
MUST U.S. MILITARY
CULTURE REFORM?
by John Hillen

Change is characteristic of military culture because of the many
influences that constantly affect the values, behavior, and beliefs
that together define it.1 The proper question for debate is therefore
not whether American military culture will change but rather how
it should change in response to such pressures. To be more pre-
cise: What are the central tasks of the military? What legitimacy
does it draw from founding documents and national laws? How
does it reflect the culture of the society it serves? The answers to
these questions form the context in which military culture evolves.

At the present time, a confluence of powerful and diverse
imperatives is at work. Contemporary social mores and the end of
the Cold War have combined to change the military’s roles and
missions, budgeting, organization, legal foundation, and internal
disciplinary code, even as it is pushed and pulled according to
political advocates’ judgments as to the extent to which it should
or should not reflect American society in general. (Table 1 illus-
trates the most important of these, listed in comparison to those of
the Cold War era.) Yet within what General Douglas MacArthur
once called “a welter of change and development,” certain con-
stants always apply lest U.S. military culture: (1) no longer effec-
tively provide for the common defense; (2) lose the institutional
“soul” rooted, as Don Snider suggests, in “warfighting”; or (3)
accommodate demands for social change at the expense of the
military’s functional or legal imperatives.2

This panel examined all these pressures, and this report will
explore all the challenges likely to shape American military cul-
ture in the future. But for several reasons the main focus here will
be the social imperatives. That is because functional pressures, as

Williamson Murray demonstrates, can be generally understood
through historical or strategic analysis, and are adapted to in “the
light of day”—in clear cognizance of the strategic environment in
which major policy decisions are taken. To be sure, policy deci-
sions driving functional imperatives are always hotly debated, but
all parties share a common determination to maximize U.S. secu-
rity. Similarly, Congress may alter the legal imperatives of mili-
tary culture at times, but it does so in order to provide better for
the common defense. Social imperatives, conversely, can be pro-
foundly “anti-functional” because they are not derived from secu-
rity needs and can even at times be entirely divorced from them.
Moreover, the imposition of certain social imperatives can under-
mine the ability of the military to carry out the tasks that alone
justify its existence. At the same time, it must be said that armed
forces in the service of a democracy must reflect to some degree
the culture of the society they are sworn to defend. Therein lies the
critical nexus of the debate. Exactly how does a military protect
the professional culture necessary to perform its missions in the
unnatural stresses of war within the legal prerogatives of its gov-
ernment, and yet remain responsive to and reflective of the civil-
ian culture it serves?

Functional Imperatives
Edgar Schein, the eminent MIT organizational psychologist,

states that “culture is what a group learns over a period of time as
that group solves its problems of survival in an external environ-
ment and its problems of internal integration.” The result of this
process can ultimately be seen in the “three fundamental levels at
which culture manifests itself: observable artifacts, values, and
basic underlying assumptions.”3 It is useful in a discussion of
changing military culture to focus on values, given the vogue in
government and corporate worlds in the 1990s to define an orga-
nization’s “core values.” Military culture, or cultures, cannot be
centered on values invented in the abstract.4 All of the confer-
ence’s contributors noted how the values underpinning the world’s
military cultures evolved throughout history in response to the
needs of men attempting to succeed in combat, that is, as a result
of occupational necessity. Quite simply, soldiers need codes of
conduct, values, methods, procedures, and organizations charac-
terized by what we might quaintly term the “military virtues,”
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including Duty, Honor, Patriotism, Courage, Discipline,
Commitment, Strength, Integrity, Trust, and Resolve. While many
other social, legal, psychological, and historical factors influenced
the development of particular military cultures, for the most part
the values of the military have been shaped by the unique require-
ments of its workplace, and the best test of a given military culture
was whether its recruits could train and fight effectively, especial-
ly when they first came under fire. 

