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Professional Membership
Expectations and Privileges
Col. Todd Schmidt, PhD, U.S. Army
I refuse to join any club that would have me as a member.

—Groucho Marx

When I first came on active duty in the 
mid-1990s, there were a few things 
that became very clear to me when 

I reported to my first unit in the 82nd Airborne 
Division. I should contribute to the cup and flower 
fund. I should join the Officer’s Club. I should attend 
all Officer Call events. I should attend all Hail and 
Farewells. I should join my branch association. I 
should join my division association. I should donate 
to the Combined Federal Campaign. I should donate 
to the Army Emergency Relief Fund. I should join 
the Command and General Staff College (CGSC) 
Foundation. I should join the Association of the 
United States Army (AUSA). I should encourage my 
peers and subordinates to do the same.

There were certain expectations.
I remember very clearly how senior officers would 

“highly encourage” young soldiers to join, support, 
participate, and pay dues to all these different funds, 
clubs, events, charitable organizations, and associations. 
I did not ask any questions. As a young lieutenant, I 
had the resources to comply and meet expectations. I 
blindly obeyed and followed the advice of my senior 
leaders. I did it because I was told to do it, not necessar-
ily because I had thought about it and found it was the 
right thing to do.

In hindsight, in my opinion, it was the right thing 
to do.

Things have changed, however. Now, after decades 
of service, I have watched how some practices of the 
Army’s past have evolved. Some good expectations, 
traditions, and practices have atrophied. Or maybe I 
am just feeling nostalgic.

Regardless, there was an enculturation process that 
was occurring. Over the course of time, orientation, 
observation, mentorship, counseling, coaching, and the 
collective spoken and unspoken expectations of young 
service members, I was molded into a military profes-
sional. I may not have understood the process at the 
time. In fact, I know that I did not. Why, for instance, 
were we expected to spit shine our combat boots and 
starch our camouflage uniforms?

Over time, however, I slowly realized that member-
ship in the military profession required me to support 
aspects of the military institution, military organiza-
tions, and the military mission that go beyond merely 
putting on the uniform and showing up to work. For 
example, members of a profession are expected to 
contribute to the betterment of the profession. This 
may take the form of intellectual contribution through 
writing and study. It may also take the form of finan-
cial contribution to supporting entities like Army 
Emergency Relief.

This is not to say that we should not question ex-
pectations or our practices, norms, and traditions. On 

Col. Todd Schmidt, PhD, U.S. Army
Director, Army University Press
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the contrary, we must also understand and respect our 
lineage, history, heritage, and the legions of professionals 
that have served before us. What we may find, with a 
little reflection, is that we are very privileged to be a part 
of something exceptional that deserves our contribution.

Over the past year, I have become active with 
three organizations—the Rotary Club, the CGSC 
Foundation, and AUSA. With my local Rotary, I 
support an association of local residents who truly 
want to give back to their community. Each Friday, 
at the local community center, we say the Pledge of 
Allegiance, share breakfast, and listen to and share 
ideas with one another about how we can improve 
the lives of individuals in our community and across 
the globe. I willingly pay to be a part of this wonder-
ful organization.

I joined the CGSC Foundation as a major and 
became a life member in 2022. The benefits of the 
foundation are not just for members (though the ac-
ademic scholarships available for members and their 
families equate to thousands of dollars each year). If 
a curious reader investigates all the great support the 
foundation provides to CGSC and Fort Leavenworth, 
they will quickly understand that the programs, 
events, awards, and support CGSC and the local 
community receives vastly outweighs the support the 
foundation receives in return from students or the 
installation. If you are stationed at Fort Leavenworth 
or attending or attended CGSC, I encourage you to 
support the CGSC Foundation. You will find that the 
fiduciary responsibility of this organization ensures 
that the benefits of membership provide an immea-
surable return on investment beyond any annual 
membership dues.

I paid my lifetime membership to AUSA as a sec-
ond lieutenant in 1996. Honestly, beyond reading the 
monthly ARMY Magazine and randomly contributing 
articles for publication over the years, I never considered 
the benefits or value of AUSA seriously. However, I 
now volunteer to serve as secretary of the local Greater 
Kansas City Chapter. The services and support the chap-
ter provides to local ROTC battalions, recruiting offices, 
active-duty service members, Army Reservists, and 
National Guardsmen are incredible. An active chapter 
has the potential to contribute so much to the local com-
munity, while also representing and telling the Army’s 
story to our civilian friends and neighbors.

Of course, there are certain privileges that go along 
with membership, donations, and dues.

If we are brutally honest, we very rarely do anything 
that does not provide us with some personal benefit. 
And that is okay, even if that benefit is simply to make 
us feel good about ourselves—it means we are rational 
beings. Supporting professional funds, clubs, events, 
charitable organizations, and associations is the right 
thing to do.

Over time, the resources or charitable giving we 
provide to a cup and flower fund, branch association, 
the Combined Federal Campaign, Army Emergency 
Relief, the CGSC Foundation, or AUSA benefit 
members of our military profession, past and present. 
Participation and support can build and contribute to 
healthy esprit de corps. Programs and initiatives funded 
by donations and membership dues help send our chil-
dren to college, improve professional development and 
the study of our profession, and provide relief and as-
sistance for struggling soldiers and their families. Some 
programs also help build relationships with the local 
community, host foreign military students and repre-
sentatives, provide networking and job opportunities 
for retirees, assist veterans in navigating governmental 
bureaucracy, and so much more.

The satire of Groucho Marx is funny. However, be-
ing a cynic is easy. It is too easy to complain about all 
faults we may find, especially in the Army. And there 
will always be a chance that someone does something 
that may cast a shadow on all the great things our 
professional funds, organizations, and associations 
do daily. These should not be reasons to not contrib-
ute, donate, join, and support. In the past, you may 
have viewed pressure from senior leaders to support 
extracurricular causes and activities with cynicism or 
skepticism. Maybe a poor command climate colored 
your view.

Regardless, membership in a profession and sup-
port of professional organizations and associations is 
an expectation, particularly as you graduate through 
the ranks. The return on these investments, however, 
provides more than you will ever see or be able to cal-
culate. Regardless of expectations, membership has its 
privileges, and hopefully, you will begin to understand 
that it is a privilege to serve and contribute, not just to 
our profession, but to many of the supporting funds, 
organizations, and associations that support us.   
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Write for Military Review
Suggested Writing Themes and Topics—2023 

• From the U.S. military perspective, what are the greatest external threats to the United States? Why, and 
how?

• Are there nations that consider themselves to be at war with the United States? If so, how are they con-
ducting war and what would increase the probabilities of their success?

• Is there a new “Cold War”? If so, who make up the new confederated blocs (i.e., the new “Axis” powers) 
aligned against the United States and how do they cooperate with each other? What types of treaties or 
agreements do they have that outline relationships they share to reinforce each other?

• Who best synchronizes DIME (diplomacy, information, military, and economic elements of power) to 
achieve strategic goals? Contrast and compare employment of DIME by China, Russia, Iran, and the 
United States. How should the United States defend itself against foreign DIME?

• Does China have an “Achilles’ heel”? What is its center of gravity? If it has one, how can it best be 
attacked/exploited?”

• What does China view as the United States’ “Achille’s heel” or center of gravity? (e.g., Trade relations? 
Resource shortages? Diminishing technological manufacturing base? Societal instability and factional-
ism?) How specifically is it exploiting these?

• How should the United States respond to Chinese aggression toward Taiwan?

• What lessons are we learning from Russia’s war with Ukraine? What should be the next steps for the 
United States? What should be the desired end state from a U.S. perspective?

• What is the impact of irregular immigration on the security of the United States? 

• What is the status of security force assistance brigades (SFAB)? What is the future for SFABs? 

• What is the role now of the U.S. Armed Forces in Africa? Far East? Middle East?

• What logistical challenges will the U.S. military face in large-scale combat operations?

• What does the future hold for nanoweapons? Electromagnetic warfare? Artificial intelligence? 
Information warfare? How is the Army planning to mitigate effects?



Invites Your Attention

The latest issue of the Combined Arms Doctrine Directorate’s 
semiannual doctrine newsletter is now available: a comprehen-
sive authoritative review of developments related to the status 
of Army doctrine formulation, updates, and announcements of 
recent releases.

Combined Arms Doctrine Newsletter (Spring 2023)  
https://rdl.train.army.mil/catalog-ws/view/100.ATSC/D7B75FEF-C5BA-4C83-8FE9-83556F327C4B-1684250389150/
CACxDoctrinexNewsletterxSpringx2023.pdf

Newsletter Collection 
https://rdl.train.army.mil/catalog/search?current=true&search_terms=CADD-CADN

(Photo courtesy of the U.S. Army)
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Pen and Sword
The Symbiosis between Ernest 
Hemingway and Maj. Gen. Buck 
Lanham
Eileen Martin
Greer Rising

Ernest Hemingway (left) and Col. Charles T. “Buck” Lanham with captured artillery in Schweiler, Germany, 18 September 1944. (Photo 
courtesy of the National Archives and Records Administration)
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HEMINGWAY AND LANHAM

E rnest Hemingway’s time at war in Europe 
during World War II gave him direct experi-
ence with combat and close interaction with 

many U.S. military leaders on the ground. In 1944 
France, Hemingway met then Col. Charles T. “Buck” 
Lanham, West Point class of 1924, commander of the 
Army’s 22nd Infantry Regiment, and the two became 
best pals. The men were intellectual equals connected 
over shared interests in history, literature, and military 
tactics. Hemingway the journalist became a de facto 
member of the regiment, beloved by the command-
er and the troops. The writer and the soldier forged 
a friendship that lasted for the remaining years of 
Hemingway’s life. They exchanged hundreds of inti-
mate letters, and Hemingway channeled Lanham’s bi-
ography in shaping infantry Col. Richard Cantwell, the 
cynical protagonist in his 1950 novel Across the River 
and Into the Trees. The symbiosis between the writer 
who longed to be a warrior and the professional soldier 
who was a published poet rounded out each man’s 
character and enhanced Hemingway’s art.

Although armed with full infantry credentials, most 
of Lanham’s assignments leading up to command were 
staff positions focused on training and doctrine, and 
this, along with his published poetry, gave him an egg-
head reputation, with peers seeing him more suited for 
a desk job than a field position leading troops. However, 
in July 1944, he took command of the 22nd Infantry 
and from the get-go was known for spewing fighting 
words for the enemy and profanity-laced exhortations 
to his men to hold their ground or face court-martial.1

Hemingway’s earliest contribution to the World 
War II effort was to oversee his ragtag “Crook Factory” 
flotilla searching for German submarines in Caribbean 
waters off Cuba. Biographer Mary Dearborn writes 
that Hemingway’s wife Martha Gellhorn, a nomadic 
journalist then covering the war in London and Italy, 
was annoyed Hemingway was focused not on writing 
but on drinking and urged him to participate in the war 
effort. Gellhorn sought to have the Office of Strategic 
Services bring Hemingway on board, but while the 
outfit found Hemingway possessed the requisite 
skills, they thought he was too much of a lone wolf 
for their mission. Dearborn notes that Hemingway 
contacted his friend Archibald MacLeish, then the 
Librarian of Congress, to see if a position as a writ-
er attached to the U.S. military could be arranged so 

that he would have published something worthwhile 
when the war was over; nothing ever came of this. In 
May 1944, Hemingway traveled to London to cover 
the war for Colliers, again assisted by Gellhorn, who 
persuaded none other than former Royal Air Force 
officer Roald Dahl to arrange air transport.2 After 
D-Day, Hemingway made his way to France, seeking 
to get closer to the action. Hemingway’s lash-up with 
Lanham’s unit would place him on the front lines, pro-
vide the camaraderie on which he thrived, and allow 
him to understudy a commander during key battles of 
the war. All to be closely observed and served up in his 
future writing.

What drew Hemingway and Lanham together, and 
what sustained their brotherhood? On the surface, they 
were an unlikely pair: a bear of a man and celebrated 
author meets a diminutive, gray-haired Army regi-
mental commander up to his eyeballs in fighting the 
Germans. Accounts of Hemingway and Lanham’s time 
together in the war have focused on their respect and 
admiration for each other’s bravery and military acu-
men. They also bonded as scholars of military doctrine 
and literary classics. Hemingway described Lanham’s 

appeal: he had fun being 
with a man who was liter-
ate, articulate, brave, and Eileen Martin  is a retired 

senior executive of the 
Central Intelligence 
Agency. After graduat-
ing from the University 
of Maryland with a BS 
in political science, she 
worked in the Defense 
Attaché Office in Caracas, 
Venezuela before joining 
the CIA’s clandestine 
service where she served 
for thirty-one years in the 
United States and overseas 
directing intelligence col-
lection programs. Martin 
and Rising are working on 
a book about the friend-
ship between Lanham 
and Hemingway based on 
hundreds of letters from 
Lanham to their family.

Greer Rising has a 
BA in history from the 
University of Utah, where 
he received a regular 
Army commission in the 
Ordnance Corps. He 
served in the Army for 
four years including in the 
Middle East. Rising, a re-
tired federal civil servant, is 
a counterproliferation and 
border expert who, while 
living in the United States 
and abroad, has provided 
strategic and operational 
security advice to dozens 
of international military 
and law enforcement 
entities.
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of superior intelligence.3 Hemingway gained a com-
mander’s-eye view of how war is fought, and Lanham 
gained a confidante outside of his chain of command. 
Both acquired loyal, discreet brothers in arms and es-
tablished the unique trust of those who have undergone 
combat together. The men shared a wicked sense of hu-
mor, pointed sharply at those who would feign heroism. 
Hemingway’s admiration for Lanham’s work in Infantry 
in Battle was one of their ties, and Lanham’s specialized 
expertise added verisimilitude to Hemingway’s writing.

Hemingway loved Infantry in Battle, with which 
Lanham had a long association. In an April 1945 
letter from Cuba, Hemingway reports he has reread 
Lanham’s Infantry in Battle and found it extraordinari-
ly good.4 Hemingway told Lanham that he thought a 
stupendous update could be produced with what they 
had learned from their recent war experience. In his 
vernacular, Hemingway pronounced that Infantry in 
Battle has less “BS” than almost any military book he 
had ever read. He spun out a scenario with himself and 
Lanham when they are “old and worthless” and carried 
out to the swimming pool by their “aged retainers” to 

rewrite the rest of the unworthy military manuals into 
proper English.5

Hemingway knew which military texts were worthy. 
In 1942, two years before meeting Lanham, Hemingway 
had edited the anthology Men at War: The Best War 
Stories of All Time. Hemingway’s introduction to the 
1,069-page tome shows a deep and broad familiari-
ty with classic war themes by strategists from Julius 
Caesar to Carl von Clausewitz, and the curated volume 
includes works by Hemingway’s historical and contem-
porary favorites. Hemingway found it impossible not to 
include the entirety of the 1895 Civil War novel The Red 
Badge of Courage by Stephen Crane, likening it to a great 
poem.6 There are three pieces by Leo Tolstoy and three 
stories by Hemingway himself, and perspectives rang-
ing from the trenches to lofty leadership to outsiders 
looking in. This was a writer itching for a meeting of the 
minds with an expert practitioner like Lanham, and in 
the years to come, the general would send Hemingway a 
continuous supply of books and reading recommenda-
tions to quench his thirst for military knowledge.

Some of Hemingway’s letters to Lanham were 
warmup exercises for his other writing and were conver-
sational as he visited on paper with his friend, at times 
including stream-of-consciousness references to battles 
near and far. For instance, one paragraph of one letter 
from Hemingway to Lanham in October 1952 references 
Pickett’s Charge, Round Top, Dan Dickles, Stonewall 
Jackson and Chancellorsville, Badajoz, Torres Vedra, 
San Juan Hill, Aguinaldo, Manila Bay, Bellopheron, 
Hellespont, Trafalgar, Dervishes and Tiffen, Moskowa, 
Hoguemont, Houffalize, Terkel, Uncle Toby, Darlan, 
Old Summersby, Versailles, and Reims.7 A copy of Men 
at War within arm’s reach may be necessary for following 
Hemingway’s mindset during these encyclopedic digres-
sions. Still, perhaps the well-read Lanham was able to 
track his friend’s musings.

Lanham’s association with Infantry in Battle dates 
to the beginning of his career. From 1932 to 1934, 
Lanham was an instructor in military history and 
editor of school publications for the Army’s Infantry 
School at Fort Benning, Georgia. In 1934, the then lieu-
tenant edited and revised the Army’s guide to infantry 
tactics, strategy, and leadership. The first edition of 
Infantry in Battle was produced under then Col. George 
C. Marshall, mastermind of the postwar Marshall 
Plan for Europe’s recovery, and focused on World War 

Books by Ernest Hemingway and Charles “Buck” Lanham. (Photo 
courtesy of the authors)
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I-era tactics. The 
second edition in 
1939 was extensive-
ly revised by then 
Capt. Lanham with 
changes to tactical 
doctrine. In both, 
Marshall was intent 
on checking the 
concepts learned in 
peacetime training 
against the experi-
ence of battle.8

Marshall’s intro-
duction to Infantry 
in Battle compares 
theory and prac-
tice in ways that 
resonate more than 
eighty years later. He 
states that officers 
who have received the best peacetime training 
available are surprised and confused by the differ-
ence between map problems and the real world. He 
laments the faulty assumptions “that organizations 
are well trained and at full strength, that subor-
dinates are competent, that supply arrangements 
function, that communications work, that orders are 
carried out.”9 In war, these ideal conditions do not 
exist, and the infantryman must “carry on in spite of 
seemingly insurmountable difficulties and regardless 
of the fact that the tools with which he has to work 
may be imperfect and worn.”10

One reason Hemingway may have been a fan was 
Lanham’s clear presentation and practical translation 
for the warfighter. In 1934, Marshall praised the young 
Lanham as someone with “genuine ability of a high 
order,” saying he “understands the business of putting 
technical military matter into a form acceptable to the 
citizen soldier.”11 A veteran of World War I and the 
Spanish Civil War, Hemingway certainly was a citizen 
soldier, and his crisp writing is emulated today.

Also emulated, or replicated, was Lanham’s real 
life. To shape the character of regimental command-
er Cantwell in Across the River and Into the Trees, 
Hemingway borrowed extensively from Lanham’s 
biography and field service and channeled the hellscape 

the men endured together in World War II. In July 
1945, Hemingway told his publisher, Maxwell Perkins, 
that he had learned more while he and Lanham were 
together than he had learned up to that time, so he 
planned to try very hard to get some decent writing 
from the experience.12

The novel is a work of fiction but contains doz-
ens of compass readings pointing to the life and ser-
vice of Gen. Lanham. Many of the allusions in the 
novel refer to Lanham’s experiences, some of which 
Hemingway participated in or witnessed, and others 
are derived from details shared in Lanham’s letters to 
Hemingway. Stars and medals are recurring symbols 
in the novel and echo conversations between Lanham 
and Hemingway. Cantwell is humiliated over losing 
his general’s star and reverting to colonel. This was 
a concern of Lanham’s as well because after World 
War II, the U.S. Army had an excess of generals and 
developed a system for bucking some of them back to 
their previous rank. Lanham termed it open season on 
general officers and feared he would be given “the old 
heave-ho.”13 Lanham hung onto his star and collected 

Ernest Hemingway (left) and Col. Charles T. “Buck” Lanham together 
on the front lines in the European theater of operations, circa 1944. 
(Photo courtesy of the Princeton University Library)
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one more in the end, but his letters to Hemingway 
and others expressed this concern and mentioned 
colleagues who were reclassified. Military decora-
tions are also on Cantwell’s mind, and he counts the 
Distinguished Service Cross and his two Silver Stars 

among valuable possessions he could leave his Italian 
countess girlfriend Renata when he dies.14 Hemingway 
and Lanham discussed medals in their letters as well, 
with Lanham reporting to Hemingway on the U.S. 
and French citations he received, and the two dis-
cussing whether Hemingway should accept a Bronze 
Star, a fraught topic given Hemingway’s contributions 
to the war while serving as an unarmed journalist.15 
Hemingway sought Lanham’s help when his Army 
officer son Jack Hemingway’s Bronze Star and Purple 
Heart were stolen, and Lanham worked to obtain 
replacements.16 These real-life discussions about rank 
and ribbons thread through the novel with obvious 
symbolism about self-worth, recognition, and fairness. 
Besides love and loss, the novel’s leitmotifs also in-
clude honor and dishonor, other people’s orders (some 
issued without situational awareness), and whether the 
no-fight generals lead from the front, all topics that 
featured in wisecracking exchanges between Lanham 
and Hemingway.

While Hemingway did not reveal details of his 
writing in progress with Lanham or virtually anyone 
else (other than reporting his daily word count), letters 
between the two men between the end of the war 
and the novel’s publication covered military friends 
and personalities including comrades from the 22nd, 
discussed a prominent general who had lost his star, 
and chewed the fat on sundry postwar political top-
ics, including whether another war might be brewing. 
Lanham supplied Hemingway with chatty reports from 
his duty stations and tailored reading material on mili-
tary strategy and tactics to bolster Hemingway’s studies 
as he worked on the novel.17 Hemingway acknowledged 

Cantwell was based partly on Lanham and partly 
on himself and another soldier friend.18 A deep dive 
into Lanham’s personal letters and military 201 (per-
sonnel) file reveals Lanham’s extensive influence on 
Hemingway’s study of the military and war, and spot-

lights Cantwell as Lanham’s doppelgänger more than 
generally acknowledged. Some similarities include the 
following:
•  Col. Cantwell is an infantry officer who had been 

awarded and lost a general’s star, a bitter obsession 
that reverberates throughout the novel. He has led 
a beautiful regiment that suffered heavy casualties 
in significant battles; he has lots of negative opin-
ions about generals and politicians; he tirelessly 
narrates his war stories to the point of wondering 
if he is a bore; he is in love with a young woman; 
he appreciates fine cuisine, plied with copious 
amounts of alcohol morning till night; he is a 
linguist and a Europeanist who appreciates art and 
culture; and bird hunting frames the scenes in the 
novel.

•  Gen. Lanham is an infantry officer who received 
a speedy wartime promotion but frets that he will 
be reclassified back to the rank of colonel. He led 
his beloved 22nd Infantry Regiment in key battles 
described in the novel and was anguished over 
the losses; he shares searingly detailed military 
accounts with Hemingway; he has sharp-eyed 
views about the many military seniors he knows; 
he married a woman eighteen years his junior; he 
enjoys fine food, his poison being smoking rather 
than drinking; he speaks excellent French and has 
served in Europe; and he has gone bird hunting 
with Hemingway at Gardiner’s Island in New York.

In addition to personal characteristics and experi-
ences that Lanham shares with Cantwell, the novel 
is replete with dozens of places and names from 
Lanham’s actual military service. From Hürtgen 

A deep dive into Lanham’s personal letters and military 
201 (personnel) file reveals Lanham’s extensive influ-
ence on Hemingway’s study of the military and war.
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Forest to a parade of military commanders, in the 
retrospective or flashback-style novel, Cantwell 
regales Renata with familiar scenes and personas 
from Lanham’s life. One page alone mentions three 
of Lanham’s bosses: Gens. Dwight Eisenhower, Omar 
Bradley, and Joe Collins.19

Hemingway’s work became a bestseller, although 
it was far less successful than his 1940 For Whom the 
Bell Tolls and is poorly understood even today, partly 
due to its arcane references and obscure allusions 
that most would not decipher. Mark Cirino’s compre-
hensive glossary of Across the River and Into the Trees 
interprets these references line by line, without the 
benefit of some of Lanham’s private letters.20 Lanham 
believed the novel could not be comprehended with-
out understanding the battles in Hürtgen Forest. He 
told Hemingway’s official biographer Carlos Baker 
that Hürtgen was the genesis of Across the River and 
Into the Trees. “A great deal of the book, perhaps the 
bulk of it, can be interpreted in terms of the Battle 
of Hürtgen Forest and the people whom Hemingway 
knew so well who were in it.”21

While a full treatment of the Hürtgen Forest 
campaign is outside the scope of this article, in late 
1944, military leaders framed the Hürtgen battles as 
a critical breakthrough. This achievement shattered 
Adolf Hitler’s myth of impregnability on his west-
ern flank. Lanham’s unit helped crack the Siegfried 
Line, a significant foray into German territory that 
advanced Allied objectives and threatened German 
resolve. In subsequent years, the high cost of human 
lives lost per square inch of gained territory has been 
critiqued, and theorists have debated all aspects of the 
Hürtgen Forest battles. Lanham was devastated over 
the losses to his brilliant regiment, which historians 
agree suffered casualties of more than 80 percent, 
magnified when reinforcement numbers are calculat-
ed.22 Thus the significance of the sinister Hürtgen in 
Hemingway’s fictionalized account overlaying a love 
story onto a dying colonel’s sorrowful recollections of 
death and loss. Cantwell is dismayed over destroying 
his beautiful regiment by following orders from the 
no-fight generals and overwhelmed by feelings of futil-
ity and sadness at his men’s sacrifices in the merciless 
Hürtgen “Death Factory.”23

Unlike Cantwell, neither resentment nor bitterness 
are prominent themes in Lanham’s writings to family 

friends. He loved the Army, was proud of fulfilling his 
duty and oath, and was unafraid of giving the ultimate 
sacrifice as part of the job if necessary. Did he criticize 
his colleagues, commanders, and leadership? Indeed 
he did, often and eloquently; as a perfectionist he did 
not suffer fools and had exacting standards. Lanham’s 
literary bent and reputation for use of precise language 
was familiar to his colleagues, even as they mocked him 
as a stickler. For the seventy-fifth anniversary of the 
first iteration of the Infantry Journal issued in July 1904, 
an Army Magazine columnist remembered the journal’s 
history and illustrious contributors and shared anec-
dotes of pranks played on assistant editor Lanham. The 
piece outlines two tricks poking fun at Lanham, one on 
dictating fawning letters of rejection, and one involving 
William Shakespeare:24

•  Lanham’s boss, Lt. Col. Forrest Harding (who 
later also became a major general), would needle 
Lanham by dictating a letter of rejection to a supe-
rior officer “in such abject and obsequious terms 
that Lanham, unable to stand it any longer, would 
bolt in disgust from the office to the restaurant be-
low for a cup of coffee. While he was gone, Forrest 
would dictate the real letter.”25

•  In an elaborate literary caper, a colleague called 
Lanham at home at night, pointing out he had 

The 1939 edition of Infantry in Battle is designed to give peace-
time-trained officers the viewpoint of veterans. The reader be-
comes acquainted with the realities of war and the extremely 
difficult and highly disconcerting conditions under which tactical 
problems must be solved in the face of an enemy. To view an online 
version of Infantry in Battle, visit https://www.armyupress.army.mil/
Portals/7/combat-studies-institute/csi-books/infantry-in-battle.pdf.

https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Portals/7/combat-studies-institute/csi-books/infantry-in-battle.pdf
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Portals/7/combat-studies-institute/csi-books/infantry-in-battle.pdf
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grossly misquoted a passage from Shakespeare’s 
Macbeth that was supposed to say, “Fie, my Lord 
fie! A soldier and afeared?” Lanham reportedly 
stormed into the office the next day and demand-
ed that the whole incompetent staff be fired. The 
stunt had been to change only Lanham’s home-de-

livered copy to read, “Foo my Lord foo! A soldier 
and afeared?” Lanham, the Shakespeare aficionado, 
would later meet Hemingway, no slouch in the 
Shakespeare department, two literary minds recog-
nizing kindred spirits.26

If Hemingway amplified his already considerable 
knowledge about war while with Lanham and bor-
rowed Lanham’s regimental commander persona for 
his fiction, what were the actual lessons from Infantry 
in Battle that he found so captivating? A review of the 
1939 volume presents relevant, time-tested truths, 
many expressed in pithy, common-sense phrases. 
Lanham’s voice can be heard throughout Infantry in 
Battle, as in this sentence from the first chapter on 
rules, explaining that combat circumstances and condi-
tions have multiple variables that mutate and combine 
to produce new tactical patterns: “The leader who 
frantically strives to remember what someone else did 
in some slightly similar situation has already set his feet 
on a well-traveled road to ruin.”27 

Chapter 2 puts obscurity front and center: “In war 
obscurity and confusion are normal.” The leader “must 
be prepared to take prompt and decisive action, in spite 
of the scarcity or total absence of reliable information. 
He must learn that in war the abnormal is normal and 
that uncertainty is certain.”28

Chapter 3 champions simplicity: “Simple and direct 
plans and methods make for foolproof performance.”29 
In combat, all types of confusion and unforeseen 
contingencies prevail, overlaying fatigue, hunger, bad 
weather, and other negatives impacting the troops, thus 
the need for simple commands.

Each chapter begins with a concise lesson, such as 
these examples:
•  “Superior forces must be concentrated at decisive 

points, and economy of force elsewhere may have 
to be extreme.”30

•  “The intelligent leader knows that terrain is his 

staunchest ally, and that it virtually determines his 
formation and scheme of maneuver.”31

•  “In war a large safety factor should be included in 
all time and space calculations.”32

•  “Surprise is a master key to victory.” Lest the reader 
finds his adages trite or shopworn, Lanham adds 
that “tactical surprise is usually the reward of the 
daring, the imaginative and the ingenious. It will 
rarely be gained by recourse to the obvious.”33 

Each of the teachings is followed by several battlefield 
examples illustrated by detailed maneuver maps, and 
many include discussion of takeaways and reinforce-
ment of conclusions to be drawn.

Chapter 24, “Action and Morale,” gives this advice: 
to combat the intense mental strain of battle, the 
leader must reassure his men and allay their tension 
and give them a sense of security and time for exercise 
and activity.34 Hemingway’s presence lifted Lanham’s 
22nd Infantry’s morale to no end. For many years 
following the war, Lanham sent signed greetings from 
the entire regiment to Hemingway, and the writer 
would send gifts such as smoked turkeys and whiskey 
to their reunion celebrations.35 Hemingway found a 
home with the 22nd Regiment and would have given 
anything to have stayed with them, writing Lanham in 
April 1945 that he was lonely and depressed, missing 
the regiment and wishing he were a soldier rather 
than a gutless writer.36 Hemingway, the civilian, often 
referred to the esprit de corps he felt with “his” unit. 
Still waving its flag in 1952, Hemingway scolded his 
publisher and friend Charlie Scribner for delays in 
sending him book proofs, suggesting he whip his foot 

The leader who frantically strives to remember what 
someone else did in some slightly similar situation has 
already set his feet on a well-traveled road to ruin.
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soldiers into shape so that the press ran more like the 
efficient 22nd Infantry.37

Chapter 26, “Miracles,” states that “resolute action 
by a few determined men is often decisive.”38 This 
treatment discusses human nature and flesh-and-bone 
tendencies magnified in combat. Some human beings 
are natural leaders and can be relied on through thick 
and thin; others become conveniently lost in battle. “A 
large proportion will go with the majority, wherever 
the majority happens to be going, whether it be to the 
front or to the rear. Men in battle respond readily to 
any external stimulus—strong leadership or demoraliz-
ing influences.”39 This chapter’s theme reflects Lanham 
and Hemingway’s views on the lesser men who do not 
pull their weight and disrupt their units, only to emerge 
on the other side as heroes in their own minds with 
exciting tales of near misses and valor in action: “Every 
army contains men who will straggle at the first chance 
and at the first alarm flee to the rear, sowing disorder, 
and sometimes panic, in their wake. They tell harrow-
ing tales of being the only survivors of actions in which 
they were not present, of lacking ammunition when 
they have not squeezed a trigger, and of having had no 
food for days.”40

Hemingway and Lanham shared a particular dis-
dain for this type of hypocrisy. Their BS meters were 
calibrated to the same settings, sniffing out as phonies 
the journalists who reported eyewitness accounts of 
battles from hotel barrooms far from the front and 

pretenders who never saw shots fired spinning tall 
tales in bars on the other side of town. Hemingway 
employs Cantwell’s contemptuous voice to disparage 
these men, words failing him to categorize this type 
of sin.41 In the dour novel with no redemptive arc, 
the antihero Cantwell admits he is an “unjust bitter 
criticizer who speaks badly of everyone,” a sad, mis-
anthropic characterization few would use to describe 
either Lanham or Hemingway.42

The writer and the poet-warrior admired each 
other so much that they wished they could walk in 
the other’s boots. When Lanham was named com-
mander of the 1st Infantry Division, Hemingway 
wrote the general in December 1952 that he would 
love to command a division more than anything in the 
world, going as far as to state (more colorfully) that 
he could not care less about being a writer.43 Lanham, 
the decorated World War II hero, had many gifts, and 
at the same time, was in awe of Hemingway’s talents, 
including his courage, perception, and “boundless joy 
in the rough and tumble of life,” and wished he could 
be more like him.44 The crucible of war transformed 
Hemingway and Lanham, uniting and blending their 
mirror images, their unique collaboration of pen and 
sword enriching the literary world and the profession 
of arms. Military professionals and civilian leaders 
could do worse than adding Infantry in Battle, Men 
at War, and Across the River and Into the Trees to their 
reading lists.   
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Low Crawling toward 
Obscurity
The Army’s Professional Journals
Maj. Zachary Griffiths, U.S. Army

Congress has cut the U.S. Army’s personnel 
strength down to 452,000—the lowest since 
the end of World War II. The last time the 

Army lived on starvation rations between wars, more 
than a dozen professional military journals prepared 
the profession for the challenges of that war.1 Today, 

Command and General Staff College (CGSC) students attend a class at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, circa 1960. The professional journal 
Military Review has provided a venue for CGSC students to share information and present ideas regarding the military since 1934. (Photo 
courtesy of the Ike Skelton Combined Arms Research Library)



September-October 2023 MILITARY REVIEW18

the situation is bleaker. The Army’s branch magazines 
publish fewer pages, less often, and more erratically 
to an audience who has migrated away from print to 
downloadable PDFs to web-first publications with 
active social media.

This article challenges the Army and Combined 
Arms Center to consider the state of professional 
military discourse today. There is a need to improve 
the current situation, so this article argues for two 
concrete steps toward renewal. First, the Army should 
modernize toward web-first platforms to reach 
soldiers where they are. Second, the Army should 
consider modest incentives for writing and editing 
professional military publications.

Rather than low crawling toward obscurity, the 
Army should renew its professional publications.

Empowered: A Renewed  Infantry
By 1 April 1934, the audience for Infantry Journal 

had dwindled. Fewer than 4,000 subscribers read the 
“atrociously written articles,” and the Great Depression 
made the $3 subscription too much for many people 
to afford.2 Fortunately, Maj. Gen. Edward Croft, the 
chief of infantry, appointed Maj. Edwin Harding as its 
editor. Fresh from his studies at the Army War College, 
Harding brought experience from editing the Infantry 
School’s Mailing List.3

Harding sought tough critiques of the official line 
and promising new authors who challenged the status 
quo. Better articles, new features like book reviews and 
editorials, and a modernized look grew subscribers 
to more than 10,000 in just four years.4 The renewed 
Infantry Journal also resuscitated other military journals 
by showing them how to maximize their potential.

Today, as in previous interwar periods, the Army’s 
branch magazines need renewal. Between 1982 and 
2020, Infantry, Armor, Engineer, and Field Artillery (Fires 

before 2020) have 
published fewer issues 
with fewer pages more 
erratically. The average 
number of issues and 
pages per year dropped 
from 5.25 per branch 
and 1,821 pages total 
to 3.5 issues per branch 
and just 442 pages. 

While aiming for quarterly publication, these branch 
magazines published anywhere from one to six issues 
per year between 2018 and 2020.5

As branch content has wavered, so too has engage-
ment. Branch magazines recently transitioned to the 
Defense Visual Information Distribution Service—a 
little-known and little-browsed data repository. “Hits” 
average in the hundreds or low thousands per issue 
with only single-digit downloads. Contrast this with 
an article I coauthored for West Point’s Modern War 
Institute (MWI) that hit 38,627 pageviews on just the 
first day. Social media engagement by branch journals 
is similarly weak, with no dedicated social media and 
single digit mentions of their journals on branch-spe-
cific accounts.6

The distance between editorial staffs and their 
communities has also widened. For Military Review, 
the masthead has dropped from 100 percent military 
in 1955 to 18 percent in 2022 as the mean military 
staff member increased from a junior major to a 
lieutenant colonel. Magazines like Infantry no longer 
have Hardings, instead relying on retired military or 
civilian editors, which may distance themselves from 
the problems of the force.7 Branch journal content and 
connection with the force require renewal.

Maj. Zachary Griffiths, 
U.S. Army , is a career 
Special Forces officer. He 
invites you to visit https://
www.hardingproject.
com to learn more about 
renewing professional 
military writing. He tweets 
at @z_e_griffiths.

Gen. Edwin F. Harding, commanding general of the 32nd Infantry 
Division. As a major, Harding was appointed editor of Infantry Jour-
nal. His modernization of the journal more than doubled the num-
ber of subscribers. (Photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)

https://www.hardingproject.com
https://www.hardingproject.com
https://www.hardingproject.com
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To chart a path forward, this article recommends 
modernizing military publications to web-first for-
mats and incentivizing authors and volunteer editors 
to write. These conclusions are based on a review of 
military journals, original research into the writing 
patterns of the Army’s authors, and an original survey 
of those authors.

Understanding Military Journals and 
Authors

Military professional journals and magazines serve 
multiple important purposes for the Army. While 
manuals and policy provide authoritative guidance, 
professional journals provide a venue for leaders to 
inform the force of the reasons behind changes.8 Other 
articles build communities around shared challenges 
or present lessons for immediate incorporation by 
units and the field and ultimate adoption into doc-
trine.9 Writing also identifies solutions to problems 
felt in the field and facilitates lateral connections in 
the Army’s hierarchy. Books like Leonard Wong and 
Stephen J. Gerras’s Lying to Ourselves: Dishonesty in the 
Army Profession achieve several of these goals, identi-
fying the shared burden of compliance and leading to 

a mandatory training reduction.10 Writing also offers 
an outlet for perspectives that may not find a receptive 
audience within traditional command structures.

Additionally, the significance of improving writing 
skills cannot be overstated for military professionals. 
For example, the Commander’s Assessment Program’s 
inclusion of writing highlights the importance of this 
critical skill for issuing orders and communicating effec-
tively.11 Professional writing fosters the critical thinking 
skills that Army Doctrine Publication 6-22, Leadership, 
codifies as a necessary attribute of Army leaders.12 High-
quality military journals effectively convey command 
priorities and challenge orthodoxy, contributing to the 
overall health and professionalism of the military.

Military journals are full of articles encouraging 
officers to write, but fewer seek to understand military 
writers or their writing habits.13 The only authorship 
survey I could find was a survey of 392 Marine Corps 
authors in 1988. That study found intrinsic motivations 
for authors predominated and that a lack of time was 
the biggest barrier to writing.14

Two other studies have examined engagement 
with military journals and their content. One bright 
spot is a 2008 monograph by Kareem Montague on 
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military learning. In it, he found a decrease in reader 
engagement from January 1998 to December 2007 
based on published letters to the editor in Infantry, 
Armor, Fires Bulletin, and Army Logistician, and a 
survey of students at the U.S. Army Command and 
General Staff College. About forty years earlier, 
Alonzo Coose Jr. critiqued Military Review’s satis-
faction of its mission by publishing the results of a 
1968 readership survey and reviewing 133 articles.15 
Others have studied the content of military journals.16 
Despite these writings on military writing, none 
explore who military authors are or how they could 
help renew military journals—a real gap in how we 
holistically understand “talent management.”

To help understand the Army’s authors, this article 
analyzes the publications of and surveys military profes-
sional authors who published in eight outlets between 
1 January 2022 and 20 April 2023. In total, Parameters, 
Military Review, Infantry, Armor, Field Artillery, Engineer, 
MWI, and War on the Rocks published 992 articles 
from 1,376 authors. Of the 1,376 authors, I identified 
457 individual authors in the U.S. Army.

Patterns in Military Professional 
Publication

Web-first, Army institutional, and branch maga-
zines confront authors as they decide where to publish 
(see table 1). They might aim for web-first outlets like 
War on the Rocks or MWI. These outlets publish 
1,500-to-2,500-word articles quickly to large audiences. 

To reach an Army institutional audience, authors may 
write 5,000-to-8,000-word articles with more extensive 
review for Military Review or Parameters. Finally, writers 
focusing on branch-specific issues may write for their 
branch magazines. Branch magazines publish with 
more erratic schedules and less editorial oversight, but 
they focus on issues relevant to a branch that might not 
be appropriate for other outlets.17

A variety of web-first outlets reach military audi-
ences. These include War on the Rocks, MWI, From 
the Green Notebook, Task and Purpose, the Military 
Leader, and others.18 These outlets center around a 
webpage with written content that is easily viewable 
on either desktop computers or mobile devices—key 
information conduits that are more appropriate for 
today’s digital generation. They may have multiple 
“channels” such as MWI’s Irregular Warfare Initiative 
or Project 6633 with more niche content and podcasts. 
Web-first outlets may have an institutional affiliation as 
MWI does with West Point or be independent outlets 
like War on the Rocks or From the Green Notebook.

Web-first outlets publish a mix of military and 
nonmilitary authors. Together, War on the Rocks and 
MWI published 28 percent articles written by mili-
tary authors. War on the Rocks published 78 military 
and 370 civilian authors, and MWI published 160 
military and 256 civilians. On web-first outlets, 111 
Army authors published 145 articles with a median of 
one article per author and a maximum of five. Of the 
authors, 105 were officers, two were noncommissioned 

Table 1. Army Professional Publication Landscape

(Table by author)

Type Characteristics Examples

Web-first Content easily viewable on either 
desktop or mobile websites with 
multimedia content like podcasts

War on the Rocks, West Point’s 
Modern War Institute, Task and 
Purpose

Army institutional Official outlets of the United 
States Army focused on strategic 
or operational issues

Parameters, Military Review

Branch magazines Official outlets of Army centers 
of excellence focused on branch 
issues

Infantry, Armor, Engineer, Field 
Artillery Bulletin
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officers, three were cadets, and one was unknown based 
on the biography.

The Army’s institutional journals speak to strategic 
and operational-level issues. Parameters is the journal 
of the Army War College. It publishes complete issues 
and individual articles as PDFs, which are not mobile 
friendly, though the Army War College produces pod-
casts like the A Better Peace, Decisive Point, Conversations 
on Strategy, and others. Military Review “provides an 
established and well-regarded Army forum to stimulate 
original thought and debate on topics related to the art 
and science of land warfare.”19 Army University Press 
also publishes more specialized journals, such as two 
foreign language versions of Military Review, the NCO 
Journal, and the Journal of Military Learning. Military 
Review has best adapted to modern standards with con-
tent optimized for mobile, desktop, printed forms, and 
podcasts, but reach remains limited without a dedicat-
ed and significant social media presence.

Institutional outlets publish more than half mili-
tary authors, primarily officers. Together, Parameters 
and Military Review published 61 percent articles 
by military authors, with Parameters publishing 33 

military and 33 civilians and Military Review publish-
ing 78 military and 39 civilian authored articles. In the 
institutional outlets, 84 Army authors published 92 
articles with a median of one article per author and a 
maximum of three articles per author. Of the authors, 
83 authors were officers and one was a warrant officer.

Branch centers of excellence publish professional 
bulletins or, less formally, branch magazines. These 
bulletins are specific to a particular functional area and 
act as a forum for explaining, digesting, or debating 
Army doctrine, policy, or other definitive information. 
Branch magazines may assist with specific training 
and professional development. However, according 
to Department of the Army Pamphlet 25-40, Army 
Publishing Program Procedures, branch magazines typ-
ically include “technological developments; strategy, 
tactics, techniques, and procedures; ‘how-to’ pieces; 
practical exercises; training methods; historical per-
spectives; monographs and summaries of research 
papers; views and opinions; and letters to the editor.”20 
Branch magazines serve a crucial role in promoting lat-
eral communication and sharing lessons across differ-
ent units, but they have not appreciably modernized.

Figure 1. Stovepiped Publications by Authors of More than One Article
(Figure by author)
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Branch magazines publish primarily military au-
thors. Together, the four branch magazines under study 
published 89 percent of articles by military authors 
with Infantry and Armor publishing 96/110 and 94/107 
military, respectively, and Engineer and Fires publishing 
52/55 and 52/57 military, respectively. Of the 275 mil-
itary authors, 268 are in the Army with 235 officers, 26 
noncommissioned officers, nine warrant officers, three 
cadets, and two unknowns. 

Beyond specific types of outlets, Army writers ap-
pear to publish within a single outlet stovepipe. While 
407/457 Army authors published only one article, only 
10 percent (5/50) of authors who published more than 
one article in this period published in multiple outlet 
types (see figure 1, page 21). This stovepiping suggests 
that military authors either may not understand the 
writing landscape or they return to outlets where they 
have a relationship with a certain editorial team.

This review of eight military writing outlets re-
vealed two authorship trends. First, the median author 
is an Army officer who published one article. Second, 
authors who published more than one article published 
overwhelmingly within the same outlet type. Only five 
authors published articles in more than one outlet type. 
But who are these officers and what motivates their 
writing? This article reports on the results of a survey 
of these Army authors in the following section.

Survey of Army Authors
Renewing military publications requires better 

understanding of who writers are and what mo-
tivates their writing. The surveyed writers over-
whelmingly had advanced civilian education, cited 
intrinsic motivations for their writing, and reported 
a lack of time as their primary barrier to writing. 
When working with editors, they valued timely 
communication and feedback, and clear submission 
guidance. Writers also generally considered vol-
unteer editorial teams a viable method to improve 
timeliness and content quality.

The survey of military professional authors col-
lected 70 responses from 457 Army authors for a 
response rate of 15.3 percent.21 Of those 70 responses, 
two responses were discarded: one had not written an 
article in the period under study and one was recently 
retired, which manifests in varying response numbers 
for different questions.

The following sections report on writer demograph-
ics, what makes professional military outlets effective, 
cultivating writers, and the viability of volunteer editors.

Demographics. Authors are whiter and more male 
than the Army overall, perform well, and have ad-
vanced civilian education degrees. The median respon-
dent was a white, non-Hispanic or non-Latino male, 
high-performing active-duty Army major between 30 
and 39 years old with a master’s degree who published 
two articles and has completed the Captains Career 
Course and one broadening opportunity. For race and 
ethnicity, 61 respondents identified as white, three 
identified as black, one as white and Asian, and one as 
American Indian or Alaska Native. Five identified as 
Hispanic or Latino, and only two respondents identi-
fied as women.

A range of ages and ranks responded. For ages, two 
identified as under 25, 19 between 24–30, 24 between 
30–39, 19 between 40–50, and four over 50. Company 
and field-grade officers were most common with two 
noncommissioned officers, one warrant officer, 27 
company-grade officers, 36 field-grade officers, and one 
general officer.

