 
Marine Corps before being nominated to be the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.) Since most 
service chiefs serve four-year terms, and most chairmen and vice chairmen serve two consecutive 
two-year terms, these new chiefs will likely constitute the nation’s top military team through the 
summer of 2019 — about 2 1/2 years into the next presidential administration. The decisions they 
make during their tenures will shape the nation’s military for many years to come. 
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The demands facing this new team will be markedly different from those that faced the past four 
sets of chiefs, dating back to 2001. By necessity, the first three sets of those chiefs focused on 
fighting large, long, and complex land wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. The current chiefs have been 
transitional leaders in many ways, dealing with the muddled ends of these major wars while also 
beginning to wrestle with today’s unexpected new challenges from the rise of the so-called Islamic 
State to a resurgent Russia. By contrast, the incoming chiefs will start their terms in a new strategic 
era that has moved beyond the 9/11 wars. They will need a fresh approach that is much more 
focused on the future, while continuing to deal with the ever-changing crises of today. 

The new chiefs will have to address three main challenges, which will pose competing demands on 
their time, energy, and resources. 

First, they will face the challenge of today’s world and today’s fights. These include battling the 
Islamic State in Iraq, Syria, and the broader Middle East; contending with Russian aggression in 
Eastern Europe; continuing the embattled drawdown in Afghanistan; and dealing with increased 
Chinese assertiveness in the Western Pacific. The new chiefs will also have to manage a wider set 
of lesser challenges as well as any unforeseen crises that erupt. In many cases, cyber warfare and 
threats from non-state actors will be greater concerns than traditional interstate violence. 

The next chiefs will have to deal with these evolving global disputes while maintaining readiness 
during the ongoing drawdown. Having forces ready to successfully prevail in today’s fights will be 
their primary daily concern, as it has been for the chiefs before them. Even a shrinking military with 
tight budgets must remain ready to respond not only to ongoing threats such as the Islamic State, 
but also to react quickly and decisively to unexpected crises such as a North Korean attack, a naval 
confrontation in the Western Pacific, or a major terrorist incident. The chiefs will have to find ways 
to carve out unnecessary overhead and non-combat functions to focus scarce dollars on funding 
flying hours, steaming days, and live-fire training. 

They will also face significant budget constraints that will require very difficult strategic choices. The 
defense budget — already constrained by the 10-year budget caps imposed by the 2011 Budget Control 
Act — is now being consumed by costs that contribute little to actual military capabilities. Military 
buying power is shrinking, largely driven by the ever-escalating costs of military pay, benefits, and 
healthcare. Overhead from excess military bases, large civilian and military staffs, and waste in failed 
weapons procurement have also deeply eroded available dollars for both force structure and readiness. 
The new chiefs will have to work with Congress to mitigate if not reverse these damaging trends. 
Wringing the most military capability out of tighter budgets will also require rethinking roles and 
missions — especially the relationship between active and reserve forces. 

Second, the new chiefs will have to shape the force for the wars of tomorrow. Their decisions about 
personnel, acquisitions, and force structure will set the foundations for what kind of military the 
United States fields for decades to come. 

They must ensure that the military remains able to recruit and retain America’s best and brightest into 
the all-volunteer force. Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter’s Force of the Future initiative promises 
significant — perhaps even revolutionary — changes in the military personnel system, and the new 
chiefs will be responsible for successfully implementing those changes. They will also need to think 
more broadly about who can serve in the military and whether all members of each service should 
have to meet the same requirements. Cyber warriors, for example, may not need the same entry-level 
training or physical attributes as infantrymen. 
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The new chiefs will make crucial acquisition decisions under tight budget constraints that will 
determine much of America’s military capabilities 10, 20, and even 30 years from now. Before 
making decisions about individual weapons systems, they must first determine the best strategic 
investments for the force as a whole — such as finding the right balance among future land, air and 
sea power capabilities; how much to invest in advancing space and cyber; and how deeply to back 
unproven but potentially revolutionary technologies to win the wars of the future. 

The decisions of the new chiefs about force structure will shape future U.S. military capabilities just 
as much, if not more than, their acquisition decisions. These decisions will determine what kind of 
military the United States will field: how many and what types of ships, the number of tank 
battalions or infantry brigades, and the size and number of fighter, bomber and transport squadrons, 
for example. These choices are ultimately all about tradeoffs, with each service inevitably arguing for 
a greater share of the defense budget pie. These arguments are informed by how each service views 
the nature of future war and levels of risk. The next chiefs will have to reach consensus on the most 
fundamental questions: What kind of wars should the United States be most prepared to wage, with 
what type of capabilities, and where can the nation take acceptable risk? 

Third, the new chiefs will need to bridge the civil-military divide. One of their foremost roles and 
responsibilities is to communicate with and advise their civilian leaders by explaining complex 
military options and levels of risk clearly and effectively. To do so, the new chiefs — especially the 
chairman — will have to establish trust with civilian elected leaders on the Hill and in the White 
House, and with the senior members of the national security policymaking team. Building trust and 
confidence between those who hail from the vastly different galaxies from which we draw our 
civilian and military leaders is no small task. And the next chiefs will have to navigate that complex 
path through two different administrations and three different U.S. Congresses. 

The chiefs will also have to take on the challenge of re-connecting the U.S. military and the American 
people after over 15 years of war. Americans largely lionize and revere their military today, but that 
supportive connection between soldier and citizen may fade with the headlines. Moreover, the U.S. 
military may risk looking less and less like the population it serves — more rural, white, 
conservative, and male than the general population. The new chiefs need ensure the nation and its 
military do not grow too far apart, an outcome that would be deeply unhealthy for both. (We will 
discuss this issue of civil-military relations at greater length in our column next month.) 

The new chiefs are coming to town at a major strategic juncture for the United States. The world is 
rapidly changing, and the power of the United States is increasingly being challenged around the 
world. Yet they must exhibit far- sighted leadership while simultaneously addressing today’s 
challenges. They must quickly begin to take steps to re- shape today’s combat-experienced military 
toward a different future — one marked by fast-moving global change, exploding technology, and new 
threats. At the same time, they must rapidly become trusted advisors to the nation’s civilian leadership 
by clearly imparting sound military judgment about risk and options while building confidence in their 
apolitical role. The next chiefs have a daunting set of tasks, and their decisions will shape the U.S. 
military, for better or worse, for decades to come. 

* The previous three times were June 29, 1974 – July 1, 1975; June 21, 1978 – July 1, 1979; and June 
18, 1982 – July 1, 1983. At those times, however, there were only five members of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff; the position of vice chairman of the Joint Chief of Staff was not established until the Goldwater-
Nichols Act of 1986, and the chief of the National Guard Bureau became a member of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff as a result of the 2012 National Defense Authorization Act. 
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Lt. General David W. Barno, USA (Ret.) is a Distinguished Practitioner in Residence, and Dr. Nora 
Bensahel is a Distinguished Scholar in Residence, at the School of International Service at American 
University. Both also serve as Nonresident Senior Fellows at the Atlantic Council. Their column 
appears in War on the Rocks every other Tuesday. 
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Congress' national security brain drain 

The turnover could be the highest since the 2010 midterm elections. 

By Connor O’Brien 

POLITICO.COM  |  06/16/16  |  05:29 AM EDT 

Congress’s national security leadership is facing its biggest shakeup in years as some of its longest-
serving and most influential members retire, seek other offices or risk losing their seats in tough 
reelections. 

The potential brain drain on key House and Senate oversight panels, mostly among GOP lawmakers like 
Sen. John McCain (R-Ariz.), comes as conflicts in hot spots like Iraq, Syria and Afghanistan and a series 
of terrorist attacks heighten worries about threats from abroad. It’s also happening at a time when one of 
the biggest anxieties about Republican standard-bearer Donald Trump is his lack of experience in national 
defense. 

The sweep, which would also impact some prominent Democrats, is already underway with the surprising 
primary loss Tuesday of Rep. Randy Forbes of Virginia, one of the highest-ranking Republicans on the 
Armed Services Committee. But perhaps over a dozen key lawmakers could be gone by the time a new 
president is sworn in January — including McCain and his hawkish ally Sen. Kelly Ayotte (R-N.H.), who 
are both fighting for their political lives, as well as nine members on the influential House panel who have 
decided to run for the Senate or retire.  

The turnover could be the highest since the 2010 midterm elections, when four House Armed Services 
lawmakers retired or ran for other offices and 11 were defeated in their bids for reelection. In that 

Perhaps over a dozen key lawmakers could be gone by the time a new president is sworn in 
January — including McCain and his hawkish ally Sen. Kelly Ayotte. | Getty 
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election, Republicans regained a majority in the House while the Senate ranks were thinned amid multiple 
retirements and the deaths of two congressional heavyweights, Democrats Robert Byrd and Ted Kennedy. 

"There is a lot of turnover," said House Armed Services Chairman Mac Thornberry (R-Texas), who was 
first elected in 1994. "And I do get concerned how few people are still here who were here on 9/11 and 
remember that that can happen, out of the blue on a clear day." 

The practical result of the churn, defense experts say, is a loss of institutional knowledge on the 
committees responsible for crafting nearly the only legislation that reliably passes Congress each year: the 
National Defense Authorization Act. It also raises questions about how those defense committees, with 
newly minted rank-and-file members replacing some seasoned legislators, will conduct oversight and 
negotiate with the new administration and Pentagon leadership. 

"The sad truth is that Congress has already hemorrhaged generations’ worth of national security thought 
leaders and party stalwarts who could shape the big debates, conduct robust oversight of the Pentagon and 
generate meaningful legislation and policy changes that transcend home districts or interests," said 
Mackenzie Eaglen, a defense analyst at the conservative-leaning American Enterprise Institute. 

Indeed, the tenure of an average Senate Armed Services member has plummeted from eleven and a half 
years of service in the chamber in 2009 to six and a half years, according to a POLITICO analysis of the 
committee rosters. The shift reflects the loss of a slew of congressional heavyweights on the panel, 
including former chairman Carl Levin (D-Mich.), Independent Sen. Joe Lieberman of Connecticut, and 
Kennedy and Byrd — who died in office in 2009 and 2010, respectively. 

The congressional tenure of an average member of the House Armed Service Committee, meanwhile, is 
seven years as of 2015, about the same as 2009, though that level of institutional experience on the 
committee rose after falling to just over six years in each of the last two congresses. 

Forbes, who lost his primary Tuesday in a reconfigured district, is the most high profile national security 
departure so far this election season. The Virginian is the third most-senior House Armed Services 
Republican, and as chairman of the Seapower Subcommittee has been a critic of the Obama 
administration's shipbuilding plans, arguing instead for a major buildup to a 350-ship Navy. 

Another House Republican, Rep. Joe Heck of Nevada, who as chair of the personnel subcommittee helped 
craft overhauls of the military's retirement and health systems as chairman of the personnel subcommittee, 
but has elected to pursue the Senate seat being vacated by Minority Leader Harry Reid. The panel's 
second-ranking Democrat, Loretta Sanchez of California, is also giving up her spot on the committee to 
run for the Senate. 

Other retirees include Reps. Jeff Miller of Florida and John Kline of Minnesota — the fourth and ninth 
most senior Armed Services Republicans — as well as Rep. Chris Gibson (R-N.Y.), the architect of the 
committee's plan to halt the drawdown in size of the Army and Marine Corps. 

"I think it's too early to make a firm call, but the HASC could lose a great deal of expertise on both sides 
of the aisle," said Justin Johnson, a former aide to multiple House Armed Services Republicans who is 
now with the Heritage Foundation. 

And while no members of the Senate Armed Services Committee are retiring this year, two prominent 
Republicans on the committee — chairman McCain and Ayotte — face tough reelection battles. Ayotte, 
who chairs the panel's Readiness Subcommittee, has most notably been a vocal critic of the White House's 
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push to close the terrorist detention center at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. First elected in 2010, the New 
Hampshire Republican has argued the Obama administration is rushing to empty the prison and authored 
provisions in the NDAA to slow the transfers. 

McCain, meanwhile, has used his two years wielding the Senate Armed Services gavel to push 
controversial changes to the Pentagon's bureaucracy, particularly the department's weapons acquisitions 
process. Should he lose reelection, Heritage's Johnson noted that the next Republican in line, Oklahoma 
Sen. Jim Inhofe, "certainly has different priorities" from McCain. 

Eaglen argued that, over time, Senate turnover has a deeper impact. 

"Since it is the more deliberative body, it has the time ... and staff and resources to take a longer view on 
major change," Eaglen said. "The Senate typically provides continuity across Congresses to carry over 
undone work and take the time to get it right." 

Mieke Eoyang, a former House Armed Services staffer and Kennedy aide now with Third Way, said the 
turnover results in members who advance in seniority without learning "the practice of moving issues 
forward." 

"It certainly will be a loss of process knowledge," Eoyang said. 

And while the turnover from the past several election cycles has reduced the number of seasoned 
legislators on the committee, what matters, lawmakers and experts say, is who replaces those departing 
members. 

"The good news is that the HASC has a lot of rising national security stars, both at the mid and junior 
levels," Johnson added. "These more junior members lack the legislative experience, but many of them 
have great national security perspectives." 

"It's the nature of life, in all aspects of it," House Armed Services ranking Democrat Adam Smith said of 
the churn. "And I think we have plenty of capable members further down the rows there that are going to 
fill those gaps quite nicely." 

The Washington state Democrat and Thornberry said junior and mid-level members have already taken 
leadership roles on certain issues. That talent, Smith said, includes Democrats Marc Veasey of Texas and 
Seth Moulton of Massachusetts as well as Republicans Martha McSally of Arizona and Jackie Walorski 
of Indiana. 

Newer members, Thornberry argued, have also brought outside experience that has proved helpful to the 
committee, even if it's not legislative experience. 

"So you lose some of the institutional 'how Congress works,' but you've also picked up members with 
operational experience as a Marine on the ground in Iraq or a pilot over Afghanistan," Thornberry said.  