It follows, therefore, that if you change the principal task for
which the military prepares, you are bound to change the culture.
Snider tells us rightly that “warfighting still determines the central
beliefs, values, and complex symbolic formations that define mil-
itary culture,” raising the question of how our services might
change if warfighting is no longer the primary mission. But in
fact, the U.S. military throughout its history has been involved in
many more Military Operations Other Than War (MOOTW) than
in war itself.5 Granted, many of these MOOTW had the general
characteristics of war (as the old soldier’s dictum goes, “there is
no such thing as a low-intensity conflict if you’re the guy on the
ground”), but the post–Cold War shift in U.S. policy toward
preparing for peacekeeping missions such as in Bosnia, Somalia,
Haiti, and Rwanda will challenge a traditional military culture
rooted in the heroic efforts of past wars.6 Even the much bally-
hooed “war on terrorism” shares more characteristics with law
enforcement than traditional war. In this respect, the manifest cul-
tural change in the Israeli Defense Force from that of 1948–82
(focused on external wars to defend the state) versus 1988–98
(focused on internal policing of the intifada and other security
challenges within the state) is instructive. 

The Kelly Flinn affair of 1997 and other sexual scandals
revealed that many Americans seemed neither to understand nor to
appreciate how and why military culture was special. Editorials
and opinion columns ridiculed the military ethos as an archaic
manifestation of a patriarchal institution. Civilian elites (including
the conservative Senate majority leader) seemed not to grasp that
the military is the way it is because of what it does and where and
under what circumstances it does it. As Schein has noted, what
you do forms who you are, what you value, and in what you
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6Panelist Deborah Avant competently explores many of these issues in Political
Institutions and Military Change: Lessons from Peripheral Wars (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell
University Press, 1994).
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believe, and in Lieutenant Flinn’s case the “what you do” entailed
the dropping of bombs and missiles, possibly nuclear, in time of
war. Despite the gravity of her profession, many letter writers to
the New York Times and Washington Post appeared mystified that
the U.S. Air Force would make a crime of widely accepted socie-
tal trespasses such as adultery, lying, and disobeying orders. This
phenomenon represents the convergence of changing functional
and social imperatives that challenge military culture today.

A second powerful functional imperative that determines mili-
tary culture is the resources devoted to national defense. In 1998
the U.S. military establishment was funded at the lowest levels (as
a percentage of both gross domestic product and the federal budg-
et) since before Pearl Harbor. Social security, Medicare, other
entitlement programs, and interest on the national debt all have a
higher priority in the federal budget. Once the premier instrument
of the state, the military has shrunk so considerably that in some
ways its culture may revert to that of the small frontier forces of
the nineteenth century. Moreover, personnel policy aims at just
such a small professional force. Between 1940 and 1973 person-
nel policy was based on a large conscript force, and between 1973
and 1991 on a fairly large professional force. But the post–Cold
War shrinkage not only alters U.S. military culture on its own
account, it exacerbates the friction born of the new social impera-
tives.

Thirdly, the way in which a military is organized and conducts
its missions has a profound influence on culture. Williamson
Murray noted that traditionally the United States “has had its own
military style” that emphasizes logistics, overwhelming superiori-
ty, and the application of technology to problems that other states
might approach differently. In particular, technology has been a
singularly seductive approach for the United States since the
advent of the industrial age, and this cultural trait is even more
prevalent today, not least due to the military’s shrinking personnel
base.7

It is helpful to understand this in the context of the institution-
al icon, that figure who seems to represent the beating heart of
military culture. In the early industrial age, it was the infantryman
or the fighter pilot—the heroic leader. In the nuclear age, with
total war unthinkable, some military sociologists predicted a shift
away from the heroic leader and toward the “modern military

manager.” Morris Janowitz, in his seminal work The Professional
Soldier, wrote that the complex and largely bureaucratic nature of
warfare in the nuclear age would require a sophisticated knowl-
edge of strategic deterrence, military, industrial, and economic
alliances, and political warfare designed to avoid absolute con-
flict. Janowitz saw a narrowing skill differential between military
and civilian elites and noted that a complex and bureaucratic
nuclear-age military would display an increasingly “civilian char-
acter.”8 But Janowitz’s icon of the sophisticated manager was so
tarnished by Robert McNamara’s “whiz kids” and the failure of
their systems-analysis approach in the jungles of Vietnam that the
army and marines, especially, spent the 1970s and 1980s initiating
programs to reinculcate “the warrior spirit” into their services’
cultures.9