Writers also perform well and are highly educated. 
Forty-one of 66 respondents reported having “5 Most 
Qualified” or “4 of 5 Most Qualified” evaluations of 
their last five evaluations. For education, 49 of 68 
respondents had advanced civilian education at the 
master’s level or above and military education appro-
priate for their grade. Additionally, 45 had completed 
one or more broadening opportunities such as teach-
ing or a fellowship. Military writers perform well 
across the Army’s metrics but are overwhelmingly 
white and male.

The median Army writer differs than the median 
officer at least in terms of diversity. According to a 
2008 snapshot from the Military Leadership Diversity 
Commission, 16.9 percent of Army officers between 
O-1 (second lieutenant) and O-6 (colonel) are female, 
while only 2.9 percent of writers were. Likewise, 22.6 
percent of Army officers in the same grades are from 
a non-Hispanic minority, while only 7.4 percent of 
writers were.22 The author could not find similar data 
for ages, education, or performance.

Respondents reported a range of publication histo-
ries: 10 had written one article, 16 had written 2–3, 25 
had written 4–10, 10 had written 10–30, and five had 
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written more than 30. For those authors who published 
more than one article over the course of their careers, 
54 of 58 had published at more than one outlet, with 25 
publishing in two to three outlets and 26 publishing in 
four to 10 outlets.

Effective military outlets. Analysis indicates out-
lets succeed because they are online and publish quality 
content. Authors prefer online content twice as much 
as podcasts or print content, which were the next most 
preferred. These preferences were mirrored in their 
engagement habits and their perceptions of their peers.

Military authors overwhelmingly considered War 
on the Rocks, Military Review, and MWI the most 
influential outlets. Of 116 outlets cited, War on the 
Rocks garnered 28 mentions, Military Review 18, and 
MWI 17. Of Army publications, respondents found 
that Military Review generally succeeded in meeting 
its mission, though they were less confident in either 
branch magazines or Parameters.

Writers overwhelmingly engaged by reading articles 
online (65/237 responses), followed by discussion on 
social media or in chat groups (42) and by a three-way 
tie among listening to podcasts, reading print articles, 
and writing articles (34 each). When thinking about 
the habits of their peers, writers thought reading online 
articles was most common (60/167 responses), followed 
by discussion on social media or in chat groups (52) 
and listening to podcasts (37). Authors also pointed out 
that many service members engage with “meme” pages 
on Instagram and other platforms, which may offer a 

method to drive engagement with more professional mil-
itary content. Table 2 depicts consumption frequency by 
authors. Authors visit websites or social media daily or 
weekly, as opposed to monthly or seasonally for branch 
or institutional publications. Online engagement domi-
nates, whether reading online articles, discussing profes-
sional issues with their peers, or listening to podcasts.

Authors also most appreciate quality content. 
Seventy-four percent of respondents rated “quality of 
content” as their most important factor. Three factors 
vied for second place. Seventeen percent rated “senior 
leader engagement” as their second most important 
factor with regular publication schedule and having a 
balance of informative and argumentative articles at 14 
percent. Likewise, when asked how to improve branch 
magazines, 38 percent of respondents prioritized 
content quality, 19 percent prioritized formatting for 
mobile viewing, and 16 percent prioritized publishing 
more frequently.

Given the dominant preferences for quality con-
tent optimized for online viewing, preferences for 
War on the Rocks, Military Review, and MWI make 
sense. This section then makes clear what other mil-
itary outlets should do to improve their engagement. 
First, transition to web-first content. Branch maga-
zines and Parameters should stop posting articles in 
PDF and publish in formats easily viewed on mobile 
devices or desktops without downloading. Second, 
military professional outlets must embrace social me-
dia. Formally published content may trigger debate, 

(Table by author)

Table 2. Engagement with Professional Content

Frequency Website
Social
Media

Podcast Branch
Military
Review

Parameters

Daily 23 30 10 0 0 0

Weekly 27 14 19 3 8 2

Monthly 14 8 17 17 27 12

Seasonal 2 2 5 32 18 22

Yearly 0 2 4 9 6 6

Never 1 12 12 7 9 26
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but effective social media use can drive engagement 
with content and encourage further written dis-
course. Finally, outlets must publish quality content. 
Increasing quality means developing writers and 
editing their work effectively.

Developing writers and publishing writing. 
Driving an idea to publication is tough but can be 
taught. Civilian education is an important component 
of writing professionally. Intrinsic factors motivate 
writing, while time and other commitments serve as 
barriers to writing more, and timely and clear feedback 
are key components of an editorial process.

Civilian education cultivates military writers. When 
asked to rank factors associated with when they started 
writing, 64 percent of respondents rated their civilian 
education as the most important. After civilian ed-
ucation, 22 percent rated self-teaching as the first or 
second most important factors, followed by on-the-job 
training at 21 percent and military education at 19 per-
cent. In a free-response question on starting to write, 
education—especially civilian education—stood out as 
associated with starting to write professionally.

Free-response questions provide nuanced anecdotes 
that illustrate how they started writing; 29/65 men-
tions involved education, with 18 of those specifically 
mentioning civilian education. Other reasons included 
intrinsic motivation (8), mentorship (6), and desire 
to influence (6). Whether civilian education causes 
writing or those more likely to write pursue civilian ed-
ucation is not clear. Either way, civilian education may 

develop the writing skills necessary but perhaps not 
sufficient for professional writing unless coupled with 
internal motivation.

Writers attribute their motivation to intrinsic 
factors. When asked to rank their reasons for writing, 
63 percent of respondents ranked “having an idea to 
share” as their top reason. After “having an idea to 
share,” 23 percent ranked “contributing to the field” and 
15 percent ranked “personal satisfaction” as their first 
or second motivation. Factors that might benefit an 
individual such as networking opportunities or career 
advancement were much lower. As these answers are 
self-reported, readers might consider this result with 
some skepticism. However, intrinsic motivation does 
accord with the limited recognition writers receive.

Generally, authors receive limited personal recogni-
tion for their writing. The most common recognition 
mentioned in a free-response question included notes 
from soldiers in the field (14), some sort of senior 
leader recognition in a star notes or emails (11), or a 
command writing award (9). Other responses included 
a professional military writing award such as the Red 
Quill (6), follow-on opportunities such as speaking in 
a class or at a conference (6), a small award such as an 
Army Achievement Medal or coin (5), public recog-
nition at a formation or other event (4), or service on 
a commander’s initiatives group (1). Of note, eight 
respondents indicated they had never received any 
recognition. This lack of recognition is notable, as the 
barriers to writing are significant.

Table 3. Publication Timeliness by Outlet

(Table by author)

Wait Web Branch
Military
Review

Parameters Academic

Less than 1 
week

7 1 0 0 0

1–4 weeks 19 7 3 2 1

1–6 months 13 32 13 4 5

7 months to 2 
years

1 4 9 10 7

No experience 23 18 36 45 47
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When asked about barriers to writing, time and 
other commitments dominated the responses. When 
asked to rank order barriers to writing, respondents 
rated “lack of time” as 28 percent more of a barrier than 
“other commitments” and 61 percent more of a barrier 
than the next barrier, limited access to resources. These 
answers accorded with their free-response answers. 
Of 32 responses, 23 explained why they did not write 
more as a lack of time (13) or other commitments 
(10). Other responses included burdensome editorial 
processes (3), skepticism by the chain of command (2), 
lack of impact (2), and insufficient motivation (2). Of 
note, writers generally felt free from censorship.23

Editorial experiences can also impact whether and 
how often writers write. Of 348 responses, writers rated 
timely communication and feedback (63) as their top 
choice, followed by clear submission guidance (57), con-
structive criticism (48), and respect for the author’s idea 
and voice (46), and a collaborative editing process (41) 
as the most important factors. For those who reported 
they had a relationship with editors, 32 of 139 responses 
felt this relationship helped them better understand the 
outlet, followed by better communication and feedback 
during submissions, greater likelihood of acceptance, and 
increased confidence in the final product (27 each).

While authors did not cite timeliness of publication 
as a major factor, the wide variation in timeliness may 
impact author publication decisions. Table 3 (on page 
24) shows web outlets to publish much more quickly 
than branch or other publications. Certainly, publi-
cations must find a balance between timeliness and 
quality, but neither branch outlets nor Military Review 
employ a peer-review process, suggesting they could 
speed their publication process with greater staff or 
emphasis on timeliness.24

Motivated intrinsically and cultivated by civilian 
education, military writers overcome time barriers and 
other commitments and develop relationships with ed-
itors to publish quality content. The following section 
explores whether volunteer editors could spur a new 
wave of professional military discourse.

Quality content and volunteer editors. Volunteer 
editorial teams could renew military journals. In fact, 
about one-quarter of authors would voluntarily edit 
military journals, especially if provided modest incen-
tives or recognition (see figure 2, page 26). Twenty-four 
of 68 were either “very likely” or “likely” to proofread or 

format articles (3–5 hours per month), 16 were likely to 
coordinate with authors (4–6 hours per month), 16 were 
likely to screen submissions (6–10 hours per month), and 
13 were likely to edit articles (10–15 hours per month). 
Additionally, writers willing to volunteer in one catego-
ry would consider others as well. The mean correlation 
between those four categories is 0.696. This means that a 
volunteer for any of these activities would likely consent 
to related volunteer tasks. About one-quarter of surveyed 
authors would edit, suggesting the Army may have a pool 
of more than 100 potential editors.

However, an outlet seeking volunteers may need to 
cast a wide web. No individual characteristics such as 
rank, age, or education was correlated with propensity 
to volunteer. This suggests volunteerism is an individ-
ual attribute and not common to particular groups. To 
draw on this potential editorial augmentation, the Army 
should ask them—and consider modest incentives.

Modest changes to annual evaluations or record 
briefs could stimulate volunteerism. Of the 98 respons-
es to multiple-choice and free-response questions about 
incentives, 40 and 46 indicated that adding publica-
tions and volunteer editorial activities to the record 
brief or evaluation would encourage them. Of the 
remaining 12, three stated no incentive was required, 
seven thought other forms of command or board rec-
ognition would be necessary to stimulate volunteerism, 
and two had other comments.

Finally, when asked in a free-response question 
whether they had other thoughts on a volunteer model, 
the primary issues related to time and the editorial 
team. Nine authors were skeptical of the time burden 
associated with editing, while eight sought to make 
sure the editorial team avoided cliquishness or overly 
stringent standards for publication. The Army could 
harness volunteerism to renew branch magazines by 
asking individuals if they would like to volunteer and 
providing them modest recognition for their work.

The survey of Army authors delved into writer at-
tributes, the characteristics of effective military outlets, 
developing and encouraging writers, and the viability of 
volunteer editors to help renew military publications. 
Authors considered outlets like War on the Rocks, 
Military Review, and MWI to be the most influential, 
emphasizing the importance of quality content op-
timized for online viewing. The survey also revealed 
the impact of civilian education on starting to write, 
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the intrinsic motivation of writers, and the challenge 
of time constraints on publication. Authors identified 
timely communication, feedback, and clear submission 
guidance as essential elements in the editorial process. 
As an augmentation to professional editorial teams, 
volunteer editors offer a way to improve timeliness 
and content quality—the aspects authors identified as 
most important to effective outlets. To renew military 
publications, the Army should transition to web-first 
content, embrace social media, and provide modest 
incentives for editorial volunteers.

Conclusion
In the 1930s, Harding’s hard work renewed the 

Infantry Journal. He modernized the format, sought out 
and cultivated writers who wrote well, and empowered 
a talented team. Then Lt. Col. Dwight Eisenhower ap-
preciated the “extraordinary transformation [Harding] 
effected in [their] journal” while Gen. George C. 
Marshall described the Infantry Journal as “far ahead of 
any other military publication.”25 Effective written dis-
course certainly helped set the Army on a path toward 
success in World War II.

Today, the Army has another opportunity to renew. 
The following three steps offer a path to transform the 
Army’s publication portfolio.

1. The Army must modernize branch magazines 
and invest in social media presences. Rather than 
publishing magazines as only PDFs, outlets should 
optimize for mobile or desktop viewing to reflect the 
evolution of modern media. To encourage further 
debate, articles should be easily shareable and have 
metadata compatible with citation tools like Zotero. 
As an interim or final step, branch magazines could 
tap into established brands, social media presence, 
and channels for niche content by partnering with 
outlets like MWI. Costs associated with moderniz-
ing will be modest, perhaps a few thousand dollars 
per outlet, and could be less if branches partner with 
existing outlets.

Moving or assimilating branch content into such plat-
forms would break down the existing publication stove-
pipes, building relationships between authors and editorial 
teams who publish quality content. Writers engage with 
professional content on websites and social media each 
day. They must find the Army’s writing there.

100%0%100%

1 (Very Unlikely) 5 (Very Likely)2 3 4

Screen articles for initial consideration and 
further editing (estimated 3–5 hours per 
month)

Edit 1–2 articles a month (estimated 5–8 
hours per month)

Edit 3–5 articles a month (estimated 10–15 
hours per month)

Manage submissions and screening
(estimated 6–10 hours per month)

Coordinate with authors for revisions and 
�nal submissions (estimated 4–6 hours per 
month)

Assist with proofreading and formatting 
articles (estimated 3–5 hours per month)

Figure 2. Volunteerism and Editorial Tasks 
(Figure by author)
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2. The Army should stimulate quality writing and 
editing with modest talent management incentives. 
Survey respondents overwhelming agreed that adding 
publications and volunteer editorial activities to record 
briefs or annual evaluations would motivate them to 
volunteer as an editor. Annotation of writing would 
also help boards identify those who communicate well. 

These changes might also diversify writing. The 
Army’s current authors are worryingly homogeneous: 
the median author was a white male with an advanced 
civilian degree. Women represented just 3 percent 
(2/68) of the writers, while 16 percent (10/61) are a 
racial or ethnic minority—far below the Army’s averag-
es of 16.9 percent and 22.6 percent, respectively. Small 
policy changes would both encourage volunteer editing 
and more diverse voices.

3. The Army should encourage introspection on 
four points:
•  First, all outlets should periodically survey readers, 

authors, and senior leaders to assess their success.26

•  Second, the Army should consider why civilian 
education is the most-cited factor associated 
with professional writing. The Command and 
General Staff College requires written work from 

all resident programs and faculty emphasize the 
writing rigor there, but authors reported military 
education as the fourth of fifth influences on learn-
ing to write professionally.27

•  Third, others could investigate how often and 
under what conditions student monographs 
transition into published work at Military Review 
or other outlets. These monographs are typically 
published online, but ideally, they also spur contin-
ued written professional engagement.

•  And fourth, commands and schools should assess 
their writing awards programs. Assuming even one 
person reviews articles submitted for these awards, 
the return on awards programs for encouraging 
professional writing appears to be surprisingly 
small. Thoughtful consideration of these points 
would certainly benefit the Army generally and 
professional discourse more specifically.

Renewal of the Army’s publications is a simple task: 
modernize the format and incentivize authors and 
volunteer editors. Leadership at the Combined Arms 
Center can empower the next generation of the Army’s 
professional discourse—just like the chief of infantry 
did almost one hundred years ago.   
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Lt. Col. Richard A. Montcalm, commander of 1st Squadron, 4th Cavalry Regiment, 1st Armored Brigade Combat Team, 1st Infantry Divi-
sion, leads recruits in the Oath of Enlistment on 18 April 2023 at the Douthit Gunnery Complex on Fort Riley, Kansas. (Photo by Sgt. Jared 
Simmons, U.S. Army)
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Today’s senior civilian and military Army lead-
ers face a challenge, different from but as com-
plex and pressing as the one their post-Viet-

nam predecessors tackled: What should America’s 
Army look like? During the Vietnam War, the United 
States relied on the deeply unpopular draft. By the 
early 1970s, social, political, economic, technological, 
and strategic conditions within the United States con-
verged, leading to the conclusion that America needed 
a professional volunteer force. Both adjectives are im-
portant. The force created at the end of the Vietnam 
War became volunteer, but it took years to evolve 
into the professional Army that fought the First Gulf 
War. That Army has served the Nation well. However, 
conditions have changed significantly since the end 
of the Cold War and the winding down of America’s 

post-9/11 wars. Now 
the Nation is in a mul-
tipolar, great-power 
period, and it is time 
to reexamine, perhaps 
even reimagine, the 

relationship between America’s Army—Active, Guard, 
and Reserve—and the contextual conditions that 
shape it. 

 The professional volunteer Army emerged fifty 
years ago, and since then, contextual conditions have 
changed; as a result, there are major issues senior lead-
ers face today.

Phase I. End of the Vietnam War to 
the Conclusion of the First Gulf War: 
Converging Conditions

 By 1970, American society had rejected the 
Vietnam War and the draft that fed it. Why this rejec-
tion came about has been the topic of books, confer-
ences, and studies for decades. While academics and 
strategists disagreed as to the cause of this rejection, all 
agreed that a professional volunteer force would better 
serve America. Ending the draft was done relatively 
quickly in 1973, but recruiting and building a profes-
sional Army took much longer. 

The volunteer force. Bernard Rostker’s I Want 
You! The Evolution of the All-Volunteer Force captures the
story of how the Army adapted.1 Rostker’s book is a 
thorough account of transforming a conscription-based 
personnel system into a recruited-based one that fit its 
strategic and domestic context. It is a fascinating story 
involving sets of senior leaders in Congress, the White 
House, and the Pentagon that detail multiple studies 
and the vast amount of work required by political and 
military staffs. I Want You! demonstrates that the shift
to a recruited-based Army evolved over multiple years 
and multiple administrations—assisted by a Congress 
that had 80 percent of senators and 74 percent of rep-
resentatives who had worn the uniform.2 

 In close coordination with Congress, Army lead-
ership first focused on adjusting personnel policies. 
Among the most dramatic were changes to the Army’s 
pay and benefit systems that had to become competi-
tive with the civilian market because the Army, cor-
porate America, and college admissions departments 
were now competing for the same pool of high-quality 
high school graduates. 

 The Army is not platform-based; it is peo-
ple-based. So, to establish a volunteer Army, senior 
leaders began recruiting and retaining those who 
met the new standards. The U.S. Army Recruiting 
Command had to reorganize itself, educate its 
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workforce, design a marketing campaign, and execute 
it. The Army settled upon “Be All You Can Be,” which 
resonated with potential recruits and those serving. 
With a smart marketing campaign, the right set of 
bonuses and incentives, competitive pay and com-
pensation packages, the Army slowly filled itself with 
high-quality, initial-entry soldiers.

 Recruiting and retention had to mesh, however. An 
increase in the number of married soldiers and junior 
sergeants was one of the big effects of creating a volun-
teer force. Senior Army leaders understood that they 
recruited individuals but retained families. Retaining 
families meant adapting personnel policies, creating 
family-centered services, and improving the overall 
quality of life on Army posts. A soldier’s spouse and 
family viewed retirement, medical, commissary, post 
exchange, daycare, and educational benefits as import-
ant parts of the attractiveness of service and offsets to 
the risks and demands inherent to a soldier’s life. As the 
years progressed, the number of two-soldier and sin-
gle-parent families increased. Over time, the Army also 

realized that deploying a family-centric Army meant 
creating organizations, procedures, and services that 
could support families when one or both soldier-par-
ents were gone. Spouses and families were very keen 
to understand how they would be taken care of when 
their soldier-spouse or soldier-parent deployed. 

 A very important but little-understood personnel 
cost associated with the volunteer Army concerned 
the expansion of the Army’s civilian workforce, which 
grew to do garrison jobs soldiers had previously 
performed. In the draft era, a normal year included 
training, readiness, and support cycles. In the support 
cycle, soldiers did garrison chores—cut grass; guarded 
various places on post; and provided augmentation to 
various garrison activities like gyms, theaters, and other 

Secretary of State Dr. Henry Kissinger (lower left) and Le Duc Tho 
(upper right) initial the Paris Peace Accords on 23 January 1973 in 
Paris. Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird followed the signing by an-
nouncing, “I wish to inform you that the Armed Forces henceforth 
will depend exclusively on volunteer soldiers, sailors, airmen and 
marines.” (Photo from the White House via Alamy) 
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administrative and morale and welfare operations. The 
volunteer soldier expected to do the job they volun-
teered for, the job the Nation was paying them to do. 

 A professional force. Senior Army leaders learned 
from their own experiences in Vietnam that the Army 
must become a professional force defined by its values 
and performance.3 In 1970, the chief of staff of the 
Army directed the Army War College to study the 
status of professionalism in the force.4 The study found 
a significant gap between a desired climate character-
ized by “individual integrity, mutual trust and confi-
dence, unselfish motivation, technical competence, and 
unconstrained flow of information” and the existing 
climate perceived as embodying 

selfish behavior that places personal success 
ahead of the good of the Service, looking 
upward to please superiors instead of looking 
downward to fulfill the legitimate needs of 
subordinates, preoccupation with the attain-
ment of trivial short-term objectives even 
through dishonest practices that injure the 
long-term fabric of the organization, incom-
plete communications between junior and 
senior leaders which leave the senior unin-
formed and the junior feeling unimportant, 

and inadequate technical or managerial 
competence to perform effectively.5 

The study concluded that the “fix” to these problems 
was complex, would take time, and would hinge on 
Army senior leaders taking the initiative. In response 
to this study, for over fifteen years, several chiefs of staff 
and other senior leaders—in close coordination with 
the secretary of the Army, Department of Defense, and 
Congress—executed a set of programs to create the 
high-quality, highly trained, professional force that they 
envisioned. It meant that the Army’s senior leaders had 
to transform many of its major systems and institutions 
and in some cases, create new ones.6 

 A huge part of the transformation involved reori-
enting its fighting focus from counterinsurgency fighting 
to the conventional wars in Central Europe and Korea. 
That mindset change demanded that the Army develop 
and field new fighting doctrine and ensure that doc-
trine would take advantage of the modern equipment 
fielded in the late 1970s and 80s: the M1 Abrams tank, 
the M2/3 Bradley, the UH-60 Black Hawk, the AH-
64 Apache, and the Patriot (known collectively as “the 
Big 5”). Fielding this equipment was part of reorienting 
the Army from Vietnam to Central Europe—the main 
strategic requirement of the time. The reorientation 

The Big Five
(Composite graphic by Beth A. Warrington, Military Review)
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consisted not only of fielding new equipment and new 
fighting doctrine but also adopting a new training meth-
odology and revamping the leader (officer and noncom-
missioned officer) development programs.

 Most of the concepts for the Big 5 were born in 
the 1960s as replacements for second-generation 
World War II equipment. As the Vietnam War came 
to an end, the need for this new generation of equip-
ment became more urgent. By the early 1970s, the 
Army was ill-prepared to defend NATO. Its equip-
ment was out of date. The cascading fielding of the 
Big 5 took many years. As each unit was “modern-
ized,” however, the process excited both soldiers and 
leaders. All saw old equipment turned in as symbolic 
of moving from under the shadow of Vietnam toward 
becoming a new Army. 

 The Army’s new fighting doctrine unfolded iter-
atively. First came “Active Defense” in 1976, a doc-
trine developed in response to the technologies and 
tactics used in the 1973 Yom Kippur War.7 Although 
ultimately rejected by the Army, the Active Defense 
doctrine spurred leaders at every level to think more 
rigorously about fighting a technologically enhanced, 
lethal, conventional war. This thinking—in conjunction 
with the fielding of a massive set of new equipment, the 
influx of high-quality soldiers, improvements in leader 

development, and enhancement of pay and compensa-
tion—all combined to invigorate the Army. 

 Ultimately, the U.S. Army Training and Doctrine 
Command—a new command created in 1973—pro-
duced AirLand Battle doctrine in 1982, which would 
be central to everything the Army did for the next 
several decades.8 Like fielding the Big 5, AirLand Battle 
doctrine energized Army leaders. The doctrine taught 
combat, combat support, and combat service com-
manders how to integrate their efforts at each echelon 
and between echelons. The tenets of the doctrine—ini-
tiative, agility, depth, and synchronization—drove new 
approaches in training and leader development. 

 The importance and effect of the Army’s adopting a 
revolutionary training methodology is hard to overstate 
five decades after its implementation. Today, the chang-
es the Army made in the mid-1970s to mid-1980s are 
viewed as routine, the way the Army has always done 
business. It was not so at the start.9 

 The first major shift in the Army’s approach to 
training was to change from time based (e.g., two weeks 
allocated to platoon training) to standards based (e.g., 
platoons will train on the following tasks until their 
performance meets prescribed standards). This was 
called performance-oriented training. All training—
from initial entry through every echelon of individual 
and collective training—became performance, not 
time, oriented. It is not an understatement to say that 
the shift in training philosophy was the foundation of 
America’s professional Army.10 

 The second major shift in training directed that all 
units derive their training focus from their wartime 
missions. This was called the mission-essential task list 
(METL). All units of the same type would no longer train 
on the same tasks—for example, all tank platoons across 
the Army training on the same generic platoon tasks. 
Instead, every unit in the Army would train on the tasks 
they were expected to execute in the warfighting plans 
designed for Central Europe or Korea. Using this focus, 
training took on a new sense of urgency and relevancy.

 Third, training went from top-down directed to a 
mixture of top-down and bottom-up. For example, a divi-
sion might conduct a major training exercise that would 
include several division-level, mission-essential tasks. But 
in preparation for this exercise, brigade, battalion, com-
pany commanders as well as platoon and squad leaders 
conducted their training meetings to determine which Field Manual 100-5, Operations (1982)
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of their METL tasks would be their focus during the 
division exercise. Further, in conjunction with the other 
NCOs within their units, unit command sergeants major 
would identify which individual tasks they would evaluate 
during collective training. This was called multiechelon 
training. This shift ensured leaders at every level under-
stood what they were going to do in training and why. 

 Next, the new training doctrine required that all 
training would be planned, prepared, executed, evaluated, 
and redone, if necessary, until all tasks were performed to 
standard.11 Planning took place via a set of nested training 
meetings during which the leader or commander re-
viewed the individual, leader, and collective tasks; identi-
fied which tasks they had to perform; ensured the training 
resources were available to set the right conditions for 
training; and allocated sufficient time to perform to stan-
dard and retrain if necessary. The doctrine stipulated that 
primary trainers were two echelons above the training 
unit. In other words, battalion commanders ensured that 
platoons were properly trained; brigade commanders, 
companies; and division commanders, battalions, etc. This 
two-echelon method reinforced the Army’s desire for all 
leaders to be able to use their initiative and act within the 
intent of senior leaders two levels above.12 

 Senior commanders executed their responsibilities 
by first planning training during quarterly, semiannual, 
and annual training briefs. Second, they created the 
conditions for all tasks to be performed under realistic 
conditions. Finally, they personally observed and eval-
uated training. Evaluation took place through brutally 
honest, unit-led after action reviews to ensure training 
standards were met or the task redone. 

 The capstone collective training events for brigades 
and below were conducted at combat training centers 
(CTC). The first of the Army’s CTCs was the National 
Training Center at Fort Irwin, California—announced 
in 1979 and activated in 1980. Later, the Army opened 
the Joint Readiness Training Center, first located at 
Fort Chaffee, Arkansas, then moved to Fort Polk, 
Louisiana. The last CTC was the Combat Maneuver 
Training Center at Hohenfels, Germany. Units would 
deploy to these CTCs to execute selected METL 
tasks, fighting against an aggressive opposing force and 

Soldiers move forward with a Stryker Combat Vehicle in support 
31 October 2019 during Decisive Action Rotation 20-02 at the Na-
tional Training Center in Fort Irwin, California. (Photo by Brooke 
Davis, U.S. Army)
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observed by highly qualified observer/controllers that 
were permanently stationed at the CTC. It was the 
ultimate test, meant to clearly identify shortcomings in 
unit home-station training. 

 Division and corps commanders were put under 
the warfighting microscope too, but mostly in con-
structed reality rather than in live exercises. The Army 
created the Battle Command Training Program (BCTP, 
now called the Mission Command Training Program). 
Via computer generated scenarios, division and corps 
commanders “fought” an opposing force as proficient 
as those in the live CTCs. This program evaluated the 
state of training of division and corps commanders 
and their staffs. CTCs and the BCTP ensured that no 
soldier, leader, or unit would go unevaluated. This new 
approach to training radically improved the quality of 
performance throughout the Army.

 To lead volunteers, create professionals, and execute 
the new training doctrine, the Army needed to upgrade 
its leader development programs for both officers and 
NCOs. The Army adopted a “select-train-promote” 
methodology and a “Be, Know, Do” approach to accom-
plish this upgrade. Army values—ultimately standard-
ized as loyalty, duty, respect, selfless service, honor, 
integrity, and personal courage—were woven into the 
fabric of professional education curricula and officer 
and NCO efficiency reports.

 Battalion-and-above commanders were centrally se-
lected at the Department of the Army level against Army-
wide standards, and command tours were lengthened and 
standardized. For NCOs, central selection began at the 
staff sergeant. Further, at each level of professional educa-
tion, officers and NCOs were taught what they had to be 
(character), know, (skills), and do (behaviors) appropriate 
for the level of responsibility they were to assume.

 The officer education program expanded, including 
a company command course, a battalion staff course, 
and a precommand course for commanders of battalions 
and above—these in addition to officer basic courses, the 
Command and General Staff Course for majors, and the 
War Colleges for lieutenant colonels. The Army’s School of 
Advanced Military Studies (SAMS), a school for competi-
tively selected majors and an even smaller set of lieutenant 
colonels, was one of the most important innovations in of-
ficer education. Maj. Gen. Robert H. Scales described this 
school in Certain Victory as a place where majors “would 
study the art of war in an intensive program of reading, 

military history, practicing computer wargames, and 
writing extensively.”13 “By the time of the Gulf War,” Scales 
reported, “SAMS graduates had established a reputation as 
some of the best staff officers in the Army.”14 

 The NCO education system was completely over-
hauled. As an NCO develops, the scope of his or her 
responsibility expands as well, so the Army developed 
an education program that matched this reality. At each 
level, sergeants learn the theory and practice of leadership 
appropriate to the rank and responsibilities the NCO will 
assume. The Army established common curricula for 
every level of NCO leadership: a Basic Leadership Course 
for sergeants, an Advanced Leadership Course for staff ser-
geants, and a Senior Leadership Course for sergeants first 
class. Later, the Army created a Sergeants Major Academy 
and other leadership courses to ensure continued leader-
ship education for the NCO corps. Ultimately, command 
sergeants major were included in the precommand course 
formerly just for the commanders, thus emphasizing the 
command team concept. All these programs were key 
to professionalizing the NCO corps and help it become 
capable of leading and training the high-quality soldiers 
recruited to serve.

 Creating a professional, volunteer Army meant apply-
ing all these changes—in recruiting, retention, personnel, 
equipment, doctrine, training, and leader development—
not only to the active Army but also to the Army National 
Guard and the Army Reserve. The active Army, Guard, 
and Reserve became so closely integrated in the period be-
tween the end of Vietnam and the First Gulf War that any 
operational use of Army forces required using substantial 
parts of the Guard and Reserve. This shift was called the 
“Total Force” policy.15

 Even though the Army reduced significantly in 
overall size during this period, it increased the number 
of its active divisions. Gen. Creighton Abrams accom-
plished this increase in combat power by including 
one Army National Guard brigade—called roundout 
brigades—and selected Army Reserve battalions with-
in active division structures.16 The Army also shifted 
the majority of combat service support capacity to 
the U.S. Army Reserve. By the mid-to-late 1980s, 52 
percent of combat forces and 67 percent of combat 
support and combat service support units in the Army 
were in the Guard and Reserve.17 The sequential use 
of the Guard and Reserve, which had dominated the 
draft-era Army, changed radically. Henceforth, any 
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operational use of the Army would simultaneously use 
all components.18 

 The proof of the proficiency of America’s profession-
al volunteer army came in two operations: The Panama 
Invasion (December 1989–January 1990) and the First 
Gulf War (August 1990–February 1991). In Panama, a 
dictator was deposed and captured, and a democratic gov-
ernment put in place. In Iraq, Kuwait was liberated, and 
the Iraqi army routed. Both operations were done quickly 
and decisively. In Panama and Iraq, America and the 
world watched the result of decades of professionalization. 
America’s professional all-volunteer Army became the gold 
standard by which all other armies were measured. 

 The battalion commanders who executed these 
operations had entered service at about the time it be-
came a professional volunteer force. The generals who led 
these operations were Vietnam veterans whose wartime 
experience was a driving force behind the leadership they 
provided for over a decade and a half. These officers, and 
the sergeants who were the backbone of the Army, were 
the product of more than better pay—they were the result 

of sustained transformational change of one of the world’s 
largest organizations.19 

 In over fifteen years of multiple, interrelated changes 
and iterative improvements, the Total Army had become 
more than the sum of its parts. Between the end of the 
Vietnam War and the First Gulf War, the transformed 
professional volunteer Total Army was aligned with its 
social, political, economic, technological, and strategic con-
text. The professional volunteer Army was not just a fix to 
the problem of social resistance to the draft. Rather, it was 
the answer to two much broader questions: What did the 
Nation expect the Army to do, and how could such a force 
be created within acceptable risk?20

Phase II. The End of the Cold War to 
the Conclusion of America’s Post-
9/11 Wars: Changing Contextual 
Conditions

 Two major disruptive changes followed Panama 
and the Gulf War. First, the Cold War ended with the 
Soviet Union, America’s primary threat, dissolving. 

M1A1 Abrams main battle tanks of the 3rd Armored Division move across the desert 15 February 1991 during Operation Desert Storm. A 
Bradley Fighting Vehicle can be seen in the background. (Photo by Photographer’s Mate Chief Petty Officer D. W. Holmes II, U.S. Navy)
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Second, information age technologies seemed to 
promise a “Revolution in Military Affairs.” Some used 
both to question the size, composition, and purpose of 
America’s Army. Later in this period, two potentially 
dangerous gaps emerged: the first, between the size and 
composition of the Army and the Nation’s strategic 
needs; the second, between the Army and the citizens 
on whose behalf it serves.

 The end of the Cold War and information age 
technology. With the Soviet Union dissolved, some 
concluded that the era of ideological struggles had 

ended, and any potential World War III was a thing 
of the past, so a peace dividend was in order. In the 
1990s, that dividend came in the shape of about a 30 
percent cut in Army size and budget—even as the op-
erational tempo (OPTEMPO) of the Army increased 
significantly. The size of the National Guard and 
Army Reserve was also reduced, increasing the pace of 
deployment for the remaining units as well. Sequential 
and overlapping small-scale contingency operations of 
the 1990s—Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, Rwanda, Kosovo, 
and others, had a 

negative effect on retention of active soldiers, 
but had an even more significant impact on 
Reserve and National Guard units not ac-
customed to such use. … In fiscal year 1986, 
Reserve components contributed nine hun-
dred thousand man-days of service; by fiscal 
year 1999 that figure had skyrocketed to 12.5 
million man-days.21

By the mid-to-late 1990s, senior Army leaders were 
faced with the effects of high OPTEMPO, especially 
for Special Forces and among military occupational 
specialties like military police, engineers, civil affairs, 
and other specialties that were low density but in very 
high demand. 

 In addition, the level of precision demonstrat-
ed in the First Gulf War, both in the air and on the 
ground, plus the increased availability of near-real-time 

intelligence, convinced some to expand the peace 
dividend because they believed all future wars would 
be rapid and decisive operations—faster and on a larger 
scale than the Gulf War. Ground force size, so the 
argument went, could be offset by precision air forces, 
long-range rocket and missile fires, and smaller, high-
tech ground units. Some advocates believed informa-
tion would be so accurate and ubiquitous that the fog 
of war would be lifted, and battlefield reserves would 
no longer be required—another reason for reducing 
ground forces. 

 Technology-inspired academicians, strategists, and 
leaders—some in uniform—promulgated the belief 
that war itself had changed. They defined war, and 
therefore warfighters, very narrowly: conventional; 
technology-enhanced; shock and awe, rapid, decisive 
operations. Everything else was “other than war.” And, 
since the Army existed to fight and win the Nation’s 
wars, a strain of thinking evolved both among military 
and civilian strategists that considered “operations oth-
er than war” somebody else’s business. 

 The 1990s was a bifurcated period. On the one 
hand, the Army shrunk, for many held the belief that 
a large ground force would never again be necessary. 
On the other hand, the actual strategic demands of 
multiple small-scale contingency operations increased 
the use of the Total Army significantly. The profession-
al volunteer Army that won in Panama and the Gulf 
War no longer seemed to fit the strategic environment 
unfolding in the early post-Cold War period. It was too 
large and too tied to a form of conventional combat 
that many believed was obsolete—even as it was over-
used. As Rosa Brooks observed, “We no longer know 
what kind of military we need, or how to draw sensible 
lines between civilian and military tasks and roles.”22

 The Army “digitized” in the mid-1990s to early 
2000s, and smaller Army units became more lethal. 
But lost in the zealotry of the time was this: size still 
mattered because rapid, decisive operations described 

Two potentially dangerous gaps emerged: the first, 
between the size and composition of the Army and 
the Nation’s strategic needs; the second, between the 
Army and the citizens on whose behalf it serves.
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only one possible way future war might be fought and 
waged. A tension developed, therefore, between the 
desire to retain a professional volunteer Army for the 
kind of rapid, decisive war many thought was the fu-
ture and the affordability of a professional force needed 
to both prepare for that future and serve the Nation’s 
immediate strategic needs. 

 Costs rose continuously: costs of civilianizing gar-
rison activities, of pay and benefits, of modernizing and 
improving the technological capacity of equipment, 
of continual improvements in training—both for live 
training exercises as well as constructive and virtual re-
ality simulations. The combination of reducing the size 
of the Army and rising costs often drove senior army 
and political leaders to make size and composition deci-
sions sometimes based more on affordability than on 
strategic needs—decisions that exacerbated the already 
growing problem of overusing an ever-smaller force.

 In the absence of the Cold War threat, with the 
“promises” of technology, and in the face of rising costs, 
the two-war construct for sizing the Army ultimately 
was abandoned. It was replaced first by a base force and 
a contingency force construct, then by a two-major-re-
gional-contingency requirement, and finally a one-and-
a-half war model. The Total Army was affected.23 

 Even before the attacks of 11 September 2001, the 
Nation’s strategic reserve—the National Guard and 
U.S. Army Reserve—was becoming a de facto oper-
ational reserve. In fact, during the more than twenty 
years of post-9/11 war, the Nation’s reserve forces have 
become excellent operational reserves. In the process, 
however, the Nation was left with an atrophied stra-
tegic mobilization capacity. The Nation’s ability to 
expand its military and industrial base is all but gone—
just as the global environment has made both strategi-
cally important.

 The Guard and Reserve reduced in size at the end 
of the Cold War like the active force. And while not 
hollow, they are both suffering from recruiting and re-
tention shortages and challenges like the active Army. 
More recently, it seems the Army may be intending 
to cast the Guard and Reserve as both an operational 
and strategic reserve force—risking overpromising 
and underdelivering. 

 Politically, the risks associated with continued 
reduction of the Total Army were considered low 
since technology and precision as well as ubiquitous 

information could offset size. Precision would also 
reduce the ammunition required, even as the cost of 
precision munitions increased. Political leaders also 
considered the risk of a smaller, more precise Army 
acceptable because future wars would be rapid and 
decisive—not prolonged.

 But then came the attacks of 11 September 2001. 
Reality spoke: not all forms of wars would be rapid and 
decisive. After the initial invasions of Afghanistan and 
Iraq, the United States found itself fighting two pro-
longed theater wars as well as a third global war against 
jihadi extremists—all at the same time. The large 
ground force that would never be needed was needed. 
Technology mattered a lot in each of these wars, but 
so did the numbers of ground troops. Information was 
extensive, but not ubiquitous; ambiguity and uncer-
tainty reemerged as verities on the battlefield as well as 
in Washington, D.C., as it fought and waged these wars.

 The size of the ground force necessary in 
Afghanistan, Iraq, and globally was offset somewhat 
by technology and information, but the Total Army 
never grew large enough to fight two regional and one 
global war simultaneously. The overused Total Army 
of the post-Cold War period became the overused 
Total Army of the post-9/11 period—so much so that 
Sergeant Major of the Army Michael Grinston recent-
ly said, “We have an enormous strain on soldiers. We’re 
busier now than we ever have been.” He called the situa-
tion a “huge concern” for himself and other leaders.24

 The actual Army strength required to fight and 
wage three wars simultaneously was masked during the 
post-9/11 wars by the substantial growth of contractor 
support. Contractors assumed many security, mainte-
nance, supply, logistics, construction, administrative, 
and food service functions formerly done by the Army 
combat service support organizations long since cut 
from the Total Army force structure. 

 The result has been that costs soared—not only 
the ammunition, equipment, maintenance, and supply 
costs to fight three wars simultaneously but also the 
costs associated with the wartime civilian structure and 
the psychological cost of multiple back-to-back combat 
rotations. On the surface, America’s Army remains 
the global gold standard for a professional force and its 
OPTEMPO has not prevented it from meeting every 
mission the Nation assigns to it. Below the surface, 
however, the Army’s foundation may be cracking.
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Two gaps? Some of the Army’s shrinkage after the 
Cold War was natural, the normal response after any 
war. Another part, however, was anything but natural. 
It resulted from a core false belief: that American tech-
nology and proficiency would guarantee that all future 
wars would be short, rapid, and decisive. Some even 
predicted that war in the future would be conducted 
below the threshold of conventional war, in what are 
called “gray zones”—which, again, would require only 
Special Forces and a small Army.25 

 The Army’s size bumped up a bit during America’s 
three post-9/11 wars but not enough to offset the 
requirement of fighting three wars simultaneously. 
Furthermore, during the 9/11 wars, Army moderniza-
tion virtually stopped. As was the case in Vietnam, the 
primary focus was on immediate fighting requirements. 
Equipment necessary to fight in Afghanistan, Iraq, 
and the global war against jihadi extremists improved 
significantly, as did many intelligence and com-
mand-and-control capabilities. Longer-term strategic 
needs took a back seat.

 Adding to the strain of an already stretched force 
is a pace of operations that has not slowed since the 
U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan and Iraq. Well 

over ten thousand soldiers, for example, have de-
ployed from the continental United States to rein-
force Europe either as part of strengthening NATO’s 
defense or assisting the Ukraine military. The result is 
a gap between an overused, too-small Total Army and 
current U.S. strategic requirements.

 A second gap is also emerging between America’s 
Army and the society on whose behalf it fights. It is 
too early to say definitively, but the length of the three 
post-9/11 wars, the repetitive overuse of soldiers and 
leaders, and the ambiguity associated with the con-
duct and ending of the post-9/11 wars may be factors 
affecting American citizens’ propensity to serve. Wars 
are fought for political aims, and the sacrifices of those 
fighting and of their families are seen as “worth it” 
when they result in achieving the identified aims. On 

Spc. Semaj Girtmon (left) and Spc. Jaycob Plasek, assigned to Compa-
ny C, 1st Battalion, 9th Cavalry Regiment, 1st Cavalry Division, sup-
porting the 4th Infantry Division, load an M249 belt-fed light machine 
gun during a live-fire exercise on a range at Bemowo Piskie Training 
Area, Poland, 5 July 2023. Thousands of soldiers have deployed from 
the United States to reinforce Europe either as part of strengthening 
NATO’s defense or assisting the Ukraine military, straining the already 
stretched U.S. forces. (Photo by Sgt. Alex Soliday, U.S. Army)
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the one hand, the United States has not been attacked 
since 9/11, though military, intelligence, and police 
forces have thwarted several attempts. On the other 
hand, al-Qaida has been reduced but not destroyed; the 
Islamic State, though limited, still prowls; Afghanistan 
has returned to Taliban control; and Iraq is hardly the 
democratic ally in the Global War on Terrorism as 
originally intended. The result is that the trust between 
echelons within the Army that was evident following 
the Panama and Gulf Wars is not fully present now. 
Further, trust between the military and its political 
leaders is also weakening, as is the trust between the 
American people and its Army.

 “Since the 1990s, the propensity [for military service] 
of young Americans has steadily declined.”26 Generational 
attitudes, and the culture wars going on throughout the 
United States, are very likely affecting not only decisions 
made by today’s youth but also the advice given to them 
by those who influence such decisions. 

 Vocal and repeated accusations of the Army 
either being too woke or too brutish—especially by 
high-profile media personalities and journalists as well 
as by senior political leaders or retired senior military 
leaders—matter. Even more, political campaigns on 
both sides of the aisle organizing “soldiers for ___” 
or “veterans for ___” bring the Army into partisan 
politics and suggest that soldiers are just one more 
political action group. America’s culture wars also 
manifest among retired senior military officers. Lining 
up generals and admirals on stage as props to demon-
strate military support for one candidate over another 
creates an impression that there are “Democratic” 
generals and admirals and “Republican” general and 
admirals, not senior officers who swear allegiance to 
the U.S. Constitution. 

 Overall, American citizens are still very proud of 
their Army and respectful of it, as are America’s civilian 
leaders, but both groups are growingly disconnected. 
Kori Shake and Jim Mattis discuss this disconnection 
in their 2016 book Warriors & Citizens: American Views 
of Our Military.27 While they conclude that the rela-
tionship between America’s military and its civilian 
society is fundamentally strong, they identify an un-
healthy disparity between those who fight and those on 
whose behalf fighting is done.28

 Over time, these trends could create too large of a 
separation between America and America’s Army, which 

would have strategic consequences. In fact, Warriors & 
Citizens says at one point that public ignorance about the 
military is already problematic. It encourages “politicians 
to consider their strategic choices hemmed in by public 
opposition and to shift responsibility for winning policy 
arguments onto the military; [public ignorance] impedes 
sustained support for the war effort; permits the imposi-
tion of social policies that erode battlefield lethality; fosters 
a sense of victimization of veterans that skews defense 
spending toward pay and benefits; and distances veterans 
from our broader society.”29

 As the volunteer force celebrates its fiftieth year, 
two sets of questions come to the fore. First, to what 
degree are the converging social, political, economic, 
and strategic conditions that spawned America’s volun-
teer Army following the Vietnam War now diverging? 
And if they are, is this divergence a problem? Second, 
to what degree does America’s professional volunteer 
Army fit the Nation’s strategic requirements? 

 An initial reading of Warriors & Citizens might 
suggest that, while there are some worrisome trends, 
the relationship between the Army and current so-
cial, political, economic, technological, and strategic 
conditions is not yet breaking. All should be cau-
tious of such a reading, however, for the book was 
published in 2016, meaning its research and writing 
took place before 2015—before the pandemic, the 
embarrassing withdrawal from Afghanistan, the 6 
January attack on Congress, the widening divisive-
ness in public discourse, the enduring recruiting 
crisis, the 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine, and 
China’s more assertive military stance. A more 
current source of information on this topic is 
Peter Feaver’s Thanks for Your Service: The Causes 
and Consequences of Public Confidence in the U.S. 
Military.30 His analysis may provide additional 
insight. Questioning the viability of the relationship 
between America’s Army and its contextual condi-
tions could not come at a more important time.

Phase III. A Complex and Unstable 
Multipolar, Great Power Strategic 
Environment: Does America’s Total 
Army Still Fit?