"And that adds a lot too. So it's not all a negative," he added. 
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For decades, retired senior officers have participated in public in national security 
affairs, either as commentators in the media, as authors of articles and books, in 
testimony before Congress, and in other venues. However direct participation in 
partisan politics by retired generals and admirals is a relatively recent phenomenon, 
begun most visibly with the endorsement of Bill Clinton by the recently retired 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, ADM William Crowe, and several other retired flags, 
in 1992. Since then more and more have endorsed presidential candidates to the 
point where over 500 endorsed Mitt Romney in 2012. Beginning in 1996, retired 
flags also began speaking at the party nominating conventions, most recently when 
retired army LTG Michael Flynn and retired Marine GEN John Allen.  
 
Scholars of civil-military relations and many retired flags, the overwhelming 
majority of which have not engaged in such partisan activity, worry that 
endorsements erode the trust of political leaders and the public in the military 
profession. In a letter to The Washington Post and subsequent essay, retired 
Chairman Martin Dempsey makes these points. In anticipation of disagreement, 
GEN Dempsey differentiated retired flags opining to the public on areas of their 
expertise, or running for office themselves, with using their rank to make a personal 
endorsement for a presidential candidate. He also agreed that retired flags have the 
right to speak up. Thus a longstanding discussion about politicization and 
participation in national debate burst again into public view. 
 
These readings raise the issue of whether there are limits or unspoken norms for 
public involvment in politics and national security by retired flag officers. Certainly 
they have the right to make their views known; some would say even the obligation. 
Are there implications for civil-military relations? Does testimony, such as that of 
retired LTG Flynn, affect the ability of active duty military leaders to serve their 
civilian superiors? If so, in what way? How do you think political leaders view such 
participation and endorsements in presidential campaigns? Do you think there is 
some “waiting period” after retirement for participation? Why or why not? If so, 
how long should it be? What is your view of the benefits and dangers of retired flag 
officers participating in presidential campaigns, partisan politics, and national 
policy more generally? 

 

http://foreignpolicy.com/2015/06/19/out-of-uniform-and-into-the-political-fray/ 

Out of Uniform and Into the Political Fray 

Lt. Gen. Michael Flynn retired and immediately began bashing the administration. Has he 
crossed a line? 

By Seán D. Naylor 

Seán D. Naylor is the intelligence and counterterrorism senior staff writer for Foreign 
Policy. He previously spent 23 years at Army Times, where his principal beat was special 
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operations forces. He is the author of Not A Good Day To Die – The Untold Story of 
Operation Anaconda and the forthcoming Relentless Strike – The Secret History of Joint 
Special Operations Command. 

June 19, 2015 

The witness 
at the June 10 
House 
Foreign 
Affairs 
Committee 
hearing was 
tossing the 
equivalent of 
red meat to 
his 
Republican 
questioners, 
who were 
practically 
slavering in 
gratitude. 

President Barack Obama’s plan to impose “snapback sanctions” should Iran violate a 
nuclear deal? “Wishful thinking.” 

The awkwardness of having U.S. trainers and Iranian forces both in Iraq helping to 
counter a common enemy? “We have allowed this thing to get so out of kilter.” 

The president’s June 8 remark that “we don’t yet have a complete strategy” for training 
Iraqi forces to combat the Islamic State? “I was stunned by his comments,” the witness 
said. “Stunned.” 

But the wiry, sharp-featured man giving the representatives what they wanted and then 
some was no pundit from a right-leaning think tank, nor was he an alumnus of former 
President George W. Bush’s administration. No, the man in the gray suit sounding the 
alarm over the current administration’s approach to the Middle East was none other than 
Obama’s most recent director of the Defense Intelligence Agency, retired Army Lt. Gen. 
Michael Flynn. 

Since taking off his uniform last August, Flynn, 56, has been in the vanguard of those 
criticizing the president’s policies in the Middle East, speaking out at venues ranging 
from congressional hearings and trade association banquets to appearances on Fox News, 
CNN, Sky News Arabia, and Japanese television, targeting the Iranian nuclear deal, the 
weakness of the U.S. response to the Islamic State, and the Obama administration’s 
refusal to call America’s enemies in the Middle East “Islamic militants.” Flynn is hardly 
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the first retired senior officer to criticize a sitting president’s policies, but in the post-9/11 
era, no one else has combined Flynn’s rank and high-profile position at retirement, and 
the speed — once out of uniform — with which he began lambasting the policies of the 
administration he had just been serving. 

Flynn, however, is unabashed about speaking out. 

“I’m not going to be a general that just fades away,” he told Foreign Policy. The career 
intelligence officer said he was concerned that his children and grandchildren would have 
to live with the consequences of mistakes being made today: “I feel like I have a 
responsibility not only to myself, but I feel like I have a responsibility to my family, and 
that to me is probably the most important thing.” 

Flynn is particularly worried that the ties that bind the U.S. government to its people, and 
the United States to its allies, were fraying. “The people in the United States have lost 
respect and confidence in their government to be able to solve the problems that we face 
now and in the future,” he said. “That’s not a good place to be.” Meanwhile, he has 
repeatedly criticized the administration’s response to the rise of the Islamic State. 

“In the military we say, ‘Fight the enemy, and not the plan,’” he said. “It feels like we’re 
fighting a plan that’s not working, instead of fighting the actual threat that we’re facing. 
If your plan’s not working, it’s probably because you’re not understanding who the 
enemy is.” 

The role Flynn has taken on may be unusual for a recently retired three-star general, but it 
is not out of character, according to an intelligence officer who has worked with him in 
the past. “Flynn has always spoken his mind,” the intelligence officer said. “It’s a form of 
moral courage that he does speak up — and always has throughout his career — when he 
thinks mistakes are going to be made.” Nonetheless, the path Flynn has chosen is fraught 
with risk, said the intelligence officer who has worked with him. “It’s a dangerous road to 
walk,” the officer said. “You want people who have the experience of prosecuting the 
nation’s wars to pipe up when they think the country is making a wrong turn or a misstep, 
but you want [the criticism] to be couched in diplomatic and thoughtful language.” 

An even bigger concern is that Flynn could come to be seen as politicizing the military’s 
officer corps and blurring — or erasing — the line separating senior military generals 
from partisan politics. Flynn is retired, but that may be lost on those who hear his 
blistering critiques and believe he is still talking as a member of the Army’s elite. The 
two most recent chairmen of the Joint Chiefs of Staff — retired Adm. Mike Mullen and 
his successor, Gen. Martin Dempsey — have each spoken of their unease with the 
concept of retired officers engaging in partisan politics. When a group of former military 
and intelligence personnel criticized Obama in 2012 for, among other things, taking what 
they perceived as too much credit for the killing of Osama bin Laden, Dempsey said their 
actions were “not useful.” 

Peter Feaver, an expert on civil-military relations at Duke (and an FP contributor), said 
anyone in Flynn’s position leaves himself vulnerable to a charge of partisanship, or, at 

7-3



least, behaving inappropriately by appearing to turn on the administration publicly and so 
quickly after retiring. “Retired military officials enjoy a privileged position in American 
society in part because they are viewed as professionals who have not been politicized,” 
he said, noting that Flynn has appeared careful to avoid ad hominem attacks and instead 
focus on policy critiques. Still, Feaver said, Flynn’s remark about being “stunned” by 
Obama’s comments meant he was “getting close to the chalk line.” 

* * * 

Flynn received his commission in 1981 after attending the University of Rhode Island, a 
college in his home state. The first two decades of his Army career followed a fairly 
standard path for an intelligence officer, with stops at Fort Huachuca, Arizona; Fort 
Bragg, North Carolina; and Schofield Barracks, Hawaii. But in 2004 he was assigned as 
the director of intelligence of the Joint Special Operations Command, the secretive 
headquarters that then-Maj. Gen. Stanley McChrystal was in the process of revamping to 
take on al Qaeda in Iraq. With Flynn playing a key role, JSOC and the special mission 
units at its heart (principally the Army’s Delta Force and the Navy’s SEAL Team 6) 
learned to rapidly process and share intelligence materials gathered on assaults, enabling 
the command’s strike forces in Iraq to mount several raids a night, each based on 
intelligence gathered from the previous one. 

In 2007, Flynn left JSOC to spend a year as the U.S. Central Command’s director of 
intelligence, before moving to the same position on the Joint Staff. McChrystal was 
director of the Joint Staff at the time, and when he became commander of the U.S. 
military effort in Afghanistan in the summer of 2009, he arranged for Flynn to join him in 
Kabul as his intelligence director. It was while stationed in Afghanistan that Flynn first 
gained a public profile by authoring (with Marine Capt. Matt Pottinger and senior DIA 
civilian Paul Batchelor) a paper titled “Fixing Intel: A Blueprint for Making Intelligence 
Relevant in Afghanistan,” which was published by the Center for a New American 
Security, a Washington, D.C., think tank. The paper raised eyebrows inside and outside 
of the armed forces because of its lacerating critique of the military’s intelligence 
gathering methods in Afghanistan, which the authors bluntly derided as “unable to 
answer fundamental questions about the environment in which U.S. and allied forces 
operate and the people they seek to persuade.” 

After Obama fired McChrystal for his staff’s indiscreet comments to a Rolling Stone 
reporter, Flynn spent 18 months in staff positions in Washington before taking the reins 
at the Defense Intelligence Agency in July 2012, continuing a career that had given him 
almost unparalleled access to the intelligence regarding the United States’ post-9/11 
challenges, particularly in the Middle East. 

The assignment at the DIA, whose mission is to produce intelligence for senior military 
leaders, would eventually mark the end of Flynn’s career. He ruffled feathers in the 
organization by trying to reshape it for the wars of the 21st century, while also incurring 
the wrath of the Obama administration for making public statements that had not been 
fully vetted, according to a Defense Department official who works closely with the DIA 
and the Office of the Director of National Intelligence. The official pointed in particular 
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to Flynn’s presentation of the DIA’s “annual threat assessment” to the Senate Armed 
Services Committee in February 2014 that predicted the Islamic State would probably 
“attempt to take territory in Iraq and Syria to exhibit its strength in 2014, as demonstrated 
recently in Ramadi and Fallujah, and [by] the group’s ability to concurrently maintain 
safe havens in Syria.” This forecast would, of course, prove true, but it clashed noticeably 
with Obama’s description the previous month of the Islamic State as “a jayvee team.” 

Less than a month after his February testimony, Flynn gave an interview to NPR in which 
he was asked how he responded “to lawmakers and others who are saying that the 
intelligence community was caught off-guard” by Russia’s invasion of Crimea. “There 
was good strategic warning provided to our decision-makers in order to make the right 
kinds of decisions about what sort of policy actions may be taken,” he replied, having 
already said that DIA was “providing very solid reporting” on Russian troops preparing 
to invade “for easily seven to ten days leading up to” the invasion. The comments could 
be seen as effectively laying blame for the muddled American response squarely at the 
feet of Obama and his top aides. 

Most DIA directors serve at least three years, but it wasn’t long before Flynn learned he 
was not being extended for a third year. “I was asked to step down,” Flynn said in the 
interview with Foreign Policy. “It wasn’t necessarily the timing that I wanted, but I 
understand.” Flynn was at pains to emphasize that his ouster as DIA director was not his 
motivation for speaking out. “That’s not why I’m doing what I’m doing,” he said.  

“I’m doing it because I care about the country and the direction that the country’s going 
and the various enemies that we’re facing, and there are many.” 

Feaver, the Duke professor, said Flynn’s criticisms ran the risk of leading civilian 
policymakers to decide to exclude senior officers from key meetings. “If they suspect 
‘this guy’s going to retire and then go on MSNBC and bash me,’ [they might decide] 
‘let’s not have that person in the room when we’re really discussing the issues,’” Feaver 
said. That dynamic “could be happening now,” he added. “The current generals may be 
looked at with a jaundiced eye by the Obama White House.” 

Rather than saying that Flynn’s outspoken criticism of U.S. foreign policy “cheers 
Republicans more than it cheers Democrats,” Feaver said it would be more accurate to 
say that the three-star general’s approach “cheers critics of the Obama administration 
more than it cheers defenders, because there’s actually quite a few Democrats who are 
criticizing the president’s positions.” 

In fact, one of those Democrats is Flynn himself. “I’m a registered Democrat,” he said, 
before adding that he was “about as centrist as possible.” As a boy, he would help arrange 
bus rides for Democratic voters on election days in his hometown. “I’m not a politician, 
but if someone were to look it up right now, I’m a registered Democrat, and I’m okay 
with that,” he said. 

“I think that I have been very good about coming across as a guy who’s not one side or 
the other,” Flynn added, noting that he has also chastised the Republican-headed 
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Congress for not working more closely with the White House. However, he 
acknowledged that he had been harshly critical of the administration’s Middle East 
policy. “It’s not working,” he said. “Our fight against global Islamic radicals is not 
working. It’s not. The [counterterrorism] component that our special operations [forces] 
do, the pinprick stuff, works great. But in general, we’re not solving this information, this 
diplomatic and this cultural war that we are fighting.” 

* * * 

Since retiring, Flynn has divided his time between Rhode Island and Alexandria, 
Virginia, where he has set up shop as a consultant on intelligence, cyber-related issues, 
and security, three areas in which he considers himself an expert. “I didn’t walk out like a 
lot of guys and go to big jobs in Northrop Grumman or Booz Allen [Hamilton] or some 
of these other big companies [like] Raytheon,” he said. “I’m very independent, and it’s 
very liberating actually.” 

Nonetheless, despite a reluctance to reenter full-time government employment, and his 
criticisms of the current administration notwithstanding, Flynn declared himself available 
to pitch in if the call came. “If the White House asked me to come back over and said, 
‘Hey, we’d really like your help on trying to figure out this [Islamic State] problem, or 
we’d like your help with the Iranian negotiations, or we’d like your help with what’s 
going on in China, now that you’re in a different role,’ I’d love to do that,” he said. Flynn 
also said he has not ruled out running for elected office at some point in the future. 

The White House declined to comment for this story, and Flynn said he had heard from 
nobody in the administration regarding any of his public comments since he left the 
Army. However, Feaver said, “I would be stunned if the White House was not grinding 
their teeth about it.” 