Who or what will be the institutional icon of the twenty-first
century American military? Author James Adams, one of many
who have written on the military implications of the digital age,
sees the computer wizard as the new icon. He writes in his book
The Next World War that “in the new world, the soldier will be the
young geek in uniform who can insert a virus into Teheran’s elec-
tricity supply to plunge the city into darkness.”10 As the “revolution
in military affairs” seems to replace troops, tanks, ships, and planes
with computers, unmanned aircraft, and satellites in the calcula-
tions of strategists, what Eliot Cohen has called “the geek-to-war-
rior ratio” will rise dramatically. Similarly, in the peacekeeping
missions that have occupied America’s military in the past few
years, the most sought-after military specialists have been military
policemen and civil-affairs officers, formerly peripheral players in
supporting the institutional icons of the past. Rapid change in all
these functional arenas—strategy, policy, resources, organization,
and technology—will profoundly affect military culture.

Legal Imperatives
Though not discussed at length during the conference, legal

imperatives are critical to military culture in that they establish the
legitimacy for the existence and missions of the armed forces.
Legal imperatives are rooted principally in the Constitution and
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various U.S. statutes that spell out the roles and missions of the
military, as well as the separate legal codes by which the military
governs itself. While the Constitution changes little, U.S. statutes
concerning military missions have recently been amended. For
instance, in the aftermath of the Gulf War, with global military
threats much reduced, a movement arose on Capitol Hill, led by
Senator Sam Nunn (D-Ga.) among others, to have the active-duty
military assist in such domestic activities as the “war on drugs,”
civil order (as regular troops did during the Los Angeles riots of
1992), patrolling the border, and disaster relief. Some of these
activities were in direct contravention of the Posse Comitatus Act
that prohibits regular armed forces from assisting in civilian law
enforcement. Momentum to amend that act began when Congress
passed the Military Cooperation with Civilian Law Enforcement
Agencies Act in 1981 to allow the military a much greater role in
drug interdiction.

Nunn justified his proposals to use the military more in
domestic missions by stating that the nation needed to take advan-
tage of “the hardworking, disciplined men and women” of the
armed forces. Similarly, Republican presidential candidates
Robert Dole, Lamar Alexander, and Patrick Buchanan proposed in
1996 to use the military to seal porous U.S. borders and assist
civilian agencies in drug interdiction. These proposals threatened
in many ways the core function of the military, which in
Huntington’s words is “successful armed combat.” Further
attempts to amend legal imperatives face two challenges. First,
they could well be counterproductive. The military is “hardwork-
ing and disciplined” precisely because it prepares with an uncom-
mon sense of urgency for battlefield tasks that require those very
attributes. If you remove the task, you remove the need for the cul-
ture underpinning those missions. There is a reason civilian law-
enforcement agencies do not have the culture of the military—it is
because of what they do (or, more precisely, what they do not do).
Using the military to correct the failings of other institutions
would cause military culture to atrophy, denying politicians the
very instrument they hoped to use for domestic tasks.11 More dan-
gerous perhaps, as Charles Dunlap writes, is the possibility that
the changing of legal imperatives toward domestic missions will
undermine the civil-military balance and thrust the armed forces 

into internal affairs in a corrosive way.12

Legal imperatives affecting military culture have also been
under challenge as a result of the recent sexual episodes. In
1997–98, the secretary of defense convened a panel to investigate
whether legal provisions concerning adultery and other offenses
covered by the Uniformed Code of Military Justice should be
revised in “recognition that, at least in some ways—the military
world should not really be so different from the civilian.”13 The
impetus for these sorts of legal proposals is discussed below. What
should be recognized here is that the legal imperatives shaping
what the military does and how it does it are subject to change and
amendment through political intervention that may be very short-
sighted.

Social Imperatives
Three distinct types of social imperatives have an impact on

military culture. First, there are pressures from small but vocal
constituencies seeking to use the military as a vehicle for social
change, or even what Charles Moskos and others have called
“social experimentation.” Some observers believe that these
activists seek not only to further their agendas via the military, but
to destroy its prevailing culture in the process.14 One is reminded
of the gleeful pronouncement of Congresswoman Patricia
Schroeder (D-Colo.) during the Tailhook investigation that the
troubles of the navy represented “the sound of a culture cracking.”
Secondly, there are those military and public officials who abet
the activists in the belief that functional imperatives have so
changed the nature of war that the military can and perhaps should
accommodate seemingly contradictory social imperatives. Other
“accommodators” simply believe that many of the vestiges of mil-
itary culture are overly authoritarian, masculine, or otherwise out
of step with the times. Thirdly, some reformers stress social
imperatives on the military in the belief that any severe gap
between civilian and military culture bodes ill for a democracy.
They would push the military to adopt contemporary values, pat-
terns of behavior, and social mores on race, class, gender, and sex-
ual orientation so as to close the gap. While the panel spent much
time discussing all these issues, the last is the most recent and
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most potentially far reaching, and it is to that heated topic that this
paper devotes the greatest attention.