 The myth of war as a rapid, decisive operation 
was exploded first by the post-9/11 wars and now by 
the Ukraine War. Additionally, a Chinese invasion of 
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Taiwan—should such an invasion occur—is unlikely 
to be rapid and decisive and may even spread to engulf 
the Indo-Pacific region. The possibility of war in all its 
forms is rising. Present before our eyes is the poten-
tial for a prolonged, conventional war in Europe and 
the potential for another in the Indo-Pacific—just 
the kind of wars thought in the 1990s to be a thing of 
the past. Furthermore, other threats remain: jihadi 
extremists; the ever-present nuclear-armed, rogue 
North Korea; a weakened Russia threatening the use 
of nuclear weapons as well as destabilizing Europe and 
the Middle East; China’s rise in Asia and beyond; and 
Iran’s partnerships with Russia and China, destabi-

lizing operations throughout the Middle East, quest 
for nuclear arms, and emerging relationship with 
Saudi Arabia. The emerging global security environ-
ment raises the question of the relationship between 
America’s Total Army and the Nation’s strategic 
requirements. The base questions for the Army’s 
senior leaders and the Nation are similar to those of 
the 1970s: What kind of Total Army, to include its 
industrial and materiel base, does America need in 
our actual strategic environment? And, how can the 
U.S. create this Army within affordable risk?

 America’s senior political and military leaders must 
ask themselves fundamental questions, just as their 
predecessors did at the end of the Vietnam War. This 
discussion must extend to the Nation’s political leaders 
in the executive and legislative branches. Unlike the 
period in which the professional volunteer Army was 
created, however, the current cultural milieu as well 
as the lack of experience and understanding of the 
military among political leaders (only 34 percent of 
senators and 18 percent of representatives have served 
in the military) will hinder making the appropriate 

adaptive decisions necessary to align the Total Army 
with America and the strategic environment.31

 These challenges, however, cannot divert leaders 
from addressing at least these critical issues: 
•  The Nation has never been able to afford the size 

of Army, to include its industrial and materiel 
base, that strategic requirements demand. So 
what size is associated with acceptable risk based 
upon the actual strategic requirements of today’s 
global environment and the realities of fighting 
and waging multiple kinds of wars? The size of 
America’s Total Army cannot be based upon 
the world as we would like it to be or the war we 

would like to fight. Today’s strategic environment 
may require better expansibility than the Army 
currently has. Expansibility, therefore, should be 
part of the discussion of right-sizing the Total 
Army to today’s world. Part of any discussion 
should also include an analysis of a newly con-
ceived version of conscription. In the end, senior 
leaders may reject the idea, but to do so preemp-
tively would be intellectually self-limiting.

•  The Army’s people programs are not just about pay 
and benefits. They’re about readiness of individu-
als, leaders, units, and families. Too few Americans 
remember the sad state of Army readiness at the start 
of World War II, the beginning of the Korean War, 
or the hollow Army of the 1970s. Fortunately, those 
nadir years don’t describe today’s Total Army, but the 
future may begin to resemble the past unless substan-
tial changes occur in recruitment, training time (which 
differs from deployment time), and quality of life 
issues. 

•  Joining the Army has never been just about the pay 
or benefits. They are important, but more important 

The current cultural milieu as well as the lack of ex-
perience and understanding of the military among 
political leaders (only 34 percent of senators and 18 
percent of representatives have served in the military) 
will hinder making the appropriate adaptive deci-
sions necessary to align the Total Army with America 
and the strategic environment.
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is serving the Nation, being part of something greater 
than oneself, doing one’s part as a citizen, and em-
bracing a willingness to sacrifice in defense of our 
Nation. As Secretary of Defense Robert Gates said in 
2010, however, “For a growing number of Americans, 
service in the military, no matter how laudable, has 
become something for other people to do.”32 How can 
senior political and military leaders increase the “pro-
pensity to serve” among recruit-aged citizens and their 
influencers? How can they expand the pool of young 
citizens who are qualified for service? The answers to 
these questions require extended civil-military cooper-
ation, especially with congressional leaders. In the end, 
raising and sustaining America’s Total Army is a con-
gressional responsibility.33 To be sure, the Department 
of the Army has a lot of self-reflection and work to do 
with respect to recruiting and retention as well as how 
insulated the Army has become. Equally sure is that 
Congress must act (a) to address the national problems 
that have reduced the pool of available recruits to less 
than 25 percent of American youth, (b) to help reduce 
the effects of culture wars and partisan political action 
on the Army, (c) to show that citizenship and service 
to the Nation are important values in a democracy, 
and (d) to place compensation at a level that soldiers 
no longer need food stamps or other programs to 
augment their salary.

•  Adaptation to available technology, to strate-
gic requirements, and to allocated funding has 
always meant that the Total Army’s end strength 
and force structure is dynamic. So, how can the 
Total Army and the industrial and materiel base 
be gradually restructured to provide the Nation 
with the Army it needs? Twenty years of war has 
delayed serious modernization within the Army. 
Some plans exist, and some monies have been 
made available, but major improvements in the 
industrial base, the acquisition system, and the 

Army’s infrastructure remain more fallow than 
cultivated fields.

•  The wars the Army will fight will not be in the 
continental United States. The Russia-Ukraine war 
has made evident that deploying troops, weapons, 
equipment, ammunition, and supplies requires more 
sea and airlift than is currently available. Strategic 
flexibility and responsiveness—important in Europe, 
Asia, and elsewhere—require a modern support base 
and secure supply chain. The right balance of forward 
deployed units and those stationed within the United 
States, upgrading and securing the materiel base, 
providing adequate transportation means, and suitable 
deployment mechanisms, therefore, must be part of 
any discussion.

 Facing these and other issues head-on will begin to 
produce a Total Army that is once again aligned with the 
social, political, economic, technological, and strategic 
conditions of the current historical period. No doubt many 
of the capabilities, systems, units, and programs of today’s 
Army can, and should, be continued or modified. Equally 
without doubt, however, is that the contextual conditions 
from which the professional volunteer Army emerged 
have changed drastically. The Army must adapt—in size 
and composition. Further, the adaptation must realign the 
relationship between America’s Army and the society on 
whose behalf it fights. 

 Today’s senior Army leaders are the product of twenty 
years at war. Like their post-Vietnam predecessors, they are 
responsible for the profession. They must initiate a set of 
conversations—within the Total Army, then among senior 
leaders in the executive and legislative branches—and take 
the action necessary to assure that the future of America’s 
professional volunteer force is ready to respond as well 
as it has for the past fifty years. This will be difficult and 
challenging, especially given the acrimony that surrounds 
any serious discussions today, but it must be done for the 
sake of the Nation.   
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Recruits recite the Oath of Enlistment 27 March 2022 in Miami. (Photo by Lara Poirrier, U.S. Army)

Lack of Will
How the All-Volunteer Force 
Conditioned the American Public
Maj. Christopher J. Parker, U.S. Army
Woe to the government, which, relying on half-hearted poli-
tics and a shackled military policy, meets a foe who, like the 
untamed element, knows no law other than his own power!

—Carl von Clausewitz, On War 
Fiscal year (FY) 2022 marked the U.S. Army’s 

worst recruiting year since the inception of the 
all-volunteer force (AVF) in 1973.1 The Army 

missed its target of sixty thousand recruits by nearly 
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fifteen thousand, leading to a reduction in end strength 
of twenty-one thousand over the previous year and 
prompting Secretary of the Army Christine Wormuth to 
suggest the need for Reservists or National Guard mem-
bers to fill active-duty billets.2 This was despite the Army 
spending nearly 38 percent of its FY22 budget—roughly 
$66 billion—on personnel.3 It also comes only three 
years after the creation of the Office of the Chief Army 
Enterprise Marketing, a centralized office charged with 
coordinating the Army’s national marketing and adver-
tising strategy to support the recruiting requirements of 
an AVF.4 Since then, the Army has continued to invest 
heavily in recruiting, retention, and marketing, with an 
FY24 budget request that includes approximately $390 
million for marketing and advertising and $290 million 
for recruiting, including the largest bonus ever offered to 
initial recruits—$50,000.5 While the AVF’s high cost is 
well documented and oft-debated, what is less discussed 
is what this price tag purchases and what effect it has on 
the Nation’s ability to wage war. 

Studying the AVF in this context helps determine 
whether this method of manning an Army—induce-
ment by bounty—is suitable for delivering a com-
bat-credible force to backstop the National Defense 
Strategy. Both the National Defense Strategy and 
National Military Strategy make clear, should integrated 
deterrence fail, the U.S. military must be able to fight 
and win against a peer adversary.6 In other words, the 
Army must be able to prevail in large-scale combat. As 
FY22 demonstrates, if the relatively lucrative incentives 
tied to volunteerism are unable to meet defense re-
quirements during peace, will they suffice in war? And 
not just any war, but a high-intensity, protracted fight 
with a technologically capable and potentially larger 
foe. If not, what does this indicate about the relation-
ship between the military and society, and what does it 
mean for the Nation’s ability to prosecute large wars? 

The answers to these questions reveal that despite 
its investment in personnel, fifty years of the AVF 
has conditioned much of the American public to 
eschew military service while simultaneously enabling 
wars of want that have, in turn, only reinforced pub-
lic skepticism about military service. In essence, the 
all-volunteer manning construct purchased a small but 
professional force in exchange for public acquiescence 
to its use abroad. Over time this began to sever society’s 
relationship with its military, and it had a significant 

impact on determining when and to what extent the 
Nation can wage war. By abandoning mandatory ser-
vice, the AVF dismantled the executive branch’s ability 
to directly tap the Nation’s populace—a critical re-
source, or means, for war—under the assumption that 
a combination of incentives and national will, or ethos, 
would draw enough recruits to fill the ranks when 
needed. However, by conditioning the American public 
into believing that its military did not need it, and 
that wars are often fought under dubious pretense in 
pursuit of peripheral interests, the AVF stifled the very 
will needed to tap back into the means it required. This 
effectively eliminated the American populace from 
the decision calculus around when to go to war and its 
contribution to war prosecution.

As history, strategic theory, and contemporary 
events all show, big wars are a test of total means and 
strength of will.7 The AVF’s principal shortcoming, its 
tendency to separate the populace from the military, 
makes it a largely unsuitable and historically unprov-
en vehicle for massing the strength of will necessary 
to prosecute large wars. While it may prove tenable 
for manning an Army tasked with conducting pro-
tracted limited contingency operations such as those 
in Afghanistan and Iraq or for the ever-elusive short 
and decisive war, its propensity to sideline the popu-
lace means it lacks the depth necessary for large-scale, 
expeditionary combat against a peer.8 The policymak-
ers charged with developing the AVF recognized this 
shortcoming, and two early safeguards built in and 
around it were designed to maintain the connective 
tissue between society and its military to prevent 
the national apathy that could result from its misuse 
abroad: the Abrams and Weinberger Doctrines. As 
such, these doctrines provide a framework for assess-
ing how the AVF’s employment can affect the public’s 
perception of it and the 
public’s relationship with 
it. Both doctrines recog-
nized the centrality of 
popular will, or what Carl 
von Clausewitz termed 
“primordial violence, 
hatred, and enmity,” in de-
termining the scope and 
character of conflict, and 
each recognized the risk 
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that an AVF might become divorced from it.9 Because 
of this, they sought to keep warfighting a “national” 
affair by ensuring buy-in at home and preventing the 
AVF from being wantonly dispatched abroad. Using 
these doctrines to examine how the AVF was employed 
during both Operation Desert Storm and Operation 
Iraqi Freedom makes it possible to understand how 
these very different wars conditioned the public to 
avoid military service. 

Creighton Abrams and the All-
Volunteer Cold War Army

Born out of popular discontent with the Vietnam 
War, Congress approved a bill that ended the draft and 
transitioned the military to an AVF in September 1971.10 
This decision was not without debate, and only after 
invoking cloture was a slight majority able to stymie an 
attempted filibuster and pass the contested legislation.11 
Nor was it unanimously approved by President Richard 
Nixon’s inner circle. Gen. Lewis Hershey, the advisor to 
the president on manpower mobilization, pled with him 
to veto the initiative, stating, “The presumption that the 
national security can be maintained by armed forces 
provided by added pay incentives is based on hopes that 
have not been sustained by the history of the United 
States … The message gives encouragement to those 
who desire to be relieved from obligations of military 
service.”12 Despite these objections, Nixon signed the bill, 
and Public Law 92-129 went into effect on 28 September 
1971.13 After an extension clause enabled transition, the 
program that yielded an uninterrupted supply of person-
nel for the Cold War military since 1948 officially ended 
on 1 July 1973.

While significant, the transition to an AVF at the 
close of the Vietnam War was more of the norm than 
an exception. Throughout most of its history, America 
has relied on a volunteer force to man its peacetime 
military, swelling the ranks through conscription for 
war and downsizing shortly thereafter.14 However, 
much like today, the United States did not emerge 
from Vietnam as the sole superpower in a peaceful 
world. Instead, the threat posed by the Soviet Union 
dominated force development and design. Internalizing 
lessons from Vietnam, those charged with developing 
an AVF that could counter a peer threat recognized the 
importance of national will in harnessing the support 
required for a big fight while also acknowledging its 

perceived ability to keep the Nation out of unneces-
sary entanglements. Under the doctrine that bears his 
name, Gen. Creighton Abrams, then chief of staff of 
the Army, devised one such mechanism to maintain the 
vital relationship between America and its Army. 

At its core, the Abrams Doctrine sought to keep 
society vested in its Army by filling the void left by the 
draft with the Reserve and National Guard.15 It placed 
critical supporting units and enablers—engineers, 
transportation, maintenance, supply, and others—in 
the Reserve so that combat units could not deploy 
en masse without them. This inextricably linked the 
Reserve and Active Components in a mutually de-
pendent relationship; a relationship then Secretary 
of Defense Melvin Laird, and later James Schlesinger, 
would further refine into the Total Force Concept.16 
Abrams meant the doctrine to correct President 
Lyndon Johnson’s contentious decision to fight the 
Vietnam War without mobilizing the National Guard 
or Reserve. Johnson refused to call up the Reserve 
Component in a desperate attempt to keep the affair in 
Southeast Asia from interfering with his Great Society 
efforts at home.17 Abrams wanted to correct this by 
making it increasingly difficult for future presidents to 
commit forces abroad without tapping into citizen-sol-
diers at home. “They’re not taking us to war again 
without calling up the Reserves,” he declared.18 The 
intended effect was twofold. 

First, Abrams aimed to use the mobilization time 
required for Reserve deployments to give the National 
Command Authority (NCA) the space necessary to as-
sess the character of the conflict they were about to un-
dertake and to garner the popular support required to 
successfully prosecute it.19 In this regard, it became a de 
facto check on the president’s ability to deploy the vol-
unteer force prematurely without prudent assessment 
or adequate national will. Second, it endeavored to 
maintain the representative quality of a conscript force 
by tying the AVF to the populace through National 
Guard and Reserve units woven throughout towns and 
cities across the country.20 Gen. John Vessey, former 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, recalled Abrams’s 
aversion to building an insular volunteer force: “Let’s 
not build an Army off here in the corner someplace. 
The armed forces are an expression of the nation. If you 
take them out of the national context, you are likely 
to screw them up.”21 This latter intention, making the 
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AVF representative of the American people, made 
the Abrams Doctrine an important component of the 
AVF. By reaching out and touching a vast cross-section 
of the Nation anytime the Army marched off to war, 
the doctrine sought to ensure the American public 
maintained literal skin in the game. Local economies, 
families, and every congressional district would have a 
very real interest in the goings-on of the American mil-
itary abroad. In this capacity, the doctrine recognized 
the relationship between strength of will and national 
sacrifice, using willingness for the latter to measure 
the former. On the one hand, public support would 
indicate the strength of will necessary to prevail in a 
large fight or, on the other, public outcry would prevent 
the Nation from entering conflicts it lacked the will to 
win. While the doctrine ultimately failed, it tried to 
bridge the ever-widening gap between America and its 
volunteer military, ensuring the public understood that 
war meant sacrifice and that their willingness to do so 
would directly influence when and where the Nation 
went to war. 

By 1989, on the eve of its first real test, roughly 89 
percent of the Army’s maintenance companies, 90 

percent of its supply companies, and 67 percent of its 
combat engineer and transportation units were in the 
Reserve Component.22 In the largest mobilization since 
the Korean War, over sixty-two thousand National 
Guard members and over thirty-five thousand 
Reservists were called to active duty to help eject Iraq’s 
military from Kuwait.23 The Abrams Doctrine and the 
Total Force Concept had effectively transitioned the 
Reserve Component from a strategic to an operation-
al reserve, delivering on Abrams’s promise to ensure 
the Nation never again went to war without them. 
However, between its inception in 1974 and Operation 
Desert Storm in 1991, another doctrine emerged that 
sought to inject prudence into national decision-mak-
ing to preserve public trust and prevent misuse of the 
AVF. Although both doctrines would appear to pass 
this first test in Iraq with flying colors, their stunning 

Gen. Creighton Williams Abrams Jr. (right), commander of the Mil-
itary Assistance Command, Vietnam, attaches a campaign streamer 
to a unit flag during a 3 January 1970 ceremony in Vietnam. (Photo 
courtesy of the U.S. Army)
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success had unintended consequences for subsequent 
decisions about when to use force abroad and the pub-
lic’s perception of their role in it.

The Weinberger Doctrine and the 
First Gulf War

When he entered office as secretary of defense in 
1981, Caspar Weinberger faced recruiting and retention 
challenges similar to those staring down the Army today 
and he worried the AVF was not ready for a showdown 
with the Soviet Union.24 Initial enlistments and reenlist-
ments were down as was the quality of recruits, with only 
60 percent of applicants possessing a high school diplo-
ma.25 A strong advocate of President Ronald Reagan’s 
initiative to significantly increase defense spending, 
Weinberger channeled substantial funds toward improv-
ing compensation and benefits to maintain the relative 
size of the AVF while improving its quality.26 Between 
1981 and 1987 defense spending increased by roughly 
a third, from $686.6 billion to $959.1 billion (in 2022 
dollars), while the number of active duty service mem-
bers only increased by 91,657.27 This investment in the 
quality of personnel was accompanied by significant 

investment in modernization with several new weapons, 
such as the F-117 Stealth Fighter, the M1 Abrams Tank, 
and the Patriot Missile Defense System, making their 
debut. Such investments in modernization and profes-
sionalization would rightly give most decision-makers 
pause about when and where to commit such an ex-
pensive force abroad. Weinberger was no different, and 
with the lessons of Vietnam still fresh, he searched for 
a framework to help the NCA navigate the minefield of 
smoldering, potential Cold War conflicts.

A year after a car bomb killed 266 Marines in 
Beirut, Weinberger outlined his six tests for the com-
mitment of U.S. forces in a 28 November 1984 speech 
to the National Press Club. Laying out the tenets of the 
Weinberger Doctrine, he attempted to curb the wanton 
use of force by arguing the following criteria should be 
met before sending the AVF to war:

Col. Bruce Fister (right), commander of the 435th Tactical Air Wing, 
bids farewell to Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger after his 
visit on 28 March 1986 to Rhein-Main Air Base, West Germany. 
(Photo courtesy of the National Archives)
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First, the United States 
should not commit forces 
to combat overseas unless 
the particular engagement 
is deemed vital to our 
national interest or that of 
our allies.
Second, if we decide it 
is necessary to put com-
bat troops into a given 
situation, we should do 
so wholeheartedly, and 
with the clear intention of 
winning. If we are unwill-
ing to commit the forces 
or resources necessary to 
achieve our objectives, we 
should not commit them 
at all.
Third, if we do decide to commit forces to 
combat overseas, we should have clearly de-
fined political and military objectives.
Fourth, the relationship between our objec-
tives and the forces we have committed—
their size, composition, and disposition—
must be continually reassessed and adjusted if 
necessary. 
Fifth, before the U.S. commits combat forces 
abroad there must be some reasonable 
assurance we will have the support of the 
American people and their elected represen-
tatives in Congress.
Sixth, finally, the commitment of U.S. forces 
to combat should be the last resort.28 

Although not official policy, the doctrine sheds light 
on the perspective of the senior appointed official 
leading the Department of Defense for over six years, 
and it had a substantial impact on defense policy and 
those charged with crafting it for nearly a decade after 
its introduction.29 

Weinberger’s first, second, and fifth tests are 
paramount to understanding the risks inherent in an 
AVF, the importance of national will, and the fragile 
ties between the two. The first test implicitly acknowl-
edges the ease with which the NCA could commit 
its volunteer force to wars of want without evoking a 
backlash at home. This was a continual challenge for 

Weinberger, who frequently found himself battling the 
National Security Council’s desire for “ever more wild 
adventures for our troops. The NSC staff ’s eagerness 
to get into a fight somewhere—anywhere—coupled 
with their apparent lack of concern for the safety of 
our troops [was appalling].”30 As such, the test meant 
to prevent an “imperial president” from involving the 
Nation in conflicts over anything but vital interests, 
for, if it did, Weinberger reasoned this would degrade 
willingness to serve to levels similar to those observed 
during the Vietnam War.31 As historian Andrew 
Bacevich noted, “Vietnam demolished the notion of 
military obligation and brought the tradition of the cit-
izen-soldier to the verge of extinction. And it persuad-
ed many that war itself—especially as waged by obtuse 
American generals doing the bidding of mendacious 
civilian officials—had become an exercise in futility.”32 
Further involvement in conflicts over peripheral or 
unclear national interests would only erode what little 
service ethos the populace had left. 

Weinberger’s second and fifth tests both relate to 
the importance of national will. The second test, “no 
half-measures,” pays homage to Clausewitz’s maxim 
that war is a test of the total means and strength of 

Young men registering for military conscription on 5 June 1917 in 
New York City. (Photo courtesy of the Library of Congress)
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will. Here, Weinberger emphasizes that if the Nation 
decides to commit troops to combat, it should be pre-
pared to mobilize all available resources, including the 
populace and the economy, if necessary. In other words, 
where the troops go, the Nation follows. In this regard, 
its similarities with the Abrams Doctrine become more 
evident. Combat at large should not be considered an 
economy-of-force operation, as victory often depends 
on the government’s ability to muster the necessary 
resources and the population’s willingness to support 

this mobilization through the sacrifices accompanying 
it. Anything less risks ceding the strategic advantage to 
an enemy with greater will from the outset. 

Weinberger’s fifth test directly recognizes the impor-
tance of national will and popular support in decisions 
concerning combat abroad. Like the Abrams Doctrine, 
which sought to indirectly leverage popular buy-in by 
drawing on National Guard and Reserve units across 
congressional districts, the Weinberger Doctrine makes 
an explicit plea to assess this support from the start and 
gauge changes to it throughout the fight. Joining battle 
without this support is akin to neutralizing or ignor-
ing the component of Clausewitz’s renowned trinity 
he considered most revolutionary in his day: the peo-
ple.33 While an initial assessment of popular support is 
critical to deciding whether to start or join a conflict, it 
also rests on the Nation’s leaders to sustain this support 
throughout the war. In World War II this support was 
tangible, as leaders urged Americans to support the war 
in a variety of ways, including by buying bonds, planting 
a victory garden, carpooling, and contributing to scrap 
metal drives. In more recent conflicts, such as Operation 
Desert Storm, civilian sacrifice evolved to symbolism as 
Americans displayed yellow ribbons and other patriotic 
regalia in a show of moral support for the troops. Later, 
after the 11 September 2001 attacks, this imperative was 
inverted, and Americans were encouraged to behave 
as though there was no war at all. However, before 

exploring that unique development, it is important to 
assess how the Weinberger Doctrine fared during the 
Persian Gulf War.

Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait on 2 August 
1990 provided the first opportunity to see the Abrams 
and Weinberger Doctrines in action. With the Soviet 
Union mired in internal disputes and teetering toward 
dissolution, the George H. W. Bush administration 
could shift its focus from Europe to the Middle East, 
where maintaining stability and access to oil were 

considered vital national interests. Passing the first 
of Weinberger’s tests, Operation Desert Storm made 
clear this would be no half-measure as an impressive 
coalition of over forty nations and nearly five hun-
dred thousand U.S. troops assembled in the region.34 
To Weinberger’s fifth test, roughly 57 percent of the 
American public supported using the military to 
remove Saddam’s army from Kuwait, with 70 per-
cent having full confidence in victory.35 Although not 
without debate, Congress too got on board, narrowly 
passing Public Law 102-1 authorizing the use of force 
to liberate Kuwait from Iraqi occupation under the 
auspices of United Nations Resolution 678.36 Guided 
by four relatively clear, albeit limited, objectives out-
lined in National Security Directive 54, Responding to 
Iraqi Aggression in the Gulf, it can reasonably be assessed 
to have passed Weinberger’s third test.37 Having gar-
nered broad international and domestic support, U.S. 
forces joined over three hundred thousand members 
of the multinational coalition and initiated offensive 
operations on 17 January 1991.38 Meeting nearly all of 
Weinberger’s prerequisites, it was time to see whether 
the AVF would deliver in combat. 

On the surface, Operation Desert Storm was a 
stunning success and complete validation of the AVF. 
Not only did it justify the investments in personnel and 
weaponry of the 1980s, but it also demonstrated the 
AVF’s qualitative edge and esprit de corps, routing the 

While an initial assessment of popular support is crit-
ical to deciding whether to start or join a conflict, it 
also rests on the Nation’s leaders to sustain this sup-
port throughout the war.
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Iraqi army in one hundred hours of ground combat. 
More impressive than its speed was the relative effi-
ciency of this high-tech war, with only 147 U.S. service 
members killed in action to an estimated twenty-five 
thousand Iraqis.39 The message was clear: a well-
equipped, volunteer force could deliver on national 
security objectives when those objectives were appropri-
ately scoped and overwhelming force was applied. The 
American public appreciated this as well, with approval 
for the use of force against Iraq rising to 80 percent once 
the coalition offensive was underway, and an additional 
90 percent believing U.S. forces were “doing a good job.”40 
After the war, American confidence in the military as 
an institution soared to an impressive 89 percent.41 A 
collective celebration ensued as the military, its civilian 
leaders, and the public enjoyed a National Victory Day 
parade on 8 June 1991 and a traditional ticker tape pa-
rade through New York City two days later.42 

While an undeniable sense of pride washed over 
the Nation that summer, it is hard to help but consid-
er the nuanced differences between what each group 
was celebrating. The military had finally kicked the 
“Vietnam syndrome” and restored its reputation. 
The Bush administration had worked hard to align 
the diplomatic, political, and military instruments of 
national power to achieve its objectives while avoiding 
the overreach that often accompanies initial success in 
war.43 The public, asked only to symbolically support 
the troops, cheered its volunteer force for demonstrat-
ing American military prowess and delivering justice 
where due. All three groups likely breathed a collective 
sigh of relief in the confirmation that an AVF, under 
the right circumstances, could win. Like the cause for 
celebration, the effect of this realization varied between 
the groups. For the military, it vindicated the significant 
force development initiatives and structural reforms 
that went into the post-Vietnam military. For the polit-
ical leadership, it increased confidence in the military 
instrument of power and lowered inhibitions for its use 
abroad. Finally, for the public, it reinforced the notion 
that service as choice is an effective model, and reduced 
the likelihood they would ever be pressed into it. If, 
as Bacevich argues, the Vietnam War “demolished the 
notion of military obligation,” then the Persian Gulf 
War put the first nail in its coffin by demonstrating 
to the American public that the Nation could fight 
and win its wars without them.44 In many regards, 

Operation Desert Storm was the perfect storm, and the 
AVF emerged from it superficially unscathed because 
it was employed in accordance with the strict criteria 
established by the Weinberger Doctrine. However, just 
over a decade later the AVF would again face Saddam’s 
army, this time without passing Weinberger’s tests, and 
this time the result would be much different. 

At the Mall: Operation Iraqi 
Freedom

In 2003, the Nation would once again forgo con-
scription in favor of calling on the AVF to do its 
bidding. But aside from sharing this unique feature, the 
Iraq War of 2003 differed in almost every conceivable 
way from the Iraq War of 1991. Although it met some 
of Weinberger’s tests, it failed others, and it directly 
turned one on its head. This, coupled with the failure of 
the Abrams Doctrine and the administration’s ability 
to shield the populace from the war through programs 
like Stop Loss, undermined society’s trust in the mili-
tary and had a disastrous effect on how it viewed mili-
tary service. The resultant conditioning only reinforced 
the professionalization of America’s warrior class and 
increased the public’s general aversion to service.

When examining the 2003 invasion of Iraq, the 
George W. Bush administration clearly saw little value 
in the Weinberger Doctrine, refusing to be constrained 
by tests designed to impede the rush to war. Unlike 
1991, Iraq had not grievously violated an international 
norm prior to the U.S. invasion; instead, the adminis-
tration justified the campaign as a preemptive act to 
thwart Saddam Hussein from acquiring weapons of 
mass destruction (WMD). Although based on faulty 
intelligence, this appeared to be in the Nation’s vital in-
terest, and in the year prior to the invasion, a vast ma-
jority of the American public, a staggering 73 percent, 
supported using force to remove Saddam from power.45 
While support fell once events in Iraq began to unravel, 
at the outset, both Congress and the American peo-
ple were behind the endeavor. Having initially passed 
Weinberger’s first and fifth tests, the Bush administra-
tion was unable to garner United Nations support and 
the campaign ultimately failed the doctrine’s sixth test 
as war with Iraq in 2003 was by no means a last resort. 
It also failed the third test as the initial reason for re-
moving Saddam—his pursuit of WMD—quickly gave 
way to much more amorphous objectives regarding the 
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promotion of democracy once WMD were nowhere 
to be found.46 This shift in pretense seriously damaged 
public trust; a public that recognized the vital impor-
tance of protecting the Nation from attack by WMD 
but did not place equal import on Iraq’s form of gover-
nance. The populace felt betrayed and their sentiment 
showed as much: by 2007, 67 percent said the war was 
not going well; and a year later, 54 percent believed the 
U.S. made the wrong decision to use military force in 
Iraq, a 38 percent increase in disapproval from 2002.47 
Much of this displeasure likely stemmed from being 
sold a war the administration claimed would require 
few resources and little effort, a complete dismissal of 
Weinberger’s second test—“no half measures”—and 
one that deserves a closer look. 

Instead of responsibly mobilizing the Nation for war, 
the Bush administration made clear that Iraq would 
be a limited war and senior officials promised it would 
cost little in the way of blood or treasure. This led to 
constant back-and-forth negotiations on troop levels 
between the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD), 
led by Donald Rumsfeld, and the operational planners 
at U.S. Central Command, who had the support of the 
service chiefs. In his initial guidance, Rumsfeld advocat-
ed a “running-start plan” that called for a paltry com-
mitment of eighteen thousand troops with follow-on 
forces only deploying when necessary.48 Recognizing 
the infeasibility of this course of action, U.S. Central 
Command planners eventually convinced Rumsfeld 
to accept a different plan and a larger, but still modest, 
contingent of 222,500 troops—roughly a third of the 
number used in Operation Desert Storm.49 This did not 
sit well with Gen. Eric Shinseki, then chief of staff of the 
Army, who remarked that the OSD had “constipated the 
hell out of the process” and greatly stressed the Reserve 
Component by introducing an unnecessary degree of 
uncertainty into mobilizations.50 Weeks later, on 25 
February 2003, when testifying before the Senate Armed 
Services Committee (SASC) about the number of troops 
required to stabilize Iraq, Shinseki was clear that many 
more would be needed, remarking that “several hundred 
thousand soldiers are probably … required.”51 For this 
suggestion, he was publicly lambasted by Rumsfeld and 
Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz who called 
Shinseki’s estimate “wildly off the mark” and “outland-
ish.”52 Although Shinseki’s retirement that summer had 
been approved well before his comments to the SASC, 

Rumsfeld and Wolfowitz’s rebuke had a chilling effect 
across the Department of Defense, and it became clear 
the administration’s intent was to keep this war as 
minimally invasive as possible.53 Having stifled most of 
the dissent regarding troop commitments, the OSD next 
moved to convince the Nation the war would be fought 
on the cheap as well.

Approximately a month after Shinseki’s testimony 
before the SASC, Rumsfeld and Wolfowitz testified 
before the House Defense Appropriations Subcommittee 
regarding the cost of reconstruction in Iraq. In their 
testimony, both leaders made clear to the American 
public that it would not bear the cost of reconstruction, 
not through taxes and certainly not through an outmod-
ed construct like war bonds. Wolfowitz stated, “We’re 
dealing with a country that can really finance its own 
reconstruction and relatively soon.”54 Rumsfeld took it a 
step further with his remarks stating, “I don’t believe the 
United States has the responsibility for reconstruction 
… and the funds can come from those various sources I 
mentioned: frozen assets, oil revenues and a variety of 
other things …”55 According to Rumsfeld and Wolfowitz, 
this new, self-funding war would not require America’s 
“full-measure,” and they would do all in their power to 
prevent it from imposing on the public. 

The citizenry largely obliged and instead of sacri-
ficing through increased taxes, carpooling, or the like, 
the Nation went about its business uninterrupted. In 
the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, the public was told 
to go to Disney World, and what was once a collective, 
national burden was placed entirely on the shoulders 
of the AVF.56 Ironically, in a war heavily influenced by 
America’s interest in oil, instead of taking measures 
to reduce this dependency, 2003 and 2004 witnessed 
the only consecutive, two-year decrease in average fuel 
efficiency for light trucks since 2000.57 It seemed as 
though patriotism had been reduced to buying a large, 
gas-guzzling truck and placing an American flag sticker 
on the bumper. While able to shield the public from 
the financial burden of war by shifting the cost to later 
generations, soldiers cannot be purchased on credit, 
and as the short, cheap war ground into a protracted 
insurgency, the administration relied on the Total Force 
Concept to deliver them.

The NCA did not shy away from using the Reserve 
Component to meet the needs of operations in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, and with over 143,000 National 
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Guard and Reserve troops mobilized by June 2003, it 
appeared as though Abrams succeeded in ensuring the 
Nation never again went to war without the Reserves.58 
However, if Abrams and the architects of the Total 
Force Concept intended it to function as a check on the 
president’s ability to use force abroad, it certainly failed 
in this regard. As public disapproval with the war grew 
so too did the number of Reserve Component troops 
serving in it, with over 250,000 National Guard mem-
bers serving in Operation Iraqi Freedom, and upward 
of 183,000 Reservists having deployed to either Iraq or 
Afghanistan by 2009.59 Although tough, the disruptions 
caused by National Guard and Reserve mobilizations 
were not enough to trigger a serious reconsideration 
of the war; however, the administration’s reliance on a 
seldom used Cold War personnel policy to make ends 
meet certainly caught the public’s attention. 

As the Total Force buckled but did not break, the 
Bush administration kept with their intent to avoid 
placing any war-related burden on the populace and, 
instead, leveraged the Stop Loss program to meet the 
increasing personnel requirements of Operation Iraqi 
Freedom. Created by the Department of Defense 
Authorization Act of 1984, Stop Loss enables the 

president to suspend retirements and separations 
during periods of national emergency or a presiden-
tial call-up of the Reserve Component.60 Under this 
program, service members assigned to a unit slated for 
deployment, whose separation is scheduled to occur 
either during the deployment or within ninety days 
thereof, are involuntarily extended through the deploy-
ment until ninety days after return. Although not its 
first use, 2001 to 2009 witnessed the greatest applica-
tion of Stop Loss since 1984, with over 185,000 service 
members involuntarily extended for deployments to 
either Iraq or Afghanistan.61 This, in effect, became a 
“backdoor draft,” where the only citizens compelled 
to serve were those who had volunteered in the first 
place. The program wholly shifted the Nation’s wartime 
burden to the AVF and the public took notice. The pro-
gram was so prevalent that even Paramount Pictures 

The newly confirmed Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz 
(right) emphasizes a point as he talks to reporters in the Pentagon 
on 1 March 2001. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld (left) in-
troduced Wolfowitz to reporters during a Pentagon news briefing. 
(Photo courtesy of the U.S. Department of Defense)
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got into the action with its 2008 film Stop-Loss, chron-
icling the hardships of Staff Sgt. Brandon King, played 
by Ryan Phillippe, as he faced an involuntary deploy-
ment to Iraq.62 Although fictional, the film reinforced 
several popular themes that characterized the Iraq war 
in the public psyche: the objectives were dubious, the 
deployments were arbitrary and numerous, and the 
Army was callous and unsympathetic. Outside of mov-
ie theaters, the extent to which the administration used 
the Stop Loss program to confine the hardships of war 

to the AVF further conditioned the public to believe 
they had no obligation to serve and were unlikely to be 
called upon to do so. Not only did this degrade public 
trust, as it presented the military as not keeping its 
bargain with service members, but it also widened the 
chasm between society and the military, a military in-
creasingly exhausted by the frequency of deployments 
and the administration’s unwillingness to spread the 
burden. In a candid 2006 interview, a lieutenant colo-
nel deployed to Baghdad summarized both the over-
whelming frustration with, and the inherent shortcom-
ing of, the AVF. When asked what single, Iraq-related 
issue he would raise with President George W. Bush if 
given the chance, the officer responded, “We’re at war, 
America’s at the mall.”63 

The Government, the Military, and 
the People

Since the return to the AVF, American citizens 
have become increasingly divorced from the business, 
the sacrifice, and the effects of war-making. However, 
this unhealthy social dynamic is not their fault, but 
the product of fifty years of conditioning to rely on 
the AVF. Indicators of the widening gulf between the 
military and the people abound and are not trend-
ing positively. In addition to 2022’s dismal recruiting 
results, public trust and confidence in the military have 
fallen sharply from 70 percent in 2017 to 48 percent 

in 2022.64 Likewise, fewer Americans are choosing to 
serve, and since 1973, the percent of the population 
on active duty has halved, from 1 percent to less than 
0.5 percent.65 Effectively neutralizing one-third of 
Clausewitz’s renowned trinity, the government and 
the military have been left to fight the Nation’s wars 
without the people. This model has conditioned the 
American public to eschew military service for five 
decades, leaving the United States at a severe disadvan-
tage when it comes time to rally for the next big war. 

No matter how well trained and equipped they may be, 
0.5 percent of the Nation is a woeful representation of 
national will. While the populace would likely answer 
the call to arms for an attack on the United States, it is 
doubtful they will do so for an attack on the Penghu, 
Senkaku, or Kinmen islands—all potential flash points 
in the next war. This leaves the AVF in a precarious 
situation as it prepares for wars it lacks the influence to 
prevent and may not have the will to win. 

Colored by the lessons of Vietnam, both the 
Abrams and Weinberger Doctrines sought to preserve 
the vital link between the people and the military by 
ensuring the former maintained “skin in the game” and 
the latter was not abused in wars of want. Adhering 
to these, it was assumed, would confirm the strength 
of will at home necessary to win abroad. With the 
George H. W. Bush administration applying both 
doctrines during Operation Desert Storm, the AVF’s 
stunning success appeared to validate it as the optimal 
manning construct. In reality, the AVF was a victim 
of its own success, and the message received was that 
the American populace could stay home as its mil-
itary could win without them. Thereafter, the AVF 
fit nicely in that brief period of American hegemony 
that prompted Francis Fukuyama to coin the “end of 
history.”66 Without a peer threat on the horizon, surely 
the AVF was up to the task of deposing formerly third-
world despots and hunting terrorists. Unfortunately, 

When asked what single, Iraq-related issue [the lieu-
tenant colonel] would raise with President George 
W. Bush if given the chance, the officer responded, 
‘We’re at war, America’s at the mall.’
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the George W. Bush administration’s neglect of the 
Weinberger Doctrine in 2003 left the AVF to prosecute 
a messy, protracted counterinsurgency under dubious 
pretense in pursuit of vague objectives. The Pentagon, 
struggling to meet personnel requirements, relied on 
the Stop Loss program to involuntarily extend vol-
unteer soldiers, thereby shielding the public from the 
effects of war. Going a step further, the administration’s 
general messaging after the events of 9/11 encouraged 
its citizens to vacation, shop, and dine; gone were tax 
increases, victory gardens, or any other vestige of sac-
rifice. Although conceptually admirable, the Abrams 
Doctrine overestimated the Reserve Component’s 
ability to affect popular will and it was unable to 

prevent the fiasco in Iraq. All of this has resulted in a 
very sick trinity and a Nation ill-prepared to prosecute 
the protracted, expeditionary campaigns it is likely to 
face in the future. Adjusting course requires recondi-
tioning the American people to recognize service as an 
obligatory part of citizenship through the creation of 
a blended force of conscripts and volunteers sized to 
meet annual requirements. The Nation’s adversaries all 
recognize the importance of their populace in waging 
war, it’s time the United States does the same.   

The views expressed are the author’s alone and do not re-
flect the views of the Joint Staff, U.S. Army, or Department 
of Defense.

Notes
Epigraph. Carl von Clausewitz, On War, ed. and trans. Michael 

Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1984), 219.

1. “Why Has America’s Army Recruitment Plummeted?,” 
Economist (website), 29 November 2022, accessed 27 June 2023, 
https://www.economist.com/the-economist-explains/2022/11/29/
why-has-americas-army-recruitment-plummeted. 

2. Ibid.; “Army Fiscal Year 2023 Budget Overview,” Army Finan-
cial Management and Comptroller, 28 March 2022, accessed 27 
June 2023, https://www.asafm.army.mil/Budget-Materials/; “Army 
Fiscal Year 2024 Budget Overview,” Army Financial Management 
and Comptroller, accessed 27 June 2023, https://www.asafm.army.
mil/Budget-Materials/.

3. “Army Fiscal Year 2023 Budget Overview.” 
4. Army Directive 2019-25, Establishment of the Office of the 

Chief Army Enterprise Marketing (Washington, DC: Headquar-
ters, Department of the Army, 1 August 2019), accessed 27 June 
2023, https://armypubs.army.mil/ProductMaps/PubForm/Details.
aspx?PUB_ID=1007542. 

5. “Army Fiscal Year 2024 Budget Overview”; Jonathan 
Franklin, “The Army Is Increasing Its Largest Signing Bonus 
to $50,000 for Some New Recruits,” National Public Radio, 
12 January 2022, accessed 27 June 2023, https://www.npr.
org/2022/01/12/1072628577/army-increases-bonus-new-recruits. 

6. Office of the Secretary of Defense, National Defense 
Strategy (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Defense, 2022), 
accessed 28 June 2023, https://media.defense.gov/2022/
Oct/27/2003103845/-1/-1/1/2022-NATIONAL-DEFENSE-STRAT-
EGY-NPR-MDR.PDF; Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, National 
Military Strategy (Washington, DC: Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2022), 
accessed 28 June 2023, https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/NMS%20
2022%20_%20Signed.pdf.

7. Clausewitz, On War, 77. 
8. John Nagl et al., “U.S. Army War College Integrated Lessons 

Learned from the Russo-Ukraine War” (panel presentation, United 
States Army War College Strategic Landpower Symposium, 

Carlisle Barracks, PA, 9–11 May 2023), accessed 27 June 2023, 
https://csl.armywarcollege.edu/landpower/default.aspx.

9. Clausewitz, On War, 89.
10. David E. Rosenbaum, “Senate Approves Draft Bill, 55-30; 

President to Sign,” New York Times (website), 22 September 1971, 
accessed 27 June 2023, https://www.nytimes.com/1971/09/22/
archives/senate-approves-draft-bill-5530-president-to-sign-ac-
tion-in.html.

11. Ibid.
12. Bernard Rostker, I Want You! The Evolution of the All-Vol-

unteer Force (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2006), 92, 
accessed 27 June 2023, https://www.rand.org/pubs/monographs/
MG265.html.

13. Military Selective Service Act of 1967, amendments, Pub. 
L. No. 92-129, 85 Stat. 348 (1971).

14. Rostker, I Want You!, 25; David R. Segal, Recruiting for Uncle 
Sam: Citizenship and Military Manpower Policy (Lawrence: Univer-
sity Press of Kansas, 1989), 31.

15. Lewis Sorley, Thunderbolt: General Creighton Abrams 
and the Army of His Times (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1992), 
363–64.

16. James Jay Carafano, “Total Force Policy and the Abrams 
Doctrine: Unfulfilled Promise, Uncertain Future,” Foreign Pol-
icy Research Institute, 1 February 2005, accessed 27 June 
2023, https://www.fpri.org/article/2005/02/total-force-poli-
cy-and-the-abrams-doctrine-unfulfilled-promise-uncertain-future/.

17. Andrew J. Bacevich, The New American Militarism: How 
Americans are Seduced by War, 2nd updated ed. (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2013), 39.

18. Sorley, Thunderbolt, 361–62, 364.
19. Harry G. Summers, “The Army after Vietnam,” in Against All 

Enemies: Interpretations of American Military History from Colonial 
Times to the Present, ed. Kenneth J. Hagan and William R. Roberts 
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1986), 363; Andrew J. Bacev-
ich, Breach of Trust: How Americans Failed Their Soldiers and Their 
Country (New York: Picador, 2014), 106. 

20. Sorley, Thunderbolt, 364.
21. Ibid. 

https://www.economist.com/the-economist-explains/2022/11/29/why-has-americas-army-recruitment-plummeted
https://www.economist.com/the-economist-explains/2022/11/29/why-has-americas-army-recruitment-plummeted
https://www.asafm.army.mil/Budget-Materials/
https://www.asafm.army.mil/Budget-Materials/
https://www.asafm.army.mil/Budget-Materials/
https://armypubs.army.mil/ProductMaps/PubForm/Details.aspx?PUB_ID=1007542
https://armypubs.army.mil/ProductMaps/PubForm/Details.aspx?PUB_ID=1007542
https://www.npr.org/2022/01/12/1072628577/army-increases-bonus-new-recruits
https://www.npr.org/2022/01/12/1072628577/army-increases-bonus-new-recruits
https://media.defense.gov/2022/Oct/27/2003103845/-1/-1/1/2022-NATIONAL-DEFENSE-STRATEGY-NPR-MDR.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2022/Oct/27/2003103845/-1/-1/1/2022-NATIONAL-DEFENSE-STRATEGY-NPR-MDR.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2022/Oct/27/2003103845/-1/-1/1/2022-NATIONAL-DEFENSE-STRATEGY-NPR-MDR.PDF
https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/NMS%202022%20_%20Signed.pdf
https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/NMS%202022%20_%20Signed.pdf
https://csl.armywarcollege.edu/landpower/default.aspx
https://www.nytimes.com/1971/09/22/archives/senate-approves-draft-bill-5530-president-to-sign-action-in.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1971/09/22/archives/senate-approves-draft-bill-5530-president-to-sign-action-in.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1971/09/22/archives/senate-approves-draft-bill-5530-president-to-sign-action-in.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/monographs/MG265.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/monographs/MG265.html
https://www.fpri.org/article/2005/02/total-force-policy-and-the-abrams-doctrine-unfulfilled-promise-uncertain-future/
https://www.fpri.org/article/2005/02/total-force-policy-and-the-abrams-doctrine-unfulfilled-promise-uncertain-future/


September-October 2023 MILITARY REVIEW56

22. Martin Binkin, Who Will Fight the Next War? The Changing 
Face of the American Military (Washington, DC: Brookings Institu-
tion Press, 1993), 109–10.