Flynn’s military peers, both active and retired, appear to be largely at ease with the stance 
he has taken over the past year. “There hasn’t been any great gnashing of teeth,” said 
retired Lt. Gen. Guy Swan, a vice president of the Association of the United States Army. 
“I haven’t heard people say he’s wrong to be doing what he’s doing, or even he’s right to 
be doing what he’s doing.” 

Gen. Jack Keane, a retired Army vice chief of staff who makes frequent television 
appearances criticizing Obama — and is widely seen as a conservative Republican — 
said the reaction of the retired senior military personnel he knew to Flynn’s 
outspokenness has been “overwhelmingly supportive.” This mirrored Flynn’s own 
experience. “Universally, it’s been very, very positive feedback … thanking me for being 
honest, being very forthright, and being clear,” Flynn said, adding that he had received 
only two “back-channel nastygrams,” and those were from non-military people in the 
national security community. “They don’t appreciate it, because the truth hurts 
sometimes,” he said. 

Nevertheless, it’s notable that none of Flynn’s contemporaries have carved out a similar 
path as an administration critic. Both McChrystal and former Army Gen. David Petraeus, 
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for instance, have been scrupulously careful to avoid public criticism of the White House. 
Another senior officer and rough contemporary of Flynn — retired Marine Gen. John 
Allen, formerly the top U.S. commander in Afghanistan — has even gone to work for the 
White House as its point person in the fight against the Islamic State. 

One possible reason why the military community has not pushed back against Flynn is 
that he is expressing what Swan called “a collective frustration” that many current and 
former service members feel about events in Iraq since the departure of U.S. forces at the 
end of 2011. In the eyes of many veterans of the Iraq War, the failure of the Iraqi 
government to transcend sectarian differences and build on the platform established at 
enormous cost in U.S. blood and treasure paved the way for the Islamic State’s dramatic 
territorial gains since early 2014.  

“All of us share a lot of angst over what has occurred in Iraq, given what we sacrificed 
there,” Swan said. “Anybody that’s been in the U.S. Army for the last 15 years has had 
some role in that thing.” 

But not every soldier is ready to sign up for the Mike Flynn fan club just yet. “I 
appreciate Gen. Flynn’s comments, but why weren’t those comments made when he was 
the director of [the] DIA?” said retired Army Lt. Col. Jim Reese, a former Delta Force 
officer and an Iraq War veteran. “And if he felt that strongly about it then, why not resign 
in protest?” 

Flynn responded by saying that while at the DIA, he had raised the same issues about 
which he is now speaking out. “I’ve always been adamant about the kind of challenges 
we’re facing,” he said. “I’ve been pretty outspoken probably since I was a lieutenant.” As 
for the option of resigning in protest, “I’m not going to do it that way,” he said. 
“Basically I stepped down. People don’t know what I was saying, or what events 
occurred inside. Obviously something occurred.” 

However, Flynn added, even as DIA director, there was only so much influence he could 
exert. “I’m not going to tell you that I’ve ever had the opportunity to brief President 
Obama,” he said. “I never have.” That role fell to political appointees in the Pentagon, the 
CIA, and the Office of the Director of National Intelligence. “That’s part of the 
challenge,” he said. “Who is it that is actually advising [the president]? And if it’s the 
DNI and the CIA director, okay, those are two political appointees.” 

But even some of Flynn’s defenders acknowledge a level of discomfort with the role he 
has taken on. “I’m always a little bit uncomfortable with recently retired general officers 
being highly critical” of any U.S. administration, said the intelligence officer who has 
worked with Flynn. There is “sort of an unwritten code” among generals not to step out 
of uniform and publicly bash whichever administration is in office, he added. Even after 
generals retire, “they’re still considered generals, and all of us in uniform are taught from 
the beginning that we swear an oath to subordinate ourselves and not to get involved in 
policy and politics except in discreet settings when the president or whomever asks,” the 
intelligence officer said. 
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This sums up the dilemma for those who might want to follow in Flynn’s path. “His 
views are valuable — the guy [has] got incredible experience,” said the intelligence 
officer. “He [has] just got to be careful not to create the perception for people in uniform 
that it’s okay to criticize the president. It’s a tricky path to take.” 

Photo credit: Alex Wong/Getty Images 

 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/military-leaders-do-not-belong-at-political-
conventions/2016/07/30/0e06fc16-568b-11e6-b652-315ae5d4d4dd_story.html 

Letters to the Editor 

Military leaders do not belong at political conventions 

Washington Post, July 30 

The military is not a political prize. Politicians should take the advice of senior military 
leaders but keep them off the stage. The American people should not wonder where their 
military leaders draw the line between military advice and political preference. And our 
nation’s soldiers, sailors, airmen and Marines should not wonder about the political 
leanings and motivations of their leaders. 

Retired Marine Gen. John Allen and retired Army Lt. Gen. Mike Flynn weren’t 
introduced at the Democratic and Republican conventions, respectively, as “John” and 
“Mike.” They were introduced as generals. As generals, they have an obligation to 
uphold our apolitical traditions. They have just made the task of their successors — who 
continue to serve in uniform and are accountable for our security — more complicated. It 
was a mistake for them to participate as they did. It was a mistake for our presidential 
candidates to ask them to do so. 

Gen. Martin E. Dempsey, Raleigh, N.C. 

The writer is former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. 
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Keep Your Politics Private, My Fellow Generals and Admirals 

By Martin Dempsey 

August 1, 2016 

The relationship between elected leaders and the military is established in the 
Constitution and built on trust. 

As a matter of law, we follow the orders of the duly elected commander-in-chief unless 
those orders are illegal or immoral. This is our non-negotiable commitment to our fellow 
citizens.  

They elect. We support. 

From my personal experience across several administrations, the commander-in-chief 
will value our military advice only if they believe that it is given without political bias or 
personal agenda. 

Generals and admirals are generals and admirals for life. What they say carries the weight 
of their professional judgment and the credibility of their professional reputation.  

More than an individual reputation, retired generals and admirals enjoy a collective 
reputation earned by having been part of a profession. It is therefore nearly impossible for 
them to speak exclusively for themselves when speaking publicly. If that were even 
possible, few would want to hear from them. Their opinion is valued chiefly because it is 
assumed they speak with authority for those who have served in uniform. And their 
opinion is also valued because our elected leaders know that the men and women of the 
U.S. military can be counted upon follow the orders of their elected leaders.  

This is where the freedom of speech argument often invoked in this debate about the role 
of retired senior military officers in election campaigns fails. Unquestionably, retired 
admirals and generals are free to speak to those seeking elected office. But they should 
speak privately, where it will not be interpreted that they are speaking for us all.  

Publicly, they can speak to their experiences with the issues. Not about those seeking 
office. Not about who is more suited to be elected. That will be decided by the voters, and 
they have an obligation to learn about the candidates before casting their vote.  

But not from us.  
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Because we have a special role in our democracy, and because we will serve whoever 
is elected. 

So retired generals and admirals can but should not become part of the public political 
landscape. That is, unless they choose to run for public office themselves. That's 
different. If they choose to run themselves, they become accountable to voters. In simply 
advocating—or giving speeches—they are not. 

One of the two candidates is going to be elected this November. They each now have 
reason to question whether senior military leaders can be trusted to provide honest, non-
partisan advise on the issues and to execute the orders given to them with the effort 
necessary to accomplish them. 

Moreover, if senior military leaders—active and retired—begin to self-identify as 
members or supporters of one party or another, then the inherent tension built into our 
system of government between the executive branch and the legislative branch will bleed 
over into suspicion of military leaders by Congress and a further erosion of civil-
military relations. 

Worse yet, future administrations may seek to determine which senior leaders would be 
more likely to agree with them before putting them in senior leadership positions. 

In the political world, trust is generally derived from party loyalty. In the interchange 
between civil and military, trust is derived from party neutrality. 

Political candidates will continue to seek retired generals and admirals to endorse them. 
In the competition for public office, politicians will always seek to surround themselves 
with as many credible allies as possible. But we retired generals and admirals should not 
heed their request.  

This is not something that needs to be fixed with law, policy, or administrative rule. All 
we have to do is say no.  

The image of generals and admirals that is held in esteem by the American people is the 
image of loyal, determined, selfless professionalism keeping watch for threats to our 
country from abroad. It’s not the image of angry speeches in front of partisan audiences 
intended to influence politics at home. 

As I said, what we saw at the conventions is a mistake. Both by those who participated 
and by those who invited them. 

I could be wrong. I suppose we could adopt a reality-TV model for our civilian-military 
interactions instead of the model based on our standing with the American people as a 
profession. Perhaps we could imitate "The Bachelor." We'll troop out as many retired 
generals and admirals as we can for each side, decide who has the most persuasive group, 
and make our decision about suitability to be commander-in-chief on that basis. 

I don't think that’s what we want. 
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Martin Dempsey, a retired U.S. Army general, served as the 18th chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff. 
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Generals and Political Interventions in American History 

James Joyner | August 4, 2016 

In a curt letter to The Washington Post, former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Martin 
Dempsey, reacting to speeches by two recently retired generals — Michael Flynn and 
John Allen — before the Republican and Democratic conventions, declared that, “The 
military is not a political prize.” Dempsey explained: 

The	American	people	should	not	wonder	where	their	military	leaders	draw	
the	line	between	military	advice	and	political	preference.	And	our	nation’s	
soldiers,	sailors,	airmen	and	Marines	should	not	wonder	about	the	political	

leanings	and	motivations	of	their	leaders.	

Certainly, this is not a new controversy.  Way back in 1992, one of Dempsey’s 
predecessors Admiral William Crowe gave a speech endorsing Bill Clinton for the White 
House as the future president was facing criticism over his dodging of the draft during 
Vietnam.  He was soon joined by another 20 retired generals and admirals, many of 
whom, like Crowe, had seen their military advice overruled by Clinton’s opponent, 
sitting President George H.W. Bush. 

Moreover, the United States has a long history, literally going back to the founding, of 
retired generals entering politics.  George Washington, Andrew Jackson, William 
Harrison, Zachary Taylor, Andrew Johnson, Ulysses Grant, Rutherford Hayes, Franklin 
Pierce, James Garfield, Chester Arthur, Benjamin Harrison, and Dwight Eisenhower all 
rose to the presidency at least partially on the strength of their military records.  In recent 
times, Wesley Clark ran unsuccessfully for the Democratic nomination and there was a 
serious effort to recruit Colin Powell to run as well.  Indeed, there was an effort this cycle 
to draft Jim Mattis, who showed no interest in the pursuit. 

Retired generals have involved themselves into political debates in myriad other ways. 
Ten years ago, in what came to be called the “revolt of the generals,” when several just-
retired generals, most of whom had been “in the inner circle of policy formation or 
execution of the Administration,” openly lambasted Secretary of Defense Donald 
Rumsfeld, with whom they’d had disagreements while in uniform, over the Iraq 
War.  And, of course, the nickname of the controversy was a play on the “revolt of the 
admirals” of 1949, in which active and retired flag officers squared off against President 
Harry Truman over a decision to cut an aircraft carrier to fund a new strategic bomber. 

The ethical norms around each of these political interventions differs and none of them 
are particularly well-settled. There is no serious question whether they have a legal right 
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to do any of these things; they clearly do. Yet there is reason to be concerned about the 
impact on civil-military relations when the most senior officers join the political fray. 

Clearly, there’s a distinction between declaring oneself a candidate for office and 
endorsing a candidate.   As Duke political scientist Peter Feaver notes, “When you stand 
for office you officially cross over and become a politician — you are viewed as a 
partisan politician and thenceforth can only speak as a partisan.” 

But what about endorsing? Obviously, it makes no sense to declare a moratorium on any 
veteran or former soldier ever speaking about politics. That would disenfranchise a huge 
number of people and deprive the public debate of an important perspective.  And, 
indeed, it would be an odd argument for me to make, since I’m a former Army officer. 

While there is no clear standard, the rank at which one separated from the service and the 
proximity of said separation are part of the equation.  Nobody seriously thinks someone 
who left active duty as a first lieutenant, as I did, represents the service.  And, even for 
very senior officers, that presumption fades with time. 

Dempsey	took	a	stab	at	laying	out	the	distinction	while	he	was	still	
chairman.	In	a	May	2014	session	at	the	Atlantic	Council,	he	observed:	

If you want to get out of the military and run for office, I’m all for it. But don’t get out of 
the military – and this is a bit controversial, I got it – don’t get out of the military and 
become a political figure by throwing your support behind a particular candidate. 

His rationale is spot on 

[I]f	somebody	asks	me,	when	I	retire,	to	support	them	in	a	political	
campaign,	do	you	think	they’re	asking	Marty	Dempsey,	or	are	they	asking	
General	Dempsey?	I	am	a	general	for	life,	and	I	should	remain	true	to	our	

professional	ethos,	which	is	to	be	apolitical	for	life	unless	I	run.	

Retired Navy Vice Admiral Doug Crowder, writing in Proceedings last November, 
expanded that argument, contending that those who wear stars on their shoulder boards 
“are not merely private citizens after retirement” but rather part of a unique vanguard:  a 
general or “admiral for life.” 

Crowder explains that his view on the issue was informed by his experience serving on 
the Joint Staff early in the Clinton administration when a civilian staffer, annoyed at 
being told that an issue being proposed would be opposed by the chairman, responded,  

“Well, maybe it’s time we got some Clinton generals in here.” 

He was aghast at the notion that the civilian leadership would think senior officers would 
fail to support the elected commander-in-chief for partisan reasons, until he remembered 
that Crowe had in fact joined the fray in endorsing Clinton during the campaign. Crowder 
writes, “I have never met a finer officer and gentleman, but I could see how the public 
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could misunderstand why an admiral was making a public political endorsement of a 
presidential candidate.” 

As Crowder notes, “the Crowe endorsement opened the floodgates for future retired flag 
and general officer political endorsements.” They are now routinely trotted out by both 
parties. During the 2012 cycle a full page newspaper ad ran “listing the well over 300 
retired flag and general officers who ‘Proudly support Governor Mitt Romney as our 
nation’s next President and Commander-in-Chief.’” 

Certainly the Republic has not crumbled as a result. And the military continues to be near 
the top of all institutions in terms of the confidence of the American public. Still, the next 
president will surely have cause to wonder about the loyalty of the senior officers upon 
whose “best military advice” they are counting. 