The “Agenda Pushers”
The military, being a “top-down” institution driven by authori-

tarian dictates, is viewed by many as an ideal vehicle for imposing
social change. President Truman recognized this when he fully
integrated the armed forces in 1948 while much of the United
States was still locked in a pattern of legal, systemic racial dis-
crimination. The social imperatives pressuring the military today
also derive from demands for equal opportunity—in this case, for
women and homosexuals. Many of their advocates make no secret
of their radical politics and aggressive agendas. Dr. Madeleine
Morris, a Duke University law professor officially advising for-
mer secretary of the army Togo West on gender issues, wrote a
130-page law review article putting forward an “ungendered
vision” of the military based in part on the model of Communist
Party cells and proposed a plan for dismantling the “masculinist
military construct” that encourages a “proclivity for rape.”15 This
sort of unsubstantiated deconstructionist agitprop is taken serious-
ly in much of the academic world and in activist circles, but had
not previously penetrated the sober world of military policymak-
ing.

By 1994, however, the equal opportunity agenda, informed by
“analysis” such as that from Dr. Morris, had begun to have an
impact on policy. Within eighteen months of President Clinton’s
election, several steps were taken that seriously challenged tradi-
tional military culture. In January 1994 Secretary of Defense Les
Aspin announced that he was lifting long-standing exclusion rules
and opening some 15,000 to 20,000 combat and near-combat
positions to women.16 By that time Clinton had acted on his long-
standing campaign pledge to eliminate the prohibition against
avowed homosexuals in the armed services. This controversial
move was resisted by Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Colin Powell,
among others, and resulted in the enigmatic and legally ambigu-
ous “don’t ask, don’t tell” compromise. Finally, although it had
been tried and deemed to have failed in the 1980s, the army and
navy reintroduced sexually integrated basic training. A series of
embarrassing and highly publicized incidents soon occurred,

sparking a national scandal worthy of investigation by two blue-
ribbon congressional panels in 1997 and 1998.17

While the military conference panel discussed these issues at
length, some participants took the position that the equal-opportu-
nity changes thrust on the military do not constitute the greater
problem. To them, the pressing worry is that the military might
accommodate these changes by compromising its standards and
the cultural values it thought necessary to meet its functional chal-
lenges. In other words, the cultural angst experienced by the mili-
tary in accommodating these imperatives was somewhat self-
inflicted.

The “Accommodators”
If women in combat, homosexuals in the military, or coeduca-

tional basic training damage traditional military culture, that dam-
age would most likely be manifested in lesser cohesion in combat
units (traditionally based on small-group dynamics among males),
privacy concerns, and increased incidences of sexual misbehavior.
As Mackubin Owens has written, these phenomena represent fric-
tion in the classic Clausewitzian sense. Both he and Don Snider
note that military culture is formed precisely to overcome friction,
especially in times of greatest stress.18 However, the sources of
friction normally cited in critiques of these social experiments are
the double standards, reduced standards, less rigorous training,
indiscipline, and reduced readiness derived from the need to
accommodate females in the ranks. For instance, the report of the
Commission on Gender Integrated Training led by former senator
Nancy Kassebaum Baker focused most of its criticisms of gender-
integrated basic training on the latter category of problems. That
being the case, the panel suspected that the disingenuous way in
which the military was accommodating the social imperatives was
more problematic than the imperatives themselves. For instance,
the army has known for a decade that women tend to quit basic
training at a rate almost twice that of men. But rather than accept-
ing that as the price of maintaining high standards in a demanding
environment, the army lowered its standards so as to “gender-
norm” the numbers. Panel members provided numerous other
examples of this sort of appeasement, drawn from the Kassebaum
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Baker commission and other official studies.19