23. “Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm,” Office of 
Army Reserve History, accessed 27 June 2023, https://www.usar.
army.mil/OurHistory/DesertShield-DesertStorm/; “25th Anniver-
sary: Operation Desert Storm,” National Guard Bureau, accessed 
27 June 2023, https://www.nationalguard.mil/Features/2016/
Desert-Storm/. 

24. “Caspar W. Weinberger,” Historical Office, Office of the 
Secretary of Defense, accessed 27 June 2023, https://history.
defense.gov/Multimedia/Biographies/Article-View/Article/571286/
caspar-w-weinberger/.

25. Ibid.
26. Ibid.
27. “What Is the State of the Military and How Are Us Veterans 

Faring?,” USA Facts, accessed 27 June 2023, https://usafacts.org/
state-of-the-union/defense/. 

28. “Excerpts from Address of Weinberger,” New York 
Times (website), 29 November 1984, accessed 27 June 2023, 
https://www.nytimes.com/1984/11/29/world/excerpts-from-ad-
dress-of-weinberger.html; Michael I. Handel, Masters of War: 
Classical Strategic Thought, 3rd rev. ed. (New York: Routledge, 
2001), 310–11. 

29. Bacevich, New American Militarism, 51–52. 
30. Caspar W. Weinberger, Fighting for Peace: Seven Critical 

Years in the Pentagon (New York: Warner Books, 1990), 159.
31. Handel, Masters of War, 308–9.
32. Bacevich, New American Militarism, 99. 
33. Handel, Masters of War, 318.
34. Shannon Collins, “Desert Storm: A Look Back,” U.S. Depart-

ment of Defense, 11 January 2019, accessed 27 June 2023, https://
www.defense.gov/News/Feature-Stories/story/article/1728715/
desert-storm-a-look-back/. 

35. William Thomas Allison, The Gulf War, 1990–91 (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 89.

36. Ibid., 92–94; Authorization for Use of United States Armed 
Forces, Pub. L. No. 102-1, 105 Stat. 3 (1991); UN Security Council, 
Resolution 678, S/RES/678 (29 November 1990).

37. National Security Directive 54, Responding to Iraqi Aggres-
sion in the Gulf (Washington, DC: The White House, 15 January 
1991), accessed 27 June 2023, https://bush41library.tamu.edu/
files/nsd/nsd54.pdf.

38. Allison, The Gulf War, 102. 
39. Ibid., 144.
40. Ibid., 153.
41. Ibid.
42. Ibid., 154.
43. Ibid., 94.
44. Bacevich, New American Militarism, 99.
45. Dexter Filkins, “Colin Powell’s Fateful Moment,” 

New Yorker (website), 18 October 2021, accessed 27 June 
2023, https://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/
colin-powells-fateful-moment; Pew Research Center, Amer-
icans Favor Force in Iraq, Somalia, and Sudan (Washington, 
DC: Pew Research Center, 22 January 2002), accessed 27 June 
2023, https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2002/01/22/
americans-favor-force-in-iraq-somalia-sudan-and/.

46. Richard Haass, A World in Disarray: American Foreign Policy 
and the Crisis of the Old Order (New York: Penguin Press, 2017), 
123, 153–54.

47. Pew Research Center, Americans Favor Force in Iraq, 
Somalia, and Sudan; “Public Attitudes Toward the War in Iraq: 
2003–2008,” Pew Research Center, 19 March 2008, accessed 
27 June 2023, https://www.pewresearch.org/2008/03/19/
public-attitudes-toward-the-war-in-iraq-20032008/.

48. David E. Johnson et al., The U.S. Army and the Battle for 
Baghdad: Lessons Learned – And Still to Be Learned (Santa Monica, 
CA: RAND Corporation, 2019), 23-27, accessed 27 June 2023, 
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR3076.html.

49. Ibid., 27.
50. Ibid., 27–28.
51. Ibid., 33.
52. Ibid.
53. Ibid.
54. 149 Cong. Rec. S13753 (2003), accessed 27 June 2023, 

https://www.congress.gov/congressional-record/volume-149/
issue-157/senate-section/article/S13751-7?r=1097.

55. 149 Cong. Rec. S13754 (2003), accessed 27 June 2023, 
https://www.congress.gov/congressional-record/volume-149/
issue-157/senate-section/article/S13751-7?r=1097.

56. George W. Bush, “At O’Hare, President Says ‘Get on Board’” 
(remarks to airline employees, Chicago, IL, 27 September 2001), 
accessed 27 June 2023, https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.
gov/news/releases/2001/09/20010927-1.html.

57. “Average Fuel Efficiency of U.S. Light Duty Vehicles,” Bureau 
of Transportation Statistics, accessed 27 June 2023, https://www.
bts.gov/content/average-fuel-efficiency-us-light-duty-vehicles.

58. Sorley, Thunderbolt, 361–62, 364; Gregory Fontenot, E. 
J. Degen, and David Tohn, On Point: The United States Army in 
Operation Iraqi Freedom (Fort Leavenworth, KS: Combat Studies 
Institute Press, 2004), 176.

59. John Orrell, “The National Guard’s Contribution: 
300,000-Plus Iraq Deployments,” National Guard Bureau, 4 
January 2012, accessed 27 June 2023, https://www.national-
guard.mil/News/Article/576180/the-national-guards-contribu-
tion-300000-plus-iraq-deployments/; Kathryn Roe Coker, Bian-
nual Army Reserve Historical Summary: 2008/2009, ed. Deborah 
Foster-King et al. (Fort Bragg, NC: Office of Army Reserve History, 
2013), xlvii, accessed 27 June 2023, https://www.usar.army.mil/
Portals/98/Documents/historycorner/USARC%202008_2009%20
History%20for%20Web.pdf.

60. Charles A. Henning, U.S. Military Stop Loss Program: Key 
Questions and Answers, Congressional Research Service (CRS) Re-
port No. R40121 (Washington, DC: CRS, 10 July 2009), accessed 
27 June 2023, https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/citations/ADA503196.

61. Ibid.
62. Stop-Loss, directed by Kimberly Peirce (Los Angeles: Para-

mount Pictures, 2008), last updated 12 December 2012, accessed 
27 June 2023, https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0489281/.

63. Greg Kandra, “We’re at War; America’s at the Mall,” CBS 
News, 8 September 2006, accessed 27 June 2023, https://www.
cbsnews.com/news/were-at-war-americas-at-the-mall/.

64. Stew Magnuson, “Annual Poll Shows Low Confidence 
in Military,” National Defense (website), 18 January 2023, ac-
cessed 27 June 2023, https://www.nationaldefensemagazine.org/
articles/2023/1/18/annual-poll-shows-low-confidence-in-military.

65. “Demographics of the U.S. Military,” Council on Foreign Re-
lations, last updated 13 July 2020, accessed 27 June 2023, https://
www.cfr.org/backgrounder/demographics-us-military.

66. Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man 
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 2006), xi. 

https://www.usar.army.mil/OurHistory/DesertShield-DesertStorm/
https://www.usar.army.mil/OurHistory/DesertShield-DesertStorm/
https://www.nationalguard.mil/Features/2016/Desert-Storm/
https://www.nationalguard.mil/Features/2016/Desert-Storm/
https://history.defense.gov/Multimedia/Biographies/Article-View/Article/571286/caspar-w-weinberger/
https://history.defense.gov/Multimedia/Biographies/Article-View/Article/571286/caspar-w-weinberger/
https://history.defense.gov/Multimedia/Biographies/Article-View/Article/571286/caspar-w-weinberger/
https://usafacts.org/state-of-the-union/defense/
https://usafacts.org/state-of-the-union/defense/
https://www.nytimes.com/1984/11/29/world/excerpts-from-address-of-weinberger.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1984/11/29/world/excerpts-from-address-of-weinberger.html
https://www.defense.gov/News/Feature-Stories/story/article/1728715/desert-storm-a-look-back/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Feature-Stories/story/article/1728715/desert-storm-a-look-back/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Feature-Stories/story/article/1728715/desert-storm-a-look-back/
https://bush41library.tamu.edu/files/nsd/nsd54.pdf
https://bush41library.tamu.edu/files/nsd/nsd54.pdf
https://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/colin-powells-fateful-moment
https://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/colin-powells-fateful-moment
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2002/01/22/americans-favor-force-in-iraq-somalia-sudan-and/
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2002/01/22/americans-favor-force-in-iraq-somalia-sudan-and/
https://www.pewresearch.org/2008/03/19/public-attitudes-toward-the-war-in-iraq-20032008/
https://www.pewresearch.org/2008/03/19/public-attitudes-toward-the-war-in-iraq-20032008/
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR3076.html
https://www.congress.gov/congressional-record/volume-149/issue-157/senate-section/article/S13751-7?r=1097
https://www.congress.gov/congressional-record/volume-149/issue-157/senate-section/article/S13751-7?r=1097
https://www.congress.gov/congressional-record/volume-149/issue-157/senate-section/article/S13751-7?r=1097
https://www.congress.gov/congressional-record/volume-149/issue-157/senate-section/article/S13751-7?r=1097
https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2001/09/20010927-1.html
https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2001/09/20010927-1.html
https://www.bts.gov/content/average-fuel-efficiency-us-light-duty-vehicles
https://www.bts.gov/content/average-fuel-efficiency-us-light-duty-vehicles
https://www.nationalguard.mil/News/Article/576180/the-national-guards-contribution-300000-plus-iraq-deployments/
https://www.nationalguard.mil/News/Article/576180/the-national-guards-contribution-300000-plus-iraq-deployments/
https://www.nationalguard.mil/News/Article/576180/the-national-guards-contribution-300000-plus-iraq-deployments/
https://www.usar.army.mil/Portals/98/Documents/historycorner/USARC%202008_2009%20History%20for%20Web.pdf
https://www.usar.army.mil/Portals/98/Documents/historycorner/USARC%202008_2009%20History%20for%20Web.pdf
https://www.usar.army.mil/Portals/98/Documents/historycorner/USARC%202008_2009%20History%20for%20Web.pdf
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/citations/ADA503196
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0489281/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/were-at-war-americas-at-the-mall/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/were-at-war-americas-at-the-mall/
https://www.nationaldefensemagazine.org/articles/2023/1/18/annual-poll-shows-low-confidence-in-military
https://www.nationaldefensemagazine.org/articles/2023/1/18/annual-poll-shows-low-confidence-in-military
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/demographics-us-military
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/demographics-us-military


57MILITARY REVIEW September-October 2023

Four Minutes to 
Make a Leader
Maj. James Cowen, British Army

In the movie Saving Private Ryan, there is a scene 
where Tom Hanks’s character, Capt. John Miller, 
is staggering up the beach.1 His helmet has been 

blown off, and he struggles to take in his surroundings. 
The sound of battle is muted by a ringing noise that 
replicates the temporary deafness he is experiencing. 
One of his NCOs is shouting in his face, but he re-
mains incognizant and unhearing. Finally, he reaches 
for his helmet and places it back on his head. Doing 
so drags him sharply back to reality, the din of battle 
returns, and his surroundings come back into focus. 
This sequence lasts only a minute and a half. Still, to 
me, it is one of the most powerful cinematic moments 
ever committed to film. I find myself returning to those 
ninety seconds quite frequently. They help me relive, 

in a visceral way, a personal memory that is a keystone 
to my approach to leadership. This is because I have 
been John Miller staggering up the beach, overcome 
by shock, unable to bring myself back into the here 
and now, despite reality screaming for my undivided 
attention. What I learned in those moments is huge-
ly rich insight for a leader. On the face of it, much of 
what I learned would appear to be limited to the direct 
leadership that the experience most obviously exhibits. 
However, as a newly promoted major, my career will 
gradually remove me from that direct leadership role 
over the coming years.

In the spirit of preparing for this transition to 
organizational leadership, I must return to this seminal 
moment in my career. Marshall Goldsmith suggests 
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Soldiers of Headquarters, C Company, 3 RIFLES, pose for a group picture in Patrol Base Folad, Afghanistan, during Operation Herrick 16 
(March–October 2012). The author is in the front row, fourth from right. Company Serjeant Major Paton is seated fifth from right. (Photo 
from author)
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that “what got you here won’t get you there.”2 His gen-
eral thesis is that the leadership habits that have proved 
successful as a direct leader will not necessarily carry 
over into organizational leadership. Naturally, this is 
a worrying proposition for someone whose identity as 
a leader is vested in a formative experience from the 
early days of his career. As a result, I have dedicated 
significant time to extracting what I can from this 
event to carry with me into this new role. Naturally, my 
principal concern is avoiding a leadership identity crisis 
should this formative event diminish in importance.

The event I am about to discuss is inherently 
personal, so it is with some trepidation that I choose 
to share it. I do so for three main reasons. First, it 
is to demonstrate the role of leaders in overcoming 
shock. In so doing, I hope to provide an explicit 
endorsement of the principles of transformational 
leadership and their utility under extreme pressure. 
Transformational leadership is, of course, a valuable 
tool for direct leaders. Still, this article will focus on 
how the principles of this concept grow in impor-
tance when it comes to defining an organizational 
vision and setting a culture.

Second, perhaps self-indulgently, I want to acknowl-
edge the event in a public forum. The event lasted only 

four minutes out of the 
long summer of 2012 
in Helmand Province, 
Afghanistan. Yet, since 
that August morning, it 
has played on the back 
of my eyelids almost 
daily. Writing about 
it, trying to capture it 
on paper, feels like an 
essential step in coming 
to terms with the true 
significance of what 
happened.

Finally, I hope to 
encourage anyone who 
recognizes the look in 
John Miller’s eyes to re-
spect these experiences 
properly. My vocation, 
and that of many in the 
audience to which I am 

writing, brings us into direct contact with trauma more 
frequently than we care to acknowledge. Committing 
this one traumatic incident to writing will have been 
worthwhile if sharing my story helps someone else find 
their means of catharsis. My attempt is not without 
example; the British chief of the General Staff, Gen. Sir 
Patrick Sanders, did something similar two years ago 
when he acknowledged his mental health journey.3 This 
article is my response to his short video that Sanders 
called Time to Talk. Doing so normalizes the practice 
and hopefully has developed an environment where 
others will feel comfortable doing the same.

The Event
At 1135 hrs. on 9 August 2012, our company opera-

tions room in Nad-e-Ali District, Helmand Province, fell 
silent. We had just heard the chilling squawk of the radio 
inform us, “Contact, small arms fire, man down, wait out.” 
It was not the voice we were expecting. My close friend Andy 
Chesterman was the patrol commander on the ground, yet he 
was alarmingly absent from the net. A cacophony and frantic 
activity replaced the initial silence following the contact 
report. My worst fears were confirmed when the anonymous 
voice relayed the nine-line medical evacuation (MEDEVAC) 
request over the radio. Andy had prior service in the Navy, so 
his ZAP (personal ID) number was different from a stan-
dard Army number. Ironically, we use ZAP numbers as a way 
of protecting the identity of a casualty. Andy’s number was 
so distinct that the radio operator might as well have been 
shouting his name into the handset as he relayed the contact 
report. The remainder of the nine-liner was also grim listen-
ing; it was clear that Andy was in serious trouble.

I froze, completely choked. The room fell out of focus, and 
sound became meaningless. Without a doubt, I was experi-
encing an acute shock. It was not immediately apparent why 
I was so affected as to be overcome to the point of incapacita-
tion. However, having relived that moment repeatedly in the 
intervening years, I have a good idea why I responded as I did. 
I was a twenty-three-year-old boy on the adventure of a life-
time. We, my unit, had spent the summer fighting a fierce op-
ponent and consistently winning without suffering a scratch. 
We thought of ourselves as invincible. Yet, that illusion, built 
over months, had come crashing down in seconds. The sucker 
punch was all the more devastating because at the moment 
he was shot, my friend was stripped of everything that made 
him Andy. In his place, just the six-digit ZAP number and 
rapidly deteriorating vital signs constantly spitting out of the 
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radio speaker. The company serjeant major (CSM), Gavin 
Paton, had seen my reaction; he had watched me choke from 
across the room and acted quickly, leading me outside.4 Four 
minutes after the initial contact report, I was back in the 
operations room contributing to the MEDEVAC effort. In 
the intervening four minutes, I had been consoled, rebuked, 
motivated, and returned to the fight by an expert leader.

Transformational Leadership
It may appear to be a bit of a leap to apply a concept 

like transformational leadership to a four-minute period. 
In his book Leadership, James Burns, the initial propo-
nent for the term, stresses that transformational lead-
ership is not a one-time event or a quick fix, but rather 
a continuous process.5 Much of the groundwork for 
leading this way is achieved by articulating and modeling 
a set of values and beliefs. In essence, it is about organiza-
tional culture. The CSM set the culture in the company. 
He demanded total professionalism that he rewarded 
with humbling levels of trust. A closeness permeated the 
company that permitted us to be remarkably forthright 
across all ranks. Paton conditioned us this way because 

he knew it would build individual and team resilience, 
a trait that the company would need during the long 
fighting season. As I will explore, the value of this invest-
ment lies in the reserves of resiliency, mutual trust, and 
dedication we relied upon in a crisis.

This section will take the reader through the four 
minutes following the shooting of Andy Chesterman. 
Then, using the principles of transformational leader-
ship, I will demonstrate the effectiveness of a transfor-
mational style in the heat of the moment. Taken in turn, 
individual consideration, intellectual stimulation, inspi-
rational motivation, and idealized influence, the “four 
Is” of transformational leadership will demonstrate how 
the investment in the team by Paton set the foundations 
that we would need during our worst day in Helmand. 
Doing so will be crucial to expanding the relevance of my 
experience to my future as an organizational leader.

Individualized Consideration
Individualized consideration is the leader’s ability to 

understand each follower’s unique needs and to provide 
personalized support and guidance to help them reach 

A Medical Emergency Response Team Chinook helicopter leaves Patrol Base Qudrat to rush Andy to the hospital in Camp Bastian, Afghan-
istan. (Photo from author)
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their full potential.6 Transformational leaders build 
strong relationships with followers and prioritize their 
well-being and growth.

The above synopsis of the first pillar of transforma-
tional leadership suits my purpose very well. The first 
half talks about identifying the unique needs of the 
individual follower. In the seconds following the contact 

report, Paton led me outside and, with very few words, 
reminded me that I had a job to do. He also remind-
ed me that I had my role in keeping my subordinates 
motivated. As a leader, I had to display physical courage 
and selfless commitment. He tailored his words perfectly 
for me. His execution acted as a sharp jolt to my senses, 
he didn’t mince his words, and I snapped out of the daze. 
His bluntness was a risk; of course, it could have back-
fired, but it didn’t, and I believe Paton knew it wouldn’t.

The second half of the synopsis of individualized 
consideration talks about the importance of building 
solid relationships. Before writing this, I had not consid-
ered this event in any broader context. The significance 
of that conversation was limited to the impact of the 
intervention in that moment. However, from my current 
vantage point, I can appreciate the slow and deliberate 
effort Paton made with the individuals in the company 
in the months before deploying. Every interaction he had 
with the team was meaningful and designed to match 
his eventual vision for C Company, a vision founded on 
mutual trust and total professionalism. Paton wanted 
to be able to talk frankly with whoever needed to hear 
frank words. To do so, he took the time to get to know 
the team. Paton executed perfect individualized consid-
eration in the six months that led us to that conversation 
and in those four minutes with me.

Intellectual Stimulation
Transformational leaders challenge their follow-

ers to exceed their own expectations and to achieve 
results that they never thought possible. They create a 

sense of urgency and excitement that inspires peo-
ple to work harder and achieve more than they ever 
thought possible.7

Early August was one of the most delicate periods 
of our deployment. Our usual chain of command was 
fractured and disjointed. I was covering for the compa-
ny second in command (2IC) because the commander 

was on leave in the UK. Likewise, the normal 2IC was 
now in command. Our organizational resilience was 
not at 100 percent. My role that day would be run-
ning the operations room. Therefore, I was the person 
tasked with coordinating the MEDEVAC.

Immediately before the CSM led me outside, I 
vaguely recall a signaler asking me to decide on a course 
of action. Like Capt. Miller in the film, when his NCO 
was shouting for his attention, I was incognizant and 
deaf to everything around me. Part of what contributed 
to my shock was the weight of responsibility suddenly 
thrust upon me. To give Andy the best chance of sur-
vival, I would have to exercise decision-making under 
an extreme level of pressure that was new to me. Paton 
had his role in getting Andy off the ground. He would 
deploy out and move Andy to the helicopter landing site. 
Before he could do so, he needed to be reassured that the 
operations room was functioning as it should be. The last 
thing the CSM said to me before sending me back into 
the room was, “Mr. Chesterman needs you.” I reentered 
the operations room and took hold of the radio handset, 
imbued with a burning desire to play my part in what 
would follow. He knew I would find intellectual stim-
ulation by putting me back into the fray. He provided 
a singular focus for the stream of emotion that I was 
experiencing.  Paton had created the “sense of urgency 
and excitement that inspires people to work harder.”

Inspirational Motivation
Based on Burns’s explanation of inspirational mo-

tivation, it might appear challenging to link this pillar 

Transformational leaders challenge their followers to 
exceed their own expectations and to achieve results 
that they never thought possible.
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of transformational leadership to an isolated event. 
According to Burns, inspirational motivation ultimate-
ly rests on moral and ideological foundations, not on a 
mere search for short-term gains.8 I will argue here that 
a transformational leader who has conditioned their 
team to their leadership style can adapt that style to 
achieve short-term results. “C Company will be the best 

company in 3 RIFLES” is the vision I remember for the 
company. If you asked any of us back then who was 
the best company in Afghanistan, let alone 3 RIFLES, I 
know what most would say.

The members of C Company were well-conditioned 
for this vision. We operated in an environment of total 
professionalism and mutual trust. We were accountable 
to ourselves first but likewise for each other and to each 
other. That said, the execution of a vision of excellence 
is fraught with some risk. Firstly, suppose that “excel-
lence” is an illusion or the mantle awarded without 
concrete support. In those cases, organizational resil-
ience will suffer under crisis. Put simply, there will be 
nothing concrete to fall back upon and structures will 
crumble. Likewise, if the foundation is not maintained, 
the illusion of excellence might persist despite an 
erosion of those foundations. We believed we were the 
best company in Afghanistan because we had complete 
faith in the team. From this belief grew the boldness 
with which we fought the insurgent for the first three 
months of the deployment. It is why I was so affected 
when the enemy eventually hit one of our own. I over-
came this emotional response through the immediate 
corrective intervention of Paton. I only needed a quick 
intervention because of our individual and team resil-
ience. When a leader can rely upon a solid foundation 
that complements and supports their vision, they can 
stimulate a positive response during a crisis.

As Paton and I reentered the room, he issued a thir-
ty-second edict to the team. He made it clear that we 
in the operations room serve the people on the ground 

and that we had to exercise every sinew of our collec-
tive body to get those in the fight out of trouble. He 
told us our priority was the MEDEVAC and prevent-
ing further casualties. He went on to focus us on what 
was to come; when everyone was off the ground, “C 
Company would find the shooter and wrestle back the 
initiative from the insurgents.” This short-term vision 

built upon the long-term idea that C Company was the 
best company in 3 RIFLES. Paton appealed to the resil-
ience he had built into our team. As he finished talking, 
he strapped on his body armor and moved out to assist 
in the MEDEVAC. There was nothing Churchillian 
about his speech. It was matter-of-fact, down to earth, 
and precisely what we needed to hear. We were in-
spired, and we went to work.

Idealized Influence
Bernard Bass holds up idealized influence as the 

bedrock on which the other three  principles stand. 
For Bass, it means the degree to which leaders act as 
role models, demonstrate high standards of ethical and 
moral conduct, and make personal sacrifices to achieve 
group goals.9 I prefer to imagine the four Is as indepen-
dent pillars supporting the overall transformational 
leadership concept. I do so because in Burns’s original 
work, he emphasizes a leader’s charisma as the vehicle 
for achieving idealized influence.10 If charisma is a cru-
cial personal characteristic for idealized influence, one 
could extrapolate that only charismatic people can ex-
ecute transformational leadership. I much prefer Bass’s 
reliance on high standards and ethical, moral conduct 
as a more important trait in a leader than charisma.

As it happens, Paton embodied everything Bass 
describes as a requirement for achieving idealized 
influence. He had high standards that he modeled and 
demanded of others. Likewise, Paton always exhibited 
firm ethical grounding and unimpeachable moral con-
duct. One of the things I admired most during those 

When a leader can rely upon a solid foundation that 
complements and supports their vision, they can stimu-
late a positive response during a crisis.
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six months was his readiness to put himself in the line 
of fire for the soldiers he was fighting alongside. Setting 
an example is what he did that day when he went out 
to get Andy off the ground. It is probably worth shar-
ing another anecdote about Paton at this point. He 
is huge. When the Taliban would count us out of the 
patrol base (a procedure we listened to by intercepting 
their radio transmissions), they had a nickname for 
him. You would hear them count; “1, 2, 3, The Bear, 5, 
6.” He knew that his presence on the battlefield affect-
ed everyone. C Company knew he was coming to get 
us if we got hurt. Likewise, the insurgents knew when 
he was heading out and they feared him. He knew his 
place was on the battlefield. In setting this personal 
example of physical courage, the company witnessed a 
role model doing what was right in a tough moment—
idealized influence.

Conclusion
When I set about writing this article, I had three 

main goals. The first was to use my experience of strong 

leadership as an antidote to shock to endorse a well-ex-
ecuted transformational leadership style. I did so to 
prove that my identity as a leader would remain intact 
even as I transition to organizational leadership. I have 
been reassured that Goldsmith’s warning of “what got 
you here won’t get you there” is only somewhat valid. I 
do not have to discard the lessons in direct leadership 
from that summer. They will continue to be as relevant 
as ever, particularly because they have taught me to 
build and maintain strong and meaningful relation-
ships. Writing this article has given me an opportunity 
to uncover a rich vein of lessons that will be supremely 
relevant at the organizational level. We did not achieve 
excellence by being the best at marksmanship or the 
most aggressive on the battlefield. On the contrary, we 
fulfilled a vision of excellence founded on trust, profes-
sionalism, and relationship building. Perhaps most per-
tinently, I can now see this moment of extreme emo-
tion and violence through a wider lens. Of course, there 
is much more to leadership for a military professional 
than these moments. These moments are the exception 

Crowds line the streets of Edinburgh, Scotland, as soldiers of 3rd Battalion, 3 RIFLES, march through the city 3 November 2012 after return-
ing from a demanding six-month tour in Helmand Province during Operation Herrick 16 as part of the 12th Mechanized Brigade. We were 
all very aware that one of us was missing. (Photo by Cpl. Paul Morrison, Crown Copyright)
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and not the norm. But for an organizational leader 
hoping to immunize their team against the effects of 
shock, what is clear to me now is that resilience is hard 
earned and requires dedicated investment. I learned to 
lead, or at least what leadership looks like, in a baptism 
of fire that I have kept very close for my whole career. It 
is a solid grounding that will serve me well as I contin-
ue to study the art and science of leadership.

Second, I planted a flag in my mental health jour-
ney. I think this article comes across as a stream of 
consciousness at points. I refuse to edit that because 
this purpose of catharsis is more important to me 
than the first. Paton had built a resilient team in 
which we cared for each other. The morning after the 
shooting, the battalion commander stood on the steps 
outside the operations room. The whole company 
had gathered to hear him speak. I knew what he was 
about to say, but it still hit me like a freight train. “Lt. 
Chesterman fought bravely through the night but did 
not survive his wounds.”11 Before I had processed the 
words, I felt a hand on my back, and another grabbed 
my hand. Two riflemen, private soldiers, had reacted 
the way Paton had trained us and were supporting 
their teammate. At that moment, I saw the distinc-
tion between setting a vision and achieving a vision. 
That was the true mark of excellence and why C 
Company was the best company in 3 RIFLES and the 
best in Afghanistan. From top to bottom, we had each 
other’s backs.

Finally, I wanted to contribute my voice to the 
conversation on mental health more widely. I have 
seen firsthand, not just in the aftermath of that tour 
but throughout my career, that most of us are living 
with our trauma. Writing about it will not be the way 
for everyone, but I would echo the chief of the General 
Staff ’s encouragement: it’s time to talk. One thing that 
has struck a chord as I have relived these events is the 
impact that leaving a team like C Company has had on 
me as an individual. The further away from that sum-
mer in Helmand time takes me, the further away I am 
from being in that team. That is a reasonably common 
emotion for a soldier, but it is worth considering. Those 
tight-knit teams are built to provide mutual support 
to get through tough times. The broader conversation 
about mental health must continue to help us deal with 
everyday life after trauma.

No, Andrew Chesterman did not survive his 
wounds. Still, we rallied around his death and went 
after the insurgents with renewed ferocity. For the 
remainder of the summer, we did very well. The tone 
was set in the four minutes after the contact report 
was received. I will always be grateful to Paton for 
how firmly yet sensitively he guided me from the 
precipice of self-indulgent grief to a place of ruthless 
determination. My career ever since has been domi-
nated by two personal priorities; to guard the memory 
of Andy Chesterman and to lead per Paton’s transfor-
mational example.12   
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Soldiers assigned to the 2nd Brigade Combat Team (Airborne), 11th Airborne Division, stand at Pershing Parade Field during the reflag-
ging ceremony of the 11th Airborne Division on 6 June 2022 at Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson, Alaska. (Photo by Senior Airman Patrick 
Sullivan, Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson Public Affairs)

The 11th Airborne 
Division Reborn
Arctic Angels
Maj. Gen. Brian S. Eifler, U.S. Army
Natalie M. Hardy
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The 11th Airborne Division is back! Embracing 
the newest evolution of its three incarnations, 
the 11th once again is purpose-built to meet the 

shifting challenges facing our country. Originally activat-
ed in 1943 as the first airborne division to be built from 
the ground up, the 11th became Douglas MacArthur’s 
“secret weapon” in the Pacific, conducting multiple air-
borne assaults while fighting through the Philippines. 

As the war ended in September 1945, the soldiers 
of the 11th Airborne Division “Angels” would be recog-
nized for their ability to rapidly organize into a com-
bat-credible, airborne fighting formation that provided 
key support to the war effort. Retired Lt. Gen. E. M. 
Flanagan Jr. notes in his personalized history, The Angels: 
A History of the 11th Airborne Division, that despite being 
a small division with minimal resources and firepower, 
they “took on the missions of a full-sized division and 
proved that heart and courage and training and cama-
raderie and esprit and loyalty, not only up but down, 
engender self-confidence and invincibility, making giants 
of ordinary men.”1 The 11th Airborne Division espe-
cially distinguished itself in the fierce battles to liberate 
Manila; during a daring raid by land, sea, and air on 
Los Baños detention camp to rescue over two thousand 
Allied civilian internees; and in overseeing postwar 
Japanese occupation forces until 1949.2

As national security needs shifted after World War 
II, the division was inactivated in 1958 following a 
deployment to Germany. During the Vietnam conflict, 
it was incarnated once again, reactivating from 1963 
to 1965 at Fort Campbell, Kentucky, as the 11th Air 
Assault Division. The division’s purpose focused on 
developing the nascent air assault tactics for helicopter 
operations and subsequently spawned the first units to 
execute those operations in Vietnam.3 

After a fifty-seven-year dormancy, the 11th 
Airborne Division reactivated in 2022 once again 
to meet the evolving challenges facing our Nation. 
The Annual Threat Assessment of the U.S. Intelligence 
Community, issued by the Office of the Director of 
National Intelligence, notes that great powers and 
rising powers fighting for global dominance will set 
the parameters for future world order.4 Department of 
Defense and Army leaders at every echelon are focused 
on maintaining global stability as regional competi-
tors become increasingly aggressive and adversarial. 
Having a division unit of action in a strategic location 

to respond to crisis or conflict in the U.S. Indo-Pacific 
Command and the Arctic fills a strategic gap—thus, the 
11th Airborne Division was reborn a third time, at the 
crossroad of transformation and modernization. 

Today, the “Arctic Angels” of the 11th build capabili-
ty to operate in the Arctic, mountain terrain, and other 
extreme cold weather (ECW) areas while maintain-
ing readiness for global deployments. To attain these 
diverse objectives, the 11th Airborne Division (Arctic) 
concentrates on three distinct sectors of development: 
Arctic capability, readiness for large-scale combat oper-
ations, and interoperability with allies and partners.

Arctic Capability
Our Nation’s strategy for the Arctic continues to 

evolve with increasing recognition of China’s desire to 
expand its sphere of influence throughout the region. 
The National Strategy for the Arctic Region notes that by 
building economic, diplomatic, scientific, and military 
partnerships, China has the potential to undermine 
our national security objectives.5 Simultaneously, the 
strategy acknowledges the difficulties associated with 

maintaining region-
al stability as Russia 
continues its activities 
in Ukraine, which effec-
tively stymies formal 
government-to-gov-
ernment discussions 
on Arctic cooperation.6 
China and Russia, 
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working together, may present even greater challenges 
as they strengthen their economic partnerships, expand 
military cooperation, and form mutually beneficial col-
laborative efforts. Their recently signed coast guard co-
operation agreement will likely increase Sino-Russian 
joint exercise activity across the maritime region.7

In response to the growing importance of the Arctic 
to national security, the Army published its Arctic 
strategy, Regaining Arctic Dominance, in 2021. While 
there are other service-specific Arctic strategies in the 
Department of Defense, only the Army has an imple-
mentation plan manifested in a new division. For the 
Army, Arctic capability is more than words on paper. 
The Arctic is arguably one of the harshest environ-
ments on the planet. Recognizing the inherent necessi-
ty of ECW training in Alaska, the Army has chosen its 
forces there to implement the objectives and goals laid 
out within the strategic and operational framework.8 In 
addition to its responsibilities in the U.S. Indo-Pacific 
Command, the 11th Airborne Division has been given 
the task to become the most highly trained, disciplined, 
and fit Arctic warfighting unit in the world—to not just 
survive but thrive in ECW and mountainous terrain. 
Appropriately, the division’s home is Alaska, the only 
state in the Arctic and the only state with land less than 
three miles from Russian soil.9

To regain Arctic dominance requires transforma-
tion into a fully operational division, a warfighting 
command that can conduct and sustain extended 
operations to, within, and from the Arctic/ECW to 
project power within the theater. These capabilities can 
support varied missions, including land force options 
for a joint force during crisis and conflict, security 
cooperation, humanitarian assistance, and defense 
support to civil authorities. 

Building ECW, mountainous, high-latitude, com-
bat-capable forces remains central to the strategy’s key 
tenets and the division’s mission. Our forces must have 
the range, endurance, and protection enablers to con-
duct sustained operations in the Arctic environment. 
The 11th Airborne Division must operate and endure 
across long distances, in ECW, at high latitudes, and at 
high elevations. 

To operate in these environments, the Army 
requires capabilities that are dynamically employed 
throughout the coldest part of the year in a strate-
gically predictable but operationally unpredictable 

manner. Extreme cold, snow, rugged and mountainous 
terrain, and persistent light or darkness necessitate 
new technologies and modernization of existing assets. 
The Army must develop or refine concepts, doctrine, 
organizations, and training in the Arctic environment 
to inform risk-based modernization. 

Several years ago, the Center for Army Lessons 
Learned identified twenty-three capability gaps in the 
Army’s Arctic force, emphasizing that this environ-
ment complicates all warfighting functions.10 The good 
news is that the division and the Army enterprise have 
been working to address these gaps, and in some cases 
have been successful. One overarching finding was that 
the Army needs to improve its ability to establish and 
maintain mobile command posts in the Arctic envi-
ronment. Command and control can be degraded by 
unreliable communications and dispersion of forces. 
Tents fail in the extreme cold. Lower tactical internet 
is limited due to extreme cold and high winds, and 
upper tactical internet fails due to the low-look angle to 
equatorial geostationary satellites. Any equipment with 
a liquid crystal display can be unreliable and fragile in 
extreme cold temperatures. 

Movement and maneuver can be slow and difficult, 
requiring purpose-built equipment. Extended mainte-
nance times due to environmental conditions and lack 
of expeditionary temperature-controlled maintenance 
bays preclude normal operations. Cold-soaking vul-
nerability limits forward deployment, and helicopter 
maintenance requires access to hangars, so rotary-wing 
aviation is severely constrained.11 

Fires will often be less precise because of unique po-
sition, navigation, and timing challenges. Prime mover 
limitations in uncompacted snow are exacerbated by a 
wheeled towing system. Firing capability requires pow-
er generation, hydraulics, and preparation to fire and 
actuation procedures that are complicated by ECW.

ECW environments also constrain the capacity 
to produce, purify, store, and distribute liquid water. 
Ambient cold freezes critical medical supplies such as 
plasma and intravenous medicines, rendering them 
unusable until thawed, and the need for tents limits 
expeditionary capability.

Increased vulnerabilities associated with Arctic 
operations can magnify protection requirements. There 
is increased chemical, biological, radiological, and 
nuclear vulnerability due to multiple system failures 
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below -25°F. Decontamination requires 
use of liquid water, which is scarce in 
subzero temperatures. Personal protective 
equipment malfunctions: mask valves and 
canisters freeze; protective gloves crack; 
and wearing layers of clothing, boots, 
hats, and gloves for warmth complicates 
decontamination.

Climate and high-latitude impact 
tactical collection platforms, and elec-
tronic warfare capabilities limit the 
commander’s understanding of the bat-
tlefield. Batteries fail in the cold, resulting 
in multiple platform failures. Climate 
and latitude limit intelligence, surveil-
lance, and reconnaissance capabilities, 
and the low-look angle degrades satellite 
communications.

Despite these challenges, the Arctic 
Angels cannot wait for solutions to be 
delivered. The strength of the division 
remains its people; with innovation, 
determination, and grit, Arctic Angels 
overcome obstacles and figure it out! It is part of the 
heritage of the Native Alaskan people who have lived in 
this environment for centuries, and their support to us 
cannot go unmentioned.

To become an Arctic-capable force, our units must 
be equipped to train and live in the environment. We 
must ensure formations have sufficient opportunities 
to train at echelon in Arctic environments and develop 
the expertise required to survive and thrive. This is the 
only reliable way to understand and mitigate the effects 
of extreme cold on performance and equipment. By 
establishing the Joint Pacific Multinational Readiness 
Center’s ( JPMRC) regional combat training capability 
in Alaska, we provide a singular opportunity to train 
Army forces in the region, in the harsh environment. 

The annual JPMRC Alaska event is exactly what 
our formation needs and the Arctic strategy requires. 
In its inaugural year, the JPMRC Alaska rotation 
exceeded all expectations, and 2023 added complex-
ity and tactical challenges. Both iterations took place 
during subzero temperatures and spanned from Joint 
Base Elmendorf-Richardson in Anchorage to Fort 
Wainwright and the Yukon Training Area 350 miles 
north, with numerous strategic missions taking place 

deep within the Arctic Circle. Both JPMRC exercises 
leveraged live, virtual, and constructive environments 
to execute a brigade combat team large-scale combat 
operation under ECW conditions using the Army’s 
Arctic decisive-action training environment. 

JPMRC Alaska, executed in the heart of winter, 
incorporates critical elements of a traditional combat 
training center, and culminates the yearlong training 
cycles of the division’s two brigades. The exercise design 
features professional observer controller/trainers, an 
Arctic capable and dynamic opposing force, and an ex-
peditionary, full-instrumentation package. Integrated 
airborne joint forcible entry operations amplify com-
plexity. Last year’s JPMRC exercise also validated a 
High Mobility Artillery Rocket System expeditionary 
strike package that involved Canadian and U.S. lift 
aircraft as well as fifth-generation sensors from U.S. Air 
Force F-35 fighters. 

JPMRC offers several critical advantages. It en-
sures our units’ highest density of training takes place 
during the ECW months of October through March. 
It is always joint and multicomponent with Air Force, 
Marine Corps, Coast Guard, National Guard, and 
Army Reserve units. It incorporates Arctic allies and 

1st Battalion, 24th Infantry Regiment soldiers cross train on skis with Finnish RK 62 
rifles during exercise Arctic Forge 2023 in Finland. (Photo courtesy of 1st Battalion, 
24th Infantry Regiment)



September-October 2023 MILITARY REVIEW68

other partners to improve interoperability and learn 
from foreign armies who are experts at Arctic opera-
tions. Lessons learned, especially in the areas of sustain-
ment and communications, inform improvements to 
Army equipment and tactics necessary to win in the 
harsh conditions. We are demonstrating the high value 
of over-the-snow mobility, dismounted maneuver, and 
the effective integration of fires and effects. By training 
in the region and with our regional partners, we remain 
postured to rapidly deploy in support of Pacific theater 
requirements before, during, and after the exercise—
not losing people and equipment for months due to 
transit to the continental United States. Most impor-
tantly, JPMRC reflects the environment and conditions 
where 11th Airborne Division soldiers are likely to 
deploy and operate. 

Readiness for Rapid Global 
Deployment

Although the Arctic region is drawing considerable 
attention as Russia and China extend their presence 

and influence, sustaining a free and open Indo-Pacific 
theater remains a top national priority. The 11th 
Airborne Division has a foot firmly in each region by 
virtue of both mission and geography. Sitting at the 
nexus of both regions, the division routinely executes 
expeditionary and multidomain operations in sup-
port of combatant commanders across the globe while 
building Arctic expertise. The 11th Airborne Division 
is assigned to U.S. Army Pacific in support of the Indo-
Pacific Command, and it can supply a credible force in 
crisis, conflict, and competition.

The division’s rapidly deployable airborne and air 
assault brigades function as the Army’s Indo-Pacific 
response force by offering the joint force commander 
geographic proximity coupled with readiness. The 
division’s strategic location provides the shortest dis-
tances to potential crisis both in the Pacific and over 
the North Pole to Scandinavian countries. The divi-
sion’s mission, roles, and expertise meet the demands 
of both the operational environment and the joint 
force commander. Last year’s approved conversion of 

“Arctic Wolves” with 1st Battalion, 24th Infantry Regiment, conduct a platoon live-fire exercise 9 November 2022 at the Yukon Training Area 
in Alaska. Platoons trained on multiple weapons systems while executing battle drills to perfect the art of Arctic lethality. (Photo by 1st Lt. 
Daniel Isakoff, U.S. Army)
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Soldiers of 1st Battalion, 5th Infantry Regiment “Bobcats,” 1st Brigade Combat Team, 25th Infantry Division, conduct a company live fire at 
Yukon Training Area, Alaska, as part of Joint Pacific Multinational Readiness Center rotation 22-02 on 15 March 2022. The brigade reflagged 
on 6 June 2022 as an element of the 11th Airborne Division. (Photo by Benjamin Wilson, U.S. Army)

the Stryker brigade to light infantry optimized the 
unit for rapid response. 

Follow-on transformation efforts should see the 
introduction of sustainment, fires, and aviation en-
ablers as well as the improved equipping of the force 
for its Arctic mission. The Army is deliberately plan-
ning and executing this transformation, which will 
be synchronized and integrated with our enduring 
priorities, requirements, and training objectives. 

We are training various options for over-the-
snow mobility, including skis, snowshoes, snow 
machines, and soon, the Cold Weather All-Terrain 
Vehicle. We will continue to test solutions for the 
identified Arctic capability gaps and provide feed-
back to the Army enterprise on the best investments 
going forward.

Allies and Partners
Having strong partners is a cornerstone of the 

national defense strategy and is integral to the Army’s 
success. We are committed to building relationships 

with the joint and total force and our partners and 
allies to be ready in competition, crisis, conflict, and 
change. We have actively pursued this objective, 
engaging and training with India, Japan, Mongolia, 
Malaysia, and Australia, as well as Norway, Finland, 
and Sweden. 

The division’s brigade combat teams’ routine de-
ployments across the Pacific theater and the Arctic 
demonstrate the value of multilateral solutions and 
cooperation. In 2023, the division participated in eigh-
teen major exercises. Our units are on the ground with 
our foreign partners and allies, articulating the valuable 
role of the U.S. Army in enabling multilateral activi-
ties, exercises, and training events. The broad and deep 
exercise participation serves to expose the criticality 
of logistics and sustainment for military operations in 
the region while simultaneously revealing our Army’s 
unmatched abilities in these arenas.

Training for ground operations in Arctic/ECW 
environments with allies and partners hones our ability 
while increasing interoperability. In May 2022, the 
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Spartan Brigade went to Norway for Swift Response, ex-
ecuting an emergency deployment readiness exercise for 
a battalion task force and an in-flight rig for an airborne 
operation over the North Pole, and training force-on-
force with multinational partners. Exercises like this 
ensure we are prepared to respond to threats or crisis in 
cold environments while reinforcing the enduring bond 
of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization.

Also demonstrating our potential to support 
operations in the European Command, 1st Brigade, 
11th Airborne Division Infantry Brigade Combat 
Team (1/11 IBCT), sent a battalion tactical com-
mand post and an infantry company to Arctic 
Forge 23 for cold weather training with the Finnish 
Defence Forces. This winter warfare training event 
featured ski training, a biathlon, squad tactics, and 
Arctic survival skills—intensive challenges that 
strengthened partnerships and increased readiness 
to meet shared responsibilities in the Arctic and 
other ECW locations.

In November 2022, we deployed an airborne bat-
talion to opposite side of the world, traveling to India’s 
Himalayan mountains. Paratroopers from 2/11 IBCT 
(Airborne) took part in the Yudh Abhyas 22 training 
exercise, operating at ten-thousand-foot elevation 
alongside soldiers from the Indian Army’s 9th Assam 
Regiment. This was an extraordinary first that really 
got the attention of our competitors on the world stage. 

The division’s air assault brigade is likewise building 
a strong relationship with the winter soldiers of the 
Northern Army of the Japanese Ground Self-Defense 
Force. They participated in a bilateral exchange for 
North Wind 23, with the 1/11 IBCT “Arctic Wolves” 
deploying a battalion to Hokkaido to train alongside the 
Japanese in harsh winter conditions. The division also 
went to Japan for Yama Sakura 83 in December, and we 
are deep in planning for Yama Sakura 85 this coming 
winter. These exercises increase our countries’ mutual 
combat readiness to respond to a wide range of crisis 
contingencies in the Indo-Pacific region.