There are few general officers, active or retired, whose judgment on national security 
matters I respect more than John Allen’s. While there are things in his convention speech 
with which I disagree, I share his assessment that Hillary Clinton is more fit to serve as 
commander-in-chief than Donald Trump (granted, a low bar). 

But Allen didn’t simply present himself as a seasoned policy hand.  His very first words 
in his convention speech were, 

My	fellow	Americans,	I	stand	with	you	tonight	as	a	retired	four‐star	general	
of	the	United	States	Marine	Corps,	and	I	am	joined	by	my	fellow	generals	
and	admirals,	and	with	these	magnificent	young	veterans	of	Iraq	and	

Afghanistan”	[emphasis	mine].	

He thus wrapped himself not only in his own substantial personal credibility but in that of 
his profession. 

That continued after the speech. Trump, as is his wont, counterpunched, calling Allen “a 
failed general.” In response, Allen invoked the prestige of his profession, retorting, “He 
has no credibility to criticize me or my record or anything I have done.” He continued, “If 
he’d spent a minute in the deserts of Afghanistan or in the deserts of Iraq, I might listen 
to what he has to say.”  Worse yet, he termed Trump’s comments “a direct insult to every 
single man and woman who’s wearing the uniform today.” 

Now, Trump’s assertion that Allen is a “failed general” because we haven’t defeated the 
Islamic State is at best simplistic and arguably absurd. But, having joined the political 
fray in such a full-throated way, Allen is fair game. Hiding behind the armor of the 
uniform he proudly wore and the troops who now serve is highly problematic for the 
institution, which holds such high prestige and has such tremendous value in our system 
of government precisely because it is viewed as a loyal servant of the nation rather than a 
partisan tool. 

Further, it makes Allen’s warnings that electing Trump could result in “a civil military 
crisis, the like of which we’ve not seen in this country,” especially ominous.  He was, 
rightly, pointing out the moral dilemma that would face the uniformed leadership were 
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Trump to assume office and actually try and enact some of the off-the-cuff musings on 
international relations as policy. Were Trump to assume the mantle of commander-in-
chief and issue an order the brass believed unlawful, they would have a duty to advise 
him accordingly and to abide by the laws of this nation and the laws of war. There are 
appropriate venues for airing that discussion, such as a Congressional hearing. A national 
political convention is not one of them. But, in context of a retired general who has just 
spoken as a party convention, it comes across as a warning that the military would be 
disloyal if a president of the wrong party were elected. This could lead to a calamitous 
state of affairs. 

Meanwhile, Flynn not only spoke at the Republican convention but was purportedly on 
the short list to be Trump’s running mate. Even though he was not selected for the ticket, 
he has taken on an attack dog role, even carrying the fight to Twitter where, in what one 
hopes was a newbie’s incompetence, he enthusiastically retweeted an anti-Semitic attack 
on Clinton. That is, to say the least, not a good look. 

Flynn, who retired as the three-star head of the Defense Intelligence Agency just shy of 
two years ago, has been an active opponent of the Obama White House almost from the 
moment he hung up his uniform. He declared last year that, “The people in the United 
States have lost respect and confidence in their government to be able to solve the 
problems that we face now and in the future.” Feaver warned at the time that Flynn’s 
aggressive criticism could undermine policymakers’ confidence in the brass: “If they 
suspect ‘this guy’s going to retire and then go on MSNBC and bash me,’ [they might 
decide] ‘let’s not have that person in the room when we’re really discussing the issues.’”  

That would be both understandable and catastrophic. 

It is technically true, as Richard Swain argues, that “retired officers remain members of 
the armed forces by law and regulation” and it is therefore reasonable to assume that 
“they remain at least ethically obliged to observe the limitations imposed by 
commissioned service.” But there has been little precedent for holding them to that 
standard. Nor is it reasonable to expect, for example, a retired lieutenant colonel, who 
already rendered at least two decades of service, to continue to abstain from the full rights 
and privileges of citizenship for the remainder of his life. 

Still, we can nonetheless formalize professional norms for retired generals and admirals. 
Don Snider, a retired Army colonel and longtime scholar of the profession, argues: 

While	retirement	from	active	duty	does	make	each	one	a	newly	nonpracticing	
professional,	in	the	world	of	public	perceptions	they	still	act	and	speak,	and	are	

seen	and	heard,	as	an	esteemed	member	of	the	military	profession.	

As such, they continue to have an obligation to ensure that officership is perceived as “a 
real profession as opposed to just another governmental bureaucracy.” Otherwise, they 
undermine the confidence of the civilian leadership, the American public, and rank-and-
file soldiers. 
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We can begin with the distinction that holds for active duty officers and, to a lesser 
extent, civilian employees of the Defense Department between partisan politicking and 
issue advocacy. It’s perfectly reasonable and likely valuable for retired officers to weigh 
in on public debates on controversial issues, like gender integration or proposed military 
action, where it would be inappropriate or difficult for serving generals to weigh in where 
their civilian masters have spoken.  (Although, here, the rule may well be the opposite as 
that for partisan endorsements: the longer the officer has been out of uniform, the less 
valuable his expertise.) 

At the same time, it’s clearly inappropriate for retired generals and admirals to endorse or 
oppose the re-election of officials they’ve recently served or worked alongside. It simply 
smacks of disloyalty and brings into retrospective question the advice they rendered 
while in uniform. Further, it gives the impression, true or otherwise, that their views are 
shared by their successors — especially those who were protégées. Relatedly, if the 
endorser is later appointed to a plum post in the administration, as Crowe was, then it 
looks very much like the imprimatur of the military profession has been auctioned off for 
advancement. 

We already impose a statutory moratorium on certain senior officers from lobbying or 
accepting a contract from their former agency for two years after retirement. Adding a 
ban on using their title in partisan political activity for, say, five years would serve the 
same purpose — removing the appearance of impropriety — without permanently taking 
them out of the arena. This wouldn’t solve the problem entirely but would put some space 
between an individual’s time in uniform and partially mitigate the impression that they 
are speaking for those with whom they recently served. 

In an ideal world, retired generals and admirals would simply refrain, as non-practicing 
members of the profession of arms, from endorsing political candidates or otherwise 
engaging in partisan activity.  A Flynn or Allen could still speak out on national security 
issues that concern them, including those that are part of an ongoing campaign, without 
explicitly endorsing candidates or appearing at a party convention.  Few would criticize 
them if they had instead appeared at a think tank or before Congress arguing for a more 
aggressive approach to fighting ISIL, warning of the dangers to embracing torture, or 
abandoning protections for non-combatants. 

It is essential that our generals and admirals are perceived as loyal to the Constitution, not 
a political party. A commander-in-chief should have every confidence that they are 
receiving the best military advice from the chairman, the service chiefs, combatant 
commanders, and other senior military leaders. Otherwise, it would absolutely be 
appropriate for the next president to look for “Clinton generals” or “Trump admirals” to 
fill the top billets. And we clearly do not want that to happen. 

 James Joyner is a security studies professor at the Marine Corps Command and Staff 
College and a nonresident senior fellow with the Brent Scowcroft Center for 
International Security at the Atlantic Council. These views are his own.   
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Don’t Box Retired Generals Out of Politics 

By Eric T. Olson 

August 11, 2016 

General Marty Dempsey recently sent a clear and forceful message to his fellow retired 
generals and admirals: Keep your politics private. This position is not new for the former 
Joint Chiefs chairman; he has held these views for many years, articulating them while on 
active duty and now in retirement. 

It is hard for those of us who have served as flag officers and are now retired to argue 
with General Dempsey, for many reasons. Not the least of these is the enormous respect 
and credibility that he has gained with us through the many years of his distinguished 
service. We do not exaggerate or off-handedly flatter him when we observe that he is one 
of the best in our cohort. 

But in this instance he has overstated his case, and in so doing may have done a 
disservice to some of our peers who have contributions to make towards an informed 
electorate—and the voting public as a whole. 

No doubt General Dempsey wrote his article in response to the actions of several generals 
or admirals who have recently and publicly voiced opinions about candidates, most 
notably two who had prominent speaking roles during the recent Republican and 
Democratic party conventions. His primary concern seems to be captured in this passage: 
“The image of generals and admirals that is held in esteem by the American people is the 
image of loyal, determined, selfless professionalism keeping watch for threats to our 
country from abroad. It’s not the image of angry speeches in front of partisan audiences 
intended to influence politics at home.” 

Elsewhere, he states that as a result of senior retired military leaders’ participation in 
campaign activities, elected officials and the public at large “may now question whether 
senior military leaders can be trusted to provide honest, non-partisan advice on the issues 
and to execute the orders given to them with the effort necessary to accomplish them.” 

Most of us probably would argue that certain recent appearances of and presentations by 
retired generals have fallen in the category of the type of partisan politics that General 
Dempsey had in mind when he was crafting his thoughts on his article — general attacks 
on the character of candidates, personal judgments about unsuitability for office, 
cheerleading for rowdy convention crowds, and the like. 
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But in condemning broadly a whole category of political activeness as choosing to 
“become part of the public political landscape,” does he preclude the valuable 
contributions that experienced former military and defense officials can make as we seek 
wise choices about the next commander-in-chief? Specifically, don’t we want to hear 
from retired senior officers who have worked directly for or with individual candidates 
about those qualities that will serve them—and us—well if they are elected and cast into 
the role of leader of the most powerful and complex military establishment in the world? 

To be clear, retired military leaders who make charges against candidates based not on 
direct experience or knowledge of her or his qualities or attributes but on talking points 
provided by campaign staffs, or observations about suitability for office that refer to areas 
of interest or expertise that are completely beyond the ken of the officer making the 
statement are usually inappropriate. But doesn’t the average voter understand that a 
retired general or admiral is not the expert that one should listen to when trying to decide 
which candidate will be best for the U.S. economy or the health-care system? And don’t 
we think that voters want to hear from senior officials with years of experience about 
matters of national security and foreign policy? 

Specifically, what was wrong with Gen. John Allen noting that, based on his personal 
experience working with her and his direct observations of her actions and decisions in 
tough situations, that one of the candidates has what it takes to ensure that the U.S. will 
continue to play a role as an “indispensable, transformational power in the world.” No 
doubt there are voters who are wondering about how a candidate will perform under 
pressure, how she will work with serving military leaders, whether she will listen to 
commanders on the ground and take their advice. They should be able to get the views of 
a well-respected retired military official who has reason to know the answers to 
those questions. 

One other point: how far is General Dempsey willing to take his argument about what is 
proper for a general or admiral to do in retirement? Should retired senior officers refuse 
to serve in key appointive positions when asked by elected officials—as presidential 
envoys, advisers on tough national-security problems, special representatives, and the 
like—for fear that in doing so they will be viewed as political appointees and risk casting 
into suspicion the impartial best military judgement that they provided while on active 
duty? Or that of those whom they knew on active duty who are still serving? What about 
the 4-stars who take positions in the world of business and finance? Do we start 
wondering if they are in the pocket of Wall Street or the defense industry now and may 
have been unduly influenced while on active duty? 

There is no question that we must preserve the principle that military advice must be 
given by serving flag officers “without political bias or personal agenda.” It is almost 
inconceivable that the outcome of any election could be so important that we would be 
willing to accept risk to that principle. But the observation that “generals and admirals are 
generals and admirals for life” cuts both ways. True, there are certain partisan activities 
that must be avoided because they risk creating a perception that is unhealthy to good 
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civil-military relations and the trust that the American people have in their military 
leaders. But it is also true that retired generals and admirals have garnered the experience 
to be among the best judges of the qualities that it takes to command at the highest level. 
We should be able to hear from them in an appropriate fashion to help us decide who to 
support as the person to lead our military for the next four years.  

Eric Olson reached the rank of major general in the U.S. Army before retiring from active duty in 
2006. He subsequently served as the deputy director in the Iraq Reconstruction Management 
Office and as the chief of staff to the Special Inspector General for Iraq Reconstruction. 
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Beyond the Resignation Debate
A New Framework for Civil-Military Dialogue

Maj Jim Golby, USA

Abstract
Recent debates about whether senior military officers can offer pub-

lic dissent or resign in protest have a disproportionate impact on civil-
military relations. As a result, many discussions focus primarily on how 
the civil-military dialogue has broken down and offer little advice to 
senior officers about how they can—and should—engage properly in 
effective civil-military dialogue. Scholars should begin a more construc-
tive discussion about how to best integrate military advice into today’s 
policy-making process. Although military expertise is imperfect and 
only one input policy makers should consider, a forthright, candid civil-
military dialogue decreases the likelihood of strategic miscalculation and 
increases the odds of effective policy making. To complement scholarly 
discussions that discourage political activity by military officers, this ar-
ticle develops a Clausewitzian framework for introducing military ad-
vice into what is always a political context. It offers practical suggestions 
for military officers and hopes to stimulate further debate about what 
positive norms could shape the civil-military dialogue.

✵  ✵  ✵  ✵  ✵

Although the circumstances in which senior military officers would 
contemplate resignation are exceedingly rare, debates about whether of-
ficers should resign are increasingly common. The latest round in this 
discussion developed in 2014, following testimony by the chairman 
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Gen Martin Dempsey, US Army, before 
the Senate Armed Services Committee (SASC). While discussing the 
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campaign to counter the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), 
Dempsey stated that—if necessary—he would recommend to the presi-
dent that US military personnel accompany Iraqi troops in ground at-
tacks.1 His qualified statement made immediate news, as it signaled po-
tential disagreement with the president’s position to avoid introducing 
US forces into ground fighting in Iraq.

The response to General Dempsey’s statement was swift, with more 
than a dozen op-eds or blogs published on the topic over the next few 
days and weeks. Many of these pieces were careless exhortations to resign 
in a flourish of disagreement; others were explicitly partisan. However, 
the debate also included thoughtful contributions from several respected 
voices, including those of Don Snider, emeritus professor of political sci-
ence at the US Military Academy, and Lt Gen James Dubik, US Army, 
retired.2 These scholars are not alone in thinking anew about dissent and 
resignation; approval for the practice of resignation in protest is on the 
rise, at least among veterans.3

The growing acceptance of resignation as an appropriate tactic dur-
ing policy deliberations threatens America’s tradition of civilian con-
trol of the military. It also raises concerns about whether senior civilian 
and military leaders possess the mutual respect necessary for effective 
strategic dialogue. More importantly, perhaps, the stalemated debate 
about whether military officers should resign actually exacerbates mis-
trust and skepticism among civilian leaders and undermines effective 
civil-military dialogue.