Clearly the pressure on the military to make these social
experiments “work” reveals that the U.S. military and America’s
political system are not mature enough to handle “gender and sex-
ual orientation issues” honestly and in ways that are fair to the
institution as well as the individuals involved. Political and mili-
tary leaders seem convinced that American society, and therefore
its military, must inevitably progress on a path leading to a social
order in which gender is physically and behaviorally irrelevant, in
which sex and sexual orientation have no impact, and in which
teenagers view each other according to a benign and respectful
androgyny. This new orthodoxy is a purely social construct with-
out any functional imperative and was justified, in the words of
accommodationist Les Aspin, simply because it “is the right thing
to do.”20 Three years after Aspin’s decisions, when independent
commissions and numerous reports found the military compro-
mised and suffering from the way in which these changes were
imposed, the majority of uniformed and political leaders continue
to support social imperatives at the clear expense of functional
ones and resort to Orwellian phraseology in their attempts to
defend their new regime against the truth.21 While many uni-
formed leaders showed great courage in their battlefield exploits
to turn back the nation’s enemies, they seem petrified before
activists who might accuse them of “turning back the clock.”

To say that the battlefield imposes its own timeless logic,
including a viciously impartial meritocracy, would seem to be a
simple enough proposition. But in times of peace it can be over-
whelmed by social imperatives pressed by activists with a larger
agenda, which accommodators in turn accept as “the will of the
people.”22 Thus, a recent statement from the army’s leadership that
“any proposal that calls for gender segregation of both trainees
and cadre violates the very foundation of the Army” led one
incredulous observer to ask, “Which foundation is that? Winning
wars for our nation; the will to win; ‘Duty, Honor, Country’;
‘There is no substitute for victory’? What specific foundation was 
the Army leadership referring to?”23

The “Close the Gappers”
In the past few years, it has become accepted and widely

reported that a gap is growing between American society and the
U.S. military.  For the most part, however, these warnings per-
tained to those official relationships between political leaders
making defense policy and uniformed military leaders in the
Pentagon.24 The civil-military gap as then portrayed was manifest
only within the government, and mostly at its highest levels.
However, since 1996, the focus of concern over this gap has
broadened, and public conversation has recently magnified the
gap into a “nearly unbridgeable cultural divide” between
American society in general and the U.S. military establishment.25

Dire warnings over the consequences of this gap have caused
many policymakers automatically to assume that its very exis-
tence is fundamentally unhealthy in a democracy. Hence, their
alarmist cries to close the gap.26 Civilian defense officials such as
Secretary of Defense William Cohen have made “reconnecting the
military to society” a top priority, and prominent veterans such as
Senator John McCain have publicly worried about a professional
U.S. military estranged from society.27

Whether politically motivated by the “agenda pushers” or not,
there is now an inexorable momentum to close the gap between
the military and society without clearly identifying the nature of
the gap, the extent to which it might in fact be healthy and desir-
able, or how such a gap might be narrowed. So instead of reasoned
study and judgment, we witness a series of a priori assumptions to
the effect that there is a fundamental, corrosive gap between the
military and society, and that no democracy can tolerate a military
whose culture does not mirror that of civil society. Moreover, it
goes without saying that under the new dispensation, if society or
the military must move to accommodate the cultural norms of the
other, it will be the military that is pressured to lower its stan-
dards, not society to raise civilian behavior. Finally, since no crite-
ria establishing an “acceptable” gap have been articulated, the mil-
itary will likely be under pressure to close the gap entirely, what-
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ever ruin this may visit on the culture, ethos, and value system that
justify its existence.

A gap between civilian and military culture does exist. It
always has and always will so long as American society remains as
it has been since 1865: a relatively unthreatened polity focused
almost exclusively on the “pursuit of happiness” while its military
is responsible for acting outside America’s borders to preserve that
basic condition.28 The cultural gap between the two entities is not
necessarily dangerous to American democracy in and of itself, but
can and should exist so the military can accommodate both the
society it protects and the battlefield on which it must perform.
On the one hand, closing the gap for the sole sake of accommodat-
ing social imperatives can only betray the military’s ability to meet
the uncompromising needs of its mission. On the other hand, the
gap can become problematic for civil-military relations if the mil-
itary swings in the other direction and answers solely to the battle-
field without being cognizant of and responsive to the mores and
values of society at large. 

