
THE U.S. MILITARY MUST
FIND ITS VOICE
by Sam C. Sarkesian

To say that the strategic landscape remains unsettled would be an
understatement.1 In the brief period since the end of the Cold War,
the U.S. military has fought one major war (Iraq), performed
numerous “nontraditional” humanitarian and peacekeeping mis-
sions, struggled to adjust to a variety of social demands such as
the full integration of women and gays in the ranks, and at the
same time attempted to prepare for the twenty-first century. What
is more, the armed services have been asked to do all this within
the worst budgetary environment in fifty years. As a result, the
U.S. military faces a dilemma: how to respond to the uncertainties
of the new domestic and strategic landscapes, maintain a healthy
relationship with American civil society, and yet retain its core
raison d’être, which is to deter or win war against the nation’s ene-
mies.

The American military faced similar dilemmas after the Civil
War and World War I, for a brief time after World War II, and fol-
lowing the Vietnam War.2 At least one lesson clearly emerged from
those experiences: the military profession dare not withdraw into
an ethical cocoon and take on a defensive posture. Instead, it must
make a prudent and positive response to the travails imposed on it
and not shrink from articulating its views in the public square. In
short, senior military officers must reshape the very notion of mil-
itary professionalism by candidly admitting the impact of politics
on the military’s ability to do its job and daring to practice con-
structive political engagement. This would appear to violate the
sacred code of silence by which the U.S. military is strictly apolit-
ical, offers technical advice only, and goes out of its way to honor
the principle of civilian control. But only through constructive

political engagement can military professionals legitimate their
role in policy debates, mark a clear boundary between defense
policy and merely partisan politics, and provide the American
public with a clearer understanding of military life and culture.
Nor are constructive political engagement and loyalty to the coun-
try, civilian leadership, and the Constitution in any way incongru-
ous. Indeed, such constructive political engagement, far from
threatening to make the military an independent actor, presuppos-
es that the military is dependent upon a variety of political actors
and the public at large. It is because the U.S. military is under
such tight civilian control that it needs to make its voice heard in
civilian councils.

Any number of issues might fall within the scope of construc-
tive political engagement, but the two most critical are the so-
called democratization of the military (the convergence or diver-
gence between the military and society) and the problematical
utility of military force in the foreign policy contingencies of the
century to come. These issues are interconnected and have a pro-
found impact on the military’s operational effectiveness.

To be sure, it has been an article of faith among military pro-
fessionals and civilians alike that a wall exists in America between
the military and politics. But that faith is not only historically
invalid, it denies current reality. The American domestic landscape
and the international strategic landscape are, and have always
been, politically and militarily inextricable, while the use of mili-
tary force has always been shaped by political considerations. If
the skill, wisdom, and experience residing in our officers corps
are to be tapped by our national leadership, the military profession
itself must be philosophically broadened and encouraged to
involve itself judiciously in the policy arena.3 This would include
the development of a more comprehensive view of politics,
greater sensitivity to the realities underpinning the American
political system, and more assertive presentation of the military
viewpoint within the parameters of American democracy.

Nothing makes the point more eloquently than the Vietnam
War, the mismanagement of which forced military professionals,
especially in the army, to go through an agonizing reappraisal of
the meaning of the military profession.4 In the broader policy
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arena, the failure of senior military leaders to speak out with a
realistic military perspective on that war provides an enduring les-
son for military professionals.5 Recently, the role of the chiefs of
staff in the decision to go to war in Vietnam and in its conduct has
been studied by H. R. McMaster and found wanting, precisely
because these “five silent men” did not give voice to their profes-
sional doubts, but instead submerged themselves under a cloak of
political deception.