It is time to move beyond—or at least significantly broaden—this 
unproductive debate and begin a more constructive discussion about 
how to best integrate military advice into today’s policy-making process. 
Although military expertise is imperfect and only one input policy mak-
ers consider, a forthright, candid civil-military dialogue decreases the 
likelihood of strategic miscalculation and increases the odds of effective 
policy making. To complement scholarly discussions that discourage 
political activity by military officers, a Clausewitzian framework can be 
used to introduce military advice into what is always a political context. 
This framework will help stimulate further debate about what positive 
norms could shape the civil-military dialogue.

This article first discusses the most thoughtful pieces from the recent 
resignation debate to make the case for a different dialogue. Next, it 
shows how the resignation debate is emblematic of larger problems in 
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the broader literature on dissent and civil-military discourse. It then 
develops a Clausewitzian framework for the civil-military dialogue, 
building on insights about the unique nature and limitations of military 
expertise and potential implications of this model in helping military 
leaders know how to provide advice in a political context. Finally, the 
article concludes with recommended institutional changes or reforms 
that could reinforce more productive civil-military relations.

The Resignation Debate
The debate that emerged following General Dempsey’s SASC testi-

mony was, in many ways, similar to previous professional discussions 
about resignation—albeit arguably more robust.4 Retired officers, for-
mer defense officials, pundits, and even sitting members of Congress 
publicly encouraged Dempsey to resign in protest over what they viewed 
as the Obama administration’s misguided war policies.5 However, this 
debate has advanced flawed arguments concerning resignation and has 
potentially contributed to deteriorating trust between civilian and mili-
tary leaders.

Drawing inspiration from a misguided reading of Army lieutenant 
general H. R. McMaster’s Dereliction of Duty, these critics generally as-
sert that Dempsey—and other senior military leaders—have the right 
and even the obligation to resign in protest before they become com-
plicit in failed military strategies.6 In their view, McMaster’s history of 
the Americanization of the Vietnam War castigates senior military lead-
ers for not resigning and instead “quietly carrying out orders they knew 
to be wrong.”7 Moreover, some of them assert that even a private resig-
nation threat by Dempsey “might well change a bad policy” and “save 
this President from himself.”8 Thus, critics imply that military leaders 
should take advantage of the fact that no president would want to face 
the political costs resulting from a high-level military resignation.

The belief that it can be good for legitimately elected civilian leaders 
to fear threats from their own military is deeply flawed; such sentiments 
are unequivocally inconsistent with civilian control and American con-
stitutional principles. The military may disagree with civilian decisions, 
but the Constitution reserves decision making for those in elected office. 
As scholar Peter D. Feaver has succinctly noted, elected civilian leaders 
have the “right to be wrong.”9 Moreover, the insinuation that military 
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leaders should view resignation as a tool to influence political leaders’ 
policy decisions is likely to undermine the trust necessary for a healthy 
civil-military relationship.10 As a result, scholars like Richard H. Kohn 
and Peter Feaver worry that the practice of resignation by senior offi-
cers would undermine trust, risk politicization of the officer corps, and 
threaten civilian control of the military.11 Despite these concerns, these 
scholars nevertheless strongly agree that officers have the right—in fact, 
the duty—to resign (i.e., to ask for reassignment or retirement) or to 
disobey if directed to carry out an illegal order.

However, several respected observers of civil-military relations sug-
gest a slender area of legitimate resignation lies between legal obligation 
and policy objection. They make a thoughtful case for resignation on 
carefully drawn moral grounds. Don Snider argues that members of the 
profession require moral autonomy. Thus, there may be circumstances 
that demand acts of dissent or disobedience—to include resignation.12 
According to Snider, military officers not only have a Constitutional 
obligation to carry out the wishes of their client—the American peo-
ple—but also have a responsibility to ethically apply the profession’s 
expert knowledge. On these grounds, he argues that there is a narrow 
“protected space”13 in which military officers can voice dissent or even 
resign “without insubordination to civilian authority.”14

Similarly, General Dubik argues that principled resignation places 
“neither good order and discipline nor civilian control of the military” 
at risk.15 Providing senior officers resign privately without public postur-
ing, he contends the ability to resign on moral grounds protects officers’ 
moral agency by allowing them to remain true to their conscience. It is 
only when officers act for political reasons and threaten to air their con-
cerns to embarrass or coerce that they undermine civilian control and 
cross an unacceptable line.

Taken together, Snider and Dubik suggest that there, in fact, may be 
circumstances under which senior officers could—and perhaps should—
consider resignation. Yet neither author fully grapples with the difficult 
trade-offs their arguments imply. When placed under closer scrutiny, 
the “narrow protected space” for resignation that Snider and Dubik at-
tempt to defend turns out to be vanishingly small.

Dubik, for example, considers the case of Army chief of staff Gen 
Harold Johnson, who contemplated resignation during the Vietnam 
War after he concluded that the president’s war policy was “wasting 
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lives.”16 Although Johnson ultimately did not resign, Dubik contends 
the Army chief ’s resignation would have been justified if he had done so 
quietly. Dubik properly criticizes an alleged plan under which the Army 
chief had intended to hold a press conference immediately after notify-
ing the president that he intended to resign.17

What is not clear, however, is if a senior officer can control whether 
or not a resignation will remain private.18 As General Johnson’s case of 
a “near-resignation” implies, there simply is no tradition of resignation 
in the US military. Thus, it is difficult to know exactly how one could 
accomplish a “quiet” resignation in practice, especially if a senior officer 
were to resign in the middle of a controversial war. It is likely that any 
high-level resignation would prompt significant political consequences.19 
Leaks from staff would be almost inevitable—as would be aggressive 
questioning from the president’s opponents in Congress. The resulting 
press coverage and public speculation would be equally aggressive and 
intense. As the recent Dempsey case suggests, quiet resignation would 
be extremely difficult—really impossible—in today’s political climate.

Even if a quiet resignation were possible, neither Snider nor Dubik 
help us tangibly understand what constitutes an immoral policy. In fact, 
their arguments rely on different moral foundations. For Dubik, resig-
nation is a matter of individual moral conscience; for Snider, it is a mat-
ter of the moral autonomy—and hence authority—of the profession. 
These two approaches suffer from different problems, but both possess 
the potential to undermine civilian control of the military.

As he illustrates in the Johnson case, Dubik’s standard for an immoral 
policy is whether it “wastes lives.”20 At first glance, the application of 
this standard to General Johnson’s doubts about the Vietnam War seems 
appealing. However, the issues at stake were almost certainly less clear 
at the time than they are in retrospect. Other officers and policy makers 
with recognized expertise had reasonable disagreements with Johnson 
at the time. Moreover, the logic of “wasted lives” versus “cost in lives” 
is itself highly subjective. In fact, measured against this standard, any 
civilian who does not give the military all the resources it requests or 
who does not pursue the strategy the military recommends wastes lives, 
at least to some degree. Consequently, there is no room for any civilian 
restraint on military policy. Who decides where to draw the line in terms 
of the cost in lives or how many wasted lives? For Dubik, this discretion 
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resides entirely with the individual’s conscience, leaving open a wide 
loophole for military resignation on myriad policy issues.21

Snider’s argument is more nuanced, relying on the moral authority 
of the profession instead of the individual officer’s conscience. Yet this 
approach creates different challenges. First, expert knowledge is, by its 
nature, uncertain—especially for members of the military profession. 
Officers have fewer opportunities to practice their craft than members 
of other professions do. Peacetime is frequent, and officers rarely—if 
ever—experience war at the same level of responsibility during their 
careers. Moreover, war—by its nature—is extremely complex.22 Thus, 
judgments about the consequences of a policy decision surrounding mil-
itary conflict will always involve relatively greater levels of ambiguity.23

Second, a corporate standard for resignation based on the moral au-
tonomy of the profession must rely, to some degree, on a professional 
ethic or an objective standard. Yet there is debate about whether an 
American military ethic can, or should, exist and whether one exists at 
present.24 As a result, officers face significant limitations in attempting 
to rely on the profession’s ethic as a standard for judging the morality of 
a policy decision. 

Finally, even if military officers were relatively certain of the conse-
quences of a policy decision and could agree to a professional standard 
upon which to judge the morality of consequences, this logic itself 
would preclude individual resignation and instead dictate disobedience 
by the officer corps as a whole. A judgment based on the collective moral 
autonomy of the profession, rather than on an individual’s conscience, 
would require general consensus among members of the profession and 
thus would preclude any form of quiet resignation. Consequently, it is 
extremely difficult to imagine the circumstances under which an officer 
could resign on moral grounds without engaging in, as Snider puts it, 
“insubordination to civilian authority.”25

Snider is largely silent on the question of disobedience, but his ar-
guments about the profession’s requirement for moral autonomy rest 
on James Burk’s concept of “responsible obedience.”26 Burk, a professor 
of sociology at Texas A&M University, agrees that senior officers share 
moral accountability for their actions and advice, but that responsibility 
is constrained and must be channeled appropriately. According to Burk, 
“obedience to the principle that civilian leaders rule does not necessarily 
create a world of blind obedience, not so long as the military profession 
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retains its autonomy to cultivate its expert knowledge and to introduce 
it into policy deliberations.”27 Military leaders can neither responsibly 
disobey nor resign when faced with an immoral order, but they have a 
clear responsibility to communicate their expertise and advice candidly 
during policy deliberations.

The effective development of strategy depends on the close integra-
tion of civilian and military perspectives.28 Nevertheless, the Constitu-
tion clearly subordinates military prerogatives to the policy decisions of 
civilians and civilian institutions.29 Thus, at the most fundamental level, 
attempts by senior officers to claim the legitimate authority necessary to 
judge the morality of a policy on behalf of the republic are inconsistent 
with civilian control of the military. As Burk argues, “If there is a conflict 
in judgment between political leaders and military professionals over 
the wisdom of a policy to use armed force, it is not necessarily the case 
that the political leader is right and the military professional wrong. Of-
ten, the matter will be surrounded by enough uncertainty no one could 
be sure which judgment should be preferred. Yet, in the end, someone 
must decide, and . . . these rules are embedded in the Constitution.”30

Our republican system of governance presupposes that there will al-
ways be moral disagreements about policy outcomes, and it establishes 
a system of civilian institutions within which to resolve those disputes. 
Operating in this system does not require senior military leaders to obey 
blindly, but it does require “responsible obedience.” Officers have a con-
stitutional responsibility to offer expert advice, but they should not re-
sign or disobey a lawful order when their advice is not taken. The status 
of a profession relies on its ability to profess, not on its ability to dictate.31

Larger Problems in Civil-Military Relations
Although Snider’s and Dubik’s arguments seem compelling in prin-

ciple, their narrow space of resignation vanishes in practice. Indeed, 
Dubik and Snider both explicitly state that the Dempsey case came 
nowhere near meeting their criteria for principled resignation.32 In ad-
dition, unlike many bloggers and pundits, neither Snider nor Dubik 
support public resignation in protest, nor do they support politically 
motivated threats by senior officers intended to intimidate or coerce ci-
vilian leaders. Yet there is suggestive evidence that the resignation debate 
itself may be harming trust and the civil-military relationship. Support 
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for resignation in protest has been on the rise in recent years. In 1999, 
for example, only 27 percent of all veterans agreed that a senior officer 
should resign in protest in the face of an “unwise” order. However, by 
2014, 59 percent thought so.33 Moreover, the recent round of blog posts 
and op-eds supporting politically motivated, rather than principled, res-
ignation contributes to skepticism among civilian leaders and general 
civil-military distrust. While levels of trust among the public remain 
high, partisan differences have emerged—especially among elites. Cur-
rently, 94 percent of Republicans express “quite a lot” or “a great deal” 
of confidence in the military, but only 61 percent of all Democrats and 
49 percent of elite Democrats feel the same.34

Neither Snider and Dubik nor other thoughtful observers of civil-
military relations have caused the trends described above. However, by 
responding to partisan arguments about resignation in protest during 
an ongoing policy debate, scholars risk legitimizing flawed arguments 
about resignation. They make politically motivated resignations seem 
plausible to civilian leaders. Even when presented with careful analy-
ses, it can be difficult to grasp the nuance involved in these debates. 
In the age of blogs and social media, continued debate exacerbates 
civil-military tension in ongoing policy discussions that clearly do not 
warrant resignation by either set of standards.

Just as important, by focusing on the question of whether officers 
can resign under extremely rare circumstances, scholars ignore far more 
pressing questions of greater import to American civil-military relations. 
For example, Dubik’s analysis of General Johnson’s almost-resignation 
never considers the Army chief ’s role during policy deliberations about 
whether to mobilize the reserves. Although intelligence analyst and mili-
tary historian Lewis Sorley argues that Johnson was sharply critical dur-
ing policy deliberations, other evidence suggests Johnson failed to fully 
articulate his reservations about the proposed policy to the secretary of 
defense or the president either before or after a decision was made.35 
Moreover, according to McMaster’s account, Johnson deliberately mis-
led members of Congress and withheld information because—in John-
son’s own words—he owed “allegiance principally to the President.”36 
By asserting that the Army chief had a right to resign, Dubik ignores 
prior questions about whether Johnson met his basic responsibilities to 
support constitutional processes as a senior military advisor.
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The current debate about resignation and disobedience fuels the nar-
rative that there is a dearth of trust between civilian and military lead-
ers. It also focuses on the rare circumstances in which the civil-military 
dialogue has completely broken down. Moreover, it ignores a wide range 
of institutional issues, including decisions about future force structure, 
resource management, training, recruiting and retention, and assess-
ments of long-term risk. Consequently, this debate offers little guidance 
that would help senior officers navigate their daily responsibilities dur-
ing today’s policy-making process. In this regard, the resignation debate 
is emblematic of an existing gap within the broader literature on the 
civil-military dialogue.