Spc. Adrien Dutter, a forward observer assigned to Company C, 1st Battalion, 24th Infantry Regiment, 1st Brigade Combat Team, out of Fort 
Wainwright, Alaska, retrieves skiing gear during the polar plunge portion of winter survival training 19 February 2023 at Arctic Forge 2023 
on Sodankylä Garrison, Finland. Exercise Arctic Forge 23 is a U.S. Army Europe and Africa-led umbrella exercise that leverages host-nation 
exercises Defense Exercise North in Finland and exercise Joint Viking in Norway focused on building capabilities and cooperation in sup-
port of the U.S. Army’s Arctic strategy. (Photo by Sgt. Austin Baker, U.S. Army)
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Another key Indo-Pacific partner is the country of 
Mongolia. Khaan Quest in June 2023 was a multilater-
al exercise hosted by the Mongolian Armed Forces. We 
participated in tough training at the Five Hills Training 
Area, sharing practices for peacekeeping and stability 
operations while promoting regional security. While 
our soldiers exchanged lessons and techniques, it was 
also a clear demonstration of the U.S. strategic commit-
ment to maintain international stability.

All these exercises focused on training alongside our 
partners and allies to advance our technical and pro-
cedural interoperability as well as to build a cohesive 
team operating in the Arctic and Indo-Pacific environ-
ments. Taken as a whole, these exercises and shared 
training events are contributing to global security and 
increasing mutual military trust.

Arctic capability and mission readiness ultimately 
depend on our greatest resource, our soldiers. People 
have been and remain our top priority, with a focus 
on taking care of soldiers, families, and our Army 
community through leadership and connections. 
On 6 June 2022, the 11th Airborne Division activa-
tion properly aligned identity, purpose, and mission 
for our soldiers, and the chief of staff of the Army 
charged us with reestablishing the proud reputa-
tion of this storied division. This was a huge missing 
piece of the puzzle. We improved soldiers’ and family 
members’ quality of life by clearing away the previous 
“Frankenstein-like” creation that was cobbled togeth-
er with various patches and units. The best quality of 
life program in the Army remains tough, challenging, 
training as part of a cohesive unit—and that must 
remain foundational. 

This past June, the 11th Airborne Division cel-
ebrated its first anniversary since reactivating. 
Observing a full week of activities focused on the 
proud legacy of the division, we conducted Angel 
Rendezvous Week, during which we honored the 
sacrifices of the brave men and women who served 
before us and celebrated the contributions of those 
that still wear the uniform today. 

We have codified our approach in the Arctic 
Angels Standing Orders, with a tip of the hat to 
Robert Rogers’ Standing Orders; using our moniker 
“Arctic Angel” as an acrostic, we provide eleven pre-
cepts that define our approach to leadership, training, 
readiness, and mission execution:

AAngels have grit and are physically tough! These are 
required regardless of equipment and resources. A unit 
will be victorious where soldiers’ willingness to accept 
hardship is the norm. Maintaining a positive attitude 
regardless of conditions can be the difference between 
survival or death, victory or defeat.
RRealistic training, morale, and stamina are the foun-
dation of an Arctic warrior that no equipment or 
technology can replace. A winter-trained soldier is also 
good in the summer, but the reverse is not true.
CCold weather requires a plan A, B, and C to survive the 
cold. Extra layers and tents are always a must. Never 
wait to be cold to put on an extra layer or set up a tent 
or it will be too late. Wet clothes will lead to hypother-
mia; if you sweat, you die, so stay dry!
TTrusted leadership prevents cold weather injuries! A 
squad must carry the necessary equipment to with-
stand any temperature and be ready to autonomously 
treat cold weather injuries. Cold weather injuries 
are a failure in supervision, planning, and training. 
Leadership, no excuse. Be Arctic smart!
IInclement Arctic conditions give a 10:1 advantage to 
the defender; force your enemy out of his positions and 
entrenchments by outmaneuvering him out of contact 
and then you’ll own the advantage. Roads, trails, and 
cut lines are the enemy’s engagement areas; if it is easy, 
you are walking into a trap; if it is hard, you are win-
ning. Be Arctic tough!
CCombat-ready, small, mobile units that can move in 
difficult terrain will defeat larger formations that are 
less mobile and holding terrain. Arctic winning units 
are experts at raiding and ambushing. Master the 
Ranger skills and adapt to your environment. See the 
enemy first and be the “white ghost”!
AArctic patrol bases must be established in less than 
an hour and broken down in less than ten minutes. 
Always have your equipment ready to march. Don’t 
leave your tent up if you are not actively refitting or 
resting. The minimum safety is always one squad per 
patrol base for roving and sentries. The track discipline 
is the most sacred element of your patrol base security; 
if it is broken, you are packing! Be ready to march at a 
minute’s warning.
NNever compromise your security! When advancing in 
enemy territory, prioritize security, manage the effort 
and workload. In close terrain when you are forced to 
travel single file and break trail, spread out at least one 
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moose to one bear apart. When halting, stay in trail 
to avoid being counted and set frequent ambushes to 
eliminate possible trailing foes.
GGraceful and stealthy movement over snow is only 
mastered through tough, repetitive training. The Arctic 
soldier always carries snowshoes and is the master of 
complex terrain mobility skills. When you need to 
close with the enemy, use your snowshoes; when you 
need to go fast, use your skis; when you need to bring 
supplies forward, consider the use of snow machines or 
small unit support vehicles.
EEquipment maintenance is vital to surviving in the 
Arctic. Take care of your equipment; your life depends 
on it. Check and test your squad support system before 
heading out. Keep your weapon dry and don’t take it 
inside unless you are cleaning it.
LLearned lessons in the cold are acquired by harnessing 
tough repetitive training and exposure. Expect hardship 
but place as much consideration to the sustainment, 
support and refitting of your force as you do for ma-
neuver. Arctic resupply can be precarious, be prepared 
to be self-sufficient for a week at a time.

Looking Forward
Arctic capability, readiness for large-scale com-

bat operations, and interoperability with allies and 
partners will continue to be the division’s path to 
regaining Arctic dominance. With people our most 
valuable resources, we must maintain our focus on 
servant leadership, discipline, and tough training. 
Building cohesive teams on a foundation of mutual 
trust and strong connection is essential to personal 
and unit readiness. 

The Army must continue to build this division 
based on the mission and requirements, gaining more 
robust functionality in logistics, aviation, intelligence, 
and fires—becoming a stronger, more versatile asset in 
the joint commander’s arsenal. We must continue to 
operationalize the division headquarters and develop 
our warfighting skills that will be paramount to our 
preparation for any conflict or crisis. Most importantly, 
our focus on tough, crucible training at company levels 
and below must not waver. A ready force is a deterrent, 
and we must be positioned to fight so that we do our 
part to deter war.   
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https://www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/assessments/ATA-2023-Unclassified-Report.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/National-Strategy-for-the-Arctic-Region.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/National-Strategy-for-the-Arctic-Region.pdf
https://foreignpolicy.com/2023/05/15/russia-china-arctic-cooperation-svalbard/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2023/05/15/russia-china-arctic-cooperation-svalbard/
https://www.army.mil/e2/downloads/rv7/about/2021_army_arctic_strategy.pdf
https://www.army.mil/e2/downloads/rv7/about/2021_army_arctic_strategy.pdf
https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/images/91638/yesterday-and-tomorrow-islands
https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/images/91638/yesterday-and-tomorrow-islands
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Russians Are Busy 
Hammering Out Their 
“Ideology of the 
Future”
Dr. Robert F. Baumann

The “Ideology of the Future” movement asserts that Russia is a separate civilization in its own right—neither Western nor Eastern. Moreover, 
advocates of the ideology in the government assert that Russian civilization as it has evolved provides a superior guide for the future po-
litical and economic formation of global society when compared to the failing liberal democratic systems that predominate in the current 
international system. The foundations of the new ideology will be taught to students of all majors in the first semester of their first year at 
university. This means that regardless of the students’ course selection, all begin their higher education with ideological indoctrination using 
such means as textbooks on the history of Russia. (Photo courtesy of Oleg Elkov)
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The official position of state-sponsored public 
intellectuals since the beginning of the war 
in Ukraine has been that President Vladimir 

Putin’s “special military operation” marked a global 
historical turning point. For instance, Dmitri Trenin, 
a scholar at the Center for National Security of the 
Russian Academy of Sciences, called it a “watershed 
moment” in the November 2022 periodical Russia in 
Global Affairs.1 To make himself perfectly clear, Trenin 
noted that he is not talking about a simple “turning 
point,” which might be subject to reversal, but a defin-
itive, irreversible break with the past. This surprising 
proposition has become a core tenet of Russia’s emerg-
ing “ideology of the future.”

Vladimir Medinsky—Putin’s handpicked presiden-
tial assistant, head of 
the influential Russian 
Military Historical 
Society (RMHS), and 
shaper of ideological 
and cultural dialogue—
said essentially the same 
thing in equally cata-
clysmic terms, char-
acterizing the present 
moment as “the greatest 
challenge” in Russian 
history and warning 
that the survival of 
Russian civilization 
was at risk.2 As bizarre 
as this might sound to 
outsiders, such remarks 
capture the current 
hysteria in Russia 
resulting from the (so 
far) thwarted attempt 
to seize Ukraine.

Just months prior to 
the start of the euphe-
mistically titled special 
military operation 
on 24 February 2022, 
the RMHS founded a 
new journal under the 
pretentious title Ideology 
of the Future. With 

extensive backing from the state and state-approved pub-
lic intellectuals, this publication aimed to provide a forum 
for thought about Russia’s future. The main categories 
included Russia’s future in focused scientific discussion; 
Russia, the Russian world, and Russian civilization in 
current conditions of global threat; and military-histor-
ical heritage in the struggle against “myths” and falsifi-
cations.3 However, its orientation changed significantly 
once the special military operation began to sputter in 
March 2022. On 21 March, the state officially registered 
it as a source of mass information and thus subject to 
new controls. Suddenly, Ideology of the Future pushed 
the staggering assertion that over one thousand years of 
Russian history are divisible into two parts: before and 
after 24 February 2022, the date Putin’s special military 
operation officially launched. The fifth issue, published 
in June 2022, reflected a dramatic change of focus. Since 
then, almost every article has drawn alleged scientific 
connections to the spetsial’naia voennaia operatsiia (SVO) 
as it is abbreviated in Russian.

Also in this issue, a new lead section, consisting 
of eight articles, carried the title “Special Operation: 
Ideological and Informational Support.” In effect, the 
journal’s mission statement changed. The first article, 
“The Ideology of Russian Victory: Out Sacred Codes,” 
outlined the traits and circumstances that shaped 
Russia and contributed to victories through the centu-
ries. It established a storyline of defeat and redemption. 
Its author, Aleksandr Prokhanov, noted the vital role of 
miracles in Russian history, exemplified in the twen-
tieth century by victory in the Great Patriotic War. 
Demonstrating the same spirit today, the people have 
dug their country out from the ashes and miraculous-
ly returned Crimea to Russia. “Today’s Russian state 
arose after a huge historic defeat, resurrected itself after 
a stunning crash. We have again started the Russian 
reactor.”4 Subsequent articles highlighted the Russian 
information campaign supporting SVO with particular 
focus on denazification and allegations of genocide in 
Donbas.

The journal’s editorial board as well as its list of 
principal contributors draws from select sources 
beholden to the regime. There is, of course, the RMHS 
and its network of branches around the country. In 
addition, there are strong links to academic centers, 
defense colleges, and think tanks that also function 
as government propaganda arms. Finally, there are 
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well-publicized discussion clubs consisting of politically 
loyal public intellectuals.

This article aims to examine the intellectual evo-
lution of the new worldview and especially Russia’s 
Orwellian quest to produce a rational framework for a 
policy that can galvanize support from a weary popu-
lation for whatever the Putin regime may choose to do. 
Although it has received intensive attention since the 
start of the war in Ukraine, the so-called “ideology of 
the future” has been in the making for a long time and 
yet still eludes precise formulation.5 We can, however, 
identify salient tenets in this line of thought and reach 
some tentative conclusions about what the ideology is 
and is not at this stage of its development.

Contextual Review
First, a contextual review is in order. The “deep 

history” of the new ideology reflects concepts such 
as Eurasianism, whose roots reach back at least as 
far as the Russian Revolution of 1917. Briefly stated, 
Eurasianism, as framed by Russian intellectuals, regards 
Russia as a distinctive civilization apart from the adver-
sarial West and profoundly influenced by connections 
to Asia.6 To be sure, Eurasianist philosophizing is often 
convoluted and full of arcane references. In fact, it 
occasionally delves so far down the proverbial “rabbit 
hole” that it brings to mind George Kennan’s reference 
to the “Russian capacity for self-delusion.”7

Ideology has multiple uses for Putin. As noted by 
journalist Frank Foer, “Kulturkampf is not merely a di-
agnosis of the world; it is a political strategy.”8 In Putin’s 
case, ideology helped him brush off election protests 
in 2011 and push back at the West over values-based 
debates concerning gender, colonialism, economic bul-
lying, and so forth. Putin learned the utility of ideology 
from serving the Soviet Union, which governed the 
former Russian Empire for seven decades. It was not so 
much the Marxist-Leninist content of the ideology, for 
which Putin held little admiration, that left a perma-
nent imprint as it was the logical template of official 
ideology as a rubric for officially sanctioned thought. 
Marxism-Leninism, though often manipulated by the 
leadership to justify all manner political machinations, 
provided the Soviet populace with a philosophical 
north star that provided a seemingly principled ratio-
nale for the regime and pointed toward a hazily defined 
better future. Furthermore, it provided a relatively 

durable framework for intellectual and political life, 
and for those inclined to accept it a fully developed 
belief system as well. Soviet citizens had an idea of their 
place in political and world history. Even in the worst of 
times, most Soviet citizens assumed that their country 
was advanced and respected worldwide.

All this came crashing down with the collapse of 
the USSR in 1991. Amidst the brief period of euphor-
ic flirtation with democracy as the union dissolved 
into fifteen separate republics, the Russian Federation 
headed by President Boris Yeltsin quickly found itself 
groping in the darkness for a new sense of direction and 
purpose. For example, how was the Russian Federation 
to define itself ? Russians made up the preponderant 
demographic and cultural component of the coun-
try, but even stripped of the minority republics of the 
former USSR, Russia remained a diverse country. 
Thus, one attempt to clarify matters was a project 
proclaimed in 1996 to establish a “Concept of the State 
Nationalities Policy.”9 The purpose of the document 
was to lay the groundwork for a new federal structure 
that would simultaneously allow for the development 
of Russian identity as foundational to the new state 
while making space for non-Russians who were part 
of the “Russian world” to continue their own cultures 
in a Russian context. Unlike the former Soviet Union, 
whose ideology demanded subordination of Russian 
identity to the concept of a multinational federation 
of “independent” republics, the Russian Federation did 
not conceal its fundamentally national character.

Accentuating the Russianness of the federation 
marked a subtle departure from the policies of the 
USSR and even the Russian Empire, which had always 
highlighted its Russian distinctiveness while fram-
ing its decisions in the context of imperial interests 
rather than narrowly Russian national prerogatives.10 
The doctrine of “Official Nationality” put forth under 
Tsar Nicholas I in the 1830s gave official sanction to 
the place of the Orthodox faith, identification with 
the Russian nation in a civic sense, and autocracy as 
the system of rule.11 In practical terms, this meant 
that overt Russian nationalism as expressed by Pan-
Slavists lacked the Tsar’s endorsement. Thus, Nikolai 
Danilevsky’s hugely influential book, Russia and Europe 
(1869 in serialized form), emphasizing competing civi-
lizations, carried no official imprimatur. To be sure, the 
work resonated with Russian nationalists in political 
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and military circles, but the regime regarded expres-
sions of popular opinion as undermining the exclusive 
tsarist prerogative to determine policy without inter-
ference.12 In any case, a decentralized federal national-
ities policy under Yeltsin emerged but did not survive 
the subsequent Putin presidency that incrementally 
centralized and subordinated the non-Russian regional 
republics to Moscow. This was especially so once Putin 
began his second tour in the presidency in 2012 at 
which point Russian identity openly became the orga-
nizing principle of the federation.13

Putin’s return to the presidency shaped the cur-
rent environment in important ways. One immediate 
consequence of Putin’s election fixing in 2000 was that, 
in the words of now-detained dissident critic Vladimir 
Kara-Murza, “Putin proceeded to do away with the 
inconvenience of democracy through a series of new 
election laws that impeded formation of an actual op-
position.”14 After serving the constitutional maximum 
of eight years, Putin temporarily ceded the presidency 
to his ally Dmitry Medvedev. The prospect of Putin’s 
return to the presidency prompted widespread protests 
in 2011 in Saint Petersburg and Moscow by Russians 
who understood that a rigged transition posed an 
existential threat to what remained of Russian democ-
racy. Putin’s “takeaway” from this experience was that 
the protests of democracy activists could only have 
been orchestrated from abroad. To be sure, the United 
States, for example, openly voiced its sympathy for 
the democracy activists.15 To Putin, this amounted to 
election interference, whether the elections themselves 
were legitimate or not. For him and his inner circle, it 
was part of the accumulation of evidence that the West 
was orchestrating a so-called color revolution (like 
those on Ukraine or Georgia) in Russia.

Another bastion of growing alarm about Western 
intentions was Russia’s Ministry of Defense. Concerns 
traced to the display of advanced technology by the 

United States during the Gulf War of 1991. One 
Russian theorist at the time, Gen.-Maj. Vladimir 
Slipchenko, characterized it as sixth-generation war-
fare employing means that posed a clear danger to the 
overmatched military of Russia.16 The fact that the 
war immediately preceded the collapse of the USSR 
left Russian military analysts rattled. One prominent 
interpretation of events that gained currency was that 
the Central Intelligence Agency had played a role in 
bringing down the Soviet regime. (This is the sort of 
thinking that helped condition Putin to accept the 

idea that foreign intelligence services were working 
assiduously in 2011 to do the same to him.) Renewed 
protests in 2019 about pension reform and other issues 
reminded Putin about the perils of tolerating demo-
cratic expression.

Meanwhile, the steady expansion of NATO dove-
tailed nicely with this conspiratorial view of events. 
So potent was this worry that figures such as Mikhail 
Gorbachev who had opened Russia to the West in the 
first place in the late 1980s concurred with much of 
it. As political scientist William Taubman noted in 
his biography of the last Soviet leader, “Gorbachev, 
too, condemned Western attempts to ‘turn us into 
some kind of backwater’ after the cold war.” Like Putin, 
Gorbachev protested NATO expansion and the bomb-
ing of Yugoslavia during the conflict over Kosovo.17

For Russia, the decade after the end of the Cold 
War brought vast disappointment following a brief 
period of soaring hopes. Democracy was not working 

Putin proceeded to do away with the inconvenience of 
democracy through a series of new election laws that 
impeded formation of an actual opposition.

Next page: (From left) Moscow Mayor Sergei Sobyanin, President 
of the Alexander Solzhenitsyn Russian Charity Foundation Natalia 
Solzhenitsyna, President of Russia Vladimir Putin, Patriarch of Mos-
cow and All Russia Kirill, Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev, and Cul-
ture Minister Vladimir Medinsky take part in unveiling a monument 
to the Holy Prince Vladimir, Equal of the Apostles, in Moscow’s 
Borovitskaya Square on 4 November 2016, the National Unity Day. 
(Photo by Dmitry Astakhov, Sputnik via the Associated Press)
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well, the economy floundered during the transition to 
market capitalism, angry pensioners aligned with the 
recently deposed communist party, crime rates ex-
ploded to shocking levels, and Russia’s global influence 
evaporated. The ensuing crisis, brought on by rampant 
corruption and administrative incompetence under 
President Boris Yeltsin, left most Russians willing to 
accept a partial return to authoritarianism in return 
for a bit of stability.

One sign of Putin’s plans to rejuvenate the country 
psychologically was the christening in formal legislation 
of the RMHS in 2012.18 Putin put his personal impri-
matur on the new organization, which received lavish 
funding. That an ostensibly educational organization 
focusing on military heritage would become part of the 
new ideological vanguard revealed a simultaneously old 
and new strategy. It was old in the sense that the tsarist 
empire and even more so the Soviet government un-
derstood that control of historical narratives was a key 
to defining national identity and justifying current and 
future policy. It was new in that it resurrected Russia’s 
imperial history as the prime narrative of national 
greatness supplemented by a deep excursion into the 
Great Patriotic War.

Russia Today
Today, the form of Soviet ideology, though little of 

the content, offers a blank template for thinking about 
Russia. Putin has always tried to shape the dialogue 
from a distance, leaving the particulars to others to 
work out. This way there is a semblance of uncon-
trolled public discussion that he can elect to embrace 
or dismiss. He also gains the opportunity to sense 
incipient trends among his core supporters. In addition 
to the RMHS, Putin has encouraged the activities of 
so-called discussion clubs, whose membership exten-
sively overlaps with RMHS as well as government insti-
tutes, defense think tanks, and patriotic organizations. 
Collectively, these function both as cheerleaders for the 
regime and forums for controlled political analysis.

The best known of these is the Valdai Club, but oth-
ers such as the Izborsk Discussion Club and the Zinoviev 
Discussion Club also have significant public profiles. 
Established in 2009, the Valdai Club, named after Lake 
Valdai near Novgorod where the founding meeting was 
held, is the most closely linked to Putin himself. In fact, 
Putin’s annual address to the Valdai Club has become 

a policy event. Putin shares his latest thoughts in a 
forum that offers a veneer of intellectual gravitas. After 
all, most members hold advanced degrees as well as 
high-level appointments to research or political centers. 
Many members are content contributors to Ideology of 
the Future. Prior to the crisis in Ukraine, some Western 
policymakers were invited to participate. In recent years, 
conference themes have hewed closer to the govern-
mental party line and especially related to how Russia 
can reshape the world order. While the club may play a 
modest role in influencing policy, it plays a prominent 
role in amplifying policy.

One notable aspect of the Valdai meetings is that 
a share of them take place outside of the Russian 
Federation itself. For example, in the fall of 2021, 
Tashkent, Uzbekistan, hosted a meeting emphasizing 
relations between Russia and the former Soviet repub-
lics in Central Asia. At a recent meeting on Central 
Asia staged in May 2023, one of the Russian organizers, 
Timofei Bordachev, exclaimed, “Russia is the closest 
neighbor and ancient partner of the peoples of Central 
Asia.”19 This comment signaled Russia’s not-so-subtle 
view that it retains a strong interest in what it considers 
its realm of privileged influence.

In turn, the Izborsk Club, which was established in 
2012 in association with the 1,150th anniversary of the 
founding of its namesake city, has an explicitly patri-
otic mission. The chairman is Aleksandr Prokhanov, 
editor of the daily Zavtra (tomorrow) newspaper. A 
longtime conservative going back to his opposition to 
Yeltsin (Russia’s first post-Soviet president who enjoyed 
Western backing), Prokhanov became a proponent of 
the idea of “Fifth Empire,” which postulates that Russia’s 
current regime is the fifth in a series of historic Russian 
empires. This notion, which holds Putin as the founder, 
has enjoyed considerable play in Ideology of the Future, 
where Prokhanov is an editorial board member.20

Another interesting example of the discussion group 
phenomenon is the Zinoviev Club, which proclaims 
commitment to the outlook and writings of philoso-
pher Alexander Zinoviev who died in 2006. Zinoviev 
earned fame as a Soviet-era satirist and as author of the 
acclaimed novel Yawning Heights as well as works such as 
Homo-Soveticus. Exiled by the Soviet government in 1978, 
Zinoviev returned to the motherland in 1999. Loosely 
in the tradition of Nikolai Danilevsky, he embraced an 
allegedly scientific analysis of society and history.21
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Overall, it is worth taking note of what has been ad-
opted and what has been rejected from the Soviet style 
of ideological logic. For the Soviets, the cult of Vladimir 
Lenin (and for a while Joseph Stalin), the mytholo-
gy of the October Revolution marked by associated 
parades and holidays, and the official obsession with 
the Great Patriotic War (World War II to the rest of 
the planet) provided the means to glorify the commu-
nist regime and establish historical mythology around 
its achievements.22 Of course, the regime’s egregious 
failures remained unacknowledged and consigned to 
the forbidden realm banned ideas. In any case, Putin 
has marginalized memory of Lenin and October, while 
elevating memory of the Great Patriotic War and 
Stalin (“mistakes” and all) to the pantheon of ideolog-
ical monuments reserved for Alexander Nevsky, Peter 
the Great, and lately Putin himself.

Under Putin, the constant memorialization of 
World War II along with numerous other milestones 
in Russian military history has been fundamental 
in forming a new ideology. Victory Day, the 9 May 
holiday commemorating victory in the Great Patriotic 
War, is perhaps now the most important holiday on 
the calendar. Until 2015, it was also Russia’s interna-
tional calling card, a moment to invite representatives 
of formerly allied countries in the war against the 
Nazis to attend the grandiose parade in Moscow and 
bask in the glory of Russia’s most conspicuous achieve-
ment of the twentieth century. However, following 
Russia’s occupation of Crimea in 2014, some invited 
countries such as the United States and Britain de-
clined to send representatives.

Still, Victory Day retained its place even as the 
global COVID pandemic disrupted normalcy around 
the world. As observed by Saint Petersburg professor 
Ivan Kurilla in 2020, celebration of the seventy-fifth 
anniversary of the end of the war was linked to con-
stitutional reform, the return of Russia to great power 
status, and the transformation of the official narrative 
about the Great Patriotic War into a fiercely defended 
pillar of the emerging ideology. Political scientist Paul 
Goble likens World War II to the “founding myth” of 
the Putin government.23 As scholar Gregory Carleton 
noted about the spirit of triumphalism, “More than 
any other subject, it [the war] makes Russia the 
decisive protagonist in the greatest conflict the world 
has ever known.”24 This is a primary reason why the 

government is so anxious to draw comparisons at 
every opportunity with the special military operation. 
One popular claim is that the special military opera-
tion with its purported purpose to denazify Ukraine 
is the perfectly logical step to complete the unfinished 
work of the Great Patriotic War.25

This new narrative has become official dogma. 
In fact, recent legislation as well as a constitution-
al amendment (Article 67/1) threatened sanctions 
against historians inclined to challenge the correct 
point of view.26 In addition, laws against the rehabil-
itation of Nazism and support for extremism used 
language vague enough to put historians on guard. The 
constitutional provision prohibited “diminution of the 
significance of the achievements of the people in de-
fense of the Fatherland.”27 At the same time, guardians 
of the official view such as Vladimir Medinsky champi-
oned the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact—often denounced 
by historians, especially in the West—as a triumph of 
Soviet diplomacy.28

Some republics of the former Soviet Union, such as 
in Central Asia, served as venues for commemorative 
events through 2021. Victory Day celebrations became 
a transparent instrument of Russian influence. Many 
schools incorporated Victory Day events into their 
schedules to complement official diplomatic ceremo-
nies staged at various regional war memorials. Russian 
television crews filmed examples of school activities for 
news consumption back in Russia. Historical confer-
ences offered forums for speeches about the war by in-
ternational representatives, above all those from Russia. 
One common theme of interest voiced by Russian 
speakers was the struggle to rescue the history of the 
war from distortions by Western scholars seeking to 
diminish the enormous Soviet contribution to victory. 
Speakers framed this assault on their favored inter-
pretation of the history of the war as part of a broader 
cultural offensive against Russians and by extension 
the other peoples of the former Soviet Union who 
sacrificed in the war.29 Irina Kaznacheeva, writing in 
Ideology of the Future, attributed this and other histor-
ical heresies to what she terms the Western industry 
of historical fakes.30 The point was to spread the sense 
of grievance and insult professed by Russian nation-
alist historians to other formerly Soviet nationalities. 
Whereas in fact most Western scholarly challenges to 
Putin’s favored narrative focus on Stalin’s decisions such 
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as the deal with Germany in 1939, war crimes in occu-
pied territories, widespread purges, and the imposition 
of communist regimes in eastern Europe, nationalist 
historians cast these criticisms as an attack on the he-
roes who saved the world from Nazism.

Victory Day events revealed several layers of the 
new historically based ideology in both theory and prac-
tice. On one hand, they accentuated Russia’s leadership 
role in the war and the solidarity among the peoples 
of the former Soviet Union. They especially reinforced 
Russia’s implicit claim to leadership among the former 
republics. On the other hand, they reflected Russia’s 
determination to control the historical narrative of the 
war and issue an ideological rebuff to the West.

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022 
resulted in a change of atmospherics surrounding 
Victory Day celebrations. Central Asian republics 
such as Uzbekistan muted commemorative events and 
steered clear of any actions that might imply an en-
dorsement of Russian foreign policy. In 2023, schools in 
Uzbekistan acknowledged Victory Day but commemo-
rative events remained subdued.

In any case, the relevant question here concerns 
what Russia’s current historical obsessions tell us about 
an emergent ideology. An examination of the jour-
nal Ideology of the Future gives a few indications. One 
derives from the consensus among regime supporters 
that an officially sanctioned national idea is necessary. 
R. I. Medinsky, not to be confused with Vladimir 
Medinsky, claims Russia needs such an idea like never 
before. He alludes to his experience in the 1980s when 
he participated in the massive and dangerous cleanup 
after Chernobyl. He asserts that a sense of patriotism 
and values instilled by his Soviet education kept him 
and others going under extremely adverse circum-
stances. Drawing an unflattering comparison with 
the present, he asks, “Where have the true patriots 
gone?”31 Echoing Putin, Medinsky condemns the priv-
ileged “rats” of the modern “elite” who jump ship when 
the country faces adversity.32

In short, Medinsky and others regard a national 
ideology as the answer to an immediate problem—how 
to sustain support for the special military operation. 
Building on this theme, Kaznacheeva proclaims that 
great leaders have always appeared in Russia’s nation-
al history to provide guiding ideas ranging from the 
“Third Rome” of the Monk Filofei to the drive for 

empire advanced by Peter the Great. She concludes 
that Putin is the man to meet the moment today: 
“The course of Putin and his team absolutely does not 
align with the plans of the collective West. Russia has 
entered a phase of global opposition to the American 
hegemon and its allies.”33

To date, themes propagated in Ideology of the Future 
focus overwhelmingly on history, particularly on mili-
tary history, or what in the Soviet Union was known as 
military-patriotic education. In that context, Russian 
military achievements constituted the highest mani-
festation of patriotism. The goal of military-patriotic 
education was to produce new generations ready to 
sacrifice for the motherland. Today, as in the Soviet era, 
Russia is engaged in an information war with the West 
over historical truth.34 Thus, while its content is heavily 
weighted toward historical narrative, the journal is also 
highly presentist in its outlook. It asserts that history is 
directly relevant to the special military operation and 
its success. The new generation must pick up the torch 
and carry Russia to new victories.

Accordingly, the current moment is a decisive one 
in the stream Russian history. Young patriots are living 
out the latest manifestations of Russia’s historical devel-
opment. To drive home the point, the journal repeated-
ly identifies Putin as a leader of his age on par with the 
greatest figures in Russian history. His special military 
operation is an act of resolve and genius dictated by the 
circumstances of the times. Putin’s response to foreign 
threat is worthy of comparison to the deeds of his 
predecessors from Nevsky to Peter to Stalin.35 To drive 
home the point, the Ministries of Defense and Culture, 
bastions of the current ideological trend, announced 
plans to establish a national network of museums dedi-
cated to the special military operation, thereby further 
elevating its importance.36 Apparently, the “future” in 
Ideology of the Future is a reference to what is at stake 
and how Russia must shape the future.

Nine Pillars of Russia’s Worldview 
Although the new ideology is still a work in prog-

ress, this article tentatively posits nine pillars of the 
emerging worldview.

One. Though seldom expressed in such blunt terms, 
there is a personality cult at the top in Russia that provides 
the underlying rationale behind much of the rest. The 
top priority of the Putin regime is its continuation in 
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Vladimir Medinsky, head of the influential Russian Military Historical Society and de facto minister of culture, gives a lecture 22 February 
2022 on the three hundredth anniversary of the Russian Empire.  (Photo by the Russian Military Historical Society)

power and every subsequent ideological claim serves 
that end. It starts with the assertion that a “vertical 
state” with some trappings of democracy is perfectly 
natural for Russia and so the modern presidency is 
consonant with the traditions of princes and tsars.37 
After all, what did Alexander Nevsky, Peter the Great, 
Catherine the Great, or Joseph Stalin need with 
democracy? Putin is simply the latest in this proud lin-
eage. Prokhanov writes in Ideology of the Future, “No, it 
is not Putin who has written his name in Russian histo-
ry. Russian history has been written in him.”38 Insulting 
the president, entailing almost any form of explicit or 
implicit criticism, is illegal. Consequently, the govern-
ment’s unyielding refusal to face the dismal outcome to 
date of the special military operation stems from fear 
that any lack of firmness would suggest that the current 
regime is incompetent.

Two. The role of historically based military-patriotic 
education in Russia today is to justify the current regime 
and its policies by invoking the mythical greatness of 
an eternal Russian civilization defined as Eurasian 
and shaped by the Orthodox Church, transcendent 
leaders, and a distinct set of values. That civilization 
is entitled to a seat at the table of great powers but is 
currently under threat from the perpetually hostile 
West. Programs underway in schools and civic organi-
zations across Russia tell young people that the essence 
of being Russian is to embrace the received traditions of 
their ancestors as interpreted for them by the current 

regime. Unwavering support of the state is fundamen-
tal to their identity.

Three. An essential aspect of this historical tradition 
is the view that Russia has earned its status as a world 
civilization and all the perquisites that this implies. 
Some authors refer to a “code” like the primordial DNA 
of Russian civilization that is permanently reflected in 
its national character and drive to secure its sphere of 
influence.39 Therefore, Russia has legitimate interests, is en-
titled to its historic space, and can only be judged by its own 
standards. Russia does not need Western-style democ-
racy because it enjoys a unique consensual relationship 
between the ruler and the governed.

Four. The history of the Russian Orthodox Church 
exemplifies what is distinctive about the Russian world. 
Its oppositional relationship to Catholicism (and subse-
quently Protestantism as well) has lasted for a millen-
nium. Orthodoxy has been crucial to the idea of Russia 
as a separate civilizational center. In fact, references to 
“third Rome” imply world leadership. Although for 
most Russians Orthodoxy is more a matter of cultural 
heritage than religious conviction, the country retains a 
profound emotional connection to its enduring sym-
bolism whether in its distinctive church architecture or 
veneration of icons.

Five. Russia is a Eurasian power. Affinity with China, 
as expressed in the “unlimited partnership” declared by 
Putin and Xi Jinping, is a naturally occurring strate-
gic alignment against the West to thwart American 
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hegemony. This relationship resides in the tradition 
of Alexander Nevsky who stood firmly against the 
West while making accommodation with the Mongol 
Empire in the East. As long ago as 2015, Russian fi-
nancial commentator Aleksandr Razuvayev compared 
Putin’s choice to Nevsky’s, noting, “He preferred the 
Horde to the Catholic West and an Asian market from 
the Volga to China to trade with Europe.”40 Not to resist 
Western influence would result in gradual assimilation 
by Europe and cost Russia its identity. Today, Russia 
seeks to organize states worldwide that do not wish to 
submit to colonization by Western values.

Six. Hence, Western hybrid war aimed at undermin-
ing Russia and imposing Western values is the central 
problem of the present age. The Great Patriotic War 
provides a victory narrative to inspire emulation. One 
practical objective of the reverence for history is to build 
support for a renewed militarization of Russia. This is evi-
dent not only through the fixation with the development 
of a multilayered system of military-patriotic education 
but also the gradual introduction of wartime norms in 
Russian society. These range from clamping down on 
what little remains of press freedom and jailing political 
opponents to expanding laws pertaining to treason and 
espionage. To oppose Russia’s special military operation 
against Ukraine in print or speech is construed to dis-
credit the army and provide moral support to the enemy. 
To describe it as war or invasion is illegal. Even as the 
special military operation stalled at the start of spring 
2022, various Russian websites began compiling lists 
of traitors.41 Broadly speaking, establishing a wartime 
regime grants Putin maximum latitude to classify any 
critic as an enemy of the state or a foreign agent.

Seven. Russia is a victim. Creating their own peculiar 
brand of identity politics, advocates of the new order con-
stantly perceive evidence of Western disrespect, anti-Rus-
sian racism, foreign subversion, and so on. Speaking of the 
West at the Valdai Discussion Club Meeting in October 
2022, Putin argued, “It [the West] denies the sovereignty 
of countries and peoples, their originality and uniqueness, 
does not put the interests of other states in anything.”42 
Ironically, Putin invoked writer Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s 
famous speech at Harvard in 1978 when, while exiled 
by the Soviet regime as punishment for exposing the 
evils of Stalinism, he nevertheless criticized the Western 
sense of superiority and its insistence that other coun-
tries follow its norms. (Of course, these dreaded “norms” 

include respect for the human rights of individuals as 
well as for democracy, and above all the right to criticize 
one’s government, for which Solzhenitsyn was arrest-
ed and eventually exiled.) Furthermore, Putin added, 
“Over the past nearly half a century, this blindness that 
Solzhenitsyn spoke of—openly racist and neo-colonial in 
nature [Putin’s words, not Solzhenitsyn’s]—has taken on 
simply ugly forms, especially after the emergence of the 
so-called unipolar world.”43

Eight. As framed by Putin, Russian sovereignty is 
at stake. Moreover, he is not so subtly trying to align 
Russia with states (especially dictatorships) in Africa 
and Asia that were once part of European colonial 
empires yet today must tolerate European critiques of 
their politics and human rights records. Putin would 
have us believe that Russia feels their pain. (Actually, 
Putin is calling on authoritarian rulers to close ranks 
against pressure to democratize.) Somehow, to suggest 
that authoritarianism is wrong is “to deny the very ex-
istence of culture, art, science of other peoples.”44 Putin 
falsely extends this to “prohibitions of Dostoevsky and 
Tchaikovsky” (which have not occurred), all a part of 
“the modern Western culture of cancellation.”45 With 
the breathtaking audacity of one who allows no serious 
domestic dissent, Putin claims that he is the one stand-
ing up for “open society” and the right of every country to 
choose its own form of government. (As though Russia’s 
elections were not fixed, and the people actively and 
consciously chose dictatorship as their preferred sys-
tem of governance.) In effect, Russia’s president holds 
that choosing to have no political rights is a fundamen-
tal individual right reflecting the natural distinctive-
ness of different cultures.46

In turn, all Western criticism is inherently malicious 
and aimed at absorbing Russia into the decadent, anti-
traditional European cultural orbit. Traditional values, 
Putin posits, flow from unique national experiences 
and are entitled to respect. After all, Russia does not 
tell Europe how to live. Again and again, Putin returns 
to the question posed by Russian Pan-Slav philosopher 
Nikolai Danilevsky, “Why does Europe hate us?”47 
There is ample precedent for such thinking. During the 
Soviet era, the Communist Party constantly cited the 
destruction resulting from the Nazi invasion to ex-
plain away systemic inefficiencies and shortcomings in 
economic development. At the same time, internal pro-
paganda about the war covered up errors and atrocities 
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Russian President Vladimir Putin attends a laying ceremony 9 May 2020 at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier at the Kremlin Wall in Mos-
cow, marking the seventy-fifth anniversary of the Nazi defeat in World War II. Putin postponed the massive Victory Day parade due to the 
coronavirus pandemic but ordered a flyover of warplanes over Red Square. (Photo by Alexei Druzhinin, Associated Press)

by Stalin and the Communist Party. That Putin, as 
an ex-KGB operative, would fall back on this style of 
reasoning is not shocking. Thus, his view is that today 
the United States and the West are attacking Russia 
without any provocation whatsoever.

Nine. Many Russian nationalist commentators in-
voke the importance of justice. However, what this usually 
implies is not justice for individuals in a Western sense but 
rather justice for Russia itself. In short, the war in Ukraine 
seeks a kind of restorative justice, returning to Russia 
what rightfully belongs to it. As for Russia’s position in 
the international system, Putin claims that Russia is 
fighting for democracy in international relations: “But 
today the absolute majority of the world community 
demands democracy in international affairs and does 
not accept any form of authoritarian dictate by individ-
ual countries or groups of states. What is this if not the 
direct application of the principles of democracy at the 
level of international relations?”48

Overall, a striking feature of commentary about 
ideology in Russia is its particularity. Other than pious 

assertions of the right of states to manage their inter-
nal affairs without interference, it makes few univer-
sal claims to relevance characteristic of Marxism-
Leninism or Western liberalism. The ideology of the 
future applies to Russia and a specific understanding of 
Russia’s place and prerogatives in the world. From this 
vantage point, Russia is a benign power, a threat to no 
one. It is simply claiming its rightful place among world 
civilizations. Accordingly, neighboring peoples that 
were once under Russian sway within the empire or the 
USSR should gravitate naturally to their proper place 
in subordination to a greater power. Russian national-
ists regard the contiguous former republics as beholden 
to Russia for the gift of Russian civilization and mem-
bership in the Russian world. In this scenario, Russia 
was never an imperialist colonizing nation like the 
European powers. The accumulation of territory across 
Eurasia was natural and, for the most part, benevolent. 
Equally important, as Putin himself has indicated, 
Russian territorial gains under Peter, for example, did 
not require the approval of Europe.49
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Conclusion
Ultimately, Putin’s regime and its formative ideol-

ogy may have staked too much on the special military 
operation in Ukraine. Failure in this overhyped endeavor 
could grievously undermine claims about historical inev-
itability, Russia’s unique “victory code,” Putin’s infallibili-
ty, and Russia’s civilizational mission. Yevgeny Prigozhin’s 
June declaration (not to mention his brief mutiny) about 
the falsehood of Russia’s pretext for launching the war 
against Ukraine offers evidence to that effect. Still, the 
principal streams of reasoning that collectively constitute 

the still unresolved “ideology of the future” will in all 
probability far outlive the Putin administration. They 
withstood past societal changes and political earthquakes 
in Russia and will retain their grip on the imagination 
of nationalists for decades to come. Even so, it is not 
certain that a new ideology really offers a solution to 
Russia’s underlying problems. Support for the war seems 
widespread but tepid. This is consistent with the impact 
of ideology during the Soviet era. Still, the ideology does 
provide a useful lens through which to understand the 
ambitions of the Putin government.   
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The honor guards of China’s People’s Liberation Army’s Navy, Army, and Air Force march in Russia’s May 2015 Victory Day parade in Mos-
cow. (Photo courtesy of the Global Times) 
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At the November 2013 Third Plenary Session 
of the 18th Central Committee of the 
Chinese Communist Party (CCP), a mere 

one year after assuming the role of chairman of the 
Central Military Commission (CMC), President 
Xi Jinping, through official party communiques, 
announced plans for major reforms of the People’s 
Liberation Army (PLA).1 Though initially vague in 
its undertakings, Xi further refined the goals of the 
reforms at the 19th National Congress, stating, “We 
will modernize our military across the board in terms 
of theory, organizational structure, service personnel, 
and weaponry” so that “by the mid-21st century our 
people’s armed forces will have been fully transformed 
into world-class forces.”2 The reforms, which began in 
earnest in 2015, manifested over subsequent years as 
sweeping concurrent efforts to downsize, profession-
alize, restructure existing command relationships, and 
enable joint operations within the PLA.

To date, the PLA has overhauled its structure, 
geographic alignment, and interservice relationships 

to enable joint com-
mand and control of 
PLA forces in what 
came to be known 
as “above-the-neck” 
reforms. Simultaneous 
to these top-level 
reforms, the PLA 
significantly down-
sized the PLA Army 
(PLAA, also referred 
to as the PLA Ground 
Force) and increased 
the budgets and influ-
ence of the PLA Navy 
(PLAN), PLA Air 
Force (PLAAF), PLA 
Rocket Force (former-
ly the Second Artillery 
Force), and, particu-
larly, the newly created 
Strategic Support 
Force (SSF).3 Experts 
have likened the scope 
and magnitude of 
the above-the-neck 

structural reforms to the U.S. Goldwater-Nichols 
Reorganization Act of 1986, which drastically over-
hauled the American civilian-military relationship 
and placed all operational control of military forces 
under the control of joint geographic combatant 
commanders.4 Subsequent to top-level reforms, the 
PLA shifted to “below-the-neck” reforms focused on 
service-level force structure changes and standard-
ization, professionalization of the officer corps, and 
doctrinal and regulatory revisions to include joint 
operations.

Concurrent with the structural reforms, a doctri-
nal shift, likely a result of shifting Chinese perception 
of the global balance of power, appears to be a major 
driver behind the reforms. The structural reforms 
are a means to enable the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) to project an increasingly offensive posture 
regionally, particularly around Taiwan and the South 
China Sea, and have accompanied an equally import-
ant strategic shift in PLA strategic outlines. The 2015 
PLA white paper, China’s Military Strategy, alluded to 
a shift in strategic outlook in which the CCP views 
American unipolarity as waning, stating, “In today’s 
world, the global trends toward multi-polarity and 
economic globalization are intensifying. … Profound 
changes are taking place in the international situation, 
as manifested in the historic changes in the balance of 
power.”5 The reforms mark a potentially momentous 
shift from the PLA’s strategically active defense pos-
ture to a PLA capable of operating outside of China’s 
immediate periphery. The overarching objective of 
this strategic shift is to project strategically offensive 
regional and, eventually, global power in a multipolar 
world. If a strategic shift by the PRC embodies the 
ends, the ongoing PLA reforms and redefining active 
defense are the primary means.

The success of the reforms, the ability of the PLA 
to conduct joint operations, and the shift in active 
defense doctrine will determine the PLA’s ability and 
willingness to conduct increasingly aggressive military 
operations outside its borders. This poses serious con-
sideration for a Taiwan contingency, which many re-
forms appear geared toward enabling. To measure the 
potential success of the reforms and their likely global 
implications, three components of the reforms must 
be analyzed: the shift in active defense doctrine, the 
top-level reforms to the PLA, and the below-the-neck 
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reforms. The success of these three components will 
likely determine the nature of the PLA for decades to 
come and determine the PRC and PLA’s willingness to 
conduct increasingly aggressive offensive military oper-
ations such as a Taiwan contingency in the future.

Drivers of Reform: Global 
Power Competition and Chinese 
Rejuvenation

Large structural reforms and strategic revisions 
are nothing new to the PLA, which has undergone 
nine distinct reformations—either structural, stra-
tegic, or a combination of both—since the end of the 
Chinese Civil War in 1949.6 The PLA has historically 
attempted to adapt and revise its strategy in response 
to changes in its strategic situation, such as the Sino-
Soviet split, and military technological advances, 
such as the unprecedented supremacy of military 
technology exhibited by the United States in the Gulf 
War.7 A separate and, on occasion, greater driver 
of past reforms in the PLA has been internal party 
politics, an influence to which the PLA is particularly 
prone given its status as the party’s military and not 
the nation’s.8 Like past reforms, internal party politics 
contributed to Xi’s calculus when introducing and 
implementing reform. What sets the most recent 
reforms apart from previous reforms is that it is 
expressly not a reaction to a technological or strategic 
shift but rather a proactive action preceding a per-
ceived strategic shift by the CCP.