As American involvement in Vietnam deepened, the gap between the
nature of that commitment and the president’s depiction of it to the
American people, Congress, and members of his own administration
widened. Lyndon Johnson, with the assistance of Robert S.
McNamara and the Joint Chiefs of Staff, had set the stage for
America’s disaster in Vietnam.6

Commenting on the internal shadowboxing and cover-ups dur-
ing the Vietnam War, one member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
remarked, “Maybe we military men were all weak. Maybe we
should have stood up and pounded the table. . . . I was part of it
and I’m sort of ashamed of myself, too. At times I wonder, ‘Why
did we go along with this kind of stuff?’”7

Whether or not they were weak, the military brass in the 1960s
was not following an American tradition when they kept their
silence and followed the civilians’ lead. For as recently as the
decade before, General Matthew Ridgway had this to say to his
peers in uniform:

[T]he professional soldier should never pull his punches, should
never let himself for one moment be dissuaded from stating honest
estimates [of what] his own military experience and judgement tell
him will be needed to do the job required of him. No factor of politi-
cal motivation should excuse, no reason of “party” or political expe-
diency could explain such an action.8

Ridgway went on to note that: “Since George Washington’s
time, no top soldier has forgotten that he is a citizen first and a
soldier second, and that the troops under his command are an

instrument of the people’s will.”9

In the turmoil following Vietnam, General Fred Weyand redis-
covered that wisdom. “The American Army,” he wrote, “is really a
people’s Army in the sense that it belongs to the American people
who take a jealous proprietary interest in its involvement. . . . The
American Army is not so much an arm of the Executive Branch as
it as an arm of the American people.”10 Hence, Weyand’s advice
was:

As military professionals we must speak out, we must counsel our
political leaders and alert the American public that there is no such
thing as a “splendid little war.” There is no such thing as a war fought
on the cheap. . . . The Army must make the price of involvement clear
before we get involved, so that America can weigh the probable costs
of involvement against the degree of noninvolvement.11

Most recently, General Colin Powell has echoed the directions
laid out by Ridgway and Weyand. He told an audience of military
officers at the National Defense University that modern military
officers must understand politics and the media and stated that
“politics is fundamental.”12 The same account reported the follow-
ing: “Often accused of being a ‘political general,’ Powell respond-
ed, ‘there isn’t a general in Washington who isn’t political, not if
he’s going to be successful, because that’s the nature of our sys-
tem.’”13

It seems clear that the American military belongs to the
American people, and military professionals have the duty and
obligation to insure that the public and its political leaders are
counseled and alerted to the needs and necessities of military life.
This cannot be done by adhering to a notion of the military pro-
fession as a silent order of monks isolated from the political
realm. 

Enlightened Advocacy and Education
Constructive political engagement entails, above all, enlight-
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ened advocacy and education.14 Military professionals must offer
intellectually sound advice to inform and instruct those in the pol-
icy-making arena about the military implications of specific poli-
cies, and, if necessary, recommend and defend the military per-
spective in public forums. To prepare themselves for these tasks,
officers must receive a realistic political education focused on the
nature and principles of America’s democratic system, its evolu-
tion into a modern nation-state and superpower, and the nature of
the international landscape. For “it is the man who is both liberal-
ly and professionally educated who will be the better soldier.”15

Civilian graduate education is a key factor in developing the
knowledge and acumen needed to engage in enlightened advoca-
cy. Happily, many military professionals have access to formal
civilian graduate education, and the latter has been an important
consideration for promotion and assignments throughout the mili-
tary services since the 1970s.16 In addition, officers should be
encouraged to participate in professional associations such as the
Inter-University Seminar on Armed Forces and Society, the
National Strategy Forum, the Council on Foreign Relations, and
the International Institute for Strategic Studies, as well as scholar-
ly organizations in any number of academic disciplines. The pur-
pose of such education would be to raise the political sensitivity of
military professionals, broaden their political horizons, expand
their political experience, and help them create an informal net-
work of military, academic, and political contacts. At the same
time, such networks will enhance the opportunity for civilians to
develop a deeper understanding of military professionals and mil-
itary life in an era when fewer and fewer Americans have any mil-
itary experience of their own or contact with the uniformed serv-
ices.

Harold Lasswell’s view of politics is “who gets what, when,
and how.”17 Although written decades ago, this terminology
reflects a realistic view of American politics: The “how” must be
within the orbit of the American system and congruent with dem-
ocratic principles. As one group of scholars observed, “[I]t is
important to remember that politics can be conducted in either an

ethical or unethical way.”18 That is, “playing politics” need not
have a negative connotation, but can be a legitimate, credible, and
honorable process by which individuals, groups, and institutions
advance the national interests of the United States. Such “politics”
is, in fact, an essential ingredient of American democracy and a
critical aspect of constructive political engagement.