As it stands, the civil-military relations literature is heavy on prohibi-
tions, explaining what officers cannot do, and light on specifics about 
how officers can be involved in the policy-making process. Beginning 
with Samuel P. Huntington’s model of objective control, officers are 
told to abstain from political activity of any kind.37 However, as Burk’s 
model of responsible obedience suggests, there may not always be a clear 
distinction between political and military spheres. Political leaders often 
depend on information they obtain from military leaders to weigh their 
options and make decisions. Thus, senior military leaders must be pre-
pared to operate at the nexus of policy and strategy.38 Nevertheless, cur-
rent Army doctrine stipulates that professionals “confine their advisory 
role to the policymaking process,” but offers no guidance about how 
to exercise this role. The sole direction given in Army doctrine is that 
military leaders should “not engage publicly in policy advocacy or dis-
sent.”39 The other military services provide no guidance in doctrine on 
the matter. Surely, more can be said about the role of military expertise 
in policy debates. How does one responsibly walk this path?

There have been some signs of progress in recent years. For example, 
Risa A. Brooks, associate professor of political science at Marquette Uni-
versity, considers the potential costs and benefits of political activity by 
military officers in a democracy.40 Brooks recognizes some clear benefits 
of political activity by military officers but concludes that the costs ulti-
mately outweigh the benefits. Yet Brooks’s analysis also fails to recognize 
that military advice is always delivered in a political context. Although 
she identifies a typology including different types of political behaviors, 
she never actually defines what makes a particular act political rather 
than military.41 As a result, she offers little guidance to military leaders 
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about what they can or should say during the policy process or to civil-
ian leaders about how they could obtain any of the benefits of military 
expertise. Ultimately, the inference is to safeguard civilian control and 
that military advice must remain only within the confines of private 
policy deliberations.

While agreeing that military officers should not engage in political 
activity, other scholars nevertheless leave room for officers to engage in 
dissent—sometimes even public dissent.42 Framing military advice and 
expertise in terms of dissent creates several problems, however. First, it 
implies that the relationship between the president and senior military 
leaders is of primary importance, while downplaying the importance 
of the congressional role in civil-military relations. Yet military leaders 
have a constitutional obligation to support all branches of government 
in their policy-making duties. When military leaders fail to provide all 
relevant information to congressional leaders, as General Johnson did, 
they undermine the proper functioning of constitutional processes of 
oversight.

Second, a focus on the dissent side of military advice reinforces the 
narrative of broader civil-military tension and distrust, undermining 
the positive role military expertise can—and should—play in policy de-
bates. Rather than encouraging officers to speak candidly and to offer 
their considered military judgment on topics related to military exper-
tise, framing the strategic dialogue around dissent teaches them to focus 
on situations in which civilian leaders disagree with them. In a divided 
republic, the reality is that military advice will frequently dissent from 
the position of at least some political actors, especially in the current po-
litical environment.43 While officers should be aware of these potential 
conflicts and exercise some political savvy, they should not be focused 
primarily on which political actors agree or disagree with them. Instead, 
they should be concerned with giving the most accurate and candid as-
sessment possible, consistent with their unique military expertise.

Finally, a focus on military dissent reinforces the notion that mili-
tary advice is a tool to wield against civilian leaders rather than the ful-
fillment of a constitutional responsibility to support elected leaders in 
the conduct of their duties. Military leaders should not offer advice to 
achieve the policy outcomes they prefer; rather, they provide one form 
of expertise that can help political leaders make more effective policy 
decisions, typically as part of a broader strategy.
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 Instead of focusing on the question of whether apolitical military of-
ficers can resign or dissent after the civil-military dialogue breaks down, 
scholars should dedicate more energy toward articulating the positive 
role professional military officers can play in policy deliberations. Al-
though military officers do not possess the constitutional authority to 
adjudicate between competing versions of the “common good,” they do 
have a critical responsibility to inform policy debates and discussions.44

Professional officers looking for guidance on how to render military 
advice in a political context need more guidance than the current litera-
ture provides. It is not enough to tell military officers that civilians have 
the “right to be wrong”; officers need a new framework to help them 
understand how they can give advice in such a way that will help civil-
ian leaders be right more often but that does not threaten civilian pri-
macy. Military leaders need more robust norms and guidelines that can 
help them understand how to find their voice in the unequal dialogue. 
Drawing on the central insights of Carl von Clausewitz, the next section 
develops a framework for expert military advice in the policy-making 
process.

A Clausewitzian Framework  
for Military Expertise and Advice

The search for a new framework turns to an old source for inspiration. 
Carl von Clausewitz is perhaps best known for his insight that war is 
always political in nature: “the continuation of politics with the addition 
of other means.”45 Yet his dialectical approach offers a much richer and 
more nuanced view of both the unity and distinctiveness of the military 
and the political aspects of war. According to Clausewitz, politics estab-
lishes the source of war, dictates the available means, and determines the 
desired ends.46 Nevertheless, “war is special activity, different and sepa-
rate from any other pursued by man.”47 Within its subordinate sphere, 
then, war retains the logic of politics, but military expertise has its own 
“grammar.”48 

Since political leaders sometimes “may lack a detailed knowledge of 
military matters,” Clausewitz requires military leaders to provide unique 
military advice as part of a robust strategic dialogue.49 Nevertheless, he 
is much more concerned about the influence of the political on the mili-
tary, rather than vice versa. In fact, he goes so far as to suggest that the 
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senior military leader should sit in the cabinet so political leaders may 
shape his activities.50 In contrast, Clausewitz expects military expertise 
may inform political decisions but not dictate political ends.

Clausewitz provides a much more complete account of the nature and 
limitations of military expertise. This perspective on the military leader’s 
expert knowledge does not suggest that military leaders are always right 
and civilian leaders are always wrong in matters of war; rather, it sug-
gests that close and continuous dialogue between military and civilian 
leaders is required to ensure strategic success. Moreover, it places clear 
responsibility on military leaders to develop special expertise related to 
military affairs.

Military Expertise

It is within the grammar of war where Clausewitz identifies unique 
military expertise, or military genius. Whereas civilian expertise lies 
within the realm of policy, the grammar of war centers on combat.51 
Thus, the military leader must be expert in the conduct of war to include 
both tactics and military strategy, as well as the “creation, maintenance, 
and use” of fighting forces.52 All of these activities ultimately must relate 
to combat.

Yet military expertise faces significant limitations. Unlike other human 
activities, war is extremely complex because it “takes place in a unique 
environment of danger, fear, physical exertion, and uncertainty.”53 It is 
neither an art nor a science; rather, it is something akin to a duel on a 
larger scale.54 The strategic interaction with a human adversary and the 
complexity of the environment in which war takes place make war in-
herently unpredictable.

For Clausewitz, it is precisely this capricious nature that provides the 
basis of military expertise and defines its limitations. Although “every-
thing in strategy is very simple,” he maintains that the military leader re-
quires “great strength of character, as well as great lucidity and firmness 
of mind . . . to carry out the plan.”55 Years of experience and practice 
provide senior military leaders with the ability to “know friction in order 
to overcome it whenever possible, and in order not to expect a standard 
of achievement in his operations which this very friction makes impos-
sible.”56 Clausewitz recognized that combat experience is itself punctu-
ated and rare. Although he advises military leaders to turn to training 
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and the study of military history to supplement experience, he recog-
nizes that even the best commanders will often get things wrong.

Modern attempts to develop a military science only underscore 
Clausewitz’s perspective about the limits of military expertise. Moreover, 
the addition of new military and political tools of influence only exacer-
bates this complexity. As one commentator has noted, “Military science 
is not normally so exact as to rule out all but one school of thought on 
the question of how battles are to be fought and wars won. As a result, 
military planners frequently find themselves uncertain or divided re-
garding the kinds of preparations necessary to support the foreign policy 
purposes of the nation.”57

Despite recognizing these significant challenges, Clausewitz neverthe-
less devotes a significant amount of time to identifying the skills and 
characteristics required to develop military genius. Although military 
officers’ understanding will always be limited and imperfect, a grasp of 
the grammar of war is nevertheless necessary to develop and implement 
effective strategy. Within the realm of combat, a military expert must 
be able to identify the military resources required to accomplish a given 
end and estimate the costs and risks of a campaign.58 These skills are 
necessary because of both practical and political constraints. The un-
limited application of resources would “result in strength being wasted, 
which is contrary to other principles of statecraft.”59 It could also un-
dermine domestic support if the means used in a military operation are 
disproportionate to the ends sought.60 Consequently, Clausewitz pays 
close attention to the military leader’s need to strive for an optimal bal-
ance between the two.

According to Clausewitz, military experts must fully understand the 
capabilities at their disposal and how long military actions will take. 
This burden is indeed significant as demonstrated by the level of detail 
he devoted to tactical and operational questions, and it requires the care-
ful study of military history and theories of war.61 “Practice and experi-
ence dictate the answer [to questions of feasibility]: this is possible, that 
is not.”62 Thus, military experts possess a keen understanding of both 
what military force can accomplish and what it cannot.

In addition to understanding the means-ends relationship, military 
leaders must also possess the creativity and expertise necessary to gener-
ate options and develop ways consistent with war’s political constraints. 
Clausewitz acknowledges the potential there is more than one path to 
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success when he argues, “given certain conditions, different ways of 
reaching the objective are possible.”63 Yet military experts must be at-
tuned to the political context when developing military options to sup-
port political ends because “questions of personality and personal rela-
tions raise the number of possible ways of achieving the goal of policy 
to infinity.”64 Political leaders may consider certain military approaches 
to be off limits for moral or political reasons, or they may request to use 
military resources in particular ways. Yet Clausewitz suggests that mili-
tary leaders must be open to allowing political leaders to choose what 
they consider the optimum path to their political objectives. Military 
leaders nevertheless have a responsibility to share their expertise on the 
feasibility of options, but they should recognize that nonmilitary factors 
may sometimes influence their approach.

Thus, even if they are deeply familiar with the grammar of war, mili-
tary leaders must not be ignorant of domestic politics. Especially at the 
highest levels of command, military experts must have a sound grasp of 
national policy. Again, Clausewitz states, “No major proposal for war 
can be worked out in ignorance of political factors.”65 For example, the 
scale of political purposes will have significant implications for the mili-
tary means required and myriad other factors: “The political object—
the original motive for the war—will thus determine both the military 
objective to be reached and the amount of effort it requires.”66

As a result, all military planning must proceed from its political basis. 
If anyone attempts to separate war from its political aspects, they will be 
“left with something pointless and devoid of sense.”67 For Clausewitz, 
then, the unity of war does not come from the overlapping nature of 
civilian and military spheres, but rather from the primacy of the civilian 
sphere.68 

Civilian Expertise

Although Clausewitz identifies the unique nature of military exper-
tise, he identifies certain topics as outside the bounds of the military 
realm and squarely within the civilian sphere. Most notably, he places 
the onus for the ends of policy on civilian leaders. In distinguishing the 
commander and his army from the government, he unambiguously as-
serts, “the political aims are the business of the government alone.”69 Ci-
vilian leaders alone dictate the ends of policy. Through the establishment 
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of policy, governments are the arbiters and custodians of the people’s 
interests. Regardless of a nation’s domestic institutional arrangements:

It can be taken as agreed that the aim of policy is to unify and reconcile all as-
pects of internal administration as well as of spiritual values and whatever else 
the moral philosopher may care to add. Policy, of course, is nothing in itself; it 
is simply the trustee for all these interests against other states. That it can err, 
subserve the ambitions, private interests, and vanity of those in power, is neither 
here nor there. In no sense can the art of war ever be regarded as the preceptor 
of policy, and here we can only treat policy as representative of all interests of 
the community.70

Thus, civilian leaders alone are responsible for interpreting the “will of 
the people,” identifying national values and interests, and making final 
judgments about how much risk the government can accept in particu-
lar areas. Moreover, since these factors are outside the grammar of war, 
military experts have no basis upon which to judge them. Instead, they 
must assume that the outcomes of policy are consistent with the inter-
ests of the community.71

Domestic politics and political organization also fall outside the mili-
tary sphere. Civilian leaders bear full responsibility for all domestic po-
litical factors and economic considerations. When planning, military 
leaders must remember, “strategy does not inquire how a country should 
be organized and a people trained in order to produce the best military 
results. It takes these matters as it finds them.”72 Even on questions of 
how to mobilize the nation and what level of resources can be provided 
during times of crisis, Clausewitz places responsibility for domestic po-
litical judgments squarely with civilian leaders. He also expects the gov-
ernment to dictate the size of the army and the system of supply.73 After 
providing expert advice about the necessary resources, the military com-
mander accepts the means he is given and uses such means as effectively 
as possible.74

Of course, many policy judgments about the ends of policy or do-
mestic organization may be contingent on the required means, costs, 
or duration. Political leaders may decide that the benefits inherent in 
some outcomes simply may not be worth the necessary effort. Conse-
quently, they may choose to reduce the ends sought or forego an action 
altogether. In these cases, civilian decisions about the ends of policy or 
domestic organization are contingent on military expertise; however, 
this does not imply that military experts themselves have responsibility 
over these decisions. Rather, they have a responsibility to provide the 
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information civilian leaders require to interpret the public’s will and to 
establish it in policy. Political ends must govern, but they must not be a 
“tyrant.”75

Overlapping Expertise

However, there are at least several areas where military expertise over-
laps with civilian expertise. In these areas, civilian and military leaders 
share some degree of responsibility. The first area involves assessments 
of international politics, the security environment, and the opportunity 
costs of acting in one area while ignoring another. Changes in alliance 
structures or the international situation can significantly influence mili-
tary operations. According to Clausewitz, in some campaigns, every-
thing “depends on the existing political affiliations, interests, traditions, 
lines of policy, and the personalities of princes, ministers, favorites, 
mistresses, and so forth.”76 Although military leaders may not possess 
special expertise in all matters of state, they do share responsibility for 
certain aspects of international politics, such as the preservation of the 
military components of alliance structures.