Though internal party politics certainly offer a 
convenient means of consolidating and ensuring party 
power under Xi and undoubtedly is an important 
factor, the PLA reforms are primarily driven by Xi’s 
goal to achieve the “Chinese dream of national reju-
venation.”9 This goal is central as a justification and 
driver of PLA reform, and it serves the dual purpose of 
advancing Xi and the party’s legitimacy to the Chinese 
people at home and advancing the CCP’s foreign 
policy abroad. The concept of Chinese rejuvenation 
harkens sentiment to Imperial China (221 BCE–1912 
CE), when the country, as the metaphorical center of 
the world, reigned as the central power in the known 
world surrounded by tributary states. Equally im-
portant to a rejuvenation of China’s former greatness, 
the CCP “bases its claim to continue ruling China in 
part on having rescued the country from a century of 

humiliation at the hands of foreign imperialism that 
lasted from the middle of the nineteenth century to the 
mid-twentieth century.”10 For the CCP, foreign policy 
and domestic politics are inextricably linked. A revi-
talization of China’s economic centrality in the world 
and indisputable military capability to protect China’s 
sovereignty is required to achieve rejuvenation and to 
prevent a repeat of foreign interventions and unequal 
treatment by the major powers seen during the century 
of humiliation.

China, the second largest economy in the world, has 
largely overcome its historical economic and industrial 
woes, but it has yet to rectify its military shortcomings. 
Metaphorically, China still punches well below its 
weight militarily as a global power on the internation-al 
stage. The PLA reforms under Xi mark an attempt to 
achieve military parity with strategic competitors and 
secure China’s standing as a military power on the 
global stage to prevent foreign encroachment of what 
China considers its sovereignty. Xi outlined the PLA 
reforms as a component of Chinese rejuvenation is his 
speech to the 19th National Congress of the CPC in 
2017, stating, “With a view to realizing the Chinese 
Dream (of national rejuvenation) and the dream of 
building a powerful military, we have developed a strat-
egy for the military under new circumstances, and have 
made every effort to modernize national defense and 
the armed forces.”11

Taking Xi’s address a step further, the 2015 PLA 
white paper, which served as the strategic accompa-
niment to the structural and organizational reforms, 
stated, “In today’s world, the global trend toward multi-
polarity and economic globalization are intensi-fying. … 
Profound changes are taking place in the inter-national 
situation, as manifested in the historic changes in the 
balance of power, global governance structure, Asia-
Pacific geostrategic landscape, and internation-al 
competition.”12 Though not explicitly asserted, the 
white paper alludes toward a sentiment amongst the 
PLA and party at large that American unipolarity, 
which has defined and shaped the international order 
since the end of the Cold War, is coming to an end. In 
its place, the CCP envisions a future characterized by a 
multipolar international order in which the CCP and 
PLA can maneuver to advance its strategic position.13 
To this end, a strategic shift was required for the PLA 
to position itself to achieve this long-term goal.
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Shifting Definitions: “Active 
Defense” for the Chinese Dream of 
National Rejuvenation

Historically, the PLA has adopted a strategy of 
active defense, a term which, despite its constant use 
throughout the PLA’s history, has had a multitude of 
shifting meanings. First coined by Mao Zedong during 
the Chinese Civil War for the strategy of the Red Army 
(the precursor to the PLA), the term emphasized a 
strategically defensive posture characterized by tac-
tically and operationally offensive actions, primarily 
within the confines of China’s geographic borders.14 
More simply, the PLA adopted a strategy of mobile 
warfare in which ground forces would conduct a stra-
tegic defense before transitioning to a counterattack 
to overwhelm an adversary with numerically superior 
forces.15 Rather than a dogmatic doctrine, the strategy 
of active defense went through a series of revisions 
dependent upon the strategic position the PRC and 
military technological advances that has shaped both 
the PLA’s force structure and the PRC’s national policy 
and strategic intent.

Despite strategic guideline changes, the PLA active 
defense strategy was primarily focused on an invasion 
of mainland China by the United States following the 
Korean War and the Soviet Union following the Sino-
Soviet split.16 However, this would drastically change 
in 1993 when the PLA revised its strategic guidelines 
and redefined active defense in reaction to the disap-
pearance of a Soviet threat with its collapse in 1991 
and, more importantly, the overwhelming ease with 
which the United States defeated the formidable Iraqi 
military in the Gulf War.17 As a result of the Gulf 
War, the PLA’s emphasis on active defense would shift 
from “luring the enemy in deep” of the 1960s to 1980s 
and overwhelming an enemy with numerically su-
perior forces to focusing on fighting local wars under 
high-technology conditions along China’s periphery, 
marking the first drastic shift in the PLA toward a 
quality-over-quantity force.18

With the looming threat of a conventional ground 
invasion of China gone and the obsolescence of nu-
merically superior ground forces exhibited during the 
Gulf War, the PLA shifted its structural focus toward 
modernizing and downsizing while shifting its strategic 
focus to its periphery, notably Taiwan. As a first step, 
then CMC Chairman Jiang Zemin downsized the 

PLA’s force strength by nearly five hundred thousand 
personnel and another two hundred thousand were 
further reduced in 2005 by Hu Jintao.19 A 2005 RAND 
report outlined the then ongoing PLA’s modernization 
efforts, stating, “The PLA is currently transitioning 
from a continental military requiring large land forces 
for ‘in-depth’ defense to a combined continental-mari-
time force primarily consisting of smaller, more mobile 
and sophisticated military forces” primarily focused 
on a Taiwan contingency.20 These reforms, however, 
fell short of achieving a modern or joint fighting force 
capable of conducting operations outside of China’s 
borders in any meaningful manner.

The latest reforms implemented by Xi exhibit 
potential to revise and, more importantly, expand the 
scope and nature of active defense and alleviate and 
fix the shortcomings of the 1993 reforms. While the 
language in the 2015 PLA white paper does not overtly 
promote aggressive military action, it does allude to 
expanding its scope outside a strategically defensive na-
ture. The white paper states, “The PLAA will continue 
to reorient from theater defense to trans-theater mo-
bility. … The PLAN will gradually shift its focus from 
‘offshore waters defense’ to the combination of ‘offshore 
waters defense’ with ‘open seas protection.’ … The 
PLAF will endeavor to shift its focus from territorial 
air defense to both defense and offense.”21 This language, 
though subtle as party and PLA statements often are, 
suggests an expanding geographic reach of PLA forces 
and a reorientation of military forces toward a more 
offensive posture of active defense.

The shift in active defense and emphasis on joint 
operations was formalized in November 2020 with the 
“Outline of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army Joint 
Operations (Trial).” The outline “highlights the guiding 
principles, focuses on macro-guidance, outlines the 
guidelines for overall regulation, focuses on clarifying 
the basic issues of joint combat organization and im-
plementation, and focuses on unifying combat think-
ing.”22 Though the “top-level” regulation is classified 
and a “trial,” it will likely guide many of the changes to 
the upcoming PLA white paper and shape future PLA 
doctrine.23 Vital to this implementation is reforming, 
reorganizing, and restructuring the PLA to enable such 
joint military operations capable of fighting outside of 
the Chinese mainland and its immediate periphery. 
To understand the likelihood of this goal succeeding, 
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the specifics of Xi’s PLA reforms will be examined at 
top-level and below-the-neck reforms.

PLA “Above-the-Neck” Reforms
In the wake of the Korean War, the PLA modeled 

itself after the Soviet military, focusing largely on low-
tech ground forces.24 The PLA has, despite past reforms, 
downsizing, and reorganization, retained this ground 
force-centric, low-tech organization and doctrine until 
recent decades. While the PLA has undoubtedly made 
impressive advances in modernizing its forces techno-
logically since early 1990s, as an organization the PLA 
remains antiquated, amounting to little more than “a 
collection of institutional relationships and practices, 
some of which are poorly suited to its current require-
ments for historical or political reasons. As a result, the 
very structure itself can create a system riddled with 
inefficiencies, stovepiped information, and lack of over-
sight.”25 The latest 2015 PLA reforms appear to be an 

attempt to overcome this shortcoming, divorcing the 
PLA from its traditional ground-based Soviet model 
and moving the PLA toward a joint force-oriented or-
ganization more similar to the post-Goldwater-Nichols 
U.S. military.

The first formal structural impacts of the reforms 
were announced in September 2015 in the form of a 
force reduction of three hundred thousand person-
nel within the PLA.26 Since the announcement, the 
majority of the force reductions have occurred within 
the PLAA, while the PLAN, PLAAF, PLA Rocket 
Force, and SSF have seen either few reductions or 
even increases in force and budgetary allocations from 
the CMC.27 This initial shift in force allocation and 
alignment represents a fundamental shift within the 
PLA away from a PLAA-centric force toward a joint 
capable force.

Central military commission reforms. Perhaps 
the most impactful structural reforms to the PLA 
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were the changes implemented into the CMC and its 
bureaucratic changes between the 18th CMC (2012–
2017) and the 19th CMC (2017–2022). Prior to the 
2015 reforms, the CMC formed the central organ 
under the direct control of the chairman (always the 
CCP general secretary to ensure direct party control 
and political loyalty of the PLA) and ten other CMC 
members who shaped the PLA’s structure and inter-
service relationships.28

The four general departments (General Staff 
Department, General Political Department, General 
Logistics Department, and General Armament 
Department) were PLAA-led departments serving as 
headquarters for their respective military functions.29 

These ground-centric departments had, by 2015, 
become highly stovepiped and the directors func-
tioned with a high degree of autonomy from the CMC 
and, by extension, from the party.30 Similarly, service 
commanders possessed operational and administrative 
control over their respective service forces indepen-
dent of the geographical military region commander.31 
The pre-reform CMC structure effectually created a 
stovepiped, compartmentalized, ground-centric PLA 
incapable of conducting effective joint operations inside 
or outside its borders.

As a major component of the reforms, the 19th 
CMC (formed in 2017) was reorganized from elev-
en members to seven.32 The most notable structural 
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changes within the CMC were the dismantling 
of the four general departments and reorga-
nization of the various functions into fifteen 
CMC subsidiary organs under the direct 
control of the CMC and the removal of the 
PLAN, PLAAF, and Second Artillery (now the 
PLA Rocket Force) commanders’ seats on the 
CMC.33 Furthermore, service branches now 
only possess administrative control and no 
longer possess operational control over their respective 
forces, instead relegating operational control to the 
newly created five theater commands (from the previ-
ous seven military regions).34

In place of the previous four general departments, 
fifteen CMC subsidiary organs were created, consist-
ing of six departments, three commissions, and five 
offices under the direct control of the CMC, greatly 
reducing the autonomy of the former PLAA-controlled 
general departments and likewise increasing the CMC 
and party’s control over the functions and day-to-day 
administration of the PLA. The dismantling of the 
General Staff Department and greater direct oversight 
of the CMC on PLA staff functions give the chairman 
and the party greater exercise of control over the PLA 
with less bureaucratic barricades and less PLAA con-
trol over the PLA at large. The PLA streamlined many 
top-level staff functions through these reforms and re-
moved the entrenched PLAA control over stovepiped 
bureaucratic organizations.

Service-level reforms. Below the CMC, several 
sweeping structural changes were introduced and 
enacted to enhance joint warfighting capabilities within 
the PLA at the service and subservice level. Prior to 
the reforms, the PLAA, PLAN, and PLAAF below 
the CMC comprised the only three services under the 
general department and CMC structure, with the PLA 
Second Artillery as an independent branch under the 
PLAA but direct operational control of the CMC.35 
Following the reforms, the structure changed to include 
the PLAA (newly divorced from the general depart-
ment structure), PLAN, PLAAF, and PLA Rocket 
Force (formerly the Second Artillery) as service-lev-
el headquarters and introduced both the Strategic 
Support Force and Joint Logistics Support Force as 
subservice headquarters reporting to the CMC.36

On 31 December 2015, the PLA Second Artillery 
Force, the PLA’s strategic missile force responsible 

for land-based ballistic and cruise missiles, was re-
named the PLA Rocket Force.37 Accompanying this 
name change was an elevation of the PLA Rocket 
Force from a branch reporting directly to the CMC 
to an independent service on par with the PLAA, 
PLAAF, and PLAN.38 While all nuclear forces re-
mained under the tight direct control of the CMC, 
the relationship between the PLA Rocket Force and 
the newly created theater commands is too unclear 
to draw definitive conclusions on where operation-
al authority over ballistic and cruise missile forces 
rests. Whether the PLA Rocket Force national head-
quarters, the PLA Rocket Force theater base, the 
theater commander, or a combination thereof on a 
system-by-system basis maintain operational control 
over PLA Rocket Forces is uncertain.39 Despite the 
unknowns, the elevation of the force to an indepen-
dent service highlights the vital importance placed 
on its missile forces by the PLA.

The same month as the PLA Rocket Force was 
announced, the PLA formally stood up its newest 
independent service: the Strategic Support Force.40 
The SSF centralizes operational and administrative 
control of space, cyber, electronic, and information 
and psychological operations, and reports directly to 
the CMC, operationally independent of other service 
or theater commands.41

Rather than creating the force from scratch, the 
SSF is an amalgamation and consolidation of existing 
force structures consolidated under the centralized 
command of the SSF. Two distinct and subdivisions 
of the SSF exist: the Space Systems Department, 
responsible for all space operations, and the Network 
Systems Department, responsible for all cyber, elec-
tronic, information, and psychological operations, as 
semi-independent branches.42

Emblem of the People’s Liberation Army Strategic Support Force 
(Photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)
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The creation of the SSF as an independent com-
mand that retains both operational and administra-
tive control under direct control of the CMC gives 
the party greater authority in controlling the infor-
mation, cyber, and psychological domains, which the 
party views as their “chief vulnerability” and “worry 
about the societal effects of an adversary undermining 
Chinese domestic information control.”43 Unlike the 

diffusion and decentralization of operational 
control to theaters of command across the 
other PLA services, the structure of the SSF 
highlights the CCP’s priority of centralized 
party control of sensitive and potentially 
politically threatening matters over prac-
tical operational flexibility and of delega-
tion and decentralization of authority and 
decision-making.

Geographic command reforms. 
Accompanying the structural changes to the 
PLA hierarchy, a major restructuring of the 

PLA’s geographic alignment, to an extent imitating the 
United States’ combatant command system or, perhaps 
more aptly, Russia’s military districts, was introduced to 
create unified commands with the resources, structure, 
and authority to conduct joint operations outside of 
China’s immediate periphery. More than just a re-
alignment of forces and force projection posture, the 
geographic reform of the PLA is the central mechanism 
of much of the structural and, particularly, the inter-
service changes.

China’s DF-17 missiles carrying DF-ZF hypersonic glide vehicles. (Video screenshot from China Central Television)

Emblem of People’s Liberation Army Rocket Force (Photo courtesy 
of Wikimedia Commons) 
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The PLA historically divided the geographic 
landmass of mainland China into varying numbers 
of military regions, with the most recent organization 
constituting seven military regions, each commanded 
by a PLAA commander who possessed operational 
control only over ground forces during peacetime.44 
Under this structure, other services (PLAN, PLAAF, 
Second Artillery Corps) were operationally indepen-
dent of military region commanders during peacetime, 
making joint training or, if need be, wartime operations 

extremely difficult to coordinate and execute.45 While 
military region commander’s notionally held authority 
within their geographic commands during contingency 
or wartime, the other services retained a high degree of 
autonomy and thus diffused command authority from 
a singular operational commander to several service 
commanders. To impose a higher degree of joint in-
teroperability, simplification of the command-and-con-
trol structure within the PLA, and enablement of 
the CMC to exert more direct and coherent control 
over PLA forces, geographic reforms were utilized as 
a catalyst for overhauling interservice and command 
relationships within the PLA below the CMC.

The seven ground-centric military regions were 
replaced with five theater commands in 2016, greatly 
streamlining the number of commands and aligning 
geographic boundaries in a more strategically coher-
ent manner.

The new theaters consist of the Eastern, Southern, 
Western, Northern, and Central Theater Commands, 
which align along province and semiautonomous 
region borders.46 Unlike the previous military regions, 
which were administrative and defensive in nature and 
reflected active defense doctrine in its more original 
interpretation, the new theater commands are op-
erationally aligned to meet both internal and, more 

importantly, external threats. The Northern Theater 
Command is primarily aligned to face Korea Peninsula 
contingencies. The Eastern Theater Command is 
assessed to be the primary operational force against 
Taiwan, Japan, and security contests in the East China 
Sea. The Southern Theater Command is oriented 
toward South China Sea, particularly focused on the 
nine-dash line, and Southeast Asia as well as sup-
porting the Eastern Theater Command in the event 
of a Taiwan invasion. As somewhat of an outlier, the 

Western Theater Command’s primary function is to 
conduct “counterterrorism” and other security opera-
tions in the semiautonomous regions of Xinjiang and 
Tibet while simultaneously preparing for border issues 
with India. The Central Theater Command, surround-
ing Beijing, serves as capital defense for internal and 
external security purposes and supports other theaters 
as required.47 This posturing of forces exhibits a more 
externally focused PLA, capable of conducting opera-
tions outside the CCP’s sovereign territory and imme-
diately periphery to encompass regional power pro-
jection, marking a shift in the strategic nature of active 
defense doctrine.

More than just a geographic consolidation, the 
newly appointed theater commanders possess peace-
time and wartime joint operational control over almost 
all conventional forces (PLAA, PLAAF, and PLAN) 
within each respective theater.48 However, the CMC 
retains direct operational control independent of the-
ater chain of command over all SSF, nuclear forces, and 
to date, an unknown composition of the PLA Rocket 
Force.49 Unlike past military region commanders, 
which had been exclusively staffed with PLAA officers, 
theater commanders are assigned by the CMC from 
any service, with deputy theater commanders drawn 
from the other services.50 In addition to promoting 

The consolidation of operational control under theater 
commanders drastically changed the primary function 
of PLA services to a support and administrative role re-
sponsible for training, equipping, and manning forces 
supporting the joint theater commands.
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“jointness” within theater commands, the dissolution 
of the PLAA’s monopoly on military region command 
further reduced the PLAA’s overwhelming primacy 
within the PLA and elevated the PLAAF and PLAN to 
more equal status.

The consolidation of operational control under 
theater commanders drastically changed the primary 
function of PLA services to a support and adminis-
trative role responsible for training, equipping, and 
manning forces supporting the joint theater com-
mands.51 The bifurcation of authority for subordinate 
operational units now dictates that services possess 
administrative control over their service units while 
theater commanders possess operational control.52 
To address cross-theater operations and training or 
units operating outside of a theater command’s area of 
responsibility, the Joint Staff Department of the CMC 
will directly coordinate cross-theater or far-reaching 
operations.53 The feasibility and practicality of the Joint 
Staff Department’s control over distant or cross-the-
ater operations has yet to be seen in practice, leaving a 
potential major gap in PLA capabilities.

PLA “Below-the-Neck” Reforms
Following the implementation of above-the-neck 

reforms, the PLA began a series of below-the-neck 
reforms beginning around 2017 with an initial tar-
get completion of 2020 but has been subsequently 
extended to the end of 2022 due to COVID-19 and 
other modernization shortcomings. These series of 
reforms are focused at the corps level and below on 
force restructuring and standardization, professional-
ization of the officer corps, updating service doctrine, 
and joint training.

“Brigadization” and force structure reform. 
Similar to the U.S. Army’s shift in the early 2000s 
under Donald Rumsfeld from a division-centric to a 
brigade-centric force, the PLA is undergoing a “brig-
adization” process to create both a standardized and 
more agile fighting force.54 From the top down, the 
PLAA reduced the number of corps-sized army groups 
from eighteen to thirteen, split all existing divisions 
or regiments into one or two brigades, and created 
standardized combined arms brigades as the backbone 
force of the PLAA. Under the new organization, each 
army group consists of six combined arms brigades, one 
artillery brigade, one air defense brigade, one special 

operations brigade, one army aviation brigade, one 
engineer and chemical defense brigade, and one service 
support brigade.55 The combined arms brigades consist 
of a tailored combination of five standardized variants: 
heavy, medium, light, amphibious, and mountain.56

Like the PLAA, the PLAF has reorganized into a 
base-brigade organization for fighter, fighter-bomber, 
and attack units, though the division-regiment orga-
nization has been retained for bombers and transport. 
These newly formed base-brigade units oversee all 
aviation, surface-to-air missile, artillery, and radar 
units within their area of responsibility and directly 
coordinate with other PLA services.57 This more agile 
PLAF will generate greater interoperability with other 
services and streamline air support.

Perhaps the greatest beneficiary of the below-the-
neck reforms has been the PLAN’s Marine Corps, 
which has increased in size from just two brigades to 
eight, adding four new combined arms brigades, one 
special operations brigade, and a shipborne aviation 
brigade. Much of the forces for these new brigades were 
transferred from PLAA and PLAN aviation units.58 
This new expansion of the PLAN’s Marine Corps from 
approximately twelve thousand to nearly forty thou-
sand marines demonstrates the PLA’s expanded expe-
ditionary ambitions as well as providing a large enough 
amphibious force to secure a landing in the event of a 
Taiwan contingency.

Doctrinal and training reforms. To support 
this “brigadization” within the PLA and to promote 
joint force interoperability, the PLA has overhauled 
both its strategic guidelines and doctrine in the past 
several years and overhauled its convoluted rank and 
grade system to streamline and standardize officer 
promotions for a more professional officer corps.59 In 
2017, the PLA introduced revised “Military Training 
Regulations” and a new “Outline of Military Training” 
to focus training on realistic joint operations.60 In 
2019, the PLA released the latest edition of its white 
paper, China’s National Defense in the New Era, which 
shifted emphasis from regional defensive operations 
to joint offensive operations, stressed the integration 
the Joint Logistic Support Force into the PLA’s joint 
operations and explicitly identified the United States 
as the principal instigator on the global stage.61 The 
most impactful doctrine change came on 7 November 
2020, when the PLA announced the release of the 
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“Outline of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army 
Joint Operations (Trial).”62 This draft doctrine marks 
only the fifth time the PLA has changed its operation-
al-level doctrine in its history, marking a potentially 
drastic shift in PLA operations. The document has not 
been released to the public and is still in draft form, 
but it will undoubtedly shape PLA training, opera-
tions, and subsequent doctrine over the next several 
years to implement the goals of the reforms at the 
operational and tactical levels.

In conjunction with doctrinal changes, the PLA has 
increased the frequency, size, and complexity of joint 
training to support an integrated joint force. The re-
structuring of under the above-the-neck reforms gave 
joint theater commanders the authority and ability to 
conduct joint training more easily within their areas 
of responsibility without interference or hindrance 
from the services that had previously plagued the 
PLA prior to the reforms. Despite early setbacks due 
to COVID-19 and delayed modernization fielding 
to newly reorganized units, combined arms and joint 
training exercises increased from 2019 to 2020.63 This 
trend continued in subsequent years, with, for example, 
the number of joint amphibious island-capture training 
scenarios increasing from thirteen in 2020 to twenty in 
2021.64 This trend will undoubtedly continue in coming 
years as modernization fielding completes and doctri-
nal changes are tested and implemented at the tactical 
and operational levels.

People’s Armed Police. Concurrent to the PLA 
below-the-neck reforms, the CMC also reorganized 
the structure and command relationship of the 
People’s Armed Police (PAP), the party’s paramilitary 
force charged with internal and domestic security 
missions. Though separate from the PLA, the PAP 
has always maintained the notional, albeit seldom 
exercised, secondary mission of conducting rear area 
support for the PLA during wartime.65 Announced 
in 2017, the PAP’s reforms, following on the heel of 
the announcement and commencement of the PLA’s 
reform, saw the CMC, and by extension the par-
ty, exert increasingly direct control over the PAP.66 
Under the new command structure, the PAP, which 
had formerly been placed under the authority of both 
the CMC and the State Council, and by extension the 
Ministry of Public Security, was placed solely under 
the operational and administrative control of the 

CMC. This reform removed the party premier as the 
head of the State Council and the Minister of Public 
Security from any command or oversight role, placing 
the PAP solely under the CMC chairman’s control.67 
Furthermore, the Coast Guard, which was previous-
ly under dual command of the Ministry of Public 
Security and the State Oceanic Administration, was 
placed solely within the structure of the PAP.68 The 
consolidation of the PAP under the direct sole control 
of the CMC serves to increase cooperation between 
the PAP and the PLA and between the Coast Guard 
and the PLAN.

While the below-the-neck reforms have been 
delayed due to COVID-19 and lagging modernization 
of reorganized units, the PLA has made tremendous 
progress in reorganizing such a large force in a rel-
atively short period. With Xi’s confirmation of an 
unprecedented third term at the 20th Party Congress 
in fall 2022, the successes of his reforms of the PLA 
have been touted as a major triumph of his first de-
cade as the CMC chairman. The question remains of 
how successful both the above-the-neck and below-
the-neck reforms have been in achieving a joint PLA 
capable of conducting operations under this newly 
conceptualized active defense and how will these 
successes or failures impact the PLA’s posture and 
willingness to conduct aggressive military operations 
in coming years.

Limited Success: Measuring the 
Effectiveness of Reform

The changes implemented thus far to the PLA 
under Xi’s reforms have, from the top down, drasti-
cally changed the composition and nature of the PLA 
to create a modern joint force capable of conducting 
operations. Both the above-the-neck and below-the-
neck reforms complement each other to provide a 
top-level command-and-control structure designed to 
enable joint operations and an operational and tacti-
cal force structure capable of operating under such a 
joint framework. The accomplishment of achieving 
these goals in such a relatively short period of time 
with a force as large and a bureaucracy as entrenched 
as the PLA cannot be understated. The progress of 
the reforms, which were announced and implement-
ed at the beginning of Xi’s tenure and scheduled to be 
completed before the Party Congress, were touted as a 
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major success for both the party and Xi. The question 
remains, however, of whether the reforms can help 
achieve the “Chinese dream of national rejuvenation,” 
and it must be answered by analyzing the progress of 
the reforms, whether they are achieving their intended 
effects, and what long-term effect the reforms will have 
on the PLA’s future operations.

In theory, the PLA successfully accomplished 
all its major goals for its above-the-neck reforms: 
reorganizing the CMC, implementing a new joint 
geographic command structure, and overhauling the 
service and command-and-control relationships. In 
practice it has yet to be seen whether the PLA can 
overcome its entrenched bureaucracy and service 
rivalry, and successfully adapt to its new com-
mand-and-control structure.

The dismantling of the powerful and highly indepen-
dent general departments into subsidiary organs directly 
under the CMC gives the chairman of the CMC an 
unprecedented degree of direct authority over the PLA 
and PAP, providing a streamlined and efficient chain of 
command and emphasizing far greater operational focus 
for the PLA and joint commanders.69 However, the PLA 
remains the party’s and not the nation’s military force, 
despite muted past calls for nationalization, which will 
continue to hamper its military professionalism and exter-
nal force projection as the party under Xi shifts focus of 
national security to increasingly “attach equal importance 
to internal and external security.”70 Internal security, there-
fore, will continue to hamstring the PLA with additional 
security requirements that would otherwise be assigned to 
other departments and agencies in most other nations.

The geographic reforms, while undoubtedly a 
significant step toward moving to a joint force, lacks a 
reach beyond a regional scope. Unlike the U.S. com-
batant command system, which spans the globe, the 
PLA’s theater command system encompasses only 
the PRC’s sovereign territory with peripheral areas of 
responsibility for each theater. Outside of this immedi-
ate periphery, cross-theater operational coordination 
under the Joint Staff Department is vague, uncertain, 
and untested. The ability of the PRC to conduct large-
scale operations globally is, both technologically and 
logistically under the new PLA geographic alignment, 
unrealistic at present.

The above-the-neck reforms concretely achieved 
their intended goals in restructuring, but the success 

of desired cultural and professional changes and 
cooperative interservice coordination during train-
ing, contingency, and war will not come to fruition, 
if at all, for years until new officers rise through the 
newly established system. Furthermore, whether the 
bifurcation of administrative and operational con-
trol succeeds or whether theater commanders will, 
in practice, possess adequate authority independent 
of the services to conduct successful joint operations 
may largely depend on personal, PLA, and internal 
party politics.

The below-the-neck reforms, hampered by 
COVID-19 and modernization delays, have been met 
with less short-term success and have decreased the 
readiness of the PLA in the immediate term as units 
reorganize, reoutfit, and retrain. The restructuring of 
divisions and regiments into brigades disrupted unit 
training, and equipment modernization efforts have 
lagged far behind expected scheduled. According to 
the 2021 China Military Power Report, approximate-
ly 40 percent of the PLAA’s main battle tank arsenal 
is between twenty and forty years old, and infantry 
brigades suffer from antiquated equipment.71 The slow 
modernization and fielding of equipment means that 
many PLAA brigades are not functionally as capable as 
on paper. Likewise, the PLAMC has similarly suffered 
from inadequate fielding of required equipment for its 
newly formed brigades and will only reach full capabil-
ity by 2030.72 This will continue to hamper the PLA’s 
ability to achieve a necessary level of readiness in both 
equipment and training on new equipment for con-
ducting combined arms operations.

Conclusion
While the PLA has either accomplished or is on 

track to accomplish all its structural goals of the reforms, 
translating these structural changes into a cultural 
change within the PLA is an entirely separate matter. 
The implementation of draft joint doctrine, effective 
management of bifurcated lines of command between 
theaters and services, and the conduct of joint expe-
ditionary training and operations all require a major 
cultural and professional shift within the PLA. For the 
reforms to succeed, the PLAA will have to willingly 
relinquish much of its former precedence within the 
new PLA structure. This professional and cultural shift 
within the PLA could likely to take a decade as junior 
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officers rise through the ranks and will likely outlast Xi’s 
tenure as the CMC chairman, however long that may 
continue past his unprecedented third term. Therefore, 
the long-term success of the reforms may largely depend 
on Xi’s successor and successive senior-level PLA officers 
continuing to emphasize joint operations and redefining 
active defense.

The success of the reforms, however, may prove less 
important than the PLA and CCP’s perception of its 
success. Emboldened by the reforms, either founded or 
not, the party may employ the PLA more aggressively 
in contentious regional hot spots in the future, such as 
the South China Sea, the disputed Sino-Indian border, 
and, most importantly and consequentially, against 
Taiwan. With the rhetoric of “active defense” becoming 
increasingly aggressive and belligerent, confidence in a 
capable joint force, whether it is adequately prepared 
for such operations or not, can give the CCP newfound 
confidence to challenge its regional and increasingly 
global competitors. Perhaps more dangerous to esca-
lation of regional conflicts than a capable PLA is the 
perception of a capable of PLA by the party.

While Xi’s reforms and the shifting definition of 
active defense will not establish the PLA as a global 
military power in the short term, its importance and 
potential impact can also not be understated. The 
reforms, if successfully carried out, would strengthen 
the PLA’s burgeoning ability to conduct expeditionary 

operations and threaten the current geopolitical situa-
tion in the Indo-Pacific region, allowing the PLA to act 
according to its redefined strategic guideline of active 
defense. The rise of a militarily aggressive and capable 
PRC backed by the world’s second largest economy, in-
terdependent with the international community, could 
have disastrous unforeseen consequences. Growing 
tensions in the South China Sea, cross-strait relations, 
and Sino-Japanese relations all become more conten-
tious with an expeditionary PLA capable of challenging 
rivals in the region.

As the PRC views American retrenchment and glob-
al multipolarity as an inevitability, the future may find 
an emboldened PLA conducting operations regionally.73 
Though the PRC does not seek to supplant the U.S. as 
a global power, it does seek to challenge the established 
international order and maneuver to advance its own 
interests on the global stage. While the PLA certainly has 
numerous technological shortfalls to overcome to make 
successful expeditionary operations a reality, the current 
ongoing reforms and redefined active defense strategic 
guidelines may prove sufficient in providing the force 
structure, organization, and doctrinal foundation to en-
able such activities in the future. Xi’s reforms, therefore, 
may prove to be a vital first step to realizing the “Chinese 
dream of national rejuvenation” by achieving the goal 
of transforming the PLA into a world-class force by the 
mid-twenty-first century.74   
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Qing-era representation of Sun Tzu (Artwork courtesy of Wikimedia Commons; appearing in Geoff Babb, “China’s 
Military History and Way of War: A Backrounder,” Military Review World Hot Spots [March 2023], https://www.
armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/Online-Exclusive/2023-OLE/Babb/)

Military Review
Military Review is a legacy journal of the AUP that has an archive of pub-
lished articles reaching back more than a hundred years. For readers unfa-
miliar with the origin and history of Communist China from its beginning 
to the present day, Military Review has assembled a collection of selected 
articles from its own archives as well as works drawn from other sources at 
the following website: 

https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/Special-Topics/
World-Hot-Spots//China/
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AUP Films

The People’s Republic of China is determined to become the leading global economic and military power. In an 
effort to assist those researching China or other issues in the INDOPACOM area of operations, the Army University 
Press invites readers to examine the repository of resources it has that may help them glean valuable lessons learned 
from previous conflicts in the INDOPACOM region. This repository includes books, films, staff rides, and journal arti-
cles. The newest addition to the Army University Press menu of resources is the Army University Films Team.

The Army University Films Team creates documentary films designed to teach current U.S. Army doctrine using 
historical case studies. Army University Films works in conjunction with the Combined Arms Center, Combined Arms 
Doctrine Directorate, Army University, Army Centers of Excellence, and other Professional Military Education pro-
grams to select relevant doctrine and historical topics as the basis for its documentary films.

Legacy Products in the Archives: The Big Picture
The first installment of the long-running Army production The Big Picture, The 
First Forty Days in Korea follows several companies of the 24th Infantry Division 
during America’s entry into the war. Unlike later episodes of The Big Picture, 
which offer interviews with subject matter experts, The First Forty Days in Korea 
is almost exclusively narrated combat footage recorded and produced by the 
Army Signal Corps.

The fourth installment of The Big Picture, Chinese Reds Enter the Korean War 
outlines the UN struggle against a new enemy and the brutal cold. After looking 
at the situation in Korea from 20 October through 20 November 1950, the ep-
isode describes the evacuation process for the wounded from the front to hos-
pitals. The film also showcases the production of new weaponry at Aberdeen 
Proving Ground, the Navy’s fight against winter storms in the Sea of Japan, the 
Air Force’s pack plane, and the latest in winter uniforms.

The fifth installment of The Big Picture, United Nations Forces Escape the Chinese 
Trap follows the United Nation retrograde from the Chinese border at the Yalu 
River to the massive evacuation of Soldiers, Marines, and civilians at Hungnam.

Army University
Press

For more information and access to entire inventory of films and documentaries, 
see https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Educational-Services/Documentaries/.



Recent Films of Interest

Near Peer: China Okinawa 1945: Typhoon of Steel Okinawa 1945: Planning  
Operation ICEBERG

Defense of the Philippines, 1941 Surrender of the Philippines, 1942 Liberation of Manila

Korea: Chipyong-ni Korea: Twin Tunnels Korea: Sustaining Operation KILLER



Staff Rides
The Combat Studies Institute Staff Ride Team develops and conducts two types of staff rides as educational tools 

for the US Army: live and virtual. Both focus on the timeless and universal aspects of warfighting that provide important 
insights into the factors affecting military operations, including terrain analysis and concepts of leadership. Presentations 
employ vignettes and open discussion among participants. The live staff ride takes place at the site of actual battlefields. 
The virtual staff ride (VSR) consists of simulated terrain built in a 3D virtual environment produced largely from satellite 
imagery, digital terrain elevation data, photographs, video, and first-hand accounts. The team has developed multiple 
VSRs to replicate terrain that Army organizations cannot readily access from the continental United States. Additionally, 
the staff rides element makes available staff ride handbooks for units that wish to conduct their own. 

Examples of Virtual Staff Rides
The Korean War staff ride series examine 

the 2nd Infantry Division’s fight at Chipyong-ni 
at multiple levels of command. The Combat 
Action Korea (the Lost Patrol) is a three-hour 
staff ride that examines a platoon reconnais-
sance mission and the follow-on relief effort of a 
company to rescue the isolated platoon (27–30 
January 1951). The Battle of Chipyong-ni is a 
four-to-six-hour staff ride that studies the attack 
of multiple divisions of the Chinese People’s 
Volunteer Army against the 23rd Regimental 
Combat Team’s perimeter at Chipyong-ni (27 January–15 February 1951).

Each version of the Korean War VSR is fully exportable to any organization that has access to the Army-licensed 
gaming software, Virtual Battlespace 3 (VBS3). Each exportable package includes full instructor support materials, 
student readings, and instructions on how to use everything.

Other VSR Specifically Relevant to INDOPACOM
•  Battle of Buna, Papua New Guinea (1942)
•  Battle of Munda Point, New Georgia (1943)
•  Bougainville: Defending the Lodgment (1943–44)
•  Battle of Lone Tree Hill, Papua New Guinea (1944)
•  Okinawa (1945)

All virtual staff rides can be requested at https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Staff-Rides/
Virtual-Staff-Ride/.

For more information on staff rides overall, see the Combat Studies Institute Staff Ride website at 
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Educational-Services/Staff-Ride-Team-Offerings/.

Chipyong-ni perimeter, Battle of the Korean War Virtual Staff Ride
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Books
The AUP Books section at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, publishes original, interpretive research on topics pertinent 

to current topics of immediate and enduring interest to the U.S. Army and sister services. To that purpose, AUP offers 
a variety of documents in monograph and article format that may be of use to those vested in defense planning with-
in the INDOPACOM region and Korea. All AUP publications are released in digital format onto the press’s website. 
Examples of such materials are noted below.

Art of War Papers
•  Inside the Sea Dragon: The Generations Within the Current People’s Liberation Army 

Navy Officer Corps by Lt. Cmdr. Brian Juskiewicz (USN) (2019), https://www.armyu-
press.army.mil/Portals/7/combat-studies-institute/csi-books/inside-the-sea-drag-
on-the-generations-within-the-current-peoples-liberation-army-navy-officer-corps.
pdf

•  How China Wins: A Case Study of the 1979 Sino-Vietnamese War by Maj. 
Christopher Gin (2016), https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Portals/7/combat-stud-
ies-institute/csi-books/how-china-wins.pdf

•  Jakarta Knows Best: US Defense Policies and Security Cooperation in 1950s by Maj. 
Richard Hutton (2019), https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Portals/7/combat-stud-
ies-institute/csi-books/jakarta-knows-best-us-defense-policies-and-security-coop-
eration-in-1950s-indonesia.pdf

•  Survival Through Adaptation: The Chinese Red Army and the Extermination 
Campaigns, 1927–1936 by Maj. Wilbur Hsu (2012), https://www.armyu-
press.army.mil/Portals/7/combat-studies-institute/csi-books/ArtOf War_
SurvivalThroughAdaptation.pdf

Leavenworth Papers
•  Leavenworth Paper #2, Nomonhan: Japanese-Soviet Tactical Combat, 1939 

(1981), https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Portals/7/combat-studies-institute/csi-
books/Drea-Nomonhan.pdf

•  Leavenworth Paper #13, Counterattack on the Naktong, 1950 (1986), https://
www.armyupress.army.mil/Portals/7/combat-studies-institute/csi-books/
Robertson-Nakton-LP13.pdf

•  Leavenworth Paper #18, Japan’s Battle of Okinawa, April–June 1945 (1990), 
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Portals/7/combat-studies-institute/csi-books/
BattleofOkinawa.pdf

•  Leavenworth Paper #19, Scenes From an Unfinished War: Low-Intensity Conflict 
Korea, 1966–1969 (1991), https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Portals/7/com-
bat-studies-institute/csi-books/Scenes-Froman-Unfinished-War.pdf

•  Leavenworth Paper #22, Moving the Enemy: Operational Art in the Chinese PLA’s Huai Hai Campaign (revised) 
(2003), https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Portals/7/combat-studies-institute/csi-books/bjorge_huai.pdfGa. Nem

For more information, contact BOOKS at https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Books/
Books-and-Manuscript-Guide/.
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Recommends
Chairman Xi Remakes the PLA: Assessing Chinese 
Military Reforms

China’s current military reforms are unprecedented in their ambition and in the 
scale and scope of the organizational changes. Virtually every part of the People’s 
Liberation Army (PLA) now reports to different leaders, has had its mission and 
responsibilities changed, has lost or gained subordinate units, or has undergone a 
major internal reorganization. Drawing on papers presented at two conferences 
co-organized by the U.S. National Defense University, the RAND Corporation, 
and Taiwan’s Council of Advanced Policy Studies, this edited 2019 volume brings 
together some of the world’s best experts on the Chinese military to analyze 
the various dimensions of the reforms in detail and assess their implications for 
the PLA’s ability to conduct joint operations, for the Chinese Communist Party’s 
control of the army, and for civil-military integration. To read online, visit https://
ndupress.ndu.edu/Publications/Books/Chairman-Xi-Remakes-the-PLA/.

Military and Security Developments 
Involving the People’s Republic of China, 
2020: Annual Report to Congress

This 2020 study by the Office of the Secretary of Defense asserts that 
the People’s Liberation Army’s (PLA) objective is to become a “world-
class” military by the end of 2049—a goal first announced by General 
Secretary Xi Jinping in 2017. Although the Chinese Communist Party 
has not defined what a “world-class” military means, within the context 
of the People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) national strategy it is likely that 
Beijing will seek to develop a military by mid-century that is equal to—or 
in some cases superior to—the U.S. military, or that of any other great 
power that the PRC views as a threat. As this report details, the PRC has 
marshalled the resources, technology, and political will over the past two 
decades to strengthen and modernize the PLA in nearly every respect. 
Indeed, as this report shows, China is already ahead of the United States 
in certain areas such as shipbuilding, land-based conventional ballistic 
and cruise missiles, and integrated air defense systems. Other advance-
ments are detailed. To read online, visit https://media.defense.gov/2020/
Sep/01/2002488689/-1/-1/1/2020-DOD-CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-
REPORT-FINAL.PDF.
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Data Centricity 
and the 1st Cavalry 
Division’s “Speed 
of Relevance” during 
Warfighter 23-04
Maj. Thomas D. Richardson, U.S. Army
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Maj. Huw Miller, 1st Cavalry Division (1CD) current operations officer from the 3 (UK) Division, tracks and synchronizes current operations 
on the battlefield on 9 February 2023 during Warfighter Exercise 23-04. During this exercise, 1CD fully integrated all mission command 
integration systems including the Command Post Computing Environment to synchronize units across the division battlespace. (Photo by  
Lt. Col. Jennifer Bocanegra, U.S. Army)
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In February 2022, Secretary of the Army Christine 
Wormuth articulated a major objective to guide 
change within the Army: “to ensure the Army 

becomes more data-centric and can conduct operations 
in contested environments, which will enable our abili-
ty to prevail on the future battlefield.”1

Data centricity 
enables rapid deci-
sion-making by Army 
commanders in combat. 
This speed of data access 
to commanders is essen-
tial to successful appli-
cation of multidomain 
operations (MDO), 
particularly the tenet 
of convergence, which 
requires cross-domain 
communication from 
joint force sensors to 
ground command-
ers. The 1st Cavalry 
Division demonstrated 
the significance of data 

centricity in conducting MDO during Warfighter 
23-04. The modern battlefield requires a multidomain 
force operating within a data-centric model. A da-
ta-centric Army can rapidly collect, analyze, and 
distribute information to the commander to inform 
battlefield decision-making. Wormuth describes data 
centricity as a characteristic that “empowers leaders 
and Soldiers with the right information at the right 
time to gauge risk, optimize combat power, fully em-
ploy national means and attain decision dominance at 
all echelons.”2

Time is the key difference here from the Army’s 
previous network-centric model. Whereas network 
centricity filters data into functional categories on 
disparate systems based on data type, a data-centric 
approach enables organizational users to procure 
needed data from a common hub. This model speeds 
up decision-making by commanders who can more 
quickly pull the information they need to inform bat-
tlefield decisions. Chief of Staff of the Army Gen. James 
McConville explains, “You have to have sensors that 
can find the targets throughout the battlefield, and then 
quickly move that data through an integrated com-
mand system to the appropriate lethal systems to allow 

Maj. Thomas D. 
Richardson, U.S. Army, 
holds an MA from James 
Madison University 
and an MMAS from the 
Command and General 
Staff College, Fort 
Leavenworth, Kansas. He 
deployed as an armor 
platoon leader in support 
of Operation Enduring 
Freedom and as a cavalry 
squadron intelligence 
officer in support of 
Operation Freedom’s 
Sentinel.

Army leaders at Program Executive Office Intelligence, Electronic Warfare and Sensors learned about data-centric organizations at the 
Army Data Driven Leadership Certificate Program, a collaborative executive training by the U.S. Army and Carnegie Mellon University’s 
Heinz College, 24 March 2023. (Photo by Robert W. Mitchell, Defense Visual Information Distribution Service)
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you to conduct those types of combat operations.”3 In a 
data-centric Army, information flows through chan-
nels commanders can rapidly access in real time, not at 
scheduled and specialized data collection points. This 
speed is especially important when conducting MDO.

Data centricity is critical to successful MDO 
because it enables rapid information sharing from 
sources across the joint force to the Army’s ground 
commanders. The Army Data Plan recognizes this 
reality: “By its nature, the Army’s Multi-Domain 
Operations, as part of Joint All Domain Operations, 
has a larger and increasing scope than earlier mili-
tary operations. Each domain has its own growing 
information and data flow … Today’s Soldiers and 
Commanders require synthesis across these domains 
to dominate the battlespace.”4 Data centricity makes 
sense within MDO because commanders need to 
be able to access information from across domains 
to inform their decisions. Data comes from sensors 
within each domain (space, cyberspace, air, land, and 

maritime) and generates meaning for ground forces 
across the physical, information, and human dimen-
sions of understanding.5 A data-centric force can 
more quickly access and understand the relevance of 
new data, which then forms the basis for commander 
decision-making. Data centricity is crucial to MDO 
because information moves to commanders faster and 
more efficiently, directly enabling battlefield success. 
The data-centric multidomain force is also best pos-
tured to achieve convergence, a tenet of MDO.

Multidomain convergence requires a data-centric 
force. Convergence quickly integrates joint capabil-
ities that mass effects to overmatch the enemy.6 By 
establishing systems—within the human, physical, and 
information dimensions—whereby commanders can 
quickly and continuously access data about the enemy 
and the battlefield, data centricity enables convergence 
by informing commanders’ decisions within the combat 
environment. The data-centric multidomain com-
mander can access “the right data, at the right time, at 

Staff Sgt. Steve Mathiew, a signal support system NCO with III Armored Corps, operates the Mounted Assured, Positioning, Navigation, and 
Timing System (MAPS) on 18 April 2023 during Warfighter Exercise 23-04 on Fort Hood, Texas. Mathiew utilized the MAPS to assist with 
a vehicle movement rehearsal between 3rd (UK) Division soldiers and 3rd Cavalry Regiment. (Photo by Sgt. Brahim Douglas, U.S. Army)
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the right place [to] enable faster and better decisions 
at echelon—to out-think and out-pace any adversary.”7 
Speed is paramount, and data that is more readily avail-
able to commanders in combat can give ground forces a 
marked advantage over the enemy by enabling conver-
gence. Faster data processing from sensor to command-
er increases cross-domain fires lethality and generates 
cross-domain maneuver options for the ground force.8 
Ultimately, a data-centric Army best postures the com-
mander to take advantages of opportunities for battle-
field convergence, enabling him or her to “thrive at the 
speed of war in the 21st century.”9 A recent Warfighter 
exercise demonstrates the importance of data centricity 
to battlefield decision-making.