The numerous interconnections that already exist between sen-
ior military officers (such as the Joint Chiefs, Service Chiefs, and
senior staff officers) and civilians at the national level are well
known. These range from linkages with Congress and key mem-
bers in the national security establishment and the National
Command Authority to the Washington press corps. Numerous
military professionals are also involved in “politics” in the
nation’s capital, ranging from linkages with the National Security
Council staff and congressional staffs to a variety of think tanks.
Likewise, commanders in chief of regional and functional com-
mands have similar contact points that permit them to articulate
their views on issues affecting their commands. Military profes-
sionals beyond the Beltway and in operating units at local bases
and posts have, or should have, linkages with local civilian groups
and the media. Equally important, opportunities exist in the nor-
mal course of their duties for military professionals to express
their views through the chain of command—active espousal of the
military perspective, admittedly with a degree of prudence.

Finally, a wide-ranging coalition of political-military networks
exists among those that are involved in political activity focused
on military issues. For instance, the Military Coalition, an advoca-
cy group of twenty-four associations representing “five million
current and former uniformed service members plus their fami-
lies,” includes the Association of the U.S. Army, Air Force
Association, Fleet Reserve Association, Navy League of the
United States, Marine Corps League, Retired Officers
Association, Veterans of Foreign Wars of the United States,
Reserve Officers Association, and National Guard Association.19

In addition, the Federal Reserves and National Guard provide
unique linkages between the military profession and the civilian
sector. Such networking among military personnel and civilians
within various organizations and associations also creates a syner-
gistic effect, multiplying the channels available to the military for
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effective and legitimate political involvement. Through such chan-
nels, military officers can have ample opportunity to offer their
perspectives on issues ranging from concerns about present
deployments to information-age warfare to the defense budget. 

Military views about the involvement in Bosnia are a case in
point. At the national level, the Joint Chiefs or Service Chiefs of
Staff can and should clarify military concerns about the U.S.
peacekeeping mission there and about so-called nontraditional
missions in general. At some point, the wise, professional, and
patriotic course may be for high-ranking officers to insist that
such missions simply cannot be done with the present resources
and structure. Indeed, such a view may be a refreshing change
from the “can do” syndrome that seems to paralyze open military
debate.

Most important, the military brass should feel no hesitancy
about providing the commander in chief with its specific and clear
opinion on issues such as Bosnia. Disagreements that arise among
the military, the president, and members of Congress should not
be stifled, as was the case during the Vietnam War, but should be
aired honestly and without prejudice to the military’s obedience
to, and implementation of, civilian directives. Nor should the
armed forces wait until a debate occurs before presenting its per-
spective and objections to a given policy line. Military profession-
als ought to be as free to make known their technical judgments as
engineers, scientists, or doctors without conjuring fears that they
are trying to escape civilian control. The alternative, after all, is to
perpetuate the timidity, extreme defensiveness, and fear of criti-
cism from the public and Congress that seems to pervade the mil-
itary today.

Constructive political engagement does not mean that the mil-
itary can or should embroil itself in partisan politics or engage in
media campaigns for political purposes. It merely means that the
military must not remain passive and allow misjudgments and
misguided policies and strategies to emerge from the political
arena absent an airing of the military perspective. For such passiv-
ity not only harms the nation at large but can erode the military’s
own legitimacy and effectiveness. As Fotion and Elfstrom con-
clude:

[I]t does not follow that the proper level of involvement by the mili-
tary in political matters must be total abstinence. The military estab-
lishment deserves a fair hearing in the political arena as do other 

establishments . . . since each provides services to the community
that need to be explained and funded.20

A more salient objection to constructive political engagement
than the bugaboo of military independence is that such advocacy
may lead to heated disputes within the military profession itself,
thus damaging professional unity and cohesion. The military pro-
fession is not a monolith, and a diversity of views surely exists.
But the ethos of the military profession itself tends to bind most
officers to a common set of principles and values. As Paul
Christopher observes:

Military officership is a profession, not simply a vocation. Part of
what it means to be a member of a profession is having a deep com-
mitment to a set of abstract values and principles that define the pro-
fession. This means that members of a profession accept certain val-
ues that are specific to their profession as being more fundamental
than other values.21

Walter Millis agrees:
Military service stands by itself. It has some of the qualities of a
priesthood, of a professional civil servant, of a great bureaucratized
business organization and of an academic order . . . it has something
of each of these in it but it corresponds exactly to none. . . . Again
(the military professional) is set apart, therefore, from those who
have followed other walks of life.22

This is true with respect to not only the officer corps but also the
noncommissioned officer corps throughout the services and down
to the level of small units, whose cohesiveness was poignantly
illustrated during the Gulf War. When ABC correspondent Sam
Donaldson interviewed a young African-American soldier in a
tank platoon on the eve of Desert Storm and repeatedly asked him
to speak to his fear of the impending battle, the young soldier just
as persistently repeated his answer: “This is my family and we’ll
take care of each other.”23

The Civil-Military Cultural Gap
The relationship between the military profession and
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American society can be summarized succinctly:
The values and beliefs that form the substance of military profes-
sionalism determine in no small measure the role of the military in
society, establish the boundaries and criteria for military behavior,
provide norms for the military subsystem, and establish the profes-
sional posture vis-à-vis civilian elite. . . . The character of military
professionalism places the military subsystem in its “orbit” within
the political system and, in so doing, establishes the reference point
from which civil-military relations evolve.24

Civil-military relations in turn are shaped by four interac-
tions: (a) between the military leadership and the military sys-
tem; (b) between the military leadership and civilian elites; (c)
between the military leadership and the socio-political system in
general; and (d) between the military system as a whole and the
American socio-political system. The aggregate of these inter-
connections complicate civil-military relationships and make it
extremely difficult to “fix” a clear civil-military demarcation.25

It has always been difficult to discern clearly the relationship
between society and the military.26 It is even more difficult and
complicated now because the American system is in flux.
Demographic, social, and economic changes, combined with
lowered expectations about major wars, have focused the atten-
tion of many Americans on the domestic political-economic envi-
ronment. At the same time, issues of race, gender, and diversity
have become major concerns in American society. As a result,
questions are raised again about the degree to which the military
should reflect society at large—questions that define a large part
of modern American military history. 

A case in point is the hesitancy with which the military pro-
fession responded to issues of gender relationships, sexual scan-

dals, and homosexuality within the ranks, including the navy’s
Tailhook affair, the air force’s Lieutenant Kelly Flinn story, the
murder of a presumed homosexual soldier by another soldier at
Fort Campbell, Kentucky, and the sexual harassment allegations
made in 2000 against Major General Larry Smith by Lieutenant
General Claudia Kennedy, the highest-ranking woman in the U.S.
Army. Regardless of civilian perspectives and criticisms, the fail-
ure of military professionals to articulate clear principles did lit-
tle to encourage faith in the profession. Only in the first months
of the new century has there been some effort by senior
Department of Defense officials and military professionals to
respond to such matters and articulate clear guidelines.27 One
exception was General Ronald R. Fogelman, who resigned as air
force chief of staff in 1997. Being “dedicated to the most basic
ideals that forge a coherent force, he found it necessary to explain
to U.S. lawmakers why disobedience and lying by a commis-
sioned officer cannot be tolerated.”28 In contrast to the hesitancy
displayed by most other senior officers with regard to the Kelly
Flinn affair, Fogelman spoke out.