The second area pertains to integrating the military instrument with 
other instruments of state power. In some cases, Clausewitz recognizes 
that military tools will be only part of the state’s overall strategy. In other 
cases, the use of military power will remain confined to “such minimal 
wars, which consist of merely threatening the enemy, with negotiations 
held in reserve.”77 While military leaders do not hold any particular 
diplomatic expertise, they nevertheless share a responsibility in ensuring 
military tools complement the other instruments of the state. Addition-
ally, military expertise concerning the consequences and limits of mili-
tary power is of exceptional importance in this area. Yet even if military 
power is not actually used or is used only in a limited manner, military 
expertise plays a role in shaping the state’s policies of prevention and 
deterrence.

The final area of shared expertise relates to the establishment of limit-
ing principles and the management of escalation dynamics. Clausewitz 
recognizes that states sometimes will find it in their interest to wage 
limited wars, yet sees a potential trap in this approach. In situations 
involving minimal state interests, “the art of war will shrivel into pru-
dence, and its main concern will be to make sure the delicate balance is 
not suddenly upset in the enemy’s favor and the half-hearted war does 
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not become a real war after all.”78 In these limited conflicts, the expertise 
of both civilian and military leaders must influence escalation dynam-
ics. Together, they attempt to avoid a commitment of resources out of 
proportion with the desired ends.

Drawing the Lines

Although there are areas in which the military sphere overlaps with 
particular aspects in the civilian realm, there are nevertheless clear limits 
on military expertise. Clausewitz sees no circumstances under which 
military expertise will encompass questions regarding the ends of policy. 
However, he does not draw the same clear line with respect to the en-
croachment of policy onto combat. He reminds us that policy “is the 
guiding intelligence and war only the instrument, not vice versa. No 
other possibility exists, then, than to subordinate the military point of 
view to the political.”79 He explicitly states that, at the highest levels, the 
idea of a purely military opinion or purely military advice is absurd.80 
However, Clausewitz also does not draw a clear line beyond which “op-
erational expertise ought to take over and political control cease.”81 Al-
though he admits that policy will not dictate “the posting of guards or 
the employment of patrols,” he does admit that political considerations 
will be “influential in the planning of war, of the campaign, and often 
even of the battle.”82 As Suzanne Nielsen, an associate professor of inter-
national relations at the US Military Academy, has argued, “If political 
considerations may also be significant here, then Clausewitz does not es-
tablish a clear limitation on political control over military operations.”83 
Clausewitz does not expect military leaders to be involved in politics, 
but he does anticipate that political leaders will direct military affairs.
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Figure 1: A Clausewitzian framework for the civil-military dialogue

Figure 1 depicts the central features of this Clausewitzian framework 
for military advice. First, it shows the overlapping nature of the mili-
tary and civilian spheres of expertise and highlights the need for ongo-
ing strategic dialogue. Second, it demonstrates the unique features of 
military expertise, while also clearly identifying those factors that fall 
outside the military sphere. Third, it shows there is no clear bound-
ary preventing the encroachment of political factors into the military 
realm; policy permeates all military operations, and political leaders 
retain legitimate authority over military decisions. Finally, it illustrates 
that—despite the development of military expertise—war will remain 
an unpredictable endeavor because military operations are a form of 
human interaction that takes place within an environment of danger, 
chance, and uncertainty.

This framework has several features that make it more attractive than 
previous models of civil-military interaction. In many ways, it actually 
subsumes and unifies several of the most-prominent models. For ex-
ample, it retains civilian leaders’ right to be wrong and prevents political 
activity by military leaders. It also encapsulates the unequal dialogue 
and recognizes that civilian leaders have a responsibility to ensure mili-
tary activities support policy goals. Finally, it is consistent with Burk’s 
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conception of responsible obedience and suggests ways to operationalize 
this concept.

However, the Clausewitzian framework also adds new features to 
these existing models. First, it more carefully identifies the unique na-
ture and limitations of military expertise. It focuses on the collaborative 
aspects of the civil-military dialogue and provides greater clarity on what 
role military experts can—and should—play in the policy-making pro-
cess. In so doing, it takes the focus off issues like resignation and dissent, 
instead describing the role military experts should play in a successful 
civil-military dialogue. Finally, it provides a basis for military compe-
tence based on trust. If military leaders do not add value to the policy-
making process, this framework suggests that civilian leaders can—and 
will—withdraw autonomy from the military. Thus, military leaders face 
incentives to develop expertise and to offer their best advice while recog-
nizing the limits of military expertise.

Practical Implications of a Clausewitzian Framework
There are a number of practical implications that would result from 

adopting this framework. Although civilian and military leaders both 
share responsibility, this article focuses primarily on the military side of 
the dialogue. Below are the most important practical lessons military 
leaders should keep in mind when engaging in strategic dialogue at the 
highest levels.

Senior military leaders provide clear military advice but should avoid 
commenting on topics that lie beyond the sphere of military expertise. The 
Clausewitzian framework developed above identifies some areas of spe-
cial military expertise, and some areas where military expertise overlaps 
with civilian expertise. Policy permeates all military operations accord-
ing to this framework; however, military experts cannot claim inviolable 
autonomy over any of these topic areas. Rather, military leaders must 
earn autonomy through expert advice in practice. They do so by pro-
viding candid, frank, and accurate assessments on issues within their 
expertise.

However, as figure 1 illustrates, although there are some areas of over-
lap between civilian and military spheres, certain aspects of civilian ex-
pertise lie clearly outside the military realm. Because the conduct war is 
subordinate to the logic of politics, military leaders can claim no exper-
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tise in questions about whether the government should pursue a par-
ticular policy. They also cannot claim any legitimate basis upon which 
to assess the national interest, the public will, or the common good. As 
such, they should refrain from both public and private comments about 
whether a particular military policy or budget is in the best interest of 
the United States.

Senior military leaders should provide appropriate military expertise in 
private and in public. Although military leaders do not possess the ex-
pertise upon which to assess what policy should be, they nevertheless 
have a duty to provide information that can inform civilian policy de-
cisions. Unlike Brooks’s focus on prohibited political tactics, however, 
this Clausewitizian framework instead focuses on content to determine 
whether military advice is appropriate. In so doing, it recognizes that 
military advice is always rendered in a political context and always has 
political implications, regardless of whether it is delivered in public or 
private. The framework further recognizes that military leaders often 
will be required to participate in events with extensive media coverage, 
such as official Department of Defense press conferences or congres-
sional testimony. Thus, not only does this framework allow for public 
military advice, it actually requires military leaders to participate in the 
strategic dialogue in public. Yet it limits the topics on which they can 
engage to those within the clearly identified sphere of military expertise.

However, the logic of this framework is at least partially self-limiting; 
in addition to restricting the content of military advice, it also places de 
facto limits on which forums are appropriate for military engagement. 
For example, since military leaders base their assessments in professional 
expertise (limited though it may be), they should not write “opinion” ar-
ticles or advocacy pieces related to policy questions. Army general Colin 
Powell’s articles in the New York Times and Foreign Affairs violated the 
framework because they commented on when it is appropriate for civil-
ian leaders to use force.84 This framework suggests that military lead-
ers should not give policy speeches, since policy is beyond the scope of 
military responsibility and expertise. Similarly, military experts should 
not leak information to the press in an attempt to influence policy out-
comes. Yet it also recognizes that military leaders have a responsibility to 
clarify the record if civilian leaders distort their advice in public.85

However, this framework does not prohibit senior military leaders 
from all writing opportunities, speaking engagements, or media events. 
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Yet it does suggest that articles and public engagements, including those 
with think tanks or civic groups, should remain focused on topics that 
do not extend beyond the military sphere. In addition, it suggests that 
senior military leaders will maintain a somewhat limited public profile.

Senior military leaders should provide the same information and advice to 
leaders in both the executive and legislative branches. Consistent with their 
constitutional responsibilities to serve both branches of government, 
military leaders have a responsibility to participate in the strategic dia-
logue with the president and members of Congress. Although military 
leaders possess no authority to hold political leaders accountable under 
a Clausewitzian framework, members of Congress nevertheless rely on 
military expertise when providing political oversight of the executive 
branch. When they cannot obtain that expertise, the Clausewitzian as-
sumption that political leaders have access to military information col-
lapses. Because of this lack of information, one also can no longer as-
sume that policy is a repository of the public will or the common good.

Of course, the statutory authority of the chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff and the service chiefs under Title X, US Code may exacerbate 
the tendency for military officers to privilege their relationship with the 
president.86 Moreover, the large number of legislators makes this type 
of broad sharing of expertise challenging, given current statutory and 
institutional arrangements. It is beyond the scope of this article to as-
sess whether or not current laws or institutions undermine the civil-
military relationship with respect to Congress. However, this framework 
does suggest that the strategic dialogue will be more effective if political 
leaders from both branches have ready access to military expertise. At a 
minimum, then, this framework suggests the need for regular military 
participation in robust oversight hearings in both public and unclassi-
fied settings.

Once again, however, it is worth emphasizing that the Clausewitzian 
framework does not simply focus on whether senior officers should 
dissent. Rather, it expects military officers to continually engage with 
elected civilian leaders from both branches in support of their consti-
tutional duties. While Army Chief of Staff Eric Shinseki’s comments 
about required troop levels in Iraq are one possible manifestation of this 
sort of dialogue, members of Congress may also need broader access 
to military advice to effectively carry out their constitutional duties to 
authorize the use of force and oversee executive policy implementation. 
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Of course, not all military information can or should be publically com-
municated. Closed hearings and private meetings with senior military 
leaders may also improve the quality of the strategic dialogue.

Senior military leaders should recognize and articulate the uncertainty 
and limitations inherent in any military advice. Some pundits suggest that 
military leaders currently emphasize uncertainty only when it benefits 
them and their interests and minimize it when it is convenient to do 
so.87 However, a Clausewitizian perspective indicates that military lead-
ers must include a dose of humility into their assessments. As such, the 
current practice of offering best military advice (BMA) is inconsistent 
with the Clausewitzian framework. In practice, it confers an air of legiti-
macy that military advice cannot attain.

Military expertise does provide valuable information during the strate-
gic dialogue, and it should be one input into the policy-making process. 
Nevertheless, it will never be as precise in its diagnoses or prescriptions 
as expertise in other professions such as medicine and law is. Conse-
quently, one might better conceive of military advice as a “considered 
military assessment” (CMA) containing significant uncertainty. Regard-
less of whether military leaders adopt a shift from BMA to CMA, the 
broader point remains that military leaders must be mindful not only of 
the friction of war but also of the uncertainty of future outcomes. The 
Clausewitzian framework sees experience as a lubricant that can partially 
mitigate uncertainty—not as something that can eliminate the effects of 
danger, chance, and human interaction in warfare.

Senior military leaders should render advice grounded in the profession’s 
expertise, not one professional’s view, and provide the full range of military 
opinion. Consistent with the previous point, military experts must also 
recognize that no one military leader can possess experience in all the 
aspects of joint warfare necessary to provide military advice. In short, 
no senior officer will have sufficient combat experience on land, in the 
air, or at sea. Moreover, even within one’s own experience, there often is 
considerable disagreement about what professional expertise has to say 
on the matter. As discussed earlier, this generally implies that there will 
be a range of opinions within or across the respective service professions.

The Clausewitzian perspective of a strategic dialogue also suggests that 
senior military leaders have a responsibility to share not only their “own” 
expert advice but also the broader range of expertise within the profes-
sion. Yet cases in which the advice of senior military officers conflict with 
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one another in public have become increasingly rare since the establish-
ment of the Goldwater-Nichols Act in 1986. One notable exception is 
Gen Eric Shinseki’s testimony during the run up to the Iraq War, which 
at least partially contradicted the United States Central Command com-
mander on troop estimates.88

Although there is a statutory requirement under Title X, US Code for 
the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff to present diverging opinions, 
the law provides significant discretion in practice. Nevertheless, many 
opportunities for senior leaders to share competing perspectives exist 
within the current deliberative process, including meetings of the opera-
tions deputies and the Joint Chiefs of Staff. However, on operational 
issues, opportunities that would inject diverse military views into the 
policy process are rarer since the passage of the Goldwater-Nichols Act. 
Additionally, there is no formal institutional process to include service 
perspectives into the National Security Council process, and regional 
combatant commanders are only included on an ad hoc basis.

Senior military leaders should provide political leaders with a variety of 
military options but should work with civilians to bound possibilities. Al-
though civilian leaders have sole responsibility for determining the ends 
of policy, the Clausewitzian framework recognizes that cost-benefit anal-
yses and military factors may influence their decisions. As a result, it may 
be rare that civilian leaders will have identified the ends of policy at the 
beginning of the strategic dialogue between military and civilian leaders. 
As Janine Davidson, senior fellow for defense policy at the Council on 
Foreign Relations, has noted, civilian leaders are inclined to seek op-
tions, while military leaders want end states from which to plan.89

The Clausewitzian framework anticipates this conundrum and sug-
gests that military leaders should expect to work with civilian leaders 
through an iterative strategic dialogue—even when ends are not initially 
clear. In some—perhaps even most—cases, military leaders may need 
to be prepared to provide military options for more than one potential 
end state. Civilian leaders, for their part, should provide some strategic 
guidance on possible end states. While Clausewitz is silent on what this 
guidance might look like, it could include a “zone of tolerance” for po-
tential outcomes or suggest multiple end states. Civilians also may direct 
military leaders to develop particular options. A Clausewitzian perspec-
tive of military advice accepts that civilian leaders may include consider-
ations beyond purely military factors into their calculations. Neverthe-
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less, military experts retain their responsibility to assess the feasibility 
and suitability of military operations as the dialogue matures.

Senior military leaders should provide well-supported military estimates 
and provide all information relevant to policymakers’ decisions. The Clause-
witzian framework suggests that seemingly self-serving behavior will un-
dermine effective strategy. Since political leaders alone have responsibil-
ity for determining policy that serves the political will, military leaders 
distort strategy by appearing to withhold information or providing erro-
neous or unsupported estimates. Consequently, they must clearly articu-
late their planning assumptions and defend their recommendations with 
data when available and with judgment when necessary. Although mili-
tary experts must account for the friction of war and uncertainty when 
planning, they nevertheless should strive for optimality—the efficient 
use of state resources to accomplish political ends. The Clausewitizian 
framework suggests that, when they do not, they create an ends-ways or 
an ends-means mismatch.