The 1st Cavalry Division showcased the capabil-
ities available to a data-centric force during a recent 
training exercise. Warfighter 23-04, conducted 19–28 
April 2023, pitted “America’s First Team” against the 
live, freethinking, world-class opposing force of the 

Fort Leavenworth-based Mission Command Training 
Program in a simulation-based tactical command post 
exercise.10 Preliminary insights gathered from the divi-
sion’s leaders demonstrate how the organization met the 
challenge of conducting MDO while practicing data cen-
tricity. During telephonic interviews with the division 
chief of staff, Col. Todd Hook, and the division cavalry 
squadron operations officer, Maj. Ragan Rutherford, I 
discussed how the division’s adoption of a data-centric 
model enabled tactical success during the exercise.

1st Cavalry Division deliberately shifted processes 
to a data-centric model as part of its preparation for 
the warfighter. The division chief of staff simplified 
the regular contact points between the division and its 
brigade commanders, reducing the myriad meetings 
and working groups to three daily distributed com-
mander-driven discussions: a targeting decision brief 
and two commander-to-commander dialogues.11 Staff 
officers were expected to listen to the discussions, 

Master Sgt. Laura Gunby, 1st Cavalry Division (1CD) medical operations noncommissioned officer, tracks and coordinates medical support 
on 12 April 2023 during Warfighter Exercise 23-04. During this exercise, 1CD fully integrated all mission command integration systems in-
cluding the Command Post Computing Environment to synchronize units across the division battlespace. (Photo by Sgt. Darrell Stembridge, 
U.S. Army)
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receive data, and establish their specified and implied 
tasks without having a dedicated portion of the meet-
ing to brief. Rather than generate various products for 
specific briefings and meetings, division staff running 
estimates, available for subordinate commanders 
and their staffs to access, became much more critical 
as living documents and decision-making tools that 
described the current estimates of the staff function 
in real time. The cavalry squadron operations offi-
cer noticed this shift, explaining the squadron staff 
had more time to shape and inform the dialogue 
among the commanders without needing to dedicate 
time and personnel to generating numerous briefing 
products, each relevant for only a short “snapshot” in 
time.12 Both officers described this transition in mind-
set among the staff and greater formation as a shift 
from a static battle rhythm to the more dynamic and 
fluid “rhythm of the battle.”13 This change of mindset 

reflects the larger environmental differences between 
counterinsurgency (COIN) operations and large-scale 
combat operations (LSCO).

1st Cavalry Division’s move to data centricity highlights 
the faster speed required in data management during 
LSCO. In the COIN operations common to the U.S. Army 
experience in the Global War on Terrorism, units were 
mostly deployed in static geographic locations and oper-
ated within a stable, predictable, regular battle rhythm of 
events. Hook described a generational gap of experience 
within the formation, as most Army officers’ practical 
warfighting has been in the context of COIN operations.14 
A LSCO environment is much more dynamic, fluid, and 
mobile. Command posts cannot remain in static positions 
for very long, and large gatherings of commanders and staff 
leaders are vulnerable to detection and targeting by enemy 
forces. For this reason, the exercise’s senior mentor, retired 
Lt. Gen. Terry R. Ferrell, advised the organization to move 

Col. Todd Hook, 1st Cavalry Division (1CD) chief of staff, explains the staff concept for operational control to section leaders during Com-
mand Post Exercise 1.5 on 20 October 2022 at Fort Hood, Texas, in preparation for Warfighter Exercise 23-04. Maj. Gen. John B. Richardson 
IV, 1CD commanding general, observes and stands by to provide additional clarification and guidance. During the Warfighter Exercise, 1CD 
leaders and staff honed their capabilities to manage the complex requirements of conducting a large-scale combat operation in multiple 
domains using upgraded data processing systems. (Photo by Pfc. Jacob Nunnenkamp, U.S. Army) 
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away from the “static battle rhythm” with which they were 
familiar.15 The “rhythm of the battle” concept as practiced 
by 1st Cavalry in this exercise was characterized by greater 
commander-to-commander communication and signifi-
cantly reduced direct interaction between the headquar-
ters staff and subordinate commanders, all while transi-
tioning from offense to defense and back again throughout 
the exercise. As Rutherford put it, commanders had more 
time to dialogue with the commanding general and each 
other, and “the staff has to keep up.”16 In LSCO, command-
ers cannot wait for the weekly staff update to receive the 
latest data from the higher headquarters; instead, they 
need to access the most up-to-date staff analysis to inform 
real-time decisions.

Battle damage assessment proved to be the specific 
data most essential to mission success for the 1st Cavalry 
Division. The organization remained enemy-focused 
throughout the exercise, and battle damage assessment 
data from the various domains enabled subordinate 
commanders to make informed decisions about how 
to engage the enemy forces arrayed against them.17 As 
enemy forces were destroyed, the staff kept commanders 
informed on remaining enemy capabilities and possible 
options. The staff ’s agility and focus on understand-
ing the changing battlefield environment enabled the 
division to twice shift its course of action midbattle and 
rapidly respond to opportunities recognized by staff 
officers and communicated to commanders—once in 
blunting an enemy counterattack and again in shift-
ing the division’s main effort to seize a critical enemy 
sustainment node.18 Rutherford noted his fellow staff of-
ficers in the cavalry squadron needed to stay current on 
the progress of the battle so as to best report the enemy 
situation to the rest of the division.19 Hook described this 
data-centric approach as “the speed of relevance,” with 
data generated by the staff rapidly enabling decisions by 
the commander. As Hook said, “Making decisions—con-
fident decisions—depends on how fast we get data.”20 
Ultimately, for America’s First Team, data centricity 
meant faster and more efficient data flow from sensor 
to commander and directly contributed to a successful 
Warfighter exercise.

A data-centric Army enables its commanders to 
make informed decisions by putting in place the physi-
cal, information, and human systems required to quick-
ly push relevant data from sensor to commander. Speed 
is paramount, as the modern battlefield is dynamic and 

commanders in MDO need to be able to access mul-
tidomain data quickly and in real time. As the Army 
Data Plan acknowledges, “With the fires growing in 
range and automation and forces increasingly dispersed 
on the battlefield, speed of decision to neutralize critical 
targets can have rapid cascading effects to allow our 
forces to penetrate, disintegrate, and then exploit in 
order to win. Integration and speed of information is 
achieved through data and data analytics.”21 The expe-
riences of Hook, Rutherford, and the rest of America’s 
First Team during Warfighter 23-04 prove this is not 
a theoretical postulation but a validated reality of the 
modern battlefield. 1st Cavalry Division’s exercise 
performance offers some preliminary insights about the 
importance of speed as an aspect of data centricity in 
multidomain operations.   

Maj. Ragan Rutherford, 1st Squadron, 7th Cavalry Regiment, partic-
ipates in planning of future operations as part of Warfighter 23-04 
at Fort Cavazos, Texas, on 23 March 2023. The exercise streamlined 
commander-to-commander interaction and facilitated staffs at each 
echelon keeping their commanders updated as exercise conditions 
changed. (Photo courtesy of Maj. Ragan Rutherford, U.S. Army)



MILITARY REVIEW September-October 2023

Notes
1. Christine E. Wormuth, “Message from the Secretary 

of the Army to the Force,” Army.mil, 8 February 2022, ac-
cessed 31 May 2023, https://www.army.mil/article/253814/
message_from_the_secretary_of_the_army_to_the_force.

2. Christine E. Wormuth, quoted in Darren LeBlanc, 
“Quarterbacking Digital Transformation,” Army AL&T 
Magazine, Winter 2023, 32, accessed 31 May 2023, 
https://asc.army.mil/armyalt/Winter2023/html/print/
ArmyAL&T_Magazine_Winter2023_DL.pdf.

3. James McConville, quoted in Michelle Tan, “No Let-
ting Up: McConville Oversees Significant Changes,” Asso-
ciation of the United States Army, 28 September 2022, 
accessed 31 May 2023, https://www.ausa.org/articles/
no-letting-mcconville-oversees-significant-changes.

4. Office of the Chief Information Officer (OCIO), Army 
Data Plan (Washington, DC: Department of the Army, 2022), 
2, accessed 31 May 2023, https://api.army.mil/e2/c/down-
loads/2022/10/13/16061cab/army-data-plan-final.pdf.

5. Field Manual 3-0, Operations (Washington, DC: U.S. Gov-
ernment Publishing Office [GPO], 2022), 1-16–1-23, accessed 
7 June 2023, https://armypubs.army.mil/epubs/DR_pubs/DR_a/
ARN36290-FM_3-0-000-WEB-2.pdf.

6. “Convergence is the rapid and continuous integration of 
capabilities in all domains, the EMS, and the information envi-
ronment that optimizes effects to overmatch the enemy through 
cross-domain synergy and multiple forms of attack all enabled by 
mission command and disciplined initiative.” Training and Doctrine 
Command (TRADOC) Pamphlet (TP) 525-3-1, The U.S. Army 
in Multi-Domain Operations 2028 (Fort Eustis, VA: TRADOC, 6 
December 2018), 20, accessed 31 May 2023, https://adminpubs.
tradoc.army.mil/pamphlets/TP525-3-1.pdf.

7. OCIO, Army Data Plan, 2.
8. TP 525-3-1, The U.S. Army in Multi-Domain Operations 2028, 

19.
9. Joseph F. Dunford Jr., “Maintaining a Boxer’s Stance,” Joint 

Force Quarterly 86, no. 3 (3rd Quarter, 2017): 3, accessed 31 May 
2023, https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/jfq/jfq-86/
jfq-86_2-3_Dunford.pdf.

10. Jennifer Bocanegra, “1st Cavalry Division Tests Multi-Do-
main Capability during Warfighter Exercise,” Army.mil, 29 
April 2023, accessed 31 May 2023, https://www.army.mil/arti-
cle/266255/1st_cavalry_division_tests_multi_domain_capabili-
ty_during_warfighter_exercise.

11. Todd Hook (chief of staff, 1st Cavalry Division), in discus-
sion with the author, 29 April 2023.

12. Ragan Rutherford (operations officer, 1st Squadron, 7th 
Cavalry Regiment), in discussion with the author, 30 April 2023.

13. Ibid.; Hook, discussion.
14. Hook, discussion.
15. Rutherford, discussion.
16. Ibid.
17. Hook, discussion.
18. Ibid.; Rutherford, discussion.
19. Rutherford, discussion.
20. Hook, discussion.
21. OCIO, Army Data Plan, 2.

The Journal of Military Learning (JML) is a peer-re-
viewed semiannual publication that seeks to 

support the military’s effort to improve education 
and training for the U.S. Army and the overall profes-
sion of arms. The JML invites practitioners, research-
ers, academics, and military professionals to submit 
manuscripts that address the issues and challenges of 
adult education and training such as education tech-
nology, adult learning models and theory, distance 
learning, training development, and other subjects 
relevant to the field. Book reviews of published rele-
vant works are also encouraged.

To view the current and past editions of the JML, 
visit Army University Press at http://www.armyupress.
army.mil/Journals/Journal-of-Military-Learning/.

We are now accepting manuscripts for future edi-
tions of JML. Manuscripts should be submitted to us-
army.leavenworth.tradoc.mbx.journal-of-military-learn-
ing@army.mil. Submissions should be between 3,500 
and 5,000 words and supported by research, evident 
through the citation of sources. For detailed author 
submission guidelines, visit the JML page on the Army 
University Press website at http://www.armyupress.
army.mil/Journals/Journal-of-Military-Learning/.

For additional information call 913-684-2090 or 
send an email to the above address.

CALL FOR 
PAPERS

journal ofmilitary learning

https://www.army.mil/article/253814/message_from_the_secretary_of_the_army_to_the_force
https://www.army.mil/article/253814/message_from_the_secretary_of_the_army_to_the_force
https://asc.army.mil/armyalt/Winter2023/html/print/ArmyAL&T_Magazine_Winter2023_DL.pdf
https://asc.army.mil/armyalt/Winter2023/html/print/ArmyAL&T_Magazine_Winter2023_DL.pdf
https://www.ausa.org/articles/no-letting-mcconville-oversees-significant-changes
https://www.ausa.org/articles/no-letting-mcconville-oversees-significant-changes
https://api.army.mil/e2/c/downloads/2022/10/13/16061cab/army-data-plan-final.pdf
https://api.army.mil/e2/c/downloads/2022/10/13/16061cab/army-data-plan-final.pdf
https://armypubs.army.mil/epubs/DR_pubs/DR_a/ARN36290-FM_3-0-000-WEB-2.pdf
https://armypubs.army.mil/epubs/DR_pubs/DR_a/ARN36290-FM_3-0-000-WEB-2.pdf
https://adminpubs.tradoc.army.mil/pamphlets/TP525-3-1.pdf
https://adminpubs.tradoc.army.mil/pamphlets/TP525-3-1.pdf
https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/jfq/jfq-86/jfq-86_2-3_Dunford.pdf
https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/jfq/jfq-86/jfq-86_2-3_Dunford.pdf
https://www.army.mil/article/266255/1st_cavalry_division_tests_multi_domain_capability_during_warfighter_exercise
https://www.army.mil/article/266255/1st_cavalry_division_tests_multi_domain_capability_during_warfighter_exercise
https://www.army.mil/article/266255/1st_cavalry_division_tests_multi_domain_capability_during_warfighter_exercise
http://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Journal-of-Military-Learning/
http://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Journal-of-Military-Learning/
mailto:usarmy.leavenworth.tradoc.mbx.journal-of-military-learning@army.mil
mailto:usarmy.leavenworth.tradoc.mbx.journal-of-military-learning@army.mil
mailto:usarmy.leavenworth.tradoc.mbx.journal-of-military-learning@army.mil
http://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Journal-of-Military-Learning/
http://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Journal-of-Military-Learning/


Leader Up, a podcast by the Army Management Staff College (AMSC), discusses 
a broad range of leadership and leader development topics with an emphasis on 
the Army Profession. If you have questions, suggestions, or feedback, write us at 
usarmy.leavenworth.tradoc.mbx.armyu-amsc-podcast@army.mil.

PODCAST





September-October 2023 MILITARY REVIEW116

Pistol-Packing Padres
Rethinking Regulations 
Prohibiting Armed Military 
Chaplains
Chaplain (Lt. Col.) Joseph Friedman, Colorado Air National Guard

California Army National Guard Staff Sgt. Donald Dow, a chaplain’s assistant with the 40th Combat Aviation Brigade, fires his M-16A2 at a 
rifle qualification range near Camp Buehring, Kuwait, 5 April 2016. One of the duties of the chaplain’s assistant is to protect the chaplain 
during combat because chaplains are prohibited by regulation from carrying weapons. (Photo by Staff Sgt. Ian M. Kummer, 40th Combat 
Aviation Brigade Public Affairs)
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F rom biblical times until the mid-nineteenth 
century, military chaplains went into battle as 
combatants. That began to change in the 1860s 

with the development of modern national and interna-
tional laws of warfare, at which time chaplains assumed 
the legally significant status of “non-combatants.”1

While the Geneva Conventions do not explicitly 
forbid chaplains from carrying weapons, partic-
ularly in a defensive or nonhostile posture, they 
form the basis of later-promulgated Department 
of Defense (DOD) regulations prohibiting chap-
lains from carrying weapons, even defensively. 
Interestingly, medical personnel—also categorized 
by the Geneva Conventions as noncombatants—are 
explicitly allowed by both the conventions and the 
DOD to carry defensive side arms. The reason is 
clearly articulated; the Geneva Conventions state 
that medical personnel cannot be asked to sacrifice 
themselves without resistance when their unit is at-
tacked.2 Yet, inexplicably, chaplains are not afforded 
that same self-preserving opportunity.

Military chaplains, particularly those embedded 
in combat units, face the same existential threat as 
any other member of the armed services. Yet, as a 
signatory to the Geneva Conventions, the United 
States requires its military chaplains to preserve 
their noncombatant status, even at risk to their very 
life. Such a proposition might even be considered 
reasonable if everyone played by the same rules. 
However, as will be shown, for the last seventy-five 
years, and probably for the foreseeable future, the 
enemies of the United States are likely to be either 
nonstate actors, nonsignatory states to the Geneva 
Conventions, or combatants from cultures who 
cannot be depended on to abide by internationally 
accepted laws of armed conflict. From the Korean 
War through the most recent actions against the 
Taliban and the Islamic State, U.S. enemies ig-
nored the noncombatant status of both medics and 
chaplains. Yet, the chaplains alone were required to 
remain unarmed.

The DOD’s insistence on unarmed chaplains 
does not make sense, and as will be shown, may have 
never made sense. As chaplains and medical per-
sonnel are noncombatants, they should be treated 
equally. Just as medical personnel are authorized to 
carry defensive weapons, so should chaplains.

Chaplains and the Geneva 
Conventions

The Geneva Conventions, signed on 22 August 1864 
and ratified by almost all the signatory countries the fol-
lowing year, stated its overarching principle: wounded 
and sick soldiers must be taken in and cared for without 
distinction of nationality.3 In addition to laying out how 
enemy combatants should be treated, the Conventions 
also recognized the noncombatant status of both chap-
lains and medical personnel. Article 2 of the agreement 
declared that “hospital and ambulance personnel, 
including the quarter-master’s staff, the medical, admin-
istrative and transport services, and the chaplains, shall 
have the benefit of the same neutrality when on duty, 
and while there remain any wounded to be brought in 
or assisted.”4 They were afforded this special treatment 
since both medical personnel and chaplains “are often 
called upon to give help of a more material nature to the 
wounded on the battlefield,” and therefore chaplains and 
medical personnel in the battlefield shall be “respected 
and protected in all circumstances,” including when 
captured by the enemy.5 In sum, the noncombatant 
status of chaplains and medical personnel affords them 
a special immunity with 
special privileges during 
combat as well as if they 
are captured. However, 
this special status and its 
privileges are conditional; 
it is predicated on them 
always maintaining their 
noncombatant posture. 
In the case of chaplains, 
the commentaries to the 
Geneva Conventions note 
that “to be entitled to im-
munity, [chaplains] must 
be employed exclusively 
on specific … religious 
duties … must obviously 
abstain from all hostile 
acts.”6 However, as noted 
earlier, nothing is stated 
regarding chaplains carry-
ing weapons defensively.  

Regarding medical 
personnel, the Geneva 
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Conventions are clear: “Medical personnel, working 
in fixed establishments, with mobile medical units, or 
aboard hospital ships, are legally protected against attack, 
and this protection is not forfeited if they are armed for 
the purpose of defending themselves and their patients” (em-
phasis added).7 The commentaries to the Conventions 
explain the rationale behind this exception:

If, despite the warnings given, it became 
apparent that the enemy was making a de-
liberate attack on the hospital ship or medi-
cal unit, in flagrant violation of the Geneva 
Conventions, then the medical personnel 
would have no option but to surrender and 
hoist the white flag. If the adversary were to 
announce his criminal intent of destroying 
the establishment and killing its occupants, 
the medical personnel could obviously use their 
weapons. One cannot expect men to allow 
themselves to be slaughtered like sheep. … In no 
case, however, may the fact that a member of 
the medical personnel defends himself or the 
wounded in his charge against an illicit attack 
be considered as an “act harmful to the enemy” 
depriving him of his right to protection (empha-
sis added).8

This is a limited exception; it does not grant medi-
cal personnel license to engage offensively in battle. 
However, they may “resort to arms for purely defensive 
purposes” when it is “obviously necessary,” and they 
must “refrain from all aggressive action.”9 Yet, this op-
portunity for self-defense and defense of the defenseless 
is not afforded chaplains. It appears “one cannot expect 
men to allow themselves to be slaughtered like sheep” 
unless they are chaplains.10

This inequity is unabashedly articulated within 
U.S. military regulations. The 1992 Fleet Marine Field 
Manual 3-61, Ministry in Combat, states,

Although the Geneva Convention allows 
non-combatants the right to self-defense, as 
well as the prerogative to protect the wound-
ed, Marine Corps regulations limit those 
actions by chaplains. They make it clear that 
chaplains are not to bear arms under any 
circumstances. The simple act of bearing 
a weapon could identify the chaplain as a 
combatant. Thus, the Marine Corps manual 
on chaplains states that chaplains “shall bear 

no arms and shall perform no duties relat-
ing to combat except those prescribed for 
chaplains.”11

If both chaplains and medical personnel are grant-
ed noncombatant status under the same articles of 
the Geneva Conventions, based on the same rationale 
(both chaplains and medics provide noncombatant 
support to the wounded on the battlefield as well as 
when captured), then why are medical personnel 
allowed to carry defensive sidearms, while chaplains 
cannot? Why is it that medical personnel cannot be 
expected “to allow themselves to be slaughtered like 
sheep,” while chaplains are asked to do just that? By 
what rationale did the paths of these two exempt-
ed classes of noncombatants diverge, both in the 
Conventions as well as current military regulations?

Chaplains and Military Regulations
It took 175 years for the DOD to address the issue 

of armed chaplains. Chaplain Robert Nay notes that as 
recently as 1926, the Army chaplain field manual failed 
to explicitly prohibit chaplains from carrying defen-
sive weapons and did not even forbid chaplains from 
joining in an attack.12 The manual instructs “the duty 
of the chaplain lies with the men of his command who 
are in the fighting line. This does not mean that the 
chaplain should take part in every assault and go over 
the top with the men and become a ‘fighting parson.’”13 
This instruction reinforces the purpose of the chap-
lain in combat—to minister to the troops—and while 
that may not require the chaplain to “go over the top” 
every time, it certainly contemplates the possibility of 
doing so when and if the spiritual needs of the soldiers 
require it.

The 1944 Technical Manual 16-205, The Chaplain, con-
tained the first reference to chaplains not bearing arms:

Paragraph 76, AR [Army Regulation] 600-30, 
makes this distinction clear and directs that 
chaplains shall not bear arms. Immunities are 
forfeited by those who commit acts injurious 
to the enemy. To benefit by a protected sta-
tus, recognized and respected by the enemy, 
then to take part in acts which deliberately 
injure would seem a breach of faith a little 
short of treachery and would be punishable 
under the law of nations and the military law 
of the United States.14
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However, by couching the prohibition in terms of “acts 
injurious to the enemy” and “acts … a little short of 
treachery,” it clearly referred to offensive actions and 
still did not implicate carrying weapons defensively.15

The Army chief of chaplains, Chaplain (Maj. Gen.) 
William R. Arnold, issued Circular #277 on 1 October 
1943, in which he warned (not prohibited) chaplains 
from carrying weapons for fear they would lose their 
Geneva Conventions protections.16 A year later, he 
issued Circular #286, which included a nonbinding 
opinion from a judge advocate general who concurred 
with Arnold’s earlier warning.17 However, neither the 
judge advocate general’s opinion nor the circular itself 
forbade chaplains from carrying weapons. In fact, a 
chaplain recounted that, while serving in Southern 
France during the winter of 1944–45, he was ordered to 
carry a weapon when away from his unit, for fear the 
Germans would capture him for his uniform so they 
could infiltrate U.S. lines.18

The next manual, released in 1944, provided ex-
amples of proper and improper ways a chaplain can 
impact a battle:

Many proper services performed by the 
chaplains are an indirect injury to the enemy. 
If he raises the morale of the men, he makes 
them better fighters. If he bandages a wound, 
he may save the life of a soldier who will 
fight again at a later time. If he distributes 
chocolate bars in fox holes, he may make the 
soldiers more energetic physically and more 
resolute of mind. These, however, are prop-
er functions, and he would do the same for 
enemy wounded or prisoners. If he were to 
observe the enemy position and tell the artil-
lery where to fire, or were to carry ammuni-
tion to the firing line, or convey information 
or orders about combat operations, it would 
be direct participation in hostilities.19

Note there was still no explicit directive not to carry 
a defensive weapon, only a proscription from being 
involved in offensive hostilities, even indirectly. Equally 
noteworthy is that in the 1952 manual—published 
during the Korean conflict—not only was that entire 
paragraph absent, but so is any reference to the non-
combatant status of chaplains and the need to protect 
that status.20 This omission may be based on an event 
that took place during that conflict.

Of the many atrocities documented during the 
Korean conflict, a particularly shocking event became 
known as the “Chaplain-Medic Massacre.” On 17 July 
1950, the North Korean communists surprised and 
slaughtered approximately twenty seriously wounded 
American soldiers. The regimental surgeon who wore 
the identifiable red cross armband administered aid 
to soldiers and an Army chaplain wore a Christian 
cross, and neither of them was armed. The chap-
lain was killed, while the wounded surgeon, Capt. 
Linton J. Buttrey, managed to survive and escape; he 
was the sole survivor. Another example is the tragic, 
albeit inspiring story of Chaplain Emil Kapaun, the 
most decorated military chaplain in U.S. history and 
posthumous recipient of the Medal of Honor. When 
he was captured by Communist forces, the enemy did 
not accord him noncombatant status in accordance 
with Geneva Conventions, but rather treated him like 
all the other prisoners of war (POW)—and in some 
cases, even worse—and as a result, he died of malnu-
trition and pneumonia.21

As word of these atrocities spread among the 
troops, particularly among noncombatants, the 
Geneva Conventions assurances of immunity seemed 
farcical. A Senate subcommittee for the Committee 
on Government Operations heard testimony on the 
massacre and concluded in its report: “Virtually every 
provision of the Geneva Convention governing the 
treatment of war prisoners was purposely violated or 
ignored by the North Korean and Chinese forces.”22 
Perhaps this contributed to the 1952 Army chaplain 
manual’s complete silence on the question of chaplains 
carrying weapons and the need to protect their non-
combatant status.

The concerns by noncombatants in Korea resur-
faced fifteen years later in Vietnam for both medics 
and chaplains alike. During the Vietnam War, medics, 
for the first time, were routinely armed.23 Even the very 
symbol of noncombatant immunity—the red cross on 
a helmet and on an armband—was no longer worn; it 
became a target at which the North Vietnamese Army 
and its allies deliberately aimed.24 During the Vietnam 
War, air ambulances that displayed the red cross suf-
fered a loss rate to hostile fire that was 3.3 times that of 
all other forms of helicopter missions in the Vietnam 
War and 1.5 times higher than nonmedical helicopters 
flying direct combat missions.25
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The most famous and most highly decorated 
chaplain of the Vietnam War era was Army Chaplain 
Jerry Autry.26 Autry was wounded twice and received 
nine awards for valor along with two Purple Hearts, 
which may explain why he traveled everywhere with 
an M-16 assault rifle. A Time magazine reporter 
who witnessed Autry’s bravery during an ambush by 
Vietnamese troops—he personally led several men to 
safety—dubbed him “the gun-toting chaplain” and the 

name stuck. When Autry was asked 
why he carried a weapon, he said, “The 
soldiers there were very protective of me. 
I realized I could have these guys looking 
after me, but that’s not their job; they 
really needed to look after themselves. 
So, I started carrying my own weapon. 
I almost never took it off my shoulder, 
I never fired at anybody and nobody 
ever asked me why I did it.”27 Another 
Vietnam-era chaplain known for 
carrying weapons was Chaplain Curtis 
Bowers, assigned to the 101st Airborne 
Brigade. When accompanying his battal-
ion in battle, he would carry a .45 caliber 
pistol and fragmentation grenades. In 
an interview, he explained, “I don’t want 
to be a drag when the going is hot and 
heavy. I ought to be able to earn my own 
keep with these men. But I would only 
use these things in self-defense—my job 
is to save souls and not to take lives.”28 
Sixteen chaplains were killed during the 
Vietnam War, of which five were killed 
by small-arms fire while providing either 
care or last rites to the wounded.29

When asked about chaplains carrying 
weapons, Autry said, “Later on, it became 
a hassle in the chaplaincy. They changed 
the regulations, which used to say that a 
chaplain is ‘not required’ to carry a weapon. 
Now it says that a chaplain ‘will not’ carry 
a weapon.”30 Autry was referring to the 
explicit change in directive that took place a 
decade after the Vietnam War. In 1989, for 
the first time, Field Manual 16-01, Religious 
Support Doctrine: The Chaplain and Chaplain 
Assistant, stated unequivocally, “Chaplains 

are non-combatant. They will not bear arms.”31 No reason 
was given; no rationale was provided.

Since then, all branches of the U.S. military have 
unequivocally reiterated the same position:
•  Army Regulation 165-1, Army Chaplain Corps 

Activities, states, “Chaplains will not bear arms in 
combat or in unit combat skills training.”32

•  Air Force Instruction 52-101, Planning and 
Organizing, states, “Chaplains will not perform 

Chaplain Curtis Bowers (left) and a soldier during the Vietnam War. Bowers carried 
a pistol and grenades for self-defense. (Photo courtesy of the Online Chaplain 
History Museum)
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duties incompatible with their endorsing organi-
zations or professional role and will remain in a 
non-combatant status.”33

•  Air Force Instruction 52-104, Chaplain Corps (HC) 
Readiness, states, “Chaplains will not bear or trans-
port arms or ammunition.”34

•  Secretary of the Navy Instruction 1730.7E, 
Religious Ministry within the Department of the Navy, 
states, “Chaplains are non-combatants. They can-
not bear arms or seek weapons training in connec-
tion with their military duties nor will they seek 
weapons or warfare qualifications.”35

•  Marine Corps Tactical Publication 3-30D, Religious 
Ministry in the United States Marine Corps, states, 
“Chaplains are noncombatants and will not bear 
arms.”36

Yet, none of the branches apply the same prohibi-
tion to the other noncombatants—medical personnel. 
For example, the Army training manual for combat 
medics (Army Techniques Publication 4-02.4, Medical 
Platoon) states, “In recognition of the necessity of 
self-defense, however, medical personnel may be armed 
for their own defense or for the protection of the 
wounded and sick under their charge.”37 The Air Force 
(Air Force Doctrine Publication 4-02, Health Services) 
instructs: “Medical forces may carry only light indi-
vidual arms for their own defense and the defense of 
the sick and wounded in their charge … if the enemy 
is attacking and ignoring the marked medical status of 
the personnel or facility, personnel may consider using 
force (though the dangers of being viewed as a combat-
ant should be self-evident).”38

One could speculate the reason the branches are ad-
amant that chaplains remain unarmed is rooted in con-
cerns that, should they be captured by the enemy, they 
would retain their noncombatant status. Accordingly, 
they would not be held as POWs and could minister 
freely to the prisoners. In fact, many if not most chap-
lains, when asked, would say the regulations prohib-
iting armed chaplains are specifically grounded in the 
issue of remaining noncombatants per the Geneva 
Conventions. However, as previously noted, nothing in 
the conventions explicitly indicate a chaplain carrying 
a defensive weapon would lose their immunity. More 
importantly, the purported immunity granted by the 
conventions has not been exhibited by U.S. enemies in 
over seventy-five years.

The issues previously documented which chaplains 
faced in Korea and Vietnam resurfaced during the 
Global War on Terrorism. Chaplain Steve Dundas, 
who is not a proponent of arming chaplains, wrote in 
2011, “Chaplains are already a high priority target for 
Al Qaeda as our capture would be of great propaganda 
value. I had a number of Iraqi officers express their 
admiration for my service and care for American and 
Iraqi soldiers and the fact that they recognized that I 
was in constant danger and was unarmed.”39 In 2012, 
British Royal Navy Chaplain Stuart Hallam, while 
serving in Afghanistan, said, “For the first time in any 
theatre of war we are seen as a legitimate target by the 
enemy.”40 If the enemies of the United States are going 
to target chaplains as they do medical personnel, then 
chaplains should have the opportunity and the choice 
to defend themselves the same way as medical per-
sonnel. So why do so many chaplains oppose carrying 
defensive weapons?

The Argument against Arming 
Chaplains

In 2009, Chaplain Steven Schaick (later to be-
come the Air Force’s nineteenth chief of chaplains) 
wrote a research report for his Air War College 
requirements, addressing the nature of chaplains as 
noncombatants.41 In it, Schaick provides anecdotal, 
historical, theological, and legal arguments supporting 
the contention that chaplains must remain unarmed. 
He cites, for example, the Council of Ratisbon in 742 
CE, at which Christian clergy were authorized to 
participate in and with military units, though they 
were strictly prohibited from either carrying or using 
a weapon. “We prohibit the servant of God in every 
way from bearing arms or fighting in the army or 
going against the enemy.”42 However, Schaick neglects 
to mention how that directive was often ignored. 
Archbishop Turpin (d. 800 CE), immortalized in 
the eleventh-century French poem “The Song of 
Roland,” is a notable example of the warrior priest.43 
The famous Bayeux Tapestry depicts Bishop Odo, 
the younger half-brother of William the Conqueror, 
fighting at the Battle of Hastings in 1066 with a heavy 
blunt mace.44 In 1095, Pope Urban II assigned Bishop 
Adhémar of Le Puy to be his personal representative 
in the First Crusade. Even though in 1175, the Synod 
of Westminster (England) prohibited the clergy to 
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“take up arms nor to go about in armor,” until the 
fourteenth century this was generally not heeded.45

Schaick cites many examples of chaplains who made 
incredible impressions on their troops specifically be-
cause they were not armed, as well as the incredible sto-
ry of Chaplain Robert Preston Taylor, who endured the 
Bataan Death March and served as a beacon of hope 
and faith to all who encountered him, precisely because 
he faced such horrors armed only with his faith. I have 
no doubt there are countless service members inspired 
by their chaplain marching forth, protected by nothing 
but their faith. However, while the argument makes for 
a good sermon, it is not dispositive. It is predicated on 
the logical fallacy of cum hoc ergo propter hoc (with this, 
therefore because of this), more commonly referred to 
as “correlation does not imply causation.” Because many 
are inspired by unarmed chaplains does not establish 
others would not be inspired by armed chaplains, pre-
pared to defend both themselves, as well as those serv-
ing alongside them. The absence of armed chaplains 
(with few exceptions already cited) precludes providing 
evidence to the contrary.

Some theologians argue there is an inherent incom-
patibility between a soldier’s duty and a minister’s duty. 
According to Darrell Cole, an assistant professor of 
religion, Thomas Aquinas reasoned that 

bishops and clerics cannot be soldiers be-
cause these occupations cannot “be fittingly 
exercised at the same time.” Aquinas offers 
two reasons why. First, warlike pursuits keep 
clergy from their proper duties. In other 
words, their participation is unlawful, not 
because war is evil, but because warlike 
pursuits prevent them from doing their jobs. 
Second, it is “unbecoming” for those who give 
the Eucharist to shed blood, even if they do so 
without sin (i.e., in a just war).46

This argument, as well as much of Schaick’s argu-
ments, are predicated on a Christian point of view. 
However, there are many different faith traditions 
reflected in the United States chaplaincy, some of 
which take a very different position on the issue. For 
example, the Bible instructs, “Neither shalt thou stand 
idly by the blood of thy neighbor.”47 The Shulchan 
Arukh (Code of Jewish Law), the most authoritative 
legal code of traditional Judaism, states: “One who 
sees his friend drowning in the sea, or that robbers are 

attacking him, or a wild animal is coming upon him 
and (the observer) has the ability to save him … and 
does not save him … transgresses the obligation ‘nei-
ther shalt thou stand idly by the blood of thy neigh-
bor.’”48 Why is the DOD demanding a Jewish chaplain 
violate his or her religious code by not defending the 
life of a colleague, let alone self-defense?

What of the danger in which an unarmed chaplain 
places other service members? Infantry doctrine is 
generally based upon the infantry squad, composed 
of two four-man fire teams and a squad leader. The 
squad “can establish a base of fire, providing security 
for another element, or conducting fire and move-
ment with one team providing a base of fire, while the 
other team moves to the next position of advantage 
or onto an objective.”49 Every member of a squad has 
a specific job to ensure the protection of all the squad 
members. When a chaplain finds himself in a combat 
situation—for example, his convoy comes under fire 
or his base is overrun—he becomes a tremendous 
liability to the combatants around him. Rather than 
serving as part of a carefully coordinated unit, squad 
members must ensure the safety of the unarmed 
chaplain. On 29 March 2012, an Air Force chaplain 
recounted to me an incident in which, while deployed 
to Iraq, an improvised explosive device hit the convoy 
in which he was traveling, forcing them all to enter a 
local village on foot. The squad suddenly found them-
selves serving as bodyguards for a defenseless officer 
rather than operating as a highly choreographed fire 
team. The chaplain put all five of them in a more vul-
nerable position than they would have been in had he 
not been present, or had he been qualified and able to 
defend himself.50

Finally, it should be noted the idea of defensively 
armed chaplains is not novel. Denmark is a signa-
tory to the Geneva Conventions, and its military 
chaplains are permitted to carry defensive sidearms. 
The Church of Denmark’s website reads, “The field 
chaplain has the right to carry handguns, which may 
be used in self-defense.”51 Israel is a signatory as well; 
Israel Defense Force chaplains are not only required 
to carry offensive weapons but must be field-qualified 
to serve in combat with the unit to which they are 
attached.52 Finally, while British chaplains are prohib-
ited from carrying defensive weapons, they have been 
actively advocating for the right to do so since 2007.53 
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Conclusion
The Geneva Conventions do not prohibit chap-

lains from carrying weapons; they only suspend their 
battlefield and POW immunity if they engage in 
hostilities. Since 1950, the point has been irrelevant, 
as the adversaries the United States has faced have 
not extended those immunities in any event. It is not 
proposed here that all chaplains be required to carry 
defensive weapons; that would be as much a burden on 
many chaplains as the prohibition is for others. Rather, 
it should be a chaplain’s choice. And just as it should be 
a chaplain’s choice to carry or not, it should be a com-
mander’s choice which chaplains to send into a hostile 

environment where chaplains may have to defend 
themselves or those to whom they are ministering.

The reality of the existential threat chaplains face 
in combat situations, coupled with the inequity of 
regulations that allow some noncombatants (medical 
personnel) to carry defensive weapons while others 
(chaplains) cannot, suggests revisiting the current pol-
icy regarding defenseless chaplains, and instead giving 
them the choice and ability to protect themselves and 
those they faithfully serve.   

Editor’s note: Nine chaplains have been awarded the 
Medal of Honor. Read their stories beginning on page 125.
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Medal of Honor
Nine Chaplains

In the long line of military chaplains over the 
years, nine stand out. From as early as 1893 to as 
recently as 2013, the prestigious Medal of Honor 

has been awarded to nine extraordinary chaplains for 
sacrifices, bravery, and selflessness during battle.

Civil War
In May 1863, 1st Lt. James Hill served in the 21st 

Iowa Regiment during the Battle of Champion Hill, which 
was Ulysses S. Grant’s campaign to encircle Vicksburg, 
Mississippi. During the bulk of the heaviest fighting, 
Hill came across three Confederate pickets while alone 
in the forest. Realizing that he was outnumbered and 
vulnerable, he quickly ordered the three Confederates to 
“ground arms” before issuing loud orders to a phantom 
Union detail in the woods. The Confederate soldiers fell 
for the ruse, became prisoners, and were marched to the 
rear while Hill continued to issue orders to an imaginary 
Union guard. For this action and his quick thinking, Hill 
earned the Medal of Honor on 15 March 1893. It was 
only afterward that Hill became the regiment’s chaplain.

Chaplain Milton Lorenzo Haney was with the 55th 
Illinois Regiment during the Battle of Atlanta, on 22 July 
1864 when he picked up a musket and joined the ranks of 
the regiment. The goal was to overtake a Union breast-
work that had recently fallen to the Confederates. This 
action earned him the name “The Fighting Chaplain” by 
the Illinois men. He survived the war and was awarded 
the Medal of Honor on 3 November 1896.

On the morning of 3 May 1863, the 16th New 
York Regiment found itself engaged in the intense shot 
and shellfire of the Battle of Salem Church around 
Fredericksburg, Virginia. This was Chaplain Francis B. 
Hall’s first taste of battle, and he rose to the occasion. One 
hundred and fifty-four men died in the battle, and Hall 
was reported to have repeatedly carried wounded men on 
his horse to the rear of the fight for appropriate care and 
attendance. He survived the war, and his valor and cour-
age during a time of intense battle earned him the Medal 
of Honor, awarded 16 February 1897.

John Milton Whitehead enlisted in the 15th Indiana 
Regiment as a thirty-nine-year-old preacher from 
Westville, Indiana. Whitehead and his regiment were 
at the center of the heavy fighting at the Battle of Stones 
River near Mufreesboro, Tennessee, toward the end of 
1862. The battle was so intense that Whitehead detailed 
the events in writing, claiming a “fearful loss of life.” 
Ignoring the flying shells and shots whizzing by his body, 
Whitehead actively worked to evacuate casualties to the 
rear of the fighting. For his life-saving actions on the bat-
tlefield, he became known as “The Angel of Stones River.” 
He too survived the war and was awarded the Medal of 
Honor on 4 April 1898.

World War II
On 19 March 1945, Chaplain (Lt. Cdmr.) Joseph 

O’Callahan served on the USS Franklin near Kobe, 
Japan, when a two-engine bomber suddenly attacked 
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and Imperial Japanese forces engaged the ship in battle. 
The Franklin was badly damaged in the attack and the 
crew fought valiantly to keep her afloat. Fighting his 
way through the blazing inferno in darkened, smoke-
filled corridors, he arrived on the deck to a mass of 
wounded and dying and flames burning uncontrolled. 
He ministered to the casualties, and still managed to 
fight alongside his crew by directing the crew to jettison 
live ammunition and flood the magazine. He inspired 
his fellow men and managed to get the ship back to 
port. For his bravery and initiative, O’Callahan was 
awarded the Medal of Honor on 23 January 1946.

Vietnam
Chaplain (Capt.) Charles Liteky, 199th Infantry 

Brigade, was in Vietnam on 6 December 1967 near 
Phuoc-Lac, when his men were violently attacked by a 
battalion-sized enemy force. Liteky acted quickly and 
decisively; he repeatedly exposed himself to enemy 
fire and managed to place himself between an ene-
my machine gun and his wounded men and carry off 
fellow soldiers to safety. He administered last rites to 
the dying and he evacuated the wounded amidst heavy 
fighting. During the fight, Liteky was wounded in the 
neck and foot, but he survived his wounds and the 
war, and was commended for removing at least twenty 
soldiers from the thick of the fight. He was awarded the 
Medal of Honor on 19 November 1968.

Chaplain (Lt.) Vincent Capodanno attached to 
the U.S. Marine Corps after officer candidate school. 
While there, he established a solid reputation as a 
man dedicated to his fellow servicemen; he shared 
their hardships and attended to their spiritual well-be-
ing. So it was no surprise that on 7 September 1967, 
Capodanno rushed into action after an ambush by the 
North Vietnamese Army Force while on a mission to 

rescue two Marine companies that had been attacked 
in the Que Son Valley. He ran through intense enemy 
fire to administer last rites and assist with medical aid. 
Between dragging men off the battlefield and coming 
to the aid of several injured marines, his fellow soldiers 
perceived Capodanno as a hero. Capodanno was in-
stantly killed when he put himself between a corpsman 
and an enemy machine gun situated merely yards from 
his position. He was posthumously awarded the Medal 
of Honor on 7 January 1969.

During the Battle of Dak To, on 19 November 
1967, Chaplain Charles Watters of the 173rd Support 
Battalion, was moving with one of the battalion’s 
companies when it was attacked by an enemy battal-
ion. He was unarmed and exposed to both friendly 
and enemy fire, yet he marched forward with his men 
aiding the wounded, assisting in their evacuations, 
and administering last rites to the dying. In addition, 
Watters carried a shocked paratrooper out of the way 
of enemy fire, and repeatedly risked his life running in 
front of enemy fire to evacuate fallen soldiers. Once 
all the wounded was within the established perimeter, 
Watters was able to assist with medical care, providing 
food and water, providing dressing to wounds, and giv-
ing spiritual strength. He was mortally wounded while 
giving aid to the injured. He was awarded the Medal of 
Honor on 4 November 1969.

Korea
Chaplain (Capt.) Emil Kapaun, 1st Cavalry 

Division, served as an Army chaplain in both World 
War II and Korea. Preferring to serve near the front 
lines so he could attend to the needs of his men, 
Kapaun maintained a U.S. Army jeep as a portable al-
tar in the field. At the battle of Unsan, North Pyongan 
province (what is present-day North Korea), Chinese 
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assaults inflicted thousands of American and South 
Korean casualties. Kapaun calmly walked through the 
obliterating firefight to provide comfort and medical 
aid to his comrades and evacuate the wounded. On 
1 November 1950, Kapaun and some others were 
captured by advancing Chinese forces. While Kapaun 
managed to escape the captors, he ultimately decided 
to stay with the wounded soldiers. This decision led to 
his recapture, but Kapaun managed to save the life of 
an American sergeant whose injuries prevented him 
from walking on his own. Kapaun physically sup-
ported the man for sixty miles as they walked to the 

prisoner-of-war (POW) camp; this compassionate 
act inspired the other captives. While in the POW 
camp, Kapaun ministered to the sick and wounded 
American POWs and stole scarce food to bring to the 
weak, all the while praying to Saint Dismas, the pen-
itent thief and patron saint of condemned prisoners, 
for protection. Kapaun died of pneumonia in the pris-
on camp in May 1951. He was awarded the Medal of 
Honor on 11 April 2013, after U.S. Rep. Todd Tiahrt 
campaigned for Kapaun to receive the honor.   

—Editor, Military Review
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Comedy in 
Combat Culture
Understanding the Use of 
Humor in Crisis and Conflict
Maj. Sally Williamson, Australian Army

Soldiers stand in line at a “reenlistment office” in Baghdad on 25 February 2004. (Photo and satirical caption by Staff. Sgt Wes Wooten, 
982nd Signal Company) 
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COMEDY IN  COMBAT CULTURE

There are few leaders with a job more seri-
ous right now than Ukrainian President 
Volodymyr Zelensky. Yet, this emergent 

world leader still finds the odd occasion not to take 
himself too seriously. During an interview with David 
Letterman in an underground train station in Kyiv nine 
months after the large-scale Russian invasion, Zelensky 
joked:

Two Jewish guys from Odesa meet up. One 
is asking the other, “So what’s the situation? 
What are the people saying?”
And he goes: “What are people saying? They 
are saying it’s a war.”
“War? What kind of war?”
“Russia is fighting NATO.”
“Are you serious?”
“Yes, Russia is fighting NATO!”
“So, how is it going?
“What do you mean, how is it going? Seventy 
thousand Russian soldiers are dead. Missile 
stockpile has been almost depleted. A lot of 
equipment is damaged, blown up. That’s the 
situation.”
“And what about NATO?”
“What about NATO? NATO hasn’t even 
arrived yet!”1

His tone is calm, and his voice is clear. There is a small 
smile and his usually serious and sullen face lights up 
for just a second as he says the punch line. Although 
spontaneous, it is a thoughtful joke delivered to domes-
tic and international audiences with a slightly different 
message for each. It demonstrates how appropriate 
humor can serve as a useful tool for interpersonal and 
informative communication, transcend traditional 
hierarchies, serve as a culturally acceptable mechanism 
for voicing dissatisfaction, and act as an effective coping 
strategy in crisis and conflict.