Despite the overwhelming record of obsequiousness on the
part of U.S. military professionals, a vocal body of opinion in the
civilian sector still believes the military is “out of control” with
respect to imposing its views on civilian policymakers.29 This has
its roots in the fear that America may succumb to a “Prussian-
style” military that longs to shape the civilian culture and politi-
cal system. Reinforcing such views are those who believe that the
American military has already become politicized, as suggested
by the fact that a large majority of military personnel openly
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Sex,” Washington Post, June 8, 1997; and Richard J. Newman, “Army Sex Ed. 101,”
U.S. News and World Report, Aug. 11, 1997, pp. 50–52; Department of Defense, Office
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Homosexual Conduct Policy, report no. D-2000-101, Mar. 16, 2000
(http://www.dodid.osd.mil/autid/reports/00-101.pdf); and Jane McHugh, “Murder in
the Barracks,” Army Times, Aug. 23, 1999, pp. 12–13.

28John G. Roos, “Fogelman’s Departure: He’s No Tragic Figure,” Armed Forces
Journal International, Sept. 1997, p. 2. Also see Richard J. Neuman, “A General
Salutes by Quitting,” U.S. News and World Report, Aug. 11, 1997, p. 5.

29F. G. Hoffman, Decisive Force: The New American Way of War (Westport, Conn.:
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identify themselves as Republicans.30 The fact is that the military
has usually been a conservative institution and naturally tends to
identify with issues and groups that support the military ethos,
regardless of political party. Moreover, “politicization” tends to
connote an interest group that is totally absorbed with political
issues, is dogmatically focused on political channels to achieve
its objectives, and shapes all issues in “political” terms. The U.S.
military is not such a group today, and no one proposes it turn
into one.

But even if those who fear an “out of control” military are
unduly alarmist, few would deny the widening gap between the
values of the all-volunteer military and those of American socie-
ty.31 Either way, it appears that the armed forces cannot win. If the
military is involved in politics, it conjures fears of a politicized
military. If the military remains isolated from society, it conjures
fears that its own (implicitly dangerous) value system is divorced
from the civil society it is meant to protect. Confusing the issue
even more are the distinctions that need to be made between
career military professionals and those who serve for one hitch,
and between those involved in basic and advanced training and
those who have gone beyond the recruit phase and are assigned to
a line unit. Finally, civil-military relationships are complicated
further by the emergence of a new generation of elected govern-
ment officials, few, if any, of whom have had military experi-
ence.32 While this may not necessarily lead to damaging political-
military policies, it may create an environment in which decision
makers lack all sensitivity to the realities of military life. As one
observer has written, “An uncertain grasp of military affairs is
likely to characterize policy making for the foreseeable future.”33

It is also the case that fewer civilians—especially among our
“elites”—will have served in the military, creating a large civilian
populace with little or no experience with military life.34

The wide range of civil-military contacts adumbrated above
would seem a basis for challenging the notion of a widening gap
between the military and society in the United States. But to the
extent the military and society do exist in two worlds, such a
“gap” would only seem to underscore the need for a more politi-
cally streetwise military, one attuned to certain values and insti-
tutions. Indeed, to ensure that the needed equilibrium between the
military and society is not thrown out of balance, military profes-
sionals must engage the political process. Such engagement
would lead to a clearer civilian understanding of military culture
and help to correct the distorted views and unrealistic images that
currently threaten the effectiveness of the military. For the real
danger today is not military dominance of civil government, but
rather a civilian policy elite dominating a military of which it has
only the most superficial understanding, and thus imposing on
the military frivolous “reforms” and imprudent overseas commit-
ments without regard to long-term consequences. As Johnson and
Metz observe, civilians are the potters, the armed forces the clay:

[T]he array of tools held by civilians more than counterbalances the
military’s more coherent method for cultivating individual skill.
Civilians control the military’s budget, can fire individual military
leaders, and must approve senior-level promotions and assignments.
The equilibrium between the military and civilians thus reflects an
asymmetry of resources where military acumen is matched by the
civilians’ wide array of tools.35

In terms of civil-military relations, this means that while
retaining and reinforcing the notion of civil control and suprema-
cy, the military cannot remain a passive partner. It must move
closer to the political system and yet retain enough distance to
insure that it preserves the culture and virtues suited to its unique
mission. There is no magic formula for determining the proper
balance, but the “lifeblood of this equilibrium is constant adjust-
ment shaped by open, informed debate from all segments of the
national security community. . . . [I]t is time to ‘let a hundred
schools of thought contend.’”36 Once again, General Ridgway
may have said it best:

[C]ivilian authorities must scrupulously respect the integrity, the
intellectual honesty, of its officer corps. Any effort to force unanim-
ity of view, to compel adherence to some politico-military “party
line” against the honestly expressed views of responsible officers . . .
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Davis (Carlisle Barracks, Pa.: Strategic Studies Institute, U.S. Army War College, Oct.
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is a pernicious practice which jeopardizes rather than protects the
integrity of the military profession.37

Constructive political engagement offers a means by which
the realities of military life and the essence of military culture
can be presented to the public and elected officials as well as to
the mass media. This is particularly important in the information
age with the expansive information technology capabilities avail-
able to the general public as well as to the military. 

Warfighters or Peacekeepers?
The U.S. military is well prepared for conventional wars and

wars of a lesser order that are configured in a conventional for-
mat. However, the strategic thinking and operational doctrine to
respond effectively to conventional conflict may be irrelevant to
unconventional conflicts and “operations other than war”
(OOTW), for which U.S. forces are not configured or trained.38

While the superpower era demanded a particular global political-
military capacity and strategic thinking, the new strategic land-
scape demands a different strategic mind-set and operational doc-
trine. The transition from one to the other has resulted in an ad
hoc mixture of strategic and operational guidelines and political-
military doctrine. Most troublesome is the phenomenon of wars
of conscience in which policy is driven by moral indignation and
a “do something” mentality, such as occurred in Somalia, Haiti,
and Bosnia. The plethora of peacekeeping missions distracts the
military from its primary task, which is preparing for combat,
even as budget constraints and domestic priorities shrink the
means the U.S. military has at its disposal. It is asked, in short, to
do more with less.39

There is no denying that the U.S. military cannot dwell solely
on its battlefield mission in the post–Cold War environment. As
one authority has argued, there is a pressing need today for
“diplomat warriors in operations other than war. The unpolitical
soldier—the pure warrior—cannot fulfill the requirements for
leadership in operations other than war.”40 But there is an under-
lying fear within the profession that wholesale involvement in
OOTW diminishes the effectiveness of the military to perform its

primary task.41 Such concerns were well expressed by some in the
enlisted ranks. As one private serving in Kosovo said: “You are
trained for one thing as an infantryman: war. You are a little bit
rougher than most people and you have to come down here and
be nice to people. That’s not what we are trained for.”42 An enlist-
ed man serving with the 82nd Airborne Division in Kosovo, who
spent part of the day guarding Albanian children and another part
guarding Serbian children, stated simply, “I wasn’t trained to do
day care.”43 The concerns of the military about its employment in
the new strategic landscape must be spelled out clearly and
unequivocally lest the impact of heightened operational tempo
and personnel deployments on military readiness and the quality
of military life be glanced over or totally ignored.44 In the case of
Bosnia, for example, the changing deadlines for U.S. withdrawal,
the clouded political objectives, and the absence of an articulated
exit strategy should be a cause for concern within both military
and civilian circles.

Some military professionals have indeed warned about the
negative impact of OOTW commitments. General Gordon
Sullivan and Lieutenant Colonel James Dubik lamented as early
as 1993 that the U.S. civilian leadership was requiring the military
to

contract in both size and budget, contribute to domestic recovery,
participate in global stability operations, and retain its capability to
produce decisive victory in whatever circumstances they are
employed—all at the same time. . . . [I]nternational and domestic
realities have resulted in the paradox of declining military resources
and increasing military missions, a paradox that is stressing our
armed forces. The stress is significant. It requires fundamental
changes in the way the nation conducts its defense affairs.45

Testifying before a congressional subcommittee the same year, a
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Americans at War in the 1990s (Novato, Calif.: Presidio Press, 1995), who argues that
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number of retired officers insisted that constant involvement in
peacekeeping operations saps combat readiness. The late General
Maxwell Thurman complained that “after a peacekeeping mis-
sion, soldiers have to go through an extensive training program to
regain the level of operational proficiency which they held at the
outset of that duty.”46 And in 1995, the chairman of the Joint
Chiefs, General John Shalikashvili, made the same point:

If we are selective and only engage when our interests are very clear,
when we have agreement on the limits of our involvement and the
conditions of our withdrawal, and we go in when we can make a dif-
ference and have the support of an informed public, then maybe in
time we will view such missions as supportive of our interests and
not as damaging to our security.47

In no case, however, were these earnest professional judg-
ments even noticed, much less acted upon, by the civilian govern-
ment or media, even though they clearly address issues of pro-
found national interest rather than the armed services’ narrow
self-interest. General Shalikashvili even iterated his concern to
several reporters shortly before his retirement, but again his
remarks fell on deaf ears.48

As the Clinton administration came to an end, it was obvious
to many that it had viewed the U.S. military as an arm of the
Department of State, that is, as a tool of foreign policy to be
employed in peacekeeping operations under the rubric of OOTW.
As a result of the controversy surrounding the Clinton adminis-
tration’s military policy, the next administration’s handling of the
military is sure to come under close scrutiny. The controversy
over such missions was aptly described by General Colin Powell:

My constant, unwelcome message at all meetings on Bosnia was sim-
ply that we should not commit military forces until we had a clear
political objective. . . . The debate exploded at one session when
Madeleine Albright, our ambassador to the UN, asked me in frustra-
tion, “What’s the point in having this superb military that you’re always
talking about if we can’t use it?” I thought I would have an aneurysm.
American GIs were not toy soldiers to be moved around on some
sort of global game board. . . . I told Ambassador Albright that the U.S.
military would carry out any mission it was handed, but my advice
would always be that the tough political goals had to be set first.49

For many in the military profession the “Albright syndrome”

threatens to undermine military culture and deny the very pur-
pose of the military. It is also the case that no useful purpose is
served if military professionals adhere to the “can do” syndrome
(regardless of the threat, mission, or contingency) without clear-
ly indicating the likely costs involved, including the impact on
combat readiness, quality of military life, and the military’s pri-
mary purpose. Such matters must be placed in the public arena.50

American history offers important lessons about the use of
the military in nontraditional missions. For example, during the
post–Civil War period between 1870 and 1890, the U.S. Army
went through what has been described as the “Dark Ages.”51

During this period, the military officers functioned as governors,
police, and judges throughout most of the old Confederacy, sup-
pressed domestic labor strife, and pacified and administered
Indian tribes in the West. In reality, wrote a colonel in 1895, “the
Army is now a gendarmery—a national police force.”52 Between
1898 and the 1930s, the army and the Marine Corps participated
in numerous missions other than conventional conflict in Latin
America. Likewise, after World War II, U.S. Army armored units
in Germany were reorganized into constabulary squadrons whose
purpose was to function as a national gendarmery, taking the
place of the German police in the American zone of occupation.
These units were trained and equipped to maintain law and order
and to deal with the German civilian populace and displaced per-
sons. But such constabulary squadrons quickly lost their pre-
paredness for conventional battle.

Such experiences would seem to supply U.S. military profes-
sionals with ample evidence about the costs and consequences of
such OOTW. Yet, such evidence has so far had no impact on the
prevailing “Albright syndrome.”

Conclusion
To adjust to today’s uncertain domestic and strategic land-

scapes, the U.S. officer corps must transcend its purely military 
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notion of professionalism and practice constructive political
engagement based on the recognition that the issues it faces have
undeniable political dimensions. To be sure, there are limits to
constructive political engagement as defined by the military pro-
fessional ethos and the American democratic system. However,
these limits do not proscribe military professionals’ airing and
articulating their views when policy and strategy (or lack thereof)
pose significant dangers to the U.S. military’s raison d’être and
quality of life. 

The inescapable fact is that an effective military system must
be authoritarian and driven by the need for combat cohesion, unit
effectiveness, discipline under a chain of command, subordina-
tion of individual rights to the group, and unity of effort. Not
least, this unique military culture must be nurtured within the
American democratic system. At the same time, within these
parameters, individual dignity must be maintained.53 This was
never an easy proposition and it appears even more difficult
today, at a time when the reigning ethos of the civilian culture
appears increasingly hostile to the professional military ethos,
places social agendas above military preparedness on its list of
priorities, and embraces the notion that a technological “revolu-
tion in military affairs” (push-button warfare) makes possible
“clean” wars and a kinder, gentler battlefield. But it has yet to be
demonstrated that the information age and smart weapons have
eliminated the need for soldiers “on the ground” or will allow
killing to be done humanely and nicely.