Thus, military leaders who intentionally distort troop estimates or 
withhold information can also undermine confidence in military exper-
tise and lead to further civilian encroachment into military autonomy. 
Since civilian leaders have the authority to dictate policy on all matters 
within the military sphere, they become increasingly likely to do so if 
military leaders do not produce results. The Clausewitzian framework 
depends on reliable and available military advice that allows civilian 
leaders to determine appropriate policy.

Conclusion
Recent debates about resignation and dissent exemplify a deeper 

problem in the literature on civil-military relations and the professional 
education of senior military leaders. Although scholars on both sides 
of these debates have offered thoughtful arguments about the topics of 
resignation and dissent, those scholars nevertheless have remained fo-
cused on issues that occur after the civil-military dialogue has broken 
down. This article attempts to widen the aperture of this debate and 
encourage other scholars to place renewed attention on how to improve 
the content and quality of the civil-military dialogue before it collapses. 
Questions about how to respond in the middle of crises are interesting, 
but focusing solely on crises ensures there will always be more to debate.
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The Clausewitzian framework in this article is a starting point for 
future debate, but this model unifies several previous models of civil-
military relations and integrates their insights into a more coherent 
whole. Perhaps most importantly, it adds additional content to discus-
sions about the nature and limitations of military expertise. Thus, it 
attempts to help senior military leaders better understand how they 
can—and should—participate in the policy-making process. While 
recognizing the subordinate nature that military experts play in the 
unequal dialogue, this framework nevertheless aims to help military 
experts effectively advise political leaders so civilians can exercise their 
right to be wrong as rarely as possible.

Adopting norms consistent with this model would improve the civil-
military dialogue, but several of the implications hint that current insti-
tutional arrangements may make some aspects of the framework more 
difficult to apply than others. In many cases, however, scholars have not 
yet fully examined the effects of the Goldwater-Nichols Act and changes 
to Title X have had on the processes that dictate civil-military interac-
tions at the strategic level.

How seriously do senior military leaders take their responsibilities 
to Congress, and what institutional changes might improve the qual-
ity and frequency of military advice? Additionally, are there any notice-
able differences in the military consensus or internal dissent between 
institutional and operational-strategic policy areas? Has the Goldwater-
Nichols Act changed the way in which senior military leaders provide 
advice to the executive and legislative branches in other significant ways?

Civil-military scholars must assess what norms should govern civil-
military relations at the highest level and how professional military edu-
cation has taught and transmitted norms. Are these programs effective 
in preparing officers for their responsibilities in the policy-making pro-
cess? While many scholars focus their energy on what norms should be, 
the field would benefit from greater attention to empirical studies about 
whether these programs are effective in transmitting norms. To the ex-
tent it can, the United States should begin building the foundation and 
habits necessary for constructive strategic dialogue now. 
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The literature on Civil-Military Relations often leaves professional officers and 
political leaders in a state of uncertainty. Scholars, observers, and practitioners 
often disagree. What are the essential issues that cause tension, disagreement, and 
misunderstanding?  How should each behave in the interaction, and treat the 
other? What might the future bring in this relationship, so crucial to the nation's 
security and overall well-being?  

 
Civil-Military Behaviors that Build Trust 

Richard H. Kohn 
(Adapted from Kohn, "Building Trust: Civil-Military Behaviors for Effective National 

Security," American Civil-Military Relations: The Soldier and the State in a New Era, ed. by 
Suzanne C. Nielsen and Don M. Snider [Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 

2009], 2264-289, 379-389.) 
 
 

For Senior Military: 
 

1. Do everything possible to gain trust with the civilians: no games, no leaking, no 
attempts at manipulation, no denying information, no slow rolling, no end runs to 
Congress or up the chain, but total openness. Many, and probably most, civilians 
come into office without necessarily trusting the military, knowing that they have 
personal views, ideologies, ambitions, institutional loyalties, and institutional 
perspectives and agendas. There has been so much controversy, friction, and 
politicization in the last decades that they'd have to be Rip Van Winkles to think 
otherwise. Some, perhaps many, both fear and are jealous of senior military 
leaders: for their accomplishments, achievements, bravery, rank, status, and 
legitimacy in American society. 

 
2. Insist on the right to give the military perspective, without varnish. But do not be 
purposefully frightening so as to manipulate outcomes--but straight, thoughtful 
professional advice. At the same time, do not speak out: that is, speak up but not 
out. Keep it confidential and don't let subordinates or staffs leak the advice or let it 
become public unless it arises appropriately in testimony before Congress. If the 
civilians want your advice known, let them make it known. 

 
3. Do what's right from a moral and professional perspective, and don't let the 
civilians force anything otherwise. Help them. If they are making mistakes, warn 
them but then leave it at that. They have the right and the authority to make mistakes, 
and if they insist, then the military leadership should not prevent it by behaviors that 
undermine civilian control, which is foundational in American government. Military 
leaders have neither the experience, perspective, or functional responsibility to judge 
fully implications and outcomes. The integrity of our system of government overrides 
any conceivable national security problem short of the survival of the Republic—again, 
a judgment beyond the military profession. 

 
4. Anticipate the civilians in military policy in terms of changing, reforming, 
adjusting, and thinking through national security problems, innovation, alternative 
thinking, etc. Evolution, transformation—however labeled—is ongoing and managing it 
is a chief professional duty. The standard is what's best for national defense, best for 
the country, broadly conceived—not necessarily what benefits one's service, or 
command, or the military in general. If some change or policy is in one's best 
professional judgment deleterious, say so when appropriate but leave it at that. 
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5. Resist pressures. Five come to mind but indeed there may be more. 

 

A. First, Careerism. The pressure to conform, to stay silent, to go along, to do 
what'll advance one's career, while universal, is one of the most deadly behaviors for 
effective civil-military relations. Do not remain silent. Do not suppress open discussion 
and debate in one's unit, command, or service in order to avoid angering civilian 
superiors. National defense requires that the military communicate honestly inside its 
institutions the proper courses of action, in the studying of warfare and current and past 
operations, in projections about the need for weapons, in doctrine and strategy and 
tactics, and in a large variety of professional issues and concerns. One cannot keep 
faith with subordinates or the American people by avoiding proper professional 
behavior. The military profession respects most, and requires, physical courage. All 
professions require and respect moral courage. 

 
B. Second, what could be called Institutionalism: doing what's best for one's 

service, command, unit, etc. when the larger national interest suggests otherwise. 
Few things arouse more suspicion and engender more distrust from civilian leaders, 
Congress, and the American people. This lowers the reputation and credibility of the 
military. 

 
C. Politicization. Don't be driven by personal ideology or belief about what are 

the best policy outcomes in offering advice or any other behavior. An officer's political 
leanings or affiliation should never come up or become known. To function as the 
neutral servant of the state, the military must be seen to be not non-partisan, but un-
partisan—simply above and beyond partisan politics. George C. Marshall wrote: “I have 
never voted, my father was a democrat, my mother was a republican, and I am an 
Episcopalian.” Any discussion of partisan politics is out of bounds because it politicizes. 
If you vote, keep it private as a personal matter. There is a reason that in the old Navy, 
three subjects were out of bounds for discussion in the wardroom: sex, religion, and 
politics. All of them can cause dissension or can erode the neutrality and objectivity of 
an officer and the military as an institution. A distinguished senior general was once 
called by the White House personnel office, considering him for a job requiring Senate 
confirmation, to inquire of his party affiliation. The General told his aide, “tell them        
it's none of their business.” Ten days later they called again; same response. Actually, 
the General should have told them, “as an officer in the American armed forces, I have 
no party affiliation.” 

 
D. Manipulation. Do not carry the water for the civilians on political as opposed 

to professional issues. Defending the necessity of a war, promoting a particular policy or 
decision, explaining how the war is going from anything other than a strictly military 
viewpoint is not the military's role, but merely politicizes the military, and if the issues are 
at all contested, reduces the military's credibility as the neutral servant of the state and 
its legitimacy in national life, both with the public and opposition political leaders, with 
attendant harm to civil military respect and trust. A recent Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
on more than one occasion told public audiences that terrorism was the most dangerous 
threat the country faced since the Civil War. Not only did this lack believability as a 
historical interpretation, but it politicized the Chairman and injected him into partisan 
political debate. 

 

E. Resignation. Personal and professional honor do not require request for 
reassignment or retirement when one's service, command, unit, department, or 
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government pursues something with which you disagree. The military's role is to advise 
and then execute lawful orders. One individual's definition of what is morally or 
professionally ethical is not necessarily the same as another's, or society's. Even those 
officers at the top of the chain of command—much less those below—are in virtually all 
cases unaware of all the larger national and international considerations involved, which 
is the realm of the politicos, elected and appointed. If officers at various levels measure 
all policies, decisions, orders, and operations in which they are involved by their own 
moral and ethical systems, and act thereon, the military would be in chaos. 
Resignation—the act, the threat, even the hint—is a threat to the civilians to use the 
prestige and moral legitimacy and standing of the military in American society to oppose 
a policy or decision. It inherently violates civilian control. Nothing except lying does 
more to undermine civil-military trust. A senior officer whom the President permits to 
retire or reassigns can abandon their troops and the country if he or she feels the 
absolute necessity, in a most extraordinary situation. If so, however, the leaving must be 
done in silence in order to keep faith with the oath to the Constitution, that is, to 
preserve, defend, and protect it--because pervasive in that document is civilian control. 

 
6. Finally, there are professional obligations that extend into retirement for the most 
senior military officers that connect directly to civil-military relations. The most important 
dictates against using one's status as a respected military leader to summon the 
reputation of the American military for disinterested patriotism, impartial service, and 
political neutrality, to commit political acts that in fact undermine civil-military relations 
and contribute to the politicization of their profession. Officers do not hang up their 
profession norms and values with their uniform, any more than lawyers or doctors do 
when they retire, or for that matter any other professional. When college professors 
retire, they do not suddenly promote or condone plagiarism. To endorse presidential 
candidates or to attack an administration in which they served at a senior level when it is 
still in office violates an old, and well-established professional tradition; it uses the 
legitimacy of the military and its reputation for impartiality for what is or inevitably 
becomes a partisan purpose. It tells officers still on active duty that it's OK to be 
partisan; it suggests to the American people that the military is just another interest 
group with its own agenda, rather than the neutral servant of the state; it warns 
politicians not to trust officers, and to choose the senior military leadership more for 
political and ideological loyalty and compatibility than for professional accomplishment, 
experience, candor, strength and steadfastness of character, courage, and capacity for 
highest responsibility. And it suggests that senior military officers cannot be trusted in 
the civil-military dialogue to keep confidences, not to abuse candid interchange, or not to 
undermine their bosses politically--in other words, it corrupts the civil-military relationship 
for those who still must work with civilians in the most intimate circumstances of policy 
and decision-making to defend the country. 

 
For Senior Civilians: 

 

1. Get to know the military: the people, the profession, the institutions, the culture 
and its needs, assumptions, perspectives, and behaviors in order to permit proper and 
informed decisions on the myriad of issues that decide peace and war. Read, travel, 
interact, and listen. Delegate but do not make the mistake of thinking that military 
issues, weapons, processes, behaviors, systems, strategies, operations, or even 
tactics are so esoteric or technical that they cannot be understood, and that civilian 
authority must be surrendered to uniformed personnel. Responsibility in the end will 
not be delegated with the authority. Ask many questions, continually, until there are 
answers that can be understood, and that make sense. 
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2. Treat military people and their institutions with genuine respect, and if that 
proves personally difficult or is insincere, serve elsewhere in government, or not at all. 
See to the needs of the troops insofar as at all possible, for it is one of the prime norms 
of military service that leaders take care of their people--their physical and emotional 
needs--before they take care of their own, down to the lowest enlisted ranks and most 
recent recruits. 

 
3. Support and defend the military against unwarranted and unfair criticism and 
attacks, represent their needs and viewpoints elsewhere in government even if you are 
pursuing policies, or making or executing decisions that they do not like, such as cuts in 
forces or resources. Throwing them under the bus strains their loyalty and candor in 
spite of their professional obligations. It is not the job of civilians in the executive branch 
to criticize the military personally or institutionally. Political leadership includes political 
cover; if you want the military to stay out of politics, then you have to assume the 
responsibility. 

 
4. At the same time, work to de-politicize national defense: don't use it for partisan 
advantage just as one attempts to avoid others from using it for partisan purposes 
against the Administration. Partner with the Congress in every way possible to avoid the 
ménage à trois. 

 
5. Hold the military accountable for its actions, within the normal, legitimate processes 
of the services and the Department of Defense. Do not be afraid to relieve or replace 
officers who do not perform their duties satisfactorily, as long as this is accomplished 
after due consideration, and in a fair and appropriate manner. Officers who need to be 
relieved do not need to be dishonored or disgraced, after a lifetime of service that 
qualified them and earned them high rank, for mistakes or malfeasance. The      firing is 
enough of a penalty. 

 
6. Likewise do not hide behind the military for your own, or your colleagues, mistakes 
or when bad things happen. Be personally accountable and responsible; one gains 
enormous credibility and respect for taking the political heat, and for protecting the 
military and not trying to shift the blame to them and leave them exposed because of 
civilian decisions or unexpected developments that they were not necessarily responsible 
for anticipating. If civilian control means civilians have the ultimate authority, they       
also have the ultimate responsibility and accountability. 

 
7. Exercise authority gracefully and forcefully but not abusively, or peremptorily, or 
at the expense of anyone's personal or professional dignity. Military people want and 
respect forceful leadership. They want decisions, guidance, instructions, goals (in as 
explicit and comprehensive form as possible), and above all, in a timely fashion so that 
time, money, and most importantly lives are not wasted because of indecision or 
uncertainty. If they cannot have that, be certain to explain exactly why not. The military 
wants and needs as ordered and as predictable a world as possible in order to deal with 
the chaos and unpredictability of war; make every effort to meet deadlines and keep to 
schedules so that they do not succumb to the feeling that dealing with you is . . . war. 
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