Understanding what constitutes appropriate versus 
inappropriate humor is based on individual values and 
beliefs, and the context in which it is delivered. Filipe 
Sobral, Liliana Furtado, and Gazi Islam describe humor 
as having two potential styles: positive or negative. 
Positive humor includes affiliative or self-enhancing 
humor and seeks to “build and enhance interpersonal 
relationships through funny stories, jokes, and witty 
comments.”2 Negative humor, on the other hand, is 
aggressive or deprecating and functions through irony, 

sarcasm, and ridicule. This kind of humor is used to 
vent dissatisfaction and create relatability by drawing 
the comedic aspects from shared or collective hard-
ships.3 Another important aspect of humor relates to 
whether the joke targets oneself or whether it targets 
a person or entity that is a stranger to the audience, 
known to the audience, or a member of the audience.4 
From a context perspective, humor is generally best 
received when the audience shares the same context or 
can, at a minimum, imagine themselves in that situa-
tion.5 Timing, tone, and method of delivery can also 
serve to make a joke more or less effective, as anyone 
who has seen stand-up comedy can attest.6

There are substantial amounts of literature that fo-
cus on the managerial aspects of humor.7 However, for 
the military, comedy is more than just a tool for trans-
formational leadership, it is a part of the organization’s 
social identity and culture.8 In a 2016 Army Magazine 
article, Col. Eric Zimmerman discusses how humor 
was historically incorporated into leadership doctrine. 
He explains that the 1948 Department of the Army 
Pamphlet 22-1, Leadership, and the 1999 Field Manual 
22-100, Army Leadership: Be, Know, Do, both included 
passages espousing the positive aspects of affiliative 
humor. He recommends that the “artful application 
of humor in leadership” should be incorporated into 
modern doctrine as there are many potential benefits, 
such as the “development and maintenance of trust 
and cohesive teams, resiliency and critical and creative 
thinking.”9 Modern U.S. 
Army doctrine does 
not mention humor as 
a leadership trait, but it 
emphasizes why having a 
sense of humor is import-
ant in retaining a posi-
tive emotional state and 
achieving optimal men-
tal readiness.10 Studies 
tend to support Army 
Techniques Publication 
7-22, Army Team Building, 
and Zimmerman’s 
claims.11 However, these 
same studies also warn 
that if comedy is inconsis-
tent with the leadership 
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style or typical behaviors of a certain individual, it may 
aggravate divergence in leader-follower relationships 
and impair team outcomes.12

For comedy to be an effective interpersonal and 
informative communication tool, leaders attempting 
humor must have high levels of emotional intelligence 
and a natural or learned affinity for humor. Contrived 
or fake attempts at humor will likely detract from the 
messaging, undermine the legitimacy of the deliverer, 
and generate mistrust.13 Zelensky has been a comedi-
an much longer than a politician, so even though his 
domestic and international information campaigns 
are usually grim, sincere, and serious, he can naturally 
revert to humor when opportunities arise.14 Although 
an advantageous trait, military leaders do not need to 
be comedians. However, they need to recognize the 
value of having a collective and individual sense of 
humor because comedy does not just operate in a linear 
or hierarchic fashion and is an inevitable component of 
workplace relations.15

The many forms of Army-deprecating humor that 
operate beyond the boundaries of traditional mili-
tary structures are important expressions or artifacts 
of culture. Doctrine Man, Army WTF Moments, 
Duffelblog, Sad Officer Memes, Miltwitter, and the 
Angry Staff Officer are modern examples of ironic, 
satirical, and negative humor that reflect parts of Army 
culture rarely discussed formally.16 Although social 

media has made creating and disseminating jokes 
easier, military-related satire has always been present in 
the United States. Fictional examples like the cartoon 
Willie and Joe, the movie and spin-off television series 
M*A*S*H, and the movie Stripes, funny anecdotes 
from military memoirs, and cartoons from military 
magazines and newsletters demonstrate the power 
of comedy in breaking open taboos, building rapport, 
and creating a shared sense of understanding.17 As will 
be discussed in later sections of this article, satirical 
humor is primarily used as a means of voicing dissatis-
faction and relieving stress; however, it also serves as a 
relatable and socially acceptable communicative tool to 
nonmilitary personnel.

Bridging the military-civilian divide, particularly 
during conflict or crisis—when the realities of war can 
feel far removed from the everyday existence of friends, 
family, and the general population at home—can be 
very difficult. The Army strives to demonstrate un-
wavering professionalism, discipline, and responsibility, 
but in so doing, it can create a robotic reflection that is 
disassociated from the civilians they serve.18 Comedic 
outlets are an avenue for communicating the human 
side of military life. They are a nonendorsed way of 
showing imperfection, relatability, and most impor-
tantly, humanity.19 As Angry Staff Officer suggested, 
“The more that we can do to show that we are their 
Army, the better.”20

David Letterman interviews Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky in October 2022 three hundred feet below ground on an active 
subway platform in Kyiv as part of his show My Next Guest Needs No Introduction with David Letterman. Zelensky, a former comedian, uses 
humor as a tool to convey messages to internal and external audiences. (Screenshots from YouTube)  
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Although useful in messaging to nonmilitary 
audiences, the primary motivation for these comedic 
outlets is to voice dissatisfaction with leadership, the 
military bureaucracy, or the political masters that con-
trol it. Individuals or groups may voice dissent through 
humor because it is often a more culturally and socially 
acceptable way to motivate change in situations where 
they might not otherwise have agency due to existing 
power structures and hierarchies.21 Comedy transcends 
rank and position and provides an avenue to challenge 
policy, decision-making, and resource apportionment 
without threatening the chain of command.22

When leaders use deprecating humor toward sub-
ordinates without establishing a very close bond, they 
are unlikely to get a good reaction.23 However, when a 
subordinate uses ironic humor toward superiors or the 
Army, it can incite positive change. This only works, 
however, if those superiors and authorities retain their 
sense of humor and see the joke or story in the way it 
was intended—as a form of constructive criticism.24 
The following anecdote comes from the author’s 
personal experience and describes how a well-timed 
joke from a soldier can work to diffuse tension, deliver 
feedback, and motivate change.

It was late. After patrolling half lost in the 
tropical heat all day, the platoon finally wan-
dered into the support area and made their 
way to the mess tent. Hoping for a fresh meal, 
they quickly realized that the cooks had fin-
ished for the night and were deep into clean-
up duties. You could feel the mood sink and 
the soldiers walked dejectedly outside looking 
for a place to sit down and open yet another 
MRE. The platoon jester cleared his throat, 
and in his finest mock general officer’s voice 
exclaimed, “Don’t worry men! We have so 
much morale right now, that we can just eat 
that for dinner instead.” Laughter and smiles 
replaced the silent disappointment that had 
filled the air only seconds before and the 
young platoon commander breathed a sigh of 
relief. He made a quiet promise to himself to 
work extra hard on navigation that night.

There is no doubt that the primary target of the joke 
was the platoon leader, and the message delivered 
by the soldier was ironic but clear. Morale was low 
because the team had missed out on fresh food, and 

the cause of this condition was the leader’s poor 
navigation skills. However, the delivery was witty, 
tactful, and funny, and the deliverer was known to the 
audience as a natural joker. An angry or direct attack 
on the platoon leader or even a quiet word from one 
of the senior NCOs may have invoked the desired 
change of behavior; however, it would also have rep-
resented a challenge to perceived notions of hierarchy 
and elicited a very different physiological response. 
The informal, timely, and effective quip was a relatable 
expression of collective thought and an assessment of 
the platoon leader’s performance but delivered in a 
nonthreatening way.

This expression of collective thought is not only 
useful in motivating leaders to action, but it can also 
be a way of venting frustration in stressful situations. 
Humor has long been established as an effective coping 
mechanism for soldiers and civilians caught up in 
conflict and crisis.25 The Wipers Times was a British 
World War I magazine produced by soldiers in the 

The Wipers Times cover from 8 May 1916. The magazine was pro-
duced by British soldiers during World War I to help maintain mo-
rale. (Image courtesy of Westflandrica Heritage Library, Kortrijk, 
Belgium via Wikimedia Commons) 
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Ypres Salient. The editorial in volume 3 from March 
1916 states, “We hear that the war (to which we alluded 
guardedly in our first number), is proceeding satisfacto-
rily, and we hope shortly to be able to announce that it 
is a going concern. So, for the time being, there we will 
leave it and turn to graver subjects.”26 This type of ironic 
or dark humor, and the sharing of jokes and stories 
in dire situations where one might otherwise freeze 
or crumble, helps to maintain morale, willpower, and 
cohesion amongst fighting forces.27

Leaders, however, need to recognize when their 
subordinates are using humor as a tool for managing 
stress as it is often indicative of underlying sentiments 
or thoughts.28 Deprecating humor directed at others 
can quickly shift from appropriate to inappropriate as 
the values and norms of the fighting force are stretched 
beyond accepted cultural standards due to escalations 
of violence and human suffering.29 Words spoken in 
jest often lie somewhere between the desired truth 
and reality and can signal shifts in morality, faith, and 

self-belief.30 This is not to say that leaders should com-
pletely restrict the use of dark humor by their subor-
dinates but rather pay more attention to whom they 
are targeting their jokes, monitor the impacts they are 
having on the team, and find time to reinforce moral 
and ethical standards when appropriate.

We can reconsider the Zelensky joke from the 
opening paragraph as both a stress-coping mechanism 
and a means of voicing dissatisfaction toward NATO. 
Although the subject of his joke is primarily Russia, 
there is a hint of deprecation toward his powerful 
Western-based allies. Zelensky makes his humorous 
yet poignant criticism in such a way that his message is 
clear and culturally acceptable given Ukraine’s position 
within the global hierarchy. His joke is appropriate 
and relatable, and he delivers it at a time and to both 
an internal and external audience who is ready to 
receive it. Although not all leaders have the requisite 
emotional intelligence to use comedy as part of their 
repertoire, they should understand its value as a tool 

Door gunner Petty Officer Richard Symonds of the Royal Navy wears a Santa Claus outfit as he delivers mail and Christmas presents to 
troops around Helmand Province, Afghanistan, on 25 December 2010. (Photo courtesy of the British Ministry of Defence)
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for interpersonal communication, study its history as 
an outlet for expressing dissatisfaction, recognize its 
positive and negative attributes, and acknowledge its 
importance as a coping strategy. Humor is a funda-
mental component of combat culture in conflict and 

crisis. As Zelensky said in his interview, “Because these 
days there aren’t as many opportunities in our lives for 
a smile but you can’t live without a smile. Humor is a 
part of one’s being … it’s very important, as it helps one 
not to lose their mind.”31    
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Not Just Lucky: How Patton’s Third Army Adapted 
to Generate Information Advantage, 1944

An Art of War paper by Maj. Spencer L. French

This Art of War paper is based on a thesis by Maj. 
Spencer L. French that he wrote while attending the 
Command and General Staff College Staff Officer’s 

Course from 2021 to 2022. The thesis was recognized with the 
Birrer-Brookes Award for outstanding Master of Military Arts 
and Sciences thesis for 2022.

In August 1944, Gen. George S. Patton’s Third Army 
smashed through German defenses in Normandy and broke 
out in a rapid pursuit across France. Third Army’s success was 
substantially due to its effectiveness at generating operation-
al-level information advantage. Information advantage enabled 
Third Army to gain and maintain the initiative, anticipate 
decisions, and extend operational reach. Yet when Third Army 
activated in England in the spring of 1944, it possessed nei-
ther the information forces nor the staff processes to generate 
information advantage effectively. This study examines how 
Patton successfully embedded a unique military culture that 
encouraged rapid adaptation within Third Army’s information 
forces. Specifically, it explores how Patton’s visionary leadership 
created a sense of organizational urgency, reducing change resis-
tance. It also analyzes how Patton’s coalition established robust 
feedback loops and a culture of self-criticism and experimenta-
tion. Finally, it looks at how Patton leveraged diverse expertise 

to develop devastatingly effective solutions to complex problems. Improvements in Third Army’s ability to gen-
erate information advantage resulted not from any technological advance or material factor but from a military 
culture that encouraged adaptation.

Not Just Lucky can be found at https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Portals/7/Research%20and%20Books/
Book%20Series/Art%20of%20War/2023/AOW-French-Lucky.pdf.

A condensed version of this paper covering key points of interest was published in the March-April 2022 
edition of Military Review. It can be found at https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/
English-Edition-Archives/March-April-2022/French/.

https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/English-Edition-Archives/March-April-2022/French/
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the US Training and Doctrine Command

From the TRADOC Military History and Heritage Office Staff 

The U.S. Army Training and Doctrine Command 
(TRADOC) reached its fiftieth anniversary on 1 July 
2023. On that date in 1973, the U.S. Army completed 

its Operation Steadfast reform effort with the simultaneous es-
tablishment of TRADOC and the U.S. Army Forces Command 
(FORSCOM) from the former U.S. Army Continental 
Army Command and the U.S. Army Combat Developments 
Command. Every five years beginning with TRADOC’s twen-
tieth anniversary in 1993, the command’s Military History and 
Heritage Office has published a short history of TRADOC. 
This fifty-year edition updates TRADOC’s history through the 
COVID-19 experience, the emergence of multidomain opera-
tions, and other current topics. 

Read Victory Starts Here at https://www.ar-
myupress.army.mil/books/browse-books/
units-and-organizations/#victory-starts-here.

Background: An M1 Abrams tank from 2nd Brigade Combat Team, 1st Armored Division, out of Fort Bliss, Texas, fires a 120 mm round 
during a live-fire exercise in the United Arab Emirates, 23 January 2018. (Photo by Sgt. Thomas X. Crough, U.S. Army)
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Rear Detachment 
Operations through a 
Project Management 
Framework
Maj. Aaron F. Anderson, U.S. Army

1st Lt. Chris Lind with the 197th Field Artillery Brigade (rear detachment) and 1st Sgt. Paul Emond, senior enlisted advisor with the 744th 
Forward Support Company, 3rd Battalion, 197th Field Artillery Regiment, work together 13 December 2022 to load donated bikes into 
a light medium tactical vehicle for Operation Santa Claus in Concord, New Hampshire. The annual holiday gift drive, hosted by the State 
Employees’ Association, provides the opportunity to give to disadvantaged children in the Granite State. The program sponsored more 
than 3,200 children in 2022. (Photo by Sgt. Bei Simmons, 114th Public Affairs Detachment)
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A lthough they do not attract the same atten-
tion as their deployed counterparts, rear 
detachment (or rear-d) operations are critical 

to units during and after deployments. Currently, there 
is limited doctrine dedicated to the topic, leaving each 
rear element to re-create similar systems and pro-
cesses. This includes the March 2023 release of Army 
Techniques Publication 3-35, Army Deployment and 
Redeployment, where the term “rear detachment” is 
mentioned once in the appendix for unit movement 
officer duties.1 Much like the missions units deploy to 
support, the size and scope of rear detachments vary 
widely. Sometimes units deploy all available forces 
and leave a skeleton force, as could be expected during 
large-scale combat operations. However, there are 
other times, like during security force advise-and-assist 
team missions in Afghanistan over the past twenty 
years, where large percentages of units remained at 
home. What is constant is the requirement for a rear-d, 
and therefore, so is the need to understand how to 
approach this critical enabling mission effectively.

One industry that can provide a framework for 
rear-d operations is project management. The sixth 
edition of the Project Management Institute’s Project 
Management Book of Knowledge defines a project as “a 
temporary endeavor undertaken to create a unique 
product, service, or result.”2 Rear-d operations meet all 
these criteria. They are temporary and usually have a 
defined start and end date. Planners and leaders can 
approach the operations using the initiating, plan-
ning, executing, monitoring/controlling, and closing 
processes.3 It also produces a unique service and result. 
Rear operations are unique as the command operates 
with a percentage of the overall force. The results 
produced are different than those of a typical train-
ing cycle. Regardless of the rear size, those running in 
charge are as busy as those deployed, wear many hats, 
and accomplish tasks usually given to larger forma-
tions. Further, the command accomplishes this while 
leading populations of soldiers that did not deploy for 
many reasons. While challenging, rear-d operations 
allow leaders at all echelons to step into challenging 
roles of higher responsibility to learn and grow. As a 
brigade executive officer and operations officer during 
my unit’s recent rotation to U.S. Central Command, 
the feeling was that my team and I were learning 
lessons most likely solved by rear-ds many times over. 

This article aims to shed light on these lessons to help 
others in the future.

Initiating
Initiating length depends on whether the deploy-

ment is an ordered or short-notice mission and may last 
several hours to several weeks. It is usually the quickest 
of the five processes identified above, with the most 
critical outputs being the minimal information require-
ments from Warning Order #1: who (naming of rear-d 
leadership), type of operation (what), and a planning 
timeline (when).4 This process is initially challenging as 
it competes with deployment planning. As the unit gets 
wrapped into the newly assigned mission, the tendency is 
to accept risk planning for the rear-d. Naming the rear-d 
command allows the rear-d team to form a subordi-
nate command and begin concurrent planning to feed 
the overall deployment 
military decision-making 
process. Naming a sub-
ordinate command team 
one echelon down as the 
rear-d command is a good 
practice if afforded the 
opportunity. Another 
option is to activate a 
deputy commanding 
officer if available. Setting 
a timeline for activat-
ing the rear-d drives a 
transition schedule and 
establishes clear command 
and control within the 
formation to free the for-
ward team from garrison 
responsibilities.

Planning
People. Choosing the 

rear-d team is a negotia-
tion during the military 
decision-making process 
to ensure that the require-
ments of both the forward 
and rear missions meet 
the commander’s intent. 
Two important but not 
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exclusive considerations are whether the rear-d has the 
correct leader-to-led ratio and whether the unit has 
allocated the proper subject-matter experts and quantity 
of personnel to accomplish the commander’s priorities. 
Failure to address either of the questions during the 
planning process may cause the commander to have to 
divert unplanned attention from the deployed mission 
back to the rear.

Ensuring a correct number of leaders in the rear 
serves several vital purposes. The most obvious is to lead 
and manage the portion of the unit’s population that is 
nondeployable for reasons including legal issues, high-
risk behavior, medical issues, and personnel departures 
due to changes of station or the end of Army service. 
These soldiers comprise the rear NCOs, officers, and 
judge advocate staff attempting to maintain pace with 
the number of packets, investigations, and boards. For 
example, five field grade officers each carried at least 
two open investigations and were primary members of 
separation boards during our recent deployment. Having 

the rear-d complete personnel and property actions 
is a common and appropriate objective, but one must 
account for the time these actions take away from other 
tasks. The same holds for property book actions. Splitting 
property books means identifying another set of respon-
sible leaders. While some units may bring their entire 
equipment table, plenty remains in the rear to account 
for and maintain. A unit that assigns property books to 
inexperienced or incapable soldiers does a disservice to 
the soldier at the risk of substantial liability and a disser-
vice to the unit post-deployment when the commander 
resumes control of all items. Finally, commanders must 
consider that certain signature authorities are restricted 
by rank, even with the assumption of command orders. 
Are the right leaders back to sign actions, and who has 
the authority if not? Awards provide an example: only 
an O-5 (lieutenant colonel) can sign Army Achievement 
Medals and only an O-6 (colonel) can sign Army 
Commendation Medals.5 Taking leaders away from 
the forward population comes with risk to the forward 

Rear detachment commander 1st Lt. Jacob Bales, 552nd Military Police (MP) Company, 728th MP Battalion, 8th MP Brigade, 8th Theater 
Sustainment Command, answers questions from a group of Advancement via Individual Determination students 18 February 2018 at Leile-
hua High School, Wahiawa, Hawaii, while the students write personal notes to place inside the care packages they planned to send to the 
soldiers of 552nd MP Company who were deployed in Guam. (Photo by Staff Sgt. Taresha Hill, U.S. Army)
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mission, but the commander must weigh that risk to the 
rear mission and the long-term post-deployment health 
of the unit.

Ensuring proper size and composition is the sec-
ond half of naming a properly manned rear-d team. 
Continuity is an essential aspect of any team. Leaving 
staff or unit leaders that are going to depart the unit 
mid-deployment is accepting risk. Our team learned 
this over nine months by employing five S-4s (logistics 
officers) at the brigade level, which led to continual chal-
lenges in tracking and executing routine tasks. Second, 
while it is easy to consider each staff section by its prima-
ry functions, it is equally easy to forget about additional 
duties such as unit safety, environmental control, sexual 
harassment and assault, equal opportunity, and barracks 
management. It takes leaders identified by their prima-
ry duty position and adds more to their plate. Finally, 
get creative. Some staff sections only have one or two 
people, so the rear-d may inevitably lose that capability 

completely. Specific functions can become additional 
duties to maintain as a portion of a staff ’s function. One 
example is naming unit public affairs representatives to 
assist the public affairs officer and continue to tell the 
rear-d story. 

If there is a large amount of equipment but a lack 
of maintainers, units can look to contracted solutions 
to help sustainment functions keep pace. The Unit 
Maintained Equipment Program uses contractors to help 
units keep pace with services and fully mission-capable 
vehicles while providing valuable experience to nonde-
ploying soldiers to learn their craft better, and contracted 
family readiness support assistants can help manage com-
munications and support functions for families.6 These 
contracted efforts require time to implement, so leaders 
must program in these requirements early.

Operations. The rear-d commander must sit with 
the unit commander to define realistic and defined 
goals early in the planning. Once defined, it benefits the 

(Table by author)

Table. Example Tasking Matrix Showing Tasks by Lines of Effort during  
Each of the Three Planning Horizons

Deployment Rear-D Exclusive Redeployment

LOE 1: Command  
Discipline Programs 
(CDPs) 

•  Lateral Transfers •  Excess Divestiture 
•  Lateral Transfers 
•  Organizational 

Inspection Program 

•  Lateral Transfers
•  Equipment Reset

LOE 2: Forward Support •  Casing Ceremony 
•  Railhead 
•  Port Detail 
•  Soldier Readiness 

Program (SRP) 
•  Flightline Support 

•  Late Deployers •  Flightline Support 
•  Welcome Home 

Ceremony 
•  Reverse Soldier 

Readiness Program 
(rSRP) 

•  Uncasing Ceremony

LOE 3: Unit Training •  Predeployment 
Training 

•  Individual Ranges
•  Team Live-Fire 

Exercises

•  Army Regulation  
350-1 Training

LOE 4: Taskings •  Training Exercise 
Support 

•  Garrison Support 
•  Reoccurring Division 

Tasks 

•  Brigade-Level Field 
Training Exercise 
Support 

•  Community Relations 
Events 

•  Garrison Support 
•  Gate Guard 
•  Reoccurring Division 

Tasks 

•  Combat Training 
Center Support 

•  Reoccurring Division 
Tasks 

•  Garrison Support
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rear-d to establish expectations with the home station’s 
higher headquarters. If the deployment is an ordered 
deployment and time allows, briefing these expectations 
at a quarterly training brief allows approval of the rear-d 
priorities with the higher headquarters commander 
in a public setting. It establishes the glide path for the 
rear-d and sets expectations for how many taskings the 
rear-d can absorb. Setting priorities and expectations is 
also critical to enabling mission command. The tyranny 

of distance and time finds a way to make it impossible 
for the forward commander to fully understand what is 
happening in the rear, no matter how advanced vid-
eo teleconferences or computer technology becomes. 
Without refined guidance from the forward or rear-d 
commander, a simple mission statement or set of lines of 
effort can be enough for rear leaders to act on.

Finally, setting expectations and priorities allows 
the rear-d to task organize by effort. The reduced size 
of the rear-d formation and its leaders stresses what 
a rear-d can accomplish while maintaining a tradi-
tional line and wire diagram task organization. Our 
recent deployment took approximately 65 percent of 
the formation forward, but the ratio was not distrib-
uted equally amongst ranks or formations. Six of the 
seven battalion headquarters and the brigade head-
quarters and staff went forward. It left one battalion 
headquarters with a reduced brigade staff to manage 
approximately two thousand soldiers at the home 
station. Distributed operations forward meant each 
battalion was fortunate if they could split their ma-
jors and leave one back. I served as the sole field grade 
officer as the brigade executive officer and operations 
officer for most of the deployment. At the same time, 
the lone battalion commander and command sergeant 
major ran both the brigade rear-d and their battal-
ion. We did not have the same capacity as prior to the 
deployment to run the tasks given to us by our brigade 

commander and division headquarters. Therefore, our 
rear headquarters turned the brigade commander’s 
priorities into four lines of effort that were tasked to 
a subordinate battalion or brigade staff section to lead 
to maximize resources. The table (on page 139) shows 
the planning time horizons and lines of effort (LOE), 
which are discussed in the next section, used during 
our deployment. Many of the items addressed in the 
matrix are typical across other rear formations.

Executing
As discussed in the initiating process, execution can 

begin at a specified time, such as a color casing ceremony, 
or it may begin less officially as the deployment draws near 
when the preparation required of the forward team makes 
running garrison operations unsustainable. Most likely, 
though, rear-d operations begin in earnest with the deploy-
ment of the forward team; for as long as commanders are 
still on the ground, there is still the tendency to command 
their entire formation. The following subsections of this 
process are organized by the LOEs identified in the table. 
These LOEs adjust and adapt depending on the scope and 
size of the rear-d. However, to cover a wide swath of rear-d 
operations, they provide a variety of mission sets while also 
allowing for further discussion on select examples.

LOE 1: Command discipline programs. LOE 1 
efforts are areas where units can make forward progress 
and put the unit on a firmer foundation upon redeploy-
ment. This effort includes but is not limited to programs 
related to supply, maintenance (Command Maintenance 
Discipline Program, or CMDP), and deployment. It also 
includes additional related items, such as the reduction of 
excess equipment, lateral transfers, and the organizational 
inspection program. LOE 1 is an area where the rear-d 
can leverage subject-matter experts within subordinate 
formations to lead a more significant effort. CMDP 
efforts can leverage the rear elements of a forward support 
company or brigade support battalion. At the same time, 

The tyranny of distance and time finds a way to make it 
impossible for the forward commander to fully under-
stand what is happening in the rear, no matter how ad-
vanced video teleconferences or computer technology 
becomes.
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lateral transfers and reduction of equipment can allow an 
S-4, property book officer, or even a company executive 
officer to take the lead. The greatest challenge in executing 
these programs is the knowledge gap created by having 
new and junior leaders take over as property book hold-
ers. The benefit of this LOE is the ability to use the entire 
rear-d population. Physical profiles preventing the wear of 
gear or departing soldiers with numerous appointments 
can still contribute to this LOE daily. This effort is ongoing 
throughout the deployment but will most likely see the 
most significant gains in the middle of the deployment 
when not supporting deployment or redeployment efforts.

LOE 2: Support to the forward element. At the be-
ginning of the rear-d lifecycle, the team is busy putting the 
unit through the Soldier Readiness Program (SRP), run-
ning the unit during pre-deployment leave, and eventually 
enabling the departure of personnel and equipment (see 
figure). It is a complete team effort by the rear-d staff and 
subordinate units. It can last from several days to several 
months, depending on the size of the unit and deployment 
notification timeline. Once the forward team has departed, 
the effort wanes and shifts to preparing late deployers and 
accepting individuals that return early from the theater. It 

is a much smaller operation that an S-4 shop can most like-
ly manage, as it primarily consists of arranging transpor-
tation. The S-1 (personnel officer) and medical officer in 
charge also manage a smaller, continuous SRP. Eventually, 
like deployment operations, the redeployment becomes a 
total team effort. In this case, initial welcoming home tasks, 
reverse SRP, associated redeployment training, acceptance 
of initial equipment, and an uncasing ceremony supersede 
other LOEs. Like deployment, the redeployment phase can 
take several weeks to months of planning and execution.

LOE 3: Unit training. Training may range from main-
taining proficiency in basic soldier skills to beginning an-
other progression of team or squad proficiency. Either way, 
training serves three critical functions. First, it keeps sol-
diers professionally engaged and reduces off-duty incidents. 
Second, individual and small-unit training builds a strong 
foundation for the forward team to fall back on. Soldiers 
that arrive late to the unit and miss the deployment are 
the soldiers that have the most longevity in the formation. 
The unit relies on these soldiers during the next training 
cycle as many of the deployed population depart. Third, a 
portion of junior leaders left on rear-d, many who wanted 
to deploy but did not get the chance, need repetitions in 

Figure. Rear-Detachment Lifecycle to LOE Considerations
(Figure by author)

LOE 1: Command Discipline Programs
LOE 2: Forward Support
LOE 3: Unit Training
LOE 4: Higher Headquarters Requirements

Organizational 
Time and 
Resources

Deployment Steady State Redeployment

Time
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the eight-step training model to plan, resource, and execute 
training. The unit cannot afford to lose the development 
of junior NCOs and officers in the chaos of competing 
requirements and taskings at home.

LOE 4: Support to higher headquarters require-
ments. LOE 4 is the most public display of maintaining 
the unit’s reputation and can be a significant source of 
friction. The unit is no longer in the training phase and 
has deployed forward to accomplish its assigned mission. 
Those remaining at home station are no longer conducting 
large-scale collective training, and higher headquarters and 
garrison likely expect them to support taskings. However, 
the formation is small, and the unit commander has 
provided their own priorities while away. Ultimately, these 
two competing requirements compete, and leaders need to 
balance the requirements. As a data point, our deployment 
taskings amounted to approximately 1,811 individual sol-
diers contributing 223,000 man-hours over nine months. 

Considerations. There are several additional charac-
teristics of the rear-d worth discussing as they are com-
mon across time and units. The first is that the rear-d is 
underresourced. How much depends on the unit and 
forward mission, but we found that on any given day, 
our rear-d had roughly one thousand people available for 
tasks. This amounted to approximately 50 percent of the 
overall rear-d and just 22 percent of a light infantry brigade 
combat team’s overall strength. Additionally, the analysis 
does not account for the aforementioned loss of leaders 
to investigations, separation boards, and property actions. 
Finally, the reality is that the tasks received from a higher 
headquarters typically require the same quality people 
(NCOs, no profile, not flagged for adverse action, longevity 
in the unit) that are the rear-d’s most precious resource. 

Several techniques can assist in creating a shared 
understanding amongst all organizations. As discussed 
earlier, the first is briefing the rear composition and LOEs 
during the unit quarterly training brief leading up to the 
deployment. The second is maintaining a troop-to-task 
list, especially for key populations. Analysis of previous 
taskings can identify those ranks and military occupation 
specialties most likely to get pulled, and maintaining these 
shorter troops to tasks can pay significant dividends. We 
found medical personnel, E-7s (sergeants first class), and 
food service soldiers were in high demand. Finally, it is vital 
to work with the higher headquarters to understand their 
intent. Higher often assigns taskings for a specific rank or 
job title, but the rear-d can meet the intent task in alternate 

ways. While conducting support for another unit’s training 
exercise, does the mission require thirty soldiers, or is the 
intent to create the effects of a platoon? One or two squads 
with additional crew-served weapons or vehicles may meet 
all the training objectives and offer the same training value. 

Finally, many deployments last six months or longer, 
enough time for conditions at the home station to change. 
As leaders rotate, new personalities change the atmospher-
ics, battle rhythm, and expectations. Additionally, some 
forward leaders have been in the formation for some time 
and believe they understand how to conduct operations 
in the rear. They may express frustration when things are 
not going according to their home station paradigm. While 
the rear-d must keep the forward element aware of these 
changes, it is also impossible to fully understand or appre-
ciate the home station without being physically present. 
The bottom line is that it is hard to fully comprehend its 
complexity unless you have served on the rear-d. It is also 
impossible for the rear-d to understand the deployed envi-
ronment without being there. No explanation, least of all 
this article, can fix that.

Monitoring and Controlling
Today’s technology allows communication between 

forward and rears in ways unimaginable to previous 
generations. Phone, email, and video teleconferences over 
unclassified (Non-Secure Internet Protocol Router, or 
NIPR) and classified (Secure Internet Protocol Router, 
or SIPR) networks facilitate the flow of information at 
all hours of the day. There must be a balance that weighs 
the commander having knowledge of operations at home 
against making them the rear-d commander. One method 
for achieving this is establishing and adhering to a battle 
rhythm. Mission and commander personalities determine 
the correct frequency and communication medium, but 
forward and rear leaders can consider the following tech-
niques and lessons learned. First, just because the forward 
operates more on SIPR than NIPR does mean that the 
rear has the same capability. There are situations when the 
medium needs to be SIPR, but if the brief entails rear data 
and/or was a NIPR product before deployment, chances 
are it is still NIPR. Making briefings difficult or impossi-
ble to access frustrates commanders when subordinates 
cannot answer questions. 

Second, leaders must be mindful of the time differ-
ence between the rear and forward. For the rear-d, this 
may mean regularly scheduled meetings occur during 
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traditional physical training hours or outside the normal 
duty day. The rear must also be aware that prime times 
for meetings and engagements at home station are most 
likely off hours for the forward. We found two or three 
scheduled video teleconference engagements a week were 
sufficient to ensure shared understanding. One typically 
was for leader-to-leader synchronization, while the other 
was a forward-to-rear unit battle rhythm event, such as 
a wellness meeting, command and staff, or leader profes-
sional development engagement. As expected, off-cycle 
events to address timely information also occur, so limiting 
scheduled engagements to two to three per week allows 
for these extra engagements without overburdening either 
side. Remember, while the goal is to keep the command 
informed, it is also important to relieve the commander 
from having to control operations at both locations. 

Closing
Closing activities begin with the planning and execu-

tion of redeployment operations. These are like deploy-
ment operations but in reverse order. The first activity 
will most likely be the reception and welcoming home 

of personnel. Communication with the forward team, 
higher headquarters, garrison support agencies, and family 
readiness groups is critical to making this first impression 
successful. Following the initial welcome home, the next re-
deployment task rear-d may get tagged with is to plan and 
execute the reverse SRP process. If possible, regenerate a 
scaled-down version of the SRP plan used for deployment 
and include the appropriate garrison agencies into the plan 
early and often. Finally, the rear-d may be responsible for 
initial property returning, especially if the property comes 
back direct from the deployed location by military aircraft. 
If the equipment comes back on a slower contracted ship, 
there is a good chance the unit may not receive it until 
after redeployment leave. Like the deployment phase, the 
redeployment phase may end with a defined event or may 
naturally transition back to the complete formation. If the 
former, it may look like an uncasing the colors ceremony, 
another task for the rear to plan and execute. 

Regardless of the scope or scale of the operation, the 
rear-d needs to remain flexible and humble throughout 
the process. We experienced shifting redeployment flights, 
frustrated redeploying soldiers, and an eager forward 

A member of the rear detachment of 3rd Battalion, 2nd Air Defense Artillery Regiment, 31st Air Defense Artillery Brigade, ties down a 
vehicle during strategic air load operations 11 May 2020 in Lawton, Oklahoma. (Photo by Sgt. Amanda Hunt, U.S. Army)
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team ready to come back and immediately take control 
following the deployment. The first item, shifting flights, 
is beyond the control of a rear-d and creates stress for the 
deployed soldiers, their families waiting for them, and the 
rear-d support soldiers who sit around waiting for planes 
or buses to support. All one can do in this situation is 
communicate to all parties and remain humble as frus-
trated soldiers eventually make it home. In most cases, 
soldiers immediately forget their frustrations as soon as 
they reunite with their families. The second item is usually 
another frustration appearing in the heat of the moment. 
Soldiers are aware that redeployment tasks are the only 
tasks preventing them from going home, reuniting with 
their loved ones, or taking leave. Any time not actively 
engaged begins to create discontent and the belief that the 
system is inefficient or broken. The final item is the desire 
of the forward team to come back and immediately put 
their processes and thoughts into action. Again, remain 
humble and offer your best advice. Much like the rear-d 
had to figure out the relationships and systems at the home 
station, the forward team also navigates these waters—the 
only responsibility of the rear-d is to make the transition 
smoother and offer advice. Bring the forward counterparts 
to all the battle rhythm meetings, explain each report or 
slide, and provide context where necessary, but do not get 
frustrated when things change.

When closing out rear-d operations, it is easy to be-
come overwhelmed with redeployment and lose track of 
good people and their accomplishments as they transition 
into new roles. Many subordinates will pleasantly surprise 
leaders with their time, effort, and accomplishments. Some 
of these people, like the deployers, depart the formation 
shortly after the deployment for other positions. Others 
remain in their current positions and revert to the chain 
of command they experienced before deployment. Either 

way, they were a part of the rear team during the de-
ployment and deserve proper recognition. Write proper 
evaluations or letters of continuity, and even though there 
is no end-of-tour award for rear-d, it doesn’t mean leaders 
cannot recognize individual achievements. Identify excel-
lence by writing impact awards, publicly acknowledge sol-
diers, and point out the “all-stars” in the formation. Finally, 
ensure the rear-d personnel get a chance to take leave. 
Supporting the deployed team can mean putting personal 
plans on hold for the greater good. It is a disservice to the 
larger organization if rear-d talent burns out before they 
can begin the next training cycle. They are the foundation 
for the next mission. 

Conclusion and Recommendations
Properly planned, resourced, and executed rear 

operations can be a tremendous learning opportunity. 
Unfortunately, even after years of deployments and rota-
tions, the doctrine on rear detachment operations is limit-
ed. Army Techniques Publication 3-91, Division Operations, 
dedicates twelve paragraphs to the topic at the division 
echelon, leaving detailed planning at lower echelons to 
the experience of previous leaders and dusty continuity 
books.7 Perhaps it is time to further study and consider 
rear detachment in doctrine, as regardless of what the 
next war looks like, there will be requirements for families, 
soldiers, equipment, and facilities at home station. Rear 
detachment operations could be part of a more extensive 
doctrine on the rear area. Given the reach of information 
and cyber operations, the home station is closer than ever 
to the front. Hopefully, this article can provide a primer 
and highlight several characteristics common to many rear 
detachments, provide examples from experience, and offer 
several lessons to drive further conversation on this critical 
and consistent topic.    
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During an early morning patrol on 13 August 2009, a 
soldier scans the hills surrounding the volatile Korengal 
Valley in Afghanistan’s Kunar Province. (Photo by Sgt. 
Matthew Moeller, 5th Mobile Public Affairs Detachment)

Walking Point 
Maj. Joseph T. Costello, U.S. Army Reserve

Head on a swivel, scouting the trail, 
Each foot is carefully placed. 

Looking ahead, then looking down, 
For an enemy that cannot be faced. 

He takes his last step, the trigger unseen, 
Chaos tears through our minds. 

He took the hit and we owe him our lives, 
Those of us who walked behind.

In Memory of Sgt. Justin Officer

Maj. Joseph T. Costello  is chief of operations for the 627th Hospital Center at Fort Carson, Colorado. This poem was written 
during deployment in support of Operation Enduring Freedom after a dismounted IED blast killed Sgt. Justin Officer, a cavalry 
scout, as they walked back to the command post from an Afghan village. 
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In his book Creating the Modern Army: Citizen-
Soldiers and the American Way of War, 1919–1939, 
William J. Woolley has captivatingly explained 

the most important 
legislative act no one 
has ever heard about, 
the National Defense 
Act of 1920. Woolley 
is professor emeritus 
of Ripon College, and 
this book was devel-
oped from decades of 
teaching a seminar on 
American military 
institutions there. 
Woolley shows the 
academic thoroughness 
you would expect of an 
emeritus professor. He 
is accomplished in both 

research and writing, and readers will find this history 
compelling. What Woolley does is explain the deep 
origins of the modern U.S. Army.

Serving Army officers will easily recognize the citi-
zen-army institutions created by the National Defense 
Act of 1920. This act, envisioned by John McCauley 
Palmer after World War I, created an organized Army 
Reserve, National Guard, Citizens’ Military Training 
Camps, and the Reserve Officers’ Training Corps. The 
decision to enshrine the citizen-army concept in the 
National Defense Act decided a debate on the enduring 
character of the American Army that had raged since 
before World War I. That debate pitted the prepared-
ness advocates who wanted a large citizen Army 
against those who advocated for an expandable Army 
built from a core of professional soldiers. In the Active 
Army, Army Reserve, and National Guard, the three 
components of the citizen army created in 1920 endure 
today. Woolley explains how they evolved during the 
period between world wars and assesses some of their 

Creating the  
Modern Army
Citizen-Soldiers and the  
American Way of War,  
1919–1939
William J. Woolley, University Press of Kansas,  
Lawrence, 2022, 384 pages

Col. Dean A. Nowowiejski, PhD, U.S. Army, Retired

Col. Dean A. 
Nowowiejski, PhD, U.S. 
Army,  retired, serves as 
the director of the Art 
of War Scholars Program 
at the Command and 
General Staff College in 
Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. 
His book The American 
Army in Germany, 
1918–1923: Success against 
the Odds (2021) analyzes 
the creation and life of the 
U.S. Army in Germany after 
World War I.
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impact on U.S. performance in World War II. How 
these entities survived the interwar period is a story of 
the interaction among the Regular Army, the president, 
and Congress. Woolley deftly weaves the influence of 
each into his narrative explanation of interwar trends.

The United States emerged from World War I 
having successfully expanded the Army to include four 
million men, based on a wartime draft. There is no 
doubt that this Army, by sending two million men to 

France, contributed decisively to the outcome of the 
war, but the United States had depended on its allies 
to provide machine guns, airplanes, and tanks. What 
would prevent this lack of readiness from happening 
again, especially as the Army shrank back to prewar 
size? The answer was in the Army institutions offered 
by the National Defense Act of 1920. The challenge 
was to maintain the effective readiness of this citizen 
army in a time of prosperity, waning budgets, isolation-
ism, and disarmament. For most of the decade of the 
1920s, the presence of many World War I veterans in 
the American population helped to keep the National 
Guard and Army Reserve afloat, but as those veterans 
aged out of the force, this presented new challenges to 
keeping all of the parts of the citizen army alive. The 
Army in the 1930s had to overcome the significant 
challenges of budget austerity to officer readiness, force 
size, modernization, and mechanization. It just barely 
did so, principally because of changes begun at the end 
of the decade.

Woolley ably traces four trends during the interwar 
period that shaped the Army as it still exists today. 
First was the creation of the three components of the 
Army: the Active Army, Army Reserve, and National 
Guard. Second, the organization of a system of pro-
fessional military branches. Woolley concentrates his 

explanation on the four major branches of the interwar 
Army: infantry, cavalry, field artillery, and coast artil-
lery. Third, he explains how the Army built a progres-
sive system of professional military education. Last, he 
describes the process of mechanization in the Army, 
contrasting the infantry and the cavalry.

In the interplay among the American public, 
Congress, and the president on the issue of a citizen 
army, there were some surprises. One was the popular-

ity of the Reserve Officers’ Training Corps, even in a 
time of budget austerity and isolationism. This was due 
in large part to effective partnership with civilian aca-
demics on the part of Army leaders. Another was how 
important the National Guard was to maintain any 
semblance of readiness in the interwar period. A third 
was the lost world of the Citizens’ Military Training 
Camps and the Civilian Conservation Corps. These 
institutions were a critical training ground for the 
interwar officers corps. In the end, the Army was better 
prepared for World War II than it would have been 
without the National Defense Act of 1920 because of 
the existence of these institutions. They maintained the 
citizen army that eventually won the war.

This book is essential reading for Army profes-
sionals and educators for several reasons. First, it is 
a must read for military professionals to understand 
the origins of the Army today, components, branches, 
education system, and mechanization. Second, this 
book is an effective historical primer on the important 
relationships of senior Army leaders with Congress and 
the administration. Third, it is thorough, well-writ-
ten, and effective history based on significant primary 
sources and a lifetime of expertise in the area. Creating 
the Modern Army is essential institutional history for 
the twenty-first-century professional soldier.   

For most of the decade of the 1920s, the presence of 
many World War I veterans in the American population 
helped to keep the National Guard and Army Reserve 
afloat, but as those veterans aged out of the force, this 
presented new challenges to keeping all of the parts of 
the citizen army alive.
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Medal of Honor
Master Sgt. Earl D. Plumlee

On 16 December 2021, President Joseph Biden 
presented the Medal of Honor to Master Sgt. 
Earl D. Plumlee of Clinton, Oklahoma, for 

his gallant actions on 28 August 2013 while serving as 
a weapons sergeant assigned to Charlie Company, 4th 
Battalion, 1st Special Forces Group (Airborne), at Forward 
Operating Base Ghazni in Afghanistan.

On that day, Afghan insurgents suddenly attacked 
the complex, and a massive explosion opened a sixty-foot 
breach in the base’s perimeter wall. Ten insurgents wearing 
Afghan National Army uniforms and suicide vests poured 
through the hole in the wall.

Intent on defending the base, Plumlee and five other 
special operations soldiers mounted two vehicles and head-
ed toward the detonation site. Plumlee’s driver deliberately 
maneuvered the vehicle into enemy fire to shield three oth-
er soldiers, two of whom were injured. This decision placed 
the vehicle under enemy fire from the front and right side. 
With a disregard for his own safety, Plumlee used his body 
to shield the driver from enemy fire before he drew his 
weapon and advanced toward the enemy force, engaging 
with multiple insurgents before killing two of them.

Plumlee found cover but left the safety of it and 
advanced alone toward enemy forces. He was wounded 
by a detonating suicide vest but continued to engage 
the enemy. Moving from cover to counterattack the 
infiltrators, Plumlee ran to assist a wounded staff ser-
geant, carry him to safety, and render first aid, though 
the soldier died later. Afterward, he methodically 
cleared the area, remained in a security posture, and 
continued to scan for any incoming threats.

Biden said that Plumlee earned the award “for conspic-
uous gallantry at the risk of his life and above and beyond 
the call of duty. [Then] Staff Sergeant Earl D. Plumlee 
distinguished himself by acts of gallantry above and 
beyond the call of duty on 28 August 2013, while serving 
as a weapons sergeant, C Company, 4th Battalion, 1st 
Special Forces Group (Airborne) in support of Enduring 
Freedom.” After returning from Afghanistan, Plumlee 
completed nine months of physical rehabilitation, while 

continuing to serve in the 4th Battalion, 1st Special Forces 
Group (Airborne).

To learn more about Plumlee’s award, visit https://
www.army.mil/medalofhonor/plumlee/.   

Then Staff Sgt. Earl Plumlee poses for a photo during 
predeployment training circa 2013 in Yakima, Wash-
ington. (Photo courtesy of the U.S. Army)

Medal of Honor recipient U.S. Army Master Sgt. 
Earl D. Plumlee (Photo courtesy of Wikimedia 
Commons)

https://www.army.mil/medalofhonor/plumlee/
https://www.army.mil/medalofhonor/plumlee/
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