To many observers, the values and social mores of 1990s
America—narcissistic, morally relativist, self-indulgent, hedonis-
tic, consumerist, individualistic, victim-centered, nihilistic, and
soft—seem hopelessly at odds with those of traditional military
culture.29 Critics ranging from Soviet dissident Aleksandr
Solzhenitsyn to pollster Daniel Yankelovich have warned of what
William Bennett calls a “palpable culture decline” and “marked
shift in the public’s beliefs, attitudes, and priorities.”30 Even Garry
Trudeau’s characters in the comic strip Doonesbury poke fun at
the nihilism of Seinfeld, saying the television show was “the last
gasp of a self-centered, dysfunctional, arrested generation choking
on the banal, irony-soaked detritus of its own popular culture . . .
not that there’s anything wrong with that.”31

Clearly, American society today finds classic military values
increasingly foreign. The Marine Corps instituted an extra week of
recruit training focused on values precisely because the “raw

product” the corps was getting from society was of a different
(read: lower) standard insofar as values were concerned.32 The gap
is a recurring theme in the recent book Making the Corps, by con-
ference panelist Thomas Ricks.33 As Ricks notes throughout his
story of Marine Corps basic training, the values of contemporary
society are the opposite of those needed to succeed in the unequiv-
ocal business of war: “Parris Island is the first place many of them
encounter absolute and impersonal standards of right and wrong,
of success and failure.” The cultural juxtaposition of values in
American society at large versus those in the Marine Corps mani-
fests itself almost every day in the training of Ricks’s platoon. One
drill instructor, a former gang member from Los Angeles, testifies
that “the Marine Corps taught me values—not just words. Honor,
courage, commitment. Fidelity. Integrity. Not just using them, but
actually practicing them. Out in the civilian world, those words
don’t even get mentioned. I’ll say, ‘Integrity,’ and they’ll say
‘What kind of shit you talking? You done got brainwashed in the
Marine Corps.’”

Do these and similar vignettes prove an “unbridgeable cultural
divide”? Ricks believes that in a democratic society it is danger-
ous for a professional military to differ sharply from the society it
defends, since a military that holds civil society in contempt might
cease to behave as its servant. Former assistant secretary of the
army Sarah Lister publicly called the marines “extremists” for
standing out so differently from society. But where Ricks inti-
mates that it would be better for society to adopt some Marine
Corps values, Lister clearly wants the marines to move toward
civilian values.

Gap-closing, however, is a false game. We should accept the
fact that military and society can coexist and complement each
other despite different values. For, elite opinion and advocacy
groups notwithstanding, the American people as a whole appreci-
ate traditional military culture.34 To the extent that there is a worri-
some gap between civilian and military cultures, it is one of
shared experience, understanding, and appreciation—especially
among elite segments of American society and the military. The
House of Representatives had 320 veterans in 1970, but fewer
than 130 in 1994. Moreover, in 1997, for the first time ever, nei-
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ther the secretary of defense, the national security advisor, the
secretary of state, nor any of their deputies had ever been in uni-
form.35 As Senator Charles Robb noted, “with less interaction
between the civilian and military cultures, we’re going to have
progressively less understanding of one another.”36 This gap is a
function of demographics, strategy, defense spending, and mili-
tary policy. Changes in any of those variables (such as the end of
the draft in 1973 or the decline in post–Cold War defense spend-
ing) will profoundly affect the magnitude and nature of civil-mili-
tary interaction. There certainly is a cultural gap, but it is not one
of diametrically opposed values. Much as many other professional
cultures differ from each other (imagine, for instance, lawyers and
doctors), military culture will differ from that of society at large.