The task before us should be obvious. It is to reinforce, not
undermine, the military culture—a culture that remains rooted in
the psychological and physical notions of killing the enemy—
while maintaining its loyalty to the principles of democracy and
civilian supremacy. At the present time, that task is not advanced
by silence. On the contrary, the voice of the military profession
must be heard if the military is to serve the nation effectively. It is
particularly important for the military profession to respond to
those who dogmatically and erroneously associate the U.S. armed
forces with a particular political preference, bureaucratic interest
group, or subversive conspiracy. 

In its highly successful program to improve race relations in
its ranks, the army adopted what Charles Moskos termed a “race-
savvy” approach—that is, an attitude that was neither blind nor
preferential, but honest. What the military profession must mas-
ter today is a mind-set that is equally gender savvy and politically
savvy.54 That means that the armed forces ought not to be blind to
the undeniable differences between the sexes, nor obliged to give
preferential treatment to women, but instead be free to make their
personnel decisions on the basis of unit cohesion, morale, and
combat preparedness. This applies as well to the issue of homo-
sexuals serving in the military. The “don’t ask, don’t tell, don’t
pursue” policy remains in effect, although much debated. Some
people call for major changes that would allow openly homosex-
ual men and women to serve, while others see the current policy
as the best way to ensure combat cohesion.55 Being politically
savvy means that the armed forces ought not to pretend that poli-
tics do not matter, nor engage in partisanship, but instead be free
to counsel national leaders and the American public about the
costs of a given policy or deployment in terms of preparedness
and to educate them on the inviolable values of military life and
culture. To be politically savvy is simply to recognize that the
military is an arm of the American people, that military and polit-
ical objectives are often inextricable, and that a public airing of
military perspectives is indispensable to the making of wise poli-
cy. Only a politically savvy military profession can remind the
public and its elected officials that the military’s prime purpose is
“to kill and break things” in the defense of their way of life.
Perhaps, as so often is the case, John Keegan said it best:

Soldiers are not as other men—that is the lesson I have learned from
a life cast among warriors. The lesson has taught me to view with
extreme suspicion all theories and representations of war that equate
it with other activity in human affairs. . . . War is fought . . . by men
whose values and skills are not those of politicians and diplomats.
They are those of a world apart, a very ancient world, which exists in
parallel with the everyday world but does not belong to it. Both
worlds change over time, and the warrior adapts in step to the civil-
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ian. It follows it, however, at a distance. The distance can never be
closed.56 AN UNINFORMED DEBATE

ON MILITARY CULTURE
by Don M. Snider

A decade of debate and legislation in Washington designed to
change the “military culture” of our armed forces has not been in
vain.1 The number of African-American and female officers and
enlisted persons has increased dramatically, women now hold
scores of jobs reserved for men just a few years ago, and President
Clinton’s “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy has given homosexuals
executive sanction to serve in our armed forces.2 During the same
time, serious failures by the officer corps of two services have
focused national attention on isolated incidents of sexual harass-
ment that indicate to many the need for further reform. The most
recent example of the continuing attempts to reform military cul-
tures flowed from the celebrated cases of Air Force Lieutenant
Kelly Flinn and Army Major General David Hale, and resulted in
the attempt by the secretary of defense to standardize across the
services the official sanctions imposed for adultery and fraterniza-
tion.3

Various interpretations clash over this ongoing reform of our
armed forces. One prominent participant sees the entire debate
through political and conspiratorial lenses, positing that it really
started in 1975 when women were admitted to the military acade-
mies under the feminists’ demand for “simple equality,” whereas
their real purpose was to overthrow the traditional culture. What is
more, the effects of such decisions have remained unexamined
even today.4 Another widely read and referenced source holds that
the American military is becoming dangerously isolated from the
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