The Danger in Closing the Gap
There are, of course, profound dangers for civil-military rela-

tions if the military is so different from society that it holds itself
above society and unaccountable to those it serves. The symp-
toms, pointed out by Richard Kohn and others, are disrespect and
unresponsiveness on the part of the military to civilian leaders,
elements that in other countries have led to military coups. No
panelists felt there was a threat of that in America, however. More
likely, the gap in shared experience, understanding, and apprecia-
tion could result at the political level in an “over or under propen-
sity to use force, civilian operational meddling, inadequate sup-
port of the military, or the imposition of policies destructive of
military culture.”37 At the societal level, it could result in a sense
among soldiers and civilians that they have separate fortunes, as
when Prussian citizens in 1806 considered that the army, not
Prussia, much less themselves, had been “defeated” by Napoleon,
whereupon Prussian leaders recognized that a “gulf existed
between the state machine and the . . . people.”38 However, if the
military socializes its culture at the expense of functional impera-
tives, it can fail in the most critical way—in war. Both the initial
failure of American troops in Korea in 1950 and the sorry state of 

the military in the mid-1970s have been traced in part to attempts
by the military to mirror prevailing civilian culture too closely.
Regarding the Korean debacle, which he blamed on the social
imperatives behind the Doolittle reforms of 1945, historian T. R.
Fehrenbach wrote that “in 1945, somehow confusing the plumbers
with the men who pulled the chain, the public demanded that the
Army be changed to conform with decent, liberal society.”39 The
changes did not appear to have detrimental effects on the U.S. mil-
itary forces because “the troops looked good. Their appearance
made the generals smile. What they lacked couldn’t be seen, not
until the guns sounded.”

In the aftermath of the disaster, Fehrenbach angrily wrote that
“liberal society, in its heart, wants not only domination of the mil-
itary, but acquiescence of the military toward the liberal view of
life. But acquiescence society may not have, if it wants an army
worth a damn. . . . Society’s purpose is to live; the military’s is to
stand ready, if need be, to die.” Similarly, attempts by the military
in the mid-1970s to recruit an all-volunteer force from a society
still nursing the counterculture and Vietnam syndrome led to a
dramatic weakening of standards.40 General Walter “Dutch”
Kerwin was one who resisted, writing in the 1970s that “the values
necessary to defend the society are often at odds with the values
of the society itself. To be an effective servant of the people, the
Army must concentrate not on the values of our liberal society, but
on the hard values of the battlefield.” Kerwin made headway: the
army dropped the accommodating “We Want the Army to Join
YOU!” in favor of the challenge “Be All That You Can Be.” But
today, several panelists think, American society has come full cir-
cle, displaying another identity crisis, while the military, facing
recruiting and retention problems, is again trying hard to look like
society. Political leaders of both parties press the military to “get
with it” and conform to prevailing civilian values. Thus, the army,
in its never-ending effort to sell itself in the absence of conscrip-
tion, stresses such incentives as financial benefits, training, and
job security, as if the army were a sort of high school with a salary
and fresh air. Nevertheless, enlistments decline and the army is
having to accept enlistees who would have been turned away five
years ago. And thanks to the trend toward feminization, the army
is losing Hispanic recruits to the Marine Corps, which alone satis-
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fies their pursuit of machismo.41 Indeed, the Marine Corps still
sells itself not as a place to work, but as a place to grow in honor,
courage, and commitment—values little taught or even respected
in much of civilian society. Small wonder that Thomas Ricks
found some new marines contemptuous of the society whence
they came after meeting the uncompromised standards of boot
camp. They had achieved genuine self-actualization, not the feel-
good therapy of victimhood. 

The perceived importance of answering to social imperatives
often leads to the compromise of proven military standards. In
those cases, as Mackubin Owens has suggested, “the danger to the
republic does not arise from any military threat to liberal
American society, but from the reverse: the civilianization of the
U.S. military ethos.”42 One wonders whether the Marine Corps and
the shrinking combat elements of the other services can hold out
against the relentless onslaught of social-advocacy groups. And as
Fehrenbach noted in his day, modern proponents of traditional
military culture cannot even look with certainty to the Pentagon or
Capitol Hill for allies.

Conclusion
Social and functional imperatives are often inherently contra-

dictory. The civil culture of a liberal democracy pulls the military
one way, while the hierarchy of values needed to succeed in the
unnatural stresses of war pulls it another way. The gap between the
military and American society varies according to the balance
between these imperatives. Currently, many people think that the
gap is too large and needs to be closed. I argue instead that the gap
is a fact of life: it should not be closed, indeed it cannot be closed,
but managed. Such management is difficult and takes political
courage of a high order, especially in a liberal society during
peacetime. Unfortunately, the peacetime “default solution,” the
path of least resistance for the military, is just to abandon many
tenets of its traditional culture and surrender to society at large.
The result is that social imperatives are imposed at the expense of
functional imperatives, introducing a possibly calamitous confu-
sion between means and ends. If the purpose of having a military
establishment in the first place is to promote cozy civil-military

relations, then military culture should be forcibly brought into line
with civilian culture. If, however, the purpose of having a military
is to provide for the common defense, then the military must nur-
ture the unique culture developed for that purpose. “Different, but
not separate” must be the slogan guiding an effort that keeps the
military responsive to society without ruining its functionally
unique culture. In the 1950s, ’60s, and ’70s, military sociologists
such as Huntington, Janowitz, Finer, and others helped to delin-
eate the boundaries that make for healthy relations between the
military and society. But they were addressing the challenges of a
large conscript army during the Cold War, a genuine national
emergency. In the absence of up-to-date and reasoned criteria for
maintaining healthy civil-military relations in a time of peace, we
are confronted by the simple demand to “Close the gap!” Thus,
Senator McCain has said, “It’s a fundamental principle that armed
services can truly serve a democracy only if they are a reflection
of that society and are impacted by the same social trends.”43 But
what exactly does that mean? If society is “slouching towards
Gomorrah,” must the military slouch along with it? Should it go
just part of the way—softening rigid codes of conduct but main-
taining enough discipline and order to keep the problems that
infect greater society at bay? It would be hard to imagine the ex-
POW McCain approving of a military shaped by the same narcis-
sism, relativism, and “culture of complaint” that social critics tell
us characterize American society today. And yet Secretary of the
Navy John Dalton said in July 1994 that “as American society
changes, the Naval service changes with it. That’s not bad—that’s
the way it’s supposed to be.”

The question policymakers should be asking is not “How can
we close the gap?” but rather “What is the cost of closing the
gap?” And the answer is that sooner or later the cost will be meas-
ured in the security and well-being of the civilian culture which
the military is mustered to defend. The military cannot, of course,
violate the legal imperatives that influence its culture—they are
nonnegotiable. Likewise, the military dare not violate its function-
al imperatives lest it lose its country’s wars. Therefore, if contra-
dictions exist among the various imperatives that shape military
culture, it is the social ones that the brass must find the courage to
“stiff-arm.” There are many today who insist that America fix the
“gap” problem by abandoning the military’s functional and legal
imperatives in order to accommodate societal pressures. But for
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anyone with the least historical sensibilities, that notion is simply
preposterous. THE CASE FOR NATIONAL

MISSILE DEFENSE
by Keith B. Payne

After spending more than $70 billion over three decades on more
or less urgent research and development, the United States
appears finally to be moving toward the deployment of a ballistic
missile defense (BMD) system.1 It will consist of interceptor mis-
siles and sensors designed to protect all fifty states from a small
long-range ballistic missile attack. Such a system, now called
National Missile Defense (NMD), has been the subject of fierce
debate in Washington in three distinct periods: first in the late
1960s and early 1970s, again in the latter half of the 1980s, and
finally since the mid-1990s.

Of these three debates, the most heated polemics followed
Ronald Reagan’s 1983 announcement of the Strategic Defense
Initiative (or SDI, pejoratively dubbed “Star Wars” by Senator
Edward Kennedy). The SDI debate, however, did little more than
restate the positions for and against NMD that had first been
raised during the earlier debate of the 1960s, and both those
debates concluded with decisive policy decisions against NMD
deployment. Although a decision for NMD appeared plausible at
various points during those years, the political consensus neces-
sary for deployment could not be sustained. Throughout this 
thirty-year period, therefore, the United States consciously chose
not to deploy NMD, preferring instead to rely almost exclusively
on deterrence to protect the American people against the threat of
intercontinental missile attack. 

In contrast, the current NMD debate, ongoing since the mid-
1990s, contains many important new elements and appears to be
concluding with a political consensus in favor of deployment. The
1999 National Missile Defense Act, backed by majorities in the
Senate and the House and signed by President Clinton, states that
it is U.S. policy to deploy NMD “as soon as technologically possi-
ble.” As a reflection of this new political consensus, President
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